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The year 1983 marked the 500th anniversary of the birth of Martin Luther and a
renewed interest in the German monk who started the Reformation. The follow-
ing article from Time magazine reviews the historical importance of Luther and
emphasizes his continuing relevance to Christians throughout the world. Author
Richard Ostling points out several of Luther’s striking contradictions and specu-
lates on whether Catholics and Protestants would split if Luther were alive today.

T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y : Clarifying

According to the author, in what ways has the Catholic Church moved closer to Luther’s
beliefs?

It was a back-room deal, little different from many others struck at the time, but
it triggered an upheaval that altered irrevocably the history of the Western world.
Albrecht of Brandenburg, a German nobleman who had previously acquired a dis-
pensation from the Vatican to become a priest while underage and to head two dio-
ceses at the same time, wanted yet another favor from the Pope: the powerful arch-
bishop’s chair in Mainz. Pope Leo X, a profligate spender who needed money to
build St. Peter’s Basilica, granted the appointment—for 24,000 gold pieces, roughly
equal to the annual imperial revenues in Germany. It was worth it. Besides being a
rich source of income, the Mainz post brought Albrecht a vote for the next Holy
Roman Emperor, which could be sold to the highest bidder.

In return, Albrecht agreed to initiate the sale of indulgences in Mainz. Granted
for good works, indulgences were papally controlled dispensations drawn from an
eternal “treasury of merits” built up by Christ and the saints; the church taught
that they would help pay the debt of “temporal punishment” due in purgatory for
sins committed by either the penitent or any deceased person. The Pope received
half the proceeds of the Mainz indulgence sale, while the other half went to repay
the bankers who had lent the new archbishop the gold.

Enter Martin Luther, a 33-year-old priest and professor at Wittenberg University.
Disgusted not only with the traffic in indulgences but with its doctrinal underpin-
nings, he forcefully protested to Albrecht—never expecting that his action would
provoke a sweeping uprising against a corrupt church. Luther’s challenge culmi-
nated in the Protestant Reformation and the rending of Western Christendom, and
made him a towering figure in European history. In this 500th anniversary year of
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his birth (Nov. 10, 1483), the rebel of Wittenberg remains the subject of persistent
study. It is said that more books have been written about him than anyone else in
history, save his own master, Jesus Christ. The renaissance in Luther scholarship
surrounding this year’s anniversary serves as a reminder that his impact on mod-
ern life is profound, even for those who know little about the doctrinal feuds that
brought him unsought fame. From the distance of half a millennium, the man
who, as Historian Hans Hillerbrand of Southern Methodist University in Dallas
says, brought Christianity from lofty theological dogma to a clearer and more per-
sonal belief is still able to stimulate more heated debate than all but a handful of
historical figures.

Indeed, as the reformer who fractured Christianity, Luther has latterly become a
key to reuniting it. With the approval of the Vatican, and with Americans taking
the lead, Roman Catholic theologians are working with Lutherans and other
Protestants to sift through the 16th century disputes and see whether the
Protestant-Catholic split can some day be overcome. In a remarkable turnabout,
Catholic scholars today express growing appreciation of Luther as a “father in the
faith” and are willing to play down his excesses. According to a growing consen-
sus, the great division need never have happened at all.

Beyond his importance as a religious leader, Luther had a profound effect on
Western culture. He is, paradoxically, the last medieval man and the first modern
one, a political conservative and a spiritual revolutionary. His impact is most
marked, of course, in Germany, where he laid the cultural foundations for what
later became a united German nation.

When Luther attacked the indulgence business in 1517, he was not only the most
popular teacher at Wittenberg but also vicar provincial in charge of eleven houses of
the Hermits of St. Augustine. He was brilliant, tireless and a judicious administrator,
though given to bouts of spiritual depression. To make his point on indulgences,
Luther dashed off 95 theses condemning the system (“They preach human folly who
pretend that as soon as money in the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs”)
and sent them to Archbishop Albrecht and a number of theologians.*

The response was harsh: the Pope eventually rejected Luther’s protest and
demanded capitulation. It was then that Luther began asking questions about
other aspects of the church, including the papacy itself. In 1520 he charged in an
open letter to the Pope, “The Roman Church, once the holiest of all, has become
the most licentious den of thieves, the most shameless of brothels, the kingdom of
sin, death and hell.” Leo called Luther “the wild boar which has invaded the
Lord’s vineyard.”

