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Hincmar complains of reports that, in some parts of the kingdom, wid­
ows, young girls, and even consecrated virgins have been kidnaped by 
men who wanted to marry them. Hincmar urges the King to listen "to 
the established ministers of the kingdom of God, rectors of the Christian 
people, guardians and protectors of divine religion and ecclesiastical 
holiness."79 These are, then, the tasks of the bishop: to lead the Christian 
people, to keep and defend religion and holiness. 

Bishop and people are, like the mouth and the hands, comembers of 
one body. An unfaithful bishop makes his people unfaithful; a Catholic 
bishop makes his people Catholic.80 The invader of another episcopal 
see than his own makes the people of this see fornicate with him.81 Yet 
such a close unity never justifies consensus in evil. Communion or con­
sensus does not suffice to excuse wrongdoing. Not one of the faithful or 
of the bishops can lose his spiritual responsibility by reason of the con­
sensus and communion of the Church. "Even though," Hincmar warns 
his nephew, "all the priests and the world should agree, damnation is 
the fruit of their unanimity, and their consensus does not absolve them 
from sin."82 Above all, the bishop must fulfil his task according to justice 
and in keeping with the canons. In practice, the canons to which Hinc­
mar refers in connection with the episcopal order are primarily those of 
the Councils of Nicaea (325) and of Sardica (343). In his eyes, these two 
councils, which he did not confuse, were general councils, though not 
of the same rank. A general synod has three characteristics: "It is obvi­
ous . . . that synods are called universal and general when more bishops 
than in some of the above-mentioned synods meet, following the com­
mand of the Apostolic See and convocation by the emperor."83 That is, 
a general synod is guaranteed by numbers, imperial sanction, and the 
authority of the Roman See. Beyond that, a true council meets in the 
Holy Spirit. This is so even for local synods. Addressing his Schedula seu 
libelfos expostulationis against his nephew to the Synod of Douzy, where 
Hincmar of Laon will be deposed, the Archbishop of Reims expresses the 
hope that the Holy Spirit will still move the heart of the accused bishop, 
this Spirit "who blows where He wills and to whose presence your holy 
gathering witnesses."84 Granted this trust that the Spirit presides over 
and acts through the synods of the Church, no wonder that Hincmar 
calls the Council of Nicaea "sacred and mystical." 

79 De coercendo raptu viduarum {PL 125, 1018). 
80 Opusculum 55 capitulorum {PL 126, 478A). 
81 Epistola 31 {PL 126, 226B). 
82 Opusculum 55 capitulorum {PL 126, 478C). 
"Ibid. {PL 126, 361 A). 
84 Schedula seu libellus expostulationis {PL 126, 567B). 
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What makes this Council "mystical" is that it was "confirmed by a 
mystical number of sacerdotes,"85 namely, the legendary 318 bishops at­
tending the Council. There is, however, a deeper reason for the mystical 
status of the councils: through them the Spirit expounds mysteries that 
are reserved to Him. Since mortal men cannot penetrate all the Word of 
God, "it remains that what we must fathom of the mystery of the divine 
Word, we should humbly reserve to the power of the Holy Spirit."86 

Among general councils a small number, therefore, rank most highly. 
Hincmar lists Nicaea, Constantinople I, Ephesus, Chalcedon, Constan­
tinople II, and Constantinople ΙΠ. As the seventh council he mentions the 
pseudosynodus de imaginibus according to the Greeks, but the Council 
of Frankfurt as the real one.87 Because the council implies the universal­
ity of the episcopate together with the unique place of the Roman See, 
it eloquently embodies the communion of the Church. And what is true 
of a general council at the universal level applies also, in Hincmar's view, 
to a provincial synod in the province. Called by the metropolitan, it is 
analogous, in the context of the province, to a universal council called by 
the authority of the Roman pontiff: "Therefore, as universal synods are 
especially called by the authority of the Apostolic See, so provincial 
canonical synods are called, in keeping with the decree of the Apostolic 
See, by metropolitans and provincial primates."88 

