Luther on the Reform of Worship

by HELMAR JUNGHANS

HE REFORM of worship that Luther set in motion and that cul-

minated in Wittenberg in 1525 is principally an event in the
history of liturgy at the beginning of the Reformation in the six-
teenth century. However, its importance is by no means limited to
those interested in church history. In fact, research into Luther’s
reform of worship conducted between the two world wars had
manifold consequences for the structuring of worship.! After the
Second World War, several theologians developed the outline of a
Lutheran doctrine of worship based upon a critical use of Luther.?
This decade-long engagement with Luther’s comments on worship
affected the design of the “Agenda for Evangelical Lutheran
Churches and Congregations,” published in 1955 and then enacted
in individual territorial churches.> This agenda in its reworked
form continues to define our worship today. Thus, whoever wres-
tles with the question of worship in Luther’s thought is also shaping
the prerequisites for a better understanding and a deeper experi-
ence of evangelical Lutheran worship.

Luther’s reform of worship has attracted attention in the twen-
tieth century even outside Lutheran circles. After the Second
World War Roman Catholic liturgiologists have also directed their
attention to Luther’s reform of worship. This, too, happened not
only out of purely historical interests but also to promote liturgical
reform that came to fruition during the Second Vatican Council.
The Jesuit, Hans Bernhard Meyer (b. 1924), produced a dissertation
in Innsbruck, “Luther and the Mass: A Liturgical Investigation of
the Relation of Luther to the Mass of the Late Middle Ages.”* Not
only did this work arise in cooperation with Lutheran liturgical
specialists, but in many instances it adjudged Luthers work in a
positive light and as worthy of imitation.

Thus, knowledge of Luther’s design for worship will remain a
live possibility by virtue of countless publications® and through the
enactment of worship forms also shaped by him. At all times, how-
ever, engagement with his writings, sermons, letters and comments
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at table can themselves also deepen our understanding. Whereas
those who would study the initial development of worship in the
New Testament must deplore the extremely fragmentary nature of
the sources,® anyone working on this theme always must wrestle
with the dilemma of which sources to choose, given the variety.

The theme with which this essay will deal places in the fore-
ground this question: Did Luther carefully conceive the reform of
worship in Wittenberg or did he simply create a provisional form
under the pressure of the moment? Those who desire to answer
this question should first be clear what concept for the structure
and essence of worship they themselves have. Rudolf Stihlin
(b. 1911) saw worship as “having grown out of a single tree, en-
during throughout the centuries, with many boughs—new sprouts
and withered branches—in all complexity and yet a single whole.””
This view, based upon an intellectual-historical perspective, can
concentrate upon the formation of the trunk, that is, on the de-
velopment of the “correct” form of worship. However, it seems
to me more helpful both for understanding what developed in the
past and for providing an orientation in the present to bring in
more fully the historical context of Luther’s reform of worship.

The theme of this essay is divided into two parts. The first deals
with Luther’s overall concept of worship, and the second with its
realization. Then, we will consider the question of whether Lu-
ther’s reform of worship proceeded from some overall conception
of liturgy or was only a temporary solution of the moment.

I. Luther’s Concept of Worship

We begin with something of seemingly secondary importance.
Luther spoke of the Mass under the papacy, not of a Roman and
certainly not of a catholic Mass. He pronounced judgment on the
Mass prior to the Reformation, that is, concretely on the late-
medieval Mass in Germany. Keeping this historical situation in
mind protects the reader from getting caught too quickly in later
confessional struggles and judgments. How much Luther’s criticism
still applies to the Roman Mass that the Council of Trent con-
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structed or to the Mass celebrated in the Roman Catholic Church
since the Vatican II Council, is a completely separate question.

1. The Word of God instead of Human Accretions

And, indeed, the greatest and most useful art is to know what really and essen-
tially belongs to the Mass, and what is added and foreign to it. For where there
is no clear distinction, the eyes and the heart are easily misled by such sham into
a false impression and delusion. Then what men have contrived is considered
the Mass; and what the Mass [really] is, is never experienced, to say nothing of
deriving benefit from it. Thus alas! It is happening in our times. For I fear every
day more than a thousand Masses are said, of which perhaps not one is a real
Mass. O dear Christians, to have many Masses is not to have the Mass. There is
more to it than that.?

