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From the editor

Sarah Hinlicky Wilson
everything you Know About mArtin luther is wrong

Note: A version of  this essay, including its tongue-in-cheek title, was 
presented at a colloquium on “The Reformation and Its Legacy in the 
Churches: An Ecumenical Conversation,” hosted by the Huffington 
Ecumenical Institute at Loyola Marymount University in Los Ange-
les. While the original audience was largely Roman Catholic and 
Eastern Orthodox, judging by the flood of  commemorative materials 
that have appeared this year, I suspect that plenty of  Lutherans and 
other Protestants would also be surprised by what they find here!

If  everything you know about Martin Luther is wrong, it’s 
probably not your fault. Martin Luther was one of  the 

most famous, world-changing people who ever lived, and 
famous people suffer the same fate: they get all kinds of  
stuff attributed to them that has only the faintest connec-
tion to reality. As I’ve observed the various commemora-
tive books and movies and articles and even comic books 
that have come out during this anniversary year, I’ve been 
about ready to tear my hair out in frustration at all the mis-
information being passed around. Time to set the record 
straight!

1. Martin Luther was not a monk. It must be admitted 
that Luther himself  made the not entirely accurate claim 
of  being a monk, but it’s mainly an issue of  terminology. 
By “monk” he meant any man who took religious orders 
and lived celibately in a community. So in that respect he 
was, indeed, a monk. But it’s more precise, and therefore 
more illuminating, to specify that Luther was a friar belong-
ing to the Order of  Hermits of  St. Augustine.

What difference does that make—monk vs. friar? Well, 
for one thing, the Augustinian friars were a mendicant 
order. The mendicant movement had arisen in the thir-
teenth century—a reformation, you might call it, of  clois-
tered monasticism that emphasized separation from the 

world. A number of  groups experimenting with mendicant 
living eventually banded together to form the Augustinian 
order and received papal approval in the year 1256. It was 
based on the rule that St. Augustine himself  had drawn up 
nearly a millennium earlier, though there was no continu-
ous line connecting him to them. It was more like looking 
to the past to gain inspiration for the present. The Augus-
tinian friars were charged with being busily involved in the 
life of  their local communities, especially by preaching, just 
like the other great mendicant orders of  the time, the Fran-
ciscans and the Dominicans.

So Luther was active in the city of  Erfurt, where he 
took orders, and as part of  his Augustinian training he was 
expected to read a lot of—you guessed it—St. Augustine, 
along with all of  the Bible. He didn’t sneak off and read 
the Bible against orders. In fact, he was given a Bible of  
his own when he entered the friary. And that leads to the 
next point.

2. Luther did not sit alone in his cell brooding on 
his sins all day. This is a big part of  the Luther myth. 
He’s depicted as being isolated, lonely, maybe a little bit 
crazy—all in dramatic contrast to his later cheerful fam-
ily life. You imagine him obsessively stewing over his sins 
despite virtually no opportunity to get into trouble. His life 
as a friar is depicted as a prison, and he’s just waiting for 
the chance to break free.

In reality: not at all. Actually, Luther was so busy he 
could hardly keep up with his workload. For one thing, he 
was a preacher, so that meant Bible reading and mastering 
Greek and Hebrew and studying commentaries from past 
masters. He was also a scholar, so along with his reading of  
Augustine and Bible commentators he studied all kinds of  
other theologians from the history of  the church. He was 
tasked with his order’s business, because his superiors saw 
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he was bright and talented. He was 
the overseer of  eleven Augustinian 
houses in all and so kept up a steady 
correspondence with them. You think 
your email inbox is too full now? You 
should’ve seen Luther’s backlog of  
letters! And then there was praying, 
especially the Psalms—Luther com-
plained that his busyness prevented 
him from keeping up with his prayer 
obligations. Far from being isolated, 
slightly mad, or bored to tears, Luther 
was busy, responsible, connected, and 
involved.

So where, exactly, did things start 
to go wrong for him? What made this 
success of  a friar turn into a firebrand 
of  a reformer? Let’s start by clarify-
ing what didn’t set him on the path to 
reformation.

