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‘In the choir of the church the Archbishop in his magnificent cope, holding high the venerable crozier, blessing a new church. I saw that spiritual face of his. I saw nothing but this spirit-filled expression. Thus I wished to try to paint him.’ Emanuel Vigeland interpreting his painting, now in the Vasa Castle, Uppsala.





      Nathan Söderblom      

His Life and Work

Bengt G.M. Sundkler

Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17866 9

Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17863 8

PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 17865 2

ePub ISBN: 978 0 227 17864 5

James Clarke & Co.


[image: Logo]


Click on the link above to see our FULL CATALOGUE

for more excellent titles in

Hardback, Paperback, PDF, ePub and Kindle!

Would you like to join our Mailing List?

Click here!

Enjoyed this book?

Review it on Amazon so others can too!

Click here!





Nathan Söderblom

His Life and Work


Bengt G.M. Sundkler

[image: Logo]



JAMES CLARKE & CO.

P.O. Box 60

Cambridge

CB1 2NT

United Kingdom

www.jamesclarke.co
publishing@jamesclarke.co

Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17866 9

Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17863 8

PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 17865 2

ePub ISBN: 978 0 227 17864 5

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A record is available from the British Library

First published by The Lutterworth Press, 1968

This edition published 2023

Copyright © 1968 Bengt Sundkler

All rights reserved. No part of this edition may be reproduced,

stored electronically or in any retrieval system, or transmitted

in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,

photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without

prior written permission from the Publisher

(permissions@jamesclarke.co).





Contents



	List of Illustrations

	Foreword

	Chapter 1.    The Student

	Chapter 2.    Pastor and Scholar

	Chapter 3.    Professor and Pastor

	Chapter 4.    Swedish Archbishop

	Chapter 5.    The Archbishop and the War

	Chapter 6.    Finding the Way

	Chapter 7.    Uppsala and Catholicity

	Chapter 8.    His Stockholm Conference

	Chapter 9.    Great European

	Some Important Dates

	Index







List of Illustrations


Cartoon of the General Church Meeting, 1920

Dagens Nyheter Cartoon

Design and Inscription from Tombstone

Plates from page 80:

President of the Student Corps, Uppsala 1892

Professor in Uppsala, 1904

Professor Söderblom, 1912

Mrs Anna Söderblom, 1921

The Theological Faculty, Uppsala 1911

Plates from page 112:

Trönö Church

The altar, Holy Trinity Church, Uppsala

In journeys often

The Archbishop in his cassock and coat

The Archbishop’s headquarters, autumn 1914

The Archbishop’s House, Uppsala

Plates from page 272:

In his study

Letter to Dr. Charles Macfarland

Telegram to Cardinal Mercier

How to read Latvian

Plates from page 304:

Welcoming the world to his Conference

Dedicating the St Ansgar Chapel

The Archbishop and Patriarch Photios

Nathan Söderbloms plan





Foreword


Nathan Söderblom, 1866-1931, Archbishop of Uppsala, was one of the pioneers of the ecumenical movement; it is as innovator in this field that we attempt to interpret him in this book. The Life and Work Conference, at Stockholm, 1925, was a result of his vision and work for the unity of the Church.

Yet, Söderblom has been strangely forgotten by the historians. In his native country, Sweden, there was after his death, inevitably, a crop of books and articles about him; but later, some of the Swedes seem to have neglected their great Archbishop. For anyone to undertake to write a Life of Nathan Söderblom seems to evoke a feeling of incredulity: the task is enormous in terms of sheer weight and extent of the work involved. There is also another more subtle warning for anyone so bold as to rush into a job of this kind. You cannot write about Söderblom, we were told, for was he not ‘East-West-North and Söderblom’? If you state one thing about him, another, possibly contradictory assertion would prove to be just as relevant. We believe this scepticism to be misplaced in this case and hope that this book will, to some extent, show that there was in Söderblom a much greater unity, consistence and consequence than that for which he is generally given credit.

We have emphasized the genesis and first development of his role as an ecumenical leader; even to the extent of going on one point into a certain amount of detail: the years 1919-1920, under the title ‘Finding the Way’. For here, it can be claimed, are the beginnings, the embryo of what became later the ecumenical movement in its modern form.

There are signs which seem to promise that in to-day’s new climate of ecumenical relationships, Söderblom’s visions and initiatives will be understood anew. Some of the most constructive ecumenical initiatives of recent years, related to the World Council of Churches and to the Vatican, have an affinity to Söderblom’s contribution.

It is well-known that Söderblom was the pioneer of ‘Life and Work’ in ecumenical history. What is less known, perhaps, is that Söderblom pursued something of a Faith and Order movement of his own, based on Uppsala and on the claims of a Swedish succession, and with an ecclesiological programme which he called ‘Evangelical Catholicity’. We have devoted a section of the book to this aspect, under the title ‘Uppsala and Catholicity’: it is mainly concerned with initiatives and events in the brief and crowded period 1920-1923.

In the three brief chapters dealing with the period prior to 1914, the emphasis is on the preparation for the international task. The concept ‘horizon’ in this section has not only obvious geographical connotations, but is meant to convey other dimensions as well.

It is hoped that this book for an international public will be followed by a two volume Life of Söderblom in Swedish where we propose to give a much more adequate interpretation of Söderblom’s life and work prior to 1914 than has been possible in this context. In the projected Swedish work one would hope to assess his role as a bridge-builder between church and culture in Swedish society, and also to make a more thorough study of the development of his theological concepts.



The great majority of the quotations from Söderblom are, of course my translations from a Swedish, German or French original text, rendered as faithfully as possible. In the course of writing the book I have more than once found myself regretting that in an English book it is out of the question to render some of the quotations in the Swedish original. For Söderblom’s Swedish was rich and strong; pithy, with a fondness for the archaic word. I am aware that only too often has it been beyond my linguistic capacity to give an adequate equivalent of the original. Söderblom’s own English is of course reproduced as he used it.

I have not personally taken the initiative for this book, but was commissioned to do so. In August 1965, at Uppsala, I was asked by Dr. W.A. Visser’t Hooft and Archbishop G. Hultgren to write a Life of Söderblom. Söderblom had always fascinated me. I had also been fortunate enough to have had an interview with Archbishop Söderblom. In March, 1931, at twenty-one, as I was leaving for a year’s study in his beloved France, I was called to the Archbishop’s House in Uppsala and had half an hour with him; I am therefore one of those who have been under the direct influence of the magic of his personality. Not only that; in those last few weeks of his life, (he died on July 12, 1931) he found time to dictate long letters to that Swedish student in Strasbourg and Paris, planning his future, as he had done for thousands of others, more worthy of his exertions and expectations.

The Söderblom image in the literature is to a large extent determined by the Swedish book published a few months after his death by Söderblom’s most brilliant student, Tor Andræ. He focussed interest almost exclusively on Söderblom’s youth and his years in Paris.

