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MONKS AND MONK-BISHOPS of the early medieval period sustained the 
north European church by their communal practice of asceticism. e 
Western Church sent monks into Europe to expand Christianity, starting 
with Gregory the Great, himself having come out of the monastery when 
elected pope. He dispatched Augustine and a party of monks to Canter-
bury in 596 C.E., having seen the vital part the monk could play in mis-
sionizing the new nations taking shape in England and Northumbria. 
Further north, Colum Cille founded a monastery at Iona which soon 
served as the hub of Irish Christianity and the central foundation of sev-
eral other monasteries throughout Ireland and England. Monk-bishops 
like Wilfrid of the late seventh century occupied most of the dioceses in 
Britain, and Wilfrid’s own protege Willibrord later took the religion into 
what is today Belgium and the Netherlands, himself founding four mon-
asteries there before his death in 739. In all these monasteries, monks ad-
hered to a regimen of strict observances of material labor and personal 
righteousness as an ascetic community.1

ese cloisters appeared among societies with less institutional pres-
ence and governmental structure than the urban centers of the Roman 
Empire. Aer Rome’s wide imperial reach diminished in the fih century, 
loosely knit Germanic peoples characterized the main social environment 



of northern Europe. Greeks and Romans had always noticed peoples be-
yond their borders whom they called “barbarians,” but generally failed to 
notice the diversity of such “uncivilized farmers.” An author of the eighth 
century distinguished between groups of Gepids, Bulgars, Sarmatians, 
Pannonians, Saxons, and Noricans, all of which had grown rapidly aer 
Vandals and Visigoths sacked Rome centuries earlier. ese peoples usu-
ally governed themselves with military personnel and warrior chieains 
who cared little for upholding an elite society and more for seizing land 
and loot.2  Missionaries felt particular interest in converting these pagans 
who lived so barbarously and le their monasteries in bands of several 
monks to minister throughout the European countryside.3

A systematic mode of proselytism developed among the Western 
Church during the early medieval period throughout networks of monas-
teries. As north European monks influenced loosely cohered Germanic 
peoples through their active practice of asceticism, they were perceived as 
spiritual authorities who maintained the church within an unpredictable 
environment. By extending the church to pagans, these missionaries pro-
vided security and stability in ways that satisfied their ascetic values, 
turned their asceticism outward, and contributed to the formation of a 
system for proselytism that would endure into the later Middle Ages.

Monasticism Spreads Across Northern Europe

e first Christian monks journeyed into the fierce north African 
deserts to practice an intensely individual mode of converting oneself 
into a holy person. ese ascetics deliberately embraced poverty and 
physical suffering in an effort to internalize the teachings of Jesus and 
subdue the body to the will of God. Desert wanderers like Paul the Her-
mit and Anthony were known for their prolonged bouts with Satan which 
demonstrated an enormous level of holiness to resist such temptation for 
so long.4 e monastic tradition took on various forms depending on the 
geographic location. Lower Egypt was characterized by individual her-
mits like Paul and Anthony. Syrian monasticism included some of the 
harshest forms of self-discipline, with monks like Simeon the Stylite in-
flicting terrible physical toll on themselves to gain mastery over their 
bodies and spirit. In Palestine, Barsanuphius and Euthymius attracted 
small gatherings of pupils who had voluntarily embraced the desert life to 
learn directly from these paragons of Christian holiness. ese monastic 
orders all celebrated the individual’s struggle against sin and the flesh and 
emphasized the internal striving for holiness and communion with the 
Holy Spirit.5
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What began as an asceticism practiced in solitude and in the wilder-
ness became a communal lifestyle adaptable to city and village spaces. 
Pachomius gained notoriety for assembling the ascetic practices of the 
hermits into a cenobitic order in which groups of monks came together in 
a communal observance of asceticism. ey continued to endure hard-
ship but of a less extreme flavor. Farming and industry described their 
usual chores, not carving out caves or sitting atop pillars for years at a 
time. Pachomius designed for a monk to oversee the monastery, and 
eventually the position of abbot would assume the responsibility. Abbots 
not only demonstrated strict observance of holy living but had gained 
civic skills in managing a congregation of monks. e cenobitic monks 
built their communities near the edges of towns and sometimes their 
monasteries would draw enough industry that villagers would gather 
nearby.6

