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THE KINGDOMS OF THE CROSS | DR. RANDY WHITE 
SESSION 4 CHARLEMAGNE - FORGING A CHRISTIAN EMPIRE 

1. INTRODUCTION: THE LIFE AND LEGACY OF CHARLEMAGNE 
Charlemagne, or Charles the Great, was a medieval ruler whose reign from 768 to 814 AD significantly shaped European 

history. His military campaigns expanded his territory to include modern-day France, Germany, and parts of Italy and Spain. 
His influence was also cultural and religious, as he aimed to unite Europe under Christianity, strengthening the bond between 
the Frankish monarchy and the Roman Catholic Church. 

His coronation as Emperor of the Romans by Pope Leo III in 800 AD was a defining moment, symbolizing the fusion of 
Roman, Germanic, and Christian traditions. This event affirmed the Christian and Roman heritage of his empire and the role of 
the Papacy in crowning emperors. 

Christianity's journey from being an outlawed faith to crowning an Emperor is remarkable. Legalized by Emperor 
Constantine I's Edict of Milan in 313 AD, the religion flourished throughout the empire. It was declared the state religion by 
Emperor Theodosius I in 380 AD, providing it with state protection and paving the way for its influence in Roman life. 

Charlemagne's coronation in 800 AD symbolized Christianity's rise to power, with the Church now holding the power to 
legitimize and crown emperors. This act was viewed with awe and apprehension, seen as a continuation of the Roman Empire 
under a Christian ruler by some, and a challenge to the Byzantine Empire's authority by others. 

Charlemagne's coronation laid the foundation for the Holy Roman Empire and cemented the alliance between the 
Frankish monarchy and the Papacy, shaping European politics and religious affairs throughout the Middle Ages. His coronation 
was not just personal but reshaped the political and religious landscape of Europe, with effects resonating through centuries 
of European history. 
2. THE RISE OF CHARLEMAGNE: PATH TO POWER 

Born around 742 AD, Charlemagne, the eldest son of King Pepin the Short, would reshape Europe's map. Following his 
father's death in 768 AD, Charlemagne and his brother Carloman inherited the Frankish kingdom. After Carloman's death in 
771 AD, Charlemagne became the sole ruler. 

He expanded his kingdom via military campaigns and diplomacy, defeating the Saxons and introducing Christianity to their 
lands. His campaign against the Lombards in Italy further enlarged his realm. 

His alliances with neighboring rulers and the Papacy enhanced his political position. His protection of Pope Leo III led to 
his coronation as Emperor, setting the Carolingian Empire apart from the Byzantine Empire. 

The Carolingian Empire symbolized stability, prosperity, and a cultural renaissance, with a surge in art, literature, and 
learning, thanks to Charlemagne's support of scholars and educational institutions. 

Charlemagne, the “Father of Europe,” turned the Frankish Kingdom into a vast empire, laying the groundwork for modern 
European nations through his vision, military might, and diplomatic strategies. 
3. MILITARY CAMPAIGNS AND TERRITORIAL EXPANSION 

Charlemagne's reign was marked by military campaigns that expanded Frankish territories, establishing the Carolingian 
Empire. The Saxon Wars, beginning in 772 AD, were notable for both territorial ambition and Christianization efforts. The wars 
involved forced conversions and harsh coercion against pagan populations like the Saxons. 

Here are some examples of Charlemagne's forced conversion of the Saxons: 
• In 772, Charlemagne invaded Saxony and destroyed the Irminsul pillar, an important Saxon sacred site. He then forced 

many Saxons to get baptized and accept Christianity. Those who refused were killed. 
• In 782, Charlemagne decreed the death penalty for any Saxon still practicing paganism. He began systematically 

suppressing Saxon pagan and cultural traditions. 
• After each Saxon rebellion against his rule, Charlemagne demanded more forced baptisms and adherence to 

Christianity. Many Saxon leaders were executed when they refused. 
• In one massacre in 782 at Verden, Charlemagne ordered the beheading of 4,500 Saxons for rebelling and refusing to 

convert. This terrorized many Saxons into accepting baptism. 
• Charlemagne required every Saxon family to tithe to the church and mandated death for any pagan sacrifices or 

cremation rituals, forcing Christian burials. 
• He kidnapped the sons of Saxon nobles and held them hostage, raising them as Christians. This ensured the next 

generation of leaders would be converted. 
• Overall, through decades of warfare, massacres, discriminatory laws, and terror tactics, Charlemagne successfully 

Christianized the Saxons against their will and eradicated much of their native religion and culture. His methods were 
brutal and coercive. 
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In 774 AD, Charlemagne conquered the Lombards, gaining control of northern Italy and strengthening ties with the 
Papacy. The Spanish March against Islamic rulers in Iberia established a buffer zone and extended Carolingian influence into 
Catalonia. 

Charlemagne enhanced governance by creating smaller administrative districts called counties, appointing loyal nobles as 
Counts to manage these areas. 

