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INTRODUCTION 

Campus Ministry has a long history, and as I shall prove tonight, Lutheran Campus 
Ministry traces its roots right back to none other than Martin Luther himself, the first 
Lutheran Campus Pastor. Some may doubt me about that claim, since the “title” of “Campus 
Pastor” does not show up until centuries later.  

in the fine tradition of the late-night talk shows on TV, I would like to give you the 
TOP SEVEN LIST of why we know that it was actually Martin Luther who started campus 
ministry and was the first campus pastor. So here we go. 

 

NUMBER SEVEN   

We know Martin Luther was a campus Pastor because when he went from being a university 
student to a pastor, there was no change in his salary. 

As everyone knows, you don’t get rich by being a campus pastor! Nor was Luther a 
wealthy student. In fact, when he graduated with his doctorate at the University of 
Wittenberg, he couldn’t even afford to pay the graduation fees of 50 Gulden, which was 
roughly a year’s salary for a trained craftsperson. When it became clear that he couldn’t pay 
the fee, the Elector, Frederick the Wise, stepped in and paid it for him, on the condition that 
Luther agree to work at the university the rest of his life.1 It sounds like the making of an 
indentured slave, doesn’t it! 

To be fair, however, it must be said that the real reason Luther’s salary didn’t change 
once he ceased to be a student was because he was, at that time, a monk, and as such, he 
had taken a vow of poverty, celibacy, and obedience. When he worked as the assigned 
preacher for the Augustinian monks at the town church, or when he taught at the 
University of Wittenberg, he got no pay. Thankfully, we have moved beyond that today. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Martin Brecht, Martin Luther: His Road to Reformation, 1483-1521 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 126. 



NUMBER SIX   

We know Martin Luther was a campus pastor because he did fundraising for students. 

It is easy to forget that the sixteenth century, the era in which Luther lived, was a 
tumultuous time. There were mass protest movements that kept sweeping the land. 
Protesting in front of government buildings or businesses are not a new phenomenon. They 
were happening in Luther’s time as well. While many of us have experienced the move to 
change pension funds from defined benefit to defined contribution plans in the workplace, 
the sixteenth century person had to deal with the local rulers confiscating the public land, 
where everyone used to be able to pasture their cows, goats, and sheep, or losing the right 
to collect the dead wood in the public forests for their fireplaces. While we may grumble 
about all the tax we pay, in Luther’s time it was probably even more difficult. In fact, how 
many of you know that the familiar nursery rhyme, “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep” was actually a 
late medieval tax protest song? While it was an English nursery rhyme, it was also 
applicable to the German context. According to the song, the poor sheep farmer had to give 
1/3 of their proceeds to the Master (the King), 1/3 to the Dame (the church), and 1/3 to the 
“little boy who lives down the lane,” who just happened to be the local landowner. Thus, 
100% of their produce went to taxes! That is a high tax rate! It indicates the fiscal 
imbalances in society of the time. 

Added to this high tax rate, there was also the matter of the high cost of living. 
Luther’s colleague, Philip Melanchthon, once spoke of the high cost of living in Wittenberg, 
noting that “a student requires twice as much money now as ten years ago.” To this Luther 
responded: 

We see by experience. When [people] hear the [students or] pastors complaining about a 
shortage of food, they say, “Oh, but they were able to make out before!” To this I have often 
responded, “Yes, when one could buy fifteen eggs for four pieces of copper and a bushel of 
rye for two pieces of silver, they were able to manage. But now that everything sells for 
three times as much, the cost of living has tripled while the pay is still the same.”2 

It was expensive to be a student. Thus, when it came to fundraising commitments for 
students, Luther didn’t pull any punches. He realized, too, that the well-to-do in his 
community had to be admonished to help subsidize the education of students. Fundraisers, 
he added, had to have the eloquence of the best public speakers in history, in order to get 
some people to give even a little of their wealth. Even when they do give something, he 
said, they do it “with much ill grace, great displeasure, and disdain.”3 Thankfully, that is not 
so among us! 

