
Clerical Opposition in Habsburg Castile

Introduction

The emergence of the new monarchies at the end of the fifteenth
century and the beginning of the sixteenth century has often been
considered a watershed mark in the development of the modern
state. Historians and social scientists have argued that this 
transition led to greater royal control over society, including the
clergy. John Thomson, for example, notes that in the fifteenth
century princes gradually wrested from the papacy the right of
appointment to ecclesiastical benefices, the right to tax the 
clergy, and greater jurisdictional rights over the national
Church.1 According to the state-building paradigm, then, the new
monarchies brought an end to the universalist claims of the popes
and brought the national clergy more thoroughly under royal
control.

This suggests, however, a sharp discontinuity with the medieval
past, which was full of struggles between Church and State. A
few of the most notable examples include: the ‘investiture con-
flict’ in Germany, which led Henry IV (1056–1106) to prostrate
himself before the gates of Castile Canossa for three consecutive
days seeking papal absolution (1077);2 the struggles in England
over the status of Church courts and law, and the subsequent
murder of Archbishop Thomas à Becket in Canterbury Cathedral
(1170); and the conflicts between Philip the Fair (1285–1314)
and Boniface VIII (1294–1303) over ecclesiastical taxation and
immunity, which were only resolved when Philip arrested
Boniface VIII (1303). Could the contentious popes, bishops, and
priests of the Middle Ages really have been subdued and trans-
formed so rapidly? No. Conflicts between princes and clergy con-
tinued throughout the early modern period. Charles V (1519–56),
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for example, was at war with Clement VII (1523–34), and his
troops sacked Rome in 1527. The clergy in Brabant led the
charge against the ‘new bishopric’ project initiated by Philip II
(1556–98) in 1561,3 while the French clergy regularly flexed their
muscles against fiscal impositions in the eighteenth century.4 Even
Protestant princes had to contend with ecclesiastical opposition
from time to time. In England, for example, the Tudors continu-
ally had problems collecting subsidies from the lower clergy, and
various bishops opposed plans to replace the Valor Ecclesiasticus
in the reign of Elizabeth I (1558–1603).5 The state-building
model clearly makes a sharper break between the medieval 
period and the early modern period than the historical records
suggest. Although there might be valid pedagogical or theoretical
reasons for using such a paradigm, the state-building model often
obscures the historical realities and simplifies complex relation-
ships between Church and State, and within the Church itself.
This is nowhere more true than in the case of Catholic Spain.

The reconquista, the Inquisition, and the Counter-Reformation
have all helped to establish the view of the Spanish ‘Catholic
Monarchy’, where Church and State walked hand-in-hand. Thus,
even as historians acknowledge the intricate relations between
Church and State in other early modern European nations, 
Spain, or more precisely Castile, has remained ‘different’.6 Many 
scholars consequently see conflict between the Crown and the
Castilian Church as extraordinary, when in fact, as Quintín
Aldea Vaquero has noted, Church–State conflict was a normal
phenomenon in Habsburg Spain.7 By examining several cases of
clerical opposition in Castile, I will provide further evidence that
ecclesiastical opposition to aspects of royal policy, especially 
fiscal policy, was endemic in the entire Habsburg period. Such
commonplaces as the Castilian Church enthusiastically support-
ing the Crown, and the Crown gaining as effective control over
the Castilian Church as Henry VIII did over the English Church,
can no longer be accepted without caution. This article does not
examine all instances of ecclesiastical opposition to the Crown
but focuses on the repeated use of the cesación a divinis during
Charles V’s reign, protests against the millones in the 1600s, 
clerical appeals to Rome, opposing ecclesiastical contributions in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and, finally, preaching
against the Crown in the Habsburg period.

Before proceeding, a few caveats should be made concerning
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clerical opposition. First, as a corporate body, the clergy never
totally opposed the Crown: they did not seek to overthrow the
regime. The ecclesiastical estate did not constitute political oppo-
sition in the modern sense. Rather, clerical opposition took an
organized form when the Crown purportedly violated ecclesiasti-
cal liberties and jurisdiction.8 In such instances, the goal of the
clergy was to reassert and to protect their rights vis-à-vis the
Crown. The cases of organized opposition examined here deal
with infringements on the ecclesiastical fisc. Second, individual
clergymen did advocate political opposition to the Crown; some
even led mutinies, but, in such cases, individual clergy often
expressed communal concerns, not ecclesiastical concerns.9

Thus, individual clergymen frequently became involved in fac-
tional and communal politics against the Crown. Preaching
against the Crown offers another angle from which to examine
clerical opposition, but, given the communal concerns expressed
from the pulpit, it was often distinct from the organized defence
of ecclesiastical liberties. Third, the present focus on clerical
opposition should not lead the reader to assume that the ecclesi-
astical estate never supported the monarchy. In fact, as will be
seen, many clergymen who resisted the Crown had faithfully
served it in the past. This brings to light issues of conscience, and
the delicate balancing act many clergymen performed as minis-
ters of God and king. An examination of the continual presence
of various types of ecclesiastical opposition, then, should provide
us with a more nuanced understanding of the Castilian Church.
By placing isolated acts of resistance into a larger context, it may
make the individual acts of clerical opposition less dramatic,10

but it will also help us to rethink our understandings of royal 
control over the Church, concepts of a monolithic Castilian
Church, and Church–State relations in Habsburg Castile.

