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MARTIN LUTHER AND MENTAL ILLNESS:  
A MAN OF HIS TIME. 

A MAN AHEAD OF HIS TIME.
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Sola scriptura

Sola fide

Sola gratia

Objectives

1. Luther was both of his time and far ahead of his time

2. Luther's central tenets are underappreciated as useful, indeed powerful, to 
provide consolation to those afflicted by mental illness 
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OUTLINE

•Quick review of the times in which Luther lived

• Survey of Luther’s writings on emotional maladies

• Survey of Luther’s advice to others

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)

Martin Luther 1483-1546

The Renaissance followed Dark Ages or Medieval Period 
(but was still fairly dark)
• Approximately 14th century through 16th century

• Revival (i.e., rediscovery) of classical (Greco-Roman) art, 
architecture, literature, and learning

• Marks the transition from medieval to modern times
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"The School of Athens", Raphael, 1509–1511

•What was “insanity”? 
• Obvious, florid cases (psychosis, 

mania)

• But an increased focus on 
"melancholia" during Luther's era
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•What was the state of medical knowledge? 
• Relied extensively and almost exclusively on Greece and 

Rome 
• Greek physicians:  mental activity and the brain

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)

•Hippocrates (460-370 B.C.E.) 

• Humoral theory

• Black bile (malankolia)

• Yellow bile (kholera)

• Blood (sanguineus)

• Phlegm (spitikus)

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)
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• Claudius Galen (A.D. 131-200) 

• Surgeon to gladiators

• Public demonstrations 

• Physician to emperors

•Wrote prolifically

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)

• Formalized humoral theory

• Phlegmatic           • Melancholic

• Bilious/Choleric   • Sanguine

(All of these are terms still used to describe 
personality!)

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)
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• Causes led to corresponding treatments:  bloodletting; 
purgatives; emetics 

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)

• Luther’s experience with “physics”
• “When I was ill ... the physicians 

made me take as much medicine as 
though I had been a great bull” 

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)
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•Galen’s influence endured 1500
years (!)
• George Washington was purged 

and bloodlet of about half his 
blood volume

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)

• The Renaissance or "rebirth," but still medieval 

• Feudal system declining, less need for serfs; cities growing

• Peasant uprisings (Luther 1525 “Against the Murderous, Thieving 
Hordes of Peasants”)

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)
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• Black Death (bubonic 
plague) peaked in 1351 but 
remerged for another 300 
years (eventually killing the 
equivalent of half of the 
population in Europe)

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A
(VERY) SCARY"

• The ascendancy of the church

• Resurgence of demonology as an 
explanation
• 1484 papal decree that clergy should 

strive to identify and exterminate 
witches & 1487 publication Malleus 
Maleficarum (“The Witches 
Hammer”) describing how to do so

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)
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• Luther never stopped talking about the 
assaults of the devil
• Letter to Katie, “The devil has spoiled 

the beer everywhere with pitch, and he 
spoils your wine at home with sulphur.” 

Luther and Melanchthon

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)

• Likewise Luther always referred to 
angry outbursts, fears, and 
depression as “assaults of the devil” 
• But he did not emphasize or scold
• Did not recommend exorcism

• But note that Luther also never 
advised humoural-based treatments 
for melancholia

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)
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• In fact, the church promoted 
compassionate care
• They did what they could, 

which was to house and feed
• Asylums, such as Bedlam of 

London

"THE TIMES THEY WERE A SCARY" (NOT BOB DYLAN)

OUTLINE

•Quick review of the times in which Luther lived

• Survey of Luther’s writings on emotional maladies

• Survey of Luther’s advice to others
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LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

• Luther suffered severe depression.  

• August 1527 he wrote to Melanchthon, 
• For the last week I have been cast into death 

and hell, my whole body so bruised that I 
tremble in all my members. I had almost lost 
Christ, and was thrown into the billows and 
buffeted by storms of despair so that I was 
tempted to blaspheme against God.

LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

• To repeat, there was plenty to cause one to 
be depressed and anxious 
• Sanitation, nutrition, central heating/AC, 

antibiotics, vaccinations
• Illness was part of the fallen condition of the 

world, thus the fault of Satan

• But he was educated; knew most diseases were 
naturally caused
• Recommended physicians, barbers, and 

apothecaries for illness (but not MI)
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LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

•His theology recognized human frailty
• We struggle to believe what we are told 

and what we know; yet, we find it easy 
to believe what we feel
• Paul to the Philippians, the knowledge of 

salvation gives us “peace that surpasses 
all understanding”

LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

• Luther points out the double-edged sword of doubt

• Christians assaulted by ...

• ... overwhelming guilt about their sin 

• ... overwhelming joy at salvation

• Luther:  Both are hard to believe
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LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

• Christians continually sin

• “The whole life of the Christian is a life of repentance”
• “You will not entirely sweep out of your heart all this rubbish, 

because we are still flesh and blood. ... outward wicked deeds can be 
prevented and carnal, shameful words and works avoided ... but it will 
never come to pass here that you are free from lust and evil 
inclination. ... This now is the first work of God, that we know 
ourselves, how condemned, miserable, weak and sickly we are."
• Many reject this entirely

LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

• But believing in salvation is also difficult
• From Luther’s sermons on Christ’s appearances after 

the Resurrection (John 20)
• “At first their faith was hampered by fear and dreadful 

thoughts; now their joy hampers their faith, a joy which 
even is far greater than at first their terror was. ... This, too, 
is one of the Christian’s afflictions, as we have said before, 
that grace is entirely too great and glorious a thing when we 
look upon our littleness and unworthiness in comparison 
with Christ”
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LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

• From Luther on Luke 24 (road to Emmaus)
• “From this we learn, in the first place, that 

even in those who have become true 
Christians, weakness and frailties remain, 
especially in the deeper matters of doctrine 
and faith, they being unable to understand 
them or to grasp them as firmly and strongly 
as they ought. For faith is not so light or easy a 
matter as ignorant and inexperienced people 
fancy ... Christians, however, and true believers 
know by sad experience in others as well as in 
themselves how weak they are ..."

LUTHER'S THEOLOGY WAS LUTHER'S PSYCHOLOGY

• Returned time and again, both in theology and in 
consolation to those suffering, to the fact that Christians 
find it difficult to believe that their sins are forgiven
• Hence, his advice, over and over, "Sin boldly"
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LUTHER'S SPIRITUAL CONSOLATION OF OTHERS

• Spiritual consolation was part and parcel of 
Luther’s life as a pastor, as a person
•We have thousands of letters
• "Table Talk"
• Letters in defense of other believers 

seemingly suffering some mental health 
issues

LUTHER'S SPIRITUAL CONSOLATION OF OTHERS

• Two seemingly contradictory statements--always 
within the same letter--to the sick and the dying

To John Luther (d. 1530), his father
• “I am very anxious about you ... your age and the 

inclemency of the weather give me disquieting thoughts”
• “Receive with joy and thanksgiving the blessed teaching" 
• “I commend you to Him who loves you more than you 

love yourself.”
• “Yet I write to ask forgiveness for my bodily absence, 

which, God knows, causes me heartfelt sorrow”
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LUTHER'S SPIRITUAL CONSOLATION OF OTHERS

•He simultaneously encouraged joy because of 
salvation and recognized immense sorrow “in this 
troubled and unhappy vale of tears”
• After his father’s death, he wrote that he was glad his 

father died in the faith, but “his kindness and the 
memory of his pleasant conversation have caused so 
deep a wound in my heart that I have scarcely ever 
held death in such low esteem.” 

LUTHER'S SPIRITUAL CONSOLATION OF OTHERS

•He was not ashamed of his own grief and that of 
his wife Katie and their children
• To his mother, Margaret Luther (d 1531)
• He began with “I have received my brother James's 

letter with its account of your illness. It grieves me 
deeply.”
• He then admonished good cheer based on the reality 

of her salvation
• He ended the letter with, “Some weep. Others say 

when they eat, ‘Grandmother is very sick.’” 



9/29/18

17

LUTHER'S SPIRITUAL CONSOLATION OF OTHERS

•He gave the exact advice to those with melancholia
• “I hear that the evil one is assailing you with melancholy. O my 

dear woman, do not let him terrify you ... Christ also suffered all 
this, and so did many holy prophets and apostles, as the Psalter 
sufficiently shows. Be of good cheer, therefore, and willingly 
endure this rod of your Father.” 
• “Excellent Jerome, you ought to rejoice in this temptation of the devil 

because it is a certain sign that God is propitious and merciful to you.”
• That is, "Don't be ashamed of your depression."

