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Introduction

Jan Stievermann and Randall C. Zachman

On the occasion of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, the University of 
Notre Dame and Heidelberg University joined together to explore the significance 
of the Reformation from an ecumenical point of view, by means of a series of col-
loquies on various aspects of the Reformation, and on the relationship of the Ref-
ormation to the development of modernity. These colloquies included members 
of the theology and history faculties of the two universities, along with many in-
ternational scholars invited to enrich each of our conversations by means of their 
particular areas of expertise. The central purpose of the Heidelberg-Notre Dame 
colloquies was to develop an innovative joint research project on the same subject 
in order to initiate a long-term relationship for the future among the scholars in-
volved and the institutions they represent, in particular the theology and history 
departments, as well as the American Studies programs at the two universities. 
Thus the colloquies themselves had an explicitly ecumenical goal at the heart of 
their creation.

The essays in this volume grew from select contributions presented at the collo-
quies in Rome, Heidelberg, and Notre Dame between 2016 and 2017, that address-
ed our historical understanding of the Reformation and its relationship to moder-
nity. These colloquies not only bore the fruit of the scholarship represented in this 
volume, but they also represent a remarkable collaboration between Roman Cath-
olic and Protestant scholars and universities.

The three colloquies represented in this volume engaged three major questions. 
a) How do we interpret and assess the Reformation as a historical and theological 
event, as a historiographic category, and as a cultural myth from the perspective of 
different disciplines and confessional traditions? b) What are the long-term global 
legacies of the Reformation as manifest in the development of distinct Christian 
world religions and competing confessional cultures, producing different types of 
modernities? Here a specific goal was to revisit the deeply-entrenched understand-
ing that the Reformation was a decisive trigger of the process of modernization, 
and that Protestant societies and cultures were at the forefront of much that we as-
sociate with Western modernity – an understanding that has informed both trium-
phant glorifications and sharp indictments of Luther, Calvin, and their legacies. To 
compare different confessional modernities, we examined how Catholic and Prot-
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estant theologies and lived religions interacted with the development of modern 
empires and nation-states, with the emergence of the natural, historical and biblical 
sciences, as well as with divergent legal cultures and traditions in education and so-
cial welfare. c) Finally, the colloquia addressed the challenging question regarding 
how the Reformation should be commemorated (or can be celebrated) from an 
ecumenical perspective today.

The initial colloquy in Rome looked at the status of the Protestant Reformation 
in contemporary academic discourse, and considered “the Reformation” as a his-
toriographic and normative challenge. How do we access and assess the Protestant 
Reformation as a historical and theological event today? One important dimension 
of this question is: When and how did the developments initiated by Luther and 
others become the event that we now call the Reformation? Here a special focus 
was on how constructing “the Reformation” was bound up with subsequent proc-
esses of confessionalization and later confessional traditions of historiography. The 
Rome conference thus featured several presentations on the Reformation as a his-
toriographical construct or as a religious and cultural “myth,” and addressed how 
we should work with the normative descriptions of these constructs today. The con-
tributions of Emidio Campi on the myth of the Reformation, and Scott Dixon on 
the construction of the German Reformation explore these issues in more depth.

Another important question has to do with how much historical particularity, 
and how much theological unity, one should grant to the event now referred to 
as the Protestant Reformation? Several chapters in this volume discuss issues re-
garding the multiplicity of Protestant Reformations as well as continuities and dis-
continuities between these Protestant Reformations and previous or contempora-
ry Catholic reform movements. How did religious reform movements in the late 
middle ages contribute to the rise of the Protestant Reformation? These questions 
about the intellectual and religious climate of early modern Europe were addressed 
again in light of the new academic research that has drawn attention to the spiri-
tual traditions leading to the Reformation and the conciliar-institutional dynam-
ics of reform. But where does this lead us? Was the Protestant Reformation simply 
another one of these reform movements or was it rather something essentially dif-
ferent? In the context of this colloquy, we also asked whether we should address 
“the Reformation” in the fuller paradigm of “multiple Reformations.” The contri-
butions of Euan Cameron on early reform impulses, Randall Zachman on the ad-
equacy of the term “Protestant” to describe the evangelical Reformations, and Ute 
Lotz-Heumann on historical paradigm shifts in Reformation research all address 
various aspects of this set of questions.

