The Protestant Reformation was the 16th-century religious, political,
intellectual and cultural upheaval that splintered Catholic Europe, setting in
place the structures and beliefs that would define the continent in the
modern era. In northern and central Europe, reformers like Martin Luther,
John Calvin and Henry VIII challenged papal authority and questioned the
Catholic Church’s ability to define Christian practice. They argued for a
religious and political redistribution of power into the hands of Bible- and
pamphlet-reading pastors and princes. The disruption triggered wars,
persecutions and the so-called Counter-Reformation, the Catholic Church’s
delayed but forceful response to the Protestants.

DATING THE REFORMATION
Historians usually date the start of the Protestant Reformation to the 1517
publication of Martin Luther’s “95 Theses.” Its ending can be placed
anywhere from the 1555 Peace of Augsburg, which allowed for the
coexistence of Catholicism and Lutheranism in Germany, to the 1648 Treaty
of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years’ War. The key ideas of the
Reformation—a call to purify the church and a belief that the Bible, not
tradition, should be the sole source of spiritual authority—were not
themselves novel. However, Luther and the other reformers became the first
to skillfully use the power of the printing press to give their ideas a wide
audience.
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Did You Know?
No reformer was more adept than Martin Luther at
using the power of the
press to spread his ideas.
Between 1518 and 1525,
Luther published more
works than the next 17
most prolific reformers
combined.

THE REFORMATION: GERMANY AND LUTHERANISM
Martin Luther (1483-1546) was an Augustinian monk and university lecturer in Wittenberg
when he composed his “95 Theses,” which protested the
pope’s sale of reprieves from penance, or indulgences.
Although he had hoped to spur renewal from within the
church, in 1521 he was summoned before the Diet of
Worms and excommunicated. Sheltered by Friedrich,
elector of Saxony, Luther translated the Bible into German
and continued his output of vernacular pamphlets.
When German peasants, inspired in part by Luther’s
empowering “priesthood of all believers,” revolted in 1524,
Luther sided with Germany’s princes. By the Reformation’s
end, Lutheranism had become the state religion throughout
much of Germany, Scandinavia and the Baltics.

THE REFORMATION: SWITZERLAND AND CALVINISM
The Swiss Reformation began in 1519 with the sermons of Ulrich Zwingli, whose teachings
largely paralleled Luther’s. In 1541 John Calvin, a French Protestant who had spent the
previous decade in exile writing his “Institutes of the Christian Religion,” was invited to settle in
Geneva and put his Reformed doctrine—which stressed God’s power and humanity’s
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predestined fate—into practice. The result was a theocratic regime of enforced, austere
morality.
Calvin’s Geneva became a hotbed for Protestant exiles,
and his doctrines quickly spread to Scotland, France,
Transylvania and the Low Countries, where Dutch
Calvinism became a religious and economic force for the
next 400 years.

THE REFORMATION: ENGLAND AND THE “MIDDLE
WAY”
In England, the Reformation began with Henry VIII’s quest for a male heir.
When Pope Clement VII refused to annul Henry’s marriage to Catherine of
Aragon so he could remarry, the English king declared in 1534 that he alone
should be the final authority in matters relating to the English church. Henry
dissolved England’s monasteries to confiscate their wealth and worked to
place the Bible in the hands of the people. Beginning in 1536, every parish was required to
have a copy. After Henry’s death, England tilted toward Calvinist-infused Protestantism during
Edward VI’s six-year reign and then endured five years of reactionary Catholicism under Mary
I. In 1559 Elizabeth I took the throne and, during her 44-year reign, cast the Church of England
as a “middle way” between Calvinism and Catholicism, with vernacular worship and a revised
Book of Common Prayer.

THE COUNTER-REFORMATION
The Catholic Church was slow to respond systematically to the theological and publicity
innovations of Luther and the other reformers. The Council of Trent, which met off and on from
1545 through 1563, articulated the Church’s answer to the problems that triggered the
Reformation and to the reformers themselves.
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The Catholic Church of the Counter-Reformation era grew more spiritual, more literate and
more educated. New religious orders, notably the Jesuits, combined rigorous spirituality with a
globally minded intellectualism, while mystics such as Teresa of Avila injected new passion into
the older orders. Inquisitions, both in Spain and in Rome, were reorganized to fight the threat of
Protestant heresy.

St. Teresa of Avila

THE REFORMATION’S LEGACY
Along with the religious consequences of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation came
deep and lasting political changes. Northern Europe’s new
religious and political freedoms came at a great cost, with
decades of rebellions, wars and bloody persecutions. The
Thirty Years’ War alone may have cost Germany 40 percent
of its population.
But the Reformation’s positive repercussions can be seen in
the intellectual and cultural flourishing it inspired on all sides
of the schism—in the strengthened universities of Europe, the Lutheran church music of J.S.
Bach, the baroque altarpieces of Pieter Paul Rubens and even the capitalism of Dutch
Calvinist merchants.
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5 Ways the Reformation Still Impacts Pastors
(From Living Lutheran)

(A number of Lutheran clergy responded to Living Lutheran’s request for a 5 part response to
how the reformation lives in this day and time. Here are two that are representative of the
whole.)

