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CC T ^ O R WHENEVER A GOOD CHRISTIAN PRAYS, 'Dear Father, 

L· your will be done,' God replies from above, 'Yes, dear child, 

it shall be done indeed in spite of the devil and the entire world.'"1 

In this way, Martin Luther brought to a close his most trenchant ex

position of prayer: a brief introduction to the subject in the Large 

Catechism. As important as other writings by Luther are for show

ing how to pray or for what to pray,2 the Large Catechism pene

trates to the heart of Luther's theology of prayer, doing it in simple 

terms for his intended audience. Moreover, as the first part of this 

essay will show, the exposition on prayer in the Large Catechism 

takes on new meaning in light of Luther's own experience with 

prayer.3 

Luther at Prayer 

Fascination with Luther and prayer began long before his death. 

Not only did his barber, Master Peter Beskendorf, request Luther's 

instruction on how to pray,4 but already Veit Dietrich, Luther's com

panion at the Fortress Coburg during the 1530 Diet of Augsburg, 

described to Philip Melanchthon the effect of Luther's praying. 

One time I had the opportunity to hear him praying. Good God, what spirit, 

what faith was in his words! He prayed for things with such reverence—as befits 

God—and with such hope and faith that he seemed to be holding a conversation 

with a father or a friend. Ί know,' he said,'that you are our Father and God. There

fore I am sure that you will destroy the persecutors of your children. If you do 

not do this, the result will be disaster for us. The wrhole affair is yours. We are 

constrained to implore you for this. Therefore, defend us, and so on.' I was stand

ing nearby and heard him praying in a clear voice using words to that effect. My 

soul was set on fire with such a singular passion to hear him speak with God in 

such a friendly, serious, and reverent manner. And throughout the prayer he in

terjected psalms, so that he was quite certain that everything for which he prayed 

would come about.3 
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Dietrich's vivid experience of Luther praying was hardly unique. This 
section examines three other experiences of Luther praying in order 
to ground discussion of prayer in the Large Catechism within 
Luther's own life as a Christian. 

Raising the Dead Melanchthon in 1340 

By far the most famous example of Luther's own prayers occurred 
in 1540.6 In June ofthat year, Philip Melanchthon had taken sick 
on his way to the religious Colloquy in Haguenau. He stopped in 
Weimar on 12 June, unable to travel further and too weak to return 
to Wittenberg. By the time his concerned colleagues, including Mar
tin Luther and Justus Jonas, arrived in Weimar on 23 June along 
with Melanchthon's son Philip, the poor man was in a semi-conscious 
state.7 After assessing the situation, Luther walked over to a window 
and started praying. As Luther later described it (according to 
Matthäus Ratzeberger) 

There [in Weimar], the Lord God had to stretch out his hand to me. For I threw 
the entire sack in front of his door and rubbed his ears with all the promises to hear 
prayers that I was able to recall from the Holy Scripture, so that he had to hear me, 
were I to believe all those other promises.8 

Luther's chutzpah toward God in that moment was not so much 
a sign of hubris as it was of faith. "Throwing sacks" and "rubbing 
ears" were almost playful ways for Luther to express the urgency of 
the situation, his dire need of God's help, and the joy of being an
swered. Thus, upon entering the room, Luther had exclaimed, "May 
God protect us! Look how the devil has mistreated this instrument of 
mine."9 The inordinate joy Luther derived from this answered prayer 
and Melanchthon's recovery may be seen in Luther's letter to his wife, 
Kathie, ten days later. There, however, we also hear less of Luther's 
faith and more of God's surprising mercy. 

Grace and Peace! Dear Maiden Kathie, gracious Lady von Zolsdorf10 (and what
ever other titles pertain to Your Grace) ! I wish to informYou and Your Grace most 
submissively that I am doing well here. I eat like a Bohemian and drink like a Ger
man. Thanks be to God! Amen! This is because Master Philip was truly dead and 
has arisen from the dead just like Lazarus! God, the dear Father, hears our prayer— 



L U T H E R O N PRAYER IN THE LARGE CATECHISM 251 

that we see and experience—even though we still do not believe it. Let no one 
say "Amen" to our terrible unbelief!11 

This remarkable experience continued to echo in Luther's later 
comments on prayer. In Spring 1543, discussion around Luther's 
table turned to the question of fides aliena (the faith of another) and 
whether it could save someone else. Luther burst out, "Absolutely!" 
Paul himself, Luther thought, had been saved on account of 
Stephen's prayer—not that Paul was saved by Stephen's faith but 
rather that out of his faith Stephen prayed for Paul to have faith. 
"Thus, prayer has preserved many, just as we prayed Philip back to 
life."12 He continued, 

It is impossible that God would not hear the prayer of faith. Whether he always 
does what we ask, that is another matter. " God does not give according to the measure 
prescribed" [Luke 6:38]. Instead, "he gathers up and shakes out," as he says.13 

He included the example of Augustine's mother, who prayed for her 
son's conversion and received instead "such an Augustine" that he 
is now called lumen ecclesiae (light of the church). "For this reason 
James says/Lei us pray for the sick... the prayer of the righteous person can 
do much' That is one of the best lines in the whole letter. There is a 
powerful thing surrounding prayer, if only I could believe it, because 
God has bound and tied himself to prayer."14 

