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Introduction



August Gottlieb Spangenberg arrived in Bethlehem, Pa. on October 30, 1744, bringing with him the newly written Litany of the Wounds.  An observer wrote that when it was first read, “An aura of blood prevailed, refreshing our hearts.”
  At least once a week for nearly twenty years the residents of Bethlehem prayed this litany and offered worship to the wounds of Christ.  Even when the use of the Litany of the Wounds declined in Bethlehem, the community continued to adore the side wound in the Pleurodie litany and dozens of hymns.  Throughout the most vital years of the Bethlehem community, they worshiped the wounds.


In the Litany of the Wounds, the wounds of Jesus are called “juicy” and “succulent” because they provide nourishment for the soul.  The worshiper is strengthened by sucking at the side of Christ; she “licks it, tastes it.”  The wounds provide a warm and soft bed in which to lie.  They protect children from the cold, so that the worshiper says, “I like lying calm, gentle, and quiet and warm.  What shall I do?  I crawl to you.”  The believer longs to return to the womb, to crawl inside the “deep wounds of Jesus” and lie there safe and protected.  The wounds were bloody and tasty, and spread the power of salvation over the believer.  “Powerful wounds of Jesus, So moist, so gory, bleed on my heart so that I may remain brave and like as the wounds.”  The brothers and sisters of Bethlehem joined the “many thousand kinds of sinners” who sat in the “treasure hoard” of the “cavernous wounds of Jesus.”  

The Idea of die Sichtungzeit

The Litany of the Wounds is graphic and compelling; so much so that later generations tried to dismiss it as part of the so-called Sichtungzeit or Sifting Time, a term familiar to those who study the Moravians in Europe and America.  It refers to a period of fanatical excess originating in the Herrnhaag community in the 1740s; however, the idea of die Sichtungzeit grew in the retelling until it became a prominent heuristic tool for understanding Zinzendorf and the Moravians.  Nearly every history of the Brüdergemeine in the eighteenth century has used die Sichtungzeit as a way to make sense of Zinzendorf and his movement.  The standard model of interpretation is that Zinzendorf let his theological imagination roam too far.  Like Icarus, he flew too close to the sun and catastrophe followed.  

In contrast, figures that are prominent in the history of the Moravians in America, especially August Gottlieb Spangenberg and Peter Böhler, are presented as the opponents of Zinzendorf's evocative theological style.  They are generally credited with shielding the Moravians in America from much of the Sifting.  John Jacob Sessler made this case, stating, “Although in these years under discussion, men like Spangenberg and Peter Böhler took exception to Zinzendorfianism, it was in general the prevailing religious thought.”
  Soon, they reasserted control, ended the Sifting and helped the church recover from Zinzendorf's exotic theology.  It is a nice and tidy approach to a controversial period of Moravian history; however, it is flawed.  It simply fails to account for the persistence of Zinzendorfian piety, particularly blood and wounds theology, in America for decades after the Count’s death.  Moreover, the common view ignores the deep involvement of Spangenberg, Böhler and others in that theology and piety.


Before demonstrating the flaws in the standard model, we need to address the question of why this standard interpretation has taken such firm hold on Moravian historiography.  Simply put, it has served a convenient apologetical purpose.  Whatever historians, church leaders, or theologians have considered bizarre or unorthodox about the eighteenth century Moravians has been identified as part of die Sichtungzeit and thus dismissed.  We see this most clearly in English-language scholarship where die Sichtungzeit has been used to separate the Moravian Church from Zinzendorf’s theology itself.
  Zinzendorf is generally blamed for die Sichtungzeit and the Moravian immigrants given credit for restoring the church to its original discipline and order.  Zinzendorf is treated primarily as a patron and an inspirational leader whose theological experiments had little effect on the “true” Moravian Church.  


The most influential figure in interpreting eighteenth-century Moravian history is James E. Hutton, a Victorian-era Moravian historian whose 1909 History of the Moravian Church is now even available on the Internet.
  For Hutton, die Sichtungzeit was the direct result of Zinzendorf’s anti-rational theology and his devotion to the wounds of Christ.

As long as Zinzendorf used his own mental powers, he was able to make his ‘Blood and Wounds Theology’ a power for good; but as soon as he bade good-bye to his intellect he made his doctrine a laughing-stock and a scandal.  Instead of concentrating his attention on the moral and spiritual value of the cross, he now began to lay all the stress on the mere physical details.  He composed a ‘Litany of the Wounds’; and the Brethren could now talk and sing of nothing else.

For Hutton, the Litany of the Wounds was itself evidence that Zinzendorf and his weaker followers (with the exception of Spangenberg and a few others) quite literally lost their minds.  It would be more accurate to say that it is evidence that Zinzendorf was not the Victorian moralist that Hutton thought all good Christians should be.


