
Europe was slowly being 
converted to Christianity. 
Missionaries came from 
Ireland and Italy [those 
were not countries at all 
in those days].

Eastern Europe and 
Scandinavia remained 
polytheistic until the 11th

century.



St. Willibrord and the Frisians

Example: The challenge of communicating the Gospel.

St. Willibrord worked among the Frisian tribes [today 
would today be the Netherlands] in 8th century. He 
convinced the king of the Frisians to become a Christian 
and to be baptized. Baptism [the Bath] carried heavy 
weight as the mark of being Christian as it does in most 
non-Christian cultures.

As he stepped into the fountain for baptism, he asked 
Willibrord if he would see his forefathers in heaven. 
Willibrord explained that, no - his relatives would be in hell 
and not in heaven because they did not know Christ. The 
king then stepped out of the water and refused saying that 
he would rather die a pagan and see his family in hell than 
to be separated from them forever.

The Frisians were not Christianized for another hundred 
years until they were conquered in battle by 
Charlemagne’s forces.



Theology update: Theories of the Atonement 

• Anselm [Cur Deus Homo in 1095] made a major contribution to 
the Western understanding of the doctrine of atonement with his 
theory that Christ’s death made satisfaction for human sin. The 
doctrine of atonement has come to mean accounts or theories of 
how Christ’s death on the cross brought about forgiveness of sins. 

• In the Old Testament “atonement” was a word used to describe 
cleansing from sin through the blood of sacrifices. The concept of 
atoning sacrifice is one of the most prominent ways Christian 
theology uses to describe the saving power of Christ’s death, but 
not the only way. Others include the notion of ransom or 
payment to redeem captives. 

• For the first 1000 years of the church, the atonement was 
believed to a payment/ransom that was paid to Satan who held 
mankind under his power. Anselm correctly saw that the 
“payment” was made instead as a necessary remedy to protect 
the holiness of God – a satisfaction. If a person cannot make 
satisfaction for his offense, the only just alternative is 
punishment. 

• Only humans owe the debt, so God becomes human to repay the 
debt. 



The Role of Parish Priest
• Priests also taught the basic beliefs of 

the Church and explained the Bible, 
which was only in Latin, through 
stories and pictures.

• They guided people on moral issues 
and offered assistance to the sick and 
needy. 

• Monasteries had infirmaries which 
later became independent hospitals. 
Many hospitals today continue to be 
named after saints. Eg. St. Thomas or 
St. Jude.

• In the later Middle Ages, some parish 
priests opened schools for very basic 
education.



The Importance of the Village Church

• The Church was a social center as well as a 
place of worship because it was usually the 
largest public building in a village.

• Daily life revolved around the Christian 
calendar which included many holidays, 
such as St. Valentine’s Day or St. Patrick’s 
Day, and other local holidays dedicated to 
saints.

• Baptism marked entrance into 
the community

• Marriages were performed on
the church steps

• The dead were buried in 
churchyard.



The Importance of the Village Church

• Villages took pride in their church buildings 
and decorated them with care.

• In later medieval times, prosperous 
communities built stone churches rather 
than wooden ones.

• Most churches housed relics, which could be 
possessions or remains of saints. The 
theology of supererogation was the theology 
supporting this practice.

• Many people made pilgrimages to pray 
before the relics seeking forgiveness or 
healing. 

• For severe sins, only a pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land was sufficient penance.

The arm of a martyr from Roman times in Valencia, Spain.



Role of women in the Middle Ages

• The Church taught that men and women were equal 
before God, as presented by Paul in the New Testament. 

• But on earth, women were, in practice, viewed as weaker 
than men and easily tempted. Men remained in positions 
of authority as reflected in NT church offices. 

• At the same time, the church offered a view of the ideal 
woman and first Christian in Mary. Many churches were 
dedicated to the “mother of God” and “queen of 
heaven.” 

• The Church also saw itself as the protector of women. It 
set a minimum age for marriage – age 14. Church courts 
could fine men who seriously injured their wives. 

• Christian women often corresponded with—and gave 
advice to—the most prominent leaders of their day.

• Of all the recognized saints between 500 and 1200, 
about 15 percent were women.

• 90% of all women of the Middle Ages would have been  
involved in farming.



The 10th century church in 
Regensburg, Germany on 
the Danube. 

Since this town was home 
to the first stone bridge to 
cross the Danube, it 
became wealthy very 
early in the middle ages 
and made possible the 
stone construction. 

Well preserved because 
not bombed in WW II.



• Anglo-Saxon and Irish queens appointed bishops.
• Boniface, the great missionary known as “the apostle to the Germans,” 

specifically requested that women be sent to aid him in converting the pagan 
Saxons. One of the approximately thirty women who went was Lioba, who 
became so widely respected that she was invited by Charlemagne’s queen to visit 
the royal court.

