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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Early Modern Europe: Europe in History, PART ONE, throws open a door to a continent where old kingdoms begin to crack and new powers push through the fissures. I lead you into the age of Mehmed II (whose 1453 CE capture of Constantinople reshaped the eastern Mediterranean), and into the courts of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon—the Catholic Monarchs—whose decisions remade Spain and sent ripples across the wider Mediterranean. From the last embers of the medieval order to Charles VIII’s bold venture into Italy, these opening chapters trail rulers, popes, and armies as they stride and stumble toward a turning point that will redefine Europe.

      As the story unfolds, reformist voices begin to echo and then roar across the continent. Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses (1517 CE) set off fierce debates about faith and salvation, opening a struggle over justification by faith that leaves Charles V ruling a fracturing imperial realm. The Defenestration of Prague and the campaigns of Christian IV and Gustavus Adolphus soon pull the narrative into the great conflagration of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648 CE) — a collision of religion and power that will alter the future of the Holy Roman Empire.

      Italy turns into a theater of intrigue and creation. The tangled relationships between Pope Sixtus IV, the Medici family, and the multiple upheavals that toppled and restored Florence—from the Medici’s exile in 1494 to the republic’s final collapse in 1530—show how politics and art were braided together during the Renaissance. You’ll meet Leo X and the High Renaissance papacy, watch the rivalry between Francis I and Charles V spread like wildfire across Italian courts, and witness the dramatic Sack of Rome in 1527 CE—a shock that forced Europe to rethink the balance between spiritual authority and political survival. The rise of the Jesuits (formally approved in 1540 CE) and the wider Catholic revival add another, fierce layer to this shifting world.

      France sits at the center of its own violent transformation. Catherine de’ Medici struggles to hold a fractured kingdom together while her son Charles IX faces the horror of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in 1572 CE. The rise of the Huguenots, the fragile compromise of the Edict of Nantes in 1598 CE, and the tangled, pragmatic reign of Henry IV reveal how conflict and conciliation forged a new political order. After Henry’s assassination, Marie de’ Medici’s regency exposes the fragility of dynastic rule, and the ascent of Cardinal Richelieu shows how royal sovereignty slowly, inexorably tightened its grip over nobles and provinces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Mehmed II, Isabella, and the End of the Medieval World

      

      
        2. Martin Luther and the Ninety-Five Theses

      

      
        3. Justification by Faith

      

      
        4. Charles V and the Broken Church

      

      
        5. The Defenestration of Prague

      

      
        6. Christian IV, Gustavus Adolphus, and the War for Germany

      

      
        7. Sixtus IV, the Medici, and the Struggle for Italy

      

      
        8. Charles VIII Marches into Italy

      

      
        9. The Fall of Florence

      

      
        10. Leo X and the High Renaissance Papacy

      

      
        11. Popes Between Francis I and Charles V

      

      
        12. The Sack of Rome

      

      
        13. Jesuits and the Catholic Revival

      

      
        14. Catherine de’ Medici and the Peace of Cateau-Cambrésis

      

      
        15. The Rise of the Huguenots

      

      
        16. Charles IX, Catherine, and the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre

      

      
        17. The Edict of Nantes

      

      
        18. Henry IV’s France

      

      
        19. Marie de’ Medici and the Regency of France

      

      
        20. Richelieu and the Rise of Royal Sovereignty

      

      
        21. The Catholic Monarchs and the Rise of Spain

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            MEHMED II, ISABELLA, AND THE END OF THE MEDIEVAL WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Viewed across the longue durée of history, what we call the late Middle Ages has at last drawn to a close. For the purposes of this book I place its opening at the far-reaching East–West Schism of 1054 CE and its end at the tragic fall of the Byzantine Empire in 1453 CE. Over roughly four centuries the great canvas of European history slowly unfurled, its colors and contours changing in fits and starts.

      Among the many events of that long age, the East–West Schism and the Hundred Years' War between England and France stand out most prominently, reshaping political, religious, and social orders across the continent. By contrast, the steady evolution of the Holy Roman Empire in the German lands and the flowering of the Italian Renaissance—both crucial to the advance of human civilization—have often received only passing attention in earlier accounts, mentioned like a fleeting glimpse. Even more regrettable has been the near silence about the histories of numerous other European regions.

      To make our narrative more complete and richer, in this final chapter we will focus on filling in those missing parts.

      Our historical exploration still begins with the Byzantine Empire.

      In 1204 CE the iron hoofbeats of the Fourth Crusade thundered against Constantinople’s walls, and the city was brutally sacked. In the chaotic aftermath, the crusader leaders divided the spoils and elected Baldwin of Flanders as emperor—Baldwin I of Constantinople. Pope Innocent III, who had publicly condemned the diversion of the Crusade and the sack of the city, nonetheless moved to regularize the situation: he engaged with envoys and papal representatives and, in time, accepted the installation of a Latin ecclesiastical hierarchy in Constantinople. Against this backdrop, a new regime—the Latin Empire—appeared to have been established, but its authority was fragile and hotly contested.

      This seemingly glorious Latin Empire, however, quickly revealed its weaknesses when it met the realities on the ground. In wars against external foes it proved incapable of standing up to the Turkish powers to the east—chiefly the Muslim Seljuk Turks and, later, various Anatolian beyliks—and remained largely on the defensive. At home, its Roman Catholic faith clashed with the Eastern Orthodox Christianity long practiced by Byzantine subjects, so it never truly won their loyalty. The Byzantines driven into exile did not abandon hope of restoration; they regrouped around the Empire of Nicaea and other Byzantine strongholds—most notably the Despotate of Epirus and the Empire of Trebizond, with Thessalonica serving as an important regional center at times—and began preparing to reclaim their homeland. Finally, in 1261 CE, through determined will and relentless effort, they seized Constantinople once more.

