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Introduction: The Reformation
and its Worlds

R. Po-cHIA HSIA

In commenting on the Book of Daniel in 1530, Luther reflected on the eschato-
logical mood of the Reformation movement: “Everything has come to pass and is
fulfilled: the Roman Empire is at the end, the Turk has arrived at the door, the splen-
dor of popery has faded away, and the world is crackling in all places, as if it is going
to break apart and crumble.” The world that Luther lived in had indeed come to an
end. Once, Latin Christendom, united in faith and allegiance to the Roman pontiff,
had resisted many forces that threatened to break it apart: the struggles between
popes and kings, the critique of medieval reformers and prophets, and the mixture
of social, national, and anticlerical movements branded as heretical — Lollardy and
the Hussite Revolution of the late Middle Ages. Now, challenged by new theologies,
the Latin Church jostled for orthodoxy amidst a growing array of churches and sects,
cach claiming for itself the apostolic mantle of pristine evangelical Christianity.

Suspended as it were between heaven and earth, the world of the Reformation
existed simultancously in different temporal and spatial dimensions. Drawing their
inspiration from the world of the Gospels, the reformers and their supporters called
themselves evangelicals and clamored for a pure Christianity, purged of its human
and papal encrustations. Critics of the Roman Church harked back to a golden eccle-
siastical age, much as the humanists advocated returning to the Greco-Roman sources
of moral philosophy and rhetorical elegance, for many of the latter were found among
the defenders of the causa Lutheri. This imagined world of primitive Christianity was
invoked in order to discredit the present world of corruption: there, the true shep-
herds of Christ, here wolves in clerical garment; then, apostolic poverty in imitation
of Christ, now, the pomp of prelates mocking the passio Christiy a past world of the
true Kingdom of God struck a poignant comparison with this present world in the
clutches of the devil. Yet, “the world is crackling in all places,” as Luther reminded
us, for the corrupt world would yield to a new time, to the Second Coming of Christ,
to a new world subsumed under heaven.

Convinced though he was of the imminence of the end-time, Luther refused to
prophesy its precise advent. For the true church of the new world was like an unborn
child,
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a representation and simile of the Church, as the baby in the womb is surrounded and
wrapped with a thin skin, which in Greek is called a chorion. . . . The chorion does not
break until the fruit is ripe and timely and is brought forth into the light of the world.
And thus also is the Church wrapped up and enclosed by the Word and seeks no other
teaching of God’s will, except what is revealed and shown in the very same Word, with
which it is at peace, and remains steadfast through the faith until such a time, that it
will see in that other life God’s light and countenance and hear God Himself preaching
on the mysterious and now hidden things, which we have here in faith, but only there
in beholding.

Not all waited patiently for the birth of the new world. In their midwifely zeal, radical
reformers ruptured the chorion, only to bring forth premature matter and aborted
children, as Luther would castigate the Anabaptists “and other enthusiasts and hordes
of rebellious spirits.”

Indeed, for the radicals of the Reformation, Luther had stopped dead in the tracks
of reform. In the words of Thomas Miintzer, reformer turned prophet of the rebel-
lious peasants and townsmen of Thuringia, Luther was “the spiritless, soft-living flesh
at Wittenberg, who has most lamentably befouled pitiable Christianity in a perverted
way by his theft of holy Scripture.” Once a follower of Luther, Miintzer became dis-
enchanted with the Wittenberg reformer for his refusal to call on the princes to root
out godless popery with the sword. Urging the princes to wield the surgeon’s knife
to rip through the womb of the corrupt body ecclesiastic in order to deliver the
newborn evangelical church, Miintzer and the other radical reformers failed to under-
stand Luther’s reluctance to hasten a divine delivery. What separated the Reforma-
tion of the established Protestant churches and the radical movements was a
fundamental disagreement over the timing of the new world of redemption. Eager
as they might have been for the Second Coming, the Lutheran Church refused to
give in to the eschatological temptation: the imminent end of the world signified not
a reordering of society and congregation, as the radicals would have it, whether by
violence or peace, but an infinite patience to await the will of God.

If expectations for the future — the end of time itself — created a chasm between
the Protestant and radical reformations, it was memory of a past world that cemented
the permanent schism between the Roman Catholic Church and the new evangeli-
cal churches. History itself was up for grabs. After the battle lines were drawn, the
doctrinal fronts stabilized, both the Protestant and Catholic churches turned to create
a new understanding of the past world of apostolic Christianity and the present world
of confessional conflicts. The blood of martyrs ensured the wounds would not heal,
that the world torn asunder would not come together again in desecration of their
memory. For the Protestants, the blood of their martyrs flowed in a continuous
stream from the persecutions of the pagan tyrants to the repression of papal tyrants.
Hence, the Acts and Monuments of John Foxe or the Actes Martyrs of Jean Crespin
represented the English and French Protestant martyrs of the sixteenth century com-
pleting a redemptive history that stretched back to the world of apostolic Christian-
ity. This was one area in which the Protestants and the Anabaptists held the moral
high ground for some time, as initially Catholics played the role of killers rather than
martyrs. England, however, proved an exception: the executions of Thomas More
and John Fisher gave the Catholic world, especially English Catholics, their martyr-
doms and just cause. The bonfires of the Marian reign yielded to the quarterings
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under Elizabeth, as English Jesuit missionaries shed their blood to blot out the moral
triumph of Protestant martyrdom during the Marian years.

Crucial to the Catholic world’s recovery of redemptive history was not so much
its present martyrs, but the discovery of a past world of Christian heroism and sac-
rifice centered in Rome. The wonder of corporeal perfection after the opening of St.
Cecilia’s tomb, the discovery of the full extent of the catacombs, and the cognizance
of the bloody baptism of the apostolic church restored the full confidence of the
Roman Catholic Church. Publications in the early seventeenth century described the
sacred subterranean world of Rome, the horror of instruments of torture and mar-
tyrdom, and the stories of early Roman virgins and their families, whose exempla
served both to inspire the elites of a resurgent Catholicism and to affirm the legiti-
macy of the Roman Church, built literally upon the soil soaked through by the blood
of martyrs.? Parallel to this Tridentine discourse of martyrology, the Catholic renewal
fashioned a new ecclesiastical history: Cesare Baronius’s Annales Ecclesiastici was pub-
lished in 12 volumes between 1564 and 1588, to refute the claims of Lutheran eccle-
siastical history, exemplified by Matthias Flacius Illyricus’s Centuriae Magdeburgenses,
that represented the papacy as an aberration of the apostolic tradition. Contesting
the Protestant assertion of martyrdom, the Tridentine Church affirmed its own con-
tinuous martyrological history, with new chapters written by Catholic missionaries
who testified with their lives to the traditional faith in lands far from the doctrinal
struggles of Latin Christianity.

As early as 1535, during the turmoil of the Anabaptist kingdom of Miinster, the
Carthusian monk Dionysius of Cologne linked the confessional struggles at home
with the European voyages overseas:*

When Greece was involved in various heresies, finally became schismatic, and hence was
cast away by God, it fell into the hands of the Muslims. . . . Did, therefore, the faith or
the church perish? To be sure, it has perished with those in the Orient, but meanwhile
in the Occident it has increased and remained. Even if here in the Occident — on account
of our sins — faith, obedience, and finally the holy sacrifice have been taken away from
many cities and territories, they nevertheless remain healthy and unimpaired with others.
... For God is able to arouse other sons of Abraham even in the most distant nations.
... But why do we say God can do this, since we know that the same is just now hap-
pening in America, Cuba, New Spain, and in other regions, populations, and languages
of Great Asia through the Spaniards. And what is happening in Ethiopia, Arabia, Persia,
India, and on the surrounding southern isles through the Portuguese?

This was a remarkable statement. Tucked away in a Latin manuscript in the
Carthusian monastery of Cologne, these lines by Dionysius foreshadowed already
the close connections between the confessional struggles in central Europe — where
the Protestant schism originated — and the restorative evangelizations in the wider
non-European Catholic world. Even as the Holy Roman Empire was torn between
the Lutheran, Calvinist, and Catholic churches and rocked by popular revolts, it sur-
vived the carnage of the Thirty Years” War and the witch-craze to furnish reinforce-
ments for the Catholic overseas missions.

Among the Catholic centers that published the annual reports (Litterae Annune)
of the newly founded Jesuit missions was Dillingen, seat of the bishop of Augsburg
and a Jesuit university. There, the mission reports to Japan from 1577 to 1581 were
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translated into German and published for the defense of the Catholic faith in the
Holy Roman Empire. The dedication stated “that the Almighty good God, in the
place of so many thousand souls in Upper and Lower Germany who were tempted
by the Evil Enemy — through numerous unstable new teachings, particularly by the
Lutheran, Calvinist, and Zwinglian heretical preachers . . . has elected another people
from the other side of the world, who has hitherto known nothing of the holy faith.”
No wonder that Catholic Germany was ready for the missions. During the Jesuit
Nicolas Trigault’s fundraising tour in Europe (1615) for the China mission, all the
leading Catholic princes in the Holy Roman Empire pledged financial support. After
the trauma of war and economic recovery in the late seventeenth century, Jesuits
from German-speaking provinces would join a steady stream of missionaries who
went to Asia and the Americas to serve their God. The worlds of Protestant and
Catholic Germanies would have very different geographical references.

The Reformation world is very different today than it was 20 years ago. In 1985
Lewis W. Spitz, late Professor of Reformation History at Stanford University, pub-
lished his synthesis, The Protestant Reformation 1517-1559, the last volume in the
series “The Rise of Modern Europe” begun in the 1950s under the editorship of
William Langer, which covered the span of European history from 1250 to 1945.
The frames 1517 and 1559 encapsulated the history of the Reformation, as it were,
between Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses and the Peace of Cateau-Cambrésis. This was a
framework adopted earlier in another series across the Atlantic, the “History of
Europe” under the editorship of J. H. Plumb, with Geoffrey Elton writing the
volume in question (Reformation Europe 1517-1559, London, 1963). The history of
confessional conflict and Catholicism were not neglected in these series; rather, they
were relegated to separate treatments that dealt with the period 1560 to 1598 /1610,
emphasizing respectively the Catholic Reformation or the confessional struggle.
There was much to be said then for this periodization. Examination fields in early
modern Europe in departments of history were often organized around a century;
and an orderly match between chronology and theme made good pedagogic sense.
The only trouble is that university curricula tend to lag behind developments in schol-
arship. In my review of The Protestant Reformation 1517-1559 published in 1986, 1
had called for a unified analysis of both Protestant and Catholic Europe, taking in
the full length of the sixteenth century, in order to compare the disciplinary effects
of religion in the entire early modern period.* I was, of course, only reading the latest
signs in historiographical trends. And since the mid-1980s, many studies indeed have
been published that stretch the classic terminal dates beyond recognition. Under the
late Heiko A. Oberman and his students, the focus of the Reformation was shifted
backward in time to the scholastic debates of the late medieval university. Fewer schol-
ars today would suggest that the Reformation was “born deep within a single indi-
vidual but emerged to become a public matter and a powerful historical force,” as
Spitz had claimed. Instead, the battles between the via antiqua and via moderna,
and the influence of German mysticism on Luther, were very much crucial to the
development of Reformation theology. The late Middle Ages also presented an urgent
interpretative problem: if the thesis of an increasingly more corrupt clergy and declin-
ing church has been rejected on the evidence of new scholarship, why was it then
that dissident movements in late medieval England and Bohemia — the Lollard and
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the Hussite — failed to threaten the hegemony of the Roman Catholic Church? The
contributions in Part I by Euan Cameron and Larissa Taylor suggest ways to under-
stand the relationship between society and religion, and between official and het-
erodox religions in the late Middle Ages, without implying a point of origin for
explaining the events of 1517 and after.

Grasping the larger structures of society and religion allows us to focus in on the
particulars of the early Reformation, located in the German-speaking lands of central
Europe. In this area of scholarship, the theoretical debates from the 1960s to the
1980s proved stimulating; the Marxist concept of an “carly bourgeois revolution,”
the model of communal Reformation, and the theory of confessionalization have
spurned various studies, but the utility of any one hegemonic theory is now quite
exhausted in the agenda of research. An enduring legacy of these fruitful decades of
scholarship is the recognition of the need for a better integration of the history of
social movements and the history of theology. While focusing on the years between
Luther and the Religious Peace of Augsburg, the four contributions in Part I on
the Reformation in the Holy Roman Empire explore the various connections between
ideas and structures, theology and society. Concerned above all with giving a bal-
anced exposition of the extraordinarily diverse religious and social movements of
protest in the first decades of the German Reformation, the authors have desisted
from allegiance to hegemonic theories that had dominated the German-language
scholarship in the field.

From the cradle of the Reformation in Germany, new religious movements spread
to other European lands, as if the one Saxon heresy had begotten a multitude of
monstrous offspring to plague Latin Christendom. For the faithful of the Roman
Church, like the sixteenth-century French physician Antoine Valet, it was a divine
warning:®

A witness, a witness, will be for us Germany

When she opposed Christ with fraudulent Lutheran perjury
Stuffed with innumerable oftspring monstrous

Saxony suffered and felt divine wrath wondrous.

Saxony, however, did not suffer alone. Within a few short years of the Ninety-Five
Theses, the first evangelical martyrs — two Augustinian friars — were burned at the
stake in Brussels. In western Europe and Italy, Luther’s Latin treatises made a sig-
nificant impact among intellectuals, although the German and hence national dimen-
sion of his appeal necessarily limited the Wittenberg reformer’s influence on larger
society. However, in Scandinavia, with extensive ties to the Hanseatic cities, and in
castern Europe, thanks to the extensive German settlements — in urban trading
centers along the Baltic and in Bohemia and in the compact villages of Transylvania
— Luther’s message and evangelical reform made rapid progress.

For western Europe 1534 represented a crucial year for the Reformation break-
through. On the surface, it seemed as if the Protestant challenge had been success-
fully contained. The Anabaptists represented a nuisance in the Low Countries, but
hardly the menace they were in neighboring Westphalia; harsh repressive measures
kept the peace in the Habsburg lands even while the Anabaptists seized power in
Miinster in northwestern Germany. In France, the incipient evangelical communities
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seemed shattered by royal ordinance, faced with the determination of Francis I to
crush all heresies after the Affair of the Placard. In the Iberian peninsula, the Protes-
tant heresy remained a distant echo. Even in England, where Henry VIII was about
to break with the papacy in pursuance of his marital and dynastic goals, the allegiance
of'a deeply traditional Catholic England seemed not to have been in danger. Yet, the
flight of one French evangelical to escape the dragnet of Francis I’s repression would
help to change the confessional landscape of western Europe in the decades to come.
The remarkable career of Jean Calvin and the equally dramatic history of the city of
Geneva sent a second shockwave to rock the foundations of the Roman Catholic
Church. Often called “the Second Reformation,” the Calvinist movement roared into
France and the Low Countries, unleashing a series of religious civil wars in the former
and an uprising against Spain in the latter. In England, the regrouping of
Protestantism after the Catholic interlude of Queen Mary assumed an increasingly
Calvinist character, thereby slowly transforming the Anglican Church, with its heavy
Catholic vestiges, into a national Protestant Church during the long reign of
Elizabeth. In Italy, Calvinism seduced some influential intellectual and clerical elites,
before it was crushed in the 1550s in the cities of northern and central Italy. Even
in Lutheran Germany, the Calvinist Reformation won allegiance, thus igniting bitter
intra-Protestant strife that lasted until the eve of the Thirty Years” War. But it was in
castern Europe that the Calvinist Reformation gained the most brilliant though
impermanent success: of short duration as it turned out in Bohemia, before being
crushed by Emperor Ferdinand II after 1619; of great fashion among the Polish
nobility, before Jesuit devotion won back the elites of the nation in the mid-
seventeenth century; and of endurance in Hungary-Transylvania, where Calvinism
became the confession of the ruling dynasties of Transylvania into the late seven-
teenth century and the allegiance of Hungarian communities down to the present
day. This complex development in eight countries of Europe is told in Part III, where
readers can discern the parallel trends in eastern and western Europe.

Unscathed by the Protestant Reformation, the Iberian kingdoms of Spain and
Portugal emerged to become bulwarks of the Catholic renewal. In these staunch
Catholic lands, the history of religiosity evolved without any perceptible breaks; and
the ready reception of the decrees of the Council of Trent signified not so much
reform but an affirmation of Catholic allegiance. This Catholic energy was manifest
above all in the founding of new religious orders, both male and female, positive
energy one may say, but also in the impulse to control and repress, as exemplified by
the institution of the Holy Office, the Inquisition. While this papal institution
remained in clerical hands in Italy (with the exception of Venice), in the Iberian
peninsula it functioned as a royal institution with judicial competence extending to
the far corners of the Spanish and Portuguese dominions from Lima to Goa. These
developments, scrutinized in the chapters of Part IV, also included the large-scale
international confessional struggles of the early seventeenth century — the Thirty
Years’ War and the English Civil War. Together with the French religious civil wars
and the Netherlands Uprising, the 90 years from 1560 to 1650 were indeed the age
of religious violence.

Extending across the confines of the oceans, it seemed as if God had rewarded the
Catholic faith of the Iberian nations with maritime conquests. The Reformation
world, as the chapters in Part V remind us, was no longer confined to the quarrels
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between Lutherans, Zwinglians, Calvinists, Anabaptists, and Catholics. The titanic
struggle between Christian confessions and the bloody martyrdom of religious dis-
senters played alongside an equally dramatic story that unfolded on the world his-
torical stage. An earlier generation of historians and missiologists used the term
“spiritual conquests” to describe above all the Catholic conversion of the Spanish
Empire. Long discarded for its Eurocentric and restricted ecclesiological perspective,
historians of religion are exploring new topics in the history of early modern global
Christianity. The stories of Latin America, India, China, and Japan were different
tales that constituted a single discourse: the encounter of Catholicism and non-
European religions and cultures developed in different contexts of power relations.
Whereas Christianization accompanied Hispanization or Lusitanization in the
Americas, with its relatively dense network of colonial institutions and settlements,
the Spanish and Portuguese religious dominions were much more tenuous in Asia.
The south Asian case highlights the dependence on a single Portuguese stronghold
— Goa — and the steady dilution of Portuguese colonial and cultural goals the further
Christian conversions worked away from the enclave. Likewise, the Catholic missions
in China and Japan developed into independent mission fields only loosely bound to
the anchor of Portuguese Macao. That Catholicism suffered horrific martyrdom in
Tokugawa Japan in the seventeenth century while suffering a slow decline in eigh-
teenth-century Qing China are stories that edified and entertained generations of
pious European readers.

And finally, after the long peregrinations of chronology and continents, we reach
the further shores of Part VI, which provides an anchor for the tired passenger after
the multiple crossings of the vast oceans of historical events. “Structures of the Refor-
mation World” offers readers some central themes common to both Protestant and
Catholic Europe in the course of the early modern centuries. Some common devel-
opments were bloody and violent: the campaigns to control popular uses of magic
and repress witchcraft led to persecutions stretching from Calvinist Scotland under
James VI to the Catholic bishoprics of Central Germany. Likewise, religious violence
made martyrs out of all Christian confessions, thus highlighting the structural paral-
lels of their bloodletting while maintaining different martyrological memories built
out of doctrinal disagreements. Amidst the shouts of truth and clamors of religious
arms, the Reformation world also experienced more reassuring moments of peace.
From the start of the religious civil wars in France, communities of their own accord
concluded local and regional peace treaties to escape the larger madness, mirroring
at a lower level of society the larger religious peace treaties that settled abiding dif-
ferences. The colloquies and religious peacemaking of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries were a reminder of the lingering legacy of the leading Christian humanist
Erasmus, for whom true Christian piety lay not in doctrinal precision and ceremo-
nial observance, but in charity and peace.

In the ruins of this new Reformation world, the fragments of Old Christendom
were used to build the new parishes of the contending confessional churches.
Drawing tighter boundaries against one another, the churches also bound their faith-
tul closer to ecclesiastical control through bookkeeping and moral discipline: the
parish registers, visitations, synodal admonition, and sanctions by secular authorities
complemented the picture of a new parish clergy, gaining in intellectual and moral
rigor, and standing more aloof from the common folk. Discipline could only coerce
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so much religious conformity. Lest we think of the Reformation world as one in
which the early modern states used the confessional churches to make disciplined and
obedient subjects of all, we need to remember the sheer force of apathy, passivity,
and inertia that thwarted the goals of social discipline. Together with a sense of prac-
ticality and tolerance, seemingly widespread in all confessional settings, a regime of
peaceful religious coexistence provided an alternative to the religious conformity
imposed by the state. In time, this was even extended to the Jews, who of course
stood outside the arena of fierce Christian confessional competition and suffered rel-
atively little, in comparison to their lot in the Christian Middle Ages, from renewed
Christian religiosity, even in the tense initial years of the German Reformation.

The 29 contributions to this volume come from scholars working (or who have
worked) in the United States, Britain, Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Italy,
Hungary, Portugal, France, India, and Japan. Several are retired senior scholars;
others are still on the first path of their carecer. Together, they reflect a wide spec-
trum of national scholarship, as well as generational and gender perspectives. Their
vastly different historical backgrounds and styles are amply reflected in the contents
of the essays. Far from wanting to impose an intellectual or theoretical agenda of my
own, I see the diversity of historical scholarship represented in this volume as one of
its strengths. It mirrors the complexity and creativity of the Reformation world and
its peoples, eschewing both the restrictions of ecclesiastical discipline and the limita-
tions of hegemonic theories; and it provides detailed guides for readers in their own
explorations of this world.

NOTES

1 The full title of Miintzer’s 1524 anti-Luther treatise. For an English translation see Michael
G. Baylor, ed., The Radical Reformation (Cambridge, 1991), pp. 74ff.

2 See the discussion by Simon Ditchfield, “An Early Christian School of Sanctity in Triden-
tine Rome,” in Simon Ditchfield, ed., Christianity and Community in the West: Essays for
John Bossy (Aldershot, 2001), pp. 183-205.

3 Cited and translated in Sigrun Haude, In the Shadow of “Savage Wolves”: Anabaptist
Miinster and the German Reformation During the 1530s (Boston/Leiden, 2000), pp. 67-8.

4 Published in Renaissance Quarterly, 39,/1 (1986), pp. 99-100.

5 “Testis erit nobis, testis Germania: quae cum se Christo opposuit perjuri fraude Lutheri,
Saxonia innumera monstrorum prole referta. Condoluit, justas ac sensit numinis iras.”
Cited in Jean Céard, La Nature et les prodiges: Pinsolite au XVlIe siécle en France (Geneva,
1977), p. 272. My translation.
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On the Eve of the Reformation






ONE

Dissent and Heresy

EuAN CAMERON

“There was hardly a period in the second millennium of ecclesiastical history which
accepted with less resistance the Catholic Church’s absolutist claims in matters of
dogma” (Moeller, “Religious Life,” p. 15). Moeller’s verdict, however applicable to
Germany, does not apply equally to the rest of Europe. Dissent there certainly was:
however, it was generally localized, diverse, and uncoordinated. Few would now
argue that the Reformation followed upon a crescendo of rising protest against the
spiritual and dogmatic claims of the Catholic Church. Many of the strongest move-
ments of medieval religious protest had died down considerably from their previous
intensity; the Cathars, in western Europe at least, had died out (Lambert, Cathars,
pp. 291-6; Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 172-3). One might even ask whether, in most
of Europe, the remaining flickering embers of dissent represented the barest residual
level of discontent and disobedience, which no system of religious harmonization
or repression could be expected to stamp out entirely. Nevertheless, the perennial
question of “medieval heresy and the Reformation” cannot be answered so simply.
In various parts of Europe medieval dissent and early modern Protestantism over-
lapped, met, conversed, and mingled with each other. These encounters repay study
and comparison.

Many, though not all, movements of religious dissent originated with an intellec-
tual founder or “heresiarch,” who possessed both the learning and the confidence to
raise his voice in protest against the received pieties, and inspired the less articulate
to follow in his footsteps. Any such potential leader from the theological elite would,
however, normally expect to face the challenge of “heresy” long before breaking out,
or being forced out, from the academic citadel. The accusation of “heresy” at times
meant nothing more than a particularly aggressive ploy in the game of theological
disputation. Few academic theologians, in the half-century or so before the Refor-
mation crisis, were willing to air their disputes in public. Wessel Gansfort questioned
some conventional wisdom in pastoral theology and on indulgences, but in a para-
doxical and profoundly inaccessible scholasticism (Oberman, Forerunners, pp.
93-120; Cameron, European Reformation, p. 86). Johann Rucherat of Wesel chal-
lenged the persistently inflated claims made for indulgences, and was hauled back
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into line in 1479 (Ritter, “Romantic and Revolutionary Elements,” p. 27; Oberman,
Harvest, pp. 403ft.). Konrad Summenhart even dared argue that withholding tithes
might not after all be a mortal sin: but did so discreetly and in Latin (Oberman,
Masters, pp. 115-24). By the later fifteenth century, the theological elite seemed sure
that academic explanations of theological points ought not to be aired in front of a
lay public, let alone any disagreements over them. “In the affairs of the faith, skilled
spiritual men are said to understand: the rest of the people only simply to believe,”
wrote Thomas Netter of Walden, with the damaging eftects of the Lollard heresy at
the forefront of his mind (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, p. 234; cf. Cameron, European
Reformation, pp. 83, 450 n. 23).

In the late fourteenth and ecarly fifteenth centuries, it had briefly seemed possible
for the debates of philosophers and theologians to strike fire among a broader com-
munity. In Oxford and Prague, a revival of realist Aristotelianism brought renewed
certainty that “universals” were real entities rather than semantic abstractions. If there
were, as Hus had reportedly argued, a universal donkey, then there was also a uni-
versal church, whose attributes could be discussed and compared against those of the
real, visible church (Betts, Essays, pp. 29-62, 86-106, 132-59, 176-235; Oberman,
Forerunners, pp. 208-37; Lambert, Medieval Heresy, p. 232). In this scenario, via
antiqua realism became the ideology of challenge and protest, via moderna termin-
ism or “nominalism” the underpinning for fideism and acquiescence in the status
quo. However, after ca. 1450, if not before, the distinctions within scholastic theol-
ogy proved far too subtle for such subversive potentialities to be realized. A new form
of neo-Thomism grew up, exemplified by Johannes Capreolus (ca. 1380-1444)
and represented in Luther’s era by such pillars of orthodoxy as Tommasso di Vio
Caietanus and Jakob van Hochstraten. Neo-Thomists habitually argued that divine
power inhered in the traditional rites of the church, whereas nominalists regarded
the link between the divine plan and its earthly manifestations as a matter of con-
vention or pactum (Oberman, Harvest, passim). While theological disagreement and
dissent might in theory have spilled over into the squares and marketplaces, such dis-
agreement was so confused by cross-currents, interconnections, and jargon that it
remained, for practical purposes, confined to the academy.

So, across western Europe, and even to some extent within Bohemia, dissent
tended to become intellectually proletarianized. This process makes the sources for
popular heresy problematic. Late medieval heresy and dissent offer different facets,
which are not always easy to relate to each other. Judicial records reveal the evidence
of heresy needed to secure conviction, usually in the form of epigraphic statements
admitted by the accused, which may be internally inconsistent and lack explanation
of their underlying beliefs. Because interrogators looked for a “complete” confession,
these statements can sometimes homogenize and exaggerate the nature of heretical
dissent. The behavior and conduct of heretics, as important to the historian as their
alleged beliefs, may have to be deduced from fragmentary references. On the other
hand, literary remains also survive for popular Lollardy and popular Waldensianism.
Sermons, pastoral tracts, catechetical materials bear witness to a stern moralistic piety,
whose roots were as often from within the shared medieval culture as from within
authentic dissent. Though reasoned argument and continuous discourse are present,
it is not clear who owned such manuscripts on the eve of the Reformation, how they
read them, and what they made of them.
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The Geography and Taxonomy of Heresy in Europe

The oldest surviving heretical movement in Europe on the eve of the Reformation
was that which churchmen called by the name “Waldensian.” In the writings of
medieval theologians, and of most historians since, this movement was traced back
to the spontancous movement of self-abnegation, voluntary poverty, and vernacular
preaching initiated and led by Valdesius of Lyon in the 1170s. In its origins it
was nothing more than an obstinate insistence that its members preach in public,
whether the hierarchy approved or not. It became gradually transmuted, as organized
inquisition took shape ca. 1230-50, into a variety of wide-ranging anticlerical and
antisacerdotal protest movements, led by itinerant, celibate pastors or “brethren”
and conserved amongst sedentary lay followers or “friends.” Other dissenting strands,
especially in Lombardy, surely cross-fertilized and reshaped the movement; but the
relative silence of the sources makes any clear narrative impossible.

From ca. 1260-1300 onwards Waldensian dissent was persistently and continu-
ously entrenched in specific areas. In some of its earliest milicux, in Quercy and the
west-central Pyrenean regions of present-day France, it was wiped out by the middle
of the fourteenth century. However, a successor movement rooted itself in the south-
western Alps and became immovably fixed on both sides of the mountain passes. The
Waldenses of Piedmont-Savoy and the Dauphiné emerge into the light of the his-
torical record shortly before 1300, their origins unclear. From their tenacious and
successful defense of their mountain valleys, it is most likely that they were native
peoples of the region, and that the idea of dissent was brought to them from outside.
Although locally based inquisitors and bishops made the Waldenses their business
from the 1330s at the latest, the difficult terrain and the fierce self-defense of these
communities frustrated ecclesiastical justice over and over again. A coalition of eccle-
siastical and secular officials finally obtained a crusade bull from Pope Innocent VIII
and attacked the Waldensian lay followers of the Dauphiné with armed force over
the winter of 1487-8. A total of 160 people were killed; perhaps ten times that
number were dragged through the humiliation of ritual penance. Yet even this did
not subdue them. They made full (and surprising) use of all legal means to seek
redress: after a 20-year legal process they obtained from a special ad hoc royal-
cum-papal tribunal at Paris the cancellation of the acts of the inquisition and the
crusade made against them (Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 11-95, 151-200). Meanwhile
it appears that their Piedmontese cousins were not even attacked.

The Alpine Waldenses established links with similar groups further north in France,
around Valence, and sent out colonies of Franco-Provengal speakers into parts of
Apulia inland west of Manfredonia, and part of Calabria just inland from the port of
Paola. A particularly large and important wave of migrations established Waldensian
communities in the Luberon, east of Avignon in Provence, in the fifteenth century.
Another important early heartland of Waldensian protest was in central northern Italy,
in Lombardy, and possibly some regions further south. However, these groups
vanished into all but impenetrable obscurity well before the end of the Middle Ages
(Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 200-6). In the Marche d’Ancona and Spoleto they may
have met or interacted, in the second half of the fifteenth century, with the fugitive
remnants of the Fraticelli “of the opinion.” These were vehemently antisacerdotal,
though hostile ecclesiastical reporting makes ascertaining their precise beliefs and
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practices very difficult (Douie, Nature and Effect, pp. 243-5; Cohn, Europe’s Inner
Demons, pp. 42-54).

It is fairly certain that the Lombard Waldenses promoted the spread of their heresy
northwards into what is now Austria and eastern Germany in the early thirteenth
century. Waldensian heretics were settled in many small communities along parts of
the Danube valley no later than the 1260s and remained at least until ca. 1400; their
evangelizers carried the message northwards into the German communities of south-
ern and central Bohemia, and into the Brandenburg Mark along the River Oder.
Despite many defections of their leaders in the 1360s and 1390s, and the attentions
of some exceptionally dedicated, effective (and surprisingly merciful) inquisitors, a
small remnant of dissenters were still receiving ministrations from heretic pastors of
some sort in the second half of the fifteenth century. Meanwhile, in a somewhat dif-
ferent fashion, growths of Waldensian protest had appeared around 1400 in several
southern German towns and cities, notably Mainz, Augsburg, and Strasbourg, also
Bern and Freiburg im Uechtland (Fribourg) in the Swiss Confederation (Cameron,
Waldenses, pp. 96-150 and refs.). Even this geographical diversity may under-
represent the Waldensian presence: reports compiled of some heretics in Hungary
and Bosnia in the middle fifteenth century listed “errors” in many respects similar to
those of classic Waldensianism, though some importations from late Hussite rhetoric
ensure that these groups defy classification.

England remained untouched by Waldensianism properly so called. However, by
the end of the Middle Ages the indigenous heretical movement, the Lollard heresy,
had established itself as a vehicle for lay anticlerical and antisacerdotal protest, almost
a parallel evolution to Waldensianism. Lollardy arose from an intellectual protest
against prevailing theological trends. The Oxford arch-realist John Wyclif (d. 1384)
united a firm belief in the reality of universals with a strict predestinarianism and a
conviction that only those who were in a state of grace could validly bear dominion
and exercise ministry in the church. Applied in the real world, these beliefs led some
academic followers of Wyclif to inspire others to bypass the hierarchy through a min-
istry of traveling “poor preachers.” These men, canonically ordained Catholic priests,
took the vernacular Scriptures to laypeople and disseminated a morally earnest
Gospel, which (if realized in practice) would radically have simplified the ritual and
cultic life of late medieval Christianity. They produced a large vernacular literature
of sermons and scriptural exegesis, some of it written in massive tomes more appro-
priate to settled ministry in a church pulpit than to clandestine teaching in private
houses (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 225-69; Hudson, Premature Reformation,
pp. 60-173; Hudson and Gradon, English Wycliffite Sermons, Aston, Lollards and
Reformers). Sporadic ecclesiastical persecution, the failure of some ill-conceived
efforts at political revolt in 1414 and 1431, and the progressive defection of their
learned leadership caused Lollardy to dwindle into a movement based on informal
gatherings in private houses for reading and discussion by the second quarter of the
fifteenth century. Any real threat to the structural institutions of the English Church
was by then long past.

After a “dip” in the quantity of documentary evidence for Lollard heresy in the
middle fifteenth century, trial records reappear in large quantities from ca. 1480 to
ca. 1520, and in many of the same areas as before, especially Kent, London, the
Thames Valley and Chilterns, and around Coventry and Bristol. Despite such
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geographical and possibly personal continuity, the Lollardy found in England ca.
1500 was different from that seen during the heroic decades of the early 1400s. The
traveling ministry of ordained priests ceased: no new ministers were ordained to
replace those who died off in the 1440s. In its place less-well-educated lay evange-
lizers carried around contraband English books and maintained contact between the
conventicles of (mostly) small-town artisans where Lollard beliefs persisted. Secondly,
no new devotional, educational, or homiletic works can definitely be proved to have
been written within this later period (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 269-83;
Hudson, Premature Reformation, pp. 446-507; Thomson, Later Lollards). The
sermons and Bible translations were still circulated; some Lollard tracts would even
find their way into print in the sixteenth century. However, it is not known who
owned the quite numerous still-surviving manuscripts nor what use they made of
them. Paradoxically, for a movement grown from the work of an inaccessible acade-
mic, Lollardy’s intellectual proletarianization does not seem to have led to inevitable
atrophy. The clearer, cruder, antisacerdotal protests of the later period may even have
been casier for lay hearers to comprehend.

The great Czech movement of dissent, the Hussite heresy, was beyond question
the most formidable challenge to the ecclesiastical hierarchy in the later Middle Ages.
Alone of the movements to be discussed in this chapter, it succeeded in supplanting
the priesthood and the worship of the Catholic Church, over a large part of Bohemia.
It alone included a recognizable functioning “priesthood,” which offered something
resembling a complete religious service to its adherents. However, here as elsewhere,
an carlier heroic phase had been followed by decades of mutual acrimony, compro-
mises, and schisms. The picture of Hussitism on the eve of the Reformation is there-
fore complex.

The Hussite movement had arisen out of a fortuitous confluence of three spiri-
tual strands. From the late fourteenth century a succession of vigorous, accessible
preachers at Prague had inveighed against sin, especially the sins committed by the
most materialistic and corrupt of the clergy. Secondly, Czech academics had striven
to restore the prestige of the Czech “nation” within the Charles University in Prague
against the institutionalized preponderance of ethnic Germans. Thirdly, Wyclif’s
philosophical ultra-realism was imported both as an intellectual counterweight to
German nominalism and as underpinning for a sharp denunciation of moral abuses
in the church. As reforming preacher, philosophical realist, and Czech nationalist, the
theologian Jan Hus combined all three strands. However, Jan Hus was not Wyclif]
and Hussitism was not Lollardy. In his theological writings Hus did not teach a
neo-Donatist rejection of the sacramental ministry of sinful priests as Wyclif did.
Hus became a martyr, and an inspiration to a range of diverse religious movements,
because his cause was entangled in the complex and shifting ecclesiastical politics at
the end of the Great Schism. The king of Bohemia, Viclav IV, first encouraged the
Czech reformists at the university to secure its adherence to the Pisan papacy, then
abandoned their cause when the fathers of the Council of Constance made their hos-
tility to Hus clear. Hus was burned, by the cruelest of ironies, because he refused to
recant errors which (he claimed) he never held in the first place and were not present
in his writings: he was therefore, in canon law, an obstinate and unrepentant heretic
(Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 284-316; Fudge, Magnificent Ride, pp. 1-88;
Kaminsky, Hussite Revolution, pp. 7-23, 97-140).
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The Hussite movement was led, in spirit, by a “heresiarch” who was no longer
there to direct its course, and who almost certainly would have disapproved of many
of the forms which it took. At the risk of oversimplification, one can identify four
strands to mid-fifteenth-century Hussitism. Most conservative and hieratic were ele-
ments within the Czech priestly and academic elite who insisted, on the inspiration
of Hus’s colleague Jakoubek of Stribro, on giving lay communicants the chalice of
consecrated wine in the Eucharist: laypeople had traditionally been refused the chalice
in western Catholic practice in the Middle Ages. These “Utraquists” (who gave com-
munion sub utraque specie, in both kinds) rapidly formed a separate allegiance within
the Czech clergy, supported by a regional nobility outraged by the slur on their nation
caused by Hus’s condemnation and burning. In most other respects, socially and
liturgically, the Utraquists were conservatives. A second strand was represented by
the radical urban protest which flared up among the lesser guildsmen and artisans of
Prague at the preaching of the former Premonstratensian canon Jan Zelivsky: by force
of pulpit oratory and popular insurrection he exerted decisive influence in Prague
until a coup led to his overthrow and execution in 1422 (Lambert, Medieval Heresy,
pp. 316-26; Kaminsky, Hussite Revolution, pp. 141-264, 434-94; Fudge, Magnifi-
cent Ride, pp. 901t.).

The third strand, on which Zelivsk}? depended but which outlived him, was
the radical, millenarian reformism of the so-called “Taborites.” To the alarm of the
university masters and the aristocracy, these fervent apocalyptic believers gathered
together at five towns designated as gathering-places of the elect, and set up a new
order, social as well as religious. Under Jan Zizka (d. 1424) they became an aston-
ishingly effective fighting force: their victories undoubtedly saved the entire Hussite
enterprise against repeated Catholic crusades during the 1420s. In their liturgical
life they practiced the utmost simplicity, in contrast to the relative conservatism of
the Utraquists (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 323—4, 328-32; Heymann, Ziékﬂ;
Kaminsky, Hussite Revolution, pp. 310-433; Fudge, Magnificent Ride, pp. 95-107,
140-1). In their so-called “little bishop” Mikulas of Pelhrimov they possessed a theo-
logian who articulated their founding documents and gave them some continuity.
Ultimately, the Utraquists came to find the church-in-arms of the Taborites an
encumbrance as they negotiated with the fathers of the Council of Basel. A coalition
of moderate Utraquists and their allies defeated the Taborites in battle at Lipany (May
30, 1434) and outflanked them in negotiation, shaping an agreement with the
Council of Basel known as the Compactata. This document gave some quasi-legal
status to the Utraquist Church within the Roman communion, though problems
over the ordination of priests and the apostolic succession dogged it for decades.
Taboritism persisted in its hilltop fortress of the Hradiste (renamed Tabor) until it
surrendered to the Hussite King of Bohemia George of Podebrady in 1452. The
Utraquists, meanwhile, consolidated their position in the Kutnd Hora agreement of
1485, which was made permanent in 1512 (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 344-8,
356-8; Williams, Radical Reformation, pp. 317-20; Odlozilik, Hussite King;
Heymann, George of Bohemin).

Although Taboritism was a spent force by the Reformation, it influenced the
fourth strand of Hussite dissent, the politically pacifist but theologically radical
“Unity of Brethren.” Petr Chelcicky (ca. 1380—ca. 1467), formerly called Peter of
Zahorka, became disillusioned with the Taborites because of their dependence on
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violence and political force to spread the word. By a dialectical process rather like
that seen later in Anabaptism, Chel¢icky turned away from the idea of political con-
quest in a religious cause to the opposite extreme: he advocated complete renuncia-
tion of political office and political structures, and rejected not only warfare but all
use of the sword to kill, even in justice. Around 1458 Gregory Krajci, nephew of the
Hussite Archbishop-elect of Prague Jan Rokycana, founded a community at Kunvald
to live by Chelcicky’s teachings. This grew into the “Unity of Brethren,” which con-
sisted after 1467 of a separate, self-sustaining priesthood and a lay fellowship to which
it ministered. Its first ordinands received a form of ordination from a follower of the
Hussite-Waldensian German missionary Friedrich Reiser, who had been executed in
1458 (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 352-6; Williams, Radical Reformation, pp.
320-32; Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 149-50). The Unity became the theological repos-
itory of Taborite ideas, shorn of their militant features. Though gradual attenuation
of some of its doctrines regarding participation in secular society caused a schism in
the 1490s, it survived into the sixteenth century and grew in influence. Its leading
theologian on the eve of the Reformation, Lukas of Prague (ca. 1458-1528), wrote
works of real stature in the radical Hussite tradition.

The Hussite Church was exclusively a Czech-speaking phenomenon based in
parts of Bohemia and Moravia. However, Friedrich Reiser (d. 1458) received some
form of ordination from Mikuld$ of Pelhrimov in 1431 and led missionary expe-
ditions into Germany in the 1430s and 1450s until his capture and execution.
His followers espoused more of traditional clandestine popular heresy, and less
of the church-building ambition of the Hussites. In northeastern Germany they
approached the same villages as the Waldensian pastors of a century or so before.
Though it would be rash to make any claims about either their survival or disap-
pearance, they caused little serious concern to the church and were barely known to
the reformers, if at all.

Living Heresy

To the inquisitor and ecclesiastical judge, dissent consisted essentially in a set of affir-
mations — or perhaps merely reluctant admissions — that the accused person had
rejected some element of the church’s agreed teachings. To the historian, it is just as
vital to see how the heretics lived. Too much concentration on doctrinal statements
can mask vital differences between the Reformation and its antecedents, and thus
betray the essential quality of the reformers’ achievements.

The remainder of this discussion will follow thematic lines rather than examining
each heretical movement in turn. The purpose of this approach is simply to avoid
repetition. Many of the popular dissenting movements of the late Middle Ages turned
against the same traits of a hierarchical, wealthy, ritualized church and its worship:
one might even argue that the very nature of such a church provoked such repeated
reactions. The dissenters’ behavior followed similar lines, because sheer necessity and
the behavior of officialdom dictated that certain survival strategies be followed. Simi-
larities in conduct and attitudes can be discerned between movements which we
know to be historically quite unrelated, such as Waldensianism and Lollardy. Given
that such similarities exist between unrelated movements, historians must be wary of
assuming that any two heretic groups who exhibit similarity of “official” ecclesiasti-
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cal nomenclature, and similarity of behavior, were in very truth sprung from a
common source or inspired by a shared founder.

Before the Reformation, unless there was some alternative religious establishment
set up (as in Bohemia), “heretics” normally attended the services of the Catholic
Church in their parishes. In the primitive years of English Lollardy, it was possible
in some regions to hear a Lollard priest preaching within the parish church itself.
However, after ca. 1450 one could only attend a Catholic church service. Church
attendance may have served chiefly to allay the suspicions of the majority. Some
Lollards apparently claimed sickness to excuse those occasions when they did not
attend. Occasional comments from witnesses, for instance that Lollards looked to
heaven rather than at the host when it was elevated, confirm that they attended mass;
others confessed to breaking fasts before attending services (Hudson, Premature
Reformation, pp. 149-51; Thomson, Later Lollards, pp. 68-9, 264-5). The evidence
from across continental Europe suggests the same for late Waldensianism. Waldenses
attended services in their churches; sometimes they even made pilgrimages or
required masses to be said for their relatives. Their behavior while in church, in
respect of the use of holy water, or adoration of the host, might be in some respect
abnormal: but they still turned up for regular worship. Likewise, such popular
heretics, by the general consent of the sources, usually made their annual confession
of sins and received communion at Easter. Masters and followers, wrote the late
fourteenth-century inquisitor Peter Zwicker, received baptism and the Eucharist from
the Catholic clergy (Cameron, Reformation of the Heretics, pp. 84-7, 925, 100-1;
Waldenses, pp. 123, 132-7). Even in the carly years of the Reformation, when to
admit to participation in Catholic rites was a great embarrassment, a Waldensian
pastor or barbe like Georges Morel could admit to Johannes Oecolampadius, with
unconscious paradox, that the sacraments were given to the people not by the barbes
but by the “members of Antichrist.” The reformers would express grave misgivings
at this self-contamination by participation in idolatrous worship (Cameron,
Waldenses, pp. 213, 237-8; Vinay, Confessioni di fede, pp. 42-3, 52—4, 84).

However, minimal conformity to the rites and cults of the late Middle Ages was
itself a statement of sorts. A close economic and legal survey of the Waldensian com-
munities of the Luberon, in Provence, has shown that they, like others, endowed obit
masses for their deceased relatives and bequeathed money for masses for themselves,
but did so on a less flamboyant scale than their neighbors. They kept to ancient,
more restrained post-mortem devotions, while their Catholic neighbors willingly paid
up for the great inflation of those devotions popular at the time (Audisio, Vaudois
du Luberon, pp. 202-24, 264-74). It would be fascinating to discover how far
Waldensian followers absented themselves from patronal celebrations, Corpus Christi
processions, or other manifestations of late medieval voluntary religion. In theory
they disapproved of them all. All the movements studied in this chapter held that
some, most, or all of the Catholic priesthood were contaminated by sin: above all by
their abandonment of apostolic poverty, their acceptance of worldly authority, their
simoniacal and materialistic practices. To receive the sacraments from such priests
ought to have troubled consciences. Heretics might have tried to seek out those
priests who were better or less sinful than most (as the Patarenes of Milan allegedly
did in the late eleventh century). However, there is no sign that late medieval heretics
appraised the priesthood in this way. Some priests made approving noises about a
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group of Waldenses, while another spoke of the same people with exasperation and
enmity: but one cannot deduce how far such diverse sentiments responded to reli-
giously motivated hostility shown by the heretics (Cameron, Reformation of the
Heretics, p. 76).

Outside the universities, heresy was a communal activity: like-minded groups came
together for mutual instruction, support, and discipline. Outside Bohemia, such
behavior was necessarily somewhat clandestine. Heretical gatherings took place typ-
ically in private homes, in the evenings or at night. Waldenses in the Alpine valleys
would sometimes meet further up the valleys; those who lived in the German towns
of fourteenth-century Bohemia sometimes constructed hidden rooms or cellars
where they could gather undetected (Cameron, Reformation of the Heretics, p. 89;
Waldenses, p. 114). Many Lollards were literate in the vernacular (though not usually
in Latin) and could therefore read to each other from their Biblical translations and
books of sermons and tracts. Later Lollardy, it would appear, was a cooperative exer-
cise (Hudson, Premature Reformation, pp. 180-200). Waldenses were, in contrast,
generally less literate. They had, however, an itinerant, celibate elite of pastors or
barbes, who could read the books that they carried with them, and also knew parts
of Scripture by heart. These pastors preached to the assembled gatherings as well as
advising individuals in private (Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 216-206).

Waldensian barbes, with their greater reputation for austerity and holiness than the
Catholic priesthood, were expected to hear the confessions of their followers and
assign penances to them. Whereas Lollards and Hussites appear to have regarded the
paraphernalia of canonical absolution as a needless concentration of spiritual power
into earthly hands, Waldenses had, from the middle thirteenth century onwards, seen
auricular confession as a rite to imitate. Neither the sins confessed nor the penances
assigned were distinctive or unusual; penitents were told to fast on simple food, to
learn and repeat the standard prayers of the church (Cameron, Reformation of the
Heretics, pp. 90-2; Waldenses, pp. 72, 83, 115, 128, 130, 158, 185, 187-8). Con-
fession was the only sacrament that the Waldensian pastorate claimed to dispense:
barbes neither baptized nor consecrated. Popular heretics were consistently reluctant
to “usurp” the ritual acts of the priesthood in any other respect. When a handful of
German Waldenses performed a form of Eucharist, others vehemently criticized them
(Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 128-9 and nn. 162-3). In Lollardy, there were occasional
rumors of individual laypeople consecrating a form of irregular Eucharist, but they
were so rare as to arouse special comment (Hudson, Premature Reformation, p. 151).
Mainstream Utraquist Hussites, who had ordained priests to dispense the sacraments,
were very sensitive about ensuring apostolic succession and due ordination. As a
result, great backlogs of ordinands built up when canonically ordained bishops were
not available. Emergency measures, for instance the importation of an Italian bishop
in 1482, relieved the pressure (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 356-7). Even the more
radical Unity of Brethren sought legitimation of its priesthood from outside, through
its links with Friedrich Reiser’s spiritual heirs. From the perspective of the sixteenth
century, the issue of whether medieval heretics “rebaptized” followers when they con-
verted from Catholicism to dissent would become highly sensitive. In 1530 Martin
Bucer warned the Provengal Waldenses in copious and unnecessary detail against the
evils of rebaptizing (Vinay, Confessioni di fede, pp. 86—-102). The only later medieval
heretics who appear to have rebaptized those who joined them from the ranks of
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Catholicism were some of the Unity of Brethren; and they gradually abandoned the
practice in the early sixteenth century (Cameron, Waldenses, p. 239; Lambert,
Medieval Heresy, p. 385).

Though rebaptism was a red herring, it raises the important issue of how dis-
senting groups perceived themselves as social entities. Most late medieval heretics
evinced some unease at participation in the messy and bloody business of everyday
politics and government. Both Lollards and Waldenses at various times objected
to killing people in judicial execution or otherwise, an objection which (if taken
consistently) would have precluded wielding the office of magistrate. Lollards also
objected to the idea of “just war” and denounced crusading (Hudson, Premature
Reformation, pp. 367-70; Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 34, 46, 52, 85, 103, 234).
Similar objections were attributed to Nicholas of Dresden, the German radical who
briefly associated himself with the Prague Hussites in the 1410s. Most pacifist of all
the Hussites, of course, was Petr Chelcicky. The Unity of Brethren, however, demon-
strate how a radical rejection of killing could pose intractable problems. The first
members of the Unity were expected by their founding fathers to renounce all attri-
butes of worldly power entirely; yet as the movement grew toward the end of the
fifteenth century, and attracted more well-born adherents, it proved necessary to
attenuate the primitive founders’ ideals. The “major Unity” from the 1490s onwards
dispensed with these strict prohibitions, and their theologian Lukas of Prague justi-
fied their doing so (Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 352, 355; Brock, Political and
Social Doctrines). Of course, heretics from isolated rural communities, who had little
prospect of wielding high justice, lost little by repudiating it. In reality Waldensian
villages, whether in the northeast German Uckermark or the southwestern Alps, did
supply members of their number to serve as magistrates. In the Alps (though not
in Germany) they were also ready to use lethal force to defend themselves, as the
sixteenth-century reformers would discover to their chagrin (Cameron, Reformation
of the Heretics, pp. 17-20, 163, 193; Waldenses, pp. 141, 196, 276-8).

