Tetzel’s sermon on Indulgences
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A papal fund drive to finance the construction of a new St. Peter’s in Rome coincided with the ambition of Albert of Hohenzollern to become Archbishop of Mainz.  Albert was too young to be a bishop, and he already held two bishoprics.  To realize his ambition, he would need a papal dispensation exempting him from the rules regarding age and the holding of multiple offices.  This would require money.  An arrangement was made with the Fuggers banking family: they would finance the papal dispensation.  To ensure repayment, they would oversee a massive sale of indulgences, from which half the money would go to pay off the loan; the other half would be sent to Rome for the building of St. Peter’s.  Johann Tetzel was one of the “commissioners” appointed to sell the indulgences.


You may obtain letters of safe conduct from the vicar of our Lord Jesus Christ, by means of which you are able to liberate your soul from the hands of the enemy, and convey it by means of contrition and confession, safe and secure from all pains of Purgatory, into the happy kingdom.  For know, that in these letters are stamped and engraven all the merits of Christ’s passion there laid bare.  Consider, that fore each and every mortal sin it is necessary to undergo seven years of penitence after confession and contrition, either in this life or in Purgatory.


How many mortal sins are committed in a day, how many in a week, how many in a month, how many in a year, how many in the whole extent of life!  They are well-nigh numberless, and those that commit them must needs suffer endless punishment in the burning pains of Purgatory.


But with these confessional letters you will be able at any time in life to obtain full indulgence for all penalties imposed upon you, in all cases except the four reserved to the Apostolic See.  Thence throughout your whole life, whenever you wish to make confession, you may receive the same remission, except in cases reserved to the Pope, and afterwards, at the hour of death, a full indulgence as to all penalties and sins, and your share of all spiritual blessings that exist in the church militant and all its members.


Do you not know that when it is necessary for anyone to go to Rome, or undertake any other dangerous journey, he takes his money to a broker and gives a certain per cent—five or six or ten—in order that at Rome or elsewhere he may receive again his funds intact, by means of the letters of this same broker?  Are you not willing, then, for the fourth part of a florin, to obtain these letters, by virtue of which you may bring, not your money, but your divine and immortal soul, safe and sound into the land of Paradise?

