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Martin Luther (1483-1546) was born in eastern Germany to peasants for parents. His father became a manager and lessee of several mines, and he wanted Martin to study law at the university to attain the status of an educated man. His mother displayed an intense piety, putting Luther in closer touch with German religion than was common among scholars. He went to the University or Erfurt, and began to study law. In 1504, he abandoned law to enter the Augustinian monastery at Erfurt. Luther was already trained as a humanist when he began his mature life as a monk. Influenced by  millenarianism, he believed that he lived the last days of the world. Eventually, as he became the leader of a religious movement, he came to believe that he was the divinely ordained prophet who had been chosen to announce the coming final judgment. Luther chose to preserve the social order, to support the power of the government, and to maintain social hierarchy. As he studied and prayed, Luther grew terrified by the possibility of his damnation. He became a priest, but he still felt the weight of his sins. Seeking solace and salvation, he turned to reading the Bible. In two passages, Luther found some hope for his own salvation. Faith given freely by God through Christ enables the recipient to obtain salvation. Human beings are rescued by divine mercy. The concept of salvation by faith provided an answer to Luther’s quest. Practicing good religious works had never brought him to peace. Through reading the Bible and through faith alone, the Christian could find the meaning of earthly existence. For him, the true Christian was a brave figure who faced the quest for salvation armed with the hope that God had granted faith. Luther became a professor at the university at Wittenberg and a preacher the city’s church. From 1513 onward, he preached his struggle. Before 1517, he was considered a dynamic and controversial preacher, who sough to turn Christians away from good works and to seek God. After 1517, he became a heretic in the eyes of the church. The starting point for the Reformation was Luther’s attack in 1517 on the practice of selling indulgences-getting into heaven quicker by buying your way out of purgatory. Luther launched an attack on a friar named Tetzel for selling indulgences by tacking his Ninety-five Theses on the door of the castle church. Luther challenged selling indulgences as being not only corrupt but an unsound assumption-that salvation can be earned by good works. Luther challenged the church’s authority to save souls. At the heart of his argument was the belief that salvation requires a sense of contrition for sins and trust in God’s mercy. He insisted that everyone could discover the meaning of the Bible without the church. Hope lay only in a personal relationship with God, with no church in the middle. If faith alone brings salvation, how can a person know if he has faith? Luther seemed content to say that the search itself was a sign of faith. Luther’s contemporary, John Calvin made predestination central to his version of reformed Christianity. Such a belief made salvation an intensely personal matter. Predestination begins with the assumption that God is omnipotent, and he knows the fate of each individual. In that sense, everyone is either predestined for heaven or hell. So how can one know if they are chosen? Luther said that one could hope and trust but never really know. Calvin believed firmly that some are chosen and others damned. The Reformation began in 1517. His students translated and printed Luther’s ideas throughout Germany. With the aid of the printing press, by 1525 there were probably 3 million Protestant pamphlets in Germany. At this point, politics intervened. Luther appealed for support to prince Frederick, the elector of Saxony. The elector was one of the seven princes who chose the Holy Roman Emperor. Frederick’s support for Luther convinced the church that this friar would have to be dealt with cautiously. In 1519, Emperor Maximilian I wanted to see his grandson, Charles, king of Spain, elected as Emperor. The papacy opposed this. Charles bribed the electors, and the title became his. Therefore, he had to proceed cautiously on issues that might offend German princes. When in the late 1520 the pope finally acted, it was too late. Luther proclaimed the pope the Antichrist, and he burned the papal bull excommunicating him. In 1520, Luther published the Address to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation. In it, he appealed to the princes to cast off their allegiances to the pope and to reform. His appeal had some success. In the Freedom of the Christian Man, Luther called on his followers to be law-abiding and obedient. Luther made his position clear: he wanted no threat to legitimate political authority. In 1521, Charles V, summoned Luther to Worms, giving him a pass of safe conduct. There, he was to answer to the charge of heresy. Shortly after this, he went into hiding to escape arrest. During that one-year period, he translated the New Testament into German. He urged his followers to become a new type of Christian. These followers, or Lutherans, were eventually called Protestants, those who protested against the church. Luther looked to everyone for support, and had many converts from Catholicism to Protestantism. The new faith made people bold. Luther was a brilliant preacher, and his message could inspire people to do what he wanted them to do. Protestantism came to be seen as a force that could renew society and government. By the late 1520’s, followers of Luther could be found around all of Europe. Despite repression by the church, in 1550 Protestants were probably in the majority in some German towns, in much of Hungary and Bohemia, in Sweden, and Switzerland. The Reformation provided the nobility with the opportunity to do away with the church, and the Holy Roman Emperor. Luther hesitated to challenge secular authority. To him, the good Christian was an obedient citizen. In the early 16th century, a population explosion throughout Europe produced inflation coupled with unemployment and low wages. The peasantry in Germany was probably worse off than anywhere else, and the feudal power of lords there remained unbroken. In 1524, the peasants rebelled against their lords. The Peasants’ Revolt spread to over one-third of Germany. Luther’s preaching inspired the peasants, for he had chastised the nobles for failing to take care of the pore, but he did not want to associate his movement with an uprising that would alienate him from the nobility that supported him, so he attacked the peasants. In 1525, the peasants had been put down by the sword. The failure of the Revolt meant that many died and that Germany remained relatively backward well into the 19th century. In Germany, the Reformation had come to mean religious reform, but not social reform or revolution. 


