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THE BIRTH AND DEVELOPMENT OF NATIONAL

EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN THEOLOGY IN THE

BALTICS FROM 1918 TO 1940

Jouko Talonen and Priit Rohtmets

This paper examines the birth and rise of Latvian and Estonian national theology
during the first independence period of Latvia and Estonia from 1918 to 1940.
After the establishment of the independent republics of Estonia and Latvia in
1918, leading positions at the theological faculties of the Universities in Tartu
and Riga, and in the Lutheran Churches, were seized by Latvians and Estonians,
i.e., by the representatives of the national majority. In this paper the transition
from a society led by Baltic Germans to societies led by Estonians and Latvians is
described and analyzed, with a special emphasis on the activity of theologians at
the University of Tartu and at the University of Latvia, as well as national and
theological discussions and confrontations in the Lutheran Churches of Latvia and
Estonia. In the study all leading theologians, their views and works, as well as
their international cooperation are analyzed. To describe the rise of Latvian and
Estonian national theology, a historical overview of the situation in the Baltic
provinces in the nineteenth century has been given as well.

Keywords: Estonian Evangelical Lutheran church; Latvian Evangelical
Lutheran church; Baltic Germans; national minorities; Nationalism; Liberal
theology

Introduction

The independent Republics of Latvia and Estonia were formed on the basis of national
self-determination. They were nation-states. Among the main institutions that were
responsible in the 1920s and 1930s for preserving and fostering Estonian and Latvian
culture, i.e., for the values and principles on which the states and its citizens rested,
were the Lutheran churches of Estonia and Latvia and the universities in Riga and in
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Tartu. Like the societies of the two newly established states at large, the universities
and the churches also faced renewal. The fundamental principle for reforms in
reorganizing or establishing new institutions and in determining their aims and identity
was the “national principle.” These reforms had two main outputs: the churches were
established according to democratic principles, which meant the reorganization of their
structures; and the universities, now officially native language-based, engaged new
personnel. Estonians and Latvians as nations became subjects for research. As the
clergy, among whom there were a great number of Baltic Germans, as well as a
number of scholars of Baltic-German descent, remained in office, the clash between
the principles of national reform and its supporters on the one side and the Baltic
Germans on the other was inevitable. In addition to national differences theological
differences emerged as well.

In order to describe the rise and development of Estonian and Latvian national
theology, it is necessary to ask in what sense the theology of Estonians and Latvians
was “national”; i.e., what was the relationship between their nationality and theology?
Did nationality and nationalism form a basis for theological views and interpretations
and did the division between different factions in Estonian and Latvian society take
place only on the level of nationality, or were there theological differences as well?

In this article we focus on theological developments in Estonia and Latvia. They
can be described as the continuation of the “Old Tartu” tradition of the nineteenth
century, even though the theological profile differed from the “old tradition” in some
respects.

From 1925 to 1936, there was an Evangelical Faculty of Theology in Lithuania as
well. In a country where the Roman Catholic Church was the majority church and
played an influential part in the formation of the Lithuanian national narrative, the
Evangelical Faculty at the University of Kaunas had a mission to educate clergy for the
minority evangelical churches – Lutherans as well as the Reformed Church (Slavènas
1998). Although the theological profile of the Lithuanian Lutherans is also worth
analyzing, the faculty and the churches were nevertheless small and their influence
cannot be compared with the faculties and churches of Estonia and Latvia. Therefore,
the focus of this article is to describe the birth of evangelical theology in the two Baltic
countries where Lutheran churches were majority churches and the most influential
confessions in society.

The “Old Tartu” Theological Heritage

In 1802, the University of Tartu was reopened. Amongst other faculties there was a
Faculty of Theology, which for over a hundred years was responsible for educating
clergy for the Russian Evangelical-Lutheran Church (RELC), thus having an influence
on the life of the church and its parishes. Except for autonomous Finland and its
University of Helsinki (transferred from Turku in 1828), it was the only evangelical
faculty of theology in the Russian Empire (Petti 2002, 127). During the first two
decades of the nineteenth century, the faculty was influenced by the Enlightenment,
and by rationalist views on theology with a strong emphasis on the moral aspect of
religion. The only representative of Lutheran Orthodoxy was the Professor of
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Dogmatics, Lorenz Ewers (1742–1830). Because of their rationalist views, in 1823 all
professors were forced to retire. The basis of the theological profile of the nineteenth-
century faculty was nevertheless recognizable already in the first period of the faculty
– it was a confessional Lutheranism that united characteristics from Pietism and
Orthodoxy as well as the historical-critical method of Bible studies (Riistan 2004, 40).

From the 1830s and 1840s onwards, the faculty developed into a remarkable
fortress of confessional Lutheranism and Lutheran Orthodoxy. The most prominent
figures of confessional Lutheranism and Orthodoxy at the time were Professors
Friedrich Adolf Philippi (1809–1882), Theodosius Harnack (1816–1889), Karl
Friedrich Keil (1807–1888), Johann Heinrich Kurtz (1809–1890), and Arnold
Friedrich Christiani (1807–1886). Karl Girgensohn (1875–1925), a Professor of
Systematic Theology at the faculty (1907–1916; 1918), referred to the theology
prevalent from the 1830s onwards as “ecclesiastic-positive theology” (Wittram 1998,
187).

The most well-known exponents of classical Lutheran Orthodoxy, Harnack and
Philippi, not only rejected rationalist theology, but they also opposed Herrnhutism,
which was experiencing a new era of popularity in the Baltic provinces in the middle of
the nineteenth century. The supporters of Lutheran Orthodoxy had no sympathy for
the “Christianity of the heart” that Pietist Herrnhutism preached in the Baltic coun-
tries. Res herrnhutiana was discussed more than once in the meetings of the clergy in
Livonia, particularly in the 1840s and 1850s (Talonen 2008, 21–23; Feldmanis 2010,
246). The exegetes Keil (professor 1833–1858) and Kurtz (professor 1849–1870)
were also associated with Lutheran Orthodoxy. Keil was influenced by Adolph
Friedrich Kleinert, Professor of Exegetics and Oriental Languages (1802–1834,
Professor at Dorpat 1829–1934), who leaned on Pietism, as well as by Ernst
Hengstenberg, a German biblical scholar, and orthodox Lutheran. Both Keil and
Kurtz favored the conception of word inspiration in their Bible theology (von
Schrenk 1933, 82–83).

The role of the faculty as a representative of Lutheran confessional theology
continued in the second half of the nineteenth century. At that stage, Professors
Alexander von Oettingen (1827–1905) and Moritz von Engelhardt (1826–1881), who
were on the one hand influenced by Philippi, and on the other hand by theologians of
the University of Erlangen, became influential figures both in academic research and in
ecclesiastical theology. They both had a remarkable and long-standing role in educat-
ing Lutheran clergy for the RELC, and in shaping its theological identity (Frey 1905,
159–63, 188–93; Pawlas 2006, 45–57).

Von Oettingen was the intellectual and spiritual leader of the faculty in the mid
and late nineteenth century. In 1859, he started publishing the theological journal of
the faculty‚ Dorpater Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche, acting as an editor of the
publication for the next 15 years (Petti 2006, 42). The basis of his theology lay in
confessional Lutheranism. During his studies in Erlangen, he was greatly influenced by
Johann Christian Konrad von Hofmann (1810–1877). His theological profile enabled
him to be more open-minded than Philippi and Harnack toward the views of the
“Christianity of the heart,” and also toward the new sets of questions that had arisen in
Bible theology. As mentioned earlier, together with von Oettingen, von Engelhardt
represented an intermediate position between Classical Orthodoxy (Philippi) and the
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Erlangen theology. During the time of von Oettingen and Engelhardt the faculty
reached its peak research productivity and academic influence (Võõbus 1963, 22; Petti
2003, 296).

The period marked a change in the studies of Bible exegesis as well. Bible theology
based on verbal inspiration, supported by Keil and Kurtz, was now out of favor, as the
Bible was now regarded through salvation history (Heilsgeschichte). The foremost
exponents of this view in Tartu were Wilhelm Volck, Professor of Semitic
Languages (1835–1904, in Dorpat 1861–1898), and Ferdinand Mühlau, Professor of
Exegesis (1839–1914, in Dorpat 1871–1895).

The historical-critical method gained more supporters among the professors from
the 1860s onwards. The dogmatic and speculative method was replaced by new waves
of thinking that had originated in Germany. This new form of theology arrived in the
Baltic provinces in a relatively soft form, in the context of Erlangen theology.
According to its best-known representative, Professor Johan Christian Konrad von
Hoffmann, the Bible and revelation had its own history. The Bible consisted of
historical and supra-historical events. The emphasis was on salvation history – a
historical perspective that began in the Old Testament with the promulgation of
Christ and ended with the eschatological return of Christ. Christ is the center and
end of history. According to Hoffmann, the basis for belief was in personal experience
of God. He valued science and developed a concept of theological science (Ludolphy
1965, 1033).