      That the Byzantines needed more than fifty years to recover their capital was not because the Latin Empire, born in the wake of the Fourth Crusade, was especially powerful. Rather, the delay sprang from the Byzantines’ own divisions: rival claimants, competing successor states and internal conflicts prevented the formation of a united, overwhelming force. At the same time, a tangled web of external interests—Venetian and other Western ambitions, Genoese rivalry, Bulgarian and Turkish pressures—added further obstacles and complications to Byzantium’s path of restoration.

      So, how exactly were the outside powers drawn in?

      As early as 1185 CE the Bulgarians sensed the Byzantine world was fraying. The uprising led by Asen and Peter in 1185–1186 CE reawakened a Second Bulgarian Empire, and the Byzantines’ grip on the region was no longer what it had been. Then, when Constantinople finally fell to the Fourth Crusade in 1204 CE, many Greeks fled west to cities like Thessalonica and pleaded for help from any strong hand that might drive the Latins out. They promised Tsar Kaloyan of the Bulgarians that they would recognize him as emperor if he could throw out the Crusaders.

      Kaloyan — who reigned from 1197 to 1207 CE — took that promise seriously. He met the Latins in the field the next year and won a decisive victory: at the Battle of Adrianople in 1205 CE Baldwin I was captured and the Latin Empire’s prestige collapsed almost overnight. From that moment the Latin emperors were reduced to a hollow authority. Successors huddled behind Constantinople’s walls, desperate for funds; they pawned jewels and sacred relics and even stripped the palace’s lead roof to raise coin.

      One of the most famous losses was the Crown of Thorns, long regarded as among the empire’s most precious relics. It was eventually sold to King Louis IX of France around 1238 CE; Louis enshrined it in the Sainte-Chapelle (completed 1248 CE). Over the centuries the relic was moved several times and today, after surviving upheavals and even the 2019 fire at Notre-Dame, it remains under careful protection associated with Notre-Dame de Paris (having been temporarily relocated for conservation when necessary).

      After the upheaval unleashed by the Crusaders—most devastatingly the Fourth Crusade in 1204 CE—the Byzantine Empire shrank dramatically. Bulgarians came to control large parts of Thrace and Macedonia, while the rising Serb states seized the opportunity to assert their independence. The Venetians boasted that they had filched as much as three-eighths of Byzantine possessions, grabbing many of the Aegean islands and large stretches of the Dalmatian coast. By the time the dust settled, the Byzantines had been pushed back to a handful of footholds in the Peloponnese and a scattering of Aegean isles; their European dominion had been reduced to a shadow of its former self. Yet even so weakened, Byzantium did not become Europe’s quiet victim.

      In 1270 CE King Louis IX of France died at Tunis during the Eighth Crusade. Tradition has it that on his deathbed he implored his ambitious brother, Charles of Anjou, to abandon any scheme to attack Constantinople—arguing that Christians should not slaughter one another. Once Louis was gone, Charles set such scruples aside. One of his fleets was later caught in a sudden storm and suffered serious damage, temporarily delaying his designs. The decisive blow to his ambitions came in 1282 CE, when Emperor Michael VIII Palaiologos covertly fomented and funded the uprising known as the Sicilian Vespers; the revolt shattered Charles’s hold on Sicily and checked his plans for the East. Three years later, in 1285 CE, Charles of Anjou died, and the Byzantine emperors at last breathed a cautious sigh of relief.

      That relief did not last long. The emirate of Osman — once an obscure polity on the Anatolian plateau — rose like a terrible nightmare. In roughly seventy years it devoured vast swathes of Byzantine territory, swallowing up much of the imperial hinterland and leaving only Constantinople itself, held fast by its high, thick walls. At one point a sultan stood before those walls, whip in hand, taunting the Byzantine emperor: “You may govern inside the city, but everything outside your walls already belongs to me.” Byzantium’s plunge into this humiliation was the long-term consequence of the Fourth Crusade. Their only hope now was to beg the West for another Crusade.

      In 1369 CE the Byzantine emperor John V knelt on the steps of St. Peter’s, kissed the foot of Pope Urban V, and solemnly professed submission to the Catholic Church. John V understood perfectly well that the Hundred Years’ War had just entered a new phase and that the Holy Roman realm remained deeply fragmented. Emperor Charles IV had already issued the Golden Bull of 1356 CE, formally fixing the privileges of the seven prince-electors — the “iron‑capped” princes — to stabilize imperial succession. And Pope Urban V’s presence in Rome was only temporary; the papal court still sat in Avignon and remained heavily under the influence of the King of France.

      John V understood all this, yet he knelt — not in defiance, but because he had sunk into utter despair. His coronation was forced to take place in the Cathedral of Saint Martin; the great church had been allowed to fall into disrepair, and there were no funds to restore it. At his wedding the goblets were pewter, the food was served on coarse earthenware, and on his head he wore a crown of glass — the true imperial diadem had been pawned to the Venetians years before for a large sum and could not be redeemed. Life had become that harsh.

