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INTRODUCTION
Education was generally held in contempt and derision by the masses during the early decades of the sixteenth century. To a large extent this negative attitude was fostered by a spirit of materialism which went hand-in-hand with the rapid expansion of trade and commerce. Unless a youth was destined for a learned profession in law, medicine, or theology, parents and children saw little if any value in learning which was not obviously and directly related to the world and work of commerce. Time spent in school, they reasoned, could be spent more profitably in earning a living. Indeed, the spirit of the age was so averse to formal education that the derisive saying was widespread in Germany, “The learned are daft.”﻿1﻿

But the spirit of materialism was not the sole factor responsible for the anti-education attitude of the masses. A second and perhaps even more significant factor is to be found in the popular reaction to the Reformation. One of the early results of the Reformation movement had been the large-scale abandonment of monasteries and cloisters by monks and nuns won over to the evangelical point of view. For practical, religious, and economic reasons, the secular authorities confiscated the properties and endowments of the abandoned monasteries and cloisters. Although not so intended, these actions of the monastics and of the secular authorities caused the collapse of existing monastic and other church-dominated schools which were staffed by monks and nuns and supported by the endowments of their religious communities.﻿2﻿

Further, there were those who interpreted the doctrine of the spiritual priesthood of believers to mean that the ministerial office required no formal education. They held that the inner word, prompted by the Holy Spirit, was all sufficient, and that formal education and academic degrees were dispensable vanities and even offensive to God.﻿3﻿

Most important of all, however, was the common reaction of the masses to the Reformation contention that many of the church’s doctrines, teachings, and practices were not only permeated by error, but were actually dangerous to salvation. If such were actually the case, parents reasoned, why should they send their children to schools where such errors were inculcated?﻿4﻿ Their negative conclusions were reflected in the sharp decline in enrolment at educational institutions, including the University of Wittenberg where Luther was the star of the faculty.﻿5﻿

It was under the pressure of this anti-education attitude and the collapse of many schools that Luther, in 1524, issued his appeal To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany that They Establish and Maintain Christian Schools.﻿6﻿ In this treatise Luther offered the authorities practical advice and replied to current popular arguments against schooling. This appeal had some measure of success, for in that very year the cities of Magdeburg, Nordhausen, Halberstadt, and Gotha took action. Eisleben and Nürnberg followed suit in 1525 and 1526 respectively.﻿7﻿ Territorial church orders also stressed the matter of providing schools.﻿8﻿

Despite these and other efforts, however, little actual progress was made, for the problem of persuading parents to send their children to school and to keep them there still remained. Luther announced his intention of setting himself to this task in the spring of 1529 when he wrote a preface for a book﻿9﻿ by his friend Justus Menius. The book dealt with the duties of married people and the Christian training of children. In this preface Luther wrote, “Thus, even in worldly government, you can serve your lord or your city better by training children than by building him castles and cities and gathering the treasures of the whole world; for what good does all that do if there are no learned, wise, and godly people? I shall say nothing of the temporal gain and eternal reward that accrue to you before God and the world, how in this way your child will be even better fed than by raising him in the shameful, despicable, hoggish way you had intended. But I shall deal with this matter more fully another time in a separate book, God willing, in which I shall really go after the shameful, despicable, damnable parents who are no parents at all but despicable hogs and venomous beasts, devouring their own young.”

Luther carried out this intention in the summer of 1530. With the diet in session at Augsburg, a period of enforced idleness at the Coburg Castle was imposed upon him. It was there that the sermon began to grow on him.﻿10﻿ He was already hard at work on the manuscript by July 5 when he remarked both candidly and humorously concerning it in a letter to Melanchthon, “I was never so verbose as I seem now to have become; perhaps it is the garrulity of old age.”﻿11﻿ The manuscript was completed by the middle of July and sent to Nickel Schirlentz in Wittenberg for printing. On August 15 Luther wrote to his wife that if the printing still was not even begun she should “take the manuscript from Schirlentz and give it to George Rau.”﻿12﻿ By August 20 Luther had received at least a portion of the printed text from Schirlentz.﻿13﻿ On August 24 and 25 he sent his only copies of the full text to Melanchthon and to Lazarus Spengler,﻿14﻿ to whom—on the suggestion of Veit Dietrich—he had dedicated the work.

Whereas Luther’s 1524 appeal To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany that They Establish and Maintain Christian Schools argues for the establishment and maintenance of schools, the present treatise argues for the use of the schools thus established. Together these treatises give a clear conception of Luther’s ideas on education.

The translation by Charles M. Jacobs was based on CL 4, 144–178. Our revision was made on the basis of the text, Eine Predigt, dass man Kinder zur Schulen halten solle, in WA 30II, 517–588.
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