








reason is of no account. We can imagine that for 
the sake of rhyme he uses the word "weib" to make 
it agree with "leib :" 

"Nehmen sie uns den Leib, 

Gut, Elhre, Kind und Weib. 

Besides, we must remember that in the last 
stanza, in which he gives to his feelings a more gen
eral conception, he thought not only of his own 
danger, but of that which threatened all his fellow
believers. And that such was the case we iearn 
from the repeated "we" and "us" in the hymn. And 
whilst it is tme that he had neither wife nor child 
when he went to Worms, yet, there were many of 
his followers who had families. 

Another reason is the fact that the hymn was 
not published in the collection of Luther's hymns in 
�524, and could, therefore, not have been composed 
m 1521. 5 VVarkernagel thinks it therefore very im
probable that Luther should have kept this his most 
powerful p1·oduction locked up in his desk. .A.chelis 
states that Luthel"'s great modesty prevented him 
from publishing this hymn, although it was already 
made years before. But true as this may be, it is 
not sufficient to explain the late publication. But 
the difficulty is removed by admitting that our 
hymn was not originally intended for the cono-re
gation, but was rather an occasional hvnrn !!'i�no-J �, b b 

6 So Knaake, Luther's Lied "Ein feste Burg" im Jahre 
1627, gedlchtet, p. 40. See also Hallesche Zeitung' March 21' 
1904. ' • 
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name, and which no doubt was written down at

Oppenheim in the evening hours of Apr� 15, 152�,

for on the following day, Tuesday morrung, .April 

16, at ten o'clock, shortly before early dinner, the

watchman on the tower of the cathedral announced

the arrival of the procession by blowing the horn,

and thousands of people gathered to see the heretic.

There exists a prayer of Luther which he prayed

at Worms and as he was in the habit to pray

audibly, it was copied by one who heard it. Buch

wald in his "Luther-Lesebuch," published it. Koest

lin also regards it as genuine.4 What makes this

prayer interesting is the fact that it reminds us of

phrases in "Ein feste Burg," and which may be ad

duced as another proof that our hymn belongs to

the year 1521. Take e. g. the following sentences:

. . . "Stand by me in the name of thy dear Son,

Jesus Christ, who shall be my defence and shelter,

yea, my fast towe�. The world m�t. leave �y con�
science unconstramed, and though it be full o 

devils, and my body . . . be destroyed, it is but

the body. For thy Word is sure to me, and �y

soul is thine, to thee it belongeth, and shall abide

with thee to eternity. God help me." 

The reasons which are adduced against the com

position of our hymn in 1521 are in the :first place

the fact that Luther speaks of "wife and child(

since he was not yet married in 1521. But this

4 But compare Boehmer, "Luther in the Ligh�, of Rece_nt 

Research," (Eng. transl. by C. F. Huth, New York, The Chns

tlan Herald," 1916, p. 37 sq.). 
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expression of Luther's feelings at the time when it

was composed. 
Besides, it must be asked under which rubric

of the church-year or the Sunday-service could this

hymn have been inserted. We must not forget that

in 1521 the German people in its majority consid

ered Luther's cause not yet as its own. It looked 

upon the bold monk, who had dared to oppose the 

greatest power of the middle ages, papacy, with

silent astonishment which found its expression in

the words of George von Frundsberg: (CMy poor

monk, my poor monk, thou art going to make such

a stand as neither I nor any of my companions in

arms have ever done in our hottest battles. If thou

art sure of the justice of thy cause, then forward in

God's name, and be of good courage. God will not

forsake thee."0 After the Diet of Worms, however, 

the German people soon learned to consider Lu

ther's cause as its own; by degrees the contents of

the hymn went into the general consciousness of

the larger part, yea, of the entire Evangelical

people and the hymn was printed as the battle

hymn of the Reformation. And thus it is used to

this day; its proper place in the divine service is

almost exclusively at the festival of the Reforma-

tion.
6 Cyriacus Spangenberg, Adelsspiegel II, p. 64. 
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TRANSLATIONS

UR hymn was :first published in Geist
Uche Lieder aitffs neu gebessert zu Wit
tenberg. D. Mart. Luther) 1529. It is
possible that it was already issued in

�528. However this may be, it soon found its way
m� the Churches of the Reformation, and is to
this day found in the hymn-books of the different
Protestant denominations. Like the O'rand h 
of the Latin Church, Dies Irae) 1 it ha: often =
translated and has challenged and defied the skill
of �ranslators and imitators. It is true that the
�atm hymn has oftener been translated into Eng
lish than Luther's but the latter's hymn has b 
translate,d in�o many more languages than Tho�::
� Celano s Dies b-ae) which has mainly vexed Eng
lish and German translators. 

