Appendix 1
Monastic Terminology: Monk, Cenobite, Nun
Chapter ﻿1﻿ of ﻿RB﻿ on “﻿The Kinds of Monks﻿” contains a number of traditional monastic terms, such as “﻿monk,﻿” “﻿cenobite,﻿” “﻿sarabaite.﻿” Because of the complex philological and literary background of these words, they are conveniently treated together in this section. Other conventional terms are considered elsewhere in this Appendix.

1. The term “﻿monk﻿”
The term “﻿monk﻿” (Greek: monachos)﻿1﻿ has been used in antiquity and even more so in recent times to denote many different forms of religious life.﻿2﻿ The anachronistic use of the term to describe groups as disparate as the Pythagoreans, Essenes, Therapeutae and Buddhists may be dismissed at once, because none of these people used the term monachos to describe themselves. It has been argued in the Introduction to this volume that, on the basis of the available historical evidence, the rise of the monastic movement is essentially a Christian phenomenon of the first half of the fourth century. Here it will be argued on philological grounds that the development of the special terminology of the movement, including above all the term “﻿monk,﻿” is likewise essentially a Christian phenomenon of the same period.

Even after excluding from consideration this late and anomalous use of the term “﻿monk,﻿” there remain considerable difficulties in describing the original content and the development of this terminology. This is due chiefly to the fact that already in antiquity the term “﻿monk﻿” was widely applied, and diverse meanings were given to the term by ancient writers. In fact, it is apparent from the variety of definitions offered that already in the late fourth century there was some uncertainty over the original meaning of the term. It has been commonly supposed, even in the ancient world, that the term monachos was originally equivalent to “﻿solitary﻿” or “﻿hermit.﻿”﻿3﻿ In one place Jerome interprets it this way (﻿Hier. epist. 14,6,1﻿). But, writing his famous letter to Eustochium in 384, Jerome mentions that in Egypt there are three kinds of monks, and he clearly refers to the cenobites as monks (﻿Hier. epist. 22,34﻿). If the term was originally equivalent to solitary or hermit, it is difficult to understand how it could so quickly have come to denote a form of life as different as that of the Pachomian cenobites.

The usual explanation for this has been a historical one. From antiquity until very recent times, a stereotyped picture of monastic origins has been a commonplace in historical writing on the subject.﻿4﻿ In this picture monasticism begins when the first hermits retire to the Egyptian desert. Gradually colonies of anchorites develop around them. A little later Pachomius established cenobitic monastic life and later still Basil reformed cenobitic life, giving it the form in which it has survived in the East, while even later Benedict reformed monasticism in the West. It is now generally admitted that this picture hardly does justice to the complexities of the evidence.

A similar stereotype of the philological development of the terminology has served to reinforce this simple historical picture. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the philological picture was developed on the historical model. At any rate, the common and insufficiently questioned assumption has been that the term monachos (and related terms) originally referred to the anchorite or hermit and that its extension to the cenobite paralleled the historical development itself. The notion of “﻿kinds of monks﻿” would represent the last stage of this development. Thus history and philology have been repeatedly invoked to reinforce each other. And finally, both history and philology have been invoked in the perennial theological dispute over the relative merits of the hermit and the cenobite. It has been repeatedly argued, either explicitly or implicitly, that because the original meaning of the word “﻿monk﻿” is ‘﻿hermit﻿’ or ‘﻿anchorite,﻿’ this must be the original and truest form of monastic life.

The complexities of the historical question have already been dealt with at some length in the Introduction to this volume, and some of the theological positions developed in antiquity have also been indicated. It remains to indicate the complexity of the philological question. But first it is necessary to distinguish and formulate it more precisely. Although the historical, philological and theological questions are inevitably intertwined, it is important, for purposes of analysis, to insist that these are three distinct questions. The historical question belongs to the history of Christian asceticism and relates to the emergence of those forms of life that have traditionally been called “﻿monastic.﻿” In its simplest, indeed simplistic, form the question has usually been put: Which came first, the hermit or the cenobite? The philological question is distinct but related: What did monachos originally mean (i.e., denote), when did it first come into currency, and did it undergo development and expansion? The theological question is again quite distinct: Which is preferable or more meritorious, the eremitic or the cenobitic form of life? Although history and philology have frequently been invoked to answer this question, it really ought to be dealt with on strictly theological grounds. No attempt will be made to answer this last question here.

The manner in which a question is posed, of course, can greatly affect the outcome of research on the subject. As has already been indicated, the philological question has often been east in the form: How did the term monachos, which originally meant ‘﻿hermit﻿’ or ‘﻿solitary,﻿’ come to be used in a wider sense? In other words, the problem has been posed in historical terms, as if the only possibility of accounting for what appear to be disparate uses of the term was one of simple linear development.

