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The religious question is, undoubtedly, of great importance to Chaucer.  However, critics have long concluded that, when analysing the Canterbury Tales, one should not confuse the concept of Christianity as faith and religion with the concept of Christianity as representatives of the Catholic Church in the poem. As a religion and a faith, Christianity can be treated as a focal theme for the whole work. The author uses it as the framework for the narrative. The religious pilgrimage to the shrines of Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral becomes both the core and the background for the narrator and other main characters to gather and communicate. Thus, according to Chaucer, faith becomes a common ground for members of all social classes, as it gives them purpose and pushes them on their way. In addition, the characters' attitude to religion, their faithfulness, also plays a plot-forming role in most tales. In the work, we meet a number of virtuous and pious individuals who endured the sufferings that fell upon their lives with fortitude and a “pure” soul.

However, we are also introduced to the images of people who are rotten to the core. Ironically enough, in the tales, such characters often belong to a community that is supposed to be a symbol of dignity and virtue - the church. Yet it is precisely this kind of representation that captured the realities of the English Catholic world in the 14th century. As a devoted Christian himself, Geoffrey Chaucer witnessed a somewhat turbulent period in the Roman Catholic Church - a period of moral decline, promiscuity and hypocrisy [Brown: 179]. In the Canterbury Tales, the writer reveals this decline to the reader through mockery and satire. In this way, with artful use of language, Chaucer makes his commentary on the discrepancy between the Catholic ideals and the image of the real clerics of his time.  Controversial readings of the Chaucerian satire raise the question of the extent of discontent in his commentary on the contemporary church.  Some scholars suggest that a key aspect of his characters is the harsh and accusatory irony in their description [Reiss: 22]. Others propose that his portraits are merely a playful and sympathetic observation on the subject of the clergy, monastic life and the role of women in religion [Mann: 17-37]. Either way, it is unequivocal that a certain kind of estate satire is focused on the churchmen as much as it is directed at other social classes. 

In Chaucer's masterpiece, the Prioress is both the first religious character and the first female character to appear in the Prologue. And, following this dichotomy, her character is revealed to us precisely as a contradictory combination of worldly and spiritual matters. 

Her adequate knowledge of French, table manners, grace and appearance, complemented by exquisite clothing and accessories become the main subject of discourse for most of the following lines. She is ruled by sentimentality, pity and womanly attachment. For example, she cries for mice and gives delicious food to her little pet hounds, and the nun who follows her may well seem as if she is a servant following her mistress. This characterises her as a well-to-do and sensitive lady rather than a humble and modest nun. Thus we witness the Prioress surrounding herself with the illusion of noble life and every one of her qualities and actions contradicts notions of the monastic life.

Chaucer goes on to show the failure of the modern Catholic Church through such characters as the Monk and the Friar. Having somewhat similar positions in the church hierarchy, the two characters break their vows to a similar extent. However, compared to Chaucer's mild mockery of the Prioress, their images reveal more satire over their attachment to material goods and profane passions. The Monk enjoys hunting, treating it as a sport, and rides horses for pleasure instead of praying and studying humbly in his monastery - that is the first impression that a reader gets from Chaucer’s description of the character. It makes the Monk’s attitude to his calling almost transparent - a dynamic, individualistic person does not place any value on the convent rules and regulations. The next key portrait showing the corruption of the church is that of the Friar. As with the previous characters, Chaucer introduces the Friar through the dubious characteristic: a pleasure-loving, charismatic man is responsible for helping the poor, begging on their behalf and sharing all the goods he owns in order to help them in their struggles. However, as the reader quickly learns, he completely neglects his calling and, moreover, exploits his position in the church to enrich himself. 

The Parson’s portrayal is one of the most unambiguous in its definition. Chaucer contrasts the anticlerical satire, evident in the images of the Prioress, the Monk and the Frair with the prominent ideal of the priesthood - the parson. The Parson becomes an idealised religious figure.  His high level of praise may also be indicated by the parallels that can be drawn between the image of the “shepherd” for the sheep and biblical subjects and characters, some of whom are Jesus and Moses. Thus the educated, pious Parson becomes the archetype of religious depravity, but inverted. 

Overall, as has been mentioned, the theme of the church and its vices is one of the most important elements of the Canterbury Tales. Anti-clerical satire alternates with praising genuinely virtuous characters. Chaucer makes a contrast between expectation and reality, causing his reader to laugh joylessly at the rudeness and lowliness of the clerics. Apart from their mocking function, his portraits, as has been noted, also have a didactic purpose. Thus Chaucer censures and rewards, trying to maintain a balance between satire and preaching in reflecting the ecclesiastical corruption present in the Roman Catholic Church in 14th-century England.
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