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MARTIN LUTHER:
PROTESTANT SAINT OR
“DEVIL IN THE
HABIT OF A MONK?”?

c. 1483 Born
1505 Entered Augustinian order
1517 The Ninety-five Theses
1521 Diet of Worms and trial of Luther
1525  Married Katherina von Bora
1546  Died

On a summer day in the year 1505, a young German law student was
returning to the University of Erfurt after a visit home. He was over-
taken by a sudden, violent thunderstorm and struck to the ground by
a bolt of lightning. Terrified, he cried out, “St. Anne, help me! I will
become a monk.” Such vows were usually quickly forgotten. but not
this one, for the student was Martin Luther, the man who was to bring
about the most profound revolution in the history of the Christian
faith. Within a matter of weeks, he disposed of his worldly goods,
including his law books, and joined the order of the Augustinian
Eremites in Erfurt. His father was furious; his friends were dismayed.
And historians and theologians since the sixteenth century have
speculated about the motives that compelled him. But this is only one
of the questions about Martin Luther that have fascinated scholars
and made him the subject of more writing than any other figure in
European history.

There was seemingly nothing in his youth or adolescence to ac-
count for his decision to become a monk. But once that decision was
made, Luther was swept by such a tidal wave of religious intensity
that it troubled even his monastic superiors. He prayed for hours on
end; he subjected himself to such ascetic rigors that he almost ruined
his health; and he confessed his sins over and over again. He was
assaulted by what one modern scholar has aptly called “the terror of
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the holy.” God was for him a terrible judge, so perfect and so righ-
teous that sinful man could not even begin to deserve anything at His
hands but eternal damnation. Martin Luther was beginning his
search for “justification,” the sense that somehow, against all odds, he
might earn God’s grace and escape damnation.

The terror of the holy remained, and the monastic life gave Luther
no assurance that God’s grace was close at hand. But the very reli-
gious disquiet that tormented the young monk also caused his superi-
ors to single him out, for this was the stuff that the great figures of
religion were made of—St. Francis, St. Bernard, St. Benedict. More-
over, Brother Martin, for all his inner turmoil, was a bright and capa-
ble young man and already well educated, a Master of Arts. Soon he
was ordained a priest. He was sent on a matter of chapter business to
Rome. And his education continued, but now in theology rather than
law.

Then the Elector of Saxony, Frederick the Wise, approached the
Erfurt Augustinians in search of faculty members for the newly
founded university in his capital town of Wittenberg. Brother Martin
was sent. In Wittenberg he taught the arts course, worked at his own
studics, and assumed more than a fair share of the parish duties. By
1513 he earned his doctor’s degree and began to teach theology. As
he prepared a series of lectures on the Psalms, he began to gain new
understanding of his texts. And then, while he was working out his
lectures on the Epistles of St. Paul, he found meaning in the familiar
passage from Romans 1:17 that he had never before perceived. “For
therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is
written, the just shall live by faith.” Later Luther said, “This passage
of Paul became to me a gate to hcaven.” Here was the “justification”
he had sought so long in vain. People are justified by faith, by the
simple act of belief in Christ, in a way that no amount of works,
however pious and well intended, no amount of prayers or anguish or
penance can ensure. Justification by faith was to become the cardinal
doctrine of a new religious sect.

But Luther’s inward revelation might never have led to a separate
sect, much less a Reformation, except for a chain of events external to
him. It began with a particularly scandalous sale of indulgences in the
neighboring lands of the Archbishop of Mainz. The doctrine of indul-
gences was the basis of the church’s profitable traffic in “pardons,” as
they were sometimes called, remissions of the temporal penalties for
sin. Although the doctrine was an outgrowth of the sacrament of
penance, many religious were troubled by it. To Luther, the indul-
gences that had been bought across the border by some of his parish-
ioners and the outrageous claims for their effectiveness that were
being made by the indulgence preacher, the Dominican Johann
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Tetze!, seemed a surpassingly bad example of the concept of “works,”
especially in light of his own increasing conviction that works could
not work salvation in people—that only faith (“sola fides™) could. 1

response to this scandalous situation, Luther was led to pro ose‘hin
ninety-five theses against indulgences. The document was datfd Octof
be{' 31, 1.517, the most famous date in Protestantism. The theses were
written in Latin, intended for academic disputation, but sémehow
they were translated into German and found their ;vay into print
Despite their dry, scholarly prose and formal organization thel;' be-
came a popular, even an inflammatory manifesto. Ecclesia,s!ical au-
thorme,s, including the offended Archbishop of Mainz complained to
Luther’s superiors and eventually to Rome. Luther ’was pressed to
recant, bl.lt. he refused. Instead, he clung stubbornly not onlv to his
.basm. position on indulgences but to the ever more revolutionar

implications of his belief in Justification by faith. Within three vearsy
he had come to reject much of the sacramental theory of the church,
nearly all its traditions, and the authority of the pope. In 1520 he’
defied Pope Leo X’s bull of condemnation; in the following vear he
defied the Emperor Charles V in the famous confrontation at the
Diet of Worms. The Lord’s good servant had become, in Charles’s

phrase, “that devil in the habit of a monk.” Th i
become the Protestant Luther. ® (Gatholic Luther had



