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Preface

Every Christian is called to holiness: “Be ye perfect, even as your heavenly Father is perfect.”1 That is our unique calling and grace. Christ looks on a person, loves them and invites them to live in radical surrender to God and co-create with him the conditions under which the final Kingdom of God might come. It is a question of allowing ourselves to be guided by the Holy Spirit into the inner space of our souls and more deeply into the abiding love which God has for each one of us as the people we are, the people we might become. This development of the inner space comes about very gradually and always imperceptibly. But it gives us discernment, a desire to live differently, to repent of our sins, to love and be loved, to listen to the Word of God and enter more deeply into study, contemplation, meditation and prayer. In all of these ways we learn to love God more truly, to love ourselves and our neighbours and to persevere with those with whom we struggle too.

Everyone can achieve holiness for, having been called into being by God, we carry his indelible image even and especially in our fragility and brokenness. But some choose to do so by a path less travelled—the path of monasticism. They do so not because they are some sort of spiritual elite or because they have acquired an “extra” amount of grace—after all there is no such thing. They do so not as an “escape” form the world but as a separation from it. There is a great deal of difference between escape and separation. Monks and nuns do not escape from modernity either. However enclosed they may be, they are still “in” the world, just not of it. Even though their lifestyle and dress may appear to be archaic, it is not anachronistic, far less do they live in some sort of Christian historical theme park of interest only to “busloads” of curious tourists eager to shop for incense or honey.

Rather, the call of monasticism is to exercise a unique apostolate in the universal church. It is to be a visible witness to the absolute priority of God above everything else without anything else intervening and without the compromises which the rest of us beyond the cloister have to face and make day by day.

As we will see as this book unfolds, the path of monasticism has never been a straight one. If it is true that left wing political groups seem to have an in-built amoebic tendency to split and divide with alarming and almost monotonous regularity this is, in some ways, no less true of the history of monasticism. This has been made even more complex in our own day as increasing numbers of Christians seek to combine some of the insights of cloistered life, mission and ministry in their everyday lives, a “new monasticism”.

The purpose of this book then is first to trace some of the twists and turns of the path of traditional monastic spirituality, second to explore how some insights that can be garnered along the way may be used to best effect by those deliberately seeking to establish a monastic spirit in society and thirdly to find ways in which the rest of us might develop the inner space of our souls as a result of both.







	1 Mtt. 5:48. See also 2. Cor 7:1 Heb.12:4 and 1 Jn3:2–3.↩︎








Part 1
 Foundations

Foundations


Christianity has always produced people who do not quite fit and who, though loyal to the faith and to the church as institution, choose to do things differently. Not a few of these have been inspired to pursue rigorous aesthetic life styles. Indeed, even the most primitive expressions of Christianity, such as the writings of St Paul and the Gospels, contain a strong ascetic emphasis. These are people who live on the edge of the world, geographically, psychologically and emotionally as well as spiritually. But the emergence of monasticism as a distinct ascetic movement of the edge did not appear straight away. It emerged in many and varied forms only in the late third and fourth centuries.

The reasons for the appearance of monasticism at this time and not earlier have been explained in a great number of ways but there can be little doubt that monasticism sprang from a desire to recover and reinforce the understanding that from its beginning Christianity had always been a call to self-denial. Without such a willingness to part with one’s old self, the new self could not arise. During the Roman persecutions, this call was often put before Christians in an unambiguous way: do you have the discipline to accept the pain of parting with the familiarity of your “fallen” life for the sake of your true life in Christ? Christians could not hide behind a nominal acceptance of the faith. During the persecutions, there were no secular advantages that might provide ulterior motives for becoming a Christian.

Persecution kept the line between being for Christ or against him. But after Constantine’s toleration of Christianity, all that changed; the line was no longer as sharp. With peace between the City of God and the Kingdoms of this World, there was a real and present danger of forgetting Christ’s injunction that “My Kingdom is not of this world”.1 The call to self-denial for Christ’s sake was no longer being put before Christians with such unmistakeable clarity. The invitation to take up one’s cross (literally as well as metaphorically) now had to come from within. “The monks with their austerities were martyrs in an age when martyrdom of blood no longer existed; they formed the counter balance to an established Christendom.”2 Monasticism, a formal life of internally imposed self-renunciation for the purpose of developing the inner space of the soul, emerged for many reasons but especially in response to the diminishing presence of externally imposed self-renunciation.

It is for these reasons that the opening chapters of this study, Foundations, will examine whether and to what extent monasticism has its roots in the primitive expressions of the faith in general and in the life of Christ in particular. I will then trace some ethical and moral motivations for a movement which has always been an essential part of the Christian kerygma, the heralding of the Christian Gospel.

Throughout this study I will use the terms “monasticism” or “religious life” interchangeably to indicate that ascetic movement in Christianity that is characterised to greater or lesser degrees by an intentional withdrawal to the edges of Christianity and certainly to the edge of secular society. From the outset then it is necessary to bear in mind that while all Christian monasticism is ascetic, not all asceticism is monastic and that what distinguishes monasticism from the broader category of Christian asceticism—at least as I propose to use the terms—is monasticism’s emphasis on withdrawal. Hence the title of this book “Living on the Edge”.