Monasticism moved north with Patrick in the fourth century once he 
established a permanent outpost for the Roman church in Ireland. Not 
long aer his arrival, converted monks took to the Skelligs off the coasts 
of Ireland and braved harsh conditions like their distant fellows in the 
Egyptian deserts. Patrick, though, sought to insulate Christianity by 
forming enclosures in which Christians ministered to each other in a 
tribal city. His project, most effectively realized in Armagh, encouraged 
the communal forms of asceticism to spread across northern Ireland.7

A century aer Patrick arrived, an Irishman named Colum Cille 
crossed into Scotland with twelve companions and erected a monastery at 
Iona, bringing his Irish monasticism with him. Missionaries branched out 
from Iona, perhaps the most successful being Aidan who occupied the 
monastery of Lindisfarne in Northumbria by 635.8  Aidan embraced the 
manner of the peregrini, the wanderers for the sake of Christ, to accom-
plish his missionary work. Taking journeys on foot, he reached craggy 
hills and preached in hamlets lying afar off, calling on the poor folk of the 
countryside to the heavenly life.9  Several foundations stretched out from 
the Lindisfarne monastery. ere was the monastery of Gateshead, across 
the Tyne from Newcastle, where Utta was abbot; Paegnalaech, where 
Tuda, the fourth bishop of Lindisfarne was buried; Melrose, on the Tweed 
some forty miles west of Lindisfarne; and the old cathedral of Wilfrid at 
Ripon, which was in its earliest form a foundation out of Melrose. Aidan 
contributed to establishing monasteries for women as well, founding 
cloisters in Coldingham in Berwickshire where Aebba was abbess, and 
Hartlepool in Northumbria where Heiu was abbess. Hilda succeeded 
Heiu as abbess of Hartlepool and then built a monastery at Whitby where 
the most celebrated synod in English history was held.10

Wanderers in Wandering Societies    3



Others like Aidan covered the European mainland on foot, reaching 
the Franks and Burgundians within the century. One who considered 
himself directly trained by Iona’s founder, Columbanus le Bangor in 
about 590 to deliver Christianity to a lapsed nation of Merovingians, 
landing in Mont Saint Michel, if the commemorative stone there is to be 
trusted. e petty kingdoms of Austrasia, Neustria, and Burgundy were 
mainly battlefields. Columbanus penetrated this hostile world by setting 
up a monastery at an abandoned fort in Annegray near the border of 
Austrasia and Burgundy. His work of reconverting the Franks, Burgundi-
ans, and Suevians with his small band of twelve companions brought a 
swell of recommitted followers, and soon a better foundation than Anne-
gray was needed. Columbanus found in Luxeuil the most important 
monastery of his career, a site shrewdly chosen but with soil more tracta-
ble than Annegray and a location somewhat distant from the purview of 
other bishops. Free from episcopal supervision and with boldness that 
would challenge the pope in Rome, he reinvested himself in the work of 
converting the Franks and instituted an ascetic order that rivaled the Rule 
of Benedict in strictness and complexity. ough the monastery at Bob-
bio, Columbanus’s final project, eventually became Benedictine, it held to 
the Rule of Columbanus until the tenth century. From Luxeuil and Bob-
bio, monasteries percolated throughout Gaul and modern-day Germany 
and Switzerland.11 

A distinctly Frankish monasticism developed out of its Irish founda-
tions. Philibert’s primary monastery at Jumièges in Normandy prepared 
monks for expansion into Belgium, and later abbeys crept up out of Pé-
ronne into Nivelles, Fosse, and Mechelen. Later peregrini monks would 
travel from these Frankish monasteries far south into the Rhine not far 
from Basel. By 720, Fridolin had reached Strasbourg and before 739, Wil-
librord had gathered monks to Utrecht, Antwerp, Echternach, and Sus-
teren where he built monastic communities of discipline and prayer.12 His 
monasteries endured through the vicissitudes of political change that 
plagued the continent, and by the ministry of Boniface in the 740s, much 
of the Irish, English, and Frankish peasantry had some reach to a monas-
tery. At the close of the century, northern monasteries dotted the land-
scape and served as the primary locations of the church in Europe.13

