Reformations and
Religious Wars

1500-1600

Calls for reform of the Christian Church began very early in its history. Throughout the
centuries, many Christians believed that the early Christian Church represented a golden
age, akin to the golden age of the classical past celebrated by Renaissance humanists.
When Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century,
many believers thought that the church had abandoned its original mission, and they
called for a return to a church that was not linked to the state. Throughout the Middle
Ages, individuals and groups argued that the church had become too wealthy and power-
ful and urged monasteries, convents, bishoprics, and the papacy to give up their property
and focus on service to the poor. Some asserted that basic teachings of the church were
not truly Christian and that changes were needed in theology as well as in institutional
structures and practices. The Christian humanists of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries such as Erasmus urged reform, primarily through educational and social change.
What was new in the sixteenth century was the breadth of acceptance and the ultimate
impact of the calls for reform. This acceptance was due not only to religious issues and
problems within the church, but also to political and social factors. In 1500 there was one
Christian Church in western Europe to which all Christians at least nominally belonged.

One hundred years later there were many, a situation that continues today. ™

390




Faligious Violence in Urban Life. This 1590 painting shows Catholic military forces, including friars in their robes,
processing through one of the many towns affected by the French religious wars that followed the Reformation. (Musce
=% Beaux-Arts, Valenciennes, France/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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What were the central ideas of the reformers, and why What reforms did the Catholic Church make, and how
were they appealing to different social groups? did it respond to Protestant reform movements?
How did the political situation in Germany shape the What were the causes and consequences of religious
course of the Reformation? violence, including riots, wars, and witch-hunts?

How did Protestant ideas and institutions spread
beyond German-speaking lands?
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The Early Reformation

What were the central ideas of the refarmers,

and why were they appealing to different

social groups?

anticlericalism Opposition
to the clergy.

indulgence A document
issued by the Catholic Church
lessening penance or time in
purgatory, widely believed to
bring forgiveness of all sins.
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In early-sixteenth-century Europe a wide range of
people had grievances with the church. Educated lay-
people such as Christian humanists and urban residents,
villagers and artisans, and church officials themselves
called for reform. This widespread dissatisfaction helps
explain why the ideas of Martin Luther, an obscure
professor from a new and not very prestigious German
university, found a ready audience. Within a decade
of his first publishing his ideas (using the new technol-
ogy of the printing press), much of central Europe and
Scandinavia had broken with the Catholic Church,
and even more radical concepts of the Christian mes-
sage were being developed and linked to calls for social
change.

The Christian Church in the
Early Sixteenth Century

If external religious observances are an indication of
conviction, Europeans in the early sixteenth century
were deeply pious. Villagers participated in processions
honoring the local saints. Merchants and guild mem-
bers made pilgrimages to the great shrines, such as Saint
Peter’s in Rome, and paid for altars in local churches.
Men and women continued to remember the church in
their wills. People of all social groups devoted an enor-
mous amount of their time and income to religious
causes and foundations.

Despite—or perhaps because of —the depth of
their piety, many people were also highly critical of
the Roman Catholic Church and its clergy. The papal
conflict with the German emperor Frederick I in the
thirteenth century, followed by the Babylonian Cap-
tivity and the Great Schism, badly damaged the pres-
tige of church leaders, and the fifteenth-century popes’
concentration on artistic patronage and building up
family power did not help matters. Papal tax collection
methods were attacked orally and in print. Some criti-
cized the papacy itself as an institution, and even the
great wealth and powerful courts of the entire church

hierarchy. Some groups and indi-
viduals argued that certain doc-
trines taught by the church, such
. as the veneration of saints and the
centrality of the sacraments, were
incorrect. They suggested mea-
sures to reform institutions, im-
prove clerical education and

behavior, and alter basic doctrines. Occasionally these
reform efforts had some success, and in at least one
area, Bohemia (the modern-day Czech Republic), they
led to the formation of a church independent of Rome
a century before Luther (see Chapter 1 1),

In the early sixteenth century, court records, bishops’
visitations of parishes, and popular songs and printed
images show widespread anticlericalism, or opposition
to the clergy. The critics concentrated primarily on
three problems: clerical immorality, clerical ignorance,
and clerical pluralism (the practice of holding more
than one church office at a time), with the related prob-
lem of absenteeism. Charges of clerical immorality
were aimed at a number of priests who were drunkards,
neglected the rule of celibacy, gambled, or indulged in
fancy dress. Charges of clerical ignorance were moti-
vated by barely literate priests who simply mumbled
the Latin words of the Mass by rote without under-
standing their meaning. Many priests, monks, and
nuns lived pious lives of devotion, learning, and service
and had strong support from the laypeople in their
areas, but everyone also knew (and repeated) stories
about lecherous monks, lustful nuns, and greedy priests.

