
On Reformation Sunday, October 25, 2015, Pastor Joel delivered this sermon as the artist, Albrecht
Durer.  It is based on the passage from John 13:1-17.  It is entitled:  "A Word from Albrecht Durer - Artist
of the Reformation".

Guten morgan.  My name is Albrecht Durer
of Nuremburg, Germany.  I was invited to come to
speak to you today about the Protestant Reform-
ation.  But I do not know why.  I am not, nor was I
ever, a theologian or a religious leader of any kind. 
And if you wanted a "Reformation Artist", you
should have gotten Lucas Cranach the Elder, who
painted the portraits of nearly all the Reformation
leaders and was a close friend of Martin Luther.  

I never left my mother faith, the Roman
Catholic Church, though I did read and admire
many of the teachings of Dr. Martin Luther, the
great leader of the Protestant Reformation.  I never
met him but I had a great respect for him, as I was
greatly comforted and aided in my own spiritual
struggles, by his writings and thoughts.

But Luther was not the only influence of
reform on me or on others of my time.  There were
many.  And by the time Luther posted his 95 thesis
upon the Wittenburg Cathedral door in 1517, the
year I would turn 46 years of age, I had already
been greatly influenced by the growing tide for
reform and change that was happening all
throughout Europe.

You see, I was an artist.  My father had been
a goldsmith, a native of Hungary who had traveled
west to Nuremburg.  I was born in 1471 and after
some years of schooling, I was soon employed as an
apprentice with my father.  But our neighborhood
was filled with amazing people.  There was the
printer Anton Koberger, my godfather, who had his
printing presses right there, the physician-chronicler
Hartmann Schedel, the calligrapher Johannes
Neudorffer, and the humanist writer Christopher
Scheurl.  But perhaps most interesting to me was
the bustling studio of the painter Michael
Wolgemut, just 3 doors down from our house!  I
was captivated by what I saw there and soon was so
drawn to it that I told my parents I was interested in
becoming a painter.  I had already shown much
promise in my abilities to draw and sketch that

while it was almost unheard of in my day, my father
allowed me to follow my passion and I was soon
under the guidance of one of the greatest painters in
Nuremburg, Michael Wolgemut, who was like a
second father to me.  I began as any apprentice,
doing the menial work of mixing pigments and
other chores, but I learned all the basics I would
later need to become accomplished.

I became a painter but I would be most
known for my woodcuts and engravings.  You see, I
lived at a time of great change and upheaval.  Yes,
as you are aware, there was the Protestant
Reformation going on and creating much social and
religious  turmoil.  But that was not all that was
happening.  Technical advances such as the printing
press and movable type by Gutenburg, a less
expensive way of manufacturing paper, led to the
ability to mass produce literature as well as artistic
renderings which led to greater literacy among the
masses, and more accessibility for all people, even
the poor, to the benefits of art work in their own
homes.

What you now call the Medieval times or
the Middle Ages, were waning, and the Renaissance
beginning in Italy, in Florence, had already begun
back in the 14th century and was well established
by my time.  In fact, I went to Italy, twice, to learn
the classical themes and techniques that were
prevalent in the Italian renaissance.  The
renaissance was a renewal of interest in the ancient
classical Greek philosophies and at its core was
humanism, the idea that man is the center, "man is
the measure of all things."  Perhaps the greatest
mind of humanist thought was Erasmus of
Rotterdam, a man who's teachings I admired greatly
and whom I made an engraving of in 1520.  

But the renaissance had not reached
northern Europe or Germany yet at my time.  And
while the Italians and others artists were developing
a style that incorporated the new sciences, the
mathematics of perspective and the developing arts



of medicine which used cadavers as models,
allowing the artist to understand and replicate the
human body more accurately, there was an
idealization to their work. 

Whereas, in Germany and much of the
north, we were still coming out of the Gothic
period, with its more formal religious themes.  And
where the renaissance artists would idealize their
subjects, we in Germany, tended to paint them as
they were, with warts and birthmarks, and wrinkles
and all.  Our goal was not to idealize but to mirror
truth, to portray what God had made and not to be
ashamed or embarrassed about it.  God made us
who we are and so we painted the scar, the mole,
the long thin nose, or the wart, for it was a
reflection of God's own creation.

