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THE EVERYTHING® GUIDE TO CATHOLICISM

Dear Reader,

The research and writing of this book has been for me a labor of love. As a “cradle Catholic,” Roman Catholicism has been part of my life from the outset. After short careers in the Navy and the business world, I chose to become a religious priest in the Congregation of Holy Cross. Throughout my life I have been intrigued by the teachings of the church and its history; they have become the bedrock of my life. However, I have noticed, especially as a priest, a lack of religious literacy among Catholics, and many misperceptions concerning the church among people of other faiths. Thus, it is a pleasure to write a book that presents the basics of Catholicism in a way that is understandable and entertaining to you. I hope that your appreciation of Catholicism — historically, theologically, and socially — is greatly enhanced through your reading and study of this volume.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything
®!
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Answers to common questions
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Important snippets of information
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Words of wisdom from experts in the field
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Quick handy tips
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The Top 10 Things Everyone Should Know about Catholicism


1. The Catholic Bible contains seven additional books in the Old Testament not found in Protestant Bibles.


2. The pope is elected by a secret conclave of the world's cardinals who are younger than eighty years of age.


3. St. Thomas Aquinas, one of the most brilliant scholars in all history, was referred to as the “Dumb Ox” because of his great size and humility.


4. Pope Julius II was both a warrior and a patron of the arts. He was the one who commissioned Michelangelo to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.


5. St. Anthony of Padua is the patron saint of those looking for lost items.


6. Marriage is the only one of the seven sacraments in which the minister performing the rite is not the priest or bishop; the bride and groom are the ministers of the sacrament.


7. Between 1409 and 1415 there were actually three popes reigning at the same time: one in Pisa, a second one in Avignon, and the third in Rome. This period was known as the Great Western Schism.


8. The dogma of papal infallibility has been invoked only once since it was proclaimed at the Vatican I in 1870. The occasion was the definition of the Assumption of Mary into heaven by Pope Pius XII in 1950.


9. Elizabeth Ann Seton was the first United States–born canonized saint.


10. Since 1850 Catholics have represented the largest single religious denomination in the United States. Today Catholics represent approximately 23 percent of the population.








Introduction

RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS HAVE BEEN part of human civilization from the very outset. Most ancient peoples for whom we have historical records — the Egyptians and Mesopotamians, along with the great civilizations of the Greeks and Romans — had significant traditions of gods and goddesses, many of whom were immortalized in mythology. Ancient religions in the East, beginning with the Hindus and moving forward chronologically with the Buddhists, Daoists, and Confucianists, sought answers to the basic questions of life: Who am I? Why am I here?

It was the great Western religious traditions, however, that began the concept of monotheism. The Jews, the chosen people of God, were formed when Abram (later Abraham) left his native land of Ur. He journeyed west at the request of God to a land today known as the nation of Israel. This Promised Land would actually become sacred to all three great Western religious traditions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The long history of the Jews, including their sojourn in Egypt and emancipation from slavery at the hands of Moses, their journey in the desert, arrival in the Promised Land, and their eventual development of a monarchy, set the stage for further developments. Later, the prophets proclaimed the message of God to their fellow Jews before, during, and after the infamous Babylonian exile. Eventually the Roman Diaspora in A.D. 70 scattered the Jews from their home-land; they were not to return until 1948 with the formation of the present state of Israel.

Christianity, centered on the life and mission of Jesus of Nazareth, was chronologically the second great monotheistic religion to evolve in the Holy Land. Initially the faith grew slowly, primarily through the work of St. Paul, but with the Edict of Milan in 313, Christianity became the religion of the Roman Empire. In the seventh century the prophet Mohammed inaugurated a revolution on the Arabian Peninsula. Islam, meaning one who submits, spread rapidly both east and west over the next several centuries, becoming dominant in the Middle East and extending as far north as Spain. Jerusalem is sacred to Muslims as the site of Mohammed's “night journey” in 620.

Roman Catholicism is the contemporary manifestation of those first followers of Jesus Christ. Over the 2,000 years of the Common Era, Catholicism has been responsible for the construction of Western civilization. The church was the institution at the forefront in the areas of education, science, art and architecture, structures of international law, economics, and Western morality. During the past 2,000 years, much of what Catholicism teaches, while always consistent with the tradition, has evolved in its understanding.

Catholicism is a complex faith rooted in sacraments, dogma, doctrine, and a highly organized hierarchical structure. This book seeks to present a systematic approach to the study of Catholicism. To that end, this guide is divided into seven sections: History, Revelation, God, Roman Catholic Theology, Study of the Church (Ecclesiology), Spirituality, and Contemporary Issues. It is hoped that you will not only be engaged but challenged while reading this book. The Everything
® Guide to Catholicism not only presents the teachings of Catholicism, but for those who are Catholic, it provides a challenge to abide more fully in church doctrine.

