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Jesus Is Female: The Moravian Challenge


in the German Communities of British North America
Tief nein!  Tief nein!  ins Seitlein!

Deep inside!  Deep inside!  in the little side!

Ich lieg im Seitenhölchen grad und schlief
In the little side hole I lie just right and sleep

ein paar Millionen Claffter tief

a couple of million fathoms deep

Im Moment da der Stich geschah,

The moment the stab occurred,

fuhr ich heraus Halleluja


I leapt out, hallelujah

Gebohren aus seiner Seit.


Born from the side.

- Anonymous Moravian rhymes from the “Sifting Period,” ca. 1738-1753

In the mid-1740s a renegade mystic seeker living in Pennsylvania named Jean François Reynier wrote his autobiography, which included some extremely inflammatory material about the marital and sexual practices of the Moravians.  Reynier had been a member of this religious group and lived in their communities in Georgia, Germany, London, Suriname, the West Indies, and Pennsylvania before leaving them in 1743.  His autobiography fell into the hands of Johann Philip Fresenius in Frankfurt am Main, who published it in his widely-circulated polemic against the Moravians.  Reynier provided Fresenius and his readers with graphic descriptions of Moravian marriage and sexual practices, in which he claimed to have participated, hoping that this would help destroy their movement.  Reynier himself was married in 1740 to Maria Barbara Knoll in the new community of Herrnhaag in Wetteravia, just north of Frankfurt, which had become the center of the Moravian movement and was rapidly gaining an infamous reputation as a place where extreme sexual and spiritual perversions, especially those involving women, were taking place.  Fresenius, who held the most important Lutheran post in Frankfurt, was too shy to print some of the most graphic scenes portrayed by Reynier, but others were not, especially Alexander Volck, who carefully printed and commented on everything Fresenius had censored.  For example, Reynier wrote that before the Moravian marriage ceremony Count Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf, the leader of the group, watched the brides get dressed and fondled their breasts.  After the ceremony communion was celebrated, and then the new couple had their first sexual experience – sitting, on a bench, wearing colorful robes.  Reynier claimed that in his case, he and his wife began talking instead, in order to get to know one another first.  August Gottlieb Spangenberg and his wife, next to the Zinzendorfs the most important Moravian leaders, peaked through the cracked door, saw this, and sprang into the room, insisting that Reynier and Knoll get on with the task at hand.  After they had finished and were getting dressed, the Spangenbergs slipped away, and the Reyniers retired to separate chambers, having believed that if the wife conceived while on her husband’s lap then their child would have been conceived in a spiritual way.  The next day Frau Spangenberg began talking openly about this (which was common among the inner circle of militant married Moravians, called Streiter), encouraging them to “come together” once a week – not just to have children, but to receive this spiritual blessing.  The Reyniers learned from the Spangenbergs and others how the marriage blessing flowed from the male organ of the Savior, that is how the blood from Christ’s circumcision was the semen, or mixes with the semen of men to form that from which children come.  Reynier, Fresenius, and especially Volck very likely stretched the truth significantly when they described the procedure Moravian couples went through in order to receive this blessing: According to them they stood in line, two-by-two, to go into their portable “blue chamber” (das blaue Cabinet).  The first couple entered the contraption, had sex, and then departed.  Then the next couple entered, etc.  According to Volck the blue chamber had windows so others could observe, and he called it a bordello.

Thanks in part to former members like Reynier, who claimed to have seen it all, major religious leaders like Fresenius, who were willing to embellish on, print, and distribute such materials, and figures with lesser reputations like Volck, who were happy to print anything the others left out, people throughout Europe and North America began to hear about the Moravians.  This kind of news was not helpful to the small group’s efforts to live piously and preach to the peoples of the world.  Nearly everywhere they went the Moravians expected and usually encountered trouble from religious opponents.  Nowhere did their troubles become more severe than in British North America.

On Sunday, July 18, 1742 in Philadelphia, Pastor Johann Christoph Pyrlaeus was scheduled to preach in a rented meeting house on Mulberry Street shared by German Lutheran and Reformed inhabitants of the city.  Pyrlaeus was a Lutheran from Vogtland-Sachsen, who had recently joined the Moravians and received spiritual and practical training in Herrnhaag.  In late 1741 he was one of the first Moravians sent to their new settlement in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and the following year he began preaching to the Lutherans in Philadelphia.  Like more than a hundred other Moravian men and women in the colonial era he preached to whomever would listen.  As Pyrlaeus and his followers approached the building that Sunday in July, they discovered it locked.  Someone broke the lock, and they filed in to have their service.  Soon after they had begun singing a crowd of German Calvinists began to gather outside.  One of them asked Pyrlaeus to leave the building, but he refused.  The crowd then surrounded the church, and four of them broke in, cried “Strike the dog dead!” (“Schlagt den Hund todt!”), and rushed toward Pyrlaeus in the pulpit.  The worshipers stood shocked, motionless, as Pyrlaeus was dragged from the pulpit, into the street, and then beaten by the crowd.

Why did the Moravians attract so much public criticism, open hostility, and even religious violence in the mid-eighteenth century?  Religious disputes were common throughout the colonies during the Great Awakening, and the German communities were no exception, especially when Moravians were involved.  Indeed, throughout the century Virginia Baptists, Methodists, Shakers, and others were violently attacked by opponents who acted without official license by political or religious authorities.  In the case of the Moravians, numerous violent factional disputes took place from New England to Virginia in communities where they worked.  Moreover, disputes and confrontations involving the Moravians occurred in most of the some 200 German religious communities in British North America, as well as in many of the Swedish Lutheran and other religious communities.  Here few ordained ministers operated under European direction and authority, and many who did were either expensive or appeared incompetent to their parishioners.  The Moravians, however, were readily available.  They preached for free and were good at it.  They offered an organized religious life with a recognizable Lutheran or Reformed liturgy to thousands of immigrants who otherwise had virtually none.  This appealed to many, but many others rejected the Moravian message.

