Pre-Benedictine Monasticism in the Western Church
1. THE ORIGINS OF WESTERN MONASTICISM
It has often been asserted that the monastic life in the Western Church was simply imported from the East.﻿1﻿ We have, in fact, little documentary proof of the existence of monasticism in the Western Church before the middle of the fourth century. By that time the movement was widespread in the East, and news of it must have entered the West, especially Rome. Egypt was a Roman colony, and there was constant traffic between Rome and Alexandria. Athanasius, the enthusiastic propagator of monasticism, spent some time at Trier during his first exile in 336–338 and was at Rome in 340, during his second exile. His laudatory description of the Egyptian monks made a profound impression, and later his Life of Antony, written expressly for admirers across the sea, was quickly translated into Latin and became popular in the West.﻿2﻿

There appears to be no question that the development of Eastern monasticism had a profound effect in the West. But monastic origins in the West were unquestionably more complex than appears at first sight. On the one hand, communication with Egypt was so commonplace that the news of monastic developments did not have to await the visit of Athanasius before reaching Rome. On the other hand, the conditions for the flowering, of monastic life were as much present in the West as in the East. It is not unlikely that its first appearance was an indigenous development quite independent of Eastern influence.

There is no doubt that the ground had been prepared in the Western Church by the practice of asceticism. Western writers of the second century already attest to the presence of virgins, widows and others living an ascetic life (﻿Herm. past.simil. 9,10–11﻿; ﻿Iust. apol. 1,15﻿; ﻿Eus. hist.eccles. 5,3﻿; ﻿Tert. exhor. cast. 13,4﻿). We even hear of an ascetic living in seclusion in a cell in the middle of the third century (﻿Eus. hist.eccles. 6,43,16﻿). The criterion for distinguishing monastic life in the strict sense from these pre-monastie forms of asceticism can only be that of living separately from the rest of the Christian community, as was observed above in regard to the East. We can discern this transition taking place gradually in the course of the fourth century. Quite apart from the Eastern influence, the developing monastic forms are in continuity with the earlier stages of asceticism. Hence, to a certain extent the origin of monastic life in the West was a native growth, independent of the East.

The scarcity of documentation does not permit us to trace this development in detail. We have evidence from different times and places that shows monastic forms of life springing up in all the principal regions of the Western empire: Italy, North Africa, Gaul, Spain, the British Isles. While Eastern influence is often discernible, there are also differences in the West that seem to point to an independent origin. More significant than the differences, however, is the fundamental unity among all the forms of expression of the monastic phenomenon. Conditions throughout the civilized world in the fourth century evoked a similar response from Christians of the most varied regions, cultures and social classes.

2. MONASTIC ORIGINS IN ITALY
St. Jerome’s reference to the adoption of monastic ways of life by noble Roman ladies due to the influence of Athanasius (﻿Hier. epist. 127,5﻿) has often been taken to mean that monasticism was unknown in Rome before the patriarch’s visit in 340. But in this same letter (﻿Hier. epist. 127,8﻿), Jerome says that before this time the name monachus was held in scorn and contempt. Therefore, monks must have been known in the vicinity. Elsewhere he speaks of both male and female ascetics in Italy who were comparable to the “﻿hippie﻿” type of charismatic monks in the East, and it is probably these to whom he applies the Coptic term remnuoth (﻿Hier. epist. 22,27–28; 34﻿). These were the most numerous type of monks in Italy, Jerome observed in the 380s; so it is likely that they had sprung up spontaneously and already existed in the first half of the century.

The ascetic life of the noble Roman ladies was a more disciplined phenomenon. It also developed, however, out of pre-existing ascetical practice within the home and only gradually took on more strictly monastic forms in the second half of the fourth century. Thus Marcella, when widowed at an early age, began to live an ascetic life in her home, probably in the 350s. Jerome says that she was influenced by Athanasius and his successor (and blood brother) Peter, who came to Rome in 373 (﻿Hier. epist. 127,5﻿). Marcella’s home became the meeting place for a group of noble women with similar interests, who studied the Bible together. When Jerome arrived in 381, he became the spiritual father of these virgins and widows.

The case of Asella is even clearer. According to Jerome, she was consecrated as a virgin at the age of ten. This could not have been later than about 344. Shortly afterward she began to adopt other ascetical practices; in the 380s she was still living in solitude, apparently in her own home (﻿Hier. epist. 24﻿).﻿3﻿ Palladius, who was in Rome in 405, reports that she was then living with a community (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 41﻿). Her career, then, seems to mark by stages the transition from early Christian forms of asceticism to a fully developed cenobitic life.

Jerome was the great promoter of this type of asceticism. He himself had lived the ascetical life with a group of friends at Aquileia in the early 370s, and then, in 375, spent a year as a hermit in the desert of Chalcis near Antioch in Syria. During his stay in Rome from 381 to 384, he propagated Oriental ascetical ideals, especially among the noble ladies who looked to him for direction. There was considerable opposition in the Christian community of Rome to the growing interest in asceticism, but it was favored by Jerome’s friend and patron, Pope Damasus.﻿4﻿ Through his writings Jerome was extremely influential in Western monasticism, but the rest of his career belongs rather to the story of Latin monasticism in the Holy Land.

St. Ambrose was also a promoter of monastic life in Italy. His own sister, Marcellina, lived an ascetic life from 353 onward, first with a companion in the family home at Rome,﻿5﻿ and later outside of Milan (﻿Ambr. virg. 3,7,37﻿). We find here the same evolution toward withdrawal from ordinary society as can be discerned in the case of Asella, of Lea, whose community seems to have been located near Ostia, and of Paula and Melania, who withdrew to Palestine. Augustine discovered functioning monasteries of both sexes when he came to Rome in 387 (﻿Aug. mor. eccl. 1,70–71﻿).

