Appendix 5
Monastic Formation and Profession
Four chapters of the Rule, ﻿58–61﻿, treat of the process of receiving new members into the community. The first of these chapters is the most important: it deals with what may be considered the normal case, that of an adult lay postulant. The other chapters provide for three exceptional cases: those of children (﻿59﻿), priests (﻿60﻿), and men who are already monks (﻿61﻿). The recruitment and formation of new members were regulated by most monastic legislators. The provisions of the Rule grew out of previous monastic teaching and experience.

Formation and profession before St. Benedict
A man’s intention to live as a monk was the result of a personal decision. In earliest times one could simply go to the desert and assume a monastic mode of life. Each monk sought out an elder who clothed him in the monastic habit and taught him how to conduct his life. There was no established pattern of formation, and the profession of the monastic way of life was sufficiently indicated by assuming the habit.

It was natural that cenobitic monasteries should develop more formal procedures for admission: experience gradually revealed the importance of careful testing of candidates as well as of instruction. These two necessities gradually brought about a longer period of time allowed for admission and formation. The candidate’s motivation was tested first, and he was admitted only when there was reasonable certainty about his sincerity. Then he had to be taught all the things he would need to know in order to share the community’s life, and be trained in virtuous conduct. At first this instruction was given after admission to the community.

The Pachomian rule specifies that before admission “﻿he shall not be free to come in, but first it shall be reported to the father of the monastery, and for a few days he shall stay outside, in front of the door﻿” (﻿Pachom. reg. praecepta 49﻿). During these days careful inquiry was made to learn whether the person might be a criminal or a slave fleeing out of fear. He was also tested to determine “﻿whether he is able to renounce his parents and despise his property﻿” (ibid).

In the Pachomian houses, most of the instruction was given after admission. The Pachomians accepted pagan candidates who remained catechumens until they were baptized at the following Easter celebration.﻿1﻿ They were in need of instruction in the most elementary truths of the Christian faith and norms of behavior (Vita sa﻿10). Whether pagan or Christian, moreover, they had to be taught the discipline and customs of the house (﻿Pachom. reg. praecepta 49﻿) and the psalms and biblical readings needed for the liturgy (﻿ibid. 139﻿). If illiterate, they had to learn how to read; the minimum that each monk had to memorize was the psalter and the New Testament (﻿ibid. 139–140﻿).

Other monastic sources confirm these practices of Egyptian cenobitism. Cassian says that in Egypt one who sought entrance was not admitted until he had spent “﻿ten days or more﻿” outside to prove his sincerity and perseverance, as well as his humility and patience. Meanwhile insults and reproaches were directed at him to try his constancy (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,3﻿). In his two accounts of Pinufius’ attempt to enter a Pachomian monastery, he says that the elder was kept waiting outside the gate “﻿for a rather long time﻿” (diutius, ﻿Cassian. inst. 4,30﻿) or, in the second account, “﻿for many days﻿” (multis diebus; ﻿Cassian. conl. 20,1﻿). Palladius’ story of Macarius the Alexandrian’s attempt to enter Tabennesi is similar: he is rebuffed and made to wait, finally being admitted on the seventh day (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 18,12–13﻿). Sulpicius Severus, without mentioning a specific length of time, likewise says that postulants were admitted by the abbot only after being tried and proved (﻿Sulpic. Sever. dial. 1,17﻿).

St. Basil is also basically in agreement with this procedure, though he says nothing of the lapse of time involved in acceptance and formation. He believes that the motives of a postulant must be carefully tested. If he willingly does the manual work assigned him, displays a disciplined behavior and readily admits his faults, these are favorable signs and he may be received. But before he is introduced into the community, he should be given some menial and humiliating tasks as a test of his resolve (﻿Basil. reg. 6﻿). Augustine’s Regula ad servos Dei, on the other hand, says nothing at all about the acceptance and formation of candidates.

After this preliminary period of testing, it was the Egyptian practice to clothe the candidate in the monastic habit as soon as he was accepted. This was the practice of the anchorites, and thus Pachomius began his monastic career: after Palamon had told him all the reasons why he would be unable to endure his way of life, he finally gave in to his entreaties, opened the door to admit him, and clothed him in the schema, or monk’s habit (﻿Vita prima 6﻿). Later, when postulants came to Pachomius, he tested their worthiness, then clothed them in the habit and admitted them to the community (﻿ibid. 24﻿; ﻿Vita bo 23﻿). This became the practice in Pachomian monasteries (﻿Pachom. reg. praecepta 49﻿). The change of clothing symbolized, as for the anchorites, the monk’s resolve to change his whole way of life and sense of values—in short, to undergo conversion.﻿2﻿

The only requirement, then, for receiving the habit was the brief test of motivation, to be sure that the candidate was sincere in seeking conversion, and the instruction, which was apparently also brief. Cassian also speaks of conferring the habit immediately after the short period of testing: “﻿Brought into the assembly of the brothers, there in the midst he is stripped of his own clothes and by the hand of the abbot is garbed in those of the monastery﻿” (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,5﻿). For Cassian, this rite symbolizes the renunciation of all worldly possessions, even the monk’s clothing, and the complete detachment from ownership. The uniform habit is also a sign of poverty for St. Basil, but he does not say at what point it was conferred (﻿Basil. reg. 11﻿).

Therefore, investiture with the habit had a quasi-sacramental meaning: it was the outward sign signifying that a man had become a monk.﻿3﻿ Both Pachomius and Cassian prescribe that the candidate’s secular clothes should be set aside and kept (﻿Pachom. reg. 49﻿; ﻿Cassian. inst. 4,6﻿); the latter specifies that if he should later fail to live up to his profession, he should be stripped of the monastic garb, clothed in his former secular garments and expelled.

The Egyptian practice, then, seems to have permitted admission within some days after a candidate’s arrival. Cassian states this quite formally (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,32﻿); the Pachomian rule is not quite so clear, as it supposes that some instruction has been given before investiture (﻿Pachom. reg. praecepta 49﻿), but it probably also refers to a short period of time. When invested, the new monk entered into the community as a full-fledged member. If he received further instruction, the texts do not refer to this explicitly. Probably there was a gradual development; as the need for instruction became apparent, the period of formation was lengthened. One Pachomian text speaks of a period of a month (﻿Theod. catech. 3,28–29﻿). Cassian affirms that after investiture the monk did not yet enter the community, but for a whole year was under the supervision of the guestmaster, a senior who lived near the gate and cared for the pilgrims and guests. The new monk was to learn humility and patience by caring for the guests. After a full year thus engaged, he was finally admitted to the community and placed under another senior who was in charge of the younger monks (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,7﻿).﻿4﻿ Here we find for the first time the one-year formation period, but it comes after admission rather than before. Once placed before admission, as in the ﻿RB﻿, the one-year novitiate became the norm in the Western Church.

