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The “Dark Ages” or “Romanesque” Era 





REFORMATION 

The Period of Decline 

The Rise of Monasticism 

The Spread of Islam 
Charlemagne 

Gregory I 



Church Confronts New Forms Of Paganism 

Survival of Latin & Greek Paganism 

Celtic Paganism 
Germanic Paganism 



Survival 
of Roman 
Paganism 

 Church was primarily urban, in no 
position to control rural areas  

 Pagan comes from Latin 
pagus, countryside 

 Heathen means someone who 
lives in the heath 

 Traditional Roman cults 
persisted until 600 A.D and 
beyond in rural areas 



Assimilation of Germanic Paganism 

► Beliefs, rituals, and mythology of the pre-
Christian Germanic peoples, in a geographic area 
extending from the Black Sea across central 
Europe and Scandinavia to Iceland and 
Greenland. 

► The religion continued in Scandinavia until the 
10th century.  

► The earth was held to have been created out of a 
cosmic void called Ginnungagap; in another 
account the first gods formed it from the body of 
a primeval giant, Aurgelmir.  

► There were two sets of gods in the Germanic 
pantheon, the warlike Aesir and the agricultural 
Vanir.  

► Germanic religion also encompassed belief in 
female guardian spirits, elves, and dwarfs.  

► Rites were conducted in the open or in groves 
and forests; 

► animal and human sacrifice was practiced.  

► Ragnarok is the Germanic doomsday. 

 



German Pagan 
Contributions 

► Christmas trees 

► Reindeer 

► Elves & Dwarfs 

► Candles in Windows/(Xmas 
Lights) 

► Winter Solstice festival of lights 

► Dwarfs 

► Jule Logs 

► Wednesday (Woden’s Day) 

► Thursday (Thor’s Day) 

Celtic Pagan 
Contributions 

► Leprechauns 

► Fairies 

► Stars on Trees 

► Pot of Gold at the end of the 
Rainbow 

► Lucky charms/four leaf clovers 

► The Gryphon 

► Unicorns 

 



Feudalism ► Feudalism = Ceremony of Vassalage 

 Homage -- vassal promised to be the lord’s 
man 

 Fealty -- vassal promised to be loyal to his 
lord 

 Investiture -- the lord invested the vassal 
with his fief 

► Lord’s Obligation to Vassal 

 Maintenance and Protection of the Vassal 

 Provision of Courts of Justice -- Trial by 
Vassal’s Peers 

► Vassal’s Obligation to Lord 

 Military Service 

 Ransom Payments, Marriage of Lord’s 
Eldest Daughter, Right of Hospitality, Relief 

► Relationship between Lord and Serf 



New Vocabulary Word: Neo-Platonism 
 

► Most think of founder as Plotinus (205–270), who was a significant 
Influence on Augustine 

► Dionysius the Areopagite 
► The Problem of Evil in the World: the best possible universe does not 

consist only of the highest kind of creature, but contains a maximum 
richness of variety of modes of being, thus realizing every possible kind 
of existence from the highest to the lowest. The result is a hierarchy of 
degrees both of being and of goodness. 

► God, as absolute being and goodness, stands at the summit, with the 
great chain of being descending through the many forms of spiritual, 
animal, and plant life down to lifeless matter. Each embodies being 
and is therefore good on its own level; and together they constitute a 
universe whose rich variety is beautiful in the sight of God. Evil only 
comes about when creatures at any level forfeit the distinctive 
goodness with which the Creator had endowed them.  

► Evil is thus negative, a lack of proper good rather than anything having 
substance in its own right. And if evil is not substance, it follows that it 
was not a part of God's original creation. It consists instead in the 
going wrong of something that is in itself good, though also mutable. 



Neo-Platonism: Great 
Chain of Being 

► Hierarchical system with God and 
angels above, man in the middle, 
and animals, plants, minerals on 
the bottom.  

