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THB COUNOIL OP TRENT.

On the 18th day of November, 1518, Luther, having 

understood tl^t his doctrine on the subject of irwlulgenses 

was to be condemned by Leo X, had appealed from the Pope’s 

authority to a general council. This was derogatory to the 

Pope’s authority, and history shows that before this time th© 

popes had dreaded even the very name of general council.

put Europe wanted a general, universal council that 

should reform the churehj the Christian princes wanted to 

ijaait the encroachments of the clergy; the people had express©) 

their unwillingness to receive in the future any but men of 

respectable character for their pastors, and bishops insisted 

on the restoration of the rights of which Rome had gradually 

deprived thSm.

Luther aud his friends had expressed the desire that 

the general council to which they had appealed should not be 

convoked, or presided over, or directed, by the bishop of Rome 

But Leo X did not listen to the desire of the heretics♦ Jn 

1821 he began considering the choice of a city for the council 

but toward the end of th© same year he died.

The- eowicil was first convoked by pope Paul III, 1584-' 

1549 for the 8nd day of June 1586 to be held at Mantua. 
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It is to be remembsTea that the predeeesBOi* of Paul III, 

Element VII, had continually urged Charles V to march against

I the heretics J but the emperor was unwilling to iMJ?ch simply 

as a soldier of the pope; he had therefore continually xarged 

giement VII to the @onvo0ati6S of a council that should, con­

demn the hereties, and wg® him, the emperor to their destrue- 

tihn*

Paul III, therefore, undertook to make th© eounsll 

his own affair; but nearly ten years elapsed between the firs- 

©bnvoeation and th© first meeting. In these ten years ths eoui ,*• 

•dil was eonvoked first at Mantua, then at Vleensa, and then 

at ^snt, a eity in the heart of Tyrol, not too Italian and 

not too German,

At Trent It was convoked for the 1st of November 1548 

but it did not open until the iSth day of December 1545; the 

first session was held that same day, but nothing was done bu 

the saying of Mass and the preaching of the opening sermon. 

The three legates of the Pope, four archbishops and only 

twenty*two bishops were present.
On the 11th of Ma rch, 1548, that la after only f ifte< n 

months of session, the council was transferred to Bol^^S' W 

a vote of thirty-eight prelates against fourteen* The legates 

of the Pope, therefore# and the majority of the prelates went 
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while the 2»eat eontinued to sit at Trent;to sit at Bol

the council was then broken. Charles V wanted it to continue

at Trent; the faet here is to be noted that the bishops who

wanted it

to sit at Bolonga. The council remalnedjtherefore, suspended

Del Monte,The successor of Paul III was the eardlml

been first legate at Trent; he took the name of Juliuswho had

reestablish *March 14th, 1B01, he issued a bull for theIlls. -On

the council of Trent. Accordingly the nextment of

on the first of May 1B51, and the coenth) was held at Trent

IBBS when a great dispute that arose oil continued until May

between the ambassadors of Charles V and the Pope ‘s legates 

had remlned at Trent were all Spaniards, Paul III

until the death of Paul III, 1549.

occasioned another cessation; the chief part of the prelates 

having departed, Julius III published a bull suspending the 

council.

In 1560 on th© 29th of November, Pius IT published 

a bull for the reassembling of the council on the following 

Easter day, but on account of Terious causes the reopening 

did not take place until the isth day of January, 1562. It 

then eontinuid until the 4th of December 1563, when the father > 

present declared the council closed.



The Gounoil declared itself to be "The MoatHoly Oeeu- 

menls^l and General Council of Trent, legitiraatsly assembled 

under the conduct of the Holy Qhost, the three legates of the

Apostolic See presiding." etc. etc.

Let us see how these titles were justified by the 

"The most holy general and oecumenical council of Trent"; at t le

first convocation the number of bishops varied from fifty to 

seventy-five, there being very few German bishops, the majoritr 

of the bishops present being Italian. At the second eonvocatio i, 

although the number of prelates present was higher, there were 
no French bishops. At the third convocation, althought^ie numbs » 

rose towards the end to Sgo, it was still but a feeble minoritr 

of the bishops of Christendom; Italy alone reckoned more than 

250 bishops.

And yet, it was in the first convocation, when the 

number of bishops present at the sessions was never more than 

seventy-five and sometimes only fifty, that such fxindamental 

points as Scripture, tradition, original sin, grace, the sacra* 

ments, etc., were regulated and fixed. "What madness," said 

Paul IV one day, in an excess of ill humour and candour, "to 

have sent th3E»^escore biShops from among the least Capable, to 

a small city among the mountains, there to decide so many things.

