LECTURE TWO

Essential, Ministrative, and Incidental
Things

One cannot, of course, get very far in any
examination of Br. Luke’s theology without
knowing about his distinction of the essential,
ministrative, and incidental things. Not only did
these provide the structure and presuppositions
for his theology, but he went so far as to assert
that “all errors flow from misunderstanding of
the difference between essential and ministrative
things or from erroneous definition of their
content or reciprocal action.”'® We need not,
however, go into a lengthy exposition of
those principles here, since Amédeo Molnir
has provided a comprehensive and generally
understandable account of the Brethren’s theology
as the closing chapter of Rican’s The History of the
Unity of Brethren. This remains the best treatment

of the subject of which I am aware.

For our purposes here, suffice it to say that
as expressed by Luke, the essentials are twofold:
divine and human. Each of these has three parts
or aspects. First, on the part of God, they are
1) the grace of God [the Father] who wills our
salvation, 2) the saving work of God the Son
in Christ, and 3) the gifts of the Holy Spirit.
Second, on the part of humanity, they were
1) faith, 2) love, and 3) hope. Note that these
essentials were never a list of specific doctrines,
whether five, seven, eight, or a thousand, to which
the Christian was expected to swear allegiance.
Rather, they were objective attitudes and actions
on the part of God to which humans by grace
respond in a living relationship. Since the “human
essentials” are a response, it follows that the
“divine essentials” always come first and thus by
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grace are the operative cause of the others.

The ministrative things are those which help
humans to the essentials. They include Scripture,
the Church and its servants, and the sacraments.
This does not mean that Luke and the Brethren
considered these things as unimportant. Indeed,
they were the usual divinely appointed means
decreed by God for persons to come to salvation.
They are not, however, ends in themselves. They
are tools — God’s tools to be sure — but they must
not be exalted as if they were the essentials.

Incidental things are specifics of church
order and services, the type of bread used at
communion, etc. If confusing the ministrative things
with the essentials was a grave mistake, confusing
incidentals with essentials was a tragedy of the
highest order, as portions of the Christian Church

over the centuries have proved time and time again.

So much for the basics. Now for some
specifics. Of course, in the 150 or more works
of Luke that are known to us, there is no lack
of theological material for further consideration
and no scarcity of topics which invite a closer
look. For instance, as described by Molndr, in
his commentary on the book of Revelation Luke
in discussing chapter five says emphatically that
the church is “mistaken if it wishes to travel
the way of glory on this earth.”'"* Instead, says
Luke, the pattern or paradigm for the church
on earth can be nothing other than the “lamb
once slain” (berdnek zabity). True, Christ does
live in glory to intercede for us, but Christ is
present in the church as the lamb whose death
was the cause of our salvation. It is not his glory,
but his “shameful death” which has brought us
forgiveness. “God, however, by the foolishness of
the cross established the way for Christians and



the church to follow.”'"

Not only did this have much to say to the
imperial church of the later middle ages, but it
is also of value in reminding the church of the
last decade of the twentieth century, enamored
as it is of triumphalism, of its true nature and
calling. In addition, Luke’s graphic depiction
of Christ as the lamb who conquered precisely
through death on the cross, and the admonition
to follow him, can hardly help but call to mind
the “Moravian seal” with its lamb carrying the
banner of the cross, surrounded by the words:
“Our Lamb has conquered; let us follow Him.”
The agnus dei is, of course, an ancient Christian
symbol, but all these details raise the question
“Could this passage of Luke be the origin of the
Unity’s use of this symbol and motto together?”
Or is Luke here drawing on a symbol and usage
already familiar to the Unity? Or is all this pure
co-incidence? The possibilities are intriguing
enough to hope that further study will provide
more definite answers.

For this immediate study, however, other
topics also provide food for thought for Christians
today. Among the many possibilities, Luke’s
concepts of Scripture and the church in particular
are probably the most valuable for study and
further consideration. Fortunately, Amédeo
Molnir’s 1948 book (in Czech) on Br. Luke
provides instructive summaries of these aspects
of Luke’s theology in greater detail than has been
available elsewhere. Other scholars’ work will be
used to supplement Molndr’s accounts, but the
results of his research will provide the outline and
most of the substance for our consideration of
Luke’s theology on Scripture and the church.
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In addition, though Luke often wrote
for theologians, his primary concern was to
communicate the Gospel to the faithful in the
Unity, and therefore a study of his catechism
should provide insight into the manner in which
he communicated his theological ideas to persons
just learning the truths of the faith. Along this
same line, except for his pastoral letters, Luke
spoke most directly to the Unity’s lay members
through his many hymns. As noted above, these
are almost entirely unknown to English speakers
today, but a look at several of them will help
illustrate how Luke the theologian spoke to and
identified with the flock committed to his care.
Through listening to Luke himself, without
disparaging the studies and observations of
scholars, we may gain a closer and more personal
acquaintance with and appreciation for Luke of
Prague.