But as so much in the study of monasticism, even this needs to be qualified. First, it is important to point out that the withdrawal which characterises monasticism does not either imply or entail a total disconnection either from the church as institution or the world at large, howbeit that there is a widespread and popular (though mistaken) idea that it does. The monk is, and must be, connected to the church and to society through his prayers. We might already think that that is at best a tenuous or negligible connection, but in characterising the motivations of the earliest monks we must be clear that they did not and do not share this view.

Furthermore “progress” in the monastic life, measured by spiritual growth and an ever-growing unity to God in Christ, depends on how a monk or nun lives in community and on the communal consequences of pursuing that progress as individuals and as a religious community. So, for example, when St Athanasius described the many victories of St Anthony of Egypt over the demons that beset him, they are always portrayed as being a victory for all the people of God whoever and wherever they may be and in whatever style of life they might adopt.

Moreover, there were cases in which the monastic withdrawal was not at all permanent. After a time apart, some early monks returned to the rest of the religious community and/or the wider church. Again, St Anthony of Egypt is a good example of this. Fortified by the freedom and insight that his withdrawal helped him obtain, he was enabled to help countless others find their own freedom and vocation. What enabled him to be so helpful was precisely his withdrawal from society.

The second qualification that it is necessary to make is that (again contrary to mistaken common belief) monastic withdrawal does not imply or entail either a dualism between the body and the spirit, nor a hatred for the world. Early monasticism at least, was never about this but only about stilling the passions—the creation and development of the inner space of the soul. For them, the great battle was with demonic spirits, principalities and powers, not flesh and blood; and the battle line was drawn not between the physical and the immaterial, but between godliness and unbelief. In other words, they believed that the passions were as much spiritual as physical. As Peter Brown has observed:

“…attention to the body enjoyed almost oppressive prominence. Yet to describe ascetic thought as ‘dualist’ and as motivated by hatred of the body, is to miss its most novel and most profound aspects. Seldom, in ancient thought, had the body been seen a more deeply implicated in the transformation of the soul, and never was it made to bear so heavy a burden.”3 Indeed, the great burden the early monks placed upon the body was evidence of the great expectations they had for it. The body together with the soul was to be saved, and that is why not only the soul but also the body too, had to be brought under strict discipline Against all types of Dualism, pagan or pre-Christian, Anthony’s perfection is shown reflected in his bodily condition, retained right up to his death fifty years later when he was still sound in all his senses and vigorous in his limbs, with even his teeth complete in number though down to his gums.4 If the austere fasts, the minimal amounts of sleep and the frugal lifestyle of the earliest monks are not to be understood as a rejection of the body, what then is their meaning? They have a more positive aim: the acquisition of freedom, uniqueness and creativity. Slavery to the passions is an assault on all of these. After all, what is more boring and predictable than the behaviour of someone totally addicted to the affirmation of their own ego? This freedom from the tyranny of the passions, or apatheia, is a fundamental aim of all Christian asceticism in general and of monasticism in particular.

Freedom from a tyrant can be brought about in two ways. One can either alter the nature of the relationship with the tyrant, or simply get rid of him through “regime change”. Similarly, ascetic and monastic spirituality tends to approach freedom from the passions in two ways. One can see the passions in Aristotelian terms, as neutral capacities capable of being put to either good or evil uses, in which case the aim of Christian monasticism would be to transform them so that they work for our benefit. Or one may see the passions as the Stoics did, as fundamentally diseased qualities, intrinsically evil, in which case the aim would be to get rid of them.

In the end, of course, both approaches share a common aim: the ascetic struggle is freedom from the passions, called apatheia, whether this “freedom” implies reform or complete revolution. We should note here that apatheia is not at all like our modern word apathy, or indifference. Still less is it a condition in which sinning is impossible. On the contrary, it is a state of inner freedom and integration in which a person is no longer under the domination of sinful impulses, and so becomes capable of genuine love. It is no mere mortification of the passions, but a state of the soul, the inner space, in which a burning love of God and for fellow human beings leaves no room for sensual and selfish impulses.

With these two qualifications in mind the hallmark of Christian monasticism is an ascetic struggle which succeeds, if at all, not by personal effort or labour but only in cooperation with God’s grace. Monks throughout the ages have always been convinced that it is Christ who is at work in them and that without Christ they can do nothing. Without Grace, their whole lives are meaningless. But with the grace of Christ, there is nothing that the monk cannot do that is worth doing.

These early chapters are also concerned with the developments of early monasticism in its eremitic and coenobitic forms, especially in Egypt and Asia Minor. They consider the unmitigated life of withdrawal and seclusion: the eremitic life—hermits. The great father of this form of monasticism is St Anthony of Egypt who, at the age of about twenty (circa 269 AD) heard Christ’s words: “Go, sell all you have and give the proceeds to the poor. Then come and follow me”5 read aloud in church. Taking this literally he did as the words bade him—although not without first securing a stable future for his sister, for whose care he was responsible at the time.6 He followed Christ into the desert. His withdrawal was a gradual one: he moved further and further away from human society until (circa 285) he reached the deep desert, the outer mountain of Pispir, where he struggled day and night to free himself from the tyrannical delusions of the passions and the demons. By about 350 AD, having attracted a number of followers who were inspired by his discipline and holiness, he came out of seclusion to advise others in their own struggles.

