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The Story of Indulgences

The Spark that Set the World on Fire

Ephesians 2:8-9

“For by grace are ye saved through faith;
and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God:

Not of works, lest any man should boast.”

Introduction

The history of the Catholic Church throughout the Middle Ages and

Renaissance is a history filled with spiritual, artistic, and intellectual triumphs. It

is also a history of tremendous social abuses and doctrinal errors leading to

concern and division. It seemed to have always been that way, but it wasn’t. For

one brief shining moment there was unity in the body of Christ as per Acts 2:42.

“And they continued stedfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, and in

breaking of bread, and in prayers”.

But that essential unity soon gave way to controversy. There were social

concerns. As early as Acts 6 we read:

“And in those days, when the number of the disciples was multiplied,

there arose a murmuring of the Grecians against the Hebrews, because their

widows were neglected in the daily ministration” (Acts 6:1). There were doctrinal

concerns. Paul wrote to the Galatians “I marvel that ye are so soon removed from

him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel” (Gal. 1:6). But
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the moment passed.

It is not surprising to discover that all through the Middle Ages, there were

strong, passionate, and often powerful reactions to Catholic doctrine and church

practices which had arisen with the passing of time.

It is not unfair to say that the history of the medieval church is, by and large,

one long history of heresies. The word heresy is used in the sense of “extreme

error.” Perhaps the grandest of all heresies, the one that permanently changed

the face of Christianity and European culture, was challenged by an Augustinian

monk sheltered in the recesses of the Holy Roman Empire.

Martin Luther's (1483-1546) call for reformation of corrupt church practices

would eventually erupt into the greatest spiritual and political challenge medieval

Catholicism ever faced.

The doctrines and churches of Christianity would fragment into a million

separate pieces; thousands of gallons of blood would be spilled by Christians killing

other Christians in European wars, often under the cover of religion. The

European state itself would be rocked to its foundations by the political implications

of Luther's newly reformed church.

The abuses of the medieval and Renaissance church are well known and

numerous.

There was the sin of simony or the selling of church offices.
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There was the sin of immorality as popes and priests vowed to be celibate

and then engaged in inappropriate relationships and supported families with

church funds. Several popes raised their own children out of wedlock, including

Innocent VIII and Alexander VI, who conferred upon their sons important Church

offices.

There was the sin of doctrinal error as the traditions of the church and the

decisions of councils were put on an equal authoritarian basis as Scripture.

There was the sin of violence as church leaders were determined to

maintain their positions of power. The Church took great care to insure that its

power was not reduced at the hands of the monarchs.

The pope was as much a temporal prince as he was a spiritual shepherd.

Protecting his Papal States from the likes of France, Spain, Naples, Venice, and the

Holy Roman Empire involved the papacy in endless wars.

Pope Julius II, who ruled from 1503 to 1513, wore a suit of armor and rode

into battle at the head of the papal armies. In several cases, popes used

excommunication as a way to force monarchs to adhere to their wishes.

Even so, monarchs battled the Church hierarchy for political power—and

the church fought back.

There was the sin of excessive luxury. Numerous bishops and abbots used

their positions to lead lives of luxury and leisure, living more like princes than
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humble men of God. Cardinals lived in palaces in Rome, sporting jewel-encrusted

gold robes and feasting on sumptuous meals. During the Babylonian Captivity, one

Cardinal in Avignon required 10 stables for his horses, and another housed his

servants in 51 houses. When Giovanni de Medici was elected Pope Leo X in 1513,

he said, “God has given us the papacy; now let us enjoy it.”

There was the sin of exploitation by making merchandise of God’s

people. Christian tradition taught that pilgrimages to sites of relics or holy places

were acceptable forms of penance that were necessary to return to God’s grace

after one had sinned. During the late medieval period, some clergy took advantage

of this tradition to create a thriving industry by bringing relics to the people and

charging repentant Christians to see the holy remains and objects. Frederick I,

prince of Saxony in northern Germany, kept a collection of over 17,000 relics that

included a piece of Moses’ burning bush, 33 fragments of Jesus’ cross, some straw

from Jesus’ manger, and even a vial of milk from the Virgin Mary’s breasts.

Proceeds from pilgrimages to this museum of relics paid for Saxony’s cathedral,

castle, and university.

