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Note on Cover Art


Luther’s seal illustrates his theology. In a letter to Lazarus Spengler dated 8 July 1530, he explains how the seal ought to be designed:


‘First, there should be a black cross on a heart that retains its natural colour. This is to remind me that it is faith in the crucified that saves us. For with the heart we believe and so are justified. Although it is a black cross, which mortifies and also causes pain, yet it leaves the heart its natural colour and does not destroy nature. That is, the cross does not kill but keeps us alive. For the just will live by faith, but by faith in the crucified. The heart should stand in the middle of a white rose, to show that faith gives joy, comfort and peace, immediately setting us in a white, joyous rose. Faith does not give peace and joy as the world gives. That is why the rose must be white, not red. White is the colour of the spirits and of all the angels. The rose should stand in a sky-blue field, to show that joy in the Spirit and in faith is the beginning of heavenly, future joy, the joy that is already part of faith and is grasped in hope, even though it is not yet evident. Around this field of blue is a golden ring, to show that in heaven such blessedness lasts forever and has no end. This heavenly blessedness is precious beyond all joy and greater than all our earthly possessions, just as gold is the most valuable and precious metal.’


WA BR 5:445 (no 1628) = LW 49:358–9 (translation altered)




Preface


 


The year 2017 marked the 500th anniversary of the beginning of the Lutheran Reformation. In that year, and in the years leading up to it, churches and theological institutions around the world marked the milestone in various ways, through commemoration, study, discussion, reflection and liturgy. It was heartening that to a significant degree those activities took place in ecumenical settings, such as joint worship services or theological conferences that crossed confessional lines.


The fourteen essays gathered here originated in one such conference. Over five days in June/July 2016, the Australian Lutheran Institute for Theology and Ethics (ALITE), at the time a research institute of Australian Lutheran College (University of Divinity) in Adelaide, hosted an international conference on the theology of Martin Luther, held at the Catholic Leadership Centre in Melbourne. All of the papers from that conference went through a process of independent peer review and have been reworked and edited for publication here. In some cases, papers were significantly revised in response to critical feedback.


Every centennial of the Reformation has its own character. In preparing for the 2016 conference, the planning committee settled on three major themes to guide invitations to speakers and negotiation of topics: Luther’s theology in ecumenical and global dimensions, with a view to the future. The themes reflect the increasingly ecumenical and global contexts in which we work today—more than one person observed how remarkable it was that a conference on Luther’s theology was held at a Roman Catholic institution! They also reflect the need to assess Luther’s theology not simply as an object of historical study but for its continuing ability to speak to church and world, especially in ways that we may still not have fully appreciated. Those themes stand out in the essays, some more than others, as authors were given considerable freedom to pursue topics of interest to themselves.


But the subtitle of the volume, we believe, captures the contents of the essays as published here. Some of the contributions explore the historical origins of Luther’s theology, some bring his theology into conversation with contemporary issues, some make proposals for how Luther’s theology might still be received. Some essays do all of the above. These aspects of the essays have determined their order. In general, the essays move from historical exploration, to engaging Luther’s theology with contemporary issues and concerns, to making proposals for the future, although many of the essays deal with more than one of these aspects.


We have sought to make the essays as accessible as possible, not only for Luther specialists and other academics, but for all interested readers. That has included translating words from foreign languages into English, even in titles of works that do not exist in English translation.


We wish to thank a number of institutions that supported the project, financially or otherwise: the administration of Australian Lutheran College, and the University of Divinity; the Lutheran Church of Australia and LLL Australia; the Catholic Archdiocese of Melbourne and Catholic Education Melbourne; and the embassy of the Federal Republic of Germany in Canberra. A special thanks goes to the college’s Jan Wallent, who assisted in preparing the manuscripts for publication. Above all, we thank the authors for the time, energy and commitment that they brought to writing their essays. It is our hope and expectation that the essays will make a significant contribution to the on-going task of critical appreciation, reception and application of Luther’s theology.


Stephen Hultgren (former director of ALITE)


Stephen Pietsch


Jeffrey Silcock


May 2019


Adelaide
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Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses—Reconstructing a Disputation Which Never Took Place


Theodor Dieter


 


Introduction


‘Out of love and zeal for bringing the truth to light, what is written below will be debated in Wittenberg with the Reverend Father Martin Luther . . . presiding.’1 This is the conventional formulation for announcing a disputation to take place in Wittenberg. The next sentence, however, is unconventional and surprising: ‘Therefore, he [Luther] requests that those who cannot be present to discuss orally with us will in their absence do so by letter’.2 A request for written comments on the theses departs from the standard pattern of disputations in Luther’s time. Moreover, as we know, this disputation never even took place.3


Nevertheless, Luther did receive many written comments, not only in letters from his friends but also in pamphlets and books, many of which were criticisms from his opponents. Thus, we not only know what objections his opponents could have made to his theses, had the disputation taken place; we know what these objections actually were. By using these statements with their positions and counterpositions, along with their arguments and counter-arguments, it is possible to reconstruct something of the disputation as it could have happened, at least for several of the Ninety-Five Theses. An effort has been made before to do exactly that. In 1903, Walther Köhler published a synopsis of Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses, together with Luther’s Explanations (Resolutiones)4 and the reactions of his Catholic opponents, Wimpina, Tetzel, Eck, and Prierias.5 However, this material collected by Köhler is of limited value; it has never been analysed thoroughly according to the conventions of a disputation. Moreover, it only contains some of the reactions of Luther’s contemporaries that deserve attention in the debate, leaving some important contributions out.


