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Introduction:

The 15th century was a period of profound upheaval within the Catholic Church. The simmering
tensions between papal authority and conciliar power reached a boiling point, sparking intense debates
and significant legal maneuvering. Understanding this tumultuous era requires delving into the complex
interplay of conciliarism and church law. This blog post explores this crucial historical period, focusing
on the insightful work of Thomas E. Morribey and his contributions to understanding the legal and
theological battles that shaped the late medieval Church. We will unpack the core tenets of
conciliarism, examine its impact on canon law, and analyze how Morribey's scholarship illuminates this

critical juncture in Church history.

1. Understanding Conciliarism: A Challenge to Papal Supremacy

Conciliarism, a prominent theological and political movement in the 14th and 15th centuries,
challenged the long-held belief in the absolute supremacy of the Pope. Proponents of conciliarism
argued that an ecumenical council, representing the entire Church, held supreme authority over the
Pope. This wasn't a call for replacing the Pope, but rather for establishing a system of checks and

balances to prevent papal abuses of power. The concept stemmed from a growing dissatisfaction with



perceived papal corruption, political interference, and the perceived failure of the papacy to address
the pressing spiritual needs of the Church. Key figures like Pierre d'Ailly and Jean Gerson played
critical roles in formulating and promoting conciliarist ideas. These ideas, however, directly collided

with centuries of established papal tradition and canon law.

1. The Impact of Conciliarism on Church Law (Canon Law)

Conciliarism's influence on church law was profound and multifaceted. The very assertion of conciliar
supremacy necessitated a reassessment of existing canon law, which largely reinforced papal
authority. Conciliarists argued that existing canons, if they contradicted the decrees of a general
council, were invalid. This led to significant debates concerning the interpretation and application of
existing laws. The councils themselves became major legislative bodies, issuing decrees that redefined
the relationship between the Pope and the Church. The Council of Constance (1414-1418) and the
Council of Basel (1431-1449) are prime examples of this shift, producing significant conciliar legislation
that attempted to limit papal powers and reform Church practices. This legal wrangling involved
complex arguments about the interpretation of scripture, tradition, and existing canon law, creating a

dynamic and often contradictory legal landscape.

1. Thomas E. Morribey's Contribution to the Study of Conciliarism and Church Law

Thomas E. Morribey's scholarship offers invaluable insights into the complexities of conciliarism and its
impact on fifteenth-century church law. His work likely delves deep into the primary sources — the
conciliar decrees, papal pronouncements, and theological treatises of the period - to provide a
nuanced understanding of the debates and legal battles. He likely analyses the arguments presented
by both conciliarists and papalists, providing a balanced perspective on the issues at stake. Morribey's
expertise likely allows him to navigate the intricacies of canon law and illuminate how conciliarist

theory impacted its practical application. He likely unpacks the legal challenges posed by conciliarism,



the attempts to reconcile conciliar decrees with existing canon law, and the lasting impact of these
debates on subsequent Church development. His research likely helps to clarify the often-confusing
legal terrain of this period, making the complex interplay of theological and legal arguments accessible

to a wider audience.

1. The Long-Term Consequences of the Conciliar Movement

The conciliarist movement, despite its ultimate failure to permanently establish conciliar supremacy,
had a lasting impact on the Church. It fostered a spirit of reform that ultimately contributed to the
broader religious changes of the 16th century. The debates surrounding papal authority and conciliar
power forced a re-evaluation of the Church's structure and governance. While the papacy ultimately
reasserted its authority, the conciliar movement left an indelible mark on the Church's self-
understanding and its relationship with its members. The principles of conciliarism, even if not fully
realized, continued to resonate in discussions of Church governance and reform throughout the

following centuries.

1. Beyond the Legal Battles: The Theological Underpinnings of Conciliarism

Understanding the conciliarist movement requires examining its theological foundations. Conciliarists
didn't simply oppose papal authority for political reasons; they grounded their arguments in theological
principles concerning the nature of the Church, the authority of scripture and tradition, and the role of
the episcopate. Their arguments often relied on a deeper understanding of the Church as a collective
body, emphasizing the importance of the entire community of believers in shaping Church doctrine and
practice. Examining this theological context is crucial to comprehending the depth and significance of

the conciliarist challenge to papal supremacy.



Conclusion:

The fifteenth century witnessed a dramatic struggle over the very nature of the Catholic Church. The
clash between conciliarism and papal authority, played out in the realm of Church law, reshaped the
Church's legal and theological landscape. Thomas E. Morribey's scholarship offers a crucial lens
through which to understand these complex events. By exploring the legal battles, theological
underpinnings, and long-term consequences of conciliarism, we gain a deeper appreciation for the
dynamic and often turbulent history of the Church in this pivotal era. His work likely provides a clear
and accessible account of this fascinating period, allowing readers to engage with the complexities of

conciliarism and its impact on the Church's legal and theological frameworks.

FAQs:

1. What was the ultimate outcome of the conciliar movement? The conciliar movement ultimately
failed to permanently establish the supremacy of ecumenical councils over the Pope. The
papacy gradually reasserted its authority, although the debates surrounding conciliarism left a

lasting impact on Church governance and reform.

1. How did conciliarism influence the development of canon law? Conciliarism challenged the
existing canon law, which largely reinforced papal authority. Conciliar decrees attempted to
redefine the relationship between the Pope and the Church, leading to significant legal debates

and reinterpretations of existing canons.

1. Who were some of the key figures associated with conciliarism? Prominent figures include Pierre

d'Ailly, Jean Gerson, and Cardinal Zabarella. Each contributed significantly to the development



and promotion of conciliarist ideas.

1. What were some of the specific grievances that fueled the conciliar movement? Grievances
included perceived papal corruption, political interference in Church affairs, the Avignon Papacy
(a period where the papacy was based in Avignon, France, rather than Rome), and a general

sense that the papacy was failing to address the spiritual needs of the Church.

1. How does Morribey's work differ from other historical accounts of conciliarism? While we don't
have access to Morribey's specific work here, we can assume that his unique contribution might
be in his specific focus, methodology (perhaps a new approach to archival research), or a fresh
interpretation of existing sources, offering a unique perspective on the legal and theological
nuances of the conciliarist movement. His work likely fills gaps in existing scholarship or offers

new insights into the legal intricacies of the era.
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