To a significant degree, the hostility toward Moravians in North America was related to the group’s beliefs and practices regarding gender, sexuality, and authority.  The Moravians threatened in symbolic and tangible ways gender norms and boundaries of acceptable behavior that had become crucial components of mainstream Protestant belief systems in the early modern era.  Their radical theology reformulated gendered notions of power and authority in the religious community, and when Moravian men and women preached their alternative spirituality in the Lutheran and German Reformed communities in the colonies, they challenged the fledgling establishments of those churches.  Thus the Moravian challenge in North America and the hostile response of their enemies reveal important aspects of how gender and power relationships functioned in the religious communities.

The Symbolic Threat – Metaphor and Gender 
In the mid-eighteenth century the Moravians threatened in symbolic and metaphoric ways gender norms and traditions that were crucial components of mainstream Protestant belief systems, and much of this was linked to their altering the fundamental male nature of the Trinity.  The Trinity – God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (or Holy Ghost) – was central to Christian belief, and the nature (including the gender) of the all-powerful deity provided a symbol or model for dichotomized relations between the sexes and proper power relationships in the community as a whole.  That is, people’s understandings of what gender and power relationships in their communities should be were in part determined by what they understood them to be in the Trinity.  For the vast majority of Protestants in this era, God the almighty Father was the creator and central figure, and his son, Jesus the Savior, was quite male in all respects.  The gender of the Holy Spirit seemed less clear, but certainly was not female.  To their enemies, the Moravians had distorted the gendered nature of this religious symbol of power.  They believed that many of their threatening practices in the communities, especially those involving marriage, sex, and the role of women, were the consequences of their dangerous, distorted view of the Trinity.

The Moravians altered the gender and structures of power within the Trinity first by disempowering “God the Father.”  To most, this male figure was the omnipotent creator and ruler of the universe and all things in it.  The Moravians did not alter the gender of this portion of the Trinity, but took away much of its power by assigning the function of the creator to Jesus.  In his “Seven Last Sermons” before departing for Pennsylvania in the summer of 1741, Zinzendorf refers to Christ as the Creator and Spangenberg defended the view ten years later in print.  Also, passages in the 12th appendix of the Moravian hymnal (one of the most important surviving documents of this period) like “since my creator Jesus Christ will free me, body and soul” suggest this.

In their next step to reorder the Trinity the Moravians feminized the Holy Spirit, which became a “mother.”  Zinzendorf developed the idea in some of his sermons, and it is present in many Moravian hymns as well.  During his Pennsylvania tour in December 1741 he articulated this view during a sermon at Germantown.  In 1746 he preached a sermon in London called “On the Maternal Office of the Holy Spirit” (“Vom Mutteramte des heiligen Geistes”) and in the following year another entitled “On the True Evidence of the Maternal Office of the Holy Spirit” (“Von dem eigentlichen Grund-Beweiß des Mutter-Amts des heiligen Geistes”).  Zinzendorf explained that calling the Spirit a mother, or labeling its role a “maternal office” was Scriptural and applied to all Christians.  He also argued that since a title for the Holy Spirit was unclear within Christendom anyway, they should use the family analogy (father, mother, and son) and the Spirit was nearer to a mother.  Further, before the birth of Christ pagans had had vague, confusing notions of a foster mother or nurse of humanity, i.e. goddesses who nurtured heroes and became mothers of all humans.  With the birth of Christ it became clear what all of this meant: The Holy Spirit exercised a motherly, nurturing function over him, and whatever belonged to Christ must belong to all Christians too.

 
Metaphor and gender mattered when Moravians began assigning female characteristics to Jesus as well.  Many of their treatises, protocols, poems, hymns, and iconography suggest female qualities of Christ, including sensuous descriptions of body fluids, penetrations by believers, adoring descriptions of a nurturing, motherly Savior, and even graphic portrayals of the side wound in the form of female genitalia.  Zinzendorf and other Moravians never abandoned a literal or “real” male view of the biological sex of Christ which can be seen in their crucifixion artwork of the period, but in the realm of metaphor and gender – the attributes, qualities, and functions of the Savior, they did employ female imagery in addition to male imagery.

Zinzendorf and Spangenberg pursued the metaphor of Jesus as mother, just as they had done with the Holy Spirit.  In Zinzendorf’s fourth (published) discourse on the Augsburg Confession, in which he comments on the nature of Christ and the relationship between the body and the soul, Zinzendorf directly assigns the function of spiritual birthing to Jesus and refers to the side wound as a womb.  He came to this conclusion by carefully reasoning from the premise that the Savior was the center of the universe and all things.  This meant that the Holy Spirit dwelt within him, and so was released or “born” at Christ’s death through the side wound.  Since the spiritual rebirth of believers occurs through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, then they are born of Christ and through him.  Finally, if the Holy Spirit was born through the side wound and this led to believers’ rebirth, then the side wound (or hole), must be a womb (“Matrix”), because it gives birth, or as Zinzendorf put it, “his side is the womb in which my spirit was conceived and carried.”
  In his Apologetische Schluß-Schrifft, Spangenberg publicly defended the Moravian notion of a maternal Jesus.  After explaining to his imagined inquisitor that the Holy Spirit was a mother, Spangenberg extended the idea of a motherly, nurturing role to Jesus Christ, insisting that this reflected no Gnostic heresy.  In fact, Spangenberg even implied that the motherly qualities reflected the nature of the entire Trinity – including God the “Father.”

