
Ely  Cathedral:  The  Ship  of
the Fens
Ely Cathedral was originally situated on a low island in the
middle of the Fens, a region of marshland in eastern England
lying inland of the Wash. Because of the flatness of the
surrounding  land  the  cathedral  could  be  seen  from  great
distances, appearing as the “Ship of the Fens.” The marshes

were drained in the 17th Century, but it is still easy to
imagine the building floating above the waters: the embodiment
of Auden’s image of the English cathedrals:

Luxury liners laden with souls,
Holding to the east their hulls of stone.
(Auden, 1936, p 43; also McDiarmid, 1978, p 292)

The Present Cathedral

The following illustration shows the cathedral as viewed from
the southeast.
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The present building was begun in 1083 by the Normans soon
after their conquest of England. They bought with them a style
of architecture known as “Romanesque” on the continent but
considered “Norman” in England. The style was characterized by
large  weight-bearing  columns  surmounted  by  semi-circular
arches.  As  the  years  passed,  additions,  collapses  and
renovations to the original building left it with a blend of
styles  that  still  somehow  achieve  harmony  rather  than
incoherence.

The following is the view of the cathedral from the south from
Bentham (1771, Plate 42, scale 100 ft):
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The West end of the cathedral shows its mixture of styles. The
following  illustration  shows  a  engraving  from  King  (1881,
plate  XII)  as  well  as  two  modern  photographs  showing  the
Gothic arches on the Galilee Porch and the Norman arches on
the south west transepts
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The following is a floor plan of the cathedral:
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The  dashed  semicircular  lines  in  the  Presbytery  show  the
eastern extent of the original Norman cathedral.

Saxon Beginnings

The region of England northeast of London – comprising the
present counties of Norfolk, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire and Essex

– was settled by Angles and Saxons in the 5th and 6th Centuries
CE. Multiple kingdoms were set up on the island of Britain:
East Anglia, Northumbria, Mercia, Essex, Sussex, Wessex, and
Kent. Augustine of Canterbury arrived in England in 597 CE;
and the various Saxon kingdoms in England soon converted to
Christianity.

Anna, the king of East Anglia (reigned 636-654 CE), a devout
Christian, probably reigned in Exning – just east of present-
day Cambridge. A large ancient earthen wall, known today as
the Devil’s Dyke, stretching from the southern end of the Fens
to the River Stour, appears to have built as a defense against
the Mercian kingdom to the west. The following map shows the
kingdom of East Anglia at the time of Anna:



Anna’s daughter Æthelthryth (or Etheldreda) was born in 636 CE
(Keynes, 2003). In 652, at the age of 16, she was married to
Tondberct, a prince who ruled over part of the Fens. This was
a political marriage, designed to extend Anna’s domain, and
Æthelthryth  insisted  on  maintaining  her  virginity.  As  a
wedding gift she was given the Isle of Ely in the Fens. The
name “Ely” probable comes from the Old English elge meaning
“region  of  eels.”  Tonberct  died  in  655,  and  Æthelthryth
retired to live in Ely.
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After Anna died fighting against the Mercians at the battle of
Bulcamp in 654, Æthelthryth was married in 660 for a second
time to Ecgfrith, a 16-year-old prince of Northumbria. Once
again, she insisted on maintaining her virginity. In 670, she
formally took the veil as a nun and lived in the double
monastery (for both monks and nuns) at Coldingham, in what is
now southeast Scotland. In 672, in need of an heir, Ecgfrith
decided that he wished to consummate his marriage, and sent
armed men to apprehend his wife. She and her attendants fled
to Ely; Ecgfrith’s men were prevented from capturing her by
the tidal waters of the Fens. Æthelthryth then founded a new
monastery at Ely, where she presided as abbess until her death
in 679. The following illustration shows two of the capitals
on the octagon pillars in Ely cathedral (from Bentham, 1771,
plates 9 and 10): Æthelthryth’s taking of the veil, and her
miraculous salvation by the rising waters of the Fens. On the
right is a 1960 statue of Æthelthryth by Phillip Turner.