Ambrose, upon becoming bishop of Milan in 374, renounced his not inconsiderable property in favor of the Church and the poor, and adopted an ascetical style in his personal life (﻿Paulin. vit.Ambr. 38﻿). His writings contain frequent encouragement of virginity and other ascetical practices. He consecrated virgins and maintained contacts with communities of ascetics, and he was himself the patron and apparently the spiritual father of a monastery of men just outside the walls of Milan.﻿6﻿ It was at Milan that Augustine first heard of the monastic life from Pontitianus, who told him of the Egyptians, of the monastery directed by Ambrose, and the fascinating story of two young men at Trier and their fiancées, who were converted to the monastic life by reading the “﻿Life of Antony﻿” (﻿Aug. conf. 8,6﻿.). The experience clearly made a profound impression on Augustine.

Other places in northern Italy show knowledge of monastic practices, but our information is fragmentary. It is often affirmed that Eusebius, bishop of Vercelli from about 344 until his death in 371, was the first to introduce a monastic observance for his clergy, thereby anticipating the type of clerical monastery later popularized by Augustine. Eusebius, a native of Sardinia, had served as a lector in the Church of Rome. He became a prominent figure in the anti-Arian struggle that marked the reign of Pope Liberius. Upon his refusal to sign the condemnation of Athanasius voted by a synod at Milan in 355, he was exiled to the East and spent the following years in Palestine, Cappadocia and the Thebaid, until his return to Vercelli in 363.

Eusebius’ personal asceticism and the existence of an ascetical community of clerics at Vercelli some twenty-five years after his death are attested by a letter of Ambrose written to urge the choice of a worthy bishop for the church of Vercelli (﻿Ambr. epist. 63﻿, probably written in 396). Several anonymous homilies preached at Vercelli a generation or more after Eusebius’ death indicate that the bishop himself was responsible for establishing this clerical monastery,﻿7﻿ but we do not know when he did this. If the monastery was founded in the early days of his episcopate, in the 340s, it would perhaps be the earliest known example of an organized ascetical community in the West. But it is more likely that he took this step only in the 360s after his return from exile, and that he was influenced by the knowledge that he had acquired of the ascetical movement in Cappadocia and the cenobitic monasteries of the Thebaid.

The eremitical life flourished in Italy in the late fourth century, especially in the islands off the Italian Riviera. The first of these solitaries of whom we hear is Martin of Tours; after his release from military service in 356, he came to Milan and lived as a hermit until expelled by the Arian bishop. He then moved with a priest-companion to the island of Gallinaria, opposite Albenga, and there lived an ascetical life (﻿Sulpic. Sever. Mart. 6﻿). Martin apparently remained here until 360, when, after a trip to Rome, he followed St. Hilary to Poitiers and established himself at Ligugé. A little later, around 375, Jerome testifies that his friend Bonosus is living the monastic life on an island, but it is more likely that this was in the Adriatic, as he had gone there upon the breakup of the ascetic community in Aquileia (﻿Hier. epist. 3,4–5﻿). Jerome and Ambrose refer vaguely to the existence of numerous monks on the islands surrounding Italy (﻿Hier. epist. 77,6﻿; ﻿Ambr. hex. 3,5,23﻿).

Aquileia was the scene of Jerome’s own introduction to the ascetic life, and the little we know of the community there is due chiefly to scattered references in his letters. He and his friend Bonosus, after completion of their studies in Rome and a subsequent visit to Trier, where they probably first felt the attraction of asceticism, settled in Aquileia. Rufinus seems to have been there already, and it appears that by 370 there was a fervent group in existence. The bishop, Valerian, was favorable to the ascetic life, but its real animator was Chromatius, a priest, who lived an ascetical life in his home with his mother, his sisters, his brother Eusebius, who was a deacon, and the archdeacon Jovinus.

Little is known about their manner of life, but there is information about a number of Jerome’s friends who became associated with the group.﻿8﻿ There was also a community of virgins nearby at Haemona, with whom Jerome was in contact (﻿Hier. epist. 11﻿). Also associated with the Aquileian group was Evagrius of Antioch, an influential person who had come from the East with Eusebius of Vercelli and who seems to have been a mediator of Eastern monastic influences. It was he who had translated the Life of Antony into Latin a few years earlier; and it was with him that Jerome stayed in Antioch after his departure from Aquileia. Athanasius had stayed at Aquileia for two years or more around 345, and it may have been his visit that stirred up the local enthusiasm for the ascetic life. But it hardly seems necessary to seek such a cause, in view of the widespread popularity of asceticism throughout the West in the latter half of the fourth century.

At the end of the century there is another example in Paulinus of Nola and his circle. Like Ambrose, Paulinus was from a wealthy and prominent family. Born in Bordeaux, probably about 353, he received an excellent education under the famous rhetorician Ausonius, who became his friend. In 379 he was governor of Campania, after which he returned to Aquitaine. About 385 he married the noble Therasia, a Spanish lady and fervent Christian. After their only son died in infancy, they resolved to devote themselves to a life of asceticism, continence and prayer. After several years at Barcelona, during which Paulinus distributed his enormous fortune among the poor, they settled at Nola, near Naples, around 395. There they organized an ascetical community, which Paulinus calls monasterium and fraternitas monacha (﻿Paulin. Nol. epist. 5,15; 23,8﻿). It seems to have been quite informally structured, consisting of relatives and friends, all members of the aristocracy and all desirous of living the Christian life in an austere though not extreme fashion.