My hope is that this volume will be the catalyst that will increase your desire to learn more about this fascinating religious tradition. Each of the chapters in this book can be studied at greater length and depth. Certainly there will be some topics that will strike you more powerfully than others. I hope that this guide will inspire you to read more detailed studies in Catholicism to satisfy your interests and assist your faith perspective, both academically and spiritually.





PART I

History of Roman Catholicism







CHAPTER 1


The Apostolic, Patristic, and Medieval Church (0–1400)

History provides a rich context to what Christians believe through the movements, events, and significant personalities that have molded both the beliefs and legacy of the faith. The study of Roman Catholicism, therefore, must begin by providing insight to the 2,000 years of Christian history. This story has been the foundation for Western civilization in the Common Era. The first 1,400 years of Christian history describe a movement from obscurity to a position of dominance in society.


Life, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus

Christian history begins with and is centered on the person of Jesus Christ, whom believers proclaim to be the Son of God and divine. Unfortunately, extant historical sources give us very little information about the historical Jesus. The first-century Jewish historian, Josephus, in his treatise The Antiquities of the Jews, provides some information on the career of one named Jesus. A second passage in the same work describes Jesus as the brother of James, possibly James the Just, who became the leader of the nascent Christian community in Jerusalem after Jesus' death. The Roman historian Tacitus in Book 15 of his work Annals mentions a certain Christus who was crucified by the order of Pontius Pilate during the reign of the Emperor Tiberius. The principal source of information about Jesus is found in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. From these latter four texts the basic story of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection, which is central to all Christian thought, emerges.
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Why do some scholars challenge the historical accuracy of the Gospels?


The simple answer is that these four accounts of Jesus' life often describe similar events but with many differences in details concerning time, place, and specifics of what occurred. The evangelists sought to explain the events to specific peoples; contemporary historical accuracy was not a significant concern.



Jesus of History and Faith

The question of the historical Jesus has captivated scholars since the late eighteenth century, and it continues to be a question today. What precisely can we know about Jesus from a historical perspective? As discussed in Chapter 5, the Gospels were not written as historical biographies of Jesus of Nazareth, but rather as expressions of faith that sought to present to various communities in antiquity the life and mission of Jesus. This question of the historical veracity of the sources that describe Jesus' life reached its peak in late-nineteenth-century work The Quest for the Historical Jesus by Albert Schweitzer. What Schweitzer said was that, from an academic historical perspective, little can be verified historically about the actual events of Jesus' life save that he was born, lived and traveled in Palestine, was ordered executed, and was proclaimed by his followers to have risen from the dead.

Christianity, and, therefore, Roman Catholicism, while premised on a strong historical foundation, is rooted in faith. The Christ of faith, which affirms that Jesus of Nazareth was the long-awaited Messiah, is the concept of how Jesus Christ was understood by his followers, both during his lifetime and through two millennia of Christian history. Belief in the mission and message of Jesus as the Messiah sent by God as Savior of the world is the foundation upon which Roman Catholicism is based. It is essential to understand that the Christ of faith — that is, how people understand Jesus' mission and message — is rooted in the historical reality of Jesus' life. Pope Benedict XVI, in his book Jesus of Nazareth, accurately responds to the perception by some that the historical and faith elements of Jesus cannot be reconciled. He wrote, “Where is the post-Easter faith supposed to have come from if Jesus made no foundation for it before Easter?” In other words, the Christ of faith must be based on a historical Jesus.
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The confession of faith by Peter in Matthew's Gospel (16:15–16) is central to idea of the Christ of faith: “He [Jesus] said to them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.’” Peter and the other apostles believed Jesus was divine.



What the Gospels Say about Jesus

While the Gospel accounts vary in details, the life, mission, and message of Jesus is clear and consistent. Jesus of Nazareth was born in Bethlehem, in 3 B.C.E. He lived in relative obscurity in Nazareth, the hometown of Mary, his mother, and Joseph, his foster father, until he was approximately thirty years old. For the next one to three years, the Gospel accounts vary. Jesus was engaged in an active apostolic ministry, traveling throughout the regions of Galilee and Judea, and on occasion outside Palestine, proclaiming a message that sought to fulfill the predictions of Hebrew prophets and to blaze a new path that, as Jesus himself says, brings fulfillment to the Hebrew law (Matthew 5:17). During his active ministry, Jesus gathered a select group of twelve men, whom he named apostles. After Jesus' death, these were the ones specifically tasked with evangelization of the nations.
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Jesus' final instructions to his apostles before leaving the earth were to evangelize the nations: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19–20a)



Jesus' message was highly controversial with the Jewish religious elite, for he challenged their authority and belief in the absolutism of the law. This conflict became so severe that ultimately in 30 C.E. Jesus was sentenced to death and executed by crucifixion at the hands of the Romans, the occupying force in Palestine. The Gospel accounts all agree that this event happened on a Friday and that on the ensuing Sunday morning, Jesus rose from the dead, appearing to his apostles and to others on numerous occasions. After some time (tradition has set this as forty days), Jesus ascended to heaven.


