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proper motivation and methods of spreading the 
Gospel in a multi-cultural world. We also need 
on-going discussion of the question of contextual 
theology. How do we have a Moravian theology 
that is integrated with local cultures? 

An intentional and informed approach to 
missiology should enrich our spiritual lives as 
well as improve our ministry around the globe, 
but instead of the hard work of articulating 
a Moravian missiology, we import theology, 
ideas, methods, and mistakes from other 
churches. It is time to stop exporting American 
anxieties and neuroses to the world. We need to 
concentrate instead on building communities 
of faith wherever we go and demonstrating to 
the world that the kingdom of God is different 
from globalization. We need to find ways to 

create cross-cultural community that respects the 
particularity of different cultures. 

Missions is just one area of the church that 
needs greater theological attention. It is easy to 
let others set our theological and social agenda, 
following the playbook that they have already 
written. It is easy, but that would only increase 
our fragmentation and dissolution. We need to 
know who we are before we can know how to 
change in a meaningful way. We have many more 
resources for confronting the challenges that face 
us in the world today than most pastors realize. 
Moltmann and Bonhoeffer, Schleiermacher and 
Kierkegaard gained insights from the Moravian 
theological heritage. Why shouldn’t we? If we 
put our minds to it, we can create a vision of the 
Moravian Church that can inspire and inform 
others, but it is going to take some hard work.

Introduction: 

In the first lecture, I proposed that the 
American Moravian Church in the 20th century 
was a poor steward of its theological heritage and 
that we are now suffering from that neglect. In 
this hour, I hope to convince you that there is 
hope for a more robust future if we are willing 
to reclaim and proclaim our heritage. I hope you 
will also see that this proclamation is faithful to 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, will strengthen our 
brothers and sisters in the church, and bring 
hope to others in the world. Obviously, we do 
not have the time this morning to examine our 

entire history, but I think we can explore the 
foundation of a distinctive Moravian theological 
perspective that has guided us for over five 
centuries and continues to be relevant.  

First we will look at the Unity of the 
Brethren, highlighting five key aspects of the 
Unity’s theology and praxis that we can learn 
from. Then we’ll look at our Pietist heritage and 
Moravian theology in the era of Zinzendorf and 
Spangenberg. Our goal is to speak intelligibly 
about God from a Moravian perspective. What 
I hope you’ll see is that in looking deeply into 

Lecture 2: Proclaiming the Moravian Theological Heritage
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our heritage we will find important points of 
contact with modern thought and the needs of 
modern people.

The Unity of the Brethren

As you are no doubt aware, Moravian history 
is divided into two distinct periods: The Unity 
of the Brethren and the Renewed Church. 
Historians have raised serious questions about the 
connection of these two periods and institutions. 
But since we Moravians do define ourselves as 
the Unitas Fratrum and assert that the modern 
Moravian Church is a continuation of the Unity 
founded by Brother Gregory in 1458, we should 
learn from that heritage. It is dishonest to wrap 
ourselves in the glory of the Unity without 
letting the heritage of the Unity inform our 
doctrine, polity, and identity. So, let’s look at 
that remarkable community’s theology with a 
view to what will be helpful today. I am grateful 
to Daniel Crew’s Moses Lectures “Learning from 
Luke of Prague,” and will be drawing upon his 
work this morning.

The history of the Unity falls into several 
distinct epochs characterized by the Unity’s 
engagement with the wider world.  Initially 
the Unity called for such a literal following of 
the Sermon on the Mount that members were 
required to separate themselves from most areas 
of feudal society. Gradually our spiritual ancestors 
saw the need for Christians to live in the world 
even if they were not to be worldly, and some of 
the original prohibitions were lifted or moderated. 
This idea that the church can change remains a 
cardinal theological principle for Moravians, and 
was written into the Ground of the Unity. 

During its two centuries of existence the 
Unity produced dozens of statements that show a 
continual process of rethinking basic doctrine and 
practice in response both to changes in society 
and their growing understanding of Scripture. For 
example, the Unity became an active, if cautious, 
participant in the Protestant Reformation, but 
they did not unite with any of the new Protestant 
churches. The leaders of the Unity repeatedly 
affirmed that the Unity had a distinctive voice 
that would be lost if the church lost its separate 
existence. Despite this commitment to a separate 
witness, though, the Unity did conform to many 
aspects of Protestantism. 

