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      Abstract

      Late-medieval theology was characterized by two major areas of discussion that were to influence the Protestant Reformation. The first of these was the debate about the nature and reception of divine grace. Peter Lombard had developed the scheme of seven sacraments, through which saving grace was mediated by the church to its members. Of these, two (penance and the Eucharist) were meant to be repeated frequently, but even so, most people died with a burden of unforgiven sins that they then had to work off in purgatory. It was possible to lessen this punishment by obtaining indulgences, which the church even offered for sale. Christians could obtain grace by their own merit, and receiving the sacraments that imparted this grace was the closest a believer could come to being assured of his salvation. Behind this sacramental scheme lay a hierarchy of authority, the second major late-medieval debate. The church claimed that this authority was derived from God and had been given to the church. In practice, this authority was exercised by the pope and the bishops, but it was disputed whether the pope could act on his own or whether he had to follow the dictates of church councils. Secular rulers also played a part in this, because only those church pronouncements that they agreed to implement actually took effect. The Bible was a source of authority, but it was interpreted by the church’s hierarchy and supplemented by additional canons and decrees that formed an extrabiblical “tradition.” A few commentators noticed how the church had been corrupted by the use and abuse of this system, and they advocated the principle of sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”) as the foundation of the church’s authority. The Protestant Reformers picked up on this thinking, often subconsciously, and by rejecting the claims of nonbiblical tradition, sought to establish the church on what they regarded as its ancient base of Scripture alone.

      The Medieval View of Salvation1

      The Protestant Reformation began as a theological dispute over the nature and reception of divine grace. To understand how this occurred and why its effects were so dramatic, we have to go back to the origins of the sacramental practice of the late-medieval church, which drew its primary inspiration from the Sentences of Peter Lombard (ca. 1090–1160).2

      Peter Lombard and the Seven Sacraments

      As Lombard saw it, there were seven sacraments. Five were meant for every Christian—baptism, confirmation, Holy Communion, penance, and extreme unction. Two were not meant for everyone and came to be seen as mutually exclusive—ordination and matrimony. As far as anyone knows, Lombard invented this number. Seven was often used for holy things, and it represented the perfection of God’s gifts, just as the seven-day week represented the perfection of his creation.

      Baptism needed no special justification since it was clearly enjoined in the New Testament. By Lombard’s time, confirmation had become a rite in which those who had been baptized in infancy made a personal profession of faith, after which they were admitted to Holy Communion. Holy Communion, for Lombard, was the centerpiece of the sacramental system, the rite that made sense of all the others and that bound the church together in a way that nothing else could. As he put it,

      Baptism puts out the fire of [our] vices, but the Eucharist restores [us] spiritually. That is why it is so well called the Eucharist, meaning “good grace,” because in this sacrament not only is there an increase of virtue and grace, but he who is the source and origin of all grace is received entire.3

      We do not know who was the first to describe the Eucharist in terms of substance and invent the term transubstantiation to describe what happened to the elements of bread and wine. A number of textbooks claim that it was Hildebert of Tours (ca. 1055–1133) but without citing any text in support. A more likely candidate would be Hugh of St. Victor (ca. 1096–1141), who is now thought to have written the Tractatus theologicus, traditionally ascribed to Hildebert. Although Hugh most certainly held the doctrine, he avoided using the word itself in his great treatise On the Sacraments. For his part, Peter Lombard rejected the crude idea that the Eucharistic elements became the body and blood of Christ, but he was forced to admit that his sources said different things.4 In the next generation, Baldwin of Forde (ca. 1125–1190) wrote that “although there is a considerable variety of expression in this confession of faith, there is only one devout belief and an undivided unity of confession.”5 To this he added,

      Therefore we hold, believe and confess simply and with confidence, firmly and constantly, that the substance of bread is changed into the substance of the flesh of Christ—though the appearance of bread remains—and that this takes place in a way that is miraculous and beyond description or comprehension.6

      Transubstantiation became official church teaching at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, the first canon of which declared,

      There is only one universal church of the faithful, outside which absolutely no one is saved and in which Christ himself is both priest and sacrifice. In the sacrament of the altar, his body and blood are truly contained in the species of bread and wine, the bread being transubstantiated into the body and the wine into the blood by divine power, so that, in order to perfect the mystery of unity, we receive from him what he received from us. Moreover, no one can confect this sacrament except a priest who has been legitimately ordained according to the keys of the church, which Jesus Christ himself gave to his apostles and their successors.7

      Extreme unction was originally the anointing of the sick mentioned in James 5:14–15, which came to be seen as a preparation for death, probably because relatively few people recovered from their illnesses, but Lombard said little about it. What he was most interested in was penance, to which he devoted more space than to baptism, confirmation, and Holy Communion combined. Consider the following:

      Penance is necessary for those who are far away [from God], to enable them to draw near to him. As Jerome says: “it is the second plank after the shipwreck,” because if someone has stained the robe of innocence he received in baptism by sinning again, he can clean it by recourse to penance. . . . Those who have fallen after baptism can be restored by penance, but not by baptism, because it is all right to do penance frequently, whereas rebaptism is forbidden. Baptism is a sacrament only, but penance is both a sacrament and a virtue of the mind. There is an outer penance which is a sacrament, and an inner penance which is a virtue of the mind, but both bring about justification and salvation.8

      Outer penance was required because it testified to the inner change of heart, which in turn was the basis of one’s justification before God. But what if a person was inwardly sorry yet had not demonstrated that sorrow outwardly? Lombard accepted that possibility but only reluctantly:

      Just as inner penance is enjoined on us, so too are both the confession of the mouth and outer satisfaction, if the opportunity for them exists. Someone who does not have any desire to confess is not truly penitent. Just as the forgiveness of sins is a gift from God, so the [outer] penance and confession by which sin is erased must also be from God. . . . The penitent must therefore confess if he has the time to do so, but forgiveness is granted to him before his oral confession if the desire is present in his heart.9

      Lombard preferred oral confession, using as his pretext the authority of the apostle James, who said, “Confess your sins to one another” (James 5:16). He took it for granted that it should be made to a priest: “It is necessary to make confession to God first, and then to a priest. It is not possible to get to heaven otherwise, if the opportunity [for making such a confession] exists.”10 But he conceded that “if a priest is not available, confession should be made to a neighbor or to a friend.”11

      Lombard was aware, however, that forgiveness is a gift of God. Jesus had given the apostle Peter the keys of the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 16:19), but Lombard explained this power as follows:

      We can rightly say and teach that God alone forgives or does not forgive sins, even though he has granted the church the power of binding and loosing. He binds and looses in one way, and the church in another. He forgives sin in a way that cleanses the soul from its inner stain and frees it from the punishment of eternal death. But he has not granted this power to priests. On the contrary, he has given them the power of binding and loosing, which means the power of telling people whether they have been bound or loosed.12

      The theory of penance was one thing, but Lombard knew that it was hindered, not only by a certain unwillingness (or inability) on the part of church members to confess their sins but also by the lack of pastoral skills required in those whose duty it was to administer the sacrament.13 What was supposed to be an act of overflowing love too often turned into a ritual that followed on from confessing sin to a priest who had little or no idea of how to respond, and this defect stored up trouble for the future.

