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ESSAYS AND ARTICLES

THE PLACE OF LUTHER'S TREATISE; "OF THE

BABYLONIAN CAPTIVITY OF THE CHURCH. " IN
THE REFORMATION SCENE.

The proposition that we now live in the 450th anni
versary year of the Reformation rests upon an historical
judgment that is both widely accepted and broadly accept
able. With publication of the ninety-five Theses Luther
had indeed attacked the very foundations of Papacy; for the
Theses pulsated with the evangelical spirit, the Gospel
attitude so hostile and deadly to the power of the Anti
christ. And although without doubt the instant popularity
of the Theses and the furor they aroused grew chiefly out
of their sensational attack upon a corrupt system which
served large financial and ecclesiastical interests, it is
equally certain that sensitive souls not totally ignorant of
the essence of the Gospel found in them the characteris
tically "Lutheran" conviction that "....forgiveness of sins
by God's Grace is a certain and independently constituted
value which is conferred upon believers without the inter
vention of ecclesiastical mediators. "1)

The trumpets had begun to sound; but the true import
of their message was still largely unrecognized, even by
Luther himself. A process of fermentation had been
started; but the brew did not clear until three years later.
It was in 1520 that Luther's theological concepts, cleansed
of certain false presuppositions through a trial by fire in
which the famous Leipzig debate with the abrasive wear
•and tear of conflict preceding and following it had served
as principal fuel, approached their maturity and were
announced by the triple trumpet blast of that summer in
the publication of his Address to the Christian Nobility,
On the Liberty of the Christian Man, and Of the Baby-
lonian Captivity of the Church. All that had gone before
was preliminary to these resounding proclamations with



which primarily he was to be confronted a year later at
Worms. We would not wish to say that we are misdating

the anniversary of the Reformation. But it is historically
accurate to say that the autumn of 1520 pinpoints the emer
gence of the Reformation as a public phenomenon. We pro
pose to enlarge upon this observation and point out the part
played especially by the treatise on the Babylonian Capti
vity in the climactic time of the Church's deliverance,

I.

Introducing his tract, the Babylonian Captivity of the
Church, Luther wrote: "Some two years ago I wrote on

indulgences, but in such a way that I now deeply regret
having published that little book. At that time I still clung
with a mighty superstition to the tyranny of Rome, and so I
held that indulgences should not be altogether rejected,
seeing that they were approved by the common consent of
so many.

Luther was, in fact, one of the last in a line of
theologians who had raised their voices against the indul
gence trade. While the immediate occasion for his chal
lenge in October of 1517 is found in the interference with his
parish ministry caused by Tetzel's traffic, Luther had long
been aware of the evil, just as he was aware of the sharp
attacks levelled against it by others before him. He knew
the .Dutch humanist and member of the Brethren of the
Common Life, John Wessel Gansfort (d. 1489), and once

said: "Out of Wessel's books did I become a magister. "
He was therefore most surely familiar with Gansfort's
pronouncement: "Indulgences and excommunications are
on the same plane with the authority or power of the keys.
The pope has no more power in reconciling souls to God
than in alienating them from Him. Indeed in excommuni
cating he has no power except, through an ecclesiastical
court, publicly to exclude a person from the privileges of
the Church. Similarly, in indulgences he can only free a
person from the bond of the canons and from censure. . .
These words find a reflection in Luther's theses 20 to 22:



20, "Therefore the Pope, when he speaks of the
Plenary remission of all penalties, does not
mean simply of all, but only of those imposed
by himself,

21, Thus those preachers of indulgences are in
error who say that, by the indulgences of the
Pope, a mein is loosed and saved from all
punishment,

22, For in fact he remits to souls in purgatory

no penalties which they would have had to
pay in this life according to the canons, "

Gansfort had an ardent admirer in Erasmus of Rotter

dam, by whose friendship and wisdom even Luther was
able to profit in the early formative years. It was Erasmus
who had written a scathing rebuke of the indulgence racket;

