RELIGIOUS HISTORY OF EUROPE TO 1500

Failure of Papal Leadership
Introduction--In the thirteenth century the papacy reached the apogee of power and influence.  For a moment it seemed as though the dreams of Gregory VII to papal supremacy promulgated during the so-called Investiture controversy were going to come true.  Europe, it appeared, might become a Christian commonwealth united under papal leadership.  However, in 1300 the dream seemed to be dissipating, and the next two centuries witnessed mounting criticism of papal rule and the structure of the institutional church.

The Popes and Medieval Politics--Toward the end of the thirteenth century the Turks steadily gained ground in the eastern Mediterranean.  But most European rulers, including the pope, were obsessed with a power struggle for the island of Sicily.  The papacy had supported the installment of Charles of Anjou, brother to Louis IX, in 1266 A.D.  Peter III of Aragon claimed the island by marriage, while Charles himself was not satisfied with the island kingdom and aspired to more.  He had grandiose ideas of an alliance with Venice aimed at conquoring the Byzantine Empire.  Of course, while the papacy was busying offering the Sicilian crown to various rulers, no one bothered to ask the Sicilian people what they thought.  They hated the Duke of Anjou, his insolent foreign soldiers, the heavy taxes imposed to pay for wars planned for the near future.  Meanwhile, the Byzantines and the Aragonese had agents in Sicily sturring up trouble, so the island was part of a conspiracy stretching from Barcelona to Constantinople.  On Easter 1282 A.D., at Vespers, the people of Palermo turned on the French garrison and massacred it.  Others followed, so Charles rallied an army on the mainland to take care of the situation.  The people offered Peter of Aragon the chance to rule, and he landed with an army in August 1282 A.D.  The ensuing War of the Sicilian Vespers went on for 20 years.  In the end the Aragonese retained the island, while the Duke of Anjou kept the mainland territories of southern Italy with the title "King of Naples."

Papal Involvement--Unfortunately, the papacy was up to its neck in the war.  Martin IV (1281-85 A.D.) was French and a former servant of the French crown.  He excommunicated Peter of Aragon, preached a crusade against him, declared his kingdom forfeit and gave the Aragonese crown to a French prince.  Philip III of France launched a crusade into Aragon to enforce the decree, but it was a failure and he was killed.  For the papacy, however, many people viewed this situation as an unforgiveable intrusion and a gross abuse of spiritual authority.  This was an important event in the declining credibility of the papacy, an office needed to maintain the unity of Christianity which was the central force of cultural unity.  What bothered so many contemporaries was not intimate papal involvement in social and political affairs, that had come to be customary; it was, instead, that the popes seemingly were more interested in dominating Christian society rather than serving it.

Power and Innocent III--Perhaps, the growing power and corruption of the papacy were a result of the policies of Innocent III, who around the beginning of the thirteenth century had tried to make the papacy the supreme tribunal of Europe to judge impartially the petty affairs of the continent.  Besides being the spiritual leader of nations, the pope was also the temporal lord of a little Italian principality.  So, there was a constant temptation to use the universal spiritual powers of the Papacy to advance the pope's interest as a petty Italian prince.  This certainly was evident in Martin IV's "crusade" against Peter of Aragon.  Martin failed because people did not believe there was anything "inspired" about papal meddling in temporal Italian politics.

Radical Franciscans--Papal claims to temporal power fell on deaf ears within the church also.  Radical Franciscans, also known as "Spiritual Franciscans," revived in the second half of the thirteen century the teachings of Joachim of Flora, a mystic who had argued that just as there were three persons in the godhead, so also there were three epochs in history--the age of the Father, or the OT period; the age of the Son, the NT era up to and including medieval times; and the age of the Spirit, which was in the future.  While laws and government were necessary in the age of the Son, in the coming third age men would live in a happy simple Christian anarchy directly guided by the promptings of the Holy Spirit.  Since each age had a great personality who inauguarated it, Moses and then Christ, so Francis was the initiator of the age of the Spirit.  By 1300 the papacy was trying to stamp out exponents of this view, and some were burned as heretics.

Misgivings--Many contemporaries viewed this Franciscan minority as the true hiers to the great saint.  They promoted alot of criticisms of the papacy and helped to establish the mood of apocalyptical misgivings about the whole existing structure of the church which flourished in the Late Middle Ages.  Since commerce played an increasingly more important role in day-to-day affairs, and worldly views of politics gained much ground with the spread of Aristotelian thought and Roman law, the decline of papal credibility worked well with a growing secularization of European society.  Lawyers, philosophers and statesmen began to think of their own assemblies, estates and Parliaments as self-contained units, reflecting the needs and goals of local interests and the common welfare of local subjects, rather than part of some grand Christian commonwealth, which the papacy had made less believable by its corruption and self-serving behavior.  Many thinkers, and some kings, began to believe that man's first concern was the welfare of the secular state, and the first duty of everyone, prelates included, was to serve their secular prince, not the church or the pope.