Of course, the notion that God hears prayer did not mean for 
Luther that absolutely everything was answered according to human 
expectations. Already in the fall of 1532, he could exclaim: "We have 
this advantage: that our prayer is always heard. Even if it is not heard 
according to our will, nevertheless it is heard according to the will 
of God, which is better than our will. If I did not know that my 
prayer would be heard, it would be the devil praying in my place."15 

The notion that God promises not only to hear but also to an
swer prayer stood at the center of Luther's approach to prayer al
ready in 1529, when he wrote the catechisms. His explanation of 
"Amen," a phrase that occurs in three different places in the Small 
Catechism, bears this out. To apply the Creed's "amen" to each ar
ticle, Luther concluded with the phrase, das ist gewißlich wahr (this 
is most certainly true). In the third question on Holy Baptism, 
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Luther translated the end of Titus 3:5-8, das ist [je]gewißlich wahr 
(this is [surely] most certainly true). But it is in the Lord's Prayer 
that his confidence in God's "binding and tying" explodes onto 
the page. 

That I should be certain \gewiß\ that such petitions are acceptable to and heard by 
our Father in heaven, for he himself commanded us to pray like this and has prom
ised to hear us. "Amen, amen" means "Yes, yes, it is going to come about just like 
this."16 

The other side to God's promise for Luther is faith. Thus, in a not 
well-documented comment at table, he may have said, "As a cob
bler makes shoes and a tailor sews clothes, so should a Christian pray. 
The handiwork of a Christian is prayer."17 Nevertheless, this faith in 
prayer is hard to come by. Already in the 1530s he stated 

No one believes such power and efficacy is in our prayer, unless we learn by ex
perience. But it is a tremendous thing when someone feels the press of neces
sity and, driven by its enormity, can then seize hold of prayer. I know this be
cause I have so often prayed earnestly when faced with a matter of real 
earnestness. Thus, I have certainly been richly answered and have received more 
than I desired. Our Lord God may have put something off for a while, but he 
still heard.18 

As we shall see below, the link between faith, need and earnestness, 
as something coming through external necessity and experience, was 
crucial to Luther's approach to prayer in the Large Catechism.19 

In one remarkable comment, delivered in the Summer of 15 3 3, 
Luther combined Aristotle's causes20 to the question of the relation 
in prayer between human need, faith, and God's promise. "The ef
ficient cause per se of prayer is faith; the accidental [secondary] cause 
is necessity; the form[al cause] is the apprehension of undeserved 
mercy; the material [cause] out of which [prayer is formed] is the 
promise and command to pray; the final [cause] is the hearing and 
liberation."21 This is not so much an example of Luther using Aris
totle's causes to understand prayer as it is Luther analyzing his own 
understanding of prayer using the familiar dialectical categories of 
Aristotle (and Melanchthon). At the same time, this comment sum
marized many of Luther's key insights from the Large Catechism. 
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Praying in 1537 for the Electoress of Brandenburg, Elizabeth of Denmark 

Another concrete incident in Luther's life, this time involving unan
swered prayer, shows how consistent was Luther's understanding of the 
interaction of God's promise and faith. In the summer of 1537, the 
Electoress of Brandenburg, Elizabeth von Dänemark, fell sick and ended 
up in Luther's home.22 Several insights into prayer come from this stress
ful time in the Luther household. On 18 August, Luther prayed 

Dear Lord God, now hear our prayer according to your promise! Do not let us 
throw the keys at your feet,23 so that in the end we get angry at you and do not 
give you proper honor and what is your due.24 Where will you be then? Ach, 
dear Lord, we are yours. Do what you will, only give us patience.20 

Two days later, Anton Lauterbach recorded another prayer. "Dear 
God, you possess this name, that you are the Answerer of prayers, as 
David said [Psalm 145:19],'He fulfills the desire of those who fear 
him and hears their groans.' Ach Lord, we are not praying for any
thing evil! Do not make us throw the keys at the door."26 Thus, 
Luther's comment about prayer for Melanchthon, preserved by 
Ratzeberger, was typical of the way his faith understood God's prom
ise to hear prayer. What he refused to do was to pray timidly. 

Around the same time, in the summer of 1537, he again reflected 
on prayer and faith, but this time with a sense of awe that God even 
bothers to hear a believer. 

Ach, what a great thing the prayer of the godly is! How powerful it is before God, 
that a poor soul should talk with God and not be frightened in his presence, but 
instead know that God smiles at him in a friendly manner because of Jesus Christ. 
The conscience must not run away on account of its unworthiness or be over
whelmed with doubts or let itself be frightened.27 

This, too, was one of Luther's foci in the Large Catechism, where he 
used both law and gospel to solve the problem of the conscience 
fleeing prayer. 

At the same time, Luther contrasted late-medieval piety and un
certain prayers to the saints to faith based upon Christ's promise. 
Moreover, he admitted the human tendency, which he himself had 
shared as a monk, to turn prayer into a work, an ascent of the soul 
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that human beings can accomplish. As will become clear, such con
trasts also played a role in the Large Catechism. As the following 
shows, with respect to prayers for the electoress, Luther simply re
fused to pray (as he recollected that late-medieval piety had taught 
him) "conditionally and hypothetically." 

