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How did the Catholic Church respond 
to the Reformation?

By the end of this section, you will have learned about 
the Reformation, and be able to answer the following 

key questions:

What was the Reformation and how did 
it begin?

What were the underlying causes of 
the Reformation?

The Reformation
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The medieval church

During the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church exerted 
enormous power in Europe.

By the time of the Renaissance, 
many Church officials were 
selling indulgences, or pardons 
for sins. Instead of doing 
penance, people could pay for 
their sins to be forgiven.

During the 14th and 15th centuries, Church officials grew 
increasingly corrupt. They amassed great wealth and often 
had wives and mistresses, which was against Church law.

Why do you think so few people spoke out against 
these corruptions?
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Martin Luther and the Reformation

How do new ideas spread today?



© Boardworks 20126 of 8

Causes of the Reformation
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The Catholic Reformation

Pope Paul III created a council of 
cardinals and bishops known as the 
Council of Trent. The Council met in 
three major sessions between 1545 
and 1563.

The Council’s goal was to stop the spread of Protestantism 
by defining Church law and disproving Protestant beliefs. 
It was part of the Catholic Reformation – a movement to 
reform and unify the Church to preserve its power.

The Council declared that only the Church’s interpretation of 
the Bible was legitimate and that one needed faith and good 
works to obtain salvation. It also banned the sale of 
indulgences for money.
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In contrast with this scholarly approach, Pope Paul IV issued 
the Index of Forbidden Books (1559), a list of texts 
condemned by the Church as heretical. As a result, tens of 
thousands of banned books were burned across Europe.

The Catholic Reformation

In 1521, a Catholic nobleman called Ignatius Loyola was 
injured in battle. During his recovery, he wrote a book 
advising individuals on morality and prayer.

In 1540, Pope Paul III recognized Loyola’s Society of Jesus, 
commonly known as the Jesuits. The Jesuits founded many 
schools and universities that combined humanist learning 
with Catholic theology. 

Do you think banning books is an effective way to 
keep an idea from spreading?
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