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Introduction

The news of the death of Martin Luther on February 18, 1546 sparked new de-
bates on the life and soul of the most controversial man in sixteenth century 
Europe. While some believed Luther to be the last prophet before the second 
coming of Christ, others thought him to be none other than the Antichrist. Was 
the dying Luther surrounded by demons and finally caught by the Devil for his 
eternal punishment, or did he die quietly, waiting for eternal peace in heaven? 
Two biographies depicting the life and death of the former Augustinian monk 
who had changed Christendom forever appeared soon after his death. Philipp 
Melanchthon (1497–1560), Luther’s long-time colleague in Wittenberg and the 
new leader of the Wittenberg movement after Luther’s death, portrayed a clear 
and vivid image of Luther as the last prophet aroused by God in order to fight 
against the heresy of the Antichrist. In Melanchthon’s narrative, all the principal 
protagonists of the Reformation disappear. The men who had helped Luther in 
reforming the Church were still men. Luther, on the other hand, was a divinely 
inspired prophet, whose coming prefigured the end of times. The narrative of 
Luther’s opponents was diametrically opposite. In reaction to Melanchthon’s 
De Vita Lutheri, Johannes Cochlaeus (1479–1552) published his Commentaria 
Johannis Cochlaei, De Actis et Scriptis Martini Lutheri Saxonis in 1549, in 
which he described Luther as a demonic man who was indeed born of a sexual 
union between his mother, Margarathe, and a demon.1

Seemingly, a new life began for Luther immediately after his death, a life 
replete with references, quotations, appropriations, and misappropriations.2 In 
the years following his death, Luther’s legacy remained contested, since the 
gnesiolutherani questioned Melanchthon’s authority, accusing him of betray-
ing Luther’s original message. After the second half of the sixteenth century, 
Luther’s name was appropriated towards the construction of orthodoxy.3 Also, 

1 For an English translation of Melanchthon’s and Cochlaeus’ biographies of Luther, see: 
Philipp Melanchthon and Johann Cochlaeus, Luther’s Lives: Two Contemporary Accounts of 
Martin Luther, ed. and trans. Elizabeth Vandiver, Ralph Keen, and Thomas D. Frenzel (Man-
chester: Manchester University Press, 2002). The Latin text of Melanchthon’s life of Luther 
can be read in the sixth volume of CR.

2 For an overview of Luther’s reception in German literature, see: Norbert Mecklenburg, 
Der Prophet der Deutschen: Martin Luther im Spiegel der Literatur (Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 
2016).

3 Stefan Michel, Die Kanonisierung der Werke Martin Luthers im 16. Jahrhundert, Spät-
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in the following centuries, the name Martin Luther, so closely associated with 
the wider notion of Reformation, was used as a signifier, a marker of orthodoxy, 
of continuity with the religious and spiritual tradition of the sixteenth-century 
Reformation. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Luther’s theology and 
its relation to the other reformers (Philipp Melanchthon, Andreas von Karlstadt, 
Thomas Müntzer) continued to be a matter of contention in the theological de-
bates of the time.4

The emergence of the historical-critical method in the nineteenth century 
marked the beginning of a renewed interest in Luther and the Reformation as an 
historical phenomenon. Leopold von Ranke’s monumental Deutsche Geschich-
te im Zeitalter der Reformation (1839–1847) is arguably one of the greatest 
achievements of nineteenth-century historiography.5 In 1883, on the occasion 
of the 400th anniversary of Luther’s birth, efforts to create a critical edition of 
Luther’s works began. What became known as the Weimarer Ausgabe is a col-
lection of more than 120 volumes,6 followed by the new volumes published in 
the Archiv zur Weimarer Ausgabe der Werke Martin Luthers: Texte und Unter-
suchungen.7 In the early twentieth century, the so-called Luther Renaissance 
gave a definitive impetus to the establishment of Luther research as an academic 
endeavor in its own right.8

One of the most fascinating and controversial themes to have dominated 
the theological as well as historical debates regarding Luther in the twentieth 
century concerns what Luther himself labelled as “the theology of the cross” 
(theologia crucis). The term itself was coined by Luther in a famous disputation 
held on April 26, 1518, in Heidelberg. Prominent theologians of the twentieth 

mittelalter, Humanismus, Reformation (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016). For further discus-
sion on how Luther’s life and works were interpreted in the sixteenth century, see also: Ro-
bert Kolb, Martin Luther as Prophet, Teacher, and Hero: Images of the Reformer, 1520–1620, 
Texts and Studies in Reformation and Post-Reformation Thought (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Books, 1999).

