
Luther and Socl1ety
Response by Mark Edwards

With Thomas Brady’s and Geofirey Rudolph Elton’s Crit1que, the battle
15 ell joined GT the meanıng of the » Three Estates« 1n Luther’s thought.
would ike call attention the rhetorical uUus«c of theseJ and their
resultant variability, 1n actual s1tuat1ions that Luther faced convinced that
political decisions and events beyond his control forced him OCCcCasıon
adapt his theology 4S he went CR DUut 1t TNOTC strongly, OCCasıon he W as CVcCnN

induced develop theological rationalization for political decision with
which he disagreed and which badly accorded with this Prev10us »SOcC1al teach-
InNg«, his 15 particularly iru 1n his polemical writings.! The resulting CONtLEX-
tual and ad hoc nature of his theological arguments Can long WaYV towards
explaining the ambiguous, equivocal, and CVCIl contradictory HSC which he
put SOINC of his key Let offer example.

In the SpI1Ng of while the Protestants WeIC negotlatıng with imperial
representatiıves 1n Frankfurt and there W as widespread fear that religious W al

W as immiınent, Luther cComposed his »Septuagınta propositiones disputandae,
de tribus hierarchiis, ecclesiastica, politica, O0E€CONOMI1CA, quod Papa sub nulla
istarum S1t, sed omn1ıum publicus hostis«.2 Intended for the quarterly disputa-
tiıon at the Uni1versity of Wittenberg, which W as Luther’s responsibility that
April, these theses developed from the notion of the three hierarchies justifica-
tıon for the right of Protestant resistance Catholic attack. In theses y L S57
Luther wrote:

»51. Evidens CST, 1910) 81 SS5C magıstratum, u ecclesiasticum qU|
politicum, sedul O9eCONOMICUM.
5 Ires 1N1m hierarchias or_dinavit Deus CONTra iabolum, seilicet 0ecOonNOmM1am,

politiam et Ecclesiam.

See Mark EDWARDS: Luther’s last battles: politics an! polemics, 1531—46 Ithaca, N  J
Leiden 1983
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Ecclesiasticum 110  a SSC CONVIiNCIt, quod Evangelium damnat et. conculcat pCI SL1as

blasphemias iın i1ure Can0on1COo.
Politicum NO  - SSC CONVINCItL, quod 1ura civilia s1ibi subiecit, sıcut et. Evangelium.
Oeconomıiıcum 110  - S5C CONVIiNCIt, quod nuptlas et con1ug1um prohibet, quibus

ibitum CST, 18{0}  } sacerdotibus.
56 Sed est IUud MONSTIIUM, de qUuO Daniel dicit, quod adversatur INı Deo, eti1am Deo

deorum.
SE Et quod Paulus Danielis verba SECUTUS VOCa adversarium Deı, hominem peccatl,

fili.m perditionis. A

The papDaCcYy W as tru authority at all but rather the antichrist. Hence
normal considerations concern1ıng resistance super10r authority did nNnOot apply

him SO Luther concluded 1in thesis »Jta, 61 papa bellum moveri1t, resisten-
dum est €1 sicut ONSTIrO ur10so et obsesso SCUu 16 QOXTOAUKO. he addedin
thesis „»Nec salvat p  J principes, sed HE Caesares, quod lactantur Ec
clesiae defensores, CUu sc1ıre teneantur, quid sS1it Ecclesia.« With this argument,
Luther had provided theological justification for resting the CINDCIOL, policy
that he had earlier Opposed, but only 1f the EeINDETIOL$ WE actıng IN this CA-
Iyptic coOonNntext SerVantl of the papal antichrist.

