The Rule of St. Benedict
The foregoing summary of monasticism in the West brings this account to sixth-century Italy, the time and place that brought forth the Benedictine Rule, the most influential document in the entire history of Western monasticism. The study and investigation of this Rule, and the complex questions surrounding its origin and relationship to previous monastic literature, will be facilitated by an examination of the immediate historical background, in order to gain an understanding of the circumstances that shaped the development of ecclesiastical institutions at that period.

1. THE SIXTH CENTURY
At this time, the collapse of Roman civilization was at hand in Gaul, where, for a time, Provence provided an island of safety while the northern provinces were being sacked by barbarian invaders; and in Africa, where the Vandals spread pillage and terror everywhere. Italy, too, became prey to the Goths in the early fifth century. The fall of Rome before the onslaught of Alaric in 410 was a traumatic shock to the whole civilized world, and expressions of horror at the news came from Jerome in far-off Bethlehem (﻿Hier. epist. 123,16﻿)﻿1﻿ and from Augustine across the sea in Africa.﻿2﻿ Rufinus, together with Melania the Younger and Pinianus, fled to Sicily before the advancing barbarians; there Rufinus died, and the others went on to Africa. Paulinus was imprisoned for a short time, but was later allowed to return to Nola.

The barbarian tribes began to dismember an empire already seriously weakened from within by misgovernment and oppressive taxation, and scourged by famine and pestilence. By mid-century the Huns were ravaging northern Italy, and Rome was sacked a second time by the Vandals in 455. The official end of the Western empire came in 476 with the deposition of Romulus, the last emperor, by the barbarian leader Odoacer, who ruled until displaced in 493 by Theodoric, king of the Ostrogoths. Under Theodoric’s long rule, there was peace until his death in 526. Soon after this, however, the Eastern emperor Justinian determined to regain the West, and war raged up and down the Italian peninsula almost unceasingly from the coming of the Byzantine armies in 535 until the final defeat of the Ostrogoths in 553. Rome was besieged three times during the Gothic War. The reconquest was short-lived, for in 568 the Lombards arrived to pillage Italy anew and settle in the north. At the end of the sixth century, in the time of Gregory the Great, there was practically no effective political order in Italy, and the Christian world began to look more and more toward the Holy See as the only stable authority.

During this whole period, from the beginnings of monasticism through the sixth century, ecclesiastical society was almost as troubled as its civil counterpart. While the great theological controversies centered for the most part in the East, they had ramifications in the West as well. The fourth century was dominated by the Arian controversy, the fifth by the Christological controversies following the condemnation of Nestorianism at Ephesus in 431. After the Council of Chalcedon in 451, large sections of the East refused to accept the condemnation of monophysitism and went into schism. These heresies had no following in the West, but the Roman See was constantly preoccupied with the preservation of orthodoxy and with countering the political moves of the Eastern emperors, especially their repeated attempts to reconcile the monophysites at the expense of orthodoxy, endeavors that lasted until the Moslem invasions of the seventh century.

The West was troubled by the Pelagian problem and the subsequent controversies about grace, which lasted through the fifth century and into the sixth. This was particularly a problem for monastic circles, which often favored the semi-Pelagian position because the Augustinian views on grace seemed to negate the value of asceticism. The most troubling heresy in the West, however, was Arianism, which survived there long after it had been settled in the East. While the doctrine had little appeal to Western Christians, it became the faith of most of the barbarian invaders. Living on the fringes of the empire, they had first come into contact with Christianity through missionaries whose allegiance was Arian at a time when Arianism had triumphed throughout the Eastern empire. The Vandals were fiercely anti-Catholic, the Goths usually more tolerant, but Arianism remained a powerful force in Italy throughout the fifth and sixth centuries, and survived in some places until the eighth.

These developments in political, social and ecclesiastical life left their mark upon Western monasticism. The breakdown of order in society and the widespread pillage and destruction did not destroy monastic life, but tended to draw monks out of isolation and favored their banding together in communities. Both civil and ecclesiastical authorities became more inclined to regulate the monastic life to combat the anarchy and unorthodox excesses into which it easily degenerated when totally unchecked. Accordingly, monasticism gradually became more organized and institutionalized. While there were still hermits in abundance, a more organized cenobitic life grew in popularity. In the early sixth century, we find a noticeable tightening up of discipline and increasing regimentation in the coenobia, a necessity that bears witness to the moral decline that accompanied the decay of ancient culture. Institutions differ from one monastery to another, but on the whole the similarities are more striking than the divergences.

One reason for this is that all the monks drew upon the same sources. The Latin literature—Jerome, Ambrose, Augustine, Sulpicius Severus, Cassian, the Lerins school—became known almost everywhere. In the course of the fifth and sixth centuries, a considerable body of Eastern literature was translated into Latin, so that the monastic practice of Egypt and Cappadocia became the foundation of the Western traditions. We have already spoken of the translation of the Life of Antony, the Pachomian literature, the Small Asceticon of Basil, and the History of the Monks in Egypt. In addition to these, a Latin version of Palladius’ Lausiac History seems to have been made in the fifth century.﻿3﻿

In the first half of the sixth century, Dionysius Exiguus translated the Greek Life of Pachomius,﻿4﻿ and the Roman deacon Pelagius, about the same time, began a Latin version of the Verba Seniorum, which was completed about 550 by the subdeacon John.﻿5﻿The most important source of Eastern monastic teaching, however, was John Cassian. This whole body of literature constituted a tradition that was the culmination of some two hundred years of monastic experience and became the common inheritance of sixth-century Western monasticism.

In Gaul at this time, the major influence in the south was still the monastery of Lerins, though Arles became, under Caesarius and Aurelian, a center of monastic legislation. The type of life that flourished at Condat and its foundations was becoming increasingly organized in a strictly cenobitic fashion, and a similar evolution can be traced elsewhere in Gaul, which had some two hundred monasteries by the end of the sixth century, in addition to numerous solitaries. In Italy, too, monasticism flourished despite the evils of the time—even because of them, to some extent, for the collapse of Roman civilization led many to reflect upon the transitoriness of the things of this life. Salvian’s De gubernatione Dei, written in the middle of the fifth century, presents an eloquent ease for the barbarian invasions as God’s just punishment upon the sins of pagans and Christians alike.﻿6﻿ At the end of the sixth century, Gregory the Great believed that the end of the world was approaching; and he is our best witness to the flourishing character of monasticism in the preceding century. The monks and virgins, hermits and cenobites who populate the pages of his Dialogues clearly demonstrate the variety of monastic forms in sixth-century Italy.