As early as 1531, our hymn was issued in the
Low Saxon ( niedersaechisch) dialect in the Ros
tock hymn-book, edited in 1531 by Joachim Slueter 
and w�s reprinted in the Harnburgischen, Niede/
saechsischen Gesangbuecher des 16 J h!rl d t 
kr"t · 1 b 

a I/Un er s) 

i isc i earbeitet) etc., and edited by J. Geffken 
Hamburg, 1857, where it opens thus :

'

7 See Pick, art. "Dies I " I 
Open Court," Chicago, 1911�

ae, n the October number ot "The 
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We know that Coverdale, ( d. 1569) , after em. 
bracing the reformed faith, went abroad in 1528, 

where he associated with Tyndale and various con

tinental Reformers. On the continent he no doubt 

became acquainted with German hymns, the lmowl

edge of which he brought to England, and it is in· 

teresting that in a letter written to the A.cademy
1 

on June 28, 1884, on Coverdale's "Spiritual Songs," 

Prof. l\-Iitchell, of St. Andrews, gives a list of the 

first lines of their German originals. 

As has been stated, the largest number of trans

lations has been made into English. The first 
known English translation was published in 1708, 

in "Lyra Davidica" and since that time the num
ber of renderings has steadily increased, and it is 

indeed wonderful that after so many earnest efforts 
to make our hymn sing itself in English, no great

er success should have been attained. Whether any 
one of the many translators was satisfied with the 

result of his own efforts, we do not know, but it is 

evident that no one translation ( my collection com

prises 86) 8 has received such general approval as 
to be accepted for common use. Most of the trans

lations are of a composite character. Take e. g. 

the Church Book Version for the use of Evangelical 

Luthe1·an Churches, which is extensively used in 
the United States. This version was made by a 
committee from more than 20 versions, as may be 

8 Seven other translations are known to me but I have 
them not in my collection. The number of transl�tions would 
thus be 93. 
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"En vaste Borg ys unser Godt, 

ein gude wehr unnd Wapen." 

In the Low G<Yrrna1i ( niederdeutsch, platt
deutsch) dialect our hymn is found in De CL 

Psalmen Davids in N ederduytschen Dichte gestellt 
door Willem Van Haecht, Amsterdam, 1633, Den 

XL VI Psalm, where it opens thus: 

"En vaste Borcht is onse Godt, 

Een goet geweer end Wapen." 

It early became known in the Churches of 
Sweden, Denmark, Iceland; a Latin translation 

commencing: 

"Ark flrma noster est Deus, 

Et armatura fortis." 

is dated 1578, and ·another beginning : 

"Turris Deus fortissima, 

Munimen expetendum." 

belongs to the year 1585. 

In looking over the translations of our hymn, 

we find that the largest number was made into 

EngUsh. At what time the hymn became known 

in England we know not, but we find an allusion 

to it in Bishop Miles Coverdale's Goostly Psalmes 

and Spiritualle Songes, ( "Remains," published by 
the Parker Society, 1846), where on p. 569 we read: 

"Our God is a defence and towre 

A good armoure and good weapon, 

He hath been our sure helpe and succure 

In all the troubles that we have been in." 

The rest is from Ps. 46. 
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learned from an article by the late Dr. Schmucker, 

published in the Lutheran, {Philadelphia, Jan. 23, 

1888). The :first faithful and forcible version, 

which is still used in many collections, is Carlyle's 

rendering, first published in 1831, which has suf

fered many later revisions. 