Thus, the ancient [Christians] well defined prayer:'Oratio est ascensus mentis ad Dentri 
(prayer is the ascent of the mind to God).28 It is well said, but I and everyone else did 
not understand that definition. We boasted about the ascent of the mind, but we 
missed out on the syntax, that we have to bring the ad Deum to it. On the contrary, 
we fled from God. We could not freely and with certainty pray to God through 
Christ, in whom the certainty of prayer exists, but we always prayed conditionally and 
hypothetically, not categorically. Therefore, my brothers, who can pray, pray without 
ceasing, that is, from the heart and also at certain times orally. For, in the presence of 
our dear God, prayer upholds the world; otherwise things would be quite different.29 

Mixing Prayer and Politics in 153g 

A third specific incident reveals yet another aspect of Luther's un
derstanding of prayer. In the spring of 1539, the imperial princes 
gathered in Frankfurt am Main in an attempt to avoid what seemed 
by then to be inevitable: armed conflict over religion, exacerbated 
by the growing dispute between Philip of Hesse and Henry of 
Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel. The result was the Frankfurt Truce 
{Stillstand) of 1539 that set in motion the religious colloquies of the 
154OS and prevented all-out war until 1547. Philip Melanchthon, 
part of the Saxon entourage, was in Frankfurt from 13 February 
until 20 April, returning home on 9 May, when he dined with 
Luther.30 

Luther, as always, remained at home and stewed about the 
prospects for peace in the face of political rumors and papal machi
nations. Throughout this time, his companions recorded his prayers, 
especially in worship31 but also upon the receipt of a letter from 
Melanchthon.32 As he had already expressed in his exposition to the 
fourth petition of the Lord's Prayer, "civic peace is the highest gift 
of God on earth,"33 the only defense against such warlike enemies 
was prayer.34 Here, as in the other cases, there was nothing that could 
not be brought before God's throne. Faith and God's promises again 
combined to encourage Luther even in the midst of his own pes-
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simism. Luther also voiced this attitude in the introduction to prayer 
in the Large Catechism. 

Not only at table but also in his letters Luther viewed the discussions 
in Frankfurt as needing prayer. Thus, at the beginning of negotiations, 
in a letter to Jakob Propst in Bremen, dated 21 February 1539, Luther 
wrote that "the prayer of the church hopes with us for peace."35 Sev
eral weeks later, in a letter to Franz Burkhard in Frankfurt with the 
Saxon elector, Luther gave more content to these prayers. "We boldly 
pray for our convocation against Satan, especially against that fox from 
Mainz, lest his tail tickle and deceive you."36 In his letter to Melanchthon 
on 26 March, he commented that, despite his own deep reservations, 
"We hope that our prayers have been heard."37 Although the negotia
tions did not resolve the underlying tensions in the Empire, they do re
veal the role that prayer played for Luther in political matters. As per
sonal as prayer could be for Luther, it was never caught in the kind of 
solipsism that so often marked teachings about prayer in later centuries. 

The Large Catechism38 

The Large Catechism arose out of Luther s catechetical sermons of 
1528, especially the set produced in late November and early De
cember. The introduction to the section on prayer, which is the chief 
concern here, had direct connection to these sermons and to the Vis
itation Articles of 1527 and 1528.39 In the Large Catechism, Luther 
used substantial space to give a more detailed overview of the topic, 
something that he also did in a less expansive way to begin the Creed. 
Here, however, Luther sensed how important prayer was for the Chris
tian's daily life, much as he did later in the Large Catechism when he 
added a lengthy admonition on the reception of the Lord's Supper 
and, in a section added to the second edition, on private confession.40 

In his exhaustive analysis of Luther's catechisms, Albrecht Peters 
lists five parts to this admonition. A more careful examination of 
Luther's grammar and his intention, however, reveals but three, plus 
a short opening transition from the preceding sections of the cate
chism. This threefold order will serve as an appropriate outline for 
the following analysis. 
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Luther's Catechetical Order: Diagnosis, Treatment, Medication 

Already in the introduction to his Personal Prayer Book (Betbüch
lein) of 1522, Luther dealt with the question of the catechism s order. 
He used an Augustinian metaphor of sickness and healing to explain 
his reordering the parts of the catechism (moving from law to gospel 
to prayer).41 Although his language was still much more in keeping 
with late-medieval piety, it demonstrates clearly how important the 
catechism s order was for Luther. 

Three things a person must know in order to be saved. First, he must know what 
to do and what to leave undone. Second, when he realizes that he cannot mea
sure up to what he should do or leave undone, he needs to know where to go 
to find the strength he requires. Third, he must know how to seek and obtain 
that strength. It is just like a sick person who first has to determine the nature 
of his sickness, then find out wThat to do or to leave undone. After that he has 
to know where to get the medicine which will help him do or leave undone 
what is right for a healthy person. Third, he has to desire to search for this med
icine and to obtain it or have it brought to him. Thus the commandments teach 
human beings to recognize their sickness... The Creed will teach and show 
them where to find the medicine—grace—which will help them to become de
vout and keep the commandments. The Creed points them to God and his 
mercy, given and made plain to him in Christ. Finally, the Lord's Prayer teaches 
all this, namely, through the fulfillment of God's commandments everything will 
be given him.42 

This movement from diagnosis of the human condition (sin) 
through the Law, to treatment through the announcement of God's 
mercy and grace, to the reception of medication through prayer 
marked all of Luther's catechesis and even his private prayer.43 In fact, 
it was so important that already the Wittenberg catechism of 1525, 
composed of excerpts from the Prayer Booklet, included a portion of 
these introductory remarks.44 

