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The name of Heinrich Wilhelm Ludolf (1655-1712), like that of his disciple, spir-
itual heir, and biographer Anton Wilhelm Béhme (1673—-1722), is closely asso-
ciated with the early period of the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge
(SPCK), since he was among its founding members.! On 3 February 1712, at
St James in London, Béhme delivered Ludolf’s funeral sermon, later published
with the title The Faithful Steward and “dedicated to the Honourable Society for
Promoting Christian Knowledge.” That same year, Béhme brought out a col-
lection of writings by Ludolf, meaningfully titled Reliquiae Ludolfianae, which
was published by the SPCK printer Downing.? Ludolf and Bohme were the main
mediators in the relationship between the Anglican SPCK and the German Pie-
tist centre in Halle founded by A.H. Francke (1663—1727). Various studies have
examined these significant and complex relationships, revealing the harmony
achieved between the German Pietists and their English partners, their shared
projects, and the forms of cooperation that were promoted in the name of goals
that did not always coincide.* Scholars have devoted considerable attention to
what Renate Wilson has defined as “the intricate network that had connected the
English movement of charity and educational reform to the North German Pietists
and their associates in commerce and the nobility,” reconstructing the modes of
these Anglo-German relations and their forms of communication. Various studies
have shown that the main issue at stake was the safeguarding of Protestant inter-
ests, both in Europe and further afield, in the face of an increasingly global and
extremely threatening Catholic offensive.® The Anglo-German network played an
active role in protecting threatened Protestant minorities in Catholic countries,
sheltering Protestant refugees and actively participating in missions outside of
Europe.” To some extent, it was also involved in a number of irenic attempts to
unite Protestants.®

In the following pages, which focus on Ludolf in particular, I will seek to shed
some light on a frequently mentioned aspect that deserves to be studied in greater
depth: I am referring to confessional “impartiality,” a category that emerged
between 17th and 18th century in the religious discourse.’ In the sources that I am
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going to analyse, this notion can be considered as the criticism of confessional
barriers, or as the refusal to accept dogmatic and doctrinal distinctions, or even as
the attempt to establish contacts or a dialogue between individuals and/or groups
belonging to different confessions (in some cases existing on the margins of these
confessions or even outside of them). I will try to show that this term does not
infer mere latitudinarianism or lack of a clear confessional identity.!” I maintain
that confessional impartiality is an important facet of relations between German
Pietists and the SPCK, as well as a distinctive feature of the religious vision of
some of their protagonists — like H.W. Ludolf, A.W. Béhme, and A.H. Francke —
albeit with different emphases and nuances.'!

1. A Very Particular “Christian Pilgrim”

Ever since my youth I have wished to talk and travel. . . . To those inquiring about
my religion I would reply Christianus, and it consists in that [Author’s note: in
the sense of the Bible verse]: induite novum hominem renovatum.’> And to those
wishing to know more about my origins and homeland, I would reply using the
same words that I wrote in a book . . . for the Fathers of the Holy Land in Cairo:
Natus Erfordi in Germania mira providentia transplantatus in Angliam et variis
casibus eruditus, viro bono ubique quidem esse Patriam, sed viro regenito extra
hunc mundum quaerendam esse Patriam."

In these few introductory lines, Heinrich Wilhelm Ludolf distils the essence of his
character and history, and evokes the occasion that was the turning point of his
life: the journey that took him to the Holy Land between 1699 and 1700.'
Ludolf belonged to a patrician family from Erfurt and was the nephew of the
famous orientalist Hiob who was a diplomat and agent at the Gotha court, and
had contacts with Pietism through Philip Jakob Spener and Francke.!* Heinrich
Wilhelm shared some of his uncle’s interests, studying Oriental languages at
Jena, and spent a period in Holland before moving to England, which became
his second home. He was secretary to Prince George of Denmark (later Queen
Anne’s husband, 1653—1708) from 1686 until 1691, when he stepped down, offi-
cially for reasons of health.'® The prince subsequently paid him an annual pen-
sion that allowed Ludolf to live comfortably and devote himself to his studies
and travels.'” He continued serving both English and Danish interests, and — as
pointed out by Alexander Schunka — moved in that “grey area between unoffi-
cial diplomacy and espionage” typical of the period.!® Between 1692 and 1693,
Ludolf travelled to Russia, where he learned Russian and acquired numerous
contacts within the entourage of Peter the Great, as well as with leading politi-
cians, scholars, and members of the Orthodox church.!® On his return to Oxford
in 1695, he published a Russian grammar book intended for merchants. During
Peter the Great’s visit to Europe in 1697-98, he became an important liaison
figure. Although his journey to Russia was officially made for political and com-
mercial reasons, here as elsewhere, Ludolf was also motivated by his own reli-
gious purposes: an interconfessional dialogue aiming to bring about a “universal
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church” that would overcome confessional divisions — a project to which he
remained devoted all his life.