A more obvious, non-historically oriented question has generally gone unasked: What do these various forms of life have in common that permitted them to be denoted by the same term? The reason why this more logical question has been generally ignored is not difficult to discover. It seems to be due in large part to the overwhelming influence of Athanasius’ Life of Antony. This influential work created the archetype and equation of monk-hermit. It has tended ever since to dominate, often unconsciously, the historical, philological and theological questions described above. It has often been cited as primary evidence for the original equivalence of monk-hermit; the question of what contribution this work itself made toward producing that equivalence has gone unasked.﻿5﻿ In view of these considerations, the following presentation of the evidence has been guided by the logical rather than the historical formulation of the philological question.﻿6﻿

Etymology is one factor, though often not the decisive one, in determining the meaning of words.﻿7﻿ The decisive factor is usage, or in literary works, context; if the word is used many times, the context must be considered to include the entire work. Monachos is derived from the adjective monos, which, though itself of uncertain etymology, is generally understood to involve the idea of ‘﻿one,﻿’ ‘﻿one alone,﻿’ ‘﻿one only,﻿’ or ‘﻿single.﻿’ It (monachos) is a post-Homeric formation and occurs first in classical Greek literature in an adverbial form, monachē, for which there are other analogous numerical formations. Monachē is used by Xenophon to refer to passage by a single or unique mountain pass, by Plato to refer to a single as opposed to a double way and also in the sense of ‘﻿unique.﻿’ Aristotle uses the adjective monachos in the sense of ‘﻿unique,﻿’ and the adverb in the sense of ‘﻿single﻿’ as opposed to several. Epicurus uses both adjective and adverb in the sense of ‘﻿single,﻿’ ‘﻿simple,﻿’ and ‘﻿unique.﻿’﻿8﻿

The word continues to occur in classical texts, generally of a technical nature, over the next several centuries. Morard concludes that it can designate a being that is unique in its genre, individual and singular, such as the sun or moon for Aristotle; a being that is solitary or isolated in relation to others, such as the supreme being for Plotinus; or an island that is separated from the archipelago to which it belongs; or, finally, a being that is simple and unified in opposition to that which is multiple and divided, as in “﻿a single piece of cloth.﻿”﻿9﻿ The extensive Greek papyrus evidence from Egypt leads to essentially the same conclusions.﻿10﻿

The evidence for use of the term monachos in the Greek Old Testament provides more immediate background for the Christian use of the term. The word does not occur in the Septuagint version (mid-third century b.c. and later), but it is used in the versions by Aquila (c. a.d. 130) and Symmachus (c. a.d. 180). In all cases except ﻿Gen 2:18﻿, it is used to render some form of the Hebrew yāḥîd. Both Aquila and Symmachus use it to translate lĕbaddô in ﻿Gen 2:18﻿. This last case is of particular interest because of the context: “﻿the man﻿” is being described as lĕbaddô (monachos), a situation that is remedied by the subsequent creation of woman. He is alone, single in the sense of not yet married, and this is perceived by God to be an unfortunate condition. This principle, that “﻿it is not good for man to be alone,﻿” reflects the common view of the Old Testament and Judaism that denies positive meaning to celibacy, voluntary or otherwise. It is a view that, in fact, is contradicted by Paul in ﻿1 Cor 7:1﻿, one of the two principal New Testament texts used to defend or inspire Christian celibacy. It will be necessary to advert to this last text later. Although we may not conclude that the Christian use of monachos is derived from the versions of Aquila and Symmachus, it is legitimate to infer that in the second century a.d. the word monachos could mean ‘﻿alone﻿’ or ‘﻿single﻿’ in the sense of celibate.

In the cases where monachos is used to translate yāḥîd, the meaning varies somewhat, depending on the context, but includes ‘﻿single,﻿’ ‘﻿alone,﻿’ ‘﻿solitary,﻿’ ‘﻿only one,﻿’ as does yāḥîd itself. One case must be examined in detail because of the exegetical tradition that attaches to it. In ﻿Ps 67 (68):7﻿, yĕḥîdîm is translated as monachois by Symmachus and as monachous in a reading attributed to Theodotion. Whatever may have been the meaning of the original or that understood by the translator, there was a strong rabbinic tradition of exegesis in which the word in this verse was understood to refer to those in an unmarried state. It has been conjectured that Symmachus may have had knowledge of the celibate Syrian Christian ascetics known as īḥīdāyā (the Syriac cognate of the Hebrew yĕḥîdîm). At any rate, the equivalence of this Syriac term with monachos is shown by the fact that the Syro-Hexapla employs īḥīdāyā to render the monachois of Symmachus.﻿11﻿

Among the ecclesiastical writers, Eusebius of Caesarea is the first to use the word monachos. Writing about a.d. 330, he is commenting on this same verse of ﻿Ps 68﻿ and is referring to the various translations of yĕḥîdîm that had been assembled by Origen in the Hexapla. The passage is worth quoting in full:

“﻿He makes the monotropous [Septuagint] dwell in a house.﻿” According to Symmachus, he gives a house to the monachois and, according to Aquila, he makes the monogeneis be seated in a house. According to the fifth version, he makes the monozonous dwell in a house. This, then, was his first deed, which is also the greatest of those deeds he has done on behalf of the race of men. In fact, the first rank of those who are in progress in Christ is that of the monachoi, but they are rare, and that is why, according to Aquila, they are called monogeneis, for they have become like the unique [monogenei] Son of God. According to the Septuagint, they have a single way of life [monotropous], not several, nor do they change their way of life but follow one alone that leads to the height of virtue. Thus the fifth version calls them monozonous, since they are monēreis [living alone, single, unmarried] and are girded up by themselves. These are all those who lead a single and pure life [monērē kai hagnon bion], as did the first disciples of our Savior, to whom he said, “﻿Do not keep gold or silver in your belt nor a knapsack, nor two tunics, nor sandals nor walking stick﻿” (﻿Matt 10:9–10﻿)—(﻿Eus. in psalm. 67,7﻿).
Eusebius is trying to relate the various translations of yĕḥîdîm to a single referent that he calls the monachoi. This is in accord with the traditional Christian understanding of the psalter as a prophetic book that finds its fulfillment in Christ and the Church. It is the first Christian use of the word monachos to denote a group in the Church. These, he says, are rare. Their distinguishing characteristic is that they are celibate, as the first disciples are understood to have been. In his Church History, Eusebius does not mention the monastic movement, which was of course in 330 a.d. in its earliest stages of development in Egypt and Palestine. It is possible that the passage quoted refers to it, but it seems more likely to be a general reference to celibate Christian ascetics than a reference to those who had started to live the ascetic life in some form of separation from the rest of society. A. Adam regards this passage as the source from which the concept monachos came into use in the Greek-speaking Church. This is probably going too far. As we shall see, there is additional evidence which suggests that the word was already in wide use in Egypt at this date. The importance of the passage is that it suggests that the term monachos signified ‘﻿alone﻿’ or ‘﻿single﻿’ in the sense of ‘﻿celibate﻿’ rather than in the sense of ‘﻿hermit﻿’ or ‘﻿anchorite.﻿’﻿12﻿

The term bios monērēs, which Eusebius introduces in this passage to describe the monachoi, is also of special interest because it is used by a number of pagan authors as a synonym for ‘﻿unmarried.﻿’ Philo uses the phrase to describe the situation of Adam before the creation of woman. Athanasius himself uses it as virtually a definition of monachos. Morard offers two examples. One is an address of a letter to Horsiesius: “﻿To Horsiesius, the father of monks, and to all those practicing the celibate life [tōn monērē bion] with him.…﻿”; the other, his letter to monks: “﻿To those everywhere practicing the celibate life [tōn monērē bion] who are firmly established in faith in God and sanctified in Christ and who say, ‘﻿Behold, we have left everything and have followed you﻿’ (﻿Matt 19:27﻿).﻿” In this last passage the term denotes a life of complete renunciation that certainly includes celibacy. It is clear, then, that for Athanasius as well as for Eusebius the term monachos is not equivalent to ‘﻿solitary﻿’ in the sense of ‘﻿hermit,﻿’ but refers in the first instance to those who are ‘﻿single﻿’ in the sense of celibate. Only in this sense could he describe Horsiesius as the “﻿father of monks,﻿” for Horsiesius was the successor of Pachomius.﻿13﻿

There are also many papyrus documents from Christian Egypt that provide additional evidence that early in the fourth century the term monachos was used to describe cenobites. Of particular interest are two that can be dated to 334 and 335 a.d. and that use the term in reference to a cenobitic community of Melitian monks. A number of others from the fourth to the sixth centuries qualify the term monachos by the terms anachōrētēs or erēmitēs, suggesting clearly that the term by itself did not denote anchorite or hermit.﻿14﻿

The earliest occurrences of the word monachos in Coptic literature confirm this. In the Gospel of Thomas, a gnostic document from Nag Hammadi, the word occurs in three sayings attributed to Jesus. Saying 16, which is parallel to ﻿Luke 12:51–53﻿, ends with the phrase “﻿they will lie standing alone [monachos].﻿” The context is the division within families created by the message of Jesus. In Saying 49, Jesus says: “﻿Blessed are the single [monachos] and the elect, because you will find the kingdom. Because you are from it, you will return there.﻿” Here the word seems to denote those who are separated from the world and worldly ties such as marriage. This is certainly suggested by the converse of the statement in Saying 27: “﻿If you do not abstain from the world, you will not find the kingdom.﻿” These sayings involve the typical gnostic motif of a fall into the material world from which the elect are destined to escape through separation or abstention from the ties of the material world. In Saying 75, Jesus says: “﻿Many are standing at the door but it is the single ones [monachos] who will enter the nuptial chamber.﻿” This last saying seems to equate monachos even more clearly with ‘﻿celibate,﻿’ for it appears to be a summary of the parable of the virgins in ﻿Matt 25:1–13﻿.﻿15﻿

