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FROM THE ASSOCIATE EDITOR

MYSTICAL MARRIAGE RENEWAL

Paul Robert Sauer

Next to the Bible and Saint Augustine no other book has come to my 
attention from which I have learnedÑand desired to learnÑmore 
concerning God, Christ, man, and what all things are.1

ÑMartin Luther

With such an endorsement, youÕd think that the Theo-
logia Germanica would have found a more widespread 

audience within the churches that embraced LutherÕs 
reforms. And yet, down to today, North American Luther-
ans remain largely ignorant of  the role that the Theologia 
Germanica played in the development of  LutherÕs theology.2

The Theologia Germanica was a mystical treatise written 
in the fourteenth century and often attributed to the Ger-
man mystic Meister Eckhart, who came under the con-
demnation of  the Avignon papacy. Though he died before 
he could be ofÞcially declared a heretic, his writings never 
found favor within the Roman Catholic church and, in part 
as a result of  the suspicion surrounding him and the anony-
mous authorship, the Theologia Germanica fell into obscurity 
until the young Martin Luther republished it in two edi-
tions in 1516 and 1518, the latter of  which bears LutherÕs 
famous quotation in the introduction.

It is perhaps no surprise that contemporary Lutherans 
have not paid it much attention. Mystical writings have 
never been particularly prominent in American Lutheran-
ism. Usually they are relegated to the playground of  Spener 
and the other Pietists, rejected as too emotional and not 
objective enough in their theology. If  there is one thing that 
Lutherans know, it is that theology is objectiveÑbased on 
GodÕs word and not any kind of  private revelation. What 
Rome nearly condemned as heretical prior to the days of  
Luther, the Lutheran churches in turn have cast aside as, 
if  not heretical, certainly irrelevant to our rational modern 
selves.

I admit that the language of  mystical union with God 

that is the subject of  the Theologica Germanica makes me a 
little uncomfortable too. Mystical language that focuses on 
union with the divine, often described by other mystics of  
the pre-Reformation and Reformation periods in terms 
of  wedded bliss between the believer and God, is perhaps 
a little too personal, especially for men, to whom God is 
described as almost exclusively masculine in His character-
istics, at least in the Missouri Synod. Yet this marital imag-
ery is lifted up by Luther in two of  his most signiÞcant texts. 
In The Freedom of  a Christian, Luther writes:

The third incomparable beneÞt of  faith is that it 
unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with 
her bridegroom. By this mystery, as the Apostle 
teaches, Christ and the soul become one ßesh [Ephe-
sians 5:31Ð32]. And if  they are one ßesh and there is 
between them a true marriageÑindeed the most per-
fect of  all marriage, since human marriages are but 
poor examples of  this one true marriageÑit follows 
that everything they have they hold in common, the 
good as well as the evilÉ [I]f  Christ is a bridegroom, 
he must take upon himself  the things which are his 
brideÕs and bestow upon her the things that are his. If  
he gives her his body and very self, how shall he not 
give her all that is his? And if  he takes the body of  the 
bride, how shall he not take all that is hers?3

And in his 1535 Galatians Commentary, Luther writes: 
ÒÔWe are members of  the body of  Christ, of  His ßesh 
and of  His bones,Õ in such a way that this faith couples 
Christ and me more intimately than a husband is coupled 
to his wife.Ó4 It is perhaps because of  this vivid imagery 
that Luther spoke so highly of  the Theologia Germanica and 
saw to its publication. It is important to note as well that, 
although LutherÕs endorsement of  the Theologia Germanica 
and use of  its marital imagery in The Freedom of  a Christian 
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comes early in his theological career, 
the fact that it is still present in the 
Galatians commentary in the mid-
1530s demonstates the continuity of  
his thought and his ongoing commit-
ment to this imagery in particular.