The ramifications of the simultaneity of the Reformation with the global expan-
sion of European civilization was a further question posed by this first conference. 
This was addressed especially with a view to the issue of ecclesial mission. Here we 
were particularly concerned with the way in which this mission contributed to the 
development of Catholicism and Protestantism into new and distinct “world re-
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ligions.” In this framework, we touched upon a theme which was treated further 
at the second colloquy in Heidelberg, namely the question about the nature and 
long-term influence of the fierce competition in which these confessional identities 
were engaged. At the same time, the New World also became an important center 
of radical inner-Protestant reform movements that rejected European-derived con-
fessional traditions and sought to restore the unity of “primitive” Christianity. How 
were these dynamics essential to the primary reforming impulses, and in what way 
were they new transformations of these traditions? Jan Stievermann approaches 
these issues from the perspective of developments in colonial America, whereas 
John O’Malley, S. J. does so by means of the development of different forms of pas-
toral care in the Roman Catholic context.

The central subject of the second colloquy held at Heidelberg University in-
volved the complex interrelationships between the different confessional cultures 
that emerged in the wake of the Reformation, and the distinct forms of modernity 
which these cultures produced. Drawing on recent scholarship on confessionaliza-
tion, modernization, and theories of multiple modernities, our guiding assump-
tion was that there is not one form of modernity as the teleological apex of a his-
torical genealogy that can be traced back to the Protestant Reformation. Instead we 
conceived of many competing intellectual and cultural and religious frameworks 
which drew upon and uniquely modified the processes of modernization.

This colloquy critically engaged with influential narratives that have either cel-
ebrated or blamed the Reformation, claiming that it was the basic impulse behind 
Western modernity with its perceived accomplishments or failures. This engage-
ment can best be seen in the chapter contributed by Hartmut Lehmann on the 
poisonous effect of nationalism in the era from 1800–1950. At the same time, we 
pushed back in this colloquy against the tendency in some scholarship to overlook 
the important differences between these confessional modernities and sought in-
stead to promote a comparative perspective on several key areas of modernization. 
Diverse Catholic and Protestant traditions, as embedded in different regional, so-
cial, and political contexts, were examined with regard to how they interacted with 
the development of modern empires, nation-states and their identities, with the 
emergence of the natural, historical and biblical sciences, as well as with divergent 
legal cultures and traditions in education and social welfare. In this way, we hoped 
to highlight parallel developments as well as crucial divergences. Special attention 
was given to the dynamic tension of confessionalization (understood as a process 
of creedal-formation, community-formation and ultimately identity-formation in 
contradistinction to other confessional creeds, communities and identities) as a 
productive force, which propelled modernization processes forward through com-
petition.

One aspect of the productive force of confessionalization explored in the Hei-
delberg colloquy concerned the formation of Protestantism and Catholicism as 
modern world religions, and the related development of confessional empires, na-
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tions, and missions. What differences as well as similarities can be observed in the 
building of Protestant and Catholic empires? Were certain Protestant traditions 
prone to a closer relationship with the modern nation-state and the ideologies of 
nationalism and colonialism, as is often assumed? How did the specific relation-
ships with empires and nation-states influence the development of Catholic and 
Protestant churches as world religions especially with view to their spread across 
the globe? In what ways did they become bound up with ethnic or racial identi-
ty formations and in what ways did they produce resistance to these formations? 
The contributions of Simon Ditchfield on the making of Roman Catholicism as a 
world religion, and Patrick Griffin on the meaning of the Seven Years’ War, address 
these questions from the global as well as American contexts.

Taking a comparative approach, two chapters engage with the question of where 
and how the confessional cultures of the post-Reformation period prepared for 
and pushed forward the critical streams of modern thought represented in the En-
lightenment and in the rise of secularization. Where and how did they resist these 
streams leading to the early Enlightenment? John Betz in particular examines this 
question by means of his examination of the thought of J. G. Hamann. Volker Lep-
pin analyzes secularism as a legitimate heritage of the Reformation, by means of a 
close examination of the thought of Friedrich Gogarten on secularization.

In recent decades the legal, educational, and diaconical dimensions of the Ref-
ormation and post-Reformation confessional cultures were newly discovered. 
Scholarship has drawn attention to specific traditions emerging from different con-
fessional cultures. In addition to this, contemporary debates about the relationship 
between religion and law in the Western world have been revisited in light of the 
religious diversification and multiculturalism. This colloquy sought to expand this 
research by comparing the role of natural law traditions and academic legal studies 
in Protestant and Catholic societies. One of the questions here is to what degree 
the legal traditions in the post-Reformation context were liberating society from 
the grasp of religion, and to what degree they were a continuation of pre-modern 
traditions of Roman legal theory. The chapter by Christoph Strohm on confession 
and law in early modern Europe is especially germane here. Other presentations 
focused on convergences and divergences in Catholic and Protestant cultures since 
the early-modern period regarding diaconical approaches and the role of the wel-
fare state, in particular the chapter by Johannes Eurich on the influence of religious 
traditions on the development of social welfare.

