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      THIS BOOK IS DESIGNED TO ACCOMPANY the Reformation Commentary on Scripture series, which endeavors to provide a representative selection of the biblical exposition practiced by the main Protestant reformers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This companion volume is not a systematic theology, nor does it lean toward one branch of the Reformation as opposed to another. Rather, its purpose is to introduce readers to the world in which the Reformation took place, to the mindset of those who led it and gave it direction, and to the way in which the initial burst of spiritual energy and enthusiasm was gradually codified into the confessional statements that now form the basis of denominational identities in the Protestant world.


      Most people agree that the Reformation began when Martin Luther published his Ninety-Five Theses just over five hundred years ago, on October 31, 1517, although the conditions for its success were already in place and the movement itself did not accelerate until a few years later. Once it started, it was impossible to channel the outburst of theological energy in a single direction, and different strands of thought appeared, each claiming the banner of Reformation. For the most part, Luther’s immediate followers clustered around him during his lifetime, but even among them tensions quickly emerged and divisions began to surface. As this book demonstrates, present-day Lutherans represent only one of those strands and cannot be regarded as Luther’s only, or even principal, heirs. The Swiss Reformers, some of whom were contemporaneous with Luther, lived in a different mental environment and produced at least three distinct kinds of Reformation more or less independently of Luther—the Zwinglians of Zurich, the Calvinists of Geneva, and the Anabaptists. The first two eventually merged into one and have now claimed the term Reformed for themselves, whereas the third has survived in different guises. The original Anabaptists had multiple origins and are represented today by Mennonites, Hutterites, Amish, and others more than by Baptists, who are best described as Protestants of a broadly Calvinistic type who have adopted elements of Anabaptism without becoming Anabaptists in the true sense. Then, of course, there are the Anglicans, members of the Churches of England and Ireland who also adopted an essentially Calvinistic position, though with certain characteristics setting them apart from the rest.


      All of these different strands of Reformation thought appear in this volume and are treated with equal respect. Martin Luther inevitably has pride of place since the Reformation as we know it would not have happened without him. John Calvin also dominates the scene, as he did in the second generation of Protestantism, particularly outside of Germany. The controversies that developed among the later Reformers largely concerned the interpretation of these giants’ legacies. An introductory volume like this one must therefore concentrate on them and their followers while allowing for influences from other quarters that affected the course of debate. Readers should bear in mind that this book is about the theology of the Protestant reformers, not about the Reformation as such. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, theology was the preserve of academics, all of whom were male. Other voices were occasionally heard, but they were exceptional, and only rarely did women or laymen have much impact on what the Reformers taught. Secular rulers, including women, often determined what kind of Reformation their countries would adopt, but their role was usually limited to accepting or rejecting particular doctrinal positions formulated by others. As time went on, even theologians aligned themselves more and more with one established tendency or another, a pattern clearly seen in the confessional movement of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. It is in that form that the Reformers’ theology has reached us today, and understanding that process must be a major aim of a book like this. Detailed studies of particular people and movements are readily available elsewhere, but pursuing these matters responsibly demands a good foundation in the basic lines of theological thinking that shaped the Reformation, which is the present study’s primary concern.


      Until quite recently, those who wrote about the Reformation almost always did so from a confessional perspective that tended to glorify one tradition at the expense of the others. The ecumenical spirit of our time has made it possible to overcome this tendency to a large extent, and it has also made it possible to be critical of our traditional “heroes of the faith” when criticism is deserved. That does not mean we repudiate them; rather, we can now see them as men and women who had to struggle for their beliefs and were not always entirely successful in the attempt. At the same time, the Protestant Reformation was a fundamental factor in shaping the modern world, which owes much to the truths rediscovered by the Reformers of the sixteenth century. Their achievement must not be forgotten or downplayed.


      Today even Roman Catholics, who until recently were almost uniformly hostile to the Reformation, are often inclined to recognize people like Luther and Calvin as doctors of the church universal rather than as founders of sectarian and essentially heretical theological traditions. Virtually everyone now accepts that the late medieval church had become a vast institution that no longer reflected the principles of primitive Christianity but apparently lacked the means or the will to reform itself. The Reformers’ inability to agree about how best to renew the church may be regarded as unfortunate, perhaps even as tragic. Rome itself was eventually obliged to adopt its own Reformation, but it was too late to repair the breach, which in some ways was made worse when Rome consciously adopted anti-Protestant principles. The Eastern Orthodox churches were courted by both sides, but they never embraced a movement that they did not understand and regarded as fundamentally alien to their own theological outlook. However we look at this history, we must live with the consequences. The Western church that was a unity in 1500 is now divided into numerous denominations, each of which has its own traditions, outlook, and (if we are honest about it) prejudices that characterize it and tend to perpetuate division whether anyone likes it or not. To borrow a literary analogy, Humpty Dumpty has fallen apart and will not be put back together again, and there can be no return to an imaginary golden age before that fall. In this book we seek to explain what happened and why, not to justify or celebrate one point of view but to increase our understanding and in the process to promote a spirit of charity toward one another that should be the hallmark of every Christian, regardless of what side of the divide we now find ourselves on.


      —Gerald Bray


    


  







ONE

THE EDUCATION OF A REFORMER




      


    



A CHANGING WORLD


The late fifteenth century was a time of great social and intellectual ferment in western Europe. Many significant changes had occurred over the millennium since the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West, but by 1500 there was a growing feeling that a fundamentally new era in human history was dawning. In 1453 the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire, which had struggled on for centuries, finally succumbed to the Ottoman Turks, who then conquered most of the Balkan Peninsula and were soon poised to threaten both Germany and Italy. As Muslims, the Turks were an existential danger to the Christian countries of Europe, and fear of them was widespread. Meanwhile, at the other end of the continent, the dwindling remnants of Muslim rule in Spain were in their death throes. The marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon to Isabella of Castile united their two crowns and allowed them to pool their resources for the final push toward the south. It took a number of years, but on January 2, 1492, the last emir of Granada surrendered to the forces of Christian Spain.

That event gave an ambitious Genoese sea captain his chance. Christopher Columbus had been trying to convince the Portuguese to finance an expedition to the west, where he believed there was a sea route to India that would bypass the Ottoman Empire, but the Portuguese were preoccupied with their own expeditions down the coast of Africa and were not interested. Prompted by the fall of Granada, Columbus made his appeal to Queen Isabella, who in the euphoria of the moment was prepared to indulge Columbus’s fantasies. The rest, as we know, is history. Within a few years, both Spain and Portugal were carving out worldwide colonial empires—the first stage of what we now call globalization. As Christian kingdoms, they were concerned to preach the gospel as they went, and the papacy was involved in their expansion from the start. Missions to the heathen made their appearance on every continent, and there was a real sense that the evangelization of the entire world was at hand, despite the ever-present Turkish menace.

The consequences of this expansion were dramatic. Having been peripheral and quite poor by European standards, Spain suddenly became fabulously wealthy and found itself as the arbiter of Europe’s destiny. In the year Columbus sailed, a Spaniard was elected pope (thanks to the influence that Spanish money could buy) and in 1519 the king of Spain was elected Holy Roman emperor—the head of what was then the largest European state, covering Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Northern Italy, with much else besides. In economic terms, the influx of huge quantities of American gold and silver caused rampant inflation, which transformed the prospects of most Europeans. New products were also introduced, most notably the potato, which rapidly became a staple of the European diet. Its nutritional qualities improved people’s health at a time when mortality rates were still very high, which led to a population boom that further unsettled the traditional way of life. But returning Spanish soldiers also introduced strange new diseases like syphilis, which heightened the risk inherent in sexual intercourse and provided moralists with an excellent topic for frightening hearers.

When Columbus landed in the Bahamas, Martin Luther (1483–1546) was a month short of his ninth birthday. We do not know when he first heard of the new discovery, but it is safe to say that its effects were sinking in during his adolescent years. The impact of this can only be imagined. Whatever Luther had learned about the world as a boy suddenly had to be modified or discarded in light of recent events. For the first time, nations and countries not mentioned in the Bible came into view and had to be reckoned with. Were the American Indians (as the Spaniards dubbed them) fully human? If they were, why were they not mentioned in the genealogies found in the Old Testament? What about Africans and Asians, many of whom had developed religions and civilizations completely foreign to the Christian world? These and similar questions plagued the Iberian nations for decades, and although these previously unknown people were eventually recognized as humans created in the image and likeness of God and had also fallen thanks to the sin of Adam, it took some time for them to be evangelized and even longer for them to be integrated fully into the life of the church. It is true that progress was made and some Africans became bishops in the Portuguese colonies within a generation of their conversion, but on the whole this vast expansion of the Christian world passed by most Europeans.