To many observers, the differences between 
the Unity of Brother Gregory and that of 
Comenius are so great that it is hard to see them 
as the same church; however, we can identify 
several characteristics of the Unity that remained 
consistent and which can help us define our 
Moravian theology today. This morning we’ll 
highlight five of these aspects: the rejection of 
the Constantinian Church; the idea that faith 
must be completed in love; a clear and coherent 
understanding of the church; a pedagogical view 
of faith; and the distinction between essential and 
ministerial things.

One, Rejection of Christendom: It is 
important for modern Moravians to understand 
and celebrate the fact that the Unity was the first 
Western church since the age of Constantine 
to reject a union of church and state. They 
adopted the Waldensian understanding that the 
Catholic church had been hopelessly corrupted 
by the Roman Empire after the conversion of 
Constantine. Unlike the Waldensians, though, 
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the Unity established a strong ecclesiology and 
created the first truly voluntary church body 
with a separate priesthood and regular worship 
since about the 5th century. 

Modern Americans accept the voluntary 
principle in religion as a matter of course, but 
this was basically forced on most Christian 
bodies and traditions. For the Unity of the 
Brethren, separation of church and secular 
authority was a matter of principle from the 
beginning. It was the Unity that first brought this 
perspective into Protestantism. Consistently, the 
Unity criticized both Catholic and Reformation 
churches for their reliance on the coercive power 
of the state. They argued that religious faith must 
be a matter of personal conscience and personal 
commitment. Truth cannot be defended by the 
sword and stake. 

This is something that Moravians today 
need to remember as a living tradition. Many 
Americans are looking for the government to 
support religious beliefs and institutions. Our 
church, which was born in the crucible of religious 
oppression and virtually destroyed by religious 
prejudice, has consistently opposed the unholy 
alliance of church and state. We should not mourn 
the passing of the Constantinian era. If we had 
a better sense of who we have been and who we 
should be, we would have be able to bring a gentle, 
but prophetic word in our congregations and 
neighborhoods during these tumultuous times.

Two, Faith completed in Love: The Unity of 
Brethren also insisted that it is wrong to separate 
faith from works, the way many Protestant 
confessions do. We need to recognize that unlike 

Luther, the founders of the Unity did not separate 
from the state church because of a crisis of faith. 
They established their own community in Kunwald 
because the dominant church was not practicing 
the faith it preached. The Unity taught that there is 
no true faith without works of love, and they were 
very critical of Luther and most of his followers. 

Most Moravians today are unaware that the 
Unity did not endorse the doctrine of justification 
by faith alone that many people assume is 
the core of Protestant teaching. Though the 
Unity rejected the medieval Catholic idea that 
external acts of piety are the path to salvation 
(pilgrimages, penances, sacraments, and tithing), 
the theologians of the Unity agreed with the 
mainstream of Catholic teaching that faith must 
be completed in love. Our ancestors fought hard 
for this principle in the face of diligent opposition 
from other Protestant churches because they 
understood that this was central to the mission 
and message of the Unity. 

Our spiritual ancestors would have been 
completely baffled by the American evangelical 
tendency to divorce belief in Jesus as savior from 
the effort to follow the teachings of Jesus as the 
giver of the new covenant. They gave priority to 
the synoptic gospels, not the Gospel of John, and 
they read Paul in light of Jesus’ teachings, not the 
other way around. The Unity did not hand out 
“gospel tracts” with a “five-fold path to salvation,” 
but if they had, ethics would have been part of 
the plan. In this regard, the Unity anticipated 
the perspective of 20th century theologians like 
Niebuhr and Bonhoeffer. True faith must be 
made visible through concrete action in the world.  
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Moreover, the Unity recognized that we cannot 
separate personal ethics from social ethics.

Many people today, including many 
Moravians, are baffled by our church’s tendency 
to move quickly from theology to practice, but 
that is because for 500 years Moravians have 
taught that praxis is part of our doctrine. We 
are a tradition that stresses orthopraxy rather 
than orthodoxy. It is not accidental we are 
passionately engaged currently in a discussion 
over issues of social justice and personal morality. 
By understanding the theological heritage of 
our church, we should be able to move beyond 
the clichés of contemporary American political 
debate and arrive at positions that are true to 
our identity, plain reason, and the gospel. We 
should not be ashamed to proclaim that faith is 
completed in love.

