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It is easy to underestimate the importance of raédit for Luther. As a novice, he was
initiated formally into its theory, and he becanteeped in its practice in the monastery.
Through meditation, Luther finally resolved the &cspiritual problem which had driven him
into the monastery in the firgt place. His soadltower experience came to him as a result
of his concentrated meditation.

As a monk, Luther knew that the presuppositionffoitful meditation was the heartfelt love
and desire for God. But the more Luther meditatieel, nore he became aware of how much
he really hated God. The breakthrough came asuit i&fs'meditating day and night' upon
Romans 1:17,and 'beating’ like Moses upon the rock of thatdsoks he meditated, the
rock suddenly opened up and vyielded its life-givingter to him. What was given then
changed his whole being. It didn't just change wey he thoughtbout God but, more
importantly, the way he feltowardshim. He understood Romans 1:17 and the whole of
Scripture as Gospel, and felt 'altogether bornragss if he 'had entered paradise through
open gates” That experience, which came upon him through mediitashaped all his
subsequent teaching and his consequent pradtroeditation.

And practise it he did, until the very end of hie.| The most obvious evidence of that is
found in his Preface to his German Writings fron845 There he sketches briefly what he
regards as 'the correct wa of studying theologyaaght by David in Psalm 119" and as
practised by Luthet.He advocates a threefold method of 'prayeratio), 'meditation’
(meditatio), and 'conflict(tentatlo).Everything centres around the practice of meditatior
prayer prepares for it and its results are confifnmethe experience of conflict. For Luther,
meditation is the key to thesstudy of theology. i@ can become a true theologian unless he
learns his theology through-it.

Yet, despite these clear assertions, modern schbkave largely overlooked the c;)Iace of
meditation in Luther's life and teachi?@his neglect is perhaps symptomatic of a deficiency
in modern theology and in present-day Lutheranitspiity. We need to recapture what is
best in our traditional piety if we are to tempar prevailing intellectualism.

A. LUTHER'S DEFINITION OF MEDITATION

The classic text for instruction in meditation hesditionally been Psalm 1. So it should
come as no surprise that Luther gives us his magtfally-formulated description of
meditation in his two interpretations of that ps&rﬁme first comes from 1516,and the
second from somewhere between 1518 and 15&kcause these two interpretations of
Psalm 1 were composed before and after his disgasvethe Gospel, | shall use hem to
illustrate both what was raditional and what was e Luther's teaching on meditation.

We begin with a rather lengthy but telling discossirom 1516. It assumes, as is always the
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case with Luther, that the Word of God is the praggect of Christian meditation:
Meditation is uniciue to human beings, for evenahanals seem to imagine and think.
Therefore the ability to meditate belongs to humesson, There is however a difference
between meditating and thinking. To meditate meanthink persistently, deeply and
diligently. Properly speaking, it means to chewroffaminare)something in the heart.
So to meditate means to engage as it were in tbdlen{medio), or to be moved in the
very middle (medio)and centre. Whoever therefore thinks, investigadessusses etc.
inwardly an diligently, that person meditates. Botone meditates on the law of the
Lord unless his desireroluntas)has first become fixed on it. For what we desird an
love we chew ovefruminamus)nwardly and dili entl?/. But what we hate or degpige
pass over lightly and do not des{x®lumus)deeply, diligently, or for long. Therefore let
desire first be sent into the heart as a met, aeditation will come of its own accord.
Hence the ungodly do not meditate on the law ofLibrel, since like false plants they do
not take root In it. Instead they meditate on otténgs like money, honour, and_sex,
things in which their desir@voluntas)is rooted, things they desifeolumus)and love*?

A number of significant points comes out in thisalission. First, Luther accepts the

traditional view that, since meditation is a ratibactivity, it is unique to human beings. It is,

however, to be distinguished from the normal preesof thinking which are marked by a

movement from one thing to another until some aasioh is reached. Meditation arrests the

normal course of thought so that the mind focusesope thing only. It is a kind of

ﬁoncten]:[r_?tlon which pays persistent attention te ortter in order to penetrate to the very
eart of it.