But my desire was to bring these two
movements together.  To replicate the real but to
open it to the inner realization planted there by God. 
You see, art is rooted in nature, in God's creation,
so detail and realism should be pursued, but
meaning and message are also attributes of art and
so symbol and creative expression should also be
used.  

So you see, especially in my woodcuts and
engravings, my representations are highly detailed,
symbolic and filled with meaning.  You can see in
one of my most famous woodcuts, depicting the
Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, it is highly
detailed and shows Death, Famine, Pestilence and
War, those things that many in our time
experienced, suffered under and greatly feared.  In
Knight, Death and Devil you see an allegory on the
strength of the true Christian faith, in the steadfast
knight riding untroubled past the evils that surround
him.  In the Resurrection, you see the power of
Christ exploding over death.  And in Melencolia I,
perhaps my most complex engraving, I portray what
I, myself, and others of great artistic persuasion,
suffer in our brooding moods and despair of lack of
inspiration.  And perhaps my most reproduced and
most famous drawing, which was done as a
preliminary sketch for an altarpiece that I did for
the Dominican Church of St. Thomas,
commissioned by Jakob Heller, the mayor of

Frankfurt, was the Hands of an Apostle.  Here you
see the very detail of my weathered and worn
hands, in a pose that reflects a Gothic arch and a
pointing to heaven.

But what I really want to tell you about is
my Self-Portrait, done in 1500 when I was 28 years
old.  I had done other self-portraits, but this one
speaks so loudly of myself, my beliefs about me
and my faith and about the time in which I lived,
and even, yes, your Protestant Reformation.  

At first glance, a person sees a man, a man
of wealth and importance as denoted by his apparel
and fine, splendid hair.  I must tell you that my hair
was really a reddish blonde color but I portrayed it
darker here, for reasons I will soon explain.  This
was important for me to convey this sense of
respect and accomplishment in my portrait, as
artists, in Germany and much of northern Europe
had for a long time been seen as members of the
labor class, as having little significance within
society, and I believed differently.  Actually, my
belief was that the artist's talents of creativity and
imagination are God-given and in fact, that the
artist is nearest to God, as he or she fulfills the
supreme role of "creator."  

And so, what some will also see here, is a
representation of Christ, for it reflects many earlier,
traditional Northern European portrayals of Christ
Jesus, particularly the early icons and in particular
one painting, Blessing Christ, by one of my
contemporaries, Hans Memling.  Certainly, like the



renaissance artists of Italy, I have idealized my
features, made my facial characteristics more
symmetrical than they were, and colored my hair a
dark brown, in keeping with traditional portrayals
of Jesus.  And my hands hold the sign of blessing
seen in many Christ images.  

But why?  It is not because I think myself a
reincarnation of Christ or a messiah figure for my
day.  No.  What I am reflecting here is a concept
that began even before Luther posted his articles of
disagreement with the Catholic Church's views on
indulgences.  In 1418, Thomas a Kempis wrote "De
Imatatione Christi" -  "The Imitation of Christ", a
handbook for the spiritual life.  In it he emphasized
the interior life, a withdrawal from worldly
concerns and a devotion to the Eucharist.  This
concept became a central theme for the Humanists
as well.  

This is what I understood from scripture. 
This is what my faith spoke to me.  That just as
Jesus, in John's gospel, washed the feet of the
disciples and made of himself a servant, he that was
the Son of God,  made himself equal with us,
became as one who serves, to show his disciples

and to set an example for them, how they were to be
one to another, and that he would dwell in them as
God dwelt in him.  And that they should follow his
commandment, to love one another, and in this way
be imitators of him.  

That is what this painting is about.  That is
what I believe the Protestant Reformation was
about.  To see within ourselves the very life and
Spirit of Christ, and to see Christ in each other as
well.  And it seems that the Reformation isn't
finished yet, and will not be until every person  is
capable of seeing Christ in him or herself and in
each and every other person they see.  As for me,  I
look at you, and I know Christ is here.  I could paint
you all!  May God bless you.  Amen.
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