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PREFACE

THIS BOOK IS IN THE NATURE OF A SPIN-OFF FROM THE ONE-volume HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism, published in 1995, for which I served as general editor. One of the many popular features of that encyclopedia is its twenty-page list of popes, containing not only their names and years in office (the only information contained in the usual phone directory–style lists), but also a brief thumbnail sketch of each pontificate. Many readers found it fascinating, even fun, to scan these highly compressed summaries not only because they provide a convenient overview of church history, but also because they open a window onto the great variety of men who have actually occupied the Chair of Peter over the course of almost twenty centuries, warriors and peacemakers, saints and scoundrels, politicians and pastors, reformers and nepotists alike.

This book not only greatly expands those thumbnail sketches of each pontificate, but also includes features that provide a wider historical and theological context: a time line of important papal and ecclesiastical personalities and events, on the one hand, and of correspondingly important secular personalities and events, on the other; an introductory explanation of the papacy and of the two major papal dogmas (primacy and infallibility); introductions to each of the seven historical periods in which the lives of the popes are clustered; a history of papal conclaves and a summary of the latest rules for papal elections, promulgated by Pope John Paul II in 1996; an explanation of how popes can, or have been, removed from office other than by death; a rating of the popes, from “outstanding” to “worst”; a reflection, by way of an epilogue, on the future of the papacy; a series of tables, including a chronological list of popes, calculations of the longest and shortest pontificates, a list of papal “firsts” and “lasts,” a listing of key papal encyclicals, and a list of antipopes; a glossary of terms; a select bibliography of popular and scholarly resources; a sixteen-page section of photos of popes and other persons, events, and monuments related to the papacy; and an index of popes along with the usual indexes of personal names and subjects.

No reader should be under any illusion that this is a work of primary historical scholarship. If so, I hasten to issue a disclaimer to the contrary. Indeed, I cannot imagine any individual historian today writing a truly complete and comprehensive history of each of the more than 260 pontificates spread over the course of almost two thousand years. It would be the work of more than one lifetime, and probably of several. For example, the great Ludwig von Pastor’s forty-volume History of the Papacy (in English translation) covers only the popes from the close of the Middle Ages. Horace K. Mann’s eighteen-volume Lives of the Popes covers only the early Middle Ages. Why, then, this one-volume review of the lives and pontificates of all the popes? Has not this type of summary already been done? Yes and no. Yes, there are several recent compendia that serve very well as encyclopedic dictionaries or simply dictionaries of the popes. One thinks immediately of J. N. D. Kelly’s The Oxford Dictionary of Popes, published in 1986. It is undoubtedly the best one-volume work of its kind in the English language. The careful reader of this book will know that I have relied on Kelly throughout, just as he relied upon Franz Xaver Seppelt’s five-volume Geschichte der Päpste (1954–59). But this book differs from Kelly’s in that it offers more than summaries of each pope’s life and pontificate. It provides the reader with a theological context within which to locate and interpret these summaries. As an Anglican scholar who has been active in ecumenical dialogue with the Roman Catholic Church (he accompanied the archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, on his visit to Pope Paul VI in 1966), Canon Kelly may have been under greater constraint than a tenured Roman Catholic theologian, lest he cross the line of ecumenical propriety by raising awkward questions regarding papal claims or the implications of actions taken by individual popes, ecumenical councils, and other authoritative agencies of the Church. In any case, the aforementioned features of this book—over and above the summaries of the lives of each pope and of their pontificates—are not part of Canon Kelly’s otherwise splendid and useful volume.

There are also encyclopedic dictionaries (or simply dictionaries) of the papacy in other languages. In Italian there is an excellent, richly illustrated, two-volume Storia dei Papi, by Francesco Gligora and Biagia Catanzaro (1989) and a more compressed, but substantive, one-volume Dizionario Enciclopedico dei Papi, by Battista Mondin (1995). In German there is a one-volume Die Päpste in Lebensbildern, by Josef Gelmi (1989), which, unlike the others, situates the popes within various historical periods (for example, the early Middle Ages, the Renaissance, from the French Revolution to the First World War) and introduces each section with a brief historical commentary. But a number of the entries in that volume are extraordinarily brief. Finally, in French there is an impressively wide-ranging, one-volume Dictionnaire historique de la papauté, a collective effort of more than two hundred scholars under the direction of Philippe Levillain (1994). It includes many entries on topics listed in the glossary of this book and contains a rich assortment of attractive color photos and maps. A drawback is that, unlike the other volumes mentioned above, the material on the popes had to be arranged alphabetically rather than chronologically. One loses, therefore, the sense of historical development. It becomes instead a reference work alone rather than a book that one might conceivably read from cover to cover. In addition, the entries are written by a large and very diverse group of authors. What is gained in terms of more concentrated depth and expertise may be lost in terms of coherence and consistency of style and content. But for those who read French, it is an excellent and supremely valuable reference work. Indeed, in the writing of my own book, I have relied upon all of these works, to one degree or another, and also upon the individual entries on each of the popes in the monumental New Catholic Encyclopedia (fourteen volumes, plus one index volume and four supplementary volumes), originally published under copyright of The Catholic University of America in 1967. This last resource, however, reflects in more than a few of the entries on the popes a pre–Vatican II, almost triumphalistic portrayal of the papacy. There is a tendency to explain away papal misdeeds and disastrous papal policies and initiatives and to avoid addressing their crucially important theological implications. But some of the entries are outstanding and the encyclopedia as a whole is a marvelous achievement.

Two other sources also deserve special mention. I have a vested interest in the first, as its general editor. That is the above-mentioned HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism, which proved itself time and time again as an extraordinarily valuable reference work, not only for material concerning the papacy but also for many other related theological and historical topics. Without this resource—the product of so many excellent scholars and students with whom I was proud to work—I could not have completed this book within the time allotted to me by the publisher. The other source to which I made constant reference is the virtual classic The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, edited by F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone (second edition, 1974). I also made use of the third edition, which appeared in early 1997.

However, what a nonhistorian like myself was startled to discover as he rummaged his way through these diverse secondary sources is the vast number of discrepancies, inconsistencies, and outright errors regarding dates and names and sometimes even regarding the details of significant historical events, such as papal elections. One appreciates more fully how original sin is transmitted from generation to generation. Analogously, the transmission of factual error happens in historical studies all the time. One author relies on another, who has relied, in turn, on another, and that one on another—and on and on it goes.

Given the immense historical territory covered herein, the reader can be morally certain that there are factual errors in this book as well, in spite of the efforts made to detect and expunge them. One hopes, however, that none of the errors distorts or invalidates the basic profile of an individual pope or pontificate, or especially the book’s theological analyses and overarching ecclesiological perspective. The magisterial Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, for example, has gone through several printings, each time correcting errors detected in previous versions. And undoubtedly J. N. D. Kelly has discovered, or been made aware of, a number of errors in his own excellent book. Even the best of us is human and can make a mistake or two.

The originality of this book consists, first, in the material selected from the vast body of secondary literature as theologically and historically pertinent as well as potentially interesting to a nonspecialist reader; second, in the organization of the material into particular historical periods, with appropriate introductions; third, and especially, in the theological and pastoral interpretations provided throughout; and fourth, in the various features designed to expand and complement the reader’s understanding of and appreciation for the institution of the papacy and its many and diverse occupants.

Is the book a reference work to be used as questions arise, or is it a book to be read as any other, from beginning to end? It is both. But it is intended, in the first instance, as a book to be read as any other, from cover to cover. Thereafter, it can serve as a reference, to be consulted as often as one has questions about the papacy or individual popes.

