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ABSTRACT 
The paper considered the concept of monasteries and monasticism, its origin and development in the middle 

ages. The authors maintain that monk as a concept, denotes solitude or singleness, and was associated with 

religious fateful in the Medieval period lived ascetic solitude lives in    the monasteries. The choice for 

secluded life style was to avoid contamination with worldly allurement, and to enable them have a pleasing life 

to God. The movement started around 200- 400 AD, when some group of persons known as the desert fathers 

and mothers migrated to the Egyptian desert to  be free from the Roman government in other to live a live 

devoted to praying, reading and meditating on the holy writ. Monks took vows to be chaste, poor and obedient 

to the holy order as prescribed by saint Benedicts, who is known as the father of Western monasticism in the 

medieval Europe. As a religious institution, monasteries, through their ascetic live style, charity works, 

evangelical work coupled, with their life of reading, coping and meditating g on the holy writ, helped to shape 

a common Christian civilization in most part of Europe. The authors are of the opinion that just as the 

monks/monasteries in Middle ages in Europe contributed to shape a common Christian civilization in Europe, 

with their resources and exemplary lives style, Religious and faith -based groups in Nigeria can equally do 

same in the body polity of Nigeria, given the amount of resources and number of followers. The authors 

anchored their argument on the Structural Functionalist Theoretical paradigm, to highlight the function of 

religious groups in the society. The authors maintained that instead of buying private jets and living 

ostentatious life style, faith- base groups in Nigeria can encourage sustainable development in Nigeria by 

supporting poor members with finances for small scale businesses, pay school fees for children of poor 

members and other indigent children   and vulnerable members of the society  who may grow up tomorrow  

and may  be recruited into criminality.         
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INTRODUCTION 

Clarification Of Concepts 

(1)  Monasticism And Monasteries 

Monasticism  and Monasteries were  dominant in the early years of Christianity in the early middle ages, 

after the fall of the Roman Empire in the 5th century AD, in the Western Europe. From the word Monk, a 

Greek/Latin  word -  monachos, monos / monachus for “alone”, “single”, “solitary” respectively . Monks 

were  religious fateful  who chose to withdraw from the  everyday  life and sought  fulfillment in  reading, 

meditating and copping the holy  writ, and ancient manuscripts, leading secluded life. A monk is further 

considered  as a member of a religious group of men who often live apart from other people in a 
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monastery  under  vows of poverty, chastity and obedience   ( oxford advance learners dictionary 7th 

edition). As cenobites, monks  live  community lives  in monasteries with strict rules  under the leadership 

of an abbot.  Perrry, Davis,Harris, Von Laue and Warren  (1985), maintained that  monks were men and 

women who chose to live in seclusion to serve God, took vows as monks and nuns,  respectively, 

devoting their lives to prayers and good works. Monks lived in monasteries and nuns lived in convents, 

and   were selfless people who devoted their lives to God, and in the service of the medieval people or 

people of the middle ages. For the people of the middle ages, monks and nuns were viewed as the epitome 

of  Christian way of life by  their exemplary lives. Monks and nuns contributed immensely to the  social  

lives of  medieval people that were torn  apart by the invasion of the German  Visigoths (Babarians) and 

the Vandals   from the North. Academically, monks kept classical learning alive by reading and writing 

Latin, studying ancient manuscripts and copying them by hand. Monks  also copied works of arts, 

painting and decorations. In England and Ireland, monks played major role in preserving learning by  

conducting  their services and teachings  in Latin when the language was almost extinct. Perry etal.  

(1985) further maintain that monks and nuns, particularly in  Ireland and England, served as missionaries 

and spread Christianity during the early Middle Ages trough which many  Germanic pagans were 

converted to Christianity. Through this way, they helped to shape a common  Christian civilization for 

most of Europe.( Perry 1985). 

 

The Origin Of Monastic Order In The Medieval Europe 

Monasticism started sometime around  late 200 to 400AD, when some devote  Christians in attempt to be 

free from the control  of the Roman  government, migrated to the Egyptian Deserts, near the Red Sea to 

live  in solitude and asceticism. These is  group  of persons,  men and women were known as the Egyptian 

Desert Hermits, and later on referred to as the Desert Fathers and Mothers. Prominent among these group 

of persons was St. Anthony the Great, (known as the father of monasticism)  and Paul of Thebes  who 

emphasized intense prayer, spiritual cleansing through self denial and meditation with spiritual warfare in 

other to live a fulfilled Christian and a  pleasing life to God. This  group of persons lived in caves and 

simple huts. Many Christians were attracted by this life style and consequently migrated to the Desert, to  

live eremitic life. Over time  communities  of semi- eremitic people were scattered  here and there in the 

deserts. Later on, between 290-346 AD, through the effort of St. Pachomius, these scattered  communities 

of solitary hermits were assembled into an organized communal life  with rules and a leader, the abbot . 