Paulinus had been ordained a priest, probably in Spain shortly before coming to Nola. After Therasia died in 408, he became bishop of Nola and lived on until 431. He was in correspondence and often personal contact with the principal churchmen of his time, and especially with the leaders of the ascetical movement: Ambrose in Milan; Jerome in Palestine; Rufinus and Melania and their circle in Italy and Jerusalem; Martin of Tours and his biographer Sulpicius Severus in Gaul; Eucherius of Lyons and Honoratus, the founder of Lerins; and Augustine and Alypius in Africa. Living not far from Rome, he was in a position to maintain contacts with monastic developments in the City and with the many visitors from all parts of the Christian world.﻿9﻿

3. LATIN MONASTICISM IN THE HOLY LAND
By the end of the fourth century, the monastic ideal, though it did not go unopposed, had spread throughout Italy. Of all its propagators, Jerome was doubtless the most influential, because of the authority his scholarship had earned for him. During his stay in Rome, however, his sharp attack upon his real or fancied enemies brought him such unpopularity that he was obliged to leave the City upon the death of Damasus, his protector, in 384. Together with his younger brother Paulinian, he sailed for Palestine and spent the rest of his life there, though always remaining in close contact with Western ascetical circles. He was followed to the East by Paula, his most faithful disciple among the noble ladies of the City, and her daughter Eustochium. In Bethlehem, Paula established two monasteries—one for women, which she governed herself, and one for men, ruled by Jerome. We are ill informed about the observance of these houses, but the life appears to have been fully cenobitic.

Before finally settling in Bethlehem, Jerome and Paula had made a tour of the holy places and had gone to Egypt to visit the famous monks. The Latin monasteries of Palestine were always marked with this high regard for Oriental asceticism and for the sacredness of the biblical lands. Jerome’s interest in the Scriptures (it was in Bethlehem that he wrote his biblical commentaries and translated the Old Testament from Hebrew) also left a strong imprint of biblical study upon the life of the Bethlehem communities.

These monasteries, however, were not the first examples of Latin monasticism in the Holy Land. The earliest was the work of another noblewoman, Melania the Elder. Widowed at the age of twenty-two, she resolved upon a life of asceticism and in 372 set out with a group of like-minded women for Egypt, where she spent a year visiting the monks. It was probably there that she met Rufinus, the boyhood friend of Jerome, who had shared the latter’s ascetical initiation in Aquileia and had gone to Egypt when Jerome directed his steps toward Antioch. Melania went on to Jerusalem in 374 and there established a monastery for women. When Rufinus followed in 380, a monastery for men was added. Again, there are few recorded details about the life practiced in these houses.﻿10﻿

The friendship of Rufinus and Jerome was unfortunately shattered by the Origenist controversy, and the monastic establishments of Jerusalem and Bethlehem found themselves divided by bitterness. The first decades of the fifth century were marred by polemic and tragedy: Pelagianism became a danger both in the West and in Palestine, and Italy was invaded by the Goths, who sacked Rome in 410. Paula died in 404, Eustochium around 418, and Jerome a year or two later. The Bethlehem monasteries do not seem to have survived much longer amid the civil and religious tumults of the times and the unfriendliness of the Oriental Christians, who regarded the Latins as intruders.

The Jerusalem monasteries suffered a similar fate. Rufinus returned to Italy in 397 and died in Sicily in 411, unreconciled with Jerome. After an extended visit to Italy, beginning probably in 400, Melania returned to Jerusalem and died sometime before 410. Her influence had, however, inspired her granddaughter, Melania the Younger, to imitate her ideals. Married at fourteen to her distant cousin Pinianus, Melania the Younger persuaded him six years later, after the death of their two infants, to embrace virginity and asceticism. Disposing of their vast fortune, they spent seven years in Tagaste, in close contact with Alypius, the intimate friend of Augustine, and there formed both male and female communities.

Eventually Melania, with Pinianus and her mother, Albina, settled in Jerusalem around 417 and lived the ascetical life there. After Melania and Pinianus had made a pilgrimage to the monastic sites of Egypt, she lived as a recluse on the Mount of Olives for fourteen years. The monasteries founded by her grandmother and Rufinus seem no longer to have existed. After the death of her mother in 431, Melania founded a monastery for women. A year later her husband also died. After another four years in reclusion, Melania established a monastery for men. After her death in 439, the monasteries were governed by her successor and biographer, Gerontius, but in 452, after Chalcedon, he passed over to monophysite allegiance. After this nothing more is known of Latin monasteries in the East until the Crusades.﻿11﻿

The enduring effect of these monastic ventures, however, was the literature they bequeathed to the Western Church. Jerome in particular exercised an important influence in the West through his writings. Encouragement to asceticism, often enlivened by hyperbole and invective, appears in all his writings, even the biblical commentaries, and especially in his polemical works against Helvidius, Jovinian and Vigilantius, who were rather cool toward the fast-growing ascetical movement. The monastic teaching of Jerome is more positively expressed in his letters, particularly in two lengthy epistles that are really treatises: Letter 22, to Eustochium, written at Rome about 384 in the flush of his enthusiasm over the fervor of the noble ladies of the City; and Letter 130, to Demetrias, a more sober statement of his old age, written about 414.

One of the earliest works of Jerome’s youth was the Life of Paul the First Hermit, written during his attempt at the solitary life in the desert of Chalcis about 375. The fanciful story of a supposed predecessor of Antony in Egypt, it is probably simply a romance without any historical foundation. Later, in his early years at Bethlehem around 390, he also wrote a Life of St. Hilarion and a Life of Malchus the Captive Monk, extravagant tales reflecting Jerome’s preoccupations and his monastic ideals, but, at least in the case of Hilarion, based upon a historical core.

Of great importance, too, were Latin translations of Eastern monastic literature. The Latin monks of Palestine always looked to Egypt as their ideal. Jerome, in 404, translated a collection of Pachomian writings from Greek into Latin: the Rule, the Monita and eleven letters of Pachomius, a letter of Theodore, and the instruction of Horsiesius. The knowledge of Pachomian monasticism in the West was due entirely to these translations, and even today we still depend upon them, for the Coptic originals and Jerome’s Greek sources exist only in fragmentary form.