Perhaps the most controversial part of the book (apart from its overriding, critical view of various biblically and historically naive assumptions about the structure of the Church in general and the nature and authority of the papal office in particular) will be the ratings of the popes as “outstanding,” “good” (or “above average”), “worst,” and “historically important.” Catholics in particular have not been accustomed to reading frank, comparative judgments about the character and performance of the various successors of St. Peter. Some of them even think it irreverent or impious to do so. Moreover, scholars and nonscholars alike will undoubtedly quarrel with the placement of individual popes in particular categories and the absence of others from one or another category. But the addition of this feature will have served its purpose well if it stimulates more lively interest in the popes and the papacy, and especially if it helps people to realize that popes do not emerge from a heavenly cookie cutter, that they frequently differ sharply one from another (in personality, leadership style, spirituality, theology, and even morality), that there is often more politics than piety involved in the selection of a new pope, and that our own personal views of the various popes are actually reflections of our views not only of the papacy, but also of the Church and of religion itself. Those, for example, who regard Boniface VIII as one of the Church’s best popes rather than one of its worst, as this book claims, are evidently working out of a different ecclesiology from those who agree with the book’s judgment that Pope John XXIII is the most outstanding pope in all of history. But let the arguments begin!

There remains only the always agreeable task of thanking those who have contributed in any significant way to the completion of this book. Thomas Grady, former Vice President and Executive Editor of Harper San Francisco, originally proposed the book and offered important guidance and encouragement along the way. I worked closely with John B. Shopp, former Senior Editor at Harper San Francisco during the early stages of this project and previously on the revision and updating of Catholicism (1994) as well as the HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism (1995). The final production stage was in the capable hands of Terri K. Leonard, managing editor, and Karen Levine, assistant editor. Judith Kleppe was responsible for the photo section of the book. My own assistant of twelve years, Donna J. Shearer, rendered invaluable assistance by collecting and collating pertinent research materials, assisting in the production of the lists of popes and antipopes, and especially by keeping all of my other commitments in order so that I could preserve sufficient time for this one. Beverly M. Brazauskas, a religious educator of many years’ standing, prepared the index of subjects and read the manuscript to help ensure that the content and style would engage the interest of the general reader. My graduate assistant, Sally M. Vance-Trembath, a doctoral student in systematic theology at Notre Dame, ran a number of useful errands to and from the university library, seeing to it that I had all the references I required and at the time I needed them. I am also greatly indebted to Robert J. Wister, priest of the archdiocese of Newark and associate professor of Church History in the School of Theology, Seton Hall University, for reading the entire manuscript and for helping to reduce the number of errors and inconsistencies that escaped into the final version of this book. Needless to say, neither he nor anyone else except the author is responsible for the views and judgments expressed herein. Unlike the HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism, this has been, for the most part, a solo project—which means that, if I should be tempted to take almost all of the credit, I will also have to assume almost all of the blame for whatever deficiencies remain. I only hope the reader will enjoy using this book as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Richard P. McBrien

University of Notre Dame

March 1997


Time Line

PAPAL, ECCLESIASTICAL, AND SECULAR PERSONS AND EVENTS



	 

	PAPAL AND ECCLESIASTICAL HISTORY

	 

	SECULAR HISTORY




	1–100

	Christianity established in Rome (ca. early 40s)

Peter comes to Rome (ca. early 60s)

Peter martyred in Rome (ca. 64)

Persecutions by Nero (ca. 64), Domitian (ca. 81–ca. 96), and Trajan (ca. 98–117)

	1–100

	Roman emperors: Tiberius (14–37), Caligula (37–41), Claudius 41–54), Nero (54–68), Domitian (ca. 81-ca. 96)




	100

	Pius I (ca. 142–ca. 155): the monoepiscopate begins in Rome

Victor I (189–98): the first pope to attempt to impose Roman standards elsewhere (regarding the date of Easter)

Early heresies deny the humanity of Christ (Gnosticism, Docetism)

Development of synods and councils

	100

	Roman emperors: Trajan (ca. 98–117), Antoninus Pius (138–61), Marcus Aurelius (161–80), Septimus Severus (193–211)




	200

	Hippolytus (217–35): the first antipope

Pontian (230–35): the first pope to abdicate

Stephen I (254–57): clashed with Cyprian of Carthage over rebaptisms

Persecutions by Decius (249–51) and Valerian (257–58)

Period of imperial toleration (258–ca. 300)

	200

	Fall of Han dynasty in China (220)

Roman emperors: Decius (249–51), Gallus (251–53), Valerian (253–60), Gallienus (260–68), Diocletian (284–305)

Partition of Roman Empire into East and West (285)




	300

	Persecution begun by Diocletian (303–13)

Edict of Constantine (313)

Constantine presents Melchiades (311–14) the Lateran Palace

First Council of Nicaea (325)

First St. Peter’s Basilica constructed (ca. 330)

First Council of Constantinople (381): Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed

Siricius (384–99): first pope to issue decretals

Donatism (North African heresy)

	300

	Classic period of Mesoamerican civilizations begins (300–800)

Constantine the Great (306–37): sole emperor

Beginning of Gupta dynasty in India (ca. 320)

Seat of Roman Empire moved to Constantinople (331)

Empire splits again into West and East (340)

Barbarian migrations begin (ca. 375–ca. 568)

Theodosius the Great (392–95): last ruler of united empire




	400

	Innocent I (401–17): claimed supreme teaching authority; succeeded his father as pope

Augustine of Hippo (354–430)

Council of Ephesus (431)

Patrick (ca. 390–ca. 461): mission to Ireland (ca. 431)

Pope Leo the Great (440–61): claimed supreme and universal authority for the pope

Council of Chalcedon (451)

Acacian Schism (482–519)

Gelasius I (492–96): first pope to be called Vicar of Christ

	400

	Barbarian migrations continue

Visigoths invade Italy (401)

Alaric captures and sacks Rome (410)

Vandals sack Rome (455)

End of Western Roman emperors (476)

Theodoric founds Ostrogoth kingdom of Italy (493)

Clovis, king of the Franks, converts to Christianity (496)




	500

	Symmachus (498–514): first pope to bestow the pallium on a bishop outside of Italy

Benedict of Nursia (ca. 480–ca. 547) founds Monte Cassino (ca. 525)

John II (533–35): first pope to change his birth name as pope

Vigilius (537–55): first pope to be excommunicated (by a synod of African bishops)

Byzantine emperors ratify papal elections (537–731)

Church of Santa (Hagia) Sophia, Constantinople, consecrated (538)

Second Council of Constantinople (553)

Gregory the Great (590–604): first monk to become pope; virtual civil ruler of Rome

Augustine of Canterbury (d. ca. 605): mission to Britain (596)

	500

	Justinian the Great (527–65)

End of Gupta dynasty in India (ca. 550)

Rome and Naples annexed to Eastern (Byzantine) Empire (553)

Lombards drive Byzantines from northern Italy (565)




	600

	Honorius I (625–38): posthumously condemned by Constantinople III for Monothelitism

Third Council of Constantinople (680–81)

Monothelite controversy

Byzantine emperors’ required approval of papal consecrations continues

	600

	Muhammad (570–632)

Barbarian migrations end in western Europe (ca. 600)

Arabs conquer Jerusalem (637) and destroy Carthage (697)




	700

	Boniface (ca. 675–754): mission to the Germans (719)

Iconoclasm controversy (ca. 726–843)

Stephen II (III) (752–57): forms the Papal States (given by Pepin III, 756)

Consecration of Pepin III (d. 768) as king of the Franks and protector of Rome

Second Council of Nicaea (787)

	700

	Christianity in North Africa exterminated by Muslims (by 700)

Charlemagne becomes sole ruler of Frankish kingdom (771)




	800

	Leo III (795–816): crowned Charlemagne as emperor (800)

Cyril (826–69) and Methodius (ca. 815–85): mission to the Slavs

St. Peter’s Basilica plundered by Muslim pirates (846)

Nicholas I (858–67): excommunicated patriarch Photius of Constantinople (863)

Fourth Council of Constantinople (869–70)

John VIII (872–82): first pope to be assassinated

Marinus I (882–84): first bishop of another diocese elected Bishop of Rome

Formosus (891–96): “Cadaver Synod” (897)

	800

	Charlemagne crowned as first Carolingian emperor (800)

Arabs sack Rome (846) and conquer Sicily (878)

Emperor Basil recaptures Italy from the Arabs (880)




	900

	Papacy sinks to moral depths; dominated by Roman families

Monastery of Cluny founded (909)

