ISSUE 15

Did Martin Luther’s Reforms Improve
the Lives of European Christians?

YES: Robert Kolb, from Martin Luther as Prophet, Teacher, Hero:
Images of the Reformer, 1520-1620 (Baker Books, 1999)

NO: Hans Kiing, from Great Christian Thinkers, trans. John
Bowden (Continuum, 1996)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Religion and history professor Robert Kolb contends that
Martin Luther was seen as a prophetic teacher and hero whose life
brought hope, divine blessing, and needed correctives to the
Christian church.

NO: Theologian and professor emeritus of theology Hans Kiing
views Martin Luther as the inaugurator of a paradigm shift and as
the unwitting creator of both bloody religious wars and an
unhealthy subservience by ordinary Christians to local rulers in
worldly matters.

When Martin Luther was born in 1483, his father, Hans, hoped the boy
would become a lawyer. Instead, a mystical experience during a thunder-
storm led Martin to enter religious life as an Augustinian monk. Scrupulous
in observing his religious duties, Luther became increasingly aware of his
own sinfulness and his fear of divine justice. He came to believe that fallen
humans, on their own, can never do anything to merit salvation; it is the
grace of God alone that “justifies” them.

Sent by his order to teach philosophy at the University of Wittenberg,
Luther was appalled at the selling of indulgences (pardons for sins) and
denounced the practice, along with other abuses, in 95 theses of protest
addressed to the Archbishop of Mainz in 1517. The newly invented printing
press spread his ideas throughout the German states and beyond. Summoned to
appear before the Imperial Diet at Worms in 1521, Luther clung to his beliefs,
displeasing the emperor and earning himself a condemnation. Hidden from
danger by his patron, the Elector Frederick of Saxony, Luther translated the Bible
into German, unaware that he had launched a radical religious revolution.
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Fager for reform rather than revolution, Luther sought to modify what he
regarded as abuses within the Christian church. His intention was.to strip the
modern church of power and corruption and return it to its roots—the pristine
days of early Christianity (see Issue 5 for another look at this period). Certainly
he had no intention of founding a new religion. This theological conservatism
was matched by his opposition to the Peasants’ Revolt of 1524-1525. Siding
emphatically with the forces of law and order, Luther urged the princes to put
down the rebellion and safeguard the God-given social order. In many ways, he
was a reluctant revolutionary.

Lutherans (as they called themselves against Luther’s wishes) gathered
to read the scriptures in their own language, sing, pray, and listen to sermons.
Widespread anticlerical feeling inspired many to challenge the wealth and influ-
ence of what they saw as an Italian church. Luther’s religious alternative was also
attractive to those whose feeling of national pride in the semi-autonomous
German states made them resent pronouncements from Rome. Violent
conflict between Protestant princes and imperial Catholic forces broke out
during Luther’s lifetime, and people were instructed to follow the religion of
their local prince—Lutheran or Catholic.

Luther married a former nun, Katherine von Bora, and fathered a number
of children. Living a family life, like those in his congregation, rather than
observing the Catholic requirement for celibacy, Luther may have seemed
more approachable than the Catholic priests. Insisting on “the priesthood of all
believers,” he urged his followers to read the scriptures for themselves and find:
the truth within them. But as the Reformation spread to Switzerland, England,
and beyond, thousands died in religious conflicts, and Christianity became
increasingly fragmented. At the time of Luther’s death in 1546, much of
Western Europe was dissolving centuries-old ties that had bound people and
nations into a spiritual and temporal unity called Christendom.

If we admit that reform was needed, the next question becomes, Was
the reform movement initiated by Luther worth the theological, political,
and, especially, human cost? For Robert Kolb, Luther was filled with the
dynamism that sprang from his spiritual conviction. Regarded as divinely
called to a holy mission, Luther was able to inspire others to an intense, per-
sonal relationship with the God of history and the redeemer of human frailty
and despair. Luther’s writings continued to inspire hope during the troubled
century that followed his death.

Hans Kiing asserts that Luther has the New Testament on his side in sup-
port of the key Reformation concepts of justification, grace, and faith. Also,
Luther was a charismatic reformer, without whom there would have been no
Reformation in Germany. Having broken with the distant authority of Rome,
however, Luther was faced with challenges from both “enthusiasts” on the left
and “traditionalists” on the right. Religious wars divided territories into those
practicing the “old faith” and those following the reformist “Augsburg Confes-
sion.” Far from guaranteeing freedom of religion, this division led instead to reli-
gion by region. Luther’s doctrine of state and church as two realms :led,
unfortunately, to the subordination of churches to their local princes, who acted
as “emergency bishops,” and not all of whom were like Frederick “the wise.”
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Martin Luther as Prophet,
" Teacher, Hero

Introduction

In an attack published in 1529, Johannes Cochlaeus, Martin Luther’s fierce foe
and first biographer, characterized the Reformer as having seven heads.
Throughout the almost five centuries since then, Luther has been depicted by
friend and foe alike as having many more than seven faces. The image makers
of his own age began immediately to project into public view a picture which
reflected their experience of Luther. Their successors have taken the raw mate-
rial of his life and thought and cast it into forms which would serve their own
purposes—with varying degrees of historical accuracy. Few public figures have
enjoyed and suffered the process of publicity as has Martin Luther. .

