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INTRODUCTION 

Voltaire views the Reformation generally in his 

Essai s ur l es moe urs as II c e tte grande revolution dans l'esprit 

humain ll which not only radi.cally changed IT'.an ' s religious 

bel iefs but profoundly affected every aspect of society in 

1 six teenth-century Europe. It is our purpose in thi s 

dissertat ion to determine first of a ll the nature o f the 

Reformation itse lf -- its theological reforms and their 

impact on Europ ean society as a whole. IIaving done this we 

can study more ab l y Voltaire ' s own portraya l of the H.eforrnation 

and de·terrl'.i ne t o what extent he understands the r elic.;ious 

r eforms andtl1 :s i.r numerous ramifications, political , economic 

,md. socia.l for sixteenth·-century Europe. Having es Jca.blished 

the degree o f accuracy in his presentation of t .he Re forma ti on 

in the E~,sa:L sur l es moeurs vIe can make a few general 

observa tions about Vo].taire ' s view of history and of the 

art. of hi s toriography , 

In dealing ,Jith such a vast body of historical 

ma terial kno\,,-n a.s the Protestant ReformaLLol1, we must 

necess a rily define the scope of this dis sertation . Our study 

wi 1.1 DO confine cl t .o how Voltaire presents the Eefo1.T1i1t.ion 

(Paris: 
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in continental Europe only. We shall not discuss the English 

Rr.: f ormation since Voltaire himself devotes little time to 

i t in his account. Furthermore, King Henry VIII's separation 

f r om Rome was not indicative of any religious revolt on his 

p a rt , but rather was the result of the pope's refusal to 

c o-ciperate in resolving his marital problems. Henry VIII 

h ad no intention of reforming basic Catholic doctrine and 

p :ro.ctice. The Protestant Reformation, in fact, did no·t gain 

a secure foothold in England until 1559 whe n Queen Eliz abeth I 

a s cended the throne. Its arrival in England, then, was much 

l ate r than on the Continent. 

The edition cf the Essai sur les moeurs used in this 

d is s ertation is published by Garnier Freres, and the p assages 

dealing with the Reformation are found in volume II, pages 175 

t o 269. The following abbreviations will b e used: 

Essai: Voltaire, Essai sur l es moeur~ , e dited by 

R. Pomeau, 2 vols. (Paris: Garnier Freres , 

1963) • 

Elton: G. R. E lton, Reformation Europe 1517·- 1559 

(New York: Harper and Row Publ. Co., 1963). 
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CHAPTER I 

LUTHERANISM 

The posting of Luther's Ninety-Five Theses on the 

door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, the 31 October, 

1517 marks what is commonly accep -te d as the beginning of the 

Protestant Reformation. Although he does not specifically 

mention this event, Voltaire r efers to the sale of indulge nces, 

the immediate c ause of the Theses , and the most widely known 

caus e of Luther's critici s m. 

From t.he openin g paragraph of his chapter on Luther 

and the indulgence question we see a fundamental \,;'eakness 

underlying Voltaire 's whole account of Luther's role in the 

Re forma -tion. In a ttributing "cette grande revolution dans 

I' espri-t humain et dans Ie syste me poli tique de l' Europe II 

to a quarrel between Augustinians and Dominicans o ver the 

sale of indulge nces , Voltaire does not show true understanding 

of the the olog ical reasons that l ed Luther to question the 

sale o f indulgences (Essai , p. 217). Indeed Voltaire's 

failure to tie together in a logical manner the other reforms 

desired by Luther seems to indic a te his un awareness of their 

theologic a l bas i s , a basis to be found in iuther 's personal 

religio us e xpe rience. In fc:.ct, Voltaire describes as "tres 

peu inb:dl i<Jible" the jus tification by faith alone concep t 

which arose directly from Luther ' s religious experience, and 

1 
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a concept which is centra l to the entire Lutheran doctrine 

(Essa.i, p. 218 ) . A clear understandin g of Luther's religious 

developme nt to the year 1517 is n e cessary to satisfactorily 

underst a nd his l a t er theological r eforms. 

In 1505, when only twenty - one yea r s old, Luther 

graduated from Erfurt Uni versi t y wiih a Maste r of Arts degree. 

All ind i cations pointed to a s uccessful l aw career so much 

desired by his father. After a few weeks of classes , however , 

Luther withdrew from his courses, too emotionally di s turbed 

to continue. Of philos ophical bent and brooding temperament , 

Luther had r eache d a crossroad in hi s life. \vith the major 

part o f his education behind him, and faced with the necessity 

of providing for the future, Luther needed time to reflect. 

Prior to the start o f his l egal studies he s~ffered the l oss 

through death of a close scho o l friend. Fee l i n g very depressed 

and preoccupied with his own li fe an d persona l salvation, he 

grew increas ingly r es tless. His anxiety was quickened by the 

religious n ature of his parents and their ' infl uence on his 

early spiritual development. 

Luther's fami l y, if not zealous, was nonetheless 

devout and adopted al l the precepts and daily practices of 

the Catholic Church. Understanding little of the theological 

significance of the ir beli,efs , Luther ' s parents brought him 

up in a n atmosphere of superst.ition and ritual whereby 

cons'tant church attendance and part.icipation in the sacraments 

as we ll as daily practices of piety ens ured the pious of 
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salvation and protected him from the devil. Indeed, the 

devil as a distinct e ntity, always t empting Luther, frightened 

him as a young boy with images of personal damnation, and 

rendered the performing of acts of piety all the more 

imperative. 

The merit approach to personal salvation instilled 

in Luther during his childhood was further stimulated by his 

university professors , almost all of Occamist training. This 

outlook on Ch r i s ti ani ty stressed the omniscience of God and 

His arbitrary selection o f the elect from the danmed. Man, 

in his infinite sinfulness after the fall, seemingly despaired 

of salvation. Yet the Occamists a llowed room for man!s 

free \,;ill to earn God I s grace through the accomplishment 

o f a sufficient number of good \vo rks. 

Troubled by doubts of personal salva tion and ,the 

advis abili ty of pursuing a I m'J' caree r, Luther went home 

probably to consult his parents. Upon his return to Erfurt, 

an incide nt occurre d which had a profound influence up on him . 

While walking back to the University as was his cus tom, he 

was caught in a violent thunderstorm and was knocked to the 

ground by a lightning bolt that struck nearby. Invoking 

St. Anne and promising to become a religious if he were 

saved, Luther fulfilled the oath a fe\v days later by entering 

the Augustinian mon as tery at Erfurt. It was this stroke of 

lightning which had crystallized Lutheris decision to t~{e 

holy orders , a matter upon which he had been brooding during 
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the preceding weeks. 

Luther soon found s piritua l contentment in the rigid 

discipline and security of daily routine. His conscientious 

work earned for him the respect of his s upe rio rs and advance­

ment came rapidly. In the spring of 1507 he was ordained. 

In the fall of the following year he lectured for one t erm 

on moral philosophy and on the Bible at the newly founded 

University of Wittenberg. In 1512 he be came assistant prior 

of the Augus tinian monaste r y a t Witte nbe rg to which h e h ad 

been tran s ferre d, a nd in t he same year he earned his 

doctorate at the Univers ity o f Wittenberg. By this time he 

had acquired considerable imp ortance in the intel l ectual 

circles of the town , 2m i~portance which grew no doubt wi tIl 

his appointme nt as preacher in the parish church in 1514, 

and with his assumption of new res ponsibilities two yea r s 

later as Dist r ict Vicar of the Augustini an Order. During 

this same period of time Luther 's spiritual deve lopment 

progressed just as r apidly as his rep ut a tion . The reason 

is that he 1,y' as revising his entire a ttitude to the means o f 

acquiring pe r sona l salvation. The conclus ions he arrived at 

launche d t he entire Protes t ant Reformation . 

Determined to e ns ure himself o f divine grace , Luther 

unde rtook in the monastery demanding works of self-mortificat ion 

in ex cess o f the already rigorous rule. He would fast f or three 

days on end wi thout touching a crurnb . He would discard the 

few blanke t s permitted him on cold nights and a l most froze on 



5 

occasion . On his conduct during the f irst months of cloister 

life Luther conunents: 

I was a good religious and I kep t the rule of my 
order so stri ctly that I may say that i f ever 
a religious could h ave got to he aven by religious 
works it was I. All my brothers in the priory 
who knew me we ll will bear me out . If I had kept 
on any longer I would have kil l ed myse l f with 
vigil s , prayers, reading and other works.l 

Despite his efforts, Luther was l ef t with a nagging doubt as 

he h imself describes: 

After watchings , studies, fast ings , prayers and 
othe r mos t severe exerci ses with which as a monk 
I affli.cted myse lf a l most to death , yet that 
d ouJJt \J'a.s Ie ft in ·the soul, and I thought tI ~'lho 
knows \Ilhether such things are pleasing to God?,,2 

Luther grew incessan tly di s tressed. Despite hi s efforts at 

self~ denial and strivin g to compe nsate for sin, Luther never 

felt tha t a sufficient number o f good vwrks had been 

performe d to merit sa lva tion. His anxi ety grew into a sense 

6f injustice and resen tment towards the God of his childho o d , 

as h e exp l a ins: 

For howe ver irreproachably I lived as a rel i gi ous I 
felt myse l f in the presence of God to be a sinner 
with a most unq uiet conscience nor could I trust t hat 
I had pleased him ,vi th my sat_is faction. I did not 
love, nay rather I hated this j ust God who punished 
sinners and if not with " open blasphemy" certainly 
with huge murmurings I was angry with God. 3 

IJ. M. Todd, Martin Luther : A Biographi cal Study 
(London: Burns and Oates- ,- 196 41 , p. 23. 

2C. S. Anderson, 'rhe Reronnation Then and Now 
(l'linneapolis: Augsb urg PUblishil-ig· I-Ious-e; 1966) ; p. 16. 

3 lJ . M. Todd, op. cit. , pp. 49, 50. 
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It became increasingly clear to Luther that he could not 

satisfy his conscience and still retain the merit approach 

to salvation. 

Given in 1508 the lectureship on the Bible at 

Wittenberg University, a position ~Iich was made permanent 

in 1513, Luthe r felt obliged to read the Scriptures in the 

original and wldertook the study of Hebrew for this puzpose. 

It was durin9 the course of his reading, probably in the fa.ll 

of 1514, that he discovered the solution to his spiritual 

dilemma in the frequently cited principle of justification 

by faith alone. The "righteousness of God" which so often 

to:cme n ·ted Luther \vi th images of Christ upon the Judgement 

Seat with clutched sword ready to smite all those who did not 

merit His grace acquired a nevi and truly satisfying meaning 

in Romans I, 17: "For therein is the righteousness of God 

revealed from faith to faith: as it is written the just 

shall live by faith". He found further proof in Romans II, 

28: "Therefore \1e conclude that a man is justified by faith 

'vi t.hout the deeds of the law". Luther now concentrated solely 

on the image of Christ upon the Cross, relying totally upon 

faith in Christ's redemptive power to obtain his personal 

salvation. Fee ling as if a heavy burden had been lifted from 

his shoulders, Luther h e ld his new discovery to mean a comp lete 

shift in responsibility for gaining salvation. The individual 

was no longer obli ged to perform pio" s deeds to appease 

he was to place simple faith in Christ the Redeemer and in 
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God's divine promise as revealed in Scripture. Luther now 

rejected the religion of his childhood which stressed only 

the mechanical performance of good works as the most important 

path to sa lvation. Good works in themselves were of no avail 

if not accompanied by faith. Luther's denial of their 

efficacy did not mean, however , a rejection of the necessity 

to perform virtuous acts. Man's faith would naturally hold 

him to the imitation of Christ and the accompli shrt1ent of 

charitable works. In t:le light of Luthe r's central theme of 

jus tification by faith alone, the various reforms mentioned 

by Voltaire in an apparently ar~itrary fashion fit coherently 

together in a logical pattern which Voltaire's presentation 

fails to indicate. 

The first test of Luther's new approach to established 

Church dogma appeared in October 1517 on the question of the 

sale of indulgen ces. In 1515 Leo X, who was pope fiom 1513 

to 1521, authorized the sale of indulge nce s once more so as to 

Inee t the heavy e xpenses o f constructing St. Pet.er' s Basi Ii ca. 

Although the official reason, it was not the only one. In 

1513 Albe rt of Brande nburg had received the archbishopric 

of Mainz while already having secured that of Magdeburg and 

Ha lberstadt , contrary to canon law. In so doing he had 

amassed a considerable debt to the Fuggers, a prosperous 

b a nking family who had paid his pallium money. Pope Leo X 

agreed tha t one-half of the revenues of the new sale of 
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indulgences were to be used to repay this debt. John Tetzel, 

an eloquent and persuasive Dominican monk from Leipzig, was 

given the task of selling the indulgences in Saxony. He had 

a knack of reducing the complex doctrine to a simple epi9ra m 

which completely falsified its true meaning so as to render 

the sale as lucrative as possible among the comrnonfolk: 

As soon as the coin in the coffer rings 
The Soul from out the fire springs.4 

Luther was dismayed by the idea contained in this 

epigram be cause it was a total misconce pticm of the true 

purpose of indulgences. In Tetzel's interpretation, Luther 

perceived a reliance upon the merit concept of salvation which 

he had jtist so painfully rejected. As the purchaser could 

obtain a plenary indulgence, he was led to believe that in 

helping to pay for St. Peter's, he was performing a good 

deed which instantaneously absolved all his sin~, thus 

assuring him of salvation. He was also, so he thou~ht, 

liberating loved ones from their punishme nt in purgatory. 

Indulgence s, maintained Luthe r, only applied to the r e mission, 

partial or full, of penance imposed by -th e pries -t on earth in 

accordance with canon law, and had no bearing upon that 

required by God in purga tory. Indulge nce s h a d no effe ct upon 

the dead, neither did the Church's claim to supererogati o!1 , 

4E . R. Chamberlin r The Bad Popes (Ne\·" York: The Dial 
Press Inc., 1969 ) , p. 241. 



in itself a doctrine based entirely upon the efficacy o f 

good works performed by saints in the past. The most the 

Church c ould do for the dead was to pray on their behalf. 

9 

As for th e effect of indulgences upon the living , they were 

not efficacious until the sinner had a contrite heart, that 

is to say, until he felt true sorrow f or his s ins. This 

point clear ly nullified the value of indul gences bought to 

absolve in advance the punishment f or sins \'lhich may be 

l ater committed, one of the numerous abuses in the Church 

des cribed by Voltaire (Essai, p. 212). This point served to 

emph as ize above all Luther's firm rejection of the efficacy 

of good works alone around which Tetzel's thriving business 

revolved. 

Luth.er als o posed in his Theses some troub l es ome 

questions which, he alleged, had been asked of him by shrewd 

parishione r s. If, accepting hypothetically that rretzel' s 

argume nts for selling indulgences were the ologically sound , 

souls could be released from purgat.ory simply be means of a 

money payment, why the n, by way of Christian charity, did not 

the Pope release a ll the deceased from their sUffering? Why 

could not the Pope , be ing immensely rich, construct St. Peterls 

with his personal fortune instead of dep riving the poor folk 

of their scanty income ? Luther added a personal query 

conce rning the value o f indulgences as a Christian doctrine. 

According to Luther , t he true penitent should freely accep t 

punishment as a constant reminder of his ever sinful nature , 
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an ignominious inheritance from Adam \"hich in itself ruled 

out any possibility of man's performing truly good acts. 

Consequently, money should not be spent buying indulgences, 

but should rathe r be us ed to support loca l charities. 

In attributing the cause of the Reformation to a 

squabble between two jealous monastic o rders over a profitable 

business venture, Voltaire may be blame d fo r over s implificati on 

and ignorance in failing to pursue the matter more deeply . 

He is stating, nonethele ss, Pope Leo X's first reaction to 

Luther 's Theses. 

Leo X did indeed consider Luther's Theses to be ·the 

result of indignation on the part of the Augustin i a.ns toward 

the favored Dominicans and reacted, according to Charnber lin, 

wi th "some thing between a ··smi l e and a sigh II. 5 . After all, 

the Pope had just escaped from an assassination attempt. 

instigated in the College of Cardinals and in comparison 

cons idered Luther's protes t as an amusement. Yet less ·than a 

year later, in 1518, he was to order Luther to come to Rome 

and to answer personally charges of heresy. Then in 1520 he 

was to official l y demand that Luther reca.nt or be excommuni­

cClted , where upon Luther, as Elton puts it, "decisively burned 

his bo a ts •.. " (p. 21 ) by burning the bull issue d against. 

him. 

5Ibid ., p. 243. 
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If Pope Leo XIS first reaction to the posting of the 

Theses proved to be singularly mild in the light of their 

ultimate conseque nces, Luther's attitude was one of confusion 

and distress. He was not prepared for the charge of heres y 

labelled against him. By composing his Theses he thought 

himself only to be a devout Catholic attempting to clarify 

a confusing doctrine. The idea of a s plit within the Church 

would have horrified him. He made it clear that if any of 

his ideas were proved co~trary to Holy Scripture he would 

revoke them irmne diate ly. Voltaire judges correct l y when he 

wri tes: 

8i on avait dit a lors ~ Luther qu 'i l d§truirait 
la r e ligion romaine dans la moiti e de l' Europe , 
il n e l'aurait pas _cru; il al l a plus loin qu'il 
ne pensait • . (Essai, p. 217) 

In posting his Theses on the door of the Castle 

Church in Wittenberg Luthe r was only doing what - so many 

profes s ors had done before him. He was merely calling for a 

learned disputation on the abuse s he had seen in the Church's 

sale of indulge nces and was not openly condenming their 

purpose as defined by canon lavl . Voltaire i s misleading, 

therefore, vilien he writes: II Apres avoir decri§ l es 

indu l gences , il examina l e p ouvoir de celui qui l es donnait 

aux chr§tiens" (Essai, p. 217 ) . Granted he was questioning 

their value for the Christian, but he reserved final judge-

ment until after a theological deb ate had taken place. The 

papal legate , Cardinal Cajetan, a r enowned Catholic theologi a n 
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and head of the Dominican Order, itself staunchly papist, 

found no point in the Theses to be heretical, adding that he 

had found only errors in the document. Admitting himself to 

be confused over the indulgence is sue , Cajetan asked the 

Pope to clarify the doctrine. The Pope agreed that Tetzel 

had seriously over-simplified the doctrine, and in his 

decreta l Cum Postquam, promulgated in 1518, he reiterated 

basically what Luther had maintained in his Theses. The 

Pope did retain, however, the Church's claim to supererogCltion, 

stating that it was a petition only and offered no assurance 

of efficacy. 

In light o f such a conciliatory attitude why did 

Luther ult-imately break wi th Rome? ~"lhat cause had he -to 

formulate by 1520, the year in which he burned the bull 

Exsurge Domine, the basic precepts upon which all his reforms 

were founded? Voltaire points out that Luther had not the 

slightest intention of separating from the Church, but only 

hints at why the separation did in fact occur when he writes 

that Luther, after having railed against (gecrie ) indulgences 

II .examina le pouvoir de celui [ the pope] qui les donnait 

aux chretiens II (Ess ai, p. 217 ) . 

Luther had no intention in his Theses of attacking the 

papacy and did not do so, but the Church authorities forced 

the issue and Luthe r found himself not c1ebating the doctrine 

of indulge nces but rathe r papal infallibility. This was the 

only tack the Church could take to effectively trap Luthe r 
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as it recognized the legitimacy of many of his complaints, 

but was umvi lling to forfeit a profitable source of revenue. 

Various churchmen b e tween the years 1517 and 1520 

confronted Luther with the question of the papal claim to 

speak with greater authority than Scripture. Tetzel whose 

current occupation was at stake took a hurried doctorate 

in order to refute the Hittenberg monk. He maintained that 

the pope alone could i.nterpret Scripture. He hoped to nullify, 

thereby, Luther 's claim that passages in the Bible refuted 

the efficacy of good works, the principle upon which his 

sale of indulgences depended. Tetzel stated as well that 

.if the pope so decreed it, being infalli1Jle, indulgences 

could become efficacious for those in purgatory. In Augus t 

1518 Silvester Pried_as , - til-aster of the Sacred Palace and 

chief theological advisor to the Pope, vigorously asserted 

in a crude, insulting letter to Luther the supremacy of the 

pope which supersedes Scriptural authority, the pope being 

likened to the oracle of God. In October of the same year, 

Luther appeared at the Diet of Augsburg where Cardinal 

Cajeta n was specifically instructed to avoid debate and 

simply to demand Luther's recantation. Desiring o n l y to 

know where in he had erred, Luther was told that his de ni a l 

of the rrreasury of the Church was a rejec·tion of Pope 

Cleme nt VI's bull, promulgated in 1343, which specifically 

authorized supererogation. Cajetan stressed this minor 
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point hoping to avoid a major debate on the Theses proper. 

Yet, as we have seen, for Luther supererogation directly 

opposed his fundamen"c a l ·tene t of justification by fai th alone. 

Cajetan found himself unwillingly in th e heat of controversy 

as Luther rejected Pope Clement VIis bull as being contrary 

to Scripture. He h a d in effect openly r e j ected papal 

infallibility. In 1519, Luther unwitting l y carr i ed his 

rejection of papa l authority one step further when he engaged 

Jbhn Eck in disputation at Leipzig. John Eck, a professor 

at the U~1i versi ty of Ingo l s ta.dt and a very shrewd a.nd . canny 

professional disputant, con f ronted Luther by asking his 

opinion of the heretic John Hus s , whose condemned doctrines 

resembled many of Luther ls. Luther replied that not all of 

Huss I ideas had been heretic.al according to Scripture. Eck 

had effectively forced Luther into doubting the authority 

of the Gene ral Council. of Cons t ance which had condellli1ed Huss. 

Fully realizing the l e ngths to which he had now committed 

himself, Luther had no choice but to ope nly assert Scriptural 

authori ty over tha t of the pope and of the general council. 

He added that all faithful Chri stians , armed 'd" :L th proof from 

the Bible, could judge the accuracy of papal decisions on 

Church doctrine. 

Luther had been drawn most unwillingly from a position 

as an innovator of s low and careful reform to th e position 

o f a dan y-erous heretic; re a dy to be excommunicated from the 
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Church. In general historical opinion agrees that this 

developme nt was inevitable and only required time to manifest 

itself, that Luther ' s discovery in the Bible of the a ll 

important justification by faith alone solution to his 

spiritual dilewna would naturally support the final authority 

of Scripture over all other. The general consens us also 

concurs that during these years Luther laid the basic ground-

work for most of his reforms, his new ideas concerning 

Christianity having been defined at this time. 

\'lhat were Luther ' s most import ant reforms resulting 

from his new Christian outlook? From the indulgence contro-

versy it. becomes evident that the inward participation, the 

at.ti tude of the individual, takes precedence over mere out-

\lIard behaviour. Faith is all important. Religion becomes a 

highly personal experi e nce between God and man. Theoretically 

no priesthood , no ecclesiastical hierarchy, was necessary -to 

intercede on behalf of the individual, since "faith is the 

real priestly office; therefore all Christians are priests, 

whether man or woman, young or old, lord or servant, wife 

6 
or maid, scholar or l ayman II . Hence Luther derived the 

phrase, lithe priesthood of a ll be lievers II. Yet Luther had 

no intention of abolishing the Church hierarchy. He wanted 

6 R. H. Fife, The Revo l t of Martin Luther (New York: 
Columbia University Press , 19 5 7), p. 489. 
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only to re-establish the priest in his proper social function 

-- that of teaching the Gospel and administering the sacra-

ments. Removing the clergy from their medieval pedestal 

of sanctity as a special breed of man before God, Luther 

brought them back into perspective, because in Luther's 

society the cobbler and the bishop, the me rchant and the 

cardinal, all played equally important roles as defined by 

God. 

If faith is the key to Luther's new religion, it is 

the Bible that directs this faith, that instructs it and 

strengthens it. Rejecting papal infallibility and the pope's 

claim alone to interpre t Scripture, Luther put the Bible 

wi thin reach of the commo.n man. Since the Bible alone serves 

as the sole authority for the Christian it must be rendered 

as clear as possible in its meaning so as to be equally 

understood by all. In mentioning Luther's desire to translate 

the Bible into Ge r man Voltaire does not explain his reasons 

for doing so. Voltaire doubts the accuracy of Luther's 

German translation, citing only those critics who questioned 

Luther's sufficie nt command of Hebrew to undertake such a 

task, Andreas Carlstadt, a highly r espected theologian at 

Wittenberg and Dean of Arts, testified readily to Luther's 

good knowl edge of Hebr ew. Furthermore, according to Fife: 

His [Luthe r's] flue nt and highly personal style in 
writing me dieval Latin and his wide and elastic 
vocabul ary , the rapidity with which he acquire d 



Greek and Hebrew in the midst of cloister and 
professional duti e s and the accuracy of his 
knowledge, all point to a scientific attitude in 
linguistic matters and to systematic and 
conscientious teaching.7 

On the effect upon the reader of Luther's new translation 

Bain-ton comments in glowing terms: 

For the Germans Luthe r's r e ndering was incomparable. 
He leaped beyond the tradition of a thousand years. 
There had been trans lations before him of the 
Scripture into German reaching back into the 
earliest transcription o f the Gothic tongue by 
Ulfilas . .But none had the majesty of 
diction, the sweep of vocabulary, the native 8 
earthiness and the religious profundity of Luther. 

17 

Voltaire would have been more effective in criticizing 

the new translation if he had shifted his emphasis from 

Luthe r's knowledge of Hebrew to the actual content of Luthe r's 

new Bible. This approach, however, requires a true under-

standing of Luther's religious experience which, as we have 

already seen, Voltaire seems to lack. Take for example 

Luther's tenet of justification by fai th alone. In t he 

Hebrew and Vulga-te texts the adjective " a lone" is not 

present. While at the s ame time maintaining the absolute 

authority of the Bible in the original and in s isting that 

Scripture "ha v e the chief p l ace and be i-ts own truest and 

7 I.bi~., p. 30. 

8R. H. Bainton, Here I Stand, A Life of Mart in Luther 
(New York and Nashville:- Ab ingdon Press , 19 50), pp. 326-327. 
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clearest interpreter . ,,9 Luther added in his German 

version this adjective which completely a ltered the sense 

of the original . Luther's reason was one of clarity and 

precision in tran s lating, but in so doing he effectively 

overruled the explicit recommenda·tion in the Bea ti tudes and 

the Epistle of st. J ames, which he labelled an "epist l e of 

10 straw", on the merit of good works. Neither does Voltaire 

point out the dubious value of Luther's new faith, based 

entirely upon a very subj ective experience , being applied 

to all mankind. 

