The Execution of Martin Luther

How important was the man to the movement? Andrew Pettegree asks what would have happened to the Reformation had the Diet of Worms witnessed its leader’s martyrdom.


To risk the journey was itself a considerable act of courage. Luther came with an Imperial safe-conduct guaranteeing his safety, but he was by no means sure that it would be honoured. He was by this time already a condemned heretic. The Papal Bull of excommunication, Exsurge Domine, promulgated in June 1520, technically gave the German lay authorities no occasion to offer Luther a further hearing. Charles and the assembled dignatories at Worms should simply have executed the church's judgement and had Luther arrested: the Emperor's clerical advisors, among them the papal legate Aleander, were strongly urging the Emperor to follow such a course. It was only insistent lobbying from the German princes, who had their own motives for challenging the Emperor's authority, which secured for Luther a grudging hearing.

Even so it was by no means certain that Luther would leave Worms alive. He himself seems to have had the gravest fears about the result, once he put himself in the hands of his enemies at Worms. The last weeks before he set off For the Diet were a time of feverish writing, as he sought to commit as many as possible of his theological ideas to print before the fateful confrontation. And, as be made his way across Germany, among the crowds who flocked to see him were many who urged him to turn back and save himself.

These were not just idle forebodings. Luther and his supporters had before them the example of the great mediaeval heretic Jan Huss who, like Luther, had trusted in a safe-conduct and obeyed papal instructions to answer for his heretical teaching at the Council of Constance in 1415. Once there his safe-conduct had been revoked on the grounds that a contract with a heretic was not binding, and he had been imprisoned and executed. There were many who feared that the same would befall Luther at Worms. Certainly there were some among Charles' entourage who were urging such a course of action – advice which it was difficult for the young Emperor, a pious and devout Catholic, to ignore.

In the event Luther, having made a brave and defiant defence of his writings, was permitted to leave Worms unharmed. Charles kept his word – and hence lost his only chance to destroy his great enemy before he returned to the comparative safety of Saxony. The chance to terminate Luther's movement, and thus alter the course of the unfolding events of the Reformation, was lost forever.

'Contrafactual history'

History is full of such chance decisions, momentous in their outcome. But at the time things could certainly have taken a very different turn. A different Emperor, a mere experienced and cynical politician, might not have valued his sworn word above the opportunity to destroy the greatest threat to his religious authority. It is tempting to ask ourselves what then would have become of the Reformation. Would Luther's death simply have aborted the movement, and brought the evangelical protest that has been associated with his name to an abrupt end?

To ask this question is not simply to indulge in historical parlour games. Such lines of argument – sometimes known as contrafactual history – are stimulating on a number of levels. Firstly they take some of the inevitability and hindsight out of history. We now know that Luther would survive to become the father of a great movement, but contemporaries did not. Certainly if we are to understand fully the mindset of the years we need to recreate something of this climate of uncertainty. And secondly, if we ask how the Reformation would have fared without Luther, we probe a question which has occupied historians very much in recent years: how much do individuals influence events? Is it possible to conceive of a Reformation without Luther, at least in the period after 1521?

To answer this question it is necessary to remind ourselves briefly of the turbulent events which had led Luther to his fateful interview at the Diet of Worms. He had made his protest against the sale of Indulgences in 95 theses in October 1517, and the next two years had seen a steady growth in public interest, as Luther first defended his propositions and then rapidly widened his criticisms to take in the whole edifice of the Roman church. Traditionalists were slow to marshal their defences, and it was only in 1520 that a papal commission finally pronounced Luther a heretic. Luther took full advantage of the slow pace of papal justice. 1520, the year of his condemnation, saw a vast outpouring of writing, including the three great tracts which laid out the Reformation agenda and Luther's developing theology. Thus by the time that the Emperor Charles took a hand, Luther's heresy had already become a major public issue.

Luther's appearance at Worms was the high-point of the Diet. His defiant defence of his teaching shocked and scandalised the assembled notables, and two weeks of tense waiting followed before Luther rode out of the city, accompanied by the Imperial herald, on his way back to Saxony and safety. What were the Emperor's thoughts during this time? Might he have been tempted by a pre-emptive strike against the lonely and vulnerable monk now so totally in his power?