Luther knew what he was talking about. He had prepared him-
self very carefully for his ordination as a priest. He worked through
the exposition of the Mass by Gabriel Biel (1410-1495), the Can-
onis misse expositio,” which made his heart bleed.'” After his first
Mass on 2 May 1507, he celebrated the Mass as priest regularly and
with great earnestness. With the publication in 1520 of the tract
A 'Treatise on the New TTestament, That Is, The Holy Mass, he devel-
oped the fundamental principles or rules—in a certain sense an
overall concept—which are supposed to hold true for a Mass, that
is, for proper Christian worship.

From the very beginning, Luther’s criticism of contemporary
theology, church, and piety grew out of the fact that he viewed
them from the perspective of the Scripture. He also employed this
approach with the Mass. He developed this basic principle: “Now
the nearer our Masses are to the first Mass of Christ, the better
they undoubtedly are; and the further from Christ’s Mass, the more
dangerous.”!!

On this basis, Luther saw that in Christ’s Words of Institution
“lies the whole Mass, its nature, work, profit, and benefit.”'> From
this insight he derived his basic understanding of what worship
itself really is. At the same time he possessed a yardstick with which
to measure the value of individual parts of worship.
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Already in the earliest lectures on the Psalms from 1513 to 1515
Luther’s concept of the basic structure for how God and humanity
relate was clear. The God who speaks works through his Word to
each individual person, for whom there remains only hearing and
obeying. In this relation God is the active partner, the individual
is the passive one."> Now in 1519, Luther stressed this for worship
as well. For him worship is above all the gathering of the com-
munity in which God serves the assembled people.

Because the Word proceeding from God—above all, his promise
(the gospel)—is the decisive thing, this Word must be made
known. This demand, however, stood completely opposed to the
praxis in the late-medieval Mass, where the notion had taken root
that the priest silently prayed the Canon of the Mass. That Canon
consisted of the offering up of the gifts and prayers for the church,
prayers for the living, remembrance of the saints, petition for the
acceptance of the offered elements, petition for the transubstanti-
ation of the elements, the transubstantiation itself (Words of Insti-
tution), remembrance of Christ’s work of salvation, petition for the
acceptance of the unbloodied sacrifice, petition that we may be
united with Christ’s sacrifice, remembrance of the dead, petition
for communion with the saints, blessing, and praise.

Over against this perspective, Luther stressed his conviction that
God’s Word must be made known. How in the world could anyone
know what the Mass is, if the words, on which the Mass stands or
falls, remain unknown? At the same time, Luther demanded that
these words should also be understandable. Thus, he desired that
the words be spoken out loud and no longer in Latin but in Ger-
man.'*

Luther was not only concerned that the Words of Institution be
heard. He also wanted their content to be understood. For this
reason, they had to be explained in the worship service itself. For
the sermon is nothing less than an explanation of Christ’s words.
“What 1s the whole gospel but an explanation of this testament?”'?
For Luther, the proclamation of the Word, the sermon, logically
belonged to the indispensable makeup of a worship service.

By bringing the proclamation of God’s Word into worship as a
central piece, all human additions suddenly appeared in a critical
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light. In view of the many liturgical regulations and customs that
had become a part of the late-medieval Mass, Luther wrote in 1520,
“When Christ himself first instituted this sacrament and held the
first Mass, there was no tonsure, no chasuble, no singing, no pag-
eantry, but only thanksgiving to God and the use of the sacra-
ment.” !¢

From this observation Luther developed an entire list of very
critical comments concerning the structure of the late-medieval
Mass. However, did this principle (“God’s Word instead of human
accretions”) also mean for him that human additions had no place
at all in the worship service or that they were totally arbitrary?

2. Christ’s Testament instead of the Priest’s Sacrificial Offering

By keeping in mind the fact that the Lord’s Supper has to do
with Christ’s testament, Luther considerably deepened the central
truth that in the Mass the action proceeds from God. Now, the
testator determines who will get the estate. The heir, on the con-
trary, receives the estate.'”

With this explanation, Luther underscored the basic structure
of worship: the action proceeds from God, not from human beings.
Christ distributes his Body and Blood with the help of bread and
wine, but each person receives these gifts. From this orientation
arose Luther’s fundamental critique of the late-medieval Mass.

