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Notion of Sanctity in Official Catholic Thought (last quarter of XIII century). 

 

Since the 18
th

 century the word “reason” was employed to discredit the Christian dogma, 

and “rationalist” in common parlance came to mean “unbeliever”
1
. But in the cultural space of 

13
th

 century, “an age of faith”, in Western Europe one can find two interlaced and roughly 

concurrent tendencies, representing different types of reasoning: scholasticism was an abstract 

and deductive branch, while the canon law was the empirical one. Both have a strong link with 

the Catholic Church and represent the official catholic discourse. 

Present study will largely be confined to the official catholic thought and to the 

rationalization of the notion of sanctity in clergy's perception. It aims at investigation of this 

question by an exemplary study of official catholic discourse of late 13
 th

 century. This subject, 

that rests virtually unexplored but is however outlined in last works of David d'Avray
2
 and 

Nicole Beriou
3
, seems to me the most relevant and deserving a systematic research, because this 

tendency has not yet found its place in the context of theological and faith-teaching tradition of 

this period. I would like to close a gap in the knowledge about official conception of the sanctity 

by studying it in its development. This subject seems quite important because it can be put in the 

context of the beginning of rationalization of the perception of the world and of the way of 

thinking that is traditionally perceived as the foundation for turning from the Middle Ages to the 

Early Modern Period. Showing the rational nature of thinking about sanctity in the 13
 th

 century, 

I would like to disengage the idea of “rationalization” from its enduring association with 

Western “Modernity”.  

The starting point of this study has to be a clarification of the core meaning of 

“rationality” and “rationalization” as used in present research. This term is applied by 

representatives of many different branches of knowledge: by sociologists, economists, 

anthropologists, psychologists, political scientists, historians and, last but not least, by 

philosophers
4
. As far as the principal inspiration for the present study was a book “Economy and 

society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology
5
” written by Max Weber, I am going to treat this 

subject in Weber’s conceptual framework.  

It does not mean that I will try to find the roots of modern Western rationality in medieval 

practices. I am going to take a pluralist approach to rationalities and the modern Western 

rationality will be considered as one of possible manifestations of this phenomena. There is a 

deep-rooted delusion that during the Middle Ages the reason was oppressed by the superstition. 

This situation is considered to be lightly changed by the Renaissance and the Reformation and 

only the Enlightenment allegedly succeeded in remedying this situation by the rise of science. 

This stand is faulty.  

To judge one type of rationality by the criteria of “current” rationality means to fall into 

reductionism. In my opinion, Thomas Kuhn’s idea of incommensurability of scientific theories 

or paradigms can be applied here. It is not possible to understand, to prove or to disprove one 

paradigm by the rules of another rival paradigm, through its conceptual framework and 

terminology
6
. This statement holds true for rationalities as well: we should not reduce any 
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substances that are important for an “ancient” rationality justifying it by the reasons of our 

“actual” rationality and culture. This thesis can be illustrated by a metaphor of political map. It 

represents political borders of depicted countries but at the same time it forms the borders. So 

does the rationality of the researcher, it leaves its mark on the body of his or her interest. 

That’s why I am going to apply Weber’s pluralist approach to rationalities
7
. In rational 

thinking “in general” is inherent involving some general principles and logical consistency
8
; 

Weber has named 4 forms of rational thinking or “ideal-types”: value or belief-oriented 

rationality
9
, instrumental rationality

10
, formal rationality

11
 and substantive or material 

rationality
1213

. The advantage in Weber's interpretation of rationality is that it makes it possible 

to describe, for example, religious practices as partly rational (or partly irrational), it permits to 

speak of “diminished rationality” rather than irrationality. 

 

Due to the method that I have chosen for my research I hope that it can contribute to the 

field of studying sanctity. A considerable amount of valuable work in this field has been done 

during last 50 years, but the problem that is indicated above is still uninvestigated. And although 

rationality and its diverse manifestations in historical rationalization processes have been 

universally acknowledged as a major theme in Max Weber's corpus, only a few commentators 

have endeavored to investigate this theme or to relate the various types of rationality to one 

another.  

Around 1965, scholars began to turn to the legends of the saints in an attempt to breathe 

new life into a long-ignored body of religious texts. But phenomenon of the sanctity itself didn't 

get an obvious appeal among the historians up to the end of 1970-s; they preferred to focus on 

the history of certain saints and on their cults (even Peter Brown who's books has given the 

greatest impetus to the functionalist tradition on hagiographic studies dedicated himself to the 

studying of “holy men”). But at the last third of 20 century we can observe that the interest in the 

history of sanctity has quicken. Probably that was the book “Sainthood in the Later Middle 

Ages
14

” written by André Vauchez who has excited that turn; in this work Vauchez has 

identified shifts and transformations in the history of who counted as holy, according to what 

criteria and among which audience. Author has also raised the question of the social identity of 

the saints.  

