The Origins of Monasticism in the Eastern Church
1. INTRODUCTION﻿*﻿
By the time St. Benedict wrote his rule for monasteries in the sixth century, the monastic movement had existed within Christianity for over two centuries, a period fully as long as the United States has existed as a nation. In the course of two centuries a nation or movement can accumulate both a body of traditions and a collection of heroic figures in whom those traditions are seen to be embodied. Such was certainly the case with the monastic movement by the sixth century. In what follows, no attempt will be made to write a full history of the monastic movement but only to indicate its origins, principal forms and heroic figures in the East that contributed to the monastic tradition as it passed into the West and formed the background to the Rule of St. Benedict.

It is difficult to pinpoint the precise beginnings of the monastic movement. Some writers, both ancient and modern, have pushed it back as far as the Decian persecution in the mid-third century or even earlier. However, the great Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea makes no mention of it in his history, whereas he probably would have done so if he had known of it or had regarded it of any importance before a.d. 330. By the time Athanasius died in a.d. 373, the movement had witnessed extraordinary growth and had attracted international attention. It is unlikely that monasticism existed as a recognizable movement before the early part of the fourth century. Its beginnings would then coincide with the end of the age of the martyrs and the inauguration of the triumph of the Church, a fact which, as we shall see, may have had considerable influence on its development.

The ascetic tradition in Christianity, on which the monastic movement is built, can of course be traced back to the New Testament.﻿1﻿ Of particular importance was the tradition of virginity and celibacy that was grounded in the example and teaching of Jesus (﻿Matt 19:12﻿) as well as in the writings of St. Paul (﻿1 Cor 7﻿). The writings of various Church Fathers, such as Ignatius, Clement, Tertullian, Origen and Cyprian, testify to the increasing importance of this aspect of asceticism in the life of the Church.﻿2﻿ What distinguishes the monastic movement from the earlier tradition of asceticism within Christianity is the practice of withdrawal from society. The early ascetics had led their lives in the midst of the society of the Church and often with their families. The monastic movement, however, was characterized from the beginning by a certain withdrawal from the ordinary framework of society and the creation of a special culture, whether this was in a colony of hermits or in a cenobitic monastery.﻿3﻿

2. PRE-CHRISTIAN MONASTICISM﻿4﻿
Many historians have sought to find parallels with, and even the origins of, Christian monasticism in institutions and movements in the ancient world outside of Christianity. Weingarten, for example, thought the origin of monasticism could be found in the institution of the katachoi. This theory he based on papyrus texts found in the precincts of the Temple of Serapis at Memphis. These were people who lived in cells within the temple enclosure, a custom that can be traced from the second century b.c. until the fourth century a.d. Weingarten assumed that these katachoi had an ascetic motive and that the custom was practiced in all temples of the Serapis cult. From this he concluded that Antony would have had contact with them at Memphis, and Pachomius a similar contact at the Temple of Philae. This is based on considerable speculation, especially since the function of the katachoi remains a mystery and has given rise to the most diverse theories. These range from the notion that they were prisoners or possessed persons to the idea that they were people who had sought asylum in the temple. At any rate, the custom of living in a temple precinct does not connect them with the practices of the early Christian monks.﻿5﻿

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the excavation of Khirbet Qumran on the northern shore of the Dead Sea have raised considerable speculation in the last thirty years about the “﻿monastic﻿” character of the Essenes and their relationship with the origins of Christian monasticism.﻿6﻿ It has been suggested that the Essenes lived a celibate community life at the “﻿monastery﻿” of Qumran (and perhaps elsewhere), withdrawn from the world. The documents found in the environs of Qumran, especially the Rule of the Community (also known as the “﻿Manual of Discipline﻿”), which contains provisions for admission to the community, for its governance and discipline, have added to the comparisons with Christian monastic communities.

It is far from clear, however, that the Essenes lived a life of permanent celibacy or that the site of Qumran served as a monastery. The evidence for the practice of celibacy among them comes from the ancient writers Philo, Josephus and Pliny.﻿7﻿ The Dead Sea documents themselves seem to suggest that the practice of celibacy was at most temporary and that it was undertaken from traditional Jewish notions of ritual purity.﻿8﻿ The evidence from the cemetery suggests that women and children were also present at Qumran. The practice of perpetual celibacy would certainly have been contrary to traditional Jewish theology, which regarded the injunction of ﻿Gen 1:28﻿ to increase and multiply as the first command of the law. And the Essenes, though a separatist group, were certainly traditional in their beliefs. Indeed, it seems to have been their devotion to the observance of the law that led them to become a separatist group.﻿9﻿

In regard to the monastic character of the site at Qumran, it is true that certain things, such as the kiln, the scriptorium and the elaborate system of cisterns, might suggest long-term occupation. The documents, however, do not presuppose a community of any appreciable size nor indicate that permanent residence was normal for the members of the Essene sect. Moreover, the lack of any continuous fresh water supply at the site and the intense heat at certain times of the year make it quite improbable that a group of any size could have maintained a community life the year round at Qumran. It seems rather that the site served as a seasonal gathering place for the Essene sect. Therefore, it is rather misleading to refer to the Essenes as monks or to the site of Qumran as a monastery.﻿10﻿ Since the Essenes do not appear to have occupied Qumran after its destruction during the war of a.d. 66–70 or even to have survived as a distinct group within Judaism after this time, there is no evidence of any historical connection between them and the early Christian monks more than two centuries later.﻿11﻿

Another group that has fascinated both ancient and modern writers by its apparent resemblance to Christian monasticism is that of the Therapeutae.﻿12﻿ Our sole source of information about this group is the Hellenistic Jewish writer Philo of Alexandria, who compares them with both the Greek philosophers and the Essenes. According to Philo, the Therapeutae were to be found in many regions even outside of Egypt, but their center was on a hill outside of Alexandria near Lake Mareotis. They pursued the bios theorētikos (a term derived from Greek philosophy), which means ‘﻿contemplative life,﻿’ and acquired their name (therapeutae means ‘﻿healers﻿’) from the fact that they sought healing for the soul from all sorts of passions. The sect included both men and women who, however, lived apart and were separated by a wall even when they came together for instruction. Those who joined the sect left behind family, property and fatherland to give themselves over wholly to their high calling. They also sought to leave behind the noise and cares of the cities by living in a lonely place.

Each member of the sect had a separate house, which contained a holy place called the semneion or monastērion. This room served as a place for study of the Law and the Prophets, the psalms and other writings. It was not used for bodily needs, which seem to have been held in some contempt. The entire day was spent in spiritual askēsis, the study of the Scriptures, in which the higher allegorical meaning was sought (a preoccupation of Philo himself), and at night bodily needs were cared for. On the Sabbath the members assembled, sitting in strict seniority, while the eldest gave a talk. Every seven weeks they held a special feast, for which they wore white clothing (as did the Essenes). They began with prayer and ate in silence. They drank no wine, but took water and ate bread with salt and hyssop. Philo says that the reason for not drinking wine was the command in the law to the priests not to drink wine on the occasion of the sacrifice. Most of the women who belonged to the group were virgins, though a previous marriage was not an obstacle to joining the group. The members preserved chastity out of a desire for wisdom.

Since Philo is our sole source of information about this group, it is difficult to assess the reliability of his report. He probably exaggerates the extent of the group. Some practices of the Therapeutae, such as the abstention from wine because of the command to the priests in the Old Testament and the study of Scripture, suggest obvious ties with Judaism, but there also appear to be present strong influences from the philosophic traditions of the Hellenistic world. This would have been particularly strong at Alexandria, which was the intellectual center of the Hellenistic world in the first century a.d. Philo himself was the principal representative of the attempt to make Judaism respectable in terms of Hellenistic culture and therefore was not at all representative of the mainstream of Jewish culture.

About the origins and later history of the Therapeutae, only speculation is possible. This has not been wanting even in antiquity. The Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea decided that Philo had really misunderstood the nature of this group. Because some of their features, such as common ownership, resembled those of the early Christians, as portrayed in the Acts of the Apostles, they appeared to Eusebius to be the early Christian community in Egypt. St. Jerome noted the similarity between this description by Eusebius of the first Christians in Egypt and the monks of his day. Writing almost a century after Eusebius, at a time when the monastic movement was fully developed, Cassian went further and affirmed that the first Christians of Egypt were obviously monks, and thus monastic life was given an apostolic origin.﻿13﻿ This, of course, appears to the modern historian to be without foundation. There is no evidence of any connection between the Therapeutae and the origins of Christian monasticism other than this literary one.

In the pagan world of antiquity, the movement most frequently compared with Christian monasticism is that of Pythagoras and the later neo-Pythagoreans.﻿14﻿ Pythagoras himself was a sixth-century (b.c.) philosopher and religious reformer who left no writings and of whom little is known with certainty.﻿15﻿ It is difficult to distinguish the original Pythagorean teaching from the later, more elaborate pictures given by Philostratus and Iamblichus.﻿16﻿ According to Iamblichus, admission into the Pythagorean community involved an extensive examination, a kind of postulancy and novitiate lasting several years. Those fully initiated wore a distinctive dress and followed a regular schedule. Goods were held in common. The goal of this ascetic life was to free the soul from the bonds of the body.﻿17﻿ Despite certain similarities and the presence of some of the terminology found in early Christian monasticism (askēsis, anachōrēsis, koinobion), there is no evidence of any direct influence of neo-Pythagoreanism upon early Christian monasticism. Indirect influences are possible. Works such as the Life of Apollonius of Tyana by Philostratus were widely circulated, and it is not impossible that Athanasius in his Life of Antony was deliberately attempting to portray a Christian ascetic motivated by a spirit quite different from that of the neo-Pythagoreans or other philosophical ascetics.﻿18﻿

The term “﻿monastic﻿” has also often been used by Western writers to describe the ascetic style of life found among the Hindus and Buddhists, and it is generally agreed that this style of life antedates the origins of Christian monasticism by several centuries at least. There is evidence of considerable contact between India and Alexandria, the most cosmopolitan city of the Hellenistic world.﻿19﻿ Hindu merchants formed a permanent colony at Alexandria, which is mentioned by ancient historians, and excavations there have turned up Buddhist emblems. The Buddha is mentioned by Clement of Alexandria, and the Brahmans are mentioned by various Greek writers, including Hippolytus of Rome.﻿20﻿ It has been suggested that some of the gnostic teachers, such as Basilides and Valentinian, were influenced by Buddhist doctrine.﻿21﻿ Bardesanes († a.d. 222) told of meeting an Indian ambassador in Edessa, from whom he learned about the Buddhist monasteries. This passage is quoted at length by Porphyry in a work with which Athanasius was probably familiar.﻿22﻿

In the early fifth century, Palladius composed a letter about the Brahmans in which he tells how, during his travels in Upper Egypt (and possibly Ethiopia), he met a lawyer from Thebes, who told him of spending six years of captivity in India, where he had learned of the Brahmans and their ascetic practices.﻿23﻿ This letter formed part of a treatise known as On the Races of India and the Brahmans, which circulated widely in the East and also in the West in Latin translation.﻿24﻿ It served to provide a pagan precedent for the new institution of monasticism and as such was apparently of interest to Christian monks. However, despite these numerous references to, and descriptions (often highly inaccurate) of, Eastern religious practices, there is no direct evidence that the latter inspired the origins of the Christian monastic movement.

It has also been argued that the Manichaean religion was an important influence in the development of Christian monasticism, especially in Syria and Mesopotamia.﻿25﻿ Mani had an explicitly syncretistic intention in founding his sect, and he may have borrowed extensively from Buddhist practices and ideals.﻿26﻿ Vööbus has argued that the “﻿monastic﻿” character of Manichaeism is derived from Buddhism and that this in turn heavily influenced the formation of Christian monasticism. The question of the extent of Manichaean influence in the development of Christian monasticism remains a disputed point.﻿27﻿ It is particularly questionable whether the “﻿elect﻿” of the Manichaean system can properly be described as monks at all.﻿28﻿

Another figure often mentioned in connection with the origins of Christian monasticism (although he is not properly classified as a non-Christian) is Hierakas, a Copt born about a.d. 275 in Leontopolis. Early in the fourth century, he assembled a circle to which only virgins, the continent and widowed persons could belong. His group included both men and women. He thought, among other things, that marriage was allowed in the Old Testament but that the new revelation of the Logos consisted in the prohibition of sex and marriage. Without complete abstinence one could not reach the kingdom of heaven. Hierakas’ teaching has a resemblance to the tendencies in Syria and Asia Minor that made celibacy a requirement for all Christians.﻿29﻿ Hierakas has been held up as an example of a widespread ascetic ideal or tendency in Egypt, suggesting a common background from which the other prominent figures of early Christian monasticism also sprang.﻿30﻿ This is perhaps a dubious generalization on the basis of one example. Our only knowledge of Hierakas and his group comes from Epiphanius, who includes him in his great collection of heresies (﻿Epiph.pan. 67﻿). Hierakas is perhaps more significant in that he provides an instance, as do others elsewhere, of the sharp distinction that could be made in the Church between ascetics who were orthodox and those who had deviated too far from the traditional teaching.

Although we have pointed out that there is no evidence of any direct connection between the various religious movements that have been mentioned and the rise of Christian monasticism, there may be numerous connections to be found in the general stock of popular ideas current in the late Hellenistic world, to which these movements had contributed and from which they were partially derived. This common fund of popular ideas was shared by early monastic writers. This is particularly true of the ideas lying behind various ascetical practices such as fasting.﻿31﻿ To illustrate this possibility by an analogy, one need only consider how the mental world of a modern Christian can be influenced, often unconsciously, by such diverse teachings as those of Marx, Darwin and Freud.

3. THE LITERATURE OF EARLY CHRISTIAN MONASTICISM
The principal source of our knowledge of the origin of Christian monasticism lies in the literature that the movement produced. This literature includes biographies, collections of sayings, letters and homilies of various monks, ex professo treatments of the ascetic and monastic life, such as those of Basil, Evagrius and Cassian, and finally the works of historians.

The most important of the biographies is the Life of Antony, generally accepted as the work of Athanasius, who was bishop of Alexandria and therefore head of the Church in Egypt for almost fifty years in the middle of the fourth century. It was written soon after the death of Antony and was early translated into Latin. It quickly became the most important piece of propaganda for the monastic movement throughout the Christian world. The literary form of this document and the models Athanasius used remain a matter of discussion, but it is generally accepted as the first great work of Christian hagiography.﻿32﻿ More will be said of it below. A number of letters attributed to Antony also survive in ancient translations and are generally accepted as genuine. ﻿33﻿ Sayings attributed to him may be found in the Apophthegmata Patrum, which are anonymous collections of sayings and anecdotes of famous monks compiled in the fifth and sixth centuries a.d. These collections have come down to us in a number of ancient versions, which differ considerably among themselves. Of these, the most important in the West is the Latin collection known as the Verba Seniorum.﻿34﻿

Another category of monastic literature is composed of Pachomian materials. These include a number of lives of Pachomius and his successors in Greek, Coptic and Arabic. There is disagreement over which are the most important.﻿35﻿ There have also survived many writings of Pachomius himself and his immediate successors, Horsiesius and Theodore, in Coptic and partially in Latin. Knowledge of Pachomian monasticism passed into the West, however, primarily through St. Jerome’s translation of his rule from a Greek version. This rule influenced a number of pre-Benedictine rules in the West and the Rule of St. Benedict itself. Some additional information about the Pachomians may be found in the Lausiac History by Palladius. This work, originally written in Greek, was early translated into Latin and was very influential in spreading knowledge of Egyptian monasticism to the West. Its author had spent much time in Egypt, first as a monk and then as a bishop, where he gathered the stories that make up the collection. A similar work, known as the Historia monachorum in Aegypto, was written originally in Greek, but has survived also in a longer Latin version attributed to Rufinus of Aquileia, a contemporary of Jerome and Cassian. It purports to be the record of a journey up the Nile at the end of the fourth century by a group of pilgrims interested in witnessing the phenomenon of Egyptian monasticism.

The extensive works of St. Basil himself provide the best source of knowledge about the form of monasticism he instituted in Asia Minor. The most important of these is the collection known as the Asceticon, which includes the longer and shorter rules.﻿36﻿ These were early translated into Latin (perhaps by Rufinus) and exercised considerable influence on Western monasticism. The works of Evagrius of Pontus and John Cassian also provide an important witness to the spirituality of Egyptian monasticism, especially at the end of the fourth century. The extent of Evagrius’ influence in the West, as well as the amount of his work translated into Latin, remains a much disputed point.﻿37﻿ The work of Cassian, originally written in Latin in southern Gaul, testifies perhaps as much to the adaptation of Egyptian monasticism in the West as it does to the original movement.﻿38﻿

There are also the works of the historians Socrates, Sozomen and Theodoret of Cyrrhus. Socrates and Sozomen both wrote in the first half of the fifth century with the express intention of bringing the work of Eusebius up to date. The monastic movement is prominent in their histories, for which they used as sources the works mentioned above as well as others that have been lost. Theodoret, a contemporary of theirs in Syria, wrote a History of the Monks, which covers chiefly the area around Antioch.﻿39﻿

4. THE DEVELOPMENT OF MONASTICISM IN RELATION TO THE CHURCH
The more obvious roots of Christian monasticism are to be found in the teachings of the New Testament, with which the early monks showed exceptional familiarity,﻿40﻿ and in the changed relationship of the Church to society that developed in the fourth century. One aspect of this change was the cessation of the persecutions and the consequent acceptance of Christianity by the Roman empire. It should be mentioned, however, that the persecutions themselves have also been invoked as one cause of the rise of monasticism. The last persecutions—those of Decius in a.d. 240 and of Diocletian in 304 and following years—were particularly severe in Egypt. Many Christians fled to avoid martyrdom, and some of these would have formed a nucleus of desert ascetics. The hardships inevitably encountered by such fugitives would have contributed to the ascetic practices they then adopted.﻿41﻿ This is a difficult conjecture to assess, since we have no certain knowledge of any particular figures who adopted the anchoritic life as a result of flight from martyrdom. Indeed, according to his biographer, the first major figure in the monastic movement, Antony, went to Alexandria during the last persecution in the hope of achieving martyrdom ﻿(Vita Anton. 46)﻿.

