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World History &Geography I 

The Protestant Reformation 

What were the central ideas of Protestant reformers, and why were they appealing to various 

groups across Europe? 
 
Calls for reform in the church came from many quarters in early-sixteenth-century Europe — from educated 
laypeople such as Christian humanists and urban residents, from villagers and artisans, and from church officials 
themselves. This 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 technology of the printing press), much of central Europe and Scandinavia had broken with the 
Catholic Church in a movement that came to be known as the Protestant Reformation. In addition, even more 
radical concepts of the Christian message were being developed and linked to calls for social change. 

Criticism of the Church 
Sixteenth-century Europeans were deeply pious. Despite — or perhaps because of — the depth of their piety, many 
people were also highly critical of the Roman Catholic Church and its clergy. Papal conflicts with rulers and the 
Great Schism badly damaged the prestige of church leaders. Papal tax collection methods were also attacked, and 
some criticized the papacy itself as an institution. Court records, written descriptions of bishops’ visitations of 
parishes, and even popular songs and printed images show widespread anticlericalism, or opposition to the clergy. 

In the early sixteenth century, critics of the church concentrated their attacks on clerical immorality, ignorance, 
and absenteeism. Charges of immorality were aimed at a number of priests who were drunkards, neglected the rule 
of celibacy, gambled, or indulged in fancy dress. Charges of ignorance applied to barely literate priests who 
delivered poor-quality sermons and who were obviously ignorant of the Latin words of the Mass. 

In regard to absenteeism, many clerics, especially higher ecclesiastics, held several benefices (offices) 
simultaneously — a practice termed pluralism. However, they seldom visited the communities served by the 
benefices, let alone performed the spiritual responsibilities those offices entailed. Instead, they collected revenues 
from all the benefices assigned to them and hired a poor priest to fulfill their spiritual duties, paying him just a 
fraction of the income. 

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 were increasingly determined to 
integrate the clergy into civic life. This brought city leaders into opposition with bishops and the papacy, which for 
centuries had stressed the independence of the church from lay control and the distinction between members of the 
clergy and laypeople. 

Martin Luther 
By itself, widespread criticism of the church did not lead to the dramatic changes of the sixteenth century. Those 
resulted from the personal religious struggle of a German university professor, Martin Luther (1483–1546). Luther’s 
father wanted him to be a lawyer, but a sense of religious calling led him to join the Augustinian friars, an order 
whose members often preached to, taught, and assisted the poor. 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 
Scriptures at the new University of Wittenberg. 

Martin Luther was a very conscientious friar, but his scrupulous observance of the religious routine, frequent 
confessions, and fasting gave him only temporary relief from anxieties about sin and his ability 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 “faith alone, grace alone, scripture 
alone.” He believed that salvation and justification (righteousness in God’s eyes) come through faith, and that faith is 
a free gift of God, not the result of human effort. God’s word is revealed only in biblical scripture, not in the traditions 
of the church. 

At the same time that Luther was engaged in scholarly reflections and professorial lecturing, Pope Leo X 
authorized a special Saint Peter’s indulgence to finance his building plans in Rome. An indulgence was a 
document, signed by the pope or another church official, that substituted for penance. The archbishop who 
controlled the area in which Wittenberg was located, Albert of Mainz, also promoted the sale of indulgences, in his 
case to pay off a debt he had incurred to be named bishop of several additional territories. Albert’s sales campaign, 
run by a Dominican friar who mounted an advertising blitz, promised that the purchase of indulgences would bring 



full forgiveness for one’s own sins or buy 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 success. 

Luther was severely 
troubled that many people 
believed that they had no further 
need for repentance once they 
had purchased indulgences. He 
wrote a letter to Archbishop 
Albert on the subject and 
enclosed in Latin his “Ninety-five 
Theses on the Power of 
Indulgences.” His argument was 
that indulgences undermined the 
seriousness of the sacrament of 
penance and competed with the 
preaching of the Gospel. After 
Luther’s death, biographies 
reported that the theses were 
also posted on the door of the 
church at 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 
normal churchgoers — but it has 
become a standard part of 
Luther lore. In any case, Luther 
intended the theses for 
academic debate, but by 
December 1517 they had been 
translated into German and were 
being read throughout central 
Europe. Luther was ordered to 
go to Rome, but he was able to 
avoid this because the ruler of 
the territory in which he lived 
protected him. The pope 
nonetheless ordered him to 
recant many of his ideas, and 
Luther publicly burned the letter 
containing the papal order. In 
this highly charged atmosphere, 
the twenty-one-year-old emperor Charles V summoned Luther to appear before the Diet of Worms, an assembly of 
representatives from the territories of the Holy Roman Empire meeting in the city of Worms in 1521. 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 — for I do not accept the authority of the 
Pope or the councils alone, since it is established that they have often erred and contradicted themselves — I 
am bound by the Scriptures I have cited and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not 

recant anything, for it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience.4 