Hutton’s influence extended to American scholarship and his interpretation of die Sichtungzeit was used by Sessler to understand the early history of Bethlehem.  Like Hutton, Sessler blames Zinzendorf’s theology for the financial crisis that threatened to bankrupt the Brüdergemeine in the early 1750s.  The Brethren were too enthralled by the adoration of the wounds and too trusting in God’s grace to actually work or plan for the future.  All later histories of Bethlehem build on Sessler’s assumption despite the fact that most of the large buildings in that wilderness settlement were constructed during this time and mission activities increased dramatically.  Helmut Erbe estimated that the average workday was nearly sixteen hours long during the same period routinely dismissed as die Sichtungzeit. 

This misunderstanding of die Sichtungzeit has of course been increased by the intentional destruction of church documents by church officials.  Some documents that were not destroyed were altered.
  One striking example of this is in the Bethlehem Diary for 1748.  In more than one place, the pages of the original diary have been cut to remove offending passages.  For instance, one entry from 1748 states: “Moreover our congregation events today were very juicy and tasty to us, especially, however, the litany of the wounds, with which we.…”
  The rest of the passage was neatly excised.  Scholars have been too quick to assume that this reference to the “juicy and tasty” wounds represents die Sichtungzeit in Bethlehem.  On the contrary, it is what was removed that represented die Sichtungzeit, not what was left in.  In this case, it is whatever followed the Litany of the Wounds, not the ecstatic devotion to the wounds of Christ that represents die Sichtungzeit in Bethlehem.  The unknown editor was comfortable with the tasty wounds but whatever came next was too dangerous for future generations to know about.  Historians, however, have used the silence in the sources to create a Sichtungzeit that may or may not be accurate.


Moravian bishop Edwin Sawyer, in his dissertation on the religious experience of the colonial Moravians, took Hutton and Sessler as his starting place.  For him, die Sichtungzeit is equated with blood and wounds theology.
  This assumption caused him great difficulty when dealing with a figure such as Cammerhof who is generally regarded as the major proponent of this wounds piety in America.  Sawyer, like Sessler, blames Cammerhof for infecting Bethlehem with the "Herrnhaag contagion", however, Sawyer is forced to admit that Cammerhof was the most effective missionary to the native peoples and one of Bethlehem’s most energetic and inspirational leaders.  Sawyer, rather unconvincingly, argued that Cammerhof was an effective preacher and leader despite of his devotion to blood and wounds theology even though Cammerhof believed otherwise.  I would like to propose that Sawyer’s hostility to Zinzendorfian theology and his ready acceptance of Hutton’s interpretation of die Sichtungzeit prevented him from understanding the real nature of the religious experience of the Moravians in America.


Another Moravian bishop and church historian, Kenneth Hamilton, revised his father’s earlier history of the Moravians.  Kenneth Hamilton was not quite as hard on Zinzendorf as Hutton and Sessler although he accepts their basic understanding of die Sichtungzeit.  Hamilton blames the Pietists for distorting the original piety of the Moravian exiles.  “The old Moravian element within the Church had already displayed marked divergence from the pietistic; now to its detriment the ultra pietistic party dominated the Church.”
   According to Hamilton, the Moravian element eventually reasserted itself and restored proper biblical theology.   
[T]he Brethren soon found their way back to sober language and scriptural forms of thought.  Few churches have passed through experiences so searching without suffering permanent harm. ... The discipline so characteristic of the refugees of 1722 to 1727 was revived.  The unhappy features of the time of Sifting disappeared; the hymnals and liturgies which had been instrumental in promoting them were suppressed.
 

Hamilton is obviously using the word Pietism in a curious way since the joyful adoration of the atonement was what most clearly distinguished Zinzendorf from the mainstream of German Pietism that was already falling into moralism and legalism.
  However, by contrasting the German or Pietist element to the Moravians and associating the former with die Sichtungzeit, American scholars were in fact asserting American independence from German control rather than presenting the actual history.  

Problems with die Sichtungzeit

The traditional view of die Sichtungzeit has asserted great influence and continues to serve political and ecclesiastical purposes, but the evidence contradicts this widely accepted theory.  I would go so far as to say that our current understanding of die Sichtungzeit is an historical fiction.  In their efforts to invent a Moravian Church unaffected by Zinzendorf’s more creative ideas, or to invent a Zinzendorf similarly unaffected by his own ideas, scholars have in fact distorted our understanding of the entire Zinzendorfian era and the evolution of Moravian theology and piety rather than illuminated them.  This is most evident in the way American historians portray the colonial American Moravians as distant from or even opposed to the Brethren in Europe.

Some examples from the Bethlehem records demonstrate the persistence of evocative blood and wounds language after the end of the so-called Sichtungzeit.  We read, for instance, that at a communion service the “corpse bees enjoyed the sacrament.”
  At another service, “After those who are sick had also received their portion of the body, Br. Nathanael [Seidel] sang the corpse-bees completely to sleep with the late Christel’s corpse liturgies for a blessed rest in His grave!” 
   Based on the standard periodization of Moravian history, we would date these entries to the late 1740s or perhaps the period when Spangenberg was in Europe.  Actually they come from the late 1750s when die Sichtungzeit was over and Spangenberg himself was fully in control in Bethlehem.


