Appendix 2
The Abbot
Two entire chapters of the Rule, ﻿2﻿ and ﻿64﻿, are devoted to the abbot, and he occupies an important place in all its legislation. It is impossible to understand either the spiritual theory of the Rule or its practical regulations without a clear vision of his all-pervasive role. Since this role has been diversely conceived in the course of Benedictine history, it is essential to study St. Benedict’s teaching about the abbot, in the light of the tradition upon which he drew.﻿1﻿

The title abbas

Although Benedict sometimes uses other terms, such as prior and maior to refer to the superior of the monastery, he usually, in accord with a number of other Latin monastic sources, gives him the title abbas.﻿2﻿ Like so many other usages in the Rule, this term is derived from Egyptian monasticism, where we find it used already in fourth-century documents. It is almost certainly derived originally from the Aramaic term abba, which means ‘﻿father.﻿’﻿3﻿ In Coptic it appears as apa, and in Greek and Latin it was simply transliterated and made into a declinable noun, abbas. In a similar way the term has been absorbed into modern languages: hence the English word “﻿abbot.﻿”

The earliest certain usage of the term in a monastic sense is in Greek papyri found in Egypt, which date from about 330 to 340. Its regular appearance in the Apophthegmata (which were collected later but reflect an ancient oral tradition) may indicate a still earlier usage, going back to the origins of Egyptian monasticism. Later in the fourth century, it is used by Palladius and the author of the Historia monachorum, as well as by other Greek writers.﻿4﻿ But it does not appear in the Life of Antony, nor in the letters attributed to him, which are very probably authentic. Athanasius, however, uses it elsewhere as a title for a monk (Ath. narr.Ammon.). It was not used in Cappadocia; St. Basil, who also does not use the term “﻿monk,﻿” called the head of his fraternity ho proestōs, ‘﻿the one in charge,﻿’ which Rufinus translates as is qui praeest.

In Egyptian usage the term does not designate the superior of a community, as we understand it today, but an “﻿elder﻿” or “﻿senior,﻿” advanced in the wisdom of the desert and gifted with the charism of enlightening others by conferring upon them a logion, or ‘﻿word.﻿’ In the Pachomian sources, both Coptic and Greek, it likewise refers to various elders, but is sometimes used without a proper name (“﻿the Abbot﻿”) to designate Pachomius himself. Hence the process of reserving it to the superior of a coenobium may have begun in Egyptian cenobitism, though the original use of the term to mean ‘﻿elder﻿’ takes us back to the semi-eremitical phase of Egyptian monasticism. The older usage still prevails in the Byzantine world, whereas in the West the term “﻿abbot﻿” is applied only to cenobitic superiors.

The term was quickly adopted by Latin writers. Jerome uses it only rarely (never in his translation of the Pachomian materials) and seems originally to have objected to it on the grounds that ﻿Matt 23:9﻿ forbids designating human beings as father.﻿5﻿ While Augustine never uses it (the superior of his monastery is called praepositus, ‘﻿the one placed over﻿’), it appears frequently in Sulpicius Severus and especially in Cassian. While the former uses it only to designate a cenobitic superior, in Cassian it can still refer to a charismatic elder in the desert, but also serves as the title of the superior of a coenobium (﻿Sulpic. Sever. dial. 1,10,11,17,18,19,22﻿). By the sixth century, in the Lives of the Jura Fathers, the Regula Magistri and St. Benedict, it is used exclusively in the latter sense.

The origins of the monastic use of the term are difficult to explain. An Aramaic word, it would be at home in Syria: did it originally come to Egypt from Syria at some remote period earlier than our documentation? This would support the hypothesis of those who believe that monasticism originated in Syria rather than in Egypt.﻿6﻿ Although abba in the sense of ‘﻿lord﻿’ or ‘﻿sir﻿’ was used as a title of respect in Syria, however, its technical monastic use there and in Palestine is so late that it seems more likely that it results from Egyptian influence rather than vice versa.﻿7﻿

On the other hand, its usage may have originated independently in Egypt out of reflection upon the biblical use of abba. In the New Testament, Jesus uses this term of endearment when calling upon God, thereby revealing the intimate relationship he enjoyed with him; and the early Christians used it in imitation of him, aware that they had been adopted as sons of God (﻿Mark 14:36﻿; ﻿Gal 4:6﻿; ﻿Rom 8:15﻿). But it is applied only to God. Its application to the spiritual father who mediates God’s word supposes a theology of spiritual fatherhood that would assimilate the role of the abba to that of God himself. In the earliest Egyptian texts there is no evidence of such a development, though it does appear in the Pachomian literature. The sources do not tell us clearly where and why the title was first applied to monks. However, the doctrine of spiritual fatherhood that grew up in the monastic tradition developed out of a rich background in the Scriptures and early Christian tradition, to which we must now turn.

Spiritual fatherhood in the Scriptures and early Christian tradition
In both the prophetic and sapiential traditions of Israel, the relationship between master and disciple is presented under the metaphor of father and son. Since both prophecy and wisdom had roots in the culture of the ancient Near East, this metaphor extends far back into history.﻿8﻿

It is the role of a father not only to beget children but also to educate them. Consequently, the activity of teaching was seen as the work of the father, and one who performed it could be called “﻿father.﻿” The ancient wisdom literature of both Egypt and Mesopotamia is often presented in the form of a father’s instructions to his son: not only is the content the traditional paternal advice that was handed down to successive generations, but the form is a paternal monologue that frequently contains the direct address “﻿my son﻿” or “﻿my sons.﻿”﻿9﻿ The frequent use of this literary form in Proverbs and other Old Testament wisdom literature shows Israel’s dependence upon the prevailing cultural patterns.﻿10﻿

In the ancient world the parents were the principal teachers of their children; scribal schools educated only a small minority chiefly destined for government service.﻿11﻿ Normally the son learned his father’s trade by a kind of apprenticeship, and the daughter learned the domestic arts from her mother.﻿12﻿ More important than this. however, was the communication of the parents’ sense of values, their convictions about the meaning of life and how it was to be lived in practice. For Israel this involved a sense of identification with the people of God and the acceptance of faith in Yahweh, which informed the whole of life. The Old Testament is filled with the idea of the transmission from father to son of the religious heritage of Israel; this is particularly stressed not only by the wisdom tradition but also by the Deuteronomic literature (﻿Deut 6:7﻿, ﻿20–23﻿; ﻿32:7﻿, ﻿45–47﻿; ﻿Josh 4:21–22﻿; ﻿Exod 13:8﻿).

Teaching how to live, communicating the fruits of one’s own experience, is a continuation of the transmission of life proper to fatherhood. The wisdom handed on by the sage was a gift of life: “﻿The teaching of the wise is a fountain of life, that one may avoid the snares of death﻿” (﻿Prov 13:14﻿). In Israel, wisdom was progressively seen as a gift of God, and finally identified with the Mosaic law, itself considered by the Deuteronomist as “﻿your very life﻿” (﻿Deut 32:47﻿; see ﻿Sir 24:23﻿).

The metaphor of the father-son relationship appears also among the prophets and their disciples. While the term “﻿sons of the prophets﻿” probably does not have the connotation of spiritual sonship, but simply means “﻿guild﻿” or “﻿brotherhood﻿” of prophets, we find Elisha addressing his master Elijah as “﻿my father﻿” at the moment of the latter’s disappearance (﻿2 Kgs 2:12﻿). Elisha had asked for a double share of the master’s inheritance, which by right belonged to the eldest son. His sonship is based upon the transmission of the “﻿spirit﻿” that made him a new Elijah. In similar fashion the king of Israel, who sought advice from Elisha, calls him “﻿my father﻿” (﻿2 Kgs 6:21﻿; ﻿13:14﻿). Here, as in the circles of the sages, it is the transmission of teaching that constitutes the father-son relationship.

For the Old Testament, then, instruction is an exercise of fatherhood, especially when it concerns the total formation of a person. To develop his personality and the very life he has received from his parents, every man needs the help of others. To benefit another in this way is to exercise the function of fatherhood on his behalf, to show him “﻿the way of life.﻿” That these ideas were current at the time of the New Testament is clear from their appearance in the Qumran literature and in Philo. The metaphor of sonship applied to disciples is also found in Hellenistic literature. But it is principally the religious tradition of the Old Testament that prepared the way for St. Paul, who, however, developed it in a unique fashion.

In his very first epistle Paul compared his behavior at Thessalonica to the way in which a father deals with his children: “﻿You know how, like a father with his children, we exhorted each one of you and encouraged you and charged you to lead a life worthy of God﻿” (﻿1 Thess 2:11–12﻿). From metaphor, however, he advanced to an affirmation of real fatherhood when addressing the Corinthians: “﻿Even if you have ten thousand guardians in Christ, yet you do not have many fathers, for I begot you in Christ Jesus by means of the Gospel. Therefore I urge you, be imitators of me﻿” (﻿1 Cor 4:15–16﻿). Here we have more than a simple comparison. Paul is affirming that the relationship which unites him to the Christians of Corinth is a genuine fatherhood, to be understood by analogy with physical fatherhood.

The father is concerned solely with the welfare of his children, for it is he who has given them life. In this sense he is to be contrasted with the “﻿guardian﻿” or “﻿pedagogue,﻿” a slave who conducted the child to and from school and often meted out harsh discipline to him. No one else—not even ten thousand such slaves—can replace the role of the father. For it is he who has begotten the child. In the natural order, to beget is to transmit life, to share in the creative process itself. The New Testament often uses the language of physical generation and birth to express the reality of the new divine life conferred upon us in the Christian economy. For St. John, to be a Christian means to enter into this new life, to be born again, from above, of water and the Spirit; this is a gift of God that makes a person the child of God and assimilates him to his only-begotten Son, placing him permanently in the state of adoptive divine sonship (see ﻿John 1:12–13﻿; ﻿3:3–8﻿; ﻿1 John 2:29﻿; ﻿3:1–2﻿, ﻿9﻿; ﻿5:1﻿, ﻿11–12﻿).

Paul speaks of this same reality in a different way. That he is not speaking of sacramental regeneration in baptism, as is St. John, is clear from his explicit exclusion of baptizing from his apostolic role at Corinth (﻿1 Cor 1:13–17﻿). He is father not through baptism but “﻿by means of the Gospel.﻿” For Paul, however, word and sacrament are inseparably united. The same transcendent reality is approached from a different aspect than in the Johannine literature.

In this concept of “﻿begetting by means of the Gospel,﻿” the Word of God that is proclaimed is the seed that transmits life.﻿13﻿ The idea is not original in Paul: it appears elsewhere in the New Testament﻿14﻿ and is related to the metaphorical usage of the image of seed in pagan and Jewish writers (see Plato ﻿phaed. 248d; 249a; 276e;﻿ ﻿Phil. cher. 43–44﻿), as well as to the Old Testament idea of the efficacy of the Word of God.﻿15﻿

The Old Testament does not use the image of the Word as a seed, but it appears to have become quite common in the early Church. James writes: “﻿He brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be, as it were, the first-fruits of his creation﻿” (﻿Jas 1:18﻿). Peter is even more explicit: “﻿You have been born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through the living and abiding word of God.﻿” He then quotes Deutero-Isaiah: “﻿the word of the Lord abides forever,﻿” and adds, “﻿That word is the Good News which was preached to you﻿” (﻿1 Pet 1:23–25﻿, citing ﻿Isa 40:6–8﻿). Very likely St. John also has the image of the word in mind when he says, “﻿No one born of God commits sin, for God’s seed abides in him, and he cannot sin because he is born of God﻿” (﻿1 John 3:9﻿).

The Good News, then, is the seed that brings forth new life in the Christian, the very life of God because the seed is God’s word. Just as in the natural order a man becomes a father by contributing the seed that transmits life, so in the supernatural order the apostle who imparts the life-giving word is rightly said to have brought forth the life of grace in the hearer, and the latter is rightly called his son. Such is the reasoning of Paul. All life is a gift of God, but the man who confers life by means of his seed is really a father, and the same is true of the spiritual father who transmits the seed of his word. The Word of God is powerful and active, a fertile principle of salvation implanted in a man’s heart, where it engenders life like the virile seed in the womb; it is the power of God unto salvation for everyone who has faith, the word of life that makes its recipients children of God (﻿1 Thess 1:5﻿; ﻿Rom 1:16﻿; ﻿Phil 2:15–16﻿).

In this transmission of life, the apostle is the indispensable instrument of God. The divine initiative has selected men, as it did in the Old Testament, to proclaim the living word: they are God’s representatives or ambassadors, who speak not their own message but that of God (﻿2 Cor 2:17﻿; ﻿5:20﻿; ﻿1 Thess 2:13﻿). Therefore, Paul can rightly claim the Gospel as his own (﻿Gal 1:11–12﻿) while still claiming that it is God’s word. And he can attribute to his own ministry the fertility and efficacy of the word he preaches (﻿1 Cor 2:4–5﻿; ﻿2 Cor 4:7﻿). It is a case of the mysterious cooperation between grace and nature: the apostle is a co-worker with God (﻿1 Cor 3:9﻿; ﻿2 Cor 6:1﻿). Accordingly, the preacher of the word is God’s instrument in communicating the new life, just as is the minister who confers baptism, the rebirth, and can equally be designated as spiritual father.

Paul understands this in a very realistic fashion. As in natural fatherhood, the act of begetting sets up an enduring relationship with the children. The apostle himself becomes the instrument of salvation for them: he is a “﻿sacrament﻿” and his whole person becomes a source of life. He represents the heavenly Father to his children: his whole life is a means of preaching the life-giving word to them. Therefore Paul can urge them to be “﻿imitators of me﻿” (﻿1 Cor 4:16﻿; ﻿11:1﻿), just as he speaks of their imitating Christ or God (﻿1 Thess 1:6﻿; ﻿Eph 5:1﻿). As a natural father remains with his children to teach them by both word and example and thus continues the work of giving life that was begun when he begot them, so the spiritual father continues to confer life by the ongoing proclamation of both his teaching and his life, until his children are fully formed. To this must be added the duty of correcting their errors and failures, and offering comfort, support and encouragement, in the manner of a father who unselfishly has their welfare at heart (see ﻿1 Cor 4:14﻿; ﻿2 Cor 1:3–7﻿).

The early Church took up Paul’s teaching about spiritual fatherhood and developed it in the two directions already indicated by the New Testament: the sacramental and the prophetic. We find the fatherhood of the bishop affirmed already, at least in an equivalent way, in the apostolic fathers. Ignatius says “﻿all should respect the deacons as Jesus Christ, even as the bishop is a type of the Father, and the presbyters as the council of God and the college of apostles﻿” (﻿Ign. Trall. 3,1﻿). Elsewhere he commands, “﻿All of you follow the bishop, as Jesus Christ [follows] the Father﻿” (﻿Ign. Smyr. 8,1﻿). For Ignatius, the bishop is clearly the visible representative of God the Father: when the presbyters defer to him, it is really “﻿not to him, but to the Father of Jesus Christ, the bishop of all.… It is right that we offer obedience without hypocrisy, for one does not merely deceive this bishop who is seen, but wrongs the Unseen One﻿” (﻿Ign. Magn. 3,1–2﻿).

The fatherhood of the bishop is more explicitly developed in the Church orders. Thus the Didascalia Apostolorum, probably an early third-century document, refers to the bishop not only as shepherd and physician but also as father: “﻿Let the bishop love the laity as his children.… He is the teacher of piety and, next after God, he is your father, who has begotten you again to the adoption of sons by water and the Spirit﻿” (﻿Didasc. apost. 2,20–26﻿). The bishop’s role as father, however, is related not only to his administration of the sacraments, as in the preceding text, but also to his proclaiming the word and teaching doctrine. Commenting on the Old Testament command to honor father and mother, the author says: “﻿How much more should the word exhort you to honor your spiritual parents, and to love them as your benefactors and ambassadors with God, who have regenerated you with water, and endued you with the fullness of the Holy Spirit, who have fed you with the word as with milk, who have nourished you with doctrine, who have confirmed you by their admonitions.…﻿” (﻿Didasc. apost. 2,33﻿).﻿16﻿

The Fathers also pursued the biblical idea of the generation of children through handing on the word. Irenaeus states clearly the principle that one becomes a son by receiving the teaching of another: “﻿‘﻿Son﻿’ has a twofold meaning:… one is a son in the natural order because he was born a son;… the second is made so … by the teaching of doctrine. For when any person has been taught from the mouth of another, he is called the son of the one who instructs him, and the latter is called his father﻿” (﻿Iren. adv.haer. 4,41,2﻿).