__________________________________________________________________
Brian Hiortdahl
Pastor, Atonement Lutheran Church, Overland Park, Kan.
1
“And.” Thanks to former Presiding Bishop Mark Hanson for amplifying this most important
Lutheran word that accommodates tension and the breadth of truth: Jesus Christ is divine and
human; we are saints and sinners gifted with law and gospel. For us, this is true both
individually and collectively: it has helped me see systems, families, congregations and church
more clearly and completely.
2
Sola scriptura. I am so grateful for and inspired by the reformers’ insistence upon the primacy
of the biblical word and Luther’s particular passion for connecting it with people’s daily lives.
3
Theology of the cross. Calling something what it is, while also clinging to hope in the holy,
mysterious God hidden in the horrors of human history. This is an essential guard against the
temptations of easy answers, platitudes, stereotypes, dismissiveness and despair.
4
5

“Oh that I could pray the way this dog watches the meat!” This quote from Luther not only
resonates with my own distracted prayer life; it also showcases the humor, humanity and
earthy, insightful spirituality of Luther—and the blessedness of dogs!
5
Grace. This is the heart, the point of it all.
__________________________________________________________

Leslie Scanlon
Pastor, Grace Lutheran Church, Chesapeake, Va.
1
The Luther Rose. When I get mired down in the complexity and craziness of life, the Luther
Rose is a great reminder of the gospel at its most basic: the pain-causing black cross gives our
red hearts life; faith in this truth gives joy, comfort and peace (white); we can glimpse this
peace both while on earth (blue) and forever (gold). Luther’s summary of theology is so basic,
yet so beautiful.
2
“Believe in this.” One of my favorite Luther quotes is from the Heidelberg Disputation, and is
vital for all Lutheran preachers to keep in mind: “The law says ‘do this,’ and it is never done.
Grace says ‘believe in this,’ and everything is already done.”
3
The spreading of ideas. Luther wasn’t the first to suggest reforms for the church, but his ideas
spread due to a perfect storm of events, including the invention of the movable type printing
press in Europe. Social media is today’s printing press: a new tool that can be used to spread
God’s love (or not—depending on how you use it).
4
95 Theses. Many Lutherans have read, or maybe even memorized, Luther’s Small Catechism,
but Luther’s 95 Theses show us what he was resisting in the church of his day. It’s important to
be able to separate this Catholic church of the past from the Roman Catholic Church of today as
we live ever more fully into ecumenism.
5
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We worship God, not Luther. One of the most important parts of being Lutheran today is to
remember and to be able to admit that Luther wasn’t perfect. Like us, he is simul justus et
peccator (simultaneously justified and sinful). He did a lot to spread God’s good news in this
world, but also said and wrote some terrible things, for which the Lutheran church has since
apologized.

Luther's interpretation of his seal
In a July 8, 1530 letter to Lazarus Spengler, Luther
interprets his seal:
Grace and peace from the Lord. As you desire to know
whether my painted seal, which you sent to me, has hit
the mark, I shall answer most amiably and tell you my
original thoughts and reason about why my seal is a
symbol of my theology. The first should be a black cross
in a heart, which retains its natural color, so that I myself
would be reminded that faith in the Crucified saves us. "For one who believes from the heart will be
justified" (Romans 10:10). Although it is indeed a black cross, which mortifies and which should also
cause pain, it leaves the heart in its natural color. It does not corrupt nature, that is, it does not kill
but keeps alive. "The just shall live by faith" (Romans 1:17) but by faith in the crucified. Such a heart
should stand in the middle of a white rose, to show that faith gives joy, comfort, and peace. In other
words, it places the believer into a white, joyous rose, for this faith does not give peace and joy like
the world gives (John 14:27). That is why the rose should be white and not red, for white is the color
of the spirits and the angels (cf. Matthew 28:3; John 20:12). Such a rose should stand in a sky-blue
field, symbolizing that such joy in spirit and faith is a beginning of the heavenly future joy, which
begins already, but is grasped in hope, not yet revealed. And around this field is a golden ring,
symbolizing that such blessedness in Heaven lasts forever and has no end. Such blessedness is
exquisite, beyond all joy and goods, just as gold is the most valuable, most precious and best metal.
This is my compendium theologiae [summary of theology]. I have wanted to show it to you in good
friendship, hoping for your appreciation. May Christ, our beloved Lord, be with your spirit until the life
hereafter. Amen.[1][2]
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Timeline of the Reformation
Date
1517

Event
Johann Tetzel sparks outrage by offering indulgences.
The priest Johann Tetzel sets up a church outside Wittenberg, and he offers
indulgences to any Christian who contributes money for the rebuilding of the
Cathedral of St. Peter in Rome. By purchasing indulgences, Tetzel claims,
Christians will ensure entry into heaven for themselves and their dead
relatives. Martin Luther is outraged by Tetzel's actions.

