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In one of the last chapters of the Life of Benedict which fills the whole second Book of the Dialogues, Gregory tells of the last interview of the saint with his sister, Scholastica. 1 We are familiar with the episode. The monk and the nun meet, as they do every year, at some distance from the monastery. 2 After a day of common prayer and spiritual conversation, Scholastica is not satisfied and asks to continue all night. When her brother refuses, she obtains by her prayers and tears the unexpected onset of a storm which keeps Benedict from returning to the monastery. It is only the next morning, after having prolonged their conversation all night, that the brother and sister separate. In conclusion, Gregory gives the explanation for this victory of Scholastica over Benedict: if the nun has had more influence with God, it is because God is love and Scholastica has loved more — “iusto valde iudicio ilia plus potuit, quae amplius amavit” (by a very just judgment she who loved more, could do more).

Such in outline is the story upon which we wish to comment. We shall do so by first setting forth two recent interpretations, one of Dom J. Laporte,’ and the other by Dom J. H. Wansbrough. 4 After we have examined these exegeses, we shall propose one in our turn, insisting on the final words and on their probable connections with the Gospel account of the Pharisee and the sinful woman. 6

J. Laporte’s commentary on our passage occurs at the end of an interesting essay on “Saint Benedict and Paganism”. The author reviews several scenes in the Dialogues in which a magical background can be conjectured. Thus the dance of the naked young women in the garden of Subiaco is interpreted as a fertility rite intended to attract rain. 6 It is in this perspective that the author envisages the onset of the storm after Scholastica’s tears. It would be an act of sympathetic magic: the tears make the rain fall. Such at least is the interpretation of the prodigy which would first come to Benedict’s mind, arousing his indignant blame : “May almighty God forgive you, sister. What have you done?” Yet Scholastica quickly corrects her brother’s error. In truth, the miracle has been obtained not by magic, but by prayer: “I asked my Lord and he heard me”. Calmed again by this explanation, Benedict accepts the will of God.

This exegesis has the merit of shedding light on an ambiguity in Gregory’s account. In fact, Gregory seems to hesitate between two different explana​tions of the prodigy. He insists first of all on the instantaneous, quasi-mechanical succession of the tears and the rain, going so far as to say that Scholastica attracted the rain by her tears: “She had poured forth floods of tears on to the table, and by them she turned (traxit) the clear sky into rain”. However, he had already noted previously that Scholastica had set herself to pray (“she bowed down her head into her hands to pray to the almighty Lord”), and this recourse to the almighty Lord is the explanation which prevails in the whole last part of the text.

That having been said, it seems to us scarcely possible to admit J. Laporte’s interpretation. For him, Benedict’s discontent with the miracle would not come from his desire to follow the rule at any cost by returning to the monastery for the night—was he not too humble to set his rule 7 ahead of the will of God?—but from scorn for the origin of the prodigy, considered as the result of a magical act. It is this supposed psychology of Benedict which does not seem to us to correspond to the indications of the text and to the narrator’s intention. When Gregory describes Scholastica’s attitude—her head between her hands which are joined and lying on the table—he notes immediately that this gesture signifies prayer (“to pray to the almighty Lord”). Nothing indicates that this signification escaped those present. From the beginning of the scene Benedict understood that his sister was praying.

On the other hand, Gregory takes the trouble to tell us what “saddened” Benedict after the prodigy, and provoked his complaints. It was not that the rain had been obtained by magic, but that it was preventing him from “returning to the monastery”. Furthermore, Benedict’s reproach to Scholastica after the miracle—”What have you done?”—is much like the reproach he had already addressed to her when she had asked him to spend the night with her: “What are you saying?” It was a question then of the violation of the rule. How would it not be the same fault here? Finally, it does not seem that Scholastica’s explanation—”I prayed my Lord and he heard me” 9—succeeds in dissipating her brother’s scruple, for Gregory notes later that he remained “in spite of himself”. Therefore, it is not the suspicious origin of the prodigy that disturbs Benedict, but its practical result, which is to oblige him to transgress the rule.

Consequently, the moral that Gregory has willed to draw from the account is not that Christians should correct and replace with prayer the magical rites of their ancestors. Doubtless it is possible that the narrator and his public perceived a memory of these old rites in the sequences of the tears and the rain. 10 But the allusion, if there is one, plays no role in the economy of the account and has no bearing upon its interpretation. This point does not interest Gregory, and nothing indicates that he wanted to give a lesson on the subject.

*

What was the pontiff’s intention in writing this story? J. H. Wansbrough believes he has discovered it by having recourse to the etymology of Scholastica’s name. According to him, “Scholastica” would evoke contem​plation. The name indeed derives from the Greek scholè which Latin trans​lates as otium, and these terms designate “leisure”, the first condition of what a long tradition, going back to Aristotle, calls the contemplative life. Therefore Scholastica would symbolize contemplation, in conformity with Gregory’s well-known taste for allegory. Benedict’s name would not be without meaning either: Benedictus is “the blessed one”, the ideal saint whose complete portrait Gregory strives to produce.

The relations of the two saints should be interpreted in the light of this symbolism. Benedict, the exemplary monk, loves contemplation like a sister. 11 When he goes to eat with Scholastica, understand that he wishes to feed upon contemplation. In other words, this annual meeting is a day of recollection. If Benedict prolongs the meeting till morning, it is because he is too inebriated with contemplation to return so soon to the duties of the active life ...