Three, Ecclesiology: The Unity of the Brethren 
had an ecclesiology that was clear, coherent, and 
effective. Much of our current crisis in the Moravian 
Church is the result of a doctrine of the church that 
is none of these things. We can learn much from 
our ancestors about church structure. We should 
have someone in charge of ministerial education; 
another in charge of theological publication; and 
a third who acts as an advocate for the clergy, just 
as the Unity once did. 

Moreover, the Unity, more so than any other 
Reformation-era church, understood that it was 
a church within the Body of Christ rather than 
the Body of Christ itself. They saw themselves 
as a Unity, or brotherhood, of those who had 
voluntarily come together in order to seek their 
salvation and better serve Christ.  They understood 

that the rules of the Unity were an attempt to 
manifest the Law of Christ, but they were also 
aware that separation from the Unity did not 
mean separation from Christ.  In this way, they 
were also able to respect individual conscience 
while avoiding rampant individualism. Priests of 
the Unity were expected to live according to the 
rules that all had agreed upon, and they had little 
sympathy for charismatic figures who believed 
that their spiritual gifts or provocative ideas set 
them apart from the community.

The focus of life in the Unity was the local 
congregation as a part of a larger Unity. It is in 
the local community that the Word is preached 
and the sacraments are properly administered. It 
is in the local community that Christians learn to 
love one another and to be loved by others. It is in 
the local community that Christians learn to live 
according to the values of Christ rather than the 
values of a violent and possessive society. It is in 
the local community that individuals are formed 
into living images of Christ.  

But this local community does not exist 
for its own sake. The Unity never endorsed 
Congregationalism or local autonomy. The church 
is not to make itself into a mirror image of the 
secular world which works by competition. A 
local congregation was to be an expression of the 
Unity of the Brethren throughout the world and 
a living expression of the mystical Body of Christ. 
Put bluntly, for five hundred years, the Moravian 
Church has understood that it is called to create 
communities of faith that are part of a vibrant 
Unity rather than convert isolated individuals. They 
called each other brother and sister and meant it.
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Four, Pedagogy: Education was central to 
the identity, mission, and theology of the Unity. 
They pioneered universal education and Unity 
schools were valued by non-members as much 
as by members. We are proud of Jan Amos 
Comenius, but it is important to recognize that 
his genius was nurtured within the Unity because 
the Unity valued education, publication, and 
intellectual achievement. One wonders what 
would happen to a modern Comenius in our 
church today. We need to remember that God 
never said, “Thou shalt not think.” Christ called 
us to open our hearts and hands; not to close eyes 
and minds. The Unity knew this. 

Unlike the Moravian Church of the 20th 
century, at least the American branch, the Unity 
valued its scholars greatly and charged them with 
the task of teaching and publishing on behalf 
of the Unity.  Each generation had at least one 
scholar, often a bishop, whose task was to write 
defenses of the Unity for the public as well as to 
provide theological and pastoral guides for use 
in congregations.  

Education was part of the fiber of the church, 
and there were theological assumptions behind 
the pedagogy of the Unity that we should carefully 
consider. For one thing, the Unity recognized 
that women are also made in the image of God 
and have a rational nature. For another, they 
understood that the essential goodness of creation 
and the image of God were not destroyed by the 
fall. All humans can learn and should learn. A 
pedagogical approach to faith assumes that people 
change and develop in their faith. It also assumes 
that what is true is true regardless of who said it. 

All truth comes from the Creator, Redeemer, and 
Spirit. A pedagogical approach to faith is strong 
and forthright but also gentle and open. It rejects 
the use of fear and violence in proclaiming the 
gospel. It assumes that God made us in such a 
way that we will seek him and find him, so long 
as there is someone to help us on the way and we 
are humble enough to listen and change.

It has been decades since the Moravian Church 
consciously and deliberately raised up educators 
from our midst and viewed them with the same 
respect as pastors and musicians. When you read 
Comenius, you realize how much richer and more 
lucid the Moravian tradition used to be. We need 
to recapture that commitment to life-long learning, 
engagement with secular knowledge, and dedication 
to the task of teaching as well as preaching.

Five, Essentials and Ministerials: The fifth 
thing we can learn from the Unity is by far the 
most important, and we’ll spend extra time on it 
since it provided the title for these lectures. Luke 
of Prague, one of the great thinkers and leaders 
of the Unity, made an important contribution 
to the history of Christian doctrine that has the 
potential to transform the ecumenical church. 
Unfortunately, most churches are unaware 
of Luke’s ideas because Moravians have not 
promoted them. Even more unfortunate, most 
Moravians are unaware of what Luke taught 
because we do not proclaim it to ourselves. But 
I believe that we can and should reclaim this 
distinctive teachings of the Unity.  

