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the monastio lite was the ideal Chl'1st1an life. 

The schooling at Eisenaoh was very high quality, which 

qualified him for entrance into the university. As for his 

progress at the Eisona.c.h school, Kelanohthon say::i: 1'lrero he 

rounded out his Latin studies; a~d since he had a penetrating 

mind an,d rich glf'ts Of expreas10!1, he 800Il OU't.is·i;'ripped his 

corapanlons in eloquence, languages and poetic verse. n29 

It isn't in his school life at Eisenach 1.·:here \'18 have 

·Ghese embellishments and tradi tiona, but in trying to ~soer­

t ain what ef !'ect events outside thtJ claa s1•oom huu on h:ls 

i nner development, namely, his b,~gging and his acquaintance 

with Frau Cotta,, Because many scholars think t hat Hans 

Luther was fairly. well-to-do by now, some cioubt t hat Luther 

ever begged for food. But most scholars concede t he fact that 

Luther begged for food both at Magdeburg and Zisenacb. How­

ever, the question arises as to the reason for his begging. 

Vias he that pooi''l Many scholars, such as Boehmer, Kuiper, 
II 

Kostlin, though they admit that it 1.·,aa an honor to sing. and 

that Luther. did not consider it a misfortune, yet f eel that 

Luther had to sing because he was a 'poverty student•. Luther 

himself' wrote in a sermon on sending children. to school 1n 

1530: 

It 1s true, aa is sometimes said, that the Pope was 
or1oe a atud·ent; tha1"efore do not despise the boys 
who beg trom door to door "a little bread for the 
love of God''; and when the groups of poor pupils sing 

29Ib1d., P• 125. 



23 

.before your house, remember that you hear, as the 
Psalm says, great princes and lords. · I have nyselt 
been such a beggar pupil, and have eaten bread before 
houses, especially 1n the dear town of Eisenach, though 
afterwards my beloved father supported me at the Uni­
versity of Erfurt with all love and self-sacrifice, and 
by the s ·.veat of his face helped me to th.a pos1 tion 
I now occupy; but still I was for a time a poverty 
student, and according to this Psalm I have. risen 
by tho pen to a position which I would not exchange 
for that of the Turkish Sultan, taking bis wealth 
and giving up my learning.30 . 

We also know that begging was an accepted practice and 

that even boys of well-to-do .parents part1c1poted. Mathesius 

states of Luther in Magdeburg: "Like many a child of respected 

and wealthy parents, this boy also shouted 1n the streets." 

He later adds: 1
•. • • there ( 1n Eisenach) he for a while also 

s ang for his bread from door to door."31 Neither Scheel nor 

Schwiebert accept the theory that Luther was so poor he was 

forced to beg for food 1n the streets, but rather, that he 

was well-to-do. As stated earlier in this thea~s, Hana 

Luther renewed a five-year contract in 1501, purchased a home 

in 1501, and when Luther entered Erfurt 1n 1501, he was enter­

ed on the records as one who "had". Why then did Luther,~ 

the sermon referred to, call himself a 'poverty student'? 

Schwiebert replies: 

An exam1na~1on of .the· purpose of the sermon 1nd1oatea 
that Luther was seeking to persuade parents to send 
their children to school even though they might not 

30~.' P• 126. 

31 Ibid. -. -
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possess the rr,oeesary funds for the student's entire 
support. He points out that being a student, even a 
poverty student, is no disgrace ~and 1n support of this 
statement ci~~s both the Pope and himself' as former 
students. He ~rther emphasizes he was a ~eggar 
pupil", but that such a position 1s no disgrace and 
he would not now exchan~e places w1th the _sultan.32 

It is certain that Luther begged. ·1t is a-lso certain 

that many well-to-do students also begged. But ,vb.ether at 

this time Luther was, as he said a "poverty student" or to 

which degree he was at this time able to be supported by 

his father, may remain a question that cannot be answered 

because of insufficient data. However, whether poor or 

well-to-do, he never spoke of the singing with distaste but 

rather spoke highly of it. 

