· The population exploded in the 15th century as well due to the movement of people from the country to the cities. This caused a shortage of food and employment. 

· The political situation of the Holy Roman Empire in Germany was in a state of decay – there were conflicts of power between emperors and popes – who had the greatest power?  Also, there were threats from other empires outside the Holy Roman Empire

IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS
Purgatory – a place/state of punishment where, according to Roman Catholic doctrine, the souls of those who die in God’s grace may make up for past sins and become “acceptable” for heaven, an in-between place between death and heaven.
Indulgences - a monetary payment of penalty which supposedly frees someone of past sins and releases a person from purgatory after death; the Roman Catholic church claimed to have the power to excuse or release persons from all or part of the suffering that could affect them in purgatory

Diet (Diet of Worms) – A diet is a formal assembly or meeting of princes of estates. The Diet of Worms took place in a place called Worms in Germany where the princes gathered to hear the confrontation between the Roman Catholic leadership and Martin Luther.

Recant – to “unsay” what has been said – Instead of saying “I take it back,” you could say “I recant.” – It means the same thing. 
Papal bull – a solemn (official) letter sealed with a bull which is a red ink imprint on the edict or decree issued by the pope
Excommunication – the act of banishing someone from the Church

Radical – tending or disposed to make extreme changes in existing views, habits, conditions, or institutions

Heretic – in Luther’s day, a heretic was someone who differed in opinion from established belief of the Roman Catholic Church; a heretic most often was condemned to death

Monastery – a place where monks live
Relic – an object that was honored and held up as holy because of the belief that it was somehow associated with a saint or martyr such as a thorn from Jesus’ crown of thorns or bones of a saint or splinters from the cross on which Jesus died

~ prepared by Karen S. Matthias-Long, October 2003, as background information for those who see   

  the film “Luther”

[image: image1.png]



Martin Luther - Facts to Know: 

A Brief Synopsis 

of the Movie 

“Luther” 

(and a little more!)
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· Born on November 10, 1483 in Eisleben, Germany
· Began studying law – but, as the legend goes – swore to become a monk on July 2, 1505 after being frightened by lightening strikes in a terrible storm
· Entered a monastery in Erfurt, Germany
· Studied the Bible by “going back to the source” – studying the Bible in its original texts of Hebrew and Greek. Up until about 450 AD, the Bible was written in Hebrew and Greek. It was after 450 AD that the Bible was written in Latin AND the Roman Catholic Church strictly forbid that the Bible be translated into local languages. Most theological students learned from the Latin Bible, but Luther went back to the original texts. 

· In 1512, left Erfurt, Germany to become a professor at Wittenberg University (built and controlled by Frederick the Wise) 

· Luther struggled with his relationship with God, saw himself as sinful, how can he ever make himself right with God?  He grew increasingly doubtful that the Roman Catholic Church (through indulgences and relic worship, for example) could give him salvation. This belief solidified on a trip to Rome where he found that the capital of Roman Catholicism was filled with corruption.
· In his study of the Bible, Luther came to understand that salvation comes through God’s grace alone – what the Church was “selling” (indulgences and relic worship) couldn’t provide salvation. (See Romans 3:19-26)
· In 1517, he wrote his famous “95 Theses” (key points) to address abuses by the church. Luther benefited from the fact that Gutenberg had recently invented the printing press that made it possible for the widespread publishing of books for the first time. As a result, people all over Europe had copies of his “95 Theses” and other writings.
· The Roman Catholic Church tried to silence Luther. On June 15, 1520, Martin Luther received the Papal Bull of excommunication in which he was given an ultimatum: recant his teachings or be excommunicated. Luther reacted in protest. He burned the Papal Bull.
· In January 1521, the Pope excommunicated Luther. He was practically declared a heretic. The German rulers (princes) pressured the Emperor to invite Luther to Worms.  At the Diet of Worms (April 1521), the Roman Catholic Church and the Emperor wanted Luther to recant his teachings while he was there. The princes supported Luther, hoping that the political power of Rome over Germany would be weakened. Luther did not recant. Luther said, “Unless I am convinced by the testimony of Holy Scripture or evident reason . . . I am neither able nor willing to recant!”  This caused a great uproar in the room. After all, Luther was making a stand against Roman Catholic teachings. Based upon his answer, he was declared to be an outlaw. Anyone could now capture or kill Martin Luther without fear of penalty. Luther was not willing to compromise any portion of Scripture; he’d rather lay down his life for his faith.
· Frederick the Wise, Elector of Saxony, lived up to his name!  He was way ahead of those wanting to see Luther killed. He implemented a plan to kidnap Luther thus guaranteeing his safety. (This plan also helped Frederick not to endanger himself because he could have been held liable for protecting an outlaw and heretic).
· Luther was taken to the secluded Wartburg Castle. While he lived at Wartburg, he translated the New Testament from its original Greek into German in just eleven weeks. This publication was extremely popular with the people. They could read the Bible for the first time because it was written in their language! The Reformation movement grew popular while Luther was in seclusion. In 1522, Luther returned to Wittenberg where the more radical groups of the Reformation took control of the movement. These groups were violent in their approach. 
· Many of the peasants were attracted to this radical faction of the Reformation. A peasant war broke out. The peasants were defeated. Over 50,000 were killed. Luther spoke against the violence. 
· The First Imperial Diet of Spires (1526) gave the Protestants the first opportunity to legally go ahead with their reforms.
· In 1530, Charles V, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, called together the princes and cities of his German territories in a Diet at Augsburg. Turkish armies were threatening the empire’s borders and he was afraid of possible attacks. It was important, then, to have unity within the empire to withstand these attacks. The emperor asked the German Lutherans to explain their religious convictions. His hoped for goal for the Diet of Augsburg was that this division within the church might be resolved so that unity within the empire could be achieved. Philip Melanchthon (a friend of Luther’s and a New Testament professor) prepared the Augsburg Confession – a document that explained what Lutherans commonly believed. This was presented to the emperor on June 25, 1530. 

· Today the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America accepts the Augsburg Confession as a true witness to the Gospel and as a valid interpretation of the faith of the Church.
THE TIMES OF MARTIN LUTHER

It helps to know what was happening in Luther’s world to fully appreciate what went on with the Reformation. Here are just a few of the many political, social, and religious things that were taking place in his time:

· Martin Luther was born into a time of tension and conflict – the times between the Middle Ages and Modern ages.  The Roman Catholic Church was the only Christian church existing at that time.  Therefore, it dominated the religious scene of that day.
· Gutenberg invented a new printing process that made it possible for books and pamphlets to be more widely available. 

· People’s perceptions of the world were radically changing – the world wasn’t  flat as originally believed,  da Vinci invented a flying machine, Columbus arrived in America – these radical changes filled the common people with incredible fear and anxiety; they were very superstitious. 

· Relic worshipers were common (part of superstitious nature). People believed that worshiping relics would save them from damnation.