It Is true that this madness, according to him, consisted in



not having simply left the matter in the hands of men of abil­

ity, of whom, he added, "Rome is full," but if his eonelusion ,

is not burs, his exclamation about the threescore bishops, is aot

less worth recording. {Q,uoted from Bungener). i

"Legitimately assembled under the conduct of the Holy ■

Shost*" It seems hard to believe that a eomcil Which extended

^1 through eighteen years, that was broken up twice, that was, as 

the historian of the Papal See, ^allavicino, admits, under con-

K tinxaal pressure from the Pope through the legates, as to what .1 

it should do, and what it should avoid, that parsed important . 

decrees against the opinion of a very respectable minority at • 

times, and to which it took, for instance, three months and 1 

fifty sittings, particular or general, to give out its decree j 
on grae^to which we have alluded, Sarpl asserts to have seen , 

the minutes Of countless changes made on the first draft by !
'LCervlni, cardinal of Santa croee, {Afterwards Pope Marcellus 1,1) 

who had drawn up the decree. Sarpl shows that the greater 1 

number of these modifications tended to substitute vagueness

for what was positive, obscurity for clearness, and for con­

tested points ambiguous expressions, in which the most diverse, 

nay the most'Contrary opinions might equally claim the merit 

of having made the law. The R* 0. historians try to make ;

'i-_....V"



the facts turn to the advantage of the council; still, to the 

unsophisticated reader,this way of the Holy Ghost’s working 

seems strange.

The council had been gathered for the reformation of 

the church; that was what most of the bishops present, espeeia: 

ly the Spaniards and Germans, wanted to do first; th® Pope'a ; 

legates wanted to begin on the doctrinal questions; neither 

party prevailed, for it was agreed that the two subjects shouli 

be treated contemporaneously, a subject of doctrine and a sub-, 

jeet of faith being treated at the same time*

The work of the council, as it has been sent down to ' 

us through various histories, is divided into twenty-five 

sessions; it was in these sessions that the acts and decrees : 

of the council were read and accepted; the work of preparing 

them was done in separate total or partial assemblies of | 

the prelates, called congregations.

In the work of the council, not so much in the decrees 

as in the discussions held in the congregations; the Pope’s 

authority received sometimes serious blows. We will only men­

tion three instances| '

1. The discussion on the decree on residence. Great 

abuses had arisen in th© Church on account of the lion-residence
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Of bishops; in some cases a bishop, especially if he was a 

prince or a member of the i’oyal family, only drew his emolu 

ments and left the charge of the diocese to somebody else;

the example given by the head of the diocese was not slowly

followed by his subordinates in that way great evils had aria n

in the Church. A strong party in the council, especially the

Spaniards, French and Germans wanted the obligation of resi­

dence to be declared of divine righty that is that residence 

is not merely a matter canonically binding, but of divine in­

junction. but the legates strove not to let the deeree pass 

and at last they succeeded; it was in fact a vital question 

for the papacy; It would have made the bishops Independent 

of the Pope in this sense that he could not have released : 

any one bishop from the obligation of resldenee without violat'
I

ing himself first the decrees of the council and offending the^ 

other bishops. The discussion was taken up three times at 

different epochs of the council, but the legates always manage .

to moot It down, always keeping in constant communication 

with the Pope and receiving from/orders as to what they should 

do. At last to acconmaodate matters, it was resolved to erase- 

from the deeree that had been drawn up whatever was obnoxious 

to either party. But the divine obligation of residence was 

not declared» and full play was thus given for the pope to

L



release bishops and other prelates from th© obligation of rest * 

denoe. The decree was full of good things, but of exhortationi

rather than of orders* Among the legitimate motives for non­

residence had been put "the service of the church" and "the 

service of the state*" • j

S* The second subject that was tending to undermine i

the Pope'a authority, was whether the Episcopate in the church 

is to be considered of divine institution, and therefore the

bishop is to be only dependent upon God, or whether th© Eplsco^- 

pate is to be considered as subjected to the Pope ©nd papacy* 
The Spanish and French bishops were In favor Of th© reeogniti6(i 

co I
Of the divine right of the Episcopate. In the congregation fiflyr

three prelates, and according to Sarpi fifty-nine, out of 

151 prelates present had voted in favor of it.