The cessation of the persecutions, on the other hand, has also been cited as one of the factors that gave an impetus to the monastic movement. The monk came to replace the martyr as the hero of the early Church in its new triumphal condition. When the triumph of the Church drove the demons from the cities, the new heroes of the faith pursued them to the desert, there to engage in single-handed combat.﻿42﻿ This rather complex theme can be traced through several stages in the Patristic writings.﻿43﻿ The martyrs undoubtedly held first rank as the heroes of the early Church. They had made the ultimate sacrifice; like Jesus himself, they had laid down their lives. In the third century, we find the virgins placed in the same company as the martyrs by Origen, who interpreted the thirty-fold, sixty-fold and one hundredfold of the parable of the sower (﻿Mark 4:8﻿) to refer to the widows, virgins and martyrs (﻿Orig. hom. in Iesu Nave 2,1﻿). At the end of the third century, Methodius of Olympus calls the virgins martyrs (﻿Meth. conviv. 7,3﻿). Athanasius, in a speech placed in the mouth of Antony, cites the virgins and the martyrs as testimony to the faith and teaching of Christ (﻿Vita Anton. 79﻿).

This equation of the virgins with the martyrs led eventually to a new equation—that of monastic profession with baptism, or rather a second baptism.﻿44﻿ Martyrdom had earlier been seen as a substitute for baptism or, for those already baptized, as a second baptism. When the monastic life came to be equated with or placed on the same level as martyrdom, it was but a short step to compare monastic profession to baptism, as St. Jerome did in a famous letter to Paula concerning her daughter: “﻿Only four months ago Blesilla, by the grace of Christ, was washed by a kind of second baptism, that of profession﻿” (﻿Hier. epist. 39,3–4﻿). Just as baptism was held to forgive sins, so monastic profession came to be held to forgive sins. This idea seems to occur already in Athanasius’ Life of Antony, though without an explicit reference to monastic profession as a second baptism (﻿Vita Anton. 65﻿). There are innumerable references to this complex of ideas in later monastic literature, and it undoubtedly had some role in raising the monastic life to a level of high esteem and providing motivation for following it. To what extent the idea of monastic life as a replacement for martyrdom served to provide the original impetus for the monastic movement is, however, difficult to evaluate.

This idea is related, perhaps, to what we may call the reforming aspect of early Christian monasticism. The steady growth of the Church, especially in the periods of relative peace before and after the Decian persecution, had led to what contemporaries regarded as laxity in discipline. This view is evident already in the writings of Tertullian and particularly in the dispute that arose at the end of the Decian persecution over the reconciliation of the lapsi.﻿45﻿ When the persecutions ceased altogether in the early fourth century and Christianity became the object of imperial favor, the problem became more acute. In the course of the fourth century, the Church ceased to be a persecuted minority and became the state religion of the empire. Whereas formerly the Church had identified itself as a minority group often in opposition to the state, it now came to be identified with the state.﻿46﻿ By the end of the fourth century, the identification of Christian and citizen was virtually complete, and no non-Christian could hope for advancement in the imperial service.

Such a radical change of social position could not but influence the internal operation of the Church. Indeed, the emperors, beginning with Constantine himself, took a very active role in Church affairs, and the imperial family showered the Church with favors such as buildings and endowments. Even before the Council of Nicaea in 325, which Constantine called to settle matters of Church doctrine and discipline, privileges and exemptions from civil burdens had been conferred on all grades of the Christian clergy.﻿47﻿ In addition, bishops had been given jurisdiction in many instances.﻿48﻿ In a.d. 321, Sunday had been declared a public holiday. The Christian liturgy also began to show signs of that imperial pomp and splendor that Constantine himself loved to display.﻿49﻿ All this meant that there were now many additional reasons for becoming a Christian and even for seeking office in the Church other than simple faith in Jesus Christ.

While the identification of the Church with society led to a superficial dominance of society by the forms of Christianity, it also led to an invasion of the Church by the values of secular society (or the “﻿world,﻿” as the monastic literature called it), something perceived even by contemporaries.﻿50﻿ Since the opportunity for martyrdom no longer existed for those who wished to respond fully to the teaching and example of Christ, the development of monasticism may well have been in compensation for this, to provide an outlet for those who were not satisfied with a mediocre Christianity. Monasticism appears, then, against the background of the changes in the Church of the fourth century as a reform movement, or rather as a new form for the older Christian idea of reformation in Christ.﻿51﻿ This may be one of the principal reasons for the rapid development of monasticism.

5. ANACHŌRĒSIS AND THE EREMITICAL MOVEMENT
The term anachōrēsis, meaning ‘﻿retirement﻿’ or ‘﻿withdrawal,﻿’ has a pre-Christian history of usage in the sense of withdrawal into oneself. This idea can be found in numerous pagan philosophical writings of various schools.﻿52﻿ A tendency to retreat or withdraw from the world for the sake of contemplation and peace of mind can be found in such varied writers as Cicero, Seneca, Dio Chrysostom, Marcus Aurelius and Plotinus. The notion of flight from the world and detachment from all things is quite explicit in the last. The idea is present also in Jewish and Christian writers such as Philo and Origen. In his life of Plotinus, Porphyry portrayed his master as loving to withdraw from the city. It has been suggested that Athanasius had this work in mind when he composed his Life of Antony. Certainly he portrayed Antony as the archetypical anchorite.﻿53﻿ But by this time anachōrēsis may have been almost a technical term for withdrawal from the world.

For the Christian who sought this retirement, however, there were other precedents. In ﻿Matt 14:13﻿, it is said of Jesus that “﻿he withdrew … into a desert place by himself.﻿” The words used here are anachōrein and erēmos topos, which of course give rise in the monastic vocabulary to ‘﻿anchorite﻿’ and ‘﻿hermit﻿’. In ﻿John 6:15﻿, it is said that Jesus “﻿withdrew again to the mountain by himself.﻿” There was also the example Jesus had given by spending forty days in the desert engaged in fasting, prayer and spiritual combat (﻿Matt 4:2–10﻿). For the early Christian anchorites, it was this example that was primary, rather than that of the pagan philosophers, of whom most had probably not even heard.﻿54﻿

The question of who the first Christians were who took up this life of retirement or anachōrēsis was disputed in antiquity and remains surrounded by obscurity today. The earliest example of a Christian hermit known by name is provided by Eusebius, who tells the story of a bishop of Jerusalem named Narcissus. The latter lived at the beginning of the third century. He became so upset because of the slander he suffered on account of his virtuous conduct that he withdrew and lived many years in the deserts and remote regions. He returned during the rule of his third successor and, according to Eusebius, caused great amazement on account of his anachōrēsis and his “﻿philosophic﻿” conduct of life (﻿Eus. hist.eccles. 6,10﻿).﻿55﻿ Whether or not this qualifies as an example of the later withdrawal for ascetic motives is dubious. Eusebius does not cite it as an example of a movement.

St. Jerome reports that in his time it was disputed who the first hermit had been. Some said it was Antony. He himself, on information from some disciples of Antony, claimed that it was a certain Paul of Thebes, who had taken up the eremitical life at the time of the Decian persecution (﻿Hier. vita Pauli 1﻿).﻿56﻿ Athanasius claimed that Antony was the first to take up the desert anachōrēsis. However, he mentions that before this time, each one who wished to live the ascetic life would practice it not far from his own village. It was to one of these that Antony went to learn about the ascetic life (﻿Vita Anton. 3–4﻿). A similar situation is suggested in the Lives of Pachomius, who attached himself to an old man named Palamon to learn the ascetic life (﻿Vita prima 6﻿). How this practice came to exist and how widespread it was remains obscure.

Whether or not Antony was the first hermit, there is no doubt that his example and his fame, particularly as spread by Athanasius, gave a great impetus to the eremitical movement in northern Egypt and eventually far beyond the borders of Egypt. Our principal source of knowledge about Antony is the Life written by Athanasius. In evaluating the picture given by Athanasius, several things must be kept in mind. Although Athanasius had known Antony personally and is supposed to have written his Life soon after the saint’s death in 356, his motivation in writing (which he says was at the request of monks in foreign parts) was to spread monasticism. Gregory of Nazianzen, in his own eulogy of Athanasius, says that “﻿the learned bishop in writing this life was really promulgating the precepts of the ideal monastic life in the guise of a story﻿” (﻿Greg. Naz. orat. 21,5﻿).﻿57﻿ In addition to this, Athanasius, the greatest champion of orthodoxy in the fourth century, probably wanted to enlist the aid of the saint against Arianism: Antony would now play the role of intercessor from heaven, as he had previously been defender of the faith on earth. He may also have had an eye on the pagan world and wished to show that the Christian was also an initiate of mysteries, also sought and attained perfection, and that Christian wisdom was superior to that of the pagans (﻿Vita Anton. 14,72﻿).﻿58﻿

According to Athanasius, Antony was born about a.d. 251 in Middle Egypt of well-to-do parents. The early death of his parents left him as guardian of his only sister. One day, when he was about twenty years old, he entered the church and heard the reading “﻿If you wish to be perfect, go, sell all that you have.…﻿” (﻿Matt 19:21﻿). So he went home, distributed his farm of two hundred acres to the townspeople, sold his other belongings and gave the money to the poor, retaining only a small sum for his sister. Once again he went to church and heard the exhortation not to be solicitous about tomorrow (﻿Matt 6:34﻿). So he distributed his remaining money to the poor, put his sister in the care of a community of pious women and began to practice the ascetic life near his home by seeking to imitate an old man who had practiced asceticism since his youth (﻿Vita Anton. 3﻿). Later he went to live in some tombs much farther from the village and remained there until he was thirty-five, fighting off the temptations of the flesh and demons. Then he decided to go to the desert. This was regarded as an innovation, since there was as yet no such custom (﻿Vita Anton. 11﻿). He crossed to the eastern side of the Nile and shut himself up in a deserted fort on the edge of the desert at Pispir, which became known as his “﻿outer mountain.﻿” This would have been at about the beginning of the reign of Diocletian. After twenty years, Antony was visited by friends who wished to copy his holy life. They broke down the door, and Antony emerged “﻿as one initiated into sacred mysteries and filled with the Spirit of God﻿” (﻿Vita Anton. 14﻿). This sentence is often taken as evidence that Athanasius had his eye on the mystery cults and quest for perfection of the pagan world.

Antony then performed miracles and preached the love of Christ to all who came to see him. In a famous passage, Athanasius ties the development of the monastic life to Antony’s preaching: “﻿He induced many to take up the monastic life. And so now monasteries also sprang up in the mountains, and the desert was populated with monks who left their own people and registered themselves for citizenship in heaven﻿” (﻿Vita Anton. 14﻿). This picture appears to be historically premature, but the aim of Athanasius may have been to show that monasticism was an institution before the peace of the Church.﻿59﻿

At the end of the persecution of Maximin Daia in 311, Antony appeared in Alexandria to encourage the martyrs, while even hoping for martyrdom for himself. He was not martyred and returned to his cell “﻿a daily martyr to his conscience, ever fighting the battles of the faith﻿” (﻿Vita Anton. 47﻿). The end of the persecutions meant more visitors for Antony, and so to recover his solitude he decided to move to a location closer to the Red Sea that was reached by traveling several days with a caravan through the desert. This new retreat became known as his “﻿inner mountain.﻿” He did not, however, remain there continuously, and on one occasion at least, he went to Alexandria (about a.d. 338) to denounce the Arians and show support for Athanasius. According to Athanasius, Antony’s fame was so great that even Constantine and his sons wrote to him (﻿Vita Anton. 81﻿). Finally, when he felt his end approaching (Athanasius claims that he was 105 years old), Antony took two companions with him to his inner mountain, where he died in a.d. 356, leaving to Athanasius his sheepskin and a cloak.

Soon after his death, if not before, Antony came to be regarded as the founder and father of monasticism. He was not of course a founder in the sense of later figures such as Dominic or Ignatius, but was rather, due especially to the influence of Athanasius’ writing, an archetype or model for the orthodox hermit. His original settlement at Pispir, where he was succeeded by his disciple Ammonas, became a center of the solitary life in Egypt. His disciples or imitators were instrumental in spreading monasticism elsewhere, even outside of Egypt, and later on monastic settlements sought to find a connection with Antony even when there had been none originally.﻿60﻿

Of particular importance for the course of later monastic history are the settlements at Nitria, Cellia (or the Cells) and Scetis. According to Palladius, the colony of hermits at Nitria had been founded by Amoun (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 8﻿). The latter had been forced to marry at about age twenty-two, but on his wedding night persuaded his bride that they should both live a celibate life. This they did, living in the same house for eighteen years until she consented to allow him to leave her for the desert. Amoun then built himself two domed cells on the mountain of Nitria, where he lived for twenty-two years, attracting many disciples and imitators. This would have been about a.d. 330. According to Athanasius (﻿Vita Anton. 60﻿), Amoun was well known to Antony, having often come to see him, and when he died, Antony had a vision of his soul being taken to heaven. Rufinus tells us that when he visited Nitria (about a.d. 373), there were about three thousand monks living there (﻿Ruf. hist.eccles. 2,3﻿). Palladius says that when he visited the place (about a.d. 390), there were almost five thousand monks at Nitria and about six hundred living in the Great Desert (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 7,2﻿).

This group of monks living farther out in the desert formed what was known as Cellia. Its foundation was said to have occurred in connection with a visit of Antony to see Amoun at Nitria. Apparently Amoun was concerned that because of the increase of numbers at Nitria, there was insufficient solitude, and he asked Antony’s advice. Antony suggested they take a walk after their meal in the afternoon. They walked until sunset, when Antony pointed out that those who desired greater solitude could build at that spot, which was said to be twelve miles from Nitria. Other sources give a lesser distance.

About forty miles to the south in the Wadi-el-Natrun, in what was known as the desert of Scetis, another monastic settlement was started about the same time as Nitria by Macarius the Egyptian. He too was soon joined by others; he too is recorded as having visited Antony. Originally there was no priest at Scetis, and Macarius is said to have traveled forty miles to attend Mass at Nitria. By the time of Cassian, there were four congregations or churches at Scetis (﻿Cassian. conl. 10,2﻿). Monastic life has continued there to this day.﻿61﻿

Our knowledge of the monastic life at Nitria and Scetis comes chiefly from Palladius and the Historia monachorum. According to the former, there were some fifty monasteries at Nitria; the monks dwelt singly, in small groups or in groups as large as 210 (﻿Pallad. dial. 17﻿). Recent excavations as well as ancient writers suggest that some of the dwellings among the Cells, especially those of the more famous hermits, were comparatively elaborate, consisting of several rooms and an enclosed courtyard, including within it a well.﻿62﻿ According to Palladius, all the monks of both Nitria and the Cells were supplied with bread by seven bakeries (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 7﻿). A great church was built at Nitria, which was used only on Saturdays and Sundays, and near it stood a guesthouse. Guests were allowed a week of leisure and were then put to work in the garden, bakery or kitchen. Palladius says that there were also doctors and pastry cooks at Nitria, and that wine was sold there. The monks all worked at making linen to earn their living. At Scetis the monks produced rope and baskets, which they sold to passing caravans, but they would also hire themselves out at harvest time to work in the fields.

From an early date, the settlements at Nitria and the Cells had their own priests, who came under the jurisdiction of the bishop of Hermopolis Parva. Palladius says that when he stayed at Nitria, there were eight priests, but only the senior priest celebrated the liturgy and preached. These seem to have formed a kind of governing body. However, the government must have been fairly loose, for Palladius also says that the monks of Nitria followed “﻿different ways of life, each as he can or will﻿” (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 7﻿). There was no formal novitiate or profession of vows. A newcomer sought out an older monk whom he might serve as a kind of apprentice and thus learn from him and imitate him. The styles of life ranged from quasi-cenobitic at Nitria itself to the completely eremitical of the Cells. Such a system was open to the abuse of ascetic rivalry and the other aberrations to which the literature bears witness. The eremitic style of monastic life has had severe critics in the ancient world as well as in the modern world. Of the former, the most eloquent, as we shall see, was St. Basil.

The early development of monasticism in Palestine and Syria is shrouded in somewhat greater obscurity than that in Egypt, but it seems to have developed along basically eremitical lines.﻿63﻿ According to Jerome, monasticism in Palestine owed its origin to Hilarion, a native of the area, who studied at Alexandria and spent a few months with Antony (﻿Hier. vita Hil. 10﻿). Returning home at age fifteen, he took up the eremitical life about the year 307 near Gaza, where he spent twenty-two years in solitude. Then others began to join him and imitate him, establishing monasteries throughout the land. One of his disciples was Epiphanius, whose monastery was located at Eleutheropolis, between Gaza and Jerusalem. It is possible that Jerome obtained the historical core of his account of Hilarion from him.﻿64﻿ Another figure alleged to have founded monasticism in Palestine even before the time of Antony in Egypt is St. Chariton. Little is known of him, and his biography seems to have been composed out of a desire to make the origins of Palestinian monasticism independent of Egypt.﻿65﻿ The characteristic form of monasticism in the Judaean wilderness was the “﻿laura,﻿” a cluster of hermitages around a church and other common facilities. Lauras were often located on the sides of cliffs, as for example at Douka above Jericho and Mar Saba on the Wadi Kedron.