Professors Volck and Mühlau were also supporters of the Erlangen theology. In
their work, the former exegetic paradigm of verbal inspiration, as presented by Keil
and Kurtz, was replaced by salvation history. The close connection that the Tartu
faculty enjoyed with Germany was naturally one of the reasons why the new
theological thinking of the late 1800s also spread to the Baltic provinces. The
discussion about inspiration and the character of the Bible was at its peak in the
1880s (Talonen 2008, 25). In 1884, Mühlau and Volck presented their views in public
lectures, which were followed by a debate in the columns of newspapers. A fervent
discussion lasted for several years. On one side, there was the clergy from the island
Ösel (Saaremaa), who defended the concept of word-inspiration. On the other side
were the professors that interpreted the Bible according to its central meaning and
wholeness. For them, the Bible was an explanation of the revelation (Wittram 1956,
229–31; Riistan 2004, 45).

The rise of liberal theology in the late 1800s had a gradual impact on the faculty as
well. At the same time, the change from a speculative-dogmatic paradigm to one of a
historical framework did not have any remarkable effect on the profile of the faculty as
a classical academic forum of Christianity. Until the First World War its general
outlook was confessional, and rather conservative. It was in the Church that the
toughest battles between the liberals and conservatives were fought.

Even in the period of the Russification policy in the late 1800s, the faculty
continued to teach in German. Using Russian to teach evangelical theology in a
country where the Russian Orthodox Church had the position of a state church was
not convenient and therefore not implemented (Petti 2002, 127). At the end of the
1800s and in the early 1900s, the academic staff of the faculty included the exegetes
Alfred Seeberg (1863–1915; at the faculty 1891–1908), Alexander von Bulmerincq
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(1868–1938; at the faculty 1895–1938), and Otto Seeseman (1866–1945; at the
faculty 1900–1920, 1928–1939), together with a Professor of Church History, the
Slovak Ján Kvačala (1862–1934; at the faculty 1893–1918), and an exponent of
“Modern Positivist Theology,” Professor Karl Girgensohn. Practical Theology was
taught by Professors Ferdinand Hörschelmann (at the faculty 1875–1900) and
Wilhelm Bergmann (at the faculty 1898–1907). Traugott Hahn Jr. (1875–1919; at
the faculty 1902–1919), who was tragically executed by the Bolsheviks in 1919,
succeeded Bermann as Chair of the faculty. Hahn was a theologian with Pietist
inclinations. As mentioned earlier, the atmosphere of the faculty in this period has
been characterized as traditionally confessional and conservative; in this context there
were variations among the professors, which is why it has also been described as
theologically pluralistic (Wittram 1956, 234, 241–43; Saard 2008, 31; Talonen 2008,
25–26).

In the last decades of the nineteenth century more and more Estonians and
Latvians began their studies at the faculty. As Heinrich Wittram, a Baltic German
church historian who has analyzed the history of the nineteenth-century faculty, has
mentioned, Estonians, due to the class society which was ruled by the upper-class
Baltic Germans, could not understand the theological and ecclesiastical argument in
defense of the local government, again ruled by the Baltic German minority, to resist
the Russification policy, and the faculty’s position and theological stand in defending
this position. The faculty was not able to resolve the emerging problems between
different nationality groups (Wittram 1998, 188). The Estonians therefore judged the
situation quite critically. According to their description, the faculty was German-
minded, “ostentatiously conservative as to be unreflectively devoted to the old
Lutheran Orthodoxy” (Kõpp 1954, 46; Võõbus 1963, 37). As the clergy had to be
able to preach in Estonian and Latvian, in addition to German, the question of
appointing an Estonian and a Latvian as professors of practical theology was raised
from the beginning of the nineteenth century. These professors were appointed only in
1916. Rev. Villem Reiman, one of the leading representatives of the Estonian national
movement at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century,
declared that the reason why native speakers were not elected and appointed was
related to the position of the faculty, particularly its conservative stand, and the
emphasis on “the right teachings,” which caused the form, language, and way to carry
teachings to parish members to become a secondary issue (Reiman 2008, 448).

Professor Kvačala, a Slovak by nationality, was the most ardent defender of
Estonians and Latvians when the establishment of professorships was discussed.
Kvačala’s relationship with the rest of the faculty staff was not very friendly. While
the Baltic Germans, in describing the activity of the faculty, expressed some criticism
about his activity and his views, the Estonians and Latvians considered him as a friendly
character (von Schrenk 1933; 147; Võõbus 1963, 24). The reason for such diverse
judgements is related to Kvačala’s nationality, and his public criticism of the activity of
the faculty, which is also related to the question of whether Estonian and Latvian
professors should be appointed to office or not.

In the 1890s, liberal theology, originating from Germany, began to gain more and
more attention in the Baltic provinces. The first signs did not appear among the
professors of the faculty, but, instead, in Courland, where Rev. Karl Wilhelm
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Feyerabend (1849–1911) began to introduce the views of Albrecht Ritschl (1822–
1889) and Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930). In 1893, he published a book, Glaube und
Busse (Faith and Repentance). Feyerabend worked as a vicar of the Courland parish
from 1893 to 1911, and for a short time as a Dean of the S�elspils Deanery (von
Schrenk 1933; 148; Talonen 2008, 26). In 1898, a young theologian, Erich von
Schrenk, who supported the position of liberal theology, presented his views in his
master’s dissertation. Johan Kõpp, a Professor of Practical Theology (1874–1970, at
the faculty 1916–1939) later reported that von Schrenk’s position was strongly
opposed by Professor Alfred Seeberg. Although it was rumored by the students of
the faculty that von Schrenk would continue his academic career at the faculty, he
moved to Riga and in the following years worked as a teacher (Kõpp 1954, 61). His
theological views could have had an impact on his possible career at the faculty.

Liberal theology, prevalent in Germany from the last decades of the nineteenth
century, gained a foothold in the Baltic provinces. As a son of Theodosius Harnack,
Adolf von Harnack had begun his studies in Dorpat. He was the best-known student of
von Engelhardt, and therefore regarded as a representative of the Dorpat faculty. Von
Harnack’s new interpretation of Christian faith was not accepted, however. He parted
ways with his father, and the two even had a conflict due to theological differences. In
1892, Traugott Hahn Sr., a pastor of Oleviste congregation in Tallinn, published a 20-
page brochure to criticize von Harnack’s views. Hahn suggested that the views of von
Harnack were not Christian. After von Harnack published Das Wesen des Christentums in
1900, the opposition to him strengthened even more. In Estonian, the book was
published as a series of articles in a newspaper, Protestantline Ilm [The Protestant
World] only in 1926–1927. In 1911, von Harnack visited Riga and gave several
lectures to present and defend his stand. This was a significant factor in making liberal
theology more popular in the Baltic provinces. The influence of von Harnack’s
spiritual and theological position on the Lutheran Church in the Baltic provinces was
remarkable enough to cause a division among the clergy. In comparing the Baltic
provinces, Estonia was the modest in following the new line.

Theological tensions increased further in connection with theological-ecclesiastical
controversies in Germany. The discussion about the use and the meaning of the
Apostolicum managed to cause debates in the Baltic provinces as well. From 1911 to
1913 this discussion represented a particularly controversial issue, specifically in the
Courland church province. Even though the majority of the Lutheran clergy were still
orthodox Lutherans and supporters of conservative theology, the liberals had gained a
foothold in the church. In addition to clerics and theologians, the results of historical-
critical research of the Bible began to reach a wider audience in Livonia and Courland
in the first decade of the 1900s (Wittram 1956; Talonen 2008, 9, 25–35).

The “old” and “new” theology fought a hard battle immediately before the out-
break of the First World War. At the time, the clergy in the Lutheran Church of the
Baltic provinces was divided. As far as German liberal theologian von Harnack’s
theology was concerned, the majority of the clergy remained loyal to the “Old
Tartu” traditional views. Even though the First World War signalled an end to
theological debates, and the period was relatively calm, theological contention and
debates were by no means over.
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During the war, in 1916, J�anis Sanders (1852–1951) and K�arlis Kundzi�nš Jr.
(1883–1967) were appointed to office at the faculty. They were the first Latvians to
teach at the faculty. Sanders worked as a Professor of Practical Theology in 1916–
1917, Kundzi�nš served as an Assistant Professor of Practical Theology in 1916–1918.
In electing and appointing Sanders and Kundzi�nš there was a confrontation between
the representatives of the Russian state and the University of Tartu. Kundzi�nš was
supported and elected by the Faculty, whereas Sanders was appointed by the govern-
ment of Russia. The first Estonian, appointed in 1916 to the position of Professor of
Practical Theology, was Johan Kõpp (Raid 1995, 31–32).