► Within each species, same 
hierarchy, with King on the top, 
then nobles, moneyed middle-
class, then peasants  

► System of Order, corresponding 
with belief in predestination, God 
has plan for world 

► Order can be thrown into chaos if 
hierarchy not adhered to, if 
subjects rebel against monarch, 
sons against fathers 

► Suggests everyone has purpose 
or role in life, should use reason 
and/or to find and fulfill purpose 
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Neo-Platonism: 
Boethius  

c. 480-524 

 

► Roman scholar, Christian 
philosopher, and chief 
minister to the Ostrogothic 
king Theodoric.  

► Accused of treason and 
condemned to death, he 
wrote his Neoplatonic The 
Consolation of Philosophy 
while in prison awaiting 
execution. The book 
remained extremely popular 
and influential through the 
Middle Ages and later.  

"In spite of its hazy 
memory, the human soul 
seeks to return to its true 

good; but, like the 
drunken man who cannot 

find his way home, the 
soul no longer knows 

what its good is." 

"If you want to see 
the truth in clear 

light, and follow the 
right road, you must 
cast off all joy and 

fear." 



Paraphrases of the  
Consolation of Philosophy: 

► Boethius: If God is good, then what is evil and where does it come from since it 
can't come from God? 

► Philosophy: From God's viewpoint everything is good, because those who are 
called evil and who suffer punishment for their actions are really receiving the 
correction that is good for them, and good actions even in spite of adversity 
receive their reward in the strength of virtue which is a lasting good.  

► Beothius: What about Chance? 

► Philosophy: There is no such thing since God controls everything in order.  

► Beothius: How do we reconcile Providence and Free Will?  If God knows what 
is going to happen, then how can human choice be free since it appears to be 
predestined? 

► Philosophy: Something can be known without the knowledge being the cause 
of it.  In sum God knows what will happen because God is aware of all the 
possibilities of human free choice no matter which ones are takes. It is like an 
ant crawling up a tree . God is the tree and a human is the ant who chooses 
which route of branches to follow. God is able to know beyond the fleeting 
temporal dimension through the consciousness of the Eternal Present from 
which vantage point one can see all the past, the present, and future possibilities 
and probabilities, so once the choice is made God knows the results. The 
conclusion is that human free will is validated and prayer is efficacious because 
God does constantly act in the world through Providence. 



Patrick  
(389?-461?)  

► Patrick (mid or late 5th century) was 
born in Roman Britain. We know little 
about his life other than what is 
revealed in his Confession, and the 
Breastplate of St. Patrick which may 
have been written by him. All other 
knowledge is just legends.  

 was kidnapped and taken to Ireland as 
a slave about 410 A.D. 

 After seven years as a shepherd, he 
escaped. 

 After escaping, decided to become a 
priest.  

 He interpreted dreams of Ireland as a 
call from God to evangelize Ireland, 
and he returned.  

 Ordained as a deacon, then priest and finally as a bishop 
 Pope Celestine then sent him back to Ireland to preach the 

gospel.  

 



Patrick’s Syncretism 
 He successfully identified the 

core values of Irish culture and 
tailored Christianity to those 
values.  

 Patrick carried Christianity to the Irish by 
transforming their sacred groves, wells, and 
mounds into centers of worship for the new 
faith. 

 He also adopted the ancient Celtic deities into 
the new faith, demoting them to saints 

 Brigit,the goddess of healing and fertility became 
St. Bridgit in the new faith. 



The Irish 
Church 

 emphasis on monasticism 

  organizational structure of abbots 
and monasteries versus bishops and 
parish churches   

  ascetic holiness and pilgrimage 

 Generations of scholars who not only 
copied Christian material but also 
transcribed the Celtic myths and other 
Celtic documents  

 Survival of Christianity in the British 
Isles despite conquest by the pagan 
Angles and Saxons. 

Book of Kells  
a book containing the New 
Testament Bible, decorated 

around 800 in Ireland 



How the Irish 
Saved Civilization 

► “As the Roman Empire 
collapsed into barbarism on 
the mainland, fleeing scholars 
had escaped the madness and 
landed in peaceful Ireland, 
bearing their precious books.  