In regard to absenteeism and pluralism, many cler-
ics held several benefices, or offices, simultaneously, but
they seldom visited the benefices, let alone performed
the spiritual responsibilities those offices entailed. In-
stead, they collected revenues from all of them and
hired a poor priest, paying him just a fraction of the
income to fulfill the spiritual duties of a particular local
church. Many Italian officials in the papal curia, the
pope’s court in Rome, held benefices in England, Spain,
and Germany. Revenues from those countries paid the
Italian clerics’ salaries, provoking not only charges of
absenteeism but also nationalistic resentment aimed at
the upper levels of the church hierarchy, which was in-
creasingly viewed as foreign. This was particularly the
case in Germany, where the lack of a strong central
government to negotiate with the papacy meant that
demands for revenue were especially high.

There was also local resentment of clerical privileges
and immunities. Priests, monks, and nuns were exempt
from civic responsibilities, such as defending the city
and paying taxes. Yet religious orders frequently held
large amounts of urban property, in some cities as
much as one-third. City governments wete increas-
ingly determined to integrate the clergy into civic life
by reducing their privileges and giving them public
responsibilities. Urban leaders wanted some say in who
would be appointed to high church offices, rather than
having this decided far away in Rome. This brought
city leaders into opposition with bishops and the pa-
pacy, which for centuries had stressed the indepen-
dence of the church from lay control and the distinction
between members of the clergy and laypeople.
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By itself, widespread criticism of the 1521
church did not lead to the dramatic

changes of the sixteenth century. In- 1521-1559
stead, the personal religious struggle of a 1525
German university professor and priest,

Martin Luther (1483-1546), propelled 1526

the wave of movements we now call

the Reformation. Luther was born at 1530s
Fisleben in Saxony. At considerable sac-
rifice, his father sent him to school and
then to the University of Erfurt, where
he earned a master’s degree with distinc-
tion. Luther was to proceed to the study 1536
of law and a legal career, which for cen-
turies had been the stepping-stone to
public office and material success. In- 1540
stead, however, a sense of religious call- 1542
ing led him to join the Augustinian
friars, a religious order whose members
often preached to, taught, and assisted
the poor. (Religious orders were groups
whose members took vows and followed
a particular set of rules.) Luther was
ordained a priest in 1507 and after
additional study earned a doctorate of
theology. From 1512 until his death in
1546, he served as professor of the Scrip-
tures at the new University of Witten-
berg. Throughout his life, he frequently

1535

1555

Chronology

1545-1563
1553-1558

1558-1603
1560-1660

cited his professorship as justification for 1568-1578
hi i .
3 refor'mmg work . 1572
Martin Luther was a very conscien-
tious friar, but his scrupulous observance 1588
of religious routine, frequent confessions, 1598

and fasting gave him only temporary re-
lief from anxieties about sin and his abil-
ity to meet God’s demands. Through his
study of Saint Paul’s letters in the New Testament, he
gradually arrived at a new understanding of Christian
doctrine. His understanding is often summarized as
“faich alone, grace alone, Scripture alone.” He believed
that salvation and justification come through faith.
Faith is a free gift of God’s grace, not the result of hu-
man effort. God’s word is revealed only in Scripture,
not in the traditions of the church.

At the same time that Luther was engaged in schol-
atly reflections and professorial lecturing, Pope Leo X
authorized the sale of a special Saint Peter’s indulgence
to finance his building plans in Rome. The archbishop
who controlled the area in which Wittenberg was lo-
cated, Albert of Mainz, was an enthusiastic promoter
of this indulgence sale. For his efforts, he received a
share of the profits so that he could pay off a debt he

had incurred in order to purchase a papal dispensation
allowing him to become the bishop of several other
territories as well.

