Dorothea Susanna of Sachsen-Weimar (1544—92)
amid Confessions and Politics

by IRENE DINGEL

ot very much i1s known about Dorothea Susanna (1544—-1592),

duchess of Sachsen-Weimar. What we do know about her,
however, opens up a multi-faceted perspective on the interaction
between faith and political power. Dorothea Susanna was born 15
November 1544 as the second daughter of Count Palatine Frie-
drich von Simmern and his wife Maria, herself born duchess of
Brandenburg-Kulmbach. Assuming the name of Friedrich III and
known to history as “the Pious” (der Fromme), Dorothea Susanna’s
father took office in 1559 as elector of the Palatinate, succeeding his
distant cousin Ottheinrich. One year later Dorothea Susanna mar-
ried Johann Wilhelm of Sachsen-Weimar,' a man fourteen years
her senior and the second son of Ernestine Saxon Elector Johann
Friedrich the Magnanimous (der Grofimiitige). This was by no means
a typical union like other marriages arranged by sixteenth-century
ruling families since this young woman from the Palatinate had
resolutely resisted a previous arrangement for marriage with a
Pomeranian prince who would have fit the Palatinate family in
terms of faith and confessional commitment much better.? In addi-
tion, Dorothea Susanna’s marriage was by no means the only link
between the Electoral Palatinate (Reformed) and Ernestine Saxony
(Lutheran) since in 1558 Dorothea Susanna’s older sister Elisabeth
had married the older brother of Johann Wilhelm, Johann Fried-
rich the Middler.? This immediately created confessional tension
between the two princely dynasties, which could hardly have been
more pointed, even though or perhaps because Dorothea Susanna
did not follow the confessional shift of the Electoral Palatinate toward
a more Calvinist theology. On the contrary, she unwaveringly stood
by her husband and his Lutheran confessional commitment, even
defending this legacy against external attacks (from Saxon Elector
August) for twenty years as a widow. She was thus rather intensely
involved in the interaction between the Ernestine and Albertine
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Dorothea Susanna, Duchess of Sachsen-Weimar (1544—1592). The
quotation in the arch is from Job 19:25,“I know that my Redeemer
lives.” Used by Permission: Royal Collection Trust / © Her Majesty
Queen Elizabeth II 2020.

branches of the Wettin faculty, whose long-standing rivalry had con-
tinued to heighten following the Ernestine branch’s loss of the elec-
toral title and lands after the Smalcald War.* By resolutely defending
her confession—as one of the few princely personalities who com-
missioned a personal confession of the faith—Dorothea Susanna
helped lay the groundwork for the reversal of religious policy that
led Elector August to become a proponent of the Book of Concord.

Viewing her as an individual, it becomes very evident that faith,
doctrine, and confession—which, in the era of the R eformation and
budding confessional groupings, could sometimes be used either to
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retain or to regain power and influence—could very well keep a
firm grip on their intrinsic religious value. In such a case, not only
did individuals wielding political influence act as power brokers;
some were—just like their forbears in the early sixteenth century
(with the signing of the Augsburg Confession)—still prepared to
stand up for their faith as “confessors.” Thus, political decisions,
societal changes, dynastic developments, and the friction and con-
troversies of that period cannot be interpreted solely on the basis
of the struggle for power and political advantage. Rather, they must
always be seen in light of a decision of the faith and the confession
of that particular individual as well. How they complement one
another—or how faith and political power interact in the establish-
ment and implementation of proper public teaching—can nght-
fully be interpreted as a key characteristic of the entire R eformation
and the Age of Confessionalisation.

The example of Dorothea Susanna of Sachsen-Weimar is a clas-
sic case of how the struggle for faith and power impacted the most
diverse environments and spheres of activity: dynastic relationships,
political rivalries, and the composition of confessional documents
as normative expressions of Reformation identity. What follows
demonstrates this from three complementary points of view, indi-
cating how the duchess from Sachsen-Weimar was negotiating the
fields of political and ecclesiastical tension in her day while strug-
gling with the questions of faith and power that confronted her. The
essay briefly reviews the factors setting distinct understandings of
the faith at odds with each other, then discusses the maneuvering
between the two branches of the Saxon Wettin dynasty, and finally
considers how the duchess, although she was able to maintain her
confession, ultimately lost the battle for political autonomy.

