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SUMMARY Dutch Religious History

Such a small country, but so divided in terms of religion. That one sentence may well
reflect the core nature of religious history in the Netherlands. For centuries religious
traditions have met in this country at the edge of the European continent: traditions that
have inspired the Dutch under ever-changing circumstances. These traditions have had
far-reaching effects on Dutch culture and society, and have sometimes put strain on
social relationships. With this book, Joris van Eijnatten and Fred van Lieburg present
the first easy-reading, scientifically-sound summary of two thousand years of religious
history in the Netherlands. The authors emphasize the diversity of religion in its
historical context, reviewing numerous representations, rituals, groups and leaders
against the backdrop of political, ecclesiastic, social and intellectual developments. This
informative overview is indispensable for those who are interested in the history of
religion and religious culture.
The continuous factor in Dutch religious history is the country’s inhabitants: both
indigenous people and migrants, both domestic and foreign to the soil of what is now
called the Netherlands. This book focuses on the way in which these people have given
religious meaning to their thoughts and actions, in ritual behavior, spiritual experience,
religious guidelines, sacred texts, doctrines and convictions of faith. In short, this is a
cultural history of religion in the broadest sense of the word. Within the limited scope
of this overview, emphasis is placed on the political, social and cultural conditions that
made the development of religious representations and practices possible in the public
domain. Naturally this involves a wide range of religious types and expressions, related
to various religious directions, groups and churches: all enjoy ample attention in this
book. However, the book does not primarily focus on the individual faiths and
confessions, but on the shape that religion has taken in the culture and society, and on
the ways in which it has become manifest over space and time. The authors devote
ample attention to holy sites, sacred objects and holy days, and also to the way in which
individuals and groups – clergy and laypeople, broad churches and exclusive societies
alike – have appropriated sacral value in the past.
The book is divided into four periods: ‘Melting Pot of Religiosity’ discusses the
period from 50 BC to 1000 AD, ‘Christian Omnipresence’ the period from 1000 to
1580, ‘Semblance of Unity’ the period from 1580 to 1850, and ‘Varied Citizenship’ the
time after 1850. Information in Roman texts about the region now known as the

Netherlands is the starting point. The years 1000, 1580 and 1850 are used as
milestones. At each of these milestones a significant change was seen in the place and
function of religion in the public domain. Difficult to date but extremely important is
the transition set, for the sake of simplicity, in about the year 1000. This milestone was
the establishment of a single, dominant religion in the Low Countries: Christianity.
Before the tenth century there had been a wide diversity in the local and regional types
of religiosity. It was in this mixture that Christianity not only arrived but eventually
gained a dominant position in society.
The milestones 1580 and 1850 also mark changes in the place religion held in the
public domain, and both are closely related to religious developments. The year 1580
points to the importance of the reformation movement within European Christianity.
Governments awarded the monopoly of public religious practice to one of the various
movements in divided Christendom. This transition took place in or around 1580 in
most of what is now the Netherlands. The legal authorities committed to enforcing the
Reformed Church, and the Roman Catholic Mass was forbidden. The year 1850 refers
to matters including the implementation of the new constitution in 1848, which put an
official end to the privileges of certain religions, therewith heralding various processes
of emancipation. The concept of freedom would henceforth play a prominent part in
public religious practice. This overview of religious history ends in the present (2006).
Within each of the four main periods, the subject matter is chronologically ordered
to some extent. To avoid the fragmentation inherent to a strict chronological approach,
however, on this level the division into periods is entwined with a thematic structure.
This means that certain developments are discussed within the timeframe for which
those developments are the most characteristic. The advent of chapters, monasteries and
convents, for example, is discussed in a section focusing on the period 1000-1300,
despite the fact that ‘chapters’ came into being in the Netherlands much earlier. And the
religious leaders of the early modern age are not discussed until the section dealing
with the period from 1650 to 1750. Of course laymen and clerics played leadership
roles both before and after that, but those are the ten decades in which the number of
religious workers on the pastoral market was exceptionally large.
To enhance the compositional unity of the book, each of the four main parts is
divided into three chapters, and each of these chapters is divided into three sections. All
of the chapters start with an introduction devoted to the general processes in the given
period of time, as the context within which the religious developments should be

