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Australian Lutherans have always been faithful in their Sunday offerings to support the 

ministry of the church and its mission work, but when it comes to helping the poor—

whether you call it Christian social service, social welfare, community care, or 

whatever—the record is patchy. Some years ago, a survey in the Lutheran Church–

Missouri Synod found that only about 20% of the people felt their congregation showed 

love and concern for people in their community1—would the result be any different in 

the Lutheran Church of Australia? There is in our church an attitude of quietism, of non-

involvement, of suspicion towards anything that might smack of social activism or what 

is easily (and sometimes wrongly) dismissed as ‘social gospel’. 

 

In making this generalised observation I do not wish to diminish in any way the good 

things that are happening, especially in recent decades. There is grass-roots support in 

our congregations for the work of Lutheran Community Care and Australian Lutheran 

World Service. There are numerous local initiatives where our congregations and schools 

are doing something for the poor in their midst. But the question does not go away: 

What are Lutheran congregations of the LCA doing on a regular basis for the needy in 

their midst and for the vast multitudes of poor in the world? We can reflect on that 

question by going back to our roots, and seeing how Luther and early Lutheran 

communities dealt with the social responsibility of caring for the poor. 

 

Under the heading Serving after the Service I would like to make four major points. 

Towards the end of each section inferences for our situation are drawn out. 

 

 

Early Lutheran reformers, far from ignoring pervasive poverty and need, faced the 

problem squarely and dealt with it both theologically and practically. 

 

Already in the Ninety-five Theses of 1517 Luther had touched on the problem of caring 

for the poor in society: ‘Christians are to be taught that he who gives to the poor and 

lends to the needy does a better deed than he who buys indulgences.’2 Luther was 

incensed that the traffic in indulgences was fleecing people of hard earned money that 

would be far better spent on helping the poor than on filling the coffers of Rome. Since 

the Theses conventionally mark the beginning of the Reformation we may argue, as 

Carter Lindberg does, that in the Lutheran movement ‘from its inception theology and 

social ethics were inseparable’.3  

 

One of the reasons why care of the poor was a major issue for the early reformers was 

the social and ecclesiastical situation of that time.4 There was no welfare state, and 

throughout the Middle Ages care of the poor had been in the hands of the church. In 

the changing world of the 16th century, when medieval society was in deep social crisis, 

the church was failing badly to deal with the problem of poverty. It is estimated that 

between 15 and 30 per cent of the population living in urban areas were paupers or 
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vagrants.5 Besides the usual beggars were those sanctioned by the church to beg, 

namely the mendicant orders. In his 1520 treatise To the Christian Nobility Luther 

complained thus:  

 

This unrestricted universal begging is harmful to the common people. I have 

figured out that each of the five or six mendicant orders visits the same place 

more than six or seven times a year. In addition to these there are the usual 

beggars, the ‘ambassador’ beggars, and the panhandlers.6 

 

At this critical time in his career Luther was still an Augustinian monk in the Roman 

Church. His plea was for ‘the abolition of all begging throughout Christendom’, arguing 

that ‘nobody ought to go begging among Christians. It would even be a very simple 

matter to make a law to the effect that every city should look after its own poor, if only 

we had the courage and the intention to do so.’7 

    

One of the effects of the evangelical reform movement was that in those areas where it 

took root the crisis of poverty would have quickly become a human catastrophe unless 

something were done, and done quickly and effectively. The church’s system of charity 

for the poor, failing though it was, was virtually abolished by reformation teaching. The 

reformation teaching meant that there had to be a new way of dealing with the 

responsibility of caring for the poor. The reformers did not shirk this serious responsibility. 

We are saved only through faith, per fidem, but this faith is ever and always ‘faith active 

in love’ (Gal 5:6). In subsequent sections it will be demonstrated that the evangelical 

response to the dire situation of the poor was both theological and practical.  

 

Inferences for our situation 

 

Jesus said, ‘the poor you have always’. Lazarus is always at our door, if we will but open 

our eyes. When early Lutheran communities abolished begging, they knew they were 

not abolishing poverty. Begging had to go, but in the short term this made the problem 

of social welfare even more critical in their communities. They did not shut their eyes, 

saying, ‘all we need to be concerned about is the pure gospel’, but without question 

they took up the challenge in the spirit of Luther’s often quoted words: ‘[Faith] does not 

ask if good works are to be done, but before the question is asked, it has already done 

them.’8 True Christian faith is never dormant, but it is always ‘faith active in love’ (Gal 

5:6). 

