
GREGORIAN REFORMS AND THE INVESTITURE CONTROVERSY 
GREGORIAN REFORMS OF THE 11TH CENTURY 

The Gregorian Reforms were a series of reforms associated with Pope Gregory VII and several 
other clerical leaders of the 11th century that dealt with moral integrity of the clergy and the 
independence of the church from the control of local Barons and Imperial interference. They were 
influenced and inspired by the Cluniac reforms (also called Benedictine Reforms) of the previous 
century, which made great strides in reforming the integrity of Monastic life throughout Europe. The 
Gregorian reforms, however, applied specifically to the Secular clergy and dealt with squarely with 
the right of the Church to govern itself. 

The most important of the Gregorian Reforms involved the elimination of the following practices, all 
of which were injurious to the integrity of the Church and its clergy. 

 Lay Investiture—The medieval Church was very decentralized, and it was expected that 
Bishops would be appointed by, and pay homage to local princes. However, the reformers 
insisted the Bishops spiritual authority could only be "invested" by the Pope or one of his 
representatives. Reserving the right of investiture to the Church assured that the prince 
would have to select a bishop who was acceptable to the Pope, did not live a scandalous 
life, and who was competent of spiritual as well as administrative leadership. Prohibiting 
Lay Investiture improved the caliber of bishops throughout Christendom and greatly 
increased the influence of the Papacy. 
 

 Simony—Simony is the practice of selling church offices or services. An example of simony 
on a minor scale would be to charge a penitent for forgiveness for his sins, or the sale of 
indulgences. A more serious offense would be the sale of religious offices or promotions. 
This was especially a problem regarding the sale of benefices, or offices associated with 
income (such as almoners, bishops, or chantry priests) 

 
 Clerical Marriage—The Gregorian prohibition against Clerical marriage was really an effort 

to uphold the discipline of clerical celibacy against all forms of abuse, including marriage, 
concubinage, and sodomy. Although prohibitions against clerical marriage did not exist in 
the early church, the discipline of clerical celibacy was established as a tradition by the 
fourth century because family ties were recognized as an obstacle to the independence of 
the clergy. The enforcement of clerical celibacy was one of the most significant aspects of 
the Cluniac reforms of the monasteries. Chastity was recognized as an important clerical 
discipline, and a bulwark against spiritual corruption. 

 
 Appointment of Pope by Emperor—Another critical reform advocated by Gregory VII (aka 

Hildebrand) even before he became pope was establishing the tradition of having the Pope 
elected by the College of Cardinals rather than being appointed by the Emperor. He 
achieved this by encouraging popes who served before him to submit to election by the 
Cardinals after their nomination by the Emperor. Then in 1059 Pope Nicholas issued a 
decree making papal election by Cardinals the normal procedure, allowing the Emperor the 
privilege of confirming the election. The Emperor retained a "veto", but could not promote a 
pope without the support of a majority of Cardinals. 

The full effect of the Gregorian reforms took several generations to come to fruition, but the 
ultimate effect was to greatly strengthen the Papacy and restore much greater spiritual authority to 
the Church. 



ECUMENICAL COUNCILS OF THE 12TH CENTURY 
 

By the 12th century the Gregorian reforms of the previous generation began to bear fruit. The 
Papacy had been in a weak state during the early Middle Ages and no Church councils had been 
held for over 250 years. The Popes of the 12th century saw the necessity of codifying some of the 
reforms and also dealing with come contemporary heresies. A series of four councils were held in 
at the Lateran Palace between 1123 and 1215, the first Church councils ever hosted in Rome. 
 
Concordat of Worms—1122 The first Lateran council was immediately preceded by the historic 
Concordat of Worms negotiated between Emperor Henry V and Pope Callixtus II. This important 
agreement essentially resolved the 'Investiture Controversy' and brought an end to the first phase 
of a long term struggle between the Holy Roman Emperors and the Papacy. It divided the idea of 
Investiture between the secular and sacred authority and assured that bishops would owe 
allegiance to both rulers, each in his own domain. Several other issues of interest to the Emperor 
regarding inheritance and distribution of monies from vacant sees were also discussed. 
 

First Lateran  
1122  

Callixtus II 

Confirmed resolutions agreed to at Concordat of Worms. Declared the 
independence of the Church from the civil power of the emperor. Also passed 
prohibitions on clerical marriage and simony. 

Second 
Lateran  

1139  
Innocent II 

Rejected and condemned the doctrines of numerous heretics. Reiterated 
prohibitions on clerical marriage. Dealt with problems related to schisms and anti-
popes. 

Third Lateran  
1179  

Alexander III 

Condemned the errors of the Albigenses and the Waldenses and issued many 
decrees for the reformation of morals. Required that a valid Pope must be elected by 
2/3rds of Cardinals. Forbade ordinations of men under 25 or the appointment of 
bishops under30 (to combat nepotism, cardinal-nephews, etc.). 