The Rise of Estonian National Theology at the University of Tartu

In 1918, the Estonian Provisional Government took over the University in Tartu and
appointed a curator, an alumnus of the Faculty of Theology, Peeter Põld, to organize
the restructuring of his alma mater. A year later, on 1 December 1919 the university
was officially opened as a national university of the Republic of Estonia. In its
constitution it was declared that, in addition to the development of scientific work,
the university with its activity was fundamentally obligated to take the responsibility of
educating Estonian society and cultivating the cultural values and identity of the
Estonian nation, as well as popularizing science in society (Tartu Ülikool 1919–
1929, 9–11). The nationalistic stance was the basis for restructuring the Faculty of
Theology as well.

In spring 1917, shortly after the revolution in the Russian Empire had broken out,
the position of the faculty became insecure. As in Latvia, the socialists were against the
establishment of an independent faculty. At the end of May 1917, the First Church
Congress, where an independent Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church (EELC) was
established, took place. There, a memorandum was approved to support the pre-
servation of the faculty (Saard 2000, 303). In 1919, after debates and meetings with
the representatives of the university, the EELC and the Minister for Education, a
decision was finally taken to establish an independent faculty (Rohtmets 2007, 35).

Johan Kõpp, who had been the first Estonian professor at the faculty, was
appointed as a provisional dean and in cooperation with the Ministry worked out
the main guidelines of the faculty. He was highly valued by his colleagues and students
for his ability to organize the faculty within such a short time and invite young
Estonian theologians to academic posts (Lauri 1949, 32–33; Vööbus 1963, 30). In
October 1919, after a meeting with all three parties, it was decided to fill the
academic posts with Alexander von Bulmerincq (Old Testament), Adalbert von
Stromberg (1880–1922, New Testament), Olaf Sild (1880–1944, Church History),
Hugo Bernhard Rahamägi (1886–1941, Systematic Theology), Johan Kõpp (Practical
Theology), and Eduard Tennmann (1878–1936, Comparative Religion). The latter
was a new chair and therefore was initially occupied by an assistant professor. In 1926,
Tennmann became an extraordinary professor, and in 1936 a professor, although he
died the same year (Tartu Ülikool 1919–1929, 27–28; Lexikon 1988, 132). The first
two professors were Baltic Germans, the other four Estonians. Three professors –
Bulmerincq, Stromberg, and Kõpp – had worked in the faculty before 1917.
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In addition, a private assistant professor, a systematic theologian, and a specialist
in psychology of religion, Werner Gruehn (1887–1961), began to lecture, and a
separate chair for Apostolic Orthodox theology was established. Karp Tiisik (1843–
1922) held this chair until his death. Vassili Martinson (1874–1955) was appointed in
1923 and remained in office until 1940 (Raid 1995, 35–37).

Between 1920 and 1939, 216 theologians received their bachelor’s or candidate
diplomas from the faculty. In addition there were four doctoral dissertations – the
number is considerably smaller when compared with Latvia. Thirty-seven persons
received a master’s degree (Raid 1995, 71). As in Latvia, the University of Tartu for
the first time in its history welcomed female students. In the 1920s and 1930s,
approximately 10% of the students at the faculty were women. The first woman,
Salme Klaos (1896–1973), received her master’s degree in 1926. The nationality of
students, again, as in Latvia, had changed considerably in favor of the majority nation.
Most of the students at Tartu were now Estonians. The number increased over the
years. In 1921 there were 48 students, out of which 33 were Estonians; by 1938 the
overall number had increased to 124, of whom 109 were Estonians (Aaslava 1932, 34,
45; Raid 1995, 47–48).

Siegfried Aaslava (1899–1957), Assistant Professor of New Testament from 1935
to 1938 and a professor at the faculty from 1938, mentioned in an article published in
1932 to celebrate the 300th anniversary of the establishment of the University in Tartu
that the Faculty of Theology had from 1919 become an Estonian national faculty. A
clear distinction from the Baltic-German faculty before 1919 has been mentioned in
nearly all the articles in which the activity of the faculty has been described. It was
now a national faculty at a national university. On the other hand, the continuity in the
scholarly traditions with professors who had occupied the chairs in the German faculty
has also been mentioned. As the faculty’s aim was to educate ministers for the EELC
and Estonian Orthodox Church, it has also been described as an ecclesiastical body
(Aaslava 1932, 34; Vööbus 1963, 29–30; Petti 2003, 75). Most of the professors were
ordained ministers; two of them – Rahamägi and Kõpp – served as bishops of the
EELC.

There are certain characteristics that describe the development of the faculty in
order to define it as national: firstly, the nationality, theological background, and
research of its academic staff; secondly, the new curriculum; and thirdly, the activity
of religious societies and their national background.

From 1919, most of the professors were native Estonians who represented the
views of liberal or confessional theology. As much as nationality was involved, for
most of the period there were two chairs occupied by Baltic-Germans – the chairs of
Old and New Testament. In comparing the theological views of the two national
groups, the Baltic-Germans were more conservative than most of the Estonians in the
faculty. Professors Stromberg and Bulmerincq, who were at first responsible for the
two chairs, were regarded highly for their academic achievements. Even after 1919,
when the official language of the university was Estonian, they carried on teaching in
German. Bulmerincq, with special permission, taught in German until his death in
1938. He was regarded as a lively lecturer who was theologically conservative (Kõpp
1954, 60; Arumäe 2005, 151–52; Salumaa 2010, 238).
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It is noteworthy that all the Baltic-German professors for the New Testament
were born in Latvia. Stromberg, who was born in Kurland (in Kalvene), committed
suicide in 1922, and was succeeded by Karl Konrad Grass (1870–1927). Grass was
born in Kurland as well (Kursīši). After his death in 1927, Otto Seesemann (1866–
1945) was elected as his successor. Seesemann was born in Latvia, in the city of
Jelgava (Rämmer 2006, 44). He remained in office until 1935. Grass has been
evaluated as a highly regarded scholar who was clear and fluent in his expression.
His special interest was the history and phenomena of Russian Christianity, and
especially Christian sects (Laats 2006, 59). Seesemann, by contrast, has been critically
described as the worst lecturer in the faculty. They both taught in German.

Their successors, however, were young Estonian scholars. By the end of the
1930s, however, there were the only native Estonians working at the faculty. Most of
them were young scholars. The Chair of New Testament was filled in 1935 by
Siegfried Aaslava, a young theologian who served as dean of the faculty at the end
of the 1930s. Responsible for the Chair of Old Testament was Hugo (Uku) Masing
(1909–1985), a young theologian with an extremely broad spectrum of research and
interests. Aaslava and Masing graduated from the faculty in the 1920s, and their stance
was more or less national; for example, in addition to research in the field of New and
Old Testament, and in Masing’s case comparative religion as well as poems and prose,
they wrote articles about religion in Estonia. Masing was the author of several articles
where he discussed the best form of religion for native Estonians, opposing in principle
the Germanic view on religion, which he regarded as unsuitable for an Estonian soul
(Masing 1993, 91–109, 233–43).

As for the Estonian professors, from the first years of the newly established faculty
they all began in their specific fields to foster work in their mother tongue. The
question of working out the necessary theological vocabulary in the Estonian language
was one of the activities the faculty approached with varying intensity in the 1920s and
1930s. A special committee, which regularly published the translations of theological
terminology from German, was established and carried on with its work until 1940.
At the same time Estonian professors focused on issues related to Estonian culture and
history. A large part of their work was related to Estonian society – its history,
religion, and culture. Although the number of Estonian intellectuals was increasing,
until the end of the 1930s it remained rather small, and therefore their participation in
building up the society of the independent nation was in a way inevitable.

In analyzing the activity and views of Estonian professors, the importance of the
first dean, Johan Kõpp, has to be stressed once more. He was born in Estonia, but had
spent his childhood in Härgmäe (�Erģeme) parish. He was fluent in Latvian and during
the 1920s and 1930s made several research trips to Riga. In 1929 he received a Dr.
Phil. h.c. from the University of Latvia (Rämmer 2006, 46; Rohtmets 2007, 141).

He remained the Dean until 1921. In 1923, he became the vice-rector of the
university and from 1928 to 1937 served as the rector of the university. Although
modest in character, he was respected and had the highest authority at the faculty. He
was one of the leading representatives of the late nineteenth-cenutry national move-
ment in Tartu. From 1914 to 1921 he served as the Chairman of the Estonian Literary
Society.
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Kõpp emphasized the basic rights and specialty of an individual being, and, as he
regarded nationality as part of a person’s identity, from the level of a free and
responsible single individual he built his conception of a democratic, Christian society.
This society valued and developed national culture. Religion was for him a way to
guarantee the freedom of the soul of an individual in a democratic society. His views
informed the conception of the EELC, which he presented in 1917. At the First
Church Congress, the EELC was declared an independent, free people’s church. Kõpp
maintained that each person should have felt it to be his church, where his views were
respected. This conception was theologically liberal and rendered the religious feelings
of individuals important (Rohtmets 2012, 454). Kõpp actively contributed to the
development of the EELC and served from 1919 to 1923 as a member of the Church’s
administration. His views on a free people’s church received considerable criticism
from the conservative side of the EELC. Nevertheless, he was elected as the bishop of
the EELC in 1939. From 1934 to 1939 he served as reverend of the Estonian circle in
the University congregation. As a Professor of Practical Theology he was responsible
for practical seminars of homiletics. It was required for the students to practice in the
university congregation.