In 1697, Ludolf was among the diplomats participating in negotiations leading
to the Peace of Rijswijk.?! It was during this period that his contacts with Francke
in Halle became deeper. The two men shared converging though not identical
positions and aims, and were attuned to each other, both on a religious level and
with regard to more specific projects for missions and relationships with other
Christian churches.?? Ludolf paid a visit to Halle at the start of his journey to
Palestine, described in the following, and kept Francke briefed during the vari-
ous stages of his trip. Their correspondence is extraordinarily full of information
on the networks of relations — commercial, diplomatic, and broadly cultural — on
the places and people, as well as providing future travellers practical advice on
routes, means of transport and the costs involved.” The Italian stages of his jour-
ney were to prove of vital importance in bringing Ludolf’s plans to fruition. First,
he stayed in Venice as a guest of Francke’s brother Heinrich Friedrich, who was a
merchant there (1661-1728). From Venice he travelled to Livorno, where he spent
the months of August and September 1698, and from where he hoped to embark
on the final leg of his journey to Jerusalem: “I went for Venice, from thence to
Livorno, and if God granted health. . .** might pursue my long designed voyage
for Jerusalem.”? After making the acquaintance of local scholars in Livorno, he
wrote to Francke with details of contacts that might be of use to future travellers.
They included the apothecary and scientist Giacinto Cestoni, who had once had
problems with the Inquisition — “he was once put into the Inquisition” — and who
was apparently a “lover of strangers [who] can give a good account to those who
want information at this place.”?® Then there was Elia, “an old Jew of Constan-
tinople who teaches me Turkish and keeps a coffeehouse here, [who] is my very
good friend, but speaks little Italian, so that to converse with him one must know
Turkish,” as well several Russian merchants, some of whom he had already met
in Venice. His relations with the English community were extremely important,
especially those with merchants like Jacob Turner and his sons, Edward Gould
and Francis Harrimann. Ludolf believed that Livorno’s air and climate were
unhealthy, and its prices too high, and advised travellers to spend as little time as
possible there. He informed Francke about the links between Livorno and Syria,
Egypt and Tripoli, pointing out that anyone wishing to travel to the Orient “hath
great need of Italian language.”” In Livorno, he set sail on a ship heading for
Smyrna, where he stayed with the Turner family for two months, devoting him-
self to his studies of Turkish and modern Greek.?® On 11 March 1699, he arrived
in Constantinople where, protected by an Ottoman pass, he boarded an English
ship carrying mainly Armenian and Greek pilgrims that took him first to Jaffa (5
October) and from there to Jerusalem (9 October), the final destination on what
had been long, exhausting, and perilous journey.”

The importance of Ludolf’s journey to the Holy Land is confirmed by various
sources, including an oil portrait by an anonymous painter that is now in the Kunst-
und Naturalienkammer of the Franckeschen Stiftungen, Halle*® (Figure 7.1). The
subject of the painting, convincingly identified as Ludolf, is shown turning his
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Figure 7.1 Portrait of Heinrich Wilhelm Ludolf

Source: Anon., Kunst-und Naturalienkammer, Franckeschen Stiftungen, Halle.

bare right forearm towards us to reveal a tattoo typical of pilgrims to Jerusalem,
along with the date 1699. In this same hand, Ludolf held an object with an oriental
appearance, probably a bezoar encased in metal or possibly an ampulla. We must
not forget that the practice of going on pilgrimages was met with scepticism, if not
outright disapproval, in Protestant circles — both Lutheran and Reformed — who
held it to be a useless endeavour.’! Moreover, several sources indicate that the
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custom of tattooing — forbidden in the Old Testament® — was considered a super-
stition held by papists or members of the Eastern Orthodox Church.

The tattoo shown in the centre of this painting consists of two superimposed
images: the top** image portrays a crucified Christ above the skull of Adam, the
first man, while the bottom image shows the holy sepulchre with a Risen Christ
holding a banner. Although widespread, this particular design was not the most
popular tattoo, which would have been the Jerusalem cross. Robert Ousterhout
points out that “the image of Christ’s Resurrection . . . is also significant, for it
would qualify as locus sanctus art . . . site-specific pilgrimage art.”** The tattoo,
therefore, combines the sacred image of the Resurrection with a reference to the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre — a key site in the city of Jerusalem that Ludolf had
actually visited.

Writing to Francke from Jerusalem in October 1699, Ludolf dwells at length on
those sites and on the Franciscan orders of the Holy Land who had provided him
with lodgings during his stay. He underlines that there are friars from different
European countries and that “Italian is the /ingua communis.”*> He reports that the
Ottomans often burst into the church, extorting money from the pilgrims, and he
adds some details on his stay in the church:

On the 16th of this month, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre was opened for
me and I let myself be shut in. I spent two nights with the Fathers; in order to
make my devotions there but even more so in order to be able to see it better.
In fact, when the Turks open the church, it usually stays open for a couple of
hours and people rush to visit the so-called Sanctuaria, kneeling to kiss them,
which is rather irritating.

