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MAKING BISHOPS IN TRIDENTINE FRANCE:  THE EPISCOPAL IDEAL OF JEAN-PIERRE CAMUS 

 

Abstract 

The experience of Jean-Pierre Camus, a reforming bishop in seventeenth-century France, highlights the problematic 

ambivalences present within French Catholic reform after the Council of Trent:  the persistent tensions between bishops, the 

papacy and lower clergy over the most effective means of achieving renewal and the most appropriate forms of 

ecclesiastical government, as well as the growing emphasis upon episcopal perfection within an episcopate that was, 

paradoxically, closely linked to politics and secular society.  His publications on episcopacy provide an insight into the 

motivations and beliefs of a prominent episcopal reformer and into the ecclesiastical culture of seventeenth-century France.  

This article seeks to demonstrate that Camus’ episcopal ideal was a coherent adaptation of traditional and contemporary 

views produced in response to post-Trent circumstances and that the bishop’s published views had a significant impact upon 

his fellow prelates and their relationship with the papacy.  
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Jean-Pierre Camus’ lengthy episcopal career (1609-52) coincided with the decisive decades of Catholic renewal in 

early modern France, years of major development within the Church in regard to reform of the higher and lower clergy and 

the standardisation of religious life amongst the faithful.  The basis of that reform was the Council of Trent which, between 

1545 and 1563, provided a programme which shaped ecclesiastical practice within the Catholic Church for several 

centuries.  Its most obvious innovation was to devise an organisational strategy, based upon the office of bishop, which was 

designed to restore religious and moral discipline to the clergy and laity and perhaps regain some of the souls lost to 

protestantism.  The Council’s entire programme of institutional reform was built upon the episcopal office, and called upon 

bishops to discipline their clergy through synods and visitations, to preach regularly and, of course, to reside permanently 

within their dioceses.1  In the decades following the Council, many bishops throughout Catholic Europe strove to implement 

its decrees and to organise their ministries according to the precepts which it had laid down.2  But, as we shall see, although 

designed to guide bishops, these precepts opened up new dilemmas for them;  the experience of Bishop Camus, as revealed 

through his extensive writings, demonstrates this particularly vividly.  Equally, his experience provides a window onto the 

structural and organisational difficulties which plagued the emerging Tridentine Church in France. 

Camus was representative of many Tridentine bishops who, while welcoming the Council’s decrees, regarded them 

as inadequate for the practical requirements of bishops.  Many of them came to realise that the Council of Trent did not 

offer a comprehensive treatment of episcopacy in all its facets but concentrated principally upon the administrative 

responsibilities of prelates.  The Council presented the role of the bishop in overwhelmingly legalistic and jurisdictional 

terms, a product of Trent’s emphasis upon implementing an efficient ecclesiastical governmental structure.  By contrast, it 

presented only the bare bones of an episcopal theology to support the comprehensively listed duties of government and 

discipline.  Administration was just one aspect of episcopacy, if a crucial one, and post-Tridentine bishops both in and out 

of France were well aware of this fact.  It was for this reason that a number of works on the officium episcopi were 

published during the late sixteenth century, envisaged as guidebooks for bishops on the spiritual and practical aspects of 

their office.  The driving forces behind works on episcopacy during this period were, not surprisingly, prelates themselves.  

A number of them produced texts based upon their own practical experiences and reflections and attempted to provide an 

episcopal spirituality to inspire and supplement administrative action.3  

As a general council, Trent would seem to have been the ideal occasion for a theology of episcopacy to be officially 

defined, particularly since the Council’s decrees concentrated so much on the notion of episcopal government.  There were 

very obvious reasons, however, why the Council failed to provide a full theology, with the result that, by Camus’ time, 

debate over the nature and function of episcopacy remained a divisive issue.  This was because reflection did not just focus 

upon episcopal spirituality but also upon the potentially more explosive issues of hierarchy and jurisdiction.  Trent avoided 
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the thorny questions by deliberately failing to address the problematic issue of the nature of episcopal jurisdiction when the 

topic arose during the debates on episcopal residence and the sacrament of order. In fact, in debating whether a bishop held 

his jurisdiction directly from God (de iure divino) or indirectly via the pope, the Council very nearly collapsed in disarray 

and was only able to avoid this by deliberately omitting any reference whatsoever to the issue. To confirm that episcopal 

jurisdiction was held immediately from God severely limited papal jurisdiction over bishops and within dioceses, because it 

denied the pope’s right to intervene in a bishop’s exercise of his diocesan jurisdiction.  It was for this reason that the papacy, 

represented by its legates and zelanti bishops, so categorically resisted all pressure on this doctrine, fearing that it would 

weaken papal authority within the Church and perhaps even open the door to conciliarism once more.4   

Similar suspicions characterised the debates over sacramental order.  The Council decreed finally that bishops were 

distinct from and superior to priests as a result of their authority to govern as successors of the Apostles and as a result of 

their ability to confer the sacraments of ordination and confirmation.5  Here, the Council plumped for the dominant, though 

previously unofficial, scholastic distinction between episcopal order (bishops’ power to confer order and to confirm) and 

jurisdiction (their power to govern) and confirmed that the prelate could be distinguished from the priest by his power of 

order and his greater jurisdiction.  Yet the failure to discuss the theology of this distinction meant that an area of episcopacy 

which had long been a source of theological and canonical reflection remained unresolved.  Once again, the Council 

confirmed the jurisdictional powers of bishops but deliberately refrained from responding to the logical questions:  first, did 

this jurisdiction come directly from God or indirectly via the pope, and second, precisely what degree of independent 

jurisdiction could a bishop expect to possess within his diocese? 