Thus, it is hardly surprising that Luther's comments on prayer 
in the Large Catechism began with a brief recitation of the rela
tion between the Lord's Prayer and the earlier sections of the cat
echism.45 The catechism began with "what we are to do." How
ever, as tempting as it may be to turn the commandments into a 
project for the old creature to achieve, it is important to note the 
force of the verb "sollen" translated here: are to. We should do this 
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but, as Luther said to Erasmus, an "ought" never implies a "can." 
Earlier in the Large Catechism, Luther took this hubris head on, 
as expressed by those who, thinking the Ten Commandments easy 
to fulfill, wanted to graduate to "Christian counsels." "They fail 
to see, these miserable blind fools, that no one is able to keep even 
one of the Ten Commandments as it ought to be kept. Both the 
Creed and the Lord's Prayer must come to our aid."46 Not only 
did Luther reiterate this very point in introducing the Lord's 
Prayer: "no one can keep the Ten Commandments perfectly," but 
he added an even more devastating blow to the old creature, "even 
though he or she has begun to believe."47 The faith created through 
the gospel as confessed in the Creed does not fix the illness. In
stead, the believer as believer is driven to prayer. Luther added to 
this the big three: devil, world, and flesh. This medieval and pa
tristic trio combined in Luther's view to fight the gospel tooth and 
nail.48 

In light of humanity's deep illness and the creedal gospel (treat
ment), Luther was driven to prayer: that desperate call to the phar
macy in the middle of the night. The audacity of his prayer for 
Melanchthon already found expression in the Large Catechism. 
"Consequently, nothing is so necessary as to call upon God inces
santly and to drum into his ears our prayer."49 What is the content 
of this ear rubbing? "That he may give, preserve, and increase in us 
faith and the fulfillment of the Ten Commandments and remove all 
that stands in our way and hinders us in this regard." This need for 
faith and fulfillment of the commandments drove Luther finally to 
Lord's Prayer itself, which provided him with "what and how to 
pray."50 In this way, the Christian finally demands from God, the Great 
Physician, the very medicine without which one cannot live in faith. 

The Command to Pray 

As in the catechism overall, Luther structured his very comments 
on prayer in the Large Catechism under the rubrics of diagnosis 
(law), treatment (gospel), and medicine (Lord's Prayer). Thus, para
graphs 4-18 examine Christ's command to pray. Here, Luther's com
ments are so much richer than many later discussions of "law and 
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gospel," because for him they were encounters with God's wTord, 
which was working on Luther as he wrote. 

As in the German version of the Visitation Articles, Luther first 
discussed prayer under the second commandment. Luther never saw 
a text of Scripture where he did not immediately think of its oppo
site. As he once said: "When I preach, I make antitheses."51 If a text 
forbids something, it means God is promoting the opposite. If a text 
promises something, it also means it is excluding something harm
ful. Regarding the explanations to the commandments in both the 
Small and Large Catechisms, this meant for Luther that negative com
mandments had a positive side and vice versa.52 Specifically, the sec
ond commandment for Luther did not only forbid the misuse of 
God's name but included the proper use of it. 

Here the explanation of the second commandment in the Small Cat
echism is particularly instructive. "We are to fear and love God," Luther 
began, thus tying this and every other commandment to the first and 
its demand for faith, fulfilled expressly in the third article of the Creed 
and the second petition of the Lord's Prayer.53 The result of such faith 
in light of the second commandment was, positively speaking, "so that 
we. . . instead use that very name in every time of need to call on, pray 
to, praise, and give thanks to God."54 Already here Luther linked need 
with prayer. He also separated prayer from praise and thanksgiving, 
something that an English-speaking audience may not readily appre
ciate, where prayer is often defined as a general term for words directed 
somehow toward God, thus including praise and thanksgiving. This is 
unfortunate if for no other reason than that the original, non-religious 
meaning of the word "pray" in English, etymologically related to the 
Germanfragen (to ask) and the Latin precare (to beg), meant "to ask."55 

The explanation in the Large Catechism also reflected this posi
tive side.56 Luther even provided some examples of good prayers for 
children. "One must urge and encourage children again and again 
to honor God's name and to keep it constantly upon their lips in all 
circumstances and experiences."57 Here is where the Christian re
ceives consolation (par. 70) and where the devil gets chased away (par. 
71-72). In the same way, each day should be commended to God 
(par. 73).58 But Luther also had in mind making the sign of the cross 
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in danger and uttering short prayers in dire need or blessing. "'Lord 
God, save me!' or 'Help, dear Lord Christ!'... 'God be praised and 
thanked!"God has bestowed this upon me' etc."59 In contrast to the 
pious ardor Christian prayer seems to demand, Luther's "simple and 
playful methods," as he called them (par. 75), come as a breath of fresh 
air. This advice was coming from someone who, according to Veit 
Dietrich, could spend three hours in prayer a day! Yet, as Luther un
derstood it, the Christian life could not become a burden (par. 77), 
"for when we preach to children we must talk baby talk [German: 
lallen]!'60 

In the Large Catechism's introduction to prayer, Luther initiated the 
discussion of the command to pray with a look back at this discussion 
on the second commandment.61 Again the command not to take God's 
name in vain led Luther immediately to the opposite (par. 5): "we are 
required to praise the holy name and to pray or call upon it in every 
need. For calling upon it is nothing else than praying."62 

However, Luther's emphasis on the command to pray also arose 
out of his pastoral experience and his desire to contrast true prayer 
with what passed for prayer in late-medieval piety. We see this al
ready in his insistence that prayer meant "calling upon God's name." 
This meant clearly that it was not simply a matter of reciting proper 
religious formulas, creating the proper religious attitude, or observ
ing the proper religious exercises. Later in this section, he addressed 
this problem directly. 

