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The Church Militant

The primitive Christian Church condemned war on principle, regarding it as an evil sin no matter at what level or for what purpose it was waged. When Constantine I established toleration of Christianity throughout the Roman Empire in AD 313, this immediately created a schism, for the very survival of the empire was dependent upon war. The Eastern Empire accepted war as justified in defence of the faith, and its adoption of militaristic saints such as St George illustrates this. On the other hand, the Roman Church in the West remained firm in its belief that all war was evil, although by the time of Augustine (354–430) it had become accepted that one side might have ‘just cause’ for war, and individual soldiers taking part in such wars were absolved.

By the time of Pope Gregory the Great (P. 590–604), the West had adopted the interesting idea that heretics and infidels could legitimately be converted to Christianity by force; but it was not until the Carolingian wars against the Saxons in the second half of the 8th century that Christian leaders were able to convert a political war into a religious one under this guise. Meanwhile, the Church had been growing wealthy, and the Saracen invasions of Spain and France in the early 8th century had posed a threat to that wealth—indeed, to Christianity itself. Now the Roman Church could also support war in defence of the faith; and henceforth war and Church went hand in hand, with Mass said before battle, and the relics of saints carried before the troops to inspire them in ‘God’s work’.

This volte-face was in some degree due to the ancient warrior code of behaviour which had persisted in Christian Europe. Under this code a man’s greatest virtues were physical strength, skill at arms, bravery, daring, loyalty to the chieftain, and solidarity within the tribe. The ideals of the primitive Christian Church had been diametrically opposed to such ideals. However, by channelling the martial spirit into the service of God, the brutal warrior of the past was transformed into a guardian of society. War was acceptable if it was socially useful, and the warrior codes were harnessed to create a new chivalrous spirit whereby the elite warrior class, now the nobility or ruling class, was the defender of the faith, protector of the poor and weak. This new Miles Christianus was to become a romantic hero to rival the heroes of the old pagan sagas: a member of an international brotherhood of a single class, with a common code of behaviour, and sharing a common code of ideals.
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Seal of the Poor Knights of Christ.

By the mid-11th century Pope Leo IX (P. 1049–54) was invoking war against the invading Normans in southern Italy as a means of ‘liberating Christendom’. Papal blessings and banners were issued for the expedition against the Moslems in Spain in 1063, and for the invasion of ‘heretic’ England in 1066. All these campaigns were called ‘holy wars’, but were really political in nature; and by the time Pope Gregory VII (P. 1073–85) raised armies of papal troops by offering both financial and spiritual rewards, the pope had come to be regarded as a summoner of armies and a leader in war. Thus when Urban II called for a holy war or crusade to help the Eastern Church and the Christians in Jerusalem, the response was overwhelming. To fight for the faith had become part of the chivalric code of the warrior, and every self-respecting knight felt obliged to go on crusade—if not now, then at some time in his life. Thus the two great ideologies of medieval Europe—chivalry and Church—came together as one in the Holy Land. And here was born from that strange union perhaps the most profound expression of the dominant spirit of the Middle Ages: the ‘warrior-monks’ of the military orders—terms which in the not so distant past would have been contradictory.
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Another version of the two founders of the Templars, astride one horse, this time from Matthew Paris’ Chronica Majora, c.1235–59. It shows the black-over-white of the Templars’ banner adapted for use on knights’ shields.


Military Orders in the Holy Land

After Jerusalem fell to the crusaders in 1099, most of the crusaders who did not return to Europe became committed to setting up independent Christian states; and there arose the problem of how to protect the pilgrim routes to the newly won holy places, and to continue the fight against the Moslems surrounding the narrow strip of reconquered land. At this time there were only some 500 knights available to defend the kingdom of Jerusalem; obviously, they would be fatally weakened if they were thinly scattered throughout the Holy Land. Therefore, in the beginning, small bands of crusader knights voluntarily took on this task of guarding the lines of communication.

The Knights of the Temple

One such band was formed in 1115 by Hugue de Payens of Burgundy and Godfrey de Saint Adhemar, a Fleming, who recruited seven other knights from northern France. This small voluntary association escorted pilgrims on their way from Jerusalem to Jericho, and thence to the traditional site of Jesus’s baptism in the Jordan.

In 1118 this small group swore an oath before the Patriarch of Jerusalem to protect the pilgrims and observe the monastic vows of poverty, obedience and chastity. The two founder-members had originally had only one horse between them: under their vows they were to wear only those clothes which were given to them, and to own only their weapons. From these humble ideals stemmed their first name—the Poor Knights of Christ.

The Poor Knights were to some extent subsidised by the Patriarch; and when King Baldwin, impressed by their devotion, gave them quarters in a wing of the royal palace, they became in effect an unofficial police force. Their new quarters were on the supposed site of the Temple of Solomon, and this soon gave rise to another name—the Knights of the Temple, or Knights Templar.

By now the number of knights had grown, and it was felt they should be organised permanently and officially along monastic lines in accordance with their vows, but with special rules to allow for their military rôle. In about 1124 Hugue de Payens went to Europe to ask for guidance in the formulation of such rules. He was referred to the Council of the Catholic Church then sitting at Troyes in France, and it was this council which officially gave the Templars the statutes which established them as a military-religious organisation—the first official warrior-monks. Hugue had also met the greatest spiritual authority of the day—Bernard, abbot of the Cistercian monastery of Clairvaux—and the Order’s statutes and rules were mostly the work of Bernard.

