
The Theologia Germanica – the book of ‘perfect life’ – and what it 

means to be the New Man 

 

The Theologia Germanica is an anonymous mystic text probably written in the mid to late 

1300s near Frankfurt. It may have its roots in the Friends of God movement which was 

closely tied to the emergence of the German Spirituals. It was rediscovered and named by 

Martin Luther in 1516 and, unlike most ecclesiastical texts of the period, which were in 

Latin, was in German. 

Beyond Central Europe that was little use. The first translation into Latin was undertaken by 

Ludwig Haetzer, a Reformation radical. Meanwhile Luther’s concerns switched to 

consolidation, leaving no room for the Theologia, developing a ‘Third Use of the Law’ 

whereby Deuteronomy was still binding.  

And the Haetzer translation influenced the later Sebastien Castellion Latin translation (left). 

From the Civil War until the end of the twentieth century everyone thought that the first 

translation into English was undertaken by John Everard, one of the great translators of the 

seventeenth century. From the 1990s that evidence began to change. This is probably it... 



 

 

 

Occasionally we accept things over which philosophers have agonised. Our rejection of the 

perfect is one such thing. ‘Nobody is perfect’ has become axiomatic. And yet there is a long 

history of an alternative: that we can be perfect; indeed, at its bluntest extreme, that we 

always have been.  

‘Perfect’ used to mean ‘complete’, ‘finished’ and implied the inclusion of all parts necessary. 

Aristotle added that it should be so good that nothing might better it whilst the Stoics 

focused on the harmony between Man and Nature. But, for them, perfection was attainable 

by anyone. 



Early Christianity did not escape either. In contrast to Saint Augustine’s position on 

corrupted Man, there was the Welsh monk, Pelagius, whose followers believed that 

perfection was attainable on Earth. That was declared heresy.   

Authors on the subject have distinguished between two variants. The first focuses on 

‘imputed’ perfection; that Christ’s death has regained perfection for Man. Although this 

imputationist line was never likely to be welcome in a Calvinistic society, it was hard to 

present as ‘blasphemous’. In contrast, the inherentist position implied that Eden had never 

been lost. Mankind, made in the very image as the Divine, is inherently perfect. The 

authorities were never going to like that! 

 