Astonishingly, to this day we still do not have a comprehensive commentary on Luther’s indulgence theses. In recent years in Germany, a working group of Catholic and Protestant scholars has undertaken something like an actual ‘reconstruction’ of the disputation, the debate that did not take place at the time face-to-face, but did unfold in print. In this ongoing project, Luther’s theses, his arguments, the objections of his opponents, and Luther’s reactions to them are being put together and brought into conversation with one other. Once finished, we may expect that this project will sharpen our understanding of the structure of Luther’s argumentation in the theses. It will show us more clearly the strengths as well as the flaws in Luther’s case, which emerge in the light of the debate that unfolded in the years following the theses’ publication in 1517.6 As one of the two leaders of the group conducting this research, I present here a sampling of the fruits of this work. In what follows, I analyse six key aspects of Luther’s thought in the text of the theses against the background of his theology at the time and his conflict with his theological opponents.


The Background and Nature of the Ninety-Five Theses



Luther’s theses differ in character and weight. Many of them are actually meant to provoke discussion, while others are more rhetorical in nature. However, the theses, as a whole, are powerfully critical in tone, reminiscent of an attorney or a politician trying to make the ‘case against’ in a courtroom or to an audience. Nevertheless, Luther repeatedly affirms that he is not making definitive truth claims for his theses except with respect to the first four. In his 1518 Explanations of the Ninety-Five Theses,7 a publication in which he presents detailed proofs for them, Luther declares with respect to each of these four theses: ‘I assert’,8 but in a few of the other theses he explicitly notes that he is doubtful about his claims and asks for better insight.9 Thus not all of the theses represent Luther’s own firm opinion. In addition, it is important to note that in the months and years after the Ninety-Five Theses were published and became famous, Luther’s theological position changed and developed rapidly, sometimes contradicting positions he had proposed in them.10 Thus, the project of reconstructing and interpreting this famous disputation faces many difficulties.


Before commenting further on the theses, it is important to clarify what indulgences actually are in the Catholic tradition, and how they work.11 According to this tradition, the sacrament of penance, from the standpoint of the penitent, consists of three parts: confession of the mouth, contrition of the heart, and satisfaction.12 It works according to a carefully laid out process. The priest forgives a penitent’s sins if he recognises that there is true contrition in the sinner and that the sins have been confessed to him. After the absolution, the priest imposes certain works of prayer, fasting and alms on the penitent. They are called ‘satisfaction’ and have to do with the so-called ‘penalties’ for sins. These penalties are remitted through indulgences. We will see later that there was a debate about what precisely these penalties were. It is crucial to note that indulgences are not about justification;13 they presuppose the forgiveness of sins in the sacrament of penance. One could not buy indulgences for oneself while still alive. But what one could buy were indulgence letters, that is, documents that allowed someone to freely choose a father confessor and have part or all of the penalties for their sins remitted, but only after absolution. The situation was quite different with respect to the deceased who were in purgatory. In their case, indulgences, as means of liberating deceased persons from the punishment of purgatory, could be bought. It is with the operation of this sacrament of penance, and the place of indulgences within it, that Luther is centrally concerned in the Ninety-Five Theses. It may be astonishing for many readers that the word ‘justification’ is not mentioned once in the Ninety-Five Theses, let alone ‘justification by faith alone’.


1. The Basis for Luther’s Argumentation: Theses 1–4


At this point, we examine the basis for all of Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses as we find it expressed in the first four theses. Luther begins, in thesis one, by quoting a word of Jesus (Mark 1:15) as the main premise (auctoritas) in this debate: ‘Our Lord and Master Jesus Christ, in saying “Do penance . . .”, wanted the entire life of the faithful to be one of penitence’.14 Theses two to four interpret Jesus’ word further: since it means lifelong penitence, Jesus cannot have in mind the sacrament of penance—sacraments are events limited in time and space. Luther follows Erasmus who, in his commentary (Annotationes) on the Greek New Testament (first published in 1516), declares that the Greek word ‘repent’(metanoeite) is better rendered not by ‘do penance’ but by ‘come to one’s senses’ (resipiscite),15 and he concludes that therefore Jesus’ saying does not refer to the sacrament. Hence, thesis two reads: ‘This phrase [“Do penance”] cannot be understood as referring to sacramental Penance, that is, confession and satisfaction as administered by the clergy’.16 This comment is not meant to criticise or downplay the sacrament of penance, as some Luther researchers have thought; it is simply to remark that Jesus’ saying denotes something other than the sacrament.


Theses one and two could create the impression that Luther had in mind only inner penitence, but in thesis three he states: ‘Yet it [Jesus’ saying in Matt 4:17] does not mean solely inner penitence—indeed such inner penitence is nothing unless it outwardly produces various mortifications of the flesh’.17 Inner penitence alone would be fictive or, at least, a poor expression of true repentance. The mortifications of the flesh that penitence produces include praying, fasting and giving alms—the three basic elements that constitute the third part of the sacrament of penance, as mentioned above. In his Explanations of the Ninety-Five Theses, Luther states that there is indeed a command of Christ concerning praying, fasting, and giving alms, but that this command is to be understood as much broader than the third part of sacramental penitence: praying comprises all activities directed to God, fasting all punishments of the flesh, and giving alms all service done for the neighbour.18 Thus Jesus’ command includes the penalties imposed by priests but completely transcends them. The point is that, for Luther’s discussion of indulgences, this connection of the inner and outer dimensions of penitence is crucial. It is from precisely this perspective that Luther will go on to criticise indulgences as remissions of penalties, because a true penitent would prefer to embrace the penalties as something good, not try to get rid of them.