It seems impossible to pinpoint the origins of monasticism in Syria. By the time Jerome came to the desert of Chalcis in 375, numerous colonies of hermits existed in the desert east of Antioch.﻿66﻿ To what extent this development had been influenced by the earlier movement in Egypt is a disputed matter.﻿67﻿ The most important figure of the ascetic movement of the fourth century in Syria was unquestionably Ephraim, a deacon and poet, who lived at Nisibis and later at Edessa, where he died in 373. In his poetry he celebrated the lives of other famous ascetics, such as Abraham Kidunaja and Julian Saba. In Ephraim, however, the ascetical movement was still closely aligned with pastoral considerations. For this reason some would prefer to term his style of life “﻿pre-monastic.﻿”﻿68﻿

6. PACHOMIUS AND CENOBITIC MONASTICISM﻿69﻿
The warnings against the dangers of the solitary life and the insistence on the cenobitic life as a preparation for the eremitical life by writers such as Cassian and St. Benedict have led many writers to conclude that the cenobitic life was a development from, or adaptation of, the original eremitic inspiration.﻿70﻿ The precise relationship between the eremitic and cenobitic movements remains a matter of much discussion.﻿71﻿ It is clear, however, that in the fourth century Pachomius was regarded as the founder of a distinct movement with its own inspiration and goal, which was not merely to prepare for the eremitic life. This is the significance of an often quoted passage in which Theodore, one of Pachomius’ early disciples and successors, recalls Pachomius as saying:

At the moment in our generation in Egypt, I see three principal things which are prospering with the aid of God and men. The first is the blessed athlete, the holy Apa Athanasius, the archbishop of Alexandria, who is fighting even to death for the faith. The second is our holy father Antony, who is the perfect model of the anchoritic life. The third is this koinōnia, which is the model for everyone who wishes to gather souls together for God’s sake in order to help them become perfect (Vita sa﻿5).﻿72﻿
The juxtaposition in this passage between Antony and koinōnia is quite significant for understanding the spirit of Pachomian monasticism. Disciples were drawn to Antony and other famous ascetics because they recognized in them the gift of the Spirit and wished to become like them.﻿73﻿ This was probably true in the case of Pachomius as well, but he succeeded in shifting attention, to a certain extent, away from himself and to the community as the locus of the Spirit. The Pachomian community is not just a grouping of individuals around a spiritual father, but a fellowship of brothers, a koinōnia.﻿74﻿

The term koinōnia is undoubtedly the key concept of Pachomian monasticism.﻿75﻿ Here it refers to the congregation or union of monasteries that had developed under Pachomius’ guidance. A New Testament term, it has often been translated into English as ‘﻿fellowship,﻿’ ‘﻿communion﻿’ or ‘﻿sharing.﻿’ In ﻿1 Cor 10:16﻿, it is used to refer to the communion in the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist, and in ﻿1 John 1:3﻿, it refers to the participation Christians have with one another in the life of the Trinity. Most important, however, is the text in ﻿Acts 2:42﻿, where Luke uses it to describe the early Christian community. The ideal of imitating the life of the earliest Christian community pervades the Pachomian literature.

Although the basic inspiration of Pachomian monasticism is clear, the stages by which this distinctive ideal developed are not quite so clear. The various lives of Pachomius and his successors have been influenced, at least in part, by Athanasius’ Life of Antony and have acquired much material of a legendary and edifying character.﻿76﻿ However, the main lines of the traditional story of Pachomius are the following.﻿77﻿ Pachomius was born of pagan parents in the Thebaid in Upper Egypt in the last years of the third century. During the civil war between Licinius and Maximin, he was drafted into the army at the age of twenty. While the recruits were being taken north, they were shut up in a prison for the night. The people of the town brought them food, and when Pachomius inquired who these kind people were, he was told they were Christians. Because of this incident, the young man resolved to serve the human race his whole life (﻿Vita prima 5﻿; ﻿Vita bo 8﻿).

After a short time, the war ended and the draftees were released. Pachomius found his way to the village of Šeneset (the Greek says Chenoboskeia), where he was soon baptized as a Christian. After he had spent three years ministering to the needs of the people in this area, he decided to become an anchorite. He sought out an old man named Palamon and asked him to teach him this way of life. The old man agreed reluctantly. Pachomius spent several years learning from and imitating this anchorite. While he was walking one day at some distance, he came to the abandoned village of Tabennesi. There, while praying, he heard the voice of an angel telling him to remain there and build a house because many would come to him to become monks. This he did, and he was soon joined by a number of disciples, including his brother John. Another day Pachomius was downcast and puzzling over the will of God for him. An angel appeared to him and told him that the will of God was that he should serve the human race in order to reconcile it to God. Pachomius responded, “﻿I am seeking the will of God and you tell me to serve men!﻿” Then the angel repeated three times, “﻿The will of God is that you serve men in order to call them to him﻿” (Vita sa﻿3). Whatever may be the historical reliability of these incidents, they certainly illustrate the spirit of Pachomian monasticism, a spirit very different from that of the anchoritic life in which Pachomius supposedly began.

Monastic life at Tabennesi probably began about a.d. 320. It is difficult to trace the development of the structure of Pachomian monasticism.﻿78﻿ However, the fully developed monastery was a fairly elaborate affair, capable of accommodating several hundred monks. It contained a number of residence houses, each with its own housemaster and deputy, and was surrounded by a wall.﻿79﻿ In addition to the living quarters for the monks, there was also a gatehouse, a guesthouse, an infirmary, a kitchen, a refectory and an assembly hall (synaxis) used for common prayer. Various tasks were rotated among the different houses. A “﻿steward﻿” or “﻿superior﻿” was appointed to care for the management of the whole establishment. Outside the walls the monks raised their own food, and they used the old tombs on the edge of the desert as their cemetery.

In addition to raising their own food, the monks engaged in various handicrafts, the products of which were sent down to Alexandria to be sold. With the money thus obtained, other things such as cloth for clothing would be purchased. Eventually the community came to own a number of boats for this purpose. The monks also cared, when necessary, for people in the surrounding area. They took in old people and orphans. In time of plague they would care for the sick, feed the hungry and bury the dead.

Before long the number of monks grew too large for one location, so Pachomius formed another community a few miles away at the deserted village of Pbow. We are told that two groups of monks at Chenoboskeia and Monchosis asked to be admitted to the koinōnia. Pachomius imposed on them the regulations he had made for his own monasteries and appointed some of his own monks as supervisors (Vita prima 54). About a.d. 337, Pachomius moved his own residence from Tabennesi to Pbow and appointed Theodore as the head of Tabennesi. Pachomius himself remained the spiritual father of the whole congregation and spent much time traveling back and forth among the communities, giving instruction and encouragement.

When Pachomius died in 346 from the plague endemic to the area, there were already eleven monasteries in the “﻿holy koinōnia,﻿” of which two were for women. The letter of Ammon says there were about six hundred monks at Pbow in a.d. 352 (﻿Ammon. epist. 2﻿)﻿80﻿ The other monasteries were smaller, with a few hundred each. Palladius says that in his time (end of the fourth century), there were seven thousand monks living under the Pachomian rule. Most of these were in southern Egypt in the Thebaid, but there was later at least one monastery in the north at Canopus, near Alexandria, known as the Metanoia, which Jerome knew about and may have visited when he was in northern Egypt (Pachom. reg. praef.). Later on he made a Latin translation of a the Pachomian materials, from a Greek version, for the benefit of Latin-speaking recruits. These materials must have been translated into Greek by that time.

After the death of Pachomius, there occurred the kind of crisis in the congregation that is not uncommon after the death of a founder. Pachomius had appointed as his successor Petronius, a well-to-do landowner, who had brought his wealth to the community some time earlier and who had been head of several monasteries in the area of Tismenae, even though he did not belong to the first generation of Pachomius’ disciples. However, Petronius survived Pachomius by only a few months. He in turn designated Horsiesius, the superior of the monastery at Chenoboskeia, to be his successor. Apparently Horsiesius was unable to control the independent spirit of the other superiors who, led by a certain Apollonius, were threatening to break up the congregation. Horsiesius then called upon Theodore, one of Pachomius’ earliest disciples, to act as coadjutor. Theodore had earlier been deposed from a position of authority because of factions that had developed. At any rate, he now took over the active administration of the congregation with a firm hand, disciplined the rebellious superiors, expelled unruly elements and established or re-established rules and regulations for the sake of order in the whole congregation (Vita bo 165–67; Vita sa﻿6). One of those rules was that superiors of monasteries must be transferred to other monasteries every year at the annual general chapter. Theodore continued to govern the koinōnia until his death in a.d. 368. Thereupon Horsiesius, who had remained the titular head of the congregation, returned to its active leadership, in which he continued for many years (﻿Vita prima 149﻿).﻿81﻿

The rule of the Pachomian monasteries has survived in the Latin translation of St. Jerome and in a number of Coptic and Greek fragments.﻿82﻿ In fact, the material that Jerome translated comprises several collections of rules and regulations, which are divided under these Latin headings: Praecepta, Praecepta et Instituta, Praecepta atque Iudicia, and Praecepta ac Leges. There seems to be little doubt that the regulations which suppose earlier stages of development go back to Pachomius himself, while those relating to the fully developed congregation probably owe much to Theodore.﻿83﻿ In general, these are compilations of regulations made as the situations requiring them arose. Most of them relate to the good order to be preserved in everyday affairs, such as food, drink, use of books, care of the sick, coming late to prayer, etc., matters that would also be dealt with in the Rule of St. Benedict. There is, however, none of the more theoretical treatment of the monastic life such as is to be found in the Prologue and first seven chapters of the Rule of St. Benedict.

Because the rule of the Pachomian monasteries is a compilation of regulations, it is necessary to read the Lives of Pachomius and the Catecheses to get a more complete picture of Pachomian monasticism. In these works we can discover the theoretical basis of the life, a basis to be found above all, as noted above, in the term koinōnia, which is constantly used in the Coptic lives of Pachomius and his successors to describe the whole congregation. There is also the frequent suggestion that this form of monastic life is an imitation of that of the apostles. Theodore describes the work Pachomius accomplished as that of “﻿making this multitude become one spirit and one body﻿” (Vita bo 194). The homilies of Pachomius, Theodore and Horsiesius recorded in the Pachomian literature bear eloquent testimony to the central role of Scripture in the lives of these monks.﻿84﻿

The Pachomian monks always maintained cordial relations with Antony and others in the anchoritic tradition, but it is not surprising that, considering their way of life to be an imitation of that of the apostles as they did, unfavorable comparisons were eventually made with the eremitic style of life. A story about an encounter between some of Pachomius’ disciples and the great Antony illustrates this. Antony is pictured consoling some of the brothers after the death of Pachomius and is made to say, “﻿the work he did in gathering souls about him to present them holy to the Lord reveals him to be superior to us and the path of the apostles in which he walked is the koinōnia.﻿” Apa Zachaeus, a Pachomian monk, then asks Antony why, if the koinōnia is the superior way of the apostles, he had not lived this way himself. Antony then explains that when he became a monk, there was as yet no koinōnia but only a few anchorites who lived a little way from the villages. This is what he did. “﻿Then when the path of the apostles was revealed on the earth, which is the work our able Apa Pachomius undertook, he became the entrance way for everyone who is in danger from the one who has done evil from the beginning.﻿” Antony goes on to explain that he was then too old to take up the cenobitic life (Vita sa﻿5). This and other passages leave no doubt that the Pachomian monks came to consider their form of monastic life preferable to the eremitic ideal.

7. ST. BASIL AND MONASTICISM IN ASIA MINOR﻿85﻿
Our knowledge of monasticism in Asia Minor before the time of St. Basil (330–379) is very limited and consists chiefly of what we can deduce from the acts of a regional council held at Gangres about a.d. 340.﻿86﻿ This council, which did not retain its moral authority later on because many of the bishops involved were Arians, was directed against various errors being propagated in the ascetic movement. The acts of the council condemned those who rejected marriage and who taught that married persons could not achieve beatitude. The council claimed that these people alienated slaves from their masters, made up their own fasting calendar, held married priests in contempt, and that the sacraments administered by married priests were invalid. Apparently they also preached radical renunciation of possessions. The council condemned all these positions as strange to the Church and also censured the use of special ascetic clothing. If the acts of the council are reliable, it is clear that we have here not simply a monastic movement alongside the Church, as in Egypt, but an attempt at reform of the Church as such. A central, though more moderate, figure in this movement was Eustathius of Sebaste, who, according to the historian Sozomen, was the founder of monasticism in Armenia, Paphlagonia and Pontus (﻿Soz. hist.eccles. 3,14﻿).﻿87﻿ Eustathius was himself a priest, the son of a bishop, and eventually became a bishop himself. Basil was to be strongly influenced by Eustathius, although he later broke with him over doctrinal questions.

Basil was born into a wealthy Christian family at Caesarea in Cappadocia about 330. His grandmother, Macrina the Elder, had been a convert of Gregory Thaumaturgus, who had been a pupil of Origen. Basil received an excellent classical education at Caesarea, Constantinople and finally for several years at Athens. About 358 he decided, along with his friend Gregory Nazianzen, to abandon secular studies in favor of a “﻿philosophic﻿” way of life, as fourth-century writers often refer to an ascetic style of life. He returned home to Caesarea and received baptism. This conversion was due in part at least to the influence of Eustathius, who had already influenced Basil’s grandmother Macrina to adopt the ascetic way of life. Seeking to join Eustathius, who had left Caesarea on a tour of the monastic East, Basil set out on a lengthy journey that gave him firsthand knowledge of ascetic and monastic practices in Syria, Palestine and northern Egypt.﻿88﻿

When he returned home, Basil withdrew from the ordinary affairs of society, took up the ascetic life and devoted himself to an intensive study of Scripture, apparently with the aim of establishing a sound theological basis for the practice of the ascetic life. He wished to avoid the extremist tendencies such as had been manifested in those groups condemned by the Council of Gangres as well as, perhaps, some of the aberrations he had observed in his travels. The result of his study was his first work, The Moral Rules, which he composed about 360. This work consists of principles for living the Christian life, which are then supported by quotations from the New Testament (1542 verses, in fact). The basic orientation found in Basil’s later ascetical works can be found already in The Moral Rules.﻿89﻿ For Basil, the monastic life is essentially the Christian life, lived as fully as it should be rather than a particular institution in the Church.﻿90﻿

Basil, despite his withdrawal from the life of society, remained involved in the life of the Church at Caesarea and before long was ordained a priest. In 370 he became bishop of Caesarea. With his excellent education, wide experience of the world and the Church, as well as his intimate knowledge of Scripture and other Christian writings (he and Gregory Nazianzen had produced an anthology of the writings of Origen, known as the Philocalia), he was well qualified to give the monastic movement in the Greek-speaking world a sound theological foundation. This he did in a series of responses to questions put to him concerning various aspects of the ascetic and Christian life. The collection of these became known as the Asceticon. An earlier edition was translated into Latin by Rufinus and is now known as the small Asceticon, and a later, enlarged edition is known as the large Asceticon. These works have also become known mistakenly as the Long and Short Rules.﻿91﻿ They are not in fact rules at all, at least not in the sense of the Pachomian rules or the other later collections of rules and regulations. For Basil, the only possible rule or norm for Christian conduct was Scripture.

Basil saw clearly that the Christian life can be understood only in terms of response to the double commandment of love. Therefore, he begins his treatment of the principles of the ascetic life with an exposition of the love of God and neighbor (Basil. reg. 1–2; reg.fus. 1–6). He then goes on to point out the necessity of avoiding distraction in the pursuit of this goal and concludes that it is better to live in retirement, withdrawn from a society that does not share the same goals. The corollary to this is that it is necessary to live in the company of those who are striving for the same goal.

Basil is severely critical of the eremitical life. He points out that a person who lives alone does not come to recognize his own defects, does not develop humility, is self-centered, and lacks the opportunity to practice charity. The solitary cannot really fulfill the exhortations of St. Paul to live as members of the body of Christ. On the other hand, he says, “﻿community life offers more blessings than can be fully and easily enumerated.﻿” It helps to develop all the virtues, and it is really in accord with the teachings of the New Testament (to support his position Basil cites ﻿1 Cor 12﻿; ﻿Rom 12:6﻿; ﻿Matt 18:16﻿; ﻿John 13:5﻿ and others). In a concluding peroration on the common life, he says, “﻿it is an arena for combat, a good path of progress, continual discipline, and a practicing of the Lord’s commandments, when brethren dwell together in community. … It maintains also the practice characteristic of the saints, of whom it is recorded in the Acts: ‘﻿And all they that believed were together and had all things in common﻿’ ﻿” (﻿Basil. reg. fus. 7﻿).

