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Portraits of Martin Luther and Philip Melanchthon, by Lukas Cranach. Melanchthon is generally considered the faithful servant of Luther, but he also derived his ideas from Erasmus.The three figures who make up the subject of this article, the Protestant reformer of the German city of Strassburg, Martin Bucer, Martin Luther’s aide Philipp Melanchthon and the reformer of the Swiss city of Zürich, Huldrych Zwingli, are to be considered from the point of view of their common intellectual provenance. In the background was the cultural phenomenon we know as Renaissance humanism, which included a passion for the literature of ancient Greece and Rome. Humanism’s grammatical, textual, critical and literary techniques, largely developed in 15thand early 16th-century Italy, were swiftly adapted to furnish a more specifically Christian endeavour, focused on the pursuit of pure texts of the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments as well as of the writings of the early ‘Fathers’ of the Church such as St Augustine.

Additionally, all our three subjects represent a key off-shoot from Christian humanism into what became the Protestant Reformation, spearheaded by Martin Luther. The leading inspiration of the Christian humanist undertaking was the Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus and, as we shall see, it was Erasmus’s influence that was decisive in the intellectual and religious evolution of these three figures.

Bucer

Martin Bucer was born in Alsace in western Germany in 1491, entered the Dominican Order of Preachers in 1507 and studied a humanist-inspired programme of ancient languages at the University of Heidelberg. He was recommended to study Erasmus’s writings, for which he acquired a passion. Bucer’s encounter with Luther in 1518 – seeing in him the realisation of the Erasmian ideal – converted him to Luther’s theological views.

In the course of the 1520s, with clerical colleagues, Bucer was instrumental in steering an urban reformation in the important Rhineland city of Strassburg, working closely with the ruling city council in order to abandon Catholic religious practices and introduce the liturgy, doctrines and social order of Protestantism. This model of religious and social change became highly influential in 16th-century Protestant Europe, for example providing a blueprint for the system that John Calvin set up in the city of Geneva. Bucer also acted as a conciliator, not only within the emergent diverse brands of the Reformation but in attempted re-unity moves with Catholics. An imposed German Catholic restoration by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V drove Bucer out of Strassburg and in 1549 he took refuge in England, playing a central role in the implementation of Protestant reform during Edward VI’s reign (1547-53); he died in England in 1551.

Zwingli

Huldrych Zwingli was born in German-speaking eastern Switzerland in 1484 and was educated along humanist lines at the Universities of Basel and Vienna. Ordained priest in 1506, he became a passionate devotee of Erasmus and, after serving in parish work, in 1519 he was appointed as ‘common preacher’ in the major Swiss city of Zürich and from 1518 was acclaiming Luther as his mentor.

From the beginning of the 1520s onwards, Zwingli worked in harness with his city’s government gradually to bring in a raft of Protestant liturgical, doctrinal and social changes. He was an ardent propagator of the Reformation throughout Switzerland and, along with Bucer, in 1528 preached in favour of change in the key city of Bern. However, suspicion arose, especially in the still Catholic cantons of the Swiss Confederation, that Zwingli was too prone to indentify the expansion of religious reform with the political and territorial interests of Zürich within the Confederation. Inter-cantonal war over these fears led to Zwingli’s death in battle against a coalition of Catholic cantons in 1531.

Melanchthon

Philipp Melanchthon was born with the surname Schwarzerdt (‘black earth’) in a small town in south west Germany. In line with humanist conventions, his name was classicised to its Greek equivalent, Melanchthon. A prodigy of industry and ability, he studied at the German universities of Heidelberg and Tübingen, taking his MA at the age of 17, in 1518. Astonishingly, from as early as 1514 he was lecturing at Tübingen, covering the classics and the philosophy of the ancient Greek thinker Aristotle. A personal link with Erasmus comes to light from August 1516 when Melanchthon wrote to ‘Erasmus, greatest of men’, a poem in Greek full of classical literary allusions. In the same month, Erasmus wrote to a correspondent advising him to recommend ‘the young man Philippus’ for a ‘lucrative position’ in England.

In the event, Melanchthon did not seek his fortune in England and moved into another discipleship from that of Erasmus, even though he remained shaped by the Erasmian humanist mindset. In 1518, Melanchthon took up the post of professor of Greek at the recently founded University of Saxony in Electoral Saxony, north-east Germany. There he became closely associated with the professor of Sacred Scripture, Martin Luther, who was swiftly moving into open rebellion against the Catholic Church, forging the newly established faith of Lutheranism. In 1521, Melanchthon produced the first summary of what that creed was, the Loci Communes Rerum Theologicarum, or ‘Memoranda on Theological Issues’.