Luther was also puzzled that people were willing to build barns and invest in cattle 
or businesses but were reluctant to support schools. Even more so, he was puzzled as to 
why his society thought it wasn’t equally important to give girls a solid education. In a 
world where schools for girls and women were scarce, the Lutherans led the fight for 
establishing schools for them. The reason for this was clear. As Robert Rosin states, 

                                                 
2 LW 54:209–210. Table Talks. 

3 LW 6:20-21. Lecture on Genesis 31:14-16. 



education made it possible to carry out one’s vocation more effectively, and that meant in a 
more God-pleasing manner. Whether thinking of the world to come or the world in the here 

and now, education for Luther was not child’s play. It was learning for life.4 

That’s why fundraising for students, and supporting students was so important. It was 
learning for life.5 But Luther didn’t just talk about the need for fundraising for student aid. 
He introduced a very unique fundraising program in Wittenberg. According to one source, 
at the end of a sermon on November 8, 1528,6 a sermon which, by the way, likely lasted for 
about an hour, Luther 

[threatened that he would] abandon the pulpit if the people of Wittenberg did not 
contribute more generously to the common chest supporting pastors, students, and the 
poor. His absence from the following Saturday sermon [on November 14] may have been a 
token of the seriousness of his words; at the beginning of his next Sunday sermon, on 
November 15,7 he referred again to this threat, complaining that he was tired of preaching 

to them.8 

Now there’s somebody who puts his foot down! In fact, he did not preach on Saturday, 
November 14, the next time he would normally preach. Can you imagine having people 
rushing to give money to aid the students so that they wouldn’t miss a sermon from their 
pastor? Me either. It might work if Bishop Larry was the preacher. But for the rest of us, I 
can’t see that as a viable way to put pressure on anyone—at least today. I could almost 
assure you, Richard, that you could likely raise more money today by promising to NOT to 
preach a one-hour sermon next time!  

Luther knew, as a campus pastor, however, that study was expensive. And beyond 
the financial costs, he knew that the pressures of studying without the resources needed 
could easily lead to depression or anxiety, or students having to quit their studies and get a 
job. Ministering to students means being aware of the physical, and not just spiritual needs, 
of the students. 

 

NUMBER FIVE  

We know Martin Luther was a campus pastor because he knew the impact University 
education has on society. 

The University of Wittenberg was not just for training pastors and theologians. 
When Luther began teaching there in 1509 as a graduate student, only six years after it had 
opened, the University already offered doctorates in law, medicine and theology. But 

                                                 
4 Robert Rosin, “Luther on Education,” in The Pastoral Luther: Essays on Martin Luther’s Practical Theology, ed. Timothy J. 

Wengert and Paul Rorem, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 130. 

5 Marilyn J. Harran, Martin Luther: Learning for Life (St. Louis: Concordia, 1997), provides an excellent study of Luther’s 

understanding of education as an ongoing process. 

6 WA 28:409-11. Sermon of November 8, 1528. 

7 WA 27:412-13. Sermon of November 15, 1528. 

8 LW 69, 135, As noted by Erwin W. Koehlinger, Introduction to “Sermons on John 17-20.” 



Luther knew how important a university education was for society. Again, as Rosin notes, 
Luther felt that: 

If people were to do their tasks well, they needed an education to serve well in whatever 
vocation God laid upon them. A theological take on life was certainly important, but so were 
other basic life skills for all, along with a higher education for some.9 

So Luther actually encouraged people to send all their children to school, and some 
of them to university. This was especially true, he says, if the children are bright and 
smart—something which all parents think is the case with their own children. Echoing 
Garrison Keiller, all parents would say that their children “were above average.”10 But if 
that is truly the case, then all our young people should be going to university or technical 
schools, right? Anyway, I digress. In his “Sermon on Keeping Children in School, Luther 
declares: 

there is need in this office [of politics, science, research, public affairs, business, etc] for 
abler people than are needed in the office of preaching, so it is necessary to get the best 
[children] for this work; for in the preaching office Christ does the whole thing, by his Spirit, 
but in the worldly kingdom [people] must act on the basis of reason—wherein the laws also 
have their origin—for God has subjected temporal rule and all of physical life to reason 

(Genesis 2 [:15]).11 

Well, Richard, now you and I know the truth. Us “not so bright ones” can be pastors, 
since the Holy Spirit does all the work. I’m hoping though, that this is not the main point of 
what Luther was saying—but what would I know, since I’m just a pastor! But the main 
point is, I think, that we need extremely bright people—the best and the brightest—to 
study and learn at universities so that they can be the leaders in industry, science, civil 
affairs, government and all other professions that serve society.  

