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A Family’s Hopes

1483–1505

Once upon a time, there was an older son of a farmer from west of the
Thuringian Forest. He had grown up in the village of Mohra, where
there were about sixty families. Though the family lived simply,
they were the second most prominent group in this town. This son,
Johannes Luder, or Hans Luther as he came to be called, married
Margarete Lindemann, a daughter of the even more prominent
family. Her people originally came from the nearby town of
Eisenach. But Hans and Margarete settled neither in Mohra nor in
Eisenach, but went east to the region of Mansfeld where there was
work in the copper mines. They could not stay on the farm: in the
law of those days, Hans’s brother, the youngest son, inherited the
family farm.

“Once upon a time? I thought this was going to be theology, or
at least history. Is this a fairy tale?” No, the story that begins with
the young Luther couple moving to the east is not a fairy tale, but
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like a fable it has fabulous aspects, especially in its first stages, where
the couple prospers and where their son Martin eventually becomes
an educated person and then a famous person, a person dealing with
kings and princes and popes. But all of that is far in the future. The
beginning of the story, in the late 1400s, is the lure of economic
opportunity for hard-working people in the German lands.1

Image 1: Hans and Margarete Luther, Martin Luther’s parents, painted by Lucas

Cranach

Upward Mobility, Sort Of

Many lives of Luther present him as a peasant who made good. They
also paint his childhood as miserably unhappy—the precondition for
his lifelong struggle with God. But there are reasons to challenge
such versions of the Luther story. The family was not rich, not
even comfortable at first, but the father came from a people who
were well settled on the land, and the mother from people with
connections in a prospering town. They were not the poorest of the

1. A classic place to begin to explore the economic and social factors on the eve of the Reformation
is Steven Ozment, The Reformation in the Cities (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980).

RESILIENT REFORMER

2



poor. They were the sort of people who could reasonably hope for a
better life, which suddenly became a possibility with new economic
opportunities available for some.

In the early 1480s the family was living in Eisleben, a good-sized
town of four thousand people, most of them miners.2 The largest
German-speaking city in the world in those days was Augsburg, with
fifty thousand, so after the sixty families in Mohra, a town of four
thousand people was a considerable place. Hans Luther found work
in the copper mines in that region—the County of Mansfeld. And
there on November 10, 1483, or perhaps 1482, a first, or perhaps
second, son was born to Hans and Margarete. He was baptized the
next day in the neighborhood parish church of Saints Peter and Paul
and was named Martin because that day, November 11, was the feast
day of Saint Martin of Tours. This is the beginning of the story of
Martin Luther.

“1483 or 1482? First or second son? Is this any way to tell a
story?” The world has long settled on 1483 as the birth year; Luther’s
five-hundredth birthday was widely celebrated in 1983. The
day—November 10—is much more certain than the year because,
from the start, the story was told of how Luther came to be named for
Saint Martin when he was baptized the next day. But neither Luther
nor his mother could remember for sure which year it had been, and
there are no surviving baptismal or birth records to settle the matter.3

2. Here begins much trouble with two towns easily confused: Eisleben and Eisenach. Eisleben is
in the territory of Mansfeld; it is where Luther was born and, by a strange coincidence, where
he also died. Eisenach, the town of his mother’s people, is where he went to Latin school and
where he was in 1521 and 1522 a prisoner for his own protection in the Wartburg Castle.
(Some still debate whether Luther’s mother was a Lindemann from Eisenach [his grandmother
certainly was] or a Ziegler from Mohra.)

3. The best source for Luther’s early years is Martin Brecht, Martin Luther, vol. 1: His Road to
Reformation, 1483–1521, trans. James L. Schaaf (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), a translation
of the 1981 German edition. Despite the remarkable achievement of this book, Brecht has
changed his mind on some issues in recent decades, including the identity of Luther’s mother.
When Luther qualified for his MA in 1505, he admitted that he was not sure which year he had
been born, and there was some question whether he was old enough to receive the degree.
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The first definite written trace of Luther does not appear until 1501
when he signed the registry upon entering the University of Erfurt.

There is also no clear evidence of how many children the Luthers
had; eight or nine seems most likely. Two boys and three girls
survived to adulthood, and of these Luther himself was the oldest
boy. His younger brother Jacob was his good friend and playmate
in childhood. Jacob later became involved in the mining business
in Mansfeld, and Luther’s three sisters also married mine operators.
Luther had continuing contact with his family all of his life. His
brother came to visit in Wittenberg; after they were orphaned,
several of one sister’s children came to live with the Luthers; and
Luther as a young man came to know his relatives in Mohra and
Eisenach.

A few months after Luther’s birth, the family moved to the nearby
town of Mansfeld. Though this was smaller than Eisleben, it was
a more important town because it was the residence of the local
rulers: the counts of Mansfeld. There the Luthers prospered, and by
1491 Hans was one of the four town councillors, or representatives,
who negotiated with the nobility. By 1507, they owned a
house—although they owed money on it. Hans had moved from
being a miner to being a small business contractor, renting mining
equipment from the nobility, hiring others to do the actual mining,
and in good years making a comfortable living.

