
Medieval Church History 
(Part 5:  Revival and Schism in the Church, 800-1054) 

 
 
 

Synopsis:  The Western church was under shadow of the Holy Roman Empire during latter part of the 
period from 800 to 1054, but experienced renewal that gave it strength to cope with imperial 
interference.  The Eastern Church became aware of differences with the West, that period ending with 
a schism resulting in the creation of the Greek Orthodox Church.   

 
I.  Renewal in the West.   
 
This was not always spiritual renewal, but a renewal of strength that helped in its struggle with the state.  
Several things strengthened power of pope:   
 

A.  Documents supporting the papacy.   
1.  The Donation of Constantine.   

a.  This gave legal ground for possession of land by the pope.   
b.  The largest land grant – that by Pepin in 756 – was justified by this document.   
c.  In 865, Pope Nicolas I first made use of a collection of the decrees of the various popes of 

Rome.  This became known as the False Decretals or the Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals.   
d.  They included the Donation, some real and some forged decrees or decretals of the popes 

from the time of Clement of Rome, and some of the canons of the great councils of the 
church.   

e.  This collection was associated with Isidore of Seville (ca. 560-636), head of the Spanish 
church during first part of 7th century.   

f.  Its authorship is uncertain, but from the middle of 9th Century, they were important in the 
claims of the Roman bishop to supremacy in the church.   

g.  The Donation, first utilized in the 8th  Century, was used to buttress the claims of popes to 
land in Italy, but the Decretals were used to support power of pope within church.  They 
asserted the supremacy of pope over all other church leaders and gave any bishop the right to 
appeal directly to the pope over head of his archbishop.  They also claimed the right of 
church to be free from secular control.  It’s not likely that any pope created them, but many 
used them to support their claims to power.   

 
B. Conversion of Scandinavia.   

1.  This region was converted to Christianity, which strengthened the papacy.   
2.  Anskar (801-865), a native of Flanders, deserves much of the credit.   

a.  When the Danish king, Harald, asked for missionary in 826, Anskar believed he should 
answer the call and spent rest of life in missionary activity in Northern Europe.   

b.  Denmark was won in the 11th Century; Christianity was permanently established in Norway 
about 100, and Sweden and Iceland about the same time.   

c.  The work begun by Anskar bore fruit by 1000 and strengthened Rome.   
 
C.  Doctrine of Mass.   

1.  A controversy regarding Christ’s presence in the communion troubled the Western church early 
9th Century.   

2.  Any acceptance of the idea of the Lord’s Supper being a sacrifice strengthened the pope – he 
headed the clergy who alone had power to perform the miracle of the Mass.   

3.  About 831, Paschasius Radbertus, abbot of the monastery of Corbie near Amiens, began to 
teach that the bread and wine were actually changed into the body and blood of Christ.   
a.  He didn’t call it transubstantiation, but the teaching was the same.   
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b.  He presented his views in Of the Body and Blood of the Lord in 831.   
c.  This view strengthened the pope, though the church didn’t officially accept the doctrine until 

1215, nor fully define it until the Council of Trent (1545).   
 
D.  Monastic Reform:  the Cluniac Movement.   

1.  The Cluniac reforms strengthened papacy in 10 and 11th Centuries.   
a.  By the 10th Century, monasteries were wealthy and corrupt.   
b.  The idea of service was replaced by a desire for individual salvation and an easy life.   
c.  The papacy went through a decline between pope Nicholas I and Leo IX.   
d.  The reform movement started at Cluny and was the first of several successive movements in 

Roman monasticism, with far reaching results.   
 

2.  The monastery at Cluny was organized in this way:   
a.  In 909, Duke William of Aquitaine for the good of his soul gave a charter to Berno to found 

a new monastery at Cluny in Eastern France.   
b.  It was to be free from secular and Episcopal control, self-governing and under the protection 

of pope.   
c.  Its first abbots - Berno from 910 to 926, and Odo from 927-944 – were men of ability and 

character.   
d.  They did so well that many Benedictine monasteries, including Monte Cassino, were 

reorganized along  same lines.   
e.  Under the old system, each monastery had an abbot and was independent.  The abbot of 

Cluny appointed priors to new monasteries founded by himself or others and made them 
subject to himself.   

f.  This centralized power in the monastery, with the one head working closely with the pope.   
g.  By the 11thCentury, there were over 1100 monasteries under Cluny.   
 

