[bookmark: _Int_xfAoNJ8u]‘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)
 
Benedict of Nursia wrote The Rule of St. Benedict approximately 530 CE, for monks in his monastery at Monte Cassino. It became the main rule for Western monastic life during the Middle Ages. The rule’s opening chapter classifies the four types of monks, establishing that the cenobitic life under a rule and abbot is the standard, whilst the anchoritic life is more mature for monks. With the classification of monks beginning with the standard kinds, he later compares them to the more disordered type of monasticism, of which he rejects, the Sarabaites and Gyrovagues.[footnoteRef:1] The order is important. Cenobitic life, ‘Serving under a Rule and an abbot,’ is shown as the base, while the eremitic life is shown as the crown attainable only ‘after long probation’ within the community. Benedict characterises isolation not as a means or shortcut to attain perfection, but as an ecclesial mediated telos of proven steadiness, obedience, and discernment.  [1:  The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 1] 


The cenobitic ideal that Benedict articulates here stands within a well developed late-antique tradition, significantly influenced by Pachomian communal monasticism and John Cassian’s Latin synthesis.[footnoteRef:2] Pachomius’ fourth century foundations in Egypt supplied a template for regulated common life, work discipline, and superiors. Cassian’s Institutes and Conferences brought Egyptian practice and theology to the Latin West, insisting that humility, obedience and discretion are learned only in community.[footnoteRef:3] Benedict’s phrasing in the Rule condenses those legacies into two ideas: an impersonal Rule (Objective standard) and a personal abbot (embodied authority), whose interplay will structure the Rule.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Adalbert de Vogüé, The Rule of Saint Benedict: A Doctrinal and Spiritual Commentary, 11–14.]  [3:  The Conferences of John Cassian, XIX 5-6]  [4:  The Rule of St Benedict, Chapters 2-7] 


Benedicts approach to anchorites is equally traditional yet pastorally distinctive. They are not novices consumed with ‘first fervour,’ but very well experienced men who have learned how to ‘fight against the Devil’ alongside numerous brethren, and only then ‘go out well armed’ to single combat. The imagery in the language is Cassiantic: the “warfare” of thoughts (logismoi), the ascetic struggle of mind and body, and the necessity for discernment, brought through obedience.[footnoteRef:5] Benedicts standard is not great austerity but rather demonstrated perseverance: seclusion necessitates the internal practices that community alone reliably forms. If Benedict’s school for serving the Lord is a monastery, it would make Hermitage an advanced study, not a different curriculum. From this, two important theological accents worth noting. [5:  The Conferences of John, IV, 11. XI, 2] 


First, Benedict’s anthropology assumes that desire is unstable and that enthusiasm is inconsistent without frameworks and structure that stabilise the will. Thus, the cenobitic monastery, with its vows of stability, obedience and conversion, is the standard way that grace teaches desire. A monk can only ‘live without the help of others’ when those habits are second nature, and even then, ‘by their own strength and God’s help.’ This coupling is deliberate. Human asceticism collaborates with grace, it never substitutes. Secondly, the paragraph has an implicit ecclesiology. The cenobium is not a private project of seekers, but a community structured by rules and office, which mirrors the wider Church’s mediation of salvation through many forms and ministries. The anchorite, albeit physically separate, is ecclesially produced. Benedicts mandate for a long probation safeguards the Church from charismatic individualism and protects the ascetic from self-deception.[footnoteRef:6] When later in the chapter, Benedict calls Sarabaites and Gyrovagues self-willed. He compares lifestyles without true mediation (no rule, no superior, perpetual movement) to the mediated route laid out here. So, the passage is only enhanced with readings of that negative foil: Cenobite and Anchorites are ordered forms, whereas the others are chaotic copies.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  The Emergence of Monasticism: From the Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages. Chapter 6]  [7:  The rule of St. Benedict. Chapter 1] 


Historically, Benedict is not innovating so much as he is synthesising. As Dunn notes, late-antique monasticism swayed between communal and solitary ideals. Cassian, on the other hand, wrote a pedagogy that makes cenobium the prerequisite for solitude.[footnoteRef:8] Benedict takes that way of teaching and embeds it in a concise rule stable enough to travel across regions and centuries. By locating Cenobites first in the passage and defining Anchorites secondly as their fruit, Benedict offers a pastoral ladder. The steps include willing admission, formation, persistence, and finally, separation for those called. [8:  The Emergence of Monasticism: From the Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages. Chapter 2] 


The rhetoric of combat (‘fight against the devil’) also signals Benedicts practical psychology. In the cenobitic environment regular prayer, work, mutual obedience, fraternal correction, externalises the battle so mental fortitude can be trained. Temptations are acknowledged, confessed, and treated under obedience. In solitude the same struggles must be internalized without witnesses, hence Benedict asserts that the hermit must be ‘well armed’ with habits that only years of community can provide. This foreshadows the subsequent Western reluctance towards early eremitism and explains why Benedictine tradition historically produced relatively few hermits in contrast to Eastern anachoretic movements.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Benedict's Rule: A Translation and Commentary] 


Lastly, the passage’s general rhetoric is useful for Monks and historians alike. In a few sentences, Benedict establishes a standard (Cenobium), an apex (Anchoretic), a pedagogy (extended probation), and a soteriology (human effort under grace). The entire rule emanates from this framework, power governed by a Rule, obedience that restores the will, discretion as the progenitor of virtues, and humility as the avenue to charity. If read this way, Christian perfection is primarily communal rather than solitary. Solitude constitutes ecclesiastically cultivated charity, not exalted isolation.
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