• The first known morality play, an important form of drama in the late medieval 
period, was written by a woman Hildegard of Bingen, the well-connected, 
twelfth-century German abbess.

• Anna Comnena, daughter of Byzantine emperor Alexius I [who started the 
Crusades by asking for help from the West], wrote the most detailed history of 
the church of her time.

• The Waldensians, a group beginning in the twelfth century that has been 
described as “Protestants before the Reformation,” were charged with allowing 
women to preach.

• The first English book known to be written by a woman was written by a 
Christian, the influential writer and visionary Julian of Norwich 1395.

• Eleanor of Aquitaine (the twelfth-century queen of both England and France, 
generous supporter of Fontrevault Abbey, and accompanied her husband in the 
2nd Crusade) wore the color of mourning—white—to her wedding. She thus set a 
new precedent for brides in all centuries since. Eleanor of Aquitaine

Some notable women from the Middle Ages



“Beowulf kills both Grendel and Grendel's mother, descendants of 
Cain. A humble man, Beowulf the great warrior, gives glory to God. 
He rules as a king of his people for many years, and does not fall 
into an overwhelming pride the way many other Viking chieftains 
did. 

At the end of the book, in his old age, he fights and kills a great 
dragon and loses his life in the conflict. In that fight with the 
dragon, the number of Beowulf's retainers is the same number as 
Christ's disciples, and, like the disciples, they also scatter. Many 
other parallels throughout the poem make Beowulf a clear 
Christological type.

But the great thing throughout this long poem is the high view 
taken of God…The living God is Wuldres Wealdend, or "Ruler of 
Glory." "Now the Lord of all life, Ruler of Glory, blessed them with a 
prince, Beowulf“ (II lines 16-17).

Douglas  Jones; Douglas  Wilson. Angels in the Architecture: A Protestant Vision for Middle Earth  

From Pagan to Christian. An example of redemption written 
by an Anglo-Saxon Christian poet in the 700’s: Beowulf. 



Lets talk about the sacraments.

• Both East and West agreed 
that there were seven.

• Two are not debated by 
us: the Bath and the Table.

• Five more added in the 
early Middle Ages: 
penance, marriage, 
anointing the sick 
[extreme unction], 
confirmation, and holy 
orders.



The Bath – getting clean 

• The Bath/Baptism is the mark that 
identifies a person as being in the 
covenant or in the church [as 
circumcision had been the mark of 
the covenant in the old 
testament]. 

• If you asked people of Western 
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox 
faiths if they’ve been born again, 
they’ll say, sure, I’ve been 
baptized. 

• Catholics agree with Protestants 
that salvation requires 
rebirth/conversion, a passing from 
death in Adam to new life in 
Christ.



The Table
• The key theological question about the Table/Eucharist 

concerns the presence of Christ’s body and blood. The 
Eucharist is a sacred meal modeled on Jesus’s Last Supper. 
Its sign includes bread and wine. The words of institution 
are Jesus’s words at his Last Supper: “This is my body” and 
“This is my blood.”

• In the medieval understanding, the bread and wine are 
changed into Christ’s body and blood. The early medieval 
way of putting this was simply to say that the bread and 
wine turn into or are changed into Christ’s body and blood. 

• The Lateran Council (A.D. 1215) calls this change a 
“transubstantiation,” which is to say a change of substance. 
After the change, the substance of bread and wine no 
longer remains, but the substance of Christ’s body and 
blood is present “under the appearance” of bread and 
wine. The taste of the wine and bread are still the same.

• The same Council said that all Christians must celebrate the 
Table at least once per year, usually at Easter. Common 
people received only one part. 



Penance
• Penance or “Confession” is the sacrament through which sins 

are forgiven. Penance consists of four parts. 

• Confession: Sinners or penitents confess their sins to a priest. 
Contrition: Sinners sincerely hate their sins and have a firm 
intention not to sin again. Absolution: The priest announces 
forgiveness of sins using the words, “I absolve you of your sins 
in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” 
Satisfaction: Sinners make up for their sins, sometimes by 
saying “penance,” that is, a certain number of prayers. 

• Mortal sins are those which can cause [in Middle Ages 
thinking] the loss of the effect of redemption. To die in a state 
of mortal sin was to be damned. Mortal sins were the big ones 
of life but the list could be gray. Eg. Murder.

• Venial sins are those which human being commit everyday. Eg.
Getting angry. These sins do not cause a loss of sanctifying 
grace.

• The Lateran Council of 1215 said that all Christians had to go 
to confession/penance once a year.

• Confession is private in the Middle Ages but in the early 
church it was public.



