The Council of Trent
1 Background
In 1520 when presenting his case before the Emperor, Luther wished to appeal to a general council of the Church.  He argued that such a council, and not the Pope, was the final judge of all disputes within the Church. 
This was a clever ploy, since this had been the position too of most of the lay rulers of Europe. And the ploy was successful. Although the Emperor declared that Luther was wrong, no effective action was taken against him.  Charles V's policy was, and remained for more than 20 years, that a general council should be convened to resolve this and other outstanding issues. 
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It was accepted by all sides in the argument that the issue was really about where supreme authority in the Church lay. For centuries Popes had claimed that this authority was theirs.  A large number of lay and clerical leaders, especially in Italy, had long accepted this claim, but further afield from Rome it had been traditional to dispute it. In France and Germany in particular, the aspirations of the Papacy to supreme authority in the Church had been resisted.  The Kings of France and the Emperors, generally supported by the rulers of Spain and the British Isles, had tended to champion the claims of the conciliarists. These were people, who argued that the highest authority in the Church was a general council of the Church, although such a council had no recognised composition and no tradition of regular meetings.
However, if the papal claims could be resisted, rulers would be able to argue that they had as much right as the Pope to exercise political and financial control over the Church within their own territories. 
The Council of Constance's  (1414-1418), meeting to clear up the Avignon captivity, declared that a general council was the supreme authority in the Church; In practical terms, it selected a single Pope to replace the three pretenders. The remarkable successes of the conciliarists at the time of Constance had not been consolidated. As there was general agreement that the Pope was the supreme ruler of the Church when a council was not in session, the Papacy had a strong vested interest in the failure of the conciliar movement. The conciliarists had all the disadvantages. They were effectively leaderless, being made up of churchmen and rulers from a wide variety of states, many of which were antagonistic to one another. 
Of special significance was the long struggle between France and the Holy Roman Empire for the political control of northern Italy.  From 1494 onwards it was very unlikely that the Papacy would be faced by a united front of opposition from the major Catholic states as they were too busy fighting each other. Without this united opposition, it was almost certain that the Papacy would be able to continue with its policy of 'divide and rule' in Church matters.
By the early sixteenth century Popes had become terrified even at the possibility of their being a general council. Each Pope realised that there was sufficient evidence of corruption in his election and in his exercise of power for a general council to be justified in deposing him and selecting a replacement. On the basis of experience with past general councils, it was almost certain that irresistible demands would be made at any future council for the reform of the Papacy. 
The rivalry between the Habsburgs and the Valois was of great value to Popes who wished to avoid the calling of a general council. Although the Kings of France frequently threatened to agree to the calling of a council as a lever in diplomatic dealings with the Papacy, it was readily seen to be a bluff. For once Charles V was known to be a strong supporter of a meeting of a general council, pinning his hopes of solving the Lutheran problem on this happening, it was almost certain that France would do all in its power to prevent it. The existence of malcontented Protestant states within the Empire, with their potential for diverting and weakening the Emperor was too important an asset for the Kings of France to lose. Thus, while the Papacy was unwilling to summon a general council, and while France was willing to conspire to support this reluctance, there was virtually no possibility that a properly constituted general council would meet.
Paul III
Under Paul III the situation changed. In 1536 he became convinced that only radical reform would save the Church as an influential  international institution. Paul III had good grounds for such fears. It was 'common knowledge' at the time that the whole of Germany was likely to be lost to the Lutherans, and that the outward spread of Protestantism was virtually irresistible under current conditions. France and England seemed to be following in Germany's footsteps.  Now, most important of all, Protestantism was winning numerous converts week by week in many Italian towns and cities. It seemed a realistic possibility that the Church would lose its 'homeland'.
PAPAL VIEWPOINT NOW; (conditions sought by both rival monarchs)
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 It was only when the Protestants had shown themselves unprepared to return to 'the fold' under reasonable terms, and when the differences between the two groups had been clearly defined that the Church would be able to mount an effective resistance to the spread of heresy.  He saw the summoning of a council as the lesser of two evils. 
It took Paul almost a decade (1536-45) to translate intention into reality.  In practice, two rulers could exercise what was in effect a veto. Charles ruled over such extensive territories that it would have been impossible to hold a meaningful council without his co-operation. He thought it reasonable that the Papacy should abandon its neutrality in the struggle between the Habsburgs and the Valois, especially as the French had allied with the common enemy, the Turks.  Although Francis was a committed Catholic, he was in no doubt that his first duty was to protect national and dynastic interests, which were synonymous in his mind. He was convinced that his enemy, Charles V, would be weakened as long as the Protestants remained a strong and potentially disruptive force in Germany. Francis wanted Paul to side with him in his dynastic dispute with the Hapsburgs. But this was too high a price. So Paul had no choice but to await the time when changed circumstances would make it advantageous for Francis to lend his support to the meeting of the proposed general council.
WHERE TO HOLD IT
Paul would have liked a venue within the Papal States. This was totally unacceptable to Charles V who had often stated publicly that the next general council would be held 'on German soil'.  Trent was an independent bishopric, whose Prince-Bishop owed no more than nominal allegiance to anybody.   Trent provided a formidable logistical challenge: while it had only 1,500 houses in all, it was expected to accommodate 7,000-8,O00 visiting ecclesiastics.
 Paul  obtained the agreement of the major rulers to his contention that the sessions of the council should be chaired by Papal Legates (the Pope's personally chosen representatives) who would have the power to decide on the order of business and to rule on all procedural matters. He was even successful in gaining acceptance that the council would have the status of an advisory body, making recommendations to the Pope, which could be implemented or ignored as seemed best to the pontiff of the time. 
