The Origins of Monasticism in the Eastern Church
1. INTRODUCTION﻿*﻿
By the time St. Benedict wrote his rule for monasteries in the sixth century, the monastic movement had existed within Christianity for over two centuries, a period fully as long as the United States has existed as a nation. In the course of two centuries a nation or movement can accumulate both a body of traditions and a collection of heroic figures in whom those traditions are seen to be embodied. Such was certainly the case with the monastic movement by the sixth century. In what follows, no attempt will be made to write a full history of the monastic movement but only to indicate its origins, principal forms and heroic figures in the East that contributed to the monastic tradition as it passed into the West and formed the background to the Rule of St. Benedict.

It is difficult to pinpoint the precise beginnings of the monastic movement. Some writers, both ancient and modern, have pushed it back as far as the Decian persecution in the mid-third century or even earlier. However, the great Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea makes no mention of it in his history, whereas he probably would have done so if he had known of it or had regarded it of any importance before a.d. 330. By the time Athanasius died in a.d. 373, the movement had witnessed extraordinary growth and had attracted international attention. It is unlikely that monasticism existed as a recognizable movement before the early part of the fourth century. Its beginnings would then coincide with the end of the age of the martyrs and the inauguration of the triumph of the Church, a fact which, as we shall see, may have had considerable influence on its development.

The ascetic tradition in Christianity, on which the monastic movement is built, can of course be traced back to the New Testament.﻿1﻿ Of particular importance was the tradition of virginity and celibacy that was grounded in the example and teaching of Jesus (﻿Matt 19:12﻿) as well as in the writings of St. Paul (﻿1 Cor 7﻿). The writings of various Church Fathers, such as Ignatius, Clement, Tertullian, Origen and Cyprian, testify to the increasing importance of this aspect of asceticism in the life of the Church.﻿2﻿ What distinguishes the monastic movement from the earlier tradition of asceticism within Christianity is the practice of withdrawal from society. The early ascetics had led their lives in the midst of the society of the Church and often with their families. The monastic movement, however, was characterized from the beginning by a certain withdrawal from the ordinary framework of society and the creation of a special culture, whether this was in a colony of hermits or in a cenobitic monastery.﻿3﻿

2. PRE-CHRISTIAN MONASTICISM﻿4﻿
Many historians have sought to find parallels with, and even the origins of, Christian monasticism in institutions and movements in the ancient world outside of Christianity. Weingarten, for example, thought the origin of monasticism could be found in the institution of the katachoi. This theory he based on papyrus texts found in the precincts of the Temple of Serapis at Memphis. These were people who lived in cells within the temple enclosure, a custom that can be traced from the second century b.c. until the fourth century a.d. Weingarten assumed that these katachoi had an ascetic motive and that the custom was practiced in all temples of the Serapis cult. From this he concluded that Antony would have had contact with them at Memphis, and Pachomius a similar contact at the Temple of Philae. This is based on considerable speculation, especially since the function of the katachoi remains a mystery and has given rise to the most diverse theories. These range from the notion that they were prisoners or possessed persons to the idea that they were people who had sought asylum in the temple. At any rate, the custom of living in a temple precinct does not connect them with the practices of the early Christian monks.﻿5﻿

The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the excavation of Khirbet Qumran on the northern shore of the Dead Sea have raised considerable speculation in the last thirty years about the “﻿monastic﻿” character of the Essenes and their relationship with the origins of Christian monasticism.﻿6﻿ It has been suggested that the Essenes lived a celibate community life at the “﻿monastery﻿” of Qumran (and perhaps elsewhere), withdrawn from the world. The documents found in the environs of Qumran, especially the Rule of the Community (also known as the “﻿Manual of Discipline﻿”), which contains provisions for admission to the community, for its governance and discipline, have added to the comparisons with Christian monastic communities.

It is far from clear, however, that the Essenes lived a life of permanent celibacy or that the site of Qumran served as a monastery. The evidence for the practice of celibacy among them comes from the ancient writers Philo, Josephus and Pliny.﻿7﻿ The Dead Sea documents themselves seem to suggest that the practice of celibacy was at most temporary and that it was undertaken from traditional Jewish notions of ritual purity.﻿8﻿ The evidence from the cemetery suggests that women and children were also present at Qumran. The practice of perpetual celibacy would certainly have been contrary to traditional Jewish theology, which regarded the injunction of ﻿Gen 1:28﻿ to increase and multiply as the first command of the law. And the Essenes, though a separatist group, were certainly traditional in their beliefs. Indeed, it seems to have been their devotion to the observance of the law that led them to become a separatist group.﻿9﻿

In regard to the monastic character of the site at Qumran, it is true that certain things, such as the kiln, the scriptorium and the elaborate system of cisterns, might suggest long-term occupation. The documents, however, do not presuppose a community of any appreciable size nor indicate that permanent residence was normal for the members of the Essene sect. Moreover, the lack of any continuous fresh water supply at the site and the intense heat at certain times of the year make it quite improbable that a group of any size could have maintained a community life the year round at Qumran. It seems rather that the site served as a seasonal gathering place for the Essene sect. Therefore, it is rather misleading to refer to the Essenes as monks or to the site of Qumran as a monastery.﻿10﻿ Since the Essenes do not appear to have occupied Qumran after its destruction during the war of a.d. 66–70 or even to have survived as a distinct group within Judaism after this time, there is no evidence of any historical connection between them and the early Christian monks more than two centuries later.﻿11﻿

Another group that has fascinated both ancient and modern writers by its apparent resemblance to Christian monasticism is that of the Therapeutae.﻿12﻿ Our sole source of information about this group is the Hellenistic Jewish writer Philo of Alexandria, who compares them with both the Greek philosophers and the Essenes. According to Philo, the Therapeutae were to be found in many regions even outside of Egypt, but their center was on a hill outside of Alexandria near Lake Mareotis. They pursued the bios theorētikos (a term derived from Greek philosophy), which means ‘﻿contemplative life,﻿’ and acquired their name (therapeutae means ‘﻿healers﻿’) from the fact that they sought healing for the soul from all sorts of passions. The sect included both men and women who, however, lived apart and were separated by a wall even when they came together for instruction. Those who joined the sect left behind family, property and fatherland to give themselves over wholly to their high calling. They also sought to leave behind the noise and cares of the cities by living in a lonely place.

Each member of the sect had a separate house, which contained a holy place called the semneion or monastērion. This room served as a place for study of the Law and the Prophets, the psalms and other writings. It was not used for bodily needs, which seem to have been held in some contempt. The entire day was spent in spiritual askēsis, the study of the Scriptures, in which the higher allegorical meaning was sought (a preoccupation of Philo himself), and at night bodily needs were cared for. On the Sabbath the members assembled, sitting in strict seniority, while the eldest gave a talk. Every seven weeks they held a special feast, for which they wore white clothing (as did the Essenes). They began with prayer and ate in silence. They drank no wine, but took water and ate bread with salt and hyssop. Philo says that the reason for not drinking wine was the command in the law to the priests not to drink wine on the occasion of the sacrifice. Most of the women who belonged to the group were virgins, though a previous marriage was not an obstacle to joining the group. The members preserved chastity out of a desire for wisdom.

Since Philo is our sole source of information about this group, it is difficult to assess the reliability of his report. He probably exaggerates the extent of the group. Some practices of the Therapeutae, such as the abstention from wine because of the command to the priests in the Old Testament and the study of Scripture, suggest obvious ties with Judaism, but there also appear to be present strong influences from the philosophic traditions of the Hellenistic world. This would have been particularly strong at Alexandria, which was the intellectual center of the Hellenistic world in the first century a.d. Philo himself was the principal representative of the attempt to make Judaism respectable in terms of Hellenistic culture and therefore was not at all representative of the mainstream of Jewish culture.

About the origins and later history of the Therapeutae, only speculation is possible. This has not been wanting even in antiquity. The Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea decided that Philo had really misunderstood the nature of this group. Because some of their features, such as common ownership, resembled those of the early Christians, as portrayed in the Acts of the Apostles, they appeared to Eusebius to be the early Christian community in Egypt. St. Jerome noted the similarity between this description by Eusebius of the first Christians in Egypt and the monks of his day. Writing almost a century after Eusebius, at a time when the monastic movement was fully developed, Cassian went further and affirmed that the first Christians of Egypt were obviously monks, and thus monastic life was given an apostolic origin.﻿13﻿ This, of course, appears to the modern historian to be without foundation. There is no evidence of any connection between the Therapeutae and the origins of Christian monasticism other than this literary one.