Rufinus, too, made translations that were of great significance in the West. In 397 he translated the Rule of St. Basil for Ursacius, abbot of Pinetum in Italy. The Latin text, much shorter than the Greek and lacking the division into “﻿Long and Short Rules,﻿” has been shown to be a translation of the first edition of Basil’s Asceticon, which he later expanded into its fuller Greek form. It is in this earlier and briefer version that Basil became known to Western monks. Rufinus also translated, probably in 404, the Historia Monachorum in Aegypto, an account of a journey of seven monks from the Mount of Olives to visit the famous monks of Egypt in 394. While the authorship of the parallel Greek version is disputed, there can be no doubt of Rufinus’ responsibility for the Latin.

4. MONASTICISM IN GAUL
St. Martin of Tours has been traditionally regarded as the first monk in the West. While this is an exaggeration, in view of the prevalence of ascetical patterns of life that were springing up everywhere in the fourth century, it is true that Martin was the first great propagator of monasticism in Gaul. The influence of Martin and his disciples, however, seems to have been confined, up to the end of the fifth century, to the western part of Gaul. In the eastern part of the province, and especially in the valley of the Rhone, the monastic movement owed its origins to the monastery of Lerins. These two forms of the ascetic life, then, which radiated from Tours and from Lerins, respectively, constitute the twofold source of ancient Gallic monasticism. In each of the two regions, it was principally due to zealous bishops that monasticism was propagated. In Aquitaine, a number of Martin’s disciples who were raised to episcopal sees promoted the cult of Martin and the type of monasticism he had practiced. In eastern Gaul, numerous bishops who had been monks of Lerins or had otherwise been influenced by this monastery spread the monastic ideal through their territory. For more than a century, these two spheres of influence seem to have been mutually exclusive. Under Clovis, however, the cult of Martin was adopted by the Merovingian dynasty, and from this time on his popularity spread throughout the kingdom.﻿12﻿

There were, then, two original currents of Gallic monasticism: the Martinian type and that which stemmed from Lerins.

In Western literature and devotion, Martin of Tours is the typical monk-hero, in much the same way as Antony was in the East. This exemplary role of Martin was due to the publicity he received through the popularity and rapid spread of his Life, written by Sulpicius Severus just before and shortly after the death of the saint in 397. In addition to the Life of Martin itself, Sulpicius published three letters and three dialogues concerning Martin. This biographical collection became immediately popular throughout Western Christendom, rivaling the Life of Antony and influencing all subsequent Latin hagiography.﻿13﻿

Sulpicius Severus was a contemporary and devoted friend of Paulinus of Nola. Like him, he came from a prominent family in Aquitaine, enjoyed a first-class education, and became a prominent lawyer. He married into a noble and wealthy family, but his wife died while still young, an event that probably had an influence upon his decision to renounce his wealth and fame and retire into a life of asceticism and study. He did this soon after the similar move of Paulinus. Sulpicius’ retreat was at a place in southern Gaul called Primuliacum, whose exact location is uncertain. He kept up a lively correspondence with Paulinus, with whom he shared his double enthusiasm for the ascetic life and for the literary culture of late antiquity. Both of them knew Martin personally. Sulpicius, using Martin as the ideal monk-figure, wanted to propagate monasticism in the West, defend it against its opponents, especially some of the Gallic bishops, and show that its fruits were in no way inferior to those of the East.﻿14﻿

The chronology of Martin’s life is problematic, but its principal stages are certain. He was born of a pagan family in Sabaria, modern Hungary, probably about 316, and, like his father, followed a military career. During his military service he became a Christian. It is during his catechumenate that Sulpicius places the famous scene at the gate of Amiens, where Martin gave half his cloak to a shivering beggar, only to receive a vision that night in which Christ himself appeared clothed in the severed garment. When released from the army, probably in 356, he attached himself to Hilary of Poitiers, a supporter of the ascetic movement in Gaul, who ordained him an exorcist. After a visit to his native province, which must have coincided with Hilary’s exile, he began to live as a hermit at Milan, and then on the island of Gallinaria, as we have seen.

When Hilary returned from exile in 360, Martin left his solitude and, after failing to meet him in Rome, followed him to Poitiers. No doubt he benefited from the bishop’s recent contacts with Eastern monasticism. He took up residence in 361 at Ligugé, near Poitiers, to live the solitary life. Disciples were soon attracted, however, and he gradually became the spiritual father of a group of monks who formed a kind of “﻿laura,﻿” or loosely knit group of semi-anchorites, rather than a real coenobium. His popularity grew to such an extent that in 371 he was obliged by popular will to become bishop of Tours, despite his reluctance to leave his solitude. He thus became the first of the great monk-bishops of the Western Church, governing the church of Tours and exercising a remarkable pastoral and charitable activity until his death in 397. At Tours, Martin established a place of solitary retreat outside the city, on the banks of the Loire. Here, too, disciples followed, and another monastic colony was formed that became the monastery of Marmoutier, a source of bishops who contributed a more ascetical quality to the Gallic Church.

