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Assignment 5: First Reading

The Coming of Christianity

The thousand years during which Greco-Roman civilization arose and flourished were
notable in another way even more momentous for all later human history. It was in this
period that the great world religions came into being. Within the time bracket 800
B.C.-A.D. 700 the lives of Confucius and Buddha, of the major Jewish prophets, and of
Muhammad are all included. At the very midpoint (probably about 4 B.C.), in Palestine in
the Roman Empire, a man named Jesus was born, believed by his followers to be the Son
of God. Like Jesus, the first Christians were Jews; but both under the impulse of its own
doctrine, which held that all people were alike in spirit, and under the strong leadership of
Paul, a man of Jewish birth, Roman citizenship, and Greek culture, Christianity began to

make converts. The new religion gradually fused the monotheism of Judaism and its ethi
cal teachings with various themes in Greek philosophy, creating a new synthesis of Judeo
Greek thought that would shape much of the later history of ideas in Western cultures.
Christianity gained adherents across most of the Roman Empire, and there were certainly
a few Christians in Rome by the middle of the first century. Both Paul and the elder apos
tle, Peter, according to church tradition, died as martyrs at Rome in the time of the

Emperor Nero about A.D. 67.r
The Christian teaching spread at first among the poor, the people at the

bottom of society, those whom Greek glories and Roman splendors had
passed over or enslaved, and who had the least to delight in orto hope for
in the existing world. Women were also drawn to the new religion, perhaps

in part because early Christianity offered them more autonomy and more opportunities for
leadership than they found in the traditional patriarchal order of Roman law and families.
Gradually Christian ideas reached the upper classes; a few classically educated and well
to-do people became Christians; in the second century Christian bishops and writers were
at work publicly in various parts of the empire. In the third century the Roman govern
ment, with the empire falling into turmoil, and blaming the social troubles on the Chris
tians, subjeCted them to wholesale persecution. In the fourth century (possibly in A.D. 312)
the Emperor Constantine accepted Christianity. By the fifth century the entire Roman
world was formally Christian; no other religion was officially tolerated; and the deepest
thinkers were Christians who combined Christian beliefs with the now thousand-year-old
tradition of Greco-Roman thought, philosophy, and social institutions.

It is impossible to exaggerate the importance of the coming of Christianity. It brought
with it, for one thing, an altogether new sense of human life. Where the Greeks had
demonstrated the powers of the mind, the Christians explored the soul, and they taught that
in-the sight of God all sows were equal, that every human life was sacrosanct and invio

late, and that all worldly distinctions of greatness, beauty, and brilliancy
were in the last analysis superficial. Where the Greeks had identified the
beautiful and the good, had thought ugliness to be bad, and had shrunk
from disease as an imperfection and from everything misshapen as horrible

and repulsive, the Christians resolutely saw a spiritual beauty even in the plainest or most
unpleasant exterior and sought out the diseased, the crippled, and the mutilated to give
them help. Love, for the ancients, was never quite distinguished from Venus; for the Chris
tians, who held that God was love, it took on deep overtones of sacrifice and compassion.
Suffering itself was in a way divine, since God had also suffered on the Cross in human
form. A new dignity was thus found for suffering that the world could not cure. At the
same time th~ Christians worked to relieve suffering. as none had worked before. They
~rotested agamst t.he massacre of prisoners of war, against the mistreatment and degrada
tion of slaves, agamst the sending of gladiators to kill each other in the arena for another's
pleasure. In pla~e.of .the Greek and pagan self-satisfaction with human accomplishments
~ey taught hU~lity ill the face of an almighty Providence, and in place of proud distinc
tions between hIgh ~d low, slave and free, civilized and barbarian, they held that all men
and women were alike because all were children of the same God.
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On an intellectual level Christianity also marked a revolution. It was Christianity, not
rational philosophy, that dispelled the swarm of greater and lesser gods and goddesses; the
blood sacrifices and self-immolation; or the frantic resort to magic, fortune-telling, and
divination. The Christians taught that there was only one God. The pagan conception of
local, tribal, or national gods disappeared. For all the world there was only one plan of Sal
vation and one Providence, and all human beings took their origin from one source. The
idea of the world as one thing, a "universe," was· thu.s affinned with a new depth of mean
ing. The very intolerance of Christianity (which was new to the ancient world) came from
this sense of human unity, in which it was thought that all people should have, and
deserved t~ have, the one true and saving religion.

ideas~~~~=:~:;:::::~~~~C:~t~~~;~s:~~t:~~~~~:~a~O~i~Ci~~ ~_'!~t~i(J?'i.:'..:
no living human being except the emperor was sovereign; no one anywhere
on earth was his equal. Between gods and human beings, in the pagan view, ther~ was
moreover no clear distinction. Some gods behaved very humanly, and some human crea
tures were more like gods than others. The emperor was held to be veritably a god. A cult
qf Caesar was established, regarded as necessary to maintain the state, which was the
world itself. All this the Christians finnly refused to accept. It was because they would not
worship Caesar that the Roman officials regarded them as social incendiaries who must be
persecuted and stamped out.