Protestant Thought and Its Appeal 
As he developed his ideas, Luther gathered followers, who came to be called Protestants. The 

word Protestant derives from a “protest” drawn up by a small group of reforming German princes in 1529. At 
first Protestant meant “a follower of Luther,” but as many other reformers appeared, it became a general term for all 
non-Catholic western European Christians. 

Catholics and Protestants disagreed on many issues. First, how is a person to be saved? 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. Second, where does religious 
authority reside? Christian doctrine had long maintained that authority rests both in the Bible and in the traditional 

 
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 they were the 

first Catholic practice that Luther criticized openly. This pamphlet also attacks the sale 

of indulgences, calling it devilish and deceitful, a point of view expressed in the 

woodcut by the peddler’s riding on a donkey, an animal that had long been used as a 

symbol of ignorance. Indulgences were often printed as fill-in-the-blank forms. This 

one, 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. (woodcut: akg-images; indulgence: 

Visual Connection Archive) 

 



teaching of the church. For Protestants, however, authority rests in the Bible alone, and for a doctrine or issue to be 
valid, it has to have a scriptural basis. Third, what is the church? Protestants held that the church is a spiritual 
priesthood of all believers, an invisible fellowship not fixed in any place or person, which differed markedly from the 
Roman Catholic practice of looking to a clerical, hierarchical 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. Protestants disagreed and argued that every person should serve God in his or her individual 
calling. 

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

Educated people and humanists were attracted by Luther’s ideas. 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 Christian humanists had been calling for. 
His insistence that everyone should read and reflect on the Scriptures attracted the literate middle classes, including 
many priests and monks who became clergy in the new Protestant churches. Luther’s ideas also appealed to 
townspeople who envied the church’s wealth and resented paying for it. After cities 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 illustrations, 
so that even those who could not read could grasp the main ideas. Hymns were also important means of conveying 
central points of doctrine, as was Luther’s translation of the New Testament into German in 1523. 

Luther worked closely with political authorities, viewing them as fully justified in reforming the church in their 
territories. He instructed all Christians to obey their secular rulers, whom he saw as divinely ordained to maintain 
order. Individuals may have been convinced of the truth of Protestant teachings by hearing sermons, listening to 
hymns, or reading 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 empire during the 1520s and then moved beyond the empire to 
Denmark-Norway and Sweden. 

The Radical Reformation and the German Peasants’ War 
In the sixteenth century the practice of religion remained a public matter. The ruler determined the official form of 
religious practice in his (or occasionally her) jurisdiction. Almost everyone believed that the presence of a faith 
different from that of the majority represented a political threat to the security of the state. Few believed in religious 
liberty; people with different ideas had to convert or leave. 

Some individuals and groups rejected the idea that church and state needed to be united, however, and they 
sought to create a voluntary community of believers as they understood it to have existed in New Testament times. 
In terms of theology and spiritual practices, these individuals and groups varied widely, though they are generally 
termed “radicals” for their insistence on a more extensive break with prevailing ideas. Some adopted the custom of 
baptizing adult believers — for which they were given the title of “Anabaptists” or rebaptizers by their enemies — 
while others saw all outward sacraments or rituals as misguided. Some groups attempted communal ownership of 
property, living very simply and rejecting anything they thought unbiblical. Some reacted harshly to members who 
deviated from the group’s accepted practices, but others argued for complete religious tolerance and individualism. 

Religious radicals were met with fanatical hatred and bitter persecution, including banishment and execution. 
Both Protestant and Catholic authorities felt threatened by the social, political, and economic implications of radicals’ 
religious ideas and by their rejection of a state church, which the authorities saw as key to maintaining order. 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 Congregationalists, 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 the origins of their beliefs, in part, to the radicals of the 
sixteenth century. 

