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Salvation and the Albigensian Crusade: Pope Innocent III and
the Plenary Indulgence

Rebecca Rist

Umiversity of Reading

In 1208 Pope Innocent III (1198-1216) authorised the Albigensian Crusade
against Cathar heretics in the south of France. This crusade was to dominate
French politics until the Peace of Paris of 1229. By means of the crusade, the
Capetian Monarchy would amass southern French territory and consolidate its
power. Crusading contributed significantly to the emergence of France as a nation
state in the thirteenth century.

Popes played a large, if unwiting, part in this gradual process of state
building. A desire to involve the kings of France in southern French politics
stemmed from a firmly held conviction that the secular powers should aid the
Church in the fight against heresy. Popes also came to believe that the Church in
the Midi was better protected by the security of the Crown than by magnates,
whose internal feuding had led to nsecurity and lawlessness. The Capetian kings
used this belief to their own advantage. In particular the pontficate of Innocent
IIT (1198-1216) was pivotal for the mvolvement of the French monarchs in
southern politcs. Philip IT Augustus (1165-1228) did not respond to the pope’s
call to crusade, but his son Louis VIII (1187-1226) took note of Innocent’s
successor, Honorius IIT (1216-1227). So Innocent set in motion a chain of events
which would eventually lead to the enlargement of the French kingdom. The
Albigensian Crusade became one important method of Capetian state building.

Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay’s Historia Albigensis 1s one of the most
detailed contemporary accounts we possess for this crusade. According to Peter,
despite initial enthusiasm for the campaign i 1209, by 1210 papal legates were
expressing disappointment at the lack of enthusiasm shown by the Christian
faithful to continue the fight against heresy. So great was the legates’ concern that
they decided that they should clarify the very generous terms by which crusaders
might receive an indulgence - a special spintual privilege - for taking part in
military campaigns:'
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Indeed the papal legates, aware that most of the crusaders were
somewhat lukewarm in their enthusiasm for the campaign and
perpetually anxious to go home, had laid it down that the indul-
gencepromised to the crusaders by the pope would not be granted
to anyone who failed to complete at least one period of forty days in
the service of Jesus Christ.”

If Peter is recording events correctly - and we have no particular reason to doubt
the veracity of his account of legatine activity - the legates promised the same
plenary indulgence for the campaign against heresy as popes traditionally granted
for taking part in a crusade against Muslims in the Holy Land. This consisted of a
promise to remit all temporal punishment for sin so that no expiation was
required in Purgatory.

What did this promise of remission of temporal punishment mean in
theological terms? According to traditional Catholic teaching, even after a sin is
repented and forgiven in Confession, its effects, referred to as- the temporal
punishment owed to sin, remain on the soul of the sinner. Men and women who
still bear these effects on their soul when they die must be cleansed in Purgatory
before they can be deemed worthy to enter heaven. In accordance with this
doctrine, the medieval Church devised a carefully-planned system for removing
these effects both for the living and the dead. It pronounced that since certain
good works were equivalent to performing a certain number of days of public
penance, Christians might thereby gain a partial indulgence for their sins. And it
declared that some works were so meritorious that they remitted not just some but
all temporal punishment owed for sin. This was the plenary indulgence which in
1204 Innocent III had granted to those who participated m the Fourth Crusade.
From 1208 he also granted it to those who took part in crusading against heretics
i the south of France.

As we see from Peter of les Vaux-de-Cemnay’s account, a particularly striking
feature of the legates’ pronouncement in 1210 was that crusaders might gain this
great spiritual privilege for a mere forty days” fighting - in other words for just
under six weeks of military service.” By contrast, we have no extant evidence from
either papal letters or other contemporary chroniclers that papal legates had ever
stipulated a time period which crusaders would have to spend in the Holy Land to
secure this plenary indulgence. Indeed it seems probable that in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries most crusaders who journeyed to the East expected to
campaign for a much longer period than a mere forty days.

