
Theological Studies 
44 (1983) 

DEVELOPMENTS, REFORMS, AND TWO GREAT 
REFORMATIONS: TOWARDS A HISTORICAL 

ASSESSMENT OF VATICAN II 

JOHN W. O'MALLEY, S.J. 
Weston School of Theology, Cambridge, Mass. 

WE HAVE just celebrated the twentieth anniversary of the start of 
Vatican Council II, and questions about its significance exercise us 

today as urgently as they did while the Council was in session.1 These 
questions are often addressed to historians. The familiar evasion that it 
is too soon to judge is not without merit, but it also risks relegating the 
historical profession to irrelevance for the contemporary life of the 
Church.2 It was for this reason that I attempted some years ago in the 
pages of this journal to venture an assessment of the Council, and I would 
now like to take up the subject again, but from a different point of view.3 

The present article presupposes the earlier one and builds upon it. 
In that earlier article I stated: "In the breadth of its applications and 

in the depths of its implications, aggiornamento was a revolution in the 
history of the idea of reform."4 I still stand by that judgment. The 
question today, however, is not whether "the idea" of aggiornamento was 
revolutionary but whether the applications and implications of the idea 
are correspondingly being translated into action. Is a "revolution" taking 
place, or did Catholicism simply indulge in a momentary flirtation or 
infatuation with an idea? How much and how deeply have things 
changed? What kind of "reform" did the Council initiate, and how can 
its magnitude, or finitude, be assessed? These are the questions that 
seem to be on many people's minds. 

1 The problem appears in many forms. See, e.g., Andrew M. Greeley, "The Failures of 
Vatican II after Twenty Years," America 146, no. 5 (Feb. 6, 1982) 86-89, and the various 
responses in the same journal, 146, no. 23 (June 12, 1982) 454-61; Antonio Acerbi, 
"Receiving Vatican II in a Changed Historical Context," in Where Does the Church Stand?, 
Concilium 146 (1981) 77-84; Alberto Abelli, "Ein Grundgesetz der Restauration? Zum 
Entwurf einer 'Lex fundamentalis' der Kirche," Herder Korrespondenz 33 (1979) 36-43; 
Karl Rahner, "Towards a Fundamental Theological Interpretation of Vatican Π," TS 40 
(1979) 716-27; various authors, "Vatican II 20 Years Later," National Catholic Reporter 18, 
no. 44 (Oct. 8, 1982); William McSweeney, Roman Catholicism: The Search for Relevance 
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1980). 

2 On this issue see my "Church History in the Service of the Church," America 147, no. 
10 (Oct. 9, 1982) 188-90. 

3 "Reform, Historical Consciousness, and Vatican IPs Aggiornamento," TS 32 (1971) 
573-601. 

4 Ibid. 576. 
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There can be no doubt, of course, that the Council effected some 
change. We worship and pray differently. Our official stance towards 
other religious bodies is different. We now must reckon with the inescap
ably obvious phenomenon of change in a Church that previously boasted 
that it did not change. But now we ask how these changes are being 
"received" and whether we are slipping back into previous patterns, 
invoking the documents of the Council to ratify the status quo antea. Are 
the changes that the Council promoted to be interpreted in some minimal 
or some maximal sense? These are simply other ways of posing the same 
questions as above, but they have the advantage of highlighting the most 
incontestable feature of any "reform" or "reformation": its claim to effect 
change. 

Today no one with even the slightest knowledge about the history of 
the Christian Church denies that it has during its long course in this 
world undergone a number of significant changes—in its organization, 
in the styles of its theology, in the forms of its piety, in the ways it 
exercises its ministries. From a theological viewpoint one could postulate 
that this phenomenon of change is implied in the very incarnational or 
historical nature of Christianity. Change does not, therefore, jeopardize 
a deeper identity; it is, rather, the precondition for maintaining the 
authenticity of that identity. These postulates or their equivalents seem 
to have undergirded, in any case, every reform or reformation the Chris
tian tradition has known. In this article I shall simply take them for 
granted and limit my task here to categorizing, analyzing, and even 
quantifying the forms in which change has taken place. With that task 
accomplished, we will still not be able perfectly to assess Vatican II, but 
we shall have moved "towards an assessment," which is all that I—or 
any historian at this stage—can hope to achieve. 