As an aid t o understanding the Bible, Voltaire 

asserts correctly that Aristot l e in Luther's opinion was of 

little value ( ~ssai, p. 221 ) . Qua lifications must be 

added , however, not to Voltaire ' s stateme nt but to Luther's 

opinion of Aristotle in general. Aristotle's teachings on 
-

'relig io us mat ters had little purpo r t, as he denied the 

immortal ity of the soul and h e ld the belief in the potential 

of nature to spontaneously create itse lf without the prior 

existence of some "fiat" that formed something out of 

nothing. Despite these limitations Luther should not have 

critici zed Ar i s totl e too veheme ntly in religious matters 

9 J. H. Todd( Mart in Luther: A Biographical study, 
p. 232. 

10K. Adam , The Roots o f the Refornation ; transl. 
C. Hastings (London and New York : Sheed and Ward Inc., 1957), 
p. 51. 
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since his professors had never misled him initially in the 

limited value of Aristotle to theology. Luther still 

regarded Aristotle's contribution to other fi e lds o f know-

l e dge very highly. In his reformed curriculum at wittenberg 

University Luther still retained Ar i stotle 's works on 

rhetoric, logic, politics and economic s as compulsory 

reading. 

Of the seven sacraments accepted by the Catholic 

Church Luther at first admitted three and then only two, 

as Voltaire indicate s , these being baptism and the eucharist 

(Essai, p. 222 ) . Luther ultimate l y r e j ected the others: 

ordination, confirmation, extreme unction, confession and 

matrimony as being unfounded in Scripture. 

Voltaire describes a lso Luther 's rejection of 

transubstantiation as be ing contrary to the Bible. Voltaire 

describes conci se ly yet vividly Luther's doctrine of 

consubstantiation by comparing it to melting iron in a 

flame (Essal , p. 219). This description 'is not Volt.aire' s 

alone, however, and does not show originality on his part. 

As for communion in both kinds, Voltaire deals with it apart 

from his description of transubstantiation as if the two 

doctrine s wer e unr e lated. He does give the Biblical 

refere nce wh i c h Luther used in supporting this reform 

( E~sai, p. 220). 

On the doctrine of baptism, once a gain Volta ire's 
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lack of theological insight prevents him from pointing out 

a major discrepancy underlying Luther's acceptance of this 

sacrament. According to. Luther, faith alone on the 

individual's part r enders the grace-giving sacraments 

efficacious. How can a baby ignorant in the ways of God 

receive grace and be saved? Luther found a dubious solution 

in t:he assertion t:hat the communal faith of the congregation 

causes the baptism to be efficacious for the infant. 

In the l ight of his new approach to salvation, 

Luther was obJ.iged to reconsider the value that the Catholic 

mass had acquired in his day. Luther feared that, for the 

commonfolk, the mass had become a mere tool to personal 

salvation. The common ma n had come to belie~e that if he 

went to mass frequently e nough, their cumulative salutory 

effect would ensure him of salva tion. In discussing Luther's 

solution to this problem Voltaire tends to confuse the r eader 

by not making a clear distinction between private and public 

mass for which Luther h ad two different remedies. Voltair e 

writes: " Luther crut qu'il etait temps enfin d'abolir la 

mes se privee . .La messe fut abo lie dans la ville de 

Vittemberg , et bient6t apres dans l e reste de la Saxe" 

(Essai, p. 224). Luther aboli shed the private mass, but 

retained the public mass in a modified form, making it more 

meaningfu l to contemporary German society. Luther did away 

with private mass performed by the priest in seclusion, 
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considering it as being nonsensical insofar as the mass 

itself is a form of public worship requiring the participation 

and communal faith of a congregation. 

Failing to explain Luther's r easons for reforming the 

mass, Voltaire describes inaccurately the manner in which 

Luther undertook to abolish private mass. Luther crystallized 

his views on the mass during his stay in the Wartburg in 

1521 immediately after the Diet of Worms. Popular rumour 

has it that while living in this supposedly h aunted castle 

Luther was taunted by the devil. The inkstand hurled at 

the d evil, nuts bouncing off the ceiling and ca s ks rolling 

down stairs are only some of the incidents described in 

the rumour. Despite the devil's very real existence for 
- . 

Luther, these ghostly occurrences were never substantiated 

by contemporary sources. Contrary to Voltaire's claim, 

therefore, Luther never attributed hi s abolition of· private 

mass to the work of the devi l (Essa i, p. 224). 

As for the celebration of public mass, Voltaire 

gives no account of Luther's reform. Luther removed the 

sacrificial concept of the Catholic mass. The mass wa s 

transformed into a IIfestiva l of gratitude"ll in which 

congregationa l participation was encouraged by various 

llR. H. Fife , The Revolt of Martin Luther, p. 487. 
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innovations: the mass was celebrated in the vernacular, 

singing by the congregation was introduced, communion of 

bo th kinds was established, and the sermon was emphasized, 

thus giving the mass a much more instructive tone. 

Voltaire implies unjustly in his account that 

Frederick the Wise was of rebellious temperament and desired 

the total bre akdown of the Catholic Church, thereby 

encouraging Luther to abolish the private mass (Essai, p. 22 4 ). 

Frederick, however, was much like Luther in his desire for 

slow and careful religious reform. During Luthe r's stay 

in the wartburg Frederick was deeply troubled by the all 

too swift reform int roduced by the Zwicka u Prophets and 

wrote to Wittenberg University in the following terms: 

We have gone too fast. The common man has been 
i ncited to frivolity, and no one has been edified. 
We should have consideration for the weak. Images 
should be left until further notice. The question 
of begging should be canvassed. No essential 
portion of the mass should be omitted. Moot 
points should b e discussed.12 

These are certainly not the words of an impetuous fire -

brand reformer! 

Following from his tenet of justification by faith 

alone, Luther called for the abolition of the monastic 

system and the secularization of monastic lands -- a logical 

12R. H. Bainton, Here I Stand, A Life of Mart in 
Luther, p. 210. 
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deduction not made by Voltaire. Monks who attempt to gain 

special favour before God by performing pious works of 

asceticism do so in vain according to Lutheran doctrine . 

Furthermore, monk s are evading their basic social function 

to work actively in society. After all, was not Christ a 

carpenter? Celibacy is easily done away with because it 

is part of Church discipline and not Church dogma. Luthe r 

strengthened his rejection of celibacy with reference to 

the Biblical command to multiply and be fruitful. Voltaire 

risks leaving his reader with the erroneous impression that 

Luther married Katherine von Bora merely to emphasize his 

argument, when he writes: 

Les moines et les religieuses sortaient de l e u rs 
cloftres ; e t peu d'ann§es apr~ s, Luthe r §pousa 
une religi e use nomm§e Cathe rine Bore. Le s 
eccl§siastiques de llancie nne communion lui 
reproch~rent qu lil ne pouvait se passer de femme: 
Luther leur r§pondit qulils ne pouvaient s e 
passer de maitresse s. (E s s a i, p. 224) 

" 

Such was not the case as Luthe r did not marry until 1525, 

three years after he rejected celibacy. 

Both Voltaire and Luther agree about the value of 

marriage. It serves to increase the population and acts 

as the basic unit upon whi ch all of society is built. For 

Luther marriage is not a sacrament, since it is not a 

contract betwee n God and man but rather between t wo people. 

Luther, nonetheless, a l mo s t r e ndered marriage hallow by 

utterly condemning divorce: "Divorce is anarchy and a 
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repudiation of one's calling as a husband or wife 11
•
13 Since 

adultery is clearly prohibited in the Ten Commandments , Luther 

advis e d the practice of bigamy in cases where husband and 

wife no longer find eac~ other compatible. Although the 

Bible strongly recommends monogamy, nowhere in the Scrip-tures 

is bigamy specifically forbidden. From this rather specious 

argument, Voltaire remarks with dry humour: 

Les reformateurs d'Alle~magne, qui voulaient 
suivre l'Evangile mot a mot, donnerent un 
nouveau spectacle quelques annees apr e s . 
(Essai, p. 232 ) 

Voltaire is referr ing to the Philip of Hesse scandal in which 

Luther put his beliefs on marriage to the test and was to 

discover that, although his view was not violating Scripture, 

it went beyond the limits that tradition and custom would 

accept. 

Philip of Hesse dissatisfied with his first wife 

desired to remarry. His first marriage, however , was l ega l 

and therefore inviolable. Philip took Katherine Saal as his 

mistress and this caused him much spiritual disquiet as he 

was living in sin and could not participate in the sacraments. 

In these circumstances, Luther permitted Philip to have two 

-wives , basing his decision upon Old Testament pr e c edent s 

and on the clerical right to al l eviate the spiritual anguish 

of a pari s hioner. Realizing that he was breaking very strong 

custom, as we ll as the Emperor 's specific orders , in 

13 
A. K. Swihart, Luther and the Luthe ran Church 

~ondon: P. Owen, 1960), p. 155. 
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sanctioning bigamy, Luther demanded of Philip the utmost 

secrecy. As Volta ire claims, time reveals such secrets 

(Essai, p. 234) . Luther a ttempted in vain to avoid a public 

scandal by advocating " good strong lies " (Elton, p. 170). 

The result was a considerable blow to the Protestant cause, 

both morally a nd politically. The Catholics took full 

advantage of the sca~dal by accusing the Lutherans of moral 

decay in living outside the Church and Charles V, sparing 

Philip from the death penalty, required of him various 

concessions which weakenod the Protestant Schmalkaldic 

League. In assessing the importance of the Hesse affair, 

Voltaire d e scribes it as "une nouveaute" which resulted 

in nothing more serious t han "un scanda l e paisible ", and 

he thus greatly underestimates the gravity of the incident 

(~ssai, p. 235). 

Luther's fear of a mere outward show of piety 

either with good works or with the veneration of sacre d 

relics was very real . Yet this fear never led him to 

condone iconoclasm, as Voltaire suggests (Essai, p. 220). 

Luther was very d i stressed at hearing of the d e struction 

of Chur ch property during his exi le. Iconoc lasm was not 

necessary for the t ruly faithful as these Christians would 

recognize that images in themselves are not sacred and 

therefore pos e no threat to r e ligion. Moreover , images 

could indeed e ncourage faith , not in themse lve s, but by 
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what they depicted or represented to the worshiper. Although 

he did not sanction the destruction of existing images, 

Luther, if he could start afresh, would question the forming 

of new ones as it seemed to him being of the Nominalist 

School, rather presumptuous of man in his ignominy to depict 

God's omnitience in human form. 

These are, then, the basic reforms initiated by 

Luther all stemming from his concept of justification by 

faith alone. As has bee n pointed out, Voltaire continua lly 

sho'i\Js signs of being unaware of this force underlying all of 

Luther's reforms. Voltaire 's incomprehension appears all 

the more evident in the manner in which he describes Luther's 

rejection of the doctrine of free will. Voltaire refers to 

Luther's denia l of free ~ili iri passing only, -failing to 

connect Luther's rejection of this concept with his other 

theologica l reforms. In reality Volta ire should have 

mentioned Luther's rejection o f free will at the beginning 

of his account giving to it the importance it deserves as 

being central to Luther's whole religious doctrine (Essai, 

p. 220 ). On the other hand, Voltaire does realize the 

importance of the Bible in determining the nature of Luther's 

r eforms , but makes no attempt to exp lain this fact. 

'fh e most i mportant works in which Luther expresses 

his ideas and discusses reform are: The Address to the 

German l~o})ili t y (August 1520): .~+ 
V.i_ 
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the Church (September 1520 ) and On the Freedom of a Christian 

Man (November 1520 ) . Of these, Voltaire mentions only 

The Babylonia.n_Cap tivity of the Church. This work was of 

prime importance in weakening the central power of the Church 

by advocating a reduction in the number of sacraments. It 

was through the sacraments that the Church claimed to either 

grant or refuse grace to its members thereby main-taining a 

firm grip upon them. The Babylonian Cap tivity_. ., howeve r, 

was a work written in a heavy latin style and destined to be 

read by an educated few only. The other two works were 

written in Ge rman and as they could be read by the general 

public, they acquired more influe nce. The success of these 

tvlO works was reflected in the surprising number that were 

sold. The Address. . - sold 4 ,000 copies within three 

weeks and after two years it had gone through forty-three 

editions. On the Freedom of a Chri s tian Man , although not 

quite as successful, went through a r espectab le eighteen 

editions in the space of six years. 

Voltaire does not think highly of Luther's style, 

labelling it lIun style barbare ll for IIdes esprits assez 

grossiers ll (Essai, p. 221). His judgement appears in direct 

contrast to that of Mo ore who, unlike Voltaire , commands a 

thorough knov.Jledge of German and who states that in order to 

be successful during the Reformat ion an author had to express 
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himself in a skilful manner. Judging by the public acceptance 

of the two works just mentioned, Luther apparently had this 

14 talent. Speaking of Luther's ability to combine harmoniously 

style and conte nt, Moore adds: 

En un mot la qualite litteraire de [sonJ oe uvre 
paral.t deriver de l'accord entre l' auteur et Ie 
moyen d'e xpression qu 'il s'est choisi. Luther 
est grand ecrivain par ce l a meme qu'il y a en 
lui un artiste, un honune du peuple, et un genie 
religieux et qu'il s'es t cree un style on tous 
les trois ont pu donner chacun sa mesure.lS 

Voltaire does admit that Luther was capable of writing in a 

gentle style (§ssai, p. 248) . Such an admission, however, 

cannot temper Voltaire's harsh judgemen t of Luther's style 

in general. Voltaire's criticism stems perhaps from the fact 

that he considered French class ical writing to be the highest 

li te rary art form in comparison to which all others , Luther's 

style included, seeme d to pale. 

On the other hand, Voltaire's criticism must not be 

completely distrusted, since Luther was on occasion very 

capable of writing in a crude manner, not , only displeasing 

to Voltaire but to many of the reformer's contemporaries 

as well. Take, for E.::xamp l e, Luther's bitter attitude after 

his Leipzig debate with John Eck. Pascal wri t,es : 

l4W. Go Moore, La R§forme a llemande et lalitterature 
fran<;aise: r e cherches sur la no'cor:i.et§- de Luthe r en France 
(Strasbourg: PublTcatTons de l af.'aculte des Lettres a 
l'universit~ de Strasbourg , 1930), p. 12. 

15 
Ibid., po 26. 



Luther's polemic was carried on in a style which 
continually called forth r ebukes from his friends. 
His temper was never in control, and he wrote 
with a hasty, imaginative, savage passion which 
often led him beyond the bounds of truth and 
expediency. 16 

Such intemperance on Luther's part was very evident in his 

ruthless attack on the peasants in Against the Murderin~ 

Thieving Hordes of the Peas an ts which appeared in 1525 and 

of which more will be said later. 

It must be remembered that much of what Voltaire 

considered "grossier" was the earthiness and homeliness of 

Luther's style. Most of Germany was rural, Luther hims e lf 
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being of rugged peasant stock. As Voltaire held the peasants 

and lOiver classe s in little regard, it is understandable 

that he regarded the robust earthiness of Luther's style 

unfavourably. Yet this very style proved to have great 

appeal for Luther's fellow Germans. The success of Luther's 

translation of the Bible in which Hoses be came a German and 

the road from Jericho to Jerusalem ran through the Thliringi an 

Forest testifies to this fact. 

Faced with Luther's persistent refusal to accept 

papal authority, the Church h ad no choice but to demand 

his recanta tion under pain of excorrmmnication. In 1520, 

16 R. Pascal, The Social Basis of the German 
Reformation (London: Watts and Co., °1933 ), p. 59. 
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Pope Leo X issued the bull Exsurge Domine and ordered that 

all Luther's books containing heretical views be burned. 

Luther was given sixty days to recant. Upon hearing that 

some of his works had been burned in Cologne, Luther replied 

by burning the Exsurge Domine. Voltaire appears to confuse 

his facts by implying that Luther burned the second bull 

issued against himr namely, the Decet Romanum Pontificem. 

This second bull was not issued until January of the following 

year (Essai, p. 220). Voltaire writes mundanely that Luther 

proved himself bold in burning the pap a. l bull (Essai, p. 220 ) . 

No·;:' mentioned in Voltaire's account, however, is the fact 

that Luther did so only wi th the knmlledge of his personal 

secretary. What was a bolder gesture and fixed general 

attention on Luther was his burning of the books of canon 

law. Luther ha.d in this way formally announced his bre ak 

wi th ROIile. 
'. 

In burning the papal bull and the books of canon law 

Luther had, according to Voltaire, the support of many 

sympathi zers (Ess ai , p. 220 ) . Much of Luther's support came 

from the s pirit of discontent with the corruption pervading 

the Ca"cholic Church. Voltaire qui te justifiably asks the 

question: 

De que l front un Al e xandre VI, l'horre ur de toute 
la terre, avait-il o s § se dire le vicaire de Di e u? 
et cormnent L§on X , dans I e sein de s plaisirs et 
des scandales , pouvait-il pre ndre c e titre? (Ess ai, 
pp. 221- 222 ) 
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Rodrigo Borgia, after having literally bought the 

tiara in 1492, was determined to become as powerful as his 

namesake Ale xander the Great. Through outlandish nepotism, 

Pope Alexander VI continually strove to acquire wealth a nd 

influence for his children. To Cesare, his heir and hope-

ful founder of the Borgi a dynasty, Alexander VI gave unceas ing 

support, in particular when Cesare unde rtook to suppress all 

opposition with coercion through torture and poisoning, that 

"useful adjunct",17 as Chamberlin puts it, for the politically 

ambitious. 

The blatant licentiousness of Alexander VI's court 

gave way to the more refined pleas ures of Pope Leo XIS who 

assumed the papa l throne in 1513 at the early age of thirty-

si x , having been made cardinal when only fourteen years old . 

Volt a i re's description o f Leo X as being a ~orldly, pleas ure-

seeking pope is borne out by historical evidence (Essai, 

p. 209) . Pope Leo XIS favorite saying was: "God has given 

1 1 t .. til 18 us t1e papacy -- e us enJoy l • This he did to his 

utmost. Leo X was determined to avoid the problems and 

worries of hi s predecessors by i mmers ing himself as much as 

possible in festivals, banquets and above all in hunting, his 

favorite pastime. Great ly desiring happiness, he encouraged 

17E . R. Chamberlin, The Bad Popes, p. 202. 

18I b · ~ . ~. , p. 248 . 
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people around him to be jovial, which proved to be a severe 

drain on the papal treasury. Voltaire does commend the Pope 

for one quality, namely, the civilizing influence upon 

European society of his lavish patronage of the arts, even 

if his patronage was somewhat out of context wi·th his 

religious calling (Essai, p. 214 ) . Voltaire's belief in the 

humanizing effect of the arts is visible here. Pope Leo X, 

who was born in Florence, itself the birthplace of the 

Renaissance, encouraged fully the study of classical culture 

and rewarde d hands oDely the painters and writers who 

frequented his court. Leo, whose favorite self-portrait 

depicted him fingering delicate ly a priceless manuscript, 

eyeglass in hand, was deeply flattered that his reign was 

proclo.i me cl that of Ivlinerva.- , . the goddess of wisdom. 

Historical evidence also bears out Voltaire's 

account of corr uption in the Church hierarchy. - Voltaire 

quotes Pope Pius II wh o reputedly said: 

.pour de fortes r a i sons on avait interdit Ie 
mariage aux pretres, mais que pour de plus fortes 
il fallait Ie leur permettre. ( Ess~'l.i, p. 211) 

At the Councils of Constance and Basel, held in 1414 and 

1431 respectively , Emperor SigisDund suggested the abolition 

of celibacy because sexual licence was so common. Absenteeism 

resulting from the practice of pluralism was just as common. 

Voltaire writes that it was not unusual for a bishop to 

manage eight or nine sees (Essai, p. 211). Witness the 

holdings of the Cardinal of Estouteville who possessed at 
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one time an archbishopric, four bishoprics, four abbeys 

and three priories. As for the luxury of some ecclesiastics, 

Volt aire contrasts the poverty o f the artisans and peasants 

who eked out an existence with their f amilies while watching 

monks live in luxury befitting a king (Essai, p. 213). Such '/ t- l
, 

ckl'1I1d 
a comparison i s not unwarranted when we cons ider that no 

less th a n eighteen bishoprics and archbishoprics in the 

German states were in the hands of the sons o f princes at 

the outbreak of the Reforma tion. The upper Church hierarchy 

was r eserved exclusively for the wealthy , one of the req uire-

ments for entry being proficiency in the tourney. 

Much o f the Church ' s wealth was derived from heavy 

t axation, a source of muc h l ay discontent, as Voltaire 

des cribes: 

C'etait l e joug de s taxes romaines qu'on voulait 
briser. Qu'importait, en effet, a Stockholm a 
Copenhague, a Londres , a Dresde , que l' o n eut 
du plaisir a Rome? Hais il importait qU'on ne 
payat point de t axes e xorbi tantes . (Essai, 
p. 218) 

Let us t ake as an examp l e the financial b urden i mposed 

by Pope Gregory VII who ruled from 1073 to 1085 a nd whose 

I , f . II 19 . d f 1 h . h . ne t 0 taxat10n cons 1ste 0 no ess t a n e1g t or n1ne 

types o f papal dues many of which were cont inue d to Luther ' s 

day. The discontent described by Voltaire was not limited 

19 
K. Adam , The Roots of -t:.h~_R~~:orrriationJ p. 9. 

f' 1, ,t ( 
F\ (J ,I' 
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only to Stockholm, London or Dresden, although through being 

situated on the periphery of Ch r istendom their displeasure 

would b e more pronounced, but it a lso affected the German 

states as well. The popes were becoming increasing ly more 

greedy and short-sighted because they were degenerating into 

petty Italian rulers rather than strengthening their 

universal steVlardship of Christendom. 

Had the papacy acquired its proper cosmopolitan 

vieVl as the shepherd o f a ll mankind, it would still have had 

to confront the growing sense of n ationali sm which exerted 

a particuJ.arist influence on European unity . In his attacks 

on the papacy, Luther no doubt strengthened the sentiments 

of Ge rman nationalism. Forced to l eave the Catholic ChiJrch, 

Luther was founding in essence a distinctly German Church in 

Wittenberg, shaped to meet the spiritua l needs of those with 

whom he had the most contact. In contrast to this tendency , 

the predominance of Italians in German clerical offices 

became increasingly more apparent with Rome seen as the 

foreign oppressor. Among the various manifes tations of this 

new German national spirit which included r e ligious political 

and economic factors, we need only mention Luther's infl uence 

upon the d8ve lopment of the German language , since much of 

his writing was done in the vernacular. 

To Luther's growing support , Voltaire adds th a t of a 

class of society which took up the Reformer 's cause II sans 
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trop examiner les questions de l' ecole" (Essai, p. 220 ) . 

voltaire is apparently referring to the support given Luther 

by the peasants who totally misunderstood his objectives 

and who were ultimately to gain his bitter hatred. 

The peasants interpreted Luther's attack upon the 

papacy as a siyn to cormnence their O\vn long sought politica l 

and economic reforms. It must be remembered that Voltaire 

takes a biased view of the peasants for whom human equality, 

"cette verite dangereuse", should not apply in the politica l 

and economic sense as the pe asants desired (Essai, p. 236 ) . 

He is sympathe tic, however, to the basic economic requests 

of these . "sauvages" which he considers as "les droits du 

genre humain" (~ssai, pp. 236-237 ) . Some of the demands 

that Voltaire lists forme d part of the Twelve Articles, the 

program of reform drawn up by the peasants. 

Asked for his opinion of the p r ojected reform, Luther 

replied that h e adamantly opposed the use of violence by 

the peasants to obtain their demands. He was sympathetic 

to several of the demands and scolded the secular authorities, 

the princes, for their irresponsibility and blamed them for 

much o f the peasant discontent. Luther vigorously maintained, 

however, that the secular authorities alone had the right to 

introduce econornic reform and he warned the peasants not to 

take this r esponsibility into their own hands. Serfdom , one 

of the major complaints f was to be :>~'et_ ai ned according to 
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Luther, since "every true Christian is content with his 

state; serfs can serve the Lord and win grace as easily as 

• II 20 prlnces 

When the peasants, very disillusioned by Luther ' s 

attitude , ignored his advice, calling him a servant of the 

princes, and revolted in 152 4 , Luther replied in his 

vicious attack, Against the Murdering Thieving Hordes o ~ the 

Peas ants. In this work Luther showed himself to b e crude 

and ruthless in advising the princes to s laughter the 

pe as ants as one would a mad dog. Elton writes: "'1'he tract 

remains a sad example of the crudity to which he could 

sink " (p . 60). 

Luther I S anger stemmed frOTn the peasants ' misunder--

standing his theory of the priesthood of all believers. Human 

equality was to be understood only in the spiritual sense. 

Equality in the secular order was impossible: "An earthly 

kingdom cannot exist wi t hout inequality of person. Some 

must be free, others serfs, some rulers, others 

subjects . " 21 In an ideal and truly Christian society , 

government is not necessary, but man's sinfulness requires 

it to prevent anarchy such as the peasants would create in 

20 R. Pascal , The Social Basis of the German 
Re_formation, pp. 136-137. 

21J • S. Schapiro, Social Reform and the Reformation 
(New York: Columbia University Pres-s , 190 9 ), p. 82. 



revolting. Princes, despite their social neglect, must 

always be obeyed for the sake of peace and order. Philip 

Melanchthon, Luther's closest friend and fellow reformer, 

explains: 

For the sake of peace a Christian should be law­
abiding, whatever the la'l,'l may be; indeed , dis­
content hurts the soul's we l fare. If serfdom 
e xists, it should be left alone for the sake of 
peace. The Gospel does not require a change 
in the serf's condition, but it does require 
obedience to the government . . tmatever good 
is done to the government is done to God, and he 
who cheerfully bears burdens and taxes most 
truly serves God.22 
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Encouraged by the new role of authority ascribed to 

them, the princes eagerly adopted the Lutheran c ause , lured 

all the more by the potential wea lth to be gained from his 

policy of secularization, --as Voltaire correct~y indicates 

(Essai, p . 218 ) . Voltaire's belief that the monies derived 

from this policy went i nto the construction of hospitals and 

other charitable works appears rather optimistic (Essai, 

p. 249 ) . He expresses his general attitude towards the 

secularization of Church property in these terms: 

22 Ibid ., p. 78. It may be asked of Luther on what 
grounds he-challenged the Emperor who doggedly sought an end 
to the religious schism. Luther replied: 

For such honour and glory has been given to me by 
God's grace. . -that since the time of the Apostles 
no doctor , nor wri ter , no theologi a n, nor jurist has 
con f i .rmed , instructed and solaced the conscie nce of 
the secular estates in so glorious and clear a fashion 
as I have done by the especial grace of God.* 

*R. Pascal, The Social Basis of the German Reforma tion, p. 166. 



