Commentary on the section on the Rule of St Benedict

“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)

Saint Benedict of Nursia had written the rulebook for monastic life around 530 in Monte Cassino, this had been done whilst living as a hermit to devote his time to religion. Benedict had been an Italian Christian who later transitioned to a monk in his early 20s.[footnoteRef:1] This commentary will be focusing on a section of the Rulebook by St Benedict, which had been written as a guide for monks and nuns to follow during the religious time period of the Middle Ages in Europe. In this piece, St Benedict has written about four different types of monks, the two mentioned in this piece are the Cenobites and Anchorites/Hermits which he has explained in detail how they follow their religions. However, there are two other types of monks that St Benedict has written about which are not mentioned in this section of the commentary, they are the Sarabaites and Gyrovagues.  [1:  Christian History Institute, Benedict’s Rule, (2021) <https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/study/module/benedicts-rule> [accessed 22 November 2021]] 

When researching into why Saint Benedict had written the book of rule, it appears that he wrote it to ‘provide an environment of authority, obedience, stability and community life for the monks’.[footnoteRef:2] This suggests that even though during this time when the monks were following their orders, St Benedict made this book to ensure that when monks or nuns were in possession of the rule book, they could follow step by step, and live in stability.  [2:  A Writers Perspective, What is the Benedictine Rule?, (2016) <https://aprilmunday.wordpress.com/2016/08/28/what-is-the-benedictine-rule/> [accessed 22 November 2021]] 

In the section taken from the Rule of St Benedict, he has written about two particular types of monks that follow the book’s guidelines. At the beginning of the piece, he writes about the Cenobite monks which serve under the Rule and an abbot, they also live in the monasteries that are located where they worship. Cenobites were known as members of the monastic community, which meant that they lived on site and devoted all their time to the faith and religion they followed, these communities also presented solitude in limitation.[footnoteRef:3] The second type of monk that Benedict writes about is the Anchorites/Hermits, these are people that devote their time to being secluded and away for periods of time from reality. In the piece, Benedict mentions that the hermits go through a probation period within the monastery getting themselves ready for the next endeavour of the journey to going out alone into the desert. It suggests that the monasteries made sure the monks who were planning on becoming hermits in the desert knew what this entailed and could achieve this. Benedict then begins to write about the beneficial impact of becoming a hermit, this includes now enhancing the ability to fight against the devil after being in the desert, because hermits will have gained a closer connection to God by devoting their time to religion. To have the idea that people could fight the devil by themselves would have been very significant, this is because during the Middle Ages, people feared evil more than they do in today’s society so by having the power to not fear the devil would have been incredible especially to the monks and nuns. At the end of the piece, Saint Benedict writes that when the hermits have conquered the isolation of the dessert alone, they are able to succeed by themselves with the power of God within them due to their newfound connection with him. The hermits are able to live without the help and guidance from other people because they will now be guided by God, and with his assistance in day-to-day life, they have also gained the strength to fight against any physical or mental temptations that they might come across. This means that to each religious person that hermits away especially in the desert, they will feel much stronger by knowing at the end of their time in solitude it will be worth the courage and strength they will gain from devoting time. [3:  Anita Goswami, ‘Hermit to Cenobite: A Study in Early Christian Monasticism’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 66. (2005-2006), 1329-1335 <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44145947>] 

In conclusion, the rulebook written by Saint Benedict had been a very influential piece of writing for many religious people and now for historians to gather information to gain insights of the items that people would read and follow during the Middle Ages. The rulebook meant that religious monks and nuns could look up in the book at what was expected of them and how to properly dedicate their time in the correct manner according to their own following. Overall, Saint Benedict has written an incredible piece which will be looked at for many years to come to understand the full extend of religious followings. 
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