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On 12 May 2007 the Washington Post ran a major story which noted the following: 

“The president of the Evangelical Theological Society, an association of 4,300 

Protestant theologians, resigned this month because he has joined the Roman 

Catholic Church. 

The May 5 announcement by Francis J. Beckwith, a tenured associate professor at 

Baptist-affiliated Baylor University in Waco, Tex., has left colleagues gasping for 

breath and commentators grasping for analogies” (Alan Cooperman, “Evangelical 

Leader Returns to Catholicism,” Washington Post, 12 May 2007). 

 

Beckwith later admits,  

 

“At the end of the day, the reason for the Reformation was the debate over 

justification. If that is no longer an issue, I have to be Catholic…It seems to me 

that if there is not a very strong reason to be Protestant, then the default position 

should be to belong to the historic church” (Ibid). 
 

Is that all the Reformation was about? Does Beckwith’s move to Rome signal a major 

torrent of like changes or is his pilgrimage merely an isolated instance? Only time will 

tell. Adding Beckwith’s move to the well-documented “Evangelicals and Catholics 

Together” document from a decade ago might cause some evangelicals to speculate if the 

Reformation of the 16
th

 Century was a mere hiccup in the diaphragm of Christian history 

or a movement that still shapes how evangelicals think today. Furthermore, Mark Noll’s 

published suggestion that the Reformation is over might cause some to pause and wonder 

if the Reformation’s conclusion or demise is indeed upon us (for a helpful overview of 

this issue see Phil Johnson’s “Is the Reformation Over?” in JoMM, 3:3 Fall 2006).  Enter 

historian and author Stephen Nichols who convincingly declares that “the Reformation 

matters” (pg. 13). His book could not be more timely or relevant. Nichols’ work is an 

introductory chronicle of the Reformation that is easy to read and engaging on numerous 

levels.
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Out of the darkness of Western Europe, a lone monk (Martin Luther) picked up a mallet 

and changed the world with a paper that would be called the “The Ninety Five Theses.” 

Nichols argues that “Luther’s act gave birth to the Protestant church, now nearly 600 

million members strong. Luther’s act brought the world out of medieval times and into 

the modern age” (pg. 11) and “he did all that with a quill and ink and movable type that 

took hours on end to arrange” (pg.16). The author does not seek to diminish the foibles or 

well-noted weaknesses of Luther or other Reformers. Luther the Reformer was an anti-
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Semite and often spoke and wrote in a most uncharitable and unchristian fashion. Nichols 

also notes the numerous weaknesses of John Calvin and his failure to uphold 

righteousness in the midst of possible political pressure. Nonetheless, no honest Christian 

can simply dismiss these men and their contemporaries as irrelevant or inconsequential. 

These men and many others must be reckoned with if one is to understand where we are 

and how we got to our current place in the Christian landscape.  

 

Nichols takes the reader through the accomplishments and contributions of the 

Reformers. Chief among their reforms was that they recovered the sermon which had 

been supplanted by the Roman Mass (pg. 18). The exposition of the Word of God was 

recovered and set in a place of prominence in the Christian worship service. The 

distinguishing marks of a true church (right use of the sacraments, preaching, and church 

discipline) were all recovered and brought to the fore over against the sacerdotal and 

sacramental systems of Rome. Furthermore, Nichols shows how great gains were made in 

everyday life. He shows that “The Reformers also revolutionized the daily life outside the 

church. They gave new meaning to work and to various roles—spouses, parents, and 

children, employees and employers; civic rulers and citizens” (pg.19). Even 

congregational singing was a novel concept that caused one of the pre-reformers (i.e., 

14
th

 Century), Jan Hus, to be condemned as a heretic. Luther would pick up the mantle 

left by Hus and others and carry the Reformation to every sphere of life.  

 

With eight easily read chapters, Dr. Nichols takes the reader on an aerial view of the 

major events and players of the Reformation. From Luther in Germany to Zwingli in 

Switzerland one is left with a good grasp of what happened and why. The author’s 

chapter on John Calvin is not only insightful but spiritually moving as he redraws the 

human face that is so often maligned and falsely caricatured in current discussions 

(Chapter five). He helps the reader to remember that Calvin was indeed a towering 

theologian but he was also a loving husband, father and pastor of a church. With a closer 

look, the author shows that the stoic eyes of Calvin give way to a passionate man who 

loved and felt deeply the gospel of God’s grace.  