This notion shaped the late-medieval Mass: that the priest pre-
sents the elements of the Lord’s Supper as an oftering to God and
thereby demands from God the fruits of the Mass for the partici-
pants at the Mass and for those absent—living and dead—for
whom the Mass was endowed. This notion made possible Masses
without the participation of the congregation. At the end of the
Middle Ages endowments of Masses multiplied in order to reduce
the punishment in purgatory. Frequently altars were endowed at
which the “altarists” read Masses for particular persons in exchange
for a living or a cash payment. The Castle Church in Wittenberg
(dedicated in 1503 and completed in 1509) included nineteen side
altars, at which—including the high altar—mnearly 9ooo Masses
were sung or read in 1519 alone.'®
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These notions also lifted the priest above the parishioners, since
he was granted the ability to change bread and wine into the Body
and Blood of Christ and thereby to eftect something before God.
Biel wrote about this in his explanation of the Mass. The priest’s
dignity surpassed not only that of all earthly authority but also the
dignity of the angels and the Mother of God herself, despite the
fact that she was called upon to intercede with her Son."” As a
result of these convictions, it appears that it is still impossible in
1995 to ordain women to a priesthood arising out of such a tra-
dition.?

The change in elements brought about by the priest was to a
certain extent understood as a magical act, in which the Words of
Institution assumed the function of a magic formula. Some feared
that the Words of Institution would be learned by the laity and
then used by them to effect this very change. To prevent this, they
were kept secret and spoken only in silence.?!

Because Luther set forth Christ as the active one, priests could
not bring a sacrifice to God but could only aid him in the distri-
bution of the Testament. For this they needed no higher spiritual
quality than that of any baptized Christian.

3. Faith instead of “Good Works”

The decisive reality of worship is God’s action. God acts without
human beings entreating him. God instigates matters and bestows
a promise through his Word. Human beings are the recipients, who
accept this Word with thanksgiving and trust him, that is, believe
him. They are incapable of climbing up into heaven and moving
God to be gracious. Instead, God must make the first move, that
is, through his word make a particular promise that human beings
grasp with firm faith, so that the Holy Spirit then follows.??

Luther led the fight against the sacrificial character of the late-
medieval Mass on the basis of pastoral responsibility. He attacked
it because it gave Christians a false sense of security and thereby
became their undoing. With this he struck down all attempts to
earn God’s grace through so-called good works—which his con-
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temporaries understood much more as particular acts of piety than
as works of love for the neighbor. In the Smalcald Articles of 1537
he held firm to the central article that faith in Jesus Christ alone
justifies and from that perspective developed a thorough-going cri-
tique of the late-medieval Mass.

The Mass in the papacy must be regarded as the greatest and most horrible
abomination because it runs into direct and violent conflict with this funda-
mental article. Yet, above and beyond all others, it has been the supreme and
most precious of the papal idolatries, for it is held that this sacrifice or work of
the Mass (even when offered by an evil scoundrel) delivers men from their sins,
both here in this life and yonder in purgatory, although in reality this can and
must be done by the Lamb of God alone, as has been stated above. There is to
be no concession or compromise in this article either, for the first article does
not permit it. . . .

Besides, this dragon’s tail*—that is, the Mass—has brought forth a brood of
vermin and the poison of manifold idolatries.

The first is purgatory. They were so occupied with requiem Masses, with vigils,*

% with the com-

with the weekly, monthly, and yearly celebrations of requiems,
mon week,? with All Souls’ Day,?” and with soul-baths? that the Mass was used
almost exclusively for the dead although Christ instituted the sacrament for the

living alone. . . .

The second is a consequence of this: evil spirits have introduced the knavery of
appearing as spirits of the departed and, with unspeakable lies and cunning, of
demanding Masses, vigils, pilgrimages, and other alms. . . .

The third are pilgrimages. Masses, forgiveness of sins, and God’s grace were
sought here, too, for Masses dominated everything. . . .

The fourth are fraternities. Here monasteries, chapters, and vicars have obligated
themselves to transfer (by legal and open sale) all Masses, good works, etc. for
the benefit of the living and the dead. . . .

The fifth are relics. In this connection so many manifest lies and so much non-
sense has been invented about the bones of dogs and horses that even the devil
has laughed at such knavery. Even if there were some good in them, relics should
long since have been condemned. . . .

The sixth place belongs to the precious indulgences, which are granted to the
living and the dead (for money) and by which the pope sells the merits of Christ
together with the superabundant merits of all the saints and the entire church.?
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II. Luther’s Implementation of Liturgical Reform

All who truly want to understand Luther must not limit them-
selves merely to his dogmatic pronouncements but must at the
same time consider his actual behavior. This is particularly true for
his order of worship.