 

The poor are always with us; Lazarus lies also at our door. Even though we live in the age 

of the welfare state, poverty is everywhere and getting worse. The rich of the world get 

richer, and the poor get poorer. In our own country and in our own communities there 

are more and more people who miss the welfare safety net and fall into poverty. Our 

task is not to ask, Who is my neighbour? but, To whom can I be a neighbour? We need 

to know our theology about poverty, and we need to put it into practice.  

 

 

The rediscovery of the gospel in its fullness completely transformed the understanding of 

Christian social action. Charity toward the poor was removed from the realm of merit-

making for earning one’s own salvation, and in its place the reformers instituted an ethic 

of service to the poor that is a response to the gospel of justification: it is ‘faith active in 

love’. 
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Luther radically opposed begging because he could see, as any one could, the 

‘deleterious effects of widespread begging in the cities and in the countryside’; but the 

deeper, theological reason was, as Lindberg rightly discerns, that Luther’s stance 

against begging was ‘primarily a consequence of his theology of justification by grace 

alone, which precludes any salvific benefits to poverty and to alms.’9 In a postil on the 

parable of the rich man and Lazarus Luther commented that Lazarus’ poverty does not 

of itself put him in a better standing with God, ‘for poverty and suffering make no one 

acceptable before God’.10 Luther railed against begging because begging was part 

and parcel of the medieval church’s merit-making system. And in his various appeals to 

abolish begging it is specifically the mendicant (‘begging’) orders that Luther targeted. 

Not only were they abusing the system by not truly embracing poverty nor truly helping 

the poor, but their very presence encouraged others to participate in their skulduggery. 

The authorities ought to see to it that vagabonds are scrutinised, argued Luther, 

because ‘scoundrels should not be allowed to roam at large under the guise of 

mendicants’11 

 

Reform in Wittenberg swiftly put the mendicant orders out of business. Within a short time 

the Franciscan houses in Wittenberg were closed. Such a situation could cause real 

hardship: the desperately poor had to beg to live, and now the church’s arm to help 

the poor, the Franciscans and other mendicants who (at least to some extent) begged 

that they might help the poor, were put out of action. When reform in Wittenberg 

addressed the problem of poverty, it was a real and critical situation that was being 

addressed. 

 

Luther attacked the practice of merit-making on another front. On the basis of the 

evangelical understanding of the gospel as justification by grace through faith, Luther 

vigorously attacked the achievement piety of the brotherhoods that endowed masses 

to earn merit for their group instead of using their resources to help the poor.12 These 

fraternities were basically associations of merit-making and merit-sharing. Membership 

was through the payment of fees, and members were obligated to recite certain 

prayers and attend special masses. The idea was that each member would benefit from 

the accrued ‘good works’ of all the other members. Luther railed against this kind of 

fellowship as being destructive of the true fellowship of Christ that is conveyed in the 

sacrament, whereby ‘on the one hand we partake of Christ and all saints; and on the 

other hand we permit all Christians to be partakers of us, in whatever way they and we 

are able’.13 The true fruit of this fellowship should be care of the poor, not turning inwards 

to become an exclusive huddle that indulges in gluttony and drunkenness.  Luther 

concluded: ‘And so perishes the communion of saints, Christian love, and the true 

brotherhood which is established in the holy sacrament, while selfish love grows in 

them.’14 

 

If Luther’s ‘theological reorientation with respect to social welfare’15 effected criticism 

and destruction, it needs to be stated even more emphatically that it was pre-eminently 

constructive. Lindberg puts it well: 

 

Because salvation is now perceived as the foundation of life rather than the goal 

and achievement of life, the energy and resources poured into acquiring other-

worldly capital can be redirected to this-worldly activities. For Luther and his 

colleagues this meant that faith is to be active in service to the neighbor.16  
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And especially, we may well add, the neighbour in need. Luther neatly links the new 

ethic of social service to the doctrine of justification in the succinct, antithetical and oft-

quoted statement in the 1520 treatise on The Freedom of a Christian:  

 

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

A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.17 

 

Towards the end of the treatise we read these words, also oft-quoted and rightly so: ‘We 

conclude, therefore, that a Christian lives not in himself, but in Christ and in his 

neighbour. Otherwise he is not a Christian. He lives in Christ through faith, in his 

neighbour through love.’18 Justification by grace through faith releases a person from 

the tyranny of living by the performance principle. We are free lords because we live by 

faith in the Son who sets us free. Our works are no longer for our own justification, but out 

of faith toward God and love toward our neighbours we do good works for their benefit: 

 

[A person] needs none of these things for his righteousness and salvation. 