"What shall I say of those who maintain the cheat of
pardons and indulgences? That by these they compute the
time of each soul's residence in purgatory, and assign
them a longer or shorter continuance, according as they
purchase more or fewer of these paltry pardons, and
saleable exemptions? Or what can be said bad enough of
others, who pretend that by the force of such magical
charms, or by the fumbling over their beads in the re
hearsal of such and such petitions (which some religious
imposters invented, either for diversion, or what is more
likely, for advantage), they shall procure riches, honor,
pleasure, health, long life, a lusty old age, nay after
death a sitting at the right hand of our Savior in His King
dom, though as to this last part of their happiness they
care not how long it be deferred, having scarcely any
appetite for tasting the joys of heaven till they are sur
feited, glutted, and can no longer relish their enjoyments
on earth, "

"By this easy way of purchasing pardons, any no
torious highwayman, any plundering soldier, or any bribe-
taking judge, shall disburse some part of their unjust
gains, and so think all their grossest impieties sufficient
ly atoned for; so many perjuries, lusts, drunkenness.



quarrels, bloodsheds, cheats, treacheries, and all sorts
of debaucheries, shall all be, as it were, struck a bargain
for, and such a contract made, as if they had paid off all
arrears, and might now begin upon a new score. "^)

Not only were condemnations of the indulgence traffic
not new to the Christian world in 1517; they were not even
recent in Luther's own public teaching. In his lectures on
the Psalms between 1513 and 1515 we find this vigorous
sentence:

"Popes and bishops are flinging about graces eind
indulgences. Here come religious men and flaunt their
indulgences at every street corner, only to get money for
food and clothing. Oh, those begging friars I"®)

Essentially the 95 Theses do not go beyond such
earlier complaints, by Luther and others. It is widely

assumed and frequently claimed that indulgoices were
officially offered as granting full remissions of sins, and
that Luther attacked this heresy in this Theses. The well-
known Luther film of some years ago helped to strengthen
this impression. But the fact is that Luther did not refute
such a claim in his Theses because the claim was never

actually made by responsible ecclesiastical authorities.

True it is, as J. P. Koehler points out, that some dealers

over the counter, such as Tetzel, overstated their powers,
and that the common people could and would quite naturally
gain the impression that forgiveness was available for cash.
But we may be sure that, had this been the true offer, the
October Theses would have sounded quite differently. As
it was, in a letter to a friend dated March 5, 1518, Luther

wrote: "I did not wish to have my theses widely circulated.
I merely intended to submit them to a few learned men for
examination, and if they aprpoved of them, to suppress
them. As yet I am still uncertain as to some points. I
purpose issuing a book on the use and misuse of indul
gences. I have no longer any doubt that the people are
deceived, not through the indulgences, but through using
them. "6)

In this conviction Luther could only have beezi:
strengthened by the appearance eight months later of the
papal bull "Cum Postquam", which said in part:



"And lest in the future anyone should allege ignorance
of the doctrine of the Roman Church concerning such
indulgences and their efficacy, or excuse himself under
pretext of such ignorance, or aid himself by pretended
protestations, but that these same persons may be convic

ted as guilty of notorious lying and be justly condemned,

we have decided that you should be informed by these pre
sents that the Roman Church,which the other churches are

bound to follow as their mother, has decreed that the

Roman Pontiff, the successor of PETER the key bearer,
and the Vicar of Jesus Christ on earth, by the power of the
keys, to which it belongs to open the kingdom of heaven, by
removing the obstacles in the faithful of Christ (namely the
fault and punishment due to actual sins, the fault by means
of the sacrament of penance, but the temporal punishment
due for actual sins according to divine justice by means of
the indulgences of the Church) for the same reasonable
causes can concede indulgences from the superabundant
merits of Christ and the saints to these same faithful of
Christ .. . .And for that reason that all, the living as well
as the dead, who have truly gained such indulgences, are
freed from such temporal punishment due to their actual
sins according to divine justice, as is equivalent to the
indulgence granted and acquired "^)

Thus in the view of the papacy indulgences were de
signed merely as a substitute for works of penance after
sins were forgiven. And Luther operated from this pre
mise. He recognized in the papal bull a repudiation of the
misrepresentations of Tetzel, and made no great issue of
them. Among the theologians it was common knowledge
that sins had to be forgiven before there could be any ques
tion about indulgences. There was no point in talking about
confession, since everyone knew that this came even before
absolution. Indulgences could never render confession
superfluous.

