
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 

God [ and J entail[ s ] the remission of the eternal punish

ment of sin, but temporal punishment of sin remains." 

A sinner "should strive by works of mercy and charity, as 

well as by prayer and the various practices of penance" to 

work off, so to speak, the temporal punishment. Indul

gences can help ease the burden. An indulgence does not 

forgive sins, but rather "is a remission before God of the 

temporal punishment due to sins whose gu.ilt has already 

been forgiven." Remission takes place when the Church as 

administrator of the treasury and merit of the good deeds 

of the Saints draws on that treasury, from which she, "as 

the minister of redemption, dispenses and applies with 

authority the treasury of the satisfactions of Ch1ist and 

the saints" until, ideally, no punishment remains. Indul

gences helping to reduce temporal punishment, however, 

"may be applied to the living or the dead" i.e. to the souls 

of those who died with 
temporal punishment 
still hanging over their 
heads: "one way we can 
help them is to obtain 
irtdulgences for them, 
so that the temporal 
punishments due •for 
their sins may be remit
ted," thus shortening a 
soul's time in purgatory 
( Catechism of the Catho
lic Church at http:// 
www.vatican.va/ar
ch ive/ ENG0015/ __ 
P4G.HTM accessed 1 
August 2017). 

reformer Jan Hus (ca. 1369-1415), had condemned their 

sale a century before Luther. 
Rather the issues that raised Luther's ire in the fall of 

1517 were the same that the Fourth Lateran Council 

had tried to suppress and that Hus had denounced. In 

1510 Pope Ju.lius II (1443/ 1503-1513) issued a "Jubilee 

Indulgence" to raise funds for the (re-)construction of 

St. Peter's Basilica in Rome whose foundation stone he 

laid in 1506. When Julius II died in 1513, his succes

sor Pope Leo X (1475/ 1513-1521 ) on 31 March 1515 

proclaimed a Plenary Indulgence covering every imagin

able sin for the Archbishoprics of Magdeburg and Mairtz 

and appointed Albrecht of Brandenburg commissioner. 

In return for the permission to sell irtdulgences irt his ter

ritories, Albrecht of Brandenburg would keep half of the 

funds raised. Albrecht needed the money to pay debts 

irtcurred with the House of Fugger in securing his elec

tion to the archbishopric, and the papal dispensation to 

hold three sees concurrently. In late 1516, Pope Leo sent 

Tetzel as sub-commissioner to Germany to sell tl1e indul

gences. Tetzel was just the man to raise these funds: soon 

his slogan that "As soon as tl1e coin in the coffer rings, the 

soul from purgatory ( or: "into heaven" ) springs" was re

peated all over Saxony. ·when bis parishioners told Lutl1er 
tl1at they no longer 
needed to repent and 
change their lives in 
order to have their 
sirts forgiven, and 
commm110n with 
God restored, that 
they even could pur
chase an indulgence 
for sins not yet com
mitted, Luther be
gan to preach openly 

The issue for Luther irt 
the summer of 1517 was 
not the fact that Tetzel 
was selling irtdulgences. 
Indulgences have been 
part of Catholic doc
trirte since the third 
century A.D., and in the 

CZECH REFORMER JAN HUS (CA. 1369-1415) HAD CONDEMNED THE 

against Tetzel's prac
tices, tellirtg the faith
ful that confess.ion 
and true repentance 

SALE OF INDULGENCES A CENTURY BEFORE LUTHER. 

Council of Clermont in 
November 1095, Pope Urban II (1042/ 1088-1099) had 

granted the first plenary indulgence to anyone depart

ing on the first crusade against the Muslims. Nor was he 

the first to condemn the abuses committed by corrupt or 

overly zealot salesmen who focused on charitable dona

tions to finance any number of projects from crusades to 

cathedrals as an acceptable work "of mercy and charity." 

As early as 1215, the Fourth Lateran Council forbade 

such abuses, and pre-Lutheran critics such as the Czech 

had to precede any 
work of charity such 
as the purchase of an 
indulgence for this 
indulgence to have 
any value. His ser
mons, which began 
in July 1516, were to 
no avail, and Luther 
discontinued his ef-


