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    Between conscience newly emboldened and institutions long entrenched, this history traces the slow ignition of a spiritual and social revolution in which sermons, books, and edicts contest the loyalties of peoples and princes across sixteenth-century Europe, as prayer closets, printing houses, universities, marketplaces, and courts become rival theaters where faith seeks its language, power guards its prerogatives, and communities negotiate the risks of change—risks that stretch from the intimacy of the soul to the peril of the stake—so that the drama of reform unfolds as both an inward awakening and a public struggle for order, truth, and belonging.

History of the Reformation in the Sixteenth Century (Vol. 1–5) by Jean‑Henri Merle d’Aubigné is a landmark work of narrative church history, originally written in French and published in the nineteenth century, then widely read in translation. Across five volumes, it reconstructs the origins and early development of the Protestant Reformation within the civic, ecclesiastical, and intellectual landscapes of early modern Europe. While grounded in historical inquiry, its storytelling cadence and moral focus distinguish it from purely analytic scholarship, placing it within a tradition of accessible, confessional historiography that seeks to illuminate events and character with equal care and momentum.

Merle d’Aubigné begins from a continent marked by religious uniformity and mounting tensions, following how calls for renewal move from private study to pulpit, from local protest to transnational controversy. The narrative attends to the interplay of ideas and institutions—doctrinal debate, civic authority, educational change, and the circulation of texts—while sketching vivid portraits of people and places without sacrificing the sweep of events. Readers encounter a voice that is earnest, lucid, and at times ardent, a tone that aims to stir the conscience as much as inform the mind, producing a history that reads with the momentum of a novel.

At its core, the work meditates on authority and freedom: the claims of Scripture and tradition, the dignity of conscience and the demands of community, the role of rulers and the rights of the governed. It explores how language, education, and printing widen the audience of theological argument and reshape public life, and how reforming zeal must negotiate the boundaries of civic peace. Through this lens, the Reformation appears not as a sudden rupture but as a contested process of persuasion, institutional adaptation, and spiritual renewal, inviting readers to consider how deep change takes root without abandoning continuity altogether.

Composed in the milieu of nineteenth‑century Protestant revival, the history carries the author’s confessional perspective, evident in his providential framing, ethical judgments, and admiration for courage under trial. Rather than effacing his convictions, Merle d’Aubigné writes openly from them, presenting a moral reading of events that complements, yet sometimes challenges, more detached academic treatments. Contemporary readers can profit by recognizing both the strengths and limits of this approach: its narrative clarity, humane sympathy, and energizing purpose, alongside interpretive emphases that reflect its time. The result is a compelling synthesis that rewards engagement and invites comparison with later scholarship.

Beyond its period focus, the work speaks to contemporary concerns about reform within large institutions, the formation of public opinion, and the fragile coexistence of plural convictions under shared laws. It offers a study in how ideas travel through networks, how leadership and grassroots energy intersect, and how conscience can animate civic responsibility without dissolving social bonds. In an era still negotiating freedom of expression, educational access, and the ethics of authority, these volumes provide a historically grounded mirror, encouraging readers to weigh zeal against prudence, identity against common good, and principled dissent against the obligations of community.

Approached patiently and in order, these volumes reward sustained attention: the arcs widen, contexts deepen, and recurring motifs—Scripture and learning, courage and counsel, preaching and policy—gain cumulative force. The prose is clear and often vivid, the pacing measured yet purposeful, and the organization conducive to reading in sequences or in focused sections. Without preempting the turns the story will take, the introduction offered here invites readers to enter the narrative alert to its animating questions and attentive to its craft. What follows is both a chronicle of events and a meditation on renewal, responsibility, and hope.
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    Jean-Henri Merle d’Aubigné’s five-volume History of the Reformation in the Sixteenth Century, published in the 19th century, offers a documentary narrative of the Protestant Reformation’s first decades. Across universities, courts, and city councils, he follows controversies that reshaped Western Christianity, centering on questions of biblical authority, conscience, and ecclesiastical power. Drawing on letters, sermons, edicts, and disputations, the work presents principal actors—Martin Luther and Philipp Melanchthon in Saxony; Ulrich Zwingli and Johannes Oecolampadius in the Swiss cities; Emperor Charles V, princes, magistrates, and papal legates—within the social and political conditions of early sixteenth-century Europe. The volumes proceed chronologically, moving from background tensions to open conflict, institutional reforms, and durable confessional alignments.

The opening movement sketches late medieval religion and learning, the traffic in indulgences, and the printing press’s capacity to multiply dissent. It then focuses on Luther’s formation and pastoral concerns at Wittenberg, where debate over indulgences touched pulpit, classroom, and marketplace. The posting of theses in 1517 becomes, in this account, a catalyst rather than a solitary upheaval, drawing responses from theologians, monastic authorities, and civic guardians of order. D’Aubigné traces how academic controversy broadened into a wider contest over repentance, grace, and the limits of papal jurisdiction, as pamphlets circulated rapidly and as German princes weighed doctrine alongside jurisdictional and fiscal prerogatives.

Subsequent chapters track the escalation from university disputation to imperial stage. The Leipzig Debate sets doctrinal boundaries more sharply, with appeals to Scripture and to church fathers becoming tests of authority. Papal censures follow, culminating in Luther’s condemnation and summons before the Diet of Worms in 1521, a set piece in the narrative where conscience, law, and political calculation intersect. Protected by electoral favor, Luther’s Wartburg sojourn initiates translation work and pastoral writing that shape worship and instruction. Meanwhile in Wittenberg, zealous reforms and unrest invite questions of pace and legitimacy, prompting a careful return to order and a clearer articulation of evangelical priorities.

Parallel developments in the Swiss Confederacy receive sustained attention. Zwingli’s preaching program in Zurich, anchored in continuous exposition of Scripture, leads to public disputations in which civic councils adjudicate theological claims and authorize reform. Changes to worship, the status of images, and clerical life unfold through municipal deliberation as well as pulpit persuasion. Basel and other centers, with Oecolampadius and colleagues, follow related trajectories, while local conditions shape timing and emphasis. D’Aubigné juxtaposes these movements with those in Saxony to underscore convergences in doctrine and contrasts in political form, setting the stage for later efforts at concord and for enduring divergences on the sacraments.

The narrative also registers the social pressures that accompanied doctrinal change. Reforming appeals to Scripture and conscience intersect with peasant grievances, urban ferment, and apocalyptic expectation, testing leaders’ capacity to separate evangelical renewal from violent upheaval. D’Aubigné distinguishes the aims of magisterial reformers from those of radical groups, while acknowledging shared roots in dissatisfaction with clerical abuses and spiritual hunger. Efforts to stabilize change yield catechisms, church orders, and vernacular preaching programs, with lay instruction and congregational song promoted as markers of renewed piety. Across these scenes, the work traces how convictions about grace and authority translated into practices of worship, discipline, and education.

Attempts to secure unity and legal standing occupy later volumes. Diets of the empire address reform through mandates, reversals, and negotiated ambiguities, while cities and princes coordinate defensive cooperation. The Protestation at Speyer gives sharper definition to an emerging identity, even as dialogue continues. At Marburg, leading theologians seek agreement on contested doctrines, achieving partial convergence while acknowledging unresolved points. The Augsburg Diet becomes a focal moment for concise theological statement and for imperial diplomacy that balances conscience with cohesion. Through these episodes, d’Aubigné shows confessionalization in formation: teachings summarized, alliances tested, and the framework of coexistence sketched without erasing substantive disagreements.

Closing the five-volume arc, d’Aubigné emphasizes the interplay of conviction, institution, and providence in the Reformation’s early decades. His 19th‑century perspective frames events as a moral drama grounded in documented speech and action, inviting readers to assess both the spiritual claims and the political mechanisms that carried them. The synthesis remains significant for its narrative momentum, its attention to personalities and councils, and its portrayal of how texts, print, and governance reshaped belief and practice. Without foreclosing later developments, the work leaves enduring questions about authority, freedom, and communal order—questions that continue to inform interpretations of religious change and the making of modern Europe.
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    In the early sixteenth century, Western Christendom was administered through papal, episcopal, and monastic institutions woven into civic life across the Holy Roman Empire, the Swiss Confederation, France, England, and the Low Countries. Universities shaped doctrine and trained clergy, while canon law underwrote ecclesiastical jurisdiction. The late medieval pastoral economy included indulgences and relics alongside preaching and sacramental life. Meanwhile, humanist scholarship and the printing press transformed learning and communication; Erasmus's Greek New Testament of 1516 exemplified philological reform. These conditions formed the setting in which calls for scriptural renewal, moral correction, and institutional change converged into a continent-wide religious movement.

Martin Luther, an Augustinian friar and professor at the new University of Wittenberg, challenged the theology and practice of indulgences in 1517, circulating Ninety-five Theses that quickly spread through print. Academic disputations in Heidelberg (1518) and Leipzig (1519) widened debate on authority, grace, and the papacy. In 1520 he issued reforming treatises on Christian freedom, the church, and the sacraments; Pope Leo X condemned his teaching, and he was excommunicated. Summoned to the Diet of Worms in 1521, Luther refused to recant before Emperor Charles V. Sheltered at the Wartburg, he translated the New Testament into German, fueling vernacular preaching.

In the Swiss Confederation, reform took a civic route. Ulrich Zwingli, preacher at Zurich's Grossmünster from 1519, urged changes grounded in Scripture and debated them in public disputations (1523). Zurich's council abolished certain practices, including the use of images and fasting rules, and reorganized preaching and poor relief. The Eucharistic controversy with Luther over Christ's presence culminated in the Marburg Colloquy of 1529, revealing confessional fissures. Basel's Johannes Oecolampadius and Strasbourg's Martin Bucer advanced related programs, shaping urban liturgies and church orders. Zwingli fell in the Second Kappel War in 1531, underscoring the interweaving of religion and cantonal politics.

The Reformation unfolded amid social strain. The German Peasants' War of 1524–1525 fused longstanding economic grievances with religious rhetoric, and its suppression left deep scars. Reformers differentiated evangelical preaching from revolt; Luther denounced the violence even while calling clergy and laity to biblical renewal. The Radical Reformation emerged concurrently, rejecting infant baptism and advocating gathered churches. In Zurich, Felix Manz was executed by drowning in 1527 for rebaptism, illustrating coercive responses from both Protestant and Catholic magistrates. Such conflicts formed a turbulent backdrop for debates on conscience, order, and discipline that permeate the narrative and its evaluation of reform.