Now, this rather traditional, intellectual understang of meditation underwent a drastic
change under the impact of Luther's study of Hetaads his discovery of the Gospékro
1518, he defines meditation as a 'continual chageand conversation with the moutf'.
When a person meditates, he says or sings the wands to himself over and over again. In
fact, it is best to meditate out aloud, if possilite the spoken word needs to go through the
ears to penetrate the helrMeditation involves a kind of extroversion. The ten word,
spoken out aloud, needs to occup%/ our full physacal mental attention. He says: _
You should not only meditate inwardly in your helaut also outwardly by repeating
the words out aloud and by rubbifrgiben)at the written word [[I_lke a Sweet-smellin
herb], by reading and rerea(ﬂﬁwg it, carefully, matiteely and reflectively, to gather wha
the Holy Spirit means by them.
After paying full attention to the words, the reaalna)(1 then go on a merry hunt as he
compares them with other passages of the Scriptwinech throw more light upon them.

In line with this new appreciation of meditation @s/erbal activity comes a change in
Luther's anthropology. Reason is now no longer theque human faculty which
distinguishes man from the animals and makes ke @od. Intead, Luther now maintains
that, just as birds are meant to chatter and clsiophuman beings are made for speech
(sermoninatlo). That is the proper offic€officium) and exercisglexercitium)of human
beings, Since people were made to speak God's Whagl,come into their own when the
do so0.” They realize their humanity by meditating on Gatfsrd. There is therefore a shift
in Luther's understanding of meditation from thimkiand reflecting on God's Word, to

2 This is my own translation, which differs at seveignificant places fromhW, 10:17, and

depends upon Nicol's fine analyp.cit.45-47.

13 See S. RaedeGrammatica Theologic@libingen: Mohr, 1977), 262-268, for the influeraidHebrew on
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1% Seel W, 14:296; cf.LW, 35:254.



speaking and listening to it.

Secondly, Luthgg fastens on the traditional notiwat a person who meditates is like a cow
chewing its cud’ The cud was the material which was first memoriaed then recalled
again and again. It was thus savoured and absedeidat it could be assimilated and give
nourishment to the person. This meta]phor was toadily employed to describe the
affective rather than the cognitive side of medtat This is how Luther speaks about it in
his commentary on Deuteronomy 14:1.:
To chew the cud, however, is to receive the worecéively cum affectu verbum
susciperg and meditate with supreme diligence so that (agegrtb the proverb) one
does not permit it to go in one ear and %t ofdtieer, but holds it firmly in the heart,
swallows Iit, and absorbs it into the intestifies.

Hearing is as much a physical as a mental actifatywords also affect us Physically and
emotionally. Since most of our hearing and readisgrather superficial and merely
intellectual, we aren't touched and moved by G@étsd. If the Word of God is to have its
desired effect on us we need to assimilate it poifsically and mentally.

Thirdly, Luther goes along with the traditional ot of meditation as an activity which
comes from a person's heart, and so involves hitheavery centre of his being. As Luther
shows, this was usually justified by tracing theiviion of meditation frommedium(i.e.,
middle) in Latin°* Meditafion, then, was considered a kind of conagiun. In it, a person
engaged the centre of something with the very eeotrhis being so that it could in turn
engage him emotionally. Any human activity in matidn is thus intended to put that person
in a passive and receptive frame of mind. Take,efaample, a piece of music. When we
'meditate’ on it, we allow it to occupy us inwardlyd move us profoundly. By concentrating
on it, we let the music have its proper effect anla a sermon on Christ's Nativity, Luther
uses a vivid picture to illustrate the nature afi@oe of receptive concentration on the
Gospel. He says:
This lesson is like the sun: in a placid pool ih ¢e seen clearly and warms the water
powerfully; but in a rushing current it cannot bees as well, nor can it warm the
water. So if you wish to be illumed and warmed hdce see God’'s mercy and
wondrous deeds, so that your heart is filled with &nd light and becomes reverent
and joyous, then go to where you may beg%*“” anpress the picture deep into your
heart. You will find no end of wondrous deéds.