      Beginning with John V, three successive generations — grandfather, father and son (John V, his son Manuel II, and his grandson John VIII) — personally crossed into western Europe to beg for aid. John VIII himself, the very man we mentioned earlier, signed the Union at the Council of Florence with Pope Eugene IV, yet in the end, like his father and grandfather, he received no help and returned empty-handed. When the delegation came back to Constantinople in 1439 CE, eager, anxious crowds swarmed to meet them, faces full of hope. “What’s the situation? Are we saved?” they asked. The metropolitans, sulking and sullen, answered crossly, “From now on, we’ll have to use unleavened bread in our services!”

      At that time, Europe quite simply had little real capacity to come to the aid of beleaguered Byzantium. Even worse, and perhaps more painfully, was how the Orthodox Church behaved at the very moment the Byzantine “house” was creaking and about to fall — their conduct was enough to make one shake one’s head in disbelief. To open the door to Western military help there was one almost non-negotiable condition: the Eastern and Western churches would have to find a way to be united. Many within Orthodoxy met that demand with a stubborn, almost defiant rigidity; like fighters who would not yield an inch, they shook their heads as if their conviction were set in stone. For them, even if their heads were severed and blood ran in torrents, doctrine could not be altered — the sacramental bread must remain leavened.

      The Byzantine emperors, driven to desperation by this grim situation and with few real options left, found themselves forced into painful choices: some turned to the West in search of allies, while others, isolated and clinging to tradition, had little choice but to stand with the Hesychasts.

      So what exactly did the Hesychasts advocate? In plain terms, they urged a deep, inward discipline: bow the head, press the chin toward the chest, lower the gaze and draw attention inward to the heart, while continually repeating the Jesus Prayer — "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me." Critics, with a sneer, sometimes caricatured their practice as staring fixedly at the navel and invented extravagant figures for the repetitions; the oft‑quoted “680,000 times a day” is one of those absurd exaggerations. In reality the emphasis was on steady, unceasing prayer — often counted with beads or the fingers — and an inner stillness that aimed at union with God.

      Of course, such inward, contemplative practices, however fierce, are not a substitute for walls and cannons: they would do little against the thunder of Ottoman artillery when that storm finally broke. Still, the Hesychasts were not the sort to forbid an emperor from going abroad to plead for help; spiritual discipline and political necessity did not always march in step.

      Remember 622 CE, when Emperor Heraclius and Khosrow II of the Sasanian Persians were locked in a brutal, see‑saw war that put each other’s capitals within reach. To shore up the courage of the soldiers on Constantinople’s walls during those perilous years, the Patriarch famously made a moving public gesture: he bore the holy cross (and, in related accounts, icons like that of the Virgin) in solemn processions around the ramparts to lift the city’s spirits. This kind of ritual reached a peak during the siege of 626 CE, when Patriarch Sergius led repeated processions — a dramatic, sustained effort to keep faith and morale alive — rather than the implausible image of him pacing the walls for six straight years. Finally, a dispatch arrived from the emperor at the front, opening with the words, “Rejoice in God.” When I picture that scene I can’t help but wonder: if those Hesychast priests truly enter heaven after death as they hope, would God be pleased to see them in that state? God’s thoughts and intentions are indeed too difficult to fathom.

      In 1452 CE the cannon-maker known as Urban (often spelled Orban) set to work for Mehmed II, forging a fearsome siege gun at the edge of the Ottoman camp. Contemporary reports say the gun fired a shot weighing as much as 1,380 pounds — a figure recorded in some sources, though historians debate its exactness — and the projectile, by all accounts, screamed through the air for what witnesses would later describe as the better part of a mile before it plunged earthward, gouging out a crater roughly two meters across.

      That dramatic test, whether partly myth or wholly real, helped seal Constantinople’s tragic fate. In May 1453 CE, before the formal bombardment and assault, Mehmed sent an offer: if the last Byzantine emperor, Constantine XI, would lay down his resistance, he might be allowed safe passage to Mystras to live on and retain some status. Mystras sat on a small hill in the Peloponnese, only about seven kilometers west of Sparta.

      Constantine XI refused outright. During the subsequent siege he vanished amid the chaos; rumors — or perhaps a wishful faith — held that he had fallen heroically in the fighting. That belief, true or not, at least preserved the final shred of dignity for the Byzantine Empire.

      Having finished recounting Byzantium’s fate, we turn our eyes west to Spain.

      It’s worth pausing to clarify a common simplification: the crusading impulse didn’t spring up only in the Levant, nor did it arrive in Iberia only after the First Crusade. In practice, the idea of fighting a holy war with papal blessing and spiritual rewards was already being applied to the Reconquista in Spain from the 11th century onward — so in one important sense, the crusading movement had an early and powerful life on the peninsula.

      By the late 13th century, however, the map of Muslim power in Iberia had been drastically reduced. What remained was the Nasrid Kingdom of Granada, founded in 1238, which survived by accepting vassalage to the crown of Castile and by paying an annual tribute under the treaties that followed (notably the 1246 Treaty of Jaén). Scholars still debate the precise figures — contemporary accounts and later chronicles differ — but there is little doubt that the tribute was large and that its burden shaped Granada’s politics and finances.

      By the pivotal year 1453 CE, Castile had clearly emerged as the dominant power on the Iberian Peninsula. Much of that standing rested on the long-running arrangement by which Granada — the Nasrid Emirate of Granada — paid regular tribute to Castile, a relationship that had its roots in the mid-13th century and which helped underwrite Castile’s military and political weight.

      Of course, there were two other, more decisive factors that allowed Castile to become so powerful:

      First, Castile had long stood on the front line against the Muslim states. For centuries during the Reconquista — a protracted struggle that stretched from the early 8th century CE to 1492 CE — the kingdom enjoyed broad and energetic support from the Church in men, money, and propaganda.

