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“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)


In this commentary, I shall discuss an extract of a chapter from the Rule of St Benedict, paying attention to the content and context of the source, as well as its purpose, in order to provide an analysis of how Benedictine monks lived in the Middle Ages.  
The Rule of St Benedict is a gathering of comprehensive precepts outlining the rules, daily activities and observances aspiring Benedictine monks followed in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:1] The ‘Rule’, dating from the sixth century, covers liturgical services intended to be read daily, corresponding with canonical hours and defining a typical day in a medieval Benedictine monastery.[footnoteRef:2] It was used as the basis of principles in every Benedictine monastery across Europe, meaning that the rules never deviated from monastery to monastery. This allowed for uniformity as well as a sense of brotherhood, and the knowledge that every monk, regardless of type, was united under the teachings of St Benedict. However, some historians have taken criticism with this, with many arguing that the Rule was not exercised in certain monasteries to the same extent as others. Berno monastery, in Cluny, for example, was lax in its enforcement of the Rule, going against the values of the Benedictines by prizing leisure over monastic duty.[footnoteRef:3] It is probable, therefore, that the Rule was established due to monasteries like Berno that deviated too far from the teachings of St Benedict, in order to keep them consistent to the Benedictine principles.  [1:  St. Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict, trans. by Cardinal Gasquet. (New York: Dover Publications, 2012).]  [2:  T. G. Kardong, Day by Day with Saint Benedict. (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2005), p. 1. ]  [3:  B. Laird, Rule of St Benedict. (London: CRC Press, 2017), p. 44.] 

This extract is found in the very first chapter of the Rule, titled, “Of the Several Kinds of Monks and Their Lives”, and is immediately followed by chapters outlining the requirements for abbots, as well as the conduct of brothers.[footnoteRef:4] In this first chapter, we are introduced to the “four kinds of monks”, which includes the ‘Cenobites’, ‘Anchorites’, ‘Gyrovagi’ and the ‘Sarabites’, as well as an explanation of their routines and duties.[footnoteRef:5] There is distinction between these four types of monk in the Rule – the Gyrovagi and Sarabites are criticised, yet the Cenobites and Anchorites are considered more highly. Potentially, this indicates that the Rule considers these groups to be true monks, since they follow the Rule with stricter observance than the others. The purpose of the source, therefore, is to act as a guideline for potential Cenobites and Anchorites, which is supported by the source’s authoritative tone and structure.  [4:  St. Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict, trans. by Cardinal Gasquet, pp. 3 – 6. ]  [5:  St. Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict, pp. 3 – 4.  ] 

The source foremostly mentions the Cenobites, a group of monks “who live in monasteries” and serve under both an abbot and “a Rule”, referring to the Rule of St Benedict. Abbots played central roles in these monasteries, appearing as the head of the hierarchal order and symbolically representing the role the Pope had over religious communities.[footnoteRef:6] However, Benjamin Laird criticises the Rule for its overemphasis of an abbot’s role within a monastery, arguing that many were incapable of balancing manual labour with prayer and devotion, thus rendering the teachings of St Benedict redundant.[footnoteRef:7] A communal lifestyle built upon manual labour was central to the Cenobites. Their lifestyle revolved around not only the opus dei of prayer, but also upon labor manuum, resembling the ‘three orders’ of medieval society – those who fought (bellatores), those who worked (laboatores) and those who prayed (oratores).[footnoteRef:8]  Benedict’s teachings, that monks should be “employed in manual labour at certain times, at others, in devout reading” supports this.[footnoteRef:9] In short, the community of Cenobites arguably represented a microcosm of medieval society, and differed greatly from their eremitical counterparts, whose duties were largely different.  [6:  J. Burton and J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages. (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2011), p. 82.]  [7:  Laird, Rule of St Benedict, p. 43. ]  [8:  S. Kries. Medieval Society: The Three Orders, The History Guide: Lectures on Ancient and Medieval European History, September 2008. Available online at: http://historyguide.org/ancient/lecture23b.html [accessed 15th February 2020].]  [9:  St Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict, in B. Laird, Rule of St Benedict, p. 44.] 

The source mentions the Anchorites, who lived as hermits away from religious communities. However, there is arguably a similarity between the Anchorites and the Cenobites in the sense that the source alludes to the Anchorites as one of the branches of medieval society – the bellatores. The extract depicts the Anchorites as soldiers through use of words such as “fight”, “well armed” and “solitary combat”. The fact that the Rule encourages the Anchorites to fight their spiritual battles in the “desert” against “temptation of mind and body” potentially references the ‘desert fathers’, or early Christian ascetics whose traditions the Anchorites followed closely.[footnoteRef:10] This ‘mind and body’ reference relates to the act of contemplation that is central to the Anchorites, as well as reminding them to remain spiritually and bodily incorrupt. In my opinion, the source romanticises the Anchorites and depicts them as religious warriors. This romanticism is found not only within the Rule of St Benedict, but is also apparent in other medieval Cistercian sources, notably the Exordium Parvum, a collection of letters that exist from the first Cistercians who founded the monastery of Citeaux in 1098.[footnoteRef:11] Both of these sources romanticises the Benedictine monks and likens them to warriors fighting spiritual battles rather than physical ones, challenging our ideas of the Anchorites of the Middle Ages.  [10:  J. Wortley, An Introduction the Desert Fathers. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). ]  [11:  Exordium Parvum. Available online at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/343627/mod_resource/content/0/Cistercian%20sources%201.pdf [accessed 15th February 2020], p. 26.] 

The extract has its limitations. For example, the extract focuses solely on Benedictine monks, and not nuns, despite recorded knowledge of Benedictine nuns residing at Barking Abbey, Essex, as early as the ninth century, and even possibly earlier.[footnoteRef:12] Why then, was the curia monialum ignored in the entirety of the Rule, with chapters on the required footwear considered instead to be more important?[footnoteRef:13] What is does tell us, however, was how the Benedictines considered their various groups of monks, as well as challenging our opinions of them. In conclusion, the Rule is an important source in the study of Benedictine orders and tells us a lot about the many orders that existed during the height of monastic popularity in the Middle Ages.  [12:  K-A. M. Bugyis, The Care of Nuns: The Ministries of Benedictine Women in England during the Central Middle Ages. (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2019), p. 2.]  [13:  Bugyis, The Care of Nuns: The Ministries of Benedictine Women in England during the Central Middle Ages, p. 1. The ‘curia monialum’ refers to the ‘care of nuns’. ] 
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