3. Luther did not have spiritual 
issues as a result of  having 
daddy issues. It’s a shame we still 
have to address this one because it’s so 
ridiculous, but it’s such an entrenched 
myth it must be addressed. In 1958 a 
psychologist named Erik Erikson pub-
lished a book called Young Man Luther, 
claiming that Luther had a rough 
relationship with an abusive father, 
rebelled against his father by becom-
ing a monk, then rebelled against that 
rebellion by defying God and/or the 
church, which had become the new 
paternal authority figure looming in 
his life. Ergo, Reformation.

It’s true that Luther’s dad was not 
thrilled with his choice of  career. Hans 
Luther was a rising businessman in the 
mining business and did well enough 
for himself  that he could afford to send 
his sons to school instead of  training 
them in the mining trade. He expected 
young Martin would become a law-
yer. And yes, sometimes Hans Luther 
could be harsh, a not unknown flaw in 
fathers. But there is no indication that 
this caused permanent alienation; it 
seems rather to be within the normal 
realm of  parent-child struggles. Both 
Luther’s mother and father raised him 
to be pious, and even if  they could not 
quite understand the longing to join 
the religious life, they didn’t scoff at 

it. Luther was quite happy to please 
them when he finally did marry and 
have children, wrote tender letters to 
them all the way to their deaths, and 
when they did finally die he grieved 
deeply.

4. Luther did not become a 
reformer when he visited Rome. 
In 1510 or 1511 Luther walked all 
the way from Erfurt, where he stud-
ied, or possibly from Wittenberg, 
where he’d just been installed as a new 
professor—nobody’s quite sure ex-
actly where he started from—all the 
way to Rome. In any movie or drama 
of  Luther’s life, you can bet this will 
play a key role in the story. It seems to 

make perfect sense. As one French his-
torian wrote, “Luther came to Rome a 
Catholic and left it a Protestant.”

The problem is, we know almost 
nothing of  his trip. Luther men-
tions here and there a city he visited 
along the way—Nuremberg, where 
he saw the brand-new clock on the 
city hall; Ulm, where he saw the great 
big cathedral; Florence, where he 
totally ignored the great artworks of  
the Renaissance and instead praised 
the revolving door in the orphanage 
where abandoned infants could be 
safely relinquished to the care of  nuns.

Yes, he did mention a certain level 
of  disgust with what he saw in Rome: 
the priests racing through the liturgy 

at top speed since they got paid per 
mass, the contemptuous disregard of  
Christ’s presence in the sacrament, 
the unsavory sale of  bodies for plea-
sure, and the roaring trade in indul-
gences. Indeed, at the top of  the Scala 
Sancta, which Luther had climbed on 
his knees in order to release his grand-
father from purgatory, he stopped for 
a fraction of  a second and thought, 
“But who knows if  this is true?”

The thing of  it is, this is just about 
the sum total of  what Luther reported 
about his trip. And as far as anyone 
can tell, nothing about what hap-
pened in Rome turned Luther into 
a reformer. If  anything, it was com-
mon knowledge among Germans that 
Italian priests were corrupt. Luther 
saw what he expected to see. There 
was no great element of  shock, just 
the disappointing confirmation of  a 
well-known fact. He went back home 
and kept on keepin’ on. It was a good 
seven years later that his Ninety-Five 
Theses came out, and no glimmer in 
the meanwhile that his Rome experi-
ence had turned him into a defector.

So it wasn’t Dad, and it wasn’t 
Rome. What was it then? Had Luther 
seen from the inside that the church 
was so thoroughly rotten that it was 
time to burn the whole thing to the 
ground and start afresh? The answer 
is—no!

5. Luther did not set out to start 
a new church. In fact, Luther didn’t 
even set out to be a Reformer with a 
capital r. He was a pastor, a profes-
sor, a scholar, and a keen observer of  
church life. He started noticing what 
the trade in indulgences and relics was 
doing to his flock and concluded that 
the whole matter should be taken up 
and examined theologically—not just 
by him, either, but by the whole theo-
logy department of  the university and 
other church leaders, too.

