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Mikołaj Rej as a Reformation Writer1

In a dedicatory letter to Mikołaj Naruszewicz, placed in Apocalypsis, Rej 
wrote about himself: “I, being a Pole, and obliging towards my nation 
and this homeland, which has brought me up, within herself, like my 
own mother, when I saw that the others who had been endowed with 
talent by God, and especially those who should care, little cared about it, 
I had to become the stone, which, to be able to speak, should act in such
a way so that everybody would profess the glory of our Lord.”2 In this way 
the native of Nagłowice described his mission as a Reformation writer. 
However, not all the researchers who deal with Rej would agree on the 
matter of Rej’s ideological reasons which caused him to join this current. 
Many different statements were made as well about Rej’s attitude to re-
ligious matters, which he had presented in his work. Thus, in this paper, 
we will look at those studies, at least the most important ones, whose 
authors concentrated on the Reformation issues in the work of Rej. 

Of course, the term “Reformation” combines three elements, reli-
gious, political and social, and thus we also have to take into consider-
ation a topical and very “hot” problem of that time: the execution of the 
crown laws and goods. The Reformation programme, which was under-
stood as broadly as I stated above, found its fullest expression in Rej’s 
Krótka rozprawa między trzema osobami, Panem, Wójtem i Plebanem3 
[A Short Conversation Between Three Persons, a Squire, a Bailiff, and
a Parson] (1543), nonetheless in our review we will concentrate on 

1 The article was irst published in Polish as: “Mikołaj Rej jako pisarz reformacyjny,” 
Ruch Literacki 6 (297), L (2009): 451−462.

2 M. Rej, Apocalypsis, to jest Dziwna sprawa skrytych tajemnic Pańskich [Apocalypsis, This 
is a Strange Matter of the Secret Mysteries of Our Lord] (Kraków, 1565), p. AA3v-AA4r.

3 Cf. J. Krzyżanowski, “Mikołaja Reja Krótka rozprawa na tle swoich czasów” [Rej’s 
Krótka rozprawa Against the Background of Its Time], in W wieku Reja i Stańczyka. Szkice 
z dziejów odrodzenia w Polsce [In the Age of Rej and Stańczyk. Sketches from the History of 
the Renaissance in Poland] (Warszawa, 1958), 230–231; Zbigniew Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja 
literacka służba reformacji” [Rej’s Literary Service with the Reformation], Odrodzenie i Re-
formacja w Polsce XV (1970): 52–53.
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religious matters, which seem fundamental for this revival movement. 
The researcher, who saw in Rej’s conversion to Protestantism material 
reasons (the dispute over the tithe, the rights, objection to the greed of 
the priests), was Aleksander Brückner. In his work Mikołaj Rej. Studium 
krytyczne he contended categorically that Rej “did not care about the 
rituals and dogmas at all.”4 Forty years later Julian Krzyżanowski fo-
cused on the involvement of the native of Nagłowice with the propaga-
tion of the new faith, and while trying to make a theologian out of him, 
he did not exclude, however, the more mundane reasons; he wrote “the 
material reasons, common among the whole of the gentry at that time, 
were not the only reasons (I have underlined these words) why he 
converted.”5 However, Brückner’s attitude is decisively rejected by later re-
searchers. Tadeusz Witczak, the author of Studia nad twórczością Mikołaja 
Reja [A Study of the Works of Rej], is already convinced that “this convert 
reached the Reformation not as a result of a trivial feud over the tithe or 
easy respect for the convenient simpli ications of dogma, but through the 
solid, yet not entirely his own, effort of the intellect.”6 Janusz T. Maciuszko 
presents the problem even more clearly and by giving arguments in his 
latest broad monograph entitled Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog ewangel-
icki z XVI w. [Mikołaj Rej: The Forgotten Evangelical Theologian from the 
16th Century]; the work presents the face of the faith of the writer from 
Nagłowice and gives us his theological and ethical views. Maciuszko con-
tends that at the end of the 1530s and at the beginning of the 1540s, when 
Rej decided to convert, the economic and political demands could not be 
realized, and thus we should seek a religious motivation in him.7 