An authoritative study on Söderblom’s ecumenical activity in the period 1914-1918 was published in Swedish, by Dean Nils Karlström, 1947, who had had the unique opportunity of serving as Söderblom’s personal secretary for five years. Söderblom’s theology of Revelation and Mysticism was studied by Dr. F. Holmström, 1937, and his view of the World religions by Dr. J.M. van Veen, 1940, in Dutch and by Professor E. Ehnmark, 1949, in Swedish. A study of Söderblom as preacher was made in Swedish by Dr. S. Estborn, 1947. A valuable study in French is N. Söderblom, prophète de l’œcuménisme (1948), by Jean Hoffmann.

In 1966, Professor Siegmund-Schultze, now of Soest, Westphalia, published a commented edition of Söderblom’s and his own correspondence.

Three volumes of Reminiscences of Söderblom, Hågkomster och livsintryck, by Swedes and non-Swedes, were published by the Lindblad publishing house in the years after 1931; and there is the important Nathan Söderblom In Memoriam 1931. To these should be added the two volumes of Söderblom’s Sommarminnen, edited posthumously by his wife Anna Söderblom.

But it is only now that we are in a position to base a study of Söderblom on primary sources in their whole extension. Söderblom was meticulous in preserving his correspondence; in fact he saved and filed every piece of evidence, every scrap of paper. Mrs. Anna Söderblom who survived him by twenty-four years, gave every day of those years to the collection and ordering of her late husband’s papers. These are now in the care of the Uppsala University Library. The Nathan Söderblom collection contains:

1.  Some 40,000 letters to and from Nathan Söderblom.

2.  Seventy big files on special subjects.

3.  150 large and small notebooks, with autobiographical notes, referred to here as diaries;

4.  Extensive files of paper-clippings.

5.  Eighteen big boxes containing papers relative to the Ecumenical Conference 1925 and its pre-history: this can contain anything on the subject from 1914-1931.

There are also Family letters from Nathan Söderblom to Anna Söderblom and their children. These are under seal. I have been allowed some limited use of these. Ambassador Staffan Söderblom and Mr. Jon-Olof Söderblom have kindly undertaken to make extracts for me from the family papers, referring to certain conferences and travels in 1908, 1911, 1912, 1919-20, 1926-27. I thank Mr. Jon- Olof Söderblom for making these extracts.

In connexion with my research I have interviewed a large number of people who knew Söderblom well: members of his family; relatives of the family’s close friends; his old students; and the older generations of pastors in the Uppsala archdiocese; a certain number of Söderblom’s co-workers in the ecumenical movement.

Two friends have helped me particularly. Docent Carl Fredrik Hallencreutz read the entire manuscript and gave invaluable criticism both for the structure and the detail of the book. Father Hugh, S.S.F., revised the English of my manuscript. To the contribution made by these two friends I wish to apply the words by Bishop Wordsworth of Salisbury, in thanking Söderblom, in 1910, for his help with a book by Wordsworth, on the National Church of Sweden ‘I think it extraordinarily kind of you to take so much trouble to make my work as intelligent as it ought to be.’ In this connexion I also thank Dr. Sigfrid Estborn, Dr and Mrs. Byron Swanson, and Dr. Staffan Runestam, the latter a grand-son of Söderblom. I also thank librarians and archivists at the Uppsala University Library and other Swedish and foreign libraries who so generously gave of their time.

Misses Sally-Ann Godden and Patricia Simpson worked on the English of the manuscript. Proofs have been read by Archbishop G. Hultgren, Docent T. Furberg, Mrs. Eva Riad, Dr. S. Runestam, Mr. J.O. Söderblom. I thank them for their help.

Uppsala, Whitsun 1968

Bengt Sundkler.






1
The Student



At Trönö, Hälsingland, one can still to-day see Jonas Söderblom’s Old Testament in Hebrew. It is a solid old volume, edited by Joh. Simonis, Magdeburg, 1712. In the margin there are notes in Latin and Swedish, to certain verses, inscribed by Jonas Söderblom.

The copy has obviously been well-worn; Jonas Söderblom knew his Hebrew particularly well and read his portion of it daily. As he chose the name ‘Jonathan’ for his son’s baptism he was deeply aware of the meaning of the name. Their boy was, indeed, a Gift of God. He seemed healthy and strong and had been spared while their first child, also a boy, born a year earlier had died when only nine months old and was now buried near the north wall of the Church.

Jonathan received two other names in his baptism, Lars Olof. These were saints’ names, but also symbols of families and of nations. Lars or Laurentius was the mother’s family’s Danish name. Olof had been a boy’s name in Jonas Söderblom’s family at Orsta, Söderala for centuries: The name Jon Olsson had alternated with Olof Jonsson, generation after generation until Jonas, himself the first scholar in that long tradition of Hälsingland yeomen, chose for himself the name of Söderblom. The name Olof suggested the history of his own family as far as one could trace it. They had lived on the same farm at Orsta at least since the sixteenth century. It was thought that in the hillside were the graves of the forefathers from the Iron Age. Jonas Söderblom was rooted in the soil of Hälsingland.

But Pietism shook him and shaped him, as it shaped and formed that whole province of Hälsingland. There was a whole generation of like-minded young curates of the Church in Hälsingland at this time, who whatever the learned and probably rationalistic Archbishop in Uppsala said, were determined to know nothing but Jesus Christ and him crucified. They preached the New Birth, insisted on temperance and took a special interest both in Foreign Mis- sions and in the emigration movement to America. Jonas Söderblom took the Pietistic concerns very seriously indeed. Pietism shook him to the core. He found himself in a crisis, and he was driven into a life of penance and asceticism which threatened to break the strength of soul and body. He came close to the border line of a disorder of the mind.1 A colleague in the ministry helped him to leave behind ‘the threat of the law’ and to accept and trust the forgiveness of sins. He had moved, he felt, from a legalistic to an Evangelical attitude towards Lutheran Pietism. He hastened along the stony roads and grassy paths of his parish, his shoes in a sling on his back, the quicker to move and also, no doubt, in order to save the expense of shoe-mending.

He was thirty-nine when he married Sophia Blume, then twenty-three. Jonas had been posted for a while to Hudiksvall, the central town of Hälsingland: his message caught the attention of some of the young and there was now in the little town something similar to that which had happened in the rural parishes: a local revival. Sophia had just lost her beloved mother, in July 1861. She was sad and melancholic and eagerly accepted the assurance which the Pietistic message seemed to bring. The pastor fell in love with her.