There was also another tradition in Egypt that is attested before the end of the fourth century, that of a three-year formation period. It is found only in the so-called Rule of the Angel, a collection of monastic practices said to have been dictated to Pachomius by an angel.﻿5﻿ Here it is prescribed that a candidate should not be received into the community until he has spent three years doing hard work. It is not specified whether this three-year period is before or after investiture. We find the three-year norm again in the legislation of Justinian of 535 (﻿Novellae 5,2﻿), in which it is clear that the three-year period precedes investiture.﻿6﻿ Gregory the Great was familiar with this law and prescribed in one of his letters that ex-soldiers should be given the habit only after three years’ probation (﻿Greg. epist. 8,5﻿).﻿7﻿

The development that took place in regard to monastic profession is analogous to that of baptismal practice. In the New Testament it is clear that as soon as a person had been moved to conversion by the preaching (kerygma), he was baptized (﻿Acts 8:35–38﻿; ﻿10:44–48﻿). He still needed instruction (didache), but this was given after baptism (﻿Acts 2:37–42﻿). In the course of the second century, however, instruction was required before baptism, and the sacrament accordingly postponed. This was probably due, at least in part, to the danger of Gnosticism; experience showed that it was advisable to test the motives of candidates more rigorously and instruct them more thoroughly. By the beginning of the third century there was a developed catechumenate in preparation for baptism (﻿Hippol. trad.apost. 15–20﻿). In a similar way, the monks seem to have realized gradually the need for further testing and instruction of candidates, and to have required this teaching before the conferral of the habit, thus postponing profession. Cassian already knows of the full year under an elder’s direction, but he still places it after profession. By the beginning of the sixth century, the Western practice required a full year’s training before investiture with the habit (﻿Caes.Arel. reg.virg. 4﻿; ﻿RM﻿ ﻿90.79–80﻿).

In the Regula Magistri we find the basic features of the Egyptian system, as reported by Cassian, but in a quite developed form. The program has now become complex, and the Master’s penchant for detail does not facilitate the understanding of the five chapters he devotes to the question of recruitment (﻿RM﻿ ﻿87–91﻿).﻿8﻿ The lay postulant who came to the monastery was met by the abbot, who feigned rejection of his request as a matter of policy (﻿RM﻿ ﻿90.2﻿). He then explained the difficulties of the life in detail, read the entire rule to him, and exacted a promise to obey it (﻿90.64﻿) as well as the abbot (﻿90.67﻿). We learn from chapters ﻿87–88﻿ that this entire procedure lasted for two months (﻿88.3﻿) and included precise arrangements for the candidate to dispossess himself of everything he owned (﻿87.4–74﻿). During this time he lived in the guesthouse, under the supervision of the two guestmasters (﻿88.7–9﻿), but shared the life of the community (﻿88.4–5﻿). At the end of these two months, he made the promise that constituted his profession (﻿90.64–67﻿; ﻿89.8﻿); this was celebrated in a public rite conducted in the presence of the community (﻿89.3–28﻿). Thereupon he was assigned to a deanery and officially received into the community (﻿89.28﻿).

The profession rite, however, did not include investiture; the candidate had to be further tested for a whole year (﻿90.79﻿) and only then received the habit and the tonsure (﻿90.80–81﻿). During this time he remained in his deanery, but his daily instruction and testing were carried out by the abbot (﻿90.74﻿). There was no novice master (senior). The full year came between profession and investiture, which the Master separates. The new monk’s secular clothes were kept in case he should leave. Clearly the basic features of this system were derived from Cassian, but they have been reworked, in a rather original way, into a new synthesis.

Reception and formation in the RB
The provisions of the ﻿RB﻿ for the reception and training of postulants retain most of the elements found in the ﻿RM﻿ and earlier sources, but St. Benedict rearranges them into a new program. The ﻿RB﻿ is more developed in some respects, suggesting a further stage of evolution, but is also simpler and more coherent. The principal difference is that profession and investiture are combined into a single rite, with the full year of formation preceding.

The ﻿RB﻿ continues the tradition of making admission difficult, which goes back to the earliest days of Egyptian monasticism. Rather than the merely pro forma refusal of the ﻿RM﻿, it prescribes a genuine test of perseverance: the person is not admitted for four or five days, and during this time he is subjected to harsh treatment (iniurias) and “﻿difficulty of entry﻿” (difficultatem ingressus). St. Benedict is not specific about the nature of the “﻿harsh treatment﻿” and “﻿difficulty of entry,﻿” but clearly wants a searching examination of the man and his motives for coming, and a preliminary test of his patience and persistence. As a biblical justification for this procedure, he adopts the same passage of 1 John as is used by the ﻿RM﻿: “﻿Test the spirits to see if they are from God﻿” (﻿1 John 4:1﻿: ﻿RM﻿ ﻿90.71﻿; ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.2﻿).

During these four or five days (a reduction by half of the period prescribed by Cassian), the candidate is apparently left outside. Then, if he has shown patience and humility during this time of probation, he is admitted to the guesthouse “﻿for a few days﻿” (paucis diebus). Nothing is specified about this period. It is followed by a full year, divided into periods of two, six and four months. At the end of each of these intervals, the Rule is read to the candidate. He is now called a “﻿novice﻿” and lives in a special area of the monastery called the “﻿novitiate﻿” (cella noviciorum), where his formation is entrusted to a monk described as “﻿a senior chosen for his skill in winning souls﻿” (﻿RB﻿ ﻿58:5–6﻿).

At this point the text of the Rule presents a problem of interpretation, especially if the provisions of the ﻿RM﻿ are kept in mind. Verse ﻿4﻿ speaks of the “﻿few days﻿” in the guesthouse and verse ﻿9﻿ of the “﻿two months﻿” after which the Rule is read, following which the candidate is taken to the novitiate (v. ﻿11﻿). In between these passages, however, verses ﻿5–7﻿ introduce the subject of the novitiate, the senior, and what is to take place there under his direction. This passage seems intrusive insofar as it suddenly speaks of “﻿novices﻿” in the plural (vv. ﻿5–6﻿), only to revert to the singular again in verse ﻿7﻿.﻿9﻿

There are two ways in which this section can be understood. The usual interpretation (which is presupposed by our translation) understands it to describe a consecutive order of events: after a few days in the guesthouse (v. ﻿4﻿), the candidate goes to the novitiate area (v. ﻿5﻿), and there spends the two months that culminate in the first reading of the Rule (v. ﻿9﻿). The two mouths are therefore spent in the novitiate. This seems the most natural way to read the text: since verse ﻿5﻿ introduces the novitiate immediately after the few days in the guesthouse, the reader is led to understand the postea to mean “﻿directly after this.﻿” Such is in fact the understanding of the vast majority of commentators and the practice of nearly all Benedictine monasteries.﻿10﻿

The other interpretation—that the two months were spent in the guesthouse—goes back to ancient times. It is adopted by the ninth-century commentary on the Rule that appears in various recensions under the names of Basil, Hildemar and Paul the Deacon.﻿11﻿ While it offers a better explanation of verses ﻿10–11﻿ and provides a closer parallel to the ﻿RM﻿, it requires verses ﻿5–7﻿ to be understood as parenthetical, anticipating information about the novitiate that chronologically belongs later, after verse ﻿11﻿. The reader would quite naturally understand the candidate to be in the novitiate from verse ﻿5﻿ onward, and in fact this is what St. Benedict has generally been taken to mean.

The twelve months of formation are divided into three periods, of two, six and four months, respectively. At the conclusion of each of these periods, the Rule is solemnly read to the novice. St. Benedict here amplifies the program of the ﻿RM﻿, which has only two months and a single reading of the Rule before profession. The repeated stress upon the Rule is intended to let the candidate know precisely what obligations he is undertaking, and the increase in the length of time and emphasis upon his deliberation show a concern that he make the decision to commit his life with full knowledge, reflection and freedom.