Meditg}ion, then, is a matter of the heart. In & @o not impose ourselves upon God and his
Word,”" but rather seek to have our hearts moved by the béGod as it is revealed to us by

19 See the analysis of Nicol, 57-60.

20w, 9:136.1 have changed the translation slightly tagit closer to the original Latin. Like his
predecessors, Luther, in his early years, heldthieasoulanima)consisted of two faculties, the understanding
(in tellectus)of the mind(mens)and the emotion&ffectus)of the heartqor). The main 'affects’ of the heart
were joy and sorrow, hope and fear, love and hgseelW, 10:343; 11:253-255). For Luther, the affective
aspect of meditation took precedence over the @ognsince the 'affects' determined the faith exidtence of
the person. In meditation, the Word of God clairaed rearranged the 'affects’ of a person so tegtwere
gyaped by God's grace rather than some otherré@ahgined good.

Seel W, 11:21. Together with this emphasis on the affegbiewer of God's Word upon the heart comes
Luther's belief in its inexhaustibility. Hence imetintroduction to a commentary on the tiny Psalm, hich is
meant to serve as an example of how to use thenpsalmeditation for the pilgrimage of the hearh&avenly
Jerusalem, he asserts: ‘I have taken it upon miysditerpret this psalm, so that one may see Hear &God's
Word is, how simple, and yet how altogether inextigle. And even though everything were reasonable,
which is not the case, still it is inexhaustiblepimwer and virtue. It renews and refreshes thet hesstoring
relieving, comforting, and strengthening us contyarfLW, 14:8; cf. 11:433-435).

22 This derivation is not accepted by modern schaldrs, according to Nicol, 46, takeeditoras the iterative

of medeor.

2 LW, 52:9-10. In this famous sermon, Luther employs weys of meditating on the mystery of Christ's birth
the first, the imaginative way, is for ordinary pé®(8-14), the second, the reflective way, isfiarachers (14-
30).

24 Luther says of the ungodly: 'They are the ones st the Scriptures to their own understandingd bp

their own fixed meditation compel the Scripturegier it and agree with it, when it ought to be dther way
round'.LW, 10:18; cf. 11:431-432.



Christ in the Gospéf

Fourthly, Luther agreed with the traditional vieglerived from Psalm 1:Zhat the root of
Christian meditation lay in the desire for God'srd/df a person truly loved and therefore
desired God and his Word, medita%%wquld ‘com@bwn accord’,; for 'wherever love
oes, there the heart and body foll e%we makes a person 'one with the Word of God
as love unites the lover with the beloved)it is only natural for ‘all who love to ch% er,
sing, think, compose, and frolic freely about witregy love and to enjoy hearing aboutit.’
So desire for God's Word is the foundation for rtegain.

But from where does that desire come? How doesriginate? Do we produce it in
ourselves? The answer to that most clearly demescatvangelical. meditation from
medieval, Catholic meditation. Luther had experéghthe most acute personal difficulties
just at this point in his own practice of metida. No matter how hard he tried, he could
not love God and desire his Law, as he knew heldhoBut this problem was resolved by
the discovery of the_g%;os_pel. After 1518, he mamgdiat 'this desire comes from faith in God
through Jesus Christt is a superq?tural gift 'sent down from heaverd given to those
who ftrust in Christ and pray for it. Since no one ever possesses a wholehearted and
unambiguous delight in God's Word, each personsieegdray repeatedly for it. Each should
'think of himself in no other way thar) as one whaesl not yet love God's Law and
desperately needs this desire for the Laws 'the desire for the Law the Lord is not by
nature in any man', it must be 'co?gg‘erred on umfteaven' by our heavenly Father who
‘translates us out of Adam into ChristThe ardent love which comes from the prayer ohfait
in Jesus, produces the divinely-cultivated and éevnurtured tree of meditation. Faith in
]:]ESHS Chriat is therefore the key to fruitful matian, for it produces love of him and desire
or his Word.

Lastly, Luther concludes that since humans naturatieditate on what they desire,
everybody in fact practises some form of meditatibime ungodly do not meditate on God's
Word, but they do meditate on such things as moseyus, and sex. They also practise a
futile form of 'evil meditation' on Christ and Higord. Because they hate him so much, they
keep on thinking and saying evil things about hiar, 'just as the lover willingly talks at
length about his beé,lgved, so the hater keeps éimgabnd babbling the worst things about
him whom he hates”.Meditation is thus in itself of no great value #pilly. It derives its
benefit from its object.