A number of hymns from this era refer to motherly qualities of Jesus as well.  See for example the following:

Mein König schreib mir dein Gesetz,

My King, write me Thy law, 

das meinen Geist ersetzt;


that will renew my spirit; 

dein königlicher trieb zünd mir

Thy royal desire kindles in me

das sanfte feuer an;



the mellow flame; 

und fuhr mich auf der streiter bahn,

and leads me on the militant path

durch mütterliche lieb.


with motherly love.

Hymn 820, verse 1, Christliches Gesang-Buch (emphasis mine).  Composed by Gottfried Arnold, with later alterations by the Moravians.

Here “My King” refers to Christ.  In some but not all of their hymnals published in the 1730s, 40s, and 50s, the Moravians altered the original text of this hymn composed by a seventeenth-century mystic named Gottfried Arnold to include the passage about “with motherly love.”  Clearly this was a point of emphasis by Moravian hymnal editors only in that period, for in later editions of the hymnal this passage was replaced.

The Moravians assigned not only motherly female qualities to Jesus, but also erotic qualities to their relationship with the Savior.  Many Moravian men and women celebrated a sensuous relationship and produced hymns, poetry, and other writings that suggested erotic impulses toward Christ.  Like many Puritans, Methodists, and others in Europe and North America a mystical marriage concept contributed to these views.
  Zinzendorf adopted the Biblical view of Christ as the bridegroom of the church and marriage as a heavenly union of the soul with Christ.  Marriage on earth served as a theological illustration of the union of Christ with individual souls and the entire community, and the husband became Christ’s representative, or a “vice Christ.”  Like with other pietists, a personal relationship with the Savior through a recreated heart was central to Moravian religious beliefs.  In 1746 Zinzendorf wrote, “Therefore by faith and love we must so enter the Saviour, that we can no longer see or hear anything else above or beyond Him, that we and He remain inseparably together... He knows my danger and my security; in short, I can be nowhere better than in His arms.”
  Such bridal mysticism exploited and encouraged analogies between spiritual and sexual themes.  This kind of imagery can be noted not only in the verses on the little cards, like those cited at the beginning of this essay, but also in hymns like the following: 

Seiten-hölgen! Seiten-hölgen!

Little side hole! Little side hole!

Seiten-hölgen, du bist mein:


Little side hole, thou art mine:

allerliebstes Seiten-hölgen


most dear little side hole

ich verwünsch mich ganz hinein.

I wish myself entirely inside.

Ach mein Seiten-hölgen!


Ah, my little side hole!

du bist meinen seelgen 


thou art my little soul

doch das liebste plätzlein;


yes the dearest little place;

Seiten-schrein!



Side shrine!

leib und seel fährt in dich nein.

body and soul passes into thee.

Hymn 2281, Christliches Gesang-Buch (Zinzendorf, 1747).

Like many others before them, when the Moravians began to take seriously the view of an erotic union of believers with Christ, even if in a metaphorical sense, then they had a problem: Believers are both male and female.  One solution to the problem was to emphasize that the entire church community was female (i.e. the bride of Christ), but this detracted from individual experiences with the Savior.  Another solution, evident in their hymnology and poetry, was to make all souls female, like some medieval mystics and English Puritans had done.  (The Moravians were severely attacked in the polemics for this view as well.)  Thus a union with the (male) Son of God could work.  Same-sex erotic experiences between Moravian men and their Savior was another solution, but evidence for this is vague at best.  The single brothers of Ebersdorf certainly seemed to be suggesting this when they poetically encouraged the Savior to kiss “so very extraordinaire” (“so gantz extraordinair”) Christian Renatus Zinzendorf on his birthday and to take him into the “Cabinet” (i.e. where married couples had sex), where they could talk, caress, and kiss each other, inspired by the flame of love.
  Also, Zinzendorf’s reprimand to the Moravians in Herrnhaag in 1749 suggests that opposite- and same-sex kissing (as a Christian greeting) were becoming too passionate during services.  On the other hand, Moravian enemies never attacked them for homosexuality, although others were attacked for their alleged homosexual practices in colonial North America, and the graphic, distorted, and vicious nature of the material that polemicists did publish against this group suggests that they would have charged the Moravians with homosexuality if they had known about it.

Still another solution to the problem of how both men and women could have an individual, spiritual-sexual union with the Savior was to change the metaphor, or regender Jesus as both male and female.  Christ was born as the Son of God (the Father) and the Holy Spirit (the Mother), but at the crucial point of his death on the Cross “he” became female by giving birth through the side wound, which in portraiture, speech, and hymnology became a womb.  Indeed, in their emotional, erotic excesses of the mid-18th century at least some Moravian men, including Christian Renatus Zinzendorf, began to question whether the gender of their Savior was male or female.  If “he” could be both male and female, then men and women believers could have a sensuous spiritual relationship with their Savior without resorting to metaphorical, spiritual homosexuality.