The third colloquy held at the University of Notre Dame addressed the issue of 
the authority and interpretation of Scripture in the Reformation and modern peri-
ods. We posed two questions in particular: a) To what extent can it still be main-
tained that the Protestant Reformation triggered a revolution in our understanding 
of the Bible, which, in turn, had a transformative influence on intellectual modern-
ization? Here, a crucial issue to consider is the status of the Scriptures in theology, 
especially with a view to the debates with ecclesial authority structures. In what 
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regard did the Scriptures, as interpreted by the individual, acquire a new status 
of authority over against tradition and ecclesial authority? The chapters by Greta 
Kroeker on Erasmus, Paul Peterson on Karlstadt, and Manfred Oeming on Luther 
speak to these questions in particular. b) What differences as well as similarities can 
be observed in the subsequent history of biblical interpretation, as it played out in 
the different post-Reformation confessional cultures? Douglas Sweeney and Ryan 
Hoselton examine these questions in light of early evangelical and pietist exegesis 
whereas David Lincicum and Friederike Nüssel examine these questions in the de-
velopment of Protestant exegesis in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with 
special attention to F. C. Baur and Martin Kähler. The impact of particular scientif-
ic traditions as well as the increasing number of historical sources was also address-
ed with a view to their effect on Biblical studies and theology. Matthias Konradt 
in particular explores the meaning of the Reformation criterion of sola Scriptura in 
light of the rise of the historical-critical interpretation of Scripture.

The final colloquy in Jerusalem, which is not represented in this volume, but 
which was the terminus of all four colloquies, gathered stock of the previous con-
ferences and attempted to lay a new foundation for our academic and ecclesial re-
flection on the Reformation from an ecumenical perspective. Questions were ad-
dressed here such as, how can the Reformation be understood from a Catholic and 
a Protestant perspective today? What place should it take in the broader historical 
narrative of modernity and modernities? In what ways can a culture of remem-
brance and commemoration be encouraged which acknowledges the failures and 
violence of the Reformation period while also drawing upon the positive aspects 
from this period, as resources for the advancement of human flourishing?

These final questions point to the ultimate goal we are seeking to address in this 
volume and the larger project, which is to learn what it means to remember the 
Reformation of the sixteenth century in light of all the parties affected by it, and in 
light of all of the consequences that followed from it up to the present, and not just 
as an event which lies at the foundation of the Lutheran or Protestant traditions. 
Our hope is that by remembering the Reformation and its consequences in a truly 
comparative and ecumenical way, we will help to pave the way to an even more 
ecumenical future. This may not mean a future in which all divisions and conflicts 
of the past are overcome in a reunited church polity, but rather one in which our 
own identities as Christians in our particular traditions might be increasingly in-
formed by the vision of Christian life and thought embodied by those who accom-
pany us in other Christian traditions. For as the essays in this volume show, the di-
visions of Christendom after the Reformation were not only destructive – though 
they certainly were – but they were also highly productive of new ways of minister-
ing in the church, or of thinking about law and justice, or of interpreting Scripture. 
It is our hope that the essays in this volume will lead to further productive efforts to 
envision and embody what it means to be a Christian in our own place and time, 
as heirs of the Reformation and the modernities it helped to create.
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Reconsidering Early-Reformation and 
Catholic-Reform Impulses

Euan Cameron

Introduction: “Pre-reform” in Historiography and History

A long-running literature, and some equally long-running controversies, have 
grown up around the idea of reforming impulses in the Latin Church in Europe 
before the Reformation. As a historian making my first steps in the history of the 
later Middle Ages and Reformation, I grew up on Augustin Renaudet’s Préréforme 
et humanisme à Paris pendant les premières guerres d’Italie (1494–1517),1 a work which 
celebrated its centenary in 2016. Renaudet’s vision encompassed the ascetic and 
monastic reforms as well as the intellectual experiments of the last decades of the 
fifteenth and the first decades of the sixteenth century. His description of the found-
ing of the order of the “Minim” friars, and their influence in France, still stands as 
an object lesson in this kind of historiography.2 An earlier generation of scholars 
was raised on the idea of “reformers before the Reformation” or “forerunners of the 
Reformation.” Such “forerunners” did not invalidate the historical importance or 
deny the creativity of the reformers of the sixteenth century: but they showed how 
the Reformation did not come out of nowhere.3