‘What rationale lay behind the time stipulation of Innocent’s legates in
1210? They may have hoped that a period of forty days would remind crusaders
of the forty days of Lent, thereby emphasising the penitential aspects of crusading.
The length of time probably also reflected the period for which lords traditionally
asked vassals for military service." The latter explanation would suggest that the
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Jegates’ declaration was not just motivated by piety, but pragmatic. It was part of a
concerted effort to ensure that crusaders completed an adequate amount of
service and did not desert Simon de Montfort, the leader of the crusade, in the
middle of a campaign. This interpretation also fits with what we learn from Peter
of les Vaux-de-Cernay about Simon’s campaigns in the south of France. Despite
an initial flurry of crusade enthusiasm, Simon was constantly short of men and
from very early on in his campaigns had to employ mercenaries to ensure an
adequate fighting force.

These were the short-term motivations for the legates’ startling promise in
1210 to grant a plenary indulgence to those who took the Cross for a mere forty
days’ fighting. Yet the pronouncement also had long-term consequences for the
FEuropean crusading movement because it had a great effect on how the
Albigensian Crusade was generally perceived. This was particularly the case since
crusading against heretics, rather than against the traditional Muslim foe, was a
new departure for western Christians.

Furthermore, the pronouncement raises a number of important questions
about the nature of papal involvement in crusading in the south of France. Popes
had never specified a time limit for fighting against Muslims in the East. By
promising the plenary indulgence for only forty days’ of fighting against heretics,
was the papacy deliberately encouraging contemporaries to regard crusading in the
south of France as more important than crusading in the Holy Land? Were the
legates acting on their own imtiative in 1210, or on Innocent III's direct orders?
Did Innocent regard crusading in the south of France as more meritorious than
crusading in the East? Did he deliberately prioritise some crusades more than
others and if so, why? Were Innocent’s decisions based on pragmatism - in other
words were they reactive to circumstances - or did he have an overriding vision of
a theoretical hierarchy of crusades?

Such questions can best be answered by an in-depth analysis of those letters
of Innocent I1I to the south of France in which he granted the plenary indulgence.
These letters reveal that during the early years of his pontificate his plans for
military action against heretics developed slowly, but surely.” In 1198 Innocent
despatched ‘Cum unus Dominus’, a letter to the archbishop of Aix-en-Provence
and his suffragans in which he encouraged all Christians in their dioceses to ‘gird
themselves’ against heretics (‘contra hereticos accingantur’) and to aid his legates
Rainier and Guy in the Church’s struggle against heresy.® In ‘Inter cetera que’,
another letter of the same year to the archbishop of Auch, he employed to great
advantage the traditional image of the Two Swords, the temporal and the spiritual.
This theory of the relation between spiritual and temporal power, propounded in
the fifth century by Pope Gelasius I (492-496), featured regularly in the discussions
of medieval churchmen and, among others, Bermard of Clairvaux (1090-1153). In
the De Consideratione, Bernard had argued that the temporal sword existed to be
wielded for the good of the Church.” Following his interpretation, Innocent
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emphasised that the Church had the authority to demand that secular authorities
coerce heretics and their supporters.®

In both ‘Cum unus Dominus’ and in another letter of 1198, ‘Cum ad
capiendas’, which addressed a much wider audience of archbishops, bishops,
prelates, magnates and the faithful Christians of France, Innocent urged all to aid
his legates in their work against heresy:

[Flor (all) those who for the preservation of the Christian faith at such
a critical moment which threatens the Church, shall have helped these
men faithfully and devotedly we concede that indulgence for their sins
which we grant as an indulgence to those visiting the thresholds of
Blessed Peter and James.’

“The thresholds of Blessed Peter and James’ referred to Rome and Compostela,
two epicentres of medieval pilgrimage. It is clear, therefore, that from 1198 - the
very first year of his pontificate - Innocent granted the same indulgence to those
who aided his legates in France against heresy as to those who made a pilgrimage
to these great centres.

A few years later Innocent again invoked the Theory of the Two Swords in
relation to heresy in the south of France. Continuing concern about heretics
prompted him to send two further letters, *Ad sponsae suae’ (1204) and ‘Ne
populus Israel’ (1205), to King Philip II Augustus of France. By this time
Innocent’s aims were much more specific: he was now not only encouraging the
king himself to oppose heretics and their supporters, but-specifically advocating
doing so by the use of force."