In what sense is it characteristic of monasticism to follow Christ to flee into the desert? The answer to this may be found, I think, in Christ’s own departure to the desert prior to his public ministry, as well as his departure to the desert following the execution of John the Baptist during it. Christ’s decision to withdraw to the desert on the second occasion (with the mind of a hermit?) is certainly not a meaningless accident, an arbitrary selection of a place without significance.7 St Anthony of Egypt was thus following Christ’s model; indeed, he was following Christ himself. For, as Father Georges Florovsky has explained, while Christ, as the second person of the Trinity is always and everywhere present, filling all things, there is something unique about the desert and the solitude which it symbolises and effects that makes Christ’s presence more easily recognised. Florovsky goes on to say:

“By following Our Lord into the desert, St Anthony was entering a terrain already targeted and stamped out by our Lord as a specific place for spiritual warfare. There is both specificity and type in the desert. In those geographical regions where are no deserts, there are places which are similar to or approach that type of place symbolised by the desert. It is that type of place which allows the human heart solace, isolation. It is a type of place which puts the human heart in a state of aloneness, a state in which to meditate, to pray, to fast, to reflect upon one’s inner existence and one’s relation to ultimate reality—God…

[The desert] is the terrain of a battlefield…a spiritual one. And it is Our Lord, not St Anthony that has set the precedent. Our Lord says that ‘as for what is sown among thorns, this is he who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the deceit of riches choke the world and it becomes unfruitful’. The desert, or a similar place, precisely cuts off the cares or anxieties of the world and the deception, the deceit of earthly riches. It cuts one off precisely from ‘this worldliness’ and precisely as such it contains within itself a powerful spiritual reason for existing within the paths of the Church. Not as the only path, not as the path for everyone, but as one, full authentic path of Christian life.”8 The eremitic life may have certain attractions and be regarded as the most potent of all forms of monasticism—but it is also the most risky. As Father Florovsky made clear at the end of the above quotation, it is by no means for everyone. For others, a more moderated form of withdrawal and seclusion is suitable. One such alternative form of monasticism, possessing great inherent safeguards against delusion, is the communal, coenobitic life.

Here a group of monks live together, under a common Rule and in one place, mutually supporting and encouraging one another. There are two great fathers of this form of monasticism, St Pachomius of Egypt and St Basil the Great. Pachomius’s communities were established around Tabbenisi in the Thebaid, near the Nile. Pachomius personally attracted many followers so that at his death, he ruled over at least nine monasteries for men and two for women.

In Asia Minor, Basil greatly encouraged coenobitic monasticism as being more suitable for most people than the life of a hermit. Basil feared that, among other pitfalls, the life of a hermit could lead a person to neglect the Christian duties of proclaiming by word and by deed, the need for social justice and for charity. This was readily summed up in his famous question: “Whose feet will you wash?” By asking this question, “Basil adds to the mystical and inner emphasis of monasticism, a strong emphasis on external acts of charity and philanthropy.”9 His monasteries were places from which such endeavours could occur. Basil also insisted on obedience as a check on the excess, the competitiveness, and the ostentation of histrionic individuals who were already bringing the monastic movement into disrepute:

“Basil was also careful to insist that monks remain mindful of the normal worshipping and liturgical life of the wider Cchurch, and made sure that they remained connected to the authority of the local bishop.”10 There was, in these early days of monastic history, a third form of monasticism which sought to combine elements of both the eremitic and coenobitic life. We may think of those who followed it as “semi-hermits”. These semi-hermits did not withdraw into complete seclusion, but neither did they live a fully communal life either. Rather they lived in small groups coming together only to celebrate a common liturgy and a common meal on Sundays, so preserving a far greater degree of isolation and solitude than was common or indeed possible in a coenobium.

Nitria, for example, was near to Alexandria and formed a natural gateway to Scetis. It was a meeting place of the urbane “civilised” world and the desert where visitors, like John Cassian for example, could make first contact with the monastic traditions of the desert. Here we may suspect that the monasticism was more of a learned sort and that a more Greek-influenced type of monasticism evolved around a highly educated minority, of whom Evagrius of Pontus is the supreme example.

The “semi-hermetic” life was also found at Jerusalem and, much later and perhaps more surprisingly in Ukraine.11 By the fifth century, the desert of Judea was home to many monastics especially in the region around Gaza and by the sixth century there were still more monastics living in Palestine having moved there under the influence of St Euthymius the great (d473) and his disciple St Sabas (d 532). Judea became a Lavra.12 Here a number of monks had their own cells in close proximity to a central leader and met weekly and on special occasions, just as in Nitria and Scetis. Another important difference between the semi-hermetic life and the coenobitic models is that the former often functioned as a preparatory phase for the full eremitic life which it tacitly deemed to be superior.

“This,” says Henry Chadwick, “is a marked contrast with the ideal of Pachomius, or of Basil, for whom the coenobium is a lifelong vocation.”13 Taken together these chapters will show that before the emergence of monasticism in the fourth century, the practice of asceticism was widespread and that a number of Church Fathers, East and West, had already developed an ascetical theology. They will argue that Christian asceticism, if not yet monasticism, has its roots in the New Testament, and less dramatically perhaps to the Old Testament too. I will argue that there is a high degree of continuity between the pre-monastic and monastic ascetic theologies and that this continuity was quite deliberate so that, as Chadwick remarks: “In the writings of Clement of Alexandria and especially of Origen all the essential elements of an ascetical theology may already be found.”14 Clement, for example, emphasised that the aim of the Christian life is not to trouble ourselves with what lies outside, but to purify the eye of the soul and to sanctify the flesh and that Jesus heals the whole person in body, mind, spirit and emotion. Clearly for Clement salvation is not merely an extrinsic imputation of the righteous: salvation is always far more than merely a declaration of righteousness or a claim that somehow one is righteous because one has been predestined to it. Rather salvation is ontological, the Christian has to be made righteous insofar and in the degree to which he or she is infused by and cooperates with the grace of God.