Anointing the sick and Confirmation

• The sacrament once known as “Extreme Unction” is now 
called “Anointing of the Sick.” In the Middle Ages it was 
performed only for those thought to be dying; hence the 
label “Extreme Unction,” which means literally “final 
anointing.” But in Mark 6:13, the 12 apostles go out at 
Jesus’s command to cast out demons and anoint the 
“sick,” not necessarily the dying.

• Confirmation is a laying on of hands to confirm (that is, 
strengthen) the baptized. Therefore, the sign in this 
sacrament includes laying on of hands and anointing with 
consecrated oil. 

• There are wide varieties in how this is practiced through 
the years. Originally, this laying on of hands immediately 
followed Baptism. In the Western churches, it became a 
rite of passage into adulthood, confirming that the mark 
of the Bath was really present with the person. 



Marriage and Holy Orders
• Marriage was believed to be a sacrament with three 

good things or three purposes. 1. The procreative 
good is the raising of children and educating them 
for the worship of God. 2. The good of fidelity 
involves not only marital faithfulness but the mutual 
service and community of husband and wife. 3. The 
good as an image of the indissoluble union of Christ 
and his bride, the Church [which is why the church 
does not allow divorce]. 

• Holy Orders or ordination, in the medieval and 
Roman Catholic understanding, confers a special 
power and character on those who receive it. After 
ordination the priest has the miracle working power 
needed to perform the conversion of bread and 
wine into body and blood at the Table. It is only 
after this ordination that a priest has the right, as a 
representative of Christ, to absolve a person of their 
sin.





Eastern Orthodox view of salvation/ redemption. [Would not accept 
the Reformation concept of a legal formula.] 

1. “Whereby are given to us exceeding great and precious promises: that by these you might 
be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world through 
lust” (2 Peter 1:4).

2. Theosis is their key term which means to become like God. Participating in the divine nature –
not the “essence” of divinity but by grace, the qualities of the divine nature as seen in Christ -
to be conformed to the image of Christ by becoming like Him.

3. “Since the Lord has redeemed us through His own blood, giving His soul for our souls, and His 
flesh for our flesh, and has also poured out the Spirit of the Father for the union and 
communion of God and man, imparting indeed God to men by means of the Spirit, and, on the 
other hand, attaching man to God by His own incarnation, and bestowing upon us at His 
coming immortality durably and truly, by means of communion with God…” (St. Irenaeus of 
Lyons, “Against Heresies”, Book 5, 1:1)

4. “(Christ) will have with us such a unity by grace as He Himself with the Father by nature… That 
glory that the Father gave to the Son, the Son gives to us as well by grace… Having once 
become our relative by flesh and having made us partakers of His Divinity, He (by that) made 
us His relatives… We have such a unity with Christ… that a husband has with his wife and wife 
with the husband” (St. Symeon the New Theologian).

5. Jesus Christ prays to God the Father about His followers that “they all may be one; as You, 
Father, are in me, and I in You, that they also may be one in us” (John 17:21)



Shocking: Christianity is about to lose a 
huge part of this map to Islam by 900.





• Islam under Mohammed’s “revelations” 
erupted and filled the vacuum left after the 
Roman empire and Persians had become 
exhausted after 400 years of warfare.

• The first major outbreak of bubonic plague 
hit the eastern part of the Empire under 
Justinian in 542 and was almost as 
devastating the Black Death of 1347. 
Severely weakened the population.

• Islam took over all the eastern centers of 
Christianity leaving only Rome which, by 
default, became more powerful in influence.

• Islam accepted the Old and New Testaments 
but saw these as “purified” by the added 
revelations given to Mohammed.

• Abraham the father of three “religions”.
Islam: today’s map



Islam: background facts.

• Year one of Islam is Mohammed’s flight from Mecca to Medina: 
July 16, 622.

• Saudi Arabian tribes had largely polytheists and one of their 
many gods was Allah.

• The Wild East: Bedouin tribes were cattle rustlers. This practice 
brought them into Spain in 711. They didn’t finally leave the 
Iberian peninsula until 1492.

• Mohammed’s contact with Jews and Christians allowed him to 
base part of his teaching on their theology. He was disappointed 
when Jews rejected his “new revelation”.

• The Old and New Testaments were accepted as divinely revealed 
and Jesus was accepted as a prophet but not divine.

• There are no priests in Islam but rather scholars who interpret 
laws of the Quran. 

• Mohammed had eleven wives.

• The world is divided into two parts: the House of Islam and the 
House of War. Eventually, since Allah is one unified deity, the 
House of Islam must swallow up the House of War and the 
world will then be united by Islam. This is jihad.





The Dome of the Rock was built in 
691 at the site of the second Jewish 
Temple. It marks the place where 
Mohammed lifted off on a winged 
horse with Gabriel to visit heaven.

Originally Mohammed taught that 
Muslims should bow toward 
Jerusalem when praying but he 
changed that to Mecca when the 
Jews rejected his welcome to Islamic 
faith.

