LESSON #10 - 

TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS IN CHURCH HISTORY
The Medieval Church #1

The Age of Justinian, Benedict, and Gregory the Great

Introduction

The Christian emperor Justinian was the ablest emperor of the Byzantine Empire.  His military capability was marked by his reconquering of North Africa and Italy.  Moreover, he rebuilt Hagia Sophia and codified the entire system of law.  He sought also to resolve the differences between the rival theological factions (the Chalcedonians and Monophysites). At the same time, while many sought power in a church joined to the empire, others found a way to live out the total commitment that had marked earlier times.  This they found in monasticism.  The form this took in the West differed from that of the East largely because of the influence of Benedict of Nursia. It was more practical offering training for mission in the world; it did not place a premium on solitude as in the East; and it did not live in constant tension with the hierarchy of the church as was typical of the East. After Justinian’s death in 565 and Constantinople could no longer afford to maintain an army in Italy, those not conquered by the Lombards turned to the popes for protection.  The greatest of these was Gregory. He became essentially the civil governor as well as spiritual leader in the West. 
I. Emperor Justinian (483-565 A.D.)

In spite of the barbarian invasions, Justinian and his court in Constantinople still thought of themselves as ruling the Roman Empire.  
1. Justinian sought to regain the lands lost to the Barbarian invasions (North Africa, Italy, Spain.
2. He compiled a body of civil law that became the basis of legal codes in Europe for centuries.

3. He was a good canon lawyer and lay theologian who did not hesitate to insert himself into church conflicts. 

4. He worked out (with other theologians) a way of interpreting Chalcedon consistent with the Christology of those who inclined to Monophysitism. His concessions were not enough to secure their acceptance however. 
5. Justinian closed the Academy in Athens in 529 A.D. as a blow against paganism and a symbol of Christian ascendancy in education.
6. The Council of Orange the same year established Semi-Augustinianism as the faith of the West.

7. The canonical decisions of the church were now enshrined in civil law.

8. Theological argument based on church fathers and not simply Scripture is increasingly employed. 
9. The domed basilica of Hagia Sophia  was built in Constantinople, one of the great architectural achievements of all time.  
II. Benedict of Nursia (ca. 480-550 A.D.)

1. Benedict has been called the “Patriarch of Western Monasticism.” 

2. He began by living as a hermit in a cave but concluded he could aid other monks; he began by setting up twelve monasteries of twelve monks each. 

3. In 529 he moved to Monte Cassino where he established the monastery for which he is now famous.  

4. He instilled the virtues of gravity, stability, authority, and moderation.  His “rule” comprised (1) exactness and comprehensiveness; (2) moderation; (3) order; 

5. The life of the Benedictine monks was a balanced regimen of divine praise, spiritual reading, and physical work
6. Ten hours out of the day were to be spent in worship and meditation; eight times of prayer were appointed; the whole psalter was sung every week. 

7. The Benedictine monasteries became a symbol of stability in a world of flux. Their rule came to supplant all other rules so that from the 8th to the 12th centuries in the West the monasteries were ordered by the “Benedictine Rule.” 
8. Monasteries were important in the transmission of culture and in the conversion of peoples north of the Alps

III. Gregory the Great (ca. 540-604 A.D.)
A. His Life
1. Pope Gregory I has been called “the Great” since the eleventh century.  His greatness consisted in his pastoral role, builder of the church, a popularizer of a modified Augustinianism, a moral theologian, and a spiritual master (Ferguson). 
2. Gregory was born into an aristocratic Roman family and was given a legal education to fit him for government service. 

3. He entered government service and in 574 was appointed prefect of Rome, a position of importance and honor. It is claimed he learned every detail of the municipal administration. 
4. Becoming dissatisfied with this life, he turned to monasticism, devoting his wealth to the building of 7 monasteries in Italy, the most important of which was set up in his father’s palace. Here he became a monk.
5. Between 578 and 585 he was an ambassador representing the Roman bishop at Constantinople. 

6. When he returned to Rome, he was made abbot of St. Andrew’s monastery, which he had founded upon his father’s death.  

7. He was chosen Pope upon the death of Pope Pelagius in 590 A.D., the first monk to receive papal dignity. 
8. He became an implacable enemy to all forms of abuse, encouraged strict morals, and punished simony.  

9. His extensive literary production was for practical ends in the administration of his office.

10. Though he was a skilled churchman, vastly strengthening the papal idea, he was an indifferent theologian. 

11. He was a zealous missionary and was instrumental in winning the English to Christianity. 

12. His legal training, tact, and common sense made him one of the ablest administrators the Roman church had during the Middle Ages.

13. As part of the age in which he lived he was unduly superstitious and credulous. His Dialogues display an unbounded credulity in what seemed to be miraculous to the medieval mind. 