The Protestant Luther

MARTIN LUTHER

The image of Luther the Protestant results most directl.y, of course,
from Luther’s deeds—his successful act of defiance against estab-
lished church and established state, his uncanny ability not only to
survive but to build around him a new political-religious community
vital enough to maintain itself. Luther’s Protestant unage 1s also
based upon the incredible quantity of his wriungs—tracts and trea-
tises, sermons, commentaries, translatmns: disputations, hymns, and
letters—nearly a hundred heavy volumes in the standard modern
edition. But his image also rests upon an elaborate Protestant tradi-
tion that can be traced to Luther himself. . '
Luther was a voluble and expansive man. Even his formal treatises
are rich in anecdotes from. his own experience agxd ﬁllc.zd with auto-
biographical detail. These qualities carried over into his tal.kz and
Luther loved to talk. As the Reformation settled into a polmc'al and
social reality and Luther married—for he rejected cl.enc.al celibacy
along with the other doctrines of the old church—his kitchen table
became the center of the Protestant world. In addition to his own
large family, there were always people _n'siting——fricnds and associ-
ates, wandering scholars and ecclesiastics. professors and students,
and religious refugees. After dinner. when the dishes were cleared
and the beer steins passed around, thev wf)uld talk, Lu%her usu:'ll.ly
taking the lead. He had opinions on.p_racucally everytlung—-—p.ol'ltlcs,
people, theology, education, child raising—and he would reminisce
about his own life as well. _

Some of the guests took notes on these conversations, and a great
many of them have been preserved in a collection appropriately
called the Tabletalk, which comprises six volumes in the German Wei-
mar edition. The following selections are from the Tablet.alk. They
are fragments of Luther’s own recollections of his experiences of
monasticism, his inward struggle to gain a sense of justification, and
his defiance of the old church.

He [Martin Luther] became a monk against the will of his father.
When he celebrated his first mass and asked his father why }JC was
angry about the step he took, the father replied reproachfully, “Don’t
you know that it's written, Honor your father and your mother [Exod.
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20:12]?” When he excused himself by saying that he was so fright-
ened by a storm that he was compelled to become a monk, his father
answered, “Just so it wasn’t a phantom you saw!” . ..

[Luther recalled] “later when I stood there during the mass and
began the canon, I was so frightened that I would have fled if I hadn’t
been admonished by the prior. For when 1 read the words, ‘Thee,
therefore, most merciful Father,’ etc., and thought I had to speak to
God without a Mediator, 1 felt like fleeing from the world like Judas.
Who can bear the majesty of God without Christ as Mediator? In
short, as a monk I experienced such horrors; I had to experience
them before I could fight them.” . . . “I almost fasted myself to death,
for again and again I went for three days without taking a drop of
water or a morsel of food. I was very serious about it. I really crucified
the Lord Christ. I wasn’t simply an observer but helped to carry him
and pierce [his hands and feet]. God forgive me for it, for I have
confessed it openly! This is the truth: the most pious monk is the
worst scoundrel. He denies that Christ is the mediator and highpriest
and turns him into a judge.”

“I chose twenty-one saints and prayed to three every day when I
celebrated mass; thus I completed the number every week. I prayed
especially to the Blessed Virgin, who with her womanly heart would
compassionately appease her Son. . ..”

“When 1 was a monk 1 was unwilling to omit any of the pravers, but
when I was busy with public lecturing and writing I often accumu-
lated my appointed prayers for a whole week, or even two or three
weeks. Then I would take a Saturday off, or shut myself in for as long
as three days without food and drink, until I had said the prescribed
prayers. This made my head split, and as a consequence I couldn’t
close my eyes for five nights, lay sick unto death, and went out of my
senses. Even after I had quickly recovered and I tried again to read,
my head went 'round and 'round. Thus our Lord God drew me, as if
by force, from that torment of prayers. To such an extent had I been
captive [to human traditions]. . . .”

“I wouldn’t take one thousand florins for not having seen Rome
because I wouldn’t have been able to believe such things if I had been
told by somebody without having seen them for myself. We were
simply laughed at because we were such pious monks. A Christian
was taken to be nothing but a fool. I know priests who said six or
seven masses while I said only one. They took money for them and I
didn’t. In short, there’s no disgrace in Italy except to be poor. Murder
and theft are still punished a little, for they must do this. Otherwise
no sin is too great for them.” . . .

[As a young professor in Wittenberg] “the words ‘righteous’ and
‘righteousness of God’ struck my conscience like lightning. When I
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heard them I was exceedingly terrified. If God is righteous {I
thought}, he must punish. But when by Ged's grace I pondered, in
the tower!® and heated room of this building. over the words, ‘He who
through faith is righteous shall live’ [Rom. 1:17] and ‘the righteous-
ness of God’ [Rom. 3:21}, I soon came to the conclusion that if we, as
righteous men, ought to live from faith and if the righteousness of
God should contribute to the salvation of all who believe, then salva-
tion won’t be our merit but God’s mercv. My spirit was thereby
cheered. For it’s by the righteousness of God that we're justified and
saved through Christ. These words [which had before terrified me]
now became more pleasing to me. The Holy Spirit unveiled the Scrip-
tures for me in this tower.” . ..