Ludolf goes on to write a detailed description of the visitation of the holy places
and the emotions displayed by the visitors.*’

The symbols present in the tattoo in the foreground of the portrait “evoke”
the physical and spiritual experience of Ludolf’s pilgrimage that can be read on
several levels: they allude both to the construction of his religious identity as a
Christian pilgrim and to his plans for a dialogue between Christians from different
groups. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the places linked to it — the “locus
inventionis crucis,” Calvary, the “lapis unctionis,” etc. — symbolise the encounter
between Christians from different denominations. He writes that “the majority of
the altars and chapels are for use by the Latins, but even the Greeks and Arme-
nians have altars where they can celebrate their masses.” The votive lamps at
the Holy Sepulchre belong to different countries and churches.*® At least seven
nations were present in that place, all organised according to a specific hierar-
chy: “Due to their lack of funds, the Abyssinians, Georgians, and Syrians stay
outside, and only the Latins, Armenians, Greeks, and a single Copt live inside.”
Ludolf tells Francke that he approached Armenian and Greek priests in particu-
lar, speaking “in Turkish to the former and in Greek to the latter” and receiving
expressions of honour from those “good people.” The Greeks, in particular, who
were particularly impressed by the fact that he was well acquainted with several
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of their number, including the Archimandrite Chrysanthos, helped him establish
contacts with leading members of their church.* Lastly, he mentioned among
“the signs of divine providence” the fact that during his journey from Ramabh to
Jerusalem, the Turks protected him from the Arabs who “act as if they were the
rulers” of those places, to the extent of carrying out violent attacks against the
Turkish authorities.*

The letter ends with a description of the meeting between Ludolf and an Ethio-
pian residing with the Copts: the two men had an intense, lively exchange con-
cerning several linguistic and religious matters, especially with regard to the
translation of a number of terms and passages from the Sacred Scripture.

The vivid accounts of his pilgrimage contained in this letter to Francke show-
case some of the key themes of the religious ideas and projects that inspired
Ludolf throughout his life: the search for contacts and for a dialogue with Chris-
tians of every denomination, the knowledge of languages as a fundamental tool
for religious communication — as a means, therefore, and not as an end — and his
particular interest in Christians of the Eastern churches.*!

2. Oriental Christianity and the Proposal to the SPCK

From the time of his sojourn in England and during his journey to Russia, Ludolf
devoted particular attention to the Orthodox Church and to the Christians in the
East in general, especially to those groups and communities considered to be
under threat. This is one of the main themes running through his extraordinary
multilingual epistolary correspondence.* This was one of the main goals of his
journeys and lay at the heart of his collaboration with Francke and the SPCK.
The Protestant world had first become interested in Oriental Christianity in the
16th century as part of its efforts to establish an anti-Roman network based on
a shared adherence to early Christianity.” Ludolf’s interest, which concerned all
Christians from the East as well as Christian minorities, was expressed above all
through his personal individual contacts. It was this approach that informed the
way that he built networks of relations that extended beyond confessional barriers
and reflected his own particular vision of the church and of religion. During his
journey to the Near East, Ludolf became convinced that the Ottoman Empire’s
relative openness might favour missions to the Greeks and Abyssinians and allow
Greek and Coptic clerics and scholars to travel to Protestant universities in order
to study and work as translators.* Francke and Ludolf worked tirelessly to achieve
this, motivated as much by their desire to promote the training of these students
as by their linguistic expertise and by the possibility of establishing contacts with
the Oriental churches through them, and with Greek and Armenian clergy and
the Coptic clergy of Ethiopia in particular. We get a distinct sense of the struggle
taking place in this terrain with the Church of Rome and with Catholic countries
in terms of their patronage and reception of Oriental Christians. In a letter writ-
ten to Francke in Latin from Smyrna in 1698, Ludolf notes that they should be
concerned by the interference in the schooling of young Greeks by Roman clergy-
men who ran several schools. However, he believed that divine providence was
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preparing the way for a “better light to rise in the Oriental Church,” recalling the
fact that five Greek youths had been sent to study in England, and hoping that they
would acquire a “sound Christianity” there in order to be able to spread it among
their own people on their return. He went on to mention that if “one of you went
to Oxford, he could learn modern Greek from them,” supporting the type of mis-
sion in which he was interested.* In another letter to Francke, written from The
Hague in November 1701, Ludolf mentions the Catholic attempts “to caress” the
Armenians, writing that “the King of France must have set up a Jesuit foundation
for a certain number of young Armenians.”*® He returns repeatedly to the subject
of competition with the Catholics, as for example, when writing about Ethiopia:
in 1702, he writes to Francke that the French consul in Cairo told him that he had
sent two Jesuits to Ethiopia in 1698, along with a doctor and a Franciscan sent to
the Negus by the Pope.*’