Since he has made his exegesis rest upon the meaning of Benedictus and Scholastica, J. H. Wansbrough has taken care to point out in Gregory’s work other examples of proper names to which a symbolic meaning would be attached. To restrict ourselves to the Dialogues, the Abbot Spes, the blind man who recovers his sight after forty years, just before dying, would symbolize what his name indicates : hope, 12 and a similar intention would have made the author attribute the names of Redempta and Romula to two Roman nuns. 13 For all that, J. H. Wansbrough does not deny that these persons in the Dialogues really existed. But their names at least would have been invented by Gregory. 14 The latter took pleasure in suggesting certain harmonies between these names and the destiny of those who bore them, so as to transmit a spiritual message through the recital of facts.

For our part, however, we have not succeeded in convincing ourselves that Gregory is playing on the meaning of these proper names. Indeed, the Abbot Spes is not presented as a model of hope. If sight is restored to him at the end of his life, it is restored in an unexpected way, both as a pledge of the love of God and to allow him to visit one last time the monasteries founded by him. In no way does he seem to have “hoped” for this cure. On the other hand, what Gregory notes is that divine grace sustained Spes interiorly, giving him the patience without which trials do not turn out for the good, but for the harm of the afflicted man. Again, the figure of the dove under which his disciples saw his soul ascend to heaven, signified the simplicity of his heart in the service of God. As for Redempta and Romula, the names of these nuns doubtless have no symbolic reference, 16 and in any case they are not Gregory’s inventions, since two or three years earlier the pontiff had told the same story, with the same names in one of his homilies to the people of Rome. 17 Whom would he have convinced that these Roman nuns, known to some of his hearers, had borne other names than those that people gave them? And what likeli​hood is there that the preacher and his audience were speculating on the etymology of names borne by persons whom one could have met in the City?

In regard to Benedict and Scholastica we have other motives for doubting that Gregory has played on their names in the way attributed to him. Bene​dictus, first of all, is already well attested among pagan proper names, and it becomes more frequent still under the Christian emperors. 18 To cite only literary texts, we find a Benedict in the correspondence of Symmachus, 19 another in that of Paulinus of Nola, 20 and a third in that of Cassiodorus. 21 The Liber Pontificalis, which gives this name already to Pope Marcellus’ father, 22 will soon record a Benedictus as pope between 575 and 579. 23 At the end of the sixth century the name had become too current to have kept much of its etymological savor. It is true that Gregory makes two allusions to this savor, one at the beginning 24 the other in the middle of his account.25 But for all that, it does not seem that the name has been invented by Gregory, or even that it has a special relation to the peerless holiness of the hero whose biography fills the second Book of the Dialogues. Is not the same name given to another person in the Dialogues, of a much more modest stature? 26 Quite simply, Gregory meant to speak of a certain abbot of Cassino who was called Benedictus like many others, but who, unlike his namesakes, was credited with having done many astonishing things.

The name of Scholastica was still less adapted to allegory. Certainly it is exact to say that its Greek root, the substantive scholè, belongs to the vocab​ulary of the contemplative life. But the meaning of the derived adjective —scholastikos in Greek, scholasticus in Latin—underwent an evolution which took it very far from these origins. Consult the Greek and Latin dictionaries. Scholastikos and scholasticus denote the studious, eloquent, cultivated man, learned in letters or in law, sometimes the pedant or the intellectual separated from the affairs of life, but the word scarcely seems to refer properly to con​templation and the contemplative life, at least in the Christian sense of the term. 27
Particularly important for us, since we are commenting on a text of Gregory’s, are the numerous uses of scholasticus which are met with in the pontiff’s correspondence. Five of his letters are addressed to a personage bearing the title of scholasticus,28 three others mention a living29 or deceased person 30 with the same office. It is a matter of an important function, that of counsellor of some high dignitary: patrician, exarch, ex-consul, the proconsul of Dalmatia, the pretorian prefect of Illyria. The scholasticus receives from Gregory the titles of gloria vestra, magnitudo vestra, nobilitas vestra. One of these men, it seems became the proconsul of Dalmatia, 31 and Gregory then called him magnitudo vestra, as he had done while he was still scholasticus.

To be a scholasticus then is to belong already to the personnel directing the administration. Besides, Gregory again mentions scholastici three times without giving their names. Two of these mentions designate the jurists of the administration in Sicily, 32 while the third attributes to some unknown scholasticus the composition of a liturgical piece, the Roman canon. 33
Thus of a dozen texts where Gregory speaks of scholastici, not one makes the slightest allusion to contemplation. The scholasticus can be an attaché of some high functionary, a jurist formulating legal opinions, or a lettered man whom one asks to redact a prayer in fine Latin. None of all that refers proximately or remotely to the contemplative life or to the “leisure” which conditions it.