These historical trends derived, ultimately, from much older movements of con-
fessionally motivated historical theology. The idea of “reformers before the Ref-
ormation” in the Protestant mindset reached back to the quest for forerunners in 
the ecclesiological polemics of the sixteenth century. Catholic critics of Luther in 
his own time (such as Johannes Eck in his Enchiridion) had begun this tradition 

1  Augustin Renaudet, Préréforme et humanisme à Paris pendant les premières guerres d’Italie 
(1494–1517) (Paris: Librairie Ancienne Honoré Champion, 1916; 2nd ed., Paris: Librairie d’Ar-
gences, 1953).

2  Renaudet, Préréforme et humanism (1916 ed.), 171–73.
3  For some of the many different perspectives on this question see Carl Ullmann, Reformers 

before the Reformation: Principally in Germany and the Netherlands, trans. Robert Menzies, 2 vols., 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1863–77); Pierre Janelle, The Catholic Reformation (Milwaukee: Bruce 
Pub. Co., 1949); Heiko A. Oberman, ed., Forerunners of the Reformation: The Shape of Late Me-
dieval Thought, illustrated by Key Documents, with translations by Paul L. Nyhus (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston, 1966).
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by claiming that he was simply resurrecting ancient and long-disproved heresies.4 
Fairly soon, however, they had reversed their argument to ask instead “where was 
the church of the Reformation before Luther?” If Luther taught something un-
heard-of in the church for many centuries, and if he opposed beliefs and practices 
which had gone unchallenged in the church for so long, then how (or so the argu-
ment went) could he claim to speak for the “True Church?” To answer this criti-
cism, antiquarian Lutheran scholars, above all the indefatigable manuscript-collec-
tor and forerunner-hunter Matthias Flacius Illyricus, discovered a whole range of 
“witnesses to the truth, who have cried out against the pope before our time.”5 On 
the whole these arguments sought theological antecedents, rather than individual 
people believed to have foretold the reform. Nevertheless, the story of Jan Hus’s 
prophecy, of the swan who would sing a century after the goose was burned, would 
resonate through Lutheran propaganda in the sixteenth century.6 Many of these 
forerunner-seekers conceived of the Reformation in apocalyptic terms: the decline 
of the medieval church was the work of Satan, whose ultimate conquest was fore-
told in Revelation.7 Not only the ultimate triumph of the Church, but its travails 
in the Middle Ages and its restoration in the Reformation, were foretold in proph-
ecy and held in the mind and plan of God.8

Conversely, Roman Catholic scholars discovered “pre-reform” a few centuries 
later, with precisely the opposite aim in view. John Henry Newman’s An Essay on 
the Development of Christian Doctrine, through its multiple editions accompanied 
and charted its author’s transition from Anglicanism to Roman Catholicism.9 In 
the wake of this approach to Catholic history, other Catholic historians embraced 
the idea that the Church need not always have espoused precisely and fully from 
the very first all the doctrines and practices that it now held. The tradition could 
develop in a way that was authentic to itself. Catholic historians from the late nine-
teenth century discovered “pre-reform” as precisely this kind of self-discovery in 

4  See references in Euan Cameron, “Medieval Heretics as Protestant Martyrs,” in Martyrs and 
Martyrologies: Papers Read at the 1992 Summer Meeting and the 1993 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesias-
tical History Society, ed. D. Wood, Studies in Church History, vol. 30 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 
185–207, at 187–89.

5  Matthias Flacius Illyricus, Catalogus testium veritatis: qui ante nostram ætatem reclamarunt 
papæ (Basel: Joannes Oporinus, 1556).

6  See Phillip N. Haberkern, Patron Saint and Prophet: Jan Hus in the Bohemian and German 
Reformations (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), esp. 189, 212.

7  For different confessional readings see Irena Backus, Reformation Readings of the Apocalypse: 
Geneva, Zurich, and Wittenberg (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).

8  For further details on these arguments see my articles, “Primitivism, Patristics and Polemic 
in Protestant Visions of Early Christianity,” in Sacred History: Uses of the Christian Past in the Ren-
aissance World, ed. Katherine van Liere, Simon Ditchfield, and Howard Louthan (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 27–51; and “The Bible and the Early Modern Sense of History,” in The 
New Cambridge History of the Bible: Volume III, From 1450 to 1750, ed. Euan Cameron (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2016), 657–85.