From the beginning, Bernard was a firm supporter of the aims of the Poor Knights and thus of the concept of warrior-monks. He recognised no contradiction between their monastic vows and their vow to kill Moslems. To him they were the first true soldiers of Christ, dedicating themselves to a duty which should be that of all Christian knights. He wrote a small pamphlet, On the Praise of the New Knighthood, in which he fully justified killing and violence by the knights on behalf of the faith:


‘. . . the soldiers of Christ wage the battles of their Lord in safety. They fear not the sin of killing an enemy or the peril of their own death, inasmuch as death either inflicted or borne for Christ has no taint of crime and rather merits the greater glory . . .



[image: images]

Knights Templar, from a wall painting in their church at Cressac, c.1170–80. Note red cross of their Order on the breast of their long white surcoats.


‘First of all, there is discipline and unqualified obedience. Everybody comes and goes according to the will of the commander. Everybody wears the dresses given to him, and no one goes in search for food or garments according to his whims. They live in a community, soberly and in joy, without wife or children. And to reach evangelical perfection, they live in the same house, in the same manner, without calling anything their own, solicitous to preserve the unity of spirit in the bonds of peace.

‘Impudent words, senseless occupations, immoderate laughter, whispering or even suppressed giggling are unknown. They have a horror of chess and dice; they hate hunting; they don’t even enjoy the flight of the falcon. They despise mimes, jugglers, story-tellers, dirty songs, performances of buffoons—all these they regard as vanities and inane follies. They cut their hair short because they know it is shameful for a man to wear it long. Never overdressed, they bathe rarely and are dirty and hirsute, tanned by the coat of mail and the sun.’
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The arrest of Templars in France in 1307, from a contemporary manuscript. The cross of the Order is clearly visible on the monastic habits.

The rules for this first Military Order were based on those of the Cistercians. The Order’s hierarchy consisted of the Grand Master, Seneschal, Deputy Master, Marshal, and the commanders or Masters of the provinces. (Jerusalem city and the kingdom of Jerusalem were separate provinces.) Each province was divided into houses known as preceptories, each with its own commander, with a knight-commander as his lieutenant. These divisions were used for command in the field as well as for the administration of monastic life.

Murder, treason, desertion, heresy, purchasing entry into the Order, plotting amongst the brothers, and revelation of the Order’s secrets were all punishable by expulsion from the Order. Lesser offences such as disobedience, consorting with women, and attempting to escape from the Order were punished by loss of privileges such as having to live with the slaves, or being deprived of arms, habit and horse. Serious cases of such lesser crimes could be punished by temporary or permanent incarceration in one of the Order’s castles.

On the purely military side, the rules included vows to fight to the death for the holy places of Christendom; to refuse to be ransomed if defeated; to accept every combat, no matter what the odds; to refuse quarter or ransom to the infidel; and to defend any Christian molested by infidels. These vows led to the Templars being feared beyond all other Franks by the Moslems, who retaliated by executing out of hand all Templars taken in battle.

Each knight was allowed to possess three horses and to have a squire with a fourth horse, but his armour, clothing and bedding belonged to the Order. The squires led the spare horses to the battlefield but retired once battle commenced. The knights were formed in ranks by squadrons, and there were severe penalties for any knight who broke ranks without permission.

The seal of approval from both the Pope and Bernard of Clairvaux resulted in a flood of donations for the Order, and by the time Hugue de Payens returned to Palestine in 1130 (with some 300 knights recruited for a crusade) he had been able to establish preceptories not only in Jerusalem, but in Antioch, Tripoli, Aragon and Portugal. Subsequently, preceptories were established in England, Aquitaine, Poitou, Provence, Apulia, Hungary, Germany, Sicily and Greece.

The preceptories were used to recruit and train new members, as well as to administer the properties of the Order within the province: at the peak of its power the Order owned over 9,000 feudal lordships or manors throughout Europe, and their military contingents therefore frequently included a proportion of knights and levies who owed military service to the Order in return for the lands held—fighting men who were not themselves members of the Order. Military contingents were also swollen by the admission of subordinate members to serve as sergeants; and by the admission of ‘confrère knights’ who served for only a short term (although sometimes for several years at a time), and who were permitted to marry, promising half their property to the Order in the event of their death. By the time of the Second Crusade the Order could muster nearly 600 knights and, together with the Knights of St John, was providing about half the total number of knights available in the Holy Land.

Their first offensive military action had been with Baldwin’s expedition to Antioch to suppress rebellion within the kingdom, but from 1147 onwards they were in the forefront of the war against Islam.

By the second half of the 12th century the Order was one of the leading landowners in Syria and Palestine. Money and men continued to arrive from Europe, and in order to control and administer this vast wealth the Templars became experts in banking. By as early as 1148 they were moneylenders, despite the official Church ban on usury, and they soon had one of the largest and most efficient banking networks in the Western world. Pilgrims could now not only rely on the protection of the Templars, but could deposit funds at their local preceptory and withdraw money as required by producing letters of credit at any other Templar preceptory. Before long the Order had its own ships, and had begun to transport pilgrims to the Holy Land.
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