For Martin Luther and his contemporaries, Europe remained the center of the universe, and the Reformation, when it came, would be worked out there rather than anywhere else. But the Protestants’ lack of global vision was not true of their Catholic opponents. The missionary priests who fought the Lutherans in Germany belonged to the same religious orders, and on occasion were even the same people, as those who were bringing the message of Christ to the heathen around the world. For them it was all part of a single gospel mission, and many did not hesitate to accuse Luther of being the tool of the devil, whose purpose was to split the church apart in the moment of its greatest triumph.

The need to deal with Luther’s rebellion was more urgent than we might assume from our vantage point, because even as he was preaching his message to the Germans, the Ottoman Turks were taking control of Hungary and laying siege to Vienna. There was a very real possibility that the whole of Europe would fall to the forces of Islam, which were making a fresh attempt to secure world domination. Would the ultimate beneficiary of Luther’s revolt turn out to be Islam, in the form of the Ottoman Empire? Many people feared that it would, and not without reason.

The new learning. While all this was happening, another development of equal importance was taking place—the invention of printing, which coincided almost exactly with the fall of Constantinople. In the mid-1450s a German printer named Johannes Gutenberg invented movable type, enabling him to produce multiple copies of the same material. As with all new technologies, this was initially an expensive and laborious process, but by 1500 it had caught on, and the ancient tradition of manuscript production had all but died out. The great advantage of printing was that it enabled an infinite number of people to read exactly the same text. Manuscripts, as those who study them know, are almost never identical in every detail, even when they are meant to be copies of one another. Human error inevitably creeps in, which is often reproduced as further copies are made, making the latter version considerably worse than the first. Printed books might contain errors of course, and most do, but at least the misprints are all the same. Printing gave the scholarly world a ready-made platform for discussion and an objective basis for research that it had not previously enjoyed. It was an information revolution that would quickly transform the intellectual climate of Europe, opening new avenues of thought and challenging the accepted verities of medieval life.

By making scholarly works more accessible, printing also fueled an unprecedented demand for knowledge. Scholars ransacked libraries, many of them monastic, for manuscripts that they could publish, and the discovery of different copies of the same works produced the science of textual criticism that still exists today. There was little point in disseminating a text if it was not the best one available, and printing made comparisons between different versions relatively easy. Scholars were able to eliminate inferior editions and propose corrections based on the evidence of other manuscript traditions. Although perfection would never be attained, standards were vastly improved, and in this respect Luther’s generation could justly claim to have been better educated than any that had gone before it.

A by-product of the printing revolution was an increased output of books written in the European vernaculars. When manuscripts had been the only form of writing, the few people who possessed them mostly knew Latin. Although it was no longer spoken in daily life, Latin retained its prestige in the church and in the schools of the time, and anyone who wanted to be educated had to learn it. This created a common world of discourse in which priests in Bohemia, for example, could easily read and interact with the writings of John Wyclif (1328–1384) and his followers in England, which they did. So much so, in fact, that some Wycliffite writings have been preserved only in Bohemia (part of today’s Czech Republic) because the English copies have been lost. Martin Luther learned Latin as a boy and used it throughout his academic career, as did all his contemporaries. They constituted what later came to be called the “republic of letters,” an intellectual fraternity that spanned the European continent and paid little attention to national boundaries. Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466–1536) was equally at home in Paris, Cambridge, and Basel, whether anyone in those places understood his native Dutch or not. He would never have dreamed of using his mother tongue to communicate—all his efforts were poured into purifying scholarly Latin so that those who mastered it could speak to one another with an elegance that harked back to the glory days of ancient Rome.

But try as they might, Erasmus and his colleagues could not revive Latin as the spoken language of Europe. Instead, ordinary people increasingly demanded literature in the languages they used and could easily understand. But these vernacular tongues were not properly standardized and lacked technical vocabulary for discussing subjects like theology. Only slowly and sometimes accidentally did the languages of modern Europe emerge as sophisticated vehicles of thought. The process began when the great poet Dante Alighieri used his local Tuscan dialect as the basis for his great epic poem, The Divine Comedy, which became the touchstone for creating what we now call Italian. Elsewhere, scholars and writers in different royal courts did much the same for their own languages. Spanish thus arose out of Castilian, French out of Parisian, and English out of the variety of it spoken in London and the Thames Valley.

The development of a standard German language was more difficult because the country lacked a political center that could impose its will on the rest. In the end, Luther’s translation of the Bible into his own Saxon dialect laid the foundations for the modern literary language, but it was not universally successful. In the Netherlands a different standard emerged, creating what we now call Dutch, which was able to resist the pull of Luther’s Bible. The same thing happened in Switzerland, but only orally, so that today the Swiss Germans speak several dialectical forms of the language but write in the standard one—a confusing situation for foreigners but a living example of the complications that using the vernacular could cause in the sixteenth century.

This situation reminds us that the Protestant reformers found themselves caught between two worlds. As preachers they naturally preferred the vernaculars, which they helped to establish as worthy rivals to Latin. But as scholars they used Latin to reach an international audience. For example, when William Tyndale (1494–1536) went to Wittenberg about 1524 to study under Luther, he had no need to learn German and probably did not do so. Likewise, when Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556) invited men like Martin Bucer (1491–1551) and Peter Martyr Vermigli (1499–1562) to come to England, they did not have to bother learning English, because everybody in Oxford and Cambridge could follow them in Latin. Even when translations of the Bible and prayers were produced for public worship, Latin versions were also on hand for use in the universities and anywhere else where it might have been appropriate. The Reformers were interested in promoting their mother tongues not for their own sake but only in order to communicate the gospel to people in a language they could understand. If that language happened to be Latin, so be it.

This universal bilingualism of the scholarly world must be understood if we are to make sense of the Reformers’ writings. What they composed in their own languages was principally intended for domestic consumption by a popular audience. Their Latin works were meant for other scholars and for an international clientele. John Calvin (1509–1564), for example, wrote his Institutes in both French and Latin, but it was the latter that circulated more widely and must be regarded as the “official” text, although modern researchers also consult the French versions when clarifying his thought. Similarly, the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England come in two forms—the Latin, which is official, and the English, which is a translation. Where the two differ, the Latin text that prevails, though few modern readers are aware of that.1

Today anyone writing in Latin would be thinking in his mother tongue and trying to find a Latin equivalent for whatever he wanted to say, but in the sixteenth century it was usually the opposite. The Reformers thought in Latin, at least when discussing theology, and tried to produce vernacular equivalents, some of which were more successful than others. For example, the Latin word reconciliatio was rendered in English as “atonement” (“at-one-ment”), which is now standard English, though the word is no longer synonymous with reconciliation. This can cause traps for the unwary. For example, there is a legal maxim stating that “a gentleman is known by his habitus.” Sometimes habitus gets translated as “behavior,” which is what a modern person is likely to think, but in fact it means that he is known by his clothing. This is because in the sixteenth century, sumptuary laws prescribed what different classes of people could and could not wear. How they behaved was far less important.

Translation problems of this kind abound and were sometimes disputed even in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, particularly when it came to biblical terms. For example, should ecclesia be rendered as “church/kirk” or as “congregation”? Both are possible, and the difference between church and kirk adds an element of dialect usage that is still alive in some quarters. Is presbyter a priest or an elder? Can episcopus be translated as “bishop,” or should some more neutral term be found, like “overseer”? The Latin iustitia can be either “justice” or “righteousness” in English, and sometimes the choice is decided along confessional lines—Protestants prefer righteousness and Catholics justice, probably because it is more Latinate. But the two words are not synonymous, and in reality both must be used according to the context, with the risk that the dimension emphasized by the other English word will be lost in translation. Most notorious of all is paenitentia, which can be penance, repentance, or penitence according to context and/or taste. It is not always clear what the original author intended, particularly when the true meaning of paenitentia was being debated. The Latin preserves the ambiguity between an outward act versus an inward change of heart, which the English has to resolve by using different words. This means that when we are translating a sixteenth-century document it is sometimes hard to tell which of the various English words captures the author’s intended sense most accurately.