Acts of the Apostles

Commonly called the fifth Gospel, the Acts of the Apostles narrates two important stories: the growth of the nascent Christian community and the travels of St. Paul. Acts says that shortly after Jesus' ascension, the Holy Spirit (see Chapter 10) came upon the apostles and a few other disciples, providing the community with special gifts to continue the work of Jesus and removing fear that had gripped the community since the ascension. This book also speaks of Peter, leader of the apostles, and his initial evangelization efforts. Additionally, we learn of the growth and spread of the community that was first referred to as Christians in the city of Antioch. Lastly, we are told that the tensions between the Jewish religious elite and the fledgling Christian community continued until it became clear that Christians must separate; they could no longer be a group within Judaism.


Life and Ministry of St. Paul

The significance of the career of Paul of Tarsus, the first and primary evangelist and theologian of Christianity, cannot be underestimated. Paul, a zealous Pharisaic Jew, well-educated and schooled in the law, experienced conversion when Jesus appeared to him while traveling to Damascus on a mission to persecute Christians. Paul spent the next several years preparing for what became a ministry to Gentiles. Biblical scholars suggest Paul spent the years 47–60 traveling the eastern Mediterranean on three arduous missionary journeys, during which he established Christian communities. As a Jew, he went initially to the local synagogue, but then branched out to present the message of Jesus to all who would listen, most notably Greek Gentiles.




[image: illustration]



At the Council of Jerusalem (49 C.E.), it was determined that Gentiles did not need to abide by Jewish law and undergo ritual circumcision in order to be baptized as Christians. This decision was critically important for the advancement of Christianity since the emerging faith could now expand on its own and not as a subcategory of Judaism.



All of Paul's letters (save Romans and Philemon, see Chapter 5) were addressed to Christian communities that Paul founded during these three missionary journeys. Although not systematic in their theology, the teachings in these documents became fundamental church doctrine, including instructions on marriage and divorce, the second coming of Christ, church organization, and justification and salvation.


Christianity and the Roman Empire

Initially, Christians were viewed by the Romans as a sect of Judaism and thus tolerated. However, beginning with the reign of Emperor Nero (64– 66 C.E.), Christians were persecuted due to their perceived threat to the state, their abandonment of the Roman gods, and their repugnance of military service. Christians were used as scapegoats when external problems such as war and economic failure threatened the empire. Persecutions of Christians were both general and more localized. The campaigns of Nero, Domitian (95), and Trajan (111) were strong but local in character. However, Decius (249–251), Valerian (258–260), and Diocloetian (303–305) conducted general persecutions, leading many to apostatize and creating many martyrs. These persecutions ended in 313 with the publication of the Edict of Milan by the Emperor Constantine the Great. The conversion of the emperor shortly thereafter was transformative for Christianity, as almost overnight the faith went from being forbidden to being the standard religion of the empire.


Orthodoxy and Heresy

Recognition of Christianity in the early fourth century did not mean that within the community of faith all was settled; rather, many disagreements concerning theology arose, most especially teachings concerning God as Trinity (see Chapter 8) and Jesus Christ (see Chapter 9). There was no clear division between orthodoxy — that which is accepted as correct and proper teaching — and heresy — false teachings (heterodoxy). In their attempts to understand and articulate the faith, Christians lapsed into various teachings that over the course of history have been condemned as heretical.

During the patristic church (0–600), these heresies were grouped in two basic categories: those associated with the Trinity and those associated with Jesus Christ. During the third, fourth, and fifth centuries, Christians battled each other in an effort to try to understand the mystery of God. Subordinationism, the idea that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not co-equal; Sabellianism, or modalism, the belief that God appears in different modes throughout history (Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier); and tritheism, the belief that the Trinity was actually three gods, were the principal heresies concerning the theology of God. Heresies also arose concerning the person of Jesus. Arianism, which dominated the church in the fourth century, was the belief that Jesus, because he was the only begotten Son of God, could not be divine.

In response to Arianism, in the fourth century, Appolinarius emphasized the divinity of Christ to the detriment of his humanity. In the fifth century, Nestorius went to the opposite extreme, denying that Mary was the mother of God (Theotokos) but rather was only the mother of the human Jesus. This meant that at some time, God “adopted” the human Jesus, making him divine. Only in 451 at the Council of Chalcedon was the orthodox teaching regarding Jesus formally defined.