Opposing Professions of the Faith

In retrospect, the marriage of the daughter of the Palatine elector
with Ernestine Duke Johann Wilhelm in 1560 meant the joining of
two powers that both, from a confessional-political point of view,
had a unique political position for that time.
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On the Ernestine side, the systematic exaltation of the figure of
Johann Friedrich the Magnanimous, who had been taken captive by
the emperor after the Smalcald War and then deposed, had already
begun. Thus, the father-in-law of the Palatine duchess was being
regarded as a contender for the true faith and a bearer of the cross,
one who was following in Christ’s footsteps. In the view of some
Protestants in the empire, his tragic fate in the war had gained him
the aura of a genuine martyr even though he was freed from captiv-
ity in 1552 as a result of the armistice signed at Passau.When Johann
Friedrich died soon after his release, his sons followed in their father’s
footsteps, remaining faithful to his confessional commitment and his
pursuit of political power. Striving to achieve these goals served as
the dominant element in their policymaking. This became appar-
ent both in their unwavering, often-venturesome, support for the
unadulterated R eformation teachings of Martin Luther and in their
relentless dynastic opposition to their Albertine neighbor.

That the Ernestine princes were pursuing their own path in mat-
ters of the faith had already become very obvious during the Collo-
quy of Worms of 1557 when the Ernestine theologians demanded
a clear rejection of false teaching and thus divided the Evangelical
camp, leading to a premature termination of the colloquy.’ This
attitude, aimed at drawing confessional lines of demarcation, also
became apparent at the meeting of Evangelical princes in Frankfurt
in 1558. The policy seeking consensus advanced by the Palatinate,
Brandenburg, Hesse, and Electoral Saxony found expression in the
“Frankfurt Recess,” which presented a mediating formula created
under the influence of Philip Melanchthon.® The goal of this for-
mula was to overcome the doctrinal disagreements that had arisen
within Protestantism after the Augsburg Interim.” Along with
some north German cities,® the government of Johann Friedrich
the Middler rejected this—what he considered to be a lukewarm
attempt at reconciliation. He therefore had the associates of Mat-
thias Flacius compose the Weimar Book of Confutation,® which was
to become the core piece of the Corpus Doctrinae Thuringicum, a
collection of confessional documents that expressed the views of
the “Gnesio-Lutherans.” Any disregard for or rejection of this norm
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was generally punished with expulsion from the territory. The
combination of a willingness to pursue a unique position regard-
ing confessional issues and the later actions of Johann Friedrich the
Middler in the Grumbach Affair, in which the duke went to war
against Albertine Saxony in support of a prominent knight, Wilhelm
von Grumbach, provided for an explosive mix in Saxon politics.™

For the Electorate of the Palatinate the confessional choices were
very different. No wonder, then, that this led to tensions between
the two dynasties and their ruling families. Even as early as 1560,
when Dorothea Susanna and Johann Wilhelm married, a gradual
transition in the Electoral Palatinate toward Reformed teaching was
underway. In 1559, very soon after his reign had begun, Friedrich
the Pious was already beginning to intervene in the ecclesiastical
affairs of his land to put to an end the disagreement over the correct
understanding of the Lord’s Supper. This disagreement had erupted
between a faithful supporter of Luther—Tilemann Heshusius, who
at the time was still general ecclesiastical superintendent in Elec-
toral Palatinate—and Deacon Wilhelm Klebitz. With support from
a memorandum by Philip Melanchthon," the disagreement ended
with the dismissal and expulsion of both opponents. In this way the
elector finally removed the Gnesio-Lutheran presence from his land
and set the stage for gradual “Calvinization,” which concluded—at
least in the eyes of his contemporaries—with the Kirchenordnung of
1563. This ordinance made the Heidelberg Catechism compulsory.™
In light of the Peace of Augsburg, which guaranteed legal status
in the German Empire only to adherents of the Augsburg Confes-
sion alongside those faithful to Rome, this movement to Calvinism
was also an example of Friedrich’s taking a unique, independent
stance within the constellation of political power plays and religious
politics. This became apparent soon afterward when, at the Diet of
Augsburg of 1566, the Electoral Palatinate was in danger of being
excluded from the Peace of Augsburg."

Thus, Ernestine Saxony and the Electoral Palatinate are excel-
lent examples of the application of political power in the search
for the desired unity of faith and confession within a principal-
ity. Other examples could be mentioned as well. What makes the
examples cited particularly interesting is that they demonstrate
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how confessional coexistence between princely dynasties could
be accepted—or at least had to be tolerated—as a complement of
efforts for confessional standardization at a territorial level. As such,
it became quite customary for noble and princely families to ally
themselves with one another in accord with a specific policy deci-
sion for a marriage across confessional lines.’* On the one hand,
confessional consensus and, on the other, a toleration of dissonance
were two sides of the same coin in trying to balance concern for
correct faith and at the same time maintain political power.