4 For recent discussions on this topic, see: Dorothea Wendebourg, So viele Luthers … 
Die Reformationsjubiläen des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 
2017).

5 For a critical discussion of Ranke’s work as historian, see: Michael-Joachim Zemlin, 
Geschichte zwischen Theorie und Theoria: Untersuchungen zur Geschichtsphilosophie Ran-
kes, Epistemata: Reihe Philosophie (Würzburg: Königshausen und Neumann, 1988).

6 Martin Luther, D. Martin Luthers Werke: Kritische Gesammtausgabe (Weimar: Böhlau, 
1883). Hereafter quoted as WA.

7 Archiv zur Weimarer Ausgabe der Werke Martin Luthers: Texte und Untersuchungen 
(Cologne: Böhlau, 1981). Hereafter quoted as AWA.

8 For further discussion on the Luther Renaissance, see the contributions in the following 
collected volume: Heinrich Assel, Der andere Aufbruch: Die Lutherrenaissance – Ursprünge, 
Aporien und Wege: Karl Holl, Emanuel Hirsch, Rudolf Hermann (1910–1935), Forschungen 
zur systematischen und ökumenischen Theologie (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 
1994). See also: Karl Kupisch, “The ‘Luther Renaissance’,” Journal of Contemporary History 
2 (1967): 39–49; Mecklenburg, Der Prophet der Deutschen, 145–65.
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century have drawn from this expression coined by Luther to discuss the role of 
Jesus and his suffering on the cross in Christian theology. The dialectical theo-
logian Karl Barth (1886–1968), just to mention one of the most influential fig-
ures of twentieth-century theology, appropriated Luther’s expression “theology 
of the cross”, discussing its meaning and significance in the dramatic theologi-
cal context of the first half of the century.9 In the 1970s, the German reformed 
theologian Jürgen Moltmann (b. 1926) provoked new discussions on the signif-
icance of the theology of the cross with the publication of his book Der gekreu-
zigte Gott,10 as well as with an article on the contemporary significance of the 
theology of the cross.11 This vivid debate has also generated new publications 
in systematic theology, which compared Luther’s theologia crucis with other 
twentieth-century accounts of the theology of the cross.12 Some works have 
even paralleled Luther’s theologia crucis with William Shakespeare,13 Soren 
Kierkegaard,14 Blaise Pascal,15 twenty-first century Pentecostalism,16 or fem-
inist theology.17 This list could probably be infinitely extended.

The present study aims to investigate Martin Luther’s theology of the cross 
within its own historical context. This is not to say that the huge amount of sys-
tematic or theological discussions regarding Luther’s theologia crucis has not 
been accompanied by historical research. Indeed, the opposite is true. In the 
late nineteenth century, Albrecht Ritschl (1822–1889) put Luther’s theology of 
the cross in contraposition with Aristotelian scholastic metaphysics.18 In the 

9 Michael Korthaus, Kreuzestheologie: Geschichte und Gehalt eines Programmbegriffs 
in der evangelischen Theologie, Beiträge zur historischen Theologie (Tübingen: Mohr Sie-
beck, 2007).

10 Jürgen Moltmann, Der gekreuzigte Gott: Das Kreuz Christi als Grund und Kritik christ-
licher Theologie (München: Chr. Kaiser, 1972).

11 Jurgen Moltmann, “Gesichtspunkte der Kreuzestheologie heute,” Evangelische Theolo-
gie 33 (1973): 346–65. For further discussion on Moltmann’s theologia crucis, see: Korthaus, 
Kreuzestheologie, 218–301.

12 See for instance: Rosalene Clare Bradbury, Cross Theology: The Classical Theologia 
Crucis and Karl Barth’s Modern Theology of the Cross (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2011).

13 Tibor Fabiny, “The ‘Strange Acts of God:’ The Hermeneutics of Concealment and Rev-
elation in Luther and Shakespeare,” Dialog 45 (2006): 44–54.

14 Craig Hinkson, “Luther and Kierkegaard: Theologians of the Cross,” International 
Journal of Systematic Theology 3 (2001): 27–45.

15 Graham Tomlin, The Power of the Cross: Theology and the Death of Christ in Paul, 
Luther and Pascal (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2007).