This marked the beginning of the cenobitic  monasteries in Egypt(https://www. Facebook.com/group) 

Boyd and King (1983), further maintain that Monasticism was common in Europe during the Middle 

Ages particularly, after the fall of the Roman Empire. After  the fall of the Roman empire in the 5th 

century AD, every other social institution was destroyed by the invading Babarians.(Abdulrahman2014)). 

The only institution that survived was the church due to its resilience over the years. The Holy Catholic  

church, headed by the Pope  became the most important dominant  institution and  force that provided all 

services hitherto provided by the imperial government. As a devotional practice, men and women of faith 

chose to lead ascetic life of self denial in seclusion from the normal  daily  life as to be close to God to 

attain spiritual perfection. The Medieval Christian teaching and doctrine anchored more on the other- 

worldly life. In other not to be found wanting for the inheritance of the heavenly kingdom, men and 

women of faith preferred  hermitic lives which later metamorphosed into monasticism by the instance of 

St. Benedict and other faithful saints . 

 In AD 529, Saint Benedict, ( the father of Western monasticism ), also  founded a monastery at Monte 

Casino in Italy and set up mandatory  rules that governed the daily lives of the monks in the monastery. 

Pope Innocent III, also established the Franciscan  Oder, and  later on, the Dominican Order was 

established by a Spanish monk,  St Dominic,  in the eleventh century.  These Orders though  were not 

pure monasteries in the real sense of it. These groups were referred to as the mendicants (begging) 

Orders, concerned  with educating and helping the less privileged and the down trodden   of the society 

during the Medieval era. (Zebel and  Schwartz  1963). Many of the monasteries became central houses 

and producers of knowledge through which the revival of learning  was born in Europe.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Emile Durkheim Functionalist Theory (1893) 

Functionalism has its origin from Emile Durkheim. However other renowned functionalist theorists 

include Herbert Spencer, Talcot Person and Robert Merton. Structural Functionalism is a theoretical 

framework or rather a paradigm that views the society as a complex whole with different parts 

functioning together to promote stability and solidarity. From the biological analogy view point, the 

structural functionalist views the society as a life form with various parts performing distinctive capacities 

for the survival of the whole entity. Thus, any malfunctioning of any part of the body will automatically 

lead to the breakdown or malfunctioning of the whole system. Therefore, it is imperative that special care 

be taken so that the various parts of the body be given the attention it deserves so that there will be 

autarchy in the whole system, thus making for the wholeness of the whole. The structural functionalist 

posed two related questions to elucidate the function of education in the society.  

(i) What are the function of education   for society as a whole? 

(ii)What are the utilitarian connections between education  and  different parts of the social  system? The 

principal question is worried about an appraisal of the commitment made by education to the upkeep of 

significant worth accord and social solidarity. While the second question is concerned with the 

investigation of the connection amongst education and the political and the economic systems monetary 

and a thought of how this relationship coordinates society all in all. The implication of this theory to this 

paper  is that it discussed the positive commitments of the  educational   institutions   to the upkeep of the 

social system  utilizing the functionalist analytical method and other paradigms view of education. The 

theory is examined with respect to education and social solidarity and education and social rules. 

Education and social solidarity: Durkheim in Haralambus and Holborn (2008) maintains that the real 

capacity of instruction is the transmission of society’s standards and qualities. Durkheim (1956) argues  

that Society can survive just if there exists among its individuals an adequate level of homogeneity which 

training propagates and strengthens by settling in the youngster from the earliest starting point the basic 

likenesses which aggregate life requests. Durkheim (1956) contends that instruction gives the connection 

between the individual and society and comprehends sense of duty regarding the social gathering. 

Education and social rules: Discussing education and social rules, Durkheim further contends that in 

complex mechanical social orders, the school serves a capacity which can’t be given either by the family 

or by the companion gathering. Enrolment of the family depends on connection, while that of companion 

amass on individual decision. Participation of the general public depends on neither of these standards. 

People must  figure out how to participate with the individuals who are neither their family nor their 

companions. In that capacity, it is society in little, a model of the social framework. In school, the kid 

must communicate with different individuals from the school group as far as a settled arrangement of 

principles. This experience sets the kids  up  for interfacing with individuals from society in general as far 

as society’s guidelines.  

Durkheim (1956) further argues that education teaches individuals specific skills necessary for their 

future occupations, thus acting as instrument for the division of labour and professional classification and 

roles. 

Another functionalist Person (1961) posited that the school takes over as the focal socialization agency, 

after the primary socialization within the family. School according to the author, goes about as a scaffold 

between the family and society in general getting ready kids for their grown-up part. The school sets up 

universalistic benchmarks as far as which all understudies accomplish their status. 