It is especially in the Alexandrian school, however, that the fatherhood of the teacher and preacher of the word is developed. Given the emphasis of the Alexandrian Fathers upon the Logos, the word of Scripture and the teacher in the Christian community, the development is not surprising. Typically, Clement derives the idea both from Plato and from St. Paul: “﻿As he [Socrates] says in the Theaetetus, ‘﻿He [the virtuous man] will beget and train men; for some procreate by the body, others by the soul.﻿’ For among the barbarian philosophers to teach and to enlighten is also called begetting, just as the Apostle says. ‘﻿I have begotten you in Jesus Christ﻿’﻿” (﻿Clem. strom. 5,2﻿).

Elsewhere Clement elaborates further, explaining that the word is the seed through which the begetting takes place: “﻿It is a good thing to leave good children to posterity: such is the ease with children of our bodies. But words are the progeny of the soul; thus we call those who have taught us ‘﻿fathers.﻿’ … The word that is sown is hidden in the soul of the learner, as in the earth, and this is spiritual planting.… I believe that soul united to soul and spirit to spirit in the sowing of the word will make what is sown germinate and grow. And everyone who is instructed is, from the viewpoint of dependence, the son of his teacher. ‘﻿Son,﻿’ says he [Solomon], ‘﻿do not forget my precepts﻿’﻿” (﻿Clem. strom. 1,1﻿, citing Prov 3:1; see also ﻿Clem. strom. 3,15﻿).﻿17﻿

There can be little doubt that these concepts developed out of the important place occupied by prophecy and teaching in the early Church. Prophets and teachers are mentioned frequently in the New Testament; while their precise functions in the early Christian community are subject to dispute, they were certainly both concerned with the ministry of the word.﻿18﻿ The teacher’s role was probably to expound the Christian faith to those who had received baptism but needed further instruction (didachē), and the instruction, especially in Jewish-Christian communities, must have consisted largely in the Christian interpretation of the Old Testament.

The prophet was no doubt so called because he was seen to be in continuity with Old Testament prophecy; therefore he was a charismatic who was moved by the Spirit to utter the word of God, and prophecy was a sign of the Spirit’s presence in the Church. Paul ranks prophecy, followed immediately by teaching, directly after apostleship in the hierarchy of ministries (﻿1 Cor 12:28﻿) and says that its purpose is to build up, encourage and console the Church (﻿1 Cor 13:3﻿). It seems that there was a certain institutionalizing of the charism: the prophet was seen as holding an office in the community, though his precise function in the liturgical assembly is not known.

Prophecy was obviously subject to abuse and self-deception, as in the Old Testament, and there were false prophets who posed a threat to the communities. We find a number of references to them in the New Testament (﻿Matt 7:15﻿; ﻿24:11﻿, ﻿24﻿; ﻿Mark 13:22﻿; ﻿2 Pet 2:1﻿; ﻿1 John 4:1﻿). It thus seems likely that prophets were numerous in the early Church: we find them mentioned frequently in the Didache, together with teachers, and by Justin Martyr (﻿Didache 11 and 13﻿; prophets in ﻿Didache 10﻿ and ﻿Iust. dial. 82﻿). The excesses of Montanism in the second and third centuries may have brought charismatic gifts into some disrepute, but the functions of the New Testament prophets and teachers nevertheless continued in the ministry of the word exercised in the community: the didascalia.

It is probably out of this background that the emergence of the abba or charismatic elder, the bearer of the inspired word, in the Egyptian monastic circles of the fourth century should be understood.﻿19﻿ On the one hand, the desert elder exercised the charismatic functions of word-bearer much as the prophets and didaskaloi did in the early Church. On the other hand, he is called abba, whereas throughout the early Church there is a constant tradition of spiritual fatherhood attributed not only to sacramental and hierarchical ministers but also to those who generate life in the spiritual order by transmission of the word. There is no evidence in the texts that the name was given because of such a theology of spiritual fatherhood or that the Egyptian elder is a lineal descendant of the early Christian prophet. But both may be deemed highly probable.

The abba in the Egyptian desert
The life of the semi-anchorites in the deserts of Nitria and Scete is known chiefly through the Apophthegmata Patrum, together with information provided by Palladius, Cassian and the Historia monachorum. Nitria was founded around 330 by Amoun, and Scete about the same time by Macarius the Egyptian, and they flourished throughout the fourth century. The life was rather unstructured and could range from total solitude to a fair degree of common interaction. Similar forms of monastic life existed in the Fayyum, the Thebaid, the eastern desert, and the Delta area. What was characteristic of it and essential to its functioning was the role of the gerōn or ‘﻿elder.﻿’﻿20﻿

While the elder, who was called abba, was often a man well advanced in years, the determining factor was not chronological age but wisdom born of experience. The chief requisite for the exercise of spiritual fatherhood was that the man be himself spiritual. Spirituality was never considered an intellectual achievement; it could be acquired only by practice. A spiritual man was one who had himself lived the monastic life, come to know himself, struggled against his passions and the onslaughts of the demons, and allowed the power of grace to triumph in him. He had a doctrine, but it was not learned by study; it was the type of wisdom possessed by those who live rightly and learn from life itself. Such persons are able to advise others on the basis of their own experience.

The abba, then, was an experienced monk who knew the life from living it himself. He was a holy man, for he had achieved a measure of success in his personal struggle. He was able to be a spiritual father, patēr pneumatikos, to beget sons in his own image. He was considered to be a bearer of the Spirit, pneumatophoros, because holiness was no personal achievement, but the gift of the Spirit of God who dwells in us.﻿21﻿ The holy monk was filled with the Spirit because the Spirit’s dwelling place in him had been swept clean by the monk’s asceticism. He was, then, a true charismatic, a man in whom the Spirit dwelt and who was entirely subject to, and directed by, the Holy Spirit. To father sons, then, meant to communicate the Spirit to others so that they might also open their hearts to his indwelling.

The abba begot spiritual sons chiefly through the seed that is the word. Young men thirsting for salvation and the experience of God came to him as to a tested veteran. What they asked for was “﻿a word﻿” (rhēma): “﻿Father, give me a word.﻿” The request sometimes envisaged a particular problem and asked for specific advice; sometimes it was put in the most general terms: “﻿How can I be saved?﻿” The genuine fathers were the ones who did not seek to be fathers and whose humility made them hesitant to accept the role. Sometimes the disciple had to wait several days for an answer; sometimes the elder spotted him as a fraud and would not answer at all. The “﻿words﻿” were usually brief, pithy pronouncements containing insights of profound wisdom under an appearance of great simplicity. They are preserved in the collections of apophthegmata, which have been compared to the “﻿pronouncement stories﻿” of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels. Their teaching is the fruit of experience.

The desert monks had a strong sense of tradition, which was identified with “﻿the teaching of the elders.﻿” This was no systematized body of doctrine, but a kind of unsophisticated unwritten law that prescribed the best way to do things. Its inspiration was strongly evangelical, and it was most probably rooted in the ascetical and charismatic groupings of the pre-monastic period, but it developed out of actual practice in the first monastic generation. Each abba, in his own teaching, felt that he was handing on the tradition, and the tradition thus became incorporated in wise sayings that were remembered and propagated. The disciple, formed by the master’s teaching, received the tradition from him; when he became an abba himself, he passed it on to his disciples. The sayings of the fathers were eventually collected and set down in writing. They have been among the favored reading of monks ever since and have often served to recall monasticism to the purity and simplicity of its origins. When the traditional teaching of the fathers was absorbed by learned intellectuals such as Evagrius of Pontus and John Cassian, they systematized it on the foundations of Greek philosophy and Origen’s theories about the development of the spiritual life. But they were very conscious of the obligation to be faithful to tradition.

The elder became a spiritual father through a very personal relationship to an individual disciple. He could have more than one disciple at the same time, and they might all live under the same basic regime, but each was treated as a unique individual. They made their problems known to him through manifestation of thoughts (logismoi); this included not merely the bad thoughts by which they were tempted but whatever occupied their interior faculties. It was therefore more inclusive than simply confession of sins or evil thoughts, or even manifestation of conscience in the modern sense. The disciple, who was not yet liberated from slavery to his passions and from the darkness of sin, was often unable to distinguish in himself between what was healthy and positive and what was dangerous and deceptive. He therefore humbly opened his inner self to examination by the spiritual father. The latter’s ability to make sound judgments about what the disciple revealed to him was called “﻿discernment of spirits﻿” and was regarded as a charismatic gift.﻿22﻿ The conflicting forces that compete for control of a man’s heart were personified as “﻿spirits﻿”: the demons on the one hand (which Evagrius classified into eight principal types) and the Spirit of God on the other. Since the demons disguise themselves as angels of light (see ﻿2 Cor 11:14﻿), they can deceive the uninitiated, but not the abba who has the gift of discernment.﻿23﻿

The theme of discernment or discretion appears often in the desert literature.﻿24﻿ The omnipresence of demons, which appears so alien and disconcerting to the modern mind, is a fundamentally mythological way of stating profound spiritual and psychological insights into the human heart. The unmasking of illusions conducted by the fathers is in some respects an anticipation of the procedures of modern psychotherapy, but its purpose was entirely pastoral and spiritual.﻿25﻿ The elder aimed at helping the disciple to come to a knowledge of himself: by patiently and objectively examining the forces that clamored for control, he showed the youth what he must do if he really wished to extirpate the roots that sin and selfishness had sunk in him, perhaps even masquerading under virtuous pretenses, and to surrender himself in total abandonment to the Spirit of Christ. Thus would he be enabled to know his true self and at the same time to know God. Only in this way could he find an answer to the classic question presented to the fathers: How can I be saved?

The portrait of the desert fathers that the literature reveals to us is an admirable example of the exercise of spiritual fatherhood. They knew, as good natural parents do, that they were dealing with an ineffable mystery that demanded the most profound respect. They gave no advice unasked and were reluctant even to accede to entreaty, for they knew that it is no trivial matter to direct another’s life and share in God’s own fatherhood on his behalf. They showed no surprise or shock at whatever thoughts a monk might have, for one who has come to a knowledge of himself is realistic about the possibilities of fallen nature.﻿26﻿ They had a profound respect for every man, for they knew that he carried the image of God in him, no matter how obscured it might be by sin. Each monk was a unique creation of God who was to be dealt with as a distinctive individual. Spiritual direction was not a set of stock solutions to be applied mechanically to every problem; still less was it a subtle way of gaining control over others by manipulating them. It was an honest searching to know the other and help him to know himself, so that he might learn to wrestle on his own with the forces of darkness and surrender his life to the creative power of God. The goal of spiritual fatherhood was the growth of the son to adulthood. Once he had, through harsh experience, absorbed the traditional wisdom that was identical with holiness, he could himself become the father of sons.

Above all, what we discern in the attitude of the desert abba is charity: a sincere, personal love for each monk who came to him seeking. The elder was vitally concerned with the ultimate welfare of each disciple. He cared about him; he treated him as a father treats his son. This often comes out in the form of an exquisite tenderness, of compassion in its deepest sense of willingness to suffer with another and to make his suffering one’s own, of understanding the other without subtly conveying judgment or rebuke or superiority. It can also take the form of necessary severity, however, or of the unexpected answer that shocks the questioner back into reality.﻿27﻿ One who truly loves tries to provide what the other needs, not what he wants. The abba respected his disciple as a man and a child of God, and stood in awe before the mystery that every human person encompasses; hence he could love him genuinely with a divine charity that was at the same time intensely human.

If all of this is the fruit of divine grace, it is nonetheless not extraordinary, in the modern sense of “﻿miraculous.﻿” However, there are also in the desert literature a number of accounts of such extraordinary accomplishments of the fathers.﻿28﻿ Sometimes they have the gift of seeing into the heart of another (kardiognōsis) and reading his mind. They are so powerful with God that they can bring about wonders simply by intense application to prayer. Occasionally they experience ecstasy and visions and other extraordinary states. They have the gift of working wonders, such as healings, nature miracles and raising the dead to life. While these are by no means the most prominent feature of the Apophthegmata, they are intended to emphasize the charismatic nature of the abba’s gifts and are in continuity with the premonastic Christian charismatics and the New Testament. Indeed, the wonders of the fathers often reproduce biblical models and are intended to show that the elders fulfill the requirements of a Man of God, precisely as St. Gregory was later to do in his stories about St. Benedict in the Dialogues.﻿29﻿

Similarly, the desert fathers often taught by performing symbolic actions not unlike those of the Old and New Testament prophets (Apoph.: see Zacharias 3; Moses 2; Pior 3; Ammonas 8 and 9). This was a deliberate imitation of biblical models in a predominantly oral culture that still had much in common with that of biblical times. But it also emphasizes the point, which was so cherished by the fathers, that teaching is more a matter of deeds than of words. What they had to teach was no academic discipline but a way of life. An art can be taught only by showing how to do it. Therefore, the example of the abba was his principal means of instruction, and imitation was for the disciple the chief means of learning. The fathers’ concern to give example also protected them against the danger of not practicing what they preached. The Abba Poemen once summed up the matter clearly in a memorable pronouncement. When a monk asked him if he should consent to be in charge of some brothers who had so entreated him, the Abba replied, “﻿No. Be their model (typos), not their lawgiver (nomothetēs)﻿” (Apoph.: Poemen 174). We shall see in the Rule how much St. Benedict absorbed this emphasis upon teaching by example.

The abba in Egyptian cenobitism
Community forms of monastic life arose quite early in Egypt. We are best informed about the coenobia that developed in the Thebaid around Pachomius, because a substantial body of Pachomian literature has been preserved. There were, however, a number of other cenobitic developments. The Pachomian literature itself testifies to the existence of other monasteries in southern Egypt. We are informed about coenobia in northern Egypt by Cassian, Palladius and the author of the Historia monachorum. Generally it seems that they developed around a renowned abba who attracted numerous disciples. Such was the case of the coenobium of Abba Apollos, of which we are informed by the Historia monachorum (﻿Hist.mon. 8﻿). As the number of disciples grew, the life became more organized, with common ownership of property, common table and sometimes other common exercises. But the spiritual fatherhood of the abbot for each monk remained the constitutive basis of the coenobium as it was for the monks of Scete.

It is far from agreed, however, that every manifestation of cenobitic life was the result of this type of development. Armand Veilleux has argued that genuine cenobitism, which he believes was achieved in Egypt only by Pachomius, is in no sense an outgrowth of the solitary life, but an entirely independent development. The monasteries of northern Egypt, which, he agrees, did emerge from semi-anchoritic groups, were not truly cenobitic, but merely larger assemblies of semi-anchorites: they did not share the ideal of the common life that is the hallmark of the Pachomian institute. According to Veilleux’s thesis, the role of the apa in Pachomius’ monasteries was not that of spiritual father to each monk, but of organizer of a common regime, a subculture, that encouraged the personal development of the majority and of the community as such. It was only in Western cenobitism that the head of the community took on the functions of the spiritual father, thus fusing the cenobitic ideal with that of the desert. Veilleux regards this as a deviation due to Cassian’s misrepresentation of the northern Egyptian monasteries as genuine coenobia.﻿30﻿

This thesis supposes that the Pachomian literature is not homogeneous and that much of it testifies to a later development that went beyond the intentions of Pachomius himself. It further supposes that Cassian and other writers have attributed to the coenobia of northern Egypt features of the common life that in fact they did not possess. The evidence for these assumptions, however, is less than thoroughly convincing.﻿31﻿ It is clear, indeed, that the Pachomian texts testify to a degree of evolution in the institute, the precise determination of which is still an open question; but that there was a sharp discontinuity between Pachomius and his immediate successors scarcely seems to be supported by the evidence adduced. And while it is true that Cassian probably never visited any Pachomian monastery, he did have personal knowledge of the coenobia in the Delta area, and there is no convincing reason to suggest that he distorted their real character. It is true, moreover, that Pachomius himself only rarely speaks of his own function in terms of fatherhood, but his immediate successors attribute such a role to him, and the authors of the Lives depict him as constantly exercising it.

In fact, the most abundant testimony regarding the exercise of spiritual fatherhood by the Egyptian cenobitic apa is in the Pachomian literature. Pachomius began his own monastic career in the traditional way, by becoming a disciple of the elder Palamon. Once his training had been completed, however, and he himself began to attract disciples, he took a new direction and formed them into a community. His ideal was the primitive Christian community of Jerusalem as described in Acts. He greatly emphasized the value of brotherhood, fraternal charity and mutual assistance, and always referred to his institute as the koinōnia. The importance of the community in his monastic vision is stressed much more by him than by other cenobitic founders in Egypt, about whom, however, we know much less. It is derived from his conception of Christian values and from his reflection upon Scripture, which is the source of his inspiration and the real rule of life for his monks.﻿32﻿ This stress upon the value of the community, however, is not incompatible with the traditional role of the apa as spiritual father, and the evidence suggests that the two were already combined by Pachomius himself and not only by later Western founders.

