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By the early 16th century, the church had come under attack from reformers. Because it extended its influence into everything, its wealth and power appeared to take precedence over its commitment to search for holiness in this world. The clergy, from the pope down, became the center of a storm of criticism. Humanists called for the reform of the church. Eventually that movement came to deviate from what the humanists had in mind. The humanists refuted the Donation of Constantine and other documents that justified papal authority. However, the Protestant Reformation did not originate in the minds of humanists. It began in the mind of Martin Luther (1483-1546), a German monk and a brilliant theologian. He rejected the church’s claim to be the only way for human salvation, and the pope’s ultimate authority. In a public defiance, Luther started a rebellion against the church’s authority that in less than one decade shattered Christendom. This rebellion also worked a quiet revolution in the lives of people. They became less intimidated by authority but more self-questioning. For these reasons, the Reformation dominated European history throughout the 16th century. From 1350-1480, theologians and political theorists rejected the pope’s claim to supremacy over kings and spiritual sovereignty over all of Christendom. They argued that the church had become corrupt and the papacy was to blame. Some reformers sought to wrest power from the popes and to put it in the hands of a general council. This was one of the aims of the conciliar movement. The failure of the conciliar movement prevented the church from reforming itself from within and made possible a more general reformation. The two most significant attempts to reform the church prior to Luther were by John Wycliffe and Jan Hus, who were learned theologians who attacked church doctrines and practices. Wycliffe and Hus made heresy intellectually respectable. Their influences contributed to the success of Protestantism. Wycliffe (1320-1384), a master at Oxford University, attacked the church’s authority by arguing that the church did not control the individual’s eternal destiny. He said that salvation came only to those who possess faith, a gift given freely by God, not from the church. From this position, he attacked the church’s wealth and argued that all true believers are equal. To make faith accessible, he and his followers translated portions of the Bible into English. He received support from the English nobility, who hated the church’s power. However, when his ideas were taken up by articulate peasants during their abortive revolt of 1381, he lost many powerful backers. His attempt to reform the church failed, but he died a natural death because he was more interested in scholarship than leadership. His ideas remained alive in popular religious beliefs, and his followers helped foster Protestantism. Jan Hus (1369-1415) was burned at the stake. Hus, in his native Prague, attacked the sacramental system of the church, as well as its power. He also preached for Bohemian independence. After his execution, his followers broke with the church and for a brief time nationalized the Bohemian church. This movement also prepared the ground for the success of Protestantism. The attempts at reform coincided with the appearance of a powerful new religiosity. Late medieval mystics sought a personal communication with god. Many of these were women, who had been deprived of an active role in governing the church because of their sex. First mysticism and then Protestantism offered them a way of expressing their independence. The church regarded mysticism with some suspicion. If individuals could experience God directly, they would have little need for the church. In the 14th century, these movements became heretical. But in the 16th and 17th centuries, radical reformers found in Christian mysticism a powerful alternative to Catholicism. In the Low Countries, the Brethren of the Common Life propounded a movement known as the devotio moderna, which was inspired by mysticism. The Brethren expressed their piety by dedicating their lives to the service of the community. They trained a new generation of urban-based scholars and humanists, who became some of the church’s severest critics. Both mysticism and humanistic Christianity seemed to offer adequate alternatives to scholasticism. Erasmus thought that the critical gaze of the humanists would suffice to show the clergy the folly of their ways. Yet mysticism and humanism could not in capture the attention of thousands of Europeans. A successful reform movement required leaders of an active and aggressive temperament who could do battle with political realities and win lay support against the church. In the movements inspired by Wycliffe and Hus, a sense of urgency became apparent during the 14th and 15th centuries. These movements and the millenarian beliefs of their adherents-that they had lived in the final days before the end of the world-foreshadowed the Reformation. The millenarians took inspiration from biblical prophecy and looked forward to a moment of divine intervention when the world would be destroyed, and paradise created on earth. The reformists often took a doctrine accepted by the church and reinterpreted it to suit their own beliefs. Millenarianism, as this radical interpretation of the Last Judgment is called, gave its believers religious justification for attacking established institutions and institutional corruption. When in the early 16th century Luther and other reformers called the pope the Antichrist, they were appealing to a tradition of reform and protest that had been exiled in the West for centuries. 