Status is accomplished based on legitimacy or worth. Like Durkheim, Person (1961) contends that school 

speaks to society in scaled down and that the cutting edge modern culture is progressively in view of 

accomplishment and as opposed to attribution, on universalistic instead of particularistic measures, on 

meritocratic guideline’s which apply to every one of its individuals. By mirroring the activity of society, 

in general, the school gets ready youths to be responsible functional members of the society. 

Person (1961) further posited that the instructive framework is an imperative system for the determination 

of individual for their future part in the public eye by dispensing the human resources inside the part 

structure of grown-up society. Therefore, the schools by testing and assessing understudies coordinate 
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their abilities, aptitudes and abilities to the employments for which they are most appropriate. In such 

manner the school is along these lines seen as the real system for part assignment. 

The argument by Person (1961) and the functionalist theory in general is plausible in relation to this paper 

: monasticism  and the revival of education in Medieval Europe ; implication for religious groups and 

education for sustainable development in Nigeria. Given the role played by the monasteries in the 

Medieval Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire, in preserving learning, setting strict rules for 

members; and encouraging a common Christian life- civilization in most part of Europe then. This 

common Christian life that was set  had seriously informed and permeated the social life and government 

of many European states till date. Thus an institution that was just purely a religious sect, revolutionized 

life in all spheres of people endeavour then, that consequently snowballed to the Renaissance in Europe. 

Similarly, religious groups in Nigeria today, can positively impact the Nigerian society for a sustainable 

change and development just like the monasteries in the medieval Europe. Given the high incidence of  

moral decadence, state failure, banditry, lawlessness, insecurity, high cost of living etc; all these 

challenges are informed by  state failure, and state actors not meeting up to  the demands of governance as 

expected. The religious groups like the monasteries in the Medieval Europe can stand out firm, 

uncompromising, non-partisan, forthrightly, and courageously mediate and impact the Nigerian society 

for a sustainable  desired change.          

  

Monsticm And Education In The Medieval Europe 

After the collapse of the Holy Raman Empire in the 5th century AD, every institution of learning was 

destroyed. However, European monks in the monasteries preserved some ancient manuscripts- the Greco-

Roman learning. Perry and others (1985), maintained that monks and nuns in England and Ireland 

devoted their lives as Christian missionaries trough which many Germanic pagans were converted to 

Christianity. Given the fact that the teaching and preaching of the Holy Scriptures goes hand in hand with 

the teaching of the rudiments of reading and writing, in the process the Greco- Roman learning (Latin) 

that would have been extinct was spread and preserved. This is in line with Boyd and King argument,  

when the authors  maintained that, after the fall of the Roman Empire, the Church stepped in to provide 

education and guidance to the distressed Medieval society. Not because the church was interested in 

providing the education she considered paganistic   to the people, but the church discovered that it could 

not effectively teach it faithful the holy writ without teaching them the rudiments of reading and writing. 

And the Greco-Roman Latin was the main language of communication, with emphasis on the seven 

liberal arts- the trivium (grammar, logic and rhetoric)  and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, 

astronomy and music).The monks not only preserved the  Christian doctrine, but preserved significant 

portion of the  works of pagan scholars like Aristotle, Cicero and other classical philosophers/scholars.  It 

will be recalled that it was through the missionary work of the monks and nuns that a common Christian 

civilization was shaped in Europe that consequently spread the Christian civilization and education to 

other parts of the world. It is argued that it was the activities of the monks through teaching and preaching 

that laid the foundation for the revival of learning (Renaissance) in the medieval Europe.(Boyd and King 

1983)    

During the high middle ages (1050-1270), as lives settled, cities developed, commerce and 

communication increased,  with increase in trade and wealth life became more settled, given rise to 

increased interest in learning. People of the Cities that evolved farther away from the control and domain 

of the church, with increase in trade, formed a the middle class. This group of persons, with their new 

found wealth encouraged the revival of learning of the ancient and classical literature and philosophy, in 

the process schools were established. Young adults, to be relevant in the new social order in the new 

cities, had to register with renowned scholars to learn new skills in banking, law, medicine and clerical 

duties etc. Many of the scholars who taught in these schools often were renown monks and priests. The 

convergence of young  learners  and teachers in these new cities like Paris, Oxford in England, Bologna 

and Selerno,  gave rise to universities in the medieval Europe through  which  the  foundation for the 

Renaissance was laid.          
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Religious Groups And Education For Sustainable Development In Nigeria 

The Nigeria nation, a multi- ethnic society, is blessed with many religious groups with different activities,  

both religious and secular. Both the Christian, Islamic and many other faith-base/ religious groups  in 

