Chapter 5:
Light in the Dark Ages 

The Fifth century inaugurated a period of decline in the West. Despite the insecurity that surrounded the West, the Church remained a strong unchangeable force, holding up the powerful light of Christ to guide the world through perilous times. 

Part I: The Collapse of the Roman Empire
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After gaining her footing as the official religion of the Roman Empire, The Church was thrust into a crisis; the Roman Empire was no more. The Church had to rapidly find a way to distance itself from the Empire in order to keep itself whole and untouchable from the crisis that befell the West. Thus the Church turned her attention to spreading the “Good News” to the Germanic Tribes; carrying on the mission of Christ to a whole new world. 

The Fall of Rome (476):
The fall of Rome began in 410 A.D. when an Alaric King, king of the Visigoths, sacked Rome. Then in 476 the last western Emperor was overthrown by Odoacer, chieftain of the Heruli. The last ten emperors would only be on the throne for just a few years before a barbarian invasion ousted them. 

The Roman Empire was NOT completely Christianized when the barbarians had taken over the empire and injected often crude and violent character into the Roman culture. 

The Barbarians brought to the Empire their own laws based on a primitive understanding of Justice: 
· In some tribes the accused would be tested by holding his hand under boiling water. Should the hand heal, then the accused was set free.
· People who were seeking justice would often fight each other to the death to determine who was right. 
· Adulterous wives were handed over to their husbands to be handled in anyway that their husbands deemed fit.
· Furthermore, the morality among the Barbarian kings was often times non-existent. It was not uncommon for a king to have numerous out of wedlock children with their servants. 
Not only were there laws barbaric, their religious practices were primitive. The Franks, for example, sacrificed their women and children to keep the battle spirits happy. 

The absence of Academia among the Franks quickly undermined the Greco-Roman tradition of scholarship. Therefore, the fall of Rome brought not only a fall in the civil laws of the empire, but an even greater fall in intellectual activity. 

[image: image3.jpg]







The Impact on the Church was great. As more and more people turned away from 




scholarship, fewer and fewer of the population could read. The Church then was 





faced with the dim outcome that few of its followers could read the Scriptures.






The Economy, which once was vibrant and flourishing, suddenly entered into steep 




decline: a. Roads became unsafe to travel b. Crime Increased c. Cities and towns 





began to shrink as many began to leave due to the decline in commercial activity






Thus, the once unified metropolitan Roman Empire dissented into isolated cities and 




towns. 
Despite the Recent Success of the Church its overall influence on the daily lives of the Roman people and Christians was very minimal. Some Christians still acted like pagans: they participated in eating and drinking orgies

On Sundays, the Churches would be emptied if there were games held

Idol worship was also still found among the Christians –which was only enhanced by the invading tribes. 

The Church’s Organization reflected the ways and customs of the Empire. 

· It was modeled after the territorial division of the Empire
· Christians, like the Roman Emperors, assumed that the destiny of the Christianity was permanently intertwined with the Empire. 
· The Barbarian invasions helped the Church realize that she was not wedded to the Empire, the Church had to quickly adjust herself to the new cultural dynamics of the Empire. 

The Germanic Tribes:
The overall mission of the Christian Church was to spread the “Good News”. This effort requires that the Church not only Christianize the cultures, but to adapt itself to those cultures. When the barbarians invaded Rome the Church was called to further its mission by spreading the Word to the Germanic Tribes. 
The Germanic Tribes came from the Vistula River in Poland down to the Black Sea, and MAY have originally come from Scandinavia
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Their Culture is diverse, and by no means unified
· They did share the same family of languages
· They were the 2nd largest Northern European Groups after the Celts
· They settled as far south as Austria and sacked Rome in 390
· After they settled, they were a peaceful agrarian society
· After several decades fighting off the Barbarians on the border of Rome, 

the Roman Empire invited the barbarians to settle along the frontier in exchange for 

conscripts for the Roman Legions. 

The Positive outcome of these settlements was that the peaceful communities added to the Roman population.

The Goths:

Visgoth: the leader of the Visigoths was Alaric, who led the invasion of the Italian Peninsula. This tribe was one of the first to invade the empire. LATER: the Visigoths were pushed up into the Iberian peninsula by the Franks, were they remained until the Spain fell to the Mulsims in the 8th century. 