It was in the mid-eighteenth century, when Moravians questioned the gender of the Trinity, attributed maternal characteristics to Jesus, and celebrated a sensual, mystical personal relationship with their Savior, that Moravian iconography began assigning erotic qualities to the side wound of Christ itself.  This included inscribing sensual, colored expressions about Christ and the side wound on hundreds of small cards, many of which contained striking water colors depicting the side wound in the form of female genitalia, and/or showing daily activities – eating, sleeping, going for a walk, etc. – inside the wound (see examples below).


See attached color photocopy of the cards.

(Caption) 

Moravian miniatures: Scenes of piety in everyday life depicted inside the side wound of Christ, represented as female genitalia.

Water color on card stock, mid-eighteenth century, 6.2 x 3.5 cm.  BA 1738 (1-5), Unity Archives, Herrnhut.

Religious art and images were an important part of Moravian devotion and worship in the mid-eighteenth century.  Sacred paintings were often the center pieces in their places of worship, and their most prolific painter of the era, Valentin Haidt, produced dozens of portraits of Moravian men and women, as well as religious scenes and images. The colorful little cards appear to be devotional art, but their function is not entirely clear.  The instructions to married couples on how to have sex suggest the erotic qualities of the little cards and support a side wound as vagina interpretation: The instructions provide explicit detail on how couples should have sex.  They explain that the husband blesses the wife during ejaculation and suggest that he read aloud an appropriate verse while this is happening.  At this point in the instructions one of the little cards is pasted in the margin, with the inscription “Little Side Hole’s Marrying” (S:Hölches Ehelich) and a bed and a bench (suggesting the two preferred methods of intercourse) painted inside the side wound-vagina.  Since Moravians were unashamed of either male or female genitalia and even sang about the genitalia of Christ, images like the side wound cards may not have even seemed unusual to them.  Their use in sex education reflects interest in employing them in real, practical ways, and one contemporary writer even suggested that they used them in card games.

The Moravians produced the artwork depicted here at the same time that their theology emphasized bridal mysticism and their new hymnology celebrated a sensuous relationship with a Savior who had female qualities.  Craig Atwood argues that their worship of Christ’s wounds and their longing for a mystical marriage with the Savior led to the belief in conversion as an erotic experience with Christ (“sleeping in the arms of Christ”) and the sublimation of sexual urges.  This allowed release, not suppression, of sexual urges in the Moravians’ closed communities, and without illicit activities like masturbation.  Sublimation could only work, according to Atwood, as long as the image of the side wound remained a wound, and did not become too clearly a vagina.  However, the side wounds depicted in the little cards (not a part of Atwood’s analysis) appear to resemble a vagina, and given the metaphors of erotic relationships with Christ and other alterations in the gender of the deity that the group employed in their writings, it seems that they may have been expressing the Jesus as female metaphor in their artwork as well.  Perhaps more evidence on a female Jesus might have survived if the Moravians had not later destroyed so many of their records from this period when their views changed and they became so embarrassed by what had happened during this era.

An interpretation of the erotic quality of the Moravian side-wound image is compatible with the views of many art historians, who emphasize that devotional images through the ages often connected spirituality and sexuality.  Such images can come “alive” and awaken powerful responses in beholders like empathy, which might help the believer, or they can arouse desire for an intense, emotional, and sensual relationship with the Savior.  Many cloistered men and women who produced devotional images believed that the path to salvation lay through the body (a strong Moravian theme, as well), through which one must pass to achieve union with Christ.  The nuns at St. Wallburg in Bavaria, for example, kept small images on their bodies and considered them keepsakes, tokens of affection or gratitude meant for exchange – something Moravians easily could have done with the little side wound cards.  Some medieval poetry contains erotic imagery from the Song of Songs and images of the body of Christ as open, passive, suffering, and hence feminine.  In such cases the side opening invites its beholders to penetrate, introspect, and enter the womb-like interior of the heart.  Jeffrey Hamburger refers to these as “ready made images of a secret place of mystical communion,” where an intimate colloquy can take place between Christ and the soul.  While they can suggest sensual, female qualities of Jesus, to Hamburger they do not serve to sublimate sexual desire but rather function as an access of to the divine.  Such imagery can call into question the gender of Jesus, and David Morgan has shown how the masculinity of Christ fluctuates over time in images and hymns, from a gentle, ethereal, and effeminate Savior to a rugged, violent man’s man.

 
The Moravians did not invent the female Jesus – the concept can be traced back as far as the ancient Gnostics. Caroline Walker Bynum argues that maternal imagery was often applied to male religious authority figures, especially abbots, bishops, the apostles, God, and Christ during the Middle Ages and has demonstrated a flowering of the image among Cistercian monks in the 12th century.  The Jesus as mother theme appears in 13th- and 14th-century imagery, especially in the theology developed around it by the anchoress, Julian of Norwich, who died sometime after 1416, and Barbara Newman has recently documented the changing images throughout the medieval era of woman as Christ and how this was connected to powerful female figures who were seen as vessels of divine expression and knowledge.

Female imagery of Jesus became part of the spiritual life of numerous groups in the early modern period as well, including prophetesses and visionaries in England and mystics in Germany.  The Fifth Monarchist Anna Trapnel used maternal imagery to describe Jesus, exhorting “sucklings” to take in the milk which ran through Christ’s breasts, and Eleanor Davies portrayed God as female.  The ancient Sophia tradition, which emphasized femality in the deity, was alive and well in these areas, some of its most important proponents being Jacob Böhme (1575-1624), Gottfried Arnold (1666-1714), Johann Georg Gichtel (1638-1710), Johanna Eleanora (1644-1724), and Johann Wilhelm Petersen (1649-1727) in Germany, Jane Lead (1623-1704) and John Pordage in England.
 