The commandment, however, also eliminated all the old creature's 
excuses for not praying. In the Large Catechism, Luther focused first 
on "vulgar people" and their delusions that others would pray for 
them. This, too, arose from certain aspects of late-medieval piety, 
where thousands of masses, to say nothing of other prayers, could be 
purchased from "the religious" (professionals), whose spiritual exer
cises kept them closer to God. Luther's comments at table included 
at least one concrete example of this attitude. Johann Aurifaber, in 
a comment of Luther recorded nowhere else, preserved a story about 
the pastor of Holsdorf (a village near the town of Schweinitz). When 
his peasant parishioners demonstrated no knowledge of the basic cat
echism (the Ten Commandments, the Apostles' Creed and the Lord's 
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Prayer),63 he refused them the Lord's Supper. When they complained 
to the official church visitors, the pastor admitted to having done this 
and explained that they could not pray. "We do not have to pray," a 
farmer responded. "That is why we hired you and pay you a salary, 
so that you would pray for us."64 Even the Large Catechism (par. 6) 
echoed this attitude: "vulgar people wTho say in their delusion, 'If I 
do not pray, someone else will.'" The gross antinomianism against 
which Luther reacted in other sections of the Large Catechism also 
shows up here. "Thus they fall into the habit of never praying, claim
ing that because we reject false and hypocritical prayers, we teach 
that there is no duty or need to pray." Against such contempt, Luther 
could only preach the law as judgment.65 

As with all of his comments on late-medieval piety, Luther faced a 
problem. He had to preach the law in such a way that did not, to use 
his words elsewhere in the Large Catechism, "institute a new slaugh
ter of souls."66 Here, he had first to reject (using rather gruff terms) 
"the kind of babbling and bellowing that used to pass for prayers."67 

Recitation of words—even beautiful or meaningful words—could 
not be prayer for Luther because it did not come from the heart and 
its deepest needs. Of course, Luther knew this practice first-hand from 
the monastery. In later life, he even admitted that he continued to try 
to recite the daily office after the Reformation had begun until 
Nicholas von Amsdorff and others convinced him to desist.68 Despite 
his bad experience, however, Luther did not fully reject such recita
tion in the Large Catechism. It was good practice for children and 
the illiterate, but for Luther this was not yet prayer. True prayer, as he 
repeated throughout this introduction, was born of deep-felt need. 

The command to pray also defined the Christian life. To be Chris
tian and not to pray (now in the sense of crying out in our need to 
God) wTas plainly logically impossible. After all, a true Christian was 
someone who had been worked over by the law and driven to the 
gospel. Refusing to pray was as unthinkable for Luther (to borrow 
an earlier analogy) as refusing to fill a prescription for the life-giving 
medicine after hearing the diagnosis and learning the treatment. 
Luther used a variety of images to get his point across. First, he 
likened the command to pray and the command to obey authorities 
(the Fourth Commandment). Second, he made clear that prayer has 
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to do with God, not with us. It is a matter of glorying God's name. 
The law, then, functioned for Luther to "silence and repel" (par. 8) 
the old creature s excuses and allow faith the victory. Thus, he re
turned to the Fourth Commandment in par. 9, now to describe the 
relation between father and son. Luther, who at this time was both 
father and son, could speak with some authority out of this analogy. 
Thus, the obedience accorded the command arose not out of some 
slavish notion of compliance, but from the relation of faith. No won
der that in 15 31 Luther added to the Small Catechism an explana
tion to the introduction of the Lord s Prayer and emphasized the lov
ing relationship of parent and child out of which true prayer arises.69 

At this point in the explanation, namely, in the second edition also 
printed in 1529, Luther inserted two paragraphs (par. 10-11). He still 
focused on the same issue (par. 10: "as though it made no difference if 
we do not pray, or as though prayer were commanded for those who 
are holier and in better favor with God"). However, in the additional 
comments (the only important addition to the Large Catechism out
side of a completely new section on Confession and a new preface), he 
delved even deeper into the commandment, finding at its center God's 
gracious heart. Here, Luther expressed his pastoral concern for the dam
aging effect of the law on the weak by turning the law inside out. 

