A Survey of Protestant Reform in Germany


When speaking about the Protestant Reformation, one might traditionally consider the impact that the reform had on the cities.  Much historical scholarship has been devoted to this very topic, however, up until recently little has been done to discuss the impact with which reform had on the local parishes in the countryside.  To this extent, a look at the implementation of Protestant reform on a local level within German-speaking territories is in order.  One might ask certain questions to guide this survey of implementation in order that a basic understanding can be gleaned from this relatively ignored portion of Reformation history.  Specifically, did secular institutions facilitate and secure reform in the countryside?  How did a movement which began in the cities move to the local parishes?  How did reform manifest itself in the towns and villages?  What attracted peasants to this new, evangelical faith and motivate them to implement?  When territories began vying for implementation, what historical events took place to bring about this transition?  And what impact did the Peasant’s War of 1525 have on the Reformation in the countryside?  Answering these questions will establish that the Reformation process in the countryside and its implementation thereof is just as dynamic of a study as any other aspect of Reformation Studies.  In following in the footsteps of the great historian Herodotus, one must examine history as both an event in and of itself (↨
, and then discuss its impact on the course of history (↨
; and also taking into consideration the Renaissance vision of history itself as being the magistra vitae.
  Before beginning, there also needs to be stated two specific clarifications that could be detrimental to understanding this analysis if they are misunderstood.  First, there needs to be distinguished a difference between laity in the cities and laity in the countryside.  The laity in the cities, though they will not be discussed in this analysis, tended to be more theologically oriented in their perceptions of the reform movement whereas the parish laity, though not ignorant of the theological ramifications of the Reformation, was more mindful of the social aspect of reform as to specifically how it impacted their lives.  Secondly, within this text the use of the word “secular” is as a word to distinguish the church from any other societal forces.  It is not secular in the sense that modern, western minds would think.  The church, its beliefs and ideology, were incorporated into every facet of life including political infrastructures.


Did secular institutions facilitate and secure reform in the countryside?  On the eve of the Reformation, Christian humanists who were often sons of the Upper-German imperial class were primary advocates for city magistrates to issue secular control over ecclesiastical affairs in order to induce reform.  “Although the humanists hoped for a spiritual regeneration of society, they had pretty much lost hope that the initiative would come from the ecclesiastical hierarchy.”
 Therefore, it should not be a surprise that the Upper-German men of urban background should be the best-known advocates of the state church.  One example of this is that since the patronage of St. Michael’s Church was held by secular authorities, it “enabled [them] to appoint known reformers, Brenz and Eisenmenger, as preacher and pastor and to shield them from interference”
, therefore giving them legal basis for initiating the Reformation.  Another example is that in Württemberg the duke displayed his influence on the reform movement because “as of 1534, the year the Reformation was introduced there, the duke was patron of thirty-four percent of the parishes in the duchy, an unusually high figure.”
  By dismissing from the churches any pastors who would not submit to the reform, Duke Ulrich was able to launch the Reformation.  He appointed suitable Protestants in positions of authority in the parishes and could do the same thing to any churches whose patrons were his subjects.  This is significant because the reform movement took hold in the cities before it trickled down to the countryside and it was no secret that the magistracy in the territories cemented the implementation of reform, therefore granting more secular power over ecclesiastical affairs.  It was a circular effect which benefited both the secular magistracy and the reform movements.  “Whatever the spiritual forces and popular enthusiasms that sustained its beginnings, the Protestant Reformation in Germany ultimately survived only where it won the support and protection of the secular magistrates.”
  

How did a movement which began in the cities move to the local parishes?  “The cities were at their zenith when the Protestant Reformation began and were able, for a while, to shape their own responses to it.”
  Therefore, urban preachers were developing their ideas in the cities and broadcasting reformed perspectives into the countryside.  Reform leaders and urban magistrates sought to disseminate these favored beliefs to the villages under their jurisdictions.
  Local reform was molded by the movement of ideas which were promoted by demographics, trade routes, diplomacy, and wars.  For example, Nuremberg was an imperial city in the center of the margravate Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach that helped facilitate the Lutheran ideas out through the territory via working relationships between the city and the towns, providing printed works defending the faith, and clergy who guided uncertain individuals to a reformed mind.
  All evidence points to the Reformation in the countryside being dependent on the Reformation in the cities.  Urban preachers of a reformed mind had to cope with the large influx of visitors from the country.  Rural parishes quickly followed the desire that they saw in the cities to appoint evangelical clergy.
  An interesting counter-point to the rural dependency on the cities is the reverse dependency that the urban setting had on its neighboring villages.  For example, “the Memmingen Disputation was sparked by rural tithe dispute, and the abolition of clerical privileges at Basle followed anticlerical outbursts among the peasants, events in Solothurn, [a city neighboring Basle] were dictated by developments in the countryside, and at Erfurt the religious changes took their final shape after the entry of the peasantry into the city.”
  Not only were the cities dependent on the parishes, but they were also, for the success of the Reformation, at the mercy of the institutions established by the peasants themselves.  “Final pronouncements by the communes or crafts were preceded by fascinating, complex, and conflicting decision-making processes, where friendships were exploited and new relationship formed.”
  Something else that rested in the power of the peasants was the solution to the religious problem since true doctrine became established by the will of the peasants in their interpretation of Scripture.
  Being as they were able to do so, this gave them a sovereignty which had not previously been present.