METROPOLITAN AND BISHOP 

This brings us to Hincmar's profound conviction that, although all 
bishops are successors of the apostles, nevertheless they are not all 
equal. The hierarchy within the Church is not new: it existed already in 
the "Church of the Old People," as established by Moses. "Today also 
in the Church, which is called the kingdom of heaven, we read that, like 
the heavenly hierarchies, the ministers have been established by rank, 
by the Lord's institution and apostolic tradition."89 Not only is the Roman 
privilege to be respected in the whole Church, but the metropolitan priv­
ilege also must be honored. This is one of the chief motifs of his polemic 
against his nephew, who not only did not, in Hincmar's judgment, prop­
erly fulfil his task as Bishop of Laon, but furthermore refused to abide by 
the archiépiscopal authority of the Metropolitan of Reims, his legitimate 
superior according to the canons. Thus Hincmar claims over his nephew, 
besides the moral authority of having been his chief consecrator (a 

85 De una et non trina dettate (PL 125, 505D). 
86 Ibid. (PL 125, 504D-505A). 
87 Opusculum 55 capitulorum (PL 126, 359-60). 
"Ibid. (PL 126, 362A). 
"Ibid. (PL 126, 326B-C). 
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point which, however, weighed little in Hincmar's quarrel with Rothad of 
Soissons, who had consecrated him), the legal authority of the arch­
bishop over the bishop. As Hincmar understands the Church's structure, 
each patriarchal see90 (Rome, but also, in their respective territories, 
Alexandria and Antioch, in keeping with canon 6 of Nicaea) has jurisdic­
tion over a number of archiépiscopal or metropolitan sees, which them­
selves wield authority over several episcopal sees. The metropolitans are 
elected by the bishops of their province without reference to any higher 
authority, and they consecrate a bishop to a vacant see also without 
higher reference. The sign of their authority is the pallium. Hincmar's 
position is most clear in the following text: 

The rights of these metropolitans must be preserved by all means in keeping with 
the sacred Nicene canons. The metropolitans are often called primates in the 
sacred canons; at the death of archbishops and metropolitans, they are ordained 
by the bishops of each Province without having recourse to a higher primate. 
According to the law of ancient custom, they are usually endowed with the mark 
of the pallium by the Apostolic See, to which the solicitude and presidency of the 
churches were assigned in the primacy of St. Peter; at the death of bishops, they 
can ordain bishops in their province without consulting, or being authorized by, 
another primate.91 

In other words, a metropolitan is like a small pope. He must indeed rule, 
like every authority in the Church, according to the previous canons, 
decrees, and customs. And his authority must be recognized and re­
spected, in keeping with the same canons, by the bishops under him as 
well as by any new primate who may be appointed over him by the Roman 
pontiff. Against his nephew's somewhat insolent behavior toward King 
Charles the Bald92 (for which Hincmar of Laon will eventually lose his 
liberty and his sight), the Archbishop of Reims invokes an African canon: 
"Lower bishops must bow to higher ones, and not presume to act in any­
thing without consulting them."98 As interpreted by Hincmar in this in­
stance, this leaves little authority or initiative to the bishop. As to pri­
mates, Hincmar had his share of concerns about having anyone but the 
Roman pontiff above himself. In 876, John VIII, apparently prompted 
by Charles the Bald, was to appoint the Bishop of Sens, Angesis, as his 
legate in Gaul and Germany.94 Hincmar, who was far from pleased at 
this, took the occasion of the nomination to send the bishops of his prov-