What is it?  That churches should carefully 
distinguish things that are essential to salvation 
from things that minister to salvation and from 
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things that are incidental.  This is a much more 
useful distinction than the latitudinarian cliché 
that Moravians today claim as our motto: In 
essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all 
things love. The so-called motto sounds nice and 
makes for good speeches at synod, but as we have 
discovered in recent years, it is no help in making 
concrete decisions.

Luke’s tripartite understanding of essentials, 
ministerials, and incidentals, on the other 
hand, allows for nuances that are important 
when formulating doctrine and rules to live 
by.  Incidental things are those things that are 
appropriate for local communities and even 
different churches. There is a lot of latitude in 
incidentals and they should only be imposed 
on local congregations if it is important for the 
overall welfare of the Unity. What the pastor 
wears is largely incidental. Whether coffee or juice 
for lovefeast is incidental. It is sinful to divide a 
community of faith or to break off relationships 
over incidentals. Sadly, though, people have gone 
to war over vestments, literally.

Essentials are another matter. These go to 
the very core of Christianity, and it is vital that 
they be clearly and rationally articulated. My 
daughter is studying in Egypt, and she has found 
that Muslims constantly question her about such 
things as the Trinity and the Incarnation, and 
that she is poorly prepared to discuss essential 
ideas. No one in Egypt cares about the difference 
between Moravians and Baptists or how to serve 
communion. They want to know how she, as a 
Christian, understands the nature and work of 
God. It has been a great challenge for her. As a 

community of faith, we need to do a better job 
teaching the core of Christianity.

For Luke and the Unity, the essentials are 
of two kinds.  Foremost is the work of God in 
creation, redemption, and sanctification.  Luke 
connects these three aspects of God’s action with 
the three persons of the Trinity: Creator, Redeemer, 
and Spirit, and he emphasizes that God’s action 
does not depend on our acknowledgment.  God 
creates even if humans choose to believe that the 
world is an illusion. We are creatures of God even 
if we pretend that we are absolute in ourselves and 
that humans alone have value.

Likewise, Christ’s work of redemption is an 
objective work of God. While Luke did not agree 
with Luther that we are justified by faith alone; 
he did agree that we are saved by Christ alone. 
Mission efforts that are based on the desire to 
“save souls” are misguided according to traditional 
Moravian teaching. We save no one. Christ alone 
saves. There is much more that can be said about 
this, but for this morning the important point to 
note is that it is the work of Christ that is essential; 
not a particular Christology.

The work of the Holy Spirit in nurturing, 
guiding, and furthering the work of salvation is 
also essential. It is an on-going work of making 
believers saints. Preaching that puffs people up 
with pride for having a “second baptism” in 
the Spirit is misguided according to traditional 
Moravian teaching because the essential work of 
the Holy Spirit is a gift of God that is on-going. 
Furthermore, holiness in Moravian teaching is 
the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, not our 
self-discipline. Righteousness is God’s work, not 
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ours, although we do cooperate, according to 
Luke. So, according to the doctrine of the Unity, 
what is essential in Christianity is the work of 
God not our doctrine of God. 

Faith, Love, Hope. There is another triad of 
essentials, however, on the part of the believer. It 
is essential that humans respond subjectively to 
the work of God through faith, love, and hope. 
One of the persistent strengths of Moravian 
doctrine has been the fundamental conviction 
that the objective work of God and the subjective 
response of humans work in tandem. It is a 
dialectical relationship between the Creator and 
the Creature; the Redeemer and the Redeemed; 
the Sanctifer and the Sanctified that brings 
wholeness in this life and the next. According to 
the Unity, we do cooperate with the work of God 
to make spiritual reality apparent in our lives and 
the world. Moravian theology, traditionally, has 
emphasized this experiential and participatory 
aspect of faith. It is in our faith, love, and hope 
that we display the image of the Triune God 
most clearly.

Faith is an essential, but faith cannot be 
coerced. Faith involves the individual’s belief in 
the work of the God, trust in the work of the 
God, and personal commitment to the work 
of God. The Unity refused to separate faith as 
belief from faith as trust and commitment, except 
to say that belief without commitment is not 
saving faith.  Agreement with the propositions of 
Christian dogma is meaningless without personal 
commitment to the divine reality behind those 
dogmas. Faith, for the Unity, has an existential 
aspect.  It is a way of living in this world.

