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Christianity was the integrating principle, and the church was the dominant institution of the Middle Ages. During the Late Roman Empire, the church gained power as the Empire decayed. Unlike the Roman state, the church was a healthy institution. The elite of the Empire severed their commitment to classical civilization, but the church leaders were devoted to their faith. During the invasions of the 5th and 6th centuries, the church assumed many functions formerly performed by the Empire and continued to convert the Germanic tribes. By teaching a higher morality, the church tamed the warrior habits of the tribes. The preserved culture of Greece and Rome opened German minds to new ideas. When the Empire collapsed, the church persevered. The church provided people with a purposeful conception of life and death. In a dying world, the church was the only thing capable of reconstructing civilized life. The Christian outlook was the foundation of medieval civilization, rather than the traditions of the Germanic tribes. During the Middle Ages, people came to see themselves as participants in a great drama of salvation. The only truth was God’s revelation to humanity. The only way to heaven was through the church. God established the church to administer the rites through which his love was bestowed on people. The church had to care for human souls. Without the church, people would remain sinners. To the medieval mind, society without the church was inconceivable. Membership in the church replaced citizenship in a universal empire. A new society centered on Christianity was forming. Monks helped construct the foundations of medieval civilization. During the 7th century, intellectual life kept declining. In the monasteries of Ireland and England, a tradition of learning persisted. In the early 5th century, Saint Patrick began to convert the Irish to Christianity. Latin became firmly entrenched as the language of the church and scholars in Ireland. The monks there preserved Latin and even kept some knowledge of Greek alive. Irish scholars engaged in biblical analysis. In England, the Anglo-Saxons, women and men who converted also established monasteries that kept learning alive. Double monasteries existed, in which monks and nuns obeyed a common rule and one superior. In the 6th and 7th centuries, Irish monks and nuns built monasteries and converted people. Many converted Anglo-Saxons embraced Benedictine monasticism, and became the chief agents in Christianizing people in continuing the efforts of Irish monks. Monks made possible a unitary European civilization based on a Christian foundation. They also kept alive elements of ancient civilization by preserving and copying ancient texts. During the Early Middle Ages, monasteries were the main cultural centers. By instructing peasants in better methods of farming, the monks were responsible for the land reclamation. Monasteries also offered succor to the sick and poor, and served as places of refuge for travelers. To the medieval mind, the monks’ devotion to God, adoption of apostolic poverty, and dedication to prayer and contemplation represented the highest expression of the Christian way of life. It was the best path to salvation. The popes saw the monks as soldiers in the war against paganism and encouraged their spread. The status of the papacy was tied to the events in Italy. Emperor Justinian sought to regain the western lands lost. In 533-534, his able general, Belisarius conquered North Africa, and invaded Italy. The destruction of the Ostrogoth kingdom in Italy opened the way for the last Germanic people, the Lombards, to settle in once Roman lands. During the latter 6th century, the Lombards invaded Italy and reclaimed the territory conquered by Byzantium. The Lombard invasion gave the papacy an opportunity to free itself from Byzantine domination. Popes assumed control over Rome and the surrounding territory, while seeking to protect these lands from the Lombards. At this stage, Gregory 1, the Great (590-604) became pope. A monk, Gregory turned out to be one of the best of medieval popes. He used Roman methods to organize and administer effectively papal property in Italy and around it. The papacy also owned huge estates, timberlands and mines which provided the income for maintaining the church functions. Because of Gregory’s efforts, the papacy became the leading financial institution. He tried to strengthen the pope’s authority within the church, by assuming dominance over all in Byzantium. Establishing monasteries, he dispatched monks to England to convert the Anglo-Saxons. That new church looked to Rome for leadership. Gregory realized that to lead Christendom effectively, the papacy must exercise authority over churches outside of Italy. Besides providing the papacy with a sound base and strengthening its ties with monasteries and churches, he wrote commentaries on the Bible and authored many works dealing with Christian themes. Because of his writings, he is regarded as a church father. He knew the papacy required the political and military support of a kingdom to protect it from its enemies, so he set his sights on an alliance with the Franks. Finally, 150 years later, this alliance helped shape medieval history. 