Little is known of the abbey at Ely after its founding. In 869
the Vikings conquered the kingdom of East Anglia and much of
Northumbria and Mercia. Alfred the Great (849-899) ultimately
prevented the Vikings from further expansion, but allowed the
continuation of Danelaw in the eastern parts of England from
886 to 1066. The original abbey of Æthelthryth may have been
destroyed or may have simply fallen into disuse during the
early Viking period. However, Ely Abbey was re-founded toward

the end of the 10th Century as a monastery for monks alone. As
his  boat  approached  Ely,  King  Cnut  (reign  1016-1035)  was
impressed by the music of the monks and wrote a poem, a
fragment  (perhaps  the  refrain)  of  which  survives  (Parker,
2018):

Merie sungen ðe muneches binnen Ely
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ða Cnut ching reu ðer by.
Roweþ cnites noer the lant
and here we þes muneches sæng.

[Sweetly sang the monks in Ely
When Cnut the king rowed by;
‘Row, men, nearer to the land
So we can hear the friars’ song.’]

 

The Norman Cathedral

Under the direction of Abbot Simeon, the Normans initiated the
construction of a large abbey church in Ely in 1083. The
remains of Saint Æthelthryth were moved from the old church to
the new in 1106. Her marble tomb was placed in a shrine
bedecked  by  gold  and  jewels  behind  the  high  altar.  The
building was granted cathedral status by Henry I 1109. The
nave, central tower and transepts were completed by about
1140,  and  the  western  transepts  and  tower  were  finally
finished by about 1190.

The nave is 72 meters long and 22 meters high. There are three
levels: the arcade, gallery (or tribune) and clerestory, the
last  containing  large  windows  for  light  (clerestory  means
“clear storey”). The proportions for these levels are 6:5:4
(Clifton-Taylor, 1986, p 36). The arcades of the gallery are
divided into two and those of the clerestory into three. The
columns alternate between piers with multiple shafts and piers
with  large  cylindrical  columns,  providing  a  gentle  visual
rhythm. The aisles on either side of the main nave are each
one half the width of the nave (Fernie, 2003). The roof was
made  of  the  same  timbers  that  were  used  to  provide  the
scaffolding when constructing the nave.

The following illustration shows on the left a diagram of the
nave (Dehio & Bezold, 1887, plate 88), On the right is a
modern photograph that shows its three levels, and at the



bottom a photograph that illustrates the alternation of the
main columns.

The monk’s door and the prior’s door from the cloisters into
the nave were likely built and decorated in the 1130s. Both
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are intricately sculpted. The prior’s door (shown below in a
plate  from  Bentham,  1771,  and  in  a  modern  photograph)  is
surmounted  by  a  tympanum  containing  Christ  in  Majesty
surrounded by two angels. Though far less accomplished than
the Romanesque sculptures in France, it has its own charm.

The Gothic Cathedral

The  Galillee  Porch  was  added  to  the  west  front  of  the

cathedral in the first two decades of the 13th Century. As we
have  already  noted  the  style  is  early  Gothic:  the  blind
arcades  decorating  the  façade  have  pointed  arches,  narrow
columns, and trefoil openings.

A little later, the east end of the Cathedral was extended to
form a Presbytery: a space for the monks to worship separate
from  the  choir  and  the  nave.  This  extension  in  a  richly
decorated Gothic style was completed in 1252 (Maddison, 2003).
The large columns of the arcade are divided into multiple
smaller  columns  and  the  pointed  arches  are  geometrically
ornamented. The tribune gallery has twin trefoiled openings
beneath  a  large  pointed  arch.  The  clerestory  has  lancet
windows with an inner row of cinquefoil arches. The stone

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/ely-priors-door-scaled.jpg


vault is supported by tierceron ribs.