The Pachomian literature speaks of Pachomius himself in much the same way as the Apophthegmata speaks of the elders of the desert. He is given the titles “﻿apa﻿” and “﻿man of God﻿” and spoken of as “﻿blessed﻿” and “﻿holy.﻿” It is recognized that he possessed the charismatic gifts characteristic of a pneumatophoros: absorption in prayer, discernment of spirits, humility, extraordinary asceticism, visions, kardiognōsis, power over demons, understanding of the Scriptures. There is also a new element, for he is venerated further as founder and propagator of a way of life by his followers and as intercessor for them.﻿33﻿ The basis of his recognition as father, however, is certainly his exercise of spiritual fatherhood on behalf of his monks.﻿34﻿

To fulfill this function on behalf of others was the vocation of which Pachomius became conscious early in his career. The Lives relate that, in response to his desire to know the will of God, he was told in a visionary experience that God’s will for him was “﻿that you serve the human race to reconcile it with him.﻿” Pachomius, who had been living a semi-anchoritical form of life, was astonished, but then remembered the resolve he had made when he was a conscript and first experienced the charity of Christians. Consequently, he recognized the inspiration as a genuine message from the Lord. From this time onward he sought to become the servant of all, desiring to imitate Christ through diakonia and thus bring others to him.﻿35﻿ The Greek Life tells how he not only instructed his first candidates “﻿according to the Scriptures,﻿” but personally served them by preparing the meals, attending to visitors and caring for the sick. He wanted them to be free for studying the psalms and other parts of Scripture, especially the Gospel, and himself found contemplative peace (anapausis) “﻿in serving God and you, according to God’s command﻿” (﻿Vita prima 24﻿). Here we find the familiar concern to teach by example rather than by word.

The accent on service of others, however, on brotherhood and on a humility that would not permit any kind of preference in his own favor is distinctive of Pachomius’ understanding of his role. His inspiration is purely evangelical. He had no higher education and in fact shared the Coptic peasant’s suspicion of Greek learning, condemning Origen as an arch-heretic (﻿Vita prima 3,56﻿). But he understood the simplicity of the Gospel as a way of life and knew that to communicate it to others, he had to act as Jesus did. His overriding concern was to win souls, to deepen the religious life of each of his monks, to promote the growth of persons. The creation of a disciplinary regime was entirely secondary to this end; still lower in the hierarchy of values was the material and economic framework that sustained the temporal life of the monks, necessary as both of these considerations were for the smooth functioning of what became large communities. Pachomius insisted upon a firm, even harsh discipline and could be severe in dealing with delinquency when the ease warranted such treatment. His rule at first reading seems harsh and impersonal, but it gives only the external norms of behavior that were required, without conveying the warmth of inspiration that motivated them. The Lives and the Catecheses are needed to complete the image of Pachomius as teacher and model.

The terminology of fatherhood and sonship is used frequently in the Lives to express the relationship of the apa to his monks. One of the Coptic Lives begins by exalting Pachomius as father: the author quotes Isaiah’s “﻿Look to Abraham your father﻿” (﻿Isa 51:2﻿), argues that Jesus’ prohibition against giving the title “﻿father﻿” to a man (﻿Matt 23:9﻿) does not apply, and apparently understands the “﻿father of spirits﻿” of ﻿Heb 12:9﻿ of Pachomius. All this has been said, he continues, “﻿so that you may know for certain that a man who begets another in the work of God is his father after God, both in this age and in the other.﻿” He then speaks of Paul’s begetting sons “﻿not only by the gospel, but also by good and admirable deeds,﻿” and concludes: “﻿Such indeed is the case of our father Pachomius, because our Father who is in heaven dwells in him.… All those who resemble the Apostle in their actions deserve to be called fathers because of the Holy Spirit who dwells in them﻿” (Vita sa﻿3).

Pachomius himself while he emphasized the brotherhood of all and firmly resisted any special consideration that would set him apart, seems nevertheless to have thought of himself as a father as well. The terminology appears only rarely on his own lips, as when he says to a man who has come to enter the monastery, “﻿When we shall have seen that you have walked in the way that I shall direct you, then I am prepared to take care of you, like a father, in everything that your salvation requires﻿” (﻿Vita bo 115﻿). He also spoke of other monks as fathers: when entrusting a young monk to the care of an elder, he said, “﻿Here is your father after God: everything that you see him do, you shall do. If he fasts, you will fast with him, and you will act just as he does; if he sits at table to eat, you will sit beside him and eat; when he gets up, you will get up with him; you will do nothing without him, and go nowhere without his permission﻿” (﻿Vita sa﻿5 93﻿). This text is reminiscent of the elder-disciple relationship of the semi-anchorites of Scete and shows the similarity of Pachomius’ concept of spiritual fatherhood to that of the desert.﻿36﻿

This text also shows how Pachomius shared the burden of spiritual fatherhood with other experienced monks in the community. His institute grew so rapidly that he had to divide the community into “﻿houses,﻿” which consisted of smaller groupings of monks under a subordinate superior—the ancestor of the deaneries of St. Benedict. Later he established other monasteries both up and down the Nile, which were not independent but formed a single koinōnia; nevertheless, these monasteries at a distance naturally had to be governed by other monks dependent on Pachomius. In choosing these superiors, he was guided solely by the consideration that they be spiritual men, capable of leading others to growth: “﻿He appointed certain ones, among qualified brothers, to help him in what pertained to the salvation of their souls﻿” (﻿Vita bo 26﻿). Horsiesius later told the monks: “﻿Brothers, hearing what is written, ‘﻿He who exalts himself shall be humbled,﻿’ let us watch over ourselves. It is not for everyone to govern souls, but only for perfect men. There is a parable that an unbaked brick laid in a foundation near a river will not last for a single day, but a baked one lasts like a rock﻿” (﻿Vita prima 126﻿).

The role of these superiors was, then, not merely disciplinary and administrative; they were regarded as true spiritual fathers, though in subordination to Pachomius and his successor. They and the men who took his place as father of the entire koinōnia after his death were, in a certain sense, identified with Pachomius, so that it was his fatherhood they exercised. They made his pastoral concern present and operative when and where he could not exercise it directly. Thus Horsiesius, upon the death of Theodore, cried out that Pachomius had been taken from them (﻿Vita bo 207﻿); and when he was himself installed in Theodore’s place, the brothers rejoiced “﻿as if they saw our father Pachomius and Theodore in their midst﻿” (﻿Vita bo 208﻿). The basis for this quasi-identification was the conviction that his collaborators shared in the charism of Pachomius himself.

The appointment of monks to be superiors seems to have been regarded as the choice of God himself: the designation by Pachomius or another, or even the consensus of the brotherhood, was only the recognition of the will of God. Thus when Horsiesius succeeded Theodore, the Coptic author wrote: “﻿The God of our father Pachomius, of Apa Petronius and of Apa Theodore, he who is merciful, compassionate, and of abundant pity, placed his blessing on Apa Horsiesius, and the angels put their hands upon him; and all the brothers as well as the elders of the monasteries received him and confirmed him as their father.… After this, the holy archbishop Apa Athanasius heard it reported that the holy father Apa Theodore had died and that God had put Apa Horsiesius in his place to nourish the souls of the brothers﻿” (Vita sa﻿3b). The source of the father’s authority, then, is purely charismatic. We are told, indeed, that the bishop of Tentyra, in whose diocese the first Pachomian monasteries were located, asked St. Athanasius to ordain Pachomius, “﻿a father and man of God,﻿” to be “﻿father and priest of all the monks of the region﻿” (﻿Vita prima 30﻿). No doubt the bishop was worried about the sudden growth of the monastic movement and saw the need for hierarchical control. Pachomius escaped ordination by hiding, however, and always remained a layman, as was the case with the majority of the desert elders.

The fatherhood of Pachomius and his successors and subordinates was exercised in the way that was traditional in the desert: teaching by both word and example. Pachomius frequently instructed his monks by means of the catechesis or conference. In each monastery there were three such instructions weekly, given by the father, and two others given in the “﻿houses﻿” by the subordinate superiors. A number of examples of these catecheses have survived in both Greek and Coptic.﻿37﻿ Their chief characteristic is their intensely biblical interest; sometimes they are little more than chains of scriptural texts or are entirely devoted to interpreting passages of Scripture. One of the charisms of a Man of God was the understanding of the Scriptures. The Bible was seen, however, as a practical rule of life, and therefore the understanding of it was revealed in the exemplary conduct of the Man of God. Pachomius, although he was “﻿abbot general﻿” of the whole koinōnia, lived as a simple monk in one of the houses and was subject to its “﻿dean.﻿” He showed his monks how to live by serving as a visible model of the monastic life, and especially of the patience and compassion of Christ. He is accordingly firmly in the tradition of a father’s formation of his sons by word and example.

The superior in other cenobitic traditions
Some notable differences distinguish the monastic movement of Cappadocia from that of Egypt. It seems to have originated with groups of Christians who banded together to live the ascetic life. Basil himself began in this way with members of his own family, after the completion of his studies and of a journey to visit the monastic establishments of the East (see ﻿Introduction﻿). It was an independent movement, no doubt connected with the ascetical currents of Syria, but without dependence upon the monastic developments in Egypt. Basil never uses the Egyptian terminology (e.g., monk, abbot) and declares himself opposed to the solitary life. It was an entirely different situation from that of the desert, where individuals went to an elder to seek guidance. Basil came to occupy a position of leadership among the groups of ascetics after he became a priest and a bishop. He wished to encourage and strengthen the movement, to provide it with a solid theological foundation, and to purge it of error and deviation. His so-called Rules are simply a collection of his answers to the questions and problems submitted by ascetics.﻿38﻿

In these circumstances, it is obvious that Basil’s relationship to his followers was different from that of the elders of Nitria or the Pachomian apas to their respective disciples. The communities did not grow up around a renowned abba, as in Egypt; the communities existed first and then sought an appropriate organization and government. Consequently, the process is inverted: the superior is a product of the community rather than vice versa. As a result, the concept of spiritual fatherhood does not have the same fundamental importance that it assumed in Egypt; and the community itself, based upon the New Testament idea of Christian fellowship, assumes greater prominence. The community, moreover, was the ordinary Christian community, at least at first, for the movement was originally more of an attempt to reform the whole Church than to create a special way of life within it for a minority. Gradually, however, it developed more and more into what we today would call a religious community.

In the first edition of his Asceticon, which was known to St. Benedict in the translation of Rufinus, Basil speaks twice of the “﻿one in charge.﻿” He emphasizes, on the one hand, his duty to God, namely, to be faithful to the divine will and to the Scriptures in everything he commands; and, on the other, his duty to the members of his community, to be “﻿like a nurse caring for her children,﻿” prepared to give not only the Gospel but even his life for their sake (﻿Basil. reg. 15﻿). When it is necessary to correct them, he must have the concern of a father and a doctor for a son who is sick (﻿Basil. reg. 24﻿). His brother, Gregory of Nyssa, who continued Basil’s work in furthering the ascetic movement in Asia Minor, uses similar language in his ascetical works. In the treatise On Virginity, he emphasizes the need for the young and immature to find a “﻿good guide and teacher﻿” to advise them in regard to undertaking the ascetic life (﻿Greg. Nys. virg. 23﻿). In his later treatise On the Christian Mode of Life, he specifies the obligations of the “﻿one in charge﻿”: above all he must have humility, serve the brothers in a self-effacing manner, and make his own life an example for them. He is to “﻿provide instruction according to the need of each,﻿” but in this he is compared, not to a father, but to a paedagogōs, the slave to whom the father entrusts his children to see that they are taught. He is to adapt himself carefully to the individual needs of each (﻿Greg. Nys. inst.christ: Jaeger, p. 69; FC, p. 146﻿).

These profoundly evangelical ideas coincide in many respects with the views of the Egyptians. Indeed, the Cappadocians have a different point of departure: the charismatic elder and his role in the formation of spiritual sons does not stand at the center of their preoccupations. Nevertheless, they are concerned that the superior teach both by word and by example and, like Pachomius, insist that he be the first to give an example of humility and diakonia. Despite the diversity of situation and approach, in practice the difference between the functioning of a Basilian proestōs and that of a Pachomian apa was perhaps not very marked, simply because both had independently drunk from the pure source of the Gospel.

Augustine too, despite his respect for the monastic heroes of Egypt, acted quite independently of them in formulating his own concept of monastic life. For him it was a matter of fashioning his own version of the ascetical ideal that he had come to know at Milan and Rome, and that was sweeping all through the West at the end of the fourth century (see ﻿Introduction, “﻿Monasticism in Roman Africa﻿”﻿). His inspiration was the ideal of fraternal unity that he found so impressive in the Acts of the Apostles; hence for him the point of departure was the community. After the rather leisurely ventures of Cassiciacum and Tagaste, he fully implemented his ideal of the common life, common ownership and unanimitas at the garden monastery of Hippo in 391. The superior of the group was not called abbas, but simply praepositus, the ‘﻿one placed over.﻿’

Only at the end of the Regula ad servos Dei does Augustine speak ex professo of the praepositus. He says that obedience is to be shown to him “﻿as to a father.﻿” He is looked upon as representing God to the brothers, for Augustine says that dishonor shown to him would be an offense against God. He is to be outstanding in humility, motivated by charity and not by the wish to dominate others. He is to console, correct or come to the aid of the brothers, as the needs of each determine. He must maintain discipline, but seek to be loved more than feared. His own good example should be the principal means of exercising an influence upon others. He should always remember that he will have to give an accounting to God for the way in which he has fulfilled the duty entrusted to him (﻿Aug. reg.serv. 7,1–4﻿).

We do not know how the superior was chosen, but his authority was not supreme, for he was to refer serious matters to the presbyter, apparently a priest appointed by the bishop as overseer of the community (﻿Aug. reg.serv. 7,2﻿). As in Cappadocia, this Augustinian form of the common life was more integrated into the local church and under hierarchical authority than was generally the ease in Egypt. Nothing is said of the charismatic gifts of the praepositus, even if he is thought to represent God and to act as a father. Nevertheless, the qualities and the service required of him, precisely because of their intensely biblical inspiration, are scarcely different from what we find in the Pachomian literature. St. Benedict was profoundly influenced by Augustine’s assimilation of evangelical values, and we find some of the great Doctor’s memorable phrases echoed in the Rule.

Benedict’s understanding of the abbot
St. Benedict devotes two entire chapters to the abbot: chapter ﻿2﻿ deals with the nature of his task and the manner of its exercise, and chapter ﻿64﻿ treats of the selection and installation of the abbot, adding further observations on the personal qualities of the man chosen for the role, which complete but do not alter what is said in chapter ﻿2﻿.

The text of St. Benedict’s chapter ﻿2﻿ is almost certainly derived from the corresponding chapter (also chapter ﻿2﻿) of the Regula Magistri. While some details might be interpreted in such a way as to make a case for the priority of the ﻿RB﻿, it has been shown that the order of material in the chapter constitutes an overwhelming argument for its dependence upon the ﻿RM﻿.﻿39﻿ The latter displays a structure that has been very carefully worked out, employing the techniques of repetition, inclusio and chiasm. It is divided into four sections of approximately equal length,﻿40﻿ of which the first and fourth correspond to each other, treating the same subjects in nearly the same order. These introductory and concluding sections deal with the nature of the abbot’s role and answer the question “﻿What is an abbot?﻿” The second and third sections also correspond to each other, for each treats, in identical order, of the same two themes: the twofold character of the abbot’s teaching and the equality of treatment he should extend to all without prejudice. The first of these themes is embellished, in both sections, though in different locations, with a sub-theme developing the idea that each of the two kinds of teaching suits a particular kind of disciple.

The entire structure, therefore, forms a great chiasm, within which a series of elements forms inclusions or marks off development of thought by carefully placed repetitions. Thus the solemn intonation of the word abbas introduces each of the four sections:

“﻿An abbot who is worthy to be in charge.… (﻿1﻿)

Therefore when anyone takes on the name of abbot.… (﻿11﻿)

In his teaching, the abbot should always observe.… (﻿23﻿)

The abbot should remember always what he is.…﻿”(﻿30﻿)

It is obvious that such a carefully structured literary development must be the work of a single mind, and indeed of a mind that operates with exceptional logic and clarity.

