
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION

			KEY INFORMATION

			
					When: the Protestant Reformation started in 1521 and continued throughout the rest of the 16th century.

					Where: Germany, Switzerland, Great Britain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Scandinavia.

					Context: rampant corruption in the Catholic Church and the opportunism displayed by European royalty gave rise to three distinct new branches of Christianity (Lutheranism, Calvinism and Anglicanism), all of which challenged papal authority and sought to reform the faith’s clerical hierarchy and theological foundations.

					Key protagonists:	Erasmus of Rotterdam (Dutch theologian and “Prince of the Humanists”, 1467-1536).

	Thomas More (Chancellor of England, 1478-1535).

	Martin Luther (German monk and theologian, 1483-1546).

	Ulrich Zwingli (Swiss pastor, 1484-1531).

	John Calvin (French theologian, 1509-1564).




					Impact: as the Protestant Reformation gained strength, it sparked the Counter-Reformation within the Catholic Church. These opposing movements had far-reaching consequences throughout Europe, including the rise of secularism.

			

			INTRODUCTION

			The Protestant Reformation is the term used by historians to collectively refer to the emergence of three Christian religious movements (Lutheranism, Calvinism and Anglicanism) in the 16th century. These Protestants, as they came to be known, challenged the legitimacy of papal authority and sought to completely reform the doctrine and hierarchy of the Christian religion. The Reformation quickly spread through Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Great Britain, France, Belgium, Luxembourg and Scandinavia, with dramatic and often bloody consequences: in fact, this period of history is often referred to as the era of the wars of religion, which broke out as a result of the political tensions caused by this religious upheaval.

			Faced with what it viewed as unmitigated sedition and heresy, the Catholic Church held the Council of Trent (1545-1563), which led to the rise of the Counter-Reformation movement. However, it was unable to bring the regions which had converted to Protestantism back under its thumb, although several countries, including the principalities of Germany and the Kingdom of France, were riven by internal religious conflict. Eventually, the Holy Roman Emperor CharlesV (1500-1558) and King HenryIV of France (1553-1610) decided to take measures that were unprecedented at the time: they both took steps to allow increased freedom of religion through the Peace of Augsburg (1555) and the Edict of Nantes (1598), respectively. However, their successors did not always continue moving towards increased secularism: in fact, many of them took several steps backwards, often with disastrous consequences.




		
			POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND RELIGIOUS CONTEXT

			PATCHWORK CHRISTIANITY

			As many historians, particularly Ditchfield and Delumeau, have highlighted in recent decades, it is a misconception to assume that a uniform version of Christianity was practiced throughout the entirety of Europe in the years leading up to the Protestant Reformation. On the contrary, the religious landscape in those days was a patchwork of different belief systems: this was a world where pagan traditions were very much alive and well, and one village’s folklore was often subtly distinct from its neighbours’. Over time, these traditions were usually incorporated into the local understanding of Christianity, which gradually gave rise to a motley array of ostensibly Christian customs which varied greatly from region to region. For example, tradesmen in larger towns often banded together to form guilds, each of which was dedicated to the patron saint of their profession, while each town celebrated its own traditional festivals and processions in addition to those marked in the Christian calendar. As a result, Protestantism was able to take root in these areas without encountering any real resistance from a unified Catholic Church.

			The Reformation sent shockwaves rippling through the continent, as Catholic and Protestant religious leaders alike soon realised that their control over the masses was slipping. This was also the age of evangelism, when Jesuit and Franciscan missionaries headed overseas in droves to spread their faith in the Americas and in Asia. However, there was another, lesser-known side to this surge in evangelism: there were also numerous missionaries who targeted rural regions of Europe, sparking a resistance effort as traditional pagan folklore was gradually eradicated.

			THE WOES OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

			The Catholic Church was already on shaky footing long before Martin Luther or John Calvin had ever found themselves harbouring doubts about Catholic doctrine, uttered a single word against the clerical hierarchy or stood up to papal authority in any way. As such, the Catholic Church that was challenged by the first reformers was not an all-powerful, implacable foe, but a fallible institution that had already been weakened by decades of strife and infighting.

			Not only had the Catholic Church been embroiled in a series of political squabbles dating back to the 14th century, it had allowed corruption to fester unchecked and its spiritual doctrine was stagnating. It was also plagued with internal dissent, which was both ideological and institutional in nature, leaving the Church increasingly enfeebled. The theologians John Wycliffe (1320-1384) and Jan Hus (1370-1415) rose to prominence in quick succession, criticising the corruption that was rampant among the clergy and debating the spiritual usefulness of their very existence. Furthermore, between 1378 and 1417, and again from 1439 to 1449, the Church was divided into multiple factions which supported rival popes, each of whom excommunicated the others. Eventually, the sovereignty of the pope himself was called into question, and from 1417 to 1439, the pope was answerable to an ecumenical council of bishops, which was supposed to be convened every five years.