We have a practical example of this very concern, recorded in the 
Table Talk. Johannes Schlaginhaufen, whose serious spiritual strug
gles in 1531-32 were well documented in his own version of the 
Table Talk, once blurted out at table, "Whenever I think about God 
and Christ, this immediately comes into my mind: 'You are a sinner; 
therefore God is angry with you. For this reason your prayer will 
amount to nothing.'" Luther replied, "If I waited to pray until I was 
righteous, when would I pray? Now, then, whenever Satan suggests 
to you:'You are a sinner; God does not listen to sinners,'you should 
boldly turn that argument inside out and say, 'Therefore, because I 
am a sinner, I pray, and I know that the prayers of the afflicted are 
effective in God's sight.'"70 

In the Large Catechism, Luther managed to address the same issue 
by finding gospel in the center of law. The human heart always flees 
from God (par. 10), "thinking that he neither wants nor cares for our 
prayers because we are sinners." Instead of pitting God's promise to 
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be father against such fears, Luther turned to God's command to pray 
(par. n ) . First, Luther thought that the command would make us 
pray out of fear ("so that we may not increase his anger by such dis
obedience"). More surprisingly, however, Luther insisted that "by 
this commandment [God] makes it clear that he will not cast us out 
or drive us away, even though we are sinners; he wishes rather to draw 
us to himself so that we may humble ourselves before him, lament 
our misery and plight, and pray for grace and help." Underneath the 
command, "Call on me," sounds the voice of the ever-inviting love 
of the sinners life. Even the anger is that of a spurned love not sim
ply an angry judge. "Therefore we read in the Scriptures that [God] 
is angry because those who were struck down for their sin did not 
return to him and through prayer set aside his wrath [for their sin] 
and seek grace."71 

Returning to the original text of the Large Catechism, Luther made 
the same point, although in a less radical way, by focusing not on God s 
heart but on the prayer itself (par. 12-13). The command to pray, like 
the fourth commandment, actually gives meaning and worth to some
thing that has no worth in itself. Obedience to parents gains worth 
only from God's commandment (not from the worth of either par
ent or child), because the commandment, as Word of God, is the only 
thing on which the person "can rely and depend." In the same way, 
the one praying can trust the Word of God, now in the form of a 
commandment, to turn what is unworthy into something worthy. 
Thus, those praying "should think, O n my account this prayer would 
not amount to anything; but it is important because God has com
manded it.'"72 

Under this aspect of the commandment, Luther again criticized ear
lier practices. In the first place (par. 14), he attacked the notion that 
prayer was effective "ex opere operato," by using a German equivalent 
of this Latin technical phrase "if the act were performed" (daß das Werk 
getan wäre). Prayer became thereby a matter of luck and a completely 
uncertain occurrence, reduced to aimless mumbling. No wonder 
Luther could tell Master Peter in A Simple Way to Pray, that the Lord's 
Prayer was the greatest martyr on earth!73 God, on the contrary, had 
commanded human beings to pour out their needs to him, in the ex
pectation that he is actually listening to what they say and mean. 
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In the second place (par. 15-16), the focus of prayer in late-medieval 
piety was always on one's own worthiness—as reflected in the case in
volving poor Johann Schlaginhaufen. The command to pray also over
turned spiritual pride and its mirror image, despair; no one is worthier 
than another. The famous spiritual, for all of its beauty, might need 
some correction by Luther's lights, when it sings, "If you cannot pray 
like Paul." Instead, Luther stated, one "should say,'The prayer I offer 
is just as precious, holy, and pleasing to God as those of St. Paul and the 
holiest of saints. The reason is this: I freely admit that he is holier in 
respect to his person, but not on account of the commandment.'" The 
command, understood in this faith-filled light, leaves room for neither 
boasting nor despair and again functioned for Luther as good news. 

Thus, Luther walked a tightrope between arrogance and despair, 
using the command of God to keep the balance. On the one side, he 
insisted (par. 17) that "our person" had no effect on God. Whether 
spoken by a sinner or a saint, God hears any prayer uttered in obedi
ence to the command to pray. Moreover (par. 18), the commandment 
guaranteed for Luther that God will not "allow our prayers to be fu
tile or lost." Unlike much of passes for lessons in elementary school, 
praying is not "busy work." "If [God] did not intend to answer you, 
he would not have ordered you to pray and backed it up with such a 
strict commandment." On the other side, Luther also insisted that God's 
command revealed the seriousness of the situation—especially in the 
face of the vulgar tomfoolery of the old creature. "God is not joking" 
(par. 18) and is angry and threatens punishment "if we do not pray." 

The Promise to Hear and Answer Prayer 

Luther spent only two paragraphs (19-20) on God's promise to 
hear and answer prayer and then a paragraph (21) summarizing his 
arguments in the first two sections of his introduction. However, as 
the examples above demonstrate, God's promise to answer prayer 
formed one of the central motivations (or: material causes) for his 
praying. For Luther, God's promise was best summarized in Psalm 
50:15 ("Call on me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you") and 
Matthew 7:7-8 ("Ask, and it will be given you. . . for everyone who 
asks receives"). Perhaps one of the most playful attempts to apply the 
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latter verse to prayer came in 1542. Here Luther revealed both the 
ground of his confidence in asking God and the way in which the 
promise itself drove a person to pray. 

