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St Benedict has had the training of the ancient intellect, St Dominic of the medieval; and St Ignatius of the modern. And in saying this, I am in no degree disrespectful to the Augustinians, Carmelites, Franciscans, and other great religious families, which might be named, or to the holy Patriarchs who founded them; for I am not reviewing the whole history of Christianity, but selecting a particular aspect of it.

John Henry Newman, ‘The mission of St Benedict’, Atlantis, January 1858, Historical Sketches, Vol. II, 377.
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Preface

The Gospels describe the founding of a religion of love, in which forgiveness and freedom were hallmarks. The question whether that relieved Christ’s followers of the obligations of the laws of Old Testament Judaism was early raised, though not speedily resolved. The ‘Council of Jerusalem’ (Acts 15) made some key decisions about the requirement that converts should be circumcised, but the arguments continued.

The consensus in the end was that, for Christians, a liberating New Testament ‘grace’ had been substituted for – or rather somehow fulfilled and completed – Old Testament ‘law’ with its detailed requirements. Why, then, did the hermits who first embraced their hard solitary life in the discomforts of the deserts of North Africa and the Near East, see themselves as surrounded by demons intent on distracting them and dragging them down? Why did they believe so fiercely that heaven was to be entered only after years of striving and self-imposed suffering? Why did a life of deprivation and struggle as a monk or nun come to have such strong attractions for Christians down the centuries?

This book begins with that paradox, but it is chiefly about another puzzle which emerges from this first one. How did this ‘fringe’ way of life become so comfortably embedded in so many societies, its adherents acquiring wealth and power? The extremist ideas about how to live a holy life which took root in early Christian Egypt and Palestine spread across North Africa and Europe and attracted interest in the Latin-speaking west of Roman Europe, where numbers of monastic houses were being established by the sixth century. Monks and nuns, and later canons and friars, began to develop a version of this dedicated and demanding way of life adapted to the society of Western Europe. For a thousand years, the region embraced them, offered them money and lands, regarded them as a spiritual asset to the whole of society. The central chapters of this book explore this great age of monasticism in the West and its modern legacy.

The widening division of Europe’s Christians from late antiquity into Orthodox and Roman Catholic, East and West – which became formal with the schism of 1054 – has never been fully mended. This is partly because the cultural separation of the Greek and Latin Christian communities which began so many centuries earlier had brought about divergences too profound to be mended by an agreement over a limited number of specific doctrinal differences. The full story of Eastern monasticism from that time of losing touch must be told elsewhere, though the first chapters of this book are set on the common ground which the early Christians shared. Nor can this exploration include forms of monasticism in other world religions, for example in Buddhism, though there has been some exchange of influence in very recent times.

In the Orthodox East monasticism has tended to cling firmly to its early forms and its first relationships with society. There remains the mystery of the long-term survival of the less fixed monastic way of life in the West, through enormous political and social change for nearly two thousand years. Each generation in a monastic community or order thinks about what it is doing in the terms of its Rule or what it understands to be the special vision of its founder. But these have had to be re-expressed in each generation in the terminology and with the assumptions of later ages. Balancing the continuity of a way of life against its contemporary relevance and viability is no small task, intellectually or practically. Monasteries were widely suppressed in Protestant Europe at the Reformation, but the call to this way of life continued to be felt. New experiments are still being tried, in a ‘West’ which has now expanded vastly in a geographical sense and includes the New World of the Americas, discovered by Europeans in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and further expanded as the world was explored in succeeding generations.