90 Epistola 30 (PL 126, 190C). 
91 Ibid. (PL 126, 191A-B). 
92Schedula seu libellus expostulations (PL 126, 570-72). 
93 Ibid. (PL 126, 571D-572A). 
94 Epistola 15 (PL 126, 660). 
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ince a long memorandum on the rights of metropolitans. In it he admits 
the existence of a "Gallican primate" as well as of "other primates among 
the Gauls, the Belgians, and the Germans";95 he upholds the "order and 
prerogative of the primacy," which must be respected "among bish­
ops . . . and indeed among priests";96 yet he also reminds them that 
Drogo of Metz (801-55), who received the primacy over Cisalpine Gaul 
from Pope Sergius II (844-47), never exercised it:"What he desired with 
envy, he never held in fact; and what he could not obtain in fact, since 
those who were touched by it did not consent, he bore most patiently, 
as was proper, lest, creating scandal among his brethren and copriests, 
he would introduce schism into the holy Church."97 

This is saying clearly enough that, unlike the ancient rights of metro­
politans, these new primacies or legations cannot be imposed; they de­
pend on the consensus of the bishops in the area concerned. After a thirty 
or forty years' prescription, Drogo's primacy has now lapsed. The peace 
and quiet of the bishops of Cisalpine Gaul shows that another primacy 
over Gaul is totally unneeded. Besides, Hincmar deems it an intolerable 
scandal that any bishop should ambition one at this time: "Should each 
of us elect to follow in all things, as we ought to, the pastoral rule of 
blessed Gregory, we would not at all go beyond the limits of our measure, 
and we would avoid desiring what our own city has not merited."98 Here 
again Hincmar holds together the two horns of the episcopal dilemma: 
a bishop is made so by his election and consecration, and as such he suc­
ceeds the apostles; yet a bishop is also made by his virtues and his devo­
tion to duty. Should he fail here, he ought to be deposed. The higher his 
place in the firmament of the Church, the more conspicuous will his 
faults be. A bishop who is one in all the meaning of the term is a humble 
man who abides by the rules and canons of the Church, for he strives to 
follow the Spirit who dictated them. 

All in all, however, a bishop is, even in his own diocese, a secondary 
personage. He may be a successor to the apostles; yet he must carefully 
restrain his usage of authority. In Hincmar's doctrine, the metropolitan 
wields much more effective authority, since he oversees the bishop, re-

95 Epistola 30 (PL 126, 198B). 
96 Ibid. (PL 126, 198C). 
97 Ibid. (PL 126, 206C-D). Drogo was one of Charlemagne's illegitimate sons. Distrusted 

at first by Louis the Pious, who restricted him to a monastery, he gained the Emperor's 
confidence and was made bishop of Metz in 823. In 844 Louis decided to investigate the 
validity of Pope Sergius II's election. Drogo, who headed the ad hoc commission, approved 
the election and was subsequently named primate by Sergius. The only primatial act that 
Drogo seems to have exercised was the presidency of the Synod of Yutz (near Thionville, 
Moselle) in October 844. 

"Ibid. (PL 126, 207B). 
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ceives appeals against him, is alone empowered to call a provincial coun­
cil, and is himself bound to bow to the Roman pontiff only in extraordi­
nary cases. Peter's sollicitudo omnium ecclesiarum weighs also on the 
metropolitan's shoulder, though at a lower level of universality, and 
therefore with much more effective possibilities, than on the Roman 
pontiff. To the Synod of Douzy Hincmar writes that his patience has 
reached its end in the matter of the Bishop of Laon: "I dare not leave him 
any longer without correction, for God's sake and for the sake of the met­
ropolitan care entrusted to me, though I am unworthy of it."99 