CUr10US how Brady and Elton might integrate this example into their
understanding of Luther’s » Three Estates«. Elton sStates simply that Luther’s
called Doctrine of the Three Estates thus has »absolutely nothing do with the
political organızation of CommunI1ıty with the segregatıon an distribution
of within ift«. Yet 1n this particular CasSC, Luther employed the notion of
three hierarchies redefine the relationship between super10r 2381 sub
ordinate secular authority under certaın conditions. Moreover, Luther stated
that there WCCIC only three of authority ordained Dy God, which implies
certaın universality for these three hierarchies. He also SuggeSL ere
that these hierarchies 42re INOTC than modes of social relationship. They ATC also
forms of authority.

mysel{f would like call attention the defining CONTLEXT ell the
rhetorical nNature of Luther’s argument. Luther’s goal Was CONVvIiNCeEe others of
the propriety of resting EVCMN imperially led attack the Protestant estates
In of theological CONVICt1ONS, Luther believed that it W as CONtrFarYy
God’s law resist duly constituted super10r authority. Injustice W as be

The words he employes for »hierarchies«, hierarchias and magıstratum, WeTiTC translated Dy
contemporarles »hierarchias«, »Ertzgewalten«, »Oberkeit« and »Regiment«.
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suffered by tru Christians God could be trusted ultimately SaVeC
them But the Protestant rulers WCCIC unwilling aCCcept this SO under

from the PILL1I1CCS an their counselors Luther adjusted political
realities first 1530 DYy »allowing« law justification for such
resistance and then the late 305 by argull$s that 1f the CINDCIOL attacked
the Protestants ACCOUNLT of their faith he would NOT be acCtUıng his
4S secular authority but rather SErVant of the papal antichrist

Combined with his apocalyptic V1S1011 therefore the CONCEDLE of the »Three
Estates« „Hierarchies« Was sed by Luther justify rationalize theologi-
cally the EXCECPLUON the general rul& that secular authority Was NOtTt
be actively resisted by Christians Since he wished identify the pPapaCcY the

EXCEPLON the divine order of the world he imbued the three hierarchies
with greater institutional CONCreteneSs an universality than Was generally his

There ATC only three divinely ordained hierarchies The DPODC belongs
ONC of the three Therefore he 15 the antichrist In this he

approached the medieval NnNotiıon of three divinely ordained soc1lal SIOUDINSS
The political CONTEXT, which Was NOTt of this choosing, and the rhetorical goals,
which WeIC set Dy the PI1INCCS, help explain the use which he pDut these
malleable

In general somet1ımes wonder whether OUT COMNCEIN ferret Out an identify
all the NUAaNcCcecsS of Luther political thought might not blind us the fact that
SUOILLC of his YTONOUNCEMECNTIS INaYy aVP? een little INOTE than rationalizations
for developments that would AVE proceeded with without his gu  S and
that choice he would ave opposed Take for example the develop
ment of the »landesherrliche Kirchenregiment« Varıous scholars ave shown
that thisaWas already ell advanced betore Luther appeared the

And 1t did NOt ICQULIC ambiguous Juncti1on of the » [ WO Kingdoms«
and the » Three Estates« for this instiıtution COINC maturiıty. In fact ‚thereı15

ample evidence that the development of the »Jlandesherrliche Kirchenregi-
MmMent« proceeded despite Luther IN1SS1V1NSS Yet MNCC he tealized that he could
nNnOot prevent these developments FVCH CaiInle SCC them unfortunate

the wretched condition of the church he W as prevailed uDpON
Statements that actually rationalized them Pıty the scholar then who

reconcile the CO that motivated Luther OPPOSC DPar-
ticular development ıth the rationalizations he produced Justify the de
velopment when CITrCUMStANCE dictated change of COUTSC
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Consider the SCIZUIC of the bishopric of Naumburg by Electoral aXONnY aN!
the forced election of Protestant bishop (In four 0OCCaS1015S Luther and his
Wittenberg colleagues recommended agaınst forcing the election of Protestant
bishop, an four their advice wWas rejected Dy the elector S his COU.

selors Finally, the theologians acquiesced the elector plan an WEeIC then
assigned the task of justifying this decision