Church institutions came to exercise significant pull in the politics of 
the high Middle Ages aer authority was consolidated in the papal office 
at Rome, but such a consolidation took centuries to tighten thanks to the 
parallel initiative of monks throughout northern Europe to proselytize. 
Gregory the Great delivered to Augustine in 590 the first papal assign-
ment to directly call monks into missionary work—almost two hundred 
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years aer Patrick had already built Christian communities among the 
Celts over 1500 miles away. No other pope until Urban II in 1095 dis-
patched and corresponded with so many missionaries, yet Gregory kept a 
fraction of the pace voluntarily met by Irish monks. His involvement with 
the expansion of the church had been a step forward from past tensions 
between monks and clergy, but the relationship between the two had still 
a fair amount to traverse before the papacy assumed direct contact with 
the monastic community and, by extension, the unevangelized through-
out the continent.14

 Tensions between monks and bishops highlight the dynamic nature 
of a developing episcopacy and reveal how spiritually authoritative monks 
had been perceived by their surrounding communities. Earlier in the fih 
century, tensions between monks and bishops came under consideration 
at the Council of Chalcedon where the clergy granted direct oversight of 
the monasteries to the bishops. Hoping to bring religious unity to the 
empire, Emperor Marcian called in 451 the Fourth Ecumenical Council. 
A controversy surrounding Cyril of Alexandria and Nestorius involved 
the monastic movement to a degree, and in connection with subversive 
behavior by Eutyches, tensions between monks and church hierarchy in 
Constantipole escalated.15  e main product of the council was its man-
agement of the Nestorian controversy. Given the nature of this contro-
versy, the council necessarily and officially legislated the mode of monas-
tic society within the church in several canons.16  Canon 4 declared that 
no monastery could be established without the consent of the bishop and 
reiterated the hierarchy between bishops and monks. Monks could not be 
involved in ecclesiastical or temporal affairs nor could a monastery admit 
a slave without the permission of his master. e canon censured monks 
who wandered indiscriminately from one city or monastery to the next, 
and stipulated that monks could not leave the monastery without the ex-
press permission of the bishop, and then only in case of necessity. Behind 
these mandates lay the council’s reactions to Eutyches, who had not only 
personally opposed a synod of bishops but had also incited a group of 
monks against the hierarchy in Constantinople. Canon 4 proved to regu-
late and influence successive civil and canonical legislation regarding 
monasticism. e Council of Chalcedon also brought the ordination of 
monks into canon law. Canon 6 stipulated that monks could not receive 
an ordination outside of their monastery and bounded their authority to 
their particular church, martyrium, or monastery.

Several other canons addressed misbehaving or conspiratorial monks. 
Canon 8 condemned monks or clerics who dared to rebel against their 
bishops; canon 18 forbade them from forming secret societies; canon 23 
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prohibited the organizing of lawless or heretical monks into groups. 
Monasteries received attention as well; canon 24 not only reinforced the 
role of the bishop as overseer of the monastery but also prohibited lay 
persons from establishing their habitations there. At first glance, these 
canons of Chalcedon portray monks as nuisances to both the civic gov-
ernment and the church, but in each of them remains the tacit assump-
tion that monks were recognized as a respected part of the church. e 
Council succeeded at legislating a more disciplined and stable monastic 
institution which would remain under the purview and control of the 
episcopacy and which the imperial authorities found acceptable. Monas-
teries, as now the main centers of approved ascetic schooling, became a 
vast and legitimate pool from which to fill clerical vacancies and recruit 
ecclesiastical leaders.17