Oonoern1ng the Frau Cotta story, it is known that Luther 

knew the Cottas. But how the relation began brings two dif­

ferent versions. The Oottas, Kunz and Ursula, were a very 

distinguished family 1n Eisenaoh, as were .the Schalbes, to 

whom Ursula was related, Schwiebert believes that since it 

is rather well established that Lut~e r ' tutored little Henry 

Schwalbe, that thus the relation began and that he liv~witti 

the Cottas and ate with the Sohalbes. 33 On the other hand 
11 

Kostlin and Boehmer and others believe thut Frau Cotta took 

Luther 1n her home as he was begging, because she had noticed 

his singing at church. Boehmer states "that from all appear-

32Ibtd. -
33Ib1d., P• 127. -
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anoe~ he was well satisfied with hie lot when one day a 

"matron" or distinguished lady, who had noticed his earnest 

singing an.d prayi.ng in church, offered him tree board !n 

her housa.n34 So also ?hlthesius states t~at Frau Cotta took 

Luther into her homo because she like "his singing and de­

vout praying in the churchas."35 Though this has been much 

embellished, that she took in a poor, helpless student, 

yet it seems that through his singing he was first received 

into this gracious home. At ~ny rate, here Luther enjoyed 

a home where he was at ease and where there was also a deep 

religious at~osphere. As mentioned, 1t was also here where 

he met s·ome distinguished gue~ts ,. including the Vicar of St. 

Marien, who was in charge of the Fr~nciscan monastery. , . 

34Boehnler, .21?.• ~., p. 18. 

35schw1ebert, .22• ~., p. 127 • 



OH.APTER III 

THE UNIV3RSI 2Y OF ERFURT 

In 1501, when Luther was eighteen, he entered the Uni­

versity of Erfurt and was registered as "l4art1nue Ludher 

ex Mansfeldt." Erfurt wss at the time Germany's most famous 
" 

university. The population at the t f me is estimated at abart; 

20,000 people. The town 1s 1oca~ed. on the Gera River 1n 

Thuringia, not far from E1senach. It has been called a 

''miniature Rome," having 11 2 endowed churches, . 22 cloisters, 

23 cloister chur..ches, 36 chapels and 6 ·hospitals. 111 Un-

doubtedly th\,.§ impressed him more than his stud·y. It is 
•I . . J> 

significant that the father r ecognized 1n Martin an in-

dustrious, bright boy and wanted his education furthered. 

He wanted him to study tho law, as this was the best way 

of advancement, .both in the church and in the state. It 

has been noted that the father was able to pay his fee in 

advance. This enabled him to be free all the university 

years and .made him happy~ He wrote to a friend: "I am 

settled at college as happily as possible."2 

lE. G. Schwietert, Luther and His Times (St. Louis: 
o.onoordia Publishi-ng House, l95'l1'r, p':").30. 

2i3arend Kuiper, Mar·tin Luther, The Formative Years 
(Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1g43,, p. 3~ 
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'.rha·~ Luther was gifted we see in that he raca1ved hie 

Bachelor of Arts and Master of Arts degrees in tha minimum 

of tima required. He received his A.· B. degree in 1502, 

rank1ng th1r·t1eth in a class of fifty-seven.. The f;!. A. 

degree he received also 1n the shortest possible t i me in 

February of 1505, and ranked second in a class of seventeen. 

Tha U111versity of Erfurt taught the nvia moderna", in which 

was stressed that reason should be used to its fullest ex­

tant in the matters of the world, but not in matters of 

faith. The leading proponents were William Occ8l'.Il, d 1A1lly 

and Biel. '11he "via antiqua" ,· with st. Thomas the leading 

proponent, attempted to use human reason 1n the search for 

truth. 