B. LUTHER'S THEOLOGY OF MEDITATION

The first pillar in Luther's theology of meditatiomas the medieval doctrine of affective
conformity. This doctrine rested upon the princighat 'like recognizes like'. So, for
example, a cold fish can't adppreciate the arderguage of an emotional person, or, more
extremely, my cat can't understand my conversatwdah my wife. Both Athanasius and
Augustine had taught Luther and his contemporahasthe reader of spiritu%! writings had
to possess the same spirit as the writer if he veer to appreciate them. This was
especially the case with the poetic language oPams. Not until we have learnt to adapt
and adjust our minds and feelifeffectus)so that they are in accord with the sefaféectus)

% Luther expresses this most memorably in conneatitin his advice on how to meditate on Christ'ssRas
He says: ‘First of all you must... see his friendgart and how his love beats with such love far fyat it
impels him to bear with pain your conscience anarwin. Then your heart will be filled with loverfbim . . .
Now continue and rise beyond Christ's heart to &bdart... Thus you will find the divine and kinat@rnal
Qeeart and . . you will be drawn to the Father tigrohim.’ LW, 42:13.

LW, 10:17.
2T W, 14:297.
%8 bid.
29 |bid. Note, too, the assertion on the same page: 'Lee# iwill teach meditation’.
01 W, 14:295.
¥ W,14:297; cf LW, 42:11,13.
%21 W, 14:310.
% W, 14:300.
34 LW, 14:315. Luther here comments on Psalm 2:1, wheredme verb which was used in Psalm 1:2 is used
to describe the futile mutterings of the peoplee R8V translates: 'The peoplastin vain.'
% Seel W, 11:414; 14:310.



of the Holy Scriptures, will the Scriptures beginlive and breathe in our hearts, 8@his

doctrine had a profound effect on the various stshod meditation in the Middle Ages.

Despite their many differences, these schoolsgafied that a person had to adjust and attune

himself to God in some way whether it be mentadiyotionally, or practically - before God

would grant some experience of his grace in irdus®ntemplation. Thus, meditation was

;[jho_ught of as a human work which creates the prgpedisposition for the reception of
ivine grace.

Luther agrees with the schools on the basic prie@paffective conformity, but he disagrees
on its apphcag n. On the basis of Psalm 18:25F26enunciates the dictum: 'As you are, so
God is to you'.” Hence, God's relationship with us ‘changes inmizcwe with the change in
our feeling (affectus)toward him*" The state of our conscience determines whether God
comes across to us harshly or graciously. Oumntihg state determines whether we receive
the tasteless shell or the sweet kernel of thepferas:” Yet, we do not by ourselves rectify
this incompatibility between ourselves and God;hiemtmaintains that God does it for us
through the power of his Word:
And note that the strength of Scripture is thigtth is not changed into him who
studies it, but that it transforms its lover intgeif and its strengths . . . It is light, and
therefore they are enlightened: it is truth, aretefore they are disciplinéd.
By his Word Christ assimilates us to himself. Wa'tdattune ourselves to it; it attunes us to
itself by creating faith in us.

This appreciation of God's Word as a means of ggagerns Luther's mature understanding
of meditation ag a sacramental activity. It is egsed most memorabI%/ in his Christmas
sermon for 1519. He begins with the premise that 'the words andest@f the Gogpels are
sacraments of a kind . . . by which God works ihelvers what the histories signify’ Now,
the stories in the Gospels differ from the accounfts LIVY in that they reproduce in the
reader the \éirtues which they depict to him, fag tBospel is 'the instrument by which God
changes u$®Luther therefore speaks about 'sacramental mexiitah the Gospél'. He says:

We meditate properly on the Gospel vﬂgen we doasoasnentally, for through faith

the words produce in"us what they portray. _ _ -
Through meditation Chrisf_performs his saving workus. He gives us his Holy Spirit and
changes us into his likeness.

