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Abstract. Much scholarly attention has been afforded to canon law and the 
conversion of Livonia, but their overlap has not been commonly explored. 
With the conversion of Livonia, the region was subject to a new legal 
framework: canon law. Canon law was a universal law intended to be applied 
to the entirety of Christendom and all of its inhabitants. While it remains 
uncertain whether the crusaders and missionaries who reached Livonia had 
ever read works of canon law, the legal compendiums contained texts and 
principles that were widely circulated separately. Drawing on the chronicle 
of Henry of Livonia and a miracle story by Caesarius of Heisterbach, this 
article examines how canon law shaped a wide range of baptismal practices, 
including the concept of a single, universal baptism. Attention will be given 
to emergency baptism, and to the requirements for baptism to be valid 
more generally. The article also considers how apostasy was treated in canon 
law and its consequences to the neophytes who attempted to reject baptism. 
Ultimately, the article will show that the conversion of Livonia was not only 
a secular undertaking but was also profoundly influenced by ideas rooted 
in canon law.
Keywords: Livonia, baptism, conversion, canon law, Henry of Livonia, 
Caesarius of Heisterbach 

Introduction

It was through baptism that one became a member of Christian medieval 
society.1 Consequently, it is of no surprise that the sacrament of baptism 

1	 The history of baptism in the Middle Ages has been the subject of substantial scholarly 

mailto:mariliis.neubauer@gmail.com


168 Mari-Liis Neubauer

was crucial in the conversion of Livonia. Taking place over the course of 
the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, this process brought with 
it both a new religion and a new religious law. This law – namely, canon 
law – held a unique position in Latin Christendom: unlike any other 
legal framework of the time, it was intended to apply universally to all 
Christians, regardless of location, societal status, gender, and so on. In 
the words of James A. Brundage, it became “a working and often quite 
effective international law”.2 Concurrently with the Christianisation of 
Livonia, the twelfth and thirteenth centuries also marked a formative 
stage in the development of canon law, characterised by the compilation 
and circulation of legal collections, alongside the professionalisation of 
jurisprudence and court procedure. 

Tracing the implementation of canon law in Livonia is a difficult 
task due to the scarcity of explicitly legal source material, such as synodal 
statutes that survive elsewhere in Europe.3 Extant documentary evidence 
in the form of letters with legal content can offer some insight, but as 
we shall see below, even papal letters did not become part of the canon 
law corpus ipso facto. This leaves us with narrative sources which by 
themselves did not have legislative power, but can nevertheless allude 
to legalistic frameworks of the societies in which and about which they 
were written. The two Livonian sources considered in this paper are 
the chronicle of Henry of Livonia and a miracle story of Caesarius of 
Heisterbach.

attention. For baptism in the context of the especially formative early Middle Ages, see 
for example: P. Cramer. Baptism and Change in the Early Middle Ages, c.200–c.1150. 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1993; L. Hartman. ‘Into the Name of the Lord 
Jesus’: Baptism in the Early Church. T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1997; L. Larson-Miller. 
Baptism in the Early Medieval West: Our Changing Perspective of the “Dark Ages”. – 
Studia Liturgica, 2012, 42, 1–2, 33–53. https://doi.org/10.1177/0039320712042001-20;  
G. Wills. Font of Life: Ambrose, Augustine, and the Mystery of Baptism. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 2012. For the theology of baptism from its earliest beginnings,  
see for example: Baptism, the New Testament and the Church. Ed. by S. E. Porter,  
A. R. Cross. Sheffield Academic Press, Sheffield, 1999; O. Cullmann. Baptism in the New 
Testament. Trans. by J. K. S. Reid. Alec R. Allenson Inc., Chicago, 1956. For baptism in the 
context of medieval canon law more specifically, see for example M. L. Colish. Faith, Fiction 
and Force in Medieval Baptismal Debates. Catholic University of America Press, Washington, 
D.C., 2014. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt7zsw61; R. H. Helmholz. The Spirit of Classical 
Canon Law. The University of Georgia Press, Athens and London, 1996, 200–228.

2	 J. A. Brundage. Medieval Canon Law. Longman, London, 1995, 3. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781003156734. For a similar notion, see for example R. H. Helmholz.  
The Spirit of Classical Canon Law. University of Georgia Press, London, 1996, 5;  
P. Landau. The Spirit of Canon Law. – The Cambridge History of Medieval Canon Law.  
Ed. by A. Winroth, J. C. Wei. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2022, 575–576. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139177221.

3	 For some examples of how synodal statutes and local law codes have been used to 
contextualise the implementation of canon law in Iceland and England, respectively,  
see T. M. Izbicki. The Sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and the Eucharist. –  
The Cambridge History of Medieval Canon Law, 415; A. Winroth. The Canon Law of 
Emergency Baptism and of Marriage in Medieval Iceland and Europe. – Gripla, 2018, 29, 
206–208.
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The chronicle of Henry of Livonia, written probably around 1224–
1227, is the best contemporary account that we have of the conversion 
of Livonia.4 Henry served as a missionary priest and interpreter in 
Livonia and thus had intimate knowledge and firsthand experience of 
the Christianisation process there. It is not surprising that his chronicle 
contains frequent references to baptism.5 This paper does not aim to 
provide a comprehensive analysis of every single reference to baptism in 
Henry’s work, a task that would require considerably more space; rather, 
a more systematic approach has been taken in which the framework of 
canon law and baptismal concepts found therein serve as a background 
against which examples from the chronicle shall be considered. 

Accounts of events in Livonia were also written down by the 
Cistercian monk Caesarius of Heisterbach (c.1180–c.1240).6 Caesarius 
never went to Livonia but rather relied on a wide network of informants.7 
His miracle story about the conduct of baptismal ritual in Livonia, 
which will be considered below, stands out because it engages with 
contemporary ideas of canonically valid baptism, and thus sheds some 
much-needed light on how the principles of canon law might have been 
interpreted and implemented in Livonian baptismal practices.8

The legal history of thirteenth-century Livonia is, of course, not 
unfamiliar to scholarly research.9 At the same time, the development of 
jurisprudence in Livonia within the framework of contemporary canon 

4	 For Henry and his chronicle, see A. Bauer. Einleitung. – Heinrichs Livländische 
Chronic. Ed. by L. Arbusow, A. Bauer. Hansche Buchhandlung, Hannover, 1955, V–LIV; 
P. Johansen. Die Chronik als Biographie: Heinrich von Lettlands Lebensgang und 
Weltanschauung. – Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas, 1953, 1, 4, 1–24; J. A. Brundage. 
Introduction to the 2003 Edition. – The Chronicle of Henry of Livonia. Ed. and trans. by 
J. A. Brundage. Columbia University Press, New York, 2003, XI–XXXIV; A. V. Murray. 
“Adding to the Multitude of Fish”: Pope Innocent III, Bishop Albert of Riga and the 
Conversion of the Indigenous Peoples of Livonia. – The Fourth Lateran Council and the 
Crusade Movement. Ed. by J. L. Bird, D. J. Smith. Brepols, Belgium, 2018, 153–170. https://
doi.org/10.1484/M.OUTREMER-EB.5.115859; E. Tarvel. Henrik ja tema aeg. – Religiooni 
ja ateismi ajaloost Eestis III. Toim. J. Kivimäe. Eesti Raamat, Tallinn, 1987.

5	 By my calculations, there are at least 100 references to baptism in various contexts.
6	 For his life and works, see B. Bombi. The Authority of Miracles: Cesarius of Heisterbach 

and the Livonian Crusade. – Aspects of Power and Authority in the Middle Ages. Ed. by 
B. Bolton, C. Meek. Brepols, Turnhout, 2007, 307–310. https://doi.org/10.1484/M.IMR-
EB.3.3430; F. Wagner. Studien zu Caesarius von Heisterbach. – Analecta Cisterciensia, 
1973, 29, 79–95.

7	 For the informants in the context of Livonia, see M. Tamm. Communicating Crusade: 
Livonian Mission and the Cistercian Network in the Thirteenth Century. – Ajalooline 
Ajakiri, 2009, 129/130, 3/4, 357–359. In the case of the miracle story considered here, Hermann 
von Bruiningk suggested that the informant might have been another priest from Livonia;  
H. von Bruiningk. Livländischen aus den Fragmenten der Libri VIII Miraculorum des 
Caesarius von Heisterbach. – Sitzungsberichte der Gesellschaft für Geschichte und Alter
tumskunde der Ostseeprovinzen Russlands. Druck von W. F. Häcker, Riga, 1905, 229–230.

8	 For stories about Livonia in Caesarius’s works, see M. Tamm. Communicating Crusade, 
360–365.

9	 See, for example, the work of Leonid Arbusow, who saw the changing legal landscape 
as the “Germanisation of legal life”; L. Arbusow. Die altlivländischen Bauerrechte. – 
Mitteilungen aus der livlandischen Geschichte, 1924–1926, 23, 7–15. 
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law has received comparatively little attention, particularly in the context 
of Estonian and Latvian historiography, and within the anglophone 
world.10 In such scholarly works, canon law has been generally mentioned 
in the context of marriage11 warfare12, or conversion more widely13, but 
few have gone to the extent of engaging with contemporary canonical 
works directly.14 At the same time, the influence of canon law has 

10	 Scholarly works with temporal and geographical proximity may serve as valuable examples 
for future enquiries into the use of canon law in Livonia. For example, the canonical and 
theological concepts of conversion by force within the framework of the Wendish Crusade 
has been studied in F. Lotter. Die Konzeption des Wendenkreuzzugs: Ideengeschichtliche, 
kirchenrechtliche und historisch politische Voraussetzungen der Missionierung von Elb- 
und Ostseeslawen um die Mitte des 12. Jahrhunderts. Jan Thorbecke Verlag, Sigmaringen, 
1977, 30–38. https://doi.org/10.11588/vuf-sb.1977.23. Rasa Mažeika has investigated the 
chronicle of Peter von Dusburg from the perspective of canon law, especially with regard to 
the concept of ‘just war’: R. Mažeika. Violent Victims? Surprising Aspects of the Just War 
Theory in the Chronicle of Peter von Dusburg. – The Clash of Cultures on the Medieval 
Baltic Frontier. Ed. by A. V. Murray. Aldershot, VT: Ashgate, 2009, 123–137. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781315240626.

