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As the fifth century came to a close, 
the great Roman Empire in which 
Christianity had experienced its 

greatest growth and expansion was in ruins.  
After Rome fell in 476, the empire in the 
West began to collapse and was replaced 
by barbarian1 kingdoms.  The empire in the 
East survived and continued as the Byzantine 
Empire.  Except for a short period under 
Emperor Justinian, the Roman Empire never 
regained its former glory nor the lands it had 

lost.  The barbarian invasions had brought the 
ancient Graeco-Roman civilisation to an end 
and ushered in a new age.  Historians call this 
next period the Middle Ages,2 an era which 
continued for almost a thousand years until the 
fall of Constantinople in 1453.  

What happened to the Church3 as the Roman 
Empire in the West fell apart?  Was Christianity 
also doomed to decline as it entered the 
Middle Ages?

Christianity Expands 
in the West                     1

CHAPTER

Ruins of ancient Rome.
1 The term ‘barbarian’ refers to the different tribes living outside the Roman Empire who were looked down upon as less cultured than the 
Greeks or Romans.  When they first came into contact with the Romans, they did not speak Latin or Greek.  So the Romans called them 
‘barbarians’, from the Greek word which means making sounds in a language that one cannot understand.  
2 The term ‘Middle Ages’ was first used by scholars in the fifteenth century to refer to the period of European history from the fifth to the 
fifteenth century.  They divided European history into three periods: Classic, Medieval and Modern, viewing this period as the middle one in a 
three-period division of European history.
3By this time, the Church had become a highly organised entity.  In this volume, the word ‘Church’ is used with a capital ‘C’ to differentiate it 
from individual local churches.
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Begins 
A New Era I heard the voices of those who dwelt 

beside the wood of Foclut which is 
near to the western sea, and thus 
they cried . . . “We bessech you, holy 
youth, to come and walk amongst us 
as before.”                  

                               Patrick of Ireland

The Roman Empire had always been fighting 
the barbarians for as long as the empire 
existed.  In the fourth and fifth centuries, 
however, the problem became worse in the 
western half.  There was not much that the 
Roman emperors could do about it.  

The empire was just too huge for them to protect.  By the 
end of the fifth century, the Western Roman Empire barely 
existed anymore.  It had disintegrated into a number of smaller 
barbarian kingdoms.

1 Christianity Expands in the West

Rome was sacked by the barbarians 
in the fifth century AD.
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By the year 500, the geography of Western 
Europe had settled into a new pattern.  
The seat of the Roman Empire was now 
in the East at Constantinople. The West 
was occupied by the different Germanic 
tribes.  Italy, the former centre of power, was 
now ruled by the Ostrogoths.  The Visigoths 
had laid claim to Spain and Southwest Gaul 
(modern France).  The Burgundians had settled 
in Southeast Gaul and the Franks in the north.  
In Britain, a struggle was beginning between 
the Celtic inhabitants and the invading Angles 
and Saxons.  

The Goths, Vandals and Burgundians had 
already accepted Arian Christianity when they 
came into the Roman Empire.  The Franks, 
Angles and Saxons were not believers as 
yet.  The barbarians formed a minority of the 

For centuries the Roman Empire had kept 
out the barbarian tribes and protected the 
many different groups of peoples within its 
boundaries.  But now different Germanic 
tribes had moved in to plunder and settle 
wherever they wanted.  Political unity and 
Roman peace in the West were things of the 
past.  The emperors had long since moved to 
the East.  The absence of an emperor in the 
West meant that there was a great political 
vacuum which the various barbarian kings 
tried to fill but failed.  The former Roman 
Empire was in chaos, politically and socially.  A 
bewildering number of languages were now 

population in most areas but they were keen 
to unite Roman civilisation with their own and 
create a new order that would bring out the 
best of both.  Gradually a blending and fusing 
of cultures and blood took place.  In time, they 
lost their Germanic customs, language and 
religion.  The conquerors of the Romans ended 
up being conquered culturally by their Roman 
subjects and accepting their faith, Roman 
Catholic Christianity.5  

Most of these Germanic kingdoms failed to 
leave much lasting influence on the new order 
that emerged from the ruins of the Western 
Roman Empire.  That role was left to the 
Franks who had been united under their king, 
Clovis.

spoken and separate kingdoms lay scattered 
over the whole region.  