By his death in 814 AD, the Carolingian Empire encompassed much of modern Europe, setting the stage for future political 
structures and shaping European monarchies and imperial ideas. 
4. CHARLEMAGNE AND CHRISTIANITY: PROTECTOR AND PROPAGATOR 

Charlemagne's reign was pivotal in Christian history. His advocacy and promotion of Christianity were central to his rule 
and strategy. His conquests often intertwined with spreading Christianity, as seen in his campaigns against Saxons and 
Lombards. The 785 AD Capitulary illustrated his coercive faith enforcement in conquered lands. 

Charlemagne strengthened his alliance with the Papacy by protecting the Church, culminating in his coronation as Holy 
Roman Emperor by Pope Leo III in 800 AD. This tied imperial authority with Christian legitimacy and bridged Roman legacy 
with Christian kingship, establishing the “Christian” empire. 

He introduced major changes to church structures. These included moral and administrative reforms, liturgy 
standardization, and clergy "purification". He also emphasized education, founding monastic and cathedral schools that 
spurred the medieval intellectual renaissance. 

Charlemagne's coronation laid the groundwork for the Holy Roman Empire. By merging Roman traditions and Christian 
leadership, he consolidated sacred and secular authority, influencing medieval politics and religion. 

Constantine, Theodosius, Justinian, and Charlemagne all molded the church-state relationship. Constantine legalized 
Christianity, Theodosius made it the official religion, Justinian codified its law, and Charlemagne built a Christian empire with 
the church as its power base. 

Charlemagne's forced Christianity, church reforms, and Christian-led Roman-style empire created a new model. This 
fusion of governance and doctrine defined the Holy Roman Empire's unique cultural-political character. 
5. EDUCATIONAL AND CULTURAL REVIVAL: THE CAROLINGIAN RENAISSANCE 

Charlemagne's era, the Carolingian Renaissance, was an intellectual and cultural revival. It restored Western Europe's lost 
texts and learning, preserved in Byzantine Empire's monasteries and libraries. Charlemagne's court in Aachen, attracting 
scholars like Alcuin of York, emphasized knowledge and learning for governance and spiritual enlightenment. They contributed 
to Charlemagne’s vision of an educated clergy and informed laity, essential for the empire's health. 

Charlemagne's educational reforms extended beyond monastic learning. He advocated cathedral and monastic schools, 
open to all boys, offering a broad liberal arts curriculum. These institutions played a key role in spreading classical knowledge 
and Christian thought. 

A significant contribution was the standardization of script, embodied in the Carolingian minuscule, which improved 
manuscript culture and readability across the empire. 

Under Charlemagne’s patronage, a concerted effort was made to preserve and propagate classical antiquity’s intellectual 
heritage. His reign saw the compilation, copying, and study of numerous classical texts, rescuing them from the brink of 
oblivion. This endeavor was not merely about preserving the past; it was a strategic move to forge an educated elite, versed in 
the moral and philosophical teachings of antiquity, to administer and guide the Christian populace. 

The Carolingian Renaissance, thus, was more than a mere cultural flourish; it was a cornerstone of Charlemagne’s imperial 
policy, intertwining intellectual vigor with administrative efficiency. By reviving the classical legacy within a Christian 
framework, Charlemagne laid the groundwork for the future intellectual and cultural developments of medieval Europe. 
6. ADMINISTRATIVE INNOVATIONS AND GOVERNANCE 

Charlemagne's era is renowned for military victories, religious zeal, and groundbreaking administrative and legal reforms. 
His approach, blending innovation with pragmatism, led to significant changes in medieval governance across his diverse 
empire. 

Key to these reforms was the Capitulary system, governing by royal decree. This system addressed various issues, from 
legal codes to military obligations, ensuring uniformity despite heterogeneity. 

Royal agents, known as missi dominici, enforced these decrees. These individuals, comprised of laymen and clerics, 
strengthened Charlemagne's authority by overseeing administration and relaying regional conditions. 

Legal reforms aimed to unify diverse systems with imperial policies and Christian principles. The effects of these reforms, 
including standardized law and administration, had lasting impacts, laying the groundwork for future governance structures. 

In summary, Charlemagne's ability to create unified governance from diversity solidified his rule, shaped medieval 
statecraft, and left a lasting influence. 
7. ECONOMIC AND AGRICULTURAL REFORMS 
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Charlemagne's reign was marked by military conquests, religious fervor, and significant economic reforms, including 
agricultural innovations and enhanced commerce. 

He implemented efficient land use and introduced the three-field system, boosting productivity. He also expanded royal 
estates, ensuring steady resources and economic stability. 

Trade flourished under Charlemagne, with secured trade routes, regulated markets, and improved infrastructure. He 
unified vast territories, creating a large market for goods and services. 

Charlemagne's significant monetary reform was the standardization of the silver "denier", replacing regional currencies 
and simplifying trade. This laid the foundation for a unified monetary system that influenced European economies for 
centuries. 

