Lecture 28

Paulicians and Bogomils
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CATHARS
The re-emergence of Heresy


For many centuries, since the great Christological debates in the eastern Church in the fourth century, and for much of the early part of the Middle Ages, heresy was not a great threat to the Church.  

In the west, following the collapse of the Roman Empire, there was a great deal of ignorance among the populace at large, who tended not to think creatively about the divine, but accepted what was mediated to them by a rigidly hierarchical leadership. 

 This feudal and Episcopal structure made dissent a lot more difficult (compare against the free-church tradition today).  During the medieval age, the church was a source of security against the invasions, first from the Germans and Arabs in the north and the south, and then from the Normans and the Turks from the west and the east. 


Also, there was a significant amount of superstition and illiteracy that made iconic actions, such as ceremonies to bless the crops, or relics and pilgrimages, an acceptable interpretation of the divine.


By about the 1000’s a relative security began to pervade Christendom.  The Arab invasions had seemingly run out of steam, and the Germanic and Norman invaders had now settled down to become the establishment in the west.  


With Peace came prosperity, and this led to the formation of towns, the growth in trade and travel (pilgrimages, Normans, Venetians), and the emergence of a stronger artisan class.  The added social mobility of the times allowed for the growth of piety among the settled classes who had time to reflect more on the meaning of life.


Added to this was the general corruption that existed in the Church, in particular, the papacy, which led to the rise of many reforming movements within the church, such as the friars and other religious orders, and reforming movements outside the church, such as Paulicianism, Bogomilism, and the Cathars.  


Two of these extra-ecclesial movements first appeared in the east, and the Byzantine Church had to deal with these heretical movements at a time when it was still facing the Iconoclast controversy within its ranks, the threat of Islam from with out, and the growing tensions with Rome as a rival expression of the one, catholic church in the world.  Later, the Roman Catholic Church would have to face a similar contest in its own realsm, through the Albigensians, Cathars, Lollards and Hussites.

The Paulicians


The Paulicians emerged sometime in the 7th century in Armenia, but their origins may be related to earlier survivals of Marcionism and Manicheaism; dualistic sects that held many Gnostic beliefs, and who esteemed the letters of St. Paul.  Paulicians were said to have emerged in Syria under Paul of Samosata during the reign of Constans II (641-68), but were chiefly found to be in existence in Armenia, where he sought to suppress them.  Leo III, the ‘Armenian’ was an important emperor who stabilized the Byzantine empire in the 8th century against the Muslims and who favoured iconoclasm was tolerant of the Paulicians, but this may have been partly because of their significance as a border-tribe between the Orthodox and the Muslims.  They were known as fierce warriors, and resisted the onslaught of both Muslim and Orthodox armies over the centuries.


Under Theodora, the Paulicians were ruthlessly persecuted for their deviant faith, and as many as 100,000 may have been killed under her purges.  They were resettled in Thrace in the 850’s, and then again under John I Tzimisces (969-76) in an attempt to use them as a buffer-people against the unpredictable Bulgars.  The Paulicians were always an outsider group in the Balkans, but they persisted for centuries.  Alexius I Comnenus sought to convert them in vain, when he discovered them in his capital at Constantinople.  By the12th century, however, most traces of the Paulicians seem to have disappeared, though they may have begun to merge with the Bogomils among the Bulgars as early as the 10th century, when they were resettled.

Beliefs

What did the Paulicians believe?  Essenstially, they professed a dualistic doctrine of two gods, one good, the other evil who created all matter.  In this they resembled the many Gnostic tendencies before them, and for this reason, took a disparaging view of the flesh, denying the incarnation as well as the resurrection.  They were known as Paulicians because of the particular regard for the letters of Paul and their rejection of the Old Testament, something that may tie them to the Marcionites of an earlier age.