These references to the “corpse bees” are not some echo from die Sichtungzeit, but represent a deeply felt Zinzendorfian piety that was shared by Spangenberg and the Bethlehem community.  It is certainly true that Spangenberg did not write like this in his later apologetical works, but he certainly used such expressions when he was the “Vicar General of the Ordinary in America” in the decade following die Sichtungzeit.  Why has this been overlooked for two centuries?  It is because of the influence of the traditional interpretation of die Sichtungzeit.  We can see similar things in the records for North Carolina.  We simply cannot understand the Brethren in colonial America unless we understand them in connection with Zinzendorf and the Brethren in Europe.  Moreover, we have to face the fact that devotion to the blood and wounds of Christ was central to their piety, their mission, and their communal existence. 

When the Single Brothers built their choir house in Bethlehem, they inscribed the core of the doctrine of the Brüdergemeine and the essence of their personal faith on the lintels front and rear.  On the south side of the building was a sundial with the superscription “Gloria Pleurae” (Glory to the Side) with a star beneath and the year in Roman numerals.  An inscription in the wall on the north side said “Father, Mother, and dear Husband, honor the adolescents’ plan.”
  Their house was thus suitably dedicated to the divine family and to the side wound of Christ.  This wasn't a passing fancy.


Bethlehem celebrated the wounds of Jesus in a number of hymns, the most popular of which was “Little side hole, little side hole, you are mine” Seitenhölgen, Seitenhölgen, du bist mein!  This was a hymn that could revive the spirits the dying and was a source of joy to the children.  The great missionary to the native tribes, Pyrlaeus, translated this into Mahican soon after beginning work among that tribe.  However, the fascination of the Seitenhölgen hymn was not confined to the 1740s.  When Spangenberg was leader of Bethlehem in 1752, the birthday of this hymn was observed, “which was very joyful to us.”
  Nearly a decade later the children held a lovefeast that impressed upon them “the account of the opening of the pleura and the Spirit born from it.”  Later in the day the adults declared their own “devotion to the holy side, as the Mother-place of our spirit.”  The Gemeine sang the familiar hymn “Side-hole, Side-hole, you are mine.”  Clearly, wounds theology was not a brief expression of fanaticism in Bethlehem that Spangenberg had to control.

Blood and Wounds Theology


Let's take a look at the actual history of the infamous Litany of the Wounds that so offended Hutton, Sessler, Sawyer, and other Anglophone scholars.  Here we see how historians have allowed the theory to determine the evidence.  Once it has been accepted that the Litany of the Wounds is a piece of Sichtungzeit nonsense, then one does not notice its use after 1750, particularly if the name of the litany has been changed to something that appears on the surface to be more traditional.  The old Litany of the Wounds, with minor revisions, became “The Litany of the Life, Sufferings, and Death of the Jesus” and “Hymns of the Wounds.”
   In this form, most of the old Litany of the Wounds, including the infamous petitions to the wounds of Christ (“so moist, so gory”) remained in publication to the end of the eighteenth century, fifty years after die Sichtungzeit. 
   Rather than rejecting the Litany of the Wounds, the Brethren in Bethlehem asserted that this litany was the centerpiece of their theology, maintaining that it would be better for those who have questions about Moravian beliefs to read this litany than any theology book.
  Historians would be wise to believe them and example this wounds theology.


In Bethlehem, the use of the Litany of the Wounds did decline slightly in the 1750s when it was supplanted by the Pleurodie, but this should not be interpreted as a rejection of either the language or the theology of the Wundenlitanei.  The Pleurodie is a hymn of praise “to Elections’ Root In the Side’s holy Cut!”  In fact, the increased use of the Pleurodie represents a strengthening, rather than a weakening of wounds devotion in Bethlehem after die Sichtungzeit during Spangenberg’s tenure in the 1750s and 60s. 
  The Brethren continued to crawl inside the side of Christ long after die Sichtungzeit.  In our remaining time, let's focus our attention on the significance of the side wound of Christ.

The Side Wound of the Savior


According to the Pleurodie the victory of Christ came, not in the crucifixion, but in the piercing of Christ.  This was a sacred event which “All Angels and Heav’ns Hosts revere, What with Complacence they see there; But soon must hide their prying Face From this bright Ruby’s dazzling Rays.”  This wounding of God on the cross is thus compared to the theophanies of the Bible where the seraphim must cover their eyes before the glory of God; however, in this case human creatures are more blessed than the angels.  The church, the bride of Christ, “which was Dug out and built from the Side’s Space” is at home in the side wound and can adore it without shame or fear.  The side wound acts as a magnet drawing the bride to Christ and keeping her there for eternity.  All true believers belong in the side of Christ.  Isaiah the prophet saw the wound in his visions, and Thomas had the special pleasure of placing his hand physically in the side.  Quite literally, the side wound opens directly into the heart of the Savior and invites the believer in.


