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Prologue
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“C'est un rempart que notre Dieu, Une invincible armure, Notre délivrance en tout lieu, Notre défense sûre,“ sang Anne Rochefeuille as she played on the harpsichord at the Château in Avignon. Next to her were scattered open books gleaned from the château’s massive library. 

Drawn to the music, Bishop Armand-Jean du Plessis, brother to the Seigneur de Richelieu, sat down near her to listen.  Though the song was heretical in any language, or, more exactly, by a heretic, he loved his Anne’s singing dearly. Putting an arm around Anne, he kissed the back of her neck affectionately, “Bon matins, ma chérie.”

Anne stopped the music to turn and kiss him properly, “Bon matins, Armand.”

“Why are you playing that particular song?  And these books? Anne! These are all about that heretic Martin Luther and his wife Katharina von Bora!”

“I want to know how they managed, Armand.”

“How they managed what?”

“Katharina and Martin both took vows to the church.  She was a nun. He was a monk. But they loved each other and married. As I love you and you love me!  You are far more than the Bishop of Luçon. We wouldn’t be exiled here over your service to the queen mother otherwise. But King Louis and his mother Queen Marie de Medici don’t know I am more to you than simply your nurse.”

“No, they don’t. God help us both if they or anyone else knew the true nature of our relationship,” agreed Armand. “We’ve so far managed to keep our relationship an oddly open secret. Open that we live together and are loyal to each other, that I depend on you to keep me alive when I am sick. But the rest? They do not and must never know.”  Armand picked up one of the open books in front of him, “That still does not explain your desire to learn more about Luther and von Bora.”

Anne met his eyes, “You don’t like Martin Luther, do you?”

“No!  I don’t! His heresies have plunged Christendom into decades of civil wars, especially in the Holy Roman Empire and across France. Where there once was one, true, and universal Church there are now dozens of different versions of Christianity.”

“Luther was hardly the first heretic –or reformer, depending on how you choose to look at it,” countered Anne.

“True, he was not the first. But his heresies, his dogmatic refusal to submit to papal authority has turned the world upside down, triggering full scale wars of religion across not only the Empire of the Romans, but France and elsewhere.  Look at how much France has suffered since the Lutheran heresies spread beyond the borders of the Empire.  My own family bankrupted by supporting the kings.  If my mother were not so frugal and if not for King Henri’s kindness to us....” Armand stopped.  None of his frustrations were Anne fault nor could she help that her family, being middle-classed merchants from Lyon, allied themselves with the Huguenots. Hers was not a catholic upbringing, as much as she tried to stay neutral on matters of religion. For Anne, the sacraments that gave Armand so much comfort and pleasure were almost entirely alien. Even keeping her own conscience and supporting him by attending mass with him changed little. The true religion was filled with customs and traditions that Anne simply could not fully embrace, even out of love for him. Looking back into Anne’s eyes, Armand reminded himself of the sacrifices Anne undertook to be with him now in Avignon. She didn’t have to be there.  Technically she was free to leave him and return to Paris. That she chose to be imprisoned with him spoke to how deeply she loved him – as he loved her. Armand kissed her softly, “Forgive me. If Luther’s music give you comfort, then we must sing them.  Both of us. Together. Perhaps in the original German instead of French?”

Anne laughed and sang the second verse of the same hymn she was singing before – only this time in German, “Mit unsrer Macht ist nichts getan, wir sind gar bald verloren; es streit' für uns er rechte Mann, den Gott hat selbst erkoren. Fragst du, wer der ist? Er heißt Jesus Christ, der Herr Zebaoth, und ist kein andrer Gott, das Feld muss er behalten.”
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Chapter One: The nun from Kloster Nimbschen
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Easter 1523 shined brightly with the renewed celebration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. As April dawned, Nimbschen monastery prepared to open its gates to pilgrims from across Saxony wishing to celebrate Easter Mass with its nuns. 

Katharina von Bora too was making her preparations for Easter. For the last several weeks she exchanged letters with Doctor Martin Luther in Wittenberg. As a former monk himself Luther sympathized with Katharina, understanding completely why she and the eleven sisters joining her would wish to leave Nimbschen despite their vows to the Cistercian Order. To that end, Luther enlisted the aid of his close friend, court painter Lucas Cranach the Elder. Lucas Cranach was, arguably, richer and more powerful than his patron, Friedrich III the Wise, Elector of Saxony. Cranach owned many houses and an increasing number of workshops across Wittenberg. Cranach also possessed the sort of contacts one needed to pull off the logistics of smuggling twelve cloistered nuns out of their convent.

Slowly, carefully Katharina and her sisters followed Luther and Cranach’s instructions. When Compline prayers finished that Easter Eve Katharina and her sisters made their move. As silently as they could they retrieved carefully prepared bundles containing everything they dared bring with them. With the wagon rolling through the convent gates and its driver providing some sort of excuse that Katharina could not hear, she and her sisters climbed aboard and laid down on the blanket covered wagon bed. Quietly the driver moved some blankets from the front of the wagon at his feet and covered the women up. Checking that everyone and everything was aboard and secure, he nudged the reins and drove the wagon out of the monastery and into the dark night.

