
If historians have tended to overlook the changes in the necessity and function
of bishops within the early modern Catholic church, the same accusation
cannot be levelled at those French bishops, theologians and reformers who
belonged to it. The first seventy years of the seventeenth century witnessed 
the most creative phase of Catholic reform within the French church, with
energetic efforts in clerical reform, the emergence of an influential school of
spirituality and the foundation of new religious orders. That creativity also
embraced the church’s episcopate: first, the social and educational features
which would characterise it through the remainder of the ancien régime were
defined during these decades. Less known, however, is the fact that these years
were formative for the episcopate, and indeed for the entire French church, in
yet another manner. From a long-term perspective, it is obvious that these
dynamic decades saw an unprecedented evolution in ideology and a veritable
outpouring of views, old and new, on the status of bishops, the theological
significance of their office and their duties and rights. Detailed arguments were
elaborated on the sacramental nature of episcopacy, the position of bishops
within the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the attendant privileges that this
bestowed on them. Episcopal jurisdiction proved a particularly thorny ques-
tion, with highly contradictory opinions offered on the exact nature and extent
of this power. Likewise, sustained, occasionally agonised, reflection took place
on the pastoral element of episcopacy, concentrating particularly on the pos-
sible features of a specifically episcopal spirituality and on the relationship
between episcopal administration and pastoral care.

That the episcopate flourished, after its unsteady start to the Bourbon
reign, was due in no small measure to the fact that it managed to use this debate
to construct referential principles that stacked into a mature and conscious ide-
ology of episcopal identity defining its status and behaviour within church and
society. Traditional visions of the episcopal vocation did not offer seventeenth-
century bishops the kind of guidance that would resolve the formidable 
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ambiguities of Tridentine government and hierarchy, the onerous complexities
involved in devising appropriate theological and spiritual inspirations for their
vocations, or the tensions between the sacred realm and a rising secular author-
ity. The episcopate’s impressive ability, therefore, to devise and defend its 
ideology does not simply reveal the trials, failures and achievements of its per-
sonal experience but, more expansively, actually throws light on the growing
pains of early modern catholicism.

There was, of course, nothing new in the fact that French bishops and
other churchmen felt the need to develop and express their conceptions of
episcopacy during the seventeenth century; such reflection was a traditional
element of the interplay between theology, canon law and ecclesiastical gov-
ernment. What was exceptional to this era, however, was the sheer range of
the opinions expressed on all aspects of episcopacy. Previously, debates tended
to focus on one particular feature of the office, as during the Great Schism,
when the papal–episcopal relationship held the attention of contemporary
churchmen. Certainly, no period before the seventeenth century had seen any-
thing like the expression of views which took place within France during this
era. In the later sixteenth century there had been practically no debate within
the French church, since bishops were principally preoccupied with anti-
Protestant polemics and especially with their efforts to survive during the
religious conflicts. In fact, those prelates who did seek to initiate reform during
these troubled years simply adopted the ideas of non-French reformers. 

The ending of the civil wars provides some explanation for why French
ideas on episcopacy underwent a remarkable upturn during the 1600s. Bishops’
energies were no longer monopolised by the Huguenot challenge and they were,
therefore, free to devote more time to reform and to reflection on their role
within the church and French society. But the more tranquil circumstances of
post-war France cannot be deemed the sole or even the most important factor
in this development. There were two fundamental reasons for the elaboration of
episcopal ideals during this era: first, the vigorous reform currents present
within the contemporary French church, which encouraged searching debate on
the functions and character of the episcopal office, and, second, the eagerness of
warring factions to elaborate and defend their opinions in the public domain.

Reform manifested itself in several ways throughout the Catholic church,
all of them driven by a belief that reorganisation and renewal were essential if
religion was to be restored to its former grandeur. In France, the seeds of this
movement were sown in the final decades of the 1500s, but the first half of the
following century proved to be the high point of reform initiatives that were
realised in the work of individual dévots and in foundations like the Company of
the Holy Sacrament. Like the laity and lower clergy, sections of the episcopate
were touched by the questing spirit of reform which characterised the French
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church and which moved individuals and groups to implement the ideas and
practices that would renew it. The Acarie circle’s search for a closer spiritual
relationship with God was just one expression of a wider phenomenon in
French society, one in which Catholics sought to relate their everyday lives
more closely to the divine. Seen in this light, the sustained concentration on the
formation of an episcopal spirituality designed to direct prelates in their min-
istry was part of the wider reform impetus within France. Equally, the sense
that ecclesiastical reform was an ever more urgent task prompted many bishops
to seek and adopt the Tridentine administrative practices that would enable
them to realise it within their dioceses. In turn, this disciplinary drive brought
new questions, and even dissension, on the precise level of authority that
prelates commanded over the clergy operating in those territories. The ques-
tion of bishops’ jurisdiction could prove crucial when pastoral visitations took
place, as they regularly did in many French dioceses during this period, or when
regulars pleaded privilege and challenged their bishop’s right to supervise their
sacramental activities. 

