CHURCH HISTORY (2) – THE MIDDLE AGES 
(1000 years of Church History ending approx. 1500)
I am very grateful to find that Nick Needham prefaces his excellent 2nd volume of ‘2000 Years of Christ’s Power’ with six pages: ‘For Evangelicals who find the Catholic Middle Ages hard to understand’.  Our problem is that while we can appreciate the attention given to defining the doctrine of the Trinity and the Person of Christ in the early centuries of the church we are not at home with a Christianity that fails clearly to define justification by faith and, for example, may engage in a reverence for the Virgin Mary or for icons which clearly has no basis in scripture.  It is an alien world to us and indeed we would regard such reverence as clearly unscriptural.
Some points to bear in mind:-

1. The Lord Jesus Christ is ever-present with his church and his Holy Spirit did not skip 1000 years of the life of the church and then come back on stage for the Reformation. So we must expect to see the Lord Jesus authentically at work in the church during the middle ages.
2. We can accept the great Christians of the Medieval Church without accepting all they taught or thought. A medieval theologian said of the early church fathers, when discussing views with which he disagreed, ‘We must not accept as doctrine those areas in which they strayed, but we embrace the men themselves.’

3. We must see that medieval devotion was deeply influenced by the truth of the gospel. This we see both in the tremendous gospel labours of medieval Christians but also in their devotion. William Cunningham wrote: ‘And we doubt not that the Church of Rome has always contained some such men – men who were better than their professed principles – men who had not fully yielded to the full practical influence of the errors which they professed to hold – men whose character was formed, and whose conduct was regulated, much more by the truth which they embraced than by the errors which they conjoined with it – men who were so deeply impressed with a sense of the glory of God and the all-sufficiency of Christ, as that the errors they held upon the honour due to saints and images exerted but a feeble influence upon the general current of their thoughts and feelings.’
We should always bear in mind that Church History is like seeking guidance from God – it is always easier to look back on it than to live through it. It is helpful to realize that many of our decisions and attitudes will seem plainly wrong and unscriptural to future generations of Christians and we know this because we look at past generations of Christians in this way. For us who are now making history with our decisions and attitudes the problem is that we don’t know which of our decisions and attitudes will be judged wrong and unscriptural.
We will be looking at these areas today:-
1. East is East and West is West The division of the Eastern and Western Churches.  The Rise of Islam and the Crusades. Russian Christianity.
2. The Rise of the Power of the Papacy in the Western Churches 
3. The Holy Roman Empire The Medieval Vision of Christendom.
4. Devotion and Reform in the Medieval Church.
FIRSTLY: EAST IS EAST AND WEST IS WEST

CHURCH DIVISION The division between the Eastern and Western Churches, known as ‘The Great Schism’ took place in 1054 when the Pope and the Patriarch of Constantinople took the extreme step of excommunicating one another. However the roots of this division go back to the very earliest years of Christian history and relate to the particular ways that Western and Eastern ‘Christianities’ developed. They were divided by language, Latin was the language of the West and Greek of the East, and by very different approaches and mentalities. Bishop Timothy Ware sums up the approaches:-
‘From the start Greeks and Latins had each approached the Christian Mystery in their own way. ……….. it can be said that the Latin approach was more practical, the Greek more speculative; Latin thought was influenced by … the concepts of Roman law, while the Greeks understood theology in the context of worship and in the light of the Holy Liturgy. When thinking about the Trinity, Latins started with the unity of the Godhead, Greeks with the threeness of the persons; when reflecting on the Crucifixion, Latins thought primarily of Christ the Victim, Greeks of Christ the Victor; Latins talked more of redemption, Greeks of deification.’

The long term result, given geographical separation and cultural and political disunity, was an ever widening divide and increasing mutual misunderstanding.

SEPARATE DEVELOPMENT In the 4th Century the centre of the empire was moved from Rome to Constantinople. From the 7th Century onwards Islam was increasingly powerful moving from Arabia to North Africa and then into the Mediterranean world. The Papacy based at Rome looked increasingly the Northern Europe for support and the churches of East and West developed separately before formal doctrinal disagreement ever took place.
The points that would characterise Eastern Orthodox worship, as compared to Western worship whether Protestant or Catholic are:-
· No pews, no pulpit and no musical instruments.