This book can be named the turn-point in the history of sanctity: after its publication the 

researcher's focus has shifted towards phenomenon of sanctity. Historians started to turn to such 

problems as the social composition of the saints and their “clients” i.e. those who were touched 

by the miracles worked by the saints (this problem was brought about by M. Goodich
15

, M. 
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Rousche
16

, R. Finucane
17

, J. Ziegler
18

, P.-A. Sigal
19

); the role of the cult of saints in the Latin 

Christianity (P. Brown
20

); procedure and mechanism of canonization (O. Kraft
21

, T. 

Wetzstein
22

). Within two last decades the focus had shifted from overall categorizations and 

comparison of various processes to a narrower but nuanced perspective; nowadays a qualitative 

close reading of the depositions is an important method of analysis. Currently, social history 

approach, everyday life, family and gender, as well as local interaction and political motivation 

behind the practicalities of the proceedings are pre-eminent themes in the study of medieval 

canonizations. But, of course there is no doubt that the history of sanctity has not yet received all 

the attention it deserves and much remains to be done in that field. 

 

It is well-known, that the early 13
 th

 century witnessed the triumph of the papal monopoly 

in the right to the canonization of saints
23

. Gregory IX has included in his “Decretals” the rule, 

that “you may not revere (anyone) as a saint without the permission of the Roman Church”
24

, 

Innocent IV was able to make even more rigorous statement: “only the pope can canonize 

saints”
25

. Of course, throughout the later Middle Ages hundreds of new saints were recognized in 

the traditional manner, but starting from the 13
 th

 century the “papally” canonized saints formed a 

different, special category. What is also important is the fact that during the 13
 th

 century the 

approach of the Medieval Church to the sainthood became more and more pragmatic. With the 

aid of the cults of saints, and the organizations supporting them, the Church hierarchy could 

control and oversee a form of religious enthusiasm which might otherwise find more destructive 

channels. 

During the early Middle Ages the lay society discovered sanctity: people started to regard 

somebody as saint, when they recognized in this person the incarnation of a “stereotype of 

sanctity”, when he (or she) fitted, for example, the Franciscan ideal of sanctity
26

. But with the 

intensification of papal influence on the canonization came the idea that the sanctity has to be 

proven. The only way to verify whether somebody was holy was to launch an investigation, a 

process of canonization. 

The papal canonization process had a very strict form. It included several steps: to initiate 

the procedure of canonization, the Curia needed a “postulation” (a request to examine some 

“candidature”, coming from local church authorities); then, if the pope was convinced, he sent 

the commissioners to hold hearings (informatio in partibus) in the region, where the future saint 

lived. During these hearings the representatives of the Curia questioned the witnesses about the 

life and virtues of putative saints, about the miracles that they performed during their lives (ante 

mortem) and after the death (post mortem) and about the general reputation (fama) of the person 
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to be canonized. Notable is the fact that the witnesses were not allowed to speak freely, they 

were supposed to prove or deny several statements about the candidate, prepared by the 

cardinals. This method to conduct an inquiry served the purpose to simplify future organization 

of received information and to determine whether each statement has been proven. The 

representatives of the Curia believed that such articuli interrogatorii enabled a more objective 

analysis of saint’s life
27

. These questions also aimed at making distinction between the miracles 

committed with divine assistance and these that could be worked by sorcerers or heretics
28

.  

Then the curial phase of canonization process began. The documents, created during the 

process, were sent to the papal court, reorganized, rewritten and subjected to rigorous scrutiny of 

a quasi-legal character
29

. First of all, the witnesses should have been classified in two groups: 

concerning “virtus morum” and concerning “virtus signorum”
30

 and the quantification of these 

testimonies became one of the ways to verify sanctity
31

. The inquisitors tried to establish the 

exact circumstances in which the miracles, committed by the saint, occurred, because Rome 

“preferred” the miracles, providing irrefutable evidence of divine intervention contrary the laws 

of nature
32

. 

In 13
th

 century the canonization processes have got a rarity value
33

. The members of 

Sacred College were really skeptical about many testimonies about miracles
34

. The main reason 

to doubt was an apprehension to commit an error and to canonize somebody who does not 

deserve it. Thomas Aquinas dedicated to this problem one of his “Disputed questions”
35

; he 

maintained that even though “testimonium hominum fallibile est”, “there can be no damnable 

error in the Church, but to venerate a sinner as a saint would be a damnable error… Therefore 

the Church can not err in such matters”
36

. Many other canon lawers and theologians have 

contributed to this discussion
37

 and though they have not always had the same position 

concerning the probability of an error, nevertheless they were always solidly for the tough 

scrutiny of all testimonies by a committee of cardinals. 