These letters deserve close attention. In ‘Ad sponsae suae’ (1204) Innocent
called on Philip and his son Louis, as well as the nobles of France, to proscribe
heretics and confiscate their goods." He promised that in return for military
assistance for his legates the king would obtain that same mercy for his sins as he
granted to those crusading in the East:

Thus may your Royal Greatness assist you also with our dear sons

...the Cistercian abbot, and Peter and Ralph monks of Fontfroide, legates
of the Apostolic See, whom we destine specially to this, that the material
sword may be sanctioned to supply the defect of the spiritual sword, and
you, besides the temporal glory which you will attain from so pious

and praiseworthy a work, may obtain that pardon for sins, which we grant
as an indulgence for those crossing the sea to bring aid to the Holy Land.*

Similar sentiments were repeated in yet another letter of 1204, ‘Etsi nostra
navicula’, in which the pope urged his legates to impress upon the king, his son
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Louis, and the French nobility that they should proscribe heretics and confiscate
their goods in return for the remission of their sins. He again emphasised that
they would gain the same indulgence as granted to those crusading in the East:"

...and enjoining them for the remission of their sins, since we want those
who faithfully shall have laboured against the heretics to rejoice in the
same indulgence as we grant as an indulgence for those crossing the sea
for the aid of the Holy Land."

‘Ne populus Israel’ (1205) was written 1n a similar vein. Innocent again called on
the king and his son Louis, as well as the leading men of France, to proscribe
heretics and confiscate their goods.” Once more he urged the king to give military
assistance to his legates and promised the same indulgence as for crusading in the
East:

But so that the defect of the spiritual sword may receive a supplement
through the material (sword), let your Kingly Sublimity powerfully show
help and favour to the aforementioned legates, so that besides gaining
glory and honour among men from so commendable a work, you may
deserve to obtain that pardon for sins which we have offered to be granted
as an indulgence for all going to bring aid to the Holy Land."

These letters leave us in no doubt that Innocent hoped to persuade the king
of France to use his authority and influence as suzerain to compel southern-
French magnates, who at least nominally owed him allegiance, to implement harsh
measures against heretics in areas under their control. He threatened that, if any
of the magnates should refuse to expel heretics from their territories or receive or
favour them in any way, their goods would be confiscated and their lands made
part of the king’s domam. It is clear that by 1205 Innocent hoped for co-
operation between the Church and secular authonties to stamp out heresy in the
south of France and was ready to support military means when necessary.

In all of these letters Innocent used tradiional military expressions and
metaphors to foster the Church’s struggle against heresy. Yet there was a
substantial change in policy between 1198 and 1204. Whereas in 1198 the pope
merely granted those who aided his legates the same indulgence as he granted to
pilgrims going to Rome or Compostela, in 1204 and 1205 he promised the king of
France the same plenary indulgence for acting forcefully against heretics as granted
for crusading in the Holy Land. This indicates that between 1198 and 1204 his
concern about heresy had grown significantly. By 1204 he had come to believe
that force, not just the gentle methods of preaching and teaching, was essential.
Nevertheless, despite these promises of the plenary indulgence in 1204 and 1205
in return for the king’s military intervention, he did not yet envisage personally
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authorising an army to invade the lands of the king of France’s vassals and to take
vows to fight in the name of the Church. In other words he stll at this point had
no plans for a crusade.”

Yet Innocent’s plans began to change as he became increasingly convinced
that military action was not just desirable but essential. Two years later, in 1207,
he issued ‘Inveterata pravitatis haereticae’, a letter sent not only to Philip Augustus,
but collectively to the counts, barons, knights and all the Christian faithful in the
kingdom of France, as well as separately to other French magnates such as the
duke of Burgundy.” He now offered the plenary indulgence to all those who
would take up arms to fight against heretics in the area of Toulouse:

Moreover we wish that all the goods of these heretics should be made
public property, and both for you or for the one working in your person,
or for the one expending the necessary help, and for the men of your
land, who shall have taken up weapons against the perfidious in order

to subdue them, let that remission of sins be effective which we

have proclaimed is to be granted as an indulgence for those who work
for the aid of the Holy Land..."”

