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This article examines the complex relationship between early-modern Protes-
tantism and medieval mysticism. It does so through a case study of a late-
Reformation work of devotion, The Great Mystery (1595), which has received
very little scholarly attention. The author of this treatise, Martin Moller, an
experienced Lutheran pastor, was familiar with mystical literature and drew
on it directly in his numerous works of devotion. Especially evident in The
Great Mystery, which presents the relationship between Christ and the Chris-
tian as a spiritual marriage, is a theme which rarely appeared in the Lutheran
devotional literature of the sixteenth century: spiritual desire for God. Moller
developed an evangelical theology and spirituality of desire, which marked a
crucial development in early-modern Lutheran devotion. The presence of
this theme also provides a potential clue for the ‘mystical turn’ in the late
Reformation and why this period may have experienced a ‘crisis of piety’.
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Introduction1

It is a well-known fact among Reformation scholars that the late-sixteenth century
witnessed a significant increase in the production of devotional works aimed at the
laity.2 We have also known for some time that the Lutheran theologians and pastors

1 This article began as a conference paper at the American Society of Church History annual meeting in January 2014.
I am grateful to Eric Lund and Jonathan Strom for reading and commenting on an earlier draft.
2 See Elke Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum: Theologie und Frömmigkeit bei Martin Moller (1547–1606) (Göttingen:

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 314.
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who produced these works drew on certain medieval mystics and mystical sources as
they sought to encourage the spiritual growth of their contemporaries.3 These
mystics included Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), Johannes Tauler (c.1300–
1361), and the anonymous author of the Theologia Deutsch; especially important
among the mystical sources were pseudo-Augustinian and pseudo-Bernardine
works. In the main, there have been three ways of interpreting this ‘mystical turn
in Lutheran piety’.4

Paul Althaus argued that Lutheran pastors and theologians unwittingly imbibed
the Augustinian-Bernardine mysticism of the Middle Ages when they used pre-
Reformation works of devotion as sources and models for their own treatises and
pamphlets on the spiritual life; the pre-Reformation works were infused with this
mysticism. Althaus also maintained that Lutheran clergymen were influenced by
contemporary Catholic devotional literature that was similarly permeated by mysti-
cism. This uncritical borrowing from Catholic sources gradually polluted the pure
stream of evangelical theology and piety, which according to Althaus strongly
resists the highly interiorized and subjectivized spirituality of the mystics. In
keeping with the earlier argument of Albrecht Ritschl, Althaus insisted that the pres-
ence of mystical sources in Protestant devotional literature damaged evangelical
Christianity by introducing a foreign and impure element into it.5

Winfried Zeller offered quite a different explanation, countering that this borrow-
ing from medieval mysticism was an understandable response to a late-Reformation
crisis of piety that he attributed to two related factors: an unfortunate divide
between theology and piety, and widespread spiritual laxity among third-generation
Protestants. Zeller interpreted the recourse to mysticism in the age of Orthodoxy as
a salutary means of helping Protestants recover a more earnest, heartfelt, personal,
and practical Christianity.6

3 For a brief treatment of the late-Reformation reception of mysticism, especially in Lutheran consolation literature, see
Ronald K. Rittgers, The Reformation of Suffering: Pastoral Theology and Lay Piety in Late Medieval and Early-modern
Germany (New York and London: Oxford University Press, 2012), 218–25. See also Johann Anselm Steiger, Johann
Gerhard (1582–1637): Studien zu Theologie und Frömmigkeit des Kirchenvaters der lutherischen Orthodoxie
(Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Frommann-Holzboog, 1997), 54–89; and Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 12–18; 131–38.
4 Eric Lund, ed., Seventeenth-Century Lutheran Meditations and Hymns (New York and Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press,

2011), 22.
5 Paul Althaus,Zur Charakteristik der evangelischen Gebetsliteratur im Reformationsjahrhundert (Leipzig: Druck und

Verlag von Alexander Edelmann, Universitäts-Buchhändler und Universitäts-Buchdrucker, 1914). This work was later
included in Paul Althaus, Forschungen zur evangelischen Gebetsliteratur (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhan-
dlung, 1966); see pp. 59–66 of the latter work for his discussion of mysticism in the late Reformation; Albrecht
Ritschl, Geschichte des Pietismus in der lutherischen Kirche des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts, vol. 2 (Bonn: Marcus
1884), 3–33. See the discussion of these and other similarly minded works in Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 13,
131–38.
6 See ‘Einleitung’ in Winfried Zeller, Der Protestantismus des 17. Jahrhunderts (Bremen: Carl Schünemann, 1962),

xiii–lxvi (esp. xiii–xxii); Winfried Zeller, ‘Protestantische Frömmigkeit im 17. Jahrhundert’, in Winfried Zeller. Theolo-
gie und Frömmigkeit. Gesammelte Aufsätze, vol. 1, ed. Bernd Jaspert (Marburg: N.G. Elwert Verlag, 1971), 85–116
(this chapter is a reprint of the introduction to Zeller, Der Protestantismus des 17. Jahrhunderts); Winfried Zeller,
‘Luthertum und Mystik’, in Winfried Zeller, Theologie und Frömmigkeit. Gesammelte Aufsätze, vol. 2, ed. Bernd
Jaspert (Marburg: N.G. Elwert Verlag, 1978), 35–54 (esp. 41–44). Zeller argued that the divide between theology
and piety was caused by the failure of late-Reformation theologians to appreciate how an authentic theological existence
is determined not simply by correct doctrine but also by the quality and depth of its inner devotion. In this way, piety
exercises a critical or authenticating function over theology even as theology exercises the same function over piety.
Zeller was not arguing that late-Reformation theologians were impious; see Zeller, Der Protestantismus, xix. For a
helpful summary of Zeller’s Frömmigkeitskrise thesis, which Zeller first articulated in 1952 and then again in 1962,
see Johannes Wallmann, ‘Reflexionen und Bemerkungen zur Frömmigkeitskrise des 17. Jahrhunderts’, in Krisen des
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More recently, Elke Axmacher has argued that an evangelical version of mysticism
had been present in Lutheranism from its origins, and it resurfaced later in the Refor-
mation, not to combat an alleged crisis of piety but as a logical response to a tension
within evangelical Christianity itself that became more challenging to navigate over
time. Lutheranism posited a considerable gulf between the imputed and actual exist-
ences of the Christian. The imputed existence was characterized by great spiritual
confidence in a salvation based on the gift of alien righteousness. But this salvation
was largely eschatological. The Christian’s actual existence was characterized by a
woefully incomplete conformity to Christ and also by much fretting about
seeming divine absence, especially as time wore on and the expected spiritual
rebirth of Church and society (or the Parousia) did not happen. On this theory,
the mystics and their spiritual practices, especially meditation, provided Lutherans
with a vital sense of Christ’s presence in their lives and thus made the tension
between their two existences easier to bear.7

