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1. RELIGIOUS REFORM 

At the beginning of the Early Modern Age, the authority of the Catholic Church was 

being challenged. People believed it was not honouring its spiritual principles and was 

failing to adapt to the times. 

In addition, the buying and selling of indulgences was introduced. This meant that sins 

could be pardoned in exchange for money given to the Church. For Catholics, this was 

a way of becoming more spiritually and morally relaxed, as they no longer feared going 

to hell. 

2. THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION 

2.1. THE LUTHERAN REFORMATION 

The first religious reformation of the 16th century was started by a German friar 

called Martin Luther. He opposed Pope Leo X’s proposal to grant indulgences in 

exchange for money to build St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican. In 1517, Luther wrote 

his Ninety-Five Theses criticising indulgences. He posted the theses on the door of a 

church in Wittenberg so that they could be discussed. Thanks to the printing press, 

they were circulated widely. 

Lutheran ideas spread throughout the Holy Roman Empire, so Emperor Carlos V 

intervened. First, he tried to mediate, seeking a compromise between Luther and the 

Catholic Church. However, he later condemned Lutheranism at two imperial 

assemblies: the Diet of Worms (1521) and the Diet of Speyer (1529). At this last 

assembly, six reformist princes and 14 cities protested against Luther’s condemnation. 

They therefore became known as Protestants. This marked the start of hostilities 

between the Protestant princes and the Catholic ones, who were led by the Emperor. 
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2.2. CALVINISM 

Protestant ideas spread throughout Europe and reached the cantons of the Swiss 

Confederation, where they became even more radical. A French priest called John 

Calvin (1509–1564) established a theocracy in Geneva. This was a type of government 

based on the following principles: 

• Strict adherence to the Bible, as it was the only expression of God’s will. 

• Belief in predestination: everyone is born predestined either to be saved or 

condemned. 

• Humility and austerity, although financial and social success were not 

punished. 

 

2.3. THE CATHOLIC REFORMATION: THE COUNTER-REFORMATION 

The Catholic Church tried to stop the spread of the Protestant Reformation by carrying 

out an internal reform, called the Counter-Reformation. The aim was to rectify 

problems and oppose Protestant doctrine.  

 

The Council of Trent was held. During this meeting, a programme of changes was 

formulated both in response to the Protestant Reformation and to stop the crisis in the 

Catholic Church. The main agreements reached were: 

• The Church’s hierarchical structure was reaffirmed, with the pope as its head. 

Catholic dogma (indisputable principles) was also reaffirmed. One of the most 

important principles was that salvation was achieved through faith and good 

works. 

• The Vulgate Bible was the only valid version, and the Catholic Church’s 

interpretation of it was the only correct one. 

• The seven sacraments and worship of the Virgin Mary and saints were 

maintained. 

• Priests and the high clergy needed to have better discipline and training. 

2.3.1. THE COUNCIL OF TRENT 

The Council of Trent was a meeting that took place in the Italian city of Trent between 

1545 and 1563. During this period there were 25 sessions of debate. The council was 

convened by Pope Paul III and brought together the Catholic Church’s most important 

figures. 
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3. THE UNIVERSAL CHRISTIAN EMPIRE OF CARLOS V 

There was no real political unity in this vast Empire, as the only thing the kingdoms 

had in common was the sovereign. The Empire included two key areas: Flanders, with 

its rich trade and craft sectors, and Castilla, whose important financial resources were 

reinforced by the arrival of precious metals from America. 

During his reign as Holy Roman Emperor, Carlos V was constantly engaged in wars: 

The Protestants in the Holy Roman Empire. 

France, because of its traditional hostility towards Aragón, Burgundy and Austria, now 

territories ruled by Carlos V. The French King Francis I also tried to become Holy 

Roman Emperor but failed. 

The Ottoman Empire, which was expanding through the Balkans, threatening Austrian 

territories. 

The pope, who feared that the emperor would become the head of Christendom. His 

territories were also almost completely surrounded by those of Carlos V. 

 

 

 

 

 