Whereas the ﻿RM﻿ has but a single promise, which comes at the end of the two months and constitutes profession, the ﻿RB﻿ mentions two promises during the formation period (﻿58.9﻿, ﻿14﻿), in addition to the formal promise at the profession rite (﻿58.17﻿). The first of these is a promise de stabilitate sua perseverantia made at the beginning (or perhaps the end) of the initial two-month period. The second comes at the end of the year, following the third reading of the Rule, and is a promise “﻿to observe everything and to obey every command given him.﻿” What is the meaning of these promises, which seem redundant? They are not binding commitments: at least in the case of the first, the novice is still free to leave after promising (﻿58.10﻿). The second is scarcely independent of profession, which follows immediately. The first promise explicitly mentions perseverance, the second obedience.

These promises express scarcely more than the intention to remain for the present and subject oneself to everything the monastic life entails during the time of formation. The difficult expression “﻿to promise perseverance in his stability﻿” simply means that the candidate, after the few days he has spent in the guesthouse (or after the two months?), has decided to stay and wants to persevere through the novitiate to profession. The second promise, at the end of the year, means that he wants to make profession and bind himself permanently to all the obligations of the monastic life.

St. Benedict, as we have seen, placed the full year of formation before profession and investiture. His legislation in this regard has been decisive for all religious life in the Western Church (CIC 555). In addition to this, however, he made two other influential contributions: a special area for the novices (cella noviciorum) and a special official to supervise them (senior). The ﻿RB﻿ accepts neither the solution of Cassian, who has the candidate spend his year in the guesthouse learning humility by performing humble tasks under the direction of the guestmaster, nor that of the Master, who places him, like the other monks, in a deanery under a praepositus. St. Benedict prescribes instead a special regime suited to his needs and directed by a monk whose primary qualification is “﻿skill in winning souls.﻿”

For the ﻿RB﻿ there is no question but that the novice is to be separate from the community in some important respects. He is not separated in every respect: he takes part in the Divine Office with the other monks (﻿58.7﻿) and presumably in such other common exercises as instruction by the abbot and the pre-Compline reading (﻿42.3–6﻿). He may have been with them during manual labor—the Rule does not specify this point. But his living quarters are separate: he is to sleep and eat in the novitiate (﻿58.5﻿). The latter point may seem surprising to those accustomed to modern practice, but the Rule is quite clear about it, and medieval monasteries often had a separate refectory in the novitiate.﻿12﻿ No doubt the intention of St. Benedict in prescribing such extensive separation of the novice from the community was to provide him with a genuine experience of solitude and silence. The separation was considered necessary to create an atmosphere suitable for what the novice was to accomplish in the novitiate. This is defined by the ﻿RB﻿ as meditatio (﻿58.5﻿).

For the ancients, the term meditatio meant something different from what it does for us today.﻿13﻿ It was not a purely interior activity (“﻿thinking about﻿” or “﻿reflecting on﻿”), but involved the repetition of a text aloud. Associated with reading (which was also done aloud), it meant that the reader repeated passages over and over again in order to learn them by heart. Once learned, these texts could then be repeated from memory without a book. This latter activity, which could be carried on during work or other activities, was also called meditatio. The “﻿meditation﻿” or “﻿rumination﻿” of scriptural passages while performing other tasks, which required extensive memorization of Scripture, was an important activity among the Pachomians. While it is still mentioned, albeit rarely, in the ﻿RM﻿ (﻿50.26﻿, ﻿43﻿), the ﻿RB﻿ no longer speaks of it; St. Benedict never mentions meditatio in connection with work, but always with lectio (﻿8.3﻿; ﻿48.23﻿).﻿14﻿ These two activities go together: while reading from a book, the monk is to repeat passages again and again until he has them memorized.

The novice had a good deal to learn during his year’s training. He may have had to begin with learning to read; some candidates, at the end of their year’s formation, were still unable to write their own profession formula (﻿58.20﻿). He then had to memorize those portions of Scripture that monks had to know by heart for use in the office. These included the psalms (﻿8.3﻿) and the short readings that were recited without a book (﻿9.10﻿; ﻿10.2﻿; ﻿12.4﻿; ﻿13.11﻿). He may also have memorized passages that were to be “﻿chewed over﻿” or “﻿ruminated upon﻿” later as a stimulus to private prayer; the ﻿RB﻿ does not speak of this, but it was a common monastic practice both before and after St. Benedict.﻿15﻿ The novice’s meditatio, then, was a kind of study, but not in the modern sense; it was confined to sacred texts, principally Scripture, and its goal was not purely intellectual, but an existential appropriation of the Word in view of forming his life. It was an activity as closely related to prayer as to study: medieval monastic writers considered lectio, meditatio, oratio and contemplatio to be four successive phases of a single movement involving the mind, the heart, the will and the body.﻿16﻿

The Rule does not specify other studies for novices. No doubt they became acquainted with the Fathers and the monastic literature through their lectio. We may suppose that beginners received appropriate guidance in their reading. The senior in charge of them is directed to “﻿look after them with careful attention.﻿” The principal responsibility for their formation fell upon him, though probably the abbot retained a certain role for himself. Hence it is probably the novice master who is to “﻿preach﻿” (praedicentur) the “﻿hardships and difficulties that will lead him to God.﻿” While this may have involved a certain amount of teaching in the modern sense, ancient monastic formation was more oriented toward the development of virtue: to learn humility, patience, obedience and self-denial (see ﻿Cassian. inst. 4,8﻿; ﻿Basil. reg. 6﻿). This was the work of experience, not of any academic instruction. As at the origins of monasticism in Egypt, formation is accomplished by a kind of apprenticeship to an experienced elder.

The elder, certainly, is not supposed to drive candidates away; “﻿winning souls﻿” is his task. But he is not to leave them under any illusions; they must be tried seriously and exposed to the dura et aspera. The ﻿RB﻿ specifies certain criteria by which the development of a novice may be judged: “﻿Whether the novice truly seeks God and whether he shows eagerness for the Work of God, for obedience, and for trials.﻿”﻿17﻿ The primary criterion is the seeking of God: the novice’s motives must be probed to be sure that he has come to the monastery for the right reason. The ancients were aware of the subtle intrusion of self-deception, and in an unscientific but intuitive fashion recognized the varieties of subconscious motivation that are studied by modern psychology. Often the novice is unaware of his own motivation, and his intentions have to be brought to light and purified.

Eagerness for sincerely seeking God is ordinarily manifested by one’s concrete behavior in regard to the essential features of the monastic life. The Rule singles out three that are especially important, though not exclusive. The “﻿Work of God﻿” in the ﻿RB﻿ always means the divine office, although in earlier monastic literature it had a wider connotation.﻿18﻿ The novice must come to love the common prayer of the community, prepare himself for it industriously through meditatio, take part in it with attention and devotion, and extend the prayer of the office throughout his life in constant attention to God (﻿7.10–30﻿; ﻿43.3﻿). Obedience, in all the monastic rules, is the primary qualification of the cenobite; both Cassian and the ﻿RM﻿ insist upon it in the formation of novices (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,8,10,23–31﻿; ﻿RM﻿ ﻿90.55–67﻿). The ﻿RB﻿ regards it as the means “﻿by which we return to God﻿” (﻿Prol.2﻿) and makes it one of the three great virtues treated in chapters ﻿5–7﻿.