Hungary is Christianized (ca. 942)

John XII (955–64): elected at age eighteen; one of the most corrupt popes in history

Leo VIII (963–65): first layman elected pope

Poland is Christianized (966)

Benedict VII (974–83): ad limina visits to Rome become common

Russia is Christianized (ca. 988)

First papal canonization (993)

Gregory V (996–99): first German pope

Sylvester II (999–1003): first French pope

	900

	Arabs expelled from central Italy (916)

Otto I crowned Holy Roman emperor (962)

Otto II crowned Holy Roman emperor (967)

Otto III crowned Holy Roman emperor (996)




	1000

	Clement II (1046–47): first pope also to remain bishop of his former diocese

East-West Schism begins (1054)

Nicholas II (1058–61): limited papal elections to cardinals

Gregory VII (1073–85): reformer pope; claimed authority over whole Church

Carthusians founded (1084)

Roman Curia established (1089)

First Crusade (1096–99)

Cistercians founded (1098)

	1000

	Muslims sack the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (1009)

Battle of Hastings (1066)

Henry IV excommunicated by Gregory VII (1076)

Henry IV imprisons Gregory VII (1084)

Crusaders capture Jerusalem (1099)




	1100

	First Lateran Council (1123)

Second Lateran Council (1139)

Eugenius III (1145–53): first Cistercian pope

Second Crusade (1146–48)

Hadrian IV (1154–59): first and only English pope

Carmelites founded (ca. 1154)

Alexander III (1159–81): decreed two-thirds majority necessary for papal election

Third Lateran Council (1179)

Lucius III (1181–85): established procedures for the Inquisition

Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris, consecrated (1182)

Third Crusade (1189–92)

	1100

	Henry V crowned Holy Roman emperor (1111)

Lothair III crowned Holy Roman emperor (1133)

Frederick Barbarossa crowned Holy Roman emperor (1155)

Thomas Becket murdered in Canterbury Cathedral (1170)




	1200

	Innocent III (1198–1216): claimed authority over the whole Christian world

Fourth through Seventh Crusades (1202–54)

Franciscans founded (1209)

Dominicans founded (1215)

Fourth Lateran Council (1215)

Gregory IX (1227–41): established papal Inquisition (1231)

First Council of Lyons (1245)

Augustinian Hermits founded (1256)

Second Council of Lyons (1274)

Innocent V (1276): first Dominican pope

John XXI (1276–77): first and only Portuguese pope

Nicholas III (1277–80): first pope to make the Vatican Palace his residence

Nicholas IV (1288–92): the first Franciscan pope; Catholicism established in China (1294–1368)

Celestine V (1294): first hermit to become pope; resigned after five months

Boniface VIII (1295–1303): declared that every creature is subject to the pope

	1200

	Crusaders capture Constantinople, establish Latin empire (1204)

England and Ireland become papal fiefs (1213)

Magna Carta (1215)

Marco Polo to China (1271–95)

Sung dynasty toppled by Kublai Khan (1279)

Crusades formally end (1291)




	1300

	First Holy Year (1300)

Avignon papacy (1309–77)

Council of Vienne (1311–12)

Urban VI (1378–89): last noncardinal elected pope

Great Western Schism (1378–1417)

	1300

	Black Death in Europe (1347–49)

Byzantines lose last possession in Asia Minor to Turks (1390)




	1400

	Council of Constance (1414–18)

Martin V (1417–31): his election ended the Great Western Schism

Council of Basel-Ferrara-Florence-Rome (1431–45)

Nicholas V (1447–55): first of the Renaissance popes

Sixtus IV (1471–84): built the Sistine Chapel

Spanish Inquisition established (1479)

Alexander VI (1492–1503): most infamous pope in history

	1400

	Constantine XI Palaeologus, last Byzantine emperor (1449–53)

Fall of Constantinople to Turks (1453)

Gutenberg Bible (1456)

Lorenzo de’ Medici rules Florence (1469–92)

African slave trade begins (ca. 1482)

Moorish kingdom ends in Spain (1492)

Jews expelled from Spain (1492)

Christopher Columbus discovers America (1492)

Alexander VI divides New World between Spain and Portugal (1493)




	1500

	Julius II (1503–13): warrior pope; commissioned rebuilding of St. Peter’s Basilica

Fifth Lateran Council (1512–17)

Leo X (1513–21): excommunicated Martin Luther (1521)

Reformation begins (1517)

Hadrian VI (1522–23): the only Dutch pope; last non-Italian until John Paul II (1978)

English Reformation begins (1534)

Society of Jesus (Jesuits) founded (1534)

Paul III (1534–49): established the Holy Office; convened the Council of Trent

Jesuit mission to India (1542–45, 1548–49)

Council of Trent (1545–63)

Jesuit mission to Japan (1549)

Index of Forbidden Books established by Paul IV (1557)

Pius V (1566–72): reformed the liturgy; excommunicated Queen Elizabeth I (1570)

Gregory XIII (1572–85): Gregorian calendar

Jesuit mission to China (1582)

Sixtus V (1585–90): reorganized Roman Curia in present form

Vatican Library opens (1588)

	1500

	Explorers: Vasco da Gama (1469–1524), Ferdinand Magellan (1480–1521), Francis Drake (1540–96)

Michelangelo (1475–1564)

Copernican theory (1512)

Murder of Aztec emperor Montezuma (1520)

Beginning of Mogol empire in India (1526)

Thomas More executed (1535)

Mary succeeds Edward VI (1553)

Elizabeth I succeeds Mary (1558)

Roman catacombs discovered (1578)

Gregorian calendar adopted (1582)

Defeat of the Spanish Armada (1588)




	1600

	Baroque Catholicism (ca. 1600–ca. 1750)

Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci admitted to Peking (1601)

Paul V (1605–21): censured Galileo

Gregory XV (1621–23): decreed papal elections by secret ballot

Urban VIII (1623–44): consecrated St. Peter’s Basilica (1626); Castel Gandolfo as summer residence

Galileo imprisoned (1633)

Jansenism (ca. 1640–ca. 1800)

Chinese rites controversy formally begins (1645)

Trappists founded (1664)

Gallicanism (1682–1789)

	1600

	Beginning of Tokugawa shogunate in Japan (1600)

First African slaves brought to North America (1619)

Peter Minuit buys island of Manhattan for $24 (1626)

Harvard College founded (1636)

Isaac Newton (1642–1727)

Ming dynasty replaced by Ch’ing (Manchu) in China (1644)

Peace of Westphalia (1648)




	1700

	Clement XI (1700–21): forbade use of Chinese rites

Clement XIV (1769–74): suppressed the Jesuits (1773)

Pius VI (1775–99): third longest pontificate; died a prisoner of Napoleon

John Carroll, first U.S. bishop consecrated (1790)

	1700

	American Declaration of Independence (1776)

U.S. Constitution (1788)

George Washington, first U.S. president (1789–97)

French Revolution (1789)

Rosetta Stone found in Egypt (1799)




	1800

	Catholic Romanticism

Pius VII (1800–23): imprisoned by Napoleon; reinstated the Jesuits (1814)

Gregory XVI (1831–46): last nonbishop elected pope

Pius IX (1846–78): longest pontificate

Dogma of the Immaculate Conception (1854)

Loss of almost all of the Papal States (1860–61)

“Syllabus of Errors” (1864)

First Vatican Council (1869–70)

Loss of Rome and environs, last of the papal territories (1870)

Leo XIII (1878–1903): Rerum novarum (1891); second longest pontificate

	1800

	Napoleon crowned king of Italy (1805), annexes Papal States (1809), defeated at Waterloo (1815)

Holy Roman Empire ends (1806)

Spanish-American wars of independence (1808–29)

Charles Darwin (1809–82)

Karl Marx (1818–83)

Communist Manifesto (1848)

Italy proclaimed a kingdom (1861)

American Civil War (1861–65)

U.S. Emancipation Proclamation (1863)

Dominion of Canada established (1867)

Brazil abolishes slavery (1888)

Kulturkampf in Prussia (1871)




	1900

	Pius X (1903–14): oath against Modernism (1910)

