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274 VOX SCRIPTURAE 

theory by a;guj
4
ng t~at the S"":iss and qerma~ re.formers had dif­

ferent pubhcs. Wlule Luther s preach1ng of Jusbfication by f: 'th 
may well have been sweet music to the ears of a weary Ge ª1 

public, tired of seeking salvation. in pilgrimage, indulgence~:~ 
the endowments of mass, the Sw1ss reformers sought a theolo 
which 'Yould le~d authority ~o the search for urban unity. Indee~ 
they la1d very httle emphas1s on the doctrine so close to Luther'' 
heart. McGrath c?nc!u?es "Wh~le Luther's visio~ was ultimatel; 
that of a renewed 1nd1v1dual behever ... Bucer, Zw1ngli and Calvin 
work7d together t?w~r~s th~ vision of a _ren_e'Yed community, es~ 
chew1ng b~th the 1nd1V11uahsm and ~ubJe~bvism which they felt 
were enta1led by Luther s preoccupabon with the doctrine of jus­
tification." 65 The doctrine simply did not carry with it a programme 
for social ref orm. The Swiss reformers f elt that sola scriptura of­
f ered far· more and set out to work for a complete reformation of 
social life and moral behaviour on the basis of it. McGrath seems 
to be correct. Luther's freedom through justification by faith made 
sense to him, but it was hardly enough to satisfy the aspirations of 
growing cities. While he certainly persuaded the citizens of Europe 
to spend less, or even nothing, on ensuring their well-being in the 
afterlife, they seem to have desired rather more than a feeling of 
liberation in the here-and-now. 

Secondly, we must ask if the wider Reformation assumed 
Luther's moral imperative of joyful gratitude to serve their neigh­
bours? Oberman examines the adherence of Luther's colleagues to 
his second proposition in The Freedom of a Christian and concludes 
that in the interpretation of liberty as 'freedom for service' his fellow 
reformers "step off the common platform to give ... diff ering interpre­
tations in Basel and Strasbourg, in Wittenburg and Bremen, in the 
Reichsritter revolt of Sickingen, and in the more widely spread but 
equally abortive Peasant Revolt"56 Certainly there is freedom from 
religious obligation as a prerequisite for salvation, but scripture be­
comes elevated to the sarne rank as sola gratia and sola fuie. "They 
have in common, amid all other differences, a drive for political and 
pedagogical articulation of Christian ethics which can be regarded 
as one of the hall marks of the initia re+ormationis, whether we look ,, e I . "57 
at Zwingli or Karlstadt, Müntzer or Melancthon, Bucer or a vin. 

54/bid, 5ff. 
551/;>id., 17. · . I ·tia 
56Heiko. A. Oberman, "Headwaters of the Reformation. 01 

Lutheri; lnitia Reformationis", in The Dawn ofthe Refo_rmation: Ess;Y,/ 
in Late Medieval and Early Reformation Thought (Ed1nburgh: T. • 
Clark, 1986) 46. 
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So what can we conclude? ln answer to our 
1
. . 

e can state th~t while ~uther'~ proposition of just!~~~:i::tbes}1~nh 
h wªd enormous impact, it was interpreted diffierently h y a1t_t 

"' • d Th Ch ·t· Lºb . w erever 1 
S rece1ve • e ns ian 1 erty wh1ch it con"e d d wa • d'f~ t Th d b' 11 rre was un er-stood in I .1eren ways. e u io_us_ moral imperative ex licitl 

expounded 1n The Freedom of a (]_hristian found few takers a~d wa~ 
either replaced ~y ª. call to o~ed1ence to the princes or substituted 
by a bolder apphcation of Scnptures to satisfy the comm 1 • 

h ·t· 58 T una asp1-
rations. of t .e ci ies. º. quote Ru?lack: "Neglecting the second 
ciause, 1n wh1ch Luther ~nJ011:ed Chnstians to serve one another in 
Iove, the urban r~formation d1~t?rted Luther's message into a new 
Iaw which sanctified the trad1tional ideology of the bonum com­
roune."59

_ Luther's Poor Reforro reacted to a social crisis already too 
great to ignore ª1?-d was t~ken up by _other groups who did not share 
the sarne moral 1mperative as he d1d. His view of Christian Free­
dom was only partially understood and greatly abused. Perhaps we 
ask too much of Luther. While he continued calling on his commu­
nity and its leaders to care for the poor, he did not see his reforma­
tion primarily as being a social one. He had freed his people from 
what he saw to be slavery to a false and satanic legalism. That was 
sweet victory to him. Latin American evangelicals have, by and large, 
followed on down the sarne road as Luther, teaching a conservative 
social passivism while proclaiming individual salvation through 
faith alone. However, his burning desire to use the church's finan­
cial resources for Poor Relief has been ignored and the Swiss model 
of the godly city governed by scripture is too far from our own real­
ity to be relevant. W_e have a lon? way t~ go before we become, as 
Luther wished, "Chnst to our ne1ghbour. . 

saA number of studies on other cit~es. conclude that Luther's 
doctrines of J ustification by Faith and Christian ~ree_dof wef e iªte~ 
up and reinterpreted to free the city from. ~cclesiaSbca con 

8
ro , "u 

• . • h • 1 nd pohbcal status quo. ee, 10r otherw1se to ma1nta1n t e socia ª . • N·· nberg" in 
• S b "Th Reformation 1n ur , example Gottfn_ed ee ass e eds The Social History of 

Lawrence P. Buck and Jonathan Yl· Zto~hyUni;~rsity 1972)· Rublack 
the Reformation (Colombus: OJ11º. ~; e rience" (1985) on Á.ugsburg; 
"Martin Luther and the "f!rban oci~.. x:: in deutschen Reichsstiidten 
Robert Jütte, Obr~gkeit_~ic~e Armen, us~~wesen in Frankfurt am Main 
der frühen Neuzeit. -?'tadtisc~e~ Atv lag 1984) on Protestant Frank­
und Kõln (Cologne-Vienna: Boh au {r z~man Davis "Poor Relief, 
furt and Catholic Cologne;CNata /tyon" Studies i~ Medieval and 
Humanism and Heresy: The ase O L on~ and Lee Palmer W andei, 
Renaissance History 5 (196fS) f 1 'J!:

0
~~n ~wingli's Zürich (Cambridge: 

Always amongus: lmages O t e z . h 
Cambridge University _1990)hon ud~h~ Urban Social Experience" 16. 

59Rublack "Martin Lut er an 