The third criterion is eagerness for trials (opprobia). The term is never used elsewhere in the ﻿RB﻿ or the ﻿RM﻿, except twice in biblical citations (﻿RB﻿ ﻿Prol.27﻿; ﻿7.52﻿; ﻿RM﻿ ﻿Ths. 23﻿; ﻿10.69﻿). What does it mean here? De Vogüé has suggested that the ﻿RB﻿ is here dependent upon St. Basil (﻿Basil. reg. 6–7﻿), where the terms opus Dei and opprobrium occur and there is also insistence upon obedience.﻿19﻿ The opprobria in the Basilian context are not insults or injuries, but humble tasks, “﻿laborious jobs that people in the world consider humiliating﻿” (﻿ibid. 6﻿). It may be recalled that Cassian also assigned the novice to the guesthouse, to perform humble services by which he might learn humility and patience (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,7﻿). Therefore, this criterion seems to be one of humility. The novice must be willing to show that he is not above doing things that are unattractive and unpleasant, the kinds of things that were left for slaves in the ancient world.

The ﻿RB﻿ does not envision “﻿fictitious humiliations,﻿” devised to test the novice’s endurance; but the opprobria certainly do not exclude bearing insult and injury when these arise spontaneously, nor the acceptance of correction when it is needed.﻿20﻿ The Work of God, obedience and the acceptance of humiliation correspond strikingly to the degrees of humility in chapter ﻿7﻿: the Work of God to the first degree, obedience to degrees 2–4, and humiliation to degrees 5–7.﻿21﻿ In that way the novice is expected to grow in that spiritual program which marks the monk’s ascent to charity.

Monastic profession according to the RB
For St. Benedict, the act of profession is of decisive importance. It comes at the end of the complete process of testing and formation that has been described, and it binds the monk for life. The decision so to bind himself is an exercise of the monk’s free choice; he has had leisure to reflect and has been free either to stay or to leave (﻿58.16﻿). But from the moment he makes profession he will have voluntarily limited his freedom by agreeing no more “﻿to leave the monastery, nor to shake from his neck the yoke of the rule﻿” (﻿58.15–16﻿). The importance of profession is underlined by the fact that the Rule provides an unusual wealth of detail about the rite.﻿22﻿

From earliest times the symbol of “﻿conversion,﻿” of becoming a monk, was the reception of the habit, which publicly indicated an intention of living the life of a monk. While some simply assumed the habit themselves, it was usually given by a person who was already a monk, as St. Gregory relates of St. Benedict (﻿Greg. dial. 2,1﻿). The assumption of the habit did not necessarily involve a lifelong obligation to remain in the monastic life. The Pachomian rule prescribes the clothing, after the testing and instruction of the candidate, in this way: “﻿Then they shall strip him of his secular clothes and clothe him in the habit of monks; and he shall be entrusted to the porter, who, at the time of prayer, is to bring him before all the brothers, and he shall sit in the place assigned to him﻿” (﻿Pachom. reg. praecepta 49﻿).

It is not entirely clear whether this clothing constituted a profession rite. The use of the plural (“﻿they shall … clothe him﻿”) indicates that it was not simply a private conferral of the habit. On the other hand, the postulant is brought into the community only later, at the time of public prayer; this suggests that the investiture does not have the significance of making him a member of the community. The precise content and binding force of the commitment are also unclear in the Pachomian literature. Certainly the monk bound himself to follow the life of the community, and this involved the renunciation of marriage and private possessions, and the acceptance of the regime of prayer, work and silence. It is not clear, however, that these were lifelong obligations or that they were guaranteed by a vow or an oath, at least at the beginning. Such an understanding developed gradually, however, and there are some texts in the literature which suppose that a binding promise has been made to God to remain in the monastic life.﻿23﻿

The first known example of requiring a commitment in writing is found in Shenoute of Atripe, who governed the “﻿White Monastery,﻿” some distance down the Nile from the Pachomian houses, at the end of the fourth century. In many respects the mentality of Shenoute is more primitive and less evangelical than that of Pachomius. The written document, which is in the form of an oath rather than a vow, is intended to put additional pressure upon the monks to fulfill what they have promised. This is characteristic of Shenoute, who habitually made abundant use of threats and violence to control his restless flock. An element of juridical constraint is introduced by means of the written formula. The monk’s agreement is called a “﻿covenant.﻿”﻿24﻿

Cassian says nothing about a formal promise upon the monk’s entry into the community; he can later be expelled at any time, though to leave of his own accord seems to be regarded as an infidelity (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,6﻿). Cassian does know of a rite of investiture, however; the habit is presented by the abbot in the presence of the whole community (﻿ibid. 4,5﻿). The abandonment of his secular clothing is symbolic of his renunciation of all worldly property. Basil, on the other hand, provides no directives for a rite of investiture, but quite clearly prescribes a promise of virginity, which he calls professio virginitatis, propositum, and pactum, in his Small Asceticon (﻿Basil. reg. 11﻿). He regards this as a binding commitment and its violation as an infidelity to God. It is to be made with full freedom, and only when a person is of adult age. The Large Asceticon has further developed the prescriptions for this “﻿profession,﻿” adding that the “﻿officials of the Church﻿” (undoubtedly the bishops) are to be brought in as witnesses of the “﻿consecration of the body﻿” (﻿Basil. reg.fus. 14–15﻿; see ﻿epist. 199﻿, ﻿canon 18; 217﻿, ﻿canon 60; 46﻿). There is no mention of a written promise; presumably this “﻿profession﻿” was made orally. It certainly involved a lifelong commitment to celibacy. This propositum contains all the essential elements of a vow.

The ﻿RM﻿ offers a rather complete description of the profession rite, and is also quite clear about the nature of the obligation assumed (﻿RM﻿ ﻿89﻿). At the end of the two-month trial period, after the postulant has told the abbot of his decision to remain, the profession is held on the following day after Prime. The postulant first asks for the prayers of the abbot and community, then formally petitions for admission. The abbot’s reply clearly indicates the nature of the obligation involved: “﻿See, brother, you are not promising anything to me, but to God and to this oratory and holy altar﻿” (﻿RM﻿ ﻿89.11﻿). A document in which the postulant has listed the possessions he is conferring upon the monastery is placed upon the altar. He then says a “﻿responsory﻿” taken from ﻿Ps 118 (119):116﻿ (the Suscipe), and the abbot replies with a text from ﻿Ps 67 (68):29﻿ (Confirma hoc). After everyone has given the postulant the kiss of peace, the abbot says the concluding prayers, takes the inventory from the altar and entrusts the new brother to the dean who will be his immediate superior. A year later, if he has been perfectly observant, he is tonsured and given the monastic habit (﻿RM﻿ ﻿90.79–81﻿).

As with most of the admission and formation procedures, so also in regard to profession St. Benedict received the elements from his predecessors. But through some rearrangement and reinterpretation he succeeded in giving a greater coherence and simplicity to the process.