Contest between the Saxon Houses

Just before the Saxon-Palatine wedding, scheduled for 16 June
1560 in Heidelberg,'s frictions arose. The two Ernestine broth-
ers, Johann Friedrich the Middler and Johann Wilhelm, who had
arrived in the Palatinate in early June, made every effort to dis-
suade their Palatine father-in-law from his Calvinist position. They
thus brought with them their own theologians, Maximilian Mérlin,
superintendent in Coburg, and Johannes Sto8el, superintendent in
Heldburg. Both were well informed about past events in the Elec-
toral Palatinate by none other than Heshusius, who had by that time
been expelled. Heshusius had provided them with Wilhelm Klebitz’
disputation theses “De sancta eucharistia,” with which the latter had
attained his bachelor of theology degree in Heidelberg in 1559 and
which had at that time triggered the confessional struggle in the
Palatinate.'® The Ernestine plan was to use a religious colloquy to
resolve all the issues that had long since spread beyond territorial
borders, with each side hoping to convince its opponent of its own
correct faith and true doctrine. On the Palatine side were the dean
of Heidelberg’s theological faculty, Petrus Boquinus, and the elec-
toral physician, Thomas Erastus, both of whom were also members
of the church council organized in 1560, modeled after the church
council of Zurich.'” But since the opponents stuck to their respec-
tive positions, the enterprise failed. This was the reason Johann Wil-
helm did everything he could to foil the wedding ceremony that
would be officiated by the theologians of his Palatine father-in-
law, especially since, from his point of view, they did not adhere
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to correct doctrine. This is confirmed in a letter that Friedrich III
wrote his son-in-law four days before the wedding, in which the
elector expressed his great displeasure that Johann Wilhelm would
expect the wedding ceremony of his daughter to be officiated by the
two Saxon pastors who had accompanied him, Mérlin and Sto8el.
The elector regarded his being publicly depicted “as though he did
not also have a minister who would be able to officiate the wed-
ding of his children in a Christian manner”'® as scandalous behav-
ior and perhaps even, in light of the Peace of Augsburg, as an act
of religious-political denunciation. After several delays, the wedding
was finally held on 10 December 1560, presumably in accordance
with Palatine plans.' This was not to be the only showdown in the
struggle for the correct faith and true doctrine. In the long run, both
princely families had to deal with the undesirable but unavoidable
consequences of the coexistence of different confessions.

This was demonstrated in a dramatic way when the couple’s
second child, a girl, was born in 1563,%° the same year in which
the Heidelberg Catechism was made compulsory in Electoral Palat-
inate.”’ Dorothea Susanna’s mother, Palatine Electress (Kurfiirstin)
Maria, had been invited by the couple to travel from Weimar for
this occasion and assist them with the birth.?> Needless to say, she
assumed she was going to be asked to be the child’s godmother at
the baptism ceremony. However, she was refused this role. Shifts
determined by confessional teaching and practice were becoming
obvious in the Palatinate: the removal of the traditional host in the
Lord’s Supper, pastors introducing the breaking of the bread in the
celebration of the Sacrament, altars being replaced by simple tables,
and images being removed from the churches. In light of this, Johann
Wilhelm had already at an earlier point in time expressed doubts as
to whether the Word of God was even still being correctly preached
in his father-in-law’s lands.*? Already once before he had had to put
up with a clear rebuke from his father-in-law for having asked the
electress to give an account of her faith.* Now that the baptism in
Weimar was at issue, she was spared this examination of her faith
but was denied the role of godmother, which made the lines clear
from the very start of her visit. This was because the role of a god-
parent was considered to be a public confession of the faith and also
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signified unity in the faith in which the child was to be raised. From
the Ernestine point of view, however, this unity of faith no longer
existed. In Electoral Palatinate this issue was not only seen as a per-
sonal insult but also as religious intolerance. Therefore, in a letter
he wrote his son-in-law, Friedrich III reacted very angrily to the
rejection of his wife as the godmother: “If I had to bet or guess, I
would guess that the reason was that my most beloved wife . . . with
me has received several times the Holy Supper of our Lord Jesus
Christ according to the institution of the one who instituted it and
has eaten the bread that was broken, which is considered by you,
my Dear Ones, as such an abomination that you have the worst of
heretics among you.”?

The offense ran deep. Even months later the electress complained
to her older son-in-law, Johann Friedrich the Middler, about this
unfair treatment, which had apparently even trickled down to court
gossip: “My ladies-in-waiting were asked by the ladies-in-waiting
of my daughter Dorothea if I had not been asked to be the god-
mother. My ladies-in-waiting said no. They were astounded. My
ladies-in-waiting said that they themselves were amazed that I had
been dragged such a long way and not given the honor of being a
godparent, especially since the child is a daughter. Her ladies-in-
waiting said that the reason was that things were not right with
matters of the faith, that bread-breaking dare not take place, which
your electress had done. So my ladies-in-waiting said, ‘What in the
devil’s name is that, we are not Turks or heathen, we are just as much
Christian people as you are, even if you think you are so good.” But
my son Duke Hans Wilhelm or Dorothea have not asked for my
pardon with a single word . . ’*®