The swearing of oaths poses further problems of apparent inconsistency in the
heretics’ behavior. Christ told his followers “not to swear at all,” although that pro-
hibition had been attenuated and glossed in the church for many centuries (Matthew
5: 33-7). To retfuse to swear an oath to tell the truth under interrogation, or to
withhold an oath of fealty or allegiance, was to cast oneself into virtual outlawry
among other Christians. Yet allegations were persistently made against Lollards and
Waldenses, as well as against some radical Hussites, that they would not take even a
legal oath. Many heretics, under interrogation, said that to ask for the swearing of
an oath, or to swear one, was a sin. Sometimes, especially in early fourteenth-century
French and German Waldensianism, followers stubbornly (and potentially suicidally)
refused to swear when urged to do so before ecclesiastical judges (Limborch, Liber
Sententinrum, pp. 289-91; Cameron, Waldenses, p. 116). However, even as early as
the thirteenth century, Waldenses allegedly found ways to wriggle out of the prohi-
bition, or to justify minimal cooperation with the judicial oath; a similarly equivocal
or balanced approach is found among some Lollards (Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 1057
and refs.; Hudson, Premature Reformation, pp. 371—4). By the late fifteenth century,
the Waldenses of Provence, beyond question, swore oaths to make contracts and
verity legal documents. Their Alpine cousins even took oaths from each other to
preserve the secrecy of the movement (Audisio, Vawudois du Luberon, pp. 205-8;
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Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 190-1). All heretics, Lollards and Waldenses alike, objected
to the promiscuous and blasphemous affirmation of every possible statement by a
casual oath: so, one might add, did many medieval moralistic writers (Cameron,
Waldenses, pp. 225-6). Context is crucial here. Among ordinary late medieval layfolk,
to keep one’s speech ostentatiously pure and modest was to stand out from one’s
neighbors. To avoid blasphemy might not have been a theological “oftense,” but it
must have been a clear and visible cultural marker.

Another potential social marker of late medieval heretics was their attitude to inter-
marriage with the rest of the Catholic population. Since most late medieval dissenters
performed mandatory Catholic practices, intermarriage was not absolutely impracti-
cable. Some German Waldenses married Catholic spouses fairly readily. However, if
a group had secrets to hide, or a strong self-consciousness as a defensive and perse-
cuted minority, endogamy could result. Alpine Waldenses usually avoided intermar-
riage with Catholics, and were accused of holding themselves aloof and superior. In
their colonies, in Provence or southern Italy, language, customs, and group identity
tended to make them marry even more exclusively with each other. Though no such
reason existed for the Lollards of London, an ecclesiastical investigator in 1521 asked
whether it was a Lollard practice to marry only amongst cach other’s families
(Audisio, Vaudois du Luberon, pp. 110-14; Cameron, Reformation of the Heretics,
pp. 105-6; Waldenses, pp. 131, 191, 201; Brigden, London and the Reformation,
p- 87).

A debate has grown up in recent years over the role of women in popular dis-
senting movements. In the Middle Ages, clerical writers alleged, to show how utterly
subversive and disorderly dissenting movements were, that they allowed not only
laymen but also laywomen to lead their religious activities. In the early years of
Waldensian protest, some women were reported as traveling around in the company
of the preaching and supposedly celibate “brethren.” From time to time occasional
references are made to “female masters” of the sect, or to “sisters” with whom the
traveling brethren stayed while in training. Given that the clergy would have seized
on any signs of female participation with scornful glee, it is striking just how little
evidence there is of it. Recent work on the Lollards and the Waldenses has argued,
independently, that dissenters did not transcend the social values of their world.
Women remained confined to secondary roles (McSheffrey, Gender and Heresy,
Shahar, Women in o Medieval Heretical Sect; but cf. Biller, “Preaching of the
Waldensian Sisters”). When dissent was practiced in private homes, women were
intimately and indispensably involved as the hosts, protectors, concealers, and hearers
of traveling heretical teachers. Women on trial were often as articulate and defiant
in their heresy as their menfolk (see e.g. Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 137, nn. 230,
232). However, their role was fundamentally little different from that of Catholic
laywomen.

These behavioral traits tended to accrue around religious dissenters at the end of
the Middle Ages: minimal participation in the official cult; private exhortation and
reading from vernacular Scriptures and works of piety; reservations, rarely taken to
extremes, regarding participation in civic office, oath-swearing, and killing people in
war or justice; plain, modest, controlled speech; and a tendency to become a people
apart, more visibly devout and contained than was normal. A late fourteenth-century
inquisitor lamented that the “heresiarchs” did not “preach to great sinners, to the



14 EUAN CAMERON

litigious, fornicators, deceivers, thieves, . . . usurers, rapists, and other criminals; you
only draw to yourselves those whom you have heard are peaceful, quiet, silent, com-
posed, who but for you would remain sons of the kingdom” (cited in Cameron,
Waldenses, p. 137). Heresy promoted a quiet, interiorized devotion, hostile to the
crassness of the everyday, materialistic cult. Its vehemence was verbal; its rejections
of the spiritual claims of the church largely theoretical.

Believing Badly

Jacobus Simancas summed up the problem: a heretic was “not one who lives badly,
but one who believes badly” (Simancas, De Catholicis Institutionibus, p. 228). Many
heretics actually lived rather well by contemporary ethical standards, but their beliefs
doomed them to hostility and attack from the majority. Heresy, as a legal offense,
consisted in affirmations of disbelief. These atfirmations, as encapsulated in thousands
of “repetitions” of heretics’ beliefs read out at the conclusion of an inquisitorial trial,
pose real problems as historical sources. They tell us only that the judges formed the
impression that a heretic believed such-and-such, and therefore incorporated a given
point into the trial record. How they formed that impression, and how truly such an
impression was grounded in the facts, becomes a matter of historical judgment. Jan
Hus’s sentence contains the absurd claim that he believed himself to be a fourth
person of the Trinity (Fudge, Magnificent Ride, p. 85 and n. 78). Admittedly an
extreme example, it reflects the medieval ecclesiastics’ typical conviction, that heretics
“really” believed what the inquisitors and their manuals thought they believed, rather
than whatever untidy equivocations or bewildered statements the accused themselves
produced. Interrogating a heretic often meant extracting evidence of the interroga-
tor’s preconceptions.

One key problem was that heretical words were rarely, it ever, backed up by con-
sistent actions on those words. It is not difficult to draw up some sort of schema of
popular heresy, with due allowance for the nuances of individual interpretation and
the differences between various groups. One must not assume, however, that those
assigned such beliefs always behaved as though they held them. The starting point
for any presentation of heretical beliefs must be their attitude to the Catholic Church.
Late medieval heretics argued that the church was tainted by sin; the possession of
great wealth and political power had corrupted it. They were not unique in saying
such things: many reforming preachers and Doctors of Theology said much the same.
However, most heretics went beyond mere anticlericalism to argue that a church so
sinful, and priests so flawed, could not rightly bear spiritual dominion, preach the
Gospel, absolve sinners, or administer the sacraments of grace. Spiritual power, as
some Waldensian followers put it, depended on sanctity (Cameron, Reformation of
the Heretics, pp. 79-80). In its crude form, such an argument constituted a revival
of the Donatist heresy, which had long since been argued down in the works
of Augustine. Wyclif, with his towering certainty that spiritual power belonged to
the elect only, could go down this road. Jan Hus did not; and indeed in the St.
Wenceslas’s Synod held at Prague on September 28, 1418, leading followers of Hus
explicitly disavowed this and other such radical beliefs (Lambert, Medieval Heresy,
pp. 297, 322). However, the Hussites repeatedly played on the graphic contrasts
between the apostolic church with its simplicity, poverty, and humility, and the
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modern church with its power, greed, pride, and pomp. Illustrations on church walls
and in manuscripts showed Christ humbly washing the feet of the apostles while the
pope grandly allowed rulers to kiss his feet (Fudge, Magnificent Ride, pp. 230-1,
235-49). Whether theological “Donatism” was taught or not, the effect was much
the same: the pomp and grandeur of the modern church showed its anti-Christian
nature.

Many other doctrines depended on the beliet that the church on earth had
received, as it were by divine delegation, the responsibility to mediate and transmit
grace, and to give or withhold absolution. Most movements, though by no means
all heretics, taught people to reject those beliefs. The doctrine of purgatory, in its
developed late medieval form, derived from the argument that sins absolved on earth
too late for earthly penance to be completed must be worked out through suftering
in the hereafter. All manner of religious rituals practiced by the living on earth might
work for the benefit of souls in purgatory, above all the memorial mass. Waldenses,
many Lollards, and the Taborite wing of Hussitism all renounced belief in purgatory,
though many individuals found it difficult to live by such statements (Cameron,
Waldenses, pp. 46, 75-6, 85, 90-1, 103, 115, 135-6, 187-8, 230; Hudson, Pre-
mature Reformation, pp. 309-10, 323, 469). A Taborite text argued that the godly
were purged of their sins in this life: by the word of God, works of faith and piety,
almsgiving, suffering adversities, through abundance of charity, by forgiving oftenses,
and by turning sinners away from their way of life.

Pilgrimages, saints, their images and their relics, and the whole concept of a host
of heavenly intercessors linked to the earthly church likewise aroused withering skep-
ticism. Lollards drew poignant contrasts between the needy poor, the true images of
God, who often lacked necessary alms, and the wealthy images to which pilgrimages
were commonly made. Inert and senseless idols were covered with vast wealth while
human beings went in want, and stories of false miracles were spread around to
encourage yet more largesse from pilgrims (Hudson, Selections, pp. 83-8). Taborites,
drawing heavily on Wyclit’s Trialogus, argued that Christ was the sole mediator, and
that it was foolish to address saints as though God “were like an earthly sovereign
whose anger needs to be calmed by their intercessors.” God alone was to be wor-
shipped, said many Waldenses. Yet here as elsewhere, beliefs are hard to pin down,
and practice often belied theory. Waldenses ought not to have learned the Ave Maria
it they believed prayers to saints to be superfluous, yet many did. Why, indeed, did
the entirely Waldensian village of Freissini¢res press the archbishop of Embrun to
restore the “ornaments and jewels” of their parish church which had been removed
in the aftermath of the 1487/8 crusade (Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 89-90, 128,
132-3, 187-8; Reformation of the Heretics, p. 100)?

Late medieval heretics were ambivalent about the sacraments of the church. Some
doubts about the sacraments might arise simply from the suspicion that the priests
were not good enough truly to administer them. Also, the elaborateness of the ritual,
and the claim to provide infallible grace, might invite doubt and rejection. Some later
Lollard confessions, and many treatises written against the Waldenses, reeled off a
list of rejections of each of the sacraments in turn. God’s grace, the argument ran,
did not need to be routed through ceremonies performed by an earthly institution
(see e.g. Tanner, Heresy Trials in . . . Norwich, pp. 94-5, 111, 159-60, 165, 176-7,
179, 185, 194, 196-9, 205). While Taborites retained the seven sacraments, they
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took a different approach: every sacrament as currently performed in the church was
full of redundant and excessive ceremonial, and needed rigorous pruning and sim-
plification to return it to the primitive ideal. The supreme sacrament, of course, was
the Eucharist: it was performed many times daily and watched by the laity in the
hope of specific spiritual benefits. Lollard beliefs about the Eucharist are somewhat
complex; Wyclif’s philosophical objections to transubstantiation were barely suscep-
tible of transmission to lay readers. By the eve of the Reformation most Lollards
rejected a transubstantiated presence in favor of a symbolic or representational one.
Even the Taborites, sprung from the supremely Eucharistic Hussite movement, came
to reject transubstantiation as it was generally taught. The consecrated host was “the
body of Christ by resemblance, and by the cogitations and affections of those who
receive it,” as Mikulds of Pelhrimov put it (Fudge, Magnificent Ride, pp. 142-3
and nn. 80-1). Some Waldenses also had reservations about the real presence. The
Austrian Andreas Hesel thought that if the host were really Christ’s body, it would
long since have been entirely caten up by the faithful (Déllinger, Dokumente, pp.
343—4). However, since doubts over the Eucharistic presence were not part of
the standard repertoire of questions asked of suspected Waldenses, such statements
were rare. Because Waldenses were baptized, confessed, took communion, and
married like other Christians, doubts about the sacraments only found expression, at
most, in casual statements or unostentatious withdrawal from voluntary aspects of
the cult.

Apocalypticism and prophecy were so widely diffused throughout later medieval
and early modern culture that it becomes difficult to say how far apocalypticism was
a feature of heresy. Belief in a coming judgment can offer attractive compensation to
a minority which suffers persecution in the here and now. The first Taborites really
thought that the elect should gather together in places of refuge to await a new order
in the world. The administration of the chalice to the laity became a symbol that the
world was being renewed in readiness for the end-time (Lambert, Medieval Heresy,
p. 324; Kaminsky, Hussite Revolution, pp. 336-60; Fudge, Magnificent Ride, pp.
143ft., 166). The problem with such expectations was the same as at any other period:
the more concentrated and imminent the expectation, the sooner disappointment set
in. More moderate beliefs, which incorporated the long run of world history into
the time-frame of the Book of Revelation, proved more durable. Several Lollard tracts
interpreted their own age as that in which Satan had been loosed from his thousand-
year period in chains, and allowed to wreak destruction in the church (Revelation
20: 1-3; Hudson, Selections, pp. 93, 112, 126). The same chronology would be
appropriated in the schemes of church history produced by John Foxe in the
reformed tradition (Foxe, Acts and Monuments, vol. 1, pp. 4-5; Cameron, “Medieval
Heretics as Protestant Martyrs,” pp. 205-6). Millennial expectations, if not too spe-
cific, could last a long time: the carly sixteenth-century Lollard evangelizer John
Hacker taught his London followers about a future millennium in which all evil
priests would be killed (Brigden, London and the Reformation, p. 106 and n. 125).

Dissenting Texts

The priestly hierarchy kept its distance from the common herd by conserving a lit-
crature and a system of law in Latin, the language of the educated. Dissenters, who
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sought to establish a pattern of religious life independent of the hierarchy, naturally
enough sought access to the Scriptures and other religious literature in the ver-
nacular. Valdesius at Lyon in the 1170s arranged to have certain key extracts from
Scripture translated into the vernacular at the very inception of his movement,
and thereafter learning of Scripture texts in translation became very common
(Patschovksy, “Literacy of Waldensianism,” pp. 113-23). Hussitism long retained
Latinate scholars within the movement, though even conservative Utraquists wished
the Scripture lessons in the mass to be read in Czech: like the lay chalice, the ver-
nacular helped to dismantle the wall between priests and laity (Lambert, Medieval
Heresy, p. 333). After Wyclif, Lollards produced a copious vernacular literature.
The mere possession of religious books in English came to be regarded as a con-
venient means to identify a heretic at the end of the Middle Ages (Hudson,
Premature Reformation, pp. 470-1, 486-7). Apart from language and ownership,
there was often little else that was “heretical” about heretics’ books. The key text
was of course the Bible itself. Waldensian translations were in various languages, and
most are lost. There survive five incomplete Bibles in an Alpine version of Franco-
Provengal. Usually the New Testament is nearly complete, while only selected books
of moral and homiletic value from the Old Testament are included (Cameron,
Waldenses, p. 217 n. 29; Papini, Valdo di Lione, pp. 347-74). The Lollard Bible was,
by contrast, a full translation which went through two distinct recensions. The early
version was a verbatim rendering into cumbersome and scholarly English, only suit-
able for use by a priest who already knew some Latin; this was succeeded, in the late
1390s, by a much more flowing translation in idiomatic Middle English (Hudson,
Selections, pp. 40-1, 46-9; Lambert, Medieval Heresy, p. 247; Deanesly, Lollard
Bible).

In both Lollard and Waldensian milicux there was preserved a large literature of
sermons, catechesis, and moral tracts. At the end of the Middle Ages a curious line
of filiation linked the three movements discussed in this chapter. Wyclif’s later writ-
ings were imported into Bohemia, and helped to shape the more radical ecclesio-
logical criticism of the Taborites and the Unity of Brethren. By the 1520s, some of
these works from the Taborites and the Unity were translated into Alpine Franco-
Provengal. Though the exact means of transmission are unknown, the antisacerdotal
legacy of Wyclif, Mikulds of Pelhrimov, and Lukas of Prague became briefly available
in the language of the Waldenses. However, it is not always clear that such works
were prized for their dissenting content. Collections of manuscripts sometimes con-
tained works of uncontroversial Catholic instruction mixed up with anticlerical cri-
ticism. Many heretical sermons, from whatever source, resorted to the same laborious
and, to modern eyes, unsatisfactory allegorizing as their Catholic counterparts
(Brenon, “Waldensian Books,” pp. 150-8; Cameron, Waldenses, pp. 216-31). The
sermon literature offers a useful corrective to the impression given by the trial records.
The former dwells, overwhelmingly, on the moral obligations of the Christian. Chris-
tianity appears as a stern, demanding code of moral righteousness. Such sermons
convey precisely the heaping-up of moral demands and obligations that Martin
Luther would later look back on with such horror. To criticize the hollow ceremo-
nial consolations of the priesthood was half the story. The other half was that heretics
expected their followers to live by a strict moral law of purity and self-restraint
(Cameron, Waldenses, p. 302; but cf. Lambert, Medieval Heresy, pp. 355-0).
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Heresy and the Reformation

In the later sixteenth century, Protestant apologists would claim the late medieval
dissenters as their forebears, as the hidden “true church” that existed while Satan was
unbound and the visible church was given over to error. That identification was not
made immediately. Indeed, at first it was Catholic critics, theologians like Johann Eck,
who hoped to blacken and shame the reformers by associating them with disre-
putable and already outcast heretics (Cameron, “Medieval Heretics as Protestant
Martyrs,” pp. 187-8). It is tempting to assume that a preexistent body of dissent
must have provided a useful seed-bed for the Reformation to take root. However,
there is an issue of scale to consider here. The reformers aspired to reshape whole
churches, not cells of followers in private houses. The Waldenses of the south-
western Alps, an exceptionally compact and numerous group of dissenters, comprised
a few thousand. Abjurations of Lollards in England, at their peak, usually ran into
dozens rather than hundreds in any given diocese (Hudson, Premature Reformation,
pp. 450, 466). Heretics were always a minority. If a minority’s heretical inclinations
predisposed the majority against dissent, then the reformers’ task could actually be
made harder, not casier. Then again, if a compact, defiant heretical community were
confronted, as the Waldenses were from the 1530s, with evangelists from a new creed,
sprung from the clergy whom they despised, they might find that shared hostility to
Catholicism was not quite enough to build an easy or immediate alliance.

In the event, most heretical communities were gradually overwhelmed by the
greater seismic shifts in sixteenth-century church history. In Bohemia, where the
Utraquist Church and the Unity of Brethren had a visible identity and public struc-
tures, there was frequent dialogue with the reformers, but no formal union until the
adoption of the Confessio Bohemica of 1575; even then the separate communions
retained their identities. The Unity of Brethren in particular grew in influence and
confidence in the later sixteenth century. The Waldenses of the Alps, according to an
old historical tradition, were thought to have taken a collective decision to adhere to
reformed teachings in a meeting of the barbes in the autumn of 1532. Close study
of both of the sources alleged to demonstrate that decision, and of the founding and
carly history of the Reformed churches of the Alps and Provence, has shown a dif-
ferent story. From the 1550s onwards the Church of Geneva was able to offer the
Alpine churches a wholly new cadre of trained ministers, who would reshape the reli-
gious life of the Waldensian communities and give them, for the first time, settled
Reformed churches worshipping in the reformed manner. Great efforts and dispro-
portionately large numbers of ministers were expended in creating this enclave of
rebellious Protestantism in a Savoy dominated by Catholicism (Cameron, Waldenses,
pp. 232-84; cf. Audisio, Vaudois du Luberon, pp. 409-26). The Lollards experienced
a long period of gradual integration into the untidy and confused world of the early
English Reformation. Early reforming evangelizers behaved rather like Lollard col-
porteurs, and their objections to the Catholic Church often used similar rhetorical
devices. Geographical studies suggest that some areas of previous Lollard strength
were particularly welcoming to Protestantism at parish level (Hudson, Premature
Reformation, pp. 473-507; Davis, Heresy and Reformation).

Ultimately, though, medieval popular heretics and reformers were engaged in dif-
ferent enterprises. Heretics largely shared the ethical standards of the Catholic
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Church, including its belief that the ideal for a priest was to be chaste and pure, living
as a poor, apostolic ascetic. They objected above all to the church’s perceived gross
failure to live up to those standards. Reformers would argue that the whole system
of works righteousness built on those ethical values was radically misconceived. The
Reformation presented a new theological message, from which an entire program of
reform could be rolled out with relative consistency. Where that program established
itself, not only the medieval church, but also the dissenting remnants who opposed
it, would be swept away.
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Society and Piety

LARISSA TAYLOR

The ruling Taleban expelled the BBC from Afghanistan . . . for transmitting criticism of
the group’s destruction of ancient statues, including two of the Buddhas in Bamian.
... “The destruction of the two statues has been completed,” [information minister
Qudratullah Jamal] told the Afghan Islamic Press. .. “The work was completed last
evening, and now there is no trace of the two statues there.” . .. The Taleban, which
has vowed to eliminate all Afghanistan’s historic statues on the grounds they are heathen
idols, were angered by a broadcast on Tuesday. (Reuters News Agency, March 15, 2001)

[O]n July 28, 1936, at Cerro de los Angeles near Madrid, a monumental outdoor stone
statue representing the Sacred Heart of Christ was sentenced to death by Spanish Repub-
licans and “executed” by firing squad. This, of course, proved rather ineffective, so the
monument was dynamited on July 31. It still stood, so dynamite experts were called in
on August 1, but to no avail. On August 6, the Republicans tried to pull the statue
down with a cable attached to a tractor, but the cable broke. Finally, on the next day,
symbolically a Friday, the monument was leveled and broken into fragments with sledge-
hammers. The bullet-pocked heart and the mutilated head are preserved as relics. (Nolan
and Nolan, Christian Pilgrimage, p. 211)

On November 9, 1793, at the beginning of the Terror, St. Genevieve’s reliquary was
carried to the Hotel des Monnaies and dismantled. . . . These bones were put on trial,
were found guilty of collaboration with royal authorities, and were condemned to be
publicly burned at the Place de Greve. . .. The auto-da-fé took place on December 3,
and the saint’s ashes were thrown into the Seine. . . . Revolutionary Paris purified itself
of its patron saint. (Sluhovsky, Patroness, pp. 208-9)

Perhaps it is strange to begin a chapter on late medieval society and piety in a book
on the Reformation with examples from the eighteenth to twenty-first centuries. Yet
such examples from modern times could be multiplied endlessly, demonstrating what
I believe are three timeless themes in the study of popular religiosity: (1) the fear of
the sacred, however it is defined, by both secular and some religious authorities; (2)
the continuing need for material aspects of holiness; and (3) the differences and con-
tinuities in practice over time. As Ruth Harris points out in her study of Lourdes,
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“[r]elegating the study of such religious phenomena to the Middle Ages and early-
modern period is one of the ways historians have maintained a division between our
‘modern,” ‘rational’” age and the ‘irrational,” ecstatic world that preceded it” (Harris,
Lourdes, p. 12). R. Swanson puts it succinctly: “[a]s for arguments based on ‘ratio-
nality,” they presuppose that twentieth-century rationality is necessarily better than
the pre-Reformation variety. Yet, from that pre-Reformation perspective, could there
be anything less rational than the denial of God . . . ?” (Swanson, Catholic England,
pp. 6-7). Edward Muir shows that however much we dismiss or even demolish, there
is always a need to replace what has been lost: “[t]he rituals of modern mass culture
have created a shifting and transient sense of the sacred, now invested in the politi-
cal ideology of the moment, romantic love of nature, charismatic leaders, jingoistic
nationalism, idealized domesticity, or endless cults, fads, ephemera. If socicties
demand rituals, then changing societies will produce changing rituals” (Muir, Rétual,
p- 274). As historians have come to terms with their own biases, they have recog-
nized the need to try to understand the medieval past on its own terms (Gregory,
Salvation, pp. 11, 13, 15). The quotations that began this chapter demonstrate that
we need only scratch the surface of modern life to see both likeness and difference.
The images, statues, and rituals so dear to medieval people and beyond cannot be
reduced to “art” (Wandel, Voracious Idols, pp. 26-7) — their meanings had little to
do with art as we know it. As James Tracy has argued, “I agree with De Rosa and
Van Kley (and I believe also Mack Holt) in the ‘premise’ that a historian who takes
the moral personality of past actors seriously must presume an understanding of
human consciousness in which any one recognizably distinct dimension of cons-
cious experience — such as religious experience — is not necessarily reducible to
others: ‘[t]he men and women of the past were people like ourselves, and we owe
them the same consideration that we would like to receive from contemporaries and
from future historians . . . they were complex creatures whose motives, like ours, were
not one-dimensional’” (Tracy, “Believers,” p. 412). The need for ritual expression
and objects, acts of iconoclasm, and responses to such actions are deeply intercon-
nected, and not simply part of a past to be studied. Plus ¢a change, plus ¢a reste ln
méme chose.

A curious thing happens when scholars begin to look at non-traditional sources
as they have done in recent decades — they begin to ask new and different questions.
The not-so-surprising result is new answers and further questions. Fundamentally
flawed questions produce expectable results. As most scholars have finally stopped
speaking of “decay” as the characteristic feature of the late Middle Ages, a new picture
has emerged. As Euan Cameron has pointed out, the question about “what caused”
the Reformation exemplifies the old approach. It assumes that “people wanted the
Reformation . . . [and] that the state of late medieval religion ought to make under-
standing the causes of the Reformation easier.” He suggests that “in fact it makes it
much harder. The Christianity of the later Middle Ages was a supple, flexible, varied
entity, adapted to the needs, concerns and tastes . . . of the people who created it.
... It threatened, but it also comforted; it disciplined, but it also entertained”
(Cameron, European Reformation, p. 19).

The richness and complexity of late medieval society and culture is so great that
this chapter cannot possibly explore it in depth: the religious cosmos; the cult of the
saints; ritual and liturgy; Eucharistic devotion; pilgrimage; prayer; processions; life,



24 LARISSA TAYLOR

death, and beyond; magic; the differences (or not) between popular and elite culture;
religion and gender; the interactions of people and clergy; and attitudes to the
“Other.” The chapter will instead discuss the historiography that has begun to
reshape our knowledge and understanding of the medieval past.

Generalizations about what constituted Christianity in a given time and place have
done more to obscure our study of belief and practice than to advance it. Jean
Delumeau has spoken of the “Christianization” of European society, contrasting it
with a “folklorization” that preceded it. He cites the 1697 life of Fr. Maunoir: “One
must not be surprised to see in the missions something akin to what the pagans expe-
rienced when the first Apostles preached to them, because in many places of lower
Brittany the mysteries of Religion were so little known it was a question of estab-
lishing the faith (kerygma) rather than of teaching Christian doctrine (parenesis)”
(Delumeau, Catholicism, p. 175). Swanson admits that “folklorization” may be an
accurate characterization, but it “can only be identified with hindsight, and perhaps
with a deliberate rejection of the rationale for the actions. Contemporaries simply
lived their lives. . .. Yet to call this a relapse into paganism is to distort: it imposes
the historian’s definition of Christianity onto what Christianity actually was”
(Swanson, Religion and Devotion, p. 187). Medieval people did understand and prac-
tice much of what the Catholic Church taught as orthodoxy. If the church had been
successful in its efforts to triumph over “paganism” in the early centuries of Chris-
tianity by converting ancient shrines and feasts into churches and holy days, how can
the people of late medieval Christian Europe be faulted for having learned their
lessons too well? Can we even ask this question without implying a supposed cultural
superiority? As William Christian says, “[n]o longer is nature invested with the kind
of sensitivity to the sacred that made the dove come and land in the transept during
the petitionary mass to Saint Sebastian . . . that led the dog in Albalate de Zorita to
discover the buried cross, or the horse of the Knights of Saint John to shy before the
image of Our Lady of Salceda. . . . Or is it that these things still happen, and nobody,
no devout and curious monarch, wants to know?” (Christian, Local Religion, p. 208).
This powerful insight should alert us to the danger of labels, a subject to which we
shall return.

In an astute analysis of late medieval culture, Jean-Claude Schmitt emphasizes the
complexity of late medieval religious culture and society. Insisting that the “accent
should also be placed on internal variations instead of being satisfied with a recon-
ciliatory, customary, and mellifluous image that poorly masks the ideological pre-
conceptions of certain authors” (Schmitt, “Religion,” p. 380), he highlights the
problem of discussing the religion of the Middle Ages. It was “above all participa-
tion in rituals and even more generally participation in an entire social organization
and in the sum of symbolic practices and relationships of meaning among men,
between men and nature, and between men and the divine. All of this transcends to
a large extent what we generally call ‘religion,” and thus it would be necessary at least
to speak about ‘the religious’” (ibid., p. 384). Conceived in these terms, it is easier
to comprehend the deeply religious culture of late medieval Europe while accepting
its infinite variations. Schmitt’s study of the “dog saint” Guinefort is particularly
instructive. Depending on the reader, his book The Holy Greyhound tells a story
related by the Dominican Etienne de Bourbon (d. 1261) that could be considered
sad, silly, or unusually helpful in our understanding of late medieval religious culture.
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After the husband, wife, and nurse had left the manor, a snake (serpens maximus)
insinuated itself through a hole in the wall:

the greyhound, which had remained behind, chased the serpent and, attacking it beneath
the cradle, upset the cradle and bit the serpent all over, which defended itself, biting the
dog equally severely. Finally, the dog killed it and threw it well away from the cradle.
The cradle, the floor, the dog’s mouth and head were all drenched in the serpent’s blood.
Although badly hurt by the serpent, the dog remained on guard beside the cradle. . . .
[T]he knight, when he arrived, thought [the dog had devoured the child] and drew his
sword and killed the dog. Then, when they went closer to the baby they found it safe
and sound, sleeping peacefully. . . . Realising the true facts of the matter, and deeply
regretting having unjustly killed so useful a dog they threw it into a well in front of the
manor door, threw a great pile of stones on top of it, and planted trees beside it, in
memory of the event. . . . But the peasants, hearing of the dog’s conduct and of how it
had been killed, although innocent, and for a deed for which it might have expected
praise, visited the place, honoured the dog as a martyr, prayed to it when they were sick
or in need of something. . . . Above all, though, it was women with sick or weak chil-
dren who took them to this place. (Schmitt, Holy Greybound, pp. 4-5)

While Schmitt examines comparative legends, and also traces the existence of human
St. Guineforts, his conclusion tells us the most about medieval religiosity: “for the
peasants, there was no contradiction between the notion of sanctity and the memory
of'adog” (ibid., p. 177). The reasons for that will become apparent. Indeed, although
Etienne de Bourbon thought he had eradicated the pilgrimage site, its draw
continued into the nineteenth century.

Although attempts to make sainthood the sole province of the papacy were for-
malized in 1234, this never inhibited the veneration of “local” and even living saints.
Saints succeeded or failed based on whether or not their cult “took” — whether the
saint performed miracles and pilgrims continued to resort to the saint for help. “An
incompetent saint was an embarrassment. . . . In most cases neither success nor failure
were empirically unequivocal. What mattered was the willingness of those not present
at the scene of the action to believe the reports of others” (Kleinberg, Prophets,
pp- 159, 162). With the veneration of St. Guinefort, we glimpse the degree to which
medieval people did understand the tenets of their faith, even if their reasoning in
this case contained two incongruous elements. Guinefort exhibited all the traits of a
martyred saint except that he was not human and presumably was not cognizant of
Christian religious belief. A saint typically had to have two characteristics, although
these were not essential in the case of martyrs: holiness of life and heroic virtue. We
could presume a certain holiness of life in Guinefort from the manner in which the
story began — the husband, wife, and nurse left the baby unattended; Guinefort alone
stayed. Guinefort was a greyhound, not the most fearsome of dogs. In waging a battle
that resulted in the death of serpens maximus, he exhibited a heroic level of virtue
uncommon to his breed. Killed by his again negligent master who acted on impulse,
Guinefort suffered for his heroism. Some time after his unceremonious disposal, the
local people came to believe Guinefort performed miracles associated with the healing
of children. The peasants understood most of what constituted sanctity. As Kleinberg
points out, “[t]he medieval perception of sainthood was fluid; it was personal, con-
crete, and of an ad hoc nature” (ibid., p. 5). Even Etienne de Bourbon, the famed
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Dominican author of the tale, while condemning the veneration as superstition,
implies a judgment of his own when he ofthandedly remarks: “by divine will, the
manor was destroyed, and the estate, reduced to a desert, was abandoned by its inhab-
itants” (Schmitt, Holy Greyhound, p. 5).

Using anthropological methods, Christian has studied saints and apparitions in
Spain from the Renaissance to the present. One of many cases he has found in the
records is typical:

The reason why this feast of Saint Ambrose was vowed was because of the worm that
was eating the villas [towns? vines?|. And when the town vowed it — so they have heard
from their ancestors — the worm stopped immediately. But one person from this town
did not want to keep the day, and the worms got into his house, so that he vowed once
again the day and observed it, and there was no more worm. (Christian, Local Religion,
p. 42)

A contractual type of relationship, trial and error, observation, and performance
record all figured into the cult of a given saint and his or her relationship with the
community. Local, popular veneration has not only continued to our day; it was also
not limited to the forms of Christianity that accept a theological role for the saints.
In his study of late sixteenth-century southwestern France, Raymond Mentzer argues
that

[e]radicating the old ways, many of which the Reformers considered pagan or idola-
trous, and instilling new forms of piety and belief was an arduous task. The mandatory
cultural shifts proved impossible for some members of the community to accept. . . .
[P]opular religion proved a paradox of human tenacity and vulnerability. Its broad appeal
spoke to a richness of imagery and a traditional belief system based on memory and
sociability. The Reformed church, despite its many adherents, distinctive attraction, and
unique meaning, represented authority and change. The requisite transformations were
not always welcome, even when they were deemed theologically correct. (Mentzer, “Per-
sistence,” pp. 232, 233)

On a journey in 1597, eerily reminiscent of the Guinefort story, three mountain
women took an infant to be healed in the cemetery behind St. Peter’s church in
the Calvinist town of Ganges. As a result, two townswomen were summoned by the
Consistory for having aided and abetted the “superstitions and idolatries” of the
mountain women (ibid., p. 225). Mentzer cites numerous instances in which even
self-professed Calvinists clung tenaciously to Catholic practices and rituals (ibid., pp.
223,228, 229). Not surprisingly, he discovered that in the 1940s, a Protestant pastor
in the region was still condemning the “credulity of simple folk” (ibid., p. 220). Even
in Protestant lands, the practices and beliefs of the people of late medieval Europe
have persisted well into modern times.

Peter Burke, speaking of Renaissance Italy, argues that “[t]he distinction between
the sacred and profane was not drawn in quite the same place and it was not drawn
as sharply as it would be in the later sixteenth century” (Burke, Italian Renaissance,
p. 210). But was it drawn even then? Mentzer argues that “[p]eople understood the
religion of their ancestors — those reassuring daily habits that they had learned from
parents and grandparents. For ordinary believers, their faith described and shaped a
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familiar world, providing a sense of continuity and community, and helping to define
the character of social relationships” (Mentzer, “Persistence,” p. 233). Liturgical and
extra-sacramental practices celebrated important stages of life, turning points such as
marriage, birth, and death in the community, as well as the cycles of the seasons and
harvests. Local traditions, sometimes frowned upon by the church, supplemented but
did not replace prescribed worship. The timelessness of these activities attests to the
vitality of local religious culture in the late Middle Ages. Many studies emphasize the
corporate aspects of late medieval religious practice that promoted a sharing in which
the pious and the communal were closely entwined. As Cameron points out, whether
it was a procession, pilgrimage, the Stations of the Cross, Rogations, guild festivities,
or plays, “all the most popular activities of late medieval religion were based on doing
something, on participation, activity, movement, essentially on experiencing an event
more than on learning or understanding a message” (Cameron, European Reforma-
tion, p. 16). The statement is true on some levels and not on others. If the doing
appears primary, that hardly proves that understanding was lacking, even if it is not
the same kind of understanding we might expect. For example, the “reading” of reli-
gious imagery was far better developed then than now, and served as a form of edu-
cation that went hand in hand with sermons and worship (see e.g. Camille, Gothic
Art, pp. 12-25). But the sacraments of the church “demonstrated and confirmed
membership of the Christian body and adherence to Christian life; they also marked
stages in spiritual development, and human relationships” (Swanson, Religion and
Devotion, p. 31). Whether rural or urban, rituals were powerful bonds in medieval
society. “Rituals . . . give both form and content to abstract attachments, fix them in
time and space, and mobilize powerful emotions and feelings among the people who
hold the rituals to be of special significance. . .. [T]hese rituals turned Paris into a
sacred space and its people into a sanctified community” (Sluhovsky, Patroness, p. 4).
Muir has posited this as one explanation for the persistence of ritual practice that we
saw among some of Mentzer’s French Calvinists: “Precisely because Catholic reform-
ers still retained a vital role for ritual in religious life, they may have been more
successful in sustaining lay piety than the Protestant churches which in some ways
attempted the impossible — the broad propagation of an intellectualized religion in
a society where only a small minority could read at all, let alone read something as
difficult as scripture” (Muir, Ritual, p. 152). Robert Scribner has emphasized the
shock value that must have accompanied “[t]he process of desacralising, deritualis-
ing and demystifying” daily life (Scribner, “Comparative Overview,” p. 221).

What of the years immediately around 1500: It was an era whose piety Bernd
Moeller characterized as one of “consistent churchliness” (Moeller, “Piety,” p. 52).
Despite the elements that collapse both time and space, geographical differences in
the late medieval period cannot be minimized even if the basic beliefs that animated
religious practice were much the same. The strongly “national” characters of the
Reformations in different parts of Europe did not arise in a vacuum, but were part
of preexisting patterns that structured pious behavior. Lionel Rothkrug points to the
“profoundly regional character of different types of religious expression” (Rothkrug,
“Popular Religion,” p. 20), suggesting plausibly that the much later missionary
efforts and spread of Christianity in Germany than in France resulted in fundamen-
tally different choices in the focus of religious culture. He finds interest in relics
stronger in places other than Germany, with shrines prominent in the latter
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(Rothkrug, “Religious Practices,” p. xii). Similarly, often going back to very early
origins, desired qualities of saints differed according to place. The “delightful
Englishness” of the South English Legendary used “national characteristics” to relate
sainthood more convincingly to contemporary experience (Jankofsky, “National
Characteristics,” pp. 85, 87, 90). In France and elsewhere, having the physical
remains of a saint (such as relics of Mary Magdalene at Vézelay and later La Sainte-
Baume) strongly influenced attitudes and even building programs. Different tradi-
tions, customs, and cultures, incipient nationalist feelings especially in areas not under
strong monarchical control, proximity to or distance from the papacy, and other con-
ditions inevitably affected practices and beliefs. If Jacques Toussaert describes what
could only be considered apathy in religious practice in Flanders (Toussaert, Senti-
ment, pp. 494-502), both older and recent studies paint a different picture. Moeller
shows that for most of western and central Europe “the intensity of piety actually
increased greatly in these decades” with the growth of cults, new endowments for
masses, processions, pilgrimages, and the rebuilding of the fabric of churches
(Mocller, “Piety,” pp. 52-3). Likewise, in his Religions of the People in Sixteenth-
Century Champagne, A. N. Galpern describes an “Indian summer” of late medieval
piety. In England, Eamon Dufty has argued that while there was some “privatizing”
of devotion in the later Middle Ages,

the overwhelming impression left by the sources for late medieval religion in England
is that of a Christianity resolutely and enthusiastically oriented towards the public and
the corporate, and of a continuing sense of the value of cooperation and mutuality in
secking salvation. At its most obvious this continuing and indeed growing commitment
to corporate Christianity is witnessed by the extraordinary and lavish spate of investment
by lay men and women in the fabric and furnishings of their parish churches. (Dulffy,
Stripping of the Altars, pp. 131-2)

His monumental study develops the full “character and range of late medieval English
Catholicism, indicating something of the richness and complexity of the religious
system by which men and women structured their experience of their world, and
their hopes and aspirations within and beyond it” (ibid., p. 1).

While Italian religious culture was in many ways shaped by its nearness to the papal
states and a much more highly developed and wealthy urban culture than elsewhere
in Europe, recent studies demonstrate “not only the importance of religion in Renais-
sance culture: they have shown that it was far from being simply ‘late medieval,” ‘iner-
tial,” or merely ‘persistent’” (Peterson, “Out of the Margins,” p. 856). This is evident
even though, as David Peterson argues, Italians had probably suffered more from
papal abuses than other Europeans in the fifteenth century (ibid., p. 855).

Another element in the varieties of religious behavior may lie in both the avail-
ability and type of preaching, as has been shown by Anne Thayer, who has traced
the use of “rigorist,” “moderate,” and “absolutionist” model sermons in several
regions of Europe (Thayer, “Penitence and Preaching,” chap. 1). Her study suggests
that the Protestant message was far less likely to be accepted in areas in which the
models advocated an absolutionist or moderate approach to preaching and penance.
Moreover, urban areas, which were both more likely to have access to regular preach-
ing and were more commercially advanced, could in turn fund devotional art, pious
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endowments, and preacherships, and thus would have differed in several respects in
their religious practices from those of their rural counterparts.

But if differences existed in the choices of saints, whether shrines or relics were
preferred objects of cults or pilgrimage, and specific local practices, there is a relative
consensus that has evolved over recent decades that popular and elite beliefs over-
lapped far more than was previously thought. Lee Palmer Wandel offers the best bib-
liographic study for the Reformation period (Wandel, Voracious Idols, pp. 1-6; see
also Rubin, Corpus Christi, p. 7; Cameron, European Reformation, pp. 9-14). For
the medieval period, Swanson has questioned whether we can even distinguish
between lay and clerical culture (Swanson, Religion and Devotion, p. 187). While dif-
ferences existed, two examples will suffice to indicate the degree of overlap. “The
pattern of designating special days occurred at all levels of authority from the pope
in Rome to the most humble parish church” (Muir, Rétual, p. 76). A more telling
example is found in a 1497 letter written by Europe’s leading humanist, Erasmus:
“‘Lately I fell into a quartan fever, but have recovered health and strength, not by
a physician’s help (though I had recourse to one) but by the aid of Sainte Geneviéve
alone, the famous virgin, whose bones, preserved by the canons regular, daily radiate
miracles and are revered; nothing is more worthy of her, or has done me more
good’” (quoted in Sluhovsky, Patroness, p. 26).

Local studies have substantially reshaped the contours of how we view late
medieval piety, helping to minimize the use of convenient labels such as decadence
and apathy that have been accepted since the sixteenth century. Piety to some became
more internalized at the end of the Middle Ages, but for most people this was
an addition to, rather than a replacement of, their external sacramental and extra-
liturgical behaviors and practices. Religious individualism, ranging from mysticism to
healing magic combined with prayers, coexisted with collective expressions of piety.
André Vauchez has demonstrated “the existence of major differences between the
actual religious practices of the laity and what was prescribed for them. . .. [O]ne of
the novel characteristics of the period . ..was the ability of laypeople to create
autonomous forms of piety which, while generally avoiding clashes with orthodoxy,
succeeded in reshaping the religious message disseminated by the clergy to meet their
feelings and specific needs. This is particularly obvious in the case of devotion to the
saints” (Vauchez, Lasty, p. 265). Echoing Galpern, Vauchez speaks of an “Indian
summer” of female religiosity at the end of the Middle Ages (ibid., p. xx), a finding
that accords with many other studies that describe a feminization of sainthood in the
later Middle Ages (Herlihy, Medieval Households, p. 113). While offering important
insights, both Galpern and Vauchez have in their choice of terms unfortunately added
to the notion of “waning” or “autumn” popularized by Johan Huizinga at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century. Such conceptualizations, in addition to (often inad-
vertently) reviving notions of decay, also imply a waiting for something to happen
(i.e., the Reformations).

As long as the late Middle Ages were depicted as a waning, ending, or period of
decadence, and as long as we framed questions in the form of “what caused the Refor-
mation?” or “what were the problems in the late medieval church?” the answers were
predictable. If one changes the question, and asks why significant numbers of church
men and women refused to leave monasteries, why the laity of cities and villages
sometimes attacked and even killed those who either smashed images or attempted
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to close monasteries, the answer is no longer obvious. Why, if people were apathetic,
were preachers frequently banished, assaulted, or otherwise threatened for their
words? Why, when they were exiled, did weeping throngs accompany them to the
city gates (Taylor, “Dangerous Vocations”)?

Framing new questions, using non-traditional sources, and studying material on
a local level has shown us that while problems did exist in both clergy and people,
the mere fact that those within the church had been calling for change and reform
for well over a century before the Reformation should give us pause. As Cameron
states accurately, “[t]he late medieval church was its own sternest critic” (Cameron,
European Reformation, p. 49). At criticism, the church was probably too successful
for its own good. My studies of preaching in late medieval France exemplify how
often preachers lamented the evils of their day, saying that times had never been
worse. Michel Menot (d. 1518) reiterated what was a commonplace then as now
when he complained, “I have preached and I have labored, but I do not know how
much I have accomplished: I ask God to bring forth the fruit. Either all scripture is
wrong, or the city of Tours will not long endure in this state.” Olivier Maillard (d.
1503) said virtually the same of Paris (Taylor, Soldiers of Christ, pp. 15-16). It is casy
to accept such words at face value. But if one ponders these comments more closely,
two interesting facts emerge. First are the obvious Scriptural topoi — for example,
Tours and Paris are simply modern-day Ninevehs, Chorazins, and Bethsaidas. Sec-
ondly, there was an obvious willingness among popular preachers, whose influence
was arguably far stronger than any work of literature in a time in which oral culture
predominated, to criticize not only the people who attended their sermons but their
fellow clerics, and to call for correction of abuses. The latter points to a church that
could be called waxing rather than waning. Was the glass half-full or half-empty?
Hervé Martin has spoken of a rising crescendo of preaching in the period from the
Black Death to the Reformation, “with the rhythm accelerating after 1450. This
period of strength in Christian pastoral work coincided with the renewal of society
as a whole, with the growth of confraternities, as well as the construction of mag-
nificent buildings (churches, chapels, oratories), the construction of which was
financed by the parish and by generous donors” (Martin, Métier, p. 74). My research
has shown that popular preaching in the decades before 1520 was for the most part
(despite regional differences) not the stuft of eschatological nightmares described by
Denis Crouzet in Les Guerriers de Dien. Although by its nature the goal of popular
preaching was to chastise rather than to flatter, the Savonarolas of the preaching world
were not the norm. The aim, using the language of the people and a mnemonic struc-
ture, was teaching and moral regeneration. In France as elsewhere, “the preachers
described a religion based on sin and atonement that offered the possibility of sal-
vation to everyone willing to do what was in him [ facere quod in se est].” Thus “[a]
pessimistic anthropology was . . . balanced by an optimistic soteriology in which,
thanks to God, everything was possible for the repentant sinner” (Taylor, Soldiers of
Christ, pp. 84-6). The possibilities for salvation, which Thayer found most commonly
advised as a teaching tool to preachers in Italy and Spain, may not have been the
norm in the cities of the Holy Roman Empire and Switzerland, where Ozment
describes a “psychologically burdensome” religion filled with demands for peniten-
tial action almost impossible for a human being to fulfill (Ozment, Reformation in
the Cities, p. 50). There may be some merit in Ozment’s view, but as Lawrence
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Duggan has noted, “if severity had been the aim of the late medieval penitential
system, it did not work that way” (Duggan, “Fear and Confession,” p. 165). Not
everyone was as consumed by angst as Martin Luther. My own findings corroborate
this view, with preachers suggesting that people (then as now) took away from
sermons as little or as much as they chose (Taylor, “God of Judgment, God of Love,”
pp. 264-6). For whatever reason, however, people came to sermons in huge numbers,
often from great distances, to hear a famed preacher (Martin, Les Ordres mendiants,
p- 319). In England, the passionate if quite extraordinary Margery Kempe noted in
her Booke the great excitement people in King’s Lynn felt at the anticipated preach-
ing of a noted Franciscan. Responses to preaching are hard to gauge, often reliant
on internal evidence, although occasionally the mass conversion of prostitutes, sacred
bonfires, or violent action taken against the preacher suggest significant involvement
by those in attendance (Taylor, Soldiers of Christ, chap. 2; “Dangerous Vocations”).

It is impossible to discuss society and piety without a basic understanding of the
relationship between people and clergy if we are to gauge religiosity. Bad news makes
good headlines. Good news is seldom reported. If that is true in our own day, how
much more so in times past? Even with the best and most nuanced teaching avail-
able, it is from the satires of Boccaccio or Erasmus that students form and retain their
views of medieval religious culture. Efforts to balance the scales too often fail. That
priests, monks, and nuns were sometimes apathetic, and that some engaged in crim-
inal misconduct or sexual impropriety, cannot be denied. But until recently, this was
the standard portrayal of the clergy in the late Middle Ages. Studies showing villagers
quite content with their priest or the often substantial benefits accruing from the
presence of a local monastery have begun to challenge the stereotypes propagated
since the sixteenth century that all medieval clergymen and women were felons, sexual
perverts, or greedy landlords. As long as Boccaccean stories or humanist critiques
framed the portrayal, it was no surprise that a Protestant Reformation was needed!
But as Swanson has shown, most complaints tended to be ad hominem attacks
(Swanson, Religion and Devotion, p. 256). Indeed, parishioners studied in England
for the most part “made few complaints about the learning, morals, or commitments
of their clergy. . .. There were few neglectful parish priests, few grasping monastic
appropriators, few greedy non-resident rectors, but added together these were more
than a few occasions for dissatisfaction” (Haigh, English Reformations, pp. 48-9).
Christopher Haigh’s investigation suggests that for England in the late Middle Ages,
“what parishioners expected of their clergy was, above all, the proper fulfilment of
liturgical and pastoral responsibilities, and it was negligence in this respect that was
most likely to be reported. . . . Though reformers might criticize, parishioners seemed
satisfied. It is, perhaps, surprising just how well the parish clergy fulfilled their pas-
toral tasks” (ibid., p. 42).

In most non-urban environments, the priest was drawn from and was part of the
village, which created natural social bonds. Haigh reiterates some of the findings of
Moeller and Galpern, but interprets them in a new light:

The recruitment of clergy had slumped in the late fourteenth century, but by the mid-
fifteenth century it was booming, probably because of energetic lay endowment of
masses, and the improved reputation of priests. . . . When there was denunciation of the
worldliness of priests, it usually came from the clergy themselves. . . . There is very little
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evidence that the conduct of the clergy was worse than it had been in earlier centuries,
and a good deal to suggest that it was much better. [John] Colet’s cry for reform was
not provoked by a decline in the morals or commitment of priests; rather it stood in a
long tradition of Christian protests against the contamination of God’s priests by man’s
ambition. (Ibid., pp. 8-9)

Haigh reminds us (and we need reminding) that “the future had not yet happened”
(ibid., p. 14). The cause-and-effect or Whiggish version of history “is seductively
easy: it defines significant change, helps us to organize an explanation, and gives prin-
ciples for selection of relevant evidence. . . . Since historians seek explanations for a
Reformation cataclysm, they look for pre-Reformation troubles, and they pile up the
troubles into evidence of mounting crisis. Calm, co-operation, and contentment are
ignored, for they do not offer forces for the future” (ibid., p. 15). In like fashion,
Jean-Claude Schmitt cautions us, asking, “Has there not been a great continuity from
the ancient church to the modern university? And how can one not see that history,
for those who today write it and make a profession of it, is like a mirror in which
they hope to see a flattering reflection of what they think they are, but in which they
discover instead a cruel image of what they really are?” (Schmitt, “Religion,” p. 378).
Haigh states simply that “one person’s superstition may be another’s spirituality”
(Haigh, English Reformations, p. 15).

So why do stereotypes of both ordinary people and clergy in the Middle Ages con-
tinue to haunt the halls of academe and the popular imagination? Besides the obvious
propaganda value after the Reformations, aided by a burgeoning spread of informa-
tion through printed broadsheets and pamphlets, “historians have too often selected
dramatic anecdotes from the court records, without placing them in their context”
(ibid., p. 45). It is also easy to simply repeat what past texts have stated as truth.

