Lecture 14

Monasticism
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1. Origins of Monasticism

St Anthony (251-356)

· While the Roman Empire in the west suffered from the invasions of barbarians tribes and disintegrated administratively, the eastern Roman Empire, centered in Constantinople, was to continue for another thousand years as a unified and vibrant culture, eventually becoming what is know as the Byzantine Empire.

·  It was in the east that we first see monasticism emerging as a Christian ideal, in particular, in Egypt and Syria.

· Traditionally, the founder of monasticism is regarded as St. Anthony the Great.  

· He was an aristocrat who, after his conversion was impressed by Jesus’ injunction to the rich young ruler that would he be perfect, he should sell all that he had, and give it to the poor.  

· When his parents died, he provided for his younger sister, and then began to sell off his belongings and steadily moved further and further away from civic and social contact into the desert, where he remained alone for 35 years. 

· Athanasius wrote a biography of St. Antony, which made him emensely popular, and which began the trickle of discontents that eventually turned into a flood of people seeking the holy life of a hermit in the desert.

· At the same time, Pachomius set up a commune further south in the Thebaid, along the Nile by Tabennisi, where he organized his followers in a strict regime of hard labour and prayer.  

· Pachomius’ followers sought to model their lives on the description of the Church in Acts 2:43 where they held all things in common.

· So, with Antony and with Pachomius, we see the emergence of two kinds of asceticism that would influence later developments in both the east and west.

2. Roots and Influences on Monasticism

· Antony and Pachomius catalyzed latent Christian ideals and impulses, but they did not invent monasticism from scratch.  

· Several important precursors shaped their intentions. 

· First of all, there were the Jewish traditions represented by the community at Qumran where the dead sea scrolls were compiled, as well as the Theraputae described by Philo who lived monastic type lives in, coincidently, Egypt. 

· Throughout the beginnings of the Church there emerged the unspoken understanding of a double standard for Christians, partly shaped by the powerful personalities that expanded the Church. 

· There were Apostles, Prophets, Pastors and Teachers, and then the body of Christ. 

· As the Church began to endure persecutions and martyrdom, these victims became the new spiritual leaders of the Church.  

· Their hope in the afterlife, and their willingness to part with worldly goods and existence were inspirational to Christian and pagan alike. 

· Greek philosophy contributed to the notion of an individual quest for God, the ‘flight of the alone to the alone’, in platonic thought.  

· Thus, holy men were in a sense the new philosophers who, through prayer and fasting would reach the heights of contemplation and spiritual power.

· Another factor was social and ethnic.  

· In the Roman Empire, east and west, local populations were excluded from the centers of power.  

· We find that many of the early hermits and coenebites in Egypt were from the local populations, and thus most of their writings are in Coptic, the local language of the Egyptian population.  

· In Syria as well, the majority of the monks spoke Syriac or Aramaean, and most were illiterate.  

· In otherwords, the rejection of the dominant civic culture was not just spiritual, it was also somewhat ethnic.

· Finally, after Constantine had made Christianity a legal entity and the Churches were flooded with all kinds of ‘converts’ who were often their for all but spiritual reasons, many of the more committed believers saw this as a corruption of the pure Church that had through the centuries been cleansed and refined by persecution.  

· These envisioned the monastic life as a kind of ‘white martyrdom’, and as the martyrs of the past were the holy men and women of their age, so these hermits and monks filled that role under the Christian Empire of Rome. 

· So, by the time we get to the mid-fourth century, the deserts began to bloom with hermits and monks, in Syria and in Eqypt in particular.

3. Monastic Life

· Monastic life developed along two major lines, hermits and communal monasticism.  

· Deriving from the Greek word for ‘alone’, monachos came to be the term defining both those monks who lived in solitude as hermits, and those monks who lived in solitude from the world, but in communities of other monks.  

· For the life of a hermit, monasticism involved the lonely and arduous task of contemplation.  

· Drawing on scriptural recommendations and models such as Jesus and Paul, and the idea that those who were not married could better serve the Lord (1. Cor. 7), monks sought to separate themselves from the world and its business, and commit themselves to life-styles of asceticism, contemplation and prayer.  

· The biographies written about great monks such as those by Athanasius about Antony the Great, and by Jerome about Paul the Hermit, focused on these monks as the new heroes of the faith, fighting battles against demons in prayer and fasting, and becoming spiritual athletes in their conquest of the passions.  

· Drawing on the worlds of platonic philosophy and stoicism, these hermits sought to separate themselves from worldly passions, and experience union with God in prayer.  

· The way to achieve this was through fasting, physical privations, and long hours in contemplation and intercession.  

· These heroic individuals like Antony the Great and Pachomius attracted many followers, a good deal of whom were not even Christians.  

· Their life-styles of poverty and spirituality impressed a world that was looking for examples of godliness.  

· The desert began to ‘bloom’ with the influx of supplicants and disciples who came to learn the art of contemplation from these masters.  

· As a result, it was no longer possible from men like Pachomius and Paul to live lives of solitude, and so communities began to emerge around them.  

· Pachomius’ communities were built on a rigid system of discipline which sought to adapt the disciple not only to a life of poverty and holiness, but also, and importantly, a life of obedience.  

· It was this feature which made these monastic tradition such an important spiritual training ground, because the instinct to submit is a foreign one to human nature, and by learning obedience to a master, many progressed in the spiritual disciplines.

· Pachomius’ monasteries involved the disciples in various functions.  