      Second, Castile’s economy leaned heavily on pastoralism. From the 12th century onward, North African-derived sheep stock was refined on the peninsula into what would become the Merino breed, prized for an exceptionally fine and abundant fleece. By the 14th century, when the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453 CE) and other disruptions weakened traditional English supplies to the continent’s cloth centers, Castilian wool surged onto the European market. Castile thus emerged as a primary source of fine wool and, through that trade, amassed considerable wealth.

      In stark contrast to the flourishing Castile, the Crown of Aragon — another major political power on the Iberian Peninsula as the 15th century opened — found itself entangled in a thicket of internal difficulties. The Crown was essentially a confederation-like composite monarchy: a loose union of distinct polities — the Kingdom of Aragon, the Principality/County of Catalonia, and the Kingdom of Valencia — each jealously guarding its own laws, institutions and identity, yet all of them acknowledging the same sovereign. The royal dynasty was Aragonese, but the Kingdom of Aragon itself was the smallest and weakest of the three, like a frail calf hitching itself to two heavy ploughs; the result was an awkward, tension-filled constitutional arrangement. Under such circumstances any serious effort to impose centralized rule was, if not impossible, then assuredly uphill and fraught with resistance.

      And yet Aragon’s reach extended far beyond the Pyrenees. After the outbreak of the Sicilian Vespers in 1282 CE, Peter III of Aragon unexpectedly seized the crown of Sicily, marking the beginning of Aragonese involvement in southern Italian politics. Later still, Alfonso V succeeded to the Aragonese throne in 1416 CE; after decades of conflicts and maneuvering with the Angevin claimants, he ultimately secured the Kingdom of Naples in 1442 CE, adding one more dramatic chapter to Aragon’s Mediterranean fortunes.

      Faced with this new situation, King Alfonso V of Aragon made a sharp strategic adjustment: he essentially entrusted his Italian possessions—above all Naples—to his illegitimate son Ferdinand, while he dumped the pile of thorny problems in the Iberian Peninsula onto his brother John II.

      For the final decades of his life Alfonso rarely set foot on the Iberian mainland. Having made his home in Naples (and spent long stretches in Sicily and the Italian courts), he left Iberian affairs to others—an absence with far-reaching consequences. In 1469 Ferdinand—who would later become Ferdinand II of Aragon—married Isabella of Castile, beginning the dynastic union between the two crowns. Though history remembers them as the Catholic Monarchs, the political reality was more nuanced: in Castile Ferdinand initially occupied a subordinate, consort-like role and was often dismissed in popular talk as “the queen’s husband.” Especially in the early years their joint rule required close agreement, and many acts in Castile needed Isabella’s approval; his authority there was therefore far more limited than the later, triumphant image of a co-sovereign might suggest.

      There was a huge gap in strength between Castile and Aragon, and that imbalance practically nudged them toward a lasting union — a union that helped shape the skeletal outline of what would become Spain. But every gain carries a cost: Catalonia and Valencia, long accustomed to their own laws and privileges under the Crown of Aragon, kept a streak of regional particularism. Even today, those tensions remain one of Spain’s nagging headaches.

      Having finished with Spain, we finally turn to Russia — but first we must take stock of what was happening farther south. Even before Constantinople fell in 1453, the Ottomans’ crescent-and-star banner and the curved edge of the yatagan had already swept large swathes of the Balkans: by the late 1300s and into the 1400s much of Bulgaria and large parts of Serbia were under Ottoman sway, while various Greek lands would be taken in the decades that followed. Ottoman pressure had also begun to reach into Hungary’s southern borderlands through raids and frontier control. The Balkan Peninsula was by and large under Ottoman influence; they were nibbling away at Central and Eastern Europe — an expansion that made many Europeans fear Italy might be next. Desperate, Pope Paul II turned his gaze to the distant north.

      In that land, Ivan III, Grand Prince of Moscow — a ruler who was in the process of breaking free from Mongol suzerainty — set about absorbing the neighboring Rus' principalities into a single, greater power. Around the same moment, Pope Paul II, intent on rallying Christendom against the Turks, proposed a political marriage: Ivan, recently widowed, should marry Sophia, a member of the Palaiologos family and one of the last surviving princesses of Byzantium. The calculation was simple and bold: make Ivan Byzantium’s son‑in‑law and you might nudge him toward a western‑style campaign against the Muslims.

      But politics rarely follows a neat script. What followed diverged sharply from Paul II’s design, and the Russians found themselves drawn so deeply into this dynastic “play” that its original purpose was soon lost to the new realities and ambitions on the ground.

      Sophia’s descendants soon set themselves apart with imperial ambitions, styling themselves “Tsar” and claiming to be heirs to the Byzantine legacy. That claim did not spring up overnight; it was the product of dynastic marriages and slow, symbolic shifts in legitimacy. When Ivan III welcomed Sophia Palaiologina into the Muscovite court in the late fifteenth century, Moscow gained a powerful imperial narrative—one that would, over generations and formalized by Ivan IV in the mid-sixteenth century, make “Tsar” the title of a state that saw itself as the inheritor of Byzantine glory.