How the Protestant Reformation was connected to these developments is controversial. Did the emerging modern world create the conditions that produced the Reformation, or did the Reformation lead to changes that destroyed medieval civilization and ushered in the new era? The question gets even more complicated when we factor in the Renaissance, which was in full flower when Luther began to preach church reform. Was he a product of the new learning (or “humanism,” as it was known), or did he oppose it? Did the Reformation ride the wave of intellectual progress symbolized by the invention of printing, or was it in some sense a reaction against it? It is hard to argue that the Reformation brought about the great changes of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries on its own, because by the time it progressed, those changes were already in full swing. Yet it is equally hard to doubt that they had a considerable impact on the spread and acceptance of Luther’s message.

One of Luther’s contemporaries, Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543), made discoveries that helped shatter the prevailing ancient Greek scientific worldview. Luther did not know Copernicus and was unaware of his discoveries, not least because he kept them secret and nobody knew them until after his death. Although Copernicus had nothing to do with the Reformation, and the early Reformers were likely not sympathetic to him, his discoveries made it easier for them to exploit the discomfiture they caused the Roman Catholic Church. At that time it accepted the scientific ideas of the ancient Greeks (particularly those of Aristotle, Ptolemy, and Galen) and based its own official doctrines on them, most notably the belief that in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, the bread and wine were transubstantiated into the body and blood of Christ. That doctrine made sense only in an Aristotelian universe, where everything was analyzed according to its (variable) form and (invariable) substance. To destroy that way of thinking was to remove the basis for a teaching that lay at the heart of medieval devotion and practice.

The Catholic Church found it impossible to come to terms with this new learning, and even a century later it was still resisting the discoveries of Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), whose unjust sufferings have become the stuff of legend. Protestants did not find it any easier to adjust to the new learning, but they were not held back by a church authority claiming infallibility in doctrinal matters, allowing them to manage a smoother transition from the medieval to the modern way of thinking. The Reformation and the emergence of modern science were parallel developments involving different people. It is misleading to claim that one directly influenced the other, but it is fair to say that both overturned the traditional worldview, which paved the way for a new type of Christianity.2

The political scene. The interconnectedness of European politics meant that when Luther defended himself before the Holy Roman emperor, he was speaking to the king of Spain—the effects of that country’s American empire were already being felt in Germany, which had recently elected the Spanish monarch as its sovereign. Charles V (I of Spain) dreamed of establishing a universal Christian empire, but his dream would be shattered by the divisions caused by the Reformation. Yet it cannot really be said that the Reformation provided the catalyst that transformed most of Europe into the nation states we know today. A few states, like Denmark and Portugal, had already been united for a long time; others, like England and France, were consolidating themselves and probably would have done so in any case. Germany, however, where the Reformation broke out, remained politically more backward and disunited than anywhere else apart from Italy, which remained uniformly Catholic.

The pope would have dearly liked Charles V to crush Protestantism and restore the religious unity of the continent, but it was beyond Charles’s power to unite even his own dominions behind him. In Germany, local rulers could defy the center and support rebels like Luther if they wished, and no one could do much about it. States that were already internally centralized could (and did) impose religious uniformity on their populations, but the nature of this uniformity varied from one country to another. Thus we find that Spain and Portugal were able to suppress religious dissent almost completely even as they conquered world empires in the name of the Catholic Church. Conversely, England and the Dutch Republic opted for Protestantism and built their own world empires accordingly, although neither achieved the kind of success that distinguished the Iberian kingdoms. England tried to impose religious uniformity, but in 1689, after a debilitating civil war, it eventually gave up and legislated a limited degree of religious toleration. The much less centralized Dutch Republic permitted a de facto toleration, although it would not be until the nineteenth century that religious freedom would be officially sanctioned in the post-Enlightenment kingdom of the Netherlands.

France was caught in the middle—the center wanted a Catholic state, but its control over many of the outlying regions was weak, resulting in a series of civil wars dominated by the religious question. A stalemate was broken only when the leader of the Protestants, who had inherited the French crown by dynastic accident, converted to Catholicism and granted limited toleration to his Protestant subjects.3 It took two generations for that tolerance to be whittled away, but the Catholic victory was bought at a high price that eventually made France the first and in many respects most profoundly secular country in Europe. Many Protestants were grudging converts to Catholicism and paid only lip-service to it. As rationalism gained traction in the late seventeenth century, they and others who sympathized with them turned against what they saw as a benighted and corrupt Church that could only persecute dissenters and was incapable of reform. When revolution broke out in 1789 that Church was swept from power and ever since then, progress in France has been identified with secularism.

The Reformation shaped the nations of the British Isles in ways that are still evident. Protestantism triumphed in Scotland, which was then united with England in what has proved to be a long-lasting arrangement, but it failed to make much impression in Ireland, leading to that country’s alienation from England that continues to have tragic consequences.

In Germany, the Reformation prevented national unity as the north became mainly Protestant while the south stubbornly remained Catholic. It would not be until the late nineteenth century that Protestant Prussia would forge a kind of national unity, but it did so only by expelling Catholic Austria from its newly minted German Empire.

Beyond Western (Latin) Christendom there is another world, that of so-called Eastern Christianity, represented by a group of churches that we generally label Orthodox. These churches are divided among themselves along lines that emerged in the christological debates of the fifth century, but they are united in their rejection of Western Christianity, whether Roman Catholic or Protestant. The Reformation has passed them by, and although occasional attempts have been made in the East to come to terms with it, most Christians of those traditions have gone their separate way.

The religious passions of the sixteenth-century West have largely subsided nowadays, but their effects can still be seen. Martin Luther is a national hero in his native Germany and is also highly regarded in Scandinavia. In contrast, John Calvin is largely ignored in his native France, where the Reformation never caught on, but he is honored in the Netherlands and in the English-speaking world, where his theology has had more influence. The English Reformers enjoy a more restrained, although not insignificant, renown in England, and John Knox is still remembered in Scotland and in the Scottish diaspora, reminding us that Protestant principles and national identities are more closely connected than the modern separation of church and state might lead us to think. For this we must thank (or curse?) the close links between the Reformers and their societies, which in some cases helped them to succeed and in others doomed them to failure, and which continue to shape the way they are perceived in the wider world today.




BECOMING A “SPIRITUAL PERSON”


What would you think if you heard somebody being described as a “spiritual person”? You might find it difficult to produce an exact definition of the term, but it probably suggests to you that the person in question has an outlook on life that transcends the humdrum routine of daily survival, someone who puts moral and intellectual questions ahead of materialistic ones and who thinks in ways that border on the mystical. Such a person need not be a Christian—the Dalai Lama, for instance, is often said to be very spiritual—but in the Western world the chances are that he or she would be attached either to a religious faith or to a philosophical ideal offering a nontheistic alternative “spirituality.” Whatever criteria we might use, spiritual people are fairly unusual in our experience and often impressive. We might not want (or be able) to emulate them, but we generally respect and even admire them for their principled and perhaps sacrificial lifestyle.

This modern view is light years away from what medieval people meant by the term, and their attitude toward spiritual persons was very often different from ours. Medieval society was divided into three main groups, or estates—those who prayed (clergy), those who fought (aristocracy), and those who worked (commoners). In a world where everyone (except Jews and a few Muslims) was baptized, the word Christian had largely lost its original meaning. It was seldom applied to the aristocracy or to the clergy, who were tiny minorities that were clearly set apart from the mass of the population. It was to that otherwise undefined mass that the word was usually attached, and remnants of that era can still be found today. In Russian, for example, a krestyanin is a peasant, a meaning that was once shared by the English word cretin (a corruption of French chrétien, or “Christian”). As the development of cretin suggests, it was frequently used in a derogatory sense, which gives us some idea of how the higher estates regarded ordinary Christians.