11	 For example: N. Blomkvist. The Discovery of the Baltic. The Reception of a Catholic 
World-System in the European North (AD 1075–1225). Brill, Leiden, 2005, 540–545. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789047406440_011; I. Fonnesberg-Schmidt. The Popes and 
the Baltic Crusades, 1147–1254. Brill, Leiden, 2007, 117–118. https://doi.org/10.1163/
ej.9789004155022.i-287; T. K. Nielsen. Mission and Submission: Societal Change in the 
Baltic in the Thirteenth Century. – Medieval History Writing and Crusading Ideology, 222; 
A. Selart. A Crusader and the Chieftain’s Daughter: Connubium between Conquerors 
and Natives during the Baltic Crusades. – Legacies of the Crusades: Proceedings of the 
Ninth Conference of the Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East, Odense, 
27 June – 1 July 2016, Volume 1. Ed. by T. K. Nielsen, K. V. Jensen. Brepols, Turnhout, 
2021, 239–260. https://doi.org/10.1484/M.OUTREMER-EB.5.122527; V. Stikāne. 
The Legal Status of Women in Livonia. – Baltic Crusades and Societal Innovation in 
Medieval Livonia, 1200–1350. Ed. by A. Selart. Brill, Leiden, 2022, 190–195. https://doi.
org/10.1163/9789004512092_003.

12	 For example: C. S. Jensen. The Early Stage of Christianisation in Livonia in Modern 
Historical Writings and Contemporary Chronicles. – Medieval History Writing and 
Crusading Ideology, 212; M. Ščavinskas. Christianisation and cura animarum in the First 
Christian Communities in Livonia and Prussia during the Period of the Crusades. – Acta 
Historica Universitatis Klaipedensis, 2016, 33, 56. https://doi.org/10.15181/ahuk.v33i0.1496; 
S. Ekdahl. Die Rolle der Ritterorden bei der Christianisierung der Liven und Letten. – Gli 
inizi del christianesimo in Livonia-Lettonia: Atti del Colloquio Internazionale di Storia 
Ecclesiastica in Occasione dell’VIII Centenario della Chiesa in Livonia (1186–1986). Ed. by 
Michele Maccarrone. Libreria Editrice Vaticana, Vatican City, 1989, 225–226.

13	 For example: I. Fonnesberg-Schmidt. The Popes and the Baltic Crusades, 77–78;  
C. S. Jensen. The Early Stage of Christianisation, 211; M. Ščavinskas. On the Crusades and 
Coercive Missions in the Baltic Region in the Mid-12th Century and Early 13th Century: 
The Cases of the Wends and Livonians. – Zeitschrift für Ostmitteleuropa-Forschung, 2014, 
65, 519, 525–526. https://doi.org/10.25627/20146349753. 

14	 See the works of James A. Brundage on the Livonian mission: J. A. Brundage. Christian 
Marriage in Thirteenth-Century Livonia. – Journal of Baltic Studies, 1973, 4, 313–320. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01629777300000331; J. A. Brundage. Introduction: Henry of 
Livonia, The Writer and His Chronicle. – Crusading and Chronicle Writing on the 
Medieval Baltic Frontier. Ed. by M. Tamm, L. Kaljundi, C. S. Jensen. Ashgate, Farnham, 
2011, 12–19. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315575186; J. A. Brundage. The Thirteenth-
Century Livonian Crusade: Henricus de Lettis and the First Legatine Mission of Bishop 
William of Modena. – Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas, 1972, 20, 1, 3–4. See also  
C. S. Jensen. Through Words, Not Wounds. History and Theology in the Chronicle of 
Henry of Livonia. Brepols, Turnhout, 2024, 76–77, 136; K. V. Jensen, Holy War – Holy 
Wrath! Baltic Wars Between Regulated Warfare and Total Annihilation Around 1200. – 
Church and Belief in the Middle Ages: Popes, Saints, and Crusaders. Ed. by K. Salonen,  
S. Katajala-Peltomaa. Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam, 2016, 227–250. https://
doi.org/10.1515/9789048525720-011; M. Maccarrone. I Papi e gli inizi della christianizzazione 
della Livonia. – Gli inizi del christianesimo in Livonia-Lettonia, 67–72. See also the 
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been noted more generally.15 Likewise, baptism has received much 
attention, though primarily in the broader context of its socio-political 
consequences rather than in the narrower framework of canon law.16 
This paper seeks to address this historiographical gap by examining the 
interpretation and use of canon law in the conversion of Livonia from its 
earliest stages, particularly with regard to how baptism was understood 
within the canonical framework. To understand the legal context better, 
a short overview of canon law is in order.

Medieval canon law refers to the ecclesiastical norms that existed 
during the period roughly corresponding to the Western Middle Ages, 
from 500 to 1500 AD.17 As papal letters, conciliar decrees, and similar 
documents that formed the foundation of canon law were often issued 
in response to specif ic local challenges across Latin Christendom, 
the development of medieval canon law was inherently dynamic and 
reciprocal.18 Not every ecclesiastical text became a part of canon law 
tradition: the selection process of practice and decisions by academic 
canon lawyers ultimately shaped the compilation of canon law 
collections.19 

At the time of the conversion of Livonia, canon law had entered 
its formative period alongside the early professionalisation of canonical 
jurisprudence.20 There were no off icially promulgated canon law 

study by David M. Freidenreich on how the attempts to implement canon law in Livonia 
influenced canonical jurisprudence in return: D. M. Freidenreich. Sharing Meals with 
non-Christians in Canon Law Commentaries, ca. 1160–1260: A Case Study in Legal 
Development. – Medieval Encounters, 2008, 14, 41–77.

15	 M. Mäesalu. Agreements on the Acceptance of Christianity between Crusaders and Pagans 
in Thirteenth-Century Livonia. – Legacies of the Crusades, 224–225; T. K. Nielsen. 
Mission and Submission, 221–222. For examples where canon law has been considered 
purely as a means to an end, superficially utilised by the missionaries and crusaders, see  
P. Z. Olins. The Teutonic Knights in Latvia. MA Thesis. American University, 
Washington, D.C., 1926, 75–76; E. Tarvel. Eesti rahva lugu. Varrak, Tallinn, 2018, 63

16	 Accepting baptism also meant the reception of ‘iura christianorum’, which contained not 
only strictly canonical laws but also the wider rights and obligations of Christian life;  
I. Leimus. Iura christianorum – Läti Henriku sõnakõlks või nõks paginate alistamiseks? – 
Tuna, 2011, 1, 12–17; M. Mäesalu. Agreements on the Acceptance of Christianity, 214–215;  
T. K. Nielsen. Mission and Submission, 220–221; P. Johansen. Die Chronic als Biographie, 
20.

17	 J. A. Brundage. Medieval Canon Law, ix; J. C. Wei, A. Winroth. Medieval Canon Law: 
Introduction. – The Cambridge History of Medieval Canon Law, 1; W. P. Müller. Medieval 
Church Law as a Field of Historical Inquiry. – Medieval Church Law and the Origins of 
the Western Legal Tradition. Ed. by W. P. Müller, M. E. Sommar. Catholic University of 
America Press, Washington, D.C., 2006, 1. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt3fgq41.5.

18	 K. R. Rennie. Medieval Canon Law. Arc Humanities Press, Leeds, 2018, 1. https://doi.
org/10.1515/9781942401698. For the flexibility of canon law as a system, see also P. Landau. 
The Spirit of Canon Law, 575.

19	 A. J. Duggan. Making Law or Not? The Function of Papal Decretals in the Twelfth 
Century. – Popes, Bishops, and the Progress of Canon Law, c. 1120–1234.  
Ed. by T. R. Baker. Brepols, Turnhout, 2020, 258–287. 

20	 J. A. Brundage, The Practice of Canon Law. – The History of Courts and Procedure 
in Medieval Canon Law. Ed. by W. Hartmann, K. Pennington. Catholic University of 
America Press, Washington, D.C., 2016, 53–54. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1j0pt7h.
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collections as of that time; it was only in 1234 that Pope Gregory IX 
(1227–1241) promulgated a collection of canon law – Decretales Gregorii 
IX (Decretals of [Pope] Gregory IX, hereafter the Liber extra) – compiled 
by his chaplain, Raymond of Penyafort, and intended to be a one-volume 
substitute for all previous compilations.21

The main canon law collection circulating at the turn of the 
thirteenth century, however, was Gratian’s Concordia discordantium 
canonum (Concord of Discordant Canons, hereafter the Decretum).22 
The compilation of Gratian’s Decretum (c.1140) denotes the start of the 
so-called classical period of canon law.23 Although the compendium has 
been the subject of considerable scholarly debate, particularly regarding 
its authorship and recensions, it was the Vulgate Decretum, the ‘final’ 
recension, which was most widely circulated by the time the mission in 
Livonia began.24

Gratian’s sources included earlier canonists, conciliar and papal 
texts, patristic writings, theological treatises, and Roman law, among 
others.25 His ingenuity lay in how he brought these sources together with 
his own commentary (dicta Gratiani).26 The main focus of this paper 
is Distinctio 4 of the De consecratione of the Decretum, which covers the 
sacrament of baptism and consists of 156 canons with accompanying ‘dicta 
Gratiani’.27 While Gratian’s Decretum was not officially promulgated 
by the papacy at the time of its compilation, it nevertheless became a 
part of the Corpus iuris canonici – the whole corpus of Western canon 
law collected in six books, published together as one set from around 
the year 1500 onwards.28

21	 The edition used here is Liber extra decretalium. – Corpus iuris canonici, 2. Ed. by  
E. A. Friedberg. Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, Graz, 1959, 5–928. A standardised 
modern citation system has been used for references to canon law; this can be found at  
J. A. Brundage. Medieval Canon Law, 192–193, 197.