Cesación a divinis of 1519, 1533 and 1556

Throughout Europe, clergy regularly provided princes with 
monetary contributions. Some contributions were loans, others
were ‘voluntary’ gifts from the clergy, and still others were papal
concessions (e.g. the Tres Gracias-Cruzada, Subsidio and
Excusado11). The amount of money transferred from Church 
to State could be enormous; for example, in the course of the 
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sixteenth century, the Spanish clergy paid 27,540,000 ducados in
subsidies and excusados to the Crown.12 While recognizing that
the clergy paid this money, most historians have overlooked the
actual negotiations for the contributions and the clergy’s constant
reluctance to pay. In regard to the subsidy and excusado, the
Castilian clergy convened an Assembly of the Clergy to negotiate
the size of the contribution and the period of payments. The
Assembly also offered the clergy an organized means to resist 
the Crown and limit royal demands.13 At times, resisting the
Crown meant the use of the spiritual arms. In Castile, the clergy
employed the cesación a divinis on three occasions — 1519, 1533,
and 1556 — in response to royal demands for ecclesiastical sub-
sidies.

The spiritual arms of the Church were for punishing laymen or
clerics who had strayed from the Christian path. These same
weapons were naturally used on royal officials who infringed on
ecclesiastical liberties.14 Censure, excommunication and inter-
dicts are familiar to most historians. The cesación a divinis is more
obscure, and it consisted of the suspension of Divine Offices and
the abstention from administering the sacraments.15 In the par-
ticular cases under examination here, the Castilian clergy used
the cesación a divinis to put pressure on the Crown before and
during the negotiations for ecclesiastical subsidies. As stated
above, the clergy suspended Divine Offices on at least three 
occasions during the reign of Charles V and discussed imple-
menting a cesación a divinis on at least one other occasion in
1530. The ecclesiastical use of the cesación a divinis provides a
wonderful opportunity to examine the dynamics between Church
and State, and how the clergy effectively resisted the Crown 
and pressured it to reach a more acceptable agreement with
them.16

The first organized act of ecclesiastical opposition to the
Habsburgs occurred at the beginning of Charles V’s reign in
1519. Shortly after his arrival in Valladolid (November 1517),
the new king learned that the clergy could easily provide him with
at least 400,000 ducados; he consequently petitioned Pope Leo X
(1513–21) to concede a décima to finance a military expedition
against the Muslims in Africa.17 In January 1519 representatives
of the cathedral chapters met at court to discuss the décima,18 but
the outcome of these discussions is unknown. Presumably, the
chapters registered their grievances with the Crown over the 
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décima and made plans amongst themselves to resist its collec-
tion. The papal bull had apparently arrived by April 1519,
because on 17 April the cathedral chapter of Toledo decided to
convoke an Assembly of the Clergy. On 18 April, the cathedral
canons swore a solemn oath not to partake in the collection of the
décima.19 Such an oath is an important act of resistance, because
the cathedral chapters collected the ecclesiastical contributions.
Then, later in April, the clergy became even more defiant by 
suspending Divine Offices.

What specific royal action precipitated the suspension is
unclear. The political situation was tense in 1519, and the
Castilians greatly distrusted Charles V’s entourage. For example,
the rumour that Guillaume Chièvres de Croy, the avaricious
Flemish minister, not being content with the money he had
already taken from the kingdom, wanted to rob the Churches —
both rich and poor — of their treasures was widespread.20 In this
tense situation, the Castilian clergy might have acted on minor
provocation. In any case it was an organized response to the
Crown — all the dioceses closed their Church doors and sus-
pended the administration of sacraments and the celebration of
Mass. Although the exact dates cannot be determined at present,
the cesación a divinis began in April and lasted until August,
clearly placing pressure on the Crown. It had both political and
spiritual ramifications. Politically, the clergy would no longer say
prayers for the king, thus threatening the legitimacy of the
monarchy, and, worse yet, they might actually preach against the
king. The suspension of Divine Offices also meant the cancella-
tion of religious festivals such as Corpus Christi, which often
played an important political role in the civic life of a commu-
nity.21 Spiritually, the cesación a divinis endangered the souls of
the king and his subjects. The king therefore needed to bring it to
a timely conclusion so that his subjects would not be denied the
sacraments for too long.22 To end ecclesiastical resistance in
1519, the king had to lower his demand on the clergy.23

In August, the Assembly of the Clergy convened in Barcelona.
The cathedral chapters used the opportunity to present a memo-
rial to the king, justifying their actions and clearly stating that a
décima was a new and intolerable imposition: the Catholic
Monarchs, for example, had never requested a décima during the
Conquest of Granada (1482–92) — a cause more just in the eyes
of the clergy than the proposed attack on Africa, and the payment
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of a décima would impoverish the Churches, preventing them
from providing charity and carrying out liturgical functions.
Although the king may not have been convinced by the clergy’s
arguments, he finally accepted the Assembly’s offer of a subsidy
of 100,000 florins instead of a décima. Once an agreement was
reached, the clergy lifted the suspension and opened the Church
doors.24 In this particular case, the clergy successfully used the
cesación a divinis to exact a concession from the Crown and to
limit the fiscal demands placed on them.25

In 1532, Pope Clement VII conceded a further ecclesiastical
contribution — the medios frutos or half of the current year’s rents
payable in two instalments over six months — to the Crown. This
papal concession stipulated that the money was for the defence of
Spain from the infidel Turks. By the time the bull arrived in
Spain, however, the immediate threat from the Turkish fleet 
no longer existed, and the clergy consequently argued that the
concession was void. They also made preparations to resist 
the Crown should it start collecting the medios frutos. First, the
cathedral chapter of Toledo wrote to all the other cathedral 
chapters asking them to implement a cesación a divinis if royal
authorities threatened the liberties of any diocese through a
sequestration of ecclesiastical rents. Second, the cathedral chap-
ters wrote to the diocesan clergy requesting that they suspend
Divine Offices if the cathedral should do so. Thus, the clergy of
Castile formed a ‘defensive alliance’ to resist the Crown. The
royal government under the regency of Isabel of Portugal learned
of the planned resistance, and it decided not to proceed against
the clergy when the first payment was due in March 1533, fear-
ing that a cesación a divinis would create unrest in the kingdom.26

Instead, the regency sought to reach an agreement with the 
clergy, while awaiting the imminent return of the king to Spain.