% Seel W, 14:310.

37LW, 14:287. See G. MetzgdBelebter GlaubéGéttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1964) for a
monograph on the affective aspects of faith in buthuther applies the principle of affective camfity to the
process of meditatiofl W 11:37). He says: 'No one can worthily speak or aearscripture, unless he is
touched in conformity with it, so that he feels andly what he hears and says outwardly and saksttds is
true!" The original Latin makes it quite clear thig feelingqaffectus)are to be conformed to the words of
Scripture.

| W,9:67; cf.LW, 25:219.

% Seel W, 10:257.

401 W, 10:333; cf. 11:437,438. Just as memorable is thewing passage frorihe Freedom of the Christian
(LW, 31:349): ‘Since these promises of God are... dofujoodness, the soul which clingstbem with a firm
faith will be so closely united with them and aktiger absorbed by them that it not only will sharall their
power but will be saturated and intoxicated by th#fra touch of Christ healed, how much more wilstmost
tender spiritual touch, this absorbing of the Waminmunicate to the soul all things that belontheoWord...
Just as the heated iron glows like fire becaugheofinion of fire with it, so the Word imparts gsalities to the
soul.’

“1D. Martin Luthers Werke. Kritische Gesamtausg@eimar: Hermann Boéhlaus Nachfolger, 1912-1921)
ghenceforth cited WA] 9:439:13-442:33.

>WA,9:440:3-5.

*3\WA,9:440:16.

* WA, 9:442:23-25.

“5 In his discussion on the correct way to meditatehrist’s passion, Luther emphasizes that in raédit it
becomes ‘a sacrament which is active in us, whéeave passivel(W42:13). Here is how he describes its
effect: ‘“This meditation changes man’s being amhahoat like baptism, gives him a new birth. Here plassion
of Christ performs its natural and noble work, sgleng the Old Adam and banishing all joy, deligind
confidence which man could derive from other cresgpeven as Christ was forsaken by all, even Gaal.’
42:11.



No treatment of Luther's theology of meditatiorowld be at all complete without a final
reference to its connection with the experiencesmfitual conflict(Anfechtung)which is
featured so prominently in his famous preface o®erman works: There he sums up his
own pattern of meditation with three Latin wordsratio, meditatio,and tentatio. His
formulation appears to stand in deliberate contraghe traditional medieval pattern of
reading (lectio), reflection(meditatio), prayer(oratio), and contemplatiofcon templatio).

Three things are remarkable about Luther's sumff{dfpr him prayer comes first, since
meditation presupposes faith and receives the g@ift$sod through faith in his Word.
Moreover, he does not distinguish between readmd) r@flecting on the passage set for
meditation, for that tended to separate the Sphidin the letter of the Word: Lastly,
temptation, or spiritual conflict, takes the plaafecontemplation in the traditional scheme.
B¥1 contemplation, medieval scholars meant theesgnce of God's presence and grace
which came from actual intimacy with Him. This inved the experience of spiritual rapture
from this world, and ecstatic union with the hedydmidegroom. In contrast to this, Luther
spoke of the rapture and ecstasy of faith whiclk toperson out of himself and into Christ.

Although Luther, too, believes that by meditatioe wome to experience God personally
through Jesus Christ, he makes it quite clearvieatlo so paradoxically via his Word in the
situation of temptation. He has this to say abenrgtation:
This is the touchstone which teaches you not tmlknow and understand, but also to
experience _how_rlght, w true h_owéﬂ/]veet, how ljgveow mighty, how comforting
God's word is, wisdom above all wisddh.

As soon as a person meditates and is occupied Gottis Word; as soon as God's Word
begins to take root in and grow in him, the dewlries him with much conflict, bitter
contradiction, and blatant opposition. But thessaalts(Anfechtungen) prove to be
spiritually counterproductive, tor by driving him the end of his tether, they teach him 'to
seek and love God's Word' as the source of altnesigth and being.In such a situation of
temptation, he experiences for himself the ﬁo_wmf dhe truth of God's Word. Temptation
turns the student of God's Word into a real thealogoecause it exercises and reinforces his
faith in Christ. He experiences the power of Géd®d in his own weakness. Paradoxically,
he sees the presence of God and his grace maostlisilayed under its apparent negation in
adversity and trouble. Because he bears the wo@hast in himself, he must also bear the
cross for it. But, as he bears his own cross, e tgeknow himself and Christ whose glory
was revealed by his death on the cross. Meditativen, ultimately elucidates temptation
and is itself elucidated by it.