Female imagery of Jesus was also prevalent in eighteenth-century North America.  At the Ephrata commune in Pennsylvania (not far from Bethlehem and Nazareth), for example, some German radical pietists who had been strongly influenced by Jacob Böhme produced devotional books that portrayed an androgynous God, with Sophia representing God’s femality.
  In addition to the German mystics at Ephrata, the leader of the Shakers, Ann Lee, also promoted the view of a female Christ, and in the early nineteenth century a Freewill Baptist, later Methodist preacher named Salome Lincoln used maternal imagery from Deuteronomy 32:11-12 to describe God and justify female preaching.

Since the use of female imagery of Christ was not new, did it matter to their enemies that the Moravians too regendered the metaphors and qualities of Jesus?  Did this contribute to the religious conflict involving the group that was raging in the Atlantic world in the mid-eighteenth century?  It certainly mattered to the anti-Moravian polemicist Heinrich Rimius, who may have never seen the little cards, but through the hymns, Zinzendorf’s published writings, or other means, he picked up on the ideas they represented and ridiculed them in his Candid Narrative:  The Moravians kiss the side wound of Christ, he wrote, and they sleep, breathe, and have sex in it.  “There is his Country, his House, his Hall, his little Bed, his little Table: There he eats, there he drinks, there he lives, there he praises the dear little Lamb.”  Rimius attacked their marginalization of the father, their belief in the Holy Spirit as a mother, and their feminization of the Savior, cynically mocking their view of Christ as a “Lamb, little Lamb, little Jesus, Mamma Jesu.”
  Alexander Volck wrote that these “present-day Gnostics” and “mystic swine” were, indeed, comparing female “birthing members” (“Geburts-Glieder”) to the side wound of the Savior in their hymns and attacked them for comparing the side wound to female genitalia.
  Also Gerardus Kulenkamp, the Dutch Reformed theologian, who was their most bitter opponent in the Netherlands, read their hymns and interpreted the Moravian understanding of Jesus as being something between angel and man, having a double body or essence, one of God and one of Mary, which dwells within believers and thus assumes a human nature.

 Moravian beliefs regarding the gender of the Trinity are difficult to interpret because they are sometimes contradictory, not everyone followed them in their communities, and because they later renounced their most radical aspects.  Why, for example, did Moravians often celebrate the male organs of their Savior in their hymns and artwork, even as they assigned female qualities to “his” role and the physical characteristics of the side wound?
  Here the emphasis may have been on a biologically male Christ whom some gendered female by assigning the function of the womb to the side wound, but this is unclear.  Also, the mid-eighteenth century was a time of disunity, tension, and conflict within the Moravian movement.  As the regendering of symbols and increasingly sensuous liturgy and speech developed, not everyone in the group cared for these changes and controversies mounted.  Lastly, after Moravian leadership began denouncing these activities a few years later, they stopped talking about them and even destroyed many records of what had happened.  Later denominational historians began interpreting their worldwide mission and other accomplishments of which they were proud during this era without recognizing or alluding to the fact that they occurred simultaneous to these controversial beliefs and practices and what this might mean.

The Literal Threat – Practical Consequences in the Communities Where Moravians Lived and Worked
A weak father who was not really a father, a maternal Holy Spirit, and a female or androgynous Savior – that was the Trinity to the Moravians, and this radically altered model of power and authority had more than mere symbolic significance:   It led to practical consequences and conflicts in religious communities in Europe, North America, and elsewhere where the Moravians challenged common understandings of gender and power relationships, and it provoked a furious reaction from their enemies.  Recently early modern European and colonial American cultural historians have made it clear that gender norms and public boundaries of action, or Handlungsräume, as well as the mechanisms for enforcing them, were an important, dynamic part of everyday life, that they varied over time and place, that men and women did fight to defend them, and that they were connected to concepts of power and legitimacy which reached the highest levels of authority in these societies.
  The pacifist Moravians provoked much of the violence against them by feminizing and sexualizing the sacred in unacceptable ways, thereby threatening and ultimately violating the male and female gender norms of their opponents.  They did this not only by feminizing the Trinity, but also by resacramentalizing marriage and glorifying sex, by destroying traditional family roles and structures, by allowing women to preach and providing them with other opportunities in the religious community.

Since the Reformation beliefs and practices concerning marriage in central Europe had changed significantly, and by the late seventeenth to mid-eighteenth centuries most pietists who were not radicals believed that marital sex should be controlled, but just how and how much was subject to a variety of interpretations.  Philipp Jakob Spener, the late seventeenth-century Lutheran pietist leader, believed in moderation (“Mittelmaß die beste Straß”), which roughly followed Martin Luther’s position.  In the late seventeenth century Lutheran pietists at Halle struggled to distance themselves from radicals, in part because of the latter’s views toward sex and marriage, but few after Spener  were able to make a clear statement about it.  By the mid-eighteenth century some Lutheran pietists like Carl Heinrich von Botgatzky and Johann Jakob Moser agreed with the view of moderation, but they could not escape the old problem of original sin.  Others, like August Hermann Francke, Siegmund Jacob Baumgarten, Johann Albrecht Bengel, and Friedrich Christoph Oetinger could not talk about it at all.  Heinrich Melchior Mühlenberg, the fledgling, future patriarch of the Lutheran church in North America who did not particularly like women, believed that the purpose of sex was to propagate the human race and nurture children, but he still had reservations about marriage, since wives and children restricted a man’s commitment to piety.  Sexuality discomforted him, and he condemned other ministers in Pennsylvania and thereabouts who tolerated dancing, which he believed led to heightened sexuality.