Most ages seize historical personalities as clay from which they mold
icons of mythical proportions to embody their values and aspirations. Into
the apocalyptically charged atmosphere of late medieval Germany stumbled
Martin Luther, whose career coincided with the invention of the medium of
print. At the outset of his career, historical and religious conditions, medium,
and man came together in a unique manner to begin fashioning a public
persona which soon loomed larger than life over the German and western
European ecclesiastical landscape. Read in the streets of towns and discussed
in the taverns of villages, his own publications and the representations of his
thought and person by.other pamphleteers produced a cultural paragon which
his followers in the sixteenth century put to use in several ways.

In the conclusion to his pioneering assessment of the changing views about
the Reformer from Wittenberg, Horst Stephan observed that new images of
Luther are always “born out of a new encounter with the testimony of the origi-
nal image, and they are reflections of his form in water of different depths and
different hues.” To a degree perhaps unique in the history of the-church since the
apostolic age, the image of this single person, Martin Luther, has directly shaped
the institutions and life of a large body of Christendom. He has influenced his
followers both as churchman and as teacher of the church. Calvinist churches, of
course, look to John Calvin as model and magister for their ecclesiastical life. John
Wesley exercises a continuing role in the Methodist churches. To a far greater
extent, however, Lutheran churches have found in Luther not only a teacher but

From MARTIN LUTHER AS PROPHET, TEACHER, HERO: IMAGES OF THE REFORMATION,
1520-1620 by Robert Kolb, pp. 9-13, 225-230. Copyright © 1999 by Baker Book House.
Reprinted by permission.

262

Robert Kolb ‘,

YES / Robert Kolb 263

also a prophetic hero and authority. Heinrich Bornkamm’s observation extends

beyond the borders of the German cultural realm which he was sketching: “Every
presentation and assessment of Luther and the Reformation means a critical

engagement with the foundations of our more recent history. Like no other

historical figure, that of Luther always compels anew a comprehensive reflection

on the religious, spiritual, and political problems of our lives.”

Since Stephan’s study others have examined the interpretation of
Luther’s thought and work both within and outside Lutheranism. None of
these, however, has focused in detail on the ways in which Luther’s image and
thought shaped Lutheran thinking and action during the century following
his appearance on the stage of Western history. From the very beginning
Luther’s students and friends regarded him as a figure of more than normal
proportions. Some saw him as an illustrious hero of the faith. Others regarded

him as a powerfﬁl doctor of the church in line with Moses, Paul, and Augustine.
Many also regarded him as a unique servant of God, a prophet and the escha-

tological angel who is depicted in Revelation 14 as the bearer of the gospel in
the last days and whose authority could be put to use in governing and guid-
ing the church, particularly in the adjudication of disputes over the proper
and correct understanding of biblical teaching.

Without taking into account the conceptual framework of biblical
humanism on the one hand, and that of late medieval apocalyptic on the
other, such images seem strange to us moderns. Within the context of Luther’s
time, however, they provided vehicles by which people could make sense of
Luther’s impact on their lives and his role on the stage of human history. With
such images of Luther in mind his followers set about to reshape the institutions
and ideas which held their world together.

This inquiry will review how Luther’s message and his career reshaped
sixteenth-century German Lutherans’ views of God and human history. Three
conceptions of the Reformer emerge, reflecting a variety of needs in his society,
which was organized around religious ideas and ecclesiastical institutions and
practices. Although all three of these conceptions appeared in the first few years
of public comment on Luther, they developed in different ways as the years
passed. Their influence can best be presented through a chronological tracking
of their evolution as exhibited in representative writings from the pens of his
disciples..To be sure, historians’ analyses always oversimplify: the categories are
not so distinct and discrete that they can be neatly separated from each other.
Thus our discussion of each motif will reveal aspects of the others.

First, for some of his followers during the subsequent decades, the

Reformer functioned as a prophet who replaced popes and councils as the
adjudicating or secondary authority (interpreting the primary. authority,
Scripture) in the life of the church. Like almost every age, the late Middle Ages
were a period of crisis, and people were rethinking questions of authority in
various aspects of life. Within the church Luther’s challenge to the medieval
papacy heightened the crisis by confirming doubts about the old religious
system. Although Luther and his adherents did not discard the ancient fathers
of the church nor disregard their usefulness, they did affirm the primacy of
biblical authority; for them Scripture was the sole primary source of truth.
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The church, however, always needs a more elaborate system of determining
the meaning of the biblical message; and the tradition, in the har}ds of popes,
bishops, and councils, could no longer suffice to adjudicate dlfferences in
interpretation of the Scripture. To replace the medieval authorities who had
interpreted biblical dicta regarding truth and life, Lu‘ther emerged as a
prophet of God in whose words a secondary level of doctrinal authority could
be found. Those who believed that this Wittenberg professor was God’s spe-
cial agent—a voice of divine judgment upon the corruption of the old system-—
were able to ascribe such authority to him without difficulty. When the living
myth had disappeared into his tomb, and could no longer adjudica.te disputes
by composing letters or formal faculty opinions, his Writipg_s—mdgly avail-
able in print—were used as a secondary authority by some of his disciples.
Second, over the years Luther functioned as a prophetic teacher whose
exposition of the biblical message supported and guided the biblical exposition
of his followers. Luther based his perception of life and truth upon his convic-
tion that God has spoken reality into existence and shaped human life through
his world. Teaching—the content of the Word—thus was paramount in Luther’s
conception of the way in which God came to people in the sixteenth century
and functioned as their God. While the Reformer was still alive and writing, his
vast literary output enabled him to influence a broad circle of readers and of
nonreaders who heard his ideas from them. When he died, his adherents con-
tinued to learn and to teach others through the published corpus of his
thought. In elaborating Luther’s role as teacher, we must pay attention to the
ways in which his writings were reproduced and used in the Lutheran churches
of Germany after his death. For his heirs not only reprinted his complete corpus
and individual treatises in it; they also repackaged and organized Luther’s
thought topically for handy reference in the pastor’s library. In this manner
Luther continued his teaching activity after his death through citations,
reprintings, and the organizing of his thought for consumption in a new era. .
Third, for his German followers Luther remained above all a prophetic
hero whom God had chosen as a special instrument for the liberation of his
church—and of the German people—from papal oppression and deceit. As a
heroic prophet, Luther symbolized the divine Word which brought God'’s
judgment upon the old papal system, and he embodied the hopes of‘the
people and the comfort of the gospel which brought new heavenly blessmgs
upon the faithful children of God. In their troubled times his followers saw in
Martin Luther the assurance that God would judge their enemies and intervene
eschatologically on their behalf with the salvation he had promised. . ..