1. Evangelical Reform of Worship apart from Luther

Luther was not in a hurry to draw immediate consequences from
his insights into the essence of worship and thereby reform the
Mass. This first began rather while he was in hiding at the Wart-
burg. The professor of theology, Andrew Bodenstein von Karlstadt
(1486—1541), sparked the discussion of a new form of the Mass
when he published a series of theses on 19 July 1521. In them he
labeled as sinful distributing only the bread at the Lord’s Supper.*
To be sure, Luther rejected this assertion in a letter dated 1 August.
However, he left no doubt that he held the practice of oftering the
chalice to be scripturally sound and, hence, better. He even prof-
tered the following declaration: “But I also will never say another
private Mass in all eternity.”®' With these words he drew a practical
consequence from his concept of worship.

The Wittenbergers felt this validated their point of view. Some
private masses were discontinued. Beginning on 29 September
1521 Philip Melanchthon (1497—1560) and several students par-
ticipated in celebrations of the Mass in private houses during which
both bread and wine were distributed. Luther’s fellow Augustinian,
Gabriel Zwilling (ca. 1487—-1558), celebrated Masses using both
kinds in the Augustinians’ Chapel of the Holy Spirit—that is, until
the prior, Konrad Helt (d. 1548), forbade it. On Christmas Day in
the Castle Church Karlstadt began to celebrate the Lord’s Supper
distributing both kinds and handing the chalice to the communi-
cants.”> On 24 January 1522 the Wittenberg City Council passed
a new decree ordering church life, despite the fact that Elector
Frederick the Wise (1463—1525; ruler from 1486) had prohibited
any changes. In it the council laid down that paintings and altars
must be reduced to three. Immediately thereafter they cited the
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basic principle formulated by Luther: “Thus the Mass should not
be celebrated in any other way than the way Christ instituted it in
the Last Supper”” A few liturgical portions were left in, but the
Canon of the Mass was excised because it did not conform to the
Scripture. The communicants were allowed to receive the Host
and put it in their mouths and to take the chalice in their hands
and drink out of it.*

With this the City Council had gathered into an order the vari-
ous things about which Luther had voiced his approval. Did not
Luther have reason to rejoice over this success, that Wittenberg
had realized his idea of true Christian worship? Not in the least!
Instead, he came out decisively against it, and not only because the
electoral chancellery stood helplessly opposed to the activities in
Wittenberg or because the Imperial Governing Council threatened
punishment against these innovations. Luther objected much more
because things had proceeded in a false direction. He demanded
the following: from the inside to the outside, not the other way
around. That is to say, God’s Word must first work faith in the
heart before this faith can express itself outwardly in new forms of
worship. It is wrong to change externals before the proper faith
1s present, “For the Word created heaven and earth and all things
[Ps. 33:6]; the Word must do this thing, and not we poor sinners.
In short, I will preach it, teach it, write it, but I will constrain no
man by force, for faith must come freely without compulsion.”?*
Here Luther expressed his protest against the promulgation of too
many liturgical and church orders too fast. It was a protest he
maintained his whole life long.

2. Concern for the Weak in Faith

Luther’s criticism of the Wittenbergers’ behavior was shaped in
large measure by concern for the weak in faith, as Paul had urged
in Romans 8:7—13. In his first sermon delivered after his return
from the Wartburg at the Wittenberg city church on 9 March 1522,
he reproached his listeners in this way. “And here, dear friends,
one must not insist upon his rights, but must see what may be
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useful and helpful to his brother, as Paul says, . .. ‘All things are
lawful for me, but not all things are helpful’ [1 Cor. 6:12].7%

In that Luther raised this comment of Paul to a criterion for the
structure of the liturgy, the congregational connection to worship
became an integral, constitutive part of every liturgy. How he took
this into account may be shown on basis of several examples.

In Receiving Both Kinds in the Sacrament, published in April 1522,
Luther justified his rescinding certain innovations in Wittenberg
and once again offering only the Host in the Mass. He expressly
emphasized that the innovations—offering the cup to the laity—
were appropriate. Nevertheless he complained that “there are not
enough people who are qualified to do it.”*® At the same time, he
affirmed that he did not wish to stand in the way of anyone who
celebrated the Lord’s Supper using both kinds, as long as it did not
occur in the presence of those who were weak in faith. The danger
was too great that they would participate in the Supper and then
afterwards confess this as a sin or absent themselves from the Lord’s
Supper altogether.’”

