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The Great Schism of 1054 

The history of the Roman Catholic Church has seen many controversies over the years, 

whether over teachings, actions, or beliefs many of these conflicts were eventually solved and 

looked passed. However, after a series of disagreements between the Roman and Byzantine 

Empires in years prior, actions taken by both sides regarding power and practices, as well as 

wording of the Nicene Creed and past doctrine, led to a split between the East and the West. The 

East-West Schism of 1054 led Pope Leo IX and Patriarch Michael I to excommunicate one 

another due to disagreements over papal power resulting in two separate churches being formed: 

the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church. The history of this schism has led 

to modern day Popes still acting on this pivotal moment in the Catholic Church’s history.  

In the 1040’s Norman troops invaded and conquered the then Byzantine ruled land of 

Southern Italy. Under Norman rule the Greek (Eastern) Bishops were removed and replaced with 

Latin (Western) ones. This switch from East to West created a great deal of controversy as well 

as confusion among the people of Southern Italy. The causes of these conflicts and confusions 

included “the proper form of the liturgy and other external matters. Differences over clerical 

marriage, the bread used for the Eucharist, days of fasting” (Dennis 2).  These issues would go 

unaddressed until 1052, just four years after the French Bishop Pope Leo IX was elected, when 

Patriarch Michael I caught wind of what was taking place in Constantinople. “When Cerularius 

heard the Normans were forbidding Greek customs in Southern Italy, he retaliated, in 1052 by 
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closing the Latin churched in Constantinople”( Dennis 2). Patriarch Michael I, angered by this, 

denounced the West, the priesthood, and the pope through  “a letter from Archbishop Leo of 

Ochrid”(Mayne 134) “for observing Jewish rites through their celebration of the Eucharist with 

azymes, the same kind of unleavened bread used for Passover”(Whalen 1). Due to this 

accusation from the East and the fact that during the 11th century the West had entered into what 

is now known as the “ecclesiastical reform movement”(Whalen 4), the Pope was put into a 

position where it became necessary to “define the sacraments of the Christian faith and to 

safeguard them against those who threatened…destroy, or pollute their efficacy”(Whalen 5). The 

accusation made by Patriarch Michael I not only accused Rome of religious error but it 

questioned what Pope Leo IX and Rome understood to be their direct jurisdiction over the 

church. “Basing his claims on his succession from St. Peter, the pope asserted his direct 

jurisdiction over the entire church, East as well as West” (Dennis 3) this claim, as well as the 

accusations from the Patriarch resulted in a Papal reply from Leo IX, which is believed by 

historians to have been written by Cardinal Humbert himself (Mayne 134). The Papal reply was 

then taken to Constantinople with the Pope’s legation of Humbert, Fredrick of Lorraine, Peter of 

Amalfi and a “circle of like-minded churchmen to make Rome’s claims…that stressed both the 

unity of the Church and the universal authority of the Roman papacy over it”(Whalen 6).  

After a journey of about six weeks, in 1054, Pope Leo IX’s legation arrived in 

Constantinople, more specifically the imperial palace of Pigi where they both stayed and debated 

with their Greek opponents (Mayne 135). These debates covered not just the accusations of both 

sides but also included the Latin doctrine of “filioque”, which was added to the Nicene Creed by 

the Latin’s without consent of a universal Church council. “Filioque” or Latin for “and from the 

son” was a matter that dealt with the Holy Spirit, and from who it preceded.  The Greeks 
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believed that the Holy Spirit preceded from God the Father, while the Latin’s believed the Holy 

Spirit came from the Father and the Son.  However, it was the problem of azymes that angered 

Humbert and the other papal legates (Whalen 17). On June 24th the debates took place publicly at 

the Studion monastery in front of the Emperor; however, Patriarch Michael I failed to show 

entirely (Mayne 4). A few weeks later “on Saturday July, 16th 1054… Cardinal Humbert, legate 

of Pope Leo IX, strode in to the Cathedral of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, right up to the 

main altar, and placed on it a parchment that declared the Patriarch of Constantinople… to be 

excommunicated”(Dennis 2). This parchment was known as a bull of excommunication, and 

shortly after finding out about this the Patriarch responded by excommunicating Humbert and 

the other papal legates as well. While on the way back to Rome, just around 35 miles out of 