An awareness of two types of Christians can be traced back to the New Testament, where the apostle Paul distinguished between members of the church who were psychikoi and those who were pneumatikoi (1 Cor 2:13-15). The former were unspiritual, living according to the desires of their own minds, whereas the latter were true children of God. As Christianity spread and became the almost universal religion, the number of psychikoi increased exponentially, leading to the fear that the pneumatikoi, or “true believers” as we would now call them, might be overwhelmed. To counteract this danger, many sincere Christians retreated from everyday life and established monasteries, where they could live in a way that they regarded as a foretaste of heaven.

Pastors and elders, whom Paul had already set apart from ordinary church members by insisting that they should exhibit a higher degree of spirituality than other members of the church, also came under pressure to adopt a similar discipline. Pope Gregory I the Great (590–604) tried to impose a monastic lifestyle on all his clergy, but he was ahead of his time and his project failed. A council held in the imperial palace of Trullum in Constantinople during the winter of 691–692 managed to impose celibacy on bishops but not on the parish clergy, an arrangement that still prevails in the Eastern Orthodox churches, although the canons of that council were never ratified in the West. It was not until the First Lateran Council in 1123 that a serious move was made in the same direction. From then on, priests as well as bishops had to take vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. In practice that sometimes meant leaving wives and children for a life of celibacy, which became compulsory for everyone in full-time pastoral ministry.

Those in the service of the church constituted a society apart, recognized as such in law. They even had their own law courts, so that if one of their number committed a crime he would be judged by his peers and not by laymen. It was belonging to this society that made one a spiritual person. The term had nothing to do with devotional maturity; it was used exclusively in a legal sense to refer to someone who enjoyed “benefit of clergy,” as these privileges were called. Entry into this charmed world was relatively free and easy. Nobody could become a lord or a peasant except by right of birth—those orders were inherited. But the celibacy rule ensured that this could not be the case for the clergy, who were recruited from both the aristocracy and the common people. Relatively few aristocrats entered the priesthood or the cloister, although those who did often founded churches and monasteries with the resources they brought with them. On the whole, the common people provided the clergy, making the spiritual order a form of upward mobility in what was otherwise a static society. A man in holy orders could rise to an important position in the church and might well be able to help members of his family advance their interests, and parents with children to spare were not slow to grasp that fact.

People could become spiritual persons in many ways, but two routes to this status were by far the most common. Parents could dedicate their children to the Lord by enrolling them in a monastery when they were still very young. This often happened with younger sons who could not inherit their father’s position or occupation, and with daughters who could not be provided with a dowry. Sometimes aristocrats would dispose of unwanted family members in this way, although if an older son were to die, a younger one might be expected to leave the cloister and take up the vacant inheritance. The monastic life was also a form of social security, not least for widows who had no other provision. It was not a bad life for those who could adapt to it, and for children who had grown up in the monastery, it was all they had ever known.

Religious orders also recruited members through conversion. Adults who had led a sinful life might be struck by the power of God and decide to devote themselves to a regime of prayer and fasting, partly to atone for their past sins and partly to contribute something useful to the society they had previously abused. Some of these converts became famous—for example, Augustine of Hippo (354–430) and Francis of Assisi (ca. 1181–1226). Martin Luther was also one of them. Shaken by a fall from his horse that should have killed him, he attributed his miraculous survival to the providence of God and resolved to dedicate the rest of his life to God’s service. Becoming a spiritual person was the obvious way to fulfill that desire.

Converts, of course, tend to be more zealous than those who have grown up in a system or entered it against their will, which is one reason why we often know more about them. Francis of Assisi was not content with what he saw as the laxity of much monastic observance, so he set up a new kind of religious order—what we now call the friars.4 Friars differed from monks by often living in the world, making their way by begging or offering services for payment. They were rebels against the established order in a way that monks were not. Monasteries owned land and were represented in the councils of the church, to which they often contributed senior members of the clergy. Friars were outsiders who had no such privileges but were also free from the obligations that great wealth imposed. Despite these differences, the friars followed the monastic disciplines, and by mixing with the wider public they instilled a certain expectation of what a spiritual person should be. A contemporary of Francis, Dominic Guzmán (1170–1221), established an order of preachers who became itinerant evangelists. They appeared at the same time that the universities were being created, and many of them were employed as lecturers, including Thomas Aquinas (1226–1274). The Franciscans (“grey friars”) and Dominicans (“black friars”) are well known, and others sprang up in imitation of them.5 One of these was the order of Augustinian canons (“Austin friars”), which appeared slightly later and sought to revive the monastic rule of Augustine of Hippo. Martin Luther joined them in 1505 and remained an Augustinian friar until he was excommunicated in 1520.

Luther’s example is a reminder that friars were often closely connected to reform movements within the church. They were not immune to corruption or to a decline of spiritual zeal, but reform was in their blood, and around 1500 it was progressing steadily in some quarters. For example, in the late fifteenth century a suborder of Observant Franciscans emerged that is sometimes credited with heading off the Reformation in places like Ireland, not so much because they opposed what the Reformers wanted but because they were doing the same things already, without breaking their loose ties to the institutional church. It is certainly remarkable that a disproportionate number of early Reformers were ex-friars, attracted by the teaching and ideals of one of their number who appeared to be leading the way when the main body of the church was reluctant or unable to follow him.

Alongside the monks and friars were the ordained clergy, a body of spiritual persons who lived in a different world. Those who were also monks or friars were known as regulars because they lived according to a rule (regula), whereas the parish priests were seculars because they shared the life of ordinary people. The clergy were subdivided into a number of ranks (called orders), which were cumulative. The top three orders were classified as “holy” and consisted of bishops, priests, and deacons. It was not possible to become a priest without first becoming a deacon, and only a priest could be consecrated as a bishop.6 Few men remained permanent deacons, and almost all were ordained to the priesthood within a year or so. On rare occasions a man might be elected a bishop before he was ordained to any office in the church, but in that case he would have to be made a deacon and a priest at the same time. This had famously happened to Ambrose of Milan in 374, and it is known as ordination per saltum (by leaping). Although ordination per saltum was possible, it was very rare and usually regarded as an abuse. It should be noted that there was no correspondence between the religious orders and holy orders—some regulars were ordained but many were not, and it was unusual for a monk or a friar to become a parish priest. What was possible in theory was not particularly common in practice, although exceptions could always be made; our picture is incomplete because no systematic study of the careers of medieval spiritual persons has ever been attempted.

To become a monk or friar, a person needed to submit to the rule of a specific order. Beyond that, there was a great deal of variety. Monks and nuns worked in the monasteries and formed part of the community, but since many had little education, they did not take an active part in the teaching and preaching ministry.

Ordination was different. It required passing an examination, sponsored by a bishop but in most cases administered by his archdeacon, who normally supervised the process. To qualify, a man had to know the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Apostles’ Creed by heart and expound them orally. This pattern covered the three ages of church history—the Old Testament, the Gospels, and the Epistles (since it was believed that the creed had been composed by the apostles) and were also represented in the daily liturgy, in which passages from all three parts of the Bible were normally read. On the theological level, they also covered discipline, devotion, and doctrine, which together formed the basis of the Christian life. The enduring importance of this pattern can be seen in John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, in which he expounded each in detail, a point whose significance is not always appreciated today.7 The legacy of this tradition was so strong that it can even be seen in Thomas Watson’s A Body of Divinity, which was published as late as 1691.8 Watson substituted the Westminster Confession of Faith for the Apostles’ Creed but otherwise adhered to the traditional pattern, which he regarded as fundamental for the training of a minister in the church.

How faithfully the official standards were upheld is impossible to say. The Reformers constantly complained about the ignorance of the parish clergy, but how much of that was fact as opposed to rhetoric we do not know. A man could have memorized the required texts and expounded their meaning without being able to read, and the rarity of books might have meant he had little opportunity to exercise that skill if he had once acquired it. His knowledge of Latin may also have been fairly rudimentary and easily lost once he was in the parish, where almost no one could have conversed with him in that language. Until 812 the clergy were expected to preach in Latin, but the futility of this was recognized in that year when Charlemagne gave them permission to address their flocks in the lingua rustica (country language), whatever that was.9

Preaching had been a mainstay of the early church, and men like Augustine and John Chrysostom became famous for it in their own lifetimes. Some of their sermons have been preserved, but it is hard to know how widely read they were or whether they were used as models to be imitated by the parish clergy. Chrysostom was largely unknown in the West until the fifteenth century, but when his homilies were translated into Latin, they caused a sensation. The Reformers were particularly taken with them, often quoting church fathers in their own sermons and writings, using Chrysostom’s authority as a father of the early church to bolster their own calling to be preachers of the Word of God. The monastic tradition also produced some notable preachers, such as Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), who was famous for his ability in the pulpit. His eighty-six expository sermons on the Song of Solomon (in which he reached no further than chapter three, verse five) are still in print and were greatly admired by the Reformers.