~ #Conclusion
Theander Luther

Five hundred years after his birth Martin Luther continues to engage and fascingte
those who encounter him. The testimony of his biography and his writings contin-
ues to cast “reflections of his form in water of different depths and hues,” as Horst
Stephan commented nearly a century ago. Modern scholars have formed their own
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_ judgments of Luther and have put his thoughts to their own use on bases different

from those that motivated his contemporaries. Apt is Mark Edwards’s observation
that twentieth-century accounts often give a false representation of sixteenth-
century perceptions, “not because the historian knows too little but because the
historian knows too much.” This is the case because historians have a view “from
above”—a more comprehensive view of Luther’s context, of his impact, even of the
corpus of his writings—a view which none of Luther’s contemporaries, nor Luther
himself, could have had. For instance, as Edwards observes, “we forget that, except
perhaps for a few of Luther's students, no contemporary read Luther’s works in
light of his pre- Reformation lectures on Psalms, Galatians, and Romans.” In fact,
the few who had read manuscript notes on these lectures preferred his later works,
which more reflected what they had heard from him.

On the other hand, when modern historians come to what Luther wrote
and wrought, they do not bring the yearnings and longings shaped by the
spirit of medieval apocalyptic nor the humanistic adventure of return to the
sources. Instead, we bring our own conceptual framework and our own ques-
tions and goals to the texts and story of Martin Luther. Further, it is impossible
to return to the pristine sources of the 1510s, 1520s, and 1530s uninfluenced
by the interpretations of Luther forged by his students and contemporaries
and those who followed them in the succeeding two generations.

From the perspective of the sixteenth century, Luther had seven heads
or more. To a remarkable if not unique degree this monk and professor

. became a fixation for foes and friends alike. Whatever the reasons (as

assessed by twentieth-century scholars) may have been, this widespread fix-
ation developed less on the strength of political power or economic
resources or social status than on the strength of his ideas and through the
public presentation and projection of these ideas. His disciples perceived
him to be an authoritative prophet or an insightful teacher or a national and
cultural hero, or one who combined two or all of these roles.

As Luther’s supporters praised him by recounting his heroic deeds or by
repeating his insightful instruction or by putting his image and ideas to use in
the life of church and society, they inevitably cast the raw material of his life
into forms dictated by the challenges and concerns of their own times. Around
1520 a host of images were marshaled to describe this prophetic figure. In the
first decade of his emergence in public he was seen as an authority for deter-
mining the proper exposition of biblical truth, the new teacher of the church
for the last times, and a hero who would end papal tyranny. All three represen-
tations of the Wittenberg professor continued to be in vogue throughout his
life and in the years immediately after his death. Gradually, however, his role as
adjudicatory authority, which was transferred from his person to his writings,
appeared ever less able to serve effectively as a means of deciding and defining
public teaching. The national hero he remained, ever more simplified and styl-
ized but not less important because of that, particularly as the shadow of the
Counter-Reformation grew heavier over evangelical Germany. His role as
teacher continued as well, albeit in limited and adapted form. Changing times
meant changing use of the individual who had been thought to personify the
message of God and to satisfy the longings of the people.
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Not all of Luther’s followers put him to use as a substitute for
councils, as a secondary authority who could adjudicate dispute
gospel and the practice of the church. Many did, for the church al

disputes over the interpretation of the biblical message was needed

Luther’s prophet-like appearance on the late medieval s i '
dynamic concept of the Word of God—as it is repeated in theclil?)euikrllg c?fl; .
spfeak.ers of the biblical message—prompted his contemporaries to attr%‘};mg
aQ]lecatory authority to him. Medieval apocalyptic hopes and humanist1 o
V1'ct10ns regarding the power of effective oral communication combined it
his own understanding of the power of God in the living voice of the N .
to create a belief that he was a special tool of God. As such, it was believicc)lsp}fl
spoke God’s word of condemnation against the deceiving tyrants of the ol
system ar_ld announced God’s word of grace and mercy in Jesus Christ arrl)filplj1 .
th so with an authority which he had received along with the gift ,of cl .
1nterp1:etation of the biblical message. But even while he lived, appeals to }ef'lr
a_uthonty were restricted to those circles that accepted him as éod’s autho ‘tIS
t1ye prophet for the latter day. Furthermore, once he died and could no lo ger
d1rectly apply God’s Word to current situations, and the church had to relnger
the written works he had left behind, it ceased to be practical—and possiglgn
to regard him as a secondary, adjudicatory authority in the church. The Wl‘it—-
ten corpus was too bulky. It contained contradictions. It became politically

delicate to emphasize Luther so strongly.