Significantly, since Trent’s final decrees on episcopal residence and the sacrament of order made no reference to 

the issue of jurisdictional ius divinum, it remained open to future interpretation.  Certainly it was a charged subject, with 

potentially crucial consequences for the jurisdictional authority of bishops and the pope and for the status of bishops vis-à-

vis the papacy and lower clergy.  This was an issue which would become particularly pertinent in the context of 

ecclesiastical reform, most glaringly in the relationship between bishops and the religious orders.  Members of the regular 

orders, most obviously the Jesuits, but also the Capuchins, Franciscans and others, had been to the fore of Catholic reform, 

in France and elsewhere, even before Trent and their initiatives had won them considerable independence of bishops within 

dioceses.  Trent’s decrees were thus, in part, a reaction to this development;  it favoured parochial pastoral care under 

episcopal supervision, decreeing that the diocesan bishop’s approval was necessary in order to hear confession or to preach 

if one did not hold a benefice.6  Parochial preaching and attendance at mass were also advocated7 and Trent specifically 

confirmed the decree of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215),8 which had directed that ‘all the faithful…should individually 

confess all their sins…to their own priest at least once a year.’9  The phrase ‘own priest’ was ambiguous however:  some 



 4 

considered it to mean the parish curé whilst for others it designated any priest, including a regular, who possessed a mandate 

to administer to the faithful by canonical delegation.10 

The Council did not intend to exclude the religious orders from pastoral activities;  rather, its decrees were 

intended to subject them to the supervisory authority of bishops.  In practice, regulars frequently refused to accept this line, 

and in their defence, cited papal privileges which allowed them to administer sacraments and to preach without episcopal 

leave because they acted as papal delegates.  When they did so, they clashed heavily with reforming bishops determined to 

wield the governmental power which they believed that Trent confirmed as belonging to their office.  This was certainly the 

case in Tridentine France where many bishops struggled to bring independently-minded regulars under their effective 

jurisdiction.  As a result, disputes frequently exploded in dioceses, often catapulting protagonists onto the national stage 

through pamphlet wars and via the Assembly of Clergy which usually became directly involved in specific quarrels when 

bishops appealed to it for support.11  The regulars’ episcopal critics argued that they prejudiced diocesan discipline, caused 

rivalry between secular and regular clergy and ultimately hindered the progress of reform.  But these sustained and frequent 

struggles for control of religious practices within dioceses meant that it was by no means a foregone conclusion that the 

bishops would succeed in stamping their authority upon diocesan ecclesiastical structures and personnel.  The issues at stake 

were fundamental to the future shape of the Church and to the power of bishops within it.  It is for this reason that quarrels 

assumed broad importance for bishops and regulars;  they were never simply petty squabbles over, for instance, the 

simultaneous celebration of masses in regular and parish churches on feast days.  Rather, they were quarrels which 

encapsulated the much larger dilemma of the loci of power within the Church.  

 A persistent tradition of Gallican independence made French bishops especially sensitive to these questions of 

ecclesiastical jurisdiction.  In the early fifteenth century, France had been a hotbed of the conciliarist doctrine which had 

been given its most famous exposition in the decrees of the Council of Constance in whose drafting Jean Gerson, the 

chancellor of the University of Paris, had played so major a role.12  By the sixteenth century, ecclesiastical Gallicanism had 

also become associated with the loosely-defined ‘liberties’ of the French Church, which claimed to fix the boundaries of 

papal jurisdiction in France.13  Yet Gallicanism was at least as much an attitude as a codified set of laws, and represented a 

spirit of independence which resented papal intervention in French ecclesiastical affairs.  In addition to favouring 

conciliarism, it was, more generally, opposed to unrestricted papal monarchy in day-to-day ecclesiastical government and 

granted bishops considerable independence of action within dioceses.  Within the French episcopate, Gallicanism had long 

passed its medieval heyday by the early 1600s, and a vocal party of ultramontanes, led by Cardinals Du Perron and La 

Rochefoucauld, then dominated its affairs.  Yet, rather than being a spent force, the tradition lay dormant and simply 

required specific catalysts to return to its former strength.  Amongst those catalysts in the seventeenth century would be the 

catalogue of disputes involving the triangle of bishops, regulars and the papacy:  there was a natural correspondence 
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between the bishops’ defence of their jurisdiction over the regular orders and the traditional doctrine of Gallicanism which 

rejected papal autocracy and accorded the episcopate an active role in conciliar government. Over the course of the century, 

the episcopate increasingly linked its position with Gallican principles of ecclesiastical independence, a pattern which the 

legacy of suspicion left by each individual dispute would exacerbate.  These quarrels were, therefore, crucial to the shifting 

structure of relations between, not only bishops and regulars, but also between the episcopate and the papacy. 

II 

The French Church was rather late to the drive for ecclesiastical reform, due mainly to the fact that the country was 

virtually crippled by religious war during the late sixteenth century.  Yet the early decades of the seventeenth century saw a 

concerted effort by the episcopate to bring religious order to dioceses.  Reform-minded individuals resided in their dioceses 

and began to organise them along Tridentine lines by introducing regular synods and visitations.  Simultaneously, the 

crown, under the influence of reformers like Vincent de Paul, increasingly appointed bishops who were in orders, 

theologically educated and experienced in diocesan administration.14  Jean-Pierre Camus was one of this new breed of 

reforming bishops, and was appointed to Belley in south-east France in 1609.  From a wealthy robe background, he was 

highly and broadly educated, and undertook intensive theological studies prior to his ordination around 1608.15  A bishop of 

the dévot stamp, he became a close confidant of both François de Sales, bishop of Geneva, and Pierre de Bérulle, founder of 

the French Oratorians and the French spiritual leader of the early seventeenth century.  Indeed, these reformers acted as 

decisive, though not exclusive, influences upon his theological outlook and ecclesiastical career.  Camus was a prolific 

writer, publishing two hundred and fifty works during his life (1584-1652), comprising treatises, discourses, homilies, 

manuals of instruction and devotional texts.  He continued to publish even after his resignation from Belley in 1629, a 

decision made in the wake of much soul-searching.  This produced the rather ironic situation of a bishop without a 

bishopric, who argued consistently for episcopally-led reform within dioceses, although in no position to carry it out 

himself.  But even though he was never to hold a diocese again, Camus, having been consecrated, retained his episcopal 

status, and this motivated him to continue his work of reform through publication and instruction.  Because he was still a 

member of the episcopate, he remained just as keen to continue refining his views of episcopacy and ecclesiastical 

hierarchy, and because his time was not absorbed in diocesan administration, he was able to devote extended periods to 

championing the episcopal office through his publications.  His writings upon episcopacy were, almost without exception, 

produced in this later period. 

