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Introduction 

Primoris res primoris.  Okay, I didn’t recognize those words either, but if you’re going to write a book 

about popes you’ve got to throw a little Latin in here and there!  Primoris res primoris essentially means 

“first things first” which is my way of setting up a general introduction of my topic but also why I wanted 

to write this book. 

From the outset please know that I am not an apologist (in either its defensive or conciliatory 

connotation) for the Roman Catholic Church.  I was born a Methodist, was confirmed as a 

Congregationalist, and then experienced a radical conversion in my early adulthood that resulted in my 

becoming a Bible-believing Evangelical.  This in turn led to a calling in vocational ministry which has 

occupied most of my adult life.  But oddly enough, even though the Church of Rome is not a part of my 

particular spiritual journey, it is part of my spiritual pedigree; and if you are a Protestant Christian of any 

stripe, you share that same “spiritual DNA” as well.  Protestantism is not a new form of Christianity.  It is 

a reclamation and refinement of an earlier Catholicism.  As with a family tree, if you go back far enough, 

you will find we are all related. 

So here is why I am writing a primer on this subject:  after studying Church history for more than 25 

years and teaching it for over a decade, I have found it impossible to ignore or discount the many 

contributions of the Roman Catholic Church to our Christian heritage and the development of Western 

Civilization.  

At the apex of the Roman Catholic church (and if we were making an organizational flow chart, directly 

under the Father, Son, Holy Spirit, Virgin Mary and the company of the Saints in the Church Triumphant) 

stands the pope or the bishop of Rome.  The claim of his office (whether you agree with it or not) is that 

he is the spiritual and historic successor of the Apostle Peter, someone most Bible-reading Protestants 

are keenly aware of as he was certainly one of the Lord’s choice servants and a key figure in the 

founding of the early church. 

Why Peter and not say, Jude Thaddeus or Andrew?   This idea hearkens to the words of Jesus when he 

asked His disciples who they thought He really was, and Peter proclaimed Him to be the Christ and Son 

of God.  After Jesus explains that the only way Peter would have known this is because of God’s 

revealing this to his heart and mind, He then says, "I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this 

rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.   I will give you the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven; and whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever 

you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven." Then He warned the disciples they should tell no 

one that He was the Christ.  (Mt. 16:18-20). 

Peter the “rock”? 

Aside from this verse becoming the foundation of endless jokes, all of which task St. Peter as having to 

spend eternity at the pearly gates because he is the only one with the keys to unlock them, there is also 

no shortage of differing interpretations as to the meaning of Jesus’ words here.  My personal conviction 
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is that the “rock” upon which the church will be built is the statement Peter made on behalf of all the 

other apostles (who were present at the time) that Jesus is Lord and Christ.  It fits the context of the 

entire chapter and the reality that the church was historically born and has continued through the 

proclamation of that message (see Acts 2).  But that said, there is a longstanding historic understanding 

that the “rock” was Peter’s faith and that he himself was a man set apart by Christ for the purpose of 

establishing and continuing the church on earth.  It is also hard not to notice that indeed when the 

church was born on Pentecost, it was Peter front and center proclaiming Jesus as Lord and calling the 

world (a representation of which was in Jerusalem that day) to faith and repentance in His name. 

The idea of Peter’s primacy among the apostles, also known as the “Petrine idea,” becomes fixed in the 

Church of Rome and forms a touchstone for church unity over a long period of time and through many 

historic exigencies.  Foremost in the connection of Peter to papacy was a drastic shift in the spiritual 

geography of the Christian mind that occurred in the first century.  Although Jerusalem was where the 

church was born and the drama of the Christian gospels occurred, it was a place under the judgment of 

God for the Jew’s rejection of Christ (cf. Luke 19:41-44).  This judgement played out in 70 AD when Titus 

destroyed Jerusalem in the final act of a four-year insurgency against Roman authority. 

 Rome, capitol of the civilized world, was soon claimed to be the new heartland of the Church because 

the Lord Jesus had drawn both Peter and Paul to minister in this city and there seal their lives and 

testimonies through martyrdom.  This matter was highly significant to the early church and was never 

seriously disputed.  The Church of Rome was important based on its size and influence in the early 

church anyway, but because of its connection with Peter, the man with the keys to the Kingdom, the 

pastors who followed him were believed to be uniquely empowered to continue his apostolic ministry of 

proclaiming and preserving the true Christian faith on behalf of the wider Christian church.   

It is also very important to understand each individual pope is a successor of Peter rather than his 

predecessor.  This reflects Catholic theology (done long after the lifespan of Peter) that the pope is 

Christ’s designated representative (vicar) of his kingdom.  This idea comes of the Old Testament 

kingdom of David where the king of Israel had a designated representative (vicar)who had authority to 

act in his absence holding the “key of David” (Is. 22:22, Rev. 3:7).  Jesus Christ is the descendant and 

eternal heir of the throne of David, and his kingdom has a vicar on earth who holds the keys or authority 

to act on his behalf.  As Peter was given these keys by Christ in unique appointment and was the leader 

of the Church of Rome, each subsequent leader of this particular church continues in the appointed role 

of Peter himself.   According to Irenaeus (ca. 130-202 AD), Peter designated his first two successors and 

then later successors have received their appointment through a variety of means (usually entailing 

election in some form) which eventually culminated in the conclave system used today.  The position of 

Peter is a permanent one, and the church only seeks guidance when the bishop’s chair is vacant as to 

who Christ would appoint next.  This is what Vatican insider John Pham calls “divine design acting 

through human instrumentality.”   

 After 21 centuries, there have been 266 successors of St. Peter.  Some have been quite admirable in 

continuing to guard the deposit of faith (2 Tim. 1:14), while a few others have been abject failures in this 

regard using and misusing their office to promote an agenda of avarice and aggrandizement.  Though 
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some popes have been terrible people or turned in to terrible people after being elected, the church is 

nevertheless renewed again in its next pope as the keys of the Kingdom are passed to St. Peter once 

again.  Most writers of papal history follow a straight chronological approach (historic succession as is 

used with monarchs and presidents) either leaving the spiritual succession idea in the background or 

ignoring it altogether.  Even though I am using a chronological approach in this book, it shouldn’t be 

taken to mean that I don’t see the providential hand of God at work in this office, even though as a 

Protestant Christian, I am not a member of the Roman Catholic communion. 

In this primer we will look at 27 of the popes (roughly 10%) who through the execution of their office, 

teachings, deeds or misdeeds have in some way contributed to the Christian faith we all share, the 

development of Protestantism, or the Christian influence on Western Civilization.  What you will not find 

here is a polemic against the papacy.  Martin Luther and the other Reformers have done a far better job 

at that, and they lived in a time when they personally felt the pressure of the misuse of papal power in 

their own lives.  This is also not going to be one of those books that sensationalize the dark deeds of the 

popes.  I have at least four of these books on my shelf at home.  While they are shocking to read and 

even a bit titillating, some of the information sources are questionable, and they invariably ignore any of 

the positive a pope may have accomplished.  That said, some of the popes I have highlighted are 

certainly not sainthood material and while I am clear about their (sometimes grievous) shortcomings, 

my objective is not to deride or disrespect.  I am telling a story of important contributions.   Sometimes 

these occur because of a person’s individual character; sometimes they happen in spite of it. 

Churches change over time 

One of the common questions I get asked from church history students is how did the church go from 

such a simple structure (in liturgy and leadership) to something as elaborate as the Roman Catholic 

Church is today, especially since it seems to be without scriptural warrant?  That is a worthy question 

reflecting an important strand of Protestant thought which looks to the scripture alone as what 

authorizes a particular practice in the church.  My answer to this question is twofold.  First, much of 

what emerged over time was related to the meeting of pastoral needs, and this does have Biblical 

precedent.  In Acts 6:1-6 there was a need by the Apostles to add a new level of leadership to meet the 

practical demands of running a meals ministry aimed at helping widows.  It was blessed of the Lord, 

solved a practical problem, and restored unity in the church.  Many things we might consider accretions 

to the pristine Christian faith are simply yesterday’s pastoral innovation which we no longer plainly see 

or understand today.  A concrete example of this is the confessional box.  Confession of sins is an 

ancient practice (James 5:16) intended for the healing and well-being of a believer.  In the early Christian 

congregations it seems to have been a group activity.  Later on, a Christian wasn’t required to confess to 

the entire congregation but could confide in his clergy who represented the entire church.  And still later 

there was concern to protect the virtue of a woman meeting alone with a male priest in a dark church 

building (no electricity in those days) and so a physical wall was constructed with separate 

compartments for the clergy and the parishioner.  It was a welcome innovation in its day, designed to 

protect integrity and virtue and lighten the load of a troubled conscience.  Protestants generally look 

askance at confession booths as an unnecessary and unbiblical (and if you’ve read enough Chick tracts, 
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an evil) practice.  Instead we simply go to our pastor for counseling at his private office in the church or 

to our Christian support group.  We have a confessional too; it just looks a little different and we 

understand it as pastoral ministry (minus the penance and absolution.) 

Another example is the longstanding tradition of adorning churches with icons, statuary and relics 

(bones or articles of clothing) of the saints.  Evidence shows that the earliest church buildings (as 

opposed to homes that served congregations) were adorned with beautiful mosaics and painted plaster 

pointing to an impulse within Christianity to bring the decorative arts into the worship space of the 

congregation.  The world in which the church was born was largely illiterate in all but the highest strata 

of society, which was not a terrible burden since all books were handwritten and so expensive as to be 

unavailable to most Christians anyway.  Art in the churches served the purpose of illustrating sermons 

and helping congregants remember the basic content of Bible stories.  As the church passed through its 

early persecutions, certain members who were martyred were remembered for heroic virtue and 

exemplary faith and were held in the memory of the church to be in a class apart from the ordinary 

Christian.  In some cases, martyrs who had suffered terribly but did not die in the process, were 

considered higher than the clergy, having the exclusive power to forgive certain sins.  Soon artwork 

appeared that told their story for future generations as well.   

“Ah,” you might say, “this is a form of idolatry and a violation of the 2nd commandment not to make 

idols.”  The reason the Church did not regard it as idolatry was because Jesus is the image (in Greek 

“eikon” equivalent to the English “icon”) of the invisible God (Col. 1:15).  Because Jesus is God, his form 

(which can be seen) is holy and not an idol, and therefore depictions of Him or any person within whom 

His Spirit dwells would be allowed.  This was not without controversy.  In the eighth century there was 

actually a movement to stop this practice from which we get our word “iconoclast,” meaning a “breaker 

of icons.”  However, after much consideration, the 7th Ecumenical Council of Constantinople came to the 

settled opinion that such practices were in harmony with the scriptures. 

The existence and permission to have icons in the church (or home) should never be interpreted as an 

endorsement to pray to them.  Unfortunately, praying in their presence is often construed as such (and 

sometimes this is the case), but this has never been the official teaching of the church.  The inspiration 

one receives when viewing an icon of Christ, Mary, or some other saint, is to be an invitation and 

inducement to prayer but never to be the object of prayer.  That said, icons have been largely 

abandoned by the Protestant church because of their connection to the cult of the saints and misuse in 

the Middle-Ages, something which will be explained greater detail later in this book. 

The Church and her earthly pilgrimage 

Even as such things are virtually unknown in Protestantism, whose general practice of church 

adornment is “four white walls and a really good sermon,” you should remember that the Protestant 

emphasis on biblical literacy emerged out of the renaissance when the printing press was invented and 

books and reading were suddenly available to the masses.  Bibles were mass produced, literacy 

expanded to all but the very poorest of the poor in Europe, and more people than ever were receiving 
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higher education.  This was not something available for the first 1,500 years of Christianity and so the 

pastoral needs of the church were simply met in a different way using a more visual, sensual (smell, 

touch, hearing) approach.  This approach continues in Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism today 

but is supplemented by preaching, teaching, and reading.  So first and foremost, understand that what 

may seem like a completely unbiblical practice may, in fact, be something in the past the church 

adopted to meet the spiritual and pastoral needs of believers.  It may be unnecessary today or even 

something that was wrong at the time and needed correction, but generally speaking the intention was 

to lead the flock of Christ in that generation. 

The second part of my answer is that God is eternal, his church on earth is making a temporal pilgrimage 

through space and time.  Because the church is made of people who live within the context of a variety 

of cultures, to some extent, those cultures are going to have an effect upon the shape of the church and 

hopefully, if the church is faithfully preaching the gospel, it is going to have an effect on the shape of a 

culture.  Clearly, the emergence of the papacy, though not entirely anticipated as it exists now, was and 

is the result of a pilgrimage through history. 

Since the church was born in Roman society, its leadership assumed some of its hierarchical shape and 

sensibilities.  Just as certain cities were more important than others, so were the churches and leaders in 

those cities.  In reality, there were many bishops (overseers) in the early church, and they did not all 

agree the bishop of Rome was above them in authority.  However, this is belied by the fact the bishop of 

Rome was often asked to confirm the election of bishops in distant parts of the empire and called upon 

frequently to settle doctrinal and leadership disputes. 

Irenaeus (135-202 AD), an early church theologian, writes in his famous book Against Heresies that the 

Church of Rome was considered the benchmark of apostolic teaching and orthodoxy in his day: 

“Since, however, it would be very tedious, in such a volume as this, to reckon up the successions of all 

the Churches, we do put to confusion all those who, in whatever manner, whether by an evil self-

pleasing, by vainglory, or by blindness and perverse opinion, assemble in unauthorized meetings; by 

indicating that tradition derived from the apostles, of the very great, the very ancient, and universally 

known Church founded and organized at Rome by the two most glorious apostles, Peter and Paul; as 

also the faith preached to men, which comes down to our time by means of the succession of bishops.  

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 apostolical tradition has been 

preserved continuously by those faithful men who exist everywhere.” 

This was no exclusive franchise, for there were other churches with apostolic foundations throughout 

the empire, but it points to a certain guarantee of apostolicity (and therefore orthodoxy) that did exist in 

Rome because they had an unbroken chain of  bishops since the time of Peter.  Although this was no 

guarantee of inerrancy in the future, it is a historic waypoint showing the bishop of Rome or the pope 

was considered a person who embodied the authentic Christian faith in his office. 

As an aside, one of the key differences between Roman Catholic and Protestant Christians is their 

understanding of the relationship between scripture and tradition as regards to authority in the 
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believer’s life and the understanding of apostolicity.  As alluded to above, Catholic and Orthodox 

Christians look to a lineage of bishops in their church tracing back to the Apostles of Christ who received 

our Lord’s anointing and commission.  They kept lists and records through the millennia to track this 

connection believing the authority of Christ is continued and maintained through the process of 

ordination and the laying on of hands.  They would also hold the Christian church preceded the written 

scriptures and therefore the church has preeminence in articulating what those same scriptures mean.  

In addition, there is a tradition of beliefs and practices that, although they are not enscripturated, are 

part of the long tradition of Christian doctrine. 

Protestants also believe in apostolicity, but see this dimension of the church is aligned with and 

continued through the teaching, learning, and understanding the Scriptures which come to us through 

the Lord’s appointed Apostles.  Preeminence is given to the Canon of Scripture over any tradition or 

creed of the faith (although these are certainly acknowledged and embraced to the degree that they 

align with the clear teaching of the Bible).  To a lesser degree, Protestants also maintain a sense of 

spiritual lineage not unlike Catholics and Orthodox.  We may not focus on bishops, but we look to 

theologians, pastors, and evangelists who have shaped and influenced our Protestant communions and 

movements.  Protestants look to many of the same “doctors of the church” (Latin “docere” or “to 

teach”) who are embraced by the Roman Catholic church, but for a different reason.  Protestants use 

their teaching (although quite selectively) to show Reformation ideas are nothing novel but in fact 

ancient, oddly making Protestantism out as more catholic than Catholicism! 

Getting back to the historic pilgrimage of the church, certainly the Roman emperor Constantine and his 

successors left their mark on the papacy.  Under Constantine, Christianity was normalized, meaning it 

was considered one of the many licit religions of the Roman Empire and no longer to be persecuted.  But 

he favored Christianity and elevated it by financing great church buildings and integrating church 

bishops into the apparatus of the state.  This was hardly an innovation.  In the past, every municipality 

had a pagan priest who was part of the local government structure (including the payroll) and was called 

upon during an imperial visit to lead the emperor in appropriately worshipping the local deity.  

Constantine simply transferred this privilege to Christian bishops, dressing them in royal garments 

(similar to the style the pope wears today during the celebration of the mass) and giving them imperial 

insignias.  The bishop of Rome had the highest dignity and it was not uncommon for his picture to 

appear in public buildings, or for visitors to genuflect or kiss his foot as an act of submission to his 

authority.  When a bishop traveled, like an imperial authority, he had a procession and retinue with him. 

Later, Theodosius I made Christianity (380 AD) the exclusive faith of the empire.  With this, the church 

became an institution of the government possessing legal power to direct Christians in how they should 

believe and behave.  This official status was important in the development of medieval and modern 

Europe as more primitive peoples were united to the Roman civilization through the faith of the church. 

Finally, in 440 Valentinian III declared the bishop of Rome had primacy over all other bishops in the 

Roman Empire.  However, this was not an order coming from the Head of State and imposed upon the 

church; rather it was a ratification of informal assertions made by particular bishops of Rome.  
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Later, as the Western Roman Empire gave way to the “barbarian” tribes of Europe, and Roman North 

Africa fell to the Muslims, the papacy with its spiritual authority and institutional structure became for a 

time the de facto government of Medieval Europe.  In my narrative I will not develop this thought 

further, but simply note here that even through such a dramatic sea change, the cultural paradigm 

remained hierarchical and monarchial, and so did the structure of the Christian church. 

Only in the recent past has the force of democratization overturned the monarchial ideal.  It seemed 

natural and appropriate for a Christianized Europe to look to this model and expect to find it in the 

church.  Society was hierarchical and stratified with the people at the top answering only to God 

themselves.  The papacy claimed that like a secular king is appointed by God to rule in temporal affairs, 

the Pope is appointed by God to rule over the spiritual matters of society.  Although the Pope’s 

authority was constantly challenged by the various rulers of Europe, monarchial leadership never was.  

Usually the challenge was that secular rulers wanted to rule both the temporal and spiritual affairs of 

their nations.  Simply put, they wanted to be king and pope at the same time.  The average European 

would not question the high office of the Pope because in their thinking God ordered the world in a 

stratified way and though scripturally Christ is the head of the church, it also follows the Lord appointed 

human leadership over the church through the apostles and those who would succeed them. 

It is worth mentioning that while Martin Luther did not believe the papacy was a Biblical office, he did 

concede it must have been permitted by God since it had lasted so long.  Luther’s co-reformer, Philip 

Melanchthon, also thought if the Lutheran-Catholic schism could come to a satisfactory resolution, the 

Lutherans would consider the pope an honorary leader, following his advice where possible without the 

obligation of obedience.  Although this was never realized ( in fact the pope was later vilified quite 

appropriately by the Protestants) it does highlight a habit of mind in the church that looked to a 

hierarchy both secular and sacred. 

The Protestant break-away from Roman Catholicism (ca. 1517) was largely because those holding the 

papal office were tone deaf to centuries of calls to reform the church both in its theology and hierarchy.  

There was good reason for this breach within the Church at the time, and it rightfully remains in place 

after the passage of nearly five centuries.  Roman Catholics and Protestants are certainly talking more 

than ever and finding much common ground (which is a good thing), but there is still real schism when it 

comes to understanding the gospel message and specifically issues surrounding justification and the 

nature of the sacraments.  In a more positive vein, even though time has not brought about a 

reconciliation of these two branches of the church, many Protestants and Catholics, finding themselves 

in an increasingly secular and immoral society, have found common cause on the moral issues of our 

day, serving a needy and dark world. 

With that as a general introduction, let me say a few words about my selection of the particular popes 

included in this book.  Some of them, such as Leo I (the Great), are included because they gave voice to 

the theological understanding of Christianity.   What Leo taught about the nature of Jesus Christ is the 

official position held by the church worldwide.  Other popes such as Sylvester I and Leo IX are included 

for what they didn’t do.  In Leo’s case, his failure to live a little bit longer had the consequence of 

dividing the church between east and west and creating a new branch of Christianity.  Other popes such 
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as Gregory VII help us understand traditions in the Catholic Church such as clerical celibacy and the 

election of popes behind locked doors.   

Then there were popes who affected geo-political affairs such as Urban II (the Crusades) and Alexander 

VI (the Treaty of Tordesillas) and John Paul II (Eastern Europe) as well as lesser-known popes like Pius II 

and Nicholas V who gave inestimable gifts to world culture through their efforts of collection and 

preservation.  

Another category of selection are those popes such as Martin V, Leo X, and Clement VII whose policies 

and actions contributed significantly to the frustration that produced the Reformation.  Lastly, simple 

things such as our present-day calendar, celebrating Christmas, and the pleasure of your morning coffee 

are tied to the various pontificates included in this book. 

On a final note, I wrote this as a primer.  As such, I assumed my reader was curious but didn’t have a lot 

of background on this subject so I have endeavored to tell as much of the story as I can without bogging 

down in the mud of too many details.  Because the role of a primer is to prepare the reader for what 

comes next, I will consider it a supreme compliment if something in this book piques your interest 

enough to read further on this subject. 

 

Chapter 1  The Apostle Peter (d. 64?) : First Bishop and Pope of Rome? 

 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?”  He said to him 

[Jesus], “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.”  He said to him, “Feed my 

lambs.”  (John 21:15) 

Our story begins with the Apostle Peter, a man with a faith so strong 

he once walked on water with Jesus and yet later, when faced with the 

specter of being arrested and suffering along with the Lord,  denied 

even knowing the man!  Broken by his failure to stand with Jesus in his 

darkest hour, Peter fired himself from his commission as an apostle 

and went home to restart the fishing business in Galilee.  Thankfully, 

the Lord didn’t accept Peter’s resignation but instead restored him and 

put him back into service with the charge to feed and tend the flock of  

God, a task Peter would carry out for the rest of his life in various 

locations, ultimately sealing his apostleship in the city of Rome, where 

he and his wife were martyred under the emperor Nero sometime around 64 AD. 

Unlike the story of St. Paul, the church possesses no official record of Peter’s missionary journeys.  We 

know Peter spent several years in Judea around Jerusalem and then in the north of Israel in Caesarea 

(Acts 12).  We also read of Peter’s visit to Antioch (Gal. 2:11), but beyond this there is no absolute 

Statue of St. Peter at Vatican 
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certainty.  In his first epistle, Peter lets the Christians he is writing to in Asia Minor know that he is with 

Silvanus and Mark and working with a church in Babylon which has a long been believed to be a code 

name for Rome (1 Pet.5:12-13).  Why was Peter working with two of Paul’s well-known associates when 

he wrote his letters, both of which speak of persecution and his impending death?  We are given a clue 

in 2 Timothy 4:11 where Paul, imprisoned in Rome and awaiting his end, asks Timothy to hurry to Rome 

and bring Mark with him.  It seems that both Peter and Paul were in Rome at the same time serving the 

Christian church.  By the time Peter writes, Paul is in captivity, the church is in persecution, and Paul’s 

associates are helping him continue the ministry through this ordeal.  Whether or not it happened 

exactly this way, the tradition and memory of Peter and Paul in Rome is very well attested by the 

earliest historians and theologians after the apostolic age, along with specifics about their executions 

and details about their burial spots, which quickly became places of Christian pilgrimage. 

 

Peter in Rome 

So how long was Peter in Rome?  It could have been a period much longer than just a few years.  The 

Liber Pontificalis (Book of the Popes), an early pedigree of all who came after Peter and a catalogue of 

their accomplishments, presents us with the tradition that Peter actually lived and served in Rome the 

last 25 years of his life.  This is certainly a possibility.  Acts 2:10 tells us that on the day of Pentecost 

when Peter preached the gospel for the very first time in Jerusalem and the church was born, there 

were present  many “visitors from Rome.”  Perhaps some of them became Christians that day and when 

they returned home formed the base of a Christian community in the capital.  It is unlikely that Peter 

founded the church there, but as circumstances forced him 

to leave Israel, he would have been more than welcomed 

by this community which already considered him to be, in a 

sense, their spiritual father.  It also opens up another 

interesting possibility for our understanding of Paul’s 

journey to Rome (Acts 28:15).  Christians show up to greet 

Paul and grant him and Luke hospitality.  Perhaps this is 

because an old friend from his past got wind of his arrival 

and discreetly sent a welcoming committee.  Even if Peter is 

not specifically named, he and Paul had enough mutual 

friends, that news of Paul’s trip to Rome may have gotten 

there before he did. 

In the apse of St. Peter’s Basilica is a baroque sculpture 

produced by Bernini called The Throne of St. Peter.  It is a 

bronze Roman senator’s chair surrounded by a host of 

angels with the Holy Spirit descending like a dove.   At the 

feet of the stool are depictions of the four doctors of the 

church: Gregory the Great, St. Ambrose, St. Augustine, and 
Bernini's Throne of Peter 
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St. Jerome.  This is intended to tell us something of the flow of our Christian theology in the Western 

church.  Revelation begins in the Godhead and was transmitted to the apostles who, in turn, taught it 

and committed it to writing (2 Peter 1:21).  This writing has been interpreted by the great doctors (Latin 

for teacher) and continues to the present day.  In a sense, this is also true of Protestantism for we 

understand revelation to come by the Spirit to the apostles, and we lean on its interpretation through 

men like Augustine and other ancient authorities and creeds. 