“That works don’t merit life, grace, and salvation is clear from this,
that works are not spiritual birth but are fruits of this birth. We are
not made sons, heirs, righteous, saints, Christians by means of works,
but we do good works.once we have been made, born, created such.
So it’s necessary to have life, salvation, and grace before works, just as
a tree doesn’t deserve to become a tree on account of its fruit but a
tree is by nature fitted to bear fruit. Because we're born, created,
generated righteous by the Word of grace. we're not fashioned, pre-
pared, or put together as such by means of the law or works. Works
merit something else than life, grace, or salvation—namely, praise,
glory, favor, and certain extraordinary things—just as a tree deserves
to be loved, cultivated, praised, and honored by others on account of
its fruit. Urge the birth and substance of the Christian and you will at
the same time extinguish the merits of works insofar as grace and
salvation from sin, death, and the devil are concerned.”

“Infants who have no works are saved by faith alone, and therefore
faith alone justifies. If the power of God can do this in one person it
can do it in all, because it’s not the power of the infant but the power
of faith. Nor is it the weakness of the infant that does it, otherwise that
weakness would itself be a merit or be equivalent to one. We'd like to
defy our Lord God with our works. We'd like to become righteous
through them. But he won't allow it. My conscience tells me that I'm
not justified by works, but nobody believes it. “Thou art justified in
thy sentence; against thee only have I sinned and done that which is
evil in thy sight’ [Ps. 51:4]. What is meant by ‘forgive us our debts’
[Matt. 6:12]? I don’t want to be good. What would be easier than for a
man to say, ‘I am a sinful man’ [Luke 5:8}7 But thou art a righteous
God. That would be bad enough, but we are our own tormentors.

- 'The tower was the "priv)}" of the cloister, and it was there that Luther suddenly saw
the significance of justification by faith. Hence Lutheran scholarship refers to his
turmerlebnis, or “tower experience.”"—Ebp.
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The Spirit says, ‘Righteous art thou’ [Ps. : ’
th‘i‘s: ‘Thou artjustigﬁed in thy semen[ces' [:’i95113:17]]:rhe fesh can'tsay
.God led us away from all this in a wonderful way; without my quite
being aware of it he took me away from that game more than n:lem :
years ago. How difficult it was at first when we Jjourneyed towarc)i
Kemb.erg2 after' All Saints’ Day in the year 1517, when 1 first made u
my mind to write against the crass errors of indulgences! Dr. jeromg
Schurff* advised against this: ‘You wish to write against th‘e pope?
What are you trying to do? It won’t be tolerated!” I replied ‘Ang if
they have to tolerate it>’ Presently Sylvester,* master of thze sacred
Palace, entered the arena, fulminating against me with this syllogism:
Whoever questions what the Roman Church says and does is hgreti:
cal. Luther questions what the Roman Church says and does, and
the/r\efolre [he is a heretic].’ So it all began.” . .. "
“At the beginning of the gospel® I took steps only very :
against t!1e impudent Tetzel. ]Erome, the bis};mg o)f ‘Ifgng::a;dblixar")
held me in esteem, and I exhorted him, as the ordinary of the lac;:g,
to look. into the matter and sent him a copy of my Explanationss bifore’
I‘pubhshed them. But nobody was willing to restrain the rantin
Tetzel; rather, everybody ventured to defend him. So I proceeded
imprudently while the others listened and were worn out under the
tyranny. Now that I got into the matter I prayed to God to help me
further. One can never pay the pope as he deserves.” P

The Catholic Luther

HARTMANN GRISAR

The tradi.u'onal Catholic view of Luther is a hostile one, for Luther's

R.eform;fuon set the new Protestantism against the old (,Zatholicism

with a blttcm'ess and animosity that are apparent even to this da
The following selection is from Martin Luther: His Life and Work,yi)y

?A ncarby monaste
/ ty where, presumably, they were travelin i
parish business.—Ep. » e 8 o7 some rouine

*A colleague of Luther’s in the faculty of law—Ep.

1Sylvester Prieri s, @ i ini ignitary i
auac{ Lu(her.___E: a papal official and a Dominican, the first dignitary in Rome to

*Luther often used this phrase for the beginning of the Reformation.—Ep.
*The book Luther wrote explaining and defending his ninety-five theses.—FEp.
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the German Jesuit scholar Hartmann Grisar (184.5— 1932), a shortc?r
and somewhat more pointed work based upon his more famous, six-
volume Luther. Although Grisar does abandon some of the more out-
rageous charges of the Catholic polenpml tfadmon.an(! displays an
awesome knowledge of the detail of his subject, he is still ol')enly
partisan in his account and openly hostile in his interpretation. The
passage below focuses on the last years of Luther the Catholic, llhe
years at Wittenberg when Luther, as a voung prpfesspr of llleplogy,
was struggling toward his understanding of Jusilﬁcuuor} by faith. ]
Grisar insists that even then Luther was a “bad Catholic. Instead o
the frightened and solitary figure striving against “the terror of the
holy,” we find a truculent rebel, willfully distorting the rules of his
own order and arrogantly preferring his own interpretation of scrip-
ture and ecclesiastical tradition to that of the church. Grisar makes
Luther seem a selfish and overbearing man. negleqful of his proper
religious duties. He finds him misled by his attraction to mysticism
and excessive in his ascetic exercises. In short. what Grnlsar builds is a
case for Luther's suffering from “a serious aberration.