On the surface, then, there seemed at the time to be
no unbridgeable gap between Luther and his critics or
opponents. In his Sermon on Indulgences, published in
April 1518 but believed to have been preached in the
monastery chapel at Wittenberg on the very day of the



posting of the Theses, point 19 reads: "Indulgences are
not commended, and not urged, but belong to those things
which are permitted. Hence they are not the fruit of
obedience, nor meritorious ,, ,. "®) "I do not know whe
ther souls are released from purgatory or not, and I don't
believe it either. The Church has not settled that ques
tion. Hence it Is better that you pray for it yourself, and
act besides, for this is worth more and is sure. "9)

Luther obviously did not consider his views heretical,
as expressed in the Theses, just as his kind mentor
Staupitz and the colleagues in the theological faculty at
Wittenberg agreed with his propositions, believing that
they expressed sound theological ideas and principles.
Thus in his Indulgence Sermon Luther also said bluntly:
"If some, for whom such truth is damaging to the purse,
now accuse me of being a heretic, I pay little heed to such
babbling because it will come only from benighted brains
which have never sniffed at the Bible, never read the
Christian teachers, never understood their own, but are
almost decayed in their riddled and torn opinion ....
He still feared the real heretics, as he wrote to friend
Spalatin, Court preacher at Wittenberg, at this time: "It
was never my aim to call the veneration of saints super
stitious, even when they are invoked for the most worldly
causes. For this is what our neighbors the Beghards of
Bohemia think. "11)

As late as April 14, 1519» Erasmus could write of
Luther: "No one has shown his errors or refuted him, and
yet they call him a heretic. "12) Indeed, even in November
1520, Erasmus wrote: "Luther is so great that I shall not
write against him. He is so great that I do not understemd
him: his value is such that I derive more instruction from

a single small page of his than from the whole of St.
Thomas. "1^)

But by this time the Reformation had left Erasmus far

behind. As the great humanist himself admitted, he never
did understand Luther. The Reformer, however, came to
understand himself. Writing to friend John Lang back in
October 1516, he had said of Gabriel Biel, with Occam one
of the great humanists of the age: "I know what Gabriel



Biel says, and it is all very good, except when he speaks
of grace, charity, hope, faith and virtue. He is a
Pelagian, At about the same time, Luther had con
ceived a distaste for Erasmus, even while that illustrious

man was still trying to protect and shield him. He had
sensed that same foreign element in Erasmus' theology
which militated against the Spirit's enlightening labors in
Luthers' heart; and by 1518, having drawn ever closer to
St. Augustine's views and become estranged from human
ism, he could write to Spalatin in 1518: "There are many
things in Erasmus which seem to me far from the know
ledge of Christ, Yet in this widening rift between
Luther and the essence of Roman Catholic theology the hour
of his complete and conscious disavowal did not strike until
the Reformer was compelled to meet the hard core of the
issue head-on.

It was Professor Eck of Ingolstad who drove Luther to
the open break with the Papacy; and the occasion was the
famous debate at Leipzig. Throughout the confused furor
and the numerous hostile maneuvers that had followed

publication of the 95 Theses; at the Chapter meeting of the
Augustinian Order in the Cloister hall at Heidelberg
April 25, 1918; under the fierce threat of the Dominican
Order issued at their meeting in Frankfurt; in the covering
letter sent to the Pope with a copy of his "Resolutions con
cerning the virtue of Indulgences"; in the trap set for him
at the Dresden banquet where, without warning or pre
paration, after having filled the pulpit in the Castle church
upon invitation, he was involved in an argument with a
scholastic debater imported for the occasion; in the peri
lous sparring sessions with Cardinal Cajetan; in confron
tation with the foggy diplomacy of Cardinal Miltitz -
throughout Luther had repeatedly and consistently an
nounced his willingness to recant as soon as any church
man would demonstrate the errors in his theology on the
basis of Scripture. Meanwhile the Roman curia, while of

the conviction that Luther was indeed a heretic, neverthe

less felt that sufficient evidence for a conviction was not

yet available to them, and yearned for the day when some
one would manage to goad the Wittenberg professor to self-
incriminating utterance.