Fourth Lateran  
1215  

Innocent III 

Called 'The Great Council' because it was attended by over 1000 prelates from 
throughout Christendom, and confirmed canons (church laws), on a wide variety of 
subjects. Among the most important were 1) Transubstantiation declared an 
obligatory doctrine, 2) Command that all Christians must confess sins at least once 
per year. 3) Guidelines for bishops to uphold morals and promote Christian learning, 
4) Procedures for dealing with clerics accused of crimes. 

All four of the Lateran councils dealt with recurrent problems of enforcing clerical celibacy, 
prohibiting simony, and many similar issues related to clerical morality. The councils also dealt with 
many contemporary problems, such as the Proclamation of the 'Peace of God', the restriction of 
tournaments, the excommunication of schismatic nobles, and the enforcement of Tithes. By the 
Third and Fourth Councils the Albigensian heresy had become a problem, and procedures were 
set in place to deal with heretics that evolved into the medieval inquisition. 

Among the councils of Lateran, the Fourth Council, held by Innocent III, was the largest and most 
important. It is considered the most important council of the Middle Ages and its decisions and 
principles endured for over 300 years until the Council of Trent. The prohibitions and procedures 
agreed to at the Lateran council effected almost every area of the Church, but especially important 
regarding the discipline of the Clergy and religious orders, and dealings of the Church with secular 
rulers. 

 
 



ENGLISH INVESTITURE CONTROVERSY 

The Investiture controversy affected England, France, and Spain as well as regions under the 
influence of the Holy Roman Emperor. The best known defender of Church liberties in England 
was St. Thomas a Becket. Henry II, King of England, had appointed his friend Becket to be 
Archbishop of Canterbury in the hope of making him a tool for the furtherance of his plans to 
control the English Church. In 1164, Henry II promulgated the Constitutions of Clarendon, a set of 
laws intended to restrict the privileges of the Church in England, and weaken the influence of the 
Pope. The propositions of the Constitutions of Claredon included sixteen articles, including the 
following: 

 Revenues of the vacant would be held by the king. 

 All bishops would appointed by the king. 

 Clergy would be tried by secular judges in secular courts (nullified 'Benefit of Clergy'. 

 No officer of the court could be excommunicated without the permission of the king. 

 No archbishop or bishop could go outside the realm without the permission of the king. 
(To prevent appeals to the Pope). 

The Constitutions of Claredon were passed between the Second and Third Lateran councils, over 
forty years after the 'Concordat of Worms' supposedly resolved the Investiture controversy. Yet the 
Kings of England, especially those descended from the Normans, arrogantly felt it was their right to 
set aside the agreement, and bring the English Church under their direct control. 

In spite of their past friendship, St. Thomas opposed Henry II on these matters and fell victim to the 
King's wrath. The Saint had been exiled, and on his return excommunicated some of the bishops 
who had violated church laws in obedience to Henry's command. "Will no one rid me of this 
turbulent priest?" said Henry II, when told of the excommunication. The words were caught up by a 
few of his knights; four of them immediately set out for Canterbury, found the archbishop assisting 
at Vespers, and murdered him at the foot of the altar, December 29, 1170. 

The stand off between Henry II and Thomas Becket is the best known conflict between English 
Kings and Archbishops regarding the rights of the Church (at least in the Pre-reformation period). 
But there were several other notable rivalries. 

 St. Anselm and William Rufus — William Rufus, the second Norman King of 
England lived a dissolute life and had contempt for the Church. When the archbishop 
of Canterbury died he refused to name a successor and confiscated all of the income 
for himself. One day, when deathly ill, he repented and named St. Anselm, one of the 
greatest scholars of his age, Archbishop. When he recovered, however, he repented 
of his appointment, and feuded with Anselm for the rest of his reign. After the death of 
William Rufus, Anselm was able to make an agreement with his successor, Henry I, 
regarding the rights of investiture in England. 
 

 Stephen Langston, Innocent III, and John I — In 1205 King John became involved 
in a dispute with Pope Innocent III. Innocent was a forceful Pope who insisted on 
recognition of the Church's rights in England. When a conflict arose between King 
John and the English bishops regarding the appointment of a new Archbishop of 
Canterbury, the Pope intervened and installed his own candidate, Stephen Langton. 
John refused to receive Langton, and was excommunicated. The conflict between 
John and Innocent III raged for four years until John backed down. His problems were 
not over, however, since Langton, the Pope's choice for Archbishop, was instrumental 



in organizing the English Baron's against John and forcing him to sign the Magna 
Carta. 

 
 St. Richard of Chichester and Henry III — Richard of Chichester was consecrated 

as Bishop over the objections of king Henry III, who confiscated all the income from his 
See and forbade anyone to provide for him. He served as bishop and made many 
reforms to the clergy, while living humbly on charity. He was proclaimed a saint by the 
locals immediately on his death. 

The Shrines of Anselm, Becket, and Richard of Chichester were all desecrated during the 
Protestant Reformation. They were especially targeted because all had upheld the rights of the 
Church against the king, the same rights that were abrogated by Henry VIII and his successors. 
The reformers sought to destroy the honor that the faithful bestowed upon these saints because 
each was a "Rebel to his King, a Slave to the Popedom, and an Enemy the Married Clergy". They 
had been three of the most honored saints in England, but now veneration to them was considered 
an act of treason. 

 