En general, toute nation qui a converti les 
couvents a l'usage public y a beaucoup gagne, 
sans que personne y ait perdu: car en effet on 
n'6te rien a une societe qui n'existe plus. 
(Essai, p. 249) 

It is true that the potential for introducing beneficial 
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social reforms with the revenue s of secularization does exist 

as Voltaire claims, and in fact Luther, with his dominating 

influence in Wittenberg, did ove rsee such beneficial works. 

Yet in general, such was not always the case, as the 

responsibility f or social reform depended entirely upon the 

whims of the princes who could do with the revenues of 

secularization dS they pleased. A case in point where the 

revenues derived from such a policy were not invested for 

the comrilon weal can be found in the bl a tant profiteering 

of the English Cecils , father and son, but this matter lies 

beyond the scope of the present work. Luther's religious 

reforms , in brief, received the support of almost all cl~sses 

of society, from peasants to princes, who saw in his cause 

their own particular and multifarious grievances against 

the established order. 

The time limit given to Luther to recant in the bull 

Exsurge Domine had passed and the papa l bull Decet Ror.1anum 

Pontificem vas ready early in the year 1521. To become 

effective and t o officially excommunicate Luthe r it required 

the consent of the Emperor and the German princes. Keeping 

h's e l ect.i on Dronnse never to ban a subject unheard, Charles V 
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called a diet at Worms in 1521 and summoned Luther to appear. 

Upon his arrival, Luther received a hero's we lcome from the 

crowds that thronged the streets. Volta ire likens Luther's 

corning to that of John Huss at Constance in 1414, recalling 

that Emperor Sigismund had revoked the safe-conduct issue d 

to Hus s and implying that Charles V might h ave done the same 

in Luther ' s c ase (Essai.' p. 224 ) . Luther, himse lf, also 

recalled the case of John Huss as he made his way to Worms. 

These fears were not unfounded as the papal l egate , Aleander, 

attempted to persuade Char l es , as Voltaire describes, into 

t rapping Luther (Essai, p. 224 ) . The Emperor did not want to 

share Si gismund ' s shame and maintained his word of honour 

in the typic a l Spanish tradition. 

At the Diet Luther was given one last chance to 

recant. Voltaire writes in jest that Pope Leo X ought to 

have attempted to persuade Luthe r by offering him a cardinal's 

cap ( ~ssai , p. 218 ) . Such was a lmost the case when Aleander 

promi sed Luther a rich priory if he were to renounce his 

heretica l beliefs! Since Luther remaine d adamant in his 

religious views , Charles V clearly saw his duty in requesting 

that the Diet hasten to ratify the impe rial ban. Voltaire 

raises unfair doubts about the Emperor 's religious intentions 

(Essai, p. 223 ). Voltaire suggests that Char l es V was 

secretly in favour of the Reformation when in reality hi s so l e 

desire was to curb it. Charles V did admit the po s sibility 
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of some reform of the most severe abuses in religious practices, 

but never did he question Church dogma. On the sincerity 

of the Emperor's relig-ious motives in banning Luther, Elton 

writes: 

Charles quite consciously thought of himself as the 
heir o f Charlemagne, the secular head of a united 
Christendom, God's vicar side by side with the pope 
whose spiritual rule it was his duty to 
defend . .Ever aware of his God-given mission, 
he could not face the Lu-theran revolt with anything 
but unrelenting hostility. From first to last he 
was determined to end the schism, one way or 
another. (p. 37) 

The Diet concluded with Luther's exi l e from the 

Empire. His heretical faith was bo.nned and a committe e 

established to enforce the decree. For eight years , as 

voltaire accurately remarks , the Reformation developed 

unimpeded as Charles V, having moved to Spain, was too 

preoccupied with foreign affairs to concern himself with 

religious dissention in Germa ny ( ~ssai , p. 238). 

Voltaire is intrigued by a pecul iar historical event 

tha t occurre d shortly after the ad journment of the Diet of 

Worms -- that of King Henry VIII's personal sally against 

Luther in his ~ssertion of the Seven Sacraments , a work for 

which he earned the proud title o f Defender of the Faith 

(~ ssai , p. 222). Voltaire mentions this event, not for its 

histori cal importance regarding th e development of Lutheran ism, 

but rather as evidence of the sometimes whimsica l course taken 

by history, since the same Henry VIII was to become l a ter an 

arch-enemy of the pope. 



It was at the Diet of Speyer in 1529 that the 

refo rmers faced their first serious challenge from the 

Empero r. Voltaire mistakenly writes that at this Diet 

proposals for moderation were put fODvard (Ess a i, p. 238 ) . 

In reality, the measures of toleration adopted at Speyer 
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three years previously, at which time the Emperor and the 

princes agreed upon a temporary policy of religious toleration, 

were revoked and the Edict of Worms reinstated. The reforme rs 

replied with a stern protestation calling for full toleration 

in religious affairs. It was this demand that gave to the 

refo rmers their name of Protestants to which Voltaire r e f e rs 

(Essai, p. ' 238 ) . 

In his ceaseless hopes to end the schism, Charles V 

summoned another diet at Augsburg in the following year. In 

calling this meeting, Charles' desires we:ce more arde nt than 

ever as he wanted to obt3.in unity at home in order to r e c r uit: 

military aid against the Turks who were threatening the 

gates of Vienna. Asked to draw up a corpus of beliefs upon 

which a settleme nt could be based, the Protestants, led by 

Philip Melanchthon 

because of the ban 

Luther was preve nte d from atte nding 

produced the Augsburg Confession, a 

conciliatory document I,:lhich made no me ntion of controvers ial 

points of doctrine such as transubstantiation and the pri .e st­

hood of all believe rs. It did, however, me ntion the tene t, 

of justi £ica tion b y faith alone. The Conf e s sion, b ecause o f 



its mild tone and its possibility of wide interpretation, 

acted as "une boussole", as Voltaire puts it, in guiding 
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more orthodox thinkers into the Protestant camp (Essai, p. 238 ) . 

Needless to say, the attempt at reconc iliation failed as 

the most contentious issue of pap al authority remained 

unresolved. 

The close of the Diet brought the Edict of Worms again 

into force and gave the Protestants until April of 1531 to 

return to the Church. Faced with military threats, the 

reformers created the strong and unifying League of Schmalkalden 

in February 1531. The opposition did not materi a lize, however, 

as Charles was agai n preoccupied with foreign a ffa irs. In 

desperate need of support __ against the Turks, the Emperor 

signed the Religious Truce of Nuremberg granting the Protestants 

religious toleration for the mome nt in return for military and 

financial aid. 

The Emperor's continuous concern with foreign affairs 

permitted rapid expansion not so much of Lutheranism itse lf 

as the Protestant spirit in general. In fact, between 1525 

and 1531, Lut heranism suffered a slight set-back in popular 

appeal. 

The Erasmian humanists withdrew their support after 

the Peasant Revolt of 1524, although Luther vigorously denied 

any role in the rebe llion. Because of their Lutheran 

sympathies, the humanists were wrongly accused, in their 
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view of harbouring the dangerous views of social egalitarian­

ism which had led to the upheaval of the social orde r. 

Luther was aware of and greatly feared such a peasant revolt 

for he knew that it gave his opponents the exact excuse the y 

needed for l aunching charges against him of inciting the 

people to revolt by preaching equality. His opponents made 

no effort to understand the exclusively spiritual nature of 

his notion of equality. Voltaire's assertion, therefore, 

that Luther lost none of his popular appeal after the rebellion 

can be seriously questioned (Essai , p. 237). The humanists' 

friendship wi th Luther "las in any case a tenuous one at best 

since their basic views on man's fundamental nature Vlere 

diametrica lly opposed. Luther's i nflue nce was further 

weakened by the rise of nume rous fanatical sects which inter-

preted his doctrine to their fancy. Zwingli's ZUrich also 

weakened Lutheranism by serving as a rival force with 

Wittenberg in directing the course of the Reformation. 

Luther's seemingly "democratic" approach to the 

Christian faith in permitting individua l interpre t a tion of 

the Scriptures lost its appeal when the commonfolk discove r e d 

that Luther never really accepted this right. Granted t he 

parishioners were free to d iscuss with their minister any 

point o f doctrine that troubled them, but in the final 

analysis th ey were forced to accept what Luther set down 

as the true t eaching of the Church, since h e had full a u thority 

over c8 nson3hip. 
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Sincere in his original intention to permit individual 

interpretation of the Bible, Luther was under the false 

impression that by translating the Bible into the clearest 

possible German, all those who read it would arrive at the 

same basic conclusions. Luther believed that his precise 

version of Scripture would be so self-explanatory as to leave 

no possibility of conflicting interpretation. Luther was 

disillusioned in his ideal by his experience with the Zwickau 

Prophets who, during his stay in the Wartburg, brought anarchy 

to Wittenberg by their inspired in t erpretation of Scripture. 

To prevent th e chaos which such freedom could create, Luther 

undertooJ~ to introduce rigorous standardization of Church 

dogma and liturgica l practice. He relied fully upon the 

secular authorities to maintain order by giving them complete 

control over the moral behaviour of th e people as well as 

over the administration of marriage, tithes and Church 

discipline. The prince came to exert a powerful influence 

over the daily lives of his subjects. The popularity of such 

reforms may be clearly suspect , for as Pascal claims: 

"Luther had freed religion from one captivity to subject it 

23 to another enslavement ". If in the light of these events, 

Luther lost some of his appea l at home, abroad his new faith 

23 R. P a scal, The Social Basis of the German 
~e~tion; p. 121. 



enjoyed varying degrees of success and especially in 

Scandinavia where he gaine d quick recognition. 

Judging by the title of his chapter: "Le Progres 

du lutheranisme en Suede, en Danemark et en Allemagne ll
, 

Voltaire sets out to describe the growth of Lutheranism 
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in Scandinavia (Essai, p. 231). We can seriously question, 

however, whether Voltai re 's success in his task goes beyond 

defining it. He deals almost entirely with the cruelty of 

King Christian II of Denmark and Gustav Troll, Archbishop 

of Upsala, in their attempts to gain power in Sweden. In 

reality, Christian II h ad very little to do with the actual 

introducti on of Lutheranism in Scandinavia. Voltaire 

describes the collusion betwe en the two men in their attempt. s 

to overthrovJ the Swedish g-overnment, but he fails to realj ze 

that Christian II had not the slightest int~ntion of 

r eforming Roman Catholic doctrine. Voltaire describes in 

sordid detail the massacre commi tt.ed by this "Neron du Nord l! 

after his c oronation in Stockholm in 1520, but fails to 

indicate any relationship between these crimes and Christi an !s 

supposed b:ceak with Rome (Ess a i, pp. 231- 232) • In short , 

Voltaire's account of the cruelties committed by the King and 

the Archbishop has little relevance to the subject at han d -­

the rise of Lutheranism in Scandinavia. 

King Christian II played only a minor role in the 

Rerarrna.t ion in his country. Although he did separate from 



Rome to the extent that all appeals on religious matters 

were to be sent to a special committee rather than to the 

pope, thereby placing himself effectively at the head of 
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the Danish Church, Christian II had no more reforming desire 

than that of an early humanist. Wil ling to correct the 

major abuse s , he never questioned the sanctity of existing 

Catholic dogma. Voltaire's account of Christian II's crime s 

appears, in essence, to be a further example of man's 1n­

humani ty as revealed .in history, a subject on which Voltaire 

frequently comme nted wi th bitterness. 

Lutheranism obtained its first strong grip in Denmark 

during th e reign of Frederick the Wise of Saxony. Although 

attempting to follow a conservative and neutral path so as 

to avoid creating hostilities between Catholics and reformers , 

Frederick tended to favour the Protestant cause whenever 

possible. Lutheranism had already gained entry into Denmark 

through trade and the arrival of foreign students and had 

been quickly adopted in the intellectual circles where 

humanism prevailed. King Christian II had previously en~ 

couraged the immigration of Lutheran academics not for their 

faith but for their learning. Hans Tausen , the Dani sh Luther, 

had received part of his education at Wittenberg and by 

1525 was preaching in Viborg in Jutland. A year later a 

printing press was set up there and kept active. At his 

coronation Frederick had promised to protect Roman Catholicism. 
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He kept his promise r athe r ambi guously by ins i sting tha t 

only God's Word be preached in De nmark. By 1527, he had 

openly declared his policy of not intervening against the 

Lutherans. Between the years 1529 and 1532, Frederick the 

Wise had filled the three most important bishoprics in 

De nmark wi th Lutheran syrD.pathi~sers. This was followed short·-

ly afterwards with the appointment of a reformist archbishop 

to the see of Lund . By the time of his death in 1533, 

Frede rick the Wise h ad successfully give n Lutheranism a firm 

foothold in Denma~k without c a using serious civil disorder. 

His successor, King Christian III, af t er winning 

the crown in battle, imprisoned the Catholic bishops and 

confis cated their lands , using the revenue to pay his t roops. 

Such an action showed him to b e a convinced Lutheran fo r h e 

h a d thereby t erminated the Catholic episcopacy in De nmark. 

Not bound by any coronation promise other than "to reve r ence 

Almighty God , His Holy Word and doctrines, and to promote 

the advanceme nt o f the Christian Faith ",2 4 Chri s ti an III 

invited highly rep uted Lutheran divines to encourage the 

growth o f Lutherani sm in Denmark. In 1537, the King appointed 

seve n Lutl1f::r 3.n clergymen to the pos i tion o f superintendent 

24E . H. Dunkley , The Reformation in De nmark (London: 
Society for the Pro motion ()"f" Ch ris tTan-i<nowJedge , 1948 ), 
p. 74. 



or ''bishop'' of the nevlly reformed Church of Denmark. The 

final step in the reforming process was to formulate a 

Church Ordinance which clearly authorized the new Church's 

dogma and practices. This was done in 1537 and, with 

Luther's approval, it became law in 1539. 
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Falling under the rule of Danish kings, Norway 

followe d the Danish example in its own Reformation. Mention 

must be made of Jorge n Erickson of Stavanger who played the 

leading role 1n having Luthera nism accepted in Norway. 

After devoting considerable spa ce in his a ccount to 

the infamous deeds of King Christian II in Sweden, Voltaire 

devotes only a few lines to King Gustav Vasa, the real 

Lutheran reformer in Sweden. Voltaire may be justified 

in as s uming that vengeanc~ played a part in Gustav Vasa's 

decision to favour Lutheranism in hi.s realm (Essai, p. 231 ) . 

His father had been killed by Christi an II in his massacre 

of the Swedish nobles and ecclesiastics. Vasa adopted the 

Lutheran cause as a means of seizing Church property and 

of obtaining badly needed revenue. The reform was guided by 

the Petri brot.hers, Olavus and Lars. In 1531, Lars Petri 

became archbishop of Upsala and administered the Church o f 

Sweden . Olavus remained the spiritual leader of Church 

reform. Generally speaking, Lutheranism gained predominance 

very gradually in Sweden, contrary to Voltaire ' s opinion 

(Essai, p. 232 ) . The structure of the Swedish Church remained 
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essentially unchanged unlike that of Denmark. The change­

over was not without revolts, despite Voltaire's assertion 

to the contrary (Essai , p. 232). The peasants who connected 

Vasa's heavy taxation with the imposi tion of the new faith 

revolted, spurred on by pockets of Catholic resistance. 

LuthGranism became the official religion o f Swede n in 1544, 

but by 1527 at the Diet of V~ster~s Gustav Vasa had already 

ensured its acceptance by acquiring control over Church 

property and religious teaching. 

Again, just as Norway followed Denmark in religious 

affairs, Finland followed the example of Sweden, being under 

its jurisdication. Interestingly enough, it is Finland which 

is today the most Luthera~ country in the world, ninety­

eight percent of its population being of that faith. With 

Luther well established as the lI apotre du Nord ll
, let us 

examine his acceptance elsewhere in Europe (Essai, p. 232). 

In France Luther received his first sympathetic 

hearing from French humanists s uch as Guillaume Bude, Jacques 

Lefevre d'Etap1es, and Guillaume Farel. All of Luther's 

major polemic writings were known in Paris by the end of 

1521. The first sign of his p e netration into the provinces 

appeared in Lyons in 1520 while reformed ideas did not reach 

Montb§liard until 1524. Des p ite two national edicts for­

bidding the sale and possession of his books, LuthGr's works 

were widely r ead as testifi ed by the edicts in themselves 
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and by t.he number of violations listed in court journals. 

Francis I, a devotee of Renaissance art and learning, 

was not naturally disposed to suppress the new religion, 

a policy aided, no doubt, by his political an imosity 

towards both pope and emperor. His treatment of the Lutherans 

depended priE1arily upon the vacillating nature of his foreign 

policy. Until 1525, the n 'sw fait h existed largely unmo l ested 

by the authorities, but during Francis I' s imprisonment in 

Hadrid his regent and mother, Louis of Savoy, a staunch 

papist , initi ated rigorous suppression. This policy was 

continued by the l~ing himself after his liberation in order 

to gain finuncial support from the Catholic nobles to ransom 

his son held hostage in Madrid. 

Although persecution was to be the offici a l govern­

ment policy as from 1528, Lu ther 's success in France varied 

in response t o Francis' alliance wi th Protestant states 

abroad. Volta ire 's assertion, therefore, tha t the French 

government was for a long time undecided abou t the acceptance 

of Lutherani sm appears accurate (Essai, p. 222 ) . It was not 

until the Placard Affair of 1534 that Francis I permanently 

banned the cause of reform in France. In this affair numerous 

posters were put up i n the streets of several French towns 

critici z ing the mass a nd the eucharist. In a foolish act 

o f provocation, one of the posters was attached to the door 

of tJ e r ing's bedcllZtrrber at j\rrJ)oi se wll i I e he was sleeping. 
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The King felt personally insulted and launched an unwavering 

program of persecution which effectively saw the end of 

Lutheranism in France. 

In the Netherlands and Spain, religious policy was 

clear-cut. Lutherans had been rigorously suppressed in the 

Low Countries as early as 1520 with the issuing of the bull 

Exsurge Domine against Luther . In Spain, they ne ver 

established a permanent foothold. Such was Charles V's 

loyalty to Catholicism that the destinies o f Spain and of 

Catholicism were to become inextricably in tertwine d , Spain 

becoming the bastion of the Counter-Re formation. Volt a ire's 

terse statement that Spain playe d no part in tumbling the 

tiara need not be doubted (Essai, p. 222). 

Voltaire gives the impression that the Italians were 

affected little by Lutheranism (Essai. 1 p. 222 ) . Luther 

provided, of course, the initial spark which s e t o f f the 

Counter- Reformation which was to lead to a thorough revision 

of Catholicism. Yet the actual growth of his doctrine in 

Italy is difficult to establish be c ause one c annot distinguish 

his true adherents from those who were faithful to Catholic 

doctrine , but antagonis tic to abuses in the Church. In 

Venice, Lutheranism was well known and t o lerated, the city 

being dependent upon international trade . Lutheran i deas 

were even discussed by the more liberal members of the pap a l 

Curia who sought Church reform. The Italian Ref ormation, 



however, owed most of its vigour to Calvinist influence s. 

Lutheranis m failed to develop i n Italy because of the lack 

o f o rganization. It soon declined after 1530 when the 

52 

papacy introduced suppression of heterodoxy, a persecution 

which reached its zenith under the direction of Cardinal 

Carafa. As Pope from 1555 to 1559, he gave his hatred of 

reform free play by not only suppressing th~ slightest 

variation from Catholic doctrine but also by stifling all 

intE:~ llectual -thought and driving Italy into "mental stagnation" 

(Elton, p. 192 ) . 

Despite hi s failure at the Diet of Augsburg in 1530, 

Charles V was no less determined to see the schism in Germany 

ended . Other at tempts were made , one being at the Diet of 

Regensburg in 1541. Again the ques tion of pa~al infallibility 

separated both sides and the attempted reconciliation failed. 

In 1547 Charles V momentarily thought himself successful 

after having defeated the Schmalkaldic League and taking 

captive both the Elector John Frederick of Saxony and Philip 

of Hess e . Success proved illusory as Voltaire ably points 

out ( ~ssa~.' p. 205 ) . The Emperor l acked the time and the 

resources to deal properly with home and foreign affairs 

simultaneously. 

Char l es ViS continuous efforts proved futile and, 

in the spring and s umme r o f 1555 at the Diet of Augsburg, 

the inevi tab l e occurred. Lutheranism was openly accepted 
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o n equal footing with Ca tholicism as the principle of 

"cui us regio eius religio" was a dopted. Luther had died 

in 1546. Had he still been a.live, he would no doubt have 

received this official r e cognition with mixed emotions. 

He would have certainly been h appy that afte r a long and 

arduous battle h e h ad won the right to profe s s his ovm 

relig ious views. Yet , at the same time, he would have felt 

dismayed that these vi ews could not h ave been shared in a 

reformed and united Catholic Church . In October 1517, 

Luther cou ld have nei ther foretold, nor would he have h ad any 

desire to for s ee such a split within the Catholic Church. 

r1'his separation having taken place, hO'i",ever , and Lutheranisl"!1 

h a ving b een firmly establ i shed as a di s tinct new re ligion 

--
in Europe, it i s n m-l time to turn our attention to Zwingl i I s 

efforts at refo rm in Switze:cland. For as Voltaire indicates , 

--
Switzerland was the first country outs i de the German states 

to ac-ti vely take up Luther ' s at tack on Rome, an attack which 

took the form of Zwinglianism (Essa.i, p. 226 ) . 



CHAPTER II 

ZWINGLIAN ISM 

Of a ll the countries in Europe which followed Luther's 

example in seeking Church reform independe ntly o f Rome , the 

Swis s cantons of Berne, Basel and Zfirich were the f irst 

territories outside the German l ands to recognize the reformed 

fai)ch. In fac t , the rapi di.ty with wh i ch the new religion was 

toJerated in these cantons causes us ·to believe tha t it wc.s 

perhaps LuthE"ranism i tse l f th a t was specifically adopted as 

the refonned f aith of many Swiss. In ZUrich, Zwingli was 

permi·tted a free hand to reform the Church as ea.rly as 

January 1523. In Berne , hi s be l i efs were officially pro-

claimed early i n the year 15 28 , while in Ba.s e l, official 

recognition was given to them in 1 529. Given the geographical 

proximity of Znrich and Luth e r ' s Saxony as we ll as the 

numerous simil a rities in the reli gious beliefs held by both 

IIuldrych Zwingli and Nartin Lut.her , we h ave good cause to see 

in Zwingliani sm a prepondera nt Lutheran outlook. 

ZvJin:rJ.i, like Luthe r, adopt.ed the Bible as the sole 

authoiity on the Word o f God. All of his reforms, like thos e 

of Luther, were t o have their basis in Scripture alone. Given 

its positj.on as central to religious reform, the Bible had 

to be rendered as clear in i ts meaning as possible so that 

all who read it could understand it without difficulty or 
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confusion. This was in accordance with the Biblical conunand 

found in I Corinthians 14:8, and 9 where it is written: 

For if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, 
who shall prepare himself to the battle? 
So likewise ye, e xcept ye utter by the 
tong ue words easy to be understood; how 
shall it be known what is spoken? for ye 
shall speak in to the air. 

Zwingli, like Luthe r , set about to translate the Bible into 

the vernacular easily unders tandable to the commonfolk. His 

desire for a clear rendering of the original text was 

strengthened (;.lso by tha t s ame fear which troubled Luther: 

the rise of millennarian sects interpre ting -the Scripture s 

to their own particular fancy. Zwingli himself explains: 

If it should come to pass that every hot-headed 
crank should form a new group as soon as _any 
nevi or st_ri:1.nge idea came into his head , there 
would soon be so many sects that in every parish, 
Christ would be divided into numerous pieces.l 

To accomplish his task of translating, Zwingli undertook the 

study of Greek and Hebrew and acquired, as did Luther, a good 

knowledge of thes e l anguages. Zwingli's success cannot be 

questioned. This is the opinion of Ri lliet who, in cornrnenting 

on "the extreme clarity of his sty1e",2 adds: 

1 O. Farner, Zwingli the Re forme r, His Life and Work , 
trans. D. G. Sear , (Place unknown, Orchori"l3OQiZS-,- 196 S-)-, -P:-59. 

2J . Rilli e t, Zwingli Third Man of the Re f ormation, 
trans. H. Knight (London:--Y;-u_t:t erwor t h Pre ss, 190;-4), p. 105. 



He was an artist in language and could knock the 
nail on the head when it was a question of making 
Biblical expressions comprehensible to the simple 
man.3 
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Zwingli 's views on the duty of the pastor, with one exception 

to be discussed later, differed little from those of Luther. 

Both reformers stressed the dual role of teaching the Bible 

and administe ring the sacrame nts. Both reforme rs placed the 

clergy and laity on equal footing with each other, a ll society 

being subj ec Jc to the same responsibilities and penalties . 

Such equality, however , di d not prevent Zwingli, like Luther, 

from adopting a selective attitude towards those who wished 

to ente r the ministry. Not all people were suitably talented 

to answer the divine cal ling, one most onerous in nature a s 

both Zwingli and Luther discovered personally, since the 

clergy shouldered a heavy responsibility in spreading the 

wessage of salvation. It was essential, then, that the clergy 

be carefully trained. 

1\s for the Biblical message to be taughJc by the clergy, 

Zwingli and Luther were in full agreement. It \vas to cent:r:e 

around jus tification by faith alone as the sole means to 

sil.l vation. Zwingli swept away in his Sixty-Seve n Theses o f 

December 1522 t.he 'i·v~lole .rais.9E d ' e_tre of the papacy, the 

invocation of the saints and the role of mediator assumed by 

- ------_._ - --
3Ibid . , p. 66. 
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the Church hierarchy. Emphasizing the direct relationship 

between God and man, Zwingli's view of the new religion was 

as Christocentric as Luther's. 