In such liturgical pieces salvation, sanctification, community life, and divine protection were all brought together into a single striking symbol, that of Jesus with an opened side pouring blood, the source of life.  As in the medieval Parzifal myth, the side wound is the ultimate source of healing and rebirth.  In his sermons, Zinzendorf likewise connected the physical hole in the body of Christ to a metaphorical portal through which individuals must pass in order to enter into heaven.  He asserts that there is no way to the Father except through Jesus, and he expresses this as a literal entering through the side hole of Jesus.  “No one is directly adopted by the Father, he passes first through the Savior; no one is directly born through the Holy Spirit, he goes first through the Canal of the Savior.”
  The side wound is the narrow door, the portal to paradise, the means of entry into the body of Christ.  Furthermore, the piercing of Jesus’ side is also compared to the ripping of the curtain before the Holy of Holies.


The side wound of Christ becomes the organ of spiritual birth in Zinzendorf’s theology.  It is the birth canal through which souls pass on their way to a new life in Christ.  In his Twenty-one Discourses on the Augsburg Confession he said that Christians long to return to the womb of Christ and be born into a new life.  

If one says, I believe it, now I will see whether you are a divine child.  That I will see in your longing for your Mother’s womb, in whether you have entered into the new world through the right door, through which the pleroma of the new Spirit exited, namely through the side of Jesus.
  

Zinzendorf also connected the birth of the soul to the creation of Eve from the side of Adam.  When Jesus fell asleep on the cross, his side was opened, and God grabbed human souls from the side, just as God opened the side of the sleeping Adam and “took out his future wife from his side."
  This idea is expressed in the Pleurodie where the church, as the bride of Christ, is portrayed as being doubly flesh of his flesh.  Not only did he become human, she was born from his side.  

This womb symbolism is made explicit in verse five of the Pleurodie, and Jesus’ parable about the vine and the branches is also brought into play.  The union of the soul and Christ is made at the side wound (v. 7).  Because the church was born from the Spirit that flowed out of the side wound with the blood, it shares “God’s nature.”  This mysterious joining through the side of Jesus is not only “The Point of our Religion” but also “Th’ unutterable Things, which Paul Did see” (v. 9).  The litany closes with a pledge that the Brüdergemeine will remain true to the bloody side.


Zinzendorf naturally connects his blood and wounds symbolism to the Holy Communion, which he calls the most “palpable” way for Christians to experience the embrace of Christ.
  He affirms the Lutheran doctrine of the real presence of Christ in the communion.  He frequently refers to John 6:53 (“unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you”) as a Eucharistic text which supports his own blood and wounds theology.  In the Holy Communion the communicants sacramentally eat the flesh and drink the blood of Christ at the “Cross-Delicatessen.” 

Zinzendorf taught that Holy Communion is a form of union with God in which “we go there and present ourselves, so that our minds may be made like the mind of the Lamb and our bodies like His corpse.  Then we experience that through the tormented body of Christ we are united with the divine nature and come into a condition which foreshadows something of the resurrection.”
  This union with the divine occurs when the worshiper approaches the person of Christ and sets his mouth to his side and drinks of the blood from the wound that ever opens anew.
  Zinzendorf here clearly portrays Christ as a nursing mother.
  His side wound is the breast from which pours nourishment for the believer who rests tenderly in the arms of the Savior.


In communion the Brethren physically enjoyed the corpse and blood of Jesus that they enjoyed mentally every day in their liturgies.  The congregation lay prostrate before the communion table, which often had a painting of Christ hanging on the wall behind it, and prayed silently while the liturgist offered a corporate prayer of confession.  During one communion in Bethlehem led by Peter Böhler, the congregation lay on the floor, and “the longer one lay there, the sweeter and more pleasing became the little tears, through the absolving merit of his upraised, pierced hands, which incidentally one could not only see but so gently and inwardly feel that no one can pretend to describe it.”


Following the absolution and reconciliation through the kiss of peace, the elements are consecrated which could produce a type of religious ecstasy, as when Böhler liturgized and was “transported” in a communion service in 1758.
  The communion hymns listed in the Bethlehem Diary revolve around the same core group of images: the mystical marriage, the atonement for sins, the presence of Christ, the wounds and corpse of Jesus, and the life flowing through the blood.
  The atonement and the mystical marriage are joined in many verses such as “Draw us to thee, and we will come Into thy Wounds’ deep Places, Where hidden is the Honey-comb Of thy sweet Love’s Embraces.”
  At the point of partaking of the bread, the communicants sang the often-used verses from the Litany of the Wounds:  “Pale lips, kiss us on the Heart!  Open arms, take us!”  After the eating of the body, there was a time for reflection known as the “Echo after the Holy Corpse” which was also in song.  The blessing of the cup was preceded with verses about the blood and the side wound, such as “On Heart and Mouth, O Lamb, do Thou bleed, We smiling look to thy holy side:  To thy Heart now put us, on thy Wounds press us, In these blest Sacrament-Hours so precious, Lamb, Lamb, O Lamb!”
  


