
Medieval Church History 
(Part 9:  Attempts at Internal Reform, 1305-1517) 

 
 
 

Synopsis:  “The return to the Scriptures did not begin with such leaders of the Reformation as Luther and 
Calvin.  There were earlier attempts to halt the decline in papal prestige and power by reforms of various 
kinds.  From 1305 to 1517, protest and attempted reform challenged the authority of the Roman church.  
The corrupt, extravagant papacy that resided in France instead of in Rome and the schism that resulted 
from the attempts to get the pope to return to Rome provided the impetus that led mystics, reformers (such 
as Wycliffe, Hus, and Savonarola), the reform councils of the fourteenth century, and the biblical 
humanists to seek ways to bring about a revival within the Roman Catholic church” (245).   
 
I.  The Papacy in Decline (1309-1439).   

A.  Failure of the clergy.   
1.  During the time between 1309 and 1439 the Roman church hit bottom in the eyes of the laity.   
2.  “The hierarchical organization, with its demand for celibacy and absolute obedience to the pope, 

and the feudalization of the Roman church led to a decline in clerical morals.  Celibacy was 
opposed both to the natural instincts of man and to the biblical statements in favor of the married 
state.  Many priests took concubines or indulged in illicit love affairs with the women in the 
congregations.  Some had the problem of caring for children that were born to these unions and 
gave more attention to that problem than they did to their clerical duties.  Others, especially 
during the Renaissance, enjoyed luxurious living.  Feudalism was still a problem because the 
dual allegiance to the pope and the feudal lord created a division of interest in many cases.  The 
cleric often gave more attention to his secular responsibilities than he did to his spiritual 
responsibilities” (245).   

 
B.  The Babylonian Captivity and the Great Schism.   

1.  Two reasons the papacy lost its prestige in the eyes of the laity was the Babylonian Captivity 
(1309-1377) and the Great Schism (1378-1417).  The latter must not be confused with the 
Schism of 1054 when the East and West finally split and went their separate directions.   

2.  The Babylonian captivity.   
a.  Innocent III was the high point of papal power and influence, but it declined quickly after 

Boniface VIII was not able to control the rulers of England and France.   
b.  Clement V, a Frenchman chosen by the cardinals as pope in 1305, was a weak man who soon 

fell under the influence of the French king.   
(i)  In 1305, he moved to France from Rome and to Avignon in 1309.   
(ii)  To the people of Europe, this meant the pope was under French control, even though 

Avignon was technically not in French territory.   
(iii)  With the exception of a brief time between 1367 and 1370, the pope resided at Avignon 

until 1377, dominated by strong French kings.   
 

c.  “The godly mystic, Catherine of Siena (1347-1380), strongly pressed Gregory XI (1329-
1378) to return to Rome to restore order there and to regain prestige for the papacy as an 
independent international authority.  Early in 1377 he returned and ended the Babylonian 
captivity” (247).   

 
3.  The Great Schism.   

a.  When Gregory XI died the next year, Urban VI was elected, but his bad temper and arrogant 
ways soon won him the hatred of the cardinals, so they elected Clement VII in 1378.   
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b.  Clement moved the capital to Avignon a second time.   
(i)  Both claimed to be the legitimate pope which divided the people of Europe.   
(ii)  “Northern Italy, most of Germany, Scandinavia, and England followed the Roman pope; 

France, Spain, Scotland, and southern Italy gave allegiance to the pope at Avignon” (247).   
(iii)  The schism continued until it was resolved early in the next century by the reforming 

councils.   
 

c.  The Babylonian Captivity and the Great Schism both strengthened the outcry for reform 
within the Roman church.   

 
C.  Papal taxation.   

1.  With two papal courts, papal taxation became a burden to the people of Europe.   
2.  The papacy derived its income from papal estates, tithes, annates (the first year’s salary of a 

church officer paid to the pope), the right of purveyance (churchmen and their constituents were 
required to pay the pope’s traveling expenses while he was in their area), the right of spoil (the 
personal property of the upper clergy went to the pope upon their death), Peter’s Pence (paid 
annually by the laity in many lands), the income from vacant offices, and many other fees.   