Therefore he should be guided in all his works by this thought and contemplate 

this one thing alone, that he may serve and benefit others in all that he does, 

considering nothing except the need and the advantage of his neighbour. 

Accordingly the Apostle commands us to work with our hands so that we may 

give to the needy, although he might have said that we should work to support 

our selves. He says, however, ‘that he may be able to give to those in need’ [Eph. 

4:28]. This is what makes caring for the body a Christian work, that through its 

health and comfort we may be able to work, to acquire, and lay by funds with 

which to aid those who are in need, that in this way the strong member may 

serve the weaker, and we may be sons [and daughters] of God, each caring for 

and working for the other, bearing one another’s burdens and so fulfilling the law 

of Christ [Gal. 6:2]. This is truly a Christian life. Here faith is truly active through love 

[Gal. 5:6]. . .19 

 

I let that quote roll on for two reasons. First, it encapsulates Luther’s social ethic so well: 

freed by the servant-Christ, Christians are now free to serve one another, and especially 

the neighbour in need. The second thing is the emphasis on community. The treatise as 

a whole emphasises the priesthood of all believers, by which of course is meant the 

priesthood of all the baptised. We are all set free from sin and death and the power of 

the devil in our baptism into Christ. Baptism places us in community, and it is in 

community that Christians live out their life of service. 

 

Inferences for our situation 

 

There is always the danger of creating a ‘social gospel’, not that there is any other 

gospel, as St Paul reminds us. ‘Social gospel’ creeps in when people preach the fruit of 

faith as if it were the content of faith. Faith teaches us what God had done and still does 

for us in Jesus Christ, and we know that so well. But faith must be active in love, in loving 

service to the neighbour. The temptation for Lutherans in Australia is not ‘social gospel’ 

but ‘cheap grace’. 
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The primary locus of this response of faith is worship, because worship gathers people 

around word and sacrament where they receive the grace of God in Christ, and thereby 

become the community that serves. Serving the needy neighbour (Dienst) flows out of 

God’s service to us (Gottesdienst). 

  

The community is above all a worshipping community. In two of his earlier treatises 

Luther strongly emphasised the communio of those who gather in worship. In the Lord’s 

Supper we share in the Christ who gives us his very body and blood in bread and wine. 

From that communion with Christ comes our communion with one another. And of that 

communion with one another an integral part is the sharing of who we are and what we 

have with those in the community who need our help. In our age of individualism, 

diversity, and mobility, we do not readily comprehend what life in community was, or 

could again be.20  

 

It would be at least partly in reaction to the exclusivity of the brotherhoods and their 

selfish sense of community that Luther focused on true communio in the 1519 treatise on 

The Blessed Sacrament of the Holy True Body of Christ, and the Brotherhoods.21 There 

Luther states that ‘the significance or effect of this sacrament is fellowship of all the 

saints. From this it derives its common name . . . communio [Latin], that is, fellowship.’22 

This fellowship has both a vertical and horizontal dimension, as Luther explains: 

 

This fellowship consists in this, that all the spiritual possession of Christ and his saints 

are shared with and become the common property of him who receives this 

sacrament. Again all sufferings and sins also become common property; and 

thus love engenders love in return and [mutual love] unites.23 

 

It is significant that early on Luther weaves Matthew 25 into the discussion, saying that in 

the mutual sharing we receive not only the life and sufferings of Christ and the saints, but 

in responding to that we share in the sufferings of our brothers and sisters. Therefore 

whoever does a kindness to a brother or sister ‘does it to Christ and all the saints, as he 

says in Matthew 25[:40],”As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it 

to me”’.24 Such communio is truly a eucharistic fellowship of love: ‘Here your heart must 

go out in love and learn that this is a sacrament of love. As love and support are given 

you, you in turn must render love and support to Christ in his needy ones.’25 

 

