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The Road to Reformation

_ In May 1515 Jacob Wimpheling wrote a “response” 1o a famous letter on Germany
~ written by Enea Silvio Piccolomini (later Pius II) in 1457 in which be detailed the
 grievances of the Germans against papal misrule. This is what the church looked
 like to a devout member just two years before Luther posted bis famous theses.

. FROM Response
BY Jacob Wimpheling

RIGHTLY DOES ENEA SILVIO PRAISE Germany as the source of his elevation [to cardi-
" nall. Because he is an Italian, however, and loves the land of his birth, he
would not enjoy seeing the flow of money from our country to his own slowed
to a trickle. He therefore flatters us with stories of the translation of the imperi-
um from the Greeks to the Germans, though we all know that our ancestors
had to win this imperium with their courage and their life’s blood. He goes on
to laud the ample treasures to be found in our churches and homes. But even if
Germany really did possess so abundant a store of hard-earned and frugally
- managed wealth, how much of it would remain to us after we had taken care of
_our daily needs, had seen to the maintenance of our churches, cities, streets,
and public institutions, assured our country’s protection from its enemies, pro-
vided for orphans, widows, and the victims of plague, pox, and French disease,
and comforted beggars, as Christian piety demands?

Enea makes much of the fact that we Germans received our Christian faith
from his compatriots. “Rome,” he writes, “preached Christ to you; it was faith in
Christ, received from Rome, that extinguished barbarism in you.” We concede,
of course, that missionaries from Rome brought the saving message of Christ to
our land. But by the same token Rome herself was, like Germany, converted to
the Christian faith, and Rome should therefore show no less gratitude than
- Germany for the reception of her faith. For was it not Peter, a Jew from

Jacob Whimpheling, “Response,” from Gerald Strauss Manifestations of Dicscontent in Germay on the Eve of the
Reformation (1971), pp. 41-45. Reprinted by permission of Indiana University Press.
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562 Martin Luther—Reformer or Revolutionary?

Palestine, who preached the Gospel of Christ in Rome? If Enea’s argument were
applied to the Romans themselves, they would now be obliged to send annual
tributes of gold and silver to Syria. . . .

It is not that we deny our debt to RomeBut we ask: Is Rome not also
indebted to us? Have not two of our compatriots, clever and skillful men hailing
from Strassburg and Mainz, invented the noble art of printing, which makes it
possible to propagate the correct doctrines of faith and morals throughout the
world and in all languages? . . . Do we, who have been true and industrious in
our service to religion and to the Holy Roman Church, who are steadfast in our
faith and even—as Enea admits—prepared to shed our blood for it, who will-
ingly obey orders, buy indulgences, travel to Rome, and send money—do we
who perform all these duties deserve to be called barbarians? . . . Despite this
slanderous label, Enea speaks with lavish praise of our fatherland, of our cities
and buildings. For what purpose? For one only: to make our ears more recep-
tive to the demands coming from Rome dressed in Christian garb but serving
Ttalian interests; in other words, to put us in the mood for wasting our fortunes 4
on foreigners. . . . As it is, our compatriots crowd the road to Rome. They pay
for papal reservations and dispensations. They appear before papal courts—and
not always because they have appealed a case to Rome, but rather because
their cases have been arbitrarily transferred there. Is there a nation more patient
and willing to receive indulgences, though we well know that the income from
them is divided between the Holy See and its officialdom? Have we not paid
dearly for the confirmation of every bishop and abbot? . . .

Thus we are done out of fortune, and for no purpose other than to sup-
port the innumerable retainers and hangers-on that populate the papal court.
Enea himself gives us a list of these papal lackeys, the number of which
increases daily. True, if the pope must furnish court rooms for all the legal busi-
ness in Christendom, he requires a huge staff. But there is no need for this.
Apart from imperial courts, there exist in our German cities learned and honor- __
able judges to whom appeals from lower episcopal courts could be directed. It
is in the highest degree objectionable that Rome bypasses courts of higher
resort—often on trivial pretexts or out of pique—and compels our compatriots,
laymen included, to appear in Rome. No one will deny that intricate and "
weighty matters should be appealed to Rome as the seat of highest power and - --=
of greatest wisdom and justice. But the rights of imperial and episcopal jurisdic- -
tion must not be infringed. If these rights had remained intact, the Apostolic See -
would not today stagger under an unmanageable weight of legal and adminis-
trative business. . . . :

The Council of Basel pointed out that our sacred church fathers had writ-
ten their canons for the purpose of assuring the Church of good government,
and that honor, discipline, faith, piety, love, and peace reigned in the Church as
long as these regulations were observed. Later, however, vanity and greed
began to prevail; the laws of the fathers were neglected, and the Church sank
into immorality and depravity, debasement, degradation and abuse of office.
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This is principally due to pap'al reservations of prelacies and other ecclesiastical

benefices, also to the prolific award of expectancies to future benefices, and to

innumerable concessions and other burdens placed upon churches and clergy.