The Coptic version of the Gospel of Thomas belongs to the fourth century. Although the matter is uncertain, it has been argued with considerable plausibility that behind the Coptic version lies a Syriac original as early as the second century and that the term monachos translates the Syriac īḥīdāyā, which, as we have already seen above, is the rendering of the Syro-Hexapla for monaohos in Symmachus’ version. There is abundant independent evidence to show that īḥīdāyā did in fact refer to celibates in the Syrian Church.﻿16﻿

The word monachos occurs a number of times in the Pachomian literature, including the Coptic and Greek Lives, the Rules and the Catecheses. Most of this literature is from the fourth century, and some of it (such as portions of the Rules and the Catecheses) is probably from the first half of the century. All these texts show that in the fourth century and even during the lifetime of Pachomius (d. 346), there was no hesitation about using the word to refer to the cenobites of his communities. The term describes one who comes to the monastery “﻿to become a monk﻿” (﻿Vita bo 111﻿).﻿17﻿ Of Pachomius it is said that he became a monk at age twenty-one and spent thirty-nine years as a monk (Vita sa﻿7). In one of the “﻿call narratives,﻿” a voice from heaven tells Pachomius that a crowd of men will join him to become monks (﻿Vita bo 17﻿). The term can also refer to an anchorite in this literature, but in this case it is usually, qualified. Thus barbarians are said to have come across “﻿an anchorite monk﻿” and made him a prisoner (Vita sa﻿10). Early in his career, Pachomius is said to have sought to become a monk and to lead the anchoritic life (﻿Vita bo 10﻿). From these instances it is clear that to the Pachomian monks the term monachos did not of itself signify the solitary life.

The term monachos is also used in the Coptic Pachomian literature as an abstract noun (mentmonachos) and must be translated as either ‘﻿celibacy﻿’ or ‘﻿monastic life.﻿’ In one of his catecheses Pachomius says, “﻿Since we have promised God purity, since we have promised monastic life, let us act in accord with it, with fasting, unceasing prayer, purity of body and purity of heart.﻿” The wider context, which is an exhortation to chastity, reinforces the impression that the meaning of monachos here is basically the celibate life.﻿18﻿

The sum of the evidence suggests, then, that in the early fourth century the term monachos, far from denoting in the first instance the solitary in the sense of hermit or anchorite, was used rather to refer to those who were solitary or single in the sense of unmarried or celibate. It is impossible to describe the development of the term more precisely because there is no evidence between the first occurrence of it with this sense in Symmachus’ description of Adam and the evidence of the first part of the fourth century, when it appears to be in widespread use, at least in Egypt. From its use in the Pachomian and Melitian documents, it would appear that the term had already acquired a technical sense and that this included a celibate life lived in some form of separation from society. It could be used of either cenobites or anchorites, but when it referred to the latter it was often qualified. Athanasius’ preface to the Life of Antony seems to reflect an awareness that the name as well as the monastic movement was of recent origin and that both were still spreading, now outside of Egypt. Since all the early evidence, with the exception of the passage from Eusebius, is from Egypt, it seems reasonable to conclude that the use of the term monachos for celibate Christian ascetics first became current in Egypt, as indeed Athanasius seems to suggest.

Certain ancient writers from a slightly later period interpreted the term monachos to refer basically to unity. Although these interpretations tend to be highly theological in content, they are not unrelated to the original meaning of the word and to its original Christian use. Etymologically, the term was certainly related to the word for ‘﻿one﻿’ (monos), and, as noted above, one of the earliest attested meanings of monachos was ‘﻿single﻿’ in the sense of ‘﻿undivided.﻿’ This idea was exploited by Pseudo-Dionysius: “﻿That is why our divine masters … called them monks … because their life, far from being divided, remained perfectly one, because they unified themselves by a holy recollection which excluded all distraction so as to tend toward a unity of conduct conformed to God and toward the perfection of divine love﻿” (﻿Ps-Dion. hier.eccles. 6,3﻿).