      For the next several centuries the Russians and the Ottomans clashed repeatedly—dozens of campaigns and a string of major wars stretched across the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. Those struggles weakened Ottoman power in parts of Eastern Europe and shifted the balance in the Black Sea and the Balkans, but the story is complex: the retreat of Ottoman rule in Europe was the result of many forces and actors, not a single nation’s uninterrupted triumph. Still, the idea that Russia was the “Third Rome” depended as much on lineage and religious succession as on territorial claims. Kiev mattered symbolically because the Christianization of the Rus’ began there: in 988 CE Saint Vladimir (Vladimir the Great), Grand Prince of Kiev, married Anna Porphyrogenita, sister of the Byzantine emperor, binding Kievan Rus’ into the orbit of Eastern Orthodoxy. That spiritual and dynastic memory became part of later arguments for Moscow’s inheritance of Byzantium—but to present control of Kiev as the sole prerequisite for being the “Third Rome” would be an oversimplification.

      If one traces discursive roots of modern conflict back into the deep past, these strands—dynastic marriage, competing claims to religious legitimacy, and long memories of imperial succession—are certainly among them. But contemporary geopolitics has many additional, immediate causes; to attribute today’s Russia–Ukraine war to a single medieval origin flattens a very complicated reality. Likewise, casualty figures are contested and vary widely by source; as of the mid-2020s, while the conflict has now lasted well over a thousand days, most reputable estimates put total casualties in the hundreds of thousands rather than asserting a single, definitive figure of one million.

      Since the Middle Ages Europe did often live in the shadow of frequent wars, and not all conflicts sprang from simple economic calculation or a desire for plunder. Many were driven by rival certainties—competing national myths, dynastic claims and the fierce, sometimes apocalyptic, certitude of religious or ideological belief. That mindset can be summed up in a brutal logic heard again and again in wartime reasoning: “If you disagree with me, then I feel I can, should, indeed must defeat you, strip you of everything, enslave you, and even kill you.” It is a harrowing thought, and a reminder of how dangerous absolutist certainties have been across history.

      Nurtured by the seemingly endless bloodshed of that thousand-year stretch we call the Middle Ages (roughly the 5th–15th century CE), this obsession took root so deeply it felt nearly indestructible. In the years that followed, it splintered into a host of offshoots—political, religious, and cultural variants—that have stubbornly persisted into our own time.

      So in truth the Middle Ages never fully left us; put another way, we still live, in many important respects, in the shadow of the "Middle Ages" today.
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            MARTIN LUTHER AND THE NINETY-FIVE THESES

          

        

      

    

    
      In the cultural realm of East and West, the most striking difference is this: as Christianity swept across Europe, many questions that might elsewhere have remained philosophical were folded into matters of doctrine and church authority. That shift—pushing theological disputes into the arena of institutional power—often drove Western behavior to extremes and produced deep intolerance toward dissenters.

      Look back to ancient China, and you see a similar dynamic in outline: as Confucian thought was elevated into official ideology and ritual orthodoxy under the Han dynasty (the process accelerating around Emperor Wu’s reforms in the second century BCE), ethical and political questions also became matters of state ritual and sanctioned belief. Yet in terms of religiosity they are hardly comparable. Christianity developed a highly organized ecclesiastical structure, a theology of sin and salvation, and a universal missionary impulse; Confucianism remained primarily an ethical-ritual system embedded in state institutions and family practice, without the same kind of clerical apparatus or proselytizing theology. The result is a real, consequential gap in how the two traditions shaped souls and societies.

      Although Confucian ritual practice — the system of li — was at times denounced in harsh terms, even as “cannibalistic” by some critics, its essential concern was the ordering of relationships: fine gradations of closeness, strict separations between inner and outer spheres, and a script for how people should meet and defer to one another. That emphasis on graduated distance meant its friction with human impulses and everyday common sense tended to be managed and negotiated rather than erupting into a wholesale rejection of the worldly order.

      Christianity, by contrast, in some of its streams and moments, set a sharper divide between the sacred and the secular. Monastic and ascetic traditions called for a withdrawal from ordinary life and demanded radical renunciation; other branches engaged the world more directly. The important point is that when an ideology is pressed forcefully into the masses, it becomes a social coercive — but the form and severity of that coercion vary.

      In short, any doctrine imposed from above will exert pressure on a society as a whole. What differs between traditions is the intensity and character of that pressure: Confucianism often operates like a stern, disciplinary parent — regulating behavior, inculcating duty and propriety — whereas certain expressions of Christianity, in some historical contexts, have behaved more like a ruthless tyrant, demanding absolute loyalty and renunciation of ordinary ties.

      Next, we turn our attention to the Protestant Reformation — a convulsion that ripped the calm surface of Western Christianity and set it on a new, tumultuous course. The Reformation is often seen as a second major rupture in the life of the Church. The first great split came in 1054 CE, the so‑called Great Schism, when centuries of mounting theological, cultural, and political differences finally cleaved Christendom into the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Western, Roman Church. Centuries later, in the early 1500s (commonly dated to Martin Luther’s posting of the Ninety‑Five Theses in 1517 CE), the Western Church fractured again: the Reformation gave rise to a wide array of Protestant movements alongside Roman Catholicism, transforming the religious map of Europe and beyond.

      So what is the fundamental difference between the Catholic Church and Protestantism? At its heart the Catholic Church presents itself as the universal, apostolic church, and its internal logic places a premium on doctrinal unity and institutional continuity. Think of it as a homeroom teacher who not only sets the exam but also keeps the answer key, establishes the grading standards, and insists on consistent marks across the class — not merely to be authoritarian, but to preserve a shared faith and the ecclesial bonds that hold a diverse body together.