As she confided this to her widowed father, she found no understanding. Dr. Laurentius R. Blume was a Dane. In 1834 at the early age of twenty-four he had qualified as a doctor in Copenhagen. The same year there was a cholera epidemic in Western Sweden, and an appeal from Gothenburg resulted in four Danish doctors, including L.R. Blume, going to Sweden; in 1836 he became a Swedish citizen. In 1854 he was moved to Hudiksvall. As a Danish doctor of that time he had little patience with Pietists, let alone the North Swedish brand. He was not impressed by Jonas Söderblom: a fanatic, who was so mean that his wife would ‘work herself to death’, was his unfeeling diagnosis of the case.2

He knew that his daughter came of good stock. The Blumes were from Ribe in Denmark. Doctor Blume’s father was a district judge in Roskilde. His wife was Johanne Koefoed, thus bearing a well-known name in the history of Danish culture; her grandfather M. Munch had been the mayor of Copenhagen and further back there was a Bishop of Oslo as one of the forefathers and therefore in Nathan Söderblom’s pedigree.

Dr. Blume had three sons and three daughters with Johanne Koefoed. There was obviously a streak of adventure, of the pull of the high seas, in the family, for the three sons became sailors and sea captains and one of the daughters, Sophia’s sister, married another sea-captain of Norwegian descent, Abrahamsen who did very well for himself as a ship-owner in Stockholm. Later on, as a student in Uppsala, Nathan Söderblom regularly visited this uncle of his. The eldest of Dr. Blume’s sons, Niels, was one of many Scandinavians who emigrated to America, in 1863, just in time to be enlisted in the Northern army in the Civil war, where he advanced to Captain in the United States Army. In 1873 he became harbour master at the Mare Island Fleet station, San Francisco. He was a faithful letter writer, particularly to his sister Sophia, and she, and somewhat later her son Nathan, corresponded regularly with Captain Niels Blume in San Francisco. The bonds became particularly strong as in 1889 Svante Söderblom, Nathan Söderblom’s younger brother, who did not find High School at Hudiksvall to his taste, emigrated to America. His uncle Niels received him and helped him along, and Svante married a cousin, Niels’ daughter.

We have anticipated later events: Sophia Blume married her pastor in 1863. The following year they moved to Trönö. Here their second son, Nathan Söderblom, was born on January 15, 1866.

Trönö was a beautiful part of picturesque Hälsingland. The province was dominated by the Ljusnan river, the Dellen lakes, the deep forests and the Baltic coastline. From the manse on the hill one could see a stream flowing through the valley. On each side lay fine farm houses, for the yeomen of Hälsingland formed a selfrelying élite. On the banks of the stream were seven little saw-mills, started by some of the enterprising farmers. These were the result of the new timber activity in the province, under the stimulus of the Hudiksvall Steam-Sawing Mill Company of London at about that time, but which soon ceased.

Looking back on his childhood at Trönö, Archbishop Söderblom would describe the valley as a church: The winding stream and the road were the aisle. The villages on each side on the edge of the wood, were pews; the Grindberget terrace was ‘the altar in the east, as it should’. The sighing of the wind in the forest in the west the young boy imagined to be the organ.

Nathan was soon at home in the church, a fine twelfth-century structure, surrounded by a medieval wall. Here and in Hälsingtuna as in the family’s native Söderala, Nathan came in touch with twelfth-century churches of great and simple beauty; these early impressions were to condition his appreciation of tradition and continuity. The sound of the bells in the Trönö belfry sanctified the hours of the day and the rhythm of the week: the belfry was medieval in the style of the Nordic staff-churches. Seated in the pastor’s family’s pew in the Church at Trönö he looked attentive as his father preached his serious, pleading sermons; he also took in all that was to be seen in the packed church. At the back there were two galleries and in the top gallery young boys, who were not always quiet. Some of the medieval sculptures and figures fascinated him; but he tried not to see the picture on the right of the choir window with the dragon’s open jaw and the bodies of men falling, and falling, into it. In preference he would study the little votive ship suspended from the roof in the choir. Imagination could take him on that ship along the river passing into the Baltic, and further still. The organist played the last hymn and the pastor’s wife took her children by the hand to the members of the congregation outside the porch. ‘Almost the strongest memory from my childhood’s Church, the Archbishop would recall, ‘was the sunny warmth outside the porch, as the congregation filed out and greeted us in their friendly way’.3

Back home, in the manse, there were horses and cattle to attend to, for the curate received a considerable part of his keep from the parish farm. During the winter, there was skiing on the breath-taking slopes down to the frozen stream. And in the evenings, by the light of the fire, Mother played the piano and Nathan would sit under the instrument, the more to take in that glorious volume of sound. She would accompany herself and her husband as they sang together from ‘Tunes of Zion’ or the ‘Songs of Ahnfelt’, expressions of Pietism’s longing to the Heavenly City and Home.

Mother and father were Nathan’s first teachers. ‘I have in my life had many teachers, but none better than she’, said the Archbishop about his mother. ‘Therefore, even to-day I know the names of all four Balearic islands. Father’s teaching was more eager than methodical. His concern that I would not learn Latin began when I was five and earned me some undigested Latin vocables.’



At nine, Nathan began school in Hudiksvall, a town of some 4,000 inhabitants at that time. On the first day his father took him to the school and another young boy heard Söderblom Sr. remarking: ‘No, I am not nervous about Nathan. He will manage very well; he has an excellent head on his shoulders.’4 Pastor Söderblom, now vicar at Bjuråker, some twenty-five miles from Hudiksvall, arranged a house for his three children in town. From a fisherman he bought a house near the town church, and a woman from Trönö was the housekeeper. Supplies of bread and potatoes, some butter and occasionally meat, came from the vicar’s farm. There was one cow for milking; Nathan wrote in one of his very first letters. ‘The cow eats well – and I believe she is going to thrive but she is a little restless, although we have borrowed for her a little bell from Westin’s so that she will feel more at ease.’ The cow caused some concern. Nathan wrote to his father asking him to send some mash. This had the intended results: ‘Beloved parents. Immanuel. Thank you for the letter … The cow milks somewhat better because of the mash and the milk also tastes a little better than before.’ The daily yield rose from one pottle to two pottles with the result that the neighbours ‘Mrs. Jungnell and Aunt Hulda’ asked for that extra bounty. ‘This I could not refuse them’, Nathan stated as a matter of course.

Fourteen of Nathan’s letters from the first two years are extant. They are addressed to: ‘My beloved Parents. Immanuel!’ or ‘My beloved Parents. Grace and Peace.’ They show a young boy with commonsense and practical ability; the eldest in the group of brothers and sisters, very much in charge of the others.

Occasionally there was in the letters a word of impatience in that Northern outpost of the world that the summer never arrived. On April 28, 1876 he wrote to say that he had had to stay inside for he had chaps on his hands; but he had put on glycerin a few times and was sure this would help. On another occasion: ‘the palate is better now. It is not diphteria but we are skinless in the palate and on the tip of the tongue.’ Outside, in the town there were the social tensions of a class society, expressed among the young in street fights between the relatively privileged school-boys, ‘piltarne’ and the others from ‘East of town’, called ‘schaschasare’.