The Christian doctrine on this point went back to the saying gathered from Jesus, that
one should render to Caesar the things that were Caesar's, and to God those that were
God's. The same dualism was presented more systematically by St. Augustine about A~p.

420 in his City of God. Few books have been more influential in shaping
the later development of Western civilization.

The "world," the world of Caesar, in the time of St. Augustine, was
going to ruin. Rome itself was plundered in 410 by heathen barbarians.
Augustine wrote the City of God with this event obsessing his imagination. He wrote to
show that though the material world could perish there was yet another world that was
more enduring and more important.

There were, he said, really two "cities," the earthly and the heavenly, the temporal and
the eternal, the city of man and the City of God. The earthly city was the domain of state
and empire, of political authority and political obedien~e. It was a good thing, as part of
God's providential scheme for human life, but it had no inherently divine character of its
own. The emperor was human. The state was not absolute; it could be judged, criticized, or
corrected from sources outside itself. It was, for all its majesty and splendor, really subor
dinate in some way to a higher and spiritual power. This power lay in the City of God. By
the City of God Augustine meant many things, and readers found all sorts of meanings in
later ages. The heavenly city might mean heaven itself, the abode of God and of blessed
spirits enjoying life after death. It might mean certain elect spirits of this world, the good
people as opposed to the bad. It might, more theoreticaIly,·be a system of ideal values or
ideal justice, as opposed to th~ crode approximations of the actual world.

In any case, with this Christian dualism the Western world escaped
from what is called Caesaropapism, a political system in which one person
holds the powers of ruler and ofpontiff. Instead, the spiritual power and the
political power were held to be separate and independent. In later times
popes and kings often quarreled with each other; the clergy often struggled for political
power; and governments have often attempted to dictate what people should b~lieve, or

love, or hope for. But speaking in general of European history neither side has ever won
out, and in the sharp distiriction between" the spiritual and the temporal has lain the germ of
many liberties in later societies. At- the same time the idea that no ruler, no government,
and no institution is too mighty to rise above moral criticism eventually opened the way to
~ dynamic and progressive way of living in the West. .



Assignment 5:
Second Reading: The Church during the Dark Ages

The Church and the Rise of the Papacy

Only one organized institution maintained a tie with ancient civilization. Only one institu
tion, reaching over the whole West, could receive news or dispatch its agents over ~~
whole area. This institution was the Christian church. Its framework still stood; its network
of bishoprics, as built up in late Roman times, remained intact except in places such as
England, where the barbarian conquest was complete ..

In addition, a new type of religious institution spread rapidly with the
growth of monasteries. The serious and the sensitive, both men and women
(though not together, to be sure), rejected the savagery about them and
retired into communities of their own. Usually they were left unmolested
by rough neighbors who held them in religious awe. In a world of violence
they formed islands of quiet, peace, and contemplation. Their prayers, it was believed,
were of use to all the world, and their example might at the least arouse pangs of shame in
more worldly people. The monastic houses generally adopted the rule of S1. Benedict
(c. 480-543) and were governed by an abbot. Dedicated to the same ideals, they fonned
unifying filaments throughout the chaos of the Latin West.

Bishops, abbots, and monks looked with veneration to Rome as the spot where St.
Peter, the first apostle, had been martyred. The bishop of Rome corresponded with other
bishops, sent out missionaries, gave advice on doctrine when he could, and attempted to
keep in mind the situation throughout the Latin world as a- whole. Moreover, with no
emperor any longer in Rome, the bishop took over the government and public affair~ 6f
the city. Thus the bishop of Rome, while claiming a primacy over all Christians, was not
dominated by any secular power. In the East the great church functionaries, the patriarchs,
fell under the influence of the emperor who continued to rule at Constantinople. A tradi
tion of Caesaropapism grew up in the East; but in the West the independence of the
bishop of Rome now confirmed in practice a princjple always maintained by the great
churchmen of the West-the independence of the spiritual power from the political ~r

temporal.

