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Luther and women:
The death of two Marys

MERRY WIESNER

God has created men with broad chests and shoulders, not
broad hips, so that men can understand wisdom. But the place
where the flth fows out is small. With women it's the other
way around. That's why they have lots of filth and little
wisdom.!

Women are created for no other purpose than to serve men and
be their helpers. 16 women grow weary or even dic while
bearing children, that docsn’t harm anything. Let them bear
children to death; they are created for that.2

There is nothing better on carth than a woman’s love.?

Oh how passionately | yearned for my family as 1 lay at death’s
door in Schmalkald. 1 thought I would never sce my wife and
little children again. How much pain that distance and
scparation caused me! Since by God's grace | have recovered, |
now love my dear wife and children all the more.*

From just these four statements, one can casily understand the
tremendous  variation in assessments of Luther’s opinion of
women. His champions, from the sixtcenth century to the
present, have seen his attack on celibacy and stress on the positive
side of marriage as rescuing women from the depths of scholastic
misogyny and denigration.” In the words of William Lazareth:

The union of Martin and Katic was not cursed with the birth of
the Anti-Christ. Instead it was blessed by God with the birth of
the Protestant parsonage and the rebirth of a genuinely
Christian cthos in home and community. Luther’s marriage
remains to this day the central evangelical symbol of the
Reformation’s liberation and transformation of Christian daily
life.®

Elizabeth Ahme agrees:

Luther's appraisal of woren was basically determined through
the realization that she was also created by God and saved
through Christ. With this Luther overcame all obstacles that
stood in the way of her fulfillment as a woman, and opened the
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way for a happy acceptance and affirmation of the role which
God had given her,?

Luther’s acceptance of male dominance and belittting of female
ability is seen as simply a continuation of classical, Biblical,
patristic, scholastic, and humanist misogyny, a tradition that cven
Luther couldn’t break,

Those who emphasize Luther’s negative views also range
over centuries, from Counter-Reformation biographers to con-
temporary feminist observers. Sigmund  Baronowski in 1913
cautiously noted:

His judgment of women is not exactly as ideal as some would
have us believe. . . . We hear nothing from Luther about the
personal worth and dignity of women. . . . The brutal opeiness
with which he thrusts women into the ‘natural’ law of sexual
life, the shocking ruthlessness with which he portrays the
burning and sinful lusts of consecrated virgins, not out of his
own experience but with alleged Biblical proof = all of this
degraded female honor and dignity much more than simple
vulgar satires did.®

Martha Behrens, sixty years later, was much more harsh:

His remarks indicate a basic, almost pagan and mythological
fear of woman and her power. . . . Idealized by Luther,
marriage was a masculine institution calling for complete self-
abnegation by woman cither as mother, wife or daughter.
Rather than frecing her from the medieval ideal of cclibacy, this
idea chained her to a restrictive ideal of scrvitude. Morcover,
Luther’s teaching that God was pleased by this servitude served
to spiritualize or hallow these biological roles, causing resistance
against development in other areas.”

As usual with any arca of Reformation scholarship, there are
also thosc who take a middie view, pointing out the continuity
between Luther’s ideas and thosce of his predecessors, both
humanist and scholastic. john Yost notes:

The Renaissance humanists, civie and Chiristian alike,
emphasized marriage and family lifc as the best means for ali
social relations. . . . God had established marriage and family
life as the best means for providing spiritual and moral
discipline in this world. . . . In this way, civic and Christian
humanists enable us to see more clearly the larger context for
the revolutionary change in domestic life brought about by the
Protestant reformers. ™
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Kathleen Davies also finds more continuity than change in pre-
and post-Reformation attitudes toward married life as reflected in
English secrmons, pamphlets and conduct books. !!

Thus the range of opinions on Luther's ideas about the position
of women, and the impact of those ideas, is very broad. There is
ammunition cnough in his writings to support any position.
Rather than simply adding my own interpretation of what Luther
said, I want instead to retreat from thae battefield somewhat and
explore how he said what he did. In other words, what kind of
language, images and metaphors did he use when speaking to and
about women? How does he use the female and the feminine?

