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Continental Reformation 

 

I. The Need for Reform – Erasmus 

 

Erasmus was the leading humanist scholar in northern Europe, a prodigious polymath, born in 

the Netherlands but a ceaseless traveler among the literati of France, England, Italy and 

Switzerland. His vast array of publications included manifestos on education and eloquence, 

collections of proverbs, devotional and doctrinal treatises, biting satire, and volumes on 

philology and classical studies (Atherstone 4).  

 

 His most influential work was his revision of the Greek New Testament and the preface  

 

entitled, The Paraclesis, in 1516.  This was an important edition as it corrected some of the  

 

errors the translation from Jerome’s Vulgate.  He writes: 

 

 If anyone shows us the footprints of Christ, in what manner, as Christians, do we 

prostrate ourselves, how we adore them! But why do we not venerate instead the living and 

breathing likeness of him in these books?  If anyone displays the tunic of Christ, to what corner 

of the earth shall we not hasten so that we may kiss it?  Yet were you to bring forth his entire 

wardrobe, it would not manifest Christ more clearly and truly than the Gospel writings (15). 

 

He continues: 

 

 I would that even the lowliest women read the Gospels and the Pauline Epistles. And I 

would that they were translated into all the languages so that they could be read and understood 

not only by Scots and Irish but also by Turks and Saracens…Would that, as a result, the farmer 

sing some portion of them at his plough, the weaver should hum some parts of them to the 

movement of his shuttle, the traveler lighten the weariness of the journey with stories of this 

kind! Let all conversations of every Christian be drawn from this source (15). 

 

Erasmus did not take issues with the doctrines of the Catholic Church as long as they were  

 

interpreted and applied correctly.  He wanted to reform the church from within and did not  

 

side with the more radical reform movements in northern Europe.  He was often criticized by  

 

fellow scholars for his insistence on the reading of Scriptures in common languages and for his  

 

call for widespread reforms.  Translations of the entire Bible were being published at the end of  

 

the 15th century in German, Italian, Dutch, Czech, French, Catalan, Spanish and Portuguese.  

 

However, these were all made from the Latin Vulgate. Also, the Wycliffe Bible (or Lollard) was 



translated from the Vulgate at the end of the 14th century. The first Gutenberg Bible was also a  

 

Latin edition published in 1455.  With the invention of the printing press and its distribution  

 

around Europe and England, a reformation was already underway. Atherstone adds this  

 

comment: 

 

 Printed books enabled the rapid dissemination of ideas and quickly replaced expensive 

handwritten manuscripts. In the early sixteenth century this new technology was eagerly 

harnessed for reformation propaganda (16). 

 

II. Martin Luther (1483-1546) and the Reformation in Germany  

 

 For many years, historians have referred to this period we are studying today as the  

 

Reformation. Why did the church need to be reformed and what forces stirred leaders into 

 

action that changed the structure of the church and society in Western Europe?  Undoubtedly, the  

 

sixteenth century is one of the pivotal eras in the history of the Christian Church. The events that  

 

unfolded in this century would alter the course of European and in fact, world history.   

 

Columbus’ voyage to the Americas in 1492 and Magellan’s circumnavigation of the world had 

 

a tremendous impact on the lives of all Europeans. Not only did they view the world  

 

differently than in previous centuries, but many explorers set sail to distant lands on conquests  

 

for fame and fortune.  Missionaries traveled with the ‘conquistadores’ claiming new lands  

 

 for the kingdom of God. 

 

 How did one man’s action set into motion these tumultuous events we now call the  

 

Reformation?  Almost all students of history can recall the date when Martin Luther nailed his  

 

95 theses on the door of All Saints’ Church in Wittenberg, Germany: Oct. 31, 1517. Many  

 

historians now believe that this act is legendary. 

 

 Prior to October 31, 1517, Luther had preached against the indulgence trade. 

 

 After reading an instruction manual for indulgence traders, he wrote a letter 

 



 to his church superiors hoping to get rid of this abuse. In this letter, he included 

  

 his 95 theses which were to be used as the basis for a discussion on the topic.    

