
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Response to Luther 
Luther was astonished (surprised) at how rapidly his ideas spread and attracted followers. Many people had been 

unhappy with the Church for political and economic reasons. They saw Luther’s protests as a way to challenge Church 

control. 

 

The Pope’s Threat  

Initially, Church officials in Rome viewed Luther simply as a rebellious monk who needed to be punished by his 

superiors. However, as Luther’s ideas became more popular, the pope realized that this monk was a serious threat. In 

one angry reply to Church criticism, Luther actually suggested that Christians drive the pope from the Church by force. 

 

In 1520, Pope Leo X issued a decree (statement) threatening Luther with excommunication unless he took back his 

statements. Luther did not take back a word. Instead, his students at Wittenberg gathered around a bonfire and cheered 

as he threw the pope’s decree into the flames. Leo excommunicated Luther. 

 

The Emperor’s Opposition  

Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, a devout (committed) Catholic, also opposed Luther’s teaching. Charles controlled a 

vast (large) empire, including the German states. He summoned Luther to the town of Worms (vawrmz) in 1521 to stand 

trial. Told to recant, or take back his statements, Luther refused: 
 

P R I M A RY S O U R C E 

I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the Word 

of God. I cannot and I will not retract anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go 

against conscience. I cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may God help me. Amen. 

MARTIN LUTHER, quoted in The Protestant Reformation by Lewis W. Spitz 

 

A month after Luther made that speech, Charles issued an imperial (royal) order, the Edict of Worms. It declared Luther 

an outlaw and a heretic. According to this edict, no one in the empire was to give Luther food or shelter. All his books 

were to be burned. However, Prince Frederick the Wise of Saxony disobeyed the emperor. For almost a year after the 

trial, he sheltered Luther in one of his castles. While there, Luther translated the New Testament into German. 

 

Luther returned to Wittenberg in 1522. There he discovered that many of his ideas were already being put into practice 

(use). Instead of continuing to seek reforms in the Catholic Church, Luther and his followers had become a separate 

religious group, called Lutherans. 

 

 

 

THE RESPONSE TO LUTHER AND 

THE CATHOLIC REFORMATION 



The Catholic Reformation 
While Protestant churches won many followers, millions remained true to 

Catholicism. Helping Catholics to remain loyal was a movement within the Catholic 

Church to reform itself. This movement is now known as the Catholic 

Reformation. Historians once referred to it as the Counter Reformation. Important 

leaders in this movement were reformers, such as Ignatius (ihg•NAY•shuhs) of 

Loyola, who founded new religious orders, and two popes—Paul III and Paul IV—

who took actions to reform and renew the Church from within.  

 

Ignatius of Loyola  

Ignatius grew up in his father’s castle in Loyola, Spain. The great turning point in 

his life came in 1521 when he was injured in a war. While recovering, he thought 

about his past sins and about the life of Jesus. His daily devotions (to God), he 

believed, cleansed his soul. In 1522, Ignatius began writing a book called Spiritual 

Exercises that laid out a day-by-day plan of meditation, prayer, and study. In it, he 

compared spiritual and physical exercise: 

 
P R I M A RY S O U R C E 

Just as walking, traveling, and running are bodily exercises, preparing the soul to 

remove ill-ordered affections, and after their removal seeking and finding the will of 

God with respect to the ordering of one’s own life and the salvation of one’s soul, are 

Spiritual Exercises. 

IGNATIUS OF LOYOLA, Spiritual Exercises 

 

For the next 18 years, Ignatius gathered followers. In 1540, the pope created a religious order for his followers called the 

Society of Jesus. Members were called Jesuits (JEHZH•u•ihts). The Jesuits focused on three activities. First, they founded 

superb (excellent) schools throughout Europe. Jesuit teachers were well-trained in both classical studies and theology. 

The Jesuits’ second mission was to convert non-Christians to Catholicism. So, they sent out missionaries around the 

world. Their third goal was to stop the spread of Protestantism. The zeal (enthusiasm) of the Jesuits overcame the drift 

(move) toward Protestantism in Poland and southern Germany. 

 

Reforming Popes  

Two popes took the lead in reforming the Catholic Church. Paul III, pope from 1534 to 1549, took four important steps. 

First, he directed a council of cardinals to 

investigate indulgence selling and other 

abuses in the Church. Second, he approved 

the Jesuit order. Third, he used the 

Inquisition to seek out heresy in papal 

territory. Fourth, and most important, he 

called a council of Church leaders to meet 

in Trent, in northern Italy. From 1545 to 

1563, at the Council of Trent, Catholic 

bishops and cardinals agreed on several 

doctrines:  

 

• The Church’s interpretation of the Bible 

was final. Any Christian who substituted his 

or her own interpretation was a heretic. 

• Christians needed faith and good works 

for salvation. They were not saved by faith 

alone, as Luther argued. 



• The Bible and Church tradition were equally powerful authorities for 

guiding Christian life. 

• Indulgences were valid expressions of faith. But the false selling of 

indulgences was banned. 

 

The next pope, Paul IV, vigorously (forcefully) carried out the council’s 

decrees. In 1559, he had officials draw up a list of books considered 

dangerous to the Catholic faith. This list was known as the Index of 

Forbidden Books. Catholic bishops throughout Europe were ordered to 

gather up the offensive books (including Protestant Bibles) and burn them 

in bonfires. In Venice alone, followers burned 10,000 books in one day. 

 

What began in Germany as a simple posting of complaints will spread 

throughout Europe… 