Inside of Bernini’s sculpture is a special treasure: real pieces of a wooden chair that was used by Peter 

when he preached and taught the Roman church.  This was Peter’s most important task during his time 

in Rome.  His commission from Jesus was to feed the flock of God with the word (Jn. 21:15) but also to 

remind them and establish them in the truth they have been taught (2 Pet. 1:12).  But there was another 

important aspect of Peter’s time in Rome that is cited by three ancient authorities( Eusebius, Clement of 

Alexandria and Papias),  that Peter confirmed the existing gospels (Matthew and Luke) and 

supplemented them with his own recollections which were written down and later arranged by Mark in 

Alexandria, Egypt.  When we read the Gospel according to Mark, we are actually reading the 

recollections of Peter as an eyewitness to the events.  Providentially, the church in Rome later assumed 

a vital role in producing an authoritative text of the Bible for Western Europe. It also confirmed the 

memory of official apostolic teaching by recognizing the canon several centuries later.  This was not 

their province alone, but because of their relationship with Peter, first among the apostles, their opinion 

had significant gravitas in the worldwide church. 

Yes and No 

This brings me to the question “Was Peter the first pope?”  The answer in this instance is actually both 

yes and no.  If we take the word “pope” at its simplest definition which is “papa” and designates a 

person considered to be a spiritual father by many, then the answer is yes.  No doubt Peter the apostle 

was regarded as such by the church of Rome.  If we are talking about pope in the sense of the chief 

officer over the world’s Catholics, elected by cardinals, and having the power to speak infallibly with 

regards to Christian doctrine and practice, then the answer is no.  The papacy as it is known today is a 

development that unfolded over time and through particular circumstances, something  neither Peter or 

the Christian believers in Rome would have any idea of 

in the first century. 

There is a lesser-known ministry of Peter that may 

partly explain how he came to be in Rome in the first 

place.  There is ancient testimony that states Peter 

debated Simon Magus (Acts 8:9-24) many times in 

Rome.  This is not too far-fetched when you consider 

several early Christian apologists refer to Simon Magus 

as the founder of Christian Gnosticism  (a pseudo 

mystery cult that took on the guise of Christian 

teaching) and that Rome became not only a center of 

Peter confronts Simon Magus 
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Christianity but also a center of Gnostic teaching as well.  If this is true, there is great irony here.  For 

Simon Magus was a magician who wanted to buy spiritual power from Peter and John by paying them to 

lay hands on him.  Of course, Peter and John rejected this idea and pronounced a curse on Simon if he 

didn’t repent of his evil thinking (which apparently he never did).  From this event in the Bible we get 

the word Simony, which is purchasing offices and power in the church for money.  Unfortunately, this 

sinful practice eventually took hold in the Church of Rome with the pope becoming the chief of sinners 

in this matter.  Eventually simony would become one of the central factors leading to the Protestant 

Reformation.  

This brings us to the martyrdom of Peter.  One of the great fables of Peter (written long after his death) 

was that a member of the church who was highly placed in the Roman government got wind that Peter 

was about to be arrested.  Following the Lord’s words about fleeing persecution (Mt. 10:23), the church 

urged Peter to leave the city and live to fight another day.  Peter changed his clothing and left in haste.  

As he reached the edge of the city, he recognized the familiar face of Jesus walking the opposite 

direction into Rome.  Peter stopped him and said, “Lord, where are you going?”  “I am going into to 

Rome to be crucified again.”  Peter then replied, “Lord, you are going to be crucified again?”  “Yes Peter, 

I am being crucified again in Rome.” 

 

Supposed Footprints of Jesus in Quo Vadis? Church in Rome 
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Peter recalled the words of Jesus when he was restored at the sea of Galilee: “..and when you are old, 

you will stretch out your hands, and they will dress you and carry you where you do not want to go (Jn. 

21:18).”  Peter knew in that moment that when Jesus was telling him “I am being crucified again” that 

Jesus was speaking of him.  What is done to the Lord’s people, for good or evil, is something Jesus 

considers done to Him (Mt. 25:40,45).  Even as Peter had served his Master with his life, it was now time 

to glorify Him with his martyrdom.  And so as he watched Jesus disappear into the heavens, he turned 

around and reentered the city. 

The death of Peter 

Eventually Peter, his wife, and several other Christians 

were arrested and brought to the Vatican Hill race track 

to be publicly crucified.  Roman society was so 

debauched at this time that they enjoyed watching 

public executions as part of the half-time entertainment.  

Legend has it that Peter requested to be crucified upside 

down.  The reason for this was that mankind is born 

upside-down (as the head crowns first through the birth 

canal) and Peter looked upon his death as his birth into 

the new creation. 

Although part of this information comes to us from a 

pious fable, it’s a story with such power that it has 

become the chief narrative for Peter’s death.  The most 

common depiction of Peter in religious art has him being 

crucified upside-down, and the upside-down cross has 

become his official symbol. 

When Peter was taken off the cross, he was quickly buried in a nearby cemetery and as was the custom 

of the early Christians, they would come on the anniversary of his death to celebrate his “birthday” in 

heaven.  As years passed, the grave of Peter was elaborated upon with a small shrine, and then when 

Constantine became the first Christian emperor, he built a basilica with this site underneath its main 

altar.  In 1939, Pope Pius XII had the grave excavated, and the original shrine was found with the words 

etched by hand: “Peter is here.” 

Whether or not the bones found at the site are really Peter’s bones is a subject for debate.  There is 

reasonable evidence to believe this is true, but certainty is not possible.  What is beyond question is that 

even though Peter has been with the Lord in heaven for nearly two millennia now, he still casts a long 

shadow over the city of Rome. 

 

Caravaggio Crucifixion of Peter 
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Chapter 2  Pope Sylvester (314-335): Constantine’s Pope 

Strangely enough, Pope Sylvester I is a relatively obscure figure in church history.  One would think the 

bishop of Rome who was serving the church at the time of Constantine’s conquest and subsequent 

legalization and endorsement of Christianity would be a figure of great importance.  If you know the 

story of Constantine, you know just prior to his battle with Maxentius to take control of Rome, he was 

given a sign from heaven.  In the sky he saw a cross fashioned out of the Greek letters Chi and Rho which 

correspond to Jesus’s official title (not his last name as many suppose) “Christ” meaning Messiah or 

God’s anointed one.  Along with 

the cross fashioned from Greek 

letters were the Latin words “In 

hoc signo vinces” which translates 

roughly into English as “in this sign 

conquer.”   

Constantine was very much aware 

of Christianity since his father, 

Constantius Chlorus, was Caesar of 

the western empire.  As Caesar, 

Constantius had been compelled 

by law to persecute Christians, but 

he had a tendency towards benign 

neglect of this order in his 

territories.  Constantine must have felt similarly, but there is no reason to believe he himself was a 

Christian prior to the battle of Milvian bridge.  However, the sign from heaven and the subsequent 

victory over Maxentius, the only general who stood in his way of becoming emperor, combined to form 

within Constantine a conversion experience.  When he took the reins of power, he did so under the 

aegis of the Christian God and immediately issued the Edict of Milan ending all persecution of Christians.  

Proactively, Constantine, knowing that Christian buildings and property had been seized by the 

government in the past, made, in most cases, ridiculously generous restitution.  In the years that 

followed, Constantine would enrich Rome and many other parts of the empire with lavish church 

buildings, pay for copies of the Bible to be placed in churches, call Church Councils to solidify Christian 

theology, and study and discuss his newfound faithh with theologians. 

This brings us back to Pope Sylvester.  As the bishop of Rome he had faithfully weathered the great 

persecution of Diocletian (the emperor prior to Constantine) and now presided over a church that was 

being greatly privileged by the Roman government.  Previous popes had only been given prison cells by 

the Roman government, but Pope Sylvester received as a gift the Lateran palace as his official residence 

in Rome.  Constantine also had an old military barracks belonging to Maxentius’s army torn down to 

build the main church of Rome, St. John Lateran Basilica.  Things were looking up. 

 Constantine Meets Pope Sylvester, Rome, Italy 
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Constantine and his imprint 

But Constantine eventually left Rome as his power consolidated.  In 324 he established a new capitol in 

Byzantium, called Constantinople, (modern-day Istanbul) where he lived and ruled until his death in 337.  

In the meantime, doctrinal controversy broke out in Alexandria when a charismatic Christian teacher 

named Arius began teaching the idea that Jesus was not the eternal Son of God  but was His highest 

human creation (much like an angel), and appointed redeemer.  Like many Christian heresies (from the 

Greek “Hairesis”—a contrary choice), this was not a matter of malice or mischief per se, but an attempt 

to make sense of the Biblical record in some way.  The Godhead is an incredibly deep subject, and Jesus 

Christ the God-man is a being like no other.  It stands to reason that even our best understandings may 

not fully comprehend the truth.   Arius ran afoul of his bishop and the long-standing teaching of the 

church.  Riots broke out among the people on both sides of this viewpoint. 

While his own grasp of Christian doctrine was less than nuanced, Constantine did understand 

governance and law and order.  His vision for a future Roman Empire united by the Christian church was 

impeded by matters of this sort.  This led him to orchestrate of the First Ecumenical Council of Nicaea in 

324, where the church’s bishops from around the empire were assembled to discuss and consolidate 

into a creedal statement the beliefs that had always been taught in the church.  It must be understood 

this council did not create orthodoxy;  it merely stated it in a unified way, something that was not 

possible in the previous centuries as the church lived under the siege of persecution. 

 

Surprisingly, Pope Sylvester didn’t even attend this council.  Not only that, 

he really had no input to add to the proceedings or even advice for his 

friend Constantine.  He remained in Rome, sending only a couple of 

representatives to the meetings.  Sylvester received the findings of the 

Nicaea Council, but never made any public remarks or about Arius or 

Arianism. 

As far as we can tell, the main thing the venerable Sylvester accomplished 

in his papacy was receiving  huge amounts of gold and silver furnishings for 

the church, as well as estates and properties all over the Roman empire 

(from Constantine), which were to yield finances for the work of the 

church.  If the list in the Liber Pontificalis is only half true, it was an 

amount of precious metal reminiscent of Solomon’s temple.  Eventually 

Pope Sylvester died, full of years, having brought the church of Rome from the era of persecution to 

imperial sponsorship.  No great accomplishments, pronouncements of dogma, or even anything 

scandalous can be remembered about his record.  As I said at the start, he was a pope of no great 

consequence. 

 

Constantine the Great 
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“Remembering” Sylvester 

Of course this prompts the question: if Pope Sylvester wasn’t that important, why is he included in a 

book about popes who are important enough to be remembered even by non-Catholics?  Well, this is 

where things get interesting about Sylvester I.  Later generations found it quite incredible that he could 

live in this time and not accomplish anything noteworthy.  Thus books were written such as the Acts of 

St. Sylvester and the Donation of Constantine to correct this glaring deficiency.  Written by an 

anonymous author sometime between 750-850 AD, these writings tell of how Pope Sylvester instructed 

Constantine in the Christian faith and then baptized him, whereby Constantine was miraculously cured 

of leprosy.  Out of his deep gratitude, Constantine literally crowned the pope and put him in charge of 

the Western Empire, putting most of its land and people under his authority.  Constantine also 

supposedly gave Sylvester authority over all other bishops in the Roman Empire. 

Of course none of this really happened, and Eusebius, the bishop and historian who was close to 

Constantine, tells us Constantine was actually baptized just weeks before his death in 337, many years 

after he had left Rome and two years after Pope Sylvester had died.  Popes also did not wear crowns 

(known as the Papal Tiara) until the Middle Ages.  Given that Constantine was a hands-on ruler and saw 

himself as God’s servant in the secular sphere, it is very unlikely would have ceded that much authority 

to anyone much less the bishop of Rome. 

But these writings worked a mischief all their own that is worth remembering.  Although a fabrication, 

they were used in later centuries to justify holding and defending a large territory in central Italy called 

the Papal States.  These states were to assert that the pope was, in addition to being a spiritual leader, a 

temporal king with all of its entailments and privileges.  As the story develops in the next chapters, this 

perspective on the papacy brings out some positive outcomes amidst a larger harvest of poor spiritual 

fruit.  This legend  gives Pope Sylvester his luster and guides future generations on how the papacy was 

to be regarded.  No doubt, both Constantine and Pope Sylvester would be quite surprised. 

Chapter 3   Pope Julius I (337-352) : Father of Christmas Break 

Christmas is such a popular holiday around the world that it is even celebrated in countries that have no 

particular connection with the Christian religion.  If you live in the Northern hemisphere where the days 

are the shortest and the nights the longest in December, there is something apropos about having some 

sort of holiday to lift your sagging spirits.  In pre-Christian times, the peoples of Persia, Mesopotamia, 

Egypt, Greece, and even the Roman Empire all had mid-winter celebrations called by different names, 

which emphasized the celebration of the sun’s return journey towards spring and summer.  Probably the 

most well-known of these celebrations was the Roman holiday Saturnalia.  People would put up special 

greenery in their homes or apartments to decorate; there would also be evening bon-fires, gift 

exchanges, and a lot of overindulging in food and drink at parties.  Does any of this sound familiar?  

At this point in history, Christianity was a dominant religion in the Roman Empire, supported and 

strengthened by the Imperial government.  But it did coexist with paganism, which was still practiced in 

many quarters.  It was a long-standing principle of the government to not directly attack paganism (still 
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recognizing a measure of religious diversity within 

the Empire) but rather to take a stance of benign 

neglect.  For example, if a pagan temple was 

damaged by an earthquake, there just didn’t seem 

to be the money in the government treasury to fix 

it like there had been in the past. 

The Christian church had a parallel train of thought 

in dealing with the huge influx of new believers 

coming out of a pagan background as well.  They 

would adapt common cultural practices whenever 

possible and “Christianize” them.  This should not 

be interpreted as spiritual compromise but rather 

part of a longer and deeper conversion process.  

The gospel of Christ transforms individuals, but as 

it progresses it transforms cultures.  It [the gospel] 

is also transformed as well, taking on the hues of 

the culture it has entered.  It’s no mistake that Christianity became more philosophical in Alexandria, 

Egypt, a great center of philosophy, or that it became more egalitarian and democratic in American soil, 

or that in Asia, wisdom and moral virtue have special emphasis.  God hates human sin within culture, 

but not culture itself.  It is part of His good creation.  And so now we get to Christmas. 

Away in a Manger, but when? 

Christians always celebrated Easter (by the way, the name Easter comes much later from Germany) 

although their leadership would sometime argue among themselves about the best and most accurate 

date to observe it.  But it didn’t occur to Christians, at least in the early centuries, to celebrate 

Christmas.  Eventually, acknowledging the birth of Christ in the liturgical calendar became more 

common among the many families of churches in the world, but there were honestly a lot of different 

opinions about when that blessed event happened in Bethlehem.  Some said May, some said March, 

some said December and others January.  One day the bishop of Jerusalem wrote to the pope in Rome 

and asked him if he could find the old census files that had Joseph and Mary’s registered information to 

settle the matter once and for all.  That pope was Julius I. 

I doubt Pope Julius sent anybody down to the government records building in Rome to look at the old 

census information, but he did issue a decree that December 25 would hereafter be the official day the 

birth of Christ would be celebrated.  This wasn’t a completely arbitrary decision though.  Julius believed 

the Annunciation (where Gabriel announced that Mary would be with child by the Holy Spirit) had 

occurred sometime in the spring near Passover.  If that event happened in late March, a 9-month 

gestation period would probably end in late December.  But there was another consideration as well.  

December 25th was the high point of the Saturnalia revelries (and debaucheries) in Rome.  By switching 

Pope Julius I 
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the focus to a more sober celebration such as a mass commemorating the incarnation, (hence Christ-

mass) Julius was offering an alternative to the pagan celebration for the body of Christian believers. 

Celebrating Christmas 

The December 25 date had a lot of sticking power and 

was adopted almost universally except in a few pockets 

where they held the birth of Christ was on January 6th 

and weren’t going to change their holiday traditions for 

anybody, even if they were the pope!  Later on,  

January 6th became a holiday in Europe where it 

commemorated the day the wise men visited Jesus, 

Joseph and Mary, bringing them the gifts of gold, 

frankincense, and myrhh. 

In the course of history, Christmas has remained true to 

its origins as a “Christianized” pagan holiday.  Beloved 

accoutrements of Christmas such as Christmas trees, 

holly greens, mistletoe, yule logs, lights (first candles and 

then electric ones), and even Santa Claus are all elements of 

pagan cultures integrated into the celebration and given a new Christian significance.  The influence of 

the faith didn’t seem to put too much of a damper on the merry-making either.  In fact, during the 

Middle-Ages the church had to add a new emphasis to Ash Wednesday. 

 Not only did it mark the beginning of the Lenten fast in preparation for Easter, but it was also to be the 

official end of any Christmas holiday celebrations which tended to last longer in Europe every year.  

So when Christmas comes around this year (and for some reason, it seems to come around a lot faster 

with every passing year at my house), remember the original founder of the holiday is pope Julius I, the 

official father of “Christmas break.” 

Chapter 4   Pope Damasus (366-384) and the “People’s Bible” 

“But Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and 

their great ones exercise authority over them.  It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great 

among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be your slave, even as the 

Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”   

                                                                                                                               --(Matthew 20: 25-28) 

Adoration of the Magi 
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Jesus taught an ethic of leadership that opposes the world’s system of rank and privilege.  Humbly 

serving without a consciousness of social standing or organizational position is what He says makes a 

person great in the Kingdom of God.  Sadly, throughout the history of the church this principle has often 

been the exception rather than the rule.  For good reason we remember people like St. Francis of Assisi, 

Mother Teresa of Calcutta, and St. Patrick of Ireland.  They gave no thought to position and power, and 

chose to focus only on their service to God and fellow man. 

Pope Damasus was not a man unconcerned about his position in the church.  In fact, you might say he 

was obsessed with being the top dog, jealously guarding his bishop’s throne.  After all, he worked so 

hard to get elected that some in the church hierarchy suggested that he committed murder to get it. The 

charges were eventually dropped, but enough suspicion remained that Damasus was never fully 

exonerated. 

By this time you are probably wondering why it is so important to 

know about an egotistical pope who might also have been a real 

scoundrel ?  Rest assured it is not because of his exemplary life.  

As touching servant leadership, his life is more of a negative 

example.   But his actions as pope did have a long-term benefit 

that did shape and help the church, despite his personal motives.  

In the year 381 there was a follow-up to the Council of Nicaea 

held in Constantinople.  The Arian heresy lingered in some of the 

churches of the East, and it was hoped the convening of another 

council would unite the entire church doctrinally.  A united 

statement of orthodoxy did come out of the Council of 

Constantinople (pretty much identical to the Nicene creed 50 

years prior) and it has served as the core statement of belief for 

the Christian church ever since.  In addition to a reaffirmation of  

Nicaea , there was enunciated at this council “the principle of accommodation.”  This idea recognized 

the bishop’s sees throughout the Roman Empire and made each bishop the responsible party and 

highest authority there.  Of all the dioceses, the bishop of Rome was held in special honor.   But by now 

the city of Constantinople was the new capital of the Empire, and therefore the council decreed the 

bishop there would be ranked second to Rome in importance above the rest of the bishops.  

Tu es Petrus! 

Damasus, who actually didn’t participate in this particular council, would have nothing of this new 

arrangement.  The following year he called a church council of his own and rejected the principle of 

accommodation outright.  Damasus claimed precedence over all sees not because Rome was the heart 

and former capital of the Empire, but by connection with the Apostle Peter.  Rome claimed supremacy  

because Peter and Paul were both crowned with martyrdom there.  Alexandria was second because it 

was consecrated by Peter’s disciple, Mark.  Antioch was third because Peter lived there before going to 
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Rome.  “Tu es Petrus” (you are Peter….) was said by Christ when the keys of the kingdom were handed 

out.  While this argument is based on a dubious interpretation of Matthew chapter 16, the “Petrine 

Idea,” as it is called, has had a particular resonance with the Roman Catholic faithful.   Even the branches 

of the church that do not accept the leadership of the pope for doctrinal reasons recognize the bishop of 

Rome for historic or symbolic purposes (unless you are Seventh Day Adventist or an ultra-conservative 

Lutheran, in which case the pope is recognized as the Antichrist!). 

The reality is these assertions were continually disputed by the churches of the Eastern Roman Empire 

and North Africa.  But the papacy went on asserting them, and within six years the Pope of Rome (by 

this time Damasus had passed away) was settling theological issues and disputes in the church all over 

the Empire.  In time, Rome became one of the few sees left with an apostolic foundation that hadn’t 

been undermined by the Islamic invasions of the seventh and eighth centuries. 

The remainder of Damasus’ tenure in the papacy centered around forging ties between Rome and the 

churches of Western Europe (a theme we will come back to in chapter 8).   This brings us to what is 

perhaps his real contribution to the church.  In 382, Damasus needed to hire a new secretary and ended 

up bringing into his service a 35 year-old priest by the name of Eusebius Sophronius Hieronymous.  We 

know him as St. Jerome. 

Jerome’s great task 

Jerome was a man of boundless curiosity, great intellect, and an able theologian.  Knowing that Jerome 

had learned Hebrew while sojourning in Palestine as a monk in the previous decade, Damasus suggested 

Jerome might attempt a new translation of the Bible.  Jerome started this work in Rome, among his 

many other duties.  But eventually Damasus died, and the new pope did not continue Jerome’s position. 

Disliking the climate of Rome, morally and otherwise, Jerome moved back to Bethlehem to start a 

monastic retreat, and there he made serious preparations for revising and translating the Latin Bible.  In 

391 he completed the New Testament, translating it from Greek into Latin.   Over the next 15 years, 

Jerome also translated the Old Testament from Hebrew to Latin.  His contribution to Western 

Christianity was massive.  

Some two hundred years before Christ, the Jews had translated the Hebrew scriptures into the Greek 

language in Alexandria, Egypt because more and more Jewish people had Greek as their primary 

language.  The Greek Old Testament was inherited by the early church and was soon translated into 

Latin as Christianity made its way westward through Europe.  However, this meant the church was 

reading a translation of a translation, which is twice removed from the original language and sometimes 

open to errors or misinterpretation.  When Jerome completed his work, Western Civilization had a 

dependable Bible in its own language (which was Latin) based on the original tongues of those who 

wrote the Scriptures.   

Jerome’s work was called “the Vulgate” which means the common tongue.  Although Latin seems an 

exotic and impenetrable language today, it was the language of the people living in the Western Roman 

Empire and long after the common man quit speaking it, it remained the language of the educated and 
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the clergy.  With the support of the Papacy, Jerome’s Bible was immediately received, and for over 1000 

years it was the official Bible of the Catholic Church, read and taught to God’s people.  Because it had 

been in use so long, when people thought of the Bible, they just assumed God gave it to the world in 

Latin.   

And so Damasus, who wanted a church united around 

the bishop of Rome, inadvertently achieved that 

objective through his encouragement of Jerome’s 

Bible translation work.  The prestige of the Vulgate 

Bible forever cemented in the minds of the faithful 

that the see of Rome was apostolic and authoritative, 

for it was the fountainhead of the Bible all of Europe 

read. 

This idea of having the Bible in the common language 

of the people was later to inspire a Christian professor 

at Oxford by the name of John Wycliffe in the 14th 

century.  Wycliffe realized that if the Bible message 

was going to get into the minds of more than the elite 

of his country, he must translate it into English.  When 

Wycliffe translated the Bible into English, he used 

Jerome’s Vulgate as his source text.  Then in time, 

even as Jerome had done, later English scholars were able to learn Hebrew and Greek sufficiently to 

make a direct translation.  Today, the English language Bible is the most widely read translation on the 

planet. 

Perhaps a final lesson for all of us: the most important thing we do in our lives may not be found in what 

we accomplish ourselves, but rather in who we encourage to use their talents and gifts.  It certainly was 

true for Pope Damasus. 

 

Chapter 5  Leo I  “the Great” (440-461) : Defining Our Understanding of the Incarnated Christ 

There are only two popes who bear the honorific title  ‘the Great’ (in Latin “magno”) .  Even in secular 

history it is not a widely distributed title. Therefore when we encounter it we must realize it designates a 

person whose life had a far-reaching effect.  So it is with Leo I and his 21 year papacy which occurred 

during a very tumultuous period both in the church and civil society. 

Leo is well known for two of his accomplishments but I am going to give him credit for three in this 

chapter.  Rather than present them strictly in chronological order, I want to present them in the order of 

how they played into the notion of this man being the first pope ever called “the Great.” 

St. Jerome translated the Vulgate 
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Although it’s possible that Leo knew about Attila the Hun prior to becoming pope, the Hun was public 

enemy number one by the time Leo was on the bishop’s chair.  Church leaders don’t generally have to 

deal with terrorists.  Their work is the care and feeding of God’s people and the closest they usually 

come to dangerous conflict is handling a cranky deacon or settling a squabble over the church budget.  

Leo would not be so lucky. 

Leo and Attila the Hun 

For nearly 70 years the Romans had been dealing with the Huns.  For the most part it is inaccurate to 

refer to these nomadic tribal groups from Central Asia that forcefully migrated into Western Europe 

during late antiquity as ‘barbarians’ (a name Romans gave them because their language and lifestyle 

seemed uncultured ).  But in the case of Attila, “barbaric” seems too mild a term.  I will not reiterate the 

crudities and cruelties of this man, as so much better material is offered elsewhere, but suffice it to say, 

Attila would never qualify as a ‘noble savage’ even to the most liberal and generous cultural 

anthropologist.   

Seven years earlier (434) the Roman 

emperor Theodosius II had made a peace 

treaty with Attila.  They would pay him a 

tribute of 600 pounds of gold every year, 

and in exchange he and his people wouldn’t 

make trouble for the Roman people.  But in 

441, the first year of Leo’s pontificate, Attila 

broke the peace treaty and began a decade-

long rampage of terror,  first in eastern 

Europe, then moving westward and 

eventually to the Italian peninsula.  

Unfortunately, the Roman empire at this 

point was in poor shape financially and 

militarily, leaving  the former capital of 

Rome mostly undefended (it would be 

conquered in 476).  When difficult times 

come, great men rise to the occasion and 

that is just what Leo did. 