 

 That Luther hammered his theses to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg 

 

 belongs to the realm of legends.  Luther sent his 95 theses to a few bishops and  

 

 some friends; therefore, he did not expect or receive a prompt response. By the 

 

 end of 1517, however, copies of his 95 theses had been printed in Leipzig,  

  

 Nuremberg and Basel. Some humanists and princes passionately approved of the 

  

 theses, but parts of the Roman Church completely rejected them.  The most  

 

 vehement voice against the theses was the priest, Johann Tetzel, who supposedly 

 

  categorized Luther as a follower of the heretic Jan Huss and threatened 

 

 to have him burned at the stake.  (www.luther.de/en/anschlag.htm) 

 

 This quote, taken from a website on Luther, contains two important points. Luther 

 

had the theses printed and distributed and some humanists agreed with the Augustinian monk. 

 

Humanism and the revival of classical studies had actually set the Reformation in motion. The  

 

reform of the church had been the subject of scholarly and political concern for centuries. One  

 

can trace the origin of many of Luther’s objections to Catholic theology and practice to John 

 

Wycliffe and Jan Huss. Wycliffe was an Oxford professor who had begun a reform movement in 

 

England over a hundred years before Luther’s birth. His movement was so widespread that many 

 

of his followers called, “Lollards,” were present during the reign of Henry VIII. Wycliffe had  

 

questioned the validity of church councils to promulgate doctrine, criticized transubstantiation  

 

as an explanation of the change in the elements of the Eucharist, emphasized the importance of  

 

faith in Christ and had begun a translation of the Scriptures into a vernacular language.  His  

 

teachings were picked up by Jan Huss who led his own reformation in Bohemia.  The  

 

http://www.luther.de/en/anschlag.htm)


Hussites endured the death of their founder, but the movement was largely contained by  

 

the Catholic church.  

 

 Why did Luther’s movement become more widespread where Wycliffe’s and Huss’s? 

 

teachings did not?  Erasmus had completed his edition of the Greek New Testament by 1516. At  

 

that time he was the leading churchman in the reform movement. His concern for accurate and  

 

original texts had led many scholars to learn Greek as well as Hebrew.  A new wave of  

 

scholarship was washing over Europe. Also, many philosophical and theological texts were  

 

becoming available to Western scholars after the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453. 

 

Wycliffe had relied solely on a translation of the Latin Vulgate. His followers did not have 

 

the original texts in order to produce an accurate translation in English.  They also did not have  

 

the benefit of the printing press for widespread distribution of Wycliffe’s writings. 

 

 Erasmus is a fascinating character to study because he appeared to care about his own  

 

reputation and prestige as a scholar more than the reformation of the church.  He would only go 

 

so far in calling for widespread reform.  He traveled around Europe and England to almost any 

 

place that would honor him and provide him with a comfortable living.  He was not willing to  

 

throw caution to the wind in the same way that Luther did through his defiance of church 

 

authority. 

 

We can also draw the conclusion that the institution of the church and the powers in 

Rome were in a much more precarious state at the beginning of the sixteenth century than in 

Wycliffe’s day.  The church had emerged out of the Great Schism of the fourteenth century, but 

many historians have argued that the power and the authority of the church had not fully 

recovered. The power sharing of the Holy Roman Emperors with Electors in Germany, and the  

 



balance of rivalries between Spain and France often compromised the position of the Pope and 

papal legates. 

 Theology and the control of doctrine also had begun to shift away from the central role of 

the Vatican to the universities throughout Europe. The universities of Paris, Oxford, Cambridge 

and Milan often led the way in producing the most influential theologians and churchmen, 

although most were still in religious orders.  An Augustinian monk from a new university in 

Wittenberg, Germany was unlikely to cause a stir in Rome, but Luther’s challenge became the 

epicenter of the movement.  Often historians have to look carefully at the occasion and not only 

the cause of turning points in the course of events.  The precipitating event of the reformation in 

Germany was the latest round of the sale of indulgences.  Johann Tetzel, a Dominican friar, 

travelled around the cities of Germany raising money for the Pope’s building of the new basilica 

of St. Peter’s.   

