
Chivalry and the Church 

Taking the code of chivalry out of historical context, misinterpreting its purpose and judging it 
with today’s standards, some may say that Chivalry is chauvinistic. That it represents a male 
dominated world, objectifies women and that the idea of courtly love undermines women. That 
to be a man, one had to go off and fight and that to be a woman, one had to be a damsel in 
distress. Could not be more wrong. 

Coming out of the reign of Charlemagne and others in the early Middle Ages, the society had a 
major problem with the violence of the warrior classes. Many of the nobles and the land lords 
ruled over the populace with a somewhat iron fist, taking extravagant taxes and engaging in 
constant fights and wars with neighboring lords for land and riches. The church attempted to take 
the Warrior Ethos out of the idea of a warrior knight and redirect it towards the concepts of love, 
service, honor and bravery. 

First, an attempt to scold the Knights and the warrior classes. They issued a number of 
pronouncements or decrees, designed to stop the warrior classes from fighting, or at least contain 
it minimizing the casualties and detrimental effect to the general population. The most famous 
case is what we today call the “Peace and Truce of God”. The “Peace of God” was a 
proclamation made in 989 at the Council of Charroux. A proclamation banning war in churches 
and sacred places and that the defenseless, those who are not bearing arms during a war, were 
not to be attacked by any one of the warrior classes. The “Truce of God” comes in the year 1027 
during the Synod of Elne in Southern France. The “Truce of God” proclaims that Knights were 
not allowed to fight on certain days. For example, they couldn't flight on Sabbath or on holy days 
or during certain times of the year, like during excessive drought periods. There were also other 
scolding texts designed by the church to sort of wag its finger at the warrior classes for its 
warrior desires and bloodthirstiness. Not surprisingly, these books and the “Peace and Truce of 
God” only had a limited effect because noble classes don't really like to be scolded. 

The second approach was to redirect the energies of the warrior classes to something nobler. The 
ideal that a knight was supposed to live by, bravery, honesty, virtue, giving oneself to a virtuous 
woman and doing whatever she bids you do. To listen to someone in the castle who doesn't seek 
warfare and battle, someone that will send you on more noble errands, errands that are more 
worthy of your prowess. These virtues were invented, codified and shaped by the poets and the 
writers who were associated with the church. 

The legends of King Arthur 

The Arthurian legends, stories that revolve around the character of King Arthur, are an essential 
part of Western literature. A blend of mythology and medieval romance, they feature such well-
known elements as the magic sword Excalibur, the Knights of the Round Table, the romance of 
Lancelot and Guinevere, and the search for the Holy Grail. 

One of the most important people responsible for the development of those stories was Chretien 
de Troyes (Christian of Troy). He was an author that lived and wrote in and around the mid-12th 
century. Today we may call him a troubadour, a public performer of songs, sonnets and poems. 



Christian however was the chaplain to Marie de France, Countess of Champaign. He wrote a 
number of different stories, two of them, possibly the best know, are “Lancelot, the Knight of the 
Cart” and “Perceval, the Story of the Grail”. 

In “Lancelot, the Knight of the Cart”, the story centers on Lancelot's rescue of Guinevere after 
she has been abducted by Meleagant, the son of Bademagu. It deals with Lancelot's trials 
rescuing Guinevere, and his struggles to balance his duties both as a warrior and a lover bound 
by conventions. He falls in love with his friend’s wife, the Queen, Guinevere, an adulterous act 
of betrayal to his friend and King. What is notable in the story, he doesn't go and murder his 
Lord, take the throne and take Guinevere for himself, but instead he seeks glory and honor and 
he seeks to win her respect by doing good. By following the proper chivalric code, no blood is 
shed in the Arthurian house and rather Lancelot sublimates and suppresses his impure desires for 
something that is pure. The Chivalric ideals introduced are to follow those whom you love, listen 
to them and should jealousy, should envy, should any of the basic desires rise up as it did for 
Lancelot, suppress it, push it down, fight against those and instead fight for virtue and nobility 
and all the virtues of chivalry itself. 