In the pagan world of antiquity, the movement most frequently compared with Christian monasticism is that of Pythagoras and the later neo-Pythagoreans.﻿14﻿ Pythagoras himself was a sixth-century (b.c.) philosopher and religious reformer who left no writings and of whom little is known with certainty.﻿15﻿ It is difficult to distinguish the original Pythagorean teaching from the later, more elaborate pictures given by Philostratus and Iamblichus.﻿16﻿ According to Iamblichus, admission into the Pythagorean community involved an extensive examination, a kind of postulancy and novitiate lasting several years. Those fully initiated wore a distinctive dress and followed a regular schedule. Goods were held in common. The goal of this ascetic life was to free the soul from the bonds of the body.﻿17﻿ Despite certain similarities and the presence of some of the terminology found in early Christian monasticism (askēsis, anachōrēsis, koinobion), there is no evidence of any direct influence of neo-Pythagoreanism upon early Christian monasticism. Indirect influences are possible. Works such as the Life of Apollonius of Tyana by Philostratus were widely circulated, and it is not impossible that Athanasius in his Life of Antony was deliberately attempting to portray a Christian ascetic motivated by a spirit quite different from that of the neo-Pythagoreans or other philosophical ascetics.﻿18﻿

The term “﻿monastic﻿” has also often been used by Western writers to describe the ascetic style of life found among the Hindus and Buddhists, and it is generally agreed that this style of life antedates the origins of Christian monasticism by several centuries at least. There is evidence of considerable contact between India and Alexandria, the most cosmopolitan city of the Hellenistic world.﻿19﻿ Hindu merchants formed a permanent colony at Alexandria, which is mentioned by ancient historians, and excavations there have turned up Buddhist emblems. The Buddha is mentioned by Clement of Alexandria, and the Brahmans are mentioned by various Greek writers, including Hippolytus of Rome.﻿20﻿ It has been suggested that some of the gnostic teachers, such as Basilides and Valentinian, were influenced by Buddhist doctrine.﻿21﻿ Bardesanes († a.d. 222) told of meeting an Indian ambassador in Edessa, from whom he learned about the Buddhist monasteries. This passage is quoted at length by Porphyry in a work with which Athanasius was probably familiar.﻿22﻿

In the early fifth century, Palladius composed a letter about the Brahmans in which he tells how, during his travels in Upper Egypt (and possibly Ethiopia), he met a lawyer from Thebes, who told him of spending six years of captivity in India, where he had learned of the Brahmans and their ascetic practices.﻿23﻿ This letter formed part of a treatise known as On the Races of India and the Brahmans, which circulated widely in the East and also in the West in Latin translation.﻿24﻿ It served to provide a pagan precedent for the new institution of monasticism and as such was apparently of interest to Christian monks. However, despite these numerous references to, and descriptions (often highly inaccurate) of, Eastern religious practices, there is no direct evidence that the latter inspired the origins of the Christian monastic movement.

It has also been argued that the Manichaean religion was an important influence in the development of Christian monasticism, especially in Syria and Mesopotamia.﻿25﻿ Mani had an explicitly syncretistic intention in founding his sect, and he may have borrowed extensively from Buddhist practices and ideals.﻿26﻿ Vööbus has argued that the “﻿monastic﻿” character of Manichaeism is derived from Buddhism and that this in turn heavily influenced the formation of Christian monasticism. The question of the extent of Manichaean influence in the development of Christian monasticism remains a disputed point.﻿27﻿ It is particularly questionable whether the “﻿elect﻿” of the Manichaean system can properly be described as monks at all.﻿28﻿

Another figure often mentioned in connection with the origins of Christian monasticism (although he is not properly classified as a non-Christian) is Hierakas, a Copt born about a.d. 275 in Leontopolis. Early in the fourth century, he assembled a circle to which only virgins, the continent and widowed persons could belong. His group included both men and women. He thought, among other things, that marriage was allowed in the Old Testament but that the new revelation of the Logos consisted in the prohibition of sex and marriage. Without complete abstinence one could not reach the kingdom of heaven. Hierakas’ teaching has a resemblance to the tendencies in Syria and Asia Minor that made celibacy a requirement for all Christians.﻿29﻿ Hierakas has been held up as an example of a widespread ascetic ideal or tendency in Egypt, suggesting a common background from which the other prominent figures of early Christian monasticism also sprang.﻿30﻿ This is perhaps a dubious generalization on the basis of one example. Our only knowledge of Hierakas and his group comes from Epiphanius, who includes him in his great collection of heresies (﻿Epiph.pan. 67﻿). Hierakas is perhaps more significant in that he provides an instance, as do others elsewhere, of the sharp distinction that could be made in the Church between ascetics who were orthodox and those who had deviated too far from the traditional teaching.

Although we have pointed out that there is no evidence of any direct connection between the various religious movements that have been mentioned and the rise of Christian monasticism, there may be numerous connections to be found in the general stock of popular ideas current in the late Hellenistic world, to which these movements had contributed and from which they were partially derived. This common fund of popular ideas was shared by early monastic writers. This is particularly true of the ideas lying behind various ascetical practices such as fasting.﻿31﻿ To illustrate this possibility by an analogy, one need only consider how the mental world of a modern Christian can be influenced, often unconsciously, by such diverse teachings as those of Marx, Darwin and Freud.

3. THE LITERATURE OF EARLY CHRISTIAN MONASTICISM
The principal source of our knowledge of the origin of Christian monasticism lies in the literature that the movement produced. This literature includes biographies, collections of sayings, letters and homilies of various monks, ex professo treatments of the ascetic and monastic life, such as those of Basil, Evagrius and Cassian, and finally the works of historians.

The most important of the biographies is the Life of Antony, generally accepted as the work of Athanasius, who was bishop of Alexandria and therefore head of the Church in Egypt for almost fifty years in the middle of the fourth century. It was written soon after the death of Antony and was early translated into Latin. It quickly became the most important piece of propaganda for the monastic movement throughout the Christian world. The literary form of this document and the models Athanasius used remain a matter of discussion, but it is generally accepted as the first great work of Christian hagiography.﻿32﻿ More will be said of it below. A number of letters attributed to Antony also survive in ancient translations and are generally accepted as genuine. ﻿33﻿ Sayings attributed to him may be found in the Apophthegmata Patrum, which are anonymous collections of sayings and anecdotes of famous monks compiled in the fifth and sixth centuries a.d. These collections have come down to us in a number of ancient versions, which differ considerably among themselves. Of these, the most important in the West is the Latin collection known as the Verba Seniorum.﻿34﻿

Another category of monastic literature is composed of Pachomian materials. These include a number of lives of Pachomius and his successors in Greek, Coptic and Arabic. There is disagreement over which are the most important.﻿35﻿ There have also survived many writings of Pachomius himself and his immediate successors, Horsiesius and Theodore, in Coptic and partially in Latin. Knowledge of Pachomian monasticism passed into the West, however, primarily through St. Jerome’s translation of his rule from a Greek version. This rule influenced a number of pre-Benedictine rules in the West and the Rule of St. Benedict itself. Some additional information about the Pachomians may be found in the Lausiac History by Palladius. This work, originally written in Greek, was early translated into Latin and was very influential in spreading knowledge of Egyptian monasticism to the West. Its author had spent much time in Egypt, first as a monk and then as a bishop, where he gathered the stories that make up the collection. A similar work, known as the Historia monachorum in Aegypto, was written originally in Greek, but has survived also in a longer Latin version attributed to Rufinus of Aquileia, a contemporary of Jerome and Cassian. It purports to be the record of a journey up the Nile at the end of the fourth century by a group of pilgrims interested in witnessing the phenomenon of Egyptian monasticism.

The extensive works of St. Basil himself provide the best source of knowledge about the form of monasticism he instituted in Asia Minor. The most important of these is the collection known as the Asceticon, which includes the longer and shorter rules.﻿36﻿ These were early translated into Latin (perhaps by Rufinus) and exercised considerable influence on Western monasticism. The works of Evagrius of Pontus and John Cassian also provide an important witness to the spirituality of Egyptian monasticism, especially at the end of the fourth century. The extent of Evagrius’ influence in the West, as well as the amount of his work translated into Latin, remains a much disputed point.﻿37﻿ The work of Cassian, originally written in Latin in southern Gaul, testifies perhaps as much to the adaptation of Egyptian monasticism in the West as it does to the original movement.﻿38﻿

There are also the works of the historians Socrates, Sozomen and Theodoret of Cyrrhus. Socrates and Sozomen both wrote in the first half of the fifth century with the express intention of bringing the work of Eusebius up to date. The monastic movement is prominent in their histories, for which they used as sources the works mentioned above as well as others that have been lost. Theodoret, a contemporary of theirs in Syria, wrote a History of the Monks, which covers chiefly the area around Antioch.﻿39﻿

4. THE DEVELOPMENT OF MONASTICISM IN RELATION TO THE CHURCH
The more obvious roots of Christian monasticism are to be found in the teachings of the New Testament, with which the early monks showed exceptional familiarity,﻿40﻿ and in the changed relationship of the Church to society that developed in the fourth century. One aspect of this change was the cessation of the persecutions and the consequent acceptance of Christianity by the Roman empire. It should be mentioned, however, that the persecutions themselves have also been invoked as one cause of the rise of monasticism. The last persecutions—those of Decius in a.d. 240 and of Diocletian in 304 and following years—were particularly severe in Egypt. Many Christians fled to avoid martyrdom, and some of these would have formed a nucleus of desert ascetics. The hardships inevitably encountered by such fugitives would have contributed to the ascetic practices they then adopted.﻿41﻿ This is a difficult conjecture to assess, since we have no certain knowledge of any particular figures who adopted the anchoritic life as a result of flight from martyrdom. Indeed, according to his biographer, the first major figure in the monastic movement, Antony, went to Alexandria during the last persecution in the hope of achieving martyrdom ﻿(Vita Anton. 46)﻿.