His thoughts were with the parents: ‘How are you? Do not work too hard so that you fall ill; rest ye sometimes, then it will be easier and more fun to work. As from time to time your thoughts fly to your children in town, let them not rest there with anxiety, but please believe that we try to steer everything for the best’.

The whole scene in that household was from a time many decades before any Welfare-Sweden was even conceivable. This was Poverty-Sweden, a country which barely had scraped through a disastrous crop-failure in the late 1860’s. Also in Hälsingland, emigration to America became the solution of the economic crisis, and Pietist pastors, such as L. Esbjörn, went with the groups to that other country. There was also constant letter contacts between the Pietists in Hälsingland and their relatives in Illinois, Kansas and Minnesota.

The Hudiksvall harbour saw many of them leave the province and the country. The harbour was one of Hudiksvall’s great attractions, also to Nathan Söderblom. There were sailing ships bound for Stockholm and Helsinki, Riga and Southampton. Söderblom wrote later, ‘The ships and their captains and men awakened in us our imagination and our longing for adventure.’ He knew of ships through his maternal uncles. ‘The barks which filled the harbour were surrounded by a poetry which made every contact highly appreciated.’ In these years at Hudiksvall he learned a lot about ships; Nathan Söderblom never forgot that he was also a Blume and therefore a sailor like his uncles. This interest stood him in good stead when later he became a seaman’s pastor at Calais and Dunkirk and, as Archbishop, Chairman ex-officio of the Church Board for work among seamen.

When Nathan was fifteen, in 1881, he was confirmed by his father. Confirmation in the Swedish Church at that time, as now, was always taken by the local clergy and not by the bishop and was preceded by a thorough grounding in Luther’s Catechism. Jonas Söderblom’s course for his son was different but no less thorough: it was a condensed course in Christian Doctrine, as understood by Jonas Söderblom. There is extant a neat little notebook in Nathan’s hand after the father’s dictation. One can hear the eager Pietist vicar proclaiming his message.


‘Without Christ, God is a consuming fire; in Christ, our reconciled Father … When do we become too strong for God? When we hold up His word and promises to Him to say: Do You remember these? Then I am blessed … Again, when does God become too strong for us? When He can make us be still to His calling grace so that through self-scrutiny we recognize our guilt and spiritual death and therefore, unconditionally, must obey His gracious calling and in all our unworthiness beg and hope for and accept the unmerited grace of salvation in Christ.’



There was a Puritan streak of ascesis in the father and in his con- firmation teaching. Nathan wrote after his dictation: ‘Fast is to nourish the spiritual life so that our desires can be checked. Fast is the food of the soul and the tinder of devotion.5 The spark fires easier in dry than in wet wood. The fasting body is the drywood etc’. He was also given what the father regarded as useful apologetic arguments on Baptism. ‘Do children need to be baptized? Yes, for they are by nature the children of wrath. Are they fit for baptism? Yes, for they believe.’ About the manner of baptism, Nathan made notes on the difference between the two Greek prepositions Apo and Ek; in Jesus’ case he rose Apo, from the water, and this, according to Jonas Söderblom, in order to show the form in which baptism was to take place.6

Later in life, the professor and Archbishop, engaged in interchurch conversations on the ministry and sacraments, was to insist on the quality of the teaching for confirmation in the Swedish Church; he must have thought then of the months under his father’s care.

In his home, Nathan could not but notice a disturbing and widening distance between the parents. Dr. Blume, his mother’s father, had found Jonas Söderblom a fanatic, and he had his reasons. The mother’s light, humorous and poetic disposition was not allowed much elbow room in the gloomy manse, particularly as the children had left for school. An increasing deafness tended to isolate her. At Norrala she withdrew to her room and lived to herself, a placid matrona, reading and re-reading the letters from her children, particularly from Nathan, occasionally making in her diary an anguished note about the husband’s harshness.

And he? Well, he had his Pietistic message to proclaim. Relentlessly he drove himself and all around him. Ambitious on behalf of his children, he was never fully satisfied even with Nathan’s brilliant results in school. Yet, Nathan was his pride, and there was unmistakably an affinity between the two. This increased and was deepened over the years, until his father’s death and, as Nathan Söderblom would claim, beyond death. What was it that to this extent bound Nathan to his father, apart from general filial considerations?

Was it perhaps, something particular in that eager voice, in those shining, pleading eyes? Despite all unfeeling waywardness and mannerisms of the old man, Nathan recognized that which to him became the sign and secret of religion: the spark of the Spirit. Driving himself through fasting and overwork, Jonas would say, ‘Hungry dogs chase the better’. This was uncouth, and Sophia, née Blume, said so; this was the Hälsinge hunter and peasant in him from times immemorial, in those forests and glades, at lake-side and on the river’s banks. Nathan recognized in this something fine and noble. He half discovered it as he took down those notes in the Confirmation class: ‘the tinder of devotion’ – was that not something which connected Jonas Söderblom with that flame of religion, beyond and, indeed, long before Pietism: the scintilla of the soul?

Nathan Söderblom was very much aware of the mysterious ways and irrational laws of heredity. He attempted to understand them in the great and in the near-greats whom he studied; in Luther, and in W. Rudin, one of his Uppsala professors. He must have meditated on his own share of heredity from those two clans of Söderala, Hälsingland and Ribe, Denmark when he wrote:


Innumerable generations are behind the child in whose embryo the wonderful treasure lies dormant. Dangerous heritages, good heritages, weak heritages, subdivided in a thousand different ways, have produced diverse results in his forefathers. A combination and a mutual influence takes place from the natural gifts of his father and mother respectively, but also from earlier heritages. … Then the gift of genius bursts forth apparently as suddenly and unexpectedly as those phenomena which De Vries has called mutation. … We shall never be able to analyse perfectly the causes and elements of creative genius. We shall never be able to predict it. The human eye cannot penetrate the sequence of causes and effects. Our Christian faith and our constructive outlook on life and history know something more. They know that God works in the complicated course of generations, and that the right man is there to do his work, when he is wanted.7



The last four years at Hudiksvall Söderblom spent in the ‘Gymnasium’, concluded with matriculation in 1883. He received a thorough classical education and of modern languages: German, French and Swedish. English was only an optional in the last two years. He excelled in Scripture and Church History.

Looked at from a wider point of view it was not a foregone conclusion that he should follow in his father’s footsteps for the choice of his career. The father’s own preference for theology, coming from peasant stock, expressed a more general trend. But in the second generation, the range of choice tended to be more varied. Jonas Söderblom’s successor as curate at Trönö, Thörnell, had two sons of whom one became an officer, later Commander-in-Cief of the Swedish Armed Forces; the second, Professor of Latin (who was to help Archbishop Söderblom with the finishing touches to his two letters to the Vatican!) In Nathan Söderblom’s case he never seems to have hesitated. To his father’s great satisfaction, he decided, as now he went on to the University at Uppsala, to study theology with a view to become, as his father before him, a priest in the Swedish Church.