The reform of the clergy is perhaps the area most identifiable with the
French Catholic Reformation, and certainly it is a subject on which its instiga-
tors made significant and widely adopted contributions. While their primary
interest was the improvement of standards among the lower clergy, their teach-
ings could not but influence contemporary conceptions of episcopal authority
and hierarchical status. Ideas on episcopacy were disseminated in both oral 
and written form, through informal conversation, oratory, correspondence and
reflections as well as through published texts. Obviously, bishops like Camus
and Godeau were in the best possible position to express their opinions on, for
example, episcopal grace and droit divin, to their fellow bishops through per-
sonal exchanges as well as through their many published works. But the multi-
plicity of means to transmit ideas also favoured other churchmen, in particular
those individuals who were not members of the episcopate but who had direct
access to bishops. It was far easier for a popular and central figure like Vincent
de Paul to impress his thinking on prelates than for a relatively unknown 
regular or curé to do so. He and reformers like Bérulle, Condren, Olier and
Tronson were particularly well placed to communicate their views on the per-
fection of the episcopal state, its pre-eminent place within the ecclesiastical
hierarchy, the existence of episcopal grace and the extensive authority of
prelates, not only to the priests within their congregations but to the episcopate
itself. Through informal contacts within their circle of religious associates and
through formal publications their ideas passed rapidly into the episcopate to
become standard elements of its self-identity. They were also quickly adopted
by apologists of episcopacy among the lesser clergy, and by hagiographers like
Jean-Baptiste Noulleau. The reformers’ episcopal ideal was a pervasive
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influence on the French church, mainly because its channels of transmission
were so far-reaching and so comprehensive.

The leaders of the French school, therefore, possessed an undeniable
advantage in the diffusion of their ideas over other contemporary French epis-
copal theorists. This point touches on an important fact: the views of these
reformers were absorbed so quickly by the episcopate partly because their
message was one that bishops were only too willing to adopt. There was a nat-
ural correspondence between the aspirations of the episcopate and the ideas of
the reformers which was very obviously lacking in the relations between bish-
ops and either regulars or curés, both of whom limited episcopal jurisdiction in
order to protect their own status. The reformers’ reverence for episcopal
authority, grace and perfection flattered the office and those who held it,
enabling bishops and their apologists to defend episcopal authority and prestige
with pride. This was a particularly pertinent contribution given the demor-
alised state of the episcopate at the beginning of the century, and its impact was
to be felt quite early; the strong endorsements of the episcopate’s perfection
and authority during the early 1630s by the likes of Saint-Cyran, Hallier and Le
Maistre all borrowed heavily from Bérulle, and were particularly welcomed by
French bishops who felt the power and honour of their office to be under siege
from French and English regulars during the Smith crisis. Moreover, within
twenty years of this conflict they themselves moved to endorse explicitly the
droit divin of episcopal jurisdiction, which their apologists had adopted in the
Smith crisis. Once they did so, it was established as a fundamental element of
their episcopal theology.

Neither the reformers nor the bishops whose aspirations they answered,
however, had matters all their own way. Disputes over episcopal status had been
virtually unknown in the sixteenth century, with the possible exception of the
Protestant attacks on episcopacy itself. But from the 1620s onwards the history
of the French episcopate and church is punctuated with a catalogue of contro-
versies which brought contrasting theories of episcopacy into sharp relief in the
arena of ecclesiastical politics. The reciprocity between ideas and events cannot
be under-estimated, therefore: crises like the Smith and Formulary affairs
caused protagonists to develop new viewpoints, as well as to refine those
already held, and were absolutely essential to the development of the episco-
pate’s own ideological identity. Even though, for instance, neither regulars nor
curés, among the bishops’ most vociferous critics, may have succeeded in con-
vincing the episcopate to accept the force of their claims on episcopal authority
and ecclesiastical hierarchy over the course of the century, their willingness 
to elaborate and defend their opinions in the public domain was a vital element
in the bishops’ decision to develop and expose their own ideals. Each faction
perfectly realised the significance of their quarrels for their future and that of
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their church. Questions of episcopal jurisdiction and ecclesiastical hierarchy did
not merely affect the episcopate’s status; they also held dramatic repercussions
for the depth of the lower clergy’s liberty within dioceses and for their status
within the church’s governing hierarchy. It was logical enough, therefore, that
the passion of those quarrels should have pushed the episcopate towards the
point where it was willing, in the twelve articles of 1657, to deny officially and
unequivocally the contemporary claims which assumed the jurisdictional inde-
pendence of curés and which ascribed only limited episcopal authority over
them. Likewise, it was as a result of repeated regular denials, within dioceses
and in the Smith crisis, of bishops’ jurisdictional droit divin that the episcopate
expressly confirmed this theory in these articles.

