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Foreword

Nikolaj Christensen’s historical and sociological account of Pentecostalism 
in Denmark in its early years is outstanding. It is both different from what 
is usually written and intriguing, which is one of the strengths of this study. 
Different, because it deals with a case of the meagre growth of Pentecostalism 
in Denmark, unlike the vast number of studies that hail its rapid growth. 
Intriguing, because this type of study asks relevant questions that apply to the 
situation of religion in western societies today. The reader will find many valu-
able lessons in this story of Denmark’s Pentecostal history. You might ask, why 
an early history of Pentecostalism in Denmark, a rather small country with 
rather insignificant numbers of Pentecostals today? It could be argued that its 
Nordic neighbours Norway, Sweden, and Finland have more significance with 
much greater numbers. This is not an insignificant history, however, for herein 
lie clues to the so- called “exceptionalism” of Europe as the one continent 
where secularization has seemingly triumphed over religion. Or rather, where 
Denmark, a far less pluralistic country than its neighbours, with the Lutheran 
Church holding the allegiance of most Danes –  at least nominally –  has proven 
more resistant to new forms of Christianity, in this case Pentecostalism.

When I supervised the author’s PhD research, I was fascinated as the research 
progressed that has been reworked into this superb study. Christensen is a for-
mer Danish Lutheran and now an Anglican priest who did much of his research 
in Denmark. He has mined the archives of early twentieth century Christian 
periodicals, newspapers, letters and other documents that have not been 
brought to scholarly attention, until now. Indeed, there is very little available 
to the English reading world on Danish Pentecostal history, and so this book 
is truly groundbreaking. Europe, as the author points out, is a forgotten conti-
nent in most contemporary scholarship on Pentecostalism, perhaps because 
of its relatively small numbers and insignificance. The tendency to ignore the 
negative has often been the case in Pentecostal literature, from the first peri-
odicals that reported effusively about the successes of Pentecostal mission-
aries throughout the world but seldom mentioned their failures, sicknesses, 
and in some cases, even their deaths went unreported. Much more recently, 
Pentecostal writers have been quick to point out the successes of worldwide 
Pentecostalism as the fastest growing religion in the twentieth century with 
a quarter of the world’s Christians. They are less likely to mention that eighty 
percent of this growth is outside the western world and indeed, outside their 
particular denomination. That over half of these oft- quoted statistics include 
vast numbers of Catholic Charismatics and independent churches that bear 
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viii Foreword

very little resemblance to “classical” American Pentecostal denominations 
seems to have evaded mention.

That is why this study is particularly relevant, for it does not tell a success 
story but has several important lessons. Pentecostalism began in Europe very 
soon after the Azusa Street revival in Los Angeles began in 1906, and it dif-
fered from the American movement in several significant aspects. It had a 
promising beginning that equalled most of what was happening elsewhere, 
but in Denmark it faltered in its organizational stages. In his introduction, 
Christensen refers to this work as a “case study of European Pentecostal 
stagnation and survival”. The implied question throughout the study is why 
Pentecostalism did not flourish in Denmark, especially when contrasted with 
its Nordic neighbours. Today, Sweden has more than ten times the number 
of Pentecostals than Denmark has. Although like its American counterpart 
Pentecostalism had roots in the Holiness Movement, in Northern Europe there 
were stronger influences from Pietism and revival movements in the state 
churches. This may account for its initial interdenominational acceptance, but 
also, in the case of Denmark, for its eventual splintering and lack of sustained 
growth.

In contrast to most other parts of the world, the Pentecostal movement in 
Europe is small. Popular secularization theories suggest that the rest of the 
world would follow Europe in rejecting religion. Indeed, the early twentieth 
century was a time of rapidly increasing secularization in western Europe that 
has continued to the present day. However, there are other important factors 
explaining what may well support the idea that Europe is the exception rather 
than the forerunner of inevitable secularization. Religion, and in this case 
Pentecostalism, is less likely to succeed in developed countries like Denmark 
because traditional forms of Christianity (there, Lutheranism) still hold sway 
over most of its population, even when most of that population do not attend 
church. In contrast, Pentecostalism flourished in some developed countries 
like the USA because of its well- established Protestant pluralism and volunta-
rism, and its revivalist history.

The piece of Danish history in this study shows that Pentecostalism has 
not done as well where there is a strong state church, unless there has been 
a significant minority of “free churches” like the Baptists, as was the case in 
Denmark’s neighbour Sweden. This theory is tested and proven here, espe-
cially in  chapter 5, where the reasons for why Pentecostalism did not grow in 
Denmark in contrast to its Nordic neighbours are explored. It is also important 
to acknowledge that there are many complex reasons for the growth of a move-
ment like Pentecostalism. I have often argued that the primary reason has been 
a religious one –  which of course cannot be separated from the cultural context. 
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Foreword ix

Pentecostalism has an inherent flexibility that enables it to make itself at home 
in most religio- cultural contexts. That it did not really take root in countries 
like Denmark has more to do with how uncomfortable it made the great major-
ity of people who considered themselves already Christian and Lutheran, with 
the accompanying state benefits and sense of identity as citizens of a proud 
Danish nation. Emotional and ecstatic religious practices were not part of this 
identity, even when most Lutherans did not attend church services regularly. 
As Christensen shows, it was because they had a sense of “belonging” to the 
Lutheran Church without “believing” in its core principles –  much of which 
was actually shared with Pentecostals. This also explains the process of sec-
ularization in European countries with a dominant church sponsored by the 
state. Christensen explores this further in  chapter 4.