The monastic life is, then, for Basil as for Pachomius, an imitation of the life of the earliest Christian community as idealized by Luke. There is no reason to believe that Basil derived this idea from any contact with Pachomian monasteries or literature;﻿92﻿ rather, he seems to have derived it from his own meditation upon the Scripture. In practice, however, Basil does not seem to have been as rigidly posed to the solitary life as the passage quoted above might lead us to believe. In a passage from his funeral oration for Basil, Gregory Nazianzen tells us that Basil had found a way to reconcile these forms of life. When Basil started out, he explains, the eremitic and cenobitic forms of life were in conflict, and neither possessed all the advantages. “﻿Basil reconciled and united the two in the most excellent way. He had hermitages and monasteries built not far from his cenobites and his communities of ascetics. He did not divide and separate them by an intervening wall, as it were. He brought them close together, yet kept them distinct, that the life of contemplation might not be divorced from community life or the active life from contemplation.…﻿” (﻿Greg. Naz. orat. 43,62﻿).﻿93﻿ To what extent this represents the views of Gregory as distinct from those of Basil is difficult to tell.

Basil certainly insisted, following St. Paul (﻿1 Thess 5:17﻿ and ﻿2 Thess 3:8﻿) on the necessity of both prayer and work. He counseled that those trades should be chosen that allow the tranquil and undisturbed pursuit of the Christian life. Necessity must of course be taken into account, but in the manufacture of articles, simplicity and frugality rather than luxury should be sought. He seems to envisage quite a wide range of trades and arts as well as farming being carried out in the monastic community.

In the large Asceticon (﻿Basil. reg.fus. 22﻿), Basil discusses the type of clothing fitting for a Christian. It is significant that he does not say “﻿for a monk.﻿” As we have noted above, the original impulse of the ascetic movement surrounding Eustathius was not to found distinct communities but to reform the Church. This was Basil’s spiritual inheritance as well. However, Basil’s program for living the Christian life, basically a program for the reform of the Church, ended up by becoming the rule for particular societies within the Church, cenobitic monastic communities.﻿94﻿ This tendency is more pronounced in the later edition of the Asceticon, which treats many questions that would arise only in the context of a monastic community. These include: how and at what age applicants are to be received, what to do with regard to those who leave the brotherhood, how superiors should behave, how guests are to be received, how to deal with the disobedient, on silence and laughter. In fact, many if not most of the topics that will be treated in the Rule of Benedict are touched on in one way or another by Basil. And this is no mere codification of regulations, such as the Pachomian rule, but provides a well-thought-out rationale for all aspects of monastic life.

8. ORIGEN AND THE SPIRITUALITY OF NORTHERN EGYPTIAN MONASTICISM AT THE END OF THE FOURTH CENTURY﻿95﻿
In the last decades of the fourth century, a controversy developed over the use of the works of Origen (c. a.d. 186–255) by the monks of Palestine and Egypt, which was to have far-reaching consequences for the whole history of Christian spirituality. The primary reading matter for the monks had always been Scripture. It was inevitable, however, that they would become interested in other literature, particularly that which would he useful in the interpretation of Scripture. For those who could read Greek, there was nothing in this area to compare with the works of Origen, the greatest Christian theologian and Scripture scholar up to that time, the first to attempt a synthesis of Greek ideas with Christian revelation on an extensive scale and the first to plot out the development of the spiritual life in a detailed way. It has often been remarked that the direct and indirect influence of Origen on later Christian theology has been pervasive.﻿96﻿

It is Origen’s theory of the spiritual life that is of particular interest in this development. For Origen, the spiritual life begins when a person comes to realize that he is made in the image of God and that the true world is the world inside him. This is the initial conversion. Origen thus brought together the biblical notion of man’s creation in the image and likeness of God (﻿Gen 1:25﻿) and the Platonic notion that the true essence of the soul is divine. Sin has distorted this divine likeness and made man like the devil. The spiritual life is, then, essentially the recovery of the divine image in man.﻿97﻿

This recovery is plotted out by Origen through his exegesis of the Exodus from Egypt and the journey of the Israelites through the desert to the promised land. The idea that the departure from Egypt and the crossing of the Red Sea represented man’s deliverance from the devil through baptism was already traditional, and indeed was grounded in the New Testament (e.g., ﻿1 Cor 10:6﻿; ﻿1 Pet 1:13–2:10﻿). And Israel itself was of course seen as a figure of the Church. When the Old Testament is interpreted to refer to the Church, we have what is later called allegorical exegesis. A different type of exegesis of the Old Testament, however, can be found in the writings of Philo of Alexandria, a Hellenistic Jew of the first century a.d., who had interpreted certain details of the Exodus story to refer to the spiritual life of the individual person. This type of exegesis is later called tropology. Origen united these two types of exegesis and developed a whole theory of the spiritual life from its beginning in baptism, as represented by the crossing of the Red Sea, until its full development, as represented by the arrival in the promised land.﻿98﻿

In developing this theory, Origen introduced certain key distinctions that have colored the whole history of spiritual writing ever since. The first of these is the distinction between action (praxis) and contemplation (theōria). This is a distinction that can be found already in Aristotle’s division of the virtues into the categories of moral and intellectual (Nicomachean Ethics I, 13). It has nothing to do with the comparatively modern distinction (and opposition) between the apostolic life and the contemplative life, a distinction Origen would not have understood. The distinction refers rather to two aspects of a person’s spiritual life that are by definition overlapping and complementary. For Origen, the active life is the ascetic combat through which vices are conquered and virtues acquired; the contemplative life refers to the intellectual assimilation of truth.

It seems better to refer to action and contemplation in Origen’s thought as “﻿aspects﻿” rather than “﻿stages﻿” of the spiritual life, because for him they are not rigidly distinct and successive. Yet Origen certainly envisions progress in the spiritual life, as is evident from his use of the “﻿journey﻿” metaphor. One can, then, speak of stages in the spiritual life as one can of stages in a journey, but these are stages in both the acquisition of virtue and the assimilation of truth. In the earlier stages of the spiritual journey, the struggle against vice may predominate over contemplation, but as the soul becomes proficient in the practice of the moral virtues, its attention is turned more toward the assimilation of truth. However, the practice of the moral virtues is not abandoned as one progresses in the spiritual life. On the other hand, if one compares action and contemplation with one another, the assimilation of truth appears to be a higher activity than the struggle against vice. Origen seems to have been the first to interpret the Martha-Mary story of Luke’s Gospel as referring to the higher value of contemplation.﻿99﻿

The second important distinction that Origen contributed to the history of Christian spiritual thought is the threefold division of the spiritual life that he develops in his commentary on the Song of Songs. He says that there are three sciences that Solomon treated in three different books in accordance with the degree of knowledge with which each is concerned. Proverbs teaches morals and the rules for a good life. Ecclesiastes is really physics—the causes of things are set forth as well as their transient nature. Anyone who studies this science comes to realize the transitory nature of the physical world and is moved to turn to that invisible and eternal world of which Solomon spoke in the Song of Songs: “﻿Thus, when the soul has been purified morally and has attained some proficiency in searching into the things of nature, she is fit to pass on to the things that form the object of contemplation and mysticism﻿” (﻿Orig. hom.cant. 78﻿).﻿100﻿ These three stages would later become known as the purgative, illuminative and unitive ways, and this distinction formed the basis of most later Christian theory of the spiritual life until very recent times.

With these distinctions in mind, we can follow Origen’s interpretation of Israel’s early history as referring to the life of the soul. As the Israelites were pursued by the Egyptians, so the soul is pursued by temptations and evil spirits. The journey through the desert corresponds to the gradual stripping away of the natural life and the discovery of the spiritual life. The fact that the people were led by both Moses and Aaron signifies the need for both action and contemplation. Eventually the purified soul enters the more mystical region and reaches spiritual ecstasy. This, Origen says, “﻿occurs when in knowing things great and wonderful the mind is suspended in astonishment﻿” (﻿Orig. hom. in num. 27,12﻿).﻿101﻿ For Origen, there is no opposition between the contemplative life and apostolic activity such as may be found in later writers; rather, both aspects of the spiritual life, action and contemplation (i.e., the practice of moral virtue and the assimilation of truth), equip a person for the difficult tasks of preaching and teaching.

Among the many monks of the fourth century who studied, developed and applied Origen’s theories to the monastic life, the most influential was certainly Evagrius of Pontus (a.d. 345–399).﻿102﻿ Evagrius had been a disciple of St. Basil the Great, who ordained him a lector. After Basil’s death in 379, he had gone to Constantinople, where Basil’s friend Gregory Nazianzen had ordained him a deacon. Following an unhappy love affair (we are told by Palladius), Evagrius left Constantinople and went to Palestine, where he stayed on the Mount of Olives with Melania the Elder. She persuaded him to go to Egypt and take up the monastic life there. This he did, living at Nitria for two years and then at the Cells for fourteen years, until his death in a.d. 399 at the age of fifty-four (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 38﻿).

Evagrius borrowed freely from Origen and built upon his ideas, especially in the area of cosmological speculation. Some of Origen’s ideas in this area seem to derive from the middle Platonists, and some from his attempts to wrestle with the perennial theological problem of the evils and inequalities that exist among men. If everything is created by a just God, how can such inequities be just? In order to maintain the justice of God, Origen adopted the theory that before the creation of the world, all spirits were equal and free; but they grew lazy and gave up pursuing the good. Then they were swept away toward the contrary of the good, evil. This happened to all of them, except the soul of Christ, in varying degrees, and the degree to which they fell away from the good determined their status as angels, souls and demons as well as the variations to be found in these three divisions. Matter was then created for the spirits in the intermediate category, and Jesus became man in order to lead souls back to their original state. Since Origen had explained matter as secondary to man’s basic nature, he inevitably came to the conclusion that bodiliness would one day come to an end, and so he interpreted the resurrection as one stage along the way. These two points—the pre-existence of souls and the interpretation of the resurrection—as well as others, were to cause great controversy in succeeding centuries and eventually led to the condemnation of his works at the Second Council of Constantinople in 543.﻿103﻿

It was with the help of these ideas, however, that Evagrius developed his theories of prayer and contemplation. In his version of Origen’s cosmology, he posited in the beginning God, who is essentially unity or a Monad, and a created Henead of rational pure intellects. Through negligence, these latter fell away from their contemplation of the essential knowledge. This resulted in the disruption of unity among themselves and the introduction of inequalities. Evagrius defined the soul as “﻿an intellect which by negligence fell from unity﻿” (﻿Evagr. keph.gnos. 3,28﻿). God then created bodies as a means through which souls could gradually regain the essential knowledge. This is the work of contemplation.

The different fallen intellects receive a kind of knowledge for their contemplation appropriate to the degree of their fall. Thus, there are different types of contemplation: that of demons and wicked men; that proper to souls for which the body is needed as an instrument; that of angels; and finally the knowledge of the essential Unity, which is reserved for the completely purified intellects. A soul may pass in stages through these types of contemplation and arrive at salvation by becoming progressively more and more spiritual. The function of Christ in this schema is that he voluntarily took a body like that of the fallen spirits in order to aid in their salvation by revealing the essential knowledge.

Evagrius also took over from Origen the distinction of action and contemplation, but for him they became two distinct and successive phases of the spiritual life. The goal of the active life is to purify the passionate part of the soul and achieve the state of apatheia, or passionlessness. This involves a struggle against the demons, which fight against the monk by causing evil thoughts. In analyzing the passions, Evagrius developed a theory of the eight principal thoughts, which passed into the Western ascetic tradition through Cassian and eventually became known as the seven capital sins. The elimination of these thoughts results in the state of passionlessness, a state that Evagrius thought he had attained, according to Palladius (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 38﻿). With characteristic acerbity, Jerome accused Evagrius of using the word apatheia to imply that the soul must become either a stone or a god. Evagrius, however, seemed to imply that although temptations do not cease, the soul could achieve a God-given state in which it becomes impervious to evil.﻿104﻿

The state of passionlessness results, according to Evagrius, in charity. This is not, however, the goal of the spiritual life, as one might gather from St. Paul, but only a prelude to its higher stages, which are to be achieved through contemplation. The latter he divides into several stages, as mentioned above. The final or “﻿theological﻿” stage of contemplation is achieved in the vision by the intellect of itself. Evagrius does not seem to admit a direct vision of God by the intellect as possible for a soul still in the body. What the intellect can see is “﻿the place of God,﻿” of “﻿light without form﻿” or “﻿the light of the intellect.﻿” This is the condition of “﻿pure prayer,﻿” perhaps Evagrius’ most characteristic and controversial idea. For him, the purity of prayer was to be judged not merely from its moral quality but from its intellectual qualities as well. Since God is simple and one, the mind cannot approach him as long as it remains complex, that is, filled with wandering thoughts, spiritual images and intellectual concepts. Evagrius was thus able to define prayer as “﻿the lifting up of the mind to God﻿” and as “﻿the expulsion of thoughts.﻿” This meant all thoughts and images. Then the mind could be filled with the light of the Holy Trinity, losing self-consciousness and attaining a state of spiritual ecstasy which Evagrius called anaesthesia (﻿Evagr. de orat. 120﻿).﻿105﻿

Theological critics, both ancient and modern, have found serious difficulties with such a theory of contemplation.﻿106﻿ It is little wonder that many of the uneducated Coptic monks found it confusing and disturbing. They were accustomed to think of God in terms of mental images and to hold conversations with these images. Those who tried to propagate the teaching of Evagrius appeared to them as threatening and even heretical. The more intellectual Greek monks, in turn, regarded their less sophisticated counterparts somewhat contemptuously as “﻿anthropomorphists,﻿” because they pictured God in human form. There was, inevitably, the suggestion that this was heretical.

In the last years of the fourth century, this Origenist-anthropomorphist dispute came to involve most of the principal ecclesiastical figures of the time.﻿107﻿ It became further complicated by the rivalries among the principal episcopal sees and also, perhaps, by the developing nationalism of the Copts. In 386 a certain John became bishop of Jerusalem.﻿108﻿ He was quite favorable toward the study of Origen, as were the ascetics on the Mount of Olives, among whom were Rufinus and Melania the Elder. Epiphanius, bishop of Famagusta (Salamis) in Cyprus, to whom we are indebted for much of our knowledge of ancient heresies, was a confirmed heresy-hunter and suspected Origenist errors among the intellectuals of Jerusalem. In 393 he came to Palestine in an effort to get others to anathematize Origen. Rufinus refused to do this, but Jerome consented. Epiphanius did not succeed in persuading John of Jerusalem to condemn Origen. At one point Epiphanius preached a sermon against Origen in Jerusalem, and John replied with one against anthropomorphism. On another visit Epiphanius caused severe offense to John by illicitly ordaining Jerome’s brother, Paulinian, and by calling on the monks to break off communion with John, whom he called an Origenist. John appealed to the archbishop of Alexandria, Theophilus, to mediate the dispute. This was done successfully, if only temporarily, by an emissary from Theophilus named Isidore. At this time there seems to be no doubt that Theophilus was sympathetic to the Origenist cause.

It was the custom of the archbishop of Alexandria to publish a paschal letter each year. Shortly after the death of Evagrius in 399, Theophilus published a letter that strongly denounced anthropomorphism. This was naturally welcomed by the Greek-speaking intellectuals of Nitria, but apparently was not even permitted to be read in many other monastic communities. Then, according to the historian Socrates, an angry mob of monks came to Alexandria with the intention of burning down Theophilus’ house (﻿Soz. hist.eccles. 6,7﻿). Theophilus, hearing that they were on the way, went out to pacify them. He addressed them in such a way as to imply anthropomorphist sympathies: “﻿So I have seen you as the face of God.﻿” The monks then demanded that he anathematize the books of Origen, which, in an opportunistic about-face, he did. Rioting took place in Alexandria and Nitria against the Origenists, and in 400 Theophilus called a synod at Alexandria, which condemned Origen. Theophilus himself began to persecute his former Origenist friends. With such a hostile climate prevailing, as many as three hundred of the Greek-speaking monks, including Dioscurus, the bishop of the diocese in which Nitria lay, departed from Egypt. Most went to settle in various parts of Palestine, but many went on to Constantinople to appeal to the patriarch, John Chrysostom. Among these were John Cassian and his friend Germanus. With them the intellectual tradition of Egyptian monasticism was to pass eventually into the West. The further ramifications of the dispute and the deposition of John Chrysostom lie beyond the scope of this narrative. These events, however, mark the end of the first creative period of Egyptian monasticism. After this time Egypt ceased to be an international center of monasticism and became increasingly cut off from the rest of the movement.

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

The Rule in History
The Rule of St. Benedict was one of many Latin rules written by monastic founders between the fifth and seventh centuries to provide a basic framework of spirituality and discipline for a particular monastery. Like the others, it was meant to reflect the universally received tradition, though its own scope was severely limited: St. Benedict did not intend to establish an “﻿order﻿” or to legislate for monks of future centuries. Unlike the others, however, with the sole exception of St. Augustine’s, his Rule was gradually adopted throughout the Western Church and eventually became almost the sole norm of Western monasticism. This development was the result of a long and gradual historical process involving many factors. It is the purpose of this section of the Introduction to offer a brief sketch of this process, which may enable the reader to see the connection between the historical document that is here introduced and the Benedictine life that is today implanted in almost every part of the world.

1. THE EARLY DIFFUSION OF THE RB
The earliest period is the most obscure.﻿1﻿ During St. Benedict’s lifetime, the Rule was written for his monastery of Montecassino; there is no record that it was followed anywhere else, except perhaps at the foundation St. Gregory says he made at Terracina, about which nothing is known except what is contained in the Dialogues (﻿Greg. dial. 2,22﻿). Montecassino was destroyed sometime between the Lombard invasion in 568 and the composition of the Dialogues in 593; St. Gregory says that the monks escaped with their lives (﻿Greg. dial. 2,17﻿). Two centuries later Paul the Deacon reports the tradition that the community took refuge in Rome, taking the Rule with them (﻿Paul.diac. gest.Lang. 4,17﻿). There is no reliable evidence of what subsequently became of the community, though this copy of the Rule was probably the same one that was still in Rome around 750, when Pope Zachary sent it to the restored Montecassino.