What exactly was an indulgence? According to
Catholic theology, individuals who sin could be recon-
ciled to God by confessing their sins to a priest and by
doing an assigned penance, such as praying or fasting.
But beginning in the twelfth century learned theolo-
gians increasingly emphasized the idea of purgatory, a
place where souls on their way to Heaven went to.make
further amends for their carthly sins. Both earthly pen-
ance and time in purgatory could be shortened by
drawing on what was termed the “treasury of merits.”
"This was a collection of all the virtuous acts that Christ,
the apostles, and the saints had done during their lives.
People thought of it as a sort of strongbox, like those in

393




394

- L g il
45562"? acyeifofen SHFEN
Con {Tuctpﬁiaﬁmﬁ?smﬂaiic&pdic Bez @daric &
ginis dinituo confecrare loci Beremivaris COffan- Yyoc) 20
pu ‘;apﬁ_awnofuuﬁaa]"wfgﬁ-‘:‘w}gﬁ”“
i vices loci e Capelld vifie
safle mifias fus pad in forma ecclefic confeffs es auaotitae
s24 [eoe apticaniBy in Bac paree cdeeffa inllicea priafalura
;‘u aﬁfolu:} € oty lfib:pﬁ:ta licreras tradivd figillogy Oy
Guiunieds listeris cafaeso fignaud-Anng G2 .eccte. 2P SMC
(Lowa-toeTa s «of.-ﬁ;&; ?:'X e’a;‘_'_h: b
W fegith

1500-1600

o

Selling Indulgences A German single-page pamphlet shows a monk offering an indulgence, with
the official seals of the pope attached, as people run to put their money in the box in exchange for
his promise of heavenly bliss, symbolized by the dove above his head. Indulgences were sold widely
in Germany and became the first Catholic practice that Luther criticized openly. This pamphlet also
attacks the sale of indulgences, calling this practice devilish and deceitful. Indulgences were often
printed fill-in-the-blank forms. This indulgence (upper left), purchased in 1521, has space for the

indulgence seller's name at the top, the buyer's name in the middle, and the date at the bottom.
(pamphlet: akg-images; indulgence: Visual Connection Archive)

which merchants carried coins. An indulgence was a
piece of parchment (later, paper), signed by the pope
or another church official, that substituted a virtuous
act from the treasury of merits for penance or time in
purgatory. The papacy and bishops had given Crusad-
ers such indulgences, and by the later Middle Ages
they were offered for making pilgrimages or other pi-
ous activities and also sold outright (see Chapter 9).
Archbishop Albert’s indulgence sale, run by a Do-
minican friar named Johann Tetzel who mounted an
advertising blitz, promised that the purchase of indul-
gences would bring full forgiveness for one’s own sins
or release from purgatory for a loved one. One of the
slogans— “As soon as coin in coffer rings, the soul

from purgatory springs”— brought phenomenal suc-
cess, and people traveled from miles around to buy
indulgences.

Lucher was severely troubled that many people be-
lieved they had no further need for repentance once
they had purchased indulgences. In 1517 he wrote a
letter to Archbishop Albert on the subject and enclosed
in Latin his “Ninety-five Theses on the Power of Indul-
gences.” His argument was that indulgences under-
mined the seriousness of the sacrament of penance,
competed with the preaching of the Gospel, and
downplayed the importance of charity in Christian
life. After Luther’s death, biographies reported that the
theses were also nailed to the door of the church at
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The Ten Commandments  Lucas Cranach the Elder, the court painter for the elector of Saxony, painted this
giant illustration of the Ten Commandments (more than 5 feet by 11 feet) for the city hall in Wittenberg in
1516, just at the point that Luther was beginning to question Catholic doctrine. Cranach was an early
supporter of Luther, and many of his later works depict the reformer and his ideas. Paintings were used by
both Protestants and Catholics to teach religious ideas. (Lutherhalle, Wittenberg/The Bridgeman Art Library)

Wittenberg Castle on October 31, 1517. Such an act
would have been very strange— they were in Latin and
written for those learned in theology, not for ordinary
churchgoers—but it has become a standard part of
Luther lore.

