From Desert Myths to Sheep Tales: The Cistercians in the Middle Ages – Commentary 1

Section A

1 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 St Benedict)

The source is an extract from the Rule of St Benedict, which was written by Saint Benedict of Nursia between 535 AD, and his death in 547 AD. Benedict spent some time living as a hermit, in Subiaco, because he became unimpressed with the quality of learning and life in Rome; so, he went and founded his own monastery in Monte Cassino and wrote the rule for monks there.[footnoteRef:1] The rule was written to be a guide to monks on how to live and properly devote themselves to God without any distraction from sin or temptation. [1:  Ampleforth Abbey, The Rule of Saint Benedict [c.2011-2024]
https://www.ampleforthabbey.org.uk/monastery/our-history/rule-st-benedict [accessed 13th October 2025]] 


As you can see in the source, it has an authoritative and informative tone, this is to educate the monks, and in this case to educate them on the different types of monks, and what is considered a good monk or bad monk. Benedict made sure to call this set of instructions and guidelines a ‘rule’ to make sure it was obeyed to the highest letter but to also reassert his ideals of tradition and order within the Cistercian order and the church. This also links into him creating a social hierarchy within the church with the monks, emphasising his ideals on tradition and order. Although it is not mentioned in this extract, he states that “Of the wretched observance of all these folk it is better to be silent than to speak. Therefore, leaving them aside, let us proceed with God’s help to provide for the strong race of the Cœnobites.”[footnoteRef:2] In this quote he is emphasising how the Cenobites are the best type on monk and are at the top of the social hierarchy of better monks because they are fully devoted to the church and God, without the need to move around or be exposed to the secular world.  [2:  Cistercian documents volume 1, The Kinds of Monks [n.d]
../Cistercian documents vol.1.odt [accessed 13th October 2025]] 

As well as talking about Cenobites, Benedict also mentions about hermits. Hermits are “those who is not in the first fervour of their conversion, but after a 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 now able to live without the help of others, and by their own strength and God’s assistance, to fight against the temptation of the mind and body.” This draws parallels to Matthew 4:1-11 (NIV) where it states that Jesus spent 40 days and 40 nights in the desert being tempted by the devil.[footnoteRef:3] Although Cenobites are deemed as the “strongest race” of monk, he also encourages any followers of the Rule of Saint Benedict to become hermits too, in a similar fashion to how Jesus battled against temptation in the desert. Again, this reasserts the main purpose of the Rule of Saint Benedict because he wants people to go and follow the basic principles of the Catholic Church but also the traditional teachings of what Christ preached so hence why he encourages the route of becoming a hermit for a period of time, to learn how to battle temptation and better devote oneself to God.  [3:  Bible Gateway, Matthew 4:1-11 NIV – Jesus is Tested in the Wilderness [2011]
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%204%3A1-11&version=NIV [accessed 16th October 2025]] 

This extract is significant because it provides a clear and structured guide to Cistercian life. His rule lays out a spiritual guideline for living and provides clear example how to devote oneself to God and the church, and although it is not mentioned in this extract, he also provides examples of immoral living within the church and what not to do. As stated, he clearly says that the traditional monastic lifestyle should be the standard for all and how tradition and stability should be valued overall. However, he also does credit the hermit lifestyle as it embodies Jesus and the 40 days and 40 nights he spent in the desert, whilst being tempted by the devil in various ways. By doing this it shows that the monk has mastered the skills to fight sin alone and thus making them closer to God and more holy. 
Looking long term, the Rule is extremely significant because it has become arguably one of the most well adopted monastic guides in the west for 1,400 years, and according to Monastic Wales 33 out of 59 monasteries in Wales, belonged to the Rule of St Benedict.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Monastic Wales, Monastic Orders in the Database [n.d]
https://www.monasticwales.org/browsedb.php?func=orderlist [accessed 16th October]] 
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