After Charles V had arrived in May 1533, royal ministers
advocating the use of force, for example archbishop Tavera, won
the king’s ear, and royal officials began to sequester ecclesiastical
rents in early June. The dioceses of Castile responded by declar-
ing a cesación a divinis, which lasted for roughly two months.
However, not all dioceses suspended Divine Offices for that
long. In Seville, for example, the cathedral canons were divided.
Within a week, the opponents prevailed, and Seville lifted the
suspension of Divine Offices. In other dioceses, the resolve of 
the cathedral chapter was stronger. In Burgos, for example, the
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cathedral chapter only resumed services on 4 August after learn-
ing that diocesan clergy and monasteries had resumed liturgical
acts and that nearby cathedral chapters such as Salamanca,
Palencia and Santo Domingo de la Calzada had resumed services
as well. Gradually, then, the cesación a divinis came to an end, but
the clergy successfully forced the Crown to end the sequestration
of ecclesiastical rents and to negotiate with the Assembly of the
Clergy for the payment of a subsidy instead of the medios frutos.
Finally, in March 1534, almost a year and a half after the papal
concession arrived and a year after the first payment was due, the
Castilian clergy agreed to pay a subsidy of 471,000 florins over a
period of three years.27

The cesación a divinis of 1556 had similarities to the above
cases, but it also highlights the conflicting attitudes of the clergy
in the royal service towards the sequestration of ecclesiastical
rents. The events precipitating the conflict in 1556 date back to a
concession of Pope Julius III (1550–5) in late 1554. Soon after
the new concession was announced in the spring of 1555, how-
ever, Julius III died. Nevertheless, in Castile, the cathedral 
chapters still assembled in June 1555 to negotiate the payment of
a subsidy. By July, however, the negotiations had come to a
standstill. The Assembly understood that through a regulation of
the papal chancery, the concession of Julius III was annulled
with the election of a new pope. Moreover, the representatives
had reports from Rome that Paul IV (1555–9) had revoked the
concession. The Assembly consequently was reluctant to grant a
subsidy in the absence of a valid bull, but the royal ministers 
simply ignored the Assembly’s argument, and in August told the
representatives to go home.28

The Assembly, however, did not dissolve itself until
November. In the intervening months, negotiations continued
while both sides waited for news from Rome on the status of 
the concession. The royal ministers also began to discuss the
sequestration of ecclesiastical rents, and debate then ensued over
who should carry it out. The Comisario General de la Cruzada29

advocated using lay officials as precedent dictated, while the
President of the Royal Council and other ministers recom-
mended using ecclesiastical officials instead. Despite his reserva-
tions, the Comisario General ordered ecclesiastical officials to
sequester the rents in November.30 He, however, had a hard time
finding any clerics willing to accept the task. For example, in 
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his memoir the future bishop of Zamora, Diego de Simancas,
recalled being appointed by the Comisario General to sequester
ecclesiastical rents in Toledo. Simancas noted that the Comisario
General tried to tempt him with the prospect of winning royal
favours through the commission, but Simancas refused, declaring
that it would be against his conscience. Another ecclesiastical
official finally accepted the commission.31

The sequestration was halted in late December with the arrival
of a papal brief confirming the concession. The Comisario
General immediately informed the chapters and began to nego-
tiate with individual chapters for a contribution. News arrived
shortly thereafter that the pope had revoked the brief of con-
firmation. The situation then reverted to what it had been since
August: was the original bull of Julius III valid or not? Since he
had not seen the revocation of the brief of confirmation, the
Comisario General decided to proceed with the sequestration.
Even after representatives from Toledo presented him with the
actual revocation of the brief of confirmation in mid-January, the
Comisario General stood firm on the need to collect the contri-
bution, believing that the cathedral chapters had lied and exag-
gerated to the pope about the situation in Castile. If the pope had
known the truth, the Comisario General reasoned, he would not
have revoked the confirmation of the concession. To protest what
they considered a flagrant violation of their rights, the clergy then
initiated a cesación a divinis in February. It was not as widespread
in 1556 as in 1519 and 1533, but it was still effective. On 27
February, the regent ordered the Comisario General to suspend
the sequestration and return the money that had been taken from
the clergy. The cathedral chapter of Córdoba, for example, had
644,045 maravedís returned to it.32

These three cases clearly illustrate organized clerical opposi-
tion and resistance to the Crown over fiscal policy. At the same
time, resistance was voluntary, and many canons and other 
clergy often did not have the stomach to suspend Divine Offices
for too long; these clerics claimed that not celebrating Mass and
denying sacraments to the people violated their conscience. In
fact, as a way to assuage their own conscience and the conscience
of other clergy, some chapters referred to the cesación a divinis
as an abstention. The issue of conscience must therefore be
examined more closely. This is true not only for the clergy who
suspended Divine Offices but also for the clergy in the royal 
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service. In 1555–6 the Comisario General, a bishop, had no
qualms about sequestering ecclesiastical rents, while other eccle-
siastical officials, like Simancas, did have qualms about seques-
tering ecclesiastical rents. Clearly, at times, some ecclesiastical
officials in the royal service could not execute the Crown’s will
against the Church with a clear conscience. Others, however,
could act against the Church on the Crown’s behalf without 
scruple. This situation raises several questions: How are we to
assess Church–State conflicts when clergy were the principal
agents on both sides? How did conscience and the actions of 
individual clergymen affect Church–State relations? How did
individual clergymen determine when service to the Crown
meant disservice to the Church, and why did they act the way
they did? Although the above examples cannot answer these
questions, they clearly invite more reflection on individual 
clergymen and their relations vis-à-vis Church and State.33