 From the late seventeenth to the mid-eighteenth century church pietists and others who stressed moderation also faced challenges from “radical” pietists, who provided “dangerous” interpretations of sex and the sacred, thus continuing long traditions and old conflicts.  Many of these people rejected organizational structures and binding teachings and were excluded from the new Lutheran pietist center developing in Halle in the 1690s.  The chiliastic, philadelphian component on both sides of the Atlantic received quite a shock when the Second Coming and Millennium did not begin in 1700 as they were supposed to, and many of them scattered – but they survived.  Some rejoined the church pietists, others became separatists and hermits, and still others who wanted both organization and purity founded new groups.  A number of radicals had been settling in Wittgenstein (in a region north of Frankfurt am Main known as Wetteravia) since the 1690s, having come from throughout the southwest and Switzerland.  Many wandering prophets and prophetesses preached the word and warned of divine woe and wonders here and in other regions of the middle Rhine.  In 1714 a number of individuals who believed in ecstatic, apocalyptic prophesy formed a congregation known as the Inspired.  In 1719 the “New Baptists” (Neutäufer) organized in the Schwarzenau area and spread to surrounding areas of the region.  The radicals continued their activities throughout the first half of the eighteenth century in places where the state-church establishment was relatively weak, or some territorial ruler tolerated or protected them. With its plethora of radical and other religious and ethnic groups and modicum of tolerance, this area of Germany in many ways resembled its counterpart then developing in Pennsylvania.  Indeed, many like the Separatist printer Christopher Saur in Germantown, the New Baptists, the Inspired, the Moravians, and others migrated from this area to Pennsylvania, and they maintained significant transatlantic contacts.  In fact, the Separatists in Frankfurt provided Saur with his printing press, which played such an important role in the religious, political, and printing history of Pennsylvania.

Alternative interpretations of the religious significance and use of sexuality were an important part of the radical movement in both central Europe and Pennsylvania.  Some radicals like Johann Georg Gichtel promoted celibacy, which mainstream Protestants by then viewed as unnatural, Catholic, and heathen (hence evil).  Other infamous groups led by women like the “Mother Eva Society” appeared to proclaim extremely positive evaluations of sex, believing it was holy.  Good Christians knew, however, that Satan always appears to be holy, and they often associated female leadership with promiscuity and evil.  So the Mother Eva Society, which formed around Eva Margretha von Buttlar (1670-1721) in Wetteravia around 1700 soon came under fire.  Members were known (and imprisoned) for their apocalyptic beliefs, sexual promiscuity, communal lifestyle, belief in androgynous early humans, and female circumcision.  Further, the gender roles of the Trinity, which they understood as father, mother, and son, were central to their ritual.  Most contemporaries paid little attention to Mother Eva’s religiosity and developed their views of the group based on graphic descriptions of promiscuity and ritual mutilation of the female body (associated with circumcision) portrayed in polemical writings.  Like witchcraft and Quakerism, the polemics explained, this seemed to be yet another case of uncontrolled female leadership leading to uncontrolled bodies and sexuality, which could only be the work of Satan.

Thus church pietists still had a lot to do, especially in Germany, if they wanted to control the behavior of their populations by getting them to confine sex to marriage, and they still could not quite make up their minds about the meaning of sex within marriage.  They were accustomed to dealing with deviant sexuality and did not hesitate to attack it whenever it appeared, especially in a religious movement.

Zinzendorf and the Moravians defied prevailing Protestant notions about marriage and sex by changing their theological, metaphorical meaning, making both sacred and positive events.  They resacralized marriage and declared that sex between husband and wife was holy, a service to God, and a part of their liturgy.  Sex became an important spiritual event for married couples in the church, who received a blessing from the Savior during intercourse, and Moravian hymns portrayed the glory of sexual organs.  By emphasizing the gendered, sexual character of the deity the Moravians took away the shame and sin of sex.  As Zinzendorf explained in the forward to their hymnal, if the creator had a male organ (männliches Glied), and if the female organ (weibliches Glied) was honored for all eternity in the person of the holy mother, then why should they be ashamed of them?
  Thus the genitalia of men and women were venerated, not hidden, and the act of procreation became not a necessary evil or impure act, but rather a majestic one that should not be kept secret but sung publicly in hymns.

 
Moravians not only challenged prevailing norms concerning marital sex in the theological or metaphorical realm, they also developed real, tangible practices that other pietists found unacceptable, including a view of marital sex that violated the traditional view of moderation.  Like the mystical pietists who promoted celibacy and the radicals such as the Mother Eva Society who appeared to promote promiscuity, the Moravians took a stand on sex and made it central to their religious beliefs and ritual.  They did not promote sex outside of marriage (although Zinzendorf’s extramarital affair with Anna Nitschmann was an open secret in the community), but they made sex within marriage a positive, sacred practice – even when it was not for procreation.  In their communal societies they controlled sex by keeping single men and women apart and by regulating and ritualizing contacts between married couples.  They upheld monogamy and controlled who married whom through the Lot.  Craig Atwood argues that their choir system and sacralization of sex allowed them to carefully regulate sexuality and relations between the sexes.