 If one examines the 95 theses of Martin Luther, the sale of indulgences is the central 

issue of the debate. Thesis 36 reads: “Any Christian whatsoever, who is truly repentant, enjoys 

plenary remission from penalty and guilt, and this is given him without letters of indulgence.”  

What is really at stake in the 95 theses are many central doctrines of the Christian faith: the 

forgiveness of sins, God’s mercy, grace, the cross and the authority of the church.  In fact, if one 

carefully reads the 95 theses, it is possible to reconstruct an outline of Luther’s theology that he 

spent the rest of his life developing.  Note thesis 62: “the true treasure of the church is the Holy 

Gospel of the glory and the grace of God.”  Thesis 68 states, “Nevertheless, they (indulgences) 

are not to be compared with the grace of God and the compassion shown on the cross.” 

 MacCulloch makes an interesting point and quotes B.B. Warfield’s characterization of 

the Reformation as Augustine’s doctrine of Grace triumphing over Augustine’s doctrine of the  



Church. When Cajetan examined Luther’s teachings he regarded Augustine’s doctrine of the 

Church to be more important than his doctrine of grace (MacCulloch, p. 584, 610).  

 There is an old saying attributed to Thomas Cranmer, “The ink of the scholar is worth 

more than the blood of a martyr.” As we study the reformation we can get bogged down in the 

dates and political events of the sixteenth century. Although there were many complex factors 

and personalities at work, the reformation was just as much a war of words as of swords.  Martin 

Luther provided the church with the fuel that began the firestorm that swept across Europe. 

 According to Rowan Williams, Luther’s theology is shaped by all the things we have 

been considering. “It is moved along by the process of reading the Bible with some of the 

humanist tools of the day; it is deeply bound up with issues around political legitimacy and 

authority; it is not–contrary to the historical myth prevalent in liberal Europe-a bid for individual 

freedom of conscience, but it is a protest against the belief that the conscientious scruple can be 

solved by immediate human authority; and it is triggered by a theological abuse attributable to 

papal ambition” (65).  Williams goes on to make this essential point: 

Luther himself, describing the evolution of his theology, identifies the major 

breakthrough with a moment of understanding concerning the Bible’s language 

 about God’s justice. He had previously thought of this as that in virtue of which 

 God had the right to condemn sinners, and had accordingly feared and hated this 

 language; but he suddenly came to see–with real help for the new style of biblical 

 interpretation beginning to develop in response to the new availability of the Bible 

 in its original language–that it should be read as expressing what God does for us. 

 Just as, when we hear the wisdom of God in the Bible, for example, we think of how 

 God’s action makes us wise, so when we hear of God’s justice we should think of that  



 act by which he makes us just.  God’s justice is, in other words, not God’s reaction to 

 our behavior. God is free to do what he will, and his freedom takes the form of acting 

 so as to change us. It is a serious mistake to think that Luther believed that ‘justification’ 

 meant only a change in God’s attitude without effect in us.  On the contrary, what  

 changes is that we become the locus of God’s free activity.  (65,66) 

 If one examines the theologies of the reformation, all of them work out these questions of 

what God does for us. Luther, Zwingli and Calvin all approach these questions with different 

interpretations and applications, but they agree on the essential truth of justification by faith in 

Christ. The political climate of rival factions and power allowed the freedom of scholarship and 

debate to flourish. The powers of Rome and the Holy Roman Empire could not contain these 

truths once they were unleashed. 

III.  Ulrich Zwingli (1484- 1531) and the Swiss Reformation  

 In some ways Zwingli is a much more controversial figure than Luther. He pushed his 

reformation in Switzerland to a further degree than Luther. Luther based his reformation teaching 

on Scriptural interpretation, but he maintained his respect for the church and many of its 

traditions. The principle of the reformation, often quoted by Protestants today is, sola scriptura. 

