                                                       The Rule of Saint Benedict: A Commentary
‘’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.’’
The passage has been taken from chapter one of the seventy three chapters that made up the Rule of Saint Benedict.[footnoteRef:1] Benedict was a monk who originated from Southern Italy (Nursia) in fifth or sixth century.[footnoteRef:2]Benedict’s Rule is also known as the Regula Sancti Benedicti.[footnoteRef:3] The work was penned by him at the site of his Monte Cassino monastery.[footnoteRef:4] The Rule was termed as, ‘a little rule for Beginners’.[footnoteRef:5] The extant work was composed as an ecclesiastical guide for monks.[footnoteRef:6]Evidence for the existence of Benedict  can be found via Pope Gregory’s work The Dialogues.[footnoteRef:7] Pope Gregory writes of Saint Benedict’s existence as well as his Rule.[footnoteRef:8]The Dialogues state that  the rule replaced other written rules in most of the religious houses in the European regions and it established the regulations that were required for monastic life.[footnoteRef:9] [1: Justin McCann, ‘The Rule of the Master’, The Downside Review, 57.1 ,(1939), 3–22 <https://doi.org/10.1177/001258063905700102>,<https://doi.org/10.1177/001258063905700102>, Sage Journals,< https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001258063905700102>, [Accessed 12/02/2026].]  [2:  The Reverend Timothy Fry ,The Rule of St. Benedict in English, (Liturgical Press, 2016),p.11. ]  [3:  ‘Saint Benedict：The Holy Rule of St. Benedict (516) : Saint Benedict (Benedict of Nursia C. AD 480–550) ,Internet Archive’, Internet Archive,<https://archive.org/details/saint-benedict-the-holy-rule-of-st.-benedict-516/page/n1/mode/2up>. ]  [4:  Saint Benedict, Abbot of Monte Cassino, The Holy Rule of Saint Benedict, Translated by Rev. Verheyen Boniface , Verheyen, (1949),Internet Archive,<https://archive.org/details/saint-benedict-the-holy-rule-of-st.-benedict-516/page/n1/mode/2up>,  [Accessed 12/10/25].]  [5:  ‘The Rule of St Benedict’, in, Ampleforth Abbey, (n.d),< https://www.ampleforthabbey.org.uk/monastery/our-history/rule-st-benedict>,  [Accessed 21/10/25].]  [6:  Saint Benedict, Abbot of Monte Cassino, The Holy Rule of Saint Benedict, Translated by Rev.Boniface , Verheyen, (1949),Internet Archive,<https://archive.org/details/saint-benedict-the-holy-rule-of-st.-benedict-516/page/n1/mode/2up>, [Accessed 12/10/25].]  [7:  C.H Lawrence, ‘ST. BENEDICT AND HIS RULE *’, History, Vol.67.No.220,(1982), pp. 185–94,JSTOR, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/24418885>, [Accessed 20/10/25].]  [8:  C.H Lawrence, BENEDICT AND HIS RULE *’, History, Vol.67.No.220,(1982), pp. 185–94,JSTOR, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/24418885>, [Accessed 20/10/25].]  [9:  Pope Gregory the Great, The Life of Saint Benedict,(Tan Books 2011),Archive,< https://archive.org/stream/TheLifeOfSt.BenedictGregoryTheGreatPopeSt.O6515_201903/The%20Life%20of%20St.%20Benedict%20-%20Gregory%20the%20Great%2C%20Pope%20St.%2C%20O_6515_djvu.txt>, [Accessed 11/02/2026].] 

The extract from chapter one outlines four different types of monks.[footnoteRef:10]The first type are the Cenobites.[footnoteRef:11] Cenobites are described as existing under an abbot and a rule.[footnoteRef:12]The following type Benedict names as Anchorites, noted by him to be hermits that had previously served time in a monastery learning resistance from the devil.[footnoteRef:13] The third group are the Sarabites. Benedict names these as a detestable type of monk due to their practice of dwelling in small groups or alone and an absence of an abbot and monastery.[footnoteRef:14] The fourth type of monk are Gyrovagues who Benedict states swore a vow of poverty then drifted from one religious house to another every couple of days.[footnoteRef:15] [10:  Leonard J Doyle, St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 1986), P.6.]  [11:  Benedict, Saint and Timothy Fry, RB 1980 : The Rule of St. Benedict in English, (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1982).p.20.]  [12:  Benedict, Saint and Timothy Fry, RB 1980 : The Rule of St. Benedict in English, (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1982).p.20.]  [13:  Janet E Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Woodbridge, Suffolk, Uk ;Rochester, Ny: Boydell Press, 2016).p.4.]  [14:  Benedict, Saint, ‘St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries’, Gutenberg.org, Trans by Leonard J. Doyle,(October 2024) ,< https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/50040/pg50040-images.html#chapter-1>, [accessed 11 February 2026].]  [15:  My!, ‘Mosaic’, in, Mosaic, (2015),< https://www.mosaicsite.org/main/2015/12/15/benedicts-wisdom-for-the-ages-gyrovagues-sarabaites-and-anchorites-oh-my>,  [accessed 14th  February 2026].] 