On the side of this mosque that 
faces the Church of the Holy 
Sepulcher, is written the Islamic 
message: “God does not have a 
Son”.

Islamic toleration is one-sided!
Islam today demands tolerance and permission to build mosques in 
every city in the West…but what would be the result if Christians 
demanded that we build a church in every Muslim city in the East.



The Myth of the “Dark Ages” in western 
civilization studies. This chart is 

completely FALSE!

• Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire is typical of this false history. He 
had an anti-Christian bias that saw 
Christianity as belief in superstition.

• Also false is the idea that Muslim 
scholarship advanced far beyond 
Christian Europe between 600 and 1000.

• Read Rodney Stark’s God’s Battalions as 
the more balanced view of this period.

• The Muslim intellectual “advance” only 
occurred because they conquered 
Christian lands and plagerized their 
scholarship in mathematics, philosophy, 
science and medicine. Eg. “Arabic” 
numerals actually of India.



“To talk of medieval Christian civilization being “quick 
to burn” the writings of ancient pagans, is 
tantamount to a confession of an almost total 
ignorance of that civilization. In fact, not only did 
medieval Christians not burn pagan texts, the literary 
remains of ancient Rome were hoarded and jealously 
guarded in monastic libraries even as the Western 
Roman world was disintegrating. At the Vivarium 
monastery of Cassiodorus (A.D. 490–c. 585), near 
modern Squillace in Italy, monks were set to work 
copying and preserving works of Roman antiquity and 
Greek Christian thought; and, for centuries, there 
were monasteries throughout Western Europe, from 
the Mediterranean to Britain, that housed collections 
containing the writings of Virgil, Ovid, Cicero, Pliny, 
Horace, Statius, Persius, Lucan, Suetonius, Seneca, 
Martial, Apuleius, Juvenal, Terence, and so forth, as 
well as such portions of Plato, Aristotle, and the 
Greek church fathers as were available in Latin.”

Hart, David Bentley. Atheist Delusions: The Christian Revolution and Its Fashionable 
Enemies (pp. 52-53). Yale University Press.  



• "New parchment, bad ink; I say nothing more."
• "I am very cold."
• "That’s a hard page and a weary work to read it.“
• "Let the reader’s voice honor the writer’s pen."
• "This parchment is hairy.“
• "Thank God…..it will soon be dark.“
• "Oh, my hand!"
• "Now I’ve written the whole thing. Give me a drink!"
• "Writing is excessive drudgery. It crooks your back, it 

dims your sight, it twists your stomach and your sides."
• "Saints, deliver me from writing."
• "While I wrote I froze. And what I could not write by 

the means of the sun, I finished by candlelight."
• "As the harbor is welcome to the sailor, so is the last 

line to the scribe."
• "This is sad! O little book! A day will come in truth 

when someone over your page will say, 'The hand that 
wrote it is no more!”

The life of a scribe/copyist was tedious!
[Written in the margins of hand copied medieval books:]



What happened to the millions of Christians who lived in these newly conquered Muslim lands?
• Some heavily taxed [Muslim rulers preferred that Christians did not convert because of lower tax revenues].
• Some converted.
• Some killed.
• Some migrated.

Why was there a burst of scientific, medical, philosophical progress only in the first three centuries of Islamic culture? 
[Confiscated Christian scholarship and anything published had to be in Arabic as the only official language. Christian 
authors had their names changed into Muslim names.]

Was 9-11 event caused because of revenge motive that traced all the way back to the Crusades? [No – this only 
appeared in Islamic writing in the 1800’s.] Jihad [mentioned only 5 times in the Quran] was largely developed a century 
after Mohammed.

Islam is a blend of Judaism and Christianity but “enlightened” by the final revelation from  the angel Gabriel to 
Mohammed. Like Judaism, no priests or sacrifices or missionaries, just law scholars. All three begin with one man, 
Abraham. [Moses and Mohammed argued over how many times to pray daily – started as 50 times but settled on 5!]

Rome became a powerful center for Christianity because all the other major Christian cities [Jerusalem, Antioch, 
Alexandria, Ephesus and eventually Constantinople] were captured by Muslims.

Who stopped the onslaught of Islam in Europe? Charles the Hammer in 732 at the Battle of Tours near Paris. Had this not 
been the turning point, Islam would have continued to spread into northern Europe into Scotland [which means no 
Presbyterians]. 



Islamic culture in its first three centuries compared to Christian culture. [These were not the 
“dark ages”!]

• Christianity depicted God as a rational, responsive, dependable, and omnipotent being 
and the universe as his personal creation, thus having a rational, lawful, stable structure, 
awaiting human comprehension. The rise of science was not an extension of classical 
learning. It was the natural outgrowth of Christian doctrine: Nature exists because it was 
created by God. To love and honor God, one must fully appreciate the wonders of his 
handiwork.

