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IVE HUNDRED years ago, 
on 31st October 1517,  the 
Augustinian friar Martin 

Luther started the Reformation 
when he nailed his 95 Theses to the 
door of All Saints’ Church in Wit-
tenberg where he preached, chal-
lenging the authority of the pope. 

Or did he? First of all, there is no 
real evidence that Luther did in fact 
nail his criticisms to the church 
door. There is no extant original 
printing of such a document and 
Luther never claimed to have done 
it. The story was probably a myth 
put about by his followers after his 
death – his editor Georg Rörer and 
fellow reformer Philip Melanchthon 
being the most likely candidates. 

What he certainly did was to write a 
letter on that date to Albrecht of 
Brandenburg, the Archbishop of 
Mainz, in which he included a Dis-
putation on the Power and Efficacy 
of Indulgences that were to be the 
basis for a discussion. Luther did 
not intend to start a revolution or to 
break away from the established 
Church but he wanted reform. And 
he pulled no punches. Thesis 86 
asked: “Why does the pope, whose 
wealth today is greater than the 
wealth of the richest Crassus, build 
the basilica of St Peter with the 
money of poor believers rather than 
with his own money?” 

The Archbishop of Mainz, the recip-
ient of the letter, was one of the  
seven prince-electors of the Holy 
Roman Empire and, as the substi-
tute for the pope north of the Alps, 
it was under his authority that in-
dulgences – remissions from tempo-
ral punishments in life or purgatory 
for sin – were sold. The pope, Leo 
X, had granted their sale to raise 
funds for the completion of St Peter’s 
in Rome, and had sent Johann Tetzel, 
his commissioner for indulgences, to 
Germany to perform this task. 

Yet there was nothing new in 
Luther’s attack on indulgences. In-
deed all of his theological argu-
ments had been aired before, in 
some cases centuries earlier, includ-
ing the beliefs that the Bible is the 
central religious authority and that 
man reaches salvation by faith. Jan 
Hus, a priest, philosopher and Mas-
ter at Charles University in Prague 
in the Kingdom of Bohemia (also 
part of the Holy Roman Empire),  
demanded a reformation of the 
Catholic Church and condemned 
indulgences. Man obtains forgive-
ness of sins by true repentance, not 
money, he argued. Hus, like Luther a 
hundred years later, was excommu-
nicated by the pope; but, unlike 
Luther, he was burnt at the stake for 
heresy in 1415. 

Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, a 
contemporary of Luther, was even 
more critical of the Catholic Church 

and the pope. In Julius Exclusus 
(1514), a satiric dialogue published 
anonymously, he ridiculed Julius II, 
accused him of corruption and imag-
ined him being sent away from the 
gates of Heaven by St. Peter. In 
Paracelsus, the 1516 preface to his 
translation of the New Testament, he 
maintained that the truest link to 
Jesus was through the scriptures, 
which is exactly what Luther argued 
in his 95 Theses a year later. 

Erasmus’s best-known work was The 
Praise of Folly (‘Moriae Encomium’), 
a vitriolic satire on the traditions of 
the Catholic Church, clerical corrup-
tions and popular superstitions, writ-
ten in 1509 at the house of Sir 
Thomas More, published in 1511 
and dedicated to his host and fellow 
Humanist (its title is a pun on More’s 
name). Using the familiar device of 
the ‘wise fool’ and speaking in the 
name of Folly, a Greek goddess   –->  
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begat by Plutus and Youth, and also 
the term used in the Middle Ages as 
a synonym for human nature, he 
satirises priests, popes, pardons and 
indulgences, the worship of saints, 
transubstantiation, theological dis-
putes, scholasticism, and indeed 
spares no one and nothing inherent 
in the Christian religion of his day. 
Theologians are attacked for ex-
plaining the mysteries of life and 
the Bible to suit themselves and for 
creating subtleties in doctrine that 
even the apostles would not under-
stand. They describe Hell in minute 
detail, “just as if they had lived 
there for years”. 

As for the monks – whom he calls 
‘brainstick fools’ – they invent rules 
to be kept with mathematical preci- 
sion but do not keep them them- 
selves. They are “highly in love with 
themselves, and fond admirers of 
their own happiness”. They detest 
money but have the vices of wine 
and women. They use their reli-
gious authority to tyrannise. As for 
popes, cardinals, bishops and 
priests, if they were to live their 
lives as the apostles, in poverty and 
purity, they would give up their 
positions. The popes in particular 
“allow Christ to be forgotten, lock 
him up behind their money-making 
laws… and murder him with their 
atrocious manner of life”. 

Although a reformer and a liberal, 
Erasmus remained a Catholic. He 
disliked the religious warfare that 
developed because of the intolerant 
atmosphere it induced. Luther’s 
stand, like that of the Church itself, 
was rigid and inflexible, and Eras-
mus preferred the road of modera-
tion and conciliation.  

