
 

Importance of Monastic Life 
Monks are members of a religious order (organization) who devote their 
lives to prayer, fasting, and knowledge. Originally, monasticism, the practice 
of being a monk, developed from religious Christians who lived isolated 
apart from society to focus on spirituality and asceticism, living in self-
denial. Over time, monks joined together to form religious communities, 
living together in a monastery. During the 6th Century, St Benedict developed 
strict rules to regulate and structure the lives of monks. Along with the 
Benedictine Order, other orders eventually emerged, all requiring strict 
discipline and vows of poverty (no wealth), chastity (no sex), and obedience 
to their abbot, or leader. 

Monasteries were often self-sufficient, with monks laboring in the fields and 
workshops. Monks often came from noble families, so this work was 
humbling for them. Monasteries also served important roles for society. 
They often provided medical and educational services. At a time when very 
few people were literate, able to read, and much knowledge from Roman 
times had faded away, monks took on the important task of preserving 
knowledge, both religious and secular (non-
religious), even from Greek and Roman 
authors, by hand copying texts in a scriptorium, 
or writing room. Without their dedication to 
this laborious work, much knowledge of the 
Classical world may have been lost forever. 

In Britain and Ireland, Celtic monks were even 
more severe, spending days fasting and 
contemplating. Their monasteries were built on 
small islands far offshore, hoping the isolation 
would help them focus on their faith. 

During the 13th Century, a new religious orders 
emerged where members, called Friars, took vows similar to monks, but 
lived instead among the people, preaching, serving, and looking after the 
poor. They often traveled from place to place to spread their message. St. 
Francis of Assisi was an important founder of an order of Friars. 



 

Role of the Clergy in Society 
During the Middle Ages, a time of political and social division, the Church 
served as a unifying force in Western Europe. The men who served the 
church in official roles, who had the power to perform church rites and 
rituals, were called the clergy. 

The different members of the clergy were organized into a hierarchy. At the 
local level, priests had religious authority over their parish, a small town or 
manor, and dealt most directly with the non-clergy, known as the lay people, 
who relied on the clergy for religious needs. The priest of the village church 
administered the sacraments, or sacred rites of the church, to the people, 

including baptism at birth, holy 
communion, confession, marriage, 
and last rites at death. Western 
Christians believed that they 
required faith, good works, and 
participation in the sacraments in 
order to be saved in the afterlife and 
go to heaven. This made priests very 
important and respected. Peasants 
were even required to pay tithe, or 
tenth of their wealth, to the local 
church. 

Above the priests were bishops of 
different levels, who had authority 

over a large city or region called their diocese, and usually served in a large 
church called a cathedral. The top-level bishops were called cardinals, and at 
the very top was the Pope, who was based in Rome and had authority over 
the whole Western Church. However, during the Early Middle Ages, Popes 
did not have much power to control their bishops directly, so even though 
the Pope was technically in charge, the local bishops had the most direct 
power. Higher level clergy, such as bishops and even popes, mostly came 
from noble families, and often used their religious authority to gain secular 
(non-religious) political power. 

 



 

The Power of Medieval Popes 
According to the beliefs of the Western Church, the teaching of Papal 
Supremacy meant that the Pope is superior to all religious and secular (non-
religious) authorities. In the Early Middle Ages, however, Popes had did not 
have that much power. Bishops, who had religious authority over cities, 
made most decisions for the area they controlled, and were sometimes 
corrupt. The Popes themselves mostly came from noble families, and many 
were more interested in political dealing than religious faith. 

Then, in 1049, Pope Leo IX came to power. He argued that the clergy were 
corrupt, so he worked to reform the Church in order to get rid of corruption, 
but also to claim for himself as Pope the power he believed he deserved 
according to the doctrine of Papal Supremacy.  

The most serious punishment a person could receive was not death but 
excommunication, the status of being banned from the Church, unable to 
receive sacraments and, in effect, condemned to hell. The Pope used this tool 
to make sure he was obeyed. He fought against the corrupt selling of clergy 
positions by firing guilty bishops and excommunicating the worst. He even 
got into a conflict with the Patriarch, leader of the Eastern Church in 

Constantinople, over a religious 
disagreement, and responded by 
excommunicating him, which split the 
Church in half! 

A few years later in 1076, Pope Gregory VII 
banned kings from choosing the bishops 
within their own kingdoms. These actions 
angered many kings as well as bishops who 
wanted to retain their own power. Henry IV, 
ruler of the Holy Roman Empire, Europe’s 
largest kingdom, refused to listen to the 
Pope. He was then excommunicated, and 
the Emperor had to kneel in the snow and 
beg for forgiveness. The Pope had become 
the most powerful individual in Europe. 