Whether the theses were posted or not, they were
quickly printed, first in Latin and then in German
translation. Luther was ordered to come to Rome, al-
though because of the political situation in the empire,
he was able instead to engage in formal scholarly de-
bate with a representative of the church, Johann Eck,
at Leipzig in 1519. He refused to take back his ideas
and continued to develop his calls for reform, publiciz-
ing them in a series of pamphlets in which he moved
further and further away from Catholic theology. Both
popes and church councils could err, he wrote, and
secular leaders should reform the church if the pope
and clerical hierarchy did not. There was no distinc-
tion between clergy and laypeople, and requiring clergy
to be celibate was a fruitless attempt to control a natu-
ral human drive. Luther clearly understood the power
of the new medium of print, so he authorized the pub-
lication of his works.

The papacy responded with a letter condemning
some of Luther’s propositions, ordering that his books

be burned, and giving him two months to recant or be
excommunicated. Luther retaliated by publicly burn-
ing the letter. By 1521, when the excommunication
was supposed to become final, Luther’s theological is-
sues had become interwoven with public controversies
about the church’s wealth, power, and basic structure.
The papal legate wrote of the growing furor, “All Ger-
many is in revolution. Nine-tenths shout ‘Luther’ as
their war cry; and the other tenth cares nothing about
Luther, and cries ‘Death to the court of Rome.””! In
this highly charged atmosphere, the twenty-one-year-
old emperor Charles V held his first diet (assembly of
the nobility, clergy, and cities of the Holy Roman
Empire) in the German city of Worms and summoned
Luther to appear. Luther refused to give in to demands
that he take back his ideas. “Unless I am convinced
by the evidence of Scripture or by plain reason,” he
said, “T cannot and will not recant anything, for it is
neither safe nor right to go against conscience.”? His
appearance at the Diet of Worms in 1521 created an
even broader audience for reform ideas, and through-
out central Europe other individuals began to preach
and publish against the existing doctrines and practices
of the church, drawing on the long tradition of calls
for change as well as on Luther.
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PRIMARY SOURCE 13.1

Martin Luther, On Christian Liberty

The idea of liberty has played a powerful role in the history
of Western society and culture, but the meaning and under-
standing of liberty has undergone continual change and in-
terpretation. In the Roman world, where slavery was a basic
institution, liberty meant the condition of being a free man.
In the Middle Ages, possessing liberty meant having special
privileges or rights that other persons or institutions did not
have. Citizens in London, for example, were said to possess
the “freedom of the city,” which allowed them to practice
trades and own property without interference.

The idea of liberty also has a religious dimension, and the
reformer Martin Luther formulated a classic interpretation
of liberty in his treatise On Christian Liberty (sometimes
translated as On the Freedom of a Christian), arguably
his finest piece. Written in Latin for the pope but translated
immediately into German and published widely, it contains
the main themes of Luther’s theology: the importance of
faith, the relationship between Christian faith and good
works, the dual nature of human beings, and the fundamen-
tal importance of scripture. Luther writes that Christians
were freed from sin and death through Christ, not through
their own actions.

I A Christian man is the most free lord of all, and subject
to none; a Christian man is the most dutiful servant of

all, and subject to everyone. Although these statements
appear contradictory, yet, when they are found to agree
together, they will do excellently for my purpose. They are
both the statements of Paul himself, who says, “Though

| be free from all men, yet have | made myself a servant
unto all” (I Corinthians 9:19) and “Owe no man anything
but to love one another” (Romans 13:8). Now love is by its
own nature dutiful and obedient to the beloved object.
Thus even Christ, though Lord of all things, was yet made
of a woman; made under the law; at once free and a ser-
vant; at once in the form of God and in the form ofa
servant.

Let us examine the subject on a deeper and less
simple principle. Man is composed of a twofold nature, a
spiritual and a bodily. As regards the spiritual nature,
which they name the soul, he is called the spiritual, in-
ward, new man; as regards the bodily nature, which they
name the flesh, he is called the fleshly, outward, old
man. The Apostle speaks of this: “Though our outward
man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by day”
(1 Corinthians 4:16). The result of this diversity is that in
the Scriptures opposing statements are made concern-
ing the same man, the fact being that in the same man
these two men are opposed to one another; the flesh

lusting against the spirit, and the spirit against the flesh
(Galatians 5:17).