Catholic defenders accused Eras-
mus of having laid an egg that 
Luther hatched. Erasmus replied 
that the bird which Luther had 
hatched was of a different sort. He 
was finally brought into conflict 
with Luther and attacked his posi-
tion on predestination in his work 
A Diatribe or Sermon on the Free-
dom of the Will (1524). His argu-
ments include that whoever denies 
the freedom of the will makes God 
responsible for sin which would be 
inconsistent with God’s right-
eousness and goodness; and that 
the demands of God upon man 
assume his freedom, otherwise God 
would be a tyrant. He takes the 

view that man is free to accept or 
reject the grace of god. He writes: 
“By free choice in this place we 
mean a power of the human will by 
which a man can apply himself to 
the things which lead to eternal 
salvation, or turn away from 
them”.  

Erasmus steered a middle course, 
advocating a hybrid of grace and 
free will so that salvation is both by 
merit and grace. God cooperates 
with man, and man with God. It is 
a joint venture, a partnership. 
Erasmus believed that man was 
bound to sin, but had a right to the 
forgiving mercy of God, if only he 
would seek this through the means 
offered him by the Church itself. 

T was Renaissance Humanism 
in the 14th, 15th and 16th  
centuries that created the intel-

lectual climate in which freedom of 
thought and reason could develop. 
But of course this triumph did not 
come about by intellectual culture 
alone. Whereas Hus was burned at 
the stake, Luther survived excom-
munication because Frederick III, 
the Elector of Saxony – known to 
history as Frederick the Wise – hid 
him in his castle at Wartburg and, 
when the heat was off, Luther pro-
ceeded to organise his own church. 
Frederick was acting politically in 
his own secular interest, just as 
Henry VIII did in England in the 
1530s. The success of the Ref-
ormation was thus made possible 
by the growth of these strong 
monarchies which were prepared to 
challenge the power of the pope 
and increase their own power.  

What the Reformation did was to 
bring about a new set of political 
and social conditions under 
which freedom could ulti-
mately be secured. But noth-
ing was further from the 
minds of men like Luther 
and later John Calvin than 
the toleration of opinions 
differing from their own. 
Ironically,  
reformers like Luther and 
Calvin were closer to the 
Catholic Church than to 
Humanists like Erasmus. 
Luther, who had been edu-
cated in scholastic theology 
with little humanist influ-
ence, didn't believe in free 
will and replied to Erasmus’s 

work in 1525 with On Unfree Will. 
Indeed, both Luther and Calvin 
were dogmatic and absolutist the-
ologians who could not remotely be 
described as Humanists. 

Both replaced one tyranny with  
another  – the tyranny of the Bible 
instead of the tyranny of the 
Church – though of course it was 
the Bible according to Luther or the 
Bible according to Calvin. When he 
was safe and had some power, 
Luther asserted that it was the duty 
of the state to impose the ‘true’ doc-
trine and eradicate heresy. Thus 
Anabaptists should be put to the 
sword and Jews, as the murderers 
of Jesus, should be slain (On the 
Jews and their Lies, 1543). There is 
no doubt that Luther's anti-Jewish 
rhetoric contributed significantly to 
the development of antisemitism in 
Germany, and in the 1930s and 
1940s provided a strong founda-
tion for the Nazi attack on Jews. 

John Calvin, unlike Luther, did not 
advocate the absolute power of the 
civil ruler. He stood for the oppo-
site: the control of the state by the 
church. In other words, he favoured 
a theocracy, which is what he estab-
lished in Geneva when he was given 
the opportunity by the city council. 
Liberty was completely crushed and 
‘false’ doctrines were punished by 
imprisonment, exile and death.  

Thus the Spaniard Michael  
Servetus, who criticised the doctrine 
of the Trinity and the concept of 
predestination, was tried for heresy 
and committed to the flames in 
1553 (below). Philip Melanchthon, 
Luther’s co-reformer and colleague, 
praised this act as a memorable  
example to posterity.                  ––>
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In other words, the reformers’ justi-
fication for rebellion against the 
Catholic Church – religious 
liberty – was pious humbug. The 
liberty was only for themselves 
and, as soon as they met with op-
position, they suppressed it. The 
struggle for liberty is empty if you 
are not prepared to grant it to your 
opponents when you have the pow-
er to do so. 

It is a familiar picture to those who 
live in societies like South Africa or 
Northern Ireland. Puritan Chris-
tians in these countries imposed 
their own narrow biblical theology 
on the whole population even 
though a majority or a sizeable 
minority did not subscribe to it.  

In so far as it managed its own af-
fairs, Ulster between 1922 and 
1972, far from ensuring ‘civil and 
religious liberty for all’ in the slo-
gan of the Orange Order, displayed 
the classic symptoms of the Puritan 
state. Its obvious manifestation was 
an ingrained anti-Catholicism. 
Widespread segregation and dis-
crimination, especially in jobs, 
housing and services, turned the 
Catholic population into an op-
pressed minority almost on a par 
with Blacks in South Africa, where 
a Puritan ethos also prevailed 
among the White rulers. 

