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Dr. Kevin E. Frederick, Waldensians, Session 5,  

Addressing the Heresy of Catharism (1180-1220 AD) 

Resources from NotebookLM 

1) Abstract, 2) Audio podcast, 3) Briefing Document, 4) Study Guide, and 5) FAQs 

 

1. Abstract of Frederick, Waldensians, Session 5, Addressing 

the Heresy of Catharism, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

 

Dr. Kevin E. Frederick's lecture addresses the historical context of Catharism as a 

heresy challenging the Roman Catholic Church in the 12th century, highlighting its 

Gnostic roots and dualistic beliefs that contrasted with orthodox Christian doctrine. 

The lecture explains how the Church's failure to educate the laity in their own language 

created an environment where such movements could flourish. It further details the 

emergence of the Waldensians, initially as a movement seeking apostolic poverty and 

preaching in the vernacular, which ironically proved more threatening to the Catholic 

Church than the theologically distinct Cathars. The lecture outlines the Waldensians' 

efforts to counter Catharism and the subsequent papal crusade against the Cathars, 

eventually followed by persecution of the Waldensians themselves. Ultimately, the 

lecture positions both movements within the societal and religious landscape of the 

time, emphasizing their impact on the established church. 

2.  11 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Frederick, Waldensians, Session 5 –  Double click icon to 

play in Windows media player or go to the 

Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link 

there (Church History → Waldensians).  
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3. Briefing Document: Frederick, Waldensians, Session 5, 

Addressing the Heresy of Catharism 

 

Briefing Document: Dr. Kevin E. Frederick on Waldensians and the Heresy of Catharism 

Overview: This lecture by Dr. Kevin Frederick examines the historical context of the 

emergence of Catharism in medieval Europe and the early response of the Waldensians 

to this heretical movement. The lecture highlights the theological differences between 

Catharism and orthodox Christianity, the socio-political factors contributing to 

Catharism's rise, and the initial efforts of the Waldensians to counter its influence before 

eventually facing persecution themselves. 

Main Themes and Important Ideas/Facts: 

1. The Early Church Struggle with "Human Wisdom" and Gnosticism: 

• Dr. Frederick begins by referencing Paul's letter to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 

1:18-20), highlighting the early tension between human wisdom and divine 

wisdom revealed through the cross of Jesus. 

• He explains how some early Christians emphasized intellectual mastery of divine 

wisdom for salvation, leading to the heresy of Gnosticism. 

• Key Idea: Gnosticism was characterized by dualism, positing a flawed Old 

Testament God and a righteous New Testament God, with the physical world 

being seen as sinful and only the spiritual realm offering salvation through 

knowledge. 

• Quote: "The very structure of this belief system was built on the concept of 

dualism, that the God of the Old Testament was a God of a fallen and deeply 

flawed world, who was full of wrath and condemnation towards the world and its 

inhabitants, whereas the God of the New Testament was a God of divine 

righteousness and salvation." 

• Gnosticism struggled to reconcile its dualistic view with the orthodox 

understanding of Jesus Christ as fully human and fully divine, leading to the belief 

that Jesus only appeared to be human and did not truly suffer on the cross. 

• Impact: This rejection of Jesus' suffering led to a negative view of humanity and 

creation and a belief that salvation was exclusive to those with Gnostic 

knowledge. 
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2. The Re-emergence of Gnostic Ideas in Medieval Europe: Bogomilism and Catharism: 

• Dr. Frederick notes the resurgence of Gnostic ideas in the Byzantine Empire 

through the Bogomil movement, described as "moderate dualists with ancient 

roots in Gnosticism." 

• The Bogomils held beliefs contrary to both the Roman and Eastern Orthodox 

Churches, including rejecting the Mass, Eucharist, Old Testament, Jesus' miracles, 

baptism, and the Catholic priesthood. They also rejected marriage due to their 

disdain for the physical realm. 

• Bogomil missionaries spread eastward, and by the mid-12th century, Catharism, 

with identical service books to Bogomil manuals, was firmly rooted in Western 

Europe. 

