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[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Write a commentary on the following extract:

There are evidently four kinds of monks. The first are the Cenobites, that is, those who live in monasteries, serving under a Rule and an abbot. The second are the anchorites or hermits, that is those who not in the first fervour of their conversion, but after long probation in a monastery, having learned in association with many brethren how to fight against the devil, go out well armed from the ranks of the community to the solitary combat of the desert. They are able now to live without the help of others, and by their own strength and God’s assistance, to fight against the temptation of mind and body.
(Rule of Saint Benedict)


The Rule of Saint Benedict (hereafter RSB), the foundation of Benedictine monasticism (Immonen, 2013), opens by classifying monks in its first chapter, “On the Kinds of Monks” (RSB, Ch. 1). Written in sixth-century Italy at Monte Cassino, Benedict of Nursia sought to create stability within monastic communities. By 800 A.D., it was widely adopted in Western Europe and printed in several languages by the sixteenth century, reinforcing its authority (Clark, 2020, pp. 37–38). Its seventy-three chapters balance monastic ideals with practical rules to shape monks and communities in Christ’s image (Boakes, 2019). Benedict explained it as “a little rule for beginners,” with “nothing harsh, nothing burdensome” (Ampleforth Abbey, 2024).
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]This analysis argues that the RSB delineates a hierarchy within monastic life, with cenobitic living presented as the normative ideal, anchoritic solitude as a more advanced stage of ascetic progression, while sarabaites and gyrovagues are depicted as undisciplined forms that undermine communal order. These classifications reflect Benedict’s conceptualisation of ascetic formation as grounded in communal stability and discipline. The Monte Cassino manuscript (see Figure 1) illustrates this monastic hierarchy, placing cenobites and anchorites above sarabaites and gyrovagues (Immonen, 2013).

Cenobites embodied communal life under a rule and an abbot, dwelling within the monastery walls (Hughes-Edwards, 2012). Benedict presents them as the “best” monks, demonstrating self-control, obedience, and communal harmony, attaining ascetic maturity through submission to authority (RSB, Ch. 1). The abbot, as Christ’s representative, maintains justice and order, safeguarding the monastery’s interior welfare (RSB, Ch. 2). This stability fosters virtue and ascetic development, forming a foundation for anchoritic vocation (Wright, 2017).

Anchorites, or hermits, constitute the second type in Benedict’s hierarchy, distinguished by solitary prayer and worship. Benedict states that this life suits only those who have surpassed the “first fervor” of religious life, as ascetic maturity comes from a “long probation” of communal discipline. Beginning solitude too early is unwise, as even Christ faced temptation alone (Gibson, 1994; Athelstan, 2020). Having completed cenobitic formation, anchorites were regarded as models of advanced asceticism. Often called the “living dead” for renouncing worldly ties and focusing on contemplation, they continued to serve and earn respect within their communities (Hughes-Edwards, 2012). Early Eastern anchorites lived in cells attached to churches, while in the Middle Ages, Benedictines, Carthusians, and Cistercians integrated hermits into communal life, blending solitary asceticism with cenobitic practice (Renauld, 2021).
Building on this hermitic tradition, Benedict uses military imagery, describing the hermit as “well armed from the ranks of the community to solitary combat in the desert,” emphasising spiritual struggle over physical battle (RSB, Ch. 1; Nataraja, 2024). This echoes Ephesians 6:11, where the “armour of God” equips believers to resist the devil (The Holy Bible: NRSV, 1989), and parallels Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness, as described in Matthew 4:1–11, Mark 1:12–13, and Luke 4:1–13. The phrase “solitary fight” draws on the Desert Fathers, whose extreme asceticism, exemplified by St. Anthony, shaped later monastic practices (Goswami, 2005). 
Although the RSB omits ‘soldier of Christ’ (miles Christi), it reflects the medieval ideal of spiritual discipline as holy combat (Smith, 2008). Medieval authors portray monks as exemplars whose virtue depends on their readiness to engage in ascetic struggle (Smith, 2011, pp. 156–196). Benedict highlights the interplay of human effort and divine grace: anchorites resist temptation through personal strength and God’s help, reflecting the theology of synergy (Schmidt, 2011).
The sarabites and gyrovagues represent forms of monastic life that Benedict criticised for lacking discipline. Benedict referred to the sarabites as the “third very bad kind of monks,” highlighting their failure to be tested by regulations or a leader, comparing them to “gold which is tried in the furnace” (RSB, Ch. 1). Depicted as soft as lead and accused of lying to God, they reside alone or in small assemblies without order, making them susceptible to worldly influences. Early commentators such as Saints John Cassian and Jerome reproached this neglect of rule-based living, emphasising the ethical and ascetic dangers of unsupervised withdrawal. The sarabites thus exemplify concerns within the Christian eremitic tradition regarding the potential for moral and ascetic decline when monks reside in an unstructured context (Sauer, 2010).

The fourth kind, gyrovagues, are wandering monks who move between monasteries, refusing to submit to the Rule or an abbot. They indulge “pleasures” and “the joys of the palate.” Benedict calls them “worse than the sarabites,” “always wandering,” and “never stationary,” driven by their desires without humility or obedience (RSB, Ch. 1). Benedict denied them actual monastic status, regarding their instability and refusal to submit as indicative of ascetic immaturity. Reese (2013) adds that gyrovagues are the antithesis of cenobitic stability, obedience, and communal commitment.

To emphasise this distinction, the Benedictine vow of stability, as outlined in Chapter 58 of the RSB, requires monks to remain in one community for life (RSB, Ch. 58). This promotes communal bonds, ascetic development, and discipline (Belmont Abbey, 2018). By rejecting stability, gyrovagues are unable to fully participate in the ordered rhythm of Benedictine communal life.

Benedict’s hierarchy structures the monastic order by balancing ideals with practical regulation. Cenobites, central to this system, exemplify obedience, communal virtue, and ascetic growth through the vow of stability, which ties monks to one community and organised ascetic life. Anchorites, though solitary, depend on cenobitic training, similar to soldiers prepared within an army before facing individual combat. Conversely, sarabites and gyrovagues demonstrate the risks of undisciplined monastic living, which can threaten both personal and communal well-being. Benedict's use of martial imagery, probation, and authority highlights that true ascetic progress requires disciplined training, guidance, and trust in God, fostering unified spiritual development.
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Figure 1: Codex Casinensis 442, p.12.
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