It is not possible to cover the range of popular religious behaviors that have recently
been studied by scholars. A prolific outpouring of work has been done on the piety
of late medieval women, whose practices showed both similarities with and differ-
ences from those of men. Nor have I been able to look at specifics such as prayer,
pilgrimage, attitudes to non-Christians, drama, etc., all of which have been the subject
of numerous books. In a historiographic essay, I believe it is most important to chal-
lenge, despite the excellent result studies, that old but persistent view of the “deca-
dent” Middle Ages, especially in a volume dedicated to the Reformation. Too many
scholars and teachers still tread in the footsteps of Huizinga. In almost every sen-
tence, his words indict the belief structures and religious culture of medieval men
and women: “all that is meant to stimulate spiritual consciousness is reduced to
appalling commonplace profanity”; “[pliety had depleted itself in the image, the
legend, the office. All its contents had been so completely expressed that mystic awe
had evaporated”; “[e]ven the profound faith in the eucharist expands into childish
beliefs”; “the naive religious conscience of the multitude had no need of intellectual
proofs in matters of faith. The mere presence of a visible image of things holy suf-
ficed to establish their truth” (Huizinga, Waning, pp. 151, 176, 155, 165). Through-
out most of history, it has been the great or the unusual who have attracted the
attention of scholars, and of course it is important to study their thought. But we
must not assume that every man was a Luther or Erasmus, or that every woman was



SOCIETY AND PIETY 33

a Catherine of Siena. It is not to denigrate the thought of great intellectuals or pas-
sionate religious leaders of the past that scholars of religious culture have studied
belief and behavior in a more anthropological framework, but as part of an attempt
to understand the ordinary person insofar as the sources allow.

In our modern wisdom, we reject positivism and yet employ it daily. Huizinga
describes “the naiveté and childishness” in the religion of medieval people. Giving
the benefit of the doubt to those statements, is there not something we are in danger
of losing, something that they had, which the Gospels celebrate? Is the awe and inno-
cence of a child not said by Jesus to be the fount of true wisdom? The persistence
of belief over the centuries, even that which has been met with ridicule or dismissal,
is witness to something we ought not to try to explain away but rather understand.
One person’s sacrality is another’s foolishness. As Alphonse Dupront has asserted,
“[bJecause we are plunged by them into silence, plastic images of sacrality are inex-
haustible. They allow a privileged access to inner voices. . . . Nowadays the mystery
is primarily an intellectual or theological one. . . . Only through a proper sequence of
historically rooted materials can we shed any light on what would either appear to
be less and less experienced as a need, or represents a fear of treating objects as the
repositories of the unfamiliar, or is an actual refusal to do so” (Dupront, “Religion
and Religious Anthropology,” p. 144). Instead of belittling the medieval man or
woman for their connections to the sacred through pilgrimage, sainthood, or acts of
ritual and devotion, perhaps we should look at our own fears of an understanding
they possessed and we can only begin to imagine. Or maybe, as Christian suggests,
we should simply look and ask.

While there were some dramatic examples of change in areas most affected by the
Lutheran and Swiss Reformations, even those areas experienced significant difficul-
ties in “reeducating” the populace (see e.g. Strauss, Luther’s House of Learning). All
evidence suggests that throughout Europe many of the same religious behaviors and
beliefs of the Middle Ages — in the powers of saints and the Virgin Mary, in mira-
cles, and in the religious meanings of pilgrimage — continued for centuries. They
persist in our own day, and statistics support a dramatic revival in pilgrimage in the
late twentieth century (Nolan and Nolan, Christian Pilgrimage, pp. 1-2). It is telling
that a study for the year 2000 showed that for Europe as a whole, Roman Catholics
constituted 39.2 percent of all who considered themselves Christian; Orthodox
Christians, 21.7 percent; and all Protestants, Anglicans, and Independents combined,
fewer than 20 percent (Barrett, Kurian, and Johnson, World Christian Encyclopedia,
vol. 1, p. 14).

As Wandel says, “[i|n destroying, the acts of the [Reformation-era] iconoclasts
have told us something about late medieval Christian culture that we might other-
wise not know” (Wandel, Voracious Idols, p. 197). The Madrid statue in the opening
epigraph should perhaps serve as a metaphor for the endurance of the sacral in the
face of a rationalist society. This brings us back to the fundamental problem of how
we ask questions. If both “medieval religious practices” and Roman Catholicism have
persisted and in many cases spread since the Reformations, how can we possibly
suggest that the Reformations of the sixteenth century were caused by abuses in the
Catholic Church? To suggest this does a disservice not only to the beliefs and prac-
tices of medieval people, but also to positive theological messages put forward by
Luther and the Swiss reformers.
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Martin Luther and
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ROBERT KOLB

At Martin Luther’s funeral his colleague and pastor Johannes Bugenhagen described
him as “a great teacher and prophet, a reformer sent by God to the church,” a “holy
apostle and prophet of Christ, the one who came to preach to us and be the evan-
gelist for the German lands.”" Although many of Luther’s contemporaries vilified and
demonized him, peasants, pastors, and princes of the time expressed views similar to
Bugenhagen’s. Whether friend or foe, his contemporaries found the Professor of
Bible at the University of Wittenberg larger than life. Four hundred fifty years after
his death, at the turn of the third Christian millennium, lists composed in western
societies of those who had most decisively shaped the second millennium inevitably
included Luther’s name. Some 60 million Christians belong to churches called
“Lutheran.” Ripples from his life and thought continue to shape learned discourse,
provoke scholarly dispute, and attract human interest into the twenty-first century.
Yet recent research has called into question whether his thought and actions actually
changed much in European life and culture. Such challenges continue to call forth
new research into his theology and his career.

Luther Research

Luther studies are both eased and complicated by excellent editions of his writings,
aids to their use, and secondary literature so extensive (Leppin; Hendrix, “American
Luther Research”; “Martin Luther”) that Luther is one of those about whom it is
said “more has been written about him than anyone else besides Christ.” Since 1956
pentennial meetings of the International Congress for Luther Research have gath-
ered scholars to exchange views. The periodicals Lutherjabrbuch and Archiv fiir
Reformationggeschichte Literaturbericht provide annual bibliographies. The “Weimar
edition” of Luther’s works was produced as a model of scholarly editing; a signifi-
cant amount of his oeuvre appears in English translation. Access to editions of his
collected works is guided by Kurt Aland’s HilfSbuch zum Lutherstudinm.

Julius Kostlin wrote the first critical biography of Luther (1875). The only work
of comparable size is Martin Brecht’s. Among dozens of others, particularly those by
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Bernhard Lohse, Heiko Oberman, and Reinhard Schwarz command attention.
Readers of English may begin with James Kittelson’s, which has replaced Roland
Bainton’s introduction to his life.

Theodosius Harnack and Julius Kostlin inaugurated critical assessment of Luther’s
thought. Students today may begin with more compact studies by Gerhard Ebeling
(Luther), Paul Althaus (Theology of Martin Luther), and Bernhard Lohse (Martin
Luther’s Theology). Following World War II Roman Catholic Luther scholarship blos-
somed, under the leadership of Joseph Lortz. European and North American
Catholic theologians produced significant works on Luther (McSorley, Olivier, Pesch,
Wicks); unfortunately, this trend has receded.

Two major twentieth-century discussions regarding Luther have also diminished.
The first concerned the dating of his so-called “tower experience,” better labeled his
“evangelical breakthrough.” The Holl School, followers of Karl Holl (Stayer),
pursued this question; revision set in with work by Saarnivaara, Bizer, and Bayer (cf.
Lohse, Durchbruch, 1958, 1988). This preoccupation with the “carly Luther” and
the moment of his “conversion” has given way to assessing his theological develop-
ment in terms of an intellectual process in the midst of the broader context of social
and political change. The call of Helmar Junghans (Leben und Werk Martin Luthers)
and others for more attention to the “older Luther” is bearing fruit. The second
focus was the interpretation of his significance and thought in Marxist terms. Since
the collapse of Soviet-dominated regimes, especially in the German Democratic
Republic, eradicated societal support for this approach, its contributions, particularly
in interpreting of the social and political context of the Reformation, have been
absorbed into the wider field of social-historical research.

Luther’s Schooling

Born in the village of Eisleben in Mansfeld county, November 10, 1483, to a father
(Hans) who had left the land to become a successful entrepreneur in copper-
smelting and mother (Margarete Lindemann) from a merchant family in Eisenach,
Luther was pushed toward a career in government by his parents, who hoped for his
success following the study of law. After a normal course of schooling in Mansfeld,
Magdeburg, and Eisenach, he matriculated at the University of Erfurt in 1501, com-
pleting bachelor and master’s degrees in the arts in 1502 and 1505.

Soon after he began his legal training, in July 1505, his sensitive conscience,
aroused by his terror in the face of God’s wrath, death, and hell during a thunder-
storm, drove him into Erfurt’s Augustinian monastery. He conformed to the strictest
monastic regulations to commend his soul to God, but his spiritual anxieties only
deepened as his feelings of guilt and unworthiness mounted. Nonetheless, his monas-
tic superiors encouraged his career, prescribing academic work at Erfurt and
Wittenberg, arranging his ordination to the priesthood in early 1507. At the first
mass he celebrated, the young priest almost collapsed in terror before the words of
institution that brought Christ’s body and blood to the altar. This struggle contin-
ued as he pursued further study and assumed administrative duties within the Augus-
tinian order. He traveled to Rome (1510) to plead for strict reform in the order,
proposals opposed by the head of its Saxon province, Johann von Staupitz. Staupitz
nevertheless continued to promote Luther’s career and give him pastoral counsel,
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combating the young monk’s scrupulosity by emphasizing God’s unconditional grace
and election of believers as well as Christ’s sacrifice for his sins (Steinmetz, Wriedt).

The Beginnings of Luther’s Reformation

Staupitz laid instructional responsibilities at the infant university of Saxon Elector
Frederick the Wise upon Luther as he completed his formal studies. On October 18,
1512, he received the degree Doctor of Bible, pledging to devote his life to search-
ing Scripture and defending its truth at all costs. In accord with the medieval plan
of learning and teaching, he had earlier lectured on Aristotle, the Sentences of Peter
Lombard, and patristic texts, above all Jerome. In 1513 he assumed lectures on
Biblical books, beginning with Psalms (1513-15), Romans (1515-16), Galatians
(1516-17), Hebrews (1517-18), and then the Psalms again. To the end of his life
he continued such lectures, the most important on Galatians (1531) and Genesis
(1535-45). In the 1510s his departure from strict adherence to the “allegorical”
method of medieval exegesis and his development of a literal-prophetic interpreta-
tion, coupled with the theological hermencutic of the distinction of God’s accusing
law from his life-restoring Gospel, initiated a new era in Biblical exposition and the-
ological method. Recent interest in the history of exegesis and hermeneutics has
opened new fields of inquiry in the rich resources of Luther’s sermons, commen-
taries, and other works (Ebeling, Evangelische Evangelienauslegunyg, Hagen).

While lecturing on Hebrews this young monk and professor at an obscure new
university became a controversial figure of European prominence. Luther’s spiritual
struggles had sharpened his sensitivity to the crisis of pastoral care enveloping western
Christendom by 1500. The medieval system of “Seelsorge,” centered on the mass
and penance, was not working well as societal change loosened the dependence upon
the clergy of small but significant groups of merchants and artisans in towns. When
Albrecht von Hohenzollern, brother of the elector of Brandenburg, employed the
sale of indulgences for building St. Peter’s basilica in Rome to pay fees required by
his acquisition of his third high ecclesiastical office, the archbishopric of Mainz,
Luther protested against attendant abuses which harmed laypeople’s consciences.
This protest, posted October 31, 1517, took the form of academic theses — pro-
posals for public debate. They provoked a storm of discussion and propelled Luther
into the role of reformer. Although the first of his Ninety-Five Theses on Indulgences,
“the whole life of the Christian is a life of repentance,” summarized a lifelong con-
cern, the document’s theological content was not of critical importance. Its signifi-
cance lies in the fact that enterprising printers published it, without realizing that they
were instituting a communications revolution. For this publication became the first
modern media event, the first public relations happening, as Johannes Gutenberg’s
technology was placed at the service of Luther’s thinking.

Luther lived in an oral culture; his message commanded popular attention above
all because preachers — many former Wittenberg students — proclaimed it in villages
and towns across Germany and lands beyond. Nonetheless, Mark Edwards correctly
notes that “the printed word played a crucial role in the early Reformation, and when
multiplied by the effects of preaching and conversation, can be said to be a major
factor in spreading it as a relatively coherent message.” The appeal for reform dis-
seminated “with a rapidity that had been impossible before [the] invention [of the
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printing press, which] . . . allowed the central ideological leader, Martin Luther, to
reach the ‘opinion leaders’ of the movement quickly, kept them all in touch with each
other and with each other’s experience and ideas, and allowed them to ‘broadcast’
their (relatively coordinated) program to a much larger and more geographically
diverse audience than ever before had been possible” (Edwards, Printing, pp. 11, 37,
172, 7). By 1520 some 30 publications had appeared from Luther’s pen, with esti-
mated sales of 600,000 copies. Twenty percent of the pamphlets published in
Germany between 1500 and 1530 bore his name. Edwards argues that the impact
of these writings was limited, however, by selective publication of titles in specific
areas. Further research will extend Edwards’s own study of Strasbourg printing.
Robert W. Scribner has laid groundwork for further investigation of the communi-
cation of Luther’s thought to the German public with his assessment of how popular
propaganda by and about Luther was constructed. Scribner examines visual images,
such as Luther as monk, teacher, and man of the Bible, in addition to the oral and
written/printed word, showing how Luther met and capitalized on the apocalyptic
longings of the age.

These printed media appeared in the midst of a political and legal process launched
by Roman Catholic officials in Germany and Rome soon after the Ninety-Five Theses
were published. Pressure was put upon the German Augustinians to discipline the
rebellious monk. Staupitz invited him to address the order’s Reform Congregation
in Heidelberg in April 1518. Instead of treating the ecclesiastical-political issues at
hand, Luther advanced his “theology of the Cross.” Contrasting it with medieval
“theologies of glory,” which glorified human reason and good works, he grounded
theology upon Paul’s “word of the Cross” (1 Corinthians 1: 18-2: 15). The term
vanished from Luther’s vocabulary; its principles remained lifelong presuppositions.
His Heidelbery Theses distinguished the “hidden God” (Deus absconditus) (God
beyond human ability to grasp or as he is shaped by human imagination) from “God
revealed” (Deus revelntus) in Christ and Scripture. Access to God comes not through
human paths to knowledge (signs or proofs and logic) but only through trust in his
Word, which restores humanity by pronouncing the forgiveness of sins and new life.
Forgiveness and new life rest upon God’s act of atonement through Christ’s death
and resurrection. The Word brings upon sinners the judgment of God’s law (his plan
and standard for evaluating life) and gives them the Gospel (the good news of his
mercy delivered through Christ). Finally, Luther’s understanding of daily Christian
living also followed Jesus’s command to take up the cross to follow him, in a life of
self-sacrificial love. Discussion of the theology of the Cross begun by von Loewenich
continues in works by Ngien, Forde (On Being a Theologian of the Cross),
Schwarzwiller (Krenz und Auferstehung), and others. The centrality of Christ
remained a pillar of Luther’s thought throughout his life (see Lienhard and Siggins).

Luther’s own order did not discipline him. Dominican curial theologians in Rome,
led by the Master of the Sacred Palace Silvester Mazzolini Prierias, charged Luther
with heresy and pressed for citing him to Rome for trial. Luther’s prince, Elector
Frederick the Wise of Saxony, intervened. At the imperial diet in Augsburg in autumn
1518 Luther was summoned before papal legate Thomas de Vio, Cardinal Cajetan,
who refused to hear his argument for reform but simply demanded his recantation
and submission to the pope. Luther fled Augsburg in fear that the popular associa-
tion of his efforts with the Bohemian Jan Hus a century ecarlier would be realized in
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his being burned at the stake. Negotiations between papal diplomat Karl von Miltitz
and Frederick over Luther’s fate came to naught.

Johann Eck, professor in Ingolstadt, challenged Luther’s Wittenberg colleague
Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt to debate the Wittenberg reform program in
Leipzig in June/July 1519. The topic was authority in the church. Drawing Luther
into the debate, Eck led him to admit that he rejected the authority of popes and
councils in favor of the sole authority of Scripture. Luther’s view of the papacy devel-
oped between 1517 and 1522 from ambivalence to the conviction that the institu-
tion of papal power was the Antichrist (Hendrix, Luther and the Papacy).

Foundations of Luther’s Thought

By 1519 the major components of Luther’s theology were largely in place. A variety
of factors formed his many-faceted thought. Investigating the ways in which late
medieval monastic piety shaped Luther’s thinking may offer new insights alongside
those from study of influences from the popular mystical tradition, including
Heinrich Tauler and the Theologia Deutsch, which Luther himself edited in 1516 (zur
Mihlen). Among medieval authors Luther preferred Bernard of Clairvaux (Bell).
Luther read patristic sources in florilegia and in new editions, above all Augustine,
but ever more critically. His knowledge of scholastic theology was extensive. His own
instructors had been trained in part by the Tiibingen Ockhamist Gabriel Biel, whose
writings Luther knew well. Both the positive and negative influences of the nomi-
nalists never left him (Oberman, Harvest; cf. Janz on Luther’s relationship to
Aquinas). Recent scholarship also emphasizes the influence upon him of Biblical
humanists, including Johannes Reuchlin, Jacques Lefévre d’Etaples, and Desiderius
Erasmus (Spitz, Junghans, Grane), and especially Luther’s Wittenberg colleague
Philip Melanchthon, whose 500th birthday (1997) spawned significant investigations
of his relationship with Luther and his own theological activity, advancing under-
standing of him as a thinker in his own right (Wengert, Frank, Loehr). Heinz
Scheible’s edition of Melanchthon’s correspondence, begun with a comprehensive
catalog, will aid further study immensely.

Guilt and terror in the face of the holy God’s wrath against sin had long plagued
Luther. He attributed his liberation from them to new insight into the Biblical def-
inition of “righteousness.” Through his spiritual struggles (Anfechtungen) and study
of Scripture, with the aid of the linguistic studies of humanists, including Erasmus
and Melanchthon, Luther came to understand several Biblical concepts in new ways.
God’s own righteousness — what makes God God, his essence — he redefined as divine
mercy and love, as revealed in Christ’s Cross and resurrection. Human righteousness
he redefined by distinguishing what makes human beings truly human in relation-
ship to God from that which constitutes the practice of humanity in relationship to
others. God’s love or favor alone determines human righteousness in his sight.
Human performance of God’s commands, in love and care for his world, is what
defines righteousness among human beings.

From the nominalists Luther had absorbed the Old Testament conviction that
God is almighty, absolutely sovereign, and thus completely responsible for everything
in creation. At the same time they had taught that God had ordained a world in
which human creatures were held totally responsible for their own obedience to
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God’s law. Biel synthesized these two concepts of responsibility by teaching that God
gives grace, understood as that which enables obedience to God’s law, to those who
“out of purely natural powers” do their best (facere quod in se est). With that grace
they have the ability to render performance worthy of salvation, supplemented by
the grace of the forgiveness of sins bestowed through the church’s sacramental
system. Luther rejected this harmonization of God’s grace and human works. Instead,
within the framework of his distinction between two kinds of righteousness, he held
total divine responsibility for everything in tension with total human responsibility
for obedience to God. He distinguished between God’s word of love or favor in
Christ, which establishes the identity of his chosen people as children of God, from
his word of command, which describes the performance expected from those who
have been given the gift of being God’s children, believers in Christ. Luther under-
stood the relationship between Creator and chosen human children as the relation-
ship of love and trust. Thus, he held that trust or faith in God, the response to the
promise made in Christ, constitutes the essential humanity of the human creature.

Alongside this paradox of the two responsibilities Luther recognized the mystery
of the continuation of evil and sinfulness in believers’ lives. Because they are right-
eous and sinful at the same time (simul justus et peccator), they continue to repent,
repeating the death to sin and resurrection to new life in Christ given them in their
baptism. In baptism Luther found the foundation for his doctrine of justification, the
restoration of the fullness of humanity to sinners (Trigg).

God bestows righteousness (justitia) through his act of justification, accomplished
through his Word of Gospel, which comes in oral, written, and sacramental forms,
labeled by Luther “the means of grace.” From his nominalist training, Luther had
learned that the word of almighty God determines reality. The Creator summoned
all that exists into existence by speaking (Genesis 1), and Luther believed that God’s
promise of forgiveness of sins in the means of grace freed sinners from sin and restored
them to the practice of righteousness.

Much twentieth-century discussion over Luther’s evangelical breakthrough
ignored Luther’s understanding of the power of God’s Word and therefore attempted
to argue that Luther defined justification as “effective,” that is, God’s act that pro-
duces good works in believers because it changes them, rather than as “forensic,” a
“mere” pronouncement which did not effect change (Holl). Gerhard Forde correctly
observes that this argument poses a false alternative. Luther believed that God’s Word
expresses his power and creates the fundamental reality of human existence through
the forgiveness of sins, which restores human righteousness in God’s sight: “the
absolutely forensic character of justification renders it effective — justification actually
kills and makes alive. It is, to be sure, ‘not only’ forensic, but that is the case only
because the more forensic it is, the more effective it is!” (Forde, Justification by Faith,
p. 30).

A more recent debate engages the argument of Tuoma Mannermaa that Luther’s
doctrine of justification centers upon the concept of “divinization” (Vergottuny).
Contrary to later sixteenth-century interpretation, according to Mannermaa and
Simo Peura, Luther defined justification as a real ontic change in sinners, accom-
plished through union with Christ, which effects divinization. With such a view
Mannermaa hoped to promote ecumenical rapprochement, especially with eastern
Orthodoxy. Schwarzwiller (“Verantwortung des Glaubens”) notes that fundamental
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to Luther’s presuppositions is the Biblical writers’ consistent separation of the Creator
from the creation, broken only in the incarnation of the second person of the Trinity.
There is no movement in the opposite direction, from human being into God, pos-
sible in Luther’s reading of Scripture. Schwarzwiller questions the methodological
and hermenecutical process involved in the “theosis” argument because of the lack
of evidence in the sources that Luther’s very occasional use of the language of
Vergottung provides the “idea that structures Luther’s thought.” Schwarzwiller
further subjects the argument to historical and logical criticism, also insisting that a
confusion of metaphor and reality haunts the Mannermaa school’s investigations.
Finally, Schwarzwiller challenges the theological coherence of an interpretation of
Luther based on Platonic paradigms he rejected (ibid., pp. 143-8; cf. Flogaus).

The Spread of Luther’s Ideas

As Luther’s theology developed, his public persona did, too. His ideas may not have
always been clearly understood, but an aura of the apocalyptic prophet attracted many
followers. Luther’s writings encouraged further development of civic self-confidence
in rising middle-class people in towns. Thus, his own and the tracts of others repeat-
ing and extending his ideas found a wide readership and hearership. In 1520,/1521
he expressed his program for Reformation in five treatises. His Open Letter to the
Nobility of the German Nation repeated the grievances (gravimina) of the German
estates regarding a wide range of ecclesiastical and social practices, within his own
theological critique of the church’s abuse of power. The medieval doctrine of the
sacraments, and the associated ascription of special status and power to the clergy,
invited his assessment in The Babylonian Captivity of the Church. Luther defined the
sacraments on the basis of his belief that God’s Word, in sacramental form as well as
oral and written forms, actually effects a change of the reality of the sinner’s life, for-
giving sin and effecting a “new creature in Christ.” The Word in sacramental form
rested, he believed, on Christ’s explicit command and used external elements to
convey remission of sins and new life. Therefore, he reduced the number of sacra-
ments from seven to two or three (he wavered on whether absolution was a sacra-
ment in itself or a continuation of baptism). He rejected reliance on Aristotelian
physics to explain the presence of Christ’s body and blood in the Lord’s Supper (tran-
substantiation), insisting that his body and blood are truly present, in a mysterious
way, because Christ said so. He rejected the medieval prohibition of lay reception of
Christ’s blood in the wine as tyranny over God and the laity. He rejected the concept
of the mass as a repetition of Christ’s sacrifice, arguing instead that it gives believers
salvation.

The reformer expressed his doctrine of justification in The Freedom of the
Christian, which taught that Christ has freed believers from their enemies, sin, death,
Satan, condemnation by God’s law, in order to bind them to their neighbors in love.
On Good Works taught how trusting in Christ was to produce good works of love
toward others. Luther regarded this everyday life of love as God’s way of living, in
contrast to monasticism, the object of his fierce critique in On Monastic Vows.

While Luther was formulating his program of reform, the legal processes set in
motion by Prierias and Eck ground on, accomplishing their goal with his excom-
munication and condemnation as a heretic in January 1521. Luther’s concept of
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reform of the church’s teaching also offended the pious young German emperor,
Charles V, who was concerned about its moral and institutional reform. Luther’s
Reformation threatened his plans for consolidating his power in Germany, just as it
aided the desire of the princes and towns of the empire for more independence from
the emperor. Charles summoned Luther before the imperial diet in Worms in May
1521, demanding his recantation. Luther probably did not actually utter the words
placed in his mouth by later reports — “Here I stand; I cannot do other” — but he
did confess his faith clearly. After the official close of the diet, Charles obtained a
formal condemnation of Luther as an outlaw and pledged his government to elimi-
nating Luther’s publications and followers. Even princes faithful to Rome and Charles
enforced this Edict of Worms with varying degrees of severity (Kohnle); it produced
only a few martyrs. Nonetheless, it remained a significant factor in imperial politics
until the Religious Peace of Augsburg gave Luther’s followers legal (though inferior)
standing in 1555.

The Indigenization of Luther’s Reformation

Throughout the 1520s, at meetings of the imperial diet (Nuremberg 1522 /23,1524,
Augsburg 1525/26, Speyer 1526, 1529), Charles maneuvered against the increas-
ing number of Luther’s princely and municipal supporters. In 1526 he seemed to
allow them some freedom to pursue their own consciences in matters of reform; in
1529 he cracked down upon the Lutheran movement again, provoking a testimony
of faith (protestatio) from the evangelical estates which won them the designation
“Protestants.” Charles rejected the explanation of reform presented at the Augsburg
diet of 1530, formulated by Melanchthon, the Augsbury Confession, and had a com-
mission of Roman Catholic theologians compose a Confutation, which elicited
Melanchthon’s Apology of the Augsbury Confession (1531) (Wenz, Theologie der
Bekenntnisschriften, vol. 1, pp. 349-498). The emperor condemned Wittenberg
reform again and demanded that its adherents return to the Roman obedience,
without avail.

For the process of indigenizing reform had been advancing at court and in the
German countryside during the 1520s. Elector Frederick hid Luther after his stand
at Worms in his castle, the Wartburg. There the professor completed a translation of
the New Testament into German. Not the first attempt to do so, his rendering
nonetheless exhibited Luther’s fine sense of language and exercised a wide influence,
theologically and linguistically. At the same time he prepared the first section of a
book of sermons, his postil, which served as a continuing education program for
priests, many of whom had little idea how to preach. The postil provided both
instruction in Luther’s way of thinking and models for proclaiming his message.
Further research is needed to assess how medieval priests were transformed into
Lutheran pastors by such efforts (cf. Karant-Nunn’s pioneering study). In subsequent
years Luther and his associates produced a cornucopia of literature, including devo-
tional tracts, occasional sermons, and hymns. Luther published a reformed Latin
liturgy (1523) and his German Mass (1526).

Most importantly, he produced a children’s handbook for daily living, his Small
Catechism, in the form of a wall chart and a booklet, along with an instructor’s
manual, the Large Catechism, a recapitulation of his preaching on the medieval
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program of basic instruction, “the catechism” (Arand, Peters, Wenz). Luther took
its core (Apostles Creed, Lord’s Prayer, Decalog) and reordered its parts to frame
Christian living under the law that diagnoses sin (Decalog), the Gospel that proclaims
new life (Creed), and the exercise of faith (Lord’s Prayer). The Small Catechism also
treated the use of the sacraments (baptism, absolution, Lord’s Supper), the devo-
tional life of prayer and meditation, and the “table” of callings of the Christian life
to serve the neighbor within the whole social structure. This “table” reflects Luther’s
adaptation of the medieval social structure of three “estates,” oeconomia, politia, and
ecclesia, to his understanding that God calls people to serve him by loving others.
His ethics presupposed these situations and callings to responsibilities (offices) within
them as the basis for living in obedience to God’s commands (Wingren; Althaus,
Ethics of Martin Luther).

This concept of the Christian’s calling is an important element in what is often
labeled Luther’s “doctrine of two kingdoms.” A conceptual framework or paradigm
rather than a doctrine, Luther’s distinction between the earthly realm and the heav-
enly realm reflected his rejection of the medieval equation of the sacred or religious
with godliness and the profane or secular with a lower level of worth. He affirmed
that God effects everything in the realm of faith, the realm which involves the rela-
tionship between God and human creatures, while human love acts in the earthly
realm, in required obedience to God when sin does not interfere. Nineteenth-century
German scholars put a version of this to use in supporting political aims (Brady), but
early twentieth-century Scandinavian scholars began the study of Luther’s intention,
repudiating notions that Luther wanted to free the secular realm from moral oblig-
ations since the opposite was the case (Wingren). Debate continues about the proper
interpretation of Luther’s own understanding of the two realms and its significance
of this distinction between earthly and heavenly realms within contemporary social
questions (Cranz, Duchrow).

As Luther prepared literature and students at Wittenberg for introducing reform,
the yeast of his thought and the general apocalyptic longing of the time led to crit-
ical ecclesiastical, social, and political developments of several kinds in 1524-9. In
1525 he married a former nun, Katharina von Bora. In addition to her vital role in
his continued theological and ecclesiastical activities, his marriage exhibited his
concept of the Christian calling dramatically. This relationship served as a model for
the Protestant concept of married life.

The year also brought disjuncture, however. Luther’s fears of public disorder,
coupled with his eschatological convictions that Satan was using rebellious peasants
to disrupt the spread of the Gospel, led him to fierce opposition to peasant revolts
in 15246 (see chapter 4). Franz Lau’s argument that the damage to Luther’s rep-
utation among the common people was exaggerated by Roman Catholic opponents
then and modern scholars now requires further study.

In 1525 Luther’s reply to the attack of Desiderius Erasmus on his views on the
bondage of the human will in matters of faith also marked his break with his own
generation of Biblical humanists. Luther thanked Erasmus for identifying a key
issue in the gulf that he had long realized separated them; his emphasis on doctrinal
reform did not match Erasmus’s on moral and institutional reform. From Scripture,
and reflecting his own experience, Luther asserted that the human will is active
but its ability to choose to trust God is bound, turned away from him to false objects
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of trust. In On Bound Choice (1525) Luther replied to Erasmus’s Diatribe on Free
Choice (1524), describing his method of theology (emphasizing the assertion or con-
fession of the Biblical message) and his convictions regarding what it means to be
human. Schwarzwiller (Shibboleth) summarizes a century of debate over interpreta-
tions of the dispute; subsequent work should be surveyed in similar manner.
Melanchthon supported Luther and felt the sting of the cantankerous Erasmus’s dis-
appointment (Wengert, Human Freedom). Many in the third generation of German
humanists remained faithful to Luther and provided “the shock troops” of his
Reformation.

Inevitably, Luther was challenged not only by the reform program of Erasmus’s
Biblical humanism but also by popular reform ideas that had arisen from time to time
in the Middle Ages among groups that repeated a common pattern of Biblicistic
revolt against ecclesiastical authority, insistence on strict moral performance rather
than rote ritualism, antisacramentalism linked to anticlericalism, and millennialism.
Reformation anticlericalism has commanded scholarly interest recently (Dykema and
Oberman); further exploration of its role in Luther’s life is warranted. Luther’s
colleague Karlstadt had captured his enthusiasm for reform but channeled into this
traditional form for seeking improvement in church life. He abandoned his
professorship, became a pastor in a village, shedding clerical garb, claiming a sim-
plicity for himself in stark contrast to his former lifestyle. Luther particularly criti-
cized his spiritualizing view of the Lord’s Supper (Edwards, Luther and the False
Brethren; Sider). Luther similarly rejected the theology and social practice of the
Anabaptists.

Disputes over the Lord’s Supper separated the Wittenberg reformers from col-
leagues, particularly in Switzerland, e.g., Johannes Oecolampadius and Huldrych
Zwingli, whose Neoplatonic humanistic training made it impossible for him to grasp
what for the nominalistically educated Luther was clear: that God could use selected
clements of the created order to convey salvation. Zwingli argued that when Jesus
said, “This is my body,” he could not have meant that the bread became his body
but that “is” meant “represents” or “symbolizes” because his Platonic presupposi-
tions prevented him from believing that the material order could be put to such use
in the spiritual realm. Luther’s nominalistic presuppositions made such a use possi-
ble and the authority of Christ’s words absolute. Furthermore, Zwingli argued that
Christ’s human nature had ascended to God’s right hand in heaven and could not
be present in bread and wine. Luther contended that in Hebrew thought “God’s
right hand” refers to Christ’s human nature’s assuming divine power as it shared with
his divine nature its characteristics, all the while remaining essentially completely dis-
tinct from the divine nature within the union of the person of Christ.> The most
important of Luther’s replies to Zwingli was his Confession Concerning Christ’s
Supper (1528). In 1529 the two met, with colleagues, at Marburg in a colloquy
arranged by Landgrave Philip of Hesse. They found widespread agreement but not
on the Lord’s Supper.

Philip actively introduced Luther’s reform throughout his lands, as did Elector
John of Saxony. His succession to the electorate after the death of his brother
Frederick (1525) marked the onset of active support for Reformation in electoral
Saxony. John instituted the equivalent of a medieval episcopal visitation of parishes
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in 1527-8. Led by Luther and Melanchthon and guided by Visitation Articles com-
posed by Melanchthon with his colleague’s assistance, this visitation shocked the Wit-
tenberg theologians, who had hoped that their message would have transformed
peasant life. That it had not done so shaped Luther’s and Melanchthon’s theologies
by driving them both to a stronger use of the proclamation of the law of God to
crush sin and accuse sinners (Wengert, Law and Gospel). Princes and town councils
from Germany and beyond sought advice from the Wittenberg theologians on a wide
range of matters, extending their influence on policy and practice in church and
society. Bugenhagen often left Wittenberg to advise governments on the construc-
tion of constitutions for church, school, and social welfare (Kirchenordnunyg).

The Maturing of Luther’s Reformation

At the imperial level the Wittenberg leaders continued to promote reform.
Melanchthon’s Augsbury Confession not only argued that Luther’s theology repeated
in a clear fashion what Scripture and the Catholic tradition had always taught; it also
became a formal definition of Luther’s alternative to the medieval way of conduct-
ing the church’s teaching and life. After Pope Paul III called for a church council in
1536, Luther formulated a statement of the evangelical position for discussion at such
a meeting, a statement designed to serve as his doctrinal last will and testament as
well. In these Schmalkaldic Articles (1537) Luther briefly but clearly delineated the
heart of his faith, trust in Christ for forgiveness and life, and differentiated it from
Roman teaching on three key issues, the mass, monasticism, and the papacy; he
further noted disagreement on other issues. The papally called council began its
sessions in 1545 rather than 1537; nonetheless, the challenge of a council evoked
Luther’s detailed treatment of the doctrine of the church, above all in On the
Councils and the Church (1539) and Against Hans Wurst (1542). For him the church
was built upon its use of the Gospel, in preaching, in the sacraments, through the
office of the ministry, in its liturgy and instruction. He believed that the church would
always be in battle against Satan and thus always under the threat of persecution. He
insisted that love for neighbor is always visible in the church’s life. Luther expressed
himself on a wide range of socictal issues (Rieth), including commerce, but largely
in quite traditional fashion. His polemic against the Jews reflected the most
deplorable prejudices of his time (see Oberman, Luther, pp. 292-7; Edwards, Luther’s
Last Battles, pp. 115—42).

Parallel to Luther’s theological efforts to further reform according to his teach-
ing, evangelical princes and theologians were maneuvering to attain legal status for
their confession against imperial opposition. Before 1530 some evangelical govern-
ments were shaping plans for armed resistance to the emperor on the basis of argu-
ments from the German constitution and natural law (Wolgast). Luther rejected them
sharply, but by 1531 hints of a justification for such resistance on the basis of impe-
rial abandonment of God’s calling to rule justly appeared in his Warning to His Dear
German People: by 1539 this idea had matured in his writings (Edwards, Luther’s
Last Battles, pp. 20-67; cf. Wolgast). The princes formed a defensive league (1532);
this Schmalkaldic League played a role not only within Germany but also in rela-
tionships with other powers, including France and England.
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Luther’s Legacy

Luther’s death in 1546 coincided with the end of distractions which had kept Charles
V from employing armed force against the German Lutherans. The further defini-
tion of Luther’s contributions to church and society would have taken place under
any circumstances, as part of the process scholars now label “confessionalization”
(Schilling). In fact, this interpretation and further application of his ideas and ac-
tions took place in the shadow of the Schmalkaldic War, launched in 1546 by the
Habsburg emperor against John Frederick of Saxony and Philip of Hesse. Isolating
them from other Protestant princes, Charles defeated them in April 1547 and
imposed a new religious policy upon evangelical German lands, his “Augsburg
Interim,” which was to bring them back to the Roman obedience under reformed
medieval Catholic doctrine and practice. John Frederick’s cousin (and Philip’s son-
in-law) Moritz of Saxony sided with the Habsburg brothers and was rewarded with
the electorate of Saxony and territory, including Wittenberg. Melanchthon was drawn
reluctantly into the construction of an alternative religious policy for Moritz’s lands.
In order to save Lutheran pulpits for Lutheran preachers, he agreed to certain com-
promises in “adiaphora,” neutral ecclesiastical practices. Many of his and Luther’s
former students reacted against this compromise with deep and bitter feelings of
betrayal, which were returned by equally bitter feelings of betrayal from Melanchthon
and his associates, who believed that they were only trying in good faith to rescue
the Lutheran churches from imperial suppression. Thus, the further indigenization
and interpretation of Luther’s legacy was conducted in a polemical atmosphere of
mistrust among former friends. The disputes were solved to a large extent by the
Formula of Concord of 1577, published with other defining documents of the
Lutheran churches in 1580 in the Book of Concord, but resistance to this settlement
in some evangelical churches continued (Dingel).

After his death some of his followers used Luther’s writings as a secondary author-
ity, the first instance for adjudicating doctrinal disputes, differences of Biblical inter-
pretation, and other matters of church life, a kind of substitute for the authority of
popes and councils. He was widely regarded as a teacher of the church, and parti-
cularly on certain issues his insights were reproduced (although with applications that
reflected the input of other teachers and new factors in the intellectual and ecclesi-
astical environment of his successors). German evangelicals also regarded him as a
hero of their people, in the battle against papal tyranny (Kolb).

Recent discussions of Luther’s cultural significance have questioned whether he
“succeeded” in conforming the world to his model. The debate opened by Gerald
Strauss’s Luther’s House of Learning regarding the impact of Luther’s Reformation
and his theology continues. Criticisms of Strauss’s findings that “if it was its [ Luther’s
Reformation] central purpose to make people — all people — think, feel, and act as
Christians, to imbue them with a Christian mind-set, motivational drive, and way of
life, it failed” (ibid., p. 307) were lodged from several methodological perspectives
(e.g., Kittelson, “Successes and Failures”; Hendrix, “Luther’s Impact”). This debate,
like the ecarlier over Luther’s “evangelical breakthrough,” too often reflects more of
the modern scholar’s presuppositions than the sixteenth-century situation. Further
discussion about the relationship of the Reformation to, or between, Middle
Ages and the modern age, and about the definition of Reformation and whether it
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was one movement or several, will also provoke reactions in the coming decade
(Hamm, Moecller, and Wendebourg). Studies of the social setting and impact of
Luther’s person and message® are also needed. For Martin Luther continues to
command the attention of people around the world at the beginning of the twenty-
first century.

NOTES

1 Eine christliche Predigt Vber der Leich vnd Begrabnus . .. Herrn D. Martini Lutheri . . .
(Wittenberg, 1546).

2 An expression of the ancient Christian doctrines of the personal or hypostatic union of
Christ and the communication of the attributes of each of his natures with the other. The
most detailed treatment remains Kohler; cf. Sasse. For further literature, see chapter 6.

3 For examples of several approaches, see Hsia, German People and the Reformation.
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FOUR

The Peasants’ War

TomMm ScotT

1

In the summer of 1524 on the southern fringes of the Black Forest near the River
Rhine and the border with the Swiss Confederation, according to contemporary
accounts, the Peasants’ War, which was to convulse the whole of southern and central
Germany and the Austrian lands over the following two years, broke out. What
grounds did contemporaries have for believing that localized unrest — a venerable tra-
dition in the German southwest — would from mid-1524 onwards erupt into a war
of liberation, transcending the particularity of feudal lordships to embrace overarch-
ing principles of Christian egalitarianism? Were the chroniclers simply writing with
the benefit of hindsight? Might events in the southern Black Forest have taken a dif-
ferent turn? Are we even justified in speaking of a Peasants’ War at all before the
onset of armed rebellion — manifest in the formation of regional peasant bands —
further to the cast throughout the length and breadth of Upper Swabia in the spring
of 1525?

These are nagging questions because the chroniclers themselves chose to pick out
the seemingly trivial and adventitious. All agreed that the inception of rebellion
occurred in the landgraviate of Stiihlingen, a territory largely (though not exclusively)
under the rule of the counts of Lupfen, at midsummer 1524, and several saw its
trigger in the unconscionable insistence of the countess that the peasants during
harvest-time should gather snail shells for her maidservants to wind yarn upon. This
may be no more than a fairy tale, but the Stithlingers themselves subsequently set
forth grievances of an equally bizarre nature: that they had been forced to gather
roots, morels, juniper berries, and even barberries so that their lords could make bar-
berry compéte. The sting, of course, lay in the very triviality of the task: how humil-
iating to have to perform such superfluous work to satisty the self-indulgent whim
of their overlords.

Yet the Stiihlingers demanded to negotiate in the hope of redress; there was no
initial recourse to arms. The judicial process dragged on (as it always does) through
various fruitless meetings well into the autumn until the case was scheduled to be
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heard before the imperial court of chancery in April 1525, for which the Stiihlingen
subjects drew up a list of 62 articles in support of their demands. Amidst the welter
of protests, negotiations, and accords which had stamped relations between lords and
their subjects throughout so much of southern Germany during the preceding
century — culminating in several instances in so-called treaties of lordship, in which
both parties acted as signatories on an equal footing — what, if anything, made the
revolt in the landgraviate of Stiihlingen special? The short answer is that it threw
up one of the most audacious, resolute, and militarily experienced commanders of
the Peasants’ War, Hans Miiller, a serf from the abbey of St. Blasien’s village of
Bulgenbach, not far from Stiihlingen, whose endeavors to raise the whole of the Black
Forest and the Upper Rhine from the autumn of 1524 onwards (quite separately
from the rebellion that engulfed Upper Swabia) were crowned by the capitulation of
the Austrian stronghold of Freiburg im Breisgau in May 1525. The longer answer is
that the Stiihlingen revolt took place in a region of almost endemic military and polit-
ical turmoil along the contested frontier with the Swiss. Into these already troubled
waters there dropped the depth-charge of the communal Reforming doctrines ema-
nating from Zwingli’s headquarters in Ziirich, or more especially from his radical
acolytes in the countryside and neighboring territories.

For decades the example of the “free” or republican Swiss cantons had served as
a source of constant irritation to the feudal lords of southern Germany. The attempt
by Emperor Maximilian to bring them to heel had led in 1499 to a string of vicious
campaigns along the border, cast in effect as a civil war between the “cow-Swiss” and
the “sow-Swabians,” which ended in ignominious defeat for the imperial troops at
the battle of Dornach south of Basel. The commander-in-chief of Maximilian’s army
in the west had been Count Sigismund von Lupfen, and his lordship became the
target of reprisals by the Swiss in the wake of their victory. After 1500 the loyalty of
peasants north of the Rhine to their lords and to the Habsburgs as dynastic rulers
of the Austrian lands, which lay scattered in the west along a belt stretching from
Vorarlberg through Upper Swabia to the Upper Rhine and Alsace, came under strain
from other quarters. The French crown quarried these borderlands for mercenaries
to fight its campaigns in Italy (Hans Miiller himself had seen service in French ranks),
while Duke Ulrich, the ruler of Wiirttemberg, the Swabian principality to the north-
east of the Black Forest, used his fortress of Hohentwiel, perched on a volcanic
outcrop dominating the western end of Lake Constance, as the base from which to
regain control of his duchy after his expulsion in 1519. Ulrich’s intrigues depended
upon stirring up support amongst the local peasantry on both banks of the Rhine,
for he had no other troops to call upon. For a time at the turn of 1524 it looked as
though his campaign might succeed, for Hans Miiller and his Black Foresters joined
the early sorties northwards, but Ulrich’s footsoldiers melted away as their pay was
not forthcoming, and as news of the imperial victory over the French at Pavia in
February 1525 (with many Swiss mercenaries falling on the field) filtered through.

By then, the Reforming doctrines emanating from Ziirich had been thoroughly
transvalued by local preachers and parishes in a broad swathe of countryside to the
north of the city into a clarion for communal control of the church with openly
antifeudal overtones. The issue over which Zwingli and his radical followers parted
company was above all tithing, for many benefices had been incorporated not merely
by powertful ecclesiastical corporations but by secular lords as well, including members
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of the Ziirich magistracy, both singly and collectively. But tithing in many cases
reflected a more general ideological desire for the Word of God to become the tem-
plate of all human conduct and social relations. When the villagers of Hallau, a
Schaffhausen village only a few miles from Stiihlingen, declared in July 1524 that
they would have no Lord but God alone, they proceeded to demand on that basis
not only full congregational control of the appointment of pastors and their remu-
neration from tithes (which they had already voiced four years carlier), but also the
abolition of all labor services and servile dues. That implicit rejection of feudal lord-
ship had in fact already been explicitly addressed in the demands of the peasants of
Zirich’s village of Embrach in January 1524, who had roundly asserted that nowhere
in the Holy Gospel or any other divine text was any passage to be found stating that
one man should be the serf of another, or be subject to fines (such as merchets)
arising from servile status.

In other words, at the very time when the Stiihlingers rose up, their neighbors to
the east and south had already embraced a general demand for liberation based on
the Gospel. Hallau was to become a refuge for the Ziirich radicals in 1525, while the
preacher of Schafthausen, Sebastian Hofmeister, was not backward in showing his
support for the city’s disaffected wine-growers and fishers, and in encouraging them
to forge an alliance with the surrounding rural rebels.

To the west, however, the Stiithlingers had an even more potent source of inspi-
ration. The little community of Waldshut, one of the four so-called Forest Towns on
the Upper Rhine under Austrian jurisdiction, had fallen under the spell of a charis-
matic evangelical preacher, Balthasar Hubmaier, who had arrived in the town as early
as 1521, after a checkered career in Regensburg, where he had led calls in 1519 for
the expulsion of Jews from the city and the destruction of their synagogue; the church
erected on the site and dedicated to the Virgin became a popular place of pilgrim-
age. During his sojourn in Waldshut Hubmaier’s own theological convictions under-
went a radical transformation. By 1523 he had become an ardent follower of Zwingli,
but by the end of that year it transpired that his sympathies lay more with the radical
Congregationalists (such as Hofmeister), whose stance on tithing he fully shared. It
was these contacts with the Ziirich radicals which led Hubmaier ultimately to break
with Zwingli and embrace Anabaptism, he himself being rebaptized at Easter 1525.

During the summer months of 1524 while negotiations were under way, detach-
ments of rebellious Stiithlingers twice marched to Waldshut in full array under their
commander Hans Miiller, on the second occasion, according to older accounts, in
order to conclude an evangelical brotherhood with the citizenry. The fusion of secular
protest and spiritual liberation — the hallmark of the Peasants’ War as it swept through
Germany — seems encapsulated in these actions. And that is certainly how the
Austrian authorities, as upholders of the Catholic faith, saw it. At the beginning of
June 1524 the Austrian military commander of the four Forest Towns warned that
any failure to suppress the religious movement in Waldshut would soon lead to open
revolt in the other Forest Towns and throughout the Black Forest as a whole. A
month later, the Austrian roving ambassador, Veit Suter, outlined the danger posed
by the evangelical adherents in Ziirich, Schafthausen, and Appenzell: in parts of
Ziirich’s territory iconoclasm was in full swing, while the Reforming preacher of
Konstanz, Jakob Windner, was denouncing from his pulpit all princes as tyrants.
Within a few days Suter’s fears had become a self-fulfilling prophecy, as peasants from
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the Thurgau and the Ziirich countryside stormed the charterhouse at Ittingen near
Frauenfeld, setting fire to the abbey (having taken care to drink its cellar dry first)
and sacking it. The city fathers of Ziirich understandably viewed these excesses with
alarm, since they played straight into the hands of their Catholic opponents.

On closer inspection, the links between radical evangelism and social protest, as
unrest fanned outwards from the southern Black Forest in the autumn and winter of
1524, are less compelling than the apprehensions of the authorities suggest. The
Sttihlingers’ articles of grievance, it has often been noted, were concerned solely with
infringements of their customary rights, for which they were seeking redress under
the terms of feudal law. At no stage did they invoke radical Christian precepts to
legitimate their demands, or seek to overthrow the feudal order and replace it with
a Christian commonwealth. That verdict is broadly accurate, but requires further
comment. The articles as they have been handed down are not the original griev-
ances of June 1524, but rather the piéces justificatives of their suit before the imper-
ial court of chancery, whose procedures would not have admitted claims grounded
in divine law. At the end of their submission the peasants nevertheless came quite
close to an overarching legitimating principle when they expressed the hope that their
demands would be judged in the light of “godly, natural equity, reason, and under-
standing.” Moreover, although the bulk of their demands was quite specific in char-
acter, Article 59 demanded the complete abolition of serfdom (even though no
general justification was advanced).

Yet actions frequently speak louder than words. The Stiihlingers’ continuing tru-
culence in the months after midsummer, and the repeated breakdown of negotia-
tions in Schafthausen, must surely indicate that something more than the rectification
of local grievances was at stake. The truth is that the Stithlingers were split. When
news of an agreement between Count Georg von Lupfen and 22 delegates from the
landgraviate on September 10 reached the armed contingent under Hans Miiller,
fresh from its second march to Waldshut, there was uproar. Any acceptance of its
terms, which involved swearing a renewed oath of fealty and surrendering their
banner, was rejected out of hand by Miiller’s followers, so that the peasant negotia-
tors abandoned any hope of compliance under the threat of coercion.

From his subsequent actions it is quite clear that Hans Miiller was bent from the
outset upon turning the Stiithlingen uprising into a general war of liberation, in which
the marches to Waldshut were a calculated act of defiance, designed to demonstrate
the parlousness of the authorities” response and to strike a propaganda blow for his
cause. At the beginning of October Miiller began his campaign in earnest, embark-
ing upon a sweeping march northwards to rally support from subjects of the abbey
of St. Blasien in the Black Forest and peasants from the lordships of Fiirstenberg and
Schellenberg on its castern fringes. In carly December he led a second expeditionary
force, with peasants from the landgraviate of Klettgau bordering Stithlingen to the
southeast in tow, through the Black Forest, picking up recruits all the way, whose
openly military intent was revealed when it laid siege to the abbey of St. Trudpert
on the western slopes of the Black Forest overlooking the Upper Rhine, and plun-
dered its inventory. By then peasants in the Baar to the east of the Black Forest,
including subjects of the Austrian town of Villingen, as well as subjects of St. Blasien
in the county of Hauenstein, were in open revolt. Miiller’s campaign had by and
large been a resounding success — yet nowhere in these areas seized by rebellion
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was there any recourse to Biblical legitimation or slogans of divine justice. That
was to change the following spring, but until then it seems that Miiller’s guiding
star was the republican liberty of his unruly neighbors across the Rhine, the Swiss
Confederates.