This is a good time to clear up 
another myth, not about Luther 
directly but about a matter at the 
heart of  his story, namely indulgences. 
The myth is that indulgences were a 
way of  buying salvation. It’s likely that 
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a lot of  people at Luther’s time thought 
that’s what they did, and it’s certain 
that Johann Tetzel, a local indulgence 
preacher, in fact made that claim. 
But that was not the official line on 
indulgences.

The theory behind them was this: 
to every sin there corresponds some 
kind of  punishment. When you go to 
confession, the priest can say that God 
forgives your guilt (assuming you’re 
genuinely sorry for your sin) but nei-
ther God nor the priest can justly let 
you off the punishment due for that sin. 
You’re supposed to work it off in pen-
ance, in this lifetime, and if  you don’t 
get all your penance done, then you 
have to spend X number of  years in 
purgatory working off your backlog of  
debt. This could theoretically amount 
to millions of  years—but hey, it’s bet-
ter than going to hell!

Better still, the saints of  the church 
have produced more merit than they 
need for themselves. The church can 
dispense this merit and apply it to 
your case, which effectively cancels out 
your punishment in purgatory. This is 
an indulgence. Repentant Christians 
whose guilt had been forgiven by the 
sacraments of  the church could pur-
chase a letter of  indulgence stating that a 
certain quantity of  their punishment 
had been remitted—and if  they were 
so lucky as to get a plenary indul-
gence, then all of  their punishment 
would have been remitted.

When Luther looked at this busi-
ness of  indulgences, he did not see 
a church rotten to its core. He saw 
a church engaging in a practice that 
was theologically shady. Money was 
part of  it. It didn’t escape Luther’s 
notice that the profit from the indul-
gence letters went to paying off the 
archbishop’s this-worldly debt—which 
he’d gotten into by buying his office of  
archbishop—and the rest went to pay 
for the building of  St. Peter’s in Rome. 
Luther was not convinced this was the 
best use of  the faithful’s funds.

But even more than that—and this 
is a major theme of  the Ninety-Five 
Theses—Luther thought, if  the goal 
of  purgatory is to make us holy as 

God is holy, then why would we want 
to skip out? Truly penitent Christians 
would welcome these punishments, if  
indeed their purpose was to conform 
sinners to Christ. Which means, those 
persons who were highly motivated to 
buy their way out of  purgatory prob-
ably weren’t actually interested in 
becoming holy at all, but just in avoid-
ing the unpleasantness of  purgatory. 
On the other hand, if  purgatory is not 
ultimately for our good, and it really 
is just enduring punishment for the 

sake of  enduring punishment, then 
wouldn’t the pope freely and gener-
ously want to release everybody with 
his vast treasury of  merit? Any way 
Luther looked at it, he couldn’t make 
sense of  indulgences’ rationale.

But again, to repeat the point: 
questioning and doubting the sale of  
indulgences is far cry from destroy-
ing a church beyond repair and start-
ing over again. In fact, you may have 
been a little confused to hear Luther 
talking about purgatory at all; you’ve 
no doubt heard that he rejected the 
notion altogether. Which is true—but 
not yet. Because…

6. Luther was not a reformer 
when the Reformation started. 
Or to put it another way, there’s some-
thing essentially off-kilter about dat-

ing the “start of  the Reformation” 
to October 31, 1517, when Luther 
posted the Ninety-Five Theses to the 
door of  the Castle Church. Again, 
it’s a great movie movement. It was 
one, even before there were movies! 
There are all kinds of  paintings from 
the nineteenth century showing a stri-
dent Luther muscularly pounding his 
protest into the church door, a crowd 
of  other rebels gathered around him, 
relishing the sensational moment.