While attempts to recover an 
understanding of  LutherÕs mysticism 
have taken place only in recent years, 
there has always been an appreciation 
of  the deeply personal faith that drove 
LutherÑa deep relationship with God 
that went beyond a mere mundane 
gratitude for the objective justiÞca-
tion that God provided for him. God 
is to be loved. The Theologia Germanica 
describes it this way:

It is clear, then, that schooling 
and knowledge are worth noth-
ing without love. One sees this 
with the devil. He is informed 
and knowledgeable about what 
is wicked and what is good, right 
and wrong, and the like. But 
since he lacks love for the Good, 
which he knows, he becomes 
averse to the Good. Yet the 
Good would prevail with him if  
he possessed love for the truth 
and for other virtues that he 
recognizes. No doubt that love 
must become part of  rules and 
learned by knowledge, but if  love 
does not accompany knowledge, 
nothing comes out of  it. It is also 
this way with God and things of  
God. A person may know much 
about God and GodÕs qualities 
and therefore think he graps 
and knows what God is. But if  
there is no love, that person will 
not become sanctiÞed or divin-
ized. However, if  true love is to 
be united with knowledge, man 
must cling to God and let go of  
everything that is not God or is 
not of  God. And whatever form 
the latter takes, he is its foe and 
adversary. It goes against his 
grain and is for him an afßiction. 
This love unites man with God 
in such a manner that he never-
more will be separated from it.5

A certain modern tendency to focus 

on the Òdoctrinal LutherÓ has tended 
to minimize LutherÕs contribution as a 
mystic, or so argues Bengt Hoffman in 
Luther and the Mystics.

Martin LutherÕs faith-conscious-
ness was signiÞcantly molded by 
mystical experience and western 
dependence on rationalism has 
obscured or eclipsed this mysti-
cal lightÉ His language about 
God living in the heart was not 
only Þgurative. It was based on 
actual experience. The rational 
terms for God-man union were 
underpinned by mystical knowl-
edge.6

That Luther was so drawn to the 
Theologia Germanica during his critical 
formative period conÞrms HoffmanÕs 
thesis and raises the question of  what 

has happened to mystical language 
within the Lutheran church today. 
What are the implications of  a per-
sonal faith upon believers and their 
spiritual lives?

Arthur Carl Piepkorn used to 
say that the rise of  new denomina-
tions and new doctrines serves as a 
repentance sermon to the church, 
for these things usually arise to meet 
a deep-seated need that is not cur-
rently being met by the institutional-
ized church. That so many Lutheran 
churches have sought to embrace a 
distinctly evangelical Protestant piety 
in their worship speaks not so much 
to a conspiratorial abandonment of  
things doctrinal but rather to a long-
ing for something of  a more personal 

and intimate connection with God. By 
contrast it seems like the ÒdoctrinalÓ 
churches just go through the motions 
of  formally obeying the Lutheran Book 
of  Worship, Lutheran Worship, or either 
of  the church bodiesÕ new hymnals.

Likewise, many churches and pas-
tors have sought authentic liturgical 
renewal for the same reason. They 
are the tools that the church has used 
throughout the centuries to bringing 
her members into that mystical, sacra-
mental union with the body of  Christ. 
The struggle is to get beyond an ex 
opera operato understanding of  liturgi-
cal action to grasp the deeper treasure 
of  the eucharist.

At funerals I almost never am asked 
to include the hymn ÒChrist Jesus Lay 
in DeathÕs Strong Bonds,Ó despite its 
wonderful resurrection theology. More 
often the request is for the schmaltzy 
ÒWhat a Friend We Have in JesusÓ 
or ÒAbide with Me.Ó These hymns, 
though they lack the highbrow doctri-
nal content of  Òtraditional Lutheran 
hymnody,Ó make up for it with the 
raw emotional connections that their 
deeply personal poetry provides. More 
than once I have choked up while sing-
ing ÒChange and decay in all around 
I see, O Thou who changest not abide 
with me,Ó as I have looked out at the 
frail and dying attending the funeral 
of  someone changed and decayed to 
death by cancer. These hymns allow 
people an access to doctrinal treasures 
that the rote articulation of  objective 
doctrinal truths do not often provide. 
Grounded in theology, the synthesis 
of  dogmatic truth with human expe-
rience provides worshipers with lan-
guage to express the mystical union 
they enjoy with God through Jesus 
Christ.