Although he was a Professor of Practical Theology, a significant part of his
scientific work was written in the field of church history. He focused on seven-
teenth-century church history in Estonia, published a textbook about ecclesiology, and
a thorough study (more than 700 pages) on an Estonian parish, Laiuse, where he had
served as a reverend from 1909 to 1922. As he was one of the authors of the
curriculum for religious education in schools, he wrote several articles on religious
education as well. In addition to these papers, he presented and published writings in
connection with reforming the Lutheran church, such as its liturgy and youth work,
and consistently wrote about the need to define and redefine the church in relation to
the changing society (Kõpp 2009, 25–28, 83–89, 116–32).

At the end of 1939, Jüri Kimmel, a young liberal reverend, was elected to the
post of junior assistant lecturer in practical theology, but due to financial reasons was
not appointed. The same year a conservative Reverend Jaak Varik, with pietist views,
gave lectures in practical theology (Raid 1995, 35–37).

After Kõpp resigned from the position of Dean in 1921, Professor Olaf Sild was
elected his successor. He remained in office until 1926. From 1934 to 1938 he served
as Dean for a second time. Sild, together with Kõpp, had been amongst the first
Estonian professors at the faculty. He was fundamentally the founder of Estonian
Church history as an independent scholarly discipline (Altnurme 2003, 301). With his
work and activity the Estonians and their religion became a subject of research. He
analyzed Estonian church history from the very beginning, i.e., the earliest Christian
influence in the eleventh century, and the Christianization and history of the Church
among the Estonians (Vööbus 1963, 54). In 1938, after years in office, he managed to
publish a textbook on Estonian church history, which at the time of its publication
received more criticism than recognition, but nevertheless is still used (Altnurme
2006, 90–91). He also published articles on Pietism and Herrnhutism, which he
considered to be the most significant religious movement in Estonia, as it developed
the religious self-awareness of the Estonians. Although he did not value rationalism
highly, he was open-minded and tolerant towards different views; for example, in the
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1920s when there were discussions about doctrine in the EELC he, together with
Kõpp, demanded more tolerance and respect towards individuals and their religious
feelings and understandings (Rohtmets 2012, 191). Sild remained in office until the
abolition of the faculty in 1940. In the 1930s the field of Church history had a number
of doctoral students who gave lectures and helped Sild in other fields of work. In this
respect Lembit Tedder (1913–1954) and Arthur Vööbus (1909–1988) are worth
mentioning. Vööbus, later a well-known international scholar in the field of ancient
Church history and Near Eastern studies, was the last to defend his doctoral disserta-
tion in 1943, during the German occupation (Vööbus 2009, 398).

In 1926, when Sild resigned, the third Estonian professor, Hugo Bernhard
Rahamägi, was elected to the post. His position in the faculty, as well as in society,
strengthened considerably during the 1920s. In 1923 he became a member of the
EELC’s administration and from 1924 to 1925 he served as the Minister for Education
of the Republic of Estonia. At the same time, namely from 1922, he became the
reverend of the Estonian circle of the university congregation, and acted in the 1920s
as the librarian of the faculty’s seminary library.

In describing his views and activity it is important to mention that he was the first
theologian to defend his doctoral dissertation in the history of the national university.
In his thesis, defended in 1924, Rahamägi answered the questions of how and why the
birth of Estonians had decreased over the years based on socio-ethical conceptions. In
his view, the behavior of society had to rest upon Christian values and morals.
Rahamägi was a supporter of confessional theology, with a slight liberal touch. He
was influenced by Friedrich Schleiermacher, Julius Kaftan, and Auguste Sabatier
(Vihuri 2007, 30–36). In 1934 Rahamägi was elected the Bishop of the EELC, and
although for a short time he carried on with his duties at the faculty, by 1935 Eduard
Tennmann, together with a young scholar, Jaak Taul (1905–2007), had taken over
most of his duties. The latter had been favored by Rahamägi to become his successor,
but as Taul refused to resign from his duties as a reverend, he was forced to work as a
private assistant professor.

Finally, from 1937 another young scholar, Elmar Salumaa (1908–1996; until 1936
Elmar Teppan), began his career at the faculty in the field of systematic theology.
Salumaa was the leading representative of dialectical theology in Estonia. Salumaa, like
Masing, was active in analyzing the challenges the EELC and religion in Estonia were
facing in the 1930s. During the tenure of Rahamägi, he was publicly very critical
towards the Church, declaring that it was too festive in public, while in fact spiritually
and theologically empty. He saw the relationship between Estonian national thought
and the EELC foremost in preserving the message the Church was preaching, but at
the same time in renewal within the Church of carrying the message to the people. He
maintained that the question of Estonian national self-determination and the EELC was
foremost a question of quality. The Estonian national church – in his opinion, the goal
the church had to reach – had to grasp the inner qualities of Estonians and help to
preserve and foster the Estonian nation with its message (Salumaa 2008, 27–34).

Professor Eduard Tennmann, the fourth Estonian scholar appointed in 1919, was
theologically the most liberal, and like J�anis Sanders in Latvia represented the views of
nineteenth-century philosopher Gustav Teichmüller (1832–1888). In 1931, Tennmann
defended his doctoral dissertation about the philosophy of religion of Teichmüller. The
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chair of comparative religion has been regarded as one of the most significant steps in
distinguishing the newly established faculty from the late German faculty. As Aaslava
and Vööbus have said, the new department was not pleased with the narrow and one-
sided mold the department had defended in representing confessional and orthodox
Lutheran theology. Vööbus has even claimed that the foundation of the Protestant
Association in 1925 to gather the supporters of liberal theology in Estonia was an
immediate effect of the faculty’s activity and stance. Although the faculty was indeed
more liberal than formerly, and Tennmann as well as Kimmel took part in the activity
of the Protestant Association, the connection between the faculty and the liberal
movement is not as direct and profound as Vööbus has stated (Aaslava 1932, 35;
Vööbus 1963, 37).

Tennmann was a critical thinker, and in his conduct a very sharp person. He, like
Kõpp, supported the free people’s church order, emphasizing the need to encourage
the development of the spirit and soul of a human being, and also laid stress on the
inner deepness of religious experience. This was the fundamental principle the free
people’s church had to represent (Tennmann 1999, 81–87). Tennmann was the
leading figure in representing the EELC in ecumenical organizations. He belonged to
the management and international committees of an ecumenical peace organization,
The World Alliance for Promoting Friendship Through the Churches. He was also the
secretary of the Alliance’s Estonian national committee. Together with colleagues
from France, he worked out a plan to establish the Peace Academy in Switzerland,
which, due to financial reasons, was not put into practice. He, together with
Rahamägi, took part in the Life and Work Conference in Stockholm in 1925, and
later contributed to the movement (Rohtmets 2006, 108–109; Rohtmets and Vihuri
2009, 46–50). Tennmann published popular books, on topics such as the immortality
of the soul, a short history of world religions, religion and economy, religious
mysticism, etc.

After Tennmann died in 1936, a young doctoral student, Robert Kannukene
(1910–1992), was given an assignment as a reader. Masing took over most of
Tennmann’s duties, so at the end of the 1930s Masing gave lectures in Old
Testament as well as in comparative religion.

In addition to increasing the number of Estonian students, and engaging Estonian
professors, another important characteristic defining the faculty as national was the
new curriculum that was introduced. As Vööbus has mentioned, the revision was
necessary to adapt to the needs felt in the new climate. He has stated that “in this
respect, the pattern of work when compared with that of the old Department of
Theology, was essentially different” (Vööbus 1963, 37). As mentioned earlier, a new
chair for comparative religion was established. Professor Tennmann gave lectures on
the history of religion, phenomenology, psychology of religion, comparative religion,
and ethnography of religion (Vööbus 1963, 37, 44).

The activity of Sild and Kõpp was even more significant. Kõpp gave lectures on
the mission history of Estonia, and religious folk-science, while Sild lectured and ran
seminars in Estonian Church history. Together with Kõpp, Sild initiated the research
of local Church history, namely drawing from the protocols of visitations, tombstones,
and other sources. From the beginning of the 1920s, they regularly presented topics of
religion in Estonia for university prize works. Often these papers were later defended
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as master’s theses (Altnurme 2003, 301–06). Subjects related to Estonian history,
culture and religion received much attention from students. By 1932, 50% of the
Bachelor’s theses, 13% of Master’s theses, 63% of the articles published in the
Theological Journal, and 35% of the prize works were written on issues related to
Estonia (Aaslava 1932, 38).