The growing authority of the popes was fortified by various arguments.
51. ~eter, it was ~~ld, had imparted the spiritual authority given to him by
Christ himself to the Roman bishops who were his successors. This doc-,E,,~*~~~k~riJY
trine of the "Pettine supremacy" was based on two verses in the Bible
(Matthew xvi, 18-19), according to which Christ designated Peter as the head of the
church, giving him the "power of the keys" to open and close the doors of eternal salva
tion. As for the pope's temporal rule in Rome, it was affirmed that the Emperor Constan
tine had endowed the bishop with the government of the city. This "Donation of
Constantine" was accepted as historical fact from the eighth century to the
fifteenth, when it was proved to be a forgery.
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the church that they entered. As early as about A.D. 340, the church sent out
Ulfilas to convert the Goths; his translation of the Bible represents the first
writing down of any Germanic language. About 496 the king of the Franks, Clovis, was
converted to Christianity. A hundred years later, in 597, the king of Kent in southeast
England yielded to the persuasions of Augustine of Canterbury, a missionary dispatched
from Rome, and the Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons gradually followed. Missionar
ies from Ireland also, to which Christians of the Roman &D.pire had fled before the heathen
barbarians, now returned to both Britain and the Continent to spread the gospel. By A.D.

700, after three centuries ?f turmoil, the borders of Christianity in the West were again
roughly what they had bee~ in late Roman times. Then in 711, as we have seen, the Arabs
entered Spain. They crossed the Pyrenees and raced toward central Europe, but w~.re·
stopped by a Christian and Frankish anny in 732 at Tours on the river Loire. islam was
turned back into Spain, thereby allOWing the people of Western Europe to expand their
emerging Latin Christian culture.



Assignment 5: Third Reading

TH'E HIGH tv11DDIJE AGES: THE CHURCH

So far in our account of the High Middle Ages we have told the story of Hamlet without
speaking of the Prince of Denmark, for we have left aside the church, except, indeed, when
some mention of it could not be avoided. In the real life of the time the church was
omnipresent. Religion penneated political and social life. In feudalism the mutual duties
of lord and vassal were confinned by religious .oaths , and bishops and abbots, as holders of

lands, became feudal personages themselves. In the monarchies, the king was crowned by
the chief churc~anof his kingdom, adjured to rule with justice and piety, and anointed
with holy oils. In the towns, guilds served as lay religious brotherhoods; each guild chose
a patron saint and marched in the streets on holy days. For amusement the townspeople
watched religious dramas, the morality and miracle plays in which religious themes were
enacted. The rising town, if it harbored a bishop, took especial care to erect a new cathe
dral. Years of effort and of religious fervor produced the Gothic cathedrals which still
stand as the best-known memorials of medieval civilization.

The Development of the Medieval Church and Papacy

If, however, we tum back to the tenth century, the troubled years before 1000, we find the
church in as dQ.bious a condition as everything else. It was fragmented and
localized. Every bishop went his own way. Though the clergy was~"the only
literate class, many of the clergy themselves could not read and write.
Christian belief was mixed \vith the old pagan magic and superstition, and

most Christians knew nothing about the theology that had shaped the traditions of the
Catholic church. The monasteries were in decay. Priests often lived in a concubinage that
was generally condoned. It was customary for them to marry, so that they had recognized
children, to whom they intrigued to pa~s on their churchly position. Powerful laymen often
dominated their ecclesiastical neighbors) with the big lords appointing the bishops and the
little ones appointing the parish priests. When people thought about Rome at all, they
sensed a vague respect for something legendary and far away; but the bishop of Rome, or
pope, had no influence and was treated in unseemly fashion by nobles in his own city.

,.,. The Roman Catholic church is in fact unrecognizable in the jumble of the tenth cen-
tury. So far at least as human effort was concerned, it was virtually created in the eleventh

century along with the other institUtions of the High Middle Ages.
The impulse to refonn came from many quarters. Sometimes asecular

ruler undertook to correct conditions in his own domains. For this purpose
he asserted a strict control oyer his clergy. In 962 the Holy Roman Empire

was proclaimed. This Empire, like the Carolingian and Roman empires which it was sup
posed to continue, was in theory coterminous with Latin Christendom itself and endowed
with a special mission to preserve and extend the Christian faith. Neither in France nor in
England (nor, when they became Christian states, in Spain, Hungary, Poland, or Scandi
navia) was this'claim of the Holy Roman Empire ever acknowledged. But the Empire did
for a time embrace Italy as well as Gennany. The first emperors, in the tenth and eleventh
centuries, denouncing the conditions of the church·In Rome, strove to make the pope their
appointee.

At the same time a reform ~ovement arose from spiritual sources. Serious Chris
tians took matters into their own hands. They founded a new monastery at Cluny in
France, which soon had many affiliated houses. It was their purpose to purify monastic
life and to set a higher Christian ideal to which all clergy and laity might aspire. To rid
themselves of immediate local pressures, the greed, narrowness, ignorance, family ambi
tion, and self-satisfied inertia that were the main causes of corruption, the Cluniacs
refused to recognize any authority except that of Rome'itself. Thus, at ~e very time when
conditions in Rome were at their worst, Christians throughout Europe built up the pres
tige of Rome, of the idea of Rome, as a means to raise all Latin Christendom from its
depths.



