
PRAISE FOR  
THE REAL LUTHER: 

This work is a masterpiece of a subtle, thorough, and deep reaching 
presentation of well known sources. Many points have been explored, 
even more have been brought to light by just following an 
incorruptibly thorough method of historical analysis. The book is a 
very welcome contribution to the newly arisen discussion about 
Luther's reformation breakthrough, his reception of patristic and 
medieval thought, and finally a wonderful survey of recent dialogues 
about Luther's posting of the theses to the door of the Palace Church 
in Wittenberg. Franz Posset analyzes the sources meticulously while 
never loosing contact with the most recent research. Students and 
researches should read this book as a model for how to do 
Reformation History. 
 

—Markus Wriedt, Dr.Theol., Dr.Habil. 
Professor of Historical Theology/Church History 

Goethe University Frankfurt/Main and Marquette University 
 
It feels like a new discovery when one reads Melanchthon’s Preface 
to the second volume of Luther’s collected works of 1546. 
Melanchthon guides the reader through the early phase of Luther’s 
theological development. In a comprehensive interpretation, Franz 
Posset utilizes this text for the biography of the early Luther. As a 
result, we have a fascinating history which leads the reader to the 
historical Luther: not a Reformer who had suddenly fallen from 
heaven, but a reformist theologian concerned with pastoral care 
(Seelsorge); it was not an assault of theses in 1517, but a discussion 
amongst scholars; not a new theology, but a renewal of monastic 
theology in the tradition of Bernard of Clairvaux. Luther is both a 
Catholic and a Reformer at the same time. 

 
—Wolfgang Thönissen, Dr. theol. habil. 

Professor of Ecumenical Theology,  
Faculty of Theology, Paderborn 

Managing Director of the Johann-Adam-Möhler-Institute  
for Ecumenics, Paderborn 



Counselor to the Pontifical Council for  
Promoting Christian Unity 

Consultant to the International Commission for  
Lutheran/Catholic Dialogue 

Member of the Ecumenical Working Group of  
Evangelical and Catholic Theologians 

 
The Real Luther provides enriching insights and a provocative 
perspective on established “facts” surrounding Luther’s life by going 
back to the sources. Posset draws together the unique interrelationship 
of Luther, Melanchthon, and Bernard in a wonderfully compelling 
manner.  Particularly noteworthy is Posset’s iteration of the influence 
Bernard of Clairvaux had on Luther and, indeed, on Melanchthon.  
Part II offers a Bernardine theme and focus with a concentration on 
Luther’s Erfurt experiences as well as his composition of the 
“propositions” (not theses). Posset’s translation of the Preface to the 
Second Volume of Luther’s Works (1546) from Melanchthon’s 
Memoirs, as well as its utilization in Part I, provides a beneficial 
resource for further Luther studies. 
 

—Timothy Maschke, DMin, PhD 
Professor of Theology 

Concordia University Wisconsin 
 

Reading through Dr. Franz Posset’s research into the Luther of 
history behind the Luther of legend, I was constantly fascinated and 
sometimes even thrilled by his insights into Dr. Martin’s continuity 
with medieval theology, especially that of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux. 
I heartily recommend The Real Luther to anyone seriously exploring 
the historical context and origins for Luther’s sixteenth century efforts 
toward ecclesial reformation and renewal.  
 

—Bishop Richard J. Sklba 
Vicar General/Auxiliary Bishop of Milwaukee 

Co-chair of the National Lutheran/Catholic Dialogue 
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PREFACE 
Literary images of Luther are as varied as anyone’s imagination 
allows. In the global village one may find people with views of 
Luther that might be diametrally opposed, ranging from “The 
Heresiarch that Burns in Hell,” “Luther, a vomit from hell” or more 
tamely, the “Raven from Germany” in Latin America1 to the hero of 
confessional Lutheranism in North America. The first one hundred 
years of Lutheranism in general produced mainly three images of 
Luther: Prophet, Teacher, and Hero.2

One’s Luther image may largely depend upon one’s up-bringing 
and education. A professor of German literature and a college 
graduate from a denominational college may see Luther quite 
differently. An east-German Marxist before the fall of the Berlin Wall 
probably did not see the same Luther that a Catholic saw who came of 
age after the Second Vatican Council. Somebody with the frame of 
mind of the modern “Counter-Reformation” that is influenced by the 
image offered by the early Jesuits likely has a view of Luther similar 
to the traditional Hispanic one mentioned above and would see Luther 
quite different than an anti-Roman Protestant. The Luther-image of a 
liberal Jew in nineteenth century Chicago

 

3

                                            
1 See Alicia Mayer, “‘The Heresiarch that Burns in Hell’: The Image of Martin 
Luther in New Spain”; Peer Schmidt, “‘Der Rabe aus Deutschland’. Luther, Mexiko, 
und die Entstehung Lateinamerikas (c. 1808–c.1860) “ in Luther zwischen den 
Kulturen. Zeitgenossenschaft—Weltwirkung, eds. Hans Medick and Peer Schmidt 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004), 119–140 and 141–163. 

 looked different from an 
ecumenical-minded Catholic in Munich neighboring the former 
concentration camp at Dachau in the later twentieth century, or from a 
feminist, a psychiatrist, or a Muslim. The latter’s Luther image is 
likely that of a restorer of pure monotheism, and if Luther had lived 