Of all the monasteries that must have flourished in Italy in the first half of the sixth century, aside from the foundations of St. Benedict, only two stand out somewhat from the darkness in which history has shrouded this period. One is the monastery of Eugippius, of which little is known. Born in Africa, he became a disciple and later biographer of the Roman monk St. Severin, apostle of Noricum, who died in 482.﻿7﻿ Later, about 512, he was abbot of the monastery of Lucullanum, just outside of Naples, built at the tomb of St. Severin. Although information about the life at Lucullanum is sketchy, contemporary accounts indicate that the monastery was a seat of learning. Eugippius was in contact with Dionysius Exiguus, Fulgentius of Ruspe, the latter’s disciple and biographer Ferrandus, and Cassiodorus, all of whom had similar interests. That he shared Fulgentius’ admiration for Augustine is shown by the fact that he composed for his monks a book of excerpta from Augustine, which was popular in the Middle Ages. The influence of Augustine on the monastic rule that is probably the work of Eugippius has been noted, and shows how the monks of this period drew upon various sources, both Eastern and Western, for their monastic teaching.

The other monastery is that of Vivarium, the foundation of Cassiodorus in Calabria. Born about 485 of a noble family, Cassiodorus rose to high positions in civic life and was the principal minister of Theodoric and his successors. Amid the disasters of the times, he aspired to save Christian culture for posterity. His plan to found a Christian university at Rome was nullified by the outbreak of the Gothic War and the death of Pope Agapitus. He then retired from public life about 540 and founded a monastery on his estate at Vivarium, though he himself did not make monastic profession. Here he assembled a noteworthy library, wrote his Institutiones divinarum et saecularium litterarum,﻿8﻿ and founded a scriptorium that produced manuscripts that later found their way to numerous libraries of Europe. The monastery does not seem to have long survived its founder, who died about 585 at a very advanced age. Although little is known of the observance of Vivarium, its importance consists less in its monastic influence than in its cultural impact, which was due to the intellectual program of Cassiodorus himself and which he bequeathed to the Middle Ages.﻿9﻿

2. ST. BENEDICT AND HIS RULE: THE STATE OF THE QUESTION
It is at this point that we must consider St. Benedict, who was a contemporary of Eugippius and Cassiodorus. A generation ago the entire question of Benedict and his Rule seemed perfectly clear, even though there were many areas about which we knew less than we would have liked. The accepted view may be summarized as follows. The life of Benedict is known to us through a biography written less than a half century after his death by his disciple St. Gregory the Great, the first Benedictine Pope, and based upon testimony provided by men who had known Benedict personally. In this Life, Gregory relates that Benedict wrote a rule for monks, which could be none other than the Rule known throughout the Western Church under Benedict’s name and handed down from earliest times in countless manuscripts. It was believed that this Rule, brought to the Lateran by Benedict’s monks when their monastery was destroyed by the Lombards about 570, was followed by Gregory himself in his monastery on the Coelian Hill in Rome, that it was taken to England by Augustine and his companions when sent by Gregory to evangelize the Angles and was subsequently carried back to the continent by the English missionaries.

The Rule, a document whose brevity and simplicity belie its wisdom, was thought to be an original work that forcefully reveals the personality and genius of its author. While he was aware of the forms of monastic life that had preceded him in both East and West and drew copiously upon their literature, he saw that a new beginning had to be made to meet the needs of the times. His moderation, his emphasis upon a stable community life in opposition to individualism, and his encouragement of civilizing work ensured that the institute he founded would become a powerful force in fashioning a Christian Europe out of the ruins of the barbarian invasions. He may even have been commissioned by the Pope to reform Western monasticism; in any case, his work was a contribution of extraordinary originality and foresight that makes him tower above his predecessors and contemporaries.

In the past thirty-five years, some significant changes have been made in this appraisal. It is not a question of totally changing our view of Benedict and his Rule, but of nuancing our judgments in some areas, modifying some positions that went beyond the facts, and abandoning maximalist positions in favor of more sober historical probabilities.﻿10﻿ But there is no reason for skepticism: the irresponsible rumors occasionally heard that unidentified “﻿scholars﻿” have disproved St. Benedict’s existence or found that he never wrote a rule may serve to shock the uninformed and delight the iconoclast, but are nonetheless utterly without foundation. What has happened is that an extraordinary and extremely beneficial renewal of studies in the Rule of St. Benedict and related monastic literature has provided new insights that to some extent alter but, more important, clarify and deepen our understanding.

What has brought about this renewal is the study of a related document, the Regula Magistri. A Latin monastic rule of unknown authorship, about three times the length of the ﻿RB﻿, it has been known from ancient times, since Benedict of Aniane included it in his Codex Regularum, or collection of ancient rules,﻿11﻿ in the early ninth century. Although all these rules were similar insofar as they drew upon the same tradition and did not hesitate to borrow from one another, the ﻿RM﻿ manifests particularly close contacts with the ﻿RB﻿. Large sections of the texts of these two rules are identical, or nearly so; thus practically the entire prologue and first seven chapters of the ﻿RB﻿ can also be found in the ﻿RM﻿, mingled with other material. This had always been explained on the supposition that the ﻿RM﻿ was a later work, of the seventh or eighth century, and that its anonymous author, whose lack of originality, it was thought, was equaled only by his long-windedness, had simply borrowed large sections from the ﻿RB﻿.

This hypothesis was in itself perfectly reasonable, for such procedure was not uncommon in ancient times. The Rule of Donatus for virgins, for example, which belongs to seventh-century Gaul, consists almost entirely of extracts from Benedict, Columban and Caesarius. This view of the ﻿RM﻿ appeared satisfactory to the erudite Maurist scholars of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; Dom Hugh Ménard, who edited the Concordia Regularum in 1638, conjectured that it might be the work of Benedict Biscop, the Northumbrian admirer of all things Roman and monastic, who founded Wearmouth and Jarrow in the late seventh century. In the meantime, no one had undertaken a thorough study of this rule, which seemed to have little to offer.

This situation changed abruptly, however, in the late 1930s, with the sudden appearance of the contrary hypothesis, namely, that the ﻿RM﻿ was the earlier of the two rules and that the ﻿RB﻿ had borrowed from it. This proposal was first made by Father Augustine Genestout, a monk of Solesmes, though it was made public by others before his own studies were published. The initial reaction was one of shock, disbelief and reluctance to accept a view that seemed at first sight to rob St. Benedict of all originality and reduce him to an unimportant imitator. Some scholars reacted with a vigorous defense of the traditional view, while others proposed a mediating position. Only after the publication of a reliable text of the ﻿RM﻿ could the controversy advance on firmer ground. Now, after a generation has passed and innumerable studies have been devoted to the problem, the question can be viewed in a calmer and more objective fashion.﻿12﻿

A close literary relationship between two documents poses a complex problem that usually cannot be resolved by any single argument, since individual pieces of evidence can point in opposite directions. The interrelationship of the Synoptic Gospels, for instance, is again being hotly debated, although the majority of New Testament scholars once thought it had been definitively solved. Likewise, the ﻿RM﻿-﻿RB﻿ question cannot be said to have reached a solution that fully accounts for all the evidence and completely satisfies everyone. Nevertheless, the weight of the evidence is definitely in favor of the priority of the ﻿RM﻿, and there is no longer any prominent expert in the field who holds that the ﻿RB﻿ is earlier than its sister rule. To put it another way, the working hypothesis of the priority of the ﻿RM﻿ offers an adequate explanation of the composition of the ﻿RB﻿ in the majority of cases, whereas the contrary hypothesis is unable to account for many features of the ﻿RM﻿. The genesis and development of the ﻿RM﻿ itself, however, and the stage of its development that was known to the author of the ﻿RB﻿, are still matters for vigorous dispute.

