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PREFACE

This is a book about Martin Luther. It is also a book about rhetoric, style, Scripture, and preaching.
Those are five reasons why, in part, this work took so long to complete. I found myself nearly
overwhelmed with the breadth of the task. And I struggled for a long while trying to determine
whether this would be a book about Luther or a book about rhetorical style. When I thought I
had resolved the dilemma in favor of Luther, Ross Wolin suggested that perhaps the book can do
justice both to style and to Luther. My readers will ultimately decide whether Ross was right.

My interest in Luther began 15 years ago during a course in Renaissance rhetoric with Tom
Conley. As a fairly new pastor to a small congregation in central Illinois, I had begun graduate
studies in Speech Communication at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, only 22
miles away. Tom’s courses were stimulating because the range of his expertise goes far beyond
understanding the history of rhetoric. During his seminar on style, I first acquired a taste for, and
I hope some ability in, the careful reading of a text. I learned some fundamental principles for
examining the intricacies of arguments and the language in which they are expressed. When
Celeste Condit suggested to me that my experience in biblical exegesis produced important insight
into Frederick Douglass’s speeches, I began to feel more at home in rhetorical criticism. Once I
realized that Luther’s discourse was virtually untouched by rhetorical critics, at least in America,
I began planning a dissertation on the Invocavit Sermons. I wanted to discover why Luther’s
sermons interested me so much—how they were so clear and yet so powerful. My focus was on
Luther’s style, which Conley agreed was a fruitful area to explore. The dissertation was a delightful
experience, and much of that enjoyment can be credited to Tom’s support and standards of
excellence. Joe Wenzel and Jack Bateman helped shepherd the project to completion, and Jack was
one of the first to encourage me to bring the work to publication as a monograph. During the
1990s, both Jack Bateman and Heiko Oberman simply expected the book to be finished, even
when I had plenty of doubts. I am grateful I was able to meet Professor Oberman before he died.

Yet the task of converting the manuscript into a book was daunting, so much so that the more
I contemplated it, the more I was convinced the job should wait until after I had tenure. One of
the most difficult areas was my lack of personal experience with liturgical churches. After spending
my entire life, in both pew and pulpit, in what we in the United States call “evangelical” churches
(Christian churches, Baptist, Evangelical Free, Nazarene, and some independent churches), I had
little idea what it felt like to be surrounded by Christian images in cloth, paint, and sculpture;
neither did I understand the liturgies—Protestant or Catholic. Most of the historical conflicts
regarding images, the Lord’s Supper, Baptism, and confession were only vaguely familiar to me. I
was unfamiliar with canon law, the church councils, and the sacraments. So becoming conversant



with these topics meant considerable research. I suppose the “outsider” perspective can be some-
thing of an advantage, though. As some historians of Luther observe, confessional loyalties can
cloud one’s perspective. As a non-Lutheran who studies Luther, I formed great admiration for
Doctor Martin, not only for the prodigious writings and sermons he gave to the world, but also
for his expertise with language, his vast knowledge of Scripture, and the passion with which he
preached, wrote, and shepherded his flock, beginning with his own family, colleagues, and students.

Moreover, the issues of the Wittenberg Movement of 1521-1522 were perplexing for those
involved, and they required both passion and prudent leadership to resolve. On the side of the
more zealous reformers in Wittenberg during Luther’s stay at the Wartburg, Andreas Karlstadt
and Gabriel Zwilling were equally passionate about what should be done with their newly
discovered Gospel and its implications for society. After studying several of Karlstadt’s writings,
and being fortunate to work with Ulrich Bubenheimer, I have acquired an appreciation for the
“radical” side of the controversy. It was important to research the views Luther came to oppose in
the Invocavit Sermons, not only to better understand Luther’s positions and strategies, but also
because historical and rhetorical research demanded it, if such research is to be truly scholarly.
Furthermore, to investigate vigorously a matter so the truth can be exposed (if truth is possible in
controversies such as these) and to humbly acknowledge one’s debt to others is, I believe, pleasing
to God, who alone is the source of all truth. Augustine reminds us that for a Christian, “wherever
he may find truth it is his Lord’s” (On Christian Doctrine 2.18.28; cf. prologue 8). In my work with
Bubenheimer, I became more familiar with the current resurgence of scholarly research on
Karlstadt. My project was additionally blessed by the opportunity to work on the Wolfenbiittel
Manuscript, which Prof. Bubenheimer discovered in the mid-1980s. Once published, this manu-
script (from an unknown hand that recorded Luther’s preaching) will foster additional research
into the Invocavit Sermons. It may even advance our understanding of how Luther preached
because we have so little evidence beyond published sermons.

The debts acquired for this project are huge. The “Notes” and “Further Reading” sections
acknowledge the sources I have consulted. Additionally, so many people have assisted me during
the past 10 years that trying to mention them all is risky. I owe much to my students at the
University of Minnesota, Morris, many of whom have produced striking insights into texts of all
kinds in their papers. My student assistants—Julie Brotzler, Sylvia Anderson, Matthew Kauffmann,
and Cindy Norberg—have made enormous contributions. My colleagues at UMM in Speech
Communication—Mary Elizabeth Bezanson and Barbara Burke—have continued to support and
encourage me. UMM colleagues from other humanities disciplines—Dwight Purdy and Laird
Barber in English, Ray Lammers (emeritus) in Speech Communication, and Fred Peterson in Art
History—read the entire manuscript in a version much longer than the present one. Librarians
Margaret Swanson, Maggie Larson-Dylla, Ardath Larson, and Leann Dean processed hundreds
of requests for books and articles through inter-library loan and via the simply wonderful Minitex
system we have in Minnesota. In short, it is a blessing beyond words to be able to work here at
UMM. I have also benefitted from the assistance of nearby libraries: St. John’s University, Colle-
geville, Minn., and Luther Seminary in St. Paul. Financial assistance for research and travel came
to me from many sources: in-state travel grants, out-of-state travel funds, and a single-quarter



leave from the University of Minnesota, Morris; international travel funds from the International
Studies Program at the University of Minnesota; graduate school summer fellowships from the
University of Minnesota; and McKnight summer fellowships from the McKnight Foundation. My
thanks for personal encouragement and scholarly assistance is also due to: Ted Underwood, Fred
Farrell, Jenny Nellis, Cindy Poppe, Jayne Hacker, Tom Mahoney, Dieter Fauth, Erika Schulz, Tom
Benson, Craig Kallendorf, Heiko Oberman, Robert Bast, Carter Lindberg, Carol Jablonski, Ernst
Wendland, Andries Snyman, Bruce Shields, Ronald Heine, Bruce Parmenter, Hans Hillerbrand,
Gerhard Krodel, Linda Mitchell, Jameela Lares, Tom Duncanson, Gary Selby, Pete Verkruyse, Tap
Payne, Jim Aanerud, Mike Sager, and Cindy Winter. [ am grateful to colleagues of the Rhetoric
Society of America, the International Society for the History of Rhetoric, the National Commu-
nication Association, and the Sixteenth Century Studies Conference for opportunities to present
my work. A huge thanks to Ken Wagener and Dawn Weinstock of CAP/CPH (along with their
readers) for believing that this book is a worthwhile endeavor and, especially, for their untiring
and cheerful suggestions. Lastly, to my family—Joyce, Shelly, Mandy, and Brian (1967-1984)—to
you I am the most grateful because you never gave up on me. All praise be to God!
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