But Gregory’s correspondence does not only tell us of the image that the word was apt to arouse in the mind of the pontiff and his hearers. It also attests that Scholasticus could be a proper name. Already through other documents we learn of two Scholasticus, one a eunuch and imperial chamber-lain at Constantinople in the first third of the fifth century, the other the owner of some slave, doubtless in Rome. 34 The name therefore had been used before Benedict’s sister. After her, Gregory in his turn attests the existence of two Scholasticus, one the son of the bishop of Hortona and defensor in Sicily, 35 and the other a vir magnificus and “judge of Campania”, that is, the governor of that province. 36
These indications are precious because they show that the name of Scholastica borne by Benedict’s sister had nothing unusual about it at that time. No doubt the name is more rare than Benedictus, 37 but it is not at all unlikely that Benedict’s parents gave it to their daughter. Here again, we are dealing with a real name. Given the precise and quite different meanings that scholasticus had in the usage of that time, it seems to us altogether unlikely to suppose that Gregory was thinking of “contemplative” resonances which one might discover by having recourse to the etymology of the name.38a Speculating on the meaning of Scholastica Gregory would not have evoked a contemplative nun, but rather the feminine counterpart of scholasticus: a bluestocking, a learned woman. 38b
There is no likelihood therefore that Gregory has slipped an instruction relative to contemplation into this account. On the other hand, two very clear lessons are given at the two extremities of the text. At the beginning, Gregory expounds the principal thesis which will be repeated at the end: Benedict, like the “saints” in general and especially the apostle Paul, did not always obtain what he wançed. To this first affirmation is added the final word which we have already cited: if Scholastica obtained the prolongation of the meeting with her brother, it is because, God being love, as the apostle John says, Scholastica prevailed for having loved more. These two explicit lessons are a supplementary motive for not searching here for a hidden teaching on contemplation. If Gregory had willed to propose an allegory of this kind, he would doubtless have taken care not to draw attention to other points.

The true meaning of the episode, what Gregory himself indicates, has no reference to magic or to the contemplative life, but to Holy Scripture and its interpretation. Two references to the New Testament mark the beginning and the end: Paul, the greatest of the saints, three times begged the Lord to remove the goad from his flesh, and he was not heard; 39 John has said: “God is love”. 40 Benedict’s impotence is explained by the first text, and Scholastica’s power by the second.

But to these two testimonies, cited formally, we must no doubt add a third, to which the word at the end alludes. “She who loved more, could do more”. When we read this last phrase of the piece, how could we not think of the sentence which ends the episode of the Pharisee and the sinful woman in Luke’s Gospel: “Many sins are forgiven her, because she has loved much”? 41 No doubt Gregory uses the comparative (more ... more), while the idea of comparison does not explicitly appear in Luke’s positive formula (many ... much). But the ensemble of the Gospel scene leaves no doubt on the bearing of this formula: there is indeed a comparison between the lesser love of Simon and the greater love of the sinful woman. 42 And if the two sentences differ by their object, one dealing with the granting of prayer, the other with the pardon of sins, a striking analogy remains between them. In each case love is presented as the key which opens the treasure of the divine mercies. By their great love the two women obtained a great boon from God.

It does not seem doubtful therefore that Gregory had in mind Luke’s phrase when he concluded his account. This fact invites us to compare the two scenes, that from the Gospel and that from the Dialogues. And imme​diately a series of correspondences appear which can scarcely be the result of chance. In each case the anecdote has a meal for its setting. In each case also a man and a woman are present, indeed are opposed: here Benedict and Scholastica, there the Pharisee and the sinful woman. In both cases the man plays the role of being just, the champion of the law, while the woman appears in each case as at fault. The man therefore condemns the woman in the name of his justice and of his law, while the woman turns towards the divine arbiter and obtains by her tears what she desires. Indeed, in the two cases God intervenes as a judge in a lawsuit, here in the humanity of Jesus, visible, touched, audible, there in the hidden omnipresence and almighty power which the storm reveals.

The meeting of Benedict and Scholastica is therefore a transposition of the scene of the Pharisee and sinful woman in Luke’s Gospel. But quite probably the latter is itself the transposition of another episode narrated by Matthew, Mark and John: the anointing at Bethany some days before the Passion. 43 This background of Luke’s account does not only interest us because it constitutes for our chapter of the Dialogues a source both remote in general and curiously proximate in certain aspects. 44 Besides the inter​esting perspective thus opened for us on the life of the narrative, before and after the third Gospel, it is important to notice that Gregory identifies the sinful woman of Luke with the pious woman of Bethany, who is anony​mous in Matthew and Mark, but called Mary by John, and that he further confuses these two persons with Mary Magdalene, the first witness and messenger of the resurrection, indeed with that Mary out of whom Jesus had cast seven devils. The fusion of these different feminine figures has gained for us two of the finest Homilies on the Gospel, 45 preached by Gregory some three years before the redaction of the Dialogues. When it is recognized that many accounts in these latter have their preliminary sketches in the Homilies, 46 the interest which Gregory manifests in the Homilies in “Mary Magdalene” becomes a supplementary indication that he is thinking of her in the Dialogues. In fact, the two Homilies of which we speak celebrate to the utmost Magdalene’s love, whether at the feet of Jesus or close to the empty tomb. After having magnified this type of the loving woman such as the Gospels present it, Gregory will be pleased to revive it in the person of Scholastica, a little as he revived in Benedict a great number of the features of the prophet Eliseus. 47
Scholastica then does not represent contemplation, but love. Her role is simple: that of the woman who is apparently open to criticism and who is criticized in fact, but whom the Lord justifies because she has loved much. Benedict’s character is more complex. Three roles mingle, or if you prefer, three biblical figures mingle. First, the wonderworker whose will is ineffica​cious, who recalls Saint Paul. Then the man of God passionately listened to and loved by a woman, who resembles Jesus. Finally, the man who is less loving than the woman, like the Pharisee.

