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"The Rule of St. Benedict," is a key document in Christian monasticism attributed to Saint Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-547 AD). Saint Benedict is often regarded as the father of Western monasticism, having founded the Benedictine Order. "The Rule of St. Benedict" establishes norms for monks' communal lives in monasteries, emphasising humility, obedience, stability, and prayer. It contains extensive directions for different areas of monastic life, such as daily routines, community prayer, work, and interactions among brethren.[footnoteRef:1] The extract that was provided outlines how monks are divided into four categories but only made mention of two: Anchorites or Hermits and Cenobites. It explains the differing lifestyles of these monks, with Cenobites living in monasteries under communal regulations and supervision, and Anchorites transitioning from communal to solitary life after a period of instruction and preparation. The significance comes from its discussion of the various pathway’s monks can follow in their pursuit of spiritual progress, as well as the various methods they use to battle temptation and deepen their relationship with God. In this commentary, I would be focusing on the Cenobites and Hermit monks, commenting on their lives, strength, and their solitary way of living.  [1:  Boakes, Norman, “Gospel and Order in the Rule of St Benedict,” Ecclesiastical Law Journal, 21.2 (2019), 196–203 <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0956618X19000061>] 


Cenobites are monks who live in monasteries or religious communities, maintaining a communal existence under set rules and the supervision of an abbot or abbess. ‘The Rule of Saint Benedict,’ contains precise rules for cenobitic living, emphasising humility, obedience, and stability. Monks of the monastery follow a set routine of prayer, work, and study that revolves on the Divine Office and the Eucharist. The communal component of cenobitic life develops a sense of brotherhood and mutual support among the monks, who live and work in concord while striving for spiritual progress and collective sanctification. They exist as a community, working together in the same location and sharing meals. This way of life closely follows St. Benedict's guide, who discusses the benefits of structure and routine - for example, he suggests that a monk pray at regular intervals, knowing that "at the regular hours, too, this sanctifying of the day is accomplished" and that his soul can be raised "to the hope of his heavenly home by such a kind of sacred round." The rule of St. Benedict, to which all cenobitic monks subscribe, states that a monastery should not accept any young monk until he has been completely vetted for his willingness to "govern himself by the Rule."[footnoteRef:2] This lifestyle emphasises the significance of community in Benedictine spirituality, where individual monks seek holiness via their involvement in the communal life of the monastery, directed by the wisdom and authority of their abbot or abbess.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Timothy Fry, The Rule of St. Benedict in English, Google Books (Liturgical Press, 2016)
]  [3:  W.K. Lowther Clarke, The Rule of St the Rule of Saint Benedict (London: A Pax Book, 1931) <https://www.solesmes.com/sites/default/files/upload/pdf/rule_of_st_benedict.pdf>.
] 

"Anchorites" or "Hermits" are people who retire from society and live in solitude, usually in distant regions like deserts, forests, or mountains, to pursue a life of solitary prayer, meditation, and asceticism. Anchorites frequently choose to live alone following a period of training or development in a monastic community. During this time, individuals obtain practical training, studying the disciplines of prayer, meditation, and asceticism from experienced mentors or spiritual directors. For example, in ‘the rule of St Benedict’, he stated that “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.” This demands practical skills such as searching for food, creating shelter, and negotiating the rough terrain, demonstrating a keen sense of self-reliance that goes beyond simply bodily needs. This period of formation within the monastery lays the groundwork for the anchorite's ultimate solitary life, providing them with the skills, virtues, and inner resources need to live in isolation. As the anchorite progresses in their spiritual journey and discerns a call to isolation, they may seek the consent and blessing of their spiritual seniors or superiors in the monastic community. This method assures that the decision to pursue eremitic life is based on wisdom, discernment, and accountability to the larger spiritual community.
Based on my research, one can say that Cenobites and Anchorites have many features in common while still maintaining their own sense of individuality. They are similar in a way where they share a strong devotion to spiritual growth and holiness. Whether they live in a community or alone, monks of both ways devote themselves to prayer, meditation, and ascetic disciplines aimed at building virtue and deepening their relationship with God. Cenobites engage in group prayer as part of their monastic habit, whilst Anchorites practise solitary prayer and contemplation.[footnoteRef:4] Cenobites differ from Anchorites in the structure of their living condition. Cenobitic life is distinguished by a planned pattern of community prayer, labour, and meals, all regulated by monastic law and the authority of the abbot. Anchorites, on the other hand, have greater flexibility in their daily routine because they are not constrained by communal responsibilities and can organise their time based on their personal needs and spiritual activities.[footnoteRef:5] The extract uses these classifications to highlight the various paths taken by individuals, it emphasises the dynamic element of monasticism, in which people alternate between communal living and believing that they should always seek God for their desire for personal enlightenment.  [4:  Michael Casey OSCO, Coenobium: Reflections on Monastic Community, Google Books (Liturgical Press, 2021)  
]  [5:  Luke Ayers and Victoria Bahr, A Twelfth-Century Service for Enclosing an Anchorite or a Twelfth-Century Service for Enclosing an Anchorite Or,( USA: Trinity University, 2019) <https://digitalcommons.trinity.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1017&context=eng_expositor>.
] 
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