In the midst of this debate, which remains unresolved,8 scholars have largely over-
looked a theme in Protestant devotional literature that suggests an additional expla-
nation for the mystical turn in the late Reformation. This explanation places this
turn (or return) within the larger context of the history of Christian spirituality
rather than within the more narrow context of the history of early-modern Luther-
anism. The theme is spiritual desire or longing for God. Scholars have examined
unio mystica in the late Reformation,9 but not the concomitant theme of spiritual
desire, certainly not in any depth. This article will examine both themes, but it
will pay special attention to the latter. The analysis will focus on a devotional text
that has received little scholarly attention, Martin Moller’s Mysterium Magnum
(The Great Mystery), which first appeared in 1595.10 Along with Andreas Musculus
(1514–81), Philipp Nicolai (1556–1608), and Philipp Kegel (?−1614), Moller
(1547–1606) played a decisive role in effecting the mystical turn in late-Reformation
devotion that reached its fullest expression in Johann Arndt (1555–1621).11 The

17. Jahrhunderts, ed. Manfred Jakubowski–Tiessen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999), 25–42. See also Eric
Lund, ‘The Second Age of the Reformation: Lutheran and Reformed Spirituality 1550–1700’, in Christian Spirituality:
Post–Reformation and Modern, ed. Louis Dupré and Don E. Saliers (New York: Crossroad, 1989), 213–23; Walter
Sparn, ‘Die Krise der Frömmigkeit und ihr theologischer Reflex im nachreformatorischen Luthertum’, inDie lutherische
Konfessionalisierung in Deutschland, ed. Hans-Christoph Rublack (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus Gerd Mohn,
1992), 54–82; Udo Sträter, Meditation und Kirchenreform in der lutherischen Kirche des 17. Jahrhunderts (Tübingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 1995), 24–30.
7 See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 314–18. For a critique of Axmacher’s position, see Sträter, Meditation und

Kirchenreform, 27–29. Like Axmacher, Steiger has criticized Zeller’s thesis, arguing that there was no substantial
cleft between theology and piety in the age of Orthodoxy. See Steiger, Johann Gerhard, 54–89.
8 For recent treatments of the debate, see Angela Baumann-Koch, Frühe lutherische Gebetsliteratur bei Andreas Mus-

culus und Daniel Cramer (Frankfurt amMain: Peter Lang, 2001), 11–20, and Thomas Illg, Ein anderer Mensch werden.
Johann Arndts Verständnis der imitatio Christi als Anleitung zu einem wahren Christentum (Göttingen: V&R unipress,
2011), 44–52.
9 See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 212–19. For an earlier treatment, see Ritschl, Geschichte des Pietismus, vol. 2,

12–33.
10 Martin Moller, Mysterivm Magnvm. Fleissige vnd anda[e]chtige Betrachtung des grossen Geheimnis der Himlischen
Geistlichen Hochzeit vnd Verbu[e]ndniß vnsers HERRN Jesu Christi/ mit der Christgleubigen Gemeine seiner Braut/ vnd
wie man dasselbe nu[e]tzlich vnd mit frewden bedencken/ vnd tro[e]stlich gebrauchen sol. (Görlitz, 1595). Herzog
August Bibliothek [hereafter HAB], Wolfenbüttel, Germany, A: 811.4 Theol. The most recent treatment of the Myster-
ium Magnum is in Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 211–32.
11 Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 115; Lund, Seventeenth-Century Lutheran Meditations and Hymns, 22; Althaus,
Forschungen zur evangelischen Gebetsliteratur, 135.
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longing-for-God theme was central to the Augustinian-Bernardine tradition of mys-
ticism in the later Middle Ages and is clearly discernible in works of
late-Reformation devotion;12 it is especially prominent in Moller’s The Great
Mystery.13 The presence of this theme is quite significant, because it signals an
important discontinuity with Luther and earlier Lutheran theologians, who bor-
rowed from the Augustinian-Bernardine tradition and yet either ignored or rejected
the theme of loving desire for God.14 As we will see, this discontinuity provides a
clue as to why Protestant devotional writers borrowed so deeply frommedieval mys-
ticism in the late Reformation.

Martin Moller

Martin Moller’s life can be quickly summarized.15 He was born in 1547, one year
after Luther’s death, in the village of Kropstädt near Wittenberg. His parents were
peasants but managed to send him to the city school in Wittenberg, where he
received a rudimentary vernacular education along with an introduction to evange-
lical Christianity. Moller apparently impressed his teacher, for when the latter was
summoned to teach in the gymnasium in Görlitz, some 240 kilometres southeast
of Wittenberg, the nineteen-year-old Moller accompanied him. The Görlitz Gymna-
sium had adopted the humanistic curriculum established by Philipp Melanchthon
(1497–1560), which stressed training in classical languages and literature, especially
Scripture and the early Church Fathers, along with formation in Christian piety.
Moller studied for two years in Görlitz, and then served as a cantor and guest
preacher for a time in two small, north German towns. He was eventually ordained
in Wittenberg in 1572 and became a pastor.16 He never attended university.17 In
1575 the city council of Sprottau, some ninety kilometres north-east of Görlitz,
called Moller as a pastor. He spent the next twenty-five years in Sprottau, minister-
ing in its various churches.18 In 1600 he received a call to return to Görlitz to serve as
the city’s Pastor primarius. In 1605 he went blind in both eyes from cataracts. For the

12 On the theme of loving desire for God in Bernard and Cistercian spirituality, see Walter Simons, ‘Religious Life in
Medieval Western Europe’, in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Mysticism, eds. Amy Hollywood and Patricia
Z. Beckman (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 88. Traugott Koch notes the presence
of the longing-for-God theme in the devotional works of Musculus, Moller, Kegel, and Nicolai. She does not develop
this theme. See Die Entstehung der lutherischen Frömmigkeit: Die Rezeption pseud-augustinischer Gebetstexte in der
Revision früher lutherischer Autoren (Andreas Musculus, Martin Moller, Philipp Kegel, Philipp Nicolai) (Waltrop:
Hartmut Spenner, 2004), 31, 85, 116–17.
13 Axmacher notes that Moller’s relationship to the mystical tradition, especially the Augustinian-Bernardine tradition,
is most evident inMysterivm Magnvm. See Praxis Evangeliorum, 211. In her excellent study of Moller, Axmacher men-
tions the theme of longing for God (see especially pp. 130–31) but does not develop it in much depth and certainly not in
the way this article undertakes. Zeller does not mention the theme at all.
14 For a recent summary of Luther’s relationship with mysticism, see Rittgers, Reformation of Suffering, 97–100; Berndt
Hamm, ‘Wie mystisch war der Glaube Luthers?’, in Gottes Nähe unmittelbar erfahren. Mystik im Mittelalter und bei
Martin Luther, eds. Berndt Hamm and Volker Leppin (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 238–87 (for an English trans-
lation, see Berndt Hamm, The Early Luther: Stages in a Reformation Reorientation, trans. Martin J. Lohrmann (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 190–232], and Zeller, ‘Luthertum und Mystik’.
15 This section draws on Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 21–32.
16 Moller served as Cantor in Löwenberg, approximately 200 kilometers north of Görlitz. (He had also studied music in
Görlitz.) During his four-year tenure in Löwenberg, Moller was also able to preach and was called to a pastoral position
in nearby Kesseldorf after his ordination. He also served as a deacon in Löwenberg.
17 This was still common in the late Reformation. See Rittgers, Reformation of Suffering, 226–29.
18 Sprottau (Szprotawa) is now in modern Poland.
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next year he had the lectionary read out to him as he prepared his sermons, which
were based on his meditations on the biblical text. He died in 1606, having suffered
from kidney stones. He married twice and had twelve children.19