One of the most important contributions of feminism to all
disciplines has been to make us aware of just this point — that jfow
we say things, the implicit and sub- or unconscious message
which comes through our choice of words, may be as or cven
more important than what we are actually saying. There is no
such thing as ‘just semantics’. Language is power. Language is
both a reification of power relationships in any socicty, and a way
of exerting power over others. [t rises out of social, political and
intellectual structures, and then in turn affects those structures,
And no one recognized this more clearly than Luther. He chose
his words, images and allusions carcfully, because they would
evoke a certain response.

Though the two are related, 1 think it will be uscful if we make
a distinction between the female and the feminine in Luther’s
writings. By female, 1 mean his descriptions and discussions of
actual women or ‘woman’ in the abstract. By feriinine 1 mcan his
use of imagery, particularly when referring to God or Christ or
the Church, which stresses qualities which were then, and are
still, felt to be more ‘feminine’ than ‘masculine’ — gentleness,
nurturing, undemanding love, submissiveness and so on.

The female image that occurs most often in Luther’s writings is
his ideal, the wife and mother:

What better and more uscful thing can be taught in the church
than the cxample of a godly mother of the houschold who
prays, sighs, crics out, gives thanks, rules the house, performs
the functions of sex and desires offspring with the greatest
chastity, grace and godliness: What more should she do?'?

The word that Luther uses again and again in his descriptions of
this ideal woman is mamral. It is natural for people to want to
marry and have children, it is natural for women to be subject to
the authority of men, it is natural for women to experience pain
and cven death in childbirth, and so on. What is ‘natural’ for
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Luther comes both from what he views basic human nature to be,
and from the order he feels God imposed on the world. Women's
subjection to men is inherent in their very being and was present
from creation — in this Luther essentially agrees with Aristotle and
the classical tradition:

The man has been given so ntuch dominion over the woman,
that she must name herself according to him. For that reason, a
woman adopts her husband’s namies and not vice versa. This
has happened because of God's gracious will so that she stays
under her husband’s rule, because she is too weak to rule
herself. '3

This subjection was made more brutal and harsh, however,
because of Eve's responsibility for the fall — in this Luther agrees
with patristic tradition,’ though he repeatedly admonishes
husbands to rule their wives reasonably and gently: “The woman
is a weak vessel and tool, and must be used carcfully as you use
other tools."™* Wives were to accept this rule unquestioningly no
matter how severe, even from husbands who were not Christians. '
Luther realized this might be difficult or unpleasant. ‘Women are
generally disinclined to put up with this burden and they naturally
seck to gain what they have lost through sin.’'? Challenging this
was a sin, however:

But if a woman forsakes her office and assumes authority over
her husband, she is no longer doing her own work, for which
she was created, but a work that comes from her own fault and
{rom cvil. For Ged did not create this sex for ruling, and
therefore they never rule successfully. '

Qbedience had replaced chastity as women's prime virtue:

It is the highest, most valuable treasure that a woman can have
to be subject to a man and certain that her works are pleasing to
him. What could be happicr for her? Therefore if she wants to
be a Christian wife, she should think: I won’t mind what kind
of husband I have, whether he is a heathen or a Jew, pious or
evil. I will think instead that God has put mc in marriage and |
will be subject and obedient to my husband. For ali of her
works are golden when she is obedient. '

Marriage and motherhood, instead of virginity, was now a
woman’s highest calling, as Luther repeats over and over again.
God has established marriage in the Garden of Eden, which made
marriage the only institution present before the fall, the ‘order’ on
which all other ‘orders’ - the cconomic, the political, etc. = were
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based.?” While Luther acknowledges that some women, because
of physical ailments or a shortage of men, might be forced to act
‘unnaturally’, and not marry, in no case should a woman choosc
to do so.?' Men choosing to remain celibate were going against
their natural sexual drive, but Luther does allow that the ability to
remain truly eelibate, though rare, could be a gift from God.
Women choosing to remain celibate, however, were not only
fighting their natural sex drive, which Luther and everyone clse in
the sixteeth century felt to be much stronger than men’s, but also
the divinely imposed order which made woman subject to man.
For Luther it was inconccivable that a woman would choose not
to marry. He says at one point, when advising people how to
console women in childbirth: ‘Say, yes, dear lady, if you were not
a wife, you would certainly wish to become one, so that you
could do God's will by suffering and perhaps dying through these
delicious pains.™® Marriage and motherhood was the only way for
women to fulfil their God-given function.