Alluring though this may have been, it is hard to see Charles succumbing to such a course. He was a man with a highly developed sense of honour. To break his word would have risked damaging his authority in the Empire irrecoverably. But would the execution of Martin Luther, in any case, have been good politics? I want to suggest here that it would not necessarily have solved the problem of Luther's movement. It seems unlikely that at this point such a pre-emptive strike would have brought the Reformation movement to an end.

Princely power

A number of arguments can be adduced in support of this proposition. Firstly, had he decided to move against Luther Charles V would have had to consider the reaction of the German princes. It was after all they who had insisted on Luther being heard at Worms, carrying their point in a tense session of the Diet on 19 February, when their arguments prevailed over those of the Catholic hardliners led by Aleander. This was not just out of a sense of fair play. Rather, the princes, keen to assert their political independence at their first confrontation with the young new Emperor, intended to use Luther as a means of securing an airing for long-held grievances about the German church. Grievances of this sort were traditionally presented at meetings of the Diet in a formal document known as the Gravamina, and the 1521 Diet was no exception. Luther himself was not unaware that he could benefit by associating his cause with the political grievances of the German Estates. In 1520, his Tract To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation had done just that, adopting long-held grudges against the church in Germany as part of his evangelical message. In 1521 the newly elected Emperor was still finding his way in Germany and he could not afford to alienate the princes, particularly Luther's patron, Frederick the Wise, Elector of Saxony. Frederick was the most senior of (he seven electoral princes who had elected Charles to his office, and his friendship was essential if Charles were to establish his authority. So to an extent it was politically impossible for Charles to move against Luther with too great severity, and there are signs that he recognised this. In the wake of Luther's departure from Worms Charles formally issued the edict which condemned his doctrines and declared him an outlaw. But be made no attempt to pursue him and even sent out cautious diplomatic signals to Frederick the Wise that the edict need not be enforced too rigorously. For the time being at least, Luther was safe.

Popular pressure

If the reaction of the Protestant princes was one reason why Charles hesitated before moving against Luther, he also had to consider a possible adverse popular reaction. Even before Luther appeared at Worms there were signs that his cause was becoming a popular issue. On 8 February the papal legate AIeander indicated ominous signs of this growing popular enthusiasm for the reformer's cause. 'The whole of Germany is in revolt,' he wrote. 'Nine people out of ten cry "Luther", and the rest “death to the Roman curia".' It is interesting to ask why this should have been the case. After all, one could hardly expect the abstruse theological arguments of the indulgences debate or even Luther's wider theological writings to have filtered down into the popular consciousness. Two forces seem to have been at work.

On the one hand, Luther's movement had become in these few short years a convenient vehicle for other long-held grievances against the church in Germany. The secretary of the Elector of Saxony, Spalatin, made this point when arguing that Luther should be allowed to appear at Worms. Otherwise he advised, the people would possibly rise in rebellion, because they now favoured 'the cause of the Gospel' against the clerics. This phrase, 'the pure Gospel', became in effect the manifesto of the movement and summed up for many Luther's appeal as the representative of the reforming movement. He was also becoming important as a symbolic national German figure. In the struggle against the Papacy, an unpopular foreign jurisdiction, Luther now had a powerful role as a symbol of German resistance: hence the potency of his appeal to the nobility of the German nation. The fact that at this point Germany was politically only a conglomerate of smaller states and free cities was in this respect immaterial. Luther tapped into a vein of cultural nationalism which made him potentially a hero of a frustrated German nationhood.

It is unlikely that this sentiment would have been stilled had Luther been arrested and executed. Indeed, in some respects it is likely that Luther would have been a more powerful symbol dead than alive. It is very probable that in the highly charged atmosphere of 1521 Luther's betrayal and martyrdom would have stirred an explosion of anger which threatened Charles's hold on the Imperial crown. This is precisely what had happened a century before. The execution of the Bohemian reformer Jan Huss had sparked a rebellion which brought disarray to Central Europe for a generation and caused a permanent schism in the Bohemian church. Charles could not risk turning Luther into a martyr for a frustrated German nationhood, and perhaps he was wise enough to have discerned some of this.