The Pattern of the Council
 He had to accept that he could do no more than make things ready and then await the time when circumstances favoured his plans. This was likely to be when Charles and Francis were at peace with one another.  Despite Paul's urgings for attendance, the vast majority of those eligible to be present decided to play a waiting game, doing nothing until it was clear that there was to be action. The prospects were further damaged by Francis I's decision not to allow any of his bishops to attend. Thus when the Council of Trent was formally opened in December 1545 there were only 31 bishops in attendance. This was less than five per cent of those who were entitled to be present.
Charles V and Paul III had vastly different expectations of the Council. Charles' expectation was that the Council would first take action to remove the abuses, mostly emanating from the Curia in Rome, about which both Protestants and Catholics in Germany had complained for so long. Charles was convinced that the removal of these abuses would stem the tide of defection from the Church within the Empire. He anticipated that the Council would then agree definitions of dogma that were sufficiently inexact and generalised for both Catholics and Lutherans to be able to accept them.
Paul's perception was very different. He wished the Council to draw hard and fast lines between the beliefs that were acceptable within the Church and those that were to be regarded as heretical. His motives had nothing to do with seeking an accommodation with the Protestants. His desire was to erect effective defences against further Protestant attacks on the Church, and to challenge the Lutherans to return to the fold on his terms or to be damned. He considered that a careful definition of doctrine was the key to the problem. With this, Catholics would be able to identify both their friends and their enemies and would be able to take appropriate action. Abuses were clearly of secondary importance in this context.
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A compromise was reached. It was decided that issues of discipline and definitions of dogma would be considered simultaneously. This apparently equal sacrifice by Pope and Emperor was actually a total rejection of Charles's strategy. He quickly came to understand that no answers to his problems would be found at Trent, and he increasingly lost interest in the events taking place there. Instead, he turned his attention to defeating the Protestants in battle. The non-attendance of both the French and the Protestants left the way clear for papal domination of the proceedings of the Council.
This domination was confirmed by the working practices of the Council. Issues were considered in an order decided by the Papal Legates.  Decrees had no validity until they had been approved by the Pope. Thus it was virtually impossible for the Council to reach any conclusion with which the Pope was not in complete agreement. The Pope quickly realised he was on a roll here.  It is little wonder that most Popes wished to continue the Council for as long as possible.
THREE SESSIONS
The Council of Trent met in three distinct periods over a span of 18 years, from December 1545 to December 1563. During this time meetings were actually held in 25 sessions of varying length, lasting in total about four years  in total. The first period, technically from December 1545 to September 1549, (but in practice suspended from 1547), was during Paul III's pontificate.  At one stage the very existence of the Council was seriously threatened. Paul, assuming that Charles V's attention was totally dominated by the successful military campaign he was conducting against the Protestant states of the Empire, decided in May 1547 to move the Council to Bologna, which was within the Papal States. His excuse was that an outbreak of cholera in Trent made it unsafe for the Council to continue there. Charles interpreted this action as a blatant attempt by the Pope to secure domination of the Council's proceedings. He instructed his subjects to remain at Trent, which they did. This effectively brought the work of  the Council to a halt. In the end Paul III, recognising that no further progress would be made in the near future, allowed the Council to adjourn with no agreed date for re-convening.
The Council's second period, May 1551 to April 1552, was made up of six sessions. Paul III had died in November 1549, and the meetings were held under the auspices of his successor, Julius III.  Little of note was achieved. The problem was a lack of direction from the Papacy, which was content to adopt the negative role of ensuring that no compromises were made by the Council which might assist Charles V in his continuing search for an agreement with the Protestants. Charles had decisively defeated the Protestants in battle in 1547, but he realised that there could be no permanent settlement with them until they were allowed to rejoin the Church on acceptable terms. 
He now hoped that the Council would be able to agree those acceptable terms. But he was too late. The first period, and the early months of the second period of the Council had adopted definitions of faith that made any agreement with the Protestants impossible, and although Charles was able to ensure that Lutheran representatives attended the later sessions of the second period, he was unable to influence events sufficiently to avoid the anticipated breakdown of negotiations. It was now clear for all to see that there could no longer be any realistic expectation of reaching an accommodation between the Catholic and Protestant points of view.
THIRD SESSION
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There was a nine year gap between the second and third periods of the Council. In part this was caused by Carafa's pontificate as Paul IV (1555-9). Carafa was hostile to the very concept of a general council, maintaining that the Pope was well able to introduce the reforms that were necessary, both of discipline and dogma, on his own authority, without having to seek the agreement of others. His successor, Pius IV (1559-65), wished to complete the work begun by Paul III, and he was responsible for reconvening the Council for its final eleven sessions from January 1562 to December 1563. These sessions were the crowning success for the Council. Attendance was relatively good, (a maximum of 235 voting members compared with 72 and 59 in the first two periods respectively), especially as there was a significant French contingent. The work commenced in the first period was completed. In particular, detailed proposals were framed to ensure that the good intentions of the first period were now likely to be translated into action. It was in the third period that the significant steps towards the reform of church discipline were taken.
Although the Council of Trent retained a single identity, it lacked coherence in many respects. This was unavoidable given that attendance at the Council was not consistent. No one was present throughout, the Papal Legates were different in each period, and the representation from the different geographical regions of the Church was very variable. Nevertheless, the statistics reveal a clear pattern. A total of  270 bishops attended the Council at one time or another. 187 of these were from Italy, 31 were from Spain, 26 were from France (almost all in the third period), and only 2 were from Germany. The overwhelming Italian attendance at the Council might be interpreted as yet more evidence of papal domination. The bishops from most of southern Italy were as much under Habsburg influence as were those from Spain, while the sizeable contingent from Venetian territory were the inheritors of a strong anti-papal tradition. The fact that no Pope personally visited the Council is confirmation that the Papacy's control of events was at least at one remove.