The cessation of the persecutions, on the other hand, has also been cited as one of the factors that gave an impetus to the monastic movement. The monk came to replace the martyr as the hero of the early Church in its new triumphal condition. When the triumph of the Church drove the demons from the cities, the new heroes of the faith pursued them to the desert, there to engage in single-handed combat.﻿42﻿ This rather complex theme can be traced through several stages in the Patristic writings.﻿43﻿ The martyrs undoubtedly held first rank as the heroes of the early Church. They had made the ultimate sacrifice; like Jesus himself, they had laid down their lives. In the third century, we find the virgins placed in the same company as the martyrs by Origen, who interpreted the thirty-fold, sixty-fold and one hundredfold of the parable of the sower (﻿Mark 4:8﻿) to refer to the widows, virgins and martyrs (﻿Orig. hom. in Iesu Nave 2,1﻿). At the end of the third century, Methodius of Olympus calls the virgins martyrs (﻿Meth. conviv. 7,3﻿). Athanasius, in a speech placed in the mouth of Antony, cites the virgins and the martyrs as testimony to the faith and teaching of Christ (﻿Vita Anton. 79﻿).

This equation of the virgins with the martyrs led eventually to a new equation—that of monastic profession with baptism, or rather a second baptism.﻿44﻿ Martyrdom had earlier been seen as a substitute for baptism or, for those already baptized, as a second baptism. When the monastic life came to be equated with or placed on the same level as martyrdom, it was but a short step to compare monastic profession to baptism, as St. Jerome did in a famous letter to Paula concerning her daughter: “﻿Only four months ago Blesilla, by the grace of Christ, was washed by a kind of second baptism, that of profession﻿” (﻿Hier. epist. 39,3–4﻿). Just as baptism was held to forgive sins, so monastic profession came to be held to forgive sins. This idea seems to occur already in Athanasius’ Life of Antony, though without an explicit reference to monastic profession as a second baptism (﻿Vita Anton. 65﻿). There are innumerable references to this complex of ideas in later monastic literature, and it undoubtedly had some role in raising the monastic life to a level of high esteem and providing motivation for following it. To what extent the idea of monastic life as a replacement for martyrdom served to provide the original impetus for the monastic movement is, however, difficult to evaluate.

This idea is related, perhaps, to what we may call the reforming aspect of early Christian monasticism. The steady growth of the Church, especially in the periods of relative peace before and after the Decian persecution, had led to what contemporaries regarded as laxity in discipline. This view is evident already in the writings of Tertullian and particularly in the dispute that arose at the end of the Decian persecution over the reconciliation of the lapsi.﻿45﻿ When the persecutions ceased altogether in the early fourth century and Christianity became the object of imperial favor, the problem became more acute. In the course of the fourth century, the Church ceased to be a persecuted minority and became the state religion of the empire. Whereas formerly the Church had identified itself as a minority group often in opposition to the state, it now came to be identified with the state.﻿46﻿ By the end of the fourth century, the identification of Christian and citizen was virtually complete, and no non-Christian could hope for advancement in the imperial service.

Such a radical change of social position could not but influence the internal operation of the Church. Indeed, the emperors, beginning with Constantine himself, took a very active role in Church affairs, and the imperial family showered the Church with favors such as buildings and endowments. Even before the Council of Nicaea in 325, which Constantine called to settle matters of Church doctrine and discipline, privileges and exemptions from civil burdens had been conferred on all grades of the Christian clergy.﻿47﻿ In addition, bishops had been given jurisdiction in many instances.﻿48﻿ In a.d. 321, Sunday had been declared a public holiday. The Christian liturgy also began to show signs of that imperial pomp and splendor that Constantine himself loved to display.﻿49﻿ All this meant that there were now many additional reasons for becoming a Christian and even for seeking office in the Church other than simple faith in Jesus Christ.

While the identification of the Church with society led to a superficial dominance of society by the forms of Christianity, it also led to an invasion of the Church by the values of secular society (or the “﻿world,﻿” as the monastic literature called it), something perceived even by contemporaries.﻿50﻿ Since the opportunity for martyrdom no longer existed for those who wished to respond fully to the teaching and example of Christ, the development of monasticism may well have been in compensation for this, to provide an outlet for those who were not satisfied with a mediocre Christianity. Monasticism appears, then, against the background of the changes in the Church of the fourth century as a reform movement, or rather as a new form for the older Christian idea of reformation in Christ.﻿51﻿ This may be one of the principal reasons for the rapid development of monasticism.

5. ANACHŌRĒSIS AND THE EREMITICAL MOVEMENT
The term anachōrēsis, meaning ‘﻿retirement﻿’ or ‘﻿withdrawal,﻿’ has a pre-Christian history of usage in the sense of withdrawal into oneself. This idea can be found in numerous pagan philosophical writings of various schools.﻿52﻿ A tendency to retreat or withdraw from the world for the sake of contemplation and peace of mind can be found in such varied writers as Cicero, Seneca, Dio Chrysostom, Marcus Aurelius and Plotinus. The notion of flight from the world and detachment from all things is quite explicit in the last. The idea is present also in Jewish and Christian writers such as Philo and Origen. In his life of Plotinus, Porphyry portrayed his master as loving to withdraw from the city. It has been suggested that Athanasius had this work in mind when he composed his Life of Antony. Certainly he portrayed Antony as the archetypical anchorite.﻿53﻿ But by this time anachōrēsis may have been almost a technical term for withdrawal from the world.

For the Christian who sought this retirement, however, there were other precedents. In ﻿Matt 14:13﻿, it is said of Jesus that “﻿he withdrew … into a desert place by himself.﻿” The words used here are anachōrein and erēmos topos, which of course give rise in the monastic vocabulary to ‘﻿anchorite﻿’ and ‘﻿hermit﻿’. In ﻿John 6:15﻿, it is said that Jesus “﻿withdrew again to the mountain by himself.﻿” There was also the example Jesus had given by spending forty days in the desert engaged in fasting, prayer and spiritual combat (﻿Matt 4:2–10﻿). For the early Christian anchorites, it was this example that was primary, rather than that of the pagan philosophers, of whom most had probably not even heard.﻿54﻿

The question of who the first Christians were who took up this life of retirement or anachōrēsis was disputed in antiquity and remains surrounded by obscurity today. The earliest example of a Christian hermit known by name is provided by Eusebius, who tells the story of a bishop of Jerusalem named Narcissus. The latter lived at the beginning of the third century. He became so upset because of the slander he suffered on account of his virtuous conduct that he withdrew and lived many years in the deserts and remote regions. He returned during the rule of his third successor and, according to Eusebius, caused great amazement on account of his anachōrēsis and his “﻿philosophic﻿” conduct of life (﻿Eus. hist.eccles. 6,10﻿).﻿55﻿ Whether or not this qualifies as an example of the later withdrawal for ascetic motives is dubious. Eusebius does not cite it as an example of a movement.

St. Jerome reports that in his time it was disputed who the first hermit had been. Some said it was Antony. He himself, on information from some disciples of Antony, claimed that it was a certain Paul of Thebes, who had taken up the eremitical life at the time of the Decian persecution (﻿Hier. vita Pauli 1﻿).﻿56﻿ Athanasius claimed that Antony was the first to take up the desert anachōrēsis. However, he mentions that before this time, each one who wished to live the ascetic life would practice it not far from his own village. It was to one of these that Antony went to learn about the ascetic life (﻿Vita Anton. 3–4﻿). A similar situation is suggested in the Lives of Pachomius, who attached himself to an old man named Palamon to learn the ascetic life (﻿Vita prima 6﻿). How this practice came to exist and how widespread it was remains obscure.