      Alongside the five sacraments mentioned above were ordination and matrimony. By the time Lombard was writing, only celibates could be ordained to the ministry of the church, and those who were already married could not enter holy orders. Lombard said nothing about compulsory celibacy, possibly because he disagreed with it, but only those who entered the priesthood were required to be celibate. Lombard saw the office of bishop as sacramentally part of the priestly order. As for the pope, he said,

      The pope is the prince of priests. . . . He is called the highest priest because he is the one who makes priests and deacons; he dispenses all ecclesiastical orders.14

      Lombard then turned to the institution of matrimony. Unlike the other sacraments, matrimony was not of Christian origin but went back to the beginning of the creation (Gen. 1:28). Lombard had to face the difficulty that the apostle Paul spoke of marriage as second best for those who could not remain celibate (1 Cor. 7:1–2, 6), but he succeeded in demonstrating that, properly understood, it was indeed a sacrament and that Paul had said as much elsewhere (Eph. 5:31–32)!15

      Penance and the Eucharist

      Of the seven sacraments, only penance and the Eucharist were meant to be repeated on a regular basis, and the two became closely interconnected. A person who wanted to receive Holy Communion was supposed to be in a “state of grace,” which implied that he had repented of his sins and made his peace with God and his neighbors by doing the appropriate penance. Over time this led to a whole sin industry, with theologians compiling lists of “mortal” and “venial” (forgivable) sins, each of which came with a specific act of penance attached. The whole thing became a vast calculation, with sins and penances being ticked off against one another just like crimes and punishments. The sinner who had performed his penance satisfactorily would then return to the priest to seek absolution from him and proceed to receive Holy Communion.

      The sacramental system was developed on the principle that the seven sacraments were the means by which the Spirit applied the work of Christ to the life of the believer, who was expected to grow in grace and be progressively transformed into a true child of God. The sacraments were a progression through life, from baptism at the beginning to extreme unction at the end, with the option of holy orders or matrimony at some point in the middle. Even Eucharistic devotion, which was essentially corporate, was increasingly privatized as time went on. Private masses became increasingly common, and some priests even made their living by saying them with specific “intentions” for healing, for the departed, or for anything that those willing to pay for them wanted.16 One recent study of the phenomenon puts it this way:

      The “fruits” of the mass—the benefits that it brought—were commonly understood in a quantitative sense, so that two masses were believed to bring twice as many benefits as one mass, and this led to a dramatic increase in the number of celebrations. Paying a stipend to a priest to celebrate one or more masses on one’s behalf became one of the accepted ways in which a sinner might seek to expiate his or her fault, and doing the same on behalf of a deceased person in order to purge their sins and secure their salvation also became widespread. The very wealthy would leave money in their wills so that the same might be done for them after their demise. Offering the sacrifice for particular purposes—the “votive” mass—was what the Eucharist came to be thought of as being all about.17

      Doing the same on behalf of a dead person in order to purge his or her sins? It was one thing for the living to ask for masses to be said on their behalf, but could they reach out to the dead and pray for them? The belief that the dead still needed the prayers of the living was the catalyst for the next important theological development, which would transform the sacramental system into a way of salvation in its own right.

      What happened to people when they died was always a major concern of the church. The Christian gospel promised a heavenly reward to all believers, irrespective of any merit on their part, but this message proved to be extremely difficult to accept. There was a feeling that only the good went to heaven and that the church’s purpose was to give people the goodness they needed in order to get there. Baptism removed the taint of original sin, which took care of babies who died before reaching the age of accountability. Those who sinned after baptism had recourse to the sacraments, and it was here that penance acquired its importance. Only the truly penitent could be admitted to Communion, which was the foretaste of the heavenly banquet. It could therefore be assumed that those who did not make it that far did not get into heaven either, but where did they go instead? Quite a number of people died before having the opportunity to repent and do the necessary penance, but would they be excluded from God’s presence merely because of that? Surely there had to be a second chance, an option for those with basically good intentions but who, for one reason or another, were not ready for the Bridegroom when he came for them (Matt. 25:1–13).

      A few really dedicated individuals might succeed in becoming perfect, and it was generally accepted that those who were martyred for their faith had passed through the baptism of suffering mentioned by Jesus and been cleansed of their remaining sinfulness in the process (Mark 10:38–40). These were the saints who were fit to go to heaven when they died. Proof of such sainthood was not always easy to come by, but if it could be demonstrated that prayers to one of them or the bones (or other relics) they left behind on earth had produced a miracle or two, the likelihood that they had made the grade was greatly increased. The church would thus set its seal of approval on them by “canonizing” them and allowing people to pray to them for assistance. Over time, it came to be thought that some of these saints had particular interests—Christopher was the patron saint of travelers, for example, and Jude, of lost causes.

      The Flames of Purgatory

      Unfortunately, the majority of people were not as successful in this life as the small band of “saints”—real or imaginary. What happened to them when they died if they were not good enough to go straight to heaven? At first, the church was tempted to say that all would go to hell. It had a very pessimistic view of human nature and did not find this particularly shocking, but it was soon felt that such a conclusion was too extreme. Many people did their best and were not particularly evil, and it seemed unfair to exclude them from heaven merely because of a few sins that could have been but for some reason had not been paid for in this life. Did not the Bible hold out at least some hope for the eventual salvation of such people? Eventually, theologians came up with the idea that there was a place of the dead where those who had not confessed or paid for their sins in this life could do so and could thus prepare themselves for eventual entry into heaven. This place came to be called purgatory, a medieval invention that stretched biblical interpretation to its limits even as it brought a new sense of order and purpose to previously vague notions of what life after death really entailed.

      Finding biblical sources for the existence of purgatory was not easy. The passage most often cited was in 1 Corinthians, where the apostle Paul talks about believers building their spiritual lives on the foundation laid by Christ. He says that if the resulting building turns out to be unsuitable, it will be destroyed by fire, but the believer himself will be saved (1 Cor. 3:11–15). Augustine (354–430) expounded this passage in a way that would sound familiar to later generations:

      As for the interval between the death of this present body and the coming of the day of judgment and reward at the general resurrection, it may be claimed that it is then that the spirits of the departed suffer this kind of fire. . . . I am not concerned to refute this suggestion, because it may well be true. It is even possible that the death of the body is part of this tribulation.18

      Augustine was the first person to call this fire “purgatorial,” though what he meant by that is unclear. That he believed there were two kinds of fire, one that tormented and one that cleansed, seems clear enough, but it is virtually certain that in his mind the purifying fire was part of the last judgment, not a process leading up to that event. Even so, he taught that there was room for praying for the departed, especially if their manner of life on earth justified it:

      Between death and the final resurrection, men’s souls are kept in secret storehouses, where they are either at rest or suffering, according to their deserts. . . . They obtain relief by the dutiful service of friends who are still alive, when the Mediator’s sacrifice is offered on their behalf or alms are given to the church. But these acts are only of use to those who during their lives had shown themselves deserving of them. Some people live in a way that is not good enough to be able to dispense with such assistance after their deaths, but not bad enough to make it pointless either. . . . The advantage these acts obtain [for the dead] is complete forgiveness of their sin, or at least a mitigation of their punishment.19

      Without a clear lead from either Scripture or tradition, early medieval theologians drifted along in uncertainty, occasionally borrowing ideas from pre-Christian cults of the dead in the newly converted Celtic or Germanic countries of northern Europe but mainly just repeating what they could glean from Augustine and other great theologians of the past.20 It was not until the twelfth century that the thorny subject of the intermediate state was finally grasped and some attempt was made to bring conceptual order out of the chaos that until then had prevailed. Gratian quoted Augustine as his authority and added a letter sent by Pope Gregory II (r. 669–731) to St. Boniface (ca. 672–754) sometime around 730, in which he explained that the souls of the dead are delivered from punishment in four different ways: by the sacrifices of the priests, by the prayers of the saints, by the alms of close friends, and by the fasting of relatives.21

      Like his sources, Gratian said nothing about purgatory as a place, but greater clarity on this subject can be found in the writings of his contemporary, Hugh of St. Victor. Hugh explained it as follows:

      There is a punishment after death that is called purgatorial. Those who depart this life with certain sins may be righteous and destined for eternal life, but they are tortured there for a while in order to be cleansed. The place where this happens is not definitely fixed, although many instances in which afflicted souls have appeared [as ghosts] suggest that the pain is endured in this world, and probably where the sin was committed. . . . It is hard to know whether such pains are inflicted anywhere else.22

      Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) concurred with this view but added a more personal and pastoral note:

      We sympathize with the dead and pray for them, wishing them the joy of hope. We have to feel sorry for their suffering in purgatorial places but must also rejoice at the approach of the moment when “God will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”23

      Like his contemporaries, Peter Lombard knew nothing of purgatory as a particular place, though he accepted the possibility of penance after this life and made provision for it in the Sentences.24 The importance of his comments lies not so much in what he himself said, which was very little, but in the way in which later commentators used his remarks as the basis on which to build their own far more elaborate theories.

      According to Jacques Le Goff, purgatory as a place was first identified by Peter Comestor (ca. 1100–ca. 1178), writing sometime in or shortly after 1170.25 The transition from ignis purgatorius (“purgatorial fire”) or locus purgatorius (“purgatorial place”) to purgatorium (“purgatory”) was so easy and natural that it is hard to tell whether those who first made it did so deliberately. In the oblique cases in Latin, the masculine purgatorius and the neuter purgatorium fall together, and there is evidence that later copyists omitted the accusative forms ignem and locum that seemed to them unnecessary when accompanied by the qualifying adjective-cum-noun purgatorium. This omission thereby gave the false impression that purgatory had been identified as a particular place some years earlier.26 Be that as it may, there is no doubt that by 1200, purgatory was established in people’s minds as a definite location, though whether it was nearer to heaven or to hell remained uncertain. Those who emphasized that it was a preparation for entry to heaven naturally leaned toward the former view, while those who thought in terms of fiery punishment preferred the latter.

      It was around the time of the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 that purgatory became an established part of the church’s spiritual universe, as can be seen from the important guidebook for priests who were called to hear the confessions of penitent sinners, written in the wake of the council by Thomas of Chobham (ca. 1160–ca. 1236). Thomas explained that “mass is celebrated for the living and for the dead, but doubly for the dead, because the sacraments of the altar are petitions for the living, thanksgivings for the saints [in heaven], and propitiations for those in purgatory, that result in remission of their punishment.”27 As far as he was concerned, no one could do anything for those in hell, so the Mass as a propitiation could apply only to souls in purgatory, which therefore had to exist!

      About the same time, William of Auvergne (ca. 1180–1249) was also making a case for the necessity of purgatory, based on the need for penance.28 To him it was obvious that most people died with unconfessed sins that had to be dealt with before the departed soul could enter heaven. It was equally obvious to William that some sins were more serious than others—murder, for example, had to be punished, but gluttony or frivolity could be expiated by penance. This was the penitential practice of the church in this world, and there seemed to William to be no reason why it should not be carried on in the next life. He did not believe, however, that this continuation of penance could be used as an excuse for deferring penance in this life. On the contrary, the more sins expiated now, the fewer there would be to take care of after death, and the soul’s time in purgatory would be correspondingly shortened. As an extension of justice on earth, purgatory appealed to William as the supreme example of God’s fairness, but it was also an assurance that this life was closely bound up with the next. In fact, William seems to have located purgatory on earth, rather than somewhere nearer to heaven or hell, which naturally increased his feeling that it was little more than an extension of the church’s ministry to the living.

      Moving things a step further was Alexander of Hales (ca. 1185–1245), the first man to write a commentary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences and the first teacher to use the Sentences as his main theological text. In his gloss on Sentences 4.21, he expounded Lombard’s theory of penance in the context of purgatory, making the following points:

      1. Purgatory is a fire that burns up venial sins.

      2. Purgatory wipes out penalties for mortal sins that have not been sufficiently paid for.

      3. Purgatory is more severe than any earthly punishment.

      4. Purgatory is not an unjust or disproportionate punishment.

      5. Purgatory is a place of faith and hope but without the heavenly vision of God.

      6. Hardly anybody is good enough to escape the need to pass through purgatory.

      Having established these six points, Alexander went on to examine the relationship between purgatory and the church in greater detail. Up to this time, it was generally assumed that the church could forgive sins in this life but that its jurisdiction ended at death. But if purgatorial penance merely continued what had already started on earth, it seemed logical to assume that the church’s jurisdiction over it would extend beyond the grave. Alexander did not intend to rule God out of the picture altogether, since his grace was still regarded as essential for the assurance that penance was effective, but it was also self-evident to him that the church had an important role to play in purgatory:

      Just as specific pain brings satisfaction for a particular sin, so the common pain of the universal church, which cries out on behalf of the sins of dead believers . . . , is an aid to satisfaction. It does not create satisfaction in itself, but contributes to it along with the pain suffered by the penitent. This is what intercession is all about. Intercession is the merit of the church which is able to lessen the pain of one of its members.29

      Indulgences and Suffering in Purgatory

      Here we catch a first glimpse of the system of “indulgences” by which the church would claim to remit the sins of the dead and lessen their suffering in purgatory. In the late eleventh century, Ivo of Chartres (ca. 1040–1115) had worked out a theory of dispensation, that is, not applying the rules of ecclesiastical law in certain circumstances.30 According to him, a distinction had to be made between different kinds of legal principles, as follows:

      Praecepta (precepts): absolute, binding rules

      Consilia (counsels): suggestions as to how to apply the rules

      Indulgentiae (indulgences): permitted exceptions to the rules

      Justice demanded obedience to the rules, though of course those rules had to be applied in the right way. The praecepta and the consilia were therefore essential and interdependent. But human life is seldom as straightforward as the rules would like it to be, and recognizing that variety in life experience engendered a certain tolerance of weakness and failure. It was not easy to determine how much leeway should be granted, but this could be decided only on a case-by-case basis, which is what canon lawyers were employed to do. Indulgences would not be granted without good reason though, because somehow the rules had to be kept if justice was to be done. The answer was found in penance, which offered payment and restitution for the offenses that had been committed. In the early days, a full indulgence was granted only to those who went on crusade, as a reward for their sacrifice, but in time this practice was extended and indulgences made readily available to almost anyone who was prepared to pay for them. In special circumstances, they might even be granted without such payment, though for obvious reasons, such generosity was rare.

