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CHAPTER XVI
The Plight of Preaching in the Twelfth Century
by Reginald Ladner,O.P.
THE CATHOLIC POSITION
THE preacher by right of office is the bishop. This he was in the time of the apostles and still
is today. In the twelfth century such was likewise the case; except a few heretics, no one
contested this prerogative. Moreover, the heretics directed their objections less against the
right than against its exclusiveness.
Preaching is the most important of the official duties of the successors of the apostles. The
bishop should have no other concern. His whole life should be given to the study of the holy
books, prayer, and the preaching of the gospel.(1) Study, further, has value and purpose only
in reference to the end it serves, preaching.(2) Ecclesiastical prescriptions, even the
ceremonial of consecration, recommend this duty to the bishop in express and decisive terms.
With all his strength and with all his zeal he must devote himself to preaching.(3) If the
ordinand does not wish to bind himself to this obligation by oath and to discharge this duty,
he must be refused the anointing.(4)
That laymen in the twelfth century had a high regard for and a correct understanding of the
episcopal office is shown by an episode of the time. The time was the autumn of the year
1160. Paris was to have a new shepherd. The electoral chapter was considering two
candidates, similar in birth, virtue, and knowledge. Both seemed equally fitted for the
weighty responsibilities of the bishopric of Paris. Unable to agree on a candidate, the electors
sought counsel from King Louis VII. "Choose," he said, "the one who has the most zeal for
souls, the best preacher." Maurice de Sully, accordingly, was chosen instead of Peter
Comestor, the other candidate. During his episcopate he justified the hopes placed in him.(5)
The bishop shared the task of preaching and teaching with the other prelates and ordinaries,
that is, with abbots and superiors and, as Peter Cantor rightly adds, with country pastors.(6)
All had the same duties toward their subjects as the bishops, since they had been entrusted
with the care of souls.(7)
The bishop usually preached in his cathedral. An ancient tradition required the bishops to
explain the gospel every Sunday and feast day.(8) Zealous pastors were still observing this
tradition in the twelfth century as the record of homilies left by them shows.(9) Most of the
bishops, however, limited their preaching to what was imposed on them by the diocesan
statutes.(10) In cloisters and religious houses preaching was fostered to a greater degree, and
the collections of sermons that have come down to us are largely the product of this
practice.(11)
For a long time there had been good regulations for preaching in the country parishes; (12)
but many of these regulations had fallen into desuetude. Regular preaching on Sunday, a
practice that was already observed in certain places and at certain times, was not imposed as
an obligation on every parish priest until the Council of Trent.(13) Toward the end of the
twelfth century, provincial councils merely reminded priests to have the people recite the Our
Father, the Apostles' Creed, and the Hail Mary, and to explain these prayers to them.(14)

AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED
No one but those just indicated had a right to preach. The pastor was forbidden, for example,
to permit any priests who were not qualified and who did not possess a formal authorization
from the bishop to preach in his church or even within the limits of his parish.(15) Under pain
of grave penalties, the faithful were likewise forbidden to listen to such preachers. The priests
were to remind them frequently of this prohibition.(16)
The regular authorization of the preacher was strictly adhered to. It was accepted as a
criterion of orthodoxy. Whoever preached without deputation or authorization was
immediately classed as a heretic.(17)
THE CLERGY
"During the entire Middle Ages," wrote Bourgain, "the pulpit never exerted a greater
influence than in the twelfth century."(18) This amazing assertion is unsound and superficial.
If among the great preachers of the twelfth century only a St. Bernard, a St. Norbert, and
others of like caliber were counted, there might indeed be some warrant for the conclusion.
But can we conclude on the evidence of a few exceptions that preaching answered the needs
of an age and supplied all its demands? In face of the incredible progress made by heresies of
all kinds everywhere, and in view of a bourgeoisie disposed and inclined toward innovations
in the domain of religion, we may rightly wonder whether the clergy fulfilled, or were even
able to fulfill, their work of direction and education.
Readings and sermons of the period have aroused the same conjecture. Written and delivered
within the cloister, the sermons could have been of little value for the instruction and
edification of the faithful. At least it is difficult to imagine how refined subtleties and prolix
allegories could make an impression on uncultured minds.(19) Only a very limited number of
the secular clergy gave their attention to the composition of sermons.(20) The majority of the
bishops were too absorbed in other occupations to have the time for such work. They had
their sermons written by others or were content to repeat a patristic homily.(21) Cases are
known of exemplary bishops who found nothing blameworthy in this practice and even
hesitated to compose their own sermons.(22) There might have been some hope of profit
from these sermons if those who delivered them had taken the trouble to translate the Latin
model into the vernacular. But frequently they did not and the words were not understood by
the listeners.(23) Yet, a preacher had only to show that he understood the needs of the
Christian people in order to be received with genuine gratitude. The extraordinary success of
Foulques de Neuilly, and of some others, is proof of this fact.
