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chapter to Fergus Kerr’s After Aquinas: Versions of Thomism, for now
several lacunae remain for Thompson and other similarly-inclined Green
Thomists. While Pope Francis clearly frames his presentation of an in-
tegral ecology through an option for the poor, that emphasis receives no
consideration in this book despite Thompson’s stated desire to substan-
tiate the aims of Laudato si’. While for our Pope, following liberationist
theologians like Leonardo Boff, the cry of the earth must be heard
alongside the cry of the poor, Thompson does not grant the poor such a
hermeneutical priority in discussing an integral ecology. The closest he
comes to engaging liberationist theologians is found in a treatment of
the salvation of non-human creatures, where, in a footnote, Thompson
acknowledges two works of ecofeminism. A fuller investigation of these
sources could nuance his Thomistically-guided separation of non-human
creation from the redemptive order (p. 89), a claim on which he himself
equivocates (pp. 178-9).

Thompson’s programme need not be estranged from these movements.
For instance, his emphasis on embodiment provides interesting overlap
with ecofeminist concerns and his reflections on natural law could sys-
tematically yoke the cries of the earth and the poor together. Perhaps
Thompson’s failure to engage liberationist insights originates from his
puzzling admonition that we have to ‘leapfrog over the postconciliar
squabbles which have reduced much of contemporary Catholic intel-
lectual life to an intramural parlor game . . . ’ (p. 11). Any Thomism
worthy of its name must stay faithful to the Angelic Doctor’s synthesiz-
ing, dialogical spirit, open to any and all insights, wherever they might
be found. Thompson’s work prompts us to begin making such connec-
tions (including within contemporary Thomism, e.g. the work of Bernard
Lonergan), and thus he successfully sets the stage for the dawning of a
Green Thomism.

LUCAS BRIOLA

THE PROFESSION OF ECCLESIASTICAL LAWYERS: AN HISTORICAL IN-
TRODUCTION by R.H. Helmholz, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
2019, pp. xvii + 232, £85.00, hbk

Professor Richard Helmholz (University of Chicago) is not only the
most important living historian of the place of canon law in England;
he is its most important historian ever. Outstanding among his many
publications is the monumental volume for ‘The Oxford History of
the Laws of England’, entitled The Canon Law and the Ecclesiastical
Jurisdiction from 597 to the 1640s (2004). He considers it a deficiency
in that volume that it left people out. His new book allows him to put
some of them back.
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The nature of the Common Law, the effects of the Reformation, and
legislation by Parliament have played their part, sometimes decidedly
unfavourably, in shaping both the practice and the study of canon law in
England. In more recent times, the establishment in 1987 of the Eccle-
siastical Law Society and its Ecclesiastical Law Journal has generated
and sustained an intellectual renaissance and also, perhaps, the slow
reconstituting of some kind of corporate professional identity for those
engaged with the law of the Church of England. A milestone was the
series of articles in that journal by John Baker, published in 1998 as
Monuments of Endlesse Labours: The English Canonists and their Work
1300-1900. A further milestone is now published by Helmholz, based
in part on his series of biographical studies in the same journal, adding
to and complementing Baker’s volume.

By means of a wide-ranging knowledge of the relevant legal concepts
and procedures and original research, Helmholz presents first a con-
spectus of the profession of ecclesiastical lawyers and then illustrates
it by 18 succinct biographies. These range chronologically from Roger
of Worcester (d.1179) to Henry Charles Coote (d.1885). The sources
listed and the bibliography show the range and depth of Helmholz’s
scholarship. His hallmark familiarity with archives is brought out, even
poignantly so, in the chapter on William Somner (d.1669). Somner, a
notary public and ecclesiastical registrar, considered the Civil War and
Interregnum as ‘an unhappy and destructive’ time, yet he kept the last
Act book from before the Civil War, its entries petering out by 1643.
With the restoration of the monarchy the situation altered. Somner en-
tered on record acta for 1660 in the same Act book, only half a folio
away from the last entry in 1643. This really is legal history close up.
There are numerous other instances of Helmholz’s illuminating deploy-
ment of details.

‘The Profession Described’ presents the law concerning the legal pro-
fession, in particular as it regulated advocates and proctors, and the
education of ecclesiastical lawyers. The rest of Part I is given over to
two of the three most dramatic moments for the profession and its legal
system, presented as: the Protestant Reformation and the approach of the
Civil War. Helmholz gives some scattered indications of the third dra-
matic moment, the radical impact of Victorian reforms, and H.C.Coote
illustrates this impact. Coote had been admitted to Doctors’ Commons
as a proctor, yet by the time of his death in 1885 Doctors’ Commons
had been wound up and he had become a solicitor.

Given the complexities and at times controversial nature of the subject
he deals with, Helmholz recognises that he might be thought to paint a
rosier picture of the world of ecclesiastical lawyers than other historians
have. Here we can simply note his conclusion that the surviving evidence
shows that the majority of English ecclesiastical lawyers in practice in
the church’s courts stuck to their posts and to their profession despite
the changes in religion that occurred in the 16th century. As for the
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years from 1600 to the 1640s, they were indeed testing times for the
English ‘civilians’. Some of Helmholz’s well-founded observations will
challenge readers used to rather different narratives: efforts to rewrite
the church’s law in the Reformatio legum ecclesiasticorum were indeed
begun under Henry VIII and extended under Edward VI yet it never
became law; admission to study law at the universities recovered in
numbers during the reign of Elizabeth and her immediate successors;
and it is easy to exaggerate the effects of the threats to church courts
posed by the Common Lawyers. Not that Helmholz would wish to
deny either the reality or the importance of religious change. (How and
by whom Roman Catholic canon law has been studied and applied in
England since the Reformation is a separate and even more submerged
story).

The 18 biographies in Part II are of intrinsic interest as well as mak-
ing specific the conspectus presented in Part I. One can select so as to
give some idea of what is to be found. Helmholz champions Roger of
Worcester as an ecclesiastical lawyer and his contribution to collecting
and arranging papal decretals as significant. The biography of Gilbert
Foliot (d.1187), like Roger a bishop and a papal judge delegate, adds
a possible nuance to Roger’s achievements. Then there is Helmholz’s
positive evaluation of the Pupilla oculi by John de Burgh, printed in Eng-
land and on the Continent long after his death in 1398. The treatment of
Richard Zouche (d.1661) makes the point that his Descriptio provided a
straightforward exposition of ecclesiastical jurisdiction in contemporary
England, yet its citations were more often continental than they were
local. Another significant focus is on what appear to have been the
lecture notes by Francis Dickins (d.1755) as Regius Professor of Civil
Law at Cambridge, and Helmholz derives a surprising amount from the
Notebook of Clement Colmore (d.1619), long-time judge. Daniel Dun
(d.1617) illustrates the general point that most lawyers do not write
treatises, and for historians to ignore this feature of professional life
may cause them to misjudge the importance of ecclesiastical lawyers
such as Dun. Lawyers act. They represent clients in court; give advice;
administer organisations; they serve governments.

Helmholz concluded many years ago that legal history is winner’s
history, and at the end of the day the ecclesiastical courts were losers.
The relative neglect of the study of the ecclesiastical legal profession
and its juridical world has been distorting, and this makes Helmholz’s
contributions to redressing the imbalance all the more necessary and
impressive.

ROBERT OMBRES OP
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