COMMENTARY 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”.


This text is a translation, probably by Abbot Justin McCann in 1913, of the first half of the First Chapter of the Rule of St Benedict. (Abbey of Regina Laudis, 1913). The original was written by St Benedict of Nursia when abbot of Monte Cassino in sixth-century Italy, an era beset by the collapse of the established world order, the Roman Empire. Historians are uncertain of the exact date, and in fact, it was probably a work in progress, taking some time to complete. “It is certain that St. Benedict did not compose his Rule at one stroke; Chapters LXVII-LXXIII. are an addition” (Delatte, 2000, p. xi).  As such, it is one of only two primary sources concerning St Benedict, the other being the second book of the Dialogues written by Pope Gregory the Great between AD 593-4 (Lawrence, 2015, p. 14).

 According to Gregory, St Benedict had started his monastic life as an Anchorite, living an eremitic life for three years in a cave near Subiaco (Gregory, 2:1).  Initially reluctant to embark on a cenobitic life, he eventually accepted the post of abbot at a nearby monastery. However, his attempts at reform were not well received, culminating in a failed plot to poison him and a return to the life of the hermit. (Gregory, 2:3).  Nevertheless, he ultimately set up twelve monasteries there with St Benedict as “a sort of abbot-general” (Thompson, 1967, p. 12). Faced with another poison plot, St Benedict fled to Monte Cassino, founded his world-renowned abbey, and there he wrote his Rule.

Written in the lingua Vulgaris, which was widely spoken, and not the traditional Latin, the Rule is relatively short, consisting of a Prologue and 73 Chapters, some of which are only a few paragraphs long (Lawrence, 2015, p. 14).  Becoming the standard handbook for monastic life, it "offered a realistic and eminently practical guide both to the government of a cenobitical community and to the spiritual life of the monk” (Lawrence, 2015, p. 14).  However, it was not the first attempt to produce such a Rule. Pachomius, in the mid-fourth century, produced the first Cenobitic Rule, which was followed by St Basil’s Rule (Thomson, 1967, p. 5). However, the greatest influence for St Benedict came from The Rule of the Master, written anonymously around AD 500 (Lawrence, 2015, p. 14) “The opening chapters of St Benedict’s Rule consist of an abbreviated and adapted version of the Master’s” (Brooke, 1977, p. 33). 

The title passage is almost identical to the first two paragraphs of Chapter One of The Rule of the Master. Looking at the quoted text in isolation might give a misleading impression of where St Benedict’s true focus lay. Even though the Cenobites are seen as the strongest, the Anchorites are sympathetically described. Unlike the Master, he does not go into great detail about the two other types of monks, the Sarabaites and Gyrovagues but instead concludes the chapter with; “Passing these over, therefore let us proceed, with God’s help, to lay down a rule for the strongest kind of monks, the Cenobites” (Benedict, 1948, p. 7). This is different to the Master’s equivalent text “And now in accordance with our high esteem for the first kind of monks, the coenobites, whose service and probation are the will of God let us return to their rule.” (The Rule of the Master, 1:75). St Benedict is restating the pre-eminence of the Cenobites but taking a further step; to produce an established set of rules to be obeyed. Reading between the lines of the title text, St Benedict is acknowledging the origins of monasticism, namely the eremitic tradition, allowing some latitude for it to continue but pointing to an ordered monastic life with the abbot as the undisputed lawmaker as the way forward. It is interesting to note that he sees Anchorites as seasoned Cenobites choosing an eremitic lifestyle after having experienced the order of a monastery, which is opposite to his own life history.

 The chief area of controversy surrounds whether the Rule contributed anything original. Thompson argues that the blend of thought was totally new; “It appears to be almost revolutionary in comparison to its predecessors since it tempers austerity and holds the community to be more important than the individual-a moderate combination of Latin austerity and Graeco-Roman humanism” (Thompson. 1967, p. 16). The austerity element is provided by the authority of the abbot, the humanism by his prerogative to listen. Others disagree. Referring to the Rule of The Master as a blueprint for St Benedict, Lawrence concludes that his version is merely "gentler and more humane" (Lawrence, 2015, p. 14). While acknowledging the impact on Christian monasticism, Clark says that St Benedict “did not create a monastic society but was a consequence of it” (Clark, 2011, p. 10).

Despite these different interpretations, the effect St Benedict had was enormous. “To his medieval followers - and to some in subsequent centuries - Benedict was not only the father of the Black Monks but also of the order of Christian monasticism as a whole” (Clark, 2011, p. 10). The passage represents the key to that success. Order from a disciplined monastic life combined with tolerance for genuine eremitic existence.

(Word count 815 without citations and titles)


REFERENCES

[bookmark: _Hlk88841781]Abbey of Regina Laudis. (1913).  St. Benedict’s Rule for Monks, translation by Abbot Justin McCann. https://abbeyofreginalaudis.org/community-rule-english.html

Benedict Saint, Abbot of Monte Cassino. (1948). St Benedict’s Rule for monasteries. Liturgical Press. 	Collegeville, Minn. 
Brooke, C. (1974). The monastic world 1000 – 1300. Random House, New York.

Clark, J. G.  (2011). The Benedictines in the Middle Ages (monastic orders). Boydell Press, U.K.

Delatte, P. (2000). Commentary on the Rule of St. Benedict, translated by Justin McCann. Wipf and Stock 	Publishers, Eugene, Oregon.

Gasquet, F.A. (1904).  English monastic life. Methuen & Co. London.

Gregory The Great. (n.d.). Gregory the Great. Dialogues, Book II. http://archive.osb.org/gen/greg/


Murray, P. (1980). Chained to Christ: Benedict of Nursia, AD480-1980. The Furrow,31(7), 460-466 	http://www.jstor.org/stable/27660968

The Rule of the master, Regula Magistri.  (2011). Translation Luke Eberle, modified L. Dysinger.  
	The Rule of the Master (ldysinger.com)

Thompson, A. H. (1976).  The life and Rule of St. Benedict. Honors Theses. 765.
	https://scholarship.richmond.edu/honors-theses/765.