He was no general or trained diplomat, but just a middle-aged clergyman armed with his faith in God 

and a generous helping of intestinal fortitude going out to meet a notorious enemy whom the Romans 

called “the scourge of God.”  This meeting is famously portrayed in the Vatican by Raphael as having 

happened on the outskirts of Rome, but it actually took place in the northern provinces of Italy around 

present day Mantua. 

Leo confronts Attila the Hun 
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The storied tale of this encounter includes Leo telling Attila he has conquered the great Roman Empire 

and all Romans have felt the pain his scourge.  Now, says Leo, better go and conquer yourself (in other 

words work on some self-control and dignity) and let your greatness be seen by showing mercy to the 

vanquished. 

Two accounts of what happened at that fateful meeting are passed down to us.  Perhaps both are true, 

or neither, but if it didn’t happen that way, it certainly should have.  The first account has Attila troubled 

by the words of Leo and saying something to the effect that he never trusted the wolf (the symbol of 

Rome) but now is even more baffled by the lion (a play on Leo’s name).  The other account has Leo 

making his speech to Attila, and while doing so Saints Peter and Paul appear above Leo with large drawn 

swords.  Attila got the message from the heavenly apparitions, “You come to Rome and we’ll take you 

out!” 

However the event came down, Leo returned to Rome, and Attila abruptly left with his army.  The next 

year Attila unexpectedly died of an aneurysm on his honeymoon night ( with his 12th wife) caused by 

excessive alcohol consumption combined with over exertion.  Leo was now credited with saving Rome 

and seen as a powerful ruler, the person who convinced Attila to move on.  But then again, he’s Leo the 

great. 

Leo’s Tome 

In addition to saving Rome from barbarian conquest and destruction, Leo made a famous contribution  

towards  the church’s theological understanding of Jesus Christ.  The great ecumenical councils of 

Nicaea and Constantinople were history before Leo was born.  In his lifetime, there had been the Council 

of Ephesus (431) which clarified the church’s understanding of Mary and the virgin birth of Jesus.  Then 

in the tenth year of his papacy, there was the Council of Chalcedon (451) which articulated the orthodox 

understanding of Jesus’ humanity and divinity.  Leo didn’t attend this council in person but sent with 

several legates (official representatives) a piece of literature known to us today as “Leo’s Tome.” 

Generally a tome is a quite lengthy book that and excruciatingly dense in its scholarship, but in this case 

the “Tome” is really only a seven to eight page letter.  It was called a tome because it was so weighty in 

the theological sense. 

To understand what Chalcedon was about, you need to understand some of the varieties of ideas being 

taught in the church concerning the humanity of Christ.  Bear in mind although these views were 

eventually regarded as erroneous by the church, they were not malicious errors designed to lead people 

astray.  Jesus was definitely a human being, but he was no ordinary person and fully understanding him 

will always exceed our abilities.  It stands to reason then that nearly four centuries after his ascension, 

the church was still seeking to understand the full measure of the Lord’s person. 

One of the views being taught was called Apollinarianism.  It asserted Jesus was fully human in his body 

but that his rational soul was divine.  There was a human soul in there too, but it was to the divine 

nature what a drop of fresh water is to the ocean. 
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Nestorius of Constantinople placed a strong emphasis on the two natures of Jesus, so much so that it 

was like Jesus was two persons living in a single body.  One moment Jesus was controlled by his divine 

nature, the next by his human nature.  The Christ you met that day depended on the place and situation.  

Fathers with teenage daughters at home probably understand this viewpoint best. 

 

Leo’s Tome read at Chalcedon Council 

Euthyches of Constantinople taught that Jesus represented a third kind of human being.  Having a divine 

and human nature in fusion, he was a new creature resembling Adam and the sons of Adam only in 

bodily form.  But this is a huge problem.  Not only is Euthychianism a dreadful name to pronounce, but if 

Jesus is not like us, he is not like us on the cross, which means he can’t truly be our substitute. 

These are not all the views floating around at the time, but they are representative of the larger picture.  

Once again, they were not malicious heresies, but rather attempts to explain a great mystery: How can 

the Son of God be human and divine at the same time? 

When it came to the Council of Chalcedon working through a definition of the nature of Christ, Leo’s 

contribution may have looked diminutive, but in fact it was quite sublime.  It was a simple clause which 

reads “being of two natures in one person.”  What Leo’s subordinates brought to the council was the 

view we call the hypostatic union or two natures in one person.  It is beyond human comprehension 

how the natures are connected, but they are in perfect union.  Christ is fully human that he might 

redeem us at the Cross, fully divine that his sacrifice might be efficacious for all. 

Leo writes in the Tome:  “Christ partakes in our weakness without partaking in our faults.  He was a 

servant without being a slave to sin.”  Further on he notes, “Without detriment therefore to the 

properties of either substance which then came together in one person, majesty took on humility, 

strength weakness, eternity, mortality; and for the paying off of the debt belonging  to our condition, 

inviolable nature was united with passible nature, and true God and true man were combined to form 
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one Lord, so that, as suits the need of our case, one and the same Mediator between God and man, the 

man Christ Jesus, could both die with the one and rise again with the other.”   

Many other theologians contributed to what we call the “Chalcedonian Definition,” but Leo’s 

contribution was seen as decisive in the matter.  His viewpoint on Christ also earned the acclamation of 

the Eastern bishops  (not a small achievement ).  “Peter has spoken through the mouth of Leo!” they 

said.  This important creed and statement about Christ continues to inform the theology of the church 

the world over.  It is the very definition of correct Christology.  This would be quite an achievement for 

anyone, but just in a day’s work for Leo the Great. 

Valentinian’s decree 

The last achievement of Pope Leo was his further establishment of the papacy in the Roman Empire as 

the supreme office of the church.   In fact, the emperor Valentinian made a decree to that effect, saying 

the bishop of Rome was to have primacy over all the bishops.  But apart from the imperial decree, Leo 

produced a clarification on the office using Roman law.  In Roman law, an heir received all the rights and 

responsibilities of a testator (the person who wrote the will) as if he were that person.  Since Peter 

transferred his authority to his successor (Clement), this had the legal force of saying “the keys of the 

Kingdom” given by Jesus to Peter, were now given by Jesus to Clement.  Thus, all who would hold the 

office in perpetuity would have the same authority of binding and loosing as if they were Peter.  

Whether or not this is true in reality is based on the interpretation of Matthew 16 and whether the keys 

to the Kingdom were given to Peter exclusively or to the apostles as a group with Peter as 

representative of all of them.  Good and godly men have differed on the interpretation of this passage 

throughout church history.  Historically speaking, Leo lived the part of being the temporal representative 

of the Apostle Peter’s authority on earth.  He was eager to guide and instruct the entire church and 

quick to attack the heresies of the day including at times seeking government intervention to suppress 

them.  In the long term, this approach proved not to cure the problem of heresy but rather made 

possible monstrous ideas like the Spanish Inquisition.  Yet, it seemed the right decision at the time, 

when Empire and Church worked in union to build the kingdom of God. 

This last achievement may not seem as great as the first two, but in terms of its effect on the history of 

Western Civilization, it is monumental.  The authority of the Roman Church and the bishop of Rome 

would unite and knit together the continent of Europe in a way that reverberates into the present.  A 

lesser man might not have convinced the church he possessed Peter’s authority.  But then, his name 

wouldn’t be Leo the Great. 

 

Chapter 6  Gregory I “the Great” (590-604) The Evangelization of Britain 

Within sight of Rome’s iconic Coliseum is a diminutive church and monastery on a hillside called San 

Gregorio Magno al Celio.  This church is built on the site of Pope Gregory the Great’s family estate on 

the Caelian Hill, which he turned into a monastery shortly after deciding to leave government service to 
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pursue a religious vocation as a monk.  The Caelian Hill, though now fully developed and engulfed by the 

city, was in ancient times a popular place for Rome’s elite to build their homes and enjoy the privacy and 

graciousness of living on the outskirts of the capital.  Gregory, whose father was a Roman senator and 

whose family had generations before produced two 

popes, had risen through the ranks of civil service and 

had achieved the office of Prefect of Rome, the highest 

and most prestigious office in the capital.  He was an able 

administrator and popular with the people, but like many 

today, found in mid-life that the ladder he had climbed to 

the top was leaning on the wrong wall. 

In his day, the Western Roman Empire was gradually 

disintegrating as a result of siege, famine, and plague 

caused by the invasions of the Gothic and Lombard 

peoples.  As Gregory watched the chaos grow closer to 

Rome each year, he began to wonder if the end of the 

world was near (not an uncommon thought of godly 

people in such times) and the return of Jesus Christ was 

imminent.  Considering this led Gregory to desire a more 

meaningful ambition for his life. This eventuated in 

pursuing the religious vocation, a life of contemplation of 

God, worship, and dedicated prayer.  He reasoned it 

would be better to be found by Jesus living a life of devotion than planning another city water system 

expansion.  

Gregory entered into a rigorous program of spiritual formation which included much fasting and sleep 

deprivation, eventually damaging his health.  He also divested himself of the family fortune starting by 

endowing monasteries on family-owned estates throughout Italy and Sicily.  It was a personally 

satisfying time for Gregory, but it was short-lived.  Within a few years, the pope called upon Gregory to 

enter into the service of the church hierarchy because of his previous legal and government training.  

This included diplomatic missions in Constantinople, dealing with both government and church leaders, 

and then as a personal advisor and secretary to Pope Pelagius II .  Although Gregory spent little time in a 

monastery during this period, he still lived the lifestyle of a monk in private, praying much and living a 

very Spartan existence.  This he did the remainder of his life. 

 It was during this time as papal advisor that Gregory and two brother monks had an encounter that 

would affect the future history of Europe.  As they were passing by a slave market, (and yes, slavery was 

still being practiced in the day) Gregory was impressed with the beauty of some children who were 

being sold there.  Having never seen people of this race, he inquired of one of his companions where 

they were from.  Upon being told they were Angles (English), Gregory was said to have replied,  “Indeed 

they would not be Angli, but Angels if they were Christian.”   Later, when he became pope, he promoted 

and supported missions to many groups of people, but always closest to his heart were the English.  The 

Pope Gregory writing with help from Holy Spirt 
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mission he sent there took hold and firmly tied the Christians of England to Rome for the next 1000 

years. 

Gregory ‘forced’ to become pope 

Then in 590 as Gregory was nearing age 50, disaster struck Rome.  There was an outbreak of the plague 

in the city, which threw the population into chaos.  But then an even greater disaster, at least by his own 

estimation, befell Gregory.  His boss Pope Pelagius fell victim to the plague and died suddenly.  An 

election was held and against every effort he made to resist, Gregory found himself thrust into the 

papacy.  Despite this being the antithesis of what Gregory had in mind for a religious vocation, the times 

and the situation on the ground called for an able leader who could organize and instill confidence back 

into the badly shaken citizenry of Rome-- and he was that man. 

Gregory’s first order of business as the new pope was what we all should do in a time of national crisis:  

we should humble ourselves before God and pray earnestly.  Gregory preached to the people of Rome 

they should repent of their sins, and like the children of Israel who marched in procession around the 

city of Jericho, Gregory led prayer processions around the city, asking God to stay the plague and 

cleanse the city from it. 

It may be a bit of an excursus here, but 

back in the day when American society 

was more rooted in a Christian 

worldview, the practice of public 

repentance, fasting, and praying in 

times of crisis was normal.  They looked 

at crop failures, epidemics, and 

economic downturns as events coming 

from God’s discipline for their sins and 

moral failings as a people.  Even 

Abraham Lincoln, who probably wasn’t 

any kind of conventional Christian, saw 

the Civil War as God’s judgment for 

America tolerating the evil of African slavery for so long.  Today, such thinking is scorned as fearful 

superstition.  We view these as ecological, social, or health problems that can all be overcome with 

more money, social programs and scientific research.  We depend on ourselves to solve the current 

problem and never consider the fact that God might be angry with our nation and calling us to repent.  

Perhaps not everything that happens to us is God’s judgment, but it seems like pure hubris to think God 

is never angry with us. 

Getting back to the story… shortly after these processions around the city started, when Gregory came 

to Hadrian’s Tomb next to the Tiber River, he looked up and saw an angel of God take his sword and put 

it in its sheath.  The plague was over that very day.  Sure, it might have been a happy coincidence.  But 

Angel at top of Castel San Angelo 
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lots of happy coincidences happen when people pray. In present-day Rome, Hadrian’s tomb is now 

known as the Castel San Angelo, and this event is commemorated with a large bronze statue of an 

archangel sheathing his sword. 

Gregory was an able administrator, tireless worker, and focused visionary, bringing his monastic 

viewpoint to bear on the life of the church.  He also had a mind that had been disciplined by years in 

prayer and contemplation.  His pontificate lasted just short of 14 years, but in that short span, he put his 

mark on the church that would hold throughout the Middle Ages and arguably in some ways still holds.  

Let me share some concrete 

examples. 

Although he did not invent 

Gregorian chant, Gregory was a 

hymn writer and poet and wrote in a 

metered style that was easily 

chanted and sung by choirs.  Some 

of his hymns are still sung in Catholic 

liturgy and were made part of the 

mass.  The Latin mass was largely 

shaped by Gregory I.  The theology 

of the Eucharist as an un-bloody but 

actual repetition of Christ’s sacrifice 

for the sins of the world preceded 

his day, but Gregory filled the idea with even greater meaning.  To this day Catholics believe when 

communion is served there is a reconciliation of heaven and earth, time and eternity and a spiritual 

benefit is conferred upon the living and the pious dead in a communion of the church. 

Gregory and Purgatory 

In the early church there had long been the belief and practice of praying for the dead.  But from the 

third century forward there was a theological idea developing that there might be a third fate for the 

dead.  Those Christians who had lived righteously after baptism and completed life in a state of 

penitence went directly to heaven.  Obviously those who rejected the Lord Jesus and the Gospel went to 

hell.  But what of those Christians who had been baptized but yet had failed to do any penance or make 

amends for their sin in this life?  The idea emerged that believers who died in this state must undergo a 

cleansing (purgatorium in Latin) before being ready to enjoy the presence of God.  This place of 

cleansing is called Purgatory.  Unfortunately, at least from my Protestant perspective, this is not a direct 

teaching of the Scripture.  

Yet, in Gregory’s day, the idea had been around for quite a while.  To his mind, purgatory was logical.  It 

seemed to him that as each of the Christian faithful died, there were remaining sins and infirmities that 

needed purging before entrance into glory.  Gregory promoted the ideas of saying 30 masses exclusively 

The Chair from which Gregory preached—San Gregorio al Celio Church 
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for the benefit of dead Christians as well as adding almsgiving as an efficacious means of reducing your 

purgatory time or that of a loved one.  These embellishments on the doctrine of purgatory were not the 

result of deeper biblical reflection but rather visions Gregory had and believed came to him from God.  

As centuries passed other popes with fewer scruples would convert helping friends, family, or even 

yourself out of purgatory into a form of commerce.  This indulgence controversy degraded the church to 

the point of rupture by the sixteenth century.  Gregory’s intent was certainly not as grievous as later 

abuses proved to be, but it does show us how traditions and ideas not directly taught by the Bible can 

be a source of great harm over time. 

Although Gregory would disclaim any specific jurisdiction over other bishops around the Christian world, 

he definitely held the view that the Bishop of Rome has the commission of Peter and is above all other 

bishops in Christendom as a first among equals.  As Italy’s civil government continued to suffer neglect 

and further barbarian attacks, Pope Gregory more or less made the church the government.  He 

organized social welfare and military protection.  He also governed well the many papal lands around 

Italy, Europe, and North Africa, using funds from rents or crops to support relief efforts and almsgiving 

to the poor under his care. 

Gregory was a prolific writer and as the biographer of St. Benedict of Nursia  promoted monasticism.  He 

also wrote the Pastoral Rule, a book that directs priests in their spiritual ministry.  This book was very 

insightful, and for centuries it was the textbook on the care of souls.  Gregory is also the person who 

articulated the idea of the seven deadly sins:  pride, covetousness, lust, envy, gluttony, anger and sloth 

(or apathy).  Although he borrowed the concept from the early church, he promoted and transmitted it 

in his writing to future generations. 

 

God’s consul 

Gregory was also known as a very gifted preacher and expositor of the word.  He was a beloved orator in 

Rome which earned him the nickname “God’s consul.”  Gregory himself despised the ancient literature 

of Greece and Rome because it was secular and often profane.  However, he recognized the value of the 

history of ideas and cultural heritage and therefore promoted and permitted the preservation of these 

ancient works for posterity.  For those who would accuse the church of fostering censorship, this detail 

is important.  Many ancient works of secular literature exist today only because the church preserved 

them for future generations.   

Pope Gregory was untiring in his service to the poor, caring for thousands in Rome.  He stood up for the 

rights of widows and orphans.  When he sat down to a meal, it was never before taking the food 

prepared for him off the table and giving it to the hungry.  He even sold expensive chalices and sacred 

vessels belonging to the church to help Rome’s impoverished.   Gregory personally punished himself if 

anyone died of starvation in his city.  Although some later popes were guilty of indulging in their 

pleasures, this pattern of charity, for the most part, has remained a tradition within the papacy. 



32 
 

Upon his death in 604, Gregory was immediately beatified (made a saint by the church) by popular 

acclamation.  In the 11th century the church began referring to him as “the Great,” a title that has only 

been applied to one other pope (Leo I) in the entire history of the church.   Gregory I was declared  a 

Doctor of the Latin Church in 1298 by then Pope Boniface VIII (one of the few things Boniface did right).  

“Doctor” in Latin means a teacher and so this classification denotes an important contribution made to 

the teaching of the church.  The Protestant 19th century historian Philip Schaff sums up Gregory’s life 

well:  “Goodness is the highest kind of greatness, and the church has done right in according the title of 

great to him rather than other popes of superior intellectual power.” 

Gregory’s own view was “he was called to be a lion, when in fact he was really a monkey.”  However, his 

record shows he was a gifted leader of the church,  very much needed in his time, and for this reason he 

is known as Gregorio Magno or Gregory the Great. 

 

Chapter 7  Stephen II (752-757) The “Donation of Constantine” and the Papal States 

Often a monarch on the throne is not really the true leader of a 

nation.  There is what is commonly called “the power behind the 

throne” which is often an advisor or lower ranking noble, sometimes a 

spouse or even a clergyman, who props up a weak or ineffectual  ruler 

for various reasons, sometimes good and sometimes completely self-

serving.  For nearly 300 years (457-752 AD), the Merovingian line of 

kings ruled the regions which correspond roughly to modern Germany 

and France.  Among these kings were some strong Christians, and they 

had a long relationship with the Catholic church.  But in its later years, 

the dynasty grew decadent and self-indulgent.  Eventually the 

Merovingians became the nominal rulers while the real leadership was 

carried out first by Charles Martel and later his descendants (known as 

the Carolingians).  Charles Martel (“the hammer”) was certainly 

ambitious but also a key military leader leading an army to repel the 

Spanish Muslims in the Battle of Tours (732) as well as other military 

interventions which made the Franks the dominant power in Europe.  

He was mayor of the Palace for the Merovingian Theuderic IV, but in reality Martel was the power 

behind the throne had appointed him.  Charles Martel was succeeded by a son, Pepin the short, as 

mayor of the palace who appointed Childeric III as king.  After a few years, Pepin asked the blessing of 

the pope to usurp the throne of the Merovingian line.  This was quickly granted.  Childeric III was 

allowed to enter the religious life of a monastery, and Pepin became the first of the Carolingian kings.  

Stephen and the Carolingian line 

Pope Stephen II was elected in the second year of Pepin’s reign (752) and was quick to show his support 

of the Carolingian dynasty which responded in kind.  Meanwhile, the pope had a problem.  Much of the 
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land in Italy that had been the property of the church through various donations had been lost over time 

to a powerful northern European people known as the Lombards (“Long beards”).  The Lombards also 

vexed Pepin.  It wasn’t long before the Frankish army marched upon Lombardy (Northern Italy today), 

taking it by conquest and giving a large amount of it to the papacy. 

 

So why was Pepin so generous to the pope when it certainly was not the 

habit of other monarchs to cede their gains of subject lands to the 

church?  It is believed Pepin was convinced to do this after he was 

presented with an ancient document stating Emperor Constantine the 

Great personally gave much of Italy to the pope as his temporal domain.  

Specifically the document reads in part: “We give as a free gift to our 

most blessed father, Sylvester, the pope, the city of Rome, and the cities 

of all Italy, as well as the cities of other Western countries.  To make 

room for him, we abdicate our sovereignty over all these provinces; and 

we withdraw from Rome, transferring the seat of our power to 

Byzantium, since it is not just that a terrestrial emperor should retain any 

power where God has placed the head of religion.” 

Why the generous gift from Constantine I?  As you’ll recall, Pope Sylvester (chapter 2) healed 

Constantine of leprosy by baptizing him.  Of course, that didn’t really happen, but as we’ve seen already, 

disappointing facts have never discouraged the creativity of certain leaders in the church.  And so Pepin 

took the lands back by conquest and restored them to their ‘rightful owner,’the Pope.  

Stephen and the Papal States 

In 754, Pope Stephen II using Pepin’s “restored donation” created a 

temporal kingdom called The Papal States.  This amounted to a 

political sea change as the pope was now not only a spiritual ruler but 

a monarch over an official territory.  In the centuries that followed, 

this relatively small country would  become an obsession.  Wars were 

fought to defend and expand it, prompting assertions of authority by  

the papacy which over time grew so exaggerated that a future pope 

would declare he was king of the entire world.  Spiritual and temporal 

power mixed to produce a heady mixture which was to afflict the 

papacy until well into the nineteenth century (see chapter 24).  All this 

developed because Pepin heard that Constantine had made a massive 

‘donation’ to the bishop of Rome back in the fourth century. 

 
Map of Papal States 

Pepin the Short 
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So what can be said about this document known as “The Donation of Constantine”?  The first historic 

mention of it is when Pope Hadrian I (a later successor of Stephen II) quoted it in a letter to 

Charlemagne (Pepin’s son and successor to the throne of France).  There is no mention of this document 

in either the records of Pope Sylvester or Constantine which do record many of other imperial gifts to 

the church.  It is true Constantine pretty much stayed away from the western Empire when he became 

the sole emperor.  This was not because he gave it away, but rather because he didn’t like Rome all that 

much, and he was building his new capital, Constantinople. 

In 1439 during the years of the early renaissance, Lorenzo Valla, a history sleuth of sorts known for 

debunking historic forgeries, did philological studies on the Donation of Constantine and found that 

language and terms had anachronisms from a later period which could not possibly have come from the 

hand of Constantine.  The “Donation” was proven to be written in the early Middle Ages, the same 

period in which we first read about it.  It was a convincing hoax at the time, but it was still a hoax.  When 

it was revealed as such, Valla had to flee for his life, having stirred up the enmity of the church hierarchy 

across Europe.  However, in either a great twist of irony or the utter pragmatism of ‘keep your friends 

close, your enemies closer,” Lorenzo Valla was hired by the next pope, Nicholas V (chapter 16), as a 

papal secretary. 

The findings of Lorenzo Valla were intended to discredit the papacy and were used along with many 

other pieces of evidence (including the story of Pope Joan in chapter 9) by the Protestant Reformers in 

the decades ahead to make their case against the corruption of the Roman Catholic Church.  But even if 

the church owned the Papal States under false pretenses and wanted to come clean, to whom would 

they return the land?  Long gone were the powers who had granted the land, and the temporal 

kingdoms of the world had greatly shifted by then.  It was an embarrassment, but the Church still held 

on to her real estate. 

Today the Vatican City is considered one of the smallest countries on earth.  Why is it so small, and why 

is it land-locked within a large city?  Because it is the last and final remnant of the old Papal States.  This 

country was the creation of a historic fiction, yet long periods of time and entrenchment have an almost 

magical power of declaring some myths to be historic facts. 

 

Chapter 8   Pope Leo III (795-816)  The Pope Who Crowned Charlemagne 

In today’s world the Pope is more of an international figure with a security detail, limited access, and 

visibility primarily through the mass media.  But long before the age of jet-travel, the bullet proof pope-

mobile, and jumbo-trons projecting holy mass to tens of thousands, the pope was more of a local figure.  

His larger reach was theological, but his world was confined to Rome where he was the most important 

public figure in the city.  A pope’s policies and leadership during some periods of history directly affected 

the well-being or lack thereof of the citizens.  Some, like Gregory the Great (chapter 6), took in hand 

relief for the poor, while others such as Boniface VIII worked to make Rome a great pilgrimage city for 

Europe which was profitable for the local business climate,  but  put a strain on church resources at 

times.  Pius II, as we will see in chapter 17, is pretty much the person behind preserving the ancient ruins 
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tourists have wandered over for the past three centuries.  

There are plenty of examples of popes who were bad for 

Rome as well, some through the personal excesses of pleasure 

or extension of power, and others by simply vacating the city 

and moving the papal court to places of their liking.  Some, 

like Pope Leo III, managed to offend a lot of people with their 

abrasive personalities and ways of doing things. 

In 799, several members of the Roman aristocracy had had 

enough of Leo, and a plot was hatched to kill or so seriously 

harm him as to incapacitate him so someone else would have 

to replace him.  Close to Easter that year, as he was on his way 

to St. Peter’s Basilica from his home at the Lateran, a hired 

gang of street thugs brutally assaulted him, leaving him for 

dead in the street.  Leo didn’t die in the attack, and though he was in pain, was able to survive his 

injuries and escape Rome to the safety of a monastery. 

 

Charlemagne helps Leo III 

Charlemagne of France (son of Pepin and grandson of Charles Martel) had defended Italy and the 

papacy on several occasions (see chapter 7).  Leo III made the decision to seek Charlemagne’s 

protection.   Charlemagne sent representatives to Rome to investigate the charges against Leo which 

had precipitated the attack against him and his subsequent deposition.  Finding little substance in the 

accusations, Charlemagne and his army made the journey to Rome to reinstate Leo III.  This happened in 

a public ceremony on December 23, 800.  The pope was declared innocent of all the misdeeds his 

enemies had accused him of (which among other things included perjury and adultery.) 