Now that the empire was no longer able to 
provide order and stability, the single most 
important institution uniting the peoples 
of this region together was the Church.  It 
was left to fill the role of holding the society 
together and providing order and continuity 
into the Middle Ages.  The Church became 
the guardian of what was left of the ancient 
civilisation of this part of the empire.  Out of 
these ruins would later emerge a new order – 
Western Europe.4

The Barbarian Kingdoms

1 Christianity Expands in the West

4 Although the term ‘Europe’ is used, we must bear in mind that at this point in time, the many nations that form Europe as we know it today 
such as France, Spain, etc., have not yet come into existence.  
5 After the Western Roman Empire collapsed, the eastern half of the Church in the Byzantine Empire became known as the Eastern or Greek 
Orthodox Church.  The western half still maintained that it was the catholic or universal church and because its centre was in Rome, it became 
known as the Roman Catholic Church (see Volume One, Chapter Twelve). 

The Franks became the first tribe among 
the Germanic conquerors to convert to 
Catholic Christianity following the baptism 
of their king Clovis in 496.  This event was 
of immense importance because as the Franks 
conquered the other Germanic tribes in Gaul, 
they played a crucial role in the conversion 
of these tribes to Christianity.  As the Franks 
dominated much of Western Europe from the 
sixth through the tenth centuries, the Catholic 
faith helped to unify the peoples of this region.

Clovis founded a new dynasty of Franks which 
became known as the Merovingian dynasty.6  

The Merovingian age was a time of violence 
and instability, with kings fighting one another 

The Church at the start of the Middle 
Ages was quite different from what it had 
been at the beginning of its existence.   The 
conditions it faced during the Middle Ages 
were unlike those it had encountered then.  In 
its early years, the Church was very small and 
weak but the people they reached out to were 
educated and civilised.  Now the Church was 
large, efficiently organised and in possession of 
a well-worked out body of doctrine.  However, 
the people it faced were uneducated and not 
as cultured as the Romans.  On top of that, 
although many were pagans,7 there were also 
others who were Arian Christians. 

for control of the land.  In such chaotic and 
troubled times, the Church became the most 
important stable institution in the kingdom.  
Throughout this period it played a dominant 
role in society.  It was mainly the Church that 
provided a system of justice and education, 
relieved the distress of the needy and cared 
for the spiritual needs of the people.

Clovis and the Franks showed great devotion 
to the Catholic Church and to the pope.   
Their support of the Church in the West gave 
the papacy an ally because the Eastern Empire 
could no longer offer its protection as the 
Church entered the Middle Ages.  We shall 
continue the story of the Franks in Chapter 
Four.

The Church faced another great challenge in 
the people who lived in countries that had 
never been part of the Roman Empire: the 
Celts in Ireland and Scotland, the Scandinavians 
or Vikings in what is now Denmark, Norway 
and Sweden, the many Germanic tribes east 
of the river Rhine, and beyond them, still 
farther east were tribes in what we today call 
Russia.  All these millions of people had yet to 
hear the gospel.  As the Church entered the 
Middle Ages, it saw its new mission as twofold 
– converting the pagans and the Arians to the 
Catholic faith, and educating the new barbarian 
nations. 

Rise of the  Franks and the Merovingian Dynasty

Challenges  Facing the Church in the West

1 Christianity Expands in the West

6 The name ‘Merovingian’ comes from the name ‘Meroveus’, grandfather of Clovis who was leader of the Franks in the mid-fifth century.
7 The word ‘pagan’ comes from the Latin word which means ‘country dweller’. Churches were first established in the cities. The people in the 
countryside were still unbelievers when the people in the cities had become Christians. They were thus called country dwellers or ‘pagans’. In 
this book, it is used in this sense, not in a derogatory manner, but as a neutral term to refer to those who believe in religions other than 
Christianity and Judaism.
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Amazingly, the Church did accomplish what it 
set out to do.  The next thousand years saw 
the conversion of the whole of Europe to the 
Christian faith.  By the year 1000, all the new 

barbarian kingdoms had embraced Christianity.  
That took about 500 years.  By the year 
1500, another 500 years down the line, new 
European nations with their own cultures had 

developed, all 
greatly influenced 
by the medieval8 
Christian 
civilisation they 
had inherited.  

