Assessment 1 – Commentary – Passage from the Rule of St Benedict:
The Rule of St Benedict is a text that sets out the Rules of monasticism and how monks should live their lives. It was compiled in the first half of the sixth century.[footnoteRef:1] This passage is from the opening section of this Rule. This includes when they should pray and when they should perform other tasks such as reading and manual labour. The key messages of this Rule include: pax ("peace") and ora et labora ("pray and work").[footnoteRef:2] This was written by Benedict of Nursia, a Christian monk.[footnoteRef:3] This Rule is the basis of the Benedictine movement, it also influenced other monastic movements, such as the Cistercian movement. This was because it was believed to be the best form of submitting yourself to God and living a holy lifestyle. As well as religious importance, the Rule also had political importance as the common observance if it was ‘envisaged’ by Louis the Pious and Benedict of Aniane in order to ‘mirror the success of the empire’.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Woodbridge. The Benedictines in the Middle Ages ]  [2: Hyland, William P. Ora et Labora: The Benedictine Work Ethic]  [3: The Rule of S. Benet: Latin and Anglo-Saxon Interlinear Version. United Kingdom, Early English Text Society, 1888.]  [4:  Burton, Janet and Kerr, Julie. The Cistercians in the Middle Ages. ] 

Within the first sentence of this extract, it is stated that there are ‘four kinds of monks’, this is important as it describes the different ways you could be a monk and the classifications. These types of monks are also described by John Cassian in Conferences 18.4, these are: coenobites, anchorites/hermits, sarabaites, and gyrovagues, however the latter two are not included in this passage but are mentioned later on in the Rule.[footnoteRef:5] Classification was important at this time as not only was it used to describe how individual monk lived but it would also dictate status and may be used to describe a person in historical works. [5:  Cassian, John in Conferences 18.4] 

The second line of this passage discusses Cenobites and how this form of monks live. These are the monks that ‘live in monasteries, serving under a Rule and an abbot’. Living in this way was important as they believed in order to follow God ‘correctly’, they must abide by the Rule. The abbots were important to this style of living as they would use their leadership in order to help the monks under them stay pure and ensure that they followed the Rule. For example, when a monk would join a monastery the abbot would ensure that the monk understood the way of living in a monastery and what must be done before entering, an example of this is that the Cistercians believed that you must give up all of your worldly possessions in order to become a monk.[footnoteRef:6] In many monasteries, the sense of community was very important. The abbots were also seen as a form of protection from the negative influences of the outside world. [6:  Bruun, Mette Birkedal, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order ] 

The third line of this passage describes the lifestyle of ‘anchorites’ or ‘hermits’. This is important as not only does it include the ‘traditional’ monks that live within monasteries but also the monks that live ‘hermit’ lifestyles. The Rule explains that although being a hermit is type of monk in order to become this type of monk in a correct manner you must first train in a monastery ‘having learned in association with many brethren how to fight against the devil’. This is because it was believed that it was easier to fall into temptation or distraction if you were not with others following the same path. The use of the word ‘devil’ is important as at the time many people throughout the world feared the devil. These monks then ‘go out well armed […] to the solidarity combat of the desert’ and that is when they begin living the ‘anchorite’ lifestyle in a way that adheres to the Rule.
The fourth and final sentence of this passage discusses how and why Hermits are able to live solitary lifestyles. It states that ‘They are now able to live without the help from others’, this continues the idea that in order to become a Hermit you must first train in a monastery as stated earlier in this passage. Therefore, to live alone as a hermit, the monks were required to have the ability ‘to fight against the temptation of mind and body’. The use of the word ‘temptation’ is important here as this described anything that could lead someone away from God.
Overall, this passage from the ‘Rule of St Benedict’ is important to understanding monks throughout history as it sets out the basis of how they should live and how to classify them into the separate categories also explained in this rule. The ‘Rule of St Benedict’ is an incredibly important text to many monasteries, an example of this is that ‘the Benedictine Rule was gradually promoted as the central rule governing monastic life in Frankish monasteries’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ponesse, Matthew D. “Editorial Practice in Smaragdus of St Mihiel’s Commentary on
          the Rule of St Benedict.”
] 
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