22	 The edition used here is Gratian. Concordia discordantium canonum. – Corpus iuris 
canonici, 1. Ed. by E. A. Friedberg. Tauchnitz, Leipzig, 1879. 

23	 R. Helmholz. The Spirit of Classical Canon Law, 4–5; W. P. Müller. The Reinvention of 
Canon Law in the High Middle Ages. – The Cambridge History of Medieval Canon Law, 
79. See also the edited collection The History of Medieval Canon Law in the Classical 
Period, 1140–1234: From Gratian to the Decretals of Pope Gregory IX. Ed. by W. Hartmann, 
K. Pennington. Catholic University of America Press, Washington, D.C., 2008. https://doi.
org/10.2307/j.ctt2853s5.

24	 For a good concise overview of the recent historiographical trends relating to Gratian’s 
Decretum, see M. H. Eichbauer. Gratian’s Decretum and the Changing Historiographical 
Landscape. – History Compass, 2013, 11, 12, 1111–1125. https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12119.

25	 P. Landau. Gratian and the Decretum Gratiani. – The History of Medieval Canon Law in 
the Classical Period, 25–36. 

26	 J. A. Brundage. The Medieval Origins of the Legal Profession: Canonists, Civilians, and 
Courts. University of Chicago Press, London, 2010, 97–98; R. Helmholz. The Spirit of 
Classical Canon Law, 8–9; P. Landau. Gratian and the Decretum Gratiani, 41–42. 

27	 For a comprehensive overview of how and where the liturgical elements were included in 
the recensions, see J. C. Wei. Gratian the Theologian. Catholic University of America Press, 
Washington, D.C., 2016, 277–294. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt19rmcjf. 

28	 J. A. Brundage. Medieval Canon Law, 56; A. Meyer. The Late Middle Ages: Sources. – 
The Cambridge History of Medieval Canon Law, 138. This corpus of canon law was only 
replaced by the 1917 Code of Canon Law.

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2853s5
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2853s5
https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12119
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Although canon law treatises were widely disseminated, their 
readership remained relatively limited. It is not known whether the 
missionaries and crusaders who arrived and settled in Livonia had ever 
read the Decretum or later the Liber extra, and this paper does not seek 
to prove whether this was the case or not. As we have seen above, canon 
law drew on a broad array of authoritative sources, many of which, such 
as the writings of the Church Fathers, had circulated independently 
throughout the Middle Ages and had shaped Christian thought long 
before their incorporation into formal legal compilations. It is therefore 
likely that those involved in the Christianisation of Livonia, such as the 
chronicler Henry of Livonia, were familiar – even if indirectly – with 
the most influential Christian writings prominently featured in the 
Decretum.29 For this reason, citations from the Decretum in this paper 
are accompanied with the respective auctoritas.30

29	 We do not know the exact educational background of Henry, but he probably studied at 
a missionary school in Segeberg; A. Bauer. Einleitung, XXXV; P. Johansen. Die Chronic 
als Biographie, 11; J. A. Brundage. Introduction, XXVI; C. S. Jensen. Through Words, 
Not Wounds, 36–37. In Riga, Henry served as a scolaris of Bishop Albert, alluding to the 
possibility that he had some kind of a theological background, and might have even worked 
as a teacher of theology there; C. S. Jensen. Through Words, Not Wounds, 37. At the 
same time, serious doubts have been raised as to whether Henry and his contemporaries 
had read the works of the Church Fathers and other similar textual sources directly, even 
if they knew their content; L. Arbusow. Das entlehnte Sprachgut in Heinrichs Chronicon 
Livoniae: Ein Beitrag zur Sprache mittelalterlicher Chronistik. – Deutsches Archiv für 
Erforschung des Mittelalters, 1951, 8, 129–130; A. Bauer. Einleitung, XXXV; P. Johansen. 
Die Chronic als Biographie, 11. Indeed, it was not a requirement for priests in the Middle 
Ages to know even the Holy Scripture in its entirety; it was sufficient to be familiar with 
those parts necessary for the celebration of Mass, the Divine Office, and the administration 
of the sacraments; F. W. Oediger. Über die Bildung der Geistlichen im späten Mittelalter. 
E. J. Brill, Leiden, Köln, 1953, 48–50. Henry’s knowledge of theological and canonical 
developments might have been reinforced by the continuous learning he undertook in Riga 
and, in particular, by the visitation of Archbishop Anders Sunesen of Lund (1201–1228), 
who had studied canon law at Bologna and theology at Paris, and spent the winter of 1206 
in Riga; L. Arbusow. Die deutsche Einwanderung im 13. Jahrhundert, Band 1. – Baltische 
Lande 1: Ostbaltische Frühzeit. Hrsg. von C. Engel, A. Brackmann. Verlag von S. Hirzel, 
Leipzig, 1939, 360; A. V. Murray. Henry of Livonia and the Christianisation of the Eastern 
Baltic Lands (Twelfth-Thirteenth Centuries). – Studia Humanitatis Mrongoviensis, 2024, 
2, 36. Yet we cannot rule out that Henry and surely his pupils as well (especially if he indeed 
was a teacher of theology in Riga) were familiar with the basic principles found in the works 
of at least Augustine; S. Gerber. Heinrich von Lettland – ein Theologe des Friedens: 
“Nichts Bessers weiß ich mir an Sonn- und Feiertagen, als ein Gespräch von Krieg und 
Kriegsgeschrei”. – Zeitschrift für Kirchengeschicht, 2004, 115, 14; J. A. Brundage. 
Introduction: Henry of Livonia, The Writer and His Chronicle. – Crusading and 
Chronicle Writing on the Medieval Frontier, 11–12. One more possible hint of the 
missionaries knowing the content of at least some of the patristic texts comes from the play 
of 1205 staged in Riga, which might have been based on the work found in Augustinian 
collections; L. Mackensen. Das “Rigaer” Prophetenspiel von 1205. – Zur deutschen 
Literatur Altlivlands. Holzner-Verlag, Würzburg, 1961, 392–393. Last but not least, papal 
letters addressed to Livonia often contained references to theological and canonical 
principles that also appear in canonical collections. If Henry did in fact read those letters, 
which is highly likely, this would constitute yet another avenue of learning for him. 

30	 For the complex concept of auctoritas in medieval canon law, but especially in Gratian’s 
Decretum, see S. Kuttner. On auctoritas in the Writing of Medieval Canonists: The 
Vocabulary of Gratian. – La notion d’autorité au Moyen-Âge Islam, Byzance, Occident. 
Dirs. G. Makdisi, D. Sourdel, J. Sourdel-Thomine. Presses Universitaires de France, Paris, 
1982, 72–73. https://doi.org/10.3917/puf.sourd.1982.01.0069; C. G. Silva. The Construction 

https://doi.org/10.3917/puf.sourd.1982.01.0069
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The rite of baptism

Distinctio 4 of De consecratione in Gratian’s Decretum outlines numerous 
liturgical elements that should accompany the standard baptismal ritual. 
These include the examination of the catechumen31, exorcism and 
exsufflation32, signing with the cross on the forehead and on the heart33, 
saying prayers over the baptised34, initiation with salt35, touching of 
nostrils and ears with saliva36, and so on. While the Decretum contained 
prescriptions for the ideal conditions under which the sacrament of 
baptism ought to be administered, it also acknowledges exceptions 
“compelled by necessity” (necessitate cogente) wherein various liturgical 
aspects of baptism could be altered.37 

In the context of Livonia, there is limited evidence of the details of 
the baptismal rituals that were used. Certainly no complete description 
survives of a regular baptismal rite that reflected all the elements of a 
‘proper’ ritual prescribed in Gratian’s Decretum. Nevertheless, some 
information can be inferred from the chronicle of Henry of Livonia. 
For example, the chronicle describes how during the baptism of a certain 
Kyriawanus, he was to be anointed with Holy Chrism.38 Henry also 
mentions “other sacraments” that were a part of the baptismal ritual of 
Kyriawanus but does not elaborate further on their nature. This is an 
example of a case where the full baptismal ritual – and not a shortened, 
emergency version – was probably intended to be administered in 
Livonia.39

One recurring element that accompanies descriptions of baptismal 
rituals in the chronicle of Henry of Livonia is the obligation for the 
locals to denounce their previous idolatry and false gods.40 This echoes 

of “auctoritas” in Gratian’s Decretum: The Role of Tradition and the auctor in a 12th 
Century Legal Text. – Revista de História, 2022, 181, 10–13. http://dx.doi.org/10.11606/
issn.2316-9141.rh.2022.181491.

31	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.60, the auctoritas is listed as the Fourth Council of Carthage 
(misattributed).

32	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.61, the auctoritas is Rabanus Maurus (780–856).
33	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.63, the auctoritas is Rabanus Maurus.
34	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.64, the auctoritas is Rabanus Maurus.
35	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.65, the auctoritas is Bede (c.673–735).
36	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.68, the auctoritas is Rabanus Maurus.
37	 For example, Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.17 states that “unless compelled by necessity, let no 

one presume to baptise outside of Easter and Pentecost.” The auctoritas is Pope Gelasius I 
(492–496).

