This article first appeared in the Summer 1989 issue of Focus on Worship, a former publication of WELS Commission on Worship, James Tiefel, editor.

Trends and resources may change over the years, but the insights of this article are still useful for us today.

Luther Reforms the Mass

by Arnold J. Koelpin

On August 1, 1521, Martin Luther announced his resolve to take personal action in reforming the Roman Mass. In a letter from the Wartburg, he stated openly, “I also will not say another private mass in all eternity.” Private mass, carried out by the priest alone in the absence of the receiving congregation, highlighted Luther’s chief objection to the mass, its sacrificial character.

In the previous year, Luther had clarified his objections to the Canon of the Mass, i.e. offertory and prayers surrounding the Words of Institution. He denounced calling the sacrament “these holy sacrifices, this oblation.” Over against the mass as a sacrificium, Luther counter-posed its character as a testamentum (a promise) from God and a beneficium (gift of grace) received by people at Christ’s direction.

“A mass is something we receive,” Luther explained in simple terms, “but a sacrifice is something we offer.” To confuse the two actions is to make a human work out of God’s work. The “whole gospel and all its comfort” were at stake when Christ’s institution was violated. To excise the Canon from the worship service became the chief goal of his liturgical reform.

The Wittenberg disturbances in the autumn of 1521 caused Luther to proceed with caution. There, in his absence, the introduction of a revised order of service was accompanied by disorderly conduct. Fanatics stoned priests who celebrated private mass, and riots left Wittenberg in hopeless confusion. Christian love demanded that one lay the groundwork for reform before acting.

On the First Sunday in Lent of 1522, Luther began to enunciate principles for reforming the liturgy. He counseled reform‑minded priests to use the old forms until the Gospel had become part of the people’s lives. Only after a request from the congregation at Leisnig for new church order was Luther moved to formulate his ideas for evangelical reform. His response “Concerning the Order of Public Worship” (January, 1523) became the first in a series of three basic works on reform of the mass. These are translated in Luther’s Works, Vol. 53, Hymns and Liturgy.
“The Order of Public Worship”

The earliest and shortest of Luther’s basic liturgical writings merely outlined the most urgent reforms. In it Luther establishes the Word of God as the principal element in the service. “A Christian congregation should never gather without the preaching of God’s Word and prayer.”

In the revised order, daily worship services replaced the frequent masses. As in apostolic times, the preacher read a lesson from the Testaments Old in the morning, New in the evening -- and explained it. After the exposition, daily services ended with prayers. Traditional antiphons, responses, and collects containing legends and other extra‑Biblical additions that obscured the Gospel were shelved. Instead the pastor selected, read or chanted psalms, and appointed suitable responses or antiphons with a collect.

Sunday was reserved for the mass and Vespers. Both services featured preaching and exposition from the Bible. The chants in Sunday masses and Vespers remained because “they are quite good and are taken from Scriptures:’ These sketchy practical proposals gave no direction concerning the sacrificial Canon of the Mass. Luther had already counseled reform‑minded priests to drop it with good conscience.

The revised order showed Luther to be neither a tradition‑breaker nor an innovator. He built on existing forms. In the freedom of a Christian, he set down one primary guideline for re‑formation: “Let everything be done so that the Word has free course and not again allow worship to deteriorate into the monotonous sing‑song that it has been. We can spare everything except the Word. Christ himself says, ‘One thing is needful; that is, to sit at the feet of Christ and hear his word daily.”

“An Order Of Mass And Communion”

In December of the same year, 1523, Luther took a giant step in reforming the mass. Responding to a letter from the pastor at Zwickau, he produced an evangelical mass in detail and gave the rationale for changes. The frivolous faddism of religious fanatics who delighted in novelty moved him to take the step despite his continuing concern for Christians bothered by liturgical change.

In the revised order, the Formula Missae et Communionis for the church at Wittenberg, Luther recast the traditional form of the Roman Mass into an evangelical order of service with communion. He kept the designation “mass” for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, and continued the use of Latin. The only German parts were the sermon and at times a few hymns.