The negative side of Luther’s proclamation—i
. 1 —in defense of the gospel and
in opposition to papal oppression—had made him a hero of Herculein gropor-

tions to his contemporaries around 1520; and a hero for nation and people
for freedom and humanity, he remained, particularly as the Roman Cgthglié
pr.ela.tes and princes bgcame increasingly aggressive and the political tensions
Wlt}}m the empire mounted—culminating in the Thirty Years’ War. In the fol-
lowing centuries, pressed into a variety of images and forms by ’;he overn-
ments 9f divine-right monarchies and by fans of the Enlightenmfnt b
theologians of diverse perspectives and by politicians of various ideolo’ iesy
Luther’s persona continued to prove itself a useful symbol—a hero of one I%iné
or az}other—even when his authority and indeed his theology were rejected b , his
partisans. More often than not, misunderstanding of the hero—occasiorfall
g:;})laps d;liberate, often innocent—separated the historical figure of th}e’
hek ;;réire ) rom the Luther myths created ever anew for some purpose
Luther has found enduring use as a teacher of the church as well. To a
remarkable extent his thought continued to determine the agenda of theol;)gical

POpes ‘and\
S over the

C wa ‘
such a secondary authority. The conviction that the papacy was Anticg:isr}[eeds
and

that councils and the Fathers were fallible produced a crisis of authority ; :
ch.urches of the Reformation. Among Luther’s followers biblical authrcl) Ty ne
Vaﬂed.unchallenged as the primary authority for determining truth inl;clktly e
septa’glon of the gospel. The Fathers and councils had also schoo] iy
tl}lpkmg of the Wittenberg disciples, although they reckoned with t}? o ‘th.e:
bility of errors in patristic and conciliar writings and thus dismissed tehpOSSI-
secondary authorities. Accordingly, some certain standard for adjudicatii:;l gsf '

discussion in
daimed his n
-gstification,
nature and eff
Nonetheless, from the beginning his followers’ understanding of his teaching
was influenced by the medieval heritage which continued to echo through the
minds of his contemporaries, by the agenda of polemic set by his foes as well as
his friends, by their individual pastoral or professorial concerns, and by the
method and theology of his Wittenberg colleague Philip Melanchthon.
Melanchthon’s practice of theology schematized the thinking of students into
the forms dictated by the loci method, and they could recognize no alternative
to placing Luther’s thought into these Melanchthonian forms.
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many parts of Christendom in succeeding generations. Those who
ame could not escape addressing the emphases of his theology—
the Word of God as means of grace, the authority of Scripture, the
oct of the sacraments, to name but a few of his doctrinal accents.

The dogmatic tradition which ran from Melanchthon through Martin

Chemnitz’s commentary on his Loci communes theologici to Johann Gerhard
and the dogmatic works of Lutheran orthodoxy became the standard expres-
sion of what Lutherans believed and taught. Other sources may have shaped
preaching, catechetical instruction, and pastoral care, but the conceptual
~ framework into which graduates of Lutheran theological facuities placed
materials from Luther’s pen and the pens of other theologians came from the
Melanchthonian dogmatic tradition. Modern scholars may express chagrin or
regret over this fact; indeed, they may find Luther more refreshing or relevant
than the works of his followers. But his epigones did fulfil the calling of all
theologians: they applied the biblical message and the tradition of their
church to the lives of their parishioners in their own generation. And however
" they may have adapted Luther, they adopted what they understood the heart of

" his message to be, even if from later perspectives they may have sacrificed too

much of its peculiar insights.

... [TIhat the hero Luther could be honored and celebrated by being

cited in formulaic ways made it unnecessary for young pastors to read his
writings and glean the fullness of his unique exposition of the biblical mes-
sage. The dynamic of his homiletical teaching was placed into forms which
limited the ways in which Luther could continue to teach his church. The ser-

monic ways in which he treated and conveyed the biblical message were set
aside. The full scope of his teaching was channeled for the usage of a new day.

Indeed, Luther’s teaching for the early sixteenth century needed to be
reshaped and readdressed to changing patterns of church life and new issues
as well as old. In the course of that inevitable process the vigor and vitality of
the prophetic teacher were tamed even as the content of his teaching was pre-
served within the forms which his followers found useful for conveying his
message in their generations. At the outset of the seventeenth cemtury Luther
continued to teach, particularly through the most practical of his writings:
the postils and the commentaries which could aid preaching, his catechisms,
his devotional meditations. His followers regarded him as the greatest of their
teachers even if they received his teaching through a grid constructed by oth-
ers, above all Philip Melanchthon. Luther’s prophetic authority as a substitute
for popes and councils in adjudicating disputes over the biblical message had
waned. Although its memory echoed through certain expressions of praise

|
\
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during the closing decades of the sixteenth century and the opening ye
the seventeenth, the Book of Concord had become the secondary authg’r_étlrs of
a majority of Lutheran churches. The authority of Luther’s person, ané Y for
the corpus of his writings, had been replaced by the authority of hi/s ch the,n ‘
confessional documents. Even those images which had given substance ltlrch s
claim for his authority—above all, angel of the apocalypse and prop © the

NO

Martin Luther: Return to the Gospel

Hans Kiing /

het*Were ,

by the end of the sixteenth i i F

DY e ond of the shxicenth century no longer used as grounds on which ¢ as the Classical Instance of a
: octrinal differences or to define public teachj - gll] ¥

but were used instead to focus attention on his heroic deeds of resistanceng Pal‘adl Shlft

papal oppression, deeds out of which t i i
e T . he new and final revelation of the
Nonetheless, the vibrant interest in Luther’s person and ca :
the availability of much of the corpus of his Writli)ngs, ensuredrflf;'t Eﬁisw 511. -
continued to inform and form the faith and the life of the people of his Chuc;l;e
Even though the extravagant appraisal of his contemporaries had been tamcd.
for most Lutherans of the early modern period this prophet and teacher Ioorr;3 ’
over their lives as a unique hero of the faith and of God’s Word. ™

‘Why There Was a Lutheran Reformation

Hardly a single one of Luther’s reform concerns was new. But the time had not
been ripe for them. Now the moment had come, and it needed only religious
‘genius to bring these concerns together, put them into words and embody
them personally. Martin Luther was the man of the moment.