We first approach the subject of the inward man, that
we may see by what means a man becomes justified, free,
and a true Christian; that is, a spiritual, new, and inward
man. It is certain that absolutely none among outward
things, under whatever name they may be reckoned, has
any influence in producing Christian righteousness or lib-
erty, nor, on the other hand, unrighteousness or slavery.
This can be shown by an easy argument. What can it
profit to the soul that the body should be in good condi-
tion, free, and full of life, that it should eat, drink, and act
according to its pleasure, when even the most impious
slaves of every kind of vice are prosperous in these mat-
ters? Again, what harm can ill health, bondage, hunger,
thirst, or any other outward evil, do to the soul, when
even the most pious of men, and the freest in the purity
of their conscience, are harassed by these things? Neither
of these states of things has to do with the liberty or the
slavery of the soul.

And so it will profit nothing that the body should be
adorned with sacred vestment, or dwell in holy places, or
be occupied in sacred offices, or pray, fast, and abstain
from certain meats, or do whatever works can be done
through the body and in the body. Something widely dif-
ferent will be necessary for the justification and liberty of
the soul, since the things | have spoken of can be done by
an impious person, and only hypocrites are produced by
devotion to these things. On the other hand, it will not
at all injure the soul that the body should be clothed in
profane raiment, should dwell in profane places, should
eat and drink in the ordinary fashion, should not pray
aloud, and should leave undone all the things above
mentioned, which may be done by hypocrites. ...

One thing, and one alone, is necessary for life, justifi-
cation, and Christian liberty; and that is the most Holy
Word of God, the Gospel of Christ, as He says, “l am the
resurrection and the life; he that believeth in me shall not
die eternally” (John 9:25), and also, “If the Son shall make
you free, ye shall be free indeed" (John 8:36), and “Man
shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that pro-
ceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4).

Let us therefore hold it for certain and firmly estab-
lished that the soul can do without everything except the
Word of God, without which none at all of its wants is
provided for. But, having the Word, it is rich and wants
for nothing, since that is the Word of life, of truth, of light,
of peace, of justification, of salvation, of joy, of liberty, of
wisdom, of virtue, of grace, of glory, and of every good
thing. ...




But you will ask, “What is this Word, and by what
means is it to be used, since there are so many words
of God?” | answer, “The Apostle Paul (Romans 1) ex-
plains what it is, namely the Gospel of God, concern-
ing His Son, incarnate, suffering, risen, and glorified
through the Spirit, the Sanctifier.” To preach Christ
is to feed the soul, to justify it, to set it free, and to
save it, if it believes the preaching. For faith alone,
and the efficacious use of the Word of God, bring
salvation. “If thou shalt confess with thy mouth the
Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God
hath raised Him from the dead, thou shalt be saved”
(Romans 9:9); . .. and “The just shall live by faith”
(Romans 1:17). . ..

But this faith cannot consist of all with works;
that is, if you imagine that you can be justified by
those works, whatever they are, along with it. . ...
Therefore, when you begin to believe, you learn at
the same time that all that is in you is utterly guilty,
sinful, and damnable, according to that saying, “All
have sinned, and come short of the glory of God”
(Romans 3:23). ... When you have learned this, you
will know that Christ is necessary for you, since He
has suffered and risen again for you, that, believing
on Him, you might by this faith become another
man, all your sins being remitted, and you being
justified by the merits of another, namely Christ
alone. . ..

And since it [faith] alone justifies, it is evident
that by no outward work or labour can the inward
man be at all justified, made free, and saved; and
that no works whatever have any relation to him. . ..
Therefore the first care of every Christian ought to
be to lay aside all reliance on works, and strengthen
his faith alone more and more, and by it grow in
knowledge, not of works, but of Christ Jesus, who
has suffered and risen again for him, as Peter teaches

(I Peter 5).H

EYALUATE THE EVIDENCE

1. What did Luther mean by liberty?

2. Why, for Luther, was Scripture basic to Christian
life?

Source: Luther’s Primary Works, ed. H. Wace and C. A. Buchheim
(London: Holder and Stoughton, 1896). Reprinted in The Portable
Renaissance Reader, ed. James Bruce Ross and Mary Martin McLaughlin
(New York: Penguin Books, 1981), pp. 721-726.