We are told nothing of the liturgical setting of profession, except that it takes place in the oratory, where there is an altar and relics of the saints (﻿58.17–20﻿). In a later chapter, however, in dealing with the oblation of a boy, the Rule prescribes: “﻿At the presentation of the gifts, they wrap the document itself and the boy’s hand in the altar cloth. That is how they offer him﻿” (﻿59.2﻿). If the oblation of a child took place at the offertory of a Eucharistic celebration, it is reasonable to suppose that the profession of an adult monk would also occur during Mass. Benedictine tradition has drawn this conclusion and generally prescribed that profession should take place at the offertory.﻿25﻿ The celebration of the Eucharist, like much else in liturgical practice, is rarely alluded to by the ﻿RB﻿, which apparently takes contemporary practice for granted as known to its readers.

St. Benedict’s rite consists of four elements. The first is the promissio, the monk’s formal promise. Whereas in the ﻿RM﻿ it is clear that this promise is made to God, in the ﻿RB﻿ it seems to be made rather to the abbot. This is not stated formally, but is the most natural inference from the fact that he “﻿makes a promise … in the presence of God and his saints﻿” (﻿58.17–18﻿). Strictly speaking, then, the Rule does not prescribe a vow, but rather an oath: a vow is a promise made to God, whereas an oath is made to another human being in the presence of God, who is invoked as witness. Later tradition has generally interpreted the promise as a vow.﻿26﻿ In practice, the distinction is not of great significance. In the early Church, the concept of vow was not yet clearly delineated and the terminology was still indeterminate. The consequences of the promissio scarcely differ from those of a vow: the monk solemnly binds himself for life (﻿58.15–16﻿), and infidelity to what he promises is regarded as sacrilegious: “﻿If he ever acts otherwise, he will surely be condemned by the one he mocks﻿” (﻿58.18﻿). Moreover, for the ﻿RB﻿ the abbot holds the place of Christ so realistically that to make a promise to the abbot is in effect to make it to Christ (see ﻿RB﻿ ﻿2.2﻿; ﻿5.2–3﻿; ﻿5.15﻿).

The content of the promissio will be discussed in the next section. We do not know exactly what form it took. It seems likely that it was cast in the form of questions and answers, both because this procedure was common in the early Church (as in the baptismal rite), and because it appears in this form in the earliest commentaries on the ﻿RB﻿ and earliest profession rituals that have survived.﻿27﻿ The ﻿RM﻿, too, has a dialogue between abbot and monk. Derived perhaps from the classical Roman usage of the stipulatio to bind a person to an obligation in the presence of witnesses and create a unilateral contract, it was widely used in liturgical practice, as it still is today. Most monasteries today use the interrogation form for the promissio, and it has been adopted in the 1970 Rite of Religious Profession.

The second stage in the rite was that of the petitio, a written document in which the novice formally stated the terms of his promise. St. Benedict’s insistence on this is an important step in the development of a consciousness of the juridical character of profession. We have seen that a document was required by Shenoute of Atripe, but there is no evidence that his example had any following. In the ﻿RM﻿ there is a document called a brevis vel donatio, but it is merely an inventory of the candidate’s possessions and a deed transferring them to the monastery.﻿28﻿ Its purpose is to make the transfer a legal act, so that the monk cannot later lay claim to the property he has renounced; a similar concern appears in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.24–25﻿; ﻿59.3–6﻿. In view of this, it appears that the use of a document arose from the need of conferring legal validity and sanction upon the monk’s renunciation of property. St. Benedict has taken a notable step forward in expanding the purpose of the document; it is not merely a formal donation of property but of the monk himself. It states his promise in written juridical form, formalizing his free gift of himself to the service of God.

The Rule is not explicit about the rite of the petitio. It may be that the novice wrote it out then and there, but it seems more likely that it had been prepared in advance, as is done today, with only the signature left for the ceremony itself. The Rule does specify that he shall himself place it on the altar. This symbolizes his voluntary act of offering himself to God, whose presence is represented by the altar. Again, this shows that for St. Benedict the monk’s promise is effectively directed to God. The document remains on the altar until the end of the profession rite. Today it is commonly said that this symbolizes the union of the monk’s self-offering with the sacrifice of Christ, but there is nothing of this in the ﻿RB﻿. It is significant that at the end it is the abbot who takes the petitio from the altar. The monk, who has given himself totally, has no more control over it, and it is effectively the abbot into whose hands he has committed himself, for God’s will is manifested through him. The petitio is to be kept in the archives as legal proof of the monk’s profession; if he ever leaves, it is not returned to him, but serves as a witness against his apostasy (﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.29﻿).

The third part of the rite is the specifically religious and liturgical element of the profession: the oratio. The novice addresses himself to God in the words of ﻿Ps 118 (119):116﻿, the same text used by the ﻿RM﻿: “﻿Receive me, Lord, as you have promised, and I shall live; do not disappoint me in my hope.﻿”﻿29﻿ It is an eloquent prayer, asking that his gift of himself may be acceptable and that God may respond to it by fulfilling the hopes of the monk. St. Benedict adds to the ﻿RM﻿’s directive a threefold repetition of this verse, concluding with the doxology. The words tertio respondeat suggest that he means that the choir should reply three times to a threefold recitation by the novice, as is done today, i.e., six times altogether, followed by the Gloria. After the monk has prayed that his offering may be acceptable, he asks for the prayers of the monks, prostrating before each of them. There is no mention of the Confirma hoc, the sign of peace, nor the concluding prayers by the abbot, all of which are prescribed by the ﻿RM﻿ (﻿89.25–26﻿).

Subsequent Benedictine tradition found this simple oratio too jejune and hastened to fill the vacuum already at an early date. Smaragdus, who cites the text of the ﻿RM﻿, prescribes the Lord’s Prayer followed by an oration (of which he provides the text) and then the kiss of peace by all (﻿Smarag. expos. in reg., on ﻿58.23﻿, p. 297﻿). The latter signifies the new monk’s acceptance into the community (﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.23﻿).

The major modification of St. Benedict’s ritual, however, was the addition of the consecratio monachi at this point. Monastic profession in the West, as in Egypt of the fourth century, was an act of the monk, not a sacramental rite or act of the Church. It began to be conceived as such, however, in the East; such a rite is mentioned by St. Nilus in the fifth century and first described by Pseudo-Dionysius in the sixth (﻿Ps-Dion. eccl.hier. 6,3﻿).﻿30﻿ Some scholars have suggested that it must have been known to St. Benedict, and that he does not mention it because he took it for granted.﻿31﻿ There is, however, no evidence for such a view. It is first mentioned in the West by Theodore of Canterbury in the late seventh century (﻿Theod.Cant. can. 2﻿); it is significant that he was an Oriental. The Eastern ceremony consisted of an epiclesis, the monk’s profession, tonsure, conferring of the habit, and kiss of peace; sometimes there was also an imposition of hands.

