The 12th century reform of the Irish Church:
The whole structure of the Church in Ireland was altered by a series of reforming councils in the twelfth century;{ie. Cashel (1101); Rathbreasail (1111) and Kells (1152). The first two -under the presidency of Muirchertach {Murtagh O'Brien, King of Munster}- laid the foundations for church reform; at the latter, these reforms were given final sanction}. However, it is necessary to go back to the eleventh century to place these reforms in their proper perspective. What happened in Ireland in the twelfth century is a part of the wider reforming movement which is commonly known as the Gregorian Reform. Gregory VII's pontificate (1073-1085) is the culminating point in that movement, but while he was undoubtedly its most important and influential figure, the movement predated him and survived him. In particular, Urban II (1088-1099), Paschal II (1099-1118) and Calixtus II (1119-1124) were convinced and enthusiastic reformers.
Another influential factor contributing to the twelfth century reform of the Irish Church was the pacification of the European continent. During the tenth and early eleventh centuries contact with Rome was difficult owing to the prevailing disorders in both France and Italy. New opportunities of pilgrimage to Rome were opened by King Cnut of Denmark and England when he met the newly crowned Emperor Conrad II at Rome in 1027 and obtained guarantees of free passage for pilgrims from Rudolf II, King of Burgundy. 
But perhaps the most important 'bridgehead' to Rome was the See of Canterbury. Because, in the early days, its most fruitful points of contact with the Irish Church were to be found in the close relationship that existed between the Hiberno-Norse towns in Ireland - namely Dublin, Wexford, Waterford and Limerick - and the See of Canterbury. Two Italian archbishops of Canterbury in particular were enthusiastic advocates of Roman reform in Ireland: Lanfranc (1070-1089) and St. Anselm (1093-1109). Clear evidence exists to show that, between 1074 and 1140, bishops-elect  for the Irish sees mentioned above sought and received Episcopal consecration at Canterbury, leading to the latter assuming the position of metropolitan over these sees.
 Four, probably five, bishops-elect of Dublin, one of Waterford and one of Limerick were canonically examined and consecrated by the Archbishops of Canterbury and swore canonical obedience to them. Four of them were formerly monks in the Canterbury province. Bishop Patrick of Dublin was a monk of Worcester; Donngus (1085-1095) was a monk at Canterbury under Lanfranc; Bishop Samule (1096-1121) was a monk at St. Alban's. The first Bishop fo Waterford Malchus, (1096-1113) was a monk at Wincester. This curious anomaly is most usually explained by the fact that these `foreign' colonists would have had more in common with their kinsmen in Canterbury than with their native Irish contemporaries.  
Kenney casts doubts upon this explanation, for some obvious reasons.  To begin with, the bishops concerned, while trained abroad, were all native Irish.  Furthermore, the towns they were ordained to serve were generally under the dominion of a native Irish king. But the most conclusive case against the theory of a 'foreign ecclesiastical alliance' is made by the fact that, when the entire Irish Church eventually conformed to the conventional ecclesiastical structure, the `foreign' towns concerned had no difficulty whatsoever working within the native Irish Church. So it appears to have been the structural particularism of the Irish Church, rather than any racial or ethnic alienation, that prompted those important Irish bishops to regard Canterbury  - a bastion of Roman reform since Lanfranc - as the immediate source of their authority. Recognition by Canterbury meant recognition by the universal Church. 
But recognition by Canterbury had an additional attraction that should not be underestimated in the Irish context: it freed the reforming bishops from the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of neighbouring comarbai.
  This aspect of native particularism,  as we shall shortly see,  was, to the continental reformers' minds at any rate, a gross aberration.  But, by the beginning of the twelfth century, 'the ripples from the pebble that William of Aquitaine had dropped in Burgundy in 909 were lapping on the shores of Ireland', as James Kenney fancifully expressed it.

Letters of successive Archbishops of Canterbury to Irish political and religious leaders provide us with some insight into the condition of the Irish Church at this time, or at least into the manner in which the Irish Church was viewed by the external reformers of the day. The first of these letters was sent by Lanfranc of Canterbury to Toirdelbach Ua Brian, King of Munster, about the year 1074.
 The contents of that letter, together with the tone of its author, gives us a glimpse into those aspects of the Irish Church that the reformers found objectionable. It is worth quoting at some length:
"...some things have been reported to us that displease us: namely that in your kingdom every man abandons his lawfully wedded wife at his own will, without the occasion of a canonical cause; and with a boldness that must be punished takes to himself some other wife who may be of his own kin or of the kindred of the wife whom he has abandoned, or whom another has abandoned in like wickedness, according to a law of marriage that is rather a law of fornication...Bishops are consecrated by one bishop, several bishops are ordained in towns and cities; infants are baptised in baptism without chrism; holy orders are given by bishops for money...All these practices and many others like them are contrary to the authority of the gospels and the Apostles, contrary to the prohibitions of the holy canons, contrary to the teaching of all orthodox Fathers who have gone before us, as is well known to all who have even a little knowledge of theology."