DEARTH OF PREACHING
Very little preaching was done, in the opinion of contemporary writers. Minds of clear vision,
conscious of their responsibilities, never tired of calling attention to this failure.(24) Souls
were hungering for the word of God, but there was no one to speak it to them.(25) The cry of
Bernard calling for able shepherds echoed throughout the whole century. "Give me at least a
few learned and exemplary shepherds!(26) No longer are there any but 'dumb dogs.'"(27)
Alain of Lille put his finger on the cause of this pessima taciturnitas, as Peter Cantor called
it.(28) How could they preach? It would be only to pronounce their own condemnation. They
could no longer take the risk for fear of pointing to their own turpitude.(29)

A more glance at the acts of some three hundred councils of the twelfth century shows that
this statement is not an exaggeration. All imaginable vices are listed, certainly not for the
pleasure of enumerating them. Anyone will readily comprehend why, in such a situation, the
ministerium praedicationis suffered and was bound to suffer.
In the Third Lateran Council (1179) the reform of the clergy was one Of the principal
questions for discussion.(30) Prelates' love of pomp and their luxurious robes had become
proverbial. Strict and minute prescriptions were directed against this abuse. Many bishops
preferred hunting to the visitation of their dioceses. Others found time for a visitation in the
midst of their numerous cares as feudal lords, but it was with such display that the poor
pastors were obliged to meet the expense by alienating some of the goods of the Church.(31)
Rapacity, avarice, and immorality seem to have been the chief vices. At times they were
carried even to the point of cynicism. According to a contemporary, Bishop Raoul of Liege
(1168-91) one day had some benefices sold at auction; as intermediary in the transaction he
used a butcher who sold these benefices with his meat.(32) This is but one example among
many others which may be cited and which the chroniclers relate in detail.(33) Further, there
remained for the prelates no means other than simony for the maintenance of their
extravagant way of life. Simony persisted as a most stubborn evil against which all the
councils contended, apparently without effect. This circumstance explains the fact, at first
surprising, that few of these councils enacted statutes on the subject of preaching.(34) The
councils had to attend to more urgent affairs and to effect basic reforms before there could be
any thought about a reorganization of the pastoral ministry. It was well understood that a
preacher who did not live according to his teaching could but aggravate the evil.(35) The
heretics knew how to profit by this condition. One of their most effective arguments was
based on the contradiction between the example and the teaching of the churchmen.(36) It is
significant that our Lord's admonition occurs so frequently in contemporary literature: "All
things therefore whatsoever they shall say to you, observe and do: but according to their
works do ye not. For they say, and do not."(37)
LACK OF KNOWLEDGE
If the scandalous conduct of so many prelates was a dangerous stumbling block for the
people, their example was still more directly harmful when it was accompanied with an
incertitude in the matter of doctrine. The faithful indeed were being neglected on all sides.
Neither the teaching nor the example of their spiritual superiors could bring them support or
encouragement.
We are not speaking here of those prelates, especially numerous in southern France, who
abetted heresy.(38) We are speaking rather of those prelates, much more numerous, who
lacked the knowledge necessary to fulfill their duty toward their subordinates. The maxim,
oportet praelatum esse doctorem, continually repeated in one form or another, indicates that
in this domain there was much to be desired.(39) If, at a time when requirements for the
instruction of clerics were very moderate, bishops had to be deposed for crass ignorance, the
import of the fact can be appreciated.(40)
Innocent III counted lack of knowledge among the deficiencies which could and should lead
to the resignation of a bishop.(41) We cannot estimate how often this charge recurs in the
numerous depositions that this Pope pronounced.(42) He always expressed himself with
reserve and tact in the bulls which refer to this question. But the expression, propter
impedimentum cordis, which was used rather often, may well be a paraphrase signifying that

the prelate in question was not able to fulfill his office as teacher of the faithful. This
meaning is frequently evident in the light of the context and of circumstances known in other
ways.(43)
Moreover, a number of these prelates, forced into the clerical state for purely selfish motives,
showed little eagerness to assume the burden of the duties of their state. Few of them could
merit the tribute paid to Sylvester de la Guerche, bishop of Rennes, by a contemporary. He
was a warrior, rough and unlettered, and was not even a cleric. But he had concern for his
diocese and for the salvation of the souls of the faithful. He sought the services of able and
zealous priests who could provide for his people what he himself was not able to give.(44)
According to earlier decrees, the bishops could provide a substitute preacher when they were
hindered by sickness or absence.(45) But they could not plead ignorance as an excuse from
preaching. The Fourth Lateran Council had declared that in the future ignorance would not be
tolerated.(46) But, since it was necessary to provide for the support of these helpers, many
prelates preferred the more economical solution of letting preaching lapse entirely.(47)
INERTIA OF THE CLERGY
As heresy continued its steady progress in southern France, Innocent III judged at first that he
could oppose it effectively with the help of the bishops. He appealed to the clerical forces to
redouble their efforts and their zeal.(48) But soon he realized that the prelates themselves
were largely responsible for the lamentable situation and the inroads of error.(49) In a letter
to his legates, he complained of the deplorable state of the Church in many places through the
fault of these pastors.(50) Instead of doing their duty, instead of mounting guard and sending
a call to arms against the forces of darkness, they showed their inability and negligence, and
stood blind and dumb in the face of danger, absorbed in their profane ventures.