4. The High Middle Ages: The Church

CHRONOLOGY OF NOTABLE EVENTS, 500 B.C.-A.D. 1300

500-300 B.C. Creative era of Classical 'Greek Civilization: Plato, Aristotle

46 B.C. Roman Republic conquers Greece

45-31 B.C. ·Roman Republic ~volves into the Roman Empire

c. A.D. 26-29 Jesus is active in,Palestin~;beginningsof Christianity

306-337 Roman Emperor Constantine: toleration of Christianity

c. 420 SL Augustine writes City ofGod

476 Enq,oJ~ofuan~m13ireiri.th¢W~st . . '.'
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As for the popes in Rome, those who preserved any independence of judgment or
respect for their own office, it was their general plan to free themselves from the Roman
mobs and aristocrats without falling into dependence upon the Holy Roman Emperor. In
1059 Pope Nicholas IT issued a decree providing that fu:ture popes should be elected by· the
cardinals. The cardinals, at that time, were the priests of churches in the city of Rome or
bishops of neighboring dioceses. By entrusting the choice of future popes to them, Pope
Nicholas hoped to exclude all influence from outside the clergy itself. Popes have been
elected by cardinals ever since, though not always without influence from
outside.

One of the first popes so elected was Gregory VII, known also as
Hildebrand, a dynamic and strong-willed man who was pope from 1073 to
1085. He had been in touch with the Cluniac reformers, and dreamed of a
reformed and reinvigorated Europe under the universal. guidance of the Roman pontiff.
Gregory believed that the church should stand apart from worldly society, that it should
judge and guide all human' actions, and that a pope had the supreme power to judge and
punish kings and emperors ifhe deemed them sinful. His ideal was not a "world state," but
its spiritual counterpart, a world church officered by a single-minded and disciplined
clergy, centralized under a single authority. He began by insisting that the clergy free itself
of worldly involvements. He required married priests to put aside their wives and families.
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Celibacy of the clergy, never generally established in the Greek Orthodox church, and later
rejected by Protestants in the West, became the rule for the R~man Catholi~ priesthood.
Gregory insisted also "that no ecclesiastic might receive office through appoIntment by a
layman. In his view only clergy might institute or influence clergy, for the clergy must be

independent and self-contained.
Gregory soon faced a battle with that other aspirant to universal ~upremacy and a

sacred mission, the Holy Roman Emperor, who at this time was Henry IV. In Gennany the
bishops and abbots possessed a great deal of the land, which they held and governed under

the emperor as feudal magnates in their own right. To the emperor it was
vitally important to have his own men, as reliable vassals, in these great
positions. Hence in Germany "lay investiture" had become very common.
"Lay investiture" meant the practice by which a layman, the emperor, con
ferred upon the new bishop the signs of his spiritual authority, the ring and

the staff. Gregory prohibited lay investiture. He supported the Gennan bishops and nobles
when they rebelled against Henry, but the emperor remained obstinate. Gregory then
excommunicated him, that is, outlawed him from Christian society by forbidding any
priest to give him the sacraments. Henry, baffled, sought out the pope'at Canossa in Italy to
do pena~ce. "To go to Canossa" in later times became a byword for s~bmission to the will
of Rome.

In 1122, after both original contenders had died, a compromise on the matter of lay
investiture was effected by which bishops recognized the emperor as their feudal head but
looked to Rome for spiritual authority. But the struggle between popes and emperors
went on unabated. The magnates of Germany, lay lords as well as bishops, often allied
with the pope to preserve their own feudal libe~es from the emperor. The emperor in
Gennany was never able to consolidate his domains as did the kings in England and
France. The unwillingness of lords and churchmen (and of towns also, as we have seen)
to let the emperors build up an effective government left its mark p~nnanently upon
~Jltope in two ways. It contributed to the centralization of Latin Christendom under

Rome, while it blocked the development of a more unified monarchical

·~tii..f!l1f~~ state';:ec~::~t~~~~e~edieval papacy came with Innocent Ill, whose pon-
tificate lasted from 1198 to 1216. Innocent virtually realized Gregory's

dream of a unified Christian world. He intervened in politics everywhere. He was recog
nized as a supreme arbiter. At his word, a king of France took a wife, a king of England
accepted an unwanted archbishop, a king of Leon put aside the cousin whom he had mar
ried, and a claimant to the crown of Hungary deferred to his rival. The kings of England,
Aragon, and Portugal acknowledged him as feudal overlord within their realms. Huge rev
enues now flowed to Rome from allover Latin Christendom, and an enonnous bureau
cracy worked there to dispatch th~ voluminous business of the papal court. As kings
struggled to repress civil rebellion, so Innocent and his successors struggled to repress
heresy, which, defined as doctrine at variance with that of the church at large, was JJecom
ing alanningly common among the Albigensians of southern France.