· There are no statues but the churches will be filled with icons – that is two-dimensional pictures of Christ, Biblical characters and Orthodox saints. The idea of icons is that worship on earth is a joining in with the worship of heaven – so it is only in company with the saints and aided by their prayers that believers on earth can approach and worship the Trinity.

· In Orthodox worship the congregation participate but or not all doing the same thing at the same time. So different worshippers will pray, cross themselves or light candles and wander round the church as the liturgy continues. This has been quite attractive to some people within the emerging church movement and has been used to inspire events at the Greenbelt festival. Incense is used to represent the prayers of past saints and present believers going up to God.

· There is almost complete continuity of worship patterns for well over a millennium within Orthodoxy.

The prominence of icons in the worship of the Eastern Church was not a seamless and controversy-free development and both church and state were nearly torn apart by it during the 8th and 9th centuries. The justification for icons of Christ was that he was incarnate and the actions of bowing, kissing, lighting lamps for icons were acts of worship – very much like bowing to a king – to express the heart’s love and honour towards Christ. If the icon was of a saint it was because it was Christ in the saint who made him or her into a saint. The Emperor Leo the Isaurian, declared war on icons and from 726 onwards there was a stream of martyrs for the cause of icons. Only in 787, at the 2nd Council of Nicea, was the matter settled in favour of icons within the Eastern Church.
In view of the fact that icons are hardly deeply alien to Roman Catholic worship it is important to point out that there was also a doctrinal difference between the Western and Eastern Churches. The Nicene Creed originally taught that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father but the Third Council of Toledo in 589 added the word: ‘filoque’ = ‘and from the Son’.  The Orthodox regarded the change as both illegal, they believed it needed to be agreed by the Universal Church to be legal, and as a grievous error.  The development of the Papacy was also a cause of the separation of East and West and we will turn to that later.
The Crusades were instrumental in confirming and sealing the Great Schism. At the time the schism was not really regarded as final and there were several attempts to re-unify the churches of East and West. Pope Urban 11 (1088-99) called for the First Crusade in response to an appeal for help from the Eastern Emperor. His motivation was partly religious, and much genuine religious fervour was stirred up – to liberate the Holy Land from Islam – and partly political – to unite the warring feudal powers of Europe in a common cause. The First Crusade captured Jerusalem but alienated everyone by slaughtering Jews and Arab Christians as well as Muslims. The Fourth Crusade (1202-4) was so disastrous that many consider the long-term separation of Eastern and Western Churches to be attributable to its input rather than to the Great Schism. Under the influence of Venetian merchants who saw the crusades as a source of financial gain an army of French, Flemish and Venetian soldiers took the city. Stephen Runciman, the 20th Century’s leading authority on the crusades wrote: ‘The sack of Constantinople (over three days) is unparalleled in history. For nine centuries the great city had been the capital of Christian civilization. It was filled with works of art that had survived from ancient Greece and with the masterpieces of its own exquisite craftsmen .. the Frenchmen and Flemings were filled with a lust for destruction. They rushed in a howling mob down the streets and through the houses, snatching everything that glittered and destroying whatever they could not carry, pausing only to murder or rape, or to break open the wine cellars for their refreshment … Palaces and hovels alike were entered and wrecked. Wounded women and children lay dying in the streets. For three days the ghastly scenes of pillage and bloodshed continued, till the huge and beautiful city was a shambles.’
This bequeathed a situation where the Eastern Church was totally alienated from Western Christianity. The future experiences of Eastern Christianity included Muslim domination and Russian Expansion and we now turn to these.
THE DOMINATION BY ISLAM Muhammad was born in Mecca in Central Arabia in 570/1. He had contact with both mainstream and monophysite (one-nature) Christians and with paganism. In 610 he received visions of the angel Gabriel and over years the revelations contained in the Koran. Islam means ‘submission’ and the submission is to the one God – the doctrine of the Trinity is seen as no better than pagan polytheism. Jesus is a prophet, not the Son of God, and was not crucified. The five pillars (main duties) of Islam are:-

1. Shahadah The confession of faith – ‘There is no god but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet.’

2. Salah  Prayer five times a day, said facing towards Mecca.

3. Zakah Giving alms to the poor.
4. Sawm Fasting during Ramadan.

5. Hajj Pilgrimage to Mecca – at least once in a lifetime.

Islam is to be spread by every means possible – by preaching, writing, diplomacy and military conquest.