Two days later (December 25 ), during the Christmas services in St. Peters, Pope Leo III walked behind 

Charlemagne and placed a crown on his head declaring him the August Emperor of Rome.  Then he and 

those present at the church bowed down and paid Charlemagne homage.  Although Charlemagne 

feigned surprise at this, many experts have pointed out it is very unlikely the pope would be allowed to 

even touch him, much less crown him from behind, without prior permission.  Whether this was a 

preplanned and choreographed event or not, it was still a moment of great consequence in history. 

Leo III 
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The Coronation of Charlemagne 

For some time the Eastern Roman Empire (centered in Constantinople) had been disconnected from the 

Western Empire, leaving Rome alone.  Apart from Justinian (482-565) who was able to briefly reclaim 

parts of the Western Empire, the East was beset with its own problems (not the least of which was 

Islam) and hadn’t the power, even if it had the will, to change this state of affairs.  Thus, the popes had 

been looking and waiting for a strong secular ruler in the west with whom to form a State-Church 

alliance reminiscent of what Constantine I had inaugurated so many centuries before.  

The Papal Alliance and Christendom 

As a strong ruler and a very public Christian with loyalty to the pope and the church, Charlemagne fit the 

bill perfectly.  In declaring him the emperor of Rome, Pope Leo III was suggesting some very big things.  
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First that it was his prerogative to crown heads of state.  In other words temporal power must be 

derived from the spiritual power of the Church.  Secondly, that there was a new or at least reborn 

Roman Empire in the west.  This empire was not connected with the pagan gods of the past as the first 

one had been, but was under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  In time it was called the Holy Roman Empire, 

although in retrospect it wasn’t holy, Roman, or an empire.  But it did last in some form nearly 1000 

years.  This arrangement meant that Europe began to self-identify as the kingdom of Christ or 

Christendom. 

According to medievalist Roger Collins “The protection of the Carolingians also allowed the Western 

Church to turn away from Byzantium, with which it had doctrinal conflicts.  Further east, he 

[Charlemagne]pushed back barbarian domination of the Avars and enabled a return of Christianity along 

the Danube.  And he reversed some Islamic conquests in Spain as well.  By the time he died in 814, 

Charlemagne’s empire covered much of what we think of as western and central Europe:  from the 

Atlantic coast to today’s Slovakia and the Balkans; and from the North Sea down across the Pyrenees in 

Spain and halfway down the Italian boot.”  As a ruler Charlemagne proved energetic and took his role 

very seriously.  He promoted the Christian faith in his realm and began a renaissance of learning by 

establishing schools taught by some of the best minds of Europe.  Writing, language, literature, law, and 

theology flourished at this time as did the rudiments of what would later form the basis of the university 

curriculum. 

What backfired on the pope was that Charlemagne did involve himself in the affairs of the church, 

sometimes calling church councils and appointing bishops, which was a papal, not an imperial, 

prerogative.  This activity continued for some time and later developed into the “Investiture 

Controversy” of the 11th and 12th centuries, which we will come to again with Pope Gregory VII (chapter 

11).  But for the most part, the Church-State alliance worked and became the norm throughout Europe 

until the late Middle Ages. 

On each side of the front portico of today’s St. Peter’s Basilica stands a statue of a powerful ruler.  On 

one side is Constantine the Great; on the other is Charles the Great (Charlemagne).  Unnoticed by the 

millions who walk by every year, these monuments continuously stand guard over the church even as 

the men they represent did during their earthly sojourn.   

 

Chapter 9  Pope Joan  (ca. 9th or 11th century) : The Beloved Pope Who Never Existed 

Some stories persist so long and have been told so often that they have a life of their own.  Such is the 

story of Joan, whom fortune and circumstance conspired to make the first (and to my knowledge the 

only) female pope.  Scandalous to some and celebrated by others, Pope Joan is a figure that still 

generates discussion.  However, there is quite honestly as much proof for her existence as there is for 

leprechauns, mermaids, and flying unicorns with rainbow manes.  That said, many fanciful stories have a 

source behind them, or some historical basis.  In this chapter we will seek to explore what those things 

might be in the mysterious tale of ‘Pope Joan’.   Here is the basic story. 
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There have been two time frames proposed for the reign of 

Pope Joan.  One is between Pope Victor III and Urban II late in 

the 11th century.  The other is in 9th century which might be 

the more plausible of the two for reasons I will explain later.  

The basic contour of the story is that Joan was of either 

English or Germanic extraction and incredibly smart.  As she 

matured she caught the attention of an unknown man who 

soon became her lover.  He saw Joan’s intelligence and talents 

and thinking it would be a loss to the world that she be 

uneducated, her lover arranged to take her to Athens Greece 

allowing her to dress as a man so that she could participate in 

the all-male world of university scholarship. 

 

 

After some time, she and her lover made their way from Athens to Rome where she continued the ruse 

of being a man in order to enter the service of the church, which had plenty of places to use scholars like 

her, um, I mean him.  This charade continued quite successfully for some time.  Joan would appear as a 

man while in the curia and then at days end would return home and assume the appearance and duties 

of a woman.  Unfortunately Joan got caught in a real jam.  The new pope (Victor) died suddenly after 

only a four month reign.  A papal election was held and all in attendance had been so impressed with 

Joan’s work and great knowledge, they elected her.   This is where things began to fall apart. 

After a couple of years of being the pope, Joan found herself heavy with child (and this was not a virginal 

conception either!).  Although she had a rough idea when the baby was due, Joan continued in her papal 

duties a bit too long, chancing a religious procession from St. John Lateran church to St. Peter’s Basilica. 

Just as the procession was about to pass St. Clements (about ¼ mile away) Joan unexpectedly went into 

labor giving birth by the side of the road.   

There are two endings to this story.  The first is that the trauma of giving birth was too much and Joan 

died right then and there and was buried at the side of the road with the baby being taken into a nearby 

convent to be cared for as an orphan.  The second ending is that the people were so utterly incensed at 

being duped by a female pope that after the child was taken away, a mob took her and tied her to horse 

to be drug by her feet through the streets of Rome until she died of her injuries. 

Pope Joan? 
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Well...that's embarrassing! 

So goes the basic outline of the Pope Joan story.   What was its genesis and how did it persist?  One 

prominent theory is the story is the result of both a character and literal assassination of an actual pope 

by the curia.  Late in the ninth century, Pope John VIII (872-882), although having a long list of 

achievements to his credit and considered a strong leader, was believed by his contemporaries to be 

quite effeminate in his tastes and mannerisms in private.  This gave rise to rumors that “he” might have 

actually been a “she.”  Pope John was assassinated through a poisoning plot.  Obviously Pope John made 

a few enemies and died suddenly under murky circumstances.   You can see the basic outline here, but 

there is no substantive reason to believe John was a Joan. 

Early Renaissance figures from the 13th century such as Petrarch and Boccaccio are known to have 

perpetuated this story along with the Bohemian churchman Jan Huss who was an early voice in the 

Reformation and was tried for heresy at the Council of Constance in 1415.  At his trial, Huss gave many 

examples of how popes had been heretical, but according to David Schaff, his prime example was “the 

case of the female pope, Joanna, whose natural name was Agnes.  In his day, the tradition was still 

believed she had ruled as pope two years and five months under the name of John VIII.  Her gender was 

revealed by her suddenly giving birth to a child on the street.”  Another reformer by the name of Gerson 

also fully believed this story and used it to illustrate that the pope may err.  He reported  Agnes’s statue 

(Pope Joan) was placed in the cathedral of Siena, among the statues of the other popes, in the 13th 

century. 
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A tale from a darker period? 

Another theory on this story is it was never more than a parody on a darker period of the papacy.  

During the tenth century, there was a chapter in papal history some historians have labeled  the 

“Pornocracy.”  At that time there were a series of popes alleged to have very loose morals and who 

were greatly influenced in their decisions with their favorite prostitutes.  Undoubtedly there have been 

more than a few popes of that moral caliber, and perhaps the story got started because a particular 

woman was pregnant by the pope, and everyone knew she was the one who really was the power 

behind the papal throne.  

A final theory on the Pope Joan story speculates it is merely a Roman folktale.  Romans are famous, 

(though they are not alone in this) for their fabulous tales, especially since their city has been 

continuously occupied since 700 BC and has witnessed some of the greatest scandals the world has ever 

known. 

Interestingly, on a tiny side street right to St. Clement’s church, there is the remnant of a small Christian 

shrine.  It once had the statue of the virgin mother holding a baby (although it has long been 

decommissioned), and perhaps there was something about the model used when the statue was 

sculpted that reminded people of the pope.  Perhaps a woman died in childbirth as a papal procession 

was passing by.  Any number of details could have been garbled or just made up over time to explain the 

shrine.  Today people still bring flowers to that memorial to honor the imaginary female pope.   

In an odd twist of fate, it was a Protestant researcher by the name of David Blondel who in the early 17th 

century did historical studies on this story and found it had no basis in known facts at all.  Prior to this it 

was believed by many members and officials in the Catholic Church.  It has even been rumored  since 

that event, all popes upon their election are inspected to make sure they are properly equipped to be a 

member of this all-male fraternity.  That rumor was refuted by papal researcher John-Peter Pham in a 

recent book on conclave procedures (see resource list at the end for title and publisher information).  

According to Pham, no such procedure has ever existed, which, if one is inclined to believe the story of 

Pope Joan, will always leave open a tiny possibility that fiction might have been a reality. 

 

Chapter 10   Leo IX (1048-1054) The East-West Schism of the Church 

Estrangement is one of the sad realities of human relationships in this world.  I don’t think I know 

anyone personally who isn’t estranged from someone in their life, be it family member, a former 

spouse, or even a once very close friend.  Whatever the justification for going separate ways, rarely is it 

completely without regret, especially with the passage of time. 

Most people are aware of the acrimonious breakup that occurred in the Roman Catholic Church of 

Western Europe in the 16th century, the result of which was the branching off of an entire wing of the 

church generally known as Protestantism.  Far fewer are aware of the even greater schism that occurred 

in the mid-11th century between the churches of the eastern and western parts of the Mediterranean 
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world that once comprised the great  Roman Empire.  It’s a scary thing to think the church that Jesus 

desired to be filled with unity and mutual love could break apart with such bitterness, but it did.  In 

fairness though, it didn’t happen overnight.  This was an estrangement that was centuries in the making. 

Before coming to the schism of 1054,many issues had built up over time that were contributing factors 

to the breach.  Probably the largest of all of them was the papal assertion of authority over the entire 

church.  This has been discussed in the previous chapters about Leo the Great (5), Gregory the Great (6) 

and Stephen II (7) and so there is little need to repaint the picture.  In the Eastern churches (those of the 

remaining Roman empire and the ancient heartlands of Christianity such as Israel, Egypt and Greece) 

there had always been a regard for the bishop of Rome, but they saw him more as an equal, not their 

superior.  And so the continued assertions and insertions by Rome into their affairs over many centuries 

became more and more unwelcome. 

Filioque and other grievances 

Another point of controversy between the Eastern and Western churches was what is known as the 

Filioque (pronounced: “fee-lee-oh-kay”) clause.  In the previous centuries there had been the worldwide 

church councils where the great creeds of the faith had been clarified and agreed upon, the most 

important being the Nicene Creed of 325 AD.  At another of these important councils (Ephesus 430) 

there had been agreement that no one had the right to add, subtract, or change the wording of this 

creed as it was the definitive statement of the orthodox faith.  But in the 6th century, a council in the 

west inserted into the Nicene Creed words to the effect that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father 

and the Son.  The addition of “and the son” (Filioque in Latin) differs from the creed that was approved 

and used in the east, which simply states the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father. 

 

Perhaps this seems a small matter 

and hardly worth fighting over, but 

in reality it was (and remains to be) 

important to both sides of this issue.  

The Latin-speaking Christians 

wanted to make sure it was 

understood the Holy Spirit be 

regarded as an equal member of the 

Trinity, and so they felt this was 

accomplished by the recasting of the 

creed to say the Spirit is sent by the 

Father and the Son.  The Greek 

speaking Christians saw this as 

making the Holy Spirit less than 

equal, even subservient to the other members of the Trinity.  Even though the New Testament teaching 

The Church often met in Councils 
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is better represented by saying the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and Son (see John 14:26 & 

15:26), I can see how others can read these passages and come to a different conclusion on the matter.  

The bigger issue, and the one that proved divisive, was the unilateral decision to change the creed in the 

west when it had been agreed by all parties centuries before that it was not to be altered. 

Another point of disagreement was the result of Rome’s alliance with the Frankish Empire (see chapter 

8).  As a new “Holy Roman Empire” was solidifying in the west under Charlemagne and his successors, 

there was rapid expansion of their territories, especially in Eastern and Central Europe.  These lands had 

once been part of the Eastern Roman Empire before they had been lost to barbarian invasions, and the 

remaining churches were typically aligned with and under the leadership of the Greek churches.  When 

the lands were taken over by the Franks, they naturally expanded the authority of the Latin or Roman 

Catholic church in their wake.  Late in the 9th century, Constantinople was in a state of resurgence and 

had managed to reclaim neighboring Bulgaria.  This led to a terrible disagreement between the Pope 

and the Patriarch of Constantinople.  Who had the right to lead the Bulgarian church now?  Although it 

was not to last, both pope Nicholas and Patriarch Photias excommunicated each other from the faith 

over this issue in 867. 

Other matters created controversies between the east and west, as well.  Language had always been a 

problem between the churches.  Latin and Greek were both used in theological discussions but not 

always well comprehended by one or both parties.  This led to misunderstanding, or worse yet, saying 

essentially the same thing as the other party and yet thinking they were saying something different.  

Differing customs were also a problem.  In the east, it was considered more spiritual for clergy to wear 

beards, whereas in the west, clergy tended to be clean shaven.  Communion was also celebrated 

differently, as the east would use leavened bread and the west would use unleavened.  Then there was 

a controversy about using statuary and art in the church.  Both sides eventually continued the practice, 

but for a while the east accused the west of being idol worshippers.  No one of these things seems 

worth breaking fellowship over and none of them individually were the proximate cause, but together 

they point to a deep reality: both churches were emerging with distinct personalities, customs, and 

directions the other side either profoundly disagreed with or found incomprehensible.  When people 

grow apart, estrangement happens. 

This brings us to 1053.  Sicily, including the Southern Italian peninsula, had long been the prize real-

estate of different empires.  It had been the property of not only the Roman Empire, but also the 

Greeks, Vandals, Ostrogoths and later, the Arabs and Normans.  At this point in time, the Normans of 

France were gaining control of this region, and Pope Leo IX felt the strain of this as the Papal States were 

frequently raided by the Norman militia.  Leo felt the time for some sort of retaliation had come, and he 

led an army south thinking he would have the help of the Byzantine emperor and troops since they also 

had a claim in Southern Italy.  Leo had been warned by his ambassador to Constantinople not to take 

this action.  When he did, it went very badly.  The pope was captured and held by the Normans as a 

prisoner for nearly a year. 
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A papal legate changes it all 

Leo had appointed Humbert as bishop of Sicily and had also held a small council there which greatly 

angered the patriarch of Constantinople, who saw this as the province of the Greek or Byzantine Church.  

In retaliation, Michael Cerularius (patriarch of Constantinople) began shutting down all Latin-speaking 

churches in his city, becoming quite vocal in his dislike of western practices and customs.  Leo sent 

Bishop Humbert to Constantinople to represent him.  While there, Humbert became quite angry and 

vocal concerning all the things he didn’t like about the eastern church.  Naturally, he took the time to 

read “The Donation of Constantine” (see chapter 7) to the Patriarch to make sure he understood  the 

Roman church was in full authority over him and not vice-versa.  Needless to say, the feelings were 

anything but warm between these two Christian leaders, and there was not a word of conciliation. 

 

On July 16th, during the worship 

service at the great Hagia Sophia 

Basilica in Constantinople, Bishop 

Humbert marched up to the altar and 

there left a document he drafted on 

behalf of the pope--- a papal bull that 

excommunicated the Patriarch!  

Turning on his heels, he left the 

building, shaking the dust off of his 

feet.  A week later, the Patriarch of 

Constantinople excommunicated the 

pope, pronouncing a curse upon him.  

Perhaps it was the sweltering July 

heat that year, but something 

happened in that moment that truly 

did sever the churches.  It wasn’t just 

two leaders who were at each other and couldn’t get along.  Trust was broken and estrangement had 

resulted. 

The irony of this is while Humbert was a bona-fide ambassador of Pope Leo IX, with all authority to act 

on his behalf, when he placed the bull of excommunication on the altar, technically it was not binding.  

Whether known or unknown by Humbert at the time, Pope Leo IX had died.  But perhaps that is just the 

point.  What was put down on paper that day was merely describing a state of affairs that had long 

existed between Constantinople and Rome. 

But this estrangement was not completely without regret, at least in Rome.  Some 42 years later, Pope 

Urban II (see chapter 12) preached in favor of the first crusade to the Holy Land.  Military help had been 

requested from the Emperor in Constantinople, and the pope’s response was in part motivated with the 

hope this effort might help restore unity to the severed churches.  What actually happened during the 

Hagia Sophia Church in Istanbul 
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crusades was not what any party had in mind, but the effort does serve as one example of this impulse 

toward unity. 

Unfortunately, through a series of intrigues, the Fourth Crusade of 1204 ended up being against 

Constantinople.  Western crusaders came against the city, and after a spree of rape and pillage, set up a 

Latin kingdom there for a brief period.  This was condemned by Pope Innocent III at the time but 

couldn’t be undone in its effect.  The schism was complete and solidified.  By this time, many Greek 

Christians were living under Muslim rule as Islam continued to take over the Middle East, slowly 

digesting the Eastern Roman Empire.  It is telling that many of the Christians in these lands preferred 

Muslim rule over the rule of the crusaders from the west. 

 

The Sack of Constantinople marked the nadir of East/West relations 

In 1439, a Church council was held in Florence, Italy which included leaders from the Eastern churches.  

Long discussions were held on a reunion and a fresh understanding of the Filioque clause, which had 

been such a point of contention.  There was even willingness by the eastern representatives to 

recognize the special position of the pope.  At the conclusion of the council, things looked hopeful for a 

healing of the schism, but when the delegates returned home, they found some bishops rejected the 

council and even though the Patriarch of Constantinople did agree to the council’s decisions, he had no 

authority to impose acceptance.  Thus, the Eastern Orthodox churches chose to remain separate from 

the Latin Church. 

Fourteen years after the Council of Florence, the last vestige of the Eastern Roman Empire, the city of 

Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Turks, meaning the majority of the Orthodox church was now living 

under Muslim rule.  Many Christian scholars from Constantinople fled to Italy in that crisis and brought 
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with them their unique knowledge of the Biblical text and their strong traditions of art and liturgy.  

These would enrich the life of Western Europe and the Latin church in some surprising ways which will 

be the subject of a future chapter (16). 

In 1964, Pope Paul VI and the Eastern Orthodox Patriarch Athenagoras held a historic meeting in which 

the mutual excommunications and anathemas were officially revoked.   Later, during the pontificate of 

John Paul II, there were continued discussions and rebuilding of relations that continue to the present 

day.  Pope John Paul II was the first pope since 1054 to apologize for the hurts and wrongdoings of the 

past that broke the church apart, and he was the first pope to lead joint worship services with Eastern 

Orthodox bishops.  Although there has been a repair in the relationship, reunion between the churches 

would be very unlikely, due to their many differences.  But both parties do understand they are united in 

the same Lord. 

 

Chapter 11  Pope Gregory VII (1073-1085) and the Contest of Lay Investiture  

High position tends to favor the well-situated in this world, and this has often been true of the papacy.  

Yet Christ Jesus taught us, greatness in the kingdom of God is found in being the servant of all (Mark 

10:43).  Pope Gregory VII (1015-1085) was a man of humble beginnings who became a simple monk in 

Rome, but through his spiritual and natural gifts, rose to become the leader of Christendom, and 

arguably a man with few peers among those who have sat on the throne of St. Peter. 

 

His birth name was Hildebrand (“a bright flame”) 

which was quite appropriate for the son of the town 

blacksmith.  Growing up in southern Tuscany, 

Hildebrand Bonizi lived as neither peasant nor  

prince, but as an ordinary commoner of his day.  As a 

teenager, Hildebrand was able to go to Rome and 

study under the tutelage of his maternal uncle, who 

was both a scholar and abbot of a Benedictine 

monastery.  In the Middle-Ages, monastic life was 

often considered a special opportunity for young 

men, as in some places it was the only means of 

getting higher education and providing a structure 

conducive to learning and innovation.  Those who 

were well-educated in the Medieval era were very 

often put in the service of the church. 

Eventually Hildebrand’s uncle was elevated to the 

papacy and took the name Gregory VI.  His was a 

short papacy, troubled with many false accusations and eventually ending with his abdication and 



46 
 

replacement.  Hildebrand followed his uncle into exile but eventually returned to Rome and in 1053 was 

made a cardinal bishop.  Cardinal bishops were seen in this time as the new senate of Rome.  For the 

next 20 years, Hildebrand served five popes in various capacities.  In many regards, this was a  

tumultuous period for the papacy, with some popes engaging in or being taken down by great scandals.  

One of the sins of this period was the buying and selling of church offices.  This practice, called Simony 

after the sin of Simon Magus (Acts 8) who sought to buy spiritual power from the Apostles and was 

publicly cursed by St. Peter, was growing more and more common.  There was a sociological context for 

this making it somewhat less odious than it sounds today.  Nevertheless, it had the effect of the rich and 

powerful, especially in Rome, turning spiritual office into a means of leveraging power.  This problem 

was met head on when Hildebrand became Pope Gregory VII in 1073. 

In taking the name Gregory VII, Hildebrand was signaling the legitimacy of his uncle’s reign, which had 

ended poorly. But also it indicated he was going to follow in his uncle’s footsteps as a reformer.  One of 

the biggest reforms Hildebrand put into place was papal elections by the cardinals.  Although the 

elaborate election procedures we see today, such as being locked in the Sistine Chapel and burning 

ballots to signal the people, are later accretions, they are built upon Hildebrand’s reform which removed 

the politically powerful and well-placed from interfering and made the election of the highest bishop the 

responsibility of the church’s highest leadership.  While not solving the problem of power grabbing or 

simony completely, this step at least set the stage for its eventual correction.  This is not without a bit of 

irony though.  While Hildebrand is the father of papal elections, he himself was never officially elected 

but rather simply acclaimed.  He was so much a part of the papal court that when the position became 

vacant, everyone just agreed: “Let Hildebrand be pope!” 

Priestly celibacy becomes the norm 

Though the tradition of priestly celibacy has ancient roots, it was a tradition not uniformly practiced or 

enforced.  Gregory VII, himself a monastic, changed that and 

enforced celibacy as the norm for the Roman Catholic 

priesthood.  This has always been one of the questionable 

practices of the Catholic Church, not because celibacy 

(singleness without sexual partners) is without any biblical 

warrant, but because Jesus taught only some have that gift, 

and one of the most notable figures in the church who didn’t 

have that gift was St. Peter, believed by Catholics to be the 

first pope!  To uniformly enforce a practice contrary to the 

God-given makeup of most humans (Gen. 2:24) is to invite 

sin and scandal in the first place, but also unneeded disgrace, 

when a church could be well-served by a priest with a 

lawfully wedded wife and family.  As ill-advised as this policy 

is (from my perspective at least) it did have a context in 

Gregory’s day where bishops had secret wives and families 

and would often seek to hand down a diocese as an inheritance.  In eliminating heirs through the 

Gregory VII a man of great intellect 
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enforcement of celibacy throughout the church, Gregory VII was also consolidating the role of the 

papacy in appointing and approving bishops worldwide. 

Gregory against Lay Investiture 

The most important reform of Gregory VII was his stand against what is called “lay investiture.”   If these 

terms seem foreign to you, you’ll see their significance even in today’s modern world.  If the church is 

God’s communion and instrument on earth, should clergy, and particularly church leadership, be 

appointed by the secular government or the church itself?  Many kings in Europe held the idea they 

were appointed by God to rule, and therefore the churches in their realms were under their jurisdiction, 

and that included the bishops.  Gregory VII took the opposite view and asserted the pope alone is the 

Lord’s vice-ruler here on earth, and as such he not only has the right to bestow the offices of the church, 

but he also has authority over secular kings with the right to depose them or absolve their subjects of 

their obligation to obey them. 

It would be inaccurate to say Gregory VII won 

a certain and final victory.  He most famously 

engaged King Henry IV of Germany in this 

controversy and even excommunicated him 

for a time until he repented from appointing 

his own bishops.  But after three years, King 

Henry repented of his repenting and led a 

successful effort to depose Gregory VII as 

pope, electing his own pope in the person of 

Clement III. 

While Gregory VII and a later successor, 

Innocent III, brought papal power to 

supremacy in Europe as they exerted their will 

over secular rulers, their viewpoint was a 

continual source of controversy.  Sovereign rulers had a difficult time with the idea they derived their 

authority to rule as a gracious grant from the papacy.  Likewise popes, only with difficulty could accept 

they were co-equal to temporal rulers, governing the souls rather than bodies of men.  Indeed the role 

of the church and government in God’s economy is still an issue for which the lines can be quickly 

blurred.  But for Gregory VII this was an issue on which he had absolute clarity.  It was he who declared 

rulers shall kiss his feet, but he will kiss no layman's feet.  And the church has never erred, nor will it err 

in its judgments. 