16 David J. Courey, What Has Wittenberg to Do with Azusa? Luther’s Theology of the 
Cross and Pentecostal Triumphalism (London: T & T Clark, 2015).

17 Deanna A. Thompson, Crossing the Divide: Luther, Feminism, and the Cross (Minnea-
polis: Fortress Press, 2004); Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel, “Zur Kreuzestheologie heute: Gibt 
es eine feministische Kreuzestheologie?,” Evangelische Theologie 50 (1990): 546–57.

18 See especially: Albrecht Ritschl, Theologie und Metaphysik: Zur Verständigung und 
Abwehr, 2 ed. (Bonn: A. Marcus, 1887). For Ritschl’s interpretation of Luther, see Frank Hof-
mann, Albrecht Ritschls Lutherrezeption, Die lutherische Kirche, Geschichte und Gestalten 
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1998).
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early twentieth century, Walter von Loewenich (1903–1992), while following 
Ritschl in interpreting Luther’s theology of the cross in contraposition to scho-
lastic metaphysics, asserted, contradicting Ritschl, that the theology of the cross 
represented the core of Luther’s theology and could not be anchored to a certain 
moment in Luther’s life.19 From the second half of the twentieth century, Ger-
hard Ebeling’s existential interpretation of Luther has become more and more 
influential. Heiko Oberman and his followers have tried to recalibrate our un-
derstanding of Luther’s theology of the cross in its relationship with Luther’s 
nominalist background. Since the late nineteenth century, every single inter-
preter of Luther has discussed the role of the theology of the cross in Luther’s 
thought, and tried to situate it in its historical context.

The capillarity and pervasiveness of the discussions on Luther’s theology of 
the cross beg a critical engagement with this huge amount of secondary litera-
ture. Throughout the present work, I discuss both the assumptions and presup-
positions that moved historical debates about Luther, but also the results that 
historians of the Reformation have reached in placing Luther in his own histori-
cal context. For now, it should be sufficient to highlight two main assumptions, 
which are widely shared in secondary literature: 1) Luther’s theology of the 
cross emerged as a reaction to scholastic theology; 2) Luther’s critique of scho-
lasticism merged, and to a certain extent overlapped, with the simultaneous cri-
tique against scholasticism by sixteenth-century humanists. These two presup-
positions generated a huge amount of discussion: When did Luther break with 
scholasticism? How did humanism help Luther to overcome scholasticism? 
Was Luther himself a humanist? How should one conceptualize the relationship 
between humanism, scholasticism, and the Reformation?

This way of problematizing Luther’s theology of the cross can be traced 
back to the very first time in which Luther used the expression theologia cru-
cis, namely the Heidelberg Disputation. From among the audience, the Domin-
ican Friar Martin Bucer (1491–1551), then student of the theological faculty in 
Heidelberg and later one of the key protagonists of the sixteenth-century Ref-
ormations, was favorably impressed by Luther’s theology. In a letter to Beatus 
Rhenanus (1485–1547), he advanced the idea that Luther’s theology was quite 
close to that of Erasmus of Rotterdam. According to Bucer, while Erasmus did 
so more cautiously and Luther more virulently, both made a common critique 
of scholastic theology.20

The first historiographer of the Reformation, Philipp Melanchthon, the paint-
er of “Luther the prophet”, helped to reinforce this narrative. However, he did 
not limit himself to reinforcing the narrative of a common front against scho-
lasticism in the early years of the Reformation; he also created an outright his-

19 Walther von Loewenich, Luthers Theologia crucis, Forschungen zur Geschichte und 
Lehre des Protestantismus (München: Chr. Raiser Verlag, 1929).