			Many beliefs that were considered popular heresies by the Church were also widespread during this period. The Waldensian movement began in the 12th century, and remained prevalent in Northern Italy before spreading to the Alps from 1460 onwards. Meanwhile, the Catholic Church faced opposition from the English movement known as the Lollards throughout the 15th century, as well as embarking on a series of crusades known as the Hussite Wars (1417-1437) against the followers of Jan Hus, who were known as Hussites, in Bohemia (the present-day Czech Republic). The revolts there sent shockwaves through all of Christendom, while Lithuania, the last pagan nation in Europe, was forcibly converted to Christianity in 1387, and Constantinople was conquered by the Ottoman Empire in 1453.


			Popular movements

			Waldensians

			Peter Waldo (1140-1217) was a wealthy merchant from Lyons who began making drastic lifestyle changes after reading the Bible himself in 1175. He sold his earthly belongings, supported efforts to translate the Bible into the vernacular and the universal right to read it, and became the leader of a movement that advocated lay preaching. However, at that time, only members of the clergy were permitted to preach and read the Bible, so Waldo and his followers, who were known as Waldensians, were excommunicated by a synod held in Verona in 1184. Despite the violent persecution it faced following this pronouncement, the movement was never completely suppressed.

			Lollards

			From 1382 onwards, the followers of John Wycliffe came to be known as “Lollards”, which was likely derived from the Middle Dutch word lollen, meaning “to mutter”. This movement challenged the legitimacy of the clergy, criticised the sale of indulgences and advocated the redistribution of the Church’s wealth and a return to mysticism. Wycliffe’s writings were not formally condemned and banned by the Church until 1415, but King Henry IV of England (1367-1413) persecuted the Lollards from the beginning of his reign in 1399.

			Hussites

			Jan Hus was a Bohemian theologian who greatly admired Wycliffe’s writings. At that time, Bohemia was in the throes of an identity crisis, and Hus’s teachings spurred the Bohemian government to implement reforms which encouraged the use of the Czech language at an administrative level. Hus was summoned to stand trial at the Council of Constance (1414-1418), which condemned him to be burnt at the stake as a heretic in 1415. This incited a national revolt on an utterly unprecedented scale: the Czech people rose up against the Church and its authority, and joined forces with the Waldensians to offer fierce resistance to any would-be foreign attackers. This conflict, which was known as the Hussite Wars, raged from 1417 to 1437, and Bohemia proved fertile ground for the Reformation when it began to spread a few decades later.



The only region of Europe where Christianity was actively gaining ground was Spain, where the Reconquista was finally drawing to a close. This period began in 722, a decade after the Umayyad Caliphate had first conquered the Iberian Peninsula and established Islam as the dominant religion of that region, and lasted until the fall of Granada in 1492. This final Muslim stronghold in Spain was defeated by the combined forces of Isabella of Castile (1451-1504) and Ferdinand of Aragon (1452-1516), whose military and political alliance had been sealed with their marriage in 1469.


			ROYAL OPPORTUNISM

			In 16th-century Europe, the majority of the population was too superstitious and uneducated to truly understand the issues and stakes at play in the Reformation, and the Catholic clergy had been left too weakened by years of conflict to muster any effective resistance to it. However, the rulers of certain European principalities saw this shift in the religious firmament as an opportunity – a trump card that they could play to counter any attempt to centralise political power, or to silence any opposition they faced. Many rulers in regions of France and Germany converted to Protestantism, because adopting a different religion allowed them to strengthen regionalist sentiment in their territory while simultaneously undermining their people’s loyalty to the Catholic sovereign. This strategy incited a number of bitter, bloody conflicts, which were denounced by the French philosopher Michel Eyquem de Montaigne (1533-1592) in his Essays: “Our religion is intended to extirpate vices, whereas it screens, nourishes, and incites them.”