understood. These developments are then detailed in three sections. Thus twelve themes
serve as the ‘coat rack’ upon which Dutch religious history can be ‘hung’. The entire
book is larded with boxes and diagrams, some to relieve the text, some to illustrate the
developments being sketched, and all giving information about a certain historical
phenomenon. Maps also serve to clarify the past. The prologue and the epilogue, both
partly based on the puzzling phenomenon of the hunebedden or giants’ graves,
thematize the Dutch religious past as a historiographical problem.
Chapter 1, Dynamic Pantheon, sketches the world and thoughts of the inhabitants of
the Netherlands in the first five centuries of the Christian era. Their religious views and
actions were inextricably bound to the political, social and economic dimensions of
their existence. Attention is devoted to the close cohesion between how the cosmos was
represented, the importance of cattle in relationships both within and between local
communities, and the concrete environment of the landscape (Mythical Geography). An
exploration follows of holy sites, supernatural figures and cultural practices that gave
expression to the religious view of the world (Ritual Communication). The chapter
closes with a review of the confrontation between indigenous religiosity with that of the
Romans, resulting in conscious appropriation of certain myths and rituals (Intentional
Syncretism).
Chapter 2, The March of Christianity, discusses more details of this political
process of expansion in correlation with the crucial development that took place at this
time in the religious history of the Netherlands: its Christianization. The subject matter
discussed includes an explanation of how Christianity became entwined with the rise of
the Frankish Empire and the continuing presence of Roman culture (Politics and
Mission). The next section describes how this originally Eastern religion gained ground
in the Netherlands in various stages in the wake of Frankish conquests (Resistance and
Supremacy). The last part of this chapter disccusses the consequences of the spread of
Christian faith (God and the Idols): on the one hand a far-reaching confrontation of a
theological nature and on the other the gradual integration of the old heathendom into
the new religion.
Chapter 3, Christianization of Culture, focuses on the difficult but steady progress
of Christianization in the last centuries of the first millennium. The effects of a lengthy
period of political instability on the budding Christianity are discussed, for example
(Regime under Threat). A sketch follows of the far-reaching cultural changes as a result
of the use of script in church and society (Learned Ritualism). The chapter closes with a

demonstration of how under the influence of Christianity the mythical geography
discussed at the beginning of the book led to a turnaround in the way the religious
landscape in the Netherlands was organized (Christianized Space).
Regulated Faith, the fourth chapter, explains how the church became anchored in
the Dutch culture and society. The system of administration, influence and control that
made this in-depth Christianization possible is discussed in detail (Institutional Order).
The way in which faith and the aggregate of rituals connected with it shaped daily life
is also closely studied (Sacramental Religion). The chapter also discusses the manner in
which clerics and laypeople – including women – in chapters, monasteries, convents
and other types of cohabitation contributed to the functioning of the church in the
countryside and the growing towns (Communal Life).
Chapter 5, Holy High Tension, describes how the confusion in the church, the
expansion of the political administration and the social-economic changes that
primarily determined Europe’s shape in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were
collectively absorbed in the Netherlands. The beliefs of the common people, with
central focus on care for one’s own soul, are discussed here (Insured Afterlife). The
chapter also explains how the omnipotence of Christianity was maintained in society by
the oppression of marginal individuals and groups on the one hand and the
intensification of monastic life on the other (Entreated Favours). One section (Pious
Reflection) is devoted to intellectual and spiritual expressions in the shape of study,
education and meditation, including the writings of the pious and the learned, and
translations from Latin to the vernacular.
Broken Unity, the sixth chapter, summarizes Dutch reformation history. The
information in this chapter includes a discussion of the various reformation movements
and their characteristic views and representatives (Sequence of Reformations). The
persecution of heretics and witches is also discussed, as are the political, legal and
religious complications that culminated in the revolt against the ruler and the
emergence of a Protestant republic (Changing Regimes). This chapter closes with an
explanation of how the various movements found support and an entrance into society
and ultimately shaped various churches and groups among the Dutch population
(Shifting Loyalties).
Chapter 7, Confessional State, explains that the success of the Protestant and
Catholic reformations was largely a result of the coordinated effort of the ecclesiastic
and political elite. The confessionalization process in the Dutch Republic, however, had