On the other hand, the corresponding chapter of the ﻿RB﻿ displays a portion of the same clear structure, but in a mutilated form. While the first section is almost identical to that of the ﻿RM﻿ and the second differs only slightly, the third has disappeared except for the sub-theme and is partially replaced by an exhortation to eliminate evils promptly. The concluding section lacks one of the elements that in the ﻿RM﻿ forms an inclusion with the introduction, and contains a passage that has no correspondence elsewhere. It is easy enough to see how the text of the ﻿RM﻿ could have been altered into the present chapter ﻿2﻿ of the ﻿RB﻿ by someone who either did not perceive the clear structure or else was not concerned to preserve it. On the other hand, it is almost impossible to imagine how a redactor, confronting the text of the ﻿RB﻿, could have transformed it into the precise architecture of the ﻿RM﻿. Indeed, commentators have never been able to discern a clear outline of the material in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿2﻿;﻿41﻿ it is only when it is compared with the ﻿RM﻿ that the structure emerges and the redactional process can be reconstructed. By omitting three passages of the ﻿RM﻿ and adding three new ones in adjacent places, St. Benedict has profoundly disturbed the original order, though he has improved the content. This can best be seen in the following outline:﻿42﻿

	﻿RM﻿
	﻿RB﻿

	Introduction (﻿1–10﻿)
1. Name ABBOT = one who takes Christ’s place (﻿1–3﻿)
2. Teaching must conform to divine precepts (﻿4–5﻿)
3. Responsible for his teaching and for monks’ obedience (﻿6﻿)
4. Must account at Judgment for disciples’ souls (﻿7–10﻿)
	Introduction (﻿1–10﻿)
1. Name ABBOT = one who takes Christ’s place (﻿1–3﻿)
2. Teaching must conform to divine precepts (﻿4–5﻿)
3. Responsible for his teaching and for monks’ obedience (﻿6﻿)
4. Must account at Judgment for disciples’ souls (﻿7–10﻿)

	First Section (﻿11–22﻿)
	First Section (﻿11–22﻿)

	1st theme:
	Twofold teaching: word and deed (﻿11–15﻿)
	1st theme:
	Twofold teaching: word and deed (﻿11–15﻿)

	Sub-theme:
	Different types of teaching for different types of person (﻿12b﻿)
	Sub-theme:
	Different types of teaching for different types of person (﻿12b﻿)

	2nd theme:
	Equal charity to all (﻿16–22﻿)
	2nd theme:
	Equal charity to all (﻿16–22﻿)

	
	
	[1st addition:
	Rank of monks (﻿RB﻿ ﻿18b–19﻿)]

	
	
	[1st omission:
	﻿RM﻿ ﻿21﻿]

	Second Section (﻿23–31﻿)
	Second Section (﻿23–29﻿)

	1st theme:
	Twofold teaching: word and deed (﻿23–29﻿)
	———
	

	Sub-theme:
	Different types of teaching for different types of person (﻿23–25﻿)
	Sub-theme:
	Different types of teaching for different types of person (﻿23–25﻿)

	2nd theme:
	Equal charity to all (﻿30–31﻿)
	———
	

	
	
	[2nd omission:
	﻿RM﻿ ﻿26–31﻿]

	
	
	[2nd addition:
	Eliminate evils promptly (﻿RB﻿ ﻿26–29﻿)]

	Conclusion (﻿32–40﻿)
	Conclusion (﻿30–40﻿)

	1. Name ABBOT = more is required of him (﻿32﻿)
	1. Name ABBOT = more is required of him (﻿30﻿)
[3rd addition: Temporal concerns secondary (﻿31–36﻿)]

	2. Must account at Judgment for disciples’ souls (﻿33–36﻿)
	2. Must account at Judgment for disciples’ souls (﻿37–38﻿)
[3rd omission: ﻿RM﻿ ﻿35–38﻿]

	3. Teaching must conform to divine precepts (﻿37–38﻿)
	

	4. Will also have to account for his own soul (﻿39–40﻿)
	4. Will also have to account for his own soul (﻿39–40﻿)


As a matter of methodology, therefore, the teaching of the ﻿RM﻿ on the abbot must first be examined; its author sets forth his doctrine with completeness and clarity. St. Benedict is much more brief and trenchant. For him, mere allusion often replaces detailed exposition. His disagreement with the Master can sometimes be discerned in what he omits or alters, his own concerns in what he adds. Fundamentally, however, except where differences are stated or can reasonably be inferred, it can be assumed that he accepts the Master’s teaching. The agreements are more extensive and more important than the differences. Thus it appears that Benedict accepts the Master’s theology of the abbatial office, even though he omits a significant passage in which this theology is expounded (﻿RM﻿ ﻿1.82–92﻿). This occurs at the end of chapter ﻿1﻿ and forms a link with the chapter on the abbot that follows. Such logical connections between chapters are frequent in the ﻿RM﻿ and often omitted by the ﻿RB﻿ in its concern to abbreviate.

In these two paragraphs omitted by St. Benedict, the Master explains that the Lord gave the Church three degrees of doctrina: first the prophets, then the apostles, finally the doctores. Here he is citing the list of charisms in ﻿1 Cor 12:28﻿ (apostles, prophets, teachers), but has placed the prophets first, understanding this term to refer to the Old Testament prophets.﻿43﻿ Accordingly, the three categories are taken not simultaneously but successively: the prophets in Old Testament times, the apostles in the days of the early Church, the teachers today. The latter continue the mission of the apostles to be shepherds of the Lord’s flock; to them are addressed the words, “﻿Feed my sheep﻿” (﻿John 21:17﻿). The Lord’s sheepfolds are of two kinds: “﻿churches﻿” and “﻿schools of Christ.﻿” The former term refers to local churches; the latter, to monasteries. It is explained elsewhere in the ﻿RM﻿ that each of these has its own hierarchy: the former has bishops, priests, deacons and clerics; the latter, abbots and provosts (﻿RM﻿ ﻿11.6–12﻿).

The monastery, therefore, is analogous to a local church, and the abbot to a bishop. Both receive from the Lord the authority to rule over their respective sheepfolds, as well as the doctrina they hand on to their sheep. To both are addressed the words of Christ: “﻿He who hears you, hears me﻿” (﻿Luke 10:16﻿). The abbot, then, like the bishop, has a divine commission to preside over the school of Christ entrusted to him. He is in the line of apostolic succession, heir to that teaching that comes down from the apostles and that they in turn received from Christ. Accordingly it is called “﻿the commands of the Lord﻿” and “﻿the divine precepts﻿” (﻿RM﻿ ﻿2.12﻿/﻿RB﻿ ﻿2.12﻿). Since the abbot is a layman, it is not by virtue of sacramental ordination that he inherits the promise of Christ: he belongs not to the sacramental but to the charismatic hierarchy.

If Benedict does not develop this teaching in detail, there are nevertheless indications that he tranquilly accepted it, though with some nuances. For him, too, the monastery is a “﻿school﻿” (﻿Prol. 45﻿) and the abbot a doctor (﻿5.6﻿), even though these terms are used only once each and never explained. Further, the apostolic succession is presupposed, as is clear from the application of “﻿He who hears you, hears me﻿” (﻿Luke 10:16﻿) to monastic superiors (﻿5.6﻿), as in the ﻿RM﻿ (﻿11.11﻿). The abbot of the ﻿RB﻿ is likewise a shepherd to whom the paterfamilias has entrusted a flock, which he is to feed with his doctrina (﻿2.6–10﻿; see ﻿27.8﻿). St. Benedict has adopted almost unchanged the first ten verses of the ﻿RM﻿’s chapter ﻿2﻿, in which the latter builds upon the theory of apostolic mission just enunciated at the end of the preceding chapter.

In this passage St. Benedict makes it clear from the outset that the abbot’s function is to make Christ present to his monks. He “﻿holds the place of﻿” or “﻿fulfills the role of﻿” Christ in the monastery. That this is so is strictly a matter of faith: “﻿it is believed that.…﻿” Reason cannot establish the abbot’s role in the cenobitic life; the whole question is a supernatural one. The monk must believe that the abbot is for him the mouthpiece of Christ, as the bishop is for the faithful of his local church, as the apostles were for the primitive Christian community and the prophets for the people of Israel. He is a mediator who bridges the gap between Christ and the monk, interpreting for him the Gospel teaching as it applies specifically to him, making the word of Christ alive and actual in the present moment. He is a channel through whom the word and will of Christ come to the monk.

The Rule relates this essential function of the abbot to his title abbas: this name means ‘﻿father,﻿’ and the essential role of the abbot is to be a father to his monks. The teaching is supported by reference to a biblical text in which the term abba is associated with the sonship of the Christian: “﻿You have received the spirit of the adoption of sons, in which we cry out, ‘﻿Abba, Father!﻿’﻿” (﻿Rom 8:15﻿). That the abbot should be spoken of as father to his monks is not surprising in view of what has already been said of the monastic tradition of spiritual fatherhood exercised by the elder. What is surprising, however, at least at first sight, is that this name “﻿Father﻿” is said to be Christ’s name: “﻿He takes Christ’s place in the monastery … when he is called by his name﻿” (﻿2.2﻿). Hence the cry of the Christian to his heavenly Father is directed to Christ rather than to God the Father! This question of the fatherhood of Christ will be discussed in the next section.

The definition of the abbot as father must, of course, be understood in the light of the tradition of spiritual paternity that we have previously sketched. Just as the Egyptian cenobitic founders absorbed this tradition from the elders of the desert and adapted it to their own situation, the Western legislators likewise derived it from their Eastern models. As in the East, the analogy is based upon the transmission of teaching, and precisely the kind of teaching (“﻿formation﻿” is perhaps a better term) that a parent gives to his children. Consequently, the abbot is primarily a doctor, as the ﻿RM﻿ makes clear. St. Benedict does not use this term in chapter ﻿2﻿, but the entire treatment is filled with other terms that belong to the vocabulary of teaching and learning: the abbot hands on doctrina, veritas, iussio, admonitio, praecepta and mandata; his activity is called docere, monstrare, proponere and animas regere; the monks are called discipuli and filii. The abbot is called pater and magister (﻿2.24﻿; see ﻿Prol. 1﻿). The response of the monks to him should be that of oboedientia.

Another analogy occurs throughout the chapter: the abbot is related to his monks as a shepherd is to the sheep under his care. This is, of course, one of the most familiar biblical metaphors. David, who tended the sheep of his father Jesse, was taken from the domestic sheepfold to be put in charge of the flock of Israel by Yahweh their owner (﻿2 Sam 7:8﻿; ﻿Ps 77[78]:70–71﻿). For this reason, his descendants, the kings of Judah, were referred to as shepherds to whom God had entrusted his sheep (﻿Jer 2:8﻿). When the shepherds proved unfaithful and untrustworthy, Yahweh took back his flock and shepherded it himself until a new shepherd might be sent who could be relied upon to safeguard the sheep (﻿Ezek 34:1–24﻿; ﻿Jer 23:1–4﻿). This was his own Son, who identifies himself as the Good Shepherd (﻿John 10:1–16﻿) who enters into a personal relationship with each of his sheep. To continue his work of shepherding, Christ commissioned his disciples to feed his sheep (﻿John 21:15–17﻿). The successors of the apostles continue the task of shepherding the flock Christ has assembled (﻿Acts 20:28–29﻿; ﻿1 Pet 5:1–4﻿), trying to ensure that none goes astray (﻿Matt 18:12–14﻿; ﻿Luke 15:3–7﻿).

The shepherd’s role is carried out in the various churches by the bishops, who are the mediators of grace for their flock. In the “﻿school for the service of the Lord﻿” (i.e., Christ), it is the abbot who fulfills the task of the shepherd, taking the place of the Supreme Shepherd. Here, however, Christ is the paterfamilias, the head of the family and of the entire estate, to whom the flock belongs. The abbot is a subordinate, an employee, so to speak, of the paterfamilias; to him is entrusted the care of the flock. If they do not turn out well, their defects are laid to the blame of the shepherd, who shall have to give an accounting to the owner, unless, indeed, the shepherd did the best he could but the sheep refused to obey (﻿RB﻿ ﻿2.7–10﻿). The sarabaites are regarded as false cenobites because they lack the one element most necessary to a real coenobium: a shepherd (﻿1.8﻿). Hence the monasteries in which they live are not “﻿the Lord’s﻿” sheepfolds but only their own; he is not the paterfamilias of these sheep, for his representative, the abbot, is not there to act for him on their behalf. The Rule sketches the image of Christ the loving Shepherd as a model for the abbot to follow (﻿27.8–9﻿).﻿44﻿

Still another metaphor introduced to explain the abbot’s task is that of physician, which occurs in chapter ﻿28﻿, though in the very last verse the sheep metaphor returns. Here he is advised to act as a doctor would in dealing with “﻿sick﻿” brothers, i.e., those who refuse to amend their evil ways even after being corrected and disciplined. The wise doctor uses various remedies, which increase progressively in severity and in the violence they do to the patient, inflicting pain on him, however, only in order to benefit him by effecting a cure. The last step is amputation; it is invoked only if all else fails, Likewise the abbot must vary his remedies according to the nature of the disease and the constitution of the patient, applying progressively more severe disciplinary penalties. His motive is solely medicinal: if his remedies are painful, it is only because he wants to cure the sickness. Only as a last resort does he amputate “﻿so that one diseased sheep may not infect the whole flock.﻿” In fact, the chapter concludes with a mixing of metaphors.

Finally, the abbot is compared to a trusted servant or steward of the household. In ﻿64.7﻿, St. Benedict says that the abbot will have to give an accounting of his stewardship, vilicatio: the word used in the Latin versions to translate the Greek term oikonomia, ‘﻿the management of the household.﻿’ In the New Testament it is used only in ﻿Luke 16:1﻿, to refer to the “﻿unjust steward.﻿” This official was manager of the entire property of a wealthy owner, who trusted him to administer his household. The same idea is further developed in ﻿64.21–22﻿: “﻿… when he has ministered well he will hear from the Lord what that good servant heard who gave his fellow servants grain at the proper time: ‘﻿I tell you solemnly,﻿’ he said, ‘﻿he has set him overall his possessions.﻿’ “﻿The reference here is principally to ﻿Matt 24:45–47﻿, with allusion to ﻿Matt 25:21﻿ and ﻿1 Tim 3:13﻿. The servant in question has been singled out by the owner of the household for a task involving responsibility: to dispense rations to all the members of the household during the owner’s absence. He acquits himself well, and upon his return the owner makes him chief steward, putting him over all his property. This metaphor, then, points to the abbot’s task as administrator of the community and all its property and affairs, both spiritual and temporal. Again, the abbot is not the owner but a subordinate who must give an accounting to Christ, his Master, of his stewardship.

Father, teacher, shepherd, doctor, steward—these are the titles and functions attributed to the abbot analogically in order to elucidate his role. The ﻿RM﻿ contains one other that St. Benedict omitted: that of mother. The Master says that the abbot should show the brothers the tenderness of a father and the love of a mother (﻿RM﻿ ﻿2.31﻿). The image is not unusual in Patristic literature and is rich in significance. It occurs in the six verses of the second section of the ﻿RM﻿ (﻿2.26–31﻿) that the ﻿RB﻿ omits entirely to make room for ﻿2.26–29﻿. Given Benedict’s penchant for abbreviating, especially to compensate for an addition to the text of the ﻿RM﻿, the omission does not necessarily imply the author’s rejection of the analogy.

It should be noted that all the imagery of the two Rules is eminently biblical; the entire description of the abbot is drawn from biblical themes and in no sense from profane sources. Further, most of these are images that have traditionally been applied to Christ, either in Scripture itself (teacher, shepherd, doctor) or by the Fathers (father, mother). The abbot is identified as another Christ—as the one who represents him in the monastery—by application to him of the very titles that define the role of Christ himself.

This observation about the biblical source of the themes employed has in fact considerable methodological significance. Scholars seeking to elucidate the ﻿RB﻿ have often turned to profane documents and to the secular culture of the time to which they witness.﻿45﻿ They have accordingly taken the society of the late empire and its surviving social institutions as the background out of which the Rule is to be understood. The order and severity reflected in Benedict’s legislation are seen as a product of the Roman legal mind and the Nursina durities of its author. Therefore, monastic profession can be compared to the oath of the Roman soldier, the monastic chapter to the corporation in Roman law, the cenobitic community to the familia of late Roman society, and the abbot to the paterfamilias of the household. The plenary authority of the abbot is thus comparable to the provisions of Roman law, the domesticus magistratus, by which the paterfamilias had complete control over his children and slaves, even the power of life and death, and responsibility for their actions likewise fell upon him.

At first sight this comparison seems illuminating. In fact, however, there is not the slightest evidence for it in the texts. The only time the term paterfamilias occurs in the ﻿RM﻿ and ﻿RB﻿ it does not refer to the abbot but to Christ: the abbot is only the shepherd to whom the paterfamilias entrusts his sheep. This passage, in fact, shows that the image of the paterfamilias is not really appropriate for the abbot, for the latter is never envisaged as the owner whose authority is absolute and all-embracing. His role is more humble: he is only a vices gerens, one who takes the place of, and tries to discern and execute the will of, the real owner, Christ. Envisaged in political terms, it is true that the abbatial office looks like an unlimited monarchy in which one man holds sway; from this point of view, he may seem to resemble the Roman paterfamilias. But the whole issue is precisely that this point of view is incapable of penetrating to the reality: the abbot cannot be understood in purely political terms, for his function transcends the political sphere.

