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If someone with no prior knowledge of the climate of the time period of the Council of

Trent (1545-1563) began his research into it, he will undoubtedly find that that this Council was

called in response to many misunderstandings, misappropriations, and often outright heretical

proclamations  of  the  Church's  teaching  of  the  day,  especially  in  light  of  the  Protestant

Reformation. Because of the inseparable connection between the “cause” and the “effect,” I find

it necessary to search for the heresies which provoked the responses and clarifications which

were established by the Council. Therefore, I will  first provide a bit  of a background of the

Protestant  Reformation  (including  the  foundational  assumptions  of  the  Reformers),  then

introduce  some of  the problems raised by Reformers  related to  the Sacraments of Initiation

(Baptism, Confirmation, and the Eucharist), and finally I will look at what the Council of Trent

says about those Sacraments in response to the erroneous and heretical teachings of the day.

One of the most important aspects underlying the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century

(and continues to be a foundational aspect of Protestantism to this day) lies in the very word

“protestant”: it is a “protest” against or “rejection” of authority. In the end, it basically bubbles

down to, “who are you to tell me what to do?” 

Of great importance to many of the Reformers was a certain “corruption of morals among

the clergy” which was not prevalent in the day, but it was more of a problem that “its toleration

was nearly universal” which “was precisely the point of danger.”1 The corruption seemed to span

a  variety  of  circumstances,  but  a  few  examples  are:  clerical  over-taxing,  disgruntled  and

outspoken monks (presumably unable to simply leave the monastery at will), and priests who

were “ill-fitted  to their  vows.”2 These unfortunate examples  (even occasionally found in the

1 Hilaire Belloc. How the Reformation Happened (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, Inc., 1954), 59.
2 Ibid., 76.
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papacy) gave the Reformers3 a foundation for a distrust in the hierarchy of the Church, which

would allow for a more fluid development of the Reformation based mainly on the point of

distrust of the hierarchy and its consequent inability to pronounce on matters of faith and morals. 

The result of a rejection of the Church's primacy in the proclamation of faith and morals is

the foundational principle of Protestant doctrine: sola fide – faith alone. Because they would not

look to the authority of the Church for the interpretation of God's revelation, then where did that

leave them? There had to  be  some unifying factor (i.e.,  unity in  belief,  a.k.a.,  doctrines  and

dogmas)4 found in revelation, but who was going to interpret it? If the Catholic Church was no

longer an option, then what else was there? The answer to this grows into the belief that a person

is not justified through those “doctrines and customs of all kinds connected only by the common

link that they stand for clerical power: confession, consecration, endowments, alms, and with

them 'Good deeds'–especially alms for the dead,”5,6 but through one's individual faith in God.

There is no need to recourse to an authority with the belief that I can be made righteous solely

through my faith in God (as I interpret this relationship through Scripture, the new and only rule

of faith).7

But, because the culture which most of Europe had grown up in was very Catholic, they

could not simply drop the practices (e.g., the Eucharist and its significance) with no repercussion,

so the crossover would eventually come to  be that  the “laity may continue to perform such

practices, to hold such doctrines without retaining a Priesthood.”8 But, as we can definitely see in

3 And also the general lay person, who would be aware of scandalous activity which would make it easier for that
person to distance himself from the Church because of the actions of Its representatives.

4 cf. next paragraph.
5 Belloc, 76.
6 “Thus, what has been made so much of, [Luther's] vagary on 'Justification by Faith alone,' had in its origins no

life in it, save that it went with, and proceeded from, a denial of priestly power.” Ibid., 81.
7 cf. Hubert Jedin, A History of the Council of Trent, vol. 1, trans. Dom Ernest Graf, O.S.B. (St. Louis: B. Herder,

1957), 184.
8 Belloc., 77.
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our day, without the authority of the Church (and, ultimately, the Pope) to preserve the teaching

of Christ and the Apostles, certain teachings gradually fall by the wayside, a situation which has

provided Hilaire Belloc (who wrote in the early 20th century) the opportunity to say: 