St. Gregory knew the Rule, which he praises in the Dialogues (﻿Greg. dial. 2,36﻿) and cites once in the Commentary on Kings (﻿Greg. lib. 1 Reg. 4,70﻿), though not by name. This does not mean that his monastery of St. Andrew on the Coelian was governed by the ﻿RB﻿; monasteries at this period usually drew upon a number of rules. Subsequently, there is no clear evidence of a Roman monastery governed exclusively by the ﻿RB﻿ until the tenth century, under Cluniac influence.﻿2﻿ The monasteries of Italy were practically all destroyed during the Lombard period. It was not until the end of the seventh century that a renewal took place, leading to the foundation of Farfa in 705 and of St. Vincent on the Volturno soon after, as well as to the restoration of Montecassino around 720. This renewal was due chiefly to outside influences, principally from Gaul and England, but also from Byzantine refugees fleeing to the West from the iconoclasts and the Moslems.

In the late sixth and early seventh centuries, another powerful monastic influence invaded the continent—the Irish. The ascetical life flourished among the Celts of Ireland from the late fifth century onward, following St. Patrick’s missionary activity. The Celtic peoples developed their own form of the monastic life, both solitary and cenobitic, which had some features in common with Eastern monasticism, perhaps by way of Lerins. In Ireland, which had never known Roman occupation and therefore had no towns, an unusual form of Church organization developed along tribal lines. The local church coincided with the clan, which took on a monastic character, with the abbot as chieftain. Though he might also be bishop, in many cases the bishop was a subject of the abbot. The Celtic monks also developed a great love of learning, and their monasteries became centers of an extraordinary culture. Their liturgical practice included some peculiarities that later brought them into conflict with the Roman tradition. They promoted a harsh discipline with severe penitential practices.﻿3﻿

Full-fledged monastic life probably developed among the Celts of England even earlier than in Ireland, for the British Church was in close contact with Gaul, especially with St. Germain of Auxerre, in the fifth century. The withdrawal of Roman troops in 407 had left the Island undefended before the pagan Angles, Saxons and Jutes, and the native Britons were gradually pushed back into Cornwall and Wales. There the monastic life was propagated in the early sixth century by St. Illtud, who established a monastery on the island later called Caldey, as well as the abbey of Llantwit in southern Wales. His principal disciples were St. Gildas, who migrated to Brittany and founded monasteries there, and St. David, the patron of Wales. Both seem to have promoted the monastic life in the middle of the sixth century, contemporary with St. Benedict.

The earliest of the sixth-century founders in Ireland was apparently St. Enda, founder of Killeany in the Aran Islands off the coast of Galway, of whom little is known. More famous is St. Finnian, founder of Clonard in central Ireland, for it was principally his disciples who established the other great monastic houses around the middle of the century: St. Ciarán founded Clonmacnois; St. Brendan, the abbey of Clonfert; and St. Columcille, better known as Columba, the monastery of Derry. Columba subsequently crossed to Scotland about 583 and established Iona on a solitary island just off the west coast; it was from here that St. Aidan later founded Lindisfarne on the coast of Northumbria. These two monasteries spread Christianity in its Celtic form in Scotland and the north of England. Meanwhile, St. Comgall founded Bangor in Ulster, which was to send out the greatest of the Irish missionary monks, St. Columban,﻿4﻿ often confused with the St. Columba mentioned above.

The Celtic monks were intrepid travelers; their exploits inspired the Navigatio Brendani, so popular in the Middle Ages. They were motivated not only by their native restlessness and a desire to bring the faith to pagan peoples but also by the ascetical ideal of seeking exile from home and family for the sake of Christ: peregrinatio pro Christo. Columban, born around 530 or 540, became a monk at Bangor, where he absorbed a remarkable degree of literary culture. Probably around 590, though perhaps earlier, he led a band of monks to the continent and established successively the monasteries of Annegray, Fontaine and Luxeuil in the Vosges mountains, just on the edge of Burgundy. These Celtic abbeys became centers of culture and evangelization in Gaul. Severe and uncompromising, Columban was expelled from the Merovingian domains in 610 for his stubborn independence (Irish abbots were not used to being subject to bishops) and his open criticism of the Gallic episcopate and the royal family. He crossed the Alps to Switzerland and eventually to Italy. There, in the territory now ruled by the Lombards, he founded the abbey of Bobbio, where he died in 615.﻿5﻿

While the Celtic monasteries were often governed solely by oral teaching and tradition, Columban wrote two monastic rules, the Regula monachorum and the Regula coenobialis.﻿6﻿ The latter is rather misnamed, for it is simply a penal code, to which many subsequent additions have been made. The former, however, is a genuine rule, showing knowledge of Cassian, Jerome and Basil. It was followed by the Celtic monasteries on the continent, which continued to multiply after Columban’s death through the work of his disciples and admirers. The most prominent of these were St. Amandus, apostle of northern France and Belgium; St. Wandrille, founder of Fontenelle; St. Philibert, founder of Jumièges; St. Owen, bishop of Rouen and founder of Rebais; and St. Riquier, founder of Centula. They spread the Irish form of monastic life throughout Gaul and propagated the Rule of Columban.﻿7﻿

Columban’s stubborn attachment to Celtic usages, however, provoked violent opposition in Gaul and stirred up dissension even within his communities. His followers gradually abandoned both the particularities of Celtic liturgical practice and the extreme severity of the Irish monastic customs. Without abandoning his Rule, they increasingly combined its observance with that of another monastic code. In the course of the seventh and eighth centuries, we find an ever-growing tendency to observe the Benedictine Rule conjointly with that of Columban, at Luxeuil itself and in the numerous houses of its progeny. The ﻿RB﻿ was found suitable especially for two reasons: its moderation provided a welcome counterbalance to Columban’s austerity, and its liturgical provisions reflected a “﻿Roman﻿” practice that these monasteries were increasingly adopting.

How and when did the ﻿RB﻿ come to Gaul? It is certain that it was known there in the early seventh century, but there is no clear indication how it was transmitted. There is no evidence that the Gregorian mission to England in 596 brought along the ﻿RB﻿ and communicated it to monastic centers in Gaul, though this is not impossible. Our earliest indication of it comes from southern Gaul about 620–630, in a letter written by Venerandus, founder of the monastery of Altaripa, to Bishop Constantius of Albi (northeast of Toulouse), the diocese in which the monastery was located.﻿8﻿ The founder says that he is sending the bishop a copy of the ﻿RB﻿ (regula sancti Benedicti abbatis romensis) and asks that its observance be imposed upon the abbot and monks. Shortly after this, a disciple of Columban named Donatus, who became bishop of Besançon, wrote a rule for a convent founded by his mother. This Regula Donati consists solely of extracts from the rules of Benedict, Caesarius and Columban, the majority of which are derived from the ﻿RB﻿.﻿9﻿ Waldebert, Columban’s second successor at Luxeuil (629–670), introduced the ﻿RB﻿ into monastic foundations and probably at Luxeuil itself.﻿10﻿ To him is ascribed the Regula cuiusdam Patris ad virgines, which seems to have been followed at Faremoutiers, a convent that Waldebert established before he became abbot.﻿11﻿

During the rest of the seventh century, it was through the network of Columbanian foundations in northern and eastern Gaul that the ﻿RB﻿ was propagated. Numerous documents of the period specify that the observance is to be that of the regula mixta.﻿12﻿ We are certain, therefore, that the ﻿RB﻿ was known both at Albi and at Luxeuil in the first third of the seventh century, and that the followers of Columban were a significant influence upon its gradual penetration thereafter. Indeed, it is not unlikely that the ﻿RB﻿ was known to Columban himself. While this is not admitted by all, there are a few places in his Regula monachorum that seem to echo the ﻿RB﻿, both in order and in phraseology. One case in particular seems clear enough to qualify as an indication of literary dependence.﻿13﻿ Columban could easily enough have come into contact with the ﻿RB﻿, since he corresponded with Gregory while still at Luxeuil, and he ended his career in Italy. Even if he came to know it only at Bobbio (it is not known at what stage of his career the rule was written), it would have been transmitted to Luxeuil by the efficient monastic grapevine that kept the Columbanian foundations in close contact with one another. If the founder himself had used and recommended the ﻿RB﻿, this would more easily explain his followers’ readiness to adopt it so soon after his death. The regime of the regula mixta thus introduced would eventually lead to the exclusive acceptance of the ﻿RB﻿ at the expense of the Rule of Columban.

Another factor was at work in furthering this process by the end of the seventh century: the influence of the Anglo-Saxons. It was characteristic of the remarkable foresight of Gregory the Great that in a time when everything seemed to be collapsing around him, he took the bold step of extending the preaching of the faith to the world’s farthest corner. In 596 he sent Augustine, the praepositus of his monastery on the Coelian, together with some forty companions, to evangelize England.﻿14﻿ King Aethelbert of Kent, who had a Christian wife from Gaul, allowed the monks to settle at Canterbury and eventually became a Christian himself. Within a generation the faith had spread throughout Kent and into neighboring Essex and East Anglia, and by the end of the seventh century, despite some setbacks and pagan reactions, the Anglo-Saxon heptarchy had been Christianized. Meanwhile, the Celtic monks from Iona and Lindisfarne had been evangelizing in Northumbria, where their influence was mingled with that of the Roman mission. Conflict between Celtic and Roman usages persisted, even after King Oswiu decided in favor of the Roman practice at the Synod of Whitby in 664, but eventually England became firmly allied with the Roman See.

The Canterbury missionaries were monks, but we are not told that they followed the Benedictine Rule. We are sure that by the second half of the seventh century the ﻿RB﻿ was known both in Northumbria and in the south, but there is no clear evidence revealing how it came to England. It may have been brought by the Gregorian missionaries, but there is no support for this assumption. In fact, its presence in Northumbria is attested earlier than its presence in Kent, and it may be that it came first to the north. If such is the case, the probable agent would be Wilfrid of York, whose biographer, Eddius, attributes to him the introduction of the ﻿RB﻿ into his monasteries at Ripon and Hexham (﻿Edd.Steph. vita Wilf. 14 and 17﻿). Born in 634, Wilfrid was abbot of Ripon already about 660, it seems, after a journey to Rome that involved a lengthy stay at Lyons. On the continent he became enamored of all things Roman and was the champion of Roman usages at the Council of Whitby in 664. In the 680s Wilfrid spent one of his several exiles preaching in Sussex, where he founded the monastery of Salsey, and may thus have been instrumental in propagating the ﻿RB﻿ in the south of England also.

Another champion of Roman observance in England was Benedict Biscop, a Northumbrian noble who accompanied Wilfrid on his journey to Rome in 653. On a second trip he spent two years at Lerins (665–667), where he took the name Benedict; was it there that he came into contact with the ﻿RB﻿?﻿15﻿ He returned to England with Theodore, a Greek monk whom Pope Vitalian had appointed archbishop of Canterbury (668), and Hadrian, an African who had been abbot of a monastery near Naples and who now became head of the monastery at Canterbury. Benedict established Wearmouth in 673 and its sister monastery of Jarrow in 682. Here the religious and cultural renaissance marking the high point of the Anglo-Saxon period produced its finest fruit in the life and work of Venerable Bede (673–735). The ﻿RB﻿ was used and revered at Wearmouth and Jarrow, though not exclusively.﻿16﻿ It is noteworthy that our oldest copy of the ﻿RB﻿, Codex Hatton 48 of the Bodleian Library at Oxford, was copied in England at the time of Bede, the first half of the eighth century, at an undetermined place, possibly Worcester.﻿17﻿

By the end of the seventh century, the Anglo-Saxon monks from both the north and south of England were undertaking missionary enterprises on the continent. Already begun by Wilfrid (﻿Edd.Steph. vita Wilf. 26﻿), the evangelization of the Low Countries was accomplished by Willibrord, a Northumbrian who had been trained at Ripon under Wilfrid and later in Ireland (Alc. vita Will.). The greatest of the monk-missionaries, however, was Boniface, a native of Wessex, who was trained at the monasteries of Exeter and Nursling, worked under Willibrord, and then was commissioned by the Holy See to evangelize Germany. From 718 until his martyrdom in 754, Boniface, with the help of many monks, nuns and clerics from England as well as natives trained in the monasteries he founded on the continent, worked untiringly to organize the Church in the German territories and to reform the Frankish Church, collaborating with the Holy See and the Carolingian monarchs.﻿18﻿ Boniface and his companions spread the ﻿RB﻿ throughout their sphere of influence, making it the basis of monastic reform in the Frankish empire, and his successors were to carry it as far as Scandinavia and Hungary. In the literature that has come down to us from Boniface and his disciples, there is no longer any mention of other rules; the ﻿RB﻿ is called simply “﻿the Rule﻿” and “﻿the Holy Rule.﻿” Thus, in the course of the eighth century, while the ﻿RB﻿ was gradually ousting the Rule of Columban in the monasteries where the regime of the regula mixta had prevailed, the Anglo-Saxon missionary movement likewise contributed to bringing it into even greater prominence.﻿19﻿

2. THE TRIUMPH OF THE RB: THE BENEDICTINE CENTURIES
In spite of the growing influence of the ﻿RB﻿ during the eighth century, Western monasticism was far from being totally Benedictine by the year 800. That it should become so, however, was part of the policy of the Carolingian reform movement pursued during the long reign of Charlemagne (768–814). Charles wished to establish a single empire uniting the Roman and Germanic peoples on the basis of his own God-given power and the universal authority of the Holy See. The corruptions of the Merovingian age would be removed by a return to the culture of the Roman empire, thoroughly Christianized. The monasteries played a significant role in this grand design, and it was important that they become centers of genuine spirituality and culture. This was to be achieved by securing uniformity of observance, and the basis for such uniformity was to be the “﻿Roman rule﻿” of St. Benedict, whose excellence was being increasingly recognized.

Charles himself moved in this direction, but the decisive step was taken after his death, with the work of St. Benedict of Aniane (c. 750–821).﻿20﻿ Originally named Witiza, he had served at court, but became a monk at Saint-Seine in Burgundy around 774. Later he founded his own monastery on the family estate at Aniane, near the Pyrenees, and instituted an austere life that owed much to Eastern monastic inspiration. He became convinced, however, that the ﻿RB﻿ was more suitable for the Western mentality, and his monastery grew into a large feudal institution with some three hundred monks. His interest in reform attracted the attention of Louis the Pious, Charlemagne’s son, who wished to reorganize the monasteries in his kingdom of Aquitaine. Benedict sent groups of his monks to other houses to institute reform according to the ﻿RB﻿ and soon formed a congregation of monasteries that remained subject to him.

When Louis became emperor in 814, this plan was extended to the entire realm. A royal monastery called Inde was built near the palace at Aachen, and there Benedict presided over a community whose observance was to be a model for the whole empire. Benedict was authorized to enforce a standard observance in the monasteries of France and Germany (the plan was never extended to Italy). For this purpose he drew up a capitulary that was promulgated at two synods of abbots held at Aachen in 816 and 817.﻿21﻿ Monks were to be sent to Inde from every monastery, to learn the observance, and inspectors could visit monasteries to secure compliance. The authentic copy of the ﻿RB﻿ that Charlemagne had obtained from Montecassino (the Normalexemplar) was kept at Inde, where it could be copied; we have seen that the Codex 914 of St. Gall is the happy result of this provision. Benedict also left two important works: the Codex Regularum, in which he collected the existing Latin rules,﻿22﻿ and the Concordia Regularum, a kind of commentary on the ﻿RB﻿ consisting of extracts from the other rules arranged in parallel to the ﻿RB﻿ to show the continuity of the latter with tradition.﻿23﻿

In fact, this reform was short-lived. Benedict died in 821, and the empire was soon torn apart by internecine strife among Louis’ sons.﻿24﻿ For the rest of the ninth century, the continent was inundated by waves of invaders, both Northmen and Saracens, and many monasteries were unable even to survive. Consequently, the great Carolingian project was never brought to completion. But when it became possible to build once more, both on the continent and in England, it was on Benedict’s foundations that the structure was raised. He is one of the most important figures in Benedictine history; what he envisaged, or something very like it, became the pattern of Benedictine life for most of the Middle Ages. 

The cardinal point of the Carolingian monastic policy was the exclusive use of the ﻿RB﻿. While other observances survived for a long time in some places (Spain, for instance, lay largely outside the Carolingian sphere of influence, and the ﻿RB﻿ did not take firm root there until the tenth and eleventh centuries),﻿25﻿ eventually the other Latin rules all fell into disuse. This does not mean that a Benedictine monastery according to the conception of Benedict of Aniane was exactly like Montecassino of the sixth century. The introduction of the ﻿RB﻿ did not displace the numerous layers of tradition that had already accumulated in Gaul. The Gallic monasteries still bore the imprint of the old Martinian monasticism, of the tradition of Lerins, of the Celtic and Anglo-Saxon contributions, and especially of the vastly changed social and economic situation of the feudal period.