Prior to Islam, Arabia was politically disunited but Muhammad had unified the region both spiritually and politically by his death in 632. Within another hundred years the Islamic Empire went from India to Spain. While generally allowing the existence of other faiths within the Islamic Empire those who were not Muslims were taxed heavily, forbidden to evangelise and forced to wear distinctive clothing. There were also some periods of savage persecution. It is important to realize that Spain was partially occupied by Islamic forces  until the 16th Century and that the Balkans were subject to Islamic rule from the 14th Century onwards. 
ORTHODOX RUSSIA In the 10th Century Christianity came to Russia. Prince Vladimir (980-1015) sent delegates to Constantinople to examine the Christian Church. His delegates attended Byzantine worship in the Church of the Holy Wisdom and wrote: ‘We did not know whether we were in heaven or on earth, for surely there is no such splendour or beauty anywhere on earth. We cannot describe it to you; all we know is that God dwells there among men.’ Accordingly Russia Christianity followed Eastern Christianity very closely in its patterns of worship and organisation. Kiev, which first embraced Christianity fell to the Mongol ‘Golden Horde’ in 1240 and was under Mongol rule until 1480. Russian Orthodoxy was a powerful force in keeping Russian identity alive during this period. The conquest of Kiev meant that Moscow became the new centre of Russian national life. Russia was evangelised by the activity of the monks who established monasteries throughout the region and effectively evangelised the pagan tribes. Orthodox Christianity was also established amongst the Serbs with major effects down to this day. Errol Hulse told me recently that in the Balkans the persecution of evangelicals by the Orthodox was far more bitter than persecution by the Muslims. One of the factors in Eastern Europe is that very often the Orthodox Church has been so central to maintaining national identity that to abandon a nominal Orthodox faith is seen is equivalent to renouncing citizenship and proper patriotic feeling. That is a problem for evangelicals to the present day.
SECONDLY: THE RISE OF THE PAPACY