3.  Beliefs.   
a.  They condemned simony – buying and selling church offices – and nepotism – showing 

favoritism to relatives in appointments.   
b.  Celibacy was required so that the clergy would give their full attention to the affairs of 

church.   
c.  They were free from secular control of king, emperor or duke.  
d.  They believed in living an ascetic life.   
 

4.  Other contributions.   
a.  They created good monastic schools; helped to make Latin common tongue of Middle Ages.   
b.  The movement that resulted in the Crusades against the Muslims in the Holy Land owed 

much to monks from Cluniac monasteries.   
c.  Those monasteries on the frontier became centers of missionary effort.   
d.  They came to an end official in 1790.   

 
E.  Capable leaders.   

1.  Many of the popes were corrupt or incompetent, but there were several able leaders.   
2.  Nicholas I, pope from 858-867, one of the ablest.   

a.  In writing and practice, he insisted on supremacy of the pope within the church as the one 
responsible for the spiritual welfare of faithful, and on the supremacy of the pope over 
temporal rulers in matters of morals or religion.   

b.  He often used the Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals.   
c.  He was bold.  He confronted Lothair II for putting his legal wife Teutberga away and 

marrying Waldrada.  Nicholas confronted both the bishops who allowed this and Lothair, 
had him put Waldrada away and restore Teutberga.   
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d.  He also overruled a decision of Hincmar, archbishop of Rheims, to remove Rothad, bishop 
of Soissons, enforcing the right of all bishops to appeal to the pope.   

e.  He tried to assert his authority over the patriarch and Eastern Emperor at Constantinople.  
When Emperor Michael deposed Ignatius, the patriarch of Constantinople, for refusing to 
administer the sacrament to his corrupt uncle, and appointed Photius in his place, Ignatius 
appealed to Nicholas for help.  Nicholas declared Photius deposed.  But a synod of the 
Eastern church accused the Western church of heresy for add the filioque clause to the creed.  
In the end, Nicholas failed.   

 
3.  Between Nicholas I and Leo IX, there were few good popes.   

a.  But there was a very bad scandal:  Benedict IX was driven from Rome and Sylvester III took 
his place.  Benedict returned and sold the papal throne for a large sum of money in 1045 to a 
man who became Gregory VI.  However, Benedict refused to relinquish his office.  So there 
were three popes.   

b.  Henry III (ca. 1017-1056) called a synod at Sutri in 1046.  Benedict and Sylvester were 
deposed, Gregory was forced to resign, and Clement II was appointed.   

c.  Clement died and Henry appointed a new man who also soon died.   
d.  Finally, Henry appointed his cousin Bruno as pope Leo IX.   
 

4.  Leo IX and successors.   
a.  Leo and his successors were strong men interested in reform along Cluniac lines.   
b.  Nicholas II, aided by Humbert and Hildebrand (later Gregory VII), succeeded in taking the 

appointment of the pope out of secular hands and placed it in the hands of the college of 
cardinals in 1059.  It reached its peak of power under Innocent III.   

 
5.  In the East, the church was harassed by the Muslims, controlled by the emperor, and was 

theologically stagnant.  It could do little to challenge Rome.  Growing antagonism led to a break 
in 1054.   

 
II.  Origin of the Greek Orthodox Church.   

A.  Differences and causes for separation between East and West.   
1.  Constantine had moved his capital to Constantinople in 330.   

a.  This paved the way for the political and finally ecclesiastical separation of the church.   
b.  Theodosius put the administration of the Eastern and Western areas of the empire under 

separate heads in 395.   
c.  When the Roman empire fell in the West, in the late 5th Century, this division was complete.  

