
COMMENT 

Martin Luther on Spousal Abuse 
by TIMOTHY J. WENGERT 

Around io May 1524, Martin Luther, as pastor of the church in 
Wittenberg, heard a case involving a wife-beater. In a letter 

to the court official, Georg Spalatin, he referred to this case and 
attached a description of it for the court to decide. 

A portion of the letter (WABr 3:289,8-13, no. 742) reads: 

Otherwise, I pray that you would take care to offer this document with 
the adjoined supplication to the prince and see that it be responded to. For 
although I may be meddling most unwillingly in these cases involving matri
mony, nevertheless up to this point this matter has been so deeply immersed 
in apathy and tyranny of both [secular and ecclesiastical] powers, that it is 
necessary for Christ himself to be judge and counselor. Therefore I have been 
compelled sadly to serve necessity, which, I ask, that you also do not shirk. 

The attached "Instruction" (WABr 3:290) reads as follows: 

Instruction for the Prince regarding the Supplication 

[Under this in red ink in Spalatin s hand: "M. D. XXIIII." Under this in 
Spalatin's hand but in black ink: "In the case against Michael Hanck, the cob
bler ofWittenberg on behalf of his wife in their divorce."] 

The Case of Marriage involves the following: 

I, Martin Luther, with the pastor and the secular judge [Johannes Bugenha-
gen and, perhaps, the sheriff, Valentine Forster], have heard the case between 
Michael Hanck and his wife [Margareta Mollwitz]. At last, Michael has been 
convicted by eight witnesses, men strong in faith and responsible, that the wife 
now for many years has been in continuous mortal danger while in his power. 
He so hits her, is so violent, and attacks her so often with a drawn sword that 
he is thought to be insane. He does not even give her nourishment—indeed, 
whatever is in the home he takes with him and spends. 
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Given that these witnesses are in complete agreement, we made known 
our opinion that she should be separated from him, leaving to the discretion 
of the magistrates how they want to punish him in the secular courts. Above 
and beyond these things, she agrees to return to him, provided that after three 
or six months he may be found to be good and restrained, if perhaps he wants 
or can be changed. 

Here it is said, that the magistrates [the Wittenberg City Council] would 
not agree with the collected advice from I do know how many thousands of 
teachers that this divorce is valid, given that they care nothing for so many 
witnesses. Indeed, they want to force her back into mortal danger (which they 
say is baseless), on the pretext that this example of divorce would spread more 
broadly [among the people]. 

Here it is petitioned that the most illustrious prince, having pity on this 
woman, entrust the case to others than to the Council or us, and mete out 
justice and judgment for these poor people, as he ought, as the supplication 
appended here holds. 

On 12 May 1524, the Elector sent a letter to the Wittenberg City 
Council, instructing them to take up the case. 

This letter (WABr 3:288f.) reads as follows: 

Dear Subjects! We send you the enclosed supplication, which a woman, Mar-
gareta Mollwitz of Wittenberg, presented to us and from which you will 
figure out her complaint and petition. She should now, as she gives notice, 
be divorced from her husband, and should it be commanded her by you 
to move in with her husband again, without a doubt that will not happen 
without good cause. Therefore we request that you would report to us fully 
and truthfully the character and facts of this case along with returning this 
woman's [written] complaint [to us]. On this basis our decision will be made. 
Dated in Lochau on the Thursday after Exaudí Sunday, in the year of our 
Lord [12 May], 1524. 

On 2 June 1524, Luther writes again to Spalatin, describing the 
case in Wittenberg and the challenge to the veracity of his report. 

A portion of this letter (WABr 3:301,3-302,5, no. 749) reads: 

Grace and peace in the Lord. First of all, I beg you that you would help restore 
my reputation before the prince by means of these letters of witnesses. That 
reputation has been somewhat damaged through the ill-advised reply of our 
Wittenberg City Council, in which they imply to the prince that he was not 
rightly informed in the case of divorce between Michael Hanck and his wife. 
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Perhaps they were ignorant of the fact that the report had been put together 
by me, and therefore they were rather daring here [in their criticism]. For 
I proved conclusively to them in the presence of the Sheriff [Valentin For
ster] and his associate, Gregory [Burger], that my information was correct, and 
they [the Council] promised that they would yield to my judgment, on the 
grounds that it could be inquired of the Sheriff and Gregory whether I lied 
or not. However, I do not wish to accuse them, as if they were mocking the 
prince by lying. Perhaps, as we are human beings and always driven by Satan, 
they were preoccupied by this crime and therefore were borne in "a spirit of 
mildness" [Galatians 6:1], considering that we, too, "must all suffer our hellish 
punishments" [Vergil, TheAeneid, 6, 743], and no one is clean from filth. 
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