38	 HCL XXIII, 7. The edition used here is the Heinrici Chronicon Livoniae. L. Arbusow,  
A. Bauer. Hahn, Hannover, 1955. The standard citation system for the chronicle has been 
used. All translations here and elsewhere are author’s unless stated otherwise.

39	 Examples in which full, or at least more elaborate, baptismal rituals were used include  
HCL XIV, 11; HCL XXX, 5. See also HCL XV, 1 where preparatory stages for baptism took 
the form of initiation and catechesis, while baptism itself was postponed.

40	 For example: HCL X, 14; HCL XI, 6; HCL XV, 1; HCL XVI, 4; HCL XIX, 8.

http://dx.doi.org/10.11606/issn.2316-9141.rh.2022.181491
http://dx.doi.org/10.11606/issn.2316-9141.rh.2022.181491
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the requirement found in Gratian’s Decretum which demands that 
“before baptism, we must denounce the devil and his works”.41 The 
text elaborates how before one may proceed to baptism, it must be made 
clear that the to-be-baptised has denounced the devil and all his works, 
so that they now understand their error and can be closer to the truth 
through baptism. Indeed, in the context of Livonia, the denunciation of 
what was perceived as the devil and his works was often a central element 
in a baptismal ritual.42 Henry’s decision to highlight the denunciation 
of idolatry in his accounts of baptism can be interpreted as a deliberate 
effort to underscore the fact that the pagan converts had recognised 
their prior error and had publicly renounced their previous gods. Given 
that the probable audience for his chronicle was clergy or other readers 
well-versed in contemporary liturgical prescriptions, it would have been 
unnecessary to describe every detail of the baptismal rite.43 Instead, by 
emphasising that the local pagans had understood their previous error 
and renounced their wicked ways, Henry was able to offer the perception 
of a genuine and willing conversion.

One baptism

Another fundamental aspect of the sacrament of baptism, continuously 
emphasised in canon law, was the possibility of only one baptism, as was 
firmly established in Scripture.44 Henry of Livonia likewise repeatedly 
underscored how the new converts were told about ‘one baptism’.45 But 
what did ‘one baptism’ mean? One possibility is to look at it from the 

41	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.95, the auctoritas is Rabanus Maurus.
42	 E. Tarvel. Henrik ja tema aeg, 21.
43	 Henry mentions that he was persuaded to write his chronicle “at the request of his lords 

and companions”, HCL XXIX, 9. Albert Bauer doubted that the chronicle was written 
at the joint request of Bishop Albert and the Order of the Swordbrothers, or even at the 
request of Bishop Albert alone. Nor did he consider it likely that the papal legate William 
of Modena had commissioned the work. Instead, Bauer suggested that the chronicle was 
written at the persuasion of Henry’s fellow priests and friends; A. Bauer. Einleitung, 
XX–XXI. The writing of his chronicle was nevertheless probably influenced by the visit of 
the papal legate, William of Modena; see C. Tyerman. Henry of Livonia and the Ideology 
of Crusading. – Crusading and Chronicle Writing on the Medieval Frontier, 23–24. More 
recently, Carsten Selch Jensen has suggested it was Philip, bishop of Ratzeburg, who might 
have set Henry to compile his chronicle; C. S. Jensen. Through Words, Not Wounds, 40. 
For an overview of how the chronicle was used in the Middle Ages, see A. Selart. The Use 
and Uselessness of the Chronicle of Henry of Livonia in the Middle Ages. – Crusading and 
Chronicle Writing on the Medieval Frontier, 345–361; S. Vahtre. Muinasaja loojang Eestis: 
Vabadusvõitlus 1208–1227. Olion, Tallinn, 1990, 11–12.

44	 Eph. 4:4–6: There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of 
your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all, 
and through all things, and in all of us.

45	 For example: HCL X, 14; HCL XII, 6; HCL XV, 7; HCL XIX, 8.
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perspective of whether who administered the baptism mattered, or in 
other words, did any concept of a plurality of baptism exist?

According to canon law, sacraments that are administered “outside 
the Church” are not to be repeated.46 Augustine, on whose authority 
Gratian’s Decretum relies here, is clear that one cannot be saved if one is 
baptised outside the Church, for example, by the heretics; however, if one 
returns to the Church, one’s baptism is not to be repeated. The Decretum 
also adds the authority of Gregory the Great, who in his letter explicitly 
says that those who were baptised among the heretics in the name of the 
Trinity, can be received back into the Church “either by the anointing 
of chrism, or by the laying on of hands, or by the mere profession of 
faith”.47 The Decretum further emphasises that since baptism belongs to 
Christ, it really does not matter who administers the sacrament – there 
is no ‘lesser’ or ‘better’ baptism, there either is, or is not, baptism.48 In 
fact, as long as baptism is “consecrated by the words of the Gospel”, it 
does not matter if the ministers “think differently about the Father, or 
the Son, or the Holy Spirit than heavenly doctrine teaches”.49 Relying on 
the Venerable Bede (c.673–735), Gratian’s Decretum also adds that not 
only can heretics baptise “in the acknowledgement of the Holy Trinity”, 
but also schismatics and criminals.50 Remarkably, even if baptism is 
administered by a pagan, it is valid as long as they recognise “that the 
Spirit of God supplies the grace of baptism”.51 Conversely, if baptism 
did not take place in the name of the Trinity, it was not true baptism 
and the person must be baptised ‘properly’ when they return to the 
Catholic Church.52 

Why, then, did Henry of Livonia want to emphasise in his 
chronicle that the Livonians knew there was only one baptism? It seems 
that, besides theological and canonical considerations, he might have had 

46	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.43, the auctoritas is Augustine (354–430). Similarly Gratian. D.4 de 
cons. c.29, Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.46.

47	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.44, the auctoritas is Gregory the Great (590–604). Similarly 
Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.28, Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.32

48	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.47, the auctoritas is Augustine. Similarly Gratian. D.4 de cons. 
cc.25–27, Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.49, Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.50. Such a binary approach 
contrasts with how people themselves might have perceived their conversion in reality, 
see T. Jonuks, T. Kurisoo. To Be or Not to Be… a Christian: Christianisation of Estonia 
and the Concept of Religion. – Electronic Journal of Folklore, 2013, 55, 70. http://dx.doi.
org/10.7592/FEJF2013.55.jonuks_kurisoo. There was certainly a difference between the 
sacrament of baptism, and conversion as a process, and it was also acknowledged in canon 
law (e.g. Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.2) but exploring this distinction remains out of the scope 
of this paper.

49	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.48, the auctoritas is Augustine.
50	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.51, the auctoritas is Bede.
51	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.23, the auctoritas is Isidore of Seville (c.560–636). Similarly Gratian. 

D.4 de cons. c.24.
52	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.30, the auctoritas is Pelagius (360–418). Similarly Gratian. D.4 de 

cons. c.52.

http://dx.doi.org/10.7592/FEJF2013.55.jonuks_kurisoo
http://dx.doi.org/10.7592/FEJF2013.55.jonuks_kurisoo
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a practical reason for doing so. Henry clearly acknowledged the strong 
correlation between accepting baptism and falling under the ecclesiastical 
– and, in the case of Livonia, also temporal – jurisdictional authority 
of those who were baptising.53 This connection was problematic in the 
context where multiple powers, especially the Danes and the Germans 
from Riga, were trying to assert control over Livonia.54 Henry therefore 
shared his frustration by paraphrasing Deuteronomy 23:25 and claiming 
that “the Danes, desiring to seize the neighbouring land for themselves, 
sent their priests, as it were, into a foreign harvest”.55 He saw the whole 
of Livonia as rightfully belonging to the Church of Riga, and for this 
reason it made sense to assert firmly the legitimacy of the Rigan Church 
regardless of who was the administrator of the baptismal sacrament. 
The fact that this idea was voiced through the converts themselves 
gave it another layer of authority: according to Henry, the local people 
were fully aware that baptism could be received only once.56 In other 
words, while mindful of the strong connection between baptism and 
jurisdictional authority, Henry sought to loosen that link by asserting 
the overarching jurisdiction of the Church of Riga, while at the same 
time emphasising that the locals knew perfectly well that there is only 
one baptism regardless of who performed the sacrament. Consequently, 
this allowed him to claim the converts for the Church of Riga even if 
they had been baptised by the Danes, for example.

There is also a possibility that Henry wished to show the Danes as 
less knowledgeable or caring of spiritual matters, and thus less suitable 
for governance. Henry mentions that a certain Tabelin, an elder of the 
locals, was hanged by the Danes because “he had received baptism from 
the Rigans and had placed his son as a hostage with the Swordbrothers”.57 

There should have been no issue with him receiving baptism from the 
53	 P. Johansen. Die Estlandliste des Liber Census Daniae. F. Wasserman, Reval;  

H. Hagerup, Copenhagen, 1933, 56; C. S. Jensen. Võites hingi Issandale; M. Mägi,  
C. S. Jensen, K. Markus, J. M. Jensen. Taanlaste ristisõda Eestis. Argo, Tallinn, 2019, 102; 
S. Vahtre. Muinasaja loojang, 144; A. Selart. Eestlaste kristianiseerimine. – Eesti kiriku- ja 
religioonilugu. Toim. R. Altnurme. Tartu Ülikooli Kirjastus, Tartu, 2018, 40–41.

54	 Kristjan Kaljusaar has shown that accepting baptism from ‘one faction’ did not necessarily 
establish permanent legal, social, and political bonds, and that many locals skilfully 
navigated these tender power relations; K. Kaljusaar. Exploiting the Conquerors: 
Socio-political Strategies of Estonian Elites During the Crusades and Christianisation, 
1200–1300. – Baltic Crusades and Societal Innovation in Medieval Livonia, 55–89. https://
doi.org/10.1163/9789004512092_004.