II

Although unrest and agitation continued in the Black Forest throughout the winter
of 1524, by Shrovetide 1525 mass rebellion began to engulf Upper Swabia; from the
outset these peasants claimed to be acting solely in accordance with the Word of God.
There was no shortage of preachers in the towns and villages of Swabia to expound
the Gospel according to Reforming understanding — Dr. Hans Zwick, the pastor of
Riedlingen on the Upper Danube, in the thick of events, was named by the rebel
leaders as one of their preferred choices to arbitrate on the justice of their cause —
but religious inspiration took wing amongst the laity as well. The peasants in western
Swabia south of Ulm, who rallied in the Baltringen band, approached a smith in the
village of Sulmingen, Ulrich Schmid, to act as their leader and spokesman on account
of his eloquence and wisdom. When confronted with representatives of the Swabian
League, who had ridden out from its headquarters in Ulm, Schmid, a lay pastor in
fact if not in name, rejected any appeal to the imperial court of chancery, and insisted
instead that their grievances be heard under the divine law “that pronounces to each
estate what it must do or not do.” He was given three weeks — a remarkably indul-
gent gesture by the League, though it was obviously also buying time — to find
doctors of law and Scripture who might act as arbiters. To that end, Schmid traveled
castwards to the imperial city of Memmingen, where he encountered the lay prea-
cher Sebastian Lotzer, a journeyman furrier, who subsequently drew up the Twelve
Articles of Upper Swabia, the main revolutionary program of the Peasants’ War, with
Biblical commentary provided by the city’s Reforming preacher, Dr. Christoph
Schappeler.

Schmid’s intentions had been essentially conciliatory: he had been more or less
forced into the role of the Baltringers’ leader and genuinely believed that the peas-
ants’ grievances could be addressed through negotiation. But the events in Mem-
mingen forced him onwards. At his back he had a sizable force of western Swabians,
and they were joined in the first days of March by two other bands (each composed
of local detachments) from southeastern Swabia, the Allgiu, and from the sweep
of countryside below (that is, north of) Lake Constance. The Allgiu and Lake
Constance bands pressed for an alliance of the three armies, which was finally con-
cluded in the Christian Union of Upper Swabia, though its regional bands contin-
ued to operate separately. Yet clear differences in objectives and militancy emerged
at Memmingen. The Lake Constance band pressed for the rupture of negotiations
and an immediate military campaign, according to Johannes Kessler of St. Gallen,
whose account was fed by statements from Lotzer and Schappeler who fled thither
after the peasants’ defeat. But it was the Lake Constance band, under its allegedly
moderate and temporizing leaders, which shied away from wider military undertak-
ings and was willing to sign a peace treaty with the commander of the Swabian League
five weeks later at Easter on the field at Weingarten. In fact, none of the constituent
armies of the Christian Union of Upper Swabia took part in — or even sought to
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foment — any general uprising beyond their own region (though some Upper Allgiu
peasants did cross the Lech onto Bavarian territory to plunder the abbey of Stein-
gaden). Nor did the Swabian peasantry show themselves especially violent toward the
scats of feudal power in castles and convents.

In that respect, it was left to two Franconian bands — the Odenwald-Neckar valley
band in the west, the Taubertal band to the east — to undertake relentless and effec-
tive sieges and destruction of nobles’ castles — over two hundred were sacked in the
space of ten days in the bishopric of Bamberg alone. The Miihlhausen-Thuringian
army further north showed itself similarly implacable in destroying castles and con-
vents in the archbishop of Mainz’s exclave of the Eichsfeld in early May. The many
small bands in Alsace, which never succeeded in forming a united army, were no less
passionate in their attacks upon the numerous convents and ecclesiastical foundations
strung out along the fertile foothills of the Vosges.

The one attempt to keep an army in the field for months and to march it in a con-
certed plan of supraregional revolt was that of Hans Miiller and his followers, who
by the spring of 1525 had redesignated themselves the Christian Union of the Black
Forest. From mid-April (spurning requests for support from their Christian brothers
in Swabia), Miiller and his men swept into the Hegau, then into the fringes of the
Baar, across the Black Forest, and joined forces with the massed armies of the right
bank of the Rhine — the Ortenauers, Kaiserstiihlers, Breisgauers, Hachbergers, and
Markgriflers — to force Freiburg im Breisgau to surrender. But even then, the longer-
term military goal remained obscure. The fall of Freiburg was undoubtedly a feather
in the peasants’ cap, but short of putting its inhabitants to the sword, how were the
rebels supposed to neutralize the town? No sooner had the civic fathers been obliged
to swear allegiance to the Christian Union, which then moved off to take Breisach
and Waldkirch, than they began urgent deliberations over pacification and reprisals.
Meanwhile the Christian Union of the Black Forest had turned tail in response to an
urgent summons from the Hegau peasants to rush back over the Forest to assist the
fruitless beleaguerment of Radolfzell on Lake Constance.

The only other audacious campaign of general liberation, sweeping across terri-
torial boundaries, was launched in the spring of 1526 from South Tirol by Michael
Gaismair, first against the Habsburgs and their clients, the bishops of Brixen/
Bressanone and Trent/Trento, and then rallying to the side of the Salzburg rebels,
who, after having inflicted a significant defeat on a Styrian army at Schladming the pre-
vious year, rose again, only to be routed by the Swabian League at Radstadt in July.
Gaismair fled onto Venetian territory, whence over the next six years (until he was assas-
sinated) he plotted further international offensives against the Habsburgs. Yet the
beginnings of the Austrian revolt in Tirol were even more local and specific than
elsewhere, and the negotiations that ensued over the summer months had led to a
provisional agreement, until vitiated by political chicanery and religious obtuseness.

In February 1525 the miners in the North Tirolean Klondyke of Schwaz presented
grievances over their working conditions, especially over the practices of the large oli-
gopolistic merchant and finance companies from South German cities, the Fuggers
to the fore, who held the Tirolean mining industry in a vice-like grasp. Resentment
at the carly capitalist trading firms struck an especially resonant chord in a part of the
German-speaking lands which acted as a conduit for trade from the Mediterranean
to northern Europe over the Alpine passes. When the Tirolean rebels assembled to
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present their demands at a diet in Meran/Merano at the end of May, as well as setting
forth the familiar demands for the Gospel and communal-congregational control of
the church, they rehearsed a litany of complaints over the commercialization of every-
day life, the greed of merchants, the dubious practices of artisans, and usurious rates
of interest, themes which Gaismair was subsequently to elaborate in his vision for a
Christian commonwealth for Tirol.

When Archduke Ferdinand, in order to defuse the protest, brought forward his
proposed territorial diet (in which the peasants were already represented) from July
to June, he held out the prospect of a new territorial constitution that would go
some way toward meeting the rebels’ demands (it was indeed published the follow-
ing spring, and remained in force until 1532). But for Gaismair this was a compro-
mise too far, and he incited 18 districts in South Tirol to reject it. Matters might
have remained thus inconclusive, had not Gaismair been arrested in Innsbruck in
August, after complying with an invitation to continue discussions. His escape from
custody, and his subsequent intrigues in eastern Switzerland over the winter, where
he put out feelers to the Ziirich Reformer Huldrych Zwingli, set the seal on a mili-
tary showdown. A similar chain of events unfolded in Salzburg. After an initial upris-
ing in May 1525, which threatened to spill over into the eastern Austrian heartlands,
the archbishop, Cardinal Matthius Lang, finally agreed to convene a territorial diet
to consider the rebels’ grievances. Had he shown better judgment by accommodat-
ing their desire to participate in the territorial government as a commons’ Estate (an
aspiration that they had temporarily achieved two generations earlier), the revolt
might have been resolved without further recourse to arms. But Lang dragged his
feet in calling the diet, and when it finally met in January 1526 showed half-hearted
commitment to its proceedings. Out of frustration, the Salzburgers mounted a fresh
rebellion, which, despite Gaismair’s efforts to enlist support from Venice, Ziirich, and
France, was crushed. With that, the curtain was rung down on the Peasants’ War as
a military insurrection. In most areas the revolt had lasted no more than six weeks,
from April through to mid-May 1525.

111

A rebellion that seized so many disparate arcas of the German-speaking lands is
unlikely to have been unleashed by a single cause — unless one clings to the venera-
ble belief that the peasants and their allies took up arms solely to save the Gospel
from dilution or defeat. The relationship of the Reformers’ message to secular revolt
remains controversial in the historical literature, but no one nowadays seriously ques-
tions that the etiology of the Peasants’ War lay in the profound transformations that
had taken place in the structure of rural economy and society in southern and central
Germany in the century before 1525.

Several historians have chosen to interpret that transformation as a “crisis of feu-
dalism,” but this term arouses too many false associations. The Peasants” War was
chronologically too remote from the period of the late medieval agrarian crisis up to
the mid-fifteenth century — whose manifestations were a slump in population in the
wake of epidemic disease, and a collapse in cereal prices — to be in any direct sense
its consequence. On the contrary, the period from around 1470 onwards was marked
by a steady recovery in population and in grain prices, and by the growing com-
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mercialization and diversification of the rural economy. Even the more tightly drawn
bands of serfdom, which the rebels in 1525 were determined to cast off in the name
of Christian liberty, can only partly be ascribed to a “feudal reaction” on the part of
landlords (as occurred in England in the run-up to the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381),
and were rather a means of consolidating the political and jurisdictional authority of
lords with diminutive or fragmented territories, on the one hand, or with subjects
often scattered over a wide area and owing allegiance to more than one seigneur, on
the other.

It has frequently been pointed out that the Peasants’ War was largely confined to
regions stamped by three distinguishing features: partible inheritance; dense urban-
ization (which encouraged strong market ties between town and country); and the
spread of industrial crops and rural crafts amidst an already commercialized agricul-
ture. These were the hallmarks of southwestern and central Germany. In those areas
the recovery of population and the upturn in cereal prices proved a mixed blessing.
The equal division of farms between all eligible heirs led to the parcelization of hold-
ings, sometimes to a point where they could no longer sustain a peasant family. Sib-
lings, it is true, might sell their share of the estate to enable farms to be recombined
into viable units, but that entailed access to credit on the part of the inheriting tenant,
and alternative employment and income for the remaining siblings. Upper Swabia,
however, the very heartland of the uprising, is commonly supposed to have been an
arca of impartible inheritance, where farms were passed on intact, usually to the eldest
son (primogeniture), with the non-inheriting siblings forced to seek employment
clsewhere. The rise of a cottar class in the Swabian countryside and the prevalence
of rural by-employment in the textile industry are often taken as a reflection of the
social dislocation caused by impartibility. In fact, much of Upper Swabia, at least in
the west, may still have been partible at the time of the Peasants’ War, with impart-
ibility only prevailing (often at the behest of landlords eager to attract tenants onto
their farms) at the end of the sixteenth century. It is conceivable, therefore, that the
war in Upper Swabia may have been occasioned partly in response to changes in
inheritance practices then under way which stripped many villages of access to land.

The problem of partibility was alleviated (but not solved) in those areas given over
to viticulture or horticulture, for both absorbed more labor and produced a greater
return from smaller holdings than arable husbandry. But the opportunities afforded
by the cultivation of primarily commercial, rather than subsistence, crops at the same
time carried huge risks. It took only slight shifts in consumption patterns or changes
in climate to tumble such agriculture into crisis. Indeed, overproduction (especially
of poor-quality wine grown on unsuitable terrain) could be as much a hazard as
harvest failure. The sustainability of such smallholdings depended greatly on access
to the village common — water, forest, pasture, meadow — to supplement diet and
income. That is why the demand to abolish the small tithe, which was levied on all
garden produce, as well as sheep, goats, pigs, and chickens, was so often listed among
the articles of grievance in 1525.

Exposure to the market affected peasants in other ways, too. While family farms
were rarely alienated to non-kin, the smaller plots given over to market gardening
were often treated as a commodity, to be bought and sold at will. That raises issues
of rural debt and credit, which the sources all too rarely allow us to exploit before
the late sixteenth century, but the dangers of injudicious involvement in the
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land market were certainly present. Yet the greatest impact on the structure of
rural economy and society before the war was the spread of textile manufacturing
to the countryside, controlled and organized as outwork by urban entrepreneurs
and capitalists. The putting-out system, as it is known, had originally embraced
weavers in the towns, who were forced into wage dependence from the status of
masters in charge of their own workshops, but guild restrictions on production and
pricing encouraged capitalists to transfer production to the unregulated countryside.
Although deployed in linen production, outwork was prevalent in the rise of fustian
manufacture — a linen and cotton blend — in the fifteenth century, since cotton was
not grown in Upper Germany and had to be imported from the warmer climate of
the Mediterranean by long-distance merchant companies. This rural by-employment
undoubtedly provided a safety-valve in an age of population growth, but it
left weavers at the mercy of capitalists as distributors, and exposed them to the
fluctuation of markets and fashions about which they could have little knowledge.
It also brought rural textile workers into direct competition with urban weavers,
despite attempts by town councils and guilds to restrict the later and more skilled
stages of production (with greater added value) to themselves. These tensions bore
directly upon the willingness of townsfolk and countryfolk to make common
cause in 1525.

Few of these tensions at grassroots level, perhaps understandably, surface in the
rebels’ main programs of demands: the pressing need was to stand shoulder to shoul-
der in the face of the lords’ reprisals. Article 10 of the Twelve Articles does seek the
restoration to common ownership of meadow and arable that had once belonged to
the community, but whether its alienation was the result of lords’ extending their
sheep pastures by enclosure, or of landless men seizing the common to carve out
smallholdings for themselves, is uncertain. Likewise, there is a fleeting mention of
craftsmen in the countryside in the Federal Ordinance of the Upper Swabian peas-
ants, the sister-manifesto to the Twelve Articles which regulated military discipline
within the Christian Union and the conduct of negotiations with outsiders, namely,
that they should return home to fight if required. Only from the events of the war
itself is it possible to get a glimpse of the differing class interests and degree of
radicalism within the villages which social and economic changes had wrought. The
failure of the tenants of the abbey of Ottobeuren, close by Memmingen, to reach a
settlement with the convent’s officials in mid-April (the abbot himself had fled)
allowed the initiative to pass from the possessing peasants to radicals bent on mili-
tary action. These, it transpired, were the cottars and landless on the abbey’s estates,
whose voice had hitherto been drowned out, but who then set about storming and
plundering the nobles’ strongholds in the surrounding district.

It is self-evident that the Peasants’ War was not unleashed by tensions within the
village communes alone: the pressure of intensified lordship weighed heavily upon
the peasants as well. The most obvious instance was the efforts of landlords and judi-
cial seigneurs to consolidate their often diminutive and fragmented territories and
manage them more efficiently. That could manifest itself both in attempts to exer-
cise judicial powers more directly and harshly, thereby infringing traditional village
rights of self-policing, and by secking new sources of revenue, cither by increasing
feudal dues or by commercializing their estate management (which might include
encroaching upon common land and communal usufructs).
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Time and again, the peasants’ articles of grievance complain of the lords’ legal chi-
canery: jacking up court fines, imposing arbitrary arrest and imprisonment (often for
trivial offenses), overturning court rulings that had found in favor of the peasants,
curtailing rights of appeal, or interfering in civil suits over inheritance and property
transactions. More broadly, the pursuit of territorialization provoked resentment
among those peasants who had enjoyed preferential status, for instance, where they
had been induced to clear and settle new land. One telling example comes from the
county of Fiirstenberg, where the counts were whittling away the rights of peasant
colonists in the western districts up into the Black Forest, one of which had only
been acquired in 1491. Their numerous grievances were submitted alongside those
of the Stiihlingers for imperial arbitration in mid-April 1525. By contrast, the Fiirsten-
berg peasants on the old-settled lands further east along the Upper Danube drew up
only one set of articles (though, significantly, from a commune also acquired very
recently, in 1513). And it was largely from the western, not the eastern, Fiirstenberg
districts that Hans Muller and his Black Foresters drew their greatest following in
the campaigns of incitement in the winter of 1524.

The principal means of achieving a consolidated territory with unitary jurisdiction,
deployed by so many ecclesiastical lordships in Swabia, as well as by secular princes,
including the counts of Fiirstenberg, was serfdom. This was a different animal from
the servile tenure found on the manors of the high Middle Ages throughout western
Europe, with peasants tied to the soil. Rather, it was a reinforcement of judicial lord-
ship by creating a uniform category of subjection, usually tied to residence under the
lord’s jurisdiction. Whether such servile status was oppressive, and what obligations
might be attached to it, varied considerably. In some of the larger secular territories
— Wiirttemberg, the Rhineland Palatinate (as well as the much smaller margraviate
of Baden) — it was a legal category without degrading connotations and with mostly
nominal renders. But elsewhere it could be imposed brutally, forcing free peasants
into servility as a means of extracting sizable dues, inheritance fines, and, not least,
labor services. That was above all the case in the abbey of Kempten in the Allgidu in
castern Swabia, which at the time of the Peasants’ War had been engaged in a bitter
struggle with its peasants spanning more than a generation over its recourse to
serfdom. Yet the rebels everywhere denounced serfdom as repugnant: the vision of
Christian liberty contained in the Twelve Articles was enthusiastically taken up even
in regions where serfdom had entirely disappeared!

v

For it was in the Twelve Articles that demands for the easing of feudal burdens and
the desire to make the Gospel the template of human society fused most potently.
They embodied, in summary, four heads of demands: (1) communal control of
pastors (who should preach the Gospel as the Reformers understood it) and their
remuneration through tithing; (2) the abolition of serfdom and servile dues; (3) the
restoration of communal usufructs; (4) the removal of legal and financial burdens
upon individual tenants or peasant families. In their preamble the Articles refuted any
charge of rebellious intent; it was not the Gospel, but rather attempts by its enemies
to suppress it, which had caused the uprising. And in conclusion, the Articles insisted
that, should any be found incompatible with the Word of God, they would be dis-
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claimed. It is quite clear, however, that the Articles, if implemented, would have
undermined the foundations of feudal lordship to the point of collapse. Their
moderate language, in other words, concealed a revolutionary purpose.

Yet the rapid dissemination of the Twelve Articles of Upper Swabia throughout
almost all areas of rebellion threatens to confer upon them a normative quality that
they did not possess. Quite apart from the fact that the dislocations within rural
society caused by the spread of a commercialized economy receive barely a mention,
in some areas the Articles were modified to take account of local circumstances. That
was true in Wiirttemberg, where hostility was vented at the Austrian government of
occupation rather than at the local feudal lords, and in Alsace, where the hatred of
clerical lords, the attack on the use of ecclesiastical courts to hear temporal cases, and
opposition to a host of tolls, excises, and taxes had a long pedigree. By contrast, in
the archbishopric of Salzburg, where rural grievances closely paralleled those in
Swabia, the Twelve Articles were not adopted at all. That raises the possibility that
their invocation was sometimes contingent and tactical, rather than principled and
ideological.

That applies particularly to the religious maxims contained in the Articles and
embraced by the Christian Unions that fought under their banner. Were the slogans
of divine justice and the Holy Gospel functional — not so much the cause of rebel-
lion as the means of its rapid diffusion — or ideological — supplying both legitimation
and program to the rebels? The peasants’ understanding of divine justice was not
clear-cut: some historians have suggested that they saw it in legal rather than theo-
logical terms; in other words, its foundations lay in natural godly justice (the order
of Creation), rather than the Bible. Its deployment, it is argued, varied so widely that
in the end it amounted to little more than the law which abetted the peasants and
assailed their lords, a strangely voluntaristic attitude. Even if this view is overstated,
it should warn us not to draw too sharp a distinction between the old (customary)
law, tied to local circumstances, and the truly revolutionary divine justice implied in
the Gospel.

Those who accord the Gospel its full weight in creating a general struggle of lib-
eration spanning regions and classes insist that its ideological force was powerful
enough effortlessly to override any tensions or differences of interest that existed
within the countryside, or between the countryside and the towns. Yet even that sol-
idarity was not always what it seemed. Of course, anticlerical resentment of the
Catholic Church and its wealthy foundations forged a bond between the rural rebels
and those towns where Reforming enthusiasm had already given fresh impetus to the
venerable medieval tradition of “parson’s storms” ( Pfaffenstiirme), violent attacks on
the clergy. Perhaps the most striking instance is Erfurt in Thuringia, where in June
1521 the council had been the complicit beneficiary of such an attack, in which local
students, journeymen, and peasants from the city’s dependent territory had sacked
43 houses belonging to canons of collegiate chapters, as well as the archbishop of
Mainz’s consistory court. When the great rebellion engulfed Thuringia in the spring
of 1525, the council was obliged to admit a huge peasant army on condition that it
left the citizenry unharmed — the unspoken invitation being to harm the clergy
instead. Thereupon a new bout of looting occurred, in which the archbishop’s prison
and archive were destroyed. A newly elected council had to submit all its decisions
for scrutiny by two committees drawn from the urban guild opposition and the peas-
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ants, who in May 1525 together presented a list of 28 articles. Although known as
the “peasant articles,” in reality the grievances mirrored essentially inner-urban dis-
contents — calls for greater financial transparency and an end to arbitrary taxation and
illegal detention —and did not echo demands for the installation of an Eternal Council
on theocratic principles, as had occurred under the religious revolutionary firebrand
Thomas Miintzer in nearby Miihlhausen. Once the peasants had been defeated, the
Erfurt council calmly proceeded to introduce Lutheran worship in the city, to reassert
its authority over its territory, and to execute a handful of peasant ringleaders. Despite
appearances, there was never any real danger that a “popular front” of peasants and
burghers would tumble Erfurt into revolutionary upheaval.

In general, if councils were willing, either through conviction or expediency, to
order clerical property to be inventoried, to confiscate church plate, to suspend cler-
ical immunities, and to require the clergy to swear an oath of citizenship and pay
civic taxes, then domestic unrest could be defused and the peasant rebels denied
entry. That is what happened in Alsace, where imperial cities such as Wissembourg,
Haguenau, Sélestat, and Colmar were all under threat, with fifth-columnists within
their walls eager to ally with the peasant bands. Certainly, the peasants were able to
win over hundreds of small towns that lived in symbiosis with their surrounding coun-
tryside, the so-called “peasant burgher towns.” But the attitude of the larger craft
towns was altogether lukewarm. Almost all who joined the peasant bands were
coerced, or were preempting the threat of looting and destruction. Far from being
principled alliances in the name of the Gospel, that is to say, communities of inter-
est, most alliances were communities of action, that is, of mutual convenience or
defensive necessity, with no active solidarity or ultimate common purpose. Even in
Heilbronn, the north Swabian imperial city which opened its gates to the rebels and
was to have been the venue of another “peasants’ parliament” in May 1525, along
the lines of the Memmingen assembly, the ideological clasp of Reforming doctrines,
preached in the city by Johann Lachmann, was looser than it appears. One group of
malcontents, around the wealthy wine-grower Hans Spet, sought to use the upris-
ing as a springboard for ousting the council and installing Spet as mayor, while
another faction, led by the baker Wolf Leip, did seck an active alliance with the rebels,
whose precepts of Christian equality and brotherly love Leip undoubtedly adopted
through his contacts with the militant leader of the Wiirttemberg band, Jicklin
Rohrbach, rather than by following Lachmann, who upheld the Christian virtues of
peace and obedience.

Furthermore, the principles of divine justice, exemplified in brotherly love and
social egalitarianism, give us no sure indication of how the Christian commonwealth
should be configured in the event of the peasants’ victory. Leaving aside for the
moment the radical religious program of Thomas Miintzer and Michael Gaismair’s
vision for Tirol, there is little trace of any widespread enthusiasm for a Christian social-
ist society, in which private property would disappear. Rather, the peasants were des-
perate to resist any encroachment upon their property rights and individual family
livelihoods. Very few rebels (though some who subsequently embraced Anabaptism)
renounced secular politics in favor of a community of saints. Instead, the peasants
were seeking to recast the political order in their own interests by replacing hierar-
chical or feudal channels of authority by horizontal or republican ones. That goal was
largely determined by existing patterns of lordship. Where territorial fragmentation
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was the rule, in Upper Swabia, on the Upper Rhine, and in Franconia, the rebels
envisaged a corporative-confederal constitution (as the Federal Ordinance set out),
whereby autonomous village and urban communes would voluntarily ally in
Christian Unions while retaining their sovereign rights, in a clear parallel with the
Swiss Confederation. But where unitary territories with a hierarchy of Estates existed,
as in Wiirttemberg, Salzburg, Tirol, and southern Baden, the peasants were prepared
to recognize the political structures, provided that the constitution of Estates yielded
to a commons’ constitution, in which local communes would elect representatives to
the diet, who in turn should nominate a commons’ council to administer the gov-
ernment alongside the territorial ruler. In several of these territories the peasantry
was in fact already represented: in Baden, Tirol, and obliquely in Wiirttemberg. It
was particularly in areas of territorial fragmentation, where the rebels had no natural
focus for their demands, that negotiations with local lords quickly became pointless,
so that the regional peasant bands came to demand a recasting of the political order
on the basis of divine law.

Two contrasting blueprints for a Christian society reveal, in conclusion, how
various the inspiration of divine justice and the Gospel might be. For Thomas
Miintzer in central Germany, the rebellion was the sign that Christ’s Second Coming
was at hand; during the stations of his ministry he had founded leagues of the right-
cous and then, more narrowly, of the elect as conscious reconfigurations of the Old
Testament covenant between God and his chosen people Israel. But although the
leagues offered a disciplined and effective framework for supraregional action,
Miintzer steadfastly refused to offer any detailed program for the leagues to adopt,
believing that the imminent order of Christ’s kingdom was not for man to deter-
mine. Indeed, after the defeat of the Thuringian rebels at Frankenhausen, Miintzer
turned upon his followers in chagrin, accusing them of pursuing creaturely ends
rather than God’s purpose.

By contrast, Gaismair’s plan for a peasant republic in Tirol was so full of detailed
proposals that it has been the victim of conflicting assessments. There is no doubt
that the Word of God was to form the legal framework of the republic, in which a
university was to be established whose sole purpose was to teach Scripture. All eccle-
siastical foundations were to be dissolved, their buildings converted into orphanages
and hospitals, and their assets distributed as poor relief. But Gaismair went on to
address the economic and commercial needs of Tirol, including the future of its
extensive mining industry. Here he went much further than the simple rural arcadia,
beloved of so many Reformers, with no social and economic divisions. Rather, he
advocated increasing the agricultural output of Tirol by adopting the Italian system
of mixed commercial agriculture (coltura promiscun). Manufacturing, on the other
hand, was to be strictly regulated, with two markets under state control, while artisan
production was to be centrally located and supervised by a state official. All foreign
mining companies were to be expropriated, and the mines run as a state collective,
with the price of ore determined by a state tariff, not market forces.

Gaismair’s debt to Zwingli’s religious republicanism is obvious; nevertheless, the
Tirolean Constitution presents formidable problems of interpretation. Gaismair was
not opposed to individual peasant proprietorship, or to the use of dependent wage
laborers in the mines, and he said nothing to disturb the native Tirolean mining com-
panies, with which his own family was involved. The thrust of his mining provisions
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was rather to shore up the position of the labor-employing petty-capitalist mining
sharcholders against the monopolistic merchant companies of the South German
cities. More broadly, there are strongly mercantilist elements in Gaismair’s plan, albeit
inconsistently applied, all of which goes well beyond a simple Christian socialist
society.

What Gaismair’s Territorial Constitution shows is how far the Peasants” War could
unleash creative energies in the pragmatic elaboration of a new society, indebted to
Christian principles but willing to respond to the complexities of a society in Germany
in the throes of profound economic and political change. That agenda survived the
peasants’ defeat.
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Radical Religiosity in
the German Reformation

HANS-JURGEN GOERTZ

The Concept and Phenomenon of Radical Religiosity

The concept of “radical religiosity” was introduced by George H. Williams in order
to give a name to those figures, groups, and movements which, though they were
part of the Reformation, hesitated to go the way of the confessional Reformation
churches: Lutheran, Zwinglian, and Calvinist. They defined their own paths. They
distanced themselves from the pressure of religious conformity imposed by spiritual
and secular power elites, and, usually under dramatic and troubled circumstances,
created ways of thinking and living of a quality that allowed Williams to speak of a
“coherent, gripping and dramatic unity,” thus of a confessional type sui generis
(Williams, Radical Reformation, p. 1296).

Scholarship on “radical Reformation” has moved beyond Williams’s typological
conceptualization, and has come to be seen more as extreme religious revolt than as
a belated confessional formation. This standpoint can be justified in three ways: First,
the “radical Reformation” includes the entire spectrum of radical expressions and
gestures of piety in the sixteenth century — violent disputes as well as irenic or paci-
fistic stances. Furthermore, one needs to ensure that the development of the radi-
calism of reform renewal is taken into account: the change from aggressive opposition
to tempered, frequently even quietist nonconformity, from the inclusive and popular
to the exclusionary, separatist free-church Reformation concept. Finally, one does not
do justice to the concept of radicalism if it is considered only from a theological per-
spective. The theological concept of the restitutio of the original Christian commu-
nalism of material goods may have been a radical one and a bold resolution, but in
practice frequently only a compromised version of the concept could be carried
through.

This concept allows us to include the entire spectrum of those who broke with the
Roman Church and shunned the hierarchical-Reformational pressure to conform.
Among them we find those who were stigmatized by Luther as “enthusiasts,” “heav-
enly prophets,” “firebrands,” and “murderous mobs,” as well as irenic mystics
like Hans Denck, pacifistic martyrs like Michael Sattler, innovative prophets of
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tolerance like Sebastian Franck, and faultlessly sedate spiritualists like Caspar von
Schwenckfeld. This is the broad and thoroughly heterogeneous spectrum of radical
religiosity that existed during the Reformation; a religiosity which is not to be histo-
riographically captured in theological thought nor in dogmatic treatises, but rather in
words and gestures, rituals, signs, and deeds, insofar as these effect, engage with, and
attempt to vanquish the social reality that gives rise to them. The religiosity of the
“radical Reformation,” seen in this way, is the manifestation of a “utopian intention.”

The radical tendencies that appeared in the so-called mainstream Reformation are
not the subject of this enquiry — they belong in the early history of the Lutheran
and reformed confessions. However, the authors of pamphlets like Heinrich von
Kettenbach and Johann Rot-Locher, who publicized evangelical ideas in the context
of strong anticlerical sentiments and language, should certainly be included; so too
should the communal Reformation, in which the religiosity of the “masses” took on
a social form.

Radical religiosity is a feature of Reformation movements that had not yet taken
on a firm shape, that were still full of contradictions and illogic, were tentative and
experimental, and therefore can hardly be defined in any conclusive way. Wolthart
Pannenberg described this type of piety in the context of which the doctrine of jus-
tification developed, as follows:

The Reformation can be regarded in some ways as o new form of the striving for
direct contact with God — o striving that always stood in a critical relation to the
system of clevical mediation, if often only implicitly.

The framework of this type of piety, which Pannenberg sees as originating as early as
the late Middle Ages, could give birth to Luther’s doctrine of justification as much
as to the spiritually inspired consciousness of the radicals. This commonality makes
it difficult to describe radical religiosity as a singular, circumscribed spirituality, which
can be differentiated from the Lutheran and reformed praxis pietatis; especially with
reference to the period in which Luther’s, Zwingli’s, Bucher’s, and Calvin’s theo-
logical impulses initially mobilized Reformational impulses, but had not yet found
any institutionalized grounding in states and territories. This presents us with an
unavoidably confusing array of interconnected phenomena — and yet there are atti-
tudes, words, and gestures that do allow us to distinguish the distinctive quality of
the radical Reformational variant of piety.

Contrasts in the Social Spheres: Mobilization through
the Experience of Radical Religiosity

Disagreements about the renewal of Christianity were the order of the day well before
the Reformation. Having said that, the disagreements that took place in the wake of
Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses of 1517 were markedly more impassioned and embit-
tered. They also involved significantly broader segments of the population. Faith or
actions, there is no third choice: elect or damned, light or darkness, Christ or Belial,
the Kingdom of Christ or that of the Antichrist — such dualisms confront anybody
who casts even the most casual glance at the texts of the early Reformation. An une-
ducated member of the laity gave it its simplest expression, when he contributed to
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the Eucharistic debates of his day in 1527: “The last supper of Christ and the papestry
are as different as black and white.” This is how the decisive question of his day was
described by Andreas Bodenstein of Karlstadt in a woodcut by Lukas Cranach the
Elder.

Word and counter-word, image and counter-image, presented themselves as ways
of comprehending the situation in which the long-smoldering debates of the late
Middle Ages suddenly became entangled, came to a climax, and were dramatically
enacted in spectacular ways. “This is the age of the Antichrist,” wrote Thomas
Miintzer to Nikolas Hausmann in 1521, giving expression to a general belief. It was
believed that the apocalyptic chaos and tribulation had descended, and that they were
taking the course that was prophesied in the Scriptures (Matthew 24). The Scrip-
tures served to give meaning to the fears and sufferings of contemporary times, and
to comfort the suffering. The world of the New Testament is moving inevitably
toward destruction, but a new beginning is already within view.

The negative aspects of reality included, in the eyes of many contemporaries, above
all the realm of power that the clergy had established for themselves over the course
of the centuries: the usurpation and imitation of secular power, the fiscalization of
church services, their imposition of their will upon the laity, the abuse of spiritual
powers of sanction in legal rulings, their self-imposed immunity from vows of poverty
and luxurious representation, the neglect of duties and decadent lifestyle, sexual
excess, greed, and simony. Not alone in Reformation times, but also before, the clergy
had been criticized for the fact that it had exercised power over the people rather
than — following the example of Jesus — serving them. “Die Pfaffen sind Affen [the
papists are apes],” went one widely circulated utterance, because they set all store in
imitation of the powerful. Over and over again the “ape-like ways” of the religious
was denounced. The priests wanted to be lords, and, as Karlstadt wrote, “to be more
highly respected than laypeople” (Von beiden Gestalten der heiligen Messe). Although
the laity were in part responsible for the desolate condition of Christianity, they had
been led to it by the clergy, who should have known better. Miintzer expressed a
similar opinion, when he complained about the fact that “all of Christendom prays
to a silent God”; nevertheless, he did not neglect to mention that the “temple over
the masses had been laid waste by the ignorant papists” (Miintzer, Schriften, p. 293).
The power pretensions of the clerics lent common ground to criticism that was raised
against them from discrete corners, and allowed a strong anticlericalism to take shape.
Anticlericalism is the form of action in which the striving for direct contact with
God took visible form, “in its critical relationship to the system of church mediation”
(Pannenberg, Spiritualitit, p. 8).

The forms taken by anticlericalism have been described in detail recently, so that
these few details will suffice here. One thing above all is important: the anticlerical
agitation in word, image, and act is the experiential background in the context of
which the dualisms mentioned above become meaningful. These dualisms highlight
the disputes with the clergy and play an important role in the quashing of the hope
maintained in the early years of the Reformation that the clergy might be able to
renew itself, and in the formation of the opinion that the religious hierarchy must
be abolished, indeed, as Miintzer demanded, that the papists must be destroyed and
“the laity must become our prelates and ministers.” Radical religiosity is rooted in
this deeply fissured anticlerical sphere.
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Laymen Instead of Priests: Spiritual Authority,
Receiving Salvation and the Pious Subject

Radical religiosity did not evade the problems of everyday life; rather, it took full
consciousness of them, indeed it first took shape in the effort to overcome them.
What was often seen as an “exodus from history” (Blickle, Reformation, p. 127) was
fundamentally only a determined, indeed radical way of reacting to the problems that
offered no other solution for some people than to break with established history, in
order to be able to begin a new one. The background to the Anabaptist demand to
separate oneself from the world was not a flight from negative reality, but rather the
decisive intention to overcome the evil that ruled in the world and destroyed the
relation of people to God and to one another.

The clergy had become a key problem; nobody obstructed the Reformation more
than the religious: the pope, bishops, prelates, priests, monks, and nuns. This obstruc-
tion, where the problem became critical, had to be dealt with. Luther attacked the
sacramental character of priestly ordination and criticized the hierarchical separation
of the clergy from the laity. The walls that had been erected between the religious
and the laity would have to fall. Crucially, Luther did not take issue with just any
wall, but with the first one. This will also, therefore, have been the wall that
obstructed the renewal of Christianity: that which was initiated by the religious. In
the Address to the German Nobility Luther still expressed the hope that he might con-
vince the priests to take his side; Miintzer expressed himself even more rigorously on
the subject. He wanted to abolish the papists absolutely, and not just their institu-
tionalized role (even if this was intended only in a hyperbolic sense), because they
were, in his eyes, the truly guilty for the soulless condition of Christianity, and had
been the enemies of the spirit of God since the death of the apostles and their fol-
lowers. The clergy had claimed unique possession of access to the Spirit, in order to
justify their monopoly on interpretation of the Holy Book and on the right to
perform the office of the Eucharist, as described by Luther.

The aggressive attack on the clergy inevitably implied dealing with the problem
of spiritual authority. Initially the authority of the pope and of the curial clergy was
to be disposed of above all; soon, however, also the authority of the bishops, of the
pastoral clergy, and of the religious orders. The exclusive monopoly of the clergy to
authentically interpret the Scriptures was taken from them. Luther transferred the
powers of interpretation to the Holy Book — which interprets itself. It alone can claim
authority over the correct understanding of the Christian faith, thanks to the power
of the divine spirit that is active in it, and that leads to truth. The sola scriptura points
not only to the singularity of the source of revelation, but also simultaneously to the
exclusive mediation of salvation. Salvation comes not from the spirit that is claimed
by the clergy as a result of ordination, but rather from that which is at work in the
Scriptures. The sola scriptura had found new resonance and had become the sign by
which all those who had placed themselves on the side of the Reformation would be
known. With amazement it was noted that even the peasants had begun to learn the
alphabet and to read the Bible. That is not to say that the Holy Scriptures were read
in the same way by all. Luther, Zwingli, and Melanchthon read them differently than
Karlstadt and Miintzer, the spiritualists and Anabaptists differently than the peasant
revolutionaries. The principle of interpretation followed by Luther was to interpret
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the text according to the measure of the message of justification, the offer of
forgiveness. Karlstadt and Miintzer, on the other hand, were in the tradition of
Augustine spiritualism, which had won increasing influence in the Middle Ages, and
they differentiated between the letter (ségnum) and the spirit (7es) of the text. The
text, for example, was for Miintzer not the source but rather the revelation of Christ,
which joined the divine to the mortal spirit. Spiritualists and Anabaptists also held
this belief, although it could take on quite different characteristics in specific
instances: in the most extreme form, an orthodox Biblicism in external matters as
well as the subjective-enthusiastic calling of “heavenly voices,” which one claimed to
have heard and which one was prepared to follow. The Swiss Anabaptists were such
Biblists, as well as the Hutterite Brothers and, in his own way, Menno Simons. The
Appenzeller Prophets and the Uttenreuther Dreamers were enthusiasts; between
them, maintaining a balance between spirit and letter, stood Pilgrim Marpeck. The
two tendencies coalesced in Miintzer, who prescribed “practicing the holy books daily
with singing, reading and preaching,” as well as paying equal attention to the reve-
lations of the divine spirit in dreams and visions (Miintzer, Schriften, p. 242) — an
anticipation of the promise of eternal salvation being seen in the fact that the spirit
of God poured out through all people (Joel 3).

This use of the Scriptures was radical, insofar as it claimed to proceed without help
(“ohne Mittel”), that is, without the alphabet that was appropriate to mortals, and
without the salvation-mediating priests or theologians. Luther had, however, repu-
diated this radical understanding of Scripture. He too believed, according to the
Magnificar of 1521, that the Word of God would be revealed to people without
mediation, indeed directly through the spirit of God; but not without the help of
someone who was educated enough to interpret the Scriptures according to the
hermencutic rules — and not only educated, but also with a vocation for that activ-
ity. Along with this Luther warned against the arbitrariness that could become a
feature of dealing with the Scriptures, if the borders between the subject and object
of cognizance were not carefully observed. The defendants of spiritualistic Scriptural
interpretation, as it might be called, saw it as the logical conclusion of Reformational
cognizance of how to receive salvation directly from God, without recourse to any
human mediation. This explains the unbridled passion with which they opposed
Luther’s criticism. Miintzer complained about the fact that the papists had not only
stuffed the mouths of the laity, but also that of God, and that they prayed to a mute
God. For him it was a question of the speaking God in the soul’s abyss. Liberation
from the clergy meant freedom of expression, in addition to taking personal respon-
sibility for religious practice: reading the Scriptures oneself, actively offering oneself
to the Holy Spirit and living one’s life according to God’s will. For Miintzer this
meant exchanging the fear of mortal dominion for the fear of God, which would lead
people back into the divine order from which they had strayed. For Karlstadt, it meant
throwing off one’s robes and starting a new life on the land, in the garb of a farmer,
in order to work for the Reformation as part of the communal spirit. For the peasant
revolutionaries, it meant shaping their social and economic relations to land and to
territorial authorities according to the dictates of the Scriptures, for example by abol-
ishing serfdom, and above all by autonomously arranging their own spiritual needs.
For Anabaptists, it meant becoming disciples of Jesus, individually or collectively,
often including the willingness to become a martyr. For spiritualists, it meant
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concentration on their inner lives, renouncing all exterior trappings and giving
consideration only to the spiritual relation to God and to spiritual comrades. For
Antitrinitarians, it meant opposing oneself to Trinitarian speculation and leading a
life of simple morality. In this way there arose a piety which, although it took various
forms, in general had the traits of a heightened individualism, specifically a subjecti-
fication or personalization of religious practice, and a consequential importance of
the laity. As homo religiosus or homo spiritualis, the priest had refused this entire line
of development; the religious ideal expressed by these concepts was now developed
by pious members of the laity. Thus neither the dogmatic tracts nor the grand reli-
gious truths were the subject of theological exclusivity. The anti-intellectualism so
typical of the radical Reformation also took root here: “the educated, who do not
recognize eternity, are reversers of the Scriptures” (Krebs and Rott, Quellen, vol. 7,
p- 139). The idiomatic catchword “Gelehrten den Verkehrten” (learned, perverted)
had become widely used, as had the derogatory terms “Schriftgelehrten” (textually
educated, i.c., educated from texts) and “Schriftstehlern” (Scripture stealers). Anti-
clerical sentiment was transferred from the priests to the educated, to the scholarly
reformer. In the eyes of Karlstadt and Miintzer, the Wittenberg reformer had become
the “new pope,” who monopolized the interpretation of the Holy Scriptures as the
Roman pope had once done. Thus throughout this spectrum a religiosity that was
determined by anticlerically conceived contrasts was demonstrated: type (priest) and
anti-type (laity). The former is repressed, marginalized, or eliminated, while the latter
is built up.

This rhetorical structure, grounded in concrete experience, is the foundation for
most of the opinions expressed by the radicals. This observation applies, for example,
to differences in understanding justification. Luther’s view was of a predominantly
imputative character, that is, the believer was justified, but his status was not trans-
formed to righteousness. He continued to languish in the status of a sinner. In con-
trast, Karlstadt, Mintzer, Anabaptists, and spiritualists refuted the Catholic doctrine
of good works and posited a justification that was effective, that changed people inter-
nally, and that must be externally demonstrable. Menno Simons, for example, spoke
of the “Rechtveerdigmakinge.” Sebastian Franck expressed a similar idea in his talk
of rebirth, and moved toward a mediation between the Lutheran sola grata and a
partly “gruff morality.” The beliet that the righteous were without sin surfaced only
rarely, but the belief that sin had lost its power was widespread, as well as the belief
that, in the future, one should no longer concede it any power. This assumption
reflects the by then already stereotypical claim of the radicals that faith could be iden-
tified by its fruits. The manner in which the status of priests in relation to the laity
was changed in the sacrament of ordination had transformed the Christian, and dis-
tinguished him from the unbeliever, and above all from the clergy. This is the foun-
dation for the intensely new notion of the individual’s personal religiousness: a person
who is told that the divine spirit transforms him internally, and of whom it is expected
that he will contribute to it through acts of mortification, and that the transforma-
tion will be fully realized, becomes more intensively conscious of his own singular-
ity than if he is told that his sinful self will henceforth be overlooked. This played a
major role in the fact that women felt encouraged to take an active part in the Refor-
mation process — above all in the Peasants’ War and the Anabaptist movement.
They participated in anticlerical agitation, they often took up arms, they became
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preachers and missionaries, they operated subversive communication networks, they
hid and sheltered the persecuted, they supported their husbands, and they often left
them when the spiritual harmony between them was disturbed. This certainly demon-
strates a deeply rooted spiritual tendency toward egalitarianism, which also benefited
women. This was not to have a prolonged effect, however. Patriarchal structures were
stronger and swiftly shook these early moves toward the emancipation of women.
On the other hand, the emergence of radical women was notable enough that the
higher authorities indicated their concern, and sometimes even noted a particularly
feminine affinity to mystic and apocalyptically motivated subversiveness: “[the spirit
of Miintzer] always so formed in female persons that it effects more damage there
than it does in men” (Fuchs, Akten, vol. 2, p. 478). The observation of individual
religiosity is the foundation for strict morality, the following of Christ, or Christian-
ity of action, in short, for the ecthicization of faith. It is also the foundation for
Anabaptist separatism: the separation from the world, that is, from evil, and from the
opinions of all of those people who still live in sin — including even one’s own spouse.
The call to world-transformational activism is also ultimately rooted in this concep-
tion; this was observed by Miintzer and in Middle and Upper German Anabaptism,
which was influenced by Hans Hut, as well as in Melchorite Anabaptism, and above
all in the Anabaptist kingdom of Miinster. Only the person who is inwardly purified
and transformed is called to participate in the divine renewal of the world, indeed,
to make himself available as an instrument of this process of renewal: ultimately with
the sword (Miintzer, Hut), or without (Hoftfman). The renewal of the individual and
the renewal of the world were not precisely mutually implicated processes (one did
not exactly “follow” the other). The idea that the renewal of the individual com-
pletes the renewal of the world is expressed nowhere more clearly than by Miintzer
(p. 42), but this concept was ultimately the source of the pronounced consciousness
of radicals of their mission on carth. The conception of justification based on change
effected can also demonstrate a very different effect: it led, in the spiritualists and
spiritually inclined Anabaptists, to Nicodemite, that is, nonconformist, secret behav-
ior (e.g., the postponement of holy communion and baptism by Schwenckfeld and
the moderation of apocalyptic expectations in Upper German Anabaptism and around
David Joris), or even to an elitist practice of piety among spiritual comrades in com-
plete isolation — unconcerned with worldly events, thus not toward the vita activa
but toward the vita contemplativa.

Radical Reformation Concepts

When God becomes a closer presence, his omnipresence is assured. The borders
between the sacred and the profane become permeable; furthermore, the barriers fall.
God should no longer be worshipped in temples of stone but in the hearts of people.
Repentance should no longer be limited to certain church services, but should rather,
as Luther had already made clear, be conducted throughout one’s life. The judgment
of God on humankind would occur not only on the last day, but rather began with
the apocalyptic winds that were already blowing. Where the laity had already acceded
to positions of spiritual authority and responsibility, superseding the religious, such
separation of sacred times and spaces was no longer tolerated.
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The understanding of salvation

Thomas Miintzer followed the tradition of the medieval mystic, especially the suf-
fering mysticism of Johannes Tauler and the Theologin Deutsch, and shared the
concept of a process of purification that would have to involve suffering, in order to
overcome internal sins and to create space for the workings of the divine spirit in the
abyss of the soul. The soul became a place of divine presence. This demonstrates the
essentially spiritualist feature of the understanding of salvation particularly clearly.
Miintzer, although he rejected traditional work righteousness and very decisively the
mediating role of the clergy in salvation, also staunchly criticized the fact that Luther
concentrated solely on the “honey-sweet” and ignored the “bitter” Christ — who
demanded suffering — and knew no better than the traditional papists “what God is
in experience.” The stress that Miintzer put on suffering in the salvation process was
organized in a “Gospel of all creatures” by Hans Hut:

Christ must suffer in all his limbs (. . .)

Nowhere is it understood, that this gospel is preached to creatures such as cats and
dogs, cows and calves, leaf and grave, rather, as Paul said, the gospel that is preached
to you is for all creatures. (Miiller, Glanbenszengnisse, vol. 1, p. 16)

From the instruction to preach the Gospel #o all of creation (dative) (Mark 16: 15)
was erroncously derived the concept of the Gospel of all creation (genitive). All of
creation is destined to suffer, so also is man, as he can recognize suffering in every
creature.

In a similar way, the Anabaptists found the seriousness of the belief lacking in the
mainstream Reformation, the deep moral significance of the new understanding of
salvation, in short, the “improvement of behavior.” They were inspired by late
medieval pious repentance and, like Menno Simons for example, were challenged to
be reborn as “new men.” Here also it is the spiritualist impulse that forms the core
of the understanding of salvation. Beyond that, the active, conscious turning away
of people from their lives as sinners toward a life in accord with God is significant.
Miintzer formulated this caesura as the change from fear of creation to “fear of God,”
as the return from the fallen to the original “divine order.” Menno Simons, who was
most probably influenced by the Devotio moderna, saw it as the return to a life of
obedience to God, and the Swiss Anabaptists as the decision to become disciples of
Christ. Balthasar Hubmaier could even quite unguardedly write: “brothers, make
your salvation.”

It is, in all cases, a matter of the ethicization of faith. Practice becomes the visible
preservation of salvation. This tendency was also noted among the peasant revolu-
tionaries in Alsace. Franzisca Conrad opines that the soul’s salvation was, for the rev-
olutionaries, “less a gift from God than a goal that can be reached through one’s own
actions.” Human participation in the process of salvation is also unmistakably stressed
here. The pendulum can also swing the other way, as when Hans Denck takes up Ori-
genes’s heretical idea of the resurrection of all people after the last judgment and
passes it on to Melchior Hoffman. Be that as it may: these examples, which point to
a curious amalgam of Catholic and evangelical attitudes, fail to explain why divisions
and disagreements, indeed even enmities, arose in the Reformation movement.
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Beliefs regarding the sacraments: Communion and baptism

The radicals shared the mainstream Reformation critique of the sacraments. They
refuted the idea of the mass as an offertory in the name of salvation, and reduced
the septet of sacraments to communion and baptism. However, their attitudes to
both sacraments put them at odds with Luther and Zwingli from the beginning.

Karlstadt took the spiritual understanding of the reception of salvation to its logical
conclusion, and refuted every attempt to view the bread and wine as the real body
and blood of Christ after consecration in the church service (the doctrine of tran-
substantiation), or to conclude a practical presence by privileging what was happen-
ing textually (consubstantiation, Luther). Karlstadt did not impute any salvational
power to the Eucharistic celebration, in any shape or form. In the characteristic style
of Augustinian spiritualism, the Eucharist was a spiritual eating and drinking of the
body and blood of Christ, it was a symbolic celebration, the expression of mutual
love. It was also crucial to Miintzer to eliminate every remnant element of Catholic
belief from the Eucharist. The Eucharistic celebration now had only educational
value. It should prepare the congregation to receive the spirit “in the abyss of the
soul.”

A symbolic understanding of the Eucharist had also been taught by Zwingli in
Zirich. The Anabaptists followed him in this, although they placed more emphasis
on the communal character of the meal, in which the community contemplated
the death of Christ together. The Eucharist became the central element in the
Anabaptist conception of the spiritual community. In this meal the unity of the
body of Christ on earth was realized.

The Anabaptists also took part in the heated debates about the Eucharist that took
place during the early years of the Reformation, and they brought to it a multitude
of different and internally divisive arguments, from the incomprehension of simple
Anabaptists, who could not fathom the baking of the Lord God in an oven, to the
involved and complex arguments of Balthasar Hubmaier and Pilgrim Marpeck.
The spiritualists made different decisions. Schwenckfeld, for example, contended that
the Eucharist should be preserved as a service of celebration for a time, in order to
avoid unnecessary conflict. God was present neither in the elements of creation nor
in the external word, but alone in the “inner Word.” Where the Eucharist was cele-
brated, this was the visible symbol of the unity of the body of Christ “and all become
one bread and one body,” precisely the visible expression of the “fraternal love” in
this world. Hubmaier pointed to this aspect in particular, and spoke of the “public
expression of Christian love.”

The spiritualist understanding of salvation, which refutes every mediation of sal-
vation from without, also had consequences for understandings of baptism. Both
Karlstadt and Miintzer were of the opinion that baptism must stand in relation to
the internally observable salvation in a fundamental way. Therefore they made the
case that baptism should be delayed until the age of at least 6 or 7 years. The radical
followers of Zwingli eventually decided, in 1525, to accept baptism as a declaration
of faith. For all Swiss Anabaptists the baptism of faith was not only the entry into
the community, a rite of initiation, but at the same time a public act in which the
baptizee bound himself to remain a follower of Christ and declared himself willing
to become a martyr. For Hans Hut and Upper German Anabaptism, baptism was a
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symbol of the connection that joined God to humankind. It is true of all of them
that the new baptismal practice was not the particular characteristic that differenti-
ated them from the members of other churches as such, but rather an integral part
of the process of salvation and, as will presently be demonstrated, of their under-
standing of the community.