Since  men  could  not  be  expected  to  shed  at  once  the  religious  significance of  ten  centuries,  certain
fragments of irrational mood survived, but they were increasingly rationalised. The Eucharist was retained
as a form, but adversely discussed and more and more explained away. The Incarnation followed the same
road, until the awful figure of a God Apparent faded into that of a mild young man at a loss.9

The gradual dissolution  of  the  understanding of  the  Sacraments  was also  based on  the

Protestant  notion  of  justification  as  “faith  alone.”  Because  the  walk  of  faith  came  to  be

understood as a “me and God” type of relationship with the Bible as the “rule book” for how to

advance in this relationship, it soon followed that the Sacraments too, were to be efficacious only

according to the faith  of the person (which,  in turn,  would vary depending on said person's

interpretation of the Scriptures).10 It was no longer the  ex opere operato (“on its own power”)

understanding of the Sacraments, but the celebration of the Sacraments came to be more of a

purely ritual undertaking which simply affirms the faith that the recipient already declares. As

Liam Walsh, O.P., notes in his book, The Sacraments of Initiation, 

With some appeal to Augustine and other Fathers, sacraments was taken to mean sign. But what the rites are
signs of is not something contained within themselves but the promise contained in the word of God: they
are pledges added to the word of God, as a kind of visible guarantee that God is faithful to his promise ....
So the sacraments accompany the grace of justification. But what justifies is the word of promise received in
faith, not the sacrament.11

With regard to the Sacrament of Baptism, Luther proposed12 that, as far as the effects of

Baptism on original sin, concupiscence not only remained, but was a  sin. He tried to base his

thoughts and teachings on that of St. Paul and St. Augustine, who (in addition to St. Thomas

9 Belloc., 12.
10 “From now onwards Luther's supreme canon in matters of faith is Holy Scripture; only in so far as the decisions

of a Council are founded on it, or, more accurately, in so far as they agree with his interpretation of Scripture, is
he prepared to accept them [emphasis mine].” Jedin vol. 1, 186.

11 Liam G. Walsh, O.P., The Sacraments of Initiation: Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist (London: Geoffrey
Chapman, 1988), 36.

12 Possibly due to his life- and doctrine-changing interior struggle with sin, wherein he never felt as he had been
truly forgiven for them by God.
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Aquinas,  but  Luther  did  not  like  Aquinas)  generally  associated  the  human  reality  of

concupiscence with sin  (but,  as I will  demonstrate  later,  they did  so  only insofar  as it  is  a

weakness that is a result of Original Sin). 

This belief led to Luther's famous metaphor of man's state in relation to God as “snow-

covered dung.” Because we can never shake the “'invincible concupiscence,'”13 we are simply

people who are  literally always sinning, but as long as we hold our  faith in God and in the

redemptive acts of Jesus Christ to fight the evil in our hearts, we are justified. In Baptism, for

Luther, man was simply “snow-covered” (God's grace and redemptive acts in Jesus) “dung” (man

was not really freed or cleansed from Original Sin, only “cloaked” by God's grace). Luther took

this quite seriously by holding “that the baptismal grace cannot be lost, that sins committed after

baptism are remitted by the renewal of the faith of one's baptism [emphasis mine],”14 which again

holds up the “sacrament” of justification – faith alone. This would lead him to draw a metaphor

between the Christian life and the actual baptism of a Christian: the Christian life is a “'daily

baptism'” wherein the Christian remembers his prior commitment in the “'perpetual sacrament'”

of Baptism, recalling his faith for the remission of his sins.15 In the end, as will be the case with

all of the Sacraments which Luther recognized, “Baptism [is] a sign of the personal faith that

justified rather than as an act of God who justifies in and through the sacramental sign of faith.”16

In contrast to Baptism, the Sacrament of Confirmation – which had been practiced by the

Church up until this point in history – was quickly done away with. Luther “denied from the first

any sacramental character to Confirmation.”17 He viewed it merely as “'rites taken over from the