To wit:

Church incomes and benefices are given to unworthy men and Italians.

High offices and lucrative posts are awarded to persons of unproven merit and
character.

~ Few holders of benefices reside in their churches, for as they hold several posts

simultaneously they cannot reside in all of them at once. Most do not
even recognize the faces of their parishioners. They neglect the care of
souls and seek only temporal rewards.

The divine service is curtailed.

Hospitality is diminished.

Church laws lose their force.

~ Ecclesiastical buildings fall into ruin.

The conduct of clerics is an open scandal.

Able, learned, and virtuous priests who might raise the moral and professional
level of the clergy abandon their studies because they see no prospect of
advancement.

The ranks of the clergy are riven by rivalry and animosity; hatred, envy, and
even the wish for the death of others are aroused.

Striving after pluralities of benefices is encouraged.

Poor clerics are maltreated, impoverished, and forced from their posts.

Crooked lawsuits are employed to gather benefices.

Some benefices are procured through simony.

Other benefices remain vacant.

Able young men are left to lead idle and vagrant lives.

Prelates are deprived of jurisdiction and authority.

The hierarchical order of the Church is destroyed.

In this manner, a vast number of violations of divine and human law is
committed and condoned. . . . “It is the pope’s special mission,” writes Enea,
“to protect Christ’s sheep. He should accomplish this task in such a way as to
lead all men to the path of salvation. He must see that the pure Gospel is
preached to all, that false doctrines, blasphemies, and unchristian teachings are
eradicated, and that enemies of the faith are driven from the lands of
Christendom. He must heal schisms and end wars, abolish robbery, murder,
arson, adultery, drunkenness and gluttony, spite, hatred and strife. He must pro-
mote peace and order, so that concord might reign among men, and honor and
praise be given to God.”

So Enea. My question is: Does a court of ephebes and muleteers and
flatterers help the pope prevent schism and abolish blasphemy, wars, robbery,
and the other crimes mentioned by Enea? Would he not be better served by
men learned in canon law and Scripture, by men who know how to preach and
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can help the faithful ease their conscience in the confessional? The Council of
Basel was surely inspired when it decreed that a third of all benefices should go
to men versed in the Bible. . . . If I am not mistaken, the conciliar fathers
wished to see the true Gospel of Christ preached everywhere. They wished
honor and glory given to God. We ourselves want nothing else. We would
rejoice if many men were to praise God, if every priest in his sufficiently
endowed benefice were to serve God and celebrate the Eucharist, if popes and
emperors, if the whole Church were to draw rich benefit from this holy work,
the most efficacious office of them all. . . .

The English bistorian Gordon Rupp puts Luther and the problems facing bim at the
very outset of the Reformation in bistorical perspective.

FROM The Righteousness of God
BY Gordon Rupp

IT wAs A criTicAL MOMENT during the Leipzig Disputation (1519) when Martin
Luther, out-manoeuvred by his opponent, Dr. Eck, was goaded into declaring
that “among the articles of John Huss . . . which were condemned, are many
which are truly Christian.” The audience was horrified, and perhaps Luther him-
self was a little shocked. For he had grown to accept the judgment of contem-
porary opinion against the heretic of a former generation. “I used to abhor the
very name of Huss. So zealous was I for the Pope that I would have helped to
bring iron and fire to kill Huss, if not in very deed, at least with a,consenting
mind.” In this verdict faith and party loyalty combined, for the Erfurt
Augustinians were proud that a member of their own order, John Zachariae,
had earned the title “Scourge of Huss” and his tomb bore in effigy the Golden
Rose bestowed upon him by a grateful Pope. It was not until Luther himself
entered a similar context of Papal condemnation that he turned to examine the
writings of Huss, and to criticize this unexamined assumption. Then indeed he
could cry to Spalatin, “We are all Hussites, without knowing it . . . even Paul
and Augustine!”

* * *

Luther prided himself on the fact that while others had attacked the manners
and the morals of particular popes, or the abuses and corruptions of the Curia,

he had begun with doctrine. We know that in its essentials Luther's theology 7

existed before the opening of the Church struggle in 1517, and that it was not
an improvization devised in the course of that conflict. Nevertheless, it was as
the conflict developed out of the Indulgence controversy that he began to ques-