Additionally, the activity of academic societies has to be mentioned. From 1867,
the central organization drawing theologians together was the Theologischer Verein. It
was a Baltic-German society and represented the spirit of the nineteenth-century
faculty. As Rahamägi mentioned, the rules for inclusion in the society were considered
normal for Baltic-German students, but were not acceptable for Estonians. Therefore,
Estonian students in most cases did not belong to the society, and held theological
discussions and presentations in the Estonian Students Society, which gathered students
from other fields as well (Akadeemilise 1931, 3). After 1919, the national background
of the Verein caused the Estonians to unite and establish an independent Akadeemiline
Usuteadlaste Selts [The Academic Theological Society]. Thirteen students and alumni of
theology established the Society. By 1931, when the society celebrated its tenth
anniversary, the number of society members had grown to 79, of whom 72 were
men and seven were women. The most important part of the society’s activities was
the meetings, where a presentation was given by an alumnus or a student of the
University. The membership, as well as the number of meetings, grew over the years.
While in 1922 there were five meetings, by 1930 the number had increased to 14.
There were also special meetings for alumni. Most of the issues presented were related
to church history, and secondarily to practical theology (Akadeemilise 1931, 17–21).

In addition to the Academic Theological Society, Sild initiated the establishment of
the Christian Archaeological Museum, and served as the director of the institution. It
became the place for the preservation of archaeological materials for the research of
Estonian church history. As Vööbus has mentioned, Sild inspired students and rever-
ends in such a way that a large number of co-workers were organized in support of
this museum. With the help of students he carried out the registration of archae-
ological items, tombstones, inscriptions, and other materials important for the history
of the dioceses. The work was related to the Academic Theological Society, which had
a special branch (this was the only special branch the society had) for this work.

The Cabinet of Ancient Christian Art, another venture close to his heart, is also
worth mentioning. Sild established a library for “the study and research of ancient
Christian art thus stimulating an interest in this discipline within the framework of
theological studies” (Vööbus 1963, 38–39).

From 1926, the Faculty began to publish its scholarly journal Usuteadusline Ajakiri
[Journal of Theology]. At first the editor-in-chief was Sild; from 1928 Tennmann took
over. During the first years the editors faced some difficulties. Understandably, there
were financial difficulties, but the journal also lacked authors and articles. When Sild
was the editor, most of the articles were written by him – mostly about Estonian
Church history. During Tennmann’s tenure he became the leading author. The situation
eased after young scholars began to publish their work in the 1930s. In 1933 the faculty
handed the journal over to the Academic Theological Society: the editor was now
Rahamägi. After Rahamägi was elected a Bishop of the EELC in 1934, Sild once again
took over. The last editor, from 1938, was Masing (Altnurme 2000, 8–15).
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Conflicts and Confrontations on National and Theological Grounds
in Estonia

The conflicts that occurred in Estonia were related to national and theological
issues. The fact that the two chairs of biblical studies were occupied by Baltic
Germans satisfied the Baltic Germans, who at first thought that the university
would carry on representing the traditions of the former Baltic-German university
(Ketola 2000, 110). Due to the national stance of the university and the society, the
satisfaction of Baltic Germans was soon replaced with unrest. In the 1920s, Estonian
media increasingly began to criticize the faculty, calling it the most German-minded
faculty of the entire university. It was the fact that the German professors taught in
German that troubled nationalistically motivated Estonians the most. The Baltic
Germans on the other hand referred to the insufficient academic qualification of the
Estonians, and criticized the demand to teach as many subjects as possible in
Estonian. The Dean, Professor Sild, answered Baltic-German criticism, stating
that the Estonian people had to be educated in their mother tongue, and at the
same time stressed the need for cooperation between different nationality groups
(Altnurme 2003, 308).

In practice, the cooperation was ever weaker. The Estonian and Baltic-German
theologians had their own independent academic societies; the university congregation
had two circles, which were divided on national grounds. The main reason for disquiet
was the language question, i.e., the need to study some subjects in Estonian, some in
German. This caused unrest for the Baltic Germans, as well as for Estonians. For this
reason the Baltic-German Theologischer Verein, from the beginning of the 1920s, began
to organize German supplementary courses for Baltic Germans, to educate them in
their mother tongue (Ketola 2000, 111–12).

The language and nationality question managed to cause unrest among the
university and the staff of the faculty as well. The Ministry of Education was
responsible for demanding that the Baltic-German professors teach in Estonian. The
case of private assistant professor Werner Gruehn is worth mentioning. At the
beginning of the 1920s, he was permitted to teach in German. For a couple of
years he had promised to learn Estonian, but after several years he asked for an
extension of the permit. By 1923, the University board decided that it could no longer
appeal to the Ministry, and Gruehn was not allowed to hold any lectures. From 1925,
Gruehn began to lecture in Estonian (Ketola 2000, 114–15).

Nationality and the language requirement did not always play the most impor-
tant part in electing new professors. After the death of Stromberg, there was a need
to appoint a new Professor of the New Testament. In discussing the election, the
Estonian professors Kõpp, Sild, and Rahamägi supported filling the post by reap-
pointing someone inside the faculty. In connection with this, Kõpp and Tennmann,
as well as Grass and Gruehn, were mentioned as candidates. Bulmerincq opposed
the opinion expressed by his three colleagues and stated that as none of the
candidates were scholars of the New Testament an open selection competition
should be arranged. A competition was organized where, among other require-
ments, the language requirement was a decisive factor. There were 11 candidates
(all German); among them was Professor Grass, who had been the Professor of
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Exegetics in Dorpat from 1909 to 1916, and in 1918. He was elected because of his
qualifications, but he also promised to be able to teach in Estonian after five years.
National feelings, primarily the language question, did not prevail over professional
skills, but the language requirement was still relevant during the election (Altnurme
2003, 309).

The tensions on nationalistic grounds grew considerably in connection with the
actions of private assistant professor Gruehn at the end of the 1920s. After years of
organizing supplementary courses for Baltic-German students, Gruehn, with the
financial help of the Gustav-Adolf Verein and the Martin Luther Bund, founded an
independent school – the Luther Academy – in 1931. Unlike the Herder Institute in
Riga, it was purely an academy of theology. Gruehn had plans to build up a school for
all the Baltic-German students in the Baltic region, as well as from other countries, in
order to educate clergy for Russia, and for the German diaspora. Although at first he
received financial support from Germany, and moral support from local Baltic-
German clergy, due to personal reasons he soon lost this support and the Academy
became an issue of conflict inside the Baltic-German minority. As his actions were to
result in the closure of the Herder Institute, he also parted ways with the Baltic-
German circles in Latvia. In 1935 Gruehn moved to Germany. Nevertheless, although
on an extremely small scale, the Academy in Tartu carried on until 1939 (Ketola
2000, 218–19, 300–07).

During the time of the establishment of the Academy, Gruehn petitioned the
Dean of the faculty, Professor Rahamägi, and had hoped that the relations between the
two institutions would be fruitful and friendly. As an example, he mentioned the
Herder Institute and the Faculty of Theology at the University of Latvia. In practice,
Gruehn stopped lecturing at the faculty in 1931, and the relations between the faculty
and the Academy were formal. At the end of the 1930s, there were no relations or
any connection between the two. However, the establishment of the Academy
managed to cause a fierce reaction within the circle of Estonian students and in the
Estonian media. It was even discussed in the Parliament of Estonia (Ketola 2000, 232–
34, 238–56, 265–72).

During the authoritarian regime led by Konstantin Päts, from 1934 to 1940, the
prestige of the Lutheran Church in society, with support from the state, increased
somewhat. Päts wanted to use the church to promote the national unity policy. Even
more than during the previous decade, academic theology focused on the Estonian
national cause. Kõpp, Rahamägi, Salumaa Masing, and others actively contributed to
promoting theology suitable for the Estonian soul and society. At the same time, they
were not all in favor of the regime, and certainly not in agreement with the matters of
the Church and its changing position in society. The younger theologians were
especially critical of the reforms the church was going through, namely the centraliza-
tion of power (Salumaa 2010, 435–38). Although Bishop Rahamägi and the leadership
of the EELC supported the policy of the new regime, and the EELC was granted a
public law status, and the head of the church was granted a seat in the upper house of
the Estonian Parliament, Rahamägi could not avoid certain tensions in the relationship
between the Church and the state. Several members of the clergy were critical of the
regime. In 1938, Päts openly criticized the EELC, accusing the Church of “ingratitude
and disruption of government policy.” Among the clergy there was dissatisfaction with
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the Church reforms, which in 1939, with the help of state authorities, led to the
removal of Bishop Rahamägi. The opposition joined forces after it had emerged that
Rahamägi had marital problems (Vihuri 2007, 355–58).