Conflicts of Church and State--The growing power of secular kings and the diminishing influence of the papacy became apparent beginning in the fourteenth century which the papacy suffered a total and humiliating defeat at the hands of Philip IV of France.  When Martin IV and Philip III died in 1285 A.D., the French crown was considered a stalwart supporter of the papacy, but when young Philip IV tried to extricate his father's army from its crusading position in Italy, he felt great resentment for the papacy encouraging the expedition.  Philip IV was a man of conventional piety, but he was cold, calculating and ruthless.  His advisors were men who believed in the supremacy of the secular state.  Generally, they had no scruples about using whatever means necessary to advance the cause of the state.

Celestine V--Philip IV quarreled with Honorius IV (1285-87 A.D.) and Nicholas IV (1288-92 A.D.) with serious consequences.  In July 1294 ten cardinals met to elect a successor to Nicholas.  Two Roman families, the Orsini and the Colonna, dominted the College of Cardinals.  They fought in the conclave and outside in the streets of Rome.  After months of deadlock one cardinal suggested they make a revered hermit who lived on a mountain in the kingdom of Naples the new pope.  He took the name Celestine V, and before Charles II of Anjou could capture him he had created twelve new cardinals, eight French and four Neopolitan.  Within a year Celestine had resigned under pressure from Benedict Gaetani, who in December of 1294 became Boniface VIII (1294-1303 A.D.).

Boniface--Scion of a noble family, the aged Boniface was an able administrator and canon lawyer, but he was also haughtly, overbearing, vain and incredibly ambitious.  Clearly, his per-sonal morals left much to be desired.  He was interested in advancing the prerogatives of the papacy and the personal for-tunes of his family.  His was so vain that he distributed statu-ettes of himself, and once in a fit of anger kicked an envoy to his court.  He gave his nephew money from the papal treasury to buy valuable real estate in Rome, but the rival Colonna family stole the money.  Boniface ordered a crusade against them, cap-tured their castles, gave their land to his relatives, and exiled or imprisoned members of the family.  In so doing Boniface gained many bitter enemies among the Roman nobility.  Weakened at home, he unwisely plunged into a new conflict with two powerful European princes.

Loss of Money--In 1295 A.D. Philip IV of France and Edward I (1272-1307 A.D.) of England prepared for war over the duchy of Gascony.  Both planned to tax the clergy.  In response Boniface issued in 1296 A.D. the bull Clericis Laicos which forbade the clergy of any state to pay taxes to princes without papal consent.  It directly challenged the national sovereignty of these kings.  Philip replied by shutting off the supply of gold and silver leaving France to the papal court.  Boniface was embarassed and faced a severe rebellion from the Colonna.  Early in 1297 A.D. several Spiritual Franciscans joined the Colonna at their fortress of Longhezza.  They denounced Boniface as a usurper, arguing that Celestine V could not resign so Boniface's election was invalid.  In the spring of 1297 Philip announced he was inclined to support this position, so Boniface gave in and agreed that in times of crisis in France the king could after all tax the clergy if the king, not the pope, decided there was a state of emergency.

A Brief Honeymoon--The harmony elicited by this decision did not last long.  In 1301 a bishop in the south of France, Bernard Saisset, got into hot water with Philip, whose lawyers set out to destroy the bishop.  The bishop ended up in prison in Paris.  When Philip tried to get Boniface to support the charges, Boniface saw the whole thing as a political farce and that the independence of the French episcopate was at stake.  He issued another bull restating the ideas of the 1296 A.D. bull Clericis Laicos.  Philip summoned the Estates General for the first time to get support from his subjects.  His ministers addressed the meeting and declared Boniface to be an heretic and criminal.  Boniface issued the bull Unam Sanctam, which expressed in extreme form the doctrine of papal supremacy over kings, and in 1303 A.D. on the basis of this document Boniface excommunicated Philip.

William de Nogaret--One of Philip's servants, William de Nogaret, was a master of fabricating phoney accusations and finding witnesses to the non-existent events and crimes.  Nogaret had been sent to prove that the bishop of Troyes had stolen money from the county of Champagne.  Nogaret demonstrated to his own and the king's satisfaction that the bishop had conspired with a witch to kill the queen by sticking pins in a doll.  A witness to this sorcery had been persuaded to testify by daubing him with honey and hanging him over a beehive.  To Nogaret, then, Philip entrusted the task of pulling down Boniface.  Nogaret charged that Boniface was an heretic, a sorcerer, that he had poisoned many church officials, and that he kept girlfriends in the papal court to concel the fact that he was a homosexual pervert.  Next, Nogaret rounded up a band of partisans outside Rome led by Sciara Colonna, one of Boniface's bitter enemies.  They captured Boniface at Anagni in September 1303.  He was eventually released, but the shock and humiliation of the event was too much.  He died soon afterwards.