Another group to challenge state authorities was the peasantry. In the early sixteenth century the economic 
condition of peasants varied from place to place but was generally worse than it had been in the fifteenth century 
and was deteriorating. Peasants demanded limitations on the new taxes and labor obligations their noble landlords 
were imposing. They believed that their demands conformed to the Scriptures and cited Luther as a theologian who 
could prove that they did. 

Wanting to prevent rebellion, Luther initially sided with the peasants, blasting the lords for robbing their 
subjects. But when rebellion broke out, the peasants who expected Luther’s support were soon disillusioned. 
Freedom for Luther meant independence from the authority of the Roman Church, not opposition to legally 
established secular powers. Firmly convinced that rebellion would hasten the end of civilized society, he wrote the 
tract Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of the Peasants, which said, in part, “Let everyone who can smite, 



slay, and stab [the peasants], secretly and openly, remembering that nothing can be more poisonous, hurtful or 

devilish than a rebel.”5 The nobility ferociously crushed the revolt, which became known as the German Peasants’ 
War of 1525. That year, historians estimate, more than seventy-five thousand peasants were killed. 

The Peasants’ War greatly strengthened the authority of lay rulers. Because Luther turned against the peasants 
who revolted, the Reformation lost much of its popular appeal after 1525, though peasants and urban rebels 
sometimes found a place for their social and religious ideas in radical groups. Peasants’ economic conditions did 
moderately improve, however. For example, in many parts of Germany enclosed fields, meadows, and forests were 
returned to common use instead of being controlled by noble landlords. 

Marriage and Women’s Roles 
Luther and other Protestants believed that a priest’s or nun’s vows of celibacy went against human nature and 
God’s commandments. Luther married a former nun, Katharina von Bora (1499–1532), who quickly had several 
children. Most other Protestant reformers also married, and their wives had to create a new and respectable role for 
themselves — pastor’s wife — to overcome being viewed as simply a new type of priest’s concubine. They were 
living demonstrations of their husband’s convictions about the superiority of marriage to celibacy, and they were 
expected to be models of wifely obedience and Christian charity. 

Catholics viewed marriage as a sacramental union that, if validly entered into, could not be dissolved. 
Protestants saw marriage as a contract in which each partner promised the other support, companionship, and the 
sharing of mutual goods. They believed that spouses who did not comfort or support one another endangered their 
own souls and the surrounding community; therefore, most Protestants came to allow divorce. Divorce remained 
rare, however, because marriage was such an important social and economic institution. 

Protestants did not break with medieval scholastic theologians in their view that, within marriage, women were 
to be subject to men. Women were advised to be cheerful rather than grudging in their obedience, for in doing so 
they demonstrated their willingness to follow God’s plan. Men were urged to treat their wives kindly and 
considerately, but also to enforce their authority, through physical coercion if necessary. Both continental and 
English marriage manuals use the metaphor of breaking a horse for teaching a wife obedience, though laws did set 
limits on the husband’s power to control his wife. A few women took the Protestant idea about the priesthood of all 
believers to heart and wrote religious pamphlets and hymns, but no sixteenth-century Protestants officially allowed 
women to hold positions of religious authority. Monarchs such as Elizabeth I of England and female territorial rulers 
of the states of the Holy Roman Empire did 
determine religious policies, however. 

Because the Reformation generally 
brought the closing of monasteries and 
convents, marriage became virtually the only 
occupation for upper-class Protestant women. 
Recognizing this, women in some convents 
fought the Reformation or argued that they 
could still be pious Protestants within convent 
walls. Most nuns left, however, and we do not 
know what happened to them. The Protestant 
emphasis on marriage made unmarried 
women (and men) suspect, for they did not 
belong to the type of household regarded as 
the cornerstone of a proper, godly society. 

The Reformation and German 

Politics 
Criticism of the church was widespread in 
Europe in the early sixteenth century, and 
calls for reform came from many areas. Yet 
such movements could be more easily 
squelched by the strong central governments 
of Spain, France, and England. The Holy 
Roman Empire, in contrast, included 
hundreds of largely independent states in 
which the emperor had far less authority than 
did the monarchs of western Europe. Thus 
local rulers of the many states in the empire 
continued to exercise great power. 

