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Were women integral to the Protestant Reformation? 
Students will read each of the following sources and answer the questions for analysis that go with each 
source as well.  
 
Overview [Modified]  

Women's religious zeal did not evaporate with the Reformation. On the contrary, they 
responded to the new theology with the same eagerness as men, within the conditions under 
which they were exposed to it. The changes in religious practices and the shifts in theological 
emphases involved women as well as men. The reformers' teaching reached men and women via 
worship, sermons and hymns in particular, and through art and renewed religious practices, as 
well as books and pamphlets, personal contacts and "conversations at the table or by the well." In 
all the communication, however, the vision about the options for women's participation 
remained limited. Most importantly, women were not encouraged to participate in public 
conversation, church leadership or theological work. Women's participation in religious life and 
their spiritual development were to be channeled mainly through their homes and domestic 
vocations. The pastors' wives were to become the embodiments of women's domestic vocations 
as their husbands' domestic associates; their calls often included expanded responsibilities as 
managers of the first parsonages that became centers of cultural life, as well as gathering places 
for many a religious (or social) occasion. Even pastors' wives were excluded from the pulpit, 
however. 

 
Stjerna03/01/2012, Kirsi. “Women and Theological Writing during the Reformation.” Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in America. Accessed November 16, 2022. https://www.elca.org/jle/articles/160. 	  Commented [1]: This is just the right length and 
scope for an intro. Good choice. 
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Document A: Letter of Protest to the University of Ingolstadt, 1523 [Modified] 
Letter written by female Reformer Argula von Grumbach protesting against the arrest of Arsacius 
Seehofer for teaching Lutheran ideas.   
 
To the honorable Rector and all the Faculty of the University of Ingolstadt: When I heard what 
you had done to Arsacius Seehofer under terror of imprisonment and the stake, my heart 
trembled and my bones quaked. What have Luther and Melanchthon taught, save the Word of 
God? You have condemned them. You have not refuted them. Where do you read in the Bible 
that Christ, the apostles, and the prophets imprisoned, banished, burned or murdered anyone? 
You tell us we must obey the magistrates. Correct. But neither the pope, nor the Kaiser, nor the 
princes have any authority over the Word of God. I am not unacquainted with the word of Paul 
that women should be silent in church [1 Tim. 1:2] but, when no man will or can speak, I am 
driven by the word of the Lord when he said, “He who confesses me on earth, him will I confess 
and he who denies me, him will I deny” [Matt 10, Luke 9], and I take comfort in the words of the 
prophet Isaiah [3:12], “I will send you children to be your princes and women to be your rulers.” 
You seek to destroy all of Luther’s works. In that case you will have to destroy the New 
Testament, which he has translated. In the German writings of Luther and Melanchthon I have 
found nothing heretical, and there is a goodly number of Luther’s works of which Spalatin has 
sent me a list. Even if Luther should recant, what he has said would still be the Word of God. I 
would be willing to come and dispute with you in German and you won’t need to use Luther’s 
translation of the Bible. You have the key of knowledge and you close the kingdom of heaven. 
But you are defeating yourselves. The news of what has been done to this lad of 18 has reached 
us and other cities in such a short time that soon it will be known to all the world. The Lord will 
forgive Arcasius, as he forgave Peter, who denied his master, though not threatened by prison 
and fire. I send you not a woman’s ranting, but the Word of God.  
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. How does she compare Lutheran beliefs and actions to those of the Catholics?  
 
 
 

2. How does she defend Martin Luther?  
 
 
 
 

3. What does she say about women? 	  

Commented [2]: The passage is a great choice. This 
is a good question though I interpret the passage to be 
more about actions (arrest, torture, murder) than of 
beliefs. 
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Document B: Defending Clerical Marriage – Katharina Schütz Zell (1524) [Modified]  
Katharina Schütz Zell was a female Reformer whose letters were infamous for deeming the Catholic clergy 
as hypocrites. Her letters were printed and distributed around Strasbourg.  
 
They [the Catholic clergy] also reject the marriage of priests, although it is taught in Holy 
Scripture, in both the Old and New Testaments, in clear, plain language, so that even children 
and fools could read and understand it, as I have shown.  
 
Why, speaking of marriage, do they stand so firmly against it, as though they intended to spite 
God and suppress it by force? There are two reasons. The first is that the members of the clergy 
would not get so much whoring tax from married couples as from whores and rascals. If a priest 
has a wife, he behaves like any burgher, and he pays the bishop no tax for it, since God has 
allowed him to be free. If they have whores, however, they become bondsmen to the popes and 
bishops. Whoever wants one, must ask and get the bishop's permission and pay a tax for it. So 
the latter have devised an annual payment which, poor or rich, the priest must pay, just like one 
who leases land from another and pays an annual rent for it, that's what they do.  
 
God, however, established marriage for all men in the initial act of creation, and no one has been 
exempted from it and it is also expressly recommended for priests. What God thus desires, they 
wish to condemn, punish, and forbid for all of those who come under their power. But the 
whoredom, they do not punish, and have never punished it but rather protected it. Yes, 
clergymen and laymen have formed an alliance to struggle violently against God. Oh, the 
blindness of the rulers, how do you look to one another, [you] who should be dedicated to 
everything honorable? 
 
The second reason  is that if the priests have wives, they cannot exchange them among 
themselves, as they do with the whores. If the priests could honorably marry, they could preach 
from the pulpit more effectively against adultery. Otherwise, how can they condemn that in 
which they themselves are stuck. If, however, a priest had a wife, and if he did something bad, 
people would know how to punish him.  
 