2 See Robert Kolb, Martin Luther as Prophet, Teacher, and Hero. Images of the 
Reformer, 1520–1620 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books; Paternoster Press, 1999).  
3 See Christian Wiese, “‘Auch uns sei sein Andenken heilig!’ Idealisierung, 
Symbolisierung und Kritik in der jüdischen Lutherdeutung von der Aufklärung bis 
zur Schoa” in Luther zwischen den Kulturen, 215–259. 
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long enough he eventually would have rejected the Trinity. 4  The 
Luther image may depend also upon one’s preferences for certain 
interpreters of Luther’s life and work and Lutheranism.5

Being confronted with the innumerable images of Luther through 
the centuries and continents, the universal question must arise: Who is 
the authentic Luther? And the call must he heard: Will the historical 
Luther please stand up! As different as each person’s Luther image 
might be, one may surmise that there is one issue that remains the 
same for all: The Search for the real Luther. The out-come of that 
search might be as diverse as each author’s background and research 
goals. Actually, each generation may be challenged having to rewrite 
their understanding of Luther. “Search for the real Luther is most 
lively and interesting in quarters where a serious attempt is being 
made to look again at a historical context.”

 The Luther-
image of a Roman Catholic who welcomed the Joint Declaration on 
the Doctrine of Justification signed on Reformation Day 1999 by the 
Vatican and the Lutheran World Federation is probably different from 
that of a Lutheran whose denominational synod rejected the Joint 
Declaration. 

6

Biographies of Luther were shaped early in the twentieth century 
by Catholic scholars such as Hartmann Grisar SJ (1845–1932) and 
Heinrich Denifle OP (1844–1905) to whom Lutheran scholars 
reacted. Since the end of the Second World War Lutheran Luther 
researchers felt and still feel the need to defend the Reformer against 
an all too close affinity to the National-Socialist ideology and soon 
entered a golden age of ecumenical approaches to Luther. Catholic 
Luther research in the twentieth century developed in five major 
phases with some dominant features between Luther the corrupter of 
the faith and Luther the father in the faith: 

 

                                            
4 See Jan Slomp, “Christianity and Lutheranism from the Perspective of Modern 
Islam” in Luther zwischen den Kulturen, 277–296. 
5 On the views in the Anglo-Saxon world and in Germany in the first half of the 
twentieth century, see Thomas Kaufmann, “Luther zwischen den 
Wissenschaftskulturen: Ernst Troeltschs Lutherdeutung in der englischsprachigen 
Welt und in Deutschland” in Luther zwischen den Kulturen, 455–481, in agreement 
with Carter Lindberg’s assessment that American interpretation of Luther depended 
almost exclusively upon Troeltsch. 
6 Gordon L. Isaac, “The Changing Image of Luther as Biblical Expositor” in Ad 
fontes Lutheri: Toward the Recovery of the Real Luther. Essays in Honor of Kenneth 
Hagen's Sixty-Fifth Birthday, eds. Timothy Maschke, Franz Posset, and Joan Skocir 
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 2001), 67–85, here 84. 
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1. Luther was a corrupter of the faith, evil and mentally 
unstable, as portrayed by Catholic polemicists from 1900–1915. 
Catholic polemicists instigated decisively the “Luther Renaissance.” 

2. Luther was a religious person, with a new Catholic view 
taking shape between 1915–1930. 

3. Luther was a prophet to the Church: an ecumenical Luther 
image was coming to light between 1930–1960. 

4. The golden age of Catholic Luther research, 1960–1980s, 
brought forth two “schools,” one around Joseph Lortz (1887–1975), 
the other around Heinrich Fries (1911–1998). 

5. Luther as a reader of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) 
and his monastic theology, was researched in particular since the 
1980s, as part of a search for new paradigms.7

A review of Luther studies that were published around the year 
1983 with its celebrations of Luther’s 500th birthday shows that more 
than thirty Luther biographies were offered on the international book 
market. Most of them represented one of the then three major camps 
in Luther research: Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Marxist.

 

8 I also 
should mention, at least briefly, that it was on Reformation Day (31 
October) 1984 that I defended my doctoral thesis on Luther’s 
Catholic Christology According to His Johannine Lectures of 1527 at 
the Jesuit institution of higher learning, Marquette University.9

                                            
7 The number of researchers is too large to list them all (both Protestant and Catholic); 
see Franz Posset, “From the Corrupter of the Faith to the Father in the Faith: 100 
Years of Catholic Luther Research,” Luther Study 14 (Korea, 2000): 79–141; LD 12 
(2004): 188–193. An earlier overview of the history of Catholic and Protestant Luther 
research is, for example: Gottfried Maron, Das katholische Lutherbild der Gegenwart. 
Anmerkungen und Anfragen, Bensheimer Hefte 58 (1982). 

 The 
issue of a fair interpretation of the life, work, and theology of Martin 
Luther was on my research agenda then, still is, and always will be. 
Perhaps, my dissertation was so convincing that Northwestern 
Publishing House of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod in 
Milwaukee published it in 1988, virtually unaltered (now out of 
print). A Lutheran friend of mine commented on this unusual event 
(that a dissertation at a Jesuit university could have been published by 
a conservative Lutheran church press): “This is an ecumenical coup!” 