The two professors who influenced Luther the most were 

J'odocus Trutvetter and Bartholo1uew Arnolda of Us i ngen. Trut­

vetter deplored the 11ha:tr-spl1tt1ng" of Scholasticism. Also 

because of Trutvetter, "Luther was opposed to !lledieval cosmo­

logy all his life. '!3 Usingen also influenced Luther, distin­

guishing between Aristotle and the Bible. 

In matters of faith he accepted the Scriptures as 
an unerring guide to truth, while his ooncept1on 
of the Church Fathers and later tradition as evalu­
ated· in relation to the revealed Word doubtless 
influenced Luther 1n his later c)iscovery ot "Sola 
Scriptura", or the ~rinciple of

4
relying on the Bible 

alone 1n determining--'doctrinee. 

3Jaroslav Pelikan, From Luther to Kierkegaard (st. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1950), p:-5. 

4sohwe1bert, .21?.• ill•, p. 135. 
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From these men Luther received sort of a distaste for 

Aristotle, especially when he later recalled how much men 

knew of Aristotle and how little of the Bible. The criticism 

or Aristotle in theology by Usingen was probably the reason 

why Luther rejected Scholaat1c1sm in the Wittenberg cur­

riculum. Luther's course of studies at Erfurt were logic, 

dialectics, grammar, r~etoric, arithmetic, natural sciences, 

ethics and metaphysics. 

How much was Lut her ir,..flue11ced by Humanism? Erf'urt 

had such Humanistic tendencies. " Kostlin states that 

Erfurt could boast of having issued the first Greek 
book printed in Germany in Greek type, namely a 
grammar, printed 1n Luther's first year at the Uni­
versity. It was the Greek and

5
Latin poets whose 

writings stirred the students. 

Because of llumanism Lut;her did read more widely the ancient 

classics and Humanism did aiso further Bible study. However, 

the real impetus to his inner development came not from 

Humanism, but rather from his study of the Bible . Humanism 

did cultivate a free, intellectual spirit to help distinguish 

between truth a11d error. However, it did not shake him 1n 

his subjection to the faith and authority of the church. 

That thls· is true, we see that he vary soon adopted the 

monastic life. We do not find any evidence to indicate 

any 1ntimany of Luther with ~he circles of Humanists, nor 

did they take particular notice of him. 

5Julius Kgstlin, Life of Luther (New York: Charles 
Scribner •a Sons., l884)7T- '!!. 
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An important question at this time concerns his life at 

Erfurt. Was he, as Denii'le and Gr1sar claim,· an. immoral 

degenerate? Was this immoral life \that lad to his entering 

the monastery'l It hardly seems necessary to say much on 

this subject. Any unbiased and truthful person will admit 

that his life was pura. Sraith states that his 11.fe "was 

pure and godly may be inferi"ed from the fact that his ene­

mies never found ~ny reproach 1n it and because of the 

absence of aelf-aocusation."6 Furthermore, at the university 

there wsa a strict academic control. The students lived in 

"Burson" or dormitories, supervised by a master of arts. The 

rector and the dean visited the dormitories quarterly and in­

quired into the character of the students. No student could 

·take his final examination unles·s the master of arts would 

testify to the moral integrity of the student. ''This practice 

was vary important, since a degree from Erfu-rt implied not 

only an academic accomp11shmont, but moral 1ntegr-1ty as 

,.vell. n'7 The students had instructions as to the kind and 

number of prayers to be said overy day. The university also 

made it almost impossible for students to come into contact 

\rl th i.vomen. 

Under the rules of the nHimmelspforte'' students might 
mingle i1i th wornon only by perrji:rnion 0£ the rector and 
then only at weddings or other special occasions. No 

6preserved Smith, The L1£e and Letters of Martin Luther 
(New York: H. Holt and compaiiy, 1911), p.6. -

7schw1ebert, .212.• ~., p. 132. 
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woman was evor permi·Gted to enter the ttsursenn • • • 
Even to visit a business place oft the campus required 
permission. Nor were students permitted out of the 
dormitories after closing hours except by spacial per­
mission. This permission could be obtained only in 
exceptional cases, and it was nece~sary for t ho 
student to check out a 1antel'?l at the rector's 
office, which he returned later 1n8the evening 
when re-admitted to the dormitory. 