It is significant that this letter, calling on the Christian faithful throughout the
whole of France to take part in a military campaign against Cathar heretics on
behalf of the Church, was addressed to the widest audience thus far.

Innocent repeated his call the following year, in 1208. He was furious at the
recent murder of his legate Peter of Castelnau, and believed Raymond VI of
Toulouse (1156-1222) was responsible. His letter ‘Ne nos ejus’, addressed to the
southern archbishops of Narbonne, Arles, Embrun, Aix-en-Provence and Vienne
and their suffragans, again promised an indulgence of the remission of their sins
for all those who should fight against heretics:”

But for those who, inflamed with zeal for the orthodox faith to vindicate
just blood, which ceases not to clamour from earth to heaven until the
God of Vengeances shall descend upon the earth, should manfully

gird themselves against pestilential persons of this kind who at the same
time together fight both peace and truth, you may securely promise

the remission of their sins conceded by God and by His vicar, that a
labour of this kind for the performance of the work may be sufficient for
them on behalf of those offences for which they shall have obtained
contrition of heart and true oral confession to the true God.”

And in ‘Etsi nostri navicula’, also of 1208, he ordered bishop Ralph of Couserans
and his legates Hugh-Raymond of Riez and Armald Amalric to urge Philip
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Augustus, his son Louis, the king’s counts, viscounts, barons and indeed all other
faithful Christians living in France to labour against heretics. The letter stated:™

...and enjoining them for the remission of their sins, since we want those
who faithfully shall have laboured against the heretics to rejoice in the
same indulgence as we grant as an indulgence for those crossing the sea
for the aid of the Holy Land...

These words were exactly those which Innocent had used in ‘Etsi nostri navicula’
of 1204. Yet there was an important difference. In these letters of 1207 and 1208
the pope was not merely urging the king of France and his nobles to use force to
deal with heretics - as in 1204 and 1205. He was now making a direct appeal to all
faithful Christians to take the Cross.” Now in 1207 and 1208 Innocent finally
envisaged a crusade.

Since it promised the plenary indulgence for crusading in the south of
France, ‘Etsi nostri navicula’ (1208) was a significant milestone in the development
of papal crusading policy. It was also significant for the crusading movement as a
whole because Innocent made a point of emphasising that those who had taken
the vow to go on crusade to the East should not be prevented from doing so by the

campaign against heresy:

...provided that those who, having vowed themselves to aid the Holy Land,
may follow through their vow faithfully, nor should the devotion of

those wanting and being able to set out to the aid of that land be

impeded through this...*

Clearly by 1208 Innocent was expecting and indeed encouraging men to crusade
both to the Holy Land and to the south of France. He was therefore calling for
crusades on two fronts simultaneously.

After 1208 Innocent continued to repeat his grant of spiritual rewards to
those who had taken vows to crusade mn the south, regularly describing them in his
correspondence as ‘signed with the Cross’ (‘crucesignati’). The Albigensian
Crusade continued for a number of years. But in the autumn of 1212, Peter II of
Aragon (1178-1213), overlord of Raymond VI of Toulouse and angered by the
activities of the crusaders, appealed to Rome for an end to hostilities.” By this
point Peter’s appeal was welcome news to the pope who was now determined to
launch a major new crusade to the Holy Land and was directing all his energies
towards the Fifth Crusade.

In January 1213 Innocent wrote to Amald Amalric, legate in the south of
France, urging him to conclude a peace and end hostilities.” But he was soon
persuaded yet again to modify his position. In 1213 the Council of Lavaur, a local
gathering of southern French prelates which had responded unfavourably to Peter
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of Aragon’s plans for a peace settlement and which had the backing of many of the
clergy and of the papal legates, begged Innocent not to call off the crusade.”
Innocent was persuaded by their arguments. When in April he issued a general
letter to the Christian faithful of Europe, ‘Quia maior’, which called for the
Albigensian Crusade to be scaled down so as to concentrate on recruiting men for
the Holy Land, he emphasised as a concession to the southern French clergy that
he would still allow men from the south of France to take the Cross and receive
the crusade indulgence:® “We concede, however, that the remission of sins and
the indulgences should remain for the people of the south of France’.”

