What were the causes and the effects of the Avignon papacy and the great western schism?
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Three popes were too many by anyone’s measure.

What were the causes and the effects of the Avignon papacy and the great western schism?

The Avignon papacy and the great western schism were both caused, to a significant degree, by the influence and interference of France.  Turmoil in Italy prolonged the papacy’s time in Avignon, and a poor choice of pope pushed the church towards schism.  With canon law being unclear on the ability to depose pope’s schism became a reality.  Both of these important events in the history of the papacy led to a sullied reputation for pope’s and Church.
The Avignon papacy was to a significant extent the result of French political intrigue.  Pope Boniface VIII proved to be problematic for King Philip ‘the Fair’ of France.  A dispute over the right of secular rulers to tax church properties and clerics led to a back-down on the pope’s part.  “The royal victory, however, was far from complete.”
  Relations between Rome and the French court deteriorated further.  “The correspondence between France and Rome verged on insults.”
  As the pope prepared to excommunicate Philip, the king’s confidant, William Nogaret, led a band of mercenaries and kidnapped the pope from Anagni and subjected him to serious humiliation.  Boniface died soon after and the next pope, Benedict XI, died after only a short time on the throne of St Peter.  “French cardinals cleverly secured the election of… Bertrand de Got… who took the name Clement V.”
  Philip kept the new pope in France and Clement never resided in Rome, and neither would the future popes for decades to come.
The situation in the Italian peninsula delayed the return of the papacy to Rome.  For centuries, popes had been significant temporal rulers in Italy.  Common wisdom dictated that the control of the territory around Rome shielded the popes from the influence of neighbouring powers.  Tensions in the peninsula “erupted into open, almost continual violence.”
  Control of the patrimony of St Peter was not just a security concern.
The “Babylonian Captivity”, as the papacy’s time in Avignon came to be called by some, caused the papacy to suffer a reduction in prestige.  The loss of the Papal States in Italy caused a dramatic reduction in income to the Curia.  An elaborate system of revenue gathering was created to balance the books.  This included the remittence of a year’s income for senior ecclesial appointments or all the income during a vacancy, leading to prolonged vacancies.  “Bitter feelings against the papacy increased, especially when the Holy Father demanded this tax or that revenue under threat of excommunication.”
  The pursuit of lucrative offices led to growing corruption and nepotism, with nephews being a particular favourite for appointment as cardinals.  A significant problem for the Avignon popes was that were seen by many as being in the pocket of the French king.
During it’s time in Avignon, the papacy became an instrument of French interests.  While technically in a papal territory, Avignon was surrounded by French territory and was seen by many as a de-facto part of the French kingdom.  Clement V proved particularly weak in the face of the French monarchy.  Philip wanted to suppress the Knights Templar and acquire their wealth and brought trumped-up charges against them that a council of Church leader dismissed.  Clement, at the king’s urging, disestablished the Templars by an administrative order.  “[A] weak pope… was unable or unwilling to oppose a bullying king.”
  France’s enemies, such as England, started to see the pope as a hostile foreign power, rather than head of the universal Church.  This was a significant factor when choosing sides in the coming schism.
The election of Urban VI was a significant factor leading to the great western schism.  Despite the fact that many of the cardinals that were to elect a successor to Gregory XI, who had returned the Papal court to Rome, were French, popular sentiment prevented them from elected another French pope.  Having just had the papacy return to Rome, the local population were reluctant to lose it and therefore demanded a Roman (or at least Italian) pope.  The cardinals obliged by electing the Archbishop of Bari, who took the name Urban VI.  Urban proceeded to alienate those same cardinals by preaching against the luxurious living that they were accustomed to and “declared that those bishops who formed part of his court, and therefore were not in their dioceses, were traitors to Christ”
.  His cardinals began to abandon him and sought to rid themselves of their problematic pope.
Ambiguity in canon law increased the possibility of schism.  While there was no provision for deposing a pope
, the cardinals that elected Urban VI used the long-established legal principal that commitments entered into under duress were invalid.  They claimed, therefore, that Urban’s election was null and void due to the pressure from the Roman population at the time of the election.  The fact that each of those cardinals participated in Urban’s enthronement and continued to serve in his court for some months may well diminish the credibility of these claims.  The cardinals went on to elect a new pope, who took the name Clement VII.  Urban, naturally, did not accept the cardinals’ decision and the church now had two popes.  It was not clear whether cardinals were within their rights to rescind Urban’s election.  The matter became the subject of debate among theologians and canon lawyers, but ultimately allegiance to either pope was decided by political imperatives.  The Church was divided and wounded.
Conciliarism and its associated doctrines were a result of the need to heal the Church after the schism.  With each side, or ‘obedience’, of the schism claiming legitimacy, many within the Church looked to a conciliar solution.  “[T]he schism in the papacy could only be solved by invoking the authority of a General Council.”
  That a council could sit in judgement on a pope (or two popes) was a departure from medieval practice.  Councils were called by popes, but the councils of Pisa and Constance claimed authority over them.  The council of Constance went so far as to claim that “[i]t derive[d] its power immediately from Christ and everyone of whatever rank or position, even the papacy itself, is bound to obey it.”

The great western schism had the lasting effect of reducing the status of the papacy.  One can only imagine the effect on pious Christians in those places were the local ruler switched allegiance between the rival popes, sometimes often, during the schism.  With the French obviously supporting the Avignon ‘obedience’, England naturally chose to side with Rome.  For many leaders, the identity of the true pope was a political issue, not a theological one.

Both the Avignon papacy and the great western schism badly hurt the prestige of the papacy.  While both were largely the result of French influence, it was the Church that suffered.  Pope’s more than ever came to be seen as partisan and divisive, rather than uniting figures.  An unfortunate period in the history of the church had significant consequences.
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