Holy Communion served several functions in Moravian communities such as Bethlehem.  It was a ritual of both spiritual and community renewal.  Every month difficulties within the community were addressed through the process of speaking and then resolved through absolution and communion.  Communion also provided a controlled environment for the release of intense personal emotions as the brothers and sisters dissolved into tears and experienced near-ecstasy through the effect of the prayers, hymns, and partaking of the body and blood.

Interpreting the Wounds Cult


Many modern observers view Zinzendorf’s blood and wounds theology as an expression of some type of psychological pathology, as you may be thinking right now.  The psychologist and pastor, Oskar Pfister subjected the hymns of the Brüdergemeine from the 1740s to a thorough Freudian analysis and concluded that they reveal a deeply troubled psyche struggling to cope with a repressed childhood.  That's no surprise since Pfister studied with Freud.  Pfister’s diagnosis was that Zinzendorf transferred his severely repressed sexual drive to Jesus, making the side wound a vaginal symbol.  Zinzendorf found sexual release in fantasizing about sucking and licking this ersatz vagina. 
  Pfister also raises questions about possible homosexuality in Zinzendorf as well as sado-masochism.  He based this judgment on Zinzendorf’s promotion of the mystical marriage with Christ for both men and women and the connection of that mystical marriage with the graphic details of the torture and murder of Jesus. 


Gerhard Reichel and other scholars of the modern Brüdergemeine in Germany have understandably displeased with the conclusions of Pfister. 
  Bettermann offers the most sophisticated refutation of Pfister that demonstrates the deep theological concerns addressed in Zinzendorf’s metaphors. 
  However, linguistic and theological explanations do not solve every problem associated with blood and wounds theology since they do not adequately explain why Zinzendorf fixated so much on the side wound of Christ.  Why did this image become the dominant symbol in his theology?  I believe we have to give Pfister his due.  Clearly psychology as well as theology is at work here.  It is undeniable that the death of Jesus has been eroticized.  It does not take Freud to recognize that the side wound is a vaginal symbol, especially since Zinzendorf himself repeatedly identified it as a womb or birth canal.  


There are, however, two major problems with the Pfister thesis.  One is that such symbolism is not ipso facto pathological.  Zinzendorf’s fantasy life may have been very healthy for him and his community.  It is dangerous to equate the unusual or even abnormal with the pathological.  Zinzendorf was an amazingly effective person who earned the admiration and devotion of thousands of people from dozens of countries.  He had a prodigious capacity for work and fathered several children.  It is not to be denied that he was an extremely eccentric person and prone to arouse hatred as much as love, but it is hard to see him as pathological if one ignores his religious language.  Pfister takes the only symptom of a supposed pathology as the proof of that pathology without confirming evidence.  There is little or nothing in Zinzendorf's life to suggest a deep-seated psychosis, other than his attachment to the wounds.  Second, Pfister largely ignores the Brüdergemeine.  Zinzendorf was the author of many of the blood and wounds hymns, and he is certainly the architect of that theology, but they were read and sung and cherished by thousands of people, many of whom wrote their own hymns and poems in this style.
  Therefore even if Pfister adequately explains Zinzendorf’s psyche and his use of wounds language, his theory fails to account for the enduring popularity of the wounds cult in distant Bethlehem for over two decades.


A variation on Pfister’s theme would argue for some type of group pathology.  This lies behind some of the scholarship on the so-called Sifting Time that presents the 1740s as a time of religious fanaticism; however, the theory of group pathology has drawbacks as well.  One has been frequently noted in this study: the language of der Sichtungzeit was not as unique as later observers have indicated.  Except for a few colorful phrases, such as “cross-air-birds” and “fishes swimming in the side wound,” the language and concepts of the 1740s were the same as those of the 1750s and 1760s in Bethlehem and the Brüdergemeine in general.  Blood and wounds theology remained a central part of life in Bethlehem for at least twenty years, hardly a brief period of fanaticism.  

A second problem is that, as with the question of Zinzendorf’s supposed pathology, one seeks in vain for evidence of pathology in the Brüdergemeine other than the religious language.  In an age when witch hunts were recent memory and messianic pretenders appeared in Europe and America, the Brüdergemeine seems rather conventional.  Observers were more impressed with their industry and harmony than with any deviant behaviors.  Some of us might be tempted to say that Bethlehem, with its discipline, love, and order among persons of many different races was healthier than the rest of colonial American society which was routinely murdering native peoples, enslaving Africans, and abusing women and children.  

The Function of the Wounds Cult


Theories of pathology fail to account for the phenomena, but so do theories that seek to minimize blood and wounds theology.  It is no accident that blood and wounds theology thrived during the period of the General Economy in Bethlehem.  In fact, the preservation of that communal system depended in part on the emotional, graphic, and disturbing language of the cult of the wounds.  Pfister’s insights into the unconscious psychological nature of the wounds language is valid, but it should be examined on an anthropological, not an individual level.  