These texts, published between 1615 and 1642, assumed several forms.  The Homélies des États Généraux and the 

Homelies panegyriques de Sainct Charles Borromee16 were published shortly after their delivery by Camus to clerical 

audiences.  In fact, the homilies on Borromeo contain eight lengthy sermons on the former archbishop of Milan, all heard by 

large congregations in Parisian churches between 1616 and 1622.  Camus’ reputation as an orator ensured that his preaching 
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always attracted crowds, but it is perhaps more difficult to assess the levels of circulation and readership which his writings 

on episcopacy and hierarchy enjoyed once they were published.  None of the texts went through more than one edition, 

though the multivolume L’Esprit du bien-heureux François de Sales, first published in 1639, was reprinted several times 

after 1700 and became the standard reference source for Salesian spirituality.17  Equally, the manuals for bishops written by 

French clergy during the seventeenth century do not direct bishops to Camus’ publications.  The works they did recommend 

as inspirations for bishops’ daily sessions of prayer and study tended to be hagiographic lives of saints or primary sources of 

guidance, such as the decrees of Trent and the Gospels, rather than commentaries which filtered the ideas contained in such 

texts.18  This was also the case with the reading recommended by the conferences attended by five south-western bishops in 

1649 and 1656, under the presidency of Alain de Solminihac, the reforming bishop of Cahors.19  Some of Camus’ 

publications were undoubtedly too combative or thematically focused to be suitable daily reading, but he did produce a 

manual of instruction for bishops, Les fonctions du hierarque parfaict, which discussed the key spiritual and theological 

aspects of the episcopal office such as its origins, pastoral duties and virtues, and it was published seven years before the 

five bishops first met in Mercuès.20  This was the first text of this type to be published in French and by a Frenchman in the 

seventeenth century and it might be expected that it would have been commended by the conferences.   

The fact that the bishops who attended the Mercuès conferences did not recommend Camus’ manual suggests that 

they were not familiar with it or did not consider it to be suitable.  But, if Camus’ Hierarque parfaict may not have been 

well-known within the episcopate by the mid-century, the same is certainly not true of several of his other publications on 

episcopacy.  These treatises were very influential, emerging in a period when relations between bishops and regulars were 

rapidly becoming strained.21  In fact, the works published by Camus on hierarchy during the 1630s acted as seriously 

destabilising forces in the sphere of papal-episcopal relations, resulting in bitterness on both sides which was to affect co-

operation for decades.22  By this time, the French episcopate was already at odds with regulars over the vexed questions of 

sacramental administration and preaching within dioceses and it had felt forced to issue a categorical Déclaration in 1625 

which affirmed the authority of bishops over regulars in these activities.23  Since, however, many regulars failed to 

recognise this directive and continued to claim that they could administer the sacraments and preach without episcopal 

approval, the debate rumbled on.  By the 1630s all that was required was a high-profile case to produce a quarrel on the 

international ecclesiastical stage once more.  

Already a well-known author and reformer by 1630, Camus published from this date a series of related works 

which, in trenchant terms, confirmed the subordination of regulars to bishops’ authority within dioceses.  These aroused 

such a furore that the crown was forced to intervene through bishops like Henri de Sourdis of Bordeaux as well as through 

Richelieu himself in efforts to restore equilibrium to the French Church.24  Rome proved equally concerned with the threat 

posed by this dispute and tended to blame Camus for inciting it:  Nuncio Bichi accused Camus of excessive sarcasm and 
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imprudence, but warned against imprisoning him, placing him under guard or forcing him to leave France since this would 

simply further incite the episcopate’s fury.25  This was certainly true and highlights the impact of the Camus case upon 

French bishops:  papal efforts to silence Camus during the 1630s merely distanced the episcopate from Rome and 

encouraged it to use this case to defend the dignity of the episcopal office.  Certainly, Camus’ fellow bishops, having 

appointed their own assessors to examine and report to them on his publications, were well-aware of the arguments adopted 

by him and, as the episcopate informed the nuncio, it was in agreement that these contained nothing contrary to principles of 

faith and hierarchy.26  The bishops defended Camus, therefore, for two reasons.  In the first place, they considered the 

attacks upon him and upon his publications by Rome and the regulars as unwarranted because his ideas were thoroughly 

orthodox.  Secondly, he was a fellow bishop and these attacks besmirched the honour of the office which he shared with 

other prelates.  Both these factors ensured that the episcopate strongly opposed any censure of Camus by Rome and 

contributed to the progressive cooling of relations between the papacy and the French episcopate during the 1630s.  This 

quarrel also motivated the Assembly of Clergy, dominated by bishops, to revive the 1625 Déclaration sur les réguliers in the 

hope of pushing Rome towards approval of its rules.  While this was not successful, Camus was not ultimately condemned 

by the papacy, so the episcopate scored some success against the papacy and the regular orders in this respect.  But, 

undoubtedly, this clash hardened the attitude of French bishops and helped to convince them that episcopal authority and 

dignity must be protected from all attacks.  This would become even clearer over the course of subsequent decades when 

future quarrels erupted between the episcopate, regulars and the papacy.27 

Camus, then, was not only a significant literary figure, as is well-known, and as is testified by the quantity of his 

publications;  his writings had substantial influence upon the relationship between French bishops, the papacy and regulars 

during the 1630s and his ideas were regarded by prelates as according with their own views.  These texts offer crucial 

insights into the religious culture of early modern France and more specifically, into the development of French episcopal 

ideology during the first half of the seventeenth century.  Until now, little or no attention has been paid to Camus’ 

publications on episcopacy.28  Yet, it is in these that the forthright Camus reveals much about his own perception of 

episcopacy and about the wider struggle of reforming French bishops to stamp their authority upon the French Church, to 

achieve a relationship with the papacy and lower clergy which reflected the status of their office and to underpin their 

activities as reformers with a coherent theological base.  These were difficulties faced by bishops elsewhere too, but they 

were perhaps most intensely evident within the seventeenth-century French Church with its strong Gallican traditions and 

intense dévot atmosphere.  By examining the responses of one particular prelate to the dilemmas which he encountered in 

his episcopate, we learn how the circumstances within which Tridentine bishops operated could affect their perceptions of 

the role and character of their office. 
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It was natural for a bishop like Camus, intensely pious and theologically literate, to conceive a theology of 

episcopacy which was intended to provide contemporary bishops with a composite image of the episcopal office.  He 

certainly felt that French bishops urgently required this kind of guidance in their quest to bring ecclesiastical order to their 

dioceses, especially since, as a result of the religious conflicts, official Tridentine reform had begun later in France than in 

several other European states.29  His theology of episcopacy was heavily influenced by contemporary French theological 

and spiritual currents.  He absorbed emerging ideas on the role and position of bishops within the Church but also, crucially, 

adapted them for wider dissemination in his publications.  Camus fitted ideas to the needs, as he saw them, of the French 

Church, which he believed required a united and self-assured episcopate to govern it effectively.  So he did not simply 

regurgitate the ideas of others, but wrote as one who felt a need to provide a coherent, but relevant, theology of episcopacy 

which could guide prelates in their ministries.  These convictions provided the starting point for his deliberations upon 

episcopacy;  they were the reasons for his lengthy defences of the office against its detractors within the Catholic Church 

and for his anxiety to produce manuals of instruction for his fellow bishops. While Camus’ writings are representative of 

broad trends within French views of episcopacy, he was also an active developer of a personal theology which he offered 

for the edification of other prelates. 

