
Francia-Recensio 2013/2
Frühe Neuzeit – Revolution – Empire (1500–1815)

Damien Tricoire, Mit Gott rechnen. Katholische Reform und Politisches Kalkül in 
Frankreich, Bayern und Polen-Litauen, Göttingen (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht) 
2013, 460 S. (Religiöse Kulturen im Europa der Neuzeit, 1), ISBN 978-3-525-31018-
2, EUR 79,95.

rezensiert von/compte rendu rédigé par
Robert Bireley, SJ, Chicago

The author sets out here to clarify how religious considerations influenced politics in the confessional age, 

and he sees this as happening in a manner that is usually overlooked by historians. This he attempts to do 

with regard to two kingdoms, France and Poland-Lithuania, and the imperial principality of Bavaria. In each 

case policy was formed with an eye to what God wanted; the ruler had to take into consideration the 

promises and expectations of God, in other words »to reckon with God«. The historiography of the Thirty 

Years War, according to the author, has usually tried to distinguish between religious and political 

motivation in the principal actors. This is a dead end. Though they were separate, there was no opposition 

between the religious and the political. They went hand in hand. What peculiarly characterized political 

decisions of the period was not that they were politically or religiously motivated but that they were based 

to a degree on the calculated intervention of heaven. Applying an approach from the history of religions, 

the author follows Jean Delumeau in asserting that fear and anxiety characterized late medieval and early 

modern religion including Jesuit spirituality up to about 1600. It condemned  the world and looked to the 

imminent coming of its end. Only in the later sixteenth century did the Catholic Reform properly begin as 

an attempt to overcome this eschatalogical anxiety; so the Council of Trent was marginal to the Catholic 

Reform. Functionally the Catholic Reform was the equivalent of the Protestant Reformation that in its own 

way aimed at the same relief of anxiety. This Catholic Reform stressed the universality of a divine 

hierarchy of love, a bond between heaven and earth mediated through the ruler for which the author uses 

the term »hierarchical universalism«. Optimism prevailed regarding the salvation of souls. This 

universalism found expression especially in the cult of the angels, adoration of the Eucharist, and Baroque 

art but above all in the cult of Mary to whom the rulers formally consecrated all three states during this 

period in the hope of securing her powerful intercession. Prior to 1600, the author writes, Mary was 

normally portrayed as the Sorrowful Mother or the Mother of Mercy whereas after 1600 she was usually 

represented as the victorious Queen of Heaven or Queen of the Angels, Mary Immaculate. This 

universalism took on basically the same form in all three countries though there were differences 

particularly in the degree of its penetration into the social classes and in its geographical extent. So it was 

weakest in Poland-Lithuania where there never developed a consensus on the demands of God.

This hierarchical model produced two fundamental political consequences. It strengthened the position of 

the ruler, if only briefly in Poland-Lithuania, in that it intensified his political legitimacy and sacralized his 

rule, and it made demands on him. Essential for his political success was his personal virtue and the just 
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government he was expected to exercise over his subjects. It also often required that the ruler with the 

help of divine aid take up arms to defend the interests of the church and to advance its cause. This led to 

an exaggerated estimation of the state’s capacity in Bavaria and Poland-Lithuania, and so to a fatal 

overreach in both. Much of the book then attempts to show how this model worked out in the author’s 

three examples, with less space devoted to Bavaria than to France and Poland-Lithuania. The author 

argues that in France in the disagreements between the dévots and the bons français in the 1620’s and 

1630’s and in the two Frondes between 1648 and 1653 both sides operated from the model of 

universalism that he has outlined. The Catholic Reform then reached its fulfillment in the reign of Louis 

XIV. In his long, excessively detailed treatment of Poland-Lithuania the author contends that opposition 

always existed to the universalism and that misplaced reliance on God’s providence in wars with the 

Swedes, the Russians, and the Turks eventually brought down the monarchy with the abdication of John 

Casimir and the end of the Vasa dynasty in 1668. At the time of the Edict of Restitution in 1629 Maximilian 

of Bavaria was drawn to act beyond his capacity by a misplaced confidence in divine assistance, and this 

fatal decision encouraged the invasion of the Swedes and the reverse of the whole course of the Thirty 

Years war.

We need to think still more about the terms we use to designate the Catholicism of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries and the phases in its development. The author makes a valid point if we understand 

that the period around 1600 marks a significant landmark in the evolution of the Catholic Reform. But the 

nature of that landmark requires further investigation. Heinz Schilling has contended that a new militance 

characterized all the confessions about this time. One might also consider a distinction proposed by this 

writer between a religious war fought to defend or expand religious interests and a holy war fought at the 

alleged behest of God. Furthermore, it is hard to locate at this point, it seems to me, a widespread 

transition from a religion of fear, anxiety, and otherworldliness that supposedly characterized the late 

Middle Ages and the sixteenth century to one of love and world-affirmation. Nor can one simply date the 

Catholic Reform from around 1600. Many scholars today would see it as beginning even before 1517, and 

others would prefer the term Early Modern Catholicism to Catholic Reform.

This is a difficult book. It does provide insights but much of the argument fails to persuade at least without 

further refinement. The reader is advised to read the conclusion first where the author summarizes his 

argument at some length. The book contains indices of persons and places but an analytical index would 

have been useful for such a complicated book.
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