









Matt Steed











German 68











5/7/2002

The Economics of Indulgences

How the Fund Raising Methods of the Catholic Church Were the Prominent Cause of the Reformation in the 16th Century


There are many wonderful things that can be said about Martin Luther.  He was a hard worker, an intelligent man, and a man with convictions among many other qualities.  However, his success goes well beyond him personally.  Perhaps the greatest of Luther’s qualities were his location and timing.  Luther just so happened to be a Professor teaching at Wittenberg in 1517.  It was in this place and time that Luther was able to trigger the release of pent up political, religious, and economic grievances all with one short list of 95 Theses.  While Luther was personally a very religious man, it was with the help of allies, many of whom who were more concerned with economic of political reasons, that he was able to succeed.  Many of these allies sought freedom from Papal political authority and many more sought freedom from the economic burdens of the Roman Catholic Church.  While the religious and political basis of the Reformation were both very important factors, the economic fate of the German people helped to spark the Reformation and made it successful.


The selling of indulgences for the purpose of fundraising by the Pope was by the time of Luther not a new practice.  The first papal indulgences were granted by Urban II in 1091 to William, archbishop of Rouen to help restore the monastery of Saint-Austreberthe of Pavily, and allowed the archbishop to pardon a fourth of the penance enjoined by a bishop or priest
.  Over the next two centuries, the above practice became commonplace and was successful in providing assistance for the building, repair, and support of local churches, hospitals, monasteries, and similar institutions
.  However, little of the money raised was given to the Pope, and was instead concentrated on local improvements.


In the late 14th century, Boniface IX issued several bulls of plenary, or complete indulgence to help build the cathedral of Milan.  With these plenary indulgences, the Pope reserved a portion of the revenues collected, from one-third to two-thirds of the amount
.  The practice continued through the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, plenary indulgences being much more successful than partial or limited (140 days was a common indulgence in the thirteenth and early fourteenth century
) indulgences at raising money for both local tasks and the papal treasury at the same time.  Local institutions were glad to be able to garner so much support for their projects and the Popes were happy to see their coffers filling without having to do any extra work.


The crusades brought even more popularity and an increased commercialization to the use of indulgences.  In 1095, Urban II started the first crusade and granted full penance to anybody who fought “for devotion alone, not for acquisition of honor or money
.”  In 1125, plenary indulgences were offered to any “truly confessed and truly penitent” men who would send a substitute in their place to fight the Moors in addition to those going on their own accord
.  Then, in 1145 Eugenius offered an indulgence of one seventh of enjoined penance to those who contributed a certain amount of money to the war effort.  In 1188, Clement II authorized bishops to grant to those sending money to assist in the crusades a remission of sins proportional to “the quality of the person and the quantity of the subvention” of the giver
.  In 1200, Innocent II decreed that the weak and poor that had declared a vow to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem could redeem their vow by making a donation to the church relative to what it would have cost them to visit Jerusalem and their wealth
.  In the following years, it was made increasingly easy to back out on such a vow.  In addition, having completed the vow would have granted plenary indulgences, and such, paying to redeem the vow also granted plenary indulgences.  Though the last Christian stronghold at Acre fell in 1291, crusades continued against any number of enemies of the Pope and the use of papal indulgences to fund a crusade was commonplace practice through the sixteenth century.


In 1300, Boniface VIII created yet another type of indulgences.  During a year of jubilee, any “truly penitent and confessed” who should visit the churches of Peter and Paul in Rome a specified number of times would receive “the fullest pardon of their sins
.”  While there was no financial obligation to these visits, vast crowds made the journey and left voluntary offerings, of which the Pope received a share.  In 1350, Clement VI held another year of Jubilee and this time allowed a few wealthy individuals to obtain “the plenary remission of the year of the jubilee” without going to Rome by paying what the visits to Rome would have cost them
.  In 1390, Boniface IX allowed a vast number of individuals to instead of visiting Rome visit certain local churches a specified number of times and making a donation equal to what their visits to Rome would have cost to receive plenary remission
.  The local churches and the Pope split the proceeds from these donations.  During the following centuries, years of jubilee became increasingly more common (eventually being set every 25 years) and the number of ways to receive plenary indulgences more varied.