This idea is carried through into monastic theology:

“Anthony and the monks of the fourth century inherited a revolution; they did not initiate one. In the century that had elapsed from the youth of Origen to the conversion of Constantine, the horizons of the possible had already been determined…in a slow unfolding of the moral landscape of the Christian world. Total sexual renunciation had become a widely acclaimed feature of the Christian life.”15 And so, we already have a framework which can support Chitty’s observation that:

“One thing can be certain. This making a City of the Wilderness was no mere flight, nor a rejection of matter as evil (else why did they show such ascetic sense in placing their retreats, and such love for all of God’s animal creation?).”16 In Origen too, there is a strong emphasis on the importance of martyrdom, a very highly developed understanding of the “senses of the soul” and the injunction to personal sanctification. Both Clement and Origen speak of mystical union with God and this emphasis would henceforth be a central feature of all monastic theology.

On the level of practice, many celibates or consecrated virgins could be found, be they widows choosing to remain in their bereaved state, young virgins choosing to dedicate their lives to God, clergy choosing to dedicate their ministry through celibacy (or living with their wives in a non-sexual relationship), married couples living among the laity also choosing to renounce the sexual element of their relationship, and even young men and women living together as “partners” but as brother and sister (howbeit that this last soon fell into disfavour!)

In understanding the many motivations of the early monks, I highlight two fundamental themes. First there is the ideal of martyrdom, the recognition that nothing—family, possessions, even one’s own life—is more important that dedication to and final union with God. From this point of view, monasticism is indeed the renunciation of the present world, a sober recognition of its secondary status.

Second, the monastic life is centred on another ideal, that of returning to (if not surpassing) the state of human beings before the so-called “fall”. By pursuing an ideal type of what human beings may have been like before the “fall”, the monk seeks not only his own salvation but also that of the whole created order round about him. Since it was through human beings that creation “fell”, through human beings will it be restored. While, of course, full restoration will only come about at the end of time, the monks partially anticipate that restoration in their own selves and in the manner of their life. From this point of view, monasticism is indeed an affirmation of the created world; while the monks renounce the world, they renounce only the “fallen state” of the world. Their willingness to die to the created world reflects their conviction that all is not as it should be. It is a recognition with is surely shared by the world as it groans in anticipation of its final redemption. Thus, the created world rejoices in the monk’s striving for divine union for it knows that, in some degree at least, its salvation is bound to the monk’s”success”.

In these ways, the monastic life can be seen as a supreme act of love for the world, striving to restore it to its true vocation and virtue. So, the monk’s partial anticipation of the final redemption of all things is prophetic: it provides a glimpse of the world as it should and will be.
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Part 2
 Tradition and the Creation
 of the Inner Space

In these chapters, I distinguish between western and eastern monasticism for they took very different routes especially after the complexities of the Great Schism of 1054, which cannot simply be reduced, as so often, to a dispute about the primacy of Rome alone. The distinctive nature of the relationship between tradition and revelation in Orthodox theology and practice is considered in order to lay a secure foundation from which to consider the great gift of contemplative prayer that the Orthodox tradition has given to the church both in the east and increasingly in the west. This, in turn, leads to a discussion of how tradition, revelation and prayer combined in the Celtic tradition and tries to sketch out some of the ways in which both the desert dwellers and the practices of the Orthodox territories might have influenced Celtic monasticism. Once again, there might be much interesting research to be done to tease out just how widespread these influences might have been and how they arose in the first place.

I visited Kiev in May 2010 and again in 2012 and on both occasions had the opportunity to take an extensive and detailed look at the life and worship in the ancient cave monasteries known as the Pescherk Lavra. It was from these monasteries that the Rus, the original Russian tribes, continued to be converted and nurtured in the faith following the original mission and ministry of St Cyrill (of the Cyrillic alphabet) and Methodius in the late ninth and tenth centuries.

It is because these cave monasteries are of supreme importance in the history and faith of Eastern, that is Russian, Christianity that they have the title Lavra. It is here that I part company with Chitty who, as we saw above, equates “Lavra” with “suq” or market. The early Lavra in Jerusalem and Syria that concern Chitty may well have been that, but certainly by the eleventh century in Ukraine they were far more than that. The problem for western writers, like Chitty, is that there is no equivalent title in the western church, not even Basilica, and so misunderstandings may be bound to arise, however good one’s research and knowledge.

In Ukraine, at least, Lavra indicates a place of enormous spiritual and theological importance without which the life lived by ordinary Christians would be diminished and indeed, especially at times of tribulation, may not exist at all. Perhaps we should think along the lines of the Hagia Sophia (howbeit that of course that also is in the East) or the Benedictine foundations at Subiaco or Monte Casino, Cluny or the later Cistercian foundation at Citeaux or even the importance of Assisi in the Franciscan movement in their heyday. At all events, the Peschersk Lavra of Kiev was, and is, regarded as a most holy site. To go there on pilgrimage, or indeed simply to be there is regarded as a privilege and a source of special grace—and so indeed it is.