 Benedict’s Rule splits these four types of monks into two sets. The Cenobites were the ideal kinds of monk for the saint as they carried out their devotional duties in the correct form, communal and  displaying total devotion to the lord, observing a Rule, residing within a monastery and guided under the supervision of an abbot.[footnoteRef:16] The Anchorites were also an accepted  type of monk for Benedict as they had completed a significant amount of time within the confines of  a monastery.[footnoteRef:17] The support of fellow monks taught them to become self-sufficient and strong enough to go into the desert with the willpower to evade temptation.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Anthony Rhossellli, ‘The Kinds of Monks’, Mountmarty.edu, 2024 https://www.mountmarty.edu/academics/benedictine-leadership-institute/benedictine-thought-and-action-blog/the-kinds-of-monks/, [accessed 14 February 2026].]  [17:  Anthony Rhossellli, ‘The Kinds of Monks’, Mountmarty.edu, 2024 <https://www.mountmarty.edu/academics/benedictine-leadership-institute/benedictine-thought-and-action-blog/the-kinds-of-monks/>, [accessed 14 February 2026].]  [18:  Anthony Rhossellli, ‘The Kinds of Monks’, Mountmarty.edu, 2024 <https://www.mountmarty.edu/academics/benedictine-leadership-institute/benedictine-thought-and-action-blog/the-kinds-of-monks/>, [accessed 14 February 2026].                                   ] 

Benedict contrasts the Cenobites and Anchorites with the Sarabites and the Gyrovagues. The Sarabites he states had not proven their strength in their faith.[footnoteRef:19] He also cites them as under no Abbot or Rule.[footnoteRef:20]The Sarabites were the most abhorrent type of monk.[footnoteRef:21] The Gyrovagues were deemed as constantly on the move and behaving according to their own desires.[footnoteRef:22]Benedict points them out as worse than that of the Sarabaites, with no direction, stability or Rule and  their transient existence not akin to religious devotion.[footnoteRef:23]The Gyrovagues had no abbot or monastery.[footnoteRef:24] Benedict also states they made up their own rules on what was sacred or forbidden.[footnoteRef:25] [19:  Irene Cox-Carstairs, “The Worst Kind of Monk”: The Sarabaites’’ ,in Medievalist.net,< https://www.medievalists.net/2022/02/worst-kind-monk-sarabaites/>, [Accessed 09/02/2026].]  [20:  Irene Cox-Carstairs, ’’The Worst Kind of Monk”: The Sarabaites,in, Medievalists.net’, (2022 nazz),<https://www.medievalists.net/2022/02/worst-kind-monk-sarabaites/>, [accessed 15 February 2026].]  [21:  Paul Delatte, Rule of St. Benedict: A Commentary, (Ravenio Books, 2014),p.29.]  [22: Laura Callarman, ‘Benedict's Wisdom for the Ages: Gyrovagues, Sarabaites, and Anchorites—Oh My! ‘in Mosiac,<https://www.mosaicsite.org/main/2015/12/15/benedicts-wisdom-for-the-ages-gyrovagues-sarabaites-and-anchorites-oh-my>,[Accessed 11/02/2026].]  [23:  Laura Callerman, ‘Benedict's Wisdom for the Ages: Gyrovagues, Sarabaites, and Anchorites—Oh My!’, in, Mosaic, 2015 https://www.mosaicsite.org/main/2015/12/15/benedicts-wisdom-for-the-ages-gyrovagues-sarabaites-and-anchorites-oh-my>,[accessed 14th  February 2026].]  [24:  Conrad,Leyser, 'The Anonymity of The Rule of St Benedict’, in  Authority and Asceticism from Augustine to Gregory the Greatby Conrad Leyser,(Oxford, 2000),online edn, Oxford Academic,( 3 Oct. 2011), <https://doi-org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198208686.003.0005>, [accessed 17/02/ 2026].]  [25:  ‘The Third Kind of Monks Is That Detestable One of the Sarabaites...’,Stanbrook Abbey’, Stanbrook Abbey, (2024),<https://www.stanbrookabbey.org.uk/st-benedict-rules/the-third-kind-of-monks-is-that-detestable-one-of-the-sarabaites/>,  [accessed 15 February 2026].] 