20 WA 9.160–69.
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toriographical paradigm. As noted by James Michael Weiss, in his biography 
of Luther, Melanchthon used a series of literary topoi to represent Luther’s 
theology in the contraposition between the studia humanitatis and the “bar-
barous” teaching of the scholastics. The theology of Luther, who sided with 
the former, was in continuity with the reformation of customs and morals en-
dorsed by Erasmus.21 In 1557, Melanchthon wrote an oration in memory of 
Erasmus for Bartholomaeus Calkreuter of Cross.22 As a good astrologer, Me-
lanchthon emphasized that the position of the stars at Erasmus’ birth, on 28 Oc-
tober 1467, indicated his intelligence, eloquence, and charm. After describing 
Erasmus’ life, his studies, and his erudition, Melanchthon emphasized a con-
traposition between Erasmus’ love for learning and the hypocrisy of the “few 
ignorant monks” who opposed him. Endorsed with God-gifted eloquence, Eras-
mus rebuked the envy of his enemies. Luther’s prophetic teaching emerged in 
this context. As Melanchthon put it: “Later the entire body of Church doctrine 
was cleansed again by the voice of the reverend Doctor Luther; the fact that the 
Apostolic books and old histories were already in people’s hands was a prepa-
ration for this”.23 In Melanchthon’s narrative, Erasmus’ scholarship, in which 
the renewal of classical culture and the study of the original text of the Bible go 
hand in hand, was propaedeutic to Luther’s theology. Without Erasmus, Luther 
could not have rediscovered the true evangelical message. The disagreement 
between the two men is minimized as “some difference in judgement”, mostly 
due to their different character, which, however, did not preclude the possibil-
ity of Erasmus recognizing Luther as a better interpreter of the Scripture than 
everybody else.

Melanchthon’s description of the studia humanitatis, which reshaped the 
intellectual landscape of Europe in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth cen-
turies, and, in doing so, created the intellectual conditions for the Reformation 
to prosper, was conceptualized in the nineteenth century in terms of the relation-
ship between Humanism and Reformation. The word humanism does not be-
long to the context of the early modern period. The earliest known quotation can 
be attributed to the German theologian Johann Friedrich Abegg (1765–1840), 
in 1798. The term was popularized by the German theologian and pedagogue 
Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer (1766–1848). For Niethammer, humanism 
designated an educational curriculum based on the study of ancient Greek and 
Latin literature.24

21 James Michael Weiss, “Erasmus at Luther’s Funeral: Melanchthon’s Commemorations 
of Luther in 1546,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 16 (1985): 91–114.

22 CR 11. 264–71. For the English translation I follow: Philipp Melanchthon, Melanch-
thon: Orations on Philosophy and Education, ed. Sachiko Kusukawa and trans. Christine 
F. Salazar, Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999).

23 Cf. Ibid., 253.
24 To track the occurrences of the term “humanism” in early nineteenth-century Germany, 
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The debates regarding the notion of humanism permeated the nineteenth 
century. Friedemann Stengel has recently investigated how the understanding 
of humanism was shaped by the philosophical, theological, and political de-
bates of the time. Stengel pointed out that Niethammer’s understanding of hu-
manism as an historical category was further developed in the following years 
by other scholars, notably the historian of literature Ludwig Wachler (1767–
1838) and the Evangelical theologian and Church historian Wilhelm Zimmer-
mann (1807–1878). It was, however, the historian Karl Hagen (1810–1868) 
who more clearly conceptualized the historical category of humanism as an 
intellectual movement of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. For Hagen, the 
Reformation of the sixteenth century is the result of three movements which 
opposed the Catholic Church and scholastic theology, namely a popular, a reli-
gious, and a humanistic movement. Distinguishing between an “Italian human-
ism” which was in opposition to religion as such, and a “German humanism” 
which opposed the Catholic Church, but was not anti-Christian, Hagen could 
place Martin Luther alongside the “German humanists”, whose main represent-
ative Hagen recognized in Erasmus of Rotterdam.25

Stengel noted that, in describing humanism as a pedagogical movement that 
criticized the Church, Hagen transferred the political debate of his time in the 
context of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.26 In the mid-nineteenth centu-
ry, around the period of the political revolts of 1848, the debates on human-
ism assumed an increasingly political connotation. It is well known that Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels distinguished between atheism as a form of “theo-
retical humanism” and communism as a “practical humanism”. Humanism was 
no longer conceptualized as a movement in opposition to the Church, but as an 
atheistic concept.27

One of the prominent figures among the young Hegelians, Arnold Ruge 
(1802–1880), brought back humanism in the domain of historiography. For 
Ruge, humanism must be conceived as a pedagogical program. In the early 
modern period, the humanists restored the essence of the “spirit” of ancient 
Greece and Rome. In his Die Loge des Humanismus (1851), Ruge labeled the-
ology as a form of mythology, and depicted humanism as an important factor in 
overcoming the archaic forms of religion. In so doing, humanism helped Chris-
tianity to discover its true essence. Indeed, unlike Marx and Engels, for Ruge, 

I follow: Hubert Cancik, “Humanismus,” in Humanismus: Grundbegriffe, ed. Hubert Cancik, 
et al. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016), 9–16. For further discussion, see also: Martin Vöhler, “Von 
der ‘Humanität’ zum ‘Humanismus:’ Zu den Konzeptionen von Herder, Abegg und Nietham-
mer,” in Genese und Profil des europäischen Humanismus, ed. Martin Vöhler and Hubert Can-
cik, Humanismus und Antikerezeption im 18. Jahrhundert (Heidelberg: Winter, 2009), 127–44.