9  See John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (London: 
J. Toovey, 1845).
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the life of the Catholic tradition. Many Catholic reformers had addressed both the 
ethical and the doctrinal issues that troubled Martin Luther long before he came 
on the scene. The Catholic Church, the argument went, was already addressing its 
moral, theological and spiritual challenges before Martin Luther inaugurated the 
Protestant Reformation. Luther did not complete, but rather derailed and distract-
ed from, that process of renewal. In this light, Luther was irrelevant to the grand 
narrative of Western Christianity.10

These rival arguments were of course both highly confessional and partisan. 
Both sides of the argument rested on what was until some thirty years ago a reason-
ably widely shared belief among Protestant, Catholic and uncommitted scholars: 
that the later medieval Church was in a poor state in terms of discipline, econom-
ics, governance, and spiritual life. In other words, “pre-reform” was a dire neces-
sity in a Church beset with the Great Schism, the Hussite crisis, late scholasticism, 
the hypertrophic growth of the curial bureaucracy, and the Renaissance papacy. 
However, over the last forty years or so a rather different picture of the late mediev-
al Church in the West has emerged. In this more modern view, the period from 
c. 1350 to c. 1500 should, first of all, be viewed on its own terms, rather than as an 
antithetical prelude to the Protestant Reformation, or an incomplete anticipation 
of sixteenth-century Catholic reform.11 Secondly, the administrative and jurisdic-
tional crises of the late medieval Church did not amount to the whole story. The 
same theologians who proposed radical conciliar solutions to the Great Schism of 
the West also wrote powerfully and pastorally about the spiritual needs and chal-
lenges of ordinary people.12 Fifteenth-century Christians made enormous invest-
ments in beautifying worship through art and architecture. Religious orders di-
versified, as a result of the observance movement, and innovated. New shrines and 
devotions tapped enormous enthusiasm among the ordinary faithful, even if not 
all theologians responded positively to these new cults.13 Some accounts present the 
traditional faith of late medieval Europe in positively rosy terms.14

However, this argument, that all was really going very well with the late mediev-
al Church, raises certain obvious difficulties. The most conspicuous problem is that 

10  For a classic and very learned version of this argument, see Heinrich Denifle, Luther et le 
luthéranisme: étude faite d’après les sources, trans, J. Paquier, 4 vols. (Paris: A. Picard et fils, 1912–14), 
esp. vol. 3, ch. 4; see discussion in A. G. Dickens, The German Nation and Martin Luther (London: 
Edward Arnold, 1974), 91 ff.

11  See for example Francis Oakley, The Western Church in the Later Middle Ages (Ithaca, NY, 
and London: Cornell University Press, 1979); Berndt Hamm, The Reformation of Faith in the Con-
text of Late Medieval Theology and Piety, ed. Robert J. Bast (Leiden: Brill, 2004).

12  For the extensive pastoral literature, see e. g. Michael D. Bailey, Fearful Spirits, Reasoned 
Follies: the Boundaries of Superstition in Late Medieval Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2013).

13  See especially Caroline Walker Bynum, Wonderful Blood: Theology and Practice in Late Me-
dieval Northern Germany and Beyond (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007).

14  This positive view is associated above all with Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Tra-
ditional Religion in England, 1400–1580 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992).
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many contemporaries did not share this view, or at least, claimed that they did not. 
Those same clergy and theologians who developed a sensitive pastoral theology in 
the first half of the fifteenth century also called for “reform” of the whole Church. 
If that proved impossible, as it almost certainly would, they called for reform of as 
many individual components of the Church as possible.15 It had become a cliché 
to lament the decadent state of the Catholic Church. The very passion that drove 
the spiritual and devotional innovations of the era also inspired laments about the 
need for reform. It is of course quite possible that calls for reform may derive from 
rising expectations and higher standards rather than lower performance.16 More-
over, the criteria may have changed. Since the age of the friars, expectations of real 
communication between clergy and laity had risen. Many key texts expressed a call 
for clergy both to instruct and to set good examples for their flock: performance 
of sacramental duties and vicarious holiness was insufficient.17 Seculars and regu-
lars actively competed for the spiritual attention of the laity (especially those with 
money to give). In his colloquy The Funeral, Erasmus of Rotterdam described how 
around the bed of a dying man there gathered not only the parish priest, but sev-
eral orders of monks and representatives of all four mendicant orders. One speaker 
asked sarcastically “so many vultures at one corpse?”18 The intended point was to 
satirize the rapacity of rival orders of clergy: the unintended effect was to testify to 
their competitive approach to pastoral care.