How did reform manifest itself in the towns and villages?  For centuries historians have been asking the most base of questions about the Reformation.  The primary concern regarding this train of thought is to discuss how the reform movement was perceived and therefore expressed by the participants involved and also to what extent did the trends and tensions of the day enter into the manifestation of the movement.  One might also wonder how the movement factored into social and cultural aspects of life.
  “A major impact of the Reform was that ordinary men and women, gardeners, artists, and military men felt free to address themselves to religious questions and to interpret Scripture according to their own understanding.”
  The amazing aspect of these pseudo-treatises was that the laity authors did not reference the teachings of reformers, even Luther, but were solely dependent on the Word.  However, the reformers could hardly have imagined that in bring understanding of the Scriptures to the common man in hopes that everyone would learn a monolithic message would actually bring innovation and separation to the religiosity of the German folk because, with the restrictions of traditional interpretation being lifted, each individual was free to interpret Scripture how he saw fit.  “In the five years from 1520 to 1524, some forty-eight pamphlets were published in Strasbourg, the work of ordinary men and women.”
  The pamphlets attacked the clergy of the old church with a ferocious rejection of monasticism.  What the pamphlets actually said is not as important at this juncture as the fact that they were written at all.  It demonstrates an intellect not otherwise apparent, an intellect that comes to lay people with very little education who were still capable of organizing their ideas clearly and persuasively.  “The primacy of the Bible was the all-pervasive theme of the lay tracts; indeed, their major criticism of the Roman clergy was that the latter had withheld the Scriptures from the laity and falsified it in accordance with their own opinions.”
  The piece of Luther’s theology which legitimized the confidence that the laity had in their abilities was that of the priesthood of all believers.  “Communes used their enhanced authority in reformed theology to put an end to clerical immunities and to turn priests into ordinary members of their secular institutions, both in town and country.”
  

This communal reformation (that is, the reform of church and society on a communal basis) established an ethical dimension as well as a theological one.  “The ethical substance of the peasant’s reformation becomes instantly apparent when… peasants voiced the demand that authority submit itself to the Gospel.”
  New churches were being set up as local, independent congregations, therefore necessitating the right to elect their own pastor.
  The official stance in the Brandenberg-Ansbach-Kulmbach margravate was to preach the Word of God “purely and clearly” and aligned with Scripture.  In this particular circumstance, it allowed the evangelical message to be preached without the threat of hostilities from antagonists.  However, “regional officials were ordered to monitor the parish sermons” in the margravate.
  Something else that changed with the implementation of Protestant reform was the frequency of attendance in the services held other than on Sunday mornings.  Weekday mornings, Sunday afternoons, and Sunday evening services fell into decline.
  Also, “communion was supposed to be celebrated monthly and several times a year at the high feast days, but many of the parishioners seem to have felt that an annual participation in the Easter communion fulfilled their religious obligations.”
  When Casimir was margrave of Brandenberg-Ansbach-Kulmach, select concessions were made to the reformers, “including German for the Gospel readings and the mass Epistles, baptism in the vernacular, a reevaluation of fast days, and most significantly, the Lord’s Supper in both kinds where it was already practiced as such.”
  During that same time and place, Johann Rurer helped draft articles of faith, specifically noting the reduction in sacraments from seven to two [(communion and baptism)] and also making note of the Eucharist being implemented sub utraque.
  Later, after the death of Casimir, Georg the Pious addressed very clearly in his Mandate for the Implementation of the Reformation that “the clergy under his immediate patronage would be dismissed if they did not honor his demands” for implementation.
  Another example of implementation was when the Memmingen Council sought to meet peasant demands concerning the abolition of serfdom, free hunting and fishing rights, and supporting evangelical preachers in all future appointments.  

In the domestic realm of reform implementation, information is fairly rare and mostly anecdotal.  Therefore, a certain amount of speculation must be taken into consideration during historical reconstruction.  This being said, it seems that most “evangelical clergy married because they were convinced that marriage was an estate pleasing to God which allowed men and women to satisfy overpowering natural urges while ensuring the survival of the community.”
  For these clergy, a life of true celibacy was merely doomed from the beginning for fornication.  The ideal Lutheran household held reciprocal duties as spouses and parents.  However, the man was still the head of the household which reflected normal sixteenth-century views.  In the domestic area there is very little change taking place after implementation of reform with the exception of clerical marriages.  Perhaps merely a more conscious effort was being put forth towards recognizing reciprocal duties.  

Specifically relating to the success or failure of the German Reformation, Reformation scholar Gerald Strauss has posited the idea that Luther failed to reach the peasantry.  Strauss speculated that the laity in the countryside was merely “a grim collage of ignorance, apathy, and resistance.”
  However, based on the evidence presented by other leading scholars in this field, specifically Peter Blickle, Robert Scribner, Scott Dixon, and Lorna Jane Abray, one would be more inclined to disagree with Strauss, seeing as the magistracy of these countryside territories more often than not gave the peasants the reform they wanted.


What attracted peasants to this new, evangelical faith and motivate them to implement?  It’s harder to pinpoint the gains and losses that the local reformation brought to the peasantry as opposed to that of the magistrates and the clergyman.  Regardless, “it is very probable that the Reformation owed its global repercussions to the unparalleled support for its theology among the population at large.”
  This, in turn, must dictate that this new religious movement responded to the fundamental needs and priorities within the population at deeper levels than the current religious infrastructure did.  

To start, the doctrine of justification through faith alone, being the primary theological principle which the reform was built around, “was soon taken up by reform-friendly pamphleteers and discussed in print.”
  But against this doctrine must be set a counter-point question: was salvation sola fides really more comforting to the local parishioners, or was it something much more basic, more socially beneficial and empowering to the laity.  