Moller was first and foremost a practical theologian and pastor. He was an irenic
person who sought to avoid the many doctrinal battles of his day whenever poss-
ible.20 Moller focused his considerable intellectual talents on the spiritual edification
of the evangelical flock, both in the churches he served and elsewhere. He authored
eleven works and a number of hymns, writing in the vernacular for the most part. In
keeping with his humanistic training, several of these works consist largely of trans-
lated quotations from the Church Fathers and medieval mystics that Moller thought
would be helpful to pastors and lay people alike. The title of his most important
early work illustrates well the thoroughly humanistic nature of his outlook:Medita-
tiones sanctorum Patrum,21 a work that is extant in seventeen editions and that
played an important role in mediating medieval mysticism to the late Reformation.22

Moller cites ps.-Augustine and ps.-Bernard frequently in the Meditationes, and
ps.-Tauler as well, although less often.23 Augustine and Bernard also appear
throughout Moller’s Thesaurus Precationum, a preaching aid that appeared later
in his career.24 In the Meditationes Moller reveals that he has used the works of
Augustine, Bernard, and Tauler in his own pastoral ministry.25 Moller’s other
works include translations of Ignatius of Antioch’s letters and an important work
on christology by Theodoret of Cyrrus,26 treatments of Christ’s birth and
Passion,27 a treatise on preparation for death,28 and a popular four-volume postil
on the lectionary readings from the gospels.29 Moller’s ministry and printed
works influenced a number of prominent and controversial figures, including
Jakob Boehme (1575–1624), who knew Moller personally and attended his

19 Moller married Margaretha Crusien in 1570 with whom he had seven daughters; she died in 1583. In 1585 he
married Anna Elgetin, with whom he had five children; she survived him. See Christian Gabriel Funcke, Kurtzer
Entwurff der Lebens-Geschichte aller bey dem Görlitzischen Kirchen-Dienste gewesenen Geistlichen Personen
(Görlitz: Laurentius, 1711), 26–27.
20 Moller says that he purposely avoids controversies in his writings. See Mysterium Magnum, f. dr. On Moller’s ireni-
cism, see Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 17. It should be noted that Moller entered into a theological dispute with a
Wittenberg theologian near the end of his life to defend himself against charges of crypto-Calvinism. See Axmacher,
Praxis Evangeliorum, 67–89 and 253–64.
21 Martin Moller,Meditationes sanctorum Patrum. [Erste Theil.] Scho[e]ne/ Andechtige Gebet/ Tro[e]stliche Spru[e]che
[…] Aus den heyligen Altva[e]tern: Augustino, Bernhardo, Taulero, vnd andern/ fleissig vnd ordentlich zusammen getra-
gen vnd verdeutschet (Gorlitz, 1593 [first published in 1584]), HAB H: Yv 1386.8° (1); Martin Moller, Meditationes
sanctorum Patrum. [Ander Theyl.] Andechtige/ scho[e]ne Gebete/ Tro[e]stliche Gedancken […]Aus den heyligen
Altva[e]tern: Cypriano, Hieronymo, Augustino, Bernhardo, Anshelmo, vnd anderen/ fleissig vnd ordentlich zusammen
getragen vnd verdeutschet. (Gorlitz, 1592), HAB H: Yv 1386.8° (2).
22 Axmacher asserts, ‘Für die Frage nach der protestantischen Mystik–Rezeption, die sich nach 1550 vollzieht, gibt es
wohl außer Arndts “Wahres Christentum” und “Paradiesgärtlein” kaum einen wichtigeren Text als Mollers MsP’.
Praxis Evangeliorum, 115.
23 Axmacher asserts thatMoller typically used spurious texts attributed to Augustine, Bernard, and Tauler; Praxis Evan-
geliorum, 109.
24 Published 1603.
25 Moller, Erste Theil. Meditationes sanctorum Patrum, f. Bviir–v.
26 Die Episteln des heiligen Merters Ignatij (1578) andDialogi Theodoreti (1582). The latter is a translation of the Era-
nistes etoi polymorphos and remains the only German version available to this day. See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum,
98.
27 Soliloquia de passione Jesu Christi (1587) and Natalitia Jesu Christi (1590).
28 Manuale de praeparatione ad mortem (1593).
29 Praxis Evangeliorum (1601).
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church for a time, Johann Arndt, the Calvinist Abraham Scultetus (1566–1625),
Gottfried Arnold (1666–1714), and members of the Rosicrucian movement.

The Great Mystery

Moller wrote The Great Mystery near the end of his long tenure in Sprottau, and it
attests both his continued reliance on patristic and medieval sources along with his
considerable practical experience as a pastor. The work is extant in four editions,
each of which appeared in Görlitz. It has 220 folio pages in octavo format and
reveals better than any other work the nature of Moller’s relationship to medieval
mysticism.30 The book’s subtitle conveys Moller’s central concern well: Earnest
and Devout Observations on the Great Mystery of the Heavenly Spiritual
Wedding and Bond of Our Lord Jesus Christ with the Christ-believing Community
of His Bride, and HowOne May Profitably and Joyfully Consider the Same and Use
it in a Consoling Way.31 In fifteen chapters Moller presents the Christian salvation
story through the lens of Christ’s spiritual marriage with Christians.32 As is true of
many early-modern devotional works, there is a great deal of catechesis in The Great
Mystery. Moller provides a theological primer on the Trinity, christology, human
nature, the Church, faith, the Holy Spirit, salvation and its fruits, the means of
grace, vocation, angels, communion with Christ, and eternal life.33

The controlling metaphor of this primer, borrowed in part from Matthew 22:1–
14, is the betrothal, wedding, and married life of a lowly bride with the Son of a
great high King. Thus the opening chapter on the God the Father and the Trinity
is entitled ‘Von dem König,’ and it is followed by ‘Von dem Brautigam and Königs-
sohn’, which examines Christ. Moller goes on to discuss the bride, her betrothal to
the heavenly prince, the betrothal and wedding gifts the prince gives her, her cloth-
ing, her attendants, the guests at their wedding, the place of their wedding, her com-
munion with her husband, their children, and the bride’s final homecoming. The
sources that Moller draws upon most frequently in this work, in order of impor-
tance, are Scripture, Luther, ps.-Augustine, Cyril of Alexandria, andMelanchthon.34