How did this 
astounding feat, 
the conversion 
of Europe and 
the emergence 
of a western 
civilisation, come 
about?  Two 
institutions of the 
Church played a 
key role in this – 
monasticism and 
the papacy.
 
 

Western Monasticism
During the third and fourth centuries, 
many Christians became disillusioned as 
they saw the Church getting corrupted 
by the temptations of power and wealth 
and withdrew into the wilderness to live 
out their devotion.  This was the start of 
what became the monastic movement in the 

East that soon found followers in the West as 
well.  It was the monks rather than the priests 
and bishops who kept the spiritual life of the 
Church alive during this period of time.  It was 
also the monks who were in the forefront of 
missions that resulted in the conversion of 
Europe.

Europe in 600 AD

1 Christianity Expands in the West

8 The term ‘medieval’ refers to the Middle Ages (it is an adjectival form of the term ‘Middle Ages’).

There was one country in Europe that 
survived the fall of the Roman Empire 
because it had never been conquered by 
the Romans – Ireland.  It was to this land 
that God called a man named Patrick to share 
the gospel.  Patrick, whose father was a church 
leader in England, had been kidnapped by Irish 
raiders when he was about sixteen years old 
and taken as a slave to Ireland.  He wrote later 
that he discovered God while taking care of 
sheep during his time of captivity.  After about 
six years, he managed to escape and returned 
home.  Later, God gave him a dream calling him 
to go back to the land of his slavery.

After many years of preparation, Patrick 
returned to Ireland in 432 as a bishop and 
missionary to the people who had once 
made him a slave.  For some thirty years till 
his death, Patrick tirelessly trudged all 

across Ireland, preaching and teaching and 
establishing local churches and monasteries.   
As the Irish became Christians, he taught them 
to read and write and gave them theological 
training.  His remarkable efforts resulted 
in the evangelisation of Ireland, and later of 
Britain.  By the time of his death in 461,9 tens 
of thousands of Irish had come to faith and the 
Church was firmly established in Ireland.  

The conversion of Ireland was accomplished 
mainly through the influence and spread of 
monasticism. It was the abbots, the heads of 
monasteries, rather than bishops, who became 
the spiritual and administrative leaders of 
the Irish Church.  The Irish monks placed a 
high value on intellectual work and study, and 
Irish monasteries became famous centres 
of learning.  Because Ireland was bypassed 
by the barbarians who swept into Europe 
and destroyed much of the Graeco-Latin 

Patrick the Apostle of Ireland

1 Christianity Expands in the West

9 Some modern historians date Patrick’s year of death as 493.

South Ireland – near Dublin
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legacies, the Irish monks were able 
to preserve much of the Latin and 
Greek learning during the Early 
Middle Ages.  They spent much of 
their time laboriously copying by 
hand all the surviving great literature 
of the past, both Christian and non-
Christian.  If not for their diligence 
and hard work, many of the 
works of ancient scholars and 
Christian theologians would have 
been lost.  

During the sixth century, the Irish 
monastic schools became so well 
known for their scholarship that 
thousands of students from other 
countries flocked there to study.  
They also developed the intricate 
art of illustrating manuscripts 
(called manuscript illumination) 
and sculpture which produced 
many beautiful books, jewellery and 
carved stone crosses which can 
still be seen today.  But it was their 
missionary activities that they were 
most well-known for.  They were the 
missionaries who took Christianity 
back to Britain and Europe.

One of the most significant institutions that arose from Irish 
monasticism, and later adopted by the entire Catholic Church, was 
the private penitential system, i.e. making private confession to a 
priest who would then impose a penance.  In order to help the 
priest assess what type of penances, handbooks of penances soon 
appeared.  Up until this time, the Church recognised only public 
penance, one that was allowed possibly only once in a lifetime.  
Under the influence of the Irish, confession and penance became a 
private matter, and confession was to be made frequently. 

that the practice of private confessions 
were started by the Irish monks?

