
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UNEXPECTED SAINTS: MARTIN LUTHER (1483-1546) & KATHARINA VON BORA (1499-1552) 
 
GUILT then GIFT  
 
Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a sinner before God with an 
extremely disturbed conscience. I could not believe that anything that I thought or did or prayed 
satisfied God. Certainly, and with intense grumbling (perhaps even blasphemy), I was angry with 
God and said, ‘As if it were indeed not enough that miserable sinners who are eternally lost 
through original sin and are crushed again by every calamity through the Ten Commandments, 
God Himself adds pain to pain in the gospel by threatening us with His righteousness and wrath!’  

At last, meditating day and night . . . by the mercy of God, I gave heed to the context of the 
words, ‘In it the righteousness of God is revealed, as it is written, ‘He who through faith is 
righteous shall live.’ Then I began to understand that the righteousness of God is . . . a gift of God, 
namely by faith . . .Here I felt as if I were entirely born again and had entered paradise itself 
through gates that had been flung open.  An entirely new side of the Scriptures opened itself to 
me . . . and I extolled my sweetest word with a love as great as the loathing with which before I 
had hated the term ‘the righteousness of God’.  Here I felt that I was altogether born again and 
had entered paradise itself through open gates. There a totally other face of the entire Scripture 
showed itself to me. [I saw] the work of God, that is what God does in us, the power of God, with 
which he makes us wise, the strength of God, the salvation of God, the glory of God.  (Martin Luther) 
 
MARRIAGE then LOVE 
 
(in 1524) According to my present frame of mind I have no intention of marrying, not that I am 
insensible to emotions of the flesh, being neither wood nor stone, but because I have no desire to, 
and daily expect to die a heretic’s death. 
 
(in 1525) To a friend: Undoubtedly the rumor of my marriage has reached you. I can hardly believe 
it myself, but the witnesses are too strong.  The wedding will be next Thursday in the presence of 
my father and mother. I hope you can bring some game and come yourself.  [My marriage to 
Katharina von Bora] will please my father, rile the pope, cause the angels to laugh at the devils to 
weep… 
 
I didn’t love my Kathe [at first], for I regarded her as someone proud and arrogant.  But it pleased 
God, who wanted me to take pity on her…. I wanted to confirm what I have taught by practicing 
it…God has willed and brought about this step. But I feel neither passionate love nor burning for 
my spouse, but I cherish her. 
 
To a critic of “Luther’s so-called wife”: How dare you preempt the power of a common judge to 
condemn publicly, and before all the world, a godly woman as though she were a perifidious, 
perjuring, gone astray whore.  Where have you, impudent young brat, learned to defame the 
virtue of other people?  
 
Before I was married, the bed was not made for a whole year…But I worked so hard and was so 
weary I tumbled in without noticing it… There is a lot to get used to in the first year of marriage.  I 



was alone and now there’s someone else here.  In bed, you wake up in the morning and find a pair 
of pigtails on the pillow which were not there before. 

Think of all the squabbles Adam and Eve must have had in the course of their nine hundred 
years. Eve would say, “You ate the apple,” and Adam would retort, “You gave it to me.”  I have been 
very happy in my marriage, thank God. I have a faithful wife, according to Solomon: “The heart of 
her husband doth safely trust in her” (Prov. 31:11). She spoils nothing for me. Ah, dear Lord God, 
marriage is not something natural and physical; but it is a gift of God, the sweetest, nay, the most 
chaste life…. It is no small gift from God to find a wife who is pious and easy to get along with.  
 
The Christian is supposed to love his neighbor, and since his wife is his nearest neighbor, she 
should be his deepest love.  
 
LIFE TOGETHER 
 
Through 21 years of marriage and 6 children, Katharina was active 17 hours a day.  When Martin 
tries to get Katharina to read the Bible through in one year, promising 50 Gulden, she argues, 
“I’ve read enough, I’ve heard enough.  I know enough. Would to God I lived it.” 
 
