
The Indulgence Controversy

The Reformation was triggered by a controversy over an indulgence sale intended to pay for St. Peter’s Basilica. To  
understand the controversy, it is necessary to understand what indulgences are, how they were abused in this sale,  
and Luther’s response to the sale in the 95 Theses. Luther’s methodology, however, shook the Catholic Church to its 
core, with the result that Luther was excommunicated.
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I. The Catholic Theology of Sin and Forgiveness

A. Sin and Absolution

1. Spiritual Consequences

2. Temporal Consequences

3. Confession and Pennance
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B. Subcontracting Pennance

1. Force Multipliers

2. Indulgences

3. The Treasury or Merits
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4. Limitations on Indulgences

II. Leo X, St. Peter’s Basilica, and Archbishop Albrecht von Hollenzollern

A. Leo X Medici (r.1513-1521)

B. Albrecht von Hollenzollern (1490-1545)

1. Archbishop of Magdeburg (1513-1545): Underage

2. Archbishop and Elector of Mainz (1514-1545): Plurality of Office

3. Authorized by Leo X if pays for pallium: Simony
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4. Borrows money from Fugger bank

5. Leo X authorizes indulgence sale

C. Subcontracts to Dominicans

1. Johann Tetzel (1465-1519)

2. Clearly abusive even by Catholic standards

3. Frederick of Saxony’s Response
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D. Luther’s Response

1. Debate protocol

2. 95 Theses

3. Popular response

4. Luther’s Intent

5. Problem: Luther’s Method
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