‘The driest period in world history’: this was Söderblom’s view of the 1880’s and the Uppsala of that time. At least this was how it appeared to him as he looked back on the decade from the more interesting view-point of the following years when imagination and poetry had come into their own again. The 1880’s were a tough time: ‘The grey seriousness led to a denial of the Spirit and of God.’8

Uppsala in 1883, the year Nathan Söderblom arrived, was a little town of 17,000 inhabitants; with its thirteenth century red-brick Cathedral in the centre, and the Archbishop’s house and the University next to it; the Vasa Castle on the hill; heavy old stone houses in the centre of town, and new wooden two-storey buildings in the Luthagen sector. The town was fifty miles away from Stockholm by rail, introduced in 1861. From Uppsala one could reach the capital in two hours. The university, founded in 1477, now had 1700 students, with a staff of some fifty full professors, of whom eight were in the Theological Faculty. Uppsala was the see of the Archbishop of the Church of Sweden. Archbishop A.N. Sundberg ruled his diocese and the church. As Archbishop he was expected to be an authoritarian and one must say this for him that he lived up to these expectations, not least, with regard to revivalist movements in his own church or to the Augustana brethren in the United States. Sometimes he could be less than forthcoming. When in September 1889 an English visitor, by name of Randall Davidson, [then] Dean of Windsor, asked for an interview, Sundberg whose knowledge of English was limited replied:

When I sended my last letter to you, Reverend Sir, I believed that I would be at home 10th September, but I fear now that I probably will become an unsteady traveller during the whole month. Best therefore to leave all hope of our meeting. …9

In the Cathedral one could hear Dean Torén preaching his Evangelical sermons, or Professor Sundelin whose message Söderblom liked, all the more as he took a great personal interest in the field of study which Sundelin represented: Church History. In his letters Söderblom often reported that he had listened to the Methodist preacher, F. Åhgren, whose message and presentation attracted him. Söderblom often preferred to walk to country churches near Uppsala, particularly Uppsala-Näs, to hear Professor W. Rudin, a meditative preacher with a message stamped by prayer and the concern for the inner life.

Not all Uppsala students at that time studied; there were so many other things to do in ‘the town of eternal youth’. Söderblom was a real student;he worked hard and resolutely, and spent a decade at it, 1883-1892. J. Schumpeter, who of course had personal reasons of his own to glorify the years between twenty and thirty, referred to ‘the sacred fertile third decade’ in a scholar’s life. The Austrian’s formula also fits this Swedish case. Söderblom not only laid the foundation of an unusually solid classical and theological education, but also cultivated that charisma of communication which, in the new milieu of the University, he must have discovered as being to a unique extent his very own.

Söderblom took three years over his B.A., with honours in Greek and with very good results in Hebrew, Arabic and in Latin; to this he added Nordic languages, Philosophy and a smattering of Geology. (According to the rules at that time Arts students had to add one Science subject to their degree). After his B.A. degree, in September 1886, he turned to Theology, and this at a time when there were exceptionally few recruits for theological study at Uppsala. The great majority of Swedish priests at this time took a minor degree, called ‘Dimission’. Söderblom decided to try for the Candidatus Theologiae; in the years 1883-93 there were at Uppsala some 475 who passed the former and 50 only the latter examination.

Söderblom could now build on the splendid linguistic foundation which he had acquired. His was a rare knowledge of New Testament Greek. As a matter of course he always had his Nestle edition at his elbow. In 1922 on a journey in Germany he mislaid his beloved copy of Nestle, given him by that other ecclesiastical scholar, Dr. Ryle (of Winchester and Westminster). His diary on that occasion had an anguished cry of sadness at the parting of a very dear friend. As to further studies in Hebrew his first move after having joined the Theological Faculty was to take part in a special seminar in the unvocalized text of Talmud led by Professor Almkvist and Rabbi Klein, the latter from now on one of Söderblom’s close friends. The members of the seminar were all university dons, and Söderblom at twenty was definitely the Benjamin of the group.

For some time he considered specializing in the Old Testament and always tried to keep effectively in touch with the latest developments of Old and New Testament research. His life-long friendship with S.A. Fries, beginning about 1889, was helpful, for Fries was passionately interested in editions and pseudoepigrapha, and their correspondence has many a reference to these intricate matters.

At about the same time began Söderblom’s contacts with Dr. F. Fehr, Pastor Primarius in Stockholm: Old Testament and Talmud scholar; the propounder of Ritschlian theology in Sweden; brilliant preacher and teacher. Fehr’s example and personality stimulated Söderblom’s efforts in the field of Biblical research. We emphasize this interest of Söderblom’s in Bible research, as we later shall make the point that Söderblom was not so much the Religionsgeschichtler who happened to make certain excursions into the field of Christian theology, but rather the Bible scholar and Church historian who also studied the history of the religions.

In the Theological Association at the University, Söderblom had opportunities of discussing the new learning of Wellhausen and the other moderns. He did not accept this new theology without struggle and anxiety. When he read later of Luther’s Angst, the Reformer’s angustiae et terrores conscientiae, he recognized these words as an adequate description of his own state of mind, ‘when the theory of the truth of Christianity wavered and fell to pieces’. He could not understand later generations who without qualms seemed to come to terms with ready-made solutions. ‘For a sacred weightiness rested on these questions of the character and history of the Bible.’10 In the end, the discoveries and conclusions of the Wellhausen school appeared to him as a great liberation and he said so to his own joy and to the consternation of others. In the last resort, his theological study became and remained a personal concern to him.

In April 1888, he wrote in his diary.


I am studying Exegesis. … Never forget that behind all revelation there is the one, eternal divine reality. Look for that, as [your] goal, not the expositions thereof. Do not focus on the books of the Bible, for remember they are only the means. As you read Isaiah, or Daniel, or Genesis; do not ask: What kind of God was Isaiah’s God? but rather: What did Isaiah know of the one, eternal Divine Reality – God.’



Together with S.A. Fries he shared an admiration for the scholar’s exact knowledge and the specialist’s command of his particular field. Yet, even at that time he was aware of the dangers of the specialist’s ivory tower. In a speech in 1892 he warned the freshmen of that year of limitations of the mere specialist.


The specialists, i.e. those who are content with life’s small, external, limited goals, have their dens but the Son of man hath no place where to rest his head. This I interpret as the mind which does not limit its horizon to the little, easily attained goals in life but which looks … for the vision of a true and noble mankind.’11



It was a widening of the horizons he wanted, for himself and the Church. Reading Pfleiderer’s Philosophy of Religion, he was struck by the danger of too narrow a view in theology. He celebrated his twenty-sixth birthday by making this note in his diary:


I am surprised as I see what epigones we are. Our range of vision is infinitely more narrow than at the beginning of the century. Already in Schleiermacher and Herder all these thoughts emerge which we [now] call new and which must find a place for themselves in our time.’12



Church history and the history of Christian Doctrine were his great interests at the beginning of the 1890’s. Ritschl, Harnack, Kaftan, Pfleiderer: any book or article produced by these great German scholars was immediately bought, read and discussed by Söderblom and Fries: resulting in review articles or in a lecture in the Theo- logical Association or in the more intimate circle of four or five friends, where Söderblom, Fries and N.J. Göransson discussed theology, literature and current affairs.