Imperial politics shaped outcomes across German lands. Charles V, elected emperor in 1519, faced competing priorities, including Habsburg dynastic wars and Ottoman advances. The Diet of Speyer in 1526 allowed territorial discretion in religion; a reversal in 1529 prompted a formal Protestation by evangelical princes and cities. At Augsburg in 1530, Philipp Melanchthon drafted the Augsburg Confession, presenting Lutheran doctrine before the emperor. Evangelical territories organized the Schmalkaldic League in 1531 for mutual defense. Legal arguments about jurisdiction, estates, and imperial law intersected with appeals to Scripture and conscience, a dynamic central to contemporary actors and to later interpretation.

In France and the Low Countries, early reform currents encountered universities and crown policies vigilant for heresy. Paris's Faculty of Theology, the Sorbonne, condemned Luther's ideas and later censured French evangelical works. Jacques Lefèvre d'Étaples and the Meaux circle promoted vernacular Scripture and pastoral renewal under the protection of Marguerite de Navarre, provoking opposition. In 1534 the Affair of the Placards triggered intensified repression. The University of Leuven and urban printing centers such as Antwerp mediated debates while authorities policed them. These pressures fostered exile networks and clandestine communities that would later connect closely with Geneva and the Reformed tradition.

Across the Channel, religious change combined royal policy with evangelical scholarship and print. Henry VIII earned from Leo X the title Defender of the Faith in 1521, then severed papal jurisdiction through the Act of Supremacy in 1534, reshaping church governance and property. William Tyndale's English New Testament, printed in 1526, circulated despite prohibition; he was executed near Brussels in 1536. Miles Coverdale's 1535 Bible and later revisions multiplied access to Scripture. Networks of exile linked English and Scottish reformers with Strasbourg, Zurich, and Geneva, from which the Geneva Bible appeared in 1560. These exchanges demonstrate the movement's transnational character.

Jean-Henri Merle d’Aubigné, a Genevan pastor and historian (1794–1872), composed his History of the Reformation in the Sixteenth Century between 1835 and 1853 within the evangelical Réveil milieu and burgeoning historical scholarship. He served as a pastor in Hamburg and later taught church history in Geneva’s evangelical institutions. Mining correspondence, edicts, and chronicles, he presented a providential, Scripture-centered account sympathetic to Protestant reformers and critical of late medieval papal authority. He frames Protestant advances against the broader sixteenth-century Catholic renewal, noting milestones such as the Jesuit order’s founding (1540) and the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Its tone reflects nineteenth-century debates over conscience, authority, and religious liberty.
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My aim is to recount not a party quarrel but the mighty impulse that burst forth three centuries ago and still vibrates everywhere. The Reformation, unlike Protestantism, testifies to a God-given revival in human and social life, therefore concerns all men. Historians may chart steady progress or the storm of revolutions; the eye naturally turns to epochs that usher nations into new eras, and this revolution merits the name. A revolution is not revolt but a divinely-born change, once praised as "happy" and "marvellous". Restoring primitive Christianity, it affirms soul-equality, dethrones a haughty priesthood, yet still cries, "Love your brethren, fear God, honour the king.

Unlike ancient or modern political upheavals that chase power, this movement sprang from love of truth, holiness, and eternity, marking a stride forward for humanity. Christianity and the Reformation are one revolution enacted at different moments: the first closed the old world, the second opened the new, and though the daughter may seem smaller she acts with startling speed. Under Leo X[1] Rome towered in splendour; a solitary monk spoke and half of Europe shook, "as lightning flashes from east to west." Such swiftness cannot be reduced to doctrinal pruning; faith and grace breathed fresh life, raising a figure mighty and aflame.

Two forces explain the breadth and pace: a hidden, omnipotent hand giving the impulse, and a human mind matured by many unnoticed circumstances. History must unite both. Art can enliven events, philosophy can add lessons, yet religion alone endows the past with its own life; God in history stands above every chronicle. On the vast stage, nations clash and heroes rise, but beyond the clang our gaze seeks the invisible Judge. His presence turns chaos into a temple. Who launches those comet-like giants that alter destiny? Who but God? Even Alexander traced his origin heavenward; every great name yearns for such kinship.

Dynasties crumble, kingdoms sink to dust, shattered arches glare beneath desert sands, and every ruin thunders, “God lives in history.” Gibbon surveys the Capitol’s wreckage and, unable to escape the unseen presence, resolves to chart that hand through Rome’s decline. Even the pagans bow; they hail Zeus, life-giver to peoples, father of Clio, the half-heavenly Muse, offspring of Mnemosyne. Kings swear at his altar, lawgivers claim his breath. Yet modern minds, nursed on Christianity, deride what antiquity confessed. They strip history of her divine sire, leaving her a wandering foundling, unsure of source or destiny.

Jehovah turns dim myth into blazing reality: a visible Theocracy rises in Israel to mirror the reign that rules forever. In the fullness of time the seed-law flowers; God enters humanity as Jesus, born in a stable, laid in a manger, the smallest grain that grows into a tree sheltering every tribe. “The Gospel,” declares John Müller, “fulfils all hopes, unlocks every contradiction; since I found the Saviour, nothing puzzles me.” The Reformation treasures that secret. At table Luther laughs, “The world is a card-game. God dealt the card—me— and with it beat the pope; ‘He has put down the mighty and exalted the lowly.

The age searches for anchors yet clutches relics or shadows. The story of the Reformation warns that old skins split when new life pours in; only the living Word renews societies. Some, stirred by nameless yearning, hurry to venerable Catholic banners, forgetting the difference between generous catholic truth and the grasping Papacy, a decaying power that yields no fresh spring. Others drift in a nebulous Protestantism that cherishes beauty yet lets every voice define the Gospel, offering no light or vigor. Still, hope widens her arms: both camps confess realities or guard the Book of Life, and charity longs to draw them to Christ alone.

Signs already hint that the two extremes are edging toward the centre, Jesus Christ. In certain Roman Catholic sanctuaries, Scripture is now publicly recommended and read, while Protestant rationalism, though not born in the Reformation’s age of faith, has lately advanced. Truth may yet seize it through the Word and reshape it. Even now a modest but genuine religious emotion trembles within rationalism, an imperfect approach that nevertheless promises decisive progress. Old Catholicism and exhausted Protestantism lie outside the real struggle; a new life must come from a power not human but divine, alone available.

The cry rises for that power. "Give me a point outside the world," Archimedes once said, "and I will lift it." True Christianity is that point outside, freeing the heart from egotism and sensuality and promising to tilt the whole globe onto an axis of righteousness and peace. Whenever religion is weighed, three authors appear—God, man, and the priest. Hence three systems divide Christendom: hierarchism, invented for priestly glory; rationalism, spun by diseased human reason; and Christianity, the truth delivered by God for His glory and humanity’s salvation. Only the last can preserve society alive.

Yet followers exist. Regeneration stirs among many German Catholics and, more clearly, among evangelical believers in Switzerland, France, Britain, the United States, and beyond; such awakenings are no longer rare marvels. I therefore set myself to trace a general history of the Reformation, following its progress through every nation. Germany provides the central orbit; the Swiss movement runs beside it; England wields wide influence; France, marked by battles, sorrows, and exile, holds my heart. Believing the Reformation God’s work, I still expose both Roman champions and Reformers’ faults, lean on original sources, limit notes, and pray my labour prove useful.
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The ancient world tottered; transported gods stood speechless in the Capitol, their oracles and the nations’ liberty alike extinguished. A lifeless deism hovered above the abyss until, in that vacuum, the Word became flesh. God walked among men ‘to save that which was lost,’ and in Jesus of Nazareth ‘dwelt all the fulness of the Godhead bodily.’ Homeless yet majestic, he healed, taught, suffered, died, rose, and ascended. Starting at Jerusalem, his followers crossed the empire proclaiming him ‘the Author of eternal salvation.’ Pagans believed, life stirred in the fields of death, and a holy nation, radiant with purity and charity, appeared.

Two pillars set the new faith apart. First, though Jesus appointed ministers, he toppled hereditary priesthoods, restoring direct access to God. He cried, “One is your Master, even Christ,” and “all ye are brethren.” Pagan living idols fell, and no hierarchy stood between soul and source. Second, salvation flowed from heaven, not human merit: “God has given eternal life.” Embracing this grace, the early assembly lived as brethren under brethren; each could draw light for himself. Their letters bore the simple superscription, “The apostles, elders, and brethren, to our brethren.” Yet even in apostolic pages a rival power stirred.

In Rome, Paul founded a church of Jews, Greeks, and citizens that long shone pure; but small beginnings bred vast usurpation. City pastors won nearby villages, guidance grew into deference, and gratitude hardened into rights. The bishop who oversaw the Campagna soon coveted the Empire. For if Rome ruled nations, why should not its pastor rule bishops? Western prelates, faction-ridden East, and the age-old spell of the Queen City heaped incense on him; counsel became command, a first among equals a throne. Extolling external unity, they called the Roman church mother, though Scripture still spoke of many churches of saints.

Accustomed to earthly polities, believers transplanted civic habits into Christ’s kingdom; persecution tightened their ranks and they fused into a visible corporation. To resist deist error they upheld the single truth handed down from the Apostles; yet when heart–faith evaporated, an empty shell remained. Bowing before the vase, they replaced spiritual unity with bishops, mitres, canons. “None can, by his own faith, reach eternal life; salvation flows only through this order,” they cried. As clergy and people diverged, pastors became mediators, universal priesthood faded, and the supposed necessity of a visible chief produced a claimed primacy for Peter.

From respected metropolitan seats arose the patriarchs: Alexandria, Rome, and Antioch, later joined by Constantinople, the new Rome. When Islam swept Alexandria and Antioch and Byzantium declined, Rome stood solitary, gathering prestige. Darkness thickened; superstition blinded the churches, yet Africa and the East still protested. Princes, fearing rebellion, bargained: secure our thrones and wield our souls. Imperial edicts dubbed the Roman bishop “Rector of the whole Church,” and popes stretched the words to full advantage while imperial power in Italy crumbled. Vandals, Ostrogoths, Burgundians, Visigoths, Lombards, and Anglo-Saxons, craving palpable religion, knelt before the pontiff and lifted him higher.

By the eighth century Rome repelled the Greek emperors with one hand and courted the mayors of France with the other, establishing her throne between revolt and invitation. Alarmed by Arab victories in Spain and Astolphus roaring at her gates, she fled to the Franks. Pepin sought a crown; the papacy granted it, and he laid conquered keys on Peter’s altar, vowing, “Not for man do I fight, but for pardon and homage to Saint Peter.” Charlemagne followed: first pilgrim, then master; Leo III crowned him emperor in 800. After his death the shattered empire left civil power weak, and Rome stood ready to rule.