Considering these last two roles, which both refer to the Gospel, it is clear that Benedict’s character is ambiguous. The supernatural affection of his sister, eager to converse with him about eternal life, attests his eminent holiness, but his refusal to consent to a desire inspired by love puts him in an inferior position. By reason of this last trait, emphasized by the final word, a shadow of disfavor passes over him. Here Benedict is not the ideal saint, in love with contemplation, imagined by the English exegete, but rather the rule in conflict with love, the justice of the law vainly opposing charity.

But the combination in Benedict of the two roles inspired by the Gospel, that of the Pharisee and that of Jesus, is much less important for the economy of the story than the combination in his person of the roles of Paul and the Pharisee. That is indeed the heart of the episode and the point by which it is inserted into the texture of the book. Paul was not heard, the Pharisee was not approved. The meaning of the scene is reduced to the combination of these two facts. If, like Paul, Benedict has not obtained what he willed, it is because, like the Pharisee, he had loved less.

But the thesis of the impotence of the saints in certain circumstances, which our hero has had the misfortune to illustrate following Saint Paul, does not only furnish the point of departure for the story. It also serves as a link with the preceding episodes of Benedict’s life. For a long time Gregory has been piling up the proofs of the saint’s power. After dwelling upon his preternatural clairvoyance and his gifts of prophecy,48 after having celebrated the efficacy of his threats, his pardons and his prayers 49 he begins to narrate

a series of different miracles, usually without commentary. Thus there come in succession the cure of the leper (ch. 26), the debt paid by Provi​dence 50 and the cure of the poisoned man (ch. 27), the flask of oil hurled on the rocks as punishment for disobedience, gathered up intact 51 and given to someone in need (ch. 28), the jar of oil filled by prayer (ch. 29), the cure of a possessed monk (ch. 30). These last two miracles having been obtained by prayer, the deacon Peter then asks if Benedict did not sometimes accom​plish prodigies without recourse to prayer, that is, by his will alone. A brief dissertation follows on the two ways of performing miracles, either by praying or by commanding. These two ways appear not only in the two exploits of Saint Peter, 52 but also in Benedict’s two miracles that Gregory is going to recount now: the deliverance of the peasant ill-treated by the Goth (ch. 31) and the resurrection of the son of another peasant (ch. 32). It is after this double account that the deacon Peter puts the question which introduces our episode: whether by praying or by willing, do the saints always obtain what they desire ?

We see how the meeting of Benedict and Scholastica is situated in the second Book of Dialogues. The episode marks the term of a long section devoted to the manifestation of the saint’s power. These powers of the wonderworker, equal to those of the greatest saints of the Old and New Testaments, here come to an abrupt halt, and the series of prodigies ends with a proof of impotence.

After this failure there will be nothing furthur about Benedict’s power. The accounts which follow, to the end of the Book, take a new orientation. Instead of acting here on earth, Benedict henceforth gazes towards the sky and the beyond, preparing thus for his passage into glory. His conversation with Scholastica is followed by the latter’s death and the vision of the nun’s soul in the form of a dove which ascends to heaven; already the grave is open, where the brother and sister will soon be reunited (ch. 34). Another account of a vision follows, which presents more than one analogy with the cycle of Scholastica. 53 This time the role of visitor and spiritual friend is played by a man, the abbot Servandus. In the course of a new night vigil Benedict and he are witnesses of a new heavenly prodigy, not the rain and the storm this time, but the dazzling clarity in which the whole world seems gathered up. Scholastica’s soul had appeared to penetrate the skies like a dove; here, Benedict sees the soul of Bishop Germanus carried to heaven by the angels in a ball of fire. This new vision, like the preceding, is the reve​lation of a fact not naturally known: Benedict learns of both deaths before anyone around him is informed of it.

The great nocturnal vision of Chapter 35, the mystical summit of the Book, seems thus like a re-edition of chapters 33 and 34, that is, the diptych in which Scholastica figures. But this time Benedict alone has the noble role. If he was worsted in the affair of the storm, here he retrieves his sovereign prestige. The confrontation with Scholastica only put an end to his signs of power to introduce him to higher wonders still. Henceforth it remains for him only to ascend to heaven in triumph (Ch. 37), while con​tinuing to shine on earth by his rule (Ch. 36) and by his miracles (Ch. 38). The vision of his glory, granted to his disciples, recalls that which he had of Scholastica’s glory, while here below the same tomb re-unites the brother and sister.

The meeting of Benedict and Scholastica therefore marks not only the end of what might be called the saint’s miracles of action, but also the entry into the last phase of his life, in which night, death, glorious visions and con​versations about the next life dominate. Although Gregory as a skilful storyteller in no way lets the nun’s imminent death be guessed, this resolu​tion in Chapter 34 sheds light retrospectively on the scene in Chapter 33. Not by chance was it in that chapter that Scholastica wished to converse till morning “on the joys of the heavenly life”. 54 In the light of her death three days later this caprice takes on the gravity of a presentiment. From Chapter 33 on, we are at the gates of death and the next life.

