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In recent years, there has been a strong resurgence of interest in the
Moravians, the pietist followers of Count Nikolaus Ludwig von
Zinzendorf, arising from two disparate directions. First, the turn to
transatlantic, transnational, and transregional history in the early
modern world has highlighted the importance of groups like the
Moravians, who through geographic mobility and missionary efforts
achieved influence far beyond what their relatively small numbers
might suggest. Second, renewed interest in the field of religious his-
tory, and especially in the allied movements of evangelicalism and
pietism, has brought the Brüdergemeine, as the Moravians called
themselves, into the centre of historical attention. Gisela Mettele’s
new work, Welt   bür ger tum oder Gottesreich, offers an important contri-
bution to each of these literatures by exploring in depth how this
international community functioned and sustained its shared identi-
ty across such a wide terrain and in the midst of growing national-
ism. In a further contribution that is especially significant for those
interested in the Moravians, she follows the Moravians from their
founding through their post-Zinzendorfian retrenchment to the mid
nineteenth century (1727–1857).

Mettele’s broad chronological sweep enables her work’s theoreti-
cal purpose: assessing the Moravian community in the context of the
late eighteenth century’s transition to modernity and the process of
secularization that historians so often associate with it. By interrogat-
ing how the Moravians created and sustained their international net-
work, she asks whether they were, as Christian Gotthilf Salzmann
called them in 1787, citizens of the world. Mettele’s answer is clearly
that they were not. On the contrary, the Moravians developed and,
remarkably, sustained, a unique outlook and identity that allowed
them to engage the world while also remaining essentially outside of
it, primarily connected to one another rather than to the various
places where they lived. Indeed, she argues, they believed they were
striving to be leaders in the kingdom of God (Reich Gottes), a spiritu-
al realm on earth in which political boundaries were obstacles to be
negotiated rather than sources of personal identity. The Brüder ge -
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meine sought to avoid the perils of worldliness by sanctifying all
aspects of life, from economic activity to education to the family,
making all of daily experience an expression of one’s relationship to
God. Zinzendorf, Mettele notes, thought of life as liturgy: ‘liturgical
work, liturgical eating, liturgical sleeping; even sexuality was con-
ceived of as liturgy’ (p. 51).

The bulk of Mettele’s work provides close, synchronic examina-
tions of the organization, communication networks, and collective
memory of the Brüdergemeine. In the first section, she argues that
the Moravian concept of Pilgerschaft was ‘essential for the self-under-
standing’ of the community. ‘The Herrnhuter’, she writes, ‘under-
stood themselves to be “Wanderers” not only in the metaphorical
sense, but they also translated the metaphor into their lifestyle’ (p.
43). This concept of religious itinerancy allowed the Moravians to
build a strong ‘imagined community’, à la Benedict Anderson,
despite their incredible geographic mobility. As they travelled and
set down new roots, the Moravians negotiated privileges for them-
selves in a variety of political spaces, often through connections with
nobility or royalty. Within those spaces, they then carefully side-
stepped political conflict, consciously choosing to remain loyal sub-
jects of a political entity if such a path were possible. In the case of the
ever more pressing issue of slavery, for example, ‘they avoided . . .
taking a clear position, because doing so would have transgressed
the principle of not mixing in political questions, which the
Brüdergemeine saw as the most important fundamental condition
for its worldwide missionary activities’ (p. 109). Factors often seen to
divide international religious fellowships in other contexts, such as
linguistic diversity, were merely tools for spreading the Gospel in
the case of the Brüder gemeine.

One of Mettele’s most lasting contributions is her clear articula-
tion of the strategies the Moravians used to maintain their distinc-
tiveness and unity without becoming isolated, closed, or sectarian.
The close-knit, if geographically dispersed, network of Moravians
sustained its sense of shared identity through near-obsessive com-
munication. Leaders in Europe (and the Moravians were intensely
hierarchical), directed the whole system, and they required regular
reports from all satellite units, be they well-established towns in
North America, mission sites in the Caribbean or Russia, or itinerant
evangelists. These reports were collected, abstracted, and re-circulat-
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ed in a massive undertaking called the Gemein Nachrichten. Every -
thing about the Nachrichten was carefully considered to promote reli-
gious feeling and unity. They were, according to a 1770 committee
report, ‘a fortunate invention and blessed method to hold the whole
Brethren–Christendom on earth in one mind’ (p. 151). The collective
reading of these reports, another part of the Moravian liturgy, served
to bring members in touch with one another, created a shared sense
of identity, and defined the community’s focus. Yet, as Mettele aptly
notes, these readings were not moments when average Moravians
could challenge a central narrative.

Mettele provides scholars with the most comprehensive analysis
these remarkable sources have yet received, paying particular atten-
tion to both the form and content of the widely circulated documents.
Comprised of sermons, community diaries, and spiritual autobiogra-
phies from around the Moravian world, the Gemein Nachrichten, she
argues, discursively created ‘a completely separate cosmos with its
own meanings and significances, in which the political events only
played a subordinate role, and then only in light of the question of
how the spread of the kingdom of God would be perceived’ (p. 184).
If the content of the reports supported the idea that the Moravians
were a fellowship apart, this was reinforced by their reproduction
and dissemination. Though parts of the Gemein Nachrichten were
eventually printed rather than handwritten, Mettele demonstrates
that the Moravians drew careful distinctions between what should be
printed and shared with a wide audience and what should be kept
handwritten, and thus seen by a more intimate group. The
Moravians were not resistant to print media in principle; they made
extensive use of printed books, tracts, and serials when it suited their
purposes. Yet the Gemein Nachrichten’s central purpose was not to
reach out to the wider world, but to bind together those who were
already in the fold and provide the group with a shared history, lex-
icon, and spiritual mode. By helping to maintain the Moravians’
sense of a separate identity, the Gemein Nachrichten provided another
bulwark against the forces of secularization. Mettele fruitfully pairs
her analysis of the Gemein Nachrichten with an analysis of the
Lebensläufe the Moravians produced, which she uses in particular to
provide a gendered analysis of the Moravian community and the
sense of the individual nurtured there. Here, too, she argues that the
Moravian community remained remarkably stable throughout the
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period of her study, as the autobiographies remained ‘organized
around the experience of the [spiritual] rebirth’ (p. 236).

Some of the dynamics of this dramatic period in history fit only
awkwardly within Mettele’s otherwise strong study. Her synchronic
approach and her important finding of essential continuity in both
the mechanics and the content of group identity, for example, leaves
her with somewhat limited means to explain the community’s deci-
sion, in 1857, to devolve into three separate geographic entities. A
brief conclusion attributes these changes to the tendency, most pro-
nounced in the United States, for Moravians to become more
attached to their geographic location than to the Brüdergemeine
itself, but one wonders what was changing while the leadership care-
fully continued to edit the Gemein Nachrichten and the Lebensläufe into
consistent form. Similarly, while Mettele thoughtfully admits that the
mutual exchange between European and non-European peoples is
beyond the purview of the present study, that the Moravians so con-
sciously chose to almost always exclude non-whites from their inner
core suggests that race may have played a significant if elusive role
in defining the levels of what was, by at least some definitions, a pro-
foundly diverse society.

These quibbles, however, should be seen as pointing to the
strength of Mettele’s accomplishment in articulating the stability of
Moravian collective identity and the Brüdergemeine’s strategies for
main taining its religious sensibility within, and yet apart from, the
wider world. She has done an admirable job of showing how this
unique group both represents and challenges conceptions of religion,
identity, and gender in the early modern Atlantic world. Her work
represents an important contribution to the fields of Moravian,
pietist, and early modern religious history.
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