I believe that if we look at the history of Christianity, we can see 
change taking place in three general ways. I will use the terms "devel
opments," "reforms," and "reformations" to denote those ways. The 
meanings I give the terms are my own. The methodology I use in arriving 
at them is vaguely inspired by the work of Erwin Panofsky,5 Crane 
Brinton,6 Ian Barbour,7 and Thomas Kuhn,8 who applied similar ap
proaches to quite different historical phenomena. I am aware of the 

δ Renaissance and Renascences in Western Art (New York: Harper and Row, 1960). 
6 The Anatomy of Revolution (rev. ed.; Engelwood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1952). 
7 Myths, Models, and Paradigms: A Comparative Study in Science and Religion (New 

York: Harper and Row, 1974). 
8 The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (2nd ed.; Chicago: University of Chicago, 1970). 

The book has been the subject of an immense amount of discussion and controversy. See, 
e.g., David A. Hollinger, "T. S. Kuhn's Theory of Science and Its Implications for History,n 

American Historical Review 78 (1973) 370-93; and Garry Gutting, ed., Paradigms and 
Revolutions (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1980). 
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pitfalls of these approaches and of the criticisms their creators received, 
but at present I know of no better way of going about the project I have 
undertaken. I take full responsibility for the method, and I do not ask 
any of the distinguished historians I have cited to assume responsibility 
for what, in the final analysis, is a way of looking at the phenomenon of 
change in the Church that is personal to me. 

My documentation, moreover, will be small because the issues are big. 
This is not a sly way of saying "trust me," but a straightforward admission 
that my theses cannot be strictly proved. I am engaged in a historical 
essay, with all the cautions for the reader that such an enterprise entails. 

First, then, a definition of terms. By "developments" I mean all those 
changes, some of them of vast proportions, that have occurred in the 
Church without being deliberately and self-consciously initiated by 
Church leadership for the good of the Church. This lack of original self-
determination is what, in this definition, distinguishes "developments" 
from both "reforms" and "reformations." Developments are changes in 
mentality or structures that occur in tandem with realities located 
"outside" the Church, often by a kind of osmosis with them. So gradual 
and unobtrusive at times is their impact that they may only with the 
benefit of considerable hindsight be recognized as even having taken 
place. Once recognized, however, as affecting the Church, some devel
opments have been repudiated as abuses, whereas others have been 
ratified and embraced. Only upon recognition, if it ever occurs, might 
developments therefore begin to assume some characteristics of reform 
or reformation. 

Examples of developments abound. One of the earliest and most 
striking was the change in cultural framework that early Christianity 
underwent as it was gradually and more effectively assimilated into the 
Hellenistic world. The "gospel" may or may not have been "Hellenized," 
but it surely began to be conceptualized and articulated in a different 
cultural framework than that of Jesus the Jew. 

Constantine issued his edict of toleration without the organized initi
ative of Church membership, yet momentous changes resulted for the 
Church. Later, the conversion of the barbarian tribes resulted in the 
phenomenon known as the Feudal Church. Then the revival of urban 
life in the eleventh and twelfth centuries and the establishment of 
universities in the thirteenth effected other changes. The invention of 
printing and, almost in our own day, the invention of radio and television 
supply examples of further changes that took place "outside" the Church 
but that have affected it. The evolving role of women in modern society 
is another such development, as is the emergence of democracy as a 
characteristic political form of many modern states. 

There are, however, other changes that came about in a different way, 
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changes that were self-consciously initiated by membership within the 
Church for the presumed good of the Church, changes in melius. This is 
the common characteristic of what I mean by both "reform" and "refor
mation," and that is how those terms are generally understood by 
historians.9 It can effectively be argued that none of these self-conscious 
phenomena, no matter how important they may have been, brought 
about such profound changes as did some of the developments I men
tioned. Be that as it may, "reforms" and "reformations" have been a 
significant feature of Church history, especially in the West since the 
eleventh century, and the very presupposition that underlay them—that 
the Church has the right, and sometimes the duty, to initiate changes 
within itself—is a fact of great importance. In any case, it is somewhere 
within these two categories that Vatican II must be located; for, whatever 
else it did, it surely undertook its task of aggiornamento in a fully self-
conscious way. 

How do I distinguish reform from reformation? Here I am dependent 
upon Thomas Kuhn. By "reform" I mean simply all those changes 
enacted within the Church that take place within a given frame of 
reference. They are changes within a system. They are "adjustments" or 
"emendations," terms sometimes used to describe what Vatican II was 
all about.10 They do not require or effect a new "myth," "model," "universe 
of discourse," or a new "paradigm." In fact, they support or further 
articulate certain unchallenged assumptions within a given system. They 
do not rock the boat; they steady it on its course. 