In addition to conflicts on nationalist grounds, there was unrest among the
clergy of the EELC concerning the theological views of some professors and
theological education at large. This was related to the formation and activity of
theological factions in the EELC. In the interwar period there were three theological
factions in the EELC: liberal, conservative, and ecclesiastic-confessional.1 The reason
for the formation of the factions was connected with the conception of the free
people’s church presented by Kõpp. Its interpretation was, at first, liberal. For this
reason the confession paragraph in the constitution was altered in 1918. In the
paragraph it was stated that the doctrinal foundation of the church should be
understood and interpreted in the spirit of Reformation. Before the constitution
was printed the word “Reformation” was replaced with the word “Protestantism.”
During the conflict that followed the phrase was called “the Protestant tale”
(Rohtmets 2012, 454).

The alteration of the confession paragraph and the interpretation of the free
people’s church formed the basis for the emergence of a theologically conservative
faction. The faction represented Lutheran Orthodoxy and among them there were a
great number of Baltic-Germans. They began to fight for the removal of the reference
to Reformation in the confession paragraph and demanded the implementation of
stricter rules for church members as well as for clerics in order to ensure the purity of
the doctrinal foundation, i.e., the conservative interpretation of the teachings. As
Professors Kõpp, Sild, and Tennmann defended the valid confession paragraph, the
question of the faculty’s position was raised in 1922. The conservative faction,
especially its leader Dean Harald Põld, was critical of the professors and their
views. After the liberal faction began to present their views on theology, which
were based on nineteenth-century liberal theology, a middle school – the ecclesias-
tic-confessional school – started to rise.

By 1925 the conflict had intensified to a point where the liberal and conservative
schools began to demand more rights for the congregations in order to protect their
views. Their action threatened the validity of the conception of a united EELC, which
was defended by the ecclesiastic-confessional school.

Rahamägi belonged to the middle school, Tennmann to the liberal school, but
he at the same time supported a united EELC. Kõpp and Sild distanced themselves
from the fight, but supported the keeping of the reference to Reformation/
Protestantism. In 1924, a vote took place on whether the wording of the confession
paragraph should remain unchanged or be altered, i.e., replaced with the wording
that had been in effect before 1918. The Baltic-German professors and Rahamägi
certainly supported the alteration of the paragraph, whereas the other three pro-
fessors opposed the alteration and the legitimacy of the vote (Rohtmets 2012, 269).
Unlike in Latvia, where there was an influential group of liberal Baltic Germans, in
Estonia the Baltic-German minority – the clerics as well as members of the faculty –
was conservative.

In 1925, at the meeting of the Church Diet – the parliament of the EELC – a
decision was taken to exclude the “Protestant tale” from the constitution. As Rahamägi
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was one of the leading members of the ecclesiastic-confessional faction, and after 1925
initiated lawsuits against the liberal reverends Theodor Tallmeister and Voldemar
Kuljus, the liberal faction publicly criticized his tenure and activity at the faculty. At
the same time they supported Kõpp, Sild, and Tennmann. The conservative school
continued to criticize the faculty for the rest of the period, but as most of the clergy in
the church belonged to the ecclesiastic-confessional school, and the Dean of the faculty
during the conflict in the 1920s was Rahamägi, the church on the whole maintained
friendly relations with the faculty. After Rahamägi became the Bishop of the EELC in
1934, public criticism eased somewhat. Therefore, unlike in Latvia, a special seminary
was not established; and the faculty, regardless of criticism, carried on educating
reverends for the EELC.

The Rise of Latvian National Theology in the Interwar Period

During the period between 1918 and 1940, approximately 55–57% of Latvians were
members of the Latvian Evangelical-Lutheran Church (LECL). In practice, the LECL
was the national church of Livonia, Courland, and the Zemgale region, as well as of
Riga, which was the stronghold of Baltic-German Lutherans.

The 1920s and 1930s marked enormous socio-economic and cultural development
in Latvia. Despite the conflicts and disputes that dominated political life, it was a
period when the foundation of Latvian society was formed. The establishment of a
national university – the University of Latvia – in 1919 was a decisive step in
expanding the academic work and educational life of the newly independent republic.

Only in 1920, and despite opposition from the Social Democrats, was a Faculty of
Theology founded. Right-wing academics had nothing against the faculty, but they
demanded that it be strictly an academic and scientific body. In 1937, the Department
of Orthodox Theology was founded within the Faculty structure. Remarkably, during
K�arlis Ulmanis’s regime, after the coup in 1934, a separate Faculty of Roman Catholic
Theology was established in 1938 (Adamovičs 1981, 5–11, 79–81; Talonen 2008, 55–
63, 237).

During the period from 1920 to 1940, 241 (Lutheran) theologians obtained a
degree in the faculty, and over a tenth of them were women. In 1923, Zenta Brauere
was the first Latvian woman who graduated from the faculty. By 1940, the faculty had
managed to educate a new generation of Latvian theological researchers. Within a
short period of time, it had also succeeded in creating a branch of Latvian national
theology, the representatives of which enjoyed wide connections with the rest of
Europe, and from 1925 to 1940 the faculty produced 11 doctoral theses. The
theological development of the faculty was to some extent influenced by the theolo-
gical tradition of the “Old Tartu,” since all the prominent teachers had been educated
at this Baltic-German university. The most decisive figures of influence in the life of
the young Latvian generation of theologians were, however, the strong exponent of
classical liberal theology, Adolf von Harnack, the exegete Rudolf Bultmann, and the
religious historian Rudolf Otto.

With the exception of practical theology, the rise and development of Latvian
theology was evident in all theological disciplines, and Latvian exegetics in particular
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rose to an international level. The high exegetic profile of the Riga faculty was also
promoted by the work of the well-known biblical archaeologist Immanuel Benzinger
(1865–1935) as the Professor of Old Testament Exegetics. Importantly, Benzinger
managed to inspire the young Latvian theologians Eduards Zic�ans and Felikss Treijs to
become researchers.

The key figure in the Faculty of Theology and in its academic life was, however,
Professor K�arlis Kundzi�nš Jr. Besides being one of the founders of the University of
Latvia, he was also named the first professor of the Faculty of Theology in 1921.
Kundzi�nš had been decisively influenced by Adolf von Harnack. He was concerned
about the separation of the church from national cultural life, and promulgated the
notion that academic, theological education was an absolute necessity in Latvia. An
exegete well known for being a follower of Bultmann’s form-historical school of
thought, Kundzi�nš became internationally the most widely known Latvian theologian.
While he specialized in New Testament exegesis, he was, like many of his contem-
poraries, also a theologically multitalented person. His most important field of
research was the Gospel of St. John and the Primitive Church, but he also studied
the problem of the historical Jesus. Other researchers who wrote their dissertations on
New Testament exegetics were J�anis Rezevskis and �Adams Mačul�ans, who were more
conservative than Kundzi�nš (Adamovičs 1981, 41, 61, 111–22; Ķiploks 1981, 92–93;
Talonen 2008, passim).2

Another remarkable theologian was Voldem�ars Maldonis (1870–1941), a
researcher of Philosophy of Religion, influenced by Schleiermacher’s theology. Like
Kundzi�nš, Maldonis had been a prominent figure in the early foundation stages of the
Faculty of Theology. Maldonis was a national-minded theologian. His most important
work consists of his study of the writer J�anis Poruks’s religious and ethical world, and
his various minor essays on the Philosophy of Religion. Even Maldonis was influenced
by liberal theology, but we can find elements of traditional Christianity in his opus
magnum Eva�nģ�eliska Dogmatika [Evangelical Dogmatics] of 1939 (Maldonis 1939, pas-
sim; Talonen 2008, 63, 208–09).

Through his research and partly as a result of his personality, Maldonis created the
Latvian School of Philosophy of Religion, the brightest star of which was the
exceptionally gifted young scholar Alberts Freijs. He received his doctorate at the
young age of 29, having researched Dostoyevsky’s religious world. Together with
Haralds Biezais, Frejs belonged to a group of nationalist liberal theologians who
opposed the position of the Baltic Germans in the LELC, and the practical form of
theological education supported by Bishop K�arlis Irbe (1861–1934).

Both Kundzi�nš and Maldonis, as well as many other Latvian theologians, were
influenced by the German professor Rudolf Otto, and his student Gustav Mensching,
who served as an assistant professor at the University of Latvia from 1927 to 1935.
Such Latvian theologians of various academic backgrounds as Ludvigs Adamovičs,
Eduards Zic�ans, and Edgars Rumba, among others, directed their efforts at studying
the ancient religion of Latvia in particular. It must be noted here that systematic
theology at the University of Latvia was almost entirely represented by the Maldonis
School with its study of the philosophy of religion and an interest displayed by the
Faculty of Theology in the history of religion. The dogmatics of classical Christianity
or, for example, Luther studies was marginal.
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The persons most clearly differing from the main line of research represented by
the Maldonis School and that of history of religion were assistant professors J�anis
Sanders and Edgars Rumba. Sanders, a radical theologian influenced by the philosopher
Gustav Teichmüller, followed a path of his own. In his dissertation of 1926, Sanders
presented a traditionally liberal interpretation of the historical development of the
doctrine of the Trinity. A strong supporter of Latvian nationalist ideology, Sanders
fervently promoted the reform of church services and Christian ceremonies in the
“Latvian spirit.” Besides working towards a Latvian national church, Sanders aimed his
criticism particularly at the Old Testament, that “collection of Jewish writings”
(Talonen 2008, 115–22, 208–24, 265–68).