In the next generation a revived interest in preaching and manuals for its instruction began to appear. A Parisian theologian called Peter the Chanter (d. 1197) is generally credited with writing the first of these, but more influential was Thomas of Chobham’s textbook, written sometime around the year 1215. He explained preaching as the art of biblical exposition, which he divided into three parts: lectio, disputatio, and exhortatio. Today we would call them exegesis, exposition, and application, but the basic pattern is the same. The first duty of the preacher was to understand the meaning of his text, which involved intense grammatical study. Those who have tried to read the Bible in a foreign language (as Latin was to Thomas) know that they must pay attention to every word, and that is what Thomas tried to inculcate in his readers. If a preacher did not know what he was reading, there was no point in delivering a sermon on it, since it was almost certain to go wrong.

The second stage was theological argument. To us the word disputation sounds negative, but Thomas used it to describe a process of discerning what a particular text meant in the context of the Bible as a whole—how an individual datum related to the overall data. Doing this successfully required a mastery of systematic theology, a discipline that was coming into its own even as Thomas was writing. Finally, and most important, was application. It was not enough for preachers to explain what a text meant—they also had to apply it to the lives of their hearers. Preachers would often resort to typology and even allegory since it might have been hard to find something relevant to convey to the congregation otherwise. The apostle Paul provides precedent for this in 1 Corinthians 9:9, where he quotes Deuteronomy 25:4 (“You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain”) and applies it to the church’s duty to fund its ministers. Thomas recommended this kind of application to the preachers of his own time in an effort to make the Scriptures seem relevant to their hearers.

Thomas is largely forgotten now, but his manual remained in circulation for centuries and his method was used by no less than John Calvin, whose literary legacy can largely be subsumed under the same three categories. Calvin’s commentaries are his exegesis, or lectio; his Institutes are his exposition, or disputatio; and his sermons are his application, or exhortatio—all of which were designed to model the training of pastors for the Reformed churches. In this way Thomas of Chobham lives on, even though almost nobody today realizes it.

These books and methods intended for preachers existed for three centuries before the Reformation, but how widely were they used? Some priests would have been able to preach, but many could not, nor were they encouraged to learn. It was not just that many pastors would have talked nonsense in the name of expounding a biblical text (a phenomenon that is by no means unknown even now), but there was always the danger that they might use the pulpit for political agitation and spark social unrest in their parishes. That actually happened in England in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, largely thanks to the ferment caused by John Wyclif and his followers. The upshot was that in 1407 the English clergy were forbidden to preach unless they could obtain a license to do so, and we may be sure that anyone who was suspect would not have received one. Those who wanted to hear a sermon could always listen to a visiting friar, and many were sought after for that reason. Little wonder that the Reformation got its greatest support among these people.

In the late Middle Ages, preaching was often seen as a potentially subversive and antiestablishment activity. Friars went out into the streets and spoke to the masses, sometimes with electrifying results. A skillful orator could move the people, as the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola (1452–1498) proved when he managed to persuade the citizens of Florence to repent of their sins and turn to an ascetic form of Christian devotion in what became known as “the bonfire of the vanities.” When John Wyclif’s followers took his message to the streets, it sparked a peasants’ revolt, and something similar occurred soon after Luther began his reform movement. Neither man wanted that to happen, but they could do little to stop it. Preaching became and remained the single most important activity of the Protestant clergy, and the Reformers tried to ensure that ministers were properly trained in the principles of the gospel and authorized to convey that message in and through the structures of the church. Their emphasis on a properly ordered preaching ministry must be understood against this background, as must the alarm aroused by unauthorized preachers like John Bunyan, however gifted they may have been.

Putting preaching first was risky, and whether the Reformers realized it or not, this emphasis contributed to a long-term change in the general perception of what constituted a spiritual person. A man had to have something to say when he got up to preach. He could learn the information that had to be conveyed, but ultimately preaching was a gift and not something that could be routinely produced by a process of ordination. The Reformers recognized this because to them preaching was the contemporary manifestation of prophecy. They identified their task with Elijah and Isaiah’s, the important difference being that the Reformers were proclaiming a Messiah who had already come. There could certainly be false prophets as in the Old Testament, but real prophets were men filled with the Spirit of God, and the truth of their calling was seen in the fruit produced in the lives of their hearers.

The institutional church did its best to contain preachers within established structures, but the nature of their ministry made that impossible. In the Protestant world a man with the gift of preaching would ideally be ordained and assigned to a pulpit. Unfortunately, as we know, many went through the formalities but either lacked the gift or preached a false doctrine. When that happened, their ministry was discredited—nobody thought that they should be respected and listened to merely because they had been approved by the system. This new dispensation was far from foolproof, but it changed forever the way in which a spiritual person would be defined, and it became the harbinger of a new kind of church.




DEVOTIONAL LIFE


In the Middle Ages the clergy’s primary duty was to lead the people in public worship, which was frequent and varied. Preaching was not unknown, but it did not play a significant role in most places. Much more important were the liturgies, composed to a large extent of set prayers and readings from the Bible in Latin, which most people could not understand, and supplemented by a wide range of ritual acts and symbolic gestures that communicated to the worshipers what was supposed to be happening at any particular moment. In the monasteries a daily pattern of prayer was supplemented by the continuous reading of Scripture and the church fathers at mealtimes. Monks were even expected to get up in the middle of the night for prayers so that the apostolic injunction to “pray without ceasing” might be literally honored.10 Parish churches were inevitably less rigorous, but ideally they would also have morning and evening prayers every day and regular celebrations of the Lord’s Supper, especially on Sundays and the numerous “holy days” that commemorated events in the life of Jesus or his mother Mary, such as Christmas, the Epiphany (January 6), the Purification of the Virgin Mary (February 2), and the Annunciation (March 25). Saints’ days would also be observed in this way, and there was a wide range to choose from. A few, like the Birth of John the Baptist (June 24) were all but universal, but many honored regional luminaries, like St. David’s Day in Wales (March 1) or St. Patrick’s Day in Ireland (March 17). The average church might have as many as eighty or ninety such feast days, taking up about a quarter of the entire year.

The content of worship services followed a general pattern, but there were many local variations, and the evidence we have for them is far from complete. The Lord’s Supper was central to them all, of course, and its importance was greatly enhanced in the later Middle Ages. This was largely because of the doctrine of transubstantiation, which was first broached by Paschasius Radbertus in the ninth century and subsequently canonized at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215. Based on the Aristotelian analysis of matter into form and substance, the doctrine claimed that when consecrated, the Communion elements of bread and wine were changed into the body and blood of Christ. This was not a change of form—they continued to look, taste, and feel like bread and wine—but of underlying substance. The communicant would be receiving Christ’s body and blood in what only looked and felt like ordinary bread and wine.

Transubstantiation greatly enhanced the status of the priest, who was the only person authorized to perform what was commonly known as “the miracle of the altar.” Once the elements were consecrated, they had to be consumed or reserved for future use. Over time wine (or “the cup,” as it is usually referred to) was withdrawn from the laity and consumed by the priest on their behalf. It is not certain why this was so—some people think it was for reasons of hygiene, but that cannot be proved. In any case, it caused a controversy, and in Bohemia a movement for maintaining Communion “in both kinds” had wide appeal. One of its heroes was Jan Hus (1371–1415), who was actually tried for heresy and burnt at the stake for insisting on it. Hus’s “crime” was not doctrinal but disciplinary—he rejected the authority of the papacy, which had authorized Communion in one kind, and therefore had to be taught a lesson. Whether death by fire was the best resolution may be questioned, of course, and the Hus affair remained controversial long after his death. People resurrected Hus’s example when Martin Luther broke with the papacy. Luther acknowledged a spiritual affinity with Hus, and we should not be surprised that his followers hid him for three years for fear that he might share his hero’s fate.