Another controversial issue was Rej’s religious conduct in his early 
work. Krótka rozprawa, already been mentioned in this paper, and which 
was assessed by the researchers of the irst decades of 20th c. depend-
ing on whether they thought that Rej, when writing the work, was al-
ready a Protestant or not. A supporter of a late conversion of the na-
tive of Nagłowice was, for example, Roman Plenkiewicz, who was of the 
opinion (1905) that Rej broke with the Church only around 1547,8 and 
Brückner, who wrote at the same time, though also said that in 1545 Rej 
was not yet a Protestant, he noticed, however, that the attitude of the 

4 A. Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne (Kraków, 1905), 31.
5 Krzyżanowski, Mikołaj Rej i rodzima kultura literacka jego czasów [Rej and the Native 

Literary Culture of His Time] (Warszawa, 1947), 25.
6 T. Witczak, Studia nad twórczością Mikołaja Reja (Warszawa, 1975), 119.
7 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog ewangelicki z XVI w. (Warszawa, 2002), 

623–624.
8 R. Plenkiewicz, Mikołaja Reja z Nagłowic etyka. 1505–1905 [The Ethics of M. Rej from 

Nagłowice] (Warszawa, 1905), 85–86.
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author of Krótka rozprawa “already betrayed Protestant tendencies.”9 
Tadeusz Grabowski represented a different view in 1920 when he wrote 
a monograph on Lutheran literature in Poland. He thought that already 
at the beginning of his literary activity, when preparing an adaptation of 
Urban Rhegius catechism (1543), the Rej had broken with Catholicism, 
and thus we should not speak of “tendencies,” but of a clear evangeliza-
tion for the new faith. Also having quoted the words from Krótka roz-
prawa that 

Prawa wiara wiele może;
Tą masz wszytkiego nagrodzić

[The true faith can do a lot
You are to recompense everything by dint of it]

he expressed his conviction that “it was already a clear Reformation 
slogan.”10 

A new look at Krótka rozprawa was represented by Julian Krzy-
żanowski in a monographic article devoted to this work (1958). 
Krzyżanowski wrote that the general opinion of this dialogue was that it 
was thought to be a Protestant work, but he himself decisively regarded 
this opinion as groundless. He admitted, however, that the participants 
in the discourse scoff at acts of kindness, which they understand to be 
a service to the clergy, the worship of Saints, Church ceremonies, which 
were conducted any old how, but the Catholics did the same, for exam-
ple, Stanisław Łaski, who was critical of the attitude represented by the 
clergy. Thus, according to Krzyżanowski “Rej’s attack is aimed at the out-
er and vulgarly materialistic side of Catholicism, he omits certain issues 
connected with the existence of orders, he does not mention either the 
Roman hierarchy or the dogmas. The dialogue is a satire on the abuse 
conducted by a part of the Catholic clergy and not on Catholicism.”11 

Zbigniew Nowak, the author of an astute and solidly carried out recon-
naissance in the area of matters of faith in the work of Rej, did not agree 
with the omission of dogmatic issues in Krótka rozprawa; he proved that 
“Rej, by laughing at acts of kindness and at the same time propagating 
Luther’s thesis on justi ication through faith, unambiguously manifest-
ed his af iliation to the Reformation camp.”12 Similarly, Maciuszko took 

9 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej…, 30, 48.
10 T. Grabowski, Literatura luterska w Polsce wieku XVI. 1530–1630 (Poznań, 1920), 

16–18.
11 Krzyżanowski, “Mikołaja Reja Krótka rozprawa”…, 237.
12 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba”…, 34–35.
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a polemic issue with Brückner and Krzyżanowski, pointing to the cryp-
to-Protestantism of Okszyc (the surname created from a heraldic sign of 
the Rej family) in the early period of his work, convinces us that what the 
Squire says in the dialogue about the way to salvation and about the role 
of faith in the process of justi ication is the most important dogmatic 
problem, which may have been quite moderately expressed, yet the mes-
sage was perfectly clear to the audience of that time.13 