The author of a book on monasticism who has never lived the monastic life should approach the task with humility. This is a manner of life not to be undertaken lightly, a life of self-sacrifice and obedience now peculiarly out of tune with the expectations of modern Western life. It demands one’s all. It involves a practice of humility going far beyond the courtesy of an admitted outsider writing as an interested observer. But an outsider may perhaps venture to criticise some of what has happened down the centuries as well as to applaud the heroic spiritual intentions.
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Introduction

A history is not a handbook. This cannot and should not pretend to be a book on how to be a monk or nun in the Western world. A history ought to be written with a degree of detachment, though readers who have themselves chosen the monastic life may not agree. Outsiders have ways of glimpsing what the life means, by reading about it in the writings of those who have lived it, and talking – at least to those whose commitment as professed religious permits them to hold conversations with those still in the world. This ‘getting inside’ in imagination cannot be the same as ‘entering’ to live the life in reality. On the other hand, the successful religious who wanted to write about the life for outsiders would also face a difficulty of translation into words intelligible to those who have not experienced it, in rendering profundities understood on the pulses.

The history of monasticim in the West has its narrative, but it also has its themes. Several of these have thrust themselves into controversies century by century. A guide may be helpful to the reader who wants to be able to position such topics in the emerging story, so these first chapters offer a snapshot view of the way these concerns have reappeared at different times.

Is monastic life a foreign country?

You are interested in joining a religious order? You may read a variety of invitations online.1 But that may not be enough to take you inside the reality of the life. ‘When I entered at the age of twenty-nine, both my abbot and novice master thought that I already knew most things about monastic life because I had earned a doctorate in theology.’ The highly educated modern ‘postulant’ who wrote this found he did not know anything about the life’s ‘implicit rules, rhythms and techniques’.2 There has been a further shift, which he also notes, away from the understanding that monastic life is traditionally ‘for life’, and not a mere phase in a person’s self-development. A decline in ‘vocations’ in most parts of the world, and a greater tendency for recruits to leave, means that many long-established houses now consist of a tiny number of very elderly members.

Dom Bernhard, the Austrian Benedictine just quoted, took stock of some implications late in 2013:3


At Kremsmünster Abbey we have become strangers in our own place. A monk that guided tourists in our observatory was once asked, ‘Do all tour guides wear these black uniforms?’ Other lay tour guides are sometimes asked, ‘Does someone still live in this castle?’4



It seems to Dom Bernhard that this loss of a general understanding of the purpose and value of the monastic life can easily extend to the monks themselves. ‘We have also become strangers to ourselves.’5 This affects the process of ‘formation’, the technical term for the training and ‘shaping’ of a monk or nun. No longer does his abbey receive a steady stream of boys from its school, clear about what they are taking on when they become postulants.6 The last monk who had entered Kremsmünster Abbey through the school – and remained – had begun his life as a monk twenty-five years earlier. Few, if any, candidates seeking to become monks or nuns now have never lived ‘in the world’. Indeed, they are encouraged to have done so.

Is monastic life a special calling?

The consecrated life was conceived when it began in the first centuries as a special call to certain individuals to live a particularly ‘radical’ Christian life.7 Can monks and nuns expect to find themselves on a fast track to heaven? When they take their vows, do they place themselves in a special category, not shared by those who are merely baptised? In the later Middle Ages any suggestion being a monk or nun is a special calling roused the indignation of John Wyclif and others. He said it was as though monks and nuns laid claim to a second ‘baptism’, and thought themselves superior to other Christians. This challenge later underlay much of the hostility to monks and friars during the Reformation.

In one respect the monastic life is different from any other. It offers a route for withdrawal from distraction in order to concentrate fully on God. Early monastic writers speak of anachoresis (withdrawal) and renunciation as a help to spiritual concentration. A favourite theme of medieval monastic writers seeking to teach prayer was the idea of ‘entering into the chamber of your mind, emptying it of distractions and closing the door’ (cf. Matthew 6.6, Vulgate).8

William of St Thierry (d. 1148) taught that a monk’s spiritual reading should be equally concentrated. Merely dipping into a book, he says, is not very edifying. It teaches nothing of lasting value. It makes the mind capricious and what is read does not stick in the memory. A favourite metaphor was that of chewing and digestion, indeed digesting as the stomachs of cattle perform it, for what is in the mind’s stomach should be brought up for frequent further ‘rumination’ as a prompter to prayer.9

Do monks and nuns do any useful work for the world?