Luke on Scripture

Luke’s view of Scripture was, of course,
determined by his distinction of the essential and
ministrative things.!' Scripture is a ministrative
thing. At first glance, it may seem amazing to some
that the “formal principle” of the Reformation
[sola scriptura] appears to occupy a secondary
place in the theology of Luke. As we have seen,
however, maintaining a proper distinction
between the essential and ministrative things does
not imply belittling of the ministratives.

Indeed, among the ministrative things
Scripture has a special and unique place.
The reading of the word comes before the
administration of the sacraments, and in fact is the
pre-requisite for them. Molndr notes a little later
that Scripture (and its proclamation) is the only



ministrative thing which is absolutely necessary.
The others can be, in a sense, provisional, since
God can on occasion or for good cause dispense
with them. [An obvious example for the Unity
of Luke’s day would be in the case of a believer
who could not attend Holy Communion because
of persecution]. Without the Scripture, though,
one does not have God’s objective declaration of
salvation. As Luke says in O gruntu viery (On the
ground of faith): “Without the preaching of the
holy reading no one recognizes the establishment
of salvation nor comes into it from faith.
[Therefore] we preach Scripture before all the
sacraments, and with the sacraments, and after
the sacraments so that first of all we may instruct
people in the essence of faith and penance by the

reading [i.e. Scripture].”'"”

Luke does, however, remind us that “the
biblical word is not the immediate Word of
God.”'"® Jesus alone is the Word. And the word
of truth lies in his sacrificial ministry for our
salvation. “The human biblical word then is
indeed only for testimony to the revelation of
the Word of God, which in Christ — and only
in Him — became flesh.”'” The biblical word is
a true word, but it is only the echo and sign of
what it proclaims. Christ is present in it, but he
is present as proclamation. So much for those
who would exalt Scripture almost to the point of
idolatry. Here again, Luke worried about Luther’s
exaltation of Scripture, fearing that it might
indeed lead some to just this sort of idolatry.

Luke also cautions that “it is necessary [on
the one hand] carefully to distinguish ‘between
the external writing of the law, with ink on paper
or parchment, and the external reading of it, and
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[on the other hand] the internal truths contained
in it.””'** The book can be destroyed by fire; the
truth witnessed to within it is eternal.

To be effective, however, a proclamation
must be heard. As Luke says in Bdrka (85a), the
biblical word becomes actuality in the preaching
of the church — which preaching, of course, is
to be of nothing other than the biblical witness.
Luke agreed with Luther on the importance of the
preached word, but worried that Luther’s stress on
this could be misunderstood as if it had a magical
effect. Typically, in accord with the Unity’s long-
standing stress on response and discipline, Luke
avowed that mere reading of the Scripture was
useless. Hearing it was what mattered, and by
“hearing” he meant to hear and to obey. For
this, of course, the leading of the Holy Spirit
was necessary, but the goal remained to make the
proclamed truth of Scripture an actuality in the
obedient life of believers.

As might be expected, Luke had no use either
for those who claimed to follow Scripture (at
least as they personally understood it) without
regard for the church, nor for those (like Rome)
whom he saw as trying to put the church above
Scripture. His problem with the latter is obvious,

121 those who want

and as Peschke observes,
Scripture only and reject the other ministrative
things are actually spurning the means provided
by God himself for their help. Once again, Luke
asserts that the Brethren take the middle ground

and “follow both together.”'*

As for the canon and translation of Scripture,
Luke was content with the Vulgate which
had served the church for centuries. He was
not impressed by the burgeoning interest of



humanism to go back to Hebrew and Greek
sources. As Molndr says: “...his predominating
interest in the spiritual essence of the Christian
witness did not show a full appreciation for the
theological significance of a return ad fontes.”'*
‘This is a rather circumloquacious way of saying
what Molndr goes on to say more plainly: Luke
expresses “a rancorous distaste for education in
the biblical tongues.”'** Luke frankly thought
that Czech and a little German and Latin were
plenty for anyone to know. This does not mean
that he was unconcerned about accuracy of
biblical translations into the vernacular. Indeed,
he expresses great concern for this in the Unity’s
1525 translation of the New Testament. It is from
the accepted Latin version, however, that he is
working. In addition, he voiced great mistrust “of
newcomers” (novaku) who had recently learned

a little Greek and Hebrew and then belittled the
Vulgate which had served so well for so long,.

Neither did Luke like involved hermenutics
in interpreting Scripture. He preferred to keep
as closely as possible to the faith as expressed in
the Apostles Creed and the interpretation of the
early church, “according to the real work’ and
needs of the moment.”'? Indeed, for those who
are concerned with a ‘fundamentalist’ biblical
literalism, Molndr’s summary of Luke’s practice
is instructive: “He always paid attention to the
time, the person, the places, and the motives of
the biblical narratives and history.”'?

