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A Prayer Before Study
St. Thomas Aquinas

O God, Creator of all things, true source of light and wisdom, 
graciously let a ray of your light penetrate the darkness of my 
understanding. Give me a keen intellect, a retentive memory, 
and the ability to grasp things correctly and fundamentally. 
Give me the talent of being exact in my explanations and the 
ability to express myself with thoroughness and charm. Point 
out the beginning, direct the progress, and perfect my work. 
We ask you this through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 



The Renaissance
A History of the Church



The Renaissance 
● The Renaissance was a cultural 

movement

● Renewed interest in going back to 

some of the writings, ideas, and 

styles of the ancient Greeks and 

Romans

● Interest in the natural sciences 

began blossom 

● New forms of art and music 

➔ It was an outgrowth to a great 

degree of the Middle Ages, an 

organic and natural development 

of Medieval culture

➔ The movement was strongly 

supported by the popes

➔ This is the era in which the 

Church commissioned works by 

famous artists like Michaelangelo, 

Raphael, etc., and famous works of 

music as well



Science, and the 
Galileo Affair

A History of the Church



Science, and the Galileo Affair
● Modern science was born, to a 

great degree, out of Medieval 

Christendom

● Although the Church supported 

the sciences, she was also on guard 

against those who would innovate 

against the teachings of the 

Church

● In the Galileo affair the danger 

perceived by the Church was false 

science opposing true theology

➔ Western civilization had accepted 

what is called a Ptolemaic view of 

the solar system, which had the 

earth motionless while the sun 

went around it

➔ In 1543, Nicholas Copernicus 

published a book arguing that the 

earth goes around the sun. His 

ideas met no resistance by the 

Church



Science, and the Galileo Affair (contd.)
● By the time of Galileo, the Church 

had been dealing with the 

Protestant Reformation for a 

century 

● Galileo fell under the suspicion of 

the Church when he began to 

advocate for heliocentrism and 

argue for alternative readings of 

Scripture to accommodate it

● The Church condemned Galileo's 

advocacy of heliocentrism 

➔ The Church would allow 

heliocentrism if it could  be 

scientifically demonstrated

➔ Once proven to the scientific 

community's satisfaction, the 

Church had no more problems 

with it



The Need for 
Reform

A History of the Church



A Need for Reform
● Corruption in the Church

● The Popes, even while doing many 

positive things for the Church and 

for the culture were worldly

● Lavish spending

● Secular interests

● Poor priestly formation and 

education

● The Church had been here before, 

and had promoted reform. 

➔ The Church called another 

ecumenical council which issued 

decrees on the reform of the 

Church

➔ The decrees weren’t followed up 

on, and corruptions were not 

adequately dealt with.



Martin Luther and 
the Protestant 
Reformation
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Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation
● The Protestant Reformation 

started in 1517 with the nailing of 

Martin Luther's Ninety-Five 

Theses to the Church door in 

Wittenberg in Germany

● He was always concerned about 

his salvation, fearful that he was 

not living with sufficient 

righteousness to warrant belief 

that he could be in good favor with 

God

➔ What eventually brought Luther a 

sense of relief was his reading of 

the Epistles of St. Paul

➔ Luther took Paul to mean that 

faith is accepted by God for us in 

place of our actually having to be 

righteous

➔ Justification by faith alone

➔ Luther also ended up saying some 

harsh things about free will



Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation (contd.)
● Luther became frustrated with the 

way some in the Church were 

promoting indulgences

● In protest to some of these 

practices, he drew up a paper 

containing ninety-five statements 

correcting errors

● Pope Leo X issued a papal bull 

condemning several errors in 

Luther's teaching

● Luther responded by publicly 

burning it

➔ He was called before an assembly 

--the Diet of Worms--and ordered 

to recant his errors.  He refused to 

do so, and was excommunicated.

➔ Luther's movement spread to 

many countries in Europe, 

eventually shattering the unity of 

Christendom and dividing it up 

into competing churches and 

traditions



Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation (contd.)
● It became apparent that Luther 

was out of accord with the official 

teachings of the Catholic Church 

in a number of areas.

● He decided to keep to his own 

interpretations of the Scripture 

and Christian faith

● Sola Scriptura vs. 

Scripture/Tradition/Magisterium

● So the followers of Luther became 

known as Lutherans

➔ Other Protestant Reformers: 

Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin

➔ The Reformation got going in 

England when King Henry VIII 

tried to get the Pope to grant an 

annulment with regard to his 

marriage to Catherine of Aragon

➔ Over time Protestants tended to 

see the Catholic Church (and 

papacy) as AntiChrist



The 
Counter-Reformation
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A Prayer Before Study
St. Thomas Aquinas

O God, Creator of all things, true source of light and wisdom, 
graciously let a ray of your light penetrate the darkness of my 
understanding. Give me a keen intellect, a retentive memory, 
and the ability to grasp things correctly and fundamentally. 
Give me the talent of being exact in my explanations and the 
ability to express myself with thoroughness and charm. Point 
out the beginning, direct the progress, and perfect my work. 
We ask you this through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 



The Counter-Reformation 
● The Catholic Church responded to 

the Protestant Reformation in a 

number of ways

● The Church responded positively 

to the legitimate call to reform, 

while at the same time 

condemning the heresies 

promoted by the Reformers

● Compare Luther and Erasmus 

● The Church's definitive response 

came in 1545-1563 with the 

Council of Trent

➔ Moral reforms, new programs to 

educate clergy, greater promotion 

of piety among the people, etc.