Consequently, Zwingli denied the efficacy of good 

works such as fasting. As a result he found himsel f the 

obj ect of public controversy when he defended those who ate 

meat during Lent of the year 1522. The incident in question 

concerned t he Swiss printer Froschauer who offered his 

employees sausage for dinner because the price of fish was 

too high. Z'iVingli s'crongly defended the in.terests of the 

printer claiming his action to be not unscriptural. Zwingli 

stressed tSe fact that fasting in itself had no salutory 

viJ.lue for the soul, but he did allo'fd the individual Christian 

the liberty to decide for himself on the matter. 

The subject of fasting led Zwingli to discuss otl:.e r 

practices of the Catholic Church which revolved around the 

merit approach to salvation. One of these practices was 

that of ce libacy which Zwingli attacked in his Archi teles, 

a work he completed in 1522. \rJhat prompted Zwingli to attack 

this particular practice at that time was his own warriag·2 

in the spring of the same year , for Zwingli was him.self a 

priest. Zwingli did away wi th the vows of celibacy claiming 

them to be unfounded in Scripture and citing the example of 

the apostles 2.11 of \vhom, save Pe ter, were marr i ed. 
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The abolition of celibacy necessarily involved 

Zwingli on the topic of marriage with which he dealt 

extensively in his De vera et falsa r e li gione completed in 

1525 and which is generally considered to be the definitive 

work on his theological beliefs. Like Luther, Zwingli r ef used 

to regard marriage as a sacrament and consequently made it, 

as did Luther , a responsibility of the state. Zwingli di ffe r ed 

fundamentally from Luther in that, although he considered 

divorce distasteful, he ope nly admitted it to be the only true 

solution to an incompatib l e marriage. Zwingli considered it 

fooli.sh to retain a union in the physical sense when spiritually 

such a union no longer existed. 

Having removed marriage from the li s t of sacrarnen·ts 

Zwingli procede d to ' shorte n ' tIl'is list further, a s did Luthe r, 
too " ~ . 

and admitte4 baptism and communion to be the only true 

sacra.ments. ' On communion, both reforme rs agree in :::e jecting 

trans~)s tantiation and the sacrificial nature of the 

eucharist. 

In his De vera et falsa religione , Zwingli criti c ized 

as well the practice of mon as ticism f or the same reasons as 

did Lu·the r. In performing acts o f asceticism in the hope of 

gaining divine favour, monks were, in fact ~ incurring God's 

displeas ure by neg l e cting their soci al responsibilitie s. 

Furtllerrnore I they proved to be a burden on society by not 

earning their own living. Zwingli intended to put secularized 
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Church lands to the same uses as proposed by Luther, namely, 

the undertaking of charitable works such as the support of 

the poor and needy. 

Zwingli, again like Luther, planned to realize his 

reforms gradually and c a utiously, relying first upon public 

support before instituting them. His "cautious peasant 

nature,,4 made him work with care and deliberation, always 

respectful of the authority of civil law. Civil law for 

Z\vingli, as for Luther, should 'always be obeyed as was the 

case with secular government, since both were divinely 

ordained in Scripture. Man's sinful nature rendered the 

presence of a strong temporal authority necessary, and in 

stress ing obedience to this authority Zwingli was as adamant 

as Luther. 

From these numer ous ' beliefs held in common by the two 

reformers, popular opinion misconceives Zwingli as a protege 

of the Wittenberg monk from whom he r e ceived, deeply inspired, 

the basic ideas which gave impetus to his own reform in 

Switzerland. Zwingli admitted freely being greatly encouraged 

by Lutheris bravely defiant attitude towards the papacy, a 

stand which encouraged Zwingli to his own reforms . Zwingli, 

however , steadfastly rejected a ny connection with Luther in 

the formulating of his O\~l religious beliefs and claimed to 

have maintaine d complete independe nc e from the wittenberg 

reformer in thi s respect. A closer examination of Zwing li's 

40 • I'arner, Zwingli the Reformer His Life and Work, 
p. 39. 
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beliefs shows quite assuredly the accuracy of his contention 

since, compared with Luther, Zwing li held an entirely 

different approach to Christianity, an approach which 

effe ctively ruled out any master-student relationship between 

the two reformers. 

voltaire commences his account on Zwingli in the 

Essai by asserting that the Swiss reformer went farther than 

Luther in that he rejected completely t he slightest corporeal 

presence in t he eucharist, a position whi~h earned for him 

the quali f ication of Ils acramentaire ", CLS Voltaire indicates 

( Essa~, p. 226) . Voltaire is justified in mentioning a:t .the 

beginning of his chapter Zwingli's view of the e uchari st as 

it was precisely this doctrine which, as will be seen, prove d 
. -

to !::Iet.he most divisive between the two reformers. Vo l t aire 

shows , hmvever, a la.ck of depth in his study by failing t o 

explain Zwing Ii' s attitude on communion, a view- which reveals 

the reformer's f undamental difference from Luther as to the 

basic nature of Christianity, and which proved that the 

epithet II S acramentaire II is not. truly applicable to Zwingli. 

Zvlingli and Luther met at Marburg in 1529 hoping to 

come to an agreement whereby their two reform causes could be 

united in a solid front against the Catholics. While under-

standing was sought., i rreconcilable differences were found 

as the two reformers were at loggerheads over the physica l 

p resence of Ch rist 's body in the e l ements of communion. 
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Their disagreement on this doctrine sterruued, however, from 

a more basic difference concerning the spirituality of 

religion. Both reformers reject transubstantiation as an 

" unscriptural piece of priestly magic" (Elton, p. 71 ) . Yet 

Luther , basin.g his theory of cons ubstantiation on the 

ubiquitous nature of Christ's body imparted to the bread and 

wine by me ans of the participant ' s faith and the grace of God, 

stubbornly stuck to the litera l meaning found in the Biblical 

passage of St. Matthew 26:26 where it is written: "This i s 

my body". Zwingli un f li nch ingly held to the interpretation 

of th e same passage as "This is [signifies] my body " , and cited 

h f S ' h ' , 5 ot er passages rom cr1pture to support 1S V1ew. Bearing 

ever pre sently in mind the passage of St. John 6:63 " It is 

th e spi..ri t that qui ckeneth i the flesh profi teth nothing", 

Zwingli mai nt a ined that even if Christ were corporeally 

present such a presence would be of little value to human 

salvation, given Christ's · human form as we~c and susceptible 

as any man's. Zwingli viewed Luther's consubstantiation as 

unrefined and "cannibalistic".6 

Zwingl i considered the Holy Supper as a memorial, 

symbolic in me aning only. He held, unlike Luther, t h at grace 

5 I n ~i upport of his claim to interpret " is" as 
"signifies ", Zwingli r e ferre d Luther to various other pa s s a ge s 
from the Bib l e such as Ge nesis 41:26: "The seven good cows 
are [ signifyJ s even years of plenty ", and St. John 15:5: "I 
am [ sign i fy]the vine, you are [signify ] the branches": 

6J . Rilliet, Zwingli Third Man of the Reformation, 
p. 231. 
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was imparted to the communicant by the Holy Spirit alone when 

the truly faithful meditated upon what his communion repre-

sented. Zwingli denied any inherent grace-giving quality of 

the elements themselves when consumed with faith, as Luther 

believed. Zwingli 's view of the eucharist, therefore, was 

more spiritual in nature than Luther's, rendering the 

description of him as lIsacramentairell a mi s nome r to the 

extent that he diminished the salutory value of the actual 

physical aspect of the communion. 

Having rejected, Luther's consubstantiation as being 

unscriptural, Zwingli proceded to attack it as irrational as 

well, arguing that Christ's body c a n not be in heav e n a nd on 

earth at t .he same moment. Luther, because of his Nominalist 

tra ining, stressed that Scripture cannot be subjected to the 

rational scrutiny of man as contende d by Zwingli who believed 

in the clear logic of the Bible. 

In denying the rationality of Scripture, Luthe r 

showed hi s belief in divine omnipotence b~cause he placed 

God above the rules of natural law. Zwingli too accepted 

God' s omnipotence as revealed in Scripture. But here again 

the two reformers dis a gree d about the meaning of omnipote nce . 

The n a ture of their disagreement can be better unde rstood 

if we first examine their attitude to the Bible in which the 

doctrine of God's supreme authority is found. Both reforme rs 

accepted equally the Bible as the sale source on the 

revelation of God's divine ways. Each r e forme r, however, 
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studied the Bible with a somewhat different attitude and 

with a view to different goals. Despite his admission to 

God's unquestioned power to do with Creation as He pleased, 

Luther stressed, nonetheless, the human aspect of the direct 

God-man relationship of Christianity. After having undergone 

a painful experience in his search for an assurance of 

personal salvation, Luther was most determined to hold God 

to His divine promise as revealed in Scripture that through 

faith the indi.vidual may acquire salvation. Having discovered 

this long-sought solution in the Bible in its literal form, 

Luther remained adamant in accepting Scripture literally and 

allowed no freedom of personal interpretation. Luther, in 

effect, admitted God' s omnipotence only insofar as it did 

not violate its obligations as defined by Scripture. Luther's 

concept of Christianity was once again less spiritually 

refined than Zwingli's in that he he ld salvation to be 

acquired by specific physical means , namely the preaching of 

the Word, and participation in the sacraments. He added as 

well the value of images and music -- bear in mind Luther's 

beautiful hymns -- if these physical adjuncts helped to 

strengthen the Christi a n's fa ith. Elton writes on this 

characteristic of Luther's faith: 

Luther was a man who needed solid and palpable things 
to hold on to; he had a s uffic ient understanding of 
the spirit, but -- as the concrete, not to say 
carnal imagery and style of his writing show -- he 
visualized spiritual matters in earthbound form. (p. 72 ) 
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Zwing li, on the other hand, allowed nothing, not 

even His Word as revealed in Sc r ipture to limit God's first 

causality. In pursuing his Biblical studies, Zwingli was 

not urged on by the dreadful fear of damnation that plagued 

Luther. Zwingli's only desire was to discover Christi an 

truth as it is found in Scripture, thereby hoping to purify 

that religion in stripping it of all human adjuncts. Whereas 

Luther emphasized God's responsibility to man, Zwingli 

cl.ear ly stressed God's unquestioned omnipotence as the main 

conc lusion of his Biblical research. To illustrate his 

point, Zwing li drew a logical consequence of God's sole 

causality: His wil l to be gracious not only to believing 

Christians but also to virtuous pagans such as Socrates. 

This salva tion obtained without the aid of Scripture was 

totally incompre hensible to Luther. 

In discussing the salvation nf the heathe n in 

Zwingli' s theology, Voltaire shows himself unwittingly to 

be jus·t as confused as Luther (Essai , p. 230 ) ! Voltaire 

quite mistakenly attr ibutes to Zwingli the liberal belief 

that God i s not a tyrant saving only the e l ect of His choice, 

but i s fair and impartial in being gracious to all men who 

show themse lves sufficient ly virtuous. In so deducing 

Zwingli's belief, Voltaire shows himself to be seriously 

lacking in under s tanding the core of Zwingli's whole theology. 

As a consequence of God's omnipotence , Zwingli profes sed a 
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belief in divine election whereby saving grace was arbitrarily 

granted to those whom God alone deemed worthy. Faith 

essential for salvation was permitted only to those who were 

the elect. Zwingli's Church was, as a result, more 

restrictive than Luther's and "anticipate d the narrow and 

disciplined body of Calvin's Church " (Elton, p. 67 ) . 

Zwingli denied that images and music have value as 

an aid to strengthening faith. On the contrary, these 

additions to the service tend to distract the worshiper 

from meditating solely on the Word of God as preache d by the 

pastor. Faith is a totally conscious experience for the 

cho sen believer in tha t it changes his entire outlook on 

life . Pos sess ing this capacity, faith has no need of 

"primi tive physical stand- bys ", and here one has a f urther 

example of the more spiritual quality of Zwingli's religion 

(Elton, p. 72 ) . Luther too admitted such a c apability in 

Chr istian faith, but he feared in Zwingli's emphasis upon 

it a propensity for illuminism and possibl~ fanaticism. 

Luther's fear was not altogether unfounded. Although 

he liked the Christian to accomplish act.s of charity as a 

direct consequence of his faith, Luther h ad no liking for 

Zwingli's view that the Christ i an , and the pastor in 

particular, should r equire the civil government to i mpose 

certain religious beliefs upon the State. Luther subjected 

the Church to the will of the State. Zwingli forc e d the 
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civil government to accept the will of the Church. In 

holding to his belief that the Christian should fully live 

his faith, Zwingli expanded this belief to encompass the 

entire community and, he strove to create a theocracy which 

7 foretold, that of Calvin erected in Geneva a few years l ater. 

Luther agreed that the secular rulers should govern by 

Christi an precepts and thoroughly admonished the princes for 

not doing so because by their neglect, they were largely 

respon s ible for c aus ing th e Peasant Revo lt of 152 4. He added 

that if the princes neglected their spiritual duties, divine 

wrath would deal with them and not their subjects. In 

Zwingli's theology, room was made for the p eopl e to depose 

any ruler who neglected to govern in accordance with Biblical 

precepts. Such liberties granted to the corunonfolk spelled 

potential anarchy in Luther's opinion. In the light of 

these fundamental differences of outlook the similarities 

in belief held by Zwingli a nd Luther appear more coincidental 

than intentional. 

On this somewhat lengthy topic of Zwingli's theology, 

voltaire says little in his remarks on Zwingli in the Essai, 

7A clearer understanding of the various views on t he 
question of Church and State can perhaps be ga ined in the 
interpretation of the sentence: "You shall live by fait.hll. 
Hhile Luther underlined the word "faith", taking it as the 
key to the gates of heaven, Zwingli stressed the word "live " 
in its purely temporal connotation in which the Christian 
Vlould impos e his fa ith on the community in every possible 
way. 
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and considerably less than what we find in his cornmento.J::-Y 

on Luthe r's religious b e liefs in the same work. Volta i re 

refers only to Zwingl i 's interpr e tation of the euchar ist 

and his doctrine o f e l ec tion as it concerns the heathen, 

and in both c ases Voltaire shows poor theologica l insight. 

Voltaire doe s , howev e r, rightly see a p rogressj.on in 

Zwingli's thought from that of Luther and c arries it 

through to Calvin wh e n he writes mockingly: 

Ainsi, tand is que c e u x qu'on appelait 
papi s t es mangeai e.nt Dieu sans p ain les 
luth§riens mangeaient du pain et Dieu. 
Les c a lvinis tes vinrent bient6t apr~s , 
qui mang~rent le pain, e t qui ne 
mang;:~re n t po int Di('~u. (Es sai , p . 219 ) 

As can be cO l1...::: luded from the above quotation Voltaire 

sees t.his prog-ression only o n a very superficial level, 

as he does not carry it throu gh to include other Zwinglian 

doctrines such as that of d ivine election and its 

elaboration in Calvinism and that of a n a scent theocracy 

which acquired its fullest social implica tions unde r 

Calvin's direction. 

Voltaire shows more interest in Zwing l i's appeal 

in Swit zer l and and to the manner in ;\'flich his (;.octrinE!s 

were adopted in Zfirich, Be r n e and Basel , in particular , 

for thes e are the areas where Zwingli en joyed his greates t 

success. ' Such an inte r e st can perhaps be explcd.ned b y 
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Voltaire's admiration of the de.mocratic form of government 

as he saw it practised in Engla.nd and which h e again saw 

in evidence in the Swiss Reformation. The possibility 

that political and also religious r eform could b e realized 

in a peaceful manner, without the dange r of violent 

upheaval , cause s Voltaire to perk up his sp irit s , so 

frequently dejected by the evidence of human depravity as 

found in history. In an optimistic vein he writes: 

On alIa aux voix ; la pluralit§ fut pour 
l a r§formation . .Une bourga de suisse 
jugea Rome. Heureux peuple , apr~s tout, 
qui dans sa simplici§ s'en remettait ~ 
ses magistrats sur ce que ni lui , ni e ux, 
ni Zuingle ni Ie p ape ne pouvaient 
entendre . (Essai, p. 226) 

Note in this quotation yet another example of Voltaire's 

incomprehension of Zwinglianism, as he, for whom the 

Bible was a book of fabl es , contends that no one, not 

even Zwingli himself let alone the magistrates who were 

judging his cause could understand the new doctrine! 

ZUrich adopted Zwingli's reform propos a ls quite 

peaceably and with popular consent. The democratic manner 

with which it was done was due in no small measure to 

Zwingli himself. During his childhood, his natural 

common sense was developed, as was his understanding of 

the importance of cooperation for the harmonious existence 
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of society. Thes e qualities of Zwingli's character 

arose no doubt from t h e fact that he came from a large 

family (Zwingli had seven brothers and as yet an unknown 

number of sisters) and spent much of his early years on 

a small farm. His father, who was mayor of the local 

village, h a d an important influence on him as a young 

boy, for he taugh~ Zwingli the responsibilities of 

citi zenship as wel l as inspir ing in him a deep interest 

in Swiss politics , an interest tha t was to last a life­

time. From his father's concern about th e f oreign threats 

to the Swi ss Confederation, Zwingli developed a strong 

patr iotic spirit and stressed the necess ity of providing 

a strong army to defend the homeland. 

Zwingli did not forget the moral lessons learnt 

in childhood when he later assumed a role of considerable 

public importance as cOITImon preacher of the cathedral 

of ZUrich. He stirred up much public interest by 

preaching his boldly new religious doctrines, as Voltaire 

indicates (Essai, p. 226). Furthermore I he helped bring 

to a · head di sagreement between tradi tionalist.s and 

reformers. In the first: place there i.'Jas the "Lent 

incident" of 1522 in which 11e rejected fasting and, 



subsequently" his defence of clerical marriages. The 

situation called for an urgent solution. In his 

desire for peaceful reform in accordance with popular 

consent, Zwing li asked the town councillors of ZOrich 

to hold a public disputation in the town hall. This 
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was done in 1523 and r epre s e ntatives of both Catholic 

and reformed outlook were cordially invited . As proved 

to be so often the case with such meetings, a deadlock 

was the result. The ZOrich magistrates handed down 

their j udgemen"c: al though not openly deciding in favour 

of religious reform , they did so tacitly by a llowing 

Zwinglito continue his pr eaching unhindered. Thus, 

although the Reformation in ZOrich did not break out 

spontaneously as Voltaire would have us believe, 

optimistic as 11e is about the efficacy of the democratic 

process, only time was no\\' requir ed as more and more 

representatives of the new faith were elected to the 

town council (Essai , p. 226 ) . It was in 1525 that 

Zwingli finally triumphed in s eeing the mass abolished 

in ZOrich. 

As for the acceptance of Zwinglianism in Berne , 

Voltaire writes that much the same process was u sed 

as in ZOrich: evangelical preaching, public debate, 
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biJ.i.ty for the introduction of religious reform in Berne 

was shouldered by Canon Berchthold Haller . His task was 

not an easy one, given the existence of a wealthy and 

stable aristocracy based on commerc e and unsympathe tic 

to radical innovation o f any kind. Haller's efforts 

were rewarded somewhat in the municipal elections of 

1527 when a council of magistrates ge nerally favourable 

to religious reform was elected. Difficulties arose 

soon after the election when parishes unde r took their 

own separate Church reform, with the result that all 

semblance of unity and unifol.TIi ty disappeared. Calling 
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a public debate to resolve the issue, the town council 

invi ted Cat.holics and reformers to attend. The Catholics, . 

however, failed to show up in suf f icient numbers. vJith 

the arrival of Zwingli to serve as its spokesman, the 

cause of Church r eform received a tremendous boost . At 

the conclusion of the debate in Janua ry 1528, the 

council rendered its verdict in a much clearer fashion 

than did that of ZUrich by officially recognizing 

religious reform in Berne. 

As for Base]. , Voltaire sees the process of reform 

in the reverse, so to speak, insofar as the people were 



not bound by the decision of the town council, but rather 

the council found itself obliged to accept the will of 

the people (~~sai , p. 229). Voltaire's observation al­

though of questionable importance to the process of 

reform, since ul t imate ly any town council ilected by 

the people will reflect to some extent ·their wishes r is 

accurat.e nonethe less. Zwingli's comrade and fellow 
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reformer in Basel, John Hausscheinf alias: Oe colampadius i 

who arrived if, Basel and started his rE::f:o:cm there in 

1522, set about to convert the tovm I s artisans. He 

brought about the removal of the local bishopv and early 

in the year 1529 he obliged. the town council to conside):' 

a request t .O permit voltmtary abstention from mass. 

This requestion was but one short step away from the 

abolition of the mass in its entirety which, in fact, 

occurred in February of that same year. Oecolampadius ' 

task was facili tated in no small measure· by the st.rong 

humanist atmosphere in Basel which was propitious to the 

publishing of reform literature, This atrnosphere \-las 

inspired, no doubt, by the residence there of the prince 

of letters, Erasmus in 1516. 

The manner in which Zwingli's reforms were carried 
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out in t,he maje>r cities of S"'litzerland reveals another 

cha :cact erist i c in the p~ogression o f theological reforrm; 

visible from Luther through Zwingli to Calvin, a character-

istic not evidenced in Voltaire 's account of Zwingli in his 

Essai. Where Luther rel i ed. upon the whims of a prince to 

institute re ligious reform, Zwingli depended upon the common 

cons e nt o f the people , as manifes ted in the town council, to 

implement his new beliefs. On this democrat ic potential , 

Dickens was promp~ed to write: 

To the Swiss Reformers, a city co uncil with a strong 
J ay element of cultivated Bible s'cudents seeme d 
indeed a more perfect i nstnu(le nt. than the godlies~: 
of Luther's godly princes.O 

Zwingli added a more demccrC1,tic element to Luther's ideo. o f 

prince ly rule I an element v:hich was to be expanded fur ther 

by Calvin. 9 

Voltaire appears surp r ised the,:: in a country he 

conside red to be the most peaceful and contented of Europe 

Zwingli's refolTI sentiments should have acquired such ready 

--------.---
8A. G. Dickens, ~~~~a!,~_on and , SocietLl~~i~:ctee}lth­

Century Europe (London: Br aes and Wor ld Inc., 1966) I p . IlB. -----"------

9 I t must be pointed o ut , however, that as Zwi ng li 
gained inf l uence in ZUrich he grew increas ing l y authoritarian. 
Faced with the threat o f Catholic reprisals from papist cantons 
as well as stiliversive Catholic activity in ZUrich, he grew 
adamant about t he stringent irnposi tion of a state-church that 
could control the dai l y lives of the l,nity in the smallest 
detai l. In this sense he was almos t as despotic as Luther's 
prince. 
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acceptance (Essai, p. 227 ) . He attributes the Swiss' de sire 

for Church reform to their hatred of monks and describes 

in considerable detail a public quarrel which arose from a 

squabble between members of the Franciscan and Dominican 

Orders. This bitter controversy ensued, it seems, from a 

heated argument as to which monastic order worshipped better 

the Virgin Mary. Be that as it may, and accepting the fact 

that ecclesiastica l corruption was as pronounced in Switzerland 

as elsewhere, one minor squabble between two religious orders 

could hardly rock an entire country into the reformist camp. 

Other more important factors h ad to be present to effect such 

a radical change. Voltaire appears rather nafve, therefore, 

in attributing the outbreak of the Swiss Reformation to this 

one religious cause. His es timat ion of Switzerland as a 

peaceful and contented confederat ion proves singularly inept 

in light of the fact that it was social and economic unrest 

at home that determined much of the success that Zwingli's 

reforms would have (Essai , p. 227 ) . Switzerland was 

economically dependent, having to import goods to satisfy 

many of its requirements, corn and salt in particular . The 

country's main source of income l ay in the supplying of muc h 

demanded mercenarie s which was made possible by over 

population a nd unemployment. The Swiss peasants suffered 

the same abuses as their counterparts in Germany, their 

oppressors not being fe uda l lords , but wealthy city oligarchies. 
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Constant tension resulting from fear and rivalry separated 

the poor forest cantons from the richer, more prosperous 

cantons of Zijrich, Berne and Base l. Zwingli's desire f or 

religious reform served, therefore, as a catalyst which led 

many social malcontents into siding with his cause. 

Not all of Switzerland eagerly welcomed Zwingli's 

preaching, and the poor forest cantons of Zug, Uri, Schwyz , 

and Unterwalden r ema ined staunchly Catholic in opposition to 

the new faith of their economic oppressors. Volta ire 

describes Zwingli's brutal death in the Second War of Kappel 

in 1531, a war which was the consequence of re ligious 

hostili -ties among the canton s (Essai r p. 230 ) . Vol-taire 

wrongly accuses the Catholic cantons of h aving started the 

war, as it was Zwingli who ~re~se~ for military conflict, 

believing it to be the only real solution to the religious 

differences separating the Catholic and reformed cantons. 

It was Zwingli who became disgruntled with the shaky truce 

that followe d the First Wa r of Kappel in 1529, and it was 

Zwingli who was responsible for the imposition o f an 

economic blocka de against the Catholic cantons in the hope 

of weakening them (Essai, p. 229 ) . In any case, Zwingli' s 

death won for him the appellation of martyr from thos e of 

his party and the scornful epithet of "heret ique detestable II 
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from the papists, as Voltaire indicates (Essai, p. 230 ) .10 

Zwingli's own death did not mean the end of his 

religious reform as well, for it ultimately lived on in the 

form of Calvinism as the two faiths were joined by the 

Second Helvetic Confession of 1566 as Voltaire notes: 

La religion de Zuingle s'appela depuis Ie calvinisme. 
Calvin lui donna son nom, comme Arneric Vespuce 
do nna Ie sien a u nouveau monde, decouvert par 
Colomb. (Es sai , p. 230 ) 

It is Calvin and his efforts at reform to whom we must now 

turn to trace further the progression of religious reform 

that constituted the Protestant Reformation. 

1 0It is interesting to note that Zwingli lying 
critica lly wounded on the battlefie ld was described by his 
clos e friend a nd reformer , Henry Bull inger , as facing heaven­
ward, hands clasped and murmuring a silent prayer, while the 
Catholic chronicle r, Salat described him as face down in the 
direction of his new abode.* 

'* J. Rilliet, Zwingli Third Mun of the Refc;:?rmation, p. 301. 



CHAPTER III 

CALVINISM 

While the Zwinglian a nd Calvinist theologies were 

ultimately united in the Second Helvetic Confession of 1566, 

it must not be lightly assumed that these two reformers 

were in full agreement on all the ologica l issues. Voltaire 

would have the reader believe that such was indeed the case 

when he writes that both Calvin and Zwingli held the same 

views on conununion and that their differences on other 

theological questions were of a minor orde r (Essai , p. 242 ). 

