
Rick and his Luther crew in Wartburg Castle. From left to 

right: Martin Luther, Rick, producer Simon Griffith, Tim 

Frakes, and cameraman Peter Rummel. 

6,000 words into a one-hour TV show, and the script filled up quickly. To add 

even another phrase would mean dropping something else. You can’t just talk 

faster. In the end, it was a good discipline to limit this program to an hour. 

Weaving the story of Martin Luther into the big historic sweep, we dealt 

candidly with Luther’s human foibles and weaknesses. His authenticity is 

endearing. We followed the tortured path of a troubled young monk, as he 

fought depression, walked from Germany to Rome to sort out his feelings, and 

climbed the Holy Stairs on his knees…struggling to make sense of it all and 

eventually becoming “the Great Reformer.” As a tour guide and travel teacher, 

writing the script provided an opportunity to explain concepts people may have 

heard of but didn’t really understand—concepts like relics, purgatory, 

indulgences, iconoclasm—and to delve into the Counter-Reformation, the 

Thirty Years’ War, and Lutheran notions like “the priesthood of all believers.” 

I’m a proud Lutheran, and my friends in public television were wary of an 

overtly religious program. Several times, early drafts of the script came back to 

me with notes along the lines of, “be careful that you’re not proselytizing.” I 

took this advice seriously. We dealt with complex issues (both historical and 

religious) in simple and concise terms—which, if you’re not careful, can be 

inaccurate or misleading. Theological concepts like Luther’s “three pillars” (by 

scripture alone, by faith alone, and by grace alone) would have been interesting 

for some, but a complete turn-off for many. The only fundamental bit of 

theology I felt we really needed to include was  Luther’s epiphany of the “Good 

News.” That’s when he discovered in the Bible the idea that people can’t earn 

salvation but are saved by faith alone.  

We were careful to write the script so that Roman Catholics would also find 

the program useful and constructive. For example, when criticizing the Church, 

we were careful to call it “the medieval Church” rather than “the Catholic 

Church.” And we made a strong point to acknowledge the work of other 

reformers, like Erasmus and Francis Xavier, who worked for change but stayed 

loyal to the Roman Catholic Church.  

To ensure that we’d strike the right balance, we carefully vetted the script 

with Lutheran scholars, Catholic scholars, and secular scholars. And, as 

scholars like to point out, many beloved bits of the Luther lore are most likely 

romanticized or even just legends. Did Luther literally hammer those 95 Theses 

onto that church door? We’ll never know for sure. But if these tales are part of 

the popular consciousness—and not incorrect in spirit—I generally kept them in 

the story. With this documentary, I’m honored and thankful to make a small 

contribution to the celebration of the 500th anniversary of the Protestant 

Reformation. Thanks for your interest in this fascinating and important chapter 

in both the history of the Christian Church and the story of our Western 

Civilization. I hope you enjoy the show.                                      - Rick Steves 