4 The Teachings of the Church
The approach of the Council of Trent to matters of dogma are the best justification for the use of the term 'Counter Reformation'. Throughout the three periods of the Council the intention appears to have been to identify in detail the theological differences between Protestants in general, and Lutherans in particular, and the Catholic Church. These differences were then explored exhaustively and statements were made which clearly established the dividing lines between them. Those who accepted teachings that were on the Protestant side of these lines were declared to be heretics, damned to exist outside the Church's fold. Even the form taken by the decisions of the Council revealed its anti- Protestant intentions. On each theological topic there was a decree. Each decree was made up of two sections: a lengthy explanation of the Church's standpoint divided into chapters, and a series of pithy statements called canons, each of which detailed a Protestant belief that Catholics should reject. But it was not only what was done and the way in which it was approached that provided clear evidence of the 'counter reformation' intentions of the Council members. What was not done was equally revealing. No time was spent on defining dogma in those areas where there were no disputes between Protestants and Catholics. So it is apparent that the intention was not to decide in detail all that Catholics should believe, but merely to make certain that Protestant teachings were outlawed.
The establishment of hard and fast dividing lines between what was acceptable and what was anathema to the Church appealed only to hard-line Catholics. It was essentially a reactionary process. It was intended by its supporters to force those who were sympathetic to some aspects of Protestant teachings to declare themselves for one side or the other. In particular, it put pressure on those liberal Catholics who had enjoyed a political ascendancy in Rome for much of the 1520s and 1530s to abandon their moderate stance and to identify themselves with the traditional teachings of the Church. But the triumph of such antagonistic views was not a foregone conclusion at the Council. There were powerful groupings who wished the Council to assume a unifying rather than a divisive role. Those bishops who received their instructions from Charles V were horrified at the anti-Protestant intentions that were immediately revealed by the Papal Legates. Less concerned initially were those theologians who recognised that the biblical studies undertaken by Protestants and Catholics alike in the previous decades had revealed the need to adjust some of the Church's existing teachings. They assumed that their views would prevail. Within a short time, however, they came to understand that they were to stand as rejected as the Protestants. They argued long and hard but they were outmanoeuvred by the Legates at every turn. Traditionally-minded theologians, especially Jesuits, were used at key moments by the Legates to make telling contributions that swayed the members of the Council. On every issue traditional views triumphed over those newer teachings that had their roots in the researches of the humanists, who were largely discredited at Trent.
Much to the surprise of most observers, it was during the first 18 months of the Council, up to late spring 1547, that the most significant work on dogma was done.  Thanks to skilful deflective action, the Council operated with a tacit acceptance of papal supremacy, without ever explicitly resolving the issue. Equally shrewdly, the programme of work was planned so as to give the appearance of honouring the agreement with Charles V, whereby issues of dogma and of discipline would be tackled simultaneously, but in effect the concentration was on the teachings of the Church, as the Pope wished.[image: image5.png]



a) The Sources of Christian Truth
Concentration was immediately directed at the key areas of disagreement with the Protestants. One of the most important of these was the teaching related to the sources of Christian truth. Martin Luther, in common with almost all Protestant theologians, was absolutely convinced that the Bible contained the only evidence of God's message to mankind: scriptura sola.  If a belief could not be substantiated directly from the Bible it was not only unjustified but was probably also the work of the Devil. Catholics countered this argument by claiming that God's message had also been communicated in ways other than through the Bible. They contended, in particular, that there had been revelations to early Christians which had been passed down as traditions within the Church, and which were just as valid as the biblical message. In April 1546 the Council agreed a decree on the subject. Among other things, it stated that:
This truth and way of living are contained in written books and in unwritten traditions, which were received by the Apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or were received by the same Apostles at the dictation of the Holy Spirit, and, as it were, passed on from hand to hand until they came down to us. So, following the example of the orthodox fathers, this Council receives and venerates, with equal pious affection and reverence, all the books both of the New and the Old Testaments, since one God is author of both, together with the said traditions, as well as those pertaining to faith as those pertaining to morals, as having been given either from the lips of Christ or by the dictation of the Holy Spirit and preserved by unbroken succession in the Catholic Church.
This was an essential first step in the defence of existing Catholic beliefs and practices in the face of Protestant attack.  However, a large part of Catholic opposition to Luther's stance was a result of the Church hierarchy's dislike of the way in which the Protestants elevated the individual believer at the expense of the officials of the Church, from priest to Pope. Luther did this by encouraging the individual Christian to form his own beliefs by a careful and prayerful study of the text of the Bible. His message was that the Holy Spirit would guide the pious seeker after truth, and that there was no need for the Church to tell people what to believe. This teaching undermined the entire system of authority and control within the Catholic Church. It needed to be discredited. The Council was quick to do this. It decreed that the interpretation of the scriptures was not an appropriate activity for the individual church member:
No one, relying on his own judgement and twisting sacred Scripture to his own ends, should dare to interpret sacred Scripture in a way contrary to the sense which holy Mother Church (whose office it is to judge the true sense and interpretation of the sacred Scriptures) has held and now holds, or in a way which is contrary to the unanimous agreement of the Fathers of the Church.