Johann Maier von Eck set out to achieve this end. It

is well known, and need not be detailed here, that techni

cally the famous debate was to have pitted Eck against
Bodenstein von Carlstad, who for his own reasons had

hastened to champion Luther's cause in a reply to Eck's
vicious attack upon the Reformer in his famous Obelisks.
But Dr. Eck's Thirteen Theses, published as the formal
basis for the projected discussions, dealt with the subjects
of penance, indulgence, good works, purgatory and papal
power, although his developing quarrel with Carlstadt had
been concerned exclusively with the freedom of the will
and grace. Clearly he was sharpening his knife for Luther.
The Reformer recognized this eind met the challenge with
Thirteen Theses of his own, and made arrangements to

enter the debate personally.

It began with a week-long contest between Eck and
Carlstadt which turned into a forensic shambles high
lighted by the constant, persistent and profound sleeping
of the contingent of Leipzig professors in the audience.
As a preliminary bout it had the merit of preserivng the
technical proprieties; after all, the meeting so laboriously
arranged over a period of more than a year had been ad
vertised as an Eck-Carlstadt spectacular. But almost

everyone, including Luther and Eck, were marking time
until the main event could bring to the fore the real issues
of the day, the chief of which lay centered in Theses 13 and
concerned the primacy of the Pope and the Roman church.

This debate gradually progressed to a contest over the
question of whether Popes and Church Councils are infal
lible, and this subject soon assumed concrete substance in
references to recent history. Later, Luther wrote to

Spalatin: "1 proved to John Eck from the decisions of the
Council of Constance that not all the articles condemned

there were heretical and erroneous. And so he had;

but this turned into a triumph for Eck because Luther, who
had stated emphatically that he neither could nor wished to
defend the Bohemian schism, had been trapped into defense
of John Huss. The moment was sharply remembered by

observers, one of whom later wrote of his impression:



"It happened in the presence of Duke George, who often
attended the meetings and listened intently, that all at once

Doctor Martin Luther, the saint, when pressed hard by
Eck with reference to John Huss, said to Doctor Eck: "My
dear Doctor, not all the articles of Huss are heretical!"

Whereupon Duke George shouted loudly so it could be heard
in the whole auditorium; "May the plague take him, " at
the same time shaking his head and putting his hand into
his side.

This" explosion of the princely host at the debate must
have sent an icy shudder over Luther. He was appalled by
the climax to which the discussions had led, yet at the
same time must have recognized with increasing clarity
the inevitability of the collision, and promptly went on to
prove the orthodoxy of some of Huss's views. For this he
was relentlessly pressed with the charge of being a "patron
of the Hussites." Against this Luther protested bitterly.
Yet by Feb. 1520 he was writing to Spalatin: "I have
taught and held all the teachings of John Huss, but thus far
did not know it. John Staupitz has taught it in the same
unintentional way. In short, we are all Hussites and did
not know it. Even Paul and Augustine are in reality
Hussites I am so shocked that I do not know what to

think when I see such terrible judgments of God over man
kind, namely, that the most evident evangelical truth was
burned in public and was already considered condemned
more than one hundred years ago.

During the Leipzig disputation Luther had been visited
by a member of the Hussite church in Bohemia and had re

quested from him a copy of Huss's writings. He was given
the treatise "De ecclesia. " Herein he found his own views

reflected. It must be said that Luther later realized that,

despite a strong affinity with the Bohemian, he could not
possibly identify himself with the contemporary Hussite
sect. But there can be no doubt that the goose at Con
stance, from his stake, helped to manifest the Lutheran
swan to the world. Without question, it was the debate
with Eck which precipitated the break with Antichrist and
led to the liberation of the Church. Schwiebert writes:
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"What he (Luther) and his contemporaries had not realized
was that, in his search for truth in support of his stand on
indulgences, he had discovered equally disturbing issues
which were now leading the controversy between Luther
and Rome into new and dangerous channels. Luther had
sought at Leipzig to restore the Scriptures to their rightful
preeminance in the teachings of .the Church, and to strip
from them the shrouds of medieval interpretations with
which they were clouded If the officials of the Church
had hoped the debate would silence Luther and scatter his
followers, they, too, were doomed to disappointment. "^9)

II.