Whether or not Antony was the first hermit, there is no doubt that his example and his fame, particularly as spread by Athanasius, gave a great impetus to the eremitical movement in northern Egypt and eventually far beyond the borders of Egypt. Our principal source of knowledge about Antony is the Life written by Athanasius. In evaluating the picture given by Athanasius, several things must be kept in mind. Although Athanasius had known Antony personally and is supposed to have written his Life soon after the saint’s death in 356, his motivation in writing (which he says was at the request of monks in foreign parts) was to spread monasticism. Gregory of Nazianzen, in his own eulogy of Athanasius, says that “﻿the learned bishop in writing this life was really promulgating the precepts of the ideal monastic life in the guise of a story﻿” (﻿Greg. Naz. orat. 21,5﻿).﻿57﻿ In addition to this, Athanasius, the greatest champion of orthodoxy in the fourth century, probably wanted to enlist the aid of the saint against Arianism: Antony would now play the role of intercessor from heaven, as he had previously been defender of the faith on earth. He may also have had an eye on the pagan world and wished to show that the Christian was also an initiate of mysteries, also sought and attained perfection, and that Christian wisdom was superior to that of the pagans (﻿Vita Anton. 14,72﻿).﻿58﻿

According to Athanasius, Antony was born about a.d. 251 in Middle Egypt of well-to-do parents. The early death of his parents left him as guardian of his only sister. One day, when he was about twenty years old, he entered the church and heard the reading “﻿If you wish to be perfect, go, sell all that you have.…﻿” (﻿Matt 19:21﻿). So he went home, distributed his farm of two hundred acres to the townspeople, sold his other belongings and gave the money to the poor, retaining only a small sum for his sister. Once again he went to church and heard the exhortation not to be solicitous about tomorrow (﻿Matt 6:34﻿). So he distributed his remaining money to the poor, put his sister in the care of a community of pious women and began to practice the ascetic life near his home by seeking to imitate an old man who had practiced asceticism since his youth (﻿Vita Anton. 3﻿). Later he went to live in some tombs much farther from the village and remained there until he was thirty-five, fighting off the temptations of the flesh and demons. Then he decided to go to the desert. This was regarded as an innovation, since there was as yet no such custom (﻿Vita Anton. 11﻿). He crossed to the eastern side of the Nile and shut himself up in a deserted fort on the edge of the desert at Pispir, which became known as his “﻿outer mountain.﻿” This would have been at about the beginning of the reign of Diocletian. After twenty years, Antony was visited by friends who wished to copy his holy life. They broke down the door, and Antony emerged “﻿as one initiated into sacred mysteries and filled with the Spirit of God﻿” (﻿Vita Anton. 14﻿). This sentence is often taken as evidence that Athanasius had his eye on the mystery cults and quest for perfection of the pagan world.

Antony then performed miracles and preached the love of Christ to all who came to see him. In a famous passage, Athanasius ties the development of the monastic life to Antony’s preaching: “﻿He induced many to take up the monastic life. And so now monasteries also sprang up in the mountains, and the desert was populated with monks who left their own people and registered themselves for citizenship in heaven﻿” (﻿Vita Anton. 14﻿). This picture appears to be historically premature, but the aim of Athanasius may have been to show that monasticism was an institution before the peace of the Church.﻿59﻿

At the end of the persecution of Maximin Daia in 311, Antony appeared in Alexandria to encourage the martyrs, while even hoping for martyrdom for himself. He was not martyred and returned to his cell “﻿a daily martyr to his conscience, ever fighting the battles of the faith﻿” (﻿Vita Anton. 47﻿). The end of the persecutions meant more visitors for Antony, and so to recover his solitude he decided to move to a location closer to the Red Sea that was reached by traveling several days with a caravan through the desert. This new retreat became known as his “﻿inner mountain.﻿” He did not, however, remain there continuously, and on one occasion at least, he went to Alexandria (about a.d. 338) to denounce the Arians and show support for Athanasius. According to Athanasius, Antony’s fame was so great that even Constantine and his sons wrote to him (﻿Vita Anton. 81﻿). Finally, when he felt his end approaching (Athanasius claims that he was 105 years old), Antony took two companions with him to his inner mountain, where he died in a.d. 356, leaving to Athanasius his sheepskin and a cloak.

Soon after his death, if not before, Antony came to be regarded as the founder and father of monasticism. He was not of course a founder in the sense of later figures such as Dominic or Ignatius, but was rather, due especially to the influence of Athanasius’ writing, an archetype or model for the orthodox hermit. His original settlement at Pispir, where he was succeeded by his disciple Ammonas, became a center of the solitary life in Egypt. His disciples or imitators were instrumental in spreading monasticism elsewhere, even outside of Egypt, and later on monastic settlements sought to find a connection with Antony even when there had been none originally.﻿60﻿

Of particular importance for the course of later monastic history are the settlements at Nitria, Cellia (or the Cells) and Scetis. According to Palladius, the colony of hermits at Nitria had been founded by Amoun (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 8﻿). The latter had been forced to marry at about age twenty-two, but on his wedding night persuaded his bride that they should both live a celibate life. This they did, living in the same house for eighteen years until she consented to allow him to leave her for the desert. Amoun then built himself two domed cells on the mountain of Nitria, where he lived for twenty-two years, attracting many disciples and imitators. This would have been about a.d. 330. According to Athanasius (﻿Vita Anton. 60﻿), Amoun was well known to Antony, having often come to see him, and when he died, Antony had a vision of his soul being taken to heaven. Rufinus tells us that when he visited Nitria (about a.d. 373), there were about three thousand monks living there (﻿Ruf. hist.eccles. 2,3﻿). Palladius says that when he visited the place (about a.d. 390), there were almost five thousand monks at Nitria and about six hundred living in the Great Desert (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 7,2﻿).

This group of monks living farther out in the desert formed what was known as Cellia. Its foundation was said to have occurred in connection with a visit of Antony to see Amoun at Nitria. Apparently Amoun was concerned that because of the increase of numbers at Nitria, there was insufficient solitude, and he asked Antony’s advice. Antony suggested they take a walk after their meal in the afternoon. They walked until sunset, when Antony pointed out that those who desired greater solitude could build at that spot, which was said to be twelve miles from Nitria. Other sources give a lesser distance.

About forty miles to the south in the Wadi-el-Natrun, in what was known as the desert of Scetis, another monastic settlement was started about the same time as Nitria by Macarius the Egyptian. He too was soon joined by others; he too is recorded as having visited Antony. Originally there was no priest at Scetis, and Macarius is said to have traveled forty miles to attend Mass at Nitria. By the time of Cassian, there were four congregations or churches at Scetis (﻿Cassian. conl. 10,2﻿). Monastic life has continued there to this day.﻿61﻿

Our knowledge of the monastic life at Nitria and Scetis comes chiefly from Palladius and the Historia monachorum. According to the former, there were some fifty monasteries at Nitria; the monks dwelt singly, in small groups or in groups as large as 210 (﻿Pallad. dial. 17﻿). Recent excavations as well as ancient writers suggest that some of the dwellings among the Cells, especially those of the more famous hermits, were comparatively elaborate, consisting of several rooms and an enclosed courtyard, including within it a well.﻿62﻿ According to Palladius, all the monks of both Nitria and the Cells were supplied with bread by seven bakeries (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 7﻿). A great church was built at Nitria, which was used only on Saturdays and Sundays, and near it stood a guesthouse. Guests were allowed a week of leisure and were then put to work in the garden, bakery or kitchen. Palladius says that there were also doctors and pastry cooks at Nitria, and that wine was sold there. The monks all worked at making linen to earn their living. At Scetis the monks produced rope and baskets, which they sold to passing caravans, but they would also hire themselves out at harvest time to work in the fields.

From an early date, the settlements at Nitria and the Cells had their own priests, who came under the jurisdiction of the bishop of Hermopolis Parva. Palladius says that when he stayed at Nitria, there were eight priests, but only the senior priest celebrated the liturgy and preached. These seem to have formed a kind of governing body. However, the government must have been fairly loose, for Palladius also says that the monks of Nitria followed “﻿different ways of life, each as he can or will﻿” (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 7﻿). There was no formal novitiate or profession of vows. A newcomer sought out an older monk whom he might serve as a kind of apprentice and thus learn from him and imitate him. The styles of life ranged from quasi-cenobitic at Nitria itself to the completely eremitical of the Cells. Such a system was open to the abuse of ascetic rivalry and the other aberrations to which the literature bears witness. The eremitic style of monastic life has had severe critics in the ancient world as well as in the modern world. Of the former, the most eloquent, as we shall see, was St. Basil.