Forged Decretals of Isidore[2] burst forth, ninth-century Latin thrust into mouths of Rome’s earliest bishops, blending Frankish customs with imperial days, letting second-century Victor cite Jerome’s Bible and address a man not yet born. The forger made every bishop draw power from Rome, Rome from Christ, and popes seized the weapon; Nicholas I brandished it in 865, and for ages the fraud served as their arsenal. Yet papal crimes delayed its effect: a rumored Popess Joan gave birth in procession, while courtesans Theodora and Marozia enthroned lovers, sons, grandsons. Tuscany’s counts finally set twelve-year-old libertine Benedict IX, who sold the tiara stained with blood.

German emperors, outraged by Rome’s chaos, stormed the city and dragged the triple crown from the mire. In 1046 Henry III deposed three pontiffs; his patrician ring indicated the bishop who would hold Peter’s keys. Four successive German popes, named by the court, reformed churches and humbled monarchs, yet their growing energy threatened the hand that restored them. A recovered viper might sting its nurse, and so a new era dawned. To exalt the papacy seemed to exalt faith itself, and princes soon knelt. This swelling force gathered in one will, one mind—the monk Hildebrand.

Hildebrand, lifted from Cluny by Leo IX, became the soul of Rome, steering several pontificates before reigning as Gregory VII. One grand purpose burned within him: to found a visible theocracy whose pope, Christ’s vicar, would inherit all the power pagan Rome had lost. Flatterers cried, “What Marius and Caesar could not do by torrents of blood, you accomplish by a word.” Resolute yet supple, he sacrificed truth when strategy demanded. First he forged a clerical militia: a Roman council severed pastors from their families, enforcing celibacy and turning priests into an obedient order. Legates roamed like ancient proconsuls, hounding married ministers.

With troops assembled, Gregory struck at the empire. Allied with rebellious German princes during Henry IV’s minority, he forbade any cleric to receive investiture from the monarch, snapping ancient bonds to yoke every church to Rome. Priests, kings, peoples must fear or hope in the Capitol alone; a single thunderbolt could loose subjects’ oaths, silence bells, halt sacraments, even deny graves their peace. Thus the pope stood equal, if not superior, to Caesars. Yet fortune turned: Roman walls fell, and the pontiff fled. Dying at Salerno, he whispered, “I have loved righteousness and hated iniquity, therefore die I in exile.

Successors, arriving like troops after victory, descended on captive churches. Spain rescued from Islam, Prussia freed from idols, and the crusades—all launched in the papal name—widened the pontiff’s reach. Pilgrims who burned Jews and bathed Jerusalem in Saracen blood carried the word pope eastward; Germans, who once defied Caesar, now brought tribute to a bishop, and crowned emperors discovered their new diadem was a yoke. The brotherhood of early believers vanished: an absolute monarchy rose. A proud caste claiming the title Church stamped souls with iron, while mute multitudes, bound and gagged, obeyed the spiritual king who ruled every nation.
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Christianity’s ruling principle is grace—pardon freely bestowed and life eternal. The first converts of Jerusalem, Asia, Greece, and Rome heard the cry, "By grace are you saved through faith; it is God’s gift," and crowded toward holiness. Faith, uniting mind, heart, and will to the incarnate Son, once drew divine life into humankind; yet when believers reduced it to mere assent, works rushed in beside it, splitting grace and duty. "Having begun in the Spirit, are you now perfected by the flesh?" cried Paul’s echo. Pelagius then denied hereditary corruption, hailed human strength, exalted outward deeds, enthroned priest, monk, and saint, and bred idolatry.

Declaring virtue external, the system spawned endless rites that rivaled the moral law and loaded consciences with an intolerable yoke. Penance, first a public token for notorious offenders, spread to every secret fault and became the penalty demanded before priestly absolution. People sought pardon by tears, fasts, and self-maceration, neglecting the inward change. Because confession and tasks seemed easier than slaying desire, sinners let vice remain and paid in blows: they walked barefoot, shunned linen, abandoned homes, or fled to cloisters. In the eleventh century whole hosts, nobles to children of five, tramped half-naked through frozen streets, lashing themselves till groans filled the air.

At last the penitents groaned, and priests offered a bargain: "You cannot bear the tasks imposed? We, God’s pastors, will shoulder them. For a fast of seven weeks a rich man pays twenty pence, a poorer ten, the destitute three." Though protests rose, the traffic spread. The popes saw its worth; Alexander Hales forged the doctrine, and a bull of Clement VII sealed it. Christ, they said, shed blood beyond need, saints laid surplus merit, and the treasure lay under Rome’s key. Indulgences could pluck souls from purgatory, whose flames, shown in harsh tableaux, made crowds pour gold before the throne.

A tariff, likely set by John XXII, priced pardon: incest five groschen if hidden, six if known; murder, infanticide, adultery, perjury, burglary had set rates. "Shame upon Rome," cried theologian Claudius Esperse, echoing through humanity. Boniface VIII, bolder than prior popes, proclaimed in 1300 that anyone reaching Rome each hundred years gained full indulgence; two hundred thousand pilgrims soon poured in, filling coffers. Greed cut jubilees to fifty, thirty-three, then twenty-five years, and indulgences were hawked everywhere. When corruption peaked, a Reformer rose. Papacy built a wall between God and man; Reformation broke it, restored communion, upheld the medieval Church, and sometimes curbed princes.
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People sought salvation through saints, relics, and paid rituals. Myconius cried, 'The sufferings and merits of Christ were a vain tale; Christ is a severe judge unless saints or papal indulgences plead for you. First comes the Virgin, then an ever-growing host of saints. To earn their aid you recite Ave-Marias, prayers of St. Ursula and St. Bridget, chant night and day, or buy relief with money, chickens, wax, anything of worth.' Bishops consecrated priests, bells, and bones for fees; worshippers kissed gold-boxed limbs. Itinerant dealers toured with fragments of Noah’s Ark, Joseph’s breath, even Michael’s feather, turning heaven into merchandise.

Easter rang with buffoonery: one preacher cuckooed, another hissed like a goose, a third dragged a layman in a cassock; pulpits spilled tavern tales of Peter cheating an innkeeper, and priests mocked their superiors. Indulgence sellers promised easy pardon, and the crowd believed sin could be bought. Priests led the way: concubines and children lived on tithes; households festered in shame and squabbling. Villagers preferred a priest with a mistress, hoping their wives were safe. Bishops taxed each kept woman and child, until one boasted, 'In a single year eleven thousand priests have stood before me for this tribute.

High prelacy matched the mire. Lords in mitres rode armed; Baldwin of Tours stormed vassal castles, while the Bishop of Eichstädt sat mailed beneath his gown, sword ready, laughing, 'In fair fight I fear not five Bavarians.' Towns rebelled, were crushed, and flared again. At Rome the summit of scandal awaited. Cardinal Roderigo Borgia kept Rosa Vanozza after seducing her mother and fathered five children, yet still paraded unashamed through shrines. When Innocent VIII died he stacked gold on mule-back, bought each vote, and seized the tiara as Alexander VI, exulting in the pinnacle of pleasure.

On his coronation day Alexander VI named his son Cæsar archbishop of Valentia and bishop of Pamplona. Lucretia’s wedding followed, crowded with comedies, obscene songs, and the pope’s mistress; people muttered, "All the ecclesiastics have mistresses, every convent is a brothel." Backed by Guelphs, Cæsar crushed Ghibellines, then slew Guelphs as well. After the elder son became Duke of Benevento, his body surfaced in the Tiber—Cæsar’s doing. Offended by his brother-in-law, he murmured, "What's not done at dinner will be done at supper," burst in with Michilotto, and strangled him. He speared Peroto beneath the cloak, blood spattering the pope; Rome awoke at dawn to corpses.

Alexander, Cæsar, and Lucretia filled the palace with nocturnal revels so foul that ancient orgies seemed chaste by comparison; whispers of incest circled, though proof failed. Planning to rob a wealthy cardinal, the pope hid poison in sugared comfits meant for the guest. The steward, bribed, served the dish to Alexander himself; he ate, writhed, and died. The whole city rushed to stare at the fallen viper and could not have enough of the sight. While the corpse cooled, a thunderous voice proclaimed, "The ecclesiastical state opposes God and His glory; everyone groans in songs, jokes, and pictures against priests.

Blind to Scripture, priests handed out indulgence diplomas instead of truth; in villages the pulpit belonged to beggars, cooks, grooms, worse. A bishop bragged he knew neither Greek nor Hebrew. Monks barked, "The New Testament is full of briers and serpents. Greek is a new tongue to shun; whoever learns Hebrew becomes a Jew." Scholar Linacre finally opened the Gospel, read, "Swear not at all," hurled the book aside, cursing, "Either this is not the gospel, or we are not Christians." Paris doctors warned, "Religion is lost if Greek and Hebrew spread." Rhetoricians mocked sacred style, leaving Christendom gasping, almost lifeless.
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Superstition, unbelief, ignorance, idle speculation, and moral decay, fruits of every age, now choke Christendom. In the East, brilliant creeds once withered under the same blight. Shall Christianity fall likewise? Never. Unlike myths woven from fable and abstraction, it rests on solid fact and pure truth that withstands every honest probe. It does not merely stir passing feelings; it meets every depth of human need. Springing from God, not man, it endures by His promise. Humanity can never climb above it; when nations grow weary of its light and wander, they return, seeking again the strong, simple cure of their souls.

In the sixteenth century that vigor burst forth anew: the Gospel once more toppled stubborn walls, from frozen north to glowing south, kindling enthusiasm that lifted faint spirits to martyrdom. Two constant laws guided the unseen hand. First, with ages at His disposal, God readies change far in advance. Second, when the hour strikes, He chooses the smallest seed to raise an immense tree. Even now that hidden grain lies in the soil. Outwardly Rome reigns unshaken: Councils silenced, Hussites crushed, universities docile, clergy content with revenue, people kneeling, kings half-awed, half-contemptuous, unwilling to risk a sacrilegious blow.

Yet beneath the marble, fissures widen. Councils have scattered ideas; defenders bicker over absolute or constitutional papal rule; belief in infallibility totters, propped by anxious silence. Opposition gathers in political, ecclesiastical, and literary circles, the first striking hardest. The Church, sunk in worldly traffic, looks “as one of us,” and princes inspect her title-deeds. Dealings in Italy show pontiffs trading truth for territory; Ferdinand meets trick with trick; Louis XII stamps a medal, "Perdam Babylonis nomen"; Maximilian declares, "Henceforth this pope is nothing but a villain… let him be the last." Monarchs resent annats, embrace the Pragmatic, join Pisa, and some even eye the tiara.