That such a union of two reformed theologies was in fact 

accomplished in a time of ~uch religious h atred and distrust 

does show that Zwinglian and Calvinist religious outlooks 

did have many similarities. Yet to minimize , as does 

Voltaire, the basic differences b e tween Calvin and Zwingli 

is to misunderstand and distort the theology of both 

reformers. 

On the subject of the corporeal presence of Christ 

in the eucharist, Voltaire is justified in regarding Calvin's 

doctrine as essentially unchanged from Zwingli's when he 

writes, grouping the two re f ormers togethei : "Les c a lvini stes 

vinrent bient6t apr~s, qui mang~rent I e pain et qui ne mang~r­

ent point Dieu" ( E~sai , p. 219). Both reformers adamantly 

rejected Luther's belief in consubstantiation and Ca l v in 
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rema!:"ked that: 

.to fancy J esus Christ enclosed under the bread 
and wine, or so to conjoin him with it as to amuse 
our understanding there wi thout looki ng up into 
heave n, is a diabolical reverie. (Elton, p. 220 ) 

Thus while the two reformers did dis agree about the extent 

of the spiritual real presence of Christ in the eucharist 
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a doctrine too complex in nature to be discussed in these 

page s -- both rejected a carnal eating of Christ's body in 

conununion. It is on the purpose of the communion t hat these 

two !:"eformers disagreed , Calvin 's vi ew being unique to the 

Re formation. For the purposes of discussing this aspect 

of the communion, Zwi ngli may be grouped with Luther as 

having essentially the same views as the Wittenberg monk 

on the purpose of the eucharist. Zwing li and Luther viewed 

the Holy Supper as a means whereby the faithful communicctn t 

acquired s a l va tion through divine grace. Calvin, on the 

other h and , saw in cOTILmunion the way of obta ining the clearest 

pos s ible knowledge of God. Luther and Zwingli regarded 

faith as the fundamental ~odus operandi of the grace giv ing 

mirac l e of the sacrament. If faith we re not present in the 

communicant during his participation in the sacrament, this 

participation would be o f no a vail in the acquisition of 

salvation. Calvin considered faith itself to be the primary 

gift of the Holy Supper. Where faith was l ack ing in the 

cOHU11Uni cani:: it was created by the Holy Spiri t. where faith 

vlas weak in the participant it was strengthened in communion . 
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Faith was an essential part of the eucharist for a ll three 

reformers, but where for Luther and Zwingli faith played a 

salutory role, for Ca lvin it was the means of acquiring a 

fuller understanding of the divine ways of God. That with 

faith ma n could also obtain personal salva tion Ca lvin would 

not deny, but even this salvation, acquir ed through faith 

in the sacrament, serves to render man's awareness of God 

all the more distinct. In dealing too sUITIlnarily with Calvin's 

view of communion by likening it completel y to that of 

Zwingli, Voltaire overlooks Ca lvin's unique contribution to 

the Reformation, a contribution which lay in " .the 

redirection of theological thinking from the [ str ictly ] human 

problem of salvation [ as preyalent in Zwingli and more 

particular ly in Luther ] to the transc e ndental problem of 

the universe" (Elton, p. 217). 

From Calvi.n' s concept of the eucharist there emerges 

the three basic tenets which form the foundation of his 

entire theology. Firstly, Calvin stresses the absolute 

sovereignty of God. Hall remarks that "Calvinism is 

essentially a passionate theocentrism: its central dogma 

is the sovereignty of God".l HcNeill expands on this central 

doctrine of Calvinism when h e writes: 

------------------------------------------------
lB. Hc::.ll, John Calvin Humanist and Theologian, 

The Historical A.ssocia tiorllLondon; G. Phi li-p and Son Ltd 0 ; 

1956), p. 20. 
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Calvin's world, from star s to insects, from 
archangels to infants, is the realm of God's 
sovereignty . A reverent awe of God breathes 
through all his work. God tra nsce nda nt and 
unapproachab l e in majesty and unsearchable 
wisdom. .is the commanding theme to which 
Calvin's mind ever reverts.2 

Secondly, Calvin emphasizes that man's sole duty in life is 

to recognize this sovereignty and to reverence it above a ll 

other things. It is for thi s reason that Calvin commences 

his catechism with the explicit instruction: IIWhat is the 

chief end of human life? To know God by whom men were 

created ll (Elton, p. 215). How is this knowledge of God's 

sovereignty to be attained? Faith alone constitutes the 

sole means for the acquisition of such a knowledge and forms, 

therefore , the third basic precept of Calvin's theology . 

These precepts are to be found in Calvin's renowned 

work, Christianae religionis institutio first published in 

1536, and more commonly known as the Institutes of the 

Christian Religion. It appears surprising that Voltaire does 

not mention this work in his presentation of Calvin because 

most. historians readily attribute to it the characteri stic 

of being the most influential single force to shape and 

2 
J . T. McNeill, The His~orx andChar0cter of 

Cal vinisPl (New Yo rk: Lutt.erworth Press , 1956 ), l? 2 0 9 . 
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direct the progress of the Reformation. The highly reputed 

Calvin scholar McNeill, cited earlier, says of the Institutes 

that it is one of the few books to "have profoundly affected 

the course of history".3 Excluding its great import as a 

theological tract alone, Calvin's French translation of the 

Institutes, the Institution de l a religion chretienne of 

1541, plays a pioneering role in the development of the 

French language , second only perhaps to the linguistic 

contribution of Fran90is Rabelais, since Calvin us ed as yet 

an unrefined verllacular in exp laining clear l y the most 

comple x of religious doctrines. 

Calvin was in fuJ.l agreement with Zwingli on the 

doctrine of God's absol~t~ - sovereignty over man and the 

universe. Calvin arrived at this conclus ion, however, in 

quite a different manner than did the Zfirich reformer. For 

Zwingli, God's omnipotence proved to be a basic Christian 

truth clearly deduce d from his careful reading of Scripture. 

For Calvin, this truth was to manifest itself upon him 

personally in an inde lible fashion. 

The time of Calvin's "sudden conversion,,4 to 

Protestantism of whic h h e speaks in the Preface to his 

3 --h' - 119 1 .1<i., p. . 

4B. Hall, John Ca lvin Huma nist and The ologian, p. 14. 
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that it occurred possibly late in the year 1533. In any case, 

this was a year of decision for Calvin who at the age of 

twenty-four was faced with the problem of choosing a career. 

The death of his father two years previously had released 

him from the obligation of pursuing a legal career for which 

he had just completed his studies. The following year, 1534, 

would mark Calvin's twenty-fifth birthday at which time he 

would have to enter the priesthood or else forfeit the 

benefices he had acquired during his childhood. In the mean­

time he was engaged in obtaining a humanist education and 

thoroughly familiarizing himself with classical literature 

for whj.ch he had developed a deep interest. Briefly, Calvin 

was faced with three possible alternatives: the pursuit of 

a legal career, entry into the priesthood, or the following 

of an academic career in the humanist tradition. 

The decision was not Calvin's to make, however, as 

God had a fourth alternative prepared for him which was 

suddenly revealed to Calvin by means of his religious 

conversion. Calvin describes this conversion as that of a 

sudden awareness of God ' s authority and power over him. 

Calvin came to the sudden realization that his future did not 

lie in any of the three alternatives evidently available to 

him, and not even within the fold of the Roman Catholic 

Church itsel f , but rather in the Protestant camp where he 

was to proclaim th ough sec luded study and writing , the 
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absolute sovereignty of God. ~men the persecution of 

Protestants became too severe after the Placard Affair of 

1534, Calvin left France to settle in Basel and dedicate 

himself to the exposition of his new religious beliefs in 

the Institutes . But God in His eternal plan had not yet 

finished with Calvin and once more Calvin was to feel God's 

hand of authority directing the course of his life. 

In 1535 Francis I had relaxed slightly his campaign 

of persecution, allowing the return to France of all exiled 

Protestants who promised to recant wi-thin six months of 

their arrival in th~ country . Calvin took quick advantage 

of this respite to return to his native Noyon to settle 

family business and to bring back to S\\ci tzerland wi th him 

a younger brother and sister. Returning to Basel via 

Strasbourg, Calvin found his way blocked by imperial troops 

and was forced to make a detour that took him to Geneva. 

Intending to spend only one night In Geneva, Calvin was to 

spend the rest of his life there, save for a brief exile, 

reforming Geneva as a testimony to the supreme will of the 

divine. There he met Guillaume Farel who, having found the 

task of reforming the city too onerous for one man, pleaded 

with Calvin to stay and help him. Indeed, it was in the 

person of Guillaume Farel th~t God once more revealed to 

Calvin His sovereign will as Calvin himself explains: 



Farel. .strained every nerve to detain me. And 
after having learned that my heart was set upon 
devoting myself t o private studies. .he proceded 
to utter an imprecation that God would curse my 
retirement and the tranquility of the studies which 
I sought, if I should withdraw and refuse to give 
assistance when the necessity was so urgent. . I 
felt as if. .God from heaven had laid his mighty 
hand upon me to arrest me. .1 was so stricken 
with terror that I desisted from the journey which 
I hand undertaken!5 

Calvin's awareness of the supreme will of God was 

awakened in a much more real and personal manner than was 
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ZT.vingli' s. It is fitting, therefore, that Calvin's personal 

seal should bear the inscription IIprompte et sincere" as 

Hall describes: 

Calvin was turned from the way he wanted to go, 
to follow, prompt and since re, the dominating 
will of the sovereign God , to obey Him, and in 
all things to give Hi~ the glory.6 

Convinced through personal experience of God's 

omnipotence , Calvin strove tirelessly to impress upon man hi s 

sole duty in life to recognize and reverence this sovereignty. 

Man is to accomplish his duty through faith. But to what or 

to whom is this faith to be directed? Calvin replied that 

through faith in Christ alone is this knowledge to be truly 

acquired. Niesel explains: 

5 B. HaJl, John Ca lvin Humanist and Theologian, p. 17. 

6 Ibid., p. 17. 
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.according to Calvin, God has disclosed Himself 
in Jesu s Christ and we must therefore hold fast to 
this One and not attempt to seek God outside the 
Mediator.7 

Calvin's theology is as Christoce ntric as Luther's or 

Zwingli's. Christ is essential in Calvinist theology not as 

a redeemer of man as Luther continuously emphasized, but 

rather as a mediator impar ting to man the knowJ.edge of the 

divine. 

with His ascension into heaven, however, Christ is 

no longer present a mong men to reveal the glory of God. It 

is precisely for thi s reason that Calvin lays great stress 

on the Scriptures as the sole means by which man can learn 

of the teachings o f Christ as revealed in the account of His 

discipl es and contemporaries. Man is still capabl~, there-

fore, of pursuing his knowl e dge of God through faith in 

Christ -- not the phys ica l Christ to be sure -- but rather 

through faith in the description of Christ's person and His 

teaching s about God as revea l ed in Scr iptu.re . It is for 

this purpose a lone that man must study the Bible with 

complete t r ust in what it relates, as Calvin himself 

describes : 

We must read Scripture with the intent ion of finding 
Christ t here i n. If we t urn as ide from this end, 
however much trouble we t ake , however much time 
we devote to our study, we shall never attain the 
knowledge of the truth .8 

7W. Niesel, The Theology of Calvin, transl. H. Knight 
(London: Lutterworth Press , 19 56 ), p. 119. 

8 Ibid ., p. 27. 
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Calvin did not differ from Luther or Zwingli in his 

emphasis upon the Bible as the sole authority on the Word 

of God. Yet he did vary from these t'i-"W reformers as to the 

manner in which the Bible i s to be read and interp reted. A 

close reading of the Biblical text with emphasis upon its 

literal meaning as prescribed by Luther is of no avail 

according to Calvin. Nor is Zwingli's emphas is up on reason 

and a rational interpretation any better in Calvin's 

estimation. To read the Bible profitably, man must first he 

inspired by the Ho l y Spirit in order to receive and compre-

hend the message the Bible has to offer. According to 

Calvin: 

It is b y the grace of God that Scripture mediates 
to us the living Chri-s t. Th e Ho l y Spirit mus ·t 
unfold to us the tr~asures o f the words o f 
Scripture if our study is to l ead to this goal. 9 

Luther's approach to Bi ble study would, theref~re, b e fruit-

less in Calvin's opinion as a simple reading of the text. 

without divine inspiration would result in no comprehension 

of the true meaning of the words, whereas Zwingli's rational 

approach appeared too presumptu ous in the belief that man 

through re ason can grasp the knowledge of God's sovereign 

majesty 'v'hich is acquired thr01.1gh fo.i th a lone. Herein lay 

9 Ibid ., p. 30. 
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Calvin's main objection to Zwingli's general view of 

Christi anity. Despite his emphasis upon God's omnipotence , 

Zwingli still held man in sufficient esteem as to r e nder 

him capable, thanks to his own intelligen ce , of speculating 

on th e nature and purpose of God's will. lO 

As to the interpretation of Scripture , Calvin alone 

of the three reformers considered the whole o f Scripture to 

be equally authoritati ve. Unlike Luther who considered the 

New Testament alone to be the heart of Scripture after the 

coming and crucifixi on of Ch cist, Calvin stressed the Old 

Testame nt in cornbination wi th the New as revealing the 

coming of Christ and His revelation of the knowledge of God. 

Calvin agJ:eed that in the New Testame nt man's perception of 

Christ is much more distinct than in the Old, and in fact 

h e likened the descripJcion o f Christ in the Ne-w Testament 

to the description of Christ in the Old Testament as a 

lO/rake as an example , Z\'1ingli ' s rational exp lanation 
o f the existence of evil given God ' s o~lipotence and in fin ite 
wisdom. According to Zwingli's reas oning, God in His wisdom 
de liberately created man with a propensity for ch oosing e vil 
OV8 r good, and God purposely tempte d Ad am to eat th e forbidden 
frui t_ and fall from grace . God inte ntionally caus e d wan to 
become the v i ctim of His wrath and of ete rnal damnation f or 
the purpose of r evealing all the more vividly His infinite 
mercy in gra-tui tous ly saving a certain chosen few \-Jhom He had 
caused t o b e totally undeserving of this kindness. On the 
purp ose o f evi l, Calvin, for his part, could do nothing other 
than to maintain s ile nce, believing th a -t " to be i gnorant of 
many things [in religion] which i t is not possible nor lawful 
to know is to be l earned " .* 

*R. N. C. Hunt, Ca l v in (London: The Ce ntenary Press , 1 933 ), 
p. 127. 
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"colou:::-ful picture" to a "schoolboy outline".ll Yet at 

the same time he avoided Luther's emphasis upon the 

redemptive rol.e of Christ in the NevI Te stament b y claiming 

that both testaments were essential in proclaiming the 

incarnation of Chri s t and His teaching about God. 

It is through faith directed and inspired by the 

Holy Spirit that man can read about and understand the 

sovereignty of God in the Bible. Calvin goes fur the r by 

stating that not only i s God's glory revealed in Scripture 

but also man's total depravity and sinfulness. Man learns 

about the fall of Adam which has rendered all humanity 

corrupt,. In stressing this characteristic of man, Calvin 

differs in no way from either Luther or Zwingli and, like 

these hlO reformers, Calvln . asserts his belief in man's 

inability to reacquire God's grace through his own efforts. 

In acknowledging the inefficacy of good works, Calvin follows 
' . 

the other two reformers by abolishing all Catholic practices 

based on this principle . 

It was his painful awareness of the inef f icacy of 

good works which led Luther to ask the ques tion o f how man 

can ob 't. ain personal salvation and Hhich l ed him through a 

painstaking study of the Bible to the solution of justifi-

cation by faith alone. For Calvin, such a quest seems unwise 

and fruitless as the problem o f personal redemption is not 

llW. Niesel, The Theology of ~alvin7 p. 107. 
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man's prime concern. By recognizing God's omnipotence, man 

comes to an understanding of God's divine providence and by 

the term prov~dence Calvin means in particular God's care 

for man and the whole of Creation. In His infinite wisdom, 

God has set a purpose and destiny for every living cre ature 

in accordance with His eternal plan: 

.Cod by His particular providence sustains, 
fo s ters , and cares for e very individua l thing a nd 
being which He has created, down to the tinies t 
sparrmv. FIe do not realize the whole splendour 
of God until we see that He tends every creature 
and guide s it to its go a l.12 

Man's eagerness to inquire about his own salvation appears, 

therefore, to be va.in and fool - hardy. 

Belie f in God's providence ne cessari ly involves 

for Ca lvin the acceptance o f the doctrine of predestination, 

a doctrine accepted as we ll by both Luther and Zwingli. 

Calvin's originality lay, however, in the unique inte rpretation 

which h e gave to the doctrine. Luther only adumbrated a 

belie f in predestination, preferring rather to emphas i ze the 

more pleasant prospe ct of man's key to salvation through fa ith 

in Christ. Zwingli drew the concept of predestination as a 

logica l deduct.ion from the doctrine of God' s absolute 

sovere ignty and , in postula·ting the poss ibili ty of grace for 

the h eathen , he was intent mainly on illustrating more v ividly 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------
12Ib , ~ 
~., pp . 72- 73. 
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God's omnipotence. Although he firmly believed that faith 

was given only to the elect, Zwingli, like Luther, preferred 

to stress Christ's redempti ve purpose for mankind. \\1here 

both Luther and Zwingli liked to think of predestination only 

in terms of the number of God's elect, Calvin rendered the 

possibility of salvation much more remote by emphasizing 

the vast number of the reprobate and, in so doing, he added 

a new feelin9 of awe and gravity to this doctrine. For in 

the Bible, only the fortunate elect are specifically r8ferred 

to, leaving unmentioned the fa·te of the damned which Calvin 

nm" brought to the fore. 

Calvinism may appear as a bleak and de pressing 

religion. Stra ngely enough, Calvin's preaching invigorated 

his follm"ers wi th new courage and determination to conf r ont 

the social, political and economic ' chaos of a world which 

they believed to be on the verge of imminent collapse. -To 

this point, the emphasis has been put on Christ's role of 

mediating to man an awareness of God's sov.e reignty. Yet not 

all of mankind is destined to damnation, since God in His 

eternal plan has predestined an elect few to salvation and 

it is for the se few alone that God grants the gift of faith 

in Christ. Unlike Zwing1i, Calvin maintained that faith in 

Christ is not a conscious experience as God alone knows His 

elect. Since man cannot know his ultimate fate, all he can 

do is to hope that he is nwrtbered among the chosen. This 
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hope is by no means weak and despairing, for it constitutes 

the very strength of Calvinism: man's hope springs from 

the knowledge that, if numbered among the elect, no eo.rthly 

disaster, be it political, social or economic, can cause him 

to fall from grace and that whatever hardship man must 

traverse in daily life he can look forward with reassuring 

certainty to eternal blessedness. Moreover, the very 

possibility of hope in human s a lvation awakens in man a deep 

understanding and reverence of divine glory, as God in His 

infinite mercy has granted grace freely to those of His 

choosing who are totally undeserving in their d epravity of 

1 · bl . 13 t 11S e sslng. 

If man' s chief purpose is to acknowledge God's 

sovereignty, how is this worship to be rendered? Calvin 

believed that only through comp lete obedience to God's will 

as revealed through Christ in Scripture can man sufficiently 

honour His omnipotence. Consequently , in his concept of the 

Church, Calvin lay much stress on its duty to compel man by 

means of strict discipline to a proper obedience to Godls 

authority. Both Luther and Zwingli admitted the importa nce 

of discipline in the systematizing of proper worship, but 

13 k h' t' . b t Torrance rna es t e lntereS-J.ng comparlson e "veen 
Lutheran and Ca lvinist theologies when h e describes the 
former as based on the principle of conscious faith i n Christ 
the Redeemer and the latter as based on pure hope a lone in 
God the Almighty and His mercy (El ton , p. 218n). 
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Calvin alone of the three reformers incorporated into his 

Church a special body known as the consistory, specifically 

designed to deal with such matters. Where Luther and Zwingli 

relied upon the State to enforce proper worship, Calvin gave 

his Church sole jurisdiction over the administration of 

discipline. In fact, charged with the duty of paramount 

importance to protect the sovereignty and honour of God, the 

Church for Calvin "became so overwhelmingly a disciplinary 

institution that one is sometimes in danger of forgetting 

that he also demanded of it true preaching of the Word and 

the faithful administration of the sacraments" (Elton, p. 220). 

Having incorporated this di s ciplina ry bo dy into his 

Church structure to ensure manls obedience to Godls authority , 

Calvin so designed the rest of his Church government as to 

enable Godls will alone to prevail in its d~ily operation. 

Consisting of four offices, the pastor whose duty it is to 

preach the Word of God and to administer the sacraments, the 

doctor who is responsible for interpretini correct Church 

dogma and instructing the young, the elder whose function is 

to supervise the proper religious and moral conduct of the 

congregation, and the deacon whose duty involves the care of 

the poor and sick, Calvinls Church is purposely orga nj. zed 

on the principle of shared and ele ctive rule. Elton cOlmnents: 



It [Calvin's Church government] had popular even 
democratic possibilities well marked in it, with 
election rather than appointment from above as 
Calvin's principle of operation. (El ton, p. 227) 

By nature of its shared administration which itself 

necessitated cooperation of the various offices with each 
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other and with the congregations, Ca lvin's Church government 

could not be dominated by the desires of any single person, 

ambitious of personal rule, as occurred in the Lutheran 

Church. Christ alone is to be recognized as the Head of 

Calvin' s Church, and God's s overeign wi ll alone is to be 

obeyed. Given the democratic nature of the Chur ch govern-

ment, only those s uitably gifted and inclined to the divj ne 

calling are to be elected to office and if they prove 

themselves inept , they can be effectively deposed . - Ca lvin's 

system of Church government proved even more democratic 

than Zwingli's in that Calvi n 's Church was capable of and 

meant to be directed by the local congrega tions indepe ndently 

of any secular government. It was precise.ly this capacity, 

as we shall see, which gave Ca lvin's ' Church its great 

strength. 

Volt a.ire appears to be aware of the democratic 

quality of Calvin's Church when he writes: "Sa religion est 

conforme ~ l' e sprit r6publicain " (Essai, p. 243). 

He fails to a dd, however, that it was Calvin's Church which 

proved to be perhaps the most a uthor itar ian of all the 

reformed Churches. Unlike Luther and Zwingli who depended 
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upon the vital cooperation of the secular government to 

ensure the very existence of their Churches, Calvin was 

always wary of allowing secular authorities to interfere in 

his Church administration. In constructing his Church with 

its own well defined, compact and efficient governing body 

having autonomous control over religious discipline including 

the powerful tool of excommunication, Calvin introduced to 

the Reformation a Church quite unique in character: it had 

the essential capacity of exerting its authority independe ntly 

of the whims and desires of petty princes and local town 

councils and was not threatened, therefore, in its existence 

and effectiveness by unsympathetic secular rulers . Vol taij:-e 

appears unaware of this most important quality of Calvin's 

Church when he attributes Calvin's departure from Geneva to 

his refusal to accept the u se of leavened bread in the 

eucharist as the Genevan town council requested (Es sai , 

p. 243 ) . The use of l eav e ned bread which constituted part 

of the Bernese rite adopted by the Gene van goverrument was 

not the k ey issue in Calvin's mind. He did not c are whether 

leavened or unleavened bread was us e d in communion, but he 

was deeply concerned that the secular authorities should not 

dictate religious practices to the Church as this threate ned 

the autonomy and v ery power of the Church. 

In emphasizing the Church's duty to instil in man 

reverence of God's omnipotence by comp l ete obedi ence to 
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His divine will, Calvin involved his Church in the daily 

lives of the people. Their daily occupations, for instance, 

were to be conducted always according to strict Christian 

principles as proof of the people's obedie nce to God's will . 

The implications for secular rulers of this all embracing 

Church authority appear clear as Calvin held civil authority 

to be properly fulfilling its earthly function only when 

temporal rulers strove as good Christians to aid the Church 

by creating an environment propitious to its growth. The 

secular government exists solely as an aid to the Church in 

proclaiming the sovereignty of God's wil l, as Niesel note s: 

[Secular government] can have no other aim but 
that this One should tower f a r above all others 
and exercise His sovereign sway over all.14 

Calvin did explicitly state that tyrannical rulers must be 

obeyed and patiently endured, for having received their 

authority to rule from God they are sent by Him to ~unish 

an impious people. Despite their God- given authority, how-

ever, those rulers who order the Church faithful to disobey 

divine will must themselves be disobeyed for usurping God's 

supreme sovereignty over mankind. 

Calvin aimed, then, at creating a true the ocracy in 

which the Church, s ecure in its existence and confiden t of 

its function, given its independent structure, would provide 

14W• Niesel, The Theology of Calvin, p. 232. 
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strong leadership and a sense of direction to the state and 

would closely supervise the religious and moral life of the 

entire community, enforcing where need be with its own 

effective discipline true obedience by all members of society 

alike to the supreme will of God . The Catholic historian 

Kampschulte summed up concisely the proposed effect of Calvin's 

Church when he wrote: 

It is the Church which gives to the life of the 
State its character, its colour and tenor, 
its contents and its goals . lS 

It was only afte r twenty- six years of ceaseless 

labour, however, that Calvin was able to achieve for his 

Church in Geneva the position of influence described by 

Kampschulte. It took twe nty-six tiring years for Calvin to 

transform Geneva, a city of moral turpitude as describe d by 

Voltaire (Essai, p. 242) and renowned as such thr oughout 

Europe, into a veritable God - fearing theocracy to which Elton 

refers in the following ter ms: 

The easy- going, dis solute , unstabJ.e city of the 
past emerged as a grim, solid, e l eva t ed commu n ity 
of psalm- sing ing churchgoers reporting each other 
to the ever-watchful consistory and anxiously 
exchanging IIfraterna l correction ll in public 
meetings . (p. 231) 

As Voltair e indicates, Calvin played no role in the 

early stages of Genevan r eform ( Essa~, p. 242 ) . It was not 

----------------------------------

lSW. A. Mueller , Church and State In Luthe r and 
Calvin i A Co mpara ti ve Study T Garde n Ci t y; New Yo r k: --- Do ub l e day j 

lSi6-Sj,p.-12 G- • 
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Calvin who was responsible for deposing Catholic rule in 

Geneva, as this was done before his arrival there in 1538 . 