Some examples will perhaps clarify what I mean. The decree Omnis 
utriusque sexus of the Fourth Lateran Council, 1215, required annual 
confession and Communion during the Easter season of every adult 
Christian. This was a reforming decree, and an important one at that. 
Yet it did not shock the system. It built on a pattern of piety already 
recognized as normative, and it confirmed a sacramental practice and 
theology that were not contested. No matter how effectively or ineffec
tively the decree was implemented, there is no record of formal or 
organized opposition to it. 

9 One of the first to study the phenomenon was Yves M.-J. Congar, Vraie et fausse 
réforme dans l'église (Paris: Cerf, 1950). For further bibliography see my "Reform, Historical 
Consciousness" 573, nn. 1 and 2. To these listings should now be added other works such 
as Giuseppe Alberigo, "'Réforme' en tant que critère de l'histoire de l'église," Revue d'histoire 
ecclésiastique 76 (1981) 72-81; Marc Venard, "Réforme, Réformation, Préréforme, Contre-
Réforme: Etude de vocabulaire chez les historiens récents de la langue française," in 
Historiographie de la Réforme, éd. Philippe Joutard (Paris: Delachaux & Niestlé, 1977) 352-
65. See also, along a slightly different line, my "Catholic Reform," in Reformation Europe: 
A Guide to Research, ed. Steven Ozment (St. Louis: Center for Reformation Research, 
1982) 297-319. 

10 See my "Reform, Historical Consciousness" 576. 
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The Council of Trent insisted on the duty of bishops to reside in their 
dioceses. The Council almost destroyed itself in the bitter debate over 
whether this duty was jure divino or jure humano, but there was no 
serious question that this was a duty to be insisted upon. It was a decree, 
moreover, meant to strengthen a system already normatively in place, 
not to dislodge it with a new one. 

The approbation given the mendicant orders like the Dominicans and 
Franciscans in the thirteenth century began to alter the way religious 
life was conceived and practiced in the Church. These approvals practi
cally for the first time officially invested religious with the care of souls. 
The recurring conflicts that the mendicants had with the bishops through 
most of the Late Middle Ages indicate that certain old prerogatives were 
challenged, and a new, parallel system of ministry had come into being 
as a result of initiatives within the Church. 

Nonetheless, it can be argued that this change was simply an adjust
ment in a system in which monks had, in fact, long engaged in ministry 
of both word and sacrament, though that ministry was at times officially 
denied them.11 Bitter though the conflicts between the mendicants and 
the bishops were at times, the status of the mendicants does not seem to 
represent an across-the-board shift in ministerial or ecclesiological par
adigm. My very hesitancy in pronouncing in this case indicates, however, 
that in practice it may sometimes be difficult to distinguish between 
"reform" and "reformation." 

What, then, do I mean by "reformation"? I mean a self-consciously 
induced change in ecclesiastical life or consciousness that is based on 
principles that tend to dislodge old ones. This reorientation implies, in 
Kuhn's term, a paradigm shift. It is not "puzzle solving" or "mopping 
up." It means the displacement of one inclusive model or even world view 
for another. When Copernican astronomy replaced Ptolomaic, to use one 
of Kuhn's examples, it created a different way of viewing the universe 
and did not merely effect an adjustment within a prevailing view. It 
forced the abandonment of certain basic assumptions and it replaced 
them with new ones. 

The difficulties in applying such a construct to the history of Christi
anity are even more enormous than those in applying it to the history of 
science. For believing Christians, for instance, a total shift of paradigm 
is by definition impossible. Moreover, the charting of changes in assump
tions and in consequent practice in a reality as sprawling as the history 
of Christianity, or even in a single moment of it, is fraught with problems 
of which the appearance of a new scientific theory, usually in the mind 

11 See canon 16 of Lateran Council I, 1123, in ConciUorwn oecumenicorum decreta, ed. 
Guiseppe Alberigo et al. (2nd ed.; Rome: Herder, 1962) 169. 
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of one individual, is innocent. Nonetheless, it seems to me that enough 
can be salvaged in the construct to allow it to be of some use to us in the 
task in which we are engaged. The difficulties should not, however, be 
minimized. 

