


LUTHER 





LUTHER 
An Experiment 

in Biography 

H. G. HAILE 

Princeton University Press 

Princeton, New Jersey 



Published by Princeton University Press, 41 William Street 

Princeton, New Jersey 08540 

Copyright © 1980 by H. G. Haile 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 

FIRST PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS EDITION, 

WITH CORRECTIONS, 1983 

FIRST PRINCETON PAPERBACK PRINTING, 198 3 

LCC 82-48569 

ISBN 0-69I-05374-X 

ISBN 0-691-00798-5 pbk. 

Reprinted by arrangement with Doubleday & Company, Inc. 

Clothbound editions of Princeton University Press books are 
printed on acid-free paper, and binding materials are chosen for 
strength and durability. Paperbacks, while satisfactory for per­
sonal collections, are not usually suitable for library rebinding. 

Grateful acknowledgment is made for permission to excerpt the 
essay "Algorithm and Epikeia" by H. G. Haile now incorpo­
rated in "Reconciliation" in this volume, which first appeared in 
the Winter 1978 edition of Soundings, An Interdisciplinary 
Journal, © copyright 1978 by Vanderbilt University and the So­
ciety for Values in Higher Education. 

Printed in the United States of America by 

Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey 



This religious attitude, so to speak, toward truth is not without 
its influence on the total personality of scientific man. Aside 
from what presents itself to his experience, and the rules of 
thinking itself, the researcher recognizes as a matter of principle 
no authority whose decisions or utterances can lay claim to 
"truth." This gives rise to the paradox that a man who dedicates 
his best powers to things outside himself becomes, from the so­
cial point of view, an extreme individualist who, in principle at 
least, relies on nothing but his own judgment. One can even 
argue the position that intellectual individualism and scientific 
aspiration appeared at the same moment in history and have 
remained inseparable. 

ALBERT EINSTEIN, I95O 
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To bring the dead to life 
Is no great magic. 
Few are wholly dead: 
Blow on a dead man's embers 
And a live flame will start. 

ROBERT GRAVES 









PROLOGUE 

What does the typical, educated reader know about Martin Lu­
ther? The child of harsh circumstances and tensions with a se­
vere father, he experienced a crisis in young manhood. Caught in 
a thunderstorm, at a critical juncture in his university studies, he 
was so terrified by a lightning bolt that he uttered a compulsive 
vow to become a monk. His years in the monastery were fraught 
with brooding about how he might become justified in the eyes 
of an angry God. At last came his evangelical breakthrough, the 
Tower Experience, when he discovered his doctrine of salvation 
by grace alonejOn All Saints' Eve in 1517,Martin Luther nailed 
upon the door of the castle church in Wittenberg his 95 Theses 
against papal indulgences, thus initiating the Protestant Reforma­
tion. When called before the Diet of Worms in April of 1521, he 
held steadfast in his faith, declaring before emperor and the as­
sembled imperial estates, "Here I stand, I can do no other. God 
help me. Amen." 

Every one of the statements above may well be false. Most of 
them almost surely are. None can be proved by contemporary 
documents (or disproved). 

How can this be? No man's life has been more thoroughly 
documented by contemporaries than was Martin Luther's. Yet 
documents give testimony, first of all, to the attitudes of those 
who produced them; our reading of the documents is pro­
foundly influenced by those who pass them down to us. Refor­
mation history was long dominated by rigid denominationalism. 
In our own day a new zealotry has been added to those ancient 
partisanships, the Marxist image of Luther as helpless or cynical 
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instrument in the hands of feudal and capitalist powers. Succes­
sive vogues in history writing have seldom returned to the origi­
nal documentation at all, but prefer to reshape and reapply the 
commonplaces of earlier interpretations. 

In Luther's case, even the original evidence wants skeptical, 
loving evaluation. Largely, it stems from the older man himself, 
as he looked back on that heroic legend I recounted in the first 
paragraph. A great mass of most persuasive records, his Table 
Talks, was taken down by pupils who had better understanding, 
naturally, for Luther's ever shifting irony and raucous humor 
than did later, staid and stolid church historians. While these 
writers have been at pains to extract details of Luther's thoughts 
and actions in his middle thirties (i517-21), they shunned and 
were frequently embarrassed by the man in his forties, fifties, 
and sixties whom they had to thank for most of their informa­
tion. What is a biographer to do? 

