Luther’s Marriage in its Theological Setting

by  VOLKER LEPPIN

Abstract

Luther’s marriage took some of the Reformer’s companions by surprise. Indeed,
Luther had for a long time attempted to get Katharina married to someone else,
but this did not work out. The Reformer’s own resistance to marriage might
have been overcome through his parents’ influence. Luther drew his foremost
understanding of marriage, as a remedy against sin, from Peter Lombard’s
Sentences, thus demonstrating that the Lutheran theology of marriage was
more a transformation of medieval thought than a break from it. The marriage
of a monk and a nun caused an uproar and was an example of Luther’s new
understanding of Christianity.

MY he year 2025 includes several soo-year anniversaries of Ref-

A ormation events. Of course, the Peasants’ War should receive a
good deal of attention. The debate with Erasmus over free will should
rightly draw some analysis by theologians as well. However, we must
not forget June 13, 1525. This is the day when Luther was married
to Katharina von Bora, who had left the monastery of Nimbschen
scarcely two years before. The following essay will report only enough
of this familiar story to add nuance to the traditional accounts. A
look at its place in Luther’s biography may add perspective on his
personal development, in particular his relationship with his father.
As the bridegroom was a theologian, we will also look at his theology
of marriage, and uncover ties to the Middle Ages that are sometimes
overlooked. Of course, the marriage of a monk and a nun was provoc-
ative, so we will end with a look at polemical reactions to the event.

An Untimely Wedding

Katharina was no doubt an unusually self-confident woman in her
time. However, we should not give her too much credit as if she her-
self had directly arranged the marriage.' We know that she had fallen
deeply in love with Hieronymus Baumgirtner. Later, when he wrote

LUTHERAN QUARTERLY Volume 39 (2025): 373—400
© 2025 Johns Hopkins University Press and Lutheran Quarterly, Inc.



374 LUTHERAN QUARTERLY

letters to Baumgirtner in 1530 and 1541, Luther still called him
Katherina’s “old flame.”> This was more than gentle teasing by an
old man. Already when Katharina and Baumgirtner were apparently
engaged and Baumgirtner began hedging, Luther admonished the
Nuremberg patrician on October 12, 1524:“After all, if you want to
keep your Ketha von Bora, hurry up and act before she will be given
to someone else who is at hand. She hasn’t yet overcome her love
for you.”3 The timing is interesting here. When Katharina, accord-
ing to her counselor and protector and later husband, still was in
love with Baumgirtner, a decisive talk occurred that seems to show
Katharina’s powerful and self-determined path to her marriage with
Martin Luther.

In September of 1524,* Katharina met with Nicholas von Ams-
dorf with concerns about her marriage, that is, if we can trust a
relatively late account.’ At this time, Luther was trying to match her
to Kaspar Glatz, the pastor who served the Orlamiinde congregation
in place of Andreas Karlstadt after the latter’s expulsion from Saxony.
Katharina defied this attempt, and Amsdorf was supposed to help
her. It appears that Luther’s later remark was correct, that Katha-
rina was still in love with Baumgirtner and resistant to any other
liaison. When he wrote to Baumgirtner only a few weeks later, he
understood that Katharina was sticking with Baumgirtner, and that
she not only did not want Glatz as her spouse but also denied any
other suitor except the young man from Nuremberg. Taking the
later “Lutherin” seriously, we have to conclude that whatever she
said to Amsdorf about potential husbands, including Luther, it was
not meant as a real plan to be fulfilled.

The general assumption that Katharina was not inclined to marry
anyone sheds light on what she said to Amsdorf, which under other
circumstances could be read as an indication that she aimed to marry
Luther. According to Amsdort’s report, Katharina, upset about the
Reformer’s attempt to marry her to Glatz, vowed that she “rather
wanted (if ever possible and God’s will) to take him (Doctor Martin)
or Lord Amsdorf as her spouse.”® Katharina did not launch her mar-
ital plans for Martin Luther here but rather spoke of something
seemingly impossible.” As the Doctor himself would note, her heart
belonged to Baumgirtner. She played high stakes just to clarify that
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she would never think of any possible spouse except Hieronymus
Baumgirtner in Nuremberg.

As we know, the impossible became real. This is no proof, however,
that we must imagine Katharina angling for Luther in that dialogue.
That would have been an awkward courting, for she mentioned two
names, one of them the person she was talking to at the moment.
Neither is it likely that she wanted Amsdorf to feel romanced by her
nor can we imagine that he was supposed to carry a message of love
to someone mentioned in the same breath with himself. Luther
was even less a possible candidate, as he was still clearly a monk, an
Augustinian friar. Hence, none of the interpretations that take Kath-
arina’s word as a genuine expression of her affirmative desires makes
sense. Rather, the opposite seems to be the case. As neither Amsdorf
nor Luther could possibly be a suitable candidate for marriage, she
would marry Baumgirtner, or no one. The plan failed. Baumgirt-
ner’s family did not agree with him marrying a runaway from the
monastery.® And Katharina did not conclude her life unmarried but
would enjoy two decades of marriage filled with love and joy, and,
above all, respect.

