The Corruption of the Roman Catholic Church
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I. Introduction

During the Renaissance in Europe, many people were questioning everything around them.  They were asking why the world worked the way it did and what made people act in certain ways.  They questioned old customs, their government, and especially, their religion.  During this time, the biggest and most powerful church in Western Europe was the Roman Catholic Church.  The head of the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) was the pope, who was in charge of a larger network of small churches.  In those smaller churches, the priests represented the RCC.  People looked at the church, its priests, and its leaders and realized they were corrupt (dishonest and crooked) from the Pope, who was in charge of the entire institution, to the local priests. 

II. Short Answer Document 

DIRECTIONS: Actively read the document below describing the Roman Catholic Church in Western Europe in the 16th century.  Then answer the questions below.

By the beginning of the 16th century, the medieval Church and all that it represented entered a period of profound crisis. By this time, the Church was nearly fifteen centuries old. Throughout its history the Church always had to confront problems both within its organization and from without. But by 1500, these problems rose to the surface and the Church would shake at its very foundation. . . . 

A problem facing the Church was that in the 16th century there were numerous reformers (activist/people who want change) who were openly criticizing the Church for its numerous offenses. Priests married and then took mistresses, holy offices were bought and sold for the highest price, incompetence among the clergy became the rule, the congregation of more and more people in towns and cities perhaps exposed the amorality (sinfulness) and immorality of the clergy. In a word, the problem was corruption. . . . 
-Steven Kreis, The History Guide, “Lectures on Early Modern European History,” Revised August 4, 2009

1. What is the author’s purpose (to inform, persuade, entertain) of writing this document? 
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2. According to Steven Kreis, what were the historic context/historical circumstances (background information/ what is taking place) surrounding Western Europe and the Roman Catholic Church in 16th century? 
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III. Corruption of the Roman Catholic Church

One of the biggest forms of corruption of the RCC was the sale of indulgences. Indulgences were letters of forgiveness provided by the RCC in exchange for money.  Many people did this because in the Catholic religion, if they died and their sins were not forgiven, a person would go purgatory, a place between Heaven and Hell.  A person could only go to Heaven if their sins were forgiven.  

Johann Tezel arriving in the village square of Wittenberg Germany and giving this speech
Good people of Wittenberg… Tonight, your pope the vicar (representative) of Christ sends you a gift, a gift to save you from the fires and punishment of Hell…A special indulgence granted for the building of Saint Peter’s Church in Rome... Take heed the words of your Holy Father (pope) and “lay a stone for Saint Peter’s and lay the foundation for own salvation”…How?...With this indulgence letter…Seek the lord while he is near…This indulgence is your raft to salvation. 

3. Who is Tetzel’s audience? ________________________________________________________________
4. What is the Tezel’s purpose (to inform, persuade, entertain) of his speech? _____________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What does Tetzel mean by “lay a stone for Saint Peter’s and lay the foundation for own salvation”?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