8 See Franz Posset, “Martin Luther Biographies,” Biography: An Interdisciplinary 
Quarterly 8 (1985): 356–365. 
9 Dissertation Director Kenneth Hagen; Doctoral Committee: Patrick Carey, Daniel 
Maguire, Paul Misner, and Oliver Olson. 
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The present book is the result of much of the research from the 
fourth and fifth phase of Catholic Luther research (see above), and it 
may (or may not?) represent Catholic Luther research of my 
generation. In particlular, this book is the concrete outgrowth of my 
guest lecture “In Search of the Historical Luther by a Catholic” for 
the Study Program of “Luther in Catholic Context” at Marquette 
University in Milwaukee on 9 March 2010. It is meant as a 
contribution to the upcoming “Luther Year 2017,” when the 500th 
anniversary of what went down in history as the beginning of the 
German Reformation is to be commemorated. 

It behooves us to recall, at least briefly, that a symposium 
celebrating the 500th anniversary of Luther’s birth took place at 
Marquette University, on 29 and 30 October 1983. In the same year, 
in Milwaukee, the results of the U.S. Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue on 
“Justification by Faith” were promulgated. Kenneth Hagen (1936–) of 
Marquette University was involved in it and so was Auxiliary Bishop 
Richard Sklba (1935–) of Milwaukee, who served as co-chair of the 
national Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue. 

On Reformation Day 1999, the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine 
of Justification was signed in Augsburg by the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity and the Lutheran World Federation,10

It is against this ecumenical backdrop that I would like the reader 
to understand my quest for the authentic Luther, although the golden 

 i.e., 
in the city in southern Germany that lends its name to the Christians 
of the Augsburg Confession. The World Methodist Council also 
accepted the Joint Declaration in 2006. The agreement expressed that 
justification (salvation) is the work of the triune God. The Father sent 
His Son into the world to save sinners. The foundation and 
presupposition of justification is the incarnation, death, and 
resurrection of Christ. Justification thus means that Christ Himself is 
our righteousness, in which we share through the Holy Spirit in 
accord with the will of the Father. Together the Christians confess: 
By grace alone, in faith in Christ's saving work and not because of 
any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy 
Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good 
works (Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification). 

                                            
10 Justification and the Future of the Ecumenical Movement. The Joint Declaration 
on the Doctrine of Justification, ed. William G. Rusch (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 
2003).  
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age of Catholic Luther research is over. It seems that the notion 
“Catholic Luther Research” no longer covers any one certain unified 
content. One may no longer reckon with one specific “Catholic 
Luther Research.”11 In principle, present-day Catholic scholarship on 
Luther does not function differently from Protestant scholarship, as 
researchers are loyal to the “republic of scholars” and the ethos of 
argumentation. Nevertheless, one may detect a tendency on the 
Protestant side no longer to acknowledge the results of Catholic 
scholarship. 12  Catholic scholars seem to be left off-side and their 
recent research results, specifically on “Bernard and Luther,” are 
often ignored. So far their results have not entered mainstream Luther 
research. There may still be room for Catholic contributions to Luther 
research. However, one may wonder whether the years leading up to 
2017 will yield as many Catholic contributions, if any, to Luther 
scholarship as the years did that led to the birthday celebrations of 
Luther in 1983.13

On 9 March 2010 I was speaking as an alumnus of the Study 
Program “Luther in a Catholic Context” at Marquette University. 
Since the year 2010 was a Melanchthon Year, the commemoration of 
the 450th anniversary of Melanchthon’s death in 1560 was in order. I 
took Philip Melanchthon as my guide to investigating the real Luther. 
For this purpose I produced my own fresh translation of 
Melanchthon’s Latin biographical sketch (Preface) in Corpus 
Reformatorum.

 

14

                                            
11 See Joseph E. Vercruysse, “Luther in der römisch-katholischen Theologie und 
Kirche,” LuJ 63 (1996): 103–128. 

 

12 See Otto Hermann Pesch, “Wo steht die katholische Lutherforschung?” LB 13 
(2004): 85–106; English digest in LD 15 (2007) 119–120. 
13 See Gottfried Maron, Das katholische Lutherbild der Gegenwart. Anmerkungen 
und Anfragen, Bensheimer Hefte 58 (1982): 61. 
14 CR 6 (Halis Saxonum; Brunsvigae, 1839) columns 155–170 (no. 3478); website 
accessed in February 2010. I used an English and several German translations: (1) 
Melanchthon, Philipp / Ritter, Mathias: Beschreibung des Lebens und Handlungen 
des Ehrwürdigen Herrn D. Martini Lutheri (Frankfurt a. M.: 1554) [VD16 M 3426]. 
MDZ (accessed in May 2010); (2) Friedrich Theophil Zimmermann, Philipp 
Melanchthon’s Erzählung vom Leben D. Martin Luthers (1813); website: 
books.google.com/books?id=9A86AAAAcAAJ . . . (accessed in March 2010); (3) 
Johann Georg Walch, Dr. Martin Luthers Sämmtliche Schriften, vol. 14 (St. Louis, 
MO: Concordia, 1898) 456–473; (4) Gerhard Weng, “Das Leben Martin Luthers. 
Historia Lutheri, 1546” in Melanchthon deutsch, vol. 2, eds. Michael Beyer, Stefan 
Rhein, and Günther Wartenberg (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1997) 169–
188; (5) Harald Weinacht, Melanchthon und Luther. Merkmale einer Kirchenreform. 
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Initially, it was my early ecumenical interest, nurtured during my 
theological studies at the German state universities at Tübingen and 
Münster between 1965 and 1970, and later at Marquette University in 
Milwaukee, which led me to the search for the “historical Luther” and 
to offer now, in my retirement, the results of this search. My 
professors in Germany who indirectly inspired me to this research 
over the years were not church historians but dogmatic theologians, 
including Hans Küng, Karl Rahner, Walter Kasper, and Josef 
Ratzinger (now pope) whose lecture notes on ecclesiology 
(1968/1969) I still possess. I wish to dedicate this book to Cardinal 
Walter Kasper, President Emeritus of the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity and President of the Commission for 
Religious Relations with the Jews. 