Unfortunately conditions were still more intolerable among the lower clergy. These
conditions affected a greater number of individuals and appeared in a coarser form than did
the same vices and weaknesses in the prelates.(51) Certain parishes were abandoned to
wretched, illiterate, and uncultured creatures,(52) sometimes because better persons could not
be found, but more often because these parishes preferred the services of those who would
accept the lowest salary. Thus they got what they paid for.(53)
It would be unfair not to acknowledge and recognize the activity and success of certain good
and admirable prelates. The way they tried to remedy the situation will be considered later. In
normal times, perhaps the efforts of such men would have compensated for the inadequacy
and subversive influence of the others. But the exceptional circumstances demanded
exceptional measures and created needs which could not be met by a great part of the clergy.
THE HERETICS
While the pastors lawfully appointed by the Church were concerned with their own interests,
and while cowardly hirelings abandoned their flocks and left them to die of hunger,(54)
others who were not appointed advanced to take their place. Since those who alone possessed
the right to preach did not exercise the right, others would, but in an altogether different
fashion.(55)
The numerous heresies, under various names, which were taking root again and springing up
almost everywhere, especially in northern Italy and in southern France, showed common

traits. But what particularly impressed their contemporaries was the ardor of the heretics in
spreading their message.(56)
The most dangerous of these, the Cathari, whose teaching was essentially heretical,(57)
displayed amazing zeal for preaching. Those who had received the consolamentum
consecrated themselves to the work immediately. They labored unceasingly, openly, and
secretly, to win others by their discourses. They had an uncommon knowledge of the New
Testament and used its maxims skillfully in favor of their theses. According to the occasions
and the circumstances, they gave a positive explanation of their doctrine of dualism or they
violently attacked the Catholic Church, reproaching her with the scandalous lives of many of
her prelates. Their doctrinal activity was accompanied and very effectively supported by a
life of poverty in imitation of the apostles. Wherever they went, this example made a
profound impression. Their clothing was of the plainest, their diet frugal, their fasts strict and
frequent. They traveled on foot as our Lord and the apostles did, and preached through city
and country. Ordinary folk could not help comparing this edifying example with that
displayed in their prelates' life of luxury. Nor was it difficult to guess what turn their
sympathy would take, for ordinary people will not stop for protracted investigation; they are
quickly carried away by what they see. All flocked round the new preachers, who were
evidently living what they taught.
THE WALDENSES
We cannot overlook the success of the Waldenses,(58) which was the more deplorable since
they had at first begun to work within the bosom of the Church with a pure faith and a right
intention to renew Christian life. Soon, however, they were separated from her. They were
different from the Cathari since their activities were promoted by utterly illiterate men, and
by example rather than by any subtle form of teaching. For zeal in spreading their ideas,
however, no one could outstrip them. No sooner did Waldo attract to the ranks of his
followers a person desirous of imitating Christ and the apostles in perfect poverty than he
sent the new disciple, even though a woman, to preach in the neighboring villages. On the
streets and in the public squares his followers would address everyone they met. They read
and explained the Bible in the vulgar tongue. When their preaching and their activity took a
disturbing turn, the Bishop of Lyons forbade them to preach. This prohibition was imprudent,
and if we bear in mind certain promises of the Pope, even an injustice. They replied in the
word of the Scriptures: "We ought to obey God rather than men."(59) They felt that the
bishops should have been satisfied that some preaching was being done.(60) Thus they turned
their back on the Church and went their own way. Their influence and popularity increased,
and they showed themselves more and more determined and bold in their views and ventures.