 
Paulicians were grouped into four major categories: apostles, prophets, itinerants and evangelists, but eventually, they were known either as itinerants, who preached their doctrines, and copyists, who transcribed their literature.  Very little is know about them beyond references to them as a heretical sect, and their disappearance as a group has made knowing more about them even more difficult.  It is probable, however, that many of their views survived in Bogomilism, which in turn survived among the Cathers and Albigensians, and then later among the Socinians and today among the Unitarians and some forms of Pentecostalism.  They essential saw reality as embroiled in a cosmic battle between good and evil, borrowing from Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism.

Bogomilism


Bogomilism seems to have emerged in the Balkans in the 10th century, around the time that the Paulicians were resettled in Thrace from Armenia.  As the Paulicians traced their roots back to a founder, Paul of Samosata (the adoptionist, or another.  It is not clear), so Bogomilism took its name from its founder (much like Lutheranism did, or Wesleyan Methodism) Bogomil, which is Bulgarian from ‘Beloved of God’, like the Greek ‘Theophilus’.


Bogomilism is first mentioned in our sources in a letter from the patriarch Theophylact of Constantinople (c. 950) to Tsar  Peter of Bulgaria (933-956), who asked for his assistance in dispersing a heresy as ‘Manichaeism mixed with Paulicianism’.


In spite of persecution by Alexius Comnenus and his grandson Manuel I, Bogomilism persisted in the Balkans, and even had underground churches in Constantinople.  Basil, their bishop, was burned after being confronted by Alexius, who invited him to testify of his beliefs in private, but secretly had secretaries behind the curtains of his chamber recording his views.  When he refused to recanct, he was imprisoned, where Alexius tried again to convert him.  His persistence eventually led the Orthodox to have him burned at the stake for his views.

 
Bogomilism would become the most important religious and cultural movement of resistance to Orthodox and Catholic Christianity in the Middle Ages in Eastern Europe.  Their success was based in part on their confrontation of the Orthodox policies of cultural assimilation by confronting the church on its own ground: advocating a desire for righteousness, pity for the poor, and social justice.  


Their doctrines were a threat to Orthodox faith, but more threatening was their astute ethical way of life.  They fasted, abstained from worldly pleasures, and generally lived a life of piety and poverty that seemed to contradict the worldliness of the orthodox priests and monasteries.  Their methods were also quite successful, walking from village to village bare-foot, and carrying the gospels and a simple message.


Their opposition to Orthodoxy won them many converts among the Bulgars, who saw the imposition of Orthodox beliefs as a threat to their ethnic and cultural identities. Their rejection of the caesaropapism of the Emperor, and the concept of society hierarchically ordered by the church and the state appealed to many of the subjects of Orthodoxy, in ways that monophysitism and Nestorianism appealed to the Coptic and Syriac Christians who felt culturally and ethnically oppressed by the Chalcedonian Greek Orthodox before the Arab invasions.

Beliefs


More is known about what the Bogomils believed than we know about the Paulicians, but it seems that the basic tenets they espoused were drawn from a large pool of Gnostic, dualistic ideas that permeated eastern culture before the advent of Christianity and Islam.


Bogomils believed that the One Supreme God had an older and a younger son, Satanael and Jesus.  The elder rebelled against his Father, and created human beings after he was cast out of heaven.  He appealed to God to give man life, which he did, but he also sent his younger son Jesus to rescue the spiritual life that he had put in human beings.  Jesus defeated Satan, and went to hell to take away his divinity by removing the –el suffix from his name.  Satan still has power, but only on earth, and at the end of the age, the Holy Spirit, who lives in God’s faithful ones, the Bogomils, will return to God, along with Jesus, and be re-absorbed into him.


This basic cosmology accounts for the presence of evil in the world, and led the Bogomils to disparage the flesh and the world as creations of Satan, and not God.  For this reason, Bogomils fasted frequently, rejected meat and wine, as well as marriage and ideally embraced a renunciation of all possessions.  Eventually, this led to a classification of various levels of commitment.  It’s leaders were often very pius and zealous men, who practiced their beliefs in convincing ways that were not practical for the rest of their followers.  These would eventually be able to be saved with a ‘spirit-baptism administered on their death-beds by a ‘spiritual one’, who kept the higher demands of their sect.