Misunderstandings, though perhaps not as fundamental, also ac-
companied research into Żywot Józefa [The Life of Joseph], 1545. The 
majority of literary historians agreed that the work contains the ideas 
of the Reformation: Grabowski saw in it a re lection of the Calvinistic 
principle of predestination, and Brückner contended even that the sole 
fact of dealing with biblical problems can point to the in luence of the 
Reformation.14 However, scholars did not as a rule show a deeper in-
terest in the ideological signi icance of that drama; they con ined them-
selves to short critical statements. Nowak, known for being scrupulous, 
marked off the line numbers, in which one can see theses about justi-
ication through faith or allusion to predestination, but he assumed as 

well that Żywot Józefa belongs to the Reformation works and concluded 
that “it lacks clearer faith accents,”15 and Maria Adamczyk, the author of 
a monograph devoted to this work, with a structuralist and compara-
tive attitude (1971), also noticed crypto-Protestant traces. She claimed, 
however, that the main idea of Żywot Józefa derives fundamentally from 
Catholicism and that “as far as the faith problem is concerned, the au-
thor of Żywot does not yet support in any way the Lutheran doctrine, 
which he did in Kupiec [The Merchant], written four years later.”16 The 
monographer believed as well that in the drama Rej depicted a model of 
a clearly lay character, understood as homo honestus.

The task of researching the real ideological expression of Żywot 
Józefa was undertaken by the author of the latest (2003) monograph 
on this drama, Marta M. Kacprzak. The book is entitled Myśl o Bogu
i człowieku w “Żywocie Józefa” Mikołaja Reja [Thoughts on God and Man in 
Rej’s Żywot Józefa]. The researcher pointed to the clearly religious char-
acter of the work, and emphasized Rej’s opposition to the main stream 
of humanism. She paid much attention to the problem of man’s predes-

13 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 77–79.
14 Grabowski, ”Z dziejów literatury kalwińskiej w Polsce (1550–1650)” [From the Hi-

story of Calvinistic Literature in Poland], Rozprawy AU Wydz. Filologicznego series II, vol. 28 
(1906): 61; Brückner, Mikołaj Rej…, 44.

15 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 38.
16 M. Adamczyk, ”Żywot Józefa” M. Reja. Studium porównawcze [Rej’s Żywot Józefa. 

A Comparative Study], (Wrocław, 1971), 110. Studia Staropolskie vol. 33.
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tination, which is strongly connected with the problem of free will, and 
she came to the conclusion that “faith in God’s omnipotence, who can 
turn evil into goodness, and in a way he can even plan bad events to 
achieve goodness; a brave statement that God changes man’s conscious-
ness causing evil; at the same time placing the whole responsibility for 
the existing evil on man, who by being under the in luence of the good 
and just God, did evil; these are the thoughts that link Żywot Józefa with 
Luther’s theology, which had been expounded, for example, in De servo 
arbitrio.”17 Also the problem of God’s earlier knowledge and the role of 
acts of kindness (Rej believed that man can not earn God’s glory; for God 
man’s spiritual attitude is more important than his outer deeds) give the 
author of this work irm reasons to infer that the drama had a religious 
crypto-Lutheran character, which was a pathway to a reform of Chris-
tian religiousness and the Christian morality18 which is connected with 
it. To a large extent, the views of Marta Kacprzak are similar to those of 
Janusz Maciuszko as far as this work is concerned. He also polemicizes 
with the theses of Maria Adamczyk, contending that there are few “pro-
Catholic” premises in Żywot Józefa, and that the theological problems 
and the ways of solving them, which were typical of the Reformation 
prevail in the work.19 

Research problems are undoubtedly connected with the translation 
of Psałterz Dawidów [David’s Psalter], 1546, whose arrangement was 
adjusted to the order of canonical hours; in Psałterz one can see signs of 
the cult of Mary in the form of the irst lines “Hail Mary, Ave Maria” which 
were added to the prayers. On the basis of these features Brückner con-
sidered the work to be unambiguously Catholic although he saw traces of 
religious novelty in it.20 A similar understanding of this achievement on 
the part of Rej was held by Maria Kossowska (1968), a researcher of Polish 
translations of the Bible, who contended that “Rej’s decided and uncom-
promising Catholicism in the period when he worked on the translations 
of Psałterz;21 this statement was to be supported by the Catholic inter-
pretation of dogmas which she found in the text, the recognition of the 
worship of the saints and anti-heretic statements. Nowak accepted 
the presence of both Catholic and Protestant accents in Psałterz, but he 
did not agree with Kossowska – according to Nowak the Catholicism of 