• Allah is not represented as a lawful creator but was conceived to be an extremely active 
god who intrudes on the world as he deems it appropriate. Consequently, there was a 
major theoretical bloc within Islam that condemned all efforts to formulate natural laws 
as blasphemy insofar as they denied Allah’s freedom to act. 

• Islam saw the revelation of Mohammed and the classical scholars [like Aristotle] as static 
and final. Innovation and discovery were discouraged. Their cultural progress came from 
Christians, Jews and Persians who they conquered and who were given Arabic names.

• Christianity was constantly building on, evaluating and developing the implications of the 
biblical worldview. It took five centuries to complete the conversion of Europe.

• While even the wheel was no longer was used in the Islamic conquered lands, Christian 
Europe was moving civilization rapidly forward in agriculture and technology. Eg. three 
field system, the mold board plow, horse collar, horse shoes, saddles, ship building, 
weaponry, transportation.   



Who burned the great 
library of Alexandria?

The Caliph said when 
Alexandria was 
captured: “If the scrolls 
agree with the Quran, 
these books are not 
required. If they 
disagree with the Quran, 
these books are not 
desired. Therefore 
destroy them!” –
reported by an Muslim 
author.

The scrolls were given to 
the troops for kindling 
and it took six months 
for them to all be 
burned. The pattern of 
burning libraries was 
common in Islamic 
conquered territories.



The Big Shift:
Rome looked east to 
“New Rome” 
[Constantinople] until AD 
800 then shifted north 
looking to the developing 
kingdoms of central 
Europe. These 
“kingdoms” are  primitive 
and disorganized for 
centuries.

Charles the Great  
defended Pope Leo III in 
798 and on Christmas Day 
800, Leo crowned Charles 
a Holy Roman Emperor. 
Now there are two 
claimants to the title 
“The New Roman 
Empire”. 

East = Greek.
West = Latin.



Pilgrimage did not exist in the first century because Palestine was a 
war zone for the first 150 years.

This all changed in the second through the fifth centuries. 

There were 300 hostels [bed and breakfast motels] in Jerusalem in AD 
400. This served the thousands of pilgrims who visited the birthplace 
of the Christian faith.

When Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity in the Roman world, 
the flow of Christian pilgrims grew rapidly. His mother Helena led and 
promoted, the high interest in the “holy” places and visited Palestine 
many times. Churches were built at the key sites in northern and 
southern Israel. 

Jews had been largely removed/evicted by the Romans and it became, 
in the second century, illegal for Jews to set foot in Jerusalem. They 
were dispersed all over Europe and the Jewish sects of the first 
century [Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots] were all wiped out 
except for the Pharisees who became the Orthodox Jews. 

History of the Pilgrimage



Church of the 
Holy Sepulcher in 
Jerusalem – one 
of many 
pilgrimage 
destinations.

Muslims took the 
church apart 
stone by stone in 
1009  which was 
a key event 
bringing Christian 
knights to the 
recover the site.



Charlemagne is crowned “Holy Roman 
Emperor” by Pope Leo III on Christmas 
Day in the year 800 in old St. Peter’s 
Basilica in Rome. The Christians in the 
East resented the implications of this 
title since they considered themselves 
holder of this position since the early 
300’s!  

The Carolingian Renaissance occurred 
with Charles’ rule bringing art, writing, 
architecture and scholarship to an 
advanced level. 

The Muslim advances were pushed 
back to the south as his forces began 
the reconquest of Spain and southern 
Italy.



The Europe 
of Charles 
the Great, 
Holy Roman 
Emperor



Minuscule writing was developed by 
Charlemagne’s court scholars which brought 
us great advances in writing, Latin scholarship, 
and textual criticism.

Words were now separated by spaces, upper 
and lower case letters were used to define 
sentences and punctuation was introduced.

Scholars from Ireland were brought to his 
court to copy the classics of Greek and Roman 
culture in order to better understand classical 
languages.

Education for all was promoted and was free. 
Unfortunately few asked for it and education 
remained primarily with the religious orders.



At the request of Charlemagne, 
Alcuin improves the biblical 
text based on the translation of 
St. Jerome, the Vulgate , in 
which he corrects grammar, 
spelling and punctuation, to 
normalize the form.

This revision is the source of 
production of Bibles and 
Gospels by the Tours school 
9thcentury, and the creation of 
an original cycle of illustrations 
that gives them an exceptional 
brilliance.

50,000 books were produced 
by the court of Charlemagne -
all copied, of course, by hand.



The Book of Kells
dates from this 
period and is 
another example of 
minuscule script 
printing. The 
masterpiece of 
Celtic Christian art 
was found 
abandoned in a field 
in Ireland probably 
left behind by 
Vikings who had 
raided the nearby 
monastery. 

