                                                                
	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.
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This piece of prose is from the opening chapter of St Benedicts Rule which was written by Benedict of Nursia for the guidance of his monks in the sixth century and has been the basis for monasticism for the past fifteen hundred years. It was written by him as a framework for observance by his monks while he was an abbot at the monastery of Monte Cassino but was gradually adopted by other monasteries and became the standard practice for monasticism in the Christian World. It contains  a prologue and seventy-three chapters and is stated by C.H.Lawrence as  setting out ‘a coherent and detailed plan for the organisation of the monastic community.’[footnoteRef:2]  It is thought of as a spiritual but practical code for life in the monastery which was moderate compared to other earlier rules, but which has been adapted for monks in different circumstances and over the centuries.[footnoteRef:3]  Benedict writes  in the prologue that it contains ‘Nothing harsh, nothing burdensome’ although there may have to be some strictness ‘in order to amend faults and safeguard love.’ [footnoteRef:4] [2:  C.H.Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 2nd edn,(New York: Longman Inc.,1989), p.22.]  [3:  Ernie Rea, Rule of St Benedict, [podcast] BBC Radio 4, Beyond Time, 30/05/2016. ]  [4:   St Benedict, RB,1980, The Rule Of St Benedict In English, ed. Timothy Fry, (Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1982),p.18. ] 

  
  It is important, before discussing the contents of the passage that we know who St Benedict was to understand in what context the Rule was written. St Benedict was an Italian abbot who lived between approximately 480 and 550CE and is considered responsible for the creation of the Benedictine Order of Monks.  There is little written about the man himself with the exception for the writings of Gregory the Great who was pope from 593-604CE. The biography of St Benedict found in Gregory’s second Dialogue, describes him as being born in Nursia and moving  to be educated in Rome but abandoning school due to the debauchery shown by his fellow students. He moved to Subiaco where he lived in solitude for three years in a cave above the Sabine hills, instructed by a monk called Romanus. [footnoteRef:5] During and following his religious training, several monks settled near to him asking him to become their abbot. He eventually set up a monastery in Monte Cassino where he stayed for the rest of his life until his death. It was while at Monte Cassino that he wrote the Rule stated by Pope Gregory as ‘both excellent for discretion and also for the style.’ [footnoteRef:6] Gregory attributed many miracles to Benedict, and he was later canonised in 1220. He is generally considered as the founder of Christian monasticism in the West.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.21.]  [6:   Internet Medieval Sourcebook, Gregory 1 (Dialogos): Second Dialogue (Life Of St Benedict), Chapter 36, <https://www.sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/g1-benedict1.asp> [accessed 08 November 2025].]  [7:  Luke Dysinger, ‘Theosis/Deification In Benedict Of Nursia And Gregory The Great’ ( from the Proceedings of Oxford International Patristics Conference, 13th August 2015),p.5.  https://www.academia.edu/20313035/Theosis_Deification_in_Benedict_of_Nursia_and_Gregory_the_Great [accessed 08 November 2025].] 

     The Rule of St Benedictine contains a prologue inviting people to read the Rule, followed by the first seven chapters, explaining the aims and virtues that monks should strive towards with special emphasis on obedience and humility. The next thirteen chapters provide the order of the divine service and the daily framework which includes prayer, readings and psalmody while the remaining chapters concentrate on the practical aspects of living in a monastery ranging  from the election of the abbot to what type of clothes to wear and what food and drink was allowed.[footnoteRef:8]  Lawrence  states that having a written monastic law was drawing parallels to citizens having to obey the greatly influential  Law of Rome ,written at approximately the same time, and  while the abbot had to be obedient  to the Rule and to God,  the monks had to show obedience to the abbot.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:   Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.23.]  [9:   Ibid. p.28. ] 