The matter having thus taken a serious turn for the

papacy, the Pope to elude the difficulty in which he was plac 

sent a form for the approval of the council in which it was 

declared that bishops held the principal place In the church,, 

but in dependence upon the Pope." This not having met with 

the approval of the council, it was agreed to state that they 

held the prinoipal place in the church, but under the £opa. 

This not being satisfactory either the contest' went on a long 

time* At last, the only way they saw out of it,was to omit

I
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altogether all notiee of the institution of bishops.

5* The third subject gave occasion to still greater 

contest. It arose on the chapter that declared that "the Pop®

i had authority to feed and govern the Universal Church." The | 

Spanish and French bishops would not agree to it-, alleging 

that the church is the first tribunal xxnder Christ. They even

I strongly denied that "the Pope possessed all the authority of 

Jesus Christ," notwithstanding all the limitations and expla­

in nations that were added to it.
j The contest having continued a long time without any

satisfactory results, when it was decided to omit all notiee 

of the institution of bishops, it was also resolved to omit 

altogether all notice of the authority of the pope.

It was but natural that a council that could not enercich 

upon the papacy in such important matters, should be wholly 

Reman in tone, in its decrees on faith, and such was the case.

The canons drawn up embodying the deereea of the eounc11 

j were divided into two sets: one sot, which they called the 

deOrees of doctrine, contained the catholic faith upon the

, subjects decided; the others called canons, stated, condetaned 

! and anathemtaed the doctrines contrary to that faith.

J The subject of Scriptures and traditions was examined
t
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flpst. The eouneil declared that It receives, besides the Old

and New Testsuaent books, the traditions of the church respecti^

faith and morals as having proceeded from the lips of Jesus 

Christ, or as having been dictated by the Holy Spirit and 

preserved in the Catholic Church by a continued succession, 

and that it looks upon both the written and the unwritten with 

equal respect*

The books received as canonical were the same as those

fomd in the Vulgate, which was declared to be authentic, and

all private interpretation of it was forbidden; it v&s forbidd »n

also to print or circulate copies of it without authority.

under penalty of fine and anathema.

Conception of the Blesse I

left an open question.

the subject of the per­

sonal sin of Adam, its transmission to his posterity, and of 

between Paradise and hell, where they are neither happy nor 

miserable. tB© decree ojf justification and grace we have 

already mentioned as having taken three months for' its drawing

its remedy, i.e., the Holy Baptism; but yhv or how the holy 
baptism cancels th© original sin it did not say. As f^ th© 

infants*'dying without baptism they were assigned to a plaCo 

The subject of the Insnaculate 
Virgin was next touted Upon^ but was 

The council treated at length
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long and very elaborate.

council anathemizes among others (fourteen canons with anathen is

having been drawn up on the subject of sacraments

not all in-those who mintain ttuit the seven sacraments were

stituted by Jesus Christ; those who maintain that any one see-

rament is of any more worth than another; those who deny that

grace upon all those recipients who do not by mortal sin offer
t a bar to its reception; those who deny that baptism, ordereran<

confirmation imprint an Infallible character; those who main-

!

Fourteen canons with anathemas were also published on

baptism; among others the council anathemizes those who maint: h
that the church of Rome does not teach the true doctrine on

baptism; those who maintain that sin after baptism is remitted

by faith; those who maintain that baptism is not necessary

On the subject of the Eucharist the council declared

substantially contained under the species of these sensible

The number of sacraments was fixed 4o seven; and the

in general)

that after the consecration of the bread and wine, our Lord

Jesus Christ, very God and very man, is verily, really, and

tain that all Christians may preach God’s word, etc

the sacraments confer grace ex opere operator i.e., confer

upland having been subjected to countless changes* It was Very

to salvation, etc..



t

13 i

objeetsj the comeil also proclaims real transubstantiation

to be true; also that Jesus Christ is entire under ths species'

of bread, and under the Smallest particles t finally

proclaims that the worship of Latria is rightly rendered by

the faithful to the holy sacrament of the altar

The council also declared that neither laymen nor

ecclesiastics (not consecrating) are bound by any divine prece Jt"

to receive the sacrament of the Eucharist in

the sufficiency of the cc^maunion in one kind cannot be doubted

those who maintainthen anathemizes
obligation to receitet^n both kinthat all faithful are under

those who mintaln that the has not sufficient groundschurch

those who deny that ourfor refusing the cup to the laity;