It was not possible to resolve this matter so easily, and the frictions
flared up again in 1565 when the electress became gravely ill. Now
it was the Palatine elector’sturn to roughly reject the sympathy of
his daughter, Dorothea Susanna. He pointed out to Dorothea that
the prayer for her mother that she had promised was Pharasaic and
thus could be only hypocritical and false if she was still harboring
the prejudices against her mother being the godmother:“It is to be
observed regarding someone who wants to pray for something that
the person knows what he is praying for. I just hope to God that you
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will abandon the crazy idea that you had thought up in regard to
my kind, dearly beloved spouse, your mother, that you did not have
enough respect for her to have her serve at your daughter’s baptism
as a godmother; otherwise you will be praying as a Pharisee, who
exalts himself to the heavens and thrusts the sinner behind him into
hell. Remember that this is my fatherly, loving estimation, and it is
meant in no other way than as a Christian and loving gesture.”*?

All of this was not simply a family spat. Rather, the backdrop
was the construction of confessional boundaries between the two
principalities. What divided them was becoming ever more appar-
ent in their different practices of piety. While this did not lead to
a break of the relationship between the two families, which still
corresponded with one another, it most certainly did influence how
they treated one another. At times, when issues of faith were at stake,
missionary zeal became apparent. When Dorothea Susanna’s second
daughter was stillborn in October 1564, Friedrich the Pious used this
opportunity to write a pastoral letter of condolence, which between
the lines was also promoting Calvinist views of the sacrament of
baptism. In a classically Calvinist fashion, the theologically educated
prince explained baptism as a symbol of a new, godly covenant of
grace with humans. Since their child had died before being bap-
tized, he wanted to console them and pointed out that children of
believing parents are included in the covenant of the grace of God,
regardless of whether the children have received the external sign
of baptism with the earthly element of water or not.?® Between the
lines but in unmistakable fashion, Friedrich the Pious denigrated
the sacramental act, which was highly esteemed in Lutheranism,
and its relevance in providing consolation and salvation. Although a
child dying before baptism does not pose a theological problem in
Lutheranism, it can be presumed that the princely couple regarded
this letter more as a provocation than as a letter of consolation even
though Friedrich stressed the sincerity of his intent. He claimed to
have sent it not to belittle or abrogate the meaning of baptism but
only to console his family members through Holy Scripture during
their time of trial,3° as he assured them.

By no means did this act bridge the confessional gulf that had
been created and which—despite the readiness of both sides to allow
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the other side to believe as it saw fit—could sometimes erupt in
dangerous breaches in their relationship. For when situations arose
in which the parties thought false beliefs needed to be combated
or correct faith needed to be defended or protected—all of which
was sometimes fueled by politically motivated power struggles—
this could sometimes actually lead to military confrontations. One
famous example is the reaction of Johann Casimir, the brother of
Dorothea Susanna, who—undoubtedly for reasons of common faith
but also with an eye towards promised rewards’’—went to war to
defend the persecuted Huguenots. Dorothea’s husband, on the other
hand, was determined to fight on the side of the Roman Catholic
French king against the Calvinists. This was the case largely because
until 1559 he had served King Henry II, then King Charles IX of
France, and had received an annual stipend and land for his services.
However, in late 1568 he gave up this commitment® although it
is not clear whether the various letters of Elector Friedrich to his
daughter in 1567 and 1568, designed to exert influence on his son-
in-law, actually played a role in Johann Wilhelm’s decision. At any
rate, Friedrich warned her and her husband against taking any steps
that could pit relatives against one another on the battlefield, for
this would definitely divide the family. It would seem that Elec-
tor Friedrich was actually able to prevent the impending disaster,
although, here as well, confessional interests were a driving force. In
this situation, Friedrich painted a picture that, since she had decided
to join her husband on the battlefield, his daughter would not only
be going to war against her own brothers but even against Christ
himself. In this action the elector saw nothing less than being an
accessory to murder of the Christians persecuted in France. Their
martyrdom caused by this action would have to be regarded as an act
against the Redeemer himself.3* For Johann Casimir, on the other
hand, there was no reason to give up his plan to aid the Huguenots.

The Struggle for Faith and Power

In late 1592 Dorothea Susanna died at the age of only 48, having
been widowed for about twenty years.’* Among the funeral ser-
mons given for her, that of Superintendent Gregor Strigenitz from
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Orlamiinde in Thuringia is particularly interesting because in his
eulogy and sermon he not only constructed a literary monument
for the duchess but also made her passion for her land and its faith
the theme of the sermon.? For his exegesis and the praise appro-
priate for a princely family connected to it, Strigenitz selected the
Old Testament character of Judith,3® illustrating the life and merits
of the deceased electress of the land, while using this biblical female
character as a model. Needless to say, in line with the exegetical
tradition, he emphasized the virtues connected with the exemplary
widowhood of Judith rather than Judith’s plucky yet cold-blooded
murder of Holofernes or the way she used her beauty and intelli-
gence to sustain the power of the people of God. As such, he con-
tinued, Dorothea Susanna had oriented her life according to the role
model of Judith; despite her high-ranking status in society, she had
in an exemplary way demonstrated meekness, chastity, and honor,
which one today might describe as restraint, an appropriate lifestyle,
and personal integrity.3’