Like others before him, Martin Luther wanted to put an end to these

abuses of the church. Luther's initial call for ecclesiastical reform centered on a

single practice: the sale of indulgences or the selling of God’s grace and

forgiveness of sin – even before a transgression was committed!
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The Logic of Evil

The logic of indulgences is hard for many today to understand and the

practice is easy to condemn in retrospect. But to many during the time of Medieval

History indulgences made a great deal of sense from the perspective of those who

advocated them and those who purchased them.

The whole concept of an indulgence is based on the medieval Catholic

doctrine that sinners must not only repent of sins that they have committed; they

must also confess these sins and pay some sort of retribution. The problem with

repentance and confession alone is that the only evidence you have of repentance

is the sinner's claim to be repentant. Repentance is, after all, first and foremost

an internal state of change. Only later is there an external action.

However, just because a sinner claims to be repentant does not mean that he

or she actually is repentant. When Judas united himself with Christ as a disciple

and preached the gospel it would seem like he had changed. But then he betrayed

the Lord for thirty pieces of silver.

Early on the church sought to find ways to give exterior signs for the interior

state of the individual believer’s response to grace. Repentance was no exception

to this. In order for an individual to demonstrate that he or she was truly repentant

and not just saying it, the concept of "temporal punishment" was invented. In other

words, the sinner needed to undergo some punishment or task; the sin would not be



9

expiated or forgiven until this was accomplished. Part of this temporal punishment

involved doing "good works," that is, deeds that are charitable, such as feeding the

poor or caring for the sick.

A truly repentant person would show that repentance by behaving in the

most charitable ways towards fellow human beings. Sins that were not properly

expiated or forgiven with temporal punishment would subject the sinner to a place

called purgatory. The concept of purgatory, which was developed in the late twelfth

century, is an extension of temporal punishment. The concept of performing

atoning acts in this life to demonstrate one's internal state was extended into the

afterlife. At the conclusion of this punishment, the individual soul is allowed into

heaven. It all made sense.

In the early 1970’s I served as a chaplain’s assistant in the US Army. I

asked a Catholic priest one day why he believed in purgatory since there is no

Scriptural evidence for it. Father Knapp simply shrugged his shoulders, puffed on

his pipe and said, “It makes sense to us.”

The Idea of an Indulgence

So to summarize. In order to prove that a person has truly repented, late in

the thirteenth century the church came up with the idea of allowing

Indulgences to be sold as a way for people to do something nice by paying for good
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works to be performed on their behalf. In this way spiritual credit is given to the

one who purchases an Indulgence and spiritual good is done by the clergy who

would take the money and perform good works.

With the approval of the pope, individual bishops began to sell indulgences

which more or less paid off any temporal punishment or bad works that the

individual believer had accumulated.

The Indulgence substituted the good works of the Catholic clergy for the good

works required of the individual repenting believer.

Proof of this substitution was in the Indulgence itself, which was a piece of

paper, like a piece of money or a check, that certified that the good works of the

clergy had paid off the "good works debt" of the individual believer.

A Crisis of Conscience

With the invention of the printing press in 1436, the selling of Indulgences

became a big business for the church and the critics grew. Nowhere was

criticism of the church more revolutionary than in northern Europe where an

obscure monk named Martin Luther saw the dangers of selling forgiveness of sins

and protested this practice.

Technically, Indulgences, which were granted by the pope, forgave

individual sinners not their sins per se, but the temporal punishment applied to those

sins. Of course, that fine line of distinction soon disappeared.
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Modern Day Frauds

The selling of Indulgences became a big business in the Catholic Church

during the Middle Ages in much the same way religious pledge drives have

become big business for public television in modern nations, or worse yet, the

“Seed Faith” gimmick.

I understand there is religious fraud of this sort going on here in the

Philippines in the Don Steward “Ministries”. From what I can gather, Mr.

Steward promises money and miracles to those who send money to him. Those

who send him money will receive a little green piece of cloth in the mail on which

they are to print how much money they want to get and carry it in their pockets.

If Martin Luther were alive today, he would rail against such religious

charlatans. They are an abomination.

