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Sword or Crosier: The tools of the Church.


Introduction

The main points that this dissertation will examine are a comparison and contrast of the theory of monasticism as laid out by the monastic Rules and how the practices of monasticism developed over time. This examination will start with the chapter Civil Monasticism, which will analyse the early roots of monasticism in the 6th century and the process by which it evolved into the Monastic Orders, the case studies for which are the Benedictines, the Cluniacs and the Cistercians. After the Monastic Orders have been assessed, the Militant Orders—whose case studies are the Knights Templar, the Knights Hospitaller and the Teutonic Knights—will be scrutinized as the contrasting second section of this study. This will consist of an overview of the Militant Orders’ emergence in the Holy Land, before outlining their goals and practices in terms of conduct towards their enemies, Christian and non-Christian alike, and how this aligned with the theology surrounding the monastic life that was spearheaded by St Benedict and other monastic founders. The third section will contrast these theological positions and the debate concerning them throughout the medieval era with the original premise of Monasticism as examined in the chapter Civil Monasticism. As these differing views are examined, something of the debate that occurred within medieval society concerning these groups will also be presented, namely the debate surrounding the Militant Orders within Christendom that is exemplified in this dissertation by the exchange between Peter the Venerable of Cluny and Bernard of Clairvaux.


Chapter 1: Civil Monasticism

History and Faith

This first chapter’s focus on monasticism will start with an overview of the history of the concept, from its origins in the 5th and 6th centuries as a form of living martyrdom with an explanation of the concept and its importance to the early Church, to the rebuilding of the monastic tradition throughout the early medieval era. Following this will be an examination of the evolution of the overarching concepts of monasticism throughout the early medieval era, with the main traditions examined being Celtic monasticism and, far more prominently, Benedictine monasticism. These two areas will be reviewed based on their theoretical principles, as outlined by the 6th century Rule of St Benedict and the Rule of St Columba, which, although not originally written down, was collated into a written format after his lifetime. These will then be contrasted to the practical reality of the monks’ lives.
	In the early centuries of Christianity martyrdom—or ‘red martyrdom’ as it was termed in the medieval era—was common, especially during the times of much harsher persecution that the Church was often subjected to. After Constantine the Great instituted religious tolerance—and the process that effectively nationalized the Roman Church—red martyrdom was far less common and the focus shifted to ‘white martyrdom’, a form of living martyrdom which was taken up by those who chose to obey in a very literal form Jesus’ call for His disciples to leave everything behind to follow Him. In the medieval era, this was embodied in men and women choosing to join a monastery or nunnery, respectively, a decision which entailed a life of prayer, study of the Bible and the writings of the Church Fathers and ministry to the local community, be this in the form of education, medicine or so forth.
	As the Church’s ministries rebuilt society in western Europe through the spread of education and the structure of the Church, old traditions and forms of ministry enjoyed a resurgence, particularly monasticism. In the medieval era, monasticism was originally structured by a collection of Rules, chosen by each individual monastery’s abbot to help them run the monastery. St. Benedict’s Rule was used to help structure many forms of monasticism throughout Europe and as monasticism developed the Rule eventually became the standard, leaving it as the main form of monastic template. Of the earlier Rules, the Rule of St. Columba will also be examined to provide Celtic Christianity’s perspective on monastic observance. The key aspects of the Rules that will be considered are what these Rules meant to those who observed them and what they said about the Orders’ causes. To conclude this section, this will be cross-referenced with accounts of the monks’ conduct to assess how well on average they kept to the Rules throughout their history.


Division and Desires

Since each of these monastic Orders are founded on either their own Rule or their interpretation of one or several, the second section of this chapter will examine a few individual Orders—the Benedictines, the Cluniacs and the Cistercians—to assess what the distinctions between them are, so as to better discern something of what a monastic order was. In the case of the Cistercians, this is very important because they themselves were a breakaway faction from the Benedictine abbey at Molesme. Molesme had fallen into a great deal of neglect in terms of discipline and practice, leaving Prior Robert and others feeling that departure was the only way for them to pursue their vocation free from constraint by that same negligence. Cluny, meanwhile, was founded on a series of Rules rather than just one and their network of daughter-houses emerged on the template offered by feudalism, rather than a governing body or charter.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Aedificum, Cluniac Order, http://www.aedificium.org/MonasticLife/CluniacOrder.html, (Accessed: 17/10/2019).] 

The first perspective to be examined is hierarchical organization, as this is the main contrasting point for each Order that set the framework which allowed each to develop their distinctions. In the original Benedictine Order, there was no central organization to hold the various monastic houses to account, a fact that led to the Cluniac Reforms in the 10th century and the Cistercians’ break from Molesme in 1098, due to a lack of discipline in the monasteries’ practices. Given the extent of the Benedictines’ disunity, the depth of the monastic breakdown needs to be established to discern a correlation between accountability and discipline in the monastic Orders.
While the Benedictines were devoid of a central hierarchy, the Cluniac Order was not. Founded in 910, Cluny became a leading centre of monastic observance and maintained a degree of cohesion among its affiliated houses, developing over time a similar structure to what the Cistercians would assume in later years: each Cluniac daughter-house and was required to be accountable to its founding house, while ‘Visitation of all member houses [was] undertaken by the abbot of Cluny at irregular intervals.’[footnoteRef:2] When this system first emerged, it provided a form of accountability that was lacking in the traditional Benedictine setup, but which itself lacked the strength of unity and accountability that the General Chapter of the Cistercians provided to them. [2:  Aedificum, Cluniac Order, http://www.aedificium.org/MonasticLife/CluniacOrder.html, (Accessed: 11/10/2019).] 