The Early Reformation

Protestant Thought

The most important early reformer other than Luther
was the Swiss humanist, priest, and admirer of Erasmus,
Ulrich Zwingli (ZWIHNG-lee) (1484—1531). Zwingli
announced in 1519 that he would not preach from the
church’s prescribed readings but, relying on Erasmus’s
New Testament, go right through the New Testament
“from A to Z,” that is, from Marthew to Revelation.
Zwingli was convinced that Christian life rested on
the Scriptures, which were the pure words of God and
the sole basis of religious truth. He went on to attack
indulgences, the Mass, the institution of monasti-
cism, and clerical celibacy. In his gradual reform of the
church in Zurich, he had the strong support of the city
authorities, who had long resented the privileges of the
clergy.

The followers of Luther, Zwingli, and others who
called for a break with Rome came to be called Protes-
tants. The word Protestant derives from the protest
drawn up by a small group of re-

forming German princes at the Diet | Protestant The name

of Speyer in 1529. The princes
“protested” the decisions of the
Catholic majority, and the word
gradually became a general term ap-
plied to all non-Catholic western
European Christians.

Luther, Zwingli, and other early Protestants agreed
on many things. First, how is a person to be saved?
Traditional Catholic teaching held that salvation is
achieved by both faith and good works. Protestants
held that salvation comes by faith alone, irrespective
of good works or the sacraments. God, not people,
initiates salvation. (See “Primary Source 13.1: Martin
Luther, On Christian Liberty,” at left.) Second, where
does religious authority reside? Christian doctrine had
long maintained that authority rests both in the Bible
and in the traditional teaching of the church. For Prot-
estants, authority rested in the Bible alone. For a doc-
trine or issue to be valid, it had to have a scriptural
basis. Because of this, most Protestants rejected Catho-
lic teachings about the sacraments—the rituals that
the church had defined as imparting God’s benefits on
the believer (see Chapter 10)—holding that only bap-
tism and the Eucharist have scriptural support.

Third, what is the church? Protestants held thart the
church is a spiritual priesthood of all believers, an invis-
ible fellowship not fixed in any place or person, which
differed markedly from the Roman Catholic practice
of a hierarchical clerical institution headed by the pope
in Rome. Fourth, what is the highest form of Christian
life? The medieval church had stressed the superiority
of the monastic and religious life over the secular. Prot-
estants disagreed and argued that every person should
serve God in his or her individual calling.
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LIVING IN THE PAST

Uses of Art in the Reformation

purpose and function of art. Protestants and Catholics

disagreed, and Protestant groups disagreed with one
another. Some Protestant leaders, including Ulrich Zwingli
and John Calvin, stressed that “the Word of God” should be
the only instrument used in the work of evangelization.
Swiss Protestants and Calvinists in many parts of Europe
stripped statues, images, and decoration out of many for-
merly Catholic churches or redesigned them with a stark,
bare simplicity. Martin Luther, by contrast, believed that
painting and sculpture had value in spreading the Gospel
message because “children and simple folk are more apt to
retain the divine stories when taught by pictures and par-
ables than merely by words or instruction.” He collaborated
with artists such as Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472-1553),
who conveyed Protestant ideas in woodcuts and paintings.
(See Cranach’s The Ten Commandments, page 395.)

I n the Reformation era, controversy raged over the

Both Protestants and Catholics used pictures for pro-
paganda purposes. In The True and False Churches, Lucas
Cranach the Younger (1515-1586) shows Luther standing in
a pulpit, preaching the word of God from an open Bible.
At the right, a flaming open mouth symbolizing the jaws
of Hell engulfs the pope, cardinals, and friars, one kind of
“false church.” At the left, Cranach shows a crucified Christ
emerging out of the “lamb of God” on the altar as people
are receiving communion. This image of the “true church”
represents the Lutheran understanding of the Lord's Sup-
per, in which Christ is really present in the bread and wine,
in contrast to the view of other Protestants such as Zwingli,
who saw the ceremony as a symbol or memorial.