The view now held by all serious students of the ﻿RB﻿ that it is dependent upon the ﻿RM﻿ does not entirely change our appreciation of St. Benedict and his Rule nor diminish his importance. It does, however, alter our approach to him and his work, for we cannot abstract from the present state of the question regarding the ﻿RM﻿ controversy. The dispute has, in fact, been of enormous value to anyone interested in the life and Rule of St. Benedict, for it has shed light upon previously obscure areas in Western monastic development and more accurately delineated his real contribution to this evolution. The truth is always a gain. It is against the background of these recent studies, then, that we shall attempt to reconstruct an account of St. Benedict and of the Rule that has played such an important role in the Western Church for more than a thousand years.

3. ST. BENEDICT OF NURSIA
Unlike Caesarius, Cassiodorus and other monastic figures of the period, St. Benedict is not mentioned by any of his contemporaries nor in any literature that can be dated earlier than the end of the sixth century. He does not even identify himself in the Rule, and hence it cannot be used as a source of information about him until his authorship can be otherwise established. Nor has he left any other writings. For our knowledge of him, we are entirely dependent upon a single source, the Dialogues of Pope Gregory the Great. Of the four books composing this work, written in 593–594, the second is entirely devoted to Benedict, and he is mentioned once again in Book 3, and twice in Book 4.

Gregory, one of the most important personages ever occupy the papal throne, was a vital link between the Patristic period and the Middle Ages. Born about 540 of a patrician family, he received an excellent education and became prefect of Rome in 570. Five years later, however, after his father’s death, he converted the family home on the Coelian into a monastery and established six other monasteries on his estates in Sicily. Nothing is known of the observance followed in his Roman monastery of St. Andrew. The monastic life was congenial to him, but about 579 the Pope called him from it to serve as apocrisiarius, or nuncio, to the Byzantine court at Constantinople. Accompanied there by monks, he continued to live the monastic life in the capital, and returned to St. Andrew’s when his mission was completed in 586. But he was then chosen deacon to Pope Pelagius II, and when the Pontiff died in 590, was constrained to succeed him despite his unwillingness. He never ceased to mourn the loss of his contemplative peace during the fourteen years of his extremely active pontificate. ﻿13﻿

Gregory’s writings, while displaying a high degree of culture, have an essentially pastoral and practical character. At a time when the institutions of society were collapsing and men believed that the world was coming to an end, he strove to maintain peace and order, and to provide encouragement for all classes of the faithful suffering from the evils of the times. Gregory had a marked mystical bent, yet at the same time, everything he wrote is pedagogically oriented. He says often that the best way to teach is not by explanation but by concrete example. Abstraction and speculation were foreign to his manner; he was always the moralizing teacher. Of all his works, the Dialogues are doubtless the most characteristic of this genre. Adopting the ancient form of the dialogue, which goes back at least as far as Plato, he presents his deacon, Peter, as the eager listener who asks naïve and sometimes rather obtuse questions to elicit the pontiff’s teaching. The real purpose of the work is to convey Gregory’s spiritual and moral instruction; but this is done by telling stories about the saints of Italy, particularly those of the vicinity of Rome. Their example was meant to assure his contemporaries that the gifts of God are still poured forth in their own times, evil as they seem, as much as in previous ages.﻿14﻿

Of all these saints adduced as witnesses, St. Benedict holds the most important place. Recent studies have disclosed the careful construction of the work.﻿15﻿ The stories about him in Book 2 are framed by 12 lesser personages in Book 1, and 37 others in Book 3, making 50 all together, but in such a fashion that Benedict holds the central place. Book 4 corresponds to Book 2 in that it also develops a single theme, that of life after death, a question frequently posed in the earlier books, especially in their concluding episodes. It is especially linked to Book 2 by its opening reference to Germanus of Capua, and its 62 chapters, with the 38 of Book 2, make 100 in all; the addition of Book 3, also with 38, and Book 1, with 12, gives a grand total of 150.

There is a similar organization within the account of Benedict in Book 2 itself. While Gregory follows the principal stages of Benedict’s career, he is primarily interested in the gift of prophecy and the power of working miracles. These charisms frequently reproduce biblical models, so that Benedict is shown to be the Vir Dei, filled with the spirit of all the just. The account of his early experience depicts his progress toward holiness. There is a discernible sequence of temptation, followed by victory, followed in turn by the increasing radiation of his holiness for the benefit of others. Four times this sequence is repeated, with growing intensity, until Benedict has won the spiritual combat within himself and is ready to be set like a light upon a still higher candlestick, the mountain of Cassino. There he joins battle with the demon outside himself, manifested in the paganism that still survives in the countryside, which he combats by destroying the idols and preaching the faith. Four encounters with the demon then serve to display the power of God in the Man of God. His career at Montecassino is then depicted by two series of twelve miracles each, the first displaying powers of knowledge; the second, powers of action. These are followed by four accounts of visions and miracles concerning the afterlife, forming a pendant to the four demonic assaults that preceded the miracle series.

Clearly, this “﻿Life﻿” is not a biography in any modern sense of the term. The author’s purpose is not primarily to tell us what really happened nor to set events in their chronological order. The entire development of his account is ruled by quite different preoccupations. Benedict is an example who shows forth the working of God in man’s life. He illustrates the law of paradox: genuine fruitfulness comes from what at first sight seems sterile; life comes forth from death; the man who concentrates upon his own sanctification becomes an apostle, an instrument of God for the good of others. Through Benedict, Gregory teaches his readers the stages through which a man advances toward God.

The pedagogical purpose is so apparent in all this that one may wonder about the reality of the events narrated. Certainly the stories have a symbolic intent; recently a number of attempts have been made by scholars to elucidate the meaning behind some of Gregory’s narratives.﻿16﻿ Symbolism, however, does not exclude historicity, and the basic facts of Benedict’s career in Gregory’s account are too well founded to be inventions for some symbolic purpose. He tells us the sources of his information: Constantine and Simplicius, the second and third abbots of Montecassino, who probably knew Benedict in his old age and certainly knew the community’s traditions about him; Valentinian, abbot of the Lateran monastery; and Honoratus, who was abbot of Subiaco when Gregory was writing. It is unlikely that the latter could have known Benedict, but Gregory does not say that all these men knew him personally nor that he got his information from them directly. But he surely drew upon sources close to reliable traditions. Moreover, the narrative mentions nearby places such as Enfide, Subiaco, Cassino, Terracina, and historical personages such as Germanus and Sabinus. It is not plausible that a fictitious person could be passed off as real when mingled with known places and people who were still living or only recently deceased. A well-documented and early cult of St. Benedict also testifies to the historical reality of his life.