To achieve this, Camus drew upon a long tradition of theology relating to the character of the episcopal office.  It 

is possible to identify several theological influences within his writings:  for his pastoral theology, the lives and teachings of 

the early Church fathers figured prominently, with Camus citing them as examples of appropriate behaviour and virtue for 

contemporary bishops to follow. His pastoral theology was also indebted to Salesian humanism, which is not surprising 

given that, until his death in 1622, de Sales was Camus’ closest advisor.30  At this point, Cardinal Pierre de Bérulle replaced 

de Sales as Camus’ spiritual guide, and his version of Pseudo-Dionysian theology became the most striking and dominant 

influence upon Camus’ thought.  Camus, in fact, may be described as a prominent member of this French school of 

theology, which was centred upon Bérulle but which was to include such figures as Jean Eudes, Jean-Jacques Olier and 

Vincent de Paul as the century wore on.  Yet, it is essential to note that Camus was not simply a blind follower of any one 

theological authority:  a learned and energetic figure, he consistently reveals himself as someone with strong views of his 

own, but also capable of filtering and refining theological views. 

One of the ways in which Camus demonstrated this ability was in his blending of theological strands to emphasise 

the integral nature of preaching to the episcopal ministry.  He based this advice upon the recent directions of the Council of 

Trent,31 but developed its bare guidelines using apostolic, patristic and Salesian teaching.  So Camus cited Trent’s decrees 

in calling upon bishops to preach regularly, but then proceeded to provide far more detailed instructions upon that duty than 

the Council had done.  In advising prelates upon the theological justification for preaching, he initially linked the episcopal 

duty to preach with the apostolic nature of the office through reference to the evangelising activities of the Apostles and first 
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disciples.  He simultaneously stressed the paternal character of the episcopate.32  Cultivating effective preaching skills, with 

the ultimate objective of directing souls towards salvation, was presented as a fundamental element of the bishop’s role as 

father.  The concept of fatherhood was an ancient and venerable analogy for the episcopal office, closely associated with the 

Pauline New Testament writings, but it could also be traced to the famous sixth century Pastoral Rule of Gregory the Great, 

who had adopted it to enumerate the pastoral virtues of bishops.33  Indeed, Camus expressly made this connection to 

Gregory’s teaching, commenting in the Hierarque parfaict that his advice ‘to love robustly, to be rigorous, but without 

bitterness, to have circumspect zeal, accompanied by wisdom and moderation’ was lifted from Gregory’s teaching.34  

Similarly, Camus regularly utilised the traditional biblical and patristic image of the good shepherd to highlight key 

characteristics of the episcopal pastorate.35  Of course, Christ was the ‘good shepherd’ par excellence, but, like fatherhood, 

this particular analogy had been carried down through the centuries:  John Chrysostom, in his fourth century panegyric of 

Ignatius of Antioch, had presented the martyred bishop as a shepherd who, like Christ, had laid down his life for his sheep.36  

Ignatius himself, in the letters which he wrote prior to his martyrdom, had explicitly linked the concepts of fatherhood and 

shepherd to episcopacy, when he urged that bishops be regarded as the earthly representatives of Christ, the archetypal 

father and shepherd.37  Through the medieval period, both ‘father’ and ‘shepherd’ had continued to be standard terms of 

reference for bishops amongst ecclesiastical reformers,38 so it is quite unsurprising that Camus should have adopted them 

for his own vision of episcopacy.  Both enabled him to stress the disciplinary authority of prelates over their children or 

sheep, but also their affection for them, and their duty to lead them through compassionate guidance.  There were dual 

aspects to these roles therefore:  regulated discipline and loving advisorship.  Strict government would keep children on the 

straight and narrow path, while teaching and example would provide the ‘spiritual nourishment’ necessary to enable them to 

grow in faith and to attain salvation.39   

For Camus, preaching was a highly effective means of instructing the faithful and as such, it was essential that all 

bishops cultivate the skill as much as possible.  They did not need a natural capacity for eloquence in order to discharge this 

obligation for ‘If they are faithful in this task, God will inspire them…to degrees of Preaching that they could never have 

reached by studying the most subtle Theology.’  It was most important, therefore, to preach from the heart, to preach simply 

and clearly upon heavenly themes according to the potential understanding of one’s audience.40 This was a firmly Salesian 

view, with the emphasis upon effective, direct preaching which was inspired  by the Holy Spirit, rather than upon the 

cultivation of complicated rhetoric;  indeed, Camus directly attributed his advice to the wisdom of his former guide.41  To 

illustrate his point further, Camus pointed to the example of Charles Borromeo, former bishop of Milan and, by the 

seventeenth century, the most famous Tridentine bishop.  This might appear a rather misplaced choice, given that de Sales 

and Borromeo presented contrasting episcopal styles, the former known for his Christian humanist spirituality and the latter 

for his rigorous institutional episcopalism.42  However, Camus’ choice is not so unusual when situated within its immediate 
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didactic context.  He was determined to demonstrate that it was the inspirations and motivations for preaching which were 

the keys to its effectiveness:  Borromeo, according to Camus, was not a natural public orator, but had followed the Gospel 

injunction to preach to all nations, so that ‘he was a poor Preacher, according to the normal judgement of the world, but a 

very perfect and accomplished one according to the school of Jesus-Christ.’43  In this way, Borromeo fitted comfortably into 

the Salesian oratorical mould, as a prelate who, although not a natural public speaker, was stimulated by God to fulfil this 

episcopal duty. 