This initial text enshrined Melanchthon’s closeness to Luther’s way of thinking. Following Luther’s absence from Wittenberg in the aftermath of his sentencing to outlawry in the 1521 Diet of Worms, Melanchthon was left in charge of the unfolding religious situation in the city, while his Greek scholarship was placed at Luther’s disposal for the production of the latter’s translation, from the original Greek, of the New Testament, which appeared in September 1522. Melanchthon’s own increasing gravitation towards theology was signalled in his appointment as professor of the subject at Wittenberg in 1526, and his practical involvement in Lutheran church reform and government bore fruit in the composition of the ‘Instructions for the Visitors to Parishes in Electoral Saxony’, 1528.

Doctrinal Divisions

The decade of the 1520s was to see the opening and widening of a gulf between two branches of the emergent Protestant Reformation: the German, focused on Luther and centred on Wittenberg, and the other, the Swiss, promulgated by Zwingli and located in the first place in Zürich. The division was most acute over the sacrament of holy communion, the eucharist, within which Zwingli was increasingly coming to understand a symbolic or ‘figurative’ and spiritual aura of Christ in a congregational memorial of His saving death on the Cross. Of the major 16th-century Reformers, it was Zwingli who was the most categorical in accepting a representative and non-material doctrine of communion, as if Christ had said ‘This bread stands for my body …’. Luther, in contrast, continued to insist that, since Christ had said in the gospel accounts of the first eucharist, which was His Last Supper, ‘This is my body … This is my blood’, then, as He had promised, He was actually present in the sacrament, alongside the bread and wine used to conduct the sacrament. As Melanchthon himself was to phrase it, in his second summary of the Lutheran faith, the Confession of Augsburg, 1530, ‘Of the Supper of the Lord, [the Lutherans] teach that the Body and Blood of Christ are truly present and are distributed to those who eat in the Supper of the Lord; and they disapprove of those who teach otherwise.’

Foremost among those who taught otherwise were the Zwinglians. Indeed, the eucharistic disagreement had become so acute that in 1529, in order to head off a politically and militarily disastrous division between the Wittenberg and Zürich branches of the Reformation, in the face of a Catholic counter-offensive, in October 1529 the Lutheran Margrave Philipp of Hesse brought together a colloquy of leading Swiss and German Protestant theologians at his university city of Marburg to hammer out an agreement.

The Marburg Colloquy

Luther’s presence at Marburg, a reluctant one, was of course vital. Though as a translator he had used Christian humanist literary and linguistic tools and methods, in his deepest convictions he could not be described as a ‘Christian humanist’. He had once seemed to be travelling the same road as Erasmus in his criticisms of abuses in the Catholic Church. However, in 1525 in a bitter literary exchange over whether or not the human will is free, he and Erasmus had revealed their fundamental differences of view over God, mankind and their relationship. However, if Luther was no Erasmian, others at Marburg – Zwingli above all – were within the Erasmian camp. Indeed, the latter’s link with Erasmus was an intensely personal one, hallowed in a visit to the great sage, then at Basel, while Zwingli had been a parish priest in the Swiss town of Glarus in spring 1515. This tributary visit was followed up by a letter, written in the conventional gushing Renaissance epistolary style, and addressed ‘To Erasmus of Rotterdam, great philosopher and theologian … . Dr Erasmus, best of men ... you are so much beloved by me …’, while Erasmus replied in kind.

The intellectual kinship between the two men was particularly close over the issue of the eucharist, which was the main agenda item at Marburg, where Zwingli set out his eucharistic viewpoint:

… the Lord’s Supper is figurative … it is the spiritual meal which is worthwhile … . [Christ] doesn’t mean ‘This is my body’, literally, actually, physically because that contradicts the Bible. … The soul is spiritual, the soul doesn’t eat flesh. The spirit eats spirit. … If God says to eat His body as a memorial then we can be sure that it pleases Him when we do. We claim that it is impossible for God to order us to eat His flesh in a physical sense …

It is possible to trace such opinions to the influence of writings by the Dutchman Cornelis Hendrixzoon Hoen (d. 1524). However, such views can also be connected with particular closeness to those of Erasmus, for example in his devotional classic the Enchiridion Militis Christiani, or ‘Manual of the Christian Soldier’, first published in 1503: Christ, he wrote there, had ‘scorned the eating of His flesh and drinking of His blood unless they are taken in a spiritual sense. Whom do you think he was talking to when He said that the flesh accomplishes nothing, that it is the spirit which quickens? … take to heart what the [eucharist] really stands for when you receive it, that is, being one spirit with the spirit of Christ…’.