These chapters further illustrate the mixture of historical fact and stories that make them live in the hearts and minds of ordinary people, a feature that can be encountered everywhere in monastic studies. It might be reasonably argued that nowhere is this more prominent than in the study of Orthodoxy. It is certainly at the heart of the “history” of the establishment of the Peschersk Lavra.

In 1051, a monk of Mount Athos called Anthony (later St Anthony of Peschersk) had a vision from God which directed him to go and live by the banks of the Dnipro River in the walled city of Kiev. Anthony, like so many in the west today, had only the vaguest idea about where Kiev was but knew that he didn’t want to go there, fought over as it was by all sorts of pagan tribes roaming the steppes of Ukraine.

Even this is interesting, I think. For notice that as late as 1051 and despite the best efforts of Saints Cyril and Methodius, and their local disciples Vladimir and Princess Olga, the people of Ukraine are described as “pagan”. This word is used not in the sense that they were agriculturalists (that is what the Greek word for “pagan” indicates), though they were. Nor are we being told that they are not Orthodox Christians, but rather that they are (still) actively worshipping idols.

Despite his fears and in obedience to God’s call, Anthony summoned up his courage and off he went to Kiev. He settled in a small cave, about 14 feet long, in a forest just outside the city in Berestovo, and there, like the earlier western St Benedict he stayed for five or six years by which time (and again the parallels with Benedict at Subiaco are striking) he had been joined by twelve other men all of whom had committed themselves to the fully religious life. At least two of these were later proclaimed saints themselves, Nikon and Theodosius who are still venerated by the Ukrainian Orthodox today.

Quite obviously the small cave had to be enlarged and by 1056, it included an underground church as well as the living quarters for the community. Their religious life seems to have taken its toll too, because already a part of the cave had been reserved as a necropolis, or city of the dead. The underground Church of the Annunciation can still be visited though the iconostasis, the wall of icons, separating the sanctuary and apse from the body of the church is of a more recent date, perhaps only three hundred years old.

Soon the demands of the coenobitic life proved too much for Anthony who preferred to live as a solitary and in 1057 he announced to the community that while they could, and should, continue to live in community he at least would set himself apart as a hermit. He promised to find them a new abbot.

This again is interesting. Whatever “rule” governed the life of these monks (and I think that we can safely assume that it was related to a pattern with which Anthony would have been familiar on Athos) it seems not to have allowed the community to elect their own abbot but rather have one imposed upon them by appointment.

At first, Anthony retreated to his cell, but this proved to be entirely unsatisfactory. Whenever the monks had a problem, they would disturb him and did so with increasing regularity. (This echoes the disturbances that St Anthony of Egypt repeatedly suffered, perhaps). So, he had little alternative to move to another hill nearby and dig a new cave for himself there. It was, in fact, only two hundred yards away, but at least it was something! This cave became the centre of the “Near Caves” we know today. In the meantime, the little community of brothers had grown and they too had built a whole labyrinth of caves so that eventually the “far” and “near” caves joined up to form the present complex of the Lavra.

While all this building, or rather digging work was going on, Anthony still hadn’t kept his promise about finding a new abbot and the brothers suspected that he had forgotten all about it—as indeed he had. So, they petitioned him to approve their choice of Theodosius as their new abbot. Here more questions arise: Where did final decision-making authority lie in this community, with Anthony, with the brethren or in some sort of informal convocation of both? To what extent, if at all, was Anthony still reliant upon and answerable to his original community on the Holy Mount? If he was, to whom, how and how regularly did he communicate? If he was not, why not? More locally, what were his dealings with the growing power of the Ukrainian Patriarchate which would soon become chief among the Slavic peoples?

There is much interesting research to be done in teasing out answers to these questions.

The community continued to grow and the far caves were expanded still further. These must have been exciting, if somewhat disturbing times to be an Orthodox monk at the Lavra including as they do the rise to prominence elsewhere of great thinkers and teachers like St Simeon the New Theologian and the controversies of the final great schism between the western and eastern churches. During the period, 1058–1062 a second underground church—the church of the Nativity—was fashioned. Eventually even the newly extended far caves and now two churches became far too crowded to accommodate all the members of the community, especially for common worship. The physical limitations of the caves could not keep pace with the rapid growth of the community. Like the most primitive community of the church described in the Acts of the Apostles, it seemed that many were added to their number every day.

So, they hit on a novel and indeed radical idea. They would build a church above ground! Theodosius consulted St Anthony who thought that this was a splendid idea even though, of course, it would bring about major changes to the ethos and way of life for the whole community. They had lived underground for a number of reasons, to directly imitate what they believed to be the way of life among the Desert Fathers, to be hidden as the leaven in the lump and salt adding savour to everything around, to be an exemplar of burial and resurrection. All that would now change. Only very careful spiritual leadership at the hands of Theodosius would ensure that it was not entirely lost. 1 So it was that Theodosius was commissioned to design and build yet another church along with enclosure walls (an innovation) and new cells for the community. The church, though not the rest of the structure was, at first, made of wood. It is this, I think, apart from the plentiful supply of birch timber in Ukraine and Moldova even now, that may account for the many wooden churches that still characterise the rural landscape of these countries. They are in direct imitation of Theodosius’ efforts.

