
12. Those Wacky Middle Ages 
 
For purposes of this lesson I am going to define Middle Ages as the time between the Second Council of 
Nicaea (787) and the moment when Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the Church in Wittenberg 
(1517).   There is, of course, way too much that went on in this time period to sum up in such a short essay but   
I want to mainly highlight two things.  However, before doing that it should be pointed out that in this time 
Christianity gained some area and lost some area.  In terms of growth Christianity would move into 
Scandinavia, Germany and what we would call Eastern Europe and Russia.  Saints like Olaf and Boniface are 
associated with this growth.  Where Christianity lost area came from the rise of Islam.  Islamic forces 
conquered longtime Christian areas like Northern Africa and much of the Middle East while the Ottoman 
Turks would conquer the city of Constantinople, in 1453. Let’s now look at two major acts within Christianity 
at this time both known as the Great Schism.  The first is tragic while the second is a bit more amusing.   
 
Great Schism #1 

 
While the actual schism is dated to the year 1054, the events that led up to it took a 
very long time to develop.  The first thing to understand is that Jesus never said to Peter 
to go and found the church in Rome and make it the preeminent place within 
Christendom.  The belief that the Bishop of Rome was the shepherd over all of 
Christianity would take some time to develop.  Of course, in the first three centuries of 
the Christian Church there was not a tremendous amount of attention on Christian 

hierarchy on a grand scale, largely because the Church was being persecuted.  There 
were some discussions of important places like we hear from Irenaeus of Lyon (c.130-c.200) who said of the 
Church in Rome, “For it is a matter of necessity that every Church should agree with this Church, on account 
of its preeminent authority, that is, the faithful everywhere, inasmuch as the tradition has been preserved 
continuously by those who exist everywhere.” Like Irenaeus’ sentiment concerning Rome, the idea of certain 
cities having a sort of preeminent authority began to develop.  Initially the preeminent cities were Rome, 
Alexandria and Antioch.  The Council of Chalcedon in 451 made a decision concerning the Pentarchy that 
established the five major cities of Christianity at the time (Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and 
Jerusalem).   However, as time went on this would change.  When Constantinople became the capital of the 
Roman Empire, its importance in Christianity increased.  Also, as Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem started 
to be overrun by Islam they would lose some of their importance.  As a result, by the latter part of the first 
millennium Rome and Constantinople were left as the two most important cities in Christendom with the 
Bishop of Rome (the Pope) and The Metropolitan of Constantinople being its two most important people.  As 
time went on two very different understandings of things began to develop.  In the West, the Bishop of Rome 
began to assert greater and greater power for his position.  Pope Leo I (the Great) in the fifth century asserted 
that Rome was supreme based on both scriptural and divine authority.  The reasoning was more or less based 
on the belief that the first Bishop of Rome was Peter who was the rock on which Jesus was going to build his 
church meaning that everyone who followed Peter was also a rock.  With this manner of thinking the Roman 
Church began acting more and more like it was the central authority of the Church and that every other place 
was duty bound to follow it.  This did not make sense to those in the East who felt that the church was a 
combination of parts and that authority came from Councils.  Various issues would come up surrounding this, 
most famous of which was the filioque, in which the Western Church added “and the son” to the Nicene 
Creed at the Council of Toledo (Spain not Ohio) in 589.  The Western Church argues that this was perfectly 
legitimate for them to do since they were the “Church” while the East saw this action as hubristic and 
illegitimate.  While there appears to not be much evidence for it the commonly held belief is that in 1054 the 
Metropolitan of Constantinople excommunicated the Pope and the Pope excommunicated the Metropolitan, 
it is around this time that a more formal split occurred.  While this specific action may not have happened, 
mutual antagonism was quite prevalent.  For example, one of the most blatant acts of antagonism was in April 
of 1204 when Crusaders from the west entered still Christian Constantinople and sacked it.  The crusaders 
stole many works of art and destroyed the Library of Constantinople.  Many see this action as the fatal sealing 



of the spilt. Whether that is true or not the Eastern and Western Church remain split to this day.  And while 
relationships have warmed somewhat recently there are no signs of impending reunification. 
 
