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Question 6: Heresies and Reform Movement

The medieval period was a tumultuous time for the Catholic Church. An era of political instability and the rise of new financial institutions and the merchant class led to inevitable conflict between the decadent clergy and a lay class who understood poverty to be godly. The eventual waves of uprisings, led by groups like the Waldensians and the Hussites, threatened the traditional power of the Church, and resulted in the recognition of the Franciscan and Dominican Orders, which provided a stabilizing force in such a volatile era.

THE WALDENSIANS

The Waldensian movement appealed to the conscience of the confused within the merchant class. Led by a former merchant himself, Peter Valdes, the Waldensians encouraged those of wealth to completely reject materialism, and condemned the greed of the clergy. They reviled the lavish masses, mystical externals of worship, and even the saying of prayers for the dead. The Waldensians sought the voiding of all of the sacraments in their quest to return to the simplicity of worship during the time of the original apostles. Beyond that, they also encouraged the reeducation of the populace by members of the Orthodox clergy.


The religious implications were immense. The inherent power of the Church came through its mystical imagery, ornate costumes and rituals, and the liturgy done in Latin. The Church would be absolutely nothing without the magic. And people want magic, they want miracles, they want the hope that they will be cared for and remember post mortem. And the Waldensian heresy sought to eradicate all of that in response to a clergy that had grown corrupt. They simply could not be tolerated, and in the 1230s, the Dominicans specifically targeted them for eradication.
 The inquisition against them was semi-successful.


THE FRANCISCANS
Like Peter Valdes, St. Francis of Assisi walked away from a comfortable life to preach and found a religious movement. The Franciscan “espousal of poverty”
, while similar to that of the Waldensians in the sense that they too were preaching in the streets to the less fortunate, was not unkind to the bureaucrats of the Catholic Church. The Friars Minor spoke of charity and helping the less fortunate, not of the destruction and looting of monasteries and cathedrals. Their words spoke to the formerly rural immigrants
 in the towns and cities in northern Italy and southern France. 
 Their charismatic message attracted hordes of followers, and in1517, Pope Honorius III officially recognized them as a mendicant order of the Catholic Church.

The recognition of the Franciscans was a huge step for the Catholic Church. No longer would the spiritual needs of the laity be addressed only in direct proportion to the amount of money they could donate to the local monastery. Monasticism lacked the personal touch that an evangelical order of mendicants could deliver. The Franciscans were in the streets, they were in the markets, they were everywhere, but most importantly, they were visible. While monks and bishops contemplated in monasteries and chateaus, far out of sight of the common man, the Franciscans lived in or traveled through the town. Catholicism was revived. The physical presence of the friars occupying the towns evokes images of the English government garrisoning troops throughout the colonies in the 1770s. Happy, poor, preaching to stray dogs, sharing their wisdom and cheerleading for the Pope troops. Some might even go so far as to call them the “storm troops” of Innocent III and his successors.
 Instead of leaving, people were staying in droves. The Franciscans somehow managed to take the same conundrums that attracted the unsure to heretical movements, and answer them by simply not answering them at all. 
THE DOMINICANS

The Dominicans were a sharp contrast to the “Gray Friars”. Wearing somber black robes, and shaving their heads in strictly-shaped tonsures, the Dominicans are best known for their war against urban heresy conducted during the 13th century.
 An intellectual group of individuals, they appealed to the masses through education and fear. A pair of Dominicans riding into town foretold of witchcraft trials, and torture. Bernardo Gui, made modernly famous by his role in Umberto Eco’s In The Name of The Rose
but a preeminent inquisitor of his time, wrote the manual defining how an inquisitor should go about interrogating certain populations, what behavior mechanisms betray guilt, and all from a pseudo-scientific perspective
. How revolutionary, applying scientific expectations and methods to something as indeterminate as beliefs. One might even say that they go so far as to attempt “ecclesiastical unity” through expression of intellect.


The Dominicans were also “the Pope’s storm-troops”, but that is not to say that they were similar to the Franciscans. While the Franciscans were in the streets, preaching vows of poverty, devotion and charity, the Dominicans were in close quarters with the Papacy, riding out to act as the enforcers of his will.
 The Praetorian Guard, pre-Sejanus. They were the elite of the modern monks, men who could be trusted to handle delicate operations in an intelligent and utterly-devoted manner. They immensely increased the political power of the Papacy, as leaders began to realize the power of the Inquisition, and fear the incursion of the black-robed judges of faith.
THE HUSSITES

The Hussites are an absolute wildcard. Simply centuries before their time, the Hussite rebellion was a nationalistic movement that transpired class boundaries. A “multi-dimensional revolt”, the Hussites sought liberation from the German-dominated Holy Roman Empire and the Emperor Sigismund after the unfair arrest of the reformer Jan Hus, as well as a solid position from the Church regarding the eligibility of the laity and taking communion. 
 The Articles of Prague, written in 1420, also demanded permission to preach freely, and for the clergy to concede that they are subject to the same laws as the laymen.


The Hussite Uprising, eventually quashed in 1432, resulted in twelve years of war for the empire. During that time the movement split, and the more liberal Taborites were defeated by the collusion of the conservatives with the German forces. 

One of the most interesting aspects about the Hussite revolt was the creation of a Czech translation of the Bible. At this point it was still considered heretical for people to want to read the Bible for themselves, although not owning a copy was a heresy, and for mass translations to be made specifically for the general populace implies that the Hussites were not only rebelling against the Germans and Pope Martin V, but also against the papacy as an institution.
 They were seeking a more intimate religion. The Hussite Rebellion eventually inspired the Bohemian Reformation, which has become known as the Moravian Church.
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