One of the aims that Ludolf pursued most tenaciously was that of bringing
out a new edition of the New Testament in modern Greek to make it accessible
to the younger generations who might cross the borders of the Ottoman Empire
to go abroad. He eventually managed to carry out this plan, which turned out to
be very time-consuming and expensive. It involved overcoming many difficul-
ties and even gave rise to disagreements with the Patriarch of Constantinople.
Among those funding this editorial initiative were prominent members of the
Anglican clergy along with pious benefactors, most of whom were wealthy Lon-
don merchants, including Henry Hoare, son of a banker, and eventual supporter
of the East India mission; Sir John Philipps; and Dr. Frederick Slare.*® Slare was a
physician of German origins who, together with his sister, was one of the English
benefactors of Francke’s foundations.” A school for Greek students was estab-
lished in London, rivalling the Oxford school, although both institutions turned
out to be short-lived. The Pietist initiatives in Halle were more successful in
terms of longevity: as he had done on the occasion of his journey to Russia,
Ludolf played on Francke’s interest in Oriental languages and in the possibility
of collaborating with native speakers. The Halle foundations played a key role
in promoting this aim, both with regard to educational institutions and to the
printing press and communicative networks. As their correspondence consist-
ently reveals, both Ludolf and Francke were aware “of the close linkage between
their missionary objectives and the use of commercial and diplomatic channels
to promote them.”*

Trading interests in the Near East mainly involved the English Levant Com-
pany and German merchants from cities like Nuremberg, Augsburg, Regensburg,
Frankfurt, and even Venice, who were engaged in trade with Smyrna, Aleppo,
Tripoli, and other Near Eastern ports. Ministers were sent from England to hold
religious services for English merchants living in trading bases in Smyrna, Aleppo,
Cairo, and Constantinople. This also gave rise to a flow of clergymen to Europe
from the East as well as vice-versa. There was a need to establish “correspond-
ence with well-intentioned people from the English Church” [“eine correspondenz
mit wohl intentionirten leuten von den Englischen Kirche zu suchen”], and to
prepare young men for ordination and to be sent East as chaplains or preachers
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[“Englische Chapplains oder Prediger”].*! In that area, there were German Pietist
Lutheran missionaries trained in Halle and funded by nobles and wealthy citizens
with Pietist leanings, who had also used their Danish and English connections to
support the Danish-Halle mission in Tranquebar and other English East Indian
missions.

Francke showed great interest in the relationships that English merchants had
with the East. The most significant example probably concerned the Turner fam-
ily, especially Jacob, the head of the household, who was an “exceptional English
merchant” who entrusted one of his sons to Ludolf on the journey from Italy to
the family’s commercial base in Smyrna, and sent other sons to study in Halle at
the school for English students.>?

We should remember that Ludolf maintained constant close relations with
Halle and with the SPCK and its supporters, even while pursuing objectives that
did not always coincide. Their collaboration began with the Eastern Christians.
The SPCK pursued its own objectives in the context of a far-reaching mission pro-
ject that was intended to bring about the global diffusion of Christian principles
and literature. However, Ludolf’s aim was not to convert Oriental Christians to
the Church of England or even Lutheran belief. In fact, his idea of conversion was
more of an interior conversion involving the regeneration of true Christians and
rebirth of “true Christianity.” Yet he was well aware that this kind of cooperation
and relations with England would be key in allowing him and the Halle Pietists
to proceed with their projects. In fact, the project, which promoted the translation
and publication of a New Testament in modern Greek, led to the foundation, in
1702, of a Collegium Orientale in Halle whose aim was to train pastors special-
ised in Oriental and Slavic languages.>

The pillars of Ludolf’s projects for the East were described and explained in 4
Proposal Relating to the Promotion of Religion in the Oriental Churches, offered
in the Year 1700 to the Honourable Society for Propagating Christian Knowl-
edge.> From the very first lines, Ludolf refers to what he defines as “the Church
of Christ” — a church overcoming all denominational divisions. The birth of a
society whose declared aim was the promotion of Christian knowledge could only
be met favourably by those truly devoted to the only true church. He believed that
the more the church of England promoted real Christianity in its relations with
other churches, and not just within its own ranks, the greater its glory would be:

The Correspondencies which are establishing with some good Souls among
the rest of Protestants, will make these Partakers of what Favours God shall
be pleased to bestow on his Church here. . . . And should we be induced here
to make it part of our Care, that the Brightness of our Light might dart forth
some Rays into the Churches in the East, our Charity would then move in a
larger Sphere than what is usual in this cold and degenerate Age.>