      To control all of this, it was necessary to establish a form of penance that would be fair and applicable to all. In 1215, the Fourth Lateran Council issued a canon obliging every Christian, male and female, to confess his or her sins to a priest at least once a year and to receive from him an appropriate penance.31 This canon made it necessary to define what sins could be forgiven and what sins could not—the distinction between “venial” and “mortal” sins mentioned earlier. In this respect, Thomas of Chobham was the right man at the right time, and his little manual on the subject became one of the most popular sources for clerical guidance in this area. The potential for intellectual madness, however, was enormous, as Jacques Le Goff has pointed out:

      Purgatory was dragged down into a whirlpool of delirious scholastic ratiocination, which raised the most otiose questions, refined the most sophisticated distinctions, and took delight in the most elaborate solutions. Can a venial sin become mortal? Does an accumulation of several venial sins equal a mortal sin? What is the fate of a person who dies with both a mortal sin and a venial sin on his head (assuming that it is possible for this to occur, which some authorities doubted)? And so on.32

      By about 1250, the outlines of purgatory were clear, and it remained only to define some of the more obscure details. Theologians continued to discuss where exactly purgatory was located, what purgatorial fire consisted of (i.e., was it purely spiritual or partly material as well?), and whether a soul was set free to go to heaven as soon as its penance was complete or whether it had to wait until the last judgment to be finally acquitted. The great Franciscan friar and teacher Bonaventure (1221–1274) dealt with each of these, concluding, for example, that purgatory had become a distinct place only after the incarnation of Christ. Before that time, souls had gone to a place called “limbo” or “the bosom of Abraham,” which offered no opportunity for active penance but only a place of waiting for judgment.33 He thought that purgatorial fire was both spiritual and material—the spiritual fire was redemptive, whereas the material fire was merely punitive.34 He was also vehemently opposed to any suggestion that a cleansed soul might have to delay its heavenly bliss to the last judgment—once its time in purgatory was done, it was free to go, and so away it went!35

      Very similar views were expressed by Bonaventure’s contemporary Albert the Great (ca. 1206–1280), a German who joined the Dominican order and lectured in Paris (1242–1248), where he was a major influence on the young Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274). Thomas, despite his immense theological output, had relatively little to say about purgatory and seems to have been uninterested in the subject.36 He died before getting to it in the course of his Summa Theologiae, and most of what we have from him was put together later by his students and attached to the Summa as a supplement. Essentially, he repeated what earlier doctors (and especially Albert the Great) had said, adapting it to the needs of the subject’s controversies in which he was periodically engaged.

      Thomas Aquinas reminds us that purgatory was not only far from being universally popular but was actually rejected by a large number of people—indeed, by virtually everyone who had reason to quarrel with the authority of the papacy. This was something new in the history of doctrine. Earlier disputes had been much more “objective” in the sense that nobody of any stature had opposed a doctrine merely because it was held by Rome or by some other episcopal see. But purgatory was so closely linked to the power claimed by the papacy that it was very difficult, if not impossible, to keep the two apart. If the pope lacked the power to forgive sins on earth, he could hardly have done so after a sinner’s death, and if that were true, the question of the church’s involvement with purgatory would not have arisen. If, on the other hand, the pope did have the power to forgive sins, rejecting his authority would be a dangerous move in this life—never mind what might happen after death. So either way, purgatory and the papacy were bound up together, and to reject the one was to reject the other.

      We should therefore not be surprised to discover that, by and large, heretical sects that objected to the papacy, such as the Waldensians, also rejected purgatory.37 It is hard to know what to make of the evidence for this, though, because almost all of it comes from hostile sources who may have been poorly informed.38 Nevertheless, the connection was there and can be seen in Martin Luther’s (1483–1546) Ninety-Five Theses (1517), which repeatedly insinuates that the pope has no jurisdiction over purgatory, although Luther was careful not to say so explicitly.39

      Purgatory caught on in the medieval church because it gave people hope for eternity even if they were not perfect in this life.40 It provided a means by which they could continue to pray for their loved ones after they had died and help them on their way to heaven. It was also possible for them to perform extra acts of penance in this life—or works of supererogation, as they were called—and thereby reduce the time that they would have to spend in purgatory themselves.

      In time, this structure of penance and works of supererogation became a burden both for the church and for the penitents. Telling people to stand barefoot in the snow while holding a lighted candle for hours on end, for example, soon came to be seen as a pointless exercise. It did nothing for the church, and the people so burdened were merely humiliated, which could be almost intolerable if they were prominent members of their local community. The problem was that if such leading citizens lost the respect of others, they could also lose their authority, and social order might break down. For these and similar reasons, a way out was eagerly sought and over time was hard to resist, despite the anguished protests of reformers who thought that public penance was good for the soul and ought to be continued.

      Perhaps the best way for us to understand this thinking is to compare it with how authorities today handle people who break the law in minor ways. In theory, lawbreakers should be put in prison, but prisons are often full and seem to do little good for their inmates. To lock someone up merely for speeding, for instance, seems excessive. So the state has devised another means of punishing this sort of infraction. Instead of doing time behind bars, the guilty are fined. The state gets additional revenue, the offender does not have to suffer major inconvenience or unwanted publicity, and everyone is more or less happy with the result. It was this way of thinking that drove the church to commute penance to a fine. Those who paid up were given a certificate of “indulgence,” which effectively wrote off their need to do penance. Once it became clear that people could buy indulgences, both for their loved ones and for themselves, why would they want to go to the trouble of doing works of supererogation when they could pay for a certificate instead? And so, gradually the sale of indulgences became an established practice of the church. The ecclesiastical coffers were filled with donations, and the individuals who bought them had the satisfaction of knowing that their time in purgatory had been reduced.

      What this system did not say was whether or not the people who were thus excused became holier as a result. Paying off a debt was one thing, but did it make one a better person? How do sinful human beings receive God’s righteousness, and what difference does that make to them? To describe how sinners are transformed, Augustine chose the word iustificare and its derivatives, and his usage passed into the Western tradition. He himself believed that the word meant “to make righteous,” since it was composed of the two Latin words iustum (“righteous”) and facere (“make”). However, it was unclear what in practice that entailed. To the extent that iustificare was a translation of the Greek verb dikaioō, it meant “pass judgment on,” which was usually taken in a negative sense but in this case was understood positively, meaning “acquit.” Yet Augustine also used iustificare to convey the idea of “transforming someone into a righteous person,” which dikaioō does not (and cannot) mean. This is important, because this additional implication caused much trouble and misunderstanding later on.