I have a peculiar budget:  I consume more than I take in.  What am I to do?  In domestic affairs I 
defer to Katy, otherwise I am led by the Holy Ghost. [Katharina, the Morning Star of Wittenberg] 
plants our fields, pastures and sells our cows, et cetera….What she has now, she got without me. 
 
On staying through the 1539 Plague: I am your preacher and visitor of the sick, and Kate the 
nurse, doctor, pharmacist, counselor, etc.  We have been blessed in this city in good days, why 
should we leave when suffering strikes? 
 
On the road, Martin Luther addresses his letters home to “Lord” “Doctor” and ”Sir” Katharina. She 
holds her own at Luther’s famous theological Table Talks. 
 
I would not want to exchange my Kate for France nor for Venice to boot; to begin with 
because God has given her to me and me to her; because I often find out that there are more 
shortcomings in other women than in my Kate; and although she, of course, has some too, these 
are nonetheless offset by far greater virtues…. 
 
The love toward one’s spouse burns like a fire and seeks nothing but the person of the 
spouse. It says: I do not desire what is yours; I desire neither silver nor gold, neither this nor that; I 
desire you yourself; I want you entirely or not at all. All other love seeks something else than the 
person of the loved one.   
 
There is no more lovely, friendly, charming relationship, communion or company than a good 
marriage. 
 
STRUGGLE then HOPE | Anfechtung: terror, melancholy & despair  
 
When we are alone, the worst and saddest things come to mind. We reflect in detail upon all 
sorts of evils. And if we have encountered adversity in our lives, we dwell upon it as much as 
possible, magnify it, think that no one is so unhappy as we are, and imagine the worst possible 
consequences.  In short, when we are alone, we leap to conclusions, and we interpret everything 
in the worst light. On the other hand, we imagine that other people are very happy, and it 
distresses us that things go well with them and evil with us.  

You say that the sins we commit every day offend God, and therefore we are not saints. To 
this I reply: Mother love is stronger than the filth and scabbiness on a child, and so the love of God 



toward us is stronger than the dirt that clings to us….Rest assured that [Christ loves] you, the 
Father loves you, and  the Holy Spirit, who is sent to you, loves you.  
 
Everything that is done in the world is done by hope. No husbandman would sow one grain of 
corn, if he hoped not it would grow up and become seed; no bachelor would marry a wife, if he 
hoped not to have children; no merchant or tradesman would set himself to work, if he did not 
hope to reap benefit thereby, &c. How much more, then, does hope urge us on to everlasting life 
and salvation?  
 
SPIRITUAL COUNSEL 
 
BE WITH PEOPLE 
 
Do not dwell on your own thoughts but listen to what other people have to say to you.  For God 
has commanded [us] to comfort [one another], and it is His will that the afflicted should receive 
such consolation as God’s very own.  Be merry with others, for gladness and good cheer, when 
decent and proper, are the best medicine. I myself, who have spent a good part of my life in 
sorrow and gloom, now seek and find pleasure wherever I can.  
 
GET ACTIVE 
 
Undertake to do anything else that you are able—whether play or something else—just so that 
you free yourself from these thoughts…[Go] out to the fields and spread the manure; do 
something downright earthy…. Engage in riding and hunting, and to seek the company of others 
who may be able to rejoice with [you] in a godly and honorable way….    
 
When you are sad... and when melancholy threatens to get the upper hand, say, ‘Arise! I must play 
a song unto the Lord ... for the Scriptures teach us that it pleases Him to hear a joyful song…’ Then 
begin striking the keys and singing in accompaniment, as David and Elisha did, until your sad 
thoughts vanish. 
 
READ SCRIPTURE  
 
We also labor by the Word of God that we may set at liberty those that are entangled, and bring 
them to the pure doctrine of faith, and hold them there.  