We have seen that in the early days of his career Melanchthon was Erasmus’s angel. Even so, at Marburg, where Melanchthon came as part of the Witttenberg team to accompany and support Luther in a literal-minded concept of ‘This is my Body…’, Zwingli expressed his awareness of the gulf that separated him and his fellow Erasmian, Melanchthon: ‘I disagree with you willingly, Doctor Luther, and with you, Master Philipp.’ At that stage, in 1529- 30, Melanchthon was enlisted on the side of Lutheran orthodoxy concerning a ‘real’ presence of Christ in the eucharist: as we saw above, in the 1530 Confession of Augsburg he established that Christ was ‘truly present’ in the bread and wine. Subsequently, however, he shifted his ground in the direction of a more symbolic, memorial or ‘figurative’ interpretation of the sacrament. Crucially, in a major revision of the Augsburg Confession, known as the Variata, of 1540, Melanchthon altered the eucharistic formula to read (Article X): ‘Of the Supper of the Lord, they [the Lutherans] teach that with the bread and wine the Body and Blood of Christ are truly shown forth to those who eat in the Lord’s Supper.’

A significant omission in the Variata was the censure of ‘those who teach otherwise’. For that text represented a broadly political form of theology designed, largely through the mediating agency of Bucer, to build a bridge from Lutheran Germany to the Swiss. The Variata was Melanchthon’s revision of his own document and if Luther found it unrepresentative of his beliefs over the eucharist, these remained enshrined in what we can regard as the formal or contractual presentation of Lutheranism, the one officially submitted to the Diet of Augsburg in 1530, the Invariata. Nevertheless, the Variata, with its message that Christ was ‘shown forth’, ‘exhibited’, marked a key stage in Melanchthon’s steady progression, in the years following 1529, in the direction of a spiritual view of the eucharist. Then, after Luther’s death in 1546, Melanchthon was more open in renouncing a physical understanding of the sacrament, announcing that belief in a real presence implied the worship of bread. His progression in that direction should be seen as that of an Erasmian disciple coming home.

Further Disputation: the Erasmian Influence

Thus the debate over the eucharist moved on. If nothing else, Luther’s enormous prestige as the instigator of the Reformation ensured that his immovable views on the issue had to be taken into account in any discussion of the matter. Also, politically induced pressures such as Philipp of Hesse’s untiring quest for agreement meant that compromise statements of ever increasing subtlety and sophistication were being coined. The growing influence of John Calvin (1509-64) as the second theologian of the Reformation brought his particular eucharistic doctrine, which, in its complex, elusive fashion, combined real presence with spiritual nurture, into play.

Bucer refrained from endorsing Melanchthon’s 1530 Augsburg Confession but promptly took a leading role in drawing up a creed for four cities of southern Germany (Constance, Memmingen, Lindau and Strassburg), the Confessio Tetrapolitana. In this and a subsequent deal involving Luther and Melanchthon, the 1536 Wittenberg Accord, the Lutheran orthodoxy that Christ’s ‘true body and true blood’ were ‘truly eaten and drunk’ and that His body and blood were ‘truly and substantially’ present was safeguarded. Yet while Bucer drew back from seeing in the eucharist only a symbol and emphasised its objective force beyond the subjective responses of the recipient, he continued, in a way that we can describe as authentically Erasmian, to see in holy communion a personal and essentially spiritual encounter between Christ and the believing soul. The Confessio Tetrapolitana declared that the body and blood of Christ, actually present in the eucharist, are manifested to the spirit. Not only was this kind of formula a continuing reflection of Erasmus’s stress on the centrality of the spiritual, but Bucer’s unceasing search for compromise formulae of agreement should be seen as mirroring his mentor Erasmus’s lifelong quest for peace.

Faith, Works and Salvation

In December 1524 Erasmus had written to Melanchthon, clearly seeing in him a kindred spirit against the over-zealous partisans on either side of the widening confessional divide. One of his loudest complaints concerned the way that Luther’s doctrine of justification – in effect, salvation – by faith alone, without depending on our good works, was tending in the direction of accepting God’s irresistible ordering of our fates: ‘What is the point of telling ignorant youths that … they cannot do right even if they try? That good works and merit are a meaningless fantasy? That free will is a mirage? That necessity makes everything happen in a set pattern and that people cannot do anything for themselves?’

By that point in time, Erasmus had already published, in September 1524, a defence of the freedom of the will. Erasmus was not trained as a theologian and his amateurish venturing into this highly technical area evoked Luther’s majestic assertion of the unfree will, of December 1525. In this, Luther showed that the captive will was not, as Erasmus implied, a mere matter of determinist ‘necessity’ but was a deduction from God’s saving providence, manifested in our faith in Christ crucified. Erasmus, on the other hand, was aware of Christ as saviour, but also presented Him as exemplar for our own efforts to secure merit through good work, especially those of charity.