Consequently, there can be no question that Gregory gives us genuine facts about the life of St. Benedict, even if it is not easy to separate them from what is purely symbolic and imaginative. The Dialogues testify that Benedict was born in the region of Nursia, northeast of Rome, in the mountains; the traditional date of 480 cannot be far from the truth. He was sent to Rome for school and there experienced the religious conversion that led him to renounce the world. He is depicted as first living with what seems to have been a group of ascetics at Enfide (now Affile), east of Rome, then in utter solitude for three years at Subiaco. After a bitter experience as head of a group of false monks (probably the “﻿sarabaites﻿” of the Rule or the “﻿remnuoth﻿” of Jerome), he returned to Subiaco, where he was joined by numerous disciples, for whom he established twelve monasteries of twelve monks each and appointed deans over them. Some have seen in this a reproduction of the Pachomian system, but the parallel is by no means compelling.

After these monasteries had been firmly established, Benedict left this region with a few disciples and founded a fully cenobitic monastery on top of the mountain rising above Cassino, some eighty miles south of Rome on the way to Naples. Here he acquired a widespread reputation as a holy man invested with divine charisms (his annual visit with his sister, St. Scholastica, and his vision of her death, for example), sent a delegation to found another monastery at Terracina, and died around the middle of the sixth century. A quarter of a century later his monastery was destroyed by the invading Lombards, but the community escaped without loss of life.﻿17﻿

Not everything in this sketch is equally certain, and many questions are left unanswered; most modern readers would be happy to trade some of Gregory’s miracle stories for a few more hard facts, but his interests were different from ours. Nevertheless, Benedict’s activity in the area around Rome and his role as a monastic founder are beyond question. There is one other point Gregory regarded as important, though again he is less specific than we would like: he testifies that Benedict wrote a monastic rule “﻿notable for its discernment (discretione praecipuam) and its clarity of language (sermone luculentam).﻿”﻿18﻿ The Dialogues describe his activity; for his teaching, the reader is referred to his Rule, which is a mirror of his own virtuous life.﻿19﻿

Presumably Gregory had a personal acquaintance with this Rule written by Benedict; surely he could have had access to it through his sources. In the past it has often been supposed that Gregory himself was a “﻿Benedictine,﻿” that he followed what we know as the Rule of St. Benedict in his own monastery on the Coelian, and that the monks he sent to England were likewise “﻿Benedictines.﻿” Now, however, the increased complexity surrounding the origin of the ﻿RB﻿ requires a re-examination of these assumptions.﻿20﻿ Surely it is an anachronism to speak of Gregory and his monks as “﻿Benedictine﻿” in the later sense of that term, for in the sixth century a rule did not serve as a detailed code regulating the life except in the monastery for which it was written. Monasteries frequently made use of several rules, taking from each what they found suitable. There is no evidence that the ﻿RB﻿ regulated the life at St. Andrew’s nor that it was taken to Canterbury in 596; its first clear attestation in England is much later in the seventh century, and in the north rather than at Canterbury.

Attempts have been made to show that the monastic customs mentioned by Gregory in the Dialogues and elsewhere do or do not agree with the ﻿RB﻿, as a means of establishing whether or not the rule of which Gregory speaks is the one we know as St. Benedict’s. In fact, the evidence points in both directions—if in fact it can be called evidence, since the literary form of the Dialogues hardly lends itself to such precision. Although it is impossible to show that Gregory regarded the ﻿RB﻿ as normative, however, there cannot be any reasonable doubt that he was acquainted with it. In the Commentary on 1 Kings, now accepted as authentically Gregorian even if given its present form by a disciple, Gregory cites ﻿RB﻿ ﻿58﻿ (and perhaps alludes to other passages), though he identifies the author only as arctissimae vitae magister optimus. It is the earliest known citation of the ﻿RB﻿. Indeed, Gregory does not here explicitly say that he is citing the Rule of Benedict mentioned in the Dialogues, and we have no clear historical proof that what Gregory thought to be the Rule of Benedict was really the work of the Patriarch of Cassino. But the chain of evidence seems continuous enough to resist all but the most demanding skepticism.

To this can be added the evidence of the manuscript tradition. In none of the hundreds of existing manuscripts is the ﻿RB﻿ ever attributed to anyone else. Not all of them mention the author, but those that do, among which are some of the best and most ancient, attribute it to Benedict. Others do so equivalently by associating it with other literature about him, e.g., Book 2 of the Dialogues. It is true that this fact alone is not compelling; the oldest manuscripts do not antedate the middle or, at the earliest, the opening years of the eighth century, some two centuries after Benedict’s death. By that time a universal tradition of authorship could have been established even without historical basis. But the witness of Gregory takes it back quite reliably to the sixth century. It is, if not capable of apodictic proof, at least of the highest probability that the Benedict of Nursia of whom St. Gregory wrote is in fact responsible for the Rule attributed to him for more than a thousand years.﻿21﻿

4. RELATIONSHIP OF THE RULE TO THE REGULA MAGISTRI
The ﻿RM﻿, as we have seen, is now known to be a work of the sixth century. Aside from all hypotheses, this dating is certain from the manuscript tradition alone. The ﻿RM﻿ probably was not often copied because of its length and because it was not followed in many monasteries after the time of its author. Therefore, we have but few manuscripts—only three complete and several fragmentary copies. Two of these, however, are older than any manuscript of the ﻿RB﻿. The Paris Codex P, which contains the entire rule, dates from the early seventh century, and Codex E, the only surviving copy of the florilegium attributed to Eugippius, which contains sixteen extracts from the ﻿RM﻿, is probably even earlier, from the end of the sixth century. The composition of the rule, therefore, must belong to the sixth century at the very latest, and internal evidence points to the opening decades of the century. This puts it quite close in time to the ﻿RB﻿, assigned to the early or middle part of the sixth century both by the testimony of Gregory and by internal evidence. Only a close comparison of the two rules can show which is earlier; it is now generally agreed that the ﻿RM﻿ came first. The reasons for this judgment are as follows.﻿22﻿

First, the vocabulary of the two rules favors the precedence of the ﻿RM﻿. A number of words in the passages common to the two rules are also used in sections proper to the ﻿RM﻿, but rarely or never in passages proper to the ﻿RB﻿. Conversely, some words belonging to the vocabulary of the ﻿RB﻿ rarely or never occur in the common passages or in those proper to the ﻿RM﻿. One of the striking cases noted early in the dispute is that of autem: a favorite word of St. Benedict, it occurs 82 times in the parts proper to the ﻿RB﻿, only 8 times in the ﻿RM﻿, and never in the passages they have in common. Likewise, St. Benedict writes omnino 18 times, but the ﻿RM﻿ and the common passages do not use it at all. On the other hand, there are no less than 163 words that occur both in the ﻿RM﻿ and in the common parts but are never used by St. Benedict, while only 12 words absent from the ﻿RM﻿ appear in both the common parts and in the ﻿RB﻿, some of them only once in each. The unity of vocabulary between the common part and the ﻿RM﻿ suggests that these two are by the same author, but that the ﻿RB﻿, which has a different vocabulary in the sections proper to itself, also has a different author, who has taken over the common passages from the ﻿RM﻿.