Anxious to expand upon Trent’s limited vision of episcopacy, Camus strove to relate closely administration and 

government to theology and spirituality, providing readers with a composite understanding of the spiritual motivations for 

the bishop’s administrative work, and the theological reasons for sacramental administration, teaching and governing, upon 

each of which Trent had laid emphasis.  His, then, was not simply a catalogue of precepts and duties;  rather, it was an 

attempt to inspire bishops by underpinning administrative practicalities with ‘divine’ principles.  Wishing, as he described 

it, to ‘hold up a mirror in which [bishops} could contemplate’ themselves, he pointed to the illustrious origins of the 

episcopal office, tracing its apostolic roots and unbroken succession through the ages,44 and then repeatedly emphasised the 

need for bishops to cultivate the personal spiritual and moral perfection which would do justice to that glorious legacy.  A 

life of virtue, was, he realised, a basic requirement for any Christian, but the episcopal office demanded of its incumbents a 

greater degree of virtue and therefore of personal perfection than any other vocation.45  Before investigating precisely why 

Camus placed such emphasis upon perfection, we should first examine its characteristics as he presented them.   

 The good bishop, commented Camus, should not only discharge the administrative duties demanded of him by the 

Council of Trent.46  It was not enough that he be resident, hold visitations and synods and preach;  these activities had to be 

inspired by his love for God and his flock.  For Camus, this intense affection was manifested in the virtue of charity, with 

which the bishop’s entire ministry should be infused.  Charity was, therefore, the fundamental bedrock of the episcopal 

vocation because without it, a bishop could not possess the other virtues essential to the episcopate, namely, humility, zeal 

and piety.  With charity underpinning these virtues, however, the bishop would make ‘powerful impressions upon the souls 

committed to him.’47  Naturally, a prelate must cultivate his faith and piety, through prayer, study and sacramental 

observance, so that he was positioned to nurture these in those under his care.48  But, without humility, he faced the danger 

of becoming excessively proud of his position and of forgetting the nature of his vocation.49  His office brought great 

dignity, Camus noted regularly, but also great obligations of personal perfection and zealous, vigilant supervision of his 

flock.50 

 Camus adopted the term irrépréhensible, meaning blameless or irreproachable, to summarise the perfection 

desirable in a bishop’s person, frequently calling upon prelates to live lives which would not be open to accusations of 

corruption, but which also, more positively, would be examples for others to follow and would be congruent with their 
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position as the foremost representatives of ‘the House of God.’51  Of course, Camus borrowed his desired virtues from 

orthodox spiritual teaching and openly related his own advice to that given in the New Testament, by early Church fathers 

like Jerome, Ambrose and Gregory the Great and by François de Sales.  When he asked that prelates cultivate the virtue of 

charity therefore, he legitimised this by citing Paul’s advice to Timothy, but he also hailed François de Sales as the 

contemporary model of perfect episcopal charity, a bishop who was fair, compassionate and loving towards his charges.52  

Yet, although de Sales was Camus’ favoured model, he also believed that charity could manifest itself in more than one 

way, and he was able to call upon Charles Borromeo to illustrate this, in the sermon which he delivered at the Church of 

Saint James in Paris in 1618.53  Here, Borromean charity was described through a recitation of the archbishop’s 

administrative activities, such as visitations, synods and the foundation of monasteries, all motivated, in Camus’ view, by 

the charity which burned like ‘a light…in the darkness of the century.’54  At one level then, this was a different episcopal 

model to that which Camus presented as personified in the late bishop of Geneva:  for him, Salesian charity was principally 

centred upon and manifested by the bishop’s personal character when dealing with God and individual members of the 

faithful, while Borromeo’s charity was indirectly revealed through his administrative genius.  Yet both styles were 

underpinned by the same essential quality of episcopal charity so that, ultimately, Camus saw no profound discrepancy or 

incompatibility between them. 

Although Camus’ vision of episcopacy contained plenty that was universal fare within Catholic episcopal theology, 

it was also strongly conditioned by a more specifically French view of the office.  These concepts of episcopacy, at their 

most fundamental level, related to the role and status of bishops too, but dealt specifically with episcopal perfection, the 

sacramentality of the episcopal office, ecclesiastical hierarchy and the jurisdictional powers of bishops.  Camus’ view of 

hierarchy was a product of contemporary Bérullian theology, which emphasised the dignity of priesthood and, ultimately, 

the authority and eminence of episcopacy, so that his conception of episcopal perfection was informed by and in fact 

dependent upon his understanding of hierarchy.  According to Bérulle, the position of bishops within the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy meant that their office was superior to that of priests and that they held extensive authority over clergy and laity.  

Adopting this view, Camus then justified his demand that bishops strive for personal perfection by pointing to their status 

within the ecclesiastical hierarchy and to the rights and duties which this brought. 

The hierarchical schema underpinning Bérullian thought retained the essential elements proposed by Pseudo-

Dionysius, then still widely, though mistakenly, held to be the learned companion of Saint Paul and patron of France.55  

Bérulle was certainly not the first to incorporate modified Dionysian concepts into his own thought:  indeed, variations of 

Dionysian hierarchy and mediation formed important elements of both medieval and early modern thought and could be 

found in the theological views of, amongst others, Thomas Aquinas, the humanist John Colet, the poet Edmund Spenser and 

the Protestant divine Richard Hooker.56  Bérulle’s particular version of Pseudo-Dionysian hierarchy was designed to 
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underpin the distinctive sacerdotal theology that he hoped would re-establish ‘virtue and perfection in the sacerdotal state.’57  

He divided his hierarchy into three triads, with each of these then subdivided into ascending ranks. The first division was 

subdivided into baptism, the eucharist and unction and the third into monastic orders, initiates (or holy people) and 

catechumens (those not yet admitted to the sacraments).  Ordained priests formed the second rank of the middle triad while 

hierarchs and deacons formed the first and third ranks of this division respectively.58  Bérulle has been described as initiating 

a ‘Copernican revolution in theology and religious life’, on the basis of the christocentrism which characterised his 

hierarchical mysticism.59  Allied to this emphasis on the person of Christ was the crucial focus upon the Catholic priest, 

earthly representative of Christ and mediator of the grace which united the Christian with the divine.60  Bérulle characterised 

priesthood as an office of sacrifice and servitude, whereby the priest communicated divine grace through the sacraments, 

most especially the eucharist, but was also obliged to strive towards the annihilation of his own will so that it was replaced, 

following Christ’s example, by complete obedience to God’s wishes.61 

Bérulle simultaneously placed significant stress upon authority and obedience within the ecclesiastical hierarchy.  

