
The Protestant Reformation 
 
Major figures & events  
 
John Wycliffe / 1320-84 

The first English language Bibles were produced in 1380s by John Wycliffe, an Oxford professor, 
scholar, and theologian. Wycliffe was well-known throughout Europe for his opposition to the 
teaching of the organized Church, which he believed to be contrary to the Bible.  With the help of 
his followers, called the Lollards, Wycliffe produced dozens of English language manuscript copies 
of the scriptures.  They were translated out of the Latin Vulgate, which was the only source text 
available to Wycliffe.  The Pope was so infuriated by his teachings and his translation of the Bible 
into English, that 44 years after Wycliffe had died, he ordered the bones to be dug-up, crushed, and 
scattered in the river. 

 
John Hus / 1369-1415 

John Hus (a.k.a. Jan Huss) was a religious thinker and reformer born in Southern Bohemia in 1369.  
He initiated a reform movement based on the ideas of John Wycliffe.  His followers became known 
as Hussites.  The Catholic Church did not condone such uprisings, and Hus was excommunicated in 
1411 and burned at the stake in Constance on July 6, 1415. 

 
Martin Luther / 1483-1546 

Martin Luther was a Christian theologian and Augustinian monk whose teachings inspired the 
Lutheran and Protestant Reformations and deeply influenced subsequent Christian theology.  

 
95 theses / 1517 

On October 31, 1517 Luther preached a sermon against indulgences and, according to traditional 
accounts, posted the 95 Theses on the door of the Church of All Saints in Wittenberg (the 
University’s customary notice board) as an open invitation to debate them.  The Theses condemn the 
Church’s greed and worldliness (especially the selling of indulgences) as an abuse and ask for a 
theological disputation. Soon they were widely copied and printed; within two weeks they spread 
throughout Germany, and within two months throughout Europe. 

 
Protestant Reformation 

This is the overarching title for the movement sparked by Luther’s 95 theses. Its signal features were 
the publication of editions of the Bible in vernacular languages (the first German edition appeared in 
1522; the first English translation in 1526) and a series of nasty sectarian conflicts that spread 
throughout Europe. In the wake of these conflicts, northern Europe became predominantly 
Protestant, southern Europe remained largely Catholic, and central Europe exploded into chaos, 
culminating in the Thirty Years War. Protestantism coincided with and was fueled by the rise of 
nationalism, which necessitated and legitimated a rejection of papal authority. In the 16th and 17th 
centuries, Protestantism quickly branched out into other denominations: the Calvinists, the 
Presbyterians, the Lutherans, the Baptists, the Puritans, and others. Thanks in part to the 
Reformation, we now live in a “secular” time—although religion is not absent from our lives, it is no 
longer presumed to be the primary lens through which we experience the world.   

 
Ignatius Loyola / 1491?-1556 

The Roman-Catholic knight, Ignatius of Loyola (1491?-1556), founded the Order of the Jesuits in 
1534 as a reform movement within the Roman Catholic church and to counter the influence of the 
Reformation on the spiritual side.   

 
 
 



The Council of Trent / 1545-1563  
The Council of Trent was held from December 13, 1545, to December 4, 1563 in the Italian city of 
Trent. Although called an Ecumenical Council, only Roman Catholics attended. Indeed it was called 
as a reposte to the growth of Protestantism. It is considered one of the most important councils in 
the history of the Roman Catholic Church, establishing church doctrine in response to the 
Reformation and condemning Protestantism.  It clearly specified Catholic doctrines on salvation, the 
sacraments and the biblical canon, and standardized the mass throughout the church, largely 
abolishing local variations.   

 
The Thirty Year War / 1618-1648  

The Thirty Year War, a series of bloody skirmishes between Roman Catholic and evangelical or 
Lutheran countries, led to great suffering and the decimation of the population in central Europe. 
Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden eventually came to the rescue of the beleaguered evangelicals and is 
often seen as the national hero of Protestantism.   
 

Our case study: early modern England 
 
Key Players 
 
King Henry VIII / 1495-1547 

Henry VIII was King of England and Lord of Ireland from 22 April 1509 until his death. He is 
famous for having been married six times and for wielding the most untrammeled power of any 
British monarch.  The Church of England was constituted when king Henry VIII was not granted an 
annulment of marriage from Catherine of Aragon to marry Anne Boleyn.  To obtain his divorce, 
Henry broke from Rome and was recognized as head of the church in England in 1531. 

 
King Edward / 1537-1553 

Edward was the son of Henry VIII by Jane Seymour. As the only surviving male heir, he was 
crowned at a young age, in 1547, and died young in 1553. Despite his youth he apparently took a 
great interest in religion and was responsible for overseeing the nation’s conversion to Protestantism 
under the direction of Archbishop Thomas Cranmer.   

 
Queen Mary / 1516-1558 

Mary was the daughter of Henry VIII by Catherine of Aragon and ruled from 1553-1558. During this 
time, she restored England to the Catholic faith; in carrying out this task, her ministers imprisoned, 
tortured and executed large numbers of Protestants. Overall, 290 people were executed for heresy 
during Mary’s reign.  

 
John Foxe / 1516-1587 

Foxe was an English historian and martyrologist. His monumental book, the Acts and Monuments 
(popularly known as the Book of Martyrs) told the story of Christian martyrdom in a way that 
privileged the Protestant point of view and culminated with lengthy accounts of Protestants killed 
under Mary’s reign. The first English edition was printed in 1563; like the Golden Legend, it was second 
only to the Bible in terms of its importance and went through dozens of editions. 

 
Queen Elizabeth I / 1533-1603 

Elizabeth, daughter of Henry VIII by Anne Boleyn, was declared illegitimate and imprisoned by her 
Catholic half-sister Mary for nearly a year before successfully taking the throne in 1558. She 
attempted to unify England under the Protestant faith and is responsible for overseeing the 
development of what we now know as the Anglican church. Her regime imprisoned, tortured, and 
executed large numbers of Catholic priests and lay people. Overall, 189 people were executed for 
treason (Elizabeth claimed she didn’t kill people for being Catholic) during Elizabeth’s reign. 


