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Portfolio Commentary of an extract from the Rule of St Benedict.

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.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  The Order of Saint Benedict (OSB), 'The Rule of Benedict. English', 6 May 2006< OSB. Rule of Benedict : Text, English, Jan Mar Sep 1/3> [accessed 29 September 2025] (Chapter 1: On the Kinds of Monks). ] 

(Taken from Rule of St Benedict) 
The extract is a passage from The Rule of Benedict translated by Leonard J. Doyle OblSB, of Saint John’s Abbey from the original Latin.[footnoteRef:2] The Rule has been translated into numerous languages which can affect interpretation. The Rule of  Benedict was estimated to have been completed around 540 C.E. and according to Bruce L. Venarde  the Benedict Rule is the ‘best-known text of the Christian monastic tradition and has been the most widely used guide to life in the monastery for more than a thousand years’.[footnoteRef:3]  Originally the Rule of  Benedict was composed in Monte Cassino, Rome, by a monk called Benedict.[footnoteRef:4] Venarde comments that the Rule was written to prescribe a stricter way of living and how to run a monastic house. ‘The unity and coherence of the Rule lie in its view of monastic life and human nature.’[footnoteRef:5]  The extract appears at the opening chapter of the Rule of Benedict, chapter one. There are seventy-three chapters all together.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Leonard J. Doyle, Saint Abbot of Cassino Benedict, St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries (Liturgical Press,1950). ]  [3:  Benedictus (santo.), The Rule of Saint Benedict by St. Benedict, ed. and trans. by Bruce L. Venarde (Harvard University Press, 2011), p.vii. <The Rule of Saint Benedict - Benedictus (santo.) - Google Books >[accessed: 30 September 2025]. ]  [4:  Benedictus (santo.), The Rule of Saint Benedict, ed. and trans. by Venarde, p. viii.]  [5:  Benedictus (santo.), The Rule of Saint Benedict, ed. and trans. by Venarde, p. xiii.]  [6:  The Order of Saint Benedict (OSB), 'The Rule of Benedict. English.  Arranged by Chapter Title', 1 July 2014< OSB. Rule of Benedict. Text, English. Table of Contents> [accessed 6 October  2025]. 
] 

The extract comments on two of the four different types of monk, the ‘Cenobites’ and ‘anchorites’.[footnoteRef:7] The ‘Cenobities’ are described, according to the passage, as the most obedient to the Rule and to their abbot. These are the monks who live as a community in the monastery.[footnoteRef:8] The description for ‘anchorites’ is more creative. The rule describes them as ‘hermits’ who in reflection leave the monastery to live in solitude, away from the support and guidance of their brethren. The rule of benedict is primarily concerned with the lives of the Cenobites. However, the other two types of monks referred to, but not mentioned here, are described later in chapter one and they are ‘Sarabaites’ and ‘Gyrovagues’.[footnoteRef:9] Benedict dismisses Sarabaites as ‘detestable’ and Gyrovagues as ‘worse’ because of their behaviour unbefitting a monk.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  OSB 'The Rule of Benedict. English', Chapter 1: On the Kinds of Monks. ]  [8:  OSB 'The Rule of Benedict. English', Chapter 1: On the Kinds of Monks. ]  [9:  OSB 'The Rule of Benedict. English', Chapter 1: On the Kinds of Monks. ]  [10:  OSB 'The Rule of Benedict. English', Chapter 1: On the Kinds of Monks. ] 

In the description of the Anchorites, it is possible to get a glimpse of the Cistercians ideology. Benedict describes how the monks ‘go out well armed from the ranks of the community to the solitary combat of the desert.’[footnoteRef:11]  The term desert originated from Antony the Great, the founder of desert monasticism.[footnoteRef:12] Desert monasticism evolved over time and as such the desert was considered another way to gain a connection with God.[footnoteRef:13] In medieval Europe this may not refer to an actual desert but rather a spiritual desert. The Rule ranks the Anchorites under Cenobites due to the risks that come with monks escaping into the desert. Although the rule does not discredit Anchorites in their potential to be at one with God, Graham Gould comments on the danger in the desert faced by Anchorites away from the safety of the monastery and an element of risk from temptation to lead them astray.[footnoteRef:14] This would explain the militaristic language used within the passage. [11:  OSB 'The Rule of Benedict. English', Chapter 1: On the Kinds of Monks. ]  [12:  Graham Gould, The Desert Fathers on Monastic Community (Oxford University Press, 1993), p.2 <doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198263456.001.0001>[accessed 4 October 2025]. ]  [13:  Gould, The Desert Fathers on Monastic Community, p. 141.]  [14:  Gould, The Desert Fathers on Monastic Community, p. 141.] 

The description, ‘fight against the devil, go out well armed from the ranks of the community to the solitary combat of the desert’, highlights the ideology that surrounds the Cistercian belief towards their faith and role in society.[footnoteRef:15] Monks were considered to be a passageway for the ordinary people to God, as such monks would pray for ordinary people and ‘earthly rulers’.[footnoteRef:16]  They were defenders against temptation and evil for medieval society as such played an important role.  [15:  OSB 'The Rule of Benedict. English', Chapter 1: On the Kinds of Monks. ]  [16:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (The Boydell Press, 2011), p.2. <] 

The Rule of St Benedict continues to be followed by some monasteries in the modern period. Thomas Merton explains the continuation of the Rule in the 21st century, as ‘still the basis of life in each of these separate monasteries.’ Merton does acknowledge that the original way of life of a Benedictine monk is not strictly followed today, however, the essence and its fundamental values continue to be part of some monasteries’ day to day lives.[footnoteRef:17] This demonstrates the continuation of the importance of the rule of Benedict.  [17:  Thomas Merton, The Rule of Saint Benedict: Initiation into the Monastic Tradition 4, ed. Patrick F. O'Connell, preface. Joan Chittister, OSB. (Liturgical Press, 2009), p.viii. 
] 
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