The perennially thorny question of who should sit in judgement on bish-
ops is also an important example of the ways in which rival ideas interplayed
with landmark events to inspire and fortify the episcopate’s ideals. While the
Bérullian reformers did not directly address the question of whether bishops
were to be judged by their peers, they laid the groundwork by emphasising the
innate dignity of the episcopal office and the wisdom that it conferred on its
incumbents. But it was not until the papacy and crown were deemed to threaten
that dignity, by refusing to accept the episcopal right of trial by peers, that
French bishops developed a concerted justification of their privileges. While,
therefore, the basic principles of episcopal privilege, both as a general concept
and specifically in relation to judgement, were in place before the actual disputes
erupted, these clashes provided the opportunities for the episcopate to clarify
and define its position in the face of powerful opposition. Moreover, sustained
resistance to the episcopate’s view encouraged it to assume an increasingly 
hard-line stance in defence of its rights. 

One particularly significant consequence of the episcopate’s involvement
in these conflicts was the growing prestige and authority claimed for the
Assembly of Clergy. Its intervention and indeed its leadership in the incidents
related to episcopal jurisdiction, judgements of faith and the trial of bishops
from the 1620s onwards gradually enabled it to assume something like the
status of a national council, the voice of an episcopate that progressively
favoured the gallican doctrine of conciliarism. In the 1650s, the vexed issue of
Jansenism forced the episcopate to consider at length the extent of bishops’
rule in dioceses, a question that was already particularly pertinent to it in the
context of its acrimonious relations with the regulars and the papacy. By then
presenting the Assembly as a national council that spoke and acted on behalf of
all French bishops, its deputies were able to reconcile the principle of episco-
pal droit divin with their willingness to undermine the diocesan government of
individual bishops. Since the episcopal deputies spoke for the episcopate, the
opinion of the majority had to be accepted by all bishops as well as by those
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clergy below them in ecclesiastical rank. That assumption was heavily based 
on an understanding of the episcopate as a united corps within the church, a
collegial group with its own unique responsibilities and privileges.

Jansenism provided a context and reason for the increasing prominence of
the role of bishops as judges of doctrinal questions, both as individuals and in
unison. That episcopal responsibility was then perpetuated in the gallican
assembly of 1682 and cemented in its four Articles. But this emphasis on the
bishop’s ability to judge matters of faith was also a direct function of the dis-
semination of distinctive ideas on episcopacy by prominent clerical reformers
and thinkers, a point that again highlights the interplay of ideas with events in
the evolution of ideals of episcopacy. Just before and during the early years of
the Jansenist controversy, Olier had described the episcopal condition as one
that involved qualities of kingship, leadership and paternity: bishops were the
figures of greatest enlightenment and wisdom, bestowing these gifts upon those
below them in hierarchical rank. That principle is quite apparent in the stand
taken by both the Assembly prelates and their opponents, the Jansenist prelates,
in the Formulary affair. Like the Jansenist bishops, those prelates who supported
the Assembly’s position believed the responsibilities of bishops to include judg-
ing spiritual matters, according to their hierarchical position of authority and
wisdom. The Jansenist bishops attempted to fulfil this role within their dioce-
ses, but their behaviour proved absolutely unsatisfactory to the Assembly
deputies since, they believed, it permitted vacillation by theologically suspect
clergy. They desperately sought to force the quartet of recalcitrant bishops to
submit to the Assembly’s doctrinal judgements, on the basis that all bishops
were obliged to accept the decisions of those prelates who represented them in
this national council.