      Made Righteous by Infused Grace

      Augustine believed that a person was made righteous by a process of inner transformation that governed not only his actions but also the motivation that lay behind them.41 In practice, this made motivation more important than action, because if a particular action failed to achieve its purpose, it would still count as righteous in the sight of God if it had been done with the right intention. As Augustine understood it, righteousness was a divine attribute in which Christians participated directly and not merely a word used to express a sinful believer’s relationship with (and total dependence on) a righteous God. It could only be obtained by God’s free gift (“grace”), but obtained it was, and the person who was made righteous by Christ became a better human being than he or she had been before. This was possible because for Augustine, grace was not an abstract gift of righteousness but the presence of the Holy Spirit in a person’s life. The Spirit is the love of God that makes it possible for those who receive that gift to love God with all their hearts and their neighbors as themselves, which is what God demands of us.42

      Faith was the fruit of love, and so for Augustine, “justification by faith” really meant “justification by love,” which expresses itself in and through faith (Gal. 5:6). Working in a person’s life by the power of God, faith gradually overcomes the desires of the flesh (concupiscentia) in the way that a medicine overcomes disease. To be effective, the grace of faith in love has to be periodically refreshed and strengthened so it can pursue and eventually complete its work. How this was meant to happen Augustine did not specify, but any doubts on that score were laid to rest by Haimo of Auxerre (d. ca. 855): “We are redeemed and justified by the passion of Christ, which justifies mankind in baptism through faith, and subsequently by penance. The two are so closely linked that it is impossible to be justified by one without the other.”43

      Much the same thing was said more than two centuries later by Bruno of Cologne (ca. 1030–1101), who made a point of adding that penance was the divinely appointed means of cleansing the soul from sins committed after baptism.44 The explanation of this process given by the French monk Hervé de Bourg-Dieu (ca. 1080–1150) may be regarded as typical:

      Through the law there comes a recognition of sin, through faith there comes the infusion of grace in opposition to sin, through grace comes the cleansing of the soul from sin’s guilt, through the cleansing of the soul comes freedom of the will [libertas arbitrii], through the freedom of the will [liberum arbitrium] comes the love of righteousness, and through the love of righteousness comes the implementation of the law.45

      Note the way the process unfolds: the law points out the need for faith, and faith leads to grace, which sets the ball rolling—purification, freedom, love, and righteousness follow in quick succession, leading in the end to the fulfilling of the law, which takes us back to where we started but now in a way that actually works. Peter Comestor condensed this into a neat scheme describing the stages of justification that, with minor variations, was repeated by most medieval writers:

      1. The infusion of grace, given to beginners

      2. The cooperation of free will (liberum arbitrium), given to those making progress

      3. The consummation (i.e., remission of sins), given to those who have arrived46

      This scheme was subsequently modified into a fourfold pattern, with the second element divided into two. The classic statement of it was worked out by William of Auxerre (ca. 1160–1231), who expressed it like this:47

      1. The infusion of grace

      2. The movement of the free will (liberum arbitrium)

      3. Contrition

      4. Remission of sins

      The inclusion of contrition made it easy to tie this fourfold scheme into the sacrament of penance, thus encouraging the integration of justification with the sacramental system, which took place in the thirteenth century. But those who moved in that direction insisted that penance by itself had no power to justify anyone. Justification was from beginning to end a work of divine grace in which penance was only the necessary condition for that grace to be given.48 This was the pattern adopted by Alexander of Hales, Albert the Great, Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas, as we can see from their respective commentaries on the Sentences of Peter Lombard.49 Thomas modified the scheme somewhat by making a clearer distinction between the second and third stages:50

      1. The infusion of grace

      2. The movement of the free will directed toward God through faith (i.e., love)

      3. The movement of the free will directed against sin (i.e., contrition)

      4. The remission of sin

      To understand what effect this had, we must appreciate that for Thomas and his contemporaries, who had been trained in Aristotelian physics and reflected that in their approach, progress from the first to the last item on the list was a process set in motion by the initial infusion of grace that led inexorably to the forgiveness of sins. Turning toward God in love and against sin in sorrow were integral parts of this process, which could be distinguished in theoretical terms within a chain of cause and effect but which normally occurred more or less simultaneously.

      For Thomas, justification before God was identified with the second stage. The infusion of grace involved a real change in the recipient, who was set free from the constraints of his sinful nature and given the ability to subordinate his mind and will to God. When he did so, he was justified in God’s eyes because he had demonstrated his desire to do what was right. The infused grace that made this possible was not an extension of God’s nature but a created equivalent of it that God implanted in the soul of the believer, giving him an inbuilt disposition (habitus) toward righteousness. This made it possible for him to avoid mortal sin, but as he was not yet perfect, he would still fall into venial sin and stand in need of penance. It was at this point that the penitential system described above kicked in. Even justified believers needed to be purified further because they continued to struggle against the effects of their “lower nature”—what the Bible calls the war of the spirit against the flesh. Very few people would succeed in winning that battle in this life, but the chance to carry on in purgatory ensured that they would triumph in the end.

      Meriting the Grace of Justification

      It was generally agreed that God responded to the movement of a man’s free will toward him because he regarded such a movement as meritorious—it was a good thing for the man to do, and it deserved an appropriate response from God. The question then arose as to how meritorious it actually was. Could a human being do anything that would really please God? In the strict sense, the answer to this had to be no, because human beings are both finite and sinful and therefore incapable of dealing with God on his level. But like little children who want to do something good but cannot because they lack the strength and knowledge required for success, sinful people who try their best and have the right intentions ought to be applauded for making the attempt, not rejected as failures because they have not managed to do something they are incapable of doing. This, said the theologians of the time, was what happened when souls infused with created grace turned to God. They were justified, not because they had managed to become righteous by their own efforts but because it was the right response on God’s part to those who were doing the best they could. What God honored in them was merit de congruo (“appropriate”)—they wanted the right thing, and thus God gave it to them even though they had not really earned it.

      Had sinful souls been able to make the grade on their own, God would have acknowledged their merit as being de condigno (“deserved”), but that was impossible. Instead, God promised that if sinners acted in a certain way, he would respond to them accordingly by giving infused grace. And once a sinner received infused grace, he or she could achieve what God had laid down in his covenant with mankind.51 This made merit de condigno a real possibility, because the promised reward was proportionate to its efforts. A divine reward for human achievement was therefore expected as the just outworking of God’s righteousness.52

      Attrition and Contrition

      Criticism of this scheme of things began with John Duns Scotus (ca. 1266–1308) in the generation after Aquinas and Bonaventure. Scotus pointed out that if contrition were necessary before a sinner could receive the sacrament of penance, the sacrament would be effective not in and of itself (ex opere operato) but only if the person receiving it was in the right spiritual mood (ex opere operantis). In that case, penance would hardly be necessary, since the penitent would already have reached the point to which the sacrament was meant to bring him.53 Scotus tried to resolve this problem by saying that contrition was not a necessary precondition for receiving the sacrament. All that was needed was repentance based on fear of punishment. If that was sincere, it might merit the grace of justification de congruo, but if not, it could still be enough to allow the sinner to do penance. Scotus called this “attrition.” To his mind, a sinner who started out at the lowest level of attrition would gradually be strengthened by sacramental grace to the point where he would be genuinely contrite.