Gordon Rupp. The Righteousness of God: Luther Studies (1953). PP. 3-15, 121-127. Reprinted by permission of
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]
‘essional? The Council of | tion the basis of the Papal power, and turned to the issues raised in a preceding
if all benefices should go E generation by the theologians of the Conciliar movement, the question whether
en, the conciliar fathers | the Papacy were of divine or of human institution. Early in 1519 he could still
rerywhere. They wished ki write, “If unfortunately there are such things in Rome as might be improved,
10thing else. We would 3 there neither is, nor can be, any reason that one should tear oneself away from
priest in his sufficiently - | the Church in schism. Rather, the worse things become, the more a man should
> Eucharist, if popes and 1 ' ' ~ help, and cling to her, for by schism and contempt nothing can be mended.”
=fit from this holy work, = In fateful weeks before the Leipzig Disputation, Luther studied church history

and the Papal decretals. On 13th March 1519 he wrote to his friend Spalatin,
“I do not know whether the Pope is Anti-Christ himself, or only his apostle,
so grievously is Christ, i.e. Truth, manhandled and crucified by him in these
decretals.”

The Leipzig Disputation forced Luther to face the implications of his
revolt, and made him realize that he could not come so far, without going fur-
ther in repudiation of papal authority. Then, early in 1520, he read Hutten’s edi-
tion of Valla’s exposure of the “Donation of Constantine,” and he wrote in dis-
gust, ‘I have hardly any doubt left that the Pope is the very Anti-Christ himself,
whom the common report expects, so well do all the things he lives, does,
speaks, ordains, fit the picture.”

In June 1520 he wrote solemn, final words, in a writing of exceptional
vehemence. “Farewell, unhappy, hopeless, blasphemous Rome! The wrath of
God is come upon thee, as thou deservest. . . . We have cared for Babylon,
and she is not healed: let us leave her then, that she may be the habitation of
dragons, spectres and witches, and true to her name of Babel, an everlasting
confusion, a new pantheon of wickedness.”

There are battles of the mind which most men cannot go on fighting again
and again. We make up our minds, as we say, and the account is settled.
Thereafter we reopen that particular issue only with great reluctance. No doubt
this is a weakness of our spirit, though to be able to keep an open mind
requires detachment from the hurly-burly of decision, and is more easily
achieved in academic groves than in the battlefield or marketplace or temple.
- Luther’s words here perhaps show us the point at which he hardened his mind
~ with terrible finality against the Papacy, as later on he reached a point at which
Zwingli and Erasmus were to him as heathen men and publicans. He had
: become convinced that the Papacy had become the tool of the Devil, that it
' '-'Was blasphemous . . . “possessed and oppressed by Satan, the damned seat of
_ Anti-Christ.”

The papacy which Luther attacked was not the Post-Tridentine papacy.
On the other hand, he meant something more when he called it “Anti-Christ”
- than we mean by the adjective “Anti-Christian.” Like many great Christians from
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realm, and for which only one category would serve, the Biblical category of
Anti-Christ.

There are striking words in his “Of Good Works” (1520) which go to the

root of this conviction. “There is not such great danger in the temporal power
as in the spiritual, when it does wrong. For the temporal power can do no
harm, since it has nothing to do with preaching and faith, and the first three
commandments. But the spiritual power does harm not only when it does
wrong, but also when it neglects its duty and busies itself with other things,
even if they were better than the very best works of the temporal power.” For
Luther the blessed thing for men and institutions is that they should be where
God intends them, doing what God has called them to do, and the cursed thing
for men and institutions is when they run amok in God’s ordered creation,
going where God has not sent them, and occupied with other things than their
divine vocation. '
The papacy had become entangled in diplomatic, juridical, political, financial
pressure, Its crime was not that these things were necessarily bad in themselves,
but that for their sake the awful, supreme, God-given task of the pastoral care
and the cure of souls had been neglected and forsaken. Two consequences had
followed. In the first place, it had become a tyranny, like any other institution
which succumbs before the temptation of power. In that exposition of the
Magnificat, which was interrupted by the famous journey to Worms in 1521,
Luther had profoundly diagnosed this corrupting effect of power upon institu-
tions. The tract embodies Luther’s reflections upon the fate of great Empires in
the Bible and in secular history. It is not empire, but the abuse of it which is
wrong. “For while the earth remains authority, rule, power . . . must needs
remain. But God will not suffer men to abuse them. He puts down one king-
dom, and exalts another: increases one people and destroys another: as he did
with Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome, though they thought they
should sit in their seats forever.”

But when empire is abused, then power becomes an incentive to arro-
gance, and a terrible inflation begins. These institutions or individuals swell and
stretch their authority with a curious bubble-like, balloon-like quality.
Outwardly they seem omnipotent, and those who take them at their face value
can be paralysed and brought into bondage to them. But in fact they are hollow
shams, corroded from within, so that doom comes upon them, that swift col-
lapse so often the fate of tyrants and empires. “When their bubble is full blown,
and everyone supposes them to have won and overcome, and they feel them-
selves safe and secure, then God pricks the bubble . . . and it is all over . . .
therefore their prosperity has its day, disappears like a bubble, and is as if it
had never been.” It is interesting that Shakespeare turns to the same metaphor
when he describes the fall of Wolsey:

I have ventured,
Like little wanton boys that swim on bladders,
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This many summers in a sea of glory,
But far beyond my depth: my high-blown pride
At length broke under me.