To say this is not to deny that the abbatial office is, like all human institutions, culture-conditioned and therefore subject to variations of understanding and execution with the passage of time. On this score, history is richly instructive. To this extent the analogy with profane institutions is not totally beside the point, for it is scarcely possible for people of any period to be uninfluenced in their perception of religious institutions by the pre-understanding they have gained from their environment. But a close examination of the ﻿RB﻿ reveals that its author derived his understanding of what an abbot should be, not from profane analogies, but from a religious tradition deeply rooted in the Bible. Every theme and image that he invokes is biblical. The monastic legislators were heirs of a tradition; they read, cited and built upon their predecessors, and thereby gradually accumulated a fund of highly traditional doctrines and institutions, rooted in the Scriptures and always seeking their justification in the Word of God. They developed and lived in what can rightly be called a religious subculture, and it was this rather than the dominant culture of the world outside that formed the principal influence upon their thought and institutions. In order to understand these, therefore, we must explore their monastic background and environment in preference to the secular structures of the period, without denying that the latter also exercised some influence.

What an abbot ought to be, however, what he should do and how he should do it were clearly mapped out long before the sixth century dawned. The Western rules are in this respect, as in most others, derived from the Eastern doctrine and practice. We have seen, however, that Eastern monasticism was by no means univocal. What precisely, then, is the source of Benedict’s concept of the abbot, which he has taken over with only minor nuances?

Clearly, the ﻿RB﻿ and the ﻿RM﻿ are in the tradition of spiritual fatherhood. We have seen that this, and the use of the title abba to designate the bearer of it, originated in Egypt, so far as our documentation permits us to judge, and first flourished among the semi-anchoritic elders. It is probably the full-blown development of the charisms of prophecy and teaching that had been exercised by holy men in Christian communities from the beginning. When cenobitism developed, the spiritual fatherhood of the abba was extended to a greater number of disciples. In the Pachomian institute, new elements were added, notably the emphasis upon the importance of the koinōnia, and adjustments such as the introduction of subordinates had to be made when the number of disciples increased. But, while these differences may have altered the manner in which the abba’s fatherhood was actually exercised, they did not change the essential relationship between abbot and monk-disciple. The coenobium was an extension of the elder-disciple relationship on a scale that inevitably produced alterations, but this relationship remained the very essence of the cenobitic life.

The first thing that defines an abbot, then, is not his position at the head of a community or an institution but his relationship to persons. He is a mediator between Christ and each of his monk-disciples. It is through him that Christ reaches into the life of the monk: his word and command come to the monk through the abbot’s voice. In him the monk must—by faith—see Christ personified and, as it were, newly made incarnate in quasi-sacramental fashion. The entire purpose of this relationship is educative, in the sense of total spiritual formation. The monastic tradition knew by experience how difficult it is for a Christian, despite good will, to follow God’s law and come to salvation unaided. The normal way of working out one’s salvation is to learn from another human being who has himself made the journey and is able to guide another along the right path. The abbot is primarily the spiritual father who provides such direction—this is his chief reason for being. He is seen in terms of the biblical tradition of wisdom teacher, prophet and apostle, and of the concept of spiritual fatherhood that grew out of it in the early Church.

Since the father-analogy rests upon the transmission of teaching as primary analogue, the abbot’s relationship to Christ, on the one hand, and to each monk, on the other, can also be described as doctor, ‘﻿teacher,﻿’ but one who teaches a doctrine that he has himself received from Christ, the real Teacher. The abbot is only a mediator. The same may be said of the images of shepherd and steward: these biblical metaphors also underscore the abbot’s position as mediator. His authority is delegated; he is functioning on another’s behalf. The coenobium exists in order to lead men to salvation by showing them Christ, his teaching and his will. Any other goal it sets for itself is secondary and must remain subordinate to this supreme end. It is a school, a place where people come together for their own formation at the hands of a master, a teacher qualified to guide them. Its purpose is achieved to the extent that the ideal is realized in practice. On the one hand, the abbot must be another Christ, a man of authentic and profound Christian conviction and experience, so thoroughly molded by the Word of God that his very being as well as his speech proclaims it unceasingly; a man with a clear understanding that his essential task is the formation of his disciples. The monk, on the other hand, must not only come with this purpose in view but maintain it throughout his life, and, through all the dura et aspera, keep firm his faith that the abbot represents and functions as Christ for him.

The fatherhood of Christ
The abbot’s role as father is derivative: he is father because he takes the place of Christ, the real Father of the monks. The practice of designating the Second Person of the Trinity as Father may seem theologically eccentric and at variance with the Scriptures. In fact, however, it was a common theme among the Fathers, and the Rule is drawing upon an already rich tradition. Far from moving in a direction other than the Scriptures, the Fathers were developing an idea that seems at least implicitly contained in the New Testament.﻿46﻿

The New Testament never applies the title “﻿Father﻿” directly to Christ. This title is reserved to the First Person of the Trinity, who is Creator of all that is and Father of the Son. From the viewpoint of inner Trinitarian relationships, he alone can be Father, and the Second Person, eternally begotten by him, can alone be called Son. From the viewpoint of God’s activity outside the Trinity, however, we may consider the Second Person not only in his relation to the Father but also in his relation to us. He is the Mediator through whom God’s word and grace descend to us and our response and prayer ascend to the Father. Jesus Christ is truly human like ourselves and at the same time is the Eternal Son.

Insofar as he comes to us as representative of his Father, Jesus exercises the role of fatherhood on our behalf. It is from him that we receive the commandments of God in the Good News of God’s complete revelation. He is the complete manifestation of the Father. Therefore, he is the supreme Teacher and as such exercises a role that can be compared to fatherhood. If the New Testament does not call him Father, it does refer to his disciples as his sons. Mark records Jesus as saying, “﻿Children (tekna), how hard it is to enter the Kingdom of God!﻿” (﻿Mark 10:24﻿). The usage is more frequent, however, in the Johannine literature. Jesus says to his disciples, “﻿Little children (teknia), yet a little while I am with you﻿” (﻿John 13:33﻿); “﻿I will not leave you orphans﻿” (﻿John 14:18﻿); and “﻿Children (paidia), have you any fish?﻿” (﻿John 21:5﻿). Strictly speaking, this need be nothing more than a term of endearment for those to whom one feels closely bound; the author of 1 John uses the same diminutive in addressing the Christians to whom he writes.

Divine sonship, however, is a prominent theme both in Paul, who speaks of adoptive sonship, and in John, for whom Christians are children of God because they are begotten of him. Both writers, however, speak of children of God, not of Christ; Jesus is Son par excellence, and therefore our elder brother. There is one text, nonetheless, that has perhaps not been sufficiently considered: “﻿Little children, abide in him, so that when he appears we may have confidence.… you may be sure that everyone who does right is born of him﻿” (﻿1 John 2:28–29﻿). Though the context suggests that the Christian is born of Christ, the commentators generally recoil from this conclusion on the grounds that Johannine thought, which insists so much upon birth from God, could not tolerate such an idea.﻿47﻿ There is, however, a respectable history of Patristic interpretation in this sense.﻿48﻿ Whatever may have been the original author’s intent, the Fathers found justification in such New Testament passages for speaking of the fatherhood of Christ.

This idea was also deduced from the text of ﻿Isa 9:6﻿, in which the messianic King announced by the prophet is called “﻿Father of the world to come.﻿” Since this passage was seen to be fulfilled in Christ by the New Testament (﻿Matt 4:15–16﻿), the Fathers understood this as a title of Christ.﻿49﻿ Another text of Isaiah (﻿8:18﻿) is quoted by the author of Hebrews: “﻿Here am I, and the children God has given me﻿” (﻿Heb 2:13﻿), who puts it in the mouth of Christ. Although the point of Hebrews is that Christians are children of God and Christ is our brother by reason of assuming our humanity, the quotation from Isaiah can be interpreted in the sense of Christ’s fatherhood. In a similar way, the Pauline theme of Christ as second Adam lent support to this view. Since Adam was father of the human race, and Christ has now assumed the role of the new Adam, he can likewise be considered our father.﻿50﻿

Patristic developments on the fatherhood of Christ began already in the second century and became increasingly abundant thereafter. In the Acts of Justin Martyr and his companions, which date from shortly after the middle of the second century, Hierax, when asked about his parents, replies: “﻿Christ is our true father, and our faith in him is our mother﻿” (﻿Passio Iust., recension B,4﻿). Another witness, possibly from even earlier in the second century, is the Epistula Apostolorum, in which the apostles say to the risen Lord, “﻿You are our father,﻿” and Christ responds by showing how they also are to become fathers and teachers through him by dispensing the word of God, baptism and the forgiveness of sins (﻿Epist.apost. 41–42﻿). The apocryphal Second Letter of Clement says, “﻿He gave us the light; as a father he called us sons; he saved us when we were perishing﻿” (﻿Ps-Clem. ad Cor. 2,1,4﻿). Irenaeus compares Christ to Jacob: as the latter brought forth the twelve tribes, so Christ begot the twelve-pillared foundation of the Church and raised up sons of God (﻿Iren. adv.haer. 4,21,3﻿); “﻿the Word of God is the Father of the human race﻿” (﻿ibid. 4,31,2﻿). Melito of Sardis, in a list of titles given to Christ, includes that of “﻿father insofar as he begets.﻿”﻿51﻿

The fatherhood of Christ is especially developed by the Alexandrian Fathers. While for Clement Christ is primarily the Paedagogos, the Teacher to whom the Father entrusts his children’s instruction, he describes the activity of the Teacher as characterized by tender care and concern like that of a father or mother (﻿Clem. paed. 1,6﻿). In the lyrical concluding hymns of the Paedagogos, he exalts Christ as Creator, King, Lord and Father, and refers to Christians as “﻿the Christ-begotten﻿” (﻿ibid. 3,12﻿). In the Stromata, citing ﻿Matt 23:9﻿, he says, “﻿‘﻿you have only one Father who is in heaven,﻿’ but he [Christ] is also the Father of all through creation.﻿” The prohibition against calling anyone father on earth means that our human father is not the true cause of our being; “﻿thus he wants us to turn and become children again, recognizing him who is truly our father, when we are reborn through water﻿” (﻿Clem. strom. 3,12﻿).

Reference to Christ as Father in the works of Origen, fragmentary as they are, is so frequent as to be almost commonplace. In the Homilies on Exodus he explains the phrase “﻿He is my God and the God of my father﻿” of ﻿Exod 15:2﻿ as follows: “﻿Our Father who created us and has begotten us is Christ, for he himself tells us, ‘﻿I am going to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.﻿’ Hence if I acknowledge that God is my God, I will glorify him; but if I further acknowledge that he is the God of my Father, Christ, I will exalt him﻿” (﻿Orig. hom. in Ex. 6,2﻿). Commenting elsewhere on the Lucan genealogy, he says, “﻿The origin of all families descended from the God of the universe began with Christ, who came next after the God and Father of the whole universe, and is thus the Father of every soul, as Adam is the father of all human beings﻿” (﻿Orig. prin. 4,3,7﻿). In his exegesis of the Gospel parables in which the paterfamilias appears, he understands him to be Christ. Thus he interprets the householder of ﻿Matt 13:52﻿, who brings forth both new and old from his treasure-house (﻿Orig. in Matt. 10,15﻿), and the owner of the vineyard in ﻿Matt 20:1–16﻿, who hires laborers to work for him (﻿ibid. 15,28﻿). This Christological interpretation became widespread in the West owing to the great influence exercised by Origen upon subsequent exegesis (see ﻿Hil. in Matt. 20,5﻿; ﻿Aug. serm., 87,9﻿; ﻿Hier. in Matt. 4,25﻿).

The theme of Christ’s fatherhood appears quite frequently in the Latin Fathers and seems to have been tranquilly accepted as traditional (﻿Ps-Cyp. adv. Iud. 2,19﻿; ﻿Ambr. epist. 76,4﻿; ﻿Aug. epist. 187﻿). Augustine is typical: “﻿Although God’s Son adopted us as sons for his Father, and wished us to have this same Father through grace who was his Father through nature, yet he also shows, as it were, a fatherly attitude toward us when he says, ‘﻿I shall not leave you orphans﻿’﻿” (﻿Aug. in Ioan. 75﻿). St. Leo the Great, without directly giving the title “﻿Father﻿” to Christ, speaks in a similar way, combining this theme with that of the Shepherd (Leo. M. ﻿tract. 63,6﻿).

The fatherhood of Christ is but one aspect of a broader phenomenon of devotion to Christ in the early Church, as reflected especially in popular piety. The early Christians did not think of him as a remote and transcendent figure, but as a loving Savior with whom they enjoyed a close personal relationship. As a consequence, they spoke to him intimately in prayer and thought of him with love and affection. This disposition is evident in the earliest acts of the martyrs, which are representative of popular piety.﻿52﻿ It can also be found, however, in highly sophisticated thinkers among the Fathers, particularly in oblique remarks through which we catch a glimpse of their personal devotion.﻿53﻿ It is frequent in Origen. A typical example is his well-known statement about the Fourth Gospel: “﻿No one can understand this Gospel unless he has leaned against the breast of Jesus and taken Mary as his Mother﻿” (﻿Orig. in Ioan. 1,4﻿).

It is above all in monastic literature that we find evidence of this Christocentric piety. Monasticism grew out of the most devout circles of the second- and third-century Church, the virgins and ascetics, and was strongly marked with the imprint of the spirituality of martyrdom. At a fairly early stage of its development, monastic theorists made extensive use of Origen to explain the ascetical and mystical life. It is not surprising that the tender devotion to Christ that we find in these sources was inherited by the monks.

The concept of Christ as Father seems to have been held in particular honor in monastic circles. An important text of Evagrius of Pontus reveals not only the use of the title “﻿Father﻿” to designate Christ but also its extension in monastic circles to the human spiritual father. His letter seems to be an answer to some monks who had written asking for spiritual counsel, “﻿the fruits of charity.﻿” He replies: “﻿It is more fitting for you to seek the fruits of charity among yourselves, since divine charity possesses you as a result of apatheia, and indeed the sons do not provide riches for their fathers, but fathers for their sons. Therefore, since you are fathers, imitate Christ your Father, and nourish us at the appointed time with barley loaves through instruction for the betterment of our lives﻿” (﻿Evagr. epist. 61﻿).﻿54﻿ That a similar concept was current in Syria seems clear from its frequent appearance in St. Ephraim, who stresses especially the parallelism with Adam and the function of baptism as the rebirth in which Christ begets sons and daughters to be brought to birth by the Church.﻿55﻿

The position of the Rule, then, is to be evaluated in the light of its extensive background of Christocentric piety in the early Church and in the previous monastic tradition.﻿56﻿ For St. Benedict, Christ is primarily God: he is Father, King, Shepherd, and Paterfamilias. The name Iesus never appears in the ﻿RB﻿; he is called Christus, Dominus or Deus. The term Dominus usually refers to Christ, and Deus sometimes does. There is a warm devotion to Christ, which is summed up in the axiom: “﻿the love of Christ must come before all else﻿” or “﻿Let them prefer nothing whatever to Christ﻿” (﻿RB﻿ ﻿4.21﻿; ﻿72.11﻿; see also ﻿5.2﻿). The monk meets him in the person of guests and of the sick, and above all in the abbot. There is no hesitation about praying to him; often, though not always, the psalms are prayed to Christ as God.﻿57﻿ The Scriptures, including the Old Testament, are often taken to be the word of Christ.

This Christocentric vision derives from two sources. One is the piety of the early Church and its devotion to Christ, which, as we have seen, was especially cultivated in monastic circles. The other is the influence of the reaction against Arianism, an important factor in the West in the fifth and sixth centuries, which led to increasing emphasis upon the divinity of Christ. This brought about the frequent use of formulas that equated Christ with God, and abandonment of familiar reference to his humanity. As a result, we find in the ﻿RB﻿ none of the intimate personal address to Jesus that is frequent in Origen. The ﻿RB﻿, however, is more moderate in this respect than the ﻿RM﻿. The latter is marked not only by Christocentrism, but by what has been called pan-Christism,﻿58﻿ Christ is Creator, Author of the Scriptures, Provider and eschatological Judge. The commentary on the Lord’s Prayer that the Master includes in his introductory material shows quite clearly that “﻿Our Father﻿” means Christ and that the prayer is addressed to him.﻿59﻿ St. Benedict, who sometimes changes the ﻿RM﻿’s “﻿Lord﻿” to “﻿God,﻿” is more reserved.﻿60﻿ While Benedict shows greater discretion and more variety of usage, however, the difference is mainly one of degree.