As a matter of fact, that Dorothea Susanna chose not to remarry
did play an important role for the Ernestine region of the land. Her
status as a widow enabled her to remain “mother of her country”
even though, after the unexpected and early demise of her husband
Johann Wilhelm in March 1573,3 August, the Albertine cousin, had
maneuvered himself into the role of guardian for her sons Friedrich
Wilhelm and Johann, who were still minors.® In this way August
became the ruler of Sachsen-Weimar.This had occurred against the
wishes drawn up in the last will and testament of Johann Wilhelm,
who had actually appointed his brother-in-law, Ludwig VI of the
Palatinate, and Johann Albrecht of Mecklenburg as the boys’ guard-
1ans.*° But, after the rule over the territories of the yet underage sons
had fallen into his lap, August saw in this an opportunity to com-
plete the extension of his power and influence. This had occurred
because in 1572 the Ernestine lands were divided between Johann
Wilhelm and the two minor sons of Johann Friedrich the Middler,
in captivity since 1567 because of his involvement in the Grum-
bach Affair.# These policies led to a clash between the nobility of
the duchy of Sachsen-Weimar and the electoral Albertine council-
ors, and it also triggered the opposition of the theologians of the
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land, who were on the side of the duchess. However, the latter were
made to pay for their criticism of the rulers and their resistance to
electoral religious policies with the termination of their duties and
expulsion from the duchy.*

For thirteen years, from 1573 to 1586, Albertine electoral Saxony
and the Ernestine duchy remained united under August’s rule. At
the same time, however, the merger of these territories initially pro-
voked a confrontation between those holding the two different atti-
tudes regarding the proper confessional stance—namely, a decidedly
Lutheran approach on the side of the Ernestines and—at least at
that time—a Philippist approach on the side of the Albertines. This
position included a strong tendency towards spiritualizing views of
the sacraments. Every attempt of Elector August in the mid-1570s
to reconcile these two confessional positions failed, not least due to
the resistance of Duchess Dorothea Susanna, the young widow.*} As
the eulogist Strigenitz expressed it, she had always been focused
on the correct religion and had “withstood every danger associated
with her stance.”#* Tirelessly, she had striven to maintain correct
doctrine in churches and schools and had also instructed her own
children in it, resisting every external pressure. For the superin-
tendent from Orlamiinde, the key to her historical greatness was
that she never tired of standing up for the faith and confession of
her land. Strigenitz stated that what gave her the seal of legitimacy
was that she agreed with the prophetic and apostolic teachings,
that is, the Old and New Testaments, as well as with the teachings
of Martin Luther.#5 Strigenitz further maintained that it was she
who had made sure that the Corpus Doctrinae Thuringicum—which
Johann Wilhelm “had made a part of the life of every church in his
principality and which he had bequeathed as a valuable treasure”—
remained normative for teaching in the duchy*® By being an exem-
plary widow and courageously standing up for this theological
heritage, Strigenitz said, Dorothea Susanna was “the bulwark of this
duchy, the protector and guardian of this principality” [propugnacu-
lum huius Ducatus, der Schutz vnd Schirm dieses Fufe[rstenthumbs]. In
this way, in the preceding two decades she had been able to avert
quite a few calamities for the duchy’s churches and schools and its
land and people, through her constant prayer.*’
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Thus, Dorothea Susanna had proved to be a perfectly exemplary
“mother of her country,” not only at her husband’s side but also by
using the influence that she continued to exercise (due to her posi-
tion in society) on behalf of the correct faith after his death. This had
not been an easy task because the option of her particular position
regarding the proper confession of the faith was closely enmeshed
in the Ernestine-Albertine rivalry.