Admittedly, Hincmar's views were challenged to his very face: by his 
nephew himself, by Wulfad, by Rothad. Nor did they correspond exactly 
to those which prevailed at Rome itself. Popes Nicholas I (858-67) and 
John VIII (872-82) were both actively engaged in enlarging their authority 
at the expense of the Byzantine Patriarchate: the former, though with 
notable failure, in Bulgaria and, with better success but with fateful 
consequences, at the beginning of the Photius affair; the latter again in 
relation to Bulgaria and to the later phases of the Photius affair. It was 
hardly in keeping with their policy to exalt the rights of metropolitans. 
Hincmar's relations with them, while respectful and at times apologetic, 
were not particularly warm, even when he had recourse to hyperbolic 
expressions in praise of the Roman See and pontiff. They were, at times, 
less than good with Hadrian II, whom—though in the King's name, not 
in his own: but does this make much of a difference?—he insulted in 
a letter of 872. In this the King responded to several letters from Pope 
Hadrian, especially to the one which suspended the decision of the Synod 
of Douzy against Hincmar of Laon. The Pope is told bluntly: "We even 
find in those letters that you give us a counsel, if indeed it may be called 
a counsel, which is contrary to the Lord's example and opposed to the 
decrees of the fathers, namely, to use your words, that all the dictates of 
the Apostolic See, over which you preside by the grace of God, must be 
accepted promptly. Now it has been written to us in your name that we 
are guilty of perjury, tyranny, and disloyalty and that we are a squanderer 
of the Church's goods. And this we should accept promptly, embrace 
with gratitude, and receive with humility?"100 The Pope is further warned 
to respect the things that are Caesar's.101 He is reminded that "we, the 
Kings of the Franks, born of royal blood, have been treated hitherto as 
lords of the land, not as lieutenants of bishops."102 He is told that "the 
privilege of Peter does not persist when judgment is not passed with 

99 Schedula seu libellus expostulations (PL 126, 567B). 
100 Charles the Bald, Epístola 8 (PL 124, 883B). 
101/6¿d. (PL 124, 887A). 
102 Ibid. (PL 124, 886D). 
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Peter's equity."108 The King finally threatens to go to Rome himself as 
an accusator idoneus of Hincmar of Laon, together with many other 
witnesses.104 The last shaft expresses the thought that, if the present 
letter is not entirely proper, this is the Pope's fault: "If, writing to your 
most reverend Paternity, I have become unwise beyond what is fitting to 
us and to you, you yourself have forced me to it."106 

This letter certainly expresses the thought of the Metropolitan of 
Reims no less than of Charles the Bald. 

BISHOP AND PRESBYTER 

Be that as it may, we are now led to ask a complementary question: 
If an ordinary bishop, successor to the apostles though he were, held such 
a secondary place in his diocese as Hincmar thought, how did the priest— 
as presbyter, not as sacerdos, a term which is used chiefly, though 
not exclusively, for bishops—fare in Hincmar's interpretation of the 
hierarchy? 

The principle of Hincmar's theology of the presbyterate is clearly ex­
plained in one of the letters which, toward the end of his life, he wrote 
on behalf of King Carloman after the deaths of Louis the Stammerer (d. 
879), Carloman's father, and of Louis III (d. 882), his brother.108 Jesus 
Christ, he states, selected the twelve apostles. Today the bishops "hold 
their place in the Church." Then he mentions the priests: "He also 
selected seventy-two others: as no one doubts that the twelve apostles 
manifested and at the same time anticipated the 'form' of the bishops, 
so one should know that those seventy-two carried the image of the pres­
byters, that is, of the priests of the second rank."107 

Thus the presbyterium no less than the sacerdotium would derive di­
rectly from the New Testament as a distinct order. Hincmar, however, 

103 Ibid. (PL 124, 894C). 
104 Ibid. (PL 124, 895C). 
106 Ibid. (PL 124, 896B). This letter contains a clear allusion to the spurious nature of 

the canonical collection on which Hincmar of Laon based his appeal to Rome over and 
above his metropolitan: "Quod ex apóstol i cae sedis nomine, secundum sanctarum 
Scripturarum tramitem praedicationemque majorum et orthoxorum decreta scribitur, 
sequendum et tenendum non ignoramus, et quod secus a quoquam fuerit compilatum aut 
confictum, non solum respuendum sed et redarguendum esse cognoscimus" (PL 124, 
896A). The False Decretals in question are those of the Collectio Isidori mercatoris, used 
by Hincmar of Laon and Rothad of Soissons against Hincmar and the King, and introduced 
by Rothad to Rome in 864. 