In the fourth thesis, Luther takes up again the lifelong character of penitence in strong, even shocking words: ‘. . . penalty remains as long as hatred of self (that is, true inner penitence) remains, namely, until our entrance into the kingdom of heaven’.19 The self that is to be hated is not the self created by God but the self that is curved back in on itself, seeking its own benefit in everything.20 This dynamic of appropriating everything good for oneself is active even in a person in whom grace has created love towards God, because that tendency counteracts even the God-given love towards God. According to the theology of the cross to which Luther appeals in his Explanations, this tendency can only be overcome by suffering, not by self-elected works.21 Since imposed penalties—imposed by the priest—are part of that suffering, penitents should not try to get free of them; rather, they should welcome the penalties as a means of struggling against the ‘curved-in’ self.


2. Remission of Guilt?


In addressing the question of what the pope can and cannot remit, Luther uses the traditional distinction between the guilt of sin and the penalty of sin (culpa et poena). Guilt is the result of turning away from God and thus violating his honour and losing communion with him. By contrast, punishments or penalties are the bad consequences that penitents have to suffer, either as something imposed by a priest or as the natural after-effects of sin, or as actions they need to take as a result of having committed certain sins. Thesis six deals with the guilt of sin: ‘The pope cannot remit any guilt except by declaring and confirming its remission by God’.22 What first seems to limit the authority of the pope in fact reflects only the so-called declarative understanding of forgiveness. According to this understanding, which was widespread in medieval theology, God forgives the guilt of sin if a person is truly contrite. All the priest can do is to look for signs of contrition in the penitent and then declare that God has already forgiven that contrite person. The structure is similar to the case of the ten lepers in Luke 17:11–19. Jesus heals them and then sends them to the priest, who will confirm that they have already been healed. Thesis seven says in an analogous way: ‘God remits the guilt of absolutely no one unless at the same time God subjects in all things the one humbled to God’s vicar, the priest’.23 Going to the priest and revealing one’s sins to him is humbling and thus is part of true contrition.


That the early Luther actually shared this declarative understanding of forgiveness can be seen in his Explanations of the Ninety-Five Theses. In his explanation to thesis six, Luther states, with respect to the first part of the thesis (which refers to the declarative understanding of the forgiveness of guilt) that it is ‘evident’.24 And he continues: ‘everyone confesses that the guilt is remitted by God alone’, appealing to biblical authority from Isa 43:25; John 1:29; Ps 130:3–4, 7–8; Ps 51:10.25 Since in the logic of the Ninety-Five Theses contrition is fundamental for going on to receive the forgiveness of sins, what the first four theses say about penitence is pertinent to Luther’s understanding of forgiveness.


It may be helpful here to identify both a commonality and a basic difference between Luther’s understanding of forgiveness and that of the late scholastics. According to the latter, penitence requires contrition, and contrition is only genuine if it is done out of love of God for God’s own sake. Luther was in agreement with them on this point. It was, however, Gabriel Biel, whose books the young Martin Luther had carefully studied, who was convinced that, by our own natural powers, we are able to love God above all and so fulfil the commandments, and also reach true contrition.26 Biel’s view was that, according to the ‘eternal pact’ of God (pactum Dei), God responds to such acts of the human will by giving his grace and forgiving the sinner.27 Biel referred to Bible verses like James 4:8: ‘Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you’. Luther, however, understood the commandment to love God differently from the scholastics, taking seriously Jesus’ word: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength’ (Mark 12:30). This does not only require an act of the will, as the scholastics thought, but the total dedication of the whole person, including thoughts, emotions, desires, strivings, etc. The problem is that human beings are not able to offer all this to God without reserve, so they cannot fulfil God’s commandment to love (in this theological sense), and are, therefore, unable to achieve true contrition. They sin, then, even in doing morally good works. This is why Biel’s pactum Dei model just did not work for Luther. He did not believe that it is our own naturally-produced love for God which precedes grace; but rather that it is the grace of God which itself creates in us love for him. Yet even when this grace is bestowed on us, we are still not able to love God with our whole heart, as he requires, since our old nature always resists the power of grace which seeks to create that love in us.


There was another scriptural promise, however, which played a very important role in the whole monastic tradition, and which was also crucially important for Luther. 1 Cor 11:31 says: ‘If we judge ourselves, we will not be judged’. This promise was taken to mean that those who accuse themselves will not be judged by God. Even if the faithful cannot fulfil the law of God as he requires and cannot reach true contrition, nevertheless they can, with the help of the Holy Spirit, confess that they are unable to achieve what God expects from them. Since they are lacking the required fullness of love towards God as long as they live, their lives can only be lives of penitence. In thinking at this point, Luther was helped and supported by the mystical tradition, including John Tauler, the Theologia Deutsch, and Bernard of Clairvaux.28 Church historians rightly point out Luther’s debt to these traditions. However, just describing the similarities between Luther’s developing theology and these traditions does not allow for an understanding of the logic of Luther’s distinctive theological development at that time. This understanding is only possible when one recognises the basic difference between Luther and the scholastic traditions; their quite different understandings of love towards God. Luther’s theological development at this point could be characterised as his struggle with the consequences of his new understanding of what it really means to love God. The first four of the Ninety-Five Theses, together with the mostly unknown Treatise on Indulgences (1517),29 which Luther probably wrote shortly before the Ninety-Five Theses, are something like a very short summary of his early theology. This Treatise on Indulgences has been called ‘the forgotten document in Luther’s action’ by the Jesuit professor, Jared Wicks, in his excellent study on it.30 Luther sent it together with the Ninety-Five Theses and his famous letter to Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz. In this treatise, Luther seriously attempts to make some sense of indulgences, as we will see later. Its tone is quite different from that of the Ninety-Five Theses.