 Franz Posset 
Beaver Dam, Wisconsin 
Reformation Day 2010 

                                                                                              
Martin Luthers Lebensbeschreibung durch Philipp Melanchthon. Deutsch-Lateinisch 
(Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 2008) 14–47. (6) The English translation is not 
always reliable: Luther's Lives: Two Contemporary Accounts of Martin Luther. 
Translated and annotated by Elizabeth Vandiver, Ralph Keen, and Thomas D. Frazel 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2004) 14–39; 
books.google.com/books?isbn=0719068029 . . . (accessed in February 2010). 
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INTRODUCTION 
In PART ONE the event that made the year 1517 famous, and to be 
commemorated in 2017, is to be scrutinized. The first questions arise 
about whether the historical Luther actually spoke of “Theses” on the 
Indulgences, whether he numbered them himself with “95,” and 
whether he “nailed” them to the door or not. Luther himself cannot be 
the source of Melanchthon’s statement in this specific regard; and, 
nowhere else did Luther hint at a “posting” on any “door” of what he 
called his “talking points” (only later, they were labeled Ninety-Five 
Theses). 

These questions lead us to embark on Luther research and make us 
take a closer look at the sources that are used. We shall see that the 
colorful Table Talk may not qualify unconditionally as a primary 
source, and that some reconsideration is in order. We shall briefly 
address the “legends” concerning the young Luther, as the first 
chapter concludes with a reminder of what is needed in Luther 
research in order to arrive at the historical Luther. This Chapter will 
also show that there are problems with Philip Melanchthon’s story 
about the posting in 1517 which contradicts reliable documents from 
Luther’s own pen. It would have been so much easier to accept 
Melanchthon’s account of Luther’s struggle over indulgences in 1517, 
if Luther himself would have told us that he had nailed Ninety-Five 
Theses on the door of the church. But such a report or any related 
reliable recollection does not exist. What Melanchthon narrated in 
this regard most likely did not stem from any information that Luther 
had given him. 

In chapter 2 we nevertheless take Philip Melanchthon as our guide 
who provides a biographical sketch of Martin Luther, published as the 
Preface to Volume Two of Luther’s works, edited in 1546. 
Melanchthon assures us that he recites “in good faith” everything he 
could find out about Luther during the years he and Luther were 
colleagues in Wittenberg. He also drew from conversations he had 
with others who knew Luther well (oral history). Melanchthon will 
indicate those cases for which he has no detailed information, but 
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which later historiographers claim to have. For biographical 
information on Luther it must be read together with Luther’s own 
Preface of 1545 for Volume One of the Wittenberg Latin Writings. In 
his reporting Melanchthon was a faithful theological secretary.1

The views that are displayed in the two prefaces seem to be 
contradictory. Researchers, however, did not take the assumed 
discrepancies as an opportunity to investigate the influence of Saint 
Bernard of Clairvaux on the young Luther,

 

2 but rather (unjustifiably) 
discredited Melanchthon’s report about Bernard’s influence as a 
legend, especially the part about Luther gaining decisive insights 
from an anonymous senior friar who showed him a proof text from 
Saint Bernard on salvation by grace alone and on consolation. The 
senior friar was most likely the novice master, Johann von 
Greffenstein (died 1520), to whom Melanchthon referred twice.3

As I use my own fresh translation of Melanchthon’s recollections 
in Latin I realize that throughout the centuries, up to this day, the 
historians and translators have the expression collegium for the 
original colloquium. Furthermore, only very seldom do Luther 
biographers point out the significance of the Constitutiones fratrum 
Eremitarum sancti Augustini for the spiritual life and work of Luther. 

 

 Melanchthon’s repeated hint at Luther’s spiritual advisor at Erfurt 
concerning the issue of “forgiveness of sins” leads to the advice given 
to Luther, namely to read Saint Bernard’s sermon on the 
Annunciation, which leads us to consider Luther in the context of the 
“Bernard renaissance” around 1500. Chapter 2 concludes with brief 
considerations of the relationship between the young Luther and three 
friends who are all older than he: Johann von Staupitz (ca. 1465–
1524), Georg Mascov (died in 1521), and Martin Pollich von 
Mellrichstadt (died in 1513). 