Martin Luther’s economic origins and social class standing are
difficult to chart precisely. When he was fifty, he remembered his
parents as poor and hardworking: “In my youth my father was a poor
miner. My mother carried all her wood home on her back. It was in
this way that they brought us up.”4 These reflections come from a

4. Luther, “Table Talk for January 1533,” in LW 54:176. It is important to note that these “table
talks” are not always especially reliable. Luther and his wife hosted many dinners, and guests
and students frequently wrote down transcripts of things said at dinner. Sometimes they have
been misremembered; other times fabricated. In this instance, as elsewhere, caution should be
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time shortly after his parents had died. He seems to be remembering
these sacrifices with appreciation. What he says here is probably true,
but it is only part of the story.

The Luthers might be best described as people who were often
strapped for cash. Hans Luther had considerable anxiety about how
to support his many children and was famous for his irritation with
monks and clergy who came begging. On several occasions,
however, Hans gave money to rebuilding projects at the local Saint
George’s Church, which seemed to be plagued by fires in those years.
When Luther was a university student, his parents were considerably
more prosperous. Later, they seem to have reverted to a more modest,
but still comfortable income. At Hans’s death, he left an estate of
1,250 gulden—not a large amount, but double the value of the farm
on which he had grown up in Mohra.

It was a hard-working world from start to finish. The Luther
children were treated with considerable strictness, typical for that
place and time. Martin remembered great seriousness, and he spoke
of how attitudes had changed in his lifetime toward dancing, playing
cards, and jousting—which used to be thought sins but had come
to be regarded as amusements. Luther remembered being disciplined
by his parents, sometimes rather severely for what seemed a small
infraction. This has led to much speculation on a supposedly unhappy
childhood, and even on Luther as an abused child, but this is probably
to read modern standards into a very different world.5

exercised in taking their statements at face value, especially when they contradict more reliable
sources of evidence.

5. For the stern father and childhood discipline as the source of Luther’s later struggle with God,
see most famously Eric Erickson, Young Man Luther: A Study in Psychoanalysis and History (New
York: W. W. Norton, 1958). The Erickson thesis has stirred interesting other readings but
has not carried the day with many Luther biographers. A noted exception is Richard Marius,
Martin Luther: The Christian between God and Death (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1999), whose focus is totally on the younger Luther and wholly interested in psychological
explanations for Luther’s pathologies. More typical is Bernard Lohse, who writes, “With all
their seriousness, Luther’s parents cared for their son and shared his journey.” Bernard Lohse,
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That world was changing dramatically in the years when Luther
was growing up in Mansfeld. Columbus made his first voyage to the
Western Hemisphere when Luther was almost nine. While this “new
world” does not figure strongly in Luther’s consciousness, he shows
awareness of it all through his life, and the gold that poured into Spain
from the Americas greatly upset the balance of power in Europe.

Luther grew up not in the rural world of his grandparents, but
in the new world of towns, the source of much dynamism and
change in central Europe.6 There was no hint of democracy at the
beginning of the sixteenth century, but princes—whose own power
was growing—did have to take the opinion of town dwellers into
account. Luther later came to think of himself as a “German” when
he began to play his life on a larger stage. But from the time of his
registration at the University in Erfurt until his death, he identified
himself as Luther from Mansfeld. Larger towns such as Nuremberg
had often achieved practical independence and were ruled by town
councils rather than nobility. In all these towns, more and more
people were literate—a remarkable change in the decades since Johan
Gutenberg’s first Bibles were printed in 1456.

Church Life

It was a world of deep spirituality, for all the flaws of the church in
that period. Clergy and lay renewal movements had been underway
for the last couple of centuries. They often had some success so

Martin Luther’s Theology, trans. Roy Harrisville (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 29. For a
good airing of the promise and problems with Erickson, see Roger Johnson, ed. Psychohistory
and Religion: The Case of “Young Man Luther” (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977). Scott Hendrix
has provided an intriguing and less pathological account of the issues in Luther’s psychohistory
in “Luther’s Loyalties and the Augustinian Order,” in Augustine, the Harvest and Theology:
1300–1650, ed. Kenneth Hagen (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 236–57.