Martin propagated the monastic life in his diocese. Sulpicius says that he established hermitages in place of pagan shrines (﻿Sulpic.Sever. Mart. 13﻿) and claims that more than two thousand monks were present for his funeral (﻿Sulpic. Sever. epist. 3﻿). Those of his disciples who became bishops did the same. The best known of these who promoted the ascetic life in northern Gaul in the late fourth century was Victricius of Rouen, the apostle of Normandy. Like Martin, he had been in military service before becoming a bishop about 380. An energetic promoter of the ascetical life, he had contacts with Paulinus of Nola, a fervent admirer of Martin, and also with Ambrose. Like Martin, he worked for the eradication of paganism in the countryside. He certainly considered the virgins and ascetics to constitute the elite ranks of the Church, but there is not much information about the precise nature of the ascetic life at Rouen at this period.﻿15﻿

Martin’s reputation as monastic founder was such that more than a century later, when St. Benedict destroyed the temple and grove of Apollo he found on Montecassino, he dedicated to St. Martin of Tours one of the shrines he built to replace it (﻿Greg. dial. 2,8﻿).

The second early monastic tradition, which dominated the eastern part of Gaul, sprang from the monastery of Lerins, located on an island just opposite Cannes. It was founded by St. Honoratus, probably between 400 and 410. Information about Honoratus, who left no writings, comes from the commemorative oration delivered by St. Hilary, who had been his disciple at Lerins and later succeeded him as bishop of Arles.﻿16﻿ Honoratus, born probably around 360, was from a family of consular rank in Gaul. As a youth he yearned for the desert and converted his brother Venantius to the ascetic ideal. Together they set out for Greece with an elderly anchorite named Caprasius. After Venantius’ death there, Honoratus and Caprasius returned to the West and settled on the island of Lerina, the smaller of the two islands that constitute the Lerins Group, upon the recommendation of Leontius, bishop of Fréjus, their ordinary and adviser. It is not far from Gallinaria, where Martin had lived for a time. Disciples came, and it seems that by 410 Honoratus was directing a community, probably a rather loosely knit one, living in the manner of an Eastern “﻿laura.﻿”

It seems certain that Honoratus gave a rule to his monks, which must have existed in written form at least in later times, but it has not survived, and little is known in detail about the life at Lerins. In later centuries the Benedictine Rule was adopted there, and even today there is a Cistercian monastery on the island. It is certain that the leaders of ecclesiastical life in southern Gaul had close contacts with Lerins throughout the fifth century, and that the monastery exported monk-bishops to many dioceses. Honoratus himself spent the last two years of his life as bishop of Arles, and his disciple and panegyrist, Hilary, ruled the see from 430 to 449.﻿17﻿

These bishops were the agents who spread the influence of Lerins up and down the valley of the Rhone. Many of them seem to have been members of the Gallo-Roman nobility, fleeing from the incursions of the barbarians farther north; at this time Provence was an island of safety in a world that seemed to be crumbling. Well educated in the classical tradition, these men were naturally suited to be leaders, and the episcopacy provided an arena for leadership in the power vacuum that developed with the collapse of Roman authority. They shared an enthusiasm for the monastic ideal derived from their association with Lerins and left behind a body of literature that contains all that is known of the life and tradition of that monastery. These monastic writings, especially the rules written by the later Lerinians, form a part of the Western monastic context, which, as we shall see later, is indispensable for understanding St. Benedict. Only the principal representatives of this tradition will be considered.

Eucherius of Lyons was an aristocrat who married a devout Christian woman named Galla. Like other couples of the time, they were attracted by the ascetic ideal, placed their two sons in the monastery at Lerins (both later became bishops), and withdrew into retirement on the neighboring island of Lero. They were in contact with Paulinus and Therasia at Nola in 412. Eucherius seems also to have lived in the community of Lerins, perhaps after his wife’s death. He became the bishop of Lyons, probably around 424, and left a number of letters and treatises, most notably his Praise of the Desert, in which he salutes Lerins, “﻿who, in her motherly arms, welcomes the sailors cast up from the shipwrecks of the world﻿” (Euch. laud.erem.).

The community of Lerins furnished two bishops for the see of Riez: Maximus, who followed Hilary as abbot in 430 and served as bishop of Riez from 433 until his death in 452; and Faustus, who followed him first as abbot (433–452) and then as bishop of Riez (460–495). Faustus, who was originally a Briton or Breton, was one of the greatest thinkers and writers of his time and the principal spokesman for the anti-Augustinian theological viewpoint after the death of Cassian. Even when bishop, he frequently withdrew into ascetic retreat and returned to Lerins to live the monastic life again for certain periods of time. On these occasions he probably preached to the community the sermons on the monastic life that still survive. Another of the great Lerinian bishops was Lupus of Troyes. He was married to Hilary’s sister, Pimeniola, but after seven years of marriage they separated by mutual agreement, and he went to Lerins. After a year in the monastery, when he had gone to Mâcon to dispose of his goods, he was seized and made bishop of Troyes. This seems to have taken place about 427. He lived until 479.

The most notable theological work to issue from Lerins was the Commonitorium of the monk Vincent of Lerins. There is meager information about him, and it is not even certain whether he was the brother of Lupus, whose name was also Vincent and who seems to have been a monk at Lerins. The Commonitorium, written about 434, is famous for its definition of sound catholic tradition. Salvian of Marseilles was another literary figure associated with the Lerins community. Though he was the tutor of Eucherius’ sons, he does not seem to have been a monk. We know that he came from the region of Trier, was married to Palladia, daughter of pagan parents, and had a daughter Auspiciola. He and his wife agreed to embrace the ascetic life. They apparently fled to the south when Trier was sacked by barbarians and took up residence in Marseilles. Salvian was a priest and was in close contact with monastic circles of southern Gaul.

The connection between Lerins and so many of the principal literary and ecclesiastical leaders of fifth-century Gaul has led some to believe that the monastery was a center of culture. In fact, however, the known literary works were never published by monks, with the sole exception of Vincent, but by former monks who had become bishops and who wrote to meet pastoral needs. Moreover, they had acquired their learning, not at Lerins, but before their entry into monastic life. Although some teaching went on at Lerins, the monastery was a school of asceticism rather than of literary culture or of theology. Contemporary writers invariably speak of discipline, psalmody and fasting at Lerins, not of study and literary production.