3. Remission of Penalties?


While the pope cannot remit the guilt of sin by his authority, can he remit penalties for sins? This is the topic of thesis five, which is central to Luther’s argument. It reads: ‘The pope neither desires nor is able to remit any penalties except those imposed by his own discretion or that of the canons’.31 The keyword ‘penalty’ connects this thesis with thesis four preceding it. While thesis four speaks of a penalty that ‘remains as long as hatred of self (that is, true inner penitence) remains, namely, until our entrance into the kingdom of heaven’,32 thesis five speaks about the penalties imposed by the pope or a priest. For Luther, there seem to be only these two types of penalties. The statement that the pope can only remit the penalties imposed by himself is the basis for the following argumentation. Thus, it could logically be expected that Luther would, at this point, present additional theses in order to make the case for this thesis (thesis five). The later reactions of his opponents reveal that they were working with a different understanding of ‘penalties’ for sin. In every disputation, the opponents need a common definition of terms; otherwise their arguments will not hit the mark, and the parties will ‘talk past one another’. One would expect, then, that Luther would first have offered a complete list of the various types of penalties, and secondly, that he would exclude those types that cannot be remitted by just anybody. This would then leave only those penalties which can be remitted by the pope. However, when Luther then discusses, in theses eight to thirteen, the relation between penalties and purgatory, he only takes into consideration canonical penalties. It is surprising that Luther does not first argue for his own understanding of penalties and only then turn to the question of which penalties could be remitted by the pope.


Already in their first reactions, Luther’s opponents brought up this problem of how Luther understands penalties for sin. Tetzel, for example, objects: ‘This satisfaction (since God does not suffer any offence without penalty) happens by punishment or by an equivalent that is accepted by God’.33 The decisive phrase here is, ‘God does not suffer any offence without penalty’. Also, Prierias,34 Eck35 and later, Cajetan36 and Latomus37 insist on the existence of a divine righteousness that requires penalties for each sin. It seems that Luther was challenged by his first opponents, Tetzel and Eck, to later offer a list of the different types of penalties, in his Explanations on thesis five.38 The first two of five types, which are the punishments inflicted in hell and in purgatory, do not play a role in our debate so we will pass over them here. The third type is what Luther calls the ‘evangelical’ penalty. It is the spiritual penance of which he spoke in theses one to four of the Ninety-Five Theses (see above). The fourth type is the penalty through which God castigates people and nations. Luther, of course, knows that the Bible speaks of God’s punishment several times, for example in David’s adultery with Bathsheba. David’s sin was forgiven; nevertheless, the newborn baby died as a punishment from God (2 Sam 12). But Luther argues: If God in certain cases actually punishes people, then this is his express will, and so the church cannot arrogate to herself the power to take away this punishment. To this type of castigating penalty also belong punishments like the threat to Western Christianity from the Turks, famines, droughts, etc. Nevertheless, these punishments are single cases and so do not allow anyone to infer a righteousness of God that imposes a certain punishment on each sin. The fifth type of penalty Luther mentions is the canonical penalty, which is imposed by a priest. Finally, Luther hypothesises a sixth type of penalty, ‘what they say divine justice requires in order that it may be satisfied’.39 But Luther objects: ‘No one can defend the position with any passage from Scripture that God’s righteousness desires and demands any punishment or satisfaction from sinners except for their heartfelt and true contrition or conversion alone—with the condition that from that moment on they bear the cross of Christ and practice the aforementioned works [prayer, fasting, alms] (but not as imposed by anyone)’.40 In his Asterisks (Asterisci), a pamphlet against accusations from John Eck, Luther states explicitly: ‘God, who forgives sin, at the same time forgives guilt and punishment, with the understanding that it is enough punishment for the sinner if he will live rightly and struggle with his vices and corrupt habits, especially the ones that he has grown accustomed to’.41


4. Two Surprises


Even if one agrees fully with Luther’s argument—as I do—two aspects are nevertheless surprising. First, the idea that God’s righteousness requires a punishment for each sin whose guilt is already forgiven is very old and goes back to Augustine. Luther, however, does not seem to be aware of this. As much as Augustine emphasised the mercy of God in forgiving sins he equally pointed to the righteousness of God that does not allow for any sin to remain unpunished. People can recognise their sins and acknowledge them in a judgment on themselves. But if they do not execute this judgment on themselves, God will take an active part in punishing them.42 In medieval times, this understanding was summarised in the formula: ‘God who does not forgive any sin unpunished’.43 This idea can be found, among many others, in the work of a scholastic theologian like Peter Abelard (1079–1142), where he reflects on the problem of a punishment imposed by a priest being lower than it should be, according to the righteousness of God. Abelard argues: God, who does not forgive any sin unpunished and punishes each sin individually, will be mindful of a just satisfaction according to the magnitude of the sin.44 In his Sentences, which became the basic textbook of medieval theologians, Peter Lombard (1100–60) explains the understanding of punishment for sins as follows:




God is merciful and righteous. From each of these attributes follow different things: from his mercy, God forgives the person who is penitent so that there is no eternal punishment, but from his righteousness, God lets no sin remain unpunished. Penitence is making actual this punishment, in which an inner and an outer penitence must be distinguished from one another. If the inner penitence is so strong that it amounts to an appropriate punishment for the sin, then God will not require an additional punishment. But if this is not the case, and what is missing internally is not completed by external penitence, God who knows the kind and magnitude of the sins and the punishments will add a sufficient punishment.45