It wasn’t really like that. Some 
scholars even doubt whether the The-
ses got posted to the door at all, or if  
Luther was the one to do it. But even 
if  it happened according to legend, 
it wasn’t some kind of  stagey public 
relations stunt. The church door was 
just the university’s bulletin board, the 
same place you’d post notices like “nice 
room for rent to respectable young 
man, no pets please” or “don’t forget 
to turn in your final paper before the 
end of  the semester.” Luther wrote 
the Theses in Latin, proof  enough 
that they were meant for other schol-
ars, not the church at large.

The reason the matter took off at 
all was, one, Luther sent a copy to the 
aforementioned archbishop, Albrecht 
of  Mainz; and, two, Luther’s bud-
dies snatched a copy, translated it into 
German, printed it, and sent it all over 
the place. And from there events took 
their course. Luther had no idea what 
was coming next.

So then—if  not on October 31, 
1517, when exactly did Luther become 
a reformer? A lot depends on how you 
define the term “reformer,” and what 
you think the most important aspects 
of  Luther’s reforms were.

If, for example, you put the weight 
on Luther’s challenge to church 
authority, then Luther did not so 
much choose to become a reformer 
but got forced into being one by the 
response of  church authorities to his 
questions about indulgences. It’s hard 
to escape the impression that what 
happened after the Ninety-Five The-
ses was like trying to pound a flea with 
a sledgehammer. The fact is that, from 
the get-go, nobody among the church 
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authorities would engage Luther 
directly. They would not examine his 
ideas or discuss them with him; they 
only demanded that he take every-
thing back. Recant or else.

Luther was a priest of  the church, 
a friar, and a doctorate of  theology, 
who had sworn to uphold the church’s 
teaching as founded on holy Scripture: 
but now that very same church was 
incensed that he was doing his job. 
What to do? How to resolve the con-
tradiction? The fallout between these 
competing options is what turned into 
the Reformation. And in retrospect it’s 
pretty clear that they were mutually 
reinforcing and mutually destructive. 
The more church authorities ham-
mered Luther, the more recalcitrant 
he became. The more recalcitrant 
he became, the more the authorities 
doubled down on him. They accused 
him; he sent back accusations twice as 
incendiary; and on and on in a kind of  
ecclesiastical death spiral. It is painful 
to watch events unfold, even five cen-
turies later.

Anyway, that’s one possible answer 
to the “when” question—Luther 
became a reformer when he got 
rejected without a hearing, and his 
fate was sealed when he was formally 
condemned at the Diet of  Worms in 
1521, just four years later.

There are other ways to answer 
the question, though. It’s been a long-
standing trope of  Lutheran theology 
to talk about Luther’s “Reformation 
breakthrough,” although it’s hard 
to say exactly when this took place. 
Luther’s own reports of  it are some-
what contradictory and don’t quite 
match up with the evidence within 
his writings. It may have been before 
the Ninety-Five Theses but may have 
been after. Either way, this “break-
through” had nothing to do with 
indulgences, or even church authority. 
According to a memoir Luther wrote 
in 1545, the year before he died, the 
young friar had hated God’s holy 
demands because he simply couldn’t 
fathom how he, a sinner, could ever 
measure up. Luther tried to repent 
of  everything but kept on thinking of  

more sins to repent of, so how could 
he ever be sure he was covered? He 
read about God’s righteousness, but it 
seemed brutal, asking a mere mortal 
mired in original sin to be as good as 
God.

The breakthrough came when 
Luther, pounding at the door of  Scrip-
ture like it was a locked gate, finally 
noticed something he hadn’t before: 

that, according to St. Paul in Romans, 
God’s righteousness doesn’t mean the 
measure by which God judges us as 
fallen, but the gift by which God saves 
us. There it was: all have sinned and 
fallen short of  the glory of  God, but 
while we were still sinners Christ died 
for us, died for the ungodly! And God 
gave us His righteousness in Christ 
through the gift of  faith! Could this be 
true? Was this the good news that had 
eluded Luther all along?