► At the monasteries, the 
refugees were given food and 
lodging free of charge. Many 
stayed on, adding their books 
to the libraries of the monks, 
who being lovers of learning 
and poetry and art, gratefully 
copied even secular Greek 
and Roman works along with 
the Christian ones. Had they 
not, twelve centuries worth of 
writers such as Plato, Homer, 
Virgil, Sophocles and Cicero 
would be only names to us 
today...lost forever in the fires 
of ignorance”  

 





Clovis, King of 
Franks  

(r. 482-511) 

Covis and Sevirus 

► Brutal warrior, became King of Franks in 481 
► Clovis was the first barbarian king to accept 

Catholic rather than Arian baptism.  
► On the eve of a battle where the Franks 

were hopelessly outnumbered, Clovis cried 
out: “Jesus Christ, Clothilda says you are the 
Son of the living God, and you can give 
victory to those who  hope in you. Give me 
victory and I will be baptized. I have tried 
my gods and they have deserted me. I call 
on you. Only, save me.” 

► They won the battle and afterwards Clovis 
and his whole army were baptized 
 

Baptism of Clovis by 

immersion 



482-751 Merovingian Dynasty 
(Frankish) 

•The Franks: least 

Romanized and most 

orthodox of the Germanic 

tribes 

 

Frankish Nobleman and Retinue 



Columba, Irish 
Missionary to Scotland  

(c. 521-597)  
► 563 Columba comes from Ireland to 

Iona, founded the monastery of Iona 
on the coast of Scotland, in 563.  

► From here the Celtic church was 
created in Scotland. A member of the 
warrior aristocracy, he was 
excommunicated for his part in a 
bloody battle. Exiled, he set out to do 
penance as a missionary. He founded 
two famous monasteries in Ireland 
before taking 12 disciples to the 
Scottish island of Iona (c. 563), where 
they built a church and monastery 
that served as a base for the 
conversion of the Scottish Picts, and 
thereby Scotland, to Christianity. 

► dies in Iona 
 



The Irish Missions to England 635-651 

► Aidan (d. 651), the missionary 
who came, established the 
monastery of Lindisfarne in 635. 
From here Northumbria was 
evangelized and converted to 
Celtic-style Christianity. From 
here many Anglo-Saxons 
learned the Gospel, even as 
Augustine and his Rome-based 
mission were spreading 
churches from the South.  

 



Irish Missions to Europe 

 Irish Missionaries 
established dozens of 
monasteries in 
Germany, Austria, and 
even Italy, traveled as 
far as Kiev 

 Irish missionaries re-
disseminated literacy 
to Western Europe.  

 They also established 
Christianity outside the 
cities, something the 
Romanized Christianity 
of the time had not 
done. 



Modern Calendar Adopted 550 AD 

► Dionysius Exiquus (d. c. 550), a 
monk in Rome, establishes 
modern system of dating, using 
events after Christ as "Anno 
Domini," in the year of our Lord. 
(He missed the date of Christ's 
birth by a few years.) 

 



The Five “Patriarchs”  
and the Rise of the Papacy in the West  

► Originally there had 
been five major 
bishops, Rome, 
Alexandria, Antioch, 
Jerusalem and 
Constantinople, but 
with four of those cities 
located in the Eastern 
empire, the Roman 
bishop became the 
preeminent church 
leader in the West.  

► Originally papa (father) 
could apply to any 
major bishop, but here 
it became restricted to 
the bishop of Rome.  



Byzantine Domination 
of Papacy 588-648 AD 

► 588 John, Patriarch of Constantinople, 

assumes the title "Universal Bishop” 

(Ecumenical Patriarch) 

► Justinian’s reconquest of Italy puts Rome 

back under control by Constantinople, 

and the Bishop of Rome back under 

control by emperor. 

► 648--Emperor Constans II issues "The 

Typos" limiting Christian teachings to 

that defined in first five ecumenical 

councils.  

► Pope Martin I (d. 655) refuses to sign 

Typos. Martin is seized and banished to 

Crimea and dies. He is last pope to be 

venerated as a martyr. 