Thus, in his view of Scripture, Luke provided
the Unity with a balanced approach which placed
great value upon the biblical witness, but never
forgot what it was that Scripture witnesses to:
to God’s essential saving work and humanity’s
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obedient and faithful response. Without going
too far in either direction, he held to the timeless
truth of Scripture, always remembering that it
spoke from a definite time and place to persons
living in another definite time and place. As such,
his positions on Scripture (perhaps leaving out his
opinions on the study of biblical languages) are
ones the church today can hear with profit.

One may hear an echo of Luke’s view of
Scripture in the revision made by the 1995 Unity
Synod of the Moravian Church to the statement
on “God’s Word and Doctrine” in its official
statement of faith, The Ground of the Unity. The
statement as adopted in 1957 could be interpreted
as giving Scripture a lofty position indeed:
“The Holy Scriptures of both the Old and New
Testament are and abide the only source and rule
of faith, doctrine, and life of the Unitas Fratrum.”
This had the possibility of being interpreted in
a way that gave Scripture excessive weight in all
matters whatsoever, of making it an “essential”
in fact. Though Luke’s name was not the driving
force in the discussions that led to a change, the
resulting paragraph, which focuses more on what
it is that Scripture witnesses to, is completely
in line with his principles: “The Triune God as
revealed in the Holy Scripture of the Old and
New Testaments is the only source of our life and
salvation; and this Scripture is the sole standard
of the doctrine and faith of the Unitas Fratrum

and therefore shapes our life.”'”

Luke on the Church

Few have had more regard for or given more
attention to the church than Luke of Prague. For
all this, he never forgot that the church on earth



is one of the ministrative things, and already in
Bdrka (67,a) he said that in the Creed the Holy
Spirit had inspired its authors to place the church
following the essential things.'*®

It is true that in the essential/ministrative
scheme of his theology. Luke does at times speak
of an essential church. By this, in the sense of
Wyclif and Hus, he is referring to the “assembly
of all the elect.” This church is past, present, and
future. Earthly sight cannot discern this church,
but this does not mean it is invisible; it is seen
by faith and hope in its various members. Luke
is careful to say that when the creed speaks of
“believing in the church,” this is in a different
sense from believing in the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. As Molndr says, “the essential church is
nothing other than the collection (soubor) of
those who have real participation in the essential
matters of the Christian faith.”'# It is because of
its linkage to the essentials that the church in this
sense can be called “essential.” This is the ideal
church in which only the saved are gathered. This
is the church as the Bride of Christ.

This does not mean that the ideal church
does not have time and place. It exists in time
and place, but it goes beyond any one time and
place. At the same time, no one denomination or
group or part of the church can claim to be the
essential church.

We may note here that Luke’s scholastic
background caused him to postulate also the
existence of an “essential church of the damned”
to counter-balance the essential church of the
elect. That need not detain us further here.

The ministrative church exists to lead a

person into the essential church. It is placed on
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earth to serve. As Molndr observes: “It is not, then,
an end in itself, does not have truth itself in itself,
does not even have effect in its own devices. It is
a concrete church in whose womb the Christian

lives his creaturely communal life.”"*°

Like the essential church, the ministrative
church is past, present, and future, but unlike the
essential church, it is always of mixed character.
In O puvodu cirkvé (On the origin of the church)
Luke follows Petr Chelcicky (and others) in
comparing it to a net cast into the sea which
gathers both good and bad fish. Yet, in it God’s
grace, Christ’s merit, and the gifts of the Holy
Spirit are given witness in the sacraments (and in
the proclamation of Scriptural truth).

Molnir also stresses the importance of the
communal nature (koinonia) of the church in
Luke’s thought. Indeed, in Luke’s conception,
the universality of the church is as important as
the salvation of the individual. “The life of faith
cannot be lived in solitude. The communion
of saints shakes a person loose from personal
isolationism.”*®! (The need for other Christians
which had led Luke to seek out the Unity in
the first place was for him not just a personal
preference, but a matter of theological principle.)
Luke himself stresses that it was the Unity which
had helped him to salvation more than personal
reading of the Scripture could have done. Scripture
is crucial, but only in Christian fellowship can
one effectively enter into Scripture.'* Molndr
continues: “Luke, then, reduces the communal
nature of the Christian profession to joint
common listening to the tidings of Scripture,
joined with common binding of selves to

obedience.”!3?



Being a ministrative, the church cannot have
the essentials in its power to give or withhold
them at will, but it is within this fellowship that
God has chosen to dispense the means of grace.
In theory, Luke says, if one had perfect faith,
one might dispense with the visible church, but
reality being what it is, even in such a case the
church would be “useful.” In reality, the church
is necessary. (O nadeje, 1502).