The path to the wedding in June of 1525 still was not completely
open. Not only was Katharina’s heart bound to Baumgirtner, but
Luther’s heart still was bound to his monastic existence. We should
not forget that Martin Luther at this time was very palpably a monk,
as Wolf-Friedrich Schiufele has shown.? As late as in May of 1524,
he began reflecting about putting off his monastic habit.” The issue
arose when he was talking about priests and monks getting married,
so that we have a clear context here that relates these reflections
to later actions. We know from Spalatin’s Chronicle when and how
Luther removed his monastic garments, namely, in October of 1524.
“Dr. Martin Luther preached without the cowl in Wittenberg on
Sunday after St. Francis. On Gallus Sunday, before lunch, he came
again to the fore in his cowl for his sermon, but after lunch, he
preached without a cowl.”"

Some moments of change come by surprise. Lunch time makes
the difference here, but it is hard to believe that the decision was
related to the meal in any way. In particular with respect to the
back and forth in Luther’s decision, and the relation to his earlier
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letter to Spalatin, we might assume that the moment when he finally
dofted his traditional monastic clothing after almost twenty years
came about out of a mixture of sudden decision, second thoughts,
and simple chance. The time period in which this happened, how-
ever, is interesting. October of 1524 appears to be the time when
Luther’s general musings about leaving the monastery and becom-
ing married grew more concrete. By the end of November, Luther
received a letter from Argula von Grumbach, encouraging him to
get married.” He distinctively denied that he was on the lookout
for love: “My mind is remote from marriage,” he argued, because
he had to expect death from his persecutors every day."* Frankly,
he admitted that he felt his flesh and sex,* which indicates that not
only his theology of sexuality had changed but his way to deal with
it as well. This is the same Luther who only a few years later would
shyly admit that he never felt lust as a monk and only sometimes
experienced a nocturnal emission unwittingly.'s

Now, there was no sense of lust, even if not yet on the path to ful-
fillment, neither in general nor with respect to a particular woman,
6 However, with a bit of psycholog-
ical speculation, we might find a relationship with her. The two

let alone Katharina von Bora.

Sundays mentioned in Spalatin’s Chronicle as the time when Luther
first removed his monastic garb cover the week from October 9 to
October 16. Wednesday of that week was the day Luther wrote to
Baumgirtner about Katharina. She was on his mind at this time,
even if in the sense of someone whom he with all honesty tried to
match with someone else, following her wishes.

Collecting all that we have seen so far, in late summer and fall
of 1524 the way for Katharina opened up to marry someone other
than Baumgirtner, even if against her wishes. At the same time,
Luther, even if upholding his fierce defiance of any marriage, ended
two decades under his monastic vow. This means that a way to mar-
riage was open to him as well, and people around him like Argula
von Grumbach noted the new possibilities. Not that Katharina had
serious thoughts about marrying Luther, nor he about marrying
her. There was only an abstract possibility, expressed in tentative and
general words by Katharina and far from reality in the eyes of both
involved.
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This was not the beginning of a love story, but it ended up with
them getting engaged only half a year later. Still, their route was a
rocky one. Luther began playing with options. In April of 1525, he
wrote a letter to Spalatin, in which he boasted to have sent away
two women who aspired to marry him, still having another one on
his left arm."” The two brides presumably went by the same name,
Ave."™ Luther would call Ave Alemann his former fiancée only half a
year after his marriage,’ and when he sneered about Katharina in a
table talk in the late thirties, he would mention that initially he had
preferred Ave von Schonfeld over his later wife from the group of
nuns escaped from Nimbschen.?® The third woman here might be
his Kithe. The way he is introducing her is a bit crude, as the relation
of marriage to the left arm usually indicates a concubinate.*’ This
is a disrespectful remark, to say the least. The entire passage, though,
seems to be a collection of puns rather than a reference to actual
events in Luther’s life. It does indicate that Luther thought a lot
about marrying at this time, merely two months before his wedding,
and yet he was not clear about Kithe as his future wife. Instead, the
now former monk called himself one “whose mind is furthest from
marriage” (alienissimo animo a conigio).>