It should be noted here that the idea of purgatory is a necessary consequence of this understanding of the righteousness of God. The earthly life of a human being may not be long enough to suffer all its due punishments, so after death a place is required where the remaining punishments are suffered, but under much more stringent conditions than during the sinner’s lifetime. In light of all this, Luther’s criticism in theses eight to thirteen, where he discusses the transformation of canonical penalties into penalties of purgatory, cannot ultimately be convincing to his opponents. For them, penalties that have been transformed into penalties in purgatory are not canonical penalties, but penalties required by divine righteousness which have not yet been expiated here on earth. Luther presupposes that there is no divine righteousness that requires such penalties; as a result, he simply assumes that the penalties of purgatory are a transfer of canonical penalties. But for his opponents, it is similarly obvious that there is a divine righteousness that does not allow any sin to go unpunished. To be sure, there are some explicit debates between Luther and his opponents about their respective understandings of God’s righteousness, but often both sides simply presuppose their own understandings and argue on the basis of it. Their statements therefore take on the character of a petitio principii (begging the question) for the other side, or discuss minor matters. So it is altogether surprising that this basic difference in understanding of divine righteousness was not explicitly addressed by Luther in the Ninety-Five Theses.


Jacobus Latomus in his Ratio offers an example of an explicit debate with Luther on the way to understanding God’s righteousness. Latomus precisely identifies the key issue in the debate with Luther when he writes: ‘Martin says about satisfaction that, if the guilt of sin is forgiven, God does not require any penalty that a priest could abolish or reduce, since such a penalty does not exist according to divine righteousness, or if there is a penalty it cannot be abolished by a human being since, as he says, this would mean changing divine law’.46 Latomus argues against Luther that God’s righteousness requires more from the penitent than a new life, namely, a certain penalty for each sin. Latomus refers to Luther’s statement: ‘Very true and more excellent than any doctrine of contrition given till now is the saying in German: Nimmer tun ist die höchste Buß [the highest penance is not to sin anymore]; the best repentance is the new life’.47 In contesting Luther’s understanding, Latomus, challenged by Luther, does not quote scholastics as authorities but interprets biblical texts and appeals to the church fathers. He mentions that Gregory the Great, for example, distinguished between bearing fruits and bearing fruits worthy of repentance (Luke 3:8). Whoever has not done something prohibited may use what is allowed, but whoever has done something prohibited must also refrain from doing some things which are allowed. So, for example, a person who has committed fornication or adultery must abstain from engaging in what is allowed in a manner corresponding to what has been done wrong.48 Thus, for Latomus, Gregory the Great is a witness that ‘God requires more from a penitent sinner than the observation of the universal commandments’49 and so is also a witness to divine righteousness. At the end of his argument against Luther’s denial of that kind of divine righteousness, Latomus quotes, as a proof that the holy scriptures speak about satisfaction, verbatim from 2 Cor 7:10–11: ‘. . . godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret, but worldly grief produces death. For see what earnestness this godly grief has produced in you, what eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, what alarm, what longing, what zeal, what punishment!’50 Ironically, this is precisely what Luther means when he speaks in the first four theses about lifelong penitence. For the early Luther, it is the penitence effected by God that receives the forgiveness of the guilt of sin. It is not satisfaction required by divine righteousness; rather, it is the presence of grace itself. In his lectures on Romans, Luther states: ‘The saints are always sinners inwardly, and therefore always justified outwardly’.51 By ‘inwardly’ he means ‘in our own eyes’, but by ‘outwardly’ he means ‘in the eyes and estimation of God’. To be justified goes together completely with the consciousness of being a sinner. Thus, abnegatio sui (self-denial), humilitas (humility), and odium sui (hatred of self) are the ways in which God’s grace and forgiveness are present in a person. Punishment is, therefore, not something following the forgiveness of guilt, as is the case with Latomus. Instead it is, according to the theology of the cross, the presence of grace under its opposite form.


Thesis fifty-eight of the Ninety-Five Theses states that ‘the merits of Christ and the saints . . . always work grace for the inner person and cross, death, and hell for the outer person’.52 Luther argues for this thesis in his Explanations, claiming that these merits ‘perform a twofold work’,




a work characteristic of them, and a work alien to them. Works characteristic of them are grace, righteousness, truth, patience, and gentleness in the spirit of a person who has been predestined . . . The merits of Christ perform an alien work . . . in that they effect the cross, labor, all kinds of punishment, finally death and hell in the flesh, to the end that the body of sin is destroyed . . . From this you can now see how, ever since the scholastic theology . . . began, the theology of the cross has been abrogated, and everything has been completely turned upside-down . . . [A theologian of glory] defines the treasury of Christ as the removing and remitting of punishments, things which are most evil and worthy of hate. In opposition to this the theologian of the cross defines the treasury of Christ as impositions and obligations of punishments, things which are best and most worthy of love.53





So, we see the strange situation that emerged: both Luther and Latomus accuse each other of not taking penance seriously enough. Luther argues that indulgences endanger true contrition or even make it impossible, but all the while he insists on lifelong penitence. Latomus, on the other hand, criticises Luther for not requiring works of satisfaction from sinners; in his mind, this allows them to continue at ease with their sinful lives. Latomus inflicts penalties on sinners according to assumed divine righteousness yet offers indulgences as a way to get rid of them. Luther denies that God requires these penalties at all, so that indulgences ultimately become meaningless. God expects a life of penitence instead.


The second surprising aspect in Luther’s argument is that in the debates over the understanding of God’s righteousness he never once refers to his new understanding of it, as he would explain much later in his 1545 preface to his Latin works.54 In this later writing, Luther claims that the insight granted to him was that the righteousness of God is not the righteousness through which God himself is righteous but the righteousness through which God makes us righteous. Luther apparently already had this understanding of righteousness in his lecture on Romans 1:17, a view he also found in Augustine.55 But in the debate on indulgences, Luther only argues that there is no biblical evidence that God requires a punishment for each sin but without appealing to his insight that the theological concept of God’s righteousness has a different structure from the philosophical concept of righteousness. Nevertheless, the new understanding of the righteousness of God in the form Luther had achieved in 1517 and 1518 is the basis and background for his evaluation of the power (or ineffectiveness) of indulgences.