Thus we come to the eventful autumn of 1520 during

which, with a feinfare of three trumpets and a bonfire, the
release of the Gospel from its thralldom was announced to
the world. The first trumpet, as nearly as their order can
be determined, bore the title: "An address to the Chris

tian Nobility of the German Nation. " It blew down the three
walls of the Romanists behind which they sat entrenched:
"1. If pressed by the temporal power, they have affirmed
and maintained that the temporal power has no jurisdiction
over them, but on the contrary that the spiritual power is

above the temporary. 2. If it were proposed to admonish
them by the Scriptures, they objected that no one may in
terpret Scripture but the Pope. 3. If they are threatened
with a Council, they pretend that no one may call a Council
but the Pope. "20) Against these self-serving and inter
locking bastions of power Luther addressed himself with
gusto and riddled them. In the process he further ex
posed the corruption of the Papal system, and finally pro
posed a series of reforms.

The third trumpet was labeled: "On the Liberty of the
Christian Man. " Since the precise date of publication of
this treatise cannot be determined, one cannot be entirely
certain of the order in which the trumpets sounded; but we
may safely assume that, though not the loudest, this was
the final note of the fanfare. By comparison with the



11

others, it was gentle, persuasive and calm, and befitted
the subject matter. For herein Luther sings of the justi-
fying grace which sets sinners free from slavery, and at
the same time binds them to a life of sanctification and

loving service to his Savior and his fellow-man.
Our attention, however, centers upon the middle trum

pet, the loudest of the three. Boldly it announced itself as
heralding the end of "The Babylonian Captivity of the
Church, " and appeared on October 6. It must be said that
the title has a nationalistic overtone. Luther did not hesi

tate to take advantage of the feeling of Germans toward
domination by an Italian-centered hierarchy. He had done

so in his Address to the Christian Nobility; and the heading
of this later tract, in similar manner, included the thought
that, as Schwiebert puts it, "the souls of the German people

(that is, the Christians) were in bondage in spiritual
slavery to a modern Babylon. But the content of the

message bore no trace of nationalistic fervor. It levelled
its attack upon the inner fortress of the Papacy by assailing
its sacramental system, proposing that the seven sacra
ments be reduced to three, baptism, penance euid commun

ion.

By way of introduction Luther remarks somewhat
wryly that of late Sylvester Prierias, Eck, Emser and Co.
had served as his theological instructors; not, indeed, as
persuasive counsellors who brought him back to the Roman
fold, but as goads which forced him into Scripture eUid thus
led him to freedom.

Thereupon the Reformer launches immediately into the
subject of the Sacrament of the Altar and makes an issue of
the withholding of the Cup from the laity, an action which
he calls impious. Accordingly he lists a threefold capti
vity of the Sacrament.

1. The denial of a part of the Lord's Supper to be
lievers.

2. The teaching of Trans substantiation.
3. The conversion of the Sacrament to a sacrifice.

We shall sample a few of his observations in each
division and make comments as needed.
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1.

"But imagine me standing over against them apd in-
terogating my lords, the papists. In the Lord's Supper,
the whole sacrament, or communion in both kinds, is given
either to the priests alone or else it is at the same time
given to the laity. If it is given only to the priests (as they
would have it), then it is not right to give it to the laity in
either kind. For it must not be given rashly to any to
whom Christ did not give it when he instituted the sacra
ment. Otherwise, if we permit one institution of Christ to
be changed, we make all his laws invalid, and any man may
make bold to say that he is not bound by any other law or
institution of Christ. For a single exception, especially in
the Scriptures, invalidates the whole. But if it is given
also to the laity, it inevitably follows that it ought not to be
withheld from them in either form. And if any do withhold
it from them when they ask for it they are acting impiously
and contrary to the act, example, and institution of Christ.