While some of this may seem like a man on a quest for the absolute power that corrupts absolutely, we 

should understand Gregory VII in the context of his own time.  His exertions of power were in great part 

a correction of structural sins within the church.  On balance, he also lived in a Europe where everyone 

from the smallest to the greatest, owed allegiance to someone higher up the ladder.  It was the time of 

King Henry Submits to Gregory (this time) 
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knights, kings, lords, landed commoners and un-landed peasants.  He put this together theologically and 

aimed at a union where kings and subjects would be in submission to the church and truly live as part of 

Christendom.  Gregory VII lead the way at the high tide of the church’s influence in Europe.  This would 

later be taken to absurd lengths by others and eventually falter, but in the 11th century, the “bright 

flame” Hildebrand saw his path through the darkness and sought to take the church with him. 

Hildebrand, Pope Gregory VII, was beatified in 1584 during another period of great Catholic reform 

following the Council of Trent.  In 1728 he was officially elevated to sainthood. 

Chapter 12  Pope Urban II (1088-1099) Pope of the Crusades 

“God wills it! God wills it!” was the cry of the audience who had gathered in a field near Clermont, 

France in 1095 to hear a sermon from Pope Urban II.  Urban, whose birth name was Odo, was a French 

monk who had been elevated by Gregory VII (see chapter 11) to be a bishop in Italy and later was 

elected to the papacy.  The subject of the sermon was a general call to arms to defend Christians in the 

east, living under the menace of the Muslims.  The emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, Alexius I 

Comnenus, had for some time been in contact with Urban [despite the East-West Schism in chapter 10]  

and had requested military assistance from Europe to help fight the continued encroachment of Islam.  

By 1095, the situation had improved for Constantinople, but a letter had recently arrived from the 

patriarch of Jerusalem describing the oppression of their Muslim overlords and the ruination of the Holy 

Sepulcher of Christ. 

By this time, Europe had already had its 

share of problems with Islamic Jihad.  

Since early in the seventh century, Muslim 

armies had been on the march, first 

conquering Jerusalem and then moving 

westward through Egypt and North Africa, 

conquering and subjugating large 

Christian populations along the way.  They 

continued north at the Strait of Gibraltar 

and within nine years (711-720) managed 

to take virtually all of Spain, renaming it 

al-Andalus.  Their advances in Spain led to 

an attempt to push further north over the 

Pyrenees and into France.  These exploits 

were met by Charles Martel (who we have already met in chapter 7) and his Frankish army at the Battle 

of Tours in 732.  The Franks proved a formidable enemy and Islamic expansion in Western Europe was 

contained to Spain. 

It might sound unduly harsh in our age of political correctness and courtesy at the expense of truth, but 

Islam has always been a faith that combined aggression and coercion as a means of expanding and 

consolidating its gains.  This is not to say Christian history has not had periods where imperial military 

Urban II at Clermont 
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power was used to export or impose the Christian faith on subject peoples.  But here is the huge 

qualitative difference:  within the historical sweep of the Christian faith, this has always been the 

notable exception, not the rule.  Even in those times when coercion was used, it was often denounced 

by the church leaders.  Why?  Because Jesus Christ requires of his followers a change of heart and mind 

which is an internal reorientation facilitated by the Spirit of God.  This is something that can never be 

real if it is forced by external expedients.  Jesus commanded his followers to spread the faith by 

preaching, teaching, and baptizing (which are instruments of suasion), not by the sword.   

A word about Muslim “evangelism” 

The same cannot be said of Islam.  Yes, there are people who convert to Islam willingly and some who, 

born into a Muslim family, gladly adopt the faith in which they were nurtured.  I will even concede that 

in the western world Islamists have worked harder to be more evangelistic (as opposed to compulsory) 

in their methods .  But on balance, it should be pointed out they only take this stance where they are a 

minority.  Pluralism and tolerance are 

rarities in all the nations where Islam 

predominates.  This follows the 

teaching of the eighth century 

Muslim jurist, Abu Hanifa, who 

articulated the idea of the House of 

Islam (Dar al-Islam) and the House of 

War (Dar al-Harb).  The House of 

Islam designation are countries 

where they are the dominant 

population.  In countries where they 

are not, they are militant and at war 

until they do dominate, hence the 

House of War.  I wish their idea of 

being “at war” was a metaphor for spiritual struggle towards winning the world to their point of view, 

but the long view of history shows otherwise. 

There is a sad misconception that the Crusades of the Middle-Ages were an opportunistic military 

adventure sponsored by the Catholic Church, bringing a blood-bath upon a peace-loving people who 

were simply minding their own business.  There were some very specific reasons behind these wars and 

in the long view of history, some very spiritual motivations as well.  Although not commended by Christ, 

such actions seemed reasonable to Christian men at the time. 

To understand these motivations, we need to understand the mindset of Europe at the time and the 

Christian practices of penance and pilgrimage.  Enduring centuries of barbarian invasions following the 

5th century collapse of the Roman Empire, the culture of Western Europe was transformed into a  

predominantly Christian culture through the evangelistic efforts of the church and the unifying efforts of 

the church-state alliance known as the Holy Roman Empire (see chapter 8).  This new culture of Europe 

Muslims have a long history of conquest 
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was not divided by nation-states as it is now, but was a vast patch-work of provinces led by greater and 

lesser kings, dukes, abbots, and strong men.  What tied it all together was a concept called “feudalism.”  

It wasn’t called such at the time, but the word comes from is the Middle English feod which is a promise 

and lease on land given in exchange for service.  On a large scale, an overlord would grant land to 

various groups and individuals based on military, religious, or agricultural service.  In the common 

population of the Medieval age, there was the articulation of a tripartite order to society; those who 

fought were the knights, those who prayed were the monks and clergy, and finally those who labored 

were the serfs who lived on the manorial estates, planting, harvesting, and doing the tasks of husbandry. 

Feudalism 

So how did this class system emerge?  In the areas of Europe where the central government collapsed 

with the Empire, defense and order devolved to the local lord.  He would defend his lands with his 

knights while his serfs would take care of them.  Meanwhile, the local clergy would provide religious 

services and education for those who lived on the lands.  This system remained in effect for centuries 

and satisfied the very human need for a reasonable amount of safety and predictability in life. 

But those who were strong and had power were also quite predictable in their quest for more power.  

Hence there was a lot of warfare between good Christian lords, sometimes justified, sometimes for 

revenge, and sometimes just to take advantage of a weaker brother’s situation.  As this touches on 

Urban II, one of his first successful reforms as pope was getting the people of Europe to observe “The 

Truce of God” policy of 1095.  The policy was aimed at mitigating the effects of warfare by restricting it 

to certain days of the week.  Later policy prohibited such fighting on set holidays.  This was necessary, 

given the warrior mentality that prevailed in many European tribal groups, but it also got the pope 

thinking.  What if this warrior energy could be channeled instead towards a common cause? 

Penance comes from the early church period where certain religious exercises were prescribed as a 

means of showing earnest repentance for one’s sins.  This idea was widely accepted and practiced.  One 

of the many religious exercises people practiced was the religious pilgrimage.  To go on pilgrimage was a 

very sacred undertaking.  It usually entailed a long trek to a particular church or site of religious 

significance.  There is evidence Christians had been going on pilgrimages to the Holy Land since 333AD, 

but by the tenth century, the journey there was so arduous it was usually reserved as penance for 

particularly violent crimes.  The physical, mental, and monetary sacrifice it took to get there, showed a 

devout and dedicated heart, and the participant could be quite certain in the end that he was forgiven 

for his sins and approved of God.  Once a penance was completed, the church, through  its clergy would 

pronounce the remission of sin in a very official way. 

In launching the Crusades, Pope Urban II is urging the feudal protection of the desecrated Church in 

Jerusalem and for Christians on holy pilgrimage being harrowed by the Muslims now controlling the 

region.  All Christians in Europe were being called to go, no matter their class.  No official text exists of 

Urban II’s fateful speech in Clermont but there are several contemporary reports which can be pieced 

together.  The following is the remembrance Fulcher of Chartres: 
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 "All who die by the way, whether by land or by sea, or in battle against the pagans, shall have 

immediate remission of sins. This I grant them through the power of God with which I am invested. O 

what a disgrace if such a despised and base race, which worships demons, should conquer a people 

which has the faith of omnipotent God and is made glorious with the name of Christ! With what 

reproaches will the Lord overwhelm us if you do not aid those who, with us, profess the Christian 

religion! Let those who have been accustomed unjustly to wage private warfare against the faithful now 

go against the infidels and end with victory this war which should have been begun long ago. Let those 

who for a long time, have been robbers, now become knights. Let those who have been fighting against 

their brothers and relatives now fight in a proper way against the barbarians. Let those who have been 

serving as mercenaries for small pay now obtain the eternal reward. Let those who have been wearing 

themselves out in both body and soul now work for a double honor. Behold! on this side will be the 

sorrowful and poor, on that, the rich; on this side, the enemies of the Lord, on that, his friends. Let those 

who go not put off the journey, but rent their lands and collect money for their expenses; and as soon as 

winter is over and spring comes, let them eagerly set out on the way with God as their guide." 

 

Crusading means 'taking the cross' 

In other words, quit fighting each other and go fight the enemies of Christendom.  If you go and return, 

or die in the attempt, this will be regarded as the supreme act of penance and will be rewarded with  

the forgiveness of all sins.  The symbol of this venture was to be a felt cross and sewed  to the front of 

your garment as a sign of your pledge to go to the Levant.   The word “crusade” simply means to be 

marked with the cross (coming from the French “croisee”).  On the return trip, the cross would be sewn 

on the back of your garment to indicate the Holy Land was now at your back. 

In his book God’s Battalions : The Case for the Crusades, author Rodney Stark notes that based on the 

personal and public costs of the Crusades, the only advantage of such a venture had to be spiritual: 
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 “..the Crusades were precipitated by Islamic provocations: by centuries of bloody attempts to colonize 

the West and by sudden new attacks on Christian pilgrims and holy places.  Although the Crusades were 

initiated by a plea from the pope, this had nothing to do with hopes of converting Islam.  Nor were the 

Crusades organized and led by surplus sons, but by the heads of great families who were fully aware 

that the costs of crusading would far exceed the very modest material rewards that could be expected; 

most went at immense personal cost, some of them knowingly bankrupting themselves to go.  

Moreover, the crusader kingdoms that they established in the Holy Land, and that stood for nearly two 

centuries, were not colonies sustained by local exactions; rather, they required immense subsidies from 

Europe.”  

The Crusades, which began  November 18, 1095, would continue off and on for another 195 years with 

eight main efforts.  The only crusade that can be called an unqualified success was the first crusade to 

Jerusalem.   Even there, the cost in human lives was astronomical.  Out of the 43,000 Christians who left 

Europe, only 15,000 ever lived to reach Jerusalem.  Most who went on Crusade had no military or 

fighting experience and had been inadequately provisioned.  They assumed their mission was so holy 

that God would supernaturally intervene on their behalf.  What thirst and starvation didn’t take, Muslim 

raids did as the pilgrims passed through their territory.  But those who made it, largely the knightly and 

upper classes, did conquer Jerusalem in a bloodbath.  Capturing Jerusalem in the July heat of 1099, the 

crusaders set up a new kingdom called Outremer ( pronounced “oo-tra-mare” French for “Overseas”) 

which experienced increase and decline throughout the entire crusading era. 

 

There was no official treaty or battle that 

ended the Crusades.  Europeans just got tired 

and quit responding when the papacy called 

for one.  A total of two million lives were lost , 

both Muslim and Christian over the course of 

the Crusades. 

One of the fruits of the Crusades was a 

change in the way Christians of Europe 

viewed the Muslims.  They never pronounced 

them to be their equals, but Crusaders saw in 

Muslims a nobility that they had not 

expected.  The Crusaders also learned that 

Muslims were not the pagans they supposed 

but were people who believed in a strict 

monotheism (rejecting the notion of the 

Christian Triune God.)  This led Christians to 

another possibility in relationship.  Instead of fighting Muslims with their weapons, why not use 

evangelism and apologetics? 

 The People's Crusade 
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In a broader way, the Crusades affected Western Civilization for the better.  World trade, which had 

died out in the west, was resumed again when the crusaders discovered items from the Middle East 

never before seen.  Muslims were ahead of the west in science and medicine.  Contact with them 

introduced their advances to Europe.  The Crusades also gave rise to a new middle class in the west.  

Many of the powerful nobility who went ‘on crusade’ were either impoverished or killed.  This sudden 

de-concentration of wealth opened up opportunities for many of lesser means.  Finally, the cooperation 

and mobilization that was engendered by the Crusades showed many in Europe that feudalism was 

outmoded and that nation-states were possible.   

Oddly enough, the Crusades had almost no cultural impact on the Muslim world at the time.  There was 

little mention of the Europeans in Islamic history and because Islam had such a warlike mentality, such 

an event was not deemed as extraordinary.  Although accounts of the retaking of Jerusalem sound 

rather brutal and savage today, warfare in their era was just that; savage brutality was common practice 

in war.  It was not until the 19th century, when the West went through a period of romance and 

nostalgia over the Middle-Ages, that the Crusades began appearing in novels and histories.  In turn, Arab 

publishers soon began translating these works from English and French into Arabic, and thus was born a 

relatively recent interest  among Muslims about this chapter in their history as well.  

The crusades come home to roost 

In one of the ironies of history, following WWII the mood of the world shifted to democratization and 

decolonization.  Most of the European countries had colonies in North Africa and the Middle East, and 

these ties enabled many Muslims to immigrate to Europe as these colonies were given autonomy.  

Today countries like France, Germany and England, who were the principle players in the Crusades, have 

large Islamic populations living within their borders.  The CIA reported a few years ago if birthrates 

continue as they are, low among Europeans and high among Muslims, Islamic peoples will dominate by 

2050.  This has been mitigated somewhat by the fact Europe’s higher standard and cost of living has 

tended to slow birth rates in many immigrant Muslim families. 

As for Pope Urban II, he barely lived to see the outcome of the crusade he sent out, dying just two 

weeks after the crusaders reached the walls of Jerusalem.  The Church of the Holy Sepulcher was re-

consecrated and rebuilt as were many other holy sites in Israel that can be visited to this day. 

 

 

Chapter 13  Innocent III  (1198-1216) The Zenith of Papal Power and the Man from Assisi 

Pope Innocent III was merely 37 years old when he was unanimously elected to the papacy.  He had 

been preparing for many years, learning how the Roman church was governed, and serving in many  

positions within the curia.  The image of the Roman Catholic Church as a centrally led hierarchy with 

papal authority flowing from Rome to outer reaches of Christendom had been growing for nearly a 

millennium but was not actually realized until the reign of Innocent. 
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Innocent III, the most powerful of the popes, 

articulated the idea that papal authority is greater 

than that of a temporal ruler because the pope rules 

over the soul while a monarch only rules over the 

bodies of men.  This viewpoint wasn’t exactly 

appreciated by many monarchs, but Innocent had 

enough sway that he was deeply involved in the 

elections and plans of kings all over Europe.  In fact, he 

heavily influenced the political life of Western Europe 

and often used the interdict, which is the power to 

withhold sacraments from a nation or city, as a 

leverage tool to get his way.  John Bunyan who would 

later write “Religion is the best armor but the worst 

cloak” forgot it could be used as a wedge for public 

opinion in the hands of a powerful bishop. 

Innocent III and the Jews 

Although Pope Innocent was a powerful and controlling leader, he never lost track of his responsibility 

for the pastoral care of souls or for the missionary extension of the faith as so many other popes had 

done.  He did make attempts to curb some of the bad habits of the clergy which were creating a gulf 

between them and the flocks they led.  Many people were devout in their faith and loved the church but 

struggled when clergy lived like kings.  Jesus had become poor so we might become rich, but many 

Christians began to wonder if they were supposed to become poor so their clergy could become rich.  

Although generally conservative and traditional in his approach, Innocent welcomed new formations of 

laity who desired to grow deeper spiritually.  Innocent also used his position to persecute groups 

heretical in their doctrine.  One of these groups was the Jews.   

Innocent III held that Jewish people should be excluded from holding public office in Christian lands 

because they were hostile towards the faith and might misuse their power to persecute Christians.  He 

also reprised an idea that was used in the Muslim world (Caliph Umar II of Baghdad):  Jewish people 

should wear distinctive markings on their clothing that would readily identify them as Jews.  It is a sad 

truth that Jews were persecuted many times throughout Europe by Christians.  In some places, such as 

Spain and Germany, there were violent pogroms though not usually organized as such, but they were 

little more than mob actions fueled by fear and local resentment.  However, certainly none would be on 

the scale engineered by the Third Reich.  Although we should not excuse anti-Semitism (medieval or 

modern) or Pope Innocent for his actions, the overall record of the papacy towards Jews is one of 

surprising tolerance.  Many popes recognized that although Judaism was at odds with Christianity 

doctrinally and culturally, the Bible they read speaks of God having a future plan for the Jewish nation 

(see the New Testament books of Romans chapters 9-11, 2 Thessalonians 2 and Revelation chapter 14), 

Pope Innocent III 
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and therefore the church should not participate in any effort to destroy them as a race.  In a future 

chapter (25), we will read of one pope who was actually very active in hiding Jews from Nazi 

persecution. 

 

Innocent was also the pope who organized the 4th Crusade.  Saladin, the Islamic leader and warrior who 

had retaken Jerusalem from the Crusader states years before, died the first year of Innocent’s papacy. 

Sensing an opportunity, Innocent called for a new crusade to liberate Jerusalem.  Unfortunately Pope 

Innocent sowed to the wind and reaped the whirlwind in this 

particular situation.  At the instigation of the Venetians, known for 

their profiteering, intrigue, blackmail, and outright piracy, the 

crusaders ended up in Constantinople to reinstate a deposed emperor 

who, in turn, promised to reunite the Eastern Orthodox Church with 

Rome.  When this failed, the crusaders besieged and sacked the 

second most important Christian city in 1204.  Upon hearing the 

news, Innocent III excommunicated those who led this plot, but the 

end result was the hardening of the Schism of 1054 into a great 

chasm which would last for centuries, foreclosing any possibility for 

reconciliation. 

Around this same time, Francesco di Bernardone, the man we know 

today as St. Francis of Assisi, had been powerfully converted and was 

pursuing a life of apostolic poverty and preaching that was bringing 

renewal to the church in his region.  With the approval of his local 

bishop, Francis and a few of his fellow monastic brothers were able to 

go to Rome and seek approval from the pope for their countercultural manner of living.  Francis and his 

band of friars minor (little brothers) were known as mendicants which meant they would go from town 

to town doing good works and encouraging people to walk faithfully with God.  Following Jesus’s 

teaching to go out without a money bag (Mk. 6:8), they begged for bread for the evening meal. 

In the church, monasteries were important communities, often self-governed and supported.  But as 

time went by, a monastic movement came to need a specific regula (manner of life), and approval was 

required by the pope for that regula to have authority.  Thus it would be expected  St. Francis would go 

and seek the blessing of the pope.  When they came to Rome from Assisi, Francis and his companions 

journeyed to the Lateran palace and were able to get an audience and a blessing from Innocent.  He 

actually thought their idea of ministry odd, but Innocent did seem to have a sympathy for lay 

movements that supported the church.  He didn’t approve their order at the time because they really 

didn’t have one and weren’t thinking they were going to be so large that a regula was needed (this came 

later when they had grown considerably).  But as the odd-looking Francis and his motley crew went their 

way, Innocent wondered whether he had made a mistake in what he had just blessed. 

 

 Saladin 
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Innocent’s dream 

That very night ( April 16, 1210) Innocent III had an important dream.  As he slept, he saw St. John 

Lateran Church (in Catholicism this is the home church for all Christians, not St. Peter’s in the Vatican 

which is a memorial church) listing sharply to one side and Francis picking it up and preventing it from 

toppling over.  From that point forward, Innocent had  confidence his decision was a good one. 

Within the next decade, the Franciscan order 

increased greatly, spreading out over Europe, Africa 

and the Middle-East.  Francis himself went to Egypt to 

convert the Sultan of Egypt and hopefully bring an end 

to the crusades (or suffer martyrdom in the process).  

He did get to preach but there is no record of the 

Sultan’s conversion.  However, the Sultan was so 

impressed with Francis that he permitted him to go to 

Israel (which was under Muslim control at this time) 

and see the holy sites.  Because of the peaceable spirit 

of St. Francis, the Franciscans were later allowed to 

live in the Holy Land, and even today, most holy sites 

are cared for by this order. 

 

St. Francis died in 1226, and within two years was 

declared a saint.  Today he is the most celebrated 

saint in the world recognized, not only by Roman Catholics, but also by many denominations within 

Protestantism as well.  So great was his Christlikeness that the current pope, Francis, took his name 

upon accession to signal he would be focused upon the poor, the downtrodden and the natural 

environment   (an actual concern of the original St. Francis). 

Near the end of Innocent III’s  tenure, the Lateran Council of 1215 was held.  This council impacted 

generations of Christians as attendance of the mass was made compulsory and the doctrine of 

Transubstantiation (the bread and wine actually become the body and blood of Jesus during the mass) 

was officially adopted.  A move was also being considered to close the door to any more new religious 

orders.  But Innocent remembered his dream, the dynamic of spiritual renewal he felt in St. Francis and 

his band of “little brothers.”  He dismissed the idea of restriction, thus leaving the door open for spiritual 

renewal through monastic movements in the future.  Innocent’s decision has influenced the church to 

the present day as monastic orders continue their works of service and prayer the world over. 

 

Innocent III dreams of Francis by Giotto 
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Chapter 14  Pope Clement VI (1342-1352) Making the Way Out of Purgatory 

Western Civilization has many famous touchstone documents that birthed the freedoms we enjoy (and 

at times take for granted) today.  England’s Magna Carta, which introduced due process under the law 

(sadly nullified and rejected at the time by Innocent III of chapter 13) and the Peace of Augsburg which 

provided the first recognition of freedom of religion in Europe, are just two examples. 

Another famous document which has been hailed as an 

early expression of freedom of conscience is Martin 

Luther’s famed 95 Theses.  In this document, Luther 

objected to the sale and use of Indulgences, a practice 

that had become deeply ingrained in the Medieval 

church.  We will return to Luther and the 95 Theses in 

chapter 20, but here we will look at the pope who 

started this practice, tracing the genesis of this idea and 

the energy it developed among the peoples of Europe 

prior to the Reformation. 

An introduction of Purgatory will first reveal a direct 

interplay with the idea of Indulgences.  Purgatory is the 

ancient Christian belief that upon their death, the souls 

of the righteous (those who have placed their faith in 

Jesus Christ and are members of His church) go to a 

place of final preparation for receiving the beatific vision (to see God).  Purgatory purges the last vestige 

of fleshly nature, completing the process of penance left undone upon physical death. 

This ‘purgation’ is based on the idea though a Christian is forgiven on the basis of Christ’s atonement on 

the cross, the nature of sin is such that it entails a temporal chastisement from God in this life.  

Scriptures like Hebrews 12:6, Proverbs 3:12 and Revelation 3:19 clearly teach those whom the Lord 

loves he disciplines (or chastises) for their sin.  If you are a Christian, you know the Lord’s discipline to be 

real because you have experienced it.  Many times I have sinned and asked forgiveness, finding 

assurance from the Lord that He did forgive me.  But the Lord’s forgiveness didn’t mean there were no 

consequences for my sin.  Sin is a destructive force that hurts not only the sinner, but usually a host of 

others as well.  

Repentance of sin (from ‘metanoia’ in the original Greek)  means ‘a change of mind.’  As illustrated by 

Zacchaeus in Luke 19, a change of mind is evidenced by a change of behavior.  Zacchaeus had grown 

wealthy extorting taxes from his fellow citizens before his encounter with Jesus.  In meeting the Lord he 

experienced a change of heart and told Jesus he would give half of his wealth to the poor.  In addition,  

all he had cheated he would pay  back four times the amount he had taken.  Jesus’ benediction on this 

was ‘Today, salvation has come to this house..”  Even so, as my sin has hurt others, my repentance 

includes my sorrow before God and my grief for what has been done as well as an honest effort to do 

whatever is humanly possible to repair the damage wrought by my sin. 

Pope Clement VI 
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Penance and Purgatory 

Touching on purgatory, the church of the Middle-Ages had a fairly elaborate practice regarding the 

forgiveness of sin that was later rejected by the Protestants (and to some extent has even been 

modified  by today’s Catholic church).  This was the idea that a Christian person wishing to be forgiven 

for his sins must confess them to a priest or other suitable clergy who would then absolve the sinner and 

prescribe an act of penance appropriate to the sin.  Obviously the penance could vary, from saying 

additional prayers for someone you had gossiped about, to fasting from several meals for gluttony, to 

selling all you have and going on a Crusade to liberate the Holy Land because you had murdered 

someone.  These acts of penance should not be understood as productive of salvation (which is only by 

the grace of God) but rather as reducing the temporal chastisement God uses to discipline a saint when 

they commit sin.  The best-case scenario would be to keep a very short list of sins needing confession 

and penance, but who ever dies without some unfinished business or unresolved sin?  

 

Dante famously wrote about Purgatory in the Divine Comedy 

Thus, “pending” penances are undertaken in purgatory.  According to this view, bear in mind  if you 

ended your own life, never bothering with any repentance, you are not going to purgatory.  You have a 

reservation in the “lake of fire”(Rev. 20).  Purgatory is not a ‘second chance’ for salvation but a place for 

baptized Christians to complete unfinished penance in their mortal lives, in preparation for their coming 

into the presence of the Lord.  Incidentally, if you are wondering what scriptural basis there is for the 

doctrine of purgatory, the following texts are generally used: Revelation 21:27, 1 Corinthians 3:15, and 1 

Peter 3:19. 
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Indeed, if you were a person of extreme sanctity, such as a St. Francis or Mother Teresa of Calcutta, not 

only would you go directly to the Lord without purgatory, but your excess goodness would go into a 

spiritual “superfund” which the Church can dispense to the living to lessen their penance or to their 

departed loved ones to lessen their time in purgatory.  Not only is there an excess of merit from the 

saints, but also from Jesus.  When He shed his blood on the cross for the sins of humanity, His offering 

was far beyond what was needed to cover that debt.  Needless to say, with the combined goodness of 

Christ and the saints, the fund (at least at this point in history) was well endowed.  The currency of this 

spiritual “superfund” is called an “indulgence” (from the Latin “indulgentia”, meaning the kindness and 

love of God), and this brings us to Pope Clement VI. 