In order to illustrate this clearly, a retrospect. The heightening
of the territorial-political rivalry between the two parts of Saxony
had been a long process, fueled and supported by their confessional
differences. This had occurred in various stages across Europe, cul-
minating in the efforts of the duchess, who had been deprived of
her political power, to retain at least confessional autonomy for her
territory. One of the key stages in this struggle for faith and power
had been the issue of the Saxon universities. After their defeat in the
Smalcald War the Ernestine family had lost to the Albertine rela-
tives not only the electoral title but also the electoral territory, cen-
tered in Wittenberg, with its university. This meant that Ernestine
Saxony—as the home of the Reformation—had lost not only its
political influence but also its cultural center. With the proponents
of Melanchthon’s way of thinking centered in the universities of
Leipzig and Wittenberg, these two influential educational institu-
tions were now in the hands of the hated rivals. In no way whatso-
ever were the Ernestines prepared to support the religious policies
of their rivals, which aimed at rapprochement with the emperor and
permitted a special form of policies with roots, from the Ernestine
perspective, in the Augsburg Interim.*® Therefore, the Ernestines
tried to compensate for this loss by founding a university in Jena
and originally even trying to persuade Melanchthon to join the fac-
ulty.#® The Ernestine university opened its doors in 1548 and soon
became a magnet for everyone determined to preserve the original
teaching of Martin Luther’s Reformation in what they regarded as a
pure fashion, namely, for the so-called “Gnesio-Lutherans.”s° This
group was headed up by Nikolaus von Amsdorf (1483—1565)5" and
the Croatian Matthias Flacius Illyricus (1520-1575).5% A visitation of
the congregations in Ernestine Saxony in 1554/1555 directed by the
ducal government led to unity of faith, doctrine, and ceremonies.%?
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After the series of painful losses, the impulses radiating from Jena,
which prompted a renewed embrace of Luther and a new identifi-
cation with the Lutheran R eformation, reinvigorated Ernestine pol-
icies of drawing firm boundaries and the Ernestine claim to be the
stronghold and shepherd of the legacy of the Wittenberg reform.

A further step in implementing this goal was a project to establish
a new edition of Luther’s works printed in Ernestine Jena. This was
begun in deliberate competition to the collection of the reformer’s
writings which had been initiated by Elector Johann Friedrich the
Elder in Wittenberg while Luther was yet alive.’* The Wittenberg
Edition had arranged Luthers writings according to topics—so
that readers could quickly consult the opinion of their Wittenberg
master on various theological questions and thematic problems. In
contrast, the Jena Edition launched by the Ernestine government in
1555 followed a chronological presentation of his writings. Among
other things, this was to put a stop to people trying to use Lutheras an
authority on topics shaped by his theology in a historically unjus-
tified manner, for example, to prevent people from making con-
clusive statements by juxtaposing earlier writings of the Reformer
with later ones. This abuse was apparent whenever people tried to
legitimize views on faith and doctrine expressed in late-medieval
forms in the earlier writings without recognizing the maturing of
Luther’ thinking. In particular, some were suspicious that Melan-
chthon and his colleagues from Wittenberg—being influenced by
Albertine political goals—were giving up the Reformation heri-
tage by striving for broad agreement with Roman Catholic oppo-
nents. The theologians from Ernestine Saxony, on the other hand,
claimed to be the sole true guarantors of Martin Luther’s pure ref-
ormational teaching.

Despite all the losses the Ernestine family had had to endure, its
duchy under Johann Friedrich the Middler intended to be the guar-
antor of the pure gospel and of the pure identity of the Reforma-
tion. With this understanding of their mission, the Ernestine dukes
formulated their policy and pursued the interests of this program in
the following decades, which did not prevent confrontation with
the theologians of the land. Twice—in 1560/1561 and in 1573—the
followers of Matthias Flacius had to endure expulsion and leave the
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land because they had not agreed with how the secular authorities
were intervening in and governing church matters.5S

However, as far as the tension between faith and power is con-
cerned, the most important role in this development was the publi-
cation of the Weimar Confutation in 1558, on which the confessional
identity of the land was based.’ For Ernestine Saxony, initially
jointly ruled by the three brothers Johann Friedrich the Middler,
Johann Wilhelm, and Johann Friedrich the Younger,’” it became
the obligatory confessional foundation. After a fruitless attempt at
reconciliation with the electoral Saxon Philippists in the Collo-
quy of Altenburg in 1568/1569,%® the government of Johann Wil-
helm issued the Corpus Doctrinae Thuringicum in 1570. It included
the Weimar Confutation. This collection of confessional documents
became a Gnesio-Lutheran counterbalance to the Corpus Doctrinae
Philippicum of the Albertines.*® This significant step in the confes-
sional consolidation of the duchy occurred during the period when
the theologically well-educated Johann Wilhelm and his wife Doro-
thea Susanna were shaping the fate of their lands after the expulsion
of his elder brother in 1566. However, after the land was divided in
1572, this was true only for the regions around Weimar and Alten-
burg.%® The theological advisors of the ducal couple at that time
included most importantly Johannes Wigand and Tilemann Heshu-
sius, who had been called to Jena as professors of theology in 1568
and 1569, respectively. Both of them played a role in influencing the
land in the direction of “Gnesio-Lutheran” positions.®