Certainly, doctrine is important 
in providing a solid foundation and 
understanding of  the relationship that 
believers have with the God to Whom 
they sing, but all too often, at least in 
the Missouri Synod, doctrine ends up 
being the Þnal expression of  faith in 
and of  itself, rather than the founda-
tion of  faithÕs self-expression.

The language of  marriage, which 

The synthesis in hymnody 
of  dogmatic truth 

with human experience 
provides worshipers with 
language to express the 

mystical union they enjoy 
with God through Christ.
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is so prominent among the mystics, 
provides a wonderful analogy for 
getting at the heart of  the relation-
ship between God and His people. 
Marriage talk is rarely objective in its 
description of  love. Only a fool would 
dare say to his wife: ÒI would love 
you even if  you got fat and were not 
physically attractive to me because my 
marital love and commitment to you is 
deeper than such superÞciality.Ó While 
this may indeed be true, healthy mar-
riage language speaks of  beauty even 
when physical beauty begins to fade; 
it talks of  love even as the butterßies 
ßutter less frequently in the stomach. 
It is a love that rests upon an objective 
union, but in healthy relationships the 
expressions of  the objective union are 
still deeply personal and subjective. It 
is that objective knowledge and conÞ-
dence that allows me to call my spouse 
beautiful and embrace her with a love 
that is irrational in its depth. But the 
objectivity is neither the end nor the 
expression. It is the foundation that 
allows the end and the expression.

I Þnd ÒI just wannaÉÓ extempo-
raneous prayers tedious, but often 
the language of  love is tedious too. It 
is too easy for Christians to develop 
an elitist attitude that looks down on 
simple expressions of  piety and Chris-
tian love. A rejection of  superstition, 
miracles, and emotion itself  are some-
how seen as being more ÒfaithfulÓ 
expressions of  piety. Prayer, in turn, 
becomes an act of  obedience rather 
than the expectation that God can 

and will do anything miraculous. Such 
condescension toward expressions of  
emotion encourages a relationship 
between God and His people that is 
devoid of  any emotional love or bond 
at all. Marriages like this in the secu-
lar world are deemed unhealthy and 
if  left uncorrected lead to unhappy 
marriages and divorce. It speaks 
more to the patience of  God than 
our own faithfulness that Christ, our 
emotionally long-neglected spouse, 
continues to remain faithful to his 
beloved people in the face of  such 
neglect (Revelation 2:4).

For Luther, and even later ortho-
dox Lutheran hymnwriters like Ger-
hardt, there was no false dichotomy. 
There was a foundation of  conÞdence 
in GodÕs objective love that allowed 
for wonderfully rich expressions of  
deeply personal, subjective love. The 
solution to the spiritual malaise of  the 
Lutheran church today does not rest 
either in an embrace of  evangelical 
Protestant worship practices or in a 
return to the alleged purity of  liturgi-
cal days gone by. It rests in a return to 
an appreciation of  our mystical union 
with God, which Þnds its expression 
most fully in a eucharistic piety that 
draws us to Christ and into Christ. In 
doing so we will become able to join 
with Luther in his preface to the 1518 
edition of  the Theological Germanica:

I want to alert each and every 
reader of  this little book to the 
danger of  harming himself  by 

becoming irritated with its imper-
fect German and its unembroi-
dered and ungarlanded words. 
For this noble little book, poor 
and unadorned as it is as far as 
wording and purely human wis-
dom are concerned, is all the 
richer and abundantly precious 
in true knowledge and divine 
wisdom. And, if  I may speak 
with biblical foolishness: Next 
to the Bible and Saint Augus-
tine no other book has come to 
my attention from which I have 
learnedÑand desired to learnÑ
more concerning God, Christ, 
man, and what all things are.7 LF
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