Unconsumed consecrated bread and wine was put in a box called a tabernacle (after the Old Testament example) and reserved in a part of the church, usually in a side chapel, where it became the object of devotion and might even be paraded around the streets on feast days. There was even a feast of Corpus Christi, which was invented in the thirteenth century in order to legitimize this kind of devotion and spread rapidly after 1300. Once transubstantiation caught on, priests became indispensable; without them there could be no miracle of the altar. They had the power to bring the ascended Christ back down to earth and to feed him directly to his people as a spiritual medicine for their diseased souls. Whether the priest said the words of consecration correctly mattered little since they were in Latin and hardly anyone understood them. But actions spoke louder than words, and everybody knew what was happening when the priest consecrated the elements and elevated them above his head so that everyone could see them—the miracle had occurred. At a moment like that, who but an academic pedant would have cared what the priest was saying? But in the late fifteenth century, academic pedants (or scholars, as we would now call them) were becoming more numerous and vocal, and many of them were scandalized at what they perceived as nothing more than popular ignorance and superstition, aided and abetted by clergy who were little better educated than the people they were expected to serve.

The Lord’s Supper and its central place in Christian worship went back to New Testament times, but in the Middle Ages it was integrated into a wider sacramental structure of much more recent origin. The word sacrament, which in Latin meant “oath,” was taken over around AD 200 by Tertullian, who used it to describe baptism. As far as Tertullian was concerned, the church was the Lord’s army, and its members had to vow allegiance to Christ when they were enrolled in it. This was their profession of faith, which was sealed by the rite of baptism that had been enjoined by Jesus himself. Later on, and in a completely independent development, Cyril of Jerusalem (mid-fourth century) applied the New Testament term mysterion to the Lord’s Supper, although the word was not used by the apostles in that sense. Soon afterward, men like Ambrose of Milan (d. 397) were using sacramentum as the Latin equivalent of mysterion, a development that naturally facilitated the combining of baptism with the Lord’s Supper into a single category of sacraments.

There matters rested until the twelfth century, when the urge toward greater systematization of doctrine led to a further elaboration of this association. A sacrament was defined as a means of grace—in other words, as a way in which God imparted his grace to his people. That, of course, was the bedrock of our salvation, which could not occur otherwise. In earlier times, the gift of grace had not been limited to specific acts; it was generally recognized that God was free to manifest himself in any way he might choose. But to the Western theologians of the twelfth century, such open-ended ambiguity was inadequate. They wanted to tie the matter down, not to restrict the grace of God but to reassure people that participation in certain rites would grant them access to the divine grace necessary for their salvation. Definition, in other words, was intended to bolster people’s faith, not to limit the power and sovereignty of God.

It was Hugh of St. Victor (ca. 1096–1141), the first person to write at length on this subject, who picked up and popularized Augustine’s statement that a sacrament was an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace. In other words, the operation of God’s grace was proclaimed—and in effect sealed—by a visible sign set aside for that purpose. In baptism, the water was consecrated and then applied to the recipient, either by sprinkling or by immersion; it did not matter which. As Tertullian had claimed, the blessed water was itself charged with the presence of the Holy Spirit, who passed through it into the bodies of those being baptized, cleansing them of their sins. But where Tertullian had advocated delaying baptism as long as possible so as to avoid the possibility that a person would sin again after baptism and so lose his salvation, later Christian writers rejected that approach. Instead, following Augustine, they claimed that baptism removed original (or birth) sin, opening the door to a spiritual life that would be strengthened by constant recommitment. If that did not happen, the efficacy of the grace granted in baptism would gradually be lost because the recipient would have shown himself incapable of receiving it properly.

Following Augustine’s understanding, baptism was best administered to babies as soon as possible after their birth so that their salvation could be assured before they had a chance to commit actual sins. In the Christian world, baptismal regeneration was more important than physical birth, which usually went unrecorded. Martin Luther was baptized on November 11, 1483, and given the name Martin because that was the feast day of St. Martin of Tours. We assume that this occurred within twenty-four hours of his birth since that was the normal practice at that time, so his birthday is usually said to be November 10. After the Reformation, state authorities began to insist that records of births, marriages, and deaths should be kept, but those who consult these documents today soon realize that what was actually recorded were baptisms, marriages, and burials because they were of more significance. Only occasionally do we know exactly when a person was born or died, and this is usually because he or she was of exceptional importance—a royal or noble personage, for example.

Baptism would normally be administered by a priest in the local church, but that was not necessary. In cases of emergency, of which there were many, anyone could baptize a newly born infant, and midwives frequently did so if it seemed likely that the child would not survive. In order to regularize this situation, a second rite was devised, which we call confirmation. Whether confirmation is a sacrament in its own right or just an extension of baptism has never been finally decided, but in the medieval Western church it gradually acquired a life of its own. In theory it was reserved to the bishop, whose duty it was to ascertain that the recipient had been validly baptized. The sign that sealed it was the oil, or chrism, that bishops regularly consecrated on Maundy Thursday, the day before Good Friday. Priests were expected to go to the bishop and claim some of that oil for their own parishes, which they could then administer to the newly baptized, effectively circumventing the need for a separate ceremony. The chrism was meant to signify the gift of the Holy Spirit, whose presence confirmed the validity of the baptism (see Acts 8:14-17), but the basis for this practice was unclear, to put it mildly. In the end, confirmation probably became a sacrament in its own right because it was needed to make up the number seven, which was held to be the perfect number.

Those who were baptized and confirmed could then receive the other sacraments, of which three (penance, the Lord’s Supper, and extreme unction) were intended for everyone and two (matrimony and holy orders) were given only to some. Extreme unction, or the anointing with oil that preceded death, was supposedly based on James 5:14-15, in which the elders of the church were told to anoint the sick. The original purpose was for healing, but that was soon forgotten, not least because in premodern times death rates were very high. The healing was real, but it was interpreted spiritually—the anointed person would be healed in the next life, if not in this one.

Holy matrimony was exceptional in that it was not specifically Christian in origin but had been instituted in the Garden of Eden and was practiced, albeit in different forms, across the whole world. It was therefore a sacrament of creation, not of redemption. The New Testament recognized a link between it and the suffering of Christ (Eph 5:22-30). The early church did not celebrate weddings, and beyond advising people not to marry outside the faith, it had little to do with matrimony of any kind. It was only around the year 1000 that the church began to advocate marriage in facie ecclesiae (in front of the church), probably because it was the best way of ensuring that it had actually taken place. By the time of the Reformation, church weddings had become the norm in western Europe and were universally accepted, but the justification for calling matrimony a sacrament remained unclear. The church insisted, however, that those who had received the grace of matrimony were not eligible for the additional grace of holy orders (other than the diaconate). The arbitrariness of that decision was hard to defend yet applied with increasing rigor as time went on. By 1500 the only country where priests were regularly allowed to marry was Ireland, an anomaly that survived until after the Reformation, when Irish priests who remained loyal to Rome were forced to submit to celibacy as a sign of their commitment to Catholicism.

In practice, therefore, the only sacraments that played a part in the everyday life of most Christians were penance and the Lord’s Supper, which were closely tied to one another. Following the biblical injunction, someone who had a grievance against another person was expected to reconcile with him or her before coming to the Lord’s Table, and that principle was extended to cover everyone all the time.11 No one was free from sin, and even if a particular person had not offended any other human being, he would certainly have offended God. It was therefore necessary for him to confess that sin before receiving the Lord’s body and blood. There was no absolute reason why such a confession had to be made to a priest, but practicalities intervened to make that the accepted norm. To ensure that the confession was sincere, the priest would give the penitent sinner a duty to fulfill, which came to be understood as penance. What was required depended on the gravity of the sin committed, and priests were even given lists of sins with the appropriate penance attached. When the sinner had accomplished what was asked of him, he would return to the priest, be absolved of his sin, and admitted to the Lord’s Supper.