The early development of monasticism in Palestine and Syria is shrouded in somewhat greater obscurity than that in Egypt, but it seems to have developed along basically eremitical lines.﻿63﻿ According to Jerome, monasticism in Palestine owed its origin to Hilarion, a native of the area, who studied at Alexandria and spent a few months with Antony (﻿Hier. vita Hil. 10﻿). Returning home at age fifteen, he took up the eremitical life about the year 307 near Gaza, where he spent twenty-two years in solitude. Then others began to join him and imitate him, establishing monasteries throughout the land. One of his disciples was Epiphanius, whose monastery was located at Eleutheropolis, between Gaza and Jerusalem. It is possible that Jerome obtained the historical core of his account of Hilarion from him.﻿64﻿ Another figure alleged to have founded monasticism in Palestine even before the time of Antony in Egypt is St. Chariton. Little is known of him, and his biography seems to have been composed out of a desire to make the origins of Palestinian monasticism independent of Egypt.﻿65﻿ The characteristic form of monasticism in the Judaean wilderness was the “﻿laura,﻿” a cluster of hermitages around a church and other common facilities. Lauras were often located on the sides of cliffs, as for example at Douka above Jericho and Mar Saba on the Wadi Kedron.

It seems impossible to pinpoint the origins of monasticism in Syria. By the time Jerome came to the desert of Chalcis in 375, numerous colonies of hermits existed in the desert east of Antioch.﻿66﻿ To what extent this development had been influenced by the earlier movement in Egypt is a disputed matter.﻿67﻿ The most important figure of the ascetic movement of the fourth century in Syria was unquestionably Ephraim, a deacon and poet, who lived at Nisibis and later at Edessa, where he died in 373. In his poetry he celebrated the lives of other famous ascetics, such as Abraham Kidunaja and Julian Saba. In Ephraim, however, the ascetical movement was still closely aligned with pastoral considerations. For this reason some would prefer to term his style of life “﻿pre-monastic.﻿”﻿68﻿

6. PACHOMIUS AND CENOBITIC MONASTICISM﻿69﻿
The warnings against the dangers of the solitary life and the insistence on the cenobitic life as a preparation for the eremitical life by writers such as Cassian and St. Benedict have led many writers to conclude that the cenobitic life was a development from, or adaptation of, the original eremitic inspiration.﻿70﻿ The precise relationship between the eremitic and cenobitic movements remains a matter of much discussion.﻿71﻿ It is clear, however, that in the fourth century Pachomius was regarded as the founder of a distinct movement with its own inspiration and goal, which was not merely to prepare for the eremitic life. This is the significance of an often quoted passage in which Theodore, one of Pachomius’ early disciples and successors, recalls Pachomius as saying:

At the moment in our generation in Egypt, I see three principal things which are prospering with the aid of God and men. The first is the blessed athlete, the holy Apa Athanasius, the archbishop of Alexandria, who is fighting even to death for the faith. The second is our holy father Antony, who is the perfect model of the anchoritic life. The third is this koinōnia, which is the model for everyone who wishes to gather souls together for God’s sake in order to help them become perfect (Vita sa﻿5).﻿72﻿
The juxtaposition in this passage between Antony and koinōnia is quite significant for understanding the spirit of Pachomian monasticism. Disciples were drawn to Antony and other famous ascetics because they recognized in them the gift of the Spirit and wished to become like them.﻿73﻿ This was probably true in the case of Pachomius as well, but he succeeded in shifting attention, to a certain extent, away from himself and to the community as the locus of the Spirit. The Pachomian community is not just a grouping of individuals around a spiritual father, but a fellowship of brothers, a koinōnia.﻿74﻿

The term koinōnia is undoubtedly the key concept of Pachomian monasticism.﻿75﻿ Here it refers to the congregation or union of monasteries that had developed under Pachomius’ guidance. A New Testament term, it has often been translated into English as ‘﻿fellowship,﻿’ ‘﻿communion﻿’ or ‘﻿sharing.﻿’ In ﻿1 Cor 10:16﻿, it is used to refer to the communion in the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist, and in ﻿1 John 1:3﻿, it refers to the participation Christians have with one another in the life of the Trinity. Most important, however, is the text in ﻿Acts 2:42﻿, where Luke uses it to describe the early Christian community. The ideal of imitating the life of the earliest Christian community pervades the Pachomian literature.

Although the basic inspiration of Pachomian monasticism is clear, the stages by which this distinctive ideal developed are not quite so clear. The various lives of Pachomius and his successors have been influenced, at least in part, by Athanasius’ Life of Antony and have acquired much material of a legendary and edifying character.﻿76﻿ However, the main lines of the traditional story of Pachomius are the following.﻿77﻿ Pachomius was born of pagan parents in the Thebaid in Upper Egypt in the last years of the third century. During the civil war between Licinius and Maximin, he was drafted into the army at the age of twenty. While the recruits were being taken north, they were shut up in a prison for the night. The people of the town brought them food, and when Pachomius inquired who these kind people were, he was told they were Christians. Because of this incident, the young man resolved to serve the human race his whole life (﻿Vita prima 5﻿; ﻿Vita bo 8﻿).

After a short time, the war ended and the draftees were released. Pachomius found his way to the village of Šeneset (the Greek says Chenoboskeia), where he was soon baptized as a Christian. After he had spent three years ministering to the needs of the people in this area, he decided to become an anchorite. He sought out an old man named Palamon and asked him to teach him this way of life. The old man agreed reluctantly. Pachomius spent several years learning from and imitating this anchorite. While he was walking one day at some distance, he came to the abandoned village of Tabennesi. There, while praying, he heard the voice of an angel telling him to remain there and build a house because many would come to him to become monks. This he did, and he was soon joined by a number of disciples, including his brother John. Another day Pachomius was downcast and puzzling over the will of God for him. An angel appeared to him and told him that the will of God was that he should serve the human race in order to reconcile it to God. Pachomius responded, “﻿I am seeking the will of God and you tell me to serve men!﻿” Then the angel repeated three times, “﻿The will of God is that you serve men in order to call them to him﻿” (Vita sa﻿3). Whatever may be the historical reliability of these incidents, they certainly illustrate the spirit of Pachomian monasticism, a spirit very different from that of the anchoritic life in which Pachomius supposedly began.

Monastic life at Tabennesi probably began about a.d. 320. It is difficult to trace the development of the structure of Pachomian monasticism.﻿78﻿ However, the fully developed monastery was a fairly elaborate affair, capable of accommodating several hundred monks. It contained a number of residence houses, each with its own housemaster and deputy, and was surrounded by a wall.﻿79﻿ In addition to the living quarters for the monks, there was also a gatehouse, a guesthouse, an infirmary, a kitchen, a refectory and an assembly hall (synaxis) used for common prayer. Various tasks were rotated among the different houses. A “﻿steward﻿” or “﻿superior﻿” was appointed to care for the management of the whole establishment. Outside the walls the monks raised their own food, and they used the old tombs on the edge of the desert as their cemetery.

In addition to raising their own food, the monks engaged in various handicrafts, the products of which were sent down to Alexandria to be sold. With the money thus obtained, other things such as cloth for clothing would be purchased. Eventually the community came to own a number of boats for this purpose. The monks also cared, when necessary, for people in the surrounding area. They took in old people and orphans. In time of plague they would care for the sick, feed the hungry and bury the dead.

Before long the number of monks grew too large for one location, so Pachomius formed another community a few miles away at the deserted village of Pbow. We are told that two groups of monks at Chenoboskeia and Monchosis asked to be admitted to the koinōnia. Pachomius imposed on them the regulations he had made for his own monasteries and appointed some of his own monks as supervisors (Vita prima 54). About a.d. 337, Pachomius moved his own residence from Tabennesi to Pbow and appointed Theodore as the head of Tabennesi. Pachomius himself remained the spiritual father of the whole congregation and spent much time traveling back and forth among the communities, giving instruction and encouragement.

When Pachomius died in 346 from the plague endemic to the area, there were already eleven monasteries in the “﻿holy koinōnia,﻿” of which two were for women. The letter of Ammon says there were about six hundred monks at Pbow in a.d. 352 (﻿Ammon. epist. 2﻿)﻿80﻿ The other monasteries were smaller, with a few hundred each. Palladius says that in his time (end of the fourth century), there were seven thousand monks living under the Pachomian rule. Most of these were in southern Egypt in the Thebaid, but there was later at least one monastery in the north at Canopus, near Alexandria, known as the Metanoia, which Jerome knew about and may have visited when he was in northern Egypt (Pachom. reg. praef.). Later on he made a Latin translation of a the Pachomian materials, from a Greek version, for the benefit of Latin-speaking recruits. These materials must have been translated into Greek by that time.