Luther reports that the next thing 
he did was race through all the vast 

quantities of  Scripture he’d memo-
rized to see if  any other passages 
confirmed this insight, and again and 
again he saw the same theme emerge: 
God is the one Who saves us by giv-
ing His righteousness; we are not the 
ones who save ourselves by produc-
ing our own righteousness. And—lest 
you fall for another myth, namely that 
Luther’s “Scripture alone” principle 
meant he could ignore everyone else 
in church history—his next step was 
to turn back to St. Augustine’s “On 
the Spirit and the Letter” to check his 
results. There he discovered the same 
principle at work; Luther had just 
never noticed it before. And it seems 
very likely that his very capacity to re-
cognize this feature of  the Scripture 
had been formed by Staupitz’s kindly 
pastoral care and Luther’s reading of  
Johannes Tauler, Bernard of  Clair-
vaux, and the Theologia Deutsch, 
among others.

If  this was the real beginning of  
the Reformation theology, then it was 
a quiet one, one that happened in 
Luther’s soul. The implications of  it 
for the rest of  church life became clear 
only much later.

One last myth about the start of  the 
Reformation needs to be addressed 
before we move on.

7. Luther did not start the Re-
formation because he couldn’t 
keep his pants on. You don’t hear 
this one quite so often anymore, but it 
used to be the most popular explana-
tion—meaning, back in the sixteenth 
century. It wasn’t long before Luther 
had his very own paparazzo, Johannes 
Cochlaeus. He really hated Luther and 
everything he stood for, and he pub-
lished scandal biographies trying to 
discredit Luther. And one of  his favor-
ites was to charge Luther with a total 
lack of  sexual self-control and name 
that as the reason for allowing clergy to 
marry and destroying the purity of  the 
church in the process.

Well, it is true that Luther was con-
cerned about the clergy’s lack of  sex-
ual self-control. It was no secret how 
many priests had their lady friends 
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on the side, to put it mildly. Luther 
thought this was an affront to marriage 
as God’s good creation. Marriage, 
family, and children are depicted as 
good things in the Scripture, whereas 
there is no command in Scripture 
telling clergy to avoid these things. 
And Luther knew perfectly well that 
in the Eastern churches priests were 
allowed to marry. But he didn’t make 
this a major part of  his platform until 
the early 1520s. Events were already 
taking their course and Luther was 
already condemned by the time cleri-
cal marriage became a centerpiece of  
Reformation policy.

In his own case, Luther believed 
he was one of  those rare cases of  
having been given the supernatural 
charism of  lifelong celibacy. He wasn’t 
interested in getting married himself, 
partly because he figured sooner or 
later the price on his head was going 
to lead to an early death, and he didn’t 
want to leave a widow and orphans in 
the lurch. In the end, he had to be 
talked into marriage by the last nun 
standing, Katharina von Bora. He 
went through with it as an act of  faith, 
not desire. In time the two of  them did 
grow to love each other deeply, but it 
certainly didn’t start out as a romance 
or a searing passion.

Like it or not, Luther became a 
reformer. And that put him in an awk-
ward position. How could he claim to 
know something that apparently the 
whole entire church didn’t? On what 
grounds? Modern citizens of  demo-
cratic nations that we are, protected 
by laws upholding religious liberty, we 
like to point to Luther as the harbin-
ger of  the sovereignty of  conscience. 
However…

8. Luther was not the first person 
to invoke the right of  conscience 
against authority. This is another 
one of  the big movie moments. The 
rugged individual, standing up to 
emperor and pope, refusing to have 
his very thoughts controlled by the big 
ecclesiastical and political machine, 
standing in the courtroom and declar-
ing, “It is neither right nor good to go 

against conscience! Here I stand! I 
cannot do otherwise! God help me!” 
I admit, it’s a stirring scene—though 
Luther almost certainly didn’t say 
“Here I stand.” The problem is that 
the terms Luther used back then are 
misunderstood nowadays.

