Worship When Lutheranism Was Young and Strong

By Timothy Buelow

I. Luther’s Original Ideas Put into Practice

A.  Four hundred and fifty years after the death of Martin Luther, it can be difficult to cut through the centuries of change and development, encompassing the periods of pietism and rationalism, and come to a genuine understanding of Luther’s views on worship. It is certainly possible to find in the works of one so prolific as Luther quotes to justify many an anti-liturgical bent, while one might also quote a sentence robbed of its context to justify stilted legalism in matters liturgical. The best way from a literary perspective to understand Luther himself in regard to worship, would be to read in full many of his writings on worship, for example the collection made available in English in Luther’s Works volume 53. (Read especially “A Christian Exhortation to the Livonians Concerning Public Worship and Concord” for a brief (six pages), yet multifaceted summary of Luther’s attitude toward worship theory and practice). Reading what Luther wrote, even thoroughly, still leaves one in the position of trying to understand and appreciate living, musical liturgy in the silence of one’s head. Today, there is a growing number of recordings which recreate the historical worship experience for at least the ears, if not the eyes.

B.  The development of Lutheran Liturgy along the lines of what Luther intended took a period of time. The 16th century out of necessity proved a time of tremendous production and development in Lutheran worship. Toward the end of the 16th century and through the first half of the 17th, we have a period where the Lutheran worship ideals were fully coming into swing. This particular period of time was also when Orthodoxy was in its flower. Thus the worship represented in this particular period of time is very much reflective of the ideals of Lutheran theology.

1. 
The orthodox Lutheran theologians were very much concerned about the content of worship as it relates to Biblical principles. That is, what Scripture described and prescribed for worship, should be fearfully followed, while maintaining New Testament freedom. If this sounds like two principles at odds with each other, then you will understand the tension that existed for those designing worship in the first two centuries after Luther. This tension is especially seen in the period of orthodoxy. If there is one theme that runs through all of early Lutheran worship development it is this: Everything should be carefully thought through. Nothing should be done rashly.

2.  Early Lutheran worship history shows freedom in these limitations. The various Kirchenordnungen or “Church Orders” show variety from region to region, but not from church to church within a given region. Here it is important to remember the territorial nature of the German church. 

a.)  The variations themselves are in regard to more trivial matters, while the consistency is in regard to the major items. For example: A church order in one region may prescribe the Gloria be chanted in Latin according to ancient form, while in another territory “Allein Gott in der höh’ sei Ehr’” is regularly sung. Or for example, the church order in one city might call for the liturgical order to be Gospel, Creed, Sermon, while in another area it might read Gospel, Sermon, Creed. Other variations apparent in the earlier orders are the distribution formulas for communion, which were standardized as the need arose in regard to Calvinism during the earlier part of the age of orthodoxy.

b.)  While there are territorial variations, yet no order prescribes that the creed or the Lesson of the day be left out. In one territory the Nicene creed is always used, in another “Wir glauben all’ an einen Gott” is regularly sung. This is the same kind of variety one might find among churches in the Wisconsin Synod who are agreed on the basic assumption that the historic Liturgy is important. 

c.)  At this time it is necessary to define the term “historic Liturgy.” By historic Liturgy we do not mean CW page 15. We do not mean TLH page 15, instead we mean what is stated at the top of page 15 in CW where it says “‘The Common Service’ is a version of the historic liturgy of the Christian Church.” In other words, the historic Liturgy is the basic form of worship which includes, in one form/sequence or another,  invocation, confession/absolution, Kyrie, Gloria, Psalmody, pericope lessons, creed, sermon, preface, communion, benediction, and—especially in reformation churches—plenty of ‘congregational singing with an emphasis on instruction,’ if I may used that simple definition of the Chorale.

II. 
A “Conservative” Reformation of Worship—But Radical Enough

A. It was radical in measure…

1.  The idea of congregational participation was a major updating of the liturgy. (Probably a return to what was common in early Christian worship, although material on early hymnology is somewhat sketchy).

2.  That at first, major parts, and subsequently nearly all of the service was in the vernacular was also new.

3.  The offering of the cup in Communion was fairly radical (after, in Luther’s case at Wittenberg several years of patient instruction).

4.  That the liturgy was purged of those things which introduced false doctrine, and even contradicted the teaching on which the church stands and falls, was rather major—though this would have been more immediately apparent to the clergy and those who knew Latin. (The laity would have noticed a lot of time saved in the Mass proper.)