The ﻿Prologue﻿ of the ﻿RB﻿ offers a good example of the place that Christ holds in its author’s teaching. It addresses those who want to serve “﻿the true King, Christ the Lord﻿” (﻿3﻿). It is he to whom we pray to bring to perfection the good we initiate, so that we, who are his sons, may not be disinherited by an angry Father (﻿4–7﻿). It is this same Christ who calls out to us in the Scriptures (both Old and New Testaments!), inviting us; he is the paterfamilias of the parable of the vineyard, looking for workmen. In this invitation Christ shows us the way to life (﻿8–20﻿). Taking his Gospel as our guide, we hope one day to see him (Christ) who has invited us (﻿21﻿). In the words of ﻿Psalm 13 (14)﻿, we ask what we must do, and Christ answers us through the same psalm (﻿22–27﻿). Our evil thoughts must be dashed against Christ (﻿28﻿), and we must attribute to his work whatever good is found in us (﻿29–34﻿).

When Christ has finished saying all this, he waits for our answer (﻿35﻿), but patiently gives us time to repent (﻿36–38﻿). We must do what he has told us, asking him for his grace to help us (﻿39–44﻿). We enter a “﻿school for the Lord’s [Christ’s] service,﻿” which will involve some difficulties; but as our love increases, it will be a delight to follow his commands (﻿45–49﻿). Persevering in Christ’s teaching and sharing in his sufferings, we will one day reign with him (﻿50﻿). Throughout this entire development the author is thinking of Christ, and both Dominus and Deus refer to him exclusively. He is Father, Teacher, Paterfamilias, Author of Scripture.

It is no surprise, then, when we come to chapter ﻿2﻿, to find Christ designated as Father of the monks, and the abbot’s role understood to be that of derivative or surrogate father, the one who “﻿holds the place of Christ﻿” (﻿2.2﻿).

How the abbot exercises his office
While the first and fourth sections of chapter ﻿2﻿/chapter ﻿2﻿ of the ﻿RM﻿/﻿RB﻿ explain what an abbot is, the second and third sections deal with the question, “﻿How does he go about the fulfillment of his responsibility?﻿” How, in practice, does he exercise the role of father, teacher, shepherd, physician and steward in order to make Christ present to his monks? We have seen that these two sections, which closely parallel one another in the ﻿RM﻿, deal with two related questions: the abbot’s twofold teaching and the equal charity he must display toward all. We shall now examine the Rule’s doctrine on these points.

The abbot’s essential role is that of teacher: he is called doctor and magister.﻿61﻿ In this he reflects Christ, whose place he holds, for he too is a Teacher: as he handed down the word of God to his disciples, the doctores must do likewise for their contemporaries. The ﻿RB﻿ never calls Christ “﻿Teacher,﻿” but it speaks of his magisterium (﻿Prol. 50﻿), and throughout the Prologue it is he who does the teaching, offering the “﻿way of life.﻿” Christ teaches through the Scriptures, the Rule and the abbot. Therefore the abbot is a teacher in a derivative sense, a channel for transmitting the teaching that Christ gave in the Gospel: “﻿He must never teach or decree or command anything that would deviate from the Lord’s instructions﻿” (﻿2.4﻿).﻿62﻿

Now Christ is Father as well as Teacher, and the abbot likewise is teacher of the monks insofar as he is their father. This means that the teaching role assigned him is a particular kind of teaching, which must be specified. It is not simply what we ordinarily mean by teaching. When the abbot is called “﻿father﻿” and “﻿teacher﻿” and the monastery a “﻿school,﻿” we are in the realm of analogy, and the precise content of the analogy needs to be specified if we are not to fall into error. The teaching to which an abbot is obliged is the kind of teaching a father gives his children rather than the kind a professional teacher gives the student. It is not academic but existential. Its content is not speculative knowledge (though it may well be based upon this and may sometimes include it) but the practical knowledge of how to live. It is not clearly structured and formally presented as a professor’s lectures are, but is communicated in numerous informal and often subtle ways, through personal contact.

Reference to the monastery as a school can easily mislead us. For us today, a school is a rather clearly defined type of institution, having to do with what we call “﻿formal education﻿”; in practice we often tend to equate “﻿education﻿” with “﻿school﻿” and to make the mistake of assuming that people who have been through school are educated and, conversely, that people cannot be educated unless they have been through school. In fact, much of our education, particularly the type that is not “﻿formal,﻿” is accomplished apart from school. Education begins at birth, and we all learn some of the most important things (how to speak, walk, eat and behave) before we are sent to school. As a result, we have many teachers, of whom the most important are our parents.

The word schola, which occurs but once in the ﻿RB﻿ (﻿Prol. 45﻿), does not mean quite the same thing as our word “﻿school.﻿”﻿63﻿ The term originally designated a place, a room or hall in which a group of people assembled, a meeting place. The group gathered for a common purpose, which could be of diverse nature: it could, indeed, be a teacher meeting with students to instruct them, but it could also be a group of workers or athletes or soldiers or any group with a common concern (See note to Prol. ﻿45﻿﻿*﻿). Schola could also designate the group itself, and thus came to mean an assembly of people gathered for a common purpose. In our ordinary usage today, it has been restricted to a single purpose, that of education.﻿64﻿ But in the Rule it does not have this precision, and there is no nuance of “﻿formal education.﻿” It means a group of people who have come together for the common purpose specified by the Rule: to seek God, to imitate Christ, to obey his commands, to persevere in his teaching. In the schola, which is both a place, i.e., an institution, and a human grouping, we learn how to do these things, to follow the “﻿way of life.﻿”﻿65﻿ The process can perhaps be more fittingly compared to an apprenticeship by which a person learns a skill from another through long association with him than to a school in the modern sense.﻿66﻿

The primary analogy, however, is that of a father “﻿teaching﻿” his sons. In modern terminology “﻿formation﻿” is perhaps a better word than “﻿teaching﻿” to convey what is intended, because it is more comprehensive. What a parent conveys to his children is not confined to the level of the intellect, as “﻿teaching﻿” suggests. Indeed, it includes this area, for every child acquires a great deal of information from his parents, whether correct or not, depending upon their intellectual culture. But even more significant is the less tangible sphere of attitudes, outlook, moral standards, sense of values, vision of reality. Everyone who deals with youth is aware of the decisive importance of early parental formation. Such qualities as neatness, politeness, respect for authority, sensitivity to others, honesty and reliability are instilled by good parents from earliest infancy, not by any formal instruction, but by the continuous influence they exercise simply by what they are and through the countless intimate personal encounters of everyday life. Such formation affects every aspect of human development: intellectual, volitional, emotional, physical, moral and religious. It conveys a whole vision of the meaning of life and a sense of what is valuable and to be pursued. In highly unsophisticated form, it is a kind of existential philosophy of man.

All this is the work of formation: this is what the Rule means by “﻿teaching.﻿” The abbot, then, is not a scholar or professor, not even of the sacred sciences. What he wants to communicate is not primarily knowledge but wisdom. What he wants to bring about in his disciples is their total personal conversion. His primary qualifications, then, are not intellectual brilliance or academic achievement but “﻿sapientiae doctrina et vitae meritum﻿” (﻿64.2﻿). These two qualities, wisdom and virtue, are closely related, for the “﻿wise doctrine﻿” is that of the Gospel, that “﻿folly﻿” which is wiser than human wisdom (﻿1 Cor 1:18–24﻿), and the “﻿goodness of his life﻿” is the actualizing of the Gospel, the existential wisdom. The Gospel is the kind of “﻿doctrine﻿” one acquires more by living it and reflecting on one’s experience than by studying. The abbot, like the spiritual father of the desert, is a man of proven holiness who can help others to discover God’s will and to discern the spirits at work in them because he has himself assimilated the Gospel through his own reflection and experience.

The communication of such doctrina is a very subtle process. The Rule appropriately compares it to the hidden and mysterious action of leaven in a mass of dough (﻿2.5﻿). The manner of its communication is twofold: by word and by example. Benedict makes much of the importance of the abbot’s teaching by means of his own life, by the way he conducts himself. The sub-theme (﻿RB﻿ ﻿2.12b﻿, ﻿23–25﻿) develops the need for the abbot’s adapting himself to the individual differences of his monks: some will be successfully influenced through verbal instruction, appeal and admonition; others will be affected but little by words and can be reached only by example. But the teaching through action is not meant only for the latter; it is specified that “﻿he must point out to them all that is good and holy more by example than by words﻿” (﻿2.12﻿). The message of his own life is more effective than what he says, even for those who understand his words. The very nature of the wisdom he presents is such that it is not genuine, is not fully itself, unless it is translated into practice. The doing of it is essential to what it is. The Gospel is not a philosophy—we do not really know it until we know it by experience.﻿67﻿

The other concern of the central sections of chapter ﻿2﻿ is that favoritism be banished. While St. Benedict retains this point, he has eliminated much of the ﻿RM﻿’s development of it; he is much more insistent upon the need for diversity of treatment of different individuals than upon equality of treatment. However, he too affirms that the abbot must show equal charity to all (﻿2.22﻿). Benedict is especially insistent that social status should not influence the abbot’s attitude toward anyone, and the New Testament is invoked to show that all purely human distinctions are obliterated by our oneness in Christ (﻿2.20﻿). The only valid standard of judgment is the monk’s fulfillment of the religious commitment he has made. Accordingly, preference may be shown (and by “﻿preference﻿” Benedict understands primarily promotion in rank) only to those who show greater virtue. Equality of charity does not imply equality of treatment: the abbot must take account of individual differences and treat each monk according to his needs. But he must love each one and deal with him in a way best calculated to develop his own unique potentialities.

From all this it is clear in what sense the abbot’s teaching can rightly be compared to that of a father. The comparison is forceful and illuminating. But it is only an analogy, and it needs to be added that, as in all analogies, the two situations are comparable but not identical. There are also differences that should be recognized; if they are not, distortion inevitably results. The first difference is that a father is dealing with children and the abbot with adults. The analogy does not provide any excuse for the abbot to treat his monks like children. Indeed, they still have something to learn—as the abbot himself does—but they must learn it as adults and not as children. The Rule offers no justification for the abbot’s assuming an attitude of paternalism, in the pejorative sense of the term. Still less does it assume his infallibility; on the contrary, it stresses that he is a weak and sinful human being who must be on his guard and concerned for his own salvation. The humility that allows him to admit his own error is itself an important aspect of his teaching.

Secondly, the masculine feature of the analogy is not essential. Spiritual “﻿fatherhood﻿” is not a male prerogative. It involves the relationship between one human being and another, and neither sex is privileged in its exercise either by nature or by status in the Church. The Rule was written for a male community, but its provisions are equally applicable to either sex. Both the Bible and the Fathers sometimes compare God to a mother as well as to a father.﻿68﻿ The ﻿RM﻿ compares the abbot to both in a phrase which is meaningful in itself but which the ﻿RB﻿ has omitted.﻿69﻿ The Scriptures use both the metaphor of begetting and that of giving birth.﻿70﻿ Historically, spiritual parenthood has been exercised by both sexes, both in the Egyptian desert and in later Western abbeys.﻿71﻿

The abbot as administrator
The abbot’s task is defined by his essential role as father and teacher: his overriding concern is the spiritual formation and growth of his disciples. The abbot of the ﻿RB﻿ is the transposition into cenobitic terms of the spiritual father of the desert monks. The transposition, however, has brought with it factors that do not really alter the essential purpose of the office, but nevertheless modify the concrete circumstances of its exercise. When the disciples become a community, the monastery becomes an institution. While there may be almost infinite variety in the size and complexity, of Benedictine monasteries, even the simplest requires some degree of government and administration. The role of the abbot is not purely in the spiritual order; he is also the administrator of all the monastery’s affairs. Throughout the ﻿RB﻿ the abbot is given ultimate responsibility for everything that concerns the life of the community, whether in the spiritual or in the temporal order.

The chapters of the Rule that concern the ordering of the daily life—common prayer, discipline, food, sleep, work, travel, reception of guests—uniformly place the making of policy and decisions in the hands of the abbot. On the other hand, the two chapters that deal ex professo with the abbot speak primarily of his personal relationships with his monks and say almost nothing of his administrative tasks. At first sight this omission is puzzling, for in practice the burdens of administration occupy much of an abbot’s time and concern. Upon closer examination, however, we find that the silence of chapters ﻿2﻿ and ﻿64﻿ on this matter actually reveals an important aspect of Benedict’s mentality. For him, administration of the monastery’s affairs, even temporal affairs, is not a separate task—it is an integral aspect of his responsibility for the formation of his sons.

In this respect the father-analogy once again becomes illuminating. The father of a family also has to provide for every aspect of his children’s lives: he must feed, clothe and house them, provide medical care and recreation, see to their education and social needs, determine his family’s relationships to the larger society. This is not a separate compartment of life; it is an aspect of his responsibility for their formation. For much of the “﻿teaching﻿” that he imparts, the sense of values and relative priorities that he inculcates, is communicated precisely by means of the way in which he deals with these administrative problems. In this area, indeed, the parallel between the abbot and the paterfamilias of the Roman family may be conceded a certain validity. There is no relationship of dependence, but there is a similarity of function: the abbot is in charge of all the spiritual and temporal affairs of the monastery in much the same way as the paterfamilias presided over the extended family of late Roman society.

What is reflected in this concept of the abbot’s function is the holistic worldview of the Bible and early Christianity. Human life is a whole, and everything in creation is good. There is no aspect of life in this world that cannot, if rightly understood and used, contribute to leading us to our final end. Temporal reality and human endeavor are reflections of the perfections of God. Material things are sacramenta, symbols that reveal the goodness and beauty of the Creator. Consequently, Benedict can say that ordinary tools for work should be treated like the sacred vessels intended for liturgical use (﻿31.10﻿). It is only sin that has disfigured the beauty of creation and diverted things from their purpose. The monastic life is an effort to restore the lost paradise, to regain the image of God in man that has been distorted. Therefore, the temporal order cannot be despised or neglected. In the monk’s life there is no area that can be exempted from subjection to the divine precepts and the regime of grace. This is no disincarnate spirituality; conversion embraces the whole of life.

Administration, then, is not a purely profane art that can be left to anyone who is knowledgeable about business. In the New Testament, “﻿administration﻿” is one of the charisms mentioned together with prophecy and teaching (﻿1 Cor 12:28﻿; ﻿Rom 12:6﻿), a gift the Holy Spirit confers for the good of the community. Benedict likewise supposes that what is most important for temporal administration in the monastery is not simply human skill but spiritual qualities arising from faith and a resolute commitment to a Christian vision. It is significant that the requirements for the cellarer are practically the same as for the abbot and the deans: wisdom, fear of God, humility, conducting himself “﻿like a father﻿” (﻿RB﻿ ﻿31﻿). Indeed, the management of business affairs is an art that can be learned, and today professional training in some degree is needed to master the complexities of temporal administration. But the supernatural outlook that perceives the purpose of the process is of supreme importance. It is the abbot who sets the tone and oversees everything, for he is the father who bears ultimate responsibility, even if he may delegate much of the detail.
The choice and installation of the abbot
Since the abbot is representative of Christ in the coenobium, the selection of a person to fill the office must reflect the will of God. As God by a special call chose the prophets and kings who acted as mediators of his word and will in the Old Testament, and Christ personally selected the apostles who handed on the Gospel to the early Church, so the divine will must be operative in the choice of the doctores—bishops and abbots—who now mediate the divine precepts. The will of God, however, has to be made known through human channels in this case as in others. The early Church, therefore, recognized a number of ways in which bishops and abbots might be chosen, and believed that the will of God was manifested in their election or appointment by human agents. In modern times we are accustomed to majority vote of the community in the case of abbots and direct appointment by the Holy See in the case of bishops;﻿72﻿ in ancient times the situation was more complex.﻿73﻿

In the monastic tradition a number of different procedures were in use. Pachomius appointed his own successor, although he first consulted the elders, and Petronius did the same (﻿Vita prima 114; 117﻿; Vita sa﻿5 and sa﻿7). Honoratus likewise designated his successor at Lerins, and there are many later examples. This is also the system followed by the ﻿RM﻿. The abbot is to choose the most virtuous monk in the community and designate him as abbot-elect. He is to encourage the monks to compete with one another for this honor by striving to be the most obedient. When the appointment has been made, the bishop and his clergy are summoned to install the new abbot by means of a liturgical rite. If the old abbot then recovers, the new one is to act as “﻿second﻿” until his predecessor’s death. But he may still be deposed by the old abbot if he misbehaves, and another appointed in his place. If the abbot dies suddenly, without having designated a successor, the bishop brings in an abbot, presumably from another monastery, who governs the community for thirty days. At the end of that time he chooses the most observant monk and presents him to the bishop to be installed as abbot.