Even a woman as prominent and respected as Margaretha
Blarer, the sister of Ambrosius, was suspect because of her
decision not to marry. Martin Bucer accused her of being
‘masterless’, to which she answered, ‘Thaose who have Christ for a
master are not masterless.’ Her brother defended her decision by
pointing out that she was very close to his family, and took care
of the poor and plague victims; he compliments her by calling her
‘Archdeaconess of our church’. Even Ambrosius limited his
sister’s role somewhat, however, for when Bucer encouraged her
to learn Greck, he answered, ‘I ask you not to encourage her, for
she already pays too much attention to Latin. You know the
ingenuity of women. They need to be reined in more than spurred
on, so that they don’t throw themselves into learning and neglect
their more appropriate and worthy tasks.’® Even a woman who
chose to remain unmarricd was to be limited to appropriate,
‘natural’ female activitics.?*

Luther’s supporters point to his idealization of the wife and
mother as the best cvidence for his positive view of women. The
wife and mother was finally awarded her duc place, and her
labours in support of her husband and children appreciated. If we
look more closcly at some of thc metaphors Luther uses to
desceribe her, however, the view is not such a positive onc:

The woman is like a nail, driven into the wall. . . . She sits at
homec. The pagans have depicted Venus as scated on a seashell
for just as the snail carrics its house with it, so the wife should

; 3
stay at home and look after the affairs of the houschold.
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She enjoys staying home, enjoys being in the kitchen . . . does
not enjoy going out . . . docs not enjoy speaking to others, "

How was she to best serve God? Yes, certainly by faith and
prayer, but primarily by obedience to her husband and carrying
out her normal houschold tasks without complaint:

When a woman is in the kitchen or when she is making a straw
bed, this is an everyday thing. This does not bother the Holy
Spirit. . . . A wife is appointed for things that arc very ordinary
in the judgment of the flesh but nevertheless extremely precious
in the cycs of God.?’

For Luther, the ideal woman in the home is Martha, sceing to
the preparation of food and overseeing the servants, not Mary,
trying to understand Christ’s teachings better. He belittles his
own wife's efforts to understand or learn: “There is no dress that
suits a woman as badly as trying to become wisc.'™

This ideal bothered at least one woman. Katherina Zell, the
wife of Matthias Zell and a tireless worker for the Reformation in
Strasbourg, worried that she was too caught up ‘with the cares
and scrvice of Martha'. Luckily for Katherina, ‘My dear husband
has given me place and time, and always encourages me to read,
listen, pray or study, allowed this day or night, yes, it gave him
great joy, even when it led to neglect of his needs or harm to his
houschold.’* Luther could perhaps have learned something from
Zell on this point.

Women other than the ideal wifc and mother appear occasionally
in Luther’s writings, but are wsually depicted in a negative or
belittling manner. Eve, of course, is given the harshest treatment:

The rule by women has brought about nothing good from the
beginning of the world. When God set Adam up as Lord over
all creatures, everything was good and right, and everything
ruled for the best. But the woman came and also wanted to
have her hand in things and be wise; then everything collapsed
and became a complete disorder. We've got you womien to
thank for that.”™

Women have inherited from Eve their tendency to believe lics
and nonscnse.!

This is certainly nothing new, for many writers since Jerome had
laid the respousibility for the fall on Eve alone, but Luther’s de-
emphasis of the role of Mary weakened one side of the standard
best woman/worst woman dichotomy, and thus stressed the
negative side of all women’s ‘nature’,

The Reformation 301

The female saints and martyrs also reccive somewhat ambiguous
treatment. Luther felt that cclibacy was so difficult to maintain,
that only their carly deaths had sent them to heaven still virgins:

God has not allowed many virgins to live long, but hurried
them out of this world, as with Cecclia, Hagne, Lucia, Agatha
and so on. He knows how precious their treasure (virginity) is
and how difficult it is to maintain very long.