This principle was in place as early as 1610:  his Projet for the establishment of the Oratory clearly enunciated the reliance 

which would be placed upon the authority of bishops:  ‘[The Oratory] will be joined to prelates by the vow of obedience, 

regarding the exercise and employment of ecclesiastical functions.’  The character of obedience was further underlined in the 

Projet’s confirmation that no member of the Congregation would actively seek employment from bishops or anticipate their 

commands.62  Bérulle consistently claimed that relationships between bishops and priests should mirror that which existed 

between archangels and angels in the celestial hierarchy.  In this analogy, priests were earthly angels acting as ‘mediators on 

earth of God’s counsels on his souls and works.’  Bishops, however, in correspondence to the relationship which existed 

between the heavenly archangels and angels, were in command of priests since they were the earthly manifestation of 

archangels.63  So, although Bérulle heightened the status of priesthood within his hierarchical pattern, he was careful to 

elaborate a doctrine which placed bishops above them in authority and which called upon episcopal authority to encourage 

clerical sanctification. 

The Cardinal also presented the bishop as grand-prêtre, the figure who enjoyed the closest relations with God. For 

priests were mediators of God’s grace by virtue of the authority attributed to them by historical succession, but bishops, in 

Bérullian thought, were the supreme mediators whose authority could be traced to the early Church.  While priests 

illuminated those of the lower hierarchical grades, bishops drew them to perfection through revelation and the grace-giving 

sacraments of ordination and confirmation.  The office of bishop granted its participants the greatest understanding of the 

divine mysteries in order that they might impart them to those under their charge.  But the episcopate was also the most 

divinised rank of the ecclesiastical hierarchy since it contained within itself the grace of all the ranks beneath it and the 

clearest view of divine truths.64  The dignity of the episcopal office was therefore supreme within the ecclesiastical 
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hierarchy.  To live according to the nature of that rank, it was essential to be regulated by the spirit of God in all things.  

Bishops were to ‘use their hierarchical power only in the measure that they are moved by the Thearchy…for it would be 

sacrilege for holy initiators…to act even once against the sacred ordinances of the One who is the principle of their own 

initiation.’  In conformity with the mystical spirit of Bérullian thought as a whole, complete self-renunciation was vital in 

order to destroy personal will and serve God alone.  It was he who was to be ‘the end and principle’ of the bishop’s work. 65 

Although Camus never referred directly to Pierre de Bérulle in his writings, it is obvious that his understanding of 

Dionysian hierarchy was profoundly informed by the views of his spiritual advisor.  Quoting Pseudo-Dionysius verbatim, he 

regularly defined the bishop as ‘A divine man, filled with sacred knowledge, who first accomplishes in himself all the 

Hierarchical functions (which are to Purge, Illuminate, and Perfect oneself) and then communicates them to others according 

to their condition and their capacity.’66  But having based his own treatment of hierarchy on Dionysian structures, he then 

went on to interpret these in a specifically Bérullian manner.  Like Bérulle, Camus highlighted the integral link between 

hierarchy and authority, granting the diocesan bishop extensive authority over priests and laity by virtue of his position 

within the ecclesiastical hierarchy:  ‘Jurisdiction belongs only to those who are ordained for the conduct of souls, it is not 

equal for all, for that of curés is a lot less than that of Bishops.’67 

Camus simultaneously presented the bishop as the supreme mediator, or the grand prêtre of the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy.  Again, he was here explicitly indebted to Bérullian theology:  when Camus outlined the relationship between 

bishop and parish priest, he distinguished the bishop by the title grand curé, the figure who possessed all the qualities of an 

ordinary parish priest, but in greater abundance and intensity.68  In part, this title referred to the jurisdiction which a bishop 

enjoyed over his priests, but it also embraced the other functions of his office.  For the bishop, as an ordained priest, 

certainly shared the sacerdotal function of communicating Christ through the eucharist,69 yet beyond this, he also held the 

greatest ability to reveal or mediate God’s truths to his people through teaching and through the sacraments of confirmation 

and ordination.  So, ‘the divine man, filled with sacred knowledge’ purged sins, enlightened souls and drew them to virtue 

and ultimately union with God.70  But he should first ensure that he matched the objective dignity of his office with 

perfection in his own personal life.71  For the episcopal office was objectively perfect, as Bérulle too had been at pains to 

stress:  ‘Bishops are in a state of exterior and instrumental perfection…as masters, tutors and doctors of perfection.’  This 

status, however, demanded a corresponding standard of virtue, otherwise the prelate would be ‘like the Sun which warms all 

things without having any degree of heat in itself.’72  Bérulle had also used this precise argument to encourage bishops 

towards personal perfection.  Since the episcopal office contained within itself the grace of the ranks beneath it and the 

clearest knowledge of divine truths, the episcopate was the most perfect hierarchical office, its members the most godlike of 

creatures, and thus the supreme earthly images of God.73  So, for both Bérulle and Camus, the ecclesiastical hierarchy was 

one of authority, mediation and sanctity, and because the episcopate was situated at its summit, its members must live 



 14 

according to the character and obligations of that position.  To do so, it was essential that the bishop be guided by the spirit 

of God in all things.  The ‘enlightener’ must therefore be fully receptive to the divine will and to the truths communicated by 

God to him through the Holy Spirit.  Personal ‘divinisation’, meaning holiness and intimacy with God, and selfless servitude 

were therefore key hallmarks of the office.74  In the introduction to his 1634 work, Camus emphasised the concept of 

episcopal service to the faithful and to God.  The episcopate was a glorious and worthy vocation, he added, but one which 

demanded constant and tireless effort.75 

III 

 In itself, a re-assessment of episcopacy which stressed the dignity and perfection of the episcopal office as well as 

the spiritual and moral demands upon its incumbents would not necessarily arouse great hostility within the Church.  On the 

one hand, Camus’ theology of episcopacy can be understood partly as a product of the post-Trent reform atmosphere 

prevalent in France.  However, it is also directly related to two other contemporary factors:  the relationships of bishops 

with regular clergy residing and operating within their dioceses and with the papacy.  Both of these relationships were of 

crucial importance to French bishops, profoundly affecting the nature and extent of their jurisdiction within dioceses.  When 

he evaluated their implications, Camus provocatively extended the Bérullian principles of episcopal authority and dignity to 

areas of theology and ecclesiastical discipline which the Cardinal, perhaps anticipating the potential pitfalls, had never felt 

obliged to face directly. 