"I acknowledge that I am conquered by this argument,
which to me is irrefutable. I have neither read nor heard
nor found anything to say against it. For here the word
and example of Christ stand unshaken when he says, not by
way of permission, but of command; "Drink of it, all of
you (Matt. 26:27). For if all are to drink of it, and the
words cannot be understood as addressed to the priests
alone, then it is certainly an impious act to withhold the
cup from the laymen when they desire it, even though an
angel from heaven (Gal. 1:8) were to do it. For when they
say that the distribution of both kinds is left to the decision

of the church, they make this assertion without reason and
put it forth without authority

"This is what has prevented me from condemning the
Bohemians, who, whether they are wicked men or good,
certainly have the word and act of Christ on their side,
while we have neither, but only that inane remark of men:
"The church has so ordained. " It was not the church

which ordained these things, but the tyrants of the chur
ches, without the consent of the church, which is the peo
ple of God
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"The first captivity of this sacrament, therefore, con
cerns its substance or completeness, which the tyranny of
Rome has wrested from us. Not that those who use only

one kind sin against Christ, for Christ did not commeind
the use of either kind, but left it to the choice of each indi

vidual, when he said: "As often as you do this, do it in
remembrance of me" (1 Cor, 11:25). But they are the sin
ners, who forbid the giving of both kinds to those who wish
to exercise this choice. The fault lies not with the laity,

but with the priests. " '

It is manifest, on the one hand, that Luther is not yet

out of the theological woods, and does not yet insist upon
the celebration of the Sacrament in both kinds as he later

will. But it is also clear that the impact of his treatise
was felt at the heart of the Papacy; for he gives short
shrift to the papal doctrine of the church and to the claims
of authority advanced in behalf of tradition, church coun
cils and clergy. In the matter of the first captivity, at
least, this is certainly the main thrust of his rebellion.

2.

"The second captivity of this sacrament is less griev
ous as far as the conscience is concerned, yet the gravest
of dangers threatens the man who would attack it, to say
nothing of condemning it. Here I shall be called a Wyclif-
fite and a heretic by six hundred names Some time
ago, when I was drinking in scholastic theology, the lear
ned Cardinal of Cambrai gave me food for thought in his
comments on the fourth book of the Sentences (Peter

Lombard). He argues with great acumen that to hold that
real bread and real wine, and not merely their accidents

(the qualities which, in medieval thought, were held to
adhere to the invisible "substance", and, together with -it,
form the object.) are present on the altar, would be much
more probable and require fewer superfluous miracles -
if only the church had not decreed otherwise. When I

learned later what church it was that had decreed this,

namely the Thomistic - that is, the Aristotelian church -
I grew bolder, and after floating in a sea of doubt, I at
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last found rest for my conscience in the above view,
namely, that it is real bread and real wine, in which
Christ's real flesh and blood are present in no other way

and to no less a degree than the others assert them to be
under their accidents. I reached this conclusion because

I saw that the opinions of the Thomists, whether approved
by pope or by council, remain only opinions, and would
not become articles of faith even if an Eingel from heaven
were to decree otherwise (Gal. 1:8). For what is asserted
without the Scriptures or proven revelation may be held as
an opinion, but need not be believed. "

Again we see that basically Luther is inveighing
against the fact that human authority has superseded the
authority of the Scriptures in the papal and scholastic sys
tems and is declaring his independence of such enslave
ment, the while he is systematically dismanteling its
faulty theological structure.

3.

Concerning the transition of the Mass to an act of
sacrifice, Luther addresses himself in part as follows:

"Now there is yet a .... stumbling block that must be
removed, and this is much greater and the most dangerous
of all. It is the common belief that the mass is a sacrifice,

which is offered to God. Even the words of the canon seem

to imply this, when they speak of "these gifts, these pre
sents, these holy sacrifices, " and further on, 'this offer
ing'. Prayer is also made, in so many words, 'that the
sacrifice may be accepted even as the sacrifice of Abel, '
etc. Hence Christ is termed 'the sacrifice of the altar'.