DID YOU KNOW...

Benedict of Nursia (480-547)  
One man who greatly shaped monasticism in the West 
during its formative years was Benedict of Nursia.  His 
greatest contribution was the Rule which he wrote for his 
monks to order their life in the monastery.  Most people have 
this idea that the only thing monks do is pray and meditate 
within the four walls of their monasteries.  This is really far 
from the truth.  The monks had a daily rhythm of prayer, manual 
work, study and rest guided by Benedict’s Rule.  Manual labour 
involved working in the fields or sitting in their cells copying 
Scriptures and other ancient manuscripts.

1 Christianity Expands in the West

Like the Irish monks, the Benedictine monks 
played a critical role in copying and preserving 
whatever was not destroyed by the barbarians.  
During the first 300 years after the invasion, 
very few of the Germanic people took an 
interest in culture or literature.  Because the 
monks could read and write, the monasteries 
grew to be teaching centres particularly for 
the many children who were placed under 
their care to be trained as monks.  
Eventually this evolved 
into theological 

studies which were copied by other 
monasteries and carried out throughout the 
Middle Ages.

From Italy, the Benedictine movement spread 
quickly over Western Europe beginning in 
the seventh century.  By the ninth century 
onwards, the Benedictine Rule became the 
standard guide for almost all the western 
monasteries and has continued to be used up 
till today.  The Benedictine monks became a 
great missionary force and their monasteries 

were places for refuge and study, 
especially during the later 

centuries.  

1 Christianity Expands in the West
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    Fact File
A Lawyer Turned Monk 

A lawyer before he became a monk, Benedict of Nursia was the most famous of the Western monks.  As a 
young man he was drawn to prayer and meditation.  For three years, he lived as a hermit high in a lonely cave, 
attracting many followers.  He set up twelve monasteries before founding one in 529 on Monte Cassino, near 
Rome.  This became the most famous Benedictine monastery in Europe.  It was here that he wrote ‘The Rule of 
Benedict’ that shaped how monasticism developed in the West for centuries to come.

            

that some monks once tried to poison 
Benedict?

While living in a cave as a hermit, Benedict 
was asked by some monks from a nearby 
monastery to be their spiritual leader.  He was 
so strict with them that they tried to poison 
him by spiking his chalice (a bowl-shaped 
drinking vessel) with poison.  It was said that 
when Benedict made a sign of the cross, the 
chalice shattered, saving Benedict from the 
terrible fate of drinking the poison.

            

that Benedict had a twin sister who 
also set up a monastery for women?

Benedict and Scholastica were twins who were 
very close to each other and shared the same 
devotion to God as well.   Scholastica founded 
a monastery of nuns about five miles from her 
brother’s monastery.   This was considered the 
first Benedictine convent set up for women, 
with Benedict serving as their spiritual director.  

DID YOU 
KNOW...

DID YOU 
KNOW...

The Rise of the Papacy
Another important development in the 
western Latin-speaking Church that 
influenced the society and culture of the 
Middle Ages was the papacy, the office 
of the pope.   During the early centuries 
of Christianity, the churches in the Greek-
speaking East such as Antioch and Alexandria 

were more important than the Church in 
Rome because of the greater number of 
Christians there.  But as the barbarians 
invaded the Roman Empire and the churches 
in the East became cut off from those in 
the West, the bishops of Rome grew in 
importance and in power.  

1 Christianity Expands in the West

Contributions of the Medieval Monks 
Missionary work
Monks went far and wide 
to spread the gospel, 
from the Roman 
Empire  outwards 
to other parts of 
Europe and the 
East, and to serve 
the poor and needy.   

Preservation of Literature
They contributed towards preserving 
ancient literature.  The monks spent time 
copying the Scriptures as well as the 
works of ancient literature. They were 
great scholars, devoting their time to 
learning.  In time, the monastic libraries 
became huge reservoirs of knowledge

Agriculture
They helped to restore 
agriculture in Europe.  
The places they lived 
in were wild and 
uncultivated.  So they 
cleared the land 
and grew 
crops, built 
bridges and roads.  With time, desert 
places became farms or gardens.