106 Given the Carolingian practice of dividing the kingdom between the king's sons, 
and the eventual ambition of some of these to reunify the kingdom, problems of succes­
sion were delicate. In this case Angesis of Sens crowned both Louis ΠΙ and Carloman at 
Ferneres at the death of Louis the Stammerer. Louis III died in 882, Carloman in 884. 

107 Ad episcopos regni (PL 125, 1009D). 



618 THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

is too good a historian not to know that the evidence is not so clear as 
this would suggest. He admits it: "In the first period of the Church, as 
witness the apostolic Scriptures, both were called presbyters and bish­
ops, the one term indicating the maturity of wisdom, the other the task 
of pastoral care. Nonetheless, the Sacred Rules use only one word for 
their dignity, although their functions are distinct in several points."108 

The New Testament uses the two words, priest and bishop, interchange­
ably. The former evokes the minister's wisdom, the latter his pastoral 
task. Both wisdom and shepherding pertain to priests as well as to bish­
ops. Indeed, the Schedula for the Synod of Douzy goes as far as to say 
that priests have also received the Petrine power of the keys: 

Although apparently given by the Lord to Peter alone, the power to loose and to 
bind must be acknowledged, without any doubt, as given also to the other apos­
tles. . . . For, as all were addressed in general, the one Peter answered for all; 
likewise, what the Lord answered Peter he answered all in Peter. Similarly today, 
the same function is given the whole Church in the bishops and the priests.109 

Yet the distinction between priests and bishops which is manifest in the 
Church's traditions and the canons is integrally maintained: presbyters 
are priests of the second order, whereas bishops are sacerdotes in a fuller 
sense. In a bishop, as Hincmar says with a reference to St. Ambrose, "all 
the orders are, for he is the first priest (sacerdos), that is, the prince of 
priests, and prophet, and evangelist, and he contains in himself the func­
tions of the other ministers in order to fulfil them in ministering to the 
faithful."110 Yet priests and bishops belong together: if the holiness of 
the faithful is the "temple of God," the "priestly ministry" is "the very 
altar of the Lord."111 The sacerdotes—without specifying their rank—are 
"the Church's spiritual physicians," who "can give medicinal and health­
ful advice concerning the sinful disease secretly confessed to them."112 

Hincmar begins a letter to the priests of his diocese with these words: 
"As I have often told you, sacerdotes are spiritual doctors, and the sin­
ners are the sick men."113 

The idea that priests are in forma discipulorum is so fundamental to 
Hincmar's theology that one may speak of a "presbyteral succession" 
parallel to and, by ordination, dependent on the apostolic succession of 
bishops. As in the case of the apostles and the bishops, this presbyteral 
succession is expressed in terms of the forma of the seventy-two disci-

108 Ibid. (PL 125, 1009D-1010A). 
109 Schedula seu libellus expostulationis (PL 126, 609D). 
110 Ad episcopos regni (PL 125, 1010B). 
111 Ibid. (PL 125, 1020A). 
112De divortio Lothari et Tetbergae (PL 125, 653D). 
113 Epistola 17 (PL 126, 101B). 
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pies, which must also be the forma of the priests. Hincmar exhorts his 
clergy to study this forma: "Let each priest carefully read and under­
stand the forty homilies of Gregory. In order to know that he has been 
raised to the ecclesiastical ministry according to the 'form' of the 
seventy-two disciples, let him fully study and learn by heart the sermon 
of this doctor on the seventy-two disciples whom the Lord sent out to 
preach."114 