But even this interpretation may be related to the fact that monachos denoted a celibate, for in the text alluded to earlier, one of the values ascribed by Paul to celibacy is precisely that it leaves a person totally “﻿undivided﻿” and at the disposal of God (﻿1 Cor 7:33﻿). Likewise, the interpretation given by Augustine to the word monachos is, while highly theological, built upon the same semantic possibility exploited by Pseudo-Dionysius.﻿19﻿ It is also quite interesting to note that a similar interpretation is given the word īḥīdāyā in Syriac by Philoxenus of Mabbug, again suggesting a close relation in semantic content between monachos and īḥīdāyā.﻿20﻿ Nevertheless, the absence of the word monachos from many earlier ancient writers who do develop the theme of interior unity (Philo, Clement of Alexandria, Origen) or simply of unity suggests that this nuance was a semantic possibility of monachos rather than its original reference in Christian usage.﻿21﻿

2. The term monachus in Latin use
Athanasius states in the preface to his Life of Antony that the word ‘﻿monk﻿’ was becoming known outside of Egypt. It is often reasonably presumed that he was thinking of the Latin-speaking West, where he had spent periods of exile many years earlier. Likewise, it has been assumed that Athanasius himself used this time of exile (a.d. 340) to promote monasticism in the West. Jerome certainly implies this (﻿Hier. epist. 127,5–8﻿).﻿22﻿ However, the earliest literary occurrences of the term monachus in Latin are in fact from the Latin translations of the Life of Antony. It is difficult to date the earliest Latin translation of this work, but it must have been after 357 (Antony died in 356) and before 370. The more polished literary translation by Evagrius of Antioch was made before 374.﻿23﻿ The writings of Jerome also had much to do with the spread of the term in the West in the last part of the fourth century. As late as a.d. 416, however, the hostile Latin writer Rutilius Namatianus regarded the word as a neologism of Greek origin.﻿24﻿

The earlier Latin translation of the Life of Antony is quite literal and, with few exceptions of no significance, renders the Greek monachos by the Latin monachus. In a few cases the translator also used a paraphrase such as locum monachorum to translate the Greek monastērion.﻿25﻿ Evagrius of Antioch, on the other hand, used the Latin monachus to translate not only the Greek monachos but the words philokaloi, spoudaioi and askētai as well, all of which are more general terms for those devoted to the ascetic life (﻿Vita Anton. 4;7;36﻿). This certainly confirms the Greek and Coptic evidence that the word monachos did not in Christian practice designate exclusively the anchorite. Evagrius also rendered the general term askēsis by institutum monachorum.﻿26﻿

Despite the broader usage of the term in the Life of Antony and in both Greek and Latin, this work was probably in large part responsible, as has already been suggested, for the creation of the archetype “﻿hermit-monk﻿” and for the perception that the term originally meant solitary in the sense of hermit or anchorite. This mistaken perception can be traced already to the last quarter of the fourth century and is due in part to St. Jerome. Jerome was himself strongly influenced by the Life of Antony, as was Sulpicius Severus, and he produced several works more or less in imitation of it.﻿27﻿ It was Jerome also who gave it an etymological interpretation in the sense of solitary: “﻿Translate the word ‘﻿monk﻿’: that’s your proper title. What are you, a ‘﻿solitary,﻿’ doing in a crowd?﻿” (﻿Hier. epist. 14,6.1﻿).﻿28﻿ His own devotion (theoretical rather than practical) to the eremitic ideal is perhaps revealed also in his translation (in the version Iuxta Hebraeos) of yĕḥîdîm in ﻿Ps 67 (68):7﻿ as solitarius where, it will be remembered, Symmachus and Theodotion had used monachos. Nevertheless, Jerome himself also used the word in its broader original sense when describing the kinds of monks (﻿Hier. epist. 22,34﻿) and in the preface to his translation of the Pachomian Rules (Pathom. reg., praef.).

The evidence surveyed thus far suggests then that the term monachos in both Greek and Latin originally designated those living ‘﻿alone﻿’ in the sense of ‘﻿unmarried.﻿’ The equation of the term with ‘﻿hermit﻿’ represents a narrowing rather than a broadening of the original meaning, as has often been supposed. The opposite assumption, namely, that the term originally meant ‘﻿hermit﻿’ and was extended to include a wide variety of styles of life not only corresponds less well to the available evidence but makes many other questions more difficult to explain. These include: how Evagrius of Antioch could have translated such a variety of words by monachus, how Cassian could have portrayed the cenobites as the first kind of monks in the order of historical development, and indeed, how a tradition of “﻿kinds of monks﻿” could have developed at all.

3. The tradition of kinds of monks
The oldest literary evidence for the development of the theme of different kinds of monks is found in the Consultationes Zacchaei et Apollonii, an anonymous work attributed by some to Firmicus Maternus and dated about a.d. 381.﻿29﻿ The author distinguishes three styles of life in which monks live. First, there are the hermits or anchorites, said to be the highest grade, who live in deserted places or in caves and follow the most severe ascetical practices in regard to food, clothing, sleep, hours spent in prayer, etc. Then there are those who live apart from society but come together for prayer. Finally, there are those who lead a chaste and religious life but one not otherwise distinct from that of the rest of Christians. This author’s distinctions are based on the degree of asceticism pursued and the degree of separation from the rest of the society. The only technical term used to describe these various ways of life is monachus; it appears to be applied to these different forms precisely because what they have in common is the practice of the celibate life.﻿30﻿

The next literary classification of monks to appear is in St. Jerome’s famous letter to Eustochium. This piece is actually a treatise on the ascetic life; it is usually dated to the year 384, when Jerome was living in Rome and seeking to advance the cause of the ascetic life there. Jerome distinguishes three kinds (genera) of monks (﻿Hier. epist. 22,34﻿). While the author of the Consultationes did not locate the kinds of monks he was describing, Jerome is quite specific in naming Egypt as the place where these three kinds are to be found. This may be the first literary instance, apart from the Life of Antony, where the institution of monasticism in Egypt has come to be regarded as normative.

