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The Church in History

Mission

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 

observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I 
am with you always, to the close of the 

age ( Mt 28:19-20). 

The divine & the human are intertwined in the 
history of the Church. 

• The Church is a supernatural reality, instituted 
by Christ & guided by the Holy Spirit. Not 
merely human. 

• We study Church History from the point of 
view of theology: reason enlightened by faith.

• Some aspects of the Church’s history are 
striking, even for non-believers:

a) unity in time & space 

b) missionary activity 

c) fruits of sanctity

d) Endurance. Even in hard times, Peter’s 
boat does not sink.

• Vitality & Renewal 

Vocation of the Apostles, Domenico Ghirlandaio, 1481-82.



Historical Memory
‘The lack of historical memory is a serious shortcoming 
in our society.  A mentality that can only say, “Then was 
then, this is now”, is ultimately immature.  Knowing & 
judging past events is the only way to build a 
meaningful future.  

Pope Francis, Amoris Laetitiae, 9.3.2016



‘Our contemporary experience of 
being orphans as a result of cultural 
discontinuity, uprootedness & the 
collapse of the certainties that shape 
our lives, challenges us to make our 
families places where children can 
sink roots in the rich soil of a 
collective history.’

Pope Francis, Amoris Laetitiae, 
9.3.2016

Mosaics of the Popes, Basilica of St Paul 
Outside the Walls, Rome.



Recap

Missionary Activity

The Early Church

The Roman Empire, fragmentation, Holy 
Roman Empire

The Church in the East

Islam

Feudalism

The Golden Age

Avignon, The Western Schism & Conciliarism
Issues in the West:
• Temporal & Spiritual Power
• Church & State
• Independence of the Church
• Lay investiture, nepotism, simony, clerical celibacy



Some Events that Fostered the Renaissance: 
The Crusades
Rise of Universities
Rise of the Italian Free States
The Council of Florence 1438
The Fall of Constantinople, 1453

Ottoman Turks conquer 
Constantinople, bringing Christian 
rule to an end in the East. 



The Church, Humanism & the 
Renaissance



Humanism & the 
Renaissance

Left: Mona Lisa, Leonardo da Vinci, 1506; Centre: Pieta, Michelangelo, 1499; Right: Sistine Chapel ceiling, Michelangelo, 1508-1512.

‘Renaissance’: Rebirth
A period of rebirth & renewal in almost every area of study.
New challenges for the Church
Opens the door for humanistic growth & reform
Renewed interest in the Greco-Roman world: Rediscovery of the riches of classical antiquity
New appreciation for the richness of human nature. 
Enriches spiritual & Christian life as long as God’s hand is recognised in all human progress



The Renaissance 
& Christian Humanism

• Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) The Divine Comedy paid tribute to classical thinkers 
while showing that the truth of Catholicism is necessary for the fullness of God’s 
Beatific Vision in Heaven.

• Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374)
O bounteous, O saving Jesus, true God and true Giver of all learning and all 
intelligence, true "King of Glory" and "Lord of all powers of virtue," I now pray 
to Thee on the knees of my soul: If Thou dost not wish to grant me more, let 
it be my portion at least to be a good man. This I cannot be if I do not love 
Thee dearly and do not adore Thee piously. For this purpose I am born, not 
for learning. …
I never was such a youth, never eager for fame to such a degree--though I do 
not deny I coveted occasionally--that I should not have wished to be good 
rather than learned. I desired to be both, I confess, since human longing is 
boundless and insatiable until it comes to rest in Thee above Whom there is 
no place to which it could still rise. I desired to be both good and learned….
I want to be good, to love Thee, and to deserve to be loved by Thee--for no 
one repays his lovers like Thee--to think of Thee, to be obedient to Thee, to 
set my hope in Thee, and to speak of Thee. "Let all that is obsolete, shrink 
back from my mouth; let all my thoughts be prepared unto Thee." For it is 
true: "The bow of the mighty man has been overcome and the weak have 
been girded with strength." Happier by far is one of these feeble ones who 
believe in Thee, than Plato, Aristotle, Varro, and Cicero, who with all their 
knowledge did not know Thee. On his own Ignorance and that of Many 
Others II

• Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) The Decameron

• Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) The Prince



Renaissance Rome

Avignon Exile (1309-1376)

Great Western Schism (1378-1417)

Council of Florence (1431-1449)

The Rebuilding of Rome

The Papal States

Fall of Constantinople (1453)

Rise of Italian Free States

Renaissance Popes



Renaissance 
Art

Pope John Paul II, Letter to 
Artists, 1999, n. 9.