In his premise, Ludolf uses a number of key concepts of his vision of the Chris-
tian faith and of the church to explain the meaning of his proposal to the SPCK,
beginning with the “correspondencies” at the centre of his thoughts. Seen from
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an impartial perspective, “correspondence” refers to the relationship between true
Christians who recognise each other and choose to cooperate regardless of their
denominations. “Correspondence” is the only way to make the universal church
that Ludolf considered the only true Christian church both visible and real. The
cooperation he encouraged the SPCK to promote could shine a ray of light into
the Oriental churches. The role of the intermediaries, of those not only able to
enter profound communication with others so as to bring them the Word of God,
but also capable of recognising the seeds of “real Christianity,” is therefore funda-
mental for bringing the divine plans to fruition.

After this introduction, Ludolf listed five points describing his proposal in prac-
tical terms: (1) Given that the prime aim was to earn the respect and love of the
Oriental churches, it would be necessary to send them “such patterns of Christian
virtues” whose meek behaviour and prudent example would make their conversa-
tion acceptable and edifying for Oriental Christians. In order to have a mutual con-
versation, the knowledge of languages was required. Therefore, it was necessary
that: (2) those who are thinking of going to the East acquire a certain familiarity
with oriental languages before “they did go on so laudable an errand.” The best way
to meet this need would be by creating a kind of Oriental college in England, where
it would be possible to choose the people best suited “for serving as chaplains to
the factories, which the honourable company, trading in England to the Levant,
hath in Turkey.” While attending the college, they would learn modern Greek and
possibly also Turkish and Arabic. Writing on the subject of Greek, Ludolf added:

The vulgar Greek will be easie to those that have learned the Book Greek. But
they ought to use themselves to the modern pronunciation of the Grecians.
This will not only prove useful in quoting some passages out of the New
Testament, but will also be more acceptable to the Grecians themselves upon
several account.*

Should it prove impossible to found a college of this type — he continued — the men
planning to travel East would have had to acquire “all such ways and methods as
in any manner might prove serviceable for supporting religion and piety among
the gentlemen of the factories themselves, and then for scattering also some good
seed among other nations in that parts.”’ (3) Alongside this, and for the same
reason, it would have been necessary to establish a “seminary of young men,
chosen out of the Oriental churches themselves,” “for the good of the nations in
the East.”*® I believe his advice to the person in charge of running the seminary
reveals his “impartial” attitude:

the managers of such a constitution, should be entirely concerned about
inculcating general and essential principles of christianity, without tam-
pering at all with new forms, modes, schemes, ceremonies and circum-
stances of religion; whereby the best contrived methods would be render’d
altoghether fruitless.”
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Also, at this point, in the context of this apparently practical guidance, Ludolf
introduces his radical criticism of churches and confessions:

For whilst we take the form of worship itself, we must, of necessity, instead
of the substance of religion, propagate a bare scheme thereof, which will in
no wise be able, to stop the torrent of corruption among the differing parties
of Christendom. Not to mention here, that every particular church would at
this rate engross heaven to herself; consequently no man would be able to do
much good without the pales of his own church and party.*

While the younger generations belonging to the Oriental churches were to be
taught the principles of Christianity: “the fundamentals of religion only,” and
“a sound practice of evangelical truths, without breaking in upon their external
form, and peculiar way of their church-worship.” In this way, the younger gen-
erations would be more receptive to evangelical truth and suited to “propagate
them again among their brethren at home.”®' (4) The “above-said honourable
society” was to appoint a board (“committee”) from among its members that
would be responsible for caring about the Oriental churches and charged with
“a useful correspondence with some of the most eminent and best disposed
men in the East, for carrying on the work of Reformation among them.”®* In
time, the board would acquire an in-depth knowledge “of the state of these
churches, of the various lets and impediments obstructing a sound Reforma-
tion, of the causes of their decay,” seeking the means to assist them. On the
one hand, it would have to instruct those preparing to travel to such places
“as chaplains to the factories there” or with other missionary goals, and, on
the other, it would have to “encourage ingenious young men to come from the
Levant, amongst us, and then send ‘em back with good instructions, to further
the work of God in their native country.”® (5) One of the indispensable instru-
ments for this missionary endeavour would be “a small scriptural-cathechism,
containing the principles of sound Christianity, laid down in the very words
of Scripture, and distributed among the Levantines, might do good to a great
many souls.” A booklet that would be preferable to any kind of confessional
book given that “every particular church making it a point both of honour and
conscience to stoop too much to another church.”®* It’s worth noting that in
Ludolf’s original manuscript, the same passage — quoted by Renate Wilson —
was quite different:

A small scriptural catechism where the idea of Christianity is laid down
only by passages of the Bible dispersed among them might do good to a
great many souls and would be lyable to less exceptions than books of our
Church. Every particular Church for reasons above said making it a point of
conscience and honor to stoop to another Church. The common prayer book
printed in Arabick at Oxford and distributed in the Levant, did not meet with
so kind a reception as could have been wished.%
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The reference to the Book of Common Prayer has been deleted by A.W. Béhme
in the printed text, addressed to the SPCK. At that very time, the SPCK was
involved with the Swiss reformers in promoting a universal adoption of the
Book of Common Prayer and based its teaching on the Church of England
catechism.