The first category of monks Jerome describes are called cenobites. He says they are called sauhes in “﻿their foreign tongue,﻿” and he defines them as “﻿those who live in a community.﻿”﻿31﻿

The second category Jerome mentions are the anchorites, who, he says, are called by this name “﻿because they have withdrawn from society.﻿”﻿32﻿ The founder of this manner of life was Paul (the hermit), but Antony was the one who made it illustrious. Actually, Jerome adds, John the Baptist was the first. These survive on bread and salt (﻿Hier. epist. 22,36﻿).

The third type of monks are called remnuoth.﻿33﻿ These, Jerome says, are a very inferior (deterrimum; cf. ﻿RB﻿ ﻿1.6﻿) and despised kind but are the only ones or the principal kind to be found in “﻿our province.﻿” That, presumably, means Rome or Italy. They are characterized as living together by twos or threes according to their own will and independently. In a satirical passage foreshadowing the more lengthy one devoted to the gyrovagues in ﻿RM﻿ ﻿1﻿, Jerome describes the remnuoth: “﻿Among them everything is done for effect. They wear loose sleeves, flapping boots, clumsy clothing. They sigh a great deal, pay visits to virgins, belittle the clergy and, whenever a feast day comes round, eat themselves sick﻿” (﻿Hier. epist. 22,34﻿).

Dismissing these as “﻿a plague,﻿” Jerome then devotes a lengthy passage to describing the way of life of the cenobites. The first mark of the cenobites is that they live under a superior (maior) and are obedient. He goes on to describe how they are divided into tens and hundreds under deans (called decani and praepositi), how they meet for prayer, their ascetic diet, their edifying discourse, their practice of silence, and their work.

It is clear that Jerome is describing the Pachomian monks of Upper Egypt. We do not know where he obtained his information; at this point in his monastic career he had not yet visited Egypt. Two years after he wrote this, Jerome did visit Egypt in the company of Paula, but he never did travel up the Nile to the principal Pachomian centers. However, he had spent some time in Syria, where he had become acquainted with Eastern monasticism and had many monastic contacts. He may have had access to some Pachomian literature in a Greek version, or he may have received his information from verbal reports about Pachomian practice. Some of his details may also have been drawn from the descriptions of the Essenes given by Philo and Josephus, for Jerome mentions explicitly that they lived a life similar to that of the cenobites (﻿Hier. epist. 22,35﻿).

Augustine is the next (c. 387–389) to provide a description of these new Christian styles of life. He does not in fact use the term monachus nor any other technical term to describe them. The one factor common to all those he mentions, and in fact the reason why they are invoked at all in a work directed against the Manichaeans, is their practice of celibacy. “﻿Who can be unaware,﻿” writes Augustine, “﻿that the multitude of Christians practicing perfect continence increases and spreads day by day, particularly in Egypt and in the East?﻿” (﻿Aug. mor.eccl. 65﻿). Again we may note that Egypt has come to be regarded as the home and norm of monasticism from the Latin point of view.

Augustine mentions three ways of living the celibate life. The first is that of the solitaries, who live in desolate places and practice rigorous asceticism (﻿Aug. mor.eccl. 66﻿). Next are those who live in common and pass their time in prayer, reading and spiritual conferences (﻿Aug. mor.eccl. 67–68﻿). Many features of this description, including the organization in terms of “﻿deans,﻿” the manual labor, the role of superiors, the diet, the care of the poor, etc., suggest that Augustine already had and was dependent on Jerome’s ﻿Letter 22﻿ for his description. However, he does not bother to mention the remnuoth described by Jerome, but goes on to describe another kind he had heard of that might be termed “﻿urban monasticism﻿” (﻿Aug. mor.eccl. 70﻿). He mentions communities at Milan and Rome in which holy men and women live a retired life under a superior. Augustine sees these communities as especially inspired by the injunctions of Paul about manual labor (﻿2 Thess 3:6–12﻿) and about moderation and charity (﻿Rom 14:2–21﻿).