      Scotus even allowed for the possibility that a sinner could be justified without having to do penance at all, but this was more theoretical than real. Nobody could know for sure whether he had done enough to merit anything, and so in practice the sacrament became more necessary than ever, because it gave penitents the assurance that they were in a state of grace.54

      Scotus’s views were taken over by William of Ockham (ca. 1287–ca. 1347), who moved the discussion on to another level of philosophical analysis. He believed that God’s acceptance of moral acts was what gave them their meritorious value and that this acceptance was a matter of course in the case of believers.55 Ockham’s followers went further and denied that there could be such a thing as merit de condigno; any merit must by definition be de congruo, and even that depended entirely on grace.56 However, the general drift of their thinking was away from merit altogether, making everything depend entirely on God’s grace, which was essentially the position taken by John Wyclif (ca. 1328–1384) and Jan Hus (ca. 1369–1415).57

      The full effect of Ockham’s ideas can be seen in the work of Gabriel Biel (ca. 1420–1495), which in many ways represents the culmination of medieval theological developments.58 Unlike Ockham, Biel was not an uncritical admirer of Duns Scotus, and he firmly rejected any notion of attrition as a prelude to penance. For Biel, only contrition would do, and he believed, along (as he thought) with Peter Lombard, that in the sacrament of penance all the priest could do was to declare that the sinner had already been justified on that basis.59 Biel did not rule out the possibility of presacramental justification, but even if that happened in a few cases, it could not be understood apart from the sacrament because the latter was always implied. The reason for this was that contrition, with or without the sacrament, only offered remission of the guilt for sin. The punishment for it was accordingly downgraded from the eternal to the temporal realm, but that, of course, was the sphere of penance, which therefore still had an important part to play.

      Biel believed that human beings could love God in their natural strength without the infusion of divine grace, but he also recognized that God intended for them to accomplish his will in such a state of grace, which was obviously beyond their natural abilities.60 He was also deeply concerned with the need to demonstrate moral integrity. Sacramental merit was not meant to be a substitute for that, and Biel often warned his hearers not to think that they could remove their sins by good works if they were not inwardly repentant (i.e., contrite).61 As he saw the matter, his proposal was a way of avoiding the easygoing pattern of attrition, which many people besides himself thought was a lazy way out of sincere repentance, without demanding the kind of superhuman self-sacrifice that only a spiritual athlete could achieve.

      As for the disposition (habitus) needed for sacramental justification, Biel insisted that a believer should love God for his own sake and not for what he could get out of him.62 The external penance performed in the sacrament had to be matched by a corresponding internal repentance, without which it would have no effect. Biel did not deny the power of divine grace in a person’s life, but he did not think that it was essential in every case. As he saw it, human beings could often act rightly, according to the light of reason given to them, whether they were aided in this by divine grace or not. It was ignorance, not the lack of grace, that prevented people from doing the right thing.63 The church’s primary duty, therefore, was not to infuse grace into sinners but to enlighten them with the correct understanding, so that they could act properly of their own accord. Apparently Biel thought that if people knew what was right, they would do it automatically!64

      None of this suggested to Biel that the inner disposition (habitus) of created grace was superfluous. On the contrary, it was essential, not because of any metaphysical necessity but because that was the way that God had ordained his plan of salvation. This was the covenant (pactum) that set out his requirements of us and his response to our attempts to meet those requirements. Created grace by itself could never determine God’s actions for the simple reason that it was a created thing and not part of his nature.65 But within the covenant order of things, God has accepted sinners and given them the grace they need to perform acts of meritorious value, and it is for that reason that they are justified. In Heiko Oberman’s words:

      The gratuitous character of God’s remuneration is therefore not based on the activity of the habit of grace nor on the presence of the habit of grace, but on God’s eternal decree according to which he has decided to accept every act which is performed in a state of grace as a meritum de condigno.66

      As far as merit de congruo was concerned, Biel thought of that as the supreme achievement of a man unaided by the infusion of grace. God may accept this act as meritorious and bestow his grace on the penitent sinner, but he is not obliged to, and if he does so, it is an act of generosity on his part, not of justice.67 Just as God’s acceptance of the repentant sinner follows from and is necessitated by his covenant promise, so the same must be said of infused grace, because no outside power can force God to do anything.68 Indeed, it is precisely because God is free (liber) and does not operate under any form of external constraint, that he can show his generosity (liberalitas) by ignoring any sense of due proportion between an act and its reward, revealing his superabundant mercy instead.69

      The result of Biel’s doctrine was that the sinner was unwittingly placed under an extraordinary burden to produce good works deserving of grace. God’s righteousness brought only judgment and punishment in its wake, and by doing good works, the sinner had to hope that the divine wrath could be deflected. As Biel put it, “Man does not know whether he is worthy of [God’s] hatred or love.”70 Without that assurance, the sinner could face the prospect of hearing about God’s covenant and the justification it promised only with fear and trepidation, because he had no way of knowing whether he would ever be worthy enough to receive it.

      The Crisis of Assurance

      The system outlined by William of Ockham and his followers was seldom seriously questioned in its fundamentals. As the young Martin Luther put it,

      The doctors are right to say that when people do their best, God inevitably gives them grace. This cannot mean that this preparation for grace is [based on merit] de condigno, because they are incompatible, but it can be regarded as de congruo because of God’s promise and the covenant (pactum) of mercy.71

      It took a spiritual crisis in his own life to shake Luther out of this way of thinking. He did his best but discovered that it was not good enough. Whatever grace he may have received de congruo, it did not bring him peace with God. After much searching, he found the answer in the words of the prophet Habakkuk, quoted by the apostle Paul in his letter to the Romans: “The righteous shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17; cf. Hab. 2:4). The scales dropped from his eyes as he realized that it is by grace that we are saved through faith and not by our works, however meritorious they are in themselves. The foundations of the old system were shaken to the root, and the result was the Protestant Reformation.

      The Medieval View of Authority

      The Early Church

      Almost as important for the Reformers as the doctrine of salvation was the question of authority in the church, which had become a key issue of debate in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In some respects this debate went back to the earliest days of Christianity, and it was on the witness of the New Testament that the arguments increasingly focused. In premodern times, most people thought of authority as something primarily personal. The Word was connected to its author, and the ultimate author was God himself, from whom all authority derived. God the Father gave his authority to the Son, and the Son sent the Holy Spirit to bring the church into being and to preserve it until he returns in judgment (1 Cor. 15:25–28).