From allusions to the life at Lerins, only a general idea of the observance can be reconstructed. It appears that it was primarily cenobitic, but that experienced monks lived in separate cells as hermits, though under the authority of the abbot. They attended, at least on occasion, the common prayer and instruction by the abbot. Discipline was quite severe. The cenobitic monks lived in strict poverty and apportioned their time to work, reading and prayer. Young monks were subject to an elder, and new recruits went through a kind of novitiate of unknown length. Eastern cenobitism seems to have served as the model, but the solitary life was also held in high esteem.

Lerins maintained its discipline and its influence all through the fifth century and was still producing saints in the sixth. The greatest of its alumni, St. Caesarius of Arles, entered Lerins as a young cleric around the year 490. In 503 he became bishop of Arles, where he distinguished himself as a theologian, administrator and shepherd until his death in 542. As bishop, he wrote two monastic rules, one for virgins and another for monks, to regulate monasteries in his diocese. In his monastic teaching, he combined the tradition of Lerins with the teachings of Augustine. His successor, Aurelian of Arles, likewise wrote a rule for monks and another for nuns. These rules will be considered in connection with the Rule of St. Benedict in a later section.

Elsewhere in Gaul, other monasteries existed within the Lerinian sphere of influence. A type of monasticism similar to that of Lerins developed in the middle of the fifth century in the region of the Jura mountains, just west of Lake Geneva. This is better known to us than most of the monasteries of the fifth and sixth centuries, because the history of its founders was written by a monk of the abbey in the sixth century.﻿18﻿ The founders were two brothers, Romanus and Lupicinus. The former, captivated by the ascetic ideal, began to live the solitary life in the Jura forest, at a place called Condadisco, around the year 435. There he was joined by his brother, and soon by an increasing number of disciples, who were attracted by the founders’ reputation for holiness. Thus there grew up the monastery of Condat; at first a grouping of anchorites, it gradually became more cenobitic. So many monks came that a number of foundations were made, notably Laucone, two miles away, and Baume, a women’s monastery built for the founders’ sister.

Romanus and Lupicinus jointly governed this family of ascetics during the lifetime of both; Lupicinus was sole superior after the death of Romanus about 460 until his own death about twenty years later. The anonymous author says little of the next abbot, Minasius, but is expansive in regard to his successor, Eugendus, of whom he claims to be a disciple. Eugendus was born about the middle of the fifth century and was brought to the monastery at the age of six. He grew rapidly in holiness and was chosen to govern the community after the death of Minasius. He lived until 510. It does not appear that there was a written rule during the lifetime of the founders, but probably there was one by the sixth century.﻿19﻿ The reign of St. Eugendus marked a definite evolution toward a more thoroughgoing cenobitism.

The most influential of all the monastic founders of Gaul was John Cassian. Not too much is known about his monastery at Marseilles nor about some aspects of his personal history, but his monastic writings became universally known in the West and have been more influential in the spirituality of Western monasticism than any other, except the Benedictine Rule.﻿20﻿ Cassian was probably not a native of Gaul, but seems to have been born in the Balkan region, a part of the empire where Latin was spoken but the urban population was almost equally at home with Greek. Accordingly, he was admirably suited for the role of mediator between Eastern and Western monasticism. He must have been born about 360. His family was presumably prosperous, and he received a good education. As a youth he aspired to undertake the ascetic life and with his friend Germanus went off to enter a monastery in Bethlehem. Certainly this was not Jerome’s monastery, but we know little about it. It is not even certain when Cassian came, nor at what age, nor how long he stayed, nor why he was so far from home.

After spending some time there (he later realized that his initiation had been too brief), Cassian made a pilgrimage to Egypt with Germanus to drink in the wisdom of the desert monks. They visited the monastic colonies of the delta region, of Scete, and of Nitria and the Cells. Later, in the Conferences, Cassian would record the teaching of the great solitaries. The travelers returned to Bethlehem after seven years (unless this number is symbolic) and subsequently made a second visit to Egypt, of unknown duration. Cassian never mentions Evagrius of Pontus, but he has clearly adopted his whole ascetical system. Since he visited the Cells, where Evagrius was then living until his death in 399, he must have known him and absorbed his teaching.

In 400 Cassian and Germanus were in Constantinople; it is certain that they fled from Egypt in connection with the Origenist controversy of 399 and took refuge with Chrysostom, who ordained Cassian a deacon. But Chrysostom was sent into exile, and in 405 the two friends were in Rome to plead his case before the Pope. It is not known whether Cassian returned to the East after this mission, stayed in Rome, or went on immediately to Gaul. At any rate, he was in Provence around 415, and by then he had been ordained priest.

Cassian became an important figure in the ascetical circles of Provence. Monasteries had sprung up everywhere since the days of Martin, but there was no system, no rule, no agreed observance to regulate the life. Who could be better qualified than a man who had had vast experience as both a cenobite and a hermit in the fabled deserts of Egypt and Palestine, and had absorbed the accumulated wisdom of the monastic founders? Cassian was looked to as an authority. From the dedications of his works, it is clear that he was in contact with monks and bishops of the Lerins group and other monastic circles, sometimes responding to their appeals for advice. Cassian himself established two monasteries at Marseilles—one for men, which must have been the monastery of St. Victor, and one for women.

His monastic writings date from the period 420 to 430. The first of these is the Institutes, of which the first four books treat of the monastic customs of Egypt: dress, prayer and psalmody, poverty, food, obedience, discipline, and an exhortation on renunciation. These are followed by eight books, each devoted to one of the eight principal vices. The content of this section is taken over from the Evagrian system. After completing the Institutes, Cassian proceeded to compose twenty-four books of Conferences in three stages of ten, seven, and seven, respectively, each section with a separate preface. These Conferences purport to reproduce the instructions he and Germanus received from various Egyptian elders whom they interviewed in the course of their tour of the deserts. They treat of ascetical topics, though the famous Conference 13 is a discourse on the theology of grace, in which Cassian adopts an anti-Augustinian position that was later declared unorthodox.