In 1215 Innocent called a great"church council, the greatest since antiquity, attended
by 500 bishops and even by the patriarchs of Constantinople and Jerusalem. The council
labored at the perplexing task of keeping the clergy from worldly temptations. By forbid
ding priests to officiate at ordeals or trials by battle~ it virtually ended these survivals of
barbarism. It attempted to regularize belief in the supernatural by controlling the supersti
tious traffic in relics. It declared the sacraments to be the channel of God's saving grace
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and defined them authoritatively.2 In the chief sacrament, the Eucharist or Mass, it promul- ~

gated the dogma of transubstantiation, which held that, in the Mass, the priest converts the
substance of bread and wine into the substance of Christ's body and blood. Except for
heretics, who were suppressed, the refonns and doctrines of Innocent's council were
accepted with satisfaction throughout Latin Europe.

Intellectual Life: The Universities, Scholasticism

Under the auspices o.f the church, as rising governments gave more civil security, and as
the economy of town and country became able to support people devoted to a life of
thought, the intellectual horizon of Europeans began to open. The twelfth and thirteenth
centuries saw the founding of the first universities. These originated in the

Et:~:v::£~?~~F~;~:::Ufa:v::::::~~:::r~;~::~~:a;~:::~:~ ~1'1!~l~·······
south Italy, of legal studies at Bologna in north Italy, of theological studies
at Paris. Oxford was founded about 1200 by a secession of disgruntled students and pro
fessors from Paris; Cambridge, shortly thereafter. By 1300 there were a dozen such univer
sities in Latin Europe; by 1500 there were almost a hundred.

As the early agglomerations of traders developed into organized towns and guilds, so
the informal concourses of students and teachers developed into organized institutions of
learning, receiving the sharp corporate stamp that was characteristic of the High Middle
Ages. It was in having this corporate identity that medieval universities resemble our o~n
and differed from the schools of Athens or Alexandria in ancient times. A university, the
University of Paris, for example, was a body of individuals, young and old, interested in
learning and endowed by law with a communal name and existence. It possessed definite
liberties under some kind of charter, regulated its own affairs tlrrough its own officials, and
kept its own order among its often boisterous population. It gave, and even advertised,
courses and lectures, and it decided collectively which professors were the best qualified to
teach. It might consist of distinct schools or "faculties"-the combination of theology, law,
-and medicine, as at Paris, was the most usual. It held examinations and awarded degrees,
whose meaning and value were recognized throughout the Latin West. The degree, which
originated as a license to teach, admitted its holder to certain honors or privileges in the
same way that members of other guilds were authorized to practice a specific craft. With
such degrees, professors might readily move from one university to another. Students
moved easily also because all universities used the Latin language and offered a similar
curriculum. The university, moreover, though typically beginning in poverty, was a corpo
rate body capable of holding property; and the benefactions of pious donors often built up
substantial endowments in lands and manors. So organized, free from outside control, and
enjoying an income from property, the university lived on as a permanent institution,
through good times and bad.

2A sacrament is understood to be the outward sign of an inward grace. In Catholic doctrine the sacraments were
and are seven in number: baptism, confinnation, penance, the Eucharist, extreme up.ction, maniage, and holy
orders. Except for baptism, a sacrament may be administered only by a priest. A dogma is the common belief of
the church, in which all the faithful share and must share so long as they are members of the church. Dogmas are
regarded as implicitly the same in all ages; they cannot be invented.or developed, but may from time to time be
clarified, defined, promulgated, or proclaimed.
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The queen of the sciences was theology, the intellectual study of reli
gion. Many in Europe, by the eleventh century, were beginning to reflect
upon their beliefs. They continued to believe in God but could no longer

believe with unthinking acceptance. It was accepted as a fact, for example, that the Son
of God had been incarnated as a man in Jesus Christ. But in the eleventh century an Ital
ian named Anselm, who became archbishop of Canterbury, wrote a treatise called Cur
Deus Homo?-"Why Did God Become Man?"-giving reasoned explanations to show
why God had taken human form to save sinful human beings. Anselm argued that reason
strongly supported the Christian faith in God. Soon afterward Abelard, who taught at
Paris, wrote his Sic et Non- "Yes and No" or "Pro and Con"-a collection of inconsis
tent statements made by St. Augustine and other Fathers of the Church. Abelard's pur
pose was to apply logic to the inherited mass of patristic writings, show wherein the
truth of Christian doctrine really lay, and so' make the faith consistent with reason and
reflection.