Interestingly, there are no direct references to either Bernard or Tauler. However, as
we will see, Bernardine themes are present throughout; they are simply
unacknowledged.35

Marriage is more than a figure of speech in The Great Mystery. Indeed, the central
argument of the work is that marriage is not simply a Gleichnuß [a model, analogy,
metaphor, or similitude] — of Christ’s relationship to the Church and each

30 Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 211.
31 See note 10 above.
32 See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 221–22.
33 The fifteen chapters follow Melanchthon’s loci format: God the Father, God the Son, human beings, Church etc. See
Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 224.
34 Moller quotes from the following works: Cyril’s Commentary on John; Augustine’s Tractates on the Gospel of John
and Expositions on the Book of Psalms; Luther’s Sermons on the Gospel of John,Lectures on Galatians, and Lectures on
Romans, along with his Church Postil and Large Catechism; and Melanchthon’s Lectures on Matthew.
35 On the reception of Bernard’s works in the Reformation period, see Ernst Koch, ‘Die Bernhard-Rezeption im Luther-
tum des 16. u. 17. Jahrhunderts’, in Bernhard von Clairvaux: Rezeption undWirkung imMittelalter und in der Neuzeit,
ed. Kaspar Elm (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 1994), 333–51.
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Christian’s soul; that is, it is not to be equated with the way images of lost sheep,
mustard seeds, and yeast function in Scripture. Rather, marriage is a Geheimniß
[mystery] — even a sacrament — that points to the reality of this spiritual relation-
ship. Moller thinks that there is a real marriage between Christ and Christians; he is
a realist, not a nominalist, when he uses the term ‘marriage’ to refer to the spiritual
life. He concedes that the marriage image does effectively depict many aspects of
Christ’s relationship with the Church, but it is not simply a depiction. As Moller
maintains in the preface to The Great Mystery:

Scripture holds before us and depicts to us in this metaphor the most salutary fellowship,
union, and bond that truly exists and endures eternally between Christ and His believ-
ers, howHe is our head and we are His body, howHe gives us all of His merit and makes
us righteous and blessed before God by it, how we cleave to him through true faith and
how He lives in us, how we are flesh of His flesh and bone of His bones and one spirit
with Him, and how He makes us to participate in His life and eternal salvation. Indeed,
Scripture reveals to us through this metaphor the most consoling relationship, bond,
and union that we have not only with Christ our Lord and Head, but also with
God the Father, with the Holy Spirit, with all the beloved angels, and with all true
believers in Christendom. This holy fellowship and heavenly spiritual communion
that is made and begun here by faith through the power of Holy Spirit never ceases,
not even in death, until it is made perfect in the next life and endures and remains
eternally.36

A little later in the treatise Moller reveals that he had for a long time thought that
the marriage image in Scripture was just an image. He writes in a prayer addressed to
Christ:

I was of the opinion that it was only a mere metaphor through which you wanted to illus-
trate to us your great deeds. But now, my Lord, I see that you are deeply earnest about it,
and that you truly and actually are my Groom and Head, and that I truly and actually
am your beloved Bride and member.37

36
‘Sondern die Schrifft helt vns in diesem Gleichniß vor/ vnd bildet vns ein die allerheylsameste Gemeinschafft/ Verei-

nigung vnd Verbu[e]ndniß/ so da in warheit ist/ vnd ewig bleibet zwischen Christo vnd seinen Gleubigen/ Waser massen
[sic — two words] er ist vnser Haupt/ vnd wir seien Glieder/ wie er vns schencket alle sein Verdienst/ vnd dadurch vor
Gott gerecht vnd selig machet/ Wie wir jhm anhangen durch rechten waren Glauben/ vnd er inn vns wohnet/ Wie wir
sind Fleisch von seinem Fleisch/ vnd Bein von seinem Gebein/ vnd ein Geist mit jm/ vnd wie er vns seines Lebens vnd
seiner ewigen Seligkeit theylhafftig macht. Ja/ die Schrifft ero[e]ffnet vns durch diese Gleichniß/ die aller tro[e]stlichste
Verwandschaft/ Verbu[e]ndtniß vnnd Vereinigung/ so wir haben/ nicht allein mit Christo vnserm HErrn vnd Haupte/
sondern auch mit GOtt dem Vater/ mit Gott dem heyligen Geiste/ mit allen lieben Engeln/ vnd mit allen rechtgleubigen
in der gantzen Christenheit/ welche heylige Gemeinschafft vnd Himlische Geistliche Geselschafft/ hie gemacht vnd ange-
fangen wird im Glauben/ durch krafft des Heyligen Geistes/ Ho[e]ret aber nimmermehr auff/ auch nicht im Tode/ biß sie
dort inn jenem Leben erst recht vollkommen werden/ vnd ewiglich weren vnd bleiben wird.’ Mysterium Magnum, ff.
aiiiiv–avir. Moller argues elsewhere in the work that marriage is more than aGleichniß: ‘Denn dieser geistliche Ehestand
zwischen Christo vnd seiner Braut/ ist nichts anders/ als die holdselige verbu[e]ndniß vnd frewdenreiche gemeinschafft/
Ja/ die feste gewisse vereinigung zwischen Christo vnd seinen Gleubigen/ welche geschicht/ durch wahren Glauben/ vnd
durch den H. Geist/ dadruch wir vnserm HERRN Christo viel fester anhangen/ vnd mit ihm viel gewisser vereigniget
sind/ als Mann vnd Weib/ Ja/ so gewiß vnd feste/ das er in vns/ vnd wir in jm sind’. [Margin: Joh. 17.], Mysterium
Magnum, f. 3r–v.
37

‘Ich meynete/ es were nur ein schlechtes Gleichniß/ dadurch du vns deine wolthaten vermahlen woltest: So sehe ich
wol/ mein HERR/ das es dein rechtschaffener grosser ernst ist/ vnd das du warhafftig vnd eigentlich mein Breutigam vnd
mein Haupt bist/ vnd ich warhafftig vnd eigentlich deine liebe Braut vnd dein Gliedmaß bin.’Mysterium Magnum, f. 5v.
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These lines remind one of Luther’s use of the marriage metaphor in The
Freedom of the Christian in the famous passage about the ‘wonderful exchange’
between Christ and the Christian.38 In the Latin version of the same work Luther
clearly says that Christ dwells in the Christian.39 Luther scholars have disagreed
strongly about how this indwelling or union should be understood,40 but most
agree that forensic imputation is not the whole story with Luther’s soteriology.
Thus far Moller has said no more than Luther, and he cites the Wittenberg refor-
mer’s marginal comment in the German Bible on Ephesians 5:32, where the text
refers to the mystery or sacrament between Christ and His church, to support his
case.41