\
The youﬁg professor of Sacred Scripture displayed a pror.tounced
inclination toward mysticism. Mysticism had always been cultivated to
a certain extent in the religious orders of the Catholic Church. The
reading of Bonaventure had pointed Luther, even as a young xTwnlk,
to the pious union with God at which Mysticism aims. 19wand the
close of his lectures on the Psalms, he became acqualr}tgd \\:l[h certain
works on Mysticism which he imbibed with great aw(ll&y. ‘icy were
the sermons of Tauler and the tract “Theologia deutsch.” They domi-
nate his thoughts in 1515. Although these works were not dcs:gne.d tlo
do so, they helped to develop his unecclesgas'ucal ideas. His lively
experience of the weakness of the human will induced him to helfnr-
ken readily to the mystical voices which spoke of the complete relin-
quishment of man to God, even though he did not un(!erstand them
perfectly. His opposition to good works opened his mind to al_ffallzll-
cious conception of the doctrines Pf those books of the rrilys,tlcall 1fe. t
appeared to him that, by following such leaders, his interna be?lrfs
could be dispelled by a calm immersion in the Godhead. . .. In briel,
he tried to transform all theology into what he called 2 theology of the
Cross. Misconstruing Tauler’s doctrine of perfection he would recog-
nize only the highest motives, namely. reasons of the greatest perfec-
tion for himself as well as for others. Fear of divine punishment and
hope of divine reward were to be excluded.

These were extravagances that could not aid }.nm, but, on t'he con-
trary, involved great dangers to his orthodoxy; in fact, constituted a
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serious aberration. But he trusted his new lights with the utmost self-
confidence. . . .

In the spring of 1515, Luther was elected rural vicar by his fellow
Augustinians.

At stated times he visited the monasteries thus entrusted to him. There
were eleven of them, including Erfurt and Wittenberg. After the mid-
dle of April, 1516, he made a visitation of the congregations of the
Order at Dresden, Neustadt on the Orla, Erfurt, Gotha, Langensalza,
and Nordhausen. The letters written by him during his term of office
as rural vicar, which normally lasted three years, contain practical
directions and admonitions concerning monastic discipline and are, in
part, quite edifying. Some of his visitations, however, were conducted
with such astonishing rapidity that no fruitful results could be ex-
pected of them. Thus the visitation of the monastery at Gotha occu-
pied but one hour, that at Langensalza two hours. “In these places,” he
wrote to Lang, “the Lord will work without us and direct the spiritual
and temporal affairs in spite of the devil.” At Neustadt he deposed the
prior, Michael Dressel, without a hearing, because the brethren could
not get along with him. “I did this,” he informed Lang in confidence,
“because 1 hoped to rule there myself for the half-year.”

In a letter to the same friend he writes as follows about the engage-
ments with which he was overwhelmed at that time: “I really ought to
have two secretaries or chancellors. I do hardly anything all day but
write letters. . . . I am at the same time preacher to the monastery, have
to preach in the refectory, and am even expected to preach daily in the
parish church. I am regent of the studium [i.e., of the younger monks]
and vicar, that is to say prior eleven times over; I have to provide for
the delivery of the fish from the Leitzkau pond and to manage the
litigation of the Herzberg fellows [monks] at Torgau; I am lecturing on
Paul, compiling an exposition on the Psalter, and, as I said before,
writing letters most of the time. . . . Itis seldom that I have time for the
recitation of the Divine Office or to celebrate Mass, and then, too, I
have my peculiar temptations from the flesh, the world, and the devil.”

The last sentence quoted above contains a remarkable declaration
about his spiritual condition and his compliance with his monastic
duties at that time. He seldom found time to recite the Divine Office
and to say Mass. It was his duty so to arrange his affairs as to be able
to comply with these obligations. The canonical hours were strictly
prescribed. Saying Mass is the central obligation of every priest, espe-
cially if he is a member of a religious order. If Luther did not know
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how to observe due moderation in his labors; if he was derelict in the
rincipal duties of the spiritual life; it was to be feared that he ‘wo'ulc}
gradually drift away from the religious state, partncu'larly in view 0
the fact that he had adopted a false Mysticism which favore:d the
relaxation of the rule. As rural vicar, it is prqb?ble that he did not
sustain among the brethren the good old spirit which the zealous
Proles had introduced into the society. Of the “temptations of the
flesh” which he mentions we learn nothing definite. He was not yetin
conflict with his vows. His wrestlings with the devil may sn_gmfy the
fears and terrors to which he was subject. ... At times, in conse-
quence either of a disordered affection of the heart or of overw.ork,
he was so distressed that he could not eat or drink for a long time.
One day he was found seemingly dead in his cell, so completely was
he exhausted as a result of agitation and lack of food. . ..
Did Luther subject himself to extraordinary deeds of. pel.mncg at
any period of his monastic life, as he frequen.lly affirmed in hls~su )se-
uent conflict with the papacy and monasticism, when he was im-
pelled by polemical reasons to describe himself as the type of a holy
and mortified monk, one who could not find peace of n?md during his
whole monastic career? Holding then that peace of mind was simply
impdssiblé in the Catholic Church, he arbitrarily misrepresents monas-
ticism, in order to exhibit in a most glaring manner the alleged mhelf-
ent impossibility of “papistic” ethics to produce the assurance ofGO(Ii s
mercy. “I tormented my body by fastings, vigils. and cold. . .. In the
observance of these matters I was so precise and superstitious, that I
imposed more burdens upon my body than it could bear w:thou;
danger to health.” “If ever a monk got to heaven by monkery, then .
should have got there.” “I almost died a-fasting. for ofle"n I too
neither a drop of water nor a morsel of food for three days.” . .. .
The above picture of singular holiness is prf)duced not by early
witnesses, but by assertions which Luther m'ade little by little at a later
period of life. The established facts contradict the !egt?nd. Perhaps. his
description is based partly on remembrances of his d.lS[l”ZlCled days in
the monastery, or on eccentric efforts to overcome his sombre moods
by means of a false piety. His greatest error, and t.h-e one which most
betrays him, is that he ascribes his fictitious asceticism to all serious-
minded members of his monastery, yea, of all monasteries. He wogld
have it that all monks consumed themselves in wailing and gr]ef,
wrestling for the peace of God, until he supplied the remedy. Itis a
rule of the most elementary criticism finally to cut loose from the
distorted presentation of the matter which has maintained itself so
tenaciously in Protestant biographies of Luther. ' )
It may be admitted that, on the whple, Luther was a.duuful mon
for the greatest part of his monastic life. “When I was in the monas-