Education
They provided education for the people.  
At first only adults became monks but 
later, even infants were dedicated to 
become monks by their parents.   And 
so schools slowly developed within the 
monasteries to teach these children.   

Architecture and the Arts
Monks were forced to be builders when they began 
to live in monasteries.  As a result, they developed 
skills as architects.  Later during the medieval period, 
painting, sculpture, and other skills were practised in the 
monasteries all over Europe.  Many of their works can 
still be seen in churches and museums today.

1 Christianity Expands in the West
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We saw in Volume One how Bishop Leo I of 
Rome helped to prevent the Vandals and the 
Huns from destroying Rome.  He has been 
called the first ‘pope’10 in the modern sense 
of the word.  His leadership greatly increased 
the prestige of the office of the pope among 
the other churches.   With the Eastern Empire 
too far away to be of much help to the Church 
in the West, the powers of the pope of Rome 

began to increase.  As different barbarian 
kings came and went in Western Europe, the 
papacy was really the only stable institution 
that prevailed during that period.  No one 
understood the importance of this office 
better or did more to define the role of the 
pope in the West for the next four centuries 
than Gregory the Great.

the civil government was in ruins, and floods 
were causing much devastation and hardship 
to the people.  

Gregory, however, rose to the challenge and 
became more than a spiritual leader.  Like 
Leo I before him, Gregory had to take on 
the task of holding together a crumbling 
social and economic society.  He proved to 
be a remarkable pope. His concern for the 
poor was one of the most distinguishing 
marks of his fourteen years as a pope.  He 
established shelters for the sick and strangers, 
and arranged for monthly distributions to 
the needy.  His church was a place where the 
hungry were fed, the sick received treatment, 
and the victims of war were taken care of.  
Under him, the Church also took up the work 
of education and of maintaining a semblance 
of justice in the society.  Had the Church 
not done this, Europe would certainly have 
suffered even more than it did during the 
difficult days of readjustment to the barbarian 
invasions.   

Gregory was the first pope who exercised a 
lot of political power.  He appointed heads of 
cities, raised armies and made peace treaties 
with Italy’s enemies.   He had more power 
in Italy than the emperor, although in theory, 
Italy still belonged to the Eastern Roman 

‘The servant of the servants of God’ is 
what this great pope, Gregory I, called 
himself.  This title has been used by popes 
down to the present day. Others called him 
the greatest statesman and pope of the early 
medieval Church.  Formerly a governor of 
Rome, Gregory gave up all his worldly wealth 
and became a monk.  When Pope Pelagius died 
of the plague in 590, Gregory was appointed 
to succeed him.  It was the worst of times 
to become pope.  Rome was at war with the 
Lombards, disease and famine were rampant, 

Gregory the Great 
(540-604)
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10 The term ‘pope’ is derived from the Latin word ‘papa’ which means ‘father’. Christians had already been calling their bishops ‘papa’ for many 
years.  It was only by the sixth century that this title came to be used solely for the bishop of Rome, the recognised head of the Church in the 
West.  

                True Tales
                         
Pope Gregory and the ‘Angels’

One day, some merchants who had recently arrived in Rome displayed their 
wares for sale in the market-place.  Included for sale were some boys who 
had ‘fair complexions, fine-cut features and fair hair.’  Fascinated, Gregory 
asked where they were from.  He was told they were Angles from Britain, 
and that they were pagans.  “That is appropriate,” he said, “for they have 
angelic faces, and it is right that they should become fellow-heirs with the 
angels in heaven.”  That encounter apparently prompted Gregory to send 
missionaries to the Angles and Saxons in Britain.

Empire.  By this time, the 
Church of Rome had become 
the largest landowner in 
Italy and in other parts 
of Europe.  To prevent 
corruption and ensure there 
was accountability, Gregory 
reorganised the whole 
structure of the Church.  He 
also wrote books to help his 
clergy be better pastors.