Luther is fond of punning on the double meaning of the Latin word
“Bulla,” which means bubble, but also the papal bull.

It may well be that Luther’s meditation on this quality of tyranny derives
from his own experiences, 1517-20. The initial threat of excommunication, and
the final promulgation of the papal bull had a deep significance for him. These
were the challenge which focused all his doubts and fears, and evoked his
courage at a time when he had no reason to anticipate anything but the dire
fate prophesied for him by friends and foes. But, in fact, these papal sanctions
led to the revelation of the weakness of the papal authority, a revelation of
immense significance, from which all over Christendom (not forgetting the
England of Henry VIII) men could draw their own conclusions. It was not that a
man could defy the papacy and get away with it. After all, Wyclif had died in
his bed, and throughout most of the Middle Ages there were parts of Europe
where heresy flourished openly. But there was a new background which
echoed and reverberated Luther’s defiance, and a concentration of public atten-
tion on it which rallied great historical forces,

For centuries the papal sanctions had been as thunder and lightning, and
there had been times and places when princes and peoples had cowered
before them. Even now the sonorous phrases, the hallowed ritual, did not lack
of menacing effect and struck deep into Luther’s mind, always hypersensitive to
words. The extraordinary agitation of his sermon, “On the Power of
Excommunication” (1518), an utterance so outspoken that it was perhaps more
effectual than the Ninety-five Theses in securing his impeachment, reveals the
tension in his mind. It is noticeable that in the printed elaboration of this ser-
mon he turns to the “bladder” motif., “They say . . . our Ban must be feared,
right or wrong. With this saying they insolently comfort themselves, swell their
chests, and puff themselves up like adders, and almost dare to defy heaven,
and to threaten the whole world: with this bugaboo they have made a deep
and mighty impression, imagining that there is more in these words than
there really is. Therefore we would explain them more fully, and prick this
bladder which with its three peas makes such a frightful noise.” The publication
of the Bull in 1520 evoked the same tension, and in his writings against it he
affirms, “The Truth is asserting itself and will burst all the bladders of the
Papists.”

Only gradually did Luther and his friends realize how the world had

. changed since the days of Huss, that the Diet of Worms would not be as the

Council of Constance, though the devout Charles V might be as anxious to dis-
Pose of heretics as any Emperor Sigismund. Now the accumulated weight of the
Past intervened, with paralysing effect. An enormous moral prestige had been
frittered away, and the papal authority was revealed as a weak thing in compar-
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ison with the deep moving tide of anti-clericalism, nationalism and the fier
energies of a changing society. :

But the papacy is for Luther not simply a tyranny, which can be describe
as a liberal historian might describe it, in terms of the corrupting influence of
power. Its tyranny is of a unique kind, for which there can only be one cate-

gory, the demonic, Biblical category of Anti-Christ. By its entanglement with law
and politics, the papacy has brought the souls of men and women into
bondage, has confused disastrously the Law and Gospel, has become the
antithesis of the Word of God which comes to free and liberate men’s souls.

Thus he cannot regard the papacy simply as a corrupt institution, as did the
mediaeval moralists and the heretics. In Luther’s later writings the papacy is
included along with the Law, Sin and Death among the tyrants who beset the
Christians, and is part of a view of salvation which demands an apocalyptic
interpretation of history.

Two sets of Luther’s writings are of special virulence: those against the
Jews, the apostates of the Old Israel, and those against the Pope, the apostate
of the New. Against what he considered the capital sin of blasphemy Luther
turned all his invective. It is noticeable that like Ezekiel, he turned to an
imagery of physical repulsion. Blasphemy and apostasy are not simply evil: they
are filthy things, which must be described in language coarse enough and
repulsive enough to nauseate the reader. That is not in any sense to excuse
Luther’s language, or to justify his reading of the papacy. But those sadly over-
simplify who see in these tracts the vapourings of a dirty mind.

Luther's epitaph was premature. He had indeed plagued the papacy. He
could say, “While I slept or drank Wittenberg beer with my Philip and my
Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the Papacy that never Prince or
Emperor inflicted such damage on it.” He did not kill the papacy, but in strange
partnership with Ignatius Loyola, the Popes of the Counter-Reformation, the
Society of Jesus, not to mention the Anabaptists, he had provoked a new histor-
ical pattern which made an end, for good and all, of the peculiar perversions of
the later Middle Ages. But I think we can understand how it seemed to him that
the papacy was doomed and dying, how it seemed to him the engine of Satin,
the embodiment of Anti-Christ in what he believed to be the closing act of the
human drama.
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