There were several contrasting views on the jurisdictional and theological
aspects of episcopacy within the French church during the seventeenth century,
with the differences among Bérullian reformers, regulars, curés, the papacy, the
state and the episcopate playing off one another in a way that caused bitter 
conflicts and polarisation within the church. Clearly, no universally shared
vision emerged, to which all sections of the French church were able to adhere,
although its bishops certainly held fast to a particular ideal of episcopacy which
they considered to be definitive. It is not suggested here that complete ideo-
logical unity existed within the episcopate: this was not always the case, as 
the dispute between the Jansenist bishops and the Assembly deputies over the
Formulary demonstrated. But the evidence indicates that certain views of 
episcopal hierarchy, jurisdiction, theology and spirituality came to dominate
the episcopate and were absorbed by most bishops. That process occurred to
such a significant extent that these beliefs became generally representative of
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episcopal ideals. The fact that bishops were increasingly theologically literate
certainly facilitated this, for they understood nuanced canonical and theological
arguments and were capable of formulating and defending their own claims.
Moreover, education was bound to encourage them to reflect on the status of
their office so that the supply of ideas from reformers, apologists and lower
clergy found a ready audience in members of the episcopate, anxious to develop
motivations, frameworks and goals for their ministries. Ideals on jurisdiction,
theology and spirituality had practical implications for the activities of bishops,
providing guidelines in disciplining clergy, in supervising religious beliefs and
practice and in supporting administrative routines through meditation, prayer
and reading.

Some key features of the bishops’ ideal were accepted as essential ele-
ments of all episcopal ideologies during this period. Undoubtedly the greatest
degree of unanimity occurred over the spiritual and pastoral features of epis-
copacy, with every contemporary contributor to the pool of discussion agree-
ing that the bishop should be inspired by a spiritual outlook proper to his
vocation. The Borromean-Salesian synthesis was recommended as the perfect
model for Catholic bishops in their personal lives, with many prelates con-
sciously endeavouring to cultivate its characteristic charity, intense ‘poverty of
spirit’ and administrative efficiency. However, it is clear from this that Bor-
romeo’s influence on the French church was neither as complete nor as clear-
cut as has traditionally been assumed. He was not adopted wholesale as a
model nor was he the sole important influence on bishops and the pastoral
ideal. The ‘Borromean prelate’ so beloved of generations of historians of the
seventeenth-century church really did not exist, for it is a laudatory and nar-
rowly conceived title principally based on the ability of a hardworking bishop
to introduce impressive Borromean administrative practices. So-called Bor-
romeans like Solminihac, Godeau, Pavillon and Caulet were the products of a
more sophisticated amalgam of episcopal archetypes than this. However, it is
not unexpected to find that a sliding scale operated when bishops actually
attempted to introduce elements of this ideal into their episcopates. Some, like
Solminihac, Alphonse Richelieu and Lascaris d’Urfé, needed the guidance of
their associates to temper their natural tendencies to overstretch themselves
physically, while others, like Anthime-Denis Cohon, adopted a pragmatic
approach that allowed them to fulfil some of the ideal’s demands while falling
short in others. But that flexibility was actually crucial to the acceptance of this
construction as an ideal for the episcopal life because it offered bishops free-
dom, albeit circumscribed, to live in society, to maintain reasonably comfort-
able living standards and to participate in secular affairs should the occasion
arise: in sum, it accommodated some of the demands that Bourbon society
placed on its prelates.
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The inclusive French vision was designed to overcome what were felt to
be the shortcomings of the late sixteenth-century tradition that had failed to
link successfully administrative duties with an appropriate spirituality. Without
needing to abandon all the material ease of French episcopal life, bishops were
encouraged to strive for perfection in virtue, and to cultivate a charitable love
of God and of their charges; through self-sacrifice, this affection would enable
them to fulfil the duties of their administration – government and teaching –
in God’s service. This conception of episcopal spirituality was based on the
premise that prelates formed the first rank within the ecclesiastical hierarchy
and that, therefore, they had a duty to act as the enlighteners of those below
them through word and example. The particular emphasis that this ideal placed
on teaching was undoubtedly a crucial factor in the growing episcopal concen-
tration on preaching within dioceses, and is closely related to wider develop-
ments in religious eloquence within the French church.1 When the preaching
patterns of bishops during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are com-
pared, the contrast is startling: while the possibility of a prelate ascending the
pulpit in the 1500s was sufficient to draw throngs of curious (and amazed) lis-
teners, it was a commonplace less than one hundred years later.2 Crowds still
descended on churches to hear skilled episcopal orators like Jean-Pierre Camus
and the celebrated Bossuet, but it was no longer an extraordinary spectacle.
The newly popular notion of preaching as a worthy and vital occupation for
bishops, and as a skill to be admired and valued, was quickly grasped by many
prelates who understood that this was a means of fulfilling the demands of their
office. Episcopal preaching came to be widely considered as both pre-eminent
and customary. 