The favourable cultural climate that produced the extraordinary artistic flowering of Humanism & 
the Renaissance also had a significant impact on the way in which the artists of the period 
approached the religious theme. … Writing from this Apostolic Palace, which is a mine of 
masterpieces … I would rather give voice to the supreme artists who in this place lavished the 
wealth of their genius, often charged with great spiritual depth. From here can be heard the voice 
of Michelangelo who in the Sistine Chapel has presented the drama & mystery of the world from 
the Creation to the Last Judgement, giving a face to God the Father, to Christ the Judge, & to man 
on his arduous journey from the dawn to the consummation of history. 

Michelangelo, Creation of Adam, 1512.



Raphael, Dispute of the Sacrament, 1509-10.

‘Here speaks the delicate & 
profound genius of Raphael, 
highlighting in the array of 
his paintings, & especially in 
the “Dispute” in the Room of 
the Signatura, the mystery of 
the revelation of the Triune 
God, who in the Eucharist 
befriends man & sheds light 
on the questions & 
expectations of human 
intelligence.’

Trained in Florence under 
Michelangelo & Leonardo da 
Vinci, Raphael Sanzio was a 
painter known for his Madonnas
and his murals for the papal 
apartments in Rome, where he 
lived for the last 12 years of his 
life. Buried in the Pantheon.



Renaissance Rome



What has characterized sacred art more & more, 
under the impulse of Humanism & the Renaissance, & 
then of successive cultural & scientific trends, is a 
growing interest in everything human, in the world, & 
in the reality of history. In itself, such a concern is not 
at all a danger for Christian faith, centred on the 
mystery of the Incarnation & therefore on God's 
valuing of the human being. The great artists 
mentioned above are a demonstration of this. Suffice 
it to think of the way in which Michelangelo 
represents the beauty of the human body in his 
painting and sculpture.

Pope John Paul II, Letter to Artists, 1999, n. 9.

Michelangelo, Pieta, 1499.



Humanism

• Literary & philosophical movement

• Anthropocentric: fascination with & exaltation of 
the human condition

• Return to classical antiquity, access to texts with 
the fall of Constantinople, 1453

• Idealising pagan past

• Christian Humanism: Integrating pre-Christian and 
Christian truths & values (more or less successfully)

• Improving human beings & world: cultural helps 
make good Christian men

• Not an exercise in anti-religiosity but an attempt to 
draw on other sources to renew culture, including 
as an impetus for spiritual & religious life.

• Hope, wonder & confidence in human capacity. 
Stimulus for change. Potential of literature, arts & 
philosophy to contribute to human renewal & 
happiness

Raphael, The School of Athens, 1511.



Northern Humanism

In the North, the Renaissance remained more Christian & combined 
humanism with Medieval Christianity.

St. Thomas More (1478-1535)

• A brilliant humanist & Lord Chancellor of England, St. Thomas More 
wrote works such as Utopia.

• He stood against King Henry VIII’s break from Rome, and for this he 
was imprisoned and martyred.

• The English-speaking world tends to connect the Renaissance, 
Humanism & the Reformation. Reasons?

Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) 

• Dutch humanist scholar & priest. He criticized Scholasticism and 
abuses in the Church and longed for reform. Unlike Martin Luther, 
he remained Catholic.

• Erasmus pondered the question of how to be a good Christian while 
living in the world and called for study and prayer.

• His works include Handbook of a Christian Knight and Praise of Folly, 
a satirical critique of Renaissance society.

Sir Thomas More, Hans Holbein the Younger, 1527.



The 
Renaissance 
Popes, 
Patronage & 
Politics

Pope Alexander VI (1431- 503)



Conclusion

• The High Middle Ages were a golden 
time in Church history, albeit one with 
its own flaws, while the Renaissance 
saw many achievements in the arts 
and other areas but also suggested 
the possibility of society without 
religion.

• Renaissance Popes were famously 
flawed men who, however, did much 
to advance the arts and who at times 
governed the Church with skill and 
political acumen.


