
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Martin Luther 

Martin Luther (der 10. November 1483-der 2. Februar 1546) 

31 OCTOBER 2017: SOOTH ANNIVERSARY OF MARTIN LUTHER'S 
DENOUNCEMENT OF THE SALE OF INDULGENCES 
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His public actions challenged the Catholic Church 
and started the movement that became the 

Protestant Reformation. 

letin board because this was 
tl1e customary location for 
sum announcements, and the 
eve of All Saints Day a cus
tomary day for posting such 
invitations. Luther was not 
looking for a wide readership: 
his Disputatio was written
not printed-in Latin-not 
German-and addressed to 
the faculty and students of 
the university-not to the 
faithful who would enter the 
church for divine services 
the next day, many of whom 
would have been unable to 
read, much less understand, 
Luther's Latin text. 

0 
n 31 October 2017, 
millions of Luther
ans the world over 

will commemorate, others will 
celebrate and some will just re
member an event that may, or 
may not, have happened exact
ly 500 years earlier. On Samr
day, 31 October 1517, the eve 
of All Saints Day, so the story 
goes, a 33-year-old Augustin 
ian monk by the name of Dr. 
Martin Luther nailed a large 
sheet of paper to the door of 
the All Saints Church in Wit
tenberg in Saxony. The paper 
called for a debate, a Dispu
tatio pro declaratione virtutis 
indulgentiaru-m, and listed 
95 theses, or propositions, on 
indulgences, that the chair of 
the Department of Theology 
at the local university wanted 

MARTIN LUTHER SHOWN IN A 1529 PORTRAIT BY LUCAS CRA-

And, yet, if he had wanted 
to start a religious revolution, 
Luther could not have cho
sen a better day to question 
what he considered finan
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to discuss. 
The question whether or not the invitation to debate 

"the following propositions [ ... ] under the presidency of 
the Reverend Father Martin Luther, Master of Arts and 
of Sacred Theology, and Lecturer in Ordinary" was is
sued publicly by nailing the outline of the proposed Dis
putatio to the church door is still disputed. The account 
originates v.rith Luther's later collaborator Philipp Mel
anchthon (1497-1560), who was not in Wittenberg at the 
rime. The format itself, ho1.,vever, inviting fellow faculty 
members and students to a public debate, was standard 
practice in medieval and early modern German w1iversi
ties. It was neither the first, nor the last, time that Lu
ther posted sum an invitation: between 1516 and 1521 
twenty such proposals by Luther are known. 

Luther chose the doors of the "All Saints Church," also 
known as the Schlosskirche or "Castle-church," as his bul-

cial abuses that had developed around the Sacrament of 
Penance and Reconciliation, the sale of indulgences and 
the worship of relics. The Feast of All Saints was the day 
when a church displayed all of the relics in its treasury, 
allowing a worshipper to pray before them and to implore 
the Saint to intercede in his, or rather his soul's, behalf. 
Successful supplication of the saint's assistance could earn 
tl1e worshipper millions of years of indulgences, thus re
ducing the time his or her soul would have to spend in 
purgatory. During the last days of October large numbers 
of the faithful gathered in Wittenberg where Frederick 
III, called The Wise, Elector of Saxony (1463/86-1525 ), 
had amassed a huge collection of relics: a 1518 inventory 
lists 17,443 items including a thumb from St . Anne, a 
twig from Moses' burning bush, hay of the holy manger, 
and millc from the Virgin Mary. Devotions and prayers 
before these relics could reduce the time a sinner's soul 