Then, in only a few weeks, something momentous must have
happened. On May 4 or s, Luther sent a letter to Johann Riihel, a
counselor in the county of Mansfeld, indicating that he would marry
Katharina: “To defy him [the devil], I will take my Kithe in mar-
riage.”*} There is no indication of making plans here, but rather a
steadfast resolve. What happened appears to be a visit with his par-
ents. On the same day that he wrote to Spalatin about refusing any
attempt to marry, he departed from Wittenberg together with his
colleague Melanchthon.** The destination was Eisleben. They visited
with the Count of Mansfeld, but Luther could also seek out his par-
ents’ home there to see his mother and father.> Their role in Luther’s
decision was pivotal, as we will see. For now, it is enough to note
that Luther, together with Katharina, was on the way to marriage.
Martin Brecht is right to conclude that the Reformer did not expect
the Peasants” War to reach Thuringia by the middle of April.*® His
resolve to marry was not related to these events in any way. However,
the growing violence influenced the quick implementation.
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The brief engagement period would see Luther writing not only
his Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants®” but also
his Terrifying Story of Thomas Miintzer and God’s Judgment upon Him,
composed before Luther knew of Miintzer’s death on May 27.2*
Even Melanchthon thought some might view it as inappropriate to
celebrate a wedding in an “unauspicious time” (infelici tempore) like
this, when Luther should focus more on the fate of the nation than
on his private life.* Conversely, Luther would argue that “Miintzer
and the peasants” (munzer et rustici), by oppressing the gospel, made
new action necessary, meaning marrying a former nun.°

However, Melanchthon, as he notes, was not included by Luther
in his plans, who “had not spoken to any friend about this event in
advance.?" We do not even know when they agreed to their plans.
Heinrich Boehmer had good reasons to surmise that Luther’s letter
to Spalatin of June 10 indicates that he and his future spouse were on
the edge of taking the plunge.’* He talks about people who slow-
walk their decision to marry, and fiercely invokes reasons from ancient
literature, the Bible, and proverbs.’? This sounds like good advice. It
also sounds like someone preaching to himself. This may indeed, as
Boehmer concluded, indicate that Luther knew of Katharina’s con-
sent. It was very late as there were only three days left to the ceremony.

Officially, they got engaged on the same day they also would con-
summate their marriage. The witnesses appear to have been caught
by surprise, as the pastor was. As Melanchthon, who was not present
that evening, reports, Lucas Cranach,?* the lawyer Johannes Apel,and
Bugenhagen joined Luther for dinner on June 13, 1525, when Luther
started the nuptials. Right in the sentence before, Melanchthon said
that none of the friends got notice of Luther’s plans. Either the
three were exceptions to this rule, together with Justus Jonas who
also was in Luther’s house that evening,’ or they were as surprised
as the others were. Even Spalatin with whom Luther wrote so much
about his marital plans, only received word from Justus Jonas the
next day.3° The wedding followed immediately after the betrothal,
and we must use the word “copulation” for this situation.?” Part of
the medieval rite was the consummation of a marriage, and this had
to take place in public. Not that sexual intercourse always happened.
In many cases, this event had turned into a symbolic act.3® There are
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multiple ways to understand Justus Jonas when he frankly tells Spal-
atin: “I witnessed the bridegroom laying in his conjugal bed.”3* This
might have been merely a symbolic staging. It can have been more,
however, when we reflect on Luther’s testimony. In a letter to invite
some friends to the more festive ceremonies of his wedding, Luther
said two days later that he consummated his marriage with Katha-
rina, “for this should not be forestalled.”’4° Still, we cannot rule out a
purely symbolic meaning. Ruth Tucker might be right that “Luther
wanted the proof of consummation to be heralded abroad.”*' The
bottom line of these observations is that we have some reason to
assume that Luther’s wedding not only took his friends by surprise,
but also gave him the completely new experience of sexuality: a
meaningful moment in the life of a former friar, as we will elaborate
a bit more in the second part of this essay.

For now, it is enough to conclude the story of the wedding. Public
orders demanded a twofold celebration. A marital service in the
parish church was mandatory, but only to celebrate the wedding
itself that had already happened outside the church, preferably in
front of its portals, but in Luther’s case, as we have seen already, in his
home.** A festive banquet would follow.** When browsing Luther’s
letters for this ceremony on June 27,* we might be surprised (or not)
that he made much more of the meal than of the worship. So much
had to be organized. He needed venison for the meal and hoped
to receive it from Spalatin by the help of an influential friend,*
Hofmarschall Hans von Dolzig.#’ In the end, the meat arrived in
Wittenberg, brought there by an envoy on a horse.*® Of course, beer
from Torgau might have played a role.*” Luther’s obsession with the
food does not mean that nothing happened in the church. When
he speaks of a pompa in a letter to Spalatin,’® he clearly indicated
the procession from the couple’s house to the church and back. His
wedding, as any wedding in this time, was a public event. The public
was broader in his case, however. All Germany thought and debated
what happened in Wittenberg in June of 1525. They had reasons to
do so, because this marriage was more than a private event. It was a
public demonstration of Luther’s theology, and a high point of his
biography so far. Luther married, “to confirm in fact what I have
taught,” as he wrote to Amsdorf."'
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As we mentioned above, Luther’s change from resistance against
marriage to courting Katharina officially came right at the time
when he visited his parents. We learned that Luther first mentioned
her name to Johann Riihel when his Wittenberg friends still had
not noticed the growing liaison. Riihel, a counselor of the Count
of Mansfeld in Eisleben, was so close to the Reformer’s family that
Luther invited him to come to his wedding “together with my
beloved father and mother,’s* and he even called him his “Schwager,”5?
a word usually reserved for the brother-in-law. In Eisleben, as we
said, something momentous happened. The disclosure of Kathari-
na’s name was part of the event. The most important aspect was that
Hans Luther, the Reformer’ father, urged his son to agree to marry.
Luther noted that doing so, he followed his father’s desire.>*

