Reformation
What was it?

It was a religious movement in Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  It fomented inside the Catholic Church as people began questioning the church’s doctrines, practices, and authority.  While the movement was preceded by a swelling dissatisfaction with the church, the Reformation was officially, and some would say abruptly, begun in October 1517 when German monk and theology professor Martin Luther (1483-1546) nailed his Ninety-Five theses to the door of the Castle Church at Wittenberg (Saxony, Germany), launching an attack on the Church.  The movement continued through the Thirty Years’ War (1618-48).  And though the resolution to that conflict brought about a measure of religious stability in Europe, the force of the Reformation did not end there.  Both the freedom of dissent and the Protestantism people know today are the byproducts of the movement.  

What caused the Reformation?


The religious movement during the sixteenth century also had political and cultural causes.  As more and more people were converted to Christianity during the Middle Ages (500-1350), the pope’s sphere of influence gradually increased---giving him greater authority than many secular rulers.  This supremacy was defended by Pop Innocent III (1160-1216), one of the most prominent figures of the Middle Ages, who asserted that the church should rightly retain its full power----in both secular and spiritual matters.  But in Western Europe, the monarch became increasingly powerful as peasants began moving away from their farms and villages and to the emerging cities, which were protected by Kings and emperors.  The European monarchs often opposed the pope, regarding him as a leader of a foreign state.  This conflict continued for centuries.  

In 1309 Pope Clement V (1260-1314) did something that would later divide the Roman Catholic Church when, being French himself, he moved the papacy from Rome to Avignon, France, where it stayed for 70 years.  When Pope Gregory XI (1329-1378) moved it back to Rome in 1377, some French cardinals objected and elected a pope of their own (an antipope), installing him at Avignon.  This resulted in two popes claiming supremacy, and in 1409 the situation grew more complicated when a third pope was added in Pisa, Italy.  Not only had the power struggle divided the church, it had created tremendous confusion for the people, who further perceived that there were corrupt practices at work in the church.  These included the selling of church positions and indulgences (pardons for sins) as well as the lavish lifestyle enjoyed by the bishops and the pope (which was on a par with that of royalty).  While these injustices were decried by critics, that abuses did not stop.  As a remedy some began to think that the church should be led not by the pope but by church councils.  Dissatisfaction with the church also extended to its message, which had turned away from God’s mercy and the teachings of Jesus Christ, instead focusing on a life of good works as the way to salvation.  

Europe was also in the midst of the Renaissance (1350-1600), which saw proliferation in the number of universities, the circulation of printed materials (thanks to the advent of the movable-type printing press), and broader study of classic texts as well as of the Holy Scriptures---in their original languages instead of how they had been handed down in translation by the church.  Before long, a middle class of educated people emerged in Europe.


These circumstances combined to bring about a period of religious reform that lasted until 1648.  The movement itself, however, continued to exert influence through its emphasis on personal responsibility, individual freedom, and the secularization of society.  

What were the results of the Reformation?


The emergence of the Protests (who got their name for protesting against the Catholic Church) was officially recognized by Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (1500-1558) with the Peace of Augsburg (1555), which granted the people the right to worship as Lutherans (the church named for reformer Martin Luther [1483-1546]).  But the hostility between Catholic and Protestant countries erupted in 1618 with the Thirty Years’ War.  That series of conflicts, which had become increasingly political as it raged, was ended with the Peace of Westphalia, which, among other things, stipulated that Lutheranism and Calvinism (or Presbyterianism, founded by Frenchman John Calvin [1509-64]) be given the same due as Catholicism.


Through acts of state, both Catholicism and Protestantism took hold in Europe, with the northern countries, including those of Scandinavia, turning toward the new churches and the southern countries remaining Catholic.  For the most part, the Reformation fostered an attitude of religious tolerance among Christians.  However, conflict would continue (to the present day) in the British Isles: After Queen Elizabeth I (1533-1603) adopted a moderate form of Protestantism (called Anglicanism) as the official religion of England, English Protestants colonized Ulster (Northern) Ireland and in so doing gave rise to hostilities with their Irish-Catholic countrymen to the South. 

For its part, the Catholic Church, too, underwent a period of reform (called the Counter Reformation), which rid the church of many of its pre-Reformation problems to emerge as a stronger religious body.


The Reformation had without question brought about greater religious freedom than had been known before.  Among the churches that emerged during the Reformation are the Lutheran, the Anabaptist (ancestors to the Amish and Mennonite churches), the Presbyterian, the Episcopal, and the Congregational and Unitarian (formerly Puritan)---all of which have strong followings today, both in Europe and in North America, where they were established by the colonists.

1. Why did the Reformation take place?

2. What impact did the Reformation have on Europe at that time and the world today?

3. How would history be different if the Reformation never took place? 