Saints Augustine and Thomas Aquinas

The first 1,400 years of Christian history generated numerous significant personalities, both pious and saintly individuals and others who made significant contributions. Two of the most famous during this period were Saints Augustine (354–430) and Thomas Aquinas (1215–1274). Each of these men became towering figures in the history of Christianity and Roman Catholic theology.

St. Augustine

Augustine was the son of a saintly woman, Monica, and a pagan father, Patricius. During his youth and early adulthood he searched for a way to harness and utilize his brilliant intellect. A teacher of rhetoric, he initially tried Manichaeism, a dualistic philosophy contrasting good and evil, but after some years found it empty of meaning. Eventually he was converted to Christianity, becoming bishop at Hippo (North Africa). Through his voluminous writings, including his autobiography, The Confessions, he became known as the “Father of grace,” a title he earned through his insistence that the grace of God was absolutely necessary for human salvation. In his long life he gained recognition for his intellect and his courageous fight against two heretical groups, the Donatists and the Pelagians.

St. Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas was a Dominican friar whose theology, called Scholasticism, based on the philosophy of Aristotle, was dominant in the church for nearly 800 years and continues to be highly significant today. His Summa Theologica was his magnum opus; its methodology, theology, and philosophical approach became standard in the Catholic world for several centuries and re-emerged in the nineteenth century as Neoscholasticism.


Catholicism in the Medieval World

The church's integral position in society was fundamental to medieval Europe. It was a time when only those who held orthodox beliefs could be considered worthy members of society. Medieval scholar R. W. Southern aptly has stated, “In a word, the church was a compulsory society in precisely the same way as the modern state is a compulsory society.”

Medieval Europe championed the idea that the church could truly claim to be the state; people assumed the church had overriding political authority in all areas. Medieval lords and their feudal system of serfdom were subservient to the power of local bishops and ultimately to the pope. The commanding position of respect held by the papacy provided unity to the diverse cultures and peoples of western Europe.

The church of the Middle Ages produced an intellectually gifted clergy through the rise of universities, which became a significant force in Italy, France, and England in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries. The University of Bologna (1088) is often argued to be the first great medieval university. Movement away from the feudal system to a more urbanized society created a demand for better-trained clergy. Prior to this time priestly education was largely confined to monasteries and cathedral schools. However, with the reform of Pope Gregory VII (1073–1085), a more advanced training ground for clergy was necessary. Higher education was essential to development of the church and advancement in the hierarchy. It also became the training ground for the great theologians including Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, and Peter Abelard.

Christianity and Islam

Yet, this was also a time when the inferiority of Western culture to that of the Greeks and the burgeoning Muslim community also became obvious. The Eastern Church, headquartered at Constantinople, produced the vast majority of theologians and other significant thinkers and personalities that advanced the cause of the church. Western Christendom had survived the onslaught of the barbarians only to play second fiddle to Constantinople while simultaneously being beleaguered by its greatest enemy, Islam. Islam began in the early seventh century in Arabia and spread widely and rapidly east and west, and made a significant presence on the Iberian Peninsula and in the Holy Land.

The response of the papacy to Islam was the period of Crusades (1095– 1272). This series of military campaigns, led by the Latin (Western) Church, especially the kings of France and the Holy Roman Emperors, was waged to regain control of the Holy Land from Muslims. There were nine numbered Crusades during this approximate 200-year period, but several additional forays, including the Albigensian (1209) and Children's Crusades (1212), plus other battles in Spain and eastern Europe, were waged. Intense religious fervor of this era was an important ingredient to the start of these military campaigns, which generally ended in failure. Several of these Crusades, most notably the Fourth (1202–1204), were diverted from their original goals. While the Crusades were not successful in returning the Holy Land to Christian control, the adverse ramifications of these actions in Christian-Muslim relations continues to be felt today.

Church and State Relations

Theoretically, the appointment of church officials had always been the purview of the papacy, but with the decline of political power in the West, including the papacy, the responsibility and privilege of investiture of bishops, including the selection of the pope, fell to secular officials. This situation left the church powerless to address corruption, especially the practice of simony (the buying and selling of church offices), as bishops answered in matters of authority to the state.
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The Papal Bull, Unam Sanctum (1302), issued by Boniface VIII, proclaimed that the church held power of “two swords,” the spiritual and temporal. It went on to say, “The one sword, then, should be under the other, and the temporal authority subject to spiritual.” This decree ended secular control of church offices.



In 1075, in response to this situation, Pope Gregory VII proclaimed that the pontiff alone held universal power, gaining this authority directly from God. The Holy Roman Emperor, Henry IV, rejected Gregory's claim. Eventually the balance of power shifted to the Church and Henry was forced to repent.


The Orthodox-Catholic Split

Christianity was born and matured during the time of the Roman Empire. The division of the empire initiated by Diocletian in the early fourth century became permanent less than 100 years later. While the West collapsed in the fifth century, the East at Byzantium (Constantinople) continued to flourish. This political division spilled over into the church. Beyond politics, other factors such as language and culture created a greater gap between these powers. Over time the two halves of the church developed different rites and held different approaches to religious doctrines. These conditions laid the foundation for the Great Schism between the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic faiths that continues today.