These agricultural, trade, and currency reforms contributed to the prosperity and stability of Charlemagne's realm, leaving 
a lasting impact on European history. 
8. CHARLEMAGNE'S RELIGIOUS POLICIES AND CHURCH RELATIONS 

Charlemagne's reign was marked by a strategic alliance with the Church for pragmatic governance. He recognized the 
Church's influence and used it for unifying and administering his dominion. 

His religious reforms aimed to strengthen the Church's structure, enforce moral discipline, standardize doctrine, and 
propagate Christianity. He demanded higher educational and ethical standards from the clergy, considering them crucial for 
spiritual leadership and administrative needs. 

He promoted the use of the Roman rite throughout his empire to encourage uniformity in Christian worship, 
strengthening a unified Christian identity. His establishment of monastic and cathedral schools safeguarded classical 
knowledge and promoted literacy, contributing significantly to the Carolingian Renaissance. 

Charlemagne propagated Christianity through military conquests, making it the empire’s unifying force. His reforms 
elevated the clergy's standards, fostering a cohesive Christian identity in Western Europe. His alliance with the Papacy 
culminated in his imperial coronation, symbolizing the fusion of political and religious authority, setting a precedent for 
medieval Europe. 
9. CHARLEMAGNE'S SUCCESSION AND THE DIVISION OF THE EMPIRE 

The end of Charlemagne's reign and division of his empire significantly impacted European history and the growth of 
emerging nations. 

Upon Charlemagne's death in 814 AD, his successor struggled to maintain unity across diverse territories. This led to the 
Treaty of Verdun in 843 AD, which split the empire among Charlemagne's grandsons and marked the decline of the unified 
Carolingian Empire. 

This treaty significantly shaped cultural and linguistic boundaries in Europe, laying the groundwork for modern nation-
states. 

Charlemagne's reign had a lasting impact on European history, with his centralization of authority and promotion of 
Christian faith leading to the Carolingian Renaissance. However, the fragmentation following the Treaty of Verdun led to the 
rise of regional powers and the spread of feudalism, fundamentally transforming medieval society. 

Later rulers interpreted Charlemagne's legacy differently. Some saw him as a model of military strategy, Christian ethics, 
and European unity, while others struggled to govern their divided realms. 

In the Holy Roman Empire, Charlemagne's centralized Christian authority served as a model. However, the fragmentation 
of his empire also highlighted the challenges of ruling over diverse territories. The division of Charlemagne's empire had far-
reaching effects on the trajectory of European history. 
10. CHARLEMAGNE’S LASTING IMPACT ON WESTERN CIVILIZATION AND CHRISTIANITY 

Charlemagne's influence extends to multiple aspects of Western civilization. He is celebrated for establishing the 
foundations of modern Europe through unification, legal changes, and a commitment to education and art. 

His administrative and legal innovations, particularly the Capitulary system, resulted in centralized governance. His focus 
on standardized law contributed to the development of medieval political and legal systems. 

Charlemagne's support for culture led to the Carolingian Renaissance, a period of revived classical knowledge and 
Christian scholarship, significantly contributing to Europe's intellectual development. 

Charlemagne significantly influenced Western Christianity. His alignment of empire and Church set an example for the 
conjunction of secular and sacred authority. His spread of Christianity among various peoples, often by force, resulted in a 
lasting religious demographic in Europe. 

His coronation combined Roman, Germanic, and Christian legacies, shaping Western Europe’s unique identity. This event 
set a precedent for divine kingship and complex papal-secular relationships that would dominate in medieval Europe. 

Charlemagne’s model of Christian sovereignty and his vision of a united Christendom established the foundation for the 
Holy Roman Empire, signifying a pivotal moment where the Roman world was reshaped under Christian rule. 
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11. CONCLUSION: CHARLEMAGNE'S PLACE IN HISTORY 
Charlemagne, a significant figure in history, shaped Western civilization, particularly in relation to government-ordained 

Christianity and political paradigms in Europe. 
Charlemagne's era solidified the Church as the Kingdom of God on Earth. His fusion of power with Christian doctrine set a 

precedent for centuries, making the Church an integral part of the governing structure. 
Charlemagne’s reign consolidated Roman Catholicism in Western Europe. His alignment with the Papacy and 

endorsement of Roman Catholic doctrine shaped the religious landscape of the continent. 
Alternative Historical Trajectory 
Considering an alternate history, Europe might have been different had Charlemagne encouraged religious freedom, non-

sectarian learning, and individual expression. This could have led to religious pluralism, earlier scientific and philosophical 
thought, and democratic governance. 

Charlemagne's Legacy 
Charlemagne's reign unified Europe under Christianity and established the precedent for the Holy Roman Empire. His 

legacy prompts reflection on religion, power, and culture and the possible paths history might have taken under different 
circumstances. 

 