Fathers', 'without God's command and without a clear guarantee of grace' (Apologia Confessionis
13 Jedin vol. 2, 145.
14 Jedin vol. 2, 390.
15 Jedin vol. 2, 372.
16 Walsh, 83.
17 Jedin vol. 2, 372.
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Augustanae).”18 Since Luther did not believe that this was a Sacrament instituted by Christ (as he

believed to be evident in his interpretation of Scripture), it is a necessary result that the “indelible

mark” believed to be made on the soul by the Sacrament as the seal of the Holy Spirit  was

superfluous  and  just  another  remnant  of  Scholastic  distancing  from  the  “true  teaching”  of

Scripture.

Although the sacramental nature of  Confirmation  was already being denied,  Luther and

other Protestant reformers found themselves unable to immediately halt the practice of the ritual.

One  protesting  friend  of  Luther,  Philip  Melanchthon,  “disparaged  [the  Sacrament  of

Confirmation] by describing it  as an 'idle ceremony,'”19 while at the same time preserved the

actions of the rite, so that it could be “seen as a public profession of faith, to be made by those

who had been baptized  in  infancy; it  was  preceded by a  period of  more intensive study of

catechism, and was itself the immediate preparation for First Communion.”20

The final of the three Sacraments which we will look at from the eyes of the Reformers is

the  Eucharist.  Because  of  the  Protestant's  sole  reliance  on  Scripture,  and  because  it  is  so

specifically spelled out in the Scriptures (in addition to the Church's Tradition which they had all

been influenced by), this was a point which even the Reformers disagreed on from the start.21 

Regardless of the positions that any of them had ended up taking (on Christ's presence in the

Eucharist, etc.), one thing remains consistent: it is an act of God which must only be assented to

by the faith of the recipient. It was only in the faith of the recipient that the sacrament was

effective, and generally speaking, it was ultimately a sign of the actions of God which should be

believed by those who receive the Eucharist. It was, again, an affirmation of the faith which one
18 Burkhard Neunheuser, O.S.B., Baptism and Confirmation, trans. John Jay Hughes (New York: Herder and

Herder, 1964), 250.
19 Jedin vol. 2, 377.
20 Walsh, 145.
21 Again, because each of them are now their own personal magisterium as far as interpretation goes.
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had already received through Baptism22 in an act which was clearly spelled out in Scripture as

needing to be perpetually remembered: “do this in memory of me.”23 

One of the more important aspects of the doctrine of the Eucharist which the Reformers

wished to be rid of was the aspect of the Eucharistic celebration as a sacrifice. If it were to be

understood, they thought, as a sacrifice then that would mean that there is some aspect of work

going on from the people who were participating (who united themselves to the sacrifice of

Christ), and in particular the priest, who celebrated the Mass in the person of Christ. As Liam

Walsh, O.P., noted, 

There is no room for offering by humans in this view of the Lord's Supper .... It was for this reason that the
Roman Canon, which had so much about the oblation being made by the Church, was so scornfully rejected
by the Reformers. And with the rejection of a sacrificial Canon went the rejection of any special priesthood
for the one who said the Canon. Ministers of the Eucharist did not make a sacrifice. They proclaimed God's
word of promise, which was confirmed by the body and blood of Christ that they distributed to those who
believed.24

Mixed together with this “stand back and watch” approach to the Eucharist is another reason for

not holding to the Eucharist as being sacrificial. The reason is that if the Eucharist is somehow

sacrificial and expiatory, then what does that say about the sacrifice of Christ on the Cross? To

them it meant that Christ's sacrifice on the Cross (from which they received their justification)

was not sufficient and had to be somehow “supplemented” by the sacrifice of the Mass.

Now that we have looked at the underlying assumptions and consequent thoughts of the

Protestant Reformers, it is now time to turn to what the Council of Trent had to say in response,

that is, how it dealt with these new problems raised by those who were “protesting.”