However, although this approach was followed up to some extent, it was not pursued as far as some of the more reactionary Catholics wished. Official disapproval was obtained for the biblical research that had been undertaken by leading humanists such as Erasmus. The recent Catholic translations of the Bible from its original Hebrew and Greek into Latin were ignored and the ancient translation by St Jerome, known as the Vulgate, was confirmed as the official translation to be used within the Church. . Such was the conservative ethos of the Council that the liberal Catholics considered it a victory that the reading of the Bible in people's native languages was not banned: it was too much to hope that they would win actual approval for the activity.
b) The Teaching on Salvation
The second main plank of Protestantism, upon which so much else rested, was the teaching on salvation and how it was obtained.  Luther's teaching of sola fide (by faith alone) maintained that man is so sinful that no action by him could justify himself in the eyes of a God who requires perfection, and that salvation can only come as the result of God's freely and undeservedly given forgiveness. He taught that no human actions can affect the granting of God's grace.
The implications of the Catholic teachings on salvation were considerable. A large amount of the Church's dogma depended on the efficacy of good works. It was their ability to bestow merit on the recipient that gave special significance to the seven sacraments of the Church (baptism, confirmation, matrimony, extreme unction, penance, ordination, and the Eucharist). A similar accumulation of merit was believed to be attached to the veneration of saints, as on pilgrimages; to the purchase of indulgences, whether for oneself or for a loved one; to devoting one's life to God as a member of a religious community; and to the carrying out of charitable deeds, especially for the sake of those who had taken a vow of poverty. If, as the Protestants claimed, the individual could not increase the likelihood of salvation by his own endeavours, then much of the point of religious activity was removed. It was therefore essential for the Council to confirm the Church's teaching on these matters, and to discredit the beliefs popularised by Luther.
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The Council spent most of the second half of 1546 debating these issues in detail. The first task was to establish the exact nature of original sin. Underpinning Luther's thinking about salvation was his assumption that mankind was utterly sinful. He contended that each person inherited such a burden of sin at birth - handed down from generation to generation, following Adam's fall in the Garden of Eden as described in the Old Testament - that it was impossible for anybody to become virtuous by his own efforts. It seemed self-evident to him that salvation must come as a result of something other than individual virtue. The Council was determined to refute this Protestant teaching. This was done by accepting the existence of original sin, but by indicating the way in which it could be completely overcome, thus allowing the young Christian to begin his responsible life with a clean sheet. One of the canons of the decree on original sin stated:
If anyone should deny that the guilt of original sin is remitted through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ conferred in baptism, or asserts that thereby everything which can truly and properly be The Teachings of the Church  called sin is not taken away, but only covered or not imputed, let him be anathema.
The detailed work on the teachings concerning justification (the way in which salvation was acquired) was the most time-consuming of any of the Council's tasks. The resulting decree, with 16 chapters and 33 canons, was the longest of the statements from Trent. In the decree, and especially in the canons, the major Protestant teachings were specifically refuted:
Canon 12  If anyone should say that justifying faith is nothing other than trust in the divine mercy which remits sins for Christ's sake, or that we. are justified by such trust alone, let him be anathema.
Canon 26  If anyone should say that for their good works, performed in godly wise, the just ought not to expect and hope for an eternal reward from God, through his mercy and the merits of Jesus Christ - if they persevere to the end in good living and keeping the divine commandments - let him be anathema.
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Canon 32  If anyone should say that the good works of a justified man are so exclusively the gifts of God that they are not also the good merits of the man himself; or that the justified man, by the good works that he does through the grace of God and the merits of Jesus Christ (whose living member he is), does not truly merit an increase of grace and eternal life .. . let him be anathema.
The opportunity was also taken to re-affirm those Catholic beliefs that had come under particularly hostile attack from Luther and his followers, who taught that the Church was attempting to terrify its members with unwarranted threats so as better to control them:
Canon 29  If anyone should say that a man who has fallen into sin after baptism cannot rise again through the grace of God; or that he can indeed recover his lost righteousness, but only by faith and without the sacrament of penance, so contradicting what the holy Roman and universal Church, taught by Christ our Lord and his Apostles, has always professed, observed and taught, let him be anathema.   
Canon 30  If anyone should say that, for every penitent sinner who receives the grace of justification the wiping out of the guilt and debt of eternal punishment means that there remains no debt of temporal punishment to be paid either in this world or in the next world in purgatory, before he can enter the kingdom of heaven, let him be anathema.
The Sacraments
During its first period the Council also dealt directly with issues relating to the seven sacraments, as well as confirming them obliquely within its statements on justification and on the sources of Christian truth. It was on the question of the sacraments that the Church felt most exposed by Protestant attacks Luther's contention that only two of the sacraments (baptism and the Eucharist) were valid, being the only ones directly founded on scripture, had won widespread and ready support from ordinary people. It was an argument that was particularly difficult to counter as the justifications for the other five sacraments tended to be complex and obscure. They were not easy to popularise.
Within the main body of the decree on the Eucharist it was stated:
Since Christ our Redeemer said that which he offered under the appearance of bread was truly his body, it has therefore always been held in the Church of God, and this holy Council now declares anew, that through consecration of the bread and wine there comes about a conversion of the whole substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord and the whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood. And this conversion is by the Holy Catholic Church conveniently and properly called transubstantiation.
This was an explicit rejection of all shades of Protestant teaching on the subject. Equally explicit was the rejection of Protestant claims that the way in which Catholics conducted Mass (the service in which the Eucharist took place) was at best idolatrous:
Canon 6  If anyone should say that, in the holy sacrament of the Eucharist, Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, ought not to be adored with the worship of divine honour, outwardly manifested; and likewise that he ought not to be honoured with special solemnity on festive occasions, nor borne about in processions, in accordance with the praiseworthy and universal rites and custom of the holy Church; or that he ought not to be publicly set before the people to be adored; or that those who thus adore him are idolaters, let him be anathema.