Benedict XV (1914–22): halted anti-Modernist campaign

Code of Canon Law (1917)

Pius XI (1922–39): first pope to use radio; condemned Nazism

Lateran Treaty (1929)

Pius XII (1939–58): first pope to use television

Dogma of the Assumption (1950)

John XXIII (1958–63): most beloved pope in history

Second Vatican Council (1962–65)

Paul VI (1963–78): first pope to travel by air

John Paul I (1978): first pope not to be crowned in a century or more

John Paul II (1978–2005): first Slavic pope; most traveled pope in history

Revised Code of Canon Law (1983)

Catechism of the Catholic Church (1992)

Benedict XVI (2005–): oldest man elected to the papacy since 1730; sixth German-born pope

	1900

	Sigmund Freud (1856–1939)

Commonwealth of Australia established (1901)

New Zealand attains Dominion status (1907)

Chinese republic established (1911)

First World War (1914–18)

Russian Revolution (1917–18)

Irish Free State established (1922)

Frank D. Roosevelt elected U.S. president (1932)

Adolf Hitler, German chancellor (1933)

Spanish Civil War (1936–39)

Second World War (1939–45)

United Nations charter (1945)

Cold War (1945–89)

Republic of Ireland established (1949)

Peoples’ Republic of China established (1949)

John F. Kennedy assassinated (1963)

Vietnam War (1965–73)

Communism collapses (1989)

Apartheid ends in South Africa (1993)






INTRODUCTION

THE PAPACY IS THE OFFICE OF, AND THE JURISDICTION EXERCISED by, the Bishop of Rome, known more popularly as the pope. The papacy is also known as the Petrine ministry because the Catholic Church considers the pope to be the Vicar of Peter, that is, the one who personally succeeds to the distinctive ministry of St. Peter for the sake of the unity of the universal Church.

The title of “pope,” which means “father” (It., papa), was in earlier centuries of church history applied to every bishop in the West, while in the East it seems to have been used of priests as well and was a special title of the patriarch of Alexandria. In 1073, however, Pope Gregory VII formally prohibited the use of the title for all except the Bishop of Rome.

In addition to the Bishop of Rome, which is his primary title, the pope has several other titles: Vicar of Jesus Christ, Successor of the Chief of the Apostles (Vicar of Peter), Supreme Pontiff of the Universal Church, Patriarch of the West, Primate of Italy, Archbishop and Metropolitan of the Roman Province, Sovereign of Vatican City State, and Servant of the Servants of God.

According to traditional Catholic belief, the papacy was established by Jesus Christ himself when he conferred its responsibilities and powers upon the Apostle Peter at Caesarea Philippi: “And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 16:18–19). It is because of the ancient tradition that the two principal leaders of the apostolic church, Sts. Peter and Paul, were martyred and buried in Rome that the papacy, from its beginnings, has been linked with this former imperial city.

Papal Primacy: Recognition of the papacy, or of the Petrine ministry as exercised by the Bishop of Rome, is not characteristic of the Catholic tradition alone. Other Christian traditions acknowledge the Bishop of Rome as the Patriarch of the West or as the “first [bishop] among equals” (Lat., primus inter pares), but only the Catholic Church accepts him as the earthly head of the worldwide Church. This is also known as the doctrine of papal primacy, which is linked, in turn, with the primacy of the Roman see itself. St. Ignatius of Antioch (d. ca. 107) is traditionally regarded as the first major witness to the primacy of Rome. In his famous letter to the church at Rome not long before he himself was martyred there, he addressed “the church holding chief place in the territories of the district of Rome—worthy of God, worthy of honor, blessing, praise, and success; worthy too in holiness, foremost in love ...” (emphasis added). Remarkably, however, it is the only one of Ignatius’s classic letters to the seven churches of the ancient Mediterranean world that makes no mention at all of a local bishop. This lends credence to the supposition of historians and theologians that the monoepiscopal structure of church governance (that is, a diocese with one bishop as its pastoral head) did not even come to Rome until the middle of the second century, with the pontificate of Pius I (ca. 142–ca. 155).

It would have been extraordinary, however, if Rome had not been singled out for a special role and position of authority in the early Church. Not only was it the place traditionally regarded as the site of the martyrdoms and burials of both Peter and Paul; it was also the center of the Roman Empire. Gradually Rome did emerge as an ecclesiastical court of last resort, the local church to which other local churches and their bishops would appeal when disputes and conflicts could not be settled between or among themselves. For example, in the controversies with Gnosticism, a particularly virulent early Christian heresy that denied the full humanity of Jesus Christ, defenders of orthodoxy appealed to the faith of episcopal sees founded by the Apostles, and especially to the faith of the Roman church because of its close association with Peter and Paul. Rome subsequently intervened in the life of distant churches, took sides in theological controversies, was consulted by other bishops on doctrinal and moral questions, and sent delegates to distant councils.

The correlation between Peter and the Bishop of Rome, however, did not became fully explicit until the pontificate of Leo I (also known as Leo the Great) in the mid-fifth century (440–61). Leo insisted that Peter continued to speak to the whole Church through the Bishop of Rome. It was Leo who decisively intervened in the great Christological controversies and whose letter, or Tome, to Flavian, patriarch of Constantinople, in 449 provided the basis for the definitive formulation of faith two years later at the Council of Chalcedon.

With the East-West Schism in 1054, the shape of the papacy changed even more significantly. Before the split the Bishop of Rome had been viewed primarily as patriarch of Rome, alongside the patriarchs of Constantinople, Antioch, Alexandria, and Jerusalem. After the split, however, the Roman patriarchal office and the papal office merged. The patriarchal office was completely absorbed by the power of the papacy. In the eyes of many Eastern Christians, Western Christianity became thereby a papal church, that is, a church that relates so predominantly to the see of Rome that the pastoral autonomy of the local churches and their bishops is all but lost. The Bishop of Rome came to regard himself, and be regarded as, the universal primate of the universal Church. It was as if he were the bishop of every local church and the local bishops were simply his vicars or delegates.

Following this long and complex history, the Second Ecumenical Council of Lyons in 1274 claimed for the Roman church “the supreme and full primacy and authority over the universal Catholic Church.” That formal declaration laid the foundation, in turn, for the dogmatic definition of the First Vatican Council in 1870, that “in the disposition of God the Roman church holds the preeminence of ordinary power over all the other churches. ...”

This is not to say, however, that the evolution of the doctrine of papal primacy has proceeded in a direct, unbroken line from the time of the New Testament to the present day. On the contrary, there is a major difference in the way the papacy was perceived and exercised by the whole Church—East and West—during the first thousand years of Christian history, and the way it has been perceived and exercised—in the West—during the second Christian millennium.

Before the beginning of the second millennium and of the pontificate of Gregory VII in particular (1073–85), popes functioned largely in the role of mediator. They did not claim for themselves the title “Vicar of Christ.” They did not appoint bishops. They did not govern the universal Church through the Roman Curia. They did not impose or enforce clerical celibacy. They did not write encyclicals or authorize catechisms for the whole Church. They did not retain for themselves alone the power of canonization. They did not even convene ecumenical councils, as a rule—and certainly not the major doctrinal councils of Nicaea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431), and Chalcedon (451).

The Second Vatican Council (1962–65) brought the Church’s understanding of the papacy, and of papal primacy in particular, more in line once again with that of the first millennium, in contrast with that of the second millennium. The council viewed the papacy in increasingly communal and collegial terms. In other words, the pope is no longer to be conceived of as an absolute monarch—an impression clearly left by the one-sided, because unfinished, teaching of the First Vatican Council. (Vatican I had to suspend operations because of the political turmoil in Italy.) According to the Second Vatican Council, the pope exercises supreme authority over the whole Church, but the other bishops also share in that authority. To be sure, the supreme authority vested in the college of bishops cannot be exercised without the consent of the pope. “This college, insofar as it is composed of many, expresses the variety and universality of the People of God, but insofar as it is assembled under one head, it expresses the unity of the flock of Christ” (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 22). Although the pope retains “full, supreme, and universal power over the Church,” the other bishops are no longer perceived as simply his stand-ins or delegates. They also receive from Christ “the mission to teach all nations and to preach the gospel to every creature” (n. 24). They govern their own dioceses not as “vicars of the Roman Pontiff, for they exercise an authority which is proper to them ...” (n. 27). Whatever authority the pope and the other bishops enjoy, it is always to be exercised within a communion of local churches through the faithful preaching of the gospel, the administration of the sacraments, and pastoral service.