a pattern all its own. The uniqueness of the Dutch confessionalization process is
discussed at length in this chapter. The establishment of the dominant religious
organization is described (Public Church), for example, as is the nature of the religious
pluriformity of the seventeenth century (Religious Hierarchy). Additional attention is
devoted to the religious diversity in an extensive description of the way different groups
appropriated religious representations and rituals (Ritual Parallelism).
The eighth chapter, Calvinist Republic, discusses numerous conflicts. Though some
were quite serious, none of them critically affected the social authority of the
established orthodoxies. That authority did not start to wane until after 1750. This
chapter starts with a description of the various religious movements that the political
and ecclesiastic powers had to deal with between about 1650 and 1750 (Controlled
Variety). Next specific attention is devoted to Pietism – a religious phenomenon that
was seen in this period in every confession (Inner Experience). The last section in this
chapter (Pastoral Market) briefly reviews official and unofficial religious leadership at
the time of the Dutch Republic.
Chapter 9, Protestant Nation, sketches a variety of religious developments against
the backdrop of rapidly changing political regimes. The significance of ‘enlightenment’
for the religious history in the Netherlands is discussed here (Virtuous Sociability).
Next the revolution period, characterized by intensive state involvement in religious
matters, is addressed (Equal Rights). The last section of this chapter explains how the
liberal and orthodox elite strove to control public religious expression after the various
revolutions (Elitist Leadership).
The Emancipated Dutch, Chapter 10, highlights the changes in the educational and
electoral systems, as well as the nationwide communication network that came with the
increased population, urbanization and development of a modern capitalistic economy.
The way in which the Dutch, emancipated from their political, religious or socialeconomic subordination, gave shape to their faith is explained from three perspectives.
First the various movements in the religious landscape are reviewed (Bourgeois
Civilization). Then the processes of religious emancipation (Mass Mobilization) and the
religious background of the budding philanthropic and social awareness (National
Edification) are described.
Chapter 11, The Active Dutch, describes the high degree of consensus, reinforced by
the Cold War and the aversion to Communism, that governed the various social groups
until 1960. The public consensus and social peace – embodied by Queen Wilhelmina,

who ruled from 1898 to 1948 – gave the Dutch every opportunity to actively develop
within specific ideological groups. The manner in which the Dutch did this within the
‘segmented’ or ‘pillarized’ religious structures is discussed in detail (Within the
Pillars). Then the small, active religious groups are described, as are the Humanists and
the Jews (Around the Pillars). The last part of this chapter describes the attempts by
various groups, especially the hervormden, to rise above the religious dividing lines
(Above the Pillars).
Chapter 12, The Free Dutch, addresses the famous post-modern liberalization of
religion in the Netherlands. First the de-pillarization of Dutch society is discussed, as
well as the important part played in this process by religion, politics and a new macroethics (Polarized Gospel). This is followed by a description of the contribution made by
migrant groups to the multi-religious Netherlands (Ethnic Diversity), in particular those
adhering to different forms of Islam. The chapter finishes with a discussion of religious
subjectivism in recent decades (Customized Religion), devoting ample attention to
foreign influences, including ‘Eastern’ religion, New Age and Evangelicalism