While French churchmen agreed on the premier position of bishops
within the hierarchy as well as on the character of the spirituality that was to
motivate their pastorate, they managed, however, to concur about little else
concerning the functions and status of the office. The greatest difficulties arose
over questions of jurisdiction, particularly in relation to the interpretation and
implementation of Trent’s decrees. Certainly it was universally accepted that
bishops possessed powers of both order and jurisdiction. It was these that 
distinguished them from priests, although episcopacy, it was held, was not a
separate sacrament from the priesthood. But resolution of the long-disputed
issue of episcopal sacramentality did not help the French when they turned to
deal with the bishop’s jurisdictional authority in detail. For the episcopate
itself, the character of its jurisdiction was quite clear and was not conducive 
to compromise with its rivals. Bishops governed their dioceses according to
divine right and law. As the century progressed, and their efforts to interpret
and develop the reform decrees of Trent were opposed by regulars, bishops
began to adopt explicitly this theory to defend their leadership and disciplinary
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authority. The episcopate’s ideal prelate would resist, therefore, all efforts by
the papacy to interfere in diocesan government without his consent, on the
basis of his divinely granted power of jurisdiction.

For the bishops’ regular opponents and the papacy, however, prelates
should act as delegates of the pope, submitting to his superior and universal
authority over the entire church. Even more significantly, the discrepancies
between these two viewpoints rested not simply on different interpretations of
Trent’s decrees but, most fundamentally, on the competing conceptions of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy and the church which actually determined each party’s
attitude towards the Council’s programme: French bishops supported a monar-
chical style of government within dioceses, with episcopal jurisdiction over both
regular clergy and curés, while advocating a more collegial framework within the
church as a whole. This was wholly unacceptable to either French regulars or
the papacy since it allowed bishops far too independent a rein in their dioceses.
To the papacy’s dismay, it also offered them the upper hand in general church
government through ecumenical councils and severely restricted papal jurisdic-
tion over the whole church as well as within individual dioceses. In this, it was
related to the rising belief within the episcopate that bishops were empowered
by God to act as spiritual judges, both individually and corporately.

The episcopate’s view of its diocesan jurisdiction did not just create diffi-
culties for its relationship with the regulars and the papacy. It also ran contrary
to the hierarchical and governmental ideals proposed by French curés. While
they applauded episcopal independence from the papacy, the curés were equally
vociferous defenders of their own jurisdictional droit divin, though their claims
were successfully quashed by an alert episcopate in 1657. In addition, an
Assembly progressively dominated by the episcopate meant that in future the
opinions of curés and regulars counted for less in its deliberations and decisions
and, therefore, in the official policies of the French church. These tussles over
jurisdiction with the papacy and regulars as well as with the curés produced a
strong sense of collegiality within the episcopate, of unity in the face of adver-
sity, and the conviction that all bishops must protect the rights and powers of
their office for future generations. 

Again, altercations with the state usually hinged on acrimonious jurisdic-
tional issues, with the episcopate considering its role to be that of defender of
the church against the aggressive and unwarranted jurisdictional incursions of
the secular realm. Disputes of this sort, whether over the trial of bishops or
over appels comme d’abus, served not only to develop cohesion and self-identity
within episcopal ranks but also to encourage a sense of episcopal responsibility
for the well-being of the entire church, rather than just the episcopate. This
was the ideal advocated by bishops themselves and by those who published
works on episcopacy but, in practice, it really occurred only in church–state
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disputes. Excluding the Jansenist bishops, the episcopate’s clashes with the
papacy and lower clergy tended to focus purely on defending the rights of 
bishops, rather than on the more pastoral issue of universal church welfare.
Although the tendency of the Assembly prelates to act as spiritual judges was
at least partly inspired by a desire to guide the faithful in questions of salvation,
it was principally motivated by their wish to play a prominent role in ecclesi-
astical government and by the belief that the pope was not the sole judge and
authoritative voice within the Catholic church.