Luther laments the loss of the dimension of fellowship: ‘So at present we see to our 

sorrow that many masses are held and yet the Christian fellowship which should be 

preached, practiced, and kept before us by Christ’s example has virtually perished.’26 

Luther recalls an earlier time when the aspect of fellowship was practiced in practical 

and concrete ways: 

 

But in times past this sacrament was so properly used, and the people were 

taught to understand this fellowship so well, that they even gathered food and 

material goods in the church, and there—as St Paul writes in I Corinthians 11—

distributed among those who were in need. We have a vestige of this [practice] 

in the little word “collect” in the mass, which means a general collection, just as a 

common fund is to be given to the poor. . .  Christians cared for one another, 

supported one another, sympathized with one another, bore one another’s 

burdens and affliction. This has all disappeared. . .27 
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It may well be that Luther is here recalling not only the practice of New Testament times, 

but also of the early church as recorded in, for example, the Apology of Justin (AD160-

165), where we read: 

 

When we have finished the prayer, bread is brought, and wine and water, and 

the president similarly sends up prayers of thanksgiving to the best of his ability, 

and the congregation assents, saying the Amen; the distribution, and reception 

of the consecrated [elements] by each one, takes place and they are sent to 

the absent by the deacons. Those who prosper, and who so wish, contribute, 

each one as much as he chooses to. What is collected is deposited with the 

president, and he takes care of orphans and widows, and those who are in want 

on account of sickness or any other cause, and those who are in bonds, and the 

strangers and sojourners among [us], and, briefly, he is the protector of all those in 

need.28 

 

Scholars have shown that Luther was likely to have come into contact with such sources 

through the wave of humanist learning that swept through Germany.29 Luther describes 

the communio dimension of the Eucharist in terms of the one loaf that has been made 

out of many grains: 

 

For just as the bread is made of many grains ground and mixed together, and out 

of the bodies of many grains there comes the body of one bread . . . so it is and 

should be with us, if we use this sacrament properly. Christ with all his saints, by his 

love, takes upon himself our form [Phil. 2:7], fights with us against sin, death, and 

all evil. This enkindles in us such love that we take on his form, rely upon his 

righteousness, life, and blessedness. And through the interchange of his blessings 

and our misfortunes, we become one loaf, one bread, one body, one drink, and 

have all things in common.30 

 

Again and again Luther makes the point that in this communio of love ‘you must take to 

heart the infirmities and needs of others, as if they were your own’.31 

 

Luther’s next treatise on the sacrament appeared in the following year, 1520, A Treatise 

on the New Testament, that is, the Holy Mass.32  Here Luther’s main agenda is to 

repudiate the notion that the sacrament is a human work of sacrifice to God. ‘[Since] 

the mass is nothing else than a testament and sacrament in which God makes a pledge 

to us and gives us grace and mercy, I think that it is not fitting that we should make a 

good work or merit out of it.’33 While dismantling the medieval church’s understanding 

of the sacrament as a sacrifice and merit-earning work, Luther again touches on the 

early church practice of having offerings of gifts in kind in connection with the 

celebration of the sacrament:  

 

The mass dare not and cannot be or be called a sacrifice because of the 

sacrament, but only because of the food which is gathered and the prayer in 

which God is thanked and the food is blessed. Today the custom of gathering 

food and money at the mass has fallen into disuse, and not more than a trace of 

it remains in the offering of a pfennig at the high festivals, and especially at Easter 

when cakes, meat, eggs and so forth are brought to the church to be blessed.34 
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Luther believed that three traces of this ancient usage had survived in the mass as it was 

celebrated in his time.35 He believed (perhaps incorrectly) that the ‘collects’ are so 

called because the ‘collections’ of food that were gathered and over which were 

spoken prayers (‘collects’) of blessing and thanksgiving.36 Secondly, he regarded the 

chant called the offertory to be a vestige of the offering that was once gathered. 

Thirdly, Luther regarded the elevation of the unconsecrated host during the offertory as 

a vestige of the early church practice of bringing offerings of food and goods to the 

altar, where God was thanked for them and they were blessed for distribution to the 

needy.  