55	 HCL XXIV, 2. For a further discussion on Henry’s partiality when describing these events, 
see E. Eihmane. The Baltic Crusades: A Clash of Two Identities. – The Clash of Cultures 
on the Medieval Baltic Frontier, 39–41. 

56	 Alternatively, Carsten Selch Jensen has suggested that perhaps the locals thought that  
there were two competing Gods with their own types of baptism, and thus the emphasis  
on ‘one baptism’ was especially needed, see C. S. Jensen, ‘Verbis non verberibus’:  
The representation of sermons in the Chronicle of Henry of Livonia, 188–189.

57	 HCL XXIV, 1.

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004512092_004
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004512092_004
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Rigan Church, as there was only ‘one baptism’, and the Danes were very 
much part of the Catholic Church. Yet, the Danes hanged him, and while 
the true reasons for this hanging were much more likely tied to Tabelin’s 
secular allegiances, and not to his spiritual convictions, Henry’s inclusion 
of this episode suggests that he might have wanted to emphasise the 
Danes’ disregard for the unity of the Church. In other words, without 
directly calling the Danes ignorant, Henry wanted to highlight their 
materialistic priorities and their neglect of the much more important 
spiritual aspects of conversion.

Henry’s acceptance of various baptisms as legitimate in the context 
of canon law is exemplified with a story in which he recounts meeting 
local neophytes who explained that the Danish priests had performed 
the sacrament of baptism on them. The priests gave them holy water, 
and they returned to their villages, and each one of them “sprinkled 
and baptised our families, wives and children”; they also explained that 
“because we have been baptised once, we will no longer receive you[r 
baptism]”.58 As we have seen, almost anyone could baptise as long as it 
was done in the name of the Trinity and with the right intention, so in 
theory, baptism by laymen was valid.59 At the same time, the peculiar 
situation that Henry had encountered was far from common, and 
perhaps this is one of the reasons why the chronicler decided to record 
it. That Henry explicitly emphasised how locals had understood the 
concept of ‘one baptism’, regardless of the minister, serves once again 
to illustrate his desire to show the unity of the Church, and by proxy, 
the perceived primacy of the Church of Riga in Livonia. 

Emergency baptism

Let us turn to the question of emergency baptism.60 The Decretum did 
not explicitly offer a succinct summary of the minimum requirements 
for baptism to be valid, although by examining the canons in a wider 
context, and by comparing and contrasting them with one another, it 
was implicitly clear that baptism in the name of the Trinity and the use of 
water would suffice.61 Soon after Gratian, the definition of the minimum 
requirements for valid baptism was explicitly addressed by Pope Innocent 

58	 HCL XXIV, 5.
59	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.21, the auctoritas is Augustine.
60	 In the context of Livonia, Paul Johansen has called such baptisms “political emergency 

baptisms” (politische Nottaufe) to emphasise the connection between baptism and secular 
authority, see P. Johansen. Die Estlandliste des Liber Census Daniae, 55.

61	 See for example Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.1, Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.135, the auctoritas for both 
is Augustine.
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III (1198–1216).62 In 1206, the pope responded to the Archbishop of 
Nidaros, under whose jurisdiction some people had used saliva to baptise 
due to the lack of water and the absence of priests.63 Innocent III declared 
that “in baptism two things are always necessarily required, namely 
the word and the element”.64 The letter was subsequently included in 
the Liber extra, wherein it was inserted under the summarising title 
“Where there is no word or element of water, there is no sacrament of 
baptism”.65 Thus, the clarification that only “the words and the element” 
are necessary for a valid baptism, was clearly seen as important enough 
to be codified into canon law.

Gratian’s Decretum explicitly addressed a situation in which 
incorrect words were used during the baptismal ritual. The Decretum 
quotes a letter of Pope Zachary (741–752) in which the pope states that 
“if he who baptised did not do so introducing error or heresy, but only 
from ignorance of the Roman language, mispronouncing the words 
as we said above, if he baptised in this way, we cannot agree that they 
should be baptised again”.66 

In Livonia, the use of words is particularly pertinent in cases where 
baptism was not administered by priests or others who were expected 
to be reasonably well-acquainted with the baptismal formula, but by 
the neophytes themselves. As we have seen in an example cited above 
(HCL XXIV, 5), the neophytes were given holy water, so one of the 
requirements for performing valid baptism was fulfilled.67 At the same 
time, it is doubtful whether the locals understood the meaning of the 
words that they were supposed to use, or remembered them at all.68 And 
yet, if they genuinely intended to baptise as they had been instructed – 
and we have no reason to doubt that in this case – it did not matter if 
they used the words incorrectly out of ignorance, as it was the intention 

62	 Innocent III, “Non ut apponeres” (1 March 1206) in Die Register Innocenz’ III. 9. Band: 9. 
Pontifikatsjahr 1206/1207. Hrsg. von A. Sommerlechner, O. Hageneder, C. Egger, H. Weigl, 
R. Murauer. Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Vienna, 2004, §5, 
15.

63	 Innocent III, “Non ut apponeres”. 
64	 Innocent III, “Non ut apponeres”.
65	 X 3.42.5.
66	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.86.
67	 HCL XXIV, 5.
68	 For example, Tõnno Jonuks has suggested that the concept of the Trinity was perhaps 

at least initially understood by Livonian neophytes as three separate gods; see T. Jonuks. 
Domesticating Europe – Novel Cultural Influences in the Late Iron Age Eastern Baltic. – 
Baltic Crusades and Societal Innovation in Medieval Livonia, 48. While there are some 
indications that efforts were made to introduce the local population to concepts such as the 
afterlife, it is likely that many other Christian ideas were not easily understood, see  
T. Kala. Verkündigung und Kreuzpredigt in und für Livland im 13. Jahrhundert. –  
Leonid Arbusow (1882–1951) und die Erforschung des mittelalterlichen Livland.  
Hrsg. von I. Misāns, K. Neitmann. Böhlau Verlag, Köln, 2014, 285.
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to baptise in the name of the Holy Trinity that was crucial for baptism 
to be valid.69

For the use of water, the most informative and curious case in 
the context of baptism in Livonia comes from Libri VIII miraculorum 
of Caesarius of Heisterbach (c.1225–1227), which deserves to be quoted 
in full:

When Livonia first received the Christian faith, such a great multitude was 
converted to Christ that the priests, who were few at that time, were not able 
to baptise them all. Therefore, some, taking sprinklers in their hands, went 
around sprinkling them, saying: “We baptise you in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Later, a question arose about whether 
they had truly been baptised or not. Some said they had been baptised, 
asserting that the five thousand and the three thousand who believed at Peter’s 
preaching had been baptised in the same manner. Others disagreed, saying 
that such a baptism had to be repeated, because the proper form of baptism 
was not used, nor did the necessity of death, which alone could excuse the 
omission of form, apply in this case. It is certain that a single drop of water 
with the invocation of the Holy Trinity suffices for salvation for a believer, 
but only in a time of necessity. Therefore, those in Livonia who had been 
baptised in the aforementioned way, as Theoderic, a priest and monk of the 
Cistercian order in that province told me, were rebaptised according to the 
custom of the Church, with triple immersion, for the sake of certainty. And 
let this suffice concerning these matters.70

The story of Caesarius raises the question of how canon law, while 
allowing concessions under certain conditions, did not precisely 
define the circumstances under which an emergency baptism could 
be performed out of necessity. As there were too many people to be 
baptised in Livonia, the priests prioritised baptising as many individuals 
as possible, assuming that sprinkling instead of immersion or affusion, 
that is, pouring, would be sufficient.

69	 Efforts were made to spread the knowledge of ‘proper’ words that should be used during 
baptism, including in local languages. The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) instructed 
bishops whose flock consisted of “people of different languages” to “provide suitable men” 
who would be able to administer sacraments – including baptism – in local languages, 
see: Constitution 9 of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) in Decrees of the Ecumenical 
Councils, Vol. 1. Ed. and trans. by N. P. Tanner. Sheed & Ward and Georgetown University 
Press, London, 1990, 239. In Livonia, the synod statues of Riga of 1428 explicitly instructed 
the priests that they should teach both men and women that, in necessity, they can and 
ought to baptise infants in their own language; T. Kala. Rural Society, 186; V. Stikāne.  
The Legal Status of Women in Livonia, 197.

