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RB 1: The Kinds of Monks (I) 

 

From one point of view it seems strange that Saint Benedict would spend a whole chapter on the 

various kinds of monks, when his Rule is addressed only to cenobites. In fact, he greatly reduces 

this traditional exposition as it is found in all his sources. But why didn’t he eliminate it 

altogether? He must have had reasons for keeping it. Our task is less a matter of understanding 

the historical context of his remarks than of discovering the lessons he wants to convey in this 

chapter. 

 

His purpose seems to be first of all to sharpen the focus of the Rule by highlighting the specific 

characteristics of cenobites. Then, while speaking of the other kinds of monks, he draws from 

them important reminders about cenobitic living. Here is the beginning of the text: 

 

There are clearly four kinds of monks.  2First, there are the cenobites, that is to say, those 

who belong to a monastery, where they serve under a rule and an abbot. 

 

Literally he says cenobites are the ‘monastery kind’ or the ‘cloister kind’ of monks, identifying 

them with the place where they live. We have here an intimation of the value of stability of 

place, so important to Benedict that he makes it one of the monk’s vows. In that place they serve 

(militans), an important term we have already encountered in the Prologue. This same verb was 

frequently used in the early church for all the baptized, and had to do with the struggle for virtue 

and the battle against all that is contrary to Christ. Benedict deliberately uses its military 

connotation to emphasize that monks train together and struggle together under one leader, 

Christ. Service, then, is not a vague word for merely being present and participating: it implies a 

for, an against, a with, and an under: for virtue, against the wrong, with the brothers, under one 

Lord. 

 

Here, however, Benedict mentions the specific way these ‘monastery kind’ of monks fulfil this 

service: under a rule and an abbot. The order of words here is important. The rule comes first: it 

represents the Tradition (capital T), i.e. the authoritative teaching that reaches back to Christ and 

the apostles and includes the accumulated wisdom of monastic experience. It is the rule that 

gives the abbot legitimacy, and he is only a legitimate abbot if he keeps the rule and upholds it. 

The text goes on: 

 
3Second, there are the anchorites or hermits, who have come through the test of living in 

a monastery for a long time, and have passed beyond the first fervor of monastic life. 



4Thanks to the help and guidance of many, they are now trained to fight against the devil.  
5They have built up their strength and go from the battle line in the ranks of their brothers 

to the single combat of the desert.  Self-reliant now, without the support of another, they 

are ready with God’s help to grapple single-handed with the vices of body and mind. 

[We’ll save the sarabites and gyrovagues for next time] 

 

Clearly, Benedict’s main purpose here is not to motivate monks to become hermits. He 

acknowledges the existence of this radical state of life, which has played an essential role in 

monasticism from the beginning, but he emphasizes that it requires serious consideration and 

solid foundations. Life in the cloister provides the needed discernment and training. At the same 

time, it is not a school to produce hermits: the norm is to live patiently in the monastery until 

death, as Benedict said at the close of the Prologue. 

 

What stands out most in this passage about hermits is how it describes the cenobium. It is a place 

of testing (probatio), where the monk’s resolve has to get him beyond the unstable stage of first 

fervor to the more solid ground of perseverance. The monastery is also a place where one finds 

help, guidance, support, and consolation within the ranks of the brothers. This series of key terms 

is in itself a beautiful little commentary on the value of community. Only after experiencing and 

learning from community living can one become a hermit. And even then, it is impossible 

without God’s help.  

 

It is worth stopping a moment to consider this word help (auxilium) and its synonyms—terms 

that come up often in the Rule. The root of the word is augere, ‘to increase’, ‘to cause to grow’. 

When we ask for God’s help, as we so often do in the monastic day, we are not asking him to 

step in and fix things for us or merely to rescue us from what we find difficult. God helps us, not 

by substituting for us, but by increasing our capacities, strengthening us, and stretching us. To 

ask for help is to ask for growth. Mutual help among the brothers should be seen in the same 

light.  

 

Benedict includes this passage on hermits in order to propose an ideal that applies to cenobites as 

well. There is always a further desert, whether in terms of place or in terms the inaccessible parts 

of the self. Unfortunately, as time goes on we tend to withdraw somewhat from challenges and 

shrink from struggle. This mention of the hermit’s willingness to engage in further combat and to 

grapple single-handed with the vices of body in mind is a good reminder not to become 

complacent and slacken our efforts. Any authentic monastic life, whether in the ranks of the 

brothers or alone in the desert, will involve combat and struggle. It is the way of all the baptized 

who live out their baptismal promises: to stay on the monastic way means ever intensifying that 

resolve.  
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