So far, Luke sounds like Luther, and they 
have much in common. But Luke and the Unity 
go beyond Luther by proclaiming that Love is 
also essential.  Love is not icing on the cake of 
belief, as it is in some churches. For traditional 
Moravian teaching, faith without love is not truly 
faith. Dogmatic precision and biblical certainty 
without love can be abusive. Members of the 
Unity experienced such abuse at the hands of the 
Inquisition and the crusaders.

Love was the Unity’s way of understanding 
ethics. Love is faith in action rather than an 
emotion.  The way Christians love Christ is not 
in repeating the name of Jesus like a Buddhist 
mantra; it is an intense effort to follow the 
teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount.  
Christians show love for their brothers and sisters 
by seeking the good of others and forgiving as 
they have been forgiven.  Christians show love 
for their enemies by refraining from violence and 
revenge. This was the teaching of the Unity, and 
we can learn from it today.

The final essential was Hope, which was 
generally placed last because Hope looks to the 
future. Christian hope, according to the Unity, 
is based on the work of God. Like Hasidic Jews, 
Moravians understood that if there is indeed one 
God who created all things and who gives himself 
in love to what he creates, then no disaster can 
separate us from the ultimate goodness of God. 
There is even the hope that St. Paul wrote of, 
that eventually all of creation will be reconciled 
to the Creator. Hope does not deny the fear and 
pain of the moment; nor the meaninglessness of 
tragedy, but it does look beyond the fear and pain 



20

of today to the coming consummation. Hope is 
what allows us to survive the night, knowing that 
there will be a dawn.

Eschatological hope provided the resources 
to imagine a more just and humane world. 
Eschatology was not divorced from the life of the 
community. The Unity avoided the fanatical belief 
that humans could inaugurate the millennial age, 
but the vision of the New Jerusalem offered 
guidance on how the church in the present age 
should live. The potential of eschatological hope 
to inspire the quest for social justice and the 
universal spread of the Gospel reached it apogee 
in the work of Comenius.

Much of what I’ve said is part of the broad 
catholic tradition of Christianity, but what makes 
the Unity’s doctrine uniquely helpful is Luke’s 
view that these alone are essential: the work of 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit along with our 
faith, love, and hope. If we have only these; we 
have everything needed. If we do not have these; 
no dogma or institutional program will suffice.  

Ministerials are the many things that 
minister to these essential things. Ministerials 
are visible, tangible things in this world that 
God has provided to mediate what is essential.  
Many of these ministerial things are the things 
that churches mistakenly think are essential and 
try to impose on everyone. They are frequently 
the things that Christians passionately fight over 
and even sometimes kill over.  They are also things 
that seminaries spend much of their time talking 
about and testing students on.  They are the Bible, 
Sacraments, Church, Doctrine, Priesthood, and 
Pastoral Care.

It is wrong to dismiss such things as non-
essential as the binary thinking of the motto 
would do. There is a world of difference between 
the Bible and Sacraments as ministerial things and 
music or vestments as incidentals. Ministerials are 
mediators of the sacred and should be treated 
with great respect. They are forms of authority in 
the Christian community.  But they should never 
be confused with what is essential. They are sacred 
because they point us to what is essential. They are 
not sacred in themselves. They are sacred because 
they serve to make the objective work of the 
Trinity subjectively available to flesh and blood 
humans. They are sacred because they help us to 
have faith in the living God, to love our neighbors 
and our enemies, and to hope against hope. 

Churches can become abusive, sinful, and 
dangerous when they make ministerials into 
essentials.  When the Bible becomes more 
important than the living God to whom the 
Bible points, then the Bible ceases to be sacred, 
according to the Brethren. After all, the Inquisitors 
and Satan himself quoted Scripture. When the 
words of the Bible become more important to 
people than the Word of God communicated 
in the Bible, then the Bible becomes a tool of 
oppression and even evil. This happened when 
the Bible was used to promote and defend slavery. 
It happens when the Bible is used to promote 
and defend child abuse and hatred of women. 
It happens when the Bible is used to encourage 
hatred, violence, and greed rather than justice, 
mercy, and peace. It is important that Moravians 
always remember Paul’s teaching that the letter is 
dead but the spirit gives life.
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The same can be said for the Church, 
priesthood, and even the Sacraments. When 
the church and its clergy are more concerned 
about institutional survival than the witness and 
ministry of the church, then the church ceases to 
be sacred. The Unity recognized that the church 
must be self-critical. Every aspect of the church 
must be subject to loving criticism and evaluation. 
Each Moravian has the obligation to examine 
and criticize his or her own heart, using the 
resources of the community to keep faith, love, 
and hope alive. According to the teaching of our 
ancestors, if our church ceases to lead people to 
deepen their faith, love, and hope, then we are 
no longer a church.