By 1062, this new church had become the main centre of worship for the community at the Lavra, although the underground complex continued to be used by those who wished to be solitary and live the life of a holy hermit. For the next eight centuries, the life of the hermit seemed to become increasingly attractive at the Lavra so that by the late seventeenth century, when the west was ravaged by civil wars and the traumas of the post-reformation and counter-reformation period, yet another church had to be built. During the Soviet occupation of Ukraine after the Second World War, the Stalinist regime closed the Lavra as being incompatible with collective atheism. But they did not succeed for long and soon the hermits returned to live underground once more, continuing the ancient tradition and doing so as a more or less overt form of non-violent, passive resistance to the regime.

The Lavra today is a major tourist attraction and a place of pilgrimage with all the glitz and kitsch that accompany all such places. But above all it is still a large and active community, which is one of the last examples (perhaps the last example) of a monastic community in a form which has largely past from history. For here, still, is a community which consists of those committed to the coenobitic life alongside those who are committed to the eremitic life as both pray for the reconversion of the Rus, after the physical and spiritual privations of Communism.

It is against this background that these chapters are set in order to give the context for an examination of Orthodox tradition, spirituality and prayer.







	It is interesting that this willingness to embrace change and innovation is so often a feature of formally constituted religious communities whereas those involved in “New” “Lay” or “Secular” Monastic groups often resist it. “New monastics” often struggle with change because they cannot, or will not, find that detachment which formal coenobites know so well which dissolves their own personalities into the community. For many “New Monastics”, “the journey” “the life” or “the ethos” must be preserved in aspic even at the expense of expanding their mission and ministry to others. Too often this leads to a sense of moral and spiritual superiority over others.↩︎








Part 3
 Monasticism and Conflict

The chapters which immediately follow do not continue a strictly chronological pattern. They are placed here, rather than say between the Chapters on Augustine and those about Benedict because they concern monasticism in Britain before the Norman Conquest and so continue some of the themes explored in a previous chapter which tried to uncover some of the connections between the Orthodox and the Celts.

Here I will show how hagiographic writings were generally a means of venerating a saint’s life. A monastic writer of the lives of the saints had two connected purposes in mind: to advance his own salvation and educate his audience in the proper practices of Christianity. I will argue that Anglo-Saxon hagiography, written after the Synod of Whitby in 664 also showed more support for Roman and not Celtic Christianity. In an era during which Christianity in England was culturally and religiously divided, unification under a single tradition regarded as the one “true” faith was increasingly regarded as being essential.

These chapters provide an analysis of four important hagiographical works from the late seventh and early eighth centuries, namely the “Lives of the Abbots of Wearmouth and Jarrow” by Bede the Venerable, the anonymous “Life of Ceolfrith”, the “Life of Wilfrid” by Eddius Stephanus, and the “Life of Cuthbert”, also by Bede.

These works are important for this study because they cover a period of immense change, crisis and continuity when most Celtic monks in and around the north of England, particularly in the Kingdom of Northumbria, resisted the transition to Roman monasticism and with it entirely new ways of thinking about the inner space of the soul. The lives written about Benedict Biscop, Ceolfrith, Wilfrid and Cuthbert reveal how this transition began and steadily progressed after the Synod.

I next consider St Augustine of Hippo. Most people do not think of Augustine as having anything to do with those people who live by a “rule” (like monks and other “religious”) and certainly his early life, as outlined in “Confessions” might be regarded as the worst possible preparation for the life of a monk! Or perhaps it was the best possible start for it gives comfort and hope, if only on the grounds that if such a renegade as he could, through grace, turn his life around and become not only one of the greatest systematic theologians of his or any age, a canonised saint and a doctor of the church—so can we! If we have a past, Augustine had one too.

We shall see that Augustine’s “rules”, one of which was especially intended for communities of women, shows an understanding and sensitivity to the needs and psyche of women which was unprecedented in his day when the patriarchy of the late Roman empire was at its height. Although it has been changed and adapted in ways which make it almost unrecognisable there is a sense in which the wisdom of St Augustine has enabled all religious communities to live by his “Rule” ever since. In order to fully understand why this might be so, we again need a historical context and so I set the Augustine’s”Rule” firmly in the context of his many and varied attempts to defeat heresy and his emphasis on the importance of spiritual friendship both within the community of faith and beyond.





Part 4 
St Benedict Then and Now

In this section, I review some of the many contributions made by St Benedict of Nursia to western monasticism and to so much that is fruitful for our spiritual lives today. So much has been said and written about St Benedict that it is almost impossible to find anything new or original to say about him or the monastic order he founded. I do even not attempt to do so in these chapters. Rather they revolve around two central themes: First, Benedictine ethics which, in my view, owe a great debt to the philosophy of Aristotle. Second, the distinctiveness of Benedictine spirituality and the ways in which it may be relevant to faithful Christian living during a time of austerity and financial recession. These chapters have another orientation too, which is to lay the foundations on which to build some of my arguments towards the end of this study where I will examine some of the themes of the so-called “new” monastic movements many of which, consciously or unconsciously borrow from Benedict and his “rule” for those enrolled in the “school of the Lord’s service”.