Zwingli attempted to bring all of Christian doctrine under the rule and authority of Scripture. 

Luther’s reformation began over a debate with respect to the sale of indulgences; Zwingli’s 

protest began over a debate about sausage! 

 “It was a sausage that proved the rallying cry for the Swiss Reformation. Early in 1522, 

on the first Sunday in the penitential season of Lent, a Zurich printer, Christopher Froschbauer, 

sat down with a suspiciously biblical tally of twelve friends or thereabouts, cut up two sausages, 

and distributed them to his guests. Zwingli sat out the sausage, alone with the company, but 



when the row became public (as surely intended), he first devoted one of his Sunday sermons to 

showing why it was unnecessary to obey the traditional Church’s order not to eat meat in Lent, 

and then published what he preached” (MacCulloch - 135).  MacCulloch makes the point that for 

Zwingli, it was a matter of Christian freedom, because there was no scriptural command to 

observe Lent. The Bible was the only divine law and represented the divine will. 

When Zwingli preached against the laws of fasting and abstinence, and some  

 of his parishioners gathered to eat sausage during Lent, the suffragan bishop of 

 Constance accused the preacher before the Council of Government (Gonzalez 49). 

One has to wonder if the people of Zurich were more passionate about their love of sausage than 

about the teachings of their preacher. The power of Scripture, however, raised the passion of men 

and women.  Here they found authority that many of the leading churchmen of the day could not 

refute. The secular governments were able to extend protection and encouragement to their 

favorite reformers.  However, reform was bound to prove divisive throughout European states 

and kingdoms. The Swiss cantons divided along Catholic and Protestant lines. Zwingli was 

caught in the middle in a vicious struggle and died in a battle defending his city. He was the first 

leading figure of the Reformation who died fighting for his evangelical faith up to this point in 

the movement. 

 The Reformation, however, did not completely take hold in Switzerland. One of the most 

unfortunate events of the Reformation was the inability of Zwingli, Luther, Melancthon and 

Bucer to agree about Eucharistic doctrine. All of the Reformers reexamined the questions: “What 

really happened to the bread and wine in the communion service?”  And “Did the bread actually 

become the body of Christ and the wine, his blood?” It seems strange to us today that the answer 

to this question could so bitterly divide Christians in the sixteenth century.  Perhaps Christians 



will look back at the twentieth century debate about sexuality with the same amazement.  

Obviously, the words of Jesus were the focus of the debate, “this is my body, this is my blood; 

do this in remembrance of me.”  The reformers' inability to agree led to the great divide between 

the Lutheran and Reformed churches. It may also surprise us that there wasn’t more 

disagreement about free will and predestination, but these doctrines became more controversial 

in later centuries (see Appendix).  

 The ability of the Catholic Church to regroup during the Council of Trent preserved their 

power and autonomy. Although they had lost many dominions to the Protestant movement, they 

had a central authority and body that could define faith and practice. The Protestant lands were 

often divided along ethnic lines as well as doctrinal definitions.  Also, as in the case of Zwingli, 

there was a distinction between spirit and matter with the consequent removal of the sacraments.  

Under Luther’s understanding there were only two Gospel sacraments: baptism and Eucharist.  

The vital aspect of faith in the sacraments raised questions about their efficacy.  Did God work 

through the sacraments despite or in spite of one’s faith?  The centrality of faith in Christ that 

gave impetus and power to the reformation of the church in Europe also caused division in the 

way faith and the sacraments were applied to the lives of believers. If communion and the way it 

was practiced wasn’t enough to divide Christians, baptism was surely to cause problems as well.  

We’ll see how the “Anabaptists” developed a radically different interpretation of baptism in 

addition to understanding of the Christian body. 