The following year Luther was summoned to recant his writings before the Diet
of Worms, a council of princes convened by the young Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V. In his closing defense, Luther proclaimed defiantly: “Unless I am con-
vinced by testimony from Holy Scriptures and clear proofs based on reason—
because, since it is notorious that they have erred and contradicted themselves, I
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cannot believe either the Pope or the council alone—I am bound by conscience
and the Word of God. Therefore I can and will recant nothing, because to act
against one’s conscience is neither safe nor salutary. So help me God.” (Experts
today think that he did not actually speak the famous words, “Here I stand. I can
do no other.”)

This was hardly the cry of a skeptic, but it was ample grounds for the Emperor
to put Luther under sentence of death as a heretic. Instead of being executed,
Luther lived for another 25 years, became a major author and composer of hymns,
father of a bustling household and a secular figure who opposed rebellion—in all, a
commanding force in European affairs. In the years beyond, the abiding split in
Western Christendom developed, including a large component of specifically
“Lutheran” churches that today have 69 million adherents in 85 nations.

The enormous presence of the Wittenberg rebel, the sheer force of his personali-
ty, still broods over all Christendom, not just Lutheranism. Although Luther
declared that the Roman Pontiffs were the “Antichrist,” today’s Pope, in an
anniversary tip of the zucchetto, mildly speaks of Luther as “the reformer.”
Ecumenical-minded Catholic theologians have come to rank Luther in importance
with Augustine and Aquinas. “No one who came after Luther could match him,”
says Father Peter Manns, a Catholic theologian in Mainz. “On the question of
truth, Luther is a lifesaver for Christians.” While Western Protestants still express
embarrassment over Luther’s anti-Jewish rantings or his skepticism about political
clergy, Communist East Germany has turned him into a secular saint because of
his influence on German culture. Party Boss Erich Honecker, head of the regime’s
Lutherjahr committee, is willing to downplay Luther’s antirevolutionary ideas,
using the giant figure to bolster national pride.

Said West German President Karl Carstens, as he opened one of the hundreds of
events commemorating Luther this year: “Luther has become a symbol of the
unity of all Germany. We are all Luther’s heirs.”

After five centuries, scholars still have difficulty coming to terms with the contra-
dictions of a tempestuous man. He was often inexcusably vicious in his writings (he
wrote, for instance, that one princely foe was a “faint-hearted wretch and fearful
sissy” who should “do nothing but stand like a eunuch, that is, a harem guard, in a
fool’s cap with a fly swatter”). Yet he was kindly in person and so generous to the
needy that his wife despaired of balancing the household budget. When the plague
struck Wittenberg and others fled, he stayed behind to minister to the dying. He
was a powerful spiritual author, yet his words on other occasions were so scatolog-
ical that no Lutheran periodical would print them today. His writing was hardly
systematic, and his output runs to more than 100 volumes. On the average, Luther
wrote a major tract or treatise every two weeks throughout his life.

The scope of Luther’s work has made him the subject of endless reinterpretation.
The Enlightenment treated him as the father of free thought, conveniently omitting
his belief in a sovereign God who inspired an authoritative Bible. During the era of
Otto von Bismarck a century ago, Luther was fashioned into a nationalistic symbol;
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70 years later, Nazi propagandists claimed him as one of their own by citing his
anti-Jewish polemics.

All scholars agree on Luther’s importance for German culture, surpassing even that
of Shakespeare on the English-speaking world. Luther’s masterpiece was his transla-
tion of the New Testament from Greek into German, largely completed in ten weeks
while he was in hiding after the Worms confrontation, and of the Old Testament,
published in 1534 with the assistance of Hebrew experts. The Luther Bible sold mas-
sively in his lifetime and remains today the authorized German Protestant version.
Before Luther’s Bible was published, there was no standard German, just a profusion
of dialects. “It was Luther,” said Johann Gottfried von Herder, one of Goethe’s men-
tors, “who has awakened and let loose the giant: the German language.”

Only a generation ago, Catholics were trained to consider Luther the arch-
heretic. Now no less than the Vatican’s specialist on Lutheranism, Monsignor Aloys
Klein, says that “Martin Luther’s action was beneficial to the Catholic Church.”
Like many other Catholics, Klein thinks that if Luther were living today there
would be no split. Klein’s colleague in the Vatican’s Secretariat for Promoting
Christian Unity, Father Pierre Duprey, suggests that with the Second Vatican
Council (1962–65) Luther “got the council he asked for, but 450 years too late.”
Vatican II accepted his contention that, in a sense, all believers are priests; while the
council left the Roman church’s hierarchy intact, it enhanced the role of the laity.
More important, the council moved the Bible to the center of Catholic life, urged
continual reform and instituted worship in local languages rather than Latin.