Theodore prescribes that the abbot shall celebrate Mass (it is supposed that he is a priest) and pronounce “﻿the three orations﻿” over the monk’s head. For seven days the monk shall keep his head covered with the cuculla, in imitation of the neophytes after baptism. We are not certain that this consecration was combined with the profession rite of the ﻿RB﻿. But that step had been taken by the time of Hildemar. After the Suscipe, the novice prostrates and the others kneel. Then three Kyries and five psalms are sung, followed by a number of versicles and an oration. After the investiture the novice receives the kiss of peace from all the monks (﻿Hild. exp.reg. p. 547﻿); then he wears his cuculla for three days. Besides the Gallican predilection for multiplication of psalms and versicles, this rite shows the influence of baptismal symbolism: the prostration accompanied by the Miserere and De profundis symbolizes death to sin. A later medieval development that lasted until modern times had the prostrate monk covered with a funeral pall and surrounded by lighted candles.﻿32﻿

Both the consecratio monachi and the baptismal analogy are in themselves legitimate developments if they are kept within bounds. The modern rite of monastic profession includes the consecratory prayer, considerably simplified. Neither of the two official formulas in the 1970 Rite of Religious Profession contains an explicit mention of baptism, but it is referred to elsewhere in the rite, echoing the teaching of Vatican II (﻿Lumen gentium n.44﻿; ﻿Perfectae caritatis n.5﻿). These theological and liturgical developments, however, are quite beyond the horizons of the ﻿RB﻿.

One more step remains in the profession rite: that most ancient gesture of all, the conferring of the habit. For the ﻿RM﻿ it is a “﻿holy﻿” garment; the newly professed must give evidence of virtue for a whole year before he may wear it (﻿RM﻿ ﻿90.68–80﻿), and the monk who leaves must give it back, lest “﻿the garb of Christ … be carried off and be contaminated in the world﻿” (﻿90.84–86﻿). St. Benedict has nothing of this perspective nor of the tonsure that accompanies the clothing. He returns to the view of Cassian, for whom the clothing is a symbol of dispossession: the monk renounces even his own clothes and wears those of the monastery (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,5﻿). This is clear from the context in ﻿RB﻿ and explains the apparent interruption of verses ﻿24–25﻿.

These verses deal with the question of disposing of property, which has already been taken care of and really pertains to the question of the petitio. Like the ﻿RM﻿, St. Benedict allows the monk either to confer it upon the poor or to transfer it to the monastery; Cassian would not allow the monastery to accept any of it (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,4﻿). This was no doubt provided for by a clause in the petitio. The ﻿RB﻿ speaks of this matter in verses ﻿24–25﻿ because it is related to the matter of the habit: the stripping off of the monk’s secular clothes symbolizes his renunciation of all possessions. As with Cassian and the ﻿RM﻿, the clothes he has given up are to be kept so that if he ever leaves (Cassian speaks only of expulsion in ﻿inst. 4,6﻿; the ﻿RM﻿ ﻿90.84﻿ and ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.28﻿ of voluntary departure), they may be returned to him and the habit kept in the monastery. St. Benedict is not concerned about the profanation of the “﻿holy﻿” habit, but wants to show that the monk has gone back on his renunciation.

This difference of outlook also explains why Benedict prescribes that investiture should accompany profession and admission to the community. Cassian did not admit the monk to a deanery until a year after investiture, whereas the Master postponed investiture until a year after profession and admission to a deanery. The ﻿RB﻿ differs from Cassian in placing the year of formation before investiture, and from the ﻿RM﻿ in not requiring the monk to prove his “﻿holiness﻿” before receiving the habit. Since the habit represents dispossession rather than holiness, it can be conferred as soon as the novice has renounced his property. Thus the entire ritual of profession and admission becomes more coherent. It is interesting to note, however, that a vestige remains of the earlier separation between admission and investiture. Whereas we should expect that admission to the community would come at the end of the entire rite, it is, curiously, mentioned before the habit is given: “﻿From that very day he is to be counted as one of the community﻿” (﻿58.23﻿).

The content of profession in the RB
The question remains: what precisely does the monk promise at his profession, according to the ﻿RB﻿? What does he say in his promissio and put into writing in his petitio, and to what does it bind him?

The Rule addresses this question in ﻿58.17﻿, where it gives the directive: “﻿he promises stability, conversatio morum suorum, and obedience﻿” (promittat de stabilitate sua et conversatione morum snorum et oboedientia). This is one of a number of three-member formulas in chapter ﻿58﻿.﻿33﻿ It has frequently been understood, at least in modern times, as a list of the “﻿three Benedictine vows.﻿” It is thus taken to mean that the monk formally undertakes three distinct obligations, each of which is the object of a solemn promise to God. Since the Middle Ages, religious have generally promised to observe poverty, celibacy and obedience, the three “﻿evangelical counsels,﻿” and these have been seen as distinct promises, binding them under the virtue of religion and each having clear juridical consequences (Thom. Aq. ﻿summa theol. II-II, 186, a.6–7﻿). Some institutes add an additional vow, expressing a particular aspect of their life (e.g., to serve the poor, to work in foreign missions). In this perspective, the “﻿Benedictine vows﻿” were seen as distinct obligations peculiar to the monastic life while implicitly including the three evangelical counsels.﻿34﻿

It is impossible, however, that the author of the ﻿RB﻿ could have understood the matter in this way. If the very nature of a vow was still unclear at his time, as we have seen, the concept of distinct “﻿vows of religion﻿” was still more remote. It did not develop until the speculative theological ferment of the thirteenth century prompted analysis and definition of such questions. The ancient monks promised simply to live the full monastic life as it was practiced in a particular monastery and defined by a particular rule. Sometimes there was special emphasis upon a particular feature of the life, such as virginity. The ﻿RB﻿ conceives of the monk’s obligation as embracing all that is required by the Rule.

The three-member phrase of ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.17﻿, then, is not a profession formula. We do not know precisely what St. Benedict’s monks stated in their promissio and wrote in their petitio. Later the three-member phrase was often incorporated into the profession formula, though we sometimes find versions containing only two members, stability and obedience.﻿35﻿ The three-member formula is still used today. In the Rule, however, it is not a profession formula, but rather a rubric that is intended to describe the content of the promissio in terms of the monastic realities it encompasses. It is not a list of distinct obligations and is not exhaustive, but is simply a statement singling out some of the principal features of the monk’s promise.﻿36﻿ The profession consisted of a promise to live the entire life prescribed by the Rule. That life is specified, but not exclusively, by the three elements mentioned. Their content is not necessarily mutually exclusive, since they are not perceived as distinct obligations.

Much discussion has been devoted by recent Benedictine writers to the precise meaning of stabilitas, conversatio morum suorum, and oboedientia. Often the discussion has been colored by the assumption that the three elements represent three distinct “﻿Benedictine vows.﻿” Once this supposition is dismissed, the question becomes at once clearer and less urgent, for there is no real doubt about what the monk promised: the full observance of monastic life as defined by the Rule. Nevertheless, the meaning of the threefold rubric still needs to be elucidated.﻿37﻿

Of the three aspects of the monk’s commitment, the one whose meaning is clearest is obedience. It had long been an important element in the monastic tradition, though the conception of it differed at various times and places.﻿38﻿ For Cassian, it is the specific virtue of cenobites (﻿Cassian. inst. 4,10,23–31﻿; ﻿conl. 19,6﻿). St. Benedict devotes chapter ﻿5﻿ of the Rule to obedience, as well as degrees 2–4 of the ladder of humility in chapter ﻿7﻿. In these passages he is dependent upon the ﻿RM﻿, though he qualifies the teaching of the Master, and also drastically abbreviates it.﻿39﻿ His own contribution appears in several passages that are proper to the ﻿RB﻿ (﻿Prol. 2–3﻿; ﻿68﻿; ﻿71﻿; ﻿72.6﻿). As we have seen, obedience is also one of his three criteria for the acceptance of a novice (﻿58.7﻿).