With this interest in theological matters Söderblom passed his Candidatus Theologiae examination in December 1892 with distinction. It is worthy of note that he had earned his highest credits in the two most exacting subjects at this time, Old Testament and Church History. His contacts with the great Uppsala historian Harald Hjärne stimulated his interest in History. He now prepared a series of books on Luther and the Reformation, but also on the Early Church. When, three years later, the Church history chair in Uppsala became vacant, Söderblom, writing from Paris discussed with himself and with Fries whether he should apply for the post and devote himself to Church History.

In the meantime, however, he had decided to follow another line of study and research.

The Eighth Orientalist Congress, held at Stockholm (and Oslo) in 1889 had greatly stimulated interest in the study of Oriental and Asian religions and languages. Here Max Müller, C. de Harlez, J. Darmesteter and other great European scholars, together with turbaned Parsees and Indians appeared on the Swedish scene; some of Söderblom’s close friends lectured there, such as K. Fries and G. Klein. Surprisingly Söderblom himself does not seem to have been a delegate; he may have been thought to be too young. After the event he wrote to his home of the interesting talks he had had with some of the Swedish delegates and of their experience.13

An article by J.H. Moulton in The Thinker, 1892, on Persian religion caught his eye. He discussed it with his friend, professor J.A. Ekman, who held the chair with the somewhat mysterious name ‘Theological Prenotions and Theological Encyclopedia’. They decided that Söderblom should specialize in Persian religion and prepare a doctoral thesis in that field. He knew the real reason why he did this. He wrote from Uppsala to his friend N.J. Göransson.


I am in Iran, Persia, just getting my bearings. It may appear as somewhat queer from an economic point of view to choose for a doctoral thesis a new area, when I am already well versed in e.g. History of Christian Doctrine. But left to my own devices, I may all the same be useful. I regard it as a happy complement to use that assurance and joy of the scholar which Ritschl has given me in pointing to our [own] prophet as the greatest, to Christ the Unique, in order to study the other God revealers who have given to others their particular solutions of the problems of religion. If thus I could arrive at a concrete presentation of the history of religion, I would have reached my proudest goal. Dreams, you will say, Göran; happy dreams, I say.’14



Rapid in his movements, he had the ambition to conclude his Avesta study in a year or so and made preparations to this end. It proved to be a much more exacting and time-consuming exercise, but he had laid a good foundation in learning the fundamentals of Avesta’s Persian from K.V. Zetterstéen, later professor of Semitic languages at the Uppsala University. At the Sorbonne he was going to receive more stimulation for this study.



To Söderblom the Student Missionary Association in Uppsala constituted a bridge between the Pietistic Hälsingland from which he came and the wide world to which he turned. Jonas Söderblom and with him his whole generation of young pastors in Hälsingland were ‘mission-friends’. The greatest among them, (later Bishop) Lars Landgren, incumbent in Delsbo, even wrote an impressive history of Protestant missions, in two solid volumes. As soon as the Uppsala Student Missionary Association was founded in 1884, Söderblom became a member.

The eighteen-eighties were an exciting and creative decade in the history of the Student Missionary Movement. It was in 1888 that the watchword of the Student Volunteer Movement was formulated, ‘the evangelization of the world in this generation’. The American movement, under John R. Mott and Robert Wilder and others, inspired corresponding movements in other parts of the world. The Uppsala Association proved to be dynamic and had an ambitious programme. To Söderblom personally this group was important from three points of view. Firstly it gave him a thorough knowledge of missionary problems and contacts with corresponding movements in America and on the Continent. Secondly, it was to him a hearth of Christian fellowship, where Pietistic warmth was combined with the concern for a wider intellectual horizon. Here he also met with a religious challenge the solution of which he was to find in his conversion in 1890. Thirdly, it was not least because of his missionary concern and interest that he turned to that study which was to be his special calling in the world of learning, the history of religions and, as we shall show presently, it was with the fundamental question of Christian missions that he undertook this study.

The Uppsala Association included some very remarkable young men. Natanael Beskow, poet, artist and social reformer, wrote mission hymns, published in the little collection of mission songs which the Association produced. One of these was the splendid ‘Ack, saliga dag’: ‘Oh, Jubilee day of the world’s expectation when earth is God’s Kingdom of blessed accord.’ Forty years later, through Communio, this was to be known as ‘the Stockholm hymn’, a clarion call of the ecumenical movement. H. Danell, later Söderblom’s colleague as professor and as bishop, E. Folke, later missionary in China, E. Heuman, later bishop in South India, belonged to the group. Karl Fries was one of the leaders in the association. He represented a type of Student leader that impressed Söderblom particularly: scholar in Semitic languages and highly proficient in a number of modern languages; extrovert, enterprising, with a wide international horizon. In this group Söderblom also had the opportunity of meeting a number of Scandinavian and international missionaries. In 1888, the Association made an ambitious move. Its own Missions review under the name of Meddelanden was launched. Fries suggested Söderblom’s name as editor; he accepted and held the post for five years.

One cannot but be impressed by this publication. It was the only one of its kind in Sweden and in Scandinavia, and comprised some articles of real excellence. Söderblom himself published his very first article here in 1888, on St. Ansgar, the first, French, missionary to Sweden. Söderblom had also the satisfaction of publishing in Meddelanden, an article by his father, on Mission interest in Hälsingland and on Nisima of Japan, by a Miss Anna Forsell, whom we shall meet presently.

The task as editor of Meddelanden was one he obviously liked. Sometimes it was unavoidable that readers might take exception to some article. This happened in 1890 when H.W. Tottie, [then] Secretary to the Church of Sweden Mission, had written an article which in part was less than generous to the Fosterlandsstiftelsen’s Mission, suggesting that the appearance on the Swedish scene of this latter mission pointed to the divided state of missions in Sweden. A correspondent objected violently to some passages in the article and informed the Editor that he wanted to withdraw his subscription.

Söderblom’s answer is extant, a four page draft in lead pencil. It is a study in persuasion, already showing some of the diplomatic tact which was to characterize the ecumenical Archbishop.


It cannot but cause deep sorrow if I and the Executive of the Student Missionary Association through some lack of consideration on our part have deprived our Association of the joy of counting you among our friends. In so far as the attitude of Meddelanden in this matter has given cause for some painful misunderstanding, I pray you kindly to make allowance for it.