Nevertheless, the acts of resistance discussed were effective.
The clergy forced the Crown on these three occasions either to
accept a smaller subsidy or to forego the concession altogether.
The mere possibility of the cesación a divinis impeded royal
actions; the Crown clearly hesitated using force against the 
clergy.34

Protest against the millones

The destruction of the Armada in 1588 marked an important
turning point in the fiscal history of Castile. In 1589, the Cortes
(parliament) of Castile voted to provide a new contribution — the
servicio de los millones or simply the millones — to raise eight 
million ducados in a period of six years. An excise tax (sisas) on
the consumption of meat, wine, vinegar and oil would be used
and other items, such as, paper, wax, salt and chocolate, were
included in later contributions. The Cortes expected that the new
contribution would be paid by everyone, including the clergy. A
new administrative body — comisarios del Real Servicio de los 
millones — was also created to collect the millones. This body was
separate from the royal treasury and was controlled by the Cortes
and the cities it represented. The millones soon became a new
point of conflict between Church and State.

Problems began immediately in 1590–1. When the city council
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of Cuenca established an excise tax on wine, for example, the
ecclesiastical judge of the diocese responded with censures.
Negotiations then ensued between municipal and ecclesiastical
officials in Cuenca. The solution was that the excise tax would
not be collected from the clergy until it was determined that the
ecclesiastical estate was subject to the new tax. In other dioceses,
the prelates actively defended the ecclesiastical estate from pay-
ing the excise tax by fulminating censures against city councillors
and other officials. The papal brief of 17 August 1591, Ad 
sexennium, brought the initial conflict to an end, giving papal
authorization for the inclusion of the clergy in the tax. The key
difference between this papal concession and previous con-
cessions for the subsidy and excusado was that the clergy were
being taxed as vassals, not as an estate.35

Ad sexennium, however, did not permanently end the conflict.
With each renewal of the millones by the Cortes, the pope had to
issue new bulls or briefs authorizing collection from the ecclesi-
astical estate to avoid further conflict.36 Lucia Carpintero
Aguado has addressed the twists and turns of these negotiations
and documented many outbursts by the clergy in her important
dissertation. In 1631, for example, royal officials began collect-
ing the recently renewed millones from the clergy without papal
authorization. In various regions, the clergy complained and
even censured the corregidores. To placate the clergy, Philip IV
was forced to seek the requisite papal bull. In 1639, resistance
was even more extreme. In Ecija, for instance, the clergy burnt
down the house of the millones administrator, while in Trujillo, in
order to ward off the official responsible for recording the con-
sumption of wine, the clergy armed themselves when bringing
their wine into town. In 1684, a local priest in Guadix attacked
the sisas administrator with a carving knife. More commonly, the
clergy resorted to remonstrances and fraud to resist the new con-
tribution. Fraud, in fact, was endemic throughout the entire 
period among both laymen and clergy in avoiding complete pay-
ment of the excise tax. The clergy certainly did not make collect-
ing the millones easy for secular officials.37

Carpintero, however, found that the clergy rarely made a uni-
fied stand. Efforts by the Assembly of the Clergy, for example,
were mainly limited to preparing memorials38 against the contri-
butions and appealing to the pope to modify the terms of the con-
cession or to annul it. The nature of the millones (which involved
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payment of excise taxes by individual clergy and not a grant from
the entire ecclesiastical estate) precluded the Assembly from
reaching collective agreements with the Crown as it did with the
subsidy and excusado.39 Only in 1656 and 1657 did the clergy
make some effort to defend their fiscal immunities as a corporate
body.

On 19 July 1656, the king again ordered the clergy to con-
tribute to the recently conceded millones. Papal authorization,
however, had not yet arrived. The Crown, therefore, had to
promise to return the money if the pope did not issue a brief.
Lack of papal authorization was clearly grounds for clerical
resistance, but what angered the clergy even more was the estab-
lishment of a new method to control the wine trade. This was
designed to eliminate rampant fraud in the trade, but wine was
one of the clergy’s principal products, and the clergy rightly
feared that the new collection method would unduly burden
them. In addition to the new collection method, the clergy were
angered by the Crown justifying their contributing because of the
large numbers of juros (government bonds) that were tied to the
millones. The clergy, led by the cathedral chapters, reckoned that
the Crown intended to turn them into a perpetual tributary for the
payment of juros. Aware of clerical discontent, the king ordered
various prelates to be vigilant and to make sure that problems did
not occur in the collection.40