We have to exercise caution when dealing with Luther’s Table
Talks, but one text provides a clue as to what happened here. Recall-
ing his entry into the monastery in Erfurt, he said (according to the
collection of Dietrich and Nikolaus Medler):

Furthermore, when the father was invited by the son to the first mass, and he
was asked during the feast how he liked the event, the father answered: “Don’t
you know that it has been said: ‘Honor your father and your mother?”” When
he later left the monastery, how excited the father was and he convinced the
son to take a wife.’

In a few brief lines, Luther, or the reporters of the Table Talk, link
his later decision to marry to his former disobedience to his father.
We do not need to repeat the long and grim story about the conflict
between the two around Luther entering the monastery. It is well
known that the father was deeply disappointed by his son’s decision
to enter a monastery instead of going down the expected route of a
tuture lawyer. The insulting scene during the celebration of Luther’s
first mass, as briefly alluded to here, underscored that the father still
did not approve of the son’s decision but disguised it, at least to a
certain degree. Martin Luther grappled during his lifetime with this
conflict.
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When he was working on his On Monastic Vows during his time
at the Wartburg, he added a preface in the form of an open letter
to his father. His words played with admitting his father’s right and
yet denying it. The father was right in sticking to God’s will, but
he did not yet know what that will was. Luther quotes the same
dialogue in which his father exhorted him to be obedient to his
parents,’® and he even agreed: “Divine authority is on your side,
and human presumption on mine.”*” In the end, however, the father

56

was not right, because he knew as little about God’s will as the son
knew at that time. The father wished a lawyer’s career for his son,
and, quite interestingly, he already planned to arrange an affluent
marriage for him to prevent him from entering the monastery.>®
Against Hans Luther’s background as an up-and-comer in social
terms, there might have been some personal interest in his wishes as
well, in particular with regard being viewed as “affluent.” In any case,
he wanted to get his son to marry back then—twenty years before
he urged him finally and successfully to get engaged.

God’s will for Martin Luther back then was not to follow the par-
ents’ will and get married, but rather to undergo all his experience
in academia as well as in the monastery to find out what God’s will
really was.®® When writing this preface at the Wartburg, Luther still
did not think of marriage. Now, in 1525, the time had come to reunite
the father’s initial will and God’s will. Luther needed some detours to
understand that the father’s will in the end was indeed God’s will, and
the father needed some detours to understand what God’s will was
behind his parental wish. Now, the son could follow him, because his
father’s will and God’s will finally coincided. In this sense, the wed-
ding with Katharina was also an event between son and father, and a
decisive one.The father’s will in 1505 finally came true in 1525.%°

Of course, it was a decisive moment for a former friar to marry. As
noted, he had not had much sexual experience before. A whole new
world opened for him, beginning with this strange marital night in
public; “make an effort, when I give the feast, to help my bride give
a good testimony about what a man I am.”®" This remark follows
directly another note in which Luther calls himself “plaited into her
braids,”® which gives a bodily context and makes the sentence a bit
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saucy. This holds even more when we consider that “braids” for

Luther appear to have been suggestive of a sexual experience. In a
Table Talk, he said frankly:

Once someone has been constituted in marriage, he has awkward thoughts in
the first year. When he sits at the table, he thinks: look, you were on your own
for a while, now you are together. In bed, when one looks around, he sees some
braids, which he hasn’t seen before.%

The entire experience of love, closeness, being together comes
through in these words, and while they still are quiet about sexuality,
Luther was more outspoken at other opportunities. He played with
the German word “ Bahre,” which means bier in English,and the name
of Katharina’s noble family Bora, saying: “I am lashed to Kethe and
captivated, and I lie on the bier (Bora) as if dead to the world.”% As
in the earlier letters, we find Luther here surprisingly suggestive. He
not only disclosed his preferred sex position, but also compared his
erotic experience to death, implying a double sense. First, he seems
to come close to the modern understanding of orgasm as “petit mort
(little death),” an understanding to which Augustine already came
quite close.®® While this might titillate modern readers, more rele-
vant for his time was the second layer of understanding. Dying to
the world was the ideal of traditional monastic ethics. The ascetics
fled the world. Now Luther, who had left his order, fled the world
as well, yet in total contradiction to monastic life. Not entering the
monastery but leaving it made him distant to the world. Further-
more, the strongest fleshly experience unbound him from the flesh.
While not a sacrament in Luther’s view, marriage had theological
meaning. Whatever Luther did in the year 1525, whatever he expe-
rienced, it resonated deeply with his theological insights into what
marriage can be.