1 Christianity Expands in the West

            True Tales
In 590, the bubonic plague was raging in Rome and 
killing thousands of people.  As a corporate expres-
sion of repentance before God, Gregory directed the 
people to march in procession chanting the prayer, 
‘Kyrie Eleison’ (Lord, have mercy).  Years later, the 

story was told that as the procession marched past 
the tomb of Emperor Hadrian, they saw the archangel 
Michael putting back the sword of vengeance into its 
sheath as a sign that the plague would soon be over. 
 A statue of Michael still stands over the tomb today, 

Procession of Repentance

©
 P

ris
tin

e 
W

or
ld

 2
01

2



2524

    Fact File
A Different Haircut

 The Irish Christians were well 
known for doing things differently 
from the Christians in the Roman 
Empire.  They not only celebrated 
their Easter on a different date but 
their clergy also had a different 
hairstyle.  In those days, before 
you could serve as a priest in the 
Church, you had to shave your 
head, a practice which was called 
a tonsure.  In the West, the entire 
head was shaved except for a circle 
of hair representing Christ’s crown 
of thorns.  The Irish clergy had a 
different tonsure.  They shaved the 
hair in front of a line extending over 
the head from ear to ear.

Western Europe Becomes Christian

Christianity almost disappeared in Britain 
after the Angles and Saxons conquered the 
country.   Most of the former inhabitants, the 
Celts,11 who had become Christians during 
the Roman occupation fled to the north and 
west.  In 563 Columba, the great grandson 
of the Irish king during the time Patrick was 
kidnapped, sailed off from Ireland and founded 
a monastery on the Scottish island of Iona.  
From Iona, Columba and his fellow monks set 
off to spread the gospel in Scotland and later 
to the Anglo-Saxons in England.12

Over the centuries between A.D. 550 and 
1300, hundreds of Irish monks or peregrini13 
as they were called, spread out across Europe, 
not just preaching the gospel but also teaching 
Scripture, literature and the arts and sciences.  
The monasteries they set up brought God’s 
Word and culture back to a Europe that had 
been conquered and ruined by the barbarians.  
The Irish missionaries left a lasting legacy of 
faith, learning and civilisation that help shaped 
the rise of the new nations of Europe during 
the Middle Ages.

The Amazing Irish Missionaries

1 Christianity Expands in the West

11 The Celts were a diverse group of people from Central Europe who by 400 BC had spread from modern Turkey to Spain, France, England 
and Ireland.  Essentially the Irish during the time of Patrick had Celtic roots and the term ‘Celtic’ is sometimes used interchangeably with the 
term ‘Irish’.
12 Since its conquest by the Angles and Saxons, Britain had become known as ‘Angleland’ or England.  The Celtic Christians hated the Anglo-
Saxons for invading their land and made no effort to convert them to Christianity.
13 ‘Peregrini’ means ‘those on a pilgrimage’ and that was how the Irish monks saw themselves, followers of Christ on a life of pilgrimage.
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Roman Missions to England
Around the same time that the Irish 
appeared in Northern England, Roman 
missionaries arrived in the south.  When 
Gregory became pope, he had his eye on 
this country which had stood apart from the 
Roman Empire all this while.  One of Pope 
Gregory’s great contributions to the spread 
of Christianity was the role he played in 
sending missionaries to evangelise England.  
In 596, Pope Gregory decided to send the 

monk Augustine, with forty other monks, to 
England to regain that country for Christ.  On 
Christmas day that same year, King Ethelbert 
of Kent and 10,000 of his subjects were 
baptised.  So, while the Irish were evangelising 
in the north, the Roman missionaries were 
working in the south.  That was the beginning 
of the re-establishment of the Church in 
England, a process which took over a hundred 
years.

that King Ethelbert of England met the missionaries sent by 
Pope Gregory outside in the open because he was afraid of 
their ‘magic’?

DID YOU 
KNOW...

King Ethelbert had heard stories that the monk 
Augustine could make tails grow on the backs of 
those who displeased him.  To prevent that, he agreed 
to meet Augustine only if the meeting place was out in 
the open as he believed that Augustine would only be 

able to exercise his ‘magical powers’ inside a building.  
Fortunately for Christianity, the king was so persuaded 
by Augustine that he granted him land to build a 
monastery at Canterbury.  That was the beginning of 
the establishment of the Church in England.