Martin Luther 281

tery,” he stated on one occasion, in 1535, “I was not like the rest of the
men, the robbers, the unjust, the adulterous; but I observed chastity,
obedience, and poverty.”

Yet, after his transfer to Wittenberg, and in consequence of the
applause which was accorded to him there, the unpleasant traits of his
character, especially his positive insistence on always being in the
right, began to manifest themselves more and more disagreeably. . . .
His opposition to the so-called doctrine of self-righteousness caused
him to form a false conception of righteousness; instead of attacking
an heretical error, he combated the true worth of good works and the
perfections of the monastic life.

Voluntary poverty, as practiced by the mendicants, was one of the
foundations of his Order. The inmates of monastic houses were to
live on alms according to the practice introduced by the great Saint
Francis of Assisi and for the benefactions received were to devote
themselves gratis to the spiritual needs of their fellowmen. Many
abuses, it is true, had attached themselves to the mendicant system;
self-interest, avarice, and worldly-mindedness infected the itinerant
mendicants. But in his explanation of the Psalms Luther attacks the
life of poverty per se: “O mendicants! O mendicants! O mendicants!”
he pathetically exclaims, “who can excuse you? ... Look to it your-
selves,” etc. He places the practice of poverty in an unfavorable light.
In his criticism of the “self-righteousness” of his irksome enemies, he
confronts them with the righteousness of the spirit that cometh from
Christ. These people, whom he believed it his duty to expose, were
guilty, in his opinion, of a Pharisaical denial of the true righteousness
of Christ. His righteousness, and not our good works. effect our
salvation; works generate a fleshly sense and boastfulness. These
thought processes evince how false mysticism, unclear theological
notions, a darkening of the monastic spirit, and passionate obstinacy
conspired in Luther’s mind. . ..

The germ of Luther’s reformatory doctrine is plainly contained in
this species of Mysticism. Step by step he had arrived at his new
dogma in the above described manner. The system which attacked
the basic truths of the Catholic Church, was complete in outline.
Before giving a fuller exposition of it, we must consider the individual
factors which cooperated in its development in Luther’s mind.

Confession and penance were a source of torturing offense to the
young monk. Can one obtain peace with God by the performance of
penitential works? He discussed this question with Staupiiz’ on an

Johann Staupitz was a superior of Luther and one of his most trusted friends and
confidants. Though Staupitz remained Catholic and in orders, they remzined friends
for many years.—Ep.
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occasion when he sought consolation. Staupitz pointed out to him
that all penance must begin and end with love; that all treasures are
hidden in Christ, in whom we must trust and whom we must love. . ..
Nor was Staupitz the man who could thoroughly free Luther from his
doubts about predestination, although Luther says he helped him.
His general reference to the wounds of Christ could not permanently
set the troubled monk aright. . . . Recalling Staupitz's exhortations,
he says, in 1532: We must stop at the wounds of Christ, and may not
ponder over the awful ministry. The only r§med)' consists m“dlsmlss-
ing from our minds the possibility of a verdict of damnation. “When I
attend to these ideas, I forget what Christ and God are, and.some-
times arrive at the conclusion that God is a scoundrel. . .. The idea of
predestination causes us to forget God, and the Laudate ceases and
the Blasphemate begins.” The part which these stryuggles had in the
origin of his new doctrine, is to be sought il'l Luther’s vxplent effort_s to
attain to a certain repose in the fact of his presumptive predestina-
tion. . . . In his interpretation of the Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans,
given during the years 1515 and 1516, Luther completely unfolded

his new doctrine.