Moravians believed that since sex was positive and married believers received a blessing during intercourse, then it should be encouraged and openly discussed so young men and women would know what to do and when.  Before leaving for Pennsylvania in 1741 Zinzendorf left instructions on how married couples should be brought together for sex – alone, after various religious ceremonies.
  With this marital sex literally became a part of their liturgy.  Eventually detailed instructions were drawn up explaining how members of the married “choirs” (i.e. living, work, and worship groups) were to teach sexual procedures and practice to newly-wedded sisters and brothers.  The instructions emphasized the importance of consent by both parties in marriage, properly informing young men and women before and after their marriage about sex, how and why their bodies and sexual organs were made holy through Jesus, the methods of sexual intercourse, and how often it should be performed.  Two methods of intercourse were suitable – sitting or lying, and couples should choose according to their own taste, using a chair or bench and towel with the first or a pillow with the second.  After they finished couples prayed and discussed the liturgical importance of the event with others.  Couples should have sex about once per week, but not during menstruation or nursing, on Communion days, or when either of them was feeling ill or down.  However, couples should not let small problems like toothaches, headaches, or dizzy spells stop them, and they should continue into the sixth or seventh month of pregnancy, at least on holidays.  Further, they should continue to have sex, even when they could no longer have children.

Because of their special living arrangements in the closed communities and the liturgical nature of their sexual practices, the logistics of how Moravians actually came together for this blessed event were unusual as well.  Married couples were housed barracks-style, separated by gender, so there was nowhere for them to meet alone indoors to have sex unless the church leaders designated a special place and made arrangements.  Thus male and female “bed masters” (Bettmeister) and “curators” (Caplainen) scheduled times for married couples to meet in special sleeping quarters (a Schlafsaal) with a double bed (there were two in the married sisters dormitory in Bethlehem) so that they could have sacred sex in what they called their “marriage quarter hourlies” (Eheviertelstunden).  There is a reference in the Moravians’ own records to couples in Herrnhut having sex “in the presence of everyone,” but it is not clear if this meant that they entered and departed the Schlaafsaal with others watching, or if others actually observed their sexual intercourse.

Resacralizing marriage, singing about sex and incorporating it into liturgy provided more than enough material for the enemies of this group to attack them as dangerous, satanic, promiscuous perverts.  Those who knew the most about Moravian sexual beliefs and practices were the radicals like Jean François Reynier who had spent time with the group and could provide detailed accounts of their activities.  Such polemical writers were in a position to embellish on actual Moravian practices in ways that could inflame public opinion against the group.  As with Quakers, the Mother Eva Society, and other radical religious groups, opponents could and did associate the Moravian movement with sexual perversity and dangerous, uncontrolled female power, hence evil.
  For example, while it appears that in at least some of their closed communities the Moravians did have some sort of Cabinet or chamber where married couples had scheduled sex, I have found no evidence corroborating Reynier’s claim that it was “blue,” portable, and had windows so that others could watch couples having sex inside.  Further, it must have been crowded at the Cabinet on Sundays, since sex was sacred, hence the schedule and the “horrible” scene portrayed by Reynier and described at the outset of this essay.  In a way, Reynier’s portrait was accurate – Moravian couples lined up, two-by-two, to enter a special place for sex.  But by the time he described this scene Reynier was an angry renegade, and both he and his publisher (Fresenius), as well as many other enemies of the Moravians, were at war with the group.  They interpreted this scene as Satanic, and the special place inhabited temporarily just to have sex was surely a bordello, they thought, whereas the Moravians themselves interpreted the same scene as sacred.

  
One of the most dangerous violations of gender boundaries perpetrated by the Moravians, according to their enemies, was allowing women to preach.  Like the dissenting churches and the early pietists in Europe, as well as the Quakers, the new German commune at Ephrata, and others in North America, the Moravians on both continents sought to end the utter subjection of women in formal religious worship and communities.
  While in Pennsylvania Zinzendorf began developing a special, important role for women in Moravian communities.  In his “Address to Women” given in Philadelphia, he emphasized that the New Testament speaks of a special love that the Savior has for the female sex.  In the Old Testament women were meant for service and work.  They were considered foolish, unworthy of respect or honor, and were held responsible for the Fall and bringing unhappiness into the world.  But since the Savior was brought into the world by a woman, Zinzendorf said, women should now be respected and honored, like Maria Magdalena, to whom Christ first appeared after the Resurrection.  The sisters were stronger and had more character than men.  They were more noble, innocent, humble, honest, and true (“a sister’s heart is a true heart,” he wrote),
 all traits associated with and promoted by Jesus Christ  – what more could one ask?  Women should rejoice in their sex, and they should be honored, respected, and celebrated in song, as the Savior expects.

Nevertheless, while the Moravians were not as radical as the Quakers on the point of women preaching, the efforts of Zinzendorf, Anna Nitschmann, Benigna Zinzendorf and many others meant that Moravian women clearly had more opportunities to participate in formal church rule and decision making than women did in Lutheran, Reformed, and most other communities.  In addition to preaching, hundreds of Moravian women held other offices in Europe and America, including eldresses, teachers (who instructed men and women), overseers, group leaders, and 47 ordained deaconesses who worked in the mid-Atlantic colonies before independence.  These officeholders looked after the spiritual and material needs of Moravian women without the support of men.  They ran the choir houses, and they attended conferences, synods, and other meetings with men – not as mere observers, but as full participants who spoke, argued, and voted.
  Further, while not very many Moravian women actually preached outside of their closed communities, those who did in Europe and North America attracted a lot of attention.  From 1740 to 1742 Anna Nitschmann, Benigna Zinzendorf, and Catharine Molter carried out several high-profile preaching tours in Pennsylvania, which highlighted to friend and foe that the Moravians had come to the colony and that both women and men intended to preach there.
  Indeed, of the 270 known female Moravian immigrants who settled in British North America, seventeen did at least some preaching, mostly as missionaries, and thirteen of these arrived between 1740 and 1752, during the peak period of conflict.