The Catholic Church is not an absolute monarchy. Its governmental structure is communal and collegial, not monarchical. Insofar as the universal Church is a communion of local churches, the papal office serves the unity of the whole Church as “the perpetual and visible source and foundation of the unity of the bishops and of the multitude of the faithful” (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 23). Papal primacy, therefore, is a primacy of service—in the service of unity. Insofar as the universal Church is a communion of local churches, the papal office must respect the legitimate diversity of these churches and practice a collegial mode of decision making (n. 23). The bishops, therefore, truly collaborate with the pope in the work of the Holy Spirit, which is the work of unity. They do so in their collegial confession of one faith, in their common celebration of divine worship, especially the Eucharist, and in their promotion of the loving harmony of the family of God (Decree on Ecumenism, n. 2).

Papal Infallibility: The second major papal dogma defined by the First Vatican Council in the nineteenth century is that of papal infallibility. Infallibility means, literally, immunity from error. Theologically it refers to a charism, or gift, of the Holy Spirit by which the Church is protected from fundamental error when it solemnly defines a matter of faith or morals. Catholic theologians are careful to point out, however, that the charism is a negative charism, that is, it only guarantees that a particular teaching is not erroneous. The charism of infallibility does not ensure that a particular teaching is an adequate, appropriate, or opportune expression of faith or morals. Furthermore, papal infallibility is a dimension of the Church’s infallibility, not vice versa. The pope’s infallibility is the same infallibility “with which the divine Redeemer willed His Church to be endowed” (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 25).

Unlike the doctrine of papal primacy, there is no explicit basis for the doctrine of papal infallibility in the New Testament. It was not until the middle of the third century that special importance began to be accorded the faith of the church of Rome. Some Roman emperors included the faith of the Bishop of Rome in the official norm of orthodoxy, and the biblical image of the Church “without spot or wrinkle” (Ephesians 5:27) began to be applied to the church of Rome. Rome became the apostolic see. According to the Formula of Pope Hormisdas, written in the year 515, “the catholic religion has always been preserved immaculate” in Rome. This conviction was expressed in different ways by different sources well into the Middle Ages.

But there were also challenges to such claims, not only in the East but in the West as well. Eastern Christians regarded Rome as only one of several apostolic sees to which the protection of the faith had been entrusted. And not all of Rome’s bishops effectively fulfilled this important ministry. Marcellinus (296–304) complied with imperial orders to hand over copies of Sacred Scripture and to offer incense to the gods, for which he was probably deposed. Liberius (352–66) was a weak pope who at first opposed the excommunication of St. Athanasius (d. 373), the great enemy of Arianism, but then relented under pressure. Vigilius (537–55) vacillated on the teaching of the Council of Chalcedon (451) and was even excommunicated by a synod of African bishops. Honorius I (625–38) became an unwitting adherent of Monothelitism, a heresy that held there is only one (divine) will in Christ, and after his death was formally condemned by the Third Council of Constantinople (680). Certain Western metropolitans (archbishops with some form of jurisdiction over suffragan dioceses in the same geographical area) even in the early Middle Ages sometimes contradicted papal decisions. Prophetic voices, including those of saints like Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) and Catherine of Siena (d. 1380), were also raised against the style and practice of the papal ministry centuries before the Reformation. Medieval theologians and canonists admitted that individual popes had erred in matters of doctrine and even conceded that a pope could deviate from the faith.

Nevertheless, the formula “Rome has never erred” survived and over the course of time came to be understood as “Rome cannot err.” The legal maxim “The first see is judged by no one” appeared initially in the sixth century and was later interpreted to mean that the pope’s teaching authority is supreme. St. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) would later argue that the pope’s teachings must always be followed because he represents the universal Church which “cannot err.”

The formal concept of infallibility, however, was not applied to the papacy until the fourteenth century, during a controversy over poverty in the Franciscan order. Advocates of a rigorist position (that Franciscans must divest themselves of all property, regardless of practical need) employed the term “infallibility” to defend the binding authority of statements by earlier popes against the more liberal decisions of their successors. Under the impact of the Reformation, the concept gained wider currency among the Counter-Reformation theologians (St. Robert Bellarmine [d. 1621] and others). There were also appeals to infallibility in the condemnations of Jansenism and Gallicanism (two largely French dissident movements) in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Under strong personal pressure from a beleaguered Pope Pius IX (1846–78), the First Vatican Council formally defined the dogma of infallibility in 1870.

The key words of the Vatican I text placed certain restrictions on the exercise of papal infallibility: “... when the Roman Pontiff speaks ex cathedra [Lat., “from the chair”], that is, when ... as pastor and teacher of all Christians in virtue of his highest apostolic authority he defines a doctrine of faith and morals that must be held by the Universal Church, he is empowered, through the divine assistance promised him in blessed Peter, with that infallibility with which the Divine Redeemer willed to endow his Church.” Thus: (1) He must be speaking formally as earthly head of the Church (ex cathedra). (2) He must be speaking on a matter of faith or morals (not governance or discipline). (3) He must clearly intend to bind the whole Church. Indeed, the revised Code of Canon Law (1983) stipulates that “No doctrine is understood to be infallibly defined unless it is clearly established as such” (can. 749.3).

Infallibility, therefore, is not a personal prerogative of the pope. It would be inaccurate to say without qualification that “the pope is infallible.” A pope is only infallible, according to Vatican I, when he is in the act of defining a dogma of faith or morals under the conditions specified.

Neither does the dogma of infallibility mean that the pope is somehow above the Church. Vatican I’s declaration that the definitions of popes are “irreformable by themselves (ex sese) and not by reason of the agreement of the Church (non autem ex consensu ecclesiae)” was added to the definition in order to oppose Gallicanism, an attitude prevalent in France that maintained that papal definitions and other decisions did not go into effect unless and until they were subsequently ratified by the Church. On the other hand, the official presenter of the dogma of papal infallibility at Vatican I, Bishop Vincenz Gasser (d. 1879), made it clear during the debate that the consent of the Church can never be lacking to an infallible pronouncement.

Nor did Vatican I intend to say, in using the word “irreformable,” that infallible teachings can never change. They are formulated in human language and are expressive of human concepts. As such they are historically conditioned (Mysterium Ecclesiae, Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 1973).

Like the dogma of papal primacy, the dogma of papal infallibility was set in a larger context by the Second Vatican Council. The charism of infallibility, the council insisted, can be exercised by the whole college of bishops, in communion with the pope, either when assembled in an ecumenical council or when scattered throughout the world. In principle, the whole Church, not just the pope and the other bishops, is infallible (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 25).

Just as it is the whole People of God, and not only the pope and the other bishops, who constitute the Church.


Part I

FROM PETER TO THE BEGINNINGS OF A UNIVERSAL PAPACY

ALTHOUGH CATHOLIC TRADITION, BEGINNING IN the late second and early third centuries, regards St. Peter as the first Bishop of Rome and, therefore, as the first pope, there is no evidence that Peter was involved in the initial establishment of the Christian community in Rome (indeed, what evidence there is would seem to point in the opposite direction) or that he served as Rome’s first bishop. Not until the pontificate of St. Pius I in the middle of the second century (ca. 142–ca. 155) did the Roman church have a monoepiscopal structure of government (one bishop as pastoral leader of a diocese). Those whom Catholic tradition lists as Peter’s immediate successors (Linus, Anacletus, Clement, et al.) did not function as the one bishop of Rome. (The succession lists were passed down by St. Irenaeus of Lyons [d. ca. 200] and the historian St. Hegesippus [d. ca. 180], and were attested by Eusebius of Caesarea [d. ca. 339], often called the “Father of Church History.”) The Roman community seems instead to have had a corporate or collegial form of pastoral leadership. Those counted among the earliest popes, therefore, may very well have been simply the individuals who presided over the local council of elders or presbyter-bishops. Or they may have been the most prominent of the pastoral leaders of the community. In any case, the popes of the first four centuries—that is, until the watershed papacy of Leo I in the middle of the fifth century—functioned with relatively limited authority beyond Rome and its immediate environs.