The Gospel story of Mary and Martha (Luke 10.38–42) has become the archetype of a fundamental dilemma. Should the good Christian concentrate on the inward and spiritual life of the contemplation of God or the active, practical life of doing good? Jesus said Mary had chosen the ‘better part’ in sitting and listening to him and not scurrying about like her sister attending to the domestic details of entertaining their guest. Thomas Merton (1915–68) pointed out that those who say that monastic life should be active, because that benefits others, forget that ‘Mary has indeed chosen the best part. It would be a disgrace for her to look with jealous eyes upon the activity of Martha and seek a part in the troubled life of her busy sister’. 10 On the other hand, Jesus did not condemn Martha’s choice. He merely reproved her for her indignation that Mary had chosen to sit and listen to him rather than help her sister.

Religious communities in the West have always understood themselves as doing useful work for the world. For nearly a millenium and a half society accepted contemplatives as giving the time and attention to prayer that busy soldiers and rulers could not, or hard-working peasants, craftsmen and tradespeople either. So the spiritual life of the people could safely be left in the hands of the professionals, while other professionals dealt with defence and government, making and selling things and growing crops. Vita Consecrata notes a risk, familiar from earlier centuries, that the ‘religious’ will suffer from spiritual pride. ‘The possibility of a deeper spiritual formation might lead consecrated persons to feel somehow superior to other members of the faithful.’11

Even in the Middle Ages ‘contemplative’ orders provided some medical support for the local community and did some teaching, but it was not until the ‘active’ orders emerged that it was possible to point to monks and nuns as ‘doing good’ in more practical ways. The modern West speaks of a ‘work–life balance’. A similar struggle to strike a balance preoccupied commentators on the monastic life in earlier centuries. It was especially challenging for those in late antiquity who had to do ‘work in the world’ in the society of their day, but felt a call to separate themselves from it. Such busy people, frequently prominent in public life, often expressed weariness and longing for retreat or retirement to monastic life. That was the first thing Augustine of Hippo (354–430) chose to do when he was converted to Christianity. He went off to spend some time thinking things through with a few friends, in a makeshift ‘community’ near Lake Como in northern Italy. ‘Burn-out’ was experienced by public servants such as Cassiodorus (c.485–c.585), busy Senator and public official.12 He retired to attend to his spiritual life and eventually become a monk. Fulgentius of Ruspe, born in the 460s, had been a tax collector; then he became a monk; then a bishop. The anonymous Vita which tells the story of his life records that the ‘burden of this world’s business began to weight heavily on him and its vain happiness to be displeasing’. He turned to monastic life where there are not to be found ‘the joys of this world but neither is there boredom’.13 Monks ‘are not weary from the journeys involved in public service […] they live in peace among themselves, lives that are sober, meek, humble and harmonious’.14 The English Church historian Bede (672/3–735) was struck by the implications of the way that the future Pope Gregory the Great (540–604) had given up his secular life as an imperial administrator and entered a monastery.15 Gregory himself says he felt the need of time to study and reflect. He describes how he seized what moments of leisure he could in a busy life of public service, and then dictated his reflections when he had more time.16 (Dictating to a secretary was common practice at this time.) His purpose was twofold, to practise that ‘ascent’ which contemplation makes possible and to learn to live better.17 He chose the book of Job because it contains a record of Job’s own spiritual battles and his ultimate victory.18

Members of today’s ‘active’ orders may be missionaries, teachers, doctors and nurses and those activities are obviously socially useful. Vita Consecrata also approved of the new secular orders of the modern world, describing them as ‘seeking to live out their consecration to God in the world through the profession of the evangelical counsels in the midst of temporal realities’ which ‘help to ensure that the Church has an effective presence in society’.19
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1. Early monasteries.
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2. Cluniac and Cistercian monasteries in the West from the tenth century.
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3. Dissolution of the monasteries: the impact all over England and Wales.