25 Friedemann Stengel, “Was ist Humanismus?,” Pietismus und Neuzeit 41 (2015): 154–
211.

26 Ibid., 179.
27 Ibid., 179–80.



 Introduction 7

humanism was not an atheistic concept. On the contrary, just like religion, he 
saw humanism as helping human beings to find their true essence. Reading his-
tory through the eyes of a processus infinitus, a process immanent in the his-
torical development, Ruge equated the spirit of humanism with the spirit of the 
Reformation as two emancipatory forces.28

The debates regarding humanism, its role throughout history, its value for 
humanity, and its relationship with religion dominated nineteenth-century dis-
course. In the second half of the century, the notion of humanism was poised 
to become a prominent historiographical concept. Two names stand out: Georg 
Voigt (1827–1891), and Jacob Burckhardt (1818–1897). In 1859, Voigt pub-
lished his Die Wiederbelebung des classischen Alterthums oder das erste Jahr-
hunndert des Humanismus. Like Niethammer, Voigt conceived humanism with-
in the framework of the revival of Greek and Roman culture. In a recent article, 
in which he analyzed the many histories of philology published during the nine-
teenth century, Denis J. J. Robichaud has argued that it is impossible to under-
stand Voigt’s conceptualization of humanism as an educational movement in 
opposition to scholasticism, without taking into consideration the previous his-
tories of philology, in which philologists studied fifteenth-century humanists as 
antecedents of their own discipline.29 Moreover, Paul Grendler has noted that 
Voigt highly appreciated humanism, and pictured Francesco Petrarca not only 
as the founder of the movement, but almost as a heroic figure, the initiator of 
modern individualism, who battled against the conservative forces represented 
by the Catholic Church and medieval scholasticism.30 At the same time, moved 
by a strong normative approach, Voigt criticized the humanists (Giovanni Boc-
caccio, Coluccio Salutati, Marsilio de’ Marsili), partly because they failed to 
follow in the footsteps of Petrarch to fulfill their high standard ethical values, 
but maybe – as Grendler suggested – also because Voigt believed that an “athe-
istic spirit” sparked from fifteenth-century Italy and permeated the whole hu-
manist movement.31

In 1860, Jacob Burckhardt published his Die Cultur der Renaissance in Ita-
lien.32 It was not well received at the time of the publication, but in the first half 
of the twentieth century, it became one of the most influential texts in Renais-
sance historiography. Burckhardt’s Thesis is well known: he presented the Ren-

28 Ibid., 182–88.
29 Denis J. J. Robichaud, “Competing Claims on the Legacies of Renaissance Humanism 

in Histories of Philology,” Erudition and the Republic of Letters 3 (2018): 177–222.
30 Paul F. Grendler, “Georg Voigt: Historian of Humanism,” in Humanism and Creativity 

in the Renaissance: Essays in Honor of Ronald G. Witt, ed. Christopher S. Celenza and Ken-
neth Gouwens, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 293–325.

31 For the presence of a “pagan spirit” in Florence, see ibid., 312–13. For Voigt’s criticism 
of fifteenth-century humanists, see ibid., 317.

32 Jacob Burckhardt, Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien: Ein Versuch (Basel: Schweig-
hauser, 1860).
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aissance as a period of regeneration, the beginning of a new era in stark con-
traposition with the “dark” Middle Ages. Paul Grendler noted that, despite the 
frequent perception that they were in conjunction with one another, Burckhardt 
and Voigt differed greatly in their account of humanism. This was because while 
Voigt equated humanism with the study of antiquity, Burckhardt saw the revival 
of Greek and Latin culture as one part of humanism, a movement he viewed as 
having emerged from the Italian genius.33