C. THE FRUITS OF MEDITATION

The point of meditation for Luther is, quite simptg let the Holy Spirit preach' the Word of
God inwardly to the conscience of the believer. Niwg preaching goes far beyond the
intellectual exercise of working out the meaningl application of a portion of Scripture. It
is the activitklNof the Holy Spirit who affects tperson physically, mentally, and emotionally
through the Word.

The clearest account of this process is given éengmphletA Simple Way to Prai}:Here
Luther responds to the request of a layman, anichesathis own method of meditation. He

% W, 34:283-288.

*" See the discussion of this in Nicol, 97-101.

48 See his argument W, 11:433-434, where he outlines the oscillation betwihe external letter and inner
spirit in connection with the understanding of gturre in meditation. The first step is the giftspiritual
understanding, which opens up the letter. Therletteurn increases the spiritual understandingctvithen
returns to the letter, and so oniafinitum. The external words of Scripture are therefore nevere
springboards for a higher, inner, spirituality whican exist apart from them. The basic movemealtvays
from the spirit to the letter.

49 LW: 34:287. Luther sums up his understanding of terigstanost succinctly in an exposition of the sixth
petition of the Lord's Prayer oW, 42:71-75.

Y |bid.

1 LW, 43:187-211. This very soon became a Lutheran dassich eventually appeared in 22 German editions.
See W. Trobischylartin Luther's Quiet TiméKehl/Rhein: Trobisch, 1977) for an English anadysf this work.



mentions how, suddenly in the midst of a persaréslitation, 'épe Holy Spirit comes and
begins to preach’ in his heart with ‘rich andginéning thoughts™When this happens, ‘one
word of his sermon is far better than a thousanouofprayers’” The best thing to do then is
to 'be still and listen to him who can do betterthve can’’ Under the influence of the Holy
Spirit, we will experience ‘the wondrous thingsttie law of God" which David mentions in
Psalm 119:18”° So, then, through meditation the Holy Spirit cente 'instruct us in our
hearts, after they have been Qrought into_harmoitly ®od's Word and cleared of other
mental and physical distractio &Thus the Spirit 'keeps on addlngbto the light aedodion
which he ﬂlves us, so that the taste [of God's \\Vgetls better and better and becomes part
of us'”’ When this happens, the promise of Christ's FresenMatthew 18:20 is realized for
us, and we are linked with all the saints throuwh It-lo%Spirit. So then, as we meditate on
God's Word, the Holy Spirit preaches Christ gives his gifts to us.

Luther uses two vivid metaphors to describe thigegience. The first comes from Psalm 1.

The preaching of the Spirit is like a stream ofysgdy water which gushes out suddenly into

the heart, flooding it and irrigating its barreagés. Luther says:
For those who meditate on the Law the very rocBafpture gushes forth abundant
streams and flowing waters of knowledge and wisdang grace and sweetness
besides... The experienced person knows that omemeéditates on the law of the
Lord is taught many things in a short time and syl and a deluge of insights
rushes in with ~he voice of cataracts' (Ps. 42@)that it is truly a flow, where
h]yma?1 gndeavour finds it difficult to crawl and redwaltingly to the same abundance
of truth:

By surrendering himself to meditation on God's Wdhét person becomes flooded with the
flowing water from the Word. He receives spiritudality and life.

The second metaphor is far more common. It comumes 5od's question in Jeremiah 23:29:
'is not my word like fire?'_The words of Scriptuaee meant to be used as 'flint and steel to
kindle a flame in the heart When the heart feels spiritually lax and lazy,ldis$ and cold,
the gift of the Spirit through meditation fg&s theart and warms it so that it is filled with
ardour and passion, enthusiasm and devatitike a pool of water lit up, ind warmed by the
sun, the heart 'is filled with fire and light aneidomes reverent and joyofrs'.