Söderblom was to experience, that theological study could be what P.T. Forsyth once called ‘one of the dangerous industries’. In 1888 and 1889 he studied the New Testament and was confronted with the new theories about the synoptic gospels. This was very different from the Bible teaching of Pietistic Hälsingland. Some of these modern theories on the Bible shook him, but not excessively. The young student soon felt that he had his own contribution to give to this problem. In the Theological Association, in November 1889, he tried to show that the authors of the synoptic Gospels were dependent on one another and the oldest Apostolic writing was an Aramaic version of what became St. Matthew’s Gospel. He had also, at last, passed his examination in the New Testament for Professor Myrberg, a Swedish representative of J.T. Beck’s theology. The tricky point in that connexion was to get the professor in a mood to give the oral exam. Söderblom had hoped to have this done with by April-May 1889, but the professor pleaded over-work, and that he could not attend to Söderblom or any other student until after the summer holidays. It was not until October that he was prepared to receive Söderblom, now for a four hours trial. Söderblom reported on the performance to his home.


It was an elementary and superficial exam, and add to that [the professor’s] oddities. On the Epistle to the Hebrews, he asked what in the Old Testament corresponded to Christ’s high priestly office. I mentioned prayer, high priestly prayer. Yes, that is correct; but [more precisely], it corresponds to the incense-offering. But, what about the burnt-offering and the sin-offering? I replied, that is Christ sacrificing himself. ‘No, no, it was not so. The sin-offering which our Savoiur offered as High Priest is the sins of men which are taken away, and the burnt-offering are those people who allow themselves to be sanctified.’ Whoever can invent anything like that? Is that not queer, dear Father? But apart from this he was kind and friendly. …



In the following letter Söderblom wrote on Myrberg.


‘His lack of orthodoxy I would not criticize, but what makes one fed up is the superficial and uninterested way in which he set about to explore one’s knowledge.’



But there was a deeper dissatisfaction in his heart. He wrote in his diary, August 15, 1889, while still on holiday in his parent’s home:


This is a dismal time. I am longing and looking for something, and more than ever I feel my own emptiness. I discover how all my work tastes of my own limitation and emptiness. Oh, that I had that richness which could fill my poor heart. I feel I do not possess the right sense of sin and guilt. It is rather an empty longing and yearning for some kind of contents, something which could fill my personality. But … so far as I have this longing this hungry yearning, I own at least something … Rom. 8:26, ‘Then the Spirit itself maketh intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered’. Yesterday I was looking for a friend. He was away. Then I experienced what is written here [in Rom. 8]. Sighs came through without words. But dare I believe, that I may taste it?



Later he was to explain that he persevered in this condition of longing and expectation ‘for weeks and months’; this refers to the autumn 1889. The decisive crisis and change came in the following Christmas holiday, 1889-90 in his parents’ home at Norrala.

This crisis in Söderblom’s life has been studied by the writers on Söderblom. Tor Andræ’s analysis has been widely accepted as decisive. Andræ concluded that the conflict was double, religious and scientific.15 Intellectual doubt and the scruples of the conscience were the background for his conversion. While this is of course true, it now seems that we must add another aspect.

The conflict was, in fact, even more complicated than that. There were three factors, three relationships involved: to those already mentioned must be added Söderblom’s relation to his father. In one of his diaries hitherto not available, there is a passage of special importance. Sometime in January 1890, Söderblom wrote:


I had feared for this holiday. Earlier there had been clashes between Father and myself. I feared once again to loose something of the veneration for my dear self-sacrificing father and to be lacking in respect for him. And yet this Christmas turned out to be one of the sweetest and happiest. Mother sickly and weak. Svante [Söderblom’s brother] in San Francisco. Yet it was felt in the mutual love and in the fact that God healed the storms and the wounds which had afflicted our family, [so as] to give it a good issue, so unexpectedly good; as I now write (January 24) it was felt and is now felt such a full and sweet happiness that I have a pre- sentiment that it cannot last long. … Mother, who has suffered as immensely as you? May God give richly to you, unspeakably beloved Mother, for what you have suffered and struggled; my father thinks and expects only too highly on my behalf. I can never live up to all his expectation. He lives for us. Never a thought of [his] own comfort. Always only of us. Let me as recompense for his sacrificing toil be a good man if not a great man.



After having written these words about his father, Jonas Söderblom, he now turned to an interpretation of his religious conversion. A neighbour to the manse, a farmer’s wife, gave him a copy in Swedish of a book by W.P. Mackay, Grace and Faith. A few words on St. John 3 in that book were of particular help: on Moses lifting up the serpent in the wilderness as the type of how the Son of Man must be lifted up. ‘He suddenly understood that the Cross … had achieved something. It introduced a new epoch. Here is my Saviour. I must believe. Thanks to my God for this faith I have not given to myself.’

Somewhat later, at Uppsala, reading a review in Theologische Literaturzeitung, he felt he was given a new understanding also of the intellectual problem with which he was faced through modern Bible criticism. ‘Suddenly, not as lightning but as the clear light of the day’ he saw that revelation consisted not in words or books. ‘But God has acted with men in a holy history. The room widened and became so light, so light. Assurance was founded not on a book or on many books, but on what God had done in history and on the person and work of Jesus Christ’, interpreted to men by a later, fallible, yet immensely valuable tradition. The whole thing seemed as if a revelation, a liberation, and as if he was brought on to a solid foundation.

We believe that in this case the typical Pietistic conversion story should be read together with the account of the overcoming of the conflict with his father. The conversion while understood by Söderblom as a return to the Heavenly Father, was just as much a reconciliation with his earthly father. It may well be argued which of these came first. It is quite possible, although this can only be a conjecture, that the reconciliation with Jonas Söderblom signified the opening of the sluicegates, and the Pietistic conversion at the reading of Mackay’s tract followed.

We suggest that, on a deep level of the personality, his religious conversion was a ‘role-acceptance’, a ‘role-taking’ of the role of the Pietist father. The Schjelderups pointed out that Luther represents the type of what they called ‘father-religion’ (as compared with ‘mother-religion’ and ‘self-religion’). Söderblom clearly represents this type of father-religion.

He was far from willing to kow-tow to Jonas Söderblom. When the neurotic father would criticize him, Nathan would answer back quite firmly.16 But there had been established between them, about Christmas 1889, a new relationship; and the new role-taking indicated here was strengthened in Nathan Söderblom as he went abroad to America and to Paris. There are passages which have tempted us to recognize father-substitutes in Moody at New Haven 1890 and Auguste Sabatier (who had once been a farmer’s pastor in the Cevennes!) in Paris in the late eighteen-nineties.