Benedict XI--The new pope, Benedict XI (1303-04 A.D.) found himself in an embarassing position.  Benedict had been a friend of Boniface and knew that the crime at Anagni should be pursued, but he was not anxious to cross swords with Philip IV.  He revoked the censures heaped on Philip, but tried to get the king to punish Nogaret.  In 1305 A.D. the College of Cardinals elected Bertrand de Got, archibishop of Bordeaux, as new pope.  Very likely Philip was behind the election, who could have got away with this because Bertrand served in an area claimed by Philip's enemy, Edward I of England, and so was not viewed as strictly a French protege by Italians.  In any case Bertrand took the name Clement V (1305-14 A.D.) and met with the Cardinals at Lyons to be consecrated and enthroned.  He then took up residence on the east bank of the Rhone at Avignon.  Technically, it was part of the Holy Roman Empire, but it was an area dependent upon the Count of Anjou and just across the river from Philip's possessions.  It made the pope subject to French influence without actually being in France.  Clement created twenty-eight new cardinals, twenty-five of whom were French.  So, you have a French pope surrounded by French cardinals living in a French-speaking city on the French frontier.

Nogaret--As soon as Clement was in place, Nogaret began to insist that his conduct at Anagni be justified.  Clement managed to defer action on this request for six years.  Eventually, Nogaret got a hearing and had witnesses present to support his actions.  He cheerfully demanded that Boniface's bones be disinterred and burned in public.  In a compromise the pope withdrew all ecclesiastical censures against Philip and his servants, and declared the king acted in a praiseworthy and just manner.  Clement also faced an embarassing situation in Philip's attacks on the Knights Templars.  It was a rich province which Philip plundered by a ruthless campaign to depict the members as sexual perverts, Satan worshippers and heretics.  Clement had to congratulate Philip for his efforts, even though much of the evidence was fabricated and extracted by torture and burning.

John XXII--John XXII (1316-34 A.D.), Clement's successor, plunged, nonetheless, into another church/state controversy with Emperor Lewis of Germany.  John was an unbelievably cantankerous old man who got into a squabble with the Franciscans while fight-ing with Lewis.  John solemnly ruled that anyone who claimed that Christ and His apostles never owned property was a heretic.  The Franciscans were dismayed but reluctantly accepted the decision.  They had vehemently argued that no one else followed the way of Christ with the purity they did with regard to poverty.  Among the Franciscans who fled the order and took protection under Lewis was William of Ockham, a prominent philosopher and theologian who became the most influential thinker of the fourteenth century.

Ockham and the Papal Critics--The quarreling of the first half of the fourteenth century provoked a great deal of controversial literature.  Several major works of political theory came out at this time, which defended the autonomy of the secular state against papal claims to world monarchy and attacked the doctrine of absolute papal sovereignty in ecclesiastical affairs.  John of Paris, Marsilius of Padua and William of Ockham were highly articulate exponents of the secularism of the Late Middle Ages.

John of Paris (ca. 1250-1306 A.D.)--John was a French Dominican and follower of Thomas Aquinas.  In 1302 A.D. he wrote On Papal and Royal Power during the conflict between Boniface VIII and Philip IV the Fair.  Secular government, he argued, derived its authority from the natural inclination of men to live together in communities.  There had been kings before there were popes, so royal power obviously was not derived from the papacy.  Nor could popes depose kings.  Christ established the papacy, but He did not confer on it any wealth or temporal power.  If popes possessed such, it was bestowed on them by a temporal prince.  As an institution, the papacy possessed by divine right a supreme jurisdiction in purely spiritual affairs, but if an individual pope showed himself unworthy he could be deposed by a general council of the church.

Marsilius of Padua (ca. 1275-1342 A.D.)--Marsilius of Padua, rector of the University of Paris in 1313 A.D., wrote The Defender of the Peace, in which he persistenly stressed the principle of popular consent as the basis of all legitimate government.  He was not a democrat, but in theory he argued that the only body which could make law or appoint officers of government was the whole community (dominated by the most important men of course).  The clergy were merely one constituent part of the community and were bound by all its laws.  The same principle extended to church government.  Only the whole body of believers or their representatives in a general council cold enact ecclesiastical law.  Marsilius went so far as to deny that the papacy had ever been established by divine authority.  For him it was simply an executive office established by the Christian community and liable to abolition by the community if it ever seemed desireable.  Throughout his work Marsilius assumed that all the powers inherent in the community could be exercised by a secular ruler designated by the community.

William of Ockham (ca. 1285-1349)--Ockham was also an extreme radical but in a different way.  He was a great political theorist and philosopher of subtlety and power who leveled a broadside atack on thirteenth-century scholasticism.  It came in the form of new and extreme brand of nominalism.  All universal ideas and general concepts were mere names.  Ockham argued that the only realities the mind could know were specific individual objects that presented themselves to sense experience.  Logicians could juggle concepts, but these exercises had no demonstrable connection with external reality.  Hence, the mind could not demonstrate the truth of any general proposition about the external world.  So, one could not by pure reason establish the truth "God exists."  Ockham was a devout Christian, but contended that "truths of faith" were exactly that.  Basic truths of religion, then, were known solely by intuitive faith.  The mind, Ockham said, could not move from contemplation of individual natural objects to an understanding of supernatural truth.  In effect Ockham negated the intellectual accomplishments of the two preceding centuries, including Abelard, Anselm and Aquinas.  While his ideas on defining church doctrine did not find widespread acceptance, Ockham's ideas had a pervasive, some said corrosive, influence on the whole climate of Late Medieval thought.  It was certainly a strong attack on the Thomistic synthesis of faith and reason.
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