TERMINOLOGY The word Pope is linked to the word ‘Papa’ meaning father. In the early period of church history it was used fairly widely and therefore was not a technical term. As late as the early 7th Century it was used of a bishop in Southern France. However a parallel development was that it was increasingly reserved for the Bishop of Rome and this development can be traced back to the middle of the 5th Century. After the 11th Century the title was reserved for the Bishop of Rome.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE INFLUENCE OF THE BISHOP OF ROME This was quite gradual and moved from a respect given to the holder of a historic Bishopric to something far more controversial. From the earliest days the Bishops of Rome were consulted about doctrinal matters and competently provided answers and rebuttals the heresies the church was confronted with. Towards the end of the 2nd Century the Victor (Bishop of Rome 189-98) was very influential in fixing a common date for Easter for the Western Church.
The first time Matthew 16: 18, ‘and I tell you, that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church’ was used as a claim to papal authority for the first time in 255 by Bishop Stephen of Rome. This does of course rest on the unproven assumption of the Apostle Peter being the first Bishop of Rome.  Of course Rome’s political importance, as well as New Testament significance, was of great importance for the development of a doctrine of the Papacy. Popes Leo and Gelasius, in the mid to late 5th Century contributed fundamentally and helpfully to Chalcedon and to the continuing debates on the person of Christ. At this point the idea that God has appointed two authorities on earth, the spiritual and the secular, and that the spiritual was superior to the secular was already being put forward.
Gregory the Great (590 – 604) was by any standards and incredible man. He defended Rome against invasion, produced the medieval standard book on Pastoral Care, wrote Bible expositions, reformed worship (hence ‘Gregorian chants’) and sent missionaries to Germany and Britain. Understandably few of the later popes stood comparison with Gregory.
The Papacy was both involved in the founding of the Holy Roman Empire in 800, when Charlemagne was crowned emperor by the Pope on Christmas Day, and in later political conflicts with the Emperor. The conflicts came to a head over the power of the Emperor to appoint Bishops and so invest them with spiritual authority. Pope Gregory VII (aka Hildebrand) (1073-85) excommunicated the German Prince and Emperor Henry IV and released his subjects from all obedience to him. As a result Henry had to travel to Italy and stood barefoot with his wife and family in the freezing snow pleading for mercy from the Pope. However once restored he used the opportunity to again rebel and to depose Hildebrand.
There was a constant battle within Christendom to assert the power of Church over State or vice-versa. Within English history the murder of Thomas A’Becket in 1170 and a stand-off between King John and Pope Innocent 111 (1198 -1216) reflect this conflict. Innocent was the first pope to emphasize the term ‘Vicar of Christ’ as a title for the Pope (Vicar means ‘one who is in the place of’). He declared: ‘We are the successor of Peter the prince of the apostles, but we are not his vicar, nor we the vicar of any man or any apostle; we are the vicar of Jesus Christ himself.’ John’s conflict with Innocent was over the appointment of the Archbishop of Canterbury and ended with John being excommunicated, his nobles being released from their oath of loyalty and other kings in Europe being summoned to overthrow John. John was forced to accept Innocent’s preferred candidate and to pay an annual tax to Rome.
Despite periods of decline and sometimes immorality and corruption the Papacy continually developed and strengthened throughout the Middle Ages. It was to become a major source of friction and dispute during the Reformation.
THIRDLY: THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE AND CHRISTENDOM
The creation of the Holy Roman Empire in 800 gave a vision of Europe united politically and spiritually. It was to replace the Roman Empire which had fallen half a millennium previously/ It was an awe-inspiring vision which led to the building of great cathedrals and bequeathed us much of way in which men and women in the UK regard Christianity.
DEFINING THE VISION OF CHRISTENDOM Christianity has existed in many differing social, political and religious situations. It has existed, as we have described above, under Islam and it originated in the multi-cultural and multi-faith Roman Empire. Christendom is that situation where the church is strongly linked to the state and where the law-making function of the state is expected to reflect Biblical law. As such it has been mainly restricted to Northern Europe. Currently the UK is emerging from Christendom but much remains in our society that reflects Christendom. For example, whatever your view of the Christian Institute can you imagine it existing in Saudi Arabia!
Medieval Christendom harmonised, at least theoretically, what we might regard as the sacred and secular spheres of life. The ideal was that everything – politics, social order, religious practise, economic relationships and more – was based on the Christian faith as communicated by the Roman Catholic Church and protected by the actions of secular rulers. As an aside you cannot really understand the major reformers unless you realize that they came out of such a form of society and appear generally to have taken its existence and rightness for granted.

Mark Noll writes about Christendom:

‘The central religious convictions of Christendom are that human beings, because they are corrupted by sin need to be saved, and that this salvation is wrought by the merit of Christ communicated by God’s grace. (my emphasis) The distinctive medieval shape of these convictions was the belief that saving grace comes to people through the sacraments in a social setting defined by the co-operation of church and state.’
MEDIEVAL SACRAMENTAL THEOLOGY By the time of Thomas Aquinas in the 13th Century a clear pattern of thought had emerged. Important points of medieval belief for us to realize:-
1. Sacraments were believed to follow the incarnational principle whereby the most important spiritual realities are embodied materially and visually.

2. Sacraments work objectively – what matters is that what is done is done by the right person in the right way rather than what subjectively you may feel or how you may respond. 

3. There were in fact seven sacraments rather than the Biblical two. Baptism was the sacrament of birth (Believer’s baptism could only be relevant to the Medieval mind when the gospel is preached outside of Christendom). Confirmation was the sacrament for coming of age. Penance was the sacrament for the confession of sin. The Eucharist was the sacrament for spiritual nourishment. Marriage was the sacrament for creating a family. Extreme Unction was the sacrament for death. And Ordination was the sacrament that made possible the spiritual organisation of the church and priesthood.
4. The church then becomes indispensable. The pope acting as successor to Peter and as Vicar of Christ to guide God’s people. You can’t get petrol without a filling station and you can’t get grace without the church and its sacraments.
Mark Noll comments further on the interaction of the church and the wider culture:

‘With its central sacramental role in the salvation of sinners, the church also assumed immense significance for every other aspect of culture. Since the salvation of sinners is the most important imaginable task in life, leaders of the political sphere must cooperate with the church as it fulfils its spiritual tasks; those who exercise the mind must direct learning in ways that are compatible with church teaching; economic relationships should be structured to support the church in its mission; and ideal of social order will naturally imitate patterns that God has set for the church. In other words, with the widespread agreement that salvation was communicated through and by the sacraments, it had to follow that the church, as the administrator of the sacraments, should offer a foundation for everything else in life.’