The  following  illustration  shows  a  view  of  the  choir  and
presbytery toward the east by John Eaton (2016) surrounded by
two views of the north wall, the left by Arthur de Smet (1972)
and the right from Broughton (2008):

In 1321, work began on a large separate Lady Chapel north of
the choir and presbytery. Constructing the foundations for
this new building led to the central section of the cathedral
being  undermined  by  water.  The  central  bell  tower  of  the
cathedral  collapsed  in  1322,  damaging  parts  of  the  north
transept  and  the  choir.  Under  the  direction  of  Alan  of
Walsingham a new octagonal tower was built, with the stonework
completed by 1328 (Maddison, 2003). The crowning glory of the
tower was a magnificent “lantern” built of timber that allowed
light to descend into the cathedral (completed in about 1340).
The following illustration shows the octagon viewed from the
western tower and a diagram of the carpentry underlying the
lantern from Hewett (1974, plate 76):
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The following illustration shows views of the lantern from the
interior of the cathedral:

Because of the lantern, Ely cathedral provides a marvelous
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interplay  of  light  and  shadow.  Frederick  Evans  took  many
photographs in 1897 and published these in Camera Work in 1903
(Lyden, 2020). Two of his images are below:

After the stonework of the octagon was completed Bishop Hotham
and Akan of Walsingham then returned to complete the lady
chapel – a wonder of Decorated English Gothic. The vault is
supported by interconnecting ribs forming star shapes (lierne,
from French lier, to tie, or stellar vaulting). This approach
supports a wider vault than the simple tierceron ribbing. The
large windows are supported by thin vertical columns that
extend outward to provide a buttressing effect. The following
illustration shows a photograph of the chapel and a diagram of
the lierne vaulting.
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The chapel was completed in the 1340s. The lower sections of
the walls are decorated with vegetal patterns, giving the
visitor a sense of being in a garden (Broughton, 2008). The
present chapel is very different from the way it was in the

14th  and  15th  Centuries.  At  that  time,  numerous  painted
sculptures existed in the niches, and the windows were made of
stained glass.

The Monastery

Ely Cathedral, like Canterbury, Durham, and Norwich, was a
monastic cathedral. The monks at these cathedrals followed the
Benedictine order. The bishop of a monastic cathedral was the
titular abbot of the monastery, but the monks were essentially
led by the prior. Although most of the old cathedrals in
England were monastic, some cathedrals, such as Lincoln and
Hereford were secular and had no associated monastery.

The monastery (or priory) at Ely was prosperous. Many of the
medieval buildings of the monastery still stand. Some are used
by King’s Ely School. The following plan shows the probable
layout of the monastery (Dixon, 2003). The castle motte is the
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site of a fortress in Norman times.
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The Reformation

As the years wore on the monastery at Ely became rich. The
sale of indulgences brought in much money. Death acted like
the church’s tax-collector, as those in need of heaven left
their land and possessions to the church rather than to their
children.  Pilgrims  to  the  shrine  of  Æthelthryth/Etheldreda
were expected to make significant donations to the church.
Æthelthryth was also called Saint Audrey. Ribbons bought at
her shrine were called “St Audrey’s lace,” whence comes the
word “tawdry” for overpriced finery. Some Bishops at Ely made
special  ornate  chapels  for  themselves:  Bishop  Alcock
(1486-1500) at the end of the north aisle and Bishop West
(1515-33) at the end of the south aisle. It was easy to accuse
the church of luxury and greed.

As the 16th Century progressed, Henry VIII came to need both a
new wife and a source of gold. In 1533 Henry appointed Thomas
Cranmer as Archbishop of Canterbury. Cranmer allowed him to
marry  Anne  Boleyn.  In  1534,  Thomas  Cromwell,  the  king’s
chancellor,  arranged  for  Parliament  to  pass  the  Act  of
Supremacy declaring the king to be the head of the English
Church. In 1537, Cromwell convened a synod of British bishops
who  produce  a  book  The  Institution  of  the  Christian  Man,
espousing many of the principles proposed by Martin Luther. In
1839 Parliament passed a bill to allow the Dissolution of the
Monasteries. All of the small monasteries were to be closed,
their monks let go, and their assets expropriated by the king.
The monasteries associated with the cathedrals were also to be
closed, although some of their monks could remain as officers
in the newly secularized cathedrals.

On 18 November, 1539, Prior Robert Seward and 23 other monks
signed a deed of surrender of the monastery of Ely to Henry
VIII (Duffy, 2020, pp 31-45). There was not much else they
could  do.  The  abbots  of  Gastonbury  and  Reading  had  been
executed on November 13 for refusing to dissolve their houses.