species, etcis received entire under “suehherd

The emperor Charles V having entreated of the council

laity, the matter wasthe cup might be' conceded to thethat

referred to the Pope for decision

find stated that ourIn the decree upon penance we
of penance when he breatAedLord chiefly instituted the sacrament

and thesacrament th§ priest exercises the function of judge

priest only, by Christ’s appointment has the power of binding

con-

both kinds; that

without injury to faith. It

and loosing; his power when he says, "Ego te absolve"

upon his disciples saying, "Receive ye the Holy Ghost;" in thi i
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sietB n©i merely in Oelaring the remission of sins, but in 

the judlciaiTact by which they are remitted. J^ifteen canons w

firawn up to anathemlze those who maintained the opposite doc­

trines.

Pour canons with anathemas accompanied the decree on

the extreme unction; the council anathemizes those who teach 

that extreme unction is not a true sacrament instituted by 

Jesus Christ; those who deny that It confers grace, remits sinj 
and cbaifor^W the sick; those who teach that the Roman;may be 
set at nought without sin, and finally those who teach that 

the p:^esbuteroi of whom St. James speaks are old persons and 

not priests.

On the subject of the mass it was unanimously agreed

that the mass ought to be regarded as a true sacrifice under tae

new covenantJ In which Jesus Christ is offered under the sac­

ramental species.

The decree upon th© sacrament of Orders contained 

four chapters and was followed by eight canons with anathemas 

against those who deny a visible priesthood in the church;

those who maintain the priesthood to be the only order; those 

• who deny that^ ordination is a true sacrament, those who deny 

that the Holy Spirit is conferred by ordination, etc., etc.
The decree 0/ the sacrament Of marriage was also followed by
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twelve canons with anatheaas*

On purgatory the council declared that the church has

always taught and still teaches that there is a purgatory, an< 

tliat th® souls of those who are detained there are assisted hj

the suffrages of the faithful and by the sacrifice of the laas^,

On saints it orders that the people be taught to invol e

the saints to honor their relics, to Use their images, and a330

that the saints offer up primers for men, that it is useful tc 

have recourse to their prayers and help, etc.

On images it teaches that the images of our Lord, of 

the Virgin, of the saints ought to be placed in the churches 

and naust be duly venerated, hot on account of any virtue or 

divinity in them, but only because in this way honor is refl«b- 

ted on those whom they re^esent.

On indulgences finally, the subject that had given orlgin 

to the Reformation, the coxaicil declared that the church havli g 

received from Jesus Christ the power to grant indulgences, 

and having through all ages used that power, their use Shall 

be retained as being very salutary to Christian persons,and 

approved by/holy councils 5 it then anathemises all those who 

maintain that- indulgences are useless or that the church has 

no power to grant them.
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Such were in substance the decrees of that memorable 

council whose aim was to destroy heresy; it did not destroy 1 

but rather gave to it .new strength and new determination. 
Besides that the council^took current theories and opinions, 

and transformed them into dogmas, and assigned to the Scrip­

tures dogmas that were never found in them by any conscientiois 

reader, the fact alone that the coxaicil anathemized, that is, 
accursed, conseeratod to hell, all ^those who do not believe 

in the doctrines it proclaimed, or hold the contrary opinion, 

is sufficient to assure us that no conscientious Protestant 

will ever retire frcaa his heresy to put himself under the yoke 

of such dogmas as those proclaimed by the council*

For th» R. 0. Church the council of Trent has always

been, and is still considered as finally binding in all its 

decrees and eanoxis, and no book, no catechism, no theologian, 

no formulary, no summary of doctrine is considered or recognis sd 

as finally binding; the council of Trent alone Is such, in al3 

which it proclaims.

What the council left incomplete regarding the imimeu- 

late conception, the perpetual virginity of the Virgin Mary, 

and the iisr^libillty of the Pope and his supreme authority 

over all catholics, has been completed by Plus IX and by the
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th&t the material aaid built th© formidable strwtur©

that tr® beheld to the R« 0« Ohureh*

AMhers used:

Buhgeneip, L* F* Histoire du Coneil© de Trfeate»

M’dlintoeh, Jeha, D.©, Sumnary of the Aets and Deereeg 

of th© Oowaail of Trent.

^a3^p^l,?w Paolo. letgria del 0<^ieilio Tridentino*

Psllavleino, Gard. Sforza, Istj^ia del Goneilio di

Trento* (Used as refftpenoe)*