Voltaire describes the existence of the two religious parties 

in Geneva, but does not mention by name either Guillaume 

Farel or his secretary Antoine Froment who were responsible 

as early as 1532 for lighting the first spark of relig ious 

revolt in Geneva (Essai, p. 241). Voltaire gives the 

impression that the Bishop of Geneva and representative 

ruler of the Savoyard overlords was forced to flee after 

the adoption of the reformed religion in Geneva by the town 

council in 1535 (Essai, p. 241). In reality, the Bishop 

fled the city two years earlier, never to return again, when 

hostilities broke out between Catholic and Protestant 

supporters, although he was not officially deposed from 

office until 1536 at which time the Savoyard armies were 

beaten by Genevan and Bernese troops. Voltaire gives the 

impression that it was indeed the Genevan council which 

officially adopted the reformed faith after carefully weighing 

for two months the evidence gleaned from public debate 

(Es~~, p. 241). In actual fact , the public disputation 

served little purpose as the Bishop prevented his clergy 

from attending. Although the Protestants easily gained the 

upper ha nd in the debate, it was the slow and inde cisive 

response of the city fathers which motivated the people to 

take matters into their own hands by smashing images and 
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looting church property. Only after having personally 

pleaded with the council to take a stand one way or the 

other could Farel convince it of opting for the cause of 

reform. Protestantism received official recognition in 

November 1535 and one year later Farel supporters gained a 

majority in the elections and commenced a programme of 

reform to rectify the calaItli tous state of moral decay which 

was rampant throughout Genevan society. 

Historical evidence amply bears out Voltaire's 

account of the corruption in Catholic Geneva where debauchery, 

drunkenness, gambling and licentious behaviour were part 

of daily life, where poor church attendance and sermons 

frequently punctuated by unruly conduct were the inevitable 

results of an ignorant and uncaring clergy, incapable of 

proper religious and moral instruction, and where even 

imprisonment was considered a sign of social distinction 

(Essai, p. 242). Faced with this onerous task of reforming 

single-handedly such a corrupt. societ.y, it is little wonder 

that Farel pleaded for Calvin's aid and that Calvin accepted 

only by sheer terror of divine wrath when Farel cursed him 

with eternal damnation. 

In reading Voltaire's account of Calvin and his 

reform of Geneva, the reader is left with the general 

impression, however, that for Voltaire Calvin was dominated 

by a tyrannical temperament and motivated by a passion for 
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personal rule when he undertook to reform that city. This 

impression is conveyed by Voltaire' s use of such words as 

"domination ll
, "amour-propre", and "espece de conquerant " 

(Essai, p. 242), as well as "esprit tyrannique", and 

"persecution tl (Essai, p. 243). Voltaire is no doubt aiming 

at creating in the reader a sympathetic understanding of his 

condemnation of Ca lvin who, in his blind intolerance, had 

Servetus unjustly condemned to a brutal death. It cannot be 

denied that Calvin acquired during the last years of hi s 

life an unquestioned personal authority over religious 

affairs in Geneva. That this rule was not intentionally 

personal but rather for the sole glorification of God's 

sovereignty has been clearly established by Ca l v in's concept 

of the Church and the purpose of man's existence. Consequently, 

Voltaire's statement that Calvin "avait u surpe un tel empire 

dans la ville de Geneve . .. 11 can b e considered a misjudge­

ment of Calvin 's true aims (Essai , p. 247). 

In support of his claim that Calvin was tyrannical 

in realizing Church reform in Geneva, Voltaire gives various 

e xamp l es o f Calvin's "persecution" of people like Castellion , 

Pierre Ame a ux and the wife of the Syndic, Ami Perrin (Essai, 

pp. 243, 247, 248). with regard to Caste l lion who sought 

the position of doctor in the Church , the dispute betwe en 

the two men centred upon Castellion's holding unorthodox 

religious views which prevented him from satisfying the 
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examining board. Calvin was, albeit, hea d of the examining 

committee but h e did not force Castellion to leave the city 

because of personal jealousy, as Voltaire claims. Calvin 

would have gladly relinquished his post as reformer for a 

more sedate occupation in private study rather Castel lion 

was flouting God's own Word in contradicting Calv in on 

theological matters and such disrespect of God's sovereignty 

could not be tolerated (Essai, p. 243 ) . Here it must be 

clearly pointed out that Calvin was not propagating hi s o wn 

persona l brand of theology as Voltaire would like to have 

us b elieve when he writes: " •. • tous deux [Luther and Calvin] 

brGlant de llarde ur de se signaler et d'obtenir cette 

domination sur l es esprits qui flatte tant l'amour -

propre • •. " (Essai, p. 242 ) . Rather he felt himself to be 

si.ncerely inspired by God dire c tly to proclaim true 

Christianity and would, no doubt, vehemently object to the 

later appellation of his theology as Calvinism. As for 

Pierre Ameaux, Calvin can hardly be suspected of vying for 

personal gain in imprisoning this magistrate and former dealer 

in toys and cards -- a fact conve niently omitted by Vol tair e 

for, it seems , Calvin enforced a rigid ban on gambling 

and consequent l y deprived Ameau x o f much of his income. 

Ameaux's irlsolence in insulting Calvin was not taken by the 

reformer as a personal insult, but as an act o f disobedience 

to divine will in not recognizing that gambling was offensive 
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to God. In t .he case of MIne Perrin, who was of impetuous 

and unruly temperament, it was a question of simple dis -

obedience to Church law, and that she was called before the 

consistory to account for her mi s conduct in dancing does not 

reflect on Calvin's part any desire for personal authority. 

Any mecreant me~~er of Genevan society could be e xpecte d to 

account for his a ction before the consistory, and indeed 

that the Church law was applied with equal vigour to an 

individual of Mme Perrin's reputation revealed Calvin's 

desire to have the consistory function independently of and 

unbiased to social standing in the community. MIne Perrin's 

case serves to reveal, moreover, the e f fect ive powe r of the 

consistory over all clas ses of society. 
- . 

A review of Calvin's personal goals serves to 

effectively negate Voltaire ' s view of him as the tyrant of 

Geneva. As has been shown, Calvin sought originally to 

pur sue the c a use of religious reform in secluded study and 

by means of his pen alone. We have seen how Ca lvin attempted 

to shirk Farel's plea f or assis tance. Furthermore, after his 

exile from Geneva in 1538, Calvin went to Strasbourg and 

spent there the three happiest years of his life engaged in 

revising hi s Institutes and bus i ly pur suin~ an active and 

sa tisfying role in t .he religious life of that conununi ty. 

It was at Strasbourg also, as Voltaire indicates, that he 

embarked upon a brief but h a ppy married li fe wi t.h the widow 

of an Anabaptist (Essai, p. 243 ) . It was, then, with great 
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dismay and with tears in his eyes that Calvin received the 

earnest call for his return to Geneva . He himself comments 

on his return: "There is no place unde r heaven that I am 

f 'd fll 16 more a ral 0 • 

Had he the desire for personal rule over Geneva, 

Calvin would still have found himself confronted with too 

much political opposition to exert an uncontested authority. 

Voltaire himself states that Calvin was banned from the 

city "parce que sa doctrine ne s'accordait pas en tout avec 

la dominante . . " (Essai, p. 242). Calvin's religious 

zeal had pushed him to try and impose too quickly upon the 

Genevans the irrmediate acceptance of his Confession of Faith, 

and when they proved rel uc.~an t to accept it, he excolillTlunica ted 

the city en masse. His subsequent unpopularity strengthened 

as well by his dissatisfaction over the interference of the 

town council on the subject of the Bernese rite, prevented 

Calvin from carrying on any meaningful reform and he was 

forced to flee the city. When asked to return in 1541, 

Calvin was to find the Genevans' warm hospitality deceptive. 

He was given free lodging by the city and as much money and 

assistance as he required to continue his reform program. 

Yet, when Calvin attempted to give the consistory sole 

jurisdiction over discipline by conferring upon it the 

power of excommunication, he met with the immediate opposition 

l6 B• Hall, ,John Calvin Humanist and Theologian, p. 25. 
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of Jche city fathers who claime d for themselves the right to 

supervise the moral standards o f Geneva. It was in this 

atmosphere of constant mutual distrust and rivalry of 

jurisdiction that Calvin was obliged to win out slowly for 

his Church the position of unquestioned authority that it 

ultimate ly acquired. 17 Calvin was on various occas ions about 

to resign his post, faced by a hostile secular government, 

only to have the city magistrates cede ever so slightly to 

his requests in or d e r, it seems, to retain him for further 

harassment. We must agree with Hall's judgement, the n, 

when he writes: 

It is absurd to suggesJc that Calvin rode triumphantly 
into Geneva ... and thereafter took charge of the 
city and abolished its inte llectual freedom and civil 
liberties and eventually became master of the citi zens' 
minds, souls, and bodies. In re a lity Calvin [embarked] 
on a tremendous struggle to maintain his aims of 
religious j.ntegrity and moral discipline : several 
times he seemed to have lost and to be once again in 
danger of sun~ary dismissal. Until 1556 he WaS not 
even a citizen of Geneva: he had no political status, 
he was a leading minister of the city, a servant of 
the council -- and nothing more.18 

17It was in 1553 that, faced with a hostile civic 
administra t ion run by Libertines who opposed his rigid moral 
standards Ca lvin w:cote to Bullinger in ztlrich: I/Tout. ce que 
nous leur [the magistrates] di s ons est suspect ; m@me s i 
j'affirmais qu 'il fait jour en plein midi, ils se mettraient 
a en douterll. * 

* F. Wendel, Calvin, 
religieuse (Paris: 
P:-G4. 

sources et ~vo lutions de sa p ens§e 
Presses univerSItaires de France, 1950), 

18B. Hall, John Calvin Humanist a nd Theologian, 
pp. 26, 27. 
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In critizing Calvin for his harsh and hot- headed 

approach (dur and emporte ) to religious reform in Geneva, 

Voltaire apparently overlooks the viability of the alter-

native confronting Geneva (Essai, p. 242). Voltaire readily 

censures Calvin for his religious intolerance, referred to 

as "haine the ologique " (Essai, p. 245 ) , and makes the cyni ca l 

comment that: 

On ne reuss it guere chez les hommes, du moins 
jusqu'au j ourd'hui, en ne leur propos ant que 
Ie facil e et I e simple; I e mattre I e plus dur 
est Ie plus suivi: ils otaient aux hommes Ie 
libre arbitre, et lIon courait a eux. 
(Essai, p. 243) 

Voltai re neglects to indica-t:.e what possible benefi ts the 

opposing Libertine party could offe r to Genevan society 

by its deliberate flouting __ of consistory rule in loose 

livin<]. In proposing greater freedom by claim:lllg that 

questions of religion and morality were of a str~ctly personal 

nature, this party may appear to echo Vol-taire's own "des ire 

for tolerance on these issues, but \"here they advised freedom 

they unde rstood anarchy, and where they emphasized personal 

decision- making on questions of morality they intended 

debauchery . In brief, the Libertine party could only offer 

to the citizens a return to Ge neva's decadent p a st, as Hall 

explains: 



.the opposition which came from the sensual 
"Libe rtins lf not only shows the l ack o f political 
maturity amongst many leading citizens but a l so 
reveals that the opponents o f Calvin's moral 
fervour and statesmanli ke effici ency in civil 
life could only o ffer to turn Geneva into a l and 
of Cockaigne run by an oligarchy of blustering 
s\vordsmen indi fferent to the cultivation of either 
letters or religion.19 

It is the death of Michael Servetus which reveals 
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most vividly for Voltaire Calvin's vituperative nature. By 

reserving for a s eparate chapter the discussion of Servetus ' 

death Voltaire shows its imp ortan c e in revealing this 

characte ri stic of Calvin. Should the r eader still mis-

interpre t the significance of the Servetus case in his 

portrayal o f Calvin's nature, Voltaire explicitly states 

his purpose when he writes: " .je la place [the death 

of Servetus J ici pour mieux faire connaitre Ie caract~re de 

Calvin • " (Essai, p. 246 ) . 

Voltaire l eaves no do'-.lbt in the reader's mind about 

his own opinion of the death of Servetus which he variously 

describes as Ifcrue lle" ' (Essai , p. 243), "barbare"(Essa~ , 

p. 2 44 ), a,nd as a "catastrophe deplorable ll vwrthy of 

" indi gnation et pitie " (E ss ai , p. 246). '.['hat Volt aire is 

bitteily angry with Calvin for having persecuted Se ~vetus 

solely for his religious beliefs is clear ly shown as well 

19 b ' d . ~., p. 3 2 . 
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in his personal correspondence in which he scarcely refers to 

Calvin, his theology, o r his followers without making 

reference to the brutal death of Servetus. 

Throughout his presentation of the Servetus affair, 

Voltaire continually attempts to exonerate the Spaniard and 

to render the Genevan reformer contemptible in the reader's 

eye. Voltaire points out the irony and sense of ludicrous ­

ness of Calvin's persecution in the light of time and 

geographical location (Essai, pp. 245, 246 ) . In stating 

that Calvin was forme rly a proponent of religious tolerance 

Voltai re is on safe ground historically because Calvin's 

Preface to the Institutes contains an appeal to King 

Francis I to stop his persecution of the Protestants 1n 

France. Voltaire censure s Calvin for ignoring his own 

recommendation and having Servetus executed. Voltaire notes 

what appears to be, in his mind, the ef f rontery of Calvin 

in persecuting the Spaniard in Ge neva, when Calvin himse lf, 

were he in France only a few miles distant, would likewise 

be hunted as a heretic. 

Voltaire attempts to shOVJ the injustice of Servetus' 

death by revealing the fundamental sirnilariJcy of the t .heologies 

o f the two men (Essai, p. 246). In taking as an example ·the 

doctrine of the Trinity, Volt a ire has no solid basis for 

his reaso~ing and, in attempting to vindicate Servetus in 

thi s manner, Voltaire, who has shown himse lf on pr~vious 
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pages to be incapable of comprehending complex theological 

questions, proves not so much the innocence of Servetus as 

he does his own misunderstanding o f how Se rvetus' religious 

vievls clashed with those of Calvin. Where Calvin emphasized 

the eternity and coexistence of Christ the Son with God, 

Servetus claimed that Christ did not exist prior to the 

Incarnation but rather was the distinct result of the union 

of the divine Word (Logos ) wi ·t~1 the totally human Jesus at 

his birth. Servetus preached, therefore, a type of sub-

ordinationism in which Jesus Christ was distinctly inferior 

to God, the reby incurring Calvin's hatred. 20 Although the 

dispute over the Trinity was the most celebrated between 

the two men as this doctrine constituted the central theme 

o f Servetus' De trinitatis erroribus, published in 1531, 

other religious questions proved equally contentious. Such 

doctrines as that of original sin , rejected by Servetus who 

professed a belie f in man ·' s capacity for mystical union with 

God, given man ' s innate spark of the divine, and that of free 

will, firmly adhered to by Servetus, showed that, contrary 

20Guill aume F a r e l described succinctly the basic 
difference between Calvin and Servetus on the doctrine of 
the Trinity when 118 stated that Servetus died because of 
a misplaced ep i thet in his contention that Christ was not the 
eternal Son of God Lut rather the Son of the eternal God. * 

* R. H. Bainton, Hunted Heretic (Boston: The Beacon Press, 
1953), p. 214. 
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to Voltaire's claim, the religious differences bebveen 

Servetus and Calvin were too fundamental for their theologies 

to be essentially identical. 

Voltaire's lamentation of the death of Servetus as 

the destruction of not only a man but also of valuable 

knowledge potentially useful to the progress of mankind, 

for Servetus was a highly reputed doctor, is certainly 

justifiable (Essai, p. 244). Yet this legitimate regret 

must not overshadow Servetus ' sheer foolhardiness in 

visiting Geneva -- a fact not mentioned in Voltaire's account. 

Servetus was well aware of Calvin's enmity toward 

him and knew the risks he was taking in going to Geneva. 'rhe 

two men had corresponded with each other as early as 1546, 

seven years before Servetus' arrival in Geneva, and were well 

acquainted with each other's theological views. In his 

comments on their correspondence, Voltaire clearly shows 

Calvin to be the aggressor and instigator of hostilities, 

when he writes: 

Ils disputerent par lettres. De la dispute Calvin 
passa aux injures, et des injures a cette haine 
theologique, la plus implacable de toutes Ies 
h a.ines. (Essai, p. 24.5 ) 

In reality it was Servetus who resorted to the use of 

insulting comme nts in his letters to Calvin. Servetus was 

the first to open the correspondence by asking Calvin for his 

opinion on various religious issues. Not satisfied with the 

reforme r!s reply, he wrote back in an arrogant tone which 



109 

prompted Calvin in turn to admonish the Spaniard and then 

to cease all further correspondence with him. Servetus f 

however, \vas not yet content to keep quiet and sent Calvin 

a copy of the Institutes annotated with numerous disparaging 

marginal comments. Servetus also forwarded to Calvin a 

manuscript copy of his yet unpl1blished 9hristianismi 

restitutio along with several letters containing injurious 

remarks about Calvin's person a nd religion. Voltaire draws 

special attention to these letters which he claims Calvin 

treacherously sent to Vi.enne -- a small town near Lyon --

along with the manuscript of Servetus' new book to be us e d 

as evidence against the Spaniard at his heresy trial conducted 

at Vie nne early in 1553 (Essai , p. 245). Voltaire condemns 

Calvin as well for having parti cipated by means of an envoy 

in the actual trial (Essai, p. 245). 

In Calvin's defence it can be stated accurately that 

he never parted with his copy of the restitutio, nor did he 

ever participate by means of an emissa~:y in Serve tus' trial . 

As for the l e tters, they were not sent to Vienne of Calvin's 

own volition. Calvin had no desire to persecute Servetus 

as long as the Spaniard stayed out of Geneva. Calvin could 

have readily incriminate d him much earlier if he desired , 

since he knew t he r ea l identity of the accused who was hiding 

behind the pseudonym of Villene uve, and since he possessed 

a copy of Servetus' heretica l restitutio as much as six 
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letters in question were sent to Vienne resulted from a 
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petty argument between blO cousins r De Trie and Arneys, in 

which Calvin found himself a reluctant third party. Having 

been mocked by his cousin for living in Geneva, a city of 

impious reputation, De Trie in turn warned Arneys of condoning 

the harbouring in Lyon of such infamous heretics as Servetus. 

Arneys inm1ediately undertook an investigation which led to 

the arrest of Servetus and his subsequent trial. Lacking 

sufficient evidence to convict him, the court was about to 

let Servetus free when De Trie, who was searching frantically 

for conclusive evidence tb back up his charge, happened upon 

the incriminating letters in the Calvin-Servetus correspon­

dence. It was only with- the greatest difficulty that De Trie 

obtained from the reluctant Calvin the possession of these 

letters which he immediately forwarded to Vienne. J1.lthough 

it cannot be asserted that Calvin was blameless in permitting 

De Trie to procure the letters referred to by Voltaire, 

neither is Voltaire justified in wri ting that Calvin alone 

was responsible for creating hostilities with Servetus in 

their correspondence, or that Calvin assumed an active part in 

Servetus ' trial at Vienne. 

The reason for Servetus' coming to Geneva still 

remai ns a subject of much conte ntion on the part of historians. 

~'7as he, as some assume, in league with the Libertine party in 
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the hope of ridding Geneva of Calvin and his religious 

reform, or was he simply too curious and took all the risks 

to see in person this celebrated refcrmer with whom he was 

acquainted only through their acrimonious correspondence? 

During his trial, Servetus claimed that he was only passing 

through Geneva on his way to Naples to set up a medical 

practice. 'l'his explanation was accepted by Calvin despite 

attempts by the public prosecutor to prove Servetus to be 

a political subversive. In any case, Servetus was condemned 

on theological grounds alone. 

For Voltaire , however, even Servetus ' execution for 

his religious views in themse lves was a violation of 

international l aw since Servetus was not involved in any 

disruptive preaching of his religious b e liefs while in 

Geneva ( ~~~ai , pp. 245, 246). Voltaire's assertion is not 

wholly correct to the extent that, although Servetus did 

not participate in any unlawful preaching of his theology 

wilile in the city, he did intentionally distribute, a couple 

of months before his arrival in Geneva , numerous copies o f 

his heretical Christianis_~::L.Eestitutio vvhich great l y angered 

Cal vin c-lnd caL~sed him to vievl Servetus ' subsequent physical 

presence in the city as a threat to the religious welfare 

of the Genevans. 

Voltaire is accurate in his description of Servetus' 

cap ture at the Inn of the Rose and in his account of Calvin's 
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unscrupulous J~anner of having him imprisoned (Essai; p. 245 ) . 

Calvin circumvented Genevan law, which required the informer 

to accompany the accused to prison, by hav ing his personal 

secretary accuse Servetus. As for the trial and execution 

of Servetus, however , Calvin did not conduct himse lf at all 

according to Voltaire's account in which we read: 

Quand son ennemi fut aux fers, il lui prodigua les 
injures et les mauvais traitements q u e font le s 
l§ches quand ils sont maitres. Enfin, ~ force 
de presser les juges , d'employer Ie credit de ceux 
qulil dirigeait, de crier et de fairs crier que 
Dieu demandait l' execution de Miche l Servet, il 
I e fit brfiler vif, et jouit de son supplice . 
(Essai, p. 246 ) 

Although it cannot be denied that Calvin p laye d a predominant 

role in having Servetus executed , he did so by just and legal 

means and wi th all the propriety that the situation permitted. 

Serve t~s was g'i ve n the opportunity of not only an oral 

debate but also a written defense of his beliefs, and his 

request for a general appeal of his case to the surrounding 

Swiss cities was granted. Contrary to Voltaire's statement , 

it was not Calvin but rather Servetus who conducted himself 

in an unruly manner by hurling invective at the refo:::-mer 

and misusing the opportunity of a ve!:bal repJ-y by scrawling 

insulting comments over CCl,lvin I s manuscripts. Had Servetus 

shm-Im th e slightes t modesty and willingness to discuss his 

views intelligibly, Calvin was con f ide nt that Servetus would 

have saved himself, but it was hi s insolent conduct which 
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nullified any sympathy he might have gained for his cause. 

Faced with the sentence of death at the stake, 

Servetus was not denied the opportunity o f recanting to the 

last. Indeed , Calvin, when asked by Servetus to visit him 

in prison, urged Servetus to repent and save himself. 

Confrary to Voltaire's implication, Calvin did not attend 

the execution and in fact a ttempted to have -the sentence 

changed to death by b eheading, a more humane method (Essai, 

p. 246 ) . 

In vilifying Calvin by attempting to show him as 

h aving brutally persecuted Servetus for his religious views, 

Voltaire is aiming at furthering his own cause of crushing 

the "infame " , that is to say, religious intolerance. Voltaire 

is also using t he Serve tus case as an example of Calvin's 

tyranny over Genevan society. He fails on both counts, 

howe ver , and reveals his own misunderstanding of the telupe ra­

me nt and outlook not only of Calvin but also of sixteenth­

century religious reforme rs in general . Calvin's treatment 

of Servetus was not as barbaric as Volt a ire pictures it and , 

moreover, his re ligious intolerance of the Spaniard cannot 

be considered fairly as an adverse reflection on Ca lvin's 

character. Voltaire, for whom Christianity was a grand 

fabrication on the p ar t of the clergy and secular rulers to 

oppress a n d take advantage of the people, could not wlderstand 

that for the devout reformer, tested in his beliefs by 
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persecution, religion was a powerful and vital force which 

gave meaning to man's existence on earth. Voltaire could 

not understand that. for Calvin and his fellow reforme rs 

toleration on theological matters was equated with impiety 

and that anyone advocating its practice was surely marked 

for damnation in permitting free expression of heresy to 

besmirch the true Word of God. 2l Voltaire's attack on Calvin 

and his religious intransigeance i s seriously weakened, then, 

in the sense that while Voltaire and post Reformation 

historians may easily condemn Calvin for his religious 

intolerance, the fact remains that Calvin acted in full 

acco:cdance .with the moral precepts and religious climate 

characte ristic o f hi s own era. He can be accus e d, the r e fore, 

of neither religious intolerance nor desire for personal rule 

in having Servetus put to death as a dangerous heretic, 

for in so doing he met with the general approval of his 

contemporaries. 