6. The many works of Bernd Moeller are good starting places here, especially the older but still
reliable Imperial Cities and the Reformation: Three Essays, ed. and trans. H. C. Erik Midelfort and
Mark U. Edwards Jr. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972).
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long as they did not challenge the power of church officials directly.
The leaders who did challenge the church directly—John Wyclif
in England (1320–1384), Jan Hus in Bohemia (ca. 1369–1415),
Girolamo Savonarola in Florence (1452–1498)—had deep trouble
with the authorities, the latter two being burned at the stake.7

There was an active life at Saint George’s Church in town, with a
full component of feast days and festivals observed in those years. But
what Luther remembered was neither his first communion nor his
confirmation; rather, he recalled stories about evil that lurked on the
edge of all this spirituality—especially stories about witches. The adult
Luther reported that his mother had been bothered by a neighbor
woman who was a witch. Margarete had to “treat her neighbor with
deference and try to conciliate her,” for she was known to have
real powers and had even poisoned a preacher who took her to task
for her sorcery.8 Luther’s listeners in Wittenberg asked whether the
Doctor thought such things could really happen “to godly people,”
and Luther insisted that they were possible. One learned scholar
says that Luther was unusual in that, unlike most humanists, his
“university education did not lead to a refining of his view.”9

But neither the hardness of life nor preoccupation with the devil
and with witches kept Luther’s parents from having high ambitions
for him. They seem not to have been literate, but they wanted
education for their oldest son—apparently as much as he could get.

7. Richard Rex wisely urges caution in drawing too strong a line between Wycliffe, for instance,
and later Reformation movements. The Lollards (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002).

8. “Table Talk for February and March 1533,” in LW 54:188. His relationship with witchcraft
is complicated, though like all of his contemporaries Luther believed witches were real. In
1529, during a witch craze, he urged his parishioners in a sermon not to take the easy way
out and blame their misfortunes on witchcraft. Late in life, Luther participated in a spectacle
of witchcraft accusations in Wittenberg, where four women were burned in 1540. Perhaps the
scene was too much: though he preached on the First Commandment (“You shall have no other
gods”), Luther never discussed the matter again, even where tradition dictated a denunciation
of witchcraft.

9. Lohse, Martin Luther’s Theology, 29.
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Access to learning was becoming much more widely available in
the decades before the Reformation. Luther’s education began at the
Latin school in Mansfeld, which Luther entered sometime between
his fifth and his eighth year. The little town was rough in many ways,
despite the counts’ castle across the valley, and the streets doubled as
sewers. As a result, an older boy, Nicholas Oemler—who later became
his brother-in-law—carried young Luther to school.

There was increased schooling for girls in those days, but mostly
boys got to learn Latin. At the beginning stages, this did not seem
like much of a privilege. The learning was rote, the teaching not
very imaginative, and beatings at school far more common than those
Luther remembers occasionally receiving at home. He did not forget
these limitations of early schooling and tried to overcome them when
he became an advocate of general education in the 1520s.

But things got more interesting as the students proceeded to read
actual texts in Latin—first fragments of Scripture, hymns, and the
Lord’s Prayer, and then very soon a Latin translation of Aesop’s
fables. These stories of birds and beasts with their inevitable morals
continued to delight Luther all of his life. In the Mansfeld years, the
seed was planted for an appreciation of the classics, especially the
Latin classics. He moved on with pleasure to Latin poets, dramatists,
and historians. He became a great advocate of religious education but
never had the narrow view that only Christian writings should be
studied.10 Later, when he entered the monastery, he sold all his books
except those by the Latin poet Virgil and the playwright Terence.

10. For Luther’s appreciation of Aesop, see “Table Talk” entries in LW 54:72, 210ff. Luther thought
there was more genuine wisdom in Aesop than in all the writings of the admired Christian
theologian St. Jerome (ca. 347–ca. 420).
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Further Schooling

When he was thirteen or fourteen, the family decided to send Martin
for further schooling. This must have been a great stretch for their
resources, even with improving income. But if he was going to have
a university education, Martin would need better preparation than he
could get in Mansfeld. So as a young teenager (in 1497), Luther left
home for the first time and traveled with another boy from Mansfeld,
Hans Reinecke, to the great cathedral city of Magdeburg, some forty
miles to the north.

The experience of leaving home must have been both thrilling
and frightening, but the arrival in Magdeburg surely impressed a
boy who knew only smaller towns like Mansfeld and Eisenach.
Magdeburg was one of the larger cities in the Empire, with about
thirty thousand people. At its center was the great cathedral of Saints
Maurice and Catherine, the seat of the archbishop of Magdeburg.
Built in the Gothic style, it was in 1209 and was in the final stages of
completion in the years that Luther spent in the town. Inside, Luther
could see the tomb of the famous German emperor Otto the Great
(912–973).

The current archbishop was Ernst of Saxony (1476–1513), a
brother of Luther’s later prince and protector, Frederick the Wise.
Ernst had been elected archbishop at the age of twelve, obviously
more for his family connections than his spiritual achievements.
Luther may have known something about the archbishop because,
through connections of Hans Reinecke, the boys were able to visit
the home of Paul Mosshauer, an official of the archdiocese who came
from Mansfeld. This must have been the first opening into a very
different social world from that of Luther’s parents, and there would
be much more such horizon-expanding contact in the next years in
Eisenach.
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