For example, Pope Sylvester I (314–35) seems to have exercised no discernible influence over the first ecumenical council held at Nicaea in 325. He neither convened it nor attended it. The same can be said of Pope Damasus I (366–84) with regard to the second ecumenical council held in Constantinople in 381, and of Pope Celestine I (422–32) with regard to the third ecumenical council held at Ephesus in 431. And when the Donatist schismatics in North Africa appealed to the emperor Constantine to overturn a decision of Pope Melchiades, the emperor summoned a council of representatives from all the Western provinces to meet at Arles on August 1, 314. Melchiades died several months before the council actually met, but it is significant that the emperor, in calling the council, did not regard the pope’s decision as final and that neither Melchiades nor his successor took exception to the emperor’s action.

Neither is there any evidence that the bishops of Rome actually governed other local churches, legislated for them, or appointed their bishops. At most, the bishops of Rome during these first four centuries may have exercised a kind of metropolitan authority over neighboring Italian sees, which came to be known as suburbicarian sees. But there is less evidence even for this than there is for the clearly “sovereign” authority exercised by the see of Alexandria over all the churches of Egypt and Cyrenaica. Indeed, when Pope Julius I acted in support of St. Athanasius following his second expulsion from Alexandria in 339, it is significant that Julius justified his intervention not on the basis of the Petrine primacy, to which later popes would appeal, but on the basis of ecclesiastical custom and the collegiality of the episcopate. And when Celestine I (422–32) rehabilitated a presbyter excommunicated by the African bishops and who later admitted his guilt, the African bishops chastised the pope for failing to respect their autonomy and for entering into communion with persons they had excommunicated, a practice, they reminded him, that was expressly forbidden by the Council of Nicaea (325). Not until the pontificate of Leo the Great (440–61) was the claim of universal papal jurisdiction (that is, over the whole Church, East as well as West) first articulated and begun to be exercised in any really decisive manner.

Little is known about these early popes. There is reason to believe, however, that like Peter many, if not all, were married. At least four of these early popes were sons of priests: Sixtus I (ca. 116–ca. 125), Damasus I (366–84), Boniface I (418–22), and Innocent I (401–17), whose father was not only a priest but a pope, Anastasius I (399–401). If Pope Anastasius I were not married, his son would have been illegitimate and, therefore, ineligible for ordination to the priesthood, much less for election to the papacy.

The first pope who reached out to assert his authority beyond the borders of his own ecclesiastical community and its suburbicarian sees was Victor I (189–98), an African. It was Victor who ordered other churches to conform to the Roman practice of celebrating Easter on the Sunday following the fourteenth day of the Jewish month of Nisan (the day of Passover). At his urging synods were held in various parts of the ancient Christian world, from Gaul (modern-day France) to Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq), where it became gradually clear that the majority was in agreement with Pope Victor. But when Victor presumed to excommunicate those who disagreed with his ruling, he was rebuked by no less a prominent figure of the early Church than St. Irenaeus of Lyons, who pointedly reminded the pope that all of his predecessors had been indulgent toward diversity of practice and had not dared to resort to the ultimate weapon of excommunication.

When popes did begin to engage in theological disputes with the pastoral leaders of other churches, they were sometimes rebuffed as interlopers or, worse, as having erroneous views. For example, Pope Stephen I (254–57) and St. Cyprian (d. 258), bishop of Carthage, clashed over the question of the validity of baptism administered by heretics and schismatics. Cyprian followed the belief and practice of most of the churches of North Africa, Syria, and Asia Minor, namely, that those baptized by heretics and schismatics had to be rebaptized if they were to enter or be reconciled with the Catholic Church. Stephen represented the tradition of Rome, Alexandria, and Palestine, which held that baptisms by heretics and schismatics are valid and that the only condition required of those seeking to enter or be reconciled with the Catholic Church was absolution of their sins by the laying on of hands. When Stephen threatened to break communion with all the churches that practiced rebaptism, he was implored by Bishop Dionysius of Alexandria (d. 264/5), himself a supporter of the Roman position, not to take such a hard line. The situation would surely have worsened had Stephen not died in the midst of the controversy.

This incident was indicative of the papacy’s newly emerging tendency to claim pastoral authority over local churches outside of Rome, but also of the readiness of other bishops to confront and challenge the Bishop of Rome when they felt he was going too far in the enforcement of pastoral practice or discipline. Stephen I seems to have been the first pope to have appealed to the classic “you are Peter ...” text in Matthew’s Gospel (16:18) as the basis of the Roman primacy. Pope Damasus I (366–84), who secured from the emperor Gratian the right of Western bishops to appeal directly to Rome, customarily designated Rome as “the Apostolic See” and rebutted Constantinople’s claims to equal rank with Rome. Like Stephen before him, Damasus also applied the Matthean text to the Roman primacy. His immediate successor, Pope Siricius (384–99), ruled that no bishop should be consecrated without his knowledge (although not necessarily his approval or authorization). More forcefully than any previous pope had done, Pope Innocent I (401–17) laid claim to supreme teaching authority and he welcomed (and expected) appeals from various churches on matters of doctrinal dispute. Like Innocent, Pope Boniface I (418–22) emphatically promoted the authority of the papal office, once writing: “It has never been lawful for what has once been decided by the Apostolic See to be reconsidered.” And yet his own immediate successor, Pope Celestine I (422–32), played little part in the major Christological council held at Ephesus in 431—a council concerned with the human and divine natures of Jesus Christ and with the question of whether Mary could be considered the Mother of God. Such was the gap that often existed between papal rhetoric and pastoral reality in the early history of the papacy—that is, before the pontificate of Leo the Great (440–61).

1 Peter, Apostle, St., Galilean,1 d. ca. 64.

Jesus’ chief apostle, whom Catholic tradition regards as the first pope, Peter was born in the village of Bethsaida on the Sea of Galilee. (The first succession lists, however, identified Linus, not Peter, as the first pope. Peter was not regarded as the first Bishop of Rome until the late second or early third century.) Peter’s original Hebrew name was šim‘ôn, rendered in Greek as Simon ([image: Image]). It was also rendered as Simeon ([image: Image]) twice in the New Testament: Acts 15:14 and 2 Peter 1:1. Jesus gave him a new name, the Aramaic word for rock, kêp[image: image]’, later transliterated into Greek as [image: Image] (Kephas). But the name Kephas appears only nine times in the New Testament, once in John and eight times in the Letters of Paul. The name Peter is a Greek translation of the Aramaic word, kêp[image: image]’, and is used more than 150 times in the Gospels and in the Acts of the Apostles. This name conveyed to Greek-speaking Christians far more about Peter’s function in the Church than the noncommittal Kephas. The double name Simon Peter occurs about twenty times in the New Testament, mostly in John.

That Peter was married and remained so even after becoming a disciple of Jesus is clear from the account of Jesus’ healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (Mark 1:29–31) and from Paul’s reference to the fact that Peter and the other apostles took their wives along on their apostolic journeys (1 Corinthians 9:5). The pious belief that the apostles, including Peter, “put away” their wives once they received the call from Jesus has no historical basis. Rather, it arises from the mistaken, and essentially unchristian, assumption that celibacy is more virtuous than marriage because sexual intimacy somehow compromises one’s total commitment to God and the things of the spirit.