Christensen shows that the history of the beginnings of Pentecostalism in 
Denmark can be traced back to the revival associated with Thomas Ball Barratt 
(1862– 1940) in Oslo (then Kristiania), Norway. This chapter provides the details, 
so this is merely a summary and orientation. Barratt, though of English herit-
age, was raised in Norway, and became a minister in the Methodist Episcopal 
Church of Norway when he visited the north- eastern USA in 1906 to unsuc-
cessfully raise funds for his City Mission to the poor of Oslo. His failed attempts 
there probably increased his disillusionment with Methodism. In New York 
he was “baptized in the Spirit” under the ministry of missionaries who had 
been to Azusa Street. He sailed back to Norway via Liverpool together with a 
party of Pentecostal missionaries to Africa and the Middle East. Barratt was 
henceforth a zealous Pentecostal destined to become the founder and prime 
motivator of Pentecostalism in western Europe. His new teachings were unac-
ceptable to his bishops and he was eventually forced to leave the Methodist 
Church. Starting with a small group of believers, the revival in Barratt’s church 
in Oslo was a place of pilgrimage for people from all over Europe. Because of 
its proximity, amongst the first pilgrims were visitors from Denmark. Barratt 
soon used invitations from these contacts to visit Copenhagen, where crowds 
attended his meetings, as in other parts of Europe. Barratt was enormously 
influential in Denmark, and encouraged his hearers to establish self- governing, 
self- supporting and self- propagating churches, a principle he had learned from 
Methodist Bishop William Taylor. Unlike the hierarchical Pentecostalism that 
was to develop in America, Barratt’s churches were strictly independent and 
congregational. This was eventually to result in the withdrawal of interdenom-
inational support for his meetings. Barratt submitted himself to baptism by 
immersion through the Swedish Baptist pastor Pethrus in 1913, which further 
estranged him from Lutheranism and state churches. His ministry also had a 
social impact by caring for the poor, the homeless, children and the elderly; 
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x Foreword

and he was a prolific writer, especially in his periodicals Byposten and Korsets 
Seier. In Denmark, however, only a few of his principles survived.

Although Norway was the epicentre of the first Pentecostal movement in 
Europe, Denmark was soon to follow with its own movement, which is given 
comprehensive detail in this book. As Christensen narrates, Barratt first visited 
Denmark in June 1907 at the invitation of several Danish ministers who had 
seen the revival in Oslo. The meetings in Copenhagen were crowded and the 
movement began as an ecumenical group of people who remained affiliated 
to their churches. On Barratt’s second visit in 1908 the Danish actress Anna 
Larssen was converted to Pentecostalism, which publicized the movement 
significantly. Larssen gave up acting in the prime of her career to become a 
leading personality in the Danish Pentecostal movement. The first Pentecostal 
church was started in Copenhagen in 1912, followed by several others that 
together formed a loose association called the Pentecostal Revival. For several 
years, the movement was doing reasonably well. Some other well- known peo-
ple joined the revival. Then, as has often been the case with Pentecostalism, 
schism occurred and the movement became more obscure. In 1924, when the 
Apostolic Church of Wales appointed Larssen’s husband Sigurd Bjørner as the 
apostle for Denmark, a split in these churches followed. With a centralized, 
authoritarian government, the Apostolic Church of Denmark continues to this 
day, but was reconciled with the Pentecostal Revival churches in 1998 and now 
exists in a very different form.

I warmly commend this book to the reader for an extensively researched 
and well written account of why Pentecostalism does not grow in certain cir-
cumstances. Christensen presents a somewhat surprising factor for the growth 
of a religion, that of organization, discussed in  chapter 7. Popular understand-
ing has it that organization decreases charismatic leadership and leads to 
decline. On the contrary, Christensen argues that any religious movement that 
fails to organize itself to preserve its initial fervour is likely to stagnate. This was 
precisely why Danish Pentecostalism, as “unorganized religion”, actual resist-
ance to organization, failed to maintain its initial impetus and growth. Such 
an “unorganized” state was unsustainable. Even later when it tried to organize, 
the result was schism and marginalization. This is an important lesson that 
permeates this history, and I am very grateful that this thought- provoking book 
brings this to our attention.

Allan H. Anderson
Emeritus Professor of Mission and Pentecostal Studies
University of Birmingham, England
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