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	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.
(Rule of St Benedict)

It is difficult to overstate the impact of the Rule of St. Benedict upon Western monasticism. The 6th-century treatise detailing the running of the coenobium became the normative text for the great majority of monastic houses for the next several centuries.[footnoteRef:1] Later monastic movements like the Cistercians would argue for stronger readings of the Rule to legitimise themselves.[footnoteRef:2] Thus, even into the late middle ages, the Rule set out by St. Benedict for his monastic community at Monte Cassino continued to command great authority and relevance despite, or perhaps due to, its antiquity.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Giovanni Miccoli, ‘Monks’, in The Medieval World, ed. Jaques Le Goff, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (London: Parkgate Books, 1997) p. 44.]  [2:  Janet Burton, Medieval Monasticism (Oxford: HeadStart History, 1996) p. 42.]  [3:  R.W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages (London: Pelican Books, 1970) p 217.] 


It is not known precisely when Benedict was born but he lived and worked in central Italy until his death around the year 547.[footnoteRef:4] Little is known about his life, and he does not appear in the chronicles of his lifetime.[footnoteRef:5] The earliest written source we have about him is from Gregory the Great’s Dialogues written in 594.[footnoteRef:6] From early in his monastic career, Benedict would have felt the need for a Rule and the final text shows many internal signs of amendment and expansion.[footnoteRef:7] However, it would be naive to view Benedict’s Rule in isolation. In reality, he was adding to a large existing corpus of monastic literature and Regulae dating back to the 3rd c. coenobitic community of Pachomius. Close to it in time and place were the rules of Caesarius of Arles, Eugippius, and most crucially the anonymous Rule of the Master.[footnoteRef:8] Benedict, in his 73rd chapter also encourages reading of John Cassian and St. Basil, and it is clear these texts influenced his work.[footnoteRef:9]  [4:  Abbot Justin McCann O.S.B., The Rule of St. Benedict (London: Sheed & Ward Ltd, 1972) p. vii.]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6: Gregory the Great, Dialogues, ed. and trans. Odo John Zimmerman O.S.B., The Fathers of the Church: Saint Gregory the Great Dialogues (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1959) pp. 55-56.]  [7:  C. H. Lawrence & Janet Burton, Medieval Monasticisms: Forms of Religious Life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages, 5th edn. (London & New York: Routledge, 2024) p. 20.]  [8:  Ibid. p. 21.]  [9:  Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of St. Benedict, ed. and trans. Abbot Justin McCann O.S.B., The Rule of St Benedict (London: Sheed & Ward Ltd, 1972) pp. 160-161.] 


	The theme of the extract bears significant resemblance to three other works: St Jerome’s Letters to Eustochium 34-35 (4th c.), John Cassian’s Conferences 18.4-7 (5th c.), and the anonymous Rule of the Master, Chapter 1 (6th c.).[footnoteRef:10] Benedict’s whole Rule is based closely on The Rule of the Master; this extract, and indeed the whole chapter is a near verbatim copy of the Master’s first paragraphs.[footnoteRef:11] While an act of humility on the part of Benedict, the Rule amounts to the most extraordinary act of plagiarism.[footnoteRef:12] However, like Benedict, the Master was himself largely inspired by the work of Cassian, the only meaningful difference being the addition of a fourth named kind of monk (gyrovagues) to Cassian’s list of three. Like Benedict’s Rule, the Rule of the Master is composed in Vulgar Latin.[footnoteRef:13] This might well have contributed to Benedict’s particular interest in the text as someone who, according to Gregory, fled his studies “greatly aware of his ignorance, yet wise, uneducated though he was.”[footnoteRef:14] It is perhaps though more beneficial to view Benedict as working within and contributing to an established area of monastic literature. While he clearly paraphrases the Master, Benedict is also acquainted with the tradition of Cassian. It is therefore more fruitful to view this extract as embodying the most up-to-date arguments of his time. [10: Jerome, Letters 1-38, ed. EWTN, trans. The Electronic Bible Society, https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/letters-138-11628 [accessed 8th October 2025] letters 34-35.; John Cassian, The Conferences, ed. and trans. Boniface Ramsey, John Cassian: The Conferences (New Jersey: Newman Press, 1997) pp. 636-643.; Anon., The Rule of the Master, ed. and trans. Luke Eberle (USA: Cistercian Publications, 1977) pp. 105-112.]  [11:  “Of monks it is well known, there are four kinds. The first are the coenobites, namely, those who live in monasteries and serve under the rule of an abbot.
    Then the second kind are the anchorites, that is, hermits, who are no longer in the first fervour of their conversion but by long probation in the monastery have learned, taught by association with many others, to fight against the devil; well equipped, they leave the ranks of the brethren for the single combat of the desert. Fearless now, deprived of the encouragement of others, they are able by themselves with God and the spirit to do battle against the vices of the flesh and of thought.”
Anon., The Rule of the Master, p. 105.]  [12:  Christopher Brooke Nugent Lawrence & Wim Swaan, The Monastic World 1000-1300 (London: Elek, 1974) p. 33.]  [13:  Lawrence & Burton, Medieval Monasticism, p. 22.]  [14:  Gregory the Great, Dialogues, p. 56.] 