Luther between Reform
and Reformation

ERWIN ISERLOH

A phenomenon of the last generation or so of Luther scholarship
has been the emergence of a new, more balanced, and more charita-
ble Catholic view of him. The polemical tone has almost disap-
peared, the shortcomings of the old church have been 'recogmzed,
and Luther himself is interpreted in ways other than .sunply as a bad
Catholic and a worse monk, led by his own overweening hubris to
an inevitable apostasy. . ‘

One of the best of the new Catholic critics is Erwin Iserloh, profes-
sor of church history at the University of Munster in Germany. The
following selection is taken from his liveliest and most widely read
book, The Theses Were Not Posted: Luther betzen Reform and Reforma-
tion. It is, quite apart from its point of view. a stunning demonstra-
tion of how a thoughtful scholar may use a precise event to reach a
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general conclusion. The event in this case is the “primal image” of
Luther nailing the ninety-five theses to the door of the Castle
Church in Wittenberg, thereby defiantly proclaiming the beginning
of his rebellion from the church. Iserloh presents evidence that this
treasured picture appeared only after Luther’s :ieath, that it came
not from Luther himself but from his younger associate Philipp
Melanchthon, and that Melanchthon had not even witnessed the
event. Iserloh goes on to point out that, far from an act of rebellion,
Luther’s handling of the matter of the theses shows him to have
been, at this crucial point, both a good Catholic and a responsible
theologian—in Iserloh’s phrase, “an obedient rebel.” Iserloh argues
further that it was not necessary for Luther to have been driven to
rebellion; he might well have been kept within the church to its
great advantage, as well as his own.

Our investigation of the sources and the reports concerning October
31, 1517, compels us to conclude that the drama of that day was
notably less than what we would suppose from the jubilee celebra-
tions which have been held since 1617 and from the Reformation Day
festivals since their inception in 1668. In fact the sources rule out a
public posting of the ninety-five theses.

Although October 31, 1517, lacked outward drama it was neverthe-
less a day of decisive importance. It is the day on which the Reforma-
tion began, not because Martin Luther posted his ninety-five theses
on the door of the castle church in Wittenberg, but because on this
day Luther approached the competent church authorities with his
pressing call for reform. On this day he presented them with his
theses and the request that they call a halt to the unworthy activities
of the indulgence preachers. When the bishops did not respond, or
when they sought merely to divert him, Luther circulated his theses
privately. The theses spread quickly and were printed in Niirnberg,
Leipzig, and Basel. Suddenly they were echoing throughout Ger-
many and beyond its borders in a way that Luther neither foresaw
nor intended. The protest that Luther registered before Archbishop
Albrecht® and the inclusion of the theses with the letter eventually led
to the Roman investigation of Luther’s works.

Some will surely want to object: Is it not actually of minor impor-
tance whether Luther posted his theses in Wittenberg or not? I would
answer that it is of more than minor importance. For October 31 was

8The Archbishop of Mainz, who had authorized the particular sale of indulgences.—
Ep. - ‘
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a day on which the castle church was crowded with pilgrims taking
advantage of the titular feast of All Saints. Luther’s theses on the door
would have constituted a public protest. If Luther made such a scene
on the same day that he composed his letter to Archbishop Albrecht,
then his letter loses its credibility, even when we take into account its
excessive protestations of submissiveness and humility as conventions
of the time. ) o

Above all, if Luther did post his theses, then for the rest of his life
he knowingly gave a false account of these events by asserung that he
only circulated his theses after the bishops failed to act.

If the theses were not posted on October 31, 1517, then it becomes
all the more clear that Luther did not rush headlong toward a break
with the church. Rather, as Joseph Lortz has never tired of repeating,
and as Luther himself stressed, he started the Reformation quite
unintentionally. In the preface to an edition of his theses in 1538
Luther gave a detailed picture of the situation in 1517. It is as if he
wanted to warn the Protestant world against dramatizing the start of
the Reformation with false heroics. First he stresses how weak. ret-
cent, and unsure he was; then he tells of his efforts to contact church
authorities. This is something he knows his readers cannot appreci-
ate, since they have grown used to impudent attacks on the broken
authority of the pope. . . . _

If Luther did turn first to the competent bishops with his protest. or
better, with his earnest plea for reform, and if he did give them time
to react as their pastoral responsibilities called for, then it is the bish-
ops who clearly were more responsible for the consequences. If Lu-
ther did allow the bishops time to answer his request then he was
sincere in begging the archbishop to remove the scandal before dis-
grace came upon him and upon the church. .

Further, there was clearly a real opportunity that Luther’s chal-
lenge could be directed to the reform of the church, instead of lead-
ing to a break with the church. But such reform would have de-
manded of the bishops far greater religious substance and a far more
lively priestly spirit than they showed. The deficiencies that come to
light here, precisely when the bishops were called on to act as theolo-
gians and pastors, cannot be rated too highly when we seek to deter-
mine the causes of the Reformation. These deficiencies had far more
serious consequences than did the failures in personal moral.ity that
we usually connect with the “bad popes” and concubinous priests on
the eve of the Reformation. Archbishop Albrecht showed on other
occasions as well how indifferent he was to theological questions, and
how fully incapable he was of comprehending their often wide-
ranging religious significance. For example, he expressed his displea-
sure over the momentous Leipzig debate of 1519 where famous pro-
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fessors were, as he saw it, crossing swords over minor points of no
interest for true Christian men. This same Albrecht sent sizable gifts
of money to Luther on the occasion of his marriage in 1525 and to
Melanchthon after the latter had sent him a copy of his commentary
on Romans in 1532.