Another theme surfaced that was fundamental to the reform theology, that of the perceived need to return to the Word of God.  This paramount appeal to scripture, specifically the concept of sola scriptura, could have also played a principal role in the movements appeal to the common Christian.  Though most parishioners only heard the teachings of the Reformation as opposed to reading them, the messages from the pulpits still held the same basic teachings.  Preachers taught about how the Catholic Church betrayed the faithful, how the truth about God’s Word was made manifest in the Scriptures alone, without guidance from the church tradition, and how anyone was capable of receiving salvation in Christ through faith alone, not through pious acts and sacraments.  “For the illiterate, so reliant on the spoken word, the only other means of mass communication was the printed image, the woodcut or pamphlet illustration.  The early reformers used this medium to great effect, often aided by the many artists and authors who emerged as supporters of the movement.”
  Most leading reformers would assert that the primary mission of the evangelical faith was to spread God’s Word to the laity in their own language.  Since the majority of the populace was illiterate, the medium used to spread His Word was through oral presentation.  Whether it was sermons in the parishes or dialog in the taverns, the common people in the local communities had the right to understand their beliefs.  Theology was not only for the learned scholar, but for the peasant as well.  

“Preaching was clearly fundamental for the spread of the faith, as was imagery and illustration, and yet the Reformation would not have developed into a coherent movement without the printed word.”
  The published pamphlets, more than any other medium, helped to shape a common belief and purpose for the Reformation public.  Initially, printing had been a relatively small business due to books being specifically written, in Latin, for the educated elite and the books were rather expensive.  However, with the gathering momentum of reform, printing became a lucrative business, exploding with entrepreneurial force when centers sprung up throughout the German lands, “from Strasbourg and Basle in the south to Augsburg, Nuremberg, Leipzig, Frankfurt and Wittenberg further to the north.”
  The association that developed between the reform and the printing trade clearly brought this religious movement into a social context.  “The most important departure in the decades before the reform was in the publication of religious materials for the laity.  Having neglected these in the earlier period, the printers discovered that there was a market for popular religious literature,” not just for the educated elite, but for commoners also.
  In 1520, before the Reformation had made its impact, the publications for the laity had already developed characteristics which were specific to the mindsets of the people minus any reformation influence.  This is notable because of the stark contrast between pre- and post-reformation publications for the laity.  In 1520, “the printing presses were used for self-education and to gain knowledge of the physical world.  The public had a desire for entertainment and diversion and delighted in satire.”
  Coincidentally, there was also seriousness about published works during this time that alluded to a spiritual quest within the masses, a quest which would take precedence, during the reform movement, over other interests.  Specifically in Strasbourg, “there were 43 scientific, autodidactic, or literary books published in German in this period [of reform], but there were 383 religious books [printed]: books of Protestant and Catholic doctrine, Luther’s sermons, polemics from both sides, biblical texts, and devotional works.  The 1520s were characterized by a total immersion in religion.”
  The printing presses made available to the laity pamphlets which vigorously attacked the Catholic doctrine, its hierarchical structure, the pope, specific bishops, and any problems with the Catholic mass conflicting with Scripture.  These pamphlets thoroughly shaped and pinpointed the ideology of the Reformation and its applicability to the lay people.  Once the polemical work of the pamphlet had been set, printing presses began printing doctrinal treatises in German, discussing new ideas regarding justification by faith, penance, and the Eucharist.  Doctrinal treatises also approached the reformed role of the Christian within society, specifically regarding interaction with the secular.  The ethical and spiritual quests were being satisfied by the reformers as treatises were being published concerning the issues of family, marital relationships, and parental roles.  “The important point is [the publications’] impact on the development of the vernacular culture.  Their linguistic significance can hardly be overstated.  The fact that these polemical and doctrinal treatises were written in German, together with the publication of Luther’s German New Testament, gave the vernacular language an importance it had never had before.”
  The amazement was that for the first time German, a vernacular language, had become equal with Latin.  Luther had originally aimed to change the mass to German so as to decrease the division between the laity and the clergy within the church, much to the advantage of the laity since they would be able to understand.
  New liturgy was first printed in 1524 and was written so in German.  Psalms were being set to music and as well as hymnals and prayer books also being written in German.  The vernacular language became an integral part of the new faith, binding it with the commoners.  

Something else that was appealing to the masses was the comprehensiveness of the Lutheran faith over pre-reformation Catholicism.  Lutheran theology was reduced to a simpler core, not just in salvation by faith, but also by the reduction of sacraments from seven to two.  Also, reformers stripped the Lutheran message to its essentials so as to precisely and succinctly articulate its theology.  Another attraction of this movement was that it was cheaper to practice.  “No more indulgences to buy, no more masses to purchase, no more candles to pay for, and no more statues to donate.”
  The marriage laws were also changing, allowing clergy to wed and even in certain circumstances, divorce with a right to remarry was allowed.  

A hostile perspective which gave rise to support for the reform movement was a widespread sense of anticlericalism.  “From the very beginning of the Luther affair, antagonism against Rome and the Catholic clergy had been a powerful feature.  Indeed, for many of the early supporters, anticlericalism was the sum and substance of the event.”
  Anticlericalism provided a venue toward which repressed anger and grievances against the clergy could be directed.  Significantly, anticlericalism was emotion bound with experiences and therefore could be turned to common action.  “Luther protested contemporary practices which reinforced divisions between the clergy and the laity.  The Eucharist ought to be given to the laity in both kinds.  He rejected all superstitions that resulted from a conviction that laypeople were somehow unclean.” 
  Luther’s advocacy for the abolition of divisions between the laity and clergy helped persuade the laity to his reform.  

