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Introduction: A Forgotten King and a Pivotal Conversion

When we think of Spain’s origins as a Catholic nation, many imagine the Catholic Monarchs,
the Reconquista, or Saint James the Apostle. However, centuries before Isabella and
Ferdinand, a Visigothic king shaped the religious destiny of the Iberian Peninsula: Reccared
I. His conversion to Catholicism in 589 A.D. not only united his people under the true faith
but also laid the foundation for Spain’s Catholic identity.

But here’s an uncomfortable question: Were Spain’s earliest kings truly Catholic? The
answer is more complex than it seems and reveals a fascinating intervention by the Church’s
Magisterium in the formation of nations.

1. The Visigoths: From Arians to Catholics

Before Reccared, the Visigoths adhered to Arianism, a heresy that denied Christ’s divinity.
Though they ruled Hispania from the 5th century, their faith divided them from the Hispano-
Roman population, which was Catholic. This religious disunity weakened the kingdom and
fueled social tensions.

Why does this matter? Because it shows how doctrinal unity, upheld by the Magisterium,
was key to political stability. The Church understood that faith was not merely a private
matter but the bedrock of civilization.

2. The Third Council of Toledo: When a King Knelt Before the Cross

In 589, Reccared I did something revolutionary: he renounced Arianism and declared
Catholicism the official religion of the kingdom. This historic moment was sealed at
the Third Council of Toledo, where Visigothic bishops and nobles accepted Rome’s
teachings.

Here’s where the Magisterium comes in:

The Council was not just a political act but an ecclesiastical event that affirmed key
dogmas (like the Holy Trinity) against Arianism.
The Hispanic bishops, in communion with the Pope, exercised doctrinal authority,
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demonstrating how the Church shaped kingdoms.

This council is little-known today, but it was Spain’s first “baptism” as a Catholic nation,
centuries before Covadonga or Pelayo.

3. Was Reccared the First “Catholic” King of Spain?

Technically, yes—but with nuances:

Spain didn’t exist yet: The Visigothic kingdom was pre-Christian and lacked modern
borders.
His conversion was personal and political: Unlike Clovis in France, Reccared wasn’t
baptized then (he had already been baptized as an Arian) but publicly abjured
heresy.

The crucial point is that, from then on, the Visigothic monarchy was bound to the
Church, a model that would later inspire medieval Hispanic kingdoms.

4. The Church as Guardian of Orthodoxy: The Magisterium’s Role

This episode reveals something many today ignore: the Church didn’t just evangelize
individuals but entire kingdoms. Through councils and bishops, the Magisterium defined
Europe’s identity.

Examples of this influence:

The Liber Iudiciorum: Visigothic laws inspired by canon law.
Religious unity as state policy: Later kings, like Sisebut, persecuted Jews and
heretics, showcasing the controversial side of this alliance.

5. Lessons for Today: Why Does This History Matter?

In an age where faith’s public role is questioned, Reccared’s story reminds us:
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True social unity requires unity in truth (a principle the Magisterium has always1.
upheld).
Rulers have a moral duty toward the true religion (as taught by Leo XIII and Pius2.
IX).
Heresy divides, orthodoxy builds: Arianism fractured Europe; Catholicism unified it.3.

Conclusion: A Legacy That Endures

Though the Visigothic kingdom fell to Islam in 711, its conversion to Catholicism set a
precedent. The Spain of Isabella the Catholic, the Reconquista’s martyrs, and
medieval universities owes its soul to the moment a Visigothic king knelt before
the Cross.

Today, as some seek to reduce faith to a private affair, this history is a call to defend the
Church’s public role, just as those bishops did in Toledo.

Was Reccared the first Catholic king of Spain? Perhaps not in the modern sense, but he
was undoubtedly the first monarch who understood that a kingdom endures only if it
kneels before Christ.