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By the end of the third period of the Council, similarly clear and uncompromising statements had been made about all the sacraments and the practices that were associated with them. The traditional teachings of the Church had been confirmed in the face of Protestant attack, with no compromises being struck. Even the concessions that Charles V was prepared to make in order to reach an accommodation with the Lutherans were specifically outlawed. The majority of German-speaking Catholics sympathised with the Protestants in seeing no justification for either insisting on the celibacy of the priesthood or denying lay people the right to drink the wine during the Eucharist. Yet these practices were confirmed as obligatory, even in the face of considerable political pressure from the Church's leading lay supporters. It was to be seen that the Church was yielding no ground at all in response to the arguments of its religious opponents. Stubbornness was being made into a virtue.
5 Discipline
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Of course, it was not only because of their wish to counter the spread of Protestantism that the Pope and the majority of the bishops attending the Council of Trent were eager to tackle questions of dogma before matters of discipline. Although issues about the Church's teachings generated very strong emotions - there were even cases of bishops who held opposite opinions physically attacking each other during meetings of the Council - and were regarded by some as being matters of eternal life and death, questions of dogma were, in fact, relatively 'safe' matters to debate. Neither the Pope nor  those attending the Council felt that their livelihoods or their political powers were threatened by decisions made about the teachings of the Church. On the other hand, they were fearful that their vested interests would be under direct attack once matters of discipline came under consideration. After all, the complaints that had been so persistently voiced for more than a generation -especially, but by no means exclusively, in Germany - were almost all directed at the Papacy and the higher clergy (bishops, archbishops, priors and abbots) in the localities. It was widely appreciated by all the delegates that they were likely to be materially and politically disadvantaged by any changes in Church discipline that the Council agreed.
Some reforming churchmen believed that such a price was well worth paying if the result was to be a spiritually revitalised Church. But at the outset such people were no more than a significant minority. The majority were very reluctant to contemplate changes that would work to their personal disadvantage. Altruism was not a prominent feature among those who influenced the decisions of the Council. In particular, all the Popes who were in office during the period of the Council of Trent were determined that it should not be allowed to interfere with the running of the Curia. Although there were differences of opinion among the Popes on the ways and means of reforming the Curia, there was consistent and effective opposition to the idea of the Council playing any part in the process. The Papal Legates were instructed to ensure that decisions on matters of discipline were limited to topics that related to the workings of the Church in the localities. Powers exercised from Rome were only to be discussed where they were inextricably linked with the functioning of the Church in the provinces. Whereas the Council was to be allowed to play a part in the reform of the 'members', only the Pope was to be allowed to reform the 'head'.
However, there was a powerful current of opinion which favoured a reform of discipline. This did not result solely, or even primarily, from a desire to satisfy the Emperor and his Catholic supporters in Germany. It was a central feature of a coherent strategy for the revival of the Church that had been gaining support among leading churchmen, both in Rome and in some localities, especially in Italy and Spain, during the 1520s and 1530s. The most important element of the strategy was to strengthen the spiritual and political position of the bishops. It was believed that strong and effective leadership at diocesan level was the key to bringing about changes at all levels of Church life. Bishops were seen as being the facilitators of local reform. This view permeated the deliberations of all three periods of the Council. It was expressed in the Legate's speech at the opening of the first session, and it was the single most time-consuming issue during the third period of the Council. Progress was often painfully slow, because of the obstructive opposition of those who could only see themselves as being losers if the status quo was upset, but the cumulative achievement was amazingly great.
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The biggest change, from which much else flowed, was one of attitude. Most holders of high office in the Church, except in Spain, had grown up thinking of bishoprics as prizes to be won. They were important because of the income or the political power that accompanied them. If there was any conception of associated responsibilities it was the recognition that somebody had to be employed, normally at a relatively lowly salary, to carry out some official duties on the bishop's behalf. There was little reason for a bishop ever to visit, let alone be resident in, his diocese. Some bishops did not even remember the names or know the locations of the bishoprics they held. During the period of the Council of Trent it became generally agreed among leading churchmen that this situation was unacceptable. The prevailing assumption became that the responsibilities of being a bishop were at least as important as its rewards. Thus the views of the reformers became the norm, and the opinions of those who resisted change were relegated to the realms of self-seeking reaction. This, however, is not to suggest that the path to reform was smooth or straightforward, for it was not. But it became more difficult for the supporters of the status quo to justify their position on the grounds that it had always been so.
The acceptance that the responsibilities of bishops were of central importance led naturally to the consideration of other issues. The responsibilities of the bishop needed to be clearly defined; the conditions under which the responsibilities could effectively be discharged needed to be identified and put into effect; and the attributes of the potentially successful bishop needed to be described and steps taken to ensure that only suitable people were appointed to such posts. Although the logic of such a process was compelling, and eventually proved irresistible, there was much agonising and time-wasting along the way. It was only during the Council's third period that the issues were dealt with in a coherent manner.
The Council of Trent defined the bishop as what in modern parlance would be termed a manager. His role was to ensure that religious life within his diocese was carried out in an acceptable manner. He was expected to supervise the work of the parish priests directly and to discipline those whose performance was unsatisfactory. He was to lead by example, especially by visiting every parish at least once every two years. He was to help overcome the shortage of priests who could preach effectively by taking on a large element of this work himself. Being a bishop was now assumed to be a full-time job.
It was readily recognised that much would have to change before bishops could be expected to act in this way. As a first step, they would have to live in their dioceses. Efforts were made in the productive months of the first period to ensure that bishops were not absentees in future. But the strength of the opposition meant that only a compromise ruling was made. In 1547 it was decreed that bishops should only be absent from their dioceses with good reason, and that if they were absent for more than six months without good reason they should sacrifice one quarter of their annual income. Thus a totally absentee bishop could still receive three-quarters of his stipend. The fact that, immediately following the decree, the Pope was unsuccessful in his attempts to send the many bishops resident in Rome to live in their dioceses, illustrates how little of a deterrent the decree was. But at least the principle of the desirability of the residence of bishops within their dioceses had been clearly established, and it was reinforced later when it was decreed that the income from a bishopric should only be paid to the person who carried out the duties of bishop. The intention was to outlaw the practice of the wealthy and well-connected being bishops in name, but paying for substitutes to act for them.