Community and community-building

Karlstadt and Miintzer, like Schwenckfeld and the early Anabaptists, wanted to renew
the church in which they lived in a radical way. However, they did not want to create
any autonomous, isolated churches. That happened to the Swiss Anabaptists only
after the defeat of the peasant revolutionaries and their exclusion by Zwingli.
Now the Anabaptists had a serious crisis on their hands, from which they felt
they could only extract themselves by uniting on the issue of a strict separation
from the world, as they did in the Fraternal Union. They retreated into their com-
munity, which was comprised only of those who, in Luther’s formulation, “seriously
wanted to be Christians” and who refused the directives of every secular authority.
They refused to take the oath of allegiance, to do military service, and to assume
positions of secular authority. They avoided secular courts in the settlement of inter-
nal disagreements. Ultimately, they avoided official church services, even when bailiffs
of the secular authority tried to persuade them otherwise. They gathered for their
own church services, read the Holy Book, interpreted it together, celebrated the
Eucharist together, comforted one another in prayer and song — all in an unformal-
ized liturgy. They helped and sheltered one another; the purity and coherence of the
community was particularly strengthened by adherence to the so-called “rule of
Christ.”

In Swiss Anabaptism, the experience of divine immediacy, which was sought every-
where, led not to an ecclesia invisibilis but to a visible church — a visibility that did
not consist in the ritual of the Catholic Church, nor in the ordinances of the Refor-
mation churches, but rather in the depth and practice of the faith of the members of
the community, who, despite their constrained situation, did not cease to strive for
the best possible church form, a prototype for the togetherness of people now and
in the kingdom that was promised to all.

Utopia: Motives and Goals of Radical Behavior —
or Making Religious Rituals Quotidian

All of the movements, gatherings, groups, or figures that one includes in the radical
Reformation were highly displeased with the condition of contemporary Christian-
ity. This is expressed particularly clearly in a resolution of the Strasbourg city council:
“That the Anabaptists, who are citizens, allow contrary words to be heard, which
have injured other citizens. Now they are saying that things must be different, that
something different must come of it” (Krebs and Rott, Quellen, vol. 8, p. 301).
Apparently the council was concerned about the activities of Anabaptists in the city
and about the unrest that might result from anti-authoritarian religiosity. Although
the council had tolerated the migration of Anabaptists and passively observed their
missionary activities, the situation could not be allowed to result in a divided popu-
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lation. Thus the radicalism of the Reformation outburst had reached its limits. Its
effects could no longer be tolerated politically, even from a secular authority that had
itself followed the path of Reformation.

Repentance and reversal, new human beings, and the Kingdom of God, were con-
ceptions that implied participation in the process of change. This applied also to the
Anabaptist gestures of refusal, above all to the refusal to swear oaths or to be con-
scripted. Each one was a symbol of protest and an indication of the hope for better
times to come.

These were the grand signs. The smaller signs were less noticeable, but of equal
effect, and they pointed to the fact that, for Anabaptists, everything had changed.
Religious services took on a different character: the mass was abolished, the vest-
ments had disappeared, golden chalices and silver monstrances were replaced by
wooden beakers, from which the ecclesiastical wine was consumed. The loaf that was
broken replaced the unleavened bread offering. The baptismal font was replaced, like
the one in Waldshut, by a large milk tub. Baptisms took place most frequently in
rivers and lakes. The community met for service in secret locations, in barns, forests,
and caves. Instead of listening to a sermon, they read from and discussed the Scrip-
tures. Thus those among the Anabaptists who took responsibility for dealing with
the Scriptures came to be called “readers” by the Hutterites, “servants of the Word.”
The sermon in the usual sense was too thoroughly a form of expression of the priest,
intellectual, or religious who had been appointed by the secular authority. Not
only did Anabaptists themselves select their “shepherds,” as they were called in
Scheltheim’s Fraternal Union (1527), but they selected them from among their own
ranks, and even granted them the position indefinitely, as well as making it impossi-
ble to separate themselves from them, or to banish them, should they become diffi-
cult. Apart from this, the relations between readers, community leaders, and
community members were not strictly ordered. It was acceptable for anybody who
was capable to read from the Scriptures and to initiate conversations about them.
Numerous Anabaptists roamed the land as emissaries, as the apostles once moved
from place to place, and spread their insights among the people — they also visited
their own kind, to comfort and encourage them. They were integrated into estab-
lished groups or communities, and enlivened the missionary strength that emanated
from this radical religiosity. Faith was a universal topic of conversation: in farmer’s
cottages, in the inns, at the kitchen hearth, in prisons. The quotidian not only became
the sphere in which faith was perpetuated, it also provided the forms in which faith
was expressed and took shape. The religious service, once a formalized ritualistic
affair, was now reclaimed by the quotidian — and, during the Reformation, nowhere
as consequentially as among Anabaptists. The seriousness of the intention to change
everything became very tangibly evident. The belief that everything must change is
not an incidental demand of radical followers of the Reformation, but rather — even
if not always systematically developed — its essential concept or program.

Resistance against Secular Authority, and Martyrdom

It has now become abundantly clear that the radicals were not primarily interested
in the abolition of the clerical hierarchy, but rather in the change of the hierarchical
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society as a whole, in many cases even its abolition. In spiritualistic or mystically
inclined groups, who strove for the internalization of their religiosity and to some
extent settled into an unnoticeable quietism, this aggressive intention to change
society was less apparent or barely visible. Where spiritualistic-mystic tendencies were
combined with apocalyptic imperatives to act, the aforementioned aggressiveness was
manifested in spectacular ways. Interestingly, the pattern of anticlerical accusation and
confrontation was carried over into relations with the secular power elites, who were
considered culpable for the desolate condition of society, i.c., of Christianity as a
whole. Thus critique of the clergy was transferred to critique of secular authorities.
The example of Thomas Miintzer illustrates the fact that the princes were not criti-
cized for conducting their secular business badly; they were attacked because they
were not prepared to protect the God-fearing or the chosen, and to destroy the
godless, i.c., the enemies of Christianity; and because they did not take care that their
subjects, freed from the need to worry about the basic necessities for survival, were
in a position to develop faith and to live in pure fear of God. The authorities who,
in this respect, stood guilty before their subjects had themselves destroyed the legit-
imacy of their rule, and were themselves to blame, if the exercise of power once again
fell to the common people. Thus Miintzer could court the Ernestine prince of Saxony,
at the same time that he contested Knight Georg von Witzleben to hold any posi-
tions of secular authority. In terms of his attitude to secular authorities, Melchior
Hoffman took a similar position; he had played a decisive leadership role in apoca-
lyptic battles for the purification of Christianity in imperial cities like Strasbourg. Even
in the moderate Anabaptism of Menno Simons, who had rooted out the principle of
the overthrow of secular power espoused by the Anabaptists in Miinster, and from
the militant-apocalyptic Anabaptists in the Netherlands, there continued to exist a
differentiated dislike of secular authorities. Balthasar Hubmaier lived in very dif-
ferent conditions, at first in Waldshut on Lake Constance and then in Moravian
Nikolsburg, and he took it for granted that, as an Anabaptist, he should cooperate
with the secular authorities, although not with the ruling house of the Habsburgs,
but rather with subordinate authorities. The Swiss Anabaptists saw things differently
after 1527. They had separated themselves from the militant revolutionaries during
the Peasants’ War, and had distanced themselves slightly also from their own roots
in the peasant uprising, and had begun to see in secular authority an “order outside
of the completeness of God.” They followed their own pacifistic route and refused
to take up secular offices of authority, as well as military or defense duties. They
refused to take any oath of loyalty to the authority and made it their policy to deal
with internal disagreements among themselves rather than in court. Thus the atti-
tude of Anabaptists to secular authorities varied very widely. The spiritualists, like
Schwenckfeld, had developed a trenchant position vis-a-vis secular authorities. In his
early years as a reformer, he was one of those members of the nobility who had taken
it upon themselves to introduce the Reformation in their own jurisdiction. Although
Schwenckfeld was later obliged to give way to certain authorities (in Strasbourg and
Ulm) which took offense at his nonconformist piety, on the other hand he did not
seek out any conflict with the authorities and was even capable of making the nec-
essary diplomatic compromises as the occasion demanded, as he in turn —as a member
of the nobility — was treated with a certain diffidence. Sebastian Franck acted very
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differently. He was set on a collision course with the authorities, and was, for example,
put in the stocks by the city council of Strasbourg after he attacked the emperor in
his Geschichtsbibel. The authorities presented no fundamental problem to the
Antitrinitarians and the Socinians. Their theological nonconformity did not pertain
to secular authorities; although certainly many Antitrinitarians suffered persecution
under secular authorities.

Radical protest and criticism in the spirit of utopianism were more than the
spiritual and secular power elites were willing to tolerate. Accusations of heresy,
blasphemy, and rebellion inevitably led, within the realm of the relevant authority,
to persecution and strict punishment, in the worst case even to death by fire, water,
strangulation, or the sword.

In the second Reichstay of Speyer in 1529 the Catholic and evangelical nobility
agreed on the so called anti-Anabaptist mandate, which, although it intended the
accused to be dealt with by a complex series of legal procedures, did condemn to
death those who held fast to their baptism of faith — rebaptism in the eyes of its
enemies. This mandate was basically an adaptation of a law from the sixth-century
Codex Iustitianens. It was followed fairly strictly in Catholic regions; in reformed
regions it was applied less stringently: milder in Hessen, more strongly in Electoral
Saxony and in parts of the Palatinate. The grounds for punishment were also revised
in the Protestant regions — not heresy, but blasphemy and treason were cited. In this
context, the practice of believers’ baptism was forbidden by being declared a public
offense. Persecution affected the Anabaptists above any other group, even before the
anti-Anabaptist mandate was enacted. Felix Mantz was drowned in 1526; Michael
Sattler was burned alive after a torturous trial in Rottenburg in 1527. Balthasar
Hubmaier fell into the hands of the Habsburg authorities and was burned in Vienna
in 1528; shortly afterwards his wife was drowned in the Danube. The Anabaptist
apostles Leonard Schiemer and Hans Schaffer, who had been active in the Tirol, were
also burned at the stake: both were former Roman Catholic clergy. Many women
were also condemned to death. Reports about the martyrdom of many male and
female Anabaptists were gathered in the so-called Mirror of the Martyrs of Tilman
van Braght of 1660.

Spiritualists and independents like Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt, Sebastian
Franck, or Gerhard Westerburg were sometimes banished, but they were able to
escape the worst forms of punishment. Ludwig Hitzer, on the other hand, did not
manage to let the bitter chalice pass him by. The most famous Antitrinitarian martyr
was Michael Servetus, whose origins were in the lower Spanish nobility; he was
burned in reformed Geneva in 1553, on the run from the Spanish Inquisition. It was
above all his Antitrinitarian opinions that caused offense, but he was executed as an
Anabaptist.

The consequence of radical piety was martyrdom. The circle around Konrad
Grebel had already pointed to this in its famous letter to Thomas Mintzer of Sep-
tember 1524. The suffering was predicted and was understood as an integral part of
the life of the faithful, not only among Swiss Anabaptists but also in a different way
as a process that adumbrated the reception of salvation, in the Cross mysticism of
Thomas Miintzer and Hans Denks, which survived among Upper German
Anabaptists and in the circles of Pilgrim Marpeck. In this last context it led to a
theologically reckless statement:
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Fear, need, poverty, pain, hostility, persecution, imprisonment, weeping and misery:
indeed suffering and the Cross itself is the path to blessedness, who does not want to
follow it, he will not be blessed, no excuse will help. (Aus dem Kunstbuch, cited in
Baumann, Gewaltlosighkeit, p. 184)

Talk of the suffering that leads to true tranquility arose above all among the
Hutterites, but also in Schwenckfeld and Franck. Franck’s statement on the subject
is particularly poignant: “History is the suffering of people, that actually constitutes
all theology” (Dejung, Wahrbeit, p. 268).

Songs about martyrs, which came out of various regions of persecution, from
Switzerland, Moravia, and the Netherlands, and which were sung at the gatherings
of the persecuted, became widely known. These songs told of the suffering and death
of countless brothers and sisters, of their steadfastness and the triumph of faith over
the faithless world. They condemned the persecutors, judges, and executioners, but
above all they condemned the popes: “How can you so claim / to teach others when
you yourselves are dead blind / and disposed towards evil” (Lieseberg, Martyrerlied,
p- 218). Thus these songs became a means of communication that, even as the inten-
sity of persecution receded, served to portray the piety of radicals in a positive light
and to strengthen their internal coherence. The utopianism that was the kernel also
of these songs of martyrdom was no flight from a bad and threatening world. They
were the spark in the darkness of suffering, fear, and trembling, as Ernst Bloch once
wrote about Thomas Miintzer, a spark that ignited the “zogernde Reich [hesitant
kingdom]” (Bloch, Miinzer, p. 67).

Constant Religious Flux

What has been described as the radical religiosity of the Reformation was, in reality,
not as singular and coherent as it might appear here. Radicalism occurs spontaneously
and develops a dynamic that destroys traditional orders and moves beyond the limits
of spiritual and political agreement and balance. Radical religiosity is of an experi-
mental and diffuse character, thus it can hardly be given a singular definition. The
camp of the radicals was anything but an internally coherent unity as Williams con-
tended; it offered, rather, a heterogeneous vision, not out of a lack of ability to arti-
culate itself but as a matter of principle. This principle was the utopian intention. It
could be of a stronger or weaker nature, but is characterized by the will to change
not this and that, but everything. This will could express itself in a stubborn indi-
vidualism — it could also be bound together with the communalism of “the
common man” and be at work in the early “communal Reformation” (Blickle), it
could be a driving force in revolutionary or even terrorist activities, as for example
in the Anabaptist kingdom in Miinster, the attack on the city hall of Amsterdam by
nudist Anabaptists and prophets of doom in 1535, or the marauding gangs of Jan
van Batenburg. It could be discharged as the revolutionary potential of apocalyptic
images of fear and hope, which were derived from the Holy Scriptures and late
medieval conceptualizations, in Miintzer both in the same breath. Only when the
utopian intention is defined so broadly can it express the fundamental motif of the
religiosity that was active in the radical Reformation. Radical religiosity and piety were
characterized by the intensity of their existential concern, by stubborn individuality
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and practical engagement, which, in many cases, implied the readiness to bear the
consequences of alternative attitudes and behaviors even to the point of martyrdom:
a religiosity that was often sustained over long periods of time, because all Re-
formation movements were once, at their conception, radical, above all those that
eventually became large confessional churches with confessions of faith, church
ordinances, and affiliations with authority. They had to break with tradition, con-
vention, and the law in order to realize religious change. Radical religiosity was con-
stant religious flux.
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S1x

The Reformation in German-
Speaking Switzerland

KASPAR VON GREYERZ

In 1500 the population of Switzerland (in its modern boundaries) amounted to
slightly fewer than 800,000 and by 1600 to more than 1 million inhabitants. These
figures are based on estimates. The population density was lowest in the Alpine zone.
In the remainder of the country perhaps as many as 15 percent lived in towns.
However, the significance of urbanization for early modern Switzerland should not
be overestimated, for we are looking at cities of a comparatively small size. The most
sizable among them in the sixteenth century were Basel (9,000-10,000 inhabitants)
and Geneva (approx. 10,000), which in the heyday of Huguenot immigration around
1560 even reached as high a figure as 17,000. Bern had about 5,000 inhabitants, St.
Gall 4,500 to 5,500, and Ziirich’s population ranged between 5,000 and 8,000
persons. The population estimates for sixteenth-century Solothurn, Fribourg, and
Lucerne range between 2,000 and 4,500 inhabitants. Nonetheless, the significance
of this urban network should not be overlooked.

Not surprisingly, the first impulse for the spread of the Reformation in the Swiss
Confederation originated in the cities. Ziirich took the lead, followed by Bern and,
later, Basel and Schafthausen. The role of these towns as territorial lords facilitated
the propagation of the Reformation message in the countryside, as well as, chiefly
due to Bern’s “western design,” its spilling over into the French-speaking part of
Switzerland. In all three cities a coalition movement of artisans, evangelically minded
priests, and individual councilors ensured its ultimate success, even when it was
against the will of the acting urban regime, as in Bern and Basel. However, the Refor-
mation message did not prove contagious in all cities of the Confederation. It ulti-
mately failed in Lucerne, Fribourg, and Solothurn (Zind, Gescheiterte Stadt- und
Landreformationen).

The role of the countryside was far from uniform. While there are clear signs that
villages surrounding Ziirich adhered to the Reformation at an early stage, and while
sources from other areas, notably in eastern Switzerland, point to similar rural devel-
opments, part of the Bernese peasantry was more reluctant to support ecclesiastical
innovation wholeheartedly (Gordon, “Toleration,” p. 137).
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Zirich took the lead in the Swiss Reformation. Unwittingly, the city’s role as
trendsetter contributed at a relatively early date to a rallying of the forces of resis-
tance against reform. This was notably the case in central Switzerland, where by 1524
the cantons of Lucerne, Uri, Schwyz, Unterwalden, and Zug, largely in opposition
to Ziirich’s ecclesiastical policy, began to form the nucleus of the Catholic part of
the Confederation. Within just a few years, this group was joined by Fribourg and
Solothurn. In 1528 Ziirich and the evangelical party within the Confederation gained
the support of Bern, which was crucial in the further spread of the movement in
Switzerland. In 1529 and especially in 1531, the confrontation between the two
parties led to agreements, which created a stalemate stifling the further advancement
of the Reformation and cementing the confessional factions and fronts for genera-
tions to come. The most important underlying principle of these agreements was that
of confessional parity.

Major confessional conflict was thus averted in the interest of the political survival
of the Confederation, a basic consensus that was to govern the individual policies of
its members for generations to come. It was reconfirmed in the Villmergen treaties
of 1656 and 1712, which ended renewed outbreaks of confessional war, and was main-
tained down to the creation of the modern Swiss federal state in 1848. The delicate
balance between confessional and constitutional concerns that governed the policies
of the 13 members of the Confederation from 1531 onwards is tellingly revealed in
a statement addressed to the Reformed cantons by the Catholic members of the Con-
federation in 1585. In that statement, the initial emphasis on necessary unity in terms
of religious belief'is followed by the admission that “there is nobody we would rather
share our house with than you” (Dommann, “Der barocke Staat,” p. 40).

By about 1520, the turmoil of the Reformation reached Switzerland just as the
late medieval process of territorial consolidation finally came to a halt. The last full
members to join the complicated network of treaties that formed the backbone of
the late mediaeval and early modern Confederation were Basel and Schaffhausen
in 1501, and Appenzell in 1513. From then onwards there were 13 full members:
Uri, Schwyz, Unterwalden (Obwalden/Nidwalden), Luzern, Ziirich, Bern, Fribourg,
Solothurn, Basel, Schafthausen, and Appenzell (two half-cantons from 1596) — in the
chronological order of their accession. The city cantons fully matched the rural
members in terms of territorial expansion.

A second layer of the network of treaties in question comprised the so-called Asso-
ciate Members (Zugewandte Orte), among them St. Gall, Miilhausen in the Upper
Alsace, Biel and Rottweil in the Black Forest, as well as the county of Neuchatel and
the Benedictine abbey of St. Gall. In the course of the sixteenth century, Geneva and
the bishop of Basel also joined their ranks, although, for largely confessional reasons,
they were associated only with individual members of the Confederation. The Valais
and the Grisons formed states of their own, which were, however, closely intercon-
nected with the Confederation.

Associate members did not enjoy the same rights as the 13 full members of the
Confederation. Generally, they took no part in the government and administration
of the shared lordships ( Gemeine Herrschaften), which were subject to the control of
some or several of the full members. Mandated territories is an older, less precise con-
notation for this form of dominion. The area of Baden and its hinterland (the Freie
Amter), the Thurgau, the Rhine valley bordering on Appenzell and the Toggenburg
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region, as well as the area of Sargans, were shared lordships, and so were the several
bailiwicks that made up the Ticino in the south (Head, “Shared Lordship”). An addi-
tional cluster of such territories was administered jointly by Bern and Fribourg in the
west. The collectively governed shared lordships were to become the particular
“zones of confessional irritation” (Stadler, “Eidgenossenschaft,” p. 91). The agree-
ments reached by the two confessional parties in 1529 and 1531 and their underly-
ing principle of parity not only put a stop to the further spread of the Reformation,
they also inhibited a possible further growth of the Confederation by way of addi-
tional association, which would have upset the prevailing confessional balance. It was
only at the periphery of the Confederation that the advance of the Reformation did
not come to a halt in 1531. This applies, of course, to French-speaking Switzerland,
where the major successes of the Reformation were linked to Bern’s occupation of
the Pays de Vaud in 1536. In the remote Alpine world of the Valais, as well as in the
bishopric of Basel, notably at Porrentruy, it made inroads into the educated section
of the population, notably during the 1550s and 1560s, but failed to generate a
broader movement. The ensuing decades witnessed the increasing hold of the
Counter-Reformation on the hitherto Catholic regions of Switzerland, made evident
by the establishment of Jesuit schools in Lucerne, Fribourg, and Porrentruy between
1574 and 1591. At the same time, the Capuchins founded monasteries at Altdorf,
Stans, and Lucerne (1581-9). Although Catholic reform was noticeably slow in
gaining a hold on the Valais, where its decisive progress had to wait until the fol-
lowing century, the “Indian summer” of the Protestant Reformation nonetheless
remained a relatively short-lived episode, albeit with a vengeance at the level of con-
stitutional politics, as we shall sece below. Matters were different in the Grisons
(Graubiinden) owing to the thoroughgoing communalization of the Reformation of
the 1520s, to which we have already referred. To this, too, we shall return in the fol-
lowing section.

The Course of the Reformation in German-Speaking Switzerland

In the cities, the century preceding the Reformation was marked by mounting secular
pressure exerted on monastic and ecclesiastical privilege. The aim of this urban policy
was the gradual integration of the church within the civic community. Similarly, the
Swiss cantons managed to expand their control over the church in rural areas “to a
considerable and probably even exceptional extent” (Peyer, Verfassungsgeschichte,
p. 64). This undoubtedly was an important precondition of the Reformation.

The Swiss Reformation began in Ziirich. Its earliest public advocate of some
stature was Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531), who had been a common priest at the
city’s Grossmiinster church since December 1518. The simultancous discovery of St.
Augustine’s theology, knowledge about Martin Luther’s quest for reform, and expe-
rience of the plague of 1519, turned him into a reformer eager to combine ecclesi-
astical reform with social reform, as became apparent, for example, in his fierce
opposition to the mercenary system so dear to many Swiss contemporaries. To the
common people, especially those from the Alpine regions, the mercenary system was
often an indispensable source of income, for the ruling class — chiefly of central
Switzerland — one of considerable wealth, as Thomas More amongst other contem-
poraries knew well, when he castigated the venality of the Swiss in his Utopia of 1516.
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The leading Ziirich reformer differed from Luther in the way he linked inner and
outer reform. The two churchmen were reared in differing theological traditions, the
Wittenberg reformer in the via media (nominalism), Zwingli, like most other Upper
German and Swiss reformers, in the via antiqua (realism). It is not surprising, there-
fore, that they should also differ in their theology of the Eucharist, a difference that
was to become the symbol for all points of doctrinal contention separating Protes-
tants of the Reformed (Zwinglian and, later, Calvinist) persuasion from those of
Lutheran faith. While Luther insisted on Christ’s physical presence in the Eucharist,
Zwingli, in the wake of Cornelis Hoen, as well as Erasmus, interpreted the Lord’s
Supper as a communal remembrance of Christ’s suffering.

Zwingli’s marked advocacy of ecclesiastical and social reform soon won him not
only a following in Ziirich but also a number of influential opponents among the
local clergy as well as amidst the city’s councilors. In order to overcome this oppo-
sition, he appealed to the city council and was granted a disputation, which took
place on January 29, 1523 under the auspices of the secular authorities. It brought
Zwingli a decisive victory over his opponents and ensured the continuation of reform.
At Easter 1525, this ended with the official introduction of the Reformation sym-
bolized by the abolition of the mass and the official removal of images. Additional
reforms of those years encompassed, inter alin, the abolition of pilgrimages and of
saints’ days, the reform of communal poor relief, as well as the city’s refusal to renew
a treaty with the king of France covering mercenary service. The first Ziirich dispu-
tation of January 29, 1523 has rightly been claimed to have been a decisive event in
the Protestant Reformation in that it laid the ground for the further creation of
Reformed communal churches in Switzerland as well as abroad.

From 1523 the Reformation in Ziirich was accompanied by considerable sociore-
ligious turmoil in and outside the city, which erupted in acts of popular iconoclasm
and, in 1524, merged with the beginnings of the Peasants’ War. Together with a
series of disputations held between September 1523 and June 1524, it led city author-
ities to order the removal of all images from the churches under their control. In
accordance with Zwingli’s stern opposition against all forms of what he considered
idolatry, this ultimately brought about the destruction of all organs in 1527.

However, these measures did not suffice to temper the impatience of some of the
more zealous sections of the rural population, who expected a combination of a thor-
ough reform of the church and social reforms, such as the abolition of the tithe. The
most radical among them joined the Anabaptists.

The polarization between the confessional parties dividing the Confederation
increased considerably after the powerful city of Bern adhered to the Reformation in
the spring of 1528, especially since Bern, Biel, Ziirich, Constance, and Strasbourg
concluded the Christliches Burgrecht, a mutual defense treaty. By 1529, a confes-
sional war between the evangelical party, especially Ziirich and Bern, and the Catholic
cantons of central Switzerland became inevitable, not least in view of the increasing
confessional conflict in the government of shared lordships, such as the Freie Amter
and the Thurgau, which were ruled jointly by Reformed and Catholic members of
the Confederation. The first confrontation ended peacefully, however, as bloodshed
was avoided at the last minute. The first Peace of Kappel of 1529, as we have seen,
made the principle of confessional parity a basis for future reconciliation. So, too, did
the second treaty of Kappel of 1531. This second treaty was far from beneficial to
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the growth of Swiss Protestantism. In fact, it was to stifle its further advance within
the Confederation. It sealed the defeat of Protestantism at the hands of its Catholic
opponents in two battles of October 1531, in the first of which Huldrych Zwingli
and a considerable number of Ziirich’s political leaders perished.

The treaty of 1531 governed confessional matters within the Confederation until
the mid-seventeenth century. It led to the dissolution of the Christliches Burgrecht
as well as to the reinstatement of the abbot of St. Gall, who had been deprived of
most of his possessions by the Reformation movement. It had a particularly perni-
cious effect on the hold of Protestantism in the shared lordships. It entailed a return
to Catholicism in the Freie Amter, in Gaster and Uznach, and notably in the towns
of Rapperswil, Bremgarten, and Mellingen, as well as a partial reversion to the old
faith in the Rheintal, and it curtailed any further progress of the Reformation in these
jointly governed regions. For a while, the outcome of the battles of 1531 led to a
serious crisis of Ziirich’s rule, especially in the territories subject to the city’s control.

In Bern, the autonomy of the city authorities in ecclesiastical matters was far
advanced on the eve of the Reformation. It is not surprising, therefore, that when a
small but influential Reformation movement began to take shape in 1522, which
occasioned the first open conflicts regarding the interpretation of the church’s tradi-
tion, the city councilors evaded the bishop’s jurisdiction and took matters into their
own hands. They held a disputation between the Reforming priest Georg Brunner
and his adversaries and decided that Brunner was to continue to preach since he did
so according to the Scriptures. Ernst Walder has pointed out that this argument was
completely in line with the council’s late medieval ecclesiastical policy, that the council
used the appeal to the authority of the Bible above all as a political justification for
not involving the bishop. Did considerations of a religious nature play only a sec-
ondary role? It is difficult to gauge Walder’s thesis on the basis of the available evi-
dence. But it should be added that it is useful in pointing to the important aspects
of continuity in line with other recent research on the political, cultural, and social
aspects of the Reformation (Walder, “Reformation und moderner Staat,” p. 502).
On the other hand, it must be said that anticlericalism alone, although it may have
marked urban ecclesiastical policy on the eve of the Reformation in more than one
place, cannot have been the decisive factor that eventually tipped the local scales in
favor of adopting the Reformation. Whatever their basic inclinations, the Bernese
authorities stuck to their temporizing insistence on Scriptural preaching throughout
the next five years. They did so in the face of a growing Reformation movement in
town whose leading spokesmen were the painter, writer, and politician Nikolaus
Manuel (1484-1530) and the preacher and reformer Berchtold Haller (1492-1536).

Ultimately it was pressure from the city’s artisans which overcame the opposition
of some influential councilors and prompted an official decision in favor of holding
a disputation in the spring of 1527. This took place in January 1528 and led to the
official introduction of the Reformation both within the city and within its extended
territory. A consultation of the rural population (Amterbefragung) was held on Feb-
ruary 23, 1528 in the Bernese countryside, yielding a handsome majority in favor of
the Reformation. In spite of this, the abolition of the old order for a while met with
some fierce peasant resistance in the Bernese Oberland.

Next to the Reformation in Ziirich, the movement’s success in the powerful re-
public of Bern had the most decisive effect on the history of the Reformation in
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Switzerland. Schafthausen, where a Reformation movement formed around integra-
tion figures such as the physician Johannes Adelphi and the reformer Sebastian
Hofmeister (1476-1533), is a good case in point. After the Peasant Revolt of
1524 /25, which caused considerable unrest in this city, Schatthausen did not follow
Ziirich’s example. Instead, the council banned Sebastian Hofmeister, and there was
a kind of stalemate until the orderly Reformation in Bern cleansed religious reform
from the opprobrium of causing social unrest. On September 29, 1529 the Great
and Small Council together finally opted in favor of abolishing Catholic worship in
the presence of a delegation composed of emissaries from Ziirich, Bern, Basel, St.
Gall, and Miilhausen. A week later, it joined the Christliches Burgrecht.

In St. Gall, where the new order was introduced in the spring of 1527, the pro-
gress of the Reformation movement, headed by the learned Joachim Vadianus
(1484-1551) and by Johannes Kessler (1502,/03-1574), was accompanied by
uncontrolled acts of iconoclasm, much as in contemporary Basel, following the
council’s decision on February 23, 1529 to secularize the church of the abbey. The
council soon came to regret this rash decision taken against the recommendations
received from Ziirich. In 1532, in the wake of the Protestants’ defeat at Kappel, the
city authorities had to restore the abbot’s secularized possessions at great cost, and
the uniformly Protestant community henceforth had to tolerate the continued pres-
ence of the ancient Benedictine monastery in town.

The residence of the prince-bishop in former times, Basel managed in 1521 to cut
the last constitutional ties linking its council elections to the participation of the
bishop. In the same year, it acceded to the alliance with France along with other
members of the Confederation — with the exception of Ziirich. After a group of priests
began to adhere to the Reformation, the council interfered for the first time in 1523
by silencing a vociferous group of conservatives at the university and by appointing
the reformers Conrad Pellicanus (1478-1556) and Johannes Oecolampadius
(1482-1531) as professors of theology. While the former soon moved on to Ziirich,
where he became a noted teacher of Hebrew, the latter was to become Basel’s main
reformer.

Following the example of Ziirich, the Basel council in 1523 issued a mandate
enjoining Scriptural preaching, soon to be imitated in Bern and Strasbourg. However,
this marked a halfway position, and the authorities were in fact reluctant to take more
decisive steps in favor of reform thereafter. The mandate of 1523, repeated and
extended in the autumn of 1527 and at the end of February 1528, has been inter-
preted in the past as an expression of a policy of toleration. It is much more likely,
however, that it was a sign of indecision in the face of deep divisions, which para-
lyzed the authorities as to whether or not age-old traditions were to be rejected
(Guggisberg, “Tolerance,” p. 147).

In 1525, when the peasantry of the Sundgau in the north end of Basel’s own ter-
ritory was in upheaval, an open socioreligious revolt in town by the unruly vintners,
gardeners, and weavers in support of the peasants’ rebellion could not be averted.
After the turmoil subsided, even a temporary backlash occurred when influential
councilors encouraged clerical defenders of Catholicism in their endeavors. But
there was a clear change of heart in 1526, when the Catholic cantons of central
Switzerland failed to participate in Basel’s renewal of'its treaty with the Confederation.
This experience decisively strengthened the friends of reform. However, the final
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breakthrough of the Reformation, more and more impatiently awaited by the city’s
artisans, was slow in coming. It took increasing open unrest within the community,
acts of spontaneous iconoclasm, and, finally, an open revolt against the oligarchic rule
of the council on February 8 and 9, 1529, which forced the latter to exclude 12 con-
servative members, before the Reformation could triumph.

In the rural cantons of Appenzell and Glarus and in the Grisons of eastern
Switzerland, the principle of communal decision played an important role. In Glarus
matters remained in a delicate balance down to the spring of 1528, when individual
cases of iconoclasm led to the convocation of a series of Landsgemeinden (regional
mectings of all full citizens), in which a solution to the confessional problem was
sought. It became clear that the evangelical party constituted a majority, but, at the
same time, the deep divisions within the community on account of the Reformation
became apparent. At the Landggemeinde of May 2, 1529, a guarantee for domestic
peace in confessional matters was ultimately found in the principle that each indi-
vidual community should have the right to decide for or against the Reformation.
Implicitly, this amounted to an official recognition of the Reformation, which sur-
vived the difficult years after 1531, even though it had not managed entirely to
replace Catholicism. A similar decision was taken by the Landsgemeinde of Appenzell
as early as April 1525. Here, too, the effect of the second Peace of Kappel of 1531
was to stop the further advance of Protestantism.

In the Grisons (Graubiinden) a great many communities followed the example of
the town of Chur, where the Reformation managed to establish itself in 1527. Chur
was also the seat of a bishop who was the major feudal lord of the surrounding valleys.
The spread of the Reformation combined in a major part of the Grisons with oppo-
sition against the secular power of the bishop and peasant resistance against the
latter’s feudal privileges, as demonstrated by the Ilanz Articles of 1524 and 1526.
These document not only the secularization but also the communalization of epis-
copal rights, such as those of territorial rule, hunting and fishing, as well as appoint-
ing pastors, which the combined peasants” and Reformation movements successfully
put into effect. Communalism was so strongly rooted here as a way of life that con-
fessional coexistence within the same villages presented few problems before new con-
fessional identities began to destroy this tradition of de facto toleration from the
1580s onwards (Head, “Catholics and Protestants”).

Whereas confessionalization, Catholic as well as Reformed, proceeded in
Graubiinden without the assistance of a central state power, a small but influential
Reformed community survived in the Valais into the early years of the seventeenth
century without a proper church and despite mounting political pressure aiming at
its suppression coming from all sides. It consisted largely of two groups of socially
well-situated adherents based in the episcopal city of Sion and in the town of Leuk.
Its suppression went hand in hand with an unprecedented assertion of republican
rights by the estates representing the seven districts (Sieben Zenden) of the Upper
Valais against the bishop’s efforts to reclaim long-lost predominance as secular lord
of the Valais. This reached its apogee in 1613 when the estates required the new
bishop, as a condition of his election by the cathedral chapter of Sion, to agree to
the principle that “the countrypeople of the Valais . . . are a free people [and have] a
free democratic government” (Schnyder, Reformation und Demokratie p. 301).
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If we turn very briefly to French-speaking Switzerland, it is only to highlight the
fact that Bern’s “western design” (i.c., mainly the city’s politics vis-a-vis the duchy of
Savoy) had important repercussions in this part of the country, which, short of the
lower Valais and some smaller shared lordships, embraced the Reformation almost in
its entirety from the 1530s onwards. In the county of Neuchatel and the adjoining
domain of Valangin (which together form the modern canton of Neuchitel), the inde-
fatigable preaching of Guillaume Farel (1489-1565) helped prepare the ground,
so that a meeting of Neuchitel’s burghers on November 4, 1530 officially voted for
the abolition of Catholic worship, albeit by a fairly narrow margin. In neighboring
Valangin, the territorial lords saw themselves forced to introduce the Reformation
when Bern conquered the Pays de Vaud and took it from the hands of the duke of
Savoy in 1536. In Lausanne and the Vaud, milords of Bern lost no time in decreeing
the abolition of Catholicism by mandates issued in October and December 1536 and
in establishing an initially small group of Reformed preachers. Likewise they soon
reformed the schools, founded the Academy of Lausanne, and reorganized poor relief.

It was thus only at the periphery of the Swiss Confederation, in the Grisons, in
the Valais, and in the French-speaking western part of modern Switzerland, that
Protestantism continued to expand after the pivotal year 1531. Considering the fact
that the process of confessionalization slowly got under way in central Europe from
the late 1520s onwards, it should be added that it was Reformed (rather than
Lutheran) Protestantism that consolidated or established itself in Switzerland in those
years. Confessional politics around the Augsburg diet of 1530 made it clear that the
still very permeable northern border of Switzerland was to a large extent going to
become a confessional frontier between the Reformed areas south of the border and
the Lutheran ones to the north, especially after the introduction of the Reformation
in the duchy of Wiirttemberg in 1536 (see Brady, “Jacob Sturm”).

On the Swiss side of this confessional borderline, the role of the exception to the
rule fell to Basel. Between the 1550s and the 1580s its clerical leaders, notably the
first minister (Antistes) Simon Sulzer (1508-85), pursued a Lutheranizing church
policy, which was condoned by the political and social leadership of the city until
changing political conditions forced the city’s church to adhere more closely to the
Reformed camp within the Confederation (Guggisberg, Basel in the Sixteenth
Century, pp. 45-8). It was symptomatic of the change under way that that great stal-
wart of Zwinglianism, Thomas Erastus (1524-83), should spend the last months of
his life in Basel.

At the prince-elector’s court in Heidelberg, following the former’s conversion
to the Reformed faith, Erastus was an important model for the Ziirich churchman
Heinrich Bullinger (1504-75), who became leader of the Ziirich ministers following
Zwingli’s death in 1531 and took a keen interest in developments at Heidelberg. In
the struggle for influence among Calvinists and Zwinglians at the Heidelberg court
during the 1560s and early 1570s, when it came to give the territorial church a more
clearly defined structure, Erastus was the personification of the Zwinglian principles
of unity between state and church — hence the modern notion of “Erastianism.” In
the end, he nonetheless lost out to the Genevan interest.

Heinrich Bullinger has been neglected by historiography to date, but he played
an important part not only in the post-1531 consolidation of Protestantism in
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German-speaking Switzerland but also, through his most extensive network of cor-
respondents all over Europe, in the formation of Reformed Protestantism outside
Switzerland, as the Palatine case well illustrates. In 1566, Palatine theologians and
politicians in turn urged him to draft the “Confessio Helvetica Posterior,” the
first truly national confession of faith of Swiss Protestantism, joined by all local
churches from Glarus to Geneva with the exception (for the reasons discussed above)
of Basel.

The Impact of the Reformation on Social and Church Discipline

The Upper German Reformation (and that includes the Reformation in German-
speaking Switzerland) differed from the Lutheran Reformation elsewhere in the Holy
Roman Empire in the greater importance it attributed to the “sanctification” of the
individual member of a church and of the parish community as a whole (Moeller,
“Die Kirche”). The particular emphasis on church discipline (Kirchenzucht) and
moral control (Sittenzucht), which characterized the Swiss Reformation from the
outset, was adopted by the Reformation in French-speaking Switzerland and espe-
cially by that of Geneva. It was an area in which the interest of church and secular
authorities coincided, although there were recurrent tensions regarding the auto-
nomy of the church in this field between the carly 1530s and the 1550s, notably in
Basel, and later in Geneva, Bern, and the Vaud, and at mid-century again in Geneva.
Despite such tensions, Swiss ministers everywhere became the mouthpiece of the
secular government’s drive for the reform of manners; countless were the mandates
in question which the pastors regularly had to read from their pulpits. Although many
men of the church would have liked to act independently in these matters, nowhere
in Switzerland, not even in Geneva, did they manage to wrest control over and
initiative for this reform of manners from the secular government. Zwingli firmly
believed in the role of the Christian magistrate in this respect, whereas other
reformers, such as Oeccolampadius, wished to establish the right of ministers to
excommunicate unruly members of the church but failed to get what they were
striving for (Kohler, Ziircher Ebegericht, vol. 1, pp. 285-92).

There are three areas in which the new emphasis on communal discipline was par-
ticularly visible: poor relief, schooling, and the institutionalized control of public
morality.

The reform of public welfare policy brought about the organization of commu-
nal support for the well-deserving, indigenous poor, who, following the drying up
of traditional Catholic almsgiving on account of the Reformation, could no longer
rely on spontaneous individual donations. Unlike traditional almsgiving, the new
system categorically excluded the vagrant and, especially, the able-bodied beggar. In
Zirich, from January 1525, it rested on the Mushafen, as well as the common chest,
to provide daily food for the poor.

As far as education is concerned, the Reformation in the cities gave a new impetus
to the reform of schooling. On occasion this brought about changes even before the
final act of introducing the Reformation. In Schafthausen, for example, the Latin
school was reorganized two years before the introduction of the Reformation in
1527. In 1532, the city council also created a new German school for primary edu-
cation. This was even more than was done by the government of Ziirich, where
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reforms were restricted to a reorganization and strict supervision of the two Latin
schools and the creation of a theological Hochschule. Ziirich’s German schools of
that period, however, were privately run institutions. Owing to space limitations, the
fact that from the 1530s onward catechism played a crucial role in primary educa-
tion can be mentioned only in passing.

The most singular creation of the Swiss Reformation was the particular form of
matrimonial court it engendered. This first materialized in Ziirich in May 1525 and
was subsequently imitated by all major Swiss cities, including Geneva. It was this
institution in particular that allowed the Reformed alliance of church and state to
establish a control of people’s moral conduct, which on occasion did not stop short
of invading domestic privacy. It also encouraged the spying out of less devout
members of the community, as becomes apparent in the matrimonial court ordinance
of Basel from 1533, which promised half of the five pound fine for a conviction for
adultery to the city guard, who, through his spying, had brought the suspect person
to court (Burckhardt, Tagebuch des Johannes Gast, p. 298, n. 70).

In Bern, the matrimonial court called Chorgericht was established in May 1528.
It was constituted of six members, two representatives cach from the Small and the
Great Councils, and two preachers. The composition was different in other towns,
but nowhere was this institution of moral surveillance manned by the clergy alone.
From 1530, a Chorgericht was established in every parish of the Bernese countryside,
and, only a few years later, this system was introduced into the Pays de Vaud as well.
In Geneva, the consistory, which became one of the most important means of Calvin’s
reform, was founded upon the reformer’s return to this city in 1540.

In Geneva, Bern, and Basel, the Reformation’s quest for enhanced social disci-
pline led to the prohibition of public prostitution. Where the prostitutes were not
banished, as in Ziirich, close control was institutionalized. At the same time, the
cecclesiastical and secular authorities jointly intensified the battle against excessive
drinking in inns and alehouses and at fairs. However, the drive for discipline reached
far beyond this. The Reformation in Switzerland led to attempts at suppressing tra-
ditional expressions of popular culture, for example, in the clerical opposition against
carnival, where people got “inebriated day and night, eat like gluttons, shout like
wild beasts and sing inexpressibly base songs,” as the contemporary chronicler noted
in disgust (cited in Zehnder, Volkskundliches, p. 300). In Geneva and Lausanne,
similar criticism led to the suppression of the abbeys of youth in 1538 and 1544,
respectively. Almost everywhere, church ales likewise became the object of increas-
ingly stringent moral control.

Later in the sixteenth century, this attack on specific manifestations of popular
culture could lead in its most extreme form to persecution as witches or wise women
and wizards, whose popularity is attested to by numerous contemporary sources.
However, it must be added that such campaigns did not differ substantially from
those going on simultaneously in Catholic areas, and that there were other forms of
witch-hunting, too, as in Geneva, where from 1545 onwards alleged witches were
repeatedly accused of having helped the spread of the plague.

These are only a few examples taken from the vast field in which the Reformed
secular and ecclesiastical authorities jointly developed their efforts at disciplinary
reform. The reduction of the number of saints’ days, more radical than in Lutheran
Germany, and the introduction of marriage and baptismal registers almost immedi-
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ately after the final abolition of Catholic worship are additional cases in point. What
was the reaction to all these measures? Were they wholeheartedly accepted?

The Appeal of the Reformation

In Switzerland, as well as in central Europe more generally, the Reformation message
was conceived by a relatively small number of (largely clerical) reformers, retailed
in town and countryside by a more numerous group of evangelically minded
preachers, and, finally, received by the mass of common people. This complicated
process could and did involve alterations and shifts in emphasis due, above all, to dif-
ferences in the nature of the concerns of daily life, which gave shape to individual
religious experience and thus strongly influenced the reception of sermons, pam-
phlets, and catechism. The initial confrontation between adherents and adversaries
of the Reformation among the common people in and around Ziirich typically did
not concern central theological issues, which were more difficult to grasp for laypeo-
ple than other hotly debated items of the day, but concentrated on such problems
as fasting, the veneration of saints and images, priestly marriage, and the like.
Confusion and insecurity in this level of society must have been very widespread
during the initial phase of the Reformation.

Although Peter Blickle’s thesis on the central role of the communal corporation
in bringing about the Reformation locally requires some modification in this respect,
he is almost certainly correct (at least as far as German-speaking Switzerland is con-
cerned) in suggesting that the Reformation became much more authoritarian and
lost a good deal of its communal support after 1525. Following the suppression of
the Peasants” Revolt, there was a noticeable loss of interest in the Reformation on
the part of those common people who had linked social with religious reform,
such as the Basel weavers and the peasants of the Ziirich countryside, because the
reformers, jointly with the secular authorities, had disavowed such a conception of
reform. This disavowal resulted in a “divorce between doctrine and life” (Oberman,
“Impact,” p. 7).

On the political level this divorce was intensified in German-speaking Switzerland
by the fact that the Reformation so strengthened the power of the urban authorities
that the traditional Amteranfragen (the consultation of the common people district
by district on important issues), repeatedly used by the authorities of Bern and Ziirich
during the crisis of the early Reformation period, fell into disuse after 1531 —
an unmistakable sign of the increasingly authoritarian hold of the cities on the
countryside.

The year 1525 also marks the point at which the movement of Anabaptism, which
in Switzerland was contained to the German-speaking part of the country, defini-
tively veered from the course of the official Reformation. One of the several birth-
places of sixteenth-century believers’ baptism was Ziirich, where on January 21,
1525, in the house of Felix Mantz, Conrad Grebel baptized the former priest Georg
Blaurock. At the same time, Anabaptism found many adherents in the villages sur-
rounding Ziirich. Many of these Brethren were involved in the Peasants’ Revolt,
which spread across northern and eastern Switzerland at the same time. Disillusion-
ment with Zwingli’s magisterial reform combined with deep disappointment about
the increasingly authoritarian nature of the Reformation. The result was the growing
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seclusion of the Swiss Brethren, who separated from the established church and, with
their strict rejection of oath-taking and warfare, initiated a decisive departure from
their initial radicalism. Soon after 1525, the surprisingly widespread appeal of their
movement led to its harsh and cruel suppression, especially by the city councils of
Ziirich and Bern.

Given the almost total lack of specific modern research, the longer-term impact
of the Reformation in Switzerland is as yet very difficult to measure. It is certain,
however, that it was more significant in the urban setting than in the countryside,
where the spread of the Reformation was slowed down not only by the fact that many
evangelical preachers were former priests, whose resonance was limited as far as bring-
ing about the new order was concerned, but also by the strong attachment of the
rural population to forms of traditional Catholic culture. Among several possible
examples, the “Observations against the Heretics” of the Catholic city clerk of
Lucerne, Renward Cysat (1545-1614), are a case in point. They contain interesting
information regarding the unabating fascination of Protestants for exorcism and their
secret veneration of saints’ images and, despite their confessionalist nature, yield ex
negativo many additional illustrations for the limits of the appeal of the Reformation
for the common people.

Markus Schir, however, has drawn different conclusions for post-Reformation
Zirich, which suggest that by the seventeenth century church control over indi-
vidual people’s lives was both thorough and substantial. Nevertheless, we should note
the fact that his interpretation of the sources concerning cases of melancholy and
suicide in Zirich has by no means remained undisputed (Schir, Seclennite).
Furthermore, we should not overlook the fact that Schir’s observations concern only
the urban environment, where the effect of the new discipline may have been felt
and experienced more strongly.

To date we also lack a detailed study of the common people’s Protestant culture.
In trying to outline its contours, Richard Weiss has pointed to the fact that the Swiss
Reformation strongly relativized the traditional role of “community and tradition”
and that this involved a basic rejection of most traditional popular culture by the
Swiss reformers (Weiss, “Grundziige”). This resulted in a significant reduction in the
number of annual feasts and the general asceticism which accompanied feasting as
well as worship, to the extent, for example, that playing the organ was only reintro-
duced in Ziirich’s churches in the course of the nineteenth century. The religion of
Swiss Protestants certainly was less a religion of ritual and much more a religion of
the spoken and, above all, written word.

How successful was the Protestant reform of schooling? It has been suggested
that it was unusually successful in the Ziirich countryside, where between 30 and
40 percent of the adult population in the years 1650 to 1700 were able to read
(Wartburg-Ambitihl, Alphabetisierung, pp. 27ft. and 247ff.). These are surprising
figures, for we know that in the mid-sixteenth century catechetical instruction in the
same region suffered from the negligence of individual ministers and from the resis-
tance it encountered among the rural population. Unfortunately, owing to the defi-
ciency of comparable sources, we lack supplementary studies enabling us to verify
these findings for other areas of Switzerland.

What was the impact of other Reformed disciplinary measures? It is almost certain
that the attempt to reform church ales seems to have yielded very limited results.
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This is mirrored by the almost countless mandates in this matter regularly reissued
by the various authorities. In Basel, local youth in 1609 barricaded the door to the
meeting place of the matrimonial court because it had suppressed the traditional
nightly tricks of youth during the weeks preceding Christmas. However, we lack
information as to whether this was an isolated act of resistance or rather part of a
general reluctance of youth to conform to the standards these institutions sought to
enforce. The reform of welfare inspired by the Reformation everywhere ran up against
the great difficulties presented to the authorities by the dramatic increase in the
number of the poor from the mid-sixteenth century onwards — an indirect result of
the contemporary demographic growth.

Despite the fact that research in this area is continuously in progress, it is safe to
claim that the appeal of the Reformation met its limits where it collided with alter-
native belief systems, such as the widespread attention paid to judicial astrology or
the equally prominent reliance on traditional, Catholic expressions of popular culture.
The latter manifested itself in the incorporation of exorcisms performed by Catholic
priests, the use of sacramentals for magical purposes, and the participation in pil-
grimages, to mention only a few examples (Greyerz, Religion, pp. 79-89).

In its carly stages, the Reformation in German-speaking Switzerland had much in
common with the Reformation in Upper Germany. However, there were some
important differences, too, especially in respect of the control of Swiss cities over
unusually large territories, which facilitated the spread of the Reformation, as well as
regarding the central role of mercenary service.

The mercenary question was a central issue of the Swiss Reformation in the years
prior to 1531. For Huldrych Zwingli and his close supporters, rejection of merce-
nary service was, like other social problems, inextricably linked to ecclesiastical
reform. This linkage also helps to explain the serious obstacles the Reformation
encountered in parts of the country. For the regions of central Switzerland, merce-
nary service was indispensable from an economic point of view. Next to the wide-
spread fear that the Reformation would contribute to the destruction of all traditional
authority, the mercenary issue was at the heart of the rejection of the Reformation
by the political leadership of central Switzerland, Fribourg, and Solothurn (Ziind,
Gescheiterte Stadt- und Landveformationen, pp. 90f.).