The ministrative church is manifested in
visible assemblies (ve viditelnych shromazdenich)
of Christian people throughout the world.'?*
The church is one, but it is composed of many
“unities” (jednoty) — what we might call
denominations today. Thus the Brethren, the
Utraquists, the Romans, etc. are all part of the
one true church of Christ, so long as they have
their foundation in the truths proclaimed in the
Apostles Creed and the essential and ministrative
truths of the faith. Even the Brethren are not in
themselves alone the one holy universal church
outside which no one can be saved. Molndr
observes that no theologian could find a better

explanation of Christian ecumenicity.'”

In regard to the Roman church, Luke is not
impressed by its claims to be the only church
established for salvation. The Roman church is
one of the “unities” (a status which some later
reformers were not willing to allow it), but
it should not, indeed cannot, appropriate to
itself the exclusive right to catholicity. As Luke
himself says in the Ceskd Apologia (302): “The
Roman church is not universal, so that outside
it God would not have any membership or

salvation.”!3¢

This naturally leads to a consideration of
corruption within the church. As was true of
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the essential church, the ministrative church has
its antithetical church of the devil which tries to
undermine and lead astray the true church (in all
its “unities”). This is not confined to just one or
several times and places, and therefore the reform
of the church is a concern which must apply to
all Christians. As Luke says in O obnoveni cirkvé:
“The renewing of the church not only ought to be,
but must be.”'¥” The reformation of the church is,
of course, God’s work, but it is also the work of
Christians. And this work consists first in getting
rid of what the church itself, not God, has tried to
make essential. On the other hand, as we have seen
above, the church can hold on to usages which
have proven helpful in the past, even though they
are not essential. They become harmful only when
one confuses them with the essentials.

In accord with his view of the universal
church, Luke can look back with favor on the
earlier Waldensians, and even to many in the
Roman church, such as Bernard of Clairvaux,
who had worked for reform. Given the tendency
of later scholars to see the Unity only as a
precursor of Luther, it is ironic that Luke sees
earlier reformers as precursors of the Czech
reform movement, and particularly of the Unity,
in which God has been pleased to reveal the
basis of a true church. Indeed, Luke justifies
the existence of the Unity on the ground that it
is an “authentic and legitimate” renewal of the
Christian church.'?® Closer to home, he sees one
purpose of the Unity to be that of recalling the
Utraquist church from its half-way measures to its
original reforming heritage. Again, this does not
mean that the Unity is perfect. Rather, as Molndr
observes: “According to Brother Luke the church
is always to be reformed (semper reformanda). It
is always necessary anew to examine whether it is



in accord with the measuring stick of the essential
and ministrative Christian truths, found in holy
Scripture and the apostolic confession of faith.”'’
As such, the reform of the church is a process

which will continue to the end of time.

We should also note here that while Luke
and the Unity were very concerned about the
moral life of Christians, ultimately for him
the renewal of the church was not primarily a
reform of morals. Molndr emphatically states
that people are wrong to think that the Unity was
very interested in moral reform, but not much
concerned with dogmatic considerations of the
biblical message. Indeed, he states, morals and
dedication of life are only a consequence [albeit
a necessary one| of “determined theological
conviction.” As he says: “The attention devoted to
all of life, for which the Brethren and Luke with
them are well known, is only a consequence of a
determined theological conviction, which is not

undogmatic because it is also ‘practical.””!4
g

Luke did not give a definition of theology in
his voluminous writings, but it is clear that he
saw its purpose to be the renewal of the church
by pointing to the essential and ministrative
things in their proper relationship to each other.
Just as Scripture proclaims God’s revelation, but
is not in itself the full content of that revelation,
so theology is to attempt to elucidiate further
the ramifications of that proclamation. The task
of the theologian thus falls into the ministrative
sphere, and the theologians must remember
that “theology, which is a human attempt at
interpreting revelation, cannot contain [that
revelation] in all its fulness.”'*' Just as the
church can never claim to have reached perfect

reformation, so theology can never proclaim
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that it has reached its goal. It was in this sense, as
Molndér correctly observes, that Luke submitted
his theological work to the Unity, “not as to
a Catholic imprimatur, but rather this was an
expression of the fact that the theologian is of
the church and for the church.”**? This too is a
lesson from which some modern theologians

might profit.