Theological Frame

When Luther wrote to Spalatin in June of 1525 that a young
couple should not delay their marriage too long, he stated frankly
that “temporals are temporals indeed.”%” This sentence makes us
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think of another famous saying, that matrimony is an exterior
worldly thing, as he wrote in his treatise On Marriage Matters (Von
Ehesachen) in 1530.%* Two aspects are important here to understand.
First, marriage was entirely subject to the temporal government, as
he added.® This might explain why he not only in his famous (or
infamous) recommendation for Landgrave Philipp of Hesse but also
in a thoroughly theological treatise like The Babylonian Captivity of
the Church telt free to argue that bigamy—a male having more than
one wife, not the other way around—was not forbidden by divine
Law.” Luther did not encourage this way of life, but he could grant
permission for it in exceptional cases, as he deemed Philipp’s case
to be. Second, Luther highlighted that matrimony is an “exterior
worldly thing.” The juxtaposition of interior and exterior traces as
far back as Luther’ treatise on The Freedom of a Christian, where he
distinguishes the interior and the exterior human being.”" In fact,
the roots go even deeper, back to Augustine and even Paul, who
used the phrase of the inner man in Romans 7:22, Ephesians 3:16,
and, abbreviated, in 2 Corinthians 4:16. As Garreth B. Matthews has
shown, Augustine drew from these passages “to refer to only that
part of a man which is separable from the body at death, viz., his
mind or soul.”” The Theologia Deutsch, a mystical treatise famously
first published by none other than Martin Luther, gave another twist
to this couple of words. The anonymous author began his exam-
ination with Christ’s eyes.” The savior had two eyes, he said, the
right one looking to eternity, the other looking at creation. These
eyes were related, according to this deliberation, to two men, an
interior man in Christ, and an exterior. He concludes, “now, man’s
created soul also has two eyes,” one related to eternity, the other
related to what is here on earth. Compared to Augustine’s model
which interpreted Paul’s concept by means of a dichotomous phil-
osophical anthropology, the Theologia Deutsch introduced an anthro-
pology of relations. These two sources explain why Luther was far
from being clear in his thoughts. While he clearly introduced the
distinction of exterior and interior human being by reference to
soul and flesh,” scholars have long argued that he understood the
distinction between exterior and interior rather by relation than
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by a dichotomous anthropological structure.” Both are true. The
first aspect comes from Augustine, the second, which is decisive for
Luther, is grounded in his mystical readings.

However, as a result, Luther can define everything whose place is
in the exterior and fleshly world as something not relevant for sal-
vation, in contrast to spiritual realities. In The Freedom of a Christian,
he takes eating and drinking as examples for outward activities that
do not affect the soul’s salvation.” Later, he would use the very same
examples to explain the status of matrimony, which is comparable to
these acts of digestion when related to eternal glory.””

As a worldly thing, however, marriage is joyful and praiseworthy.
Let us begin with the joy. Luther not only enjoyed his own desires
as he expressed in those almost childish remarks about his early
experience of sexual intercourse. He also accepted fleshly desires as
a matter of fact in the natural constitution of a human being. No
one should be condemned because of their desires and pleasure in
others, Luther said in his sermons on the Sermon on the Mount,”®
although he admitted in the same sermon that these thoughts were
sinful.”? Against this background, Luther could even say: “God has
created male and female, so that they come together with pleasure
and love, with will and with all their heart. Marital love or marital
resolve is something natural, planted and given from God.”*°