His close fellowship with his father before and after Jonas Söderblom’s death is a point to which we shall have to return. Some three years later, in 1893, Söderblom was to have another decisive spiritual experience. After having taken a Sunday morning service near Uppsala he had a direct experience of God’s holiness. The sense of this was so overwhelming and overpowering that he could not remain standing. [He experienced this as] ‘the cross; the miracle of God’s holiness. Since then he has not been able in spite of everything to doubt in God.’17

In its broadest terms, the conversion was the Uppsala student’s expression of identification with the piety of Hälsingland rather than with Pietism; it also made him ready, later on, for a sense of real affinity and brotherhood with those who placed special emphasis on the second birth. While being reticent in references to his experience, he knew that he had himself been there.18

Uppsala seemed far away from Hälsingland but Söderblom very faithfully kept in touch with the home province. He subscribed to the Hudiksvall weekly newspaper and at least once a week he wrote to his home, as a rule on Sunday afternoons. Until 1893, he was in fact registered in the Norrala parish; only in that year did he make the official move to the parish of Uppsala. As was the case with other country students, the student club or ‘Nation’, in his case Gästrike-Hälsinge, became a point of orientation; it was the extended hand of the home, reaching to the University. His friends in the first years were old Hudiksvall students, two of them prominent law students, including Herman Palmgren, who were going to reach the high ranks in the Swedish civil service.

After his B.A. in 1886, he felt free to take on such posts of responsibility as the members of the ‘Nation’ (with a total of some sixty-five members in 1890) would entrust to him. The Gästrike-Hälsinge Nation had moved into their new house in 1880, thereby acquiring considerable prestige. Söderblom climbed the ladder in the little world of the ‘Nation’: He became member of the Debating Society in 1886. (Some of the themes discussed in this society were: ‘Does conscience afford sufficient guidance to moral action?’ ‘Ought the state to give full freedom of religion to its subjects and does the Swedish state do so?’ ‘Have we the right to regard Christianity as the highest possible religion?’);19 and member of the committee on ‘Self-help’ (which seems mainly to have spent its time on squabbles about the paragraphs of its constitution). In 1890-91, for two years, he was the Librarian of his Nation and the following year ‘First Curator,’ the highest post in the Nation. As a parallel to these club activities he cultivated his musical interests. He devoted a great deal of time to the study of harmonics and practised piano and organ assiduously and with gusto. Conductor of the Nation’s own little choir 1886-1889, he joined the ‘General’ Choir of the Uppsala students to become elected, in 1890, as a member of the exclusive, internationally renowned ‘O.D.’, the Servants of Orpheus: as an Archbishop he was to become one of the most famous ‘Great-Uncles’ of all times in the O.D.

Music drew him to Eric Gustaf Geijer, poet, musician, historian, philosopher (d. 1847). His study of Geijer was of great importance for Söderblom’s personal development. He could not but feel a certain affinity with Geijer and his joyful message of ‘being at home in existence’. Geijer was the authority of the Swedish philosophy of personality. ‘The personality is the greatest thing in history!’ He emphasized what he called, ‘the process of renewal – förnyelseprocessen – in history’. He insisted on the uniqueness of each personality, while related to the organic whole of a people. From this, Söderblom derived his appreciation of the uniqueness of provincial or national culture and language.

Through these activities he became known in wider circles of students concerns and in February 1892 was elected Vice President of the Uppsala Students Corps, ‘as the most suitable representative of the Conservatives in the Student body’, as he intimated to his parents. In September 1892, this was followed by his election to the important task of President of the Uppsala Students Corps. At the same time he was editor of the review of the Student Missions Association, and chairman of the local group of the YMCA; he was kept busy.

Something else happened to him. Suddenly, as it seemed, he emerged as a speaker of a unique quality. Herman Palmgren, Söderblom’s friend, who for eight years shared their little two room flat in Uppsala wrote after Söderblom’s death: ‘Later in life [Söderblom] was lauded as a brilliant speaker, not to say a genius as a speaker. Therefore it is remarkable that during my student time, I never heard him give a speech. Later, as he was elected Curator of his Nation, his previously unknown rhetorical talent blossomed and he gave festival speeches the like of which one could not imagine.’20 How to explain this seemingly sudden bursting into blossom about 1890? The performances in the little world of the ‘Nation’ gave him much of the self-assurance he needed. There was also the liberation following upon the complicated crisis about New Year 1890.

His first speeches in the Hälsinge Nation gave him a chance to try the wings of oratory to unwonted flights. In his diary he noted on one occasion that at a Nation’s dinner he addressed the Rector of the University together with two foreign guests, one from America, the other from Japan. He also made careful observations on the performance of other speakers and entered these in his diary for his own benefit. He noted how the Vice-Chancellor of the Uppsala University in one short response used the word ‘förhållande’ (relationship) no less than seventeen times: this taught him the virtue of variation in his own speeches.

He could now allow himself to combine in a striking phrase his rich intellectual associations to the different worlds of learning and experience with which he had come into contact. This, for instance, in a famous speech of his on Charles XII, November 30, 1892: ‘Why do we celebrate the memory of Charles XII? Why – in order not to allow narrow mediocrity to limit our horizon. Rather, we should dare great things and expect great things for that for which we feel it worth-while to live.’21 This was Charles XII and William Carey (the date was 1892!), meeting for once, and once only, in the mind of that young Swedish student who felt he had horizons to reach for and worlds to conquer.

All this was only the prelude to that climax where Söderblom conducted and excelled, in the celebrations of the Third Centenary of the Uppsala Assembly. This was in remembrance of the Church Assembly of 1593 which gave the stamp to the Swedish Reformation and also to the national unity of the Swedish Realm: ‘Now is Sweden become one man and we have all one Lord and one God.’ For the celebrations in Uppsala, the Church, the University – ’the daughter of the Swedish Church’, in the words of the Vice-Chancellor at that time – and the Student body, joined together for a great national manifestation. It lasted three days: the Church’s day, the University’s day and the day of the Student corps.

Söderblom, together with Archbishop Sundberg and Professor Fries, Vice-Chancellor of the University, held the central role throughout the three days. On the first day, with King Oscar and a medley of princes from Scandinavia and Germany present, Söderblom addressed in turn, the King and the German princes (in German). For the benefit of the foreign guests, perhaps, the speaker on this festive occasion referred to the Swedish King as ‘the Summus episcopus of our Evangelical Church:’ the one and only time, to our knowledge, that Söderblom made that claim, to which later, in the interest of the freedom of the Church, he was always to object. But this was student oratory and it went down well. It was a great success and Grand Duke of Saxony, Karl Alexander, insisted that he bestow upon the young student the ‘Order of the White Falcon’: only the tempered considerations of the Swedish hosts could make the high personage desist from his enthusiastic resolve.22

On the third day, that of the Student corps, Söderblom had the task to address the Members of the Swedish Riksdag. He emphasized that while in 1593 most of those in charge were in clerical garb, what they did was to provide the solution for the burning question of their time. Söderblom had succeeded in persuading his friend and teacher professor Harald Hjärne to lecture in the University. This was on ‘Renaissance and Reformation’. In a manner which Söderblom was never to forget, Hjärne combined the world historical role of Gustavus Adolphus with the Uppsala
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