October 31,
1517

Martin Luther posts his 95 Theses.
In response to Tetzel's offer, the German monk Martin Luther draws up 95
theses, or arguments, against indulgences. Among other things, he argues
that indulgences have no basis in the Bible, and that Christians can be saved
by faith alone, not by the pope. He posts his 95 Theses on the door of
Wittenberg's All Saints Church.

June 15,
1520

The Church asks Luther to recant.
Luther's 95 Theses are printed and distributed throughout Europe, where
they generate outrage and debate. The Church asks Luther to recant, or give
up his views, but Luther refuses. Instead he grows more radical and
encourages Christians to reject the authority of Rome. Only secular
authorities can reform the Church, he argues.

January 3,
1521

The Church excommunicates Luther.
Since Luther refuses to recant, and only grows more radical in his rejection
of the pope's authority, the Church excommunicates Luther.

April 1521

Charles V declares Luther an outlaw.
The new Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, summons Luther to the diet, or
assembly, of Worms. He asks Luther to give up his beliefs, but Luther again
refuses. Charles declares him an outlaw, making it a crime for anyone in the
empire to give him food or shelter. Nevertheless, Luther's many friends
support him.

1521

Luther's ideas spread.
Thanks to the development of the printing press, Luther's ideas spread
quickly throughout northern Germany and Scandinavia, starting in 1521.
Preachers in the region begin denouncing Church abuses.

1524
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Peasants revolt across Germany.

Peasants revolt across Germany in 1524, calling for an end to serfdom and
demanding other reforms in their harsh lives. To their dismay, Martin Luther
denounces their revolt, and his support allows nobles to suppress the
rebellion with violence. Tens of thousands of people die.
1530

Lutherans begin using the name "Protestant."
Lutherans, or followers of Martin Luther, begin to use the word "Protestant"
for those who protest papal authority. They embrace his reforms as an
answer to Church corruption, but some also see them as a way to throw off
the rule of the Church and the Holy Roman Empire. Wars break out between
Lutherans and the Church.

1534

King Henry VIII of England breaks with the Church.
King Henry VIII of England attempts to have his marriage annulled so he can
marry another woman. The Church refuses, and Henry has Parliament pass a
series of laws placing the English church under his control. In 1534, the Act
of Supremacy makes Henry the only supreme head of the Church of England.

1536

The Church of England spreads.
Between 1536 and 1540, Henry has English convents and monasteries
closed, and he seizes their lands and wealth. He then gives some of this land
to nobles and high-ranking citizens, who then declare their support for the
Church of England (now the Anglican Church). Henry's religion spreads
across England, but his successors launch oppressive measures and religious
conflict.

1536

John Calvin publishes Institutes of the Christian Religion.
John Calvin, a French priest and lawyer, publishes Institutes of the Christian
Religion. In his book, which is read by Protestants everywhere, he explains
his beliefs in predestination, the idea that God predetermines who will gain
salvation. His followers become known as Calvinists.

September
27, 1540

Pope Paul III recognizes the Society of Jesus.
Hoping to combat heresy and spread the Catholic faith, Pope Paul III
recognizes the Society of Jesus, or Jesuits, founded by Ignatius of Loyola.
The Jesuits embark on a crusade to defend and spread Catholicism
throughout the world. Other measures attempt to reform Protestant regions,
but Europe remains divided between a Protestant north and Catholic south.

1541

Calvin sets up a theocracy in Geneva.
Protestants in Geneva ask Calvin to lead their community, and he sets up a
theocracy, or government run by church leaders. His followers see
themselves as a new "chosen people," entrusted by God to build a truly
Christian society. Reformers visit Geneva and spread Calvin's ideas across
Germany, France, England, Scotland, and the Netherlands.

December
13, 1545
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The Council of Trent convenes.

Pope Paul III sets out to revive the moral authority of the Church and
prevent the Protestant Reformation from spreading further across Europe. He
calls the Council of Trent in 1545 to reaffirm Catholic views and end abuses
within the Church.
September
25, 1555

The Peace of Augsburg settles the question of religion.
After a series of wars between Lutheran princes and the Catholic Church,
Charles V reaches a settlement in the Peace of Augsburg. Each prince can
decide which religion (Catholic or Lutheran) will be followed in his territory.
Most northern German states choose Lutheranism, while the south remains
Catholic.
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