Luther's opinion of the character and picty of most nuns and
sisters is even harsher, as his scathing depictions of life in the
convent point out.

Other than female religious and Biblical characters, prostitutes
are the only kind of unmarricd women that Luther refers to
frequently. Most German cities, including Wittenberg, tolerated -
and cven licensed and taxed — some prostitution, provided women
werce discrete and lived cither in city brothels or in certain quarters
of the city. Luther saw prostitution as an abomination, and
precached and spoke fervently against it, not because it was
degrading and harmful to the women invelved ~ though there are
occasional cases of women in the sixteenth century even sold into
prostitution to pay back their father’s debts — but because the
women corrupted and enticed his students. He describes them
regularly as ‘Stinking, syphilitic, scabby, secdy and nasty. Such a
whore can poison 10, 20, 30, 100 children of good people, and is
therefore to be considered a murderer, worse than a poisoncr.':’J
They were the tools of the Dcevil, who had sent them to
Wittenberg to bewitch his students. The power to bewitch men
was not only held by prostitutes, however:

All women know the art to catch and hold a man by crying,
lying and persuasion, turning his head and perverting him . . .
it is often more difficult for him to withstand such enticements
than to resist his own lust.™

All women, therefore, share the qualities of a prostitute to some
degree.

Luther also uses the image of the whore symbolically. As
Donald Kelley notes, ‘Feminine epithets (next to scatology) were
among the commaonest forms of abuse. The cquation of simony
with prostitution made Rome a “whore” te Luther and the
Sorbonne the “Pope’s whoring chamber”."® “The devil's whore'
is Luther's favourite epithet for human reason:

Usury, drunkenness, adultery and murder can all be detected
and understood by the world as sinful. But when the devil's
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br-ldlc, reason, the petty prostitute, enters into the picture and
wishes to be clever, what she says is aceepted at once as if she

were the voice of the Holy Gho i
: st. . . . Sheis surcly th i’
chief whore.5® ¥ the Devils

By cxtension, all women who attempt to act reasonably may al
be seen as whores of the Devil. IR
_ U'nm:u_'r.icd women in the abstract are almost never considered
in his writings. Whea they are, it is as a problem to be dealt with
a‘nd Luther’s solution is that which many citics adoptc;l in the
s1xtc.cnt_h-ccnmry - requiring them to live with a famil
forbllcédmg them to live on their own or with cach otiu:r Thg;(
1 * §
l\:’oouusch(:ll:]l_ls fall under the ‘natural’ control of a male head of
This emphasis on marriage not only as the only ideal for
women, but as their only natural vocation may have contributed
to feclings of hostility toward unmarricd women. This came at a
time when the sex ratio in Europe was changing in f.';vour of
women, which mcant fewer women could find a mate to carr
out their tn:lturnl' inclinations cven if they wanted to. How m'uci
this contributed to witcheraft accusations, which were usually first
directed at just such women, is difficult to say, but it ccrtain}( is a
factor to be considered, as Erik Midclfort has pointed out.? lan
Machan also noted recently, *The prosccution of wido‘ws or
single women as witches may be due to an unspoken fear of
abar}donmg the traditional view of woman as a person marriced
destined for marriage.™® e
Gerald Strauss has stressed the class bias in Luther’s message
that it was ‘pitched to the solid burger”. [ would also em lnsizcgit;
scxu:}l bias. As Strauss comments, it did not appeal to Etl;c reat
multitude of men and women’ (my cmphasis).” Unma%ricd
women certainly found little in Luther’'s message which was
dirccted to them, and may have stayed with or gone back to their
old, less formal beliefs and practices in which they did have
place, such as soothsaying and witchcraft. e
Thus the image of the female which emerges from Luther’s
works is an ambiguous one. Yes, she was created by God, and
yes, she could be saved through faith. Marriage was an order
blessed by God, and a proper theatre for cxhibiting Christian
virtues. But as we have scen, the words used to describe even the
woman who lived up to the idcal are hardly complimentary ones
— a weak vessel, a nail, a tortoise — and those used to describe
women who do not follow the ideal cven harsher = burning with
lust, stinking, tools of the Devil and so on. These are no I:gnrshcr
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than thosc used by medicval theologians, but in Luther they are
not balanced by praise of the Virgin. As has been often pointed
out, the cult of Mary may have been detrimental to women'’s
actual position, as it sct up an ideal to which no normal woman
could hope to attain, but it did describe at least one woman in
totally positive terms. Luther docs refer to Mary occasionally
when defending women against satirists and vulgar writers - as in
his answer to the author of ‘The Stinking and Putrid Female
Bodily Parts’ — but even in this he weakens his praise by going on
to say, ‘Onc should just as casily accuse and hate the nose, as it is
the latrine of the head.™