Such therefore is the function of our episode in Benedict’s life. Destined to serve as a transition between the wonders worked on earth and the con​templations of the next life, it plays this connecting role by linking together two distinct themes and by projecting two quite different images on the hero. The cessation of the miracles of power is marked by Benedict’s failure, which attests the impotence of the saints, already illustrated by the example of Paul. But this failure has an explanation which Gregory will seek in the scene of the Pharisee and the sinful woman: if Benedict has been vanquished, it is because he had not loved as much as Scholastica. The latter’s love, immensely expanded at the approach of death, 55 made Benedict enter in spite of himself as it were, into the last stage of his course. His conversation with his sister marks both the end of his earthly prodigies and his first meeting with the next world, on which he will fix his gaze henceforth, while waiting to penetrate it in his turn. And this transition could not have been accom​plished without there passing over him the shadow of Simon the Pharisee, the just man according to the law, who had loved less.

*

If we wished to gather up these remarks in an attempt at a genetic explana​tion, we should doubtless posit at the beginning a fact reported to Gregory by his informers: an unexpected, marvellous storm unduly prolonged Bene​dict’s last conversation with his sister. The saint was thwarted by it, while the nun rejoiced over it, having obtained the downpour by her prayer. Gregory connected this fact of Benedict being thwarted with Paul’s case, and he saw in it the illustration of a thesis: the saints do not always do what they want, and do not always obtain what they ask. 56 Later Gregory will ask himself why Benedict had failed with God, while Scholastica succeeded. This conflict of the brother and sister will bring to his mind another scene in which a man and a woman confront each other in the presence of the divine judge. Perhaps certain traits of the story come from that, such as the setting of the meal and the nun’s tears. In any case, the final word is cer​tainly inspired by Jesus’ sentence in Saint Luke. Gregory thus grasped the key of the incident, the explanation of Scholastica’s triumph. The latter became the illustration of a second thesis: the sovereign power of love. After that, Gregory only had to ascend to the first cause, to the pronouncement of the Theologian: God is love.

But it would not suffice to regard this profound and charming episode as a web of doctrinal themes and a meeting of scriptural figures. The confron​tation of the two persons merits consideration for itself. As we have said, Benedict is here the champion of the rule, while Scholastica, carried away by her desire, becomes its adversary. A conflict is thus outlined between law and love. To Benedict’s words “I can by no means do so” corresponds the words “she could do more”, which Gregory interprets as a divine sentence, pronounced in favor of Scholastica. 57 Love has prevailed over the prohibi​tions of the rule.

This is not the only place in the Dialogues where the holy pope shows surprising liberty in regard to the sacred canons. When the layman Equitius felt himself pushed by an irresistible charism to preach without authorization the word of God, and when the Roman pontiff had him cited to his tribunal, Gregory does not hesitate to let it be understood that his predecessor would have done better to bow before the evidence of the divine action. For after having raised up the unauthorized preacher, God took care to justify him by dazzling interventions. 58 Here in the same way Gregory decides in favor of the inspirations of love against the prescriptions of the Rule: God has spoken by the voice of the storm.

It is not that the author of the Dialogues attaches little importance to the law. It suffices to read over the fourteen Books of his correspondence to see that he does not trifle with the norms of the Church and the rules of monastic life. 59 But even while applying them both with firmness, he remains conscious of their relativity in the face of the sovereign liberty of the transcendent God. God dominates the authorities and the laws, even the most just ones which come from him. He can intervene when and as he likes. The sabbath comes from God, but Christ is master of the sabbath.

In writing these lines, we in our turn have no intention of depreciating norms and laws. It can never be said often enough that monastic life is composed of observances and that it consists primarily in keeping a rule. Our contemporaries doubtless have less need of being liberated from legalism than of recognizing the fundamental importance of the law in every religious life, even and especially when it wishes to be Christian.60  The episode of Scholastica will be followed, a few chapters later, with the recommendation of the Benedictine Rule, 61 and if this latter is neither for Gregory nor for us today a law to be imposed in its totality on every monk, we cannot forget that no monasticism worthy of the name can do without a religious fidelity to the “rule of the Fathers”, in the persuasion that this latter is founded on the word of God and that it expresses concretely the will of God for our communities and for ourselves.

However, Scholastica ‘s caprice reminds us that, to be Christian, such a spirituality of the rule must remain subordinated to certain values, such as love for men and direct obedience to the will of God, when this latter is manifested unexpectedly by other means. This is a profoundly monastic thought which inspires the variations of Cassian, the Master and Benedict himself on the conciliation of the law of fasting with the demands of hospitality. 62 In the various solutions that the Fathers have given to this problem, we feel the same fundamental preoccupation to keep the regularity and seriousness of the monastic life, while holding ourselves ready to wel​come the Lord, when he visits us in the person of the brothers or when he knocks on the door of our lives by unforeseen events.

But to tell the truth, Gregory does not reproach Benedict for having lacked this promptitude. He only states that the saint’s charity, authentically expressed by his attachment to the rule, was inferior that evening to that of his sister, overflowing with spiritual affection and with the desire for eternal life.