For a moment, between 1529 and 1531, the disruptions and tensions created
by the Reformation threatened the very survival of the Swiss Confederation as a
political entity, as they were to do once more during the 1630s. The danger was
averted by subordinating, in the majority of Switzerland, the confessional question
to the imperative of political unity. Thus, in comparison with the neighboring
countries of Germany and France, a political solution to religious dissension, which
inherently threatened the cohesion of the Confederation, was found at a very ecarly
stage.
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SEVEN

Calvin and Geneva

ROBERT M. KINGDON

Before the Reformation the city of Geneva was the headquarters of a large ecclesi-
astical state ruled by a prince-bishop. It extended over a fairly large expanse of terri-
tory now covered by both the Swiss canton of Geneva and large parts of southwestern
France. The largest secular power in the area was the duchy of Savoy, a state strad-
dling the frontier now dividing France from Italy. The governments of Geneva and
Savoy were closely linked. If the area had followed the historical course of most of
Europe, the bishopric of Geneva would have been absorbed by Savoy. The last of the
prince-bishops were aristocrats with close connections to the ruling house of Savoy,
sometimes even members of that house. The bishop was assisted in his rule by a
chapter of canons, most of them also Savoyard aristocrats. The duchy of Savoy pro-
vided Geneva with military protection. It also supervised the administration of most
criminal justice in the city, through an officer it appointed who resided in the city in
a special castle reserved for his use. The internal government of the city was handled
by a hierarchy of councils elected from among middle-class men who lived in the
city. They were led by officials called syndics, who represented the citizens in nego-
tiations with the bishop. The councils were responsible for the control of business,
morals, civil justice, and some criminal justice in cooperation with the duke’s repre-
sentative. The bishop controlled foreign policy, the minting of money, and some types
of justice. The bishop’s court, as in most parts of Europe, had jurisdiction over cases
of certain kinds, most obviously all those involving marital problems. The bishop also
supervised the church of the diocese. Teams representing him periodically visited all
the rural parishes in the diocese. Within the city, seven parishes, each stafted by a
group of secular priests, gave structure to religious life. There were also several reli-
gious houses located within the city. Altogether there were between two and three
hundred clergymen and women living in Geneva. When one adds their dependents,
mostly their servants, they totaled about 1,000 people, or 10 percent of a total pop-
ulation of around 10,000. These clergymen not only provided religious services to
Geneva. They constituted its most important educated elite, and for that reason came
to control education. They also constituted an economic elite, controlling a signifi-
cant part of all the property in the city and its hinterland. They also controlled the
administration of charity in the city.
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The Reformation in Geneva began with a revolution against this episcopal regime.
The bishop, most of the clergy, and the agents of Savoy were thrown out of the city
and their property within it was confiscated. The city councils assumed sovereign
powers, now controlling the government of the city and a few neighboring villages
that had been the property of the bishop. The rest of the diocese remained under
the control of the bishop in collaboration with the duchy of Savoy. This revolution
was made possible by foreign support. The governments of some of the republics
within the Swiss Confederation encouraged the Genevans in their revolt. The most
important of them was the republic of Bern, one of the great military powers of the
period. It sent troops to surround Geneva, to take control of some of the villages in
its neighborhood, and to protect it against Savoyard counter-attack.

This political revolution was accompanied by a religious revolution. Bern had
recently become Protestant, adopting the Zwinglian variety of Protestantism as first
developed in Ziirich. To help along those in Geneva inclined to revolt against the
bishop, it sent into the city French-speaking Protestant missionaries, headed by an
inflammatory preacher named Guillaume Farel. His impassioned sermons aroused the
population and helped persuade them to drive out the Catholic clergy and to vote
in 1536 henceforth “to live according to the Gospel,” i.c., become Protestant. At
the height of the uproar provoked by this agitation, a young French lawyer named
Jean Calvin happened to come through Geneva on his way to Strasbourg, where he
planned to settle. He had recently published a basic summary of Protestant doctrine
called the Institutes of the Christian Religion. Farel persuaded the Genevans to hire
Calvin as a public lecturer, to explain to them the meaning of the new form of reli-
gion they had just agreed to adopt.

Farel and Calvin then set about creating a new church for Geneva, with a radi-
cally new order of service, arrangements for education in the faith as now defined,
and provisions for discipline of those who misbehaved. Some of their proposals
seemed too radical to many native Genevans, who feared the creation of a new cler-
ical tyranny to replace the old. Farel and Calvin and several of their supporters were
thrown out of the city on short notice in 1538. Farel moved to nearby Neuchatel
and assumed direction of its newly Reformed church. Calvin moved to Strasbourg,
then an imperial city in the Holy Roman Empire of the German nation, and became
minister to a church of French refugees. He worked closely in Strasbourg with Martin
Bucer, one of the seminal figures in the German Reformation, and learned a great
deal from Bucer on how to organize a Reformed church.

Meanwhile, conditions in Geneva deteriorated. The remaining Protestant preach-
ers were not capable of providing effective leadership. Leaders of the Roman Church
in the area began putting pressure on Genevans to return to Catholicism. Preemi-
nent among them was Cardinal Jacopo Sadoleto, one of the leaders in a Reforming
faction within the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church, then resident in the
French diocese of Carpentras, not far from Geneva. He sent a public letter to the
people of Geneva urging them to return to the bosom of the Holy Mother Church.
Geneva’s leaders were frightened by this initiative. They had no wish to abandon
their new-found political freedom by permitting return of a bishop. They persuaded
Calvin to write a public letter in answer to Sadoleto. And they invited him back to
Geneva to oversee the construction of the entire Reformed church establishment.
After some hesitation and some hard negotiations, he accepted this invitation,
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returned, and spent the rest of his life in Geneva. There he created a significantly
new form of Protestantism, then supervised an effort to export it to many other parts
of Europe.

Calvin was invited back to Geneva because he possessed precisely the skills the
Genevans needed at this juncture. He was not a clergyman trained in theology. In
fact, he had never been ordained to the priesthood or received formal education in
theology. As a young man he had, to be sure, received a church benefice in his native
diocese of Noyon to finance his education in Paris, and later in Orléans and Bourges.
But after a high-powered education in what was then called the humanities and what
we would now call classical literature and philosophy, he had taken his advanced train-
ing in law. After receiving his university degrees in law, he had taken even more
advanced training in the humanities, working with Guillaume Budé, a great special-
ist on the Greek versions of the Roman law who also held an appointment at the
royal court. At some point still veiled in mystery, Calvin had become Protestant,
resigned his benefice, and fled to Basel, during a period of a savage repression of
French Protestantism sponsored by the royal government. It was in Basel, where
he arrived in 1534, that Calvin had taught himself theology and had written his
Institutes.

The combination of training in law and theology which Calvin had acquired was
precisely what Geneva needed at this point. Among his earliest duties was the draft-
ing of laws for the Genevan Republic. A first set of laws, the ecclesiastical ordinances,
provided a kind of constitution for the Reformed Church of Geneva. A second set
of laws, the ordinances on offices and officers, provided a kind of constitution for
the Genevan state. Calvin got assistance in drafting these laws, but he was clearly the
leading figure in drafting both sets. They did not take effect until they were ratified,
with a few amendments, by the governing councils of the city. The ecclesiastical ordi-
nances were ratified in 1541, only months after Calvin’s return. The ordinances on
offices and officers were ratified in 1543.

Both of these “constitutions” were built around the principle of collective gov-
ernment. Genevans wanted to wipe out all vestiges of the one-man rule by a bishop
under which they had lived for centuries. In this they were parting company with
most of the monarchies and feudal principalities of the period, as well as the Roman
Catholic Church. They were joining the company of a number of other city-states
of the period, primarily in Germany and Italy.

The constitution for the state codified institutions and practices that had grown
up in the years since the establishment of the Reformation. At the base of its gov-
ernment was a General Council of all of the native-born citizens and bourgeois. It
met at least once a year, in February, to elect members of all the other councils and
standing committees. It also met on special occasions to ratify particularly important
laws, for example the laws outlawing the Catholic mass and providing for Protestant
preaching in 1536. At a next level was a Council of Two Hundred that met on occa-
sion to participate in specified ways in the clections, to hear appeals in certain kinds
of cases, and to handle other duties. At a next level was a Council of Sixty that met
on occasion to handle certain other types of cases, often in the realm of foreign policy.
At the top of the pyramid was a Narrow or Small Council of 25 citizens that met
almost every day and provided most of the day-by-day government of the city.
Members of these councils were technically elected every year, but were often con-
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tinued in office year after year. From within the Small Council four syndics were
clected annually for one year only. They held the chief executive powers in this gov-
ernment and represented it on ceremonial occasions. In addition there were also a
number of standing committees elected every year that reported to the Small Council
but included members of other councils as well. They supervised things like fortifi-
cations, a municipal grain supply, the administration of justice, and financial affairs.

The constitution for the church involved an even more radical break with the past.
It created four orders of ministry for the Reformed Church. At the peak were pastors
assigned to parishes within the city and in the villages still under city control. Their
job was to preach the Word of God. They were not formally ordained, in the tradi-
tional Catholic way. They were simply nominated by the group of existing pastors,
approved by the Small Council and members of the parishes to which they were to
be assigned, and then put on the city payroll. They were not given independent
income in the form of benefices, as were Catholic clergymen. They were rather paid
salaries from the city treasury, usually supplemented with grain and wine rations, and
often provided with free housing. At a second level were doctors. Their job was to
teach the Word of God, primarily to those in training for the pastorate. In the begin-
ning, doctors were often pastors as well. Calvin held both jobs and so did Theodore
Beza, his eventual successor. Only after 1559, when Geneva established an Academy
to train pastors and others, were independent scholars hired solely as doctors. Before
then there were a number of men hired as schoolteachers. They do not seem to have
been regarded as doctors, although the pastors often claimed a role in their appoint-
ment. Both doctors and teachers received financial support from the city treasury. At
a third level were elders. These were laymen charged with maintaining discipline in
the city. At a fourth level were deacons. These were laymen charged with adminis-
tering charity to the poor of the city.

Each of these groups of ministers was organized into a collective. The pastors and
doctors belonged to a Company of Pastors that met once a week to coordinate all
religious activities within the city. There were no provisions in the ordinances for its
governance, but in practice it came to be led by Calvin, who was often called its mod-
crator. He presided over its weekly meetings and made petitions on its behalf to the
Small Council, sometimes accompanied by some of his colleagues. Its decisions,
however, were always advertised as collective decisions, never as decisions made by
Calvin alone.

The elders, along with the pastors, belonged to a body called the consistory. It
also met once a week to superintend the behavior of everyone in Geneva. It was in
law one of the standing committees of the city government, although a committee
of a special sort, since it included the pastors ex officio. It was always presided over
by one of the syndics. Its lay members, the elders, were elected as commissioners to
the consistory every year in the annual elections. They often continued in office for
several years, but never for very long terms. Assigned to its support were a secretary
and a summoner. Its reach was remarkably intrusive. Up to 7 percent of the entire
adult population of the city was summoned before the consistory every year. In the
beginning, many were summoned because they were not yet fully informed about
the Reformation, still using Catholic practices, not as yet aware of the practices that
Protestants wanted to substitute for them. Many were also summoned because of
problems with marriages or related delinquencies in morals. In this the consistory
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was inheriting both the pre-Reformation bishop’s court supervision of marriage and
the pre-Reformation civic councils’ supervision of morals. Many were also summoned
because of quarrels, within families, among neighbors, among business associates. In
this capacity, the consistory acted as a compulsory counseling service, designed to
resolve these quarrels. In later years cases of surviving Catholic beliefs and practices
tended to fade away, as the population became more fully aware of what was expected
in the religious domain. But cases of marriage, morals, and quarrels became even
more frequent, and the consistory remained a very intrusive institution.

The deacons were members of a body of procurators for the city’s General Hos-
pital, assisted by a hospitaller who actually directed that institution on a day-to-day
basis. The General Hospital was not primarily an institution for caring for the sick.
It was rather a kind of poor house. It supported a number of orphans, providing for
their education until adolescence, then placing them as apprentices or domestic ser-
vants within city households. It also supported a few people incapable of caring for
themselves, including cripples, the blind, and the very elderly. It also provided free
rations of bread for households in the city temporarily too poor to support them-
selves. This institution and its officers had been created before Calvin’s arrival in
Geneva, to replace a number of small hospitals controlled by religious communities
or confraternities that had provided charity before the Reformation. By calling its
officers “deacons” Calvin was in effect sacralizing this institution, giving it a religious
status, gaining more civic respect for its work. The board of procurators for the Hos-
pital was also one of the standing committees of the city government, elected every
year in the annual elections, presided over most years by one of the four syndics. The
Small Council was supposed to consult with the pastors in advance of the yearly elec-
tions as it drew up the lists of nominees for the positions of both elder and deacon.

The main internal problem that developed within Geneva in the early years of the
Reformation was over the powers of the consistory. The ordinances gave it only the
power to scold the sinners called before it, and most of its cases did in fact end with
a formal admonition or remonstrance, most often delivered by Calvin himself. Any
more secular punishments, like fines, imprisonments, banishment, or the death
penalty, were reserved to the secular government. The consistory could recommend
to the Small Council investigation that could and did lead to punishments of these
types. But it had no power to levy them itself. Before long, however, the members
of the consistory demanded the right to excommunicate people called before it, to
bar people who had made serious mistakes or who seemed unrepentant, from par-
ticipation in the next quarterly communion service. This was a serious penalty in
sixteenth-century society. Excommunication kept people from participating in a
sacrament that was still thought to be a visible sign of invisible grace, evidence of
God’s willingness to extend to believers eternal salvation, a ritual that, furthermore,
bound people together in a visible way into a community. Excommunication also
kept people from participating in the sacrament of baptism, specifically made it impos-
sible to serve as godparents, a privilege highly regarded in sixteenth-century society
as tying families together in many important ways. Excommunication may have even
constituted a measure of social disgrace, at least to the pious. In later years excom-
munication could even lead to banishment from the city entirely. Anybody who had
been excommunicated was expected to reconcile himself or herself with the com-
munity as represented by the consistory within the next several months. A number
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of prominent people excommunicated by the consistory challenged its powers to issue
this penalty without any supervision. Many of them were active in a political faction
within the city that called themselves the “children of Geneva,” led by a prominent
local businessman and politician named Ami Perrin. They thought that at the very
least excommunicates should have the right to appeal over the consistory’s head to
the Small Council to reverse a decision of excommunication or to readmit someone
to communion who now thought herself or himself sufficiently penitent. Calvin and
the other pastors flatly refused to recognize any such right of appeal. They insisted
that the consistory alone had the right to levy and lift sentences of excommunica-
tion. They said they would not administer communion to anyone who had been
excommunicated. They threatened to resign their positions and leave the city if they
did not win their way on this issue. After a period of increasingly bitter local con-
troversy, climaxing in a riot, the supporters of consistorial excommunication won
decisively. Perrin and his most vocal supporters were driven out of the city or pun-
ished. A few of them were even put to death on charges of treason. From now on
discipline, administered by an institution like the consistory, and enforced by excom-
munication, became an extremely important characteristic of Calvinism. It became
the rule not only in Geneva, but also was introduced wherever possible and to what-
ever degree possible in every other community that decided to follow the lead of
Calvinism.

The decisive victory of the followers of Calvin over the followers of Perrin on this
issue had been made possible to an important degree by a flood of religious refugees
into Geneva. In the first years after the Reformation, the population of Geneva had
dropped, as the Catholic clergy and their supporters left the city, falling from about
10,000 to about 8,000. Once the Reformed regime created by Calvin was firmly
established, however, the population began rising rapidly. That rise was brought
about for the most part by a flood of religious refugees from France, driven by the
increasing intolerance of the French royal government for all forms of religious devi-
ation, attracted by the power of the religious message formulated by Calvin. They
were joined by smaller numbers of refugees from other countries, notably from parts
of Italy, also including refugees from Britain, the Netherlands, and yet other coun-
tries. The refugees from France were integrated into the Genevan Church. The
refugees who spoke other languages were permitted to create their own churches.
Particularly important ones were created for the Italians and the English. Among
these refugees were people of social prominence, wealth, and advanced education.
They came to dominate entire professions and to buy up much of the choicest pro-
perty. Almost all of the pastors, for example, beginning with Jean Calvin himself,
were refugees from France. Most of the printers who became particularly successful
and visible members of the business community were refugees from France, includ-
ing Robert Estienne, who had been official printer to the king of France. Many of
the notaries and lawyers who helped give legal structure to the Genevan community
were refugees from France, including Germain Colladon, who became the most
important adviser to the Genevan government on how to draft and interpret laws.
And there were refugees in other walks of life. Perhaps the most prominent refugee
of all was the Marquis Galeazzo Caracciolo from Naples, from the ranks of the highest
aristocracy in Italy, a great-nephew of Pope Paul IV. There were so many refugees
that the city literally doubled in size, reaching about 20,000 in 1560, at the height
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of Calvin’s career. A population of that size proved to be economically unsustainable,
however, and in the following years the population declined, perhaps to about
15,000, as refugees cither returned to their homes or moved on to other communi-
ties. In a very real sense the Calvinist Reformation was a Reformation of refugees.

The fact that there were so many refugees in Geneva, indeed, explains much about
the city’s history during the early Reformation. It helps to explain the mentality of
the “children of Geneva.” Many of them felt that they were being overwhelmed by
foreign Frenchmen, introducing many customs new to them. They felt these for-
eigners were taking over their city. The fact that many of the foreigners were wealth-
ier and more highly educated than most native Genevans made matters worse. Some
of the foreigners were sensitive to this situation and tried to help out. It soon became
clear, for example, that the General Hospital and the arrangements for charity could
not handle substantial numbers of new people. So each group of foreigners agreed
to handle those among them who needed public assistance. For the French that
meant creating an institution called the Bowrse francaise, a tund raised among the
community of French refugees for the support of widows and other poor French
refugees. The administrators of this fund were called deacons, and that word, in fact,
was more frequently applied to them than to the native procurators of the General
Hospital. The most prominent of these deacons was Jean Budé, son of the great
scholar attached to the royal court who had provided Calvin with some of his edu-
cation. Calvin himself, in fact, was quite active in the work of this institution, making
generous gifts to it out of the salary he received from the city.

The foreign refugees, for their part, were ardent supporters of the Calvinist exper-
iment in its entirety. That meant that they wanted to see the full establishment of a
regime of discipline including consistorial excommunication. To help secure that,
many of them sought voting rights within the city. The population of Geneva at that
time was split into three categories. One category was of citizens. They had to be
born within the city and the most important jobs in the city government, including
membership in the Small Council, were reserved to them. A second category was of
bourgeois, men of respectability who had taken oaths to support the community. Most
of them were merchants and professional men, but some of them were artisans. For-
cigners could be voted into this group free of charge in return for special services
they were able to provide to the city. Many of the pastors became bourgeois in this
way, although Calvin himself was not voted in until 1559. Or a man could obtain
admission to this bourgeoisie by paying a substantial amount of money, adjusted indi-
vidually to his background and resources. These sums were large enough to create a
significant source of income to the city government. Once in the bourgeoisic a man
was entitled to a vote in the Grand Council, could gain membership in the next
higher councils in the hierarchy although not the Small Council, and might even win
membership on some of the standing committees of the state government. Before
the end of Calvin’s career, for example, there were foreign-born bouryeois sitting as
clders on the consistory. A third category of the population were inhabitants. They
were mostly servants and day-laborers, although some of them were artisans. They
possessed few political rights.

In the struggle over consistorial excommunication that led to the expulsion of the
Perrinist “children of Geneva” and the triumph of the supporters of Calvin, these
bourgeois of foreign origin played a crucial role. Their numbers increased dramati-



112 ROBERT M. KINGDON

cally in the years just before 1555, in effect packing the electorate, making possible
the election of a number of new members to the Small Council, replacing Perrinist
old-timers. While the triumph of Calvin’s party would not have been possible with-
out substantial native support, the margin making possible their victory over the
Perrinists may well have been supplied by refugees.

It has even been argued that the theology that became characteristic of the Calvin-
ist Reformation was a theology designed for refugees. That does not seem obvious
when one considers how the Reformation began in France. It really started as
a protest against Catholic Eucharistic theology. The earliest French Protestants
objected with special vehemence to the mass and the theology of transubstantiation
that lay behind it. They claimed that by insisting on the mass in its present form,
Catholics were maintaining a form of idolatry. They were requiring people to worship
manmade objects — the pieces of bread and cups of wine that Catholics believe are
transubstantiated into the body and blood of Christ, rather than the only true God
who can be worshipped in spirit alone. They railed against the “idolatry of the mass”
and the Catholic practice of worshipping a “god of bread.” A broadsheet making
these claims had been posted in many parts of France in 1534. That broadsheet had
provoked a firestorm of protest, leading to a vicious general crackdown on Protes-
tants of every variety. It seems to have been this wave of persecution that persuaded
Calvin to resign his benefice and leave France in that very year.

French Protestants still believed in a sacrament of communion. And they still
believed that Christ is present in that sacrament. But they insisted that he could not
be present in the elements of bread and wine served during the sacrament. They came
to believe, with Calvin, that the souls of pious communicants are lifted up to heaven
to commune with the body of Christ in triumph there, returning to their bodies on
carth and the mundane life of this world after that moment of ecstasy. The lay leaders
of Geneva were so suspicious of the mass that they did not want communion to be
served frequently. On this point Calvin and the other pastors gave way. They agreed
to celebrate it once every three months, or four times a year.

The abandonment of frequent communion led to a radical change in the form of
worship in Calvin’s Geneva. No longer was the primary form of worship a mass, a
sacrament celebrated hundreds of time every week, with special attention on Sundays
and feast days, which the pious came to observe. Now the primary form of worship
was a sermon, an explanation of a passage from the Bible, the Word of God, inter-
preted by an expert, which the pious came to hear. Genevan sources of the period
invariably call Catholic worship “the mass,” and Protestant worship “the sermon.”
It took some time for many Genevans to get used to this change. In the beginning
many, particularly elderly and often illiterate women, would come to church, shut
their eyes, and repeat their prayers in a low voice, as they had been instructed to do
as Catholic children. It must have come as a shock to many of them to be called
before the consistory and to be told, in effect, to shut up and listen.

For a strand in Calvinist theology more relevant to the refugee mentality, one
should turn to the doctrine of predestination. It is a theological doctrine with which
Calvinism came to be closely associated. The belief that God alone deserves credit
for the salvation of each individual who wins a place in heaven is an old one in the
Christian churches of the west, dating back to St. Augustine at least. And it was
shared in one form or another by all orthodox Christians of the sixteenth century,
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including both Catholics and Protestants. The corollary belief that God alone
deserves responsibility for the damnation of each individual who descends to hell,
however, was much less universal. Calvin insisted that God alone decides both who
is to be saved and who is to be damned. This is called double predestination.
He claimed that he found the doctrine in Scripture, explained and elaborated in
Augustine, and that no person of piety could deny it. He also tended to believe that
the number of those elected by God for salvation, the “saints,” was fairly small, a
minority of all humankind. These beliefs would seem to provide ideal support for a
religious group that recognized that it was a minority, that it had to face persecution
and exile, that it could never win over all of society, that its ultimate reward would
be granted only after this temporal life, in heaven. It might thus be particularly appeal-
ing to a church of refugees.

Calvin’s doctrine of double predestination was not without opposition, even in
Geneva. In 1551 it was directly challenged by a man named Jerome Bolsec. Bolsec
had been a Carmelite friar in Paris, had been converted to Protestantism and left the
country, had somehow gained training in medicine and was supporting himself as
physician to an emigrant French noble family living in the countryside near Geneva.
He frequently came into the city and engaged in conversation with the local pastors
and others interested in theology. At one point he attended a “congregation,” a kind
of adult Bible class, in which laymen were encouraged to express their ideas on the-
ological topics. The topic for that date was a verse from the Bible that had been used
to support arguments for predestination. Bolsec rose to attack the doctrine frontally,
arguing that it encouraged a kind of fatalism, that it made the Christian God more
of a tyrant like the pagans’ Jupiter than a God of love. Bolsec’s attacks provoked a
perfect uproar. Calvin rose to refute them at length and with great erudition. Bolsec
was immediately arrested, held in jail for a long time, cross-examined closely by a
local court, calling in the Company of Pastors as expert witnesses, with opinions also
clicited from Reformed theologians in other cities. In the end Bolsec was found guilty
of misbelief and sedition. He was sentenced to perpetual banishment from Geneva.
From then on, Calvin insisted with increasing vehemence on the doctrine of double
predestination. He wrote entire treatises on it and inserted ever longer passages
about it into his more general writings. It came in later years to be associated with
Calvinism in a particularly close way.

Another celebrated theological dispute within these years was associated with the
teachings of Michael Servetus. He was a Spaniard who had moved to Paris for his
advanced education. His attacks on traditional Christian theology went even further
than those of Bolsec. He rejected the doctrine of the Trinity, that God is composed
of three beings, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. He had particular objec-
tions to the idea that the Son of God had existed from eternity, descending to
this earth only for a brief lifetime as Jesus the Christ. In short, he rejected the co-
eternity of the second person of the Trinity. He also rejected a number of other doc-
trines and practices that had become traditional in Christianity, like, for example, the
baptism of infants. His views had been expressed in books that horrified Christians
all over Europe. For a while he had kept in hiding, under an alias, supporting himself
as a physician, and indeed made contributions to medical knowledge that still
command respect. Finally his cover was blown, he was seized by Catholic authorities
in France and put on trial for his life before a branch of the Inquisition. He escaped
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from a prison of the Inquisition, and imprudently made his way to Geneva in 1553.
Calvin had known him when they were both students back in Paris. He had become
increasingly upset by Servetus’s ideas, especially after their publication. He demanded
the arrest of Servetus. Like Bolsec, Servetus was examined by a local court, with the
Company of Pastors again acting as expert witnesses, and theologians from other
cities being consulted. This time opinions were even more unanimous than they were
in the case of Bolsec, and the deviation from traditional belief seemed even more
serious. Servetus was condemned to death by burning, the normal way of executing
notorious heretics, and the penalty duly administered.

In both of these cases, most Genevans supported Calvin. There were a few who
expressed some support of Bolsec, in part because they had found him a good physi-
cian. They were summoned before the consistory and chastised. But they were only
a handful of people without prominence. There were almost none who expressed any
support of Servetus. The city licutenant in charge of his trial was a moderate member
of the “children of Geneva.” He presumably presided over the burning of Servetus.
Calvin did not even attend. To provide a minister to accompany Servetus to the stake,
urging him to recant so as to save his soul if not his body, Farel was drafted. He came
down from Neuchitel for this chore. The main opposition to the burning of
Servetus came from outside Geneva, specifically from a man named Sebastian Castel-
lio. He was a well-trained humanist who had served for a time as a teacher in the
schools of Geneva after the Reformation. When he had been discouraged in his ambi-
tion to become a pastor there, he resigned, moved to Basel, and spent most of the
rest of his life as an assistant to printers in that major publishing center. Castellio was
one of the few people in sixteenth-century Europe who really believed in religious
toleration. He was horrified that Servetus should have been burned solely because of
his religious ideas. He wrote an eloquent defense of the principles of toleration in
reaction to this event. His argument was savagely attacked in treatises drafted by Calvin
and Beza. Little more came of this exchange. Clearly, most Europeans saw no point
in toleration. They strongly believed that misbelievers deserved savage suppression.
They disagreed on the precise identity of those who should be treated that harshly.
Catholics thought most Protestants should be persecuted for heresy. Mainline Protes-
tants thought most Catholics should be persecuted for idolatry. And both agreed that
the wild fringe, consisting of people like Anabaptists and Servetus, deserved death.

After 1555, Calvin was in full control of almost everything that happened in
Geneva. Unlike the earlier bishop, he had no formal powers of governing either state
or church. But he was so widely respected that almost everyone was prepared to
follow his suggestions. Now he and the other pastors were free to turn their atten-
tion to developments outside of Geneva. It seemed like a particularly propitious time
for them to mount a missionary campaign in France. That is precisely what they did.
A first missionary pastor was sent from Geneva to France in 1555, more and more
were sent in following years, reaching a climax in 1561 and 1562. Most of these mis-
sionaries had initially been sent to Geneva for training in the Reformed faith by com-
munities of French Protestants still worshipping in secrecy. Some of them had been
Catholic priests and religious but more of them were educated laymen. Some of them
took courses in the Genevan secondary schools before 1559, then in the Academy
when it was founded in that year. Practically all of them attended the public lectures
in Biblical exegesis which Calvin had begun delivering back in 1536 when he first
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arrived in Geneva, and which he continued throughout his career as Geneva’s most
prominent pastor. A number of these missionary candidates got practical experience,
as preachers in village churches both within the Genevan state or in other parts of
what is now French-speaking Switzerland. Others worked as chaplains or teachers in
the city or as tutors in wealthy families. When the time came for them to return to
France, each of them appeared before the Company of Pastors. Each seems to have
been examined on his competence and orthodoxy. Then each was given some sort
of certificate of approval by the Company and dispatched to a Protestant commu-
nity that wanted his services. This was a highly dangerous enterprise, given the strict
laws against heresy then being enforced in France. A few were in fact caught and
burned. A good number of them, however, were successfully smuggled into France
and began performing functions as the ministers of underground churches, serving
“under the Cross.”

It was not only events in Geneva but also events in France that made this mis-
sionary campaign possible. In 1559, King Henry II, who had been strongly opposed
to Protestantism and had supported its suppression, had been wounded in a joust-
ing accident that proved fatal. He was succeeded by his eldest son, still a boy, who
became King Francis 11, advised by the relatives of his new wife, of the fervently pro-
Catholic Guise family. The role of the Guises in this government, however, was deeply
resented by other powerful aristocrats, most prominently by relatives of the king of
the Bourbon family. These opponents of the Guises, in searching for an ideological
platform for mobilizing opposition to them, hit upon Protestantism. Then Francis
IT died prematurely, and his even younger brother became King Charles IX. He was
so young that he had to have a regent who could rule in his name. That job was
given to his mother, Catherine de’ Medici, a member of the famous Florentine family
of that name, and widow of Henry II. She tried to play a middle role between the
Guises and the Bourbons, and to that end obtained legislation providing partial tol-
eration of Protestantism. That created the opening through which missionaries
trained in Geneva, and many other potential leaders in exile outside of the kingdom,
could come. And come they did, particularly in 1561 and 1562, the very years of a
measure of toleration. This experiment collapsed in religious warfare that began in
1562 and continued with interruptions until 1598. These wars ended with France
officially Catholic but tolerating a small Protestant minority under very restricted
conditions. Calvin did not live to see that happen. When he died, shortly after the
first war of religion, he and his followers in Geneva still had some reason to believe
that all of France might be won for the Reformed faith. That hope was only really
squelched by the St. Bartholomew’s massacres of 1572.

In addition to Calvin and his French compatriots, another group of refugees to
Geneva during this period who achieved prominence were British. They arrived and
organized their own church in 1555 and stayed until 1560. Their leader was John
Knox. They had fled England because of the persecution launched by the govern-
ment of “bloody” Mary Tudor, who, after her accession in 1553, worked strenuously
to return England to Catholicism. They felt free to return to Britain on the acces-
sion in 1558 of Elizabeth I, whose position required her to become at least a cau-
tious Protestant. Knox and several other of these refugees went to Scotland. They
played an influential role in the revolt of the Lords of the Congregation against the
Catholic government of Mary Stuart, then represented by her mother, Mary of Guise,



116 ROBERT M. KINGDON

of the famous French Catholic family of strongly committed Catholics. They helped
create within Scotland a Reformed Kirk which became thoroughly Calvinist in its
theology, its liturgy, and its ecclesiology. Its creation of representative institutions
called “presbyteries” to organize groups of local churches has led to it being named
a Presbyterian church.

Other English refugees in Geneva returned to England. They brought with them
a Bible translated into English, first published in Geneva in 1560 and for that reason
called the “Geneva Bible.” It was the most widely used Bible in all English-speaking
lands throughout the sixteenth century. It was eventually replaced by the Authorized
or King James Bible drafted in the early seventeenth century, but the Geneva Bible
continued in use even in later years among those strongly committed to Calvinism.
These refugees helped to persuade most English Protestants to adopt Calvinist the-
ology, including a Calvinist view of communion and double predestination. They did
not persuade them all to adopt Calvinist liturgies or Calvinist ways of organizing
churches. The Protestant community in England split into two groups, an episco-
palian faction supported by the monarchy and led by the bishops of the Church of
England, and a puritan faction that wanted to go all the way in making England
Calvinist. This controversy helped to lead England into civil war in the seventeenth
century, with the eventual triumph of episcopalianism. But that, of course, happened
well after Calvin’s death.

Men who came to be leaders of Reformed churches in yet other countries also
came through Geneva during the years of Calvin’s dominance. They included the
Marnix van St. Aldegonde brothers, Jean and Philippe, Dutch noblemen of promi-
nence and education. They spent a period in Geneva studying in the new Academy
from 1560 to 1561, shortly after its creation in 1559. They then returned to their
home provinces to assist the prince of Orange and others organize the Dutch revolt
against Spanish rule and establish a Calvinist church as the official church of the
northern provinces of the Netherlands. Jean died in the early stages of that revolt,
but Philippe lived on to become a leading adviser to the prince of Orange and an
important writer of Calvinist propaganda. These future leaders also included Kaspar
Olevianus, who was important in introducing a version of Calvinism into Germany.
He had first visited Geneva to make Calvin’s acquaintance in 1558, and remained in
touch with Calvin and Beza through much of his life. In 1559, he returned to his
home town of Trier, headquarters of a Catholic electoral archdiocese, and tried to
use a position as teacher there to introduce a Reformed version of Protestantism into
that community. When that did not work, he moved to the Rhineland Palatinate and
gained considerable prominence as the chiet theological adviser to its prince-elector.
He helped to make of the Palatinate a state that was, with occasional interruptions
of Lutheran rule, thoroughly Calvinist in its theology, its liturgy, and some of its
ecclesiology. And the Palatinate encouraged a number of other German principali-
ties to turn to Calvinism, usually from some form of Lutheranism. In later years there
were among the visitors to Geneva men who became leaders of Czech and Polish
Reformed churches. Many of these developments blossomed only after Calvin died,
but the seeds for them had been sown during his ministry.

Geneva thus became, thanks to Calvin, an international center for a new form of
Protestantism, a form labeled “Reformed” as distinguished from the “evangelical”
or Lutheran form of Protestant Christianity. For the Reformed, Geneva became a
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kind of Protestant Rome. It never had the resources or power base to exert really
effective control over other Calvinist churches, and thus had less actual influence than
Rome continued to exert over Catholics. But Geneva continued to be widely
respected and honored throughout the Reformed world, not only in Europe but
in such outposts of European countries as the English colonies in North America,
and it continued to supply at least an element of intellectual leadership to the entire
movement.
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E1GHT

Reform in the Low Countries

JOKE SPAANS

In the sixteenth century the Low Countries sat at the crossroads of important trade
routes. The estuary of the Rhine, Meuse, and Scheldt contained both the main ports
of Antwerp and Amsterdam and a host of lesser sea and river ports. These handled
traffic both on the overland route from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic, through
Venice and Genoa, over the Alpine passes and via the Rhine valley on to England,
and the sea route connecting the Baltic to the Mediterranean. Proximity to these
arteries of wealth had created a favorable climate for the development of a heavily
urbanized, highly literate society, in which international trade and manufacture for
both export and a dense network of local and regional markets interlocked and flour-
ished (Spufford, “Literacy”).

DPolitically, this rich area was firmly in the hands of the House of Habsburg. Charles
V had personally built the Low Countries around the Burgundian lands he inherited
from his father. Conquests had made him ruler of the “seventeen Provinces” by 1543,
and in 1548 he forged these possessions into a geographically well-defined unit, sep-
arate from the German Empire to which various parts had formerly belonged. In
1549 he made the Estates of all these provinces recognize their government as hered-
itary in the House of Habsburg. He capped this achievement with the installation of
a state-of-the-art, modern set of federal councils: a supreme court at Mechelen, which
was also court of appeal for the provincial law courts, the privy council, and the coun-
cils of state and finance to advise the ruler. These formed the central government of
the whole area, but had to share the power of sovereignty with the provinces and
their Estates, which fiercely defended their traditional privileges.

Welding together these heterogeneous lands — old possessions and new acquisi-
tions, some densely populated, others only sparsely so, in which four languages were
spoken and which represented a wide variety in government traditions, tangled juris-
dictions, and divergent customs — was a task left to Philip I, who succeeded his father
as overlord of the Low Countries in 1559. Within a decade of his rule, these rich
and well-organized lands were in deep trouble. Philip ruled his lands from Spain
and delegated executive power over the Low Countries to a regent, his half-sister
Margaret, duchess of Parma. She was closely surrounded by advisers, many of foreign
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extraction, who were in the confidence of the king. At first a perceived preferment
of foreign-born men to positions of power and influence, later a new, centrally
decreed system of taxation introducing higher tariffs, led to strong opposition from
the provinces to the central government. These problems meshed with, and were in
time to be almost overshadowed by, a conflict over the religious policies of the
Habsburg dynasty. The combination of political and religious discontent was at the
root of the revolt that would divide the Low Countries into the Catholic Spanish
Netherlands and the Reformed Dutch Republic (Parker, Dutch Revolt, pp. 19-67).

Evangelical Religion and Anabaptism

The easy accessibility of the area facilitated not only the trade in commodities but
also the exchange of books, ideas, and rumors. Lutheran and Anabaptist religious
views very rapidly found their way from the German Empire to audiences in the Low
Countries and combined with local traditions critical of religious life and ecclesiasti-
cal organization into a diffuse mix of heresies that abhorred their rulers. In the 1520s
they perceived widespread “Lutheranism.” In actual fact the influence of the German
Reformation may have been rather limited, but certainly a considerable change was
afoot in both learned and popular views of what it took to be a good Christian.

Central to this change in religious sensibility was a growing interest in the Bible.
Humanists, most influential among them Desiderius Erasmus, studied the Bible with
a new interest in its literary form and as a guide to moral conduct. The development
of the printing industry made the Biblical texts and “evangelical” literature available
in the vernacular, and no doubt rumors about the “Luther affair” stimulated demand.
The literate artisans in towns and cities bought both Bibles and devotional works
that formerly were more the preserve of clerics and religious. In a still overwhelm-
ingly oral culture the texts were divulged by word of mouth, in meetings in the houses
of laymen where the best reader present read them to the others, and in open-air
sermons, where often unnamed preachers expounded the message of the Gospel to
willing audiences (Bredero, Spaanse Brabander, 111.1349-61; Rooze-Stouthamer,
Zeeland, p. 34; Spaans, Haarlem, p. 29).

It is unlikely that this popular interest in the Bible was willfully heretical. It did,
however, strengthen criticism against the church, both among the learned and the
unlearned. Priests lost faith in the way they had traditionally preached and minis-
tered, and some of them shared their worries with parishioners who had access to
Biblical texts and were interested in the new brand of evangelical devotion. Religious
began to question their vows, and some of them left their communities, shed their
habits, and started a new life as laypersons. Among the laity some degree of anti-
clericalism had never been absent. The privileges of the clerical estate, often obtained
by patronage rather than ability, and the cost of its maintenance evoked sentiments
ranging from Erasmian irony to bitter resentment. Celibacy was formally required
from priests and religious but not rigidly enforced — and concubinage was often
socially accepted (Woltjer, Friesland, pp. 64=7, 124-6) — but the ambiguity made
them the butt of ribald joking and reflected badly on their moral standing. The
absence of formal training for the ministry lowered their professional, intellectual
status in the esteem of their flocks, who either were literate themselves or saw other
laypersons read and explain Scripture to them (Bijsterveld, Pastoors).
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On the basis of this new understanding of the Scriptures, the focus of devotion
shifted away from the sacraments, the saints and their images, pilgrimages, and other
quests for indulgences to a more spiritualized and moralistic religion. Funding for
traditional devotional practices plummeted in the 1520s (Verhoeven, Devotic en
negotie, pp. 157-84; Mol, “Friezen”; Thijs, Genzenstad, pp. 20-1). It may well be
that at least part of it was deflected toward charity for the poor. All over Europe poor
relief was reorganized, and in its new form, which was propagated as being both
more efficient and more Christian, depended almost entirely on regular and frequent
contributions from the population. One of the most ardent advocates of the reforms
was Juan Louis Vives, secretary to the town council at Bruges (van Damme, Armen-
zorg, pp- 102-30). “Lutheranism” quickly became the umbrella term for all of these
religious changes, and it is indeed not difficult to see the similarities between the new
devotional preferences and Luther’s message. Antwerp was, however, the only place
in the Low Countries where a fully Lutheran community was formed (Estié, Viuchtige
bestaan, pp. 7-15).

The emperor reviewed the heresy laws in the Low Countries and gave lay com-
missioners, provincial courts, and urban justices power of inquisition alongside, and
often above, the regular episcopal courts to prevent the spread of the German Refor-
mation, with which as German emperor he was intimately familiar, into these lands.
Under the new laws reading, possessing, printing, and sale of forbidden books,
attending conventicles to discuss the Bible or books by Protestant authors, breaking
or defiling images, and disrespect to clergy and the sacraments were defined as heresy
and /lese-magesté, and as such fell within the jurisdiction of secular courts (Goosens,
Inquisitions modernes, vol. 1, pp. 47-62). A more active policing of religious ortho-
doxy resulted of course in a higher visibility of what was actually going on, but still
the religious picture remains diffuse. The persecuting authorities found networks of
people suspected of heretical opinions both locally, around readers and teachers of
the Bible and the new doctrines, and supralocally, where such groups kept in contact
through letters and visits. “Lutherans” were burned at the stake, were banned, or
fled before they could be arrested. In many cases, however, accusations could not be
made to stick. For most the change in devotion did not amount to separation from
the church or a total negation of all it stood for, but rather reinforced preexisting
criticism and anticlericalism (Decavele, Dagerand, Duke, Reformation and Revolt,
Rooze-Stouthamer, Zecland).

In the 1530s Anabaptism penetrated into the Low Countries from the northeast.
Emissaries of Melchior Hoftfman, then based at Emden, took up a wandering min-
istry in these lands. Anabaptism was from the start both much more radical and more
organized than what had so far gone under the broad umbrella of “evangelicalism”
or “Lutheranism.” They practiced what they preached. Instead of the rather general
criticism of the sacraments found in the adherents of the new evangelicalism, the
Anabaptists from the beginning divided into several branches, following specific
“prophets” and accepting only those doctrines they considered Biblical. Their absten-
tion from the Easter celebration of the Eucharist and the baptism of newborns, in
favor of their own version of the Lord’s Supper and the baptism of believers, con-
stituted open heresy. Those who were rebaptized formed tight, self-reliant cells, in
which teaching was done by those most able, and support of the needy was modeled
on the sharing of goods in the primitive Christian communities. A strict discipline
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kept them separate from the evils of the world and provided a shield of secrecy. Apart
from this lay ministry of believers, the early Anabaptists had an ordained ministry of
elders and missionary bishops, who supervised the local cells and were authorized to
baptize new members. The Anabaptists may have recruited from earlier evangelical
groups but had a radically different character from these (Augustijn, “Anabaptisme,”
pp. 16-23; Knottnerus, “Menno als tijdverschijnsel,” pp. 105-12).

The Anabaptists were not only heretical, they were also considered a political
danger. As the successor to a long line of popular evangelical movements, critical of
the church and its entanglement in secular power and wealth, they believed the end
of the world, the Second Coming of Christ, and the Last Judgment were imminent.
In preparation for these events they kept themselves separate from society at large in
order to remain unpolluted by worldly interests. They did not attend the services of
the church, remained as much as possible in the company of co-religionists, and
refused to swear oaths and bear arms — the usual prerequisites for civil citizenship.
They made one decisive exception to their general abstention from armed violence.
Anabaptists believed that they could expedite the Second Coming by preparing a
New Jerusalem, a town held by the believers, from where Christ and his saints could
rule the world. With this object in mind, in 1534 Anabaptists seized Miinster in
Westphalia through a political coup. They evicted all those who were not of their
persuasion and reorganized the urban community according to their views of
Paradise. They invited sympathizers from elsewhere to join them and help defend the
city against the bishop of Miinster, who intended to retake it by force. Thousands
of Anabaptists started out from the Netherlands but were intercepted by the author-
ities on their way, in Spaarndam near Haarlem, and in the harbor of Kampen, where
shiploads from North Holland landed after crossing the Zuyderzee. A number of
them were executed for heresy, but the large mass were considered harmless souls
misled by religious fervor and were released with a mere warning. Miinster itself was
recaptured and the Anabaptist leaders executed. In 1535 and 1536 several attempts
were made to take other towns, most notably Amsterdam, but also Leiden,
Deventer, and Hazerswoude, and in 1535 Anabaptists briefly occupied the convent
of Bloemkamp near Bolsward. None of these actions was successful. Secular author-
ities were very alert and investigated closely into the trade in the kind of prophetic
texts that justified the Anabaptist attempts, actively sought out cells in which this lit-
erature was read and new plans could be prepared, and brought suspects to trial. In
the 1540s this policy slackened, as within Anabaptist groups eschatological expecta-
tions faded and a majority decided to bide the time until the Second Coming in
patience, abstaining from all use of violence. An important architect of this new peace-
ful identity was Menno Simons, after whom Dutch Anabaptists are henceforth called
Mennonites (Zijlstra, Ware gemeente, pp. 11-150, 170-96, 237-47).

Except for the period of the Anabaptist kingdom of Miinster and the attempts to
take other towns, local magistrates were not very keen on persecution of heresy,
Anabaptist or otherwise. The anti-heresy policy emanating from Brussels was seen as
one more example of central government infringing upon local jurisdictions. Resent-
ment may not have been the only root of this lack of enthusiasm, interpreted as
obstruction by the emperor. Local magistrates were reluctant to bring their own cit-
izens to trial for harboring ideas that, although akin to those of Luther, might not
quite represent an outright break from the traditional church, or that could be viewed
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as honest misconceptions. They seem to have adhered to an older definition of heresy
as “willful and obstinate rejection of Christian doctrine and the authority of the
church,” rather than the new one focusing on transgression of the emperor’s reli-
gious policies. The distinction between an interest in Biblical precepts or a spiritual-
ized piety and heresy was, however, often a fine one. The ambiguity of the appeal to
a Biblical Christianity can be demonstrated from the plays staged by the Chambers
of Rhetoric. These plays usually addressed some actual discussion, and quite a few of
them contain references to religious issues of the day. In some instances these were
quite outspoken. The texts of the plays staged in Ghent in the course of a “rhetori-
cians’ contest” in 1539 were subsequently placed on the Index. Obviously, the players
and the magistrate of Ghent did not consider the subject matter or its interpretation
as beyond the pale of orthodoxy, as a public display of heresy was unwise in the
extreme. The royal inquisitioners in Brussels, however, thought otherwise (Decavele,
Dageraad, pp. 193-203). Laxity or sympathy for heretic notions may have played a
part, but this does not seem highly likely. There was an extensive gray zone between
heresy and an acceptable appeal to the plain Gospel, however critical. The latter could
be seen as a call for reforming the church from the inside. In fact, the desire for
reform may have been widespread among magistrates and town councils (Spaans,
Haarlem, pp. 31-2).

Calvinism

In the 1540s a new brand of religion entered the Low Countries. From France
Calvinism spread into the southern provinces, at first gradually and diffuse in char-
acter, but then more systematically, especially in the French-speaking areas from
1560, under the guidance of Guy de Bres, who had earlier been active in London
and Switzerland. Like Anabaptists, the Calvinists formed relatively autonomous cells,
with a strong internal organization. They were ministered to by ordained preachers.
A consistory made up of lay elders, mostly local notables, organized secret meetings,
procured ministers and devotional books like the Bible and the Psalms — translated
and set to music for communal singing — and maintained discipline, while deacons
cared for the poor (Augustijn, “Opmars”). French Calvinism was not only a religion
but also a political movement. Supported from Geneva, which trained and sent out
ministers, the Calvinist congregations in France were used by the Huguenot faction
to destabilize the crown that was in the power of the Catholic nobility. This policy
would lead to intermittent civil war from 1562 to 1598, each period of warfare con-
cluded by a peace settlement in which the rights and freedoms of both religions were
formulated. Likewise, after 1559, in the Southern Netherlands the Calvinist consis-
tories allied themselves with opposition against the centralizing policies of the
Catholic King Philip II. His style of government, although building on the institu-
tional structures his father had introduced, was strongly resented by the higher nobil-
ity. Noblemen from the Low Countries like William of Orange, Lamoral, count of
Egmond, and Philip of Montmorency, count of Hornes, who claimed hereditary
rights to high office, felt excluded from the real center of power, which was located
in the small entourage of the regent. They rode the wave of Calvinism, which would
propel Orange to fame as the successful leader of the revolt and founder of the Dutch
Republic, and Egmond and Hornes to public execution (Cameron, European Refor-
mation, pp. 372-81).
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Calvinist provocations of the government in Brussels, in the form of public preach-
ing and the singing of Psalms on the public streets (chanteries), preferably under a
Catholic clergyman’s windows, started early in the 1560s. The ministers who led
these disturbances were theologically often ill informed and functioned more as mil-
itary leaders than as pastors. They were in contact with the members of the noble
faction who saw themselves excluded from the center of power, and who within years
would openly present themselves as leaders of the Dutch Revolt. City magistrates did
not suppress the sermons and chanteries, or prosecute participants with anything like
the vigor the king and his regent ordered. This led to the impression that the cities
and their magistrates were heavily infected with heresy. Magistrates themselves denied
this, pointing to “foreign elements” as the inciters of religious unrest, and main-
taining that most participants were there simply out of curiosity or had been unaware
of the heretical character of the occasion. And although magistrates had a compelling
interest in deflecting the attentions of central government, to protect their own
autonomy, they may have had some point there: if the actions were mainly politically
inspired, those in it for merely religious motives were unaware and innocent (Steen,
Chronicle of Conflict, pp. 23-38).

In 1566 the league of discontented grandees, supported by a larger group of lesser
nobles, felt strong enough to apply to the regent for a suspension of the heresy laws.
In a moment of weakness, Margaret of Parma promised moderation. All over the
south the Calvinist congregations grew in the summer of this Miracle Year 1566, and
in the northern provinces, where so far very little Calvinist activity had been going
on, new congregations emerged (Vis, Arentsz., pp. 40-91). Existing groups changed
character; more than before, members of local elites became involved. They reshaped
the congregations into recruiting grounds and communications centers for the oppo-
sition. The open-air services they organized attracted large crowds. They grew into
a show of strength for the opposition to royal policy, a fact underlined by the fre-
quent presence of armed guards. The opposition did not, however, content itself with
services in the open air, the so-called hedge-preaching: in August and September
1566, in a seemingly well-organized operation which started in Steenvoorde in
the deep south of Flanders and swept from south to north through Antwerp into
Gelderland, leading to many similar localized incidents as far north as Friesland
and Groningen, little groups of iconoclasts, often with the help of local Calvinists or
sympathizers, smashed the images in the churches in town after town.

By that time the king had been informed of the softening of his religious policy
by his regent, and had predictably ordered immediate repression of all heretical inno-
vations. In a subsequent accord, the regent tried to contain the damage by granting
limited toleration, but limiting Protestant preaching to those places where they had
been held before. Moderation, however, effectively ended in 1567 with the arrival
of the duke of Alva, who was sent by the king with an army of Spanish zercios to
restore order and punish those responsible for the “Troubles” of 1566 (Crew,
Calvinist Preaching, pp. 1-38; Parker, Dutch Revolt, pp. 74-84).

Catholic Reformation, Conformity, and Exile

Repression was not, however, the only policy initiated by the king. The issues
addressed by the Protestant Reformation — the need for higher standards of learning
and morality in the clergy, the soft life lived in many monasteries, the demand among
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both the learned and the literate urban classes for a more spiritualized devotion, closer
to the example of the early church — preoccupied many leading Catholics, including
the papacy. From 1545 the Council of Trent, dedicated to the defense of Catholic
doctrine against Protestantism and to church reform from within, had been in session.
In the spirit of this Catholic Reform, in 1561 Philip II decreed a reorganization of
the bishoprics in the Low Countries, which had been discussed from the reign of
Charles V. Three archiepiscopal sees instead of one and 15 suffragan bishoprics
instead of five would henceforth cover all of the territory of the Netherlands, where
formerly the jurisdiction of ecclesiastical provinces had ignored state borders to the
detriment of effective governance. The new bishoprics would initiate the Counter-
Reformation program of regular synods and visitations, in order to improve pastoral
care and combat heresy. As this reorganization infringed upon existing jurisdictions
and privileges, it met with much resistance, notwithstanding a broader movement for
reform (Rogier, Katholicisme, vol. 1, pp. 201-59; Post, Kerkelijke verboudingen, pp.
114-16, 335-6, 452-5, 552).