This General Chapter was intended to ground the Cistercians in their accountability to one another and help ensure a strong degree of stability and consistency in the Cistercians’ practices. This was important as their devotion to the requirements of the Rule of St. Benedict—and the traditions that emerged based on their own conclusions from St. Benedict’s Vita[footnoteRef:3]—went beyond what was expected by the original Benedictine Order. How effective it was is, however, debatable. The 13th century Cathar movement highlights a change in monasticism that the General Chapter seems to have done little—if it could do anything at all—to prevent. Overtime, the growing wealth of the monasteries was in strong contrast to the original monastic oath of poverty, highlighting the hypocrisy in monastic practice that emerged alongside this, although how great this degree was will need to be studied to provide a better idea of the correlation between the two. This will be examined more clearly in the next section. [3:  Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance, Exordium Parvum, (https://www.ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/exordium-parvum/), p. 19. (Accessed: 13/10/19).] 

This progression from a lack of structure among the Benedictines, to the Cluniac’s feudalistic hierarchy, to the Cistercian Order’s General Chapter all should be examined in the context of how these caused the Rule to be observed within each Order alongside how consistently this Rule was applied.


Conduct and Criticism

This final section will consist of an assessment of the monks’ conduct and the criticism they attracted throughout the ages and the cultural perception of monasticism. Some of this criticism was positive, as in the case of the admiration that the early Cistercians received when their Order was first founded, when many people regarded them with admiration and others with confusion for their dedication to their harsh lifestyle.[footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5] Sadly, there was also basis for negative criticism, most prominently when monks abused their positions and hoarded wealth and alcohol for their own use in violation of their monastic vows. [4:  Order of Cistercians, Exordium Parvum, (https://www.ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/exordium-parvum/), p. 21. (Accessed: 13/10/19).]  [5:  ‘For their neighbours applauded their holy life but abhorred its austerity and thus kept from imitating the men whose fervour they approved.’ Cistercian Abbey: Our Lady of Dallas, Cistercian sources: Carta Caritatis, (https://www.cistercian.org/abbey/our-life/pdf/Carta%20Caritatis%20Posterior.pdf), p. 3, (Accessed: 18/10/2019).] 

Some of the potential evidence for the state of monastic conduct is the presence or absence of monks in surviving court records and contemporary accounts of their conduct. While it is true that the absence of evidence of monastic impropriety is not the same as it not existing—especially as a medieval source has to survive the better part of 800 years in the first place—this would still be evidence that needs to be taken into account. Contemporary accounts have a similar weakness in that most histories of the era were written by monks themselves. Nevertheless, there are plenty of surviving accounts—lay and ecclesiastical—of monks behaving badly. For this work, I will attempt to source accounts of the impact that a monastery had on an area when it kept to the monastic Rule and contrast this to the opposing view of the monasteries’ hypocrisy for a real-life illustration of the difference.




Chapter 2: Militant Monasticism


Origins in the Holy Land


The formation of the Militant Orders out of the monastic Orders will be the focal point of this second chapter, starting with the emergence of the Knights Templar, Knights Hospitaller and Teutonic Knights out of their original missions in the Holy Land and from there their excursions further afield. As these Orders are very similar, this section will feature an overview of the Militant Orders and their history, before going much more in depth with their missions and distinctions later. From their history in the Holy Land, the focus will then shift to their conduct after the loss of the Holy Land to the Saracens.
	The Knights Hospitaller and Teutonic Knights’ origins will be assessed in the same section. This is because both started as monastic hospitals in the Holy Land before the need for increased national security in the Kingdom of Jerusalem prompted them to take up arms to aid in defending the pilgrims visiting the area. As both were classed as a form of monk, the monastic Rule that each lived by will be examined and compared to the monastic templates laid out in Civil Monasticism, alongside case studies of their conduct in warfare. The contrasts between the Militant Orders will then be highlighted in terms of their more specific origins and cultural backgrounds, along with their later campaigns: the Teutonics’ north-eastern European conquests and the Hospitallers’ later occupation of Rhodes. 
	The Knights Templar will be assessed separately because unlike the other two, they were a military Order by design, specifically in response to the large death toll being suffered among the pilgrims travelling to Jerusalem. Among the facets of the Templars to consider are their economic impact within European society and the influence this had on the Order’s development with regards to the monastic life.


Chapter 3: Disputation of Views
With both views of monasticism analysed, a contrast of the two positions will fill the last chapter of the Dissertation. This is exemplified by the debate within medieval society over the whole concept of a warrior monk in the mid-eleventh century between Peter the Venerable and Bernard of Clairvaux.
	Peter and Bernard are both recognized as a Blessed and a Saint respectively by the Roman Catholic Church.[footnoteRef:6] Despite this, the two disagreed on the question of the militant Orders rather strongly. This final chapter will also assess the areas of their approaches to heretics, Islam and evangelism and how the monastic and militant ways of life interacted with them, specifically, how extensive disputation was. [6:  Catholic Online, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, (https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=559), (Accessed: 15/10/2019); Catholic Online, Bl. Peter the Venerable, (https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=5316), (Accessed: 15/10/2019).] 



Conclusion

The premise this dissertation will research is whether the different forms of monasticism discussed conformed to their original mandate and how the interpretations of that mandate developed overtime—both in the monastic Orders and the militant Orders—and how the two were seen in the medieval era. Its central aims are to study the overall principle of a monk, the closeness of this to reality and the development of the militant Orders along the basis of monasticism. 
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