The primary cause of the split was a conflict over papal authority in the East. During the patristic period, the church was organized with four patriarchs in the East (Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem) and the patriarch of Rome. Conflict arose when Pope Leo IX in the mid-eleventh century claimed authority over the four Eastern patriarchs. In response, the Eastern bishops referred to decrees from earlier church councils, especially Chalcedon (451), which proclaimed the equality of the Bishops of Rome and Constantinople. Additionally, the Eastern bishops rejected the Latin Church's insertion in 1014 of the filioque (and the Holy Spirit) clause into the Nicene Creed, originally written at the first Ecumenical Council of Nicaea (325) and later modified at Constantinople I (381).

These disputes, combined with other differences in practice, including liturgical rites (such as Rome's use of unleavened bread for the Eucharist) and the West's insistence upon celibacy for priests, plus the loss of Alexandria, Jerusalem, and Antioch to Islam, drove the two sides further apart. An infamous verbal conflict between the Patriarch of Constantinople, Michael Cerularius, and legates (personal representatives) of Pope Leo IX led to mutual excommunication orders. Still, despite anger on both sides, the two divisions of Christendom were not fully conscious of a permanent separation. The situation was exacerbated greatly, however, during the Fourth Crusade (1202–1204) when Crusaders from the West, originally destined for Jerusalem, were diverted and sacked Constantinople. Two Councils, Lyons (1274) and Florence (1439), made efforts to find a solution to the schism, but officials in the East eventually rejected the Councils' decrees. The loss of Constantinople in 1451 to the Ottoman Turks made the breach between East and West permanent.





CHAPTER 2


The Reformation and Counter Reformation (1400–1648)

Christianity today is experienced as a multitude of faith communities with a common bond of belief in the Trinity and Jesus as Lord. Christianity began as a united faith, but the Great Schism that separated the Orthodox East from the Roman West broke this unity. The Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, however, was the event that splintered Christianity into the types of faiths we see today. The story of this fracture and the church's response are critical to the understanding of Roman Catholicism today.


The Great Western Schism

Since the time of St. Peter, understood by Roman Catholics to be Jesus choice as the first pope (Matthew 16:18), Rome was the host city, or see, for the papacy. However, in 1305, Clement V, a Frenchman from Gascony, was elected pope. Believing that he owed his election to French clerics, he decided not to go to Rome but rather set up his administration in Avignon, France, along the Mediterranean Sea.

Avignon Papacy

Clement's breach of tradition required some rationale. He claimed that Avignon was more centrally located in the empire and, therefore, better for communication. Additionally, the need for connection to the French court made Avignon a most appropriate location for the pope. Lastly, Avignon enjoyed much better weather and was a generally more pleasant place to live than Rome.

Clement died in 1314, but the next six successors to the papacy, all Frenchmen, continued his rebellion and remained in Avignon. This domination, the ties of these men to their native land, and the perception that there was no ostensible reason to return to Rome kept the papacy in Avignon until the reign of Pope Gregory XI (1370–1378). Although Gregory remained subject to the influence of the French court, political and economic turmoil in Italy (which threatened papal lands in that region as well as allegiance to the pope himself) forced Gregory to consider a return to Rome. Additionally, the pope was influenced by St. Catherine of Siena, who convinced him to return to Rome in 1376. The Avignon papacy had ended.

The Schism Begins

The end of the Avignon papacy did not bring peace but rather was the initial salvo in the greatest split in Western Christendom's history. During its sojourn in Avignon, the papacy had earned a reputation for corruption, and when Gregory XI died in 1378, the citizenry of Rome demanded a Roman be elected pope, especially after seven successive French pontiffs. The Arch-bishop of Bari was elected and took the name Urban VI. However, not long after the Cardinal electors concluded their work, they began to regret their decision. Urban was overbearing and prone to violent anger, and appeared to be mentally unstable. Therefore, claiming they had made a mistake, the Cardinals elected Robert of Geneva as a new pope. Taking the name Clement VII, he returned to Avignon. Meanwhile, Urban refused to abdicate, as he was a validly elected pope. The Western Schism had begun.

Solving the Crisis

Between 1378 and 1409, the two rival popes with their loyal constituencies continued to reign in Rome and Avignon. This intolerable situation was eventually addressed in 1409 when a council was called at Pisa to bring unity to the papacy. The council deposed both reigning popes, Benedict XIII in Avignon and Gregory XII in Rome, and elected a new man, Alexander V. Alexander lived only a very short time and was replaced by John XXIII. However, Benedict and Gregory, believing their elections to be valid, refused to leave, thus creating a situation with three popes: one in Rome, a second in Avignon, and a third in Pisa.
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The Council of Constance produced Sacrosancta, a document that claimed the council held authority immediately from Christ and, therefore, held power even over the pope. This claim of jurisdiction was essential in deposing the three reigning popes, leading to the election of Martin V.



