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Considering the Evidence:
Cultural Change in the Early Modern World

“+—

ultural and religious traditions change over time in various ways and for
various reasons. Some of those changes occur as a result of internal ten-
sions or criticisms within those traditions or in response to social and economic
transformations in the larger society. The Protestant R eformation, for example,
grew out of deep disaffection with prevailing teachings and practices of the
Roman Catholic Church and drew support from a growing middle class and
a disaffected peasantry. At other times, cultural change occurred by incorporat-
ing or reacting against new ideas drawn from contact with outsiders. Chinese
Confucianism took on a distinctive tone and flavor as it drew upon the insights
of Buddhism, and a new South Asian religion called Sikhism sought to com-
bine elements of Hindu and Muslim belief. Whatever the stimulus for cultural
change, departures from accepted ways of thinking have sometimes been repre-
sented as a return to a purer and more authentic past, even if that past is largely
imaginary. In other cases, however, change was presented as a necessary break
from an outmoded past even if many elements from earlier times were retained.
All across the Eurasian world of the early modern era—in Western Europe,
China, India, and the Middle East—important cultural changes were brew-
ing. In each of the documents that follow, we are listening in on just one side
of extended debates or controversies, focusing on those who sought some
change from established ways of thinking. To what extent were these changes
moving in the same direction? How did they differ? What were the sources
of these changes and how were they expressed? How might those who
opposed these changes respond?

Document 16.1

Luther’s Protest

Europe was home to perhaps the most substantial cultural transformations of
the early modern centuries. There the Protestant Reformation sharply chal-
lenged both the doctrines and the authority of the Roman Catholic Church,
ending the religious monopoly that the Church had exercised in Western
Europe for many centuries and introducing a bitter and often violent divide
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into the religious and political life of the region. Then the practitioners of the
Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment that followed from it, introduced
a revolutionary new understanding of both the physical world and human
society and constructed novel means of obtaining knowledge.

The Protestant Reformation and the Scientific Revolution/Enlightenment
shared a common hostility to established authority, and they both represented
a clear departure from previous patterns of thought and behavior. But they
differed sharply in how they represented the changes they sought. Reforma-
tion leaders looked to the past, seeking to restore or renew what they believed
was an earlier and more genuine version of Christianity. Leaders of the Sci-
entific Revolution and the Enlightenment, on the other hand, foresaw and
embraced an altogether new world in the making. They were the “moderns”
combating the “ancients.”

The most prominent figure in the Protestant Reformation was Martin
Luther (1483—1546), a German monk, priest, and theologian (see pp. 723—27).
A prolific writer, Luther composed theological treatises, translations of the Bible
into German, and many hymns. The excerpts in Document 16.1, however,
come from conversations with his students, friends, and colleagues, which they
carefully recorded. After Luther’s death, these recollections of the reformer’s
thoughts were collected and published under the title Table Talk.

B Based on this document, what issues drove the Protestant R eformation?

B What theological questions are addressed in these excerpts? How does
Luther understand the concepts of law, good works, grace, and faith?

® In what ways is Luther critical of the papacy, monks, and the monastic
orders of the Catholic Church?

® Why might Catholic authorities challenge Luther’s singular emphasis on
the Bible? In what other ways might thoughtful Catholics respond to
Luther’s charges? (See pp. 725—27 on the Catholic Counter-R eformation.)

MARTIN LUTHER

Table Talk
Early Sixteenth Century

On the Bible people, than to have God’s Word taken from them,
or falsified, so that they no longer have it pure and
clear. The ungodly papists prefer the authority of the
church far above God’s Word; a blasphemy abomin-
able and not to be endured; wherewith, void of all
e o e shame and piety, they spit in God’s face.

Source: William Hazlitt, ed. and trans., The Table Talk of Pope, cardinals, bishops, not a soul of them has
Martin Luther (London: H. G. Bohn, 1857). read the Bible; 'tis a book unknown to them. They

Let us not lose the Bible, but with diligence, in fear
and invocation of God, read and preach it.
No greater mischief can happen to a Christian
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are a pack of guzzling, stuffing wretches, rich, wal-
lowing in wealth and laziness, resting secure in their
power, and never, for a moment, thinking of accom-
plishing God’s will.

On Salvation

He that goes from the gospel to the law, thinking to
be saved by good works, falls as uneasily as he who
falls from the true service of God to idolatry; for,
without Christ, all is idolatry and fictitious imagin-
ings of God, whether of the Turkish Koran, of the
pope’s decrees, or Moses’ law.

The Gospel preaches nothing of the merit of
works; he that says the Gospel requires works for
salvation, I say, flat and plain, is a liar. Nothing that
is properly good proceeds out of the works of the
law, unless grace be present; for what we are forced
to do, goes not from the heart, nor is acceptable.

