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 A COMMENTARY ON AN EXTRACT FROM 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)

Benedict of Nursia was born in the first half of the sixth century, where he lived and worked in Central Italy.[footnoteRef:1] Benedict was born under devastating war, and in addition to this, Benedict’s life would end under a similar environment of a disorganised Italy in 547 A.D despite being under the rule of Theodoric (493 – 526) where there was a 30 years peace.[footnoteRef:2]  As war was something Benedict was familiar with, this may have influenced him in choosing a life of hermitage, and potentially deciding to write the Rule during his lifetime; despite this likely being a factor, it is not proven. His parents were a distinguished family of Nursia, and had sent him to Rome to commence his liberal education – when Benedict witnessed his peers falling into troubles of wickedness, he pushed himself away from the world, which in turn could have also been an inspiration on his choice of hermitage.[footnoteRef:3] Unfortunately, the life of Benedict was written roughly 50 years after his death, and details may be incorrect or lost. Moreover, Benedict of Nursia’s choice of hermitage would have benefitted from a code of law from the start, especially once he began organising a community of like-minded individuals at Subiaco.[footnoteRef:4] There are implications within the text that Cassian is a large influence on the writings of Benedict – this can mostly be implied based on the commonalities of communal life being a necessity in the foundations of Monks, not including the Anchorites.[footnoteRef:5] Furthermore, most of the lineaments of the ideals within Benedict’s writings can be found in De Institutis Coenoborium and Collationes. Continuing on this particular statement, it becomes evident based on the sternness and mercy, where Saint Benedict puts emphasis on.[footnoteRef:6] In the same manner, there seem to be borrowings from the Masters Rule – specifically the beginning chapters, which contain an abbreviated and adapted version of the Masters Rule.[footnoteRef:7] [1:  Abbot Justine McCan, The Rule of St. Benedict, (London: Sheed & Ward LTD, 1952), p. vii]  [2:  Ibid ]  [3:  Saint Gregory the Great, The Fathers of the Church, Dialogues, ed. trans. Odo John Zimmerman (Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1959), p. 55]  [4:  Abbot Justine McCan, The Rule of St. Benedict, (London: Sheed & Ward LTD, 1952), p. viii]  [5:  Christopher Brooke Nugent Lawrence, and Wim Swaan, The Monastic World 1000 – 1300, (Elek, 1974), p.40]  [6:  Ibid ]  [7:  Ibid p. 33] 

In the extract, Saint Benedict mentions the Anchorites more in-depth than the other 3 kinds of monks; which are the Cenobites, Sarabites, and Gyrovagues.[footnoteRef:8] Firstly, Benedict mentions the Anchorites as hermits, that go into the ‘desert’ to fight against the temptation of mind and body.[footnoteRef:9] In this, the ‘desert’ is not a desert in the literal sense.[footnoteRef:10] In the Monastic world of the West of Europe, the idea of the desert is any remote, uninhabited place; such as hill-tops, valleys, small islands, and any other secluded areas.[footnoteRef:11] The original deserts of Egypt and Syria were inaccessible to the West, the Monastic world of the West used the word less literally. Yet, providentially, the idea is the same as those deserts in Egypt and Syria.[footnoteRef:12] To put more interest in the Anchorites, throughout the Rule of St. Benedict – Benedict sways from declaring that the Cenobites are the strongest form of Monks, and presents more interest in the Anchorites having the higher ideals. Although this is an ambiguous part of the text, it remains to have a strong tension between the two types of Monks, and continues to be a common characteristic in Western Monasticism.[footnoteRef:13] In order to be a successful Anchorite, one must embrace the desert, and ensure they are situated away from towns and their temptations to achieve a life of austerity, penance, mortifications, and to live a life of personal poverty, akin to the Apostles and Christ himself.[footnoteRef:14]  Despite the ideals of hermitage and the reasons for it, they were not always left alone in solitude.[footnoteRef:15] An example of this would be Bernard and Vitalis, who were, in a sense, solitaries (hermits). By preaching the words of God, they became exponents of apostolic life and attracted recruits to impose and preserve discipline, and establish a house for them.[footnoteRef:16] Expanding on the Apolitisic nature of the text, it pushes a narrative that monasticism is meant to follow the Apostolic life or Vita Apostolica.[footnoteRef:17] Certainly, through the eyes of the Anchorites, they attempt to emulate the life of an apostle through simplicity and hermitage; the Cenobites do this also, through their poverty, simplicity, and charity – the Cenobites provide their charity in being Godly and pious, carrying their duties and following the Rule of St Benedict in an almost extreme way.[footnoteRef:18] Lastly, hermitage is seen in the extract as the last step of being a Monk, by ‘not in the first fervour of their conversion’: this means that they have gone through the beginning as a Cenobite, and completed their duties in the monastery – then, those who decide to take up the call of a more pious livelihood, become hermits for God and following the Rule of St Benedict obediently.[footnoteRef:19] [8:  Abbot Justine McCan, The Rule of St. Benedict, (London: Sheed & Ward LTD, 1952), p. 15]  [9:  Ibid ]  [10:  Christopher Brooke Nugent Lawrence, and Wim Swaan, The Monastic World 1000 – 1300, (Elek, 1974), p. 75]  [11:  Ibid ]  [12:  Ibid]  [13:  Ibid p. 40]  [14:  Janet Burton, Medieval Monasticism, (Oxford: HeadStart History, 1996) p. 29 – 30 ]  [15:  Ibid p. 31]  [16:  Ibid]  [17:  Ibid p. 68]  [18:  Ibid]  [19:  Ibid p. 9 – 10 ] 

To conclude, the extract is a good beginning guide to Monasticism, especially in explaining what an Anchorite is, and the importance of the desert in the world of Monks in Western Europe. The language used in the Rule displays monks as prepared to ‘fight’ for God by using verbal imagery to convey their learned readiness to defend His word, “having learned… how to fight against the Devil”. With the target audience being monks, wording the extract this way presents the expectations they should aspire to learn to achieve this way of life.[footnoteRef:20] Additionally, through understanding who Benedict of Nursia is, it allows the wider context on what Benedict wrote to become more clear. [20:  Christopher Brooke Nugent Lawrence, and Wim Swaan, The Monastic World 1000 – 1300, (Elek, 1974), p. 39] 
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