Meanwhile, in the twelfth century a great stream of new knowledge poured .into
Europe, bringing about a veritable intellectual revolution. It was derived from the Arabs,

with whom Christians were in contact in Sicily and Spain. The Arabs, as
has been seen, had taken over the ancient Greek science, translated Greek
writings into Arabic, and in many ways added further refinements of their
own. Bilingual Christians (assisted by numerous learned Jews who trav
eled readily between the Christian and Muslim worlds) translated these

works into Latin. Above all, they translated Aristotle, the great codifier of Greek .knowl
edge who had lived and written in the fourth century B.C. The Europeans, drawing on
the commentaries of Muslim scholars such as Averroes (112~1198), were overwhelmed
by. this sudden disclosure of an undreamed universe of knowledge. Aristotle became
·The Philosopher, the unparalleled authority on all branches of knowledge other than
religious.

The great problem for Europeans was how to digest the gigantic bulk ofAristotle, or,
in more general tenns, how to assimilate or reconcile the body of Greek and Arabic learn
ing to the Christian faith. The universities, with their "scholastic" philosophers or "school
men," perfonned this function. Most eminent of scholastics was Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274), the Angelic Doctor, known also to his oWn contemporaries as the Dumb Ox
from the slow deliberation of his speech. His chief work, appropriately called the Summa

Theologica, was a survey of all knowledge.
The chief accomplishment of Thomas Aquinas was his demonstra

tion that faith and reason could not be in conflict. By reason he meant a
severely logical method, with exact definition of words and concepts,

deducing step by step what follows and must follow if certain premises are accepted. His
philosophy is classified as a form of moderate "realism," a term w~ose medieval·mean
ing differed from its comIilon usage today. For medieval philosophers "r~alism" meant
that the general idea is more "real" than the particular-that "man" or "woman" is more
real than this or that man or woman;that "law" as such IS more real and binding than this
or that particular law. He derived his philosophy from what he took to be the nature of
God, of law, of reason, of human life, and of beings in general. Thomas taught a hierar
chic view of the universe and of society, of which God was the apex. All things and all
people were subordinated to God in a descending order, each bound to fulfill the role set
by its own place and nature. It was the emphasis on the superior reality of abstractions
that enabled people in the Middle Ages to believe steadfastly in the church while freely
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THOMAS AQUINAS
by Fra Bartelemo (Italian, 1472-1517)

Thomas Aquinas combined Aristotelian
knowledge with Christian faith in his
scholastic theology, thus gaining perma
nent respect (and sainthood) from the
Catholic Church and artistic recognition
from painters such as Fra Bartelemo.
(Nicolo Orsi Battaglini!Art Resource, NY)

,., attacking individual churchment to have faith in the papacy while denouncing the popes
as scoundrels -or to accept without difficulty the mystery of transubstantiation, which
declared that what admittedly looked and tasted like bread and wine was, in real inner

substance, the body of Christ.
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inner reality drew attention away from the actual details and behavior of

concrete things. On the other hand, the scholastic philosophy laid foundations on which
later European thought was to be reared. It habituated Europeans to great exactness, to
careful distinctions, even to the splitting of hairs. It called for disciplined thinking. And it
made the world safe for reason. If any historical generalization may be made safely, it may
be said that any society that believes reason to tlu;eaten its foundations will suppress rea
son. In Thomas's time, there were some who said that Aristotle and the Arabs were infi
deISt dangerous influences that must be silenced. Any reasoning about the faith t they
warned, was a form of weakness. Thomas's doctrine that faith could not be endangered by
reason gave a freedom to thinkers .to go on thinking.
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Assignment 5: Fourth Reading

DISASTERS OF THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

The Black Death and Its Consequences

During the fourteenth century, and quite abruptly, almost half the population of Europe
was wiped out. Although it is impossible to know exactly how many people lived in
medieval Europe, the total population probably fell from roughly 70 million in 1300 to

about 45 million in 1400. Some died in sporadic local famines that began to
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plague is still debated. Most modem historians believe that the disease was

carried by rats, but this theory may not explain how the contagion moved so quickly across
Europe or why so many humans became vulnerable to a bacillus that normally lives in
rodents. Despite the uncertainty about its physiological origins, historians agree that the
plague had decisive effects on European social life. Since the plague returned at irregular
and unpredictable intervals, and killed off the young as well as the old, it disrupted mar
riage and family life and made it impossible for many years for Europe to regain the for
mer level of population. In some places whole villages disappeared. Cultivated fields were
abandoned for want of able-bodied men and women to work them. The towns were espe
cially vulnerable, because the contagion spread quickly through populations crowded
within town walls. Trade and exchange were obstructed; prices, wages, and incomes
moved erratically; famine made its victims more susceptible to disease; and deaths from
the plague contributed to famine. The living were preoccupied with the burial of the dead
and with fears for their own future.

