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The Role of the Roman Catholic Church


The Christian or Roman Catholic Church was the most powerful and influential institution in Europe in the Middle Ages. It was the only institution able to provide some order amid the chaos in Europe. The Roman Catholic Church was a major force in the lives of the people, providing education, the means of salvation, and many services usually provided by governments.


Although early Christians were persecuted in the Roman Empire for almost 300 years after the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, Christianity continued to gain converts and to grow in power. Christianity was spread through the efforts of St. Paul and other followers of Jesus. In 313 the Edict of Milan, under the Emperor Constantine, permitted religious freedom for Christians. In 392 the Emperor Theodosius made Christianity the official state religion of the empire. By this time the Roman Empire had split into two into an eastern part centered in Constantinople and a western part centered in Rome. Different views on religious authority and teachings developed between the church in Rome (headed by the Pope) and the church in Constantinople (headed by the Patriarch). Eventually, these differences led to an official division of the Christian Church in 1054 into the Roman Catholic Church in Rome and the Greek Orthodox Church in Constantinople. While the Greek Orthodox Church divided into several Eastern Orthodox churches in Eastern Europe, it was the Roman Catholic Church that was to exert a strong influence in Western Europe. 

   The Catholic Church influenced every aspect of life in different ways. 

Political: Besides having the power to crown Charlemagne as Holy Roman Emperor in 800, the Church could use excommunication as a weapon against any ruler or person who did not follow the Church’s teachings. A person who was excommunicated was no longer considered a member of the Christian faith and was thus denied salvation. In an era of faith, this was a very strong threat. In the 13th century, the Church created a special court, called the Holy Inquisition, to investigate anyone who disobeyed or disagreed with its teachings. If a person was found guilty as a heretic, that individual could be tortured or put to death.

Economic: The Church grew wealthy from its many lands and from taxes such as the tithe. A tithe is one tenth of one's annual income that is contributed voluntarily or due as a tax, for the support of the church. With this wealth, convents, monasteries, and great cathedrals were built. Many were built in the Gothic style. The Church’s role in the economy of Western Europe was so great that it was able to forbid usury, the practice of lending money with interest. However, the prohibition on interest was only for Christians; Jews were permitted to become moneylenders and to charge interest. As a result, many Jews created banking houses. Some became wealthy but suffered prejudice because of their financial activities.
Social and Cultural: The Church’s teachings were the rules by which most people led their lives. Bishops, priests, and other religious figures looked to for guidance, especially since they could explain the Bible and were usually the only people who could read and write. Members of the clergy were educated and preserved the classical culture of ancient Greece and Rome. Many members of the clergy encouraged writers, painters, and sculptors to produce works with religious themes. The Church was a stabilizing and unifying influence at a time when Western Europe was going through a period of disorder and confusion.
Since the Jews of Western Europe did not follow Church teaching, they were often the target of prejudice, persecution, and expulsion. Moreover, laws that restricted where Jews could worship and live were frequent. This led to the creation ghettos and many forced conversions. These anti-Jewish actions are an example of anti-Semitism.

Based on the reading, fill out the chart placing facts about the political, economic and social aspects of the Roman Catholic Church in the appropriate column.
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