“According to many historians of the Protestant Reformation, the Reformation was attractive to common people because it gave them a long-denied role in the government of the church.”
  A major feature for both urban and rural politics was the desire of the small communities to take charge of their own affairs.  This feature is “based on an idealized understanding of the commune as a form of collective life enabling maximum participation and control of local government.”
  Therefore, one might assert that the peasants’ reformation is strictly a movement of the political community.  This view has been asserted by communal reformation scholar Peter Blickle.  Blickle, “building upon a number of earlier studies of rural relations in southern Germany, has suggested with his notion of the ‘communal Reformation’ (Gemeindereformation) was centered, both theologically and socially, in the parish commune, the local units of peasant government.”
  Blickle also asserts that the peasants responded to Luther’s call because it answered in them their desire to drive toward local autonomy.  “Peasant communities adopted the evangelical faith because it granted them the right to elect a pastor, monitor local ecclesiastical finances, control the parish church, and base religious relations on the principles of cooperation and the common good.”
  

Another theory exemplified by R. W. Scribner suggests that popular beliefs and cultural actions were the premise for peasant adaptation to the evangelical faith.  “The investigation of ritual and ceremony, the communal display of structures, signs, and associations yields the following result: the evangelical message was either adopted or opposed in so far as it served a function of the peasantry.”
  Scribner’s work focuses primarily on the means of appropriation as compared to Blickle who focuses more on the reasons why the peasants chose to adopt these new ideas.  Interestingly, Scribner has also pointed out that after observing the cultural actions of the peasants, the communal impulse so distinct within the reform movement is easily undermined “by the inherent tendency in most sixteenth-century communities towards oligarchy, or at least towards the privileging of elite groups who were able to assert their own self-interest in the name of an idealized commune.”
  

With regards to Blickle and Scribner, other scholars of reformation studies, namely Heiko Oberman, has asserted that though social, political, and economic factors played into the impact of the Reformation, he has posited that these theories are “no longer held up as the sole factor determining communal behavior.”
  Therefore, the traditional Protestant understanding of the Reformation movement saw its success in providential terms, not in those encapsulated in social order and trends.  This traditional understand asserts that Luther’s criticisms of the Catholic Church were supported by Scripture and in an age of spiritual desperation, the inevitable was the Word of God being revealed and winning converts.  “The subsequent theological breakthrough that took shape during the 1520s was then considered the standard of true religion.”
  In 1533, through the writings against the Brandenburg-Nuremberg church ordinance, Johann Eck reprimanded Luther for his assertions that handworkers and farmers can become Pauline theologians.  This reprimand comes after Luther’s campaigns to bring Scripture to the people in their language so that they might interpret it for themselves.  Eck continued in his reprimand that ‘the appeal of Luther’s teaching for the common man was the doctrine of Justification, which gave rise to laxity in worship and a disregard for penance among the masses.”
  Therefore, Eck also asserted that the adaptation of the peasants to the reform movement was one of religious motivation and not a social one.   

It seems necessary that though religious motivation surely played a part in the implementation of reform, from the evidence of specific areas where reform was implemented, those places had theological, ethical, social, and political reasons for following the reform movement.  For example, in Erfurt in southern Germany, the laity demanded that the Gospel be preach purely and clearly in their own language, that they elect pastors by communal decisions, that the laity be allowed to determine for themselves from Scripture what true doctrine is, and that the clerical privileges and elitist powers in church politics be abolished.
  Also, along with Erfurt was Kitzingen and Basle, all three examples of the reformation, but they were hardly comparable with regards to their backgrounds and external conditions.  However, the significant aspect of their comparison is that they were strikingly similar in their acceptance of the reform movement.  “The reformation was apparently a movement that struck deep down to the roots, exposing the very foundations on which the communes were built and rendering the surface differences unimportant.”
  Another example of a specific implementation was when the Upper Swabian peasants demanded in their famous Twelve Articles that the community should elect their own pastor.  Parallel to this demand was that these same peasants also demanded at this same time that they be allowed to reclaim lordship over the forests and develop their own managerial system in which the forest resources would be allocated orderly.
  The significance of this parallel is that the peasants were asserting communal rights to not only ecclesiastical affairs, but also to affairs of the secular community.  Therefore, their orientation towards the reform movement could also have been one of adoption for the sake of social benefits.  “In Tyrol, every city and every district wanted to elect its own pastor, but every city and district also wanted its own judge.”
  

In summary, along with the traditional motivation behind the peasantry’s reception to the messages of the reform, ethically the peasants wanted their superiors held accountable to the pure Gospel and live accordingly, socially they wanted a church based organizationally on the welfare for the community, and politically they wanted to link legitimate authorities to both the Gospel and the community.  


When territories began vying for implementation, what historical events took place to bring about this transition?  The best way to present this sort of historical information in order to have an overarching understanding of what was occurring in the towns and villages at this juncture is to use Herodotus’ method of presenting the ↨, that is, the historical events themselves before trying to superimpose any sort of analysis on the events.  