In this particular case, however, many prelates did not obey the
royal command. In fact, the most important prelates, such as
those of Toledo, Seville and Osma, led the resistance.41 A brief
examination of several letters from the archbishop of Seville,
Pedro de Tapia (1582–1657), during the spring of 1656, makes it
clear that trouble was brewing long before the king issued the
decree of July. Problems began with the royal instruction of 16
January 1655, which stipulated that ‘no ecclesiastic can sell . . .
the species for which there are excise taxes without license from
the administrator of the millones’, and even gave secular officials
the right to punish members of the ecclesiastical estate who did
not comply.42 Archbishop Tapia began sending letters of protest
to the royal ministers as early as June 1655 and was still seeking
redress in the spring of 1656. Tapia emphatically argued that the
clause in the instruction of January 1655 violated the bull In
coena Domini, pointing out that the clergy had their own judges
to whom they could go for permission to sell their goods and,
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more importantly, only ecclesiastic judges or superiors could
punish the clergy.43

Tapia, however, was not only upset about the language in the
instruction. He was also livid about the disregard of secular
authorities for ecclesiastical liberties, reporting that secular 
officials had violently entered the homes of the clergy and had
publicly proclaimed that the ecclesiastical estate was subject to
the new method for collecting the millones. He related that one
corregidor, who was also an administrator of the millones, had
publicly stated that in Spain there was no longer any ecclesiasti-
cal jurisdiction, only royal jurisdiction. The archbishop queried if
this was not in fact the Anglican position. Furthermore, Tapia
stated, secular officials prohibited the execution of ecclesiastical
orders, and in some cases, they were even beginning legal pro-
ceedings against the clergy. Such occurrences led him to excom-
municate one corregidor and place an interdict on an unspecified
city in the archdiocese in November 1655.44

To restore order, Tapia asked the king to annul the problematic
clause in the instruction of 1655, reminding him of the important
role that the clergy played in praying for his well-being and the
success of the realm. He also assured Philip IV that once the
clause was cancelled, the clergy would peacefully provide aid to
the Crown.45 In his letters to Juan de Góngora, a royal minister,
Tapia was more explicit about the dangers of not reaching an
amenable solution with the clergy. First, he noted that in such
turbulent times it would not be wise to give the entire ecclesiasti-
cal estate motive for complaint and to awake discontent in those
who occupied the pulpit. Second, he urged that the clergy be
allowed to go before their own judges, suggesting that if this 
did not happen the clergy might cut down their vineyards and
olive groves, which would harm the kingdom.46 Tapia tactfully
addressed some central concerns of the royal ministers: the threat
that the clergy would not pray for the king, the danger of the 
clergy stirring up trouble from the pulpit, and the potential eco-
nomic crisis that could ensue. Tapia’s efforts nonetheless failed
to affect a change in royal policy in the spring of 1656.

Although a contemporary chronicler called Tapia a staunch
defender of ecclesiastical liberties,47 in fact the archbishop had
had a distinguished and unblemished career as a loyal servant of
the Crown prior to 1656. He himself made this clear in all his 
letters: almost half of his letter to the king, for instance, concerns
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his good service. He outlined his many works of charity from
endowing hospitals and orphanages to providing alms to the
poor; he had also rounded up criminals and worked to end fraud
in the archdiocese, including fraud in the payment of the millones;
he had rebuilt churches and repopulated towns and villages that
had been destroyed by the Portuguese;48 he had put down a
mutiny in Córdoba and dealt firmly with a mutinous cleric in
Seville, and so on.49 Tapia was not a rabble-rouser, but he could
not tolerate in good conscience the enforcement of this specific
clause.50

The summer and fall saw more letters from the prelates of
Toledo, Seville, Osma and elsewhere to the king and his council-
lors. The prelates also fulminated further censures and interdicts,
while the Council of Castile debated how to respond to such stiff
resistance. Most councillors advocated a peaceful solution, while
a minority declared that only force would ensure the restoration
of order. The majority view prevailed, and on 28 January 1657
the king suspended the collection of the excise tax from the 
clergy, hoping in turn that the clergy would cease to employ 
spiritual arms against royal officials. (Although the clergy appar-
ently stopped censuring royal officials, the bishops explained that
they could not lift the censures already issued, because absolu-
tion of these offences was reserved for the pope.) Officials from
both sides then found themselves locked in negotiations over 
an acceptable arrangement for returning the money already col-
lected. Divisions within the ecclesiastical estate between dioceses
and within the dioceses among prelates and chapters made it 
difficult for the clergy to reach a consensus on the best procedure.
The Crown also exacerbated the situation by changing the terms
of the agreement in the middle of the negotiations, making them
more favourable to the Crown. By the time an acceptable agree-
ment was reached in late August 1657 it was a moot point
because Pope Alexander VII (1655–67) had granted a papal brief
authorizing the inclusion of the clergy in the millones.51

Throughout the crisis, some prelates had obediently complied
with the royal order. The archbishop of Santiago, for example,
went so far as to criticize his fellow prelates who defended the 
liberties of the Church. Many clergy, however, were not happy
with the archbishop’s position, and one friar even expounded on
the liberties of the Church in a sermon before the archbishop of
Santiago.52 Clearly, matters of conscience were handled differ-
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ently by individual prelates and clergymen. Then, of course,
there were those clergymen in the royal service who were, as a
canon from Seville put it in 1631, theologians for hire; these 
clerics were moved only by their own interests and vanity.53 The
challenge for the historian is to probe into the motives of indi-
vidual clerics. Did the clergy act in the interests of the Church,
the State or themselves? Although this question cannot be
answered in this article, and it may remain unanswerable for
most clerics, the multiple responses of the clergy means that we
must try to address it when possible in order to gain a more
nuanced understanding of ecclesiastical compliance or resistance
to the Crown.