There had always been numbers of dedicated bishops who had attempted to carry out their duties effectively. They had often been frustrated in their efforts by the existence of widespread exemptions. Some of these exemptions were general, as with the various orders of friars where the whole group had been exempted from diocesan control by the Pope, who wished them to be directly accountable to their superiors within their own orders. Initially, most general exemptions had been allowed in the hope that this would lead to improved supervision and more consistent discipline, given that many bishops were unreliable and were only likely to interfere for reasons of self-interest. There were also large numbers of particular exemptions, whereby individuals had secured papal agreement to their removal from diocesan control - often in return for a large fee. Many of these individuals were non-practising clergy who merely wished to draw a clerical income in peace without aggravation from any over-zealous bishop. It was impossible for bishops to maintain effective discipline within their dioceses while such exemptions continued. One of the more significant disciplinary decrees of the Council instructed that exemptions should not apply to any clerical post that involved responsibility for the care of souls. Thus bishops were made directly responsible for all clergy who acted in the capacity of a parish priest within their dioceses. This decree made it theoretically possible for bishops to carry out the most important of their responsibilities. Almost equally as important as the ending of many exemptions was the decision to empower bishops to veto the appointment of any priest to a post involving the care of souls. This enactment allowed active bishops to ensure that future appointments within their diocese were of people who were capable of carrying out their duties effectively.
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Just as it was necessary to increase the likelihood of effective parish priests being appointed, so it was vital that something be done about the competence of those who were appointed to bishoprics. The worst of the abuses were well-publicised and were little supported, in theory at least. There could be little justification for the political appointment of bishops who had no knowledge of or interest in religion, and who were often not even priests. It was worse when the person appointed was a child, and as such was clearly unable to undertake any of his official duties. The argument that all those appointed to bishoprics should be capable of carrying out their duties, both by age and training, was relatively easily accepted. However, the feeling that the rule applied to everybody but oneself was encouraged when the Pope appointed an eleven year old as a cardinal soon after accepting the Council's decree on the attributes of bishops! Nevertheless, the principle had been established that only appropriate people should be appointed as bishops.
It was during the third period of the Council that the major work on bishops was done. The Legates were able to ensure active support for their policies partly because of the presence of a significant number of Spanish bishops who were keenly interested in the reform of discipline. However, the Spanish support was a mixed blessing for the Papacy. The lengthy debates on the duties of bishops were the most dangerous times for papal interests during the whole Council. The Spanish not only shared the papal perception that the revival of the Church depended on the quality of the bishops serving it in the future, but they also maintained that all bishops were directly ordained by God and that their rights and obligations came from Him. As a result, they argued that the Pope, as Bishop of Rome, was merely Primus inter pares (the first among equals) and, therefore, had no right to exercise power over the whole Church. The Legates had a difficult tight-rope to walk in ensuring the Spanish bishops' continuing support for the reform programme, while resisting their attacks on the papal position.
The success achieved in this, as well as the success achieved during the third period of the Council as a whole, was largely due to the political skills of the chief Papal Legate, Cardinal Morone. Morone possessed a rare combination of attributes. He had a clear, coherent, and unshakeable vision of what the Council should achieve. Because he treated everyone with consideration and respect, he was personally acceptable in all circles, even among those who radically disagreed with what he was trying to achieve. He was, therefore, able to negotiate with all factions, which he did with shrewdness and a complete lack of scruples. He unashamedly traded favours, giving his support on a relatively insignificant issue in return for support on what was to him a vital matter. He was even prepared to leave the Council in order to pay a personal visit to the Emperor, and so partake in direct negotiations on particularly sensitive issues. As a result of the Cardinal's journey, the Emperor was prepared to abandon his support of policies which were aimed at mollifying the Protestants in return for a papal promise of support for the election of his son as King of the Romans (the title that ensured that the holder would be the next Emperor).
* Although the attention of the Council on disciplinary matters was clearly focused on the role of the bishop, the importance of the parish priest was not overlooked. In fact, the provision of an adequate supply of properly trained and positively motivated priests was recognised as being of the greatest significance. This, at least, had been learned from the Protestants. It was again decided to rely upon the bishops as facilitators. It was decreed that every bishop should arrange for a seminary (a training institution for priests) to be established within his diocese, if one did not already exist, as it had been correctly estimated that a sufficient supply of new priests could not be provided by the existing university system. However, the decision was not entirely forward-looking. There was a lengthy struggle over the nature of the academic training to be given to the prospective priests. The more progressive reformers wanted students to receive a thorough grounding in the Bible and scriptural criticism, at the expense of the traditional scholastic approach which was based on the application of logic to largely unquestioned basic Catholic teachings. The traditionalists won. As a result, the revitalised Catholic Church turned its back on academic progress, and for centuries was associated with an unthinking conservatism that many observers have seen as being somewhat at odds with the fundamentally radical Christian message.
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Just as the Council attempted to give clear guidance on the attributes and activities of bishops, so it tried to provide similar definitions for parish priests. Bishops were instructed on the expectations they should have of those serving under them, in terms of their skills, their knowledge and the quality of the lives they lived. An emphasis was placed on their ability to preach successfully, and to live in a way that would be a good example to their flocks. However, as in the case of bishops, the issues of absenteeism and pluralism were tackled in a half-hearted manner that left loopholes through which the nominal priest could escape. But the decrees on these matters should not be dismissed as being unimportant merely because they allowed the continuation of some abuses. They were of special importance because they helped to establish an atmosphere in which good service from a priest was expected and in which any deviation from this was considered to be a shortcoming.
