
The Long Reach of the Major Religions: 

The Historical Context 

In the four decades after 1453, Christendom was on the 

defensive. The Ottoman Empire’s conquest of most of 

the lands of the Eastern Orthodox Church brought Islam 

to the gates of Western Europe. Meanwhile, Muslim 

traders and missionaries carried their faith into central 

India, Inner Eurasia, and Southeast Asia. To the south, 

Islam was prospering in Africa, dwarfing Christian 

efforts at conversion there.  

Not only was Christendom in Europe facing an 

expansionist Islam. Also, in the later fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries, the Roman Catholic Church had 

been engulfed in a wave of conflict and corruption. By 

the 1500s, the Catholic Church was the wealthiest and 

most powerful institution in Europe. Many Church 

leaders lived more like kings than priests, and they 

became increasingly involved in political matters. To 

raise money for these activities, the Church imposed 

fees for services such as marriage and baptism, and it 

also began to sell indulgences, a practice in which 

clerics took donations from people on the promise of 

offering special prayers to speed the journey of 

deceased friends and relatives from purgatory to 

heaven. Sale of indulgences caused both anger and 

resentment across Europe, and many called for reforms.  

Besides internal corruption, strong monarchies were 

radically extending their power in centralized states. 

These monarchs, some of whom claimed a “divine 

right” to rule, relentlessly threatened the Church’s 

authority. The Church was increasingly unable to match 

the power of the emerging states, especially England, 

France, and Spain. Supported by growing numbers of 

artisans and a rising middle class of merchants and 

bankers, state governments collected increasing tax 

revenues, which enabled them to muster large armies 

that could enforce their will and extend their 

sovereignties. With the rapid rise of the commercial 

classes and the growing power of the emerging states, a 

new wave of religious reformers launched revolutionary 

movements against the established Church and in the 

process helped transform the face of Europe.  

As feudalism crumbled and literacy spread, the 

expanding middle class and the peasants rushed to join 

the call for change. Reformers, including John Wycliffe 

(1224-1384), John Hus of Bohemia (1369-1415), and 

Savonarola (1452-1498), condemned the Church’s 

commercial activities, especially the open marketing of 

salvation, calling such practices “mechanical 

Christianity.” In an age of both enormous Church power 

and the growing muscle of the emerging centralized 

states, these and other reformers directed their venom 

against both political leaders and the Church hierarchy. 

In turn, both Church and political leaders fought to 

preserve the status quo and were often united in 

condemning many of the reformers. These early 

reformers, however, paved the way for the final break 

Luther and Calvin initiated in the sixteenth century that 

culminated in the Protestant Reformation. 

Beyond the immediate corruption within the Church, 

several other factors combined to shape the religious 

reforms of the sixteenth century. The Renaissance 

discovery of classical texts and the favoring of reason 

over dogma led many Europeans to question Church 

authority and to think more for themselves. The 

invention of moveable metal type around 1450 opened 

up education and reading to an increasing number of 

people. It facilitated the reading of the Bible in national 

languages, or vernaculars, thus breaking the Church’s 

monopoly on knowledge. Further, Germany 

experienced rapid economic growth, but the benefits 

were not shared with peasants and craftsmen. Finally, 

the Holy Roman Empire, ruled by the Catholic Habsburg 

dynasty from the city of Vienna in Austria, exerted 

limited authority over powerful German princes, some 

of whom were eager to embrace new religions as a 

counter to Church and Habsburg power. 

What began as a reformation of the German Roman 

Catholic Church spread widely. The Church found it 

difficult to suppress German heresy because of tensions 

existing between the popes and the princes. Luther 

spoke and wrote eloquently in German, while the 

Church held to the Latin. Printing also allowed the rapid 

dissemination of Luther’s ideas.  



Once the Protestant Reformation gained momentum, 

every state faced the daunting problem of resolving the 

question of its religious future. It was largely taken for 

granted that the ruler of a state had the authority to 

stipulate the religion of his or her subjects. But these 

populations were sometimes divided between Catholics 

and Protestants, and Protestant rulers became the 

enemies of Catholic rulers. After about 1530, Europe 

erupted in a series of religious wars that went on for 

more than a century. Only in 1648, with a series of 

diplomatic agreements known as the Peace of 

Westphalia, were more or less stable fault lines 

established between Protestant and Catholic Europe.  

Even as the Christian Church fractured in Europe, 

missionaries carried the faith to the Western 

Hemisphere and Asia. At the same time, Islam 

continued its steady spread across Asia and into Africa. 

The activities of Muslim traders and merchants in the 

Indian Ocean, who dominated the sea-going trade, 

played a major role in the gradual Islamization of many 

areas. Muslim Diaspora communities in key entrepôts, 

such as Malacca on the Malay coast and Aceh on the 

northern coast of Sumatra, persuaded local chieftains 

and princes to embrace Islam. Coastal ports along Java’s 

northern shores successfully weakened the authority of 

Hindu-Buddhist states in the interior.  

Meanwhile in the Indian subcontinent, beginning in the 

twelfth century, Afghan and Turkic armies based in 

Afghanistan penetrated the Indus and Ganges valleys 

and, by 1206, had established nominal rule over large 

areas of the region. In 1526 the Mughals, another 

invading Turkic nomadic group, conquered northern 

India and established the Mughal empire, that lasted as 

a unified state until 1707. During the Mughal era, Islam 

spread across India, winning many converts, especially 

in the Punjab and Bengal. These conversions were 

largely the result of Sufi missionaries, that is, adherents 

of mystical beliefs and practices.  

 

 

 

In the thousand-year relationship between Hinduism 

and Islam, both conflict and synthesis occurred. Islam 

has left an indelible impression on Indian culture, and it 

has been an integral part of Indian history. One legacy 

of this interaction is the fact that India is the fourth-

largest Muslim nation in the world. Buddhism in East 

Asia, without state patronage, had blended into a 

tradition of Neo-Confucianism. Buddhism in a variety of 

forms not only dominated China after the Song dynasty 

(ended 1279) but also became the official state 

philosophy in both Korea and Japan. Korea combined 

Shamanism, Neo-Confucianism, and Buddhism. In Japan 

Buddhism and Neo-Confucianism intermeshed with the 

native Shintoism. Buddhism remained dominant in 

mainland Southeast Asia.  

As Christianity and Islam spread to new parts of the 

globe, these faiths confronted long-established cultural 

and religious traditions, and their missionaries had to 

decide whether to insist that the new converts observe 

the established orthodoxies or allow them to infuse 

local beliefs and traditions into the ways they practiced 

their faith. In this process, the Catholic Jesuits in Asia 

tended to find compromises between local customs and 

Christianity, and they wanted to allow the Chinese to 

retain certain long-established traditions, such as 

reverence for ancestors. The Jesuits in China 

represented synthesis on one end of the conversion 

spectrum. The Spanish Catholics in Hispaniola and 

Mexico insisted that the natives observe orthodox 

Catholic beliefs and practices, as did the Protestant 

Puritans in New England. These groups can be placed on 

the orthodox end of the conversion spectrum: 

 