The Catholic Church officially addressed the subject of
art at the Council of Trent in 1563. The church declared
that honor and veneration should be given to likenesses of
Christ, the Virgin Mary, and the saints; that images should

Lucas Cranach the Younger, The True and False Churches. (© akg/Newscom)




Jesuit Priest Distributing Holy Pictures. (From Pierre
Chenu, The Reformation [New York: St. Martin's Press, 1986])

remind people of the saints’ virtues in order to
encourage imitation; and that pictorial art
should promote piety and the love of God. Con-
sider the anonymous painting fesuit Priest Dis-
tributing Holy Pictures. Parish priests and Jesuits
often distributed such pictures to laypeople, in-
cluding children, to help educate them in mat-
ters of doctrine. Church leaders also sponsored
the building of lavishly decorated churches that
appealed to the senses and proclaimed the
power of the reformed Catholic Church. (See
Church of the Gesu, page 417.)

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. What does Cranach’s woodcut suggest about
Protestants who had a different interpreta-
tion than Luther’s about the Lord’s Supper?

2. Cranach's woodcut could be easily repro-
duced through the technology of the
printing press. How would this have
enhanced its impact?

3. In what way does the artist of the Jesuit
image suggest that people are eager for the
Catholic message? How might this painting
itself have aroused piety?

The Early Reformation

Protestants did not agree on everything, and one
important area of dispute was the ritual of the Eucha-
rist (also called communion, the Lord’s Supper, and, in
Catholicism, the Mass). Catholicism holds the dogma
of transubstantiation: by the consecrating words of the
priest during the Mass, the bread and wine become the
actual body and blood of Christ. In opposition, Luther
believed thar Christ is really present in the consecrated
bread and wine, but this is the result of God’s mystery,
not the actions of a priest. Zwingli understood the
Eucharist as a memorial in which Christ was present
in spirit among the faithful, but not in the bread and
wine. The Colloquy of Marburg, summoned in 1529
to unite Protestants, failed to resolve these differences,
though Protestants reached agreement on almost every-
thing else.

The Appeal of Protestant ldeas

Pulpits and printing presses spread the Protestant mes-
sage all over Germany, and by the middle of the six-
teenth century people of all social classes had rejected
Catholic teachings and had become Protestant. What
was the immense appeal of Luther’s religious ideas and
those of other Protestants?

Educated people and many humanists were much
attracted by Luther’s teachings. He advocated a simpler
personal religion based on faith, a return to the spirit
of the early church, the centrality of the Scriptures in
the liturgy and in Christian life, and the abolition of
elaborate ceremonies— precisely the reforms the Chris-
tian humanists had been calling for. The Protestant
insistence that everyone should read and reflect on the
Scriptures attracted literate and thoughtful city resi-
dents. This included many priests and monks who left
the Catholic Church to become clergy in the new Prot-
estant churches. In addition, townspeople who envied
the church’s wealth and resented paying for it were at-
tracted by the notion that the clergy should also pay
taxes and should not have special legal privileges. After
Zurich became Protestant, the city council taxed the
clergy and placed them under the jurisdiction of civil
courts.

Scholars in many disciplines have attributed Luther’s
fame and success to the invention of the printing press,
which rapidly reproduced and made known his ideas.
Many printed works included woodcuts and other il-
lustrations, so that even those who could not read
could grasp the main ideas. (See “Living in the Past:
Uses of Art in the Reformation,” at left.) Equally im-
portant was Luther’s incredible skill with language, as
seen in his two catechisms (compendiums of basic reli-
gious knowledge) and in hymns that he wrote for con-
gregations to sing. Luther’s linguistic skill, together
with his translation of the New Testament into Ger-
man in 1523, led to the acceptance of his dialect of
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German as the standard written version of the German
language.

Both Luther and Zwingli recognized that for re-
forms to be permanent, political authorities as well as
concerned individuals and religious leaders would have
to accept them. Zwingli worked closely with the city
council of Zurich, and city councils themselves took
the lead in other cities and towns of Switzerland and
south Germany. They appointed pastors who they
knew had accepted Protestant ideas, required them to
swear an oath of loyalty to the council, and oversaw
their preaching and teaching.