However, when Johann Wilhelm suddenly died on 2 March 1573,
the power structures changed dramatically since the circumstances
now favored their political rival, the Albertine- August. At that point
the widow, only 28 years old, was forced to take an active role in
shaping the policies of the duchy if she wanted to preserve its ter-
ritorial and confessional identity. This time the struggle over faith,
influence, and power would not be carried out in more or less pri-
vate correspondence between the ruling princes but at a public level
through strategies in the societal and political spheres. A year before
the unmasking of “Crypto-Calvinism” in his territories would take
place, August was still trying to enforce Philippist norms (aligned
with Melanchthon’s theology) on issues of doctrine and faith and to
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impose them as a means of uniting both parts of the lands he now
governed. For this purpose, a comprehensive visitation was con-
ducted, new regulations for the consistory in Jena were drawn up,
a new set of professors was installed at the university there, and
one hundred eleven pastors were expelled from the duchy. These
included Bartholomius Gernhardt, Dorothea Susanna’s court chap-
lain; Bartholomius R osinus, superintendent of Weimar; and profes-
sors Wigand and Heshusius from Jena.’> The duchess herself was
put under pressure and accused of heterodoxy and searching for
new doctrine.®® Even when August soon after reacted decisively
against his own theologians (who were under suspicion of Calvinist
views) and became a key supporter of what became Concordist
Lutheranism, he did not moderate his reproaches against her. This
shows to what extent the political-dynamic rivalry had correlated
with the confessional antipathies even after these had largely been
laid aside. Nonetheless, Dorothea Susanna was turning out to be
August’s chief opponent. In the end the measures she undertook put
an end to the stage of the growing confessional identity determined
by August’s policies in Ernestine Saxony and simultaneously created
the prerequisite for budding potential for resistance against Alber-
tine encroachment. She had a theologian with Gnesio-Lutheran
tendencies named Casper Melissander® draft a confession, which
she adopted—not only to refute the charges of heresy made against
her but also to consolidate the Ernestine Gnesio-Lutheran confes-
sional position.” She turned a deaf ear to her father’s advice to be
more diplomatic towards such a powerful prince as August.%® In let-
ters of protest and petitions she appealed unintermittingly to August
and his wife Anna to bring about the return of those theologians
who had been expelled, especially her court chaplain, Bartholomius
Gernhardt, and to declare that her confession was orthodox.5
Nothing could discourage her from pursuing her goals even though
August reacted quite rudely to her diplomatic maneuvering and
advised her to stop bothering him with her confession.®® She should
rather, he said, adhere to Luther’s simple catechisms. Furthermore,
as a woman, she should not get involved in “high and copious dis-
putation” or should at least instead follow the advice of better advi-

sors if she wanted to “have a confession drawn up in her name.”®
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The measures undertaken by Dorothea Susanna proved successful.
In 1576 her dismissed court chaplain was allowed to return to his
position; two years later Gernhardt even became vice superinten-
dent in Weimar.7°

Conclusion

Two factors played a decisive role and make clear how confessional
developments in this case influenced political activities. First, Elec-
tor August had to rethink his position regarding Gnesio-Lutherans
in the Ernestine duchy. When August’s committee seeking concord
convened in May and June of 1576 in Torgau to consult on what
would later become the Formula of Concord, the theologians he
had summoned as advisors for this purpose from other territo-
ries and towns urged that his opposition to the Gnesio-Lutherans
should cease. Jacob Andreae, the architect of the Book of Concord,
had personally contacted Dorothea Susanna, assuring her that he
would champion the theological renewal of the University of Jena
on her behalf.” Secondly, the widowed duchess had succeeded in
having her confession generally and publicly acclaimed and thereby
established as a doctrinal and confessional standard in line with the
Corpus Doctrinae Thuringicum. To this end, she had chosen a way that
would become typical for forming confessions and propagating a
unified standard of faith. She did this by presenting her confession to
outstanding theologians, inviting their critique and endorsement.”?
By 1591 she had received memoranda approving its text from a wide
variety of parties.”? Dorothea Susanna’s confession was confirmed
to be in agreement not only with the Ernestine Corpus Doctrinae
Thuringicum but also with the supraterritorial Lutheran formulation
of the confession in the Formula of Concord. In retrospect, these
statements, made in part by theologians who signed the Formula of
Concord, affirmed not only the widowed duchess but also Ernestine
religious policies over against the Albertine rivals and their charges
of heterodoxy against Dorothea Susanna. In the struggle between
faith and power, this confession had helped the voice of the politi-
cally disempowered duchess gain a lasting theological impact. In her
attempts to continue the ecclesiastical and dynastic policies of her
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husband the widow took actions that led her “with her confession
of faith to break through the gender structures of her time.”7*

This is an extensively revised version of an essay that originally appeared
in German, “Dorothea Susanna von Sachsen-Weimar (1544—1592) im
Spannungsfeld von Konfession und Politik. Ernestinisches und alber-
tinisches Sachsen im Ringen um Glaube und Macht,” in Glaube und
Macht: Theologie, Politik und Kunst im Jahrhundert der R eforma-
tion, ed. Enno Biinz, Stefan Rhein, and Giinther Wartenberg, Schriften
der Stiftung Luthergedenkstditten in Sachsen-Anhalt 5 (Leipzig: Evange-
lische Verlagsanstalt, 2005), 175—192, based on a lecture presented to the
Mainzer Akademie der Wissenschaften und der Literatur, 22 June 2002. An
English translation of the original essay by Christian C. Tiews underlies the
English version of this revision.
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Kurpfalz, ed. Emil Sehling (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1969), 333-408.