1 Christianity Expands in the West
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Anglo-Saxon Missions to Europe
Soon after they were converted, the 
Anglo-Saxons or the English as we now 
call them, became great missionaries 
themselves.  In the eighth century, they 
flocked in great numbers to Central and 
Northern Europe, and together with the 
Irish monks, they shared the gospel and 
established monasteries wherever they went.  
Their missionary activity made a significant 
impact on medieval life and helped to revive 
some form of culture and learning to Europe 
besides helping the peasants to restore and 
cultivate land that had been destroyed by the 
barbarians.  

The greatest of the Anglo-Saxon monks were 
Willibrord and Boniface.  Willibrord laboured 
among the Frisians in the Netherlands from 
690 to 739 and his work resulted in the 
establishment of a church there.  He is often 
called the ‘Apostle of the Frisians’.  Boniface 
followed after Willibrord before travelling later 
to Germany.  Better known as the ‘Apostle of 
the Germans’, Boniface won many converts 
and built many monasteries there.  At the 
age of seventy-three, Boniface returned to 
his work among the Frisians.  While baptising 
converts, Boniface and fifty-three of his 
companions were murdered by some hostile 
Frisians.  

There was more resistance to the Christian 
message among the much dreaded 
Scandinavians or Vikings as they were more 
popularly known.  Although missionaries had 
gone north into the Scandinavian countries 
from the eighth century onwards, they met 
with little success because the Scandinavians 
had their own deep-seated pagan beliefs.  It 

was not until the tenth century that these 
countries were ready for conversion under 
kings who had become Christians themselves.  
By the year 1000, Iceland had been converted.  
And by 1100, all of the Scandinavian countries 
of Northern Europe, Denmark, Sweden and 
Norway, had embraced Catholic Christianity.  

As the Church entered the second millennium, 
all of Europe including Central and South 
(as we shall see in Chapter Three) had been 
converted to Christianity.  

1 Christianity Expands in the West

 Fact File

The Irish vs. the Romans in England

King Oswy of Northumbria and his wife 
probably had many disagreements over when 
to celebrate Easter.  Oswy celebrated Easter 
according to the Celtic tradition which had 
been inherited from the Irish monks.  His wife, 
however, followed the Roman date which had 
been introduced by the missionaries sent from 
Rome. The differences between the two forms 
of Christianity led to a strain in the relationship 
between the Celtic Church and the Roman 
Church in England. 

It came to a point where King Oswy had to 
make a decision as to which Church customs 
to follow.   Finally at the Synod of Whitby in 
664, he decided that since the Roman Church 
followed in the footsteps of the apostle Peter, it 
was more important for the Church in his land 
to follow the leadership of the pope in Rome.  
Thus the Church in England became part of the 
Roman Catholic Church.  

Missionary Activity  in Europe
1 Christianity Expands in the West

Two Celtic crosses 
in the foreground of 
the Iona Monastery. 
Irish Christians first 
landed on Iona in 
Scotland. From Iona, 
they launched their 
missionary activities 
which spread the 
gospel to the rest of 
Britain.
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A New Development  in Arabia
While the Irish and English missionaries 
were crossing into the European continent 
to share the gospel during the early 
part of the seventh century, something 
was happening in another part of the 
world that would have tremendous far-

reaching consequences for the history 
of Christianity and the medieval and 
modern world.  Out of Arabia, a land that 
had generally been ignored by both the 
Roman and Persian Empires, rose a huge wave 
of conquests that threatened to engulf the 
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                True Tales
                         

One of the greatest gods of the Germans was Thor, 
the god of thunder.  One day, to challenge this god, 
Boniface cut down a big oak tree which was believed 
to be sacred to Thor.  The Germans looked on with 
awe, expecting that Thor would strike him down 

                       
Boniface versus Thor, the God of Thunder

with lightning.  When nothing happened to him, the 
Germans gave up their belief in Thor and accepted 
Christianity.  Boniface used the wood from the oak to 
build a chapel.  To this day, Boniface is known as the 
‘Apostle of Germany’.
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world.  The emergence of Islam and its military 
success was one of the most remarkable and 
unexpected events in history, and one that had 
profound implications for Christianity.  Within 

a few years the Persian Empire would vanish 
and many of the Roman territories which 
were strongholds of Christianity would be in 
Muslim hands.  
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Columban (d. 615)

Columban, an Irish monk, set off to Europe in 590 
with a shipload of fellow monks to revive the Church 
in Gaul.  They were the beginning of many Irish and 
English monks who would flood Europe with their 
presence all the way down to the twelfth century.  In 
his lifetime, Columban established some forty 
monastic houses as mission centres.  