5.  There was no centralized authority, as under the pope, to determine what could be done and what not, and thus, combined with Luther’s call for new poetry and music, the artistic resources of the church were freed in a new and exciting way.

B. It was conservative in measure…

1.  Yet the fundamental concept of the Liturgy was preserved. Whatever could be kept, was kept. Luther suggested that if the service were not public and open to all kinds of people, believers and unbelievers, things may have been different. He suggested that a small house church service could have been tremendously simple, but he couldn’t in Wittenberg see any appropriate venue for such.

2.  This conservatism was not merely or even primarily out of a desire to keep from frightening lay people, but also because of  the content and history of the Liturgy. The reformers did not want to start a new church—a rebellious “protestantism”—but rather they wished to remain firmly planted in the heart of catholicity. In fact, they saw themselves as the rightful heirs of the church’s history and the proper continuation of the church, Romanism having veered of to the side and become a sect. This concept is very important. Early Lutherans wanted nothing to do with the “Rottengeister” and wanted all the world to know that they were “catholic.” (Cf. AC XXIV “Falsely are our churches accused of abolishing the Mass; for the Mass is retained among us and celebrated with the highest reverence. Nearly all the usual ceremonies are also preserved, save that the parts sung in Latin are interspersed here and there with German hymns, which have been added to teach the people. For ceremonies are needed to this end alone, that the unlearned be taught what they need to know of Christ.”)

III. Communion Celebration Is Central to The Entire Mindset of “Lord’s Day” Worship Reform

A.  A tremendous amount of latitude existed in Luther’s thinking, and in that of his followers regarding services that were not primary. Yet, little tinkering was done with Matins and Vespers because, of all the Liturgies, these were the most filled with and made up of songs and quotations from Scripture. But new forms were added, such as the catechetical services that lasted through the time of Bach in Leipzig.

B.  Communion, the one part of our Liturgy commanded and instituted by Christ himself was the center of “Lord’s Day,” i.e. Sundaily worship, together with preaching—also commanded by Christ. (A.C. XXIV “Now, forasmuch as the Mass is such a giving of the Sacrament, we hold one communion every holy-day…”) Because the “mass,” i.e. the Sacrament of the Altar was central to worship, there was a priori a reverent attitude toward the liturgy. If one keeps communion, (except, as stated in a house church) it was unimaginable to not have the Salutation, Sursum Corda and Preface, for example. Once it was clear these ancient items of the service would remain, it never entered anyone’s mind not to have the other major parts of the liturgy.

C.  So, while Luther talked of freedom, it was within very conservative, old-fashioned, liturgically minded thinking.

IV. The Organ and Lutheran Worship Evolve Together

A. Many of these things were theoretical at first. Luther, in fact, was slower and more cautious than most around him in carrying out liturgical reforms. He was forced to catch up because of German liturgies and other innovations being introduced elsewhere. Thomas Münzer, for one, produced a German form of the Mass. At this time he had not yet become an enthusiast. Quite the contrary, Luther decided he had better produce a German mass that was truly German, because Münzer had simply translated the words and forced them onto the music of the Latin Mass. Luther wrote his own music, but only with thorough consultation with two of the elector’s court musicians, Johann Walther and Conrad Rupff (also referred to as Conrad Rupsch). Luther encouraged these men and all the poets and musicians of reformation territories to join in the grand project of producing hymns and music to complement the Liturgy. Naturally this took time. Congregational singing began with tiny hymnbooks with 15 hymns, and expanded until there were a hundred, then two hundred, etc. That took time, but as it happened, so did the way hymns were sung also develop. Within a couple of generations, singing hymns as part of the service was the “normal” thing for those who worshiped. 

· The polyphonic singing of the early days of Lutheran Worship, a carryover from pre-Reformation choir-led worship didn’t last too long. It wasn’t designed for ordinary people and didn’t fit with the “gusto” of Lutheran surety. It gave way to more modern sounding harmony. Remember, though, that hymns had to be sung from memory by the many illiterates, or be led by intonation.

· A musical example was added at this point in the presentation. An early setting of “Nun freut euch” (Dear Christians One and All Rejoice)

B. As it happens, the organ was evolving from a more experimental instrument into what would be called ‘the engineering marvel of the late 17th century.’ What before had only been possible in larger churches with many musicians, now be came possible in churches with only one qualified musician. Further, the organ was a natural for supporting melodic congregational singing, which led to its rather rapid acceptance.

