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Introduction 

• By 1492, Latin Christendom includes not only Christians in all of western Europe, but 

Christian polities as well 

• By 1500, Eastern Europe has also embraced the faith, but many now living under 

Ottoman Rule 

• Starting in 640s, Middle Eastern Christians live under Islamic rule 

o They have an eastward missionary impulse that will bring them as far as China 

by the 780s 

o 1/3 of medieval Christians in Asia and Africa 

 

3 Topics 

1. Monk missionaries 

2. Christianity and Islam 

3. Care for the poor 

 

Monk missionaries 

• Monasticism jives with evangelism:  

o Less individualistic, saw making disciples a function of church as a whole, not 

each individual Christian. 

o The prayers of the monks uphold missionaries.  

• 597: Augustine (not the famous theologian of Hippo who died in 430) and 40 monk 

companions arrive in Canterbury, England. The Venerable Bede, Ecclesiastical History of 

the English People, Book 1.26: 

 

As soon as they had entered the dwelling-place allotted to them, they began to imitate 

the way of life of the apostles and of the primitive church. They were constantly engaged 

in prayers, in vigils and fasts; they preached the word of life to as many as they could; 

they despised all worldly things as foreign to them; they accepted only the necessaries of 

life from those whom they taught; in all things they practised what they preached and 

kept themselves prepared to endure adversities, even to the point of dying for the truths 

they proclaimed. To put it briefly, some, marvelling at their simple and innocent way of 

life and the sweetness of their heavenly doctrine, believed and were baptized. There was 

nearby, on the east of the city, a church built in ancient times in honour of St Martin, 

while the Romans were still in Britain, in which the queen who … was a Christian, used 

to pray. In this church they first began to meet to chant the psalms, to pray, to say mass, 

to preach, and to baptize, until, when the king had been converted to the faith, they 

received greater liberty to preach everywhere and to build or restore churches. 

  At last the king, as well as others, believed and was baptized, being attracted by 

the pure life of the saints and by their most precious promises, whose truth they 

confirmed by performing many miracles. Every day more and more began to flock to 

hear the Word, to forsake their heathen worship, and, through faith, to join the unity of 

Christ’s holy Church. It is related that the king, although he rejoiced at their conversion 

and their faith, compelled no one to accept Christianity; though none the less he showed 

greater affection for believers since they were his fellow citizens in the kingdom of 

heaven. But he had learned from his teachers and guides in the way of salvation that the 

service of Christ was voluntary and ought not to be compulsory. 



 

• Some other monk missionaries: Columba (521-597); Cuthbert (634-687); Columbanus 

(540-615); Killian (640-689); Willibrord (658-739); Boniface (675-754). 

• Military orders: Teutonic Knights (founded 1190) bring Christianity to pagan nations of 

Central and Eastern Europe 

o They also do battle against Orthodox Rus’; defeated by Alexander Nevsky in 

1241 

• 781: Syriac inscription at Christian monastery Xi’an in China, soon after mission to China 

begins 

 

Christianity and Islam 

• 640s to 711: Arab armies conquer Roman provinces in Syria-Palestine, Egypt, North 

Africa, then Visigothic Kingdom of Spain (711). Simultaneously conquer Persian Empire. 

• Christians in Spain do not vanish in 711. They are called Mozarabs by fellow Christian 

conquerors from the north during Reconquista. 

• Academy of Gundishapur, founded by Persian Emperor Shapur I in the 200s, contained 

many Christian scholars and continued under patronage of caliphs. 

• Greek theologian John of Damascus (d. 735) lived his whole life under Muslim rule; was 

a civil servant in Damascus 

• In 1300s and 1400s, persecutions by Muslims as well as by the new Ming Dynasty of 

China (started 1368) see the destruction of the Church of the East in China and much of 

Central Asia, leaving significant Christian populations only in Syria, Iraq, and parts of 

India. 

 

Acts of Mercy 

• Care for the poor, sick, widow, orphan part of pre-modern Christian DNA 

• Franciscans, founded by St Francis (d. 1226) were both preachers and carers of the poor. 

• Queen St Margaret of Scotland (1045-1093) cared for the poor, built Queensferry 

• Desire for heaven a chief motivator to improve life here on earth in the Middle Ages. 

 

Recommended Readings 

If this were a university course, I would assign the following online readings. 

 

Medieval Sources 

Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 1.25-26 (Augustine), 4.27-29 (Cuthbert) 

The Inscription from the Xi’an Stele: 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Nestorian_Monument:_An_Ancient_Record_of_Christian

ity_in_China/Translation_of_the_Nestorian_Inscription 

The Assisi Compilation, ch 34: St Francis gives away his cloak: 

https://franciscantradition.org/francis-of-assisi-early-documents/the-founder/the-assisi-

compilation/1231-fa-ed-2-page-140 

 

Modern Studies 

R. W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, pp. 214-239, 272-299 -

Available at openlibrary.org 
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