17 M.M. Kacprzak, Myśl o Bogu i człowieku w „Żywocie Józefa” Mikołaja Reja (Warszawa 
2003), 90–91. 

18 Ibid., 308–310.
19 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 153–156.
20 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej…, 48–52.
21 M. Kossowska, Biblia w języku polskim, vol. 1 (Poznań, 1968), 140–145. 
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Rej’s Book of Psalms was only an outer cover for censorship; the au-
thor’s intention was a publication in the service of the Reformation.22 
Witczak paid more attention to this work; he conducted a critical review 
of various approaches, analyzed the text, and came to the conclusion 
that the translator of icially opposed novelty, at the same time; how-
ever, he revealed in the translation the presence of in idel theses in his 
system of faith. Psałterz “reveals then discretely at the very most an ex-
tremely early phase of religious digression on the part of its translator 
and exegete.”23 At last, Maciuszko examined in detail the religious pro-
blems of Psalms. He paid attention to theological threads such as the 
problem of grace (Rej understood grace the way the Reformation taught 
it), the problem of Mary-related issues (the researcher proved that the 
Protestants were allowed to say the Ave Maria), the understanding of 
“heresy” (Luther also talked about “false teachers”), and the meaning 
of acts of kindness (Okszyc would not ascribe them a redeeming power, 
but his conduct was rather irresolute). Finally, Maciuszko assumes that 
Rej’s turn towards Evangelicalism took place when he was working on 
Psałterz, and though it is dif icult to assess unambiguously the religious 
features of this work, one can notice here a way of expressing one’s in-
tentions and re lections which is typical of crypto-Protestantism; this 
means that openly Evangelical slogans are surrounded by conservative, 
pro-Catholic statements.24

The Protestant character of Rej’s later work does not cause any 
doubts; the researchers concentrate, however, on de ining his views 
with regard to problems which are of particular importance to the 
Reformed denominations with which he became af iliated. Kupiec 
(ed. 1549) was devoted to illustrating Luther’s thesis on justi ication 
through faith. Brückner already pays attention to the fact that the writer 
from Nagłowice did not follow Naogeorg, that “not only did he allow acts 
of kindness, but he also appreciated them,” he also underlined the sig-
ni icance of faith.25 Grabowski, on the other hand, explained that such an 
approach was part of the Wittenberg dogma, and, for example, Rhegius 
included acts of kindness in the Evangelical penance and called them 
symbolically “the fruit of faith.”26 And Zo ia Szmydtowa added (1972) 
that Rej agreed entirely with Erasmus of Rotterdam in that respect and 
wrote in Enchiridion Militis Christiani: “it goes without saying that faith 

22 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 39–42.
23 Witczak, Studia nad twórczością…, 60–63.
24 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 223, 157–230. 
25 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej…, 75–76.
26 Grabowski, Literatura luterska…, 27.
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without the customs worthy of the faith does not help at all; it deserves 
even more severe condemnation.”27 Rej wrote in a similar way in Postilla, 
referring to the teachings of St. Jacob and St. Paul, namely, that “faith 
without merciful acts and the acts without faith are dead things.” 

An important problem was the question of man’s free will and pre-
destination. Here researchers (Brückner, Grabowski) looked for the 
in luence of Zwinglianism in Rej’s modi ied views. According to Brück-
ner, a sense of justice did not allow Rej to agree with a teaching that 
condemned some people from the start and treated others as the elect 
without any achievement on their part; and so in the Lutheran Kupiec 
the main character on his own, of his own free will, without God’s glory, 
makes the right choice on his way to salvation.28 Also as a Calvinist be-
liever Okszyc often wrote about predestination, which he did not entire-
ly understand in agreement with the Geneva interpretation. According 
to Michał Janik (1923), predestination as understood by the writer from 
Nagłowice “is no danger to a good man.”29 On the other hand, Brückner 
reminded us about Rej’s belief in destiny, which is hidden in the stars, 
and this is how he commented on the author’s viewpoint: “according to 
him predestination determines man in the following way: man’s nature 
depends on the planet under which he was born, it is his destiny, but he 
was given reason and God’s commandment so that he could change if his 
nature was bad; Calvin would be outraged or would laugh at such a de i-
nition of predestination.”30 Zo ia Szmydtowa, also in the case of predes-
tination, pointed to a connection with Erasmus’ thoughts: both writers 
treated man as “a creature that is free by its nature, a creature that has 
a moral consciousness and an ability to make moral choices.”31 

Of course, researchers have also looked at other dogmatic problems 
in Rej’s writings. Brückner, who believed that Okszyc did not understand 
and did not support Calvinist predestination, contended, however, that 
the Rej understood the Eucharist in accordance with Calvin’s teaching; 
he treated it only as an outer sign, he did not accept transubstantiation. 
Also Janik, when talking about Rej’s views, enumerated his conviction 
about the exclusively spiritual connection with Christ in the sacrament 
of the altar, he wrote about the rejection of purgatory and the belief in 
the prayers for the dead, and the denial of the idea of the mediation 