IV. John Calvin (1509-1564) 

 In many ways, it is more difficult to understand Calvin the man than the personality of 

Martin Luther.  Many of Luther’s reminiscences were written down in what is known as Tischler 

Rede or “Table Talk,” the conversations he had with students after dinner.  Calvin did not reveal 



as much of himself in his writings as Luther did. In one of the most recent biographies on John 

Calvin, William Bouwsma writes: 

 Immediately, to be sure, Calvin seems difficult to know. Luther could not avoid 

conveying much about himself even in treatises, commentaries and sermons but Calvin rarely 

employed the first-person singular, and even when he did so the identity of his “I” is often 

problematic.  His reticence is partly deliberate. Aiming to be as much as possible a transparent 

medium of the Gospel, he strove to exclude himself, on principle, from his scholarly 

temperament. There is a deeper truth than he was perhaps aware of when he remarked that before 

his entry into public life his one great object had been to “live in seclusion without being known” 

(Bouwsma 5).   

The portrait that Bouwsma creates of Calvin is one of a man without a great deal of inner turmoil 

or contradictory impulses (9). 

 From the perspective of our day, we ought to view these reformers with sympathy. They 

were taking on tremendous challenges in their lives by their actions and writings. Calvin had to 

flee France and he lived a life as an exile.  His only real comfort in life appears to be his 

marriage to Idelette de Bure. Although he was happily married, all three of the children they had 

together died in infancy. When she died in 1549 he was struck with grief. He wrote to his friend, 

Viret: 

 Although the death of my wife has been bitterly painful to me, yet, I 

 restrain my grief as well as I can...You know well enough how tender, or 

 rather soft my mind is. Had I not exercised a powerful, self-control, therefore, 

 I could not have borne up so long (Bouwsma 23). 

 Calvin and his thought have been the intense focus of study for the last five hundred 



years. One must remember the distinction between Calvin and Calvinism. When I was preparing 

an essay on original sin during my theological studies, I pointed to a passage in the Institutes that 

demonstrated that Calvin did not really believe in the total depravity of human nature.  My tutor 

took notice of that comment and we discussed what Calvin really taught. 

 Of all of the reformers, Calvin was probably the most precise scholar of them all. He had 

studied theology in Paris where he was greatly influence by the humanist studies of his day as 

well as by the doctrines of Wycliffe, Huss and Luther.  He abandoned his study of theology for 

law and he studied under two famous jurists in Orleans and Bourges. He had mastered Latin, 

Greek and Hebrew by the time he began to write Institutes of Divine Religion. 

 Institutio, the word Calvin chose for his title, is generally translated as “institutes.” 

 But the term is complex; it can signify “instruction,” “manual” or “summary” which  

 suggest the medieval term summa, or all three at once.  Calvin, whose diction was 

 unusually precise, may have aimed to preserve the ambiguity of the term.  

 Reminiscent of both the De institutione Christiana of Lactantius and Quintilians’ 

 Institutio oratoria, the word would have been particularly evocative to a humanist. 

 It had also been used by Erasmus in several titles (Bouwsma 17). 

A number of years ago I turned to Calvin’s thought about vocation. There is a very clear 

distinction made between an outer and inner call. He writes that a candidate for ministry has an 

inner call from God, but his call has to be affirmed by the Church. If you read Calvin’s Institutes, 

you may be surprised how clear and logical his arguments are in presenting the Christian faith. 

They cover a wide range of topics such as the Law, the Creeds, the Lord’s Prayer, the 

sacraments, false sacraments and Christian freedom. His work can be interpreted really as an 

apology of the Christian faith rather than as a systematic theology.  Bouwsma makes the point, 



“It represented a solidification and deeply personal appropriation of the Christocentric 

evangelical humanism of Cop’s sermon in Paris (18). 

 Calvin’s theology is hard to summarize in a few short sentences, but today most people 

would identify him as the champion of predestination. Gonzalez correctly concludes that the 

main characteristic of “Calvinist” or “Reformed” was not their doctrine of predestination, on 

which they generally agreed with Lutherans, but rather their understanding of communion.  