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_qWfhpO6oxJE/Rxf7tgvKR-I/AAAAAAAAAcM/S4vCsGtvE80/s1600-h/hankyletter2.jpg
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The Writing of Ninety-Five Theses

To vent his disgust with the selling of Indulgences, on October 31, 1517,

Martin Luther posted a list of theological arguments against them on the church

door of Wittenberg. Luther's Ninety-five Theses or Disputation on the Power and

Efficacy of Indulgences as they were formally called, were full of fire and thunder.

“In the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. When our Lord and Master

Jesus Christ said, "Repent" [Matt.4: 17], he willed the entire life of believers to be

one of repentance (Theses 1).”

“This word cannot be understood as referring to the sacrament of penance,

that is, confession and satisfaction as administered by the clergy (Theses 27).

...Nor can it refer to the purchasing of indulgences and for this reason.

.... They preach only human doctrines that say that as soon as the money

clinks into the money chest, the soul flies out of purgatory (Theses 27).”

“Those who believe that they can be certain of their salvation because they

have indulgence letters will be eternally damned, together with their teachers.

(Theses 32)

...Turning from the selling of indulgences Luther had some questions for

the pope such as...

‘Why does not the pope empty purgatory for the sake of holy love and the

dire need of the souls that are there if he redeems an infinite number of souls for
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the sake of miserable money with which to build a church? (Theses 82).”

Defending the Faith

The posting of Luther’s 95 Theses could not be ignored by Rome. In 1518

Luther was brought into an ecclesiastical court to defend his arguments against the

selling of Indulgences before Cardinal Cajetan. During the debate Cajetan lost his

temper when Luther insisted that good works do not benefit the soul; only faith

could do that. Cajetan demanded that Luther recant his position. Luther refused

and the stage was set for Luther’s excommunication from the Catholic Church.

An Unhappy “Papa” (Pope)

On June 15, 1520, Pope Leo X issued a rebuttal to Luther's 95 Theses, a

papal encyclical titled Exsurge Domine ("Arise, O Lord").

Pope Leo X declared 41 articles of Luther's teachings as heretical

teachings, and Luther's books were publicly burned in Rome.

Luther’s response was to become more passionate in his efforts to reform

the church. His treatise, Address to the Christian Nobility of Germany (1520),

pressed for the German nation to pay whatever price was necessary to address

the grievances within the church and see it reformed. Even if military force

came against the reform movement there was to be no turning back.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Leo_X
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papal_encyclical
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exsurge_Domine
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Tearing Down Three Walls

In his attempt to reform the church, Luther stormed the three walls behind

which Rome sat entrenched.

Luther attacked the pope’s claim to be above legal temporal power.

“First, when pressed by the temporal power, they have made decrees and

said that the temporal power has no jurisdiction over them, but, on the other hand,

that the spiritual is above the temporal power.

Luther attacked the pope’s claim to be the sole interpreter of Scripture.

Second, when the attempt is made to reprove them out of the Scriptures,

they raise the objection that the interpretation of the Scriptures belongs to no one

except the pope.

Luther attacked the pope’s lack of ecclesiastical accountability.

Third, if threatened with a council, they answer with the fable that no one

can call a council but the pope.”

In his work, A Prelude concerning the Babylonish Captivity of the

Church (1520) Luther literally called for clergy in the church to openly revolt

against Rome.

Next, Luther entered into and shook the central stronghold and sanctuary of

Rome — the sacramental system by which Catholicism accompanied and

controlled members from the cradle to the grave through the threat of
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excommunication. Luther attacked the doctrine of transubstantiation. It was all too

much.

Excommunicated from the Church

In 1521, the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, demanded that Luther appear

before the diet of the Holy Roman Empire at Worms. Luther went to Worms

believing he would be asked to explain his views. Instead Charles ordered him to

recant. Luther refused and was placed under an imperial ban as an outlaw. He

managed to escape, however, and was hidden away in a castle in Wartburg where

he continued to develop his thoughts.

Making a conciliatory effort, Luther wrote a letter to Pope Leo

explaining the substance of his ideas, On the Freedom of the Christian.

This conciliation did not work for the treatise was not very conciliatory but

somewhat arrogant. As a result, Luther was excommunicated from the church in

1521.

The Foundational Concept

What had started as Luther’s attempt to confront personal sins, erroneous

teaching, and unscriptural practices and to reform the church, soon turned into a

project of establishing a new church independent of the Catholic structure.