The adoration of the wounds and corpse of Jesus served to sublimate a variety of personal needs and fears that would have otherwise destroyed the community.  As long as Bethlehem remained a carefully regulated communal society wounds theology was useful and vital.  Thus the wounds cult was an essential feature of the ritual and social system.  It served to strengthen the community boundaries by providing an internal discourse, yet allowing a point of entry for new members.  Moreover, it also helped the community sublimate sexuality and aggression and even overcome the fear of death.


One function of the wounds cult was to provide an internal discourse for the Gemeine.  Wounds language in effect represented the unique dialect of the Brüdergemeine, setting its members apart from the rest of the world.  As Zinzendorf puts it, the brides of Christ have their own “jargon” which the unconverted do not know and should not attempt to speak.  It is a language for intimate moments with the Bridegroom, an erotic language based on the Song of Solomon and the cross of Jesus, which identifies its users as brides of Christ.
  Such an internal discourse serves at least three related purposes.  (1) It provides a strong sense of personal identity with the community and its mission by providing a common language.  (2) It marks the boundary with the outside world so that members know who does not belong.  In this respect, the attack of evangelist George Whitefield on the language of Anhänge XI and XII  (in English translation) marked his final break with the Brüdergemeine.
  (3) It helps keep people within the society by marking them as “strange” to the outside world. 
   For instance, a Brüdergemeine minister named “Hagen, in Chekomeco, went to visit Rhinebeck and encountered a minister who had recently come from Germany was so disturbed over the Litany of the Wounds that he came close to striking Hagen.” This increased the tendency of Bethlehem to isolate itself from the world and to keep the heart of its worship a secret.  As early as 1747 the Gemeine was urged to keep some things, such as “cross-air bird” language, secret from the world: 

Such books, letters, and hymns should be handled carefully and not communicated so freely because it is unbearable for the wounds of Jesus and similar things to be prostituted to the ridicule of the world.

This remained a concern long after the supposed die Sichtungzeit.  In 1760 the members were informed that:

Everyone who has a liturgy book should take care that it does not fall into strange hands.  The word of the Lord applies here, “You shall not through holy things in front of dogs nor pearls before swine.” The deep, divine truths that are in the Büchlein must never become material for controversy, and therefore no one should get hold of it, than who will use it with an inner feeling.

Even today the boundary between insiders and outsiders has been preserved; however, the outsiders now include modern Moravians.  Only those who lived in the Gemeine and shared the religious experience and mission of the Gemeine could speak the language of the wounds meaningfully.  Outsiders are often most offended by what is most meaningful to insiders.

Related to the establishment of boundaries is the question of inclusion in the community.  Persons entered the Gemeine through the side wound of Christ.  This was more than just a graphic expression of the traditional Christian doctrine that all are saved by the death of Jesus.  It was also an expression of the community’s own boundaries.
  Bethlehem set up clear boundaries with the outside world.  Residence within the community was rigidly controlled and visitors were isolated as much as possible by putting them in an inn on the edge of town and assigning hosts to carefully guide them during their stay.
  Entrance into the community, by birth or conversion, was literally an act of violence on the social structure.  Rather than simply stagnate, though, the Brethren actively sought new members through conversion and procreation; therefore there had to be a way to bring them into the Gemeine ritually.  The entry through the side wound of Christ helped serve this purpose.  The violence experienced by the Gemeine when new members joined was ritualized as violence on Christ.  The metaphorical body was forced to yield a new and unique orifice by which persons could enter.
  The boundary was provided with a bloody hole that allowed the flow of people in and out necessary for survival.

Wounds as Sublimation


Life in a communal society such as Bethlehem had many personal benefits in terms of security and intimacy, but it also involved a tremendous personal cost.  Personal needs had to be sacrificed for the mission and harmony of the community.  Individuals were required to give up much of their privacy and autonomy.   One of the ways in which this tension between the benefits and costs was dealt with in Bethlehem was through the erotization of the wounds.  Here is where Pfister’s insight into the sexual nature of the blood and wounds theology is most helpful, but one must transpose his personal psychological theory about Zinzendorf to a social key.  Residents of Bethlehem repressed their own erotic drives in favor of the community through the choir system; however, such needs can be repressed only so far.  The wounds cult provided an outlet for sexual energy that was community enhancing rather than community destroying.  Even traditional marriage was dangerous and prone to destroy the Gemeine.  Husbands and wives as well as single women and men were directed to focus sexuality onto Christ rather than each other.   This was accomplished by combining the mystical marriage with the wounds worship.   Release came in worship when “the whole Gemeine fell before its bloody husband and his pleura, and lay there trembling in the presence of the side hole.”
  

The adoration of the side wound of Jesus, with its compact symbolism (womb, vagina, breast, bed, etc.), could incite and satisfy the erotic desires of the whole Gemeine.  

Our Morning Blessing was especially bloody and juicy.  The Married People sang from its place in the pleura, its “Ave," and the youthful flock trembled behind in the side hole, whose new manifestation they observed today with a blessed sensation of shaking from love’s fever.