“Calvin affirmed that the presence of Christ in communion is real, although spiritual. Rather, in 

the act of communion, by the power of the Holy Spirit, believers are taken to heaven and share 

with Christ in a foretaste of the heavenly banquet” (Gonzalez 68). 

 Calvin’s role in the development of the Consistory in Geneva is both fascinating and 

complex.  The Consistory was comprised of pastors and twelve lay elders. This was an 

experiment in theocratic government.  Had Calvin and the elders of Geneva replaced the Roman 

rule with a new form of ‘church government?’  Why did the experiment fail? Many historians 

point to the trial of Michael Servetus as the beginning of the end. He had escaped the Inquisition 

in France and condemnation as a heretic. Why wasn’t he shown more leniency in Geneva by the 

French reformer who had also fled France? His trial and execution created a stir outside Geneva 

in the other lands of the Reformation. Calvin’s strictness and unbending rule are well 

documented. He regularly faced opposition within Geneva as well as from forces outside the 

city. Bouwsma adds this note about Calvin’s death: 

 He died on May 27, 1564 worn out by his physical ailments and by the multitude 

 of external problems and pressures that pressed upon him in Geneva. But it is 

 possible that the tensions and conflicts within himself were more erosive: 

 notably, as this account of his life may have already hinted, the tension between 



 the trust that had found expression in Cop’s address of 1534 and the insecurity 

that was both hidden and revealed in his need to control himself and his environment  

 (31). 

(See Appendix for the summary of TULIP and Calvinist Doctrine).  

V.  The Anabaptist Movement 

We return to the Anabaptists. The reformation moved in many directions with different leaders 

and reactions to Roman authority and doctrine.  Many groups were named, not by their leaders, 

but by their opponents. Such is the case with the “Anabaptists.”  The term, Anabaptist, actually 

comes from a Greek word meaning, “baptize again.”  This was a misnomer, because Anabaptists 

did not recognize their first baptism as being valid.  This unfortunate group found themselves 

opposed both by Catholics and Protestants. 

 "On January 21, 1525, at the fountain that stood in the square in Zurich, Grebel baptized 

Blaurock, who then did the same for several others. They did not baptize by immersion, for their 

main concern was not the manner in which the rite was administered, but rather the need for faith 

before receiving baptism.  Later, as they sought to conform to the New Testament, they began 

baptizing by immersion" (Gonzalez 55).  The Anabaptist movement points to a question relevant 

for us today, “How far should the reform of the church go?”  And other question, “how should 

the church and state co-exist?”  The Anabaptist movement went in two different directions: 

pacifism and revolution. If one cannot live with the state, is it the duty of the Christians to 

overthrow it?  Like the peasants who rebelled in Germany, did the hopes for social justice exceed 

the limits of tolerance of the existing social order?  The Reformation unleashed a social upheaval 

on many levels. As we have seen Luther, Calvin and Zwingli were unprepared to work out the  

 



political settlements required by the conflicts of power between church and state, although all 

three of them attempted it in their own way. 

 In spite of widespread persecution, the followers of Menno Simons were able to survive. 

Many of their churches exist today known as Mennonites. The Amish are a particular branch of 

Mennonites who are peaceful and productive members of society. They are able to thrive in 

countries where conscription for military service is the norm. As long as they are not too 

numerous or powerful, governments now seem willing to tolerate their existence. 

 We may look to the situation in England as an example of how the reformation took over 

a hundred years to resolve. We often speak about the Elizabethan settlement, as the resolution of 

the Reformation, however, the reigns of the Stuarts and the English Civil War in the seventeenth 

century are evidence of the strife that continued to be worked out between the church and the 

state. Queen Elizabeth I was able to maintain control throughout her reign both from internal and 

external pressures, but the Puritans who returned from exile in Geneva after the reign of her 

sister, Mary, agitated for a more complete reform of church and society.  Remember the most 

popular translation of the Bible before the King James Version was the Geneva Bible (1560) that 

included annotations. 