Abbaye Sainte-Marie
La Pierre-qui-Vire
France

NOTES
* This essay by Fr Adalbert de Vogüé was translated from the French original by Fr John-Baptist Hasbrouck of Guadalupe Abbey, to whom we extend our thanks. The essay was first published in Saint Benoît, Sa Vie et Sa Règle. Etudes choisies, by the Abbey of Bellefontaine in 1981.

** Fr Adalbert de Vogüé hardly needs an introduction to readers of Cistercian Studies. Besides his enormous labors on the RB over the years, he is now working on a critical edition of the monastic writings of Caesarius of Arles. Since 1974 he has been leading a solitary life close to his monastery of La Pierre-qui-Vire.

1 Gregory, Dial. 2,33. We shall cite the edition of U. Moricca, Gregorii Magni Dialogi, Rome 1924, without, however, obliging ourselves to reproduce his spelling.

2 Local tradition situates the colloquio at the foot of the mountain, toward the west. Conversations with women must take place outside the monastery: see Ferreolus, Reg. 4. Cf. Caesarius, Reg. mon. 11; Aurelianus, Reg. mon. 15.

3 J. Laporte, Saint Benoît et le paganisme, Saint-Wandrille 1963 (roneotyped pro manuscripto), p. 24-26.

4 J.H. Wansbrough, “St. Gregory’s Intention in the Stories of St. Scholastica and St. Benedict”, in Revue Bénédictine 75 (1965), p. 145-151.

5 Luke 7,36-50.

6 J. Laporte, op. cit., p. 5-17. See Gregory, Dial. 2,8.

7 As J. Laporte notes, op. cit., p. 25, it is a question of a monastic custom, not a formal prescription of the Benedictine Rule. Cf. Aurelianus, Reg. mon. 34: “Sanctus abbas extra congregationem non maneat” (= Reg. virg. 27) (Let the holy abbot not dwell outside the community); Isidore, Reg. 13,1: “Abbatem cum fratribus pariter in congrega​tione commorari oportet” (The abbot should remain together with the brothers in community). This last text envisages the common dormitory (Cf. Règle du Maître [RM] 29,2-4; 44,19; 52,4), where we know that Benedict did not sleep (Gregory, Dial. 2,35), but Aurelianus’ text can be understood as a simple prohibition of spending the night outside the cloister. See A. de Vogué, La Règle de saint Benoît, t. V, Paris 1972 (SC 185), p. 691, n. 127.

8 P. 127, 1-3 Moricca: “Videns se ad monasterium non posse remeare, coepit conqueri contristatus dicens .. .

9 Moreover, this phrase does not seem like a reply to the reproach of magic. Scholastica only opposes the Lord who heard her, to her brother who did not wish to hear her.

10 It might also be that by insisting so much on the quickness of the divine response (p. 126, 14-24 Moricca), Gregory is thinking of the monastic theme of immediate obedience (cf. Cassian, Instit. 4,12; RM 7,1-9; RB 5,1-9): God obeys man as the monk obeys God. But above all it seems that Gregory wishes to establish the miraculous character of the phenomenon and to certify thus that it is a matter of a divine intervention.

11 It is in regard to the burial (Ch 34) that J. H. Wansbrough, art. cit., p. 148, makes this remark.

12 Gregory, Dial. 4,11.

13 Dial. 4,16.

14 This would also be the case for the name of the monk Romanus (Dial. 2,1). See art. cit., p. 149.

15 This vision makes us think of Dial. 2,34 (Scholastica’s soul represented by a dove), just as the death of Spes strongly resembles Benedict’s (Dial. 2,37). Moreover, like Benedict, Spes comes from Nursia and founds several monasteries close to each other.

16 No more than does Herundo, the hermit of Praeneste, and Redempta’s mistress. Indeed we do not see clearly what particular meaning Gregory could attribute to “Redempta” (a bishop of Ferentum is called Redemptus in Dial. 3,38), and especially to “Romula”.

17 Gregory, Horn. Ev. II,40. Gregory says the other disciple of Redempta’s is known to me by sight, but I do not know her name. She is, moreover, much inferior to her holy companion, Romula.

18 The most complete list is that given in Thesaurus linguae latinae, II, 1874-1875.
19 Symmachus, Ep. 4,53.

20 Paulinus of Nola, Ep. 26.

21 Cassiodorus, Var. I, 36, 1.

22 Liber Pontificalis XXXI, I, p. 164, 1 Duchesne. According to the first edition, Pope Marcellus’ father was also called Marcellus (p. 73).

23 Lib. Pont. LXIIII, I, p. 308 Duchesne. It is Pope Benedict I.

24 Gregory, Dial. 2, Praef., p. 71,5: “gratia Benedictus et nomine”.

25 Dial. 2,8, p. 96,16-17: “maledicte, non Benedicte”.

26 Dial. 3,18. Perhaps Gregory is remembering Benedict of Nursia when he writes here: “young in years but of great age in manners” (p. 184,6-7). Cf. Dial. 2, Praef. p. 71,6: “having a mature heart from the very time of his boyhood”. In addition, this Benedict is a “Campanian”, as Benedict of Nursia became by settling in Cassino.