It was important to the Gemeine to keep the erotic tied to the wounds of Christ because a too-overt sexualizing of religion in Bethlehem would have brought the Gemeine under legal censure and would have also made it difficult to keep the members from acting physically on their mental imagery.  Thus the erotic was combined with the repulsive.  The side wound could be a sexual image only so long as it remained a wound.  If it were to become too clearly a vagina, the ability of this symbolism to sublimate sexuality would have been lost.
  


Another psychological toll paid in a communal society is the repression of aggression, particularly against fellow members of the society.  This was compounded in the case of Bethlehem since the Gemeine was functionally pacifist and theologically called to love their enemies.
  The ritualized torture and murder of Jesus served to transfer violent emotions out of the Gemeine and into the mythical realm.  Night after night they witnessed the dying of Jesus, often in gory detail.  Frequently we are given descriptions of cathartic release as a result.  Violence is imaginatively expressed and at the same time is forgiven.  The worshiper participates in the act of violence while at the same time receiving absolution for his sins from the one who is being wounded.  Thus, Jesus serves as the ultimate scapegoat for the Gemeine theologically and actually.  The community imaginatively acted out destructive and self-destructive impulses in a safe environment.


The wounds cult helps us understand to the ability of the Brüdergemeine to repress the natural fear of death as well.  For centuries Christian doctrine has taught that death is not to be feared by those who have faith in Christ, but rarely has the repression of the fear of death been actualized.  The Brüdergemeine did a remarkable job of replacing the fear of death with a sense of joy in dying.  During the communal period in Bethlehem, there was an overwhelming sense of joy and celebration, even a longing for death.  This relates in part to the breakup of traditional emotional ties through the choir system, but it is also related to the wounds cult.  The dying were comforted by the contemplation of the wounds.  It was not unusual that Caspar Boeckel enjoyed hymns such as “My wounds of Jesus, Yes mine!” as he was dying, nor that “he faded away nicely and happily with the words, ‘At the end of all need.’”
  Br. Steifel was similarly comforted by verses about the side hole that were sung by the Single Brothers as he died.  

They formed a circle around him and sang him many beautiful side hole stanzas with music for going home; and then his spirit was revived and he came back to himself because his soul lives so entirely in the material of the side hole, so that he babbled much along with them, as well as he could, and raised up his hands in joy, which, for such an old Separatist, was a quite nice sight.
 

He died while Seidel sang “wounds hymns” to him.  

This contemplation of the wounds of Jesus at the time of death was in part an expression of the desire for union with God and a sense of the assurance of salvation through the atonement, but it also relates to the scapegoating described above.  The horrors of dying, the bleeding, smell, agony, sweat, and filth that were so fascinating to the denizens of the medieval danse macabre, were not denied in Bethlehem, but they were transferred from the dying individual to his or her Savior-God.  Christ endured all of these things and, in so doing, removed their horror.  This overcoming, at least partially, of the fear of death helped the Gemeine survive and thrive.  Its members could give themselves entirely to the Gemeine without the need to avoid their own mortality.

Conclusion 

In summary, the vivid imaginative life of the Brüdergemeine was not pathological.  In fact, it was a key factor in the success of the Brethren's communal societies in both Europe and America.  It provided a mythology and ritual that allowed the members of the society to sublimate a variety of personal drives and fears to the mystical realm for the good of the Gemeine and its mission.  The sense of ecstasy and joy so often reported in the Bethlehem Diary, was real.  It was a religious experience inextricably connected to a deep psychological experience of catharsis.  The brothers and sisters in Bethlehem did indeed sleep in the arms of their Creator and were drawn into his side wound and there they found both ecstasy and security.  This changed gradually after Zinzendorf died and Bethlehem slowly became an American industrial city where value was measured in terms of commerce rather than communion.  As long as Zinzendorf's followers found inexpressible joy in the wounds of Christ, they were nourished for their worldwide mission and inspired for their communal lives.

Appendix

The Litany of the Wounds of the Man
 

Nicholas Ludwig Von Zinzendorf

1747

                 First Choir

                  Second Choir


Hail!
Lamb of God.


Christ, 
Have mercy!


Glory
to the side-wound!

Lord God Father in Heaven!

Remember the bitter death of your son.  Look at his five holy, red wounds which are indeed the payment and ransom for the whole world.  May we console ourselves of this at all times, and hope for mercy.

Lord God, Son, Saviour of the World!

We would all be ruined by our crimes, except that you have gained for us the doorway to heaven.  Glory and memory to the side-wound. 

Lord God, Holy Spirit!

Preach daily the wounds of the Lamb to his Communities of the Cross which have found him.  It is your office. 

You Holy Trinity, blessed be you for the sake of the Lamb.
Lamb of God, holy Lord and God, receive the prayer of our need.  Have mercy on us all!

From all self-righteousness;

From all lack of discipline;

From all unbloodied grace;

From hearts that have not been bled upon;

From all beauty without streaks of blood;

From indifference to you wounds;

From estrangement from your cross;

From being weaned from your side;

From unanointed gossip about the blood;
From eternal mortal sin;
Preserve us, dear Lord God!
May your painful first birth
Make us to love our humanness!

May your holy first wound
 
Help us to circumcise our hearts!

