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[bookmark: _Hlk32667988]	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)


St Benedict of Nursia lived between c. 480 and 547 in Italy and, towards the end of his life,  wrote a text known as the Rule of St Benedict. This quote is from the first chapter in which he names four kinds of monks: Cenobites, Anchorites, Sarabites and Gyrovagues. The last two he considers unworthy of substantial comment: Sarabites are detestable and Gyrovagues parasitical.[footnoteRef:1] He tells us that cenobites are strongest and it is for these monks that his Rule is composed. “… let us proceed, with God’s help, to lay down a rule for the strongest kind of monks, the Cenobites.”[footnoteRef:2] Expected to be obedient and stable, perhaps this is why Benedict considered them strongest, because they stayed where their vocation had brought them, inside the monastery. He considered that Anchorites who successfully undertook the eremitical life were strong, but only as a result of their monastic trainin. This is not the only rule for monastic living, the other major work of this kind being the Rule of St Agustine, and it is now believed that Benedict’s Rule was composed from the Rule of the Master, an earlier, longer text written by an unknown abbot.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  St Benedict, St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries trans. Doyle, Leonard J. (Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1935) http://www.gutenberg.org/files/50040/50040-h/50040-h.html chapter 1.]  [2:  St Benedict, The Rule, chapter 1.]  [3:  C H Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism: Forms of religious life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages (Harlow: Longman, 1984) p. 22.] 


This chapter, if we believe Gregory the Great’s biography of Benedict, is written from experience. Gregory, writing almost fifty years after Benedict’s death and from reports from four of Benedict’s fellow monks, clearly admired Benedict.[footnoteRef:4] He tells us that Benedict had been a hermit after leaving home and had, from a young age, shown contemptus mundi ‘… abandoning the study of literature and leaving his father’s home and property, wishing to please God alone, he went in search of the habit of a holy way of life. He therefore withdrew, knowledgeably ignorant and wisely unlearned.’[footnoteRef:5] Some years later Benedict became a hermit, living in a cave for three years. St Basil, living in the mid fourth century, was seen as the founder of the cenobitic life, his life overlapping with that of St Anthony, a hermit and the model for hermits to come. St Basil wrote rules for his monks and, in his Little Asceticon, wrote: ‘If you live alone, whose feet will you wash?’[footnoteRef:6] From the Rule it seems that Benedict preferred Basil’s thought to that of St Anthony. Although the eremitic life could be seen to follow the ideal of Christ’s forty days and nights in the wilderness, the coenobitic life followed the vita apostolica, perhaps more appropriate to mere men. [4:  Gregory the Great, Life of Benedict, in Carolinne White, Early Christian Lives (London: Penguin, 1994).
]  [5:  Ibid., p. 161.]  [6:  St Basil, Little Ascceticon 3:9 quoted in C H Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism: Forms of religious life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages (Harlow: Longman, 1984) p 9.] 


Benedict’s own experiences of life as hermit and then abbot gave him authority to dictate how the religious life should be lived. He considered that the hermit’s life was to be undertaken only by those who had learned to obey and to ‘fight against the devil’, living a solitary life without the support of brothers or abbot. Although the decision to become a hermit perhaps demonstrated a lack of that essential virtue stability, the need for self-discipline was even greater in the hermitage. That Benedict turned from his solitary life does not mean that he failed as a hermit but having later been begged by a group of monks to become their abbot[footnoteRef:7] he needed to found a monastery where he wrote the Rule. Militaristic language is often used to describe the religious life, both in the Rule and in other works of the same genre. At the end of this quote Benedict says of hermits: ‘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 mind and body.’[footnoteRef:8] This language reappears in, for example, the first chapter of the Cistercian Exordium Cistercii in which the monks are described as ‘soldiers of Christ’ .[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Gregory the Great, Life of Benedict, p. 169.]  [8:  St Benedict, The Rule, chapter 1.]  [9:  Exordium Cistercii: see course notes.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk32505716][bookmark: _Hlk32669733]At the time of the foundation of Cîteaux many had chosen the life of a hermit in, in Burton’s words ‘the revival of the eremitical tradition’.[footnoteRef:10] This was in response to the perceived falling standards in many monasteries. Some who wished a return to stricter adherence to the Rule chose to found new monasteries, Cîteaux becoming the most famous of these. Just as men seeking a more religious way of life had flocked to Benedict in his hermitage, men soon flocked to Cîteaux. Van Engen in ‘The Crisis of Cenobitism’ discusses the turning against the prevailing monastic existence in many abbeys, stating that ‘… monastic houses of his [Robert of Molesme’s] day had become social institutions preoccupied with legal and economic affairs… rendering them entirely unfit to nurture the spiritual life.’[footnoteRef:11] While the ‘crisis’ of cenobitism of the eleventh and twelfth centuries did not affect all orders, houses or monks, enough religious felt the need to return to a stricter interpretation of the Rule to found new houses and orders or to become and, sometimes, remain hermits. As Burton has said ‘The desire to return to a life of poverty, the eremitical element, and devotion to the Rule of St Benedict cannot easily be separated, for those men who were inspires to establish communities with a strict interpretation of and adherence to the Rule were often also hermits.’[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) p. 44.]  [11: John Van Engen, ‘The "Crisis of Cenobitism" Reconsidered: Benedictine Monasticism in the Years 1050-1150’ Speculum, Vol. 61, No. 2 (Apr., 1986), pp. 269-304 p. 271.]  [12:  Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders p. 63.] 


In conclusion, one can say that Benedict clearly favoured the coenobitic lifestyle, considering that the hermitage was appropriate to very few, rigorously trained men. The monastery was akin to the life described in the Acts of the Apostles: ‘All who believed were together and had all things in common.’[footnoteRef:13] If monastic life should follow the vita apostolica, this was key, and so, while the eremitical life was acceptable for the few, the coenobitic life was generally preferable. [13:  Acts of the Apostles 2:44 in Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders p. 43.] 
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