The monastery and cathedral were held at the pleasure of the
monarch  and  its  riches  were  duly  plundered.  In  1541  the
cathedral was given a royal charter as a secular cathedral.
The church which had been devoted to Saint Etheldreda and
Saint Peter, was renamed “The Cathedral Church of the Holy and
Undivided Trinity of Ely.”

The bishop during this time was Thomas Goodrich, a colleague
of  Thomas  Cranmer.  Trained  in  theology  at  Cambridge
University,  he  was  appointed  Bishop  of  Ely  in  1534  and
remained bishop until his death in 1554. After the dissolution
of the monastery, he ordered the destruction of the shrine of
Ethelreda, the defacement of the statues in the Lady Chapel,
and the removal of the statues in the chapels of Bishop’s
Alcock and West. Every one of the 147 statues of Mary and the
other  saints  in  the  Lady  Chapel  was  beheaded.  Goodrich
continued as bishop after the death of Henry in 1547; during
the reign of Edward VI (1547-53), he was also appointed Lord
Chancellor (1552). He died in 1554, before Mary (reign 1553-8)
had time to pursue her vengeance.

The  following  illustration  shows  two  photographs  from  the
1890s by Frederick Evans showing the mutilation of the statues
in the Lady Chapel and the empty plinths on the gateway to
Bishop West’s chapel. Also shown is the memorial brass to
Thomas Goodrich, located on the floor of the south presbytery.
The bishop holds in his right hand both a bible and the seal
of England, emblematic of his chancellorship.



After the Reformation the cathedrals of England fell into
disrepair. The architecture was contemptuously referred to as
“Gothic” or barbaric (see Clifton-Taylor, 1986, pp 9-12). In
1699,  the  north  west  transept  of  Ely  Cathedral  collapsed
(Fernie, 2003, p 96). There was no money to rebuild:

To this day, Ely looks like the wounded veteran of some
forgotten war. (Jenkins, 2016, pp 91-2)

Watercolors  by  J.  M.  W.  Turner  from  the  1790s  show  the
cathedral octagon and the dilapidated Galilee Porch.
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Repair

The cathedral was extensively restored during the 19th Century:
The roof of the nave was retimbered and painted; the windows
were provided with stained glass; the choir was provided with
new stalls and a beautifully carved choir screen; the high
altar  received  an  intricate  reredos  (from  French  arere,
behind, dos, back).

The following illustration shows some of the carvings above
the choir stalls. These depict episodes in the life of Jesus:
the supper at Emmaus, the appearance of the risen Jesus to
Thomas, and the ascension:
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Ely in the Present

Most people in England no longer attend church, and those who
believe that there is a God are equaled by those who believe
that there is not. What should be the place of the church in
modern society?

Intriguing to me are the modern statues that now adorn the
cathedral. Below are illustrations of four of these works.
Clockwise from the upper left are the Virgin Mary in the Lady
Chapel urging us to exultation by David Wynne (2000), Christ
and  Mary  Magdalene  wondering  at  the  mystery  of  the
resurrection by David Wynne (1967), Christ in Majesty above
the pulpit by Peter Ball (2000), and half-life-size statues by
Sean Henry on the empty plinths in Bishop West’s chapel, part
of an installation entitled Am I My Brothers Keeper? in 2024.
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An optimistic view of the future is from Nicholas Orme (2017,
p 262):

The most astonishing feature of cathedral history, when one
has journeyed through its seventeen hundred years, is its
immense and varied creativity. If we take buildings, there
is the evolving history of their plans and construction, the
sourcing of the materials, the labours of craftsmen, the
elaboration of the decoration, and the successive layers of
repair and restoration. There is the worship, complex in its
calendar, its liturgical texts, the ways in which it is
done, and the application of the worship to God, saints, or
popular, needs. There is the vast range of arts involved in
producing  worship  and  its  setting:  sculpture,  painting,
stained  glass,  metalwork,  fabrics,  singing,  instrumental
music, and chorography. There is the written and spoken word
in  prayer-  and  hymn-books,  preaching,  inscriptions,
archives, libraries, guide-books, and service-sheets.