The most controverted of the three elements is the concept of conversatio morum suorum. This grammatically difficult phrase appears to be an idiomatic expression that was no doubt clear to St. Benedict’s contemporaries. In later times, however, it was no longer understood, and copyists changed it to the easier formula conversio morum suorum.﻿40﻿ The correct reading was first restored by Cuthbert Butler in his critical edition of 1912, and the modern discussion of the meaning of the phrase dates from that time. The phrase conversio morum presents no difficulty; it means a ‘﻿conversion of one’s behavior﻿’ the abandonment of secular habits and adherence to monastic practice. The term conversatio, ‘﻿way of life,﻿’ in itself is likewise quite normal; it is often used in Christian literature to translate the Greek askēsis and hence can mean ‘﻿the ascetic life﻿’ or ‘﻿the monastic life.﻿’ St. Benedict uses it in this sense nine other times in the Rule. Thus he writes: “﻿Do not grant newcomers to the monastic life (ad conversationem) an easy entry﻿” (﻿58.1﻿). The combination with morum suorum, however, is difficult. What can be the meaning of “﻿the way of life of his behavior﻿” or “﻿the monastic life of his behavior﻿”?

A number of solutions to this problem have been proposed. Here we cannot detail the many intricacies of the question or the nuances introduced by the scholars who have studied it. We shall merely describe the general types of solution proposed and refer the reader to the appropriate literature for the details. The solutions can be divided into three general classes.

First, one group holds, though for different reasons, that conversatio in this context is equivalent to conversio. This has been argued on the basis that it was traditionally understood in this sense.﻿41﻿ From a philological viewpoint, it has been explained that, in addition to the noun conversatio derived from conversari, there is another conversatio derived from the verb conversare, a frequentative of convertere; this second conversatio means the same thing as conversio and is the word used in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.17﻿.﻿42﻿ It has been forcefully argued by Hoppenbrouwers, however, that this meaning of conversatio is very rare and seems to have been confined to translation language; it is unlikely that an ordinary late Latin writer would have chosen it instead of conversio.﻿43﻿ Finally, it has been suggested that the use of conversatio in the ﻿RB﻿ is quite simply a mistake for conversio: the scribe who wrote the archetype (St. Benedict’s secretary?) was incompetent and careless and often confused similar words.﻿44﻿ Where the ﻿RM﻿ has conversio in ﻿1.3﻿, the ﻿RB﻿ has conversatio, with no apparent reason for the change. This is the only one of the ten occurrences of conversatio in the ﻿RB﻿ that has an exact parallel in the ﻿RM﻿,﻿45﻿ which in fact never uses the term. However, since the ﻿RB﻿ uses it eight other times in proper passages, in a perfectly correct way, it is surely arbitrary to hold that all of these occurrences are due to error. At the very least, the scribe must have been unusually consistent in his carelessness! An attempt to equate conversatio with conversio is based upon insufficient evidence.

A second approach was suggested by Odo Lottin of Mont-César.﻿46﻿ Rather than deriving the meaning of the phrase from grammatical analysis and contemporary usage, he looked to the context of the Rule itself. Lottin compared the profession formula to the three types of monks mentioned alongside the cenobites in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿1﻿, and suggested it was meant to eliminate them from the cenobitic program. Since stability distinguishes the cenobite from the gyrovague and obedience distinguishes him from the sarabaite, it seems likely that conversatio morum suorum was meant to distinguish him from the hermit. It is true that conversatio can have a social meaning (‘﻿life together with,﻿’ ‘﻿association with﻿’); hence Lottin concluded that the phrase means ‘﻿life in community﻿’ in ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.17﻿. But the term in itself never means that without some qualifier identifying the associates, and the morum suorum not only fails to fulfill this function, but also becomes unintelligible. Moreover, this hypothesis requires the unlikely supposition that the Rule is opposed to a monk’s passage to the desert.﻿47﻿

A third type of solution holds that conversatio is a term quite distinct from conversio and means ‘﻿way of life,﻿’ ‘﻿behavior﻿’; in a monastic context it can mean ‘﻿the monastic life.﻿’ The promise is general, not specific; the novice simply commits himself to follow the way of life observed in the monastery, with all that it entails. Various scholars have arrived at this conclusion in different ways and have suggested various translations. Rothenhäusler, in a second opinion, held that it means ‘﻿the conduct of his behavior﻿’;﻿48﻿ Butler thought it was untranslatable but equivalent to something like ‘﻿the conduct of one’s life﻿’;﻿49﻿ Chapman suggested ‘﻿monasticity﻿’;﻿50﻿ McCann proposed ‘﻿self-discipline﻿’;﻿51﻿ Würmseer, ‘﻿disciplining of his behavior﻿’;﻿52﻿ Friedrich, ‘﻿exercise of monastic behavior.﻿’﻿53﻿

What was lacking to these opinions was any satisfactory, philological explanation of the phrase. This was provided by Steidle, who argued convincingly that it is a case of the “﻿genitive of identity﻿” or “﻿epexegetical genitive,﻿” which is common in low Latin and in the ﻿RB﻿ itself.﻿54﻿ In this usage two nouns that are synonymous are linked together by placing one of them in the genitive instead of joining them with a conjunction. Thus factorum nostrorum opera (﻿RB﻿ ﻿7.28﻿) does not mean ‘﻿the actions of our deeds﻿’ but rather ‘﻿our actions and deeds﻿’ or simply ‘﻿our deeds.﻿’ Likewise supplicatio litaniae (﻿RB﻿ ﻿9.10﻿) should not be translated ‘﻿the petitionary prayer of the litany,﻿’ but ‘﻿the petitionary prayer that is the litany﻿’ or simply ‘﻿the litany.﻿’ It is equivalent to supplicatio seu litania.﻿55﻿

Applied to the phrase conversatio morum suorum, this explanation permits us to treat it as equivalent to de conversatione et moribus suis and to translate it as ‘﻿about his manner of life and moral conduct﻿’ or ‘﻿about his manner of life, that is to say, his moral conduct.﻿’ Conversatio and mores are here considered synonyms. Neither has a specifically monastic meaning in itself (though conversatio can have such a meaning), but in the context, of course, the “﻿behavior﻿” or “﻿manner of life﻿” in question is that required in the monastery. Hence it is a general promise to live the life that the Rule and the abbot specify in that particular monastery. Hoppenbrouwers has supported this interpretation by a thorough analysis of the range of meanings of conversatio, and has produced a number of examples of its use in the same way, with mores, vita or actus as a synonym joined to it either by a conjunction or by a genitive of identity. Thus Cyprian writes de conversatione et moribus suis (﻿Cypr. epist. 4,3; 62,3﻿), ‘﻿concerning their manner of life and behavior﻿’ or ‘﻿concerning their moral behavior,﻿’ whereas Maximus of Turin says the same thing with the genitive: morum conversatio, morum nostrorum alacrem conversationem (﻿Max. Tur. sermo 27,42; 70,28﻿).﻿56﻿ In the light of this background, it is highly probable that the phrase of ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58.17﻿ directs the novice to make a promise “﻿concerning his moral behavior.﻿”﻿57﻿

There remains the question of stability.﻿58﻿ The ﻿RB﻿ uses this term in four other places (﻿4.78﻿; ﻿58.9﻿; ﻿60.9﻿; ﻿61.5﻿), and it appears seven times in the ﻿RM﻿. The latter also uses firmitas three times as a synonym. It can be deduced from both rules that the basic meaning of the concept of stability is perseverance. One passage of the ﻿RB﻿ mentions stability and perseverance together as equivalent ideas: “﻿If he promises perseverance in his stability …﻿” (﻿58.9﻿), si promiserit de stabilitate sua perseverantia.﻿59﻿ The ﻿RM﻿ supports the identification of the two terms in a passage that reads: “﻿If they choose stability as a pleasing discipline … and wish to commit themselves to perseverance …﻿” (﻿89.1﻿); surely the two phrases are saying the same thing.