Among other items that could be cited, the words used to designate monastic superiors are significant. The term doctor occurs once in the common passages and 12 times in the ﻿RM﻿, never in the ﻿RB﻿. Maior occurs 4 times in the common passages and 28 times in the ﻿RM﻿, never in the ﻿RB﻿. On the other hand, the ﻿RB﻿ uses the term prior 11 times to mean ‘﻿superior,﻿’ whereas it never occurs with this meaning either in the common passages or in the ﻿RM﻿. Likewise, senior appears 13 times in the ﻿RB﻿, never in the common parts, and only once in the ﻿RM﻿. Prior in the sense of ‘﻿the older﻿’ and iunior in the sense of ‘﻿the younger﻿’ occur 8 and 11 times, respectively, in the ﻿RB﻿, never in the ﻿RM﻿ or the common parts. A member of the community is usually called discipulus or frater by the ﻿RM﻿, and the common parts generally prefer this usage, while avoiding monachus. The ﻿RB﻿ likewise uses all these terms, but in inverse proportion: the word monachus occurs 31 times, compared to 7 in the ﻿RM﻿ and only 2 in the common parts.

A second argument is drawn from the sources utilized by the two rules. The argument runs as follows. In the passages common to both, there are citations from earlier works. The form in which these citations appear in the ﻿RM﻿ is more faithful to the original than their form in the ﻿RB﻿. Thus in several places in the ﻿Prologue﻿ and ﻿RB﻿ chapter ﻿1﻿ the ﻿RB﻿ contains citations from Cassian. These same citations occur in the parallels in the ﻿RM﻿, but in every case the ﻿RM﻿ reproduces the citation more exactly than the ﻿RB﻿. It looks, therefore, as if the Master is following the text of Cassian, while the ﻿RB﻿ is following the ﻿RM﻿ and introducing slight changes, perhaps unaware that the passages are citations. The alternative hypothesis would require us to suppose that the Master, following the ﻿RB﻿, checked each citation (or knew it by heart) and corrected it according to the original text of Cassian. Though not impossible, this is less likely, unless there is question of citations extremely well known, such as texts from Scripture.

Some of the citations, moreover, are from apocryphal books such as the Passion of Sebastian and the Sentences of Sextus. Now, it appears certain that these books were used by the Master, because he cites them elsewhere in his rule, in passages that do not occur in the ﻿RB﻿. On the other hand, there is no evidence that the author of the ﻿RB﻿ had independent access to them (as he certainly did to Cassian), since he never cites them in those portions of his rule not paralleled by the ﻿RM﻿. It looks, therefore, as if he derived these citations from the ﻿RM﻿. The contrary hypothesis, though not totally excluded, is highly improbable. Indeed, the precedence of the ﻿RM﻿ has been argued precisely from its more liberal attitude toward, and usage of, apocryphal books, in contrast to the ﻿RB﻿. The so-called Gelasian Decree, which purports to express the Roman clergy’s disapproval of certain books such as the Sentences of Sextus, seems to have been issued in the early sixth century, and it has been suggested that the ﻿RM﻿, with its liberal attitude toward the apocrypha, preceded this decree, while the ﻿RB﻿, from a somewhat later period, shares the Decree’s reservations about the use of these books.

A third argument is drawn from the state of the institutions in the two rules. The Master is much more precise and goes into the smallest details at every opportunity. But at the same time, the organization of his monastery is much more primitive than that of St. Benedict, in whose rule we find a more developed complex of monastic institutions. The Master, for example, does not have a prior in his monastery, nor does he seem to know of such an official. St. Benedict tolerates the practice of having a prior, though he is not very favorable toward it. By the time of St. Gregory the office of prior seems to be taken for granted. It looks, therefore, as if St. Benedict is the middle term between the ﻿RM﻿, which represents an earlier stage of development, and St. Gregory, whom we know to be later than the ﻿RM﻿ and the ﻿RB﻿. It is true, of course, that the evolution of institutions does not always proceed in unilinear fashion nor progress at the same pace in different places. The argument has greater force if it is admitted that both rules come from the vicinity of Rome. Although there is considerable evidence for this, some scholars continue to locate the ﻿RM﻿ in southern Gaul.

The case of the prior is by no means the only instance of a more developed institutional structure in the ﻿RB﻿. The Master also has no novice master, no infirmarian, no permanent guest master, no special cooks for guests, no scrutatores to check on the monks’ application to their lectio divina, no monk appointed to give the signal for the divine office. The ﻿RB﻿ has all these officials. In addition to the monastic chapter, it also introduces the council of seniors, unknown to the ﻿RM﻿. In his monastery, the Master, unlike the ﻿RB﻿, provides no special place for the novices or for the sick, and no special kitchen for the guests. The more probable interpretation of these differences is that the legislation of the ﻿RM﻿ is earlier, whereas that of the ﻿RB﻿ represents a further stage in the evolution of monastic practice and provides for a larger community.

The plan of the two rules and the sequence of subject matter constitute a fourth argument for the priority of the ﻿RM﻿. Commentators on the ﻿RB﻿ have always found it difficult to construct a satisfactory outline of the Rule.﻿23﻿ There are many places where it is difficult to follow the sequence of thought. Moreover, there are several blocks of material, such as the liturgical section, the disciplinary measures, and the last seven chapters, which look like independent collections of material inserted into the Rule in such a way as to break the continuity. The ﻿RM﻿, on the contrary, is a much more unified work; each chapter follows logically from the preceding, often with explicit links. In spite of the fact that the complete ﻿RM﻿, in the form in which it appears in Codex P, has probably already been subject to interpolation, the overall plan of the rule is quite clear.

On the hypothesis that the ﻿RM﻿ is the later work, it would be difficult to imagine the Master creating such a unity and composing such links to weld the disparate sections of the ﻿RB﻿ together with the additional material that the ﻿RM﻿ contains. On the other hand, it is easy to understand the process undertaken by St. Benedict if he had the text of the ﻿RM﻿ before him when he wrote. Given the extent to which he abbreviated the Master’s text, it would have been impossible for his redactional activity not to have severely dislocated the order of the ﻿RM﻿ by displacing certain sections, and particularly by omitting many of the connecting links.

These are not the only arguments that can be adduced. Scholars have also observed that a comparison of the liturgical practices prescribed by the two rules seems to indicate the priority of the ﻿RM﻿. The manner of introducing Scriptural citations suggests that the common parts are homogeneous with the passages proper to the ﻿RM﻿ rather than with those proper to the ﻿RB﻿. The Prologue of the ﻿RB﻿ seems clearly secondary to that of the ﻿RM﻿: only the latter develops the argument completely, and the passages proper to the ﻿RB﻿ that now begin and end its Prologue are not homogeneous with the common parts, since they are in the second person singular, whereas the rest is in the first person plural. Indeed, every parallel passage must, in the end, be examined on its own merits. While no single argument settles the matter, and there remains some evidence that seems to favor the priority of the ﻿RB﻿ in certain passages, the cumulative effect is impressively in favor of the precedence of the ﻿RM﻿.