 

 

Emperor Justinian 

“The mission of the pious 
emperor is the 

maintenance of the 
Christian faith in its purity 
and the protection of the 

Holy Catholic and 
Apostolic Church from any 

disturbance.” 



Roman Missions to Western Europe 



Pope Gregory 
I (c. 540-604) 

► known as Gregory the Great;  Pope 

(590-604) and doctor of the church. He 

is remembered as perhaps the greatest of 

all the medieval popes. 

► A Roman patrician, by age 30 he had 

attained the office of prefect, Rome's 

highest civil office.  

► He then felt called to the religious life; 

he built several monasteries and served 

as a papal representative before being 

elected pope in 590, to which only 

reluctantly assented.  

► He became the architect of the medieval 

papacy. He strove to curb corruption by 

centralizing the papal administration.  Pope Gregory 



Pope Gregory 
Greatly Strengthens 

Papacy  

► 579 Pope Pelagius sends Gregory as an 
emissary to Constantinople  

► In 598 he won temporary peace with 
the Lombards. 

► Eager to convert pagan peoples, 
Gregory sent Augustine of Canterbury 
on a mission to England (596).  

► Under Gregory, Gothic Arian Spain (see 
Arianism) became reconciled with 
Rome.  

► He laid the basis for the Papal States.  

► He was a strong opponent of slavery, 
and he extended tolerance to Jews and 
heathens.  

► He wrote the Pastoral Rule, a guide for 
church government, and other works.  

► His extensive recodification of the 
liturgy and chant led to his name being 
given to Gregorian chant.  

Pope Gregory I 

"I, albeit unworthy, 

have been set up in 

command of the 

Church." 

 



Pope Gregory vs.  
Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople 

► Gregory’s vigorous leadership magnified the authority of the papal 
chair.  

► One significant clash with the patriarch of Constantinople reveals his 
view of the office. In his letters John IV, the patriarch, repeatedly used 
the title “universal bishop” (“ecumenical patriarch). It was an honorary 
title, given to patriarchs by the emperors Leo and Justinian and 
confirmed to John and his successors by a Constantinople synod in 
588.  

► Gregory, however was provoked and irritated by the assumption of his 
Eastern rival. He tried to get the title revoked.  

► He characterized its as a foolish, proud, profane, wicked, pestiferous, 
blasphemous and diabolical usurpation, and compared anyone who 
used it to Lucifer.  

► In opposition to this title, Gregory called himself “the servant of the 
servants of God.  

► When a churchman addressed Gregory as “universal pope” he strongly 
repudiated the title, saying, “I have said that neither to me nor to any 
one else ought you to write anything of the kind. Away with words 
which inflate pride and wound charity!” 
 



Gregory on the Saints and Penance 

 

 

Pope Gregory 

“Behold, the severe judge Jesus is 
about to come…Our holy martyrs are 

ready to be your advocates; they 
desire to be asked, indeed if I may 

say so, they entreat that they may be 
entreated. Seek them as helpers of 
your prayer, turn to them that they 

may protect you in your guilt.” 

“For either man himself by 
penance punishes sin in 
himself, or God taking 

vengeance on him smites it.” 



Gregory’s Theology,  
Foundation of Roman Catholicism 

► Adam’s fall affected all his descendants, but only to weaken his will, 
not destroy free will. 

► Once man has been moved by grace, he may cooperate with it and 
win merit for himself by his good works, which are a joint product of 
divine grace and human will. 

► In baptism, God conveys forgiving grace freely without any merit on 
man’s part, but only for sins committed before baptism.  

► Sinners must make atonement for sins after baptism by means of 
penance.  

► Penance consists of repentance, confession and meritorious works. 
► Intercession of saints is central.  
► Relics of martyrs such as hair, finger nails, toes, and clothing 

possessed great powers and were worthy of veneration. 
► Christians who die with sins that have not been atoned for go to 

purgatory, a place of purification and suffering,. 
► Eucharist is a repeated sacrifice, for the sins of both the living and 

dead. 