About 430 Cassian wrote his seven books on the Incarnation, a refutation of the incipient Nestorian heresy, at the request of Leo the Great, whom he had met at Rome. The fact that Leo turned to Cassian for such an important theological task indicates the stature of his reputation. He must have died soon after this. Of all Western monastic writers before St. Benedict, he was by far the most influential. His teaching was first preserved by the Lerins circle, who shared his views on monastic observance as well as on the theology of grace. The first four books of the Institutes were codified into a monastic rule by an unknown author. Cassian was read by the monks of Condat and by Caesarius of Arles, though the latter gave pride of place to Augustine. In the sixth century, the Rule of the Master is heavily dependent upon Cassian, and Cassiodorus recommended him. Above all, the Benedictine Rule referred its readers to the Collationes Patrum et Instituta and thus ensured the continued reading of Cassian 73.5.﻿21﻿ The number of extant manuscripts testifies to the popularity of Cassian in the Middle Ages, and his effect upon Western spirituality is incalculable.

5. MONASTICISM IN ROMAN AFRICA
Like every other aspect of the Church’s life and thought in North Africa, the development of monasticism there was dominated by the genius and sanctity of St. Augustine. It is not likely, however, that monastic life in Roman Africa began only with the efforts of Augustine.﻿22﻿ The ascetic tradition in this region had a long history, as well as the support of such prestigious leaders as Tertullian and Cyprian, and there is evidence that it continued through the fourth century. It appears that communities of ascetics had been formed by the latter part of the century, for the Council of Hippo in 393 prescribed the common life for virgins who had no parents. Monastic influences from the East must also have penetrated to Africa, for the monks at Carthage, whose disdain for work prompted Augustine to write his De opere monachorum in 400, seem to have been affected by Messalian views.﻿23﻿

Augustine, as we have seen, first became acquainted with monasticism at Milan, when the narrative of Pontitianus impressed him so deeply. In 386 he withdrew with some friends to the country estate of Cassiciacum, the first of his quasi-monastic retreats. This first attempt at the common life seems to have been more like a society of Christian philosophers than a monastery. In 387 Augustine began to make his way back to Africa, staying for some time at Rome, where he took a great interest in the monasteries that had grown up there. The following year he arrived in Tagaste and there began to live the common life with his friends in much the same manner as at Cassiciacum.﻿24﻿ In 391 he was ordained priest by the bishop of Hippo Regius, Valerius, in response to a popular request during a visit of Augustine. Valerius gave him the use of a garden that belonged to the church, and there Augustine established his first real monastery, whose principal characteristic was the common ownership of all goods. The members of the community, laymen whom Augustine called servi Dei, totally renounced individual ownership.

For five years Augustine enjoyed an authentic monastic peace in this community. But when he became bishop in 396, he moved to the episcopal residence in order to prevent the frequent disturbance of the servi Dei, who continued to occupy the garden monastery. Augustine then turned his own household of clerics into a quasi-monastery by insisting on the vita apostolica, the common life and common ownership of property. This custom, which was to become widespread in the West through his influence, would eventually lead to the development of orders of canons regular. Augustine was unwilling to ordain a priest for his diocese unless he agreed to accept poverty and the common life. The idea was not universally popular with his clergy, however, and in his last years he was obliged to mitigate this discipline somewhat. Certainly his monastic ideal was best realized in the garden monastery.

Several works of monastic legislation have come down to us under the name of Augustine. Three separate pieces, known as the Obiurgatio, the Ordo monasterii, and the Praeceptum, appear in the manuscripts in various combinations and in both masculine and feminine forms, constituting an intricate labyrinth of literary problems. The effort to determine the origin and authenticity of these documents has been one of the most complex investigations in the modern study of Patristic literature. Though there is not yet complete agreement, it is now widely held that the Praeceptum or Regula ad servos Dei, the masculine form of the rule, is an authentic work of Augustine. It was written perhaps about 397 for the garden monastery at Hippo. The Obiurgatio, probably also authentic, was addressed to a community of virgins at Hippo formerly ruled by Augustine’s sister. To it was later appended a feminine version of the Praeceptum, constituting Letter 211 as it now stands. The Ordo monasterii, on the other hand, does not appear to be the work of Augustine, though it probably comes from his circle; it has been conjectured to be the work of Alypius.﻿25﻿ The “﻿Rule of St. Augustine,﻿” which is commonly circulated today among the many religious who follow it, consists of the opening sentence of the Ordo monasterii followed by the complete Praeceptum.

Augustine’s rule is brief and was no doubt intended to be merely a summary and a reminder of the fuller teaching he had given orally. For his complete monastic teaching, it is necessary to look further into his enormous literary production. He never wrote a unified theoretical exposition of his concept of the monastic life, and only two of his smaller works deal explicitly with monastic subjects, the De opere monachorum and the De sancta virginitate. His views on particular aspects of the subject are frequently expressed in brief passages of his letters and sermons, especially Letters 210 and 211, Sermons 355 and 356, and the Enarratio on ﻿Psalm 132﻿.﻿26﻿

Despite his admiration for the Egyptian anchorites, Augustine’s understanding of Christianity led him in a quite different direction. He was incurably cenobitic, and his whole concept of the monastery centered around the value we today call “﻿community.﻿” The key to his rule is the description of the primitive Christian community of Jerusalem as given in ﻿Acts 4:32–35﻿. The ideal of the monastic community was to reproduce the close union of purpose, thought and action depicted in the Scriptures: a real unanimitas activated by charity. Hence, a fully common life was required, including common ownership of all goods, that there might truly be “﻿one heart and one soul.﻿”