The Call for Reform: A Thematic Approach

Ultimately, one need not worry unduly over the unanswerable question of whether 
the pastoral ministry of the Church was better in 1500 than it had been in 1200, or 
worse. The evidence from many levels and branches of the Church suggests that, 
whether for the sake of improvement or recovery, many voices called for something 
like “reform” in the religious life of Western Europe. Moreover, by “reform” they all 
meant different things, even if one leaves out of account the radical transformation 
associated with the sixteenth-century Protestant reformers. “Reform” could mean 

15  For this call for fragmentary and piecemeal reforms, see Johannes Nider’s Formicarius, edit-
ed as De Visionibus ac revelationibus (Helmstedt: 1692), bk 1, ch 7, pp. 96–99; and the echoes of 
Nider in Johannes Geiler von Kaisersberg, Die Emeis (Strasbourg, Johannes Grieninger, 1517), ser-
mon 8, fos. 18–20.

16  See discussion in Euan Cameron, The European Reformation, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2012), 51–53.

17  See for instance the late thirteenth century text known as Ignorantia Sacerdotum, inspired 
by the Franciscan archbishop of Canterbury, John Pecham. See discussion in Duffy, Stripping of 
the Altars, 53–54.

18  Erasmus, Colloquies, translated and annotated by Craig R. Thompson, 2 vols., Collected 
Works of Erasmus, vols. 39–40 (Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 763–95; 
quotation at 767.
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the restoration of discipline to the religious life according to essentially traditional 
models, such as a meticulous return to the monastic rule of the founder. It could 
include a basically conservative, backward-looking desire to reanimate the religious 
life, but in terms of the spiritual movements specific to the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, whether these were the devotio moderna or Christian humanism. (It will 
be remembered that neither of these movements just cited were remotely homog-
eneous.) Some of the more radical Christian Humanists envisaged reform as a re-
orientation of the emphases of lived Christianity away from ceremony and dogma 
towards ethics and spirituality. That transformation could entail (but not always) 
fierce critiques of theology and the religious life as then practiced. At the opposite 
extreme, “reform” could be conceived in a strictly administrative mode. It could 
denote the effort to run a diocese with greater honesty, efficiency and consistency. 
It could mean tidying up the messy papal bureaucracy, or applying more stringent 
standards to the ordination of clergy by the episcopate. This list by no means ex-
hausts the possibilities. Moreover, one cannot easily distinguish one type of “re-
former” from another: several significant figures advocated for and participated in 
a variety of different kinds of reform, as this article will argue. Therefore, one needs 
to take a thematic approach, which distinguishes different strands in the concept 
of “reform” and even overflows beyond that concept. Accordingly, this paper will 
not focus primarily on people, or even on groups or salons of “reformers” whether 
in Meaux, Naples, Viterbo or elsewhere. It will draw out a series of themes and is-
sues, and suggest how these played out and were developed in multiple different 
contexts.

Theme 1: The Return to Ascetic Discipline

There are numerous examples of people who in the years before 1520 enthusias-
tically embraced the call to a life of religious abstinence and self-discipline and, 
by doing so, acted as examples and provocations to others who were considering 
their own religious position. As mentioned earlier, the various modes of Francis-
can reform produced a variety of new offshoots on the eve of the Reformation. The 
Observant Franciscans, formalized descendants of the medieval “Spirituals,” were 
separated from the remaining “Conventuals” as a distinct order in 1517. Giovanni 
Pietro Carafa, the future Paul IV, would draw from this division the lesson that the 
Conventual Franciscans were a dangerously undisciplined group and a threat to 
orthodoxy.19 The Capuchin Friars also grew apart from the main movement, dis-
tinguishing themselves by a special form of hood.20 As noted earlier, the Minims 

19  See Carafa’s 1532 memorandum as translated in Elisabeth G. Gleason, ed., Reform Thought 
in Sixteenth-Century Italy (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981), 58–59.