Chapter 3 focuses on the “Augustine awakening” and the 
“Bernard renaissance” whereby we realize that Saint Bernard of 
Clairvaux was of greater impact on Luther than Augustine. We shall 
                                            
1 See Helmar Junghans, ‘‘Philipp Melanchthon als theologischer Sekretär,’’ in Der 
Theologe Melanchthon, ed. Günter Frank (Stuttgart: Thorbecke, 2000) 129–152. 
2 As Ulrich Köpf pointed out in “Bernhard von Clairvaux im Werk Martin Luthers. 
Bemerkungen zur neueren Forschung.” Rottenburger Jahrbuch für 
Kirchengeschichte 18 (1999) 225–233; Ulrich Köpf, “Martin Luthers Lebensgang als 
Mönch” in Kloster Amelungsborn 1135–1985, ed., Gerhard Ruhbach and Kurt 
Schmidt-Clausen (Hannover: Missionshandlung Hermannsburg, 1985) 187–208. 
3 As is pointed out by Weihnacht, Melanchthon und Luther, 64. 
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frame Melanchthon’s very credible account about “Luther and 
Bernard” with some considerations about the great popularity of 
Bernard around 1500 including the Augustinians at Erfurt and 
elsewhere. Then we go into the detailed analysis of Melanchthon’s 
account about the novice master who with his hint at a specific 
sermon of Bernard was of decisive help for Luther in his 
“consternations.” We include hints at the works which Friar Martin 
read in his early years in the friary at Erfurt and we question the need 
for “Augustinianism” in the search of the historical Luther. Twice in 
his Preface Melanchthon pointed out the role of the senior 
Augustinian friar at Erfurt with his citation of Bernard’s First Sermon 
on the Annunciation (Ann 1). This observation clearly tells us that the 
quotation from Ann 1 was of central importance in Melanchthon’s 
biographical sketch as it was the one text from Bernard’s biblical 
theology that led Luther to what we customarily call his 
Reformational insight of salvation by grace alone through faith alone. 
The direct quotation from Bernard’s sermon is important for another 
reason: It contains the Pauline reference of Rom 8:15–17 on the 
children of God who call out “Abba,” which is a verse that Luther 
wanted to be written “with golden letters” (see Chapter 3. 9). 

In this context the following question arises: how is Melanchthon 
himself impacted by what he learned from his interviews with Luther 
about the influence of Bernard’s theology upon Luther? In PART 
TWO we investigate what effect the insight about Luther and his high 
esteem of Saint Bernard had on Melanchthon who apparently was 
directed to Bernard by Luther. We scrutinize the young 
Melanchthon’s opinion of Bernard and his later view as we come to 
terms with the fact that it must have been Luther himself who caused 
Melanchthon to change his mind about Bernard. 

In PART THREE the full text of Melanchthon’s memoirs 4  is 
provided, i.e., Melanchthon’s Preface to the Second Volume of 
Luther’s Works of 1546. 

The APPENDIX offers a completely new look at the chronology 
of young Luther’s career, based upon the most recent research 
results. 5  In particular, Luther’s journey to Rome had to be 

                                            
4 As Michael A. Mullett calls the Preface in his Martin Luther (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2004), 22.  
5 Based primarily upon Julius Köstlin (1913), Hans Schneider (2007 and 2008), and 
Jun Matsuura (2009). 
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reconfigured. Whereas the accepted opinion had been that Luther 
undertook his trip in 1510, compelling evidence points us to the 
winter semester of 1511–1512. 

 



 
 

 

PART ONE 

TOWARD 
THE ANNIVERSARY IN 2017 

 



 
 

 

1. GEARING UP  
FOR THE LUTHER YEAR 2017 

Just about everything that concerns the life of Martin Luther was and 
is questioned except the fact he was born and that he died. As we 
approach the next jubilee year or the “Luther Year 2017” for the 
celebration of the 500th anniversary of the Ninety-Five Theses we 
should remember that with this so-called first “Reformation Day” we 
use a term (reformatio) that Luther himself hardly ever used, in spite 
of what biographers may say.1

The historical Luther, surprising as this may be, did not use the 
title “Reformer” (reformator) for himself as a defining self-
designation.

 

2 This does not mean that Luther was not convinced that 
changes were necessary.3 However, Luther’s main goal was not the 
often discussed “reform of the Church” (reformatio ecclesiae). 4 
Luther’s use of the concept of “reformation of the Church” remained 
relatively rare. He employed it in his Resolutiones of 1518, saying 
that the Church is in need of a reformatio, but that it is not something 
to be undertaken by human beings, but by God alone. 5

                                            
1 See, for example, James M. Kittelson, Luther the Reformer: The Story of the Man 
and His Career (Minneapolis: Augsburg-Fortress, 2003). 

 Luther 
explicitly spoke again in terms of reformatio in 1528, but only once in 
his preface to another author’s book about married priests: “I think 
that I stirred up a Council and a reformation [in German] which 

2 See Heiko A. Oberman, Luther—Mensch zwischen Gott und Teufel (Berlin: Severin 
and Siedler, 1982) 84 (Luther—Man Between God and the Devil, trans. Eileen 
Walliser-Schwarzbart, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). 
3 See Johannes Schilling, “Geschichtsbild und Selbstverständis” in LH, 102. 
4 See The Catholicity of the Reformation, eds. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson 
(Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 1996); Dorothea Wendebourg, “Kirche” in LH, 
403. 
5 Ecclesia indiget reformation . . . WA 1, 627, 27–28. 
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makes the papists’ ears ring.”6 Six years later, he spoke of “reform” in 
a letter of 1534. He claims that he has done more reforming with his 
gospel than five councils.7

The young Luther did not think in terms of a “Protestant 
Reformation” or of “protesters” against abuses.

