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RELIGIOUS HISTORY OF EUROPE TO 1500

Papal Reform

Papal Problems--By the end of the ninth century the fortunes of the papacy were at a low ebb.  When the Carolingian empire collapsed in 887 A.D. Italy was left to fend for itself, and the papacy as a result was dragged down into the mire of Italian politics.  Several popes of the period were weak and unsuited for the position.  John VIII (872-82 A.D.) was murdered, Stephen VI (896-97) died in prison.  Benedict VI (973-74) was smothered and John XIV (983-84) was killed in the Castel Sant'Angelo.  John XII (955-64), a "dissolute boy" of eighteen when he became pope, died according to Bishop Liutprand of Cremona of heart failure during a marathon bout of sexual intercourse.  All were scions of dif-ferent aristocratic families in Rome--Alberic, Crescentii and the counts of Tusculum--who gained the position as a result of family policy or politics, part of a deliberate strategy to become hereditary rulers of the duchy of Rome.  It meant that the papacy was on the point of losing its moral prestige and its hold over Christendom and becoming merely a tool of local Italian factions.

German Intervention--In 954 A.D. Alberic, son of Marozia, died.  Marozia was the daughter of a pope and had been a mistress to several of them.  From Alberic came a line of descendents that held the papacy from 954 to 1046, known as the Tusculani because their leader in the late tenth century was the count of Tusculum.  Their chief rivals were the Crescentii, whose first leader was patricius John, and they ruled in Rome for a while in the 980s and 990s.  Alberic's son, John XII became pope and in 962 crowned Otto I of Germany Holy Roman Emperor after Otto intervened in Italy to bring some order.  However, German intervention was too intermittent and spasmodic to bring permanent improvement to the situation.  Otto II tried to break the hold of the Roman factions by making his chancellor, Bishop Peter of Barvaria, Pope John XIV, but without success.  The Germans, however, could only con-trol Rome by allying themselves with one Roman faction against another.  The result was that in the first half of the eleventh century the papacy fell under the spell of the counts of Tusculum.

Tusculan Triumph--For example, by 985 John Crescentius, chief Tusculun rival, dominated Rome until 996.  When Otto III of Germany came to Rome and made his cousin, Bruno, Pope Gregory V (996-99), Crescentius revolted and set up his own anti-pope.  Otto had Crescentius hanged in 998 and the anti-pope mutilated.  Gerbert of Aurillac, a Frenchman, followed Gregory, as Sylvester II (999-1003), but when Otto died in 1002 and the pope in 1003, the local nobility resumed sway.  The Tusculan family returned to power from 1012-24 in the person of Benedict VIII, who was able to combine respectability with a keen sense of the local political scene.  He also maintained an alliance with Henry II of Germany, but this happy arrangement ended before both Benedict and Henry died.  They also contributed John XIX (1024-32) and Benedict IX (1032-46).

Confusion and Henrician Intervention--Once again, however, farce returned to the papal scene.  Benedict IX allegedly got tired of the job.  He was weary of his own mismanagement and wanted to retire and to take a wife.  So, he sold the job to John Gratian, who became Gregory VI and demonstrated some desire for reform.  Meanwhile, the Crescentii had set up Sylvester III as their rival pope, so when Benedict repudiated his deal with Gregory that meant there were three men who claimed the papacy.  At this point Henry III intervened, whether for religious or political reasons we are uncertain.  He said he wanted to "life the papacy out of the field of Roman party politics."  This was desireable for both political and religious reasons, since Henry assumed that schism and simony occurred because the papacy had become the prize of Roman political factions.  Henry made himself "patricius," a title which at the time meant he controlled the election of the pope.  Having summoned the synod of Sutri, Henry III deposed Gregory, who, although the only respectable pope of the three, had bought the office and was clearly guilty of "simony."  Sylvester was brushed aside, and Benedict removed, though whether it was formally done through the synod or merely told to "get lost" we are not sure.  In quick succession four German bishops were raised to the papal office:  Clement II (1046-47; the Bishop of Bamburg), Damasus II (1048), Leo IX (1049-54) and Victor II (1055-57).  All were ardent reformers and undoubtedly chosen as such.  Three died too quickly to make a mark, and of the four pontificates, that of Leo IX, an Alsatian nobleman and Henry's cousin (Bishop Bruno of Toul in Lorraine), beginning in February 1049 marks the effective beginnings of papal reform.