Luther had no doubt worked with such people, as the University of Wittenberg 
became the top university in Europe by the middle of the sixteenth century. He talked, 
drank, and debated with these cream of the crop students and faculty as they gathered 
around his dining room table. He saw them become lawyers and leaders in the fields of 
medicine and law, as well as pastors and university professors. The university taught these 
bright students to use logic and reason well, so they could do the best job possible in 
society, which nevertheless was still in the hands of God. God works in this world in ways 
far beyond the realm of church and theology. 

Luther did not just stop there, however. He also insisted that the church needs the 
schools if it is to survive. In one of his Table Talks, Luther declares, 

When schools flourish, things go well and the church is secure. Let us make more doctors 
and masters. The youth is the church’s nursery and fountainhead. When we are dead, where 
are others [to take our place] if there are no schools? God has preserved the church through 

                                                 
9 Robert Rosin, “Luther on Education,” in The Pastoral Luther: Essays on Martin Luther’s Practical Theology, ed. Timothy J. 

Wengert and Paul Rorem, Lutheran Quarterly Books (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2009), 126. 

10 Garrison Keiller, Lake Wobegon Days (New York: Viking, 1985). 

11 LW 46:242. 



schools. They are the preservers of the church. Schools don’t have a beautiful appearance, 

and yet they are very useful.12 

While Luther did indeed have a very high regard for university education, he also 
knew that such education would not be able solve all the problems in the world. Rosin, 
sagely notes that: 

Whether in schools or homes, Luther was not so naive as to think (as some social historians 
have characterized his work) that education would cleanse the world, moving toward some 
kind of paradise. That might have been the hope of some holiness groups, but Luther 
understood that [since humans are at the same time sinners and justified], education was 
never finished and would never reach perfection.13 

Luther would have frowned at the claim by some that Christian societies would be purer 
than other societies.  

The interaction between the church and state is often not addressed clearly in our 
churches. But campus ministry does not have the option. Students are looking to campus 
pastors to clarify for them the relationship between society and church, between science 
and theology, between faith, logic and reason. These are crucial intersections that we have 
to cross in our lives, and if the skills are not learned while in university, we are robbing our 
students and all citizens of a valuable resource in the quest to make sense of life. These are 
not matters that can be “tabled” for later, when there is time, because by then, the 
questions will no longer be asked. Addressing these questions need to be done in a timely 
manner, by people “on the scene.” I know, however, that our campus pastors can handle 
these discussions. 

 

NUMBER FOUR    

We know Martin Luther was a campus pastor because he was heavily engaged in student 
activities. 

One of the things a person notices in reading biographies of Luther is that he 
actually spent more time engaged in discussion and activities with his students than he 
spent refuting challenges by his theological opponents. Of course, the most common 
activity between students and Luther were the after-dinner free-wheeling discussions 
about all kinds of topics. Actually knowing something about the topic did not seem to slow 
them down, either. And, thanks to the dedication of students, who rigorously copied down 
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remnants of the conversations and discussions, we have a large collection of them in what 
are now called “Table Talks.”  

Some of the recorded conversations likely took place after the participants had 
imbibed a bit too much of Katie’s own home-crafted beer, and it would have been better to 
have spared the effort and ink used to record them. Others, however, give us wonderful 
insights into human nature, Luther’s understanding of God and the world, and fascinating 
insights into current political events. The nightly discussions around the table reveal a 
lively campus ministry at its finest level. 

