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RB 1 The Kinds of Monks (II) 

 

We now come to the third and fourth kinds of monks. Keep in mind, as mentioned last time, that 

Bendict’s purpose here is to highlight the specific characteristics of cenobites by contrasting them to 

distorted forms of monastic life. And, most important for our hearing of this text today, Benedict is 

giving us important reminders about the demands of cenobitic living, demands that we, like the false 

monks described here, tend to avoid. 

 
6Third, there are the sarabites, the most detestable kind of monks, who with no experience to 

guide them, no rule to try them, “as gold is tried in a furnace,” (Prov 27:21), have a character 

as soft as lead.  7Still loyal to the world by their actions, they clearly lie to God by their 

tonsure.  8Two or three together, or even alone, without a shepherd, they pen themselves up 

in their own sheepfolds, not the Lord’s.  Their law is what they like to do, whatever strikes 

their fancy.  9Anything they believe in and chose, they call holy; anything they dislike, they 

consider forbidden. 

 

The main characteristic of sarabites is that they live separately from monasteries. In this sense, they 

are likely to prove false monks or even false hermits. They have no proof of legitimacy, because 

there is no test for them to pass or trial to undergo.  

 

It is interesting how closely the terms rule and trial are connected here. We usually consider the rule 

as a guide or a repository of tradition, but Benedict also sees it as a means of testing and purifying. A 

difficult phrase to translate here is experientia magistra, which literally pictures experience as a 

schoolteacher. This combination of rule, experience, and trial is instructive. Only by persevering does 

experience accumulate; accumulated experience becomes a collective wisdom; the rule articulates 

that wisdom; and then in succeeding generations it is only through experience and perseverance that 

the rule becomes life-giving. 

 

The image of purifying metal in the furnace will come up again in step four of humility in RB 7. 

Here, though, Benedict is contrasting the gold of authentic monastic living with the lead of a fake 

way of life. It is a stark reminder that it is possible to keep up the appearances of a monk, all the 

while keeping faith with the world. The complaint about sarabites here is that there is no real 

conversion behind their appearance. Their tonsure—which was basically the same as our current 

practice in this regard—becomes a lie. It is a good reminder of the power of apparently minor 

customs: they carry weight. They serve as an ongoing test and reminder: are we doing them in fact; 

are we showing their meaning through our actions? The symbolic gesture says the monk belongs to 

God; vain behavior shows he still belongs to the world. 

 

The text goes on to say that “they pen themselves up in their own sheepfolds.” If we keep in mind the 

biblical roots of the image, especially Jn10, it is a strong statement. These false monks are actually 



hemmed in by their choice for complete autonomy. And they are at danger, with no one to protect 

them. In contrast, in the monastery, with the Lord as our shepherd, we have safety and true freedom: 

“if anyone enters by me, he will be saved, and will go in and out and find pasture” (Jn 10:9). The 

same meaning carries over into the next statement: “Their law is what they like to do, whatever 

strikes their fancy.” They have a self-made law, and are enslaved under that law. Self-will ultimately 

becomes self-imposed slavery.  

 

And, finally, these self-regulating monks end up with a problem regarding the truth: “anything they 

believe in and choose, they call holy; anything they dislike, they consider forbidden.” Our own Saint 

Bernard expresses well this perennial temptation to rationalize and justify one’s way out of the real 

demands of monastic life: 

Abstemiousness is accounted miserliness, sobriety strictness, silence gloom. On the other 

hand, laxity is labeled discretion, extravagance generosity, talkativeness sociability, and 

laughter joy. Fine clothes and costly comparisons are regarded as mere respectability, and 

being fussy about bedding is hygiene. When we lavish these things on one another, we call it 

love. Such love undermines true love. Such discretion disgraces real discretion. . . . (Apol. 

8.16; CF 1:53) 

 

The Rule then goes on: 

 
10Fourth and finally, there are the monks called gyrovagues, who spend their entire lives 

drifting from region to region, staying as guests for three or four days in different 

monasteries.  11Always on the move, they never settle down, and are slaves to their own wills 

and gross appetites.  In every way they are worse than sarabites. 

 

Again, we have here a distortion of something good and holy. There does exist a radical kind of 

ascetic living that involves chosen exile for Christ. But gyrovagues show how easily such ideals 

degenerate when there is insufficient structure and discipline. They share with the sarabites an 

enslavement in self-will. It would appear they are also prone to the restlessness of acedia, which 

can’t abide stability of place. And the added note here is laziness. In Benedict’s day, the custom was 

to give traveling monks a day or two of rest, and then to expect them to participate in work. By 

moving on after three or four days, the gyrovagues got the privileges of rest and food without the 

responsibility of earning their keep.  

 

Benedict does not give in to the temptation of satirizing these pseudo-monks as many ancient writers 

enjoyed doing. The fact is, cenobites are prone to the same temptations: restlessness, acedia, laziness, 

and avoidance of responsibility. 

Benedict then sums up: 
12It is better to keep silent than to speak of all these and their disgraceful way of life.  13Let us 

pass them by, then and with the help of the Lord, proceed to draw up a plan for the strong 

kind, the cenobites. 

 



Commentators vary on how they understand what is meant by “the strong kind” (fortissimum genus). 

Does it mean they are more common and numerous or that they are better? What is clear is that it 

requires character to persevere in a stable, cenobitic community. The main purpose of this chapter is 

to highlight those elements of monastic life that go into building up that character. They are basically 

four, and perseverance means choosing them for oneself over and over again: 

-stability of place and faithfulness to the enclosure 

-engagement in the spiritual battle against evil, both as part of the militia and single-handedly 

-respect for the Rule, tradition, and collective experience 

-living under an Abbot, which frees us from self-will and keeps us in the Lord’s fold, where we 

can “go in and out and find pasture.” 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

 

 