Looking first at the margravate Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach which was located in the south with the free imperial city Nuremburg at its center, three particularly exemplar towns to examine is Kitzingen, Schwabach, and Ansbach for their conduct during the reform.  In Kitzingen, the secular controlling body of the town, called the Inneren Rat, continuously sought to control even the ecclesiastical venue in the town.  Citing poor maintenance of the grounds and building structures of the town churches, the Inneren Rat vied for complete control of the town.  Grievances of the absence of the vicar were voiced on multiple occasions to many individuals by the Rat, culminating in a final letter to the margrave.  This letter specifically addresses a public need for “evangelical teaching and the Word of God.”
  This desire shows a transition toward Lutheranism in Kitzingen by the year 1522.  Two initiatives cemented the support of the Kitizingen parishioners.  First, the absence of the vicar Jörg Bracheim gave the Kitzingen Council, which was sympathetic towards Luther’s cause, freedom to replace the vicar with a pastor of their choosing.  Second, Bracheim would not be returning to his post because of his death in Rome in 1522.  Both of these factors allowed for evangelical preaching to become established in Kitzingen.  In Schwabach, on the eve of the Reformation, the Ansbach officials sent statements to the magistracy in Schwabach concerning religious disquiet in an effort to suppress it.  The start of a transition from Catholic to evangelical adherences began with animosities between the Cistercian monks and the burghers when the monastery, which was in charge of the collection of tithes, chose to sequester parish income.  “This sequestering of the parish income gave rise to a strong anti-clerical sentiment in the town, a sentiment much in evidence throughout the fifteenth century and up to the early years of the evangelical movement.”
  The margrave Casimir tried to intervene in the tithe dispute between the parishes and the monastery, but he failed to put an end to the reform movement already begun in Schwabach.  Written propaganda was highly effective in Schwabach.  Hans Herbst, a Lutheran sympathizer, wrote tracts, pamphlets, short stories, and poems addressing Catholic antagonism towards the evangelical faith, the common chest located in the town church, and the sins of the local catholic priest Johann Linck.  In 1523 and 1524, specific incidents occurred which catalyzed the reform.  First, a renegade monk usurped the pulpit and handed a tract against indulgences to the preacher on the eve of the feast of St. Michael.  Threats against the clergy grew stronger.  Then, on 11 October 1523, Catholic priest Johann Linck announced to the margrave that he and his clergy were not safe in the town.  Next, in the following year, the secular officials agreed with Linck about their safety against the artisan class that demanded evangelical preaching.  The Schwabach magistracy appealed to Luther and Andreas Osiander for a suitable replacement preacher.  In 1524, Casimir approved the Lutheran sympathizer Hans Hoffmann.  

The Reformation took longer to implement in Ansbach primarily because it was the home of Margrave Casimir’s court and Casimir’s wife was a determined Catholic adherent.  Complete reform was not official until the arrival of Margrave Georg the Pious in 1528.  “Even then the authorities were reluctant to abolish the Catholic mass without the margrave’s explicit instructions.”
  During Casimir’s reign, the two leaders of each opposing theological position were Dr. Johann Weinhardt for the Catholic faith and Johann Rurer for Lutheranism.  Constant opposition between the two led to much doubt from the general population about the authority of the Catholic Church.  Weinhardt reproached the Ansbach parishioners for allowing themselves to be deceived and misled.  In his desire to win them back, Weinhardt was more successful in insulting the parishioners and pushing them further toward Rurer and his evangelical message of sola fides, sola gratia.  In Kulmbach, Johann Wildeneuer and Johann Eck (no relation to the Johann Eck who reprimanded Luther) “championed the evangelical faith in the early 1520s”
 after the message had been planted by Luther himself when he passed through in 1518, staying at an Augustinian monastery on his way to Augsburg.  For Kulmbach, reform was easily implemented at a relatively early stage in the reform movement as a whole.  However, most of the other towns in the Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach principality had the same problem as Ansbach, in that reform could not be resolutely established without the decision of Margrave Casimir and he had decided not to officially sanction support for the Reformation.  “In 1525, Schwabach, Uffenheim, Kitzingen, Ansbach, Gunzenhausen, and Bayreuth sent supplications to the margrave asking for the elimination of the Catholic mass and the establishment of the evangelical alternative.”
  

In Würzburg, the reform movement took hold but had very little room for development.  In 1518, Bishop Lorenz von Bibra allowed Luther to pass through on his way to Heidelberg.  The movement started losing momentum in Würzberg after von Bibra died and a less indulgent bishop was elected.  Religious unrest developed during this time.  Clergymen married, then were arrested, and a defense of clerical marriage was written in Bamberg, directed towards the bishop in Würzberg.  Bamberg was experiencing similar ramifications as in Würzberg.  “At least two clergymen… preached the Gospel in public until Bishop Weigand von Redwitz put an end to all independent reforming efforts.”
  The bishop of Bamberg then appealed to the Swabian League concerning Margrave Casimir’s infringement on the ecclesiastical affairs of the three dioceses within the margravate (Eichstätt, Würzberg, and Bamberg) and touching upon two others (Regensburg and Augsburg).  The unstable political atmosphere in 1526 prevented the League from doing anything for the bishop’s efforts.  

Margrave Casimir did not endorse Lutheranism, nor did he legislate against it.  After the Diet in Nuremburg in which the estates of the empire were ordered to draft proposals on how to deal with reform events, the Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach estates met with the other Franconian estates and listed twenty-three articles which encompassed the position of the Lutheran reformers.  This meeting was at Windsheim.  Johann Rurer attended Windsheim and helped draft the articles, discussing Catholic error and reform corrections.  The powers of the bishops were restricted and the mass and the Gospel were to be preached in German as opposed to Latin.  The meeting of the estates of the principality, named the Ansbach Landtag, was “the first official disputation of the religious problem in the margravate.”
  The Catholic representation was disinclined to judge any of the articles, citing that the centuries of tradition were efficient enough.  “From the true nature of the church, the proper interpretation of Scripture, the sacraments, confession, votive masses, German baptism, the intercession of the saints, free will, fasts and Holy Days, to the essential principle of Lutheran theology – justification by faith alone – the evangelical pastors of Ansbach presented a comprehensive digest of Luther’s ideas” at the Langtag of 1524.
  The articles were published the following year and they left little doubt for Casimir about the depth of the peoples’ convictions.  