What is the full import of this formal The seventy-two disciples are 
models for priests, as Peter and the apostles are models for bishops. 
However, there seems to be more to it than imitation, if we take the no­
tion of "promotion according to the form of the disciples" in the full 
sense of the terms. In the case of the bishops, the forma corresponds to 
their succession; it implies a participation in the apostleship of the 
Twelve. Likewise, the forma to which the priests are promoted implies 
a corresponding participation in the discipleship of the seventy-two. 
Priests "succeed" the seventy-two disciples, as bishops "succeed" the 
apostles. This, admittedly, is not spelled out clearly by Hincmar, yet it is 
implied in the logic of his thought and in the analogy: apostles-bishops, 
seventy-two disciples-priests. The forma of bishops and of priests may 
also be related to the forma servi which Christ received: it is the very 
symbol and meaning of their mission.115 In any case, priests stand to the 
seventy-two disciples as bishops to the apostles. This is so important an 
element of the Church's structure that Hincmar includes it in a letter he 
wrote to John VIII on behalf of Charles the Bald in 877: that this Epistola 
32 reminds the Pope of the proper way to treat trials and appeals of bish­
ops and priests, sufficiently shows that this is no place for adventurous 
theology.116 Hincmar stands by the theological tradition as firmly as he 
upholds the canonical tradition. 

When there is cause and occasion, Hincmar does not hesitate to re­
mind kings of the respect they owe presbyters. To Louis the German he 
writes in the synodal letter of 858: "Endeavor to preserve the proper 
dignity and the due rights of priests, as stated in the canons and ordi­
nances of your grandfather and your father."117 Parallel to this is their 
duty toward bishops: "Command that bishops enjoy in peace the freedom 
to travel in their dioceses, to preach, to confirm, and to keep order."118 

However, Hincmar's monitions and instructions to his priests consist­
ently impress upon them that a presbyter cannot legitimately function 

114 Capitula presbyteris data anno 852 (PL 125, 774D-775A). Hincmar also argues from 
this homily in Ad episcopos regni (PL 126,1010D). 

115 Epistola 31 (PL 126, 210C). 
116 Epistola 32 (PL 126, 232A-B). 
'"Epistola 1 (PL 126, 14B). 
118 Ibid. (PL 126, 14B). 
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outside of his bishop's supervision. His synodal and personal instruc­
tions, that are at times extremely detailed—as, for instance, his Epistola 
18 on baptism119—leave presbyters no room for initiative. Their task is to 
apply the rules of Holy Church, the customs and traditions concerning 
sacraments, the canons that regulate clerical behavior, the instructions 
received from bishops and synods. 

CONCLUSION 

As a conclusion to this study of episcopacy and apostolic succession, I 
would suggest that several assumptions of ninth-century theology are 
relevant to current discussions of ministry. 

The notion of collegiality, which came to the fore during the debates of 
Vatican II on the Church, already lay at the heart of Hincmar's eccesiol-
ogy, where it took the form of the conciliarity or synodality of episcopal 
authority: both at the level of the universal Church and at that of the 
metropolitan province, the Church functions by virtue of the agreement 
of its bishops, who gather frequently for the purpose of ascertaining their 
unanimity. Admittedly, Hincmar does not apply this principle to the 
interior structure of his diocese, and his priests do not share his episcopal 
government. Synodality, for him, ties each bishop to his colleagues, first 
in the ecclesiastical province, then in the kingdom, and, beyond, in the 
universal Church. It does not affect the internal administration of a 
diocese. 

The collective or corporate government of the Church remains bound 
by past synodal decisions. The canons represent the continuing guidance 
of the Church by the Spirit. This does not rule out an eventual updating 
of the canons. Yet such an aggiornamento can be done only in the context 
of a synod, at the level of universality corresponding to the importance of 
the canons in question. Although Hincmar often argues from local canons, 
he nonetheless admits that not all provincial laws apply to the entire 
Church. What is proper and fitting in Gaul and Germany may not be ap­
propriate in Britain or Italy. 