But a true Christian says: [ am justified and saved
only by faith in Christ, without any works or merits
of my own....

Prayer in popedom is mere tongue-threshing...;
not prayer but a work of obedience.

On the Pope and the Church Hierarchy

The great prelates, the puffed-up saints, the rich
usurers, the ox drovers that seek unconscionable
gain, etc., these are not God’s servants. . ..

Our dealing and proceeding against the pope is
altogether excommunication, which is simply the
public declaration that a person is disobedient to
Christ’s Word. Now we affirm in public, that the
pope and his retinue believe not; therefore we con-
clude that he shall not be saved, but be damned.. ..

Antichrist is the pope and the Turk together; a
beast full of life must have a body and soul; the spirit
or soul of antichrist is the pope, his flesh or body
the Turk. ... Kings and princes coin money only out
of metals, but the pope coins money out of every

thing—indulgences, ceremonies, dispensations, par-
dons; ’tis all fish comes to his net....

The pope and his crew are mere worshippers of
idols, and servants of the devil.... He pretends great
holiness, under color of the outward service of God,
for he has instituted orders with hoods, with shav-
ings, fasting, eating of fish, saying mass, and such
like. ... [F]or his doctrine he gets money and wealth,
honor and power, and is so great a monarch, that
he can bring emperors under his girdle.

The chief cause that I fell out with the pope
was this: the pope boasted that he was the head of the
church, and condemned all that would not be under
his power and authority.. ..

If the pope were the head of the Christian
church, then the church were a monster with two
heads, seeing that St. Paul says that Christ is her head.
The pope may well be, and is, the head of the false
church.

The fasting of the friars is more easy to them than
our eating to us. For one day of fasting there are three
of feasting. Every friar for his supper has two quarts of
beer, a quart of wine, and spice-cakes, or bread pre-
pared with spice and salt, the better to relish their
drink. Thus go on these poor fasting brethren; get-
ting so pale and wan, they are like the fiery angels.

The state of celibacy is great hypocrisy and
wickedness. ... Christ with one sentence confutes
all their arguments: God created them male and
female. ... Now eating, drinking, marrying, etc., are
of God’s making, therefore they are good.

[TThey [the Catholic Church] must make full
restitution of that which, with their lies and deceit,
they have got and stolen from emperors, kings,
princes, nobility, and other people.

A Christians worshipping is not the external,
hypocritical mask that our spiritual friars wear, when
they chastise their bodies, torment and make them-
selves faint, with ostentatious fasting, watching, sing-
ing, wearing hair shirts, scourging themselves, etc.
Such worshipping God desires not.
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Document 16.2

Progress and Enlightenment

If the Protestant Reformation represented a major change within the frame-
work of the Christian faith, the Scientific Revolution and the European
Enlightenment (see pp. 737—44) came to be seen by many as a challenge to
all Christian understandings of the world. After all, those two movements cele-
brated the powers of human reason to unlock the mysteries of the universe and
proclaimed the possibility of a new human society shaped by human hands.
Among the most prominent spokesmen for the Enlightenment was the Marquis
de Condorcet (1743—1794), a French mathematician, philosopher, and active
participant in the French Revolution. In his Sketch of the Progress of the Human
Mind, Condorcet described ten stages of human development. Document 16.2
contains excerpts from “The Ninth Epoch,” whose title refers to the era in
which Cordorcet was living, and the “The Tenth Epoch,” referring to the age
to come. Condorcet’s optimism about that future was not borne out in his own
life, for he fell afoul of the radicalism of the French Revolution and died in
prison in 1794.

B What is Condorcet’s view of the relationship between the Scientific
Revolution and the Enlightenment?

® How, precisely, does Condorcet imagine the future of humankind?

® How might Martin Luther respond to Condorcet’s vision of the future?
How do their understandings of human potential differ?

® To what extent have Condorcet’s predictions come to fruition in the two
centuries since his death?

MARrQuIs DE CONDORCET

Sketch of the Progress of the Human Mind

1793-1794
The Ninth Epoch: From Descartes to the flicted and corrupted the human race for so long a
Formation of the French Republic time.

Humanity was finally permitted to boldly pro-
claim the long ignored right to submit every opin-
ion to reason, that is to utilize the only instrument
given to us for grasping and recognizing the truth.
Source: Marquis de Condorcet, Sketch of the Progress of Each human learned with a sort of pride that nature
the Human Mind (Paris: Firmin Didot Freéres, 1847), had never destined him to believe the word of oth-
Epoch IX and Epoch X. ers. The superstitions of antiquity and the abasement

[T]he progress of philosophy... destroyed within the
general mass of people the prejudices that have af-






















