➔ Condemned the errors of the 

Protestant Reformers and affirmed 

authentic Catholic teaching 

(examples)

➔ Burst of energy from the Church 

in the form of new religious 

movements and saints
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Missions and the Treatment of Natives
● A period of intense and 

widespread missionary activity by 

the Church

● Along with the military and 

economic interests and 

motivations of Europeans, there 

were also religious motivations

● One of the pressing questions of 

this period was how Europeans 

should treat the peoples they 

encountered in their travels

➔ Condescending paternalism of the 

Europeans

➔ Missionaries protested the ill 

treatment of the natives and 

worked to protect them from 

exploitation

➔ Jesuits especially were very active 

in trying to spread the gospel in 

India, Japan, China, and other 

Asian countries



Missions and the Treatment of Natives (contd.)
● In the Americas, with the Spanish 

colonies and missions in 

particular, the question over the 

treatment of the natives led to a 

huge controversy

● Concern on the part of the Church 

that Europeans were not always 

acting justly towards the natives

● The Dominicans were at the 

forefront of this defense in the 16th 

century

➔ Even the word of the Popes failed 

to put an end to the debates over 

the nature and rights of the natives

➔ Spanish King Charles V called for 

a debate on the subject to be held 

at Valladolid in Spain

➔ Had the effect of making Spanish 

laws and policies somewhat more 

humane
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Toleration and Pluralism
● The Protestant Reformation had 

the effect of dividing a 

previously-united Christendom

● Now we had large groups of 

people, eventually multiple 

generations of them, who were 

living in Christian lands, claimed 

to be Christians, but held heretical 

views

● Created an unstable situation that 

led to an enormous amount of 

chaos and bloodshed

➔ Each nation's ruler would decide 

the religion of that nation

➔ People began advocating for more 

toleration for dissenting 

viewpoints within nations

➔ Pluralism made it so that more 

trouble would come from trying to 

use civil authority to oppose 

heresy than from tolerating it

➔ Religious pluralism, conflict, and 

toleration eventually gave birth to 

ideas that were more insidious
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The Enlightenment
● This period is a period of immense 

changes in the philosophical 

foundations and the structure of 

Western society

● We call this the era of "modernity" 

because it's our era

● The Church was  greatly 

challenged, and, as usual, this 

challenging led to great growth 

through the guidance and grace of 

the Spirit of God

➔ This period goes from around the 

early 1600s to around the early 

1900s

➔ The Enlightenment, in many ways, 

continued the fresh intellectual 

movement that was the 

Renaissance

➔ The Enlightenment will come to 

have two versions or 

expressions--a Christian one and 

an Agnostic one



Enlightenment Philosophers
● René Descartes (1596-1650): a 

perfect model of the 

Enlightenment--questioning 

everything, even things previously 

recognized as proved

● Many of the great Enlightenment 

thinkers were strongly Christian - 

John Locke (1632-1704); George 

Berkeley (1685-1753)

● Others not so much - David Hume 

(1711-1776); Voltaire (1694-1778); 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)



Enlightenment Politics
● The Enlightenment came to favor, 

typically, a "social contract" sort of 

view of the foundations of civil 

authority

● The people delegate that authority 

to rulers who run the society

● Agnostic strains of the social 

contract came to have elements in 

them that were not so congenial to 

the Catholic worldview

➔ My desires constitute the ultimate 

basis of morality, and so my 

desires--my consent--forms the 

only basis for any obligation I 

might have to obey civil authority

➔ The Catholic worldview cannot 

accept this Naturalistic theory of 

morality and civil authority

➔ The "social contract" idea can end 

up taking very different forms 



A New, Secular--Religiously Neutral?--Society
● The idea of the people as having 

the ultimate authority in civil 

affairs has led to many revolutions 

over the past few hundred years

● The American Revolution was 

friendly towards Christianity, 

while the French Revolution was 

very aggressively and violently 

anti-Christian

● The two revolutions were similar 

in that they attempted to create 

"secular" societies

➔ The United States is officially 

neutral in matters of religion

➔ The secularization of the United 

States became an inspiration to 

many other nations to varying 

degrees and in various ways, and 

over the next few centuries secular, 

Agnostic attitudes became very 

influential in much of Western 

civil society



Modernity & the 
Church’s 
Response
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Agnosticization of Western Culture
● Over the centuries between the 