Ostrogoth: led by Theodoric. This tribe was also the first to invade the empire and were the ones who replaced the Visigoths on the Italian Peninsula. 

The Franks: “fierce” or “Bold” –Germanic people who settled the Gaul region. They are ancestors of the French . Under the leadership of the Chieftain, Clovis, they were the first Germanic tribe to convert to Christianity in 497. 

The Alemanni: “All Men” –settled south of Main River in Central Germany. 

Burgundians: arrived on the main river around 250 and established a capital at Worms and were defeated by the Romans in 436. 
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The Lombards: Settled the Roman province of Pannonia/eastern Austria/western Hungryand migrated to Italy in the 6th Century. 
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The Vandals: Were known as the most ruthless of the Germanic tribes and also as being 



relentless persecutors of the Church. In 406 they attacked Gaul and moved 





into North Africa and Spain. 

Ulphilas: Apostle of the Goths: 

· Ulphilas originally came from Cappadocia, but was captured by the Goths. 
· Translated the Bible into Gothic under the influence of Nicomedia, the Arian Bishop.
· Ordained as a Bishop around 341(Translation is the oldest Germanic Document)

· Converted the Goths, Burgundians, Lombards, and the Vandals to Arian Christianity. 

The Huns:

· The Huns, a nomadic group with unknown origins, took both the Romans and Barbarians by surprise. 
· They were ferocious and ruthless fighters
· By 432 they had established themselves in the Eastern Empire
· By 451 they had invaded Gaul and threatened the heart of the Western Empire

Although most historical accounts of the Huns were exaggerated, one can see that they were quite foreign in appearance and statute to the Romans and Barbarians. The Hun’s physical physique stunned the culture they invaded; they were often described as having short bodies, large arms, shoulders, and heads covered with facial scarring. 

It was believed that the Huns Always remained on horseback, whether at meetings or while selling/buying goods. The Hun family lived on wagons and they seldom cooked –they ate raw meat instead, which they kept with them at all times despite it becoming rancid. 
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Attila the Hun: Meets Pope St. Leo the Great (452):

Attila “the Scourge of God” succeeded to join kingship with his brother. 
Soon after, his brother dies. Attila then moved on to unite the 
Hunnish borders under one rule. 

Attila was:

· Brave warrior
· Skilled diplomat
· Military strategist
· He also was ruthless and crude –should he find that a Hun was serving the Romans as a mercenary soldier he had them crucified. 

After being defeated in Gaul, Attila turned his sights on Italy. He began to ravage through Northern Italy drawing closer and closer to Rome when Poe Leo I went to meet hum. According to tradition, when Attila approached St. Leo he was met with a group of priests, deacons, and acolytes singing hymns and psalms. At the end of the procession, Attila saw a man sitting upon a white horse praying immensely. Attila asked, “What is your Name?” and the man replied, “Leo the Pope.” Attila then turned around and left, sparing Rome and her countrymen. It still remains a mystery what it was that Pope Leo spoke to Attila. Some claim that the Pope had leaned over and whispered something in Attila’s ear. One tradition holds that Attila saw Saints Peter and Paul marching with the pope threatening to take action against him. Yet, the entire incident is still unclear. 

It’s interesting to note that Pope Leo I was able to do the same thing when the Vandals tried to enter Rome and destroy it; they too turned away and left Rome alone. 

Historical Interpretations of the Germanic Invasions:

The Historical significance of the Germanic invasions was not fully realized until a few years after the Church had digested what exactly had happened. 

What the Church did see was that:

· The Church recognized that Christianity was universal –Christianity was meant to incorporate everyone and the faith needed to be communicated to the Germanic tribes just as it was to the Greco-Romans. 
· The Church began a shift –civilizing and evangelizing to the Germanic tribes. Thus, although the Church had identified itself with the Roman culture, it now had begun to pull away and establish its own governmental structures. 
· The Church learned that much of what it had learned in the Roman context had to be drastically altered in order to work with the Germanic populace. 
· In the end, it was monasticism that allowed the Church to find access to these people. 

The Christian Attitude Toward the Invasions:

When the Greco-Roman world fell, most Christians experienced profound discouragement. Many on the other hand, thought that the Christ was about to return because a significant part of the Gospel prediction had been fulfilled by the state of the world at that time. 

Other Christians accepted the fall of Rome as a just punishment of their sins as well as the sins of the Romans and all of humanity. This led politicians and philosophers to point toward the moral degeneration of the Roman Empire. 