The place of the Church of Rome and of its bishop is clear. The Arch­
bishop of Reims regards the pope as the first bishop, who enjoys the right 
to hear appeals according to the canons. The pope's interventions in the 
affairs of the Church at large are themselves regulated by the canons of 
the Church. Much of Hincmar's quarrels with Rothad or Hincmar of Laon 
stemmed from his judgment that these bishops' appeal to Rome was un-
canonical and therefore invalid. His irritation with Hadrian II had the 
same cause: Hadrian received appeals that were made against the rules. 

19 Epistola 18 (PL 126, 104-10). 
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Hincmar's case had considerable merit, since his opponents' canonical 
innovations were based in part on the False Decretals. Further, Hincmar 
was acute enough to detect the spurious nature of the Collectio Isidori 
mercatoris. His judgment of this point derived from his thorough knowl­
edge of the authentic law. 

The lasting relevance of Hincmar's understanding of the primacy lies 
in his insistence that the church and the bishop of Rome must be seen in 
the context of the universal episcopate and of the universal Church. In 
more modern terms, he placed the pope within the episcopal college. The 
insistence of Vatican II that the bishop of Rome stands also above the 
college (De ecclesia, no. 23) has no parallel in Hincmar's theory. None­
theless, when Hadrian II and John VIII differed from his own decisions, 
Hincmar did in fact bow to papal judgments with which he disagreed 
because he deemed them opposed to the canons. Thus he did acknowl­
edge an authority of the bishop of Rome which he would not see in any 
other bishop, and of which he did not formulate the theory. 

As seen by Hincmar, all the bishops succeed Peter, in whom and with 
whom they received the power of the keys. All the priests succeed the 
seventy-two disciples. Thus succession is a broad concept, which later 
theology narrowed. It applies to the entire priestly office, all the tradi­
tional forms of which derive from the New Testament and from the apos­
tolic order therein depicted. The ambiguity of the New Testament terms 
episcopoi and presbyteroi does not escape the Archbishop of Reims. 
Yet Hincmar carefully relates not only the episcopate (Mt 16:19) but 
also the presbyterate to the time of the revelation. 

Although modern theology rightly objects to such a reading of the texts, 
one important point must remain: all priestly ministry in the Church is of 
apostolic origin. Rather than attempt to relate the three traditional 
orders of priesthood (episcopate, presbyterate, diaconate) separately to 
different sections of the New Testament and to distinct offices in the 
early Church, we ought to see the continuity of the ministry as a totality. 
In this case the traditional forms of the ministry, taken together, embody 
the apostolic succession in office. This succession seems more meaning­
ful when the three degrees of ministry are seen as a whole than when con­
sidered singly. The same point may be made about the place of the bishop 
of Rome in the episcopal college: set in the totality of the college, his 
unique office makes more sense than when defined as the single privilege 
of one bishop based on specific logia of the New Testament and relating 
this bishop to the one office of Peter in the primitive community. 

The theology of Hincmar leaves a great deal of ambiguity around a 
point on which he evidently held deep convictions: episcopal authority, 
including that of the bishop of Rome, depends in its exercise on the 
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bishop's adherence to what Hincmar calls justitia or "Peter's equity." 
The power of the keys inherited from Peter must be used according to the 
mind of Peter. This was so important a principle that Hincmar did all he 
could to unseat bishops he deemed unfaithful to Peter's high standards 
of ecclesiastical government. In the case of the bishops under his metro­
politan jurisdiction, a machinery could be used to remove the dichotomy 
between the holder of the Petrine authority and the injustice of its exer­
cise: the bishop could be deposed. But no such device was available to 
unseat a bad pope if the principle was to be honored: Prima sedes a ne-
mine judicatur. Hincmar's bitter exchanges with Hadrian II show that 
with Charles the Bald he chafed under the impossibility of righting a 
wrong if the pope had authored the wrong. Yet, however much he might 
have deplored the situation, he endorsed the Gelasian principle and ac­
cepted this major exception and illogicality in the structure of authority. 
Thus, if episcopal power was clear and clearly restricted in most bishops, 
it was singularly ambiguous in the case of the bishop of the prima sedes. 
The canons did not provide for proper recourse against a pope who acted 
against them. Hincmar was left with the sole option of threatening the 
pope with what he knew were empty threats. 