One point is, however, clearly illustrated by this episode with
the millones; the appointment of prelates by the king did not 
guarantee royal control over their actions. Many prelates, such as
Tapia, who had distinguished records serving the Crown were at
times ready to place the interests of the ecclesiastical estate above
the royal interests. Prelates defended the rights of the clergy and
did not simply follow royal dictates; resistance was not limited to
the cathedral canons and lower clergy. In this particular case,
many powerful prelates resisted the Crown, while other prelates
individually challenged royal policy from time to time as well.54

The key distinction in the crisis of 1656–7 was the large number
of prelates united in their opposition to the millones.

Appeals to Rome

The Castilian clergy realized that Rome often held the key in
their fiscal confrontations with the Crown, providing the author-
ity to oppose the fiscal demands of the king. Throughout the
entire early modern period, the Habsburg monarchs continually
sought papal concessions to tax and appropriate ecclesiastical
revenues. As seen above, requisite papal bulls or briefs were
needed to reach a successful agreement with the clergy. The pope
normally made such a concession after protracted negotiations
between himself and the royal ambassador, and the latter often
had to contend with papal hostility. For example, after the Turks
were repelled from Malta in 1565, Cardinal Pacheco on his own
initiative asked Pope Pius IV (1559–65) to grant the king a sub-
sidy, to which Pius responded ‘Send him the quinquenio? He will
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be lucky if he gets it when he asks me for it.’55 Papal concessions
gave the popes leverage on the Spanish kings. Pope Pius V
(1566–72), for example, wanted Bartolomé de Carranza, arch-
bishop of Toledo, who had been imprisoned for more than seven
years, transferred to Rome to be tried for heresy, but the Spanish
Inquisition refused to comply. After protracted negotiations,
Philip II succumbed to the pope’s demand in December 1566.
Among the various explanations for the king’s change of posi-
tion, Ambassador Requesens made clear the financial incentive
in his report of 27 December 1566: ‘There is no cruzada yet, but
no doubt there will be when [the pope] gets satisfaction over
Carranza.’56 The popes then did not simply concede bulls and
briefs to the Crown; some popes were adamantly opposed to such
concessions and others used them to gain benefits from the
Spanish kings.57

The situation in Rome opened the door to ecclesiastic appeals
to the pope and attempts by the clergy to derail the negotiations.
The Crown was wary of the representatives of the Assembly of
the Clergy in Rome: in 1533, for example, the royal ambassador
was told to keep an eye on the activities of the clerical repre-
sentative, and in 1543, the royal ministers considered asking the
ambassador in Rome to warn the pope of the imminent clerical
appeal of the bull, and ordering the ambassador to take measures
to prevent the pope from granting the representatives an audi-
ence. The clergy did not simply appeal the papal concessions. In
1555, they reportedly offered the pope 20,000 ducados to revoke
the bull granting the subsidy.58 Further research is needed to
assess the success or failure of the Assembly’s representatives,
but the evidence suggests that the Crown did not treat the matter
lightly. Judging from the amount of money invested and the 
frequency of sending representatives to Rome, the clergy appar-
ently thought that this was a worthwhile endeavour.59

Unfortunately, very little is known about the Assembly’s
agents in Rome. Carpintero has located a bundle of letters 
directed to the Assembly’s representative in Rome from 1683 to
1703,60 but more research is necessary to locate other corre-
spondence and to draw a fuller picture of these negotiations.
Furthermore, correspondence between the Assembly’s repre-
sentatives and the Assembly or cathedral chapters will shed light
on other issues that were important to the Castilian ecclesiastical
estate. The constant presence of representatives of the cathedral
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chapters brings into question the notion that ‘during the early
modern period, relations between pope and clergy have almost
always been mediated by the sovereign.’61 True, the papal bulls
and briefs went to the king before they were issued in the king-
dom, and in that sense the king did mediate between the pope and
the clergy. Yet the ability of the clergy to influence directly the
drafting of briefs and bulls or to appeal them through their own
representatives suggest a more complex situation than previously
thought.62

The presence of ecclesiastical representatives in Rome gives us
an opportunity to examine ecclesiastical resistance to the Crown
that has not been fully examined and that will further illuminate
events in Castile. The study of ecclesiastical opposition to the
Crown over fiscal policy consequently cannot be limited to
domestic policy but must also consider foreign policy in Rome.63

Preaching against the Crown

The printing press revolutionized communications in the early
modern period, but the pulpit still remained the most effective
way to disseminate a message. Princes across Europe regularly
elicited ecclesiastical backing for their endeavours and relied
upon favourable sermons to muster popular support for their
policies.64 After the destruction of the Armada in 1588, for 
example, Philip II wrote to his bishops asking them to intervene
with preachers and confessors so that they would persuade the
town councillors to offer additional aid to the Crown.65 The 
pulpit, of course, could also arouse sentiments not so desired by
the Crown. In the late 1590s, the regular clergy helped to foment
popular enthusiasm for the plight of Irish Catholics, but the 
government preferred to wait cautiously for an opportune
moment to intervene in Irish affairs.66

While recognizing the benefits of preaching, princes were also
cognizant of the dangers, and they constantly had to be on guard
against outspoken clergy. Sermons chastising the Crown could
foment dissent and even rebellion,67 something the Spanish
Habsburgs knew all too well. Upon arriving in Castile, Charles
V had been greeted by disgruntled friars preaching that the king
was a prisoner of Chièvres and his Flemish retinue, that
Castilians, not foreigners, should govern Castile, that Charles
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would abandon Castilian foreign policy for a policy oriented
towards France and northern Europe, and so forth. Joseph Pérez
has suggested that these sermons of 1518–20 helped to solidify
anti-Habsburg sentiment and sparked the Comunero revolt.68 In
the later sixteenth century, Calvinist preachers in The Nether-
lands helped to stir up opposition to the Spanish Crown.69