Of course, Luther was not just involved with students around the table, with words 
and beer flowing. It would be amiss not to mention one of the most celebrated student 
activities that happened in December of 1520, when Luther, many of his colleagues, and a 
large group of students gathered just outside the Elster gates of Wittenberg for a festive 
book-burning party. The party was triggered after Luther had received a papal bull—which 
was really just a formal decree or statement. This papal bull was called Exsurge Domine 
(Let the Lord Arise), which likened Luther to a wild boar at lose in the vineyard of the Lord. 
The papal bull threatened Luther with excommunication if he didn’t recant, or apologize 
for, his teachings about how God made people righteous, and his challenge to the papal 
claims to absolute power.  

Of course, Luther, like a typical student, left his formal response to the last minute. 
So on a cool December 10th day, Luther responded by hosting a party for the students and 
other faculty, where they burned a copy of the papal decree. After that, they burned 
textbooks that the professors and students didn’t like. If nothing else, it relieved the tension 
of the students in the midst of their exams and paper writing. 

Just under a month later, Luther was officially excommunicated from the church by 
the pope. Supposedly, he was also supposed to be suspended from the university. I suspect 
the faculty-student activity, along with some of his writings, might have contributed to his 
excommunication. 

 

NUMBER THREE   

We know Martin Luther was a campus pastor because he was associated with a Lutheran 
campus house where students could stay. 

I’ve already mentioned how the Luther’s hosted “Table Talks” after the evening meal 
every day. The reason that the students could gather around the table and “talk shop” after 
the meal was that many of the students boarded with the Luther family. It was indeed the 
very first Lutheran Campus Ministry residence!  

The Elector Prince of Saxony, Frederick the Wise, had given this now-vacant 
Augustinian Monastery to Martin and Katharina von Bora, a former nun, when they got 
married in 1525. The Elector himself did not get to come to the wedding, since he died a 
month before the wedding. Nevertheless, it gave the penniless Luther and his penniless 
wife, Katie, a place to live. In order to make ends meet, they rented out rooms to students, 
complete with a meal plan. Thus, the daily table talks after the evening meal each night.  



Of course, this meant a lot more work for Katie (Luther was too busy being a campus 
pastor, professor, pastor and author). To make do, she had to hire some staff, and she was 
aided in the task by having both Martin’s and Katie’s aunts living with them.  

What also helped the Luther house become a successful campus centre was that 
with the gift of the monastery to the Luther couple came the licence to brew beer. Katie’s 
beer become Luther’s favourite, and it no doubt lubricated the conversations each evening 
around the table. Katie, no doubt, was the more practical campus minister! 

But can you imagine the chaos in the campus centre (controlled in a typical German 
sort of way, of course)? Even though guests passing through Wittenberg could also stay for 
a few nights in the Luther house, the 16th century equivalent of “TripAdvisor,” did not 
recommend it. Here is how one of Luther’s contemporaries described the place: 

The home of Luther is occupied by a motley crowd of boys, students, girls, widows, old 
women, and youngsters. For this reason there is much disturbance in the place, and many 
regret it for the sake of the good man, the honorable father. If but the spirit of Doctor Luther 
lived in all of these [residents], his house would offer you an agreeable, friendly quarter for 
a few days so that your Grace would be able to enjoy the hospitality of that man. But as the 
situation now stands and as circumstances exist in the household of Luther, I would not 
advise that your Grace stop there.14  

Another 16th C. evaluation, dated from 1542, said this: “A miscellaneous and promiscuous 
crowd inhabits Dr. Luther’s home, and on this account, there is great and constant 
disturbance.”15 The Luther house would not be a great place to study in a peaceful and 
quiet space. Hopefully, that has changed in the Edmonton’s Luther House today. 

 

NUMBER TWO   

We know Martin Luther was a campus pastor because he was involved in leading campus 
worship services. 

One of, if not the most, defining marks of campus ministry are their worship 
services. For the most part, the faculty of the University of Wittenberg, at least in the first 
twenty years of its existence, came from the various monasteries located in town. Martin 
Luther, for example, was a professor monk from the Augustinian monastery. These 
monasteries continued to monastic tradition of daily worship services, called “the hours,” 
eight times a day. When the monks left the monastery to get married and to become 
pastors throughout the land, however, the practice of frequent worship services continued. 
Beginning in 1521, however, Philip Melanchthon and several students, participated in 
celebrating the Lord’s Supper in a campus setting, outside of sponsorship from a local 
congregation. These services were often presided over by Luther, or by Gabriel Zwilling, 
one of Luther’s Augustinian colleagues. 