Frederick of Saxony, the Wise, led the electors. Inherited lands in 1487, received electoral rank, and after a 1493 Jerusalem pilgrimage became Knight of the Holy Sepulchre. Wealthy and trusted to govern for the emperor, he steered by honour, never force. Feeling Scripture’s power, he told Staupitz, “Discourses with subtleties are cold and feeble; the Holy Scriptures alone make us cry, ‘Never man so spake.’” Staupitz agreed; Frederick gripped his hand: “Promise you’ll always think so.” Calm yet strong, he quoted, “If this work is of men it will fail; if of God, none can overthrow it,” and told Spengler, “Matters demand God’s hand alone.
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Kings’ discoveries filtered down; the thoughtful now treated the Roman bishop as merely human, sometimes vile. Papal debauchery stirred Christendom’s anger; hatred of the Roman name festered. In the West many factors opened paths to deliverance. Germany, a loose confederation of states under an emperor, wielded an Imperial Diet whose laws required his assent, while seven Electors chose the crown. Northern Saxon lands enjoyed broad freedom; free towns, enriched by trade, tasted independence. The Austrian house controlled much of the south and dreamed of wider rule, but the Reformation would rise like a bulwark and save Europe’s liberty.

The empire’s confederate frame, foreseen by Providence, let persecuted truth flee one state and flourish in another. Maximilian’s recent peace, secured through the Imperial Chamber, calmed long civil wars, though the sea heaved beneath the surface. Burghers thrived in tranquil homes, mastering arts and knowledge; they, not princes, nobles, or greedy clergy, would lay the Reformation’s cornerstone. German integrity, labour and perseverance had escaped enervating fashions, yet Rome’s ancient yoke weighed heavily. When awakening came, chains would shatter. A “see-saw system” left Maximilian weak, princes strong. Tired of “the patience of the Germans,” towns clashed with bishops and peasants formed the Shoe-Alliance, thunder muttering overhead.

Meanwhile thirteen Swiss republics, ringed by mountains like a fortress, housed a brave people. No one expected those hidden valleys to outstrip Jerusalem or Rome in Christian renewal, yet Heaven chose them. Democracy threatened rashness, yet preparations had been laid. The wild but noble tree kept in the Alps awaited a graft of living faith. Rome styled the Swiss “Protectors of the Liberty of the Church,” but citizens read the title differently: soldiers guarded the pontiff in Italy; at home they shielded their liberties. The 1370 Pfaffenbrief[3] barred appeals to foreign courts. Zurich defied papal claims, Geneva fought its bishop, ready for the coming struggle.

Swiss towns adopted reform, yet the mountain cantons, founders of freedom, kept the old faith. Their priests alone guided them, their rituals enlivened quiet valleys, and innovation found no path. Over the Alps lay Italy, Christendom’s supposed Holy Land: surely, people cried, reform must rise “out of Jerusalem, out of Rome!” God answered, “Let him who is filthy, be filthy still,” and left the peninsula to intrigue and war. Fragmented frontiers blocked a common impulse; fine-tuned tastes scorned German barbarians and prized a sonnet’s cadence above Scripture. Rome’s temporal and spiritual sway bribed factions and foreign powers, so only scattered individuals awaited light.

Spain, solemn and devout, might have welcomed primitive Christianity, yet distance dimmed Germany’s shock and America’s glitter outshone eternity. Gold fever consumed hearts; a powerful clergy, rich in treasure and scaffolds, ruled, releasing subjects to pursue conquest. Victorious over Moors, Spaniards had raised the cross on Granada’s walls and now swore to repel Luther. Kings launched fleets against Reform in Holland and England; the assaults magnified their enemies and shattered Spain’s strength. Still, brave sons, with clearer light than the soldiers of Andalusia, laid their lives on Inquisition fires. Portugal, basking in Emmanuel’s golden age and eastern trade, likewise spurned self-denial.

France, cradle of medieval intellect and fervor, seemed ready: Bernard’s warm faith, Abelard’s keen reason, defiant University doctors, bold Gerson and Clemangis, the pragmatic sanction, proud nobles and lively commons all pointed toward renewal. Yet when the hour struck, the kingdom veered; a letter-loving prince of Valois steered it toward Rome, and ambition, fanaticism, and royal swords crushed the rising. Reformed blades, lifted in turn, forgot to pray, and the gospel wins by confessors’ blood, not enemies’. Meanwhile the Netherlands, rich and industrious, heard the first northern echoes; the opulent south submitted, but sand-guarded, simple northern provinces chose faith, won freedom, and forged a nation.

England, beaten in France, looks to the sea; twice converted yet still paying Peter’s pence, she hints at an ocean empire to scatter gospel seed worldwide. Foreign craftsmen crowd her ports, new doctrine flows, and fiery Henry VIII may, by sudden whim, aid reform. Scotland, ruled by a queen-regent for a five-year-old king, is pulled by nobles and clergy yet slated for the same light. Denmark, Sweden, and Norway stand united, heirs of Vikings to defend truth; Russia stays remote in Greek rites. Poland shelters exiles, craves the cup; Bohemia’s remnant endures; Hungary, weakened princes, leans on Austria. Europe meets the sixteenth-century dawn; upheaval awaits.
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Theology built for a night-bound age now creaks in dawn. Popes had patched doctrine, removing pieces that bruised their hierarchy and stacking treasures where pure gold lay beside base lead; any bold hand exposing the mixture saw Rome sweep away the grain, yet the turmoil only deepened. Court, Curia, province, convent and prince each hoarded its own belief, a sham unity masking infinite discord. Truth, wrapped like a bright insect in the dusky cocoon woven by subtle schoolmen, survived unmarked; Rome, thinking the drab web harmless, even praised the weavers. Spring arrives, scholastic tatters fall, the hidden life escapes brilliant and free.

The Church, fallen because she had lost the key of justification by faith, could rise only when that key returned. “This article of justification is what creates, nourishes, builds, preserves and defends the Church; it is the heel that bruises the Serpent’s head,” proclaims a clear voice. Through ages God keeps sending heralds—Claude of Turin, Peter of Bruges, Henry, Arnold of Brescia—who strike at images and empty rites. Mystics withdraw into silence, seeking inner rest and exposing festering sores. High in the Piedmont Alps the Vaudois, heirs of ancient freedom, preach regeneration, Christ’s merit and grace, though their tallest summit still stops short.

About 1170 Valdo[4] sells his goods, gives to the poor, and, brandishing Scripture, shakes the papal walls. In England, 1360, Wickliffe appeals from pontiff to Bible; in Bohemia a century later John Huss glories in Christ’s cross, censures scandalous clergy, and his flames light the night. From prison he warns, “The wicked trap the Bohemian goose, but eagles and falcons with piercing eyes will break the snares.” More voices swell: Arnoldi, Utenheim, Martin, Thomas Conecte, the Cardinal of Crayn, Institoris, Savonarola, John Vitraire, Laillier, Wessalia, Goch, Wessel, the Bohemian Brethren, and prophets of Proles and Isenach—each plank laid for approaching Reform.

And summoned to Constance, flung into a cell, John Huss thinks less of defence than of Bethlehem chapel. In the night he seems to see the Christ he had painted wiped away by pope and bishops; grief wakes him, yet dawn shows painters restoring the faces richer than before. Crowds cheer; the artists cry, “Now let popes and bishops come, they never shall efface them more!” Huss adds, “Many in Bethlehem rejoiced, and I among them.” Chlum urges, “Think of your defence, not dreams.” Huss answers Christ’s image will return to hearts, and he will rejoice beyond the grave. A century later the flame spreads.

Yet amid medieval walls the living spark glows within Catholic ranks. Anselm anchors hope on incarnation and expiation, advising the dying, “Look only to the merits of Jesus Christ.” Bernard thunders, “My righteousness is better received than innate.” Schoolmen and Chancellor Gerson strike at errors. Hidden souls echo them: in his cell Arnoldi cries, “Jesus, you alone are my redemption.” Bishop Christopher of Bâsle hangs a glass motto, “The cross of Christ is my hope; I seek grace, not works.” Poor Carthusian Friar Martin pens a secret confession of salvation by Christ’s passion, seals it in a wooden box, and bricks it into his wall.

After Constance and Bâsle, fresh thunder rolls. Carmelite Thomas Conecte crosses Flanders shouting, “Rome commits abominations; fear no papal curse!” Enthralled listeners rally; Rome burns him in 1432. Cardinal André of Crayn, horrified by vice, begs Sixtus IV for reform and a council, is imprisoned, and dies; inquisitor Institoris prophesies, “Another method is at the door.” In Florence Savonarola flames, preaching, “God justifies by mercy, not works—fly from Babylon!” Alexander VI replies with rack and fire. Franciscan John Vitraire urges dragging concubines from priests’ houses, while Sorbonne doctor John Laillier scorns Roman tyranny, enforced celibacy, and legends, urging obedience to God above bishops.

John of Wessalia, Erfurt doctor of theology, confronts the hierarchy and lifts Scripture as the lone rule of faith. To startled monks he cries, “Religion does not save, only God’s grace. From eternity He keeps a book of the elect; no priest can blot or inscribe a name. If God wills to save, all excommunications are dust; if He condemns, all absolutions are void.” He denounces pontiffs greedy for money and power: “I despise the pope, the Church, and the Councils; I extol Jesus Christ.” Though frail and sick, he preaches, allies with Hussite envoys, faces the Inquisition, and in 1482 dies in its dungeons.

At Malines, prior John de Goch praises Christian liberty as virtue’s wellspring, brands prevailing doctrine Pelagian, and calls Thomas Aquinas “Prince of Error.” “Canonical Scripture alone deserves full faith,” he insists; “ancient fathers carry weight only when they echo that truth. Truly, ‘what a monk dares undertake, Satan would blush to think.’” Even brighter shines John Wessel, “Light of the World,” who lectures at Cologne, Louvain, Paris, Heidelberg, and Gröningen. He teaches with Paul and James that the just live by active faith, warns sheep to shun deadly fodder, blames corrupt clergy for ruin, and cries, “We serve God, not the pope.

The nearer the Reformation draws, the more voices awaken; it seems as if truth had always lived beside the Papacy, sometimes stronger than Rome itself. What has the hierarchy to set against witnesses whose cry rings through the earth? Nor are teachers alone aflame: among the people Wickliffe’s Oxford seed spreads through Bavaria, Swabia, Franconia, and Prussia. In war-torn Bohemia emerges a quiet brotherhood that repeats, “Christ, not Peter, is the rock.” These plain believers, of German and Slav blood, send missionaries in many tongues. Rostock hears them twice, and in 1511 Nicolas Kuss openly preaches against the pope.