At Trinity College in 
Dublin. See it if you 
can.



Work and Worship:

Culture of the Middle Ages 
developed around small 
agricultural communities 
with a manor house at the 
center. This grew out of the 
need of protection from 
competing tribes. These 
grew into villages and 
towns as Europe matured 
and as trades became 
specialized. Eventually 
family names were taken 
according to skills. Eg. Smith 
is a common name because 
a black”smilth” existed in 
every community. Also: 
Cooper, Miller, 
Wheelwright, Baker, 
Carpenter, and Gortmaeker.



“The Christian world was always well ahead of the Islamic, even during the so-
called Dark Ages, most particularly in the realm of technological innovation. In 
architecture, engineering, machinery, agronomy, and the exploitation of new 
sources of power, the Middle Ages were marked by periods of invention far 
more prolonged, creative, and diverse than any known to Hellenistic, Roman, or 
Islamic culture. 

We may find it somewhat difficult now to appreciate the revolutionary 
implications of devices like the heavy saddle with stirrups, the wheeled plow, 
the rigid horse collar, heavy armor, and the nailed horseshoe, but they allowed 
for the cultivation of soils that had never previously been genuinely arable, 
helped initiate a long period of Western military security, and did much to foster 
the kind of economic and demographic growth for want of which the Western 
Roman Empire had fallen into ruin. It requires no great labor of imagination, 
however, to grasp the significance of medieval developments in the use of 
water, wind, and coal to generate power. Waterwheels appeared at the dawn of 
the High Middle Ages, for instance, first as simple watermills but then, with the 
ever more sophisticated use of gears, as engines of mechanized industry, most 
particularly in the Cistercian monasteries of the twelfth century and after.”

Hart, David Bentley. Atheist Delusions: The Christian Revolution and Its 
Fashionable Enemies (pp. 72-73). Yale University Press. 



“The medieval period was actually quite 
remarkable for its many advances -perhaps 
unparalleled in all of history. 

It was a true nascence [birth], while the 
period that followed  was merely a re-
nascence [re-birth].

It was a new and living thing that gave 
flower to a culture marked by energy and 
creativity. 

From the monolithic security of Byzantium's 
imperial kingdom in the east, to the reckless 
diversity of Christendom’s feudalism in the 
west, it was a glorious crazy quilt of human 
fabrics, textures, and hues. 



The titanic innovations medievalism brought forth were many:

• it gave birth to all the great universities of the world from 
Oxford and Cambridge to Leipzig to Paris; 

• it oversaw the establishment of all the great hospitals of the 
world from St. Bartholomew's and Bedlam in London to St. 
Bernard's and Voixanne in Switzerland; 

• it brought forth the world's most celebrated artists from 
Michelangelo Buonarroti and Albrecht Durer to Leonardo da 
Vinci and Jan van Eyck; 

• it gave us the splendor of Gothic architecture-unmatched and 
unmatchable to this day-from Notre Dame and Chartres to 
Winchester and Cologne; 

• it thrust out into howling wilderness and storm-tossed seas 
the most accomplished explorers from Amerigo Vespucci and 
Marco Polo to Vasco da Gama and John Cabot; 

• it produced some of the greatest minds and most fascinating 
lives mankind has yet known-were the list not so sterling it 
might begin to be tedious-Copernicus, Dante, Giotto, Becket, 
Gutenberg, Chaucer, Charlemagne, Wyclif, Magellan, Botticelli, 
Donatello, Petrarch, and Aquinas.

Oxford University,  from 1096



But of all the great innovations that 
medievalism wrought, the greatest of all was 
spiritual. Medieval culture-both east and 
west-was first and foremost Christian culture. 
Its life was shaped almost entirely by 
Christian concerns. Virtually all of its 
achievements were submitted to the cause of 
the Gospel. From great cathedrals and 
gracious chivalry to bitter crusades and 
beautiful cloisters, every manifestation of its 
presence was somehow tied to its utter and 
complete service to Christ's kingdom and to 
the pursuit of beauty, truth, and goodness.

Of course, the medieval church had its share 
of dangerous and scandalous behavior. It had 
gross libertines and rank heretics. It had false 
professors and bold opportunists. It had 
brutal ascetics and imbalanced tyrants….But 
then, there was no more of that sort of rank 
heterodoxy than we have today in our 
Evangelical and Reformed circle. 

The great stave churches of Scandinavia used shipbuilding technology.



As a result, medievalism was forever a paradox. It 
was a romantic riddle. On the one hand it was 
marked by the greatest virtues of morality, charity, 
and selflessness; on the other hand it was marred 
by the flaming vices of perversity, betrayal, and 
greed. It was often timid, monkish, and isolated; 
more often still, it was bold, ostentatious, and 
adventurous. It was mystical; it was worldly. It was 
tender-hearted; it was cruel. 