 The latter two references are looking back 
over more than a decade, not specifically onto the so-called Ninety-
Five Theses, but on gospel preaching and comparing himself to 
ecclesiastical councils. 

8 The concept of a 
general ecclesiastical deformation that calls for reformation does not 
apply very well. Luther’s development originally was not at all in 
opposition to the late medieval spirituality but was instead a product 
of it growing from the matrix of the Augustinian order tradition. One 
must then ask whether the later accounts about early events in 
Luther’s life really correspond to the actual course of those events.9 It 
is a huge, misleading exaggeration to speak of Luther’s Ninety-Five 
Theses of 1517 as his “first reformation act,” whereas his intent was 
rather to serve a purely “pastoral purpose.”10 Luther’s opinions on the 
indulgences were given out (“issued”) primarily because of pastoral 
care and concern, as he called for a more cautious approach in 
promoting indulgences as remission by the Church of temporal 
punishment for sins already forgiven.11

                                            
6 Ich meine ia, ich hab ein Concilium angericht und eine reformation gemacht, das 
den Papisten die ohren klingen; in: Von Priester Ehe des wirdigen herrn Licentiaten 
Steffan Klingebeyl, mit einer Vorrede Mart. Luther, WA 26, 530, 7–9. 

 Reforming German popular 
piety (Volksfrömmigkeit), where he saw it misdirected, was 

7 Ich hab, Gott lob, mehr reformiert mit meinem Euangelio, denn sie vielliecht mit 
fünff Concilijs hetten gethan; WA 38, 271, 2–4. 
8 On the notion “Protestant” see Siegfried Bäuer, “Protestierende—Protestanten. Zu 
den Anfängen eines geschichtlichen Grundbegriffs im 16. Jahrhundert” Europa in 
der Frühen Neuzeit. Festschrift für Günter Mühlpfordt. Band 6: Mittel-, Nord- und 
Osteuropa, ed. Erich Donnert (Weimar, Cologne, Vienna: Böhlau, 2002), 91–114. 
9 See Volker Leppin, “Martin Luther, Reconsidered for 2017,” LQ 22 (2008): 376–
377. One would expect Leppin to keep a critical attitude toward the information 
provided in Table Talk (in his Luther biography, Martin Luther; Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2006). 
10 Heinrich Boehmer had both assertions in his Martin Luther: Road to Reformation 
(New York: Meridian Books, 1957), 186. John M. Todd, Luther: A Life (New York: 
Crossroad, 1982) in his Chapter 8 maintained that Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses were 
intended only for scholarly debate. 
11 For a concise review of the issue, see Markus Wriedt’s entries “Indulgences” and 
“Penance” in NWDCH 1, 334–335, 506–507. 
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permanently on his agenda. The historical Luther is the pastoral 
Luther. 

Notably, Luther moves within the recent, general tradition of the 
reform efforts of pastoral care (i.e., not specific to the Augustinian 
order) which was under way since the fifteenth century. 12 He was 
concerned about the curati (Seelsorger) doing a good job in their 
work; he mentions them in several of the so-called Ninety-Five 
Theses.13 The early concern for those ministering in pastoral care will 
live on in Luther’s later career when he will reissue a book first 
published in 1489, half a century later, with his preface of 1540 to the 
Letter on the Wretchedness of Curates.14 Luther’s text on indulgences 
of 1517 was designed primarily for improving pastoral care.15

The seventeenth-century picture titled “Frederick the Wise’s 
Dream at Schweinitz” (Fig. 1) shows his dream on the night 
preceding the day on which Martin Luther affixed his “Theses” and 
the outcome of their posting; it is a copperplate engraving by Conrad 
Grahle from Leipzig produced for the Jubilee Year 1617. Luther 
supposedly recounted the dream in a Table Talk.

 

16

                                            
12 For example, the book by the humanist pastor and professor Ulrich Surgant, 
Manuale curatorum (Basel: Michael Furter, 1503). 

 The words that 

13 See nos. 25, 69, and 80 in Studienausgabe; Franz Posset, “Lehrer der Seelsorge. 
Das ökumenische Potential der Seelsorge-Konzeption des alten Luther,” Luther 72 
(2001): 3–17, here 7–8 with note 24; English digest in LD 12 (2004): 74–76. 
14 Epistola de miseria curatorum seu plebanorum, aeditus anno. 1489. Cum 
Praefatione D. Mart. Lvth. Vittembergae (Augsburg: Anton Sorg, 1489); WA 51, 453, 
10–11; MDZ (accessed March 2010); LW 59 forthcoming in 2011; Posset, “Lehrer 
der Seelsorge,” 7 with note 23. 
15 “Sein ganzes Wirken hat seelsorgerlichen Charakter,” said Walther von Loewenich 
in his Luther biography: Martin Luther. Der Mann und das Werk (Munich: List, 
1982), 340; (Martin Luther: The Man and His Work, trans. Lawrence W. Denef, 
Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1986); Markus Wriedt, “Le réconfort aux 
frontières de la vie: Martin Luther, directeur d’âmes,” Positions luthériennes 49 
(2001): 122–140 (translated from the German by M. Arnold); Lothar Vogel, 
“Zwischen Universität und Seelsorge: Martin Luthers Beweggründe im Ablasstreit,” 
ZKG 118 (2007): 187–212. 
16 According to Peter Manns, Martin Luther: An Illustrated Biography (New York: 
Crossroad, 1983), 71; Brian Cummings, “Luther and the Book: The Iconography of 
the Ninety-Five Theses” in Papers Read at the 2000 Summer Meeting and the 2000 
Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society, ed. R. N. Swanson (Rochester 
NY: Boydel Press, 2004), 222–232; LD 15 (2007): 15–17. 
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Friar Luther wrote with his quill onto the wooded door are Vom 
Ablass (About Indulgence). The story of the dream is a myth.17