As monasteries flourished throughout northern Europe between the 
fih and eighth centuries, converted civic leaders observed the connec-
tion between the episcopacy and monasticism by appealing to monaster-
ies for bishops and sanctioning monks to engage their subjects in ecclesi-
astical affairs. Ethelbert, king of Kent, received Augustine’s cadre of mis-
sionaries sent from Rome with courtesy, provided them with living quar-
ters, and gave them permission to preach and make converts. He himself 
converted in less than a year and his people became nominally Christian 
within a decade.18  Augustine remained his principal connection to the 
clergy and through whom he shared a loose connection to Rome, as 
Gregory maintained a thorough correspondence with his small mission-
ary force. Similar relationships between kings and missionaries material-
ized all throughout northern Europe for the next few centuries. Oswald, 
the undisputed monarch of Northumbria by 634, appealed to Iona for 
missionaries that might restore his wasted church there to active Christi-
anity and granted an episcopal see to the church in Bamburgh and the 
Farne Islands independently of any Roman or church involvement.19  
Pepin, duke of the Franks in the eight century, granted princely authority 
to Willibrord to preach in a half-Christian territory and later petitioned 
Rome to consecrate the missionary a bishop.20  Charles Martel in 723 ex-
pressed his patronage of Boniface in a letter to “the holy lords and apos-
tolic Fathers in Christ.” e letter served to alert the papacy that Charles 
had justified Boniface in his bishopric and guaranteed protection as Boni-
face ministered to his kingdom.21  Monastic and civic involvement con-
tinued with each monastery that responded to converting the Germanic 
kingdoms and tribes well into the eleventh century. ese relationships 
moved increasingly into papal and imperial conflict, beginning most 
dramatically with Charlemagne in the late eighth century and turning to 
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blows with the Capetian kings by the tenth and eleventh centuries.22

Ascetic Values and Non-Christian Societies

Western culture shied away from empire and toward tribes and mi-
nor kingdoms in the fih century once the Roman Empire disintegrated 
under the force of Germanic invaders. What had once been a thriving 
empire with urban commerce and high philosophy fell under invasion by 
backwoods marauders. In late antiquity, long traditions of local autonomy 
exercised through town councils that had selected magistrates and over-
seen the collection of taxes were being eroded by various social forces. As 
time passed, different parts of the empire were becoming less like each 
other, and the names of towns founded by the Romans in Gaul could be 
seen to yield to names based on the names of local Celtic tribes. By the 
start of the fourth century, some people identified the town later to be-
come the capital of France the “town of the Parisii,” rather than “Lutetia,” 
the name the Romans had given it. A process of regionalization followed 
for the next century, and much of what came aer would be the product 
of accommodations between the newcomer Germanic tribespeople and 
the local landed aristocracies, usually in favor of military bands that could 
lay siege to a former Roman villa or threaten the stability of previous 
commercial and political enterprises.23

e European social environment suffered a significant loss in Ro-
man systems and infrastructure. From the late third century, Gaul be-
came a hotbed of military unrest. Several military commanders con-
tended over the title of emperor, involving Franks, Saxons, and other 
German groups in terrible conflict, bouncing back and forth between one 
official recognition here and another there. Aer the ascendancy of Con-
stantine, some areas within Roman borders enjoyed stability, but great 
raids nevertheless continued to threaten the roads and the north experi-
enced a massive depopulation, towns becoming smaller and many rural 
sites being deserted. Groups of Franks moved in to occupy settlements 
east of the Rhine, and other Germanic peoples began to move in as well, 
particularly Visigoths, Burgundians, Alamanni, and Suevi. ough they 
each established local codes of law that at best hearkened to Roman judi-
cial models but probably only loosely incorporated old social values, 
these clans never established a significant aristocracy until Clovis rose to 
power the late fih century.24

Pagan and militaristic social values became the norm throughout the 
European mainland, especially where security remained weak. Even dur-
ing Clovis’s reign, violence ravaged northern Europe. Gregory of Tours 
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spoke with disgust of the civil wars that plagued the Frankish realm, 
which seemed to him absolute madness. Aer the death of Chilperic, 
courts fell to schemes and plots to succeed the old king, which Gregory 
nonchalantly describes as a regular affair to be expected of the depraved 
human condition.25  Households in the northern kingdoms began to inte-
grate into the larger kindred group, or clan. A charismatic leader, by his 
display of military values, could found a new people and claim a new 
identity for the group. Barbarian kings relied on the effective military 
policies that had made Rome a formidable enemy and frequently directed 
their raids at other tribes. Only a few claimed right over a sizable king-
dom; mostly families remained the fundamental social unit that governed 
the daily experiences of barbarian peoples.26