Despite his exile and the ever present hostility of 

the Libertines, Calvin could look back at his life's work 

21It may be argued that Ca lvin himsel f was incurring 
God's wrath by advoc ating to Francis I the toleration of 
Protestants. This a rgument is faulty , since for Ca lvin 
the ruling Ca_cho lics ' Vle re no more Jch a n de t es t ab le c a l umni a tors 
of trUE: Chri s ti c:m doctrine a nd in o i de r for ~:he r e fo r me d 
faith to gain ~scendancy a policy of toleration mus t be 
adopte d - - a policy to be cancelled, no doubt, once the true 
preaching of God ' s Word had been establish ed. 
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in Geneva wi th some sa tis faction kno'i"ling that , although the 

pTocess of reforrn never stops , he had succeeded in trans ­

forming Geneva from a city of moral disrepute to a city 

renowned throughout Europe for its religious fervour, moral 

integrity and high standard of living -- a level of 

achievement that not even Voltaire could challenge, despite 

hi s criticism of Calvin's method. A quick perusal of the 

daily proceedings of the cons istory reveals the wide scope 

of its jurisdiction over the people: a vlidow admonished 

for chanting the "requiescat in pace" over the grave of her 

deceased husband, an individual fined for possessing the 

immoral books La Legende do~ee and Amadls __ of G~ul, a woman 

aged sixty censured for marrying a man of twenty-five, and 

a warning issued to a person who claimed that the pope was 

an honest man. Calvin had succeeded in establishing a Church 

which involved itself with every aspect of daily life from 

dress and speech to personal comportment in both v-lork and 

play. Even the choice of Christian names for infants was 

supervised with an eye to propriety. With a system of 

secret informe rs and the threat of excommunication ever 

present, the consistory inspired a sense of fear and respect 

in the hearts of all. Calvin's influence extended even 

beyond the field of Church reform as he was responsible for 

introducing diverse socia l improvements. These included 

the appointment of night 'i'latchmen, public health care and the 

construction of the most advanced sewage disposal system in 
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Europe at that time. It i s with good reason that the French 

wri ter and Calvin's contempora.ry , Doumergue remarked that 

Calvin ' s ~onument was: 

. une Geneve devenue a la fin du XVr e siecle 
tranquille, ordonn§e, pieuse, lettr§e, savante, 
ais§e, polie, quand, avant Ca l vin, ce n'§tait 
qu'une grande bourgade ... [ and that] une 
obscure villette savoyarde s'est cha.ng§e en une 
glorieuse cite europeenne.22 

The death o f Calvin in Geneva in 1564 marked the 

p assing o f the third and last of the three great religious 

reforme rs of sixteenth- century Europe. Yet the Protestant 

Reformation was not confined solely to the framework of the 

established Lutheran or Calvinist Chur ches. There existed 

in European society of that era various groups of religious 

rr.alcontent.s who , although they found no spiritual fulfi Ime nt 

in the Catholic Church and agreed on the need of Church 

reform, still failed to find satis fa ction in the religiOUS 

alternatives proposed by Luthe4 Zwingli and Calvin. It is 

to these radicals, whom Voltaire correctly groups unde r the 

general title o f Anabaptists , that we must now turn our 

atte ntion. 

p. 35. 
22B. Hal l, John Calvin HUnianistand Theolog_~~f 



CHAPTER IV 

ANABAPl'ISM 

The term Anabaptism is not characteristic of the 

theology of one religious sect in particular, rather it 

can be applied collectively to the numerou s indivi dua l 

sects each with varying theo logical views which arose as 

a broad movement in reaction to Lutheranism in particular 

and, in l ater years, to the Zwinglian and Calvinist theologies 

as \'"e 11. Luther ' s conservative nature, his unwillingness to 

change the social and political framework in the realization 

of his refonns , and his desire to carry out his religious 

refonn even \vithin the existing structure of the Roman 

Catholic Church appeared much too timid and. disappointed 

mL-my enthusiastic Church refol.mers who hoped for the over­

thrcM of the entire Catholic hierarchy as a prelude ' to a 

new puritan era of pious living. rfhe Anabaptis t movement 

was started, therefore, to fill the spiritual needs of the 

more radical religious reformers who found Luther's reforms 

not bold enough. 

lUthough it was composed of many individua l sects 

wi th d1 verging religious viev-rpoints , the Anabaptis·t moveme nt 

as a whole possessed a central core of religious beliefs 

which were held by a ll the sects and which provided the move­

ment with its unity and strength. As Voltaire indicates , 
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the term Anabaptism is derived from the conce pt of rebaptism 

(Essai, p. 236 ) . Other than s tating that Christ was baptized 

as an adult, Voltaire does not explain why the Anabaptists 

rejected their baptism as infants and required the rebaptizing 

of all their members (Es!,,!ai, p. 236 ) . The r e jection of 

infant baptism was necessitated by the Anabaptists' concept 

of the Church. The true Church of Christ can only consist 

of those members who as "free agents" consciously choose to 

live in B.ccordance Hi th the strict moral and religious code 

of Christianity (Elton, p. 94 ) . Only those people who 

willingly decide to imitate the life of Christ can be 

consi.dered as memL")ers of the true Christian Church. 1'ho 

sacrament of baptism is to be adminis tered to those followers 

of Christ as a visible sign of their e ntry irito His Church. 

To administer baptism to infants is therefore meaningless, 

as the young, unaware of its significance, are incapable of 

consciously acknowledging their commi t men t to live in Christ. 

The Anabaptists differe d widely fiom Luthe r in their 

concept of the Church. Luther maintained that the true 

Church was found only in heaven as God alone knows His chosen. 

The visible Cburch, therefore, was to include a ll members 

of society , t.lle damned and the faith fu l alike. For the 

Anc.baptists, God 's Church was found on earth and membership 

in it constituted inclusion among God's elect. The An a bap ti st.s 

cons idered themse l ves to be God's saints on earth and they 
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acquired a confidently superior attitude to the world of 

the reprobate around th em. They rejected earthly institu­

tions as the work of the corrupt. They refused to recognize 

the a uthority of the ungodly p r inces and to fulfil t heir 

normal social obli gations such as the payment of taxes, the 

bearing of arms in the defence o f the State, and the obedience 

to the l aws and jurisdiction o f secular courts . As Volt aire 

indicates , t he Anabaptists conside red that the divine 

inspira tion they claimed to receive was proof of their 

discipleship in Christ and their e l ection, but more importan tly 

they viewe d it as the s ole means by which God, to ~vhom alone 

they submit.ted obedience i T.<JOuld reveal to thcrn His divine 

\Vill ( Es~~, p. 236). Voltaire fails to make the important 

point that in emphasiz ing dreams a n d vi s ions as the medium 

us e d by God to manifest Himself to His chosen people, the 

J-mabap-tists mi.nimized almost entire l y the value of the Bible 

as an aut.hority on the Word of God. This shift of emphasis 

from t he visible written Word o f Script.ure to the secret 

and highly personal inner li ght was a major factor which led 

to the fana.tical b e haviour of many o f the Anabapt i st sects . 

Through divine inspiration t he Anabapti sts clearly 

understood their duty to c onsist in the creation of a suitable 

environment 1n which to erect the true Christian Church , an 

environment as free as possible of the corruption and ungod-

liness which pervaded the soci e ty in which they were the n 
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living. I-laving established their Church, they were then 

to await ·the Second Coming at which time they, as God I select, 

would inherit the earth from the unrighteous. At this point 

all similarity ceases among the various sects as each group 

h ad different approaches to the creation of a s uitable 

environment f or the true Church. 

Consi dered by itself, Voltaire's account of the 

Anabaptist moveme n t in the Pr otestant Reformat.ion can only 

give a one-sided and therefore erroneous i mpress ion of its 

theology and r e li giou s goals. By referring only to MUntzer 

and John of Leyden as typical Anabaptist reformers, and by 

summari z ing t .11e whole Anabaptist theology in the quotation: 

t!Je ne Buis pas v en.u apporter la paix, mais Ie glaive " , 

Volt.aLee h as the reader believe tha.t the whole movement was 

characterized by a savage mil l ennarian quest for the blood 

of the ungodly, and 'cha t only by a determined extermination 

of the darrmed could God I s chosen people create an environment 

propi cious ·to the grmvth of the Cll.ristian Church (E!:3sai , 

p. 236 ) . 

Tha t MUntzer ' s militant religious views ofte n blacken 

the r e puc.a.tion o f the entire Anabaptist movement is quite 

understandable. Had he bee n successful, MUntz e r ' s religious 

reform would have had disastrous consequences for European 

society since he u rged the poor and oppressed to take up arms 

and s l a ugh ter their ungodly oppressors -- the princes and 



121 

clergy . Yet Htintzer's sanguinary brand of religious reform 

cannot be considered as characteristic of Anabaptism in 

its entire·ty. Voltaire creates a false impression when he 

writes: 

.il n'y eut que les anabaptistesqui, toujours 
transport§s de leur rage aveugle et peu intimid§s 
p ar l' Gxe!np l e de l e ur chef Munce r, d§solerent 
l' Allemagne au nom de Dieu. (Essai r p. 238 ) 

Voltaire over looks other Anabaptist s ects which pre a che d the 

principle of meekness and long suffering instea.d o f religious 

hatred and war. He ignores the contribution of such 

reformers as Conrad Grebel, Michae l Sa ttler, a.n d Jacob Hutter. 

These Ana.baptists maintained that only by peacef ul rneans could 

the Church o f Christ be erected, and tha t only in a n environ-

ment of quiet seclu.sion could th8 elect of God a.\vai t the 

Second Coming of His Son. 

Conrad Grebel was a patrician in Zwingli' s Zfirich 

who in 1524 fell out with the Swiss reformer on the concept 

of the Ch urch . Grebel lay great stress on the nece ssity 

of a "gathered Church" consisting only of t.hose disciples 

of Christ c apab l e of following to the l etter the Te n 

Commandmen·ts and the Sermon on the Mo unt (Elton, p. 94 ) . Such 

a quality of steadfastness would prove essential in main·-

taining the pacific nature of the true Ch urch. As God's 

saints on earth the members of His Church would have to 

estab li s h t.he ir holy community in isol a.tion of the world of 

the unrighteous, rejecting completely its social and 
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political institutions and values. In so doing, however, 

they would incur the hatred and persecution of the ungodly, 

and yet, by the very n a ture of their election, they would 

have to suffer patiently in full obedience to the divine 

comma ndme nt: "rEhou shalt not ki 11" . Moreover, their ability 

to accept the tribulations imposed by the damned without 

r ecourse to hostile reaction would prove the Church me~~ers 

to be the truly elect a nd favoured of God. 

Michael Sattler, another An abaptist of Zlirich, 

professed essentially -the same beliefs as did Grebel. He too 

be lieved tha t only in a community totally removed from the 

corrupt society of the time could God's elect truly live in 

accordance with His precepts. He too stressed the need for 
. . 

pas sivity in the face of oppression as a q uality of the true 

Christian's character. What distinguishes Sattler as an 

Anabaptist reformer, however, is the strik ing manner in which 

he illustrated his belief in non-violence , a belief for which 

he was, ironically, to pay \vi th his life. Sattler's refusal 

to accept the use of violence even against the Turk could 

not possibly be condoned by the secular authorities. For 

they were witnes sing the thre atened collapse of European 

civili zation before the invading Turkish h6rde, which was 

alre ady menacing the gates of Vienna. Yet by their very 

desire to combat the Turkish menace, the secular a uthori ties 

were unwittingl y sharpening the poignancy of Sattler's claim 



123 

to non~violence r no matter what the circumstances. Sattler 

shrewdly pointed out tha t, while the Turk was truly a Turk 

in the flesh, knowing nothing of Christianity which explicitly 

forbids killing for any r eason, the secular rulers of Eu rope, 

who prided themselves on being the defenders of the Christian 

faith, were th e real Turks in spirit and therefore the real 

heathe n for condoning the use o f violence against the invade r. 

The secular authorities proved Sattler's point forthwith by 

h avi ng him put to death. 

'1l he f\nabaptis t sect founded by the Tyrolese reforme r 

Jacob Hutt.er may serve as a further example of the peaceful 

side of Anabaptism. Hutter ' s religious influence extends to 

HIe present: day in t .he fOl.1l1 of Hutteri te communi ties \-vhose 

paci fic, industrio us and God-fearing members reflect fai t.h-~ 

fully the religious go a ls of their founder. Hutter stressed 

in particular the commun a l nature o f his sect, maintaining 

that Christi an brotherhood and charity could best be 

express e d in the common possession of l and and goods. 

'I'hese three Anabaptist r e formers are only a few 

examp les o f non-violent Anabapti sm which was just as prevalent 

in the movemen t in the 1520' s and 30's as was Mlintzer ' s 

militant sectariani sm. Numerous other Anabaptist re f ormers 

shared their peaceful goals -- reformers such as George 

Blaurock, John De nck , and Ba lthasar Hubmaier \vho effectively 

di sprove d Voltaire ' s claim that the Anabaptist movement had 

who lly violent origins (Essai , p. 240 ) . 
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Nonetheless, Voltaire's description of the Anabaptist 

movement in terms of the religious activities o f Mlintzer 

and John of Leyden does reflect the generally accepted 

historica l opinion of the movement. For the movement, con­

sidered in its entirety from the histo rian 's unique vantage 

point, looms large as a cruel and hostile aspect of the 

Protestant Re f ormat:. ion. The moderating influence of such 

gentle natured reformers as Sattler or Hubmaier had little 

effect on the movement as a whole in the face of the blood­

thirsty millennarian visions of a Hlin t zer or a John of Leyden. 

Even the non-viole n t approach to religious reform preached 

by Gr ebel ended in vicious perse cution by the secula r 

authorities who understandably viewed the Anabaptists ' 

r efusal to pay taxes , be-ar arrns or recognize the jurisdiction 

of secular courts as a veritable threat to the safety and 

welfare o f Europe an society. Such persecution coul~ only be 

int.ensi fied when Anabaptist reformers in the Mlint.zer vein not 

only refused to accept such earthly institut ions but also 

vowed to actively des troy them by concerted k illing of the 

ungodly. 

Thomas Mlintzer was born in Stolberg, Thliringen, in 

148 8 to a family of modest comfort. Having comp l eted his 

university training, he wa s ordained. Soon disenchanted 

with the priesthood, however, Mlintzer turned to Luther , but 

Luther too was unable to allevi a te his spiritual discontent. 
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It was not until 1523, when he accepted a cure in Zwickau, 

that he found spiritual contentment in the radical religious 

views of Nik l as Storch, a weaver in that town. Although he 

does mention him by name , Voltaire does not indicate that 

it was Storch who first inspired Mlintzer with his fanatical 

visions of wor ld conques t by the elect of God (Essai, p. 236). 

Storch did not differ from other Anabaptist.s in his 

belief that the true Church of Christ consists of God's 

visible elect on e arth, and that through divine inspiration 

God communicates to His chosen people. Storch main t ained 

as we ll the duty o f the elect to dissociate themselves 

comple t e ly from existing society in order to construct the 

true Christian Church. The d angerous aspect of Storch's 

Anab aptism l ay , hmvever, in God's divine reve lation to him 

that the coming of Ch r ist was imminent, a nd that the existing 

world of the damned wo uld soon collapse. ~~o hasten this 

process of fin a l destruction, it was the sacred duty of the 

elect, as God's saints on earth , to undertake the extermina­

tion of the unri ghteous. By killing the ungodly, the elect 

would also be carving out in society itself sufficient room 

for the creation of their own godly communi ty. This militant. 

attitude was in direct contrast to Gre bel's belief in a 

peaceful \,,;L thdrawiJ. l from existing society. Volt aire is quite 

accurate in citing as a succinct st®mary o f Storch's and 

Mlintzer's th e ology I t he brief Biblical quotation: "Je ne 

suis pas venu apporter la paix , mais I e glaive " (Essai, p. 236) . 
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Mlintzer successfully carried the radical theology 

of Storch one step further by introducing what in effect was 

class warfare. He stated speci fically that it was the 

peasant and the town artisan, the miner and the small merchant, 

the poor and the oppressed who , as the unfortunate victims 

of a rapidly changing economy, constituted God's real elect, 

and who, as His instrwnents of divine justice, were to kill 

the unrighteous -- the rich money-lenders and the powerful 

princes. This very exclusi ve concep~c of the elect leads 

Voltaire to state that Mlintzer was a proponent o f social 

egalitarianism: "Ils [Mtintzer and Storch] developperent 

be tte verite dangereuse qui est dans tous l es coeurs, c'est 

que les horrrrnes sont nes egaux, et que si les papes avaient 

traite les princes en sujets, lesseigneurs traitaient les 

paysans en b@tes" (Essai , p. 236). Indeed he was, but in a 

very specific and idealistic sense only. 

Voltaire views Mlintzer erroneously as the defender 

of the common people in fighting for equitable treatment on 

the economic and social level (Essai, p. 236 ) . He views 

Mlintzer as having aroused the hostility of the lower classes 

to their secular overlords in the hope of acquiring better 

living conditions or, as Voltaire phrases it "les droits 

du genre humain " (Essai, p. 237 ). Mtintzer maintained to the 

contrary that his concept of social egalitarianism could not 

be realized until the age of millennium had actually arrived 
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when the elect , living in true Christian brotherhood , would 

naturally share all property and goods in common. Until 

such tin~ , however , as God ' s kingdom on earth had truly been 

established, the e lect would have to bear social and economic 

injustice. Moreover, i n defining God ' s e lect as consisting 

solely of the tax burdened peasant , the strugg ling artisan 

reduced to penury through inflat ion, and the small me rch ant­

man threatened by the competition of l arge trading companies, 

Mlintzer was purposely playing upon the i r economic difficulties 

and emphasizing their hardships as a n essentia l factor in 

the realization of his millennarian dreams. Mlintzer firmly 

believed that the economically l ess fortunate were farther 

removed from the temptations of avarice and luxury. Tempted 

l ess by worldly possessi-ons ·, the poor would be more religiously 

inclined and , as God's saints on earth , would more readily 

~nswer Hi s call to prepare for Christ's coming by e ~termina­

ting the unrighteous. This process of extermination wo~ld 

take some time, however , as the poor were not sufficiently 

freed from ambitious hopes of acquirin g 'deal th. It was 

MUntzer's divine task to prepare them to shun and despise 

all materi a l gain and devote themselves completely to the ir 

divinely imposed mission. 

Hlintzer acq uired a considerable folJ.owing throughout 

Thliringen. This was not because of his eschatological beliefs 

as such , as shown by the concrete, worldly demands of the 
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various peasant manifestoes in the war of 1525, but rather 

because o f the manner in "..,hich the lower classes could profit 

materially from certain aspects of his militant theology. 

The peasants rejected Mllntzer 's idea of the scorning of 

worldly possessions as a means to acquiring greater zeal in 

their divine mission. Ra ther, viewing themselves as God's 

elect in attacking the unrighteous -- the rich and the 

powerful -- the peasants aimed at hastening the arrival of 

t .he age of the millenni urn by forcibly redistributing wealth 

in the here and now. 

Having thoroughly inflar,led the local population by 

his provocative preaching, Mlintzer was forced to leave 

Zwickau by order of . the town council. After wandering in 

Bohemia for several months during which time he was expelled 

from Prague because of his views, Mfintzer return~d to 

Thfiringen in 1523 to accept a cure in the town of Allstedt. 

Once again he came into conflict with the local authorities, 

and this time he attracted the attention of Duke John, brother 

of Frederick the Vhse. Asked by Duke John to preach a 

sermon su __ rnmarizing his theology I Mfintz er bo1c.Uy invited the 

Duke to enter the Church of Christ and , as an elect, t.o 

unde rtake the war of extermination against the ungodly. Duke 

,Tohn hesi tatecl etnd asked Htintzer to halt temporarily furt-her 

preaching of his views until Frederick the Vhse had rev:~ewed 

his case. IV1 tr'.t zej~ interpreted the Duke's reluctance to 
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support him as a denial of the divine will and therefore 

he ignored the Duke's order, travelling to Mtilhausen where 

once more he continued his prophetic mi s sion. 

Mtintzer did not by any means take this city by storm 

as Voltaire sugges ts (Ess ai, p. 237). There was in Mtilhausen , 

before Mtintzer's a rrival, an ex-monk by the name of Heinrich 

Pfeiffer who had won the c O'f i dence and loy a lty of the poorer 
(\ 

burghers and of the l arge n umber of paupers in his success -

ful attempt to overthrow the ruling oligarchy. Mtlntzer was 

not able to substanti ally "VIleaken this following. Si mi l ar ly 

it is not possible t o support Voltaire 's claim that Mtlnt zer 

was hypocritical in profiteering from the weal th of the 

townfolk while p reaching equality and genero s ity (Essai, 

p. 237). Voltai re considers it re ma rk ab le that Mtlntzer had 

gained the support of the lowe r classes , and that he had 

b e come their leade r in the Peasant War of 1525 (Essai, p. 237). 

This astonishment arises, no doubt, from Voltaire's suspicion 

of Mtlntzer as having ulterior motives in befriending the 

people of Mtilha usen, and from the fact tha t Mtlnt zer himse lf 

was of well-to-do stock, traditionally unsympathe t ic to the 

problems o f the lower classes. Vol-taire appears to be 

uDaware of Htlntzer ' s 0\'111 situation, for he was reduced to 

p,overty by his frequent wanderings b Mtlntzer often re ferred 

to his own i ndi gence as a means o f e ncouraging the trust of 

the commonfo lk. 
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Voltaire over - estimates his influence when he implies 
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that MUnt.zer was the leader of the entire movement (Essai, 

p. 2 37 ). No doubt MUntzer would have eagerly acce pted 

such a positJ.on as the leader of God's elect throughout 

Germany, but for his own part, MUntzer's role in the revolt 

\-las limi ted ~co instigating an uprising 0:: the peasants of 

ThUringen against the troops of Philip of Hesse. Believing the 

PeC.sant War to be the first stage in the preparation for the 

Second Coming, M~ntzer boldly led his followe rs on to the 

fields of Frankenhausen. His confidence in divine protection 

\<1as quickly shatte:ced whe n his followe r s were easily route d, 

for as Volta~re indicates, the regular troops had little 

difficulty in defeating the poorly equipped insurgents 

(Essai, p. 237). Contrary to Voltaire's description, MUnt.zer 

was beheaded by the troops of Ernest of Mansfeld (Es sai, 

p. 237). If MUntzer did not live to witness t:le coming of 

the mil l ennium , John of Leyden certainly did, for John of 

Leyden not only preached about the kingdom of God, but actually 

proclaimed its arrival in himself as the harbinger of Ch r ist. 

It was in -the town of MUnster that God's kingdom 

was to maJ~e its first earthly manifestation. Miinst e r be c ame 

Lu-theran in 1523 under the direction of Be rnt Rothmann, one 

of its chaplains. It was not to remain Lutheran for long, 

hovlever I for in the previous y e ar several Anabaptist p reachers 
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had arrived there, having been expelled from the neighbouring 

Duchy of Julich--CleVes. They had little difficulty con­

verting Rothmann who, ih turn, converted Bernt Knipperdollinck, 

his close friend and leader of the in fluen't::ial cloth-me rchant 

guild. Zealous in his new faith, Rothmann urged the 

accep "tance of a communal soc i e"ty in Mllnster as an inunediate 

goal for which Godls people could strive. The doctrine of 

shared prosperity won quick approval among the poor of 

MUnster and resulted in a great influx of unemployed and 

propertyless from different European lands. Several times 

the Lutheran town council attempted to expe l Rothmann but 

without success for, as Voltaire states, the Anabaptists 

sVli ftly gained power in Mllnster (Essai , p. 238). The 

Lut.heran preachers were hounded from the churches and the 

r.ich Lutheran burghers were so harassed that they fled from 

the town; leaving all possessions behind. As yet, however, 

the Anabaptist movement in Mllns"cer lacked proper leadership 

and organization. Such qualities were provided by John 

Bockelson (Jan Bockelszoon) who arrived in Mllnster in 1534. 

Sent as an apostle of John 1'-1atthys (J an Matthyszoon), a baker 

in Ilaarlem, Bockelson \vas to prepare the town for the arrival 

of his spiritual mentor. 

Born in Leyden, Bockelson grew up in that part uf 

the Ne"thGrlands where Anabaptism expressed itself in the most 

milit ant, bloodthirsty manner. In the 1520 l s Leyden was the 
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centre of the burgeoning cloth industry of the Ne therlands. 

The nature of this industry created a mass of semi-employed 

and unde r paid workers who were ripe for the propagation of 

millennari an dreams of social egalitarianism. 

Bockelson was efficient in his task. P roclaiming 

that the world would cease to exist before Eas ter of that 

year, and that only the community of God's elect in Mtillster 

would be saved, he created such an in f lux of new converts 

that in the annual e lections of 1534 the Lutheran party was 

deposed frOIl! p ower and Anabaptism was a dopte d as the official 

faith of the town . 

Under the direction of Matthys, who had now arrived 

in Mfinster , all Catholics and Protestants were forcibly 

evicted. Their hardship was great because they left the 

city in mid-winter. Those who refused to go were compelled 

to be rebaptized, and it was made a capital offence to profess 

any faith other than Anabaptism. The eviction of the Catholics 

and the Lutherans from MUnster resulted in the outbreak of 

hostilities between the city and neighbouring German princes 

who immedi.a tely lay siege to the town. Matthys was killed a.t 

Easter of 1534 when he l ed a small band of men in a divinely 

inspired sortie agains t the besieging armies. Before he 

died, Matthys was ab le, hO'.\713ve r, to carry out several 

T:eligious· reforms which b:t:ought Mlinster closer to what he 

believed to be the ideal city of God. 
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Rothmann's dream of a communal society was realized 

when Matthys confiscated the property of the emigrants. All 

their possessions were collected and placed in a central 

depot from which the poor were allotted supplies according 

to their needs. The surrender of money to the State was 

considered a duty of the true Anabaptist , and all those who 

hesitated were forced to do so. Private wealth was abolished 

as was private property when Matthys forbade the locking of 

doors. I-louses \·vere to be open to all. Like Mlin-tzer, l1atthys 

b e lieved that God's elect consisted of the poor and he 

regarded their ignorance as saintly because it was proof 

of innoccr..ce. Consequently, all books and book learning, 

the Bible exc luded , were condemned. This particular reform 

enabled Matthys to deterrnine which religious beliefs were 

to be tolerated in Mlinster. 

'I'he death of Matthys allowed Bockelson to assume the 

leadershi p in establishing God's kingdom in Mlinster. If God 

ruled -through Hatthys , His prophet, it was now Bockelson 

himself , as Voltaire states , who ruled directly over the 

people of Mlinster by the grace of God (Essai, p. 239 ) . With 

his coronation as king, Bockelson declared the kingdom of 

God to have arrived in MUnster. 

Bockelson ' s charact.er prepared him admirably for the 

role he was about to play. Having spent his youth in that 

part of -the Netherlands propitiou s to the most violent form 
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of Anabaptism, Bockelson's fanatical religious views were 

intensified by an uns table temperame nt. He was an W1success-

f111 tailor and, like so many others in the same circumstances, 

h e blamed society for his failure. As he was very emotional, 

he was deeply interes ted in drama, and was himself an avid 

plclywright. His interest in the dramatic was furthered, 

no doubt, by his propensity for apocalyptic visions and 

dreams. A veritable megalomaniac, his own fantastic play 

was abo ut to unfold in Mlinster on the most grand.~ ose and 

violent scale. 

Bockelson's coronation was quite simple, contrary 

to Voltaire's contention, but he was soon to leave no doubt 

in the people ' s minds that he was king and would rule as 

one ( ~~~ai , p. 239). Voltaire makes reference to the 

corrUTlemorati ve coinage -- itself of no monetary value, all 

money having been abolished by Matthys -- struck by Bockelson 

This coin age bore the inscriptions : liThe 

Word has become Flesh and dwells in us" and "0ne King over 

all. One God, one Faith, one Baptism". l Bockelson renamed 

the gates and streets in his honour and claimed the right to 

christen infants. Once crowned , he attired himse lf in the 

mos t magnificent robes and wore rings, chains and spurs 

I N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Hi llennium (New York: 
Oxford Univers i.ty Press , 1970) I p. 272. 
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of the finest gold. His large suite of councillors and 

courtiers were all similarly clothed. His queen, Divara, 

the widow of Matthys, held a separate court and had numerous 

personal attendants. Bockelson had a massive throne built in 

the town square and draped with a gold cloth. When about to 

hold court in the square, h e would be hera lde d by a loud 

fanf a re. A personal bodyguard would cordon off 'Jche sq 1..1.are 

and keep B.n ever watchful eye on the proceedings. Bockelson's 

personal coat of arms , described by Voltaire, was indicative 

of the power to which h e aspired ( ~ssa~, p. 239). Depic·ting 

a g lobe pierced by two swords combining the povler of both 

the pope a nd the empe ror; Bockelson ' s coat of arms 311m-led th<J.t 

h e sought dominion both spiritual and temporal over the whole 

world. 