 
Martin Luther and Katharina von Bora Lucas Cranach the Elder 

painted this double marriage portrait to celebrate Luther’s wedding in 

1525 to Katharina von Bora, a former nun. The artist was one of the 

witnesses at the wedding and, in fact, had presented Luther’s 

marriage proposal to Katharina. The couple quickly became a model 

of the ideal marriage, and many churches wanted their portraits. More 

than sixty similar paintings, with slight variations, were produced by 

Cranach’s workshop and hung in churches and wealthy homes. 
(Painting by Lucas Cranach the Elder [1472–1553], oil on wood/Galleria degli Uffizi, 

Florence, Italy/akg-images) 

 



Luther’s ideas appealed to local rulers within the empire for a variety of reasons. Though Germany was not a 
nation, people did have an understanding of being German because of their language and traditions. Luther 
frequently used the phrase “we Germans” in his attacks on the papacy, and his appeal to national feeling influenced 
many rulers. Also, while some German rulers were sincerely attracted to Lutheran ideas, material considerations 
swayed many others to embrace the new faith. The rejection of Roman Catholicism and the adoption of 
Protestantism would mean the legal confiscation of lush farmlands, rich monasteries, and wealthy shrines owned by 
monasteries, bishops, and other officials. Thus many political authorities in the empire used the religious issue to 
extend their financial and political power and to enhance their independence from the emperor. 

The Habsburg Charles V, elected as emperor in 1521, was a vigorous defender of Catholicism, so it is not 
surprising that the Reformation led to religious wars. Protestant territories in the empire formed military alliances, 
and the emperor could not oppose them effectively given other military engagements. In southeastern Europe 
Habsburg troops were already fighting the Ottoman Turks, who were expanding their holdings at just the point that 
the Reformation began. Habsburg soldiers were also engaged in a series of wars with the Valois (VAL-wah) kings of 
France. The cornerstone of French foreign policy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the desire to keep 
the German states divided. Thus Europe witnessed the paradox of the Catholic king of France supporting Lutheran 
princes in their challenge to his fellow Catholic, Charles V. The Habsburg-Valois wars advanced the cause of 
Protestantism and promoted the political fragmentation of the German Empire. 

Finally, in 1555, Charles agreed to the Peace of Augsburg, which officially recognized Lutheranism and ended 
religious war in Germany for many decades. Under this treaty, the political authority in each territory of the Holy 
Roman Empire was permitted to decide whether the territory would be Catholic or Lutheran. Most of northern and 
central Germany became Lutheran, while southern Germany was divided between Lutheran and Catholic. His hope 
of uniting his empire under a single church dashed, Charles V abdicated in 1556, transferring power over his 
Spanish and Netherlandish holdings to his son Philip II and his imperial power to his brother Ferdinand. 

England’s Shift Toward Protestantism 
States within the Holy Roman Empire and the kingdom of Denmark-Norway were the earliest territories to accept 
the Protestant Reformation, but by the later 1520s religious change had also come to England, France, and eastern 
Europe. In all these areas, a second generation of reformers, most prominently John Calvin, built on earlier ideas to 
develop their own theology and plans for institutional change. 

As on the continent, the Reformation in England had economic and political as well as religious causes. The 
impetus for England’s break with Rome was the desire of King Henry VIII (r. 1509–1547) for a new wife. When the 
personal matter of his need to divorce his first wife became enmeshed with political issues, a complete break with 
Rome resulted. 

In 1527, after eighteen years of marriage, Henry’s wife Catherine of Aragon had failed to produce a male child, 
and Henry had also fallen in love with a court lady in waiting, Anne Boleyn. So Henry petitioned Pope Clement VII 
for an annulment of his marriage to Catherine. When the pope procrastinated in granting the annulment, Henry 
decided to remove the English Church from papal authority. In this way, he was able to get the annulment and marry 
Anne. 

Henry used Parliament to legalize the Reformation in England and to make himself the supreme head of the 
Church of England. Some opposed the king and were beheaded, among them Thomas More, the king’s chancellor 
and author of Utopia. Anne had a daughter, Elizabeth, but failed to produce a son, so Henry VIII charged her with 
adulterous incest and in 1536 had her beheaded. His third wife, Jane Seymour, gave Henry the desired son, 
Edward, but she died a few days after childbirth. Henry went on to three more wives. 

Between 1535 and 1539, influenced by his chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, Henry decided to dissolve the 
English monasteries primarily because he wanted their wealth. Hundreds of former church properties were sold to 
the middle and upper classes, strengthening the upper classes and tying them to the Tudor dynasty, to which Henry 
belonged. How did everyday people react to Henry’s break from the Catholic Church? Recent scholarship points out 
that people rarely “converted” from Catholicism to Protestantism overnight. Instead they responded to the local 
consequences of the shift from Catholicism — for example, the closing of a monastery, the ending of Masses for the 
dead — with a combination of resistance, acceptance, and collaboration. 

