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A comparison between different monastic orders from 500-1500 
Monastic orders are communities of dedicated life within the catholic church. Monks lived by formal religious vows, dedicating their lives to God. Monastic orders have existed since the 500’s and the order of St Benedict is believed to have been the oldest. Although the different orders have the same core values, there are differences in the way they live, worship, and interpret monastic rules. The three orders I will focus on are Benedictine, Cistercian, and Cluniac. Monasteries in medieval times were important to society as they gave spiritual guidance, helped the poor and the sick, focused on academics, and many other things. 
The Benedictine order was founded by St Benedict of Nursia (c. 480–547). He was an Italian abbot who is the founder of western monasticism and the author of ‘Rule of Saint Benedict.’ This book gives the orders followers rules on how they should live their lives. It includes things such as ‘cultivating the virtues of obedience, humility, and silence while taking part in manual labour, sacred reading, and rendering praise to God in liturgical offices distributed throughout the day and night.’[footnoteRef:1]  The key feature of the Benedictine order is a good balance of prayer and work. This is apparent as the traditional slogan of the Benedictines is ‘Ora at labora’ (pray and labour).  Communal living is also an important aspect of the order. Members will have meals together, share chores, and pray together. This approach encourages mutual respect and emphasizes the importance of community. The English Benedictine Congregation explains that ‘In this atmosphere of shared work, prayer, love and understanding we hope to be transformed into the image of Christ.’ [footnoteRef:2] In the eight century the order began to give spiritual guidance to the wider population, including the Royal Family. Bruce (2020) explains that ‘This new role increased the prestige of the monastic vocation’.[footnoteRef:3]1 Benedictine orders began to acquire land and wealth ‘English Benedictine monasteries grew rapidly and acquired control of several holdings’ [footnoteRef:4], this development would be reacted to in drastically separate ways by the Cistercians and Cluniac’s.   [1:  Bruce, Scott G., 'The Benedictines', in The Oxford Handbook of Christian Monasticism, ed. by Bernice M. Kaczynski (Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 0 <https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199689736.013.3> [accessed 29/3/2026]
]  [2:  The English Benedictine Congregation, Daily Life, Community, 2026 vols (2026) <https://www.benedictines.org.uk/daily-life/> [accessed 31/3/2026]
]  [3: ]  [4:  Rossignoli, Domenico, and Federico Trombetta, ‘Ora et Guberna. The Economic Impact of the Rule of St Benedict in Medieval England’, The Journal of Economic History, 84 (2024), 838–73 <http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0022050724000330>] 

The Cistercian order was founded in 1098 by St Robert of Molesme as a reform movement against the Benedictine order. The Cistercians wanted to return to the original ideas of monastic life, as they felt the Benedictines had become too comfortable and less disciplined. The Cistercians lived in solitary and strictly followed the ‘Rule of Benedict,’ Jamroziak notes ‘the strict, even literal observance of the rule of Benedict differentiated the Cistercians from their Benedictine predecessors and contemporaries’[footnoteRef:5] Cistercians focused on manual labour and worked the land themselves. They wanted to live simply and avoid all things luxurious. Unlike the Benedictines who were centred around community, the Cistercians favoured isolation, wanting to avoid influence from the outer world. The first monastery was built in a remote area in Citeaux to avoid interacting with people. The Cistercians aimed to live by voluntary poverty, though overtime they ended up economically successful and owning land. This demonstrates that although they criticised the benedictines for this, the different orders often end up like each other, wealthy and with influence, and that beliefs and reality can often contradict.  [5:  Jamroziak, Emilia, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe : 1090-1500 (London: Routledge, 2015) https://www.taylorfrancis.com/reader/read-online/300e052d-4c3d-44ba-a015-fa174ae56d82/book/epub?context=ubx 
] 

Like the Cistercians, the Cluniacs were also a reform movement within the Benedictine tradition. The order was formed in 910 with the abbey of Cluny in Burgundy. Whilst this order did observe the ‘rule of benedict’ like the previous two orders, the Cluniacs had more of a focus on prayer and worship over manual labour. This is the opposite of the Cistercians who put emphasis on the importance of manual labour. Instead, the Cluniacs sought to strengthen religious devotion and worship, and to focus on discipline. They left the manual work to servants so that they could focus on their spiritual endeavours. Cluniac monks put emphasis on elaborate liturgy and lengthy periods of prayers. The cluniacs would often receive donations from the noble, again marking the difference between them and the benedictines and Cistercians. The cluniacs had connections with the wider church, ‘By the early eleventh century, Cluniacs had created the first international organization of priories which answered to the mother abbey at Cluny rather than to local lords or bishops’[footnoteRef:6]. At this time, most monasteries were controlled by local lords and bishops, so this shows that the cluniacs were different and able to practise their beliefs without interference. [6:  Doucette, Jonathan Stavnskær, and Jørgen Møller, ‘The Collapse of State Power, the Cluniac Reform Movement, and the Origins of Urban Self-Government in Medieval Europe’, International Organization, 75 (2021), 204–23 http://dx.doi.org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/10.1017/S0020818320000284 ] 

One of the most significant contrasts between the Benedictine, Cistercian and Cluniac orders is their attitudes towards wealth and simple living. The Cistercian order is focused mainly on manual labour and living in voluntary poverty. They did not want to live luxuriously as they followed ‘rule of Benedict’ very closely. One of the main reasons they reformed from Benedictine is because they started to accumulate wealth. Though in the end the Cistercians also ended up succeeding economically through agriculture. On the other end of the spectrum there is the Cluniacs who accepted donations from nobility and preferred to focus on spiritual endeavours over manual labour. The difference in these two orders show how even though they both originated from the benedictines they ended up with vastly different views on wealth and how they should live. The Benedictine order is in the middle of these two extremes as it originates from the ‘rule of Benedict’ which emphasises balance, though over time they too accumulated wealth by owning land. All three orders follow ‘rule of Benedict’ but have vastly different approaches and accumulated wealth in separate ways. 