Luther as spent force

What, in any case, would the Reformation have lost, had Luther died in 1521? In some respects less than one would imagine. After his return from Worms Luther settled down to a torrent of new writings, expounding and defending his movement. But the writings which emerged from this burst of creative energy were not on (he whole Luther's best or most important works. Certainly, the complete theological agenda of Luther's movement was already in place by the time he went to Worms. One thinks here of the three great works of 1520, To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church and On the Freedom of a Christian Man, which together expounded the whole theological and ethical framework of a new evangelical church.

The most important writing of Luther's mature years was undoubtedly his magnificent German translation of the Bible – the starting point for all modern translations and a milestone in the development of the German language. Luther began this work immediately after Worms, in his year spent in protective custody in the Wartburg, and finished it in stages over the next five years. But that apart, the burden of defending Luther's movement now passed increasingly into the hands of other writers, and much of the serious scholarship of the mature Lutheran movement was also the work of others. Prominent in this respect were Luther's Wittenberg friends and colleagues Philip Melanchthon and Johannes Bugenhagen. It was Melanchthon who would produce the first systematic exposition of the new theology in his Loci Communes, a milestone of Reformation theology which Luther frankly acknowledged as the equal of anything he had written. The Church Orders devised for the new Lutheran churches in north Germany and Scandinavia, meanwhile, were largely the work of Johannes Bugenhagen, a loyal acolyte in the Wittenberg church whose genius for organisation was revealed in these years as the new Lutheran churches moved towards the consolidation of their gains.

Luther as liability

Inevitably as the Reformation took root new figures of influence emerged, and Luther's active leadership became less indispensable. And in some respects as he grew older Luther became much less of an asset to the evangelical movement. For a man who had been responsible for the brave defiance which shook the edifice of Papal authority this might seem a harsh judgement, but it is possible to argue that by 1532 Luther's best years were already behind him. There is strong sense that, having ignited the great movement of reform which bears his name, he had neither the desire nor the intellectual flexibility to harness all of its energies successfully. On the contrary, the years from about 1525 saw the broad-ranging movement of the Reformation's first years increasingly fractured, as the mainstream reformers turned their backs on some of their most fervent early supporters.

Some of this would have happened with or without Luther. It is hard to see any of the leading reformers embracing the rebellious peasants in 1525, who sought to make the new Gospel teaching the basis of a rebellion aimed at overturning the established social order in Germany. Luther, ever a social conservative, was appalled and denounced the peasants in the most forthright terms. The failure of the Peasants' Revolt would anchor the Reformation movement ever more securely to the princes and urban rulers who now constituted its most devoted supporters.

But these same years also witnessed a more serious limiting tendency within the movement. On his return to Wittenberg in 1521 Luther denounced those, including his former colleague Andreas Karlstadt, who had attempted a radical reform of worship in his absence. These events, which resulted in Karlstadt's expulsion from Wittenberg and permanent alienation from the Reformation, revealed Luther's essential conservatism. Then in 1525 came a more serious breach, as Luther finally parted company with the great Dutch humanist Erasmus. Erasmus had been under severe pressure for some years to make clear where he stood with respect to the new Protestant movement. In 1525 he finally bowed to the urging of his Catholic friends and wrote against Luther. Erasmus chose his ground carefully. His On the Bondage of the Will was a careful and painstaking refutation of the core Lutheran doctrine of Justification by Faith. Luther replied in kind and the breach was complete.