LUTHER'S SPIRITUAL CONSOLATION OF OTHERS

• Luther was speaking against the theology of glory 

•He was commending sufferers to the theology of the cross
• Luther seemingly first used the phrase “theologian of glory” at 

the Heidelberg Disputation
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THE HEIDELBERG DISPUTATION (APRIL, 1518)

• A formalized debate to dispute indulgences
• Luther was of the Augustinian Order
• The Vicar General, Johannes Staupitz, organized 

the event (which had been proposed by Luther) 
• Luther spoke to the gathered leaders of the 

order
• At the meeting, he condemned "theologians of 

glory" 

Johannes Staupitz

THE HEIDELBERG DISPUTATION (APRIL, 1518)

• The theologian of glory “does not know God hidden 
in suffering … (preferring) works to suffering, glory 
to the cross, strength to weakness, wisdom to folly, 
and, in general, good to evil.” 
• Elsewhere, he noted, “It is the supreme art of the devil 

that he can make the law out of the gospel.” 
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THE THEOLOGY OF GLORY

• Theologians of glory turn faith into work 
that can be felt as happiness and can be 
seen by others in the prosperity of our 
bodies and our minds.

• Prosperity preachers have prospered
• Joel Osteen:  “He wants us to live our lives 

happy. He wants us not to endure them, but 
to enjoy them” (said the pastor to the 
depressed person)

THE THEOLOGY OF GLORY

• Theologians of glory acknowledge that Christ died on the cross, 
but they say it was the only way for God to transform humanity
• Will lead to wealth, prosperity, and joy for those who believe sufficiently

• The stronger one’s faith, the better one’s life

•Gives to Christians may face a special burden of shame w.r.t. 
mental illness
• Might believe mental illness reflects weak faith, punishment from God, or 

abandonment by God
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THE THEOLOGY OF GLORY

• Luther addressed this directly
• “When the devil throws our sins up to us and declares that we deserve 

death and hell, we ought to speak thus: ‘I admit that I deserve death and 
hell. What of it? Does this mean that I shall be sentenced to eternal 
damnation?’”

THE THEOLOGY OF GLORY

• Luther warned those suffered with melancholia

• Luther to George Spalatin, reminded him that only 
real sinners needed a real savior. 
• “It must be that, until now, you have been only a trifling 

the singer, aware of having committed only the tiniest 
peccadilloes. Therefore I beg you, join us great and hard-
boiled sinners so that you do not diminish Christ for us, 
who is not a savior for imaginary or trivial sins but 
rather for real sins.”

George Spalatin

Frederick III
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OUTLINE

•Quick review of the times in which Luther lived

• Survey of Luther’s writings on emotional maladies

• Survey of Luther’s advice to others

LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• Advice is amazingly consistent with 
modern methods
• Luther focused on thinking and on behavior

• Modern mental health professionals (MHPs) 
use strategies to get clients to change their 
behavior and to change the way they think
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LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• Luther on changing behavior 
to fight melancholy
• Counseled against being alone:  

"No one realizes how much 
harm it does a young person to 
avoid pleasure and cultivate 
solitude and sadness.” 
[“Socialization Skills”]

LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• Emphasized doing fun things [“Behavioral Activation”]
• “Undertake to do anything else that you are able—-whether play or 

something else.” 
• "... engage in riding and hunting, 

and seek the company of others"
• “Sometimes it is necessary to 

drink a little more, play, jest, or 
even commit some sin in defiance 
and contempt of the devil ...”
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LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• Luther the cognitive therapist
• Recognized an essential idea in 20th century MH practice:  what we think 

does not always reflect reality ["Cognitive Errors"]
• "Do not allow yourself to dwell on those deadly thoughts, for to do so is 

nothing short of yielding to the devil and letting him have his way. Try as 
hard as you can to despise those thoughts which are induced by the 
devil.” [“Rumination”]

LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• If that proves difficult, “Do not struggle against your thoughts at all, 
but ignore them and act as if you were not conscious of them. Think 
constantly of something else.” ["Cognitive Distraction"]
• “When we are alone, the worst and saddest things come to mind … 

we leap to conclusions, and we interpret everything in the worst 
light. On the other hand, we imagine that other people are very 
happy, and it distresses us that things go well with them and evil 
with us.” [The cognitive errors of "Magnification" and “Upward 
Social Comparison”]
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LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• Luther reminded friends that the patriarchs, prophets, and disciples, 
including Abraham, Elijah, Job, Jonah, Moses, Paul and Peter, often “found 
life unendurable, cried out in their agony for death, and even cursed the 
day on which they were born.” 
• ["Personalization" is the cognitive error of thinking “This only happens to 

me, so there’s something wrong with me”]

LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• Luther advised cognitive therapy, i.e., talking with another about 
your thoughts to see if they are accurate
• “Do not dwell on your own thoughts, but listen to what other people 

have to say to you.” 
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LUTHER’S PRACTICAL (AND VERY MODERN) ADVICE

• Advised “transpersonalizing” 
depression--as something that 
must be fought  
• “... imagine that you are held fast 

and bound by chains and that you 
must work and sweat yourself out 
of their strangle hold by powerful 
exertions.”

OUTLINE

•Quick review of the times in which Luther lived

• Survey of Luther’s writings on emotional maladies

• Survey of Luther’s advice to others

What does this mean for us?
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USING LUTHER TODAY

•Of Good Comfort, 2016, S. J. Pietsch, LC of Australia
• Despite growing rates of mental illness, “... the Christian Church 

has not, on the whole, responded to depression (or mental illness 
in general) very actively during the twentieth century” 
• Instead has deferred to psychiatry and psychology

USING LUTHER TODAY

• The church should refer but not defer
• The church has large role:  preach Christ crucified



9/29/18

27

USING LUTHER TODAY

• But, as did Luther, Christians have a duty to provide persons 
direction and to advise discretion
• Go to "physics" (mental health professionals) as appropriate ...

... but be discerning about them
• Realize that Luther had few choices, compared to today
• It would be absurd to act as if we had only those he had

• Realize that pastors have neither the appropriate qualifications 
nor time to provide mental health care

USING LUTHER TODAY

•Helping persons change the way they behave and the way 
they act is the purview of professionals
• We have been doing it for decades, and we are very good at it.
• Can be quick, can take a long time
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USING LUTHER TODAY

•Do not mistake spiritual consolation with mental 
health care
•Do not mistake mental health care for spiritual 
consolation

3

Cultural adaptations of psychological treatments have emerged from 
nearly 3 decades of debate as to the role of culture in psychotherapy. Cri-
tiques were voiced as to the relevance of contemporary psychology and psy-
chotherapy to ethnocultural groups (ECGs), which eventually gave way to 
the early calls for the consideration of sensitivity to culture, ethnicity, and 
language. These were followed by concerns regarding significant numbers 
of participants from diverse cultures and contexts in research that were fol-
lowed by policy changes (e.g., National Institutes of Health [NIH], 1994) 
and increases in treatment research with diverse ECGs. The field of cultural 
adaptation brings together the best of the multicultural and the evidence-
based movements in the service of offering psychological treatments that 
are based on the best available research and that consider culture and context 
in a thoughtful, documented, and systematic way. Growing evidence shows 
that culturally adapted treatments work (Benish, Quintana, & Wampold, 2011; 
T. B. Smith, Domenech Rodríguez, & Bernal, 2011). However, the field 

CULTURAL ADAPTATION IN 
CONTEXT: PSYCHOTHERAPY  
AS A HISTORICAL ACCOUNT  

OF ADAPTATIONS

GUILLERMO BERNAL AND
MELANIE M. DOMENECH RODRÍGUEZ

1

12880-01_CH01-3rdPgs.indd   3 4/11/12   1:15 PM

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/13752-001
Cultural Adaptations: Tools for Evidence-Based Practice With Diverse
Populations, edited by G. Bernal and M. M. Domenech Rodríguez
Copyright © 2012 American Psychological Association. All rights reserved.

Co
py

ri
gh

t 
Am

er
ic

an
 P

sy
ch

ol
og

ic
al

 A
ss

oc
ia

ti
on

. 
No

t 
fo

r 
fu

rt
he

r 
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
.

Luther was and is a man for our times.
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Thank you!

Questions?