70	 Caesarius von Heisterbach. Libri VIII miraculorum, II. – Die Wundergeschichten 
des Caesarius von Heisterbach. Hrsg. von A. Hilka. Hanstein, Bonn, 1937, 18, 98–99. 
Marek Tamm has likewise pointed out how this miracle story allows us to trace the 
“ecclesiastical formalisation of Christianity” in Livonia; M. Tamm. The Livonian Crusade 
in Cistercian Stories of the Early Thirteenth Century. – Crusading on the Edge: Ideas and 
Practice of Crusading in Iberia and the Baltic Region, 1100–1500. Ed. by T. K. Nielsen, 
I. Fonnesberg-Schmidt. Brepols, Turnhout, 2016, 379–380. http://doi.org/10.1484/M.
OUTREMER-EB.5.111276. 

http://doi.org/10.1484/M.OUTREMER-EB.5.111276
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Nevertheless, this sparked the question of whether such baptism 
was actually valid. On one hand, it was argued that thousands were 
baptised at Peter’s preaching “in the same manner”. The story of Peter’s 
preaching and baptising came from the Bible (Acts 2:38–41), but it was 
also mentioned in Gratian’s Decretum.71 This is but one example where 
one did not have to read works of canon law in order to know the general 
principles they contained, as canon law often cited works that relied 
on Scripture which, of course, was well known. On the other hand, it 
was pointed out that only in times of necessity could such aspersion be 
considered valid, and that it was not the case here. Caesarius adds that 
there is no doubt that even a single drop of water would suffice, but 
only in extreme circumstances. During the time of the conversion of 
Livonia, aspersion for the purposes of baptism had received minimal 
attention in Christian legal thought. Cyprian (258–249) had considered 
aspersion for those who are sick or on their deathbed, and saw it as valid 
as any other method of dispersing water for the purposes of baptism, 
since baptismal water was filled with grace and had the power to cleanse 
sin regardless of the way in which it was used.72 Likewise, Gennadius 
of Marseilles (d. 496) permitted the use of sprinkling at the deathbed.73 
In Gratian’s Decretum, one can find the letter by Cyprian in which he 
justifies the use of aspersion for the sick.74 Consequently, in canon law, 
aspersion was indeed only permitted during cases of extreme necessity.75 

What was considered necessity was more ambiguous. Could an 
impending war, which was surely a common occurrence in Livonia, be 
considered an extreme threat that would warrant emergency baptism? 
In the mind of Caesarius and those who heard about the case of Livonia, 
there was doubt. Canon law offered an answer for cases where it was 
uncertain if baptism had been valid. If there was no absolute certainty 
that one was baptised in the proper manner, they could and should be 
baptised again.76 Going further, Pope Alexander III (1159–1181) in an 

71	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.13, the auctoritas is Pope Leo I (400–461).
72	 R. M. Jensen. Living Water: Images, Symbols, and Settings of Early Christian Baptism. 

Brill, Leiden, 2011, 140; E. Ferguson. Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and 
Liturgy in the First Five Centuries. Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 2009, 355–357. 

73	 Ferguson. Baptism in the Early Church, 770.
74	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.127.
75	 For a concise overview of methods of baptism, especially in the context of the miracle 

story of Caesarius of Heisterbach, see M. Tamm. Les miracles en Livonie et en Estonie à 
l’époque de la christianisation (fin XIIe – début XIIIe siècles). – Quotidianum Estonicum. 
Aspects of Daily Life in Medieval Estonia. Ed. by J. Kivimäe, J. Kreem. Medium Aevum 
Quotidianum, Krems, 1996, 74–75.

76	 See for example Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.109, where a statute from the First Council of 
Arles (314) states that one should be thoroughly questioned about the manner one received 
baptism if it was received from a heretic, so that it could be ascertained if the baptism was 
valid. If there is any doubt, one should be baptised again. Likewise, Gratian. D.4 de cons. 
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undated letter offered a conditional baptismal formula: “If you have been 
baptised, I do not baptise you; but if you have not yet been baptised, I 
baptise you, etc.”77 This convenient solution, which was subsequently 
included in the Liber extra, offered a way to baptise ‘safely’ in cases of 
doubt. In any case, it was evident that if there was any uncertainty about 
the validity of baptism, one should receive proper baptism. With this in 
mind, it is not surprising that it was perceived that those Livonians who 
received baptism by aspersion, should be baptised ‘properly’, though 
it is not known whether the Alexandrine version of a safe baptismal 
formula was used.

While Caesarius’ story showed the importance of the use of water 
in the proper manner during a baptismal ritual, it is noteworthy that his 
contemporaries did not express concerns with other aspects of emergency 
baptisms that occurred in Livonia. For example, Gratian’s Decretum 
makes it explicitly clear that baptism should only be celebrated during 
Easter and Pentecost.78 Exceptions are permitted only in cases of extreme 
necessity.79 When looking at the wider context of how baptismal formula 
and its validity formed, and as briefly discussed above, it is clear that most 
attention was afforded to the use of words, that is, to the right intention, 
and to the presence of water.80 While other aspects of the formula were 
certainly important too, none were as crucial to the validity of baptism as 
the presence of both words and water; consequently, exceptions for their 
inherently improper application faced significantly higher thresholds. 
This is perhaps the reason Caesarius and his contemporaries paid special 
attention to the correct use of water in baptismal rituals in Livonia.

c.110 states that, according to Gregory II (misattribution, actually Gregory III (731–741)), if 
it is not certain whether an infant was baptised, and there is no witness to testify one way or 
another, he or she should be (re)baptised. Similarly Gratian. D.4 de cons. cc.111–113.

77	 Alexander III, “De quibus dubium” (1159–1181) in Sacrorum concilium nova et amplissima 
collectio, 1. Ed. by G. D. Mansi. Florence, Venice, 1757, col. 1101; X 3.42.2. 

78	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.11, the auctoritas is Pope Siricius (334–399). Similarly Gratian. D.4 
de cons. c.12. 

79	 See for example Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.16, which states that although one should normally 
baptise during Easter and Pentecost, those who are in the danger of death, sickness, siege, 
persecution, or shipwreck, can be baptised at other times as well. The auctoritas is Pope 
Gelasius I (492–496). Similarly Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.15, Gratian. D.4 de cons. cc.17–18.

80	 See also Peter Cramer, who has argued that “over centuries, baptism lost its intrinsic ethical 
content, and became a formal exercise in power”, which in essence also meant that baptism 
and the rituals surrounding the sacrament became shortened and often simplified, resulting 
among other things in an understanding that infants should be baptised as soon as possible, 
rather than at Easter or Pentecost; P. Cramer. Baptism and Change, 137–141.
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Force and apostasy

Another key point that determined the validity of baptism was tied to a 
question whether it was accepted voluntarily or not. Forced conversion 
was seen as impermissible in medieval canon law texts, where the issue 
concerned the conversion of Jews.81 The idea of persuasion being 
preferable to force was firmly put forth by Pope Gregory I (590–604), 
who emphasised that whoever was forcibly converted was likely to return 
to their former superstition.82 While the letter specifically concerned 
the Jews in Marseille, the reasoning emphasised by Gregory I could 
be extrapolated to anyone forcibly converted, not just Jews. A similar 
prohibition of conversion by force, deriving from the Fourth Council 
of Toledo (633), was included in Gratian’s Decretum: “they are to be 
persuaded to convert not by force, but by the free capacity of the will”.83 

Gratian’s Decretum did not address the question of what constituted 
force. 

The official change in the context of canon law and force came 
with Pope Innocent III, who in 1201 sent a letter to the bishop of Arles 
that stated the following:

It is, to be sure, contrary to the Christian faith that anyone who is unwilling 
and wholly opposed to it should be compelled to adopt and observe 
Christianity. For this reason a valid distinction is made by some between 
kinds of unwilling ones and kinds of compelled ones. Thus one who is drawn 
to Christianity by violence, through fear and through torture, and receives 
the sacrament of Baptism in order to avoid loss, he (like one who comes to 
Baptism in dissimulation) does receive the impress of Christianity, and may 
be forced to observe the Christian faith as one who expressed a conditional 
willingness though, absolutely speaking, he was unwilling.84

81	 B. Z. Kedar. The Franks in the Levant, 11th to 14th Centuries. Variorum, London, 1992, 192; 
J. P. Lomax. Frederick II, His Saracens, and the Papacy. – Medieval Christian Perceptions of 
Islam. Ed. by J. V. Tolan. Routledge, London, 2000, 192.

82	 Gregory I, “Scribendi ad fraternitatem” (June 591) in The Apostolic See and the Jews: 
Documents, 1. Ed. by Shlomo Simonsohn. Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 
Toronto, 1988, §5, p. 4.

83	 Gratian. D.45, C.5, the auctoritas is the Fourth Council of Toledo (633). This and other 
canons concerning the legal treatment of the Jews were not present in pre-Vulgate 
manuscripts of the Decretum, despite them being included in many pre-Gratian legal 
collections, see K. Pennington. Gratian and the Jews. – Bulletin of Medieval Canon Law, 
2014, 31, 113–114. The Fourth Council of Toledo was presided over by Isidore of Seville, an 
influential theologian of the Early Middle Ages, who in his works had likewise explicitly 
forbidden forced conversion, see M. L. Colish. Faith, Fiction and Force, 242–247.

84	 Innocent III, “Maiores ecclesiae” (September–October 1201) in The Church and the Jews 
in the Thirteenth Century: A Study of their Relations during the Years 1198–1254 (1314), 
based on the Papal Letters and the Conciliar Decrees of the Period, 1. Ed. and trans. by 
Solomon Grayzel. Hermon Press, New York, 1966, §15, 102. 
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This letter was subsequently inserted into the Liber extra, thus assuming 
a firm place in canon law.85 Innocent argued that there are two kinds of 
unwillingness. Someone is partially unwilling if they ultimately accept to 
be baptised, even if only because of threats and intimidation.86 Whereas if 
one resisted throughout the whole process of baptism, they are absolutely 
unwilling. Baptism is invalid only in the latter case. This position leaves 
a lot of leeway for interpretation: while persuasion is clearly preferrable 
in gaining converts, pagans could also be intimidated so that they would 
accept baptism. Forcing them to choose between death and baptism 
would be contrary to canon law, but threatening them with war, for 
example, if they do not accept baptism, would fall short of absolute force.