“Perceval, the Story of the Grail” is dedicated to Philip, Count of Flanders, to whom Christian 
was attached in his last years. It was left unfinished because of the death of either Philip in 1191, 
while crusading at Acre, or Chretien himself. He finished only 9,000 lines of the work, but four 
successors of varying talents added 54,000 additional lines in what are known as the Four 
Continuations. It is an allegory where Percival, this knight, this warrior, is being encouraged not 
to use his strength to go after his own gain, to use his honor in his glory, but to go after the cup 
of Christ. The story itself though this quest for the Holy Grail is a desire to see a knight using 
his prowess for good. 

Another important point about Christians works, beyond the allegorical interpretations and 
beyond the obvious impact of the church, is that it is written in common French, something very 
unusual at the time, in an attempt to reach and educate a much broader audience on the ideal of 
Chivalry. 

The Song of Roland 

The Song of Roland (French: La Chanson de Roland) is an epic poem of unknown author. It is 
the oldest surviving major work of French literature and exists in various manuscript versions, 
testament to its enormous and enduring popularity in the 12th to 14th centuries. It describes the 
8th century Knights of the Dark Ages and the battles fought by the Emperor Charlemagne. 
Originally written and modified multiple times between 1040-1100, described the betrayal of 
Count Roland at the hand of Ganelon. Roland was a loyal defender of his Lord Charlemagne 
and his code of conduct became understood as a code of chivalry. The Code of Chivalry 
described in the Song of Roland dictates: 

• To fear God and maintain His Church 
• To serve the liege lord in valor and faith 
• To protect the weak and defenseless 
• To give succor to widows and orphans 



• To refrain from the wanton giving of offense 
• To live by honor and for glory 
• To despise pecuniary reward 
• To fight for the welfare of all 
• To obey those placed in authority 
• To guard the honor of fellow knights 
• To eschew unfairness, meanness and deceit 
• To keep faith 
• At all times to speak the truth 
• To persevere to the end in any enterprise begun 
• To respect the honor of women 
• Never to refuse a challenge from an equal 
• Never to turn the back upon a foe 

Of the seventeen entries in the Knights Codes of Chivalry, according to the Song of Roland, at 
least 12 relate to acts of chivalry as opposed to combat. Also, notably multiple entries refer to the 
Church. 

The Duke of Burgundy 

In 1430 Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, established the Order of the Golden Fleece to 
celebrate his marriage to the Portuguese princess Isabella and the prosperous and wealthy 
domains united in his person, which ran from Belgium to Switzerland. As part of its charter, the 
Duke of Burgundy defined the knight's twelve chivalric virtues as: 

• Faith 
• Charity 
• Justice 
• Sagacity 
• Prudence 
• Temperance 
• Resolution 
• Truth 
• Liberality 
• Diligence 
• Hope 
• Valour 

 

OSMTH Modern Code of Chivalry 

In 2004, the Grand Magisterial Council defined chivalry with a list of 20 “duties and charges”, 
covering the above mentioned virtues and dictations. In October 2015 it was revised to “The 
Modern Code of Chivalry for Members of the Order”. 



• Love, honour and fear Almighty God. Defend the Christian faith. 
• Be loyal and serviceable to your country, your Order and their interests. 
• Prefer honour to wealth. Pursue justice and truth in word and deed. Cherish truth, virtue 

and honesty. 
• Seek to give no willing cause of offence to any but, while opposing wrong and injustice, 

deport yourself courteously, gently and affably to all 
• Be of an open and liberal heart, a bounteous hand and especially devote yourself to the 

poor in Christ Jesus. 
• Raise the fallen standard of chivalrous honour and strive for the welfare of your sisters, 

brothers and all humanity, however much self may suffer in the contest. 

Crisis in today’s society 

Through the ages, societies have gone through periods of distancing from the Word of God and  
moral crisis. Today is certainly one of those times. Much of the popular music, TV shows and 
the media, are promoting the wrong values, negatively affecting the masses and especially 
among the most vulnerable, the youth. Furthermore, today we live in a global society, where the 
news and trends are no longer confined by limited geographical borders, but are spreading 
quickly across the planet and affecting much wider audience. 

History once again is repeating itself. Much like the Middle Ages, only through education and 
guidance we will be able to change the culture and become a more civil society. It is our duty to 
promote those values! It is a process that takes long time but is imperative that the future 
generations continue to have those values and look back to our times as periods of positive 
transformation, as we look back at the Middle Ages and Renaissance. 

 


