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The German territories of Charlemagne’s former empire were divided into duchies. The ruling dukes elected one of their own as king according to tradition. The king, had little authority outside of his duchy. Some kings tried to antagonize the dukes, but Otto the Great (936-973) was determined to control them. He went into an alliance with German bishops and archbishops, who could provide him with church soldiers and administrators-a policy which his successors used as well. In 951, Otto marched into northern Italy to assert his influence. Ten years later, he returned to protect the pope from his enemies. In 962, the pope crowned him “Emperor of the Romans.” The revival of the empire meant that the history of Germany was closely tied to Italy’s and the papacy. Otto and his successors wanted to dominate Italy, which had been part of Charlemagne’s empire, and the pope as well. The papacy allied itself with the German dukes and Italian cities, enemies of the emperor. German intervention in papal and Italian politics was the reason why German territories did not achieve unity in the Middle Ages. One great contribution of the Middle Ages to the world today was the representative institution. Representative assemblies began in the late 12th century, in the Spanish kingdom of Leon. In the 13th century, they developed in the other Spanish kingdoms, as well as in England and the Holy Roman Empire. In the 14th century, parliaments formed in France and the Netherlands. Kings came to accept the principles that parliamentary consent was required for raising taxes and that the king should consult parliament about laws and obtain its approval. The parliaments had grown out of royal dependence on the nobility for military support. Because of this dependence, kings thought it wise to listen to the opinions of the lords. Consequently, it became customary for the king to call councils to discuss war and peace and other questions. Since the high clergy constituted an important group in the realm, they too were consulted. Townspeople were also asked to royal councils. Nobles came to represent the nobility as an order of society; members of the clergy represented the clergy; and deputies from the towns represented the townspeople. An important tradition was established: the duty of the king to seek advice. Perhaps the practice of representative government was influenced by those church lawyers who thought that the pope should seek the guidance of the Christian community as expressed in church councils. To be sure, in centuries to come, parliament would either be ignored or dominated by kings. Nevertheless, the principle of constitutional government was woven into the fabric of Western society. The representative parliament is unique to the West. Originating in the Middle Ages, the assembly is a distinct achievement of Western civilization. In the High Middle Ages, a growing spiritual vitality went along with economic recover and greater political stability. The common people were showing greater devotion to the church. Within the church, reform movements were attacking clerical buses, and the papacy was gaining power. A crusade against the Muslims was drawing the Christians closer together. During this period, the church tried to make society follow divine standards. It tried to shape institutions and cultural expressions according to a Christian outlook. The clergy supervised and imposed the moral outlook of Christendom. Divine grace was channeled through the sacraments, which could only be administered by the clergy, the intermediary between people and God. Those who resisted the clergy’s authority were susceptible to excommunication. Through the seven sacraments, the community of the church encompassed the individual from birth to death. Baptism cleansed the original sin. Confirmation granted young adults additional grace to that received at baptism. Matrimony made marriage holy. Extreme unction was administered to the dying. The sacrament of the Eucharist took place within a liturgical service, the Mass; in a solemn ceremony, the bread and wine were transformed into Christ, which the priest administered. Penance required sinners to show sorrow for their sins and to perform an act of penance. Through the priest, the sinner could receive absolution and be rescued from spending eternity in Hell. This sacrament enabled the church to enforce its moral standards. The final sacrament, ordination, was used in consecrating men to serve as clergy. 