Now Pope Clement VI didn’t invent the idea of indulgences.  In fact this theology had been floating 

around for nearly 200 years in the theological teaching of Thomas Aquinas and Alexander of Hales at the 

University of Paris, the center of theological studies in Western Europe in the day.  What Clement did 

was to declare this idea to be dogma for all Christians in a papal letter called Unigenitus Dei filius ( “Only 

Begotten Son of God”) issued in 1343.   A dogmatic teaching is an essential and required belief for all 

true Christians. 

The treasury of merit 

Because the Church is a communion of saints (Romans 12:5), we are one body and members one of 

another.  The Church also encompasses those on earth (the Church militant) and those already in 

heaven (the Church triumphant).  Therefore, because of the unity of this communion, the excess good 

works are for the entire body of Christ and may be distributed out of love to help the repentant sinner.  

The person with the power to dispense this goodness, in Clement’s view, is the pope because he is the 

successor of Saint Peter, to whom Jesus gave the keys of the Kingdom (Matt. 16:19), an entailment of 

which is the power and authority to declare a person forgiven or unforgiven of their sins. 

If you think this was an outrageous superstition foisted upon the faithful against their will, you would be 

in the company of naysaying Catholic theologians like John Wycliffe of England.  But among the ordinary 

rank and file, letters of indulgence had a popularity comparable to the invention of sliced bread (“my 

gosh, why didn’t someone think of this before?”).  Now a person could go to their priest, confess their 

sins and when given their required penance, they had options.  One could do the act of penance, or one 

could (for the price of a donation to the church) purchase an indulgence.  As this practice was so well 

received, subsequent popes expanded its usage to include transferability.  This meant  I could purchase 

many more letters of indulgence than I would need for my own lifetime (or at least more than I think I 

need) and could sell or trade them to others, bequeath them to family members in my will, or purchase 

them on behalf of my deceased relatives who were more than likely in purgatory.  Of course, the value 

of an indulgence in the afterlife was a bit fuzzy in everyone’s mind, especially since the living would have 

no idea of the actual length of a person’s sentence, or stay if you will, in purgatory. 

In keeping with the spirit of this book, how did the actions of Pope Clement VI in expanding indulgences 

shape the history of the Western world?  In some regards it did create some positive outcomes.  If you 
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lived in that day, hospitals and healthcare were rarities.  Often an indulgence would serve as motivation 

for a wealthy person to sponsor the building of one of these facilities.  In addition, much of the 

beautifully rich painting and sculpture adorning the churches of Europe, can be attributed to this system 

(at least in part). 

But indulgences also generated negative results such as excusing the persecution and killing of non-

Christians or fellow Christians of a slightly differing creed as a means of cleansing Europe of heretics.  

Subject to purchase for cash alone and in the absence of any penitential discipline, another 

consequence of indulgences was a further relaxation of morals.  Eventually this system grew so 

unbalanced the Pope could sell a block of indulgences for a set price to an archbishop or local ruler  who 

could in turn mark them up and resell them to recoup his investment plus a little profit.   

The cash stream that flowed to the papacy and the ensuing corruption that eventually led to the split in 

the church we know as the Reformation,( a subject to be further elaborated on in chapter 20).  Although 

the indulgence was finally de-monetized in later efforts to reform the Catholic Church, the concept 

remains as strong as ever.  But now it is offered as a reward for an act considered spiritually virtuous 

such as praying at a holy site, donating to a charitable cause, or reading the scriptures.  

This new criteria represents a vast improvement over the earlier abuses, but with Martin Luther, I still 

wonder aloud “If there is such inexhaustible merit available because of Christ and the saints, and if 

purgatory is not a pleasant place but a place of hardship, and if the pope is a true representative of 

Jesus, why doesn’t he do the loving thing and with the keys of the kingdom unlock the gate and let 

everybody out of purgatory?”  Perhaps this idea hasn’t occurred to anyone yet. 

 

Chapter 15   Martin V (1417-1431) Ending the Western Schism  

 

Most people rightly associate the papacy with Rome because for the most 

part that has been where the chair of St. Peter was located.  But while that 

has been the general rule, the papacy has left Rome at least 75 times in the 

2000 year history of the church, though only for short periods.  The most 

notable absence was the 69 year period between 1309-1378 known as the 

Avignon papacy.  

The Comtat Venaisson was a region between France and Italy that the 

papacy had acquired 35 years prior to moving there.  With constant conflict, 

wars in the papal states and increasing lawlessness in Rome, the pope and 

his cardinals decided to leave Rome and settle in a small village in this 

region called Avignon where they might be able to lead the church without 

constant threats and pressure.  Over many years, a papal palace grew up, and the entire city expanded 

as people came to do business and seek favors from the popes.  Although the Avignon popes greatly 



61 
 

enjoyed the living conditions of this locale, their continued absence from Rome caused much disquiet 

around the rest of Europe.  There grew a fear that if such absences continued, there would soon be 

many break-away national churches.   

 

The Papal Palace in Avignon France 

Through her words of prophecy, St. Catherine of Siena is often credited with convincing the pope to 

return to Rome, but his decision to return had already been made.   If anything, her efforts gave pope 

Gregory XI the courage to actually return to Rome, in 1378. 

Gregory XI was French, as were most of the papal curia and many of the Avignon popes.  Not long after 

Gregory returned he died and the people of Rome rioted, threatening death to the cardinals if they 

didn’t elect an Italian pope.  Obviously, they felt it was their turn again.  There was likely a strong desire 

to keep the papacy back in Rome because of its many benefits to the city.  A papal election was held, 

and they elected their fellow cardinal and bishop of Bari (Italy) as Pope Urban VI.  

The cardinals all knew him from the time he spent working with them in Avignon, but when Urban 

became pope, he turned into a bit of a tyrant.  After a few weeks, the cardinals felt they had made a 

terrible mistake and reasoned (quite correctly) that the election had been under duress and was 

therefore invalid.  As a group, they retreated outside of Rome and held another election, choosing one 

of their own who took the name Clement VII.  Urban VI refused to resign,  so the cardinals and the new 

pope returned to Avignon.  Now, who was the real pope?  Both Urban and Clement had been lawfully 



62 
 

elected by the same cardinals; did they really have the freedom to change their mind about a papal 

conclave?   

The trouble with the Schism 

For the next 39 years (1378-1417) this problem, historically known as the Western Schism, divided and 

confused the great and small of Europe.  Who is the true leader of the church?  The rival papacies could 

have ended if, when either Urban or Clement died, their respective cardinals refused to elect a 

successor. Unfortunately, no one was in the mood for giving up their power for the sake of reunifying 

the church. 

 Finally, the University of Paris (and many other theologians) proposed that a council be called to 

determine who was the valid pope.  In 1409, the Council of Pisa was called which ended up deposing the 

popes in Rome and Avignon and electing another.  Unfortunately, neither the Roman or Avignonese 

pope recognized this election, and for a while there were actually three people claiming to be the true 

successor of St. Peter.  

Eventually, this ‘third Pope’ (Alexander V) died and another pope was elected in his place who took the 

name John XXIII.  So at this point in time, there were three papal lines developing:  The Roman papacy, 

the Avignon papacy and the Pisan papacy. 

Before moving to the resolution of the Western Schism, let me interject that within this drama a 

solution was proposed that had it been followed, would likely have changed the course of church 

history.  After the Council of Pisa, there grew a consensus among many theologians and church leaders 

that while popes are elected to lead the church in the tradition of the Apostle Peter, they are still 

accountable for their actions and can be held responsible for any misdeeds or crimes by the entire 

church, embodied by a lawfully-convened church council. 

  Such a church council had the right to depose a pope, reverse an election, or even punish a pope if the 

circumstances warranted.  A further entailment of this idea, known as Conciliarism, was that if a pope 

were guilty of heresy (this was before popes were declared officially infallible,) he was already deposed 

by God and therefore a council would merely ratify what God had already decreed.  This idea makes 

sense on a couple of levels.  

First, when one person has unlimited authority and great resources, they become tremendously 

vulnerable to corruption.  Many disorders occurred within the papacy over the centuries for just this 

reason.  If the pope were divine, this would not be necessary, but since he does have a fallen nature as a 

human being, no matter how sanctified he is, accountability could never hurt and only help.  Secondly, 

what better authority than a church council?  Councils of bishops (representing the universal church) did 

a fantastic job in antiquity defining dogma in the face of heresy.  The Nicene Creed and the 

Chalcedonian Definition have been embraced by nearly all Christians because they truly represent the 

deposit of faith left us by Christ and the Apostles.  If a council can do a good job with the mysteries of 
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the Godhead, keeping a pope on the straight and narrow would be relatively easy by comparison.  Now, 

back to our story. 

Constance and Conciliarism 

 

Modern Day Konstanz Germany 

Pope John XXIII had an air of legitimacy based on the fact the Pisan line originated from this first attempt 

at Conciliarism.  In hopes of healing the schism and no doubt attaining the ability to assert his authority 

over the entire church, John called the Council of Constance in 1414.  Constance (Konstanz) is in 

modern-day Germany on Lake Constance on the border with Switzerland.  Constance was a perfect 

location and a significantly more neutral location than anywhere in France or Italy.  The rival popes of 

Rome and Avignon were summoned but refused to attend and give any legitimacy to the church council.  

Just to show how important this was to Europe, nearly 1500 delegates attended this council which was 

not surpassed until the 20th century Second Vatican Council.  Pope John XXIII arrived in great pomp with 

a retinue of cardinals and 1600 mounted horseman.  He was housed in the bishop’s palace and given a 

gift of eight casks of wine and a drinking cup of gold and silver from the city.  John had every reason to 

have high hopes (and it wasn’t just the eight casks of wine doing the talking either!).  He called the 

council and was the only one to show up.  Who else would the Council of Constance choose? 

Here’s the part of the story I haven’t let you in on yet.  Pope John XXIII was and always had been a 

criminal.  Early in life he had actually been a pirate, and later while serving as a cardinal he ran a gang of 

thieves who would hold up and rob the rich in their carriages.  As he moved up the ladder in the church, 

the Medici family of Florence (renown or notorious depending on how you view bankers and financiers) 

helped secure his election as pope at the Council of Pisa.  After becoming pope, since he had never been 

more than a layman, it was decided he should be officially ordained as a priest.  And it just so happens 

that after his election, the Medici Bank was officially selected as the bank of the new pope!  As one 
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writer has said “…he takes the palm for combining with his papal functions the basest iniquity known to 

human nature.”  Like many who are criminally minded, I think John XXIII honestly thought he was too 

smart for his past to ever catch up to him. 

A large “to do” list for the Council 

The Council of Constance certainly had other pieces of business to tend to, such as burning the reformer 

Jan Hus at the stake as a heretic and condemning John Wycliffe the English reformer who translated the 

first English Bible as a heretic (he was actually dead by then so his bones were to be dug up and 

desecrated in some way), but for the most part the first part of the council turned into the trial of Pope 

John. 

Nearly 70 charges were brought against the pope, including murdering his predecessor Alexander V by 

poisoning, selling church offices over and over again, selling the head of John the Baptist (or at least 

some skull they thought was John’s) for 50,000 ducats, adultery with his brother’s wife, fornication with 

nuns, and several charges of sodomy.  He was also accused of not believing in heaven or the final 

judgement.  Of course, living as John XXIII did, this might have just been an expressed hope more than a 

doctrine. 

Six months after his triumphal entrance into Constance, Pope John XXIII saw where things were going 

and fled the city under cover of darkness.  In his absence, the council deposed him for his many crimes 

and a search was made until he was finally captured and jailed in Germany.  Later he signed an official 

document making him only the 3rd pope up to that time to ever resign.  Unbelievably, we have not heard 

the last of John XXIII yet, but we’ll come back to him at the end of the story. 

Once the council had cleared the Pisan pope, they deliberated for some time between the pope of the 

Roman line (Gregory XII) and the Avignon line (Benedict XIII).  The council secured the resignation of 

Gregory and asked the same of Benedict, who refused, and so the council excommunicated him.  Even 

after the Western Schism ended, Benedict continued for quite some time afterward making claims he 

was the true pope.  He died in exile, and with him, so ended forever the Avignon papacy.  This left the 

council with the election of a new pope who would be the sole leader of Christendom.  There were 

divided ballots, but eventually the election went to Martin V who was a cardinal and was from a 

distinguished Roman family.  At last the Western Schism had been healed. 

Martin V was elected in 1417.  Because of the schism, there was a new policy put in place that had all 

the force of a church council behind it.  The Pope retained his authority over the church but now was 

made subject to the reforms and authority of a church council that was to be called every five years.  

Pope Martin abided by this rule to the letter of the law, but he assiduously avoided attending any of 

them himself.  He would send his legate (an official representative), and since popes had the right to call 

and close councils, he would always move for early closure of the council.  Martin V received his power 

from the council, but his papacy was marked with increasing his authority, not sharing it with the larger 

body of church leadership. 
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Yes, there was a pope who was a 

pirate 

Due to the disarray in papal finances caused by the 

years of the Western Schism, Martin looked for 

additional ways of taxing and bringing in a cash flow.  

This continued many of the abuses such as selling 

church offices and indulgences that were the subject of 

the later Reformation.  Martin represents a turning 

point, where the Papacy could have allowed room for 

reform through councils.  Instead, his greatest 

achievement was avoiding reform anyway he could.  

Martin would serve as pope another 14 years before his 

death at age 62. 

Getting back to the story of John XXIII, the year after 

Martin V’s election, the Medici managed to purchase 

his freedom for a very large sum of money.  Now 

stripped of his papal name, he was known as Baldassare 

Cossa and he returned to Florence under the watchful 

eye of his patrons.  Surely with more Medici money greasing the skids, Cossa was made a bishop again 

by Martin V, after signing an agreement of total submission to his papacy.  Cossa did not live much 

longer, and when he died the Medici family commissioned a beautiful tomb for him inside St. John’s 

baptistery in Florence.  Millions of tourists visit this building every year, not knowing the grave on the 

wall belongs to the only pope who was a pirate.  

Believe it or not, Pope Martin V is still a source of cash 

flow for the church to this day.  His grave is located in 

front of the altar in St. John Lateran Basilica in Rome.  

His grave which has the inscription that he “was the 

joy of his times,” apparently produces the same for 

others who visit it.  It is a Roman custom to throw 

coins on top of his grave (sort of an ecclesial version 

of throwing coins in Trevi Fountain), and so on any 

given day there is no shortage of coins which the 

church must pick up and put in the bank. 

Crisis was averted for now, but a greater breach in the church was to come exactly 100 years after the 

election of Martin V.  And John XXIII?  There will be another in the 20th century who takes this name, but 

this John was a saint. 

Antipope John XXIII 

Grave of Martin V, St. John Lateran, Rome 
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Chapter 16   Pope Nicholas V (1447-1455) The Book Collector of Rome 

To some degree, the papacy has always collected important documents and writings throughout the 

history of the church.  In a way this is characteristic of Christianity which is a “word-centered” religion. 

So much so that in addition to popularizing the codex (an early bound book) over the scroll, one of the 

Scriptural names of Jesus Christ is Logos (the “Divine Word”).  Unfortunately, there was no long-term 

vision for any sort of papal library and collections, which were often the personal property of the 

individual popes.  These were often distributed among  family members or friends upon their passing. 

From the late 13th century and through the 16th century, there was a great cultural movement afoot in 

Europe, and especially Italy, called by historians the Renaissance (Rebirth).  Petrarch, a poet and writer 

who is considered the father of Renaissance Humanism, actually lived and worked for the papacy in 

Avignon (see chapter 15).  He began reading and reproducing the style of ancient Greek and Roman 

literature which soon became the fashion,  imitated by many others in art, architecture and learning.  

The “rebirth” aspect of the Renaissance was defined by elements of antiquity selectively brought 

forward into the Christian world of the Middle-Ages.   

I emphasize the word “selective” because there was present a 

glorification of the past burdened with a certain nostalgia that 

ignored the reason which made a “renaissance” necessary: 

the civilizations of Classical Greece and Rome had 

disintegrated.  But this is not to deprecate the Renaissance; 

the past is often a treasure chest of wisdom which nourishes 

the present, and the ancient world seemed a rich source of 

nourishment to the mind which inspired further and greater 

cultural achievements in that day. 

Although the Renaissance was wide-spread in its influence 

throughout  Europe, it enjoyed special patronage within the 

papacy.  In fact, some of the popes during this time were more 

committed to the Renaissance than to Christianity (and this 

will be very apparent in some of the chapters ahead).  On 

balance though, most saw this cultural period as something  beneficial to all of mankind and helpful in 

the promotion of the Christian faith.  One of these was Pope Nicholas V. 

The brilliance of Nicholas V 

Nicholas V was a markedly religious man known for his sanctity, but he was definitely more interested in 

leading the Renaissance than engineering reforms in the church.  His vision tied directly to his love of 

books and literature.  Nicholas V was not just a collector but an extremely learned man.  One humanist 

scholar said of him, ‘What Nicholas does not know is outside the realm of human knowledge!’  Nicholas 

wanted to make Rome the academic center of the world by amassing a literary collection so large that it 

would attract the most brilliant minds and scholars of Europe.  

Pope Nicholas V 



67 
 

Renaissance humanism should not be understood as having any connection to the secular humanism of 

today.  Secular humanism has no place for God and makes man the measure of all things, which seems a 

less crass way of saying man is actually his own god.  Renaissance humanism included sacred studies, 

fully acknowledging the existence of God but also looked to the earth and the knowledge that man had 

accumulated.   The Renaissance affirmed the value of man in this life, not just a future in heaven. 

The Renaissance also inspired different patterns of scholarship.  Medieval scholarship centered around 

accumulating inherited knowledge.  An exemplar of this era was Peter Lombard’s Sentence, a 

compendium of comments from ancient Bible teachers on various passages of the Bible.  Lombard took 

the knowledge of other authorities and brought it together in one place where it could be studied.  

Though helpful as a tool, such a compendium eventually elevated the authority of commentator above 

Scripture itself.  The Renaissance emphasis can be summarized as ad fontes, Latin for “back to the 

sources.” 

This was true for the reading of all ancient literature, but it was especially true of the Bible.  Scholars 

wanted to read the Bible in the original Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic and therefore needed to acquire 

Biblical manuscripts in these languages.   The need to develop a means of understanding the languages 

was met by developing grammars and lexicons.  Such studies were extremely beneficial, not only to the 

church, but also to the entire world as ancient texts were collected, copied, and later mass-produced 

when printing was developed.  Most of the ancient literature we have today from Plato, Aristotle, 

Cicero, Homer and the rest is a result of this movement and its unique scholarship. 

Taking advantage of a difficult situation 

As mentioned before, Nicholas V was a collector of books, and collectors are always looking for an  

opportunity to add to their collections.  During his pontificate a very significant event in world history 

provided just such an opportunity.  In 1453, more than 1000 years since its founding by Constantine the 

Great, the city of Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul) fell to the Turks.  Constantinople was the capital 

of the Eastern Roman Empire, the very heart and center of Greek Orthodox Christianity.  The Turks had 

been whittling away at the Roman Empire for centuries, and the prize was Constantinople which would 

become an Islamic capital. While the siege of Constantinople was underway, Nicholas V called Europe to 

defend their fellow Christians from the Turks.  By 1453, no pope had successfully launched a crusade in 

several hundred years, and Nicholas was no exception.  Christendom had been there, done that, and 

wasn’t interested in a fight it might win but couldn’t sustain.  Nicholas was able to raise enough funds to 

send some warships, but they were too few and too late to make a difference.  From that point until the 

present, the Eastern Church has lived under Muslim rule and has struggled for survival. 
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The Final Siege of Constantinople in 1453 

As the great Eastern capital fell, there came a steady stream of refugee scholars flowing into Rome.  

With them they brought loads of ancient manuscripts filled with biblical, literary, and scientific material.  

Nicholas gladly purchased many thousands of these for his collection at the Vatican.  Additionally, he 

spent large sums of money having many of these manuscripts copied for placement in universities all 

over Europe, that original source material might be better studied.  Nicholas also arranged for many of 

these exiled scholars, experts in the biblical languages of Hebrew and Greek, to get teaching posts.   

Prior to this, the Church had been quite content to read the scriptures from the Latin version sponsored 

by another pope (see chapter 4) over 1000 years before.  It wasn’t long until some of these new found 

manuscripts were compared and compiled into an updated Greek New Testament, known as the Textus 

Receptus, by a Catholic scholar named Erasmus.  This new text became the basis of further studies and 

comparisons, challenging the Roman Catholic Church as some of its doctrines were based more on the 

text of the Vulgate than upon the original language of the New Testament.  This challenge was one of 

the many threads reformers pulled on in the 16th century and was met by Rome in the Council of Trent 

nearly a century later.  The Council’s decision:  the Vulgate is the official translation of the Bible, and 

Catholics will be doing what it says to do, end of discussion.  Well, at least for a few more centuries. 

Getting back to Nicholas V, he was to live only a few more years before ill-health took him, willing his 

entire personal collection to the Vatican Library.  This start was built upon by subsequent popes, and 

today the Roman Catholic Church possesses one of the largest and oldest collections of ancient 

literature in the world, including some of the oldest fragments of the Bible found to date. 
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At present, the Vatican Library preserves over 180,000 manuscripts (including 80,000 archival units), 

1,600,000 printed books, over 8,600 incunabula (early printed books), over 300,000 coins and medals, 

150,000 prints, drawings and engravings and over 150,000 photographs.  It is currently opened only for 

credentialed scholars, due to the delicacy of the ancient works.  However, the Vatican Library is in the 

process of digitizing most of its collection in high definition in order to share it online with the entire 

world.  Pope Nicholas would be both astonished and pleased. 

 

Chapter 17  Pope Pius II (1458-1464) Preserving the Ancient World for Posterity 

Aside from all the beautiful churches, art galleries and museums in Rome, two favorites with visitors is 

the Colosseum and the ruins of the Roman Forum.  Today these artifacts of the Roman Empire and the 

time of the Caesars are carefully preserved that they might be seen, enjoyed, and studied by future 

generations, but it was not always so.  When these buildings were originally built, they were meant to 

impress visitors with the greatness, strength and stability of the Roman Empire.  There’s something 

about building with marble that says, “Hey, were going to be here a while!”  Even though these buildings 

lay in ruins today, often reduced to fragments, they still carry enough residue of greatness to impress.  

They also serve as a melancholy reminder to the living that, like people, civilizations also have an 

expiration date (Acts 17:26). 

The person who saved the ruins of Rome was Pope Pius II.  Pius wasn’t always a religious man.  In fact in 

his early life he was a popular novelist, writing what we would call “soft-porn” today.  Severe illness 

brought about a spiritual awakening in him causing him to turn away from his dissolute life (that 

included fathering 4 illegitimate sons with different mothers).  He entered the priesthood, and his skills 

as an orator and negotiator sped his rise to bishop and later cardinal. 

The crusade of Pius II 

 Since the start of his papacy, Pius II felt a deep desire to raise a crusade to liberate Constantinople from 

the Ottoman Turks (see chapter 16).  But Pius did something no other pope did.  In addition to a 

preaching tour to promote the crusade, he offered to lead it.  After much promotion, he traveled to 

Venice, the planned point of departure for his army.  When he arrived, he found only a handful of 

soldiers had answered his call.   
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Either his preaching wasn’t as 

inspirational as he thought, or his 

audience didn’t care to be led 

into battle by a renaissance man 

of letters.  Whatever the cause of 

failure, Pius II was crestfallen and 

died shortly after some (said of a 

broken heart.)  But before he left 

Rome, he had “taken the cross,” 

sewing an emblem of the cross on 

his garment, as did every 

Crusader who took the vow to 

fight the infidel.  Thus technically, 

Pius died a crusader, even if his 

crusade didn’t work out so well. 

 

Among Pius II’s lasting achievements was Rome’s first piece of legislation (1462) protecting ancient 

monuments of the classical age from further destruction.  In the years prior, the ancient buildings of 

Rome had been routinely cannibalized for their marble and other rare stones (often incorporated into 

newer church buildings or homes).  Sometimes beautiful Roman columns were burned and then crushed 

for their lime which was prized as a building material.  In the years since the papacy’s return from 

Avignon (see chapter 15), there had grown a strong desire to restore Rome from a decayed squalor to its 

former beauty.  One sad consequence of that impulse entailed the destruction of old buildings and 

monuments that blocked the straightening or widening of roads (a rare thing to find in Rome).  

Subsequent popes sponsored restoration of the Colosseum and preservation of buildings and statuary 

throughout the city.  Although these artifacts were not considered Christian (some were actually pagan), 

the papacy saw fit to save them as a cultural patrimony for the entire world. 

Chapter 18   Pope Alexander VI (1492-1503) Exploring and Exploiting the New World 

Pope Alexander VI is the only pope of memory whose life was so full 

of crime, ambition, and sexual exploits that it has inspired multiple 

movies and television series for modern viewers.  Even the most 

charitable evaluation of this man’s life and family would show him to 

be more a successor of Judas Iscariot than of St. Peter.  But, unholy 

or not, Alexander did make a contribution which had a profound 

effect on the future history of the world. Rodrigo Borgia was born in 

Valencia, Spain and was the nephew of Pope Callixtus III (the pope 

between Nicholas V [chapter 16] and Pius II [chapter 17]).   

 Pius II preserved the Roman ruins from further destruction 
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Callixtus launched his nephew’s career in the church at an early age, placing him on a trajectory of 

wealth, position, and power.  Eventually, Borgia became a cardinal and held high office in the Vatican 

which provided him a platform from which to amass a 

personal fortune.  Through deal-making, betrayal, and 

some well-placed bribes at a papal conclave, he was 

eventually elected pope in 1492 and took the name 

Alexander VI. 