27 Quoted from Z. Szmydtowa, O Erazmie i Reju (Warszawa, 1972), 273–274.
28 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne, 76; idem, Mikołaj Rej. Człowiek i dzieło [The 

Man and his Work] (Lwów, 1922), 23, 37.
29 M. Janik, Mikołaja Reja żywot i pisma [The Life and Writing of Mikołaj Rej] (Kraków, 

1923), 116.
30 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Człowiek i dzieło, 38.
31 Szmydtowa, O Erazmie…, 191 
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of the saints.32 In the studies that give us a review of Rej’s writings (es-
pecially Brückner’s and Nowak’s), one can encounter brief character-
izations of Rej’s particular works, including their religious colouring. 
And so, with reference to Postilla (1557), Zbigniew Nowak wrote that 
it was a presentation of Calvinist principles, a compilation of Calvin’s, 
Heinrich Bullinger’s and Jan Łaski’s views. In a similar way he believed 
Wizerunk własny żywota człowieka poczciwego [The Self-Image of the 
Life of a Decent Man], 1558, to be a mixture of Calvin’s and Bullinger’s 
views.33 Nowak also wrote about Źwierciadło [The Mirror], 1567/1568, 
saying that it is not a blend of accidental works, but that it creates a mod-
el of an ideal man, and that this model of “a decent man” is a model of 
“a man who lives according to the religious principles of the Calvinist 
denomination.”34 

The problems that have been mentioned here, that is, acts of kind-
ness and justi ication through faith, free will, and predestination, sacra-
ments and eschatology, and also other problems such as issues concern-
ing soteriology, Christology, and theodicy in Rej’s work have been most 
broadly discussed in the book by Maciuszko. As far as the Lutheran Kupiec 
and the Calvinist Źwierciadło are concerned, and most generally speaking 
as far as the works are concerned in which Rej softened Protestant theo-
logical doctrines, the researcher expressed his conviction that the in lu-
ence of Philippism could be felt in them, and so the native of Nagłowice 
adopted the moderate views of Melanchthon (Tadeusz Grabowski noticed 
that earlier as well). In the modi ication of Calvinist views on predestina-
tion Maciuszko saw the in luence of Erasmus’ teaching (the redeeming use 
of man’s will).35 As far as Postylla is concerned, according to this monogra-
pher there is a lack of consistency on Okszyc’s part with regard to predes-
tination: in one place he wrote that God “promises only to the chosen ones 
and the saints his beloved son” and elsewhere he contended that “whoever 
loves him and believes in him, will be saved and will live forever,” thus ev-
erything depends on man’s own activity in seeking God. The author comes 
to the conclusion then that “the teaching of Okszyc is not consistent and, to 
put it mildly, eclectic.”36 Maciuszko also proves a similar instability in Rej’s 
views with regard to the teachings about the Last Supper. The researcher 
connects this fact with the reality of disputations and the formation of the 

32 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne, 130; Janik, Mikołaja Reja żywot i pisma, 
116–117.

33 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 44–45.
34 Ibid., 51.
35 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 264–265, 441; Grabowski, Literatura 

luterska…, 28.
36 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 352–355.
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doctrine of the Reformation Church in Małopolska. The fact that the au-
thor of the monograph refers Rej to his time and surroundings allows him 
to call the native of Nagłowice “an eclectic theologian,” and also “a practical 
theologian.” According to Maciuszko, “Okszyc in a way demonstrates how 
much from the Reformation doctrine a persistent and a religious repre-
sentative of his class could in those days refer to himself. Rej’s writings 
show how he understood and adapted it and where it turned out to be 
impassable.”37 