However, despite their convictions towards the evangelical faith, Casimir did not grant the desires of the reforming party.  “On 1 October 1524 [Casimir] published a resolution which effectively shelved any sort of final decision.”
  He acknowledged the desires of the reformers and also the desires of all religious people to not be misled from the Word of God through false preaching.  Therefore, his resolution stated that no preaching should “cause quarrels, scandals or uproar”
 and the Word should be preached concerning “God’s praise and honor, and the salvation of the common Christian people.”
  This resolution did give the reformers the ability to preach the evangelical message without harassment, however, without margravial sanction, the religious change could not be permanently implemented.  Hans Herbst appealed to convert the margrave by writing a pamphlet entitled A True, Christian and Profitable Warning in hopes of bringing Casimir “to take a firm Lutheran stand on religious affairs.”
  Within the pamphlet the rulers who did not implement reform measures were viewed as guilty by God’s standards and were not any better than the likes of Herod and Pilate.  Johann Rurer wrote a pamphlet directed towards the margrave a year after the one published by Herbst.  It was entitled A Christian Instruction for a Pastor to his Lord which was an even stronger attempt to convert Casimir than was Herbst’s pamphlet.  


Other principalities, such as Saxony and Hesse, were already openly aligned with the Lutheran stance and the dukes Johann von Saxony and Philipp von Hesse sought confessional allies so as to strengthen their religious position against Emperor Charles V.  Casimir was obviously not a part of this alliance.  “Casimir would gain nothing if the Empire was divided and unstable”
 and Casimir’s religious stand was subordinate to his quest for aggrandizement.  His primary concern was the status of his house in the Empire.  The most effective way for him to realize his imperial aims was to remain non-committal with regards to the reform movement.  Tension persisted between the Catholic supporters and the Lutheran counterparts by abhorring each others masses and sermons, disputing sacraments, and arguing over the authority of the Pope.  Neither faction was abolished, which incited continued religious unrest in the countryside.  When Casimir finally responded to the continuing events, it had a negative impact on the Lutheran sympathizers.  In October 1526, Casimir issued a resolution which prohibited innovation in the local parishes and was distinctly Catholic in nature.  He specifically maintained “Latin mass, the tabernacle, auricular confession, maintenance of Holy Days and foundation masses, religious brotherhoods, and clerical celibacy.”
  This resolution was essentially a move towards re-establishing the Catholic form of worship in the margravate.  Reformers Georg Vogler, Johann Rurer, Philipp von Hesse, and Martin Luther refused to accept the resolution and continued to preach their evangelical message and interpret the Scriptures how they saw best, not in accordance with the traditions of the church.  Secular powers were also at work in the resolution.  Finances had been given to secular jurisdiction and secular law extended to the clergy.  Concessions that were given to the reformers were that during the mass, Gospel and Epistle reading would be read so in German, baptism would also be in German, and where communion was already being administered in both kinds, they could continue to do so.  This odd mix of Catholic, Lutheran, and secular has been coined by historians as just that, a “mixtum quid ex Papismo et Evangelismo.”
  The resolution actually did little for either side of the Reformation.  Both the Catholic and Lutheran powers were dissatisfied with Casimir’s gesture.  “The state of the church in Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach in 1527 demonstrated that the Reformation, as a popular movement, was to disparate and contentious an issue to be implemented at the rural level without state intervention.”
  


Unfortunately for Casimir but fortunate for the reform, Casimir’s efforts came to nothing.  He died on 27 September 1527 while serving the Emperor.  Casimir’s brother, Georg the Pious, assumed the position of margrave.  There is little reason to believe that Margrave Georg was anticipatory about returning to Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmback, “a land in religious disarray, suspect in the Empire, and over 550,000 gulden in debt.”
  Georg returned on 3 March 1528 and following his first Ansbach Lantag, “he issued a resolution which dealt directly with the religious question and the confessional status of the Franconian principality.”
  As Georg explained to the Emperor, he felt that it was his duty to attend to the spiritual as well as the temporal welfare of his subjects.  The new margrave confirmed that the 1524 and 1526 acts of Casimir were decrees in favor of the evangelical faith and therefore implied that any failure to conform to this religious cause was a form of rebellion in the margravate.  Secular sanction had finally been given to the reformers of the margravate, that they might thoroughly implement their reforms.


Some other smaller examples of reform events were in Upper Swabia where the rural parishioners were repeatedly demanding the right to appoint pastors as well as the right to control their own church finances.  The peasants were also demanding “the right to have a clergyman who would preach the Word of God ‘clearly and purely’.”
  This phrase ‘clearly and purely’ had been coined with the connotation of preaching with a Lutheran message.  Similar demands were voiced in the parishes of Salzburg and the Tyrol.  “In the Tyrol, every city and every district [wanted] to elect its own pastor, but also every city and district its own judge.”
  Possibly the earliest peasant supporters of the reform movement were in Alsace, where they demanded the reform of the church based on the principles they extracted from Scripture.  


