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Innocent III and the “Crusades”


I put quotation marks around the word crusades for the following reason:  for Innocent III, the word meant much more than simply an expedition to recover the Holy Land from the Moslems, it also meant the recovery of political rights in Sicily, and the eradication of heresy at home.  Thus, this next paper in the series deals with these three types of crusades launched by Innocent III.


Though Innocent III’s appeal for a crusade to the Holy Land occurs a few months prior to the events in Sicily, and although both run almost concurrently, nevertheless, the events in Sicily will be addressed first.  The papacy for sometime had had an interest in Sicily, but matters came to a head when Constance, the widow of Henry IV and regent for the very young Frederick II, died in November of 1198.
  Innocent III claimed that his right claim the regency rested on the grounds of Constance’s will, his duty to protect orphans, and as lord of Sicily.  However, Markward of Anweiler also set his sights on Sicily.  Innocent responded by sending mercenaries to Palermo, by encouraging Walter of Brienne to invade Regno, and by offering a crusading indulgence to any and all who opposed Markward, a man who had “allied himself with Sicilian Moslems and become a worse infidel than the infidels.”
  Although Markward's accidental death in the summer of 1201 removed a significant impediment, Innocent III’s regency would not be a matter of general recognition until 1206.


Innocent III is not the first pope to wage war, form an alliance, or use spiritual censures to forward his own interests.  However, he is the first to combine all three to impose a secular claim, namely his right to the regency of Sicily.
  The cost of such an imposition was great.  Although he cannot be wholly blamed for the outbreak of civil war in Regno, he can hardly be said to have furthered the cause of pacification.  In addition, the campaign was huge drain on papal resources.


Around the same time as the Sicilian “crusade,” Innocent III sent out his appeal for a crusade to the Holy Land.  Always being one to innovate, he put forth two new policies:  first, unlike the previous crusade, this one was to be directed by the pope alone; and two, he instituted a general tax on the western churches, requiring the clergy to pay one-fortieth of their revenues.
  However, things were not to remain under his control for long.  First, his timetable was unrealistic and so no much had happened by the projected date of March 1199.  Second, Theobald of Champagne was mustering troops independent of Rome.  Third, in 1201, also independently of Rome, the crusaders struck a deal with the Doge of Venice, whereby for a certain sum, Venice would provide them with both ships and supplies.  Unfortunately, the crusaders underestimated the cost and so had to strike a second deal.  In exchange for the ships and supplies, they would help the Venetians sack the Hungarian city of Zara, which also happened to be Christian.  Finally the attention of the crusading army was diverted at Constantinople.  Alexius III deposed his brother and his nephew, also called Alexius, fled west and made the crusaders a deal too good to pass by.  If they helped restore him to the throne of Constantinople, he would not only provide the army with whatever they might need to recover Jerusalem, but he would also place the entire Greek Church under Roman authority.
  The crusaders accepted these terms and Alexius was installed as co-emperor with his father in 1203.  However, they were overthrown and the crusaders stormed the city.  In April of 1204, Constantinople fell in a sack “of horrifying proportions.”


This is most certainly not what Innocent had in mind when he made his appeal in 1198.  However, he cannot be absolved of all blame.  He had set a dangerous precedent when he threatened a political crusade against Sicily.  Although he never had it in his mind that the crusade should be used to restore Alexius III, he had nevertheless, threaten Alexius with military action should he neglect to assist the cause.  Finally, he was not as severe in his reaction to the attack on Zara as he should have been.  However, as regards Zara, some leeway should be afforded to Innocent III who truly sat on the horns of a dilemma.  If he should come down to harshly on the army, he would have to call off the entire crusade.  He was horrified by the atrocities of the sack of Constantinople to be sure, however, he had always seen the eastern Greek Church as “rebels against Rome.”
  Thus he was happy that the Greeks were finally returned to the Roman fold.