Another translation which is used in many 

American Hymnals is that by Fred. H. Hedge, first 

published in "Hymns for the Church of Christ," 

Boston, 1852. 

We refrain from giving specimens of the differ

ent translations, many of which are only found in 

magazines and religious papers. In examining our 

collection we find the following changes which some 

translators have allowed themselves. In 111.vo in

stances the stanza consists of only 7 lines; in one

case of 8 ; in Uvree of 10 and in one of 12 lines. 0 

Aside from such changes, we notice how much diffi

culty the very first line has caused the translators : 

9 For the benefit of the reader we give the first stanza 
in twelve lines: 

"God is the city of our strength! 
Our hearts, crushing cry; 
He is our bulwark and defence-
Our arms for victory. 
He helps our souls through earth's distress 
That meets us In the wilderness. 

Satan, the old malignant toe, 

Now works, with purposed mind, our woe, 
Perfidious cunning, fiendish might, 
He bears, as weapons for the fight, 
Whilst equal none on earth has he, 
To struggle for the mastery." 

The translator Is Henrietta J. Fry, In "Hymns of the 
Reformation," London, ·1845, p. 61,-wlth the remark "Luther's 
Hymn of Triumph on the 46th Psalm. Composed A. D. 1520; 
printed A. D. 1533." 
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God is our refuge and strong fence.10 

God Is our Refuge in distress ( 3) 

A safe stronghold our God is still ( 5) 

A tower of safety is our God ( 2) 

Our God a fortress is most strong. 

A strong tower is our God's great name. 

A mighty fortress is our God. ( 12) 

A strong tower is the Lord our God. 

A castle is our God, a tower. 

A fortress firm and steadfast Rock. 

God is our stronghold firm and sure. 

A sure stronghold our God is He. (2) 

A fortress firm is God our Lord. 

Our God, a tower of strength is He. (2) 

A fast, firm fortress is our God. ( 3) 

A stronghold firm, a trusty shield. 

A mountain fortress is our God. 

God, our own God, is a strong tower. 

A sure defence, a fort, a tower. 

A mighty Bulwark is our God. (2) 

God is our tower of strength and grace. 

Our God, He is a fortress tower. 

A fast-set bulwark is our God. 

A tower of strength is God our Lord. 

Our God, He is a castle strong. 

God is our Refuge and our Rock. 

Our God stands firm, a rock and tow'r. 

The Lord our God is a strong tower. 

God is our fortress, firm and sure. 

A tower of strength our God is still ( 3) 

A firm defence our God is still. 

A fortress strong is God, our God. 

Our God's a fortress all secure. 

Our God is a stronghold, indeed. 

Tower of defence is our God. 

A fortress sure is God our King. 

Strong tower and refuge is our God . 

--1-0-The number indicates that this line is the beginni.ng of 
three translations. 
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hundreds of thousands which have been written in 
the German language, as the grandest and noblest 
in rugged force and fierce energy. Its measure as 
well as its thoughts are peculiar to itself. No other 
hymn has ever been written in its peculiar measure, 
which had any claim to merit. I am not unaware 
that some few rash writers have attempted to use 
the measure, but their utter failure only adds force 
to the statement. Luther was master and moulder 
of the German tongue, and in this Hymn all the 
mighty energy of the Reformer's faith and defiance 
forced the German language to an utterance of such 
strength and dignity as never was equalled before 
or since. The translator has to contend not only 
with the difficulties of reproducing the noble heroic 
thoughts, but at the same time he must endeavor 
to create anew in a foreign tongue the form which 
was in no small degree made· possible only by the 
deep vowel sounds and rugged syllables of the Ger
man tongue, and at the same time Luther's music 
must be constantly SOllllding in his ear; for the 
thought, the language and the music are inseper
ably united. It is very probable that a translation 
which shall adequately present the grand qualities 
of the original in the English language is simply 
impossible, and that not from any lack of skill in 
the translator, but because the inherent qualities 
as well as Str yker and Coles, have a lso attacked the D i es Ir a e. 
Dr. Stryker , if I a m n ot m istaken, co mposed n in e  or ten lines, 
and Dr. Coles, a physici an of Newark, N. :r., caps the cl ima.x 
by his sevente en versi ons. The English and Ger m an tr ans
lators of this Latin po em can be counted by the hundreds. 
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A moveless Fortress is our God.