In Luther’s world, both in his theological world and no less in his
everyday life, there is room to see sexual desire as conforming with
God’s will. Some researchers try to emphasize how radical Luther’s
view on sexuality was.’ As in many cases, we might choose a more
nuanced way to describe Luther’s complex relation to the Middle
Ages. I prefer to speak of slight transformations rather than of radical
newness.*? Of course, lust, pleasure, and joy were pervasive in medi-
eval lay culture.® The idea that clergy and theologians suppressed
sexual pleasure does not hold for all of them. Luther’s idea that
sexuality within the boundaries of marriage was established by God
was far from new. As Riidiger Schnell puts it regarding the twelfth
century: “The medieval Church knew that love (amor)—understood
as sexual desire—is a useful presupposition for marriage and a con-

comitant that you cannot easily exclude from most marriages.”*+
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We will not be surprised that Peter Abelard (1079—1142) was
among those theologians who praised carnal love or at least, like
Luther, approved of it,* by using the same examples as Luther: food
and sexuality. Both, he argued, were conceded since creation, which
means already in the state of innocence.*® Of course, he knew the
common objection that sexuality, and eating as well, was only
allowed in a way that excluded pleasure.?” Abelard answered frankly
that this could never happen.®® He referred even to 1 Corinthians
7:3 (“The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and
likewise the wife to her husband”) to underpin that sexuality in
itself could not be sinful, even if it again implied pleasure.® There
cannot be any shameful guilt, he added,

[if] we enjoy something, where we, when it happens, necessarily feel pleasure.
An example is a monk, compelled to lie bound in chains among women. He
feels pleasure when he touches the smoothness of the bed and the women
around, even if he doesn’t give consent: Who would dare to call this pleasure
that nature evokes guilt??°

Abelard was not always an outlier. Even Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225—
1274) agreed with him, again using the same combination of examples
which we later would see in Luther. As food can be used without sin,
when it 1s used for its reasonable purpose to conserve the human indi-
vidual, sexual intercourse can be performed “without any sin” (absque
omni peccato) when it is used for producing progenies,” and Thomas
even can say that a husband loves his wife “principally because of the
carnal conjunction” (principaliter ratione carnalis coniunctionis).®>

We can also add a pope to our list, even if he wrote his appraisal
before stepping onto the ladder of a clerical career. Peter of Spain
(Petrus Hispanus), later elected Pope John XXI (1276-1277), was a
universal genius of his time. He was not only the author of one of
the most famous treatises on logic,” but also a trained doctor.?* He
had to say a lot about sex, which he certainly described as a pleasure,
going very much into detail, including caressing the female breast,%
direct sexual intercourse, and the demand to have the female partner
experience an orgasm like the male partner, because this inspires

them to perform this “noblest work™ (nobilissimum opus).S
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More statements in appreciation of human sexuality from medi-
eval theologians could be added, to say nothing of those from doc-
tors and poets.”” Of course, none of them spoke about love out of
wedlock. Nor did Luther. What we find in Luther’s appreciation
of fleshly love is more a result of medieval theology than contra-
dicting it. The common reference to the comparison of eating and
having sex, that traces back even to Augustine,
commonality than difference. This result might be surprising at first

98 shows much more

glance. Luther had no reasons to highlight this commonality. Maybe
he was not even very aware of it, because his way of approving
carnal intercourse as an important basis for marriage came rather
through the development of canon law rather than through theo-
logy,** which also underlines that Luther transformed medieval
developments more than he broke with them. We can even argue
that he was a bit more conservative' than his late-medieval prede-
cessors were in a certain respect,'®' returning to a position that had
held sway around 1200, before consent would become the decisive
element to constitute matrimony.'*> With respect to secret engage-
ments, where young people consented to marry without their par-
ents’ approval, he argued against the Pope who approved the verbal
consent on its own as enough to establish a marriage.'® In general,
Luther argued, the father’s will should be followed, except in the
case where the young spouses had already “sat together” (zusam-
mengesessen),'** which is a euphemistic parallel for sleeping together.
Again, this might underline how important sexuality is in Luther’s
understanding of marriage.

So far, we have dealt with joy in Luther’s understanding of mat-
rimony, and we have seen that this was not new when compared to
the Middle Ages. Now, as promised, let us look at his praise of matri-
mony. Again, we have to recognize that marriage was in high esteem
in the Middle Ages. Since 1274, matrimony was deemed a sacra-
ment, which underlines even more that it could not be regarded
sinful as such. Matrimony was different from other sacraments by
constitutional factors, however. While other acts received their sac-
ramental character through the priest’s action, for marriage only the
priest’s presence was needed. The consent of the spouses established
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the sacrament: “Consent makes the matrimony,” as Gratian’s Decree
held it, following Isidore of Seville.'" The claim that marriage is
ultimately established by consent laid the groundwork for the afore-
mentioned clandestine marriages. And, as we have seen, Luther
agreed with the Middle Ages on the consent at least. But, famously,
he did not agree that marriage was a sacrament. He could make his
argument very short in The Babylonian Captivity."*® There was no
single word in scripture to call matrimony a sacrament, he said,'”’
pushing aside the possible objection that Ephesians s:32 reads “Sac-
ramentum hoc magnum est” with reference to matrimony. The Coun-
cil of Florence had taken this as a biblical argument for a sacramental
character of matrimony in 1439.°* However, medieval authors had
known of the symbolic meaning as we can see in Aquinas, who even
referred this verse to the Eucharist as a symbol of the unity of Christ
with his church.'® For Luther, this was sufficient reason to explain
frankly that this verse was not enough to establish matrimony as a
sacrament. On the contrary, shortly before writing The Babylonian
Captivity he disclosed the argument in his Disputation on Infused and
Acquired Faith that this verse only meant the union between Christ
and the church, and not the carnal union of male and female, as he
might have learned from Erasmus."° The lack of biblical evidence
had been enough for Luther to deny sacramentality to matrimony.
In order to have a more comprehensive argument, he added that
both of the two criteria needed to deem something a sacrament
were missing in this case. There was neither a promise of salvation
through matrimony nor any visible sign instituted by God.""