27 “Schola”, like the Greek “scholè” before it, means “school”. Most of the uses of “scholasticus” seem to belong to this meaning, rather than to the etymology. See below note 38.

28 We shall cite the Registrum Epistolarum, ed. Ewald-Hartmann, in MHG Ep. I-II. See Reg. 1,3 (Paul); 4,38 (Marcellus or Marcellinus); 5,34 (Severus); 5,51 (Andrew); 9,24 (Martin).

29 Reg. 9,136 (Matthew).

30 Reg. 9,54 (Felix); 14,14 (Eugene).

31 Reg. 9,158. It is the Marcellinus or Marcellus of Reg. 4,38 (see note 28 above).

32 Reg. 1,42 and 2,38. Would these be the same as the preceding?

33 Reg. 9,26. Gregory’s conjecture reminds us of Augustine, Tract. in Ioh. 7,10-11: those who wish to address a supplication to the emperor ask a “scholasticus iurisperitus” to draw up their “preces”.

34 See Pauly-Wissowa, Realencyklopädie, II-2, 625.

35 Reg. 9,43 and 94. It is also piquant to notice that “scholastikos” in Greek is equivalent to “defensor civitatis” (Liddell-Scott-Jones, Lexicon, p. 1747, s.v., no. III). Are we going to imagine that Gregory is amusing himself here, as it is claimed he did in the Dialogues, by playing with the name of his correspondent?

36 Reg. 3,1-2 and 15.

37 Although “Benedictus” appears only once in Gregory’s correspondence, in regard to Pope Benedict I. See Reg. 9,87.

38a Do not forget moreover that Gregory, by his own admission, did not know Greek; cf. Reg. 7,29; 11,55 (Ep. 7,32; 11,74). However, he could have known the meaning of the Greek “scholazein”, which in the middle of the ninth century did not escape a mind much less cultivated than his. Cf. Hildemar, Expositio Regulae, ed. R. Mittermuller, Ratisbonne 1880, p. 66 (“scholazete”, in Ps. 45,11 is equivalent to “vacate”; this remark does not prevent Hildemar from writing previously: “scholastici graece sunt eruditi”, nor from understanding “vacatio” implied by the Greek etymology in a purely “school” sense, which confirms what we observed above, note 27).

38b The virgin Juliana of Caesarea in Cappadocia is qualified as “scholasticissima” by Heraclides, Parad. 52, PL 74, 335 c, which translates in this way the Greek word “logiôtatè” (Palladius, Hist. Laus. 64,1). It is a question of someone “very cultivated”. A little before (Parad. 50, 334 c) “scholastici” translates “logihôtatoi” (Hist. Laus. 62), which seems to mean “very spiritual”, but is not Heraclides reading “logiôtatoi” in the same way? On “scholasticus”, see Rosweyde’s interesting article in PL 74, 499-501.

39 2 Cor. 12,8.

40 1 John 4,16.

41 Luke 7,47.

42 Cf. Luke 7,47: “But to whom less is forgiven, he loves less”, corresponding to Luke 7,42-43: “Which, therefore, of the two loves him most? ... I suppose that he to whom he forgave most”.

43 Matthew 26,6-13; Mark 14,3-9; John 12,1-8. The fact that Luke omits the episode is very significant: the evangelist confesses thus that he has already used this given element in the story of the sinful woman. The latter seems, however, to have its own consistancy. Luke’s account, therefore, would be a combination of two distinct narrations, one about the sinful woman, the other about the woman of Bethany. See J. Delobel, “L’onction par la pécheresse. La composition littéraire de Lc 7,36-50”, in Eph. theol. Lov. 42 (1966), p. 415-475; G. Bouwman, “La pécheresse hospitalière (Lc 7,36-50)” in Eph. theol. Lov. 45 (1969), p. 172-179; J. Delobel, “Encore la pécheresse. Quelques réflexions critiques”, ibid. p. 180-183; E. Charpentier, “Le prophète ami des pécheurs”, Lc 7,36-8,3), in Assemblées du Seigneur 42 (11th ordinary Sunday), Cerf 1970, p. 80-94.

44 Unlike the sinful woman of Luke 7, the woman of Bethany is innocent, like Scholastica. The latter’s caprice recalls the former’s squandering, and imminent death justifies this seeming lack of reason on the part of both. Cf. note 55.

45 Gregory, Hom. Ev. II,25 (the resurrection): II,33 (Luke 7). Gregory habitually identifies the sinful woman of Luke 7 and Mary Magdalene, the witness of the resur​rection (Matthew 28,1; Mark 16,1; Luke 24,10; John 20,1). The other identification is more rare and less strongly affirmed. When Gregory, between two phrases in which he speaks successively of the sinful woman and of Magdalene at the tomb, writes: “She sat at the feet of Jesus, and listened to the word from his mouth” (Horn. Ev. 1I,25,10), he seems to allude to Luke 10,39, therefore to Mary of Bethany, who anointed Jesus before the Passion according to John 12,1-8. But see especially Horn. Ev. II,33,1: “But this woman whom Luke calls the sinner and John calls Mary, we believe to be that Mary from whom Mark testifies that seven devils were cast out”. Besides the formal identification of the sinful woman in Luke with Mary the sister of Lazarus, note in this phrase the reference to Mark 16,9 (“he appeared first to Mary Magdalene, out of whom he had cast seven devils”), which accounts for the identification of Mary Magdalene with the sinful woman in Luke: the seven devils cast out from the first are the vices from which the second suffered (cf. Luke 8,2).