In such an atmosphere and with auoh supervision, it 

would have been impossible for Luther to deceive his fellow 
I 

students and the f'aoulty. 'We have seen :f'urthai•moi"G , how 

Luthor received his degrees in the minimum of time required 

and that latet1 he was :i-ecomr.1ended as a teacher for the 

Universi ty of Wittenberg. 

We might briefly discuss here once · again , where Luther 

fii~st came upon the Bible. As noted in the previous chapter, 

Schwiebert and a few others plac~ this d,acovery, not at 

Erfurt, but at 148.gde~~~g. Little d1d Luther .realize when . . . .. .. . 
he first saw the Bible that he would one day translate it 

into German and that, because of the Bible, he would bring 

about the Reformation and shake the very throne of the pope. 

When Luther found the Bible, either at Magdeburg or Erfurt, 

where it was chained baeause of its rarity and expense, he 

happened to open 1t to the story of Hannah consecrating her 

boy to the Lord. That portion was not in the chu~ch service. 

This created in him a desire for the Word. Of this finding 

Boehmer states: 

8 Ibid., P• 133. -

1 1 
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He himself aays only that when he was twenty years 
old he happened upon a complete Bible the first time 

L in his life. It was in the university library, 1nto 
which one of the professors took him. He .opened 
the volume to the story of H~nah ••• He tells 
us further that h1-ttiarto he had known only the 
Sunday Gospels and was astonished to find .such 
entirely unfamiliar stories in the Bible. It ·has 
been ·said that Luther could not possibly have 
reached his twentieth year without having seen a 
Bible. But inasmuch as he asserts this so posi­
tively, and inasmuch as the Bible did not figure 
either in the instruction of the lower schools or 
in the curriculum of the arts courss, we have no 
reason for doubting his statements. 

Krauth and others agree with Boehmer. The discovery of ~­

the Bible, that there was more to it than just the Gospel 

lessons, is so definite it cannot be denied. However, whe­

ther the discovery was at M~gdeburg or at Erfurt is diff1.oult 

to determine. Nor does it seem of utmost importance. The 

discovery of the Bible is most important, for gradually the 

Bible /became for h1m the sole souroe ·of information, the 

inspired Word of God. By 1521 he could say at Worms, "Here 

I stand, I cannot do other\"Vise." 

After receiving his liias tur 'e degree 1n February, 1505, 

as his father desired~ Luther turned to· the study of the 

law. This -seemed to be the beet paying profession for a 

roung man. He had the ~~ensive set of "Oorpus Juris" when 

he on July 17, 1505, suddenly entered the Augustinian monas­

tery. 

9He1nr1ch Boehnier., Road to .Reformation, Translated 
from the German by John w::-i)olierateln and Theodore o. 

· Tappert, (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg frees, 1946), pp.30-31. 

( 



CHAPTER IV 

THE ?4QNASTERY 

Why did this gifted ··young law student enter the monas­

tery? Why did Luther end· such a promising career by selling 

his books, plan a tarewel~ party, and then enter the monas­

tery in the company of his companions, who were in tears? 

When he entered he thought it was tor good. As he said 1n 

later life: "I ·never thought to leave again the convent. 

I was entirely dead to the ,;,orld, until God t~ought that the 

time had come."l He entered though he knew it meant complete 

surrender of self, a lifo of poverty, chastity an~ obedience. 

He entered though his father was against it, wanting him to 

become a lawyer. Why? 