Nineteenth-century debates on humanism created a fertile ground for new 
debates in the twentieth century, from Martin Heidegger’s Letter on Human-
ism34 to Louis Althusser’s Anti-humanism,35 without neglecting the political de-
bates regarding the relationship between socialism and humanism.36 From an 
historiographical point of view, the contribution of three scholars laid the foun-
dation for our understanding of humanism in historical research: Hans Baron 
(1900–1988), Eugenio Garin (1909–2004), and Paul Oskar Kristeller (1905–
1999). Baron, a German who escaped from Nazi-Germany and spent most of 
his career in the United States, studied under Ernst Troeltsch, one of the leading 
nineteenth-century historians of the Reformation. Baron has become famous 
for coining the term civic humanism in his work, The Crisis of the Early Ital-
ian Renaissance.37 Moved by a strong normative approach,38 which he vindi-
cated as necessary to distinguish the positive and negative contributions of cer-
tain movements in the development of history, Baron described humanists as 
the founders of modern political values. The emergence of a republican state 
in early fifteenth-century Florence, and its resistance against the “tyrannical” 
Gian Galeozzo Visconti of Milan, assumed for Baron the value of an epoch-
changing event, that separated the Middle Ages from the Renaissance. The new 

33 Grendler, “George Voigt: Historian of Humanism,” 320.
34 For a recent account, see: Alfed Denker, “Martin Heideggers ‘Brief über den Humanis-

mus:’ Eine biographische und werkgeschchtliche Einordnung,” in Heidegger und der Human-
imus, ed. Alfred Denker and Holger Zaborowski (Freiburg; München: Karl Aber, 2017), 9–19.

35 For the reception of Heidegger in France in the second half of the twentieth century, see: 
Tom Rockmore, Heidegger and French Philosophy: Humanism, Antihumanism, and Being 
(London; New York: Routledge, 1995).

36 Florian Baab, Was ist Humanismus? Geschichte des Begriffes, Gegenkonzepte, säkulare 
Humanismen heute, Ratio fidei (Regensburg: Verlag Friedrich Pustet, 2013), 129–32.

37 Hans Baron, “The Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance: Civic Humanism and Repub-
lican Liberty in an Age of Classicism and Tyranny,” (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1955). For an assessment of Baron’s academic career, see: Riccardo Fubini, “Renaissance His-
torian: The Career of Hans Baron,” The Journal of Modern History 64 (1992): 541–74. For 
a recent discussion of Baron’s Thesis, see: James Hankins, “The ‘Baron Thesis’ after Forty 
Years and Some Recent Studies of Leonardo Bruni,” Journal of the History of Ideas 56 (1995): 
309–38.

38 This has been noticed by Christopher Celenza who pointed out that “in Baron’s view, 
the historian could, indeed must, make judgments about past figures and past epochs”. Cf. 
Christopher S. Celenza, The Lost Italian Renaissance: Humanists, Historians, and Latin’s Leg-
acy (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 37.
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hero, the father of Western political values, was no longer Petrarch, but Leonar-
do Bruni.39

The opposing views of humanism as an intellectual movement of the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries by Eugenio Garin and Paul Oskar Kristeller rep-
resent the two most influential conceptualizations of humanism as an intel-
lectual phenomenon of the early modern period. For Garin, fifteenth-century 
humanism completely broke with the Middle Ages. Humanists discovered a 
new way of approaching history and, in doing so, a new understanding of the 
human being emerged. According to Garin, the rediscovery of classical antiq-
uity and new concepts of human dignity are indissolubly joined together.40 On 
the other hand, Paul Oskar Kristeller paid more attention to the continuity be-
tween humanism and the Middle Ages. Unlike Garin, Kristeller did not concep-
tualize humanism as a philosophical movement; rather, he defined it primarily 
as a philological movement.41 James Hankins has pointed out that the opposing 
understanding of humanism of Kristeller and Garin mirror their different philo-
sophical backgrounds; whereas Garin was influenced by existentialism, Kris-
teller upheld neo-Kantianism.42

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the term “humanism” received the 
connotation which later generations of scholars would use in historical research 
on the early modern period. Meanwhile, the relationship between humanism 
and the Reformation received huge attention. In a survey of the historiography 
of the Reformation published in 1940, Wilhelm Pauck described the relation-
ship between humanism and the Reformation as one of the major themes of re-
search in Reformation Studies. Pauck distinguished between the different types 
of national humanisms: in France, while the “Christian humanism” of Jacques 
Lefèvre d’Étaples was an incentive for the transition from the Middle Ages to 
the Reformation, Pauck assumed “the secular Italian humanism” to be the main 
“modernizing” factor;43 in England, Pauck believed that there was no break be-
tween humanism and the Church, noting that the most prominent humanist of 
the country, John Colet, was “primarily a Christian and a Church man and sec-