As in Calvin’s Geneva, the Puritan 
Ulster state tried to block all mea-
sures which offended its ethic. It 
would have censored literature if it 
had the power to do so; in the the-
atre and the cinema where it did 
have local control it showed itself 
every bit as circumscribed in its 
commitment to liberty as the Re-
public. In the late fifties it succeed-
ed for a time in preventing the stag-
ing of Sam Thompson’s play Over 
the Bridge, which used vividly plain 
language to portray the bigotry of 
Protestant shipyard workers. Films 
were frequently banned or cut; even 
as late as 1988 Belfast’s moral god-
fathers effectively stopped the 
screening of Martin Scorsese’s The 
Last Temptation of Christ, after 
fundamentalists had complained 
that it was blasphemous. 

Although Northern Ireland and 
South Africa under apartheid were 
the real progeny of the ideology of 
leading Reformation figures like 
Luther and Calvin, there is a devel-

oping myth in this year of the an-
niversary of 1517 that modern lib-
eralism and secularism derive from 
Christianity and, in particular, the 
Reformation.  

The idea is not entirely new. Niet-
zsche suggested that liberal values 
derive from Jewish and Christian 
monotheism, and of course he re-
jected these values for that very 
reason. In a recent work, Inventing 
the Individual: The Origins of 
Western Liberalism, Larry Sieden-
top argues that no ancient society 
embraced the value of individual 
freedom. Individuals were wholly 
subordinated to family structures. 
The roots of liberalism lie in the 
Christianity that flourished in the 
Middle Ages. Indeed, secularism is 
“Europe’s noblest achievement and 
Christianity’s gift to the world”. 

Yet Christianity as portrayed in the 
Gospels is highly conservative. It 
subordinates the individual to the 
state. It tells the people to render 

unto Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s and it tells slaves to obey 
their masters. All should subordi-
nate themselves to a hierarchical 
earthly authority because their 
kingdom ‘is not of this world’.The 
truth is the opposite of Siedentop’s 
thesis. It was Renaissance Human-
ists who asserted individual free-
dom against the tyranny of the 
Church and, in some cases, lost 
their lives as a result.  

That Renaissance Humanists large-
ly failed to liberalise Christianity in 
the face of its intolerance is demon-
strated by the fact that imperialism, 
racism and female subordination 
denied most of the people of the 
world their freedom for 300 or 
more years after the death of Mar-
tin Luther. Thus Lutheran and 
Calvinistic Protestantism was as 
illiberal and intolerant as Catholi-
cism. Their conflicting orthodoxies 
continued to be enforced through 
education and, where necessary, 
censorship and persecution. 

Moreover, after Luther’s demise in 
1546, Lutheran princes combined 
to fight for their independence from 
the Catholic Holy Roman Emperor 
Charles V, and soon Europe was 
plunged into a century of religious 
wars in which possibly 12 million 
people were killed. They were con-
cluded in Europe with the Peace of 
Westphalia in 1648, which agreed 
that people would assume the 
Christian denomination of their 
ruler – hardly a liberal outcome. Of 
course in Ireland the fighting did 
not end but has continued into 
modern times.  

Thus did Luther’s Reformation lead 
to the permanent division of west-
ern Christendom and the further 
splintering of Protestantism itself. 
Whether this was a good thing or 
not is partly for Christians to de-
cide, but it is hardly beneficial to 
society in general if the divisions 
cause sectarian strife or worse. 

And what of the notion that Protes-
tantism helped the growth of capi-
talism, as argued for example by 
Max Weber in The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905). 
The Protestant – notably Calvinist – 
work ethic supported worldly activ-
ities dedicated to acquiring wealth, 
which indicated that you were one 
of God’s elect. Weber noted that 
capitalism, which is a state of mind, 
developed in Europe and most 
strongly in Protestant nations, such 
as England, Holland, and Germany, 
where there were influential groups 
of ascetic Protestant sects. While 
there may have been some truth in 
Weber’s analysis, it is hardly true 
today and, in any case, unbridled 
capitalism is highly problematic, 
arguably giving liberty only to the 
few who exploit others. 

Whether or not we think that on a 
broad historical scale the Ref-
ormation was a step towards secu-
larism, in its early years it clearly 
proved to be a mirror image of the 
Catholic hegemony beforehand. If 
it helped the cause of liberty, this 
result was an unintended conse-
quence of its founders. It is not 
Luther who is the real champion of 
free thought, however brave his 
“Here I stand, I can do no other” 
speech at the Diet of Worms, but 
Erasmus and the other Humanists 
of the Renaissance. They are our 
true champions.                            q

20

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • May-June 2017

Lutheran and Calvin-
istic Protestantism 
were as illiberal and 

intolerant as  
Catholicism