Although Camus was not anti-regular per se, he certainly wished to submit religious firmly to episcopal control, 

even if that meant drawing clear limits to the jurisdictional power of the papacy, a papacy which, importantly, was growing 

increasingly monarchical in its conception of its authority during this period.76  In his writings on hierarchy and episcopacy 

therefore, Camus painstakingly defended episcopal jurisdiction and supported his claims with detailed theological 

arguments.  It is fair to say that there is occasionally more than an air of polemic to his writings against the regular clergy.  

He labelled their claims blasphemous and impious, and argued that their unwillingness to submit to episcopal discipline 

would inevitably lead to complete disorder within the Church, so that the ‘masters’ of the regulars, meaning the bishops, 

would become their slaves:  ‘[The regulars] abuse their privileges so openly, prejudicing Church peace, and confusing the 

Hierarchy, and the authority of Ordinary Pastors.’77  But this dire prediction of an ecclesiastical world turned upside-down 

should be understood within its immediate context:  Camus wrote in direct response to what he believed to be the 

indiscipline of regular clergy and their refusal to submit to the legitimate authority of diocesan bishops, a jurisdictional right 

which Trent had confirmed.  Only when this order was achieved in practice, he felt, could true reform and renewal take 

place within the French Church.  If it did not, then it was quite conceivable that chaos would reign.78 

 Embedded within Camus’ framework of hierarchy was his understanding of the traditionally problematic issue of 

episcopal sacramentality.  His writings adopted the Tridentine distinction between priesthood and episcopacy, on the basis of 
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the episcopal powers of order and jurisdiction held by bishops.  Indeed, his stance also fits comfortably within his overall 

view of the episcopal office.  At first glance, his position on sacramentality appears to have evolved through his career, 

though close inspection reveals that this was not actually the case:  in 1634, he played little attention to the distinction of 

order between bishops and priests, but stressed instead that a prelate’s power of jurisdiction distinguished him from a 

priest.79  However, since his 1634 composition on hierarchy was principally designed to highlight the supervisory and 

disciplinary authority of bishops over regular and secular clergy, this would explain why Camus chose to stress their power 

of jurisdiction rather than that of order.  This is even more likely given that recently produced regular texts dealing with 

episcopal power tended to reduce the importance of episcopal jurisdictional authority, in order to weaken the claim of 

bishops to rights of government over religious.80  Evidently, Camus was willing to interpret or even manipulate official 

ecclesiastical doctrine in ways that enabled him to enhance episcopal authority over lower clergy, for just eight years later, 

he altered the balance that he had earlier presented between the powers of order and jurisdiction.  In his 1642 text, he 

explicitly embraced the notion of a specific episcopal character which distinguished the office of bishop from that of priest.  

In this manual, moreover, he stressed that the distinction of character was based equally upon both power of order and of 

jurisdiction so that the episcopal office was not just an extension of the priesthood but actually contained within itself 

specific powers to perfect and govern.81  What these texts demonstrate above all, therefore, is that Camus was extremely 

anxious to portray the office as a vital and unique hierarchical element within the Church, whose incumbents were certainly 

priests but were much more than corollaries of that ministry by virtue of their specific powers of ordination, confirmation 

and jurisdictional authority. 

 In stressing both the bishop’s power of order and of jurisdiction, Camus fitted his understanding of episcopal 

government within his hierarchical scheme of mediation and authority.  But addressing the question of episcopal jurisdiction 

at all obliged him to examine the origin of that jurisdiction, particularly if he was to provide, unlike the Council of Trent, a 

comprehensive theology of episcopacy that other bishops could adopt.  The position which he assumed upon the origin of 

episcopal jurisdiction is extremely important because it is central to his understanding of the relationship between bishops 

and the pope and bishops and their clergy.  As we noted above, he was heavily involved in public and acrimonious disputes 

with members of the regular clergy during the 1630s, most notably the Capuchin Yves de Paris, over the ‘abuses’ of 

unreformed religious.  Even after his personal relations with Paris improved in the late 1630s, Camus continued to advocate 

that bishops possessed the jurisdictional authority to ensure that regular ‘abuses’ be eradicated.82  The issue was exacerbated 

by the very public conflicts which other bishops had with regular clergy in their dioceses.83  Camus proved one of the 

staunchest opponents of what he considered to be the illegitimate attempts of regulars to extricate themselves from the 

discipline of diocesan prelates, on the basis of papal privileges which placed them under the direct authority of the pope.  All 

of the texts which he produced on episcopacy bear witness to the tensions between bishops and religious during his career.  
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He cites contemporary case studies to illustrate his points.  One of these was the 1633 clash between the episcopate and 

religious, including Jesuits, Carmelites, Augustinians and other orders, which resulted in the regulars being forced to sign a 

declaration, which they subsequently repudiated, recognising that they could not preach or administer sacraments in dioceses 

without the permission of the appropriate bishop.84 

Camus was never afraid to raise and examine contentious points, even when he knew that he trod dangerous ground 

and risked regular and papal reproaches.  As a result, he distinctly expressed his support for episcopal ius divinum, as a basic 

principle of diocesan government.  He utilised the ius divinum doctrine to legitimate the authority of bishops over regulars 

within dioceses, even when religious claimed to be exempt from their governmental discipline as a result of papally granted 

privileges.  This claim was vigorously contested in Camus’ writings;  he argued that regulars could never be independent of 

episcopal jurisdiction in their pastoral activities, but must always seek their bishop’s leave before attempting to preach or 

administer the sacraments.  Camus advanced two reasons for this:  in the first place, Trent had categorically stated that 

parochial observance was the most effective mode of ecclesiastical organisation and that bishops had to ensure that this 

system was put in place.85  But they could not carry out this duty if regulars were to be free of their governmental 

supervision.  This first argument was a practical point therefore, based upon Trent’s reform objectives.  Camus’ second 

argument, however, was principally theological, and related directly to jurisdictional ius divinum. 

