Christianity Divided:

The Catholic Church and the 
Beginning of Protestantism, Part I

Setting the Stage:

Europe in the Early 17th Century

In Society

The culture of the Renaissance—marked by a newfound popularity of Greco-Roman art, architecture, and literature—encouraged attitudes of skepticism, which manifested itself in the criticism of anything based on religious faith or Christian culture, and humanism, which is the emphasis on human greatness, intelligence, and accomplishments. The discovery of the New World led to greater wealth and business, especially for the cities; this fed the desire for worldly success, independence.

In Government

Nationalism continued to grow along with the desire for state control of all matters within a country’s borders, including control of Church-owned lands and the exercise of Church authority. Struggles for power and jealousy among rulers encouraged discontent and revolutionary feelings among the citizens. 

In the Church

Even though the Church had many worldly leaders, she also had many saints during this time. (Bl. Fra Angelico, St. Jane of Valois, and Bl. Veronica of Milan are among those more well known.) Also despite the worldliness of some churchmen, they never taught heresy and continued the Church’s missionary activity and support of the poor and outcast. Although several problems were obvious, needed and extensive reforms never happened. Many Popes, bishops, and other leaders in the Church acted more like wealthy lords than spiritual shepherds. The 60-year period when the Popes had fled from Italy to France (called the “Avignon Captivity” or, in reference to the Old Testament, “Babylonian Captivity”) and the ensuing Great Western Schism (during which as many as four men claimed to be Pope) caused scandal and weakened the faith of many.

Like a pile of dry wood, the situation took just a spark, which came in the form of…
Martin Luther
His Background

At the time of his break from the Catholic Church, Martin Luther was thirty-four years old and a monk in the Augustinian Order in Germany, where he had been a university professor and had a reputation for being brilliant.

His Family Life

Unfortunately, Martin Luther grew up in a very unhappy home. His father believed in the occult (witches, goblins, demons, etc.), and both of his parents abused him physically. His father wanted him to become a successful businessman, but out of spite and partly out of fear, Luther decided to become a monk. It appears he never had a true vocation to share in the priesthood of Christ.

As a result of his fearful and dreadful childhood, Luther had a despairing belief in his own sinfulness. He meditated often on death, Hell, punishment, and Christ as a stern judge (like his own father) rather than a loving Savior. He came to feel that his own sins were so great that not even God could forgive them and that he himself could do nothing to grow in holiness. This attitude was reflected in his eventual teachings…

Luther’s Rejection Church Authority
At the time of Luther, Pope Leo X was allowing a special remission of punishment (indulgence) for confessed to people who would contribute to the building of St. Peter’s Basilica. He had also allowed Luther’s local bishop to keep part of the proceeds to pay off his diocese’s debt to a bank, which unfortunately caused grave scandal. In response, on October 31, 1517, Luther nailed to the cathedral door a document listing ninety-five theses, which are proposed statements inviting public debate, many of which were arguments against the sale of indulgences. He also went much further than that, arguing against the validity, propriety, and Scriptural basis of indulgences themselves.

What Luther Taught
Over the years since 1517, Luther developed and systematized his teachings.

On sin and grace

Luther’s personal struggle with sin and forgiveness led naturally of the tenet of sola fide, Latin for “faith alone”; that is, only a person’s faith in God can save him or her, and there was nothing he or she could do personally to cooperate with God’s grace. Furthermore, he taught that a person cannot be cleansed of sins; rather, God simply overlooks them. One of Luther’s metaphors was a person, complete with his or her sins, being a dung heap covered by snow, representing God’s grace, to make that person appear beautiful without changing his or her vile and disgusting nature.

This is very different from what the Church had always taught and continues to teach about sin, redemption, and grace. The following is a summary of perennial Church teachings on sin and grace:

1. Christ’s Death on the Cross won grace (God’s free and unmerited gift of his own life) for us;

2. Grace (initially through Baptism, and later through Confession, when necessary) can remove all stain of sin on a person’s soul, making a Christian a new person who is capable of being in union with God in Heaven; and

3. Any good action performed in the state of grace and offered to Christ (prayer, works of charity, penance, monastic vows, etc.) assist in making the actor holier because God does not limit his grace.

Luther held that a person who believes in God cannot be changed but God would no longer punish him or her for sins committed. He also taught that nothing anyone could do has any merit at all, that we cannot receive more grace, that we cannot become holier. Human beings are evil in their essence (thanks to their fallen state), but God will take us into his presence anyway if we believe in Christ.

Although Lutherans do not encourage sinful behavior or even believe it is acceptable to sin, this attitude toward sin and redemption contributed to many destructive acts in the ensuing centuries.

On the Bible:

Luther proposed that Sacred Scripture alone (“sola Scriptura”) be the rule of faith and all Church authority be rejected. In its place he emphasized the “priesthood of all believers,” teaching that each person can and should determine for him- or herself what the writings of the Bible mean. (Violating his own principle for practical reasons of cohesion, Luther considered himself the chief “interpreter” of all believers.) This encouraged people to understand the texts of the Bible subjectively rather than based on any common, accepted truth; when other Protestant “reformers” contradicted Luther’s interpretations, he argued against them.

By emphasizing the “priesthood of all believers” and eliminating any understanding of the ministerial priesthood (bishops and priests) having a special share in the one priesthood of Christ, Luther considered much of the hierarchy of the Church unnecessary and to be abolished. For example, he wrote: “All who contribute body, goods, and honor that the rule of the bishops may be destroyed are God’s dear children and true Christians.”

Some Effects of Luther’s Teaching

What began as justified opposition to real abuses within the Catholic Church, chief among them being the sale of indulgences, rapidly turned into an attack on what had been basic and universal Christian truths for 1500 years, ending in a discarding of both the abuses and the institution of the Church.

Germany was not then a united nation-state as it is in the modern day but a collection of many small and largely independent kingdoms and principalities who shared a more or less common culture and spoke a common language (albeit separated by dialects and other differences). Luther relied initially on various German rulers to support him, and in return his teachings gave them justification to take control of Catholic lands and other possessions to enrich and strengthen their own regimes. The long-term result was that Protestant churches by and large ended up under the control of the state.

Peasants’ Revolt (1524–1526)

The majority of the German populace (who were poor) took Luther’s word literally and began to seize towns, destroy churches, execute members of the nobility who had abused them, and plunder whatever they could, thereby reducing the German principalities to lawlessness. After some time he spoke out against this revolt and advocated the rulers use violence against the “insane peasants in their raging.” The revolt was eventually put down, resulting directly in the deaths of more than 130,000 peasants and displacing more than 50,000 refugees; these figures do not include thousands of indirect deaths and general destruction.
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