Loyalty to the Catholic Church remained particularly strong in Ireland. Ireland had been claimed by English 
kings since the twelfth century, but in reality the English had firm control of only the area around Dublin known as 
the Pale. In 1536, on orders from London, the Irish Parliament, which represented only the English landlords and the 
people of the Pale, approved the English laws severing the church from Rome. The (English) ruling class adopted 
the new reformed faith, but most of the Irish people remained Roman Catholic. Irish armed opposition to the 
Reformation led to harsh repression by the English, thus adding religious antagonism to the ethnic hostility that had 
been a feature of English policy toward Ireland for centuries. 

In the short reign of Henry’s sickly son Edward VI (r. 1547–1553), strongly Protestant ideas exerted a significant 
influence on the religious life of the country. The equally brief reign of Mary Tudor (r. 1553–1558), the devoutly 
Catholic daughter of Catherine of Aragon, witnessed a sharp move back to Catholicism, and many Protestants fled 



to the continent. Mary’s death raised to the throne her half sister Elizabeth (r. 1558–1603) and inaugurated the 
beginning of religious stability. 

Elizabeth had been raised a Protestant, but at the start of her reign sharp differences existed in England. On 
the one hand, Catholics wanted a Roman Catholic ruler. On the other hand, a vocal number of returning exiles 
wanted all Catholic elements in the Church of England eliminated. Members of the latter group, because they 
wanted to “purify” the church, were called “Puritans.” Shrewdly, Elizabeth chose a middle course between Catholic 
and Puritan extremes. She referred to herself as the “supreme governor of the Church of England,” which allowed 
Catholics to remain loyal to her without denying the pope. She required her subjects to attend church or risk a fine 
but did not interfere with their privately held beliefs. The Anglican Church, as the Church of England was called, 
moved in a moderately Protestant direction. 

Calvinism and Its Moral Standards 
In 1509, while Luther was preparing for a doctorate at Wittenberg, John Calvin (1509–1564) was born in Noyon in 
northwestern France. As a young man he studied law, but in 1533 he experienced a religious crisis, as a result of 
which he converted from Catholicism to Protestantism. Calvin believed that God had specifically selected him to 
reform the church. Accordingly, he accepted an invitation to assist in the reformation of the city of Geneva. There, 
beginning in 1541, Calvin worked assiduously to establish a Christian society ruled by God through civil magistrates 
and reformed ministers. Geneva thereby became the model of a Christian community for sixteenth-century 
Protestant reformers. 

To understand Calvin’s Geneva, it is necessary to understand Calvin’s ideas. These he embodied in The 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, first published in 1536 and modified several times afterward. The cornerstone of 
Calvin’s theology was his belief in the absolute sovereignty and omnipotence of God and the total weakness of 
humanity. Before the infinite power of God, he asserted, men and women are as insignificant as grains of sand. 

Calvin did not ascribe free will to human beings, because that would detract from the sovereignty of God. 
According to his beliefs, men and women could not actively work to achieve salvation; rather, God decided at the 
beginning of time who would be saved and who damned. This viewpoint constitutes the theological principle 
called predestination. Many people consider the doctrine of predestination, which dates back to Saint Augustine 
and Saint Paul, to be a pessimistic view of the nature of God. But “this terrible decree,” as even Calvin called it, did 
not lead to pessimism or fatalism. Instead, although Calvinists believed that one’s own actions could do nothing to 
change one’s fate, many came to believe that hard work, thrift, and moral conduct could serve as signs that one was 
among the “elect” chosen for salvation. Any occupation or profession could be a God-given “calling” and should be 
carried out with diligence and dedication. 

Calvin transformed Geneva into a community based on his religious principles. The most powerful organization 
in the city became the Consistory, a group of laymen and pastors charged with investigating and disciplining 
deviations from proper doctrine and conduct.  

Religious refugees from France, England, Spain, Scotland, and Italy visited Calvin’s Geneva, which became the 
model of a Christian community for many. Subsequently, the Reformed Church of Calvin served as the model for 
the Presbyterian Church in Scotland, the Huguenot (HYOO-guh-naht) Church in France, and the Puritan Churches 
in England and New England. Calvinism became the compelling force in international Protestantism, first in Europe 
and then in many Dutch and English colonies around the world. 
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