Even if not a sacrament in itself, matrimony came close to the
realm of sacramentality for Luther, as we can see in the Order of
Marriage for Common Pastors (Traubiichlen fiir die einfaltigen Pfarrherrn)
of 1529:

Lord God, who hast created man and woman and hast ordained them to mat-
rimony and blessed with the fruits of the womb and therein signified the
sacrament of your beloved son Jesus Christ and the Church, his bride, we ask
your gratuitous mercy that you would not allow the order and blessing of
your creation to be disturbed or destroyed, but rather preserve them mercifully
through our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.'"?
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Of course, matrimony is not deemed a sacrament itself here. Yet
it is more than only a worldly, secular thing, so that Luther can
even call it sanctum, sacred." Luther was not always consistent in his
thoughts, including in this case. Catholic theologian Klaus Suppan
frankly marks a “discrepancy” (Zwiespalt) here,"* and he seems to
be right. We should not attach too much weight to these remarks,
however. In sharp contrast to the aforementioned declaration from
the medieval church that matrimony is only legitimate in the form
of monogamy,' Luther used the word sanctus also for the matrimo-
nies of the fathers in the Hebrew Bible,™® knowing that they lived
in bigamy which, as we have seen, was a palatable form of marriage
to him. The argument here was different. Luther highlighted that
matrimony in the church was not different from marriages in the
Old Covenant and even among the Gentiles."” Calling it sacred
therefore does not mean that it purports any kind of salvation.™®
The reason to call it sacred, as we heard from the Traubiichlein, is that
matrimony counts among the three orders or estates: church, poli-
tics, and economy,'"?
core.”® As such, matrimony is not given as a path to beatitude, but
rather represents God’s help and support. Before the fall, the purpose

which is the household with matrimony at its

of copulation was the propagation of humankind.”" Obviously, this
is still the case. But the sense of matrimony or economy has been
changed by the fall. Now matrimony, or, as Luther even says with an
asymmetrical masculine twist, the wife is a remedy against sin (reme-
dium peccati)."* We find this blunt expression in Luther’ late lectures
on Genesis. Yet the idea was shaped early in his writings. As early as
1519, Luther called matrimony a “hospital for the sick . . . to avoid
the fall into deeper sin;”"*? in 1523, he spoke of it as a “medicine”
(ertzney) against the flesh’s burning.”* The underlying anthropol-
ogy thinks of a male driven by sinful lust because of the fall, and,
in particular when referring to the understanding of the wife as a
remedy, of the female as being an object to fulfill the man’s desire.
The basic concept of marriage as shown here is not a symmetrical
one, and directly contradicts modern understandings of equitable
partnership. Peter of Spain had more to say about female participa-
tion in the sexual act than Luther had in his definition of marriage.
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Yet Luther did refer to medieval sources. In his lectures on Genesis,
Luther praised Peter Lombard for rightly having defined matrimony
as remedium. He even followed the medieval master of the Sentences
in calling matrimony an “officium.” "> We cannot follow deeper into
Luther’s doctrine of the three estates here beyond making the point
that there seems to be some relation to the teaching from the Middle
Ages precisely in this doctrine that forms the heart of Lutheran
social ethics. For now, we might conclude that Luther’s understand-
ing of matrimony shows itself as a transformation of medieval theo-
logy in every respect. Stripping its classification as a sacrament was
a major shift, as was the abolition of celibacy for both monastics
and priests. This was a provocation, and it kindled a broad and sharp
response in the Roman Catholic world.

Public Uproar

We cannot present all the fascinating ways Roman Catholics
responded to Luther’s marriage.”® The late Siegfried Brauer and
others have gathered many of the sources,”” and 1 will pick up
only some of them. The most famous caustic detractor was Johannes
Cochlaeus with his Commentaria on the acts and writings of Martin
Luther, which built a comprehensive and unfavorable biography.
When Cochlaeus came to Luther’s time as a monk, he directly
responded to Luther’s aforementioned open letter to his father,
which formed the preface of De votis monasticis. The letter shows,
as Cochleaus rightly said, that Luther did not enter the monastery
voluntarily but rather as driven by fear of death.™® Cochlaeus’ argu-
ment is that the motive behind Luther’s decision shows that he was
not a true monk from the beginning, so that this decision’s reversal,
the resolve to leave the monastery, was nothing else than a natural
consequence, an offspring from a lack not only of obedience, but
also of chastity.