Doctors now glimpse the coming storm. At Himmelspforte, aged Augustinian provincial André Prolés pauses in Scripture reading and tells his monks, “By grace alone we are; Christianity needs a reformation, and I already see it.” Urged to lead, he replies, “Age binds me, but God will raise a hero whose strength and eloquence will defy the great.” In the Franciscan convent of Isenach, prisoner John Hilten, punished for exposing abuses, sighs to his warden, “Another will come in fifteen-sixteen; he will destroy you, and you cannot resist.” His failed forecast of the world’s end mattered little; the predicted champion was soon born close by.
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Princes, people, and theologians strove toward the coming reform, and Literature joined them. Mind, sprouting like a seed beside an ancient wall, pressed against the papal masonry. Rome, long the tutor of nations, felt pupils grown to manhood question every step, asking why men should stand between souls and God. While minds soared, clergy clung to earth. The first flight began in Italy. Memory of antiquity, revived by Dante and Petrarch, stirred Florence, Padua, Ravenna. Greek lights, driven from fallen Constantinople—Bessarion, Lascaris, Argyropolos, others—rekindled torches. Gasparino, Aretin, Poggio, Valla exalted Rome and Greece in a glare that scorched Rome.

The Humanists’ zeal split loyalties: 'no man can serve two masters.' Classical keys unlocked Scripture’s beauty and exposed scholastic rust; they mocked the Teutonic doctors 'living, lived not.' Dante cried, 'True faith makes us citizens of heaven; without it no works avail. From God alone justice comes. O Constantine, what evil thy offering bred!' Valla demolished forgeries, tearing down Abgarus’ letter and Constantine’s donation[5]. Yet dawn bred doubt: Pomponatius denied soul and providence, Pica spoke of unbelieving popes, and Leo X sneered, 'All ages know how this fable about Christ has served us.' Laughter ruled; Erasmus warned, 'I fear Paganism will return.

Florentine Platonists tried to temper disbelief, yet their lofty allegories could not reform a world that scorned the cross; only revived Christianity would. The Reformation rose to save faith and society, while Leo X looked elsewhere. Italy’s torch leapt Alps: constant pilgrimages to Rome let Germans feel Italian pride and blush for their rough speech. Dalberg, Langen, Spiegelberg returned laden with grammar and classics; Agricola soon kindled disciples who debated Paul’s ‘justified by faith’ and mourned the Church’s darkness. Ragged student troops roamed from school to school, forming a fledgling public. Mayence’s 1440 presses replaced schoolmen with ancient masterpieces and multiplied every voice against corruption.

Germany welcomed the rebirth of letters with reverent zeal, fusing scholarship to faith while Italy burned incense to profane art and France trifled with frivolity. Princes, prelates, and earnest scholars formed a league to clear superstition from the temple floor; childlike believers and daring critics worked side by side. Alarmed monks cried out against grammar and science. One warned a passer-by of Erasmus's heresies; asked, "In what do they consist?" he admitted he had not read them—only that Erasmus wrote Latin "too well." Schoolmen pleaded for darkness and stillness, yet Leo X briefly embraced the glittering weapon that would soon wound Rome.

The universities fought the invading light: Cologne expelled Rhagius, Leipzig banished Celtes, Rostock drove out Herman von dem Busch, yet classics and their teachers slipped back with princely aid. Grammar clubs sprouted; Krachenberger became "Crates," Schwarzerd "Melanchthon." Students strode boldly, flinging Martial-like jibes at dialecticians, while professors were blamed for the rowdy triumph. Thus renaissance Germany confronted the medieval fortress, and the first clash gathered around a courteous veteran. In Pforzheim a margrave heard a choirboy's clear voice and chose the lad, John Reuchlin, to escort Prince Frederick to Paris, where copying Homer paid for Greek and Hebrew lessons.

Reuchlin lectured at Basel in ringing Greek and weighed Wessel's bold warning: "The popes may be mistaken; Christ alone absolves." Called to Florence after Tübingen, he spoke with Chalcondylas and Pico; in Rome his Latin drew the papal praise, "This man ranks with the best of France and Italy." Exiled from Württemberg, he sheltered at Heidelberg, amassed manuscripts, and perfected Hebrew under Abdias Sphorne. When Argyropolos demanded, "Who are you?", he replied, "A German who knows your tongue," and the Greek sighed, "Alas, learning hides beyond the Alps!" Returning, he forged lexicons and grammars that opened Scripture and promised a monument "more durable than brass.

Tall, Reuchlin pursued truth not only with his pen but with his life. He poured money and toil into ferrying new Italian editions of the classics into Germany, outshining cities and princes, and his enthusiasm ignited the young. His cousin Schwarzerd, a smith’s son, lodged with Reuchlin’s sister to study; delighted, Reuchlin gave advice, books, and an example, then Hellenised the pupil’s ‘barbarous’ surname into Melancthon. Grammar soon yielded to deeper quests: studying with Jewish doctors, he mused, “God is Spirit, the Word a breath; man breathes, God is the Word—his names echo eternity,” dreaming to “pass from symbol to symbol” toward the purest form.

He faced conflict when Pfefferkorn, Hochstraten, and the Dominicans won imperial authority to burn Hebrew books except the Bible. Consulted, Reuchlin saved all but anti-Christian tracts and advised, “The best way to convert Israelites is to place two Hebrew professors in every university,” so the volumes returned. The monks twisted his words, called him heretic; he answered with his 1513 Defence. Hochstraten condemned his works, scholars rallied, Leo X sent the case to Spires; the bishop cleared him, fined the friars, and Rome froze the suit. Learning joined faith, and Luther wrote, “The Lord has acted through you that Scripture’s light may shine in Germany.
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Gerard of Gouda loved Marguerite, fled pressure to become monk, became priest after believing she died; she hadn't, they doted on their son Erasmus. At four the boy went to school; at twelve Sinthemius hugged him, crying, "This child will reach the highest pinnacles of science." Orphaned soon, Erasmus resisted monastic vows yet was pushed into a house of canons, felt trapped, slipped to the archbishop’s court and then to Paris. Every coin bought Greek books before clothes. He dodged scholastic wrangles lest they brand him heretic, rode from Italy to England composing Praise of Folly, preferring Froben’s press to courts and a cardinal’s hat.

Erasmus lectured at Oxford, settled in Basel, scattering love of inquiry across Europe. Protected by bishops and princes, he struck two blows at corruption: grave scholarship and razor-sharp mockery. The slight, fair man with restless blue eyes and a sardonic smile glided timidly through crowds while lancing scholastic theology and monkish superstition with elegant Latin. He personified Folly as Moria, child of Plutus, reared on intoxication, ruling a vast empire. In Praise of Folly she parades every estate, pausing longest over churchmen who deny her though she honours them. Against their labyrinthine syllogisms and filthy cloisters, Erasmus drives volley after volley of glittering wit.

Moria laughs, declaring, "They are all mine—priests and preachers who trade in miracles and monstrous lies." She scoffs at those who trust a glance at St. Christopher, jeers, "Each misery has its saint and its candle," and notes the Virgin is invoked more than her Son. She scorns patrons like St. George, then lashes bishops "who run more after gold than souls" and pontiffs who, absorbed in pleasure, leave Peter’s work undone: "Are there formidable enemies of the Church than impious popes who strangle Christ by their pestilential life?" Holbein's cuts[6] crowned the book; twenty-seven editions spread sting through Christendom, fanning distrust of clergy.

Erasmus joined biting satire to exact scholarship, urging Europe to leave clumsy manuals and learn geography from Strabo, medicine from Hippocrates, philosophy from Plato, myth from Ovid, nature from Pliny. Carrying the principle farther, he cried that theology must be sought in the Fathers and, above all, in the New Testament itself. Dismissing the faulty Vulgate, he issued a critical Greek edition at Basle in 1516, giving the West a text long hidden. “I wish,” he declared, “to pull that frigid, wordy, disputatious thing called Theology down to earth.” Monks shrieked, “He corrects the Holy Spirit,” yet his book blazed.

Paraphrases on Matthew and John, editions of Cyprian and Jerome, translations of Origen, Athanasius and Chrysostom, True Theology, The Preacher and psalm commentaries rapidly followed, feeding Europe’s hunger for pure doctrine. “The highest aim of revived philosophy,” he said, “is to reveal the simple Christianity of Scripture. I am resolved to die studying it; it is my joy and peace.” He summed faith thus: “Trust God’s grace in Christ, die to lusts, do good to all, bear trials in hope, credit nothing to ourselves.” Lashing at oppressive rules on dress, fasts, vows and confessions, he cried, “In churches, gospel interpretation is scarcely considered—indulgence hawkers dictate.

Books streamed from his pen; wit enthralled Europe. Pensions and crowns fell, and readers crossed the bridge his pages laid toward reform. Yet Luther said, “Erasmus shows error but cannot teach truth.” Learning stood before faith, and he bragged of a letter “word for word from the pope’s dictation.” “A disadvantageous peace is far better than the fairest war,” he urged, and warned, “Those who bring the sea into lagoons cannot guide its course; better bear wicked princes than enthrone evil.” Reformers replied that truth must cut like a ploughshare. “Give light,” he repeated; but if foes snuff the torch, should it not be defended

Erasmus flinched at death’s whisper, fussed over every ache, and fled towns menaced by plague; comfort outweighed even vanity, so glittering posts went begging. Refusing the Reformer’s mantle, he shrugged, "If Rome’s rot needs swift surgery, it’s not my affair." Luther pledged life for truth; Erasmus admitted, "Others may chase martyrdom; I’d likely play Peter." His pen had stirred the waters, but when the storm he’d summoned rolled in, he begged for the old calm. The dike burst; waves raced on. Torn between camps he muttered, "Speaking is perilous, silence is perilous," and his hesitation chilled more than enemy’s blow.