He was a strict disciplinarian who believed that his 
monks should live upright, righteous lives.  He even 
condemned the Queen of Gaul for her vices.  
Because of that, he was later expelled from Gaul.  
Undaunted, this fearless and unstoppable monk 
jumped ship and went to another part of the country 
where he set up another monastery.

Willibrord (d. 739)  

From a very young age, Willibrord wanted to make 
his life count.  He spent twelve years amongst the 
Irish monks because he was attracted to their lives of 
holy living.  At the age of thirty-three, he felt the time 
had come for him to go out and share the gospel.  So 
he left with eleven others who shared his enthusiasm 
and travelled widely preaching to the Frisians.  

Many came to faith and made over their properties 
to him. He used those properties to build churches 
and appointed priests and deacons to serve the 
people.  Known as the ‘Apostle of the Frisians’, he and 
his companions were responsible for bringing most of 
Belgium and the Netherlands to the faith. 

Men and Women of Faith
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True Tales     Men and Women of Faith

       Chat Corner 
Consider the Lives of the Irish Monks    . . .

We often associate being significant and useful for God with doing and 
achieving  ‘great things’ for Him.  The Irish monks contributed tremendously 
to the kingdom of God through their daily work of copying the Scriptures and 
other literature laboriously day in and day out.  It was in their faithful commit-
ment to their daily work that they did not see then but that ultimately brought 
much blessing to others and glorified God.
  
How do you view what you are doing now?  What can you learn from the lives 
of the Irish monks?                          

Boniface (d. 754)

An Anglo-Saxon monk, Boniface was nearly forty 
before he decided to become a missionary.  He was 
given the name Boniface when he was commissioned 
by the pope to go share the gospel with the people in 
Germany and beyond.  The response of the German 
people was so great that Boniface had to write back 
to England asking for more help. The success of this 
godly man’s mission earned him the name ‘Apostle of 
Germany’. 

His last mission was to the Frisians when he was well 
over seventy years of age.  He and over fifty of his 
fellow workers were hacked to death.  So perished one 
of the best known and most influential English 
missionary.

Leoba

An Anglo-Saxon nun, Leoba was well-known for her 
holiness and learning.  She was related to Boniface and 
he sought her out to help him in his missions to the 

Germans because he felt that many would benefit 
from her virtuous life and example.  Boniface put 
her in charge of all the nuns who worked for him 
and also made her abbess of one of the monasteries 
that he founded.  This became a centre for training 
women to be missionaries.   

Leoba was involved in the founding of many 
convents in Germany.  Bishops in the city of Fulda 
would consult her and she was the only woman 
allowed to enter the monasteries there.  Many 
stories have been told of her performing miraculous 
acts.  One was of her stilling a storm which had 
ripped off roofs.  As a result of that act, ‘many noble 
and influential men gave their daughters to God’ as 
nuns.  That brought her into contact with the wife 
of Charlemagne, Hildegarde, who later became her 
lifelong friend.

1 Christianity Expands in the West

 

Never look down on the humdrum things that you do each day.  The 
monks sat in their cells each day, spending long hours diligently copying the 
Bible and other ancient works.  If not for their long hours of labour, many 
of the works of the early Christian scholars and Scripture itself would have 
been lost. 

Do not despair when things do not seem to be going well.  When 
times are trying and problems never seem to go away, remember that God 
is not silent or inactive.  When Europe had all her ancient works destroyed 
by the barbarians, God was quietly at work through the Irish monks, 
copying and preserving Scripture and other works of ancient literature for 
the future.

Trust that in the right time God will provide the help that you need.  
It must have been very tough for Patrick wondering year after year when 
he would ever see his family again.  At the right time, God gave him a 
dream that the time had come to go home and somehow opened the way 
for him to escape and to travel back to England.

Facing the Challenges