Luther demanded that out of love consideration be taken for the
consciences of the weak for a certain period of time until the gospel
had been more fully proclaimed.®

3. Excising Unscriptural Elements

Proposals for a new pattern for the liturgy came not only from
Wittenberg. In other places, too, pastors and preachers undertook
changes in the Mass and introduced new orders of worship. For
example, Thomas Miintzer (c. 1489—1525) did so in Allstedt in
1523. Asaresult, beginning on 18 July 1523, the pastor in Zwickau,
Nicholas Hausmann (1478/79-1538), begged Luther for liturgical
advice. On 4 December 1523 Luther was able to send him the
Formula missae et communionis pro ecclesia Wittenbergensi (““The Form
of Mass and Communion for the Church of Wittenberg”), in
which Luther still preserved Latin as the language of the liturgy.

It is customary to cite the title without mention of Wittenberg.
This was already begun in both German translations of this writing,
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which were published in Wittenberg and Nuremberg beginning
in 1524. With this omission it became easy to forget that Luther
was not publishing a master proposal for an evangelical form of
worship. Instead, he was reporting on the state of liturgical reform
in Wittenberg in 1523. That other congregations used Wittenberg
as their model was their decision.

Luther criticized the Canon of the Mass and the priests’ claims
to a monopoly over the Sacrament implied therein. He reported
that everything which had the least echo of sacrifice had been
excised, including the Canon.” However, Luther by no means
removed everything that went beyond what the New Testament
reported about the institution of the Lord’s Supper. On the con-
trary, he referred instead to 1 Thessalonians 5:12 and announced
that “In the meanwhile we shall prove all things and hold fast what
is good.”* Included in this “proving” was the fact that Luther
acquainted himself with the form of worship used in the early
church, using especially the “Rationale divinorum officiorum”
that William Durandus, bishop of Mende (1230/31-1291), wrote
sometime before 1291 and since 1459 was available in print.*! Thus,
Luther could describe how the various liturgical elements had been
introduced into the worship service*? and pass judgment for himself
on the later, spurious additions to the liturgy.

In comparison to 1522, a change has been introduced into the
distribution of the Lord’s Supper, because now the communicants
were also offered the cup. Luther justified this based on the fact
that in Wittenberg the gospel had been impressed upon the people
for two years, so that the weak had now experienced sufficient
torbearance. Now it was important not to strengthen the intran-
sigent by continuing to tolerate the weak.*

Luther stuck to this line of argument. Later, in 1527—28, while
developing Instruction by the Visitors for the Pastors in Electoral Saxony
as the standard for constructing an evangelical church, he took
account of the fact that in the previous years the evangelical mes-
sage had been proclaimed with varying degrees of clarity. Thus, he
took pains not only to insure adherence to the evangelical teaching
regarding the Lord’s Supper but also to maintain the possibility that
those insufticiently instructed might for a time receive only the
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Host.** Luther’s conviction, that the structure of the liturgy must
take into account the spiritual condition of the worshipers, de-
serves special attention.

4. Inclusion of the Singing Congregation

During the Middle Ages, two developments squeezed the con-
gregation out of active participation in the celebration of the lit-
urgy. What belonged to the ofticial liturgy of the Mass was to be
prayed by the priest himself, since choral singing was no longer
viewed as possessing full authority. Those pieces left the choir were
so artfully constructed that the congregation could no longer par-
ticipate in them.*

Already in the Formula missae et communionis pro ecclesia Witten-
bergensi of 1523, Luther expressed the desire for many German
songs that could be sung by the congregation during worship. He
complained that qualified poets and musicians were lacking, who
could create useful, Christian and spiritual hymns.*® The next year
Luther and others brought out German songs that were enthusi-
astically received by congregations and spread rapidly throughout
Germany. As Luther introduced a German Mass in 1525 in Wit-
tenberg, the situation regarding congregational songs differed rad-
ically from before.