 

Luther insistently made a sharp distinction between the sacrament and testament on 

the one hand and anything that we offer on the other. Scripture teaches us, he writes,   

 

that we do not offer Christ as a sacrifice, but that Christ offers us   . . .  We lay 

ourselves on Christ by a firm faith in his testament and do not otherwise appear 

before God with our prayer, praise, and sacrifice except through Christ and his 

mediation.37 

 

This was Luther in 1520. It was, I believe, a sad loss for the church of the Reformation that 

Luther did not run with his insights into the true nature of offerings gathered at 

eucharistic services in the early church. Two or three years down the track, when 

evangelical reform was being implemented in Wittenberg and subsequently in one city 

after another, the evidence indicates that while provision was made in an emphatic 

and conspicuous way for offerings for the needy in the midst of the worshipping 

community, this was not linked closely to the holy communion.  

While it is unfortunate that offerings were not directly linked to the eucharistic liturgy in 

the manner of the early church, the subsequent history shows that the early reformers 

intentionally and conspicuously put the gathering of offerings in the midst of the 

worshipping community. These offerings were of a dual nature: for the nurture of the 

Christian community and its work of caring for the poor.  

 

Inferences for our situation  

In the 1523 Order of Mass and Communion Luther abolished the offertory and much else 

besides on the grounds that it is necessary to ‘repudiate everything that smacks of 

sacrifice, together with the entire canon and retain only that which is pure and holy, 

and so order our mass’.38 Since the German mass of 1525 is even more radical, we of 

course do not find an offertory there either.39 Luther’s reaction to the pervasive 

misunderstanding of the mass as sacrifice and good work is understandable, but from 

our perspective he went too far. It is right and good that the offering and offertory have 

been restored to the Lutheran liturgy of holy communion. It would be even better, I 

contend, if we were to pay more attention to Luther’s profound insight into the 

communio dimension of the holy supper, and to the tradition of the earliest church, as 

rightly recognised by Luther, and link our offerings for needy, both of money and of food 

and other goods, to our eucharistic sharing. Christ offers himself to us. Let us offer him our 

sacrifice of thanksgiving: ourselves, our prayers, our praises, our offerings for the work of 

his kingdom, and our gifts to him in food and aid given for the poor and needy.  

 

It is right and good that offerings and offertory have been restored in the Lutheran 

liturgy. I believe it would be a great blessing for our church if we restored offerings of 
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gifts in kind and of money for the poor in the way that our brothers and sisters do in 

Papua New Guinea, and that some congregations in our midst are already doing. A 

congregation I served some years ago unwittingly restored earliest Lutheran practice 

and put a ‘common chest’ at the church entrance (actually, it was a large old tea 

chest, and it was often filled to overflowing).  

Sometimes the liturgy of holy communion concludes with the words: ‘Go in peace. 

Serve the Lord’.  I would like to ask the question: in an evangelical Lord’s Supper would 

not the best place to have the offering—both for the ministry of word and sacrament 

and for service to the poor—be in the thanksgiving at the end, so that it finds its natural 

place as serving the neighbour after God has served us in love? This would not be 

innovation, but restoration, I believe, because such was the practice of early Christian 

communities, as witnessed in the Apology of Justin.40 I would like to fine tune that and 

suggest that it would be good theology and good practice to retain the offertory just for 

presenting God’s gifts of bread and wine, and to have the offerings for the ministry of 

word and sacrament and for the poor in the final thanksgiving.41 This is where we sing 

‘Thank the Lord and sing his praise’, and where we pray ‘that in your mercy you would 

strengthen us, through this gift, in faith toward you and in fervent love toward one 

another’.42  I realise, of course, that history has probably shut the door on an idea like 

that, and that upholding ecumenical consensus must be a high priority. But I am musing: 

in restoring offerings and offertory did earlier Lutheran liturgical reform miss out on a 

golden opportunity? 

 

The practice resulting from an evangelical understanding of service to the poor 

was not hypothetical but real: the practical working out of this new ethos of 

service is amply attested in the church orders drawn up for early Lutheran 

communities. 

 

That the gathering of offerings was conspicuous is clear from the actual size of the 

common chest placed first in the church in Wittenberg,43  and then of similar chests 

placed in one community after another.44 The chest in Wittenberg has survived the 

ages, is quite large, has only one handle, and was formerly locked with several locks. 

And that the gathering of offerings for poor relief was intentional is well documented in 

numerous church orders that were prepared for communities that had embraced the 

evangelical faith. The common chest and how it is to be administered looms large 

indeed in these documents.  