 Here we have to underline the importance of church history. We study church history in 

order to understand the controversies of theology, politics and questions that beset Christians in 

the past.  Hopefully, we can avoid some of the bitterness, stress and violence that the church has 

suffered.  What kind of church would we be, “Catholic, Protestant or Reformed?”  Is it possible 

to be all three?  Let us return to Rowan Williams who makes this observation: 

 Following the principle already stressed that a good historical perspective makes 

 the familiar strange, we need to bear in mind that the Reformation debate was not 



 one between self-designated Catholics and Protestants; it was a debate about where 

 the Catholic church was to be found. “Is the Pope a Catholic?” was not a joke in 

 the sixteenth century. The objection to the medieval church articulated by the 

 Reformers was that it had ceased to be a church in any theologically interesting  

 sense; and as we shall see; this has a great deal to do with an instinctive recovery 

 by the Reformers–and subsequently by their critics too-of the patristic conviction 

 about the dependence of the church on God’s action alone.  What had prevented 

 the Church being itself for these centuries was, in the eyes of the Reformers, a 

 forgetfulness about the truth that the Church did not exist either by human decision 

 or by a kind of divine delegation of powers to the visible ecclesial body, but by the 

 direct will and agency of God. Any community failing to believe and embody this  

 failed test of being “Catholic” had to be regarded as a community of human and  

 legal solidarity alone: hence the many unfriendly variants of ‘popish’ to describe  

 the unreformed church (63). 

VI.  The Catholic Reformation or “The Counter Reformation” 

How did the Roman Catholic maintain her power and control against the threat of the Protestant 

Reformation?  For the first few decades, the Roman Catholic Church proved ineffectual in 

stemming the tide of the loss of churches in Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland, France and 

England. In countries, such as Spain, where the monarchs remained true to the Catholic faith, the 

church had more political control over its subjects. The power to appoint bishops and 

archbishops allowed rulers to exert more control over their churches and maintain central 

authority.  The reformation of monasteries and convents provided a stable base of power of the 

church in local communities.  Some historians have argued that one of the reasons 



Mary Tudor was not able to regain complete control of the church in England was that she no 

longer had the power and support of the monastic orders.   The role and the influence of the 

university had also changed. More important still was the invention of the printing press which 

allowed reformers to publish and distribute their tracts and books throughout Europe. Many of 

the leading universities in Europe had become independent of the authority of the church.  

Nevertheless, in Catholic controlled lands, the church enlarged the task of a number of 

universities to include seminaries where they could train literate and competent priests. 

 Gonzalez outlines the reformation of the church along three lines: new orders such as the 

Jesuits, papal reformation and the Council of Trent (1545-1563).  The Council actually convened 

in three different periods:  I (1545 - 47), II (1551-52) and III (1562-63).  Perhaps one of the most 

important changes enacted by the Council of Trent was the creation of one Mass in Latin and the 

declaration that a revised Latin translation of the Bible, the Vulgate, was authoritative in matters 

of dogma (121).  The so- called “Tridentine Mass” in Latin was the standard liturgy of the 

Eucharist until the changes made as a result of Vatican II in second half of the 20th century. The 

mass was defined as a true sacrifice.  The number of the sacraments of the church was fixed at 

seven. (Baptism, Eucharist, Confirmation, Ordination, Marriage, Penance and Unction). The 

establishment of seminaries led to the formation of an educated clergy and supported the reform 

of clerical morals.  For example, an English College was established in 1561 at the University of 

Douai in France for the training of Roman priests for ministry in England.   

The success of the Catholic Church can be judged on two fronts. One, the Catholic 

Church maintained a central authority for doctrine and practice. The churches of the Reformation 

tended to be localized in their faith and legacy: Luther in Germany, Calvin in Geneva, Zwingli in 

Zurich and Bucer in Strasbourg. Although the great reformers read each other’s works and 



agreed on many matters of faith and doctrine, they had no interest in creating a formal 

association of Reformed Churches. 