3.  The rulers of the national states and the middle class who supported them resented this drain 
from the national to the papal treasury, especially the rulers of England and France.   

4.  During the Babylonian captivity of the church, England especially hated to see their money go 
into the hands of their enemies because the pope resided in territory dominated by the French 
King.   

 
D.  The rise of nation-states:  “A political factor that played an important part in the decline of papal 

influence in Europe was the rise of national states opposed to the idea of universal sovereignty 
inherent in the concepts of the Holy Roman Empire and the Roman Catholic church.  King and 
middle class cooperated:  the king with his national army gave security so that the middle class 
could carry on business safely; and the middle class in return gave money so that the king could run 
the state.  The resulting strong, centralized nation-state was strong enough to defy the pope’s dicta 
and to try to make the church subject to national interest in Bohemia, France, and England.  All this 
created a clamor for internal reform of the papacy in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.  Leaders 
soon came to the fore.  The mystical, biblical, evangelical, and conciliar reformers were the 
successors of the monastic reformers of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries” (248).   

 
II.  The Mystics.   

A.  What is mysticism?  Mysticism can be defined as “the experience in which the believer arrives at a 
special union of love with God.  It transcends [the] knowledge of God [which is] achieved through 
the normal powers of mind and reason. . . .  God is felt to be extremely near.  It is fellowship with 
God known through the embrace of a unifying love” (Concise, 260).   

B.  Causes of mysticism.   
1.  Carnes writes, “The recurrence of mysticism in eras when the church lapses into formalism 

testifies to the desire of the human heart to have direct contact with God in the act of worship 
instead of passively participating in the coldly formal acts of worship performed by the 
clergyman.  The mystic desires direct contact with God by immediate intuition or contemplation. 
. . .  The main objective . . . is [an] immediate apprehension of God in an extrarational way as 
the mystic waits before Him in a passive receptive mood” (Carnes, 248).   

2.  Scholasticism was one of the main causes of mysticism, because of its emphasis on reason while 
downplaying emotion.   
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a.  Mysticism was a reaction against the rationalization of Christianity.  Movements that 
emphasize man’s relationship to God usually come as a reaction to movements that 
emphasize the intellect.   

b.  Carnes writes, “In a similar manner, Pietism [which was a renewal movement among the 
German Lutherans in the 17th century that also emphasized the need for genuine communion 
with God (Concise, 296)] was to follow the period of cold orthodoxy in the Lutheranism of 
the seventeenth century” (248).   

c.  Since mysticism also provided a way to learn more about God, there was also one branch of 
Scholastics who turned to it for that reason (248).   

 
3.  But there were other causes for it as well.   

a.  Mysticism was a protest and reaction against the troubled times and a corrupt church.   
b.  The Black Death of 1348-49 killed about one-third of Europe’s population.   
c.  The Peasant’s Revolt of 1381 in England showed that there was social unrest.   
d.  And the Babylonian Captivity and the Great Schism made many question the leadership of 

the church and desire direct contact with God (Carnes, 248).   
 

C.  Types of mystics.   
1.  There were actually two kinds of mystics:  what were called the Latin mystics and Teutonic 

mystics.   
2.  The Latin mystics emphasized mysticism as “a personal emotional experience of Christ.”   

a.  This is the school of which Bernard of Clairvaux, who lived in the twelfth century, was a 
part.   

b.  He emphasized that the Christian should have a oneness of will with God – that is, he should 
desire what God desires – and that he should have a oneness of affection with Him – which 
means he should love Him with a single heart.   

c.  This union he sought after was not a union of essence, but of mind and heart.   
d.  “Catherine of Siena represented Latin mysticism at its best.  She firmly believed that God 

spoke to her in visions and she always seemed to use these visions to good practical ends” – 
such as denouncing clerical evils, convincing Gregory XI to return to Rome from Avignon in 
1376, and opposing sin even in the papacy (Carnes, 249).   