It  is  no  coincidence,  I think,  that  the  Council  of  Trent's  Seventh  Session,  the  “Decree

Concerning  the  Sacraments  [in  general]”,  immediately  followed  the  session  containing  the

22 “But the real business of the sacrament is the giving of the grace of God, in the face of which humans have
nothing to offer but acceptance of justification in faith and repentance.” Walsh, 246.

23 Luke 22:19.
24 Walsh, 246.
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decrees on justification. The Council Fathers obviously considered this no accident either, as they

introduce the Seventh Session emphasizing the foundational relation of the Reformers' teachings

on justification with  the  consequent  conclusions they reached about  the  Sacraments:  “It  has

seemed proper to  deal  with the most  holy sacraments of  the Church, through which all  true

justice either begins, or being begun is increased, or being lost is restored.”25 With this statement,

they clearly delineate the position of the Church on justification from that which is held by the

Protestants.26

With this in mind, we can see the specific canons which the Council declared about the

Sacraments and the  sola fide position. In contrast to the idea that the Sacraments were merely

signs which “are only outward signs of grace or justice received through faith and certain marks

of Christian profession”27 the Fathers declare that the Sacraments are the “vehicles,” if you will,

in which our justification takes place. Justification is not solely an affirmation of the faith which

is held, but is a person's cooperation with God's grace through the Sacraments in order to (as just

noted above) become just, to increase our justice, or to regain it.28 In addition, the Sacraments

accomplish their task  ex opere operato, regardless of the faith of the individual (though there

should be no obstacles in the believer) and are necessary in order to continue in the growth of

justification.

The next of importance for our purposes relate to the priesthood. Recalling that at the very

source of the Reformation was an indignation with clerical abuses and the consequent denial of

Church authority (and the further declaration that the Sacraments could be brought forth by all of

25 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, trans. Rev. H.J. Schroeder, O.P. (St. Louis: B. Herder Book Co.),
51.

26 It is an interesting point of the Council that the decrees were mainly composed as delineations of the Church's
teaching in response to those raised by Protestants; they were not summaries or explications of the whole
understanding of the Church's teaching on specific questions of theology. Jedin vol. 2, 381.

27 Canons, 52. Can. 6.
28 cf. Canons, 52. Can. 4.
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the Christian faithful, as noted earlier), the Church responds by declaring that priests are still

necessary for administering the “word and all the sacraments” to the Church and that they do so

with efficacy even if they are in the state of mortal sin (again, because the Sacraments work on

their own power, not on the worthiness of the minister).29

With regard to Original Sin, it is important to remember that a large problem of Luther's

understanding of it  was that he believed the natural human concupiscence was sinful. Luther

referred to some of the Church Fathers' general use of the word “sin” to back his position,  but

what he missed is that it was only associated as such when we act upon a disordered movement

of the concupiscible appetite, that is, when concupiscence leads us to sin – they generally used

the term “sin” only insofar as it is a weakness, not as a sin.30, 31

This brings us to  the  Sacrament  of Baptism. In Baptism, the Council  holds that  it  is  a

necessary Sacrament for our salvation and, though it is the beginning of the Christian life, our

continual remembrance of it through faith is not all that is necessary. There are other important

aspects of the Christian life, indeed, revealed to us by Christ Himself which we need to adhere to

in order to truly be considered justified.32 In opposition to Luther's teaching that we cannot lose

baptismal grace, regardless of the amount or severity of our sinfulness, the Council says with

clarity, “if anyone says that one baptized cannot ... lose grace, however much he may sin, unless

he is unwilling to believe, let him be anathema.”33 Baptism likewise does not free us from the

“precepts of holy Church,” but we need her in order to continue to grow in our graced life.34 

29 Canons, 52-53. Cans. 10, 12.
30 Jedin vol. 2, 162.
31 “In the one baptized there remains concupiscence or an inclination to sin, which, since it is left for us to wrestle

with, cannot injure those who do not acquiesce but resist manfully by the grace of Jesus Christ.” Canons, 23.
Can. 5 (On Original Sin).