Furthermore, a month later in another letter, ‘Is in cujus’, he threatened
Peter of Aragon that should the people of Toulouse persist in their heretical
errors he intended formally to renew his promise of the crusade indulgence and
make a general call for a new force of crusaders:”

But we do not want to hide from your Excellency that if the Toulousains
and the nobles often mentioned should still also think to persist irt their
error, through the renewal of indulgences we will enjoin crusaders and
other faithful people to stir themselves up so that, rising up to extirpate
such a pest and trusting to divine help...they may go forward in the name
of the Lord God of Hosts.™

And again a year later (1214), in yet another letter ‘Etsi T'olosanorum excessus’, he
ordered Peter of Benevento, his newly appointed legate to the south of France, to
incite ‘crucesignati’ and other Christian faithful to fight against heresy, offering the
same incentive of the plenary indulgence.®

This examination of Innocent’s correspondence reveals that in none of his
letters to the south of France did the pope ever refer to a grant of the plenary
indulgence for a mere forty days’ fighting. Nor indeed did he make any type of
formal time stipulation. His letters emphasised no more than that the indulgence
granted for crusading in the south of France was the same as that which the papacy
had traditionally granted for crusading to the Holy Land - in other words that it
was plenary. It is clear that in 1210 Innocent’s legates were acting on their own
initiative, not on the pope’s direct orders, in promising the plenary indulgence for
only forty days’ fighting.

Yet although legates acted on their own initiative in 1210, the question still
remains as to Innocent’s vision of the status of crusading in the south of France in
relaion to crusading in the Holy Land. Problems abound for historians
attempting to discern the workings of any pope’s mind through analysis of his
formal correspondence, not least because of the complex. question of the
composition of letters at the papal curia. Nevertheless, a detailed study of the
language of Innocent’s letters can shed some light. It is striking how remarkably
similar his language is to that used to encourage the Christian faithful to embark
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on crusades against Muslim enemies in the East. Indeed it was his deliberate
policy to employ the same terminology in letters to the south of France as he and
his predecessors used in their calls for crusades to the Holy Land.

In correspondence both to the south of France and to the East Innocent
emphasised that crusades were defensive operations. The crucial difference in
rhetoric was that rather than defending the places of Christ's Passion and
Resurrection in the Holy Land, crusaders in the south of France were defending
Christianity itself. Innocent’s correspondence referred to those labouring against
heresy, whether by preaching or subsequently by campaigning, as ‘soldiers of
Christ’ (‘Chrisd milites’ or ‘milites pro Christo’),” and recruits of a Christian
army.”* They were girded against those who perverted the Catholic faith,” and
armed against its subverters.” Innocent’s letters are replete with phrases such as
‘the protection of the Christian knighthood’ (‘praesidia miliiae Christianae’),” ‘the
defence of faith’ (‘Fidei defensio concessa’). They emphasised the need to defend
‘the honour of the Holy Trimty’ (‘ut defensuri Sanctae Trinitatis honorem’) - a
specific reference to Catharism which denied the doctrine of the Trinity.* They
frequently evoked the need for the defence and protection of Christianity itself.”
Heretics were ‘those who attacked the Catholic faith’ (‘impugnatores catholice
fidei’)” and wrongly ‘fought like sons agamnst their mother’ (‘pugnant quam filii
contra matrem’).” By contrast, the crusaders were called on to persevere in
protecting the south of France.” Simon de Montfort was a ‘defender of the
Catholic Faith’ (‘catholice fidei defensor’),” the Albigensian Crusade itself a
‘defence of the faith’ (‘fidei defensio’).” As we have seen, Innocent deliberately
used the language of defence - which popes regularly employed, and especially in
the context of crusades against Muslims - to justify his authorisation of crusades
against heresy. His intent was to emphasise that just as the Holy Land needed
defending against Muslims, so the Christian faith itself needed defending against
heretics.