It was ascetic; it was sensual. It was miserly; it was 
pretentious. It gripped men with a morbid 
superstition; it set them free with an untamed 
inquisitiveness. 

It exulted in pomp, circumstance, and ceremony; it 
cowered in poverty, tyranny, and injustice. It united 
men with faith, hope, and love; it divided them 
with war, pestilence, and prejudice. 

It was so unstable it could hardly have been 
expected to last a week; yet it was so stable that it 
actually lasted a thousand years! --------The 
contrast with our own culture is stark.”

Angels in the Architecture by Doug Jones and Doug 
Wilson. 



The Church of Power and the Church of Piety [birds in the mustard tree parable]

Negatives:

• The church of power was the 
result of the wealth that came to 
the church and church offices, 
through state support.

• Church offices became highly 
desirable careers, with steady 
income. Families from the 
nobility bought these positions.

• Little piety was required to 
maintain these often inherited 
careers.

Positives:

• The church of piety reflected the 
true Christian believers who 
were devout in their faith and 
ministry.

• Many of the monks and 
ministers of this part of the 
church led highly disciplined 
lives and were deeply devoted to 
Christ.





The world of the spirits. “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against 
principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against 
spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.” Eph. 6.12 What is the nature of 
the spirit world? [It is interesting that the witch burning craze was not medieval but 
occurred after the Reformation.]

• The spirit world was much “closer” to the minds of medieval Christians than 
to ours. Platonism didn’t help. These took many years to root out.

• A blend of pagan beliefs and creative theology brought many of the 
superstitions that stay with us today as follows.

• Fear of black cats [Believed that witches turned into black cats].
• Wearing a wedding ring on the third finger. [honoring the Trinity]
• Fear of the number 13 and especially Friday the 13th. [Last supper had 13 in 

attendance and Jesus died on Friday that followed.] Medievalists never had 
a dinner party with 13 in attendance.

• Water springs in pagan times were associated with water spirits and these 
became Christianized to be associated with saints. Toss in a coin and receive 
a blessing or healing.



500-600
• 521 b. Columba, Irish missionary to Scotland working from the isle of Iona

• 525 d. Boethius who wrote the Consolation of Philosophy. He engages questions such as the nature 
of predestination and free will, why evil men often prosper and good men fall into ruin, human 
nature, virtue, and justice. Very influential book for medieval thinking.

• 529 The Council of Orange approves the Augustinian doctrine of sin and grace, but without absolute 
predestination.

• 540 b. Gregory the Great

• 540 b. Columban, Irish missionary to the continent when it was struggling with a resurgence of 
paganism

• 550 d. Benedict of Nursia

• 560 b. Isidore of Seville, whose Book of Sentences was the key book of theology until the twelfth 
century.

• 575 Gregory the Great becomes a monk.

• 590 Gregory the Great becomes pope. He was a very effective and popular pope during a time when 
the government was weak. He fed the peasants and protected farms and villages from Lombard 
invasion. His development of the doctrine of purgatory was instrumental in establishing the medieval 
Roman Catholic sacramental system.

• 596 Gregory sends Augustine of Canterbury to convert the pagans in England. He imposed the 
Roman liturgy on the old British Christians.

• 597 d. Columba, missionary to Scotland



600-700
• 602 Through Gregory's influence and his baptism of a Lombard King's child, the Lombards begin 

converting from Arianism to Orthodoxy’s Nicene view of Christ

• 604 d. Gregory the Great

• 613 d. Augustine of Canterbury

• 615 d. Columban, missionary to the continent

• 622 Mohammed's flight from Mecca to Medina, the beginning of Islam. Implications are massive. 
It is a strange crossroad in our history. Most of the Christian East is captured by Muslim invaders.

• 635 The Nestorian church did not disappear after the council of Ephesus in 431. They evangelized 
east. By 635 Nestorian Christianity had reached the heart of China.

• 636 d. Isidore of Seville

• 637 b. Wilfrid, British missionary to Belgium.

• 663 Synod of Whitby reconciles the old British liturgy and the Roman liturgy.

• 674 Muslims lay siege to Constantinople first time. It will take them 900 more years to succeed.

• 675 b. John of Damascus, an important Eastern Orthodox mystic who promoted the value of 
Christian art in worship.

• 680 b. Boniface, who brought Anglo-Saxon Christianity to the pagans in Germany. He cut down 
the pagan's sacred oak tree and then built a church out of it. Many Germans convert when he is 
not immediately struck down by the gods.



700-800
• c. 700 8th Century Composition of Be Thou My Vision

• 709 d. Wilfrid, English archbishop of Canterbury. Used stone from Hadrian’s Wall to build a church holding 
2000 people.