 
3.  The Teutonic mystics, on the other hand, emphasized a union with the being of God (Carnes, 

249).   
a.  It ended in pantheism, or the idea that God is His creation.   
b.  Meister Eckhart (ca. 1260-1327) represented this branch.   

(i)  Believing that God was the only thing that really existed, “he taught that the aim of the 
Christian should be the union of the spirit with God by a fusion of the human essence with 
the divine essence during an ecstatic experience. . . .  He is reputed to have said, ‘God 
must become I, and I God.’”   

(ii)  Charges were brought against him and his views were condemned as pantheistic (Carnes 
249).   

 
c.  His influence was still felt, however.   

(i)  A group of Dominicans known as the Friends of God continued to follow his teachings.   
(ii)  John Tauler (ca. 1300-61), one of the most famous, was more evangelical than Eckhart, 

and stressed the importance of experiencing God inwardly, which was much more 
important to the soul’s well-being than mere outward ceremonies (Carnes, 249).   

(iii)  It is believed that it was also from this group that the small book Theologia Germanica 
(or German Theology) originated.   
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(a)  Luther found this book helpful in his struggle for salvation.   
(b)  In 1516, he had a part of it published in German, and “in 1518 he published a 

complete edition with a preface in which he stated:  ‘no book except the Bible and St. 
Augustine has come to my attention from which I have learned more about God, 
Christ, man and all things” (Heinze, 966).   

(c)  Here we see how the mystics were used in Luther’s life to bring him to a saving 
knowledge of Christ.   

 
(iv)  There was another group of mystics based in the Netherlands called the Brethren of the 

Common Life.  They were more practical and less pantheistic than the Friends of God.  
They’re probably best remembered as that movement from which the famous book The 
Imitation of Christ came, by Thomas a Kempis, his name then being Thomas Hemerken 
of Kempen (Carnes 250).   

 
D.  Conclusion.   

1.  The mystic movement came about as a reaction against the dead formalism and dry 
Scholasticism in the church of that day.  In that sense, it was good.   
a.  It shows us that when there is too much emphasis on the outward acts of Christianity it tends 

to push its adherents further towards the personal and more subjective aspects.   
b.  The deadening effects of Liberalism and Traditionalism in our own time – which takes away 

the reality of a personal relationship with God through Christ and leaves only the forms of 
worship – is probably one of the main reasons why the more experiential churches are so 
popular.   

 
2.  Of course, this movement has its dangers as well.   

a.  There is a tendency to substitute one’s subjective feelings for the objective authority of the 
Bible and to minimize the importance of doctrine.   

b.  This was true of the mystics, and is currently true of some branches of the Pentecostal and 
Charismatic Churches.   

c.  Emphasis on the intellectual has its dangers as well, such as pushing the relational aspects of 
Christianity out of the picture, leaving ourselves with a dead formalism.   

d.  There was also a tendency in mysticism not to become involved, but to be very passive, 
inward looking and antisocial.    

e.  In some cases, it even led to pantheism (250), emphasizing union with God so much that it 
confused the creature and the Creator.   

f.  There is good and bad Mysticism.   
(i)  It is good to seek a personal relationship with God.   

(a)  That is what eternal life is all about.  Jesus prayed in John 17, “And this is eternal life, 
that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent” (v. 
3).   

(b)  Carnes writes, “In that sense mysticism may be thought of as anticipating the more 
personal approach to religion that was such an outstanding characteristic of the 
Reformation” (Carnes 250).   

 
(ii)  But it is bad if we divorce that relationship from the truth, and follow our own hearts.  

Jeremiah said, “The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can 
understand it?” (Jer. 17:9).   