To Viglius Zuichem he warned: keep clear of "the sects," let none claim you; if you share their creed, mask it. "Argue no point," he counselled, then told the dying man’s riddle with the devil: Church, I, Church, I. Duke George of Saxony laughed at one reply, "Wash the fur, don’t wet it." Curio sketched two heavens, papal and Christian, Erasmus circling between. Rome’s preachers roared, calling him fox and second Lucian; a Constance doctor hung his portrait to spit on. Spurned by reformers too, he wept, kept vigils, loathed food, called life cruel, and sighed, "They say Erasmus laid the egg, Luther hatched it.
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The rising reform reached Germany’s castles. Many nobles, inspired by university study, chivalric ideal or anger at clerical power, joined the scholars. Ulrich von Hütten[7], heir of Franconia, linked swords and pens. Fleeing a monastery at sixteen, he fought at Padua, saw Rome’s filth, then wrote The Roman Trinity, where Vadiscus scoffs, “Three things come back from Rome: a sore conscience, a disordered stomach, an empty purse. Three things Rome disbelieves: the soul’s immortality, resurrection, hell. Three things she trades: Christ’s grace, benefices, women.” Hütten and Crotus shaped Letters of some Obscure Men; Europe laughed, but Luther warned, “I approve not of injury and insult.

When the archbishop withdrew support, Hütten sought favour at Charles V’s court in Brussels; yet Rome demanded he be sent to her in chains. Learning this, he fled. On the road he met the inquisitor Hochstraten. The terrified pursuer knelt; the knight tapped him with the flat of his blade: “No, I will not soil my sword with such blood as yours!” Safe in Seckingen’s fortress of Ebernbourg, he addressed fiery letters to the emperor, princes, and nobles, urging them to free Germany with Scripture and steel. Though eldest son, he ceded his inheritance to spare his brothers Rome’s revenge.

Seckingen, mighty yet book-loving, had once shielded Reuchlin’s library while besieging Stuttgart; now he welcomed Hütten’s gospel call. Shown its foundations, the astonished warrior cried, “And is there any one who dares to overturn such an edifice? Who could do it?” Ebernbourg became “the hotel of the just,” sheltering Bucer, Aquila, Schwebel, and Œcolampadius. The chaplain preached each day, but mail-clad listeners grew restless, slipping in mainly for blessing and brief prayer. Wearied, Œcolampadius sighed, “Alas! the Word is here sown on stony ground.” Knights, poets, magistrates, and towns already stirred; Germany’s whole frame quivered with approaching change.

Longing to serve truth on his own terms, Franz von Seckingen proclaimed war on the Archbishop of Treves, vowing “to open a door for the gospel.” Luther, already on the scene, begged him to desist, but the knight charged anyway with five thousand horse and a thousand foot. The archbishop, reinforced by the Elector Palatine and the Landgrave of Hesse, beat him back. Spring returned; the same princes stormed Seckingen’s stronghold of Landstein. After a fierce assault the walls fell, and the battered defender, bleeding from mortal wounds, was compelled to capitulate and await his conquerors beneath the shattered towers.

The victors crept through dark passages into a vault where the battered knight lay dying. He lifted a hand to the Elector Palatine, disregarding the others’ angry questions. “Leave me in peace; I must answer a Mightier than you!” he whispered. News of his death reached Luther, who exclaimed, “The Lord is just and wonderful; the gospel is not spread by the sword!” Harmut von Cronberg, a calmer comrade, wrote Leo X to relinquish earthly power, guided his tenants to trust Jesus “the sovereign Lord of all,” surrendered his pension, and said, “The Spirit can teach more in one hour than Paris in ten years.

While princes debated, unrest simmered among the humble. Cheap books and carnival plays laughed at corrupt clergy: in Eulenspiegel priests guzzled wine and pampered horses; in Renard Reinecke their secret households paraded children; another satirist thundered against sleek churchmen who rode fine chargers yet shunned battle with infidels; Rosenblut even set the Grand Turk on a German stage to lecture Christendom. Such barbs, echoing through inns and market squares, showed the people already chafing. God was moulding simple hearts in retirement as surely as He stirred scholars, and many obscure listeners were ripening for obedience to the living Word.

In Nuremberg, 1494, a tailor named Hans Sachs welcomed a son also called Hans, who after scant schooling became a shoemaker. Song schools in the city church awakened poetry within him; wanderlust carried him south, through student revels and court pageantry, then to anxious retreats where he penned his first hymn, “In Honour of God.” Returning home, he married, set up a stall, and when the Reformation sounded he tuned his verses to Scripture. From that humble bench rang lyrics that stirred Germany as powerfully as any elector. Everywhere minds quickened, printing and discovery widened horizons, yet no champion emerged—until, at last, Luther stepped forward.
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All was ready: God, slow in preparation, chose the humblest tools to overturn the world. The shepherd’s hut gave Zwingli, the armourer’s shop Melanchthon, and a poor miner’s cottage Luther. In the obscure village of Mora the Luther clan had long tilled their scant fields; one younger son, John, wedded Margaret Lindemann and, seeking bread, settled in Eisleben. He read eagerly, she prayed earnestly; both vowed that any child granted them would serve the Lord. While fairs bustled around them, Margaret felt her hour draw near, and on 10 November 1483, as midnight approached, she bore a son.

On the Tuesday following, the grateful father carried the infant to St Peter’s, where he was baptized and named Martin after the saint of the day. The family soon walked the five leagues to Mansfeld, hoping the mines would feed them. "My parents were very poor," Luther later recalled; "my father cut wood, and my mother bore it on her back till blood came." Frugality and toil shaped him until John’s industry raised two smelting furnaces and earned a seat on the town council. Scholars and preachers often dined at his table, and the respectful boy dreamed of study himself.

While still small, Martin was sometimes carried to Master Emilius’s school by his father or Nicolas Emler. Domestic piety taught him prayers; the classroom taught him the Donat, Ciseo-Janus[8], commandments, creed, hymns. Rods taught everything else: "My parents treated me harshly and made me timid; my mother once beat me for a filbert," he said, and the schoolmaster flogged him fifteen times in one morning. Yet he added, "It is necessary to chastise children, and to love them." Fear was the only devotion he felt; the name of Jesus turned him pale. Unwittingly, this dread prepared him for the glad gospel ahead.

John Luther dreamed of making his gifted son a scholar, so in 1497 he sent fourteen-year-old Martin from Mansfield to the Franciscan school at Magdeburg. The boy studied hard yet starved, trembling before harsh masters and begging door to door with other ragged pupils. At Christmas they roamed the villages singing of Bethlehem; outside a lonely cottage a peasant stepped out with food and gruffly called, “Where are you, boys?” Frightened, the singers bolted, then, hearing his continued summons, crept back and gratefully accepted the provisions. Years later Martin compared that flight to a conscience fleeing undeserved help.

Learning of their son’s misery, John and Margaret transferred him to the celebrated school at Isenach, hoping nearby relatives would support him. They did not; Martin again sang for crusts, and when doors slammed he wept, fearing he must quit study for the Mansfeld mines. One noon he stood hungry and motionless in St. George's Square. Ursula Cotta, burgomaster’s daughter and wife of the burgher Conrad, had heard the rebuffs and remembered the devout boy’s sweet voice at worship. She opened her door, beckoned him in, fed him, and soon persuaded her husband to lodge the grateful scholar permanently.

In the Cotta household Martin at last lived without want: warmth, prayer, and study filled his days, his mind brightened, and his heart sang. He mastered books by day, flute and lute by evening, often lifting a clear counter-voice to delight his adoptive mother. When their son later studied at Wittenberg, the once-destitute lad, now a doctor, seated him at his own table, saying, “Earth has nothing gentler than the female heart in which piety dwells.” Recalling his begging, he pleaded, “Do not despise boys who ask panem propter Deum; I would not trade my pen for the Grand Turk’s throne or all worldly riches.

Strengthened by security, Martin’s quick mind and vivid imagination soon outpaced every classmate. He devoured ancient tongues, rhetoric, and verse, wrote essays and lively poems, charmed peers with ready kindness, and won his teachers’ favor. Chief among them was the courteous John Trebonius, who, entering each class, removed his hat and bowed to the students. Startled colleagues once asked about such deference; he answered, “Among these youths are men whom God will one day make burgomasters, chancellors, doctors, and magistrates; though you see no badges yet, they deserve respect.” The young scholar listened, feeling the doctor’s cap already fit.
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At eighteen Luther left Mansfeld for the famed university of Erfurt, his father dreaming of a legal career and public honours. In 1501 he entered the halls where Jadocus drilled students in thorny scholastic dialectic. Luther devoured Occam and Aquinas yet soon raged that, if Aristotle were not human, he would think him the devil. Hungering for richer fare, he mastered Cicero and Virgil, questioned his masters, and outstripped his peers. Each dawn he prayed, attended church, and plunged into study, declaring, “To pray well is more than half my work.” Spare hours drew him to the library’s dusty shelves.

In that alcove he opened a volume unlike any he had seen: a complete Latin Bible. His heart pounded as he turned page after page, lingering over Hannah and Samuel, and he whispered, “If only God would let me own such a book.” He returned again and again until the degree of Bachelor was won. Exhaustion then laid him low; friends feared death. A kindly gray-haired priest bent over the cot and said, “Take courage, young bachelor; you will live. God lays his cross on those he loves and will make you a comforter of many.” Luther revived, awed.

By 1505 he earned the glittering Master of Arts, torches and songs escorting him to the hall; yet amid Aristotle’s physics he still heard a cry for surer salvation. His conscience answered no, and two sudden blows deepened the alarm. First, his dear companion Alexis was found murdered; shuddering, he asked what would become of him if summoned so swiftly. Soon afterward the summer recess sent him toward Mansfeld to see his parents, perhaps to test their consent for a different calling. He foresaw hard resistance from the industrious miner who had sacrificed much to make his son a lawyer.

He leaves Mansfeld again, uneasy about confessing his turmoil to his resolute father. Near Erfurt a furious mountain storm explodes; lightning crashes beside him. Luther drops to his knees, shuddering at death, judgment, eternity. “Save me, and I will forsake the world to be yours!” he vows. Rising, he measures his stained soul against the holy God, thirsts now for holiness as once for learning, and finds only one path: the cloister. Tales of monks remaking sinners draw him irrevocably. Later his friend Rubianus reminds him, “Heaven’s fire felled you like another Paul and carried you into Augustine’s fold.

He reenters Erfurt with unshakable resolve and a sore heart. Saying nothing, he summons his university comrades to a modest evening feast; music rings, laughter sparkles, youth’s pleasures flare once more. Suddenly he breaks: the serious tide within surges out, and he announces his plan. They plead, but he stands firm. That night, fearing persuasion, he slips away, leaving clothes and library behind except for Virgil and Plautus—epic and comedy tucked under his arm. Alone through darkness he reaches the Augustinian Hermits’ gate; it swings open, shuts, and the twenty-one-year-old passes forever from family, friends, and world—17 August 1505.
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At last Luther fled to God inside convent walls. He sent letters, robes, and his diploma back to Erfurt, vowing nothing should recall the world he left. The university marveled; friends rushed to the gate, but for a month no one saw the novice. He wrote his parents; thunder cracked in John Luther’s heart. The miner answered rage, called him "thou," and disowned him. Friends begged, "If you wish to give God a sacrifice, let it be your Isaac—your son." He refused until plague stole two boys; broken, he sighed, "Well—God grant him success," yet later warned, "May that sign not prove a devil’s phantom.