Unlike Trent, Camus offered a definite theological opinion upon whether episcopal jurisdiction was held directly 

from God or from the pope.  Bishops were not only the direct successors of the Apostles, he claimed, they also held their 

jurisdictional authority directly from God.  Camus could ‘see none who contradicts this, not only regarding order, but also 

regarding jurisdiction,’ a rather disingenuous comment given that he was well aware that both regulars and the papacy felt 

that they possessed watertight cases against the doctrine.86  Judiciously, Camus harnessed the views of the revered François 

de Sales to grant added legitimacy to his claim, recalling how de Sales had advised a non-resident bishop that his pastoral 

obligations were held de iure divino and must therefore be fulfilled through conscientious, constant administration.87  This 

was, of course, a clever ploy, given the esteem in which de Sales was held within the French Church;  the implication was 

that a doctrine endorsed by someone as learned and holy as the bishop of Geneva had to be entirely orthodox and correct.  

The ramifications of this position on the ius divinum of episcopal jurisdiction were clear:  because the pope did not grant 

bishops their power of jurisdiction, he could not interfere in their dioceses.  The religious’ claim of papal privileges was 

completely illegitimate therefore, since the pope could not force bishops to accept exemptions from their jurisdiction 

through special privileges.  For ‘if privileges were permitted despite [the bishops], and notwithstanding their just opposition, 

it would remove the bishops’ charges from them, and abolish the Episcopate, and all normal authority.’88  Rather, the bishop 

could accept privileges if he wished, but if he chose not to do so, then this was his prerogative.  No pope could override the 

diocesan jurisdiction of a bishop, unless a bishop acted contrary to established canon laws.  In the case of privileges contrary 



 17 

to the decrees of the Council of Trent, this was certainly not the case, because here, bishops acted in accordance with Church 

laws.  As Camus himself succinctly put it in 1634, the pope was ‘Bishop of the Universal Church, but not Universal 

Bishop.’89  Camus was therefore a proponent of episcopal Gallicanism, meaning that he ascribed considerable independence 

of government to bishops within their dioceses.90  Yet he would never have classified himself as anti-papal and, in fact, he 

defended the papal succession within the Church and denied that the pope himself intended to harm episcopal rights when he 

offered privileges.  For him however, the papal-episcopal relationship, was one of ‘unity of subordination’, whereby the 

rights of each bishop were to be respected and maintained. 

At first glance, Camus’ conception of hierarchical jurisdiction might appear contradictory.  It accorded the pope 

primacy within the Church but did not allow him to control the jurisdictional power of bishops within their dioceses, unless 

he acted to correct any violations of canon law.  However, for Camus, there was no contradiction because the power of 

jurisdiction held by all bishops came not from the pope, but from God.  Therefore, it did not upset the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy when bishops exercised that power in examining regulars’ ability to perform pastoral functions because this was a 

right inherent to their office and granted by divine law.  If one argued the contrary, he claimed, then a dual hierarchy existed 

within the Church, one with bishops (including the pope), the parish clergy and the laity and the other containing, in 

ascending fashion, members of the regular orders and the pope.91  This could not be the case, both because established 

Church law denied it and because it would lead to chaos in ecclesiastical government.  Moreover, prelates were not mere 

delegates of the pope, but fellow bishops entitled to judge for themselves whether their dioceses needed the activities offered 

by ‘privileged’ regulars.  When they decided that regular support was necessary, they approved privileges and thus delegated 

regulars to carry out the hierarchical functions of preaching and sacramental administration, in the same way that bishops 

delegated parish clergy to carry out these essential tasks.92    

 In Camus’ theology, bishops were thus accorded full power to weigh up important questions of ecclesiastical 

government within their dioceses and to decide precisely what strategies would best suit the needs of the clergy and laity 

under their care.  They were ‘doctors’, he wrote, not only because of their ability to teach by preaching and instruction, but 

also in consequence of the wisdom which they brought to all of the tasks under their jurisdiction.93  Indeed, this was the 

manner in which he perceived his own literary activity;  as a prelate of the Church, it was his responsibility to judge matters 

of theology in the light of his own wisdom, learning and spirituality and, subsequently, to present these views so that others 

could share and learn from them.  This could only benefit the Church and the faithful.  Importantly too, Camus perceived the 

bishop as the ‘doctor’, not only of those under his direct care within his diocese, but of all members of the Church.  Certainly 

there were limits to a bishop’s administration, since he held just one diocese, but this did not prevent him from being 

actively and constantly concerned with the welfare of the entire body of faithful.  This assumption was a major driving force 

behind Camus’ publications.94   
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 When he formulated his theology of episcopacy, Camus was, at one level, answering his own personal need for 

guidance in his vocation.  Simultaneously, he was responding to what he believed to be a fundamental function of the 

episcopal ‘doctor’ within a reform-active Church which needed effective leadership.  Indeed, his desire to provide that 

guidance produced a quarrel which soured episcopal relations with the papacy and pushed his fellow French bishops towards 

a resolute defence of their office during the 1630s and thereafter.  But what is equally significant is that his writings provide 

a revealing insight into the mind, and therefore, motivations and beliefs, of a prominent seventeenth-century episcopal 

reformer and ultimately into the ecclesiastical culture in which he participated.  As a bishop who for many years did not 

possess a diocese and as an individual whose outspoken opinions aroused the wrath not of only the papacy but also of the 

formidable Richelieu, he might appear a rather idiosyncratic character.  Yet there is no doubt that, as a case-study, Camus’ 

episcopal ideal points clearly in the direction in which the French episcopate as a whole was moving during the seventeenth 

century.  In the wake of Trent’s ambiguity over the underlying questions concerning episcopacy, he expressed his support 

for jurisdictional ius divinum a full fifteen years (1642) before the Assembly of Clergy, the official and episcopally-

dominated mouthpiece of the French Church, would finally do so,95 and he was amongst the most vocal defenders of 

episcopal rights of leadership and authority vis-à-vis the papacy and regulars.  But crucially, his view of episcopal leadership 

and dignity was infused by a strong spiritual and pastoral tone, the product of his association with reformers such as de Sales 

and Bérulle.  Camus’ experience highlights the problematic ambivalences present within French Catholic reform;  the 

persistence of tensions between bishops, the papacy and lower clergy over the most effective and legitimate means of 

achieving renewal and the most appropriate forms of ecclesiastical government, as well as the centrality of episcopal 

perfection to an episcopate which was traditionally closely linked to politics and secular society.  Yet equally, his theology 

of episcopacy is a vigorously voiced, coherent adaptation of traditional and contemporary views in response to post-Trent 

circumstances, with disputed issues resolved to his satisfaction and theological opinions blended and re-worked to 

accommodate the requirements of his own vocation and those of his fellow bishops.  
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