Shall I patiently set forth my reexamination of that "Protestant 
Revolt"—a colorful phrase historians apply to events which oc­
curred a dozen years before the term "protestant" emerged, and 
to some events which may never have occurred at all? To do so 
would hopelessly encumber my Luther portrait with learned 
banter, and defeat the greatest service biography can provide Lu­
ther scholars: an authentic impression of that man who is their 
main source, but who remains little known or understood, the 
mature and aging Martin Luther. As biographer, I have tried to 
present no more than the character of the man in his later years. 

Focus on one particular time in a subject's life is nothing new 
in biography, and it is certainly not new in Luther studies. Much 
of our present-day Luther image—as in the Luther movie or in 
the play Luther by John Osborne—goes back to a book by a 
psychiatrist of the 1950s, Erik Erikson's Young Man Luther: A 
Study in Psychoanalysis and History. Erikson was rightly skepti­
cal about chief Luther interpretations before him, but not a his­
torian himself, much less a philologist, he was not inclined to be 
very critical of the documents, or of the well-accepted "factual" 
account of Luther's career. Naturally, he was taken to task by 
the professionals, no doubt justifiably. To the art of biography, 
however, Erikson and his pupils have made a major contribution. 

By calling attention to the phases of adult life, how "each man 
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in his time plays many parts," they have shown that we must ap­
proach the unique character and problems of each time of life on 
its own terms. I am introducing my reader to Martin Luther in 
his fifties, a grand personality in its own right, one of the most 
pungently alive in all history. Without quibbling over the leg­
ends surrounding the younger man (or otherwise departing into 
the intellectual history of ages after Luther's), I would go 
straight'to the Wittenberg of 1535, where the source of those 
legends, an articulate and prolific professor, was probably the 
most influential figure in Renaissance Europe. 

It is quite impossible for any of us to approach this Doctor 
Luther without our preconceptions. Rather, however, than going 
with our minds full of the ideas developed by. Protestant and 
Catholic (denominations which arose only after his death), let us 
seek out the viewpoint of one of his informed contemporaries. 
Perhaps my reader will be patient with me as we try to glimpse 
Renaissance Europe through the eyes of a churchman as he 
approaches Wittenberg. 





ONE 

WITTENBERG 





Approach from 
the South 

The Renaissance church was corrupt. An organization with a 
very long history, however, it had been able to rediscover its es­
sential justification in earlier epochs and still nurtured the germ 
for its self-renewal. A reform was under way. The growing con­
cern with reform in the 1520s and 1530s was apparent in succes­
sive meetings between high officials of the church and Doctor 
Martin Luther of Wittenberg, Augustinian and professor. 

They had handled him first in Aat offhand, brutalizing fashion 
of mammoth bureaucracies, later—as political expediency dic­
tated—with generous condescension. But his reform writings be­
came so trenchant (and popular) as to bring down his excommu­
nication, a rash measure which quickly polarized sentiments. 
When neither harsh nor friendly persuasion would budge him 
from his anti-papal stand, a general council of the church be­
came inevitable. For some years the papacy resisted it as di­
minishing supreme Roman authority, but eventually a papal 
legate came to Wittenberg to obtain Doctor Luther's coopera­
tion. 

This last meeting of a high Roman emissary with the reform 
advocate was remarkable enough in itself. In the life of the papal 
nuncio it had a mysteriously symbolic quality. Pietro Paolo 
Vergerio had felt Luther's influence while still a student in 
Padua, but his career placed him in the service of Rome. The 
meeting with Luther affected him little at the time. Yet his later 
career was sucked up entirely into furthering the cause of that 
man whom he never saw again. 
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Vergerio came from the Capo d'Istria on the Gulf of Trieste, 
a part of the Republic of Venice. He had been a student when 
Luther first disputed papal commercialization of the church. 
Since his own ancient university of Padua was popular with law 
students from the north, he naturally heard about the new 
university at Wittenberg and its refractory professor. Never­
theless, it was somewhat surprising that he resolved to forsake 
one of Europe's most prestigious institutions in favor of continu­
ing his studies in that remote German corner. 