Luther used these hymns. He constructed a completely sung
worship service that incorporated the congregation. The priest
sang the prayer of the day [collect], the Epistle lesson, the Gospel,
the Words of Institution, the post-communion prayer, and the final
blessing. The congregation sang an opening hymn, the Kyrie, a
hymn between the readings, the Creed, and hymns during the
distribution of the Lord’s Supper.*’

Luther did not anticipate choral singing in the German Mass of
1525, which was thought of as the worship service for regular
Sundays. Choral singing had its place in the Latin Mass used on
festival days. In the German Mass of 1525 Luther involved the
congregation in an active way to an extent that was unknown in
the Middle Ages. Despite this, a development emerged through
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time parallel to what had occurred in the Middle Ages. To the
extent that church music blossomed, the choir took over congre-
gational singing. Church musicians and theologians chose for the
congregation what they considered to be the most valuable songs
and thereby overwhelmed the congregation to some extent. This
made the congregation’s full, personal participation in worship dif-
ficult. Some found little joy in these (for them) extremely difficult
church hymns and became alienated from the worship service.
Moreover, it could also happen that in some places church music
became separated from worship and developed independent forms
for its performance.

5. Consideration for the Various Groups in a Congregation

The agenda, The German Mass and Order of Worship, first rolled
off the presses in the early part of 1526. Luther’s discussion there
of those who earnestly want to be Christians is generally well-
known and often cited.*® His comments—that such people could
gather separately in a house, that they would not need many songs
or much in the way of an order of worship—are interpreted as a
denigration of the liturgy and a lack of understanding for or interest
in it. They are even used as justification for not attending worship.
In this way it is not always kept in mind that Luther here is thinking
of a community of Christians that practices intensive, communal
spiritual care for one another and brotherly and sisterly exhortation
according to Matthew 18:15—17. Luther had to admit that the peo-
ple for such a community were neither available nor exactly lining
up to join.

Thus, these remarks prove less Luther’s disparagement of the
liturgy than much more the necessity of it for all who want to be
Christians and do not yet live in an inner, spiritual community.

Luther did not orient the pattern of the worship exclusively
toward the spiritual experiences of the participants. Instead, he also
considered their spiritual receptivity. That cannot be otherwise if
the goal of worship is communicating the content of the gospel.

Although Luther introduced a German Mass in Wittenberg in
1525, he did not want to abolish the Latin Mass completely. For
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there were in Wittenberg a Latin school and a large number of
students. Latin was the language of almost all the universities in
Europe. People who were familiar with Latin worship could speak
with people in other lands and thereby serve Christ.*

Furthermore, in the Wittenberg of 1525 there were still other
worship services designated for particular groups. Thus, at five or
six o’clock in the morning on Sundays there was a service of
preaching intended especially for the household servants.®® This
was necessary because the maids and menservants could not come
to a later worship service on account of their household chores.
Here the time for worship was accommodated to a particular group
so that they could hear the Word of God. Then, too, on weekday
mornings and evenings there were worship opportunities for the
school children.?!

The worship offerings in Wittenberg in 1525 were thus ex-
tremely varied. The receptivity of the worshipers was seriously
taken into consideration. Moreover, there were also differences
with respect to the texts. In the weekday services, parts of the
catechism were read and explained on Mondays and Tuesdays;
Wednesdays, selections related to love and good deeds from Mat-
thew’s Gospel; and Saturdays, selections from John’s Gospel, which
overwhelmingly taught faith.>?

III. Luther on Worship: Slapdash, Arbitrary, or Free?

From the time of his sojourn at the Wartburg, Luther had felt
under pressure to formulate a new order of worship—by 1525
finally even by the elector, John the Steadfast (1468—1532, ruler
from 1525). Luther stressed that the Wittenberg order of worship
dare not be universally binding and thereby made into a law.>* One
can assemble even more of his comments which leave the impres-
sion that, with respect to the order of worship, Luther found him-
self in dire straits and willy-nilly concocted a provisional order.

This view, however, overlooks how intensively Luther had for
years wrestled with the form and essence of the liturgy and with
the reform of the late-medieval Mass and how he had in fact de-
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veloped an overall concept for worship. This concept grew out of
his confrontation with the late-medieval Mass, but it is for that
very reason not simply a rejection of the late-medieval Mass. Lu-
ther carefully examined the actual parts of the liturgy with the help
of Scripture in order to celebrate a service of divine worship ac-
cording to the Word of God.