Peter’s Singular Role in the New Testament: Catholic tradition has regarded Peter as the first pope because of the special commission he received from Jesus Christ and because of the unique status he enjoyed and the central role he played within the college of the twelve apostles. He was the first disciple to be called by Jesus (Matthew 4:18–19). He served as spokesman for the other apostles (Mark 8:29; Matthew 18:21; Luke 12:41; John 6:67–69). According to the tradition of Paul and Luke (1 Corinthians 15:5; Luke 24:34), he was the first to whom the Lord appeared after his resurrection. (Mary Magdalene is the primary witness to the Resurrection in the tradition of Matthew, John, and the Marcan appendix, but even in Mark the angel at the tomb instructs Mary Magdalene and the other women to “go and tell his disciples and Peter” [16:7].) Peter is, in fact, the most frequently commissioned of the Twelve following the resurrection. He is also the most frequently mentioned disciple in all four Gospels and is regularly listed first among the Twelve (Mark 3:16–19; Matthew 10:1–4; Luke 6:12–16). This latter point alongside others is of particular significance because, in the ancient world, respect and authority resided in the first of a line, the first born or the first chosen. He is thus prominent in the original Jerusalem community—described by Paul as one of its “pillars” (Galatians 2:9)—and is well known to many other churches (Acts 1:15–26; 2:14–40; 3:1–26; 4:8; 5:1–11, 29; 8:18–25; 9:32–43; 10:5; 12:17; 1 Peter 2:11; 5:13). It was Peter who took the decisive step in ordering the baptism of the Gentile Cornelius without first requiring circumcision (Acts 10). Although Paul spoke of Jesus’ ministry as being directed to the circumcised (Galatians 2:7), Peter’s influence in gentile areas is nevertheless obvious (1 Corinthians 1:12; 1 Peter 1:1).

On the other hand, his role was not always so singular. He often shared his position of prominence with James and John, constituting with them a kind of inner elite within the Twelve. All three accompanied Jesus to the raising of Jairus’s daughter (Mark 5:37), at the Transfiguration (9:2), at the Mount of Olives for a special farewell discourse (13:3), and to the Garden of Gethsemane (14:33).

Peter’s activities are not reported following the Council of Jerusalem, where he exercised an important, though not necessarily “papal,” role in opening the mission of the Church to the Gentiles (Acts 15:7–12). Significantly, it was James, not Peter, who presided over the council and ratified its decisions. However, there is increasing agreement among historians and biblical scholars that Peter did go to Rome and was martyred there (by crucifixion, according to the North African theologian Tertullian [d. ca. 225]). The Roman leader Clement (regarded as Peter’s third successor, ca. 91–ca. 101) describes Peter’s trials in Rome (1 Clement 5:4), and Eusebius of Caesarea (d. ca. 339) reports an ancient story about Peter’s crucifixion there (Ecclesiastical History 2.25.5, 8). St. Irenaeus of Lyons (d. ca. 200) assumes that Peter and Paul jointly founded the church of Rome and inaugurated its succession of bishops (Against Heresies 3.1.2; 3.3.3). However, there is no evidence that before his death Peter actually served the church of Rome as its first bishop, even though the “fact” is regularly taken for granted by a wide spectrum of Catholics and others (for example, in Jesuit scholar Thomas Reese’s otherwise fine book Inside the Vatican [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996, p. 11]). Indeed, there is no evidence that Rome even had a monoepiscopal form of ecclesiastical government until the middle of the second century. As was pointed out earlier, among the letters of St. Ignatius of Antioch (d. ca. 107) to the seven churches of the ancient Christian world, Ignatius’s letter to Rome was the only one in which he makes no mention at all of its bishop. The ancient text known as The Shepherd, attributed to Hermas, a lay member of the Roman community, contains hints of disputes about rank among church leaders (Visions 2.2.6; 3.9.7), who are sometimes referred to as “the elders who are in charge of the Church” (2.4.3). Significantly, the references are all in the plural. Where bishops are mentioned (again in the plural), they are usually linked with other bishops, teachers, and deacons (3.5.1), as if the Church were a tower under construction and these leaders were numbered among its stones. By the late second or early third century, however, Peter did become identified in tradition as the first Bishop of Rome. But tradition is not a fact factory. It cannot make something into a historical fact when it is not.

Peter is credited with writing two Letters that are part of the New Testament canon: 1 and 2 Peter. While biblical scholars generally accept his authorship of the first, they regard his authorship of the second as unlikely. Nevertheless, as a compendium of highly flattering traditions about Peter, the second Letter is an important witness to the stature he enjoyed and the respect he was accorded in the early Church. He is said, for example, to have had the gift of inspiration (2 Peter 1:20–21) and to have received revelations about future false prophets (2:1–3), special traditions about the Parousia, or Second Coming of Christ (3:8), and the regeneration of the world (3:11–12). A body of apocryphal literature associated with the name of Peter emerged in the second century: the Apocalypse of St. Peter, the Acts of St. Peter, and the Gospel of St. Peter. Even if not authentically Petrine in authorship, these writings attest to Peter’s increasing prestige in the early Church. The account of Peter’s being crucified upside down is derived from this literature.

Peter and the Primacy: In the Catholic tradition, the biblical basis for associating the primacy with Peter is embodied in three texts: Matthew 16:13–19; Luke 22:31–32; and John 21:15–19. The fact that Jesus’ naming of Peter as the “rock” occurs in three different contexts in these three Gospels raises a question about the original setting of the incident itself. Scholars are not sure if the naming occurred during Jesus’ earthly ministry or after the Resurrection, with what is called a subsequent “retrojection” into the accounts of Jesus’ earthly ministry. The conferral of the power of the keys of the kingdom surely suggests an imposing measure of authority, given the symbolism of the keys, but there is no explicit indication that the authority conferred was meant to be exercised over others, much less that it be absolutely monarchical in kind (as claimed and exercised by later popes, especially in the Middle Ages and even into the late twentieth century). In Acts, in fact, Peter is shown consulting with the other apostles and even being sent by them (8:14). He and John are portrayed as acting as a team (3:1–11; 4:1–22; 8:14). And Paul confronts Peter for his inconsistency and hypocrisy in drawing back from table fellowship with gentile Christians in Antioch under pressure from some Jewish Christians who arrived later from Jerusalem. Paul “opposed him to his face because he clearly was wrong” (Galatians 2:11; see also 12–14).

Scholars, however, point to a significant trajectory of images relating to Peter and his ministry as an independent basis for the primatial claims. He is spoken of as the fisherman (Luke 5:10; John 21:1–14), an occupation that, in fact, he and his brother Andrew had practiced, as the shepherd of Christ’s sheep (John 21:15–17), as the Christian martyr (John 13:36; 1 Peter 5:1), as an elder who addresses other elders (1 Peter 5:1), as a proclaimer of faith in Jesus as the Son of God (Matthew 16:16–17), as the receiver of a special revelation (Mark 9:2–8; 2 Peter 1:16–18; Acts 1:9–16; 5:1–11; 10:9–16; 12:7–9), as the guardian of the true faith against false teaching and misunderstanding (2 Peter 1:20–21; 3:15–16), and, of course, as the rock on which the Church is to be built (Matthew 16:18).

This trajectory of biblical images continued in the life of the early, postbiblical Church, and these images were enriched by others: missionary preacher, great visionary, destroyer of heretics, receiver of the new law, gatekeeper of heaven, helmsman of the ship of the Church, coteacher and comartyr with Paul. This is not to suggest, of course, that Peter was portrayed always and only in a positive fashion. He is also presented as a weak and sinful man. He is reproached by Paul (Galatians 2:11–14), misunderstands Jesus (Mark 9:5–6; John 13:6–11; 18:10–11), weakens in faith after beginning to walk on water (Matthew 14:30–31), is rebuked by Jesus (Mark 8:33; Matthew 16:23), and, in spite of prior boasts to the contrary (Mark 14:29,31; John 13:37), he denied Christ (Mark 14:66–72). But he is always repentant and was eventually rehabilitated. The Risen Lord appears to Peter and he becomes once again a source of strength to the Church (Luke 22:32).

Peter’s unique importance as Jesus’ first and chief disciple and as the leader of the college of the twelve apostles is clear enough. No pope in history has achieved his status, and it is no accident that none of the more than 260 individuals whom Catholic tradition regards as his successors have taken the name Peter II, including two whose own baptismal names were Peter (John XIV, elected in 983, and Sergius IV, elected in 1009). What can be said, however, about Peter’s enduring significance for the papacy and for the Church itself?