A great Carolingian abbey was a vast establishment that might have several hundred monks and a number of boys to be instructed in the monastery school. It might be surrounded by a town whose life was dominated by the monastery. The abbey was supported by large tracts of land worked by serfs and had to fulfill obligations toward its feudal overlord. The life of the monks was highly ritualized: many additional psalms and prayers were added to the Benedictine opus Dei; churches, altars and private Masses were multiplied; there were daily processions for the veneration of altars and relics. A monastery was an image in miniature of the empire itself, the earthly kingdom of God in which law and culture produced the order and peace that were a foretaste of the heavenly realm. The life of the monks was indeed a continual seeking of God through prayer, asceticism and liturgical service. But the monastery was conceived of as an organ of the Christian state: the abbot became an important political functionary, the abbey was a powerful economic force, and the state assured control by reserving the right to appoint the abbot in most cases. This factor was to have disastrous consequences. The camel’s nose was already under the tent-flap.

Western monasticism, like that of the East, had heretofore managed to maintain a basic unity of doctrine and purpose in the midst of a bewildering, chaotic welter of observances. Now uniformity had become the ideal. The ﻿RB﻿, that most flexible of all rules, scarcely furnished such a program; it habitually leaves practical decisions to the abbot’s discretion. Therefore, it had to be supplemented by documents that would specify details of discipline and liturgical practice. The eighth and ninth centuries, consequently, saw the introduction of “﻿customaries﻿” or “﻿statutes.﻿”﻿26﻿ An important step was thus taken, leading eventually to the concept of a centralized “﻿religious order﻿” and of the “﻿constitutions﻿” that serve as its legislative framework.﻿27﻿

Political considerations indeed played a part in the triumph of the ﻿RB﻿ over other rules. It was the “﻿Roman rule﻿” that best served the Carolingian design for an empire based upon the Roman-German axis. But its success, in the last analysis, was due not solely to political expediency but to a recognition of its own innate qualities. Paradoxically, its very flexibility recommended it, for by not legislating in matters of ephemeral detail, it still proved usable at a time when profound social and economic changes had taken place in the West. Many other rules, too much bound to the situations of other times and places, were patently obsolete. Subsequent history has vindicated this judgment of the adaptability of the ﻿RB﻿. Moreover, when the ﻿RB﻿ was followed in conjunction with other rules, it was increasingly perceived that it had given superior expression to the essentials of monastic tradition. No other text summed up so trenchantly and yet so fully the ‘﻿deposit﻿’ of monastic doctrine and practice. The Concordia Regularum is a testimony to Benedict of Aniane’s recognition of this. However his work may appear in hindsight, he did not intend to innovate; he wanted to restore the purity that monastic life had had in its origins, and he saw the ﻿RB﻿ as the best means to achieve this goal.

The Benedictine Rule, therefore, was to be the channel through which contemporary monasticism might keep in touch with its origins. A monk was to be defined by the Rule of Benedict as a canon could be defined by the Rule of Augustine. It is not surprising, then, that we find the ﻿RB﻿ to be the object of study at this period: it is the time of the first commentaries. Aside from the work of Benedict of Aniane, which is not a commentary in the strict sense, the earliest﻿28.﻿ is that of Smaragdus, abbot of St. Mihiel in Lorraine, in the first decades of the ninth century.﻿29﻿ He was present at the Synod of Aachen and probably wrote his Expositio on the ﻿RB﻿ shortly after. The commentary shows considerable acquaintance with Latin Patristic and monastic literature. Another commentary seems to date from around the middle of the ninth century. It is preserved in several recensions, one of which is attributed to Paul the Deacon in some manuscripts.﻿30﻿ It seems, however, that the work cannot be older than the mid-ninth century; hence the authorship of Paul, who died before 800, is out of the question.﻿31﻿ More likely it is the work of Hildemar, who may have been a monk of Corbie.﻿32﻿ Both of these commentaries are of considerable interest in reflecting the concerns of the period, and they are the beginning of a form of literature that has continued to accumulate around the ﻿RB﻿ to the present day.﻿33﻿

The decline that followed the abortive reform of Benedict of Aniane led to a reaction with the foundation of new centers of reform in the tenth century. The first and most prominent of these was Cluny, founded in 910, but there were numerous lesser centers that, like Cluny, formed groupings of monasteries, following the ﻿RB﻿ through the observance of the same statutes. The formation of such “﻿orders,﻿” centralized in varying degrees, was necessary to counter the influence of lay and episcopal overlords, from whom “﻿exemption﻿” was achieved, in some cases, by submission of the abbey to the Roman See. Some of these centers were Brogne in Belgium, founded by ﻿St. Gerard in 923﻿; Gorze, reformed by ﻿John of Vandières in 933﻿; Fleury, reformed by ﻿Odo of Cluny in 931﻿ but remaining outside the Cluniac organization; and St. Benignus of Dijon, reformed by ﻿William of Volpiano in 989﻿. In the eleventh century there were added such centers as Verdun, reformed under Richard of St. Vanne in 1005, and Bec in Normandy, founded by Herluin in 1035, the monastery that produced Lanfranc and St. Anselm. These reforming houses differed considerably in details of observance and in structure, but all unquestioningly accepted the ﻿RB﻿ as the basis of their life, interpreted according to a conception fundamentally that of the Carolingian reform.

The same development occurred in other countries. In Italy the reforming activity of Odo of Cluny brought the ﻿RB﻿ to the monasteries of Rome and implanted the Cluniac ideal, which flourished in the eleventh century in the congregation of Cava. In England the destruction wrought by the Danish invasions was followed in the tenth century by a restoration under SS. Dunstan, Ethelwold and Oswald on the basis of the Regularis Concordia, statutes that borrowed from continental models.﻿34﻿ In Spain the Cluniacs introduced the Benedictine Rule in the eleventh century and established a network of monasteries along the pilgrimage route to Compostella. In Germany, William of Hirsau introduced a modified Cluniac observance in 1079 and formed a union of over a hundred monasteries, which resolutely supported Gregory VII in the investiture struggle.

Characteristic of this form of Benedictine monasticism was a certain centralization and uniformity of observance, an enormous development of ritual, a refined monastic culture based upon intensive study of the Bible and the Fathers, a genuinely contemplative orientation, a far-reaching charitable activity, serious though limited work, especially that of the scriptorium, and a discreet practice of the eremitical life alongside and subject to the coenobium.﻿35﻿ Its most impressive realization was that of Cluny, which grew into a monastic empire of almost incredible proportions and yet for more than two centuries, under a series of abbots whose sanctity was equal to their discretion and administrative ability, maintained a disciplined and fruitful monastic life that constituted the most powerful reforming influence in the Church.﻿36﻿

In the eleventh century and well into the twelfth, while these monasteries were still prosperous and fervent, a reaction was nevertheless developing. They had become the Establishment; they had not changed with the times, whereas society was beginning to undergo profound transformations. For this reason, there developed a fervent and widespread desire for a life that would be more simple, less institutionalized, more solitary, less involved in the political and economic fabric of society—in short, a return to monastic origins. It is not surprising, then, that it often led to a reintroduction of the eremitical life. This movement, which sprang up spontaneously all over Europe, brought about a revolution in the monastic world and produced a whole variety of new “﻿orders﻿” and observances alongside the established houses. Though it was often chaotic and sometimes deviated into excess and heresy, under the direction of its most worthy representatives it produced remarkable fruits of holiness in the Church and enriched monasticism with forms of life that in many cases endure to the present day.﻿37﻿

Almost all these movements remained under the patronage of the ﻿RB﻿. The Rule had become so entrenched that while it was desirable to go beyond it to seek out the deepest monastic roots, few wished to dispense with it. It remained the most direct approach to the ancient monastic tradition, and its flexibility was again demonstrated as it became combined with the particular emphases of the “﻿new orders.﻿” The earliest of these was Camaldoli, founded in 1010 by St. Romuald, who combined the ﻿RB﻿ with the practice of the solitary life; the same formula, with greater emphasis on austerity, was followed by his disciple Peter Damian at Fonte Avellana. John Gualbert, on the other hand, instituted a fully cenobitic life, but one marked by austere simplicity, at Vallombrosa in 1022. Robert of Arbrissel combined the austere life of a hermit with itinerant preaching; then, to provide for his many followers, he established in 1099 the double monastery of Fontevrault under the ﻿RB﻿, with large numbers of monks and nuns governed by an abbess who exercised complete jurisdiction. The congregation eventually grew to over a hundred houses. St. Bruno went to the desert of Chartreuse in 1084 to lead the solitary life with a few companions; after six years he was summoned to Rome to serve as adviser to Pope Urban II. Only later were the Consuetudines adopted and the various hermitages that grew up united into an order. The Carthusians have never followed the ﻿RB﻿, though their life stresses many of the same values.

The most successful of the new orders was that of Cîteaux, founded in a Burgundian swamp in 1098 by Robert of Molesmes and twenty-one companions. Robert himself had founded Molesmes, an observant though traditional monastery, but the Cistercian pioneers wanted greater solitude and poverty and the “﻿literal﻿” observance of the Rule of St. Benedict. Robert was ordered back to Molesmes by the Pope, but the rest remained at Cîteaux, living in great austerity under Alberic and then Stephen Harding. In 1112 St. Bernard arrived with thirty companions, inaugurating a deluge of vocations that continued for a century and filled all Europe with Cistercian abbeys, from Scandinavia to the Balkans and from Ireland to the Holy Land. When Stephen died in 1134, there were 19 monasteries; at Bernard’s death in 1153, there were 343; at the end of the twelfth century, 525. While there was a strict uniformity of observance, the rigid centralization of authority characteristic of Cluny was abandoned in favor of a looser structure defined in Stephen Harding’s Carta Caritatis (1114): each abbey was autonomous, but was subject to some control by the annual general chapter and by visitations from the abbot of its motherhouse. Cîteaux’s phenomenal success soon brought it prominence, wealth, power and the very involvement in temporal affairs that the first white monks had sought to escape.﻿38﻿

During the Middle Ages the Benedictine community became a quite different reality from that outlined in the ﻿RB﻿. For a long time the monks had been more and more assimilated to clerics insofar as their life demanded a level of education that separated them from the laity. As vernacular development made Latin the language of an educated minority, the people became less active in the liturgy, which was more and more identified as the work of clerics and monks. In the course of the Middle Ages, there was a gradual increase in the number of monks admitted to sacred orders. The ritual development in the monasteries meant that the monks were occupied chiefly with sacred duties and did less of the common work. The new orders developed the institution of the conversi to take care of the work. They seem to have appeared first at Vallombrosa; later we find them at Hirsau and especially at Cîteaux, where they were very numerous. The conversi were not lay brothers in the modern sense, but laymen who were admitted to a religious life different from that of the monks. Their vocation was not to a life of liturgical and private prayer and lectio, but to a life of service for the monastery; they were often illiterate and were generally occupied with work.﻿39﻿ In the Cistercian abbeys they spent most of the week at distant granges and came to the monastery only for Sunday. It was only much later that they were considered a kind of second-class monks. Many of them became extremely holy men, but this new development harbored an ambiguity whose effects remain to the present day.

In every period of monastic history, women as well as men fully lived the monastic life. The life of the nuns was unfortunately one of the neglected areas of monastic history until fairly recently. From its very beginnings, in the East, women played an important role in monasticism. The Apophthegmata mentions female solitaries in the desert; Pachomius established a monastery for virgins, and Basil legislated for them. Paula and Melania and the other associates of Jerome and Rufinus were among the most enthusiastic propagators of the monastic life in the Latin world. St. Gregory speaks of nuns in the entourage of St. Benedict and has left us an unforgettable portrait of St. Scholastica’s power of prayer. A number of Latin rules were written especially for women. In the Anglo-Saxon world they were of special importance: one thinks of Hilda presiding over the double monastery of Whitby, and of Lioba and the other female collaborators who contributed so much to the work of Boniface and who appear so frequently in his letters.

Throughout the high Middle Ages, the dowries required for entrance to monasteries usually limited admission to women of the aristocratic and middle classes. The law in Western Europe severely restricted the status of women, but in fact they often exercised a great deal of actual power. Many abbesses ruled large establishments with complicated economic, political, and sometimes military problems. Some abbesses in England, for example, played an important role in the wool trade, since their monasteries possessed large flocks, and in the late thirteenth and throughout the fourteenth century several abbesses were summoned to parliament, because kings wanted to tax their wealth. While many were involved in secular affairs, there were also such inspiring figures as SS. Hildegard, Mechtild and Gertrude, who illustrate the high degree of culture and spirituality that flourished in women’s monasteries. Hrosthwitha (tenth century) of the Saxon abbey of Gandersheim achieved in her times a considerable fame as author, poet and translator of the plays of Terence; many of her poems had as their theme opposition to the classical view of the frailty of women. The abbess Hildegard (1098–1179) of Rupertsberg in Hesse, Germany, served as physician to Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, and her book On the Physical Elements shows a rare degree of careful scientific observation; she was one of the most famous physicians of the twelfth century. Although attempts were made for a stricter enclosure, the life of nuns was fundamentally the same as that of monks. Throughout history, nuns have often lived the Rule in a more authentic and fruitful manner than the monks, and have constituted an eloquent testimony to its ability to lead Christians to sanctity.﻿40﻿

The climax of the Benedictine centuries was reached in the unique flowering of religious culture that came to fruition in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The fruits of monastic lectio then appeared, enriched with new insights gained from an acquaintance with the Greek Fathers, in the religious literature produced by monks of this period. There are no really essential differences among monastic authors of different schools: Bernard of Clairvaux, William of St. Thierry, Aelred of Rievaulx and the lesser Cistercians; John of Fécamp, Peter of Celle and Peter the Venerable among the black monks; and Carthusian writers like Guy I and Guy II. They share the same basic approach to religious reality, one that grew out of a life of self-discipline and inner conversion, nourished by silence and prayer, a contemplative orientation less concerned to analyze than to rest peacefully in grateful admiration of the mystery of God and his works. The unity of this “﻿monastic theology﻿” is more striking than the divergences among its various representatives. It is an eloquent testimony to the latent ability of the ﻿RB﻿ to stimulate a productive spiritual growth in the lives of those who assimilate its doctrine and submit to its discipline.

3. DECLINE AND RENEWAL: THE RB FROM THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY TO MODERN TIMES
If it is true that the practice of the ﻿RB﻿ reached its high point in the achievement of the Benedictine centuries, this does not mean that all that has happened since is but an anachronistic survival of a golden age. Profound changes in society led to the establishment of new forms of religious life from the thirteenth century onward; these new forms have contributed immensely to the life of the Church. The monastic life, which in the West had become identified with the Benedictine Rule, thus lost its monopoly. But it continued during the following centuries to play a role, even though a less conspicuous one. The ﻿RB﻿ has continued to provide the principal framework for the monastic life and to put monks into contact with their origins. Since the constitutive period of Western monasticism was completed by the twelfth century, however, we can summarize more briefly the role that the ﻿RB﻿ has played in the monastic order down to modern times.

In the late Middle Ages both the black and the white monks fell quite rapidly into decadence. There were many causes for this, some of them external to the monasteries: the shift from feudalism to urban life ruined the economic base of the monasteries; ecclesiastical and secular princes impoverished them by exacting revenues and interfered in their internal affairs; the Black Death and the Hundred Years’ War severely depopulated many houses; and the great schism of the West divided orders and communities into conflicting allegiances. One of the worst abuses was the commendam system, hardly new but much more generally extended, especially by the Avignon popes in the fourteenth century: an outsider, not himself a monk, was appointed abbot of a monastery so that he could collect its revenues, though he did not live as a monk himself and did not perform the traditional role of an abbot.

There were also, however, internal causes of decadence. Too many monasteries had been established, and not all of them could be maintained at a level of fervor when the number of monastic vocations sharply declined in the thirteenth century. The monks often seemed incapable of adapting to the development of society around them and seemed intent solely upon preserving the past. Much of the leadership, the vitality and the supply of fervent vocations passed to the new mendicant orders, which responded so well to the needs and the spirit of the times. Inertia often became an occupational hazard of large monasteries, and many seemed unable to meet the challenge of the new learning, the new economy, the new aspirations of the rising generation. Sometimes they sank into a comfortable mediocrity, satisfied with drawing their revenues and perpetuating their privileges.

The abbot, when he was still a monk, often functioned as a powerful prince, enjoying the rights and insignia of bishops. He drew his own revenues, which had to be separated from the community’s income to protect the monks from total impoverishment. He became more and more separated from the community, with separate dwelling, and concerned himself with administration, defending the rights of his abbey and playing the role of a great lord. If he was a commendam abbot, he made no pretense of even living at the monastery. Some held title to several abbeys at the same time, and some monasteries were given in commendam to boys of tender age. In these circumstances, the concept of the abbot’s spiritual fatherhood, a foundation stone of the spirituality of the ﻿RB﻿, deteriorated beyond repair. The monks usually did not do manual labor to provide for their own subsistence, but lived from benefices. They still performed the divine office, but the liturgy was also in a serious state of decadence at this period, and they easily became influenced by sentimental and anthropocentric currents of spirituality.

Consequently, the contemplative orientation of the Benedictine life deteriorated, and candidates were sometimes accepted who came to seek an easy life rather than to seek God. The splendid religious culture of the twelfth century degenerated into mediocrity and sometimes ignorance. The ever-increasing clericalism led to large-scale ordination of monks, and they became more and more assimilated to regular clerics, so that monasticism was no longer recognized as a distinct form of life with a value of its own. Clericalism, in turn, sometimes led to the assumption of activities that removed monks from the life of the community. There were abuses of poverty, for the various officials, who were virtually irremovable, received revenues they came to use as they saw fit; and monks received “﻿pittances﻿” in memory of deceased benefactors who had provided for them in their wills. Indeed, the decay of the monasteries should not be overgeneralized, for not all houses were reduced to this state. There is no period in history at which there were not some fervent and disciplined abbeys. Even in the worst of times there were valiant reforming efforts, and new forms of Benedictine life continued to spring up. In the thirteenth century, St. Sylvester Gozzolini founded Monte Fano, from which the Sylvestrine Congregation grew;﻿41﻿ and the hermit St. Peter Morrone, the future Pope Celestine V, organized his disciples into the abbey of Monte Majella, which grew into the Celestine Order. A century later St. Bernard Tolomei, after living the solitary life in a harsh desert near Siena, gave the ﻿RB﻿ to his disciples and founded the Olivetans. These branches of the Benedictine family all flourished, bringing forth fruits of holiness in an unfavorable time, and, except for the Celestines, still exist today.