Mary was a symbol of women's chief reason for being -
motherhood — ‘Even Christ himsell wanted to be cailed the sced
of a woman, not the sced of a man’, but this, too, was qualified:

Yet how great would the pride of the men have been if God had
willed that Christ should be brought forth by a man. But this
glory has been completely taken from the men and assigned to
the women (who arc nevertheless subject to the rule of the men)
so that the men should not become vainglorious but be

humble. ™!

Even the best woman was simply God's tool to teach men a
lesson.

Along with a transformation and lessening in the role of Mary
and a reduction of the female ideal from heavenly to houscbound,
one also finds a de-cmphasis on what might be termed the
feminine qualities of God and Christ.

Luther does use somec maternal and nurturing images to
describe Chirist, particularly that of the brood-hen and her chicks:
‘Look at the hen and her chickens and you will see Christ and
yourself painted and depicted better than any painter could picture
them.™ He also uscs some emotional and ecstatic images to
describe the believer's experience of faith, especially in the
Magnificat: ‘Al the scnses floating in God's love . . . saturated by
divine sweetness.™

The overwhelming image of both God and the believer in
Luther’s writings is a masculine onc, however. True faith is
energetic, active, steadfast, mighty, industrious, powcrful = all
archetypally masculine qualitics in the sixteenth (or the twenticth)
ccntury."4 God is Father, Son, Sovercign, King, Lord, Victor,
Begetter, ‘the slayer of sin and devourer of death’ - all aggressive,
martial and totally male images.* With the home now the centre
of women's rcligious vocation, even the imagery of the Church
becomes masculine, or at least patcrnal and fraternal. Instead of
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“The Bride of Christ’, we now have a brotherhood of belicvers,
honouring divine paternity with the Lord’s Supper. It was a
supper, an Abendmahl, a domestic image, but no mother served
the meal, not even ‘Holy Mother Church’.

The late medicval period had been one rich in feminine images
of God ~ Jesus our Mother who bears, comforts, revives,
consoles, feeds and nureures us. Not only Mary, but God as well
offcred unquestioning, accepting, ‘feminine’ love. St Anscim of
Canterbury, Marguerite of Oingt, Julian of Norwich and
numerous others usc phrases like ‘our tender Mother Jesus (who)
feeds us with his blessed breast’, or *You on the bed of the Cross
... gave birch in a single day to the whole world’, or ‘By your
gentleness the badly frightened are comforted’. ™

As Caroline Bynum has recently pointed out, these feminine
images of God not only made the Divine appear more personal
and imminent, but also allowed women to feel more Christ-like.
Female mystics, anchoresses, nuns or other holy women ex-
emplified affectivity and love, i.c., the ‘feminized’ parts of God,
and could gain authority and power through this. Their mystical
union with or direct experience of ‘Jesus our Mother’, ‘which was
sometimes cxpressed in visions of themsclves as priests, enabled
them to serve as counselors, mediators, and channcls to the
sacraments — roles which the 13th century Church in some ways
increasingly denied to women and the laity."™ ‘The God of
medieval picty was a Mother/Father, Sister/Brother, Lover/Child,
1 God of demanding and accepting love, a God who is born
within each one of us and who bears vs into life as a travailing
mother.™” Women could thus not only identify with and cmulate
Mary, but could directly identify with the feminine side of God.