There is no doubt, in any case, that some of the proposed or even 
actualized changes that have occurred in Christian history were of far 
greater import than others, and that we fail to understand them if we in 
unreflective manner equate them with lesser ones. Some changes do not 
merely confirm and further elaborate received ideas and institutions; 
they challenge and contradict them. They originate from different pre
suppositions. To understand Luther's conflict with the Catholic Church, 
the comparison of his doctrine of "justification by faith alone" with the 
teaching of the Council of Trent on that same issue is only a first step. 
The inquiry will be hopelessly superficial unless it goes further. That 
doctrine is the tip of a different iceberg.12 

Are there in the long history of Christianity any phenomena of self
consciously induced changes that qualify as "reformations"—or, to be 
slightly safer, as "great reformations." In my opinion, there are two: the 
so-called Gregorian Reform of the eleventh century and the Lutheran 
Reformation of the sixteenth. It is by an analysis of them that I intend 
to move "towards a historical assessment of Vatican II," in order to judge 
whether that Council better fits the category of "reform" or "reforma
tion." I will try to isolate and analyze features in the two reformations 
that made them successful and thereby try to construct an "anatomy" or 
a "structure" of an ecclesiastical reformation. 

By a "successful reformation" I mean merely that, within the limits of 
all historical endeavors, the change was able to institutionalize itself in 
such an effective fashion that it wrought a transformation in ways of 
thinking and behaving that had extremely long-range effects. By "suc
cess" I mean, therefore, that the change was clearly identifiable as relating 
to the impulse that initiated it, that it clearly displaced or notably 
modified older institutions, that it created mechanisms and agents to 
perpetuate itself so that a reversal of course would for a long period of 
time be virtually impossible. By "success" I do not mean to pass judgment 
on any of the other merits or demerits of the phenomena in question. 

I 
THE GREGORIAN AND LUTHERAN REFORMATIONS 

Before I proceed to an analysis of these two movements, some back
ground information may be helpful. I assume that the readers of this 

12 See, e.g., my "Erasmus and Luther: Continuity and Discontinuity as Key to Their 
Conflict," The Sixteenth Century Journal 5/2 (1974) 47-65, now reprinted in my Rome and 
the Renaissance (London: Variorum, 1981) XII. 
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journal will have sufficient familiarity with the Lutheran Reformation 
to follow my arguments, but perhaps some basic facts about the Gregorian 
Reform—or Investiture Controversy, as it is sometimes termed—may 
need to be recalled.13 That phenomenon was a complex series of historical 
events that in its more obvious phase stretched from the beginning of 
the pontificate of Leo IX in 1049 to the Concordat of Worms in 1122. Its 
most intense period was the pontificate of Pope Gregory VII, 1073-86. 
Gregory's conflict with Emperor Henry IV of Germany led to civil war 
in Germany, to the siege and sacking of Rome by imperial and Norman 
forces, and to the death of the pope in exile. 

The "reform party" (the popes and their supporters from 1049 to 1122) 
fought for the elimination of simony, clerical concubinage, and lay 
intervention in the designation of bishops, including the bishop of Rome. 
These were its immediate goals. But since it thereby challenged the 
feudal and familial relationships between the clergy and lay magnates 
upon which early medieval society rested, historians see the controversy 
as the first massive attack on the feudal system as such. It is generally 
considered one of the great turning points of Western history. 

Within the Church itself the Gregorian Reform insisted on clearer 
distinctions of function between clergy and laity. It based its case on 
ancient canons and secured its position through an unprecedentedly 
heavy reliance on legalistic argumentation. It sparked the development 
of a more visible, vigilant, and centralized papacy, more conscious than 
ever before of a pre-eminence over other bishoprics. Papal right to act in 
various civil and ecclesiastical cases began to be exercised with new 
frequency and with a clearer sense of ultimate authority. The movement 
thus had an effect on the way the Church functioned that would long 
outlast the achievement of its more immediate goals over which the 
struggle raged until at least 1122. In fact, the role of the papacy in the 
Church and the dominant, almost exclusive role played by the clergy in 
Church order, as we know these realities today, are clearly traceable to 
the Gregorian Reform. 