A more restrained understanding of what it is like to visit a
church when faith has passed away can be found in a 1954 poem
by Philip Larkin entitled Church Going, the last verse of
which reads:

A serious house on serious earth it is,
In whose blent air all our compulsions meet,
Are recognised, and robed as destinies.
And that much never can be obsolete,
Since someone will forever be surprising
A hunger in himself to be more serious,
And gravitating with it to this ground,
Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in,
If only that so many dead lie round.
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Here I stand
The Diet of Worms was an assembly of the lords of the Holy
Roman Empire called together by Emperor Charles V in 1521. One
of the duties of the Diet was to consider whether the writings
of Martin Luther were heretical. The Diet marked the point-of-
no-return  for  the  Protestant  Reformation.  Luther’s  ringing
statement “Here I stand” reclaimed the spiritual freedom of
the  individual.  Henceforth  each  person  could  choose  to
interpret  scripture  and  to  commune  with  God  without  the
necessary intervention of the church. However, Luther’s actual
concept of freedom was far more complicated than this.
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Martin  Luther  was  an
Augustinian monk who studied,
taught  and  preached  at  the
University  of  Wittenberg  in
Saxony, one of the states of
the  Holy  Roman  Empire.  The
engraving  on  the  right  by
Lucas Cranach the Elder shows
Luther in his monk’s attire.
Cranach was the court painter
for the Elector of Saxony. He
knew  Luther  well  and  made
several portraits of him. This
engraving  was  used  as  a
frontispiece  for  several  of
Luther’s  early  books.  The
Latin  beneath  the  portrait
states that Luther’s depiction
of his thinking was eternal but Cranach’s portrait of his
features only transient. At the bottom is a device used by
Cranach as his signature – a winged serpent with a crown upon
his head and a ruby ring in his mouth.

Luther had published his Ninety-Five Theses on the Power and
Efficacy of Indulgences in 1517. Indulgences were sold by the
Roman Catholic Church as a means for the sinful to decrease
their time in purgatory. Though they might have begun as a
means to relieve the sinner, they had rapidly become simply a
way for the church to raise money. Whether or not the theses
had actually been nailed to the door of the Castle Church of
Wittenburg is unknown, but they were quickly printed and made
available throughout the Holy Roman Empire:
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In 1518, Luther was arraigned in Augsburg before Cardinal
Cajetan,  the  papal  ambassador  to  the  Holy  Roman  Empire.
Cajetan insisted that Luther’s views were heretical in that
they questioned the authority of the pope. He asked Frederick
the Wise, Elector of Saxony, to arrest Luther and send him to
Rome. Frederick refused to do so since Luther had not been
formally tried and convicted of heresy.

In 1519 Luther debated on the 95 theses with Johann Maier von
Eck  in  Leipzig.  Luther  insisted  on  the  freedom  of  the
individual  to  decide  what  was  right  on  the  basis  of  the
scriptures and conscience, whereas von Eck insisted on the
need  for  obedience  to  God’s  church.  Their  debate  had  no
resolution.

Over the next year, Luther published several books highly
critical of the Roman Catholic Church (Mullett, 1985, Chapter
5).  His  Address  to  the  German  Nobility  proposed  that  the
German states should become independent of Roman control and
not send Rome its annual payments. The Babylonian Captivity of
the Church was a vituperative attack on the papacy, likening
it to the power of Babylon and the Antichrist described in
Revelations.

A third book The Freedom of a Christian was addressed to Pope
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Leo and was more conciliatory. The essence of its message was
that

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to
none.
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject
to all.

Christians were granted freedom from sin through the grace of
Christ. Nevertheless, they must then act not for themselves
but for the benefit of others. Freedom comes with duty.

However, the book was also adamantly opposed to many tenets of
Roman  Catholicism.  Luther  proclaimed  that  salvation  comes
through faith rather than by works, and that each Christian
can be his or her own priest: “Christ has made it possible for
us, provided we believe in him, to be not only his brethren,
co-heirs, and fellow-kings, but also his fellow-priests.”