For Luther and most other Protestant theologians, this was
impossible. God and Christ were male and transcendent, not
androgynous and immanent. As Caroline Bynum notes:

I would say that we can sce Luther, and much of Calvin and
some of Catholic Reformation theology as an attempt to
recover the sense of God's glory that was characteristic of the
carly middle ages, i.c., as a reaction against the emotional piety
of the late Middle Ages that made God human and comforting
and accessible to those in all walks of life, but thereby undercut
in some sense man’s ability to belicve that salvation was done
for him by a power infinitcly other than himself.5"

It was through that emotional picty, however, that some late
medieval women had forged a link to God which gave them
authority and power as acceptable as that provided by the priestly
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office. ‘Their spirituality sometimes even suggests that the
combination of mystical authorization and a peculiarly female
frecdom from the power of office is a superior role (to the priestly
rolc that theologians denicd them).™'

Protestants also denied women a priestly role, and by stressing
God's glory and power, archetypally male qualitics, rather than
God’s accessibility and nurturing, made it more difficult for
women to identify with God. ‘One woman'’s proclamation that
she was a female “Chirist” was denounced as a “horrible thing” by
the Protestants as much for its sexual impropricty as for its
theological presumption.’® Christ was no longer ‘Our Mother’,
so women could not be Christs for sexual as well as spiritual
rcasons.

Thus Luther established Martha, the obedicnt wife serving God
through daily houschold tasks, as the ideal woman, belittling b_oth
Mary her sister who chose to devote herself to learning Christ’s
teaching, and Mary the Virgin Mother of Christ, who had almost
become a female God in much latc medicval Marian picty. By
downplaying the feminine qualities of God and using paternal or
fraternal imagery in describing the Church, he also placed rcligion
clearly within the malc sphere. The domestic, female realm was
private, affective, immanent; the worldly, male rca[m, which
included not only politics and education, but also religion, was
public, rational and transcendent.

Luther was, of course, not the first or only onc to differentiate
sharply between male and female realms, to feel that woman's
subjection to man was ‘natural’. The Renaissance humanists had
clearly felt this.> As Joan Kelley points out, women could never
hope to achicve the Renaissance ideal of ‘man’, whereas they
could achiceve the medicval ideal of sanctity.®

On the level of popular opinion the matter may perhaps be
summed up by saying that in the private world women
represented the positive virtues of adornment, service and
moral strength; in the public world they posed at best a threat
to order and at worst a deformation of nature. In most ways,
then the key to sixteenth-century social, religious and political
structure — and change - was the principle of male
domination.®*

Luther added his voice, then, to widely accepted notions of the
proper role of women, but the strength of that voice and the
power of his language gave contemporarics and followers new
ammunition. His metaphors and imagery were repeated for
centurics; his words became Protestant dogma on the subject.
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Women themselves have made various attempts to combat this, to
reclaim the ‘nurturing values in their religious heritage’, from
seventeenth-century  pictists to the nincteenth-century  women
Ann Douglas describes in The Feminization of American Culirre, to
twenticth-century feminist theologians trying to go ‘Beyond God
the Father’.® So far, however, Luther's language has prevailed.
Woman has become wife, the two Marys have been replaced by
Martha. Luther did sanctify marriage — in this onc may agrec
with his defenders — but by that sanctification feminized and
domesticated women.

As lan MacLean concluded, *‘Marriage is an immovable obstacle
to any improvement in the theorcetical or real status of women in
law, in theology, in moral and political philosophy.™ A woman
fulfils her only God-given and natural function through marriage,
but always remains, in Karl Barth's words, ‘B, and therefore
behind and subordinate to man’.3® Barth is, of course, simply
putting Luther in twenticth-century terms. The image is the same,
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