When 1t Camlece ti1me for the election of Nikolaus VO  w Amsdorf the 1L1CW

Naumburg bishop, the Naumburg councıil questioned whether 1T could properly
(  s election SCC1IN£ that 1T had 1fSs ath of homage the LLOW

deceased bishop that the CAasc of VaCanNnCY, 1T would 1C1114111 obedient the
chapter 1fts gOVEININE authority Luther W asSs assigned DYy his PIINCC the task of
OVEICOMUIN}N their qualms

According Philipp Melanchthon n  J Luther told the councıl that
»| )I1ieses 1St gegründet gewilß und offenbar SO C171 regierender Bischof
Artikel oder mehren das Evangelium verfolget 1St das Kapitel samıt dem
Patron der Mangel Kapitel der Patron sSamt den Ständen schuldig,
denselbigen Verfolger sich nıt bessert entsetzen unangesehen dafß die
Stände als Untertan dem Bischot Pflicht LE The Saillıc W as Lru!: relation

the chapter if 1t would NOTt undertake PITODCI election lent Support
perseCutor.

I0 the weighty objection that although it might be that ON should abandon
teachers an depose them OMNEC cshould NOTt withdraw ftrom secular

obedience feudal tenure the bishop an chapter, Luther replied »[J)as 1St

gewilß dafß die Pfarrgüter und Gerechtigkeit ZU. [ienst tolgen sollen und
IHNUSSCH WIC das Evangelium spricht ‚1 Dem Arbeiter gehört SC11I1 Lohn
Dieweil S1C annn das bischöfliche Amt VO weltlichen nicht sundern lassen
und WI1T ihnen als Vertolgern das bischöfliche Amt nicht lassen können

((6 The estates WCIC appa-mu{(ß das Ander auch dem rechten Bischot tolgen
rently convinced by this argument and the elector had his WaY with Naumburg

Perhaps Brady Elton other members of this Congress could integrate this
argument 1NtfoO Luther 1CW of the » [ WO Kingdoms« » Three Hierarchies«

On the SCIZUIC of Naumburg, SCC eter BRUNNER: Nikolaus Von Amsdorf als Bischof VON

Naumburg. Gütersloh 961; Edwards, V a8
WA Br 9, 597, 1——. 3706)
WA Br I, 598 46—48 58—60 (3706]
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The poıint, of COUISC, 15 NOT whether this aCct of integration 1s possible, but
whether the assumption which it would rest 15 valid OI  @ Do ave ere

application of general » [ WO Kingdom Theory«? (JIr do ave DOSt
hoc theological rationalization of independent political decision? SUSPECL ıt
15 LLLOTIC the latter than the former.

It would beJ however, interpret this InNneTIec opportunısm. When
Luther W as called upon advise CONSCIENCES, especlally 1n political matters, he
turned NOt SOILLC »doctrine« but rather the Scripture. There he sought
advice that W as approprıate for the specific Ss1tuation with which he Was dealing.
As the sıtuatiıon changed, Luther W as forced search Scrıpture for LICW insights

fit the changed CIrCcumstances. Thus, tor example, 1ın the later of his
CaTifceTr he W as increasingly called uDOI advise the rulers of Protestant
territories and cıtles, he found that the apocalyptic themes an books 1ın CI1p-
ture helped him better understand and advise others CONcerN1INg the Varıous
threats posed by the DaDaCyY, the Turks, the »fanatics«, 4N the Jews. Luther W as

consistent In his method of advising in political atters he always sought this
advice 1n Scripture CVCMN the advice changed with changing CIrcumstances.

In general, much of Luther’s »S0OC1al teachings« ATIC pastoral an occasional 1n
nNature rather than systematıc. Luther applied his understanding of Scripture
specific CIrcumstances, NOt intending lay OoOWNnNn timeless verıtles. We should
remember that 1n VCIY real he worked OUut his position he went along,
INOTC interested 1n consoling CONSCIENCES with prudent, scripturally based pas
toral counsel than 1n iraming dietums for all time.
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