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Perhaps no other writing of Luther is as well-known as his treatise, Freedom of the 

Christian, for its fresh and powerful statement of his central theological paradox of freedom in 

faith that is freedom to love. Less well known, and certainly less understood, is the open letter to 

Pope Leo X that prefaces it. But it deserves our attention. It was Luther’s final opportunity 

publicly to establish his Catholic bona fides before the disaster unfolded of his impending 

excommunication and his equally dire conclusion from it that a papacy which could 

excommunicate Luther was excommunicating Paul and Augustine in Luther – the veritable 

Antichrist. 

It was not merely a rhetorical ploy, however, when Luther tried to isolate Leo X from the 

Curia, describing him as a “Daniel in Babylon” and a “lamb among wolves.” Roman Catholic 

theologian George Tavard, for example, quotes a similar statement of the early Luther, “I make a 

long, wide, deep distinction between the Roman Church and the Roman Curia. The former I 

know to be the most pure dwelling-place of Christ, the mother of churches, the mistress of the 

world, though in the Spirit...the bride of Christ, the daughter of God...The latter is known by its 

fruits...” Tavard points out that "such a distinction is not unknown among Catholics." In any 

case, Tavard continues, the important fact is that Luther's "doctrine of justification was not 

developed against Roman teaching. It antedates the violent opposition to everything Roman that 

will merge from his condemnation by Leo X." [1] 

More specifically, however, the open letter to Leo X reveals a Luther who still does not 

believe that the pope himself is supportive of his accusers. Luther is in fact aware of and makes 

mention of the scandalous conspiracy in the College of Cardinals to poison Leo that became 

public knowledge in the course of 1518 and takes it as evidence for his hypothesis of an evil 

Curia. He is trying, then, to tell Leo the truth to save him from his own court: “The Roman Curia 

is already lost; for God’s wrath has relentlessly fallen upon it. It detests church councils, it fears 

a reformation; it cannot allay its own corruption.” 

The Open Letter is also interesting for the account in it Luther gives of the various papal 

messengers Eck, Cajetan and Miltitz and how every effort at a peaceful and honorable resolution 

of the controversy was sabotaged by “flatterers.” So Luther characterized the indulgence 

merchants who exaggerated papal powers in order to enhance the value of their merchandise. 

The discussion shows once again how Luther was surprised by the “new question of the primacy 

of the pope” which he earlier approved and how he regarded the intensified exaggeration of 

papal powers emerging in the controversy as a profound danger to Leo himself: “Do not listen to 

those sirens who pretend that you are no mere man but a demigod…” Needless to say, Luther’s 

appeal fell on deaf ears. 

Part of the fault, as Luther almost acknowledges, is his own. Luther justifies his ample 

indulgence in polemic and invective on the basis of biblical precedents: “Who is more stinging 

than the prophets?” And he answers, “When we cannot ward off the truth with any other pretext, 

we flee from it by ascribing it to a fierce temper, impatience and immodesty.” Perhaps, but 

Luther also admits, I “have stormed with such great fury merely for the purpose of 

overwhelming my unequal opponents by the volume and violence of words no less than 
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intellect” – an insult in which he admits to feelings of superiority. But we know today that verbal 

violence is violence. Words can and do hurt. They did injury to Luther’s own cause, making it 

next to impossible for opponents to hear and understand what was already his intentionally 

paradoxical form of theological discourse. 

Towards the end of the Open Letter, Luther delivers an analysis which deserves ample 

consideration. Keying on the idea of the pope as “vicar” –that is, substitute—of Christ, Luther 

expresses his fear that too many have been too literally vicars. “How much more properly did the 

apostles call themselves servants of the present Christ and not vicars of an absent Christ.” From 

many different angles, this is the nub of the controversy, Luther’s contention that “resurrection” 

does mean the absence of Christ but His presence, albeit in the paradoxical forms of preached 

word and the visible words of bath and meal. For Luther resurrection of the crucified Jesus does 

not take Him away but enables His presence where and when He pleases and promises to be. 

Justification by faith is possible because in fide ipsa Christus adest, “in faith itself Christ is 

there.” The ministry of Christ in Word and sacrament provides for this resourcing of faith. The 

ministry of Christ from Word and sacrament proceeds in love to all in need. The freedom of faith 

is the freedom to love. 






