It is the emphasis that Moller places on this union and its reality, along with
his frequent references to the Christian’s longing for Christ (and Christ’s longing
for the Christian) that move Moller beyond Luther and early Lutheran authors
of devotional literature, who speak sparingly of union and rarely of spiritual
longing.42 At one point in the treatise Moller cites Cyril of Alexandria’s com-
mentary on the Gospel of John to convey the reality of this union with Christ:
‘Christus non solum per dilectionem est in nobis, sed et naturali participatione’
[Christ is in us not alone through love but also through naturali participation],
which Moller translates as Natu[e]rlich Gemeinschafft, natural or real fellow-
ship.43 Drawing again on Cyril and other patristic sources, Moller lists a
number of words the Fathers had used to capture the nature of the bond
between Christ and Christians: unio, communio, coniunctio, copulatio, conglu-
tinatio, societas, participatio naturalis, vnio naturalis, incorporatio, insertio,
spirituale connubium etc.44 Clearly, Moller thought of Christ’s presence in the
believer’s soul in terms of real presence, and while he believed that the experience

38 Luther refers to ‘der froelich wechßel’ in the German version of The Freedom of the Christian. See WA 7: 25.34. [WA
=D. Martin Luthers Werke, Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Schriften, 73 vols (Weimar: Böhlau Verlag, 1883–.)]
39 WA 7: 66, 29–38; LW 31: 368. [LW = Luther’s Works, American Edition, ed. J. Pelikan and H. T. Lehmann, 55 vols
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1955–.)]
40 See Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson, Union with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 1998). See especially the response by Bielefeldt 61–66.
41 Moller asserts in the preface to Mysterium Magnum that Luther shared his understanding of the marriage metaphor
in Ephesians 5, citing the reformer’s own marginal comment on the word ‘sacrament’ in his translation of the Bible. See
Mysterium Magnum, ff. avir–aviiv. For other references to Luther and Melanchthon on the theme of Christ’s union with
believers, see ff. Cvr, cviir–v, 2r–v, 4r, 5r, 17r–v, 45v, 62r–v, 105v−106r, 154v−155r, 16r−162v, 173r–v.
42 See Rittgers,Reformation of Suffering, 224. The theme of union with Christ or Christ’s indwelling of Christians could
certainly be found in sixteenth-century Lutheran theological treatises, and scholars have examined it in great depth. See
Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 212–19, and, especially, Olli-Pekka Vainio, Justification and Participation in Christ:
The Development of the Lutheran Doctrine of Justification from Luther to the Formula of Concord (1580) (Leiden
and Boston: Brill, 2008).
43 Moller cites Book 10, Chapter 13, of Cyril’s Commentary on John (Commentarii in Iohannem): ‘Christus non solum
per dilectionem est in nobis, sed et naturali participatione. Das ist: Christus ist in Vns/ vnd Wir sind mit Jm vereiniget/
nicht allein durch die Liebe/sondern auch durch Natu[e]rlich Gemeinschafft’.MysteriumMagnum, f. 4r. The language of
participatione naturalemay also be found in earlier works of Nikolaus Selnecker (1532–1592) and Philip Melanchthon.
See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 212–13, 221. Selnecker cites the same passage from Cyril.
44 ‘Auch sind viel treffliche schone wort/ beydes in der Schrifft vnd in den heyligen Va[e]tern/ damit diese herrliche Verbu
[e]ndniß genennt vnd beschrieben wird. Denn sie wir genennet: Unio, Communio, Coniunctio, Copulatio, Conglutina-
tio, Societas, Participatio naturalis, Vnio naturalis, Incorporatio, Insertie[o?], Spirituale Connubium, etc. Das ist/ Eine
Vereinigung/ Gemeinschafft/ Verbu[e]ndniß/ Zusammenfu[e]gung/ Natu[e]rliche gemeinschafft/ Natu[e]rliche vereini-
gung/ Einleibung/ Einplfantzung/ die Geistliche Ehe/ vnd dergleichen.’ Mysterium Magnum, f. 4v. Moller goes on to
cite Cyril again and Hilary’s On the Trinity.
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of full union with Christ had to wait for the next life,45 he still wished to have
some experience of the indwelling Christ (and not only of His effects) in this life.
Later in The Great Mystery Moller prays to Christ: ‘I ask you, O Lord, to reveal
yourself in me lovingly and consolingly through your living betrothal gift [that
is, he Holy Spirit], so that I may taste peace and joy and feel Your presence in
me at all times.’46 A few pages later he prays again: ‘Reveal yourself in my
heart that I might feel your presence’.47

The theme of spiritual longing is especially prominent in Moller’s works. He had
already provided numerous quotations from ps.-Augustine in theMeditationes sanc-
torum Patrum that emphasize spiritual desire for God. For example, he cites the fol-
lowing passage from the pseudo-Augustinian Manuale:

Give to me, my Lord, what I ask; I ask for and desire you yourself. Yes, Lord, would that
you would give me yourself. Because if you give me each day all that you have created,
how does this help me if I do not have you? Therefore, give me only yourself, my God,
and sink yourself into my heart.48

This theme continues in The Great Mystery. Early on in the body of the work
Moller compares the relationship between Christ and the Christian to two lovers
who are always thinking of one another and who cannot wait to see one another.
He asks: ‘How much more should we think about our honorable groom, speak of
Him, and with our thoughts and sighs always be present with Him, until we
finally come to see His consoling face?’49 Moller exhorts the Christian to ‘soar to
[Christ] with yearning desire, to fall upon His neck with heartfelt confidence, and
to give Him the kiss of faith’.50 Later in the work Moller again refers to the kiss
of faith as a response to ‘the kiss of your [that is, Christ’s] sweet consolation’.51

45 ‘Entsetze dich nicht/ meine Seele/ wen du an diesen grossen Tag gedenckest/ Sondern frewe dich. Denn es wird sein
dein gewisser EhrenTag/ der Tag deiner Heymfu[e]hrung/ Da du sich mit Leib vnd Seele deinem Breutigam in seine Him-
lische Arme schwingen/ vnd zu seinen Frewden eingehen wirst […]. Du aber/ meine Seele/ sey fro[e]lich/ vnd sage von
Hertzen: O du lieber Tag/ O du werder Tag/ O du heyliger Tag/ werestu heute/ das ich meinen allerliebsten HERRN
schawen/ vnd in meines allerscho[e]nsten EhrenBreutigams Armen ruhen solte.’ Mysterium Magnum, ff. 204v–205r.
46

‘Ich bitte dich/ mein HERR/ erzeige dich in mir lieblich vnd tro[e]stlich/ durch deinen lebendigen Mahlschatz/ das ich
Fried vnd Frewde schmecken/ vnd deine gegenwart inn mir allezeit empfinden mo[e]ge/ Amen.’ Mysterium Magnum,
f. 78 r.
47 ‘Erzeige dich in meinem Hertzten/ das ich deine gegenwart spu[e]re.’ Mysterium Magnum, f. 80 r.
48