Bockelson was to reveal himse lf capable indee d of 

acquiring the power represented in his coat of arms. He 

abolished the existing tOVll1 council and in·troduced an absolute 

monarchy with the appointment of twelve elders, each in 

charge of a district of the town and responsib l e directly to 

him. Bockelson introduced c apital punishment for almost 

every form of misbehaviour , including lying, slander and 

avarice, c.s well as for acts nf insubordination f whet.her 

conunitted by a vlife against h e r husb and, a child against his 

parent, or the people against the will of the government. 

Moreover, h e introduced a rigorous moral code for 
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God's chosen people, a code which even included polygamy. 

Far from being a ploy for greater sexual freedom, the 

practice of polygamy was considered by Bockelson as the 

compliant obed.ience of a holy pe ople to God's specific 

conunandment to mUltiply and be fruitful. That such a prac-tice 

was made possible was due to the facJc that the women of 

~1unster outnumbered the men by as many as three to one. Many 

emigrants had left their wOme n£L)l}: behind in their haste to 

flee Mlinster. There were, as well, many ex-nuns who re-entered 

civilian life ·when their convents were secularized. Bockelson 

d.efended the practice of polygamy by citing the Biblical 

nrecedent of the natriarchs of Israel who themselves had 
~ '-

several wives. Furthermore , as Mlinster was in a state of 

constant siege, he wanted to provide protectors for its 

women. Bockelson himself showed. the way for the rest of th~ 

male population by marrying fifteen \Vomen, five more than 

Voltaire alleged (Essai, p. 239). 

Bockelson's reform program included, too I the abolition 

of superfluity of every kind among the people of Munster. 

Rather th a n sharing their prosperity in f r ate rnal love , as 

both Rothmann and Matthys had planned, the people were as 

poor as ever, forced to hand over to the king, under pain of 

death, a ll excess food and clothing. Bockelson had apparently 

received a vision informing him that all but the barest 

necessities were considered to be ~inful before God. Mean-
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while, Bockelson and his court lived In the greatest luxury, 

the king claiming himself to be dead to t h e temptations of 

the world and the flesh. All his past failures were un­

doubtedly amply reversed in this manner. 

Voltaire's estimate of Bockelson as being cou rageous 

and stalwart in his fight against the blockade and in the 

grips of an increasingly acute famine is tarnished considerably 

when we realize that he himself, as king, suffered f ew of 

the h ardships of the commonfolk. If anyone went hungry it 

was ce:c·tainly not Boeke Ison ( Es~ ai, p. 239). 

Voltaire makes reference to the twelve apostles sent 

out b y Bockelson to announce his reign throughout Europe 

(Essai, p, 239 ) . However he does not link their mission 

with the King 's hopes of arous ing outside help to relieve 

God's kingdom from the armies of the unrighteous. Although 

all twelve messengers were killed , there were signs of 

scattered support for Bockelson, especially in his native 

Netherlands. As Voltaire states , there was in Amsterdam an 

Ana.baptist. uprising in which, for a brief time, the city hall 

v,ras invaded ( ~Es ai, p. 239). There was, JOoreover , the 

fDrmation in Groninge n of a small army of Anab aptists who 

hoped to march on MUnster, and relieve it from the enen~. 

This a-tt.empt fai led , as we ll as that in which three ships of 

Anabaptist soldiers were sunk in the river Ijsel. 
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Failing in hi s attempt to muster assistance from 

outside t.he town, Bocke lson was fully prepared to have God IS 

elect die o f starvation rather than to surrender to the 

damned. Only b y the u se o f terror could he maintain the 

loya l t y of the ci ti zens. Ye~c during t.he last few days of 

the siege, not even Bockelson's apoca lyptic visions of divine 

assistance in turning the cobblestones into bread could retain 

the s upport of the people and, with the a id of a few deserters , 

the e nemy armies vJere ab l e to storm Mt.lnst.er, attacking its 

fortific ations at their weak points. Bockelson was tortured 

to death in 1536, as Voltaire reco unt s , on the orders of the 

deposecl Bi.shop o f Hlinster (Essai; p. 239). 

Th e death of Bockelson marked the rapid d e cline of 

the militant form of Anabaptism started by Mt.lntzer thirteen 

years previously. As has been shown, and contrary to 

Volt a ire's assertion , Anabaptism did not become a peaceful 

movement in contrast to its viol ent origins (Essai , p. 240 ) . 

It is rat.her that the quiet form of Anabaptism introduced 

by such r eformers as Grebel and Sattler lived on in the work 

of me n like He nno Simons who, when he was convert.ed to 

Ana0 apti~3Jn in 1536, started the Hennoni t e sec.:t whose 

cor~unities are s till in existence today , bearing faith f ul 

witness to t he peaceful goals of their fo under. Wrollg in 

his conten~cion that the Anabaptist movement arose from 

violent o r igins , Voltaire i s mistaken a l s o in his belief 
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that later Anabaptist sects owed their peaceful nature to 

their Unitarian beliefs (Essai, p. 24 0) . We have only to 

note that the peaceful Mennoni te communi t.ies consisted of 

both Unitarians and orthodox holders of the Trinity. It 

can be stated in general that Voltaire's account of the 

Anabaptist movement is a very inaccurate one. His attempt 

to render historical justice to the movement by showing 

later Anabaptist sects to be peaceful in contrast to their 

predecessors , because of the~r Unitarian views , reveals 

hJ.s J_gn0rance on two separate accounts. Firstly Voltaire 

attributes a false sense of importance to unitarian the ology . 

Secondly ! he reveals his toto. l Ul1 av-la reness of the peaceful 

form of l\nabaptism which developed equally with the Hlilitant, 

thereby providing an account one-sided and misleading in 

nature. 

So far we have seen to what extent Voltaire 

successful in his presentation of the theological reforms 

themselves " cette grande revolution dans l'esprit humain ll
, 

as he. call sit -- and how t.hese reforms affected the 

existing social order of sixteenth-century Europe . (Essai , 

p.217 ) . It is now our task to discover from Voltaire's 

presentation of the Reformation his concept of history and 

his approach to the art o f historiography. 



CHAPTER V 

VOLTAIRE 'S VIEW OF HISTORY AND HIS'TORIOGRAPHY 

From reading Voltaire's account of the Reformat ion 

in his Essai we can make various observat ions about his view 

of history in general. Voltaire reveals several points of 

view on the sub j ect of causation in history. The f irst 

theory is based on man ' s inhumanity to man. According to 

this Jcheory , history is composed of a series of events 

testifying to man's egotistical nature and his c apac ity fo r 

deceit and cruelty in t he satisfaction of his own de sires. 

Voltaire cites the corruption of the Catholic hierarchy as 

an example of how vice can dominate the virtues that people 

haTle. He writes: 

II Y avait. .partout des hommes de moeurs tr~s 
pures, des pasteurs dignes ds l'~tre , des reli gieu x 
soumi s de coe ur ~ des voeux qui effraient la mollesse 
humaine; roais ces vertus sont enseve lies dans 
l'obscurite, t andis que l e luxe et l e vice domill e nt 
dans la splende ur. ( E~~~~.' pp. 213, 214) 

Voltaire shows how rulers use power for their own ends when 

he describes the manner in which King Christian II uf De nmark 

brutally mass~cred his rivals (Es sai, p. 231 ) . He re l ates 

how , in his opinion, Calvin utilized the power of religion 

and his influence as a religious reformer to streng-t.hen his 

personal rule ove r Geneva ( ESS~~ , pp. 242, 243, 24 7 ). 

In contrast to the view of history as the c0ntinuing 
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story of man's cruelty to man, Voltaire suggests an opposing 

c oncept , that of man's capacity for progress where tolerance 

and p(~ace, rather than persecution and \var will eventually 

prevail. Voltaire sees in the Reformation indications that 

man is approaching this ideal. He gives as an example the 

repJ.y of the Protestants to the Catholics' query of how 

those of the reformed faith can acknowledge Luther and Calvin 

as their religious leaders , dominated as these reformers 

were by their narrm;-minded attitudes on theolog ical questions 

and their stubborn intransigeance to opposing views (EssaiJ 

p. 248 ) . The Protestants claim that while they profess the 

religious beliefs expounded by Lu~her and Calvin to be true 

Christian doctrine , at the same t_im~ they are not oblige d 

t o accept, and indeed do not assimilate in-to their own 

persona l behaviou r the heated passions and the blind 

intolerance chara.cteristic of these reformers. 'Eo render 

their contention more poi gnant, the Protes ·tan ts maintain 

that the h a rshness of their religious leade rs should not 

reflect on themselves or on their beliefs, j ust as the 

Catholics contend that the numerous and very evident faults 

of Popes Alexander VI and Leo X should not be considered as 

necessarily indicative of t.heir own character and faith. 

Voltaire interprets this argument as IIsage" adding: 



.10. moderation semble aujourd'hui prendre dans 
les deux partis opposes la place des anciennes 
fureurs . .L1esprit de philosophie a en fin 
emousse l es glaives. (Essai, p. 248 ) 

Intima.i:ed in his portrayal of the Reformation is 

Voltaire's "great man" theory of historical causation . 
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ReJ.ated to the concept of progress in history , this theory 

operates on the principle that occasiona lly men of outs tan-

ding ch~racter and genius appear on the historical scene to 

direct and encourage the growth of man. Although he cannot 

be ranked with a Louis XIV, a Henry IV or an Albert the Great , 

as Voltaire v.)"Quld admit, nonethe less, Serve ·tus had, in 

. Vol taire ' s opinion, the spark o f genius in him. As a I'tres 

savant medecin" Servetus could contribute to the progress 

of mankind in his own pe-rhaps less spectacular manner, 

but no less indelible fashion than the great kings of 

history (Essai , p. 244 ) . 

Directly opposing the concept of progress in hi~tory 

is Voltaire's belief in the pm.ver of fate , mysterious and 

whimsical as it plays with man ' s thoughts and actions. 

Reference has already been made in this regard to the 

seemingly irrationa l turnabout of Henry VIII \"lho, having won 

from the pope the title of "defe nder of the faith " for his 

polemic \<lork against Luther, had become one o f the popels 

bitterest enemies. Volt_aire can only attribute this ironic 

circumstance to "[1Ja bizarre destinee qui se jOlJe de ce 

monde" (Essai, p. 222). 
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Still another concept of causation in history is 

apparent in Voltaire's account of the Reformation, and 

aga.in this view conflicts wi ·th the idea of human progress. 

The theory in question is based on the cyclical principle of 

recurring events and patterns in history. Voltaire writes: 

La grande societe chre tienne ressernbl a i t en un point 
aux empires profanes qui furent dans leurs conunence-· 
ments des republiques pauvres. Ces repub liques 
devi nrent, avec le temps , de riches monarchies; et 
ces monarchies perdirent quelques provinces qui 
redevinren t republiques. ( Es:~i, p. 230 ) 

Consequently , Voltaire expects the Protestant sects, who at 

first were weak and tolerant by necessity, just like the 

Ca tholic Cll urch in its infancy I to become jus t as powerful 

and oppressive as the Catholic Church, at which time new 

splinter groups will break away to start the cycle - anew. 

From the numerous and conflicting theories of 

historical causation r evea l ed in his study of the Reformation, 

it appears that Voltaire lacks a consiste nt view on the nature 

of historical development. On the purpos~ of history, 

hO\vever, Voltaire is quite explicit. Echoing Bolingbroke I s 

celebrat:ed adage that history is II philosophy teachin g by 

1 examples ", Voltaire writes: "On peut, ce me semble, tirer 

un grand fruit de l ' histoire, en comparant les temps et les 

IJ. H. Br umfitt , Voltaire Historian (London: Oxford 
University P.t"8 SS, 1958 ) , p. 42. -



evenements" (Essai, p. 196). 

In his study of the Reformation, Voltaire draws 

various lessons which ought to be learned and applied by 
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his contemporarie s. Voltaire give s particular atte ntion to 

a certain Genevan law in his account of Calvin and Serve tus, 

according to which the accus ed h a d to be accompanied in 

prison by the accuser until sufficient evidence had bee n 

accumulated to sUbstantiate the accusation (Essai , p. 245 ) . 

Greatly admiring this law, Volta ire sugge sts that. it be 

i mitated elsewhere, namely, in France where false accusations 

by uniden·ti fied informe rs constituted COE1mon legal practice. 

On t .h e topic of international law , Voltaire draws attent ion 

to t.he blat.ant inj ustice committed by Calvin against Serve tus 

in having hi.ill put to de ath. It has already been shewn, 

h ovlever, that Voltaire ' s comp laint is not ent.irely justified 

(Essai, p. 246 ) . In stressing the na·ture of this injus t ice 

Voltaire hopes to perhaps draw the atte ntion of those in 

authority who could preve nt similar miscarriages of jus tice 

in the future. In his e nume r a tion of the various Prot.es tant 

reforms of the Church, Voltai r e gives special emphasis to the 

secular izatio n of mon Clstic l a nds , cl policy which in his 

opinion can p r o ve valuable in providing fun ds for neede d 

social reforms (!?s sai , p. 249 ) . Anothe r illustration o f 

his to r y t eaching by e xample s can b e fOlL'1d in Voltaire! s 

severe t .re a trne nt of Ki ng Christi a n II o f De nmark (Essai , 
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p. 231). In revealing the King as a monster and a tyrant 

Voltaire shows the historian to be a judge of man iL'1d his 

conduc t in society. Implicit in his condemnation of King 

Christian II is his belief that those rulers who choose to 

b e have as crue l tyrants shall pay for their misdeeds by 

being judged as such in the pages of history. 

In light of his clear concept.ion of the value for 

man of the study of history, we can now re-evaluate Voltai r e ' s 

view of historical causation. Although it has been stated 

that he lacks a cons istent opinion o n the subject of 

causation, varying frf)m an optimistic view of progress made 

through the efforts of talented individua ls, to a pessimistic 

attitude where the whims of fate and man's cruel and egotis-

tical nature direct the course of events, Voltaire seen~ 

t.o imply th a t: if history can teach, man can learn. Learning 

from the past, man can make progress in the future. Human 

progress is often slow and sometimes appears to stop 

complete ly . At these times Voltaire would naturally suggest 

in his d.isappointH\cllt various pessimistic theories of 

causati.on. Yet a l ways pres e nt within him is that undying 

faith in man's capacity for self--improvement based on 

historical hindsight, a faith testified to by the very 

presence of Voltai re ' s h i storica l works thems elves. 

From reading his account of the Reformation in the 

Essai we can make a few general observations about Voltaire's 
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concept of historiography. In his presentation of the 

Servetus case Voltaire purposely assures the reader of the 

historical accuracy of his account. He writes: 

Nous ne faisons ici que rapporter les faits et les 
opinions sans entrer dans aucune controverse, sans 
disputer contre personne, respectant ce que nous 
devons respecter et uniquement attach§ ~ la f i d§lit§ 
de l'histoi re. (Essai, p. 247 ) 

For Voltaire , the historian's prime concern lies in the 

presentation of historica l truth -- what actua lly occurred 

in the past. 

It is evident from the above quotation, moreover, 

that to strive f or historical accuracy, the historian must, 

in Vol t:aire ' s opi nion , adopt an impartial attitude toward 

his subject matter. In his portrayal of the Reformat ion we 

see indicat.ions of where- Vol taiJ:-e ·attempts to · do jus tice to 

those of whom he writes, recording the evil they did as we ll 

as the good and the praiseworthy. Reference has already 

been made to how Voltaire views Pope Leo XIS patronage of 

the arts as having had a refining influence on European 

civilizat.i on , despite the fact tho.t the Pope lived "dans Ie 

sein des plaisirs et des s candales II ( E ~~_~J:.. , pp. 214, 222). 

In his account of Luther's reforms dealing with vows of 

celibacy and the ~; ecularization of monastic lands, Voltaire 

attempts to render a fair judge me nt as well. He admits that 

those monks wh o ma.rried \'Jere guilty of breaking their \'OWS r 

yet at the same time they could not bethought of as 
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"libertins" in so doing, as the Catholics contended (Essai , 

p. 224 ) . Similarly the Catholics were not justified in 

accusing Luther and Calvin of relaxing ·the strict moral code 

in secularizing monastic lands , for as Voltaire accurately 

remarks, these reformers transformed society as a whole into 

one large cloister (Essai, p. 243 ) . The best example of 

Voltaire's desire for an impartial handling of historical 

material can be found in his treatme nt of Calvin. Volt a ire 

leaves no doubt in the reader's mind abou·t his acu·te dislike 

for Calvin whom he blames for Servetus ' cruel and unjust 

death. At the same time , Voltaire shows himself sufficiently 

unbi ased toward Calvin as t.o acknowledge the tireless work 

and unfailing energy wl1ich earned for him in Geneva " un nom 

c e l ebre et un grand credit" (Essa i , p. 248 ) . 

In order to arrive at historical truth Voltaire 
-

believes too, that the historian must have an analytical 

mind. The historian must always be inquisitive as to the 

cause and nature of historical events. Voltaire shows him-

self to b e of such spirit on various i ssues in the Reformation. 

~n1en he writes of Charles V's attempt to stop t he deve lopmen·t 

o f r e ligious revolt in his empire , Voltaire ascribes Charles' 

failure very succinctly and accurately to his unfavorable 

military situation. For greater clarity and precision Voltaire 

c ompares Charles' military position to that of Charlemagne 

severa l centuries earlier, noting the strengths of the latter 
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in relation to the weaknesses o f i.:he former ( Essa~ , p. 205 ). 

As to the question of why the Swiss gave such ready 

acceptance to th e Protestant faith, Voltaire writes in an 

inqui r ing tone: 

Quand on voit ainsi l a nation la moins inqui~te, 
la moins remuante, la moins volage de l' Europe , 
quitter tout d'un coup une religion pour une autre, 
il y a in failliblement une cause qui doit avoir 
fait une impress ion viole nte sur tous les 
esprits. (Essai , p. 227) 

He then proceeds to analyze the cause. In his analysis of 

how Luther ' s attack on Rome contributed to the outbreak of 

the Peasant Har, Voltaire shows a shrewd awareness of cause 

and effect . The peasants interpreted Luther ' s de fiance of 

religious authority as a signal for their own uprising 

against secular authority -- (Essa:i:. , p. 237). 

Voltaire is not always accurate, however , in his 

analysis of the c ause and nature of historical events. 

Perceptive in his explanation of why Char les V could not 

arrest the growth of Protestantism in his Ge :L'TIlan lands, 

Voltaire is l ess accurate in his account of the reasons for 

the Emperor's desire to h a lt the spread of the new faith. 

He shows us Charles V weighing carefully the pros and cons 

of supporting the re f o rmed fait.h (Essai, p. 223 ) . Indeed, 

he depicts th e Emperor studying ·the advantages and dis -

advantages of defying RO:;1e by becoming Prot:estant. As has 

been pointed out, however f the Empe ror neve r doub·te d his 

duty to provide unwavering opposition to the heretical faith 
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and to strive for the reunification of Christendom. Voltaire's 

searching study of why the Swiss were so s oon converted Jco 

Protestanti sm results in a disappointing analysis o f a minor 

religious squabble between the Franciscan and Dominican 

Orders as to which monastic order rendered greater reverence 

to the Virgin Mary (Essai, p. 227 ) . This petty quarrel was 

by itse lf incapable of causing the SWi:3B Reformation. Still 

another example of Voltaire's inaccurate analysis of historical 

events can be found in the case where , although he i s accurate 

in his judgement that Luther's questioning of papal infalli ­

bility spurred the peasants on to their ovm revolt, he draws 

a fa l se conclusion that the Peasant War h a d no adverse e f f e ct 

on Luther ' s prestige and influence as a religious reformer 

(Essai , p. 237 ) . 

The need for an analytical approach · to the study of 

histo ry must be accompanied, in Voltaire's opinion, by a 

definite basis upon which to se l ect true from erroneous events 

o f the past. For Voltaire the test of the veracity of an 

historical occurrence is the rationality of that occurrence. 

Voltaire believes that man thinks and acts according to 

logical principles. Consequently , any historical event of 

h uman origin 'i'ihich appears in Voltaire ' s mind to be unreason~ 

able is either untrue and never occurred or e ls e was the work 

of a crafty individual seeking -to take advantage of the 

gullible. 
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In studying the Reformation from a rational point 

of view, Voltaire severely limits his historical perspective 

and understanding of the past. The c l earest example of this 

defe ct in his approa ch to historiography j.s found in his 

mis judgeme nt of Calvin's purpose in refoD.1ing Geneva and in 

persecuting Servetus. Voltaire is incapable of understanding, 

beca use of its apparently illogical nature, the deep religious 

conviction which moti vated Ca lvin to n O!form Ge neva for the 

greate r glory of God and which prompted him to persecute 

Serve tus for having besmirche d God's glo ry ~di th his in famous 

doctrines. Voltai re doub ts, the refore , the sinceri ty of the 

religious conviction of Calvin whom he suspects of seeking 

person(l.l gain in undertak~Eg to re f orm Geneva . 

In his striving to recount faithfully the events 

of the past ~s they occurred, the historian must not forget 

tha t he is employing an art form demanding all his creative 

talents. Voltaire emphasizes that historical accounts must 

be interesting , even entertaining, to r ead, and not just 

informati ve. On vB.rious acca.sions h e adds >couches of hW1\our 

to his portrayal of the Re fo rmation in order to enliven i tE; 

appeal to the reader. Instead of excommunicati ng Luther , the 

Pope , in VoJ.taire's opinion , ought to have appeased the 

unruly monk by offering him "un chapeau rouge l1
, symbolic of 

the pmler, prestige and wealth of a cardinalate (Essai , p. 218 ) . 

On the complex doctrine of the eucharist which was the. subjec'c 
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of much hot-tempered controversy among the reformers, Voltaire 

adopts a light i rreverent attitude. Amusingly, he summarizes 

the whole complicated issue in two conc ise sentences: 

Ainsi, tandis que ceux qu'on appelait papistes 
mangeaient Dieu sans pain, les luth§riens mangeaient 
du pain, et Dieu. Les c a lvinistes vinrent bient6t 
apr~sr qui mang~rent Ie pain, et qui ne mang~rent 
poi nt Dieu. (Ess ai, p. 219 ) 

With regard to the Philip o f Hesse scandal which he casts 

o ff l ightly as II paisible ll (Essai, p. 235 ) , he remarks 

humor ous ly that few men have dared to follow Philip's example 

of havi.ng two wives because 11 • .il est rare qu'un homme 

puisse conserver chez so i deux femmes dont la rivalit§ 

ferait une guerre domestique continue l le, et rendrait trois 

personnes malheureuses 11 (Essai, p. 234). 

In summary , Voltaire ' s concept of historiography 

serves to s t rengthen his belief in the capacity of history 

t o teach. His hope is that by a consciencious effort to 

study the p ast in a fair, closely analytical , and rational 

manner , the historian can discover new insi.ghts into history, 

beneficial to man , ~ . .yhich were formerly obscured by pre-

conce ived notions of the past based upon cultural and 

religious prejudices. 



CONCLUSION 

In his portrayal of the Reforrnation Voltaire shows 

generally poor insight into the theological problems which 

confronted religious reformers of sixteenth-century Europe. 

He frequently misunderstands and the refore misrepresents in 

his account the religious beliefs of Luther, Zwingli, Calvin 

and the Anabaptists. His analysis of the political and social 

ramifications of the reform in theology vary in accuracy from 

as tut.e judgement to simplistic and erroneous explanation. 

It can be stated in general th a t to read Voltaire!s account 

of the Reformation solely for wh&t it describes about the 

Reformation is to obtain a l argely distorted and untrue 

picture of that period in European history. 

Greater benefit can be derived from studying how 

Voltaire, in writing hi.s account of the Reformation; r efines 

the art of historiography. Voltaire!s historical method 

represents a great improvement over that employed by 

seventeenth--century Fre nch historians . Voltaire severely 

criticizes the "naive credulity", the l ack of "critical sense " 

and the national and roligious prejudices of such historians 

as M€!zeray and Daniel , fvla imbourg and Sarrasin. 1 He c r i ticizes 

lJ. H. Brumfitt, Voltaire Histori':-!2..' p. 26. 
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Bossuet for his blind acceptance of Scripture in its literal 

meaning, and for his faith in the fantastic tales recount by 

h 
. 2 

t e anClents. 

Voltaire introduces into his own work the importance 

of ascertaining historical fact, and he suggests that histori-

cal accuracy can be achieved by the adoption on the historian's 

part of an impartial and analytical approach to the study of 

the past. Such is the relevance of these suggestions made by 

Voltaire that they are adopted and practised by many prese nt -

day historians in their own research. 

Voltai re's failure to provide an accurate portrayal 

of the Reformation, in ligh t of the knowledge gained from 

modern research, cannot be attributed, therefore, to his 

impartial and analytica~ approach to the study of history. 

His failure may be due in part to the unavailability in his 

time of source material accessible only to the modern 

historian. More important, however, is the fact that Voltaire 

studies from a purely rational point of view an era largely 

irrational in its outlook. His emphasis upon reason applied 

to the study of the past cons titutes a major flaw in his 

concept of historiography. This flaw was not Voltaire's 

alone, but that of Eighteenth-century Enlighterunent as a 

whole which viewed man and the universe as subject to the 

forces of natural law. Voltaire's application of r e ason to the 

study of the past was generally acc e pted by his contempor a rie s 

l.!?id., p. 31. 
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as the correct approach, since it was Voltaire who expounded 

this rational met.ho d in the article "Certitude historique H 

in the Encyclopedie. 
G" ~. 

Failing to provide an accurate account of the 

Reformation in his Essai, Voltaire does, none theless, give 

a very broad one as he touches on almost every aspect 

-- religious, political, soci a l and military -- of European 

civilization. He succeeds in describing the Reformation, 

with its often long, dry and seemingly endl ess theological 

debates, in a light and humorous manner, thereby making 

his account interesting and entertaining to read. 

The greatest value for the reader to be found in 

Volt.aire's portrayal of the Reformation lies perhaps not in 

his humorous and entertaining style, nor even in his contribu-

tion to the art of historiography, valuable though this 

contribution may be, but rather In his optimistic belief 

that history can t each and that man can progre ss by s"tudying 

his past. This belief remains viable to man throughout the 

ages, and in particular to mode rn man , faced with the many 

\\10rld problems of today . 
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