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The Medieval period is sometimes called the “Middle Ages”
or even the “Dark Ages”. They really were not “dark” in the
sense that there was no learning, discovery, or invention; but
they were absolutely dim when it comes to the Gospel.
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The average Christian did not see Christ as a loving Savior,
but only as the “judge of the living and the dead.” Stern. Frightening. Probably angry. For this reason the help of the much
“gentler” Virgin Mary and other saints was invoked. Prayers to
saints were added to the main event, the mass, where it was
taught that the priest was offering the Body and Blood of Christ
back to God as a sacrifice to make satisfaction for the sins of
the living.
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And the dead! It was taught that though Jesus may have
dealt with sin’s guilt, He did not satisfy the punishment required
of each sinner. Purgatory was the name given to the holding
place where sins would be burned off and dead Christians purified to enter eternal life. The mass (Divine Service, particularly
the Lord’s Supper itself) and its sacrifice were offered to help,
by allegedly taking years off a dead person’s “sentence.”
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The Medieval mass was conducted entirely in Latin, a language known to the elite, but not to peasants. The service was
chaotic, with the priest, the choir, and the congregation all doing their own thing at the same time. The priest said his parts
quietly to himself—especially the Words of Institution—hidden
from sight behind a large screen that separated the chancel
from the nave.
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Only at the moment
the Sacrament was
consecrated would
the chaos stop and
the doors be opened
so that everyone
could see the Body
of Christ. Then the
chaos resumed, or
many people simply
left.
How did people
learn? Peasants were
expected to know
the “Medieval Catechism” of the Creed,
the Our Father, the
Hail Mary, and the 7
Vices and Virtues.
The peasants were
able to learn from detailed stained glass windows and morality
plays put on in the streets. Preaching and teaching was not
central as it is for us, and sometimes happened more in the
street than in the church.
Even more than churches, Monasteries were the center of
religious activity. Monks and nuns dedicated themselves to a
life of prayer separated from the world. They “did the religion”
so that others could benefit from it.
From all this (monastic life, saints, purgatory, and the mass)
came the logical conclusion: a service rendered always has its
price. Thus, it is not unfair to say that the Medieval church
bought and sold salvation. Pious people, keenly aware of their
sins and desiring to have comfort, were glad to be able to buy
it. This system gave them some “hope” to be saved. Sadly, all of
it was abominable and without comfort, because it did not
know of the full, free, and certain salvation won for us by our
gracious Lord Jesus Christ and delivered to us as a free gift in
the Word and the Sacraments.
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