After the death of Pachomius, there occurred the kind of crisis in the congregation that is not uncommon after the death of a founder. Pachomius had appointed as his successor Petronius, a well-to-do landowner, who had brought his wealth to the community some time earlier and who had been head of several monasteries in the area of Tismenae, even though he did not belong to the first generation of Pachomius’ disciples. However, Petronius survived Pachomius by only a few months. He in turn designated Horsiesius, the superior of the monastery at Chenoboskeia, to be his successor. Apparently Horsiesius was unable to control the independent spirit of the other superiors who, led by a certain Apollonius, were threatening to break up the congregation. Horsiesius then called upon Theodore, one of Pachomius’ earliest disciples, to act as coadjutor. Theodore had earlier been deposed from a position of authority because of factions that had developed. At any rate, he now took over the active administration of the congregation with a firm hand, disciplined the rebellious superiors, expelled unruly elements and established or re-established rules and regulations for the sake of order in the whole congregation (Vita bo 165–67; Vita sa﻿6). One of those rules was that superiors of monasteries must be transferred to other monasteries every year at the annual general chapter. Theodore continued to govern the koinōnia until his death in a.d. 368. Thereupon Horsiesius, who had remained the titular head of the congregation, returned to its active leadership, in which he continued for many years (﻿Vita prima 149﻿).﻿81﻿

The rule of the Pachomian monasteries has survived in the Latin translation of St. Jerome and in a number of Coptic and Greek fragments.﻿82﻿ In fact, the material that Jerome translated comprises several collections of rules and regulations, which are divided under these Latin headings: Praecepta, Praecepta et Instituta, Praecepta atque Iudicia, and Praecepta ac Leges. There seems to be little doubt that the regulations which suppose earlier stages of development go back to Pachomius himself, while those relating to the fully developed congregation probably owe much to Theodore.﻿83﻿ In general, these are compilations of regulations made as the situations requiring them arose. Most of them relate to the good order to be preserved in everyday affairs, such as food, drink, use of books, care of the sick, coming late to prayer, etc., matters that would also be dealt with in the Rule of St. Benedict. There is, however, none of the more theoretical treatment of the monastic life such as is to be found in the Prologue and first seven chapters of the Rule of St. Benedict.

Because the rule of the Pachomian monasteries is a compilation of regulations, it is necessary to read the Lives of Pachomius and the Catecheses to get a more complete picture of Pachomian monasticism. In these works we can discover the theoretical basis of the life, a basis to be found above all, as noted above, in the term koinōnia, which is constantly used in the Coptic lives of Pachomius and his successors to describe the whole congregation. There is also the frequent suggestion that this form of monastic life is an imitation of that of the apostles. Theodore describes the work Pachomius accomplished as that of “﻿making this multitude become one spirit and one body﻿” (Vita bo 194). The homilies of Pachomius, Theodore and Horsiesius recorded in the Pachomian literature bear eloquent testimony to the central role of Scripture in the lives of these monks.﻿84﻿

The Pachomian monks always maintained cordial relations with Antony and others in the anchoritic tradition, but it is not surprising that, considering their way of life to be an imitation of that of the apostles as they did, unfavorable comparisons were eventually made with the eremitic style of life. A story about an encounter between some of Pachomius’ disciples and the great Antony illustrates this. Antony is pictured consoling some of the brothers after the death of Pachomius and is made to say, “﻿the work he did in gathering souls about him to present them holy to the Lord reveals him to be superior to us and the path of the apostles in which he walked is the koinōnia.﻿” Apa Zachaeus, a Pachomian monk, then asks Antony why, if the koinōnia is the superior way of the apostles, he had not lived this way himself. Antony then explains that when he became a monk, there was as yet no koinōnia but only a few anchorites who lived a little way from the villages. This is what he did. “﻿Then when the path of the apostles was revealed on the earth, which is the work our able Apa Pachomius undertook, he became the entrance way for everyone who is in danger from the one who has done evil from the beginning.﻿” Antony goes on to explain that he was then too old to take up the cenobitic life (Vita sa﻿5). This and other passages leave no doubt that the Pachomian monks came to consider their form of monastic life preferable to the eremitic ideal.

7. ST. BASIL AND MONASTICISM IN ASIA MINOR﻿85﻿
Our knowledge of monasticism in Asia Minor before the time of St. Basil (330–379) is very limited and consists chiefly of what we can deduce from the acts of a regional council held at Gangres about a.d. 340.﻿86﻿ This council, which did not retain its moral authority later on because many of the bishops involved were Arians, was directed against various errors being propagated in the ascetic movement. The acts of the council condemned those who rejected marriage and who taught that married persons could not achieve beatitude. The council claimed that these people alienated slaves from their masters, made up their own fasting calendar, held married priests in contempt, and that the sacraments administered by married priests were invalid. Apparently they also preached radical renunciation of possessions. The council condemned all these positions as strange to the Church and also censured the use of special ascetic clothing. If the acts of the council are reliable, it is clear that we have here not simply a monastic movement alongside the Church, as in Egypt, but an attempt at reform of the Church as such. A central, though more moderate, figure in this movement was Eustathius of Sebaste, who, according to the historian Sozomen, was the founder of monasticism in Armenia, Paphlagonia and Pontus (﻿Soz. hist.eccles. 3,14﻿).﻿87﻿ Eustathius was himself a priest, the son of a bishop, and eventually became a bishop himself. Basil was to be strongly influenced by Eustathius, although he later broke with him over doctrinal questions.

Basil was born into a wealthy Christian family at Caesarea in Cappadocia about 330. His grandmother, Macrina the Elder, had been a convert of Gregory Thaumaturgus, who had been a pupil of Origen. Basil received an excellent classical education at Caesarea, Constantinople and finally for several years at Athens. About 358 he decided, along with his friend Gregory Nazianzen, to abandon secular studies in favor of a “﻿philosophic﻿” way of life, as fourth-century writers often refer to an ascetic style of life. He returned home to Caesarea and received baptism. This conversion was due in part at least to the influence of Eustathius, who had already influenced Basil’s grandmother Macrina to adopt the ascetic way of life. Seeking to join Eustathius, who had left Caesarea on a tour of the monastic East, Basil set out on a lengthy journey that gave him firsthand knowledge of ascetic and monastic practices in Syria, Palestine and northern Egypt.﻿88﻿

When he returned home, Basil withdrew from the ordinary affairs of society, took up the ascetic life and devoted himself to an intensive study of Scripture, apparently with the aim of establishing a sound theological basis for the practice of the ascetic life. He wished to avoid the extremist tendencies such as had been manifested in those groups condemned by the Council of Gangres as well as, perhaps, some of the aberrations he had observed in his travels. The result of his study was his first work, The Moral Rules, which he composed about 360. This work consists of principles for living the Christian life, which are then supported by quotations from the New Testament (1542 verses, in fact). The basic orientation found in Basil’s later ascetical works can be found already in The Moral Rules.﻿89﻿ For Basil, the monastic life is essentially the Christian life, lived as fully as it should be rather than a particular institution in the Church.﻿90﻿

Basil, despite his withdrawal from the life of society, remained involved in the life of the Church at Caesarea and before long was ordained a priest. In 370 he became bishop of Caesarea. With his excellent education, wide experience of the world and the Church, as well as his intimate knowledge of Scripture and other Christian writings (he and Gregory Nazianzen had produced an anthology of the writings of Origen, known as the Philocalia), he was well qualified to give the monastic movement in the Greek-speaking world a sound theological foundation. This he did in a series of responses to questions put to him concerning various aspects of the ascetic and Christian life. The collection of these became known as the Asceticon. An earlier edition was translated into Latin by Rufinus and is now known as the small Asceticon, and a later, enlarged edition is known as the large Asceticon. These works have also become known mistakenly as the Long and Short Rules.﻿91﻿ They are not in fact rules at all, at least not in the sense of the Pachomian rules or the other later collections of rules and regulations. For Basil, the only possible rule or norm for Christian conduct was Scripture.

Basil saw clearly that the Christian life can be understood only in terms of response to the double commandment of love. Therefore, he begins his treatment of the principles of the ascetic life with an exposition of the love of God and neighbor (Basil. reg. 1–2; reg.fus. 1–6). He then goes on to point out the necessity of avoiding distraction in the pursuit of this goal and concludes that it is better to live in retirement, withdrawn from a society that does not share the same goals. The corollary to this is that it is necessary to live in the company of those who are striving for the same goal.