6 Significance
It is hardly surprising that many historians have judged the Council of Trent to be of the greatest significance. It was, after all, the one 'event' of the Counter Reformation that was discrete, coherent, and extremely well documented. In fact, it would be amazing if researchers had not regarded the Council as the topic's most important 'happening'. As always in such situations, however, the student must consider carefully whether the event had real historical significance or whether the interest of historians is merely a reflection of the ready availability of evidence.
The criteria normally used by historians in discussing the significance of an event concentrate on its effects. For convenience, these are often divided into short-term and long-term effects. There has been general agreement that, according to such criteria, the Council was highly significant. However, as might be expected, there has been some disagreement over the relative importance of the various effects.
It was commonplace several generations ago for historians to assert that one of the most important short-term effects of the Council was to make it impossible for there to be any agreement with the Protestants, leading to a re-unification of the Church. The argument was that the anti-Protestant definitions of dogma agreed by the Council destroyed the prospects for a religious peace, of the type that Charles V had championed. In more recent times this view has been discredited. It is now widely accepted that long before the Council met, any realistic hope of a rapprochement between the Protestants and the Catholics had disappeared. Charles V's efforts had proved that the minimum terms demanded by the Lutherans - including a rejection of papal supremacy - were totally unacceptable to the large majority of Catholics. It is clear that the Council merely formalised an already existing situation.
However, historians are agreed that the work of the Council in drawing hard and fast lines between Catholic and Protestant teachings was highly significant in the short-term for other reasons. Until the publication of the Tridentine (the adjective from Trent, derived from its Latin form) decrees, the theological initiative was almost completely in the hands of the Protestants. Catholicism had been subjected to a seemingly endless series of attacks with no coherent or positive response. All that there had been was a string of defensive statements that appeared to be little better than lame excuses. The morale of Catholics in most of Europe - Spain was the obvious exception - was generally very low, partly because it seemed to them that they were 'on the losing side'. The work of the Council significantly altered this state of affairs, and helped to generate a positive spirit among leading Catholics, most of whom could recognise that their side was now putting up a proper fight.
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It would be convenient to be able to show that one of the short-term effects of the Council was to stem or even to reverse the tide of Protestant advance. Unfortunately the evidence does not justify this type of judgement. Nevertheless, the terminology often used to describe the dealings between Protestants and Catholics in the sixteenth century has tempted numbers of writers to go further than is supported by the facts. The talk has been of metaphorical warfare, made up of 'battles' and 'campaigns'. It has been very easy to identify 'turning points' within this military analogy. The Council of Trent has frequently been described as such a turning point. Unfortunately,  it is not possible to establish a causal relationship between the Council and any Protestant reversals. The fact that the Council took place at a time when Protestant advances were slowing down, especially in Germany and Italy - although less obviously so in Britain and France - does not prove that it was the cause of this general change in religious fortunes. In fact, although it is equally unprovable, it is probable that the work of the Jesuits and of the Inquisition had more direct effect on limiting or reversing the spread of Protestantism than did the decisions of the Council of Trent.
*
Short-term effects are frequently long-term effects in a slightly different guise. The Council had both a short-term and a long-term effect on the position of the Papacy. Both effects were in the same direction. Before the Council met there was a distinct possibility that the policies of the conciliarists would triumph and that the Pope would be confirmed as the figure-head of the Church, but with effective power residing with an internationally-selected representative body. The paradox was that the Council of Trent effectively resolved the issue in the Pope's favour without ever dealing with the matter in a formal manner. Attempts were made, especially in the early months and during the final period, to challenge the Pope's position, but they were skilfully deflected by the Legates, who were then able to confirm the Pope as effective head of the Church by ensuring that sensitive issues on which the Council could not agree were referred to him for decision. It was, of course, the Pope who made the Council's decrees official by conferring his blessing on them, as Pius IV did in their entirety in 1564. In the short-term the Pope's position was strengthened as he became the unchallenged head of the Church. The hierarchical nature of the Church had been accepted when it was agreed that only the Pope could appoint a bishop, just as it was decided that only bishops could appoint parish clergy. And in the long-term the Catholic Church was secure as a highly centralised Italian ecclesiastical monarchy. It was not mere coincidence that no Pope for more than three centuries felt the need to summon a further general council, or that no Pope for more than four centuries was non-Italian.
* There is little doubt that the Council of Trent had several long-term effects on the nature of Catholicism. Although much radical and challenging theological thinking had been undertaken by Protestants in the decades before Trent, there had been many parallel, but less publicised, strands of development within the Catholic Church. The decisions made at Trent put an end to most of this. As long as much of the detail of Catholic dogma had remained undefined it had been possible for there to be lively debate between theologians within the Church, as the parameters of what was acceptable were widely drawn. But once there were clear cut statements of the Church's teaching on most of the contentious issues, the room for discussion was much reduced. Loyal acceptance was what was demanded of Catholics. What is more, the fact that the dogma adopted by the Council was generally conservative meant that the teachings of the Church were settled in a reactionary mould for centuries to come. For the next 400 years, the popular perception could safely be that innovation and the Catholic Church were opposites.