It was not because he was disappointed in love. Thia 

has been shown to be a·1most impossible. Nor was it becaua~ 

he did not like law, for there were other professions he 

could have chosen. Before much research was done before 1883, 
; 

many felt he entere~ the monastery because of parental mis­

understanding, because of the abuse he received in school at 

Mansfeld, and because of the begging he had to do ·as a "pov­

erty student•- tn Kagdeburg and Eisenach. Smith says that 

1Julius Kgatlin, Life o~ Luther (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sona, 1884)7""P7 '!§. 
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Luther made the following remark about the punishments at 

homei "It was this strict discipline which finally forced 

me into the monaate-ry, although they meant heartily well 

by it."2 But we have seen that this demand of strict 

obedience was characteri~tio ot all households and schools 

at the time. Through it though, Luther's conscience was 

awakened and he learned a deep piety motivated by fear. 

That he was poor when begging on the streets at Magdeburg 

and Eisenach seems untrue. These points alone would not 

have driven him into the monastery. 

After 1883 a different view was taken. 
n 

Kolda, Kostlin 

and others asserted that Luther's boyhood days were no dif­

ferent from that ot any other Catholic boy. His decision 

to enter the monastery was a sudden, unpremeditated act. As 

he was returning from a visit to his father's house on 

July 2, he was near Erfurt, at the village of ·stotternheim 

when a terrific storm broke over his head, Trembling with 

fear from a flash of lightning, he fell to the ground and 

exclaimed: "Help, Anna, beloved Saint. I will be a monk.ft 

Ho then carried out his vow, sudden and spontaneous, and 

entered the monastery. Crotua Rubeanus is used for the con­

tention when he wrote to Luther 1n 1519: 

Proceed as you have begun, and leave an example to 
posterity; for what you do is not without the will 
ot the Gods.. Divine Providence intended this when 

2preserved Smith, The Life and Lett.era of Martin Luther 
(New Yorkl. H. Holt andconipaiij',-nfli), P• 2-;-
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you, returning from your parents, were prostrated 
_to the ground before the to,vn .ot Erfurt by a bolt 
of lightning, like anoth~r Paul, and compelled to 
,rl.thdraw from our sorrowing cgmpany into th~ wall 
of the Augustinian monastory.3 

Again, Luther wrote Melanchthon that he made his decision 

in a moment of terror and was dtorced rather than dra,m grad­

ually int~ the monastery~4 it is also pointed out that 1n 

the Middle Ages a flash of lightning was identified with the 

wrath of God. 

More recent men, like Boehmer, Strohl, Holl and others, 

admit that Luther's boyhood days were not out of the ordin­

ary, and that the Stotternheim experience was the deciding 

thing. Bu·t ·1t doesntt seem possible that the decision w:as 

forced. Actually, there were many things that prepared 

Luther for that momentus decision. It wasn't all so sicpla 

&s just a bolt of lightning. Previous to the Stotterhheim 

experience, Luther had done much thinking on his relation t;O 

God. As Strohl correctly statos: · "Tho stroke of lightning 

merely made him aware of ,·1h2.t was,. already 1n his soul. "5 

Evan Luther mentions that he \'las troubled over his s·alvation. 

In a sermon in 1534 he states: 

With reference to my previous experience~ I was mysel.1' 
a mo!kfor fifteen years and diligently all thl'ough 
tbe~e years read and did evarything I could. Yet I 

3E. o. Schwiebert, .Luther and His Times (St. Louis: 
Oonco~d1a Publishing House, l95trr;" ~41. 

4xb1d. -
5Ibid., P• 142. 
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was never able to console ~self regarding my bap• 
t1a·m, but always thought: Oh, when will you once 
become _p1oua enough and do enough to obtain a 
gracious oga?n Such thoughts drove me into the 
monaste1•y. 

Martin was a deeply religious p, rson. Ha wanted to live 

a l i fe pleasing to God. 111.!Jb.'lt muot I do to be saved?" was 

the question of paramount 1nteroat to him. Ho nover knew 

whether he rendered satisfac t ion enough to have a merciful 

God. He onco said that doubt makes a monk. Wb.at if he would 

die, woul d he be saved? Such were hie thoughts when the 

Stotternheim experience occurred, and when ha \.7as scared, 

entering the monaste~y was the natural climax of h:s thoughts 

and numerous other experiences and impress i ons. Some of 

t hese ot her contributing f a ctor s ha.ve bGan mer:tionea. There 

was his tra1n1~..g at home ~hich sharpened his conscience. 