While the Curia was reflecting about signs of holiness of future, putative saints, John of 

Wales pondered a question about the true wisdom of these who were already canonized. 
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John of Wales was an important Franciscan theologian and an industrious collector of 

exempla of the 13
th

 century. Unfortunately, our knowledge about his life is very meagre
38

. His 

name implies that he was a Welshman and belonged to the Franciscan custody of Worcester. He 

joined the Order about the age of 25
39

, been already a Bachelor of Theology, after the 

Franciscans' first arrival in Oxford. We dispose of any precise information about the date of his 

arrival to Paris but it is certain that John was already in Paris in June 1270
40

, so, he caught the 

time of the anti-Mendicant controversy. He was a Regent Master in Theology in the years 1281-

1283
41

. He did not spend the rest of his life in Paris, having severed any relations with England: 

in 1282 he was sent to Wales by the Archbishop Pecham to negotiate with Llewelyn.  

A huge amount of texts was attributed to John of Wales, often wrongly. Modern scholars 

agree that he has written some twenty works
42

. The “-loquia” sequence
43

, four preaching aids 

composing the most well-known group of his works, has been studied by A.G. Little
44

, W.A. 

Pantin and J. Swanson but all researchers were very unenthusiastic while speaking about 

Breviloquium de sapientia sanctorum (Assisi, Sacro Convento, ms. 397). This text is considered 

to “lack the fascination of the earlier trio”
45

, it has never been published or translated. 

So, inasmuch as Breviloquium is almost unknown for historians and at the same time it is 

closely related to the body of my interest, I decided to put it under scrutiny and will dedicate to 

the transcription and commented translation of this treatise a considerable part of my research. 

In Breviloquium John aims at “collecting something of the philosophy (philosophia) or 

wisdom (sapientia) of saints, who were true philosophers, illuminated by true wisdom”
46

. 

Comparing lives of desert fathers with these of gentile philosophers, he finds out that as far as 

the latter lacked the knowledge of God, in spite of the fact that they believed themselves wise, 

they were actually foolish
47

. To prove this statement, John gives a definition to the particular 

wisdom of the saints
48

 and then he distinguishes and lists nine ways to exhibit this wisdom
49

. 

Almost each mode to show the true wisdom, mentioned by John, was described by a classical 
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author, such as Seneca, Augustine of Hippo, saint Gregory the Great, saint John Chrysostom et 

al
50

; of course, he uses a lot of biblical quotations as well (57, to be precise). He tries to discover 

the signs of true wisdom of saints, its criteria - and this aim fits quite well with the tendency that 

one can observe in mentioned above canonization politics of the time. 

 

Unfortunately, so early in my research, I can’t provide a sufficiently developed 

conclusion but I hope to have made clear several points concerning the reasons of the evolution 

towards rationalization in clergy's perception of the notion of sanctity and also I hope to have 

shown the manifestations of indicated tendency. To sum up: the Curia had several motives to 

revise its stand toward sanctity. First of all, Rome intended to get the exclusive right to canonize, 

driven not only by political but also by didactic interest: the Curia wanted to influence the 

society by an exemplary image of the saint, to provide it with an example of “good Christian”. 

To ground the idea that only the saints approved by pope's bull deserve to be called “real” the 

Curia had to elaborate the criteria of sanctity and reflection on this subject has entailed the first 

steps in applying the rational method to the phenomenon of sanctity. The second reason to treat 

this notion “rationally” was fear to commit a mistake and to proclaim saint a heretic or a 

sorcerer. The third reason was an aspiration for strengthening the respect towards the saints by 

rarity of canonizations
51

. Forth reason is closely related to the third one: the scrutiny of miracles 

(resulting sometimes by declaration of the fact that they have happened) must have helped to 

neutralize the doubts that were in the air in 13th century. 

Speaking about concrete manifestations of dealing with sanctity from rational point of view, I 

can mention, first of all, an adoption of juridical procedure to the process of canonization. It has 

shown itself in the way to draw up the protocols of the inquiries, in the way to conduct these 

inquiries and to treat the witnesses. It has also noticeably influenced the “sanctity vocabulary”. 

The quantitative approach to the information provided by the witnesses (quite typical for 

instrumental rationality) is another illustration of rationalizing tendencies in treating sanctity. 
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