
Catholic Reform before Luther 

Reform of the Church in Spain 

Many of the problems within the Catholic Church were recognized by concerned Christians long 
before Martin Luther instigated the Protestant Revolt. The most concerted effort to reform the 
Church before the Reformation period was started in Spain during the reign of Isabel and 
Ferdinand. Some of their measures were controversial, but as a result of their efforts, there was 
little popular support of Protestant movements in their realm, and Spain provided many of the 
greatest saints of the Reformation era. Some of the things Isabella and Ferdinand did to 
strengthen the Church in Spain included: 

 Instituted the Spanish Inquisition to root out heresy and false conversions. 

 Made numerous ecclesiastical reforms that were later adopted by Council of Trent. 
For example, bishops were required to live in their diocese rather than in Rome, 
and all priests had to say mass regularly. 

 Initiated religious reforms in convents and monasteries that weeded out lax and 
corrupt members so that the contemplative orders could grow. A generation later 
Spanish reformers Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross completed the reforms. 

 Appointed Ximenes Cisneros archbishop of Toledo and Chancellor of Spain. 
Ximenes was a tireless and incorruptible reformer who impacted every area of the 
Church in Spain from rooting out corruption and heresy to founding universities and 
hospitals, to publishing a polyglot Bible and reforming the Mozarabic liturgy. 

 By the Alhambra Decree of 1492, Isabel and Ferdinand expelled Jews who 
refused to convert to Christianity from Spanish dominions. This was done on the 
advice of several ministers with knowledge of the situation due to the activities of a 
minority of seditious Jews. The innocent were expelled with the guilty, however, and 
the expulsion created long term difficulties for Spain and all of Europe. 

 Discrimination against 'New Christians' (referring to Jews or Moors who had 
converted to Christianity) continued in Spain for at least a century after the Jews 
were expelled. 'Purity of Blood' laws prevented Jewish converts and their 
descendants from holding important positions in the Church and Spanish 
government. This was unfair to genuine converts, but helped prevent Spanish 
institutions from being infiltrated with insincere converts. 

The Inquisition was extremely important in reforming the Church within Spain and fending off 
rebellions. When evaluating the impact of lives lost due to the inquisition, it is important to 
remember that the reforms of Isabel and Ferdinand spared Spain from the religious wars, 
political upheavals, and witch burning episodes that plagued much of Protestant Europe. The 
Spanish Inquisition and Isabel's policies undoubtedly saved thousands of lives and helped 
reform the Church throughout Europe by its example. 

Other Attempts at Reform 

There were several other notable spokesmen for reform of the Church outside of Spain. For 
example, the Dominican monk Savonarola spoke out against corruption and laxity of clerical 
morals in Rome and Florence, and was executed for heresy as a result. Thomas More and 



many other sincere Catholic intellectuals spoke against Church abuses and many questions the 
role of the Pope. In some cases their ideas were controversial but most sought to reform the 
Church from the inside rather than disrupting Christian unity. 

Some orders, such as the Carthusians, stayed relatively faithful, and certain monasteries, such 
as the St. Justina Abbey in Padua, began a movement for reform and set a good example within 
the Italian Benedictine order. Similar reform movements within the Benedictines followed in 
Spain and Germany. 

The effort to apply these local reforms to the universal Church, however, were rather ineffective. 
When he became pope, Julius II promised to call a council and in 1512 he convened the Fifth 
Lateran Council. It completed its work in May of 1517, just a few months before Luther 
instigated the Protestant Reformation, but failed to produce significant reforms because of 
ongoing conflicts between the Papacy and Emperor. 

Obstacles to Addressing the Problems in the Church 

There were several obstacles to reform of the Church in many parts of Europe, and in Italy in 
particular. These difficulties made it difficult for Church leaders to root out corruption and caused 
the Council of Trent to be delayed for almost 30 years. Obviously, in all reform movements, 
those in the Church who are responsible for the problems of laxity and corruption are resistant 
to reform. The problems listed below however, tended to complicate the situation even beyond 
typical reluctance and foot-dragging. 

 The Italian Wars, fought between allies of France and Spain, embroiled the Papal 
states in Civil wars for seventy years beginning twenty years before the Protestant 
Revolt. This conflict greatly undermined Catholic unity and politicized the Papacy. 

 Charles V, came to power just before the Protestant revolt, and ruled as the most 
powerful monarch for forty years following. His expansive empire, including both the 
Spanish and Austrian empires, caused jealousies among the other great powers, 
who formed alliances against him. His reign was therefore dominated by wars 
against his French, Turkish, and Protestant enemies. 

 At the time of the Protestant Revolt, the Papacy was controlled by the Medici 
Family, and was allied with Catholic France. But it had been under the control of 
Italian nobles and highly politicized for generations. The Pope, therefore, was not 
always respected or deferred to, and was seen as a divisive, rather than a unifying 
character. 

 Critics of the Papacy (both Protestant and Catholic) had frequently proposed that 
the authority of 'Councils' was superior to that of the Pope. Because this proposition 
was being actively debated at the time of the Reformation, the Popes tended to fear 
and distrust councils. 

The purpose of the leaders of the Protestant Revolt was not to reform the Roman Church or to 
resolve theological differences, but to destroy the unity and authority of the Church, and to 
confiscate its property. The Theological differences and debates were largely a ruse and a 
distraction to cover flagrantly political ambitions. Catholic opponents who saw through the 
charade were easy to demonize "intolerant" and "close-minded" tyrants, while those who 
honestly tried to address the theological concerns helped fuel the diversions and were rarely 
successful. 



Reform of the Roman Church 

In spite of these difficulties, the Protestant Revolt resulted in significant Reforms. These were 
due to the activities of several generations of Catholic Saints, political leaders, and religious 
orders who took up the cause of the Church in its critical hour. Notable reforms of the 16th 
century included: 

 Council of Trent and decrees, canons, and catechism that clarified Catholic 
teaching and worship. 

 Reform of existing Religious Orders such as Capuchins (Franciscans), 
Carmelites, and Recollects (Augustians) 

 Educational and Missionary efforts of the Jesuits 
 Creation of New Religious Orders exemplifying Christian piety and charity 

(Barnabites, Oratorians, Ursulines, etc.) 
 Efforts and examples of Individual Saints (de Sales, Loyola, John of God, Vincent 

de Paul, tec. . . ) 
 Martyrs whose ultimate sacrifice gave greatest possible witness. 

Each is dealt with in greater detail in individual sections. 

 