One interesting aside may also be noted here,
particularly in our twentieth century “secular”
society. For Luke there is no distinction between
secular and religious history. Since everyone on
earth is ultimately answerable to God (and will
finally belong to the church of God or to that
of the devil), all history is ultimately church
history.'*

Luke and the Catechism

It was certainly to be expected that a group
like the Unity, which laid such stress upon
disciplined living and obedience to God, would
provide amply for the instruction of their younger
generations in important matters of the faith.'
Such was indeed the case, and it appears that in the
first decades of the Unity older Hussite catechisms
for children were used either directly or with
slight modifications.'® The Hussite catechism of
Roudnice is one example of these. For forty years
or so these Hussite catechisms probably circulated
in handwritten form. Typically, it was Brother
Luke who refined these various precursors and
brought the resulting catechism out in the high
technology of the day, that is, in print. So far as
we can tell, this was in 1501 or 1502.'4

Earlier scholars noted the similarities of

Luke’s catechism to the Enferrogaciones ménors



of the Italian Waldensians and assumed that Luke
based his work on this source. It has since been
reasonably established that, on the contrary, the
Waldensians depended on Luke’s catechism and
others of his works, as well as their own specific
sources.'” Given Luke’s view of the Waldensians
after his Italian trip, it is surely unlikely that
he slavishly depended on their theological
formulations, not to mention his own adherence
to materials directly from the Hussite catechism
of Roudnice.

Unfortunately, Luke’s catechism in its
original version is no longer extant. Fortunately,
itis preserved in slightly modified form as the first
part of his Otazky troji (Three sorts of questions)
of 1523. This work contains the catechism for
children (Detinské otazky) as well as his catechism
for older youths and his catechism for candidates
for the priesthood.'* The full text of the children’s
catechism provided by Molnir is taken from this

edition.'#

Two further notes on the intended audience
of Br. Luke’s catechism: As its title suggests, it is
indeed meant to aid in the doctrinal instruction
of children. Miiller observes, however, that it was
also at times used for the instruction of older
persons who were preparing for membership
in the Unity. In this sense, he says, the word
“children” in the title did not refer to physical
immaturity, but in the sense of I John 2: 12 etc,,
it also referred to those who were children in a
spiritual sense."”

In addition, a cursory look at the questions
and answers themselves reveals that many of them
are short and simple, as would be expected in a
work for young children. Other answers, however,
such as those on honoring the saints (nos. 53
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and 58 e.g.) and on the Holy Communion (nos.
60ft.), go on for so long and are so involved that
one is led to wonder if they were directed rather
at the parents and instructors of the children, who
were then to communicate this material to the
children in whatever ways and in as much detail
as were appropriate for them. This supposition
is confirmed by Rican in his remarks on the

catechism."!

We should also note that also c. 1521 Luke’s
catechism was translated into German and also
printed in 1523 for the benefit of those members
of the Unity who used that language. In this form
italso circulated in Germany and would have been
the version seen by Martin Luther."?

I wish I could say that I am the first person
to devote any considerable attention in English
to Brother Luke’s catechism. In fact, however,
Edmund de Schweinitz provided some remarks
and a translation of it in the Transactions of the
Moravian Historical Society in 1869."° By now
that in itself qualifies as an historical event, so the
catechism merits another look. In addition, de
Schweinitz was working not from the Czech, but
from the old German translation. This, then, will
be a first English look at Br. Luke’s original.

We may also note that in the version
printed in the Transactions, the numbering of
the questions gets off following no. 20 because
of a misprint, and this makes a comparison of
the two versions a little confusing. By and large,
the two versions agree, and given the sometimes
major disagreements of the Brethren’s Czech
and German confessions of faith, this is so to
a surprising degree. At times the German may
split a question and its fuller explanation, and in
the article on bowing before the sacrament the



expressions used differ in more than phrasing,
though the substance is in agreement. One might
indeed do a master’s thesis on the extent and
significance of the variations that exist between
the two versions — but not today.

Let us now have a closer look at Br. Luke’s
Czech catechism for children with a general
overview and a consideration of some details.
The catechism as Br. Luke has constructed it
consists of 75 questions and answers. As might
be expected, it begins with simple and basic
things, such as:

1. Who are you? A creature of God, reasoning
and mortal.

2. Why did the Lord God make you? That I might
know him, worship him, and love him and
have his grace to be saved.

As noted above, the answers to other
questions, such as the honor due the saints, are

more complex and can go on for a page or more:

58. With what honor then is it not proper to
honor them? With the sovereign name, fitting
for God himself and the Lamb. As it is not
fitting to pray to them for grace and for help,
to beg them for intercession, not to place
hope in them for giving good or preserving
from evil; to call the Virgin Mary one’s only
hope and mediator, intercessor, and most
gracious of mothers, or to sigh to her or to
rely on these things for merit. This external
honor and bowing and service it is not fitting
to do, as to consecrate them for veneration, to
devote oneself to them in service and to offer
onself, and to make churches and altars and
other things in their name, or to take oaths
in their name, or to make promises, go on
pilgrimages, make fasts, etc.
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Luke includes such basic catechismal usuals
as the Apostles Creed (question 10), the Ten
Commandments (question 17), the Beatitudes
(question 30), and the Lord’s Prayer (question 45).
Interestingly, Bishop de Schweinitz in his footnote
to the question on the Beatitudes mentions that
the second and third Beatitudes are reversed in
Luke’s catechism, but does not say why. > The
answer is simple: Luke, as always, was using the
Vulgate for his Scripture quotes, and these two
Beatitudes are reversed in that source.

