Commentary on an Excerpt from the Rule of St. Benedict
The Rule of St. Benedict is a book detailing the rules and facets of monastic life as prescribed by St. Benedict of Nursia in the early sixth century.[footnoteRef:1] St. Benedict was a monk born in the fifth century who founded Monte Cassino Abbey and was prolific for his establishment of the Benedictine order and writing of the Rule.[footnoteRef:2] This order was prescribed guidelines via the Rule of Saint Benedict, a rule he had intended for his Abbey to follow.[footnoteRef:3] Whilst Benedict intended his rule for Monte Cassino the rule became ubiquitous with European monastic life, not only to the Benedictine order but also to other orders such as the later founded Cluniacs. These later monastic orders were founded under the idea that they could follow Benedict’s guidelines even more closely than the Benedictines themselves, as well as other monastic orders following the rule. The rule itself is immensely detailed with very few oversights, detailing everything from when to read certain biblical passages to how much wine one should consume.[footnoteRef:4] Benedict had gained a deep knowledge of monastic life through his experience as a monk, which clearly informed just how many matters were taken into account and in what manner they are addressed.  [1:  M.D. Knowles, ‘Benedictine Rule’, in Encyclopedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Benedictine-Rule>.]  [2:  M.D. Knowles, ‘St. Benedict’, in Encyclopedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Benedict-of-Nursia>.]  [3:  Knowles, ‘Benedictine Rule’.]  [4:  Saint Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict, translated by J. McCann, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1970)] 

Benedict uses the selected portion of the text to address the different types of monks that exist. The excerpt focuses on the two that he shows clear favouritism towards, but he addresses four in total in the rule.[footnoteRef:5] The first type he mentions is that of the Cenobite, which he describes later in the text is that of a communal living under an abbot and following a rule. He supports that these elements add strength and accountability to the monastic practice in a way that no other style truly does. The second is that of the Hermit, or Anchorite, a type of monk that he venerates highly, but after living as a Hermit recommends against it for those aside from the absolute strongest of monks[footnoteRef:6]. The existence of Cenobites and Hermits are intrinsic to one another to Benedict as he supports that a monk should not go down the solitary route of monastic life unless they have worked through life as a Cenobite with great practice.[footnoteRef:7] He suggests this is because one will be strong enough in their faith to fight the challenges that Anchoritic lifestyle brings. As mentioned earlier, Benedict had nothing but the highest respect for those who followed the Anchoritic way of monasticism, likely in part because of his knowledge of the highly revered Desert Fathers. The Desert Fathers were Christian hermits, likely originating in the third century with Antony the Great, who strove to lead devout solitary lives.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1, p. 5.]  [6:  Knowles, ‘St. Benedict’, in Encyclopedia Britannica; The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1, p. 5.]  [7:  The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1, p. 5.]  [8:  J. Wortley, An Introduction to the Desert Fathers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 16-27.] 

The other two types of monk that he later moves to address are those of the Sarabaites and Gyrovagues. Whilst not in the excerpt they are important contextually as they provide a strong way to illustrate the strengths of the cenobitic and hermetic lifestyles, but also show the weaknesses of the Sarabaites and Gyrovagues in comparison. Benedict sees these monastic styles as dangerous, and implausible to produce a monk of respectable standard.[footnoteRef:9] He uses quite strong negative language to refer to these two types. He sees the Sarabaites as being weak in their propensity for solitude without practice. Benedict highly values the existence of abbots for new, and even long practicing monks, as they provide guidance and accountability. He sees the lack of abbots, as well as further community, as being shepherd-less, and therefore not properly following God’s will, but rather their own.[footnoteRef:10] He views the Gyrovagues as being even more lowly that the Sarabaites due to their total reliance on the charity of others and lack of stability, as well as the factors he finds distasteful about the Sarabaites. [9:  The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1, p. 5]  [10:  The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1, p. 5.] 

Beyond this, the final thing to note is the style of language used in the excerpt, as it flanks the religious discussion with intense militaristic terminology. This is particularly notable in the instance where he discusses the Anchorites describing the challenges of Hermit life like a battle.[footnoteRef:11] It is likely that this is in reference to Jesus’s temptation, as is reflected by Benedict’s description of temptation in the passage.[footnoteRef:12] This also is likely referential to the Desert Fathers who Benedict seems to revere, as words such as ‘battle’ tend to appear time and time again in their writings.[footnoteRef:13] These go hand-in-hand however as an ideal of the Desert Fathers was to emulate the life of Jesus, including his tested devotion.[footnoteRef:14] This all in such a small portion of the text culminates to show how familiar he is with monastic culture, proving his experience and expertise, and providing his opinions. [11:  The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1, p. 5.]  [12:  Luke 4. 1-13; Mark 1. 12-13; Matthew 4. 1-11; The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1, p. 5.]  [13:  Wortley, An Introduction to the Desert Fathers, pp. 25-129.]  [14:  Wortley, An Introduction to the Desert Fathers, p. 10.] 
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