Here’s the thing: the very reason 
Luther invoked conscience is that con-
science was such an important theme 
of  medieval anthropology! Luther 
wouldn’t have brought it up other-
wise. In fact, he’d been taught that 
the worst thing any person could do 
was go against conscience. The medi-
eval church had always recognized its 
importance. To be sure, they wanted 
the conscience to be well-informed, 
not just the random thoughts of  an 
irresponsible buffoon who decided 
to rebel for the fun of  it. But Luther 
understood that part, too. Thus he 
said: “My conscience is captive to the 
Word of  God.” In other words, his 
conscience had been formed by Scrip-
ture, just as his Augustinian order had 
trained him. If  he was going to change 
his mind or recant in a truly moral 
way, in a way that the medieval church 
itself  would honor, then he’d have to 
be shown “by Scripture or plain rea-
son.” His whole frustration was that 
no one would actually get down to dis-
cussing Scripture with him or working 
through the arguments involved.

Notice also that Luther invoked 
“reason.” One of  his better-known 
quips is “Reason is a whore,” and 
that often leads people to believe 
that Luther rejected all human rea-
son out of  hand. But again, that isn’t 
true either. Luther as a good medieval 
scholar knew the value of  reason quite 
well. The point in his shocking remark 
is that reason can be bought and sold; 
it can ignore Scripture or the existence 
of  God; it can employ cheap tricks and 
deceive. Reason is not purely neutral 
but needs to be tested and tamed. For 
believers, it has to be formed by the 
Word of  God. So Luther was open, at 
his trial, to being shown by reason as 
well as by Scripture where he’d gone 
wrong; and later in his career he was 
deeply engaged in reforming the uni-

versity curriculum precisely so that 
young pastors-in-training would make 
the best of  their God-given reason.

Finally, Luther’s appeal to con-
science was not a matter of  setting 
himself  against everyone else, the lone 
cowboy riding off into the sunset of  
truth. Luther’s take on theology didn’t 
come out of  nowhere but was very 
much the product of  a certain stream 
of  medieval and patristic theology, 
which was at odds with certain other 
streams of  medieval and patristic 
theology. It wasn’t him against every-
one else, but him with some against 
others. If  anything, he perceived a 
contradiction about the nature of  sal-
vation that had been allowed to stand 
within the church, and he called the 
church to account. But he didn’t call 
the church to account alone. He was 
always part of  a team, from univer-
sity business to printing hymnals to 
translating the Bible. He stayed put 
in Wittenberg, but the Reformation 
was taken up all over Europe by local 
reformers who interpreted Luther’s 
work for their own settings. Luther is 
fascinating and rivets our attention, 
but we fundamentally misunderstand 
the Reformation if  we think he did it 
all by himself.

Looking then to the later parts of  
Luther’s career, it’s time to challenge 
some of  the charges that get pinned 
on Luther regarding the longterm 
outcome of  his reforming work.

9. Luther’s teaching on justifica-
tion by faith does not mean that 
good works go out the window. 
Part of  the problem is that the words 
in contemporary English confuse us 
more than they illuminate. “Justifica-
tion” sounds very sketchy nowadays, 
as in “the ends justify the means” or 
“my actions were justified under the 
circumstances.” But in Luther’s Ger-
man, building on the biblical Greek, 
“justification” means more like “set-
ting things right again.” The “justifi-
cation” of  the sinner means taking a 
person who is in a bad situation with 
God and fixing it. It’s not about excus-
ing sin but about figuring out how a 
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sinner can possibly be reconciled with 
a holy God.

How is that done? Luther’s answer 
is “faith.” But “faith” too is a confusing 
word for us today, due in large part to 
the heritage of  Protestant revivalism. 
We tend to assume “faith” is a human 
act, us generating belief  in things oth-
erwise unbelievable just to prove we 
can, as if  that would really impress 
God. Such a version of  “faith” sug-
gests both doing something to earn 
God’s approval and rejecting human 
reason. If  that is what Luther meant by 
faith, then he’d be teaching the worst 
kind of  “works-righteousness” of  all!