‘Gib mir/ mein HERR/ was ich bitte. Ich bitte aber/ vnd begehre dich selbst/ ja HERR dich selbst wöllest du mir geben/
Denn wenn du mir täglich alles gebest/ was du geschaffen hast/ was hülffe michs/ wenn ich dich nicht hette? Darumb gib
mir nur dich selbst/ mein Gott/ vnd sencke dich in mein Hertze.’ Latin: ‘Da quod peto: quoniam si cuncta quae fecisti
mihi dederis, non sufficit servo tuo, nisi te ipsum dederis. Da ergo te ipsum mihi, Deus meus, redde te mihi.’ Quoted
in Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 126 (see n. 81 on p. 126 there for bibliographical information).
49

‘Wie viel mehr sollen wir an vnsern Ehrenbreutigam Jesum Christum gedencken/ Von jm reden/ vnd mit vnsern
gedancken vnd seufftzen stets bey jhm sein/ biß wir dermal eines sein tro[e]stliches Angesichte schawen werden?’ Mys-
terium Magnum, f. 1v.
50

‘Derhalben/ liebe Seele/ soltu jhm widerumb nachlauffen/ alle Stunden an jhn gedencken/ dich mit sehnlichem verlan-
gen zu jhm schwingen/ jhm mit hertzlicher zuuersicht vmb den Halß fallen/ vnd den Kuß des glaubens geben/ dich gantz
lieblich an seiner Trew ergetzen/ vnd dich seiner alle Augenblick frewen vnd tro[e]sten/ biß er wider ko[e]mpt/ vnd dich
zu jhm heimholet in seines Vaters Reich. Ach das vnsere Hertzen so gar verderbet/ vnd vnser Verstandt so gar geringe ist/
solchen heyligen hohen dingen nachzudencken.’ Mysterium Magnum, f. 2r.
51

‘O Jesu/ Jesu/ meine Zier/ Jesu/ meine Ehre/ Jesu/ mein Ruhm/ wie scho[e]ne bistu in meine Augen? Wie brennet mein
Hertz gegen dir? Sihe da/ mein HERR/ ich schwinge mich dir in deine heylige Arme/ Ich biete dir den Kuß meines Glau-
bens […] O ku[e]sse mich wider/ mein Herr/ mit dem Kuß deines su[e]ssen Trostes.’ [Margin: Cant. 1.] Mysterium
Magnum, f. 31r.
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Still later, Moller gives thanks to Christ for ‘the kiss of peace’ that Christ has given
him, by which he means the knowledge that his sins have been forgiven.52

These references to spiritual kisses put one in mind of Bernard’s use of the same
image in his Sermons on the Song of Songs, a text that Moller likely knew but does
not cite here or elsewhere directly.53 Bernard equates the kiss of the divine mouth
with the reception of the Holy Spirit.54 As we have seen, Moller refers to the Holy
Spirit as the divine betrothal gift. For him, the divine kiss is instead a symbol of the
inner consolation that comes from faith. But in keeping with the larger argument of
Moller’s work, the references to spiritual kissing are not simply symbolic; that is,
Moller is not merely seeking to convey in affective language the standard Lutheran
claim that the troubled conscience can find peace through faith in the extra nos
divine promise of forgiveness in Christ, although he is also doing this.55 He is
trying to convey both the reality and the intimacy of his relationship with the
Christ who dwells in his heart by faith via the Holy Spirit. Shortly after the reference
to the kiss of faith, Moller prays to Christ to help him rightly praise ‘what we have
with one another’ and ‘how our hearts burn for each other in such great love’.56

Later in the work when dealing with the various kinds of communion or fellowship
that Christians have with their divine bridegroom (and with one another through
Christ), Moller makes a startling claim as he addresses his readers: ‘Just as a
husband and his wife belong together in a house, so it is the same with you and
your Lord Christ. Because he neither wishes nor can be without you, therefore you
should and must not be without him’.57 Moller exhorts his readers to ‘let him in’ to
the house of their hearts where Christ wishes to lay his head.58

Conclusion

Moller never speaks of union with the naked Godhead, and despite the fact that he
employs the marriage metaphor throughout, his account of the spiritual life is not

52 See Mysterium Magnum, f. 64r.
53 For a list of Augustinian and pseudo-Augustinian and Bernardine and pseudo-Bernardine sources that appear in
Moller’s Meditationes, see Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 110–12.
54 See Bernard’s ‘Sermons on the Song of Songs’ in Bernard of Clairvaux: Selected Works, trans. G. R. Evans (New York
and Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1987). On the spiritual kiss, see pp. 215–26, 231–32, and 235–41. On the kiss as the recep-
tion of the Holy Spirit, see pp. 236–37. On the image of the divine kiss in these sermons, see Bernard McGinn, The
Growth of Mysticism: Gregory the Great through the 12th Century (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company,
2007), 165–66 and 190–91. Axmacher also notes this connection with Bernard’s Sermons on the Song of Songs. See
Praxis Evangeliorum, 224.
55 On the centrality of consolation (Trost) for troubled consciences in Moller’s devotional works, see Axmacher, Praxis
Evangeliorum, 130, 265.
56

‘was wir mit einander haben/ das ich erklere/ wie vnsere Hertzen in so grosser Liebe gegen einander brennen: Ja/ das
ich reden mo[e]ge von deiner Trewe/ vndmein Hertz tro[e]sten mit allem/ was du an mir gethan/ vnd noch ku[e]nnfftig zu
thun versprochen hast/ Amen.’ Mysterium Magnum, ff. 2v–3r.
57

‘Zum Sechsten/ Liebe Seele/ Hastu auch mit deinem EhrenBreutigam die Gemeinschaffte der Behausung. Denn gleich
wie Mann vnd Weib zusammen geho[e]ren in ein Hauß/ Also auch du vnd dein HERR Christus. Denn er wil vnd kan
ohne dich nichts sein/ So solt vnd must du auch ohne ihn nicht sein.’ Mysterium Magnum, f. 175v.
58