The experience of illumination is by no means thd ef meditation. Not for Luther the
monastic disparagement of the active life of thyenan in favour of the contemplative life of
the monk! He held that the person who meditateghgmly, learnt how to combine both
properly’“The more a person inwardly contemplated the in¢ar8an of God in the Gospel,
the more gg would outwardly fulfil the duties oshocation as commanded by God in the
Decalogu€’’ The hearing of God's Word and the reception ofSpait tprough meditation
on it, led first to 'external works' and then toe'tteaching of o}{_g/er% .The person who
meditated produced its fruit by a life lived in@ee of his neighbout? This w% followed by
the teaching of others, whether as a member ofcthech or as a pastot.For Luther

2| W, 43:201. | have added the words: ‘comes and', wiygtear in the original.
3| W,43:198.
| W,43:201,202.
5| W, 43:202. The English translation translagefahrenincorrectly as 'behold'.
%% Seel W, 43:209.1 have given my own translation ofthe Gerteahwhich reads: ‘Nu das wird und mus der
geist geben und weiter leren im hertzen, wennssrait Gottes Wort gereimt und geleedigt ist voenfbden
%eschefften und gedanckelVA,35:372.
Luther's Large Catechisntranslated by F. Hebart (Adelaide: Lutheran PubligiHouse, 1983), 4
Lhenceforth citedtC].
¥ LW, 10:20.
9| W,43:209.
% Seel W, 43:194, 209; 52:13.
®L 1 W, 52:8-9.
62 Seel W, 6:260-263. See the discussion of this by C. Liika' Passiva,Evangelische Theologi& (1984),
315-351.
%3 Seel W, 6:262.
4L W, 14:297.
% See LW14:300; 11:513.
% Seel W, 14:296, 300-303.



himself, his meditation always culminated in hisadeing and preaching. It preceded
preaching, for, only if 'the Spirit himself instrtsétvt}g preacher’, will he discover for himself
that the Kingdom of God is not in talk but in pot

D. THE PRACTICE OF MEDITATION BY LUTHER

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Luther is imb¢rested in discussing the method of
meditation. Generall?/ speaking, he prefers to éefgbe find their own way in it. Yet he does
make some practical recommendations, and proderes examples of his own experience
and meditation for the beg fit of his readers. e@son@ excellent advice on hoé\{%/ to
meditate on the Incarnatichon the storigs of the Gosg n the Passion of ChriStpn

God's works in the light of human misengnd on the Catechism.By far the most detailed
treatment of his owp practice is found in the palaplritten for his barber Peter, entitledl;
Simple Way to Pra¥y’lt is, in fact, a textbook on how to use the Caisthas an aid for

meditation.

First of all, Luther emphasizes the need for adegpeeparation. He recognizes the
importance of set times and fixed places for nagidih and prayer. The best times: before
going to bed at night, and after getting up mrrlrmnlng. Nothing should be allowed to
Interrupt these times, for nothing is as impor&@stmeditation and prayer. When Luther
intended to meditate, he either retired to his rasralse he went to the nearest church, if the
congregation wa24assembled there. As to postumedeenmends either kneeling or standing
with folded hands.

Once he has settled down, Luther prepares himbg#igally and mentally for prayer and
meditation by reciting to himself the Ten Cgénmandteet e Creed, some words from
Christ or Paul, and something from the Psait@he length of time spent in this depends on
his mood and his commitments. By the recitatiotheke set pieces, he withdraws himself
from his previous I’eOCCL:j)atiOI’]S and presentadistns in order to concentrate the
attention of his body, mind, and heart on thespnee of God. Luther maintains:
Thus if anything is to be done well it requires fhé attention of all one's senses and
members ... How muchépere does prayer call dacentration and singleness of heart
if it is to be a good prayer.
In this way the heart comes back to itdéHind is attuned to God's Wofd.

If he has time, Luther spends some time meditatimgeach of the Ten Commandments in
tﬁ_rn. He makes a kind of rosary out of them withrfstrands. He describes his practice in
this way:

| think of each commandment as, first, instruction and consider what the Lord God

71 W, 14:302.

8 \WA,9:439:13-442:33t W, 52:7-31.

