A Mighty Fortress Is Our God

Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott 8.7.8.7.5.5.5.6. 7. Ein feste Burg
Martin Luther, 1529 Martin Luther, 1529
Tr. composite Setting: Johannes Eccard, 1597, adapt.
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A Mighty Fortress Is Our God

MARTIN LUTHER wrote “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God (Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott)”
as a metrical setting of Psalm 46, though it may more accurately be said to have been
loosely inspired by the Psalm. Its first extant appearance is in Andreas Rauscher’s 1531
Erfurt reprint of Joseph Klug’s Geistliche Lieder auffs new gebessert, Wittenberg, 1529.
Klug’s 1529 hymnal is now lost, but was most likely the first publication in which
Luther’s hymn appeared in print.

As striking as Luther’s text is, just as striking and memorable is the melody he composed
to accompany it, which he drew from Gregorian predecessors. The tune “Ein feste Burg”
is much more heavily syncopated and complex than the tunes for Luther’s earlier (and
more literal) Psalm settings, and much more finely tailored to match the underlying
text. The perfect wedding of text and tune is perhaps best illustrated by the sixth line of
the second verse, “Er heifit Jesus Christ” (translated in the English version as “Jesus
Christ it is”), in which the melody climbs until reaching its pinnacle with the name of
Christ.

“A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” is included in all the major Lutheran hymnals. The
translation used for the Free Lutheran Chorale-Book is that found in The Lutheran
Hymnal, 1941, No. 262, which first appeared in the 1868 Pennsylvania Lutheran Church
Book and is a composite drawn from the translations of Thomas Carlyle and W. M.
Reynolds, with the first line from Frederick H. Hedge’s famous 1852 translation. The
result is a text that is practically word for word reflective of Luther’s German, while still
retaining the original meter and rhyme scheme. Lutheran Worship and the Lutheran
Service Book contain a version of this translation that is slightly altered to soften the
ending of the fourth stanza: the earlier “Let these all be gone, / They yet have nothing
won” is changed to “Though these all be gone, / The victory has been won.” The earlier
version is closer to Luther’s original, expressing a shocking nonchalance at the prospect
of losing one’s family. Compared to the gain of the kingdom of God, however, even the
loss of the supreme earthly blessings of child and wife cannot dim the deep-seated joy of
the Christian.

The music used for the Free Lutheran Chorale-Book is largely adapted from Johannes
Eccard’s 1597 setting for five voices. Both text and music may be freely used and repro-
duced for any purpose whatever, and are offered with the prayer that they may serve for
the edification of Christian people everywhere. For more information, visit the Free
Lutheran Chorale-Book at:
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