20  Zaccaria Boverio, Annali de’ Frati Minori Cappuccini, 2 vols. (Venice: Giunti, 1643–5); Karl 



8	 Euan Cameron

(the “Most Minor Brethren”) set a particularly powerful example of ascetic self-
discipline.21 Nor was this impulse confined to the Franciscans. The Venetian no-
bleman Gasparo Contarini received a powerful impulse to his own spiritual quest 
from the decision of his friends Paolo Giustiniani and Vincenzo Querini to enter a 
Camaldolese monastic community around 1510–11.22 Ultimately Contarini would 
seek his answers elsewhere; but there is no evidence that he felt anything but admi-
ration for their choices. Monastic discipline could be focused on other goals than 
just self-mortification. The Cassinese Benedictines cultivated a distinctive theolog-
ical agenda based on Eastern as well as Latin sources.23 The Augustinians generated 
a range of scholarly orders devoted to their patron’s theological legacy, including 
the Lateran Canons in Italy and the Observant Eremites in Germany and else-
where.24

Theme 2: The Humanist Call for the Reinvigoration of the Secular Clergy

The most daunting challenge in the call for “reform” of the Church came from the 
secular clergy and the episcopate. To some extent, the observant movement was tai-
lor-made for elitist communities whose members aimed to set extraordinarily high 
standards through maintaining collective and individual purity and discipline. Iso-
lation – which at times meant even isolation from the contaminating effects of the 
unreformed brothers and sisters of the original order – allowed a relentless focus on 
high ideals. Such a strategy proved quite impossible for the seculars. By definition 
and by nature they were in the world. Ordinary priests faced economic challenges, 
the insistent rivalry of the regulars in pastoral care, and the temptations of a secu-
lar society which their education, such as it was, made hard to resist. Bishops were 
promoted for a whole host of reasons, political and dynastic as well as professional 
and administrative. Contemporaries recognized these challenges and tried to find 
ways to address them. Much of the surviving residue left by this effort takes the 
form of treatises of exhortation, dedicated to bishops and other clergy by their tu-
tors, mentors, or opinion-formers in the Humanist movement. These treatises are 

Benrath, Bernardino Ochino, of Siena: a Contribution towards the History of the Reformation, trans. 
Helen Zimmern (London: J. Nisbet & Co., 1876), 11–15.

21  See further references in Cameron, European Reformation, 48.
22  Elisabeth G. Gleason, Gasparo Contarini: Venice, Rome, and Reform (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1993), 11–24.
23  Barry Collett, Italian Benedictine Scholars and the Reformation: The Congregation of Santa 

Giustina of Padua (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985).
24  J. W. O’Malley, Giles of Viterbo on Church and Reform: A  Study of Renaissance Thought, 

SMRT 5 (Leiden: Brill, 1968); for the theories of an “Augustinian school,” see e. g. Heiko A. Ober-
man and Frank A. James, III, eds., Via Augustini: Augustine in the later Middle Ages, Renaissance, 
and Reformation: Essays in Honor of Damasus Trapp, SMRT 48 (Leiden and New York: E. J. Brill, 
1991).



	 Reconsidering Early-Reformation and Catholic-Reform Impulses� 9

redolent of pious clichés. However, the particular clichés chosen by their authors 
can be instructive: and even works from relatively similar backgrounds were by no 
means all alike.

This section will examine and compare two such writings from the very eve of 
the Reformation debates, Josse Clichtove’s On the Life and Manners of Priests (1519) 
and Gasparo Contarini’s On the Office of a Bishop (1517).25 Clichtove had been a 
pupil of Lefèvre d’Étaples, but took a conservative stance towards the Reformation 
and became a trenchant opponent of Luther in his later years. He dedicated On 
the Life and Manners of Priests to Louis Guilliard, bishop of Tournai, for whom he 
served as tutor. The starting point for Clichtove’s oration was the dignity and gran-
deur of the role of a sacrificing priesthood. To make this argument, Clichtove com-
bined authorities from pagan antiquity, Hebrew Scripture and Christian history 
without any apparent sense of their incongruity or incompatibility. In a manner 
reminiscent of Gregory VII, he recalled many instances in which kings and emper-
ors had shown respect for priests.26 For Clichtove, the dignity of the priesthood de-
rived above all from the priest’s authority and power to consecrate the Eucharist. 
Neither the angels nor even the Blessed Virgin had this privilege.27 To perform this 
function the priest needed the gifts of knowledge, holiness of life, and humility.28 
Because of the dignity of the work, he was clear that it must not be undertaken 
unworthily.29 There then followed a list of conventional but highly conservative 
virtues that the priest ought to cultivate, including humility, liberality, and abste-
miousness.30