Hincmar, who commonly associates ministry in the Church with the 
power of the keys, insists rather less on the necessary link of ministerial 
service with the sacramental, especially the Eucharistie, ministry and 
with the preaching of the Word. These two constitutive elements of the 
ministerial function are certainly not absent from his concerns. Yet they 
are secondary, as they follow upon the bishops' endowment with the 
power of the keys: the duty of providing the faithful with spiritual nour­
ishment in the sacraments and in the Word results from the primary epis­
copal function of governing and ruling. Such an approach made good 
sense in the Carolingian society where Hincmar lived, when authority 
was believed to be entrusted by God to the king or the emperor and to 
flow from these highest of officers to their subordinates and delegates. 
This was not a perfect analogy for ecclesiastical authority; for this au­
thority passed from Christ to the bishop by way of the other bishops of 
the province, who, with the king's leave, proceeded to the election of the 
new bishop, whose metropolitan normally consecrated him. There was no 
intervention, as in more recent times, by the supreme pontiff save, in 
extraordinary cases, by way of exception. Yet the analogy properly ap­
plied to the kind of authority that was received: it was the authority to 
rule. Within the Church, of course, ruling entailed making the sacraments 
available, preaching the Christian message, exhorting to live according to 
the gospel. Yet the focus of ministerial authority on the power of the keys 
enjoyed such a predominant position that it still prevailed in most of the 
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ordinals devised by the Reformers in the sixteenth century. I should 
think, however, that it would be more fruitful today to reverse the pro­
portion: in this case the ministerial function pertains primarily to the 
sacraments and to the Word, whereas ruling and government, symbolized 
by the power of the keys, are implied in, and consequential to, the sacra­
mental and preaching functions. 

But does not the power of the keys convey authority to forgive sins 
rather than to govern? In a corporate understanding of forgiveness these 
two tasks coalesce, since forgiveness means in the first place reconcilia­
tion with the Church. This was certainly the understanding of penance in 
the ninth century. Despite the spread of private confession, forgiveness 
was not yet conceived as a direct reconciliation with God of the Christian 
who repents his sin. It rather restored the sinner within the community of 
salvation. 

This brings me to the last point. The chief focus of Hincmar's theology 
may be identified: it is his concern for the Church as the community of 
salvation, in which God brings to Himself not a collection of individuals 
but the collectivity of a people. For this reason, among others, Hincmar 
rejected Gottschalk's double predestination: the reprobate cannot be 
reprobate as long as they are in the Church here below, where they still 
belong to the community of salvation. For the same reason, Hincmar was 
very much aware of the national identity of the church of the Franks, al­
though he carefully avoided tying it too closely with the Frankish King­
doms, whose borders changed at the death of each king and at the ensuing 
succession struggle. Much more than some others, like the Lotharingian 
bishops under Lothair II, however, he asserted the universal nature of the 
Church. Only one Church exists throughout the world, adopting national 
characteristics in the various lands with whose people it is identified. 
Thus the one Church has room for both universal unity and national cul­
tures. 

In our time apostolic succession, priesthood, universality, and national 
identity in the Church are in question; collegiality tries to find modern 
and efficient forms; and the ecumenical problem suggests the possibility 
of a unity of ministry within the differing forms it takes in the various 
Christian communities. A study of the questions about ministry that were 
brought up in the past may help us to find the right balance between tra­
dition and innovation. However inadequate they may be, the solutions 
and answers that were found formerly may point to better solutions 
tomorrow. 