He never gave up hope that the crusade would continue on to Jerusalem now that it had the financial backing of a “Roman” emperor of Constantinople.
  In fact, he sent orders that the crusaders were to assist the new Emperor Baldwin of Flanders in maintaining his new empire.  This would, of course, allow him to render aid to them in their fight to free the Holy Land from Moslem rule.  However, this idea did not survive long, much to Innocent III’s dismay.  In 1205, his legate Peter of Capua released the crusaders from their obligation to Jerusalem and so sent them home.
  


Since it was certain that the Crusade to the Holy Land would go no further, Innocent III concentrated his attention on the Albigensian problem in southern France. If Innocent III was adamant in his crusades in Sicily and the Holy Land, he was just as adamant concerning the repression of heresy.  In his first encyclical to the bishops of Languedoc, he declared, “on no occasion do we intend to be stricter in judgment than in the eradication of heretics.”
  He offered the same indulgence to those who combated heresy as that afforded to pilgrims to Rome or Compostella.  In his address to Viterbo in 1199, he equated heresy with treason with all applicable punishments and penalties.  This same decree also offered local lords the land confiscated from heretics.


Although he advocated the use of force against heretics, he also espoused the use of what he called “peaceful persuasion” which meant that heresy would be eradicated, by force if necessary, but every attempt should be made first to win the heretic through preaching and instruction, especially those heretics associated with the “preaching and poverty” movements.
  Heresy, after all, must not and will not be tolerated but not at the expense of the religion of the simple people.  For example, the Humiliati, who were condemned at Verona in 1184, were reconciled by Innocent III in 1201.  Under his conciliatory policy, new movements were allowed to blossom, most notably those of Francis of Assisi and Dominic of Caleruega.


Though he originally had some success in converting some of the Cathars in Languedoc by means of this peaceful persuasion, it was not going to be that easy or that peaceful.  Besides offering indulgences and confiscated property, he also made an appeal to Philip Augustus of France in 1204 and 1205 to eradicate heresy from within his realm.  Now, in 1207, he renewed that demand.
  It was well known that there were Cathars living in the lands of Count Raymond VI of Toulouse, and some living in the lands of the vicomtes of Béziers and Carcassonne.  Raymond, though pressured by legate Peter of Castelnau, refused to take action and so was excommunicated.
  The appeal made by Innocent III in 1207 forced Raymond to renew his negotiations, which ended badly.  Just two months later, in January of 1208, Peter of Castelnau was found murdered, Raymond was of course, the obvious suspect.  Facing the threat of a crusading army sanctioned by both king and pope, Raymond, relented, promised reparations and joined the crusaders.  The crusade was then redirected against the unsuspecting lands of Trencavel.  In 1209 Béziers fell and most of the inhabitants were slaughtered and Carcassonne, rather than endure a similar fate, surrendered soon after.
  The campaign continued, though no wholesale slaughter like Béziers, there were executions in several towns in Languedoc region ranging from some 60 to as many as 300 Cathars burned at the stake.


Innocent III, never one to give up an idea, still wished to launch a crusade to the Holy Land, but was never again able to turn his full attention to it.  He did issue a proclamation in 1213, but the details of planning the campaign were left up to the Lateran Council.  However, he did introduce a program of propaganda in both preaching and liturgy, for example, the 79th Psalm which begins “O God, the heathen have come into thy inheritance,” was to be read at every mass.
  The plans for the crusade were finally complete in the fall of 1215.  The clergy this time were to ante up one-twentieth of their revenues for three years, and Innocent III himself was to be there to see the army off.  Unfortunately, Innocent III died before the date of departure.  The Fifth Crusade would be a few more years in coming.


As there are reforming popes, perhaps Innocent III, among other things can be called a crusading pope.  He did not limit the scope of that word to just the infidels of the Arab world.  He extended it to mean heresy as well.  Unfortunately, he may have had too many crusades going at one time and so though successful in some was not successful in all.  Perhaps if he had settled the Sicilian question before tackling Jerusalem, he might have been more successful in both.
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