We have seen that the concept of grace played
a great role in Br. Luke’s theology, and that for all
his stress on human obedient response, he insisted
that this response was possible only because of
God’s prior gracious redeeming activity. We
would therefore expect this idea to find a place
in Luke’s catechism, and such is indeed the
case at the very onset. In question two as the
concluding part of the answer to why God made
us, the catechism states: “and have his grace to
be saved.” In effect, then, Luke is positing grace
as the basis of all the details which will follow.
Having laid that foundation, however, the body
of the catechism itself does not restate this theme
with the frequency and emphasis one might have
expected. It is not until question 32 that grace is
explicitly mentioned again. In response to this
question about how many sorts of eternal life
there are, the answer says: “Two. One here in grace
and in sharing in the Lord Jesus, to whom the
faithful come in the spirit through faith. And the
second life eternal is in glory in the future....” In
question 44 God is called “gracious Father,” and
in question 53 it is said of the saints that they are
“elect of God from grace...” Grace is mentioned
again in question 69, but here it is hope “in the



covenant of faith of the law of grace of the New
Testament” that is being discussed. The next
question (no. 70) cautions that those who rely on
God’s grace “without entering it in participation
in the Spirit and without penance and propriety
of life” are resting on a false hope. Thus, while
grace remains the basis, in the catechism itself
Luke spends much more time and space on
how one is to obey God’s commandments and
avoid wrongdoing (e.g. questions 26-28) than
he does on the grace which is the basis for this.
Typical is question 74, which asks what one has
to do to enter into the Unity of the faithful. The
answer speaks of submission and obedience and
receiving instruction, admonition, warning and
punishment [in the church], “and in diligent
obedience to the commandments of God and

practice fitting for true servants.”

The other core concept of Luke’s theology
is of course the distinction of the essential and
ministrative things. These matters do appear with
prominence in the catechism. Indeed, in answer
to question 3, which asks “On what do you
depend for your salvation,” the answer is “on the
three basic virtues,” which the next question goes
on to name as “faith, love, and hope.” Questions
6-14 further define faith and its aspects, and
questions 15-17 develop the idea that one who
has faith in God will obey God’s commandments.
The next questions introduce the idea that one
obeys out of love, first for God, and then for one’s
neighbor. This then leads to a consideration of
Christ, God’s greatest expression of love. It is no
surprise that this soon turns into questions on
how one obeys the commandments of Christ,
which in turn go on to speak of the Holy Spirit
giving gifts of faith, love, and hope, that one may
indeed have true hope and assurance of eternal
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life (questions 31-33 etc.) Thus the essentials
from the human response aspect receive great
attention in the catechism. The essentials from the
divine perspective are of course covered in several
questions which speak of God’s gracious will, the
saving work of Christ, and the gifts of the Holy
Spirit. All of this is not explicitly brought together
until question 67, however, which asks: “Where is
hope and in whom is it true?” The answer is: “In
God powerfully, in the merit of Christ, and in the
Holy Spirit and his gifts....” The basic framework
of Luke’s theology of the essentials is quite clear
here, but again surprisingly, while he spends a
good deal of space detailing the reverence not
proper to give to the saints and sacrament (and
other ministratives), the explicit warning about
confusing the ministratives with the essentials is

not given great voice.

At times in studying the catechism we may
echo the sentiment of Luther about Luke: he is
not always as clear in his expression as I would
wish him to be. Still, the basic ideas of his
theology are there, and it is no surprise, given
the nature of the work and the Unity’s penchant
for giving instruction for obedient living to its
members, that it focuses more on practice than
it does on theological theory. The theology is the
basis for all the rest. The expression and emphasis
may differ, but the essence is one.

Theology and Luke’s Hymns

We come now to what promises to be one of
the more valuable and hopefully enjoyable parts
of this study of Luke the theologian: his hymns.
In so much of his writing Luke was addressing
the congregation as spiritual administrator. In his
hymns he takes his place among the members of



the community as they sing the truths of the faith
together. As Molndr observes in “Luc de Prague
édifiant la communauté,” Luke was writing here
as a member of the church, and his hymns bear
the mark of the collective community: “These
are hymns of the communion of saints.”* This
reveals a different aspect of Luke. As Molnér
also says, “The very fact of having composed
hymns shows how much, despite his pronounced
intellectualism, Luke was also thinking with his

heart.”1>°

Luke in his hymns expresses astonishment
at the grace and love of God which caused
God to send the Son to be born on earth. The
incarnation is one of his major themes, and
this is joined directly with speaking of Christ’s
suffering on the cross, for that was the purpose
for which he became incarnate. Here again, it
is in this respect that the church on earth is to
follow its Lord. We find in Luke’s hymns a definite
Christ-centeredness, and Molndr notes that even
in singing of the creation, Luke never forgets to
mention the incarnation of its creator, for this he
says, is the “pivot of Luke’s piety.”"”’