Other similarities in the language used of crusades to the Holy Land and to
the south of France abound. Innocent’s letters described the Albigensian Crusade
as ‘the business of the Christian faith’ (‘fidei Christianae negotium’ / ‘negotium
fidei’*), a ‘pious work’ (‘pietatis opus’),” and a ‘holy contest’ (‘ad agonem sanctae
pugnae’).” Crusaders were those who had chosen ‘to take up the sign of the living
Cross’ (‘vivificae crucis characteram assumpserunt’).” And the pope called on
those wishing to fight to avenge ‘the injury done to Christ’ (‘injuria Jesu Christ’). -
another phrase frequently employed in letters calling for crusades to the East.®
Innocent was fully aware that since Urban II (1088-1099) had called for the First
Crusade in 1095, the charge that Muslims in the Holy Land had injured Christ by
their occupation of the places of His life and Passion had been effective in
encouraging crusaders to embark for the Holy Land. He used the same idea to
promote a crusade against heretics, employing the traditional Christian idea of the
Church as Christ’s body - derived from St Paul’s doctrine of the mystical body of



104 Rist

Christ (Ephesians 5:29 ) - to emphasise that in the south of France the Church
itself must be protected.

Linguistic parallels of this sort reveal that Innocent regarded the two crusades
as essentially similar enterprises. He hoped that the recipients of his letters would
directly compare crusades against heretics with crusades against Muslims. Yet he
also realised that, despite the traditional teachings of the Church on the dangers
posed by heretics, the Albigensian Crusade lacked the prestige of a crusade to the
Holy Land in the popular imagnation. He therefore emploved ‘traditonal’
crusading rhetoric with the hope of building and maintaining enthusiasm for a holy
war in France.

Furthermore, Innocent’s frequent mention of the Holy Land when granting
the crusading indulgence for France reveals a desire to make clear to all Christians
that the Holy Land was the standard against which all other crusades, including the
Albigensian Crusade, should be measured.” Allusions to the Holy Land might be
direct as in the general letters ‘Quia maior’ (1213) calling for the Fifth Crusade
and ‘Cum iam captis’ (1213) calling for the Albigensian Crusade to be-scaled down
in favour of crusading to the East.” Or they might be indirect, as in ‘Si tua regalis’
of 1208 where Innocent directly compared heretics with Muslims and declared
them morally worse than Muslims because they were more securely entrenched
(‘securius’) in Christian society.” Such remarks followed the traditional rhetoric of
prominent spokesmen of the Church. Bernard of Clairvaux had claimed that the
heathen who openly combated the faithful were less dangerous to the Church than
insidious ‘internal’ heretics, while Peter the Venerable (1092-1156) believed that
heathens were not only less pernicious but also less wesponsible than such
‘internal’ enemies.” Causae 23 and 24 of Gratian’s Decretum emphasised that the
Church’s struggle against heretics was more important than wars against heathens
or infidels since their ‘internal’ position in Christian society meant that they posed
a more insidious threat.”

In marked contrast to such twelfth-century references and allusions to the
Holy Land, Innocent’s correspondence to the south of France mentioned
crusades in Spain only once. His letter ‘Etsi resecandae sint’ of 1213 emphasised
his wish that Raymond of Toulouse, who was constantly accused by the Church of
heresy and of giving succour to heretics, do penance for his sins either by fighting
overseas in the Holy Land or in Spain: “Whether to go overseas, or to Spain, to
the frontiers, to fight against the perfidy of the Muslim people.” Even here by
referring to ‘the crusade overseas’ - 1.e. the Holy Land crusade - first, the pope
was stressing its importance - a practice mirrored in contemporary conciliar
legislation.” Indeed, rather than declaring that the indulgence for fighting in the
south of France was the same as that for those campaigning in Spain or the Baltc,
Innocent’s letters always deliberately identified the indulgence for the Albigensian
Crusade as the same as that for crusading in the Holy Land.®
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Such emphasis on the Holy Land crusade is apparent throughout
Innocent’s correspondence. Despite his undoubted enthusiasm for campaigns in
Spain and the Baltic, he never called for the Albigensian Crusade to be ended or
even curtailed in order that Europe’s military resources might be concentrated
solely on these areas.” By contrast he called for both the Spanish and Albigensian
Crusades to be halted in 1213 to concentrate on a new crusade in the Holy Land.”
As we have seen, in ‘Etsi resecandae sint’ (1213) he expressed his desire for
Raymond of Toulouse go to the Holy Land or Spain to atone for his sins.
Nevertheless, he made no similar calls for Christians in the Levant or Spain to
fight in France. Innocent clearly believed that recipients of his letters were more
likely to be inspired by comparisons with crusades to the Holy Land than by
comparisons with crusades elsewhere.