Leo IX--Leo IX has been described as the "real founder of the papal monarchy over the church."  He brought with him to Rome the leaders of the reform movement in the north, particularly Humbert of Moyenmoutier, who became cardinal-bishop of Silva candida in 1050, surrounding himself with advisers and helpers who had no connection with the Roman aristocracy.  The exception was Hildebrand, a Roman clerk, who had been chaplain to Gregory VI and had gone with him into exile after 1046 in Germany.  Owing to his familiarity with Rome Hildebrand was made supervisor of the papal estates to safeguard them from aristocratic depredation.  He was also charged with restoring the financial well-being of the papacy, which had suffered much in the party contests of the previous generations.

New Conception of the Papacy--The spirit of reform which had flourished in Lorraine took hold almost immediately in Rome and transformed the papacy.  The new leaders had no interests in Italian territorial questions or maintaining position among the feuding Roman aristocrats.  The Italian popes had intervened in matters outside Rome only rarely and fitfully, occasionally defining a point of doctrine or some legal dispute.  They had no conception of themselves as leaders of Christendom, even Western Christendom, and little notion of the papacy as a universal power.  With the northern influx came the well-developed notion of the pope as moral leader and directing head of the Christian community, a notion first fostered by the Anglo-Saxon missionar-ies such as Boniface in northern Germany, and then in the hands of eleventh-century reformers.  Furthermore, the northerners had a clear sense of the reforming purposes to which papal authority should be put.

Showdown on Simony--Leo IX and his advisors first made it their job to do away with simony which was prevalent everywhere.  To achieve this end it was necessary for Leo to get out of Rome, not live there in splendour, and demonstrate his authority in other parts of Europe.  Like a medieval monarch he needed to make a solemn procession through his dominions.  Accordingly, Leo left Rome for the north in March 1049 passing through Florence and Pavia to Cologne and Reims.  He had promised while Bishop of Toul to be present at Rheims to consecrate the new church honoring St. Remigius, the "apostle of the Franks," who had baptized Clovis.  Leo planned to make this additionally the occasion for an eccles-iastical council.  Owing to French royal opposition only twenty bishops and forty abbots showed up.  The consecration took place October 1049.  Instead of placing the shrine of the saint on the new site, Leo placed it on the high altar as a silent witness to the council.  He then asked all the officials present to stand up one by one and declare they had not paid for their offices.  The Archbishop of Reims asked for a day's grace, and the Bishop of Langres fled.  The Archbishop of Besan_on stood to defend him but was struck dumb and could not say a word.  The awful presence of St. Remigius had established papal authority.  Confessions abounded, examined and correct punishment meted out.  The worst offenders, including all the bishops who had failed to show up, were deposed.  By such means the Pope became the leader of Christendom and the effective head of the church.

Reinforcement of Papal Authority--Leo actually crossed the Alps three times to France and Germany, where he held synod after synod, issuing decrees against simony, clerical marriage, vio-lence and moral laxity, and settling countless disputes.  In this way papal authority became real and visible, and in a practical sense the papacy, before this an object of shame and scandal, won the support of the reforming elements in the church.  It also changed the spirit of the reformers themselves who had formed an international network centered on the close-knit Cluniac community.  The monastic reformers of Lorraine and Burgundy, and their disciples in France, Germany and England, had thought primarily in terms of raising the standard of clerical and secular life by precept and example, or moral reform within the existing law and constitution of the church.  Contact with Leo changed that.  For the group around Leo the first order of business was not moral rejuvenation but reinforcement of papal authority.