As a cardinal, Borgia was known to have had several 

mistresses (a least one whom hailed from a powerful 

Roman family) and through these relationships fathered 

four children.  As pope, he did nothing to conceal either 

his relationships or his children (who were adults by this 

time) but simply had the whole family move in with him at 

the Vatican.  Through arranged marriages and alliances, 

Alexander was able to promote all his children to positions 

of great power and wealth, solidifying and expanding his 

own power accordingly.  

 

Alexander was a man caught in a vice of his own making.  Though very religious and devout, he could 

not tame his passions and ambitions even when he resolved to do so.  He was an able administrator, full 

of ideas on how best to reform the church (probably in the same way a fox knows how best to organize 

a henhouse) .  But the church ended up always taking a back seat to his personal plans. 

The Treaty of Tordesillas 

Aside from his notorious children, Pope Alexander VI is best remembered for his role in the Treaty of 

Tordesillas.  Being a Spaniard and a pope living in the era of Columbus (he was elected in 1492), he 

played a part in settling a major dispute between Spain and Portugal.  Both these superpowers had 

recently begun exploring the New World, and competition was fierce for new territories and colonies 

and the vast wealth that came with them.  

 

Although 

Columbus had 

discovered the 

New World on 

behalf of Spain, 

Portugal also 

claimed a right 

Lucrezia Borgia was Alexander's favorite daughter 
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to colonies in the west.  To settle the dispute between these deeply Catholic countries, Pope Alexander 

literally divided the world into two parts.  Everything west of the Azores islands was rightfully Spain’s 

and all that was east of them belonged to Portugal.  Alexander also gave the monarchs control of the 

church in their colonized lands, something which later required much labor and reform. 

This allocation was known as “the papal line of demarcation” and was published in the papal bull Inter 

catera  (“Among other works”) in 1497.  To many observers this action seemed skewed to favor Spain, 

hardly surprising since Pope Alexander was from the Kingdom of Aragon.  This line of demarcation put 

Brazil, as easternmost territory in South America, within Portuguese jurisdiction (which is why the 

Brazilian language today has a Portuguese foundation).  The treaty also encouraged Portugal to develop 

different trade routes, opening access to colonies in Africa and India, which heightened Spanish focus on 

the new world.   

A fascinating conjecture asks what would have happened if Portugal had been turned westward and 

Spain eastward instead?  Would both nations have remained focused on South America alone?  Spain 

held the modern state of Florida as one of their colonies from 1513 until a decade before the 

Revolution.  Would both powers have continued northward in a competition for new lands had they not 

been pre-occupied with the gold and rich resources they were gathering in South America?  As it stood, 

North America, especially the eastern seaboard, remained largely a wilderness for another century, 

staying open for settlements such as Plymouth Plantation and Jamestown and opening the door for 

America’s founding 150 years later.  No doubt, God’s providence was guiding events towards this end, 

but He might have received help from an unlikely ally in Pope Alexander VI and his papal line of 

demarcation. 

It is believed Rodrigo Borgia (Alexander VI) was killed by poisoning.  The irony is he may have poisoned 

himself.  It is likely he tainted the wine of a bishop he had invited to dinner (Borgia apparently used this 

trick often to remove people he wanted out of the way!) but lost track of which bottle held the deadly 

vintage.  During the course of dinner, he accidentally consumed wine from the wrong bottle, got sick 

that night, and died a few days later.  It’s a great reminder that those who devise a trap for others will 

eventually be caught in it themselves (Prov. 26:27). 

 

Chapter 19   Pope Julius II (1503-1513) Warrior of the Renaissance 

 

Julius II was one of those people we call “larger than life” in his person and presence.  Elected at age 60, 

Julius was tall, athletic, and had a thick beard.  One of his first pronouncements as the new pontiff was 

that any pope who bribes a conclave should be deposed.  In a normal setting it would have been 

heartening to hear the pope vocally condemning corruption; however, Julius II had achieved his election 

by direct bribery of the conclave, and thus his statement spoke simply of his galling arrogance. 
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Few people loved pope Julius II, but he was universally feared, 

which earned him the Italian nickname “Il Terrible,” roughly 

translated “the awe-inspiring one.” Not one to be overly 

focused on heaven, “Il Terrible” focused on the earthly issues 

of getting the papal house in order.  This meant waging and 

leading war to retake lands that had once belonged to the 

papacy and had been lost.  Income from these reoccupied 

lands would restore fiscal soundness to the Vatican, a quality 

much neglected or depleted by his immediate predecessors. 

Sadly, Julius’ personal life was anything but in order.  He was 

incredibly coarse-mouthed, known to be a syphilis infected 

bisexual with a penchant for under-age suitors, and suffering 

gout from his many overindulgences including a large appetite 

for alcohol.  As grievous as these offenses were, Julius’ gravest 

sin was the pleasure he derived from war.  Bloodlust is a terrible vice in anyone but especially 

unexpected in a pope.  

The ‘wicked pope’ 

Ironically, this man, whom other European monarchs (not necessarily themselves examples of virtue) 

called a wicked pope, was responsible for building the new St. Peter’s Basilica which stands today.  Julius 

razed the old basilica which had stood for a millennium and laid the foundation stone of the new edifice 

which was finally completed 100 years later (lightning speed by comparison to the building schedule for 

most cathedrals.)  Julius II was also the one who goaded Michelangelo, the great sculptor, to lay down 

his chisels for paintbrushes and create the frescoes of the Sistine Chapel.  Another noteworthy painter, 

Raphael Sanzio, was also commissioned by Julius to create many of the now famous paintings in the 

Papal apartments, his 

breathtaking School of Athens 

among them. 

Julius and Michelangelo quarreled 

constantly over the design and 

length of time it took to paint the 

ceiling.  Julius rarely paid the 

artist, and at one point 

Michelangelo abandoned the 

project out of anger.  Eventually, 

the two came to a détente and 

were able to continue.  By the 

way, one of the folktales 

associated with the phrase “for 

Julius II hardly looks like the warrior pope here 

Michelangelo Buonaratti 
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Pete’s sake,” is that it originated when an importunate Michelangelo admonished Julius to at least pay 

his workers for “Peter’s sake.”  It could have happened, but probably didn’t. 

Julius and Henry VIII 

A little remembered detail about Pope Julius II is that he gave a young and love-smitten Henry VIII the 

dispensation he required to marry his late brother Arthur’s wife Catherine of Aragon.  This decision 

would later sprout into the English Reformation and the later break with the Catholic Church when 

Henry was certain (based on Leviticus 18:16) that God disapproved of his marriage to Catherine because 

their children kept dying, leaving Henry without an heir.  

It was also to the Rome of Julius II that Martin Luther, a newly minted Augustinian monk, paid his first 

visit.  Luther’s disgust with the immorality of the city and the excesses of the Roman church would later 

erupt in his writings after his break with Rome.  But this was to be a retrospective anger as Luther, in the 

moment, was quite enchanted with all the religious relics and sites he was able to experience.  

Although the church might have been better off without the likes of Pope Julius II, the world today 

would have been poorer for the lack of beauty we now enjoy in the art of the Vatican.  His complex 

motives, which included enhancing the prestige of his papacy through a legacy of great art and 

architecture, are doubtless connected to his great ego, but who could imagine a world without the 

Sistine Chapel or the majesty of St. Peter’s Basilica? 

Pope Julius II lived only four months after Michelangelo completed the Sistine frescoes.  Michelangelo 

would go on to live, paint, and sculpt for another 52 years, but he did so with a terrible pain in his neck.  

Some say it was the odd position in which he painted the ceiling of the Sistine, or was it a reminder of  

his former boss Julius II?  We’ll never know. 

 

Chapter 20   Pope Leo X  (1513-1521) Pope of the Protestant Reformation  

 

To fully appreciate who Pope Leo X was, it is necessary to 

address his family of origin.  Giovanni di Medici (Leo X) was the 

second son of the de facto ruler of the Republic of Florence 

Lorenzo di Medici (called by Florentines “Lorenzo the 

Magnificent”).  Lorenzo the Magnificent was a man of public 

affairs and politics who lived at the peak of the Renaissance.  His 

personal passions were ancient literature and art, which he 

generously patronized for his personal enjoyment and the 

beautification of his city.  One artist Lorenzo discovered was a 

teenager about the same age as his son Giovanni, a young man 

by the name of Michelangelo Buonaratti.  Michelangelo (and 

Pope Leo X 
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many other important artists) often lived in the great Medici palace, and Leo X later said of him that “he 

was like a brother.” 

When Giovanni was just three years old, his father was attacked in an assassination plot that came to be 

known as the Pazzi conspiracy.  The Archbishop of Pisa and Pope Sixtus IV sponsored this plot, which 

was a knife attack on the Medicis during Easter Service.  Although his brother was killed, Lorenzo 

escaped with a stab wound.    The plan to break Medici power in Florence failed; Medici power survived 

and began to grow roots inside the papacy.  By the way, Pope Sixtus IV built the Sistine chapel, which 

later had its ceiling painted by Lorenzo’s protégé Michelangelo. 

A Bride for the Pope’s Son 

A decade after the Pazzi conspiracy, Pope Innocent VIII, who apparently wasn’t as innocent as his name 

suggests, was seeking a suitable wife for his illegitimate son, with an eye towards strengthening family 

power.  What more suitable family than the Medici?  Innocent approached Lorenzo about his daughter 

Maddalena (about 15 years old) as a match for his son Giovanni (aged 13).  Lorenzo agreed on the 

condition that Giovanni immediately be made a cardinal.  The bargain was struck, and the Medici now 

had a family member, albeit a young one, ensconced in the papal curia. 

That young Giovanni was destined for the church was never doubted by his parents.  The night before 

his birth, his mother dreamed she was laying in the middle of Florence’s cathedral where, and after 

much writhing in agony, she gave birth not to a baby but to a great lion!  The parents took the birthplace 

of  the dream as symbolic of his future(he was actually born at home) and his future papal name Leo 

was taken  from the Latin for lion. 

Giovanni was present for the elections of Alexander VI (chapter 18) and Julius II (chapter 19), the 

nephew of Pope Sixtus IV who plotted to kill his father Lorenzo.  When Julius II died, the Papal Conclave 

had hoped that the youth and strong piety of Giovanni di Medici might bring much needed reform to 

the church.  So in 1513, 37 year old Giovanni was 

elected and took the name Leo X.  Once the pope had 

tried to kill the Medici; now a Medici was the pope! 

Leo’s papacy was greeted with great joy in Rome.  After 

the last two popes, the people were relieved to have a 

pope who was known to be deeply religious.  Or 

perhaps they knew that this pope, with his extravagant 

tastes, deep pockets, and boundless appetite 

(sometimes he would eat 65 course dinners) could be a 

boost to the local economy on several fronts. Everyone 

knew Leo X was a bon vivant.  What can you say about a 

man who kept a pet elephant named Hanno (a white 

elephant, no less) and regularly had dwarves, buffoons, 

jugglers, and poets entertain at his evening suppers and Drawing of Leo's elephant Hanno 
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sumptuous musical events?  Although there is no proof for it, there is a long tradition that Leo famously 

said upon his election, “God has given us the papacy, now let us enjoy it.”  If he never said it with words, 

he certainly did with his actions.    

Within the first year of his pontificate, the papal household had swollen to nearly 700 servants.  

Patronage of the smartest minds, best writing talents and most gifted artists flowed from the papacy in 

such volume that Rome was transformed from a city in decay and decline into a thriving cultural hub.  In 

addition to promoting the Renaissance in Rome and furthering Biblical scholarship among the clergy,  

Leo was also very generous towards the poor and disadvantaged in the city.  He even tried to launch a 

crusade against the Ottoman Turks. 

 There was also an expectation that he would support the completion of the new St. Peter’s Basilica 

started by Julius II.  Unfortunately, Leo went through money like the Medici he was and found the papal 

treasury unable to keep up with his wild spending.  With his coffers empty, Leo turned to the selling of 

church offices (or simony) which ultimately put him on a collision course with controversy resulting in 

the schism known as the Protestant Reformation.   

Albert’s newest acquisition 

Archbishop Albert, who already had his see, wanted 

another.  In 1514, the Archbishopric of Mainz became 

vacant.  Albert was only 23 years old (legally too young 

to be a bishop in any case) and was forbidden by 

canon law to hold two offices.  But greed and need 

coincided, and Leo granted him the necessary 

dispensation to acquire a second bishopric.   In turn, a 

large sum of money was paid to Leo in addition to 

other customary fees which routinely changed hands 

whenever a bishop’s seat was filled.  The fee was so 

large that Albert needed to get financing to pay for it.  

No doubt, Leo helped arrange the financing, as the 

Medici family had connections with most of bankers in 

Europe. Leo, in turn, authorized the selling of 

indulgences in Albert’s archdiocese, helping to finance 

St. Peter’s Basilica and intending to split the total 

proceeds with Albert.  Albert could then pay back his 

massive loan, and Leo could partially refill the papal 

treasury.  Protestant historian Merle D’Aubigne 

accused Leo of lying about using the money for St. 

Peter’s, hoping instead to purchase a rare manuscript 

of the ancient poet, Livy, for his personal library.  



77 
 

Two years before this event, an Augustinian monk by the name of Martin Luther had received his doctor 

of theology degree and was contracted to teach Bible and theology at the newly founded University of 

Wittenberg.  During this period, Luther was undergoing a spiritual transformation in his own life.  As he 

studied the scriptures, the assurance was growing that Christ loved and accepted him based on grace 

and Luther’s simple trust.  As this assurance grew stronger, Luther shared his newfound faith with his 

colleagues at the university, many of whom soon came to a similar conclusion that this was the plain 

teaching of the gospel.  The more Luther studied scripture, the less confidence he had that the Roman 

Catholic system was truly representing the faith delivered once for all by Christ and the Apostles.  He 

had no desire to leave the church but sought to do what he could from within to bring reform where 

necessary. 

Albert’s main indulgence salesman was a Dominican monk named John Tetzel, whose extravagant 

claims and high pressure sales techniques were as equally offensive as the abuse of power being 

exercised by the Archbishop and Pope Leo X.  Luther had heard some of Tetzel’s disturbing claims during 

his sales pitch.  One such claim was this indulgence was so powerful that you would be spared entirely 

from the wrath of God even if you were to rape Mary, the mother of God.  Another was “as soon as the 

money enters the chest (his locked money vault,) another soul in purgatory flies to heavenly rest!”  

Tetzel had not yet come to Wittenberg and had he done so, I wonder if he and Luther wouldn’t have had 

a fist fight right out on the street. 

 

There is a great story about Tetzel 

being made the victim of his own 

salesmanship.  Apparently, a knight 

had come to him to purchase an 

indulgence in order to take revenge 

on his enemy.  When Tetzel was 

reassured this wouldn’t entail 

murder, he sold the knight an 

indulgence after raising the price on 

it considerably.  The next day, as 

Tetzel was moving to another city, 

the same knight, now in disguise, 

ambushed Tetzel and his party and 

stole the money box.  Later, he was 

arrested and brought to trial where 

Tetzel asked that the heaviest of penalties be brought against this robber of God’s money.  When the 

thieving knight was asked to testify, he presented the indulgence he had purchased from Tetzel so that 

he could rob him.  The judge acquitted him then and there! 

 

Dominican Friar Johann Tetzel selling indulgences 
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Martin Luther 

Even though Luther was a professor of theology, he was also a monk, and in that day it was very 

common for priests and monks to hear weekly confession in the church.  It was there at confession that 

Luther was spurred to action.  When he questioned two of his parishioners if they had repented of their 

sins, he was told they had no intention of repenting because they had bought Tetzel’s indulgence in the 

next town over and were really enjoying 

their sins. 

This event was the catalyst for Luther’s 95 

Theses which were publicly posted on the 

door of the Wittenberg Church on the eve 

of All Saints Day 1517 (in modern English 

“Halloween”).  The 95 Theses were points 

for a debate Luther wanted to have on the 

whole issue of indulgences (see chapter 

14), and the door of the church was where 

all such public notices were posted.  He 

never did get to debate his theses, but they 

were a sensation at the time, printed and 

circulated to great acclaim all over Europe 

within weeks.  One of those who read them 

was the HRE Maximilian who then wrote to Luther’s boss, Prince Frederick, congratulating him on 

having such a champion of truth at his college.  No doubt, copies made their way to Rome as well! 

 

What is less well known is that in addition to posting his 95 Theses that night, Luther wrote a heartfelt 

letter to Archbishop Albert to make him aware a nefarious plot was unfolding in his diocese where 

innocent Christian people were being sold worthless indulgences by people falsely claiming that he (the 

archbishop) had authorized them.  Little did Luther know that both his archbishop and his pope were in 

on this scheme together. 

That Luther’s controversy with indulgences and later with the papacy was well-known throughout 

Europe is evidenced by England’s King Henry VIII, himself a loyal churchman, writing of a book called In 

Defense of the Seven Sacraments.  This book, which defended the entire Roman system, was celebrated 

by Leo X, who in gratitude, conferred upon Henry the title ‘Defender of the Faith,’ a title still used by the 

monarchy today (though completely out of its original context).  Luther read the book and described it 

as the “words of a hog.”  King Henry was utterly incensed that a commoner like Luther would have the 

audacity to speak of a Christian monarch in that way.  Times were changing. 

Leo X would have nothing of Martin Luther’s call to reform.  He was the Pope, Luther was just a monk 

and monks could be put in their place.  After several years of trying to deal with Luther administratively 

Luther posting his 95 Theses at Wittenberg, Germany 
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by trying to discredit him and then by bribing him, 

Pope Leo took up the gauntlet and officially 

excommunicated Luther as a heretic.  

Luther was not naïve about the papacy but honestly 

believed Pope Leo X was a good man who would 

change things if he could.    He believed the 

corruption of the Church came primarily from the 

Cardinals and upper clergy.  Even when he received 

his letter of excommunication from the Pope, 

Luther thought it was a forgery from some enemies 

within the Church.  Disillusioned, Luther began a 

more in-depth study of papal decrees from the 

Middle Ages and grew more and more disgusted.  

He wrote to his friend Spalatin, “I do not know 

whether the pope is antichrist himself, or his 

apostle, so greatly is Christ misrepresented and 

crucified in them.”  As his thinking matured, Luther 

concluded that the Pope needed to resign all temporal power (i.e. the Papal states) and restrict his 

ministry to the city of Rome where perhaps he could regain credibility.  Oddly enough, both of these 

things came to pass,  though not in Leo or Luther’s lifetimes.   

Leo’s worst mistake was to excommunicate Luther,  since an offended brother is harder to win back 

than a fortified city (Prov. 18:19).   Luther’s impact increased enormously through his books.  His most 

important work was his German Bible, but he also wrote many treatises on the corruption of the papacy 

and the need for reformation.  These too were written in German, not Latin, which meant his ideas were 

accessible to the common man and not just the highly educated.   

At times, Luther was very cruel in his writings.  He even felt so bad about one book he wrote against 

Pope Leo, that he wrote the pope a letter of apology.  The Church tried to get people to stop reading his 

books and even sponsored “Luther” book burnings in various places, but this only caused more public 

interest in what he had written.  They also tried to forbid the reading of Luther’s German Bible, but this 

had the same effect.  Eventually, the church gave up, took Luther’s Bible, put a new cover on it and 

released it as a special Catholic Bible. 

The unfolding of the Protestant break with Rome took many turns and at many points might have been 

forestalled or even prevented, but after a time neither side was willing to give an inch and the schism 

became permanent.  Pope Leo X lived one more year after excommunicating Luther, finally succumbing 

to what some have said was malaria and others slow poisoning. 

 

 

Bust of Leo X as a young cardinal 
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  Within a generation of Leo and Luther, nearly all of Western Europe north of the Alps (including 

England) would become Protestant, while Italy, France, Spain, and Portugal remained within the Roman 

church.   

A lion had been loosed on Europe, and that lion turned out to be, not Leo, but Luther.  When one man 

shirks God’s call to change, He simply raises up another.  And history is forever changed. 

 
Chapter 21  Pope Clement VII (1523-1534) The King’s Urgent Matter 

Giulio Medici was the son of Giuliano Medici, the brother 

of Lorenzo Medici who was killed in the Pazzi Conspiracy 

(see chapter 20).  Raised by his uncle Lorenzo, Giulio 

became a top advisor to his cousin Pope Leo X and was 

eventually made a cardinal.  After Leo’s death in 1521 and 

the very short, fiscally disciplined pontificate of Adrian IV ( 

a Dutchman no less), Giulio was elected by the next 

conclave and took the name Clement VII. 

Clement VII is officially identified as  the last of the 

Renaissance popes ( for reasons to be explained later) and 

as such was a scholar and art lover.  During his pontificate, 

family friend Michelangelo was corralled into doing 

another painting above the altar in the Sistine Chapel .  

This painting, known as The Last Judgment, is every bit as 

magnificent as the ceiling but easier to enjoy because you 

don’t need to crane your neck to look at it.  Also in true 

Medici fashion, Clement continued to enrich the Vatican’s 

collection of manuscripts and art treasures.  But Clement 

VII’s passionate pursuit of humanist learning and art patronage were antithetical to the needs of the 

times.  What was truly needed was a pope with diplomatic skills. 

Clement’s unfortunate reign 

Oddly enough, as a cardinal Clement had acquired solid diplomatic experience, but for whatever reason, 

his pontificate was marked with much misinterpretation and miscalculation in political matters.  Several 

years into his papacy, Clement first aligned himself with the king of France but finding himself on the 

losing side of a power struggle to dominate the Italian peninsula, he reverted back to the Holy Roman 

Emperor Charles V, further complicating his life.  Having defeated the French Army in Italy, Charles V’s 

army, unpaid and quite angry about it, marched to Rome in 1527 and sacked the city in a murderous 

rampage.  Many churches were desecrated, and treasures were taken from the Vatican.   After the Swiss 

guard was virtually wiped out, Clement VII fled in haste to Castel Sant Angelo (see chapter 6) where he 

became a prisoner. 
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This “sack” of Rome was even worse than the barbarian invasions of antiquity.  In this raid, nearly 50% 

of the population of the city died as a result of the violence or the deprivation and disease that followed.  

The papacy was blamed for this horror, and there was much resentment towards Clement VII.  The pope 

was permitted to leave the city and take refuge 75 miles north in Orvieto.  It was here,  after this great 

trauma, that Clement VII was approached by King Henry VIII’s representative asking for a dispensation 

to divorce Catherine of Aragon (so he could marry Ann Boleyn). 

 

Catherine of Aragon, Henry VIII's first wife 

Under normal circumstances, this would have been a small matter for the pope and a great favor to a 

Catholic King, but there was a major problem: Catherine of Aragon was the aunt of Charles V.  Pope 

Clement was already in enough trouble with Charles V and wanted to add nothing more to his list of 

political problems.  So, the pope prevaricated with Henry’s embassy, giving the great politician’s promise 

that he would “look into it” upon his return to Rome.  

Eventually, Clement felt enough pressure to set up a church court to review the king’s matter in 

England.  He sent a legate but gave him no permission to decide the matter.  Before long, the trial was 

recalled to Rome where Clement VII would let the matter die the slow and obscure death of inattention.  

Of course Henry VIII did not put up with this and in the end divorced not only Catherine (technically it 

was ruled an annulment) but also the Roman Catholic Church as well.  

In 1534, Henry VIII published the Act of Supremacy which officially made the king, and not the pope, the 

head of the church in England.  Henry’s claim of headship over the church by a monarch was not new 

but ancient and had only in recent centuries been usurped by the papacy.  From that day forward, with 

the exception of the short reign of Mary I, England moved steadfastly towards becoming a fully 
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 protestant nation.  In turn, this change in England would affect the religious, moral, and ethical 

character of her colonies, especially those destined to become the United States. 

Charles and Clement mend the fence 

Having mended the fence between them, 

Charles V, a deeply-religious man who prayed 

four to five hours a day, pressured Clement VII 

to call a new church council to reform ecclesial 

abuses and hopefully heal the schism with 

churches in Germany.  Once again, Clement 

delayed, finding other things to do besides call 

a council.  He had good reason to hedge, as 

the general mood of the church was to reform 

the abuses of power and wealth which 

Clement and the papal curia were largely 

responsible for and certainly benefitting  from.   

Clement procrastinated, all the while hoping 

Charles V would use his sword to force a 

reunion of the church.  It was this prolonged delay which allowed the Protestant Reformation to take 

hold in Germany and spread.  By 1545, when this long-delayed council actually occurred  (The Council of 

Trent), Clement VII was long dead, Martin Luther had less than a year to live and Protestantism was 

enjoying government support in many places.  Like the East-West Schism of 1054, time and experience 

made the Protestant-Catholic break of 1517 become a permanent one. 

The verdict on Clement VII’s papacy was quite negative.  When he died, all of Rome rejoiced, and his 

corpse and grave were desecrated several times.  Like his cousin Leo X before him, he failed the people 

who had hoped their time under Clement would reflect his name which meant “tranquil.”  Nothing 

could have proved less true.  On the other hand, if you are a Protestant Christian today, you should 

probably be thankful for the Medici popes.  In a way that Martin Luther and the other reformers could 

not, the Medici popes not only clarified what was wrong with the church but were literally the 

embodiment of it.  Sometimes we learn best from a really poor example. 

 

 

 

 

 

Holy Roman Emperor Charles V 
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Chapter 22   Pope Gregory XIII (1572-1585) The Modern Calendar  

In today’s world of satellites, atomic clocks and GPS systems, time is kept with such precision that clocks 

can be recalibrated to stay in sync with the slight variations of the earth’s rotation.  This happened just 

recently (2015) when a “leap second” was added to June to match the planet’s true movement .  The 

United State’s official clock, from which all 

navigation is coordinated, is so accurate that it 

is believed it would take more than a million 

years for its time to be off even one second.  