• Key Fact: Catharism's presence is documented in Cologne by 1143 and the 

Languedoc region of southern France (Toulouse) by 1145, spreading to other 

parts of Europe by the 1160s. 

• Important Detail: The initial language of Cathar worship in the 12th century was 

Latin, suggesting its primary audience was the educated elite. 

3. Socio-Political and Religious Context Contributing to Catharism's Rise: 

• The schism between the Eastern and Western Churches (1054) and the Gregorian 

Reforms within the Catholic Church in the late 11th century created significant 

changes. 

• Pope Gregory's reforms, aimed at purifying the Church (e.g., against simony and 

requiring clerical celibacy), inadvertently created opportunities for dissent. His 

encouragement of the laity to hold priests accountable was a "dangerous 

weapon" that could lead to questioning the priesthood itself. 

• The 12th century was a time of religious turmoil and a "great renewal of religious 

life" among the laity who sought meaning. 

• Critical Point: The Catholic Church's failure to educate the laity and its insistence 

on Latin for religious texts (making it inaccessible to over 98% of the population) 

created a void that wandering preachers of heresy could fill. 

• Quote: "The fact that all religious texts of the Church, including the Bible, were 

written in Latin meant that less than 2% of the population was functionally 

literate." 
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• Simultaneously, the rise of feudalism, militarized city-states, and a new middle 

class created a changing social landscape. 

4. The Waldensian Response to Catharism: 

• Initially, before 1184, the issue with Valdes (Peter Waldo) was a "pastoral one" 

concerning his emphasis on missionary poverty and the institutional clergy's 

authority. 

• Despite being branded schismatic and excommunicated, Valdes and his followers 

(the Poor of Lyon) sought to demonstrate their loyalty to the Catholic Church. 

• Crucial Action: Recognizing the heresy of Catharism, the Waldensians sent 

missionaries in pairs to the Languedoc region to preach against Cathar beliefs and 

educate the public on orthodox Catholicism. 

• Key Factor in Waldensian Success: Their ability to teach the Christian faith from 

the Bible in the vernacular (Provençal, the "language of the people") made them 

effective with the middle and peasant classes. They also embodied humility and 

gentleness. 

• Impact of Waldensian Preaching: The Waldensians were effective in slowing the 

spread of Catharism, leading the Cathars to increasingly adopt the vernacular in 

the early 13th century. 

• Durand of Huesca's Contribution: A learned Catholic scholar, Durand of Huesca, 

joined the Waldensians and authored Liber Antiheresis, a significant theological 

work providing arguments against Cathar beliefs and instructions for countering 

them. 

• Quote: "His greatest contribution, the document called Liber Antiheresis, worked 

to address the heretical Cathars and their beliefs. Durand provided a highly 

developed theological outline and set of instructions to effectively counter the 

errant beliefs of the Cathars and win the populace to the Mother Church." 

• The effectiveness of the Waldensians against Catharism initially led some Catholic 

bishops to be lenient towards them, even after papal condemnation. 

5. The Catholic Church's Response: Crusade and Inquisition: 

• The Pope eventually responded with "full fury" against Catharism by declaring a 

crusade, the first against Western Europeans deemed to have broken from 

Catholic Christianity. 
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• Key Event: The massacre in Béziers in 1205 exemplified the brutality of the 

crusade, with the crusader commander, Arnold Amalric, famously saying, "kill 

them all, God will know his own." 

• Quote: "When the leaders of the army confiscated booty from the camp 

followers, the town was fired and burned, and at the beginning of the campaign, 

the crusades military commander, Arnold Amalric is said to have been asked how 

the attackers should distinguish between heretic and Catholic. He's said to have 

replied, kill them all, God will know his own." 

• While the major crusade against the Cathars faded by 1229, Cathar communities 

were suppressed. 

• By the 1230s, the papacy began to redirect its focus and fury towards the 

Waldensians, despite their initial efforts against Catharism. 

• By 1250, a standardized manual for inquisitors was created to try and convict 

heretics, including the Waldensians. 

6. Summary and Contrast: 

• Both the Cathars and the Waldensians emerged by addressing the laity's spiritual 

needs in a time when the Church was perceived as inaccessible. Both adopted 

poverty and preached in the vernacular. 