5. Two Aspects of Penalty and Luther’s Transformation


In analysing and reconstructing the indulgence debate, we find that another aspect plays a role, even though Luther himself downplayed it. It also concerns the punishment of sins and how it was dealt with in scholastic theology. Thomas Aquinas distinguished between two different approaches to punishment: each penalty is meant either to complete what is owed to God in recompense for his violated honour, or to undergo, so to speak, a medical treatment to prevent the offender committing the same sin again. With respect to the first meaning of punishment, scholastics thought someone else could perform the penitential works on behalf of the sinner, since they were not required for the sinner’s own sake but for God’s; but with respect to the second meaning, obviously no one else can take the sinner’s place.56 Analogously, if someone is sick, nobody else can take the medicine for him. It is not hard to imagine that serious conflicts erupted between what we could call these punitive and medicinal approaches to punishment. If, for example, the penalty of forty days of fasting is remitted through an indulgence, would sinners still be likely to say to themselves: ‘The penalty owed to divine justice is forgiven, but I should still need to fast anyway for forty days in order to be healed of my inclination to sin’? Probably not. This conflict then is the background for Luther’s thesis thirty-nine: ‘It is extremely difficult, even for the most learned theologians, to lift up before the people the liberality of indulgences and the truth about contrition at one and the same time’.57


All this helps us see the difference between the scholastic understanding of punishments for sins and Luther’s understanding. While the scholastics assumed two approaches to punishment, a punitive one and a medicinal one, Luther reduces punishment to the medicinal function alone, (if we use this medieval distinction). This is the consequence of denying that there is a divine righteousness that requires a punishment for every sin. But if penalties for sin have only a medicinal function, anyone who seriously wishes to become healthy cannot wish to get rid of the medicine, and nobody else can take the medicine in their stead. That means that there is finally no place at all for indulgences for the living, since they relate only to the punitive dimension in punishment, not to the medicinal one. Thesis forty-four thus states: ‘. . . love grows through works of love and a person is made better; but through indulgences one is not made better but only freer from penalty [for sin]’.58 Thesis forty says: ‘True contrition seeks and loves penalties [for sins]; the liberality of indulgences relaxes them and at least gives occasion for hating them’.59 On this basis, we can see another argument against asking for indulgences since, as Thomas Aquinas already pointed out, no one can be replaced by another when it comes to the medicinal aspect of punishment. But if punishment were purely medicinal, then indulgences are inappropriate at the very least. Again we see how important the different understandings of the righteousness of God are in this debate, for evaluating indulgences.


6. Indulgences and Purgatory


So far my observations and reflections have mainly dealt with indulgences for the living, but there is, of course, the problem of indulgences for the dead in purgatory. These people are on their way to heaven, since the guilt of their sins has been forgiven, but they still have to expiate all the remaining penalties for their sins. Since Luther’s understanding of penalties is different from that of the scholastics, questions arise: Which penalties are to be paid in purgatory? What is purgatory even all about? For Luther, the only penalties left are those imposed by a priest. Thus he discusses whether these canonical penalties could be transferred to purgatory. His exploration of the topic leads him to say no, which is not surprising, since the penalties imposed by a priest have a medicinal function, and the healing process ends with the death of the person. Is purgatory, therefore, empty or does it perhaps not exist at all? Not for Luther! In his Explanations he says: ‘I am absolutely certain that purgatory exists’.60 But Luther does not think that purgatory is a certain place, perhaps under the earth, as Thomas Aquinas thought. Instead, Luther offers a very interesting ‘existential’ interpretation of purgatory. According to his understanding of love towards God, he declares in his Treatise on Indulgences: ‘The sinner dies in sin since he does not love with his whole heart what God wants; rather, he does it unwillingly; “his will is not in the law of the Lord.” Thus, the commandment is not fulfilled with the heart, even though it may be fulfilled by work.’61 Luther takes this up and uses it to develop a concept of purgatory. As Luther’s understanding of sin is oriented by his concept of love towards God as total dedication, so also is his understanding of purgatory. Thesis fourteen reads: ‘Imperfect purity or love on the part of the dying person necessarily brings with it great fear. The smaller the love, the greater the fear.’62 Luther argues with the help of 1 John 4:18, ‘There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love’. Our lack of love for God makes us fearful, so that we are afraid that something bad might happen to us. Since people dying in sin are not willing to accept God’s will for them, they are full of fear. In his Explanations, Luther attributes fear to both a lack of love for God and an imperfect faith. Both are interconnected in this text. Thesis fifteen of the Ninety-Five Theses says: ‘This fear or horror is enough by itself alone . . . to constitute the penalty of purgatory, since it is very near the horror of despair [that would be hell]’.63 Purgatory has become the punishment for the ‘disease of nature’: it is its inner consequence. While according to thesis four, struggling with this ‘disease of nature’ is a task that remains as long as a Christian lives, it begs the question: what does this have to do with purgatory?