Nigeria lay emphasis on teaching proselytizing of members . Beside teaching the Holy writs  for moral 

soundness and  the comportment of members to the doctrines and tenets of believes, these groups also are 

involved with sound academic activities. Some Christian religious groups like the redeemed Christian 

Church of God, Living Faith mission, the Catholic Church, the Anglican Communion etc., all have full 

blown Universities, secondary and primary schools, for the education of members children  and  the 

general public at large. Likewise, some of the  Islamic religious sects in Nigeria  also have institutions of 

learning from the primary to tertiary levels. The activities of these groups have contributed immensely to 

the educational development of Nigeria.  However, more  is been expected  from these groups as standard  

bearers  for the sustainable development and the  restoration of   social order in  Nigeria, given the 

amount of resources and followership these groups command. The high  level of   societal decay, high  

number of out of school children, insecurity,  and hunger   everywhere  in Nigeria, the  situation now is so 

serious  that the  government alone lacks the  morale, political and economic  spine and sincerity of 

purpose to fix the situation. The high incidence of kidnapping for ransom payment, banditry, stealing and 

robbery etc, are all connected with  poor governance and poor  management, unemployment and idleness, 

besides several other socio-religious factors. There seems to be a total breakdown of law and order-state 

failure in the country. Non- state actors are  having their way as the government seems to be lackadaisical 

to the woes and  groaning of the masses. The situation in Nigeria  now is not too different from  the 

situation in the Medieval Europe after the fall of the holy Roman Empire. In AD 5, after the invasion and 

the destruction of the Roman Empire by the Germanic  vandals, every institution in the empire was 

destroyed, the only institution that survived was the church. The church provided leadership, governance 

and education till normalcy returned  in  Europe that heralded the Renaissance.  

Today in Nigeria, as  many institutions especially, government institutions have compromised and failed 

itself and the masses, hope lost, future of youths and the nation at large very uncertain with the prevailing 

dog-eat-dog situation and greed for “Abdulsonic  wealth” (wealth without labour) prevail in Nigeria, the 

religious/ faith based groups in Nigeria can scale up their activities,  restore moral rectitude and 

encourage sustainable national development in Nigeria  

 

Ways Religious And Faith-Based Groups Can Encourage Sanity And Education For   Development 

In Nigeria.  

Religious groups can through their teachings and activities  encourage members and the society at large to  

imbibe and  live exemplary  lives. Faith -base groups can also encourage members to  embrace the virtue 

of the “dignity of labour” by encouraging idle unemployed  members with finances with  for small scale 

businesses, instead of  the prevailing teachings in many groups today that emphasis “ Tithe for great 

wealth, without labour”. 

With the high number of out of school children on the streets especially in the Northern part of the 

country, many of these idle hungry youths with time, are recruited into criminality. Faith base groups can 

take up the challenge to free these youths out of the streets by providing basic education for them and 

subsequently provide them with finances for small scale business. The Omega Power Ministry (OPM)in 

Port Harcourt, is currently engaged with free school, free feeding, and free accommodation for indigent 

children. Many other religious groups can do same and reduce the incidence of poverty in the society.     

Some religious groups are so rich  that the General Overseers have private jets bought with tithe of poor 

members who live in abject poverty, poorly accommodated with no means of medical facilities nor 

education for their children. Many Faith based groups have Universities, secondary and Primary schools 

that the children of poor members cannot attend due to the high  school fees. Like the monasteries in 

Medieval era, especially the Mendicant Orders, religious groups can refocus their attention on helping the 

less privileged in the society become responsible adult member of the society,  than leaders engaging in 

frivolous ostentatious live style, while poor  members languish in penury and subsequently recruited into 

criminality. After the fall of the Roman empire when hopelessness and despair  prevailed, the Church 
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represented by the monks/ monasteries played a major role in restoring sanity to the society , setting 

standards and  helping the less privileged in the  society. The religious groups in Nigeria today can, like 

the monasteries, impact positively in the body polity of Nigeria by acting as standard bearers through 

which sanity can be restored 

Religious groups can set up highly subsidized Basic -education  schools for skills acquisition and business 

training . If this  is done,  the spread effect of the project will be humongous  and can trigger sustainable 

development than can transform the Nigerian  society                   

 

CONCLUSION  
The discussion on monks and nuns in  this paper highlighted that much monks and nuns in the Medieval 

period contributed  immensely towards Christian civilization in Europe after the fall off  the Roman 

Empire. Academically, monasteries also contributed to the revival of learning – the Renaissance after the 

Dark ages. The “Other-Worldly” Christian doctrine that emphasized self denial and simplicity of life left 

the monasteries with enough resources  with which many indigent and vulnerable person were assisted  

by the monks with charitable deeds.  Some religious groups in Nigeria are also involved in deeds of 

charity, but more needs to be done to sustainably impact the society as was the case with the monasteries 

in the Medieval Europe.   
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