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This commentary is on an extract from the Rule of St. Benedict. St. Benedict was monk born in Nursia in Italy and is considered to be the father of western monasticism and founder of the monastery at Monte Cassino.[footnoteRef:1] The monastery at Monte Cassino is considered to be “the parent house of western monasticism and… during the middle ages an outstanding centre of arts and learning” suggesting that it retained its importance for many years and throughout the period.[footnoteRef:2] St. Benedict wrote his Rule which became the basis for nearly all monastic living in western Europe throughout the medieval period sometime in the 6th century.[footnoteRef:3] It also proved vital to the Cistercian order.[footnoteRef:4] His Rule is a guideline for how monks and lay brothers in monasteries should live and spend their lives.[footnoteRef:5] Indeed according to C.H Lawrence the “prologue and the first seven chapters of the rule comprise an exhortatory treatise on the ascetical life” and these explain the “aims and virtues the monk should strive to cultivate” whereas the following “thirteen chapters contain detailed instruction for the order of divine service”.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Michael David Knowles, ‘St. Benedict’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 5th January 2020, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Benedict-of-Nursia> [accessed 14th February 2020].]  [2:  ‘Cassino’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 16th December 2013, <https://www.britannica.com/place/Cassino> [accessed 14th February 2020].]  [3:  Justin McCann, Saint Benedict (London: Sheed and Ward, 1938), p. 121.]  [4:  ‘Cistercian’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 26th June 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [accessed 15th February 2020].]  [5:  C.H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 3rd edn (London: Longman Publishing, 1938), p. 18.]  [6:  Ibid., p.21.] 


This extract is situated right at the very beginning of the first chapter of St. Benedict’s rule which suggests that it could be the most important inclusion in his work as it is the first item that he included. As well as this it details the type of monks that are considered bad or ‘vile’ which implies that Benedict is outlining early in his work the type of monk that they should avoid being like. This is a very important detail which could be why it was included as the first part of his Rule. It is interesting that Benedict chose to put his advice for monks before his advice on what type of man the Abbot should be which is the chapter succeeding this. Perhaps, as most members of a monastery would be monks and only one would be an Abbot, Benedict put the section on monks first in order for the larger collective to learn how to behave in the hopes of them achieving a good and holy life.
Benedict begins by discussing the different kind of monks. The two detailed in the extracts being Cenobites and Anchorites. Benedict defines the Cenobites as “those who live in monasteries, serving under a rule and an abbot.”[footnoteRef:7] This is the standard idea that is thought of when thinking about a monk and Benedict’s tone in this part is shown to be positive as if this is how the monastic life should be. The Anchorites are monks that have spent a long time in a monastery and are fully trained and prepared to go out into the world in order to in Benedict’s words “fight against the devil”.[footnoteRef:8] Benedict seems to write positively of these type of monks as the description of the “fight against the devil” evokes images of the monk’s own battle against evil.[footnoteRef:9] He even says “they are able now to live without the help of others” and “to fight against the temptation of mind and body” almost implying that the Anchorites have in some degree transcended from the life of a Cenobite and are strong enough to fight this metaphorical battle against evil on their own in the wilderness.[footnoteRef:10] Benedict himself spent many years as a hermit which may be why that he takes a positive view of the anchorite’s lifestyle and seems to consider them, in this text at least, how monks should aspire to be.[footnoteRef:11] It should be said that after the extract ends Benedict discusses the two other types of monks that contrast the Cenobites and Anchorites as he considers them to be bad or the wrong way for a monk to live. These being the Sarabaites who according to Benedict “have been tried by no rule” and the “Landlopers” who are “always roving and never settled”.[footnoteRef:12] Benedict writes about these two with disgust and seems to shun them. The Sarabaites seem to be a direct opposite of the Cenobites being that they are not tied to a Rule which is why Benedict is quick to dismiss them as a viable way of monastic living.[footnoteRef:13] These examples of the different kinds of monks shows the reader the proper way to conduct yourself and the proper way to live a religious life whilst stating the monks and way of life that should be avoided. [7:  St. Benedict, ‘The Holy Rule of St. Benedict’, Trans by Rev Boniface, 26th June 2019 <https://ccel.org/ccel/b/benedict/rule/cache/rule.pdf> [accessed 14th February 2020].]  [8:  Ibid.,]  [9:  Ibid.,]  [10:  Ibid.,]  [11:  Michael David Knowles, ‘St. Benedict’.]  [12:  Ibid.,]  [13:  Terrance G. Kardong, Benedict's Rule: A Translation and Commentary (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1996), p. 39.] 

Benedict refers to the “solitary combat of the desert” in the extract which is a recurring theme throughout monasticism, and he seems to value this as an ideal component of monastic life.[footnoteRef:14] This refers to the desert fathers who were hermits who settled in empty places in Egypt in order to withdraw from society.[footnoteRef:15] These are the earliest examples of the Anchorites that Benedict discusses in his rule. They would do this to experience life beyond the confines of a community and “the fight against the temptation of body and the mind” means that they would be combating and resisting negative influences without the help of a community.[footnoteRef:16] He could be meaning this literally, as in the Anchorites going to live in the wilderness on their own, but it could also mean spiritual isolationism as well. The Exordium Parvum refers to the location of Citeaux as if it were a wilderness in order to harken the founding of the monastery to the solitude of the desert in St. Benedict’s rule in order to give the impression of a semblance of spiritual isolation.[footnoteRef:17] To conclude, St. Benedict, in this extract, details some important facets of monastic life. [14:  St. Benedict, ‘The Holy Rule of St. Benedict’.]  [15:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, pp.5-14]  [16:  St. Benedict, ‘The Holy Rule of St. Benedict’.]  [17:  Exordium Parvum Available at: <https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/343627/mod_resource/content/0/Cistercian%20sources%201.pdf> [accessed 14th February 2020]. From course handout.] 

Word Count: 927










Bibliography
Primary Sources
Exordium Parvum Available at: <https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/343627/mod_resource/content/0/Cistercian%20sources%201.pdf> [accessed 14th February 2020]. From course handout.
St. Benedict, The Holy Rule of St. Benedict, Trans by Rev Boniface, 26th June 2019 <https://ccel.org/ccel/b/benedict/rule/cache/rule.pdf> [accessed 14th February 2020].
Secondary Sources
‘Cassino’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 16th December 2013, <https://www.britannica.com/place/Cassino> [accessed 14th February 2020].

‘Cistercian’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 26th June 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [accessed 15th February 2020].

Kardong, Terrance G., Benedict's Rule: A Translation and Commentary (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1996).
Knowles, Michael David, ‘St. Benedict’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 5th January 2020 <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Benedict-of-Nursia> [accessed 14 February 2020].

Lawrence C.H., Medieval Monasticism, 3rd edn (London: Longman Publishing, 1938).
McCann, Justin, Saint Benedict (London: Sheed and Ward, 1938).