A stronghold sure our God remains.

Our God's a fortress sure indeed.

A rock-bound fortress is our God.

A tower of strength is still our God.

A mighty stronghold is our God.

A solid bulwark is our God.

A Fortress firm, a shield, a Sword.

Our God a solid rampart is.

A firm-built fortress is our God.

Our God a stronghold is indeed.

A stable fort our God abides.

God is stronghold and a tower.

A tower of refuge is our God.

From this list of the first line it will be seen

that the last version of our hymn has not yet been

made. Says the late B. M. Schmucker, one_ of the

few who was well acquainted with the different

English translations existing in his time, ( Luther

a;n) February 23, 1888) 
"The varied efforts of so many persons of ac

lmow ledged talents and experience as translator�,

devoted to the rendering of this hymn, bear testi

mony to the great difficulty of the task. If any

translation made had been approved as really sat

isfactory, there would not have been so many re

newed struggles with the hymn. I do not know that

any other hymn or poem has been so frequently

assaulted and has never yet been completely con

quered.11' It must be remembered that in t�e or

iginal the hymn stands out pre-eminent aillld the

t h by Thomas a Celan o ,
11 Yes, the. fa m ous jp

udgf
m�norte�

m;ho rend ered our hy mn, 
kn own as the Dies Ira e. ro · 
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and peculiarities of the English language make it 
unequal to the demand. As a rule, the very noblest 
hymns in any language are those most difficult of 
translation. vVhile therefore we recqgnize the sldll 
of the translator, and are grateful for the measure 
of success, we cannot but regret that the nearest 
approaches which have yet been made to a satis
factory translation of this hymn leave much to be 
desired, even though we may scarcely hope eyer to 
obtain what we wish." 

Before mentioning the other languages into 
which our hymn has been translated, we subjoin 
the translations of two scholars, who deserve a 
place among the noted translations of "Ein feste 
Bmg," viz.: of Joseph A. Seiss and Thomas Con
rad Porter. The first attempt at translating our 
hymn, made by the late Dr. Seiss of Philadelphia, 
goes back to the year 1861. Not satisfied with his 
first effort, he made several other attempts, the 
last of which was published in his "Recreation 
Songs," published in 1887. .. 

The other by Dr. Porter at Easton, Penn., after 
previous efforts, was :finished in February, 1888, 
and � Schaff says, "is almost equal to that of 
Thomas Carlyle in its reproduction of the rugged 
force of the original and surpasses it in rhythm and 
accuracy." With Porter's version, Prof. Schaff 
closes the sL-x.th volume of his "History of the Chris
tian Church," ( which treats of the German Refor
mation), New York, 1888. 
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JOS. A. SEISS. 

A mighty fortress is our God, 

A trusty shield and weapon; 

He helps us free through every need 

That hath us now o'ertaken. 

The old murd'rous foe 

Now means deadly woe; 

Much craft and great power, 

Are his dread arms for war; 

On earth is no one like him. 

By our own strength we naught can do, 

Full soon would come destruction; 

But for us fights the Hero true, 
Of God's own sel!'s election. 

Who's He, would ye wist? 

He's called Jesus Christ, 

Lord of Sabaoth, 

The only God in truth; 

The field He must hold surely, 

And were the world all devils o'er, 

Who'd fain devour and end us; 

We're still not so o'erwhelmed with fear, 
The victory must attend us. 

This world's prince so fell, 

May threat'n as he will, 

Still full safe are we; 

For judged and banned is he; 
One little text can stay him. 

The Word they shall let stand for aye, 

Nor thanks be to them for it; 

'Tis He upholds us 'mid the fray, 

With his good gifts and Spirit. 

If they take our life, 

Goods, name, child and wife, 

Let aJl this be done! 