Their rejection of the Old Testament, the belief that the world was created by an inferior god, or by Satan, their rejection of the sacraments and icons, and their general dualism was incompatible with Orthodoxy from the beginning and led the two into conflict.  After its suppression in the Orthodox realms and in the realms of the independent Bulgarian kingdom that emerged in the early 12th century under Asen, Bogomilism was generally limited to the Balkans, and for a long time, became particularly associated with Bosnia, where it managed to survive until the 15th century, until they converted en masse to Islam.

Cathars and Albigensians

In the 11th century, some heretical movements began to appear in the west, in part because of the following reasons: 

First of all, the established state of the church allowed for criticism to be voiced more easily (without the chaotic prospects of a rootless future, there was more luxury to reflect, and thus question, the established norms). The settled state of Christian affairs, no longer needing to evangelize the newly baptized locals, allowed for the growth of spirituality and piety not only within the church, among the monastic movements, but also in the general populace. Abuses within the church were glaring, and open to vociferous critique.  Wealthy priests, silken clad bishops, and monasteries as feudal lordships led monks and peasants to reflect on how deeply this contrasted with the gospel (Not to mention the very low state of papal integrity during the 9th and 10th centuries). 

One of the main abuses in the church involved the use of ignorant or illiterate clergy, often simple peasants who acted as vicars for absentee benefices. Clerical immorality was not uncommon, and the newly enforced rule that all priests had to be celibate meant that long-term concubinage was a fairly common event. Simony and nepotism, often going hand in hand, meant that ecclesiastical offices were held by aristocrats or other persons not necessarily qualified spiritually, but merely taking advantage of the incomes generated by the cathedrals, monasteries or dioceses.

 Heresies began to enter western Christendom from the east, sometime in the late 10th century. Paulicians, whom we saw as a dualist resistance movement in Armenia, originating in the 7th century, were brought into the Balkans by Byzantine emperors as a buffer between Byzantium and the Slavs. Eventually, their teaching seems to have filtered into Bulgaria where Bogomilism flourished for a time (Like the Paulicians, Bogomils lived pious lives of self-denial, and preached the gospel where they travelled.  However, like the Paulicians, they were also dualists, who rejected the world in favour of the spirit.

The Cathars (Albigensians)

When Innocent III become pope in 1198, he faced two important movements: the rise of extra-ecclesial dissent in the form of heretical movements, and the rise of the friars as an intra-ecclesial reform. Innocent III had as his goal the consolidation of the power of the Papacy over the monarchies of feudal Europe, and his first attempt to exercise this goal was by calling and directing (at least initially) the fourth Crusade.  However, by 1204 it was apparent, that it had become a grave catastrophe, and that the cosmetic union of the eastern and western Churches under the Papacy would not be an enduring settlement. Turning from the disappointment of the crusade to more local matters, Innocent directed his attention towards rising movements of dissent at home. 

The first challenge on Innocent III’s hand was the rise of the Cathars, who shared the dualistic cosmology of the Bogomils (who may have taught them, in Cologne) and first appeared around the Rhine valley in the 1140’s. They spread to Bonn, Mainz, and Liege, as well as south into the Languedoc, around Albi where they firmly took root.  By the end of the 12th century, they were enough of a threat that Hildegard von Bingen and Bernard of Clairvaux began preaching against their world denying views.

The Cathars were chiefly a threat to the catholic church because of their separate organizational structures, and not just their teaching.  They began to rival catholic dioceses in southern France as their numbers increased, and this caused Innocent III to involve himself more forcibly, recruiting the King of France to his cause, and eventually, allies from around Europe. Innocent III began by commissioning a Cistercian priest named Dominic to try and recover the churches in Languedoc, in the south of France, and he did so with some success by imitating the humble life-styles of the Cathar perfecti: denying comforts, property and walking bare-foot to preach. 

