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   There is a great deal that could, and should, be included in any thoughts about 

The Reformation.  This series of article could go on for many months without 

covering all of the ways in which The Reformation affected the world after the 

16th century.  However, I believe it is important, in this the last of the series, to 

acknowledge the Counter-Reformation.  The Counter-Reformation was the re-

sponse of Roman Catholicism to the Protestant Reformation addressed to date in 

these articles.   

   As has been said, from the late 14th and into the early 16th centuries Christians 

began to quietly, if not publicly, challenge the Roman Catholic Church for teach-

ing things thought to be in conflict with scripture. The Reformers brought to 

light a number of concerns not the least of which were authority, the veneration of Mary, the selling of indulgenc-

es, the insistence that rituals and sacraments were necessary for salvation, and the like. 

   As the Reformation gained in its influence both culturally and theologically, Rome responded in hopes of ward-

ing off what was becoming ever increasing and challenging attacks.  There were efforts to address the issues 

thought to be valid and to change the Roman Catholic Church from within.  However, a greater effort was focused 

toward resisting the claims of the Reformers.  These efforts are commonly referred to as the Counter-Reformation. 

  This Counter-Reformation turned out to be not much of a “reformation” at all.  It certainly was not a theological 

reformation.  It might better be understood as counter to The Reformation. 

   First and foremost on the agenda was the refutation and silencing of the Protestants in their challenge to Rome’s 

rule and power.  In many area’s deportation and excommunication became the rule when it came to protestant 

challenges.  Execution became one response to Protestant challenges. 

  One specific religious order was formed for the express purpose of countering Protestantism.  The Jesuit Order, 

established in 1540, specialized in intellectual and theological arguments but it also became known for other 

“methods” in their effort to combat Protestantism.  The most notable product of the Jesuit Order was the Inquisi-

tion.  In 1542 Pope Paul III established the Roman Inquisition to suppress Lutheranism in Italy.  The Inquisition 

gave authority to deal severely with “heretics”.  At its height a systematic removal, or execution, of Protestants 

from Italy took place establishing Italy as the base for the Counter-Reformation offensive actions upon the 

Protestant north. 

  We cannot leave out the Council of Trent in any thoughtful consideration of the Counter-Reformation.  The 

Council of Trent convened in Trent three times between December 1545 and December 1563.   It re-affirmed the 

Roman Catholic doctrines on salvation (rejecting the “by faith alone” position of the reformers), the sacraments 

(defending transubstantiation and the necessity of the sacraments for salvation), and the Biblical cannon (defending 

Catholic tradition as equal in authority as the Bible). The Council also reaffirmed the position that political leaders 

were subject to papal authority.   

   Even though some aspects of the Counter-Reformation were aimed at repairing broken parts of Catholicism, the 

primary effect was a doubling-down on entrenched Catholic theology in response to the Protestant protest.  It 

might be fair to say that the Counter-Reformation, especially the founding of the Jesuits and the results of the 

Council of Trent, slammed the door shut on any possible reconciliation with Protestantism or the Reformers. 

   On the bright side the Counter-Reformation, by way of The Council of Trent did address some of the Reformer’s 

criticisms.  Following the Council of Trent the use of relics was curbed, the priesthood and its role and function 

was more clearly defined, and the long abused sale of indulgences was brought to an end (while the practice of in-

dulgence continues to this day).     

   Even though the Council of Trent did address some of the more egregious issues it came too late to fend off a 

split that had already taken deep root. 

   The Reformer, Martin Luther, died February 18, 1456.  His influence, along with many other reformers, can 

hardly be overestimated when considering the history of the Holy Christian Church on earth.  The debates have 

and will continue through the years.  As the debates continue it is ever more important that we remember those 

words found on a piece of paper upon the death of this son of a copper miner turned law student turned monk 

turned priest turned university professor turned an accused heretic: “We are all beggars before God.” 



 

 


