
L E S S O N  M A K E R  P R O HIGH SCHOOL · 9-12.WC.22

Beyond the Cloister
How religious houses shaped medieval society
9-12.WC.22  “Explain the importance of Christian monasteries and convents as centers of education, missionary activity, economic
productivity, and political power, including, but not limited to the contributions of St...”

NAME DATE

1 READ AND MARK Read it twice

YOUR JOB Underline one detail for each role: education, missionary activity, economic production, and
political power. Number the details 1 to 4 in that order, then circle one detail about Benedict
and one about Gregory to show how people helped shape these roles.

Work, Learning, and Influence
Around 529, Benedict of Nursia established a monastery at Monte Cassino in Italy. His Rule gave
monks a shared schedule of prayer, reading, and work under an abbot. Later communities of
monks and nuns adapted this pattern; convents were religious houses for women. In many
houses, members learned to read religious texts, taught newcomers, and copied books by hand.
These activities preserved and spread learning, though access to education differed by place and
period. A convent could also offer some women opportunities to study and lead that were
uncommon outside religious communities.

1

A monastery was not only a place of study. Its fields, workshops, and storehouses could produce
food and goods for residents and nearby markets. Donated land sometimes brought rents from
tenant farmers, giving the community resources to support worship, charity, and books. These
resources also created influence. Abbots and abbesses managed property, negotiated with local
rulers, and sometimes advised them. Rulers might donate land to gain prayers or political allies;
disputes over property could pull religious houses into struggles for power. The wealth and reach
of a house varied widely, and its workers did not all share equally in its benefits.

2

Religious houses also helped carry Christianity beyond their regions. Pope Gregory the Great, who
led the church in Rome from 590 to 604, sent Augustine and other monks to the kingdom of Kent
in 597. They preached, built a church community at Canterbury, and gained support from King
Æthelberht; conversion across England took much longer. Gregory gave the missionaries
guidance in letters, linking distant communities to Rome. As churches grew, some monasteries
and convents trained new members who could teach or travel. Missionary work therefore
depended on learning, organized communities, and sometimes the protection of rulers, not
preaching alone.

3
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2 ANSWER WITH EVIDENCE Use the passage

1 How could the pattern set out in Benedict’s Rule help a monastery become a center of education?

2 Explain how a religious house’s economic activities could increase its political influence.

3 How did Gregory’s actions help monasteries spread Christianity beyond their regions?

4 Why could a convent matter to both education and political life?

3 YOUR TURN Your own words

Imagine a new convent is offered farmland by a ruler and invited to send teachers to a nearby town.
Write one paragraph explaining how it could affect education, missionary activity, economic production,
and political power. Include one benefit and one possible risk of its ties to the ruler, and connect one
idea to Benedict or Gregory.
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PART 1 · READ AND MARK
Underline one detail for each role: education, missionary activity, economic production, and political power. Number the details 1
to 4 in that order, then circle one detail about Benedict and one about Gregory to show how people helped shape these roles.
Accept any marking that follows this job and points at the right text.

PART 2 · ANSWERS

# QUESTION ANSWER

1 How could the pattern set out in Benedict’s Rule help
a monastery become a center of education?

The Rule set aside time for reading within an organized
community. Members could learn to read, teach
newcomers, and copy books.

2 Explain how a religious house’s economic activities
could increase its political influence.

Fields, workshops, and rents provided resources.
Managing property brought abbots and abbesses into
negotiations with rulers, who might seek their support.

3 How did Gregory’s actions help monasteries spread
Christianity beyond their regions?

Gregory sent Augustine and other monks to Kent and
guided them by letter. They preached and established a
church community at Canterbury.

4 Why could a convent matter to both education and
political life?

A convent could give women opportunities to study and
teach. Its abbess could manage property and negotiate
with rulers.

PART 3 · YOUR TURN (SAMPLE ANSWER)
The convent could grow food on the farmland and use its income to support books and lessons. Its teachers could help
townspeople learn to read and teach them about Christianity, much as communities trained members who could travel and teach.
A shared schedule of reading and work, like the pattern in Benedict’s Rule, could help the convent carry out these tasks. The land
would give the abbess resources and a reason to negotiate with the ruler. His support might protect the convent, but relying on
him could also draw it into disputes over land or political loyalty.

Accept explanations that connect a religious house’s activities to their effects, rather than simply naming its roles. For Your Turn,
students may propose different plausible benefits and risks if they address all four roles and connect one idea to Benedict or
Gregory.
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