Basil is severely critical of the eremitical life. He points out that a person who lives alone does not come to recognize his own defects, does not develop humility, is self-centered, and lacks the opportunity to practice charity. The solitary cannot really fulfill the exhortations of St. Paul to live as members of the body of Christ. On the other hand, he says, “﻿community life offers more blessings than can be fully and easily enumerated.﻿” It helps to develop all the virtues, and it is really in accord with the teachings of the New Testament (to support his position Basil cites ﻿1 Cor 12﻿; ﻿Rom 12:6﻿; ﻿Matt 18:16﻿; ﻿John 13:5﻿ and others). In a concluding peroration on the common life, he says, “﻿it is an arena for combat, a good path of progress, continual discipline, and a practicing of the Lord’s commandments, when brethren dwell together in community. … It maintains also the practice characteristic of the saints, of whom it is recorded in the Acts: ‘﻿And all they that believed were together and had all things in common﻿’ ﻿” (﻿Basil. reg. fus. 7﻿).

The monastic life is, then, for Basil as for Pachomius, an imitation of the life of the earliest Christian community as idealized by Luke. There is no reason to believe that Basil derived this idea from any contact with Pachomian monasteries or literature;﻿92﻿ rather, he seems to have derived it from his own meditation upon the Scripture. In practice, however, Basil does not seem to have been as rigidly posed to the solitary life as the passage quoted above might lead us to believe. In a passage from his funeral oration for Basil, Gregory Nazianzen tells us that Basil had found a way to reconcile these forms of life. When Basil started out, he explains, the eremitic and cenobitic forms of life were in conflict, and neither possessed all the advantages. “﻿Basil reconciled and united the two in the most excellent way. He had hermitages and monasteries built not far from his cenobites and his communities of ascetics. He did not divide and separate them by an intervening wall, as it were. He brought them close together, yet kept them distinct, that the life of contemplation might not be divorced from community life or the active life from contemplation.…﻿” (﻿Greg. Naz. orat. 43,62﻿).﻿93﻿ To what extent this represents the views of Gregory as distinct from those of Basil is difficult to tell.

Basil certainly insisted, following St. Paul (﻿1 Thess 5:17﻿ and ﻿2 Thess 3:8﻿) on the necessity of both prayer and work. He counseled that those trades should be chosen that allow the tranquil and undisturbed pursuit of the Christian life. Necessity must of course be taken into account, but in the manufacture of articles, simplicity and frugality rather than luxury should be sought. He seems to envisage quite a wide range of trades and arts as well as farming being carried out in the monastic community.

In the large Asceticon (﻿Basil. reg.fus. 22﻿), Basil discusses the type of clothing fitting for a Christian. It is significant that he does not say “﻿for a monk.﻿” As we have noted above, the original impulse of the ascetic movement surrounding Eustathius was not to found distinct communities but to reform the Church. This was Basil’s spiritual inheritance as well. However, Basil’s program for living the Christian life, basically a program for the reform of the Church, ended up by becoming the rule for particular societies within the Church, cenobitic monastic communities.﻿94﻿ This tendency is more pronounced in the later edition of the Asceticon, which treats many questions that would arise only in the context of a monastic community. These include: how and at what age applicants are to be received, what to do with regard to those who leave the brotherhood, how superiors should behave, how guests are to be received, how to deal with the disobedient, on silence and laughter. In fact, many if not most of the topics that will be treated in the Rule of Benedict are touched on in one way or another by Basil. And this is no mere codification of regulations, such as the Pachomian rule, but provides a well-thought-out rationale for all aspects of monastic life.

8. ORIGEN AND THE SPIRITUALITY OF NORTHERN EGYPTIAN MONASTICISM AT THE END OF THE FOURTH CENTURY﻿95﻿
In the last decades of the fourth century, a controversy developed over the use of the works of Origen (c. a.d. 186–255) by the monks of Palestine and Egypt, which was to have far-reaching consequences for the whole history of Christian spirituality. The primary reading matter for the monks had always been Scripture. It was inevitable, however, that they would become interested in other literature, particularly that which would he useful in the interpretation of Scripture. For those who could read Greek, there was nothing in this area to compare with the works of Origen, the greatest Christian theologian and Scripture scholar up to that time, the first to attempt a synthesis of Greek ideas with Christian revelation on an extensive scale and the first to plot out the development of the spiritual life in a detailed way. It has often been remarked that the direct and indirect influence of Origen on later Christian theology has been pervasive.﻿96﻿

It is Origen’s theory of the spiritual life that is of particular interest in this development. For Origen, the spiritual life begins when a person comes to realize that he is made in the image of God and that the true world is the world inside him. This is the initial conversion. Origen thus brought together the biblical notion of man’s creation in the image and likeness of God (﻿Gen 1:25﻿) and the Platonic notion that the true essence of the soul is divine. Sin has distorted this divine likeness and made man like the devil. The spiritual life is, then, essentially the recovery of the divine image in man.﻿97﻿

This recovery is plotted out by Origen through his exegesis of the Exodus from Egypt and the journey of the Israelites through the desert to the promised land. The idea that the departure from Egypt and the crossing of the Red Sea represented man’s deliverance from the devil through baptism was already traditional, and indeed was grounded in the New Testament (e.g., ﻿1 Cor 10:6﻿; ﻿1 Pet 1:13–2:10﻿). And Israel itself was of course seen as a figure of the Church. When the Old Testament is interpreted to refer to the Church, we have what is later called allegorical exegesis. A different type of exegesis of the Old Testament, however, can be found in the writings of Philo of Alexandria, a Hellenistic Jew of the first century a.d., who had interpreted certain details of the Exodus story to refer to the spiritual life of the individual person. This type of exegesis is later called tropology. Origen united these two types of exegesis and developed a whole theory of the spiritual life from its beginning in baptism, as represented by the crossing of the Red Sea, until its full development, as represented by the arrival in the promised land.﻿98﻿

In developing this theory, Origen introduced certain key distinctions that have colored the whole history of spiritual writing ever since. The first of these is the distinction between action (praxis) and contemplation (theōria). This is a distinction that can be found already in Aristotle’s division of the virtues into the categories of moral and intellectual (Nicomachean Ethics I, 13). It has nothing to do with the comparatively modern distinction (and opposition) between the apostolic life and the contemplative life, a distinction Origen would not have understood. The distinction refers rather to two aspects of a person’s spiritual life that are by definition overlapping and complementary. For Origen, the active life is the ascetic combat through which vices are conquered and virtues acquired; the contemplative life refers to the intellectual assimilation of truth.

It seems better to refer to action and contemplation in Origen’s thought as “﻿aspects﻿” rather than “﻿stages﻿” of the spiritual life, because for him they are not rigidly distinct and successive. Yet Origen certainly envisions progress in the spiritual life, as is evident from his use of the “﻿journey﻿” metaphor. One can, then, speak of stages in the spiritual life as one can of stages in a journey, but these are stages in both the acquisition of virtue and the assimilation of truth. In the earlier stages of the spiritual journey, the struggle against vice may predominate over contemplation, but as the soul becomes proficient in the practice of the moral virtues, its attention is turned more toward the assimilation of truth. However, the practice of the moral virtues is not abandoned as one progresses in the spiritual life. On the other hand, if one compares action and contemplation with one another, the assimilation of truth appears to be a higher activity than the struggle against vice. Origen seems to have been the first to interpret the Martha-Mary story of Luke’s Gospel as referring to the higher value of contemplation.﻿99﻿

The second important distinction that Origen contributed to the history of Christian spiritual thought is the threefold division of the spiritual life that he develops in his commentary on the Song of Songs. He says that there are three sciences that Solomon treated in three different books in accordance with the degree of knowledge with which each is concerned. Proverbs teaches morals and the rules for a good life. Ecclesiastes is really physics—the causes of things are set forth as well as their transient nature. Anyone who studies this science comes to realize the transitory nature of the physical world and is moved to turn to that invisible and eternal world of which Solomon spoke in the Song of Songs: “﻿Thus, when the soul has been purified morally and has attained some proficiency in searching into the things of nature, she is fit to pass on to the things that form the object of contemplation and mysticism﻿” (﻿Orig. hom.cant. 78﻿).﻿100﻿ These three stages would later become known as the purgative, illuminative and unitive ways, and this distinction formed the basis of most later Christian theory of the spiritual life until very recent times.

With these distinctions in mind, we can follow Origen’s interpretation of Israel’s early history as referring to the life of the soul. As the Israelites were pursued by the Egyptians, so the soul is pursued by temptations and evil spirits. The journey through the desert corresponds to the gradual stripping away of the natural life and the discovery of the spiritual life. The fact that the people were led by both Moses and Aaron signifies the need for both action and contemplation. Eventually the purified soul enters the more mystical region and reaches spiritual ecstasy. This, Origen says, “﻿occurs when in knowing things great and wonderful the mind is suspended in astonishment﻿” (﻿Orig. hom. in num. 27,12﻿).﻿101﻿ For Origen, there is no opposition between the contemplative life and apostolic activity such as may be found in later writers; rather, both aspects of the spiritual life, action and contemplation (i.e., the practice of moral virtue and the assimilation of truth), equip a person for the difficult tasks of preaching and teaching.