      The theological question was how the Holy Spirit performed the task assigned to him. In the New Testament church, the answer was clear enough. Jesus chose disciples who became the apostles. They governed the early church and gave it the New Testament Scriptures, which contained the teaching they had received from Jesus himself. The transition from disciples to apostles was not automatic—Judas was excluded from the apostleship, and Paul was added by an exceptional divine intervention. But the principle was clear enough: an apostle had to be a witness of the resurrected Christ and to have been specially commissioned by him for his task. Initially, the apostles worked together from their base in Jerusalem, but gradually they spread out and developed their own ministries. Peter became the apostle to the Jews, while Paul was recognized as the apostle to the Gentiles. Disagreements between Jews and Gentiles were resolved by consensus, which church leaders arrived at by open debate in a church council (Acts 15).

      What happened after the apostles died was (and still is) unclear. Some of them may have appointed successors in the way that Paul entrusted his ministry to Timothy and Titus. Or perhaps local churches elected one of their number to become their overseer, or bishop, on the understanding that he would be responsible for maintaining the apostolic deposit of truth. What is certain is that a hundred years after the ascension of Christ, his churches were almost all being led by elected bishops, and that congregations founded by the apostles had a special responsibility to preserve and defend their legacy. This duty was necessary because of the growth of heretical movements that these churches had no power to suppress and could combat only by appealing to their own traditions, which they claimed had come from the apostles. The fact that different apostolically rooted churches agreed with each other was evidence that their claims were true, and it was in this way that the New Testament came to be accepted as Scripture on a par with the Hebrew Bible.

      It is a remarkable fact that when the church was legalized in the early fourth century, it emerged as a single worldwide body. There were certainly disputes and incipient divisions—Donatism in North Africa, for example, and Arianism in much of the East. But there was also a widespread consensus, revealed in church councils that the emperor now convened. The councils counteracted these dissident movements and established a common orthodoxy that every local church was obliged to accept. The crowning achievement of the conciliar era was a creed that was accepted as the touchstone of Christian belief virtually everywhere.72

      Church councils were not always summoned by imperial authority, but unless their decisions were ratified by the emperor, they did not become law and could not be enforced. Most councils met on a provincial basis and legislated only for the needs of their province, though in some cases (North Africa and Spain in particular), they exerted a much wider influence. Imperial councils met less frequently, but they were more important, and their decisions applied universally.73 Only bishops could go to councils and vote on behalf of their congregations, but although attendance was sometimes fairly high, it was never universal. In particular, the bishops of Rome never summoned or attended any of them, though they usually sent representatives and later ratified the councils’ decisions.

      The system of provincial and imperial councils was not perfect, but it functioned reasonably well for a time. It began to break down when many of the Eastern churches refused to accept the decisions of the Council of Chalcedon (451). This led to schisms in Egypt and Syria that the imperial government was unable to suppress, despite many attempts to do so. In the course of the sixth century the schisms hardened, and when the Muslim Arabs invaded in the decade after Muhammad’s death in 632, the Roman Empire lost these regions. This geopolitical break made it impossible for the emperor to compel the dissidents to return to the imperial fold, but it also took the theological questions involved out of the realm of practical politics in what remained of the Christian world.

      The Emergence of the Papacy

      Just as significant for the future of the church as the rise of Islam was the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West. In 476, Rome sent the imperial insignia to Constantinople, signaling that the West would henceforth recognize the authority of the Eastern (Byzantine) emperor, but in reality the barbarian kingdoms that had set themselves up in Western Europe went their own way. The Eastern Empire attempted to regain the lost provinces and managed to hold onto Rome for more than two centuries (536–751), but the reconquest was only partial. To buttress their authority over the West, the emperors needed the support of the bishop of Rome, whom they recognized as their chief representative there. This status could be traced back to the First Council of Constantinople in 381, when the world had been divided into five regions and the bishop of the most important city in each region was appointed as the patriarch of that area. The hierarchy of patriarchates was Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem, in that order. By 700, the last three of these had fallen under Muslim rule and no longer counted for much, so for practical purposes, Rome vied with Constantinople for supremacy. Rome had an advantage because its church was of apostolic origin, or so it was thought. The claim that Peter had been its first bishop and that he was martyred there (along with Paul) was generally accepted, but in fact, Rome’s spiritual authority rested more on its position as the ancient imperial capital than on anything else. For that reason, Constantinople was a genuine rival, because although it lacked Rome’s apostolic pedigree, it was where the emperor lived and where imperial church councils continued to meet.74

      As long as the bishops of Rome remained subject to the emperor at Constantinople, they could not establish an independent spiritual authority, nor did they want to. The situation changed, however, when the pagan Lombards extinguished the imperial province (or “exarchate,” as it was known) in central Italy and threatened Rome in 751. In desperation, its bishop appealed to the king of the Franks, who subsequently crossed the Alps, annihilated the Lombards, and established the Roman bishop as the secular ruler of the old exarchate in 754. This was the beginning of the Papal States, a political entity that would survive until 1870. It also marked the rise of Frankish power, which in 800 led to the creation of the Holy Roman Empire in Western Europe. The Frankish king Charlemagne became the new Western emperor, and Rome repudiated its residual allegiance to Constantinople. The Holy Roman Empire was to endure until 1806, and its rulers frequently found themselves in conflict with the bishop of Rome, who could then appropriately be called the pope, even though it was he who crowned them and legitimated their rule.

      In theory, the two halves of the ancient Roman Empire had been restored, but they were very different from one another. In the East, the emperor and the patriarch lived in the same city and worked closely together, but this was never true in the West. The pope remained in Rome, but the emperor hardly ever went there and did not stay long when he did. Furthermore, the empire in the West never covered the whole of Western Christendom, and in 843, it was subdivided among Charlemagne’s grandsons. While an emperor was still elected from among the corulers, he had restricted powers, and the Holy Roman Empire was never to become a powerful European state. At the same time, the papacy declined as it became the plaything of the Roman aristocracy, the members of which vied with each other to appoint relatives to the office. For two hundred years, Western Europe was devoid of any real authority, a situation that many people found increasingly intolerable.

      Reform began under the impulse of the monks of Cluny in Burgundy (now part of France), who believed that only a strong papacy could rescue the church and Western society from its chaos. To achieve this, they maneuvered their own candidate into the office. Leo IX (r. 1049–1054) reasserted the ancient claims of Rome to supreme jurisdiction over the church at large, though the only immediate effect of this was to alienate the East, which refused to knuckle under to his authority. This led to a schism in 1054, which later came to be recognized as the moment when East and West went their separate ways.75 In 1059, the Cluniac reformers were able to establish the college of cardinals in Rome, a group of senior clerics whose responsibility it would be to elect the pope. This development was of immense importance because it took papal elections out of the hands of the lay aristocracy in Rome and made it possible to choose men who would advance the interests of the church, not those of their own families. The most famous of the reforming popes was Gregory VII (r. 1073–1085), often known by his secular name, Hildebrand. He tackled the emperor over the appointment of bishops and was able to force him to accede to the church’s demands. Gregory VII’s boldness was somewhat premature, though, and the emperor was later able to get his own back by invading Rome and driving out the pope (1084). But the long-term trend was now set. In 1095, Pope Urban II (r. 1088–1099) was strong enough to persuade the kings of Western Europe to go on crusade to recover the Holy Land from the Muslims, and papal power was revealed for all to see.