The Western Schism ended as a result of the Council of Constance (1414– 1418). In 1415, John XXIII was deposed. Gregory XII in Rome agreed to step down so long as a Roman was elected to secure the legitimacy of the Roman line. In turn, Benedict in Avignon, without sufficient support, was excommunicated. The Council of Constance then elected Martin V to be the rightful successor to the chair of Peter. The Western Schism finally ended.


The Catholic Reformation

The Avignon papacy and the Western Schism provide a general but accurate picture of the state of Christendom at the dawn of the sixteenth century. The unsettled conditions of the church, which these events illustrate, were found in other areas as well. During its 1,500 years of history, multiple abuses had gradually crept into the church. Some of these common abuses were the buying and selling of indulgences, benefices, and bishoprics (office and responsibility given to a local bishop), the widespread practice of simony, and the granting of dispensations based on payment. Additionally, significant problems with the clergy, including immorality, ignorance, and lack of training, and the refusal of many bishops and pastors to reside in their diocese or parish, were common and widespread. These problems led to an almost universal cry for reformation within the church.

Christian Humanism

The problems and abuses present in the church of the sixteenth century required resolution. Long before famous personalities such as Martin Luther and John Calvin pressed for reform, Catholics, understanding within their own ranks the need for change, made significant efforts toward reform. Christian humanism, a scholarly path that sought to correct problems by using ancient texts as the guiding principle for religious reform, was the first approach to correct the problems.

Three of the most famous Christian humanists were Erasmus, Cardinal Francisco Ximenes, and John Colet. In his day, Erasmus was an ecclesiastical superstar using satire to comment on church policies and the hierarchy. One of his most famous books, In Praise of Folly (1511), raised the concern of many church officials because of its biting criticism of many church practices, but people knew he was correct and understood it as an effort to reform morals and structures of Christian society. Cardinal Francisco Ximenes, Primate of Spain (1495–1517), led a team of scholars that completed the Complutensian Polyglot Bible, providing the Scriptures in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin. John Colet, an English theologian, was one of the first to engage in scriptural exegesis (analysis of the Bible). He saw the Scriptures as a guide to life and the road to a renewed theology and revival of Christianity in his day.

Reform of Policy

In addition to Christian humanism, Catholics sought reform through changes in policy. Nicholas of Cusa, Cardinal Archbishop of Trier (1400– 1464), initiated a campaign to reform the German Church. He set up regulations to control both clerics and laity and enacted laws to counter simony and concubinage. He enforced the powers of local bishops and assured papal bulls and other documents were followed. Gasparo Contarini, a layman elevated to the position of cardinal in 1535, headed a team appointed by Pope Paul III that identified abuses and made recommendations for their correction. Their report, the Consilium de Emendanda de Ecclesiae, outlined numerous abuses and suggested answers could be found by reform within the church.
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If the cry for reformation was loud and long in the first days of the sixteenth century, why did an official papal response take so long?


Basically, the popes realized the need for change must start with them, and many were unwilling to reform. Contarini's report of 1537 noted papal responsibility for the situation and the need for immediate change.



Formation of New Religious Orders

The Catholic Reformation was also manifested through the inauguration of new religious orders. Like monasticism and the mendicant orders in earlier centuries, which sought to address specific needs, new communities arose in the early sixteenth century to initiate reform among priests and religious. The Capuchins and Conventuals, derivatives of the Franciscans founded in the thirteenth century, sought reform within this particular religious congregation. The Oratory of Divine Love (1516), Theatines (1524), and Barnabites (1533) were new religious congregations that sought pastoral and parochial renewal.


The Protestant and Radical Reformers

The Catholic Reformation sought to eliminate abuses and steer Catholicism and the papacy toward calmer waters, but other forces in the sixteenth century saw greater reform and a new direction for the church. Collectively known as the Protestant Reformation, these groups, led by powerful and charismatic individuals, broke free from Roman Catholicism, leading to the plethora of Christian groups present in the twenty-first century. The Protestant reformers initially sought only administrative change within Roman Catholicism, but gradually when their appeals for change fell on deaf ears, their protests became stronger and highly theological, creating a deep split between these new groups and Roman Catholicism.
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The Reform of Martin Luther

Martin Luther was an Augustinian friar and professor of Scripture at the University of Wittenburg. As a result of his study of Scripture, he began to agonize over the question of personal salvation: What was necessary to be justified to God? During his famous “Tower Experience” (1512), Luther, using his expertise in Scripture and concentrating on Paul's letters to the Galatians (2:16) and Romans (3:28–31), concluded that justification was not based on works but rather on faith alone. Thus, Luther established the first half of his famous twofold battle cry: Sola fide, sola scriptura (faith alone, Scripture alone).