Had this youth somehow sensed Europe's intellectual center of 
gravity shifting northward? Would a young Venetian applaud 
any or every dissent with rival Rome? Our only sure knowledge 
is that he obtained a recommendation from a Venetian merchant 
to George Spalatin, the influential confessor to Frederick the 
Wise of Saxony, who had protected Luther during the early, 
dangerous defiance of Rome. The letter was dated 29 October 
1521, or just about a year after Luther had become—and been 
officially declared—notorious for a ceremonious public burning 
of canon law (intriguing for a Padua law graduate). If it was 
Luther's activity attracting the young Vergerio, it was precisely 
Luther's teachings that also frustrated his ambition to study in 
Wittenberg. 

His sponsor, with whom he planned to make his journey 
north, and the author of his letter of recommendation, was one 
of the suppliers of relics to Frederick the Wise, whose collection 
was famous throughout the world. Unfortunately, by the time 
the company was prepared to depart Venice, the reform spirit 
had radically damaged Saxony's relic market. 

I am returning herewith the relics [Spalatin wrote to the 
merchant] as well as the crucifix, in hopes you will sell them 
as advantageously as possible, for in Venice they probably cost 
more and are valued more highly than here. Here the common 
man is so well instructed that he thinks (and rightly so) 
only faith and confidence toward God, and brotherly love, are 
enough.1 

The trip was canceled and the young Capodistrian's wish to visit 
Wittenberg would not be fulfilled for many years yet, not until 
the faculty there had become illustrious in die north and infa-
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mous in his own land. Nor would he at last go there as a student 
to learn, but as a negotiator to interpret and to persuade. 

Vergerio's career became that of a routine, ambitious Italian. 
He toured France, became established in the legal profession in 
Verona and Padua, taught a bit of law at the university (which 
also crowned him poeta laureatus), went on to serve the 
Republic of Venice, Europe's principal maritime force and one 
of its most powerful governments. A grander court was to be 
found only in Rome. Pietro Paolo's brother Aurelio, secretary to 
Pope Clement VII, obtained an audience for him. The magnet­
ism of the young man's personality, no doubt his vigorous pres­
ence as well, won him the pope's trust. In 1533, Vergerio was ap­
pointed nuncio to the court of King Ferdinand in Vienna and 
dispatched there so promptly his credentials had to be prepared 
and sent along after him. One of his prime responsibilities in the 
empire would be to help Clement avoid the council the Germans 
were demanding. 

Upon Clement's death the next year, one might have expected 
Vergerio to be replaced, because Paul III wished to pursue a 
different line toward the church in the north and was prepared 
to accept a council. But Paul settled on the same proud, intensely 
ambitious, good-natured and winning young Venetian for a sec­
ond and quite different mission to Germany. This time he was to 
visit the principal courts with an ambiguous task. He must arouse 
interest in a council where German national issues were not to 
be paramount, and which was not to be held in Germany. His 
diplomacy would be complicated by the lack of any clear council 
agenda to offer his suspicious hosts. It was thus in a salesman's 
role, though with nothing very specific to sell, that Pietro Paolo 
Vergerio at last came to Wittenberg. 

Was his mission successful? Upon his return to Italy he re­
ceived an ambivalent reward, the bishop's miter in his home 
town. When we consider proposals he had made for his own fu­
ture—that he be sent to Constantinople to sue for peace with the 
Turk, or that he be dispatched to the court of Henry VIII to re­
solve that schism—together with the fact that his corre­
spondence with Rome had never failed to mention diplomatic 
advancement, we recognize that pastoral duties were not entirely 
in accord with the dynamic fellow's estimate of his abilities. Yet 
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here on the Gulf of Trieste he remained during those years 
while the church struggled to hold itself together, and failed. 