• Key Difference: Catharism's dualistic theology, denial of Jesus' humanity, and 

rejection of the Old Testament made it clearly heretical to the Catholic Church. 

• The Waldensians, initially largely orthodox in their beliefs but emphasizing 

vernacular preaching and missionary activity, were eventually deemed a greater 

threat because their approach resonated with the people and challenged the 

Church's control over religious knowledge. 

• Quote: "The Cathars were relatively easy to dismiss and brand as heretical 

because of their dualistic thinking... but the greater threat to the Catholic Church 

would emerge by a group who was largely Catholic in their beliefs but who dared 

to send out humble and poor missionaries in pairs to spread the word of God in a 

language the people could understand." 

  



6 
 

Conclusion: Dr. Frederick's lecture provides a valuable historical overview of the rise of 

Catharism and the early involvement of the Waldensians in opposing it. It underscores 

the importance of socio-political context, the role of vernacular language in religious 

movements, and the shifting dynamics of heresy and orthodoxy in medieval Europe. The 

lecture sets the stage for understanding the later persecution faced by the Waldensians, 

despite their initial efforts to defend orthodox Christianity against the perceived threat 

of Catharism. 

  



7 
 

4.  Study Guide: Frederick, Waldensians, Session 5, Addressing 

the Heresy of Catharism 

Study Guide: Addressing the Heresy of Catharism 

Key Concepts: 

• Heresy: A belief or opinion contrary to orthodox religious (especially Christian) 

doctrine. 

• Gnosticism: An early Christian heresy emphasizing spiritual knowledge (gnosis) 

over faith, often characterized by dualistic views of a flawed material world and a 

perfect spiritual realm. 

• Dualism: The belief that reality is composed of two fundamentally different 

principles, often good and evil, spirit and matter. 

• Bogomilism: A religious movement that emerged in the Byzantine Empire, 

sharing roots with Gnosticism and exhibiting moderate dualistic beliefs. 

• Catharism: A medieval heretical movement in Western Europe that drew heavily 

from Bogomilism, characterized by a strict dualistic worldview and rejection of 

many Catholic doctrines and practices. 

• Orthodox Christianity: The mainstream Christian beliefs and practices upheld by 

established Christian churches, particularly the Roman Catholic and Eastern 

Orthodox Churches in the context of this lecture. 

• Sacrament: A religious ceremony or act regarded as an outward and visible sign 

of an inward and spiritual grace, especially one of the seven recognized as 

efficacious by most Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic and Eastern 

Orthodox Churches. 

• Liturgy: The customary public worship performed by a religious group. 

• Simony: The buying or selling of ecclesiastical privileges, for example pardons or 

benefices. 

• Laity: Ordinary people who are not members of the clergy. 

• Vernacular: The language or dialect spoken by the ordinary people in a particular 

country or region. 
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• Schism: A split or division between strongly opposed sections or factions, caused 

by differences in opinion or belief. 

• Excommunication: The action of officially excluding someone from participation 

in the sacraments and services of the Christian Church. 

• Crusade: A medieval military expedition, one of a series made by Europeans to 

recover the Holy Land from the Muslims in the 11th, 12th, and 13th centuries. In 

this context, it refers to a military campaign sanctioned by the Pope against 

perceived enemies of the Christian faith within Europe. 

• Indulgence: (In the Roman Catholic Church) a grant by the Pope of remission of 

the temporal punishment in purgatory still due for sins after absolution. The 

unrestricted sale of indulgences by pardoners was a widespread abuse during the 

later Middle Ages. 

• Inquisitor: An official of the Inquisition, a tribunal formerly held in the Roman 

Catholic Church for the discovery and suppression of heresy. 

Short-Answer Quiz: 

1. According to Paul's letter to the Corinthians, what was the challenge he faced, 

and what did some early Christians mistakenly believe about salvation? Paul 

addressed a church fractured by prideful logic, where some Christians believed 

human wisdom was the path to salvation. He countered this by emphasizing 

God's wisdom revealed in the death of Jesus on the cross as the true means of 

salvation. 