Benedict ends chapter one of his Rule with the statement ’Of the miserable conduct of all such men it is better to be silent than to speak’. [footnoteRef:26]For Benedict it was better not to talk of these monks, but to instead go forward under the guidance of the lord and direct his rule to the Cenobitic monks.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Benedict of Nursia and Benedictus santo, The Rule of Saint Benedict, ed by Bruce L. Venarde, (Harvard University Press, 2011),p.19.]  [27:  Benedict of Nursia and Benedictus santo, The Rule of Saint Benedict, ed by Bruce L. Venarde, (Harvard University Press, 2011),p.19.] 

Saint Benedict’s Rule went on to characterise the Coenobitic way of life.[footnoteRef:28] Benedict had a coherent goal in writing his Rule which is threaded across its chapters. His desire that monks and their community to be more Godly was central part of his Rule.[footnoteRef:29]Benedict’s contrast of the four kind of monks makes clear that obedience was  a key factor in relation a monks relationship with the Abbot as was complete submission to God.[footnoteRef:30]The Rule of Saint Benedict also outlines through his views of the Sarabites and the Gyrovagues that selfishness stood in the way of being Godly.[footnoteRef:31] [28: ‘The Rule of Saint Benedict’ ,in, Internet History Sourcebooks Project, Fordham.edu, 2019 <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/rul-benedict.asp>, [Accessed 09/02/26].]  [29:  Norman Boakes,’ Gospel and Order in the Rule of Saint Benedict’, Ecclesiastical Law Journal,Cambridge,Vol.21,Issue 2,(May 2019),pp.196-203.< <https://www.proquest.com/docview/2207854004?accountid=130472&parentSessionId=XfwBiTop%2FFnlFA%2F6r9FoBpm%2FcaJKxw1GA6LvGSIAPz8%3D&pq-origsite=primo&sourcetype=Scholarly%20Journals>, [Accessed 05/02/26].]  [30:  Norman Boakes,’ Gospel and Order in the Rule of Saint Benedict’, Ecclesiastical Law Journal,Cambridge,Vol.21,Issue 2,(May 2019),pp.196-203.< <https://www.proquest.com/docview/2207854004?accountid=130472&parentSessionId=XfwBiTop%2FFnlFA%2F6r9FoBpm%2FcaJKxw1GA6LvGSIAPz8%3D&pq-origsite=primo&sourcetype=Scholarly%20Journals>,  [Accessed 05/02/26].]  [31:  Benedict of Nursia and Benedictus santo, The Rule of Saint Benedict, ed by Bruce L. Venarde, (Harvard University Press, 2011),p.19.] 

The Rule of Saint Benedict provided monks with a transparent set of principles to live by with an emphasis on obedience and the importance of community, whilst at the same time paying consideration to those that the rule was composed for.[footnoteRef:32] The Rule in modern times has survived through to today, teaching those who follow it  to be kind to themselves and to acknowledge the lord in their everyday life. [footnoteRef:33] The Rule still persists as a spiritual guide for Cistercian and Benedictine monasteries across the world today.[footnoteRef:34] [32:  Megan Boyle, Oblate of St. Benedict’s Monastery (St. Joseph, MN),
Durham, NC, ‘How the Rule of St. Benedict Is Relevant Today’, St. Benedict’s Toolbox Annex <https://stbenedictstoolbox.org/how-the-rule-of-st-benedict-is-relevant-today/>,[Accessed 15/02/2026].]  [33:  Megan Boyle, Oblate of St. Benedict’s Monastery (St. Joseph, MN),
Durham, NC, ‘How the Rule of St. Benedict Is Relevant Today’, in,St. Benedict’s Toolbox Annex <https://stbenedictstoolbox.org/how-the-rule-of-st-benedict-is-relevant-today/>, [Accessed 15/02/26].
]  [34:  Thomas Merton, Monastic Wisdom Series: Number Nineteen the Rule of Saint Benedict Initiation into the Monastic Tradition 4’, (pdf),<https://pastoralcenter.sfo3.digitaloceanspaces.com/products/lp/lpmw019p/preview.pdf>.
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