Conscious of the many aforementioned abuses present in the church during his day, especially the buying and selling of indulgences, Luther responded on October 31, 1517, with the publication of his Ninety-Five Theses. Luther's document sought to articulate and seek resolution to abuses that centered about indulgences and abusive papal power. Over the next few years Luther sought to defend his position against church authorities who considered his position, especially his rejection of papal authority, to be heretical. Luther was ordered to recant his position at the Diet of Augsburg (1518), but he refused. Finally on January 3, 1521, he was excommunicated. One final opportunity for resolution at the Diet of Worms (April 18, 1521) also failed; a permanent break was now evident.
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Luther was successful while earlier reformers failed for numerous reasons. His views were widely published through the use of printing. He appealed to economics, pointing out that indulgences were expensive. He used the vernacular language in Scripture, because average people could not read Latin or Greek. He also appealed to German nationalism. Finally, people were attracted to his charismatic personality.



Luther's initial call for administrative change was extended to theological reform through his famous treatises of 1520. In his “To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation” and “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church,” Luther vehemently attacked the papacy, suggesting that papal control had denied the state temporal authority and usurped powers from bishops and the laity. Theologically, he rejected the concept of transubstantiation (see Chapter 11) and the principle that the Mass was a sacrifice. Eventually, Luther rejected the sacraments, save baptism, Eucharist, and (to some extent) penance.

John Calvin and the Reformed Tradition

John Calvin, a layman living in Geneva, came to prominence in 1536. Like Luther, he too sought to reform Roman Catholicism, concentrating on a return to moral order. Coming after Luther's official break, from the outset Calvin sought a new direction outside Roman Catholicism. He gained a loyal following even more from his exemplary and disciplined life than from his teaching.

Calvin's revolt, referred to as the Reformed Tradition, became the norm for Protestantism outside those loyal to Luther. His theology moved further away from Roman Catholic teaching. Calvin was an advocate of predestination, the concept that Christ did not come to die for all but only for the elect. He moved beyond Luther's teaching on the Eucharist, seeing the bread and wine as simply symbolic of Christ; the Catholic teaching of Christ's real presence was rejected. The Reformed Tradition placed a high importance on moral discipline while seeking an austere simplicity in worship.

The Radical Reformers

Radical Reformers were a third branch of the Protestant Reformation. Believing that Luther and Calvin had not moved sufficiently far from Roman Catholic theology and practice, the Radical Reformers broke from the Lutheran and Reformed communities to form small communities throughout western Europe. Rather than dominating certain regions or countries, as did Lutheranism and the Reformed Tradition, Radical Reformers formed small isolated groups that existed within the dominant Catholic, Lutheran, or Reformed communities.

The theology of the Radical Reformers was consistent with their isolated and extreme position. These groups practiced adult baptism, advocated separation from the world, condemned the use of force and taking oaths, rejected military service, and refused to pay taxes that supported beliefs contrary to their thinking. Radical Reformers, seen today in the Amish, Moravian, and Mennonite communities, were often hated, a reality that only exacerbated their isolated position.

The English Reformation

King Henry VIII in England seemed the most unlikely of religious reformers. His initial denouncement of Luther's revolt gained him the title “Defender of the Faith” from Pope Leo X in 1521. Yet by 1532, Henry found himself in deep conflict with Rome. Married to Catherine of Aragon as a result of a special dispensation from the pope, Henry wanted to dissolve his marriage because his wife had not produced a male heir. When the pope rejected Henry's claim that his marriage to Catherine was unlawful, he proceeded to move away from papal authority and in 1534 through his Act of Supremacy declared himself head of the Church in England.

The English Reformation was initially based on power and control; there were virtually no theological differences with Roman Catholicism. As time passed and the separation widened, however, theological and disciplinary differences, for example clerical celibacy, became more evident. Even today, the Anglican faith (called the Episcopalian Church in the United States) is the religious tradition most closely aligned theologically with Roman Catholicism.


The Counter Reformation

The four branches of the Protestant Reformation generated a significant response from Roman Catholicism. The Catholic Reformation had sought to reform those administrative problems and abuses that over the centuries had become accepted practice in the church. The Counter Reformation, however, was a deliberate rejection, a counteroffensive against the theological positions held by various Protestant groups. The frontal assault of Protestantism was answered by Roman Catholicism with a two-front counterattack: the work of the Society of Jesus, commonly known as the Jesuits, and the Council of Trent (1545–1563).