Luther’s new church would be built on the idea of “freedom”. For Luther,

“freedom” or “liberty” was the fundamental term around which every other aspect
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of his thought rotated.

Cry “Freedom”

In time this foundational concept would give rise to the notion of

"individual freedom," and later "political freedom," and later "economic freedom."

Most of the European Enlightenment revolves around freedom and the project of

"liberating" people: liberating them from false beliefs, liberating them from false

religion, and liberating them from arbitrary authority, etc.

The Abuse of Freedom or Liberty

Freedom or liberty is a grand and glorious idea to be sure but it does have

negative consequences when abused, and being abused today it is. In the church

the freedom of the individual is so strong there is little reason to be committed to the

body of Christ or to submit to biblical authority, as so many pastors have

discovered.

Today, in the name of freedom homosexual congregations now exist. The

Episcopalian church has gone so far as to install an openly gay man as a bishop.

In some Baptist and Presbyterian churches women are ordained to the

ministry as pastors.

Church discipline and accountability can invite a law suit. When people do

not like something they rise up in rebellion to overthrow the pastor or cut off his

income or organize a mass exodus.
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For decades, if not centuries, priests molest children to the point it is a

world-wide scandal.

Just as many Christians get divorced as non-Christians.

Concerned theologians, pastors and lay Christians have a right to be

alarmed at what is being done in the name of Christian freedom.

Coming Full Circle

My concern for the Protestant community is that in the quest to arrest bad

behavior in the church, a theological foundation is now being laid for a system of

salvation that will produce penance and out of that the Protestant equivalent of

Indulgences. If this New Perspective is allowed to stand the church will come full

circle. Once more the doctrine of justification and works will be proclaimed and

the Protestant Reformation will fade into the dustbin of history.

Therefore, let the true church, the faithful church always appeal to the

simplicity of the Scriptures for its teaching, the abundance of God’s grace for the

mercy needed, and the sufficiency of Jesus Christ to forgive. Let the soul hear

from the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, “thy sins are forgiven.”Amen.
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Observations

1. Every generation is faced with reforming the abuses found within the church.
Modern day concerns should include the following.

 Secular Books. Christians should be concerned by the church allowing
secular books, such as Robert’s Rule of Order, or man-made documents,
such as a Constitution and By-laws, to have equal or superior authority to
the Word of God.

 Secular Counseling. Christians should be concerned about the church
moving from a God centered message to a man centered message
emphasizing felt needs and religious psychology in lieu of a verse by verse
teaching of the Bible.

 Secular Promotion. Christians should be concerned over the crass secular
merchandising of the sacred. In many stores and on many websites you can
purchase shirts (long or short), with religious images or quotes, kids
clothing, hats and caps, bags and fun stuff. You can purchase home and
office equipment with religious icons, mugs and even a Jesus bobbing head
figurine. Nothing is sacred anymore.

 Secular Emphasis on Church Programs. Some churches have Christian
aerobic classes, Fantasy Football teams, bowling teams, softball teams etc.
Promotion days are united with prizes. Madison Avenue techniques have
overtaken the church.

2. God will use unlikely individuals to call souls back to Himself. An obscure
monk in a small community in Germany was an unlikely candidate to ignite the
spark that set the world on fire.

In America, God is using a radio and TV personality named Glenn Beck to call
people back to God and to Restoring Honor. In a rally Mr. Beck held November
28, 2010, over 500,000 people came to the Lincoln Memorial in Washington,
DC in response to his call. What makes Glenn Beck even more unusual is that
he is a Mormon in his personal faith, but he knows the nation needs a spiritual
awakening.
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Be a spark for God. Ignite your church and your community for the Lord if at
all possible.

“It only takes a spark to get a fire going,
And soon all those around, can warm up in its glowing.

That’s how it is with God’s love,
Once you’ve experienced it,

You spread His love to everyone;
You want to pass it on.”

Kurt Kaiser

3. The history of the Christian church tends to be cyclical. The concepts that have
plagued the church in the past tend to reappear but with a new wrapping. The
Medieval Idea of salvation being collective and not individual has reappeared in
the form of a political movement called Progressivism and in the church in the
form of Black Liberation theology.

The idea of Justification by Works is gaining a renewed hearing in the New
Perspective and in Messianic Congregations.

Christians must learn from history and recognize danger to the church when it
appears or reappears.
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