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Humanist concepts had a profound impact on religion, as scholars began translating and reexamining biblical texts. Humanists not only challenged church teachings based on questionable interpretations of the Bible but also they also challenged the power that church officials held over the European people. The Protestant Reformation, aided by the mass production of pamphlets criticizing the Catholic Church, swept across Europe in the sixteenth century. At the same time, the Catholic Church was publicizing its own system of reforms, known as the Catholic Reformation. It could be said that the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Reformation were conducted in large part through published documents. Reformers released pamphlets calling for changes in church practices and teachings. Popes issued official orders implementing reforms and supporting church traditions. Leaders of both religions wrote inspirational texts, biblical studies, theological treatises, and position papers on controversial issues. Hundreds of these documents have survived into the twenty-first century, providing historians and general readers with a vivid account of the tumultuous Reformation era.

The Protestant Reformation was initiated in 1517 by Martin Luther, a German priest who was opposed to the Roman Catholic Church's practice of selling indulgences. He took action by posting a list of his grievances, titled "The Ninety-Five Theses or Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences" (now known as "The Ninety-Five Theses"), on the door of the church at Wittenberg University. This document was to transform life in Europe within a few brief decades. When Luther posted his theses he simply intended to start a formal debate. The debate never took place, but this document was immediately translated from Latin into German and distributed via the printing press elsewhere in Europe. Luther's ideas were soon promoted by other reformers. Among them was the Swiss preacher Huldrych Zwingli, who followed Luther in criticizing indulgences and then went on to attack other Catholic Church abuses. Zwingli presented sixty-seven theses, now known as "The Sixty-Seven Articles of Ulrich Zwingli," in which he offered solutions to major problems in the church.

Even in the earliest stage of the Protestant Reformation there was disharmony among reformers. Zwingli quickly abandoned Lutheranism and promoted his own brand of Protestantism. The French-born Swiss reformer John Calvin, who became the most influential Protestant leader, also did not agree with many of Luther's ideas. From his base in Basel, Switzerland, Calvin advocated an even stricter form of Protestantism called Calvinism. He wrote many works on his theological theories. Among the most influential was Ecclesiastical Ordinances, which Calvin used as the basis of a reorganized local church government in Basel in the mid-1500s.

The teachings of Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin were adopted in many parts of Europe, but they did not necessarily reflect the views of everyone who claimed to be a Protestant. In fact, new Protestant sects were constantly forming and reforming. One of the earliest and strongest sects was the Swiss Brethren, called the Anabaptists, a splinter group organized by former followers of Zwingli. Anabaptists were seen as a threat by both Protestants and Catholics, and they were suppressed wherever they settled. So many Anabaptists were executed that by the end of the sixteenth century they soon came to be regarded as martyrs. Shortly before being executed, a Dutch Anabaptist woman named Elizabeth wrote a letter containing spiritual guidance to her infant daughter.

