WOMEN IN THE REFORMATION
Martin Luther, who married in 1525 at the age of 41, wrote of women:

Imagine what it would be. Like without women. The home, cities, economic life, and government would virtually disappear. Men cannot do without women. Even if it were possible for men to beget and bear children, they still could not do without women.

John Calvin wrote at the death of his wife:

I have been bereaved of the best companion of my life, of one who, had it been so ordered, would not only have been the willing sharer of my indigence, but even of my death During her life she was the faithful helper of my ministry.

Such tributes were intended in part to overcome Catholic criticism of clerical marriage as a distraction from one's ministry. They were primarily the expression of a new value placed on the estate of' marriage and family life. In opposition to the celibate ideal of the Middle Ages Protestants stressed as no religious movement before them the sacredness of home and family and this contributed to a more respectful and sharing relationship between husbands and wives and between parents and children. The ideal of' the companionate marriage-that is, of' husband and wife as co-workers in a special God- ordained community of the family-led to an important expansion of the grounds for divorce in Protestant cities as early as the 1520's and ensured women an equal right to leave husbands who flagrantly violated the marriage contract. The new stress on companionship in marriage also worked indirectly to make contraception and planned parenthood a respectable choice for married couples, as it made husbands sensitive to the suffering and unhappiness that many pregnancies brought on their wives.

Protestant doctrines were as attractive to women as they were to men. Women who had been maligned as the concubines of priests came to know a new dignity as the ''honorable wives" of Protestant ministers. Renegade nuns wrote exposes of' the nunnery in the name of Christian freedom and justification by faith. Women in the higher classes, who were enjoying new social and political freedoms during the Renaissance, found in Protestant theology a religious complement to their greater independence in other walks of life.

Because of their desire to have women become pious housewives, Protestants also encouraged the education of girls to vernacular literacy, expecting them thereafter to model their lives on the Bible. Women came in the course of such study, however, to find in the Bible passages that made them the equals to men in the presence of' God. Such education further gave them a role in the Reformation as independent authors. These may seem like small advances from a modern perspective, but they were significant, if indirect, steps in the direction of the emancipation of women.