Petrine Succession: History provides a long list of popes following Peter, beginning with Linus (ca. 66–ca. 78) and continuing into the twenty-first century and the beginning of the third Christian millennium with such popes as Pius XII (1939–58), John XXIII (1958–63), Paul VI (1963–78), John Paul I (1978), John Paul II (1978–2005), and Benedict XVI (2005–). Catholic tradition regards all of these popes as successors of Peter. In what sense are they his successors, and in what sense are they not?

In at least two of his apostolic roles, Peter could not have had successors: first, as the traditional cofounder with Paul of the Apostolic See of Rome; and, second, as one of the Twelve who were personal witnesses of the Risen Lord. These are unique, nonrepeatable, and nontransmittable aspects of Peter’s apostleship. On the other hand, the bishops of Rome do continue Peter’s ministry of evangelizing the world and of maintaining the unity of the whole Church. They also continue to exercise within the college of bishops the same kind of pastoral authority Peter exercised within the original company of the Twelve. The word “continue” is important. The popes do not succeed Peter in the sense of replacing him, as a newly inaugurated president of the United States, for example, replaces his predecessor. The popes carry on Peter’s ministry, but Peter as such is irreplaceable. He alone is the rock on which the Church is built.

Indeed, for St. Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258) every bishop in his own episcopal see, or diocese, is in some sense a successor of Peter. As successors of the apostles, all bishops are signs of unity and bearers of the apostolic tradition. St. Hilary of Poitiers (d. 367), too, referred to all bishops as “successors of Peter and Paul.” St. Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) pointed out that in Peter the whole Church, and not only Peter, received the keys of the kingdom. Moreover, the Orthodox churches maintain that Rome is not the only see in which Peter exercised his apostolic primacy and in which an episcopal succession occurred. They cite Antioch as one of these other apostolic sees.

Nevertheless, it is a matter of Catholic doctrine that Petrine succession, like apostolic succession, is a development guided by the Holy Spirit and, in that sense, is of divine institution.

Petrine Ministry: According to Catholic tradition, the ministry that the Bishop of Rome exercises in his capacity as Vicar of Peter (see below) is a continuation of Peter’s own ministry on behalf of the universal Church. As such it is called the Petrine ministry, which Jesus is believed to have conferred upon Peter at the Last Supper when he declared, “I have prayed that your own faith may not fail; and once you have turned back, you must strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:32). The ministry of pastoral leadership exercised by Peter in the first part of Acts is the model and the norm for the Petrine ministry exercised by the pope. It involves witnessing to the faith, overseeing the way in which local churches preserve and transmit this faith, providing assistance and encouragement to fellow bishops in their own local and universal ministry of proclaiming and defending the faith, speaking in the name of the bishops and their local churches when the need arises, and articulating the faith of the Church in the name of the whole communion of local churches which together constitute the universal Church. In sum, the Petrine ministry is that of a “servant of the servants of God” (Lat., servus servorum Dei): a servant of his brother bishops, and a servant of the whole People of God.

Vicar of Peter: The most traditional title accorded the pope (from the end of the fourth century) is that of Vicar of Peter. The Bishop of Rome does not take the place of Peter. Unlike Peter, the pope is neither an apostle nor an eyewitness of the Risen Lord. These are qualities that cannot be transmitted to those who follow. The popes can only continue Peter’s ministry by keeping alive the faith that has been handed on to them. The closest English word to “vicar” is “substitute.” Like a substitute teacher in a classroom, the pope stands in for Peter, but does not replace him. Although the title Vicar of Christ is practically synonymous today with the person and office of the pope, it does not have the same historical standing in the Catholic tradition as that of Vicar of Peter. Originally, all bishops were considered to be vicars of Christ. Not until the pontificate of Eugenius III (1145–53) did the title Vicar of Christ become exclusively identified with the Bishop of Rome. Subsequently, Pope Innocent III (1198–1216) appealed to the title as the basis of his universal power, even over temporal authorities. Nevertheless, in 1964 the Second Vatican Council affirmed that “bishops govern the particular churches entrusted to them as the vicars of Christ and his ambassadors” (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 27). The pope is Vicar of Christ insofar as he is a bishop, not insofar as he is a pope. The title that captures his distinctive Petrine responsibilities is that of Vicar of Peter. Feast day (with St. Paul): June 29.

2 Linus, St., ca. 66–ca. 78 (67–76 in the Vatican’s official list).

Because it was not until the late second or early third century that Catholic tradition came to regard Peter as the first Bishop of Rome, it was Linus, not Peter, who was considered in the earliest succession lists to be the first pope. Very little is known about Linus. St. Irenaeus of Lyons (d. ca. 200) and the historian Eusebius of Caesarea (d. ca. 339) identified him with the companion of Paul who sent greetings from Rome to Timothy in Ephesus (2 Timothy 4:21), but Scripture scholars today are generally hesitant to do so. Early sources, including Eusebius, claim that Linus held office for about twelve years, but they are not clear about the exact dates or about his exact pastoral role and authority. It should be remembered—contrary to pious Catholic belief—that the monoepiscopal structure of church governance (also known as the monarchical episcopate, in which each diocese was headed by a single bishop) still did not exist in Rome at this time. And neither was there a College of Cardinals charged with the election of a new pope. (The electoral role of the College of Cardinals did not begin until 1059.) For almost the entire first Christian millennium the pope was elected by the clergy and people of Rome, since his immediate and primary pastoral office was that of Bishop of Rome.

There is no evidence to support the legend that Linus died as a martyr and was buried on Vatican Hill close to St. Peter, nor for the tradition that he decreed, in keeping with 1 Corinthians 11:1–16, that women should keep their heads covered in church. His name occurs after those of Peter and Paul in the ancient Canon of the Mass. In Eucharistic Prayer I today his name follows those of the twelve apostles (including Paul, but not Matthias, who was elected to succeed the betrayer, Judas Iscariot), but his name and the names of other early popes and martyrs are usually given in brackets and in small type to designate the optional character of that portion of the Eucharistic Prayer. Feast day: September 23.

3 Anacletus [Cletus], St., Greek (?), ca. 79–ca. 91 (76–88 in the Vatican’s official list).

The name of the second successor of Peter, Anacletus, is really Anencletus, a Greek adjective meaning “blameless.” Since it was also a common name for a slave, it may be indicative of his social origins. Cletus, the name by which he is commemorated in Eucharistic Prayer I following that of Linus, is simply a shortened form of Anacletus. In some early sources the two names were assumed incorrectly to be those of two different popes.

Anacletus evidently exercised a position of pastoral leadership in Rome, but the monoepiscopal structure (also known as the monarchical episcopate) was still not in place there. One unconfirmed tradition is that, during his pontificate, he divided Rome into twenty-five parishes. The church historian Eusebius of Caesarea (d. ca. 339) reports that he died in the twelfth year of the Emperor Domitian’s reign (81–96). The tradition that he died a martyr is also unattested. His former feast day, April 26, was dropped in the course of Pope Paul VI’s reform of the liturgical calendar in 1969.

4 Clement I, St., ca. 91–ca. 101 (88–97 in the Vatican’s official list).

Also known as Clement of Rome, he is best known for his likely authorship of the letter referred to as 1 Clement, the most important first-century Christian document outside the New Testament and treated by some in the ancient Church as if it were, in fact, part of the New Testament canon. A second letter attributed to him (2 Clement) is not authentic. The Roman community at this time was probably divided into a number of small house churches scattered throughout the city and its neighboring districts, each presided over by a presbyter (and possibly more than one). There would have been no united and coordinated leadership within the city’s Christian community as a whole, but it was otherwise the case in the community’s relations with the Christian communities of other cities. One presbyter (and Clement was specifically mentioned in The Shepherd of Hermas) was charged with corresponding with these other communities and probably also with dispensing aid to those in need. As such, Clement and others in his position would have functioned as a kind of foreign minister of the Roman church rather than as its monarchical bishop. But surely the presbyters, like Clement, who fulfilled this responsibility would have stood out.
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