What had been the preparation for the new paradigm shift in world
history immediately before the Reformation? Briefly:

o the collapse of papal rule of the world, the split in the church between
East and West, then the twofold, later threefold, papacy in Avignon,
Rome and Pisa along with the rise of the nation states of France,
England and Spain;

o the lack of success by the reform councils (Constance, Basal, Florence,
Lateran) in ‘reforming the church, head and members’;

o the replacement of the natural economy by a money economniy, the

invention of printing and the widespread desire for education and

Bibles;

the absolutist centralism of the Curia, its immorality, its uncontrolla-

ble financial policy and its stubborn resistance to reform, and finally

the trade in indulgences for rebuilding St Peter’s, which was regarded
in Germany as the pinnacle of curial exploitation.

However, even north of the Alps, as a result of the Roman system, some
of the abuses were quite blatant:

o the retrograde state of church institutions: the ban on levying inter-
est, the church’s freedom from taxation and its own jurisdiction, the
clerical monopoly of schools, the furthering of beggary, too many

church festivals;
e the way in which church and theclogy weré overgrown with canon law;
« the growing self-awareness of university sciences (Paris!) as a critical
authority over against the church;

From Continuum by Hans Kung, pp. 129-131, 146, 148-153. Copyright © 1996 by Continuum
Publishing. Reprinted by permission.
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e the tremendous secularization even of the ri i
. e rich prince bish
monasteries; the ab_uses caused by the pressure towards c(:fi; and
the proletariat, which comprised far too many uneducated zcé
n

poor people;
the radical critics of the church: Wycliffe, H ili
the Humanists; Y o s, Marstius, Ockham an

e finally a terrifying superstition among the people, a religi :
ness which often took enthusiastic-apgocalypptif fc;rms, agrioe})lscer;in;(?us;
htu.rgy and legalized popular piety, a hatred of work-shy monlj1 o
clerics, a malaise among the educated people in the cities and des ol
among the exploited peasants in Germany . . . All in all this wSpalr
abysmal crisis for mediaeval theology, church and society, coiglzg "

with an inability to cope with it.

So everything was ready for an epoch-making paradigm shi o
was ne_ed of someone to present the new candidafepfor a iarac}ililgf;b;z;?belre ‘
And ’FhlS was done by a single monk, in the epoch-making prophetic figure ’
Martin Luther, who was born on 10 November 1483 in Eisleben in Thurin iOf
Althoqgh as a young monk and doctor of theology Luther certainly did ia*; ‘
deerstand himself primarily as a prophet but as a teacher of the church into
itively and inspirationally he was able to meet the tremendous religious, lon]gl: '

ing of the late Middle Ages. He purged the strong positive forces in mysticism,

and also in nominalism and popular piety, confidently centred all the frus-
trated reform movements in his brilliant personality, which was stamped with -

a fieep faith,_and expressed his concerns with unprecedented eloquence
Without Martin Luther there would have been no Reformation in Germany! '

The Basic Question: How Is One Justified Before God?

But when did things get this far? As a result of acute fear of death during a vio-
Ifznt thunderstorm and constant anxiety about not being able to stand in the
final judgment before Christ, at the age of twenty-two, in 1505, Luther had
entered a monastery against the will of his father (who was a; miner and
smelter by trade). But when did the Augustinian monk who loyally obeyed the
rules and was concerned for righteousness by works become the ardent
Reformer of ‘faith alone’? Historians argue over the precise point in time of
the ‘breakthrough to the Reformation’.

Be this as it may, there is no disputing the fact that Martin Luther, who
had a very similar scholastic training in philosophy and theology to Th,omas
Agumas, was in deep_crisis over his life. Being a monk had not solved any of
h.IS problems, but had accentuated many of them. For the works of monastic
piety like choral prayer, mass, fasting, penitence, penance to which Luther
submitted himself with great earnestness as an Augustine eremite could not
settle for him the questions of his personal salvation and damnation. In a
sudc}en intuitive experience of the gracious righteousness of God (if we F.ollow
t?le great testimony’ of 1545), but presumably in a somewhat longer p;ocess
(if we look at his earlier works more closely), in his crisis of conscience a new
understanding of the justification of the sinner had dawned on Luther
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_ Whenever precisely the ‘breakthrough to the Reformation’ took place (more
zecent scholarship is predominantly for a ‘late dating’ to the first half of 1518),
the ‘shift to the Reformation’ happens here.

So the starting point of Luther’s reforming concern was not any abuses

“in the church, not even the question of the church, but the question of salva-
. tjon: how do human beings stand before God? How does God deal with
_human beings? How can human beings be certain of their salvation by God?
How can sinful human beings put right their relationship with the just God?
When are they justified by God? Luther found the answer above all in Paul’s
. Letter to the Romans: human beings cannot stand justified by God, be

justified by God, through their own efforts—despite all piety. It is God
himself, as a gracious God, who pronounces the sinner righteous, without any
merits, in his free grace. This is a grace which human beings may confidently
" grasp only in faith. For Luther, of the three theological virtues faith is the
most important: in faith, unrighteous sinful human beings receive God’s

righteousness.