In the summer of 1520, Pope Leo X issued the bull Exsurge
Domine (Arise Lord), which listed the heretical ideas proposed
in Luther’s writings. The pope requested that Luther come to
Rome  and  recant;  failure  to  do  so  would  result  in  his
excommunication. The pope arranged for the burning of Luther’s
books in Rome. In Wittenberg, a defiant Luther publicly burned
his copy of the papal bull.

The  pope  assigned  Cardinal  Girolamo  Aleander  the  task  of
bringing Luther to trial. His task was facilitated by the
coronation of the new Emperor Charles V in November, 1520.
Anxious to display his faith, Charles agreed to bring Luther
before the Diet of Worms in the spring of 1521. Frederick the
Wise of Saxony insisted that Luther be guaranteed safe conduct
to and from Worms.

Luther appeared before the Diet on April 17. Since Cardinal
Aleander did not allow himself to be in the same room as a
confirmed heretic, the examination of Luther was conducted by
von Eck, who had previously debated Luther in Leipzig. The
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following woodcut by an anonymous artist (from a Freiburg
History  webpage)  was  used  to  illustrate  one  of  the  early
reports of the Diet. In the background is Charles V surrounded
by six electors (Frederick of Saxony, Joachim of Brandenburg,
Ludwig  of  Rhine,  and  the  Archbishops  of  Mainz,  Trier  and
Cologne). The seventh elector (from Bohemia) was not present.
In the foreground Luther stands on the right and von Eck on
the left. In the center are Luther’s books.

Luther was not allowed to present any of the ideas in his
books. Rather he was simply asked to acknowledge and recant
his authorship. Luther acknowledged that some of his writings
had perhaps been too polemical (“more severe than befits my
religion or my profession”), but claimed that the criticisms
they voiced were nevertheless correct. He asked to have time
to  consider  his  response,  and  this  was  granted.  The  next
afternoon,  he  appeared  again  before  the  Diet.  Von  Eck
requested that he not make inappropriate comments, but simply
state whether or not he would “revoke and retract your books
and the errors contained in them” (Atkinson, 1971)

The  final  words  of  Martin  Luther  were  variously  reported
(Deutsche  Reichstagsakten,  pp.  555-559;  Atkinson,  1971;
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Whitford,  2011;  Linder  2010,  webpage  The  Trial  of  Martin
Luther). Luther spoke in both Latin and German. He refused to
recant the opinions expressed in his books since no scriptural
evidence had been produced to prove them wrong:

Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or
by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in
councils alone, since it is well known that they have often
erred  and  contradicted  themselves),  I  am  bound  by  the
Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the
Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it
is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. May God
help me. Amen. (Brecht, 1985).

Nisi con victus fuero testimoniis scripturarum aut ratione
evidenti, nam neque papae neque concilio solis credo cum
constet eos errasse saepius et sibi ipsis contradixisse,
vinctus sum scripturis a me adductis, et capta conscientia
in verbis Dei, revocare neque possum neque volo, cum contra
conscientiam agere neque tutum neque integrum. Gott helfe
mir. Amen. (Reichtagsakten, p. 555)

Some reports include the statements “Here I stand. I can do no
other.” (Hier stehe ich. Ich kann nicht anders) before “May
God  help  me.”  These  words  were  certainly  in  the  mind  of
Luther. Whether or not they were actually spoken is unknown.
Most experts think not.
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A few days later, Luther left
Worms  to  journey  back  to
Wittenberg.  Afraid  that  the
safe  conduct  granted  by
Charles V might be revoked,
Frederick the Wise arranged a
sham  kidnapping  of  Luther,
who was spirited away to the
castle  at  Wartburg.  There
Luther remained incognito. He
grew a beard, and was known
as  Junker  Jörg  (Squire
George). The woodcut on the
right  (again  by  Lucas
Cranach)  shows  Luther  with
this new identity. The verse
below  the  portrait  states
that “though so often sought
and  persecuted  by  Rome,  I,
Luther, still live by Jesus Christ in undeniable hope. As long
as I have this, farewell perfidious Rome!”