No standing army or judicial system maintained the social order for 
these medieval Europeans, only one’s clan could provide stability and se-
curity. e armies that succeeded at conquering lands and other peoples 
seemed to fluctuate between one territory and another. Borders between 
clans were blurry and fraught with peril. One could not safely cross into 
another territory without an armed guard which was usually a small con-
tingent of soldiers or warriors that could protect the clan as it moved or 
migrated to new locations. Should another clan descend upon one’s lands, 
the only options were fight or flight, and many tribes were not afraid to 
slash and burn in order to extend their own borders.27  e only industry 
was the rural cultivation of land and territorial expansion revolved 
around acquiring more of it, not necessarily building large estates or 
commanding a larger share of commercial resources. e economy of the 
time predisposed the clans to subsist in villages, not busy metropolises. 
us, these small villagers depended greatly on their connections to other 
families and clans for networked security; if one bridged new loyalties to 
a different clan, or worse, fell under the attacks of a conquering one, other 
families would be forced to abdicate their old alliances or risk attacks on 
their own land.28

e strongest clans valued the warrior chieain who led with valor 
and cunning. Clovis, whom Gregory of Tours likened to Constantine, was 
a vigorous war-leader. His subjects admired him as having descended 
from the half-divine Merovech, and therefore had the noble descent of 
the Germanic kings. Archaeologists describe burial grounds of 
Merovingian leaders as ornate with jewelry and weaponry, including a 
golden battle-axe, the leader’s spear and the “head of his horse with all its 
harness, numerous gold buckles, gold mounts from a belt.” Not unlike 
Constantine, Clovis saw in Catholic Christianity a way to oppose and 
perhaps subjugate Arian Christians within his influence, and in 496 
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pointed to a historic victory in battle as the site of his conversion. “I have 
called upon my own gods,” Clovis says in Gregory’s history, “but, as I see 
only too clearly, they have no intention of helping me. I therefore cannot 
believe that they possess any power, for they do not come to the assis-
tance of those who trust in them. I now call upon you[Jesus Christ]. I 
want to believe in you, but I must first be saved from my enemies.”29  Aer 
winning the military campaign, Clovis likely demanded that his armies 
convert to Catholic Christianity, though one account mentions that three 
thousand soldiers conveniently receive baptism along with Clovis and his 
two sisters, Albofled and Lenteildis. e example of Clovis deviates in one 
crucial aspect from Constantine’s similar conversion. e Merovingian 
monarch did not stall on making good on his vow to be baptized, unlike 
Constantine who observed the rite shortly before his death. is con-
forms Clovis to the classic model of the sacral king, imbued with power 
and religious significance, yet still dependent on the oaths of his support-
ers who elect to change beliefs with him.30

Appropriating spiritual significance to the chieain not only moved 
in the direction from God to powerful chieain, but from the chieain to 
God. In other words, the qualities men like Clovis were known and val-
ued for came to describe how Germanic peoples valued and interpreted 
God. e Heliand revisits the narrative of the Gospels but with the lens of 
the warrior chieain. Christ is the great chieain who teaches how to 
combat the loathsome enemy. Aer his baptism, Christ the Chieain goes 
into the wilderness to defeat Satan, succeeding aer driving him away by 
force. “is is the way one should serve the God of the Clan,” the Saxon 
gospel declares, by rendering service to the chieain and sustaining him 
in battle.31

ese social groups were somewhat pliable in the early Middle Ages, 
coalescing around the assertive chieain who gained loyalty from his sub-
jects through conquest and military success. From the Celts, Picts, and 
Anglo-Saxons of the north to the Franks, Burgundians, and Lombards of 
the south, medieval European groups carved territories through military 
campaigns led by local chieains. Occasionally, a line of chieains would 
maintain control over a large territory and perpetuate the reach of the 
clan beyond just one generation. Not until the Carolingians did such a 
large expanse of control become consolidated under one realm. Charle-
magne had shrewdly brokered deals with dukes and princes in order to 
proclaim his status as Roman emperor and had secured more legitimate 
borders for his kingdom than anyone previously thought possible. But 
even then, the structure fell back into disarray when problems of succes-
sion and three of his sons vied for absolute control. On the ground level, 
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the peasant farmer still looked to a knight or a duke for protection and 
would switch loyalties in a moment if the territory fell to someone else.32

