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In a complex process, the early medieval practice of confession and penance brought 

about the high medieval system of indulgences. Already in that time, the remission of 

penalties due to forgiven sins was linked to the distribution of charitable gifts. At the end 

of 11th century, the Church promised complete remission of temporary penalties to the 

crusaders; in 13th century, theologians and canonists developed the doctrine of the 

thesaurus ecclesiae or treasury of the Church. At the end of that period, indulgences 

were granted on very different occasions, such as for support in constructing a church, a 

hospital or a bridge, or for pious works and prayers, such as saying the Rosary. 

Indulgences were granted at first by bishops, later on by popes and cardinals.  A 

particular impact was attained with the so-called collective indulgences administered by 

several ecclesiastical authorities. A plenary indulgence, as for the crusaders, was also 

promised in the Jubilees (first granted in 1300); in 15th century, such complete 

indulgencies could also be gained outside Rome. In addition to the indulgence itself, from 

14th century onward the popes also released confession letters (confessionalia), which 

allowed their holders to choose freely a confessor (not identical with their parson) and to 

get absolution from sins which were reserved to the pope himself. 

 

When the indulgences were administered to greater number of faithful over a greater 

distance, it was necessary to engage professional indulgence preachers (quaestores), 

who appear in documents from 12th century onward. Soon, complaints about their 

behavior were a widespread concern (the Fourth Lateran Council, 1215). Nevertheless, 

their activities continued over the centuries. In Italy, the so-called Cerretani, indulgence 

preachers coming from Cerreto in Umbria, have become object of Folklore researches. 

 

As a contribution of the DHI in Rome and the Facoltà Valdese di Teologia to the Luther 

Decade, this conference wants to summarize recent research on indulgences, which, in 

the German speaking area, has been fostered by the second edition of Nikolaus Paulus’ 

"History of the Indulgence in the Middle Ages", edited by Thomas Lentes. In 2014, the 

exhibition "Only Death is Gratuitous" in Mühlhausen, Leipzig and Magdeburg, dedicated 

to expressions of piety in pre-Reformation times, gave much space to indulgences. But 

also on the international level, indulgences have received much attention, particularly in 

research concentrated on the history of culture. There have not been, however, many 

theological studies on this theme. The Council of Trent did not issue a new definition of 

indulgences. After having been assigned to different curial congregations, in 1917 the 

indulgences were transferred to the Apostolic Penitentiary. At the outset of the Jubilee in 

2000, Pope John Paul II. confirmed the Roman-Catholic practice of indulgences. 

 

This interdisciplinary conference will be hold in Rome, at the DHI and at the Waldensian 

Faculty of Theology, in June 2015. It will be dedicated to the late medieval practice and 

will focus on the perspective of the history of culture. One of the leading questions will be 

in what way theological, canonistic, social and economic conditions made possible the 

success of the great campaigns which provoked Luther’s reaction. By 1500, the practice 

of indulgences was omnipresent and had a strong impact, regardless of critical voices, on 

personal and public life. It is obligatory to have a differentiated perception of the 



different protagonists in the granting of indulgences: the pope, the bishops, the religious 

orders and the several lay entities. By this, it will be possible to look from Rome towards 

local traditions and documents. It will also treat the interesting questions, linked to the 

history of mentalities, in which ways indulgences had effects on the piety of that period. 

To do this, there will be presentations of research dedicated to pictorial and literary 

sources (confession manuals, pilgrim guides) which until now have been neglected in this 

regard. 

 

The criticism of indulgences anterior to the 16th century Reformation will be exemplified 

by the perspectives of Catholic theology and Jan Hus. The way that brought Martin 

Luther to his theses on the indulgences in 1517 will be presented in biographical, 

economic and theological perspectives. Furthermore, it will be necessary to evaluate the 

consequences of his views and their weight in the development of the 16th century’s 

Reformation. 

 

Together with historians who follow different methodological approaches, theologians and 

specialists in linguistics will participate in this conference. Beyond the historical analysis, 

an inter-confessional round table has the aim of assessing the theological and ecumenical 

relevance of the standpoints affirmed at that time nowadays. For this reason, it is a very 

gratifying that the Apostolic Penitentiary and the Melanchthon Center are participating in 

this conference. 

 

The Conference is promoted by the Representative of the German Federal Government 

for Culture and Media according to a Parliamentary Act. 