The moral deterioration of the Empire led many to retreat away from the cities and begin a new life of obedience, poverty, and chastity. 
This radical separation from the world for the sake of Christ’s kingdom through prayer, penance, and the evangelical counsels characterized monasticism. 
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Monasticism offered a path for some Christians to make reparation for the sins of the world in general, and of the Roman world in particular. 
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Part II: The Rise of Monasticism

Monasticism is a way of life characterized by:

· prayer
· self-denial 
· lived in seclusion from the world
· living under a fixed rule with professed vows

Monastic Communities withdrew from the world in order to seek God through asceticism and silence. 

Asceticism: life characterized by the absence of worldly pleasures. 

Christian Monasticism Is Unique: 

Men and women who enter the monastic life seek to model themselves to Christ by dedicating themselves to a life a penance and prayer. 

Two Types of Monastic Life:

Eremitical: hermit life, involves those who withdraw into loosely organized groups to live an ascetical life. 

Cenobitical: (more common form) is the common life lived within a community. 

Monasticism Began with St. Paul of Thebes and St. Anthony who both lived the eremitical life of prayer and seclusion in the Egyptian desert. 
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St. Paul of Thebes: Held by tradition to be the first hermit. He fled to the 





desert under the Roman persecutions of Decius. 






St. Paul is often referred to as being a anchorite, or a solitary monk. He, as 





well as the other desert Fathers or monks, did not flee to the desert because 





of its hardship, rather they were drawn there by its inaccessibility. 

We know about the life of St. Paul through St. Jerome: 
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During the Roman persecutions, St. Paul retreated into the desert and settled in old abandoned hiding place for counterfeiters. There, he spent the rest of his life in prayer and living on a diet of dates. Jerome contends that Paul lived this way for up to a century and that the only visitors that he had were the animals/beasts of the deserts and the elderly monks (Gonzalez). 

St. Anthony: Anthony indirectly influenced Western Monasticism through 
His impact on St. Athanasus.St. Athanasus wrote a celebrated Biography over the life of 
St. Anthony. He brought the book to Rome where it would later serve as a handbook of 
the monastic life. According to Athanasus, Anthony was born in a small village of the
 left shore of the Nile, a son of wealthy parents. When his parents died, his inheritance 
was sufficient enough that itprovided a comfortable life for both him and his sister. 
His original plans were to simply live off his inheritance. 
But, after he read the Gospel in church he was so moved that he felt compelled to change his 
life (Matt 19:21).  In response, he sold all of his belongings and gave the proceeds to the poor. After reading Mathew 6:34 :do not be anxious about tomorrow” he gave away the rest of his funds that he had kept for his sister, who he had placed under the care of the nuns/virgins of the Church, and he fled to the desert. 

Anthony retreated and spent the first years of his life with an elderly man. When he was tempted by the worldly goods that he gave up, he would fast for numerous days/weeks and at other times would only eat a single meal a day after sunset. After several years with the elder, Anthony decided to leave. He then went to live in an abandoned tomb in a cemetery. 

There in the tomb, Anthony survived on bread, which some should had brought to him every few days. According to Athanasus, Anthony began to have visions of demons who taunted him almost continuously. 

When Anthony was 35 years old, he had a vision of God telling him not to fear, that he would always be able to count on Divine aid. Anthony thus fled further into the desert. 

Again and again, Anthony would flee further and further into the desert. But, monks would follow him pursuing advice and wisdom on how to live the monastic life. 

The only two occasions that he left the desert was to offer himself as a martyr under Diocletian (who by the way denied Anthony this due to Anthony’s “poor state”) and to combat the Arians who falsely stated that Anthony had sided with them. 

Anthony died in 356, upon which he had the monks who had been taking care of him in his final days bury him in a unmarked/unknown grave. He did however have his cloak sent to Athanasus. 

Two Monastic orders who have taken much inspiration from the eremitical life: Carthusians/Carmelites. 

