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Lay Investiture Controversy

A Conflict between Religious and Secular Authority

Introduction

Under feudalism, kings and nobles tried to influence the church.  Kings claimed the authority to appoint church officials through a process called lay investiture.  The Investiture Controversy began in the 11th century C.E. as a conflict between the papacy (the Pope) and the Holy Roman Empire, which ruled over present-day Germany. Over the next 50 years, the struggle evolved into a larger battle over whether the emperor would be able to continue to dominate the Catholic Church at the expense of the papacy. By the time the controversy ended in 1122, both the German aristocracy and the pope had increased their power, the German people had endured a long civil war, and the papacy had become more interested and involved in secular affairs than ever before. 


The conflict that became the Investiture Controversy began when Holy Roman emperor Henry IV came to the throne in 1056 with the desire to assert even more control over the election of Church officials. Under Henry IV, the incidents of lay investiture in Germany increased, but the new pope was not a relative or ally of the monarchy. Gregory VII was pope from 1073 to 1085 and had been a protégé of the energetic reformer Pope Leo. In order to continue the Church reforms, Gregory condemned lay investiture in 1075. 



With the encouragement of the large number of nobles who did not want to lose their power to control local Catholic Church officials, Henry defied the pope's order. Henry also had the support of many members of the German clergy who were angry with Gregory for his earlier efforts to discourage clergy marriage and who were also nervous that the pope's reforms would jeopardize their lucrative landholdings and state offices. Henry sent a powerfully-worded letter to the pope in 1076 denouncing the decree and told Gregory to step down as the pope. Henry continued to invest clergy in Germany and even invested bishops in places in Italy where the pope had already invested someone else. That resulted in the pope excommunicating Henry and his bishops in 1076, which freed the German nobility of their obligation to the emperor and encouraged them to rebel against him. 



In January 1077, Henry journeyed over the snowy Alps to the Italian town of Canossa.  He approached the castle where Pope Gregory was a guest.  Gregory later described the scene:  “There, having laid aside all the belongings of royalty, wretchedly, with bare feet and clad in wool, he [Henry IV] continued for three days to stand before the gate of the castle.  Nor did he desist from imploring with many tears the aid and consolation of the apostolic mercy until he had moved all of those who were present there.”  The Pope was obligated to forgive any sinner who begged so humbly.  Still, Gregory kept Henry waiting in the snow for three days before ending his excommunication.  The meeting in Canossa was one of the most dramatic confrontations of the Middle Ages. Yet it actually solved nothing.  A triumphant Henry rushed home to punish the nobles who had rebelled against him.  The pope had gained an even greater victory by humiliating the proudest rule in Europe.  The key question of lay investiture, however, remained undecided.

In 1080, the pope excommunicated Henry again and formally deposed him as emperor. Henry slowly gathered allies among his nobles and clergy, and by 1085, he had enough power to march on Rome. Before Henry's forces arrived, Gregory fled to southern Italy, where he died in exile. The emperor did not, however, have enough power to appoint a new pope, so his struggle against the papacy continued. The new pope, Urban II, who served until 1099, tried to resolve the conflict, but given Henry's open hostility toward the papacy and both sides' unwillingness to compromise, he failed. 

Henry also faced opposition from his son and heir to the throne. His son thought that Henry was ruining his inheritance and the authority of the German Crown with his long-term intransigence in his dispute with the papacy. He openly challenged his father and fought him until Henry died in 1106. 

 
By 1122, both sides were willing to compromise. After long negotiations, Henry V and Pope Calixtus II signed the Concordat of Worms, which was named for the German town in which the talks took place. The agreement was not a total victory for the papacy, but it did decrease the king's power. The Concordat of Worms temporarily solved the problem of lay investiture. The German nobles used the weakness of the German emperors to seize more autonomy for themselves and to make the king more dependent on their good will.  The papacy became more interested in secular affairs and more successful at competing with the rulers of Europe for wealth and power. 
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