It is apparent, therefore, that there were acute tensions between the
vision of the ideal bishop formulated by the French episcopate and its close 
associates like Olier and de Paul and the ideals of the lower clergy, the papacy
and the crown. French bishops and their apologists certainly clung fast to an
episcopal ideal that neatly answered their qualms about the functions and status
of prelates: it was built on the twin foundations of jurisdictional power and 
pastoral duty, though they were conceived in a way that ascribed substantial
freedom of action to bishops. While a bishop had certain obligations according
to which he defended his office and the church, acted as an enlightening and
inspirational force towards his charges and strove to live a life of charitable 
sacrifice for God, he also, by virtue of the elevated status of his position, held
certain immutable privileges which could never be questioned. While the epis-
copate’s opponents accepted that, in principle, a bishop had duties and rights,
they interpreted these in a different way from the episcopate. For regulars and
Rome, prelates should act in a delegatory fashion, leaving supreme government
to the pope. Curés and the crown, in contrast, agreed with bishops that their
jurisdiction was not held from the pope. Yet they too conceived their own juris-
diction in a way which benefited them but left a sensitive episcopate feeling
short-changed of its legitimate power.

Despite the fact that no ideology of episcopacy or even an image of the accom-
plished bishop to which all parties could enthusiastically adhere developed
during the course of the century, it is evident that, supported by leading figures
within reform circles, the bishops succeeded in imposing their view of episco-
pacy and consequently of the role and status of bishops on their ecclesiastical
opponents and even, to some extent, on the French crown itself. This does not
mean that they managed to convince their adversaries that their ideas were cor-
rect or even that resistance to their opinions evaporated entirely since, as we
have seen, this was certainly not the case. However, the bishops proved to be
tenacious defenders of their position and, significantly, it had become more 
difficult by the 1660s for rival views to be aired and to have any real influence.
It was the episcopate’s ideals which imprinted themselves upon the French
church and which shaped its governing and hierarchical structure.
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The success of the episcopate in ensuring that its views dominated the
French church is palpably obvious in the latter half of the seventeenth century.
By this time, the bishops had succeeded in silencing the claims of curés for inde-
pendent government in their parishes by facing down the Parisian curés and
their provincial associates during the later 1650s. Although this stand-off was
the climax of curial grievances voiced since the 1620s, the episcopate’s show of
force at this stage meant that the authority of bishops over their parish clergy
was firmly defined for the future. Thereafter, curés would nurse festering griev-
ances against what they considered to be an autocratic episcopate and an unjust
system of ecclesiastical government that failed to allow them their due
influence. Yet it is no coincidence that the 1650s were to offer the final occa-
sion, before the Revolutionary years, on which they would attempt to defy
their hierarchical superiors by acting as a corps. The outburst of opposition by
curés against their bishops that characterised the late eighteenth century was a
direct, and naturally unintended, result of an episcopal ideology that excluded
curés from an effective voice in government, but it was a tribute to the intense
potency of this ideology that it took so long for the parish clergy to regain the
corporate unity of action displayed during the 1650s.3 So too the episcopate
had, through the seventeenth century, successfully repulsed all efforts by both
French regulars and the papacy to restrict its diocesan jurisdiction and had 
produced several declarations in the Assembly which endorsed its view of juris-
dictional droit divin. These it regarded as binding on the French church. Regu-
lars continued to oppose their bishops’ authority within dioceses but with
decreasing hope of having their claims upheld as legitimate. In practice, it was
the bishops’ ideal of episcopal control of hierarchical functions that was being
progressively imposed upon the French church. Very importantly too, there
were growing indications that the crown favoured the episcopate’s view of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy and government, despite occasionally upholding regu-
lars’ appels against bishops through the provincial parlements. Indeed, the 1669
arrêt d’Agen and the 1695 edict confirming episcopal jurisdiction over regular
and curial sacramental activities and preaching cemented that tendency.

In also ensuring that the privileges associated with their ecclesiastical rank
were protected, bishops managed to impress their views upon the French
church. Any effort by the papacy to try bishops in a form that the episcopate
deemed contrary to their elevated rank was successfully rebutted, so that it was
the bishops’ claims which were carried. Although, therefore, the papacy might
in the future attempt to challenge these, it would be extremely difficult for it to
succeed in doing so, faced with a united episcopate and a French church that had
for decades withstood such on the basis of well-constructed and forceful argu-
ments. In tandem, the episcopate had managed to refute Rome’s efforts to use
papal privileges as a means by which the papacy could increase its jurisdictional
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sway in dioceses, and had embraced a doctrine of conciliarism and of spiritual
judgement that rode roughshod over any papal pretensions to dogmatic autoc-
racy. By the time the episcopate signed the Articles of 1682, its relationship
with the papacy had become so taut that the views enshrined in three of its Arti-
cles were simply the expression of a defiant episcopal ideology matured over the
course of several decades. These conclusions incline one to caution in consid-
ering the rhetoric of absolutism that surrounded the papacy as the Tridentine
era progressed.4 The seventeenth century is generally considered to have been
one of the pivotal historical periods in which Rome steadily consolidated its
power throughout the church, by centralising government and forcing obedi-
ence to its will. Yet care should be taken in judging the success of this process,
for it is clear that, thanks to the independently-minded leaders of the French
church, the papacy fought a losing battle to stamp its authority on one of the
largest European territories of the Catholic church. Of course, the bishops
were not alone in contributing to that outcome, for Richerist curés, the
Jansenists and the crown certainly played their part in handicapping papal inter-
ventions in French ecclesiastical affairs. The episcopate led the way, however,
for by successfully assuming such hawkish opposition to papal interventions in
episcopal and ecclesiastical government it consistently made a robust and
exemplary stand against the papacy’s pretensions to supreme rule.