Not only did the Council of Trent force Catholicism into a conservative mould, it also determined the nature of its spirituality. While Protestants became a group of reflective Bible readers, tending towards simplicity in corporate worship and richness in private contemplation, Catholics were ushered away from the Bible towards the writings of the saints and the fathers of the Church, and tended towards colourful and dramatic church services in which the stimuli of sight and sound were more important than the engagement of the conscious mind. The twin emphases of ecclesiastical tradition as a source of religious truth, and the efficacy of good works led Catholic practices in an opposite direction to those of the Protestants and ensured that the gap between them would widen rather than narrow over time. Whereas public individual spirituality, such as extempore (spontaneous) prayer and statements of personal faith, became commonplace. among many Protestant groups, the Catholic who approached his religion too thoughtfully was often the focus of official suspicion.
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This relatively low expectation of the spirituality of the ordinary Catholic was indirectly confirmed by the Council of Trent in the emphasis it placed on the separateness of the priesthood. This, of course, was in direct contrast to Protestantism with its common belief in 'the priesthood of all believers'. The Tridentine decrees defined the ways in which 'merit' could be acquired by the individual believer. Most of these required the mediation of a priest, especially through the exercise of the sacraments of baptism, the Eucharist, confession and penance, and extreme unction when on the point of death. The individual Catholic was, therefore, spiritually helpless without the assistance of priestly members of the Church hierarchy. This, in time, led to the growth of clericalism (the social and political prominence of all levels of priest) within Catholic communities. Clericalism in turn gave rise to the anti-clericalism that, especially since the late eighteenth century, has been a marked feature of political life throughout the Catholic world. This rigid dichotomy was to have a dramatic effect on the later histories of France, Italy and Spain, in particular.
However, it should be recognised that it is frequently dangerous to make detailed claims about the long-term effects of an event. Although it is obvious that normal tests of proof do not exist in such speculations - for instance, it is not possible to prove that if the Council of Trent had not done what it did the Papacy would never have established a position of unchallenged leadership in the Catholic Church - it is always possible to maintain that other events were just as influential. It could, for example, be argued that the actions of the Jesuits or of the Popes themselves were just as responsible for the prominence of the Papacy as were the decrees of the Council of Trent. However, as long as it is remembered that discussions of long-term effects have to do with reasoned opinions and likelihood rather than with proof and certainty, they are a useful way of creating comprehensible patterns of the past. Certainly it is not reasonable to expect to find too many clearly documented causal relationships when discussing the significance of the Council of Trent. Often the historian has to be satisfied with indicators that appear to point in a particular direction. This, of course, leaves the way wide open for the development of large numbers of contrary interpretations.
 But even within this area of uncertainty some conclusions remain effectively unchallenged. For instance, it is known that the Council had very little short-term effect on Church discipline. The decrees only applied automatically within the Papal States. Before they could be put into effect elsewhere they had to be accepted by the governments of individual states. With a few exceptions, such as Poland and Portugal, where acceptance was almost immediate, this only happened slowly or partially. Although Philip II (the son of Charles V) speedily agreed to implement the Tridentine decrees within his territories of Spain, the Netherlands, portions of Italy and the overseas empire, it was with the reservation that his powers should in no way be diminished. As a result, no reforming action could be taken in Spanish lands without the King's explicit permission, which was often difficult to obtain. Meanwhile, French kings steadfastly refused to recognise the validity of the decrees and continued to make appointments to senior Church positions for purely political reasons right up to the Revolution. In 1615 the French bishops did agree to implement the decrees as far as they affected their own behaviour, but as there were no 'teeth' to this statement of good intentions, its effect was limited and patchy. A somewhat similar situation developed in Germany where, although the Imperial Diet consistently refused to recognise the decrees, many individual rulers chose to do so. But even where the government supported Tridentine policies, it required an energetic and determined bishop to utilise the powers conferred on him in order to overcome the resistance of those who had much to lose from the new policies - on pluralism and absenteeism in particular. Such people remained in short supply for several generations. Although no wide-ranging research has been undertaken to provide reliable statistical data on the pace of change, the limited information that has been gathered suggests that for a long time little changed in many areas. Even in Italy, where progress might have been expected to be speedy, it is perhaps surprising to find that in 1630 fewer than half the dioceses could boast a seminary.
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However, there were many exceptions to the rule. The most spectacular of these was Carlo Borromeo (1523-85). Borromeo was the nephew of Pius IV and, acting as his private secretary, was responsible for maintaining the close working relationship with Cardinal Morone during the third period of the Council. In 1565 he was appointed Archbishop of Milan - the most important city in northern Italy - then under Spanish control. He was the first archbishop to reside in the city for more than a century. He devoted the last 20 years of his life to carrying out the duties of the bishop as specified by the Tridentine decrees. He imposed a rigid discipline on the churchmen within his jurisdiction, and he built up the provision for the training of new priests to such an extent that Milan served the priestly needs of Catholic Switzerland in much the same way as Geneva provided France with a large number of Huguenot (French Protestant) ministers. Because he was stubborn and inflexible he was regularly in dispute with the secular authorities of the city, and it was often left to the Pope and the King of Spain, personally, to sort out the difficulties. His struggles not only showed what was possible, but also illustrated the determination that was required for substantial progress to be made.
Although Borromeo was outstanding, he was not unique. There were dozens of bishops like him, especially in Spain, over the next century. As a result, the number of properly trained priests greatly increased, with very noticeable effect, especially when the work of the Jesuit colleges is also taken into account. However, there were many more bishops who did not even pay lip service to the Tridentine decrees. Progress was very patchy. Yet a definite shift in direction was noticeable. Instead of dedicated churchmen being regarded as oddities, they were increasingly accepted as the norm after Trent. Perhaps the most significant effect of the Council in matters of discipline was the way in which it changed popular expectations of priests, bishops and the Pope. A clear ideal had been established, and the clergy could be encouraged to live up to it. Over the centuries an increasing number chose to do so.