      In the course of the twelfth century, the papacy grew ever stronger as a series of capable popes convened councils to establish new and tighter rules of church discipline.76 In particular, they imposed celibacy on both priests and bishops, mainly as a way of preventing the alienation of church property in the form of dowries and inheritances given to members of clerical families. This was the era of Gratian, whose initial aim was to sort out the church’s ancient legislation in order to make it consistent and applicable to the needs of his own time. It was also the age of Peter Lombard, who did much the same thing for theology. The result was the creation of universities where law and theology could be studied and where a cadre of ecclesiastical officials was produced to staff the burgeoning church administration. To this legislative inheritance the popes added further decretals of their own, which, along with the decisions of later church councils, formed the canon law of the medieval church. It was this canon law that became “tradition” in the minds of medieval theologians and that Martin Luther attacked in the early days of the Reformation.

      Today we are used to hearing that this canonical tradition was a corrupting influence in the medieval church, but people at the time did not see it that way. When Othobon, the papal legate to the British Isles, addressed a council of British archbishops and bishops meeting in London on April 22, 1268, he described the relationship of the Bible to the decrees of popes and councils as follows:

      The commandments of God and the law of the Most Highest were given in ancient times, so that the creature who had broken the yoke and turned away from the peace of his God, by living in obedience to the law and commandment as his lamp and light, with the hope given [to him] like a shadow, in the promises made to the fathers, might wait for the coming of the King of Peace, the means of reconciliation and the pontiff who would restore all things. It is the dignity of the adopted children of the bride, and the glory of the sons of Holy Mother Church, that they should hear from it [i.e., the Bible] the commandments of life and in them keep their heart in the beauty of peace, the purity of decency and the practice of modesty, subjecting their evil desires to the control of reason. For the better performance of this task, decrees of the holy fathers, divinely promulgated by their own mouths and containing the rules of justice and the doctrines of equity, flowed out like broad rivers. The sacred constitutions of the supreme pontiffs, as well as those of the legates of that apostolic see and of the other prelates of Holy Church, have emerged like streamlets from the breadth of that river, according to the need of different times, so that new cures would arise for the new diseases spawned by human frailty.77

      In other words, the God who had given his people hope of a coming Redeemer in the inspired Scriptures also inspired the leaders of the church to provide remedies for the ills of later times, a state of affairs that was intended to preserve God’s people until Christ himself should return in judgment. The canonical tradition was regarded as a supplement to the Bible made necessary by the appearance of problems that the ancient texts had not envisaged. Thus it was to be received as a blessing that confirmed and extended the original deposit of faith and not rejected as a corruption that had distorted it. In Othobon’s mind, the Bible, the church, and canon law enjoyed equal authority because they all came from God, even though they were mediated to the world by different people in different ways and for slightly different purposes.

      Challenges to Papal Authority

      Papal power reached its apogee in the time of Innocent III (r. 1198–1216), but in the course of the thirteenth century things began to go wrong. A series of untimely deaths led to a rapid turnover of popes and a consequent weakening of papal policy. The resurgence of Muslim power drove the crusaders out of Palestine, and the church could no longer persuade the kings of Europe to venture themselves in a lost cause. Financing the overextended papacy was another problem, and secular rulers found themselves having to resist the pope’s claims to taxing their people (while at the same time exempting the clergy from secular taxation).78

      By 1296, the conflict between the king of France and Pope Boniface VIII (r. 1294–1303) over this issue had grown so serious that the pope issued a bull (Clericis laicos) forbidding the secular taxation of church property. In 1302, he issued another bull (Unam sanctam), which stated that the spiritual power was superior to the temporal power and claimed that only those in communion with the Roman See would be saved. This produced a crisis. When the archbishop of Bordeaux was elected pope as Clement V (r. 1305–1314), the French king refused to let him go to Rome. Eventually, Clement V established himself at Avignon, where he was theoretically sovereign but practically a hostage of France. The papacy remained in Avignon until 1377, and it was during this period of its “Babylonian captivity” that critics made their first major challenges to its authority.

      The most important attack on the church’s claims came from Marsilius (Marsiglio) of Padua (ca. 1270–ca. 1342), who wrote a long treatise on government (Defensor pacis) in which he developed his theories of secular rule, making it clear that the popes and bishops of the church had far overstepped the bounds of their authority by seeking to dominate not merely spiritual but even temporal affairs. As Marsilius put it,

      Their insatiable appetite for temporal things caused them to be discontented with the things which the rulers have granted to them. . . . [A]nd what is the worst of all civil evils, the bishops have set themselves up as rulers and legislators, in order to reduce kings and peoples to intolerable and disgraceful slavery to themselves. For since most of these bishops are of humble birth, they do not know what secular leadership is when they reach the status of pontiff[,] . . . and consequently they become insufferable to all the faithful.79

      Marsilius took the side of the temporal rulers in their struggle with the papacy over taxation, and in the process he investigated the history of the papal claims. He was able to point out that for many centuries, the popes and bishops of the church had lived under secular rule and had none of the pretensions that had come to be taken for granted in the fourteenth century.80 His book caused a sensation, and the popes did what they could to suppress it. But there was too much truth in what Marsilius was saying, and too much sympathy for his position, for their opposition to succeed. Later on, when various Reformers began to challenge the papacy, their temerity was inevitably blamed on Marsilius, who inadvertently became the chief spokesman for an alternative concept of authority in and over the church.

      Marsilius was more concerned with politics than with theology, but some of his contemporaries were already questioning the doctrinal principles on which the church based its concept of authority. William of Ockham asserted that the church recognized two distinct sources of authority: Scripture and an extrabiblical tradition that complemented it and could be traced back to the apostles.81 Theology was the way Scripture was interpreted, and the bishops, particularly the pope, were appointed to apply it in any given circumstance. It was to this that theologians were referring when they spoke of the “authority of the church,” so that by definition the church’s authority was ultimately dependent on Scripture, even if it did not always look that way. In Ockham’s mind, Scripture and the tradition of the church were mutually reinforcing, though they were distinct from each other to a degree that had not been recognized in the early church.82

      In the next generation, the potential tension between these two principles was brought out by John Wyclif (ca. 1328–1384), who resolved it by claiming that the Bible alone was the authority for the laws of the church. If something could not be found in Scripture (like clerical celibacy or papal supremacy, for example), then it could not be demanded of the faithful as necessary for salvation. Wyclif also supported Marsilius, using the New Testament as his chief witness:

      Why is it necessary for Christ’s priests to give such damnable attention to alien [i.e., secular] laws? That would be of no use to them unless they were intent on securing their ecclesiastical possessions which have been introduced over and above the Gospel. . . . [J]ust
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