Added to these are the sayings of the holy fathers, the
great number of examples, and the widespread practice
uniformly observed throughout the world.

"Over against all these things, firmly entrenched as
they are, we must resolutely set the words euid example
of Christ. For unless we firmly hold that the mass is the
promise or testament of Christ, as the words clearly say,
we shall lose the whole Gospel and all its comforts. Let
us permit nothing to prevail against these words - even
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though an angel from heaven should teach otherwise (Gal.
1:8) - for they contain nothing about a work or a sacrifice.
Moreover, we also have the example of Christ on our side.
When he instituted this sacrament and established this

testament as the Last Supper, Christ did not offer himself
to God the Father, nor did he perform a good work on be
half of others, but, sitting at the table, he set this testa
ment before each one and proffered to him the sign. Now,
the more closely our mass resembles that first mass of
all, which Christ performed at the last Supper, the more
Christian it will be. But Christ's mass was most simple,
without any display of vestments, gestures, chants, or
other ceremonies, so that if it had been necessary to offer
the mass as a sacrifice, then Christ's institution of it was

not complete
"What shall we say then of the canon of the mass and

the patristic authorities ? First of all, I would answer: If
there were nothing at all to be said against them, it would
be safer to reject them all than admit that the mass is a
work or a sacrifice, lest we deny the word of Christ and
destroy faith altogether with the mass. ". . . .

After disposing of the subject of the Holy Supper,
Luther turns to the Sacrament of Holy Baptism, which he
treats with relative brevity, expressing satisfaction in the
fact that he is privileged to say:

"Blessed be God and the Father of our Lord Jesus

Christ, who according to the riches of his mercy (Eph. 1:
3, 7) has preserved in his church this sacrament at least,
untouched and untainted by the ordinances of men, and has
made it free to all nations and classes of mankind, and has
not permitted it to be oppressed by the filthy and godless
monsters of greed and superstition."

But the Reformer improves the occasion by taking off
on a related subject. The baptismal vow has reminded
him of other vows by which Rome had enslaved millions.
He writes:

"One thing I will add - and I wish that I could per
suade everyone to do it - namely, that ALL vows should be
completely abolished and avoided, whether of religious or
ders, or about pilgrimages or about any works whatsoever.
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that we may remain in that which is supremely religious
and most rich in works - the freedom of baptism. It is
impossible to say how much that most widespread delusion
of vows detracts from baptism and obscures the knowledge
of Christian liberty, to say nothing now of the unspeakable
and infinite peril of souls vhich that mania for making vows
and that ill-advised rashness daily increase. O most god
less pontiffs and unregenerate pastors, who slumber on
unheeding and indulge in your evil lusts, without pity for
this most dreadful and perilous 'affliction of Joseph' (Amos
6:4-6). "

With a final promise to discuss vows at greater length
on some future occasion, Luther now turns his attention to

the sacrament of Penance. He does not object to calling it
a sacrament, contrary to the biographer Bainton, who
writes: "Luther with one stroke reduced the number of

sacraments from seven to two."_ Let us hear Luther:
"In the third place, we are to discuss the sacrament

of penance. On this subject I have already given no little
offense to many people by the treatises and disputations al
ready published, in which I have amply set forth my views.
These I must now briefly repeat in order to unmask the
tyranny.that is rampant here no less than in the Sacrament
of the Bread.

"The first and chief abuse of this sacrament is that

they have completely abolished it. Not a vestige of the
sacrament remains. For this sacrament, like the other

two, consists in the word of divine promise and our faith,
and they have undermined both of them. For they have
adapted to their own tyranny the word of promise which
Christ speaks in Matt. 16 and 18: Whatsoever ye bind, etc.
and in the last chapter of John: If you forgive the sins of
any, they are forgiven, etc. By these words the faith of
penitents is aroused for obtaining the forgiveness of sins.
But in all their writing, teaching and preaching, their sole
concern has been, not to teach what is promised to Chris
tians in these words, or what they ought to believe, and
what great consolation they might find in them, but only
through force and violence to extend their own tyranny far,
wide and deep. ....

"There is no doubt that confession of sins is necessary