Pietist Heritage

In addition to rediscovering and using 
the theological heritage of the Unity of the 
Brethren, we need to reclaim our Pietist heritage. 
For too long, we have accepted the picture of 
Pietism painted by theologians opposed to the 
movement. Some of the criticisms of Pietism as 
subjective, other worldly, and moralistic reflect 
what the movement became not what it was 
in the beginning. The Pietist tradition can be a 
very helpful resource in addressing contemporary 
controversies. 

Pietism:

We do not have time here for all the details of 
Pietism, but it is good to remember that Pietism 
was a reaction to a situation in which faithfulness 
had become equated with doctrinal uniformity, 
divisiveness and bitterness. This was combined 
with a general ineffectiveness in addressing the 

needs of ordinary people. Social and family 
dysfunction were high and worship attendance 
was low. Does this sound familiar? 

The Pietists argued that the church was 
wasting its efforts in pointless and destructive 
doctrinal disputes rather than addressing the 
physical and spiritual suffering of ordinary people. 
They outlined a pragmatic program of church 
and social reform that called for more reading of 
the Bible, formation of small groups within the 
church for education and support; recognition 
that Christianity is a matter of practice, not of 
knowledge; and the eradication ignorance and 
poverty. The Pietists did not separate evangelism 
from social ministry. They were part of a single 
program of living according to the call of the 
Gospel. We can see much of the Pietist program 
in the so-called “new paradigm churches” today, 
but the Pietsts would challenge those churches 
to greater attention to social justice.

Two of the central theological ideas of 
Pietism were that religious experience is a mode 
of knowledge and that there is a hope for a 
better time. Rather than frightening people into 
submission, Pietist preachers and writers tried 
to lift people’s eyes to a new horizon and called 
them to work for the kingdom of God that was 
already becoming visible. In its own way Pietism 
recaptured the Unity of the Brethren’s teaching 
that the essence of Christianity is faith, love, 
and hope.

Pietists also used mystical literature to enrich 
the spiritual life of Protestant churches. Especially 
important were the writings of a cobbler named 
Jakob Böhme, who taught that as believers are 
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taken up through the divine fire of God’s love 
in Christ they attain true knowledge and are 
united in mystical marriage to Sophia or wisdom. 
Böhme believed that the institutional church may 
actually hinder the soul’s union with God and 
the manifestation of God’s Spirit in the world.  
Radical Pietists, drawing on the mystics, viewed 
true faith, love, and hope in the face of opposition 
as better indicators of the presence of the spirit 
of God than institutional power and doctrinal 
uniformity. Gottfried Arnold, for instance, had 
a positive view of various heretics in the history 
of Christianity especially Origen, Pelagius, 
Peter Abelard, Peter Waldo, and, you guessed 
it, John Hus. Arnold’s history of Christianity 
was a major influence on both Zinzendorf and 
Spangenberg. 

Zinzendorf:	

This brings us to Zinzendorf and the 
Moravians. Pietism profoundly shaped Moravian 
theology and mission, but Zinzendorf charted 
a new and creative course that joined Lutheran 
theology and liturgy with radical Pietism. 

There is no need to repeat what you have 
heard many times about Zinzendorf and his 
ideas, and time is running short, but let me say 
that the more I have studied Zinzendorf the more 
convinced I am that the entire church needs to 
rediscover the depth and breadth of Zinzendorf. 
We should not look at Zinzendorf and his era 
with nostalgia. Nostalgia is not the answer for our 
current problems. We cannot recreate the past, 
but the more we learn from Zinzendorf, the more 
we discover how modern he was. In fact, he may 

be considered the grandfather of modern theology 
because of his influence on Schleiermacher. 

Let me take just a moment to highlight 
five Zinzendorf ideas that can help us in our 
self-understanding and in charting our future 
direction as a community of faith. They are 
Heart Theology, Christocentrism, Theology 
of the Cross, Maternal Imagery for God, and 
Community as a theological principle. 