Among the many monks of the fourth century who studied, developed and applied Origen’s theories to the monastic life, the most influential was certainly Evagrius of Pontus (a.d. 345–399).﻿102﻿ Evagrius had been a disciple of St. Basil the Great, who ordained him a lector. After Basil’s death in 379, he had gone to Constantinople, where Basil’s friend Gregory Nazianzen had ordained him a deacon. Following an unhappy love affair (we are told by Palladius), Evagrius left Constantinople and went to Palestine, where he stayed on the Mount of Olives with Melania the Elder. She persuaded him to go to Egypt and take up the monastic life there. This he did, living at Nitria for two years and then at the Cells for fourteen years, until his death in a.d. 399 at the age of fifty-four (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 38﻿).

Evagrius borrowed freely from Origen and built upon his ideas, especially in the area of cosmological speculation. Some of Origen’s ideas in this area seem to derive from the middle Platonists, and some from his attempts to wrestle with the perennial theological problem of the evils and inequalities that exist among men. If everything is created by a just God, how can such inequities be just? In order to maintain the justice of God, Origen adopted the theory that before the creation of the world, all spirits were equal and free; but they grew lazy and gave up pursuing the good. Then they were swept away toward the contrary of the good, evil. This happened to all of them, except the soul of Christ, in varying degrees, and the degree to which they fell away from the good determined their status as angels, souls and demons as well as the variations to be found in these three divisions. Matter was then created for the spirits in the intermediate category, and Jesus became man in order to lead souls back to their original state. Since Origen had explained matter as secondary to man’s basic nature, he inevitably came to the conclusion that bodiliness would one day come to an end, and so he interpreted the resurrection as one stage along the way. These two points—the pre-existence of souls and the interpretation of the resurrection—as well as others, were to cause great controversy in succeeding centuries and eventually led to the condemnation of his works at the Second Council of Constantinople in 543.﻿103﻿

It was with the help of these ideas, however, that Evagrius developed his theories of prayer and contemplation. In his version of Origen’s cosmology, he posited in the beginning God, who is essentially unity or a Monad, and a created Henead of rational pure intellects. Through negligence, these latter fell away from their contemplation of the essential knowledge. This resulted in the disruption of unity among themselves and the introduction of inequalities. Evagrius defined the soul as “﻿an intellect which by negligence fell from unity﻿” (﻿Evagr. keph.gnos. 3,28﻿). God then created bodies as a means through which souls could gradually regain the essential knowledge. This is the work of contemplation.

The different fallen intellects receive a kind of knowledge for their contemplation appropriate to the degree of their fall. Thus, there are different types of contemplation: that of demons and wicked men; that proper to souls for which the body is needed as an instrument; that of angels; and finally the knowledge of the essential Unity, which is reserved for the completely purified intellects. A soul may pass in stages through these types of contemplation and arrive at salvation by becoming progressively more and more spiritual. The function of Christ in this schema is that he voluntarily took a body like that of the fallen spirits in order to aid in their salvation by revealing the essential knowledge.

Evagrius also took over from Origen the distinction of action and contemplation, but for him they became two distinct and successive phases of the spiritual life. The goal of the active life is to purify the passionate part of the soul and achieve the state of apatheia, or passionlessness. This involves a struggle against the demons, which fight against the monk by causing evil thoughts. In analyzing the passions, Evagrius developed a theory of the eight principal thoughts, which passed into the Western ascetic tradition through Cassian and eventually became known as the seven capital sins. The elimination of these thoughts results in the state of passionlessness, a state that Evagrius thought he had attained, according to Palladius (﻿Pallad. hist.laus. 38﻿). With characteristic acerbity, Jerome accused Evagrius of using the word apatheia to imply that the soul must become either a stone or a god. Evagrius, however, seemed to imply that although temptations do not cease, the soul could achieve a God-given state in which it becomes impervious to evil.﻿104﻿

The state of passionlessness results, according to Evagrius, in charity. This is not, however, the goal of the spiritual life, as one might gather from St. Paul, but only a prelude to its higher stages, which are to be achieved through contemplation. The latter he divides into several stages, as mentioned above. The final or “﻿theological﻿” stage of contemplation is achieved in the vision by the intellect of itself. Evagrius does not seem to admit a direct vision of God by the intellect as possible for a soul still in the body. What the intellect can see is “﻿the place of God,﻿” of “﻿light without form﻿” or “﻿the light of the intellect.﻿” This is the condition of “﻿pure prayer,﻿” perhaps Evagrius’ most characteristic and controversial idea. For him, the purity of prayer was to be judged not merely from its moral quality but from its intellectual qualities as well. Since God is simple and one, the mind cannot approach him as long as it remains complex, that is, filled with wandering thoughts, spiritual images and intellectual concepts. Evagrius was thus able to define prayer as “﻿the lifting up of the mind to God﻿” and as “﻿the expulsion of thoughts.﻿” This meant all thoughts and images. Then the mind could be filled with the light of the Holy Trinity, losing self-consciousness and attaining a state of spiritual ecstasy which Evagrius called anaesthesia (﻿Evagr. de orat. 120﻿).﻿105﻿

Theological critics, both ancient and modern, have found serious difficulties with such a theory of contemplation.﻿106﻿ It is little wonder that many of the uneducated Coptic monks found it confusing and disturbing. They were accustomed to think of God in terms of mental images and to hold conversations with these images. Those who tried to propagate the teaching of Evagrius appeared to them as threatening and even heretical. The more intellectual Greek monks, in turn, regarded their less sophisticated counterparts somewhat contemptuously as “﻿anthropomorphists,﻿” because they pictured God in human form. There was, inevitably, the suggestion that this was heretical.

In the last years of the fourth century, this Origenist-anthropomorphist dispute came to involve most of the principal ecclesiastical figures of the time.﻿107﻿ It became further complicated by the rivalries among the principal episcopal sees and also, perhaps, by the developing nationalism of the Copts. In 386 a certain John became bishop of Jerusalem.﻿108﻿ He was quite favorable toward the study of Origen, as were the ascetics on the Mount of Olives, among whom were Rufinus and Melania the Elder. Epiphanius, bishop of Famagusta (Salamis) in Cyprus, to whom we are indebted for much of our knowledge of ancient heresies, was a confirmed heresy-hunter and suspected Origenist errors among the intellectuals of Jerusalem. In 393 he came to Palestine in an effort to get others to anathematize Origen. Rufinus refused to do this, but Jerome consented. Epiphanius did not succeed in persuading John of Jerusalem to condemn Origen. At one point Epiphanius preached a sermon against Origen in Jerusalem, and John replied with one against anthropomorphism. On another visit Epiphanius caused severe offense to John by illicitly ordaining Jerome’s brother, Paulinian, and by calling on the monks to break off communion with John, whom he called an Origenist. John appealed to the archbishop of Alexandria, Theophilus, to mediate the dispute. This was done successfully, if only temporarily, by an emissary from Theophilus named Isidore. At this time there seems to be no doubt that Theophilus was sympathetic to the Origenist cause.

It was the custom of the archbishop of Alexandria to publish a paschal letter each year. Shortly after the death of Evagrius in 399, Theophilus published a letter that strongly denounced anthropomorphism. This was naturally welcomed by the Greek-speaking intellectuals of Nitria, but apparently was not even permitted to be read in many other monastic communities. Then, according to the historian Socrates, an angry mob of monks came to Alexandria with the intention of burning down Theophilus’ house (﻿Soz. hist.eccles. 6,7﻿). Theophilus, hearing that they were on the way, went out to pacify them. He addressed them in such a way as to imply anthropomorphist sympathies: “﻿So I have seen you as the face of God.﻿” The monks then demanded that he anathematize the books of Origen, which, in an opportunistic about-face, he did. Rioting took place in Alexandria and Nitria against the Origenists, and in 400 Theophilus called a synod at Alexandria, which condemned Origen. Theophilus himself began to persecute his former Origenist friends. With such a hostile climate prevailing, as many as three hundred of the Greek-speaking monks, including Dioscurus, the bishop of the diocese in which Nitria lay, departed from Egypt. Most went to settle in various parts of Palestine, but many went on to Constantinople to appeal to the patriarch, John Chrysostom. Among these were John Cassian and his friend Germanus. With them the intellectual tradition of Egyptian monasticism was to pass eventually into the West. The further ramifications of the dispute and the deposition of John Chrysostom lie beyond the scope of this narrative. These events, however, mark the end of the first creative period of Egyptian monasticism. After this time Egypt ceased to be an international center of monasticism and became increasingly cut off from the rest of the movement.
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