· Some were gate-keepers, others worked trades, others cooked, but all submitted to the Abbott.  

· Together, they lived a life in which all things were held in common, much like the Essenes at Qumran, and the ideals of the Acts 2:43 Christian community in Jerusalem.  

· Many hours a day were committed to prayer and contemplation.  

· The scriptures were memorized copiously, and songs and hymns sung throughout the day infused the disciple with the language and ideals of the Bible.  

· Not many could read, and reading was not taught among the Egyptian monks. 

·  In fact, when Antony briefly left the wilderness of the Egyptian deserts for Alexandria in order to support his friend Athanasius publicly, he could not speak Greek, and had to have his native Coptic translated for the Church.  

· Neither could he read, though he could quote the scriptures by memory.  

· Slowly, a model developed in which the monks spent hours each day in solitude and prayer, working on a simple trade like basket-weaving so that they could ‘pray without ceasing’, and other times of communal prayer in the mornings and in the evenings with the others at the community chapel.  

· They became members of one another, dependent on each other, and yet needing very few things.  

· As such the rise of monasticism was both a protest movement against the luxuries and the materialism of the urban world of the Roman Empire, as well as against the new legal Church, which had begun to adopt so many of the habits of pagan and secular culture.

4. Virtues and Vices

Ascetic Excesses

· Most people looked to the monks and hermits as models of spiritual commitment to God, there were problems associated with the new movement. 

· First of all, it perpetuated the idea of a separation between the normal believer and the super-believer.  

· In part, this was encouraged by the writings of the most important theologian of the early Church, Origen.  

· He envisioned the Church as an army fighting the Devil, and believed that there were certain Christian ‘elite’ who were the shock-troops of Christian witness, such as martyrs, holy men, theologians and the like.  

· The rest of the Church were like the supporting elements in the baggage train, cheering on the troops, providing alms, etc. 

· In the fourth and fifth centuries, these monks were often used in more carnal types of warfare, literally sacking pagan temples, or attacking rival theologians, especially during the Christological debates of the fifth century.  

· In fact, one of the reasons the Byzantine Empire was unable to resist the Moslem invasions, was because the Empire was divided by the Monophysite controversy, in which Syria and Egypt refused to support Constantinople, and in fact sometime viewed the Moslem invaders as unburdening them of the undue influence of Greek urbanites.  

· Needless to say, Syria and Egypt quickly fell to the Moslems.

· Basil of Caesarea, who mave have acted independently of Pachomius organized monks into an institutionally coherent form of common living in Asia Minor, rejecting the hermit ideal as unbiblical because it failed to fulfil the gospel mandate of love and service to one’s neighbor. 

·  In fact, the individual quest for God was seen a failure to understand the nature of the Church and the body of Christ.  

· He restricted monasteries to about 30-40 per community. 

· He also drew up a monastic rule to prevent excesses.  

· He encouraged communal prayer, life and corporate discipline. 

· He involved the monks in useful production such as agriculture and medicine. 

· Very often, the monks not only existed and operated outside of the authority of bishops, they contradicted them and opposed them at times.  

· This caused serious problems for Church authority, and caused the clergy of the cities to suspect the monks as divisive. 

· Some bizarre types of Monasticism existed in the east, for instance, Symeon of Stylites, who spent 50 years on a pilar, encouraged imitators to pursue further extreme kinds of asceticism.  

· There was all kinds of bodily deprivations and mistreatment, such as never washing.

5. Monasticism in the West

Exporters and Importers

· Asceticism experienced all its extremes in the east, but its popularity there eventually led to the formation of monastic practices in the west. 

· Martin of Tours (316-397) was a soldier from Noricum (Austria) but became a hermit in Gaul, where he built up a monastery around the Cathedral at Tours. 

· John Cassian (360-435) was a Scythian, and became a monk in Bethlehem, but was exiled from the east because of his adherence to the theology of Origen, who was deemed a heretic in the fourth century. 

· He founded monasteries in Gaul, in particular in Marsailles, and developed rules for common living that were similar to those of Basil of Caesarea.  

· He based a lot of his monastic insights on the writing and thinking of Evagrius of Pontus, whom he greatly admired. Evagrius headed for the monastic life after a failed love affair, and was influential in describing the methods and goals of prayer, fasting, and inner contemplation. 

· He listed 8 principal roots of sin:  gluttony, fornication, avarice, dejection, anger, accidie, vainglory, and pride.

· The most important influence in the development of monasticism in the west of Benedict of Nursia who established the Benedictine Rule, which became the model for almost all of monastic practice in the west throughout the middle ages. 

· He stressed the importance of aura et labora, prayer and work, and combined these in a regimented communal life.  

· He established his monastery at Monte Cassino, which was eventually destroyed and sacked by Lombard invaders, but the refugees from the monastery fled to Rome, where the spread their ideals throughout the west.  

· Benedict created his ‘rule’ out of former precedents and traditions, but his genius lay in organizing them into a broadly accepted system in Europe.  

· From Monte Cassino, Benedict’s rule spread into the new Frankish kingdoms and soon was rivalled by only one other tradition, that of the independently organized Irish monks.  

· The Rule stressed ‘ora et labora’, prayer and work, which originally was manual labour in support of the monastery, but in time become such work as copying manuscripts or teaching in the surrounding villages.  
· Neverthelss, its success was great, and it has dramatically impacted the whole of western culture. 