St. Benedict does not mention designation by the previous abbot. He prefers to involve the community in the choice of their abbot. What he says about this, however, is subject to diverse interpretation, and there is no agreement at present about the precise meaning of the passage in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿64.1–6﻿. Even the definition of the terms eligere, ordinare and constituere is disputed. Benedict says that the person placed in office should be either (1) selected by the whole community acting unanimously in the fear of God; or (2) selected by some part of the community, no matter how small, that possesses “﻿sounder judgment﻿” (sanius consilium). Rank is to count for nothing; the sole qualifications are “﻿goodness of life and wisdom in teaching.﻿” If it should happen that the whole community selects an unworthy abbot, then the bishop of the diocese or neighboring abbots or lay people should intervene to depose him and put a good abbot in his place.

The differing interpretations of this passage depend upon diverse views of the author’s intention. Did he intend to give precise regulations for the procedure to be followed, so that the text is juridically accurate and its meaning can be determined by comparison with other passages of the ﻿RB﻿ and with other contemporary, texts? Or is the Rule deliberately vague and without strict juridic intent, because the actual practice was well known to those for whom it was written and did not have to be defined? Or does it perhaps simply ignore the question of procedure entirely and address itself solely to the spiritual problem involved in the choice of an abbot? In comparison with other rules and contemporary texts, the ﻿RB﻿ is notoriously obscure, whatever be the explanation of this.﻿74﻿

One view holds that the community did not have the right of election, but only of postulation. The bishop was the final authority. To him the community presented the candidate whom they had unanimously chosen, or a candidate chosen by a minority, the sanior pars. The bishop would also be the arbiter who determined which monks constituted the sanior pars or electoral body. He would have the right to examine the candidate proposed to him by the electors and confirm the choice. If he felt that the candidate postulated was not worthy, he would reject him, and himself appoint an abbot; in this he might be assisted by the advice of other abbots and interested lay Christians from the vicinity. The new abbot would then be installed by the bishop, assisted by other abbots (﻿65.3﻿). This view supposes that the Rule legislates accurately: the term eligere means to postulate; ordinare means to appoint or to place in office; constituere means to install.﻿75﻿

Another opinion holds that the bishop’s function was merely to confirm and install the abbot; he had nothing to say of the choice of the candidate except in special circumstances, when an unworthy abbot had to be deposed or when the election was indecisive. The choice of the candidate was up to the monastic body: the Master, who is more authoritarian, entrusts it solely to the previous abbot (or an abbot from another monastery); St. Benedict, who is more conscious of the abbot’s fallibility, places confidence in the community to make the choice. In either case, the choice is really that of God; the human agents are merely intermediaries who try to discern his will. The abbatial office is still charismatic, as it was in its origins and in the case of the great spiritual fathers raised up by God, like Pachomius. It is not an “﻿ecclesiastical﻿” office, and the bishops have no determination of it aside from exceptional cases which require their intervention. For St. Benedict, it is the community that discerns the divine choice, and the bishop must confirm and install their candidate. The bishop’s right to intervene in the affairs of monasteries was not yet clearly defined in canon law.﻿76﻿

This approach, however, does not clarify the meaning of the sanius consilium nor determine what procedure was to be followed when the community could not agree with quasi-unanimity. Some argue that the Rule is obscure on this point because the practice was so well known that it was not necessary to describe it. Kassius Hallinger maintains that all the methods of choosing an abbot known from contemporary documents were “﻿undemocratic﻿” ones: designation by a single individual (abbot or bishop or lay founder) or election by a minority.﻿77﻿ He suggests that even the unanimous “﻿election﻿” mentioned by ﻿RB﻿ ﻿64.1﻿ is really only the community’s ratification of a candidate already chosen by appointment or elected by a minority. Minority elections were provided for in the Code of Justinian in 546﻿78﻿ and must have been known from actual usage. If the Rule does not specify how the electors are to be chosen, it is only because this was understood by everyone: the seniores or decani, of whom the ﻿RB﻿ often speaks, constituted the electoral body, as being the monks who best possessed the spiritual qualities that enabled them to discern the divine will.﻿79﻿

It has recently been proposed that all of these views mistake the real intention of St. Benedict by supposing that he wished to lay down a procedure for choosing an abbot or that he assumed that such a regular procedure was followed. Herbert Grundmann has suggested that the author had no such intention and was concerned solely with the spiritual problem involved, not at all with canonical procedure. St. Benedict was convinced that the supremely important factor in an abbatial election is the will of God, and he wants the community to be open to discerning the divine intention. Consequently, they are to act “﻿in the fear of God,﻿” consider solely the virtue and wisdom of the candidate, and be prepared to accept even the youngest if God’s choice should fall upon him (﻿RB﻿ ﻿64.1–2﻿). God’s will may be manifested in different ways: through the whole community, through a sanior pars, or even through an individual. One cannot determine in advance how God will manifest his will; therefore, rather than intending to specify an election procedure, St. Benedict feels that this ought not be too clearly defined, for fear that the freedom of the Spirit may be constrained by human regulations. According to Grundmann, the ﻿RB﻿ represents a purely charismatic point of view and is not at all concerned with juridical procedure.﻿80﻿ He notes that in a parallel case, the choice of the Holy Roman emperor, no clear law of succession was ever formulated, precisely in order to give free play to the divine will.

It is also uncertain whether St. Benedict intended a liturgical rite of abbatial blessing and installation by the bishop. He does not mention such a rite. Is it legitimate to interpret this silence to mean that he takes such a ceremony for granted because it was already customary?﻿81﻿ There is no mention of the abbatial blessing in liturgical books until the Gregorian Sacramentary, which contains chiefly seventh- and eighth-century material, but this does not prove that the rite could not have been in use earlier. In fact, a rite of this kind is described in ﻿RM﻿ ﻿93﻿ and ﻿94﻿: the bishop is the officiant, and it includes the celebration of Mass as well as an installation ceremony. One cannot conclude, however, that the rites known to the ﻿RM﻿ must have also been practiced in St. Benedict’s monastery except in cases where there is evidence to the contrary.﻿82﻿ Liturgical practice may have differed considerably from one monastery to another at this period. Later the rite of abbatial blessing underwent a vast development owing to the important social position occupied by abbots in the Middle Ages. This development injected confusion into the understanding of the abbot’s role by patterning the blessing upon the consecration of a bishop and thus making it appear that the abbot was part of the sacramental hierarchy. The recent revision of the rite according to the principles of Vatican II has restored its simplicity and original meaning.﻿83﻿

Given the diversity of practice at the time and the laconic character of Benedict’s statements on the subject, it may well be impossible for us ever to determine with certitude what he intended in regard to the manner of determining abbatial succession. The debate about it, however, is not just an idle dispute among scholars, but is important for understanding the role of the abbot: the manner in which he is selected and installed tells us something about the nature of his office.

There can be no question that for Benedict the abbot is the successor of the spiritual father of the desert. He is the “﻿holy man,﻿” the “﻿Man of God,﻿” the charismatic elder, the teacher who from his experience is able to provide a “﻿word﻿” for the upbuilding of others. It is true that Benedict has been influenced also, in a fruitful and enriching way, by the Basilian and Augustinian traditions, for which the community rather than the abbot is the starting point. They have had but little effect, however, on his vision of the abbot, which remains predominantly in the tradition of Egypt that came to the West through Cassian. Everyone admits that for St. Benedict the abbot is primarily the spiritual father.﻿84﻿

Is the abbot, then, a purely charismatic figure? Indeed, if his principal function remains the spiritual formation of each of his monks, nevertheless the situation has undergone modification from the status of the charismatic in the desert. The spontaneous appearance of a “﻿Man of God﻿” cannot be duplicated by putting someone into office, no matter how carefully he is chosen. The Spirit, while its operation is compatible with the institution, cannot be institutionalized. An abbot chosen to govern a community is in a different position from that of the original founder: the latter had attracted disciples by his personal qualities; the former assumes the direction of an already existing community. He may find it impossible to develop the same kind of personal relationship with each individual that the founder had. Further, he assumes an obligation to teach and direct his community, whereas the desert father taught only when asked for advice, and even then it was often with great reluctance. The institutionalized task also assumes dimensions such as sheer size and administrative burden that alter the functioning of the abbot in practice. While he must be concerned about each individual, his teaching is often directed more at the community as a whole.﻿85﻿ The abbot of the ﻿RB﻿ is the lineal descendant of the charismatic abba and still reproduces the essentials of his role, but he is not exactly the same thing.

Did the Rule regard the abbot as belonging to the purely charismatic element in the Church? In fact, while monasticism had begun as a charismatic phenomenon outside the hierarchical structure of Church authority, it had been brought into it in varying degrees at different times and places.﻿86﻿ It was not until the Middle Ages that it became thoroughly institutionalized, though then and often since it has periodically been revivified by new stirrings of the Spirit. In the sixth century the situation was still fluid: the bishops exercised some control over monasteries, as the letters of Gregory the Great testify, but there was no clear-cut and universal canonical pattern. Abbots were most often still laymen, and the monastic hierarchy was clearly distinct from the ecclesiastical, though the two interacted in varying degrees.

The fact that there was no fixed pattern is precisely the nub of the difficulty in determining what Benedict intended the bishop’s role to be. The ﻿RM﻿ allows him no voice in selecting the abbot; this decision is made by an abbot. Did Benedict believe likewise that the will of God was to be mediated solely through monastic channels and exclude the bishop from the normal selection process (Steidle), or did he leave the ultimate decision up to episcopal authority and allow the monks only to propose a candidate (Brechter)? It is difficult to decide.

If the bishop not only installed the abbot but actually appointed him, then it would seem that the abbot’s authority was conferred upon him by the Church through the hierarchy. Such was not the idea of early monasticism, which believed that the foundation of an abbot’s authority was a charism given to him directly by the Holy Spirit and quite distinct from the jurisdiction of the hierarchical Church.﻿87﻿ It is not easy to determine what the Western monastic legislators thought about this point. The question arises even if the bishop had no role in the selection of the abbot, as in the ﻿RM﻿, for he still presided at the installation (﻿RM﻿ ﻿93–94﻿; ﻿RB﻿ ﻿65.3﻿). The Master does not pronounce clearly on this point; what he says can be understood to attribute the abbatial authority to the liturgical rite conducted by the bishop, but it may also mean that he derived it from a charismatic gift received directly from God.﻿88﻿ Since Benedict says nothing of the installation rite beyond the allusion in ﻿65.3﻿, we have no clear way of determining his view of the matter.

In either hypothesis, however, the authority of the abbot is deemed to come, in the final analysis, from God, either directly by virtue of a charism or indirectly through the jurisdictional power of the hierarchy. It does not originate from the community. The abbot is father of his monks because God has chosen him and placed him in office (through whatever intermediaries), and the monks owe him obedience because they believe this: “﻿Since he is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery, he is addressed by a title of Christ, as the Apostle indicates: ‘﻿You have received the spirit of adoption of sons by which we exclaim, abba, father﻿’﻿” (﻿RB﻿ ﻿2.2–3﻿). In ancient times, when different methods of selection were in use, there was less danger of confusing the election of an abbot with the modern political practice of electing officials by majority vote. The latter derive their authority from the will of the electorate; the abbot does not. Whatever political process may be employed in his selection is of only secondary importance; St. Benedict may even have been relatively indifferent to it. He is more concerned that the right person be chosen, and that God’s will be done. “﻿They must … set a worthy steward in charge of God’s house﻿” (﻿RB﻿ ﻿64.5﻿).
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24 The classic treatise on discretion is ﻿Cassian. conl. 2﻿.
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36 If Pachomius only infrequently referred to himself as father, it was because he recognized that he was only a mediator; the real father is God. Thus he said to Theodore upon the latter’s arrival at the monastery, “﻿Don’t cry, my son, for I am a servant of your Father﻿” (﻿Vita bo 30﻿). On another occasion he said, “﻿I have never considered myself to be the father of the brothers, for only God is their father﻿” (﻿Vita prima 108﻿).
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39 De Vogüé, ﻿La communauté, pp. 78–186﻿, has analyzed chapter ﻿2﻿ exhaustively. Earlier studies are those of F. Masai ﻿“﻿La Règle de S. Benoît et la ‘﻿Regula Magistri﻿’﻿” Latomus 6 (1947) 207–229﻿; J. McCann ﻿“﻿The Rule of the Master﻿” ﻿DR﻿ 57 (1939) 3–22﻿. See also B. Steidle ﻿“﻿Abbas/Tyrannus: Zur Abtsidee der Regel St. Benedikts﻿” ﻿BM﻿ 24 (1948) 335–348﻿, and, more recently, ﻿“﻿Memor periculi Heli sacerdotis de Silo. Zum Abtsbild der Regel St. Benedikts (Kap. 2,26)﻿” ﻿EA﻿ 52 (1976) 5–18﻿.
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42 De Vogüé, ﻿La communauté, pp. 78–100﻿. See also ﻿Appendix 7, pp. 488–493﻿, for comparative texts.


43 This was in fact a variant reading, attested to by ﻿Hier. in Zach. 1﻿. A similar inversion is found in variant texts of ﻿Eph 2:20﻿: the variant indicates a tendency of scribes to understand these “﻿prophets﻿” as Old Testament personages rather than New Testament figures. See A. de Vogüé, ﻿La Règle du Maître, ﻿SC﻿ 105,106,107 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf 1964–65) 1.348, n.82; 2.50, n.14.﻿


44 The portrait of the shepherd in ﻿27.8–9﻿ is clearly meant to be Christological: he is called “﻿the Good Shepherd﻿” and his shoulders are “﻿sacred.﻿” It borrows elements from ﻿Matt 18:12–13﻿ (the mountains, the strayed sheep, the searching), from ﻿Luke 15:4–7﻿ (the carrying on the shoulders), and from ﻿John 10:1–16﻿ (the Good Shepherd). The Fathers frequently gave a Christological interpretation of the sheep parable: ﻿Orig. hom. in Iesu Nave 7,6﻿; ﻿Meth. conviv. 3,6﻿; ﻿Greg. Nys. adv.Apoll. 16﻿, ﻿cont.Eun. 4,12﻿, ﻿in Eccl. 2﻿; ﻿Hier. in Matt. 18,12﻿; ﻿Ambr. in Luc. 15,4﻿; ﻿Iren. demonstr. apost.praedic. 33﻿, ﻿adv.haer. 3,19,3; 3,23,8﻿; ﻿Tert. pud. 7,1﻿.
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46 This question was first explored by H. S. Mayer, ﻿Benediktinisches Ordensrecht in der Beuroner Congregation (Beuron: Archabbey 1932) 2/1.88–97﻿; it was then taken up by B. Steidle ﻿“﻿Heilige Vaterschaft﻿” ﻿BM﻿ 14 (1932) 215–226﻿; ﻿“﻿Abba Vater﻿” ibid. 16 (1934) 89–101﻿; ﻿The Rule of St. Benedict (Canon City: Holy Cross Abbey 1967) pp. 82–89﻿. See also O. Casel ﻿“﻿Bemerkungen zu einem Text der Regula sancti Benedicti﻿” ﻿SMGBO﻿ 61 (1947) 5–11﻿.


47 Among modern commentators, only A. Brooke, ﻿The Johannine Epistles, ﻿ICC﻿ (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark 1912) p. 68﻿ seems to consider seriously that birth from Christ was intended. See the excellent treatment of R. Schnackenburg, ﻿Die Johannesbriefe, Herders Theologisch, Komm. zum NT 13,3 (Herder: Freiburg 1953) pp. 146–147﻿ and the excursus ﻿“﻿Gotteskindschaft und Zeugung aus Gott,﻿” pp. 155–162﻿.
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49 See ﻿Orig. hom. in Num. 27,2﻿: ﻿GCS﻿ 30, “﻿The Father of the world to come, who says of himself, ‘﻿I am the door. No one comes to the Father except through me.﻿’﻿”


50 Thus the early apologist Aristides affirms that the Christians trace the origin of their race to the Lord Jesus Christ as the Jews trace theirs to Abraham: ﻿Arist. apol. 15,1; 14,1﻿. Likewise, Justin Martyr says that Christ has begotten us as Jacob begot Israel: ﻿Iust. dial. 123,9; 138,2﻿.


51 G. Racle ﻿“﻿À propos du Christ-Père dans l’Homélie Paschale de Méliton de Sardes﻿” ﻿RechSR﻿ 50 (1962) 400–408﻿ shows that this is not an expression of modalistic theology, as some have thought, but concerns the saving activity of Christ.


52 K. Baus ﻿“﻿Das Gebet der Martyrer﻿” Trierer Theologische Zeitschrift 62 (1953) 19–32﻿.


53 K. Baus ﻿“﻿Das Gebet beim hl. Hieronymus﻿” ibid. 60 (1951) 178–188﻿.


54 The importance of this text was first pointed out by M. Rothenhäusler ﻿“﻿Der Vatername Christi﻿” ﻿SMGBO﻿ 52 (1934) 178–179﻿. See also ﻿Hil. vita Hon. 4﻿; ﻿Porcar. mon.﻿; ﻿Arnob. ad Greg. 19﻿.