 

The results of Luther’s examination before the Reichstag was
published  as  the  Edict  of  Worms  in  May  1821.  Luther  was
denounced as an “obstinate, schismatic heretic.” He was to be
apprehended and punished. Those favoring or supporting him
would  be  guilty  of  treason  against  the  empire  and  would
forfeit all their goods. All of Luther’s books were to be
burned.

Luther  found  the  seclusion  in  Wartburg  a  relief  from  the
disputations  and  polemics  of  the  preceding  years.  He
considered it his Patmos – the island where legend has it that
St. John wrote Revelations. During his retreat in Wartburg,
Luther translated the New Testament into German. In March 1822
he returned to Wittenberg. Frederick the Wise had negotiated

https://creatureandcreator.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/junker-jorg.jpg
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with Charles V that the Edict of Worms did not apply to him.
The young emperor did not wish to alienate one of the most
powerful princes of his empire. Luther resumed his teaching
and his writing.

One of his works on his return was a reply to the book On Free
Will (De Libero Arbitrio), published in 1524 by Desiderius
Erasmus, the humanist scholar. Erasmus was actually reacting
to Luther’s earlier scriptural interpretations that man had no
free will. The papal bull Exsurge Domine had listed this claim
as  one  of  Luther’s  heresies.  Luther  had  replied  in  an
Assertion of all Articles: “free will is really a fiction and
a label without reality because it is in no man’s power to
plan any evil or good … everything takes place by absolute
necessity” (Winter, pp. 44-45). All that mattered to Luther
was salvation through the grace of God. Erasmus recognized the
grace of God but insisted that we could accept or reject this
salvation. Furthermore we could choose to do either good or
evil.  Why  would  the  scriptures  exhort  us  to  follow  God’s
commandments, if there were no choice between obedience and
disobedience?

In 1525 Luther denounced the ideas of Erasmus in his book On
the Bondage of the Will (De Servo Arbitrio). Since God is
omniscient and omnipotent,

all things which we do, although they may appear to us to be
done mutably and contingently, and even may be done thus
contingently by us, are yet, in reality, done necessarily
and immutably, with respect to the will of God. (p. 27)

Luther proposed that the purpose of the commandments is simply
to demonstrate that man cannot obey them without the grace of
God.

man, by the words of the law, is admonished and taught what
he ought to do, not what he can do …  he is brought to know
his sin, but not to believe that he has any strength in
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himself. Wherefore, friend Erasmus, as often as you throw in
my teeth the Words of the law, so often I throw in yours
that of Paul, “By the law is the knowledge of sin,”(Romans
3:20) — not of the power of the will. (pp. 111-112)

Luther interpreted the words of Paul as irrefutable truth. He
had replaced the authority of the Church with the authority of
the scriptures. There is no reason to accept either. Both
represent incomplete attempts to understand how we should act.

These ideas bring into question Luther’s statements at the
Diet of Worms. According to our understanding, we exercise
free will when we choose to act in one way when we could have
acted otherwise (van Inwagen, 1983). Typically this requires
“deliberation” – we imagine the outcomes of our possible acts,
and evaluate these against our principles of what is good or
right.

One of the great paradoxes of Judeo-Christian thought is how
free will is possible when God knows everything that will
happen. In our modern and more agnostic times, this paradox
has  been  transformed.  Now  we  wonder  whether  free  will  is
possible when science proposes that everything is determined.
Most consider that free will and determinism are compatible
but it remains unclear how this can be so.

Much of what we do occurs without thinking. We often respond
instinctually  or  reflexively.  Sometimes  we  do  things  for
reasons of which we are unaware. After the act we invent
rationalizations  for  our  behavior.  Nevertheless,  we  remain
convinced that some of our actions are truly deliberate. We
choose to do them because we have thought carefully about the
consequences. Various options are freely available to us. We
select what we think is best. We try to do the right thing.

Luther had deliberated overnight whether to recant. In the end
he decided not to. Yet he believed that this decision was not
his. He was merely acting out God’s preordained will. He could



do no other.

Luther had constructed his personal system of values from his
interpretation  of  the  scriptures.  This  set  of  values  had
determined his decision. He attributed his ideas about what he
should do to God. He did not say so for fear he might be
wrong. For he had conceived these ideals, and he chose to
follow them. He could have done otherwise.
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