A whole series of objections might arise here: Do not the indul-
gence theses themselves mark the break with the church? Do they not
attack the very foundations of the church of that day? Or, as Heinrich
Bornkamm wrote, do they not decisively pull the ground from under
the Catholic conception of penance? Was a reform of the church of
that day at all possible by renewal from within? Is not the Luther of
the ninety-five theses already a revolutionary on his way inevitably to
the Reformation as a division of the church?

Our first question must be whether Luther’s indulgence theses
deny any binding doctrines of the church in his day. And even if this
be true, we cannot immediately brand the Luther of late 1517 a
heretic. This would be justified only if he became aware of holding
something opposed to the teaching of the church and then remained
adamant in the face of correction. It is especially important to recall
this in view of Luther’s repeated assertions that the theses do not
express his own position, but that much in them is doubtful, that
some points he would reject, and no single one out of all of them
would he stubbornly maintain. . . .

Still, a truly historical judgment on the theses will not consider their
precise wording only. We must further ask in what direction they are
tending and what development is already imminent in them. Luther’s
theses can only be understood in the context of late medieval nomi-
nalism. This theology had already made a broad separation of divine
and human activity in the church. For God, actions in the church
were only occasions for his saving action, with no true involvement of
the latter in the former. Regarding penance and the remission of
punishment, Luther simply carries the nominalist separation of the
ecclesiastical and the divine to the extreme in that he denies that
ecclesiastical penances and their remission even have an interpretive
relation to the penance required by or remitted by God. I see here
one root of Luther’s impending denial of the hierarchical priesthood
established by God in the church.

The theological consequences of the ninety-five theses were not
immediately effective. The secret of their wide circulation and their
electrifying effect was that they voiced a popular polemic. Here Lu-
ther touched on questions, complaints, and resentments that had
long been smouldering and had often been expressed already. Luther
made himself the spokesman for those whose hopes for reform had
often been disappointed in a period of widespread dissatisfaction.
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Theses 81-90 list the pointed questions the laity ask about indul-
gences. If the pope can, as he claims, free souls from purgatory, why
then does he not do this out of Christian charity, instead of demand-
ing money as a condition? Why does he not forget his building project
and simply empty purgatory? (82) If indulgences are so salutary for
the living, why does the pope grant them to the faithful but once a
day and not a hundred times? (88) If the pope is more intent on
helping souls toward salvation than in obtaining money. why is it that
he makes new grants and suspends earlier confessional letters and
indulgences which are just as effective? (89) If indulgences are so
certain, and if it is wrong to pray for people already saved, why are
anniversary masses for the dead still celebrated? Why is the money set
aside for these masses not returned? (83) Why does the pope not
build St. Peter’s out of his own huge wealth, insteagi of with the
money of the poor? (86) These are serious and conscientious ques-
tions posed by laymen. If they are merely beaten down by authority,
instead of being met with good reasons, then th-e churf:h a.nd the
pope will be open to the ridicule of their enemies. This will only
increase the misery of the Christian people. (90)

Here Luther’s theses brought thoughts out into the open that all
had more or less consciously found troublesome. . ..

The rapid dissemination of his theses was for Luther proof that he
had written what many were thinking but, as in John 7: 13: the)_: would
not speak out openly “out of fear of the Jews” (WBr I, 152, 17).

Luther regretted the spread of the theses, since they were not
meant for the public, but only for a few learned men. Furthermore,
the theses contained a number of doubtful points. Therefore he
rushed the “Sermon on Indulgences and Grace” into print in March
1518 (W 1, 239-46) as a popular presentation of his basic point on
indulgences, and he wrote the Resolutiones (W 1, 526-628 and LW 31,
83-252) as an extensive theological explanation of the theses. . . .

[The] prefatory statements accompanying the explanations of the
theses have been singled out for a remarkable combination of loyal
submissiveness, prophetic sense of mission, and an almost arrogant
conviction of their cause. Meissinger saw here the maneuverings of a
chess expert. This does not strike me as an adequate aralysis. 1 see
rather the genuine possibility of keeping Luther within the church.
But for this to have happened the bishops who were involved, and the
pope himself, would have to have matched Luther in religious sub-
stance and in pastoral earnestness. It was not just a cheap evasion when
Luther repeated again and again in 1517 and 15 18 that he felt bound
only by teachings of the church and not by theological opinions, even if
these came from St. Thomas or St. Bonaventure. The binding declara-
tion Luther sought from the church came in Leo X’s doctrinal constitu-
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tion on indulgences, “Cum postquam”™ (DS 1447ft.), on November 9,
1518. ...

The papal constitution declares that the pope by reason of the
power of the keys can through indulgences remit punishments for sin
by applying the merits of Christ and the saints. The living receive this
remission as an absolution and the departed by way of intercession.
The constitution was quite reticent and sparing in laying down bind-
ing doctrine. This contrasts notably with the manner of the indul-
gence preachers and Luther's attackers. . . .

Silvester Prierias, the papal court theologian, exceeded his fellow
Dominican Tetzel in frivolity. For him, a preacher maintaining the
doctrines attacked by Luther is much like a cook adding seasoning to
make a dish more appealing. Here we see the same lack of religious
earnestness and pastoral awareness that marked the bishops’ reaction
to the theses.