Lastly, they shook off all ecclesiastical control and declared that only those who were living
in real imitation of the apostles, in perfect poverty, had the right to preach. Whoever, whether
man or woman, fulfilled this condition had, in virtue of his baptism, a mission to teach and
preach everywhere.(61) Like the Cathari, therefore, the Waldenses were champions of
preaching by laymen.
LAY MONKS
The heretics were not the only ones interested in this problem. Certain orthodox groups also
advocated preaching by laymen. Monks had to some extent taken sides in the contest.(62)The
term "layman," as understood at the time, was used in contrast to "scholar" and "Cleric."(63)

As opposed to "scholar," the word "layman" signified the great mass of the common people;
as opposed to "cleric," it included monks who bad not received holy orders.
In the beginning there were few priest-monks in the cloisters. But from the end of the
eleventh century, influenced by a new ideal which included apostolic labor, the character of
the lay order changed. The number of monks who were ordained to the priesthood continued
to increase. But from the ranks of the secular clergy and even in the cloisters voices were
heard tending to exclude the monk from exercising any kind of pastoral activity, especially
that of preaching.(64) Dead to the world, the monk should not return to it, even under the
cover of the apostolate.(65) The formula of St. Jerome: "The duty of the monk is not to teach,
but to weep," as well as the saying of a Sovereign Pontiff, "Whatever a monk's knowledge,
he should not presume to preach," was often heard.(66)
THE DUTY OF MONKS TO PREACH
An attempt was made to prove that Jerome meant by the word "monk" the solitary or the
religious who did not have holy orders.(67) Thus it was necessary to distinguish between the
duty of fraternal exhortation, incumbent on every man of sufficient intelligence, and the right
of public preaching, the prerogative belonging only to bishops, abbots, and priests in their
cloister or their church.(68) The latter class alone were in possession of the indispensable
mission; they had received it with their ordination.(69) Thus the priest-monks who had
received the complete priesthood and not what might be called semi-priesthood had full
power to preach. Their case was not to be distinguished from that of the canons regular,
whose rights they would share fully. With lay brothers, however, it was different.(70)
There were those, however, who tried to save preaching even for the lay monks. Their
argument put the emphasis rather on the mission, not considering ordination.(71) Thus they
explained the fact that in all ages there had been lay preachers and monastic preachers who
had not received major orders.(72) Such a mission evidently would be unusual or, if the
result of a supernatural call, confirmed by signs and miracles.(73) Such preachers would be
expected to have at least a minimum of culture, know Holy Scripture, give obedience to the
Church, and lead an apostolic and perfect life.(74) Nevertheless, even with all these
conditions fulfilled, the preaching of lay monks was in practice out of the ordinary and could
be considered only an exception.(75)
While the preaching of these lay monks was relatively easy to control and scarcely in danger
of gaining greater extension, since it was the custom to call the ablest among them to the
priesthood, the preaching of laymen could much more easily elude the vigilance of the
bishops; it became increasingly more difficult, therefore, to check their deviations. At this
period, collectors of alms constituted a real public calamity.(76) Armed with authentic or,
more often, with bogus relies, certain laymen or clerics of questionable standing, whose
ordination it was difficult to attest, passed through cities and villages, carrying off charitable
offerings made to the profit of churches and hospitals which might or might not exist. At the
sound of a bell the people were called to the church or to the public square, and cunning
words enticed alms from them in honor of some saint or in favor of some enterprise.(77) If
the solicitor were a priest or pretended to be one, it was customary for him to close the
collection by celebrating Mass on the reliquary.(78) The almost unbelievable ignorance of
some of these preachers and their evil conduct provoked great scandals among the
people.(79) To put an end to this abuse, a whole series of councils directed severe canons
against it.(80) In the interest of charity, the bishops were not opposed to the act of begging in

itself; but, as far as possible, it was to be carried on only by canons, chaplains, or other priests
of good repute.(81) In the future, moreover, every mendicant was to carry a letter from his
bishop inscribed with his name as the rightful holder of it. Further, his right to preach during
his rounds had to be attested by a special document;(82) otherwise he could only present his
request, after which the cleric of the place would do the preaching.(83) The latter sometimes
had to be responsible for forwarding the collection to its destination, probably because often
these mendicants begged on their own initiative and for their personal profit.
