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Foreword
By the time Luther gave his “Here I stand” speech at 

Worms in the spring of 1521, Albrecht Dürer, the greatest 
of the German masters, was firmly in the Lutheran camp. 
Shortly thereafter, unaware that the prince of Saxony, 
Frederick the Wise, had feigned Luther’s kidnapping, 
the great artist wrote in his diary that Luther “had been 
perfidiously captured;” he feared that Luther would be 
murdered.1 

While Luther spent most of 1521 in hiding at Wartburg 
Castle, translating the New Testament into German, his 
compatriots in Wittenberg, particularly Andreas Karlstadt 
and his band of followers, attacked St. Mary’s Church and 
denuded it of its “idolatry.” Compelled to return, Luther 
chastised the people for this act. Worship of images is 
idolatry, he preached, but crucifixes, statuary, and paintings 
are by no means sinful in and of themselves. In a weeklong 
series of sermons begun on Invocavit Sunday, Luther 
calmed the situation. To this day, Old St. Mary’s Church in 
Wittenberg bears the damage inflicted upon its statuary 
and images. But Luther repeatedly advocated the proper use 
of Christian art—especially and including the crucifix—as 
a means for depicting the Word of God and for providing 
admonition and consolation for the believer. Wherever the 
Lutheran Reformation flourished, so did art. By 1600, there 
was more art in city churches in Berlin than before the 
Reformation!2

In 1522 Dürer openly confessed his support for the 
Lutheran Reformation—no small thing given the heady 
company the artist had kept in his life, having rendered 
images of the emperor, his princes, and his scholars. When 
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Luther’s co-reformer, Philip Melanchthon, resided in 
Nüremberg from 1525 to 26, the artist engraved his portrait 
as well, sealing a lasting friendship. Though Dürer died 
unexpectedly on April 6, 1528, at age 57, ten years later his 
widow, Agnes, transferred an income-producing investment 
to a foundation in Wittenberg to assist students. 

Dürer knew Christ, and suffering. His mother bore 
eighteen children, and all but two siblings died before 
him. The artist’s life of access and privilege was at every 
turn tempered by sorrow, death, and loss, and it drove 
him to Christ. The images of the Small Passion—from the 
fall of Adam and Eve through the stations of the cross, the 
resurrection, the ascension, and the last judgment—are 
the artistry of a deep faith already well established prior to 
Luther’s own recovery of the Gospel. As we commemorate 
the five-hundredth anniversary of the Small Passion, there 
is no question why the series, though only one aspect of 
the great master’s work over a lifetime of achievements 
in perspective, watercolor landscapes, animal and insect 
studies, portraits, and altar pieces, has remained his most 
enduring and popular creation. Beginning with the cover 
piece, a self-portrait known as Man of Sorrows, Dürer is able 
to meld himself into the suffering of Christ.3

The Gospel is not a matter of coercion and force. It’s 
a matter of consolation and pastoral care. Dürer must 
have rejoiced to the very depths of his anguished being to 
read Luther for the first time with the conviction that the 
Gospel of grace is true. I marvel that the great artist could 
take the woodcut, the oldest form of relief printing, first 
used in ancient China, to such an amazingly detailed and 
expressive level. Of all his works, the depiction of death on 
the face of Christ removed from the cross as the women 
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Foreword

weep and kiss His crucified feet has always been, for me, the 
most moving image.

Deaconess Brinkley has given us a wonderful gift. Her 
meditations on each woodcut explain the detail that a 
casual or even an interested onlooker would miss—in fact, 
would never see without her able assistance. How wonderful 
that the deaconess employs her diakonia in leading us 
more profoundly into the Passion of Christ, as an aid to the 
great Dürer. What joy is mine that Carolyn is now, through 
this book, the gift to many that she has already been to my 
family and me in a special way. 