Noteworthy is the observation that during the first one hundred 
years of the “Reformation” there are no pictorial representations of 
the posting of Luther’s sentences on the indulgences. The first picture 
is not depicting the assumed act as such, but a dream of Frederick the 
Wise (1463–1525) about a posting at the door in the seventeenth 
century. In pictures relating to Luther’s Reformation the Posting of 
the Theses was not included at all. For example, it is not found in 
Ludwig Rabus’ book Historien der Heyligen Außerwölten (1556–
1558), but Rabus shows Luther’s encounter with Cardinal Thomas 
Cajetan (ca. 1468–1534), Luther at the Diet of Worms, Luther at the 
Leipzig Disputation with Johann Eck (1486–1543), and at the 
Marburg Colloquy. 

  

The first pictorial representations of the Posting of the Theses 
surfaced only around 1700.18 A 1750 image of Luther’s nailing is 
known from an anonymous Austrian artist in the form of an ivory 
plaque. 19  These observations make one pause and reflect on this 
strange fact in the iconography of the “Posting.” In contrast to the 
lack of early pictorial representations of the “Posting” we find early 
depictions of the scandalous sale of indulgences.20

                                            
17 See Robert W. Scribner, Popular culture and popular movements in reformation 
Germany (London and Ronceverte, WV: Hambledon Press, 1987), 302; website 
accessed March 2010. 

 On the left of those 
woodcuts one may see the pulpit with a Dominican friar (Tetzel? ca. 
1465–1519) who is reading the papal bull on indulgences, provided 

18 Copper plate by Christoph Weigel, 1697; see Henrike Holsing, “Luthers 
Thesenanschlag im Bild” in Luthers Thesenanschlag—Faktum oder Fiktion 
(Schriften der Stiftung Luthergedenkstätten in Sachsen-Anhalt 9), eds. Joachim Ott 
and Martin Treu (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2008), 141–172, with Fig. 2 
showing the copperplate of 1697 (“Reformationis Lutheri initia”). 
19 Depicted in LD 17 (2009): 155. 
20 See the title page of an anonymous pamphlet against the Roman indulgences: On 
Aplas von Rom kan man wol selig werden; woodcut by Heinrich Vogtherr, printed by 
Melchior Ramminger in Augsburg, 1520; website: 
www.dodedans.com/Dholbein21.htm (accessed May 2010). The same woodcut is 
used for another pamphlet: Beclagung aines leyens genant Hanns schwalb über vil 
mißbreüch Christliches lebens, vnd darinn begriffen kürzlich von Johannes Hußsen 
(1521) (“Complaint by a layman by the name of Hanns Schwalb about much abuse of 
Christian life . . . ”); website: www.dodedans.com/Dholbein21.htm (accessed May 
2010). 

http://www.dodedans.com/Dholbein21.htm�
http://www.dodedans.com/Dholbein21.htm�
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with five hanging seals; in the background the papal coats of arms; 
before the big cross is the strongbox or coffer. 

Notable, furthermore, is the fact that the commemoration of the 
Reformation was celebrated up to the nineteenth century not on 31 
October, but on 25 June which is the date of the presentation of the 
Augsburg Confession, i.e., the celebration in the south German 
territories. 21  This observation corresponds with the idea that the 
“Posting” was not always understood as the decisive event that would 
call for celebration.22

 
 

 

 Fig. 1. “Frederick the Wise’s Dream” at Schweinitz on the outcome of the posting of 
the Ninety-Five Theses. 

 
                                            
21 See Vinzenz Pfnür, “Die Bestreitung des Thesenanschlags durch Erwin Iserloh. 
Theologiegeschichtlicher Kontext—Auswirkung auf den katholisch-lutherischen 
Dialog” in Luthers Thesenanschlag, 111–126, here 123. 
22 How exactly later generations came to see 31 October as the important day, needs 
to be investigated yet. 
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MELANCHTHON’S MEMOIRS1

<155> Reverend Martin Luther gave us hope that he would relate his 
curriculum vitae and the occasions of his struggles, and he would 
have done so if he had not been called from this mortal life into the 
everlasting community of God and the heavenly Church. Both a 
lucidly written reflection of his private life would have been useful, 
full of examples, which would have been useful in strengthening the 
piety in good minds, <156> as well as a recitation of the events which 
could have been made known to posterity about many things. Such an 
account also would have refuted the slanders of those who spread the 
fiction that he, incited by political leaders or others, destroyed the 
dignity of the bishops, or that he himself, inflamed by private lust, 
broke the bonds of monastic servitude. He himself would have 
exposed these things, wholly and copiously set forth and 
commemorated. For even if evil wishers were to reproach with that 
common saying, “he blows his own trumpet,”

  

2

His is an old family, with many descendants in the middle class by 
the name Luther, in the district of the distinguished counts of 
Mansfeld. Indeed, the parents of Martin Luther first made their home 
in the town of Eisleben, where he was born, and then they moved to 
the town of Mansfeld, where his father, Hans Luther, belonged to the 
magistrate and because of his integrity was one of the most liked of 

 we know nevertheless 
that there was so much seriousness in him that he would have related 
the account with the utmost fidelity. And many good wise men are 
still living, to whom it would have been ridiculous for another 
account to be mixed in, as sometimes happens in poems, since he 
knew they were aware of the order of these events. But because his 
day of death turned aside the edition of such an account, we shall 
recite in good faith about the same matters those things which partly 
we heard from the man himself, partly those which we ourselves saw. 