Even the increasingly powerful Bourbon state was, to some extent, pro-
gressively coloured by the ideology professed by its bishops. In the Retz
episode, the bishops’ strenuous criticism of Mazarin’s plan to judge the 
disgraced cardinal in the secular courts ultimately resulted in the crown’s 
abandonment of the planned procedure, for fear of arousing further episcopal
opposition. Undoubtedly too, the episcopate’s independent and moderately
gallican stance towards the papacy could only have pleased the crown. On the
complicated question of church–state jurisdictional boundaries, however, the
French monarchy proved unwilling to accept the bishops’ claim that the crown
should avoid any unsolicited interference in ecclesiastical causes, which they
alone, as the leaders of the church, should resolve. Although the crown paid lip
service to the bishops’ persistent calls for royal endorsement of this view, it
palpably failed to translate it into practice and repeatedly supported its offi-
cials, in one way or another, when they intervened in spiritual matters. Even
the Assembly, with its growing prestige as the mouthpiece of the episcopate
and the French church, was unable to force the crown to adopt policies which
would limit secular intervention in ecclesiastical causes. Of course, it did not
help that the bishops themselves regularly blurred the boundaries that they had
erected by appealing to the secular arm and by immersing themselves in tem-
poral affairs. The consequences of that contradictory behaviour became only
too evident as the crisis over the régale unfolded into the Gallican Articles and
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the bishops spectacularly failed to protect their church from the monarchy’s
voracious appetite for power. In the eighteenth century, that pattern would be
perpetuated as the parlements redoubled their efforts to draw the church under
their jurisdictional wings and as the crown, once again, became involved in a
new outbreak of the Jansenist conflict.5 However, the decisive steps that ush-
ered in those developments were made by an earlier generation: the episco-
pate’s sustained failure, over the course of the previous century, to impose its
view on the crown marked a critical progression in the increasing influence of
the French state over the church, since it was only the bishops, as the most
powerful group within the clergy, who could have any hope of halting secular
intervention in ecclesiastical affairs. 

The crown’s reluctance to accept the bishops’ view of ecclesiastical–
secular jurisdiction is illuminating when we consider why it actually did accept
so many features of the ideology espoused by the episcopate and by its close
supporters. It proved willing to embrace those ideas which suited and benefited
it or, at least, which did not have any obvious detrimental effect on royal power.
From Henri IV onwards, the crown proved progressively attuned to reform-
ers’ calls for worthy nominations to episcopal seats, using the basic criteria,
from the 1516 Concordat, that appointees should be of mature age, in orders
and men of virtue. Its attitude was not entirely utilitarian and opportunistic
since Louis XIII, Anne of Austria and even Louis XIV were swayed by the relig-
ious arguments of prominent reformers. All the leading reformers were closely
linked to the crown, corresponding with ministers and monarchs and even, in
one or two cases, filling positions within the Conseil de Conscience. They were
thus in an ideal position to influence royal opinion and policy and they grasped
every opportunity for doing so. Like the episcopate itself, the crown could not
fail to be affected by the climate of reform prevalent in France and mediated by
its religious advisors. With the royal family and ministers like Richelieu per-
sonally close to charismatic and dedicated reformers, appointments regularly
took on a personal importance for salvation and divine service, as well as being
an important means of extending monarchical power. As Jean Eudes repeatedly
reminded the queen regent, Anne of Austria, it was her duty to provide the
church with worthy bishops, an obligation for which God would ultimately
judge her.6 Richelieu made the same point in his Testament.7