The Holy See also attempted to bring about the reform of the monasteries. Already in 1215 the Fourth Lateran Council, convoked by Innocent III, prescribed that monasteries should meet in general chapter every three years on a national basis and appoint visitators to ensure the maintenance of discipline. Except in England, these provisions were never consistently carried out, and in fact they were not entirely clear nor free from internal contradiction. Again, in 1336 a much more detailed program of reform was promulgated by the Cistercian Pope Benedict XII in the bull Summi Magistri, but it too proved ineffectual in the long run. For many complex reasons it was not possible to reverse the general trend toward decline. Not all these reasons were the fault of the monks, who were often at the mercy of the civil and ecclesiastical power.

The fifteenth century saw a great flowering of reform movements. The prototype in the Latin countries was the reform brought about by Louis Barbo at the abbey of St. Justina in Padua. After restoring poverty, stability and the common life in his own monastery, he extended the reform to several other houses. As the movement progressed, some radical measures were taken to prevent its being undone by the commendam system: the autonomy of the monasteries and the traditional abbatial office were suppressed; all monks were professed for the congregation; and supreme authority resided in the annual general chapter, which appointed all the superiors and could move monks as well as abbots from one house to another. Originally called the Congregatio de Unitate, it became the Cassinese Congregation after Montecassino entered it in 1504. It eventually reformed practically all the Benedictine monasteries of Italy, though at the price of rather notable departures from the Rule.

In Spain a similar though somewhat less radical system was followed in the Congregation of Valladolid. These measures were not necessary in the German countries, where the commendam system had never become firmly established. Hence, a more traditional approach prevailed in the reforms of Melk in Austria and Bursfeld in Germany, which grew out of the reform efforts of the Councils of Constance and Basel. The former was simply an observance without real congregational structures, but the Bursfeld Union, which eventually embraced about 180 monasteries, was a clearly structured juridical entity. In France political conditions defeated all efforts to overcome the commendam, and no general reform was possible, though limited success was achieved in some monasteries.

In the countries affected by the Reformation, about half the monasteries disappeared in the sixteenth century. In England they were totally suppressed,﻿42﻿ though the English Benedictines later organized several houses in exile on the continent that devoted their efforts to the English mission and continued to prosper in France until they were allowed to return to England in the eighteenth century. In the Scandinavian countries, monasticism disappeared completely. In the Low Countries, Switzerland and the German regions, the situation was more complex: in the regions that became Protestant, all the monasteries eventually ceased to exist; elsewhere they survived, but often under conditions of great hardship because of the religious wars. In Italy, Spain and Portugal, many houses continued to prosper.

During the Counter Reformation the surviving monasteries were grouped into national congregations, and generally the state of discipline was quite good. In France there was a remarkable revival in the Congregations of St. Vanne and especially St. Maur, both founded in the early seventeenth century with a structure modeled on that of the Cassinese, deemed necessary to combat the commendam. St. Maur, which came to embrace nearly two hundred fervent monasteries, devoted the talents of its most gifted members to ecclesiastical studies. The Abbey of Saint-Germain des Près in Paris became the center of European scholarship. The Maurists did pioneer work in paleography and historical criticism, and produced editions of the Fathers that have, in some cases, not yet been surpassed. At the same time, a remarkable Cistercian reform was undertaken at the Abbey of La Trappe by the famous Armand-Jean de Rancé, founder of what became the Trappist observance.﻿43﻿

In the eighteenth century, however, widespread relaxation developed, even though many monasteries throughout Europe remained observant. Monks became unpopular in an age dominated by rationalism, and they were themselves infected by the spirit of the times. They were considered tolerable only if they contributed something “﻿useful﻿” to society; thus, the Austrian monasteries in the time of Joseph II were obliged to undertake parish and school work in order to avoid suppression. Increasingly, secular princes began to cast envious eyes upon monastic property and were delighted to be provided with justifications for confiscating it. In France the Revolution wiped out all the monasteries, and in the confused decades that followed, the mania of suppression swept across Europe. Promoted by liberal governments, it continued to appear sporadically through the nineteenth century. By the end of the Napoleonic period, there were scarcely thirty monasteries left of the hundreds that had for so long played a major role in the life of Europe.

The nineteenth century brought the monasteries back. In some cases it was a question of continued existence of houses that had survived, as in Austria, or the restoration of pre-revolutionary Benedictine life along the same lines, as in Bavaria. In other cases there was a complete break with the past and a new beginning based upon a rethinking. The pioneer of this new type of Benedictine life was Prosper Guéranger, who in 1833 re-established the monastic life at Solesmes. He deliberately decided against the restoration of pre-revolutionary monasticism in favor of an older model, the style of the high Middle Ages. If the effort was strongly colored by the romanticism of the times and failed to go far enough in its return to sources, it was nevertheless a fruitful beginning that held rich potentialities for the future. A similar program led to the establishment of the Beuronese Congregation in Germany by Maurus and Placid Wolter in the 1860s.

Most of the Benedictine and Cistercian monasteries existing today owe their origin to the efforts of their nineteenth-century forefathers, who ensured that the ﻿RB﻿ would continue to be influential in shaping monastic life. By the end of the century, it seemed desirable to Pope Leo XIII to create a structure uniting all the black-monk monasteries, in order to promote communication and concerted action among them. His initiative led to the formation of the Benedictine Confederation, a loose international union of congregations and unaffiliated monasteries, presided over by an abbot primate, who periodically assembles all the abbots and priors for discussion of questions of mutual concern. A similar unification was effected for the Cistercians of both the strict and common observances. In recent times the smaller branches of the Benedictine family—Camaldolese, Vallombrosans and Sylvestrines—have entered the Benedictine Confederation.

4. THE RULE IN THE NEW WORLD
Long before any permanent colony was established in North America, the ﻿RB﻿ was already being followed elsewhere in the New World. The earliest monasteries of both monks and nuns are said to have been implanted in Greenland by Scandinavians already in the thirteenth century.﻿44﻿ In the sixteenth century, the reformed Portuguese houses, erected into a new congregation in 1566, sent a colony of monks to Brazil, where they founded the abbey of Bahia in 1581. Before the end of the century, three other monasteries had been established in Rio de Janeiro, Olinda and São Paolo. They were erected into a separate Brazilian congregation in 1827. Although almost annihilated by an anti-clerical government, they were revived in 1895 by Beuronese monks.﻿45﻿ All four of these sixteenth-century abbeys exist today. Peru and Mexico also possessed monasteries in colonial times.

In the eighteenth century, several Americans from the Maryland colony became Benedictines in English monasteries in exile on the continent. Richard Chandler of Charles County made his profession for the Douai community in 1705, after having been sent there for study. Seven Maryland women, including three sisters from the Semmes family, went to Europe in the eighteenth century for schooling and subsequently joined the English communities of Benedictine nuns at Paris, Ghent, Brussels and Pontoise.﻿46﻿

The first Benedictine in the United States is thought to have been Pierre-Joseph Didier, a monk of St. Denis in Paris, who came to America in 1790 when the French monasteries were suppressed and spent the rest of his life doing pastoral work in Ohio and St. Louis.﻿47﻿ Trappist refugees from the Revolution came in 1803 and for many years underwent extraordinary hardships in an unsuccessful attempt to establish a foundation; a later effort finally resulted, in 1848, in the foundation of a permanent monastery at Gethsemani, Kentucky.﻿48﻿

Before this, however, the first Benedictine monastery, St. Vincent, was established at Latrobe, Pennsylvania, by Boniface Wimmer. Wimmer was a young diocesan priest when in 1832 he entered the newly re-established abbey of Metten in Bavaria. He conceived a great interest in doing missionary work in America among the German immigrants, who were in danger of losing their faith because of the lack of German-speaking priests. Although his superiors did not share his enthusiasm, having problems enough of their own in reestablishing the monastic life in Bavaria, he was finally permitted to set out in 1846 with a group of eighteen candidates who were not yet monks.﻿49﻿

Wimmer’s foundation prospered, in spite of the many hardships and obstacles he encountered. Vocations were numerous and expansion rapid. Generous financial support was provided by King Ludwig I of Bavaria and by the German missionary society he had founded in Munich, the Ludwig-Missionsverein. After ten years Wimmer was already making foundations in other parts of the country. In 1856 he sent monks to far-off Minnesota to found what was to become St. John’s Abbey.﻿50﻿ The following year other foundations were made in Atchison, Kansas,﻿51﻿ and in Newark, New Jersey. Wimmer also sent monks, in the years that followed, to North Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Illinois and Colorado. When he died in 1887, there were five abbeys and one conventual priory, and four of his other foundations were later raised to abbatial status. The American-Cassinese Congregation had been established already in 1855.

On his very first return to Bavaria in 1851, Wimmer appealed to the Benedictine community of St. Walburga’s Convent at Eichstätt to send nuns to Pennsylvania. The following year Sister Benedicta Riepp and two other nuns arrived and established a convent at St. Mary’s, Pennsylvania.﻿52﻿ This convent was the original source from which the Benedictine life for women eventually spread throughout the United States. The first foundation was made in Erie, Pennsylvania, already in 1856;﻿53﻿ the following year sisters were sent also to Newark and to Minnesota.﻿54﻿ Although the Eichstätt community, which had been sending more nuns in the meantime, wished to retain the American mission as a dependency, Father Wimmer succeeded in obtaining its separation from Bavaria in 1859. The Roman decree specified that the sisters in America could make only simple vows, since they could not maintain strict enclosure, and would be subject to the diocesan ordinary. The sisters further expanded to Kentucky in 1859, Illinois in 1861, Kansas in 1863,﻿55﻿ and Indiana in 1867.﻿56﻿

Meanwhile, monks from Switzerland had arrived in the United States with their tradition of the observance of the Rule. The Swiss abbeys were being hard pressed by anti-clerical governments in the mid-nineteenth century and were also attracted by the needs of the American Church. Monks from Einsiedeln arrived in 1854 and settled in southern Indiana. This foundation, named for St. Meinrad, which became an abbey in 1870, was the first Swiss-American monastery,﻿57﻿ In 1873 the abbey of Engelberg also sent monks, who established Conception Abbey in Missouri (1873; abbey, 1881)﻿58﻿ and Mount Angel in Oregon (1882; abbey, 1904). St. Meinrad founded daughter houses in Arkansas (New Subiaco, 1878)﻿59﻿ and Louisiana (St. Joseph, 1888), and sent monks to work for the conversion of the American Indians in the Dakotas, an apostolate in which Conception Abbey also cooperated.

Benedictine sisters also came from Switzerland after the founding of Conception Abbey. They were from the recently founded convent of Maria Rickenbach, which was closely associated with the monks of Engelberg. Five sisters arrived in Missouri in 1874; they settled first at Maryville, but moved to Clyde the following year. Within a few years contingents had gone out to Yankton, South Dakota; Mount Angel, Oregon, and Pocahontas, Arkansas. Maria Rickenbach continued to send nuns, and two other Swiss convents also made American foundations: Sarnen at Cottonwood, Idaho, in 1882, and Melchthal at Sturgis, South Dakota (later moved to Rapid City), in 1889. These sisters, like those from Bavaria, experienced a rapid and fruitful growth, and, while suffering severe hardships under the rough conditions of frontier life, contributed generously to the apostolate in the rapidly expanding American Church.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the Rule of St. Benedict was guiding the lives of men and women throughout the United States. The growth continued in the first part of the twentieth century, though more slowly. The majority of Benedictine monasteries of monks now belong to one of the two large federations that reflect their national origin. The American-Cassinese Federation groups together twenty-two independent monasteries descended from Boniface Wimmer’s foundation of 1846.﻿60﻿ The Swiss-American Federation, established in 1881, is composed of the monasteries founded from Einsiedeln and Engelberg and their descendants, now fifteen in all. Each federation has one abbey in Canada, and the American-Cassinese also has one in Mexico. Several of the monasteries in each federation have dependencies, both in the United States and in other parts of the world, notably Latin America.

Other Benedictine congregations are also represented in the United States. The English Congregation has three monasteries. The Ottilien and Belgian Congregations, the two Camaldolese Congregations, the Sylvestrines and the Olivetans have one each, and the French Congregation has an abbey in Quebec. There are also two independent monasteries that are not affiliated with a congregation but belong to the Benedictine Confederation. St. Gregory’s Abbey at Three Rivers, Michigan, is a Benedictine monastery belonging to the Episcopal Church. The Cistercians of the Common Observance have three monasteries, and the Cistercians of the Strict Observance, who experienced an enormous growth after World War II, have twelve.

The formation of congregations for the nuns was a slow and arduous task. The convents remained subject to the bishops until the second quarter of the twentieth century. Most of them now belong to one of four principal federations. Having been formed much later than the founding era, they do not always reflect precisely the historical origin of each convent. The oldest and largest is that of St. Scholastica, established in 1922 after the failure of earlier efforts dating back as far as 1879. It consists of twenty-three convents, all descended from the Bavarian foundation at St. Mary’s.﻿61﻿ The Federation of St. Gertrude the Great, formed in 1937, includes fifteen communities of chiefly but not exclusively Swiss origin. The Clyde convent, however, and several houses founded from it constitute the Congregation of the Benedictine Sisters of Perpetual Adoration. Another federation was formed in 1956 by St. Benedict’s Convent, St. Joseph, Minnesota, together with six other houses. All of them except one are daughter houses of St. Benedict’s.﻿62﻿

There are a few communities of nuns outside these federations. The community of Jonesboro, Arkansas, founded by Swiss nuns from Maria Rickenbach, via Maryville, in 1887 (originally at Pocahontas, Arkansas), has been affiliated with the Olivetans since 1893.﻿63﻿ Regina Laudis at Bethlehem, Connecticut, is a foundation of Jouarre in France, made in 1947. The convent at Norfolk, Nebraska, belongs to the Benedictine Missionary Congregation of Tutzing in Bavaria. The nuns of Eichstätt have two American dependencies at Greensburg, Pennsylvania, and Boulder, Colorado.﻿64﻿ The Trappistines, who came to America only after World War II, have already grown to four convents, and there is one of Cistercian nuns of the Common Observance.

The Rule of St. Benedict has proved its flexibility over the centuries as it has been lived in many different ways in a bewildering variety of social and cultural situations. The American experience of it—or rather, the variety of American experiences, for there have been and continue to be many different forms of life according to the Rule in America—has had its own unique contribution to make.﻿65﻿ However the American monastic phenomenon may be judged eventually by history, it is clear that even in the changed circumstances of the New World, the ﻿RB﻿ has retained its viability to teach men and women.﻿66﻿

5. THE RELEVANCE OF THE RULE TODAY
The purpose of this section is not to propose a particular interpretation of the Rule for our time nor to resolve the question of this or that particular monastic practice, but rather to point out the contexts in which the question of relevance has arisen and to suggest a framework in which the discussion of its relevance can be pursued.

The question of whether or not and to what extent the Rule of St. Benedict is relevant to the lives of Benedictines in the twentieth century arises in the first instance because it is obvious to even a casual observer that a great many of the concrete provisions of the Rule are not observed today. Indeed, there is no monastery in the world in which all of the provisions of the Rule are observed. This has, of course, been the case for well over a thousand years. In the past, the perception of the discrepancy between the letter of the Rule and monastic practice has often troubled the consciences of those who had made their profession to live “﻿according to the Rule of St. Benedict,﻿” and has led to various reform movements aimed at restoring the observance of the Rule more or less in its full integrity. It is doubtful, as most historians will grant, whether any of these movements ever succeeded in that goal. What they usually produced was a new, and often fruitful, observance and adaptation of the Rule for their own time.

In the second place, since the Second Vatican Council the question of relevance has been made more complex because of the directives for reform that the Council gave to religious communities. The Council stated: “﻿The up-to-date renewal of the religious life comprises both a constant return to the sources of the whole of the Christian life and to the primitive inspiration of the institutes, and their adaptation to the changed conditions of our time.﻿”﻿67﻿ For better or worse, these directions for renewal have led during the past fifteen years to the abandonment of even more of the concrete provisions of the Rule in many communities that profess to live according to the Rule. For example, many of the provisions of the liturgical code that were observed until the recent liturgical reform have now fallen into desuetude in the face of innumerable and diverse “﻿experiments.﻿” Indeed, to many people the efforts at returning to the “﻿primitive inspiration﻿” and at “﻿adaptation﻿” seem to lead in opposite directions. In view of this apparently increasing discrepancy between the provisions of the Rule and life as it is actually lived in Benedictine communities, can modern monks and nuns claim with any plausibility to be living “﻿according to the Rule of St. Benedict﻿” as they continue to profess to do?