This of  course is not what Luther 
meant by faith. First and foremost, 
faith is itself  already a gift of  God. It’s 
the work of  the Holy Spirit, Who cre-
ates faith when people hear what Jesus 
has done for them, even while they 
were still sinners: how Jesus took on 
human flesh, taught and healed and 
fed, died on the cross, rose again—all 
as a gift, long before human beings 
could accept his gift. Through this 
good news about Jesus, which is 
enacted in preaching and conversa-
tion and sacraments and singing, the 
Holy Spirit changes people who are 
hostile to God into people who finally 
can hear and recognize God’s love for 
them, who can hear how God’s inten-
tion to separate them from their sin is 
for their ultimate good, so as to foster 
their everlasting fellowship with God 
and one another.

That is what justification by faith 
means: the sinner finally getting right 
with God because the sinner has 
finally heard and believed the truth 
about God’s love and righteousness.

For Luther, that had to come first. 
You just couldn’t get anywhere with 
“good works” if  you fundamentally 
distrusted God or thought God was 
out to get you, or if  you thought you 
were pretty good already and could 

become holy by your own efforts. 
But once you’ve been released from 
those illusions, then you’re in a new 
state, and for the first time good works 
become truly possible. You begin to be 
able to worship God out of  love and 
not out of  a slavish hope for favors. 
You begin to be able to see your neigh-
bor as a real person who needs your 
help and love and company. Our good 
works are not perfect in this life, which 
is why Luther would never allow them 
to be the basis of  our salvation. Good 
works are only and always a result of  
our salvation—a salvation that is re-
cognized and grasped in faith.

And that finally means:

10. Luther did not give up on 
the church. Luther is sometimes 
accused of  abandoning the church, 
or making Christianity into something 
radically private and individual. It’s 
just up to you, your conscience, your 
personal interpretation of  the Bible, 
and nobody else can interfere—so the 
story goes.

There certainly were other reform-
ers in the sixteenth century who went 
in that direction. The process further 
accelerated (and not only among 
Protestants) as a result of  internal 
Christian violence, for example in the 
Thirty Years’ War between Catholics 
and Protestants all over continental 
Europe in the first half  of  the 1600s 
and during centuries of  conflict in 
Britain, whose many splintering 
groups of  Christians have had a huge 
impact on American Christianity.

But this is not Luther. Luther was 
through and through a churchman. 
I don’t think he could have been as 
angry as he was if  it hadn’t been the 
very church he loved betraying him. 
When it became clear that the Roman 
party would rather go to war than 
negotiate with Luther and the others 
in the evangelical party, they realized 

that they’d have to carry on with the 
business of  church anyway, on their 
own. And this was the whole project of  
the second half  of  Luther’s life—not 
abandoning the church, but reshap-
ing it. This meant opening schools 
for children and improving educa-
tion for pastors. It meant drawing up 
new congregational constitutions. It 
meant composing new liturgies and 
hymns for the whole assembly to sing, 
drafting sample sermons that pas-
tors already in the parish could use, 
writing a Small Catechism for the 
household and a Large Catechism for 
the pastor to make sure everyone in 
the community actually understood 
what this Christianity business was all 
about. It meant translating the Bible 
and reprinting the works of  earlier 
commentators and theologians so that 
the whole counsel of  the whole life of  
the church could inform the present. 
And it even meant going to difficult 
meetings with Catholics or Reformed 
leaders and trying to negotiate a way 
to live together.

Whether Luther liked it or not, 
he was the spark that set off a fire of  
Christian hostility that lasted for centu-
ries. But it wasn’t hostility he was after: 
it was the renewal of  the Christian 
people, turning again toward God as 
the one source of  their salvation, liv-
ing in trust, hope, love, and faith. It 
remains tragic and in some ways mys-
terious why his call to return to Christ 
turned into such a conflagration.

But in the past hundred years, 
divided Christians have started talk-
ing to each other again. We’ve started 
praying together. Sometimes we can 
share preachers and more rarely we 
can share holy communion. But we 
are finally recognizing one another as 
church again, seeing how with Christ 
as our head we are all one body. 
Luther would have rejoiced to see this 
day. LF