However, Clichtove identified one virtue as above all necessary for the priest to 
cultivate. He laid a greatly extended stress on chastity and complete sexual con-
tinence. This topic occupied five chapters out of twenty-five in the work, whereas 
the other priestly virtues only merited one each.31 To justify a celibate priesthood 
out of the Old Testament required Clichtove to engage in some fairly specious ex-
egesis of Hebrew Scripture. He insisted with copious canon law quotations that 
only a bishop could absolve a priest from the sin of incontinence. To deter priests 
from the company of women he quoted (rather inappropriately) some passages 
from the disillusioned amorous poet Ovid, as well as some of the more misogynis-
tic writings of late antique Hebrew wisdom literature.32 From this text, it becomes 
clear that Clichtove, the dedicated Christian humanist, held an ideal of priesthood 

25  Josse Clichtove [Jodocus Clichtoveus], De vita et moribus sacerdotum, opusculum: singularem 
eorum dignitatem ostendens, & quibus ornati esse debeant virtutibus: explanans (Parisiis: Ex officina 
Simonis Colinaei, 1520).

26  Clichtove, De vita et moribus, chapter III, fos. 8v–11v.
27  Ibid., chapter V, fos. 14r–16r.
28  Ibid., chapters IX–XI, fos. 23v–31r.
29  Ibid., chapter XII, fos. 31r–34r.
30  Ibid., chapters XV–XIX, fos. 40r–54v.
31  Ibid., chapters XX–XXIV, fos. 55r–75r.
32  Ibid., chapter XXIII, at fos. 66v, 67v.
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that was not only entirely conventional, but was militantly conservative. He argued 
with a severity that went beyond the commonplaces of his age. Even before Martin 
Luther had made his frontal theological assault on the concept of Eucharistic sac-
rifice as a “good work” and against the imposition of obligatory priestly celibacy in 
1520, Clichtove was already resolved to defend these theological and disciplinary 
principles to the utmost.33

Gasparo Contarini’s On the Office of a Good Person and a Bishop presents a 
startling contrast to Clichtove’s work in many ways. Contarini was a devout and 
learned scholar with an already proven interest in spiritual matters.34 In the vehe-
mently anticlerical atmosphere of early sixteenth-century Venice, however, any 
family which had one of its members ordained priest could suffer political restric-
tions, which for an elite family like the Contarini would cause great inconven-
ience.35 So Gasparo remained a layman until the latest possible moment that his 
burgeoning career in Roman curial circles allowed.36 In 1517, Contarini published 
this work with a dedication to Pietro Lippomano, Bishop Elect of Bergamo. Con-
tarini would have had every reason to expect that a well-educated and well-moti-
vated bishop-elect would wish to elevate the standards of his office and his diocese. 
Italy already had examples of zealous reformer-bishops stretching back well into 
the fifteenth century.37

The work displays its author’s enthusiasm for philosophy. In Contarini’s opin-
ion, a bishop should guide the people in their growth towards the perfection for 
which their natures were intended.38 Ironically, Contarini showed much more re-
serve towards aspects of humanistic education than Clichtove had done. He repeat-
edly warned against the effect of reading too much classical literature, especially in 
the amorous classical poets.39 Contarini enumerated a range of episcopal virtues, 
which were modified versions of the classical virtues to be cultivated by all good 
people. The only habitual piece of prelatical misconduct that he expressed concern 
about was non-residence.40

33  Compare Luther’s critiques of the alleged sacrosanct nature of the priesthood, and of the 
obligation to celibacy, in LW 44, 127–31, 177–79, and LW 36, 101–02.

34  Gasparo Contarini, The Office of a Bishop (De officio viri boni et probi episcopi), introduced, 
translated, and edited by John Patrick Donnelly (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 2002). 
For the sources for his early theological struggles see Gleason, ed., Reform Thought, 24–31.

35  William J. Bouwsma, Venice and the Defense of Republican Liberty: Renaissance Values in the 
Age of the Counter Reformation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 64–65.

36  Gleason, Gasparo Contarini, 131–32.
37  To name but two examples, the Carthusian prior of Bologna, Niccolò Albergati (1373–1443), 

elected bishop of the city in 1417, conducted a rigorous visitation after his election; similarly, the 
Dominican St Antonino Pierozzi (1389–1459), Archbishop of Florence from 1443, disciplined his 
clergy with some severity.

38  Contarini, Office of a Bishop, 31–33.
39  Ibid., 42–45, and again on 100–1, 108–11.
40  Ibid., 68–69.
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