      Martin Luther, by contrast, pushed back against that monopoly of interpretation. He argued that Scripture — and the conscience formed by it — must have the last word; that individual believers, under God and guided by the Bible, could challenge practices and teachings they regarded as unfaithful. In modern shorthand that looks like “let the students grade themselves,” but that oversimplifies his position. Luther’s revolt was rooted in theological claims such as sola scriptura (Scripture alone), justification by faith, and the priesthood of all believers — not a call for intellectual anarchy, but for a reorientation of ultimate authority away from an infallible human gatekeeper and back toward Scripture and conscience.

      The reasons for the split are complicated and intertwined — theological disputes, abuses like the sale of indulgences, institutional corruption, and broader social and political forces all played a part. To make sense of it, we should first get to know Martin Luther as a person and then trace the origins of the Reformation so we can see how private conviction, public protest, and institutional reaction together produced one of the most consequential religious upheavals in European history.

      Martin Luther was born in 1483. At around twenty‑two he entered the Order of Augustinian Hermits. The Augustinians were part of the wider family of mendicant orders, but their voice was different from that of the Franciscans and the Dominicans. The Franciscans were famed for their radical embrace of poverty and their work among the poor and the streets; the Dominicans made preaching, teaching and disputation their hallmark. By contrast the Augustinians placed a heavier stress on the inward life—personal purity, confession, liturgical devotion and serious theological study—believing that this world was largely a preparation and test for what came after.

      How, then, could one secure salvation? In the terms of their faith, repentance was central: a true turning of heart and life away from sin. If the stains of sin were not washed away in this life, the prospect for the next would be grim—judgment and the pains of purgatory loomed large in people’s minds. What if a person sinned without knowing it, or lived on in complacency, unaware that something was deeply wrong? For Augustinian thinkers the remedy combined spiritual disciplines—confession, prayer, ascetic practice—and rigorous study of Scripture and theology. Sustained, intensive engagement with theology and the sacraments, alongside a disciplined interior life, was the path most cultivated by the Augustinian hermits.

      This path had a fatal flaw: it pushed people toward extremes. The more devout someone became, the more mercilessly they would scrutinize their own conscience; and the more they scrutinized it, the more sins they uncovered. The more sins they found, the more they felt compelled to repent—and the more they repented, the more sins seemed to appear. It was a spiraling trap, and it is precisely the trap into which Martin Luther fell.

      As Luther threw himself ever more fervently into penance and turned over every corner of his mind for inspection, he only felt farther from God and more tormented. During this dark struggle, the prior of his Augustinian house—Johann von Staupitz—stepped in and arranged for Luther to teach at the University of Wittenberg in 1508 CE. Wittenberg, a political and cultural center of the Electorate of Saxony, became the stage on which Luther’s crisis would find a turning point. Nine years later, in 1517 CE, Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses were nailed to the door of the Castle Church (All Saints’ Church) in Wittenberg—an act traditionally dated to 31 October 1517 CE. At the heart of what followed was a startlingly simple claim, commonly expressed in the Reformation formula “justification by faith.”

      However, according to Luther’s later account, the idea of justification by faith didn’t fully take shape until 1519—two years after the Ninety-Five Theses had been posted—when the pieces of his thought finally snapped into a coherent whole.

      That raises the question: what exactly did the Ninety-Five Theses posted in 1517 contain?

      This is complicated, so let’s sort it out from the beginning. Going back to 1506 CE, Pope Julius II—ever ambitious and eager to leave a grand mark—decided to tear down the old Constantinian basilica and replace it with an entirely new, magnificent St. Peter’s. From the very start the project was enormous and fractious. Donato Bramante and a succession of architects debated competing schemes, plans were constantly revised, and no single design ever felt final. At the same time, money was a perpetual problem: funds arrived in fits and starts, and the cash shortfalls slowed and scrambled the work. The result was a construction site that, for years, felt like a loud, sprawling building zone rather than the serene setting one expects of a sacred place.

      By the time Julius II died in 1513 CE, those early years had shown just how difficult the undertaking would be. When the Medici put Giovanni de’ Medici on the papal throne as Leo X, he immediately grasped the seriousness of the unfinished basilica and made pushing the project toward completion one of his foremost and most urgent priorities.

      To raise enough money to finish St. Peter’s Basilica, Pope Leo X devised a single sweeping plan: the mass sale of indulgences across Christendom. He would not stand in the marketplace himself; instead he set up a franchise-like system, granting local agents the right to sell indulgences in particular regions in return for payments to the papal coffers.

      In the German lands the franchise fell to Albrecht of Brandenburg — the powerful churchman who held the archbishoprics of Mainz and Magdeburg and who was also created a cardinal. Albrecht agreed to pay Rome 10,000 ducats for the concession and, in return, secured an eight-year license: for that period the proceeds from indulgence sales would be divided between him and the Holy See.

      Knowing the work required both flair and local knowledge, Albrecht hired Johann Tetzel to run the campaign on the ground. Tetzel was a Dominican friar steeped in the business of indulgences; he had been preaching and selling them for many years, had built extensive networks and experience, and by all accounts was the veteran of the indulgence trade.

      From the terms of the agreement Albert of Brandenburg struck with the papal curia, it was plain that Tetzel was operating under crushing sales pressure. Albert had to come up with a huge upfront payment—often cited in sources as about 10,000 florins—to secure his office and the papal dispensation, and the sale of indulgences in his territories was meant to help cover those debts. If indulgence revenues fell short, Albert stood to lose not only the hoped-for profit but also the financial deal that had secured his position. Faced with such stakes, Tetzel began to push the message past the limits of scruple: he amplified claims about what indulgences could do, sometimes implying miraculous results and suggesting they worked even without true repentance. As the popular saying attributed to him put it, “As soon as the coin in the money chest rings, the souls in purgatory will instantly ascend to heaven.”

