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Abstract 

 

The year 2017 marks the Quincentenary Anniversary of The 95 Theses. While there have 

been several theological commentaries and explanations of Luther’s Theses, there has not 

been a systematic treatment of how Luther’s Theses has been received by philosophers. 

Both the German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel (1770 – 1831) and the American 

philosopher William James (1842 – 1910) treat Luther’s Theses as a significant event 

within the history of Western civilization, but they offer opposing views about this event. 

In this presentation, I introduce both Hegel’s and James’s interpretations of Luther’s 

Theses. I argue that both philosophers miss the radical nature of Luther’s economic and 

moral reasoning found in the 95 Theses, and I defend Luther’s treatise against usury as 

the sequel text to the 95 Theses. I read The 95 Theses as a theo-political vision of charity 

toward the poor and love of neighbor in early 16th century Germany. 

 

Argument 

 
The year 2017 marks the Quincentenary Anniversary of The 95 Theses, which is also 

entitled Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences. While there have been 

several theological commentaries and explanations of Luther’s Theses, there has not been 

a systematic treatment of how Luther’s Theses has been received by philosophers. Both 

the German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel (1770 – 1831) and the American philosopher 

William James (1842 – 1910) treat Luther’s Theses as a significant event within the 

history of Western civilization, but they offer opposing views about this event. In this 

presentation, I introduce both Hegel’s and James’s interpretations of Luther’s Theses. I 

argue that both philosophers miss the radical nature of Luther’s economic and moral 

reasoning found in the 95 Theses, and I defend Luther’s treatise against usury as the 

sequel text to the 95 Theses. I read The 95 Theses as a theo-political vision of charity 

toward the poor and for love of neighbor in early 16th century Germany.  

 

The first two lectures are called: (1) The (Holy) Spirit’s Reformation of the Church: G. 

W. F. Hegel’s Philosophy of History and (2) The Psychological Conditions of the 

Reformation: William James’s Philosophy of Religion. The next two lectures engage 

with Peter Leithart’s recent interpretation of The 95 Theses—(3) Monstrous Ingratitude? 

Peter Leithart and the Connection between The 95 Theses and “The Babylonian Captivity 

of the Church”—and Berndt Hamm’s claim that the early Luther sought to get rid of the 

theological virtue of charity—(4) Charity, Faith, and Practical Reasoning: Berndt 

Hamm’s Reductive Interpretation of sola fide. Lastly, I provide a theo-political 

interpretation of The 95 Theses—which finds its fulfillment in Luther’s treatise against 



usury. How can Lutherans implement Luther's wisdom concerning the poor for problems 

within our 21st century context? 

 

The German philosopher, G. W. F. Hegel, interprets The 95 Theses as an “event” 

directed and inspired by the Holy Spirit. According to Hegel, Luther serves as an 

accidental feature of the reformation. The Holy Spirit sought to reform and repair the 

Church and used Luther to achieve these goals. Hegel argues that The 95 Theses is 

necessary but not sufficient for the reformation of the Church, and he thinks that the 

translation of the New Testament into German served as the completion of the 

reformation. The American philosopher, William James, interprets The 95 Theses in 

terms of Luther’s psychological state. James articulates how Luther’s psychological state 

motivated the authoring of The 95 Theses, how Luther’s posting and distributing of the 

95 Theses ought to be considered a heroic action, and how the unintended consequences 

of the reformation—namely the absolute division of the Church—would be lamented by 

Luther. 

 

Both philosophers miss important details about Luther’s economic and moral reasoning 

in The 95 Theses. In The 95 Theses, Luther focuses his attention on the poor and on 

neighbors. Two examples suffice. In Thesis #43, Luther states: “Christians should be 

taught, he who gives to the poor, or lends to a needy man, does better than buying 

indulgence.” I argue that this Thesis represents what Anglican theologian David Ford 

calls “Christian Wisdom” because the correlate to this claim within the Christian tradition 

is found in the Wisdom of Proverbs: Proverbs 14 (v. 31), Proverbs 19 (v. 17), Proverbs 

21 (v. 13), Proverbs 22 (v. 9), Proverbs 28 (v. 27). Luther further develops this “Christian 

wisdom” toward the poor in his treatise on “Trade and Usury.” Furthermore, in Thesis 

#45, Luther writes: “Christians should be taught, he who sees his neighbor in distress, 

and, nevertheless, buys indulgence, is not partaking in the Pope’s pardons, but in the 

anger of God.” I argue that this Thesis represents a theo-political vision for the love of 

neighbor, and its correlate within the Christian Tradition is the Parable of the Good 

Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37). 

 

Recently, the intellectual historian and philosophical theologian Peter Leithart interpreted 

Luther’s Theses on the terms of his “ingratitude” toward medieval theology. Like Hegel 

does, Leithart claims that The 95 Theses was necessary but not sufficient for the 

reformation of the Church; unlike Hegel, however, Leithart places its completion in 

Luther’s arguments found in “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church.” Leithart 

provides a compelling and provocative interpretation of Luther’s 95 Theses in terms of 

gift, grace, and gratitiude. The German theologian, Berndt Hamm argues that the early 

Luther sought quickly to replace the medieval supernatural virtue of charity with the 

doctrine of sola fide. Against Berndt Hamm, I defend “charity” as the primary moral and 

spiritual virtue within Lutheranism. My reasoning is that hope without faith is irrational, 

and hope and faith without charity becomes demonic and exclusivist.  

 

I argue that Luther’s treatise “On Trade and Usury”—more commonly known as Luther’s 

Treatise against Usury—serves as the most logical sequel to the 95 Theses, and I 

demonstrate that Luther’s contribution in 1517 ought to be understood in terms of 



practical reasoning toward oneself and one’s neighbors and a radical vision for 

theological economics. 

 

My conclusions think through the controversial claim that, 500 years later, Lutherans 

who see themselves fighting a “culture war” ought to be waging battle against unjust 

usury as much (if not more than) as fighting against abortion and same-sex unions. My 

research draws from the following sources. First, Sean Doherty’s Theology and 

Economic Ethics: Martin Luther and Arthur Rich in Dialogue (Oxford University Press). 

Second, I rely on the arguments and insights essays found in Jennifer Hockenbery 

Dragseth edition, The Devil’s Whore: Reason and Philosophy in the Lutheran Tradition 

(Fortress Press), to guide me for reading Luther's early writings in relation to modern 

philosophy and moral reasoning. Third, I use arguments found in D. Stephen Long’s 

Divine Economy: Theology and the Market (Routledge Press) to guide me for making 

theological arguments about economic practices realistic and relevant for our 21st 

century context. 

 


