
Commentary on extract of the Rule of St Benedict 
The Rule of Saint Benedict, or the Regula Sancti Benedicti was written in the early sixth century by one of the most infamous figures in monastic history for his own institution of Monte Cassino. Saint Benedict of Nursia is considered by scholars to be not only a prominent figure within Christianity, but as the ‘Father of Western Monasticism’ through which his Rule influenced the foundation of many monastic houses, in particular the Cistercian Order founded in 1098 at Cîteaux, close to Dijon.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Michael David Knowles, ‘St Benedict’, Encyclopaedia Britannica <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Benedict-of-Nursia> [Accessed 16 Feb 2020].] 

It seems significant to firstly situate the chosen extract within the Rule of Saint Benedict, the chosen extract appears as the opening to the first of seventy-three chapters, describing the differing kinds of monastic life within Western Christendom and how their practices reflect on a true and successful spiritual life. The chapter itself is titled ‘Concerning the Different Kinds of Monks’ and appears after the prologue in which Saint Benedict invites his contemporary audience to join him in the true essence of spirituality in order to achieve pureness of soul and attainment of heaven, ending the prologue with ‘we may partake in patience in the suffering of Christ and become worthy inheritors of His kingdom.’[footnoteRef:2] After a somewhat lengthy description of the four differing types of monastic figures, Saint Benedict ends the chapter with ‘leaving these [Eremites, Sarabites and Girovagi] out of our calculations therefore, let us come to arranging by the Lord’s help for this most stable kind, the Cœnobites.’[footnoteRef:3] It can therefore be seen that through his own understanding of early monasticism, Saint Benedict created a framework that would aid the foundation of numerous monastic orders, and Pauline Mantarasso notes that for the Cistercians, ‘their professed aim was a literal enactment of St Benedict’s Rule.’[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. Justin McCann (London: Sheed and Ward Ltd, 1972).]  [3:  The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. McCann. ]  [4:  The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century, ed. and trans. Pauline Matarasso (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1993) p.xii. ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Saint Benedict’s choice to open his Rule with a chapter detailing the differing monks can be seen as a deliberate decision to initially outline the very nature of monasticism, to somewhat redirect monasticism in Western Europe towards the Cenobitic lifestyle with many features of the Eremitical lifestyle. The first chapter opens with ‘the first are the Cenobites, that is, those who live in monasteries, serving under a Rule and an abbot.’[footnoteRef:5] Benedicta Ward’s The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks states that those living the early eremitical life ‘were living on the boundaries between human and animal, between the cultivated lands and the wilderness, between angels and men, which made them mediators with God for all creation.’[footnoteRef:6] The stresses placed upon the spiritual importance of monasticism in this instance creates the impression that monks partially bridged the contemplative bridge between God and mankind. This importance is adopted in the Rule of Saint Benedict as those admirable qualities of eremitical monasticism are drawn into the understanding of cenobitic monasticism, and the structure of cenobitic monastic life is adopted by the Cistercian Order upon its foundation in 1098. The strict nature of the Cistercian Order reflects greatly upon the Rule of Saint Benedict, with further chapters detailing aspects of monastic life being strictly adhered to within their own foundation literature.  [5:  The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. McCann. ]  [6:  The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks, trans. Benedicta Ward (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2003) p.xviii.] 

The Rule of Saint Benedict refers to the ‘solitary combat of the desert’ through which it can be deciphered that not only are those following the Rule to serve a life of ‘combat’ on the behalf of Christendom, but the use of the word ‘solitary’ and ‘desert’ emphasises the eremitical origins of the monastic foundations.[footnoteRef:7] The term ‘desert’ appears frequently within foundation texts for the monastic orders and features heavily in later Cistercian texts such as the Exordium Parvum in which the ‘desert’-like nature of the foundation of Cîteaux in 1098 draws upon the Rule of Saint Benedict. Janet Burton and Julie Kerr emphasise in The Cistercians in the Middle Ages that ‘writers sought to root the reformed monasticism of the eleventh century within a tradition that went back even beyond Benedict to the very origins of the monastic life, and the desert became a powerful theme in their rhetoric.’[footnoteRef:8] When considering the importance of the ‘desert’ to the Rule of Saint Benedict the presence of the legacy of early ‘Desert Fathers’ emphasises the original eremitical nature of monasticism, and the similarities and differences presented within the Rule highlight the desire of Saint Benedict to return monasticism to the ‘desert’. [7:  The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. McCann.  ]  [8:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2016) p.4. ] 

Furthermore, the isolated nature of monasticism as presented in the Rule of Saint Benedict draws upon early eremitical monastic life, and the minimal intended contact with the outside world highlights the drastic reformative plan for monasticism composed by Saint Benedict. The Rule states that those living as eremitical monks shifted their spiritual focus from community living and having attained the ‘desert’ ‘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.’[footnoteRef:9] The removal of outside influence and temptation appears frequently within the Rule and stresses the beneficial nature of eremitical life, however many of the Orders founded on the structure of the Rule of Saint Benedict were a mixture of both eremitical and cenobitic life. The influence that the Rule had on both contemporary and later medieval understandings of monasticism is undeniable, but the initial impact of the Rule was not as had been anticipated, ‘although Benedict envisaged a wider circulation for the Rule than just this one abbey, it was not for over two centuries that political ambition, harnessed to the Rule’s own intrinsic merits, propelled it to the position of the pre-eminent monastic code in Europe.’[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. McCann.]  [10:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, p.1. ] 
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