2. Explain the core tenets of Gnosticism as presented in the lecture, particularly 

focusing on its view of the Old and New Testament God and the physical world. 

Gnosticism posited a dualistic view, claiming the Old Testament God was flawed 

and wrathful, ruling a sinful physical world, while the New Testament God was 

righteous and offered spiritual salvation. They rejected the physical realm as 

inherently evil, valuing spiritual knowledge as the key to salvation. 

3. How did Gnosticism's dualistic beliefs create problems for the orthodox 

understanding of Jesus Christ? Gnosticism's rejection of the physical realm led 

them to believe Jesus only appeared human and did not truly suffer on the cross, 

as they thought a divine being could not experience such things. This 

contradicted the orthodox doctrine of Jesus being fully human and fully divine. 
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4. Describe the key beliefs of the Bogomils and how they represented a renewal of 

Gnostic ideas in the medieval period. The Bogomils, emerging in the Byzantine 

Empire, were moderate dualists who rejected the Mass, Eucharist, Old Testament, 

Jesus' miracles, baptism, and Catholic priesthood due to their emphasis on the 

spiritual over the physical. This rejection of the physical and established church 

practices echoed ancient Gnostic themes. 

5. What were some of the Gregorian Reforms, and how did Pope Gregory's actions, 

while intended to reform the Church, inadvertently create potential problems? 

The Gregorian Reforms included tighter control over church appointments, 

disavowal of simony, and required celibacy for clergy. While aiming to purify the 

Church, Gregory's encouragement of the laity to reject sacraments from married 

or simoniac priests inadvertently suggested the possibility of dispensing with 

priests altogether. 

6. Explain why the lack of education and the use of Latin in religious texts during the 

12th century contributed to the spread of heresy. With less than 2% of the 

population being literate and religious texts being in Latin, the common people 

could not understand orthodox doctrines or discern them from heretical 

teachings. This created an environment where wandering preachers of heresy 

could easily influence and convert the uneducated laity. 

7. How did the societal structure of feudalism and the rise of militarized city-states 

provide a backdrop for the emergence of new religious movements? Feudalism 

created a hierarchical society with a largely uneducated peasant class seeking 

meaning. The rise of secure cities also fostered a growing middle class. The 

Church's failure to adequately address the spiritual needs of these populations 

created a void that new religious movements like Catharism and the Waldensians 

sought to fill. 

8. Describe the initial interaction between the Waldensians and the Catholic Church, 

focusing on Valdes's intentions and the Church's response. Valdes and his 

followers initially sought to live a life of apostolic poverty and preach, 

demonstrating loyalty to the Catholic Church and even opposing Catharism. 

However, their unauthorized preaching led to Valdes being branded schismatic, 

excommunicated, and banished by the local bishop. 

9. How did the Waldensians effectively counter the spread of Catharism in the 

Languedoc region? The Waldensians preached the Christian faith from the Bible 

in the vernacular language (Provençal), connecting with the middle and peasant 
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classes. Their humble lifestyle and focus on biblical teachings effectively 

highlighted the differences between orthodox Catholicism and Cathar heresy. 

10. Explain the significance of Durand of Huesca and his work, Liber Antiheresis, in 

the context of the Waldensian response to Catharism. Durand of Huesca, a 

learned Catholic scholar who joined the Waldensians, provided intellectual and 

theological depth to the movement. His Liber Antiheresis was a highly developed 

theological work designed to effectively counter Cathar beliefs and win people 

back to the Catholic Church, even being recognized by Catholic bishops as a 

valuable tool. 

Essay Format Questions: 

1. Analyze the historical and social factors that contributed to the rise and spread of 

both Gnosticism in the early church and Catharism in medieval Europe. What 

similarities and differences can be observed in their appeal and core beliefs? 

2. Compare and contrast the approaches taken by the Catholic Church in responding 

to the "heresy" of the Waldensians versus the "heresy" of the Cathars. What 

factors might explain the differing levels of tolerance or aggression displayed 

towards each group initially? 

3. Discuss the significance of the use of vernacular languages in the spread of 

religious ideas during the 12th and 13th centuries. How did this factor contribute 

to the success of both heretical movements and the Waldensian efforts against 

them? 