If this point is now generally agreed upon, there is, however, no unanimity concerning the origin and development of the ﻿RM﻿. One school of thought holds that it originated near Rome in the first few decades of the sixth century, and that the form St. Benedict knew and used toward the middle of the century was substantially the same as that we know in Codex P.﻿24﻿ Another view maintains, on the contrary, that the ﻿RM﻿ developed in stages: that the florilegium in Codex E represents a very early stage, that St. Benedict used an intermediate form no longer extant, and that the long form in Codex P is a more developed version unknown to him. Hence the ﻿RM﻿ and ﻿RB﻿ really are two forms of a single monastic rule, but reflect different stages in its evolution.﻿25﻿

Both the author and the place of origin of the ﻿RM﻿ are objects of dispute. It has been suggested that the ﻿RM﻿ may be, in fact, an earlier composition of St. Benedict, perhaps dating from his Subiaco period.﻿26﻿ Though not impossible chronologically, this view is difficult to reconcile with the profound differences in both form and content between the two rules.

5. THE CONTEXT OF THE RULE
The priority of the ﻿RM﻿ involves the admission that St. Benedict derived the teaching of some of the most important parts of his Rule directly from another monastic work. This discussion has obliged us to alter what had become a popular image of him as a solitary genius, detached from his time and locality, handing down from his lofty mountain an atemporal legislation of universal application. Rather, he was a great monastic teacher, taking his place in the ranks of his predecessors and followers, and blending harmoniously into his environment. To see a great historical figure as a man of his time is not to demean him or lessen his greatness but to understand him and his contribution more realistically. His borrowing from the ﻿RM﻿ is only an outstanding instance of a procedure already recognized in him and other monastic legislators. They had a profound sense of tradition. Like the other great monastic founders of the West, St. Benedict did not envisage himself as a reformer or founder of a new “﻿religious order﻿” but as the father of a community, who handed on to his sons the traditional monastic wisdom he had received from others.

Some modern writers have spoken of St. Benedict as an innovator and a genius of great originality,﻿27﻿ but in fact this is not how he was perceived in ancient times. His Rule was appreciated not because it was original, but precisely because it was so traditional: it was seen to be a masterful summary of the whole preceding monastic experience. The Western monastic fathers were profoundly conscious of being heirs of a past, of a tradition. Their aim was not to produce something new but to collect, assimilate and propagate the monastic wisdom accumulated by their Eastern and Western predecessors. That wisdom was common property; there was no sense of literary authorship. Each legislator was welcome to borrow anything he found useful in any other monastic writing. Our understanding of the Rule of St. Benedict, therefore, is enhanced by seeing it in context. To the extent that we can reconstruct the development of monastic teaching, terminology, institutions and discipline from their beginnings in the West down to the time of Gregory the Great, we can appreciate the role that the Rule played in this evolution.

While deservedly the most renowned, the Rule of St. Benedict is only one of a whole series of rules that enriched Latin monastic literature during this period. More than two dozen are still extant. The term “﻿rule﻿” does not designate a well-defined literary form, but has been used to cover a number of works differing substantially from one another. What they have in common is their intent to regulate the life of monks living in a coenobium. This legislation normally includes, on the one hand, theoretical spiritual teaching and, on the other, practical regulations to govern the daily life of the monastery by determining the time and measure of food, sleep and liturgical prayer, relationships with the outside, authority structures, etc. These two elements may be combined in quite different proportions. Some rules contain chiefly spiritual doctrine; some consist almost exclusively of practical regulations; others combine both. Their length can vary from a few hundred words to the more than fifty thousand words of the Regula Magistri.

Despite the diversity of these rules, the life actually lived in Western monasteries from the end of the fourth century up to the sixth seems to have been basically the same. Both the theory and the practice are more remarkable for their overall homogeneity than for the innumerable differences of detail from one monastery to another. The reason for this is the persistence of a common tradition, which was the determinant of monastic life much more than the rule was. The various rules were merely so many individual expressions of the tradition. All the ancient monks considered their real rule, in the sense of the ultimate determinant of their lives, to be not some product of human effort but the Word of God himself as contained in the Scriptures. Monasticism was simply a form of the Christian life itself, and hence it drew its inspiration from divine revelation. Eastern legislators such as Pachomius and Basil always spoke of the Scriptures as the rule of the monk and diligently searched them for a clear expression of God’s will for their communities.﻿28﻿

As monasticism grew and gained experience, a traditional interpretation of the Bible gradually accumulated, together with a complex of doctrine and observances forming a deposit, universally accepted, that was handed down in both oral and written tradition. The West inherited this tradition largely from the East, while adapting it to the different local circumstances of climate and culture. A monastic legislator was concerned, not to produce something new, but to draw from the traditional deposit of monastic teaching what was needed in his own circumstances and to apply it to the concrete conditions present in a given community. These contingencies are never precisely the same, and so the details may vary from one rule to the other, though all draw upon the common fund of tradition. A rule, therefore, was generally intended for a single community; the doctrine might be of wider application, but the concrete observances were laid down in view of local conditions. It is true, however, that some legislators envisaged the possibility of their rule being used in other places. They eagerly studied the work of their predecessors, for each new rule became another link in the chain of monastic tradition that led back to the pure sources of monastic origins and thus to the Word of God.

St. Benedict’s indebtedness to earlier monastic fathers has long been known. Modern editions of the Rule have noted his citations from such sources as Pachomius, Basil, Cassian and Augustine, and have often pointed out parallels that may sometimes indicate allusions to other works, but often merely represent a similarity of approach common to the whole tradition. While there is no certain evidence of his having knowledge of Greek sources (most likely he could not read Greek), it has been concluded that he was quite well read in the Latin Fathers, especially but not exclusively in monastic writers, including those Eastern sources translated into Latin by his time. This judgment is undoubtedly correct.

Benedict’s knowledge of the tradition is profound. It should be specified, however, that it is not an academic type of knowledge but the thorough assimilation of truth that comes from long application to lectio divina, a total immersion of oneself in the Word of God and its exposition by those whom he calls “﻿holy catholic Fathers﻿” and “﻿reputable and orthodox catholic Fathers﻿” (﻿RB﻿ ﻿73.4﻿; ﻿9.8﻿). His dependence on the ﻿RM﻿, however, shows that some of this contact with sources was not direct but at second or third hand, though the sections proper to the ﻿RB﻿ also manifest an extensive acquaintance with the earlier tradition. The fact is that monastic writers borrowed so much from one another that it is sometimes impossible to tell whether a particular parallel is due to direct dependence or came to the writer through one or more intermediaries. They were interested in the truth and intrinsic value of the tradition, not in knowing who had first formulated it in a particular way.