Matthew C. Harrison
The Martyrdom of St. John the Baptist, AD 2011

St. Louis, Missouri

1.   Peter Moser, Albrecht Dürer: His Life, His World and His Art (Bamberg: Badenber Verlag, 
2005), 213.

2.   See Bodo Nischan, Prince, People, and Confession: The Second Reformation in 
Brandenburg (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994). See especially p. 
147. 

3.  Moser, Albrecht Dürer, 221.
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Albrecht Dürer
Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) is said to be the greatest 

German artist of the Northern Renaissance. His works 
include woodcuts, engravings, sketches, and paintings in 
both oils and watercolors. Born into a Nuremburg family of 
goldsmiths, he learned the art of engraving at an early age. 
Longing to paint, the young Dürer traveled to Italy where 
he became acquainted with the classical philosophy and 
techniques of the Southern Renaissance. After some years 
he returned home to set up his workshop in Nuremburg. 
With the aid of the newly invented printing press, he 
became famous throughout Germany for his woodcuts 
and engravings. As with Luther, available and inexpensive 
copies of his work propelled Dürer into the public eye. For 
the first time in history, common people could afford to 
have artwork in their homes. Dürer became a household 
name and has remained so in German lands to this very 
day. 

Although Dürer remained a Roman Catholic 
throughout his life, he became a faithful follower of Luther’s 
teaching. Well-known for his portraits of the wealthy 
and intellectual, including Frederick the Wise, Emperor 
Charles V, Melanchthon, and Erasmus, in 1520 he wrote a 
letter to George Spalatin, secretary to Frederick the Wise, 
Elector of Saxony: “If God helps me to see Dr. Martin Luther, 
I shall diligently make his portrait and engrave it as a 
lasting memory of the Christian man who has helped me 
out of great anxieties.”1

1.   Lewis W. Spitz, The Renaissance and Reformation Movements (St. Louis: Concordia, 
1971), 326.
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Dürer’s genius in printmaking forever changed the 
world of art. Up until this time woodcuts had been merely 
combinations of black and white. His crosshatching 
technique proved innovative, bringing new shades of grays 
to a palette of contrasting light and dark. This greatly 
enhanced the woodcuts of his Small Passion, giving visual 
depth, dimension, and drama to the biblical narratives.

Besides being a prolific artist in both the religious 
and secular realms, Dürer was a writer as well. He felt 
a keen responsibility to pass on his knowledge so that 
future generations could build on his accomplishments. 
He developed several illustrated instructional guidebooks 
on a variety of topics such as mathematics, theoretical and 
scientific aspects of art, and even military matters and city 
fortifications in the event of war.

Dürer’s last great work in oils was a diptych, or a two-
paneled painting, known as The Four Apostles or The Four 
Holy Men. This religious scene was completed in 1526, 
just nine years after the Reformation, and reveals Dürer’s 
newfound faith. It is considered by many as a memorial to 
his devotion to the Lutheran teachings. The four figures—
Saints John, Peter, Paul and Mark—are depicted as real 
men with no halos. John the Evangelist, a favorite of Luther, 
looms large in the foreground of the left panel, holding an 
open New Testament from which he is reading the first 
verses of his Gospel. Overshadowed by John, and relegated 
to the background, is the figure of Peter holding the key to 
heaven. His head is bowed as if in submission to the Word 
of God being held in front of him. It is significant that Peter 
is pushed to the background. In traditional Roman Catholic 
images, Peter is honored as the first pope and founder of the 
Church and was usually portrayed in places of prominence. 
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Albrecht Dürer

Because he depicted Peter this way, many art historians 
view Dürer’s choice as supporting the Reformation’s 
challenge toward papal authority.

