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Beowulf: Heathen or Christian?

Early in Beowulf, the author seems reluctant to surrender completely to the world this story inhabits, a world which often runs counter to his Christian beliefs.  But as the story becomes more gripping and involved, he slips into the traditional heroic style, leaving the stated causes of events up to Fate, rather than to God, and relaxing his Christian sensibilities until around the time of Beowulf’s death.  At this point, the considerations of his fate in the afterlife force a compromise between the two narrative perspectives.

Early in the narrative the speaker explains the creation of the evils faced by Beowulf in biblical terms:  “For the killing of Abel / the Eternal lord had exacted a price… and out of the curse of his exile there sprang / ogres and elves and evil phantoms…”  (107-8, 111-12).  No such explanation is made for the dragon.


He also makes strong contrasts between the characters’ behavior and the Christian way of life, saying “That was their way, / their heathenish hope; deep in their hearts / they remembered hell”  (178-180), and “The Lord God… was unknown to them” (181, 183).


But for all that, his characters frequently praise God.  For example:  “Now Holy God / has, in His goodness, guided him here”  (381).  Perhaps he uses this as a device to show uncommon goodness or gratitude in the Danish king, and didn’t mean that those people literally worshipped the One God.


Notice that although Beowulf is said to put his trust in God when he renounces weapons against Grendel (437), his real motivation is “to heighten Hygelac’s fame” (435).  Although early in the poem he is superficially made to sound Christian, Beowulf is really following the barbarian honor code all the time.  The two codes just happen to coincide, which is what makes him such a universal hero.  And already, before the battle with Grendel has even begun, the author weaves in signs of the pagan world:  “Often, for undaunted courage, / fate spares the man it has not already marked”  (572-73).  This sounds far more like a line from the Odyssey than a Christian poem.


In the battle with Grendel, everything is still Christian-sounding.  Grendel, the author implies, died because he “had given offence also to God”  (810).  Likewise, with Grendel’s mother, “holy God / decided the victory” (1553-54).  But against the dragon, everything is different:  “After many trials,” Beowulf “was destined to face the end of his days / in this mortal world”  (2341-43).  Beowulf wonders whether he has “thwarted / [some] ancient ordinance of the eternal Lord” (2329-30), but that is the last thing he attributes to God until the end of the battle and his parting words.  

Whereas Beowulf renounces weapons against Grendel for Hygelac’s glory, he renounces outside help against the dragon because he is “too proud / to line up with a large army / against the sky-plague” (2345-47).  And he says, “What occurs on the wall / between the two of us will turn out as fate, / overseer of men, decides” (2525).  It is fate, not God, whom he bows to now.  This is pure, barbaric heroism at its best.


But finally, when fate steps in to end Beowulf’s life, the author must confront the issue of immortal souls.  It would put quite a damper on an already tragic tale to say that Beowulf spends the rest of eternity in eternal damnation, and so the author tackles the problem of Beowulf’s afterlife.  He decides, apparently, that what matters for the fate of those who have never heard of Christ is whether they lived relatively Christian lifestyles.  The Danes are said to be doomed not by default, but because “Sometimes at pagan shrines they vowed / offerings to idols, swore oaths” (175-76).


Those great warriors, such as Shield Sheafson and Beowulf, who, instead of worshipping idols, put their trust in their own natural, God-given gifts and use them fairly, achieve their eternal reward.  The text reads: “Shield was still thriving when his time came / and he crossed over into the Lord’s keeping” (26-27).  Later, Beowulf says: “because of my right ways, the Ruler of mankind / need never blame me when the breath leaves my body / for murder of kinsmen” (2741-43).  And then his soul flees “from his breast / to its destined place among the steadfast ones”  (2819-20). 
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