Clad in the cowl, Martin adopted the name Augustine. The friars, eager to humble the famous lecturer, made him watchman, sweeper, clock-winder, doorkeeper. When chores ended they shouted, "Cum sacco per civitatem!" He slung the bread bag and begged through Erfurt, even at doors where he had once taught. Back inside, he crouched in a tiny cell or grabbed the broom again. If he slipped away to read, they drove him off, snarling, "Along! A friar is useful only by begging bread, corn, eggs, fish, flesh, money!" Luther endured, steeling his will to finish what he had begun.

The university interceded; the prior lifted the yoke, and Augustine plunged into study. He devoured Augustine’s Psalms commentary and On Letter and Spirit, memorised Peter d’Ailly and Biel, weighed Occam and Gerson on papal limits, and astonished the convent in debates. Yet knowledge served devotion. He haunted a chained Bible, spending whole days on a single verse, imprinting prophets in memory, praying for grace. With Reuchlin’s lexicon and friar John Lange he sounded Hebrew and Greek, dreaming of translation. So absorbed that he missed Hours for weeks, he later shut himself in, reciting them all while fasting and watching till sleep vanished.

Determined to win holiness, Luther plunged into the harshest asceticism: fasts, self-scourgings, sleepless nights. Shut in his cell like a prisoner, he fought every rising desire, often living on a crust of bread and a single herring, sometimes four consecutive days with nothing at all. Melanchthon later vouched for this severity, disproving tales of excess. No sacrifice seemed too costly if it could buy heaven. “Truly,” he later reminded Duke George, “I was a pious monk; if anyone could reach paradise by monkery, I would have. Had it lasted longer, vigils, prayer, reading and labour would have slain me.

The peace he sought never came. Inside the silent walls his fears echoed louder; Scripture showed a holiness absent from his heart and life, and every omission felt damning. Theologians urged works to satisfy justice, yet he shuddered: what worth had deeds born of a corrupt source? “I felt myself a great sinner and knew I could not appease God by merits,” he groaned. Avoiding the monks’ idle chatter, he wandered taciturn. During mass, incense rising and the Gospel read, anguish burst out; collapsing to his knees he cried, “Not I! not I!” The startled friars whispered of demons.

His tender conscience blew each fault into heavy guilt, and harsher fasts, whips, and sleepless vigils still brought no rest. “I tormented myself to death for a quiet heart,” he later said, “yet found only darkness.” Suspecting cloistered rules were human contrivances, he wavered between venerable forms and the voice that unmasked sin; the contest drained him till he often lay as dead. Once, friend Lucas Edemberger burst in with choirboys; their soft hymn stirred him back to life. Music eased him briefly, but he sought lasting cure in constant study of prophets and apostles, yearning for the gospel’s true melody.
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Cloisters held hidden extremes: monstrous vice, but also silent virtues that, once lifted to public duty, shone like candles set high, guiding later generations. Such a light was John Staupitz of Misnia[9]: noble born, fond of letters, turning from philosophy to Augustine and Scripture, uniting life with knowledge, gripped by the election of grace and finding peace in Christ. Integrity, learning, eloquence, and stately bearing won him Frederick the Wise, embassies, the founding of Wittenberg, and the first theological chair. He sat in the Lateran council, ruled Augustinians in Saxony and at last became their vicar-general across Germany.

Staupitz mourned decayed morals more than faulty doctrine, yet his mild temper aimed only to mend what lay within reach; “If we lack horses we must plough with oxen,” he sighed. During his Erfurt visitation he noticed a middle-sized monk, hollow-eyed, skin on bone, walk with mournful resolve. Sensing fierce conflict beneath the cowl, he ordered kindness and patiently coaxed confidence. Under that gentle warmth Luther’s locked heart opened. Face answered face; the elder understood, the younger poured out his terrors, and in a quiet cell the two sat down to wrestle with the darkness together.

“In vain I promise; sin masters me,” groans Luther. “A thousand times I have sworn and failed,” Staupitz answers, “and unless God, for Christ’s love, grant a happy end, I perish.” The younger trembles before the Judge; the elder urges, “Look at the wounds, the blood; throw yourself on the Redeemer—‘You are my sheep; none shall snatch you.’” Luther objects, “How believe without true change?” “Repentance begins with love,” says Staupitz; “Love Him who first loved thee.” Light floods Luther; Scripture dances; repentance turns sweet. When he later cries, “O my sin!” the vicar-general replies, “Christ saves great, real sinners, not figures on canvas.

Luther trembles at both sin and the stern doctrines that reinforce his guilt. Tormented by election, he tries to pierce the hidden counsel of God: did man choose or was he chosen? Staupitz stops him. "Look to the wounds of Christ," he says, "there the purpose of God toward you shines. Find Him nowhere else, in heaven or earth." He adds, "It is not without cause God exercises you; He will employ you in great things." Luther hears in awe, discovers unsuspected strength, abandons scholastic systems, and, urged to make Scripture his favorite study, receives from Staupitz a cherished red-bound Latin Bible.

Luther’s conscience still unrested, his drained body collapses and he nears death. Terror surges until an aging monk enters the cell, repeats the creed learned at Mansfeld: "I believe in the forgiveness of sins." The visitor presses, "Believe not only that David’s or Peter’s sins are pardoned; believe that yours are." He cites Bernard: the Spirit’s witness whispers, "Thy sins are forgiven thee." Light floods the sickbed; Luther renounces earning merit and clings to grace in Christ. Strength returns, and at Noël he sings amid incense, exulting when the choir chants, "O beata culpa quae talem meruisti Redemptorem

After two years in the convent Luther is to be ordained. He invites his father, letting him pick the date; John chooses Saturday, 2 May 1507, and brings twenty florins. The candidate writes John Braun, thanking God who raises "a miserable sinner" to lofty service. At Erfurt Bishop Jerome of Brandenburg sets the chalice in his hands: "Accipe potestatem sacrificandi pro vivis et mortuis." Luther exults, yet later trembles at the presumption. During the meal his father asks, "Have you not read, ‘Honor thy father and mother’?" The words echo, and on Staupitz’s advice Luther soon walks to nearby parishes to preach.

At the Fête-Dieu procession in Eisleben, Staupitz bears the sacrament, Luther behind. The thought that Christ is present grips the monk; sweat pours, he nearly collapses. When the host rests in the sanctuary he clings to Staupitz and confesses his dread. The vicar-general whispers, “It was not Jesus Christ, my brother. Jesus Christ does not alarm—He consoles.” Staupitz soon recommends him to Frederick of Saxony, who in late 1508 summons him to teach at Wittenberg. Luther departs, afterward telling John Braun, “My departure was so sudden… yet my better part remains with you.” After three cloistered years at Erfurt, he strides toward a wider field.





Chapter V.


Table of Contents


In 1502 Elector Frederick founded the University of Wittenberg, vowing to look to it as an oracle. Doctors Pollich of Mellerstadt and Staupitz, foes of scholasticism, shaped the school and chose Saint Augustine as patron. When Luther arrived he took a monk’s cell in the Augustinian convent and was ordered to teach philosophy and dialectics. Hungry for the bread of life, he chafed at Aristotle. To Braun he wrote, "I am well…yet forced to study philosophy; the theology I crave seeks the nut’s kernel." Trusting God, he mastered Greek and Hebrew, earned his Bachelor of Divinity in March 1509, and was charged ad Biblia.

Each day at one he opened the Bible to his class. He began with Psalms, then Romans; on the phrase, "The just shall live by faith," light flooded his soul and the echo remained. Teaching drawn from Scripture stunned listeners. Students poured in, professors too. Mellerstadt declared, "This monk will send all doctors packing; he builds on God’s word, and no weapon of philosophy can overthrow it." Staupitz urged him to preach. Luther resisted: "No, it is no light matter to speak for God…doctor, you deprive me of life; I won’t last three months." Staupitz replied, "So be it, the Lord needs men." Luther yielded.

In the town square stood a small wooden chapel, thirty by twenty feet, sides propped like crutches. From a low fir pulpit Luther delivered the first sermons of the Reformation. Crowds watched his expressive face, noble bearing, clear voice. Earlier preachers had amused; his grave joy in the gospel poured fervour and unction. Opponents admitted his torrent of eloquence. Soon the shack overflowed. The council named him preacher in the town church, where power and doctrine amazed the city. Fame spread beyond Saxony, and Frederick the Wise journeyed to hear him. Freed from cloistered idleness, Luther now laboured in harmony as God’s work advanced.
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Luther, busy lecturing and preaching, is chosen in 1510 to defend seven Augustinian convents before the pope. Leaving German poverty, he crosses the Alps and enters the opulent Benedictine house on the Pô, amazed by marble, silks, and daily meats. When Friday brings platters of flesh he protests: “The Church and the pope forbid such things.” Angered monks plan his removal; the porter urges flight. He hurries to Bologna, where sudden illness lays him low. Tormented by sin and judgment, he remembers, “The just shall live by faith,” feels heavenly light, revives, and resumes the pilgrimage toward Rome.

Under the burning June sun he finally sights the seven hills, drops to the ground, and cries, “Holy Rome, I salute thee.” He wanders amid shattered arches and toppled statues, recalling Scipio’s tears and murmuring, “There were the riches and treasures of the world.” Pagan dust mixes with tombs of martyrs; memories of Paul and the Appii Forum steel his heart. Warrior-pope Julius II rules: after Ravenna’s defeat he once flung his prayer-book, swore, and invoked a “Holy Switzer” for aid. Yet the German monk, still trusting Rome’s sanctity, rushes to churches, eager to heap masses for his parents.

Allowed to officiate, Luther recites mass with trembling reverence, but neighbouring priests race through seven liturgies before he finishes one. They jeer, “Get on, get on—send Our Lady back her Son!” Another tears through the rite while Luther is still at the Gospel: “Make haste; are you ever to have done?” Shock deepens when worldly courtiers treat heresy as polish, and jovial prelates boast of mocking consecration with, “Panis es, et panis manebis; vinum es, et vinum manebis,” then flaunt the host before the kneeling crowd. The grave Saxon recoils, sensing how far Rome’s laughter has drifted from holiness.