The fierce debate concerning the position of the Old Testament, which took place
in Latvia in 1933–1934, was partially a result of “the spirit of the times” in the 1930s.
The attitudes represented by Sanders were a combination of Teichmüller’s and Adolf
von Harnack’s views on the Old Testament, and the influence derived from anti-
Semitism and German National Socialism. The criticism aimed by Sanders at the Old
Testament was, however, mostly theological, not ideological or political.

Edgars Rumba was a man of many talents and linguistic gifts, and the effect he had
on the Latvian church in the 1930s was a considerable one. He did an increasing
amount of research in systematic and practical theology. A Methodist by origin,
Rumba’s connection with awakening movements and the Hernnhutians in Riga was
to color his religious and theological profile. Rumba, who was the first Latvian
theologian to study in Sweden at the turn of the 1920s and 1930s, had a profound
knowledge about the theology of Nathan Söderblom, and about the Church of
England. In addition, Rumba became a pioneer of Latvian missionary work and the
“father” of Latvian ecumenical activity in the 1930s.

Other young representatives of systematic theology in the 1930s were Edmunds
Šmits, whose research focused on the theology of St. Augustine, and K�arlis Bilzens, who
was influenced by Karl Barth (Ķiploks 1981, 99; Talonen 2008, 212–14, 222–24).3

The leading church historian at the faculty was Ludvigs Adamovičs (1884–1942),
an influential figure in Latvian society in many respects. Like Professor Olaf Sild’s
research in Estonia, Adamovičs’s research and teaching created a national interpreta-
tion of Latvian Church history. While previously Baltic-German writing of Church
history, starting from a German perspective, had seen Courland and Livonia as
regional entities, Adamovičs was the first one to pay attention to Latvian Church
history. This meant that Latvians who had lived under various states were now the
subjects of history.

Ludvig Adamovičs’s most notable study concerning Latvian church history was
undoubtedly the massive 659-page monograph Vidzemes baznīca un latviešu zemnieks [The
Church of Livland and the Latvian peasant 1710–1740], which was published in 1933.
This, the printed version of Adamovičs’s dissertation, became a classic example of
Latvian Church history (Adamovičs 1933, passim; Freimane and Talonen 2005,
passim; Talonen 2008, 205–07).

Adamovičs claimed that it was specifically Pietism and the Herrnhutian brotherhood
that had had an important role in the “spiritual rebuilding” in old Livonia. The religious
life and “growing into Christianity” (ieagus�ana kristietība) deepened because of the
influence of these movements. In the thesis, which he published in 1929, he made a
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distinction between an external ecclesiasticism (�arejais baznīciskums) and a “living Christian
religiousness” (dzīva kristīga reliģiozit�ate). The effect of a deeper and “living” Christianity,
according to Adamovičs, was a result of Pietism (Talonen 2009, 31–32, passim).

Professor Adamovičs and his Estonian colleague Professor Olaf Sild had some
common interests in the research of Pietism and Herrnhutism. Sild made several
research trips to Latvia, and in 1933 he received a Doctor Theologiae h.c. from the
University of Latvia (Altnurme 2003, 307). However, in scientific research there was
no significant cooperation between him and Adamovičs.

The most well known student of Adamovičs’s was Edgars Ķiploks (1907–1999),
who continued the tradition of Latvian Church history in exile after the Second World
War (Talonen 2008, 209).

During the authoritarian regime from 1934 to 1940, the politics of the Latvian
Leader (Vadonis) K�arlis Ulmanis (1877–1942) was clearly in favor of the Latvian
Lutherans, and as in Estonia it aimed at establishing their Church more firmly as the
National Church. Many leading theologians, especially Professor Alberts Freijs, openly
supported the Latvian Leader. Professor Ludvigs Adamovičs served as Minister for
Education from 1934 to 1935 in the government of Ulmanis (Talonen 2003, 159–60;
2008, 206–07; Hanovs and Teraudkalns 2012, 267–88). At the end of the 1930s,
Adamovičs was eager to establish closer contacts between Latvian and Estonian clerisy.
One of the initiators from the Estonian side was Professor of International Law,
ambassador and former Prime Minister Ants Piip. Piip served as the Chairman of the
Association for Fostering Friendly Relations Between Estonia and Latvia. Johan Kõpp
served as the Chairman of the Association’s University branch during his tenure as
Rector of the University of Tartu. From 1935 to 1940, the Association held con-
ferences in Kaunas, Tartu, Helsinki, Riga, and Tallinn (Stradi�nš 2002, 228; Rämmer
2006, 20).

There were a few occasions for a conflict between the two countries at the end of
the 1930s. The main reason for confrontation was related to the Livonians, who, like
the Finns and Estonians, were Finno-Ugric, but lived in Latvia. When an Estonian
ethnologist, Oskar Loorits, demanded that the position of Livonians in Latvia should
be alleviated, a conflict broke out between him and the Latvian authorities. In 1935
Adamovičs tried to ameliorate the situation, but was probably confronted by the
Latvian authorities. In 1937, Loorits was expelled from Latvia (Rämmer 2006,
56–58).

Theological and National Confrontations in Latvia

There were two main controversies in the field of Latvian academic theology. Firstly,
because of theological confrontation between the faculty and the leadership of the
LELC, the lack of a university chair in practical theology, and the urgent need of more
clergymen, the LELC began to work towards an alternative educational route for the
clergy as early as 1920. Bishop K�arlis Irbe and his supporters did not disapprove of
academic theological education per se. The majority of the clergy educated at the “old
Tartu” theological faculty represented Lutheran Orthodoxy or had a salvation-histor-
ical view of the Bible. Thus, it was the liberal theology present within the Faculty of
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Theology that was considered a danger to the Church. It was feared that liberal
theology would shatter the foundation of Biblical Christianity.

In 1923, the Church’s administration founded a Theological Institute in Riga, with
the aim of educating clergy in the spirit of conservative theology, keeping in mind
practical church life. The Institute was given a place to work in a building owned by
the Church. The staff included older members of the clergy educated in the “Old
Tartu.” In addition to Irbe and K�arlis Beldavs, there were the reverends K�arlis
Freidenfelds, Teodors Grünbergs (Grīnbergs), and �Adams Mačul�ans teaching at the
Institute. Churches in the United States and Denmark financially supported the
Institute.

The academic staff had extensive experience of practical church work, and some of
them were also researchers. With the exception of Bergs, the academics were
theologically conservative. Although most of them did not reject historical-critical
research of the Bible per se, they nevertheless placed an emphasis on the spiritual use
of the Bible in the practical work of the Church. A practical view on the life and work
of the Church together with a more or less favorable attitude towards the awakening
movements, and not the similarity in their theological views, was the basis that united
the academics of the Institute.

At the end of the 1920s, the lack of ministers was beginning to ease somewhat. At
the same time a compromise that took place between the church and the faculty in
1928–1932 meant that the “hard” academic profile of the faculty was somewhat eased.
Rev. Grünbergs received an honorary doctorate in theology in 1929. Two years later
he was named as an Assistant Professor of Practical Theology and in 1932 became the
(extraordinary) Professor of Practical Theology. In the 1930s, he also served as the
Archbishop of the LELC.

What is more important is the fact that Grünbergs, as the leader of the Institute,
had a more positive attitude towards the Faculty of Theology. Bishop Irbe, who retired
in 1931, had had a more critical stand. These factors led to the decision, made in
November 1928, by the Wider Church Consistory, to stop educating the clergy at the
Institute. The aim of the Institute was now to arrange supplementary courses for the
clergy in practical theology together with courses directed at various groups of
employees of the church. The Institute was reorganized as the Centre for
Supplementary Education of the Clergy led by Rev. Ernests Stange from 1934 to
1937. The Institute, however, was overshadowed by the Faculty of Theology. In
practice, the Institute turned out not to be sustainable.

Immediately before the Second World War roughly 70% of the clergy in the
LELC had received their education at the Faculty of Theology of the University of
Latvia, whereas only 8% were educated in the Theological Institute.

Another factor causing a rift in the Latvian theological environment was the ethnic
tension between Baltic Germans and Latvians in the Church. The position of the
Baltic-German academic elite in the national academic and cultural circles of Latvia and
the Germanic influence on the Latvian economy were both considerable. Even though
only 6% of the members of the Church belonged to the German faction, their
intellectual and cultural power in the entire society was remarkable. Consequently,
the numbers of the German clergy were greater than the proportional numbers of
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German parish members in the Church. Half of the Lutheran clergy in Riga were
Germans in the early 1930s.