C. The size and resources of the parish were determinative. As organs were installed in more and more churches they would be used together with whatever other minimal resources were available in smaller country churches, while multiple choirs, brass choirs, organ, flutes, timpani, etc. would all be enlisted at larger churches, in the cities. The concept, simply, was, the more artistic the service, the better, as long as the emphasis always remained on the glory of God and not those assisting. That concept was determinative also as new forms of music were introduced from Italy and elsewhere. It was debated in each case as to whether the beauty was per se going to draw attention away from the message and onto the performer, or to God and his message of glory and grace.

V. The Ceremonial of Worship

A.  Luther on vestments:

1.  In his introduction to the Formula Missae: “We have passed over the matter of vestments. But we think about these as we do about other forms. We permit them to be used in freedom, as long as people refrain from ostentation and pomp.”

2.  Oft quoted is his statement from the “Deutsche Messe”: “Here we retain the vestments until they are used up or we are pleased to make a change.”

B.  Lutheran Praxis: How did the church react to Luther? They were not “pleased to make a change.” Change would not come for quite sometime in Germany, in fact after the period of orthodoxy. 

1.  The thirty years war (1618-48) destroyed many beautiful churches, sacred vessels, liturgical books, while producing some wonderful hymns.

2.  Immeasurably greater in their devastation were Pietism and rationalism: “King Frederic William I in 1733 prohibited Communion vestments, as well as copes, candles, chants, the sign of the cross, etc., in all churches of his realm. The Lutherans protested in Königsberg, Magdeburg, Halle and Pomerania. The royal decree was repeated in stronger form in 1737 and some Lutheran ministers were dismissed. Though the king’s son, Frederic III a few years later rescinded his father’s injunction and allowed full liberty in matters of worship, the historic vestments were not restored except in a few churches, as Rationalistic indifference was increasingly felt.” (Reed: Worship, p.303)

3.  Sweden, though it suffered too under Pietism and rationalism, never had to worry about forced mergers of Lutheran and Calvinistic territorial churches, because Sweden had only one established church, the Lutheran. Since the reformation there was much more peaceful and carried out on royal levels, the people were guarded from visible change. The doctrine changed, the mass was reformed, but retained its previous formality. In the same way the historic vestments were preserved. Hermann Sasse once wrote in a letter that “in 1921 I was in Sweden and saw something of the glory of the Lutheran church” while he learned true Lutheran doctrine in America. (Logia IV, 4, p.6) He could say that because the contrast in even Lutheran (non-union) areas of Germany, the liturgy and ceremony were and remain to this day so poor, compared with the unbroken historical forms of the Church of Sweden.

4.  It is important for us of German Lutheran background to filter any discussion we might have in regard to the ceremonial of worship through a knowledge of the above mentioned history.

VI. The Culmination—The High Point in the Development of Lutheran Worship When it Was Young and Strong, Exemplified by Michael Praetorius

A.  Praetorius was clear on the above points. He was close in time to the Reformation, yet benefited from 75 years of essential development in music.

B.  Praetorius benefited from the settled nature of worship by the end of the 16th century. The Lutheran Church was established.

C.  Praetorius felt freed by Lutheran worship to employ all the arts in the service of the church.

D.  Praetorius wanted, as Luther, the worship service to draw the attention of all—believers and unbelievers, burgomaster and burgher, assembled together in one church—to the glory, the majesty and the joy of God revealed in Jesus Christ the Savior.

· A musical example was added at this point in the presentation.  Praetorius, “Mass for Christmas Morning.” Picture the residents of a small city (by today’s standards) entering the sanctuary, the mayor and the city council in their finest, proceeding to pre-appointed places of honor. Picture the residents of the city filling the rest of the gloriously gothic sanctuary, their eyes drawn upward by its lofty heights. Picture choirs arranged creatively in balconies on all three sides, their different positions to be used for creative effect during the service. Picture the long horns, banners unfurled, at the steps leading into the church. Praetorius used every imaginative idea to convey the glory of the festival of the Lord’s birth. Beginning with solemn tones, the music swells in joy. The solemnity of the Gospel announcement is conveyed by the simple, strong chant tone. The jubilant reaction of the angels and us Christians follows in hymn. The Sacrament of the Altar is of needs a central part of the service, celebrated in once again solemn tones. All is concluded with the joyful royal announcement by trumpets that the Savior of the world is here for all, for you! Can we not find inspiration here for our day? It is still hard 400 years later to imagine such a high feast without the historic, communion-centered liturgy (high mass, if you will) presented with every art at our disposal, for the spreading of the Gospel of our Lord of Majesty!
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