Five days later the wagon from Nimbschen arrived in Wittenberg at the house of Lucas Cranach. Martin Luther and Lucas emerged from the spacious dwelling, eager to meet the ladies. Stiff from the days of travel, each nun eagerly accepted Luther and Cranach’s help disembarking. Katharina was the last to step down.  Martin Luther smiled at her as her feet touched the ground, “Guten Tag! You must be Katharina with whom I’ve corresponded?”

“I am. Katharina von Bora. Are you Doctor Luther?”

“Yes, though you may call me Martin if you like.”

“Thank you, Martin. I am most pleased and, if I may speak honestly, most relieved to finally make your acquaintance.”

“I am glad of it. When you wrote of your plight at Nimbschen I felt called by God to come to your rescue. No one should be forced to remain in a cloister against his or her wishes, not now. Though no doubt that opinion is unpopular,” admitted Martin awkwardly.

“You seem uncomfortable,” observed Katharina.

“Yes ... it’s been a challenging last few years.”

“You never expected all of this insanity when you wrote ‘Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences.’”

“No, no I did not. But you know that.  You’ve read my theses and my other works I’ve written since,” estimated Luther.

“Not your translation of the New Testament – but most of them, yes,” agreed Katharina.

Lucas Cranach approached Luther from behind, “What are you two still doing outside? Katharina!  You must be freezing after over five days in the cold!  Martin! Your manners! Invite the nice lady inside and put her in front of a fire to warm up before you start discussing theology! Preferably with a nice glass of beer or mead in her hand. She’s barely had anything to eat or drink in all this time.  And while I realize the Cistercians are fond of fasting and prayer, I doubt even the most austere monk goes this long on a fast.”

Luther bowed and took off his cloak to put around Katharina’s shoulders, “Forgive me!  Please! Come inside and sit by the fire.  A special meal is being prepared for all of you with many courses so you can bring your stomachs up again to be able to eat properly. I hope you will feel better soon. Rest assured we’ve arranged for all your needs to be met.  You are safe now and free to stay as long as you like.”

“Thank you, Martin,” smiled Katharina as she followed him and Lucas into the house and to the waiting chair by the fire promised to her.

The feast prepared for the Nimbschen nuns was the grandest and most generous feast of their lives up to that point. Beginning with a simple, hydrating broth and a bit of buttered bread paired with lager, Cranach gradually broke their fast with increasingly fortifying and nourishing foods designed to strengthen them and heal them from their ordeal.

Martin brought Katharina to a sideboard containing a dozen open bottles and casks of drinks ranging from water and pressed ciders to meads, lagers, wines, melomels, and specialty microbrews, “Lucas has a special license to sell wine across the empire.  Do you have a preference what you would like to try first?”

“What is the local specialty?” asked Katharina, her mind intrigued by the many bottles and opportunity to try something new.

Martin pointed to a small cask, “This is the local lager I like best.  You might find it a little strong for your taste though.”

Katharina nodded for Martin to fill her cup with the lager, “Kloster Nimbschen brews some rather strong lagers. I wonder how this compares?” Taking a sip, Katharina let the lager flow across her tongue. “Not bad. Definitely drinkable. A bit unrefined, but that is perhaps to be expected.”

“You can do better?” 

“Of course! I’ve also made some rather exquisite braggots and melomels in my time.”

“Braggots?”

“Mead and beer brewed together. The ratio should be three parts beer to one part mead,” explained Katharina.

Martin pondered this most unusual conversation they were having, “I had no idea you knew so much about brewing.  I thought I was just being kind and offering you something to drink.”

“And so you are!” Katharina met his eyes, “I have many interests, many passions. Music, for one. Theology, of course. But also fine food and drink. Gifts from God to bring us comfort and joy.”

“Of that, I must agree. Drink is a special gift from God designed to be enjoyed,” confirmed Martin.

“Does that mean you are willing to join me in sampling all of the foods and drinks that Master Cranach is so kind enough to provide for us?” hinted Katharina.

“I would be most happy to dine with you,” bowed Martin courteously.
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“In dulci jubilo, Nun singet und seid froh! Unsers Herzens Wonne Leit in praesepio, Und leuchtet als die Sonne Matris in gremio, Alpha es et O, Alpha es et O!” sang Katharina joyfully as musicians hired by Barbara and Lucas Cranach accompanied her. Dancing around the ballroom in the Cranach’s spacious mansion decorated in holly and evergreen branches she gestured for Ava von Schönfeld, Veronika von Deschau, and her sister Margarete von Deschau to sing the next verse with her, “O Jesu parvule, Nach dir ist mir so weh! Tröst mir mein Gemüte, O puer optime, Durch alle deine Güte, O princeps gloriae. Trahe me post te, Trahe me post te!” Reaching a pensive Martin Luther in their meandering, Katharina beamed as she teased him into joining them, “Come on, Martin! Time to sing! Get up out of that chair and be merry!  It’s Christmas!”

“I’m happy where I am
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