Apart from a positive lecture of Luther’s and Calvin’s modi ied teach-
ing in Rej’s writings, a lot of space is taken up by polemic addresses, 
above all attacks against Catholicism. Starting with Brückner and in-
ishing with Maciuszko’s monograph, the majority of researchers focus 
on Okszyc’s scorn for the saints, acts of kindness or church ceremonies 
in Krótka rozprawa, though these polemics are somewhat masked, ex-
pressed indirectly, not openly, it is expressed through allusions and sa-
tirical pictures. Open attacks on Catholicism can be found in Postilla, in 
Źwierzyniec [The Bestiary], and above all in Apocalypsis. As far as Postilla 
is concerned, Brückner already opposed Hieronim Juszyński’s opinion 
about the “incredible impulsiveness of the critical remarks against Ca-
tholicism, unguarded slander.” Our polihistorian contended that, on the 
contrary, the writer from Nagłowice wrote Postilla “exceptionally mod-
estly, guardedly”, and proved it by giving concrete examples which re-
ferred either to Rome or St. Peter.38 The same opinion was expressed by 
Maciuszko in his book, and he referred to Ziomek Renesans as well; he 
talked about irony, and also about Rej’s certain polemic mildness, even 
when criticizing the world, Rej was obliging towards it.39 

Rej made strong satirical addresses against Catholicism in the Wiz-
erunk; however, they are expressed indirectly, through the philosophers 
that teach. Nowak paid attention to them and referred the reader to the 
work “Wizerunek” Mikołaja Reja z Nagłowic jako utwór sztuki i zdrowej 
myśli [Wizerunk […] as a Work of Art and Healthy Thought], 1904, writ-
ten by Antoni Gustaw Bem; Maciuszko dealt with the satirical addresses 
more extensively.40 The epigrams of Źwierzyniec (1562) “writes the en-
emy of Catholicism, ruthless, virulent, con irmed in his principles” – this 
is how Jerzy Starnawski,41 the author of the monograph on Źwierzyniec, 

37 Ibid., 20, 621.
38 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne, 121–123.
39 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 404–407.
40 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 45; Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany 

teolog…, 451–453.
41 J. Starnawski, O “Źwierzyńcu” Mikołaja Reja z Nagłowic (Wrocław, 1971), 79–81. Stu-

dia Staropolskie vol. 28.
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presents Rej’s religious viewpoint; he added as well that in his criticism 
Rej did not shun strong remarks. As a matter of fact, Brückner enumerat-
ed earlier Rej’s taunts towards the Catholic faith, which he had found in 
27 epigrams; he stressed at the same time that Okszyc did not so much 
want to convert people to the new faith, he rather showed the weak 
points of the old faith, he wanted the reader to choose what he thought 
was the right thing.42 However, Starnawski noticed that despite the re-
former’s virulence which has already been mentioned, Rej was capable 
of being objective towards the Catholics, since among the characters he 
chose to present there are some of the bishops who had been praised 
for their virtues. Another example of objectivism (the researchers speak 
as well about disappointment and pessimism in the look at the develop-
ment of the Reformation) came with the new edition of Źwierzyniec, in 
which the epigram Ewanielikowie [The Protestants] was placed, and in it 
the criticism of the Protestants’ hypocrisy; the Protestants by referring 
to the Gospel “faith and with it love they recommend highly, as they have 
very little of it among themselves.”43 Brückner and Maciuszko also dealt 
with this work; Maciuszko explained that the picture of the Protestant 
community after the Aryan crisis and the slowing down of the impetus 
of the Reformation had a demoralizing effect on Rej.44

The book entitled Apocalypsis (1565) turned out to be the work which 
most severely smote Catholicism and was most involved with polemics of 
faith. Also here, Brückner, when writing about the impulsiveness and vir-
ulence of Rej’s attacks on Rome, looked for an explanation in the rage of 
the native of Nagłowice, who saw the failures of the Protestant movement, 
and because of that he wanted to give to “the blinded and those in error” 
a clear lecture on faith which was not “falsi ied by man’s fabrications.”45 
The researcher, just like the authors of later studies, pointed out that the 
prototype for Rej here was the presentation of Apocalypse in the form of 
sermons by the Geneva theologian Heinrich Bullinger, adjusted, however, 
to Polish conditions and circumstances. Brückner presented a whole list 
of Roman “fabrications” (the problem of purgatory, the cult of holy rel-
ics, the worship of saints and pictures, rituals, celibacy, etc.) which Rej 
opposed by giving arguments from the Bible. At the same time Brückner 
highly assessed the style of this work, he underlined its conciseness, the 
logic and clarity of the sentences, whose structure reminds one of rhyth-