CHAPTER I

How it all began

i. Was the monastic life ‘apostolic’? The New Testament picture

There were no monks among the disciples of Jesus. Jesus taught a way of love and forgiveness in freedom from the ritual constraints of traditional Judaism. He said he himself was the ‘way’ (John 14.6) and promised that his yoke would be easy and the burden light (Matthew 11.30). So why did a way of life requiring individuals to submit themselves to extreme ascetic deprivations; to deny themselves marriage and children; to live either together or separately according to a set of demanding rules or requirements, prove so popular and so long-lasting among early Christians and continue to draw in recruits until today?

Jesus sent out his apostles to preach the Gospel, not to retreat from the world so as to seek closer communion with the divine in a life of extreme self-denial. It is true that he said that his followers should be willing to leave home and family to follow him (Luke 18.29), but that did not meant that he did not warmly approve of family life. The New Testament contains a number of family episodes: the wedding at Cana, the meal at the home of Martha and Mary, and affectionate encounters with children. Jesus’ disciples and the early Christians did not require the abandonment of family life as a condition of membership of the Christian community. But that was what was expected in response to the ‘call’ to become a hermit and the later call in the West to join a monastic ‘community’ with a particular set of rules the new member must solemnly vow to keep.

Monasticism was always going to be not an ‘ordinary’ but a ‘special’ mode of Christian life. It was never thought to be a way for everyone. But it was going to remain a question whether Jesus’ teachings established a foundation for this extraordinary way of life. Was the quest for personal holiness conducted in an extreme separation from the world a recognisable form of the ‘apostolic life’ for which New Testament warrant can be seen it would be asked? Could a life of monastic self-denial be a true ‘imitation of Christ’? And did it confer advantage in getting to heaven and if so, could that accord with a Gospel preaching a common life in Christ, in which such privilege seemed to have no place?1

Luke’s Gospel has been seen as more ‘ascetic’ in its tendencies than the other Gospels,2 but even if that is true it does not prescribe a life lived at the extreme of personal self-denial in the way it was being lived in the deserts of Syria and Egypt within a generation or two of Christ’s death and resurrection. A ‘Bible-based’ monasticism could be argued for only by hindsight, some time after the monastic life had already begun to be lived. Those who began it did not do so because they had read their Bibles and found clear instructions there. Hellenized Jews certainly brought Christianity to Egypt in the second and third centuries and it was adopted by local people.3 But how far books of Scripture were available in the Egyptian desert and what conception of ‘Scripture’ these local Christians are likely to have had, it is not easy to say.4 Tatian (c.120–80) was a pupil of Justin Martyr (c.100–65) who died for the faith.5 Tatian made one of the first surviving attempts to reconcile the narratives of the four Gospels in his Diatessaron. He was able to point to passages concerning requirements of self-denial, in mentions of wealth and marriage and food.6

And what Bible? The emergence and acceptance of the texts which eventually became the New Testament was gradual. For some generations, much variety and confusion prevented the development of an exegesis which could stay close to an agreed text.7 Even by the fourth century there was no settled New Testament canon yet – a body of Scripture which could be pointed to as agreed by the Church. For the more or less ‘accepted’ Scriptures there was no definitive version in any vernacular, and especially not in Coptic and the local dialects of Egypt. Books which became part of the Scriptures were translated into Coptic fairly early, but there are parallels with the ‘Old Latin’ problem of the existence of many versions, making it difficult to establish which was authoritative. Various versions were in use, including early ones in pre-classical Sahidic. An attempt at an official version was made but it did not supersede all these and in any case in the fourth century, in a period









ii. Practical philosophical living
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iii. Jewish sects and their desert experiments
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iv. Making martyrs of Christians

Why were Christians persecuted?



























The ‘traitors’
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v. Christians to the desert

From martyrs to monks: Life in the desert










































The personal struggle and the value of suffering






Pachomius and the beginning of Christian monastic ‘community’
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vi. Lessons for the West from the early experiments in monastic life in the East
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vii. Constantinople, iconoclasm and monasticism
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