A word must be said, meanwhile, about my isolating the specifically 
Lutheran component in the much larger phenomenon of the Protestant 
Reformation. I do so for reasons of economy in an essay that in fact 

13 Handy summaries of the issues involved and the assessments of various historians, 
with bibliography, are provided in Schäfer Williams, ed., The Gregorian Epoch: Reformation, 
Revolution, Reaction? (Lexington, Mass.: Heath, 1964), and Karl F. Morrison, ed., The 
Investiture Controversy: Issues, Ideals, and Results (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
1971). The bibliography is immense. The classic study is Augustin Fliehe, La Réforme 
grégorienne (3 vols.; Louvain and Paris: Champion, 1924-37), and there is a sober account 
in Hubert Jedin, ed., Handbook of Church History 3 (Montreal: Palm, 1969) 351-465. The 
most recent presentation is Uta-Renate Blumenthal, Die Investiturstreit (Stuttgart: Kohl-
hammer, 1982). 
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demands several volumes to argue its case effectively, and also because 
Luther was the catalyst who unleashed the larger reality that always 
remained somewhat dependent on the direction he gave it, immense 
though the diversities within that reality would be. Whatever those 
diversities, for instance, there was in every case a clear rejection of the 
papal component in Church order. Luther is, in other words, prototypical 
as the initiator of the various Protestant reformations, and I employ him 
in the essay in precisely that role; implied, therefore, is a regrettable but 
necessary oversimplification of the situation that developed in the six
teenth century to a large extent as a result of his initiative. 

We are now, at last, in a position to study these two "great reforma
tions." In what follows I propose four major aspects under which to view 
and compare them. The first question to be answered here is how these 
reformations verify in their content my claim for their paradigmatic 
radicality. Next the language or "rhetoric" will be examined, to see how 
these reformations made themselves heard and had impact on conscious
ness. Thirdly, I will examine the quality of leadership in both of them 
and, finally, try to see ways they grounded themselves in social or politico-
ecclesiastical institutions. 

I have created these four categories of analysis, along with their 
subdivisions, during the years I have spent teaching and writing about 
reforms and reformers in the Church. The categories are my own. Except 
for the idea of "model" or "paradigm," I am not aware of any immediate 
dependencies on other authors for them, although at this point I would 
have difficulty in retrieving the various works that over a long period of 
time may have suggested one or another of them to me. I believe they 
are adequate to the task I have set, but of course others could be added 
to them for a more complete treatment. 

Their principal advantage, it seems to me, is that they lift our consid
erations to a broad perspective. In this they differ from sociological 
studies of the Council that view it close-up and that examine more 
immediate phenomena like the impact the Council has thus far had on 
religious vocations, attendance at Mass, and similar issues. Helpful 
though such approaches are, they need to be supplemented with percep
tions of longer range. That is what I attempt here. 

The Content and Paradigm 
1) A focused issue. Both reformations centered their attention on a 

single problem, the remedy of which would set things right. Although the 
Gregoriane for the first several decades tried to deal with various prob
lems like simony and clerical celibacy, as well as the regulation of 
episcopal elections, Gregory VII by 1075 joined battle with the emperor 
over the issue of lay investiture, i.e., the conferral on prelates by members 
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of the laity of the insignia for their spiritual office. This practice sym
bolized for the Grégoriens lay control of episcopal nominations. That 
was the "abuse" that sparked the dramatic clash and consequently it 
became focus and symbol for all the other issues the reformation carried 
with it. 

Luther arrived at his central issue more quickly and directly. True, the 
controversy exploded in late 1517 over the preaching of indulgences by 
Johannes Tetzel, but already underlying the Ninety-five Theses was the 
doctrine of "justification by faith alone," even if the clarifying experience 
of the Turmerlebnis had not yet taken place, as some scholars maintain. 
Luther eloquently stated his position on that central doctrine in his 
Freedom of the Christian, addressed to Pope Leo X in 1520, and for him 
that doctrine remained the fundamental plank in what came to be a 
program, however unsystematically presented that program always re
mained.14 

2) Tests for authenticity. The psychological advantages of a central 
issue, clearly focused, are many. Proponents are better able, for instance, 
to "prove" its authenticity. For the proponents, their position thus 
becomes incontestable, easily defended against the attacks of opponents. 
The Gregoriane found their justification in the canons, some authentic 
and some inauthentic.15 The canons represented, quite literally, the 
"truth," whereas the contemporary practice of investiture was merely 
"custom."16 That practice, judged against the canons, came to be seen as 
perverted custom, an unwarranted "development." The canons acted as 
a first principle, as a norm not itself requiring authentication but that 
whereby all other norms were authenticated. Retrieved from the hallowed 
past, the canons passed judgment on the present but were not themselves 
susceptible of judgment. 