There were immediate social and political repercussions. In some cases, survivors
benefited because the scarcity of labor led to higher. wages. On the other hand, in the gen
eral disorganization, and with landowners and urban employers decimated also, many of
the poor could find no work or took to vagabondage and begging. The upper classes, act-

ing through governments, attempted to control wages and prices. Rebel-

···~~:!~~~lj~}~~~~·~lr ~:;c::::;::~:~;::;~~!~:~~:'~~::~~:~;Zr.~i;~:~~;~:
peasant), of which the first was in 1358. In England a similar large-scale

uprising in 1381 came to be known as Wat Tyler's rebellion. Sometimes the spokesmen for
:these movements went beyond their immediate grievances to raise broader social ques
tions about why some should be rich and others poor. Governments and the upper classes
replied to this menace with ferocious repression. The peasants generally returned to their
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usual labors. Yet something was gained for the rural workers, at least in the long run, as
underlying economic and demographic forces continued to assert themselves. The
landowners, or feudal class, in order to get the work done on their manors and assure their
own incomes, had to offer more favorable terms. These included, for example, the giving
of lifetime tenures to peasant families, in return for fixed payment of sums of money. Over
the years many of these peasant holdings became hereditary and the value of money
decreased, so that payment of a s.hilling, for exampl~, which in 1400 represented a signifi
cant amount, became much less burdensome for the rural worker by 1600. In effect, a class
of small peasant property owners began to emerge in- much of Europe.

The kings also, who had been building uP. their position against the church and the
feudal lords since the eleventh century, found their problems complicated by the disasters
of the fourteenth. They still had their· governments to maintain, and their ambitions to sat
isfy, even if death removed large fractions of their subjects. They even had to increase their
incomes, as it became usual for kings to employ royal armies of foot soldiers against the
recurring possibility of feudal resistance. Various means of increasing the royal spending
power were devised. Currency was debased; that is, the king ordered a given weight of
gold or silver to represent a larger number of monetary units. Thus he temporarily had
more money, but the result was inflation and higher prices, that is, the declining value of
money already mentioned. New taxes were introduced. About 1300 the kings of both
England and France undertook to tax the clergy of their respective kingdoms, in both of
which the clergy were substantial owners of land. The kings made increasing demands as
well on great noble landholders and urban merchants. These demands were resisted, or
made subject to bargains by the representative bodies whose origin was described in t\1e
last chapter, so that the fourteenth century, and still more .the fifteenth, has been called·the
"golden age" of the medieval parliaments.

In 1337 the Hundred Years' War began between England and France.
The battles all took place in France, which was internally divided, some
parts, like Aquitaine, having long belonged to the English crown. France
was ravaged by marauding bands of English soldiers and their French ~
adherents, until French forces began to achieve military victories under the inspired lead-
ership of Joan ofArc, the young woman whom the English burned at the stake in Rouen in
1431 after she was convicted by the church of heresy and witchcraft. In England the
effects of the long and intennittent war were less divisive. As English soldiers with their
longbows defeated the mounted French knights, a kind of early patriotism arose in
England. Parliament widened its powers as the kings needed money for their campaigns.
But the great English barons also became more unruly. They deposed Richard II in 1399,
then quarreled among themselves, in a confusion punctuated by invasion from Scotland
and revolt in Wales. Disorder became worse in the fifteenth century. Dukes and earls and
their followers fonned private annies and fought with each other; they defied the royal law
courts and intimidated juries, used Parliament and government for their own purposes, and
exploited their peasants. From about 1450 until 1485 England was beset by upper-Class
tunnoil that came to be called the Wars of the Roses, because the opposing noble factions
adopted red and white roses as their symbols.

Troubles of the Medieval Church

Meanwhile similar calamities afflicted the church. In 1300, the church of the High Middle
Ages, centralized in the papacy, stood at its zenith. But the church was weakened by its
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The.·'!BabYlonian
Captivity"

This graph shows the growth of Europe's population after 1200, the catastrophic impact of the
Black Death in the fourteenth century, and the revival of the European population after the
early 1400s.

very successes. It faced the danger that besets every successful institution - a fonn of gov
ernment or a university, to choose modem examples-the danger of believing that the
institution exists for the benefit of those who conduct its ~ffairs. The papacy, being at the
top, was the most liable to this danger. It became "corrupt," set in its ways, out of touch
with public opinion, .and controlled by a self-perpetuating bureaucracy. It was unable to
reform itself, and unwilling to let anyone else reform it.