An examination of the entire spectrum of the Latin rules shows the lifeblood of this tradition coursing through the body of Western monasticism from the fourth century down to the Middle Ages. It is difficult to perceive all the intricacies of their mutual relationships, so pervasive was their authors’ propensity for reading and borrowing from one another.﻿29﻿ The earliest, which are decisive influences upon the subsequent tradition, are the proto-rules of Pachomius, Basil and Augustine. Of these, only the last is of Western origin and originally in Latin, but the other two, in the Latin versions of Jerome and Rufinus, respectively, made their appearance in the West about the same time as Augustine’s, around the year 400. None of them is dependent upon either of the others; they represent the separate interpretations of biblical teaching, as applied to cenobitic life, of three exceptionally perceptive and saintly Christian thinkers, each of whom translated his own teaching into practice or, to put it perhaps more correctly, recorded the fruit of his experience. They were very different personalities and lived in very different circumstances, cultures and ecclesiastical situations. The three forms of monastic life which they conceived, therefore, are also different and lay their stress somewhat diversely upon various Christian values. Yet, they are profoundly at one in their most basic intentionality and achievement, for they flow from the same pure biblical source, and their diversity confers a splendid richness upon the monastic phenomenon.

The first half of the fifth century saw the work of Cassian, which, as we have seen, although not cast in the form of a “﻿rule﻿” (an unknown writer later put together a “﻿Regula Cassiani﻿” out of prescriptions from the Institutes), nevertheless was an important link in the chain. Cassian shows no knowledge of the work of Augustine, is acquainted with Basil and occasionally refers to him, but depends chiefly upon Egypt. Though his knowledge of Pachomian cenobitism seems to be quite indirect, suggesting that he had not visited any Pachomian monasteries and was not acquainted with the Rule, he nevertheless was familiar with the wider Egyptian tradition that Pachomius shared. Both the theory and the institutions that he propagates are of Egyptian origin, though they reflect the intellectual sophistication of the Evagrian system rather than the primitive simplicity of the Coptic founders. To this period probably belongs also the Rule of the Four Fathers, a mysterious document that appears at the beginning of Codex P with the Regula Magistri and is still the object of controversy.

Few monastic rules appeared in the second half of the fifth century. About the only one that can reasonably be placed in this period is the Second Rule of the Fathers, a brief work that seems to show no direct dependence on any of its predecessors except the Rule of the Four Fathers. These short rules purport to be the minutes of meetings of monastic superiors to discuss problems of monastic life and discipline. It is known that such synods of abbots were in fact held in the fifth century, though the names are a literary fiction. The Second Rule, which is concerned with correcting abuses in regard to guests, obedience, humility and the prayer life of the community, is echoed in a surprising number of later rules, and seems to be the immediate inspiration of the ﻿RB﻿’s famous dictum “﻿nothing is to be preferred to the Work of God.﻿”

The opening decades of the sixth century saw the appearance of two rules of major importance: the Regula Magistri and the Rule for Virgins of St. Caesarius of Arles. The latter, which appears to be earlier than his brief Rule for Monks,﻿30﻿ became the predominant influence upon a series of Gallic rules stretching into the seventh century. Caesarius, although he was a former monk of Lerins, drew primarily upon Augustine and owed but little to Cassian and the Egyptian tradition. No doubt this was due in large part to his abandonment of the Gallic position on the question of nature and grace, and his adoption of Augustinianism. This was the period of the “﻿Augustinian invasion.﻿” The tradition of Caesarius continued in his followers: first with the Rule for Monks and Rule for Virgins of his successor Aurelian of Arles; then with the nearly contemporary Regula Tarnantensis and the somewhat later Rule of Ferreolus, also Gallic productions of the sixth century.﻿31﻿

A similar introduction of Augustinian influence occurs in Italy, but a little later. The ﻿RM﻿, contemporary with Caesarius, seems not to know Augustine at all, or at least to have used him very sparingly. It resembles Caesarius, however, in that it produced a progeny in Italy as his work did in Gaul. This fact, plus its similarity to rules of known Italian provenance in features that distinguish them from the rules of Gallic origin, constitutes a forceful argument for the Italian origin of the ﻿RM﻿. Its first descendant is the cento-rule found in Codex E (if we suppose that this florilegium is derivative from a longer form of the rule substantially identical with Codex P), which has with great probability been identified as the Rule of Eugippius. This latter rule already signals the “﻿Augustinian invasion﻿” of Italy: it opens with the text of the Ordo Monasterii and the Praeceptum, which occupy a place of honor. But nearly half of its text is drawn from the ﻿RM﻿, with substantial passages also from Cassian and Basil, and lesser borrowings from Pachomius, Jerome and the Rule of the Four Fathers. There is no attempt to draw these disparate sources together into a unity; passages are simply extracted from the sources and strung together, with only minor changes. But it is important that Eugippius opened his horizons wide to predecessors of such different tendencies; he is the first who depends simultaneously upon Augustine, Basil and the Egyptian tradition, as represented both by the ﻿RM﻿ and by Cassian and Pachomius.

The ﻿RB﻿ seems to have made its appearance shortly thereafter. It is like Eugippius in its catholic tendency to admit all previous strands of tradition, whether known directly or only mediately. If its closest dependence is upon the ﻿RM﻿, it has nevertheless made generous use of Augustine and has apparently been influenced by his emphasis upon fraternal relationships even more than the textual parallels alone would lead one to suspect. Like Eugippius, it also shows knowledge of the Egyptian tradition from direct acquaintance with Pachomius and Cassian, as well as through the Master. Like him, too, the ﻿RB﻿ has used Basil, though not so extensively as Augustine, and is moreover acquainted with both the Four Fathers and the Second Rule of the Fathers.

In another way, however, the ﻿RB﻿ is most unlike Eugippius. If its sources are nearly the same, the way in which it has used them is totally different. While the earlier work is merely a string of citations arranged in logical order, the ﻿RB﻿ has made a masterful synthesis of the materials it uses. In it the various rivulets flowing from Gaul, Africa, Egypt, Cappadocia and Italy itself merge to form a powerful stream. The forceful synthesis of Egyptian tradition enunciated by the ﻿RM﻿ is taken over, but only after being purified and simplified, and then softened and completed by its merger with the traditions of Basil and Augustine. The disparate branches of the monastic tradition are brought together and harmonized, correcting and completing one another, so that the richness of the whole deposit may be preserved without loss. Diverse elements are not merely juxtaposed but fully assimilated, so that they find their rightful place in a larger unity. This could have been accomplished only by a person of clear vision and liberal attitude of mind, who had for a long time pondered the Word of God in its numerous expressions through the various strands of monastic tradition; who had come to perceive their harmony on a deeper level; and who had arrived at an experiential knowledge of the unity of monastic tradition through his living of it. Is this perhaps an aspect of what is signified by his vision of all creation gathered into a single ray of light (﻿Greg. dial. 2,35﻿)?

