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The Reformation

In 1515 almost the whole of
western and central Europe was
Roman Catholic. At the head of
the Church was the Pope in
Rome who was supposed to be
above all the kings and emperors.
States had to pay taxes to Rome.
Everywhere people believed in
the same things and worshipped
in the same way.

Many churchmen were good,
saintly, people who did their best
to obey the laws of God as they
understood them. Unfortunately
there were some who became
priests for their own benefit.
Some parish priests were lazy and
illiterate, but the worst offenders
were more senior clergymen such
as bishops. Some of these used

- their position to make fortunes
for themselves and their friends.
One man in the fifteenth century
was the bishop of twelve different
dioceses and the abbot of three
monasteries at the same time, and
drew money from all of them.
Some bishops were far more *
interested in politics and power
than religion. Popes were often
like great princes, and gave
powerful and well-paid positions
to their relatives. Some monks
and nuns paid little attention to
their vows, and spent much of
their time hunting, feasting and
generally enjoying themselves.

Thirty years later much of
northern Europe — England,
Scotland, Scandinavia, northern
Germany, Holland — had broken
from the Catholic Church and
had become Protestant. Much of
eastern Europe and parts of
France seemed about to beom
Protestant too. :
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The Catholic Church taught that
the Pope, the bishops and the
priests were the link between God
and man. The church told people
what to believe and how to
behave. Man’s main aim, it said,
was to get to heaven. He could do
this by ‘good works’ — that is,
doing penance, going on
pilgrimages, fasting and
honouring saints and their relics,
going to church regularly, giving
money and helping his neighbour.
Everybody depended on everyone
else for help.
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Martin Luther

forgive sins ¥
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As well as putting his ideas to
churchmen and scholars at
Wittenberg, Luther wrote a book
for the princes and rulers of the
German states. He also tried to
- show the ordinary people what he
felt should be done.

. In God’s eyes there is no difference [}
between priests and ordinary people.

2. The Bible itself is more important
than the books which scholars have
written about it, and schools
should be set up where boys and -
| girls can learn about the gospels.

3. As‘the Church itself has not put
right those things that seem wrong,
such as paying for sins to be forgiven,
then the kings and governments
should make the changes.
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A German friar, Martin Luther, was worried about the state of the
Church and wanted to put right what he thought was wrong with it. In
1517 he fastened a notice to the church door at Wittenberg, which was

. a kind of noticeboard for the university there. Luther hoped it would

start discussions among the priests and professors at Wittenberg. He
had no idea of starting a new Church, but only wanted to improve the
Catholic religion. -

Few people except priests and
scholars could read Latin. With
the Bible in German many people
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The Pope and many other churchmen believed that Luther’s ideas were
dangerous for men’s souls. They also realised that if many people
followed these ideas, the Church would lose much of its power. The
Pope ordered Luther to be punished, but the ruler of Saxony, the
powerful Elector Frederick, refused to punish him, and protected him.

Luther and his followers still wanted to stay within the Catholic
Church, but by 1521 it was quite impossible for them to do so.
Luther’s new Church was quite different from the Catholic Church.

| The services were simpler and in German, not Latin. They were made

up mainly of Bible readings, sermons and hymn singing. The new
Church was governed by a council of bishops and not by the Pope.
Because it protested against Catholic beliefs, it was called the Protestant
Church.

Luther’s ideas soon spread to Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, the
Netherlands, northern Germany, England and Scotland. Many kings
and princes were glad to accept the new religion because they no longe
had to obey the Pope and pay taxes to the Catholic Church. This gave
them more power in their own countries. Ordinary peo? too felt
pleased that their country was in the hands of their owr countrymen,
not those of foreigners far off in Italy.
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Catholics and Protestants

For two centuries Europe suffered because of quarrels between
Catholics and Protestants. Thousands of people died in wars and
persecutions. Many people asked, ‘If God is good and kind, why does
he allow such things?’ These are some of the differences between
Catholic and Protestant ideas. Some of these differences exist today.

For the ordinary people

In the Catholic Church the Bible and services were in Latin. The
services and the buildings were colourful and decorative. The priests
were all unmarried. Priests told the people what they had to believe.
There was a strong belief in the power of the saints and relics.
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The Protestants had their services and Bible in the language of the
country. Their services were often simple and plain. Their ministers
could marry if they wanted. People were encouraged to read the Bible
and to find answers for themselves. There was less belief in the power

of the saints and relics.

For the churchmen

There were many differences of opinion between
Catholic and Protestant priests which were too
difficult for most ordinary people to understand.
The Catholics believed that the bread at the mass
became the real body of Christ; Protestants believed
that it was only the symbol of the body of Christ.
Protestants believed that one could be forgiven for
sins by repenting and believing in God; Catholics
felt that one must do something definite as well: a
penance, giving money to charity and so on.

For kings, governments and states

Catholics believed that the Pope is God’s direct
representative on earth. The Pope controlled the
Church in all countries through the bishops, and
received money from the various countries. As the
Church was above the government of the countries,
the Pope was thus above all the kings and emperors.
Protestants felt that the bishops should be

. responsible to the king of the country, not to an

outsider.

In Catholic countries churchmen were often tried in

- the Church courts and not the kings” courts. They

were usually given light sentences. If they could
read a few prayers they might escape serious
punishment. Sometimes people tried in the kings’
courts could appeal over the heads of the kings’
judges to the Pope. Protestant rulers felt that
everyone should be tried by the courts of the land
and that no outside person should interfere.
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The Catholic Church fights back
— The Counter-Reformation

By the 1540s and 1550s Protestant beliefs were sweeping across
northern Europe. Some countries followed the ideas of Luther. Others
(Switzerland, part of Scotland and the Netherlands) followed another
Protestant leader, John Calvin. Calvin’s followers did not have bishops
but governed their Church by a committee of ministers and ordinary
people. They were very strict indeed and did not believe in statues,
stained glass or decorated robes in church, nor in dancing and gambling
in everyday life.

In the 1530s a strong new Pope, Paul III, decided that it was useless to
try to stop the spread of Protestantism by force. He set about reforming
some of the bad things that had crept into the Catholic Church. Any
priest who misbehaved was punished; colleges were set up to educate
parish priests; some of the out-of-date ideas, such as buying pardon for
sins, were changed. At the same time most of the old, strict, Catholic
beliefs were enforced. A new .order of priests, the Society of Jesus, or
Jesuits, was formed by an ex-soldier, Ignatius Loyola, in 1540. He
organised his priests like an army. They did not live in monasteries but
became teachers and missionaries. They were completely dedicated to
reforming and strengthening the Catholic Church.

Unfortunately, both sides, Catholic and Protestant, were so sure that
they were right, and that theirs was the only way to worship God, that
there was much cruelty. Many innocent people were tortured and R LNAT) KXY
executed by both sid.is because they wanted to worship in their own Two men burnt at Oxford in 1555 for
Wav. \ . .ur weligious beliefs (see page 31).