B. His Churchmanship

1. Gregory’s greatest work was to expand the power of the Roman bishop.  He disclaimed the title of pope, preferring to be known as “the servant of servants of God”and he protested vigorously the usage of the title “ecumenical patriarch” (universal bishop) by the patriarch of Constantinople.
2. Yet he exercised all the power and prerogatives of the later popes.  He asserted the spiritual supremacy of the bishop of Rome, exercising episcopal care over the churches of Gaul, Spain, Britain, Africa, and Italy. 
3. He raised troops in defense of Rome, offered tribute, and made peace with the invading Lombards on his own authority, and kept Rome free throughout his pontificate.  He was the strongest man in Italy, and must have seemed to the Romans and Lombards alike far more a real sovereign than the distant and feeble Emperor in Constantinople. 
4. With boundless energy he went about organizing food distribution among the needy, securing continuing shipments of wheat from Sicily, rebuilding the aqueducts and defenses of the city, and drilling the garrison until morale was restored. By default, he was acting as the real ruler of Rome and the surrounding region. 

5. Gregory laid the basis for the temporal power of the papacy, taking over certain functions of the civil government due to the vacuum of power in Rome. 
6. He had a deep interest in missionary work and arranged to send the monk Augustine to England.  He is thus credited with bringing the English under the sway of the Roman church. 

7. Gregory also made the Roman bishopric one of the wealthiest in the church of his day by his excellent work as an administrator. 

8. He was the organizer of the so-called Gregorian chant used in worship and a good preacher as well. He preached constantly in various churches in Rome calling the faithful to renewed commitment. His sermons were practical, stressing humility and piety.  His indulgence of the allegorical method, however, is lamentable. 
9. He promoted clerical celibacy which was slowly coming to be practiced more widely in Rome.
10. Though he did not claim universal authority as did the patriarch of Constantinople or pope Leo before him, nevertheless he saw himself as the patriarch of the West and took steps which, in fact, increased his authority: in Spain—the conversion of the Visigoths to Nicene Catholicism; in England—securing the authority of the Roman church through Augustine’s missionary efforts; in Africa—his involvement with the Donatist schism; among the Franks—failed attempts to influence the Frankish rulers.  
11. Gregory’s view of church-state relations was basically Byzantine—the church gives direction to the state and the state helps the church and reforms it if necessary.  

12. Gregory laid the basis for the temporal power of the papacy by taking over certain functions of the civil government—appointing governors of Italian cities, and administering numerous papal estates.
C. His Theological Beliefs

1. Gregory’s writings also were very influential throughout the middle ages. He did not seek to be original or creative but simply to pass on what the great teachers of the church in the past had said but with embellishment.  He developed all of Augustine’s ecclesiastical tendencies and a mass of material from popular Christianity—miracles, angels, the devil, etc. 
2. He sought especially to be a disciple of Saint Augustine of Hippo but in spite of this intent, he significantly modified Augustine’s thought. What for Augustine was conjecture, became for Gregory certainty.  E.g., the existence of a place called purgatory conjectured by Augustine, became fact for Gregory. 
3. It is especially with respect to the doctrine of salvation that we see Gregory’s modification of Augustine.  He holds that the number of the elect is fixed, and depends on God, yet he had no interest in predestination.  For him, predestination is simply divine foreknowledge.  He sets aside the Augustinian doctrines of predestination and irresistable grace and focuses on how we are to offer satisfaction to God for sins committed.  

4. This is accomplished by penance consisting of contrition, confession, and actual punishment or satisfaction.  Man is fettered in original sin, the evidence of which is his conception through lust; but he is rescued from this condition by the work of Christ received in baptism.  But sins committed after baptism must be satisfied. Works of merit wrought by God’s assisting grace make satisfaction. Thus “The good we do is both of God and of ourselves; of God by prevenient grace, our own by good will following.”  The church has many helps for those seeking merit or the exercise of penance.  Of these, the greatest is the Lord’s Supper.  Gregory regarded this as a repetition of the sacrifice of Christ.  It was available for both the living and the dead.  It was the saints who aided in the latter. He said, “Those who trust in no work of their own should run to the protection of the holy martyrs.”  
5. Priestly absolution confirms the forgiveness granted by God. Those who die in the faith and communion of the church but without having offered satisfaction for all their sins, will go to purgatory before they attain their final salvation.

6. The living can help the dead out of purgatory by offering masses in their favor. The idea of purgatory was not new with Gregory. It was hinted at by Hermas, suggested by Cyprian, thought not improbable by Augustine, and held more definitely by Caesarius of Arles.  But with Gregory, it was a fact. “It is to be believed that there is a purgatorial fire before the judgment for certain light sins.” 
7. Gregory believed that in the mass Christ was sacrificed anew.  The idea of the mass as a sacrifice eventually became standard doctrine in the Western church until rejected by Protestants in the 16th c. 

8. Gregory’s treatment of Scripture emphasized its moral sense over the literal or mystical sense. The medieval moral teaching of the “seven deadly sins” can be traced back to him. His expositions of Scripture with their analyses of the spiritual life became influential on monastic devotional life. His Pastoral Rule had as comparable an influence on the Western priesthood as Benedict’s rule had on Western monks.
Conclusion:

 Gregory possesses to an eminent degree the art of spiritual oversight, endowed with common sense and a genius for practical affairs.  With him, we find the basic identity of what is now called the Roman Catholic Church. 
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