May your child-likeness
Help us to have in childlike joy!

May your first exile
Teach us to be at home everywhere!

May your first maturity
Make holy our adolescence!

May your diligence with your study
Make us learned for the Kingdom of 
God!

May your youth

Bless the unmarried choirs!

May your faithful sweat of labor
Make all labor easy for us!

May your faithfulness to your craft
Make us true on our part!

May your astonishing simplicity
Make reason hateful to us! 

May your proper Bible foundation
Make us all know our Bible!

May your meritorious ignorance
Fence in our understanding!

May your exemplary temple devotion 
Make us faithful people of religion!

May your powerlessness and weakness
Make our weakness welcome to us!
May your theology of the Cross
Remain our confession of faith!

May your righteousness to the Last Will
Make us faithful to your will!

May your will, validated by your death
Remain the rule of your heirs!

May the fulfillment of your will
Bring the scattered children of God



into the ark of holy Christianity!

May your fear of suffering and death
Put to shame the eagerness of the martyrs!

May your reliance on your heavenly

     father to suffer and not to suffer
Be our decree on your own divinity!

May your willing passion
Teach us tolerance!

May your holy baptism of blood
Ignite all of God’s earth!

May your sweat in penitential struggle
Pour over us in body and soul!

You scratches from the crown of thorns,
Mark us on our foreheads!

Pale lips,

Kiss us on the heart!

Mouth dripping spittle,
That  you would not have to spit out anyone! 
  

Cheeks spat upon,
That the Father may not spit upon us!

Dead eyes, 

Look out through our eyes!

Bloody foam from your back,
Wash our feet!

Sweat-soaked hair, 
Dry them!

Open arms,

Receive us!

O your holy five wounds 
Do like Elisha! We want to be the child!
 

Pierced hands,

Show us where we are written!

Nail-bored feet,

When you stand again on the Mount of Olives!

You sign of the Son of Man,
Appear to Israel according to the 


flesh, before you come in the clouds!
You large side-hole,
Take in the entire world!
But also side-chasm,
To you I pray especially, keep your people, and me!
May your pierced heart
Beat and leap over us!

May you unnamed and unknown wounds,
Be greeted, all of you!
Worthy wounds of Jesus,
Who will hinder us, that we honor you here and there forever?  You have earned it.

Covenant wounds of Jesus,
One must praise God, who has preserved us up for your time, where one has something.
Dearest wounds of Jesus,
Whoever does not love you, and does not give his whole heart to you, holds nothing dear.
Wondrous wounds of Jesus, 
Holy fissures, you make sinners holy, and thieves from saints.  How amazing!

Powerful wounds of Jesus,
So moist, so gory, bleed on my heart so that I may remain brave and like as the wounds.

Closing wounds of Jesus,
If I could rest and feed my soul between you, close again.
Mysterious wounds of Jesus,
I thank the pastors,
  who made me acquainted with the bruises and gashes of my lamb.

Wound-Shadow
  of Jesus
By your Light, may I still paint many an image of your tortured visage, only in the heart.

Clear wounds of Jesus,
With whom it is true, the way is white, when it is clear in heaven and when the word looks at it.
 

Glistening wounds of Jesus,
You make my heart a dazzling candle of grace before the rays and 
lightening.

Cavernous wounds of Jesus,
In your treasure hoard, roomily sit many thousands kinds of sinners.

Purple wounds of Jesus,
You are so succulent, whatever comes near you becomes like wounds and flowing with blood.

Juicy wounds of Jesus, 
Whoever sharpens the pen and with it pierces you just a little, and licks it, tastes it.

Near wounds of Jesus,
I do want to be even a hair’s-width from your hole.
Painful wounds of Jesus,
Sensitive to the Lamb, and even for that reason, so connected to the cure and so proven.
Warm wounds of Jesus,
In no other pillow can a little child feel itself so secure before cold air.
Dainty wounds of Jesus,
So tender, so delicate, you are to such children proportional to little beds.
Soft wounds of Jesus,
I like lying calm, gently, and quiet and warm. What should I do?  I crawl to you.
Hot wounds of Jesus, 
Go on heating until you are able to cover the entire World with your warmth.
Treasure Wounds of Jesus,
To you slaves, beggars and kings, farmers and counts make pilgrimage.
Eternal Wounds of Jesus,
[You are] my house to dwell in.  In a 
million eons you will still be new.
Our wounds of Jesus,
Which are traveled upon by every band, young and old, great and small.
My wounds of Jesus,
Mine, yes mine!  It is to me, then, as though you were there entirely for my heart alone.
At the end of all trouble,
Anoint us, you red wounds.
In the meantime, I believe the death-streaked eyes, the spit-dripped mouth, the fire-baptized corpse, the thorn-scratched head, the furrows on the back:
Until I, at the proper hour, can see in my flesh the body wounded for me, on which we build so firmly, and greet close by, the works in his hands and feet.
     
Hail!
Lamb of God.


Christ, 
Have mercy!

Glory
to the side-wound!
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