One, Theology of the Heart.  Heart, for 
Zinzendorf, is not the seat of emotion; it is the 
center of the self. Heart is where thought, will, 
and emotion are united into a whole. I think 
this is what Jesus spoke of in the sermon on 
the Mount. It is what Zinzendorf learned from 
Pietism and also what led him away from a type 
of Pietism that was oppressing people with fear 
of damnation and delusions of righteousness. 
Zinzendorf knew that true faith is destroyed by 
hypocrisy and deception. True love is destroyed 
by pretense and self-righteousness. True hope is 
destroyed by fear and resentment. True ethics flow 
from the heart not a law book. 

If we recapture our theology of the heart, 
we will discover that we do have a message for a 
suffering world. All people have a heart, and most 
people have a broken heart. Many have a twisted 
heart. This is where the struggle for salvation, 
for health, for justice, and for joy and peace is 
engaged. By returning to a theology of the heart 
instead of a theology of doctrinal purity, we will 
be able to draw upon the insights of the best 
modern theologians, ethicists, and psychologists. 
Modern theology is concerned more with the 
human self rather than metaphysics. By returning 
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to a theology of the heart, we Moravians can 
connect with the ideas of Martin Buber, Paul 
Tillich, Karl Rahner, Hannah Arendt, Jürgen 
Moltmann, and David Ford. Reclaiming and 
proclaiming our theological is not a retreat to 
the past, but a means to engage the present with 
integrity and vigor. 

Two, Christocentrism.  As Karl Barth 
once noted, Zinzendorf was one of the great 
Christocentric theologians of all time and as such 
was a true ecumenist. Zinzendorf took seriously the 
early church’s teaching that Christ was fully human 
and fully divine. He quoted early Christian hymns 
that sang of the creator becoming a creature; of 
God lying in a cradle; of Yahweh suffering on the 
cross. For Zinzendorf all human beings, in fact all 
of creation, are already in relationship to Christ 
because Christ is the creator and redeemer. The 
mission of the Church is to help people rejoice in 
this relationship and to let the teachings of Jesus 
transform individual and social lives. 

Any approach to missions and congregational 
life that violates the essential nature of Jesus is 
not Christocentric. I think we can also use a 
more complete Christology to wean us away 
from spiritualities that reduce Christ to our best 
buddy who confirms our self-deceptions and 
greed instead of the Lord who challenges us with 
the message of radical, sacrificial forgiveness. 
Christocentrism, for Moravians, means that the 
complete picture of Christ guides our spiritual, 
missiological, and social lives.

We also need to recapture the importance of 
the Incarnation when discussing Christocentrism. 
Zinzendorf and his followers believed that the 

Incarnation blessed all human life. The body and 
mind are as important in Moravian theology as 
the soul is. In traditional Moravian thought, God 
became a human being so that we might become 
truly human. This message of the goodness of 
humanity is needed today as thousands turn 
away from Christianity because of its traditional 
rejection of the body and sexuality. Our ancestors 
could preach, talk, and even sing about the 
goodness of human life, work and sexuality; why 
can’t we in this supposedly enlightened age?

Three, Theology of the Cross: One of 
the most controversial aspects of Zinzendorf ’s 
theology is the focus on the suffering of Christ.  
The Passion was a dominate theme of Moravian 
liturgy, hymnody, and preaching until the 20th 
century. If we are going to understand ourselves 
and our theology, we must look more carefully 
at this theology of the Passion rather than simply 
reject in embarassment. 

Here again, we have something for modern 
people. The success of Mel Gibson’s movie on 
the Passion points to the desire and need of many 
people to contemplate the sufferings of Christ. I 
believe that Zinzendorf offered a much healthier 
perspective on the Passion than Gibson’s film, 
which I personally find to be quite disturbing. I 
have written a book on the theology of the cross 
in the Moravian Church of the 1700s, so I’ll just 
say that for Zinzendorf the death of Jesus was the 
atonement for sins and more. It was the proof 
of the complete humanity of the Savior and the 
complete identification of the Creator with the 
suffering of his creatures. The passion is an event in 
the life of God that gives hope to all who suffer. 
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Moltmann has grasped Zinzendorf ’s meaning 
clearly in his own faith and theology. For two 
centuries we Moravians worshiped a Crucified 
God, and this message of divine suffering 
resonates today. Rene Girard has argued that the 
significance of the crucifixion of Jesus is that God 
became a victim, and therefore the followers of 
Christ can identify with all victims of injustice 
and violence in the world. Our theology of the 
cross can save us from arrogance, complacency, 
and abusive zeal while addressing the deepest 
spiritual needs of our people. 