Monks faced significant risks when proselytizing among Germanic 
peoples and effectively turned their asceticism outward when they em-
braced the suffering that attended their attempts to convert pagans. To 
embrace the life of the peregrini meant heading out into the rural coun-
tryside alone and unprotected. Many missionaries stopped passers by to 
inquire about their religious beliefs. Aidan of Lindisfarne was known for 
directly asking each person he encountered whether he or she was a 
Christian. Such a statement could endanger the wandering monk; he was 
alerting the individual that he had no clan to protect him. But such 
seemed to resonate with the unconverted peasantry. Aidan was memori-
alized as a humble minister that blessed many a pedestrian while canvass-
ing the north European countryside.33

Missionaries actively sought locations near clans and built their mon-
asteries as military strongholds.34  e general movement of where monks 
built their cloisters moved southeast along routes carved by dozens of 
proselytizing missionaries actively seeking the pagan warlords and kings. 
Church records were housed at the monasteries and many times did not 
survive attacks; several monasteries either served as a fortress for clan 
armies during battles or were the target of raids, not only for their wealth 
in some cases, but also for their ties to clans and royal courts.35

Monasteries became training centers for outgoing and up-and-
coming missionaries. Iona, Lindisfarne, Hinba, Luxeuil, and Cluny all 
developed training programs for preparing missionaries to engage pa-
gans. To a certain extent, the monks here formed enough of a theoretical 
approach to their proselytism that it could be adequately called a coherent 
missiology. As one historian puts it, these were not the adventures of hot-
headed youths but calculated efforts on the part of mature men to preach 
the gospel of Christ to those who from their point of view were still bar-
barous peoples.36  Colum Cille, Aidan, Columbanus, Boniface, and Willi-
brord all involved younger monks in their missionary work and even be-
queathed their episcopal sees to them. Monasticism itself was a mission, a 
piece of the overall schematic for converting pagans to Christianity. ese 
missionaries were always thinking about where next to found a monas-
tery, and usually found monetary support for such endeavors from mili-
tary commanders, not the church in Rome.37

Proselytes and new converts would request bishops based on virtuous 
qualities. e missionary who exhibited restraint and courage was valued 
in the courts of Frankish and English kings. In part because of these con-
nections between the political structures and the monastic, monks began 
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to conceive of mission as an ecclesiastical mode of converting pagans. To 
bring about the conversion required first building diplomatic relations 
with the ruler and then pursuing an appointment for a bishopric from 
him, not from the other churches, though other bishops did involve 
themselves in the spread of ecclesiastical offices.38

e north European monks before the ninth century consistently in-
terpreted their mission in terms of converting the pagan by teaching and 
exemplifying ascetic virtues. eir work endured in part due to their 
connections to clan societies and chieains. Even the Roman pontificate 
understood the effectiveness of sending ascetic athletes into hitherto un-
tapped wildernesses of unconverted pagans. Founding new monasteries 
and directly engaging hostile cultures received the encouragement and 
sanction of the popes, even aer their own position became as nearly ele-
vated as the emperor of Christendom. As the Western Church sent mis-
sionaries to build churches, these missionaries delivered monasteries that 
endured through mixed and unstable societies, and though these monks 
still did not escape martyrdom, their system for proselytizing survived. 
e loose social structure that characterized the new environment aer 
the dissolution of the Roman Empire in the west incentivized the work of 
proselytism; missionaries had not only personal reasons, but could re-
spond with their call to holiness to counteract the rampant violence and 
instability of the age. Networks of monasteries carried out this mode of 
proselytism systematically and effectively, enough so to be called by some 
a pivotal moment for the survival of Western Christianity.39  ese wan-
derers for Christ had reconciled the wandering social structures of their 
world and gave them order and stability.
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