The defection of the great humanist was perhaps not unexpected. Erasmus was in the twilight of his career and by now deeply committed to a church hierarchy which he had satirised mercilessly, but which had ultimately helped him towards a comfortable living. Many of the younger humanists stayed true to the Reformation, and the separation between humanism and Protestantism was never absolute. But if the breach between Luther and Erasmus was of mostly symbolic importance, the growing quarrel with the Swiss reformer Zwingli was altogether more serious. Zwingli was the most important leader of the early Reformation outside Luther's immediate circle. In the years when the urban Reformation was beginning to gain impetus in Germany, Zwingli had led the major Swiss city of Zurich into the evangelical camp. The Swiss Reformation opened up a highly successful second front for the new movement, bringing the first major accession of strength out- side Luther's German heartland.

Zwingli was an independent thinker of some stature. He read and admired Luther's works but took an independent position on several theological issues, most notably the core Protestant doctrine of the Eucharist. Luther was not a man to brook criticism, even from friends, and when Zwingli's writings were brought to his attention he resolutely set himself against him. In the period after the Peasants' War Luther turned his attention to denouncing the Protestant fanatics, and soon he had bracketed Zwingli in this category with Karlstadt and Thomas Munzer, the leader of the revolutionary peasants. For the Swiss reformer this was deeply offensive. A damaging quarrel soon developed between the two main wings of the Reformation.

Other leaders of the evangelical movement could see the appalling consequences of such a quarrel. In 1529 the spokesman of the Protestant princes, Philip of Hesse, made a concerted effort to heal the breach by bringing the two men together (the so-called Colloquy of Marburg). But the effort was unavailing. Luther refused to budge from his literal interpretation of the Eucharistic words, 'This is my body', and the two sides parted without agreement. Luther persisted in his low opinion of Zwingli, even to the extent of celebrating his death at the battle of Kappel in 1529, when he was killed leading the troops of Zurich into battle against the Catholic cantons. To the unforgiving Luther this was a proper end for a false prophet.

It is hard to overstate the disastrous effect of this quarrel for the Reformation movement. Henceforth the two wings of the Reformation would develop on separate and often antagonistic courses. The chances of a united front against the forces of a resurgent Catholicism were gone forever.

There is little doubt that Luther must take the primary responsibility for the breach with the Swiss. His more politic lieutenants, such as Philip Melanchthon, saw the need for co-operation with the Zurich reformers. Had the Colloquy of Marburg been left to men of the second rank, such as Melanchthon and Oecolampadius, it would probably have succeeded. But the older Luther was set in his ways and convinced that his path was the true path. The divisions in the Reformation movement which followed were in part a monument to his unflinching conviction of his own righteousness.

Lutheranism minus Luther?

All things considered, therefore, it is possible to argue that Luther's role in the Reformation after 1521 was a much less positive one. In some respects he had already made his contribution by this time. His theology was in place and he had largely performed his symbolic role as the representative of German nationhood in opposition to the Papacy. After this date, much of the creative work of building an institutional church passed to other men: Luther's death would not have ended the German Reformation. Indeed, in some respects, Luther might have been more useful as a dead martyr than as a live and increasingly cantankerous leader. Certainly the movement might have been spared some of its bitterest quarrels, as the ageing reformer grew increasingly sensitive to any hint of dissidence from within the Reformed stockade.

Of course, the Emperor Charles could hardly have been aware of all of this as he contemplated the stubborn young monk who appeared before him at Worms. And much of what I have laid out here is highly speculative. We do not know what would have happened if Charles had moved against Luther in 1521, or what chance events might have shaped the course of history in quite unexpected ways. One could argue that by choosing the date 1521 I have shaped the argument very much to my advantage. What might have happened had Luther died in childhood, or indeed never lived? Surely, then, the Reformation would have taken a very different form, perhaps springing into life at a very different time and in an entirely different place. To argue that the Reformation would have lived on after Luther's execution is not to argue against the importance of' the individual in history, for any movement without Luther's towering presence would undoubtedly have developed along very different lines. But the exercise of speculation still has its merits, for all that. History is not an exact science, nor a tool of prediction. We must always leave room in our analysis for the operation of chance, or the unexpected turn of events. The decision to let Luther live at Worms was a momentous one. But the consequences of the Emperor's decision were almost entirely unpredictable at the moment when he faced the choice of letting Luther go, or breaking his word. They can only be the subject of speculation some four hundred years later.
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