Monasticism and the Emergence of a New Christian Culture: 

Monasteries served as: 

· A source of great spiritual strength
· Seminaries for priests and bishops 
· And they functioned as centers of evangelization of the barbarian tribes through various forms of education 

The Monasteries also had 3 major effects on Europe: 

The recovery and evangelization of rural society: nuns and monks moved into the farmlands of the empire to aid the people with their spiritual needs. In doing so, they also aided the people with farming. Thus, farming in the rural areas was revitalized. 
Intellectual: Academic matters had fell into neglect except among the monks who copied and studied ancient manuscripts and other writings. Benedictine monasteries established scriptoria (scriptorium) or large rooms inside the monastery set aside for the purpose of copying and maintaining the texts. Had it not been for the monasteries the oldest Greek and Roman writings would have been lost. 
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Civilization: As a consequence of their evangelization, the monasteries had a great effect on the civilization of the Barbarians/Germanic people. The monks taught the nomads how to farm, trades of carpentry, stone masonry, and ironwork. The monks also introduced these people to the spiritual meaning of working and using work as an adoration of and emulation of Jesus Christ, who was also a worker. 





St. Benedict: The “Patriarch of Western Monasticism: 






Not much is known about the life of St. Benedict. What we do know is that he was 




born in Nursia Italy and educated in Rome, but the moral decay of Rome eventually 




led him to flee the city and dwell within a cave in Subiaco to live the life of a hermit. 






When an abbot of a local monastery had passed away, St. Benedict was invited by the Monks to come to replace him. At first, Benedict refused because the monastery life was different than from what he wanted, but eventually he decided to take the job after much supplication. 

As Benedict expected many of the monks disagreed with the way he wanted the monastery to be ran as well as his ideas about the purpose of the monastic life. Some of the monks even tried to poison Benedict to get rid of him and out of their monastery. Benedict, according to tradition, took the wine jar that had been poisoned and blessed it just before he broke it into small pieces. Soon after, Benedict left the monastery. 

Benedict the Healer: Benedict also gained the reputation of being a great healer, which in turn led many people from around the empire to come and seek him as a miracle worker. 

Benedict’s Greatest Contribution to the Church: Although Benedict was most recognized as a great healer by the common people, his greatest contribution to the Church was his organization of the monasteries. 

Benedict founded 12 monasteries and placed a superior head to each one. He opened the 13th one in Monte Cassino around 529. It was there that he diesd and was buried with his sister St. Scholastica. 

The Rule of St. Benedict: 

St. Benedict composed his rule at Monte Cassino. Even though his rule was destroyed during WWII, it has been rebuilt. 

St. Benedict’s Rule was virtually adopted by all monastic orders in the Medieval Period. The rule had been lauded for its spirit of peace and love as well as its moderation in the ascetical life. 

Yet, it is important to note that St. Benedict’s rule existed in stark contrast to the monastic orders established by the hermits/monks of the deserts who engaged in sleep deprivation and starvation as a means to strengthen their spirituality. 
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The Rule Divided the Schedule of the Monks into Four Parts: 

1. Chanting the Psalms and reading prayers in the community (four hours)
2. Private Prayer and Scriptural reading (four hours)
3. Physical Labor (six hours)
4. Meals and sleep (ten hours)

According to the Benedictine Life, the monastic life is to be lived in common or coenobitical. No one is allowed to own personal property, but the monastery itself may. The rule made provisions for the abbot to govern the monastery. 

St. Benedict intended for the monastery to be a family and a self-containing community: each monk was to have their own tasks to fulfill on a “day to day” basis. Not all monks were expected to study theology or do harsh labor.  Each of the monks worked in their own, unique, separate way, but always toward serving the common good. 

The Chief aim of the monk or nun following the Benedictine Rule is to give praise and glory to God. 
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The Prayer in common was divided into eight periods of the day: 




Vigils/Matins 12 midnight 
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Lauds 6am 




Prime 7am 




Terce 9 am 




Sext 12 noon 




None 3 pm




Vespers 6pm 




Compline 9 pm

As St. Benedict explains, the division of the hours has its root in Scripture: “At midnight I rise to praise thee”, and “seven times a day I praise thee” (Ps119 [118]) This practice today is referred to as the Divine Office or the Liturgy of the Hours (which, next to the Mass, is the most sacred of all prayers). 

Pope St. Gregory the Great: 

[image: image16.jpg]


Gregory, who is considered the last of the traditional Latin Doctors, became Pope in 590. 





Gregory was the son of a senator/nobleman and he played an important role in the 




civic affairs in Rome. After his father’s death, he sold all of his property and gave 




away all his wealth and assets in order to form 7 monasteries and take care of the 





poor, which had become a cultural phenomenon among the nobles. 