So the three defective areas that Lanfranc highlighted were: (a) the native laws of marriage, (b) liturgical and administrative irregularities concerning baptism and Episcopal consecration and - closely connected with the latter - (c) simony. `Holy orders are given by bishops for money' complains Lanfranc.
Lanfranc's comments on native marriage practices obviously reflect the great gulf that existed between the canon law of the Roman Church and the native  law. Between the ninth and the first half of the eleventh century, the Latin Church established itself as the central authority in western society on marriage. Canonical legislation in this area was developed and collected. This was increasingly accepted as normative and legally binding throughout western Europe.
 Concubinage and divorce were prohibited and innovative legislation on consanguinity and affinity was introduced.
It is not surprising then that the Latin reformers should find the situation obtaining in Ireland undesirable. Celtic society was still regulated by the ancient Brehon laws. These laws permitted divorce and remarriage on a number of grounds.
 A woman could divorce her husband for sterility, impotence, being a churchman (whether in holy orders or not), discussing the marriage bed, wife-beating, repudiation (including taking a secondary wife) homosexuality, failure of maintenance. A man could divorce his wife for abortion, infanticide, infidelity, infertility, and bad management. Insanity, chronic illness, a wound that was incurable in the opinion of a judge, retirement to a monastery or going abroad on pilgrimage were all regarded as adequate grounds for divorce. Furthermore, the fact that the canonical prohibitions regarding consanguinity or affinity were generally ignored in Ireland can only have compounded the poor image of Ireland in the eyes of the reformers. Nevertheless, those practices which they condemned as degenerate, barbaric and corrupt were merely anachronistic. 
The method of Episcopal consecration practised in Ireland was at odds with the Roman system. The latter required a minimum of three bishops present at Episcopal consecration. This had been a bone of contention between the Roman and Celtic Churches since the seventh century.
 His complaint that `several bishops are ordained in towns and cities' relates to the fact that Celtic bishops were not assigned to specific territorial sees. In other words, a diocesan episcopate of the Roman variety was lacking.
His charge that `holy orders are given by bishops for money' (Quod sacri ordines per pecuniam ab episcopis dantur) is more problematic. The most obvious difficulty is posed by the fact that the very society under scrutiny - ie. the native Celtic society - still had no currency, operating instead a barter system. Kathleen Hughes suggests that Lanfranc betrays a certain confusion and she questions the accuracy of his perception of the Celtic church: `Is it possible that Lanfranc, by a natural confusion, spoke of the purchase of orders when he meant the traffic in administrative office in the church, or even that, accustomed to the sin of simony, he may have misunderstood or exaggerated his information?
 Lanfranc was born into, and formed by, a church organised itself after the conventional Roman model. In other words, it was diocesan in organisation and Episcopal in administration. In contrast, the Celtic church he sought to reform was monastic in organisation and abbatial in administration. Kenney sums up clearly the organisational uniqueness of the  Celtic church as follows:
By the eleventh century it would seem that in the average church the abbot, generally known as the comarba, "heir", of the saintly founder, or, if it was not the saint's principal establishment, the aircinnech, "head", had become a lay lord whose family held the office and the church property from generation to generation; the monk, manach, had become a tenant of church-lands under the aircinnech; and the student, scolog, had become a farm labourer. In some cases, apparently, all traces of church-establishment had disappeared, except that the incumbent claimed for his lands, the termonn of the ancient monastery, those privileges and exemptions which had from of old been accorded to ecclesiastical property; but generally the comharba or aircinnech maintained a priest, and, in more important churches, one or more bishops and several priests, to administer the sacraments and perform other sacerdotal duties....the greater part of the revenues and the greater part of the administrative power of the church were in the hands of laymen who transmitted their positions by hereditary succession..."

From this complex picture it is easy to conclude that Lanfranc's charge of simony levelled against the Irish bishops was, in all probability, misdirected. He concludes by advising the King to assemble a council in the following terms:
`to order the bishops and all religious men to come together, and preside over their assemble in your own person with your nobles, and strive to banish these evil customs and all others which are forbidden by the Church's laws from your kingdom.