In debating with his opponents, Luther points out that the name ‘purgatory’ shows that it is not a place of punishment but of purification from one’s old life and its remaining sin, which hinders purity of faith through the believer’s love for temporal things. Luther opposes the view of his opponents, who assumed that the purpose of purgatory is expiating remaining penalties even for persons who die with perfect love. Luther objects: ‘[T]hey who are perfect return to God whatever they owe, because they owe nothing more than the offering of their total selves along with their inmost will. God requires of a human being nothing more than one’s total self, as he says: ‘Give me, my child, your heart’ [Prov 23:26]. Indeed, through penalties he compels human beings to offer their whole selves. In what way, then, do punishments remain after this has been done? For what purpose do they compel?’64 Luther argues as follows. If we assumed that there were imposed penalties in purgatory and they could be remitted by indulgences, nobody would become healthy by this abolition, as this is also the case on earth. But since the punishment of purgatory is the consequence of a lack of love towards God, one becomes better only by an increase of grace and love for God. Clearly, then, the only way out of purgatory is by accepting the proposition that God gives such an increase of grace or love for himself in human souls that their fear decreases. Thus, thesis seventeen states: ‘It seems necessary that, for souls in purgatory, as the horror decreases so love increases’.65 But can such an increase of love and faith happen in purgatory? Luther’s reflections on whether indulgences may play a role here, in his Treatise on Indulgences, are astonishing. He thinks that indulgences could mean that the pope directs the prayers of all Christians to God, requesting God to offer more grace to a soul in purgatory, so that this soul may receive an increase of love for God and healing from their original sin, concupiscence and desire for temporal things. But the pope can do this only by intercession (per modum suffragii), not by an authoritative act. And since it is up to God whether or not he will accept such a prayer, nobody can be fully certain that a soul will come out of purgatory within a certain period of time, let alone just ‘as soon as a coin thrown into the money chest clinks, a soul flies out’ (thesis 27).66


7. Conclusion


In his theology at the time of the Ninety-Five Theses, Luther focused on the believer’s inability to love God ‘with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength’ (Luke 10:27). Thus the emphasis does not lie on the works people perform, be they good or bad, but on the people themselves, who, as sinners, are curved in on themselves, and looking for their own benefit in all things. This tendency is at work even in persons who are living in grace, so that they can rightly be described as ‘sinners and saints at the same time’ (simul iusti et peccatores). They therefore need to lead lives of continual (semper) penitence until death, struggling with their concupiscence and yearning for grace. Being penitent and living a sincerely penitent life, by the power of grace, is how Christians may be in grace and receive forgiveness. Suffering punishment does not follow the forgiveness of the guilt but is the mode of being forgiven. Penalties aim at contributing to the struggle against the old Adam and at becoming a person more in conformity with God’s will. In this way, the traditional works of satisfaction, the third part of the sacrament of penance, are, so to speak, integrated into contrition and thus extended far beyond the sacrament into a lifelong process. Therefore, Luther is opposed to any relaxation of penalties, that is, indulgences. This understanding is so focused on the medicinal aspect of penalties that the notion of a punitive function simply has no place and makes no sense. This approach goes together with a change in how Luther saw divine righteousness. In his letter of dedication to John Staupitz accompanying the Explanations, Luther states that he learnt from his mentor that the ‘commandments of God become sweet when they are read not only in books but also in the wounds of the sweetest Savior.’67 This reading changes the understanding of God’s righteousness and makes the formerly bitter word ‘penitence’ a sweet word. It calls for a ‘change in our affects and love’;68 penitence will begin with the God-given ‘love for justice and for God’.69


However, an astonishing change then takes place in Luther’s reasoning in his Explanations. Starting at number seven and continuing with number thirty-eight,70 Luther develops an effective understanding of the word of absolution, rather than a declarative one. Oswald Bayer has analysed this important process in detail.71 Forgiveness is no longer based on penances, but rather on the promise of forgiveness and faith in that promise. Penitence is, of course, not omitted, but put in relation to the accusing law while the promise as the forgiving gospel is clearly distinguished from the law ‘as the other word.’ The remarkable thing is that this change of direction comes in the midst of Luther’s argument for the theses on indulgences, which presuppose a declarative (and not an effective) understanding of absolution!


This last remark shows again the difficulties involved in reconstructing that disputation on indulgences. It perhaps also shows how difficult it must have been for Luther’s opponents to understand him properly. Cardinal Cajetan, for example, who interrogated Luther in Augsburg in 1518, had read Luther’s Sermon on Penitence and his Explanations,72 but in these documents Luther had already developed his theology to a new stage, beyond the position he had taken in the Ninety-Five Theses of 1517. Moreover, when Luther met the cardinal, his position had developed further again, beyond what he had written in the Explanations, earlier in that same year. How could the cardinal be expected to understand Luther’s position rightly in such a rapidly changing situation, even if he had been sympathetic to him?


Due to the limitations of space, I could not of course present a complete and detailed reconstruction of Luther’s debate on indulgences with his opponents. This is the work of years, and of many more pages. I wanted, however, by examining these six key areas, to identify the basic line of Luther’s thinking in his Ninety-Five Theses—and, of course, that of his early theological opponents. What becomes clear here is that they were not primarily concerned about abuses or the financial aspects of the indulgence controversy, but about the very structure of divine forgiveness. Even though Luther was actually uncertain about many details of indulgences, he had already developed a theology that led to the ultimate conclusion that indulgences are an inappropriate solution for a problem that does not exist, at least not in the way it was understood in the tradition before him.
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A Clarifying Moment? The Continuing Significance of the Leipzig Disputation


Mark Thompson


 


By July 1519, ‘the Luther affair’ had developed considerable momentum. The Disputation against Scholastic Theology published in September 15171 and the Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences (the Ninety-Five Theses) of October 1517,2 together with an explanation of the latter, the Explanations of the Disputation concerning the Value of Indulgences, published at the end of May 1518,3 had captured the imagination of scholars and churchmen all over Europe. The Ninety-Five Theses in particular were circulated quickly and widely. We know that by very early March 1518 they were being read, not only all over Germany, but by Thomas More in London.4 Luther had shown himself to be more than just another critic of abuses and corruption within the church. He had taken aim at its theology. He decried scholastic reliance upon Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which he argued undermined the biblical teaching on grace. He drew attention to mistranslation and misuse of the Bible to justify unbiblical practices. He challenged any appeal to church tradition over a contextual reading of the text of scripture. Luther saw what others did not: that the crisis in the church had its roots in aberrant theology. The abuses and corruption were symptoms of something more fundamental.