However, it was when French dynastic and political factors entered the picture that things turned sour. Raymond VI of Toulouse was attacked by a rival Count de Montfort, for having left unpunished a knight who killed one of Dominic’s preachers. In 1209, the pope commissioned an indulgence for a Crusade against Toulouse under the guise of attacking the Albigensians.  Quickly, several cities fell, and Cathars were butchered or burned with little mercy. Many fled into churches which were lit on fire, and when asked how to distinquish the catholics from the cathars the Arnold, the Abbot of Citeaux, famously replied: “Kill them all. God will recover his own”. In 1210 Minerve fell, and 140 ‘perfecti’ were heaped on a giant pyre and burned to death. Raymond VI, who had supported the crusade nominally, was attacked by de Monfort, and after some successes, settled into enduring a long siege of Toulouse, causing the Crusade to loose momentum and ultimately, fail to contain the Cathars. However, Innocent commissioned Dominic to continue the process of clearing the Cathar heresy by instigating an Inquisition which finally broke the Cathar spine, by about 1240.

Beliefs and Structure of the Movement


The Cathars were divided into three groups: the perfect, who had committed themselves thoroughly to a life of poverty and asceticism, the believers, who accepted their teachings but had not yet received the consolamentum, in which the devil was exorcized, and finally the sympathizers, who often supported them. Their theology greatly impacted their practice, as their dualistic views led them to reject worldly experiences, like sex and non-vegan foods.


In many cases, their theology paralleled the views of the Bogomils from the east.  In fact, when Catharism first began to emerge in the west, it was condemned by various local bishops in Belgium and France as a form of Manichaeism, and ancient Gnostic sect that Augustine had once battled against.  In fact, one legend held that Fontanus, an opponent of Augustine, eventually settled in Montwimer, near Chalons-sur-Marne, and continued with his faith in secret (similar to the Da Vinci Code!).


The first Cathars were burned at a council held in Orleans in 1022, but Cathars continued to appear throughout Europe at various times.  Eventually, in 1167, even after various councils had prescribed severe punishments against them, a council of Cathar adherents was held at St.-Felix-de-Caraman and was presided over the Bogomil bishop of Constantinople, Nicetas, who had recently arrived as an exile. He persuaded the Cathars to accept a strict dualism, that viewed the good god and the evil god as co-equal, as opposed to a more monarchical dualism that saw the evil god as lower and under the power or the good god.


Because they were dualists, they rejected the flesh and creation as evil, seeing it as the product of the inferior god of the OT.  Salvation lay in discerning the spiritual seed of the good God as the souls that were imprisoned in the flesh of the material world, which needed to be overcome by subduing the flesh.  For this reason, Cathars were opposed to marriage, sex, eating meat, and even pro-creation.


Naturally, this strict view of salvation meant that the sect would divide into groups.  The perfecti were those who followed through with the rigorous requirements of the faith, and often went about two-by-two, in strict poverty and holiness of life-style, preaching their faith.  It was primarily the austerity of their life-style that gave legitimacy to their message.  Many of the perfecti among the Albigensians in France derived from the nobility, and many of these were noble women, who were attracted to the chastity required of them.


The credendi were those who could not subscribe to the strict demands of the faith until the end of their lives, at which point they were given the consolamentum, similar in practice to the way early Christians used to wait for baptism on their death-beds, as a way guaranteeing salvation.  Because they were not held to the high standards of the perfecti, and because their doctrines repudiated marriage, and the flesh, many succumbed to moral liscentiousness and sexual profligacy, on the excuse that the flesh counted for nothing, only the spirit.


There were many others who did not embrace the doctrines of the Cathars, but supported them in other ways, in part because they resented the catholic church’s moral lapses, and in part as a nativist rejection of rule by the French King.  Languedoc, or Provence, as it is now known, was an ancient Roman provence, and had for many centuries achieved a high level of cultural security.  During the Germanic Invasions, this area was least securely held by the Franks, and for many years, was under the control of their enemies, the Burgundians and then the Lombards.  So in part, the Albigenisan cause was not strictly a religious movement of resistance, but also tapped into native and ethnic sentiments that resented northern, Frankish rule.