The Moravian women who began preaching in Pennsylvania in 1740 had feminized the most tangible, powerful role in the religious community, but they were not alone.  During the Great Awakening women began preaching in several other groups as well, as Baptists, New Lights, and Separates in New England allowed them unprecedented access to the formal and informal channels of church governance, and later the Shakers developed a dual-sex leadership structure.  Also, Quaker women continued to preach throughout the colonies, as they had done since the previous century.  Female preaching declined in the second half of the eighteenth century in many of these groups. Ultimately it only retained acceptance among the Quakers, although it increased again significantly, if only temporarily, among several evangelical groups in the first half of the nineteenth century.

Like the Quakers, Shakers, the Mother Eva Society, and others, the Moravians endured severe criticism for allowing women to preach.  In a polemic sent to North America Joachim Lange, the aging Halle theologian, questioned the Moravian practice of sending women and unqualified men to do missionary work in America, which was against the teachings of the Gospel.  Even Zinzendorf’s wife was doing missionary work, he complained.  Johann Georg Walch, the theology professor at Jena, connected female preaching to other Moravian practices that threatened the orders in society.  Other Europeans like Fresenius, Ernst Salomon Cyprian, Georg Jacob Sutor condemned Moravian women preaching without further comment to this obvious malpractice, the latter claiming to have seen for himself the ordination of Moravian women, complete with laying on of hands. The issues resonated in the battleground communities of Pennsylvania and New Jersey as well.  Here the Lutheran pastor Gabriel Naesman, who was a fierce enemy of the Moravians in the Swedish congregations on both sides of the Delaware and was involved with the violence at the Raccoon community in Gloucester County, New Jersey, angrily denounced the group in a long letter to church authorities in Sweden.  He complained that “the whole Moravian ant hill” was trying to eject him from his church and used women apostles to get his members, especially women, into their clutches.  He feared what damage “well nigh thirty of those petticoated prophets with all their eloquence” might be able to do and noted that “several other clergymen here have had to place a Moravian spinning wheel on the very alter.”  Thus Moravian practice, fears and slander promoted about the group in polemics, and the tension and violent conflict in the communities were connected.

To mainstream German and other evangelicals it was one thing for fanatics like the Moravians to believe behind closed doors in their cloistered communities that Jesus and the Holy Ghost were women and to use this to justify strange sex and family life and female preaching, but when they began successfully preaching, teaching, and organizing in the numerous pastorless communities of the mid-Atlantic colonies in the 1740s, they carried their alternatively gendered belief systems with them and threatened the newly developing Lutheran and Reformed religious establishments in the communities made up of patriarchal families organized and led by men.  This was happening just as the Halle Lutherans and the Amsterdam Reformed movements were becoming more confessional and less tolerant, yet were increasingly interested in the overseas mission.  To them, the Moravian blasphemy had to be stopped, especially since the Moravian movement was spreading rapidly at this time.  The leadership of these two groups and others printed, reprinted, and circulated numerous inflammatory polemics that outlined the dangers of the Moravian movement, including their feminization of the Trinity, use of women preachers, bizarre sexual beliefs and practices, and other flagrant violations of gender norms and boundaries.  While these writings circulated in sophisticated networks throughout the colonies, Halle and Amsterdam sent more preachers who began organizing Lutheran and Reformed congregations and raved from the pulpit and in correspondence and visitations about the need to fight a war against the Moravians to stop the movement.  Judging from the violent reaction during the Great Awakening of many in the Lutheran and Reformed communities of the mid-Atlantic colonies – where many believed that the Moravians had a real chance to dominate – it seems as though their strategy in the war against the Moravians was successful.

Conclusion: Gender, Power, and Religion in the German Communities of Colonial America
During their period of expansion in Europe and in the Americas from the 1730s to the 1750s, the Moravians transformed symbolic and real relationships between gender and power, and their numerous enemies took action to stop them.  Zinzendorf used the model of a feminized Trinity to justify providing a more active, powerful role for women in the community and a positive evaluation of sex.  Essentially the Moravians challenged gender boundaries – male and female Handlungsräume – and threatened the very essence of Christian beliefs as most Lutherans, Reformed, and others understood them.  Lyndal Roper has argued that gender relations were central to religious conflict during the Reformation, and this may also have been the case with religious conflict involving the Moravians during the mid-eighteenth century.  In British North America a wide range of sectarian groups participated in the reevaluation of sexual and gender norms, and the Moravians were part of a larger narrative of sectarian innovation and orthodox response that shaped the religious culture of British America in profound ways.  Among the Germans it became a battle over metaphors –  whose best captured the reality of religious aspiration and identity in the colonies?  But it was also a battle for control of communities, and here real practices mattered.

The Moravian challenge and the furious response of their many enemies in British North America reveals how important religion could be in the cultural processes shaping gender and authority in colonial America and how explosive a force it could be when extreme transgressions of gender and power boundaries took place within the religious realm.  Men and women understood what relationships between them should be largely in religious terms, or in ways they believed were sanctified by their spiritual world.  When challenged, these men and women fought over these symbols and metaphors and their tangible manifestations in their communities.  In doing so they revealed some of the most deeply rooted and important beliefs concerning the nature of their communities and the relations between men and women in them.
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