46 U. Moricca, op. cit., p. XI enumerates eight passages of Book IV of the Dialogues which take up again facts recounted in the Homilies: Dial. 4,15,16,17,20,28,40 a and b, 59. Add also Dial. 4,58, resuming Horn. Ev. 1I,37,9 (Cassius of Narni).

47 Cf. O. Rousseau, “St. Benoît et le prophète Elisée”, in Rev. Monastique (Maredsous)

144 (1956), p. 103-114.

48 Dial. 2,12-22.

49 Dial. 2,23-25.

50 These two miracles are attested by two supernumerary witnesses, Aptonius and Peregrinus, while the following ones come from the four disciples cited in the Preface of Book II. Other correspondences can be observed: the cure of the leper resembles that of the poisoned man, and the paid debt presages the donated oil.

51 This miraculous aspect is absent from Cassian, Instit. 4,25, on which Gregory seems to depend.

52 Acts 9,40 and 5,1-10. Cf. Dial. 2,23, where Benedict is also compared to Peter (Matthew 16,19).

53 See the commentary of P. Courcelle, “La vision cosmique de S. Benoît”, in Rev. ét. aug. 13 (1967), p. 97-117. Cf. A. de Vogüé, La Règle de saint Benoît, t. I, Paris 1972 (SC 181), p. 153, n. 8.

54 P. 126, 7-8 Moricca. It is true that Gregory writes further on: “by means of holy words about the spiritual life” (p. 127,9-10). But cf. Dial. 2,35, p. 128,12-15: “because he too was a man who overflowed with knowledge of heavenly grace, they exchanged the sweet words of life, and at least tasted by longing the delightful food of the heavenly homeland, because they could not yet perfectly enjoy it”. According to this last passage, the “spiritual life” (127,9) or “life” tout court (128,13) cannot be distinguished from “heavenly life” (126,7-8) or “the heavenly homeland” (128,14).

55 Is the object of this love the person of Benedict or the heavenly realities evoked in the conversation? Just before he says “she loved more”, Gregory says: “For a long time she was desiring to see her brother” (p. 127,15-16), which suggests that he is thinking rather of the person of the saint. However, the whole context indicates the indissoluble union of the two objects: Benedict is loved for his conversation. Cf. the analogous friendship of Servandus for Benedict (Dial. 2,35, p. 128,8-15). Anyway, the chief fact is that Scholastica’s “greater love” is not put in relation to a sinful conscience, like that of the woman in Luke 7, but to the imminence of death which will separate the nun from her brother and introduce her into heaven.

56 There is a difference between Benedict’s will and Paul’s prayer. But Gregory has taken care to unite these two sorts of acts in the preceding pages (Ch. 31-32, introduced by the question of Ch. 30, p. 121, 10-12) and in the request just made by the deacon Peter (Ch. 32, p. 125,10-12).

57 Compare p. 126,9-10 and p. 127,17-18.

58 Dial. I,4. Unlike Benedict, the Roman pontiff is here clearly blamed. He has let himself be circumvented by flatterers, who have presented Equitius’ preaching to him as an infringement on his rights (p. 33,11-23).—The direct intervention of the Holy Spirit, counter to current norms, is equally recognized in the case of Honoratus, who became a master without having been a disciple (Dial. 1,1). Gregory then sets forth the principle quite clearly: “The gift of the Holy Spirit is not restricted by law” (p. 19,12).

59 A certain number of examples drawn from his correspondence and other works have been collected by K. Hallinger, “Papst Gregor der Grosse and der Hl. Benedikt”, in Commentationes in Regulam S. Benedicti, Rome 1957 (Studia Anselmiana 42), p. 271-272.

60 Cf. A. de Vogüé, “Sub regula vel abbate. Étude sur la signification théologique des règles monastiques anciennes”, in Collectanea Cisterciensia 33 (1971), p. 209-241, specially p. 216-217 and p. 228-230. (E.T. Rule and Life. An interdisciplinary Symposium, ed. M.B. Pennington, Spencer (Massachusetts) 1971 (Cistercian Studies Series 12) p. 21-63, especially p. 30-31 and p. 45-48).

61 Dial. 2,36. Gregory moreover does not recommend the observance of the Rule, but the reading of it to know Benedict’s personality which is reflected in it. In regard to the problem of the Rule today, see the article cited in the preceding note, p. 234-241 (E.T. p. 53-63), where it is shown that RB is not, properly speaking, our Rule, but the source of our Rule. I shall be more clear now and say that if it is not our concrete Rule, it remains for us the ideal Rule, which directs and judges our behavior. All renewal worthy of the name should tend to draw close to it.

62 See Cassian, Instit. 5,24-26; Conf. 2,26; 21,29; 24, 18-21.—Cf. RM 72; RB 53, 10-11, and our commentary in La Règle de saint Benoît, t. VI, p. 1192-1194 and 1262-1287. An analogous problem is posed in regard to the night silence (RM 30,24-27; RB 42, 10-11).























