Without a doubt, you will not be able to burn a stronger incense or fragrance against the 
devil than involving yourself in God’s commandments and words and speaking, singing, or 
thinking about them.  

Let us learn, therefore, in great and horrible terrors, when our conscience feels nothing but 
sin and judges that God is angry with us, and that Christ has turned His face from us, not to follow 
the sense and feeling of our own heart, but to stick to the Word of God.  
 
It was no joke or laughing matter for [Noah and his family] to live shut up in the ark for so long, to 
see the endless masses of rain, to be tossed about by the waves and to drift. In these 
circumstances, there was the feeling that God had forgotten them. All their circumstances 
compelled them to debate whether God was favorably inclined and wanted to remember them. 
Therefore, although they overcame these hardships, they did not overcome them without awful 
affliction.  Let us, then, remember that this story sets before us an example of faith, perseverance 
and patience in order that those who have the divine promise may not only learn to believe it but 
may also realize that they need perseverance.  
 



You have the Apostle who shows to you a garden, or paradise, which is full of comfort, when he 
says: ‘Whatever was written, was written for our instruction, so that through patience and the 
consolation of the Scriptures we might have hope.’  
 
CALL ON GOD 
 
God wants us to pray, and he wants to hear our prayers—not because we are worthy, but because 
he is merciful.  
 
Prayer is not overcoming God’s reluctance. It is laying hold of His willingness.  
 
You must learn to call on the Lord. Don’t sit all alone or lie on the couch, shaking your head and 
letting your thoughts torture you. Don’t worry about how to get out of your situation or brood 
about your terrible life, how miserable you feel, and what a bad person you are. Instead, say, “Get a 
grip on yourself, you lazy bum! Fall on your knees, and raise your hands and eyes toward heaven. 
Read a psalm. Say the Lord’s Prayer, and tearfully tell God what you need.” 
 
Prayer is a very precious medicine, one that helps and never fails.  
 
No one can believe how powerful prayer is and what it can effect, except those who have learned 
it by experience. Whenever I have prayed earnestly, I have been heard and have obtained more 
than I prayed for. God sometimes delays, but He always comes.  
 
OBSERVE NATURE  
 
Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly 
Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And which of they by being anxious 
can add one cubit to his stature?   

You see, God is making the birds our schoolmasters and teachers. It is a great and 
abiding disgrace to us that in the Gospel a helpless sparrow should become a theologian 
and a preacher to the wisest of men, and  daily should emphasize this to our eyes and ears, as if he 
were saying to us: "Look, you miserable man! You have house and home, money and 
property. Every year you have a field full of grain and other plants of all sorts, more than you ever 
need. Yet you cannot find peace, and you are always worried about starving. If you do not know 
that you have supplies and cannot see them before your very eyes, you cannot trust God to give 
you food for one day. Though we are innumerable, none of us spends his living days worrying.  
Still God feeds  us every day…  
 
Every day you see these illustrations before your very eyes, how God nourishes and 
feeds everything that lives and grows from the earth, clothes and adorns it so beautifully. Now 
let these illustrations persuade you to lay aside your anxiety and your unbelief and 
to remember that you are Christians and not heathen. …Since you are Christians, he says,‘you dare 
not doubt that your Father is well aware of your need for all this, of the fact that you have a 
belly that needs food and drink and a body that needs clothing. If He did not know it, you would 
have reason to be concerned and anxious about how to provide for yourselves.  But since He does 
know it, He will not forsake you. He is faithful and willing to take special care of you 
Christians, because, as has been said, He cares for the birds of the air as well.   So forget your 
anxieties, since you cannot accomplish anything by them. It does not depend upon your 
anxiety but upon His  knowledge and concern:' If nothing grew in the field unless we were anxious 
about it, we would all have died in our cradles; and during the night, while we are lying 
asleep, nothing could grow. Indeed, even by worrying ourselves to death we could not make a 
single blade of grass grow in' the field. We really ought to see and understand that God gives 
everything without any anxiety on our part….   