Henry of Livonia was certainly aware that forced baptism was 
forbidden, as he explicitly referred to it at the start of his chronicle:

Having sent a messenger across the water, he asks if they [the Livonians] 
intend to accept and to observe the faith. They proclaim that they neither 
wish to acknowledge the faith nor to observe it. […] The bishop answers that, 
just as dogs return to vomit, they also have often returned from the faith to 
paganism. The Livonians then say: “We will do away with this reason. Only 
after having dismissed the army, you may return with your men to your 
bishopric in peace; you may compel those who have received the faith to keep 
it, and entice others to accept it with words, not with blows”.87

According to Henry, the pagans were asked to accept baptism and to 
observe the faith. When the Livonians respond that they do not intend 
to do either, the bishop seemingly only admonishes them. Thereafter, 
in the words of Henry, the Livonians themselves stated that there was no 
need for an army, and that the Christians are permitted to spread their 
faith peacefully. It is clear that Henry was fully aware of the distinction 
between illicit forced baptism where violence is used, and licit voluntary 
baptism where people are converted by preaching. That Henry put this 
distinction in the mouths of the Livonians alludes to the chronicler’s 
wish to show that even the Livonians knew that there is a difference 
between forced and voluntary conversion, and that only the latter is 
permissible.88 

85	 X 3.42.3.
86	 “Forced consent is still consent” was a legal maxim that had ancient roots, see R. Helmholz. 

Baptism in the Medieval Canon Law. – Rechtsgeschichte. Legal History, 2013, 21, 121. 
https://doi.org/10.12946/rg21/118-127. 

87	 HCL II, 4–5.
88	 Kurt Villads Jensen has argued that while Henry of Livonia’s contemporary Saxo 

Grammaticus was less explicit between the distinction of forced and voluntary conversion, 
a close reading of his chronicle alludes to the possibility that he also might have wished 
to distinguish between ‘illicit’ warfare against pagans in order to convert them, and ‘licit’ 
warfare against apostates; see K. V. Jensen. Holy Wrath, Holy War! Baltic Wars Between 
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Accepting baptism in Livonia was often listed as a condition 
during peace negotiations with the local inhabitants.89 Through a 
modern lens, this course of events would fall firmly into forced baptism 
and conversion.90 Yet, as we have seen, being merely threatened or even 
physically intimidated, was not sufficient for baptism to be considered 
absolutely forced and thus invalid. In this context, offering baptism as 
a condition for peace was not seen as truly or absolutely forced, in a 
way that it was understood in canon law, and baptism accepted in such 
circumstances was considered fully valid. From the perspective of Henry, 
and in the context of medieval canon law, then, when the Livonians 
accepted baptism when the alternative was continuous warfare, it was 
not forced on them.

At the same time, apostasy, that is, forfeiting baptism and 
Christianity, was a common occurrence in Livonia.91 How was the 
attempted reversal of baptism perceived in canon law? Gratian’s 
Decretum does not explicitly say that baptism can be reversed, but it is 
not necessary, as the concept of the sacrament in itself makes its reversal a 
logical impossibility. This stands in conjunction with the prohibition on 
rebaptism, as baptism was a singular, unique moment in one’s life, and 
as such cannot be repeated or undone. In baptism, “a man is born again 
from water, the visible sacrament, and from the spirit, specifically from 
the invisible understanding, so that he may visibly accept the symbol of 
baptism”92; in baptism “we have been buried with Him through baptism 
into death, so that just as Christ was raised from the dead through the 
glory of the Father, so too we may walk in newness of life”93, and “those 

Regulated Warfare and Total Annihilation Around 1200. – Church and Belief  
in the Middle Ages: Popes, Saints, and Crusaders. Ed. by K. Salonen,  
S. Katajala-Peltomaa. Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam, 2016, 234. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1017/9789048525720.012. 

89	 For example: HCL II, 7; HCL XVII 7. See also P. Johansen. Die Estlandliste des Liber 
Census Daniae, pp. 56–57; T. Kala. Rural Society, 177–178; C. Tyerman. Henry of Livonia 
and the Ideology of Crusading, 38. See also Burnam W. Reynolds who argues that the 
“baptism by treaty” indicates that the missionaries and crusaders who imposed such 
conditions treated baptism as an initial step in the process of conversion, as opposed 
to a culmination of catechumenate; B. W. Reynolds. The Prehistory of the Crusades: 
Missionary War and the Baltic Crusades. Bloomsbury Academic, London, 2016, 106. 
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781474211123. 

90	 Perceiving the conversion of Livonia as forced conversion has been a typical viewpoint 
among historians, see for example H. Palli. Vägivaldse ristiusustamise osast eesti rahva 
ajaloos. – Religiooni ja ateismi ajaloost Eestis II. Toim. E. Jansen. Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus, 
Tallinn, 1961; E. Christiansen. The Northern Crusades. Penguin Books, London, 1997, 95; 
S. Vahtre, Muinasaja loojang, 172; I. Leimus. Iura christianorum, 10; S. Ghosh. Conquest, 
Conversion, and Heathen Customs in Henry of Livonia’s Chronicon Livoniae and 
Livländische Reimchronik. – Crusades, 2011, 11, 1, 93–94. https://doi.org/10.1080/28327
861.2012.12220336; M. Ščavinskas. Forms of Coercion in Peaceful Christian Missions. – 
Lithuanian Historical Studies, 2011, 16. https://doi.org/10.30965/25386565-01601009.

91	 For example HCL I, 9; HCL II, 8, HCL XXVI, 8.
92	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.1, the auctoritas is Augustine.
93	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.13, the auctoritas is Pope Leo I.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/9789048525720.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/9789048525720.012
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781474211123
https://doi.org/10.1080/28327861.2012.12220336
https://doi.org/10.1080/28327861.2012.12220336
https://doi.org/10.30965/25386565-01601009
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baptised may be incorporated into Christ, to become His members, to 
be buried with Him, and, being offered through the sacrament and the 
charity of the faithful, to be reconciled to God, so that in Him they may 
be made alive, saved, freed, redeemed, and enlightened”94. These are but 
a few examples of how Gratian’s Decretum explains the sacrament of 
baptism, and they leave no room for an interpretation according to which 
one could reasonably assume that the sacrament itself can be undone: 
a man cannot be ‘unborn’, and it is unthinkable to undo being ‘buried 
and resurrected with Christ’.

This is not to say that Gratian’s Decretum, or canon law more 
widely, did not recognise that people might relapse, as it dealt with cases 
where one had left the official Church in one way or another. As such, 
the Decretum explained that bishops, deacons, and priests who have 
“forfeited that one and only (!) baptismal washing”, have to lie in penance 
in perpetuity and are not permitted to take part in communal prayer, 
not even with the unbaptised catechumens.95 Going further, Gratian’s 
Decretum states that “even apostates have baptism, which, when they 
return and are converted through penance, is not given back to them, 
because it is judged that it cannot be lost”.96 The Decretum does not 
explicitly say that it is impossible to renounce baptism, because it would 
be absurdity to even consider it in Catholic thought, although it implies 
it by affirming that no one truly loses baptism once they have received 
it. From this, it can be reasoned that even if someone consciously tries 
to renounce their baptism, they retain the sacrament, even though they 
lose its beneficial effect while they remain outside the Church.97

Yet, apostate Livonians who were trying to rid themselves of 
baptism most certainly thought it to be possible. Furthermore, we can 
also see that the apostate Livonians attributed power to the element 
of water, as they tried to wash it off, while water in Christianity lacked 
agency unless it was empowered by God’s grace.98 Therefore, we can 
see the stark contrast between pagan and Christian understanding of 
baptism.99 This shows that while the locals might have known about 
the Christianity in pre-conversion Livonia, their understanding was 
generally not deep enough to comprehend complex theological doctrines 

94	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.143, the auctoritas is Augustine.
95	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.118, the auctoritas is Pope Felix III (483–492).
96	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.40, the auctoritas is Augustine.
97	 See for example Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.45, the auctoritas is Augustine.
98	 Gratian. D.4 de cons. c.9, the auctoritas is Ambrose (340–397). Similarly Gratian. D.4 de 

cons. c.10.
99	 For the perspective of the pagans, see T. Kala. Ristimine paganate ja kristlaste pilgu läbi. – 

Tuna, 2006, 3, 16–17.
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embedded in canon law, such as the irreversibility of baptism.100 The 
consequences of this ‘misunderstanding’ were severe.

In canon law, there was a two-fold approach to the act of apostasy. 
On one hand, Gratian’s Decretum firmly established that someone 
accused of even the most severe crimes could find forgiveness if they 
were repentant.101 This, however, presumes that the transgressor wishes 
to make amends, and indeed, Henry of Livonia often mentions how 
the local apostates were shown leniency after they promised to “return 
to the fold”.102 On the other hand, the Decretum also recognised that 
the use of force on the unwilling was permissible: “those who have 
received the grace of baptism, have been anointed with chrism, and 
have become participants in the body of the Lord, it is necessary that 
they be compelled to hold to the faith which they accepted either by 
force or necessity, lest the name of the Lord be blasphemed and the 
faith which they received be considered cheap and contemptible”.103 
Apostasy, like heresy, was perceived as an attack against the Church, and 
thus warranted a legitimate defence in the context of just war theory.104 
For example, Gratian’s Decretum explicitly states that “it is beneficial for 
the excessively unruly to be restrained and corrected by powers ordained 
by God”105 and “heretics are to be brought to salvation even against 
their will”106. Forcing those astray back to the unity of the Church was 
explained through the idea that those who restrained the transgressors 
“from such grave crimes through relatively mild punishments, such as 
the loss of positions, places, or financial means, […] must be considered 
the most diligent governors and the most compassionate advisers”.107 
Compelling people back to the Church, then, was also seen as doing so 
for their own good.

Consequently, using force on the Livonian apostates was seen as 
legitimate.108 This is abundantly clear from the letter of Pope Celestine 

100	 C. S. Jensen. Võites hingi Issandale, 105–106; T. K. Nielsen. Mission and Submission, 219;  
E. Eihmane. The Baltic Crusades, 45.

101	 Gratian D.3, de pen. c.28, the auctoritas is John Chrysostom (c.347–407). Similarly 
Gratian. D.1, de pen. c.54.

102	 See for example HCL X, 8; HCL XVI, 4; HCL XXI, 5.
103	 Gratian. D.45, c.5, the auctoritas is the Fourth Council of Toledo. While the canon 

originally referred to Jews, commentators on Gratian’s Decretum soon began to consider 
non-believers uniformly, see M. L. Colish, Faith, Fiction and Force, 283.