9w, 35:121. He gives this advice there: ‘When you dpenbook containing the gospels and read or hear
how Christ comes here or there, or how someoneoisgit to him, you should therein perceive the seror
the gospel through which he is coming to you, ar gice being brought to him. When you see how hesyor
however, and how he helps everyone to whom he comeso is brought to him, then rest assured thish s
accomplishing this in you and that he is offerimyiysoul exactly the same sort of help and favbrough the
gospel. If you pause here and let him do you gtit,is, if you believe that he benefits and hgips; then
you really have it. Then Christ is yours, preserttegou as a gift.’

OLW,42:7-14.

1 W,11:19-37.

2 See Luther's Preface to the Large Catechigimgit.,1-8.

LW, 43:193-211

" Seel W, 43:193-194.

> Seel W, 43:193.

1 W,43:199.

" Seel W, 43:209. The same phrase occurs at page 194, wreteanslator inexplicably translates: ‘zu sich
selbst komen' as 'by such recitation to yourself'.

"8 Cf. LW, 43:209 with the original and my translation at n6eabove



demands of m?gso earnestly. Second, | turn itartteanksgiving; third, a confession; and
fourth, a prayef:

The Commandments thus become in turn a textboskng book, a penitential book, and a
prayer book. In this way Luther listens to Godfsvlﬁq:)eakln]g| to him in his situation, so that
it can do its work on him. If he has ample time,dwes the same with the Creed, some
portion of the New Testament, or a Psalm. By cotraéing on the Gospel, he allows it to

arouse his faith in Christ.

Then, once his heart has been kindled with faith@evotion, he spends some time in prayer.
First, he confesses his own unworthiness tg conweGod's presence, as well as his taith in
Christ's commands and promises about prayénhen he repeats each petition of the Lord's
Prayer, and allows it to shape his own prayer.eHghow he describes this practice and the
transition to the preaching of the Holy Spirit mened earlier in this essay:
You should also know that | do not want you to tee@il these words in your prayers . . .
Rather do | want your heart to be stirred and gliidencerning the thoughts which
ought to be comprehended in the Lord's Prayen.hat bind myself to such words of
syllables, but say my prayers in one fashion todagnother tomorrow, depending upon
my mood and feeling. | stay however as nearly énl with the same general thoughts
and ideas. It may happen oOccasionally that | maylag among so many ideas in one
petition that | forego the other six. If such amuadlance of good thoughts comes to us
we ought to disregard the other petitions, makeréar such thoughts, Tisten in silence,
and under no circumstances obstruct them. The Bpisit him preaches here, and
one word of his sermon is far better than a thotigdrour prayers: _ _
8rr11c;e this is done, Luther closes the meditation@agler with the 'Amen’ of all believers in
rist.

Our Catechism arose out of this method of medi&f It was obviously Luther's own
preferred method, even though he makes it quiter dleat he did not limit himself to it. It
was consistent with his distinction between Law &ubspel, and was simple enough for
anyone to pursue. Is it possible, | wonder, tove\this use of the Catechism for ourselves
and our people?

CONCLUSION

A final quotation will have to suffice to round dftither's teaching on meditation. It contains
some sound advice and offers a timely warning tovbs live in an age which tends to
dissociate spirituality from moralltg, and hankafter spectacular spiritual experiences apart
from the common worship of the Church. Here it is: _ ) _
Let him who wants to contemplate in the I‘IC?ht waflect on his Baptism; let him read
his Bible, hear sermons, honour father and moth&d, come to the aid of a brother in
distress. But let him not shut himself up in a nook and there entertain himself with
his devotions and thus suppose that he is sittifgadd's bosggn and has fellowship with
God without Christ, without the Word, without thecsaments:

"9LW, 43:200; cf. 43:209.

8L W, 43:194.

81 W,43:198.

82 Seel C, 7,8 andLW, 14:8, as well as the remarks by A. Peters, 'Velenittes Christenglaubens: Luthers
Katechismen nach 450 Jahrdryther: Zeitschrift der Luther Gesellschabt,(1980), 38,39.
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