14 There are so many studies of Luther's theology that it would be impossible here to list 
even the most important ones. I will content myself, therefore, with naming three compre
hensive works that are often cited and are easily available: Gordon Rupp, The Righteousness 
of God: Luther Studies (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1953); Paul Althaus, The Theology 
of Martin Luther (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966); and Gerhard Ebeling, Luther: An Intro-
auction to His Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964). See also Jack Bigane and Kenneth 
Hagen, Annotated Bibliography of Luther Studies, 1967-76 (St. Louis: Center for Refor
mation Research, 1977). Still useful for Catholics approaching Luther is Jared Wicks, ed., 
Catholic Scholars Dialogue with Luther (Chicago: Loyola University, 1970); see also Wicks's 
article on Luther in the Dictionnaire de spiritualité 9 (1976) 1206-43. A recent work 
especially pertinent to this article is Yves Congar, Martin Luther: Sa foit sa réforme (Paris: 
Cerf, 1983). 

15 An important work indicating the centrality of the canonical revival in the Gregorian 
Reform is John Joseph Ryan, Saint Peter Damiani and His Canonical Sources (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1956). 

16 See Gerhart B. Ladner, "Two Gregorian Letters: On the Sources and Nature of 
Gregory VIFs Reform Ideology," Studi Gregoriani 5 (1956) 221-42. 
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Luther's test was even more fundamental. His doctrine of justification 
encapsulated "the gospel." He retrieved the doctrine, fallen into desue
tude in his own day and even suppressed by the papacy, from St. Paul, 
who articulated it in unmistakably clear terms in Romans and Galatians. 
Those two epistles became for Luther the heart of "the canon within the 
canon," against which the rest of the Bible was judged. The doctrine was 
the essence of Christianity, clear and incontestable. The fact that the 
doctrine contradicted common sense and the fallacies of human philos
ophy, i.e., Aristotle, only validated its divine origins in "Scripture alone." 

3) Programs. What is remarkable about the focused issues in both 
these cases is that they implied the basis for broad programs of change. 
Viewed clinically and abstractly, this need not have been true. Neither 
of the issues, for instance, was exactly new to Christianity. But imbedded 
as they were in specific historical circumstances and in the personalities 
of their proponents, they assumed radical implications as they were 
translated into action. They became the foundations from which their 
proponents intended to accomplish their divinely ordained task of setting 
the world right. 

To insure the universal observance of clerical celibacy, the elimination 
of simony in the "buying and selling" of Church offices, and the estab
lishment of canonical procedures in the election of bishops, the Grego
riane in effect began to create a new Church order. With the advantages 
of hindsight, we today see more clearly where their proposals were 
carrying them than they did themselves. The Gregoriane set in motion a 
long process that would eventually eliminate from Church order the 
active role the lay magnates had played for centuries. Canon law, inter
preted in a decidedly papal sense, would soon emerge as the central 
ecclesiastical discipline. Most important of all, the papacy emerged with 
new or at least more vigorous claims, so that the leadership and effective 
mechanisms in Church order passed from abbots, bishops, and lay princes 
to the popes. From the shadowy, ill-defined, principally symbolic and 
liturgical role of the popes in previous centuries, the "papal monarchy" 
came into being. By the early fourteenth century, the curial theologian 
Giles of Rome could utter a definition of ecclesiastical order that would 
never have crossed the mind of anybody in the tenth: "the pope, who can 
be said to be the Church."17 That was a hotly contested proposition even 
when Giles advocated it, but the fact that it even occurred to him tells 
us much about the shift in consciousness that had occurred in the 
intervening centuries in some theologians, partisan advocates though 
they may have been. 

17 See Yves Congar, L'Eglise: De saint Augustin à l'époque moderne (Paris: Cerf, 1970) 
272-73. 
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Luther passed rather quickly from a focused issue—an abstract and 
strictly theological one at that—to an across-the-board program. Earlier 
in the same year in which he wrote the Freedom of the Christian, he 
published his Appeal to the German Nobility. In some ways that document 
reads like nothing more than a grocery list of late-medieval grievances 
and thus would seem to contain nothing new. Read in the context of 
Luther's other writings and in the context of his doctrine of justification, 
the document has an internal cohesion that, again, sets the stage for a 
radical change in Church order. It would cancel or blunt, for instance, 
many of the achievements of the Gregoriane regarding the role of laity 
and papacy in the Church. 