According to Ludolf, there was a great need for small books to be used for
teaching, so that “the poor school masters are forced to set down in writing the
several lessons the children are to read.” And, in order to clarify who was respon-
sible for disseminating that booklet, he suggested adding “a word or two . . . by
way of preface, intimating, that some christian souls here, had done this by a
motive of hearty love to their brethren of the Greek-Church.” This would have
convinced them “of our love and kindness to them, and engage ‘em in a like return
of cordial love and friendship; love being always the surest and safest inlet into
other people’s minds.” Even the conclusion of the proposal was completely in
line with Ludolf’s religious views, describing religion as love and an experiential
and experimental knowledge of God: “May the Lord teach us all an experimental
knowledge of this divine truth: God is love, and he that abideth in love, abideth in
God, and God in him!”%’

3. Ludolf’s “Universal Church”

Ludolf’s involvement in the SPCK, his links to Halle, and his projects in general
should all be interpreted in the context of the “Universal Church” — “Ecclesia Uni-
versa,” “Allgemeine Kirche” — that was at the heart of his religious vision.®® He had
a Pietist idea of “real Christianity” as inner regeneration and new birth in Christ:
the church — the only true church possible — was a universal community of men
and women who had been “reborn” in Christ. Ludolf’s universal church was an
impartial church: an invisible “imagined” church that could become visible when-
ever networks and shared projects came into being between “true Christians.”®
He believed that the universal church could be found wherever the “converted,”
“regenerated,” or true Christians congregated or joined together. Although impos-
sible to attain in this world, it remained a project that he would constantly pursue
throughout his life. Therefore, Ludolf’s aim was not proselytism to a universal
church structure. His goal was to create links and develop shared actions between
true Christians regardless of their confessional membership (or lack of it). He
wished to set aside the confessional divisions of the Orthodoxies, the divisions
between churches, which he defined as “sects” or “partial churches,” made up of a
small number of true Christians, but in which the majority are hypocrites and Phar-
isees. This idea of impartial or “Universal Church” — to use Ludolf’s definition —
that runs through all Ludolf’s letters is also the subject of one of his writings pub-
lished by Bohme as part of the Reliquiae Ludolfianae: the Considerations on the
Interest of the Church Universal.™®

From the very first lines, Ludolf makes it quite clear that “The interest of the
Church Universal lieth doubtless in the raising, inlarging and adorning of that
mystical building, which is called the City of God, Christ’s Spouse, and Christ’s
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body.” The single “members” of that mystical body are all joined to each other
and to their “head,” Christ, who animates them with his vital spirit. The essence
of the universal church is what Ludolf defines as “the real Christianity,” which
consists solely of following and imitating Christ’s example:

in following the Steps of our Saviour, and expressing by our Life this Pattern,
as far as Divine Grace inables every one of us; we may term true Christianity
a Resemblance to Christ, the Restorer of God’s Image in the Soul of Man, and
the Beginner and Fulfiller of our Faith.”!

The theme of the imitation of Christ is a recurrent one in Ludolf’s writings and,
according to his disciple, friend, and biographer Bohme, on his bedside table dur-
ing his final days was the Imitatio Christi by Thomas a Kempis, a book that played
a vital role in his life.” Seen in this light, denominational divisions were not just
overcome but condemned as an expression of pride, selfishness, and sectarian-
ism: “Though it be one of the greatest absurdities to think, that Christ died for this
or that Sect barely, and that Heaven must be stocked only out of one particular
Church.”” Such divisions, which were based solely on external forms of worship
and different doctrinal opinions (“the performing of divine worship after this or
that Form”),” would have produced inauspicious results. At this point, Ludolf
takes a stand on denominational irenicism and the various projects for unifica-
tion between Protestants that were being discussed at that time.” Despite being
promoted by “divers pious souls,” they could only be sterile and useless given that
they merely concerned outward forms:

it would not signifie much neither, if all the Men in the World resolved upon
using the same external form and expression, and the same church-service,
continuing all the while slaves to the Kingdom of Darkness. Whereas Holi-
ness, or real christianity, sincerely pursued, in the several particular Churches,
would bring people over to that sweet and heavenly Temper, to which jarring
and disquiet is a perfect stranger.”