That was the decisive theological factor. But there was a second one:

starting from a new understanding of the event of justification Luther hit
upon a new understanding of the church. This was a radical criticism of a sec-
ularized and legalized church which had deviated from the teaching and
praxis of the gospel, and of its sacraments, ministries and traditions. But in
this criticism had not Luther broken completely with the Catholic tradition?
with his understanding of justification was he not a priori un-Catholic? To
answer this question, for all the discontinuity one must also see the great
continuity between Luther and the theology which preceded him. . ..

Where Luther Can Be Said to Be Right

Does Luther have the New Testament behind him in his basic approach? I can

venture an answer which is based on my previous works in the sphere of the

doctrine of justification. In his basic statements on the event of justification,
with the ‘through grace alone’, ‘through faith alone’, the ‘at the same time
righteous and a sinner’, Luther has the New Testament behind him, and espe-
cially Paul, who is decisively involved in the doctrine of justification. I shall

demonstrate this sifnply through the key words:

o ‘Justification’ according to the New Testament is not in fact a process

of supernatural origin which is understood physiologically and which

takes place in the human subject, but is the verdict of God in which
God does not impute their sin to the godless but declares them righ-
teous in Christ and precisely in so doing makes them really righteous.

e ‘Grace’ according to the New Testament is not a quality or disposition
of the soul, not a series of different quasi-physical supernatural enti-
ties which are successively poured into the substance and faculties of
the soul, but is God's living favour and homage, his personal conduct
as made manifest in Jesus Christ, which precisely in this way determines
and changes people.
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o ‘Faith’ according to the New Testament is not an intellectualist hojg. ;

ing truths to be true but the trusting surrender of the whole person tq

God, who does not justify anyone through his or her grace on the

basis of moral achievements but on the basis of faith alone, so that thig
faith can be shown in works of love. Human beings are justified ang

yet always at the same time (simul) sinners who constantly neeq

forgiveness afresh, who are only on the way to perfection. . . .

The Problematical Results
of the Lutheran Reformation

The Lutheran movement developed a great dynamic and was able to spread ,

powerfully not only in Germany but beyond, in Lithuania, Sweden, Finland,

Denmark and Norway. Parallel to the events in Germany, in Switzerland, :
which had already begun to detach itself from the empire since the middle of -
the fifteenth century, an independent, more radical form of Reformation had =
been established by Ulrich Zwingli and later Jean Calvin which, with its

understanding of the church, was to make more of an impact than Lutheranism =+

in both the old world and the new. But it was Luther himself at any rate who

in the 1520s and 1530s succeeded in establishing the Reformation movement

within Germany.
Indeed, Germany had split into two confessional camps. And in view of

the threat to the empire from the Turks, who in 1526 had defeated the Hun-
garians at Mohdcs and in 1529 had advanced as far as Vienna, Luther had even

asked which was more dangerous for Christianity, the power of the papacy or
the power of Islam; he saw both as religions of works and the law. At the end
of his life Luther saw the future of the Reformation churches in far less rosy
terms than in the year of the great breakthrough. Indeed in the last years of
his life, although he was indefatigably active to the end, Luther became
increasingly subject, on top of apocalyptic anxieties about the end of the
world and illnesses, to depression, melancholy, manic depressions and spiritual
temptations. And the reasons for this growing pessimism about the world and
human beings were real-not just psychological and medical. He was not
spared great disappointments.

First, the original Reformation enthusiasm soon ran out of steam. Con-
gregational life often fell short of it; many who were not ready for the ‘freedom
of a Christian’ also lost all church support with the collapse of the Roman sys-
tem. And even in the Lutheran camp, many people asked whether men and
women had really become so much better as a result of the Reformation. Nor
can one overlook an impoverishment in the arts—other than music.

Secondly, the Reformation was coming up against growing political
resistance. After the inconsequential Augsburg Reichstag of 1530 (the emperor
had ‘rejected’ the conciliatory ‘Augsburg Confession” which Melanchthon had
the main part in drafting), in the 1530s the Reformation was able at first not
only to consolidate itself in the former territories, but also to extend to further
areas, from Wiirttemberg to Brandenburg. But in the 1540s the emperor
Charles V, overburdened in foreign politics and at home constantly intent on
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_ mediation, had been able to end the wars with Turkey and France. Since the
Lutherans had refused to take part in the Council of Tr.ent (because it was
~ under papal leadership: Luther’s work Against the Papacy in Romf?, Foun:}gd by
the Devil, 1545), the emperor finally felt strong enough to enter into military
“conflict with the powerful Schmalkald League of Protestants. Moreover the

protestant powers were defeated in these first wars of religion (the Schmalkald

wars, 1546/47), and the complete restoration of Roman Catholic conditions

- (with concessions only over the marriage of priests and the chalice for the
~ Jaity) seemed only a matter of time. It was only a change of sides by the
- defeated Moritz of Saxony--he had made a secret alliance with France, forced

the emperor to flee through a surprise attack in Innsbruck in 1522, and so also

- provoked the interruption of the Council of Trent—which saved Protestantism

from disaster. The confessional division of Germany between the territories of

. the old faith and those of the ‘Augsburg Confession’ was finally sealed by the

religious peace of Augsburg in 1555. Since then what prevailed was not religious

. freedom, but the principle cuius regio, eius religio, i.e. religion went with the
-~ region. Anyone who did not belong to either of the ‘religions’ was excluded

. from the peace.