	The extract lists two of the four types of monks: coenobites, and anchorites. These are the two admirable forms of monks according to Cassian, and although Benedict clearly gives a more glowing account of the anchorites, the emphasis on the importance of learning within the coenobium and the primary placement of coenobites on the list implies that for Benedict, as for Cassian, coenobitism was the preferred form of monasticism.[footnoteRef:15] Although he lists them first, Benedict says little in this section about the coenobites. The reason is that the rest of the rule is exclusively devoted to them, but his description of anchorites reveals more of the coenobites’ life. While within the monastery, monks are to be spiritually armed in the “fight against the Devil” by their abbot. This militaristic language, while present in both sources, is far more prevalent in the work of the Master than in Cassian and is entirely absent from Jerome. This speaks to an ever-present yet growing militarism in western monasticism. In Gregory’s Vita, the fight against the Devil is not just spiritual but physical, as the Tempter throws stones and later appears to the saint in the form of a blackbird.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Miccoli, p. 42.]  [16:  Gregory the Great, Dialogues, p. 59.] 


As Benedict writes in his Prologue, the monastery is a “school of the Lord’s service” where aspiring monks train under the spiritual supervision of the abbot and the practical safety of their community.[footnoteRef:17] It is only graduates of this spiritual school who, according to Benedict, should choose the eremitical life. This assertion is also found within Cassian who further claims coenobitic monasticism to be the first form both “in time and in Grace.”[footnoteRef:18] Benedict later juxtaposes the correct learned path of the coenobite and the anchorite with the “detestable” path of the sarabites. These monks, untrained and untested, are left defenceless against the temptations of the Devil, “as yielding as lead.”[footnoteRef:19] The concept of the sarabite dates to Jerome who refers to them as remoboth; however, within the Rule, this class of monk is used as a clever device in explaining the importance of the coenobitic process to the fervent novice. Ironically this distinction makes the first Desert Fathers sarabitic; Benedict himself, in his Vita skipped this stage of learning.[footnoteRef:20]   [17:  Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of St. Benedict, pp. 12-13. ]  [18:  John Cassian, The Conferences, p. 638.]  [19:  Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of St. Benedict, pp. 14-15.]  [20:  Gregory the Great, Dialogues, pp. 55-56.] 


While it is not surprising that Benedict’s monastic rule is keen to stress the importance of coenobitic life, the anchorite is still presented as the summit of monastic aspiration.[footnoteRef:21] Imagery of the desert is synonymous with the anchorite, the tradition of the vita apostolica and the early Desert Fathers, yet is also crucial to the coenobite. In this way, the passage reveals the tension and ambiguity between coenobite and hermit that would become a mainstay of western monasticism.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Lawrence & Swaan, The Monastic World, p.13. ]  [22:  Burton, Medieval Monasticism, p. 40.] 

Bibliography

Primary Sources
Anon., The Rule of the Master, ed. and trans. Luke Eberle, The Rule of the Master = Regula Magistri (USA: Cistercian Publications, 1977).
Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of St. Benedict, ed. and trans. Abbot Justin McCann O.S.B., The Rule of St Benedict (London: Sheed & Ward Ltd, 1972).
Gregory the Great, Dialogues, ed. and trans. Odo John Zimmerman O.S.B., The Fathers of the Church: Saint Gregory the Great Dialogues (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1959).
Jerome, Letters 1-38, ed. EWTN, trans. The Electronic Bible Society, https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/letters-138-11628 [accessed 8th October 2025].
John Cassian, Conferences, ed. and trans. Boniface Ramsey, John Cassian: The Conferences (New Jersey: Newman Press, 1997).

Secondary Sources
Burton, Janet, Medieval Monasticism (Oxford: HeadStart History, 1996).
Görg, Peter, H.,  The Desert Fathers: Saint Anthony and the Beginings of Monasticism, trans. Michael J. Miller (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2011).
Lawrence, Christopher, Brooke, Nugent & Swaan, Wim, The Monastic World 1000-1300 (London: Elek, 1974).
Lawrence, C. H. & Burton, Janet, Medieval Monasticisms: Forms of Religious Life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages, 5th edn. (London & New York: Routledge, 2024).
McCann, Justin, Abbot O.S.B., The Rule of St. Benedict (London: Sheed & Ward Ltd, 1972).
Miccoli, Giovanni, ‘Monks’, in The Medieval World, ed. Jaques Le Goff, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (London: Parkgate Books, 1997).
Southern, R. W., The Making of the Middle Ages (Yale University Press, 1953).
Southern, R. W., Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages (London: Pelican Books, 1970).
Caradoc Ewing (2305983)