Some thirty years after Augustine, John Cassian took up the theme of the “﻿kinds of monks﻿” and developed it at greater length, adding some new features. It has been suggested that Cassian is dependent for his information on that supplied by Jerome in ﻿Letter 22﻿.﻿34﻿ There is every reason to believe that he was acquainted with Jerome’s work, but there are several reasons for thinking that he is also a distinct witness to the same Egyptian tradition on which Jerome’s report is based. In the first place, Cassian had lived in Egypt for many years, and although it seems he never visited the Thebaid, he was certainly well acquainted with the monasticism of Nitria and Scetis.

Cassian states that there are three kinds of monks in Egypt, but he later describes a fourth kind. The first kind of monks are the cenobites, who live together in a congregation under the direction of an elder. They are the most numerous kind and are found throughout Egypt (﻿Cassian. conl. 18,4﻿). According to Cassian, the cenobites were the original kind of monks and can be traced back to the time of the apostles. In fact, he would lead us to believe that they are simply a continuation of that ideal of the Christian life described by Luke (﻿Acts 4:32–35﻿) from which the rest of the Church had fallen away. The more fervent Christians, not content with the careless and lax life of the general body of Christians, gradually separated from them to live a common life apart from the rest. “﻿Because they abstained from marriage and cut themselves off from intercourse with their kinsmen and the life of the world, [they] were termed monks (monachi) or monazontes from the strictness of their lonely and solitary life﻿” (﻿Cassian. conl. 18,5﻿). Although this is historically untrue, Cassian’s definition of the term “﻿monk﻿” primarily in terms of celibacy is in accord with all the evidence previously mentioned.

In another version of the origin of the cenobites, Cassian traces them back to the early Church at Alexandria founded by St. Mark. Here he combines the picture of the early Church provided by Luke with the information supplied by Philo concerning the Therapeutae, who had already been identified by Eusebius as the early Christians.﻿35﻿ Cassian then assumes not only that these were the first Christians in Egypt, as his source had done (﻿Eus. hist.eccles. 2,15﻿) but that cenobitism in Egypt could be traced back to them (﻿Cassian. inst. 2,5﻿).﻿36﻿ Thus, whatever may have been Cassian’s familiarity with Jerome’s description of the kinds of monks, he has modified it considerably by omitting, at least at this point, any reference to the Pachomians and by tracing instead the supposed historical origins of the cenobites back to northern Egypt, even to Alexandria.﻿37﻿ This he no doubt did for the didactic purpose of demonstrating the necessity of training in the cenobitic life before one takes up the anchoritic life.

Cassian’s account of anchoritic origins is very similar to that of Jerome, with the exception that he implies that the first hermits, Paul and Antony, had been cenobites originally (﻿Cassian. conl. 18,6﻿). They sought the recesses of the desert out of a desire for the loftier heights of perfection and divine contemplation. As Jerome had done, Cassian invokes the example of John the Baptist and then goes on to mention Elijah and Elisha with quotations from Job, Jeremiah and the Psalms in support of the anchorites. Along with the author of the Consultationes, Jerome and many others, Cassian shared the by now traditional view that the anchoritic life was a higher form of monastic life, not because the anchorites came first historically, nor because the word monachus was originally equivalent to anchorite, but because the anchoritic life was perceived as a higher or more advanced form of asceticism. To Cassian must go credit, however, for the notion that the cenobitic life is a training ground for hermits.﻿38﻿

The third kind of monks mentioned by Cassian are the sarabaites (﻿Cassian. conl. 18,7﻿). These correspond to the remnuoth mentioned by Jerome. The distinct name suggests that Cassian had independent access to the same Egyptian tradition on which Jerome had drawn.﻿39﻿ Cassian regards this kind as a sort of heresy. They have broken away from the congregations of the cenobites, where the authentic monastic tradition is taught, and live an undisciplined life. They shirk the severity of the monastery and live two or three together in their cells, not satisfied to be under the care and governance (imperio) of an abbot (﻿Cassian. conl. 18,7﻿). Cassian describes the sarabaites at considerable length, contrasting them unfavorably with the cenobites. He notes that the two kinds are almost equally numerous in southern Gaul. The reason for his exaltation of the cenobites is clear. Cassian is aiming to establish the idea of an authentic and normative monastic tradition that is transmitted in cenobitic monasteries. Those who seek to become anchorites must first be formed in this authentic tradition.

Finally, Cassian mentions a fourth kind of monk, to whom he gives no name. These are false hermits who have spent some time in a coenobium but not enough to receive a proper formation. They leave and set out on their own before they have learned to deal with their own vices (﻿Cassian. conl. 18,8﻿).