The actual impact of both political and religious developments on the population
at large is hard to calculate. By the 1560s the Low Countries contained one Lutheran
congregation in Antwerp (Estié, Viuchtige bestaan). In the Dutch-speaking areas both
north and south Mennonite groups were widely scattered, with denser concentra-
tions in Frisia, North Holland, and Flanders. Organized Calvinist churches were
found mainly in the south, both Flemish and Walloon. Despite humanist criticism of
the traditional church and common age-old anticlericalism, the majority seem to have
unprotestingly conformed to Catholicism. They may have harbored the wish for
reform, but the conscious choice for a Protestant congregation, which meant a
repudiation of traditional religion, was made only by the informed few. The
emphasis here is on informed: hindsight and textbooks allow us to see the doctrinal
and ecclesiological implications of the various blends of Christianity formed by
such macro-developments of radical Reformation, magisterial Reformation, Counter-
Reformation, and state formation, but for the average sixteenth-century layperson
the finer theological distinctions were less obvious and perhaps quite irrelevant.
Traditional religion was closely intertwined with family life and all levels of social
organization, and a personal choice for a style of devotion that separated one from
this familiar web of relations may have been inconceivable to most.

Those who did join Protestant congregations ran the risk of persecution, which
at times could be fierce and deadly. Persecution drove heretics into exile. Most visible
are the patterns of exile for the Calvinists. In the 1540s Calvinists from the south-
ern Low Countries crossed the Channel into England and formed exile communi-
ties in several towns in the southeast, most of all in London. Several cities in the
German Empire also harbored Dutch Protestant exile communities. These exile
churches remained separate from the Protestant organization in the receiving coun-
tries, but operated with the tacit support of the authorities. They supported the secret
congregations that remained on the continent, training and sending back ministers
and printing and smuggling in books, just as Geneva did for French Calvinism. With
the accession of the Catholic Queen Mary, the Dutch churches had to leave England.
They relocated to Emden in East Frisia, which, also after the succession of the Protes-
tant Queen Elizabeth, remained an important center of missionary Calvinism, sup-
plying both the northern and the southern churches. Many of those involved in the
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Troubles of 1566 in the northern provinces, either as iconoclasts or as members of
the fledgling congregations, fled to Emden, and it was in synods held at Emden in
1568 and 1571 that a blueprint was devised for the organization of a Reformed
Church once the revolt had been successful and these exiles could return (Pettegree,
Emden).

Political Reformation

Armed insurrection would eventually determine the confessional configuration in the
Low Countries. However widespread discontent and heresy had been in the preced-
ing decades, it was the revolt against the harsh rule of Alva that would make the
north officially Protestant and the south officially Catholic. In 1568 Orange, having
fled to the safety of his German family possessions, orchestrated a four-pronged attack
on Alva’s forces, aided by the German Lutheran princes and his relations among the
French Huguenot leaders, and by the exile consistories in England. This ambitious
campaign failed, costing Orange both a fortune and the support of the French and
Germans (Parker, Dutch Revolt, pp. 105-11). The first signal victory in the revolt
was gained more or less by accident by the Sea Beggars, a loose association of pirate
captains and crews privateering against the Spanish with letters of marque from
Orange. Denied access to English ports by Elizabeth, they landed in the small port
town of Den Briel, in the estuary of the Meuse River. As it happened, the town was
practically defenseless, and on April 1, 1572 the Beggars took it “for the prince of
Orange.” Den Briel provided Orange and his Beggars a convenient bridgehead, from
which in the early summer of that same year most of Holland was won. The fall of
Den Briel would understandably come to be seen in later Protestant historiography
as proof of God’s guiding hand in the Reformation of the Netherlands.

One after the other, towns and cities declared their allegiance “to the prince,”
partly under the pressure of the Beggar troops before their gates, but also in no small
measure aided by members of the local political elites sympathetic to the cause of the
revolt. Although by no means all of these supporters were themselves Protestants,
and the urban populations often preferred to remain loyal to the Catholic faith, in
each town that joined the revolt, the Reformed Church was officially recognized. In
1572 and 1573, Catholics retained equal rights to public worship and access to public
office under a religious peace arrangement dictated by the prince of Orange. From
1573 on, however, allegiance to the revolt meant also rejection of Catholicism, as
among Catholics resistance to the Protestant political takeover was perceived to
foment conspiracy with the royal forces. Catholics gradually came to be excluded
from political office.

Royal armies proved unable to recapture the areas controlled by the Beggars. The
war seriously hampered the economy of Flanders and Brabant, unpaid troops
mutinied in Antwerp in 1574 and 1576, and in the latter year thoroughly sacked the
city. A stalemate seemed to have been reached, and the 17 provinces wanted the war
to end. In the 1576 Pacification of Ghent, the Estates General, overstepping the
boundaries of their constitutional power, declared the war over and accepted the
political and religious status quo. Holland and Zeeland would have the prince of
Orange as their governor, and the Reformed Church would be their public church.
The other provinces would remain royalist and Catholic, but the heresy laws were
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suspended. In the years that followed, religious peace settlements were tried out, but
these experiments foundered on the growing polarization between north and south.
In 1579 the Union of Arras and the Union of Utrecht effectively created two dif-
ferent federations of provinces. In the years 1580-5 in Antwerp, Ghent, Brussels,
and Mechelen, “Calvinist republics” were proclaimed, in defiance of growing royal-
ist and Catholic hegemony. At the same time, Groningen in the far north of the ter-
ritory of the Union of Utrecht declared for the king and Catholicism, thereby
creating a backlash of anti-Catholicism throughout the north. In each of these cities
upwardly mobile guilds made a grab for political power against the traditional elite.
In the south they were given ideological support by the militantly Calvinist minis-
ters — a development not unlike the communal reform movements found in North
German cities and, at the same time, heir to the politicized Calvinism of the consis-
tories in France and the Netherlands in the 1550s and 1560s. The republics were
overthrown by force of arms in 1585 (Marnef, “Brussel”; Mechelen; Israel, Dutch
Republic, pp. 155-220; Woltjer, Vrijheidsstrijd).

The south reconciled itself with Spanish rule and was in 1599 entrusted by Philip
IT as a dowry to his daughter Isabella, who ruled it as an independent principality
with her husband, Albert of Austria. The couple were given the title of archdukes.
They were devoted to the cause of the Counter-Reformation and supported the
reform of the Catholic Church in their lands. In 1581 the north renounced its alle-
giance to Philip IT and became the Dutch Republic. All seven of the United Provinces
introduced the Reformed Church as their public church.

New Religious Regimes

The military campaigns of Alexander Farnese, duke of Parma, consolidated the
Southern Netherlands under Spanish rule. They culminated in the capture of Antwerp
in 1585. The sea lanes to its harbor were controlled, however, by the Republic, sti-
fling its commerce in favor of Amsterdam. Not only did the wealth generated by
access to international trade routes shift to the north, leading it to its Golden Age,
but so did large numbers of merchants and skilled artisans, many of them Calvinists,
Lutherans, Jews, and Mennonites. They left the city and its industrial hinterland,
partly because of the economic malaise that came in the wake of war, but also for
religious reasons. The Spanish Netherlands was a Catholic country and its rulers
demanded loyalty to the Catholic Church from its inhabitants. Protestants were
purged from all public functions. The Catholic Church tried to reconcile Protestants,
and this policy was moderately successful. Bishops could report large numbers of con-
verts, although it is also clear that many merely outwardly conformed. Those who
could not live with that had to leave, and many did (Marinus, “Verdwijnen van het
protestantisme”; Thijs, Genzenstad, pp. 31-59).

Calvinist, Lutheran, and Jewish merchant families from Antwerp were given four
years in which to sell their real estate in the city and emigrate. Similar arrangements
had been made for other cities in the south. Many went to Hamburg or Frankfurt
at first, but eventually Amsterdam proved a magnet few could resist. Mennonite linen
weavers and Calvinist wool weavers from Flanders and Brabant settled around
Haarlem and Leiden, the main centers of these industries in Holland. Ministers and
schoolmasters came from all over the south. Together with emissaries from the exile
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churches, they played an important role in building the public Reformed Church of
the Republic and its French-speaking complement, the Walloon Reformed Church,
as well as those Protestant churches that enjoyed a limited freedom in the north: the
Evangelical Lutheran churches and the Mennonite communities.

For all churches the last decades of the sixteenth century were a period of build-
ing. Politics and war had demonstrated the need for, and determined the choice of]
official churches for both the Spanish Netherlands and the Dutch Republic. Both the
war and the uncertainties of the times had seriously diminished the wealth of the old
church. Church buildings had been damaged, the lands and rents that provided their
upkeep and the income of the clergy were diminished through violence and neglect,
and title deeds had been lost. The priests needed for pastoral care had been harassed
by Calvinists in the south; in the north Protestant ministers, officially in demand now
for the first time, were equally scarce. Moreover, clergy now had to conform to the
higher standards of learning, moral conduct, and pastoral ability set by both Protes-
tant and Catholic Reformations. They had to teach their flocks a godly discipline that
was stricter than traditional, medieval Catholicism had been.

In the south the appointment of able and active bishops to oversee and lead this
construction work proved no easier in the 1580s than it had been in the 1560s. The
organization of the new bishoprics, started by Philip II at the very beginning of his
reign, was not yet completed, mainly due to problems of funding. The money needed
for a well-appointed episcopal household, annex court, and office in most cases had
to come from the incorporation of wealthy abbeys, who tried each and every possi-
ble legal strategy to retain their autonomy. Bishops were obliged under the decrees
of the Council of Trent to hold regular diocesan synods and visitations of the
churches under their jurisdiction. Synods and visitations had to instill in the dioce-
san clergy the spirit of the new Catholicism and to correct those who fell short —
even parish priests who divided their attentions between farming and their priestly
duties because of insufficient income from their benefice. Bishops had to see to it
that the religious in cloisters lived according to their vows, and had to stimulate the
work of active congregations in the care of the sick and the poor, and in elementary
teaching. They were responsible for the recruitment and training of priests for their
churches. They supported the Latin schools and stimulated promising pupils to con-
tinue their studies in their seminaries and eventually take the cloth. They had to
ensure that the new teaching device, the catechism, was taught in schools. In their
courts they disciplined all, both religious and lay, who in any way overstepped the
rights and teachings of the church (Harline and Put, Bishop’s Tnle).

Where bishops and their secular clergy had a relatively hard time overcoming
the after-effects of the revolt and changing into the more demanding Counter-
Reformation gear, the regular clergy showed a remarkable resilience. Especially in
Antwerp, but also more generally, the traditional orders quickly recovered. The con-
templative, cloistered orders, which often demanded a sizable dowry from new
members, appealed especially to the sons and daughters of the wealthy, and having
a relative in such an order became a mark of social distinction. This in turn appears
to have stimulated vocations to the less strict orders, and the active congregations.
The monasteries attracted gifts from the faithful, which allowed them to rebuild,
refurnish, and embellish their buildings with all the lushness of the then fashionable
baroque style. Their chapels consequently became popular. Parishioners preferred
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them over the shabbier parish churches for their regular devotions and for receiving
the sacraments. As in the latter donations from the faithful were expected, this bred
resentment between the regular clergy and the seculars. At the same time, the “market
forces” implied in this competition for patrons and income may have improved pas-
toral work, religious education, and discipline.

The help of regular clergy and the members of religious communities was also
indispensable in inculcating the faithful with the new religious values and attendant
practices. The Council of Trent advocated a focus on Christ and the Eucharist over
the traditional cult of the saints. It prescribed a more frequent communion, and con-
sequently frequent confession, for which the regular priests provided the necessary
manpower. There was some measure of specialization in the different orders, which
preached for the educated or for the masses, dedicated themselves to teaching or care
of the sick and burying of the poor, but the most versatile order of all were the Jesuits.
The religious orders promoted lay devotions, bringing people together in clubs and
fraternities for a combination of pious exercises and conviviality. Many of these were
socially exclusive, but others catered to the common people. Both regular and secular
priests acted as father-confessors to loose groups of devout lay sisters, who combined
a life of prayer and meditation with pious work, such as teaching children their cat-
echism, caring for the sick and the poor, and engaging people in devout conversa-
tion. The arts, from the polemics for the intellectual few to the processions and
religious theater for the population at large, were used to enhance the effect of this
process of confessionalization. All this stimulated reverence for the church, new voca-
tions, and pious donations, and gave society at large a distinctly Catholic stamp. Vis-
itors from the north could not but be impressed by the splendor of the religious
services which impacted all the senses, and by the many forms of popular devotion
(Thijs, Geuzenstad, pp. 61-96, 161-85; Vroede, “Kwezels”).

In the north the Reformed Church had many of the same problems in building
its new organization and finding able clergy. Here too adequate funding for the
church was a problem. Secular government claimed a part of the income from
the abolished Catholic monasteries, chapters, and chantries for the war effort, for the
repair of war damage, and to pay for the new Protestant universities that would have
to educate the elites of the Republic who had traditionally patronized Cologne and
Louvain — both Catholic by now. The rest had to be used to pay the former monks
and nuns a pension for life and for other pious purposes. In time these funds, together
with those of the parishes, would guarantee the ministers of the public church an
adequate salary, at least in the larger towns and cities. Rural parishes could be too
poor to support a minister, and many had to share one. Even then, Protestant min-
isters were sometimes forced to work for additional income. Ministers were trained
in the new universities. They formed supralocal governing bodies in the regional
classes and provincial synods, which exercised many of the administrative and disci-
plinary functions handled by bishops in Catholic areas.

In the Dutch Republic the one minister in the village or the handful in larger
towns had to do without the rivalry and support the secular clergy of the south expe-
rienced in the regulars. The ministers were expected to preach twice on Sundays and
usually on one or more weekdays. Four times a year the Lord’s Supper was cele-
brated, exclusively for those who had by a public profession of faith proven they had
sufficient knowledge of and wholeheartedly subscribed to the doctrines of the church.
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The Reformed version of the sacrament did not require prior confession by the faith-
ful — a sermon of instruction and exhortation to self-examination of one’s conscience
was held some days in advance. Moreover, all full members of the church were visited
personally by the minister and one of the elders, to inquire whether they were worthy
of partaking. Those who were not were officially barred. Religious instruction for
adults seems to have been given almost exclusively in the form of sermons. In the
larger towns “comforters of the sick” visited the sick and dying in their houses.
Parents were expected to teach the essentials to their children, while a more system-
atic instruction was provided by schoolmasters, which consisted mainly of memo-
rization of the catechism. The elders, a college of lay notables often partly made up
of members of the magistrate, supervised the religious life of the congregation, and
together with the minister handled cases of ecclesiastical discipline. The poor among
the full members were supported by the deacons, who were often amalgamated in a
wider board of welfare officers catering to all poor urban residents.

The requirement of some form of instruction, public profession of faith, and a
godly lifestyle, under the permanent scrutiny of the consistory once one had attained
full membership, demanded a measure of commitment that not all were prepared to
make. The Reformed Church was, for a public church, rather exclusive, and it is esti-
mated that by the end of the sixteenth century only 10 to 20 percent of the popu-
lation could be counted as members. This is remarkable. It is an indication that all
the humanism, evangelicalism, and anticlericalism of the preceding decades had not
made many people into informed and convinced Protestants. It would take a process
of confessionalization, of systematic inculcation of religious values, lasting deep into
the seventeenth century to do that (Abels and Wouters, Nieww en ongezien; Spaans,
“Catholicism”).

Reformed religious life was focused on the Bible and the truths contained therein.
Religious culture was decidedly stark in comparison to the baroque splendor of the
Counter-Reformation. The public church buildings were few, without the comple-
ment of chapels that gave the Catholic faithful a choice of devotional styles and the
possibility of social distinctiveness. Only in Utrecht was a shortlived experiment con-
ducted with two rival congregations, offering two different modes of Reformed
worship and community-building. One minister in one parish church conducted a
relatively undemanding form of worship, without discipline and with access to the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper for all who wished to partake. This so-called Liber-
tine church was patronized by members of the city’s social and political elite, but also
by the poor, for whom the thresholds to membership were generally felt to be high,
whereas the regular, more Calvinist congregation attracted the economically inde-
pendent middle groups (Kaplan, Calvinists and Libertines). Within the Reformed
Church at large social differentiation in religious behavior and display never played
a part comparable to what Catholicism could offer. Sometimes it seems that being a
member of the church was itself felt to be a mark of social distinction. Over time
within the congregations finer distinctions would develop for the higher strata of
Reformed society, in the form of seating arrangements and membership of conven-
ticles promoting a more intimate knowledge of the faith and pious exercises.

The Reformed church interiors were plain and, although the arts flowered in the
Republic, they depended on civic rather than ecclesiastical patronage. Even the splen-
did and costly organs found in many churches were an expression of civic pride, used
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for concerts and not as an accompaniment to the singing of the Psalms in religious
worship. Where in the Spanish Netherlands every possible allurement was deployed
in order to integrate all subjects of a land that had been heavily infiltrated by evan-
gelical, Anabaptist and Calvinist ideologies into a homogeneously Catholic culture,
the Reformed Church of the Republic refused so much as to try. Even on the point
of baptism and church marriage, in theory a service as the public church it could
perform for all, the Reformed Church was ambiguous, often preferring to reserve
these for members only.

The Problem of Diversity

Despite all the efforts to reconcile all subjects to the Catholic Church, small com-
munities of Protestants and Jews remained in the Spanish Netherlands. They were
condemned to obscurity, obliged to conform outwardly to the Catholic mainstream,
attending services and even partaking of the sacraments. Their own forms of worship
could only be practiced in secrecy. Dissidents living in border areas could and did
cross over to places where they could join in the religious services of co-religionists,
but such contacts were discouraged. In a city like Antwerp, which depended on the
presence of foreign communities in the interest of trade, dissident communities were
allowed some latitude, as long as they used it discreetly, without giving oftense by
attracting any attention to their existence, sometimes at the cost of special taxation.
The official policy was that friendly persuasion and force of habit might eventually
reconcile them to Catholicism, whereas active persecution would give the authorities
in the Dutch Republic an excuse to harass their Catholic communities (Marinus,
“Verdwijnen van het protestantisme”).

The Dutch Republic was confessionally much more diverse. In the Union of
Utrecht (1579), freedom of conscience was guaranteed for all the inhabitants of the
United Provinces. This in itself did not imply freedom of worship: in fact, a succes-
sion of penal laws denied Catholics all forms of religious organization and commu-
nal worship, whereas Mennonites and Lutherans were never officially granted more
freedom than they had had under Habsburg rule, except the freedom from persecu-
tion and inquisition into personally held beliefs. Jews were given specific privileges
for worship and burial locally in the first decade of the seventeenth century. Freedom
from persecution and inquisition and the exclusivity of the public Reformed Church
did, however, create some space for religious minorities.

Catholics who were not prepared to live under an officially Protestant regime left
the country for the south, or for the exile community in Cologne. Remnants of the
indigenous Catholic hierarchy remained in place, however, and from these a new
Catholic community was built under the direction of apostolic vicars. When hopes
that the Northern Provinces could be regained for the Spanish king and Catholicism
faded, the Republic was declared a mission field by Rome, denying ecclesiastical valid-
ity to the structures built in the meantime. This did not immediately affect the com-
munity as such. Programs were devised by the remaining clergy to train indigenous
priests in seminaries in Cologne and Louvain. To this secular clergy were added
regular priests, both Dutch and foreign born, leading here also to resentment on
both sides over competition for positions and income. Monasteries had been abol-
ished, but lay sisters, because they officially lacked the status of religious, operated
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in relative freedom as helpmates of the priests, catechists, and fundraisers (Monteiro,
Geestelijke maagden). As long as Catholic organization, worship, and pastoral care
kept out of public view, and, most important of all, as long as the clergy involved
was not suspected of disloyalty to the Dutch Protestant authorities, Catholic devo-
tion, inspired by the Counter-Reformation despite its subdued existence, was allowed
to flourish. In the seventeenth century, in the territories to the south of the
great rivers, which had for decades been part of the Spanish Netherlands, and the
Achterhoek, which had long remained under Miinster but were added by conquest
to the Seven Provinces by the stadholders Maurice and Frederick Henry, Catholics
were ruled by a small Reformed elite, but the overwhelming majority remained
Catholic and in the exceptional case of Maastricht even enjoyed public status (Rogier,
Geschiedenis; de Mooij, Bergen; Ubachs, Twee heren; Isracl, Dutch Republic, pp.
387-8, 658-60).

More or less the same applied to the other religions. Lutheran communities were
found in most of the larger towns. All except Woerden and Bodegraven, which had
been given as a fief to one of Orange’s German Lutheran allies, owed their existence
to immigration from the south and subsequently grew on German labor migration.
Their ministers were usually also Germans (Visser, Lutheranen). The Mennonite pres-
ence too was strengthened by exiles from Flanders and Brabant. Flemish, Frisian, and
“Waterlander” Mennonites, the latter deriving their name from the marshy area north
of Amsterdam, each formed their own communities, with a distinctive brand of piety.
The “ethnic” character faded over time, but the names remained as labels for the
larger denominations within the highly fragmented community. Often one town or
village boasted more than one Mennonite congregation, and some of the smaller
splinter groups were to be found in a limited area. They were led by lay preachers,
recruited from their own midst (Zijlstra, Ware gemeente). Jews settled in towns which
were prepared to allow them freedom of worship and often also a separate burial
ground in exchange for the economic activities they generated. At the end of the six-
teenth century these were mainly Sephardic Jews, denoting Iberian or, more gener-
ally, Mediterranean extraction; later in the seventeenth century they would be joined
by Ashkenazi, or central European, communities. The largest Jewish presence was
concentrated in Amsterdam. Especially the Sephardic Jews, born and raised as New
Christians in Spain or Portugal, built a new religious identity, taught them initially
by rabbis imported from the German Empire (Fuchs-Mansfeld, Sefardim; Bodian,
Hebrews).

The nature of the religious settlement of the Dutch Republic, usually described
as tolerant, was nevertheless a variety of the common European form of the confes-
sional state. The magistrates supported the public church, both financially and
morally, and guaranteed its monopoly on public worship. Political power and public
office in general were reserved for members of the Reformed Church, or those who
outwardly conformed to its precepts. Especially in the early Republic many excep-
tions to this rule can be found, as the Reformed Church locally often contained a
minority of the population as a whole, and following it to the letter was not always
possible or desirable, but a rule it remained. Members of dissident religious com-
munities were excluded from positions of power and often socially at a disadvantage,
and a distinctly hierarchical socioreligious differentiation would develop later on
(Spaans, “Religious Policies”).
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FURTHER READING

The best place to start further research is the article “Niederlinde” in the Theologische Realen-
zyklopidie, vol. 24 (1994), pp. 474-502. It is written by Cornelis Augustijn, who is easily the
most sophisticated author on the early Dutch Reformation, and contains extensive biblio-
graphical notes on primary sources and secondary literature. Post, Kerkelike verhondingen, is
still authoritative for pre-Tridentine Catholicism, although Bijsterveld, Pastoors, nuances his
opinion on parish priests. Decavele, Dagerand, presents a broad and insightful picture of the
early Reformation in Flanders, as do several articles in Duke, Reformation and Revolt, (mainly)
for Holland. Parker, Dutch Revolt, is good on political and military aspects of the revolt,
Woltjer, Vrigheidsstrijd, on the ambiguous relation between religion and politics, and the
importance of “middle groups” between Trent and Geneva. Israel, Dutch Republic, ofters the
longer chronological perspective, Cameron, Ewuropean Reformation, the wider European
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context. There is a general tendency to overrate the impact of Protestant influence on the
population at large, and to romanticize dissident groups. Thijs, Geunzenstad, and Harline and
Put, Bishop’s Tule, give lively impressions of Catholic renewal in the south. Reformation and
beginning confessionalization in the north are best described in a number of books on city
Reformation: Abels and Wouters, Nieww en ongezien, on Delft, is a good example of this wider
genre, and, moreover, also draws in the situation in the surrounding countryside. The history
of the tolerated churches in the Republic has not yet been integrated into a broader religious
history, a real and painful lacuna. Attempts toward such an integration can be found in de
Mooij, Bergen, Spaans, Haarlem and “Religious Policies,” and also in Israel, Dutch Republic.
The references given in the text are for the most recent general histories of these churches.



NINE

The Reformation in England
to 1603

CHRISTOPHER HAIGH

One thing seemed clear about England in 1529: it was not going to have a Refor-
mation. King Henry VIII would not permit one: he had himself published a book
against Martin Luther in 1521, the Assertio Septem Sacramentorum (“Detense of the
Seven Sacraments”). The papal legate and lord chancellor, Cardinal Wolsey, was sti-
fling any possibility of one: he had stage-managed bonfires of Luther’s books in
London in 1521 and 1526, to signal English rejection of the new heresy, and ordered
bishops and magistrates to seek out heretics. England’s leading theologians were
arguing forcibly against one: in books and sermons, Bishop Fisher and others
defended what Luther attacked and pointed out the shattering implications of the
doctrine of justification by faith alone. The authorities of a powerful state and a pow-
erful church stood firmly against Luther. England looked safe from Reformation.

Further, England did not need Reformation. It was once thought by historians
that England in 1529 was ripe for Reformation and ready for Protestantism. This
was not so. Sales of Catholic religious books were booming, and high levels of gifts
and benefactions to religious causes suggested that laypeople were content with the
religion on offer. Churches were crammed with votive altars and images of saints,
and decorated with stained glass and paintings, funded voluntarily by parishioners.
All the money given to religious guilds or bequeathed for prayers for souls created a
huge demand for priests — and recruitment of young laymen to the priesthood
reached unprecedented levels in the 1510s. Ordinations declined somewhat from
about 1520, but that seems to have been because of high levels of royal taxation on
poorly paid assistant clergy. Thomas More thought it would be better to have fewer,
better priests — but there were so many because they were needed to say the services
that people wanted, and they were generally well behaved and hard-working.

The Catholic Church in England was a going concern, and going well. Wolsey
and his fellow-bishops encouraged a better-educated priesthood, and tightened dis-
cipline over both monks and parish clergy. The elaborate machinery of church courts
and diocesan visitations kept the clergy in order and smoothed out frictions with the
laity. Parishioners used the courts to settle their own disputes and to keep their neigh-
bors in order. It would be hard to prove that tithes and church dues were paid enthu-
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siastically, but they were paid: any arguments concerning such taxes and fees were
usually about interpretation of local custom and were settled by compromise. Not
every aspect of the church was perfect, and perhaps routine was more evident than
fervor. But the church was part of the way things were: its role, the privileges of its
clergy, and its beliefs were rarely questioned.

There were a few malcontents in 1529. There were Lollards, who criticized con-
tession, images, pilgrimage, purgatory and transubstantiation, and passed around
battered copies of the old Wycliffite translation of the Bible. Most Lollards were pros-
perous artisans in the smaller market towns of southern England, and in Amersham
Lollard families were among the most respectable in the town — but there were few
of them, their manuscripts were now a hundred years old, and they kept their opin-
ions to themselves. Lollards were not going to make a Reformation. There were
carnest reformers among the younger academics at Cambridge and Oxford, some
influenced by Erasmus, some by Luther, and some by their own reading of the Bible.
They wanted more emphasis on the saving power of Christ, and less on the mechan-
ical processes of salvation by works. Most of them worked for a better religion rather
than a different religion — and they were not going to make a Reformation either.

Among the orthodox, there may have been some who thought that church-
men had too much independence and too much authority. Christopher St. German
wanted to shift the jurisdictional boundary between common law and canon law, and
he got some support from lay lawyers who saw business they might have had going
to church courts instead. Nobles close to the king may have resented the influence
(and the arrogance) of Cardinal Wolsey, and perhaps they wanted to clip the power
of the prelates if they could. And, for all his loyalty to the pope and the Catholic
sacraments, Henry VIII could bridle at the pretensions of priests. When in 1515 the
bishops insisted that their courts and not the king’s should deal with errant clergy,
Henry exploded: “the kings of England in time past have never had any superior but
God alone. Wherefore know you well that we shall maintain the right of our crown
and of our temporal jurisdiction as well in this point as in all others” (Guy, “Henry
VIIL,” p. 497). But kings had been saying this sort of thing for centuries, and lawyers
and nobles had griped when it suited them. In 1529 Christopher St. German,
Thomas Howard, duke of Norfolk, and Henry Tudor were not about to start a
Reformation.

But then the bulwarks fell. Cardinal Wolsey was overthrown in 1529, Bishop Fisher
was executed in 1535, and by 1536 Henry VIII was making theological concessions
to win a diplomatic alliance with the Lutheran princes of Germany. In 1539 England
got an official English Bible; in 1549 it got an official English Prayer Book; in 1553
it got an official Protestant theology. England had a Reformation — against all the
odds and probabilities. How did it happen? Well, first we have to understand what
“it” was. “It” was not a swift German Reformation, deliberately imported, copied,
and implemented — nor was “it” a Swiss Reformation. Germany and Switzerland pro-
vided some of the ideas, but not the motive or the motor or the model — much to
the chagrin and discomfort of the Cambridge evangelicals who wanted a determined
destruction of popish superstition and the erection of a godly church and common-
wealth. Instead, England had decades of messy politics, religious change and rever-
sals, faltering steps and occasional leaps, uncertainty and struggle, and blundering
responses to threats and crises. In the end — and for our purposes the end was not
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until 1603 — “it” was a Reformation of sorts, but a Reformation by accidents and in
installments. “It” was not what anyone intended, and not what many people liked.

When Henry VIII turned against Wolsey, and then against the clergy, and then
against the pope, he did not mean to start a Reformation — he did not even mean
to start a schism. For reasons partly political but mainly personal, Henry wanted to
disown his wife, Catherine of Aragon, and marry Anne Boleyn; for reasons partly
legal but mainly political, Pope Clement VII refused an annulment. But Henry was
determined: he had persuaded himself that God disapproved of his relationship with
Catherine, so it must be terminated. Cardinal Wolsey had tried legal argument and
failed: he was brought down in a court coup in October 1529. Now Henry hufted
and puffed and pleaded, and threatened the pope and the English Church. In 1530
his think-tank of divorce lawyers and theologians produced the “Collectanca satis
copiosa” (“the sufficiently large collection”), documents, precedents, and spurious
history designed to show that Henry did not need papal approval for an annulment:
England was an independent jurisdiction, and its king had sovereign authority over
church and state. This was indeed a blueprint for schism — but Henry did not
follow it.

Henry used the “Collectanea” not to justify repudiation of papal authority, but to
try to persuade the pope to allow the marriage case to be settled in England — and
to help the pope give the right answer, in 1532 he threatened to block papal rev-
enues from England. To ensure the English Church would then decide the suit as
he wished, Henry flexed his muscles and squeezed his clergy as well: to protect their
property, in 1531 they had to grant a tax of £118,000 and acknowledge that the
king was “sole protector, supreme lord and head of the English Church and clergy”
— though the bishops insisted this was only “as far as the law of God allows” (Guy,
“Henry VIIL,” pp. 498-9). In 1532 the king’s parliamentary manager, Thomas
Cromwell, engineered a petition from the House of Commons about canon law and
the church courts, and the clergy were forced to acknowledge that the king had
authority over ecclesiastical law. To cap it all, in 1533 the Act of Appeals declared
that there could be no appeal to Rome against decisions in England in temporal
matters: testaments, tithes, and divorces. It had been an epic struggle: the bishops
stood their ground, but were threatened and intimidated; the recalcitrant were pun-
ished, the king’s councilors made concessions, MPs had to face the king himself; and
finally everything was in place — if the pope would only agree, the English clergy
would have to do as they were told and give Henry his annulment. No schism would
be needed.

But the pope did not agree — and now the issue was urgent. Anne Boleyn was
pregnant, and she and Henry were secretly married in January 1533. Catherine had
to go. The new archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, declared the Aragon
marriage invalid, and on June 1, 1533 crowned Anne queen of England. The pope
responded by condemning the second marriage, and ordering Henry to return to his
first wife or face excommunication. Now a schism was necessary. For excommunica-
tion would absolve Henry’s subjects from obedience to him, and would surely lead
to rebellion in England — perhaps to invasion from abroad as well. So the option of
denying the pope’s authority was attractive — especially as Henry was coming to
believe the fake history of the “Collectanea” and to relish a new role as head of the
English Church. In 1534 the Supremacy Act declared that Henry was indeed “the
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only supreme head on earth of the Church of England” — “any usage, custom, foreign
laws, foreign authority, prescription or any other thing or things to the contrary
hereof notwithstanding” (Elton, Tudor Constitution, pp. 364-5). England had
broken from the Church of Rome: not yet from Rome’s religion, but certainly from
Rome’s jurisdiction.

As things turned out, this was the beginning of England’s Reformation — the
Reformation that had seemed impossible only five years before. But only as things
turned out, and they were a long time a-turning. There were some who hoped that
the break with Rome would lead to Reformation, a Reformation like Germany’s —
and these included Archbishop Cranmer, who was a secret Lutheran, Thomas
Cromwell, the king’s secretary, and Queen Anne. There were others who thought
that schism was good enough, with independence from Rome and royal control over
the church — including perhaps the dukes of Norfolk and Suffolk and a few of the
bishops, and certainly the king himself. But there were more, probably many, many
more, who thought the breach with Rome was a temporary disruption, a tactic to
get the king his annulment: it would not last, and it would not bring Reformation.
The warden of New College, Oxford, warned his evangelical nephew to beware:
“Remember that this world will not continue long. For (he said) although the king
hath now conceived a little malice against the bishop of Rome because he would not
agree to this marriage, yet I trust that the blessed king will wear harness [armor]| on
his own back to fight against such heretics as thou art” (Elton, Policy and Police, p.
353). Kings had fallen out with popes before, and it had always been mended. Perhaps
things were not as bad as they looked.

But they got worse. Henry’s schism had left England dangerously exposed, at risk
from invasion by Emperor Charles V, Francis I of France, or both — and so in des-
perate need of improved defenses and foreign allies. To fund a program of naval
building and repair, Henry turned to the wealth of the church: an annual income tax
was imposed on the clergy in 1535, and in 1536 the smaller monasteries were sup-
pressed and their lands seized. Henry had probably intended to leave the larger
monasteries standing, but in 1538 he was short of cash again, to build a string of
defensive fortresses on the south coast: the larger monasteries came down too. As
for allies, who might join forces with a schismatic and cause trouble for Charles V?
— the Lutheran princes of Germany. In negotiations in England and Germany, Henry
had to make theological concessions to the Lutherans to entice them into an alliance.
The Ten Articles of 1536 and the “Bishops’ Book” of 1537 stated the new ortho-
doxies of the Church of England, incorporating compromises with the Lutherans on
justification by faith and the nature of the sacraments. Henry VIII was not pleased:
he refused to give the “Bishops’ Book” his endorsement (hence its unofficial title),
and sent Cranmer a list of 250 alterations he wanted made. He recognized diplo-
matic necessities, however, and allowed the book to be issued as an interim state-
ment of what the English had to believe. But he was keeping his options open.

Henry had been pushed from schism into Reformation. The schism had led Henry
to take advice from men who were reliably antipapal, evangelicals who wanted to go
further than the king — Cranmer, Cromwell, Richard Foxe, and others. Their influ-
ence, and Lutheran demands, took Henry on toward Reformation. And Henry’s own
views were shifting. He had not set out to be supreme head of the church, but he
found he rather liked it, caring for his subjects’ souls as well as their bodies, purify-
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ing religion for the good of the realm. In royal injunctions for the church in 1536
and 1538, the king tackled “superstition” — veneration of images and relics was
banned, pilgrimage was discouraged — and he ordered every parish church to have
an English Bible. When the official “Great Bible” was published in 1539, its fron-
tispiece showed Henry handing out Bibles to Cranmer and the bishops on his right
and to Cromwell and the councilors on his left, who then passed “Verbum Dei” to
the people — while Christ looked down approvingly from the clouds. That was how
Henry had come to see himself, as God’s agent bringing true religion.

Many of his people were less impressed. The common lawyers had been content
to see Henry stripping the prelates of their power — until the king was forced to
protect himself by seeking allies among heretics. Merchants were keen to see gov-
ernment funded by taxation on the clergy and confiscation of church property — until
there was a risk of religious war, and disruption of the Flanders trades. From the time
Henry’s divorce project became public, there had been widespread, persistent criti-
cism of the king, his ministers, and his policies: mutterings in the alehouse, sermons
in the churches, local resistance to royal commissioners, and, in 1536, a great rebel-
lion in the north. There, armies of 40,000 men mobilized in defense of the church
and especially its monasteries, and Henry was able to deflect the protest only by agree-
ing to meet its demands and then reneging on promises given. Dissent was risky.
Between 1532 and 1540, 883 people were investigated for treasonable opposition
to the king: 329 were executed, including 69 simply for verbal criticism. It was not
quite a reign of terror, but it was enough to make people careful of what they said
and did. Magistrates watched priests, bishops watched magistrates, and they all had
to report to Cromwell. But dissent continued.

By the autumn of 1538, Henry was in a dangerous position. There was growing
evidence of public hostility to the royal injunctions — especially the introduction of
English Bibles (seen as heretical) and parish registers (seen as a preparation for taxes
on baptisms, marriages, and funerals). Henry was afraid of another rebellion, and
back-tracked on religious change. He broke oft negotiations with the German
Lutherans, and signaled his orthodoxy by a new campaign against heretics — presid-
ing himself over the trial of John Lambert, and then having him burned on Novem-
ber 22, 1538 with atrocious cruelty. It is a measure of Henry’s fear of his own people
(and his own distaste for key Lutheran ideas) that he pulled back from Reformation
when the diplomatic situation was deteriorating: Charles V and Francis I formed an
alliance against England, and Henry needed the Lutherans more than ever. But he
refused to make the theological changes the German negotiators wanted, on the
Eucharist, confession, clerical celibacy, and masses for the dead — exactly the issues
which most bothered his subjects and made them hate heretics.

In 1539 Henry’s new stance was given parliamentary backing in the Act of Six
Articles, and in 1540 Bishop Stephen Gardiner led a Lenten sermon campaign against
the evangelical doctrine of justification by faith alone. In July 1540 Thomas Cromwell
was executed for treason — partly because he had pushed the king into a distasteful
marriage alliance, but mainly because he had lost a struggle over the direction of reli-
gious policy. In 1541 Henry was even contemplating the possibility of a return to
the Roman obedience, rather than risk international isolation. And in 1543 he tried
to freeze England’s faith solid by the Act for the Advancement of True Religion. The
Act imposed a new formulary of faith to replace the “Bishops’ Book” of 1537 —
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incorporating many of Henry’s own objections to the 1537 text, rejecting justifica-
tion by faith alone, and emphasizing the mass, confession, obedience, and good
works. The Act also forbade Bible-reading by the lower ranks of society, on pain of
imprisonment, denying perhaps 90 percent of the population direct access to the
Scriptures. This looked like the end of Reformation in England.

In fact, it was not. By breaking away from Rome and setting the doctrine and
practice of the Church of England by royal instructions and parliamentary statutes,
Henry had made religion a political issue, always subject to political pressures and
calculations — and the 1543 Act could not take religion off the political agenda.
English religion would be whatever the king and Parliament could be persuaded it
was. Thomas Cranmer was still archbishop of Canterbury, and there were councilors
and courtiers who favored reformist change: military skills had gained Edward
Seymour and John Dudley royal favor, and Anthony Denny was close to the king.
In 1544 Henry endorsed a new English litany for use in churches, and in 1545 a
new English primer for use in schools: each one gave less attention to the saints than
traditional devotions had done. Also in 1545, a precautionary Chantries Act allowed
the king to seize endowments which funded masses for the dead — if he needed more
money for national defense. The future of prayers for souls depended upon the
demands of the defense budget — and the nature of English religion depended on
who had influence over the king of England.

By the middle of 1546, Henry VIII was 55 years old and in poor health. If he
had died in that summer, he would have left the young Edward VI in the care of a
Catholic-inclined regency council: a heresy hunt was in progress, the evangelicals
were on the defensive, and Bishop Gardiner and the duke of Norfolk seemed to be
in control. But when Henry actually died on January 28, 1547, things were very dif-
terent. In a brilliant political coup in the autumn, evangelicals and their allies had
discredited Gardiner and convicted Norfolk of treason: in effect, evangelicals now
controlled the future. Edward VI would be their king, not the Catholics’. On Henry’s
death, the regency council agreed that the new king’s uncle should be duke of Som-
erset and protector of the realm: the duke bought support with a lavish distribution
of rewards, remodeled the council, and was voted regency powers. There would be
more Reformation — partly because of the sincere convictions of Somerset, Cranmer,
and others; partly to sideline Catholic politicians; and partly to provide theological
cover for the seizure of church property.

Although Somerset was afraid of both Charles V and popular discontent — as
Henry had been — Reformation proceeded briskly. The treason and heresy laws were
cased, censorship was relaxed, and the Act for the Advancement of True Religion
was repealed. In 1547 the chantries were suppressed and a book of model sermons
for the clergy took reformist ideas into the parishes. In 1548 the council ordered
images of saints to be removed from churches and destroyed, and part of the mass
was to be said in English not Latin. In 1549 Parliament substituted a half-Protestant
Book of Common Prayer in English for the old Latin rites, and the clergy were
allowed to marry. In 1550 the council demanded that altars should be taken down
and replaced by communion tables, and a new ordination service sought to change
the role and status of the clergy. In 1552 a second, more Protestant Book of Common
Prayer was introduced, and in 1553 a set of Articles defined the Protestant theology
of the Church of England. The Catholic service equipment made redundant by these
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changes was collected up by royal commissioners — and precious chalices, candle-
sticks, and such like were taken off to the mint.

Perhaps this was a determined reformist program implemented step-by-step by
idealists; perhaps they knew where they were going, and how to get there safely.
Perhaps it was less tidy (and less honorable) than that. The council stumbled rather
than marched into the destruction of images and altars: in 1547-8 its hand was forced
by visitation commissioners who (probably deliberately) misinterpreted new royal
injunctions and caused contention in the parishes; and in 1550 it was bounced by
bishops who encouraged radicals to pull down altars. In 1549 the flow of reforms
was disrupted by rebellions and a coup — and Reformation continued by accident not
design. There were revolts in Cornwall and Devon (and riots elsewhere) against
the new English services, and agrarian protests in East Anglia and more widely:
Somerset’s rule was made to look both provocative and weak. There was a council
coup against him in the autumn, and some of those involved meant to reverse reli-
gious policy — but the earl of Warwick deserted his conservative allies, brought more
evangelicals onto the privy council, and picked up where Somerset had left off. By
1553 the Church of England had a Protestant liturgy, a Protestant theology, and a
mainly Protestant episcopate. There had been a Reformation.

The driving forces had been political: the calculations, the ambitions, the self-
interest, and the fortunes and misfortunes of princes and politicians had taken
England from 1529 (when a Reformation seemed impossible) to 1553 (when it
scemed to have happened) — despite the fact that very few wanted that Reformation
and very many hated it. How had it been possible? — why had it not been stopped?
There was rebellion in the north in 1536 and in the west in 1549; there was con-
stant complaint everywhere, and frequent local struggles over the implementation of
change — there was opposition, but only in 1538 had it scared a king into a policy
shift (and then because Henry hadn’t liked the policy anyway). In general, the
Catholic English had obeyed their reformist rulers — and obedience was the key. Faced
by a choice between what the state now demanded and the church had long taught,
almost everyone obeyed the state: Thomas More argued that its claims were illegit-
imate, but few others chose to test them. God had made Henry and Edward kings,
and if they commanded wickedness that was God’s business, not their subjects’. There
was a habit of obedience, to the king and to the law — and Reformation came through
the decrees of the king and the laws of Parliament. Reformation was grudgingly
accepted.

This was partly because in England Reformation came in small doses, spread over
20 years and more, cach dose just about bearable. The trimming of church jurisdic-
tion, the breach with Rome, higher taxation of the clergy, the suppression of monas-
teries, an English Bible, the attack on popular devotions, the dissolution of chantries,
the pulling down of images and then of altars, the abolition of the mass — all were
objectionable to traditionalists, but none caused national outrage. The early measures
hit the clergy rather than the laity, and by the time parish religion was being altered
the people had been habituated to change. The king rejected the pope, but God did
not send floods or plagues or famine — the sky did not fall in. The king threw down
abbeys, but the sky did not fall in; he committed sacrilege over and over again, but
the sky did not fall in; and even when he stopped the mass, the sky did not fall in.
The sun shone, the harvests came, and God did not seem so angry after all.
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It was Reformation by installments, rather than by cataclysm — so it was not
obvious that it was Reformation, that there was more to come. Groups and individ-
uals took their stands on different issues: Archbishop Warham on clerical indepen-
dence, Bishop Fisher and Thomas More on loyalty to the pope, the northern rebels
of 1536 on the monasteries, Bishop Gardiner on the Eucharist, the western rebels
of 1549 on traditional rites, Bishop Bonner on the doctrine of transubstantiation,
Bishop Heath on ordination, Bishop Day on altars — Bishop Thirlby opposed all reli-
gious innovations by Edward’s government, but put up with them. And it wasn’t all
bad. Perhaps the rejection of papal authority would give the English bishops more
freedom, perhaps a drive against superstition would bring a better kind of Catholi-
cism, perhaps the destruction of monasticism would free resources for schools and
colleges. There were opportunities for gain, too — by the purchase of monastic and
chantry lands, by buying redundant equipment at bargain prices. Michael Sherbrook,
an Elizabethan clergyman, asked his father why he had joined in the ransacking of
Roche abbey 30 years before: “What should I do, said he. Might I not as well as
other men have some profit of the spoil of the abbey? For I did see all would away,
and therefore I did as others did” (Dickens, Tudor Treatises, p. 125).

There were also enthusiasts for change, those for whom novelty brought liberation
rather than despair. Evangelical tutors at the universities trained evangelical students
— who then became evangelical preachers, supported and protected by Cranmer and
the first evangelical bishops. Especially in 1535-8 and 1547-53, when government
tavored religious change, the preachers attacked idolatry and offered another way to
God, by faith and the Bible — first Barnes, Bilney, and Latimer; later Bradford, Lever,
and Rogers. In Edwardian London, there were great revivalist meetings at St. Paul’s
Cross, and the young in particular responded to the word preached. Some responded
to the word read — both the English Bible, and the thousands of books published
(often by immigrant printers) in a great campaign against the mass in 1547-9. Joan
Waste, a blind Derby girl, was converted to Protestantism by Edwardian preachers
and saved up to buy a New Testament: she got others to read it to her, and some-
times had to pay them. By 1553 there were Protestants throughout England, but
mostly in a crescent from Norfolk round to Sussex, and in a spur from London
through the Thames valley to Gloucestershire. But everywhere they were a minority
— quite a large one in London, a tiny, tiny one in the north and the west.

So far, England had had its Reformation by chance — the chance that Henry VIII
wanted an annulment, but the pope would not give it; the chance that for a time
Charles V and Francis I planned to fight England rather than each other; the chance
that Henry died in January 1547 rather than July 1546; the chance that when
Somerset was overthrown Warwick deserted his conservative allies and looked to
Protestants for support. And now Reformation was stopped by chance — the chance
that Edward VI, educated as a Protestant, died at the age of 15, at the time when
his regime’s religious policy was at its most unpopular. In July 1553, the bishops
were struggling to get parish clergy to subscribe to the Protestant Forty-Two
Articles, and royal commissioners were struggling to get parishioners to surrender
copes and candlesticks and chalices and pyxes and banners, and all the paraphernalia
of the old liturgy. So when the privy council tried to put Henry VIII’s Protestant
great-niece on the throne, instead of his Catholic elder daughter Mary, it is not sur-
prising that there was widespread popular support for Mary’s claim. There was revolt
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in the provinces, the council buckled, Mary entered London in triumph, and the
Reformation was over — it seemed.

But how was it to be undone? Mary may have thought that the Reformation leg-
islation was ungodly and could be ignored; she was persuaded that it was parlia-
mentary, and had to be repealed. There were a few hiccups over timing, and the
order in which things should be done, but within two and a half years Mary had
almost all she wanted — the mass, a celibate priesthood, the papal supremacy, the anti-
heresy laws. What she did not get was the return of the property confiscated from
the church by her father and brother: most of it had been sold, and the purchasers
(and their political representatives) were not going to give it back. With that excep-
tion, it was a whirlwind Counter-Reformation and the parishes often moved even
faster than the queen and Parliament. Altars were reerected and the mass celebrated
again within weeks of Mary’s accession, well ahead of the official restoration in
December 1553. There were scuffles in some churches and the Protestants were out-
raged, but the Catholics were confident and they had their way.

At the parish level, Catholic worship was restored with eagerness and success:
Reformation had been imposed from above, but Counter-Reformation was not. Con-
gregations made huge investment in new equipment, repurchases, and repairs — high
altar, vestments, service books, and cross in 1553; candlesticks, banners, and side-
altars in 1554; rood and images in 1555-6; fabric and bell repairs thereafter. Often
parishes ran ahead of official policy, putting up altars, images, and roods before they
were ordered to do so. By 1556 almost all churches had been redecorated and sup-
plied with the basic needs for Catholic services. Some parishes had wisely concealed
prohibited equipment in Edward’s reign, and were now able to bring it out of hiding,
but for the others restoration was an expensive business. Michael Sherbrook (who
was 20 at this time) noted later that “whereas the poor commons had taken from
them their church goods in King Edward’s time . . ., now in this queen’s time they
were compelled to buy new again, and thus God on the altar put the commons to
no little charge by his going away and his coming again” (Dickens, Tudor Treatises,
p. 141). A few parishes (especially in Essex and Kent) were reluctant to pay — but
most raised large sums by church ales, bequests, and voluntary collections as well as
by rates, and more was being spent on parish churches in Mary’s reign than at any
time since the 1520s.

For Catholics, it was a time of exuberance and renewal; for Protestants, a time of
anguish and fear — especially after January 1555, when the heresy laws came into
force again. Almost all the Protestants went to church and publicly conformed —
much to the horror of their leaders who, like John Bradford, wrote tracts on The
Hurt of Hearing Mass. Like Catholics before them, Protestants obeyed the law —
though they tried to limit their compromises by little gestures of dissent. They faced
some determined persecution, led by conservative gentry in Essex, Kent, and Suffolk,
and in all more than 280 heretics were burned in less than four years. This was not
what the government had intended: it had supposed that after a few salutary burn-
ings Protestant loyalty would collapse. But Protestants would not keep quiet. Thomas
Hudson of Aylsham in Norfolk drew attention to himself in 1558 by three days of
psalm-singing, and villagers called the constable to have him arrested. Most heretics
were reported by their neighbors, rather than weeded out by formal inquisition: Alice
Benden was turned in by her husband, and John Fetty twice by his wife. There was
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trouble at some burnings, but usually the crowd watched the law take its course —
and sometimes there was real hostility toward a heretic. When Christopher Wade was
burned at Dartford in 1558, some threw faggots to silence him, and fruiterers
brought cartloads of cherries to sell to those who came to watch him die.

The persecution did not crush Protestantism, but it did not discredit Catholicism
cither. Recruitment to the priesthood boomed, especially in 1557 and 1558, and
giving to religious causes recovered well from the depths of Edward’s reign. The
Protestant leadership fragmented: lay leaders conformed to Catholic practice and
retired from politics, or made their peace with Mary and entered her service; senior
clergy were silenced or burned, or they went into exile where they were harmless.
Protestant books were smuggled into England, but some advocated Mary’s deposi-
tion or murder and probably did the cause more harm than good. The bulk of the
Protestant leadership survived the persecution onslaught, but they were powerless:
the Protestants were destined to be a small, sectarian minority, weaker than the
Huguenots in France (because they had no protection from great magnates). And
then Mary died, on November 17, 1558. It was another accident in the accidental
Reformation.