Up until now, prayer has preserved the church. Thus we must continue to pray. That 
is why Christ says, "Ask, seek, knock!" First we are to ask. Now, as soon as we start 
asking, God sneaks away somewhere and doesn't want to hear or to be found. So, a 
person has to start searching, that is, keep on praying. When a person seeks for him, 
God shuts himself up in a closet. If someone want to get in, that person has to start 
knocking. Of course, if someone knocks only once or ttvice, God ignores it. Finally, 
when the knocking gets to be too much, God opens the door and says,%Whatever 
do you want?"Lord, I what this or that.' Then God says,'All right! Go ahead and 
have it.' Thus, you have to wake God up. I'm of the opinion that there are still a lot 
of godly people here [who pray this way], as sure as there are also a lot of evil jerks 
[who do not]. Thus, the verse 'Ask... ' implies nothing less than: "Ask, shout, cry, 
search, knock, bang!" Moreover, a person has to keep it up without stopping.'4 

Despite Peters' implication that Luther's comments on prayer in the 
Large Catechism are somewhat domesticated and lack any hint of the 
problem of theodicy with which other comments wrestle,75 this section 
on God's promise in its very brevity place the problem of unanswered 
prayer squarely where Luther always placed it: in the promise of God. 
On the one hand, the promises work faith in us and "ought to awaken 
and kindle in our hearts a longing and love for prayer." Here, too, Pe
ters misconstrues the "sollen" and imagines that this is simply more law. 
Luther did not say here that the one praying should expect this result 
but that the promise should have this effect. Its failure to have this ef
fect may be a result of human sin (and thus God's promise to hear works 
as law, showing human unbelief), but it may also be a problem in God. 
Luther magnified the problem by adding, "For by his Word, God tes
tifies that our prayer is heartily pleasing to him and will assuredly be 
heard and granted, so that we may not despise, cast it to the winds, or 
pray uncertainly." Rather than using theology to solve the problem of 
unanswered prayer, Luther rested his case in the certain promise of God. 
It is his very silence about theodicy in the face of God's promise that 
allowed him room to pray with such abandon. Indeed, Luther is ar
guing that the problem of unanswered prayer must always remain unan
swered by theologians, lest one abandon God's promises and thus faith 
itself in favor of human explanation. 
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The conclusion of the first two sections bears this out. Here, Luther 
expressed clearly his confidence and allowed his simple German pas
tors and people, the intended readers of this catechism, permission 
to do the same. 

You can hold such promises up to [God] and say: "Here I come, dear Father, and 
pray not of my own accord nor because of my own worthiness, but at your com
mandment and promise, which cannot fail or deceive me." Those who do not be
lieve such a promise should again realize that they are angering God, grossly dis
honoring him, and accusing him of lying.76 

To "hold up such promises" (German: ihm aufrücken; literally "throw 
back at God") expresses far more profoundly the heart of faith's strug
gle against unanswered prayer. Luther refused to allow an unrespon
sive God to send humanity back into itself, wondering whether it had 
done something wrong. Instead, everything rests on God s command 
and promise, the ground and "material" of faith. Believers could even 
tell God that if it were up to them, they would not be there praying. 
It is God's fault for commanding them to pray and for promising to 
"hear and grant" [German: gewähren, "fulfill," used in Luther's trans
lation of the Bible only in Psalm 20:5] their requests. 

The Words to Say 

Luther introduced the final section of his remarks with a simple, 
"furthermore."77 In addition to the command and promise, Luther 
wrote (par. 22), "God takes the initiative and puts into our mouths 
the very words and approach we are to use." He immediately de
scribed the two reasons for God's actions: our needs and our cer
tainty.78 With every prayer human beings cook up on their own, the 
question will always arise whether it was done correctly. The issue 
of such "self-chosen spirituality," as Luther translates Colossians 2:23, 
has been dealt with by others.79 Here it is enough to realize that for 
Luther the Lord's Prayer is a treasure direct from Christ's lips to 
Christian hearts. "God loves to hear it." The motif of "treasure" 
(German: Schatz) figures significantly in the Large Catechism, par
ticularly in his description of the benefits of the Lord's Supper.80 This 
highly affective language also marks par. 23, where Luther used words 
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like "edler" (here translated "noble" but which also has deep asso
ciation to jewels) and the phrase, "trade for all the riches in the world 
[German: der Welt Gut]!9 

What clearly caught Luther's imagination in this third section 
(especially par. 24-32), however, was human need and its reflection 
in the petitions of the Lord's Prayer. This concern, already expressed 
in opening comments on the command to pray, now takes center-
stage. Even though he called such needs accidental causes, that was 
only because they varied in his mind according to the individual's 
plight. However, they were intimately connected with faith itself. 
Need was simply a different, poignant way for Luther to express 
the (eschatological) Anfechtungen (assaults), under which believers 
all live. 

Now7 it becomes clear that for believers the "sollen" of Luther's dis
cussion is out of their hands. God's Word (command and promise) 
and human need conspire, in Luther's words "to drive and compel 
us to pray without ceasing." Now, as Peters also points out, it was no 
longer a matter of some mechanical mantra that allowed monks to 
pray without ceasing (and also without thinking), but prayer had be
come for Luther the very breath of a Christian living under the cross, 
in the midst of attacks, at the end of the world.81 "Therefore we have 
rightly rejected the prayers of monks and priests, who howl and growl 
frightfully day and night, but not one of them thinks of asking for 
the least little thing [literally: a hair's breadth]."82 The final break with 
late-medieval piety and its insistence that prayer or the sacraments 
were effective ex opere operato (by the mere performance of the rite) 
occurs here. The lie of this form of piety is revealed not only through 
God's Word but also on the basis of human experience. If prayer is 
not asking and begging God out of true human needs, it is simply 
howling and growling, unwilling or unable to ask (par. 25) "even for 
a droplet of wine." Worse yet, it is one more form of works righ
teousness, so twisted that it never even occurs to the worker to ask 
God for anything. 