Motives for Missions to England 

► Gregory the Great  

 Angles/Angels  

 buying English 
slaves in northern 
Europe to train in 
monasteries  

 

► Rome vs. Celtic 
Catholicism 

► a people 'placed in a 
corner of the world and 
until this time 
worshiping sticks and 
stones' 

 



Augustine to 
England, 597 

► 596 Pope Gregory I sends the monk 
Augustine to England to convert the 
Saxons; Augustine founds 
Canterbury 

► 597 Augustine lands on the Isle of 
Thanet, England 

► ~597 King Ethelbert of Kent 
converts to Christianity with 10,000 
people under the preaching of 
Augustine on Christmas Day 

► Becomes first Bishop of Canterbury 

 

After its period of 

Roman rule, 

Canterbury 

remained an 

important town.  It 

was the Saxon 

capital when   

Augustine arrived 

from Rome to 

found a monastery 

and cathedral in 

597.   



► Meeting of the Christian Church of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of 
Northumbria in 663-64 to decide whether to follow Celtic or Roman 
usages. 

► After conflict between the original Celtic church and the Roman 
missionaries, England adopts Roman Catholicism at the Synod of 
Whitby.  

► Though Northumbria had been mainly converted by Celtic 
missionaries, the king decided for Rome, believing that Rome followed 
the teaching of St. Peter, holder of the keys to heaven. The decision 
led to the acceptance of Roman usage elsewhere in England and 
brought the English Church into close contact with the rest of Europe. 

► The Synod caused the Northern Irish and those in the North of 
England to accept the Roman method of dating Easter, and began the 
final assimilation of the Celtic Church. It is said that the Anglo-Saxon 
king who was present was smiling as he reminded the Celtic bishops 
that it was Peter whom everyone would meet at the gate of heaven, 
and it would be good to obey Peter's Church!  
 
 

England Adopts Roman Catholicism 
At the Synod of Whitby 664 AD 



Venerable Bede (c. 

673-735)  
► 731--The "Venerable Bede" 

completes his Ecclesiastical 
History of the English People. 

► Wrote allegorical commentary 
on book of Revelation 

 

Canterbury 



690 English Missions to Franks 

► Two Anglo-Saxon bishops, Kilian and Willibrord, carry on extensive 
evangelistic mission on the continent among the Franks. 

 

Church at Faversham 



► English missionary, Benedictine monk and priest.  

► in 718 he journeyed to Rome, where Pope Gregory II 
entrusted him with a mission to the pagans east of the 
Rhine.  

► In 722 at Hesse he founded the first of many Benedictine 
monasteries.  

► He established four bishoprics in Bavaria, paving the way 
for its incorporation into the Carolingian Empire.  

► He convened five synods (740-45) to reform the Frankish 
clergy and Irish missionaries and a council (747) to 
reform the entire Frankish kingdom. 

► He was killed by a band of Frisians while reading the 
Bible to recent converts. 

► His most famous act was chopping down the tree sacred 
to Thor while many awestruck Saxons watched him. The 
pagans marveled and were converted. Boniface used the 
wood to build a chapel dedicated to St. Peter. 

 

Boniface, Catholic Missionary to Germany 
(675-754) 





Questions to 
Consider 

► What is the origin of evil in the world?  
► If God is all sovereign, does that make 

him the author of sin? 
► If God foresees what choices you make, 

doesn’t that make those choices certain 
and if certain, how can they be free? 

► To what extent should missionaries 
adapt the message of the Gospel to 
accommodate local culture? 

► Aren’t there some verses that imply 
baptism washes away sins? If Pope 
Gregory got it wrong, what do those 
verses mean?  

► How different is the medieval concept 
of getting a tribal chief to convert and 
then automatically baptizing his whole 
tribe from the Presbyterian concept of 
the “covenant community”, “households 
of faith” and infant baptism?  

► Is Europe once again desperately in 
need of missionary activity?  

► Would medieval missionary tactics be 
effective today? 

 