4. Evaluate the extent to which the Gregorian Reforms, while intended to 

strengthen the Catholic Church, inadvertently created conditions that fostered 

the growth of dissenting religious movements in the 12th century. 

5. Explore the long-term impact of the Albigensian Crusade against the Cathars on 

the religious landscape of Western Europe and its implications for the relationship 

between the Church and dissenting religious groups. 

Glossary of Key Terms: 

• Heresy: A belief or opinion contrary to orthodox religious (especially Christian) 

doctrine. 
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• Gnosticism: An early Christian heresy emphasizing spiritual knowledge (gnosis) 

over faith, often characterized by dualistic views of a flawed material world and a 

perfect spiritual realm. 

• Bogomilism: A religious movement that emerged in the Byzantine Empire, 

sharing roots with Gnosticism and exhibiting moderate dualistic beliefs. 

• Catharism: A medieval heretical movement in Western Europe that drew heavily 

from Bogomilism, characterized by a strict dualistic worldview and rejection of 

many Catholic doctrines and practices. 

• Orthodox Christianity: The mainstream Christian beliefs and practices upheld by 

established Christian churches, particularly the Roman Catholic and Eastern 

Orthodox Churches in the context of this lecture. 

• Sacrament: A religious ceremony or act regarded as an outward and visible sign 

of an inward and spiritual grace, especially one of the seven recognized as 

efficacious by most Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic and Eastern 

Orthodox Churches. 

• Liturgy: The customary public worship performed by a religious group. 

• Simony: The buying or selling of ecclesiastical privileges, for example pardons or 

benefices. 

• Schism: A split or division between strongly opposed sections or factions, caused 

by differences in opinion or belief. 

• Excommunication: The action of officially excluding someone from participation 

in the sacraments and services of the Christian Church. 

• Crusade: A medieval military expedition, one of a series made by Europeans to 

recover the Holy Land from the Muslims in the 11th, 12th, and 13th centuries. In 

this context, it refers to a military campaign sanctioned by the Pope against 

perceived enemies of the Christian faith within Europe. 

• Indulgence: (In the Roman Catholic Church) a grant by the Pope of remission of 

the temporal punishment in purgatory still due for sins after absolution. The 

unrestricted sale of indulgences by pardoners was a widespread abuse during the 

later Middle Ages. 

• Inquisitor: An official of the Inquisition, a tribunal formerly held in the Roman 

Catholic Church for the discovery and suppression of heresy. 
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5. FAQs on Frederick, Waldensians, Session 5, Addressing the 

Heresy of Catharism, Biblicalelearning.org (BeL) 
 

Frequently Asked Questions: The Waldensians and the Heresy of Catharism 

1. What was the central theological difference between the early church heresy of 

Gnosticism (and its medieval resurgence in Bogomilism and Catharism) and orthodox 

Christianity, as highlighted in the lecture? 

Gnosticism and its later forms were built on a dualistic worldview, believing in a flawed 

physical world created by a wrathful Old Testament God, distinct from a spiritual realm 

governed by a benevolent New Testament God. They emphasized salvation through the 

intellectual attainment of divine wisdom. This contrasted sharply with orthodox 

Christianity, which, as Paul argued, finds salvation through faith in the "foolishness" of 

the cross—the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Orthodox belief affirms one God 

as Creator and Redeemer, and the reality of Jesus Christ as fully God and fully human, 

whose suffering and death are central to salvation by grace. 

2. How did the dualistic beliefs of Catharism manifest in their practices and views of 

the physical world and Jesus Christ? 

Catharism, inheriting Gnostic and Bogomil influences, viewed the physical world as 

inherently evil and unredeemable. Consequently, they rejected aspects of physical life, 

such as marriage and the consumption of products from animal procreation (meat, 

dairy, eggs). They struggled with the concept of Jesus Christ being both fully human and 

divine, with some holding that he only appeared to be human and did not truly suffer on 

the cross. This denial of Jesus's physical suffering was integral to their belief that a 

perfect God could not experience such things. 