Papal Reform--Papal reform was one of the dramatic and startling events of the Middle Ages.  The papacy suddenly emerged reformed, transformed, now a central organization for the direc-tion and improvement of the church.  Papal reform had many sources.  One of course was Cluny and the international monastic thrust as noted above and in the lectures on monasticism.  Another was the intellectual revival that grew out of the twelfth-century renaissance.  When Leo came to Rome, he was bridging the gap between the reformers of Lorraine and the first beginnings of an intellectual revival in Italy.  The northerners who came with him had been educated in schools such as Li_ge that were brimming with reform spirit.  In Italy they met and mingled with other officials who were products of a similar intellectual revival just beginning in Italy.

The Reformers--The reformers were an odd lot with divergent ideas and often divergent motives.  As a collection of able men that Leo had summoned from distant corners of Europe to assist in papal reform, they intended to make Europe live up to its spiritual vocation.  Under Leo's leadership they played an important role in the transformation of the college of cardinals from a local administrative body into the central officers of a worldwide church, and this became even more evident under Leo's successors.  Of the group four deserve special notice--Frederick of Lorraine, Humbert of Silva Candida, Peter Damian and Hildebrand.  Peter Damian was a strange man, something like St Jerome in combining asceticism and a passion for the classics.  Unlike Jerome he was not a senstive egoist, nor a great scholar.  He became the greatest ornament of the Roman Curia and cardinal bishop of Ostia, a mixture of fierceness and gentleness, sardonic humor and modesty all in one.  He was so heroic that he almost single-handedly quelled a riot in Milan, but privately by nature he was a hermit and the greatest mystic of the century.

Frederick of Lorraine was Chancellor of the Roman See under Leo, abbot of Monte Cassino (St Benedict's own monastery), and Pope Stephen IX.  Humbert of Silva Candida was a man of big ideas, a very distinguished theologian, grand writer and a man of great force of character and practical ability.  He was Leo's legate in 1054, played an important part in the secretarial work of the papal chancery, became cardinal bishop of Silva Candida in 1057, was the leading Curiate under Nicholas II (1059-61) and died at the height of his influence in 1061.  For the moment we will put off looking at Hildebrand until he becomes pope.  The important point here is that these men formed a powerful nucleus for the reform of the church.

Goals of Reformers--In terms of eradicating specific weaknesses of the church the reformers wanted to do away with simony, clerical marriage and incontinence.  Since church office carried with it the right to administer the sacraments, which meant mediation of the gift of the Holy Spirit, then purchasing an office was technically selling the Holy Spirit.  Clerical marriage, too, had long been forbidden by canon law, and this was accepted as the norm for reformers.  Even though in general the academic tradition in the church, with some exceptions, condemned clerical marriage, traditional practice outside the monasteries made it respectable.  However, theological tides were running against it.  The enhanced value of the sacraments forced fresh appreciation of the sacredness of the administrator, who, it was urged, should be set apart from the entanglements of the world.  Most of the reformers, following St Jerome, thought the lace petticoat the supreme symbol of worldly snares.

Separation from the laity--This sort of clerical separation from the laity seemed natural in an age deeply conscious of hierarchy.  This theological trend, therefore, exalted above all the office of the Pope.  It found additionally much legal support for this exaltation, which the reformers viewed as necessary to change the church.  In practice emperors dominated the papacy in the tenth and eleventh centuries.  There was of course a counter tradition of papal independence from secular authority which viewed the emperor as protector, like a bodyguard, over the papacy, with the spiritual nonetheless having supremacy over the temporal, papacy over empire.  Theology and law must be viewd together in this age.  There were constant demands for "libertas," or privilege.  It covered all the special rights and privileges of the different orders of society--individual men, communities, offices and institutions.  So, the "libertas" of the Gorze monasteries meant the privilege of royal favor and patronage; the "libertas" of Cluny meant freedom from secular entanglement.  Similarly, reformers demanded the "libertas" of the Roman Church, churches and clergy, meaning freedom from secular control, independence of action, freedom to pursue a wholly spiritual vocation.  In short, they wanted disengagement.