Obviously, it suited the crown to promote men who were educated vir-
tuous, mature and experienced administrators, since it was well aware that
bishops with these qualities could be depended on to promote religious and
social order in their dioceses. Of course, new bishops did not always fulfil the
reformers’ criteria, and the episcopate would continue to have many men of
whom those like de Paul disapproved. Appointments could still be subject to
the petty whims of leading politicians and churchmen, a classic example being
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Archbishop Harlay’s blockage of Fénelon’s elevation to no fewer than two dio-
ceses (Poitiers and La Rochelle). Although the archbishop justified his action
on the basis that the young abbot was tinged with Jansenism, it was well known
that the reality was far less pure: the snub was a bitter personal revenge for
Fénelon’s previous rejection of Harlay’s friendship and his alignment with
Bossuet, an enemy of the archbishop.8 In general, however, the result of the
crown’s efforts to measure its nominees against set ecclesiastical criteria was
the emergence of a far more uniform episcopate by the mid-1600s.9

The improved standards in appointments and in the quality of episcopal
tenure were marks of the impression that the reformers’ ideals made upon 
the episcopate, the church and the crown. Yet even as its impact was felt, the
entire climate of reform began to grow distinctly cooler. At its height, a host
of reformers had worked ceaselessly, individually and within organisations, to
provide bishops with inspirational ideas of episcopal leadership, virtue and pas-
toral care, and had persistently encouraged them to emulate the examples of
those who fulfilled them. As its leaders, like Olier and Eudes, died out, their
places were not taken by others with the same genius for inspiring and direct-
ing the episcopate. It is fair to wonder why later ecclesiastics like Bossuet or
Fénelon, well positioned and always with pens to hand, failed to perpetuate the
creative fervour of the reform movement, and to show the same concern with
presenting and constructing episcopal visions for their fellow bishops to put
into practice. On the one hand, there is no doubt that the radical dwindling of
the entire reform movement in the later 1600s actually had a similar effect on
the energy channelled towards episcopal rejuvenation. But, generally, one
could not accuse either Bossuet or Fénelon of insouciance in his piety or in his
eagerness to engage in spiritual debate through publication on a myriad of
topics, so it is equally probable that they and others simply did not feel the need
to expand on an episcopal ideal that already appeared to have been developed
to its optimum condition. In turn, that pastoral and spiritual image fitted into
a broad understanding of episcopacy that provided bishops with a profound
sense of self-identity through which their position and role within church 
and society were both manifested and justified. It would continue to shape 
episcopal actions and attitudes until the coming of the Revolution, but its
unquestioned, and rather complacent, adoption as a fully matured ideology
meant that it lost the dynamic capacity for evolution that had been such a 
significant ingredient in its growth and success.

The path taken by the episcopate towards its ideology illuminates the com-
plexities of implementing Tridentine reform, with its potentialities for rivalry
and suspicion as well as inspirational theological and spiritual visions, and the 
difficulties of accommodating those ideals to secular society. It was immensely
difficult for the episcopate to formulate an identity that would not injure other
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parties in the church, not to mention the state’s representatives. Its attempts to
do so occasionally met with praise, but more often than not they produced acri-
monious debates which, as those involved knew perfectly well, would possibly
determine the locations of power and privileges within the church and society.
Ultimately, therefore, the episcopate’s adoption of a comprehensive ideology of
episcopacy had its effect not just on bishops themselves but also on the lower
clergy, the papacy and the crown. For this reason, it is obvious that the seven-
teenth century was a formative period not just for the character of the episcopate
itself but for that of the French church in general. Although that church had
always been hierarchically structured it was now more rigidly stratified than ever,
with a powerful episcopate, sure of its leadership and furnished with potent 
theological and canonical arguments to defend this. On these bases, this was, in
fact, a church that could truly be termed episcopal, for its bishops’ ideology
shaped the path and outcome of virtually every major event punctuating its devel-
opment. Significantly, the lower clergy were increasingly finding it practically
impossible to challenge the episcopate’s views of jurisdiction, so that within the
ecclesiastical sphere, the bishops stood out as the dominant forces in government
and the sources of enlightenment for all the faithful. To be truly and thoroughly
episcopal, however, the church would have needed complete independence from
the crown, and neither it nor its episcopal leadership secured that. After it had
successfully resisted what it considered to be unwarranted papal attacks on its
privileges and powers, the sole force of which the episcopate might be wary was
apparently the Bourbon government, with its unbounded enthusiasm for inter-
vening in ecclesiastical causes. Yet, in general, with a coherent ideology upon
which to base their ministry, bishops could afford, as the seventeenth century
drew to a close, to be confident in their position, assured of their ecclesiastical
and social prestige and secure in the strength of their leadership.
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