We may not be any better at managing our 

time, but we take knowing it exactly largely for 

granted. 

Imagine though, going to bed the night of 

October 4, 1582 and waking up the next 

morning to find it was October 15th?  This is 

exactly what happened during the reign of 

Pope Gregory XIII.  Centuries before, at the 

Council of Nicaea in 325, the entire church had 

agreed on a coordinated day for celebrating 

Easter, its highest holy day held in 

commemoration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.   The Council’s formula called for Easter to always 

fall on the first Sunday following the first full moon after the vernal equinox.  There were disagreements 

in some sectors of the church, but for the most part this became a standard practice because it 

separated Easter from the Jewish calendar (which is why Passover does not always precede Easter as it 

does in the Gospel narrative).  What is believed to have been preserved is that Christians technically 

celebrate Easter on the approximate anniversary of the original one. 

The problem with this formula however was that it was based on the Julian calendar of the Roman 

Empire, and over the centuries it became increasingly clear the calendar was not correct.  It wasn’t 

horribly out of sync, but new research discovered the calendar year was 10 minutes and 48 seconds 

longer than the actual time it takes the earth to complete its orbit around the sun.  The Julian calendar, 

introduced by Julius Caesar several decades before the birth of Christ, had accumulated enough of those 

extra minutes by the 16th century that it was off by about a week and a half.  

The Julian calendar corrected 

Easter was actually coming earlier than it should and Pope Gregory, taking the proposed revisions of 

Italian astronomer and chronologist Aloysius Lilius, introduced the new calendar in 1582.  The 

accumulated ten days were dropped, the leap year every four years was introduced, and a few other 

recalculations of the past were made, one placing the birth of Jesus in the year 6 BC.  Gregory also 

proposed that January 1st be the start of the new year instead the traditional Julian date of April 1st.   

Pope Gregory XIII 
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Though mere conjecture, it has been 

suggested that the origins of April Fool’s Day 

are tied to this change, implying you were a 

backwards fool for thinking it was “New 

Year’s Day” in April. 

Predictably, only the countries strongly 

aligned with Roman Catholicism trusted this 

change and readily adopted the Gregorian 

calendar.  It took another century for most 

Protestant countries to embrace the new 

calendar and even longer for countries 

strongly tied to Orthodoxy (whose dislike of 

change is only surpassed by the Amish).  The 

very last country to acknowledge the 

Gregorian calendar was Greece who made 

the switch in 1923. 

 

One of the odd effects of this calendar 

change was seen in the life of the famous 

Spanish Mystic, Teresa of Avila.  It just so 

happened that St. Teresa died either just before or just after midnight on October 4th, 1582.  Falling 

within the 10 days which were subtracted, this means Teresa technically died on the 4th or the 16th of 

October.  How odd is that, to die ten days into your future?  But then again, does anybody really know 

what time it is? 

 

Chapter 23  Clement VIII (1592-1605) The Blessed Buzz of Coffee 

In my travels, I have found that a cup of coffee is a near-universal pleasure.  We may be separated by 

politics, religion, and culture, but coffee, though brewed differently from one place to another, brings us 

all together.  I’m not even certain Coca-Cola and McDonald’s share the same level of ubiquity as coffee 

does in this world. 

Coffee and coffee drinking is believed to have its origins in Africa and through trade routes entered into 

the Near and Middle-East, where it readily found a place in Muslim culture which eschewed alcoholic 

beverages but had no such compunction about caffeinated ones.  If you saw how much coffee some 

Muslim people drink, you would never question their continuous calls for worldwide jihad.  These folks 

are really wired! 
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With coffee so well established in the Ottoman Empire, it was only a matter of time before it was 

introduced to Europe through the trading empire of the Venetians.  They continually brought spices, 

silks, and other luxury goods from the East, and Europe’s appetite for such things grew boundless.  So 

expensive was coffee at first, that only the elite of Venice were enjoying it, but its popularity soon 

spread and became cause for concern among Pope Clement VIII’s advisors. 

Satan’s Beverage 

 

 Pope Clement VIII enjoying "Satan's Beverage" 

In Europe then, as now, there was a lot more suspicion than trust for anything associated with Muslims.  

If you’ll recall from chapter 16, in 1453 the Muslims had conquered Constantinople, which was the great 

Christian city of the Eastern Roman Empire.  There followed further attempts by the Turks to attack 

Western Europe which, though unsuccessful, were not helpful to relations between largely Christian 

Europe and the Muslim world.   

All the while, this Muslim beverage “coffee” was gaining popularity among Christians.  Was this an 

earlier version of “reefer madness” in a cup, inspired by the devil himself to corrupt the church?  Pope 

Clement’s advisors suggested wholesale condemnation of coffee as “Satan’s Beverage,” but Clement, in 

a moment of open-mindedness (quite uncharacteristic of his person or papacy), insisted he sample it 

himself before he made any decision on the matter. 

We have no idea what was served him; perhaps it was fresh-ground Kona blend prepared in a French-

press with a splash of half-and-half, or maybe it was an overly sweetened and twice boiled Turkish 
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coffee that Clement VIII first sampled.  Whatever it was, it was love at first sip.  Clement famously said, 

“Why, this Satan’s drink is so delicious it would be a pity to let the infidels [Muslims] have exclusive use 

of it. We shall fool Satan by baptizing it and making it a truly Christian beverage.”  And with that 

pronouncement, coffee was officially baptized and transformed into a drink to be enjoyed by all of God’s 

saints.  Truly Pope Clement VIII was hearing the voice of God that day as science later demonstrated that 

the chemical properties of coffee, when consumed in moderation, help ward off a host of chronic health 

problems and may contribute to greater longevity.  Coffee has also done its part in keeping more than a 

few drowsy saints awake during the Sunday service as well. 

Chapter 24   Pius IX (1846-1878)—Errors and Infallibility 

To date no one has surpassed the length of Pius IX’s pontificate in the history of the church.  To give you 

a better idea of this, remember there were eight different presidents in America during the 32 years 

Pius IX led the Catholic church.  Like all of us today, he saw a lot of change in his lifetime.  Unfortunately 

for Pius, many of these changes were unwelcome, and his 

reactions were uniformly reciprocal.  As pope, Pius IX did not 

change history but rather history changed him and the papacy. 

Most people are unaware that the nation we call Italy is a 

relatively new construct.  Before the mid-nineteenth century, 

the Italian peninsula was a patchwork of longstanding smaller 

kingdoms such as the Republic of Venice, the Kingdom of 

Naples in the south, Lombardy and the Duchy of Savoy in the 

northwest.  Starting around 1850,there were movements 

throughout Europe towards nationalism and democratization.  

These sentiments gathered momentum in Italy as well, and 

through a series of small wars, treaties and alliances, Italy was 

finally unified around 1870. 

The ‘prisoner’ of the Vatican 

Pope Pius IX was very supportive of Italian national aspirations 

but never imagined it would include the Papal States  (see 

chapter 7).  He maintained these lands were absolutely essential to his ability to lead the church 

spiritually and independently.  Unfortunately for Pius, when unification efforts were completed, all that 

remained of the Papal States were the church properties in Rome.  In frustration, Pius never left the 

Vatican again (partly out of fear that it too would become nationalized in his absence), referring to 

himself as a political prisoner.  He also forbade the Catholic faithful from participating in the political life 

of the new Italy, a dictum received with little enthusiasm,  despite his personal popularity. 

Even as his papal lands were lost, Pius actually presided over a great expansion of the church in Europe 

and the Americas and strengthened the centrality of the Pope’s rule over the entire Roman Catholic 

Church.  In time, the Church has come to see the loss of temporal power as a very positive historical 

Pius IX holds the longest papacy to date 
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development because it enabled a renewal of focus on the spiritual care of the worldwide church 

instead of temporal property rights.  This is a great example of how changes you would never make on 

your own can often prove to be a blessing in disguise. 

In 1864 the Pope issued an encyclical known as The Syllabus of Errors.  This document gives a window 

into the times and conflicts Pius IX dealt with in a changing culture.  Most Christians would feel at home 

with his condemnation of Enlightenment philosophy and modernism.  But Pius also took extremely hard 

positions against Protestants, governments that didn’t submit to the pope, and even the legitimacy of 

marriages performed outside of the church.  Some would characterize the document as just short of a 

cry to return to the Middle-Ages when the church was more central to all human life and culture.  

Unfortunately for Pius IX, this was a forlorn hope.  The winds of culture, even within his own church, 

were blowing in a different direction, and even popes cannot control the wind. 

Pius IX is also known for two doctrines which were officially introduced during his pontificate. First, he 

unilaterally declared the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary.  This is the idea that 

Mary was conceived naturally by her parents but, God divinely intervened and interrupted her 

inheritance of a sin nature (original sin) which comes through human generation. This did not mean 

Mary couldn’t sin potentially or actually but that 

she received a special grace of sanctification which 

restrained her from sinning.  This was not a brand 

new idea in Catholic thought but one that had 

been floating around since antiquity.  

What makes the idea of the Immaculate 

Conception unusual is it’s a doctrine with no real 

foundation in scripture.  Instead, it is a belief 

declared on the authority of the pope based on 

the long-standing belief of the church.  

Problematic for most Protestants is that what 

makes the Sensus fidelium (the longstanding belief 

of God’s people) valuable is its ability to affirm 

something that is scriptural.  Just because a large group of people believe something over a long period 

of time, hardly makes it true by itself.  Lots of Irish people have an ancient belief in faeries and 

leprechauns that continues to the present.  Their belief could be true but it certainly isn’t founded on 

anything authoritative.  Pius IX affirmed this doctrine largely on his own authority and especially 

enjoying the support of papal curia. 

Papal Infallibility 

The other doctrine Pius IX promulgated was Papal Infallibility.  This was introduced at a general church 

council called Vatican I which was held from 1868-1870.  Papal Infallibility meant that the Pope was 

infallible in issues regarding faith and morals by virtue of his office, inherited by St. Peter directly from 

Vatican I Council 1868-1870 
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Christ.  He was also infallible apart from the consent of the church councils.  In this, Pius proclaimed 

direct control over all truth Catholics should believe. 

Pius was deeply loved and respected in the church because he stood against the rising tide of atheism 

and modernism of his day.  But just as he hunkered down inside the Vatican city as “a prisoner,”  he also 

drew away from the modern culture rather than engaging these errors directly.  This effectually kept the 

church under quarantine, at least from the infection of these particular errors, but, on balance, it also 

kept the church from speaking into the wider culture at a time when their voice needed to be heard. 

The Bible affirms it is not by chance any of us live in the times we do, but rather we serve a purpose in 

God’s unfolding plan of history (Esther 4:14, 1 Chronicles 12:32).  Thankfully, there is a limit to those 

times because as life moves forward, it seems we are often overtaken by change which for most can be 

as disheartening as it is overwhelming.  I can’t help but sympathize a bit with Pius IX, for he must have 

felt the futility all contrarians do in the face of momentous change.  His mission seemed to be one of 

calling people back to the clarity of truth that he had from an earlier time, but like the prophets of old, 

he found himself a voice alone in the wilderness.  The twentieth-century was calling. 

 

Chapter 25  Pius XII (1939-1958) Shepherding the Church Under Hitler and Facism 

When Eugenio Maria Giuseppe Giovanni Pacelli became Pope Pius XII in 1939, the world was on fire.  He 

was tasked with being the spiritual head of a church and a moral 

leader in a Europe largely under the domination of Adolf Hitler 

and the Nazi party.  This state of affairs was hardly a surprise to 

the new pope since he had previously been the Vatican secretary 

of state and in 1933 had negotiated an agreement with Nazi 

Germany called the Reichskonkordat.  This agreement was 

designed to protect the rights of the Catholic Church in Germany, 

in exchange for the church’s restraint in involvement with any 

political parties or labor unions.  

Early on, Hitler began reinterpreting the document to suit his 

agenda, using (or misusing) it to silence and control any dissent 

with his policies by German churches.  This would eventually  

result in the closure of all Christian schools to make certain only 

Nazism was being taught to the next generation ,and Sunday 

services (both Protestant and Catholic),were subject to 

monitoring by the gestapo for any hint of disloyalty or criticism of 

the Hitler regime.  Those faithful priests and pastors who did speak out found themselves in the same 

labor camps along with the Jews. 

 

 Pope Pius XII was pope during WW2 
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A tongue-tied polyphone 

Pope Pius XII was a deeply spiritual man and greatly 

devoted to prayer.  Fluent in over ten languages, he 

was the first pope to become recognizable worldwide 

because he made copious use of film and radio 

broadcasting in addition to his prolific writing.  His task 

was an especially difficult one during the war years 

because he walked a constant tightrope.  The Vatican 

City had a treaty with Mussolini to exist as a country 

within a country, requiring strict neutrality regarding 

warring powers.  Italy was allied with Germany, and 

thus the Vatican was in an extremely vulnerable 

position in just about every way. 

 

 Although Pius could speak to the world denouncing the atrocities of Hitler, something he was eager to 

do, whenever he did speak out, greater persecution came upon the priests, bishops and congregations 

in Nazi occupied places.  Such a tightrope forced the pope to measure his words carefully, foregoing the 

strident protests for which many had hoped.  This exigency of war has caused some to criticize Pius XII 

as pro-Nazi, soft on Hitler or even someone in sympathy with the destruction of six million Jews.  Such a 

judgment is unwarranted based on a number of things that are known about the pope’s activities. 

First of all, when Pius was still a cardinal, he made a speech denouncing Hitler and the Nazis before a 

crowd of 250,000 pilgrims in France.  This speech garnered much attention in the world press.  Also, 

when he was elected to the papacy, there was certainly no rejoicing in Germany; Pius had a strong 

reputation for opposing Nazism. 

One of the ongoing debates among conscientious believers has been the relationship of the Christian to 

their government, especially when that government is harsh, tyrannical and utterly evil.  For the most 

part, there has never been any lack of endorsement for passive resistance where unjust rulers and laws 

are in conflict with the higher law of God.  The Christian is to obey civil authority and be law-abiding 

until forced to obey a law in contradiction to the will of God, allowing the choice for civil disobedience, 

martyrdom, or relocation.  But is there ever a time for active resistance of a government or leader who 

is a tyrant?  Active resistance would be to make war against, or even kill, a ruler who is actively opposed 

to God and is forcing His people to acts of evil.  Pius XII actually did just that in becoming a channel of 

communication between the British government and conspirators in Nazi Germany working to 

assassinate the Fuhrer.  Pius justified this on the basis that Hitler’s death would save countless innocent 

lives. 

 

Mussolini and Hitler in Rome 
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Pius and the Jews 

During the war, Pius did speak out about the atrocities being committed in the war many times.  Being a 

world figure, his radio broadcasts were often the subject of newspaper attention, and he was praised by 

the New York Times for his stands against the evils occurring in Europe. 

Also, in line with many other popes, Pius XII helped the Jews of Rome escape capture and deportation 

by the Hitler regime.  This was done by hiding them in the Vatican, Castel Gandolfo, and many different 

monasteries and churches.  

It was also estimated by 

the nation of Israel, that 

hundreds of thousands of 

Jews were relocated 

outside of Europe through 

various papal programs.  

Although Christians in 

Europe have a record for 

Anti-Semitism and the 

persecution of Jews, the 

papacy has interceded 

many times through the 

centuries to protect them. 

In America, President Roosevelt spoke out against the death camps and did what he could with other 

allied leaders to help the Jews, but in effect, these efforts were minimal.  FDR believed the most 

important thing he could do for the Jews was to defeat Hitler, which meant concentrating on the war.  

No one would dream of equating Roosevelt’s efforts with antisemitism.  Pius became personally 

involved with relocation and hiding Jews but wasn’t vocal enough in his denunciations to escape being 

labeled “antisemitic.”   

These actions describe a pope who perhaps could have done more, but one as well who did all he dared 

within the constraints of the crisis which threatened his church.  The lesson here is that war is a 

confusing time, and there are many political and situational realities that often forbid what would be the 

ideal moral response.  Pope Pius XII would probably agree.   

 

Chapter 26   Pope John XXIII (1958-1963) Updating the Church with Vatican II 

One of my favorite anecdotes about John XXIII was a story he told on himself about lying in bed late one 

night pondering a theological question for which he couldn’t find an answer.   Half asleep, he finally 

resolved that he would just ask the pope about it.  A moment later, he shot up in bed realizing he was 

the pope.  Well, he said, I guess I’ll just have to ask God directly on this one!   Another story is told about 

Pius was a well-known radio voice during the crisis of the European War 



91 
 

John XXIII that a reporter asked him how many people actually work at the Vatican.  He paused for a 

moment and with a mischievous smile said “About half of them”. 

 
 
Born in 1881, Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli grew up in a 

large family of 14 children with lots of love and little 

money.  As a young adult, he was able to enter college 

in Rome and rise through the ranks of the clergy, 

eventually becoming the bishop of Venice.  During 

World War II, Pius XII (see chapter 25) made Roncalli a 

Vatican representative in several Eastern and Western 

European countries, where he became well-known 

among the Jewish community for helping people 

escape Nazi persecution.  In 1953, he was made a 

cardinal by Pope Pius and then succeeded him at his 

death in 1958, being elected by papal conclave when he 

was 77 years old. 

 

Taking the regnal name John XXIII was a statement 

regarding the Western Schism from 1378-1418 (see 

chapter 15), an event obscure to most people today but one which shook Europe to its core at the time.   

There had been a split in the papacy, with two popes claiming legitimacy at one time, and for a brief 

time even three popes.  One of the popes of this time period took the name John XXIII.  He was later 

deposed by the Council of Constance for a host of crimes.  In taking this name in 1958, Cardinal Roncalli 

was certifying this past pope from Florence was forever illegitimate.  

 

Within three months of his election John XXIII began calling for a church council.  Just as his election was 

a surprise to him because of his advanced age, this unexpected call was a surprise to many others.  

John’s was expected to be a short, ‘caretaker’ papacy.  Indeed it was short, but very monumental. 

 

The Second Vatican Council 

 

John XXIII’s theme for this council was aggiornamento or “bringing up to date.”  Vatican II promulgated 

no new doctrine nor was it called to battle heresy.  Instead, it signaled to the world that the church was 

aware there were new cultural paradigms in play, and it was moving towards speaking to those changes 

rather than reacting against them all the time.  Although, John XXIII died  in 1963 before the council was 

over, the next successor of St. Peter, Paul IV, continued the council and brought it to a conclusion. 

 

 Among the ‘bringing up to date’ measures of Vatican II was a revised Catholic liturgy calling for mass to 

be said in the local tongue of a congregation instead of Latin (although Latin was acceptable).  Vatican II 

John XIII was known as the smiling pope 
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also opened the doors for 

more interfaith dialogue 

between the Vatican and 

other Christian 

denominations (even non-

Christian religions).  It was 

this council which also 

changed the status of 

Protestants from heretical 

sect to “separated brethren.” 

 

Even as the council moved in 

the direction of vernacular 

language for mass, John XXIII 

himself insisted the actual 

church council use Latin, as 

well as all Catholic seminaries 

which were to continue 

teaching in Latin.  He believed 

if the church spoke with a 

universal language, there 

would be less confusion and 

misunderstanding.  The reality 

however, was that many bishops around the world really didn’t understand Latin at all, and in many 

places the Latin mass was jettisoned for the vernacular just about a minute after the closing benediction 

of the council.  Another fruit of the Vatican II was a shift in the restoration of scripture above church 

tradition as the source of authority in Christian teaching.  Catholics were also invited to read the Bible 

for themselves. 

 

Vatican II did not establish a worldwide unity of Christian communions, but it was truly the most 

ecumenical of all councils throughout Christian history.  2500 bishops, cardinals, patriarchs, monks, and 

denominational representatives were present at the council.  Pope John XXIII had reached out to 

protestant and orthodox leaders as well inviting their attendance and participation.  While this had 

limited success due to centuries of animosity (much of which was legitimate on the non-Catholic side), it 

did set the stage for a future thawing of relationships in the closing decades of the 20th century. 

 

John XXIII’s viewpoint on religious liberty also changed a long-held mental habit within the Catholic 

Church.  It had been the tendency of the church to demand religious liberty of others in places where it 

was a minority, but deny it to others wherever it had ascendancy.  In his encyclical Pacem in Terris, John 

considered it a fundamental human right for all people to worship according to the dictates of their 

conscience.  This did not mean he was a universalist per se, but as someone who considered himself to 

 John XXIII shortly before his death 
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be a universal leader on behalf of Christ, he wanted to speak to all people as equals respecting their 

dignity and rights as God does. 

 

The “Good Pope” 

 

 In his lifetime people called him “The Good Pope.”  He had a reputation for being a humble and caring 

man without any of the pretensions of royalty and privilege exercised by popes in the Medieval and 

Renaissance eras.  As the pope, John XXIII was known for sneaking out of the Vatican at night and quietly 

ministering to people in Rome’s poorer neighborhoods.  No doubt this was the inspiration for the story 

line of Shoes of the Fisherman (1968) in which Anthony Quinn, dressed in the garb of a common priest, 

portrays a future pope who frequently spends his nights helping care for the poor of Rome. 

 

Who would have thought an octogenarian pope could be so adamant in “bringing the church up to 

date,” and who would have thought his papacy would prove so monumental.  The “Good Pope” was 

beatified by Pope John Paul II in the year 2000 and elevated to sainthood in 2014 by Pope Francis.   

Indeed John’s papacy was short, but very monumental. 

 

 

Chapter 27  Pope John Paul II (1978-2005)—Opening Up the “Iron Curtain” 

1978 was a year of three popes.  First Paul IV died, then John Paul I “the smiling pope” was elected and 

died a month later (he might have been smiling because he knew he wouldn’t have to be pope very 

long).  A second conclave was held, and bishop Karol Wojtyla of Kracow Poland was elected.  Wojtyla 

was the first non-Italian pope since the Renaissance (Pope Hadrian of Netherlands).  He took the regnal 

name John Paul II and served until his death 

in 2005, the second longest pontificate in 

the history of the Catholic Church. 

Pope John Paul II was someone who had a 

wide appeal with Catholics, Protestants and 

even those outside the Christian faith.  His 

appeal was not some sort of carefully-

crafted media image, but rather that he 

genuinely loved people, loved being the 

pope, and was secure in himself and his 

faith, truly perceiving the dignity of man 

created in God’s image.  In a period of 

growing relativism, John Paul II spoke with a 

great moral clarity shaped both by his 

Catholic faith and by his life experience. As a Pope John Paul visits the White House 
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young adult, he grew up in Nazi-occupied Poland.  At the conclusion 

of World War II, the Nazis were replaced by the Communists.   

Firsthand, John-Paul saw the consequences of philosophies that put 

man at the center of the universe instead of God and knew them to 

be a dead-end road for humanity. 

It is impossible, a mere decade after his passing, to know what the 

long view of history will conclude about his pontificate, but at this 

point in time, his most important contribution clearly was the 

spiritual revolution he ignited on his first visit to Poland.  What John 

Paul inspired later gave birth to a political and moral revolution 

which ended the communist domination of the soviet bloc in 

Eastern Europe. 

The unwelcome visitor to his homeland 

There was no one the Communist government of Poland wanted less to host than John Paul.  They knew 

it was impossible to stop him, especially since he was now a world figure and the first Pole to ever 

become pope.  The Soviet regime postponed his planned visit from May until June 2, 1979; thus his visit 

commemorated the 1000th anniversary of the martyrdom of St. Stanislaus, the patron saint of Poland 

who in his own lifetime died standing against tyranny.  The visit was a speaking tour that lasted about 

ten days but had ripple effects that lasted ten years.  

Everywhere he went the crowds exploded in size to see and hear him.  America’s legendary “Woodstock 

Festival” (held a decade earlier) had issued only 180,000 tickets but 400,000 turned up for the event 

making it one of the most important events of the 1960s.  In contrast John Paul’s Poland trip organizers 

issued 250,000 tickets and had an estimated 3 million people attend (plus the television audience).  But 

instead of a concert, this event was a sermon and a mass.  Not exactly a Hollywood production, but John 

Paul II commanded rock-star status not only in his native country but around the world 

John Paul II boldly proclaimed in 

his messages no person or power 

can keep Christ out of the history 

of any nation, but, in the case of 

Poland, to not understand this is to 

have no understanding of Poland.  

According to the pope’s official 

biographer, George Weigel, the 

Polish response to John Paul’s 

evangelizing was, “Poland was not 

a Communist country.  Poland was 

a Catholic nation saddled with a 

 Pope John Paul II in Poland 

Karol Wojtyla age 21 
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Communist state.”  Heard constantly at these gatherings was the chant, “We want God!  We want God!”  

This was a bitter disappointment to the government which had worked so long and hard to exclude God 

from Poland. 

Since all of John Paul’s pre-pontifical life had been lived either under Nazi occupation or Communist 

rule, he understood first-hand the corruption of a totalitarian state.  Tyranny automatically required the 

use of terror to remain in power because it was insufficient in itself to win the hearts of a culture.  His 

visit, his insistence that Christ is the destiny of all men, and his challenge to the regime in Poland and 

elsewhere in Eastern Europe caused a sea change. 

In little over a year, the momentum started by John Paul’s visit turned into a moral and political 

revolution, starting in the Gdansk shipyards.  Although Poland was threatened with an invasion from 

Russia and spent a significant time under martial law, even despite an attempted KGB assassination of 

John Paul II, the movement of the Polish people continued to spread and grow.  

By 1989, ten years after the papal visit, the Berlin Wall in East Germany  fell before citizens with sledge-

hammers (quite apropos for a communist nation!) and the entire Eastern bloc of Communist states in 

Europe became independent, self-governing nations.  If those who would change the world could learn 

anything from the pontificate of John Paul II, it is that Jesus Christ is more than willing to change a 

nation.  He just needs to be invited by the people to do so. 
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