 

Wittenberg 

     

Most of the Church Order for Wittenberg of 152245 deals with the setting up and 

administration of the common chest. Without preamble of any kind, the Wittenberg 

order begins with the declaration that 

it is unanimously resolved that all income from the churches, all of the 

brotherhoods, and the guilds shall be collected together and brought into a 

common chest (in ain gemainen kasten gepracht werden). Two [representatives] 

from the city council, two from the community, and one secretary are to be 

delegated who shall receive and possess such income to provide for the poor 

people (damit arm leüt versehen söllen)46 
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The Wittenberg Order comprehensively bans begging, including begging by monks, 

and allows support for a broad range of needy persons. These are named by categories 

such as aged and sick poor persons, orphans, poor maidens who cannot afford a 

dowry, etc. When income from churches, brotherhoods, guilds, etc, is not sufficient, 

‘then shall others, be they priests or citizens, according to what they have, yearly 

contribute a sum of money for the maintenance of the multitude of the poor.’ Besides 

this annual levy, there was to be regular, ongoing support. The earlier Beutelordnung 

gives us a clearer picture of how the chest was to be maintained: it was to be placed 

prominently in the parish church and collections were to be taken up regularly, rather 

than just at weddings.47 It is noteworthy that the 1522 Order still allows for the offertorium 

in the Mass.48 

Since Luther was still in exile residing at the Wartburg castle when reform in Wittenberg 

was being implemented, there has been confusion over the relationship of Luther and 

Karlstadt in the development of poor relief in Wittenberg.49 The tendency has been to 

give Karlstadt primary credit for the Wittenberg order. In view of the discovery of an 

earlier Beutelordnung with corrections and additions in Luther’s own hand, there is now 

conclusive evidence that the Wittenberg city council passed a Beutelordnung in late 

1520 or early 1521 with Luther’s cooperation and assistance, and that this is the 

foundation and forerunner of the Wittenberg Order, even though Karlstadt was 

personally involved in its preparation. 

What happened in Wittenberg became a model for other communities, and the torch 

of faith active in practical love continued to burn brightly right there where it was 

kindled. A later order for Wittenberg, that of 1533, shows that the common chest and 

the community care that it symbolises continued to function under the guidance of 

leaders who were conscientious, faithful and diligent in their administration of it.50 The 

necessity of a common chest is reaffirmed, and the legislation for administering it is very 

detailed.51 

Leisnig 

 

The Leisnig ordinance of 1523,52 with its strong emphasis on a common chest for poor 

relief, was by no means unique among the young evangelical parishes that were 

springing up everywhere in the early 1520s, but it is of particular interest because the 

Leisnig ordinance was ‘set up on Luther’s direct advice, had his hearty approval, and 

was published by him together with a preface of his own’.53 In the evangelical reform of 

parish life that began in Wittenberg and fanned out in every direction, there was an 

abiding concern not only that the people support church and school, pastor and 

teacher, but that they make proper provision for the care of the poor. Luther spent a 

week at Leisnig in September of 1522 to assist the parish ‘in developing a 

comprehensive evangelical church order which included a common chest for poor 

relief’.54 His hope was that the Leisnig order would become a model for other 

evangelical communities: ‘a good example of Christian faith and love to many 

people’.55 In its written form the Leisnig order certainly was that, but the actual 

implementation ran into difficulties. The city council dragged its feet because it was 

reluctant to transfer its existing right to dispose of endowments and bequests to the 

appointed directors of the chest. Luther aired his disappointment in a letter to Spalatin, 

and from that time on backed away, it would seem, from that area of the 

implementation of evangelical reform, being content to leave it to his fellow reformer, 

theologian, pastor and competent administrator, Johann Bugenhagen.  

 



 10 

After a long preface in which Luther makes recommendations on ‘how to deal with 

ecclesiastical property’ comes the text of the ‘Fraternal Agreement on the Common 

Chest’. Luther’s influence is clearly to the fore when the matter of the common chest is 

introduced, because it is given a clear theological orientation: 

 

In order that our Christian faith—in which all the temporal and eternal blessings 

won by our Lord and Saviour Christ out of pure grace and mercy are granted 

unto us by the eternal God—may bear fruit in brotherly love, and this love truly 

expresses itself in deeds of tender kindness, we, the aforesaid general parish 

assembly, acting unanimously, for ourselves and our posterity have ordained, 

established, and set up a common chest.56 

 