Retained also were the ancient rites of the early church. Luther cited Athanasius and Cyprian in support of the retention of the psalms and Basil the Great for the use of the Kyrie. In addition to using the traditional selection of Epistle and Gospel readings, he continued the introits as chanted psalm forms, the angelic hymn Gloria in Excelsis, graduals, alleluias, the Nicene Creed, Sanctus, Agnus Dei, and the chants sung during the distribution of the Supper.

But Luther now formally excised the Canon of the Mass and all additions that turned the sacrament into a sacrifice. These extensive deletions included the customary offertory prayers and chants, offertories and collects for the dead, and sequences inserted in the Sanctus and Gloria. By taking this action, Luther intended to free the mass to be received and accepted as a sacrament, Christ’s new testament, and a blessing.

Detailed comments, too numerous to review here, accompanied the use of each liturgical form. Some expressed personal preferences, as the use of entire psalms rather than their shortened versions in the introits. Some reflected concern for simplicity, as the recommendations to pare down the number of collects and sequences or to use short two‑verse collects to avoid tedium. Some were merely a matter of taste, as the customs of singing the Creed or of using candles and incense at the reading of the Gospel.

In all these cases, the evangelical form of the mass “up to the Creed is ours, free, and not prescribed by God.” Luther wrote, “Therefore, it does not have anything to do with the mass” (that is, communing at the table of our Lord). The changes were minor.

But after the sermon, the form of communion received extensive revision. In place of the offertory, the bread and wine were simply prepared at the altar, and, when ready, the Preface simply led into the Words of Institution, chanted loudly and distinctly, so that the people could hear Christ’s “word of life and salvation.” “All that matters is that the Words of Institution should be kept in tact and that everything should be done by faith:” The Sanctus and Lord’s Prayer preceded the distribution, and the Agnus Del was sung during the reception. A final collect and benediction brought the order of communion to an end.

For academic and musical reasons, Luther kept the Latin service for use in cathedrals and convent chapels, wherever Latin was understood. But the common people also needed an order of worship in their language for use even in the remotest village. Luther hoped that all services could include as many songs in the vernacular as possible for the congregation to sing at appointed places, and he encouraged homeland poets to compose such evangelical hymns.

“The German Mass and Order of Service”

Two years later, in autumn, 1525, Luther presented the Wittenberg congregation with an order of service in German. The delay was purposeful. Contemporary attempts to transfer the liturgy into the native language lacked artistic know‑how. Forcing German words into Latin melodies came off woodenly, lacking crispness and creativity. Luther recognized that translating the liturgy from language to language, from idiom to idiom, takes time. “Text and notes, accent, melody, and manner of rendering ought to grow out of the true mother tongue and its inflection, otherwise all becomes an imitation in the manner of apes:”

With the assistance of the Saxon court cantors, Konrad Rupff and Johann Walther, Luther prepared text and music for a German mass and order of service. The main Sunday service featured the use of German throughout, except for the Kyrie, and emphasized congregational hymns. It retained the structure of his revised Latin order, but simplified it. This abbreviated German order aimed to meet the needs of German‑speaking laity and to promote the congregation’s participation without disturbing the historic order.

The service itself began with a hymn or psalm in substitution for the Latin introit. In addition to the liturgical parts (Introit, Kyrie, and Collect), there were two Scripture readings followed by the Creed, the Sermon, the Lord’s Prayer in paraphrase, an admonition to communicants, and the Order of Communion.

Following custom, Luther arranged for the pastor to chant the liturgical texts, including the Scripture lessons, prayers, and Words of Institution. He also provided the congregation with a rhymed German translation of the Nicene Creed, “We all believe in one true God” and a hymn paraphrase of the Sanctus, “Isaiah, mighty seer in days of old:” But surprisingly he omitted the Gloria in Excelsis and substituted an admonition to the communicants for the ancient Preface before communing.

By the time Luther published the German order of service in 1526, he had accomplished his stated purpose in reforming the Roman Mass: “The whole service should center in the word and sacrament:’ His parting words in the printed text reveal the evangelical spirit in which the reform took place: “This or any other order shall be so used that whenever it becomes an abuse, it shall be abolished and replaced by another. For the order must serve for growth in faith and love . . . . An order is an external thing.”
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