Peter Blickle conducted a closer case study of the developments in Erfurt and other city states, asserting that is might help to illustrate the nature of the local reform movements.  “The Reformation in city states can serve as a particularly clear example of what exactly the movement meant in terms of popular piety and ecclesiastical change, because it unfolded long before religious questions were tangled up with imperial and pan-European politics.”
  Erfurt’s reformation history is somewhat of a paradigmatic case when paralleled with the reform process in other areas.  The specific combination of demands for the pure Gospel, the communal election of pastors, the determination of doctrine by the laity, and the abolition of the privileges for clergy also show that history repeats itself in the countryside.  In the city of Erfurt, the Reformation was triggered when Luther himself visited on his way to the Imperial Diet of 1521.  Councilors, university professors, burghers, and peasants came to hear Luther’s sermon about the road to salvation and the criticisms of the church and clergy.  After the sermon, the people carried the reform messages throughout the countryside.  The rural territory of Erfurt began showing signs of unrest in 1522 when reformation ideas manifested themselves in a widespread refusal to tithe.  The strongest resistance came from areas “where priests failed to celebrate mass, refused to visit the dying, or administered sacraments in a drunken stupor, while insisting on the payment of all dues.”
  There was mounting discontent where insufficient sacramental provision was joined with morally offensive clerical behavior.  The withdrawal of all sacramental provision was the natural consequence of such behavior and in the worst scenarios, “local hysteria led to the killing of the local priest.”
  Clearly there was an unusual level of religious fervor in the atmosphere.  Subsequently, the priests who administered the sacraments became less important than the preachers teaching the Word of God.  Naturally, the church found itself on the defensive.  In early summer 1525, temporary measures were implemented which turned clergy into ordinary citizens and appointed pro-Reformation pastors to the parishes.  However, in contrast to the positive movement of reformation ideas came the response from Martin Luther with regards the twenty-eight articles of faith that Erfurt had sought to implement.  In September 1525, a full four months after the submission of the articles, Luther returned them with disapproval.  His stark verdict was that “they aimed at nothing but each individual’s own good and will, at turning things upside down, at making the councilors fear the commune and subjecting them, at setting the commune up as lord and master, not fearing anything, against God and all reason.”
  This rejection of Erfurt’s articles of faith resulted in the termination of any official sanction of implementation.  


In the rural areas around Basle, some 500 kilometers south of Erfurt, unrest appeared in the form of demands from the laity that “great tithes… should be administered by the communes for… the local clergy, small tithes and ecclesiastical courts were to be abolished, and all pastors should be elected by the communes.”
  In the parish of Wendelstein, as in some other instances, the laity merely formulated its own understanding of the Reformation in order to implement it to their own needs.  The villagers surfaced very early on in the rural parishes near the city of Zurich to support the movement.
  On the eve of the Reformation, in Württemberg, Duke Eberhard the Bearded already supported moral discipline through his laws and ordinances.  When the reformers, with their secular allies, began vying for implementation, they built on Eberhard’s tradition as well as being motivated by the new evangelical views on Christian living.  After the reform implementation in the city of Württemberg, the peasants were affected as well.  In the parishes, the visitors of the Catholic Church would hear and investigate complaints, impose sanction, and if necessary, refer cases to other jurisdictions, such as the village morals court, the district court, the district superintendent, or the Stuttgart consistory.  Just as the parishioners considered every aspect of the life of each member of the community subject to scrutiny, so too was the visitor concerned with uncovering all matters about life and worship within the limits of his mandate.  On examining the visitation records as a whole, the evidence reveals not only indifference to the Catholic Church’s discipline but also “a moderate degree of outward conformity to the evangelical church.  Parishioners of the filial churches expressed positive attitudes toward the rites and services celebrated by the Protestant church in Württemberg.”
  In Memmingen, hardly a month after hosting its own disputation, the rural population presented complaints to the council, demanding that “[they] keep [the rural parishioners] according to the instruction and content of the Word of God and leave [them] to live thus.  Whatever the same divine Word gives and takes, [the parishioners] would gladly accept and keep.”
  This is just another example of the type of demands from the peasants and the swiftness with which these demands were pursuing implementation.


