
what is the great western schism

The Great Western Schism was a significant period in the history of the Catholic Church and European politics,
lasting from 1378 to 1417. It marked a time when multiple claimants to the papacy emerged, leading to
confusion, division, and conflict within the Church and among the political entities of Europe. This schism had
profound implications for the Church's authority, the nature of papal power, and the relationship between
religion and politics. Understanding the Great Western Schism requires an exploration of its origins, the key
players involved, the impact on the Church and society, and its eventual resolution.

Origins of the Great Western Schism

To comprehend the Great Western Schism, one must first look at the historical context and the events leading
up to this period of division.

The Avignon Papacy

- The Avignon Papacy (1309-1377) was a time when the popes resided in Avignon, France, rather than in Rome.
This move was largely influenced by the political climate of the time, particularly the conflict between the
papacy and the Italian nobility.
- Seven successive popes ruled from Avignon, creating a perception that the papacy was under the influence of
the French monarchy.
- This period fostered resentment among the Italian populace and other European nations, who viewed the
papacy as compromised and lacking legitimacy.

Return to Rome

- In 1377, Pope Gregory XI returned the papacy to Rome, seeking to restore its authority and credibility.
However, his death in 1378 sparked a power struggle.
- The election of Urban VI was marred by controversy; he was perceived as a reformer but quickly alienated
many cardinals with his harsh and impulsive actions.

The Schism Begins

The election of Urban VI precipitated the Great Western Schism as dissenting cardinals sought to undermine his
authority.

Election of Antipope Clement VII

- In July 1378, a group of cardinals declared Urban VI's election invalid, claiming it had been coerced. They
elected Robert of Geneva as Clement VII, who established his papacy in Avignon.
- This created a rift; Urban VI's supporters remained loyal to him in Rome, while Clement VII garnered support in
Avignon, leading to two distinct lines of popes.



Political Dimensions of the Schism

The schism was not solely a religious crisis; it had significant political ramifications.

- Different European powers aligned themselves with one of the popes, leading to a divide in loyalties:
- Urban VI: Supported by England and the Holy Roman Empire.
- Clement VII: Backed by France, Scotland, and Spain.
- This division influenced various conflicts, alliances, and even wars, as countries sought to leverage their
papal allegiance for political gain.

The Impact of the Great Western Schism

The Great Western Schism had a lasting impact on the Catholic Church and European society, affecting
theology, politics, and social structures.

Religious Consequences

- The schism challenged the authority of the papacy itself. With two popes claiming legitimacy, the faithful
were left confused about which leader to follow.
- It sparked theological debates concerning the nature of the Church and its governance. Questions arose
about the validity of sacraments administered by the competing popes.
- The schism laid the groundwork for future reform movements, as disillusionment with the Church’s leadership
grew. Increasing numbers sought reform, culminating in the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century.

Social and Cultural Impact

- The schism affected the arts, literature, and education. As allegiances shifted, cultural patronage also
changed, leading to a flourishing of regional styles and influences.
- University systems began to reflect this division, with institutions aligning themselves with either pope, thus
creating a bifurcated intellectual environment.

Efforts to Resolve the Schism

As the schism persisted, efforts to resolve the crisis increased, culminating in several important councils.

The Council of Pisa (1409)

- In an attempt to heal the schism, the Council of Pisa was convened, where representatives from both sides
sought to depose both Urban VI and Clement VII.
- The council elected Alexander V, but this only exacerbated the situation, as neither Urban nor Clement
recognized the council's authority, leading to a three-way division of the papacy.

The Council of Constance (1414-1418)

- The most significant attempt to resolve the schism occurred at the Council of Constance. It aimed to address



the issues of heresy, reform, and the schism itself.
- The council successfully deposed the three rival popes and elected Martin V in 1417, restoring a single
papacy.
- This council also emphasized the role of ecumenical councils in Church governance, asserting that the
Church's authority did not rest solely with the pope.

Aftermath and Legacy

The resolution of the Great Western Schism had far-reaching effects on the Catholic Church and European
society.

Reaffirmation of Papal Authority

- The election of Martin V marked the reaffirmation of the papacy's authority but also highlighted the need for
reform within the Church.
- The schism left a legacy of skepticism regarding papal authority, leading to calls for greater accountability
and transparency in Church governance.

Influence on the Reformation

- The divisions and disillusionment that emerged during the schism contributed to the environment that fostered
the Protestant Reformation.
- Figures such as Martin Luther and John Calvin capitalized on the weakened authority of the papacy to
challenge the Church's practices, leading to the creation of various Protestant denominations.

Conclusion

The Great Western Schism was a pivotal moment in the history of the Catholic Church, characterized by a
complex interplay of religious, political, and social factors. It revealed deep-seated issues within the Church
and its governance, laying the groundwork for future reforms and movements. The schism serves as a reminder of
the delicate balance between authority and legitimacy in religious institutions and the profound impact such
divisions can have on society at large. Understanding this period is crucial for grasping the subsequent
developments in Christianity and the evolution of the Church's role in European history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Western Schism?

The Great Western Schism was a split within the Catholic Church that lasted from 1378 to 1417, during
which there were multiple claimants to the papacy, leading to significant political and religious turmoil in
Western Christianity.

What were the main causes of the Great Western Schism?

The primary causes included political conflicts, especially between France and Italy, the previous Avignon
Papacy, and the desire for reform within the Church, which led to competing claims to the papacy.



Who were the main figures involved in the Great Western Schism?

Key figures included Pope Urban VI, who was elected in 1378, and Pope Clement VII, who established the
Avignon papacy, along with later claimants such as Pope Benedict XIII and Pope John XXIII.

How did the Great Western Schism affect the Catholic Church?

The Schism weakened the authority of the papacy, created factions within the Church, and led to calls for
reform, ultimately culminating in the Council of Constance, which resolved the schism.

What was the outcome of the Great Western Schism?

The Schism ended in 1417 with the Council of Constance, which deposed or accepted the resignation of the
claimants and elected Pope Martin V, restoring a single pope to the Catholic Church.

What role did the Council of Constance play in resolving the Schism?

The Council of Constance played a crucial role by addressing the legitimacy of the various popes, deposing
some and accepting resignations, leading to the election of a single pope, thereby restoring unity.

How did the Great Western Schism influence later religious movements?

The Schism highlighted the need for reform within the Church, paving the way for later movements such as the
Protestant Reformation, as it raised questions about papal authority and Church practices.

What were the social and political impacts of the Great Western Schism?

The Schism exacerbated political divisions in Europe, as different nations and regions supported different popes,
leading to conflicts and a decline in the Church's influence over secular matters.
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