Both Edward I of England and Philip the Fair of France, in the 1290s, assessed taxes on
the landed estates belonging to the great abbeys, bishoprics, and other components of the
church. The pope, Boniface VITI, prohibited the taxation of clergy by the civil ruler. In the
ensuing altercation, in 1302, he issued the famous bull, Unam Sanctam, the most extreme of
all assertions of papal supremacy, which declared that outside the Roman church there was
no salvation, and that "every human creature" was "subject to the Roman pontiff."} The
French king sent soldiers to arrest Boniface, who soon died. French influence in the College
of Cardinals brought about the election of a pope who was expected to be subservient to

Philip, and who took up his residence, with his court and officials, at Avi
gnon on the lower Rhone river, on what were then the borders of France.
Thus began the "Babylonian Captivity" of the church. The rest of Europe
regarded the popes at Avignon throughout the century as tools of France.
The papacy lost much of its prestige as a universal institution.

IBuIls, so-called from the Latin word for their seal, are known by their first one or two Latin words, which in this
case mean "one holy (church)"; a "bull," while the most solemn form of papal edict, does not as such embody a
dogma; and it is not Catholic practice today to affirm this policy of Boniface VIII.
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Attempts to correct the situation made matters worse. In 1378 the College of Cardi
nals, tom by French and anti-French factions within it, elected two popes. Both were
equally legitimate, being chosen by cardinals, but one lived at Rome, one at Avignon, and
neither would resign. The French and their supporters recognized the Avignon pope;
England and most of Germany, the Roman. For forty years both lines were
perpetuated. There were now two papacies, estranged by the Great Schism
of the West. The Great Schism

Never had the papacy been so externally magnificent as in the days of
the Captivity and the Schism. The papal court at Avignon surpassed the courts of kings in
splendor. The papal officialdom grew in numbers, ignoring the deeper problems while
busily transacting each day's business. Papal revenues mounted, and new papal taxes were
devised, for example, the "annates,"'by which every bishop or abbot in Christendom had
to transmit to Rome most of the first year's income of his office. In the continuing move
ment of funds from all over Europe to the papal court, from the thirteenth century on, a
new class of international bankers rose and prospered.

But the papacy, never so sumptuous, had never since the tenth century rested on such
shaky foundations. People pay willingly for institutions in which they believe, and admire
magnificence in leaders whom they respect. But before 1378, with the pope submissive to
France, and after 1378, with two popes and two papacies to support, there was growing
complaint at the extravagance and worldliness of papal rule. It must be remembered that
all this happened in a Europe traumatized by the plague, and with a declining number of
people expected to bear increasing financial burdens. The most pious Christians were the
most shocked. They recognized the vital necessity of obtaining God's grace, but with two
churches under two popes, each claiming to hold the keys of Peter, how could they be cer
tain that their church gave true salvation? In a society that was still primarily a religious
community, this sense of religious insecurity was a source of uneasiness and dread.

The old moorings were weakened, the wrath of God seemed to be rai.n-
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sought refuge in a hectic merriment or luxury and self-indulgence. Others
became preoccupied with grisly subjects. Some frantically performed the Dance of Death
in the cemeteries, while others furtively celebrated the Black Mass, parodying religion in a
mad desire to appease the devil. The Order of Flagellants grew up; its members went
through the streets, two by two, beating each other with chains and whips. Religious anxi
eties and fearful religious rumors contributed also to waves of anti-Jewish violence, mur
der, and expulsion that spread across parts of France and Germany in the fourteenth
century. And it was at this time that people first became obsessed with the fear of witches,
a delusion that would ultimately cause thousands of persons (often older women) to be tor
tured and executed over the following three centuries.

Disaffection with the church, or the thought that it might not be the true or the ·only
way to salvation, spread in all ra~s of society. It was not only kings who disputed the
claims of the clergy but also obscure parish priests, close to the distress of ordinary people,
who began to doubt the powers of their ecclesiastical superiors. One of these humble cler
ics was William Langland, who in his Piers Plowman, in the 1360s, contrasted the suffer
ings of the honest poor with the hypocrisy and corruption in high places.
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say exactly what they thought, but some of their ideas were probably
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expressed by John Wyclif, who taught at Oxford". About 1380, Wyclif was saying that the
true church could do without elaborate possessions, and even that an organized church
might not be necessary for cSalvation, since ordinary, devout persons could do without
priests and obtain salvation by reading the Bible, which he translated into English. Similar
ideas appeared in Bohemia in central Europe, with John Huss as their spokesman. Here
they became a national movement, for the Hussites were both a religious party and at the
same time a Slavic or Czech party protesting against the supremacy of the Germans who
lived in Bohemia. The Hussite wars ravaged central Europe for decades in the fifteenth
century. The ideas of the Lollards and of Huss and Wyclif were branded as heresy, or unac
ceptable deviations from the true doctrine of the church.

Influential and established persons did not yet tum to heresy, and still less to witch
craft or flagellation. Their answer to the needs of the day was to assemble a great Europe
wide or general council of the church, in which reforms could be pressed by the whole
body of Christians upon the reluctant and rival popes.
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