It is at this point that I should, perhaps, “declare an interest” as they say in parliament. Although I am not attached to the Benedictine tradition or a particular house in any formal sense, I am heavily influenced by “Benedictine-ism” in my own life of prayer and in my ministry as a Licensed Reader in the Church of England. Benedict, together with my most beloved Julian of Norwich are my spiritual counsellors and guides.

So, if the next few paragraphs, the chapters on Benedict are no longer value neutral or academic in a strict sense—that is the reason. While I acknowledge that this might be the case, I make few apologies for it.

The best way to declare the details of my interest in Benedict and his influence on me is to take a few passages from his Rule and show how I try to apply them to my life.

I begin with the Prologue. The opening word of the Prologue is “Obsculata”, which is translated as “Listen carefully”. I have never been very good at that! So here is the first reason why Benedictine spirituality attracts me; it holds me to a standard that I hold dear but so rarely accomplish. The Rule requires me try to listen to people as if they are the most important person in the world to me at that moment: listening to them as if they were Christ himself. Listening to people in the way I want to be listened to. I am not at all convinced that I ever entirely succeed. But that it the whole point of the rule, it draws me back to the principle and provides an encouragement to start all over again.

In Chapter 2 of the Rule, Benedict writes of the qualities required to be an abbot:

“An Abbott is worthy to be over a monastery and should always remember what he is called, and live up to the name of Superior.”1 All Christians are called to walk a life that is worthy of their calling, in other words to practice what they preach. But St Benedict says here that it is all the more important for those who, like me, have a position of leadership and responsibility in a local community of faith. This is especially true when I am called upon either in personal dealings or from the pulpit to provide some spiritual guidance, or at least, spiritual clarification. That is a central part of my ministry, so I am called to more actively follow what I teach. My actions must compliment, if not speak louder than, my words. This is exactly what the Rule asks me to do, just as the Bible does too. This then is another reason why Benedictine spirituality is important to me. Like listening, it is calling me to a higher perfection of something I already hold dear.

Yet listening and trying to make sure that actions and words are complimentary is extremely difficult and indeed have their specific dangers as Benedict himself makes clear a little later on in the same chapter:

“Let the Aabbot always bear in mind that at the dread judgement of God there will be an examination of these two matters: his teaching and the obedience of his disciples. And let the Aabbot be sure that any lack of profit that the master may find in the sheep will be laid to the blame of the shepherd. On the other hand, if the shepherd has bestowed all his pastoral diligence on a restless and unruly flock, and tried every remedy for their unhealthy behaviour, then he will be acquitted at the Lord’s Judgement and may be able to say to the lord with the prophet. ‘I have not concealed your justice within my heart, your truth and your salvation I have declared’ (Ps.39:11) ‘But they have despised and rejected me’ (Is. 1:2 and Ezek. 20:27).2 So, if my congregations mess things up under the influence of my teaching I must take ultimate responsibility and this cannot just be shifted on to my incumbent tasked with the cure of the souls in our parish. The teaching is mine, the consequences are mine and the responsibility, therefore, is mine as well—unless, of course, I have tried everything, the incumbent has chastised me and tried to repair some of the damage—and they mess up anyway! This extract from the ‘Rule’ ensures that I take my vocation and ministry with absolute and ultimate seriousness.”

“However, just as it is proper for the disciples to obey their master, so also it is his (the abbot’s) function to dispose all things with prudence and justice.3 Here Benedict deals with decision-making in the abbey. If the matter is especially serious the abbot must call the whole community together and seek the views of all the members. Each member is encouraged to make their points humbly and simply, without making a fuss about it. If the decision is of relatively minor importance, then the abbot need only consult with his senior advisors. The Abbott is expected to listen to everything everyone has to say. From his experience, Benedict says, that he often finds that the youngest members of the community have the beast ideas. Nevertheless, once the Abbott makes his decision, the decision is made and is no longer open to question.”

There is a balance here. The abbot submits the problem to the community, and the community submits its ideas. The abbot is expected to receive these ideas in humility. After all, the voice of the newest member might just be the one with God’s solution. The abbot is then expected to consider every point of view and then make his decision. The community is then bound by that decision.

All this has profound implications for my dealings at both a parochial and diocesan level, because the principle here is submission. It is not a question of power but of who has the authority to make the final decision. Yes, the abbot makes the final decision, but if that is only what is looked at then the members of the community are in danger of missing a key point of the Benedictine life: its mutuality and collegiality.

By changing the circumstances, so far, I have had had no problems submitting my ideas to my parish priest when she or I have identified a problem. This is certainly not always the case at diocesan level! Many years ago, I came to the view that a very serious mistake may have been made concerning the appointment to a key post of someone who, on his own admission, had no relevant experience in the role to which he was appointed, sought to evade the requirements of the job description—and yet who had an on-going influence over the future course of Licensed Reader Ministry. What was the Benedictine thing to do? Simply to submit my concerns, not as a complaint but merely as an observation of doubt in the right quarter and then to accept the decision that has been made—difficult as that may be.

For Benedict, that submission is necessary not only for the sake of recognising due authority, which is one thing, but because it makes an essential contribution to my spiritual growth and the development of my inner space—which is much more significant.

“In all things, therefore, let all follow the Rule as a guide, and let none be so rash as to deviate from it.”4 No lay person need ever adopt a monastic rule as a guide for spiritual living and development, and most do not. But if one does, what would be the point of deviating from it? Surely it would be better to lay it aside for a while or abandon it altogether. Here too is another reason why I am caught by the Benedictine Rule: it holds me to standards I freely choose to embrace.