Regarding the melodies used in the liturgy, he saw to it that the
intonation of the melodies matched that of the text—just as he
had learned from the humanists in Erfurt. Before completing his
work, Luther turned for advice to the musical director at the Castle
Torgau, Konrad Ruppsch (c. 1475—1530) and Johann Walther
(1496—-1570), who in 1526 had become the cantor of the city
church in Torgau.>* Therefore, Luther certainly did not undertake
the reform of the liturgy out of “confusion caused by uncertainty,”
to use the dictionary’s definition of lerlegenheit.>

However, did he not approach the liturgical texts and practices
with too little understanding for their meaning? And did he not
view the pattern of the worship service as something completely
arbitrary? Did he not finally say

‘We however take the middle course and say: There is to be neither commanding
nor forbidding, neither to the right nor to the left. We are neither papistic nor
Karlstadtian, but free and Christian, in that we elevate or do not elevate the
sacrament, how, where, when, as long as it pleases us, as God has given us the
liberty to do. Just as we are free to remain outside of marriage or to enter into
marriage, to eat meat or not, to wear the chasuble or not, to have the cowl or
tonsure or not. In this respect we are lords and will put up with no command-
ment, teaching, or prohibition. We have also done both here in Wittenberg.
For in the cloister we observed mass without chasuble, without elevation, in the
most plain and simple way which Karlstadt extols [as following] Christ’s example.
On the other hand, in the parish church we still have the chasuble, alb, altar,
and elevate [the host] as long as it pleases us.>

Behind these statements in no way stands the conviction that
what happens in the worship service is completely arbitrary. In-
stead, Luther is protesting against attributing to human additions
in worship the appearance of divine regulations. He simply dis-
misses arguing over externals in the worship service: for example
whether the liturgical garb should or must be red, white, or black.
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For from such things arise fights and divisions, but without im-
proving the Mass itself.”” However, he does not do this because it
appears arbitrary to him. At the end of his order for the German
Mass, he states what is decisive. “In short, this or any other order
shall be so used that whenever it becomes an abuse, it shall be
straightway abolished and replaced by another.” And this change
is not up to the arbitrary choice of any old person; instead it has a
substantive basis. “For the orders must serve for the promotion of
faith and love and not be to the detriment of faith. As soon as they
fail to do this, they are invalid, dead and gone.”®®

Here Luther touches upon a central problem of liturgical texts
and practices. They are symbols for proceedings that can lose the
acceptance of many worshipers. They are then dead, despite the
correctness of their actions and their weighty content, and no
longer fulfill their purpose in divine worship.

For this reason there can never be a “correct” worship service.
Even when the concept of the worship is the proper one, there is
not for that concept a single pattern of worship that alone is the
correct one. Thus, Luther never wanted to work out the “correct”
worship service. Instead, he shaped it on the basis of his conception
of worship, using the liturgical tradition for his Wittenberg con-
gregation at a particular time. He did not act in a slapdash manner,
and he viewed liturgical texts and practices as anything but arbi-
trary. Rather, in Christian freedom and out of pastoral concern for
his flock, he took up into the new form what appeared to him
would further faith and love in the Wittenberg of his time. Luther’s
concept of worship poses this question to us: Do our evangelical,
Lutheran orders of worship further faith and love among our con-
gregational members?

In our day, liturgical efforts sometimes tend toward an ecumen-
ical liturgy that allows the most churches possible to participate.
For common worship services such eftorts are doubtless worth-
while. However, as a rule such efforts tend to correspond to the
counter-reformation structure of the Mass. For Pope Pius V (1504~
1572, pope from 1566) allowed the Council of Trent to implement
a new pattern for the Mass with the intention of strict uniformity.
The “Missale Romanum” promulgated by him in 1570 was, apart
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from a few exceptions, to be the binding norm for the entire West-
ern Church.>

Even in his later years Luther represented a difterent conviction.
Thus, he thought it best that in territory of the Freiberg super-
intendent the customary ceremonies be maintained even six years
after the introduction of the R eformation. For he feared that efforts
toward uniformity would raise liturgical decisions to the level of
articles of faith and lead to controversy. He could well imagine that
with agreement in the chief things (that is, in the content of the
proclamation) difterences in external ceremonies would lead to
enrichment and that the many voices would, as in music, result in
a beautiful harmony.®

More important than uniformity for Luther was having a liturgy
that furthered faith and love in congregations of a particular cul-
tural context, according to their spiritual condition. At the same
time, it was important for him that this liturgy matched his concept
of worship. In this way, Lutheran liturgy always remains faced with
this never-ending task: to use the liturgical tradition so that in the
worship service God himself can act upon and serve current con-
gregations in an easily accessible, enlivening way.
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