In the year 1516, while not a year of jubilee, the castle church at Wittenberg was granted the privilege of dispensing plenary indulgences on All Saints Day (November 1st).  Three times during the year, Luther gave a sermon critical of indulgences, the third time being Halloween, the day before All Saints Day
.  He made a number of philosophical and religious arguments explaining his doubt of the viability of indulgences, out of interest of protecting his parishioners.  However, he was largely ignored by Frederick the Wise, Elector of Saxony, since the profits from the indulgences were to be split equally between him and the Pope, helping him to repair a bridge over the Elbe river.


Less than a year later, in 1517, indulgences again became an important issue to Luther.  Leo X had become Pope, and he was a given to lavish spending.  Desperate for money to fund his lifestyle and to finish building St. Peter’s Cathedral, Leo X sold many important positions for whatever price it could fetch.  One such position was the Archbishopric of Mainz.  Albert of Brandenburg agreed to buy the position for 10,000 ducats, which he borrowed from the Fugger family and planned to repay by collecting indulgences.  Frederick the Wise did not allow these indulgences to be collected in his territory because he felt they would compete with the indulgences offered on All Saints Day at Wittenberg, though the sellers of the indulgences came close enough to Saxony’s borders that many made the short walk and purchased the indulgences
.


The indulgences were sold by the Dominican monk Teztel, a man with job experience in the field.  The indulgences made no mention of repaying the debts to the Fuggers or helping Leo X out of his debt he built up holding parties, but instead, “had been issued by His Holiness Pope Leo X to defray the expenses of remedying the sad state of the blessed apostles Peter and Paul and the innumerable martyrs and saints whose bones lay moldering, subject to constant desecration from rain and hail.  Subscribers would enjoy a plenary and perfect remission of all sins.  They would be restored to the state of innocence from which they enjoyed in baptism and would be relived of all pains of purgatory… Those securing indulgences on behalf of the dead already in purgatory need not themselves be contrite and confess their sons
.”  Furthermore, Teztel was fond of the saying, “As the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs
.”


On Halloween of that year, again the night before indulgences would be offered in the Castle Church at Wittenberg, Luther again made a statement against indulgences.  This time, he made his response in writing, posting his 95 Theses.  In response to Tetzel’s indulgences, Luther stated, 

The revenues of all Christendom are being sucked into this insatiable basilica.  The Germans laugh at calling this the common treasure of all Christendom… First of all, we should rear living temples, not local churches, and only last of all St. Peter’s, which is not necessary for us.  We German cannot attend St. Peter’s.  Better that it should never be built that our parochial churches should be despoiled… Why doesn’t the pope build the basilica of St. Peter out of his own money? He is richer than Croesus.  He would do better to sell St. Peter’s and give the money to the poor folk who are being fleeced by the hawkers of indulgences.


Luther’s complaint met a strong sense of agreement from the German people, who had long suffered as the feeding grounds of the papal treasury.  It was not long until Luther was summoned to Rome to see the Pope.  Luther refused to come, fearing for his life.  At this juncture, it was possible that those rulers over him could have forced him to make the trip, however it was at this point that we first see important political individuals choosing to support him.  Frederick the Wise supported Luther, as his appointed spiritual advisor, and the man who kept the books for his University, and did so never in the red.  Luther also appealed that German princes should protect their citizens from extradition, which Frederick supported.  Frederick also conferred with Emperor Maximilian II.  The Emperor had been for some time keeping a close watch on the state of German politics and religion
.  “’Take good care of that monk,’ Maximilian wrote the elector.  Handing Luther over to the pontiff, he explained, could be a political blunder.  In his judgment, anticlerical sentiment was increasing through out Germany
.”


Shortly after Frederick and Maximilian conferred, an imperial diet or a council of the princes of Germany was held.  The main topic of the diet was whether or not to order a surtax at the request of Pope Leo X, who was planning another crusade against the Turks.  The diet rejected the Pope’s appeal, a highly unusual, but not entirely unprecedented action
.  Frederick, earlier, had collected a papal levy from his people, but ended up keeping all of the money to build the University of Wittenberg.  Without retaliation on Frederick, the rest of the princes were emboldened.  “All the Vatican wanted from the princes, it seemed, was money, money, and more money.  In their view the confirmation fees, annates, and costs of canonical litigation were already millstones around the empire’s neck.  Besides, they had sent the Curia revenues from other crusades, only to learn that the ventures had been canceled, while the funds, unreturned, had been spent on Italian projects.  All previous crusades had failed anyway.  And the princes weren’t worried about Turks.  The real enemy of Christendom, they decided, was what one of them called ‘the hell-hound of Rome.’  In a conciliatory letter to the Vatican, Maximilian assured the pope that he would move sternly against heresy.  At the same time, he ventured to suggest that Luther be treated carefully
.”