Having broken with this late-medieval (and modern!) piety con
cerning prayer, what remains to those praying (outside of the "mate
rial" of command and promise) is their need. Here, finally, Luther re
solved the pastoral problem of turning prayer into one more "must" 
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with which to slaughter souls. In one of the most paradoxical state
ments in the Large Catechism, Luther described human need this way. 

But where there is to be true prayer, there must be utter earnestness. We must feel 
our need, the distress that drives and impels us to cry out. Then prayer will come 
spontaneously, as it should, and no one will need to be taught how to prepare for 
it or how to create the proper devotion.83 

In language strikingly similar to his later comments at table described 
above, Luther mixed human need and earnestness in such a way as 
to eliminate the "ought" of prayer and turn it into spontaneity. 
Whereas religious people tend to deny needs (and look down at any
one who suddenly begins to pray or comes to worship as a result of 
deep-felt needs), Luther revelled in them. Needs—one might say 
"God's law in the flesh"—drives and impels with the opposite result 
that one might expect. Literally in German, "prayer just comes forth 
from itself, as it should." Now, finally the sollen is quieted in the face 
of desperate, real earnestness. This gemitus [groaning] was for Luther 
the heart of all prayer.84 

To reveal our needs, the Lord's Prayer comes to the believer's res
cue and provides a complete listing of all human need (using the 
Small Catechism as a guide): for God's Word, for the Holy Spirit and 
faith, for victory over evil, for all the necessities of daily life (espe
cially peace), for forgiveness (especially in the face of conscience 
which always thinks it has no business praying), for strength in An
fechtung, and for final deliverance from all evil in the "vale of tears."85 

Luther realized, of course, that the human heart was more devious 
than simply to fall to its knees in the midst of needs. The listing of 
needs in the Lord's Prayer aids human weakness. "For we are all lack
ing plenty of things: all that is missing is that we do not feel or see 
them. God therefore wants you to lament and express your needs and 
concerns, not because he is unaware of them, but in order that you 
may kindle your hearts to stronger and greater desires and open and 
spread your apron wide to receive many things."86 This self-induced 
ignorance or denial finally comes to end in the Word of God, this 
time in the words of the Lord's Prayer itself, which sets the heart on 
fire—the very affective language Dietrich himself used to describe 
Luther's praying. Then, God shakes loose more than humanity's out-
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stretched ponchos can hold.87 God knows human needs but allows 
our prayers, grounded in faith, to be the ground of that very faith. 

It would seem that par. 28-29 mark a fitting peroration for Luthers 
admonition. However, as is often the case, a last remark caused him 
to expand this section to include several other points. For one thing, 
here is the only place where Luther mentioned what otherwise was 
central to his understanding of prayer: that it never takes place in iso
lation from others.88 So (par. 28), when he went to list needs he men
tioned "anything that affects us or other people around us." Pastors, 
magistrates, neighbors and servants come in for special mention. In 
the same breath, Luther reiterated his point in par. 21, that those pray
ing needed to remind God of his commands and promises. The point 
of the admonition, Luther concluded (par. 29), was to prevent crude 
and cold prayers. People were daily becoming more inept in praying. 

Luther clearly had summarized his chief arguments. However, an 
off-hand mention of the devil caused him to break off the end of the 
admonition. Finally, the reader glimpses the end of the world. The 
ineptness in prayer was not simply a human foible; it matched ex
actly the devil's own desires, since he knows what damage proper 
prayer could do to him. Here, in language that modern readers of 
Luther all too often ignore, Luther stated the serious, eschatological 
struggle in which prayer is caught up.89 

Paragraphs 30-32 suddenly showed the other side of coin, so to 
speak. This appearance of the devil, a very important part of the lan
guage in both the Small and Large Catechisms, illustrates to the reader 
just how much more is at stake in prayer than academic or mystical 
conversations with God. The God who commanded Luther to pray, 
who promised to answer, and who gave him the words to pray is the 
very God who redeemed him with his holy and precious blood 
"from sin, death, and the power of the devil."90 Here, Luther brought 
the entire Reformation and all the struggles over church into focus 
with the comment about the devil. Here, the political Luther was 
praying in ways not unrelated to his later prayers in 1539. The only 
weapon the Christian has to wield against Satan is "prayer alone," a 
"sola' worth adding to Reformation stained-glass windows—but un
derstood now not as mere howling or magic but as arising out of 
God s Word and human need and thus in line with the "little word" 
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(Wörtlein) of "A Mighty Fortress."91 The only thing that had pre
vented a collapse of the Reformation movement itself was prayer 
(par. 31): "a few godly people intervened like an iron wall on our 
side." Otherwise, "the devil would have destroyed all Germany in its 
own blood." Enemies of the gospel might laugh and sneer, "But by 
prayer alone we shall be a match both for them and for the devil." 
There follows (par. 32) Luther's brief synopsis of the third petition, 
with which this essay began. With respect to prayer, everything, fi
nally, rests in God s hands. "Yes, dear child, it shall be done indeed." 
It is on this eschatological note that Luther concluded his remarks, 
rejecting all babbling, howling and growling, and concentrating in
stead on actual, concrete asking—"a great and precious thing."92 It 
was on this remarkable canvass that Luther could then paint his ex
position of the Lords Prayer in the Large Catechism.93 
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