Sermons clearly could undermine royal authority.
Both royal ministers and other secular authorities tried to 

discipline the clergy,70 but the disobedient had a high rate of
recidivism. In late 1519, for example, Friar Francisco de Santana
and another Franciscan friar inveighed against Chièvres and the
Flemish, and the royal report on this noted that Santana had been
jailed many times by the Catholic Kings for his prejudicial 
sermons.71 Another Franciscan had been expelled from
Valladolid before the arrival of King Charles in Spain on account
of his sermons, but he managed to return to the city and, shortly
after Charles arrived in Valladolid on 18 November 1517,
preached that the king was probably a prisoner of the Flemish.
Then, on 19 April 1518, the same friar gave a scandalous sermon
from the pulpit of San Sebastian Church.72

The Crown, of course, had other options besides jail and ex-
pulsion to punish the clergy. In the case of our Franciscan in
Valladolid, Diego Ramírez de Villaescusa, bishop of Málaga and
President of the Chancellery of Valladolid, suggested several
options to Chièvres. First, the Provincial of the Order could
severely punish the friar and make an example of him for the
other friars. Second, the Order might bar the friar from ever
preaching again. Third, Ramírez indicated that the Franciscans
might be troublesome because the king had not visited their
monasteries and patronized them. He clearly urged the king to do
so, before more Franciscans gave subversive sermons. In this
case, the king did not leave the punishment up to the Franciscans
but commanded the mayor of Valladolid and the President of the
Chancellery to arrest the friar and make an example of him, if
indeed he could be arrested.73 What exactly did the king mean by
the latter qualification? Possibly, he feared that the friar might
flee, or he could be worried that there were not valid legal
grounds for arresting the friar. Conflicts between Church and
State over ecclesiastical liberties were a constant sore point. The
king certainly would not want to exacerbate tensions any further
by arresting the friar on flimsy grounds. At the same time, he
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clearly wanted an example made of this friar, but the final out-
come of this affair is unknown. The rationale for the king’s state-
ment remains ambiguous, but it indicates that reprimanding the
clergy was not an easy task.

Royal officials also investigated subversive sermons and inter-
viewed witnesses. Pérez astutely used these testimonies to docu-
ment subversive preaching in Valladolid in 1518. The royal
investigators, however, occasionally faced a backlash from the
clergy. In 1519, for example, royal officials conducted a secret
investigation of some preachers in Toledo, including the titular
bishop of Utica, a cathedral canon, for preaching against the
king. The cathedral canons of Toledo were outraged by the 
investigation and wrote to the royal council on 10 October 1519,
sternly stating that since all of the bishop of Utica’s sermons had
been given in their presence, they were the best witnesses, 
and they found nothing wrong with his sermons. They urged the
royal ministers not to believe hearsay, and demanded that such 
investigations of cathedral canons and personnel be terminated.74

Although this attempt to punish a possible transgressor appar-
ently failed in the face of strong ecclesiastical opposition, the
Crown presumably succeeded in punishing some disobedient
clerics between 1518 and 1520, but the continual problems 
with preachers in this period suggest that the Crown could not
permanently halt treacherous sermons.

In 1576, for instance, Friar Gregorio de Carmona, prior of
Nuestra Señora de Gracia (Carmona), preached against the 
payment of the alcabala (a sales tax), and on 23 August Philip II
wrote to the General of the Jeronimites, Friar Hernando de
Toledo, demanding that the prior be punished and reassigned to
another monastery where he could do no further harm.75 Toledo,
however, had not waited to hear from the king before proceeding
against the wayward prior. Upon learning of Gregorio de
Carmona’s misconduct three weeks earlier from the corregidor of
Carmona, the General had sent agents to punish the prior. He
informed the Crown that the punishment would serve as a 
warning to others. In light of the king’s request, however, he 
summoned the prior in order to impose punishment himself.76 In
October, the General informed the king that he had stripped
Carmona of the priorate of Nuestra Señora de Gracia and had
prohibited him from holding office in the Order, preaching, hear-
ing confession, and communicating with laymen for three years.
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Carmona was also banished to San Leonardo de Alva.77 In this
case, the Jeronimites dealt quickly and severely with the prior.
Even though the final punishment exceeded his original inten-
tion, the General clearly felt that something had to be done and
that Carmona’s misconduct could not pass without a reprimand.
The Jeronimites possibly feared that failure to punish Carmona
would jeopardize their relationship with the king.

The Inquisition also monitored sermons. Although mainly
concerned with priests who preached questionable doctrine, it
occasionally prosecuted preachers for questionable politics as
well. Henry Kamen has identified two such cases.

[T]he tribunal of Llerenda in 1606 prosecuted Diego Díaz, priest of Torre de
Don Miguel, for preaching (in Portuguese) that God had not died for
Castilians; and the tribunal of Barcelona in 1666 prosecuted a priest of Reus
for having declared that ‘he would prefer to be in hell beside a Frenchman than
in heaven beside a Castilian’.78

Unfortunately, Kamen does not relate the punishment of either
priest, and he does not address whether royal officials cajoled 
the Inquisitors to act. Like Hernando de Toledo, both tribunals
probably would have arraigned the priests on their own, but
would pressure from the Crown affect their decisions on appro-
priate punishments? The king’s letter had clearly led Hernando
de Toledo to prescribe a more severe punishment than he had
originally planned.