Underlying his writings on an even deeper level was a redefinition of 
piety and religious attitude. His shorthand expression for this redefinition 
was a rejection of "works righteousness" in favor of righteousness by 
faith. Along this line he composed a new sacramental theology and 
constructed a powerful theology of the Word. In all this he was convinced 
he was ultimately basing himself on the traditional repudiation by the 
Church of Pelagianism, the damnable heresy that the doctrine of justi
fication by faith laid low. 

4) Paradigm shift. In each of these cases the programs were unaccept
able and even unintelligible to outsiders, and they soon provoked stub
born opposition. The opposition originated not because one or other of 
the ideas or changes was in itself unthinkable, but because all the 
elements were related to one another to form a program or system, 
though this fact may sometimes have been only vaguely intuited rather 
than clearly perceived. More fundamentally, the system itself rested on 
new presuppositions. A paradigm shift had occurred. 

From at least the sixth to the eleventh century, the Church in the 
Latin West operated on a lumbering basis of ill-defined exercise of 
authority. This situation reflected and was part of the "medieval muddle" 
known as feudalism. Put more positively, authority in Church and society 
was seized and exercised as needs emerged. Undifferentiated function 
was the operative pattern for ecclesiastical and secular leadership. Bish
ops and great abbots, who were often members of the local nobility, 
performed functions that we would today unhesitatingly describe as civic 
or political; conversely, lay magnates and kings sometimes convoked and 
almost invariably implemented synods, and they considered it their right 
in most cases to have a determining voice in the nomination of prelates. 
Emperor Henry III exercised this last prerogative, with beneficial effects, 
for the bishopric of Rome just a new decades before the conflict broke 
out between his son and Pope Gregory VII. The decree of the Roman 
Synod of 1059, promoted by the papal reform party later known as the 
Gregoriane, that placed the election of the pope in the hands of the 
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cardinal-bishops was an affront to this practice and a harbinger of things 
to come. 

From a religious point of view, there were certainly problems with 
some of the practices that prevailed in the Feudal Church. Unworthy 
men became bishops and abbots, sometimes through deals that deserve 
the label of simony that the Gregoriane attached to them. But there were 
also advantages for the Church. Dedicated prelates, for instance, were 
not a rarity. In any case, it never occurred to most persons that the 
practices were "abuses." Those practices simply were the way things 
were. For the Gregoriane to make their case credible, they had to 
introduce a new way of arguing, based on a new model of the ideal 
Church. 

"Scripture alone" is a theological principle found in Aquinas.18 But the 
circumstances surrounding Luther's invocation of it invest it with a quite 
different significance. He certainly was not in the first place opposing 
Scripture to "tradition," as Catholics sometimes assume, but to "philos
ophy." The scriptural doctrine of justification contradicts Aristotle's 
proposition that it is by doing good deeds that one acquires good habits 
and thus becomes a good person. For Luther, the Christian is good only 
through divine favor—"grace alone"—not by his deeds or good works. 
This truth destroys the pretensions of human reason. 

Luther came to oppose the papacy and the Church order that the 
papacy symbolized, therefore, not so much because he found no basis for 
it in Scripture but because the papacy, in opposing his teaching on 
justification, in effect was suppressing the gospel. It was for this reason 
that he saw it as the Antichrist, busy in the world doing the devil's work 
for him. 

With that fact as background, Luther could invoke the "Scripture 
alone" principle in a different way—now to search the Bible for a Church 
order that in his opinion more clearly conformed to the Bible, shorn of 
the accretion of the centuries that had intervened since then; Calvin and 
other Protestant leaders would carry this search much further. With 
"Scripture alone" as his professed norm, Luther applied it to sacramental 
practice and theology, and to other issues as well. Luther's repudiation 
of canon law (mere "human inventions") as a basis for that order was as 
fervid as the Gregoriane' advocacy of it. 

In a role reversal with the papal party of the Gregoriane, the "papists" 
now had to argue for the validity of the status quo. The problems that 
"the Lutherans" and "the papists" had in understanding each other was 
now not only the vast range of particulars over which they were in 
controversy, but the difference in the underlying models, values, authen-

18 Sum. theol 1, 1, 8, ad 2. 