 The other advantage the Catholic Church held over the Protestants was their missionary 

zeal.  Due to the spread of Spanish colonies overseas, Dominicans, Franciscans and Jesuits 

joined the evangelistic work outside Europe. Compare the difference between the Church of 

England and Rome in North America at the time of the Revolution.  There was no bishop in any 

of the thirteen colonies and candidates for ordination had to travel to England for ordination.  

The Church of England had no clear strategy or plan for the establishment of the church in the 

colonies in the eighteenth century. The Catholic Church, however, had been firmly established in 

both Spanish and Portuguese colonies in Latin America between the sixteenth and eighteenth 

centuries.  

 Stephen Neill in the History of Christian Missions, argues that the centrality of the 

Vatican gave the Catholic Church an edge on missionary endeavors over Protestant churches at 

least until the nineteenth century.  Many Protestant churches also sent missionaries out as 

representatives of societies that had no intention of establishing a national church.   

 The universal church would not only continue to be divided along Orthodox and Catholic 

lines, but also under a large group known as “Protestant Churches.”  These churches continued to 

split and “re-form” different denominations until the present day. There would be no return to the 

two major churches of the East and West. The consequences of the Reformation in Europe are 

too numerous to list, but one must remember that Christianity is truly a universal faith that will 

always find expression among different ethnic groups, languages of forms of worship and 

practice. 
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Appendix – to the Continental Reformation – 12. 5.20 

 

What happens to the elements in the Eucharist?   

 

1. Transubstantiation – the doctrine according to which the bread and the wine are 

transformed into the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist, while retaining their 

outward appearance. 

 

2. Consubstantiation – a term used to refer to the theory of the real presence, especially 

associated with Martin Luther, which holds that the substance of the Eucharistic bread 

and wine are given together with the substance of the body and blood of Christ.  

From Glossary of Theological Terms – McGrath, pp. 483, 494 

 

3. Real Presence – an expression used to cover several doctrines emphasizing the actual 

Presence of the Body and Blood of Christ in the Sacrament, as contrasted with others that 

maintain that the Body and Blood are present only figuratively or symbolically.   

 

“Sometimes when the English reformers used the phrase, it was usually in conjunction 

with expressions that would later be called ‘receptionist.’  Hugh Latimer said that ‘the 

same presence may be called real presence, because to the faithful believer there is a real 

or spiritual body of Christ.’”  

     Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, p. 1370 

 

4. Memorial Meal – this expression of belief arises from the words of Jesus, “Do this in 

remembrance of me.”  No special significance is attached to the change in the elements. 

The believers are observing the “Lord’s Supper” and remembering his sacrificial death by 

means of these signs.   

 

In the words of John Donne (also attributed to Elizabeth I) 

 

He was the Word that spake it,  

he took the bread and brake it,  

and what that Word did make it, 

I do believe and take it.   

 

The Five Points of Calvinism: 

 

1.  T – total depravity of sinful human nature 

2.  U – unconditional election, in that human beings are not predestined on the basis of any 

unseen merit, quality or achievement; 

3.  L – limited atonement, in that Christ died only for the elect; 

4.  I – irresistible grace, by which the elect are infallibly called and redeemed; 

5.  P – perseverance of the saints, in that those who are truly predestined by God cannot in 

any way defect from that calling. 

 

Alister McGrath “Reformed Orthodoxy” Christian Theology, an Introduction (4th Ed) p.383 
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A. Presentation – each of you have to select a text or an event from one of the Reformers 

we have studied today and give a short 5-minute reading or dramatization which is 

reflective of their thought.  You may use props, visual aids or music. Be creative.   

 

B. Essay (3 pages) Take home – please return via email by December 12. Also, please save 

and attach as a Word Document.  I will return your essay with comments in yellow with 

your grade. 

 

In what ways does the church (universal) still need reformation?  What lessons can we 

learn from the Reformers?  How does the Ecumenical movement bridge some of the 

divisions caused by the Reformation of the 16th century?  

 

 

 