The Society of Jesus

The Society of Jesus was an instrumental force in the Counter Reformation. The society was founded by St. Ignatius of Loyola, a former soldier who was transformed to a vocation to serve God while recovering from wounds received in a battle. Initially frustrated in his attempts to become a priest, he was eventually ordained. In 1534 he and six compatriots joined together in a brotherhood with the desire to place themselves at the service of the pope. Six years later in 1540 the Society of Jesus was officially recognized as a religious order.

The Jesuits grew rapidly, numbering over 1,000 members by the time of Ignatius's death in 1556. They were highly influential due to their extensive work in education. With the Protestant Reformation raging all over Europe, the Jesuits were a significant counterforce that sought to re-establish the authority of the papacy and to uphold Roman Catholic theology. As educators of future priests, members of the hierarchy, and the elite of society, the Jesuits had the position and the ability to stand against the tide of the Reformation.

The Council of Trent

The Council of Trent, conducted in three discontinuous sessions between December 1545 and December 1563, was unquestionably the most significant council of its time, and possibly the most significant of the twenty-one councils in history. Catholics believed that substantive reform could only come through a council, but opinions on who should call such an assembly and the unwillingness of popes to initiate reform delayed action. When reform came, opinions varied on a basic question: should the church accommodate Protestants or reject their ideas? In many ways the Council of Trent was a triumph of conservatives and militants over more conciliatory and liberal forces.
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At Trent session IV, April 8, 1546, the Council Fathers stated, “This discipline [the teaching of Christ] is contained in written books and unwritten traditions, which were received by the Apostles from the lips of Christ himself … and were handed on and have come down to us.”



The council addressed the two primary categories of the Reformation separately. The bishops believed that the administrative and discipline questions raised by the Protestant Reformers had merit, especially when the Catholic Reformation, prior to Luther's revolt, had recognized the same problems and sought their resolution. In an effort to strengthen and standardize clerical training, the council mandated that all dioceses establish seminaries to educate clerical candidates. Clerical discipline was addressed by maintaining residency requirements for priests and bishops in their respective parishes and dioceses. Bishops were given greater supervisory roles and power to adequately supervise priests, religious orders, and church holdings. The buying and selling of indulgences was eliminated.

The council's reform in areas of administration and discipline was balanced by a strong rejection of the theology proposed by the Protestant reformers. The council declared that faith alone was insufficient for justification; faith accompanied by manifestations of love and work was necessary for salvation. Luther's notion that Sacred Tradition (see Chapter 5) had no place in Revelation was rejected; Scripture and Tradition were part of Revelation. The council upheld the validity of the seven sacraments and rejected all ideas that the Eucharist was not the real presence of Christ. In short, the Council of Trent removed or reformed many administrative and clerical discipline abuses but held fast on all Roman Catholic theological principles, rejecting totally the ideas of the Protestant reformers.


The Era of Exploration

The church of sixteenth-century Europe was under siege with both Catholics and Protestant reformers seeking change, but during the same period of history the church expanded its horizons radically through extensive missionary efforts to the East and the New World. Inspired by the Gospel exhortation to go to all nations and baptize, missionaries encountered new cultures and religions in the East and discovered native peoples in the New World. These brave religious did not see their work as voluntary but rather as a requirement in their role as disciples of Christ.

Missionaries to India, China, and Japan

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Jesuit missionaries sought converts in the East while introducing Western knowledge to the region. St. Francis Xavier, one of the founding Jesuits, left Europe in 1540 in response to an invitation from King John III of Portugal to restore Christianity to European colonists in Goa on the southern Indian subcontinent and to evangelize local peoples in the same region. Somewhat successful in India, he moved on to Japan, finding greater success. He died on December 3, 1552, en route to China to continue his missionary endeavors. About a half century later another Jesuit, Robert de Nobili, also came to southern India. He pioneered a new theory of evangelization, inculturation, adopting many local customs and ideas not contrary to Christianity in order to find acceptance with the local people. The practice was controversial but highly successful.

Missionaries to the New World

Columbus's discovery of the New World at the end of the fifteenth century brought a new vista for Europe and new opportunities for Christian evangelization. From the outset, Christian missionaries accompanied various explorers and Spanish conquistadors in their quest for fortune and fame. Franciscan friars were integrally involved in efforts to evangelize the native peoples in Mexico, South America, and the west coast of North America. Their method of acculturation operated on the principle in missionary work that nothing in pagan native culture was of value. Rather, the missionaries sought to create a “tabula rasa” (blank slate) in the native population that could then be redrawn on the lines of Spanish Catholicism.

The newly founded Jesuits sent missionaries to the New World as they were simultaneously sending them to the East. French Jesuits arrived in the Great Lakes region of North America in the mid-seventeenth century. Using the inculturation method of Robert de Nobili, these brave missionaries obtained few converts among the North American native tribes while generating several martyrs. Living like the people they sought to evangelize, these missionaries gained much respect in the annals of North American church history.
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