The immediate literary antecedent and source of ﻿RB﻿ ﻿1﻿ is ﻿RM﻿ ﻿1﻿. The latter’s description of the kinds of monks is in turn drawn largely from Cassian. The Master states that there are four kinds of monks. The first are the cenobites, defined exactly as by ﻿RB﻿ ﻿1.1–2﻿. The second are the anchorites, again described as in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿1﻿. The third are the sarabaites. This passage of ﻿RM﻿ ﻿1.6–10﻿ is reproduced in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿1.6–9﻿ in slightly abbreviated form. Cassian’s fourth, unnamed kind seems to be appended to the description of the sarabaites by the Master (﻿RM﻿ ﻿1.11–12﻿). Then the Master introduces his fourth kind, the gyrovagues, about whom he digresses in a lengthy, often amusing satire. This is a new variety in the tradition; evidently these wandering, homeless monks had become quite a problem in early sixth-century Italy. The need to regulate them is reflected also in the directions given for receiving visiting monks (﻿RM﻿ ﻿78﻿, ﻿87﻿ and ﻿RB﻿ ﻿61﻿).﻿40﻿

This short chapter of the Rule of St. Benedict is, then, the end product of a long and rich literary tradition in which repeated efforts have been made to distinguish the genuine from the false article in monastic life. It is the fruit of a wisdom tradition based on the assumption that monastic life has as a goal, and should be oriented toward, the spiritual progress of the individual person. It reflects the experience that certain forms of monastic life enhance the possibility of progress and certain forms hinder it. In this tradition the cenobitic became the preferred form of monastic life because it was the consensus of the monastic movement that in order to achieve spiritual progress, the person who has chosen voluntary celibacy in imitation of Jesus needs training, a training that aims at absorbing the wisdom and profiting from the experience of many previous generations. This chapter reflects also the traditional idea that this training is best acquired in the company of others under the tutelage of a master, someone who has already combined the spiritual insights of the past with his or her own experience.﻿41﻿ This normative monastic tradition embodied in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿1﻿ grew up in Egypt, but was enriched by the observations and experience of other writers as it passed into, and was handed on in, the West.﻿42﻿

4. The monastic terminology for women
There is no single term for religious women with the same connotations and widespread use as the word monachos (monk) for men, a term that has remained remarkably constant through many changes of language. Lampe’s lexicon offers only one comparatively late instance of the feminine form monachē.﻿43﻿ More common are other formations on the same root, such as monastria and monazousa (corresponding to the masculine monazōn).﻿44﻿ Far more common for women, however, is the less specifically monastic term parthenos (virgin).﻿45﻿

In Latin the form monacha appears at a relatively early date (a.d. 384; ﻿Hier. epist. 22,13﻿) in a context that, surprisingly, suggests common or widespread use. It continues in use for several centuries, appearing in diverse writings, such as those of Augustine, Gregory of Tours, Gregory the Great and the Lives of the Jura fathers.﻿46﻿ Although it has survived as a common term in Italian (monaca), it did not become the usual Latin term for monastic women or even remain in common use. The more common terms in Latin are sanctimonialis and virgo sacrata. Sanctimonialis (from which comes also the later short form monialis) is found already in pre-Christian use. It is an adjectival formation from sanctimonia, designating an existence consecrated to the practice of a holy life.﻿47﻿ In Christian literature it occurs first in Augustine (﻿Aug. epist. 169﻿; ﻿retract. 1,2,22﻿; ﻿serm. 22,1﻿). A cognate of monialis exists in French and did at one time in English also.﻿48﻿

The most common term in English for monastic women, “﻿nun,﻿” appears to be of Egyptian origin, although its etymology remains obscure.﻿49﻿ This word appears in both masculine and feminine forms in Greek (nonnos-nonna) from the second century a.d. on, and in Latin (nonnus-nonna) from the late fourth century. It was not originally an ecclesiastical or even specifically Christian term but was understood, at least as it came into Latin, as an epithet of respect, especially for older persons. Jerome uses it as such in his famous letter to Eustochium (﻿Hier. epist. 22,16﻿).﻿50﻿ It retains this connotation in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿63.12﻿, where, interestingly, St. Benedict finds it necessary to explain its meaning as paterna reverentia.

Thereafter the denotations of the word develop in two quite distinct directions. As an epithet of respect, both masculine and feminine Latin forms survive into the Carolingian period, but, due in part to the influence of Boniface, the feminine form begins to acquire its specific reference to religious women in Frankish and Germanic lands. Probably because of the dominance of the term monachus, the masculine Latin form does not develop this kind of reference and drops out of use. In Italian, nonno-nonna come to mean grandfather and grandmother. In German, French and English, the feminine form alone survives and refers properly only to monastic women. Given the fact that in the fourth to sixth centuries the term was still a comparatively generalized term of respect for older persons, it is easy to see how it could have developed these quite distinct meanings.
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50 The translation “﻿are called chaste nuns﻿” (﻿ACW﻿ 33.148), for castae vocantur et nonnae is incorrect. The word does not have the specific English meaning of ‘﻿nun﻿’ at this point, nor does it have any connection with chastity, as its later history demonstrates.
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