The essentials of Augustine’s ideal are presented in the opening paragraph of the Regula ad servos Dei:

In the first place, live together in harmony and be of one mind and heart in God; for this is the purpose of your coming together. Do not call anything your own, but hold all that you have in common; and let distribution of food and clothing be made by your superior, not to all alike, because all have not the same health, but to each according to his need. For thus you read in the Acts of the Apostles, that they had all things in common, and distribution was made to each, according as anyone had need.
The remaining precepts of the rule are but practical applications of this ideal of “﻿apostolic life.﻿”

So dominant in the thinking of Augustine was the ideal of total harmony of brothers united in heart and mind that he even interpreted the word “﻿monk﻿” to conform to this concept. He provides an etymology for the term monachus that scarcely corresponds to its original meaning. Whereas the Greek term monachos was derived from monos, ‘﻿one,﻿’ and hence was taken by Jerome and others to mean ‘﻿a solitary,﻿’ Augustine explains in his characteristic fashion:

Since the Psalm says, “﻿Behold how good and how pleasant it is that brothers should dwell together in unity,﻿” why then should we not call monks by this name? For monos is ‘﻿one.﻿’ Not one in just any way, for an individual in a crowd is ‘﻿one,﻿’ but, though he can be called one when he is with others, he cannot be monos, that is ‘﻿alone,﻿’ for monos means ‘﻿one alone.﻿’ Hence those who live together so as to form one person, so that they really possess, as the Scripture says, “﻿one mind and one heart,﻿” who have many bodies but not many minds, many bodies but not many hearts, can properly be called monos, that is, ‘﻿one alone﻿’ (﻿Aug. in psalm. 132,6﻿).
While the life of Augustine’s monastery is dominated by the demands of fraternal charity, the observances themselves are the traditional monastic practices: humility, psalmody, private prayer, lectio, fasting, silence, simplicity of food and clothing, obedience, manual labor, renunciation of property, strict chastity. In general, the regime is quite mild compared to Egyptian austerity, though Augustine can be severe in matters of principle, such as private property and unsuitable relationships with women. The monks slept in individual cells, but meals were taken in common to the accompaniment of table reading. The majority of the African monks were ex-slaves or at least from the poorer classes. Communities were presided over by a presbyter, probably a priest appointed by the bishop, and a praepositus, who was second in command. If the basic observances were the same as in the East or in Europe, there was nevertheless a difference of tone in the monasticism of Augustine. His concern with the value of community led to an emphasis upon the relationships of brothers to one another, whereas the Egyptian tradition was more concerned with the relationship of each individual to God via the spiritual father.

Augustine’s enthusiasm for monastic life promoted its rapid growth in his own diocese, but his preponderant influence in the African Church ensured it a still wider extension. As his friends and disciples came to fill the sees of Africa, they likewise established communities of monks, virgins and clerics in other places. His biographer, Possidius, tells us that monasticism was flourishing at his death (﻿Possid. vit.Aug. 31﻿). The invasion of the Arian Vandals, who were already at the gates of Hippo Regius as Augustine lay dying in 430, destroyed many churches and monasteries, and numerous monks and virgins suffered martyrdom. But monasticism did not disappear even during the worst period of persecution. During the century that followed the death of Augustine, the most outstanding figure in African monasticism was Fulgentius of Ruspe, whose devotion to the monastic ideal inspired him to persevere through countless setbacks and sufferings. Both theologically and monastically he was a disciple of Augustine, and the monastic life that he and others promoted during this period remained essentially Augustinian in inspiration.﻿27﻿

Augustine’s influence, however, spread even farther than Africa because of his enormous prestige as a theologian and the extensive diffusion of his writings. In both Gaul and Italy, his influence upon monastic writers became so massive in the first half of the sixth century that it has been spoken of as an “﻿Augustinian invasion.﻿”﻿28﻿ In southern Gaul, Caesarius of Arles broke with the “﻿semi-Pelagian﻿” teaching of Cassian and of his own predecessors at Lerins, and adopted the Augustinian position on grace at the Council of Orange in 529. Likewise, his Rule for Virgins shows the literary influence of Augustine’s rule, which it follows quite closely, even if his thought is still largely determined by the Egyptian tradition, which he seems to have derived more from his Lerinian background than from dependence upon Cassian.﻿29﻿ Augustine continued to influence the Gallic successors of Caesarius, such as Aurelian and the Regula Tarnantensis, as well as Isidore of Seville in Spain at the end of the sixth century.

A little later than Caesarius we find a similar wave of Augustinianism in Italy. While the Regula Magistri shows very little if any knowledge of Augustine, the florilegium E, which has been identified with the rule of Eugippius, abbot of Lucullanum, near Naples,﻿30﻿ and which consists entirely of extracts from existing works, takes more from the Praeceptum and Ordo Monasterii than from any other source, though it also draws extensively upon the Regula Magistri, Basil and Cassian. Later the Rule of St. Benedict was likewise influenced by Augustine; though here the actual quantity of literary borrowing is rather discreet, the qualitative influence of Augustine’s thought, derived not only from his rule but from numerous other works as well, is extremely significant. While the ﻿RB﻿ remains primarily in the tradition of Egypt as mediated by Cassian and the ﻿RM﻿, the second most important influence upon it is that of Augustine, whose humaneness and concern for fraternal relationships have contributed to the ﻿RB﻿ some of its best known and most admired qualities. It has rightly been said that “﻿with the Rule of Augustine western monasticism entered upon the road which led to Benedict.﻿”﻿31﻿
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