      What most roused Martin Luther was the theological knot tying repentance to atonement. In his intensive study of Scripture and doctrine, Luther’s reflections on this very question gradually pulled him away from the received teaching of the Church. So when he heard Tetzel’s inflated sales patter, it’s easy to imagine his outrage: for Luther, the sale of indulgences seemed to trivialize repentance and to mislead the faithful about how salvation and grace actually operate. He set down his objections in the famous Ninety-Five Theses, whose core was the examination of whether true repentance — not a coin in a chest — is what reconciles a sinner with God.

      By ordinary expectation this should have remained a local squabble: Wittenberg was a small, provincial university town and Luther, at the time, an obscure Augustinian friar and lecturer. But the theses went viral in the age of the printing press, and word reached Rome. Some church officials and observers quietly acknowledged that Tetzel’s rhetoric had been excessive and misleading; others in the curia reacted more cautiously. There were attempts at negotiation and pressure to quiet the controversy — Luther was urged to tone down his attacks — but there was no neat, immediate settlement in which the pope publicly declared Luther’s doubts entirely reasonable and the Church formally promised not to pursue him. Instead the dispute widened: Luther was summoned and questioned, tensions escalated, and what began as a parish-level theological protest soon became a confrontation that the Church could not contain.

      By rights, that should have been the end of it — the matter closed and the dust settled. But why did it later escalate and get completely out of hand? In truth, several decisive factors combined to turn what might have remained a small, contained episode into something far larger and more destructive.

      First, we need to begin with the unique social environment of the early sixteenth century CE.

      For much of the Middle Ages, literacy was concentrated in the clergy; ordinary people were, for the most part, functionally illiterate. In that setting whatever the clerics taught went largely unquestioned. As learning began to trickle outward, secular society split more distinctly into two groups: the literate and the illiterate. If those who learned to read simply used their skills for ledgers and business letters, social tensions would have been minimal. But with the arrival of the Renaissance, things changed. Humanists revived classical styles and themes, and artists began producing works that showed women with exposed breasts — images that made many ordinary folk raise their eyebrows and whisper, “Is that what learning does to a person?”

      At the same time, the behavior of some clergy became perplexing. Among the educated you heard citations from Horace and Virgil more often than invocations of God or the Virgin; in many circles classical learning overshadowed overtly devotional speech. Even more scandalous was the growing brazenness of clerical conduct. Earlier popes might have lived dissolute lives and carried on affairs in private, but by the Renaissance some pontiffs had lost any pretense of discretion. The notorious example is Rodrigo Borgia — Pope Alexander VI (1492–1503 CE) — who treated his children and favorites openly, elevating them and acknowledging them in ways that the faithful found intolerable.

      When the pope set such an example, it was hardly surprising that others below him followed suit. In 1500 CE, Queen Isabella I of Castile — who was deeply engaged in religious and administrative reform — was reported to lament the situation: “The licentious and corrupt conduct of the clergy has greatly harmed their sacred mission of saving souls. We understand that the vast majority of the clergy openly live with their mistresses.” Whether quoted verbatim or paraphrased in contemporary accounts, her complaint captures the widespread shock and alarm at a clergy that too often appeared to have traded spiritual leadership for worldly indulgence.

      The phenomenon of clergy keeping mistresses was not new, but their doing so openly had become an emerging and scandalous problem. It laid bare a yawning moral divide in people’s judgments about right and wrong—one that ran largely along lines of literacy and access to theological debate. That split left many devout believers bewildered, anxious, and unsure whom to trust, and it cast a general pall of unease over society.

      Some historians — including the British scholar G. R. Elton in discussions of early Tudor England — have used a phrase that captures this mood: “spiritual thirst.” In other words, early-sixteenth-century Europe felt like a pot of water brought up to 98.6 degrees: the air was tense, the conditions for a large upheaval were essentially in place. That is the first reason.

      The second reason was that, beyond the enormous cognitive gap between more and less literate groups, there were also sharp divisions of opinion within the literate ranks themselves. Even among those who could read and engage with theological arguments, views on reform, doctrine, and clerical behavior were far from uniform.

      In the past, scholastic philosophy formed the agreed framework for the intellectual elite, but tensions between the claims of reason and the claims of revelation grew acute; the neat synthesis many had hoped for was proving increasingly hard to maintain. By the late Middle Ages, even some preachers — including voices within the Dominicans — began to invoke Aristotle less often and to stop dwelling so insistently on abstract rational disputation. They took to preaching the maxim that "fine words and an ingratiating manner are seldom associated with true virtue" — in short, don't get lost in hair-splitting subtleties; throw yourself into action. In other words, parts of the clerical establishment moved toward the practical, more sceptical spirit associated with William of Ockham and the nominalist turn.

      That retreat of scholastic certainties ran in step with the Renaissance. Humanist scholars combed monasteries and libraries for manuscripts, translated large swathes of ancient Greek classics, and began to see that many texts long treated as authoritative were riddled with errors. It was as if your multiplication table had been wrong for generations — imagine being taught that 4 times 7 equals 23, and then going on to do every sum with that same flawed table; how could you ever arrive at the right answers?

      Thus, the philological and textual-critical labors of the humanists delivered a severe blow to scholasticism. By painstakingly returning to original manuscripts and correcting corrupted texts, they exposed many of the scholastics’ accumulated assumptions and made much of scholastic disputation look like arcane hair-splitting rather than true inquiry. When Luther later urged a complete abandonment of scholastic method and a return to the model of the primitive Church, a number of his earliest intellectual allies came from humanist circles — precisely because the humanists had already undermined the authority and habits that scholasticism relied upon.