Luther, now under protection of the too often trampled on German princes, was able to continue his religious debate.  Frederick the Wise especially supported Luther, though he remained a devout Catholic through all of his life.  The Pope cancelled his summons, and instead sent a Papal emissary, the general of the Dominicans, Cajetan, to meet with Luther.  It was in his meeting with Cajetan that one of Luther’s most important traits showed itself fully for the first time.  Cajetan ordered Luther to offer a public retraction and solemnly swear never to question papal authority, which Luther bluntly refused
.  Upon learning that Cajetan planned to arrest Luther and take him to Rome, he escaped and returned to Wittenberg.  The Pope demanded Frederick send Luther to Rome, which was denied.  Luther considered fleeing Saxony, but Frederick asked him to remain, and so he did, continuing to teach and gather followers.


As the economic policies of the papacy emboldened the German rulers to allow the Reformation to start, the economic rewards of joining the Reformation soon became clear to nobles and helped fuel the mass conversion of northern Europe.  In 1521, at the diet of Worms, the new Emperor, Charles V, signed an edict that the writings of Luther be eradicated and Luther be brought to justice as a heretic.  The diet, nowhere near unanimously, supported the edict.  Had Charles V stayed in Germany, it almost certainly would have been the end of Luther and the Reformation.   Luckily for Luther, Charles V was also King of Spain.  The Spanish and the French declared war on each other, a conflict lasting 10 years, time which Charles never set foot in Germany, let alone paid much attention to German affairs.  It was these ten years that allowed the Reformation to turn from a revolt into a political and religious change.


The first to join Luther’s cause were students, anti-clericals and some of the devout religious body.  They were soon followed by tradesmen and the middle class, whose humanistic education agreed much more with Luther than with Catholic dogma.  The first cities to declared themselves Lutheran were Nuremberg, and then other free cities such as Saxony, Brandenburg, and Prussia.  The Lutherans were able to appeal to the city councils by describing to them the economic freedom and religious political power they could gain by joining them.  As Lutherans, instead of as Catholics, they too could read and interpret the Bible, being able to reign in their local pastors, as well as gaining freedom from the money drain by the Catholic Church
.  Additionally, Lutheran ministers gladly submitted themselves as mere humans, wishing to help people.  They had no desire to be free of taxes or to garner personal wealth, as the catholic bishops were and did.  The process of changing to Lutheran took a number of years in many cities, but had a high success rate in northern Germany as well as Scandinavia.


The nobility of northern Germany also saw a strong short-term economic incentive to joining the Lutheran side as well as the long-term incentives.  Upon renouncing their allegiance to Rome, many nobles “appropriated all Church wealth within their domains, including land and monasteries.  This was a powerful incentive to break with Rome; overnight a prince’s tax revenues increased enormously, and as he appointed magistrates to fill the void left by ousted papal and Episcopal appointees, his prestige among his people rose
.”  At the time, the common people had little say in their own religion.  If their ruler(s) saw fit to change to Lutheran, then they followed.  That is why Lutherans, being able to appeal to city councils and nobles, were able to affect changes so over such a widespread area so quickly.


By the time Emperor Charles V returned from his war with France, the Reformation had already firmly entrenched itself.  While conflict between the Protestants and Catholics would continue for centuries, sometimes in an extremely bloody manner, both sides survive today.  It is clear that Christianity is not the united force it once was, due to the political blunders of and economic hardships imposed by the papacy.  As the German people reached their breaking point, the Cardinals elected one of the most lavish and secular popes ever, Leo X, and at the same time, Luther published his 95 Theses.  It was a combination that would light a disastrous spark in the Catholic Church, and the flames were eagerly fueled by many in Germany and elsewhere, who were tired of the economic hardships of the Pope.  People will die for God, but they will also die for money.  When the two are combined, it’s a potent combination, and that’s exactly what the Reformation was.
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