As her father and her brother had done, Mary timed her death badly: it could
hardly have come at a worse time for the future of Catholicism in England — during
a war with France, and after harvest failures and an influenza epidemic. The only
plausible Catholic candidate for the throne, Mary Stewart, was eftectively disquali-
fied: as wife of the French dauphin and Queen of Scots, she was an enemy. So Mary’s
half-sister Elizabeth, the daughter of Anne Boleyn, had a clear run at the crown and
freedom of action. Elizabeth was a moderate Protestant, and had the will and the
opportunity to reintroduce Reformation. The pro-French Pope Paul IV backed
Mary’s claim, and was unlikely to grant the dispensation necessary for Elizabeth’s
accession as a legitimate Catholic monarch — so it was safer to take the throne as
a Protestant and ignore Rome. Spain was bound to support Elizabeth whatever
she did, since Spain could not permit the French-backed Mary to succeed. At home,
Elizabeth’s closest allies and supporters were Protestants (or at least anti-Catholics),
especially the displaced members of Edward VI’s regime — and soon they dominated
the new queen’s council. Elizabeth would start where Edward had left off: she
would have a Protestant Church. But it was not going to be easy.

In the Parliament of 1559, Elizabeth and her councilors tried to restore the royal
supremacy and the Prayer Book of 1552, but they were initially blocked in the House
of Lords by an alliance of Catholic bishops and conservative peers. In a second
attempt, the council put forward separate supremacy and uniformity bills, and made
concessions to appease critics. The Prayer Book was to be amended to allow a more
Catholic understanding of the Eucharist, and the vestments, ornaments, and rituals
of communion were to be more like those of the mass. With these alterations, the
Prayer Book was approved — but by a margin of only three votes in the Lords, even
after some opponents had been excluded. The supremacy bill also passed, and when
the Catholic bishops refused the supremacy oath they were removed by the new
supreme governor and replaced by Protestants. But the queen seems to have been
shaken by her near-defeat, and made further gestures toward Catholic opinion by
new injunctions in the summer of 1559 — in particular, the communion table was to
stand where the altar had been, and watfers were to be used for communion (though
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the Prayer Book had prescribed ordinary bread). Thereafter Elizabeth tried to keep
crosses in parish churches, to insist on Catholic vestments, and to forbid the mar-
riage of priests — but in each case she had to back down when rebuffed by her new
Protestant bishops. The queen had already lost a Catholic episcopate: she could not
lose a Protestant one as well.

The Elizabethan Church of England was not planned: nobody would deliberately
have invented such a monstrosity. It was too Protestant for the Catholics, and too
Catholic for the Protestants. Nobody liked it, and certainly not the new Protestant
bishops: Grindal of London explained in 1567: “You see me wear a cope or a sur-
plice in [St.] Paul’s. I had rather minister without these things, but for order’s sake
and obedience to the prince” (Nicholson, Remains of Grindal, p. 211). By any rec-
ognizably Protestant standard, the Elizabethan Church was inadequate — dismissed
by a London minister in 1572 as “a certain kind of religion, framed out of man’s
own brain and fantasy, far worse than that of popery (if worse may be), patched and
pieced out of theirs and ours together” (Collinson, Godly People, p. 336). It was not
a true religion but a political compromise. Its official theology, confirmed by Con-
vocation and the queen in 1563, was not too bad — but everything else was dread-
ful. It was still an episcopal church, with a clerical hierarchy, cathedrals, and diocesan
courts. Its structures of patronage and finance were, if anything, even worse than
before, with parish appointments in private hands and gross inequalities in clerical
incomes. Worst of all, its services were popish: the ministers were meant to dress up
like Catholic priests, and the communion service looked too much like a mass. Was
this what the martyrs had died for, some were asking. The church was still contam-
inated by “dregs of popery,” and all Protestants agreed it could not stay as it was.

All Protestants except the queen, that is — and, by another Reformation chance,
she was to rule for 44 years and try to keep her church intact. For the first half of
her reign, the Protestant Elizabeth had more trouble from her Protestant subjects
than from the Catholics — and that was because she made so many concessions to
Catholics that she kept most of them quiet, but only at the cost of a continuing battle
with fellow-Protestants. Most of her bishops accepted a need for caution, waiting
until the threat of Catholic rebellion subsided and the queen and council could be
persuaded to adopt further reform — but they kept up the persuasion. Many preach-
ers were so outraged by “popish abuses” that they campaigned against the Prayer
Book and refused to follow its more objectionable rules: in 1572 they submitted an
Admonition to the Parlinment, detailing their demands. A tiny minority of ministers
and laypeople concluded that a partly reformed church was still the Church of
Antichrist, and they left it: by 1567 there were separatist groups meeting in London.
For them, an official Reformation could not deliver a godly church.

Nor could it deliver a godly people. Elizabeth’s Church was not Protestant
enough, that was obvious. But it was also not evangelical enough: it had neither the
manpower nor the organization to convert the people. The Protestants were in a
missionary situation: they were a minority religion wishing to convert a hostile or
indifferent majority. But theirs was not a missionary church. The east midlands
diocese of Peterborough had 296 parishes: in 1561 it had 166 ministers, but only
nine of them could preach; in 1576 it had 230 ministers, and only 40 of them could
preach — after 17 years of official Protestantism, still only 40 preachers to convert
296 parishes. It was the same or worse elsewhere. By the 1570s the supply of preach-
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ers was increasing, and the printing presses were churning out catechisms — teaching
aids for use with the children of a parish on Sunday afternoons. Prospects were
improving and Protestant ideas were spreading, but not very fast. There had been a
political Reformation, of sorts — but, outside London, not much of a popular Refor-
mation. The growth of preaching was constrained by the teaching capacity of the
universities, and the impact of preaching was restricted by the parochial organization
of the church. As time passed there were more preachers, but each preacher formally
served only one parish church; the other parishes were served by surviving Catholic
priests who had conformed with more or less reluctance, or by untrained nominal
Protestants who could not preach. It would be decades before every parish had a
preacher and every parishioner had the chance of conversion — decades more to have
a real Reformation. Meanwhile, popery survived, there was a danger of Catholic
restoration, and souls were lost to the devil.

So some Protestant ministers tried to build a missionary church within the unhelp-
ful structures of the Church of England. Many cooperated together in the organiza-
tion of “exercises,” a mix of in-service training for ministers and conversion campaign
for laypeople: ministers and laity from miles around met together in a market town,
inexperienced preachers practiced in front of the old hands, and a series of sermons
offered Protestantism to the people. In some market towns, merchants or the borough
council endowed a lectureship, a well-paid preaching post for the whole town: a lec-
turer would preach on market days and Sunday afternoons, and attract congregations
from all the town’s parishes and from neighboring areas. If there was no endowment
for a new salaried lecture, then local preachers might take turns to give a market-day
sermon — a system called “lectures by combination.” And in some areas, especially in
the midlands and East Anglia, clergy got together in team ministries, cooperating
together, sharing duties, and reducing the significance of parish boundaries in a coop-
erative evangelical effort. These team ministries were called conferences or “classes,”
and they were copied from Calvinist organization in Switzerland, France, and the
Netherlands. Some ministers saw them as a stage in the creation of a presbyterian
Church of England and the abolition of bishops. But for most participants the aim
was pastoral rather than political: the minute-book of the meetings at Dedham in
Essex in the 1580s shows the ministers discussing how to make their people Protes-
tants, not how to make the Church of England presbyterian.

There were just two problems with this missionary effort: it was distrusted by some
in authority, and was only partly successtul. The bishops generally supported the
“exercises,” and when their opinions were canvassed in 1576 three-quarters were in
favor: some even forced ministers to attend. But Elizabeth was afraid that too much
preaching would frighten the Catholics, and that revivalist Protestant meetings would
be provocative: in 1577 she tried to close the “exercises” down, to the distress of
her bishops. Most bishops supported lectureships, too — and privy councilors were
enthusiastic founders. But lectureships also became suspect, especially as Protestant
ministers who didn’t like the Prayer Book were attracted to posts with only a preach-
ing responsibility. And, of course, the “classes” looked subversive — and for a few
ministers they deliberately were: the network was destroyed by a series of prosecu-
tions from 1589, which for some confirmed that episcopacy was ungodly.

Bishops and ministers might create missionary structures, they might undertake
evangelical campaigns — but they were, in the main, literally preaching to the con-
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verted. It was the converted who went to the “exercises,” and it was the converted
who went to town lectures. Perhaps a few others went along out of curiosity, but the
congregations at lectures were drawn primarily from the godly — not Catholics who
might be converted from popery, not mere conformists who might be given some
fervor, nor the ignorant or indifferent who might learn how Christ saves, but the
godly — those who already had Protestant faith and wanted some more. “Sermon-
gadding” became a defining characteristic of the godly Protestants: they went to
sermons whenever and wherever they could, taking note-pads with them and dis-
cussing the sermon afterwards. Not surprisingly, then, the lecturers preached to them,
directing their words to the converted, to the insiders. And lectures became recog-
nized gatherings of the godly, exclusive occasions for like-minded enthusiasts.

A few towns had godly councils, which tried to make people attend lectures and
fined absentees — at Bury St. Edmunds, for example. But elsewhere, and nationally,
there was no requirement to go to any service except to a parish church each Sunday
and festival. So the vast majority of English men and women never went to a lecture:
they heard sermons only if preached in their parish church. But parish sermons were
uncommon. In Oxfordshire in 1589, only a quarter of parishes had frequent sermons;
two-thirds only but one sermon every three months — and, as was said in 1585, “Four
sermons in the year are as insufficient ordinarily to make us perfect men in Christ
Jesus . . . as four strokes with an axe are unable to fell down a mighty oak” (Parte of
a Register, p. 216). Intensive evangelical campaigns in some towns, especially if
backed by energetic magistrates, could make effective local Reformations: across the
country as a whole, that did not happen. The attempt to make a missionary church
failed; the attempt to make a godly people failed. Had Reformation failed?

By 1603, England was a Protestant nation. The church’s theology, in the Thirty-
Nine Articles, was Protestant, and so were its working documents: catechisms, hom-
ilies, Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, and piles of printed sermons. Its leadership was
Protestant, and so was its ministry. The former Catholic priests were now dead, and
half its clergy were university graduates who had learned their Calvin. Its services
were usually Protestant — because godly zealots left out the bits they thought were
not Protestant, and because others were persuaded that wearing a surplice and kneel-
ing for communion could be Protestant. England’s festival days were Protestant: the
anniversary of the queen’s accession, the defeat of the Spanish Armada, the failures
of Catholic plots against Elizabeth’s life, were marked by Protestant prayers, anti-
Catholic rhetoric, bonfires and bells. In 1529 Protestantism had been a nasty foreign
religion and Catholicism was English: in 1603 Catholicism was a nasty foreign reli-
gion and Protestantism was English.

But England was not a nation of Protestants. There was a Catholic minority, an
underground sect served by English priests trained on the continent. This foreign
link made Catholics suspect and liable to persecution; persecution led a few Catholics
into plotting; plotting led to more persecution; and so on. Some Catholics were recu-
sants, refusing to attend the services of the Church of England and paying fines if
convicted; probably more were “church papists,” evading prosecution by occasional
conformity and gestures of obedience. The total number of those who regarded
themselves as Catholics cannot have been much more than 5 percent, but they were
a remnant who would not go away — and who loomed large in the fears of Protes-
tants. The enthusiastic Protestants — the sermon-gadders, the Bible-readers, those
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who examined their consciences for the signs of election — were another minority,
though a much larger one. Many of them hoped that the Reformation was not over,
that the Church of England would become more Protestant, that the Catholics could
be crushed, that the lukewarm might be converted — but their neighbors sneered at
them as self-righteous hypocrites. And the rest, the lukewarm, the neighbors, the
majority? They went to church; they learned the Prayer Book catechism; they paid
their contributions to the parish: they had to. They probably thought that Christ had
died for them too, and would help them to heaven if they prayed and tried to be
good. They hated the pope, and hated the papists when there was a scare on; they
called the godly “puritans,” and hated them when Sunday games were stopped.
England was now divided, and the divisions were sometimes bitter. It is too much
to say that the Reformation had failed — but it is also too much to say it had
succeeded.
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TEN

The Religious Wars in France

BARBARA B. DIEFENDORF

In his epic “Les Tragiques,” Huguenot poet Agrippa d’Aubigné memorably depicts
France as a grieving mother whose warring sons — representing France’s Catholic and
Protestant factions — have made a battlefield of her fertile body. The strongest son,
unwilling to share his mother’s rich bounty with his twin, provokes the other to fight
for his rightful inheritance, but the furious struggle destroys them both. Striking
blindly at each other, they also demolish the mother, from whose once generous
breasts only blood now flows (Book I, “Miseres,” 1. 97-130). A soldier as well as a
poet, d’Aubigné was far from impartial in assessing blame for the civil and religious
wars that wracked his homeland in the second half of the sixteenth century. French
Catholics would have angrily denied provoking the quarrels. Indeed, ardent Catholics
would have flatly rejected d’Aubigné’s initial premise that members of the two faiths
were twins, with an equal claim to a common mother’s bounty. Regarding Protes-
tantism rather as a monstrous birth, or a cancer on the social body, they vigorously
denied its very right to exist. But wherever one placed the blame for the wars, one
thing was not in dispute. The long decades of fratricidal war had devastated the
mother land.

In order to understand just why the Protestant Reformation in France led to such
prolonged and destructive civil war, we will need to look first at the rise of a mili-
tant Calvinist faith in the kingdom. Only then can we begin to understand the
sequence of events that led to a cycle of warfare that was to prove very difficult to
escape.

The Rise of Calvinism in France

The power and prestige of French kings was strongly rooted in Roman Catholic ritual
and ceremonies. Anointed with special oils and receiving both bread and wine at the
coronation communion, the monarchs enhanced their claim to rule by divine right
by assuming sacerdotal powers. Both church and crown benefited from this close
alliance; the kings promised in their coronation oath to protect the faith and drive
out heretics. When Martin Luther’s writings, which had spread quickly into France,



THE RELIGIOUS WARS IN FRANCE 151

were condemned as heretical by the theologians of the University of Paris in 1521,
the king’s courts criminalized religious dissent and began to prosecute suspected
heretics. A great admirer of humanism, King Francis I was reluctant to identify evan-
gelical scholars as heretics, but the more conservative members of his high court of
Parlement took a harder line and attempted to stifle nonconformity. Their repressive
campaign only drove the new ideas underground, where they continued to spread,
particularly in university milieux but also among merchants and artisans whose trades
brought them into contact with foreign dissenters. Forbidden books passed quietly
from hand to hand; itinerant preachers delivered clandestine sermons and departed
before they could be caught. Networks of family and friendship helped to spread the
new teachings but also to preserve a secrecy that became all the more necessary as
prosecution of accused heretics continued and even accelerated in the 1540s.

In order to prevent discovery, most men and women attracted to evangelical doc-
trines conformed outwardly, if minimally, to the Roman Catholic Church. In the
1540s, John Calvin, whose works were being clandestinely imported into France in
increasingly large numbers, attacked the hypocrisy of outward conformity in several
strongly worded tracts. Denouncing as “Nicodemites” those who consented to idol-
atry in order to protect their lives and property, he pronounced emigration the only
viable option for men and women who recognized the errors of Catholic teachings.
Calvin’s attacks on Nicodemism spurred a thin stream of departures for Geneva, but
many converts were unwilling or unable to pack up their lives and move. They read
Protestant books smuggled into the kingdom, met secretly to discuss their readings
and pray together, and looked forward to a day when they could worship regularly
and receive the sacraments in a manner that conformed to their beliefs. Increasingly,
they took for their ideal the ecclesiastical institutions and services that Calvin had
introduced in Geneva.

The opportunity to form true churches occurred only in the mid-1550s, but once
the movement began it spread rapidly. Delegates from 72 congregations attended
the first national meeting, or synod, of the French Reformed churches in May 1559,
just four years after the first churches were established in 1555. Scholars estimate that
by 1562 more than a thousand congregations existed, with a membership totaling
between 1.5 and 2 million people. Calvin’s Geneva supplied ministers to some of
these churches but was unable to meet more than a small part of the demand. Many
congregations were forced to choose their initial pastor from among their own ranks
or those of a neighboring church. When possible, they sent the chosen men to study,
however briefly, in Geneva or with another French congregation. The Paris church,
for example, receiving its first Genevan minister in 1556, almost immediately estab-
lished an informal seminary where promising recruits could be trained. And yet the
growth of the French congregations was so explosive that many churches were forced
to press into immediate service converted priests or laymen who felt the call.

Ties between the French churches and Calvin’s Geneva remained largely informal;
the Genevan pastors did not want their city to become another Rome. They also
feared invasion by the Catholic powers that surrounded them and did not dare too
openly to encourage the spread of Protestantism in France. At the same time, most
Genevan pastors were, like Calvin himself, French by nationality and remained vitally
interested in the success of the Reformation in their homeland. They continued to
offer guidance and advice. Winning over the elites who tended to dominate most
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local congregations, they insured the triumph of Calvinist orthodoxy in France. We
know regrettably little about the exact process through which dissident opinion in
the new churches was silenced, but it would appear that the immense moral author-
ity of Calvin and the Genevan pastors and an appeal to strength through unity worked
in favor of Calvinist hegemony. In 1557, Calvin himself drafted a confession of faith
for the French churches. In 1559, he sent representatives to Paris to assist the French
Reformed churches in revising this confession of faith and drafting a common eccle-
siastical code, or “discipline.” Grouped into regional colloquies and provinces, the
churches adopted a hierarchical structure that, while leaving each congregation a
good measure of independence, facilitated communication and mutual aid at the
same time that it imposed standards of governance on the churches as a whole.

It proved easier, however, to impose structural unity on the French Reformed
churches than to unify the ambitions of their members, who, as their numbers grew,
were cager to practice their faith publicly, unhindered by fear of arrest or harassment
by the Catholic populace. The growing demand to emerge from their shadowy, illegal
status put the French Reformed churches on a collision course with both the crown
and the majority Catholic population. By 1560, many congregations were becoming
increasingly public in their worship. Calvinists gathered to sing psalms in city streets
and listen to sermons in fields outside city gates. In some towns, preaching took place
more daringly in market squares or, still more defiantly, in front of the cathedral.
Wanting a sheltered space for regular services, Calvinist congregations began to
demand that Catholic church buildings be reassigned to their use. Already in 1558,
Calvinists appropriated a church in the Béarnais town of Nérac. Emboldened by the
knowledge that Nérac’s sovereigns, Jeanne d’Albret and Antoine de Bourbon, the
queen and king of Navarre, were lax in the persecution of heresy, Protestants in the
southern town took a step that fellow-believers in other cities took only in 1560 or
1561 (Benedict, “Dynamics of Protestant Militancy,” p. 41).

Any public demonstration of faith by Calvinist sympathizers attracted the hostil-
ity of Catholic believers, whose attacks on Calvinist worshipers prompted the latter
to arm to defend themselves. This only raised the level of mutual defiance still farther.
The situation was further aggravated by the presence within many Reformed con-
gregations of activists who demonstrated their opposition to Catholic errors by
mocking Catholic processions, defacing saints’ statues and shrines, and engaging in
other acts that Catholics could only regard as blasphemy. The Reformed Church lead-
ership kept a careful distance from such provocations. Recognizing, with Calvin, the
need for French Protestants to present themselves as loyal subjects of the crown,
church leaders regularly denied taking part in seditious acts and cast the blame instead
on the excessive zeal of individual believers. Recent research has, however, shown
that Protestant leaders engaged in a policy of deliberate ambiguity and concealed
their more revolutionary aims so as to protect themselves and their churches from
legal repression. Contrary to what a long — and largely Protestant — historiography
has argued, the Protestant struggle in France was not simply about freedom of
worship and belief. The very act of organizing churches was a violation of the laws,
and the records show Reformed Church consistories approving the takeover of
Catholic churches, providing it was accomplished peacefully, organizing the para-
military forces that provided their defense, and engaging in other clearly illegal acts
(Benedict, “Dynamics of Protestant Militancy”).
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The speed with which the Reformed churches expanded between 1555 and 1562
gave the movement a confidence born of its own dynamism. Protestant propaganda
from the years 1560 and 1561 reflects this optimism in biting attacks on Catholic
clerics, doctrine, and ceremonies, but also in demands for the restoration of a pure
and evangelical church, a reformed polity, and a morally upright society. The radical
renewal articulated in this propaganda finds clear echoes in demands for reform pre-
sented by delegates with Protestant inclinations to meetings of the provincial Estates
and also the Estates General held in 1560 and 1561. If this vision was subsequently
swept away by the force of the Catholic opposition it inspired, its revolutionary char-
acter should not be underestimated, nor should the threat that it posed to traditional
structures of power, wealth, and prestige.

Monarchical Authority and the Outbreak of War

The turning point toward war is commonly dated to the accidental death of King
Henry II as a result of an injury suffered while jousting in the tournament that cele-
brated the wedding of his daughter, Elisabeth de Valois, to King Philip II of Spain
in June 1559. Having just ended long decades of foreign war with the peace of
Cateau-Cambrésis, Henry was preparing to turn his attention to internal problems,
chief among them the spread of heresy. His unanticipated death left France in the
hands of a callow adolescent, King Francis II, dominated by his wife’s uncles, Francis,
duke of Guise, and Charles, cardinal of Lorraine. Under the influence of the ardently
Catholic Guises, religious persecution intensified. Their ascendency, however, was
brief. Even before King Francis II’s own premature death in December 1560, his
mother, Catherine de’ Medici, emerged from the sidelines to advance a more mod-
crate policy regarding religious dissent. In March 1560, the Edict of Amboise offered
a general pardon to dissenters, heretical preachers excepted, providing they returned
to the Catholic Church. Several months later, the Edict of Romorantin returned pro-
secution of heresy to church courts. Neither edict intended a complete reversal of
policy. Royal courts still prosecuted dissenters for sedition — an elastic term that could
include disseminating heretical literature, publicly uttering anti-Catholic sentiments,
or failing to show proper respect for Catholic processions or shrines — but for the
first time belief itself, if privately held, was decriminalized.

On Francis II’s death, Catherine had herself declared regent for her 10-year-old
son Charles IX and further attempted to case religious tensions by policies of mod-
eration. Believing that the Guises had acquired too much power during Francis II’s
brief reign, she tried to compensate by favoring other aristocratic clans. Appointing
Antoine de Bourbon, king of Navarre and first prince of the blood, as licutenant
general for the kingdom, she also freed Antoine’s younger brother Louis de Bourbon,
prince of Condé, from the prison where he was charged with conspiring with other
Protestant nobles to seize Francis II at Amboise in order to liberate him from Guise
domination (March 1560). At the same time, Catherine further moderated laws
against religious dissenters. In April 1561, a royal edict forbade injuring anyone on
account of their religion. Like previous edicts, this one threatened punishment for
seditious conduct. It went farther than the Edict of Amboise, however, in explicitly
ordering toleration of dissident beliefs and even practices, so long as they took place
in private. Catherine further sparked hopes of a peaceful religious settlement by
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announcing that Catholic and Protestant theologians would meet for a colloquy at
Poissy in September 1561.

However well intentioned, Catherine de” Medici misjudged the willingness of the-
ologians on either side of the religious debate to compromise. She also misjudged
the Calvinists’ will to profit from the slightest measure of toleration in order to assem-
ble more openly. Despite the continued prohibition against public assemblies, French
Calvinists (or Huguenots, as they came to be called by 1561) gathered in ever larger
numbers. They seized more churches and engaged in ever more brazen acts of icon-
oclasm and calculated blasphemy, particularly in southern towns, where their numbers
were strongest. The Catholic populace responded by increasing its own retaliatory
acts of religious violence. Egged on by radical preachers who inflamed religious pas-
sions by describing the new faith as a gangrene corrupting the social body and threat-
ening to bring down the wrath of God, Catholic crowds invaded known sites of
Calvinist worship, attacked participants in Reformed Church services, and set fire to
buildings and furniture. They disinterred the corpses of Protestants buried in church
cemeteries as a desecration of hallowed ground. Just as Huguenots acted out their
disdain for Catholic teachings by breaking religious images, mocking the consecrated
Host, and other deliberate provocations, so Catholics defended their faith by con-
scious acts of public disobedience. In towns where they clashed head on, blood was
spilled and cries for vengeance grew louder. Despite the escalation of civil disorder,
a new edict in January 1562 permitted assemblies of the new faith so long as they
took place outside town walls. Hoping to promote peace, Catherine instead
prompted an escalation of civil disorder.

Disorder dissolved into war when, on March 1, 1562, troops commanded by the
duke of Guise invaded a barn where Protestants were worshiping in the town of Vassy
in Champagne. The ensuing clash left as many as 50 unarmed worshipers dead and
another 150 injured. Greeted as a hero when he entered Paris two weeks later, Guise
ignored the Huguenots’ demand for an apology. In reaction, Louis, prince of Condé,
who had taken the title of Protector of the French Reformed churches and assumed
leadership of the Protestant faction, left Paris and prepared for war. Caught between
the opposing parties, Catherine de’ Medici solicited Condé’s protection for the royal
family, but he placed his hope in his army instead. On April 2, his troops seized the
town of Orléans and made it their headquarters. Armed uprisings in a great many
other towns from Normandy and the Loire Valley to Languedoc and Dauphiné
placed them in Huguenot hands as well. Catherine, meanwhile, reluctantly accepted
the protection offered by the Catholic leadership, a triumvirate consisting of Francis,
duke of Guise, Antoine de Bourbon (who had abandoned any Protestant leanings),
and Marshal de Saint-André. She nevertheless continued to try to negotiate peace.

Although the Huguenots remained a small minority of the population, they used
the scattered nature of their strength to advantage in war, avoiding set battles when-
ever possible and forcing their enemies to resort instead to time-consuming and costly
sieges to smoke them out of the cities they held. Only in December 1562, after a
hard-won siege at Rouen, which cost Antoine de Bourbon his life, was the Catholic
army finally able to engage the Huguenots in the field. The battle of Dreux took the
life of the second triumvir, Marshal de Saint-André, and resulted in the capture of
Condé¢. It also convinced the Huguenots that they lacked the force to win in the
field. When the Catholic army, flushed with victory, went on to lay siege to Orléans,
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the Huguenots were ready to negotiate more seriously. The assassination of the duke
of Guise, the remaining triumvir, in the Catholic camp outside Orléans (February
1563) brought the Catholics to agree to peace.

Because neither side had been decisively defeated, the peace negotiated at Amboise
(March 1563) was a compromise settlement that allowed the Protestants freedom of
conscience but permitted them to worship only in limited social and geographical
settings. In this respect it resembled both the earlier edicts by which Catherine de’
Medici had allowed dissenters a limited sphere of religious toleration and later reli-
gious settlements. The Edict of Amboise limited Protestant worship to the suburbs
of one town in each judicial district, or bailiwick, except in the case of cities the
Huguenots held at the end of the war, where they were allowed to continue holding
services as long as they returned Catholic churches to their previous owners. The
edict gave more generous privileges of worship to Protestant nobles, who were per-
mitted to hold services for their households and, on lands where they held the rights
of high justice, their subjects.

The compromise nature of the peace also, however, meant that each side was less
than satisfied. Protestants wanted more churches and more religious freedom.
Catholics, still equating the new faith with heresy, continued to oppose any right to
worship. The high courts of Parlement showed their opposition by delaying regis-
tration of the edict and, after registration, only laxly enforcing it. Popular hostilities
remained acute. In some areas Catholic nobles and commoners joined militant con-
fraternities and leagues sworn to oppose the peace. Huguenots who had fled Catholic
cities on account of the wars often did not dare to return for more than a year after
the peace was signed. On the whole, however, Protestants were no more willing to
abide by the edict than were their enemies. They reopened churches forbidden by
the edict and worshiped as boldly as they dared. Royal governors and the commis-
sioners chosen to assist them in administering the peace encountered enormous dif-
ficulties. Nor was tranquility restored at court. Despite the death of all three triumvirs,
factional quarrels persisted among the magnate families closest to the crown. Ten-
sions were particularly acute between the Guise and Montmorency clans. Blaming
Protestant leader Gaspard de Coligny for the assassination of his brother, the duke
of Guise, the cardinal of Lorraine also feuded with Coligny’s Montmorency cousins,
who, although Catholic, supported the queen’s policy of moderation. Recent research
suggests that the cardinal of Lorraine’s influence at court may not have been as dom-
inant in the interwar years as has traditionally been supposed (Carroll, Noble Power,
pp. 126-7). As yet, however, no one has come up with a better explanation for the
actions that led into the second civil war than the Huguenots’ fear of an ultra-Catholic
conspiracy to reverse the religious settlement.

Signs that Catholics were rearming fed rumors that the king intended to revoke
the Edict of Amboise. Matters came to a head in the summer of 1567 when
Huguenot leaders, fearing that the armies the duke of Alva was marching up France’s
castern frontier in order to put a stop to heresy in the Spanish Netherlands were actu-
ally intended to be used against them, decided to seize the initiative. In a move that
in many respects resembled the failed Conspiracy of Amboise, they plotted to seize
the king so as to separate him from his Catholic advisers. As with the earlier con-
spiracy, they failed to keep their intentions a secret. The attempt to capture young
Charles IX while he was hunting outside of Paris miscarried. He fled to the safety of
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his fiercely Catholic capital, and a second religious war broke out (September 1567).
This time there was no question which side the royal family would take.

As with the first war, the Huguenots seized a number of towns. Their attempt to
blockade Paris so as to starve the city into submission led in November 1567 to an
indecisive battle at St.-Denis. Badly outnumbered and unable to defeat the Catholic
army on the field, the Huguenots retreated to the cast, where they awaited the arrival
of German reinforcements. Slow to mobilize because of the enormous expense and
time required to bring troops in from the border provinces where they were nor-
mally stationed, the royal army looked much stronger on paper than it did in the
field. The Huguenots remained a sufficiently powerful threat that the king prudently
chose to negotiate. The peace reached at Longjumeau in March 1568 reestablished
the compromise settlement of Amboise but also, reflecting past difficulties, incorpo-
rated new provisions intended to make it easier to maintain the peace. Explicitly
amnestying participants in the war, the edict forbade recriminatory acts, promised
the return of lands, offices, and titles taken during the war, and also agreed that the
crown would pay the cost of the foreign mercenaries hired to fight for the Huguenots.

The latter provision was a necessary one. Reduced to living off the land, unpaid
mercenaries tended to wreak havoc on civilian populations. It nevertheless prompted
enormous opposition from Catholic citizens, who resented being taxed to pay off
the armies that had made war against them. Catholic resistance to the Peace of
Longjumeau kept the country in a state of open hostility. Despite explicit prohibi-
tions, Catholic leagues sprang up again. Charles IX’s attempt to coopt the movement
toward Catholic militance by placing himself at its head had the effect of further
alarming the Huguenot leadership. Fearing an attempt on their lives, Condé and
Coligny sought refuge in the Protestant town of La Rochelle in August 1568. A third
war of religion began, with each side adopting a more radical stance.

By the Ordinance of St.-Maur (September 1568), Charles IX placed all responsi-
bility for the quarrels onto the Huguenots, accused them of attempting to overturn
royal sovereignty, and entirely revoked their rights to worship. For their part, the
Protestants justified taking up arms in strident tones and began to articulate the the-
ories of legitimate resistance that came to full fruition several years later. Personal
enmities became more strident as well. When Condé was taken prisoner in the battle
of Dreux, the duke of Guise, upholding ancient traditions of noble honor, treated
him courteously and shared his meals and even his bed with his captive. Injured in
the battle of Jarnac (March 1569), Condé again surrendered to a Catholic noble-
man. This time he was ignobly dispatched with a shot in the head and his corpse,
flung over a donkey, paraded derisively into the Catholic camp (Jouanna, La France
du XV siécle, p. 455).

As in the previous wars, the Huguenots proved resilient and despite suffering
serious losses on the battlefield rallied to negotiate from a position of strength. The
Peace of St.-Germain (August 1570) restored the rights to worship promised in early
edicts and also granted an additional place of worship in every province or “govern-
ment.” Most important, recognizing that angers stirred up in the quarrels were slow
to abate, the king promised the Protestants four fortified cities to used as places of
refuge for two years, at which time they were to be surrendered back to the crown.
The Huguenots insisted on the insertion of a similar clause in subsequent settlements.
Despite explicit provisions intended to insure civil order, the Peace of St.-Germain
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was no more successful in putting an end to religious hatreds and violence than earlier
settlements had been. Indeed, mutual recriminations only grew more bitter with
time.

The Destructive Power of Civil War

The armies that fought the wars left a trail of destruction, only part of which was a
direct consequence of the clash of arms. Their pay most frequently in arrears, sol-
diers descended on the countryside like hordes of locusts, robbing and pillaging to
fill their bellies and supply their needs. In addition, Huguenot armies deliberately
targeted churches and monasteries. They stole anything worth selling, destroyed
statues and paintings to express their hatred for Catholic “idols,” burned church
buildings, and on occasion even massacred monks and nuns. Their outrages sparked
retaliatory violence on the part of Catholic armies in Protestant-dominated regions.

And yet the wars had a broader and more profound impact on the civilian popu-
lation than can be imagined from charting the movement of armies across the coun-
tryside. The Huguenots’ tactic of seizing widely scattered towns meant that war
became endemic even in the absence of princely armies. Few regions were spared the
distress that resulted from clashes between neighboring towns of opposing faiths as
they competed to defend the hinterland from which they drew provisions and the
trade networks on which their economy depended. Improvised tactics of terror and
surprise played a greater role here than cavalry, infantry, or artillery. It was far less
costly and time-consuming to take a city by surprise, with the assistance of secret
confederates within, than to lay siege to it in classic style. But the tactic worked both
ways; a city taken from within could be lost in the same way. To protect against this
fate, partisans often drove out their enemies. Even if not ordered to leave, members
of the opposing faith usually departed in fear of their lives. Events that occurred in
Nimes at the outset of the second war demonstrate the wisdom of speedy departure.
Seizing power from the Catholic officials installed by the king, Nimois Huguenots
slaughtered as many as a hundred men, including both Catholic notables and eccle-
siastics serving the town’s cathedral.

Refugee populations gathered in neighboring towns and pressed for revenge.
Local warlords, lacking troops for formal retaliation, instead mounted terrorist cam-
paigns in the countryside. They blew up bridges, seized stores of grain, pillaged farms,
and held hostages for ransom in order to undermine enemy morale and finance their
own war-making.

The financial exactions of the warlords but also the special taxes levied by cities to
pay for their defense multiplied the burden of the wars. Royal taxes also mounted
precipitously. The cost of moving the heavy cavalry companies normally stationed
near the kingdom’s frontiers to where they might be needed for battle, raising addi-
tional troops both internally and abroad, and transporting the heavy munitions
required for siege warfare all placed enormous strain on the royal treasury. The
problem was further exacerbated by the refusal of areas under Huguenot control to
contribute their share of taxes, as well as the need to forgive the tax debt of towns
devastated by combat. The financial burdens of war increasingly alienated French
Catholics from the crown. As they saw it, they were paying more and more money
and seeing no results. Each time that peace was made, the Protestants appeared to
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be in the same or a better position than before. The special taxes levied to pay off
the mercenaries that Huguenot leaders had engaged were particularly infuriating to
French Catholics, who protested loudly but with little effect.

Sermons, pamphlets, and public demonstrations condemned the Peace of St.-
Germain. Some of these protests were violent. In Rouen, a crowd intent on rescu-
ing five men arrested for attacking Huguenots returning from worship nearly
massacred the men’s jailers in their determination to set them free (Benedict, Rouen
durving the Wars of Religion, p. 121). In Paris, crowds attacked city officials ordered
by the king to remove a monument to the religious hatreds known as the Cross of
the Gastines. Here too the crowd freed prisoners arrested for participating in the
riots. They also demonstrated their hatred by sacking and burning several houses
belonging to Protestant families. The fact that residents of these same houses were
among the first victims of the St. Bartholomew’s massacres in August 1572 reminds
us how intensely personal these religious hatreds could be (Diefendorf, Beneath the
Cross, pp. 84-0).

The St. Bartholomew’s Massacres and their Consequences

The most notorious event of the Wars of Religion is the slaughter of perhaps 10,000
Protestants in Paris and the provinces in the summer and fall of 1572. The killing
that began in Paris on August 24, St. Bartholomew’s Day, was touched oft by a failed
attempt two days earlier to assassinate Admiral Coligny as he returned to his lodg-
ings from the Louvre. With other prominent Huguenots, Coligny was in Paris to
celebrate the wedding of the Protestant prince Henry de Bourbon, king of Navarre,
with the king’s sister, Marguerite de Valois. Historians have speculated endlessly as
to who was responsible for the assassination attempt. Traditional interpretations
blamed Catherine de’ Medici, jealous of Coligny’s growing influence over Charles
IX and fearful that the Huguenot leader was swaying the young king to mount a
dangerous military intervention in support of the Protestant revolt in the Spanish
Netherlands. This view has largely been discredited. It appears far less likely that
Catherine so radically departed from her consistent policy of moderation than that
another of Coligny’s enemies should have seized the occasion to eliminate him from
the scene, just as Condé was killed after the battle of Jarnac.

But the consequences of the act are far more important than the laying of blame.
The Huguenots responded by demanding retribution and threatening a return to
civil war. Although their anger was directed primarily against the Guises, whom they
believed responsible for the attack, the rumor spread rapidly that they intended to
seize the royal family in the Louvre. Responding to the perceived threat to the crown,
Catherine de” Medici and the king’s advisers are believed to have convinced him in
a late night meeting on August 23 to eliminate the Huguenot leadership with a pre-
emptive strike, so as to prevent them from carrying out their threats and organizing
a return to war. Royal guards dispatched in the night to execute the king’s orders
touched off a popular massacre that spread far beyond the original target of the coup.
Already in a state of near insurrection on account of the rumors of a Huguenot coup,
the Catholic populace of Paris was quick to interpret the king’s order, intended to
encompass only the Huguenot leaders, as a blanket permission to slaughter any and
all members of the Reformed faith. City officials were unable to regain order for
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nearly a week, by which time 2,000-3,000 Protestants of all ages and social classes
lay dead. The ritualized nature of many of these killings — the mutilation of corpses,
disembowelment of pregnant women, and so forth — can be seen as evidence of the
extent to which the popular massacres were motivated by a desire to cleanse the city
of the pollution that heresy represented for ardent Catholics (Diefendorf, Beneath
the Cross, pp. 99-100).

Between the end of August and the middle of September, the massacres spread to
at least eight major provincial cities and took another 6,000 or 7,000 lives. In Orléans
alone, more than a thousand people were killed. A second wave of killings hit
Bordeaux, Toulouse, and several smaller southern towns in early October. As in Paris,
the perpetrators of the provincial massacres appear to have believed that the king had
authorized the killing of Huguenots, although the evidence suggests that this was
not the case. Letters from Charles IX explicitly ordered provincial governors to keep
the peace. The cities where the worst massacres took place were ones that had expe-
rienced very high levels of religious conflict during the previous decade. Orléans,
Lyon, Meaux, Bourges, and Rouen, for example, were all towns that the Huguenots
had seized in 1562 but lost in subsequent struggles. The Huguenot populations of
these towns, although systematically excluded from power, still represented a threat-
ening minority, and religious hatreds still ran very deep. In several other towns,
virulently anti-Protestant officials initiated “quasi-judicial” massacres in which
Protestant citizens were rounded up and summarily executed. These killings displayed
little of the ritualized violence or pillaging that characterized the popular massacres
(Benedict, “Saint Bartholomew’s Massacres in the Provinces,” pp. 220-5).

In addition to the underlying level of popular animosities, the initial reaction of
Catholic elites was very important in determining whether a town remained calm or
exploded into violence upon hearing of the events in Paris. Catholic leaders in
Limoges, for example, maintained the peace when they first got word of the events
in Paris by placing the city on alert and arming all of the citizenry, including the small
number of Protestant residents. The fact that their enemies were armed effectively
discouraged hotheaded Catholics from taking matters into their own hands. On the
other hand, the strategy was only workable in a city whose strong civic ethic (and
small Protestant minority) had allowed citizens of contrary faiths to retain relatively
harmonious relations through the earlier wars (Cassan, Temps des Guerres de Reli-
gion, p. 242). In a city where the situation was inherently more volatile, arming the
citizenry might have been more likely to touch off a bloodbath than to guarantee
the peace.

The St. Bartholomew’s massacres provoked an erosion of Reformed Church mem-
bership that far exceeded the loss of lives. Geneva received a new wave of French
immigrants. A far larger number of French Protestants simply returned to the
Catholic Church. Some converted as a result of direct force, and some as a result of
fear. Still others abandoned the Reformed Church because they could no longer con-
fidently believe in the truth of its teachings or their own identity as God’s chosen
children. Although they admired and celebrated martyrs to the faith, the scale of the
massacre was too great. They could not believe that God would allow the slaughter
of his own.

Meanwhile, surviving Protestant leaders fled to La Rochelle, the most secure of
the armed cities they held by the Peace of St.-Germain. Besieged by royal armies,



160 BARBARA B. DIEFENDORF

they fought and lost a brief war. The punitive Edict of Boulogne (July 1573) per-
mitted Reformed worship only in three towns and limited attendance at services held
in noble households. Determined to reverse this unsatisfactory settlement, the
Huguenots began almost immediately to plan a new offensive. They also sought to
gain international support by publicizing the horrors of St. Bartholomew’s Day and
claborating upon the theories of legitimate resistance to tyrannical rule advanced only
tentatively in earlier writings. The Huguenots had created institutional structures that
allowed them to raise arms, men, and money all across Languedoc as early as 1562.
Now they took further steps to solidify the institutions that allowed them to speak
with a common voice. In 1574, they forged an alliance with the moderate Catholic
governor of Languedoc, Henry de Montmorency-Damville, who shared their con-
viction that extensive political and economic reforms were needed to repair the
damage done by the wars and insure a lasting peace. Nicknamed the “Malcontents”
because of their dissatisfaction with state policies, the moderate Catholics who allied
with the Huguenots were pragmatically willing to accept religious coexistence as a
price of peace. The break from Catholic unity was to be a key characteristic of the
later religious wars.

French Catholics Divide: Ultra-Catholics and “Politiques”

The death of Charles IX in May 1574 brought his brother Henry, duke of Anjou
and the recently elected king of Poland, to the throne. Anjou, serving as lieutenant
general of the kingdom during the third and fourth civil wars, was credited with the
Catholic victories of Jarnac and Moncontour and directed the siege of La Rochelle.
Believing that he would lead them to glorious triumph over the Huguenots, Catholic
militants eagerly awaited his return from Poland. He quickly disappointed them,
delaying his return to sample the pleasures of Italy and then only reluctantly prose-
cuting the war. The latter delays were caused by the empty state of the treasury as
much as a lack of will on Henry’s part. The debts remaining from earlier wars were
enormous; new tax levies were urgently required. None of this endeared the new
king to his subjects, who protested and even flatly refused the demand for higher
taxes. The situation worsened when Henry III’s younger brother, Francis, duke of
Alencgon, held virtually a prisoner at court because of his moderate Catholic sympa-
thies, escaped in 1575 and joined the Malcontents. Alengon’s defection was partic-
ularly troubling because, until or unless Henry III produced a son, he was heir to
the throne. In joining the Malcontents, he gave their cause a legitimacy it would not
otherwise have had, as was evident by the number of Catholic noblemen who joined
it in his wake. The arrival of an army of 30,000 from the Palatinate to bolster the
Huguenot-Malcontent cause further convinced Henry III to negotiate a settlement.

The weak position from which the crown negotiated meant that the Edict of
Beaulicu (May 1576) gave the Huguenots the most generous terms yet in a religious
war. They were allowed to worship and even build churches in any place except Paris
and its immediate surroundings. They were also given cight fortified towns, twice
the number granted in the Peace of St.-Germain. The edict created special chambers
of Parlement to hear lawsuits when plaintifts feared that religious differences would
otherwise deprive them of a fair trial. It included a formal expression of regret, if
not quite apology, for the events of St. Bartholomew’s Day and restored both
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Malcontent and Huguenot leaders to the high honors and offices they had held
before the war. The duke of Alen¢on was further rewarded by the now vacant title
of duke of Anjou and the grant in appanage of lands and revenues associated with
the title. As a final but important concession to the Malcontent platform of political
reform, Henry III agreed to convoke the Estates General at Blois within six months.

Not surprisingly, the ultra-Catholics who had looked to Henry III to end the
kingdom’s religious divisions once and for all were as disappointed and angry with
the Peace of Beaulieu as the Huguenots were pleased. Catholic leagues sprang up yet
again, and this time the organizers aimed for national union. Historians have tradi-
tionally assumed that the Guises were the instigators of the movement, which took
its hardiest start in Picardy with the League of Péronne. Recent scholarship has sug-
gested, rather, that the initiative came from among the Picard nobility, who were
angry that the Edict of Beaulieu made the Huguenot Henry, prince of Condé (son
of the prince assassinated at Jarnac), governor of their province. Many early sup-
porters of the League were nevertheless clients of the Guises, who favored the same
hardline policies, even if political wisdom required them to proceed cautiously
(Carroll, Noble Power, pp. 161-3; Constant, Les Guise, p. 81). Although the texts
published by the movement declared fidelity to the crown, Henry III rightly per-
ceived a threat to his power in the leaguers’ plan to organize militarily for the defense
of the faith. Attempting to co-opt the League by placing himself at its head, Henry
hoped to use the organization to help raise troops and money to reverse the humil-
iating peace that had been forced on him in the previous war.

When the Estates General opened at Blois in December 1576, the religious ques-
tion had an important place on the agenda. Although it had been the Huguenots
and Malcontents who originally pushed for the meeting, they took their distance
when they realized that elections had favored the return of ardent Catholics eager to
use the meeting to reverse the peace. Meeting separately, as tradition dictated, each
Estate debated proposals to abolish religious toleration. The clergy and nobility
demanded a return to Catholic unity even if it meant a return to war. The Third
Estate divided, with some representatives advocating war and others unwilling to
countenance any threat to peace. In the end, they voted to forbid Protestant worship
and banish Reformed Church ministers. Neither they nor members of the other
Estates were willing, however, to vote the financial subsidies necessary to carry out
a new war (Greengrass, “Day in the Life of the Third Estate”). Nor, in the end, were
the representatives hardy enough to enact proposed governmental reforms that
would have tempered royal authority by giving more power to the Estates. However
much they wanted reform, they hesitated to further weaken monarchical authority
in the face of a renewed Protestant threat.

Although few Protestants attended the Estates, they watched closely from a dis-
tance and returned to arms even before Henry III formally announced his decision
to suppress freedom of worship. The failure of the Estates to vote subsidies needed
for the war meant that actual fighting was limited. The Huguenots’ position was nev-
ertheless weakened by the defection of Francis, duke of Anjou, won over by the gen-
erous settlement he received in the Peace of Beaulieu and given titular command of
the royal armies, and, two months into the war, of Henry de Montmorency-Damville.
The peace reached at Bergerac in September 1577 rolled back the Protestants’
freedom of worship and reduced the proportion of Protestant judges appointed to
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the special courts designated to try cases involving plaintiffs of different religions.
Both sides were unhappy with these conditions, but fatigue and financial exhaustion
allowed the uneasy peace to last, with a brief interruption in 1580, until 1585.

This was the longest cessation of hostilities since the wars began, though it can
scarcely be considered a time of recovery. Rather, it was a time of widespread disor-
der. Grain shortages, escalating prices, marauding bands of unpaid troops, and the
unrealistic demands of the king’s tax assessors combined to provoke rural rebellion
and social distress. Although perhaps the most intelligent and surely the most culti-
vated and devout of the later Valois kings, Henry III came to be despised by his sub-
jects, whose deepening misery was fertile ground for ultra-Catholic and Protestant
propagandists, who denounced the king as a sybarite more devoted to his own plea-
sures than his subjects” well-being. Henry’s failure to produce a son also worked
against him, feeding rumors of impotence, homosexual inclinations, and sexual
discase. When Francis, duke of Anjou, became ill with tuberculosis and died in June
1584, a succession crisis pushed the troubled kingdom back into war.

The Wars of the League

By long tradition, the French throne passed through the male line by order of pri-
mogeniture. Barring the increasingly unlikely birth of a son to Henry III, the house
of Valois would expire with Henry’s death. The throne would pass to the house of
Bourbon, descendants of a younger son of King Louis IX, and within this house to
Henry of Bourbon, king of Navarre. But Navarre was a Protestant; indeed, he was
by 1581 the Huguenots’ protector and most powerful military leader. The prospect
of a Protestant king was of course unacceptable to ardent Catholics, who insisted
that the king’s Catholic religion was as much a fundamental law of the kingdom as
the rule prescribing descent through the line of the eldest son. Even before Anjou’s
death, ultra-Catholics had tried to pressure Henry III to declare Navarre ineligible
to succeed to the throne. The king refused and, on Anjou’s death, sent a favorite
courtier to Navarre to try to convince him to convert to the Catholic faith. Navarre
refused. This solution to the dilemma of the succession was in any event unaccept-
able to most devout Catholics, who believed that a conversion made under such
circumstances could not be sincere or valid.

If the king would not resolve the succession crisis, the Guises determined that they
would. They began to organize a new Catholic league, the Holy Union, and signed
an alliance with Philip II to gain financial backing for yet another war. By the secret
Treaty of Joinville (December 31, 1584), the Guises and Spain pledged mutual
support for war against Protestants in France and the Netherlands and, declaring
heretics ineligible to reign, named Cardinal Charles de Bourbon, Henry of Navarre’s
aged uncle, as heir to the throne. While the Guises raised an army and rallied aris-
tocrats to join the Holy Union, urban leagues formed in a number of French cities,
Paris foremost among them.

Although they made common cause with the aristocrats in their desire to purge
the kingdom of heresy, the urban leagues had different priorities from the aristocratic
Holy Union. Often depicted as single-minded in their defense of the Catholic
Church, the Guises acted more to defend the family’s position and honor than has
often been recognized. Excluded from favor at court through much of the second
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half of the sixteenth century, they sought to compensate by strengthening their influ-
ence in the provinces and saw the Holy Union as a way to accomplish this goal
(Carroll, Noble Power). The initial core of the league’s army, formed by the Guises’
own aristocratic clients, was soon joined by clients of the deceased Anjou and other
disgruntled aristocrats. They too were motivated by a complex blend of self-interest
and religious conviction. Historians generally agree that defense of the faith was a
more central motive for organizers of the urban leagues, although here too political
strategies played a part. Many cities, when they first allied with the Holy Union,
looked to the league’s aristocratic protectors to help defend municipal liberties that
were being encroached upon by the crown. When these protectors proved as insen-
sitive to civic traditions and determined to exert their control as the king had been,
the alliance between aristocratic leaguers and city-dwellers was bound to fracture.
This conflict of interest, however, only became apparent with time. What was evident
in 1585 was not the internal weakness of the Catholic league but rather the growing
numbers of troops that were rallying under its banners.

In July 1585, Henry III bowed to necessity and signed the Treaty of Nemours
with the league’s leaders. Even if the king emerged, as in 1576, as titular head of the
Holy Union, the Treaty of Nemours was a humiliating capitulation. Promising to
lead a war for the extermination of heresy, Henry III revoked previous edicts and
ordered Calvinists to return to the Catholic faith. Calvinist ministers were to leave
the country within six months; others were allowed to choose between abjuration
and exile. The Huguenots again prepared for war. Thus began an awkward three-
sided struggle. Although formally allied with the league, Henry I1I was secretly deter-
mined to cripple its power, along with that of the Huguenots. To this end, he sent
the league’s army cast to battle the powerful German army arriving to aid the
Huguenots, while the royal army marched south to challenge what was expected to
be a weaker Huguenot force. The strategy failed. Guise ably defeated the German
reiters, further burnishing his reputation as a military leader. At the same time, the
royal army lost to Henry of Navarre at Coutras (October 1587). Henry III’s nominal
allies began to seem more of a threat than his declared enemies.

Fearing the duke of Guise’s growing popularity, Henry III forbade him to come
to Paris, where the Holy Union was already too strong. When the king learned that
Guise planned to come anyway, he brought in troops to mai