Moreover, the Protestant camp itself was unable to preserve unity. At a

j very early stage Protestantism in Germany split into a ‘left wing’ and a ‘right
. wing’ of the Reformation.

The Split in the Reformation

" Luther had roused the spirits, but there were some that he would only get rid of

by force. These were the spirits of enthusiasm, which while certainly feeding on
mediaeval Toots, were remarkably encouraged by Luther’s emergence. A great
many individual interests and individual revolts began to spread under the cloak
of Luther’s name, and soon Luther found himself confronted with a second, ‘left-

- wing’ front. Indeed Luther's opponents on the left (enthusiastic turmoil, riots

= and an iconoclastic movement as early as 1522 in his own city of Wittenberg!)

E 3

were soon at least as dangerous for his enterprise of Reformation as his right-wing
opponents, the traditionalists orientated on Rome. If the ‘Papists" appealed .to t_he
Roman system, the ‘enthusiasts’ practised an often fanatical religious subjectiv-
ism and enthusiasm which appealed to the direct personal experience of revela-
tion and the spirit (‘inner voice’, ‘inner light'). Their first agi.tato‘r and Lu’cht_%r’s
most important rival, the pastor Thomas Miinzer, combined Reformation

ideas with -ideas. of social revolution: the implementation of the Reformation

by force, if need be with no heed to existing law, and the establishment of the
thousand-year kingdom of Christ on earth! ,

But Luther—who politically was evidently trapped in a view ‘from above
and has been vigorously criticized for that from Thomas Mﬁnzq through
Friedrich Engels to Ernst Bloch—was not prepared to draw such radical social
conclusions from his radical demand for the freedom of the Christian and to
support with corresponding clarity the legitimate dexpands ‘of the peastan(‘;s
(whose independence was manifestly threatened and 1ncr.ea51ngly exploited)
against princes and the nobility. Despite all the reprehensible outbursts, Were
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not the demands of the peasants also quite reasonable and justified? Or wag i
all just a misunderstanding, indeed a misuse, of the gospel? Luther, too, coylg
not deny the economic and legal distress of the peasants.

But a plan for reform would by no means a priori have been an illusiop

Why not? Because the democratic order of the Swiss confederacy, for the peas.

ants of southern Germany the ideal for a new order, could have been a quite
viable model. However, all this was alien to Luther, trapped in his Thuringjan

perspective and now with his conservative tendencies confirmed. Horrified by
news of the atrocities in the peasant revolts, he fatally took the side of the

authorities and justified the brutal suppression of the peasants.

The Freedom of the Church?

As well as the left-wing Reformation there was the right wing. And here we '
must note that the ideal of the free Christian church, which Luther had enthu- -
siastically depicted for his contemporaries in his programmatic writings, was

not realized in the German empire. Granted, countless churches were liberated
by Luther from the domination of secularized bishops who were hostile to

reform, and above all from ‘captivity’ by the Roman Curia, from its absolutist =~

desire to rule and its financial exploitation. But what was the result?

In principle Luther had advocated the doctrine of state and church as the =
“two realms’. But at the same time, in view of all the difficulties with Rome on

the one hand and with enthusiasts and rebels on the other, he assigned to the
local rulers (and not all of them were like Frederick ‘the Wise’) the duty of
protecting the church and maintaining order in it. As the Catholic bishops in
the Lutheran sphere had mostly left, the princes were to take on the role of
‘emergency bishops’. But the ‘emergency bishops’ very soon became ‘summepis-
copi’ who attributed quasi-episcopal authority to themselves. And the people’s
Reformation now in various respects became a princes’ Reformation.

In short, the Lutheran churches which had been freed from the ‘Babylonian

captivity’ quickly found themselves in almost complete and often no less
oppressive dependence on their own rulers, with all their lawyers and church
administrative organs (consistories). The princes who even before the Refor-
mation had worked against peasants and citizens for the internal unification
of their territories (which had often been thrown together haphazardly) and a
coherent league of subjects had become excessively powerful as a result of the
secularization of church land and the withdrawal of the church. The local
ruler finally became something like a pope in his own territory.

No, the Lutheran Reformation did not directly prepare the way (as is so
often claimed in Protestant church historiography) for the modern world,
freedom of religion and the French revolution (a further epoch-making para-
digm shift would be necessary for this), but first of all for princely absolutism
and despotism. So in general, in Lutheran Germany—with Calvin, things went
otherwise—what was realized was not the free Christian church but the rule of
the church by princes, which is questionable for Christians; this was finally to
come to a well-deserved end in Germany only with the revolution after the
First World War. But even in the time of National Socialism, the resistance of
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‘the Lutheran churches to a totalitarian regime of terror like that of Hitler was

decisively weakened by the doctrine of two realms, by the subordination of

‘the churches to state authority which had been customary since Luther, and

the emphasis on the obedience of the citizen in worldly matters. It can on_ly
pe mentioned in passing here that in the sermons before his death Martin
Luther had spoken in such an ugly and un-Christian way against the Jews that
the National Socialists did not find it difficult to cite him as a key witness for
their hatred of Jews and their antisemitic agitation. But these were not
Luther’s last words, nor should they be mine.

I would like to close with three great statements which are utterly
- characteristic of Luther.

First, the dialectical conclusion of his work ‘The Freedom of a Chris-
tian’: “We conclude, therefore, that a Christian lives not in himself, but in
‘Christ and in his neighbour. Otherwise he is not a Christian. He lives in Christ

_‘through faith, in his neighbour through love. By faith he is caught up beyond
“himself into God. By love he descends beneath himself into his neighbour. Yet

he always remains in God and in his Jove . . . As you see, it is a spiritual and

. true freedom and makes our hearts free from all sins, laws and commands. It

is more excellent than all other liberty which is external, as heaven is more
excellent than earth. May Christ give us liberty both to understand and to
preserve.’