Four, Maternal language for God:  Drawing 
upon the writings of Böhme and Arnold, 
Zinzendorf tried to recapture early Christianity’s 
perspective that we understand God more fully 
when we employ maternal language and imagery 
in addition to masculine terms. For over a 
quarter of a century Moravians sang litanies to 
the Holy Spirit as mother and they honored 
Mary as the mother of God. For nearly a century 
Moravian missionaries used mother language to 
communicate the doctrine of the Holy Spirit to 
tribal peoples. 

This use of maternal language was connected 
to the Moravian focus on the spiritual life 
of children and to women’s leadership in the 
community. In our time, when so many are 
abandoning Christianity because of its historic 
misogyny and when people are fascinated by 
books of pseudo-history like The Da Vince 
Code because of its positive view of sexuality and 
femininity in the divine, the Moravian Church 
can offer a healthy Christian message. By drawing 
upon our own heritage and resources we can 

offer the world a vision of faith and devotion 
that embraces rather than erases masculinity and 
femininity. It is a message that can help overcome 
some of the abuse of men and women that we see 
in America and around the world.

Five, Community:	 In contrast to much of 
American Protestantism, Zinzendorf understood 
that Christianity is not about individual salvation 
in isolation; it is about answering the call 
of Christ to enter the heavenly community. 
It might be possible to have faith all alone, 
although I doubt it. It might even be possible to 
have hope all alone, but I doubt it. It is nearly 
impossible to demonstrate love without a flesh 
and blood community. Moravian eschatology 
has emphasized the heavenly community and 
the New Jerusalem where shalom reigns. The 
church should be where this vision is nurtured 
and enfleshed.

Zinzendorf ’s vision for the Moravian Church 
was not a bureaucratic, institutional church, but 
a world-wide network of communities gathered 
for mutual love and support. These were to be 
communities where individuals were able to 
become who God created them to be rather than 
being enslaved by fear, ignorance, selfishness, and 
self-deceit. We need to restore the centrality of 
community to our church and to our theological 
inquiry. Here is where the intellectual life of 
pastors and professors must be brought into 
connection with the practical life of Christians. 
We must learn from each other, teach each other, 
and bear one another’s burdens. Here we see one 
of the strongest connections between the Unity of 
the Brethren and Zinzendorf ’s Brüdergemeine. 
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We are called to be a community of faith, a 
community of love, and a community of hope.

 Conclusion: 		

I thank you for your patience and attention 
during a long morning of lectures.  Believe it or 
not, we have barely begun to discuss the wonderful 
richness of the Moravian theological heritage. I 
wish we had time to look at our current doctrinal 
statements, especially the Ground of the Unity, 
and see how they flow authentically from the 
Moravian heritage. I hope that today you have 
seen that the streams of our history emphasized 
that faith is practical, experiential, biblical, and 
communal rather than cognitive, dogmatic, 
individualistic, and divisive. The Moravian 
theological heritage defies the polarizing categories 
of liberal and conservative.

I hope that we will engage in serious 
discussion of what are essentials, ministerials, and 
incidentals as well as Zinzendorf ’s provocative 

and evocative theology. Most of all, I hope that 
we can restore our commitment to community 
by celebrating the work of God as Creator, 
Redeemer, and the one who blesses as we learn to 
live in faith, in love, and in hope. We Moravians 
need to start thinking and talking about 
salvation again. For centuries we have known 
that salvation is release from sin and the fear of 
death. It is release from our anxieties and hatred. 
It is release from self-doubt, self-righteousness, 
and self-assertion. Salvation means that we are 
redeemed from our isolation and united in a 
loving community of faith. Salvation lifts our 
eyes to the bright horizon where we can see the 
beauty of the dawn. This is the message that we 
can take to a suffering world; to heroin addicts, 
prostitutes, slaves of the global economy, those 
huddled in fear, the hopeless, despairing, and 
grieving. There is no greater wisdom than Paul’s 
doctrine that three things remain: faith, hope, 
and love. The greatest of these is love, but in our 
day, what is most needed is hope.