On the right panel is pictured St. Paul, holding a closed 
Bible and leaning on a sword—a reference to his subsequent 
execution. Paul’s words were influential in Luther’s 
theological development. Behind Paul, nearly blocked from 
view, is St. Mark, recognized by the scroll in his hand that 
bears the name of his Gospel. Despite being an evangelist, 
Mark’s turned head and eyes look to Paul as the focal point 
of the panel. In this profound work Dürer combines visual 
art with the written word. Attached to the bottom of the 
paintings the artist leaves a confession of faith in the form 
of a short essay. “All worldly rulers in this threatening time, 
beware not to take human delusion for the Word of God. 
For God wishes nothing added to His Word, nor taken 
from it. Take to heart therefore the warning of these four 
excellent men, Peter, John, Paul, and Mark.” Dürer added 
to this selected verses from Martin Luther’s 1522 German 
translation of the Bible: beneath Mark is John’s admonition 
to test the spirits (1 John 4:1–3), and words from Paul about 
the abuses that will mark the last days (2 Timothy 3:1–7). 
Beneath the apostle Paul are Jesus’ words of warning from 
Mark’s Gospel (Mark 12:38–40) and Peter’s warning against 
destructive heresies (2 Peter 2:1–3). Dürer gave this diptych 
to the council of Nuremburg to be displayed in the city’s 
secular governmental building. Today it hangs in Munich’s 
Alte Pinakothek art museum as a lasting legacy to this great 
artist and man of faith.
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Bearing the Cross

Introduction
Have you ever wished you could kneel with the 

shepherds at the manger in Bethlehem? Do you long to 
stand beneath Calvary’s cross? Would you like to walk the 
Emmaus road and have Easter supper with the risen Lord? 
Bearing the Cross offers this unique devotional opportunity 
for individual and family worship. Through the exquisite 
artwork of Albrecht Dürer’s Small Passion the viewer is 
invited to become an integral part of the biblical story of 
salvation. Originally published in 1511, six years before 
the Reformation, the thirty-seven prints were bound in a 
pocket devotional containing medieval religious poetry. 
Bearing the Cross takes a fresh look at the woodcuts in light 
of the doctrine of justification, with the Word of God as the 
foundation, while poetry from the church’s great treasury 
of hymns enriches each devotional vignette. Although the 
Small Passion is five hundred years old, it remains powerful 
and compelling; the Dürer prints give the postmodern 
world a poignant pictorial account spanning mankind’s 
fall in the Garden of Eden, the death of Christ on Calvary’s 
cross, the resurrection, and the last judgment. 

During the course of his lifetime, Dürer completed five 
Passions of Christ. Each series was unique in length and 
media. The Small Passion contains the largest number of 
scenes, but is known as “small” due to the 4 x 6-inch size of 
the intricate woodcuts. The pocket-size volume was used for 
daily devotions by common people.

In addition to being a skilled artist, Dürer was also 
knowledgeable in Holy Scripture, iconography, and the 
teachings of the Church of the Middle Ages. Each woodcut 
of the Small Passion comprises a visual sermon that 
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Introduction

captures the action and emotion of the entire biblical 
account, though three motifs permeated the entirety of the 
Small Passion. First, Christ and His work of redemption for 
sinful mankind act as the heart and center. Second, Dürer 
places himself into the entire work; the distinctive “A. D.” 
monogram gives him a timely presence, as does the use of 
his self-portrait for the face of Adam and also Christ. And 
third, he gives the onlooker a unique perspective. It is as if 
you are present with Jesus, witnessing His birth, suffering, 
death, resurrection, ascension, and final coming.

Bearing the Cross combines the great artwork of 
Albrecht Dürer’s Small Passion, gems of hymnody, and Holy 
Scripture into faith-enriching devotional vignettes. The 
reader is escorted from Genesis to Revelation on a personal, 
intimate journey with Christ. 

What mercy God showed to our race,
A plan of rescue by His grace:
In sending One from woman’s seed,
The One to fill our greatest need—
For on a tree uplifted high
His only Son for sin would die,
Would drink the cup of scorn and dread
To crush the ancient serpent’s head!  
   (LSB 561:3)
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