
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL GESCHICHTE 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

PROTESTANT REFORMATION (1517 to 1648) 

Martin Lut~er-( 1483-1546) 
Cause and Effect of t'he Reformation 

Son of a miner and later small 
businessman, Luther was the typical 
product of Pis time and its turbulence, 
religious awakening, and social unrest, 
which brought on the bloody and brutal 
Peasants Revolt of 1524-25, mostly in 
Southern and Central Germany. In most 
Slavic areas the· churches had moved 
away from the Roman rule, and had 
established national churches a nd 
dogmas. The rest of Europe ~ecame ever 

. more restless toward Rome and its often 
harsh rule. Many of the reigning German 
houses resented the flow of money toward 
Rome at their expense. Their _opposition 
was not always one based on religion, but 
on economics and privileges. We must not 
forget that the Vatican was not only a 
theocratic, but also a military world 
power, ruling over large Italian areas 
until 1870, when Italy took possession 
and made Rome its capital. Ever sip.ce 
then, the small, parklike (Vatican) area in 
Rome's center is all1that is left of the once 
powerful Kirchenstaat (Papal State) 
where the popes reside, next to the 
massive and beautiful St. Peter's Dome, 
whose erection meant vast outlays of 
money, and brought on the much-abused 
and resented selling of indulgences 
(Abl.~sbriefe). The chief salesman was a 
certain Tetzel, and his efforts were backed 
by a papal authorization to t_he 
Archbishop at Mainz, who, in modern 
times, was the general manager of these 
unworthy doings, most likely against a 
fat commission of the take. · 

This ~ssay is not intended to recall the 
various acts and deeds of Luther, rather it 
tries to show the times and· mores that 
brought on the revolt against Roman 
misrule and privileges. One must recall 
that church and state where forever 
competing for ~ds, and that ruling 
houses more often than not needed papal 
approval for appointment, ahd certain 
functions, such as education, l~galization 
of marriages, offices, incomes from 
church-owned properties, etc. :Rome was 
then the capital of the world. and the 
influence of the Vatican was far and wide, 
and often feared. Only in Eastern Europe 
they lacked power of rights because the 
Orthodox Churches were purely national 
and ruled by a primate of their own. One 
must also recall that the German Kaisers 
of those periods were often engaged in 
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hostilities in Italy where in 1268, 
Konradin, the last German Kaiser of the 
Hohenstaufen .Dynasty, was executed in 
Naples where he had failed to regain 
Sicily from Karl von Anjou. Karl der 
Grosse (Charlemagne) battled the 
T~utonic Langobarden (Lombards) in 
Italy, and remiwed in the year 800 the 
Roman Imperium with him as head and 
Christian ruler. Out of this evolved in 962 
the Holy Roman Empire of the German 
Nation, which Napoleon destroyed in 
1806. So you see, Germany and 
Italy /Rome/ Vatican were forever 
engaged in various activities and wars. 
Two parties came out of these ancient 
conflicts: the Guelphs (Welfen, later rulers 
of Hanover) and the Ghibellines, who 
sided with the German Reich against the 
Papist Guelphs. Indeed, the "ultra
montan" (Roman.) issue never died down 
in Germany, and other countries. In 
England, a sex-crazed Henry VIII severed 
all relations with Rome because he 
rejected its diet.um · that ~e could not 

legally marry his mistr~ss, Anne .1::Soleyn. 
Out of this sordid affair came the English 
National (Protestant-Episcopal) Church, 
which overcame all papal opposition, 
even after Henry had - Arihe Boleyn 
e~ecuted. The English thus got. their 
reformation and national church· in a 
rather strange way. A man of high 
principles and for many years confidant 
of Henry VIII, Sir Thomas More, was 
executed (and sainted by Rome) for his 
opposition to the Henry-Boleyn marriage. 
As an aside, Henry VIII and Luther 
disliked each other, and wrote sharp 
attacks to point out errors and falsehoods, 
~s they called them. All in all, England 
came through these troubled times, and 
succeeded to keep alive h er National 
Church without a war, like the brutal and 
destructive Thirty Years War Germany 
had to endure from 1618-1648. This war 
destroyed German unity and national 
purpose. It started as a religious war, 
Catholic versus Protestant or Liga versus 
Union, and began in Bohemia. Later on, 
power politics took over, and widened th~ 
war into a European war, with France, 
Sweden, Denmark, Holland (and English 
money!) taking part and totally ruiping 
the Land of Luther. As many as two
thirds of its population perished in 
Germany, and in 1648, the Peace of 
Westphalia brought on limited re).igious 
freedom, but also the total destruction of 
the German Reich. France insisted, and 
got the German Alsace areas, and also the 
disintegration of Germany with about 
three hundred individual principali!tes 
taking over. It took more than two 
hundred years to overcome the ravages of 
this most horrible war, which was 
brought on by new ideas about religion, 
Christ, sin, forgiveness not by deeds but 
by faith to obtain grace. It was Luther's 
Paulist claims, which, after his death, 
divided Germany into two hostile camps, 
led by the Catholic Hapsburg emperors 
and many of the smaller rulers. Holland, 
and Switzerland in 1648, quit the Reich 
and accepted not Lutherism, but the 
reformed religion, related to Calvinism. 

Luther never thought that his reforms 
would cause such destruction ·and 
sufferings. This embattled monk was 
totally religious-minded, ·unaware of 
worldly consequences. Wben he stood 
before the __ _:5pani~h-~<!_~~ated _ ge~a~ 