                                            
1 Translated from CR 6, 155–170. The page numbers in <> refer to this edition. 
2 Diogenianus 3.16. Melanchthon may have taken it from Erasmus’ Adages; another 
version in English would be: “He toots his own horn.” 



Melanchthon’s Memoirs 
 

152 

all the good people. In his mother Margaret, the wife of Hans Luther, 
all the virtues of an honest matron were seen coming together—
especially her modesty, fear of God,3

After he reached the age of being able to learn doctrine, his 
parents diligently accustomed their son Martin, by instructing him at 
home, to the knowledge and fear of God and to the duties of the other 
virtues; and, as is the custom of respectable people, they saw to it that 
he learned to read and write; <157> and since he was still a little boy 
the father of Georg Aemilius carried him to school. This man

 and prayer—so that the other 
honest women looked to her as an example of virtues. She answered 
me as I kept asking several times about the time of her son's birth that 
she remembered the day and hour exactly, but she was uncertain of 
the year. However, she affirmed that he was born the night of 10 
November after eleven o’clock, and the name Martin was given to the 
infant, because the next day, on which the infant was brought into the 
Church of God through baptism, had been St. Martin’s Day. His 
brother Jacob, an honest and upright man, said that the family 
believed that the year of his birth was A.D. 1483. 

4

                                            
3 Timor Dei (“fear of God,” reverence of God, a virtue) is mentioned several times; 
see below on Luther’s “fear and faith” (timor et fides). 

 can 
testify to the truth of this story because he is still living. At that time 
grammar schools in Saxon towns were fairly average. Therefore, 
when Martin reached his fourteenth year, he was sent to Magdeburg 
together with Johannes Reineck, whose virtue was later so 
outstanding that he was a highly esteemed authority in these regions. 
There was always exceptional mutual kindness between Luther and 
Reineck, be it by natural sympathies or rising from that boyhood 
companionship during their studies. Nevertheless, Luther did not 
remain in Magdeburg longer than a year. In the school at Eisenach he 
studied for four years with an educator who taught grammar more 
correctly and skillfully than others elsewhere. I remember Luther 
praising his intelligence. He was sent to that city because his mother 
had been born there of a respectable and old family. Here he 
completed his grammar study. Since he was highly intelligent and 
showed a special talent for eloquent speech, he quickly passed ahead 
of his peers. He easily surpassed the rest of the young people, who at 
that same time were learning the art of speaking, both in his wording 

4 Nicholas Aemilius (Oemler). 
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and in the richness of his expressions, and also in speech-writing and 
verse. 

After having tasted the sweetness of literature, by nature burning 
with the desire for learning, he sought out the academy, as the source 
of all learning. With such great a power of intelligence he would have 
been able to grasp all the arts in proper order, if only he had found 
suitable professors. And, the gentler studies of true philosophy and 
the care for oral communication would perhaps have benefited him in 
softening the vehemence of his nature. However, at Erfurt he 
encountered a rather prickly—for his own age—teaching of 
dialectics. He quickly seized it, since with his mental acuteness he 
grasped the causes and sources of the precepts better than the rest of 
the students. Since now his mind was eager to learn, seeking more 
and better things, he read on his own [ipse] most of the writings of the 
ancient Latin writers, Cicero, Virgil, Livy, and others. He read them, 
not as boys do, picking out the words only, but, as lessons for human 
life. Therefore, he took a closer look at the advice and the sayings of 
these writers, and because he had a reliable and good memory he 
could keep them always before his eyes even if he had read and heard 
them only once. <158> Thus, young man Luther stood out and his 
intelligence was admired by the entire academic community. 
Decorated then with the degree of Master of Philosophy, at the age of 
twenty, on the advice of his relatives, who thought that so great a 
power of intelligence and eloquence should be brought forth into the 
light and into public service, he began the study of law. However, a 
short time later, when he was twenty-one, suddenly he went to a 
colloquium with the Augustinian friars at Erfurt and petitioned for 
admission, against the opinion of his parents and relatives. Once he 
was admitted, he soon not only eagerly learned the doctrine of the 
Church, but also gained self-mastery by the strongest severity of the 
[monastic] discipline, and he by far surpassed the others in all the 
exercises of reading, disputing, fasting, and praying. He who by 
nature was neither small nor feeble did not need much food and drink, 
something about which I often wondered. I saw him, even though he 
was completely healthy, on four consecutive days not taking any food 
or drink. I often saw at many other times that he was content with a 
tiny bit of bread and a herring per day. 

 The reason for entering this kind of life [in a friary] which he 
deemed more suitable for piety and for the studies of the teachings 
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