The focus was the salvation of all believers, since “Christ did not die for this or
that sect, barely.” This theme often emerges from Ludolf’s correspondence, as in
a letter written to G.W. Leibniz from Copenhagen on 19 November 1703, where
he writes to be “more and more convinced” that all the projects to unite Chris-
tians “in a certain system of opinions and outward worship” will fail.” In fact,
Ludolf’s project was an alternative to that kind of irenicism, and was based on
other premises:

Instead I felt deeply united with some good souls whom God had led to the
centre of the love through an outward worship quite unlike the one in which
I have been raised. However, it is a great satisfaction for me to realise that
in almost all the sects God begins to enlighten somebody, to recognise the
absurdity of imagining that heaven is tied to the System of a single sect.”™
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During those same years, Leibniz was engaged in the so-called “negotium ireni-
cum,” aiming at a theological reconciliation among the Protestants, thus Ludolf
was taking a critical position towards his project.” Whether Ludolf was also try-
ing to persuade Leibniz of the righteousness of his position through a “mission-
ary” letter, remains — in my opinion — an open question. Ludolf believed that
rather than seeking to promote the universal church through denominational ireni-
cism and protestant union — as Leibniz did — they should engage in a continuous
endeavour to build contacts and links between the “real” Christians belonging to
the different churches. In his Considerations, on this point, he stated that it would
be far better

if the differing parties, instead of compiling Confessions to be received by
all churches, and instead of arguing against one another’s tenets, would vye
with one another, who could produce most instances of such souls, as in their
several churches, have attained to the glorious renovation of God’s image in
the hearth.

This was, for Ludolf, “the sign and effect of that faith, which overcomes the
world, and by which Christ dwelleth in us, inabling those that receive him to
become children of God.” In his view, the “children of God” are the reborn Chris-
tians (“new creatures), united with Christ “who is the Head of the Church,” as
“the Christians did of old.”*

I maintain that the “pars construens” of Ludolf’s proposal — that is, the possi-
bility of creating a universal church by building up links and “correspondences”
between individuals — represents the most radical and original aspect of his con-
cept of impartiality, which did not mean neutrality between the different churches,
but a relationship between “real Christians,” beyond the confessional boundaries.
Ludolf’s transconfessional, universal church is a spiritual rather than an insti-
tutional union, based on a voluntary choice by “reborn” Christians. Although
numerically few, its members are called upon to be the leaven and “salt of the
earth” in their own churches.®' This is a conception that evokes Spener’s idea of
an “ecclesiola in ecclesia,” while projecting it into a trans- and inter-confessional
dimension.®? In his aforementioned letter to Leibniz, Ludolf went on to write:

Though I cannot boast of having met a great number of such Christians to
whom one may apply the glorious characters that holy Scripture gives to the
true faithful: namely, persons whose deified souls reflects the rays of Divinity
united with humanity by a living faith in Jesus Christ. However, even amidst
the ignorance of the Eastern Church, I met a Metropolitan in Constantinople,
who believed that the bond, which was to unite all Christians as one body,
was only in the spirit of Jesus Christ.®*

All the churches — or “sects,” in Ludolf’s words — had experienced the same
process of corruption during their historic development (“the common corrup-
tions that have spread themselves through all the parties of Christendoms”).*
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However, by establishing correspondences and shared projects, the handful of
real Christians within the churches would be able to contribute to the construction
of the universal church (“every particular congregation contributing what they
can, towards building up the walls of Jerusalem on their side”).** Once again, as
in his Proposal concerning Oriental churches, Ludolf lists the pillars of his pro-
ject: 1) religious guides with “an experimental knowledge of the abovementioned
real Christianity” and preachers capable of showing the true Christian principles
of “repentance and faith” who provide the communities with an example of true
Christian living; 2) schools where they could be educated.® In this case too, the
emphasis is upon the experiential, inner dimension of faith, while the theological
and doctrinal — but also the philosophical — aspect recedes into the background.
An anti-intellectualistic streak emerges occasionally in Ludolf’s Considerations,
along with his impatience with the subtleties of the doctrinal controversies of his
time:

If people of differing persuasions did fall into company, they should avoid
all manner of controversies; the handling whereof seldom betters men, but
often inflames animosities to a higher degree. Most men do think it a lessen-
ing of their own reputation, and that of their masters, if they should yeld but
one tittle of their scheme of religion, and of the system of divinity they have
received from their fathers.®’

Ludolf believed that establishing links, dialogues, and connections by focusing
on the truths of the Christian faith was the only way of “promoting the common
interest of Christ against the kingdom and power of darkness.”*®

In an apocalyptic perspective, he considered his times as the final phase of a
battle between darkness and light whose “signs” could be distinguished in the
agitation sweeping through churches of all denominations and shaking their foun-
dations.* In a letter to the Catholic abbot Ivan Pastri¢ (1636—1708), member of
the Congregation de Propaganda Fide, with whom he came in contact when he
was in Rome, he writes that “in this country, as elsewhere, there is a spiritual fer-
ment of souls™:

Yet only a few make true progress along the road of light. In general, the
learned men are more zealous in defending the opinions and external worship
of their sect than in promoting the essential practice of Christianity through
their example. . . . The glorious period of the church, when the gospel of
Christ is put into practice, will come about on the day when the examples of
those who have experienced metamorphosis become more frequent.*

Ludolf invites the Catholic Pastri¢ to a cooperation, in spite of their confessional
differences, trying to “convert” him to his universal project:

Although our hypotesis may differ on this point, I nonetheless hope that we
can practice Christ’s great law by loving one another. The greater light our
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light, the greater our reason and our capacity to pray to God and involve
the other.”!