Assimilation--Further, the reformers viewed the human race as mired in appalling depravity.  It was the clergys' job to pull them out of it.  What Peter Damian feared then in his Liber Gomorrhianus, which pictures the human race in terms almost as savage as that of Gulliver's Travels, was assimilation.  If the clergy was assimilated into the world then it too would be dominated by money and the opposite sex.  The fight, then, against simony and clerical marriage was a struggle against assimilation by the world.  Many reformers concluded that lay interference in church affairs nurtured assimilation.  With high offices becoming hereditary appointments of lords and kings, and the lower clergy bound up in a system of appointments to a parish church dominated by local lords, neither segment of church leadership would prove to be any different than secular counter-parts.  For example, if a lord built a parish church, he owned it, and the parish priest was his vassal to do with as he saw fit.  Many lords allowed clerical marriage so the benefice could be passed from father to son like any other small vassal holding.  All this encouraged reformers to enforce the supremacy of the papacy as the only institution which could appoint able morally responsible non-worldly bishops, and through him, a higher quality of local clergy, to the ranks of the church.

Two Directions with Papal Reform--With these motives and aims in mind the urgency of reinforcing papal authority is understandable.  In practical terms the drive to accomplish this moved in two directions.  One concerned relations with Constantinople.  During the Tusculan period the Greek and Roman churches, previously at loggerheads with one another during the days of Nicholas I (858-67 A.D.), reached a "modus vivendi", co-operating peacefully with one another.  But the new conceptions of papal authority brought to Rome by the northerners after the accession of Leo IX undermined the compromise.  In 1054 a papal delegation headed by Cardinal Humbert departed for Constantinople to put forward papal claims to universal authority.  Patriarch Kerullarios immediately rejected this notion, and an open breach between the churches developed.  In fact the exalted claims Leo developed to humble Kerullarios were later turned against Henry IV.  Moved from the spiritual to the political sphere these claims became the platform for the papal assault on the Holy Roman Empire.

Canon Law--The second concerned canon law.  Down to about 1050 A.D. the Decretum set out canon law.  Bishop Burchard of Worms compiled this in 1012 A.D.  In 1074, however, a new collec-tion appeared, the so-called "Collection in 74 Titles."  It was the first book of canon law put together in Rome, and character-istically it breathed the new spirit of papal authority.  While Burchard had scarcely mentioned the papacy, reflecting the minor role the position played in the church of his day, the new col-lection was quite different.  Rather than being concerned with moral reform--clerical celibacy and simony--the new collection concentrated on the legal position and prerogatives of the papacy.  It rested this authority on papal decretals or letters, rather than on the Fathers or synodal decrees.

Slipping of Imperial Prerogative--Despite the contrasts between the Decretum and the "74 Titles," assertion of papal rights was not simulateneously an attack on lay rights.  At the death of Henry III in 1056 there was little sign of antagonism between the monarchy and the reforming party in Rome.  His successor was his six year old son who ruled under the guidance of his mother, the Empress Agnes.  Medieval rulers viewed the rule of women as a sign of weakness, so the reformers in Rome determined that they could now proceed on their own initiative by electing a Pope without consulting the emperor first.  They chose Frederick of Lotharingia, a noted reformer and the brother of Godfrey the Bearded, an arch-rebel against the Empire who had been deposed of the duchy of Lotharingia (1049) before re-establishing his fortunes by marrying Beatrice of Tuscany (1054).  His lands lay on the main routes north from Rome, so his allegiance to the church was of great value.  When Frederick sent

