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°““:i‘ Christianity Expands

In the West

s 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 barbarian' 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
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A Ruins of ancient Rome.

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,? an era which
continued for almost a thousand years until the
fall of Constantinople in 1453.

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

!'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.

2The 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

12 from individual local churches.
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rNewEra

Begins

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

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
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Rome was sacked by the barbarians A
in the fifth century AD.

existed anymore. It had disintegrated into a number of smaller

barbarian kingdoms.
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1 Christianity Expands in the West

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

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.*

- 00000000__000000000__]
me Barbarian Kingdoms

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

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.®

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.

* 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.

® 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
14  known as the Roman Catholic Church (see Volume One, Chapter Twelve).
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Rise ofthe Franks and the IVl€rovi ngian Dynasty

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

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.

Challenges Facing the Church inthe west

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,’ there were also
others who were Arian Christians.

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.

¢ The name ‘Merovingian’ comes from the name ‘Meroveus’, grandfather of Clovis who was leader of the Franks in the mid-fifth century.
”The word ‘bagan’ 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

Europe in 600 AD
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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 medieval®

- Christian
T civilisation they
had inherited.

. How did this

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

16  2The term ‘medieval’ refers to the Middle Ages (it is an adjectival form of the term ‘Middle Ages’).
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~
S
I
0
@)

Patrick the Apostle of Ireland

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

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

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,° 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



1 Christianity Expands in the West

1 Christianity Expands in the West

legacies, the Irish monks were able
to preserve much of the Latin and

Greek learning during the Early DIDYOU KNOW...
Middle Ages. They spent much of that the practice of private confessions
their time laboriously copying by o Jl were started by the Irish monks?

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

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
works of ancient scholars and priest assess what type of penances, handbooks of penances soon
Christian theologians would have appeared. Up until this time, the Church recognised only public
been lost. penance, one that was allowed possibly only once in a lifetime.
Under the influence of the Irish, confession and penance became a
During the sixth century, the Irish private matter, and confession was to be made frequently.
monastic schools became so well

known for their scholarship that - — — 1
thousands of students from other FRNATE G{'HFESSIQH

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.

Benedict of Nursia (480-547)

One man who greatly shaped monasticism in the VWest
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

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 lItaly, 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.

© Pristine World 2012

involved working in the fields or sitting in their cells copying rJ N’ ’
Scriptures and other ancient manuscripts. e“ ﬁf mm,

18 19




1 Christianity Expands in the West

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.

1 Christianity Expands in the West

Contributions of the Medieval Monks

DIDYOU
KNOW...

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.

DIDYOU
KNOW...

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.

Missionary work Agriculture
Monks went far and wide They helped to restore -

to spread the gospel, agriculture in Europe. 4 ¥ LA
from the Roman The places they lived \
Empire outwards in were wild and o
to other parts of uncultivated. So they [ fif
Europe and the cleared the land - (]
East, and to serve and grew

the poor and needy. crops, built
bridges and roads. With time, desert
places became farms or gardens.

me RISE ofthe 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

20

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.

Preservation of Literature Education

They contributed towards preserving They provided education for the people.
ancient literature. The monks spent time At first only adults became monks but
copying the Scriptures as well as the later; even infants were dedicated to
works of ancient literature. They were become monks by their parents. And
great scholars, devoting their time to so schools slowly developed within the
learning. In time, the monastic libraries monasteries to teach these children.

became huge reservoirs of knowledge

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.
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