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century. On that occasion, a thorough reconsideration of the effects of post-World War II 

reeducation and cultural exchange programs in light of German reunification seems to be 

especially important and appropriate. 

 

Jürgen Heideking/Jürgen Herbst. 

 

 

 

E. "The Reformation in Germany and Europe: Interpretations and Issues." 

Washington, D.C., September 25–30,1990. Conveners: Scott Hendrix, Heinz Schilling, 

Hartmut Lehmann. 

 

From September 25–30, the Society for Reformation Research and the Verein für 

Reformationsgeschichte held their first joint congress in the form of a symposium, "The 

Reformation in Germany and Europe: Interpretations and Issues," co-sponsored and 

hosted by the German Historical Institute in Washington, D.C. The multi-facetted 

program reflected the diverse memberships and research interests of both groups. 

Especially gratifying was the opportunity for several colleagues from the eastern part of 

Germany to participate freely for the first time in decades in a gathering of German and 

North American scholars of the Reformation. Conveners were Scott Hendrix for the 

Society, Heinz Schilling for the Verein, and Hartmut Lehmann for the Institute. 

The richness of the program, which contained thirty-nine papers, numerous insightful 

comments, four public lectures, as well as many opportunities for informal discussion, 

prohibits detailed discussion of each paper on each panel. The first day's papers, 

however, set the stage for further discussion by addressing the question of the "Unity of 

the Reformation?" The very manner in which the issue was framed, as a question, 

indicated that the papers would reach little agreement. The principle point of agreement 

was that the Reformation, like many of its individual manifestations such as anti-

clericalism, was protean. As Mark Edwards (Harvard Divinity School) stressed in his 

paper, "The Many Luthers of the Vernacular Press," both reader and popularizer 

("representer") invested Luther's teachings (and those of other reformers or counter-

reformers) with their own context. The dialectical relationship of reader and text, of 

individual and experience leads inexorably toward a diversity of experience and calls into 

question the usefulness of a concept such as the unity of the Reformation. 

The second day of the symposium was devoted to the theologians, to the "Theology 

of the Reformation." Approaches as varied as an exegesis of Thomas Aquinas', Martin 

Bucer's, and John Calvin's commentaries on Romans 9 (David Steinmetz, Duke Divinity 

School); the "ring of faith" 
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image in art, stressing that God's promise will be fulfilled (Derk Visser, Ursinus College); 

the foreign policy considerations in the decision by south German free cities to "turn 

Lutheran" (James M. Kittelson, Ohio State); and the centrality of justification by faith 

alone to all reformers (Martin Brecht, Münster) and the Schriftprinzip to John Wycliff 

and others (Gustav Adolf Benrath, Mainz) all illustrate the manifold directions in which a 

focus on theology leads Reformation researchers. 

The third day of the conference was devoted to "The Reformation and the Common 

People," and discussion revolved largely around the thesis of the Gemeindereformation 

expounded by Peter Blickle (Bern). Tom Scott (Liverpool) in particular advanced a 

critique from both ends; within the communes, reform strivings aimed more at ecclesia 

than doctrina, at reform of the secular behavior of the church rather than doctrine; 

moreover, absence of a full-fledged reform of doctrine does not necessarily mean a 

failure of the reform, but rather can mean that the clergy had been domesticated without a 

Reformation, and that thus the goals had been successfully achieved. Most agreed that the 

communal reformation was a salient strand in the tangle of motives for Reformation, 

perhaps even the most salient strand, but that it cannot be made to serve as the sole 

explanation for the phenomenon. New methodologies must bring new sensitivities, and a 

pre-Foucault view of the Gemeinde can overemphasize the constitutional to the neglect of 

the cultural-symbolic significance of Reformation. 

Merry Wiesner-Hanks (Wisconsin-Milwaukee) and Grethe Jacobsen (Copenhagen) 

spoke on the ambivalent meaning of the "Reformation of the Women." More examples 

exist of attempts to impose reforms upon women than of women being given the 

opportunity to carry out their programs of reformation. Both adduced evidence that while 

men thought of women as a sex, women saw themselves as a gender, in a role imposed 

upon them by society. 

Friday, September 28, saw the treatment of "The Cultural Significance of the 

Reformation." Topics as diverse as the impact of the Reformation upon the nobilities of 

Germany (H. C. Erik Midelfort, Virginia), the impact of Max Weber upon Reformation 

scholarship (Hartmut Lehmann, German Historical Institute), and popular religiosity in 

Lutheran almanacs (Robin Barnes, Davidson College) and Catholic testamentary requests 

for masses for the deceased (connecting changes with the price revolution of the 16th 

century) (Carlos M. N. Eire, Virginia) showed how far new methodologies and 

conceptualizations reach. 

The symposium concluded on Saturday, September 29, with an examination of "The 

Reformation and Politics." The speakers stressed that the decision by a ruler to introduce 

the Reformation was inherently, even primarily, a political one, and the consequences 

varied according to  
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the political constellation at hand. Lutheran princes or cities in Germany had more room 

to maneuver than did Calvinists in France in how they approached the state and state 

authority. Even Calvin faced political struggles both within and without the structure of 

the church before he established his system in Geneva. Finally, the confessionalization of 

religion played an important role in the formation of the modern state-system over the 

course of the 17th century. 

Throughout the conference, participants enjoyed the helpful assistance of the staff of 

the Institute and the sights and opportunities of Washington, D.C. Particular highlights 

were a visit to the Folger Shakespeare Library and a concert with works by Johann 

Sebastian Bach in the United Church of Washington on Friday evening. 

Papers from the conference will be published by the Society and the Verein in a 

special number of their journal, Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte. 

 

Kenneth F. Ledford. 