They yet have nothing won; 

And we still have the Kingdom. 
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Besides into Low Saxon, Low Gerrnan, and Eng
Ush, our hymn has been translated into the follow
ing languages known to us : 

1-Akra or Ga. 
2-Arabic. 
3-Armenian (Ararat). 
4-Batta (Angkola). 
5-Batta {Toba). 
6-Bohemian. 
7-Canarese. 
8--Chinese, 

( Hakka Colloquial) . 
9-Danish. 

10-Dutch. 

27-Labrador. 
28-Lapponese. 
29-Latin. 
30-Lettish. 
31-Lithuanian. 
32-Malayalam. 
33-Moskito. 
34-Mundari or Mondari. 
35-N egro-English. 
36-N orwegian. 
37-Polish. 

11-Esthonian ( Reval). 38-Russian ..
12-Esthonian (Dorpat). 39-Scotch-Broad. 
13-Ewe. 40-Sesuto or Suto. 
14-Finnish. 41-Spanish. 
15-French. 42-Swedish. 
lG--G1·eek (Ancient). 43-1.'amil or Tamul. 
17-Gl'eek (Modern). 44-Telugu or Telinga. 
18--Greenlandish. 45-Tibetan. 
19-Hebrew. 40-Tshl Ol' Otshl or 
20-Herero. 
21-Hindi. 
22-Hottentot. 
23-Hungarian. 
24--Icelandic. 
25-Italian. 
26-Kafit· or Xosa. 
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Ashante. 
47-Tulu. 
48-Welsh. 
49-vVendish ( Upper) . 
50-W endish (Lower) . 
51-Zulu. 

THOS. C. PORTER. 

A Tower of Strength our God is still,

A good Defense and Weapon; 

He helps us free from all the ill,

That us hath overtaken.
Our old, mortal Foe
Now aims his fell blow,
Great might and deep guile

His horrid coat-of-mail;

On earth ls no one like him.

By might of ours can naug_ht be done;

Our fate were soon dec1de�-

But for us fights the Champion,

By God Himself provided. 
Who is 'l'his, ask ye?
Jesus Christ! 'Tis He!
Lord of Sabaoth, 
True God and Saviour both,

Omnipotent in battle.

Did devils fill the earth and air, 
All eager to devour us, 

Our steadfast hearts need feel no care, 
Lest they should overpower us. 

The grim Prince of Hell, 
With rage though he swell, 
Hurts us not a whit.
Because his doom is writ; 

A little word can rout him. 

The Word of God will never yield 
To any creature living; 

He stands with us upon the field, 
His grace and Spirit giving. 

Take they child and wife, 
Goods, name, fame and life-
Though all this be done, 
Yet have they nothing won; 

The Kingdom still remaineth. 
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We close this monograph with the Latin trans
lation of Phil. Buttmann, the famous grammarian 
and philologist, published in 1830, on the occasion 
of the jubilee to celebrate the publication of the 
Augsburg Confession in 1530. This translation, 
which we give for the benefit of students, was re
printed· by Trench in his Sacred Latin Poet1ry, 

London, 1864, also by March in his Latim, Hymns 

with EngUsh Notes, New Yotk, 1875. 

Arx flrma Deus noster est 

Is telum, quo nitamur; 

Is explicat ex omnibus 

Queis malis implicamur. 

Nam cui semper mos, 

lam ter terret nos, 

Per astum, per vim, 

Saevum Jevat sitim; 

Nil par in terris illi. 

In nobis nihil situm est, 

Quo minus pereamus; 

Quern Deus ducem posuit, 

Is facit ut vivamus . 

Sein quis hoc po test? 

Jesus Christus est, 
Qui, dux coelitum; 

Non habet aemulum; 

Is vicerit profecto. 

Sit mundus plenus daemonum, 

Nos cupiant vorare, 

Non timor est; victoria 

Nil potest nos frustrare. 

Hem dux saeculi! 

Invitus abi! 

In nos nil potes, 

lam judicatus es; 

Vel vocula te sternat. 

39 

Hoc verbum non pessum dabunt, 

Nee gratiam merebunt. 

In nobis Christi spiritus 

Et munera vigebunt: 
Tollant corpus, rem, 

Mundique omnem spem: 

Tollant! jubilent! 

Non lucrum hinc ferent; 

Manebit regnum nobis. 
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