“These, then, are the tools for the spiritual craft. If we employ them unceasingly day and night and return them on the day of judgement, our compensation from the Lord will be the wage he promised.”5 What Benedict calls the “tools of the spiritual craft” are 72 “Instruments of Good Works” each one of which can be found in Scripture and are to be exercised all the time. That is a very tall order, and one that I can only begin to even contemplate, let alone implement, by the grace of God—and that is precisely the point.

I like to think of redemption as a process of infusion. That is, in order to finally enter the kingdom of heaven I am required, in some sense, to be clean ontologically, not just be declared clean by some external agent however authoritative that agent might be. It is a slow case-by-case and day-by-day process. Like a recovering addict it always means being prepared to take one step forward only to find that I have taken two steps backwards. It is not a matter of trying to “earn my salvation” or prioritising “good works” over faith. Rather it is recognition that the tools to be found in the Rule originate in God and come from God through his Holy Spirit. Accordingly, there is no credit to me at all. And yet I am expected not only to use the tolls but to return the whole toolkit. My ability to use even one of these tools, let alone all 72, comes from the grace of God as well.

So, this part of the Rule reminds me that reliance on Grace is central to my calling for it is the calling of all Christians, “Benedictine-curious” or not. The Instruments of Good Works also give me a summary of a Biblical set of practices that can aid that process of redemptive infusion.

“The first degree of humility is obedience without delay. This is the virtue of those who hold nothing dearer to them than Christ; who, because of the holy service they have professed, and the fear of hell, and the glory of life everlasting, as soon as anything has been ordered by the superior, receives it as a divine command and cannot suffer any delay in executing it.”6 This quotation points to motivation. The point of entering any form of accredited ministry in the church is the love of God; it is for the seeking of God. This should, in my view, be the primary motivation for every aspect of the Christian life, but especially for those whose particular vocation, say that of a Reader, has been recognised by “the Superior”. I would like to think that it is intuitively obvious—but I fear it is not!

“Having climbed all these steps of humility, therefore, the monk will presently come to that perfect love of God which casts out fear…all those precepts which formerly he had not observed without fear, he will now begin to keep by reason of that love, without any effort, as though naturally and by habit.”7 The seventh Chapter of Benedict’s Rule is the longest because it gives a detailed account of the twelve-step ladder of humility: to keep the fear of God always before your eyes at all times, to not cling to your own will and desires, to submit to the superior, to practice patience, to be open and honest about failure, to be tractable, to stay close to the Rule, to find periods of silence, not to be a nincompoop, to speak and to be gentle, and to be so infused with humility that it is obvious to all without being showy. This chapter is, for me, the greatest challenge of all. I am not known for my humility! So, this excerpt shows me why I should try to do something about that: it is yet another way of seeking the perfect love of God. By not only standing at the foot of the ladder but putting my hand out to haul myself up to the first rung, then the perfect love of God might make humility not forced but more natural.

As I said, that for me is a high standard, but it is also a practical guide to achieving that standard, once again through the grace of God.

“When we wish to suggest our wants to persons of high station, we do not presume to do so except with humility and reverence. How much more, then, are complete humility and perfect devotion necessary in supplication of the Lord who is God of the universe! And let us be assured that it is in not saying a great deal that we shall be heard (Mtt. 6:7), but in purity of heart and in tears of compunction. Our prayer therefore ought to be short and pure, unless it happens to be prolonged by an inspiration of divine grace.8 So often in our churches and elsewhere prayer is neither short nor pure. Quite often in my parish it is nothing but a long list of parish events, (with times and places) a reinforcement of ‘the notices’ or akin to the wailing of a toddler ‘gimmie, gimmie, gimmie’. At other times they are not so subtle attempt of someone to persuade the congregation to their point of view in everything from the nature of the church, through the great events of our day, and on to whether it is or is not theologically appropriate to pray the lux aeterna in remembrance of the dead. At other times too prayers read and sound like the executive summary of a set of financial report and accounts—so boring it is surprising that those who pray them might think that anyone, let alone the ‘God of the universe’, might be minded to listen to them in the first place!”

So, this quotation from Benedict reminds us that true prayer is about our legitimate needs and that through grace we can and must present them to God. There is a particularly beautiful image that might help us here. During the Last Supper, the disciple whom Jesus loved is said to have laid his head on Christ’s chest. At that moment, he must have heard the very heartbeat of God. True prayer, whether public or private must surely be to listen for that heartbeat and adjust ours to his. The question then becomes: how do we present our prayers in a way that this is likely to occur?

There is much that I recall with a certain fondness from some of my forays into the more fundamentalist and charismatic approaches to the faith. But one thing that I never was fond of was the unspoken assumption that the degree of a person’s devotion and holiness could be determined by how passionately one sang the bland, repetitive and uncreative lyrics to “worship songs” and how loudly one could pray in public using the sort of false voice usually associated with comic vicars on the stage. Moreover, if one could also “speak in tongues” no one could ever question your salvation or membership of “the elect”.

As Willy Wonka said, probably quoting Belloc, “Let us never, ever doubt, those things we are not sure about!”9 I have always thought that I probably missed the point somehow. True, God isn’t nervous—but he isn’t at a great distance either and, as Benedict points out we are
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