13. See Walter Hollweg, Der Augsburger Reichstag von 1566 und seine Bedeutung fiir
die Entstehung der Reformierten Kirche und ihres Bekenntnisses, Beitrige zur Geschichte der
reformierten Kirche. 17 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: NeukirchenerVerlag, 1964).

14. The best-known example is the marriage between Henry of Navarre, a Pro-
testant, and Marguerite, a Catholic and the daughter of Catherine de Medici.Also, Calvin-
ist Palgrave Johann Casimir married the Lutheran electress of Electoral Saxony, Elizabeth,
the daughter of Elector August.

15. This date is according to B. Rose, “Dorothea Susanna,” in Allgemeine Encyklopale]
die der Wissenschaften und Kule|nste, Section 1, Volume 27, ed. Johann Samuel Ersch and
Johann Gotttried Gruber (Leipzig: Gleditsch, 1836):173—17s.

16. As taken from Burcard Gotthelf Struve, Ausfiihrlicher Bericht Von der Pfilzischen
Kirchen=Historie.n sich fassend die verschiedenen Religions=Verinderungen und den Kirchen==Staat
in der Chur=Pfaltz und andern Pfilzischen Landen, Vom Beginn der Reformation an, bif} auf
gegenwartige Zeiten . . . (Franckfurt am Main, 1721), 93.

17. See Ludwig Hausser, Geschichte der Rheinischen Pfalz nach ihren politischen, kirchlichen
und literarischen Verhdltnissen 2 (Heidelberg:Winter, 1924),15 and Struve, Ausfiihrlicher Bericht,
93—103.This work includes the theses presented at the colloquy.

18. As described in the summary of Friedrich’s letter to Johann Wilhelm, 12 June 1560,
in BFPf1:139, Nr. 99.

19. This date is given by Beck, Johann Friedrich der Mittlere, 235. Kluckhohn reports
that the wedding—originally planned for June—was postponed to a later date and was
then once again delayed because of a death in the family. See BFPf L:139, footnote I to
Nr. 99.

20. See below, footnote 40.

21. See the article by Wulf Metz,“Heidelberger Katechismus I. Kirchengeschichtlich,”
in TRE 14 (1984): 582—586.

22. As can be seen from the letter, 19 November 1563, from Elector Friedrich to
Johann Wilhelm;see BFPf I:470, Nr.257.

23. This was not a unique incident, as Matthius Wesenbeck, a professor of law from
Jena, also experienced. As he was to become the godfather of the child of Johann Stigel,
professor of poetry, he was requested to subscribe to the Book of Confutation. However,
Wesenbeck appealed to the Confessio Augustana because “as a layman, he did not want
to interfere in theological issues.” After making this statement he was refused the role
of godfather. See “Geschichte der Universitit Jena,” 40 and Martin Kruse, Speners Kritik
am landesherrlichen Kirchenregiment und ihre Vorgeschichte, Arbeiten zur Kirchengeschichte 10
(Witten: Luther-Verlag, 1971), 58.

24. From a letter of Friedrich to Johann Wilhelm, 7 July 1563, printed in BFPf 1, 238.

25. Elector Friedrich to Johann Wilhelm, 19 November 1563,in BFPf1,257: 471.

26. A letter from Maria to Johann Friedrich the Middler, 24 April 1564, in BFPf 1,
276: 506.

27. In his letter to Dorothea Susanna, Friedrich first stressed that God only listens to
prayers that come from believing hearts. He compared her prayers to those of the Pharisee



288 LUTHERAN QUARTERLY

in Lk 18:10—-14. Letter from Elector Friedrich to Dorothea Susanna, 18 May 1565, in BFPf
1:583, Nr. 306.
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Julio. Anno 1575’ The manuscript used for this essay is in the Herzog August Bibliothek
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them. Those special heroic people, God-fearing persons, are often while they live the the
bulwark of the duchy, the protector and guardian of the principality and with their fervent
prayer become a defensive wall and oppose a break with the Lord for the land that it not
go to ruin.”
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52. Not only had Flacius been a student and colleague of Melanchthon but he also
had close contact with Luther himself. See Wilhelm Preger, Matthias Flacius Illyricus und
seine Zeit, 2 vols, (Erlangen: Blising, 1859-1861, reprint Hildesheim: Nieuwkoop, 1964);
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Jena,” 36.
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