42 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne, 250.
43 Quoted from Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 47–48.
44 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne, 263–264; Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapo-

mniany teolog…, 495.
45 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne, 266–269.
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mical prose. Zbigniew Nowak, however, paid attention to the propagation 
through Apocalypsis of the Reformation metonymies such as the one that 
both the Pagan and Catholic Rome is “Babylon, a beast with seven heads,” 
the pope is “an Antichrist, a beast with two horns,” the hierarchy and the 
priests of the Catholic Church are a “swarm.” In the phraseology, crude 
vocabulary which did not shun insults, he looked for the in luence of the 
works of Bernardino Ochino and Marcin Krowicki.46 Finally, Maciuszko, 
who like his predecessors showed the passion with which Rej attacked 
the Church rituals, contended that theologically the most important ac-
cusations are those which the native of Nagłowice made against Catholic 
dogmatics in connection with soteriology. “The Papacy is directly accused 
of usurping and appropriating the position and role of the Holy Spirit in 
the work of absolving the sins.”47

The main edge of Apocalypsis was aimed at Catholicism, but as Brück-
ner wrote, Rej “was playing a double game here,” as at the same time he 
provided his co-believers with arguments against the Aryans. Indeed, as 
early as in the second version of Źwierzyniec he added an epigram which 
criticized the Aryan doctrine (the problem of the real divinity of Christ), 
however, decisive and severe polemics can be found in the commentary 
to the Revelations of St. John where he defended the dogma of the Holy 
Trinity and lamented the consequences of “the heresy of Arius, which 
was resumed by Servet, Gentilis and others” the heresy which was “al-
ready quite plentiful in Poland” (leaf 197).48 Grabowski and Nowak also 
mentioned attacks on Aryanism in Apocalypsis, and Maciuszko devoted 
one of the subchapters in his book to the problem of Christology and the 
teaching of the Holy Trinity in this work, but he did not analyze in detail 
Rej’s anti-Aryan polemics.49 Maciuszko wrote more about this problem 
in a chapter where he analyzed the last work of the native of Nagłowice, 
namely, Źwierciadło whose main part constitutes Żywot człowieka 
poćciwego. Here Rej presents the educational program of a young man 
and passes on knowledge about God, but he also polemicizes with tri-
deists, mainly by referring to the views of Grzegorz Paweł of Brzeziny. 
Maciuszko considered Rej’s arguments and showed their imprecision, 
but also their simplicity, which could be an advantage to the readers of 
a work which was not a theological treatise. In Apoftegmata, however, 
we ind a dialogue between a Catholic and a tri-deist, and the researcher 

46 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 49–50.
47 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 560–562.
48 Brückner, Mikołaj Rej. Studium krytyczne, 275–277.
49 Grabowski, Z dziejów literatury kalwińskiej…, 397; Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka 

służba…,” 50; Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 542–545.
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proved this time that “as far as the judgments of the Holy Trinity were 
concerned the typical polemic opinions about those who did not be-
lieve in the Trinity were similar if not identical among the Catholics and 
Evangelicals.”50 The Aryan matter was the main message of Zbroja pewna 
każdego rycerza krześcijańskiego [The Certain Armor of Every Christian 
Soldier] which has been described by Maciuszko as a historical, philo-
sophical, moral, apologetic, polemic treatise. When analyzing the teach-
ings of Okszyc, Maciuszko showed that for the writer from Nagłowice 
the “heresy” in Poland, the activities of those who did not believe in the 
Trinity, and above all, the fact that these things were allowed, was a sign 
or an omen that divine retribution would cause the doom of the state.51 
Zo ia Szmydtowa also mentioned the criticism of the Aryan doctrine, 
and Zbigniew Nowak noticed that in fact “in all the works that are part of 
Źwierciadło Rej placed numerous anti-Aryan allusions, which re lected, 
among others, the polemics of the Calvinist theologians, Paweł Gilowski 
and Stanisław Sarnicki, with the representative of the Polish Brothers, 
Grzegorz Paweł, which proves that to the end of his life he had a deep in-
terest in the events that took place in the camp of people of other faiths, 
and that he reacted quickly to them in his writings.”52 

What kind of picture of “Rej, the Reformation writer” emerges from 
this review of research? It seems that one can look at Rej as a critic, be-
liever, and polemicist. As a critic of church and social perversion, Okszyc 
presented himself most clearly in Krótka rozprawa, which most fully 
expressed the program and the aspirations of the Polish Reformation 
camp. The researchers usually paid attention to this meaning of Krótka 
rozprawa, but the indings of Julian Krzyżanowski, who showed in de-
tail what aspects of the reality of that time raised the writer’s objection, 
turned out to be particularly important. As a critic of religious matters, 
the native of Nagłowice spoke, to a large extent, about such abuse of the 
Church which may not have been approved of by the Catholics them-
selves either, especially by those who had a reforming attitude. If things 
did not function properly in his own camp, Rej criticized the Evangeli-
cals as well by reminding them that they did not tally with the teachings 
they propagated.