This lack of theological competence and of apostolic concern was
all the more freighted with consequences, in the face of Martin Lu-
ther’s zeal for the glory of God and the salvation of souls in 1517-18.
There was a real chance to channel his zeal toward renewal of the
church from within.

In this context it does seem important whether Luther actually
posted his theses for the benefit of the crowds streaming into the
Church of All Saints in Wittenberg. It is important whether he made
such a scene or whether he simply presented his ninety-five theses to
the bishops and to some learned friends. From the former he sought
the suppression of practical abuses, and from the latter the clarifica-
tion of open theological questions.

1, for one, feel compelled to judge Luther's posting of the ninety-
five theses a legend. With this legend removed it is much clearer to

what a great extent the theological and pastoral failures of the bish-
ops set the scene for Luther to begin the divisive Reformation we
know, instead of bringing reform from within the church.

Review and Study Questions

1. Did Luther set out to found a new religious sect? Explain.

2. How did Luther formulate his important concept of justification
by faith?

. How did the indulgence scandal of 1517 contribute to the break in
the church that became known as the Reformation?

-

4. How did Luther move from being an obedient rebel to being an
enemy of the established church?
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Suggestions for Further Reading

Luther was himself a voluminous and powerful writer, and students
should sample his writings beyond the brief excerpt from the Tabletalk
presented in this chapter. The standard English edition of his works is
in many volumes and sets of volumes, each edited by several scholars.
elaborately cross-indexed and with analytical contents so that individ-
ual works are easy to find. Of particular interest should be the set
Martin Luther, Career of the Reformer, vols. 31—34 (Philadelphia: Muh-
lenberg Press, 1957—1960). Some of the same works will be found in
another edition, Martin Luther, Reformation Writings, tr. Bertram L.
Woolf, 2 vols. (New York: Philosophical Library, 1953-1956).

The career of the young Luther, which is emphasized in this chap-
ter, has been of particular interest to Luther scholars. Heinrich
Boehmer, Road to Reformation: Martin Luther to the Year 1521, tr. John
W. Doberstein and Theodore S. Tappert (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg
Press, 1946), is the standard work by a great German authority. The
same ground is covered by Robert H. Fife, The Revolt of Martin Luther
(New York: Columbia Unﬁ/ersity Press, 1957). DeLamar Jensen, Con-

frontation at Worms: Martin Lither and the Diet of Worms. With a Complete
English Translation of the Edict of Worms (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young
University Press, 1973) gives a detailed look at the terminal event in
young Luther’s career. Erik H. Erikson, Young Man Luther: A Study in
Psychoanalysis and History (New York: Norton, 1958) is a famous and
controversial book that students find provocative.

Of the many works on Luther’s theology and thought, two especially
are recommended. Heinrich Bornkamm, Luther’s World of Thought, tr.
Martin H. Bertram (St. Louis: Concordia, 1958), is one of the most
influential works of modern Luther literature. It is fundamentally a
theological rather than a historical work and is difficult but also impor-
tant. Of particular interest to the background of the young Luther is
Bengt R. Hoffman, Luther and the Mystics: A Re-examination of Luther's
Spiritual Experiences and His Relationship to the Mystics (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Press, 1976).

Of the many general biographical works, James Atkinson, Luther
and the Birth of Protestantism (Baltimore: Penguin, 1968) places empha-
sis on his theological development. Probably the best and most read-
able of all the Luther biographies is Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand:
A Life of Martin Luther (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1950). Three
books are recommended for the broader topic of Luther and his age.
Two are very large and comprehensive: Ernest G. Schwiebert, Luther
and His Times: The Reformation from a New Perspective (St. Louis: Con-
cordia, 1950), and Richard Friedenthal, Luther: His Life and Times, tr.
John Nowell (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1970). The third, A. G.
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Dickens, The German Nation and Martin Luther (New York: Harper &
Row, 1974), is really an attractive, authoritative extended essay. Eric
W. Gritach, Martin—God’s Court Jester: Luther in Retrospect (Philadel-
phia: Fortress Press, 1983), while not a connected biography, is a
study of aspects of Luther’s life, personality, work, and influence by a
great European authority. It is scrupulously based on Luther's own
writings but reviews in a knowledgeable way the best modern scholar-
ship. Two attractive, up-to-date biographies are Walther von Loewe-
nich, Martin Luther, The Man and His Work, tr. Lawrence W. Denef
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1986), and Heiko A.
Oberman, Luther: Man between God and the Devil (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1989).

For the still larger topic of Luther in relation to the Reformation, see
A. G. Dickens, Reformation and Society in Sixteenth-Century Europe (New
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1966); Lewis W. Spitz, The Renaissance and Refor-
mation Movements, vol. 2 (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1971); and Harold J.
Grimm, The Reformation Era, 2nd ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1973).
The new social history intrudes into Lutheran-Reformation studies
with Steven Ozment, When Fathers Ruled: Family Life in Reformation
Europe (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983). A short
book by R. W. Scribner, The German Reformation (Atlantic Highlands,
N.J.: Humanities Press International, 1986), surveys the recent trends
of Lutheran and Reformation scholarship and has an excellent anno-
tated bibliography.