In the third place, there is the more generalized question of whether or not a document written in sixth-century Italy, in a relatively primitive social and economic context, can actually be relevant to people living in the complex technological culture of the late twentieth century. This of course involves the a priori assumption that the situation of modern man really is substantially different from that of people in late antiquity or the early medieval period. It usually involves also the assumption that there has been so much progress since the sixth century that there is not much point in wasting one’s time looking for solutions to modern problems in a sixth-century document. It is often pointed out that modern man has been conditioned not only by progress in the area of technology but by the vast expansion of knowledge in historical consciousness, natural science, the social sciences, and even in theology. All this has even led some to abandon or avoid the use of the words “﻿monastic﻿” and “﻿monk﻿” as containing in themselves connotations of “﻿medieval﻿” and “﻿outmoded.﻿”

These three aspects of the question of relevance will be discussed in the order in which they have been raised. The solutions proposed have been many and varied.﻿68﻿ They range from the observation, on the one hand, that the Rule should be treated as a distant historical ancestor without much bearing on real life to the insistence, on the other hand, that as many of the concrete provisions of the Rule that can possibly be observed should be observed. There have been others who try to sift out from the Rule those elements that are supposedly “﻿time-conditioned,﻿” and others who try to translate the Rule into the language of modern philosophers and psychologists. Few if any would advocate today that we should attempt to restore the observance of all the concrete provisions of the Rule. We shall not attempt to discuss all of these points of view here in detail.

1. “﻿OBSERVANCE﻿” OF THE RULE
It is doubtful whether the question of the Rule’s relevance can be adequately resolved as long as the discussion remains focused on the comparatively narrow question of the observance of the precise directives of the Rule. This is not to assert that individual observances or regulations are unimportant, or that a “﻿spirit﻿” of the Rule can be distilled and preserved apart from the actual text (a question that will be discussed below), but rather that the question of the Rule’s relevance is a much more complex one, involving the historical relationship of the Rule to the previous monastic tradition and to subsequent monastic history. The Rule has not, in fact, provided an adequate and sufficiently detailed organizational basis for monastic life for well over a thousand years, and perhaps never did outside of St. Benedict’s own monastery. This has been supplied by declarations, constitutions and written as well as unwritten sets of customs. Yet, the Rule has always formed an important part of the tradition that has governed and inspired monastic life in the West.

Much of the modern study of the Rule has been inspired by and has followed the historical-critical methodology developed from the time of the Renaissance onward and particularly refined in the study of Scripture. It is axiomatic to this method that before one can determine the question of a text’s relevance, one must first determine its meaning; and to determine its meaning, it must be situated in its historical and literary context.﻿69﻿ It has been the purpose of this lengthy Introduction to do just that for the Rule of St. Benedict.﻿70﻿ It should be emphasized, however, that this is only an introduction and does not pretend to provide an adequate description of the historical and literary context of the Rule. To provide such would be the work of a commentary, which this volume does not pretend to be.

As was noted at the beginning of this Introduction, there were in existence when the Rule was written a monastic tradition well over two hundred years old and a large body of literature reflecting and transmitting that tradition. At this point we do not wish to recapitulate what has already been said but merely to add a few observations about the relationship of the Rule to that tradition, both from the point of view of the Rule’s author and from our point of view. St. Benedict viewed his Rule as a modest addition to the previously existing body of monastic literature (﻿RB﻿ ﻿73﻿). His point of view should be taken seriously. He did not intend to replace the previous literature, but to provide a modest compendium and adaptation of it to serve as an introduction for those who wished to take up the practice of the monastic life in his time. The Rule can be fully appreciated only when it is viewed as an addition to this previous literature.

Part of the problem, however, in understanding the literary context of the Rule derives from the term itself (regula) and the connotations it has acquired. It has been demonstrated that in the tradition prior to ﻿RM﻿, the term “﻿rule﻿” has a much broader meaning than simply a set of written regulations, and indeed in its usage in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿73﻿ it retains something of this broader meaning. In the writings of Jerome, Sulpicius Severus and others, it designates not a law distinct from the abbot but the authority of the abbot himself. In Cassian’s writings it designates the whole prior monastic tradition, the practices and observances of all the monasteries which Cassian sees as dating back to apostolic times, and which is for him a living tradition preserved above all in Egypt. In ﻿RM﻿ ﻿2﻿ and ﻿RB﻿ ﻿2﻿, the phrase sub regula has come to mean a written rule that complements the authority of the abbot.﻿71﻿ But in the last analysis, the function of both rule and abbot is similar: to pass on, adapt and concretize the previous monastic tradition. And this tradition in turn derives, according to ﻿RB﻿ ﻿73.3﻿, from Scripture itself, which provides the ultimate norm for human life (norma vitae humanae).

This last phrase is of particular importance for appreciating the literary genre of the Rule. It has been customary to regard the Rule of St. Benedict as belonging to the genre of legal literature or law codes, and the author as a great lawgiver. As we have noted, however, he sees his work as belonging to a body of literature that includes Scripture, the earlier Patristic literature and especially the writings of Cassian and Basil. “﻿Law﻿” is hardly an adequate classification for such a body of literature. Yet the author of ﻿RB﻿ sees all this literature as having something in common, namely, that it provides a practical guide for living and for the cultivation of virtue. The whole body of early monastic literature resembles rather that body of literature in the Old Testament that today is called “﻿wisdom literature.﻿” It has this in common with Old Testament wisdom literature, that although it contains certain theological principles, it is derived primarily from, and reflects experience of, life. It is intended to be a guide to wise living in the practical situations of life.

What is suggested here is not that there is direct continuity between Old Testament wisdom literature and early monastic literature, or that they are exactly the same genres. The body of early monastic literature is unthinkable without the intervention of the teaching of Jesus and the whole New Testament on which it depends far more than on the Old Testament wisdom literature. And early monastic literature is far more restricted in scope than Old Testament wisdom literature. It is concerned, not with the wide variety of life-situations of the latter, but only with living the monastic life wisely. All the early monastic literature has this in common: it stems from the lived experience of the monastic life and represents an effort to preserve and pass on the wisdom gained from that experience. This wisdom was first passed on by living teachers who had gained it through their own experience. It was in many cases their disciples or admirers who sought to preserve their wisdom in written form to pass on to future generations. In cenobitic monastic settings where the community survived the death of the founder and where succeeding superiors were chosen from among the community, it became particularly important to have the wisdom of earlier generations available to guide both the superior and his subjects. It is of comparatively little importance whether this was passed on in the form of biographies, collections of sayings and anecdotes, compilations of regulations, or even more systematic efforts to set forth the spiritual life, such as the Institutes of Cassian. All served the same function—that of transmitting a wisdom tradition.

It is, then, to this broad genre of literature that the Rule of St. Benedict belongs and this wisdom tradition that it sought to transmit and adapt to the local conditions of sixth-century Italy. How this modest work came to occupy such a dominant position in Western monastic tradition has already been explained earlier in this Introduction. If one were to view the Rule simply as legislation for organizing the daily routine of a monastery, one would miss its essential character almost entirely. Nor is it merely the ﻿Prologue﻿ and ﻿first seven chapters﻿ that should be regarded as transmitting this wisdom tradition; in the rest of the Rule as well, the author sought to transmit and regulate those practices that experience of the monastic life had shown to be fruitful. Regulations are in fact one way of transmitting practical wisdom or the fruit of experience.

One aspect of wisdom literature, and indeed of law, is that it must be taught or inculcated without the expectation of immediate comprehension. Unlike more speculative knowledge, which can be assimilated through study, through simply following the thought process of the original author, practical wisdom is essentially related to experience. The insights of past generations provide a kind of matrix within which new experiences of life can be organized and assimilated. Proverbial insights from the past remain empty unless they are filled with fresh experiences of life. If this is true of wisdom in general, it is especially true of the spiritual life. Practice is essential to the assimilation of spiritual wisdom. One does not expect the novice to appreciate the wisdom of many provisions of the Rule, such as silence, obedience, the pursuit of humility, until he or she has actually practiced them. Nor can anyone who has not lived in the context of monastic life and experienced the situations that arise there be expected to appreciate many other provisions of the Rule, such as the need for the rule of seniority, the need to regulate the reception of guests, and the hesitancy of the Rule’s author over the appointment of a prior. Before one decides, then, that this or that provision of the Rule is “﻿time-conditioned﻿” and therefore to be discarded, one should consider the possible wisdom, the experience of human life and perennial human situations for which the provision has been developed. To adapt institutions, as will be argued below, is by no means the same thing as simply to discard or abandon them.

2. RENEWAL AND ADAPTATION
As was noted above, the Second Vatican Council suggested that two principles are involved in the renewal of religious life: a return to the sources and their adaptation to the changed conditions of our time. It suggested a “﻿constant return to the sources of the whole of the Christian life and to the primitive inspiration of the institutes.﻿” In attempting to spell this out further, the Council stated that “﻿the spirit and aims of each founder should be faithfully accepted and retained, as indeed should each institute’s sound traditions.﻿”﻿72﻿ Anyone who has read this Introduction thus far cannot but be aware that for those in the Western monastic tradition this is no simple task. Nor is it surprising that such an enormous task has been carried out in such a desultory fashion in the last fifteen years. St. Benedict is not a founder in the same sense as St. Dominic or St. Ignatius was. Nor is it very easy to determine his spirit and aims, since we know virtually nothing of him apart from the Rule itself. And it is very difficult to try to disengage the “﻿spirit﻿” of a text from the actual text itself. Some would deny that it is possible.

It is possible to learn something of the spirit of the author of the Rule by a careful comparison of the provisions and words of the Rule with its sources in the monastic tradition, particularly with the Rule of the Master, from which St. Benedict borrowed so much and yet whose text he so often altered significantly. This method, parallel to that used in the study of the Synoptic Gospels, can lead to considerable insight into the mind of the author. The “﻿spirit of the founder,﻿” however, can hardly be restricted to the results obtained in this way if one takes seriously St. Benedict’s own attitude toward the prior monastic tradition to which he consciously attaches himself in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿73﻿. The spirit of the founder is to be found in the main teachings of the monastic tradition that the author of the Rule intended to transmit as well as in the changes and adaptations he made in that tradition. In fact, the “﻿spirit of the founder﻿” for men and women in the Western monastic tradition is to be sought not only in the Rule of St. Benedict but in the whole monastic tradition, especially in its formative period preceding the time of St. Benedict. And in this tradition, despite many variations, local adaptations and occasional contradictions, there is a remarkable unanimity of teaching about the principal aspects of the monastic life: the practice of renunciation involving celibacy, sharing of goods, the need for self-discipline, the pursuit of humility, obedience, the centrality of prayer.

It is perhaps symptomatic of the present state of affairs (which, it is hoped, this volume may help to remedy) that many people today, even when they are acquainted with the Rule of St. Benedict, have not the slightest understanding of what is meant by the “﻿monastic tradition.﻿” Even those who profess to live according to the Rule are often unaware of the rich store of wisdom to be found in this whole body of literature. A major obstacle, then, to renewal has been ignorance, and much of this has been due to the inaccessibility of most of this literature to the non-scholar. This is being gradually remedied. One practical way in which the Rule can be relevant to the “﻿constant﻿” process of renewal is that it can provide a doorway, for those who study it carefully, to this whole body of wisdom concerning the spiritual life.

An additional and by no means inconsiderable role of the Rule in the past and the present is that it provides a common source and a common language for those seeking to live in the monastic tradition. These are aspects of the larger question of identity. Without a history a person has no identity, and without a history a social institution also will have a very difficult time maintaining an identity. Just as a family’s identity depends upon common ancestors, a common language and a common fund of memories, so does that of an institution such as monasticism. The weaker the knowledge of the past, the weaker the identity will be.

The second principle offered by the Council to guide the process of renewal was “﻿adaptation to the changed conditions of our times.﻿” This is a deceptively simple formulation of a very complex process. It presupposes a thorough familiarity with, and appreciation of, that which is to be adapted. It presupposes also an understanding of the relationship between monasticism and society, especially in the formative period of the monastic tradition. And finally, it presupposes the ability to single out those things that really are significantly changed conditions, that really do make our society different from that of antiquity or the Middle Ages and that therefore should impinge upon the monastic way of life.

As has already been indicated, the first of these conditions has been in large part missing from much of the discussion in recent times. A wisdom tradition is in constant need of being rethought and re-experienced if it is to remain alive. It needs to be expressed anew in contemporary language, contemporary situations and contemporary behavior. But to do this, one must first be thoroughly steeped in the wisdom tradition. It is precisely this depth, however, that has been lacking. Without it, we run the risk of simply abandoning the tradition and substituting modern ideas and behavior as the norm. This is not adaptation; it is accommodation, or even surrender, to the values of the world.

Second, there has often been the presupposition that in antiquity monasticism somehow blended more peacefully into the social scene than it does today. This was hardly the case. The rise of the monastic movement represented in antiquity a notable rejection of what were then regarded as contemporary values and a deliberate choice of a way of life at sharp variance with accepted mores. The monastic movement represented an alternative to the normal social structure and to normal social behavior. This antithetical relationship to society and its mores is an essential aspect of the “﻿spirit of the founder﻿” as that can be discovered in the ancient monastic tradition. Therefore, the rule for adaptation cannot be simply what people do today; this will produce accommodation with the “﻿world,﻿” the ancient enemy of monasticism, rather than adaptation. A monasticism that is authentic must offer a way of life that provides an alternative to the values of contemporary society, not an echo of them.﻿73﻿

Third, it is not a simple matter to sort out the significantly changed conditions that make our time different from earlier ages of monastic history. Clearly, when people no longer speak or understand Latin, then it is time to use a language people can understand. When one lives and works in an agricultural environment, a certain schedule is appropriate; in a city a different one may be needed. But it would be naïve to imagine that people in antiquity had less difficulty with silence or obedience and that because conditions today are different, these practices should be abandoned. Likewise, the discovery that there are alternative ways of doing something does not imply that one should immediately abandon the traditional way of doing it. Change for its own sake is of no benefit to a society or institution. Stability and continuity are important values in any society.

3. HAS THE HUMAN CONDITION CHANGED FUNDAMENTALLY?
It remains to consider the third ground mentioned earlier for questioning the relevance of the Rule, namely, that life and people today are so different from life and people in late antiquity that a document written then can hardly be of much use now.

It seems to be a perennial temptation in all ages to imagine that contemporary culture represents the apogee of human development. Certainly, the rapidity of change in our culture has engendered a belief both in progress itself and in progress as a solution to human problems. Rooted in the Renaissance and strengthened by the Industrial Revolution, this belief has received added energy from popularizations of Hegel, Marx, Darwin and others. It underlies and underpins the view that reading the documents of the past is like reading the books of our nursery days. That this belief in progress is very widespread needs no documentation; that it is sound is, on many grounds, questionable.

First, it rests on a number of insecure assumptions. There is reason to question the assumption of the perfectibility of fallen man, and to ask whether the idea of constant progress is compatible with a realistic view of the evil and sin present in the world. Equally questionable is the assumption that rapid change is necessarily a motion of constant upward progress. Might not the motion be circular, or wavelike as in alternating current, or even downward, or now one, now another?

Second, do the observable facts really support such a trust in progress? Undoubtedly, in the last few centuries there has been an enormous expansion in human knowledge and in man’s ability to control and utilize the material world. Ever more rapidly accelerating technological progress has brought many present benefits and countless possibilities for improving the quality of human life in the future. Nor is such progress limited to the obvious material benefits of a higher standard of living (at least for those who share in it). To cite but a few examples: the progress in medicine has greatly alleviated human suffering; psychiatry and other social sciences continue to shed new light on mental illness and human behavior generally; vast amounts of research have given us a greater knowledge of human history than ever before.

But a less optimistic observer could point out that all this progress has produced greater and greater disparity between the few rich and the many poor of the world. The last hundred years have witnessed human atrocities on a scale unknown before; Dachau, Hiroshima and Vietnam are not milestones of progress. And technology is answerable for our capacity to destroy on a scale scarcely imaginable even now. Then there are the numerous ecological problems that continue to arise.

Adding up the balance sheet on the human race is a precarious and possibly futile exercise at any point in history, but it is difficult to feel wholly confident that the bottom line today shows a larger profit than ever before.

And so one need not deny that there has been progress, or that further progress is both possible and desirable, in order to see that an uncritical trust in progress may be mistaken.

We believe, in fact, that it is incorrect to belittle the past and to lose a sense of what is perennial in the affairs of the human spirit. When individuals and societies come to regard their problems as unique, then no help can be sought from others and a sense of shared humanity is lost. But it is a liberating experience when individuals discover that the difficulties and troubles they experience link them with, rather than separate them from, the rest of humanity. So too is it with nations and societies.

Anyone who is acquainted with the writings of Alexis de Tocqueville, published long before either the Communist Manifesto or the Russian Revolution, knows that the present rivalry of the two most powerful nations on earth is hardly due to the clash of rival ideologies alone. Likewise, anyone who has read Thucydides is hardly surprised to observe the shifting alliances in the United Nations or the role that jealousy seems to play in international affairs.

By the same token, in the realm of the Spirit (where Christians have always had grounds for being most optimistic about the possibilities of progress), a discovery of the wisdom in the monastic tradition, even in this “﻿little rule for beginners,﻿” can help to put us in touch with what is perennial and human, thereby broadening and deepening our humanity and our life in the Spirit. Perhaps if the ancient monastic wisdom were more widely known in our time, so many thousands of Westerners would not be seeking spiritual peace in non-Western and non-Christian settings. The great challenge to monasticism in our society, which should also be the challenge of monasticism to our time, is to show by a life of renunciation and self-discipline that it is possible to achieve spiritual peace and simplicity of heart in the midst of the technological complexity of contemporary culture, to show that it is still possible for brothers to “﻿dwell together in unity﻿” (﻿Ps 132[133]﻿).
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