Yet Luther was still operating within a fundamentally Catholic framework in 1517 and 1518. The seventy-first of the Ninety-Five Theses had insisted, ‘Let him be anathema and accursed who denies the apostolic character of the indulgences’.5 At first he had believed that if the pope could just be made aware of the abuses carried out in the name of the church, he would put an end to them immediately. His interview with Cardinal Cajetan in the Augsburg mansion of the Fuggers on 12 October 1518 dispelled that illusion. Leaving the city a week later, he appealed ‘from a pope ill-informed to a pope better informed’.6 In less than a month, he made the extent of his disillusionment clear: he made a formal appeal from the pope to a general council of the church.7 Yet even this was a decision to continue to operate within the ecclesiastical structures, notwithstanding the Roman prohibition of appeals to a council following the resolution of the Great Schism a century earlier. So while Luther had made a series of discoveries since he had commenced lecturing at Wittenberg in 1512—and some of these clashed very decidedly with what was generally being taught in the other theological faculties of Europe—he had not yet made a decisive break.


Luther scholarship has long recognised that it was the Leipzig Disputation against Johann Eck, and perhaps more accurately Luther’s preparation for that debate, which proved to be the real catalyst for that break.8 Externally, Luther would later recall a threefold abandonment by the church: ‘In the year 1518 Staupitz released me from my vow of obedience to the order and left me alone in Augsburg. Then the pope cut me off from his church and finally the emperor from his empire. But the Lord took me up.’9 But internally, in terms of the commitments which framed Luther’s thinking and theological future, Leipzig appears to have played a decisive role. This paper will examine the Leipzig Disputation in its context in order to determine its significance in Luther’s understanding of the nature and unique authority of holy scripture.


1. The First Catholic Responses to Luther’s Theology


Perhaps the first documented reaction to Luther’s theses is that of the local episcopal authority, Albrecht, Archbishop Elector of Mainz. It took almost a month for the Ninety-Five Theses, together with a letter from Luther dated 31 October 1517, to reach him in Aschaffenburg.10 Alarmed by what he read, Albrecht immediately sent a copy of the theses to the theologians of the University of Mainz, seeking their opinion as a matter of urgency. When no reply had been received by the 13 December, he wrote again to the university, stressing the importance of the issue and his desire that they come to a decision on the theses as quickly as possible. In any event it appears the Archbishop did not wait. By the time the university delivered its opinion, on 17 December, a copy of Luther’s theses was on its way to Rome, complete with a letter in which Albrecht drew attention to Luther’s actions. In fact, he had merely anticipated the university’s response: they recommended sending the theses to the curia for examination.


At the same time as concerns in Mainz had led to a report to Rome, Johann Tetzel, the general sub-commissary for the sale of indulgences in the ecclesiastical province of Magdeburg, was responding to what appeared to him as a personal attack. After all, he had been the chief salesman in the campaign that worked its way through the region and had attracted a number of Luther’s own congregation when it stopped first at Zerbst and then Jüterbog (which is only thirty-five kilometres away from Wittenberg). Not all the slogans Luther attacked were directly attributable to Tetzel, but the connection was obvious enough for the latter to be concerned about one of the most outlandish of them. Luther had attacked it in his seventy-fifth thesis: ‘To consider papal indulgences so great that they could absolve a man even if he had done the impossible and had violated the mother of God is madness.’11


On 12 December 1517, Tetzel obtained a formal testimony from the magistrate and council of the city of Halle that he had never suggested to them that an indulgence could procure forgiveness for someone who had violated the mother of God. Two days later he obtained the same formal testimony from thirty-five clergy in Halle. In January Tetzel defended a series of theses, drawn up by Konrad Koch of Frankfurt and designed to justify the Roman position on indulgences.12 In April he was once more engaged in a public disputation on the issue, this time defending a series of theses he had drawn up himself.13 Earlier that month he had published a refutation of Luther’s Sermon on Indulgences and Grace, preached in Wittenberg in late February.14 This refutation is particularly notable as the first public identification of Luther’s views with those of the Czech heretic Jan Hus.


Meanwhile, Luther’s theses were receiving considerable attention in Rome. The first known response to the correspondence from Mainz was a papal letter dated 3 February 1518, instructing the head of the Augustinian Hermits, Gabriel Venetus, to ‘dissuade’ Luther.15 The theses themselves were referred to Sylvester Mazzolini of Prierio, known as Prierias. He was to produce Rome’s first official response to the Wittenberg theology.16 Prierias was the obvious choice for the task: he had written extensively on the subject of indulgences in 1514.17 Whatever else can be said about Prierias’ response, which Luther received with his summons to Rome on 17 August 1518, it reveals that he clearly saw, perhaps earlier than anyone else, that the fundamental issue was one of authority: the authority of the pope and the authority of scripture.18 At first glance, it seems there can be no doubt about the relation of the two in Prierias’ mind: ‘Whoever does not hold fast to the teachings of the Roman church and of the Pope as the infallible rule of faith, from which even Holy Scripture draws its strength and authority, is a heretic.’19
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