Luke wrote many hymns, and scholars
generally say that eleven of the pieces in the 1501
hymnal are by him. We recall that the claim of
this to be the first hymnal of the Unity is dubious,
and Molndr notes that in structure the collection
is quite different from later productions in which
we have better assurance that Luke was involved as
an editor. He also states that the hymns attributed
to Luke in the 1501 hymnal also appear in a
collection made by Viclav Mirinsky in 1492. The
main significance of this observation is that it thus
appears that Luke began to write his hymns soon
after he joined the Unity in 1481. His hymns,
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then, may have been some of his first theological
works (though he himself said Bédrka was), but
how widely they were used before Luke rose to
prominence in the Unity we do not know.

A large number of Luke’s hymns appeared
in the hymnals of the old Unity. For instance, in
the hymnal of 1618, a copy of which is in the
collection of the Moravian Music Foundation,
though authors are not given in the printed text,
notes in the handwriting of the period attribute
pieces to Luke throughout the first half of the
collection (the handwritten notes stop after that).
References to Luke (and others) which we have
been able to check appear accurate, so this source
seems fairly reliable.

Luke, not surprisingly, remains a popular
author in modern Czech hymnals. The 1954
hymnal of the Jednota bratrskd (renewed
Moravian Church) lists eleven hymns by him.
The 1978 hymnal of the Czech Evangelical
Brethren’s Church contains fourteen of his works.
Outside the Czech lands his hymns are not so well
represented. For instance, in the 1967 hymnal
of the Continental Province of the Moravian
Church (Evangelische Briidergemein) there are
only two hymns attributed to Luke.

In the English speaking lands, the 1912
hymnal of the British Province of the Moravian
Church had one hymn of Luke. This same
hymn was also the only one by Luke in the 1923
American Moravian hymnal, and since this is
also one of the two Luke hymns in the German
Moravian hymnal, I suppose this makes it a
candidate for the “most popular” of Luke’s hymns
in translation. Unfortunately, it happens to be
a burial hymn, which means it would not be a



frequently used one in main Sunday services. Both
the German and English translations are based
on Michael Weisse’s 1531 German version. Both
the American and British books used Catharine
Winkworth’s 1858 translation:

Now lay we calmly in the grave

This form, whereof no doubt we have
That it shall rise again that day

In glorious triumph o’er decay.

His trials and his griefs are past;
A blesséd end is his at last;
He bore Christ’s yoke, and did his will;
And though he died he liveth still.

And so to earth again we trust
What came from dust, and turns to dust,
And from the dust shall surely rise
When the last trumpet fills the skies.

Then let us leave him to his rest,
And homeward turn, for he is blest,
And we must well our souls prepare,
When death shall come, to meet him there.

His soul is living now in God,
Whose grace his pardon hath bestowed,
Who through his Son redeemed him here

From bondage unto sin and fear.

So help us, Christ, our Hope in loss;
Thou hast redeemed us by thy cross
From endless death and misery;
We praise, we bless, we worship thee.

In the 1975 hymnal of the British Province
of the Moravian Church this hymn no longer
appears, but there is a recast version of ].C.

Jacobi’s 1732 translation of Michael Weisse’s
1531 German version (“Christus, der uns selig
macht”) of Luke’s hymn “Moudrost boha otce
prawda,” which in itself was his Czech adaptation
of the 14th century Latin “Patris sapientia veritas
divina.” This is an eight stanza account of Christ’s
arrest, torture, trial and crucifixion. It speaks with
feeling of Christ’s willing suffering for us, and the
last stanza is typical of the Brethren’s constant
concern: May we ever weigh the cause/ Of thy
death and suffering./ And hearts set to keep thy
laws/ Bring as a thank-offering.

The American Moravian hymnal of 1969
did not contain any of Luke’s hymns. The
1995 Moravian Book of Worship has but one.
Fortunately, this is Jaroslav Vajda’s fine translation
of “Kristus priklad pokory,” which appears in
English as “Christ, the model of the meek.” Note
too that this is translated from the Czech, and not
from a German intermediary as was the case in the
other English language Moravian hymnals.

In this translation (MBW no. 336) it may be
seen that Luke has provided a simple yet touching
account of Christ’s incarnation and suffering.
Here Luke does not engage in convoluted
theological systems, but builds his hymn through
poignant scenes from the life of Christ. Effectively
contrasted are the glory to which the eternal Son
is entitled and the extreme poverty and rejection
which he willingly endured for our salvation.
Christ is indeed the model of meekness in every
stage of his life, from his manger bed, flight into
Egypt, and daily toil, to his humiliation and
death on the cross. All this he did for the flock
committed to him, and he continues to care for
and guide this flock to eternity. In continuity with



the rest of Luke’s theology, there is indeed “faith’s
reward” for the faithful at the end, but it comes
not in striving for glory, but rather in following

the narrow and humble way shown and lived by
Christ himself.