Great Schism # 2 

 
This one involved the Popes (and yes the plural is done on purpose).  Between 1378 
and 1417 there was more than one Pope at a given time (sometimes up to three), 
each with their own College of Cardinals and administrative office.  The problem has 
its roots in the year 1305 when the Frenchmen Clement V was elected Pope and 
decided not to move to Rome.  At the time things were pretty unsettled in and 
around Rome and France was exerting greater influence on the papal court.  

Clement V chose Avignon as the new Papal headquarters, as it was more centrally located in Europe.  Seven 
undisputed Popes would rule from the new headquarters in Avignon (all of them French coincidently).  The 
Papal Offices would return to Rome in 1378 when the Archbishop of Bari (southeastern Italy) was elected 
Pope, taking the name Urban VI.  He immediately made the Cardinals mad who, during their time in 
Avignon, had grown more powerful (and he may have been insane to boot if one believes the rumors).  As a 
result of this antagonism, the Cardinals decided that they would elect their own Pope from within their ranks.  
So they selected Clement VII (sometimes called the antipope) who took up residence in Avignon.  As one 
might imagine this did not do a whole lot for the papacy.  The two Popes issued various attacks on one another 
and their respective followers.  Loyalty to these Popes broke down largely upon national lines, with the French 
and Scots going with Avignon and most everything East of France going with Rome (Spain and Portugal were 
at war during the time and could not quite make up their minds).  There were numerous proposals to end this 
problem.  The University of Paris suggested that both Popes step down or have a decision made by an 
independent counsel.  The two Popes, however, refused to step down and so the independent council idea 
began to catch on.  Eventually Cardinals from both papacies arranged a council in Pisa where they met in 
1409 and elected Alexander V as Pope.  Which was fine except for the fact that the other two Popes kept their 
jobs, meaning that instead of two Popes you now had three. So a few years later another council was called 
and this time they promised to fix things.  The Council met in Constance in 1414 and the first thing they did 
was depose John XXIII who was the Pope from Pisa and had succeeded Alexander V.  Then they got the 
Roman Pope, Gregory XII to resign.  And finally they dismissed the claims of the Pope in Avignon, Benedict 
XIII.  They then elected Martin V as Pope in 1417.  This more or less ended things, except for the fact that 
Benedict XIII of Avignon did not really stop claiming to be Pope.  And for a while there were some who 
agreed with him (Sicily, Castile, Scotland and Aragon).  They would eventually give up on him and go with the 
Roman Pope, but Benedict XIII never gave up on himself.  He shut himself up in a castle not far from 
Valencia and kept on claiming he was the rightful Pope up until his death in 1423.  There were a few more 
Popes elected from this line by the few followers remaining giving way to Benedict XIV and Clement VIII.  
But by this time no one cared a whole lot and so they just kind of faded away.  Outside of the obvious 
problems with having more than one person claiming to be Pope it also created some problems in subsequent 
generations when tracing who was really Pope during the time of the great schism.  Generally, it is said that the 
Roman Popes were the legitimate ones, but there is some debate about that.  The other issue that arises is that 
of Papal authority; for if a council can make a Pope step down who is really the leader of the church. 
 
Quest ions 
1.  How do you view authority in the Church?  Outside of God who should be in charge? 
2.   How do you think decisions should be made in the Church?    
3.  What topics in the Church are open for discussion and which are not? 
4.  In early Christianity certain cities were more important than others.  Do you still see this happening today? 
5.  When the Council of Pisa tried to fix the problem of two Popes they ended up adding another.  Have you ever 
seen supposed solutions to problems that just made things worse? 
6.  Why do you think it took so long to settle the two Pope question? 
7.  Part of the struggle with the two Popes had to do with regional power.  Is there a way for the Church to avoid 
getting caught up in politics? 