Cochaleus’ Commentaria represents a refined and learned version
of the overall polemics. The author himself had concocted a playlet
under the pseudonym of Johann Vogelsang a few years earlier in
1538. The title does not immediately disclose the drama’s nature:



390 LUTHERAN QUARTERLY

“A Secret Talk about the Tragedy of John Hus.” Cochlaeus stages
several wives of the reformers hassling about their marriages. Prisca,
Melanchthon’s wife, who was also called Katharina, claimed to be
the only one who was married legitimately because in her case no
rupture of celibacy had taken place.” Cochlaeus found a counter-
image in the Luther couple. Not only was their marriage illegitimate
because both had broken their vows, but the case was even worse
according to Cochlaeus. This is because while Luther blamed his
wife for having some (sexual) teachers before him, she also doubted
that he had entered wedlock as a virgin.
only one who enjoyed feeling a bit saucy. His polemical writing

130 Cochlaeus was not the

resonated with the furor that we can observe in Albertine Saxony
almost immediately after Luther’s wedding, and Katharina was more
and more harshly targeted than her husband.

The tone of the polemics was bawdy, to say the least. As early as
1526, Petrus Sylvius, a Leipzig Dominican, wrote a satirical poem in
which the songs of hell mock Luther as the one who had not only
left his order but also solicited others to do so. In a vulgar verse,
he wrote, making a pun of Luther’s name, and also using a sound
sequence in which “ritz” means “to carve” for salacious purpose:
“Luther is his [Lucifers] brother. The ri rum ritz. He plays in his
slut (luder). The ri rum ritz.”"3" In another poem, disguised as a wed-
ding poem, Hieronymus Emser picked at the breaking of the vow
and blamed the couple for tearing apart the chastity belt.'** Kath-
arina’s chastity was more of an issue than Luther’s. When Johann
Hasenberg wrote a play about their marriage in 1528, he staged
a chorus of virgin saints—Cecilia, Thecla, Agatha, Agnes, and Eus-
tochium—who appeared in Katharina’s dream to warn her away
from the wedding.'* They convinced her, and she shouted against
Luther “through him, I have been turned from Christ’s bride into
a cesspool”"?* and returned to the monastery. We add only as a last
example Simon Lemnius’ poem in the carefully elaborated humanist
Latin that bore the telling name Monachopornomachia.'3s

The world was full of polemics, in particular the Saxon world.
The reformers had an answer, however. Still in the year 1525, Lucas
Cranach, who, as we have learned, had been a witness himself, began
painting double portraits of both Luther and his wife. This was a
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typical form of self-fashioning in bourgeois circles since the late
Middle Ages."* The portrait of Martin and Katharina Luther pro-
vided a testimony to show how legitimate their marriage was."?’
Cranach’s workshop produced an entire series of them.® The
peaceful image of the couple was the strongest answer to all the
polemics. A marriage, the image said, even of a former monk and a
former nun, was a simple worldly thing, and yet exciting.

Conclusion

Luther’s marriage did not invent the German parsonage. We should
not overload it with the idea of being the starting point for a long
and important history, in particular for the simple reason that their
wedding was far from the first among the reformers."* The story of
this wedding was at first hand a very personal one. Luther had taken
a long time to leave his former state as a monk. The wedding marks
the point of no return. In a very particular way, it reunited Luther
with his father from whom his decision to enter the monastery had
estranged him. The story of this wedding was a theological one as
well. Luther, as he put it, did what he taught. And he taught that the
wedding was something awesome and mundane at once. Both are
true for this wedding, that happened all of a sudden, surprising even
his closest friends. The wedding was a story of conflict as well. More
than everything else, it marked Luther’s personal decision to leave the
legal and moral framework of the medieval church. His thoughts did
not mean a break with theological traditions, as we have seen. There
was “no revolution but a change in emphasis,” as Susan Karant-Nunn
has put it, for a monk marrying a nun obviously broke canon law."+°
The wedding was the start of a new epoch in Luther’ life. For the
rest of the years he spent on earth, he would be a husband, a father,
and after all, a person whose life, notwithstanding all the celebrity
around him, was not that different from other laymen’s lives.

This essay was initially presented as the inaugural offering of the Lutheran
Quarterly Lecture Series, “Joyful Love in a Sinful World: Luther’s Marriage
in Its Theological Setting,” during the North American Luther Forum at
Duke University on April 4, 2025.
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