After establishing a monastery in Rome, Gregory appointed an abbot and pledged 




obedience to him. A few years later, the pope appointed Gregory to be one of the 7 deacons in Rome. Then, in 579 Pope Pelagius II appointed him as the nuncio, or the pope’s personal ambassador, to the court in Constantinople. 

After becoming Pope in 590, Gregory worked tirelessly to promote peace in Rome. However, St. Gregory would often take on the king of the Lombards etc without consent of the emperor. Even though in the end, this action prompted peace to be had through most of Gregory’s life, its marked the beginning of the temporal power of the popes and their care for Rome, something that would eventually lead into many dangerous situations. 

Part III: The Rise of Islam

The Five Pillars of Islam: 

1. The Shahada: the creedal statement of Islam: This creed contains the beliefs of Islam. The following statement, “There is no God but God (‘Allah’) and Muhammad is his prophet”, must be made with belief and conviction. The creed also states that there are no sacraments. 
2. Prayer: Moslems are required to pray five times a day in the direction of Kaaba in Mecca, and includes a ritualistic format of prayers and prostration. 
3. The muezzin stands atop a minaret and calls all Moslems to pray with the sound of a human voice. The holy day or Sabbath day for the Moslems is Friday, taken from the Jewish Sabbath, which begins at sundown on Friday. 
4. The Hajj: Pilgrimage to Mecca: Every Muslim is required to go to Mecca at least once in their adult lifetime if the monetary means exist. 
5. Ramadan: The Holy Month (the Ninth month of the Islamic Calendar):During Ramadan a strict fast from sunrise to sunset is enforced that includes eating, drinking, smoking, and sexual relations. The fast increases one’s spiritual dependence on God and openness to the material plight of the poor; who normally go without food. 

Ramadan is a sacred, joyful time that carries a great deal of historical significance: 

· The Koran was given at this time to Mohammad
· The Battle of Badr took place in this month 
· Khadeejah dies on the tenth
· Mecca was occupied on the 19th 
· Ali, who is Mohammad’s grandson (especially important to Shiite Muslims) dies on the 21st 
6.   Zakah: (alms) for purification: Moslems are asked to give alms in the form of a special tax, given yearly based on a percentage of one’s wealth. The government collects the alms; in others, individuals freely give it. This is separate from charitable giving. 
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The Moral Code of Islam: 
Not only are Moslems expected to adhere to the requirements of the 
five-pillars of Islam, they must also adhere to a strict moral code. 

From Judaism Islam borrowed strict dietary prohibitions including pork. 

Idolatry is strictly forbidden.  Islamic art DOES NOT depict the image of 
Allah or the human person because it is considered a form of idolatry. 

Apostasy and Adultery are also strictly forbidden. Polygamy is allowed but with strict conditions; a man can have four wives but he MUST treat them with absolute equality, financial support, and love. 

Jihad is a Moslem Holy War waged in the name of Islam against “infidels” Those who ed for faith in Jihad are sent directly to Heaven and are met with me who provide them with shade with swords as well as a unlimited amount of virgins. 
The Spread of Islam: Beginning in 634 AD the Moslems became unstoppable for the next 100 years. 
The Spread of Islamic Faith and Territory Went Hand in Hand: Believers of Islam were obligated by their religion to seek converts and wage a Holy War to destroy unbelievers. 

In 638 AD the Moslem forces sacked Jerusalem. This defeat sent shockwaves throughout the East and West and would eventually lead the Christians to pursuing the Holy Land during the Crusades. 

By 698 AD all of Northern Africa was under Moslem Rule: over six hundred years of North African Christianity, with its apologists, Desert Fathers, early Doctors of the Church, and martyrs were destroyed. 

Jerusalem, the Holy City: Umar: cleared the Temple Mount, the site of two Jewish temples’ and built a temporary mosque. 
The Dome of the Rock: built in 684 AD the Dome of the Rock was built to commemorate the night journey of Mohammad. The Dome was built to surpass the Holy Sepulchre, the church built on the sight that Jesus was buried, in beauty and size. 
Questions to Ponder: 

1. Describe the impact that the Barbarian invasions had on the Church and Roman Empire. 

2. What do you think Pope Leo the Great told Attila the Hun to deter him from invading Rome? 

3. How have monastic communities preserved the teachings, practices, and customs of the Church? Do you think that they still play this vital role today> Why or why not? 
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