Yet despite this emphasis on the Holy Land crusade, by granting the same
indulgence for a crusade against heretics as for crusading to the East, Innocent
seemed to identify the Albigensian Crusade as equally important.” Again, here an
in-depth analysis of his letters to the south of France is invaluable. In ‘Etsi nostri
navicula’ (1208) Innocent clearly stated:

...we want those who shall have faithfully laboured against heretics to rejoice
m the same indulgence as we grant for those crossing the sea for the aid of
the Holy Land, provided that those who have made vows to aid the Holy
Land shall follow through their vow faithfully and that the devotion of

those who are willing and able to set out for the succour of that land (the
Holy Land) should not be impeded for this reason...so that thus usefully it
may be ensured that neither be gravely diminished by the other.”

This determination that the Albigensian Crusade and the crusade to the Holy
Land should not impede each other might suggest that Innocent regarded the two
as equally important. It would seem that his policy was only to give priority to the
Holy Land when he was satisfied that there had been sufficient military success
against the Cathars. Certainly his letter ‘Cum 1am captis’ gave as his reason for
ending the Crusade that ‘through the grace of God the business of the Faith (in the
south of France) had sufficiently prospered’ - a claim which he repeated in ‘Quia
maior’ (1213) where he insisted that the Albigensian Crusade, as also crusading in
Spain, was to be shut down in favour of the new project.® The business of
combating heresy in the south of France had sufficiently prospered and there was
therefore no longer an urgent need for crusading there:*

And for the same reason we cancel the remission of sins and the
mdulgences which were hitherto conceded by us for those setting out to
Spain to fight against the Moors or to the south of France to fight against
the heretics...
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It is therefore tempting to conclude that Innocent did regard the two crusades as
equally important.

Yet there are problems with this interpretation of the pope’s thoughts. Both
‘Cum iam captis’ and ‘Quia maior’ were issued in 1213, the year in which Peter of
Aragon was killed by Simon de Montfort at the Battle of Muret and Innocent,
having decided to launch the Fifth Crusade, authorsed its preaching. By
emphasising the importance of the Holy Land and those who had already taken
vows to go there, Innocent showed that at least in 1213 he was primarily interested
in a crusade to the East. This is confirmed by the fact that when writing to Arnald
Amalric in the same year, he declared that all energies should now be
concentrated on the proposed Eastern venture: ‘So that...in as much as we will be
less occupied by other matters, we may exert ourselves the more effectively against
the unbelief of the Saracen people.’®

It seems that he had decided to scale down the Albigensian Crusade
precisely so that it would not be a distraction. It is highly probable therefore, that,
whether or not Innocent privately believed that the Albigensian Crusade had
achieved its objectives, he claimed success in 1213 so that faithful Christians
should concentrate their attention on the new Eastern project. Yet between 1207
and 1216 Innocent was subjected to conflicting information and pressure as to the
relative importance of combating the counts of Toulouse and events in the East.
In response he emphasised the danger posed by both heretics and Muslims,
changing his language to suit the immediate political circumstances.

Furthermore, analysis of his correspondence shows that Innocent never
forgot about the liberation of the Holy Land and that throughout his pontificate he
remained completely committed to crusades to the East. This is strikingly evident
in the letter ‘Quod 1uxta verbum’ (1213), written in response to a letter from the
dean of Speyer. Here he (uniquely) affirmed that a crusade to the Holy Land was
of greater merit than crusading against heretics in the south of France:

...concerning those who, having taken up the sign of the Cross, have
proposed to set out to the south of France against the heretics...we
give the advice that such men should be zealously persuaded to take
on the labour of the journey to Jerusalem, because it is agreed to be of
greater merit...”