104	 R. Rist. The Papacy and Crusading in Europe, 1198–1245. Continuum, London, 2009, 60. 
http://doi.org/10.5040/9781472599186. 

105	 Gratian. C.23 q.4 c.37, the auctoritas is Augustine.
106	 Gratian. C.23 q.4 c.38, the auctoritas is Augustine.
107	 Gratian. C.23 q.5 c.35, the auctoritas is Augustine.
108	 The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) included a constitution which stated that “those 

who freely offered themselves to the Christian religion may be kept to its observance by a 
salutary and necessary coercion”, see Constitution 70 of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) 
in Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, 267. By this time, however, the use of force to 
compel apostates back to the faith was already fully utilised in Livonia.

http://doi.org/10.5040/9781472599186
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III that was included in the chronicle of Henry of Livonia, which 
states that “they should be compelled to observe the faith which they 
had voluntarily promised”.109 The canonical concept of correcting 
transgressors by force was thus put into practice.110 What followed was 
what have sometimes been called ‘perpetual crusades’, or in other words, 
every act of apostasy justified further military action which ultimately 
culminated in the incorporation of Livonia into Latin Christendom.111

Conclusion

Canon law permeated the Christian society that missionaries and 
crusaders who went to Livonia came from, and consequently affected 
the way in which the conversion of Livonia was undertaken. Although 
it remains uncertain whether such missionaries and crusaders had direct 
access to canon law compendiums such as Gratian’s Decretum, the ideas 
contained within these texts were widely known. The chronicle of Henry 
of Livonia, our best source for the conversion of Livonia, provides insight 
into how the principles found in canon law were deeply embedded in 
the rituals of baptism that were undertaken to convert the local peoples. 
By emphasising the idea of only one universal baptism, Henry not only 
critiques its opponents’ ulterior motives and lack of spiritual knowledge, 
but also asserts the primacy of the Church of Riga. 

Additionally, baptisms performed by neophytes were considered 
valid in accordance with canon law, thereby setting a remarkably low 
threshold for what constituted a legitimate baptism. One exception to 

109	 HCL I, 12. The letter of Celestine III has not survived, but if Henry was correct, this papal 
bull meant that a peaceful mission in Livonia was converted into a crusading expedition; 
see B. Bombi. Celestine III and the Conversion of the Heathen on the Baltic Frontier. – 
Pope Celestine III (1191–1198): Diplomat and Pastor. Ed. by J. Doran, D. Smith. Ashgate, 
Aldershot, 2008, 153–154. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315246451. Iben Fonnesberg-Schmidt 
has additionally asserted that during the pontificate of Celestine III “the curia followed the 
development of the Baltic mission with great interest”, see I. Fonnesberg-Schmidt. The 
Popes and the Baltic Crusades, 67. This view has been contested by Carsten Selch Jensen, 
according to whom “we find that both types of Christianisation [i.e. by preaching and by 
the sword] existed side by side throughout the period [of 1185–1200]”; C. S. Jensen. 
The Early Stage of Christianisation in Livonia in Modern Historical Writings and 
Contemporary Chronicles. – Medieval History Writing and Crusading Ideology, 212.

110	 M. Tamm. How to Justify a Crusade? The Conquest of Livonia and New Crusade 
Rhetoric in the Early Thirteenth Century. – Journal of Medieval History, 2009, 35, 4, 
440–441. http://doi.org/10.1080/03044181.2013.833541.

111	 A. Ehlers. The Crusade of the Teutonic Knights against Lithuania Reconsidered. – 
Crusade and Conversion on the Baltic Frontier. Ed. by A. V. Murray. Ashgate, Aldershot, 
2001, 24–25. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315258805; K. V. Jensen. Bigger and Better: Arms 
Race and Change in War Technology in the Baltic in the Early Thirteenth Century. – 
Crusade and Conversion on the Baltic Frontier, 263; J. Riley-Smith. The Crusades: A Short 
History. Yale University Press, New Haven, 1990, 131–132.
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this is found in the account of Caesarius of Heisterbach, which highlights 
concerns that arose about the possibly incorrect interpretation of what 
constituted an extreme necessity for the purposes of emergency baptism. 
Canon law held that if there was any doubt about the validity of baptism, 
one should receive a ‘proper’ baptism, as was done in Livonia. 

Canon law very clearly prescribed that all conversion must be 
undertaken voluntarily. The distinction between voluntary and forced 
conversion was well known in Livonia, too. However, the canonical 
definitions of and distinctions between ‘voluntary’ and ‘forced’ do 
not align with modern conceptions of free will which complicates our 
understanding of the conversion process. It is evident that in many 
cases that Livonians themselves may not have fully understood the 
implications of accepting baptism, as they attempted to do something 
theologically and canonically impossible – forfeit it. At the same time, 
apostates were permitted to be forced back to the Church by any means 
necessary. In this context it is clear that the principles of canon law shaped 
the ways in which baptism was understood and performed during the 
conversion of Livonia. 

Acknowledgements
This paper is based on a chapter from the author’s doctoral dissertation 
“The Implementation of Canon Law in Medieval Europe: The Case of 
Livonia, 1147–1300”, which was funded by the South, West and Wales 
Doctoral Training Partnership (Arts and Humanities Research Council, 
United Kingdom).



190

Ristimisakt kanoonilises 
õiguses ja Liivimaa 

ristiusustamine
Mari-Liis Neubauer

Keskajal oli ristimine kristlaseks saamise keskne sündmus ning seetõttu 
ei ole ka imestada, et ristimine oli Liivimaa uskupööramisel esikohal. 
Koos kristianiseerimisega tuli Liivimaale kanooniline õigus, mis oli kesk-
ajal kehtinud universaalne õigus. Teoreetiliselt pidi see kehtima kõigile 
kristlastele nende asukohast, staatusest ja muust sõltumata, niisiis ka 
ristiusustatud Liivimaal. 12. sajandil algas selle õiguse n-ö klassikalise 
ajastu oluline kujunemisperiood, mille üheks väljundiks oli umbes 1140. 
aasta paiku koostatud mõjukas „Decretum Gratiani“. Selle teose vii-
mases osas leidub mahukas „De consecratione“, mis on pühendatud 
sakramentidele ja liturgilisele õigusele, kaasa arvatud ristimisele. Kas 
misjonärid ja ristisõdijad, kes Liivimaale tulid, seda ja muid kanoonilise 
õiguse kogumikke ka isiklikult olid lugenud, ei ole teada. Samas olid neis 
õiguskogumikes leiduvad tekstid ja ideed, näiteks Püha Augustinuse 
teosed, nendest väljaspoolgi paljudele tuttavad. 

Meie parim allikas Liivimaa ristiusustamise kohta, Henriku 
Liivimaa kroonika, annab kõige põhjalikuma ülevaate sellest, kuidas 
ristimist läbi viidi. Henrik pöörab palju tähelepanu sellele, et ristimis
talitustel nõuti kohalikelt oma endistest jumalustest ja riitustest lahti
ütlemist. Seda võib kontekstualiseerida sellega, et kroonika lugejas-
konnale taheti näidata, kuidas liivimaalased ise oma vana eluviisi maha 
lubasid jätta. Lisaks rõhutades vaid ühe universaalse ristimise ideed, 
soovis kroonik näidata Riia kiriku ülemvõimu hoolimata sellest, kes 
ristimistalituse läbi viis. Kanoonilise õiguse järgi sai ristimistalitust 
ekstreemolukorras teostada pea igaüks ning ristimisel oli vaja üksnes sõnu 
ehk ristimist Kolmainsuse nimel ja vett. Seetõttu oli ristituks saamine 
võrdlemisi lihtne. Sellisel taustal on eriti tähelepanuväärne Caesarius 
Heisterbachi imejutt, mis näitab, kuidas tema kaasaegsed piserdamise 
abil läbi viidud ristimise õigsuse kahtluse alla seadsid, sest kanoonilises 
õiguses oli see lubatud vaid suure ohu korral. Seetõttu otsustati ristimist 
korrata, sest ei olnud teada, kas esimene ristimine oli päris õigesti teos-
tatud. Kanooniline õigus seda tegelikult sellises olukorras ka soovitas ning 
pakkus isegi välja sõnastuse formaadi, mida niisugusel uuesti ristimisel 
kasutada.

Ristimine pidi toimuma vabatahtlikult, kuid keskaja kanooni-
lise õiguse perspektiivist lähtuv „sund“ ja „vabatahtlikkus“ erinevad 
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põhjalikult tänapäevasest arusaamast. Hirmu ja ähvardustega vastu-
võetud ristimist loeti ainult tinglikult sunniviisiliseks ja selline ristimine 
oli lubatud. Kui inimesest sai kristlane, siis ei olnud kirikuõiguse kohaselt 
enam võimalik tagasi pöörduda. Paljud liivimaalased proovisid sellegi-
poolest ristiusust lahti saada, mis näitab seda, et neile polnud ristiusu 
põhimõtteid kas selgitatud või polnud nad ristimise tegelikust olemusest 
lõplikult aru saanud. Kanoonilise õiguse järgi võis aga ristimisest lahti 
ütelda soovijaid ning muidu kirikust eemale hoidvaid ristituid kristlikku 
ühiskonda tagasi sundida. See omakorda õigustas sõjategevust, mis järg-
nevatel aastakümnetel pärast esimeste misjonäride Liivimaale saabumist 
ka laialdaselt aset leidis. Sellises kontekstis on ilmne, et kanoonilise õiguse 
põhimõtete kasutamine mõjutas tugevalt Liivimaa ristiusustamist ja 
saatust just ristimissakramendi kaudu.


