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• The longstanding policy of clerical celibacy was unwarranted. Priests should
be allowed to marry. (Luther himself married. However, in the Roman Catholic
Church the requirement of priestly celibacy continues to this day.)

• The church service was to be performed not in Latin but in a language the
people could understand. 

• There was no transubstantiation, or transformation of bread and wine into
Christ’s actual body and blood, in the Eucharist. 

• Only a handful of the traditional sacraments of the Church had a genuinely
biblical basis. 

• Nunneries and monasteries should be closed.

Because of his emphasis on the Bible as the central element of faith, Luther
translated the Scriptures into German. One reason that his ideas created so much
interest and spread so widely is that he wrote in German, not Latin. Another reason
was the development of the printing press. Many historians believe that without
Gutenberg’s invention of movable type decades before the Reformation, Luther’s
revolt against the Church would have failed from lack of popular support. 43

Luther’s ideas spread rapidly. The pope sent a papal bull (a special order)
ordering Luther to retract his views. Luther refused—and even burned the papal
bull in defiance. Luther wrote more pamphlets and added to his list of complaints
about the pope and the Church. The pope gave Luther opportunities to recant his
statements. When Luther refused, the pope excommunicated him. Luther was
declared an outlaw, but one of the local princes protected Luther and kept him
from getting arrested for heresy. Over the next 18 years, Luther published sever-
al more works denying additional church teachings. 

Because Luther questioned the authority of the pope and suggested that the
ruler of a territory should lead the church in that territory, his ideas attracted the
support of a number of princes in northern Germany. These princes were only too
happy to seize church property and declare themselves heads of new, local
Christian churches that were independent of Rome. Eventually war broke out
between Luther’s supporters and supporters of the pope. There was also an upris-
ing among the peasants. Luther condemned this uprising, and it was put down
with brutal force. By the time the wars and bloodshed ended in 1555, Germany
had suffered through a series of terrible religious and political wars. Many thou-
sands of people had died, and the area was divided between Protestants (those
who protested against Rome, including Lutherans and some other groups) and
Catholics (those who remained loyal to the pope and rejected Luther’s ideas). In
general, Protestantism was stronger in the north and Catholicism had more favor
in the south. 

John Calvin
Another important religious reformer was the French theologian John

Calvin. Having been converted to the ideas of the Reformation in the early 1530s,
he wrote a book, Institutes of the Christian Religion. Written in 1536, the book
attempted to systematize the ideas of the Reformation. By then, Calvin had been
forced to leave Paris because of his beliefs. He was invited to Geneva to help
establish the Reformation there, but his ideas about how Christians should liveJohn Calvin
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were too harsh and again he had to flee. However, in 1541, he was asked to return
to Geneva, where this time he was able to establish a model government based on
religious principles. Calvin ordered that stained glass windows, altars, and simi-
lar “distractions” be removed from churches. Dancing, fancy clothes, games, and
other worldly “pleasures” were banned. According to Calvin, living a moral life
was serious business. 

Among the important teachings of Calvin are the following:

• Like Luther, Calvin believed Christians are saved through faith alone, not
works. 

• Like Luther, Calvin believed that the Bible was the only reliable source of
God’s teaching.

• Like Luther, Calvin rejected the authority of the pope. 

• Calvin rejected the doctrine of transubstantiation.

• Calvin also believed in predestination, that God decrees that certain people—
the elect—will be saved and others will be sent to hell. (By contrast, the Catholic
Church teaches that through free will, people make their own choice for salvation
or damnation.) Calvin argued that the Bible said God was all-powerful and all-
knowing. If God is all-knowing, he must know who will be saved and who will
be damned. And if he knows who goes to heaven and who goes to hell, then how
can people have free will? 

• People must constantly strive to be good, and worldly success was an indica-
tion that a person was one of the elect (was saved).

• Fancy church decorations, like pictures of saints and the Virgin Mary, statues,
elaborate altars, and stained glass windows (all very popular in Catholic church-
es) were corruptions of pure, genuine, simple Christianity. Calvin based his argu-
ment on the Ten Commandments, one of which is a prohibition of “graven
images.” Since statues and other decorations were “graven images,” Calvin judged
them to be improper.

• Calvin also protested against some rituals that had become traditional in the
Church, against fancy priestly garments, and against observation of countless
saints’ days. In each case he pointed to the conduct of the earliest Christians and
argued that many rituals, garments, and festivals had been added to the Church
many years after the time of Jesus. Calvin wanted to reform the Church so as to
return to the simplicity of the early Christians. 

Calvin was an effective preacher and his influence was felt across Europe.
Calvinism, as his religious thought became known, spread to France (by the
Huguenots), the Netherlands, Scotland (by John Knox and the Presbyterians),
and England (by the Puritans). The Puritans, who ultimately settled
Massachusetts Bay Colony, had their roots in Calvinism. Many Christians in
America today are partly or wholly Calvinist in their views. 

The Counter-Reformation
The Counter-Reformation, or Catholic Reformation, was the Roman Catholic

Church’s own effort to reform the Church and stop the spread of the Reformation.
Recognizing that there were some problems with the Church and its policies, the
pope convened the Council of Trent, a committee of important churchmen that
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Teaching Idea

Point out that what Calvin established
in Geneva was a theocracy, a govern-
ment based on religious doctrine.
Students in Core Knowledge schools
should be familiar with this concept,
though not the term, from their study
of the Plymouth and Massachusetts
Bay colonies in Grade 3.
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