1600s and the 1900s, secular 

Agnosticism continued to become 

more and more influential and 

pervasive

● It pervaded the natural sciences, 

philosophy, biblical studies, and all 

other areas of education

● Agnostic thinking spread to a great 

degree by infiltrating the thinking 

of people who often did not think 

of themselves as Agnostic

➔ Thinking in terms of dichotomies 

between facts, knowledge, reason, 

science, and objectivity on the one 

hand, and faith, belief, religion, 

feelings, and subjectivity on the 

other

➔ Even theology was affected by this 

Agnosticization

➔ An important political effect: the 

tendency to consider the State 

absolute and to refuse to recognize 

the authority of the Church



The Church Responds
● The Church reacted strongly by 

clearly condemning the tenets of 

the new Agnostic philosophy and 

the applications of that philosophy 

in religion, morality, education, 

politics, etc

● Pope Pius IX (1846 - 1878) released 

in 1864 a Syllabus of Errors

● Pope Leo XIII (1878 - 1903) 

published numerous encyclicals 

attacking Agnostic trends

➔ Pope Pius X vigorously 

condemned the idea that the State 

could declare its independence 

from God and the Church



Vatican I
● The Church came to the 

conclusion in the 19th century that 

the errors opposing true Catholic 

doctrine had grown so great and 

prevalent that it was time to 

respond to them formally by 

means of an ecumenical council

● Two questions: The fundamental 

nature of the Catholic faith and 

the relation between faith and 

reason, and the infallibility and 

supreme authority of the Pope

➔ Called in 1868 by Pope Pius IX and 

went on through 1870

➔ Turbulent times - This was the 

period of the Franco-Prussian 

War, and there was also a push 

within Italy to unify the entirety of 

Italy into one nation, with Rome as 

the capital

➔ Pius IX called for a temporary 

adjourning of the council

➔ Wasn't actually formally closed 

until 1960



Vatican I (contd.)
● Before the council had adjourned, 

it had already approved two 

Dogmatic Constitutions dealing 

with faith and reason and papal 

supremacy and infallibility

● Vatican I affirmed strongly the 

objectivity of the Catholic faith

● Put forward strong, definitive 

about the pope and his infallibility 

in matters of faith and morals

● Quashed any remaining 

conciliarism in the Church

➔ The "Old Catholic" movement

➔ Not all the bishops wanted the 

Church to make the decree

➔ Once the decree had been made, 

all the bishops unanimously 

assented to it and agreed with it

➔ In the Church's teaching, the Pope 

and the Church as a whole have 

equal and indeed the same 

authority.  One is not higher than 

the other



Catholic Social Teaching
● The great societal changes of the 

nineteenth century and continuing 

into the twentieth century led to a 

great deal of growth in the 

Church's teaching on social 

matters

● Pope Leo XIII articulated values 

and principles, based in revelation 

and Church moral teaching, that 

directly applied to new social 

challenges

➔ Rerum Novarum, "On the 

Condition of Labor", given in 1891, 

inaugurated this modern period of 

"Catholic social teaching"

➔ Key principles of modern Catholic 

social teaching include recognition 

of the fundamental dignity of 

human persons, the central 

importance of the common good, 

solidarity among all, the universal 

destination of goods, and 

subsidiarity



Dialogue and Doctrinal Development
● The Church began to engage in 

fruitful dialogue with the new 

circumstances and ideas of 

modernity

● Developed a deeper appreciation 

for the important values of 

religious freedom and liberty of 

conscience

● Growth occurred in the area of the 

Church's attitude toward the 

salvation of non-Catholics and 

non-Christians

➔ The Church was led by the Spirit 

to further develop and put more 

emphasis on various nuances in 

her teaching and in her 

relationships with the people of 

the world



The Oxford Movement and John Henry Newman
● An important movement occurred 

in the Anglican world during our 

time period - the Oxford 

Movement

● A revival of Catholic ideas and 

forms of worship within the 

Anglican Church, an attempt to 

"de-Protestantize" it and move it 

back in the direction of the 

historic Catholicism of the Church 

of England

➔ Some of the members of this 

movement ended up coming into 

full communion with Rome and 

the Catholic Church, the most 

prominent of them being St. John 

Henry Newman

➔ Newman ended up making a 

significant contribution to 

Catholic life and thought



Catholicism in the United States
● There were very few Catholics in 

the thirteen English colonies, but 

there were some

● After the war for independence, 

the Holy See established an 

"Apostolic Prefecture" (basically a 

pre-diocese mission establishment) 

in the new nation, and in 1789 this 

was elevated to become the first 

diocese in the United States, the 

Diocese of Baltimore

➔ The first Bishop of Baltimore was 

John Carroll

➔ In the mid-1800s the Catholic 

population swelled rapidly, partly 

due to immigration 

➔ This influx of Catholics posed a 

challenge to the culture of the 

United States

➔ Catholicism had come to stand for 

all that a Protestant society found 

frightening and distasteful



Catholicism in the United States (contd.)
● Many Americans were concerned 

that Catholics could not embrace 

the American ideals of religious 

and civil liberty

● Catholics could recognize the 

value of toleration in society and 

of working together with people of 

other viewpoints to create and 

preserve the most just society 

possible given the pluralism of the 

modern Western world. 

➔ The American Catholic Church of 

the 19th century with regard to 

issues of slavery and race was out 

of step with Catholic teaching

➔ Many American Church leaders 

refused to oppose American 

domestic slavery and tried to 

rationalize ways of understanding 

papal teaching that would allow 

them to continue what they were 

doing