      The third reason was political factors.

      In 1500 CE, Pope Alexander VI, echoing the Jubilee proclamation of Boniface VIII almost two centuries earlier, declared that indulgences granted during Jubilee years were especially potent — each said to count for the effect of five — and the sale of those indulgences swelled the papal coffers. The pope was reportedly uncomfortable with how much he had taken; some accounts say he remitted a quarter of the proceeds to the kings of England and France. To the German emperor Maximilian I he allegedly returned only a paltry sum — various sources even give the figure of about three thousand gold coins — though such precise numbers should be treated as tentative.

      Germany at the time was, in many respects, like a pile of loose sand: a patchwork of semi‑independent princes and electors, lacking the cohesion to project a unified response to external pressure. Alexander’s apparent disregard for the emperor’s share — “even if I offend you, what can you do to me?” — deeply offended Maximilian. His anger was immediate and combustible.

      When Martin Luther first began to make trouble, there are reports — perhaps more anecdotal than documentary — that the emperor advised the Saxon court to mind the monk; more reliably attested is that Frederick the Wise, Elector of Saxony, did shelter Luther. That protection proved decisive and it posed a severe dilemma for Pope Leo X. After Maximilian’s death in 1519 CE, a fierce struggle erupted for the imperial crown between his grandson Charles V and France’s Francis I. Both men were formidable, each boasting considerable military, political, and dynastic resources — like two immovable mountains facing one another.

      Leo X, maneuvering to preserve papal interests amid that contest, could not afford to alienate the Saxon electors. The pope therefore had to be extremely cautious about pushing the issue of Luther — who, at that moment, still seemed an unremarkable provincial monk. Because Rome hesitated to press matters too hard for fear of losing Saxon favor in the imperial turmoil, the opportunity to quash Luther’s activities in those early years, before his influence spread, quietly slipped away.

      The fourth reason, in my view—and the most crucial one—is the printing press.

      In Europe the decisive breakthrough came when Johannes Gutenberg developed movable metal type and a practical press in the mid‑15th century, around 1439 CE. At first he treated his new craft like a luxury trade: his early books were presented with the look and feel of hand‑made manuscripts and sold at high prices to wealthy patrons. Whether by design or necessity, that strategy helped slow the technology’s early spread—printing remained, at first, an elite business. But that could not last. By about 1517 CE the balance had shifted dramatically: presses had multiplied across the continent, and printed books were fast becoming the central instruments of communication and change.

      On the one hand, literacy in society began to surge. As education steadily expanded, more and more people learned to read, broadening the audience for ideas and information in ways earlier generations could scarcely imagine. On the other hand, movable‑type printing offered practical advantages that made it especially suited to producing cheap pamphlets. An eight‑page pamphlet could cost as little as one‑sixth of an apprentice’s daily wage, making these little sheets so affordable that they spread through towns and countryside like drifting snowflakes.

      There are occasional claims that Luther had drafted other lists of propositions before 1517, but the decisive public moment came on 31 October 1517 CE, when he affixed the Ninety‑Five Theses to the door of All Saints’ Church in Wittenberg. If earlier drafts existed, they attracted little notice; what changed was that someone — no one has definitively identified who — translated the theses into German and had them printed as pamphlets. Those printed copies instantly hurled Luther from relative obscurity into wide renown, like a star suddenly blazing in the night sky and drawing every eye, thrusting him into the public arena.

      Luther’s sudden ascent exemplifies the argument made by Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities: the rise of print‑capitalism and the commercial incentives of printers helped standardize vernaculars — standard German, standard French, standard English — and thereby knit readers into imagined national communities. Seen in that light, printers’ eagerness to sell more pamphlets was not merely commercial trivia but a powerful force reshaping language, readership, and politics. It must be said that this view is highly convincing.

      The fifth and final factor had to do with Luther’s personality.

      He was, by temperament, drawn to the spotlight. At first he may have imagined the dispute would remain an academic controversy or an internal ecclesiastical debate, but once the Ninety-Five Theses were hurled into the public sphere and spread like wildfire, he found it hard to resist becoming the centre of attention and kept speaking out. Some historians even suggest that Luther was among the first writers to understand the emerging importance of a “reading public”: he wrote with pamphlets in mind and deliberately aimed his words at ordinary people rather than just scholars or clerics. He was extraordinarily prolific—especially in his most intense years, when new tracts and pamphlets appeared in rapid succession (at times only weeks apart). He began with attacks on indulgences, and then turned to a parade of practical and polemical topics—writings on marriage, on death, and so on—responding to almost every issue under public discussion.

      As he found himself ever more the center of public attention, Luther’s language naturally hardened and grew more extreme. He denounced the pope with apocalyptic imagery—calling the papacy “the Babylonian harlot dressed in red”—and he hurled crude personal insults at his royal critics, once sneering that King Henry VIII of England was “a fool with his head stuffed into a sack.” The sharper and more bitter his rhetoric became, the louder the public clamored to listen. That escalating fury pushed his positions away from cautious reform and toward radical break; before long the dispute reached a point of no return. Even Leo X thundered back at him, likening Luther to “a wild boar that has broken into the Lord’s vineyard,” an apt if fierce image of how irrevocable the breach now seemed.

      It was precisely through these relentless controversies—through pamphlets penned to provoke, counterpunches written to be read—that Luther gradually, often in the heat of polemic, forged the core of his theology: justification by faith.
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