• 711 Islam has spread from India to North Africa. All of North Africa is under Islamic control.

• 720 Muslims take Spain. [Initially went just to rustle some cattle but found no resistance so they stayed.]

• 726 - 787 The iconoclastic controversy. Emperor Leo III attacked the use of images. John of Damascus 
defended the use of icons in worship by differentiating between veneration and worship. He also argued 
that the use of images is an affirmation of Christ's humanity, because a real person can be depicted. The 
opposition responds that images of Christ are not valid depictions because they can only represent his 
humanity, but not his divinity

• 732 Charles Martel and the Europeans turn back the Muslims at the Battle of Tours near Paris. Paris gets hit 
from the other direction 100 later.

• 735 d. Venerable Bede who the Ecclesiastical History of the English People

• 749 d. John of Damascus, church father in Eastern Church and strong defender of icons.

• 754 d. Boniface, missionary to the early Germans. Chopped down Jupiter’s sacred oak tree.

• 787 Second Council of Nicaea supports the decision of John of Damascus concerning icons. This decision 
was not well received in the West because John's words for veneration and worship were poorly translated.

• 793 On June 8 of this year the Vikings began raids on Europe by ransacking the Monastery at Lindisfarne off 
the eastern coast of England. This will continue for three centuries until the Vikings are converted to 
Christianity. “Free us Lord, from the fury of the Northmen.” [Normans] The Viking raids were interpreted as 
divine judgment.



800-900
• 800 Pope Leo III crowns Charlemagne head of the Holy Roman Empire (a.k.a. the Nominally 

Christian Germanic Kingdom). His dynasty is called the Carolingian Empire. His reign is the 
cultural high point of the Early Middle Ages.

• 843 Treaty of Verdun divides Charlemagne’s kingdom among his three sons. This will 
eventually produce Italy, France and Germany in the modern form.

• 845 Viking under their chief Ragnar, lay siege to Paris and are paid a huge ransom to leave. 

• 871-899 Alfred the Great, first king of the English. He was a Christian and defeated the Vikings 
preventing a full takeover of England by them. He attempted to make English law to be based 
on the Ten Commandments.

• 876 Battle at Andernach: Louis the Young beats Charles the Bald[son of Louis the Pious and 
father of Lothair the Lame, his name used ironically because he was quite hairy].

• 878 Muslims capture Sicily and establish their capital at Palermo. It the Vikings, under Roger I, 
who return Sicily to the Christianity 1091.

• 875 - 950 The so-called “Dark Ages”. The Carolingian Empire was weakened and was assailed 
by new invaders, the Magyars from the East and the Vikings from the North. This period also 
marks the low point of the papacy.

• 800’s Beowulf was written down sometime during this century to the delight of high school 
literature students.



900-1000

• 900’s On one hand the “darkest of the dark ages” on the other hand, the century that 
had the least deaths from war than any century since 3000 BC. It was also the beginning 
of the warm period of European climate lasting for 300 years.

• 900 Alfonso III begins the reconquest of Spain taking territory from the Muslims. This will 
take 600 years to complete. [Charlemagne had taken just Barcelona in 801.]

• 910 Abbey of Cluny established in France.

• 936 Otto I takes Holy Roman throne and stops advance of Magyars from the East. He is 
Otto the Great and begins the Ottonian Renaissance.

• 988 Eastern Orthodox Christianity introduced to Russian lands near Kiev.

• 989 The Peace of God - The Peace of God was passed at the Council of Charroux. It was 
supported by Hugh Capet, King of France. The Peace of God attempted to reduce feudal 
warfare by limiting private wars to certain parts of the year, and by providing protection 
for noncombatants. The Peace used to the power of excommunication to enforce its 
stipulations.

• 998 Stephen I rules as first Christian king of Hungary.

• 1000 The Viking Biarni Heriulfsson is first European to see North America. Settlements 
followed in Newfoundland by Leif Eriksson.



"Homer once sang of his Hellenes and Trojans
and Vergil composed verse about the descendants of Romulus;
Let us sing about the kindly deeds of the King of Heaven
whom the world never ceases joyously to praise.

Homer and Vergil took pleasure in speaking about the flames that 
brought
sudden destruction to Troy and about the struggles of their 
heroes,
but our delight is to sing of Christ
drenched in blood after vanquishing the prince of this world.

They were both learned in how to compose falsehoods
with an appearance of truth and how to deceive an Arcadian 
verse;
we prefer to sing hymns of fine praise
to the power of the Father and His true wisdom.

Let us therefore hold the supreme victories of Christ
as brilliant stars in our minds.
Behold the four corners of the world are clasped by the wooden 
cross."

• John Scotus (Irish theologian and poet. AD 810-877)