Along with the demands of reform that were surfacing, numerous events were also taking place involving the social protest of ritual Catholic practices or liturgy.  These protests often took the appearance of a seemingly anti-ritual action “through their apparent expression of disbelief in the efficacy or relevance of Catholic ceremonies.”
  At first glance, these protests seem nothing more than trivial occurrences, local scandals, or events of no wider significance than at the parish level.  However, the striking aspect of these protests is that they were not small, insignificant, and unheard of.  In fact, the frequency with which these events occurred during the Reformation was almost uncanny.  “Almost four score such events can be documented during the early year alone of the Reformation.”
  Multiple examples included in Pirna, in Saxony, at the beginning of the 1520s, the elevation of the crucifix from the Holy Sepulcher on Easter night was disrupted, as was the subsequent Easter procession through the streets with the newly risen crucifix.  The street procession was affected by several men who hung sheep and cattle bells around themselves so as to dishonor the decorum of the occasion.  In Wittenberg, on 6 October 1521, the annual preaching round of the Antonine monks was disrupted.  “Just as the preacher was about to consecrate ‘St. Anthony’s Water,’ one of several kinds of blessed water revered for its apotropaic qualities, the vessel was overturned and the consecration prevented.”
  In 1524 in Weissenhorn (near Augsburg) a number of “godless folk sang scurrilous songs” in the streets on Christmas.
  Through singing satirical parodies of hymns, they also tried to disrupt the Christmas liturgy.  In Magdeburg in 1524, a number of journeymen upended a reliquary with the remains of St. Florentinus, which had been set out in the cathedral prior to the formal display of the relics in a procession.
  In Buchholz in Saxony in 1524, there was a parody of the elevation of the relics of a saint and that same year there was a mock Eucharistic procession in Ulm.
  There were mock processions in Senftenberg in Saxony in 1524, in Radkersberg in Styria in 1528, and in Hildesheim in 1543.
  In Heggbach, near Biberach, on Palm Sunday 1525, a common day for hearing pre-Easter confessions, a number of peasants ran into the church and thrust their swords into the confessional.
  In the priory of Oberried in 1525, a peasant celebrated a parody of the Mass during which he ‘sang Mass,’ elevated the host (which had been in a monstrance that he had just smashed), and forced his companions to ring the Sanctus bells.
  In Senden, near Neu-Ulm, on the feast of the Ascension 1527, thirteen men and a boy disrupted the reenactment of the Lord’s ascension into heaven, a ceremony that involved pulling a figure of the risen Christ up though a hole in the church roof.
  There was a mock administration of the last rites to a playacting sick man in Münster in 1534 and mock mounted processions in Augsburg in 1527 and 1529.
  When listing this plethora of events done in social protest, it is necessary to remember that the reform movement in Germany encountered a society grounded in rituals.  It was through the adherence to these rituals that order was maintained in daily life.  Rituals created and maintained a relationship between the natural and the supernatural, and that relationship was indispensable to the people of this time period.  Therefore, if any kind of disorder or chaos entered into the lives of individuals or the communities as a whole, these ritual practices carried them through and allowed them to overcome whatever events were happening to cause the disorder in the first place.  Consequently, the above mentioned examples of social protest were detrimental to the lives of those who adhered to a ritualistic lifestyle.  These protests were also highly effective in gaining the attention of the secular powers that had the authority to legislative implementation of reform as well as the attention of the clergy with whom the protestors were attacking and the laity whom the protestors hoped to convert.  Despite their irreverent and sometimes violent nature, protestors were often successful.


What impact did the Peasant’s War of 1525 have on the reformation in the countryside?  “For over a year, from mid-1524 to the early months of 1526, the common man took up arms against the local lords in an event historians have labeled the Peasants’ War of 1525.”
  This year marked a serious setback from the communal aspect of the Reformation.  There were military defeats conducted in Thuringia, Franconia, Swabia, and the Upper Rhineland.  These defeats incapacitated the rural society which functioned as a pillar to the parish reformation.  When trying to examine the nature and pattern of this rural social protest, it is best to have a preset model with which to follow:

“A model of the development of rural protest can be divided into three phases.  The first phase is characterized by peasant assemblies and the drafting of local grievances…  The authorities’ unwillingness to abandon a tactic of delay in favor of a realistic handling of these complaints prompts a second phase of interregional alliances and the drafting of regional grievances…  The reformers are assigned the responsibility of judging the compatibility of the demands with the ‘divine law’ of the Gospel and they deny the peasants’ claim to the Gospel as the normative category for ordering the secular sphere.  A peasantry made insecure in this manner generally divides into a reformist and a radical camp and, through the formation of the latter, rural protest enters its third phase…  The military defeat of the insurgents by the feudal upper classes coincides with this process of reconstruction.”

The 1525 Peasants’ War even forced the indecisive Margrave Casimir to respond to the unrest in his margravate.  “The Peasant’s War was symptomatic of a religious movement left to foment in a rural context with no formal guidance.”
  Casimir was both unable to muster the support of the Swabian League or willing to enter into an alliance with Saxony and Hesse, therefore leaving him to resort to his own means.  He assembled troops within his margravate to deal with the uprisings.  The uprisings were gaining strength, however short-lived.  The peasants were incapable of presenting a uniform front; therefore, enabling Casimir to easily sequester their rebellion.  “There was no trans-communal ideology binding the rebels together.”
  On 13 May 1525, Casimir “put down the war in a series of brutal slaughters and show-piece trials.”
  He used the war to usurp the jurisdictional powers of the diocese and impose greater secular rule over the clergy and ecclesiastical affairs.  This infringement of secular power prohibited the clergy from taxing, in turn the clergy was taxed 1/10, the wealth of the monasteries was tallied, and all ecclesiastical offices were brought under the jurisdictional control of the secular courts.  Casimir’s previously apathetic stance on the reform had turned to agitation, citing that the freedom of interpretation had been exercised by the “unsuitable, godless preachers” who in his eyes were responsible for the outbreak of the Peasants’ War.
  In the area of Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach, Lutheranism had not been allowed to uniformly establish itself through popular support, therefore only resulting in uncertainty and confusion.  This was not the case in all the German-speaking parishes, but in the lands which experience peasantry revolt, more likely than not, the requests of the peasants were not being addressed.  It was very easy for the peasants’ reformation to turn into a revolutionary movement when the authorities were deaf to the Gospel.
  Contemporaries other than Casimir were quick to blame the preaching of the reformers for the unrest, even though Luther immediately condemned the revolts as being contradictory to the teaching of Scripture and was appalled but the peasants’ desire to use the Scriptures in such a way.  A notable decline in parish reform, though not completely ending, occurred after these revolts.


In conclusion, the Reformation process in the countryside and its implementation was just as dynamic of a study as any other aspect of Reformation Studies.  Despite the variance of primary sources available to the Reformation scholar, historical reconstruction is still possible, and the history shows rises and falls, turmoil and peace, and implementation or rejection of the Protestant Reformation ideas.  There is still much more research to be done in this field of study and this research will surely unearth new and exciting insights into the lifestyles and decisions of the parish commoner.
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