55 Texts of Ephraim are cited by B. Steidle ﻿“﻿Abba Vater﻿” ﻿BM﻿ 16 (1934) 89–101﻿, especially 100. See also ﻿Philox. ad Pat. 99﻿; ﻿Lib.grad. 29,19﻿.


56 On Benedict’s concept of Christ, see A. Kemmer ﻿“﻿Christ in the Rule of St. Benedict﻿” ﻿MS﻿ 3 (1965) 87–98﻿; A. de Vogüé ﻿“﻿The Fatherhood of Christ﻿” ibid. 5 (1968) 45–57﻿; A. Borias ﻿“﻿‘﻿Dominus﻿’ et ‘﻿Deus﻿’ dans la Règle de saint Benoît﻿” ﻿RBén﻿ 79 (1969) 41–423﻿; ﻿“﻿Christ and the Monk﻿” ﻿MS﻿ 10 (1974) 97–129﻿.


57 B. Fischer ﻿“﻿Die Psalmenfrömmigkeit der Regula s. Benedicti﻿” Liturgie und Mönchtum 4 (1949) 22–35; 5 (1950) 64–79﻿. Fischer somewhat overstates his case, as has become clear from later studies (see the articles cited in the preceding note): St. Benedict does not conceive the entire liturgical prayer of the monastery as directed to Christ, and it is unlikely that “﻿opus Dei﻿” means ‘﻿the work of Christ.﻿’ His approach is more nuanced. On the question of praying the psalms to Christ, see B. Fischer ﻿“﻿Le Christ dans les psaumes: La dévotion aux psaumes dans l’Église des Martyrs﻿” La Maison-Dieu 27 (1951) 86–113﻿. The oldest understanding of the psalms as prayer to Christ is in ﻿Clem. ad Cor. 22,1–8﻿, in which the “﻿Come, children, listen to me﻿” of ﻿Ps 33(34)﻿ is placed in the mouth of Christ. It is used similarly in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿Prol.12–17﻿, following ﻿RM﻿ Ths. ﻿8–13﻿. See also F. Vandenbroucke, ﻿Les Psaumes, le Christ et Nous (Louvain: Mont-César 1965﻿2)﻿.


58 Thus de Vogüé ﻿“﻿The Fatherhood of Christ,﻿” p. 48﻿.


59 The earliest instance of directing the Lord’s Prayer to Christ appears to be Acta Thomae 144. For the appearance of this phenomenon in liturgical texts, see J. Jungmann, ﻿The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer (Staten Island: Alba House 1965) pp. 49, n. 1; 98, n. 5; 168, n. 7; 220, n. 3﻿.


60 The ﻿RB﻿ does not have the commentary, on the Lord’s Prayer, but refers to the prayer in ﻿7.20﻿ and ﻿13.13–14﻿. In the former place it alters the ﻿RM﻿’s “﻿Lord﻿” to “﻿God.﻿” This may indicate an intention to direct the prayer to the Father rather than to Christ. Elsewhere, however, the same change is made without a clearly discernible reason, as in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿7.29﻿; ﻿7.67﻿; see also ﻿2.6﻿.


61 Doctor only in ﻿5.6﻿; magister in ﻿2.24﻿; ﻿3.6﻿; ﻿5.9﻿; ﻿6.6﻿. Some hold that the magister of ﻿Prol.1﻿ also refers to the abbot.


62 In regard to the abbot’s role as teacher, the ﻿RB﻿ is much more reserved than the ﻿RM﻿, which makes every chapter of the rule a kind of oracular pronouncement coming from Christ through the abbot: “﻿Respondit Dominus per magistrum.﻿” See A. Borias ﻿“﻿Le Christ﻿” pp. 114–116﻿ (note 56﻿*﻿above).


63 See B. Steidle ﻿“﻿Dominici schola servitii. Zum Verständnis des Prologes der Regula St. Benedikts﻿” ﻿BM﻿ 28 (1952) 397–406﻿. A different view is presented by C. Mohrmann “﻿La langue de saint Benoît﻿” in P. Schmitz, ﻿Sancti Benedicti Regula Monachorum (Maredsous: Editions de l’Abbaye 1955﻿2) pp. 31–33﻿. E. Manning denies that St. Benedict thought of the monastery as a schola, since he considers ﻿Prol.40–50﻿, where the term occurs, as inauthentic. See ﻿“﻿L’étude de la Regula Sancti Benedicti dans la perspective du centenaire de 1980﻿” ﻿CollCist﻿ 41 (1979) 141–154﻿. This opinion is refuted, however, by A. de Vogüé ﻿“﻿La Règle d’Eugippe et la fin du Prologue de S. Benoît﻿” ﻿CollCist﻿ 41 (1979) 263–273﻿. See also G. Penco ﻿“﻿Sul concetto del monastèro come ‘﻿schola﻿’﻿” ibid. 32 (1970) 329–333﻿. See the note to ﻿Prol. 45﻿﻿*﻿.


* Prol.45“﻿a school for the Lord’s service﻿” (dominici schola servitii): In this noble and often quoted phrase, a school “﻿for﻿” rather than “﻿of﻿” seems best to catch the idea that the monastery is a place where the monks both learn how to serve the Lord and actually do so. In the Latin of this period, schola could mean not only a place where instruction was received but the group receiving instruction as well as, more generally, a vocational corporation (such as a guild) of people devoted to a common craft or service. A similar usage can be seen in the English “﻿school of painters﻿” or “﻿school of porpoises.﻿” See ﻿Appendix 2, p. 365﻿. The “﻿school for the Lord’s service﻿” may certainly be regarded as the central idea of the Prologue (see ﻿de Vogüé 7.27–74﻿). It implies that the monastery (the school) is the place where Christ continues to teach his disciples the baptismal renunciation of sin and the ways that lead to the repose of eternal life. It implies that lite in the monastery is a service of Christ, the Lord. It implies, finally, that service calls for strenuous obedience and suffering with Christ but that such service leads even now to a joyful and loving observance of the commandments of God. See Thematic Index: ﻿discipline﻿, as divine teaching.


64 The term can still designate both the place and the group of people, and can also refer to a wider reality than an instructional institution, but this broader connotation is less usual in common parlance.


65 Monastic use of the term schola had been long established. Cassian uses it in ﻿conl. 3,1; 18,16; 19,2﻿. Other examples are given by Steidle (see note 63﻿*﻿).


66 In the ancient world and especially in Semitic culture, skills were usually handed down from father to son; hence apprenticeship to a master was conceived of as a father-son relationship. The monastic tradition reflects this not only in its use of the father analogy but also in its stress on imitation as the primary means of learning. See C. H. Dodd ﻿“﻿A Hidden Parable in the Fourth Gospel﻿” More New Testament Studies (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans 1968) pp. 30–40﻿.


67 In biblical thought there is a close relationship between word and action: Hebrew uses the term “﻿word﻿” (dabar) to mean ‘﻿thing﻿’ or ‘﻿deed.﻿’ The mirabilia Dei are revelatory insofar as they are “﻿words﻿” that convey meaning. The deed and the word together (such as prophetic actions accompanied by explanation) constitute a whole, a single revelatory phenomenon.


68 See ﻿Hos 11:3–5﻿; ﻿Isa 66:13﻿; ﻿Matt 23:37﻿; ﻿1 Cor 13:1–2﻿; Origen wrote, “﻿Christ can be called father and mother﻿” (﻿Orig. in Prov. 20﻿).


69 “﻿He will show all his disciples and sons the realization of both parents in his own person: showing his love equally to them as a mother, he shows himself a father to them by uniform tenderness﻿” (﻿RM﻿ ﻿2.30–31﻿).


70 The variation of metaphor is facilitated by the fact that the Greek verb gennaō can mean both ‘﻿beget﻿’ and ‘﻿give birth.﻿’


71 The Apophthegmata lists the sayings of a number of female elders. Women not only functioned as mothers of female communities, but in the Middle Ages sometimes ruled double monasteries, exercising jurisdiction also over male subjects. Especially significant was Robert of Arbrissel’s institute of Fontevrault (1099), in which the abbess held supreme authority over the monks as well as the nuns.


72 In an abbatial election, if a majority is not achieved after a certain number of ballots, usually six, the office is filled by appointment. Appointment by the Holy See after consultation as a regular method of choosing bishops is found only in the Latin Church; in the Eastern Churches electoral procedures are still in use. The Bishop of Rome is also elected, and the papal law still provides for the possibility of his being chosen by acclamation.


73 The case of St. Ambrose is well known. As civil governor, he went to the church to maintain order. When a child cried out, “﻿Ambrose bishop,﻿” the whole assembly took up the cry, even though he was only a catechumen. The divine will became known through this spontaneous outburst, so that the agreement upon Ambrose transcended the Arian-Catholic division of the Milanese Christian community. The story is told by Paulin. ﻿vita Ambr. 3﻿.
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74 A survey of opinions on this question is provided by J. Lienhard ﻿“﻿Sanius Consilium: Recent Work on the Election of the Abbot in the Rule of St. Benedict﻿” ﻿ABR﻿ 26 (1975) 1–15﻿.


75 The clearest exposition of this view is that of H. Brechter ﻿“﻿Die Bestellung des Abtes nach der Regel des heiligen Benedikt﻿” ﻿SMGBO﻿ 58 (1940) 44–58﻿.


76 B. Steidle ﻿“﻿‘﻿Wer euch hört, hört mich﻿’’ (Lk 10,16): Die Einsetzung des Abts im alten Mönchtum﻿” ﻿EA﻿ 40 (1964) 179–196﻿.


77 K. Hallinger ﻿“﻿Das Wahlrecht der Benediktusregula﻿” ﻿ZKG﻿ 76 (1965) 233–245﻿.


78 ﻿Novellae 123,34﻿: R. Schoell and W. Kroll, ﻿Corpus Iuris Civilis (Berlin: Weidmann 1959﻿6) 3.618﻿. The Latin text reads: “﻿Abbatem … omnes monachi [aut?] melioris opinionis existentes eligant.﻿”


79 Evidence that the deans constituted the electoral body is cited by Hallinger in the cases of Murbach and Fulda, but only from the eighth and ninth centuries. His thesis is rejected by H. Grundmann ﻿“﻿Zur Abt-Wahl nach Benedikts Regel: Die ‘﻿Zweitobern﻿’ als ‘﻿sanior pars﻿’?﻿” ﻿ZKG﻿ 77 (1966) 217–223﻿. In the Middle Ages the community often entrusted the choice of the abbot to a group of electors; an interesting twelfth-century example from Bury St. Edmund can be found in The Chronicle of Jocelin of Brakelond, ed. ﻿H. E. Butler (London: Nelson 1949) pp. 16–24﻿. See also A. Gasquet, ﻿English Monastic Life (London: Methuen 1904) pp. 44–48﻿; H. Leclercq ﻿“﻿Élections abbatiales﻿” ﻿DACL﻿ 4.2611–18﻿. The use of a small electoral body (electio per compromissum) has survived in the provisions of the U.S. Constitution for the election of the President; in fact, modern political electoral methods developed out of ecclesiastical practice. See L. Moulin ﻿“﻿Les origines religieuses des techniques électorales et délibératives modernes﻿” Revue internationale d’histoire politique et constitutionelle n.s. 3 (1953) 106–148﻿; “﻿Sanior et maior pars. Note sur l’évolution des techniques électorales dans les Ordres religieux du VIe au XIIe siècle﻿” ﻿Revue historique de droit français et étranger, 4e série 36 (1958) 368–397, 491–529﻿. On past and present methods of electing abbots, see B. Hegglin, ﻿Der benediktinische Abt in rechtsgeschichtlicher Entwicklung und geltendem Kirchenrecht (St. Ottilien: Eos Verlag 1961) pp. 45–51, 130–135﻿.


80 H. Grundmann ﻿“﻿Pars Quamvis Parva: Zur Abtwahl nach Benedikts Regel﻿” Festschrift Percy Ernst Schramm (Wiesbaden: F. Steiner Verlag 1964) 1.237–251﻿.


81 This view is defended by Chapman, St. Benedict and the Sixth Century and by R. Somerville ﻿“﻿‘﻿Ordinatio Abbatis﻿’ in the Rule of St. Benedict﻿” ﻿RBén﻿ 77 (1967) 246–263. Gregory, the Great speaks of the ordinatio of an abbot by a bishop that involves the celebration of Mass (Registrum epistolarum 11,48: ﻿PL﻿ 77.1168)﻿. Directives for a similar rite are found in the seventh century in the Penitential of Theodore of Canterbury: ﻿PL﻿ 99.928–929.


82 A. Mundó ﻿“﻿À propos des rituels du Maître et de saint Benoît: La ‘﻿Provolutio﻿’﻿”﻿SM﻿ 4 (1962) 177–91﻿.


83 On the abbatial blessing, see S. Hilpisch ﻿“﻿Entwicklung des Ritus der Abtsweihe in der lateinischen Kirche﻿” ﻿SMGBO﻿ 61 (1947) 53–60﻿; J. Baudot ﻿“﻿Bénédiction d’un abbé et d’une abbesse﻿” ﻿DACL﻿ 2.723–727﻿; D.C. ﻿“﻿Ordo Benedictionis Abbatis et Abbatissae: Decretum, Praenotanda, Commentarium﻿” Notitiae 7 (1971) 32–36﻿; A. Nocent ﻿“﻿Benedizione dell’ abate﻿” Dizionario degli Istituti di Perfezione 1.8–14﻿.


84 A. Veilleux ﻿“﻿The Abbatial Office in Cenobitical Life﻿” ﻿MS﻿ 6 (1968) 3–45﻿ concedes that this is true of the ﻿RB﻿, even though he considers it a deviation. In the East (Syria, Basil, Pachomius), he maintains, the cenobitic superior was originally a primus inter pares, the center or “﻿eye﻿” of the community, whose relationship to the monks was horizontal rather than vertical. It was Cassian who, having no acquaintance with real cenobitism, transplanted the desert abba into the coenobium for purposes of his own, viz., to reform the monasteries of Provence along the lines of his Egyptian eremitical ideals. The Master, with his usual excess of logic, carried the idea to extremes by putting the abbot on the same plane as the bishop—a most unfortunate step whose disastrous effects last right down to the present. St. Benedict innocently inherited the idea of the abbot as spiritual father from Cassian and the ﻿RM﻿, but he had the good sense to steer clear of the latter’s excessive conclusions. Moreover, his knowledge of Basil enabled him to introduce a corrective that went far toward neutralizing the nefarious influence of Cassian. It follows that the ﻿RB﻿ presents a moderate view of spiritual fatherhood and should be understood as repudiating material in the ﻿RM﻿ that it does not explicitly reproduce, specifically the abbot-bishop comparison.


85 R. Weakland ﻿“﻿The Abbot in a Democratic Society﻿” ﻿CS﻿ 4 (1969) 95–100﻿; ﻿“﻿Obedience to the Abbot and the Community in the Monastery﻿” ibid. 5 (1970) 309–316﻿; ﻿“﻿The Abbot as Spiritual Father﻿” ibid. 9 (1974) 231–238﻿; ﻿“﻿Amtsautorität und Seelenführung﻿” ﻿EA﻿ 51 (1976) 85–91﻿; G. Dubois ﻿“﻿Authority and Obedience in Contemporary Monasticism﻿” ﻿CS﻿ 8 (1973) 101–108﻿.


86 The seventh canon of the Council of Chalcedon had already declared, “﻿Placuit … monachos vero per unamquamque civitatem aut regionem subiectos esse episcopo﻿” (Mansi 7.374).


87 J. Bonduelle ﻿“﻿Le pouvoir dominatif des abbés﻿” La Vie Spirituelle Supplément 69 (1964) 201–223﻿.


88 P. Tamburrino ﻿“﻿La Regula Magistri e l’origine del potere abbaziale﻿” ﻿CollCist﻿ 28 (1966) 160–173﻿; B. Jaspert ﻿“﻿‘﻿Stellvertreter Christi﻿’ bei Aponius, einem unbekanntem ‘﻿Magister﻿’ und Benedikt yon Nursia: Ein Beitrag zum altkirchlichen Amtsverständnis﻿” ﻿ZThK﻿ 71 (1974) 291–324﻿. De Vogüé has changed his mind on this question and now holds that according to the ﻿RM﻿ the abbot derives his power from the liturgical installation by the bishop: ﻿“﻿L’origine du pouvoir des abbés selon la Règle du Maître﻿” La Vie Spirituelle Supplément 70 (1964) 321–324﻿.
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