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The Sword is My 
Shepherd 
 When we came we found three or four brothels. 
We leave behind but one, but it extends without 

interruption from the eastern to the western gate. 
A cardinal, upon Pope Innocent III's 

departure from Lyons, 1215tHE MAN WHO WOULD become Pope 
Innocent III—Lotario dei Conti di Segni—
once wrote a pious, still highly-regarded book 
entitled On the Miserable Condition of Man. 
It was a sentiment he would do everything 
in his power as pope to confirm.
   Innocent, the self-proclaimed ‘Ruler of 
the World’, was in fact the most powerful 
man in the world during his reign between 
1198 and 1216. He asserted the supremacy 
of the pontiff over all the sovereign rulers of 
Europe, excommunicating—among others—
Holy Roman Emperor Otto IV, King 
Alfonso IX of Leon, and England’s King 
John for failing to submit to his authority.        
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   Much of the Crusades were fought not 
against Muslims in the Holy Land, but in 
Europe itself, and against other Christians.
During Innocent’s Albigensian Crusade—
launched in 1209 against Cathar heretics in 
Southern France—the entire populations of 
some cities were slaughtered by the pope’s 
self-proclaimed ‘soldiers for Christ.’
    The Cathars promulgated a version of 
Christian theology incompatible with the 
Church of Rome’s official dogma. Among 
other unspeakable heresies, the pacifist 
Cathars renounced war and capital 
punishment, and believed that the human 
spirit was genderless, with women as 
qualified as men to be priests. (Not 
surprisingly, this made the Cathars quite 
successful at recruiting female followers.) 
     Like most heretics, however, the Cathars’ 
most unforgivable sin was their searing 
criticism of the pope and the Roman Church. 



In a grisly preview of the coming 
Inquisition, Pope Innocent ordered entire 
monasteries of erring monks to be impaled 
on red-hot spikes for the crime of criticizing 
the rampant corruption within the papacy.
    Following its departure from Lyon in 
1209, the first Cathar stronghold the 
Crusader army encountered was the town of 
Beziers. On July 22, a small contingent of 
townspeople mounted a disorganized 
preemptive raid, allowing a rag-tag group of 
Crusaders to breach the city gates, and the 
remainder seized the opportunity to storm 
the well-fortified city, which had not had 
sufficient time to prepare its defenses.
   Pursuing the fleeing townspeople into the 
city’s churches, the Crusaders slaughtered 
everyone indiscriminately, without regard to 
age, gender, or religion. 7000 Christians 
were massacred in one church alone.
   According to later accounts, when a 
soldier inquired of Arnaud Amalric—the 
legate charged by Pope Innocent to lead the 
campaign—how they could distinguish the 
Cathars of Beziers from other, ’innocent’ 
Catholics, he famously replied, 
“Kill them all, and let God sort them out.”
   Whether Amalric actually said those 
words is disputed, but there is little doubt 
that they reflect what happened that day. 
When virtually the entire town of 20,000 
men, women, and children had been 
rendered uninhabited, what little that 
remained standing was burnt to the ground.
   Almaric’s time-saving strategy was as 
effective as it was brutal: News of the 
massacre spread in advance of the Crusader 
army’s progress, and many other Cathar 
towns surrendered without a fight.
   Apart from instigating one of the worst 
mass murders in European history, Innocent 
III is also remembered for meeting later that 
same year with an obscure monk named 
Giovanni Bernardone—the future St. Francis. 

After initially dismissing the animal-loving 
Francis—telling him to go play with his pigs
—the pope granted his petition to found what 
would later be called the Franciscan Order.
   Innocent’s endorsement of the gentle monk 
was doubly ironic: Francis followed a vow 
of extreme poverty, yet Innocent’s revisions 
of canon law granted the Church enormous 
wealth and property seized from Cathars 
and other heretics. And while Francis is 
believed by many historians to have been 
gay, Innocent’s Fourth Lateran Council—
convened in 1215—not only forbade the 
establishment of new religious orders, but 
reaffirmed sodomy as the most severe in a 
long list of ‘sins against Nature.’
   The historic Council also formalized the 
complete subservience of the clergy to the 
pope—“even if he commands what is evil,” 
as well as sentenced laypeople caught 
reading the Bible to death by stoning 
(perhaps because nowhere in scripture was 
anything resembling a papacy mentioned).
   By establishing the Vatican’s Secret 
Archives, Innocent is responsible for the 
suppresion of twelve centuries of Church 
history, much of which remains hidden in its 
private vaults, off-limits to lay historians or 
the public. (Curiously, 6000 of the vain-
glorious pope’s own letters are accessible, 
one for almost every day of his papacy.)
   Nonetheless, Innocent III is rated by 
Church historians as the greatest pope of the 
Middle Ages. His success in exterminating 
the unarmed Cathars is legendary within 
Church annals, and probably only the failure 
of the Fourth Crusade to recapture Jerusalem 
denied him the coveted title of ‘Great.’
   When he died in 1216, the pope’s body 
was left nearly naked, having been stripped 
and robbed by his own servants. His thirst 
for blood undiminished, Innocent’s dying 
words were reported to be: “Sword, sword, 
sharpen thyself and exterminate!” ◾