The council toward which he had worked was stall to be a 
catholic one in the sense that it included representatives from the 
whole empire. As the 1530s drew to a close, the Inquisition was 
waxing in power; even in Italy reform doctrines were spreading, 
especially in Vergerio's own northeast. For the first time in his 
life the bishop began to read Lutheran tracts, began to acquire 
some first authentic intellectual acquaintance with the man he 
had met face to face in Wittenberg. These reform works consti­
tuted the bishop's first introduction to theology. 

At the same time, he was being deeply touched by victims of 
the Inquisition. One especially moving case constituted a kind of 
turning point in his career. By the end of the 1540s Bishop Ver-
gerio was openly sympathizing with protestants in his diocese. In 
1549 he was himself excommunicated and fled into German-
speaking lands. He became a vigorous anti-Romanist. In the serv­
ice of die duke of Wurttemberg during the last dozen years of 
his life, he remained an active and articulate traveler and writer, 
operating his own printing press against Rome. 

Thus the career of Pietro Paolo Vergerio, born on the Istrian 
cape which shelters Trieste from the Adriatic Sea, had begun 
like that of any gifted and ambitious jurist. As a compass senses a 
powerful though distant magnet, it was affected early by the 
energies of Martin Luther. His confrontation with Luther at 
mid-career brought no immediate religious awakening. The 
young man in his thirties returned from Germany convinced the 
only way to bring the Germans to heel was by force of arms. 
Yet his subsequent life was profoundly influenced by the protes-
tant problem, eventually all his efforts being drawn up into the 
cause. His confrontation in Wittenberg in 1535 became sym­
bolic, a kind of figure for his entire life. Perhaps he came to 
think so himself—after Luther's death. 

At the time it appeared a young diplomat's dream. From his 
permanent base in Vienna the papal nuncio had undertaken a 
tour up the Danube, down the Main and Rhine, then back across 
the quiltwork of sovereign fiefdoms in the middle of the Holy 
Roman Empire, from Cologne through Paderborn to Halle and 
thus into the Lutheran heartland, calling on major courts and at-
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tempting to extract individual commitments, but satisfied if he 
could establish good will and a communality of interest. The 
protestant princes preferred to put him off until their conference, 
scheduled to begin in Schmalkalden at the end of the year. Ver-
gerio suspected he might, prior to that conference, pluck in Wit­
tenberg a most brilliant feather for his diplomatic cap. 

The king of France had a delegation in Schmalkalden at the 
moment. Robert Barnes and others from London were in Wit­
tenberg, and Vergerio was intensely curious about their mission. 
Luther stood practically alone among theologians outside Rome 
in firm refusal to declare the sixteen-year-old marriage between 
Henry VIII and Catherine, the emperor's aunt, invalid (and 
therewith Catherine's daughter, Mary, illegitimate). He had been 
unmoved, so the rumor, by Henry's substantial bribe.2 Here 
Vergerio glimpsed one point of agreement. The desire for a 
council was presumably another. What a tremendous diplomatic 
coup if on the eve of the Schmalkalden meeting, where the 
northern powers sought a common front against Rome, he could 
obtain the agreement of Luther himself on the point his pope 
considered most important: the location of the council! 

His troop arrived in Halle, the seat of Germany's most power­
ful prince and Luther's most irresolute archbishop, Cardmal Al­
bert of Mainz, on 2 November. Perhaps it was in conversations 
here that Vergerio had hit upon the stratagem of approaching 
Luther directly (the nuncio was so devious in his com­
munications that his authorization for doing so, if any, remains as 
obscure as the foggy time and place of their meeting). His letter 
requesting passage to Wittenberg was not sent off to that city 
until the fourth. It announced his departure for the next day, the 
fifth. 

He knew Elector John Frederick of Saxony was absent from 
Wittenberg at the moment, but addressed the letter to him any­
way. He said he was confident he would not be denied safe-con­
duct, "since, with the permission and protection of both his im­
perial and his royal majesties, I bring such business and affairs as 
are pleasing to all pious people."8 The missive was delivered to 
that prefect of Wittenberg whom Luther constantly scolded for 
notorious adultery, Hans Metzsch. The messenger could inform 
Metzsch that the papal party consisted of twenty members. 