It has often been said that the introduction of stability was one of St. Benedict’s major contributions to the development of Western monasticism. The idea, however, was hardly new to him. It is equally required by the ﻿RM﻿ and other sixth-century rules, and is at least implicit already in Egyptian cenobitism. In fact, the insistence in the Apophthegmata on “﻿staying in the cell﻿” shows that the spiritual content of the concept is very ancient. It is true that exile and wandering as ascetical practices were widely accepted. They sometimes led to abuse, but not all wandering monks were unworthy. Bishops and councils tried to regulate the practice, and it may be that in the sixth century, because of the social upheavals of the times, wandering monks had a deservedly bad reputation. The Rule does not condemn all monachi peregrini (see ﻿RB﻿ ﻿61﻿), but requires its own monks to remain in the coenobium except for necessary journeys (﻿RB﻿ ﻿50–51﻿; ﻿67﻿). It condemns gyrovagi, who are by definition bad monks, but it equally disapproves of sarabaites, who do stay in one place but do not live as monks should, since they do not obey an abbot or a rule.

To avoid these pitfalls, Benedict requires that the monk “﻿observe his [Christ’s] teaching in the monastery until death﻿” (﻿Prol. 50﻿). It is not simply a question of remaining physically in the coenobium throughout life, but of persevering in living the monastic life there, in accepting the doctrina and conforming one’s behavior to it. The later distinction between stabilitas loci and stabilitas cordis represents the view of the ﻿RB﻿ accurately, even if these terms are not found in it. The idea is there equivalently, at the conclusion of chapter ﻿4﻿, where the tools of good works (the ﻿RM﻿ calls them tools of the ars sancta) are said to be employed in that “﻿workshop﻿” which is “﻿the enclosure of the monastery and stability in the community﻿” (﻿4.78﻿). The claustrum monasterii means actual physical presence in the coenobium, whereas stabilitas in congregatione means to persevere in living the cenobitic life as it is followed in that community, observing poverty, silence and humility, and joining in the daily round of prayer and work. Above all, it is perseverance in obedience, for this is the primary characteristic of the cenobite. The two elements go together: the place and the life that goes on there; and stability includes both.

Whatever legal distinctions may have been introduced later, St. Benedict’s notion of stability is not satisfied by a purely juridical bond to a monastery; one cannot live the life of a coenobium unless one stays there and submits in obedience to its regime.﻿60﻿ On the other hand, passage to another monastery or to the eremitical life is not condemned by the ﻿RB﻿. The former is not mentioned at all,﻿61﻿ while the latter is referred to in such a traditional way in chapter ﻿1﻿ that St. Benedict’s view of it can scarcely have been different than that of Cassian, for whom the coenobium is, in principle, the apprenticeship for the desert.

We can now examine the formula of ﻿58.17﻿ as a whole. We may first note that two of the three elements contained in it have already been mentioned in the two promises that precede profession. At the beginning (or end) of the two-month period, the novice promises “﻿perseverance in his stability﻿” (﻿58.9﻿), whereupon the Rule is read to him. After twelve months, he promises “﻿to observe everything and to obey every command given him﻿” and never “﻿to shake from his neck the yoke of the rule﻿” (﻿58.14–15﻿). The first promise is one of stability, the second one of obedience, and both explicitly refer to the Rule. Obviously, these are not two separate and distinct obligations. Stability adds to obedience the element of perseverance in it, as well as connoting the cenobitic context and specific place in which that obedience is normally to be rendered.

The third and most important promise, that which constitutes profession, is described by the mention of these two elements, together with a third, conversatio morum. This last is the most general of the three. The monk makes a promise that concerns his “﻿moral conduct or behavior,﻿” that is to say, he promises to live the kind of life followed in the monastery that he proposes to enter and that is specified by the Rule that has been read to him three times. More specifically, this life is one of obedience, for it is determined by the traditional observances laid down by the Rule and by the teaching and directives of the abbot, which apply the Gospel and the Rule to the details of everyday life. Finally, he is to live out this obedience in the context of his own coenobium, persevering in that obedience in this same place and with this same community, following its observances. The promise is binding for life (﻿Prol. 50﻿; ﻿58.15–16﻿).

While the ﻿RM﻿ does not have this three-member description of the promise, it has an equivalent formula, comparison with which bears out this interpretation: “﻿I want to serve God, by the discipline of the rule that has been read to me, in your monastery﻿” (﻿RM﻿ ﻿89.7﻿). For the ﻿RM﻿, this is the actual text the novice is to say in the profession rite, i.e., his promissio. It too consists of three parts: one is general (service of God), the other two are more specific and define the means by which the first is to be brought about. These are the rule and the monastery. The correspondence with the ﻿RB﻿ is quite striking: the service of God is parallel to conversatio morum suorum; obedience to the rule; stability to the monastery.﻿62﻿ These two authors conceive of the monastic life in such a similar way that their respective statements of the promises by which a monk binds himself to it have substantially the same content. Both have in mind a monastic form of the Christian communal life that consists in obedience to a rule and an abbot, and that is to be followed perseveringly until death in the same monastery.


 

1 This is demonstrated from the texts by A. Veilleux, ﻿La liturgie dans le cénobitisme pachômien au quatrième siècle, ﻿StA﻿ 57 (Rome: Herder 1968) pp. 198–206﻿.


2 P. Oppenheim ﻿“﻿Die religiöse Bedeutung des Mönchskleides im christlichen Altertum﻿” ﻿BM﻿ 14 (1932) 268–272﻿; Symbolik und religiöse Wertung des Mönchskleides im christlichen Altertum (Münster: Aschendorff 1932).


3 This sacramental meaning of the habit has been restored by the new rite of religious profession approved by Pope Paul VI in 1970: “﻿The rite of first profession provides for the presentation of the habit and other signs of religions life, following the very ancient custom of giving the habit at the end of the period of probation; for the habit is a sign of consecration.﻿” The Rite of Religious Profession (Washington, D.C.: USCC 1971) intro. n.5; see ﻿Perfectae caritatis n. 17﻿. This meaning had been long obscured by the practice, sanctioned by canon 553, of giving the habit to novices, although the ﻿RB﻿ prescribes that investiture should occur at profession.
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