Protestant Reformers – none more assertively than Calvin – generally fell into line behind Luther’s teachings on justification by faith alone, with its concomitants of predestination and the enslaved will. Zwingli, for example, followed Luther in confirming the possibility of only one ‘free will’ in the transaction between the Almighty and humanity. Either our wills are free and God’s restricted or His is free and ours necessarily shackled, for salvation comes out of the ‘free determination of the divine will concerning those who are to be made blessed’. That said, to understand Zwingli correctly, we must appreciate that his life’s work was carried out in the essentially communal life of a Swiss urban republic whose ethos was already impregnated with a humanist concern to transform and moralise society. This was not a fixation with how the individual was justified but with the way that the community was renovated, not with the process by which a monk was saved, but with the means through which a public was sanctified. It is true that in the course of the 1520s Zwingli’s theological studies grew increasingly driven by Luther’s highly persuasive thinking on the subject of justification by faith alone, making ethical endeavour to achieve it at best redundant. However, there remained a firm place in Zwingli’s thinking for a social gospel largely inherited from the Erasmian Christian humanist tradition, as re-shaped by Swiss societal realties and aspirations.

Few of the 16th-century reformers had such a powerful concern with education – itself an Erasmian obsession – as had Zwingli. In his work of 1523 on ‘The Education of Noble Youths’, Zwingli traced the way that the model Christian citizen – restrained, diligent, obedient in all due matters – was to be formed in the imitation of Christ. ‘It is the work of a Christian’, Zwingli wrote, ‘not to be able to utter great things upon the dogmas, but to render great and weighty services, by the help of God.’ In terms of relative emphasis, the official theories of the Zürich Church were Lutheran, but the social practice was Erasmian.

Practical tasks in running religiously reformed communities, especially urban ones, were indeed likely to require the articulation of this need for social ethics, as Bucer spelled out in his significantly entitled work of 1523, ‘One Should Not Live for Oneself Alone But for Others, and How to Go About It’ – a user manual for a Christian civic society. Indeed, in the 1530s Bucer’s theological writings on justification were adapted to provide a better basis for a Christianised society than justification by faith alone, without good works. Bucer’s unfolding concept of what has been termed ‘double justification’ set up a secondary, but nonetheless essential, phase of justification: following their initial clearance by God’s forgiveness, Christians were required for their full accreditation to carry out the mandates of the gospel, Christ being supplied by the Father as their model. Erasmus has come home, albeit in Lutheran clothing.

Melanchthon was not, in the same sense as were Bucer and Zwingli, the reformer of a city. He was, nevertheless, like them, also confronted with the tasks of bringing moral order to a political community of men, women and families, in his case Electoral Saxony from the mid-1520s onwards. And the challenge to the effect that Luther’s gospel of justification by faith alone without good works negated the need for the moral law, prodded Melanchthon into the direction of an ethical Lutheranism. It first put in a modest appearance in the 1530 Augsburg Confession, with the statement (in Article VII) that the human will had some ‘liberty’ – not a very Lutheran word in this context – to deliver a ‘civil righteousness’, and ‘to choose [my emphasis] such things as reason can reach to’. Subsequently, Melanchthon enlarged the scope and efficacy of righteous endeavour: in 1535 he wrote of ‘the necessity of good works for eternal life’, since ‘good works merit material and spiritual rewards’. In his engagement with Luther in the mid- 1520s over the freedom of the will Erasmus had fancifully linked the operation of God’s grace, which in classic Lutheranism was all-in-all, to the efforts of a child who wants to reach across a room to get to a proffered apple, grace being the necessary shove forward. For Melanchthon, the will mattered, and in the doctrine termed ‘synergism’ he evolved a concept, which was hateful to the guardians of Lutheran orthodoxy by which our volition cooperated with the Almighty’s disposition to kick-start the process of our redemption. Once more, the Erasmian moralistic imperative seemed vindicated.

Undoubtedly Erasmian thinking injected into Protestantism a concern with the actual validity of personal and social virtue which was not present in certain over-statements of Luther’s insistence on justification by faith alone ‘without the works of the law’. The Melanchthonian and Zwinglian and Bucerian were important, not least in English Protestantism, and helped carry over Erasmus’ insistence on the necessity for holiness into a new age.

Michael Mullett is Emeritus Professor of Religious and Cultural History at the University of Lancaster. He is the author of many books, including Luther (2004) and Calvin (2011), published by Routledge.

Issues to Debate

• In what ways were Bucer, Zwingli and Melanchthon important figures in the Reformation?

• How significant was the influence of Erasmus on these three reformers?

• Why was the eucharist such a controversial and divisive sacrament?