			However, the wiliest ruler was undoubtedly King Henry VIII of England (1491-1547). In the early days of the Reformation he spoke out against it, and even wrote a book called Defence of the Seven Sacraments (1521), which led to Pope Leo X (1475-1521) naming him a “Defender of the Faith” later that year. However, a few years later it began to dawn on him just how many potential benefits he could reap from converting to Protestantism. At that time, the English monarchy was low on funds, and the English Parliament was refusing to raise taxes unless he agreed to pass a law that would place limits on his authority. However, if he converted to Protestantism, he would be able to seize Church property in England, which represented a sizeable fortune, while also retaining his authority. The final straw came in 1527, when King Henry asked the Pope to annul his marriage to the Spanish princess Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536), even though the marriage had been consummated. When the Pope refused, Henry VIII used this as a pretext to break away from the Catholic Church and declare himself the Supreme Head of the Church of England in 1534, a year after marrying his mistress Anne Boleyn (1507-1536), and seized the Church’s wealth.

			THE SALE OF INDULGENCES

			To this day, the Catholic Church recognises two types of sins: mortal sins and venial sins. Mortal sins are viewed as unforgivable, and it is believed that anyone who commits them will be condemned to an eternity in hell. However, anyone who has committed a venial sin will be sent to purgatory to do penance before being allowed to enter heaven. This is a temporary punishment, and Catholic doctrine teaches that it can be shortened: by acquiring an indulgence, a believer can reduce the time that they or a deceased relative must spend in purgatory.

			The concept of indulgences dates back to the first few centuries after the emergence of Christianity. However, during the early 16th century, Pope Leon X decided to construct St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, and began allowing believers to pay for their indulgence as a way of raising funds for this endeavour. As such, from 1507 onwards the Church began selling indulgences, which had been purchased with loans.


			Simony

			Simony is a term denoting the practice of selling spiritually valuable goods for money. During the 15th and 16th centuries, simony became endemic at every level of the Church, and allowed anyone with enough money to buy not only indulgences, but also ecclesiastic functions. For example, a person who had been ordered to conduct a pilgrimage to a sacred site as penance for a sin they had committed could also pay someone to undertake the pilgrimage on their behalf.



		


		
			KEY PROTAGONISTS

			ERASMUS OF ROTTERDAM
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				Portrait of Erasmus of Rotterdam by Hans Holbein the Younger, 1523.


			Desiderius Erasmus was born in Rotterdam in 1467, and studied at a school run by the Brethren of the Common Life in Deventer. In 1521, he moved to Basel in Switzerland, where he published a bilingual version of the New Testament in Latin and Greek. By this time, he was recognised as the leading thinker of the humanist movement and was the central member of a correspondence network known as the Republic of Letters. His reputation was such that he was often referred to as the “Prince of the Humanists”.

			Erasmus shared some of the ideas espoused by Luther and his followers, notably the belief that everyone should be permitted to read the Bible and the importance of spiritual integrity, but he never renounced his own Catholic faith, despite refusing the position of cardinal. His most famous work is The Praise of Folly (1511), which he dedicated to his friend Thomas More.

			He died in the early hours of 12July 1536.

			THOMAS MORE
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Sir Thomas More by Hans Holbein the Younger, 1527.


			Thomas More was born in 1477, and was made Chancellor to King HenryVIII in 1529, after studying law and proving himself an exceptional student. He was also a prominent member of the humanist movement and a close friend of Erasmus, as well as the author of Utopia (1516).

			When he first rose to the position of Chancellor, HenryVIII’s break with Rome was already on the cards. As a devout Catholic, More was strongly opposed to this turn of events, and resigned from his post in 1532. Two years later, he refused to acknowledge HenryVIII as the Supreme Head of the Church of England, which led to his execution in 1535.

			MARTIN LUTHER
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				Martin Luther by Lucas Cranach the Elder, 1529.

			Martin Luther was born in 1483. Like Erasmus, he studied at a school run by the Brethren of the Common Life. From 1505 onwards, he was wracked with doubts and questions about the meaning of life, and decided to enter St.Augustine’s Monastery in Erfurt in order to ensure his soul’s salvation. He was ordained as a priest in 1507 and became a Doctor of Theology at the University of Wittenberg in 1512. However, he was haunted by his fear of a vengeful God, while also dreaming of a merciful God. This hope formed the basis for all of his theological doctrine.

			Shortly after starting the Reformation, he renounced his monastic vows, claiming them to be hollow and meaningless, and began helping to evacuate monasteries and convents, before marrying a former nun, Katharina von Bora (1499-1552), in 1525. The couple had six children together. In his later years, he focused on spreading and formalising his doctrine, as well as battling the Roman Catholic Church and a number of his former followers who had developed their own ideologies. 

			ULRICH ZWINGLI
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				Portrait of Ulrich Zwingli by Hans Asper, 1531.


			Ulrich Zwingli was born in Switzerland in 1484, and was one of Erasmus’s many admirers. He began preaching Reformist doctrine after Luther was excommunicated in 1521. However, he differed from his mentor

			JOHN CALVIN
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