The ordinance itself is straightforward and entirely practical. The emphasis at this stage 

was on the initial funding for the common chest, which came in large part from 

expropriated church properties, endowments, foundations, etc. This process had to be 

well ordered ‘lest there be a mad scramble for the assets of such vacated foundations, 

and everyone makes off with whatever he can lay his hands on’.57  Alongside this, it was 

assumed that everyone in the community would contribute to the chest on a regular 

basis as each was able. Everyone in the parish was expected to pay, according to their 

ability and means, an annual tax to the common chest.58 In addition, every one was 

expected to contribute gifts in kind and small change when they went to church: 

‘officials shall always be present to solicit each person for support of the poor, and the 

alms and love gifts thus received shall at once be contributed to and placed in [the] 

receptacles [provided]’,59 that is, barrels for foodstuffs and coin boxes that were to be 

emptied into the common chest. 

  

Although these offerings were not integrated into the actual liturgy after the manner of 

the early church,60 there is a strong sense of these offerings being linked to the divine 

service. In the Leisnig preface Luther wrote: 

 

Now there is no greater service of God [gottis dienst] than Christian love which 

helps and serves the needy, as Christ himself will judge and testify at the Last Day, 

Matthew 25[:31-46]. This is why the possessions of the church were formerly called 

bona ecclesiae, that is, common property, a common chest, as it were, for all 

who were needy among the Christians.61 

 

Carter Lindberg rightly shows how such an understanding of Christian service to the 

neighbour is grounded in Luther’s understanding of worship: 

 

Thus Luther’s social ethics in general and his social welfare activity in particular 

may be understood as a work of the people flowing from worship. For Luther, 

worship thrusts the Christian into the world to serve the neighbour. Indeed, Luther 

can characterize the daily life of the Christian as worship [Gottesdienst] because 

to serve the neighbour and thus obey God’s commandment is worship . . . In 

short, the reform of worship entailed the renewal of social life.62 

 

Bugenhagen and subsequent church orders 

 

Johann Bugenhagen was an eminently competent reformer. He arrived in Wittenberg 

not long before Luther’s departure to the Diet of Worms and subsequent exile at the 
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Wartburg (1521). He picked up Luther’s university lectures on the Psalms, and soon 

established himself as a competent exegete and lecturer. In much the same way as 

Bugenhagen had had to pick up the reins when Luther left off lecturing, now, when 

Luther became somewhat disillusioned by the Leisnig experience and was hard pressed 

anyway with so many demands upon his time, it fell to Bugenhagen to pick up the 

practical task of implementing evangelical reform in one city after another. His work just 

in preparing Church orders was monumental.63 It would be another study in itself to 

begin even to scratch the surface, so here we must make do by making just a few 

comments: 

 By means of the church orders he helped to draw up in various places, Bugenhagen 

faithfully implemented the pattern of reform established in Wittenberg, Leisnig, and 

other early evangelical communities. 

 Bugenhagen was a true theologian of the gospel, and unerringly introduced the 

common chest and the evangelical system of social service it symbolises as a fruit of 

the gospel, as faith active in loving service to the neighbour. 

 Bugenhagen continued to expand and refine the church orders. In this context one 

important development was the separation of funding for the salaries of church 

workers and the maintenance of church buildings on the one hand, and provision 

for the relief of the poor and needy on the other.64 

 

Inferences for our situation 

The church’s mission is to proclaim the gospel and administer the holy sacraments. But 

when people believe the gospel and are justified by grace through faith, they discover 

that they are ‘free simply to see needs and meet them in loving care’.65 When people 

have faith that is active in love they develop a sense of duty. Our duty of care is to ‘do 

good to all people, and especially to those who are of the household of faith’ (Gal 

6:10).  

 

The New Testament itself (eg Acts 6) and the history of the church down through the 

ages (not least the Lutheran reformation of the 16th century) teach us that it is not 

enough for the church to leave this task to Christian individuals in their diverse callings, 

but that human need—whether that be in the church community, the wider 

community, or in the world—is always so dire that there is a need to be organised to 

provide effective Christian care.66 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

It is difficult to conclude in a few words, so I will let a verse from Phyllis Kersten’s hymn67 

do that for me: 

 

 Since you’ve redeemed us from despair, 

 you’ve freed us so that we can share; 

 our neighbour’s problems now we’ll bear; 

 because you love, we love and care. 
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