VISION AND REALITY As usual these were not as close as the ideal suggested they would be. Many kings wanted power over the church within their own state. Many of the religious orders of monks and friars showed a significant independent spirit. However Christendom was substantial reality and to understand it is vital to understanding the future course of Western Christianity and Society.
FOURTHLY: DEVOTION AND REFORM IN THE MEDIEVAL CHURCH
This section will be a bit of catch all for picking up the signs of genuine spiritual life that can be seen in the Medieval Church. Some of those mentioned could be mentioned under a variety of headings as they were monks, missionaries and mystics.
MISSIONARY ENDEAVOUR In the Islamic world there are two great missionaries. The earliest was Frances of Assisi (1182 – 1226) who in 1209 experienced God’s call to preach his word. He soon gathered a group of followers, men who became the Franciscan monks and women who were known as ‘Poor Clares’ after Francis’ friend and co-worker Clare of Assisi. Frances toured both Syria and Egypt in 1219 preaching to the Muslims. He was greatly respected but unsuccessful in gaining converts. While he showed great spirituality and for himself embraced poverty willingly there were also some aspects of his spirituality we may be concerned with. He was the first to experience the stigmata, which is bleeding from the hands, feet and side where Christ’s body was pierced.
Raymond Lull (1232 – 1316) was converted from an immoral life when one of the women he lusted after contracted cancer of the breast. He was a hermit for some years and then became a Franciscan monk in Majorca, which brought him into close contact with Islam. He learnt Arabic and preached the gospel in Tunisia and Algeria where he may well have been martyred. He also wrote treatises to defend Christianity and promote it against Islam.

THEOLOGY AND THE DEFENCE AND ELUCIDATION OF THE FAITH Great Christian writers and theologians addressed Islam including John of Damascus in the East and Thomas Aquinas in the West. Thomas (1225 – 74) joined the Dominicans, despite family opposition, and was a great teacher who wrote a systematic theology, his Summa Theologicae, which is one of the great Christian works. He was man of humble and blameless life who seems to have had remarkable spiritual experiences.
Other great theological thinkers of the period were:-

1. Anselm (1033 – 1109) who wrote books on God’s existence and Cur deus homo (Why God became man) on the subject of the atonement.
2. Peter Abelard (1079 – 1142) was a brilliant scholar who was also a wayward and morally flawed man. He produced the medieval standard textbook on Canon Law. His love affair with Heloise, the niece of a canon at Notre Dame Cathedral was revealed when she became pregnant. By way of revenge, her uncle hired thugs who castrated Peter.

3. Peter Lombard (1100 – 1160) His ‘Sentences’ became the standard theological textbook of the Medieval period.

The 12th and 13th Centuries, in particular, saw tremendous development in education and study with the founding of many universities – something that continued to about 1500. Universities, interestingly, were an impact from the Muslim world. The use of Latin as a common language in education meant that it was possible to study anywhere in Europe.
MONASTICISM St Benedict wrote his Rule in the first part of the sixth century in order to guide monks to holiness and correct the monastic abuses of his day. It became a standard and was a tool of reviving monastic obedience and godliness in later periods – one such period was during the lifetime of Bernard of Clairvaux (1090 – 1153). Before we look in any detail at this history it may be helpful for us to consider the contribution of monasticism, which is somewhat alien institution to us, to the Christian church.
Mark Noll writes:

‘The breadth and depth of monastic influence in the church can be sketched quickly by observing the lineage and attitudes and actions that have been approved by almost all Christians everywhere’

