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Article 3 - The Norman Church and Medieval Reform 

The early medieval period in England saw the growth of Christianity. Monasteries flourished, 
dioceses developed, bishops guided their churches, and local churches increasingly became the 
spiritual centres of their communities. 

By the eleventh century, England possessed a mature and vibrant Church. Great leaders such as 
Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury from 960 to 988, had worked to reform monastic life and 
strengthen ecclesiastical discipline. The English Church was well established and connected to the 
wider Christian world. 

But change was coming. In 1066, a single event transformed England's political, social, and 
religious life. 

When William, Duke of Normandy, crossed the English Channel and defeated King Harold II at the 
Battle of Hastings, he did more than win a crown. The Norman Conquest introduced a new ruling 
class, new forms of architecture, and new ideas about government and the relationship between 
Church and Crown. 

For the Church, the Norman Conquest marked the beginning of a period of profound reform. Some 
changes were controversial; others brought renewal. Together, they reshaped the English Church. 

Before the Norman Conquest, the English Church possessed respected monasteries, educated 
clergy, and strong leaders. The Church was closely connected to royal authority. Kings exercised 
considerable influence over the appointment of bishops and abbots, and many bishops served as 
royal advisers and administrators. This close relationship between Church and Crown provided 
stability, but it also created tensions concerning authority and independence. 

William the Conqueror understood the importance of the Church. Medieval rulers derived 
legitimacy not only from military strength but also from religious support. Before invading England, 
William sought and apparently received papal support for his campaign, although historians 
continue to debate the precise nature and significance of that support. 

After his victory at Hastings, William moved carefully to secure control of the English Church. Most 
English bishops and abbots initially remained in office, but over time many were replaced by 
Norman and continental clergy. Within a generation, nearly all of England's senior church leaders 
were Norman or continental rather than Anglo-Saxon. 

Among the most significant appointments was Lanfranc. Archbishop of Canterbury from 1070 to 
1089, he became one of the most important church leaders in medieval England. Italian by birth, 
Lanfranc was a respected scholar who became a monk and abbot in Normandy before William 
supported his appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury. 

As Archbishop, Lanfranc worked closely with William while also strengthening the organization and 
discipline of the Church. He convened church councils, promoted reforms among clergy and 
religious communities, and sought greater consistency throughout the English Church. 

Lanfranc also oversaw important changes in diocesan organization. Several episcopal sees were 
moved from smaller settlements to larger towns and cities. This reflected broader European 
reforms and helped bring the English Church more closely into line with practices elsewhere in 
Western Christianity. 

One of the most visible Norman legacies can still be seen today in stone. Following the Conquest, 
an extraordinary building programme transformed England. Massive Romanesque cathedrals, 
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abbeys, and churches arose across the country. Many older Anglo-Saxon buildings were replaced or 
enlarged by structures that reflected Norman wealth, power, and religious devotion. 

For medieval Christians, these buildings were more than monuments. They were sacred spaces 
intended to reflect the glory of God. Their massive arches, thick stone walls, carved capitals, and 
great towers were expressions of faith as well as demonstrations of the authority and resources of 
the Church. 

The reforms introduced in Norman England were part of a larger movement taking place 
throughout Western Christianity. Often associated with the Gregorian Reform movement of the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, these reforms sought to strengthen ecclesiastical discipline and 
clarify the relationship between spiritual and secular authority. 

One of the reformers' chief concerns was simony—the buying and selling of church offices. 
Reformers insisted that spiritual leadership should not be treated as a commodity. Another concern 
was clerical discipline. Greater emphasis was placed on clerical celibacy and moral accountability. 
Perhaps most significantly, reformers argued that the Church should possess greater freedom from 
control by secular rulers. 

This last issue would prove especially difficult. William supported many reforms within the Church, 
but he had no intention of surrendering royal influence over bishops and abbots. The relationship 
between Church and Crown therefore remained one of cooperation mixed with tension—a tension 
that would become even more dramatic in later generations. 

While bishops, popes, and kings debated questions of authority, ordinary Christians experienced 
the Church primarily through local worship and community life. By the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, the parish system was becoming increasingly established. Baptisms, marriages, funerals, 
feast days, and worship connected the Church to the major moments of people's lives. 

The Christian calendar also shaped the rhythm of the year. Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter, 
Pentecost, saints' days, and numerous local festivals structured both spiritual and social life. 

Most people encountered the stories and teachings of Scripture through the liturgy, preaching, 
religious art, and instruction. The Eucharist stood at the centre of Christian worship. Pilgrimages, 
devotion to the saints, prayers for the dead, and acts of charity were also important expressions of 
medieval faith. Although literacy was limited, Christianity was deeply woven into everyday life. 

The medieval Church accomplished remarkable things. Monasteries and cathedral communities 
preserved and produced learning, cared for the poor and sick, provided hospitality, and nurtured 
generations of Christians. Cathedral schools and other centres of learning contributed to the 
intellectual revival that would eventually help produce Europe's medieval universities. 

At the same time, the Church faced continuing challenges. Wealth could lead to corruption. Political 
involvement sometimes distracted church leaders from pastoral responsibilities. Standards of 
clerical education and discipline varied widely, and abuses periodically prompted new movements 
for reform. 

The story of the Church during this period is therefore neither one of unbroken success nor 
constant failure. It is the story of a human institution continually wrestling with how to remain 
faithful to its mission. 

For Anglicans, the Norman era is significant because it helped shape many institutions that would 
remain important in the English Church. Diocesan organization was strengthened. Canterbury's 
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leadership became more firmly established. The parish system continued to develop. At the same 
time, questions about the proper relationship between Church and Crown became increasingly 
important. 

Those questions did not lead directly to the English Reformation—the Reformation arose from very 
different circumstances centuries later—but the recurring struggle over spiritual and secular 
authority became an important theme in English Church history. It would emerge dramatically in 
the conflict between Henry II and Thomas Becket and, in a very different form, during the 
Reformation itself. 

Most importantly, the Norman period reminds us that reform is nothing new in the Church. 
Christians in every generation have wrestled with how the Church should remain rooted in the 
Gospel while responding faithfully to a changing world. 

As Anglicans looking back on our history, we can see in the Norman Church both the strengths and 
weaknesses of a Church seeking to serve God in its own time. Its story reminds us that every 
generation inherits a tradition, seeks to reform it where necessary, and passes it on to those who 
follow. 

 