‘Siehe aber auch zu/ meine Seele/ das du solches auch gegen jhm thust/ vnd jhn hie in dein Hauß auffnimpfst. Denn ob
wol Himel vnd Erden sein eigen sind/ hat er doch auff Erden nichts eignes haben wollen/ da er sein Haupt ko[e]ndte
hinlegen. Warumb das/ liebe Seele? Warlich darumb/ das er die Hertzen vnd Ha[e]user seiner Gleubigen [marg. Joh.
14] zu eigen haben/ vnd darinnen wohnen wil. Derhalben/ meine Seele/ Nim jhn auff wie Martha/ vnd laß jhn ein’
[marg. Luc. 10]. Mysterium Magnum, ff. 176r–v.
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especially erotic, certainly not in comparison with the works of mystics such as
Mechthild of Magdeburg (c.1207−c.1282) and Margaret Ebner (c.1291−1351).
Full union with Christ is for the next life and Moller is discreet in his description
of it.59 There are also no steps to perfection and no degrees of love in The Great
Mystery. Every hint (to Protestant ears) of Pelagianism or semi-Pelagianism is
expunged from the mystical sources that he employs; there is no preparing the
ground of one’s soul for God nor is there cooperation with grace in achieving salva-
tion.60 Moller’s theological anthropology is not mystical,61 that is, he allows for no
spark of the divine in the human soul that longs to return to God; rather, spiritual
desire is always a response to divine grace (or to the loss thereof). So we are not
dealing with a medieval mystic in Lutheran guise. Moller’s mysticism, if we may
call it that,62 was always mediated through the Word (especially the preached
Word) and faith. Union with Christ was received through baptism:63 the Christian
life began from union with Christ and then the Christian sought to live more deeply
into this union, which was entirely a gift of grace. Moller’s experience of the indwel-
ling Christ is associated especially, although not exclusively, with the experience of
Christ’s words of consolation.64

59 InOn Loving God, Bernard of Clairvaux also maintains that the experience of full union with Christ is meant for the
next life alone. See his discussion of Christ’s ‘left hand’ and ‘right hand’, in ‘On Loving God’, in Bernard of Clairvaux:
Selected Works, trans. G. R. Evans (New York and Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1987), 179–86. The left hand symbolizes the
soul’s recollection of Christ’s Passion and Resurrection, which fills her with gratitude and a longing for Christ Himself.
The right hand symbolizes union with Christ in the next life. Amy Hollywood asserts, ‘For Bernard, such a kiss is only
ever fleeting in this life. Claims to more extended experiences of the divine presence and of the marking of that presence
on the mind and body of the believer (in visions, verbal outcries, trances, convulsions, ecstasies, raptures, and other
extraordinary experiences) will shortly follow’. Amy Hollywood, ‘Song, Experience, and the Book in Benedictine Mon-
asticism’, in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Mysticism, ed. Amy Hollywood and Patricia Z. Beckman (Cam-
bridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 76. Simons similarly writes, ‘In his mature work, Bernard
repeatedly states that the experience of that reward [the kiss of the mouth] must be brief, ‘a moment’: Simons, ‘Religious
Life in Medieval Western Europe’, 90. On the strongly eschatological character of Moller’s devotion and that of the later
Reformation in general, see Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 130–37.
60 Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 118.
61 See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 250.
62 Axmacher argues that Moller was not really a Protestant mystic, unless one defines mysticism in its simplest sense: a
witness to the Christian mystery that is felt in heart. Praxis Evangeliorum, 232. But Axmacher can also say that there is a
sense in which Moller was a mystic, or that he could conceive of the Christian’s relationship with Christ as one of union,
although she insists that for Moller this was a union experienced through faith. See Praxis Evangeliorum, 223. On
Moller’s relationship to mysticism, see also Axmacher, ‘Meditation und Mystik bei Martin Moller’, in Zur Rezeption
mystischer Traditionen im Protestantismus des 16. bis 19. Jahrhunderts: Beiträge eines Symposiums zum Tersteegen-
Jubiläum 1997, ed. Dietrich Meyer and Udo Stäter (Köln: Rheinland-Verlag, 2002), 41–58; Axmacher, ‘Die Rezeption
mittelalterlicher Mystik durch Martin Moller’, Jahrbuch für schlesische Kirchengeschichte 68 (1989): 7–26.
63 In Thesaurus Precationum Moller writes, ‘Ja HErr Jesu/ du bist nu mein/ vnd ich bin dein/ du bist mein allerliebeste
Ehren Breutigam/ vnd ich deine liebe Braut. Jn meiner heyligen Tauffe hast du dich mit mir verbunden/ vnd deinen heyli-
gen Geist mir zum Mahlschatz in mein Hertze gegeben’. See ff. 414–15. HAB A: 697.87 (1608 version).
64 ‘wo sein Wort recht vnd rein geprediget wird/ da helt Christus Hochzeit/ da ist sein Reich/ ein reich der Gnaden/ ein
Himelreich auff Erden.’ Mysterium Magnum, f. 44r. Moller can speak of a union with Christ effected through divine
promise of grace and believer’s faith, which are the equivalent of pledge of right hands in a marriage ceremony.
Christ offers His right hand, which is His promise of grace, and the believer responds with faith, her right hand. Mys-
teriumMagnum, f. 57v. Moller can also say that Christ comes to live in the believer’s heart through faith and there speaks
His powerful word of consolation: ‘Ja/ meine Seele/ durch diesen Glauben/ der dich fu[e]r GOtt gerecht macht/ wohnet
zugleich Christus in deinem Hertzen/ spricht dir/ als das wesentliche WORT [Margin. Eph. 3]/ krefftigen Trost zu/
schencket dir seinen Heyligen Geist’. Mysterium Magnum, f. 63v. Moller wants Christ to speak ‘allezeit Trost vnd
Frewde’ in his ‘Gemu[e]te’. Mysterium Magnum, f. 64v. He wants to taste ‘die Su[e]ssigkeit deiner Liebe vnd Gunst in
meinem Gewissen’. Mysterium Magnum, ff. 64v–65r.
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Still, it seems clear enough that Moller borrowed more deeply from mystical
sources than did many Protestant devotional authors who preceded him, including
Luther. The restless heart seeking its rest in God, longing for loving union with its
Maker, which is so central to the Augustinian-Bernardine tradition of mysticism,
is not central to Luther’s spirituality; in fact, despite his significant borrowing
from both Augustine and Bernard, one searches in vain for this theme in Luther’s
writings. By way of contrast, spiritual desire is central toMoller’s spirituality.65 Simi-
larly, the Lutheran theologians and pastors who (re)turn to the mystics beginning in
the 1550s do so largely to establish precedents for their critiques of the papacy and
to lend support to their emphasis on the central role of suffering in the Christian
life.66 Aside from the notable exception of Andreas Musculus (1541–81), whose
important works on prayer appeared in the 1550s,67 the themes of mystical union
and spiritual desire are not prominent in this literature, especially in the literature
devoted to consolation.68 As we have seen, the opposite is the case with Moller’s
The Great Mystery, and this difference is owing to Moller’s unique relationship to
the mystics. He imbibes more of their animating spirit than do his evangelical pre-
decessors, even as (in his own mind at least) he remains committed to the version
of Christianity set out in the Augsburg Confession. Moller longs to experience the
indwelling Christ, and he relates to the indwelling Christ not simply through
faith, which implies absence, but especially through love, which suggests presence,
or at least longing for presence. Indeed, one can see faith as a kind of love in The
Great Mystery, a love that responds to divine love, a kiss given in response to a
kiss.69 AndMoller does all of this before Nicolai and Arndt. He was thus something
of a ‘Bahnbrecher,’ a trailblazer, in late-Reformation spirituality.70

