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Chapter 8
Reform Lost
and Regained:

Lateran V (1512-1517)
and Trent (1545-1563)

The sixteenth century witnessed two general councils. Lateran V
was a long but fruitless meeting that ended just months before a
famous invitation to deal with the church’s real problems: Luther’s
95 Theses in 1517. Trent met nearly thirty years later in three sets of
sessions spread out from 1545 to 1563. At Trent, the Roman
church not only had to reexplain her own doctrines, but also deal
with the consequences of several centuries of failed attempts to
reform the church. More than at any other moment in the church’s
life, at Trent the church had to look at herself and recognize that the
troubles she faced were partially her own fault. It was a moment as
critical in the church’s life as the challenge to write doctrinal creeds
had been for the general councils of the first millennium.
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Reform Lost and Regained

the fathers and/or general councils and/or papal decrees? How
many sacraments are there, what do they mean, and what do they
do? Who decides these matters and on what grounds do they base
their explanation? How should the church run herself and cele-
brate her beliefs liturgically?

Trent

With such a major challenge taking place on such a large
scale, why did it take almost three decades after Luther’s first steps
in 1517 for Trent to start meeting? The Protestant desire for a
council dampened Catholic enthusiasm because the Roman
church did not want to look like she was giving in to her critics.
Protestants wanted everyone, clergy and lay, to participate in a
council; they sought the backing of secular powers to establish
one, preferably in Germany. Moreover, Lutherans and other
Protestants believed Christians could call a council on their own
and did not want papal interference. They also knew popes would
not readily call a council because the papal curia comprised one of
the main elements in the church needing an overhaul. It was also
true that not every pope in this period was happy with the idea of a
general council, however much it was needed. This may have been
because conciliarism’s challenge to papal authority had dovetailed
with the Protestant attack on the very concept of the papacy.

A Catholic council had to deal with this unprecedented con-
text and face some basic and crucial questions about the church’s
life. Eventually, after some hesitant steps and objections, the
organizers selected the city of Trent, which was then on imperial
soil but today is in northeast Italy (near modern Switzerland and
Austria). Finally, the long awaited and extremely essential Catholic
general council would meet both to take up problems that pre-
dated the Protestants and to respond to the developments in Chris-
tianity since Luther opened the floodgates of questions for the
Roman Catholic Church.

Trent met in three stages: 1545 through 1548, 1551 through
1552, and 1562 through 1563. There are many reasons for this
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said the church, in particular the top of her hierarchy, should over-
see scriptural interpretation and that individual Christians could
not interpret scripture on their own.

The Catholic position also held that the church’s authority
rested not only on scripture, but also on tradition. This tradition
included the writings of the fathers, papal statements, and concil-
iar documents—all guided by the Holy Spirit. The Catholic idea of
authority relied on the church’s hierarchy as the agent having the
right and power to decide what was to be included and excluded
from scripture and tradition. Catholics believed this teaching
authority had been handed down to the hierarchy over the cen-
turies in an unbroken succession. That line of succession started
with the apostles and moved through the fathers and bishops up
to, and including, the members of the Council of Trent.

From these starting points concerning the authority of scrip-
cure and tradition as interpreted by the Catholic hierarchy, Trent
began with the basics. The delegates issued a creed very early on, in
1546, which repeated the ancient formulas set down by the fathers
at Nicaea I in 325 and Constantinople Iin 381. Throughout the
rest of its documents and especially its doctrinal statements, Trent
always made sure it demonstrated its own authority and the
sources of that authority. The fathers at Trent did so by continually
stressing that their teachings rested on scripture and tradition,
especially as that tradition was found in—and handed down by—
the fathers and the councils.

Because of the central importance the word of God played in
the Protestant reformations and the Catholic responses, Trent
curned to the Latin, or Vulgate, Bible. After listing the books of the
Vulgate Bible, Trent called for a fresh version of the Latin text. But
the fathers at Trent also made a point of saying only the Roman
church, not individual Christians, could interpret that Bible with
final authority.

The second major issue for Trent stemmed from the first: the
bishops’ teaching authority as members of the church’s hierarchy.
The subject had particular importance in light of the Protestant

questioning of the offices of bishop and pope. This context resulted
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