Regarding:
1. Bible Study ‘we benefit from a tradition of biblical translation inspired by the monk Jerome (342 – 420).’
2. Hymn-singing ‘we follow where the hymn-writing monks Gregory (540 – 604) and Bernard of Clairvaux led the way.’
3. Christian missions ‘we ask for blessing upon enterprises pioneered by the monks Patrick (390 – 460), Boniface (680 – 754), Cyril (826 – 69) and his brother Methodius (815 – 55), and Raymond Lull (1233 – 1315).’
4. Church History ‘we cultivate a historical concern begun by a monk, the venerable Bede (673 – 735).’
5. Seeing God’s goodness in creation ‘we follow where the friar Francis of Assisi (1181 – 1226) blazed the trail.’
Summarising: ‘Monasticism was never a perfect answer to the question of how to live the Christian life. It impact nonetheless (should not be) underestimated. And that impact has largely been for the good.’

Benedict (480 550) was educated in Rome and founded several monasteries, the most important being that at Mount Cassino, which is still in existence. His rule was both to control abuses, such as fanatical asceticism, and to guide monks in a pattern of work, study, eating, sleeping and communal and private worship. The key areas the monks would commit themselves to were poverty, chastity and obedience. 
The missionary expansion of Christianity was ‘unthinkable apart from the activity of monks.’ Missionary history in the Middle Ages is in two broad periods – 500 – 1000 when the main task was to draw the barbarians into the Christian world and 1000 – 1500 when the great task was to turn nominally Christian Europeans to genuine personal faith. Monks took the gospel to Germany and to the Slavic lands. One modern historian  describes Boniface, an English monk known as ‘the Apostle of Germany’ as one who: ‘had a deeper influence on the history of Europe than any Englishman who ever lived.’ The outreach to nominally Christian Europe was often the work of preaching monks and friars – the Dominicans particularly were a preaching order and Thomas Aquinas is said to have preached to vast crowds. 
CHURCH REFORM There was from time to time notorious corruption in the church and men were raised up to reform or to protest. Some did so from within the church and others were soon forced out. The process by which the power of the papacy had increased was not universally agreed and some argued the authority of Councils of the Church as superior to the Pope’s authority, others held that Kings had responsibility for/authority over the church within their realm, and indeed others that the congregation (the people as a whole) had supreme authority and had only delegated it to church leaders. 

Of more direct importance to us are those movements that anticipated the reformation. We need to be careful here as some groups much lauded by protestants, such as the Cathars, were actually heretical Gnostic groups! Others such as the Waldensians, originating in the 12th Century, were true precursors of the Reformation although we would look in vain for clear statements on such subjects as Justification by faith. Groups where we can be clear that they anticipated the Reformation are Hussites and Wycliffites/Lollards.
John Wyclif (1330 – 84) was a Yorkshireman. His theological importance was his advocacy of the supremacy of scripture as the rule of faith by which all church teaching must be tested. This in turn led to a rejection of transubstantiation and of the Pope’s power. His followers persisted, largely in secret, right through to the coming of the Reformation.

John Huss (1372 – 1415) was a student of Wyclif’s writings and he and many other Bohemians adopted similar views which were widely preached and accepted. Despite being guaranteed safe passage, Huss was imprisoned and executed in 1415. His last words were: ‘I shall die with joy today in the faith of the gospel which I have preached.’ Strangely the Bohemian church was eventually allowed to remain as a distinct body, with its own beliefs, within the Roman Catholic Church until the Reformation which was then largely embraced within Bohemia.
SPIRITUAL WRITING A quick skim! Notable are ‘The Imitation of Christ’ by Thomas a Kempis, Johan Tauler’s ‘Theologica Germanica’, Julian of Norwich (female) ‘Revelations of Divine Love’ and Bernard of Clairvaux’s ‘Sermons on the Song of Solomon’ and other devotional writings and hymns: ‘O Sacred Head, Once wounded’ is the best known example and is a wonderful hymn. Confession: I find the writings of this period particularly inaccessible and they are all marred by a lack of clarity on central gospel themes.
Suggested further reading
Part two of Nick Needham’s ‘2000 Years of Christ’s Power’.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 of Mark Noll’s ‘Turning Points’.

Some of the devotional writing mentioned above could be read with profit and may available for download. Dante’s ‘Divine Comedy’ gives a good view of the workings of a devout, medieval Catholic mind.