Then Luther’s summary plea before the emperor and the Reichstag at
Worms: ‘Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear
reason (for 1 do not trust either in the Pope or in councils alone, since it is

. well known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am

bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and as my conscience is captive to the
Word of God, I cannot and I will not retract anything, since it is neither safe
nor right to go against the conscience. God help me. Amen.’

And finally, the last thing that Luther wrote: ‘Nobody can understand

‘ Virgil in his Eclogues and Georgics unless he has first been a shepherd or a

farmer for five years. Nobody understands Cicero in his letters unless he has
been engaged in public affairs of some consequence for twenty years. Let
nobody suppose that he has tasted the Holy Scriptures sufficiently unless he
has ruled over the churches with the prophets for a hundred years. Therefore
there is something wonderful, first, about John the Baptist; second, about
Christ; third, about the apostle. “Lay not your hand on this divine Aeneid, but
bow before it, adore its every trace.” We are beggars. That is true.’



POSTSCRIPT

Did Martin Luther’s Reforms Improve
the Lives of European Christians?

More balanced accounts of Luther’s life and work that credit him with
bringing about needed reforms while acknowledging his personal and profes-
sional failings.

Roland Bainton’s acclaimed biography Here I Stand: A Life of Martin
Luther (Abingdon, 1950) is a good place to begin understanding this complex
reformer. Bainton profiles Katherine von Bora and other women in Women of
the Reformation in Germany and Italy (Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1971).
Jonathan W. Zophy's A Short History of Renaissance and Reformation Europe:
Dances Over Fire and Water, 2d ed. (Prentice Hall, 1998) covers cultura],
economic, religious, political, and social developments and includes gender
as a significant subject for historical analysis.

Other biographies include Heiko Oberman’s Luther: Man Between God
and the Devil (Yale University Press, 1989) and Eric Gritsch’s Martin—God'’s
Court Jester: Luther in Retrospect (Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1983). Which
contains an excellent historiographic chapter entitled “God’s Jester Before
the Court of History.” Perhaps the most respected work is Martin Brechts’
three-volume biography Martin Luther, translated by James L. Schaaf (Fortress
Press, 1985). Richard Marius’s Martin Luther: The Christian Between God and
Death (Belknap Press, 1999) laments the carnage that resulted from Luther's
reforms. Martin Marty’s Martin Luther: A Penguin Life (Vll\lng, 2004) is an
excellent new popular biography.

For background about the times that produced Luther and other
reformers, Vivian Gren's The European Reformation (Sutton Publishing Limited,
1998) offers a helpful time line of dates and suggestions for further reading.
Its opening chapter “The Medieval Background” sets the context for Luther,
Zwingli, the English Reformation, and Calvin, which are discussed more
extensively in later chapters. A massive collection of Luther’s writings is
available in the 55-volume Luther’s Works, edited by Helmut Lehman and
Jaroslav Pelikan (Concordia and Fortress Presses, 1955-1975).

Films for the Humanities & Sciences has released “Revolution of Con-
science: The Life, Convictions, and Legacy of Martin Luther” [ISBN 0-7365-
8014-X], which includes accessible narration, period paintings, and choral
music. In historical fiction, Children of Disobedience: The Love Story of Martin
Luther and Katarina von Bora (Crossroad, 2000), by award-winning German
novelist Asta Scheib, brings a passionate marriage to life. Unfortunately, it
offers little insight into Luther’s reforms and, in contrast with the historical
record, presents Katarina as increasingly afraid and confused.
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ISSUE 16

ere the Witch-Hunts in Premodern
Furope Misogynistic?

YES: Anxe Llewellyn Barstow, from “On Studying Witchcraft as
Women's \History: A Historiography of th¢/ European Witch
Persecutions,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Refigion (Fall 1988)

NO: Robin Briggs, from “Women as Victirgs? Witches, Judges and
the Community,\French History (1991)

ISSUE S ARY

YES: History professor Ayne Llewellyn Barstow claims that the
European witch-hunt moveégeny made women its primary victims
and was used as an attempt tg fontrol their lives and behavior.

NO: History professor Robin BNggs states-that although women
were the witch-hunt’'s mAin viclims, gender was not the only
determining factor in thif sociocultyral movement.

Virgins and whores, goddesses and devils, mystics and conjurers—historically,
women have been percgived as “troublesome creatuses.” Their very existence has
often been seen as a thfeat to human society, especiallj\with regard-to their sexual-
ity. This has resulted/ in constant attempts on the part &f the patriarchal system,
which has so domjnated the course of history, to control women'’s lives. Some-
times this system has resulted in second-class status, shattered dreams, and crushed
spirits for womef; other times the treatment of women was downright misogynis- .
tic. The witch hunt craze of early modern Europe was one such agample.
Although belief in witches and witchcraft dates back to recorded history’s
earliest days, the persecution of those accused reached its apex ingurope’s early
modern period, especially the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I the north-
ern, wegtern, and ‘central parts of the continent, witch trials became a Kightening
reality/ as thousands were tried and many were executed for their evil dojngs and

“pagts with the devil.” Although exact figures are not known, a moderate esti-

mafte of 200,000 tried with half of those executed, has been offered by ¥nne
Yewellyn Barstow. And certainly germane to this issue is the fact that 80 percent
of both groups, those brought to trial and those executed, were women.
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