It is hardly necessary to say that a system of this kind, however well-intentioned it may have been to begin with, was open to hypocrisy and abuse on a massive scale. Many people confessed trivial sins and did perfunctory penance, leaving their greater crimes unmentioned. Priests swore an oath not to reveal the sins confessed to them, but who could be sure that they would keep their word, especially if the sin was something like murder or rebellion against the secular ruler? The potential for dishonesty and legalism was enormous, and by 1500 penance was often held in disrepute. Worse still was the fact that unconfessed sins would not be paid for in this life, making it doubtful whether those who committed them—virtually everybody—would go to heaven when they died. To deal with that problem, the church invented purgatory, a place where remaining sins could be atoned for after death as a preparation for entering the eternal state of the blessed.12

Purgatory is not mentioned in the Bible and was unknown in ancient times. The Eastern Orthodox churches rejected it, as they still do today. But in western Europe it became central to the church’s proclamation of the gospel and was fortified by an extraordinary practice that was theoretically based on Matthew 5:39-41. For example, if the penance demanded for a sin was to walk a mile, the truly penitent would go another mile to show how contrite he was. That extra mile could then be chalked up to his credit as a work of “supererogation” and used to deduct time from his stay in purgatory. In a further development, it became possible to purchase these so-called indulgences, not only for oneself but for loved ones who might even then be enduring the pains that purgatory was imposing. Like today’s bookstore gift cards, these indulgences could be used as presents, whether the recipient wanted them or not.

Although this had nothing to do with genuine repentance, and reformers constantly tried to abolish the practice, they met with little success. As long as the alternative was actually doing penance, either in this life or the next, buying indulgences remained popular. At the same time, it is not hard to see why this practice, rather than anything else, provided the spark that set Europe ablaze with the Reformation. The grace of God could not be bought, and the pope had no authority beyond the confines of this life—it was not in his power to determine who could be allowed out of purgatory or on what basis that reprieve might be granted. If limitations of papal jurisdiction were established, it would not be long before the whole system would be questioned and come apart at the seams. The reformation of the church was to a large extent a reformation of its sacramental theology, for even when the practices themselves were retained, they were given a new meaning and set in a new context. That context no longer coincided with the teaching of the late medieval church and was in turn rejected by those who not only wanted to remove recognized abuses but were determined to retain the essence of the traditional structure that they believed was still sound. Very often it was this difference of opinion that determined which side would-be reformers chose. Would they follow Luther, who came to think that only a radical reshaping of the system could bring back the sound teaching of the apostles, or would they prefer the view of someone like Erasmus, who knew that the church had become corrupted in many ways but who believed that the disease was curable and did not require a root-and-branch reformation? The Lutherans became Protestants; the Erasmians on the whole did not.




THE ACADEMIC EXPERIENCE


Beyond the parishes and the monasteries lay the world of the universities, which had emerged in the thirteenth century when newly formed schools of theology, law, and medicine banded together in Bologna and Paris. Later they spread further afield, particularly to Oxford and Cambridge in England. By 1300 they were well established, with further expansion to come over the next two hundred years. At first the universities competed with the monasteries as training centers for the clergy, but their systematic approach and dedication to learning gave them a distinct advantage that increased over time.

Academic study in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was fundamentally oral in character. Lecturers would speak in front of a class while their pupils memorized what they said. Students would then be expected to repeat it back to their teachers and expound its meaning. Even after the invention of printing, books were not common in the classroom, and the ancient traditions persisted. We can see this most clearly in some of the writings of Martin Luther, which are in fact lecture notes taken by his students as they listened to his oral presentation. When Luther’s famous second set of lectures on Galatians was prepared for publication on the basis of student notes, he was allowed to look over the result before it went to print. Despite a certain skepticism, Luther admitted in his preface that he could hear himself speaking when he read the text—in other words, his students had heard and transcribed him correctly.13

Inevitably, this approach to learning produced all kinds of mnemonic devices—short acronyms and rhymes that allowed a student to recall what the subject was without having to look it up. An example of this practice is still seen today when the so-called five points of Calvinism are reduced to TULIP—Total depravity, Unconditional election, Limited atonement, Irresistible grace, and the Perseverance of the saints—even though ULTIP would more accurately reflect the original order. But what happens only occasionally nowadays was standard practice in Martin Luther’s time. Students did not write examination papers—their thesis defense resembled an oral presentation in a modern courtroom more than what is normally found in university courses. They had to think on their feet and display an ability to convince their hearers—and of course, they did it all in Latin. To prepare for this, they spent years studying grammar and rhetoric because Latin was a foreign language to them. Stock expressions abound in their works because they were immediately recognized by their readers. Originality was discouraged because it hindered communication and could easily be misunderstood. Something of this tradition lingers today. For example, when we say Luther taught that a Christian is simul iustus et peccator, a “justified sinner,” the Latin phrase stands out as quintessentially Lutheran, and by using it we can convey a complete theological perspective without actually saying so.14 This is a remnant of the pre-modern era that we have preserved, perhaps without fully realizing it, but to Luther and his students it would have been completely natural—they did it all the time.

Modern people might think that this method entailed a lot of unnecessary communication, but in fact it did not. The short phrases were meant to assist memory recall and get everyone on the same page, as it were, but they were just the beginning of the discussion. A good student would be expected to elaborate on them, sometimes at great length and taking the subject down all kinds of secondary alleyways before coming to some definite application of the underlying principle(s). In other words, the mnemonics were not an invitation to taciturn brevity, but the very opposite. Particularly notorious in this respect was Martin Bucer, who regularly used Bible verses as opportunities to discourse at length on the subject they addressed, whether his reflections were germane to the context or not. This is one reason why his lectures on Ephesians are now virtually unreadable. When we finally get back to the commentary on the biblical text after so many digressions, we have often lost any sense of where he had started.

The oral nature of this learning and the importance given to rhetoric and thinking on one’s feet was obviously very useful for a budding preacher. Someone who combined prophetic inspiration with communication skills was well placed to proclaim the Word of God, and the Reformers were keen on producing an educated ministry. Before the Reformation a university degree was not much of an advantage in securing a pastoral position, and in many cases it was actually a hindrance. One reason was that monasteries had acquired a large number of parishes whose tithes helped to support them, and they naturally preferred to put their own people in charge of them. Another problem was that scholars were ill-suited to rural life. People who knew Greek might not be able to milk a cow, and in the average village the latter skill was required, not the former. Fifteenth-century church records tell of university chancellors begging bishops to find posts for their graduates. Country churches did not want them, and, truth be told, few preachers wanted to go there either. They lived in a different world, and compulsory celibacy, while tolerable in a college environment, looked very different in a small community where everyone except the priest was married.

In the late fifteenth century a candidate for holy orders would normally follow a curriculum that included lectures on the Bible, usually denoted as the “sacred page” (sacra pagina), and systematically arranged theological topics. At the end of the course, the successful student would be a professor of sacred theology (Sacrae Theologiae Professor), usually abbreviated after his name as STP. An STP who wanted to teach in a university would be expected to write and defend a dissertation on some aspect of Peter Lombard’s Sententiae (Sentences), which was the standard theological textbook of the time. Peter (ca. 1100–1160) had been a teacher in Paris and died there as the city’s bishop. He was the first person in western Europe to make a serious attempt at systematizing the church’s theology, which he divided into four main categories: the Trinity, creation, the incarnation of Christ, and the sacraments. He wrote a book on each of these in turn, quoting liberally from the Latin fathers of the church, especially Augustine. Peter knew no Greek and so did not quote Greek writers unless they had been translated into Latin. He also cited a number of medieval sources that he believed were from Augustine but (as we now know) were not. Despite such defects, the Lombard’s collection became and remained the theological textbook everyone knew and used.15 To become a university lecturer in theology it was necessary to write a dissertation on some aspect of the Sentences, and we now have a vast collection of these.16 Thomas Aquinas, for example, regarded his massive Summa Theologiae as basically an extended commentary on Peter’s work. Martin Luther also wrote a dissertation on them, on the strength of which he became not just a professor but a doctor of sacred theology (STD).17

This emphasis on Peter Lombard, and the approach taken to his writings, gave medieval theology an identity that transcended local interests and ensured that, however much later theologians might develop their own ideas, they never succeeded in dominating the intellectual life of the church. Today we call it scholasticism because it was the method used in the schools of theology, and in its heyday it raised the standards of education considerably. An STP or an STD had a professional qualification that was recognized across Europe, creating a guild of professional clergy who read and absorbed one another’s work. This greatly facilitated the Reformation because men like Luther, Martin Bucer, and Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531) shared a common world of discourse, even if they sometimes disagreed with one another. Debates of various kinds were by no means excluded from this charmed circle, but they tended to sound esoteric to those who were unfamiliar with the methods being used. For example, a question like “Did Adam have a navel?” sounds odd to the uninitiated, although when you stop to think about it, it is really a debate between creation and evolution.