It is, however, extremely difficult to decide from this letter alone whether Innocent
thought in absolute terms that the Holy Land crusade was of greater merit, or
whether he merely wished to persuade the dean of Speyer that it was more
significant at this particular time.” Certainly he was making clear that in 1213 at
least the Fifth Crusade was his first priority.
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Indeed the interpretation that Innocent gave priority to the Holy Land
throughout his pontificate is not only suggested by this letter of 1213 when he was
beginning to be actively engaged in launching the Fifth Crusade; it is also implied
in his much earlier correspondence. In ‘Inveterata pravitatis haereticae’ (1207)
Innocent had emphasised to Philip Augustus that he would grant him and his
soldiers the same remission of sins if they should fight against heretics as for those
crusading in the East. Yet he had also made clear that they must constantly bear
in mind the pressing needs of the Holy Land and ensure that military actvities
against heretics did not prevent its aid.* So not just in 1213, but throughout his
pontificate, Innocent was driven by the idea of recovering the Holy Land. The
diversion of the Fourth Crusade to Constantinople in 1204 only redoubled his
resolve to ensure that the Fifth Crusade should achieve its objectives. One major
reason for calling the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 was to ensure the smooth
running of the new Crusade.

Continuing calls for crusades to the East, combined with the increasing
frequency with which popes subsequent to Innocent called for crusades within
Europe, meant that they were faced with difficult choices as to which crusade
should be given precedence at any particular time. Although thirteenth-century
popes never directly expressed to the faithful an idea of the varying importance of
different types of crusades, their correspondence makes clear that they had
different priorites at different tmes. By calling for the Albigensian Crusade
midway through his pontificate and promising the same plenary indulgence as for
crusading to the Holy Land, Innocent sent a clear signal to Christians throughout
Europe of the importance of taking action against heretics. - His immediate
message when authorising the Albigensian Crusade was that he regarded a crusade
against heretics in the south of France to be as important as crusading against
Muslims in the East. Later in his pontificate, however, enthusiasm for the Fifth
Crusade altered his priorities - and perhaps revealed his deepest thoughts - to the
extent that in 1213 he could even declare the Holy Land crusade more
meritorious than the crusade against heretics.

In conclusion, we return to our original questions. Did Innocent III rank
crusades in terms of their importance? And if so, how did he envisage this
ranking? Analysis of his correspondence shows that Innocent never categorically
pronounced an ‘official’ crusade hierarchy. Yet the language of his letters and the
grant of the plenary indulgence strongly suggest that the crusade against heresy was
at least as important to him as crusades to Spain and the Baltic and that sometimes
it was even as important as crusades to the Holy Land. Innocent did indeed have
a vision of a hierarchy of crusades.

This does not mmply, however, that Innocent III believed that there was a
difference between crusades in terms of penitential worth. From Innocent’s
pontificate onwards the crusading indulgence was always described m papal
correspondence identically for all crusades, whether to the East or within Europe
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- it proposed full remission of their sins for those who take the Cross. In other
words, although Innocent formed in his mind a hierarchy of crusades in terms of
importance at different times to suit various needs, there was never a papal
hierarchy of penitential merit for different crusades. Innocent’s declaration in
1213 to the dean of Speyer that the Holy Land crusade was of more merit than
crusading in the south of France was exceptional: an instance of the pope’s
extreme zeal to see the Fifth Crusade succeed where its predecessor had failed.”

There is no doubt that the grant of the plenary indulgence for crusading in
the south of France was a religiously motivated act. Yet it had long term political
implications which at the outset neither the popes nor the French monarchy could
have foreseen. It alerted the attention of western European Christans to the
geographical, social and political situation of the south of France. It sent crusaders
from all over Europe to take part in a new crusade against heresy. The eventual
annexation of the south of France to the Crown laid the foundations for the
formation of the French nation state. The study of papal letters, as much as the
works of chroniclers such as Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay, is therefore vital in
enabling the historian to understand the wider context of European state building
in the thirteenth century.
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