32 cf. Canons, 53. Can. 7.
33 Canons, 53. Can. 6. cf Can. 8.
34 Canons, 54. Can. 8.
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The specific teaching of the Council of Trent with regard to the Sacrament of Confirmation

is relatively small. There are only three canons composed and they were all in response to some

heretical  position.  But,  with what  is  written,  we can see a  direct  response to Melanchthon's

comment that the Sacrament of Confirmation was nothing more than an “idle ceremony” which

should be used for the instruction and preparation of maturing Christians. She retorts, “if anyone

says that the confirmation of those baptized is an empty ceremony and not a true and proper

sacrament;  or  that  of  old  it  was  nothing  more  than  a  sort  of  instruction,  whereby  those

approaching adolescence gave an account of their faith to the Church, let him be anathema.”35

And, finally, we come to the teaching of the Council  of Trent on the Sacrament of the

Eucharist and the Sacrifice of the Mass. Firstly, in response to the teachings of the Protestants as

regards  the  sacrificial  nature  of  the  Eucharist,  the  Council  proclaims,  “He instituted  a  new

Passover, namely, Himself, to be immolated under visible signs by the Church through the priests

in memory of His own passage from this world to the Father”36 and affirms that the sacrifice of

the Mass is not a bloody sacrifice, rather it is an unbloody sacrifice which “is truly propitiatory

and ... if we, contrite and penitent, with sincere heart and upright faith, with fear and reverence,

draw nigh to God, 'we obtain mercy and find grace in seasonable aid [Heb. 4:16].'”37 The Council

continued  by declaring that  the  one  sacrifice  on  the  Cross  by Christ  is  not  contradicted  or

detracted from by its re-presentation in the Sacrifice of the Mass.38 

The Council also continues to fight against  the  sola fide approach to the Sacraments by

delineating its teaching from that of the Protestants. Regardless of the faith of the believer and

his continued affirmation and recollection of it, “if anyone denies that in the sacrament of the

35 Canons, 54-55. Can. 1.
36 Canons, 145. Chapter 1.
37 Canons, 146. Chapter 2.
38 Canons, 149. Can. 4.
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most Holy Eucharist  are contained truly, really and substantially the body and blood together

with the soul and divinity of our Lord Jesus Christ, but says that He is in it only as in a sign, or

figure or force, let him be anathema.”39 This true presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist is to be

given “latria,” that is, the highest distinction of worship that we are able to give, because it is

truly Him.40 And, in the final canon on the Eucharist, the Council begins, “If anyone says that

faith alone is a sufficient preparation for receiving the sacrament of the most Holy Eucharist, let

him be anathema.”41 

The protesting of the Protestants may have begun in areas of the Church which needed to be

reformed,42 but in carrying out the reform in the manner in which they did, they lost sight of what

had been Church teaching and Tradition for well over a century. These time-tested and revered

teachings were supplanted by the new “rule of faith”:  sola fide and  sola Scriptura. Had they

known what the results of their teachings would be, one could wonder whether they would have

carried out their reform in the same way. Regardless of this speculation, the Council of Trent did

come together to carry out the reform of the Church with a new urgency of defending Church

teaching  from  those  whose  interpretations  of  Scripture  (through  their  respective  private

“magisteriums”) and Tradition were harmful to the faithful of the Church and to the unity of the

Church Herself. As can be seen in the responses of the Council above, they are a unanimous,

unified voice spoken to the ever-present problems of the Protestant's thought: faith is necessary,

but it is not enough; God is effecting His gift of grace through the Sacraments, through the priest,

in order to continue to justify us.

39 Canons, 79. Can. 1.
40 Canons, 80. Can. 6.
41 Canons, 80. Can. 11.
42 The Church herself knew this, but with many forces at work from many different angles, and over a long period

of time, the Church was unable to carry out these reforms Herself before the Protestant Reformation had  taken
root.
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