More misunderstandings and controversy among the researchers 
was aroused by Rej’s attitude to faith. In the early period of his writing, 
the religious problems are not quite clearly articulated and this is why 
there were doubts whether at this stage it was still Catholicism or al-

50 Maciuszko, Mikołaj Rej. Zapomniany teolog…, 607, 582–584.
51 Ibid., 614.
52 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 52; Szmydtowa, O Erazmie…, 183. 
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ready a departure towards the new religions. And only the authors of the 
latest monographs speak openly about Okszyc’s crypto-Protestantism. 
In the later works, however, both as a Lutheran and a Calvinist, the writ-
er from Nagłowice did not stick strictly to the dogmatics of these faiths. 
In his modi ications, one could see an aspiration to soften the theological 
doctrines of Protestantism; this concerned predestination in particular, 
justi ication through faith, and the meaning of acts of kindness. In such 
an approach to problems of faith the researchers see the in luence of 
the writings of Zwingli, Melanchthon and Erasmus of Rotterdam. Rej, the 
believer, appears thus to be an eclectic theologian, sensitive to the real-
ity of his time and surroundings, and what is rather obvious, strongly 
attached to the Bible, from which a big part of his writings emerges. Of 
course, these matters had been discussed in earlier research (Brückner, 
Grabowski), however, a detailed study and the judgment of the theologi-
cal threads is the achievement of Janusz T. Maciuszko, whose extensive 
monograph (with a theological focus), though it shows a number of lit-
erary oversights, is an exceptionally important source when it comes to
a thorough familiarization with Rej’s religious views. When it comes
to a single work, namely, Żywot Józefa, the work of Marta M. Kacprzak 
has a similar role in presenting the religious thought contained in this 
work. Kacprzak researched into the ideological face of Żywot and built 
Rej’s vision of the world on the basis of historical and literary analysis. 

As a polemicist, Rej directed his attacks mainly against Catholicism, 
however, the things he most jeered at were the Church rituals, and as 
far as dogmatic matters were concerned, he mainly opposed the views 
on the means of achieving salvation. He used irony, built satirical pic-
tures, in his arguments he did not shun bluntness, and nonetheless, the 
researchers contend that against the background of other Reformation 
polemicists, Okszyc did not stand out as far as the impulsiveness and vir-
ulence of his statements is concerned.53 A decisively sharp tone, marked 
by hostility and agitation, appeared only in Apocalypsis as an expression 
of the writer’s bitterness as somebody who saw the weakness and the 
break-up of Protestantism. And this is why from the end of the 1550s 
the second object of Rej’s attacks, perhaps even more severe, was the 
Aryans, who were accused of the break-up within the Calvinistic Church. 

53 Recently Paweł Stępień has published a monography showing how the Figliki it in 
with the mission of spreading the “true gospel,” and the role of the text in the struggle aga-
inst “Roman Antichrist.” See P. Stępień, Śmiech w czasach ostatecznych. Tematyka religijna
w “Figlikach” Mikołaja Reja [Laughter in the Last Times. Religious Thems in M. Rej’s “Figli-
ki”] (Warszawa, 2013), passim.
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The feature that can be seen particularly clearly in the research into 
the ideological expression of Mikołaj Rej’s work is without doubt the 
strong, authentic involvement of the writer with the matters of religion 
and ethics, whose principles he propagated ardently all his life. He was 
indeed, as he described himself, this “stone that called for the Lord’s glo-
ry.” The signi icance of Rej was probably most accurately pointed to by 
Zbigniew Nowak: “and so Rej was the irst and most accomplished writ-
er of the Polish Reformation. The Reformation drew him into writing, 
suggested an ideology and particular literary patterns to him, shaped his 
mentality, and a widely understood style of popular speech, it made the 
boor and the self-taught person break the Catholic monopoly on schol-
arship and literature, and Rej became the teacher of the nation and its 
recognized spiritual leader.”54

54 Nowak, “Mikołaja Reja literacka służba…,” 54–55.


