The Reformation: Secondary Reading

LUTHER: COMPLEX GIANT OF HIS TIME AND OURS

By Richard N. Ostling
The year 1983 marked the 500th anniversary of the birth of Martin Luther. The following article from Time magazine reviews the historical importance of Luther.
Questions: 
1. Read the first three paragraphs: what other issues and corrupt practices, in addition to indulgences, contributed to Luther’s protest?
2. Scan the article: it there an organization clue to how many main ideas the author presents?

3. What are the main ideas?

4. What is the author’s overall point?
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. Bishop Albrecht of Brandenburg, a German bishop-nobleman who had previously acquired two dioceses, wanted yet another favor from the Pope: to receive a third diocese, 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 papal 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 with the traffic in indulgences, he forcefully protested to Albrecht—never expecting that his action would provoke a sweeping uprising against the church. Luther’s challenge culminated in the Protestant Reformation and the rending of Western Christendom, and made him a towering figure in European history. 
* * *
After five centuries, scholars still have difficulty coming to terms with the contradictions 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 scatological [crude] that no Lutheran periodical would print them today. His output was enormous and runs to more than 100 volumes. On the average, Luther wrote a major tract or treatise every two weeks throughout his life.
* * *
Beyond his importance as a religious leader, Luther had a profound effect on Western culture. His impact is most marked, of course, in Germany, where he laid the cultural foundations for what later became a united German nation. 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 translation 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 massively 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,” wrote one German poet, “who has awakened and let loose the giant: the German language.”
* * *

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 personality, still broods over all Christendom, not just Lutheranism. Although Luther declared that the Roman Pontiffs were the “Antichrist,” today’s Pope mildly speaks of Luther as “the reformer.” Ecumenical-minded Catholic theologians have come to rank Luther in importance with [great fathers of the Church such as saints] Augustine and Aquinas. Only a generation ago, Catholics were trained to consider Luther the arch-heretic.