39 Ibid.
40 Eugenio Garin, L’umanesimo italiano. Filosofia e vita civile nel Rinascimento, Bibliote-

ca di cultura moderna (Bari: Laterza, 1952); Medioevo e Rinascimento. Studi e ricerche, Bib-
lioteca di cultura moderna (Bari: Laterza, 1954).

41 Paul Oskar Kristeller, Renaissance Thought: The Classic, Scholastic, and Humanist 
Strains, Rev. and enl. ed., Harper Torchbooks (New York: Harper & Row, 1961).

42 James Hankins, “Garin and Paul Oskar Kristeller: Existentialism, Neo-Kantianism and 
the Post-War Interpretation of Renaissance Humanism,” in Eugenio Garin: Dal Rinascimento 
all’Illuminismo, ed. Michele Ciliberto (Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 2011), 481–
505. For further discussion on the approaches of Garin and Kristeller, see also: Celenza, The 
Lost Italian Renaissance, 28–57.

43 Wilhelm Pauck, “The Historiography of the German Reformation during the Past Twen-
ty Years,” Church History 9 (1940): 305–40.
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ondarily a Platonist and a Humanist”;44 in the Netherlands, although the main 
stress within humanism was upon education, it had, thanks to Erasmus, a spe-
cial “biblical character”;45 finally, following Gerhard Ritter’s investigation of 
medieval universities, Pauck pointed out that humanism was an important fac-
tor in the transition from the Middle Ages to the Reformation. He assigned a 
much more prominent role to Luther, however, who, equipped with the Bible, 
would liberate Christianity from scholasticism. Pauck concluded: “Thus it hap-
pened that primarily the Reformation and only secondarily Humanism shaped 
the character of early modern German civilization”.46

Two main scholars contributed to the configuration of contemporary research 
on the relationship between humanism and the Reformation: Bernd Moeller 
(1931–2020) and Lewis Spitz (1922–1999). In 1959, Bernd Moeller publish-
ed his Die deutschen Humanisten und die Anfänge der Reformation. Moeller 
described humanism and the Reformation as different in content, but similar 
in that both were forward-looking movements in opposition to scholasticism. 
Quoting Martin Bucer’s resumé of the Heidelberg Disputation to prove his 
point, Moeller introduced an expression which had huge success in subsequent 
scholarship: “productive misunderstanding” ( productive Mißverständnis). Ac-
cording to Moeller’s account, Bucer was wrong in claiming that Luther’s and 
Erasmus’ theology coincided; however, this arbitrary account of the events in 
Heidelberg had a positive result, since it helped Luther and the entire Refor-
mation movement to win the support of the humanists. For Moeller, humanism 
helped to pave the way for Luther’s theology, and supported Luther in the early 
years of the Reformation. Thus, he summarized the relationship between the 
two movements with another expression which has become very popular: ohne 
Humanismus, keine Reformation.47

In 1963, Lewis Spitz published his work The Religious Renaissance of the 
German Humanists.48 The book is a collection of a series of published articles, 
which Spitz dedicated to several so-called German Humanists, from Rudolph 
Agricola to Johannes Reuch lin. The last one of these prominent figures of early 
modern Europe is no less than Martin Luther. Spitz described German human-
ism as a movement characterized by “a romantic cultural nationalism and reli-
gious enlightenment” and both these aspects “were of tremendous importance 
to the Reformation movement”.49 After noting the lack of a common definition 
of the term humanism itself, Spitz noted that humanism can be understood both 

44 Ibid., 316.
45 Ibid., 316–17.
46 Ibid., 317.
47 Bernd Moeller, “Die deutschen Humanisten und die Anfänge der Reformation,” Zeit-

schrift für Kirchengeschichte 70 (1959): 46–71.
48 Lewis William Spitz, The Religious Renaissance of the German Humanists (Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963).
49 Ibid., 2.
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Loewenich, Walter von 4
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289–92, 327
Peter of Ravenna  50–51
Peter of Spain, see Hispanus, Peter
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