Judging from Ramírez’s advice and the example of the
Jeronimites, the rapport between the Crown and a religious order
had some impact on what was heard from the pulpit. When he
first arrived in Spain, Charles V had poor relations with the
Franciscans, who led the way with sermons against the Crown,
and the leadership of the Order apparently did nothing to restrain
its friars on its own accord. In contrast, Philip II generally had
good relations with the Jeronimites. Consequently, when a friar
went astray, the General of the Order acted immediately to disci-
pline the culprit. Although royal patronage could not prevent all
opposition, it ensured greater co-operation between the Crown
and the Orders. Similar conclusions could certainly be drawn
about the relations between the Crown and other clergy as well.

While these episodes demonstrate the persistence of advers-
arial preaching and the Crown’s desire and attempts to clamp
down on it, they also raise many questions. Would the punish-
ment of a wayward priest really make other diocesan clergy and
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religious think twice before preaching against royal policy? Why
did the Crown rely on the General, the Inquisitor, and pre-
sumably other members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy to punish
the clergy and not simply act on its own? Did ecclesiastical juris-
diction and liberties hinder the Crown from acting itself? Why
did the clergy comply with royal demands? What would have
happened had Hernando de Toledo not punished Gregorio de
Carmona? How much did the Crown rely on the clergy to police
themselves? Although further research is necessary to answer
these questions, one thing is certain: we need to reconsider our
notions of royal control over the Church. Dissidence from the
Spanish pulpits may never have matched that of Charles V’s early
years, but throughout the Habsburg period individual preachers
repeatedly challenged royal policy. The clergy continued to retain
their autonomy, and the Crown could never really control what
was said from the pulpit.79

Conclusion

This study suggests that the behaviour of the Castilian clergy was
not so different from the clergy in other European states. Clerical
opposition to royal fiscal demands was perennial, and clerical
acts of resistance, however dramatic to the twentieth-century 
historian, were anticipated by the Habsburg Crown. The idea
that Spanish Catholicism was somehow unique and that Church–
State relations in Castile were subsequently tranquil does not
stand in light of the evidence. We consequently need to rethink
Church–State relations. The cases examined above suggest three
areas with which to begin — the fiscal relations between Church
and State, the structure of the Castilian Church, and the role of
individual conscience in Church–State relations.

In the fiscal sphere, we must probe deeper into the mechanisms
through which ecclesiastical rents were transferred from Church
to State. Only then will the complex fiscal relationship between
Church and State begin to emerge. It will also become clear that
princely access to ecclesiastical rents did not automatically trans-
late into control over those rents. The clergy resisted the Crown
and tried to limit royal demands. Struggles between Church and
State over fiscal payments also existed in other countries. The
French kings had to deal with the powerful French Assembly of
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the Clergy, and Matthew Vester has recently examined similar
negotiations for ecclesiastical subsidies in the Duchy of Savoy.80

These negotiations call for a more nuanced understanding of the
fiscal exchange between Church and State. We need to move
beyond the obvious, that the Church provided large sums of
money to the Crown, and examine the conditions under which
the money was transferred to the Crown.

We also need to move beyond our images of a monolithic
Church in Castile and elsewhere in early modern Europe. Our
notions of royal control over the Church in many Catholic coun-
tries rest on the assumption of episcopal centralization. Royal
appointments of prelates and attempts to reform the clergy and
religious orders, however, did not necessarily give the Crown
greater control over the ecclesiastical estate. Bishops could not
always control their chapters,81 which remained an independent
focus of power in Castile even after the Council of Trent
(1545–63), and religious orders did not always have control over
their own personnel.82 The Church, therefore, was not always a
single unified body, serving as a pliant tool of the state. More
important, once they were appointed, the bishops did not always
act in accordance with royal wishes.

We need to recognize the complexity of the Castilian Church,
seriously taking into account its internal differences and dynam-
ics, and the complexity of Church–State relations. Rethinking
Church–State relations, however, also calls for a reexamination
of the role of the Church in the state-building process in the early
modern period. We must free ourselves from the ‘image of the
clergyman as an agent of the state’.83 This is not to say that 
clergymen did not act as agents of the state, but rather to recog-
nize the necessity of a more nuanced understanding of the rela-
tionship between individual clergyman and the state. Archbishop
Tapia, for example, highlighted his loyal service to the Crown
while at the same time defending the ecclesiastical estate against
royal encroachment. Diego de Simancas refused to accept a com-
mission to act against his fellow clergy, but he still wore the mitre
of Zamora later in life. Just as some early modern clergymen
judged when to serve the Church and when not to serve the state,
historians must be more cognizant of these differences.

We should not simply view the ecclesiastical estate as a unified
whole, but must look closer at individual clergymen. The con-
science of the clergy often determined if they resisted or assisted
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the Crown. Although probing the conscience of early modern
clerics might be impossible, given our sources, we must at least
acknowledge that the motivation of individual clergy, including
religious motivation, was often complex and at times contra-
dictory from our perspective. By giving greater agency to the
clergy, we can better understand causality and not fall back on
standard assumptions that the clergy were agents of the state and
that the Church acted as an appendage of the centralizing state.
We will then be able to examine more beneficially the complex
interaction between Church and State, and study the tensions
between the two.

There are undoubtedly many episodes of clerical opposition
still to be discovered in the Spanish archives. How they will be
interpreted remains to be seen, but I have tried to suggest that
historians need to devise a new framework in which to under-
stand Church–State relations in Castile and a fresh vocabulary to
discuss these issues so that the many nuances can be better
understood. Moreover, since the relations between Church and
State in Castile were not unique, a comparative approach to
Castilian Church–State relations is possible. Such an approach,
of course, might help us to contextualize clerical opposition not
only in Castile but in other European kingdoms as well.
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