There was the impression r eceived at Magdebur g of the Prince 

ofl Anhalt ~~gging through the streets and Luther commented: 

~Whosoever looked upon him was deeply moved, and folt 

ashamed ot hie secular way of life." There uas t he scene 

picturing Christ as a terrible judge which made Luther terrCl!l­

stricken. Then again Luther t·fjraw the picture of tha ship 

going to heaven with the monks and priests on board and 

the laymen were struggling in the water, trying to grab a 

rope thrown to them from the ship. The teaching of the 

church, rather than teaching salvation only through taith 

6Ib1d • . 
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1n the loving Savior, was to turn them to the Vil'g1n Mary, to 

saints, to lay hold of the Sacraments, to buy indulgences, 

and to do penance. As the Catholic Clayton admits : "Every­

thing in the Catholic doctrine of forgiveness is conditional 

••• It was presumption to be certain of dying in a ~tate 

of grace and gaining heaven."7 In addition, every town 

where Luther was, was full of churches and monasteries, 

steeples and spires, cloisters and priests. Finally, we 

have seen his acquaintance at E1senaoh with Vicar Johann 

Braun, who was invited by Luther to his ordination to 

priesthood. 

In addition to all these impressions, there are two 

others we ought to mention. Trav~],ing with a companion, 
. . 

not far from Erfurt, Luther accidentally ran bis sword, 

which after the custom of the students bung at his side, 

into his leg, severing the cephalic vein. It bled profusely. 

While his companion hurried to get a physician, Luther tried 

to stop the flow of blood, pressing the wound, but the limb 

swelled frightfully. In mortal tear Luther cried out, "Mary, 

help me." Again the next night the wound opened and Luther 

called on Mary. Later 1n life Luther said that had he died, 

he would have died trusting 1n Mary. The other eXperience 

which brought him tace to face with death was the sudden death 

7v:1111am Dallmann-J "A Catholic on Luther" (Excerpts from 
Joseph Clayton's Luther and His Work"), !h!, America.11 Lutheran, 
(November, 1945), XXVIII, p. 10. 

' 
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of a friend. Melanohthon and litathea1ua both state ·that the 

sudden death of this friend filled Luther with grea~ terror 

of the wrath of God and eternal judgment.a 

So it only aeems .plausible that hi~ entry into the mona­

stery was the result of a conscience strengthened and deep­

ened by many experience~ and impressions. The climax was 

reached at Stotternheim. The church had held before the eyes 

of the people that monasticism was the highest Christian 

ideal. Luther thought that of all places, here he could live 

a satisfactory life and win the favor of God. Both Smith and 

Boehmer summarize it well. Smith states that "the real cause 

lay in a torturing sense· of sin and a longing of reconcil­

iation \Vith God, experienced by ~any deeply spiritual Christ­

ians at one time or another in their lives."9 

And Boehmer: 

We are not apt to go wrong 1f we assume that a 
resolution which had been prepared tor the inner 
struggles of the last month, but which had been re­
pressed until now by doubts and s·cruples of one kind 
or another, suddenly came to expression 1n that: :moment 
of extreme tension. P'or Luther was one of those men who 
make decisions only after long and tenacious struggles 
but whose decisions are cryi,tallized abruptly 1n a 
moment of tempestuous activity. We may ·conclud~ that, 
inwardly, he was already on the way to the monastery 
before the lightning flashed down on him at Stottern­
he1m, The convulsive fear which seized him 1n that 
moment only hastened the decision but did not call 
forth the mood from which it sprang.10 

· 8 Schwiebert, !I!.•~., PP• 142-~. 
·9 

.smith, _gp_. ill•, P• 8. 
10Beinr1ch Boehmer, Road to Reformation, Translated 

from the German by John w:-i)ocersteln and Theodore o. 
Tappert, (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1946), p. 34. 