 

After laying the basic foundation in the first three chapters, Nichols then gives attention 

to the role of the Anabaptists by devoting an entire chapter to their thought and 

development. These Wiedertaufer or “re-baptists” are often overlooked in Reformation 

studies yet Nichols gives an evenhanded treatment to this group who “thought their 

counterparts had failed to get at the root of the problem in their reforms of Roman 

Catholicism—namely, the union of church and state” (pp. 56-57).  

 

Chapter six shows how a king and a divorce ignited the flames of the Reformation in 

Britain. While Luther was able to evade the sentence of death in Germany, such was not 

the case for the Reformers in England. Nichols shows how the legacy of the Reformation 

in Britain comes to us today with the stains of blood. Civil wars, beheadings, drownings, 

and all manners of persecution were exacted upon those who sought reform. Men like 

Cranmer and Knox were greatly used to bring the Reformation to Britain but with 

decidedly different outcomes. Cranmer gave shape to the burgeoning Anglican church 

and John Knox paved the way for what would ultimately become the various forms of 
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Presbyterianism. However, Nichols shows that both, like Luther and Calvin, were 

concerned with the recovery of preaching. 

 

Chapter seven, wittedly titled “Men in Black,” is one of the best condensed overviews of 

the Puritans anywhere. Documenting the tumultuous period (roughly 1560-1660), 

Nichols demonstrates that this bunch was very diverse and would not be easily 

identifiable today by popular labels.  They were scholars, theologians, politicians, 

farmers, and soldiers. Nichols gives a helpful chart (pg. 110) “Important Events for 

Puritanism” which was useful to this reviewer in navigating the numerous dates of the 

Puritan period. As with other chapters, Nichols is quick to point out their weaknesses yet 

he shows how those today who call themselves Congregationalists or Presbyterians owe 

an enormous amount to the theological and practical heritage of the Puritans.  

 

The final chapter is unusual for its rarity and for its insightfulness. Chapter Eight entitled 

“Women in Black Too: The Untold Story of Women and the Reformation” is a welcomed 

contribution to Reformation studies. Nichols introduces the reader to more well-known 

names such as Katherine von Bora (wife of Martin Luther) and the poet Anne Bradstreet 

among others. However, this reviewer found the account of Wibrandis Rosenblatt to 

stand out amongst the rest. She was actually Wibrandis (Rosenblatt) Keller-

Oecolampadius-Capito-Bucer which means, as Nichols points out, she was married to 

four major Reformers causing one writer to name her “the Bride of the Reformation” 

(pp.116-18). When one thinks of the Reformation, we tend to think of only the key men 

involved but each of these men came home to faithful wives who dispensed hospitality to 

religious refugees and future martyrs. They maintained homes that saw a constant flow of 

guests and performed the duties of cook, surgeon, teacher, farmer, butcher and many 

other odd tasks. Nichols chapter reminds us that “their stories have too often gone untold. 

The church today can only benefit by telling and retelling them again” (pg. 128). 

 

Any weaknesses in Nichols’ The Reformation are minor and easily overlooked in light of 

what the author manages to do in such a short amount of space. A chapter on oppositional 

figures would have been helpful other than the passing references within each chapter. To 

be fair the whole book is about how some responded to opposition but little to nothing is 

said of the key Roman Catholic figures, Erasmus, or Jacobus Arminius and the later 

Remonstrance of 1610.  While Nichols gives a basic overview of the Reformation sola’s, 

this reviewer is still left to wonder as to the evolution of how these statements came into 

such a recognized form. The author gives a helpful appendix with excerpts of key 

documents, confessions and prayers of the Reformation. This reviewer’s preference for 

footnotes must give way to detailed endnotes which are rarely convenient in any book 

when attempting to read through the text. Also a subject/name index would have only 

added to the usefulness of this little book but the “Reformation Scorecard” is a nice touch 

at the end.  

 

In light of these very minor weaknesses, this reviewer highly recommends Nichols’ little 

volume which is excellent for the uninitiated who have little or no understanding of the 

Reformation. For the more experienced student of the Reformation, this little gem holds 

many excellent lessons and reminders for those of us who stand not on the Reformer’s 
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shoulders but in their shadows. I recommend that you place this volume in the hands of a 

young student, an adult, or form a reading group at your church as readers of all kinds 

will not be disappointed. Nichols shows that understanding the history of the 

Reformation is not only resourcefully helpful but engagingly fun.  