One of the key elements in the Reformation was the question of “justification,”
the role of faith in relation to good works in justifying a sinner in the eyes of God.
Actually, Catholicism had never officially taught that salvation could be attained
only through pious works, but the popular perception held otherwise. Luther rec-
ognized, as University of Chicago Historian Martin Marty explains, that every-
thing “in the system of Catholic teaching seemed aimed toward appeasing God.
Luther was led to the idea of God not as an angry judge but as a forgiving father.
It is a position that gives the individual a great sense of freedom and security.” In
effect, says U.S. Historian Roland Bainton, Luther destroyed the implication that
men could “bargain with God.”

Father George Tavard, a French Catholic expert on Protestantism who teaches in
Ohio and has this month published Justification: an Ecumenical Study, notes that
“today many Catholic scholars think Luther was right and the 16th century
Catholic polemicists did not understand what he meant. Both Lutherans and
Catholics agree that good works by Christian believers are the result of their faith
and the working of divine grace in them, not their personal contributions to their
own salvation. Christ is the only Savior. One does not save oneself.” An interna-
tional Lutheran-Catholic commission, exploring the basis for possible reunion,
made a joint statement along these lines in 1980. Last month a parallel panel in the
U.S. issued a significant 21,000-word paper on justification that affirms much of
Luther’s thinking, though with some careful hedging from the Catholic theologians.
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There is doubt, of course, about the degree to which Protestants and Catholics
can, in the end, overcome their differences. Catholics may now be permitted to
sing Luther’s A Mighty Fortress Is Our God or worship in their native languages,
but a wide gulf clearly remains on issues like the status of Protestant ministers
and, most crucially, papal authority. . . .

Luther sought to declericalize society and to free people from economic burdens
imposed by the church. But he was soon forced, if reluctantly, to deliver consider-
able control of the new Protestant church into the hands of secular rulers who
alone could ensure the survival of the Reformation. Luther spoke of “two king-
doms,” the spiritual and the secular, and his writings provided strong theological
support for authoritarian government and Christian docility.

The Lutheran wing of the Reformation was democratic, but only in terms of the
church itself, teaching that a plowman did God’s work as much as a priest,
encouraging lay leadership and seeking to educate one and all. But it was Calvin,
not Luther, who created a theology for the democratic state. A related aspect of
Luther’s politics, controversial then and now, was his opposition to the bloody
Peasants’ War of 1525. The insurgents thought they were applying Luther’s ideas,
but he urged rulers to crush the revolt: “Let whoever can, stab, strike, kill.”
Support of the rulers was vital for the Reformation, but Luther loathed violent
rebellion and anarchy in any case. . . .

What seems to be lacking in the old European churches is the passion for God
and his truth that so characterizes Luther. He retains the potential to shake people
out of religious complacency. Given Christianity’s need, on all sides, for a good
jolt, eminent Historian Heiko Oberman muses, “I wonder if the time of Luther
isn’t ahead of us.”

The boldest assertion about Luther for modern believers is made by Protestants
who claim that the reformer did nothing less than enable Christianity to survive.
In the Middle Ages, too many Popes and bishops were little more than corrupt,
luxury-loving politicians, neglecting the teaching of the love of God and using the
fear of God to enhance their power and wealth. George Lindbeck, the Lutheran
co-chairman of the international Lutheran-Catholic commission, believes that
without Luther “religion would have been much less important during the next
400 to 500 years. And since medieval religion was falling apart, secularization
would have marched on, unimpeded.”

A provocative thesis, and a debatable one. But with secularization still march-
ing on, almost unimpeded, Protestants and Catholics have much to reflect upon as
they scan the five centuries after Luther and the shared future of their still divided
churches.

Source: Excerpt from “Luther: Giant of His Time and Ours” by Richard N.
Ostling, in Time, October 31, 1983, pp. 100–104. Copyright © 1983 Time Inc.
Reprinted by permission.
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T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y : ANSWER

The Second Vatican Council brought the Catholic Church closer to some of Luther‘s
beliefs by placing the Bible at the center of the faith, asserting the importance of lay
practitioners, and seeing God as more of a forgiving father than an angry judge.
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