But it wasn’t just campus worship services that took place. As is often the case, 
campus ministry students would meet their “significant other” while at university, and 

                                                 
14 Translated in E. G. Schwiebert, Luther and His Times (St. Louis, 1950), 597. 
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when it came time for the wedding, they would naturally ask the campus pastor to officiate 
and preach at their wedding.  

Interestingly enough, this practice developed with Luther. Thus, as a result of the 
reformation, “wedding ceremonies also took on a more religious character and came to 
include a sermon.” Moreover, “Luther’s example of preaching at a few weddings for 
students and other friends provided a model for such sermons.”16 Shortly after Luther’s 
death in 1546, collections of these [former student] “marriage sermons found their way 
into print as devotional literature in the years following Luther’s death.”17 So campus 
ministry weddings in Luther’s times helped to shape the traditional wedding service still in 
use today! 

 

NUMBER ONE  

We know Martin Luther was a campus pastor because he was a pastor to the students and 
staff at the university. 

The most important qualification for a campus pastor, I would say, is to be a top-
notch pastor: someone who models compassion and courage, academic rigour and pastoral 
concern. It was his concerns for the people, especially for those who were struggling, that 
caused him to speak out against the sale of indulgences. He saw such sales as a spiritual 
abuse of the people and decided to do something about it. Even when Luther made reforms 
or changes, he advised introducing the changes slowly, so that the piety of the people 
would not be destroyed. His reformation agenda was tempered by the needs and concerns 
of people. Despite all the rhetoric that labelled him as a fiery rebel, a heroic leader, or even 
a sectarian heretic, he was, first and foremost, a pastor. And as a pastor, he cared deeply for 
the students at the university placed in his care. He laughed with them, cried with them, 
celebrated with them, and grieved with them. 

One of the most intriguing sculptures in the town church in Wittenberg, the church 
where the Luther family regularly attended, and where Luther was an associate pastor, is a 
sandstone tomb dedicated to a student at the University of Wittenberg, who had died in 
1569. Although this student was born five years after Luther’s death, the tomb in the 
church reminds us of the Lutheran community’s concern for the many university students 
in their midst. It was their “church away from home.” 

Now, while Luther never knew this student, it does remind us of the death of 
another student at the university when Luther was there. We get a glimpse of this pastoral 
care side of Luther the campus minister in a touching letter that he writes to the parents of 
a young student, Johannes Zink, who had suddenly become ill on Palm Sunday, (March 24), 
and died about a month later, on April 20, 1532.18 The records indicate that the young 
student had begun studies in Wittenberg in 1530, along with his brother Albrecht. Among 
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other activities, Johannes had often sung at the Luther’s house as a boy soprano. Luther 
described him, in the letter to his parents, as “quiet, well-behaved, and especially diligent in 
his studies.”19  

In this masterful letter, Luther grieves with the parents, talks about how difficult 
grief is, and yet, at the same time, it is also a time of remembering that their young son, 
grounded in the faith, is a wonderful witness to God’s grace and mercy. But besides these 
words of comfort, Luther is also practical, and in the letter, he tells the parents that 
Johannes’ personal tutor will be giving a detailed report of their son’s words, spoken during 
his illness, that the tutor had written down for the parent’s edification. 

 

CONCLUSION  

While Luther was a professor and an academic, a reformer and a musician, I think 
that what he considered the most important “title” for his career was “pastor.” He worked, 
and lived on the university campus, serving, first, and foremost, as a pastor, concerned for 
the spiritual welfare of the people around him. He ministered to the students and the 
faculty and to their families, because what was most important was being a pastor that 
proclaims God’s grace. And for that, I think we can say that indeed, Martin Luther was a 
campus pastor. 

                                                 
19 TAL, 467. 