Toirdelbach was either unable or unwilling to follow this advice, since, over twenty years later, in 1096, Lanfranc's successor at Canterbury, Anselm, was making similar charges in  two letters he sent to Turlough O'Brien's  son, Murtaghh.
 Anselm complained in the following terms:
One thing is said to be common among the people whom you have undertaken to rule, which is urgently in need of correction as being altogether contrary to Christian religion. It has been reported to us that marriages are dissolved in your kingdom without any cause, and wives are exchanged (commutatur); and that kinsmen are not ashamed to have intercourse, either under the name of marriage or in some other way, publicly and without blame, contrary to the prohibitions of canon law. 
In his second letter, written about the same time, he elaborates on this topic:
It is said that husbands exchange their wives freely and publicly with the wives of others, as a man might exchange one horse for another, or any other thing for something given in exchange. ...
But it is likely that the reforming party within the Irish church had not yet achieved sufficient strength or influence to embark upon such a project until his son, Murtagh O'Brien, presided as King over the Synod of Cashel a generation later, in 1101. According to the genealogical records of the O'Brien clan, Maol Muire O Dunain, 'chief bishop and chief senior of the island of Eire' presided at the synod as papal legate.
 Aubrey Gwynn has called attention to the fact that a 'mixed synod' such as this had its origins in a much older Frankish practice. According to this custom the king presided in person at the synods, supported by the presence of his principle nobles.
 But Frankish influence on Irish ecclesiastical reform was not confined to the practice of'mixed synods'. An entry in The Annals of The Four Masters for that year reads as follows:
 "A meeting of Leath Mogha was held in Cashel around Muirchertach Ua Briain with the chiefs of the laity and the clergy, and around Ua Dunain, noble bishop and chief senior of Eire; and it was then that Muirchertach Ua Briain made a grant such as no king had ever made before, namely he granted Cashel of the kings to the religious, without any claim of layman or cleric upon it, but to the religious of Eire in general."

We can see immediately that this synod had an obvious limitation: it was confined to Leath Mogha, the Southern Half - that is, to Munster and Leinster. Apparently the Northern Half (Leath Cuinn) remained outside the scope of this synod's influence. But the synod was not only limited geographically; its reforming legislative ambitions were modest. While it did touch upon the rights of sanctuary, laws of marriage and the regulation of ecclesiastical appointments, it is clear that it concerned itself merely with fine-tuning the traditional system. For example, no attempt was made at that particular synod to introduce a Roman ecclesiastical hierarchy.
 The synod was equally reticent about tackling the problems posed by current marriage practice. While it did attempt to outlaw the practice of consanguinity, it made no effort to address the Irish practices of divorce and concubinage. Only radical innovative measures of that nature would have satisfied the demands of the reformers. 
Ten years later, at the synod of Rathbreasail in 1111, the demands of the reformers for a revolution in ecclesiastical structures were directly addressed. The annalistic references to this synod are brief and, in many respects puzzling, as we shall shortly see. Our principal source of information on this synod is Geoffrey Keating. He informs us that he in turn is relying upon 'an old book of the annals of the church of Cluain Eidhneach in Laoighis.' 
  This book has long been lost. Keating tells us that Giolla Easpuig (Gilbert), Bishop of Limerick presided as papal legate at this synod, whereas the annalistic entries make no mention of him. Once again Murtagh O'Brien, in functioned as 'lay president' of this `mixed synod'.
Gilbert drafted a treatise for the occasion - De Statu Ecclesiae -  and this seems to have been accepted as a blueprint for the reform of church government. The translation of this treatise into reality observed the `conservative' political division of the country - the provinces of Leath Mogha and Leath Cuinn. Two ecclesiastical provinces - Armagh and Cashel - were established, each with twelve suffragan bishoprics. In short, this plan simply introduced the ecclesiastical structures long familiar on the continent. De Statu Ecclesiae concluded by specifying the duties and privileges, in turn, of a bishop, archbishop, primate and patriarch.
 But De Statu Ecclesiae is of interest as much for its purpose as for its content: as Aubrey Gwynn points out, it was drafted `with a view to explaining an unfamiliar hierarchical constitution to Irish clerks in the early twelfth century.'
 
Reathbreasail was perhaps near Templemore in Tipperary. Murtach O'Brian presided as kingof Munster. Gilbert, Bishop of Limerick, was Papal Legate. Ceallach represents Armagh and Maol Muir O'Duanain is the noble senior of Eire. According to AU, 300 priests and 3,000 ecclesiastics attended. Lerath Mogha and Leath Cuinn respected. Two provinces: Cashel and Armagh. each province had twelve suffragan bishops with one archbishop. Followed Canterbury and York.
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