Moller desired God, not only the forgiveness and peace that God could provide,
but God Himself.71 He thought that God created human beings in grace for loving
relationship with himself and that not even the Fall could fully erase the memory of

65 Axmacher asserts, ‘Das augustinische ‘Fecisti nos ad te, et inquietum est cor nostrum, donec requiescat in te’ [Con-
fessiones, I, 1.] war ihm [Moller] eine selbstverständliche religiöse Überzeugung’. Praxis Evangeliorum, 119.
66 See Rittgers, Reformation of Suffering, 220–25.
67 See Koch, Die Entstehung der lutherischen Frömmigkeit, 23–24, 31, and Baumann-Koch, Frühe lutherische Gebet-
sliteratur, 421–22. Musculus’s works on prayer were entitled Precandi Formulae / Instructio orandi and Betbüchlein /
Unterrichtung vom Gebet. Axmacher asserts that these works directly influenced Moller’s Meditationes. See Praxis
Evangeliorum, 107.
68 See Rittgers, The Reformation of Suffering, 224.
69 Berndt Hamm has argued that faith can be seen as a kind of love in Luther’s theology. See Robert J. Bast, ed. and
trans., The Reformation of Faith in the Context of Late Medieval Theology and Piety: Essays by Berndt Hamm
(Leiden: Brill, 2004), 149–52. However, Hamm has also made it clear that Luther’s faith-as-love is quite different
from traditional late-medieval understandings of love for God. See Hamm, The Early Luther, 20–25. Axmacher
argues that there is a strong influence of ‘Liebesmystik’ in Moller’s works, especially in the Meditationes; Bernard is
the most important source of this ‘love mysticism’. See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 113. On the role of love in Ber-
nard’s mysticism, see McGinn, The Growth of Mysticism, 193–223. Axmacher has also noted the reciprocity of divine
and human love inMysterium Magnum: ‘Moller erzählt die Geschichte der Liebe Christi zu den Menschen, um in ihnen
die Empfindung der Gegenliebe zu wecken.’ Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 223. According to Axmacher, Philipp
Nicolai (1556–1608) also conceives of the divine-human relationship as love and returned love. Praxis Evangeliorum,
231.
70 Axmacher asserts with respect to Moller’sMysteriumMagnum, ‘DasMysterium der unio zwischen Christus und dem
Menschen, die unio mystica also, macht Moller damit zum Thema eines umfangreichen Werkes mehere Jahre vor Ph.
Nicolai und sogar ein Vierteljahrhundert vor J. Arndt’. Praxis Evangeliorum, 211. Zeller speaks of Nicolai and
Arndt as pioneers of a new piety. With Axmacher, I believe this title belongs first to Moller. See Zeller, Der Protestan-
tismus des 17. Jahrhunderts, xxiii, xxv.
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this fellowship. Postlapsarian human beings longed for the restoration of this fellow-
ship, but were powerless to effect it. This longing was fulfilled in part through
Christ’s reconciling work on the cross, but the contemplation of Christ’s work
and the intermittent experience of his indwelling presence via the Holy Spirit also
intensified this desire for God and its final fulfillment in the next life.72 If there
was a crisis of piety in the late Reformation, which Moller seems to have believed
was the case,73 perhaps one can see in this emphasis on loving desire for God,
which is so rare in the Lutheran devotional literature that preceded Moller, a poss-
ible clue to one of its causes. Although we cannot peer into the souls of human beings
who lived over 400 years ago to discern the nature of their yearnings, we can look to
the content of the devotional works written by that era’s most experienced and sen-
sitive pastors for evidence about the specific contours of these yearnings. The evi-
dence is at best indirect, and it tells us as much, if not more, about the pastors’
own spirituality and religious convictions as it does about the laity itself; but such
is always the case with historical interpretation — historians always see through a
glass dimly.
The fact remains that prior to Moller, Lutheran devotional literature had precious

little to say about an experience that had been central to Christian spirituality for
centuries, and which seems to be deeply embedded in the human breast: longing
for God. This longing seemed too popish, too Platonist, and too ‘radical’ or ‘enthu-
siastic’ (schwärmerisch) for earlier Lutheran theologians to condone, for they feared
that it could easily evolve into an unaided human access or ascent to the divine.74 It
appears that Moller saw things differently; he thought such loving desire was the
appropriate response to God’s loving desire for the soul. Perhaps there were other
devout souls (both clerical and lay) who felt the same and were hungry for a
version of evangelical devotion that spoke more directly to their lived spiritual
experience, which might have included such longing.75 Maybe Moller’s works awa-
kened such a longing that had been dormant or undernourished for some time. In
other words, perhaps the late-Reformation piety crisis can be attributed in part to
suppressed or undernourished spiritual longing for God, for an experience of
divine presence.76 The popularity of Moller’s writings, along with those of figures
such as Nicolai and Arndt suggests that there is something to this admittedly

71 Axmacher notes that there is also a narrower sense of union with Christ in Mysterium Magnum, especially in Chap-
ters 5 and 13. Here God desires fellowship with human beings not only in heaven but now through Christ. Praxis Evan-
geliorum, 226.
72 See Axmacher, Praxis Evangeliorum, 130–31.
73 See Rittgers, Reformation of Suffering, 223, and Martin Brecht, ‘Neue Frömmigkeit und Gemeindesituation bei
Martin Moller (1547−1606)’, in Krisenbewußtsein und Krisenbewältigung in der Frühen Neuzeit-Crisis in Early-
modern Europe. Festschrift für Hans-Christoph Rublack, ed. Monika Hagenmaier and Sabine Holtz (Frankfurt am
Main, Bern, New York, Paris: Peter Lang, 1992), 222.
74 For a still valuable study of how Luther parted company with the anthropology of medieval mystics such as Johannes
Tauler, see Steven Ozment,Homo Spiritualis: AComparative Study of the Anthropology of Johannes Tauler, Jean Gerson
and Martin Luther (1509–1516) in the Context of Their Theological Thought (Leiden: Brill, 1969).
75 Axmacher notes that Moller’s works were especially popular among the Schlesien nobility. See Praxis Evangeliorum,
14–15.
76 This thesis is compatible with Zeller’s argument, but lends more specificity to it. While the thesis is more open to the
existence of a late-Reformation piety crisis than Axmacher, it does not necessarily conflict with her argument about the
return to the mystics stemming from tensions with evangelical soteriology (and it agrees with her that mysticism was
present in evangelical Christianity from the beginning). The tensions were clearly present, especially as time wore on,
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speculative thesis; the latter two had a great deal to say about such longing.77 What
we can conclude with confidence is that while Luther and other Lutheran theolo-
gians drew deeply on the Augustinian-Bernardine mystical tradition,78 they did
not incorporate the theme of spiritual desire into their theology. Moller did so,
however, and thus represents a new and important development in the ongoing
and complicated relationship between Protestants and medieval mysticism in the
early-modern period. In Moller one finds something novel: an evangelical theology
and spirituality of desire.
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