Alfred the Great (849-899)

Often called the Charlemagne of England, but perhaps Charlemagne should be called the Alfred of France.  Both leader have similarities and differences but Alfred surpasses Charlemagne in education (he could read and write) and in holiness.

- united England against the Danes (Vikings) saving England from complete destruction.

- was a great man of culture and education, he had Latin works translated into English for his people, the books he choose to translate speak a lot about his priorities, holiness and love and respect for the Church.  His favorite books were St. Augustine, St. Gregory the Great’s advice to bishops and priest (which Alfred gave to all priests in his kingdom), St. Bede and Boethius the Great Catholic Philosopher.  Three doctors of the Church and one of the greatest philosophers to ever live.

- Alfred wrote in his copy of Boethius’s book, “I may say that it has always been by wish to live honorably and after death to leave to those who come after a memory of my good works.”

- Code of Alfred insisted on justice and law in the land using Mosaic and Christian Law, this was the precursor for the Magna Charta of 1215.

- He was a man of discipline who broke up his 24hour day into three 8 hour periods, 8 hours for sleep and eat, 8 hours for reading, writing and prayer, 8 hours for business.

- Established the Shire system to rebuild his kingdom after it suffered from the Vikings.  Each Shire was made up of hundreds (10 tithings) and each tithing was made up of 10 household each household having their own 15-30 acre hide.  So a Shire could have 30,000 arces in it.  Roughly Fort Worth, TX is the equivalent to about 20 Shires at the time of Alfred the Great.

-Each Hundred had a court to uphold the law and many times a whole shire, hundred or tithing could be in some way punished for lawbreakers in their community.
-All the Royalty of England including Elizabeth II, current Queen are in Alfreds family.
Both Charlemagne and Alfred created CULTURE, Catholic Culture, and this is what makes them and France and England successful.  Armies come and go, governments, cities and rulers can easily be destroyed as the Vikings, Barbarians and Muslims prove, but CULTURE if created well is almost impossible to destroy.  The Barbarians kept much of the Roman / Catholic Culture and the Vikings all converted.

Feudalism (3 cultures blending)

- Roman tradition of liberty under law and ownership of land.

- acceptance of the universal Church based in Rome.

- Germanic ideal of liberty, equality of warriors, respectful of tribe and loyal to warrior-king.

In Feudalism, land is power and the whole system based on responsibility.

King, Prince, Lord > must have virtue

Vassal, Knight, etc > must be loyal and obedient.

Any economic system can fail, John Paul the great said, “Capitalism without morality leads to corruption.”  It could easily be said that Feudalism without virtue and loyalty led to corruption.

Land = power.  Due to the growth of monasteries since the 500’s and the land grants given to the Church by leaders such as Constantine, Pepin, Charlemagne and others, the Catholic Church had lots of land and therefore lots of power.

This power could lead to responsibility or to corruption.  It led to scandal and corruption in two ways:

Simony – paying for positions in the Church.  Through this crime, people that were in no what fit or called to be bishops, priests or abbots bought the position so they could acquire Church land. Comes from Acts of the Apostles 8:18-24 where Simon Magus offers the disciples of Jesus payment for the power to perform miracles.

(this crime would return during the reformation in the form of buying and selling spiritual things such as absolution, purgation, salvation, etc.)

Council of Chalcedon (451) – 2nd canon forbade ordination for money.

Lay Investiture – Secular leaders claiming the right to invest abbots and bishops to their position.  Constant battle between the Popes and heads of State.  This one issue more than any drove a separation between Church and State and even a hatred for the power of the Pope and lack of respect for the papacy.  The lack of loyalty and faithfulness to Rome and the Pope was characteristic of all reformers and the European leaders that supported them with money, armies and power.

Especially during the years after Charlemagne and Alfred, and the decline of strong kings, centralized power crumbled and local power of princes and lords took over.  The princes and lords did not care what the Pope in Rome thought.  As far as Church and State goes, the Popes had little power and would not gain power, authority or respect until Pope Gregory VII.

Lords and Princes needed the Church and valued the Church but wanted to call the shots so they appointed bishops and abbots (Lay Investiture) and if they could sell the positions (Simony) that was even better.

Many Abbots, Bishops and Priests from 800-1000 were puppets of the secular rulers and obviously did not take the vow of celibacy seriously, this lead to scandal in the Church and generations the faithful lead by corrupt, selfish and unholy shepherds. This was the status of the Church at the turn of the century but the gates of hell would not prevail, the Churches first great reform would take place.

St. Peter Damian (d1072) – “In the ecclesiastical order, discipline is neglected almost everywhere; due reverence is not given to priests; canonical sanctions are trodden underfoot; and the work of God is done only for temporal gain.  Where are robberies lacking, where thefts, where false oaths, where sinful allurements? Who fears sacrilege? IN fact, who has a horror of even the most atrocious crimes?”

St. Gregory VII (1075) – “Wherever I turn my eyes – to the west, to the north, or to the south – I find everywhere bishops who have obtained their office in an irregular way, whose lives and conversation are strangely at variance with their sacred calling; who go through their duties not for the love of Christ but from motives of worldly gain.  There are no longer princes who set God’s honor before their own selfish ends, or who allow justice to stand in the way of their ambition.”

St. Peter, a doctor of the Church wrote two works, one against clerical incontinence and the other against simony.  These two abuses outlined in the works of St. Peter would be courageously implemented successfully by the reformer Pope, St. Gregory VII.