Conclusions

It is ironic that Luke, city born and educated,
was precisely the sort of person the “old Guard”
in the last decades of the 15" century wanted
to keep out of the Unity. Instead, he ended up
leading it in new directions its founders could
not imagine. It was Br. Luke whose efforts and
influence played such a key role in allowing the
Unity to become a “jednota,” a denomination,
within the holy catholic [not Roman only]
church, rather than a self-rending sect such as
some other Hussite factions had become. At
the same time, he asserted its own theological
and disciplinary principles so that the Unity
did not waste its strength in hepeless efforts to
accommodate everyone, as the Czech Utraquist
establishment too often did. This independence
itself brought new dangers, for to the Romans the
Unity was still anathema, to Luther it was still too
focused on works, and to the Reformed it was still
too open to usages of the past.

It is not going too far to say that although
Br. Gregory laid the foundations of the Unity,
Br. Luke was the architect who built the church
upon them. All this being so, it is still necessary to
remember that Br. Luke did not do this alone, but
had the support and at times the guidance of the
Brn. Prokop, Klenovsky, Krasonicky, and others.
One can never forget that the theological process
of the Unity was collegial in nature. Indeed, one
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surprising strength of the Unity was that it had
no Luther or Calvin which it canonized as the
interpreter of Scriptural truth.

Luke and the Unity were convinced that
theology, as a human attempt to explain the
things of God. could never be complete or static.
One hopes that the theological process is actively
assisted by the Holy Spirit, but it remains a
human, not a divine, production. In this speaks
the voice of Luke. The Unity explicitly declared
that it was not forever bound by the theological
expressions of Gregory, nor by those of Luke
(though they returned to him in part), and it
was thus spared the necessity of trying to make
later and clearer understandings conform to an
incomplete measuring stick of the past.

Luke did not invent this concept, but he
refined it and provided it room to work. We
cannot stress too highly again that in the Unity
Luke found not the safe haven of ready-made
answers to all questions, but rather a community
of grace in which those questions could be
profitably framed and explored. This is fully in
accord with Luke’s reminding the church on
earth that it is not a triumphal procession singing
its choruses of praise in glory, but rather the
company of those who humbly follow the Lamb
once slain!

As we have seen, Luke had much of value to
say to the church in the areas of Scripture and the
church. In the main, however, it is the process,
not so much the specific formulations, of Luke
that we might follow today — not his medieval
scholasticism, but his respect for traditional
wisdom while resolutely confronting head-on the
theological questions of the present age.



His was also a pastoral theology when it
needed to be. For instance, Luther may have been
right about the number of sacraments being two,
not seven, but Luke in this instance may have
been willing to forego the rigors of scholarship in
a scholastic manner in order to give comfort to
souls, particularly to those who had left the Roman
church, but needed assurance that the familiar
means of grace were indeed still operative. It may
seem ironic too that Luke had led the rejection of
works righteousness in the 1490s, but in discussions
with Luther he raised the dangers of faith without
works. His concern, as always, was that the flock
committed to his care receive proper guidance and
help in living the lives to which they were called in

faith, love, and hope.

Indeed, for Luke, grace is always paramount
in this. Doing good works depends on grace, and
unlike Roman theology, he did not see virtue as
a power of our human will. Refusing to do good
works is, however, our choice, and the sort of
faith that is associated with this refusal is trying to
build salvation on false hope. Neither course was
acceptable. Similarly, the sacraments are not magic
charms for salvation, nor are they merely empty
symbols. They are rather manifestations of grace
which we, again by grace, may receive.

Luke traveled more perhaps than any other
member of the Jednota bratrskd before Comenius
(Komensky). Through his reading he traveled
intellectually farther still. Yet his far-ranging
experience (physical, mental, and spiritual) always
led him home to the Unity, bringing what good
he could find from abroad and cherishing and
enriching the good he knew at home. The faith
which he and members of the Unity shared had
been tested by years of persecution and internal
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examination. Those who are amazed that he dared
to disagree with Luther on theology and discipline
should bear these facts in mind.

We lament that Br. Luke was not a better
literary stylist, but the theological legacy he
nourished and passed on was a solid one. It
surfaces today, as in the 1995 revision to the
Moravian Church Ground of the Unity, and in the
prayers of intercession in the Advent 1 liturgy of
the 1995 Moravian Book of Worship (the latter
of which were consciously based on his concept
of the essentials). As we have seen, his theological
perspective is one that the church today could
examine more fully with benefit. Luke deserves
it, and the church today needs it.
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