Ludolf ends his Considerations with a reference to several passages from the
Homilies of the Oriental monk Macarius, an author he was very fond of and to
whom he dedicated another one of his works.*> The writings of the Oriental monk
Macarius were, for Ludolf, a kind of bridge to the Eastern churches. The quota-
tions from Macarius allow Ludolf to develop his arguments on true Christians as
“new creatures” who must seek to follow the celestial image of Christ during their
earthly lives.*”

This conception of the universal church not only underpins Ludolf’s relations
with the Oriental churches, but also with a number of Catholics he considers to be
“real Christians.”* During Ludolf’s travels in Italy, he established contacts with
a number of people including abbot Francesco Bellisomi, the aforementioned
Croatian theologian Ivan Pastri¢, and the French consul Benoit Maillet, who all
became his epistolary correspondents.” Ludolf held these men to be valid inter-
locutors with whom he could share his ideas on common projects. Ludolf sent an
account on Pietism, written in Latin, to Bellisomi, who entered into contact with
Francke and Halle through him.? Writing to Francke in 1700, Ludolf claims that
the most significant event during his journey to Rome was his meeting with the
Catholic prelate Bellisomi, who “recognises essential Christianity” and who, pre-
sumably, with the help of God, is capable of acting as an instrument of much “true
knowledge.”” As “real Christians,” these Catholics were fully entitled to become
part of Ludolf’s universal church. In a letter sent from London to Benoit Maillet,
the French consul in Cairo, on 17 September 1702, Ludolf writes: “I hope you
will forgive me for using the word Church with a meaning corresponding to my
hypotesis, and that is that the Church of Christ is made up of good people, whether
Catholic or Protestant.”®

The religious network built up by Ludolf, also through his continuous trav-
els as a “Christian pilgrim,” and the correspondences that he sought to estab-
lish between Christians from different churches, were all pieces belonging to the
impartial universal church that he envisaged and to which he dedicated his every
effort throughout his entire life. It was at the same time, from a historical point of
view, a utopian project, but also a concrete and realistic one.

The image of Ludolf that Bohme wished to bequeath after Ludolf’s death, both
through his funeral sermon and the publication of the Reliquiae Ludolfianae, was
yet again distinguished by a marked confessional impartiality.” Moreover, for
Bohme, a dissenting Lutheran with later ties to the Anglican church, translator of
numerous works — including Pietist spiritual literature into English, Anglican liter-
ature, and Catholic mystical literature into German — impartiality would ultimately
result in a kind of religious indifferentism.!® In his sermon, titled “The Faithful
Steward,” dedicated to the SPCK, Bohme recalled the milestones in Ludolf’s
earthly journey, presenting this experience above all as a conversion narrative:

I have often wished to see a collection of the lives of the most eminent saints
in the several parties and nations of Christendom, together with their inward
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trials, spiritual conflicts and agonies, and the whole practice of virtue shining
in their life and conversation, whilst they were among us.

It was possibly Bohme’s intention to include the life of Ludolf in a larger collec-
tion of lives of regenerated men and women, in line with a Pietistic vision that
made “impartial” collections of lives one of its preferred literary genres.'"! And it
is this perspective that would cause the life of Ludolf to be taken from the funeral
sermon and included in the fourth volume of the most celebrated of these collec-
tions: the Historie der Wiedergebohrenen by the radical pietist Johann Heinrich
Reitz.'” Ludolf’s Lebenslauf ends with the translation of verses that Bohme put
at the end of his sermon:

Now Ludolf rests, who liv’d a true Pilgrim.

And wheresoe’re he went had Heav’n in View.

Like Moses, thro’ the Wilderness he walk’d,

And still to God he look’d, of God he talk’d;

Hence his Seraphic Soul was grown so bright,

He every Object round him ting’d with Light.

From his Instructive Converse none cou’d part.

Without a wiser Head, or warmer Heart

Faithful unto his God, his Prince, his Friend,

Pious his Life, and bless’d and calm his End.

Keep his Exemple, Reader in thine Eye,

And live like him, if thou like him wou’dst die!'*
(Translated by Oona Smyth)
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