HIRED PREACHERS
In addition to the quaestuarii, for whom preaching was only a means of money-making, there
was another group that carried on the work of lay preaching. Their motives, too, were not
disinterested. These men made a business of preaching and rented out their services, turning
over to their manager a certain part of the money they received.(84) Some of them were
shrewd business men. In fact, organizations were formed which, for a stipulated sum,
contracted for the entire preaching of a parish, indeed even of an ecclesiastical province
notably in France and in Normandy.(85) Bishops and priests who made use of this system
must have thought that the commission thus given would exempt them from all other
responsibility in the matter and that it would be enough for them to supplement or to correct
the lack of knowledge or of virtue in their hired agents. The councils threatened with the
most severe penalties those easy-going and negligent pastors who relieved themselves so
conveniently of their most important duty.(86)
Hence we should not be surprised that the majority of the prelates were opposed to lay
preaching. Perhaps they hoped to redeem their own neglect in the matter of preaching the
word of God by showing greater zeal in condemning lay meddling. At least, they could not
be taxed with negligence in fulfilling this easy duty. Among the laymen who engaged in
preaching, there were always some who were suspect; they were called pseudopraedicatores.(87)
At certain times, indeed, the Church showed herself more lenient than at others. But her very
concessions she regarded as merely temporary and provisional. Any other view would have
contradicted the very existence of the hierarchy willed by God. Experience always taught
that, sooner or later, preaching by laymen led to heresy or to some other aberration.
NEGLECTED REGIONS
In times of religious ferment, people have a special need of enlightenment. The necessity was
quite pronounced in that age when, in certain large circles, a reaction against wealth and
avarice in the Church aroused an enthusiasm for an ideal of primitive Christianity, a poor and
apostolic life. Was not the movement to all outward appearances good? The intentions of
these reformers were upright, no doubt, but the means they employed led into dangerous
paths. The conditions called for solicitude about explaining the Gospel to these reformers and
about ensuring their sound training. But this task was declined by a clergy engrossed in
worldly interests, particularly in regions like southern France where, from the middle of the
twelfth century, the practice and the office of preaching had been slipping into the hands of
laymen. The magnitude of the terrible danger menacing the Church was first understood
perhaps by Innocent III. With sure insight, he gauged the strength of the remarkable forces
confronting him and adopted a policy that would not simply check this popular movement

but would direct it into the proper channels. By the same stroke he launched a revolution that
has nothing comparable in the history of the pastoral ministry, especially in that of preaching.
As the thirteenth century opened, such was the plight of Christian preaching. The description
just given, merely sketching it, is limited to general traits drawn principally from the statutes
of the ecumenical or provincial councils, and the allegations and complaints of contemporary
ecclesiastical writers. Details that might be added from chronicles would not notably affect
the tone of the general sketch. A more extended investigation would enlarge the picture by
reports of statistical findings and by special attention to conditions in various regions and
districts. As to the latter, a few notations have sufficed for our purpose. The crisis in
preaching, was particularly severe in France and Italy, chiefly in Languedoc and Lombardy,
in western Germany, and in Flanders; in those regions where civilization was most advanced,
the situation was the gravest.
One last detail of a more general nature must be added to the picture as a final touch: the
problem was extremely serious in the cities. The early thirteenth century saw the close of an
evolution from the feudal to the communal regime.(88) Economic, social, and political life,
which until then had revolved within the orbit of the lord's château, now found its axis in the
towns, which grew in importance daily and expanded round the artisan and trade in a mighty
upswing. The towns became centers of prosperity and culture, and tended little by little to
free themselves from a condition of dependence as well as from the influence of their former
masters, ecclesiastical or civil.(89)
But the Church all the while stood rooted in the old order and in the feudal regime. Many of
the communes were not the seat of a bishopric, and the few cities that had a bishop did not
always have in him a preacher. The spiritual or pastoral life radiating from the monasteries of
monks or even of canons did not, as a general rule, touch the cities, for the monasteries stood
in isolated places. No one, so to speak, concerned himself about the souls in the rising towns;
or, to be more exact, the clergy in such places were not ready to meet the people on the level
of their new needs; neither in number nor in education had they kept pace with the progress
of the communes.(90) Nor did the bishops understand the import of all the upheavals then
occurring and reaching consummation under their very eyes. The mobile life of a people
engaged in commerce and the pursuits of artisans created unprecedented problems in the
ministry of souls and urgently demanded a solution.(91) Indispensable agents were lacking,
and even the most elementary approach seemed closed. With a great number of bishops the
effect of the situation must have been overwhelming.
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