Luther wandered among monks and townsfolk, hearing a city split between praise and mockery of the pontiff. Stories flew about Alexander VI and others; one day friends told how Cæsar Borgia, captured in Spain, asked for a confessor, stabbed the monk, cloaked himself, and escaped. "I heard that at Rome; it is certain," Luther said. Another day, on the street to St. Peter's, he stopped before a statue of a female pope holding an infant. "A Mainz girl became pope and gave birth here; no pontiff enters this lane," the crowd said. Luther muttered, "Strange they still allow it.

Luther had expected holiness, yet found gates battered, altars blackened. Inside he recoiled from profanation; outside disorder raged. "Rome's police ride with a hundred men," he noted, "they hang the armed or fling them in the Tiber, yet murder rules; where God's word is pure, law is gentle." Again he sighed, "If there is a hell, Rome is built on it—an abyss birthing every sin." He added, "The nearer Rome, the worse the Christian; one journey now lets you seek, find, and bring the rogue home." Machiavelli blamed the papal court for Italy's impiety. Luther swore he would not trade this experience for a fortune.

The visit sharpened his mind as well as his soul. At Rome he studied Hebrew under Rabbi Elias Levita, delving deeper into the Scriptures whose blows would one day strike the city. Yet the greater lesson arrived amid the relics. Eager for an indulgence, the Saxon monk began climbing Pilate's Stair[10] on his knees, believing the steps had been borne from Jerusalem. Halfway up, a peal within his heart thundered, "The just shall live by faith!" Stunned, he stood, ashamed of superstition, and fled the marble flight. The veil was gone; the living faith God had planted now burned bright.

That single verse echoed for days, forcing him to reread Paul until the meaning blazed: righteousness acceptable to God is granted, not earned; the sinner need only cling to the crucified Man. Terror melted into peace; the faith that rescued him became the marrow of his theology, his shield in peril, his spur in labour, his rest in life and death. At that moment, Luther felt truth itself rise like a freed captive beside him in Rome, ready to stride through the world. Salvation that springs from God alone, once the apostles' sword, returned to glitter in his grasp.

He recalled his anguish: "Though a blameless monk, I loathed the words 'justice of God.' I raged against Him who heightened our misery by the gospel." Then the Spirit opened the gate; he felt reborn. "I now cherish that phrase; it became for me the very door of paradise." When challengers gathered he thundered, "I, Doctor Martin Luther, declare that faith alone without works justifies. Emperor, Turk, Pope, cardinals, priests, nobles, devils—let it stand forever. If you fight it, hellfire will fall." Christ alone removes sin; good works follow like fruit on a tree. He left Rome bearing the church's rescue.
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Returning from Rome, Luther reached Wittenberg heavy-hearted, turned his back on the pontifical city, and fixed his hope on Scripture. Elector Frederick and Vicar-General Staupitz, won by his preaching, resolved to give him the doctorate. In the convent garden Staupitz said, “It is now necessary, my friend, that you become a doctor of the Holy Scriptures.” Luther protested, “Look out for a more worthy person; I cannot consent.” Staupitz answered, “The Lord needs young and vigorous doctors.” Luther pleaded weakness and poverty. “Dead or alive, God needs you; the prince will pay.” Yielding, he went to Leipzig, received fifty florins, and returned.

Back in Wittenberg, Dean Andrew Bodenstein of Carlstadt presided over the faculty. On 18 October 1512 he admitted Luther as licentiate; the monk swore, “I swear to defend evangelical truth by every means in my power.” Next day Carlstadt placed on him the doctoral ring and Bible, making him Biblical doctor. Luther rested his hand on the book and vowed to preach, teach, study, and defend Holy Scripture all his life. Dubbed knight of the Bible, he voiced the principle that would shake Rome: “Christians, receive no doctrines but those that stand on the words of Jesus Christ, apostles, and prophets; no council may invent new articles.

The oath burned within him. Whenever danger rose, he said, “I have advanced in the name of the Lord; who asked Him to make me a doctor? If He made me, let Him sustain me. This tribulation terrifies me not.” Again: “He who undertakes anything without a divine call seeks his own glory; but I, Doctor Martin Luther, was compelled. I desire, in the Lord’s name, to tread on lions, trample dragons and vipers; it will begin in my life and finish after my death.” Resolute, he blamed corruption on priests who traded God’s word for fables, declared Scripture regenerates, and broke the schoolmen’s chains.

Luther assailed the ruling schoolmen, branding them Pelagians and vowing to tear Aristotle and Aquinas from their thrones. He told Lange, “Aristotle, Porphyry, and the sentence-mongers are the lost studies of our age; I long to unmask this actor beneath a Greek mask.” In debate he declared, “Apostles and prophets are surer than scholastic sophisms.” A year later he crowed, “God works; Augustine reigns here, Aristotle is falling; Sentences lectures raise yawns—no one listens without Biblical theology.” He corresponded with Erasmus, Reuchlin, humanists Pirckheimer and Hütten, and befriended George Spalatin, Frederick’s prudent chaplain, whom Erasmus cherished “not on paper but on my heart.

Loyal yet cautious, Spalatin kept his simplicity amid court glitter, riding beside Frederick on every journey, arranging debates, and quietly passing Luther’s words to princes. When the press of ceremonies stifled him and he yearned for the woods of Thuringia, Luther urged, “Stand firm at your post.” Esteemed by nobles and scholars, he still faced a storm when monks sought to burn Jewish volumes defaming Christ. Frederick bade him ask Luther’s judgment. The reformer answered, “These monks try to cast out Beelzebub, but not by God’s finger. Jerusalem itself swarms with idols far worse; let us cleanse our own house before chasing another’s evil.





Chapter VIII.


Table of Contents


Living confidence in Christ fills Luther; he declares, “In my heart, faith in my Lord Jesus Christ reigns sole… He alone begins, guides, and ends every thought.” Crowds gather; he mounts the Wittemberg pulpit, gives out, “Thou shalt have no other god before me,” and cries, “All sons of Adam are idolaters.” To explain, he sums up: “Outward idolatry bows to wood and stars; inward idolatry trusts the creature. Faith in Christ strips away trust in wisdom, righteousness, strength. Without His death nothing avails. There now remains only Jesus—fully sufficient—so when you have Him you have no other gods.

He next overturns favorite marvels—omens, charms, starry fates, restless spirits, saintly shields—smashing each imagined idol. In the lecture hall he opens Scripture, sets Law against Gospel, and points, like John, to “the Lamb of God who takes away the world’s sin.” Works win no pardon; forgiveness flows freely for the Son’s sake. Though reverent toward existing rites, he presses hearts toward conversion, faith, and solace in the cross. Pious hearers thrill, scholars rejoice; Melanchthon likens the moment to dawn after night. Luther’s deeds match his words, and the city glows; honorable theologians and civic leaders quietly join him.

In 1516 he prints German Theology, praising it: “Next to the Bible and Augustine, no book has taught me more of God, Christ, man, and all things.” Preferring “the Mystics and the Bible” to schoolmen, he says the Eucharist gives Christ to men, not offers Him to God, and challenges foes: “Read this book and tell me if our theology is new.” That spring he writes friar George Spenlein, sends one florin for the tunic, half for the book, one for the frock, and asks, “Is your soul weary of its own righteousness? Breathe and trust Christ’s righteousness; I still fight that pride.

Luther writes his fellow Augustinian Spenlein: “O my dear brother, know Christ and Him crucified. Sing a new song, despair of yourself and cry, ‘Lord Jesus, You are my righteousness, I am Your sin; You took mine, gave me Yours; what You were not You became so that I might become what I was not.’ Do not claim a purity that hides your sinner’s name, for Christ dwells only with sinners. He left heaven’s righteous to live among us. Think on such love; your labours win no peace, else why would He have died? Peace blooms only in His open arms.

That fiery teaching, once world-saving in apostolic days, now leaps ages of superstition and clasps St Paul’s hand again. Yet Luther frets that Erasmus misunderstands righteousness. He tells court-chaplain Spalatin, “Advise Erasmus that by ‘works of the law’ Paul means the whole Decalogue, not mere ceremonies. Deeds without faith may fashion Fabriciuses and Reguluses, yet they merit the name of righteousness no more than a medlar merits fig. A man must first be changed, then act; Abel pleased God before offering.” The note, dashed off from “the corner of our convent, 19 Oct. 1516,” asks his friend to enlighten the celebrated scholar.

Luther studies Erasmus yet sighs: he scolds monks, but ‘what is of man grips him more than what is of God’; languages cannot birth faith, and Luther prays the Lord will grant him understanding. Proclaiming human impotence and divine power, he declares true goodness lives in the spirit, not the husk, and only those who receive all from Christ can pour mercy on others. He tells Spenlein, “Welcome erring brothers as Christ welcomed you; bear their sins, dwell like a lily among thorns—just do not become one.” Eight days later he comforts George Leiffer: persecutions are relics carried in a meek heart kissed by Christ.
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Luther’s teaching ripened; eager disciples longed to declare the new light. Among them Bernard of Feldkirchen, young professor of Aristotle’s physics, stepped forward when Luther, presiding, ordered him to defend theses that exposed the sophists and the Papacy. The 1516 disputation rang through the university; yet Luther trembled, remembering how he still “adored the pope,” and later reprinted the pages “to keep me humble.” The propositions flashed: “The old man is vanity;” “Without grace the will is enslaved;” “Christ alone searches hearts;” “Superstitious is every aid sought in saints.” The clash is afterward judged the dawn of Reform.

When the elector built All-Saints church, Staupitz rode to the Netherlands for relics and made Luther acting vicar, ordering an inspection of forty Misnian and Thuringian monasteries. The friar strode through Grimma and Dresden crying, “Read Scripture, trust Christ’s merits, not Aristotle or your own deeds!” He wrote Mayence for a runaway brother, closing, “Falls should not astonish; the marvel is to rise.” In Erfurt he installed John Lange and warned, “Sweetness expels bitter.” At Neustadt he calmed Tornator: “Say ‘the cross’ and the cross will vanish.” Home again, he approved a new prior and left reforming sparks inside many cells.

Back in Wittenberg he dived into toil: lecturing, preaching, hearing confessions, guiding studies, governing the convent, watching ponds and hostel accounts, unfolding Paul and the Psalms—“I need two clerks,” he laughed, “see how lazy I am.” Then plague swept the town; students fled, faculty scattered. He stayed. “I don’t know if I shall finish Galatians,” he told Erfurt, “the pest is swift among the young. Where shall I flee? If friar Martin falls, the world stands. Obedience chains me here; I hope the Lord frees me from fear.” The sickness could not move him; Rome and scaffolds awaited their hour.
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