Unfortunately, like any other educational method, scholasticism eventually reached the limits of its creativity and became increasingly stale as time went on. Theologians repeated worn-out arguments with conventional solutions that surprised nobody. The creative potential of Thomas Aquinas’s Summa was downplayed because it was regarded as just another commentary on Peter Lombard. Astonishing though it may seem nowadays, John Calvin probably never read it, and certainly did not engage with it, although, like Luther, he had a lot to say about the “Master of the Sentences.” Nobody in the sixteenth century would have been surprised by this—Peter Lombard was the touchstone of orthodoxy, and compared with him, Aquinas had seemingly little to offer. Shortly before he posted his Ninety-Five Theses on the church door in Wittenberg, Martin Luther produced another ninety-seven in which he attacked many of the premises of scholastic theology, but he did not mention either Lombard or Aquinas. His targets were John Duns Scotus (d. 1308), William of Ockham (ca. 1285–ca. 1347), Pierre d’Ailly (1350–1420), and Gabriel Biel (ca. 1425–1495), the writers whose works he actually read.18 Of them, Ockham was himself an opponent of traditional scholastic method, and the other three were second-rate thinkers at best. Duns Scotus in particular had a reputation that greatly exceeded his talent, so much so that his followers were called dunces, an epithet that was intended to be a byword for stupidity, as it still is.19

It was also quite common for university students to study law, which included secular Roman (civil) law and the canon law of the church that was adapted from it.20 A successful candidate might then become a doctor civilis iuris, a doctor canonici iuris, or (quite often) a doctor utriusque iuris (doctor of both laws) and earn a good living working as an advocate in one of the ecclesiastical courts. Those who attained that level were the church’s aristocracy and were usually deeply involved in its administration—the “establishment” as we would call them now—so it is not surprising that they were mostly opposed to any sort of reform and were among Luther’s most determined opponents. When Luther submitted his famous Ninety-Five Theses to the canon lawyers of the University of Paris (Sorbonne) for adjudication, they rejected them and virtually condemned Luther as a heretic. For his part, Luther burned the books of canon law in Wittenberg and abolished the teaching of the subject in the university, a pattern that would be followed fifteen years later by King Henry VIII in England. Both men perceived that as long as the canon lawyers could oppose reform, whatever the Reformers wanted to do was ultimately doomed to fail. That was why the power of the canonists had to be broken and why, at the very beginning of the Reformation, the canon law was either secularized (as in Germany and Scandinavia) or put in the hands of lay lawyers who had not been trained in it (as in England and Ireland).

It is important to bear this in mind because before the Reformation the study of canon law and theology often went together and were regarded as two branches of the same discipline. When the Reformers talked about the law and tradition, they had the canon law in mind. Today when we hear these terms, we immediately think of the law of Moses and the interpretations that the Pharisees put on it. The Reformers, however, were primarily concerned with the situation in their own day, which they saw as essentially the same as what Jesus had confronted. They believed that by going to the root of canon law to the original sources of Christianity, they could recover the pure gospel and apply it to the life of the church.

How, then, can we summarize the education of a typical Reformer? First, it was Latin-based. The Reformers not only studied Latin as a subject but spoke and wrote it, sometimes with a fluency greater than what they were capable of in their mother tongues. Great emphasis was placed on oral skills and memorization, and the ability to speak well in public was the hallmark of a truly educated man. They also studied the classics of Latin literature, especially the works of Virgil and Cicero, which they found impressive more in terms of style than content since these lacked the grace of Christian revelation. Pagan writings could never be embraced wholeheartedly in a Christian world, but despite their obvious defects, the ancient Greeks and Romans were often seen as paragons of virtue whose failure to accept Christ was due to ignorance rather than spiritual blindness or malice. Many were given a status not unlike that of the Old Testament prophets, and in that way they were sanitized for a Christian audience.

Second, students were exposed to the Bible from an early age, much of which they learned by heart (especially the Psalms). They studied it in Latin first, but as time went on the need to add Greek and Hebrew to their repertoire became increasingly pressing. Erasmus established the principle that a biblical scholar had to be a vir trilinguis (a man of three languages), a requirement that by 1500 had become all but universal. In the mid-fourteenth century John Wyclif could claim to be a biblical scholar with no knowledge of the original languages of the Scriptures, but that was no longer true in the time of Luther. The new emphasis on linguistic study naturally made people like him sensitive to the nuances of words and to the difficulty of producing accurate translations. The Latin Vulgate Bible’s inadequacy was clear to those who studied the original texts, and scholars soon desired to improve on it. Erasmus produced his own Latin version of the New Testament, which he promoted as far superior to Jerome’s Vulgate, but others were bolder still. If the Latin was just a translation, what was to stop people from turning the original texts into English or German? Wyclif’s followers had already produced two English translations from the Latin: a literal one that was almost impossible to read and a more idiomatic version that can still be understood by educated readers today. Luther’s German translation was more successful and set a trend that Reformers all over Europe copied. Their mother tongues, hitherto largely ignored, entered the curriculum and over time established themselves as worthy successors to their ancient classical models.

The Reformers vigorously pursued eloquence in Latin, which they used for university lectures and international communication, and their rigid training in the arts of rhetoric and grammar continued to be useful as they entered the pulpit and started expounding God’s Word in their native languages. The spread of printing created a thirst for deeper knowledge of that Word, with all its hidden mysteries and obscure references to long-dead civilizations. Virtually nobody in sixteenth-century Europe had been to Egypt or Babylonia, and almost everything they knew about such places came from the Scriptures, supplemented by a few ancient Greek writers like Herodotus. The Bible became their history textbook, and for many it was thought to speak with comparable authority about all manner of subjects, including biology and astronomy. Whether the biblical writers had any particular knowledge of such things or any interest in them did not matter; what Scripture said was taken to be scientifically true, and anyone who disagreed with that was wrong. Eventually, as we now know, that understanding of Scripture would run into problems that have still not been fully resolved, but the generation of the Reformers remained blissfully ignorant. For them, to build on the principle of the Bible as the sole source of truth was to extend knowledge, not to stifle it, so studying it became central to their concept of education, both secular and religious.

It is not much of an exaggeration to say that education was the key to the Reformation. Long before the sixteenth century the medieval church appreciated the danger that learning presented, and the attempts made to regulate it were usually successful. Neither Wyclif nor Hus had a following like Luther’s, probably because printing had not been invented in their time and few people really understood what they were saying. A combination of new technology, increased access to source material, and a general sense that exploration and discovery had opened up a new world made it impossible to hold back change any longer. The church tried to swim against the tide, and succeeded to a degree that seems astonishing to us today, but it could no longer suppress knowledge in the way it had once done. The most it could do was attack those who valued it. Even Erasmus, who had an international reputation and who never officially broke with Rome, was suspected of heresy and was eventually driven to seek refuge in Basel, a Protestant city, where he died in 1536. His followers were progressively shut out of universities in the Catholic world, which ceased to be creative centers of learning. In Protestant countries the traditions of the Renaissance were allowed to develop with greater freedom than was possible elsewhere, although not entirely without censorship.

Although education was a powerful weapon in the Protestant cause, it was neither the only nor the most important one. Protestant preachers knew their subject, but more importantly they knew Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and Savior. Luther was the man he was because his life had been transformed by the power of God, and that, rather than any particular knowledge or brilliance, allowed him to stand head and shoulders above his academic contemporaries and change the course of history. Like his fellow Reformers, he used his learning to the full, but he did so in the service of a gospel that went beyond the limits of human reason and that bore the authentic stamp of the Holy Spirit of God.
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