“Defending Clerical Marriage.” GHDI. Accessed November 16, 2022. https://ghdi.ghi-
dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=4332.  
 

Questions for Analysis: 
1. How does the clergy view marriage according to Zell? 

 
 
 

2. Does the idea of a tax seem hypocritical? Why?  
 
 
 

3. What is Zell’s main argument? 	  

Commented [3]: I'll be interested to see how 
students react to this. It's the actions of men she is 
condemning but she can't seem to avoid attacking 
women to do so. 
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Document C: A Very Useful Epistle by a Christian Woman of Tournai, 1539 [Modified]  
Written by Marie Dentière, a Genevan Reformer, this letter addressed to Marguerite de Navarre called for 
women to be included in the church.  
 
For what God has given you and revealed to us women, no more than men should we hide it 
and bury it in the earth.  And even though we are not permitted to preach in public in 
congregations and churches, we are not forbidden to write and admonish one another in all 
charity.  Not only for you, my Lady, did I wish to write this letter, but also to give courage to 
other women detained in captivity, so that they might not fear being expelled from their 
homelands, away from their relatives and friends, as I was, for the word of God.  And 
principally for the poor little women wanting to know and understand the truth, who do not 
know what path, what way to take, in order that from now on they be not internally tormented 
and afflicted, but rather that they be joyful, consoled, and led to follow the truth, which is the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ…For until now scripture has been so hidden from them.  No one dared to 
say a word about it, and it seemed that women should not read or hear anything in the holy 
scriptures.  That is the main reason, my Lady, that has moved me to write to you, hoping in God 
that henceforth women will not be scorned as in the past. 
 

Epistle to Marguerite de Navarre & Preface to a Sermon by John Calvin, ed. & trans. Mary 
McKinley.  University of Chicago Press, 2004, 6. 

 
Questions for Analysis:  

1. What is the tone of this letter? 
 
 
 

2. What does she hope for women?  
 
 
 
 

3. Does she blame women? Does she blame men? 	  
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Document D: Letter Addressing Women by Marie Dentière, 1539 [Modified]  
 
“Therefore, if God has given grace to some good women, revealing to them by His Holy 
Scriptures something holy and good, should they hesitate to write, speak, and declare it to one 
another because of the defamers of truth? Ah, it would be too bold to try to stop them, and it 
would be too foolish for us to hide the talent that God has given us, God who will give us the 
grace to persevere to the end. Some might be upset because this is said by a woman, believing 
that this is not appropriate for her, since women are made for pleasure. But I pray you to not be 
offended; you must not think that I do this from hatred or from rancor. I do this only to edify my 
neighbor, seeing him in such great, horrible darkness… No man could be able to expose it 
enough. How, therefore, will a woman do it?” 
 

Lafbwad. “Marie Dentiere-the Woman on the Reformation Wall.” Beautiful Womanhood, October 
30, 2017. https://ladiesagainstfeminism.com/2017/10/29/marie-dentiere-the-woman-on-the-
reformation-wall/. 

Questions for Analysis:  
1. Briefly summarize her letter to get a better understanding of what she wrote.  

 
 
 
 

2. Is she angry at men or seemingly sympathetic?  
 
 
 
 

3. How does Marie view God?	  
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Document E: Poem by Anne Askew, 1545 [Modified]  
Anne Askew was a Reformer jailed and tortured for her Luthean beliefs and teachings. She wrote this poem 
while in jail. She would be executed in 1546.  
 
Like as the armed knight  
Appointed to the field, 
With this world will I fight 
And Faith shall be my shield. 
 
Faith is that weapon strong 
Which will not fail at need. 
My foes, therefore, among 
Therewith will I proceed. 
 
As it is had in strength 
And force of Christes way 
It will prevail at length 
Though all the devils say nay 
 
I now rejoice in heart 
And Hope bid me do so 
For Christ will take my part 
And ease me of my woe. 
 
More enemies now I have 
Then hairs upon my head. 
Let them not me deprave 
But fight thou in my stead. 
 
On thee my care I cast. 
For all their cruel spight 
I set not by their haste 
For thou art my delight. 
 
I saw a rial throne 
Where Justice should have sit 
But in her stead was one 
Of moody cruel wit. 
 
Absorpt was righteousness 
As of the raging flood 

Commented [4]: I love this. The Virago was a 
common theme in early Christianity. I'm not surprised 
to see it emerge in the Reformation like this. 
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Sathan in his excess 
Suct up the guiltless blood. 
 
Then thought I, Jesus lord, 
When thou shalt judge us all 
Hard is it to record 
On these men what will fall. 
Yet lord, I thee desire 
For that they do to me 
Let them not taste the hire 
Of their iniquity. 
 

Crowther, David. The history of england, May 27, 2020. 
https://thehistoryofengland.co.uk/resource/anne-askew-martyr-and-author/. 
 

Questions for Analysis:  
1. What is the overall message and tone of her poem? 

 
 
 

2. Is she hopeful for her cause? 
 
 
 
 

3. Were women integral to the Protestant Reformation?  
 

 
 
 
 

Commented [5]: Great job overall on the lesson 
plan!  
 
I think the sources demonstrate the extent to which 
women were involved in the Reformation. Whether or 
not they were "integral" is a bit different. I might be 
splitting hairs. I can imagine someone claiming the 
Reformation would have succeeded with or without 
women's participation. 