The Baltic-German circles in Latvia were worried about the strong nationalist
atmosphere of the University of Latvia founded in 1919. This concern of theirs led to
the beginning of various academic courses held in German in Riga from 1920 onwards.
These courses further resulted in the birth of the Herder Foundation (Herder-
Gesellschaft) and the Herder Institute between 1921 and 1922. The name of the new
Baltic-German academic place of learning had a particularly favorable ring in the
history of Livonia and Riga. In practice, the Herder Institute was soon to be a Baltic-
German university with a division of faculties of its own. Its teaching and research
work was mainly carried out in theology, the arts, and science, but also in the socio-
political faculty, together with the law and economic faculties. The ever-present
financial difficulties faced by the Herder Institute were partly alleviated by the
continuous financial assistance the institute was able to obtain from Germany, and
from private sources.

From the very beginning, theology had a prominent role in the Herder Institute,
as the Baltic-German elite had a favorable attitude towards academic theology. The
most remarkable Herder theologians in the interwar period were Erich von Schrenk,
Church historian and researcher of New Testament exegetics Viktor Grüner, and
German patrologist Rudolf Abramowski. The Herder theologians had an important
role in the administration of this Baltic-German academic center, including its pub-
lication activities (Talonen 2008, 86–91, 94–100, 123–25, 231, 144–75, 234–60,
280–84).4

Theologically, senior academic staff of the Institute were the heirs of Adolf von
Harnack and liberal theology. Girgensohn and Grüner, on the other hand, were more
open to the new theological currents of the twentieth century, such as Barthianism and
the Pneumatic Exegesis. Abramowski and Wentskewitz no longer affiliated themselves
with von Harnack’s theology. By the end of the 1930s the influence of classic liberal
theology on Baltic-German theological circles had somewhat weakened. This did not,
however, mean a return to the theology of “Old Tartu” or the reconstitution of
Orthodox Lutheranism; all the academics of the Herder Institute were supporters of
historical-critical theology.

The theology practiced at the Herder Institute was enriched by German New
Testament exegetes, whose tenures as professors in Riga were financed by German
societies. The work of the young Joachim Jeremias at the end of 1920s placed Riga as
the center of exegesis. After the National Socialists seized power in Germany, there
were some reflections of the German Church battle (Kirchenkampf) in Riga. The
successor of Jeremias, Carl Schneider (in office from 1928 to 1934), was known as
a strong supporter of Nazism. At the same time, H.J. Iwand, a Professor at the
Herder Institute from 1934 to 1935, supported the Confessing Church (Bekennende
Kirche), which opposed National Socialist rule (Talonen 2008, 88–89, 174–75, 255,
261–64, 434).

The most important theological society in Latvia in the interwar period was the
Society of Philosophy and Religion (from 1938 the Society of the Science of Religion),
in which the most important persons were Professor of Philosophy Pauls Dale and the
trio (“these three,” tie trīs) of the Faculty of Theology at the University of Riga:
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Voldem�ars Maldonis, Ludvigs Adamovičs, and K�arlis Kundzi�nš Jr. The Society pub-
lished a series of religious-philosophical writings (Reliģiski-filozofiski raksti), which came
out five times between 1925 and 1936 (RFR I–II 1925–1928; Adamovičs 1981, 84–
86; Gills 1997, 14; Balti�nš 2007, 13, 37).

The Faculty of Theology’s own special publication, Studia theologica, which
appeared twice (1935, 1940), can also be categorized as a part of the university’s
publication series (Studia theologica I–II 1935–1940).

The journal Ceļš [The way], which appeared regularly from 1935 to 1940,
published academic essays, writings on pedagogics and the school system, religious
texts, memorials, surveys, and book reviews. It was a show of strength by ethnic
Latvian theology, which incorporated nicely into Latvia’s socio-cultural atmosphere of
the late 1930s. Between 1935 and 1940, the journal Ceļš published 73 scientific
articles, of which 32 (44%) were on Systematic theology and Philosophy of
Religion. The editor of the journal, the young authority figure Alberts Freijs, was
the most active writer (10% of all articles).

Conclusion

In describing and analyzing the rise and development of national theology at the
universities and the churches of the two Baltic states, the keyword in understanding
and following the developments is transition. It was a period of transition for both the
majority national groups as well as for the Baltic-German minority. Previously, Baltic
Germans ruled society; now, over slightly more than two decades, there was a change
of social order and the establishment of new foundations of society. A democratic and
national conception of State, Church, and the University was implemented.

The situation in the societies of the two newly established states was similar. Due
to strong socialist influence in society at the time that the states and the churches were
founded, and the universities were either reopened or founded, the attitude of a
number of politicians towards religion and the Churches was either negative or
indifferent. Therefore, the establishment or preservation of independent faculties of
theology was first a problem, then a matter of hesitation, and finally of discussions.
When looking from the perspective of the faculties and the Churches, the discussions
led to a positive result. In both countries it was decided that the faculties needed to be
independent. In Latvia, however, due to the discussion, a chair of practical theology
was not established at first.

As the two states from the first years of their existence strongly opposed the class
social order of the past, and began to foster the development of a national culture of
the national majority, the conflict with the Baltic-German minority was inevitable.
This provided a strong impetus to the societies, including the establishment and the
activity of the faculties of theology in both countries. The policy of the universities in
accordance with the views prevalent in society clearly favored scholars who were of
native descent and could teach and do research in Estonian and Latvian. Therefore
most of the professors at the universities were native Estonians and Latvians. As a
result of this policy, at the beginning of the 1920s several Baltic-German scholars left
the faculty in Latvia and established the independent Herder Institute to educate the
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Baltic-German minority separately. At the University of Tartu, the same action took
place nearly 10 years later, but the division based on nationality can already be noted
from the beginning of the 1920s. Another decisive factor for the division was the
language question. In the 1920s, on several occasions the question of whether Baltic-
German professors were to be allowed to teach in German was raised at the
University of Tartu and in the Estonian media.

The confrontation based on nationality did not manifest itself solely in the form of
language requirements and the policy of favoring staff of Estonian and Latvian
nationality, but had a third and more profound basis. It was the spirit the faculties
represented and the activity they began to foster. The strong national focus proved to
be unacceptable to the Baltic-German minority, who wanted to preserve the traditions
of the previous period.

From the perspective of the representatives of the national majority, the period
has to be regarded as successful. New subjects in the curriculum, focusing on religion
in Latvia and Estonia, as well as comparative religion; the founding of new academic
societies; establishing academic journals in native languages; and most of all research
related to Estonia and Latvia, as well as the scope of the professors, formed the basis
for educating a young generation of scholars who emerged at the end of the 1920s and
began their academic careers in the 1930s. By the end of the 1930s, local, native
scholars occupied all the chairs in the faculties. The second generation was anticipated
to become more successful in their theological research than the first generation. The
Second World War either ruined those expectations or postponed them. It has to be
emphasized that the first generation of scholars was primarily focused on establishing a
basis for studies and research. In their research they mostly focused on the history and
culture of Estonia and Latvia. This served the interest of society.

In connection with nationalism the influence of liberal theology has to be men-
tioned. The support of liberal theology was not primarily related to the nationality of
theologians or clergy. While in Latvia there were also Baltic-German scholars who
represented the liberal theology, in Estonia the Baltic-Germans carried on the tradition
of the nineteenth-century spirit of confessional theology.

Liberal theology suited some of the nationally minded theologians of Latvian and
Estonian descent who mixed nationalism with the main aspects of liberal theology. It
can be seen as a method of overcoming the problem of secularization and bringing
religion and the Lutheran Church closer to its members. In analyzing this conception,
the past of the two nations has to be kept in mind, as it was this past, namely the class
system, that the independent nations opposed the most. The class system was
connected with the previous governance of the church, and with confessional theology.
The liberal stance in theological thought, which emphasized the right of an individual,
mixed with national inclinations, was in accordance with the developments in the
societies of newly independent states, but at the same time managed in both countries
to cause tensions within the churches and with the faculties of theology. While in
Estonia the confrontations were overcome, in Latvia the Lutheran Church established
an independent institute in order to train the clergy. The Institute turned out not to be
sustainable. After the relations between the faculty and the Institute began to tighten
at the end of 1920s, and the faculty instated a professor of practical theology, the
faculty took over the responsibilities of the Institute at the beginning of the 1930s.
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Notes

1 The name “ecclesiastic-confessional” comes from Professor Sild. “Ecclesiastic” repre-
sented the faction’s view of defending the free people’s church at the time when its
unity was under threat.

2 On doctoral theses in Theology at the University of Latvia in 1925–1940, see LADD
(2004, nos. 4, 8–9, 32, 52, 60, 62–63, 77, 135, 141).

3 K�arlis Bilzens studied as a post-graduate student in Basel in 1935–1936. Professor
Karl Barth was his teacher (Zari�nš 1994, 43–44).

4 For a short overview of the Herder Institute, see von Hehn (1981).
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