Constantinople, the Popes legates were stopped by a courier and were asked to return due to the 

fact that the Patriarch wished to speak with them at Hagia Sophia in yet another council (Mayne 

2). When they arrived back in Constantinople the Emperor stepped in, “when the Emperor 

learned that Kerullarios (Patriarch Michael Kerullarios) had denied him his customary right to be 

present at a meeting held in such a public place, he began to fear for the legate… sent them home 

again, refusing…the proposed council” (Mayne 136). As a result, riots broke out within in the 

city and on Sunday July 24th the Patriarch publicly recited and cursed the papal legates for their 

actions as they were on their way back to Rome. However, actions taken by Humbert involving 

the bull of excommunication and its validity were soon after questioned. (Mayne 145)  

Pope Leo IX died April 19th, 1054, months before the excommunication was carried out 

by Humbert, and the questions arose, “First, had the legates the power to excommunicate in the 

Pope’s name? Secondly, did they lose such power on the Pope’s death? “ (Mayne 145). Due to 

fact that the power to excommunicate was normally granted “ad hoc”, or “for this situation”, and 
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because of its wide use in 1054 there is no way to determine if had actually been given to 

Cardinal Humbert by Pope Leo IX. Just as the first, there is no clear answer for the second 

question, there are several examples of power being extended and expressed even after the death 

of the Pope. Richard Mayne states that these examples are “inappropriate, since they are cases of 

deliberate extension, since they apply to different kinds of legates” (Mayne 145).  Problems 

between the East and West continued throughout the years until Pope Innocent III and his 

priority of “reunification of the Church” focused on the Holy land (Madden 727). The Crusades 

went by sea through the Adriatic and Aegean Seas and then into Venice and then to 

Constantinople. The Crusades then, while the reason is still debated to this day, attacked and 

conquered Constantinople; however, some historians believe: “When the Byzantines murdered 

Alexius IV, they not only shocked the crusaders’…they brought down the entire contractual 

structure of the crusade”, or the side taken by many modern historians of western Europe: “taken 

the side of the Byzantium, blaming Venetian greed, papal ambition…for diverting the Fourth 

Crusade… to Constantinople”(Madden 741). While the exact reason for the sack of 

Constantinople is unknown, the events that took place from 1040-1204, especially 1054, between 

the West and East that created this split has both remained to this day and has been touched on 

by modern day Popes.  

Up until the 2000s, a formal apology had never been released from the church for 

“wrongdoings” throughout its history; however, on April 12, 2000 Pope John Paul II declared a 

“Day of Pardon”. The Pope held a “ ceremony of reconciliation between Patriarch Athenagoras 

of Constantinople… regretting the sins of the 1054 division between East and West”( Dimmler, 

Sheler 1). Then in 2001, Pope John Paul II made a trip to Greece; when he arrived the streets 

were empty and not one Greek Orthodox leader was at the airport to meet him. The Pope then 



	   5	  

met with Orthodox Archbishop Christodoulos. “The pontiff sat silently with head bowed… 

Greek church leader read grievances and demanded that the Church of Rome apologize… 

offenses that ‘poison the atmosphere’ between Catholics and Orthodox Christians”; the Pope 

then asked for pardon for the sack of Orthodox Constantinople in 1204, as well as asking for 

forgiveness for every sin a Catholics had committed against Orthodox Christians (Dimmler, 

Sheler 1). The Pope and Archbishop then met after and prayed together which breaks an 

Orthodox taboo against joint prayer with Catholics (Dimmler, Sheler 1), as it would seem that 

peace has finally come between the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches.  

The result of the East-West Schism of 1054 left not only a split in the Catholic Church 

that is still present today, but resulted in countless councils, excommunications, and deaths. The 

split benefited neither side, as the problems of “filioque” and azymes have since been resolved. 

However, the split has led modern day popes, such as John Paul II, to issue both an apology and 

take a visit to Greece in order to seek pardon for “occasions past and present” of the Catholic 

Church against Orthodox Christians. While it may seem that problems behind the schism have 

not been solved, we must not forget the reason for which it began in the first place. The differing 

views in papal power, as well certain topics such as “filioque” and azymes led Pope Leo IX and 

Patriarch Michael I to excommunicate one another, which as a result has left us with the modern 

day churches of both Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox Christians.  
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