Luther lived in a territory ruled by a noble—the
elector of Saxony—and he also worked closely with
political authorities, viewing them as fully justified in
asserting control over the church in their territories.
Indeed, he demanded that German rulers reform the
papacy and its institutions, and he instructed all Chris-
tians to obey their secular rulers, whom he saw as di-
vinely ordained to maintain order. Individuals may
have been convinced of the truth of Protestant teach-
ings by hearing sermons, listening to hymns, or read-
ing pamphlets, but a territory became Protestant when
its ruler, whether a noble or a city council, brought in
a reformer or two to re-educate the territory’s clergy,
sponsored public sermons, and confiscated church
property. This happened in many of the states of the
Holy Roman Empire during the 1520s.

The Radical Reformation
and the German Peasants’ War

While Luther and Zwingli worked with political au-
thorities, some individuals and groups rejected the idea
that church and state needed to be united. Beginning
in the 1520s groups in Switzerland, Germany, and the
Netherlands sought instead to create a voluntary com-
munity of believers separate from the state, as they un-
derstood it to have existed in New Testament times.
In terms of theology and spiritual practices, these indi-
viduals and groups varied widely, though they are gen-
erally termed “radicals” for their insistence on a more
extensive break with prevailing ideas. Some adopted
the baptism of adult believers, for which they were
called by their enemies “Anabaptists,” which means
“rebaptizers.” (Early Christians had practiced adult
baptism, but infant baptism became the norm, which
meant that adults undergoing baptism were repeating
the ritual.) Some groups attempted communal owner-
ship of property, living very simply and rejecting any-
thing they thought unbiblical. Some reacted harshly o
members who deviated, but others argued for com-
plete religious toleration and individualism.

Some religious radicals thought the end of the
world was coming soon, and in the 1530s a group took
over the German city of Miinster, which they predicted
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would be the site of a New Jerusalem that would sur-
vive God’s final judgment. They called for communal
ownership of property and expelled those who refused
to be rebaptized. Combined armies of Catholics and
Protestants besieged the city and executed its leaders.
The insurrection at Miinster and the radicals” unwill-
ingness to accept a state church marked them as societal
outcasts and invited hatred and persecution, for both
Protestant and Catholic authorities saw a state church
as key to maintaining order. Anabaptists and other
radicals were banished or cruelly executed by burning,
beating, or drowning. (See “Individuals in Sociery:
Anna Jansz of Rotterdam,” at right.) Their community
spirit and heroism in the face of martyrdom, however,
contributed to the survival of radical ideas. Later, the
Quakers, with their pacifism; the Baptists, with their
emphasis on inner spiritual light; the Congregational-
ists, with their democratic church organization; and in
1787 the authors of the U.S. Constitution, with their
opposition to the “establishment of religion” (state
churches), would all trace their origins, in part, to the
radicals of the sixteenth century.

Radical reformers sometimes called for social as well
as religious change, a message thar resonated with the
increasingly struggling German peasantry. In the early
sixteenth century the economic condition of the peas-
antry varied from place to place but was generally
worse than it had been in the fifteenth century and was
deteriorating. Crop failures in 1523 and 1524 aggra-
vated an explosive situation. Nobles had aggrieved
peasants by seizing village common lands, by imposing
new rents and requiring additional services, and by
taking the peasants’ best horses or cows whenever a
head of household died. The peasants made demands
that they believed conformed to the Scriptures, and
they cited radical thinkers as well as Luther as proof
thar they did.

Luther wanted to prevent rebellion. Initially he
sided with the peasants, blasting the lords for robbing
their subjects. But when rebellion broke out, peasants
who expected Luther’s support were soon disillusioned.
Freedom for Luther meant independence from the
authority of the Roman Church; it did not mean op-
position to legally established secular powers. As for
biblical support for the peasants’ demands, he main-
tained that Scripture had nothing to do with earchly
justice or material gain, a position that Zwingli sup-
ported. Firmly convinced that rebellion would hasten
the end of civilized sociery, Luther wrote the tract
Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of the Peasants:
“Let everyone who can smite, slay, and stab [the peas-
ants), secretly and openly, remembering that nothing
can be more poisonous, hurtful or devilish than a
rebel.”? The nobility ferociously crushed the revolr.
Historians estimate that more than seventy-five thou-
sand peasants were killed in 1525.




