Commentary on the Rule of Saint Benedict
The Rule of Saint Benedict was written by Saint Benedict of Nursia, who lived in the fifth century into the sixth century, and most of our knowledge surrounding him comes from the Life of Saint Benedict, written by Pope Gregory the Great around forty-five years after Benedict’s death. [footnoteRef:1] There are many manuscripts of the Rule, the earliest extant copy was likely copied in 750 in Anglo-Saxon England,[footnoteRef:2] it lays out a detailed overview on how a cenobitic monastic life should be led, and his Rule became a crucial foundation for the way of life for the Cistercians after their founding in 1098. [1:  C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism: Forms of Religious Life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages (Harlow: Pearson Education Limited, 2001), pp. 18-19]  [2:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p. 21] 

After the prologue, the first section covers the different kinds of monks and their different lifestyles. The first he mentions are the Cenobites, which there is the least information commented on within the text, only that they are a communal type of monk who live together in a monastery and serve under an Abbot. [footnoteRef:3] Cenobites must pass a year in the novicate, then renounce all personal property and take vows to follow the monastic ways of life including poverty, chastity, and stability. Benedict holds the concept of communal living in high importance in the Rule as a way to prepare for their higher calling in the dessert. [footnoteRef:4] The fact that Benedict did not go into much detail on the Cenobites implies that their lifestyle was the most common of the monks, and well known enough that beyond the absolute basics, did not require much of an explanation. [3:  The Rule of St Benedict, translated by J. McCann, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1970), Chapter 1]  [4:  J. Burton, and J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 4] 

The second kind of monk is the anchorites, who are hermits that have, after many years living in a monastery, gained the strength to fight the devil by themselves after training to fight as a community, so are able to live in solace. [footnoteRef:5] Anchorites are the foundation on what the earliest forms of monasticism base themselves off of, with monks being those who had withdrawn from society to live in solitude in the dessert and dedicate themselves to their spirituality. Even the word ‘monastic’ is a derivative of the Greek word ‘monos’, which means alone. [footnoteRef:6] The language Benedict uses to describe the Anchorites is deeply respectful and almost revenant, repeatedly referring to their ability to ‘fight’ the devil, likening them to knights in battle, and praising the strength that they have gained in their monastery to be able to go out alone. [5:  The Rule of St Benedict, translated by J. McCann, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1970), Chapter 1]  [6:  J. Burton, and J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 1] 

The third kind of monk that Benedict describes are the Sarabaites, whom he describes as a ‘very bad’ kind of monk. The Sarabaites can exist alone or in small groups of twos or threes, they have no Abbot to shepherd them, and according to Benedict, they do not abide by the laws of God but only listen to their own desires, making the things they enjoy out to be lawful in the eyes of God and the things they dislike out to be unlawful, regardless of what God’s law truly is. The only way the Sarabaites keep faith, he claims, is by doing their works, going out into the world to do an active practice of faith as opposed to staying in a monastery to learn and be shepherded. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Rule of St Benedict, translated by J. McCann, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1970), Chapter 1] 

The fourth kind of monk is a school of monks called Gyratory, who are never stationary and move from monastery to monastery as guests. Saint Benedict claims that the Gyratory monks are worse than the Sarabaite monks due to their constant movement, which violates their vows of stability, and their pursuit of ‘their own pleasures and the joys of the palate’ which violates their vows of poverty. Benedict has clear derision for the Gyratory monks and their, in his view, clear disregard for the true way of monastic life. [footnoteRef:8] Saint Benedict surmises that the Cenobites are the best of all kinds of monks.
 [8:  The Rule of St Benedict, translated by J. McCann, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1970), Chapter 1] 
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