     The first chapter of The Rule from where this passage originates, opens by stating that there are four types of monks although only two are mentioned in this passage. Benedict’s first line introduces the Cenobites who live in monasteries under the care of an abbot and for whom the Rule is designed for. Although this is the only sentence in the passage about the Cenobites, Benedict is clearly setting the scene for the rest of the rule book. Most of this passage is spent describing the anchorites and hermits who are also an acceptable class of monk, but he states that caution must be taken not to become one too early in a monk’s career especially following the initial passion of first conversion. It illustrates that Benedict is not as enthusiastic about hermits as he is the Cenobites, indeed he does not give any practical  instruction in his Rule book on how to attain the skills to become a hermit  despite St Jerome and St John Cassian (theologians of the time) implying that  they were the superior type of monks.[footnoteRef:10]  He uses descriptive  words,  that are suggestive of an arduous fight against the devil such as  well armed, solitary combat, and lastly  using  one’s own strength  and God’s assistance to fight against temptation of mind and body and although such phrases became common in medieval chivalric writing, the words suggest that these may have been reminiscent of his own struggles when in the desert alone before he founded the monastery of Monte Cassino. Gregory included a chapter in his Dialogue, describing how Benedict overcame a great temptation of the flesh and how he was ‘assisted with God’s grace’ and freed from the vice of temptation.’[footnoteRef:11]  Benedict also mentions the importance of learning amidst many brethren, again emphasising the benefits of living in a community in order to mature and grow.  Alternatively, Scott Baker feels that by appearing to caution monks about becoming  hermits, and encouraging Cenobitism, it was a way to elevate the Roman Catholic tradition above the Syrian and Egyptian models of hermits  as described by the Desert Fathers,( the earliest Christian hermits who practiced asceticism, obtaining their spiritual goal through austerity, prayer and by living alone.)[footnoteRef:12]   HoweverAlthough Benedict advises reticence for members in their wish to become hermits, he had to be tolerant as many monasteries had one or two members who lived as hermits attached to their community. [footnoteRef:13] [10:  Dysinger, ‘Theosis/Deification’, p.5.]  [11:  Internet Medieval Sourcebook, Gregory 1, Chapter 2, [accessed 08 November 2025].]  [12:  Scott Baker, ‘Benedict, A Research Paper: Saint Benedict &Church History’, Academia.edu, (2015), p.7, <http//: www. academia.edu/Benedict> [ accessed 08 November 2025].]  [13:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.26. ] 

   The third and fourth types of monks that Benedict alludes to in the prose, are the Sarabaites  stating  ‘their law is whatever strikes their fancy’ [footnoteRef:14]and Gyrovagues who travelled from monastery to monastery  disrupting the stability of a house by being constantly restless and expecting hospitality wherever they went .[footnoteRef:15]  Benedict felt that stability was the lynch pin of a Cenobitic community and was included in the vows of his members, therefore, lack of stability  was to be abhorred. He states that he will not speak of them again and finishes the chapter saying  ‘with the help of the Lord, proceed to draw up a plan for the strong kind, the cenobates,’[footnoteRef:16]  again emphasising the importance of the Cenobitic community.  [14:  St Benedict, RB 1980, p.21.]  [15:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.27.]  [16:  St Benedict, RB 1980, p.21.] 

   For hundreds of years scholars were aware that Benedict had  adopted  ideas from several different sources for his Rule, for example, monk  St John Cassian,  Caesarius, a Gallic bishop who had written a set of ideas but in a disorganised fashion and St Augustine of Hippo’s  Regula Tertia and Regula Secunda explaining about the practice of religious life which were later adapted to form St Augustine’s Rule.[footnoteRef:17]  Originally It is thought that the Rule was totally the work of St Benedict  but it is now accepted  that much was plagiarised from  the anonymously written  Rule of Master  (Regula Magistri )possibly written forty years earlier, with as much as a third coming from the Master- including the chapters on humility, obedience and the abbot which have co-incidentally been the most popular chapters of the Rule .[footnoteRef:18] Despite this , it is felt that the Rule of St Benedictine was written with a greater structure and much more adaptability,  with less attention to unimportant detail and more tolerance towards human weaknesses.[footnoteRef:19] Although this rule is clearly written for the close knit Cenobitical communities of his own monasteries at Monte Cassino, Subiaco and Terracino which he also founded, it originally ran alongside other rules within the monastic community as a whole  but gradually replaced many other writings and became the dominant rule.[footnoteRef:20] As he himself,  in the closing chapters of his Rule stated, it was written just as a ‘little rule for beginners,’ [footnoteRef:21] and It is not thought that he ever  envisaged it would be used to found an entire monastic order, especially one  which was still in existence  fifteen hundred years later.[footnoteRef:22]   [17:  Janet Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders In Britain,1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p.43.]  [18:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.24.]  [19:  Ibid. p.25.
+-]  [20:  Dysinger, ‘Theosis And Deification’, p.3. ]  [21:  St Benedict, RB1980, p.96.]  [22:  Marek Derwich, ‘Benedictines: Male’, in Encyclopaedia Of Monasticism, ed William M. Johnston, pp.136-143 (p.138) < http//: www. academia.edu/ Benedictines: Male>  [Accessed 08 November 2025]] 
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