3. What were some of the key religious practices and doctrines rejected by the 

Bogomils, and how did these align with their dualistic worldview? 

The Bogomils, as moderate dualists with Gnostic roots, rejected several core practices 

and doctrines of the Roman and Eastern Orthodox Churches. These included the liturgy 

of the Mass and the sacrament of the Eucharist, the use of the Old Testament as Holy 

Scripture (seeing its God as distinct from the New Testament God), belief in the miracles 

of Jesus (likely seeing them as acts within the flawed physical realm), the sacrament of 

baptism, and the priesthood of the Catholic Church. Their rejection of marriage also 

stemmed from their negative view of the physical and procreation. 
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4. What socio-religious context in the 12th century contributed to the rise and spread 

of heretical movements like Catharism? 

Several factors contributed to this environment. The schism between the Eastern and 

Western churches in 1054 and the subsequent Gregorian Reforms within the Catholic 

Church created societal and religious shifts. More significantly, the Catholic Church's 

failure to adequately educate the laity in religious matters, coupled with their insistence 

on Latin as the language of scripture and liturgy (understood by less than 2% of the 

population), created a spiritual void. This lack of understanding and access to religious 

knowledge made people susceptible to wandering preachers of alternative beliefs who 

offered explanations in the vernacular. The existing feudal system and the rise of a 

middle class also contributed to a desire for more personal and meaningful religious 

engagement. 

5. How did the Waldensians initially respond to the emergence and spread of 

Catharism in Southern France (Languedoc)? 

Initially, Waldo and his followers, despite facing their own tensions with the Catholic 

hierarchy regarding their emphasis on apostolic poverty and lay preaching, recognized 

Catharism as a heresy. Demonstrating their loyalty to the Roman Church, they sent pairs 

of missionaries into the Languedoc region to preach against Catharism and to educate 

the public on the differences between orthodox Catholic beliefs and Cathar doctrines. 

6. What methods and strengths did the Waldensians employ that made them effective 

in countering the influence of Catharism among the common people? 

The Waldensians effectively countered Catharism by preaching the Christian faith 

directly from the Bible in the vernacular language (Provençal), which was understood by 

the common people. This contrasted with the Catholic Church's reliance on Latin. 

Additionally, their embodiment of humility, gentleness, and a lifestyle reflecting the 

teachings of Jesus resonated with the populace. The later addition of scholars like 

Durand of Huesca, who provided intellectual and theological arguments against 

Catharism in works like Liber Antiheresis, further strengthened their position. 
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7. Why did the Catholic Church ultimately view the Waldensians as a greater threat 

than the Cathars, despite the Waldensians' initial efforts against Catharism and their 

largely orthodox beliefs? 

While the Cathars were easily branded as heretical due to their dualistic theology, the 

Waldensians, despite largely adhering to orthodox Catholic beliefs, posed a greater 

threat to the Church's authority structure. Their practice of unauthorized lay preaching 

in the vernacular, their emphasis on biblical authority over the clergy's interpretation, 

and their direct engagement with the laity challenged the Church's control over religious 

knowledge and practice. The Church feared the erosion of its authority more from a 

movement that resonated with the people through accessible scripture and a seemingly 

pious lifestyle than from a clearly divergent theological system like Catharism. 

8. What was the Roman Catholic Church's ultimate response to both the Cathars and 

the Waldensians, and what did this reveal about the Church's priorities in the 13th 

century? 

The Roman Catholic Church responded to both groups with increasing force. Against the 

Cathars, they launched the Albigensian Crusade, a brutal military campaign that included 

the infamous massacre at Béziers. While the crusade eventually suppressed Catharism, 

the Church later turned its attention to the Waldensians. By the 1230s, the papacy 

began actively persecuting them, culminating in the widespread use of the Inquisition by 

1250 to identify, try, and convict heretics, including Waldensians. This shift in focus 

reveals the Church's primary concern: maintaining its authority and doctrinal control. 

While theological deviation was a concern with the Cathars, the Waldensians' challenge 

to the Church's hierarchical structure and its control over the dissemination of religious 

knowledge was ultimately perceived as a more significant threat. 