The church in the East was under the emperor, but the pope in Rome was too far away to be 
subject.   

d.  The pope became a temporal and spiritual leader in times of crisis.   
e.  Emperors were almost popes in the East, and in West popes were almost emperors.  They 

had an entirely different outlook regarding temporal power.   
 

2.  They differed intellectually.   
a.  The West more inclined to polity and had little trouble formulating doctrine.   
b.  They were more theological and philosophical in the East.   
c.  Most of the theological controversy between 325 and 451 arose in the East, but in most cases 

the same problems caused little difficulty in the West.   
 

3.  They also differed on the issue of celibacy.  Marriage of all parish clergy below bishop was 
allowed in the East, but in the West the clergy were not allowed to marry.   

4.  They disputed over whether the priests should have beards – the East said yes, the West, not 
necessarily.   
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5.  The West used Latin, and the East Greek, which sometimes caused misunderstandings.   
6.  The filioque clause:  in 867, Photius charged Nicholas with heresy because of the filioque clause 

in its form of the Nicene Creed.  The West accepted, but East rejected it.  Filioque is Latin for 
“and the Son,” indicating the belief of the Western Church that the Spirit proceeds from the 
Father and the Son, and not the Father alone.   

7.  Easter:  In the middle of the 2nd Century there was a dispute over when to celebrate Easter.   
8.  The Iconoclastic controversy in the East in the 8th and 9th Centuries caused hard feelings.   

a.  In 726, Leo III, emperor of the East, forbade kneeling before pictures or images; in 730 he 
ordered all of them removed and destroyed except the cross to refute the Muslim charge of 
idolatry.   

b.  In the West, the pope and Charlemagne favored visible symbols, even attempting to enforce 
this on the Eastern church, who resented the interference.   

 
9.  The East particularly resented the attempt by Nicholas I to interfere with the appointment of the 

patriarch.   
 

B.  The Schism of 1054.   
1.  The final controversy revolved around a minor matter.   

a.  Michael Cerularius, patriarch of Constantinople from 1043 to 1059, condemned West for the 
use of unleavened bread in Eucharist.   

b.  Pope Leo IX sent Cardinal Humbert and two other legates to the East to end the dispute.  The 
diff only widened.   

c.  On July 16, 1054, the Roman legates put a decree excommunicating the patriarch and his 
followers on the high altar of the cathedral church of Saint Sophia.   

d.  The patriarch, not wanting to be outdone, in a synod, anathematized the pope and his 
followers.  From this time, the two went their separate ways.   

 
2.  This mutual excommunication was finally removed December 7, 1965 by Paul VI and 

Athenagoras.   
 

C.  Consequences of the Schism.   
1.  This separation shut the church of the East off from many vitalizing influences that strengthened 

the church in the West.  “The rise of towns, nations, and the middle class, the cultural 
movements of the Renaissance, and the Reformation passed by the church in the East; but the 
Roman Catholic church in the West was subjected to their influence and made stronger, either 
by assimilation of helpful features or by reaction against what appeared to Rome to be harmful” 
(206).   

2.  The East did do some miss work.  They won the Bulgarians to Christianity in 864, under Boris 
who reigned from 852 to 889.  Cyril and Methodius won the Moravians who eventually came 
under the jurisdiction of Rome.  They had more success in Russia.  “A princess named Olga 
accepted Christianity in 955 and was able to influence her grandson Vladimir (956-1015) so that 
he accepted Christianity about 988.  This event marked the beginning of the triumph of Eastern 
Christianity in Russia” (206).   

3.  “The shock of Islam in the seventh century and the loss of people and land to the Muslims, 
coupled with the two centuries of unrest concerning the use of images, left Christianity in the 
East to become stagnant.  Little change in ritual, polity, or theology has appeared in that church 
until the present time.  Consequently it had not had the influence on the world that Christianity 
in the West has had, although in the ancient period of church history it had led in the 
formulation of theology” (206).   