It is this broadness of vision and synthetic quality that sets the ﻿RB﻿ apart from the other Latin rules. The stream of tradition continued after St. Benedict, and rules continued to be produced through the seventh century. But his work was not surpassed. Eventually the ﻿RB﻿ was recognized as the finest expression of monastic tradition the Western experience had produced, and it gradually came to supplant all the others. Not only did it constitute the most complete and masterful synthesis of monastic tradition in its most catholic sense, but it did so in an enduring fashion, free from the narrowness of partial viewpoints and passing over ephemeral details of observance bound to particular circumstances, to bring out the essential evangelical principles of monasticism. The fuller our knowledge of the tradition from which the ﻿RB﻿ emerged, the clearer becomes our vision of its real greatness.

6. THE CONTENT OF THE RULE
Despite the traditional character of monastic rules, each legislator made a personal contribution. Even if he did not add anything to the tradition he received, his assimilation of it was unique. Both what he included and what he omitted tell us something of his own understanding. So long as the ﻿RB﻿ was considered an original work, the whole of both the theory and the practical regulations was deemed to be legitimate evidence of St. Benedict’s personal contribution to Western monasticism. His probable dependence upon the ﻿RM﻿, however, now demands that this methodology be nuanced. His contribution must be sought primarily in the passages proper to the ﻿RB﻿, and especially where he corrects or changes the prescriptions of the ﻿RM﻿. Elements that he has taken over more or less intact from the ﻿RM﻿ cannot be considered a contribution of the ﻿RB﻿; but here, too, the minor alterations, the omissions and additions, the changed perspective introduced here and there, all help to reconstruct the mentality of its author in contrast to the legislator from whom he is borrowing. To know the mind of St. Benedict has become a more subtle undertaking, requiring confrontation with his predecessors at every step.﻿32﻿

One of the most notable features of the ﻿RB﻿ is its brevity. It has reduced the huge bulk of the ﻿RM﻿ by more than two thirds. It is true that this has been done at the expense of the grandeur of the Master’s structural concept and sometimes with a loss of clarity, but with an enormous gain in intelligibility and simplicity. The ﻿RB﻿ remains a complete treatment of all the essentials required for cenobitic life: both the spiritual doctrine and the practical ordering of the life are provided in quite a full manner. But simplification has been achieved by omitting the innumerable details of observance, which soon rendered the ﻿RM﻿ anachronistic, and the endless casuistic treatment of every conceivable possibility so characteristic of the Master’s mentality. St. Benedict had the clear vision of a man who instinctively perceives what is important and isolates it from the mass of secondary detail. On occasion, he replaces pages of fussy casuistry with a single sentence summing up the whole issue, clearly states the principle involved in a supremely memorable fashion, and leaves everything else to the abbot’s discretion.

The overall pattern of the ﻿RB﻿ is clear enough, even though the connections between parts are sometimes loose or unclear, and less logical than in the ﻿RM﻿. The latter is divided quite clearly into two main portions, which the ﻿RM﻿ itself calls actus militiae cordis and ordo monasterii, respectively. (The proponents of a gradually evolving Regula Monasteriorum regard these as two originally separate compositions, combined to form an embryonic rule.)﻿33﻿ The ﻿RB﻿ maintains this arrangement: the spiritual doctrine is given first (﻿Prol.﻿ and chs. ﻿1–7﻿), followed by the regulations (chs. ﻿8–73﻿). The first part follows the ﻿RM﻿ quite closely, and most of its text is derived from the other rule, though large sections are shortened or omitted. After the Prologue and the opening chapter on the kinds of monks, the ascetical program is laid down in three successive articulations: the abbot and his advisers (﻿2–3﻿); a catalogue of good works (﻿4﻿); and the three capital virtues of the monk: obedience, silence and humility (﻿5–7﻿).

In this section the ﻿RB﻿ largely adopts the teaching of the ﻿RM﻿, which is in the tradition of Cassian and Egypt. It harks back to the desert origins of semi-anchoritism and its fundamental constitutive element, the relationship of disciple to master that a monk has to a spiritual father. The latter is the charismatic of proven virtue and experience who is able to guide the disciple, through discernment of spirits, along the same path of self-renunciation he himself has followed. Though the number of his disciples is increased in the coenobium, the basic principle remains intact: the abbot is primarily a spiritual father to each monk; the monastery is a schola, or place where training is given; the purpose is to lead men to future salvation through the practice of the ascetic life. Hence the importance of the abbot and of the three virtues; these are the monk’s primary means of salvation, according to Cassian’s interpretation of the Scriptures. While accepting this basic program, the ﻿RB﻿ makes some discreet modifications of emphasis. To the futurist eschatology of the ﻿RM﻿ it adds a certain dimension of realized eschatology. This goes along with a greater stress on charity, not merely as a goal to strive for, but as an already present reality—elements giving a foretaste of concerns that will emerge more clearly later in the Rule.

The second part of the ﻿RB﻿ prescribes the necessary elements of institutional structure and discipline. Some sections have a character of their own and are easily isolated: thus the liturgical code (﻿8–20﻿) regulates the divine office; the penitential code (﻿23–30﻿) sets forth the manner of dealing with delinquents; the code of satisfaction (﻿43–46﻿) prescribes the measure of satisfaction for various faults; chapters ﻿58–63﻿ deal with acceptance of new members and the order of the community. In between these groupings are chapters treating of deans and the dormitory (﻿21–22﻿), material goods (﻿31–34﻿), food and sleep (﻿35–42﻿), work, prayer and exterior relationships (﻿47–52﻿), guests and related subjects (﻿53–57﻿), selection of the abbot and prior (﻿64–65﻿), the porter (﻿66﻿), and finally an appendix (﻿67–73﻿), which has no parallel in the ﻿RM﻿ and deals largely with fraternal relationships, one of the special emphases of the ﻿RB﻿. In this second part of the Rule, both the order and the content are often closely related to the ﻿RM﻿, but St. Benedict has here dealt much more freely with his source. Consequently, his own contribution stands out more clearly in this second major division of the Rule.

The ﻿RB﻿ manifests a certain liberalism and humanism, in the pristine sense of those terms. The author understands human nature, both its grandeur and its weakness, respects it and wants to facilitate its organic growth. He knows that human persons and their actions are of infinite variety and complexity, and that individual problems require individual solutions. Unlike the Master, he does not attempt to regulate everything in advance, to foresee every possible case. He trusts the abbot to make prudent decisions as the need arises; it is enough for the Rule to enunciate the principles. The abbot must exercise discretion, that “﻿mother of virtues﻿” lauded by Cassian, which enables one to select, out of all possible choices, the one that best fits present circumstances. The abbot bears a heavy responsibility, but he is not expected to be omniscient or impeccable; his weakness is also recognized. It is this quality of the ﻿RB﻿ that, more than anything else, rendered it adaptable to so many different situations. The author himself sometimes explicitly provides for varying circumstances.

Respect for persons appears also in Benedict’s sense of community. He has modified the almost exclusively vertical vision of the ﻿RM﻿ by emphasizing the relationships of the monks to one another. It is here that the influence of Augustine is most apparent. St. Benedict’s monks are indeed disciples under a master, come to the schola to be trained, but they are also brothers to one another, bound together by ties of mutual charity and support. That this understanding of the monastery as a fraternal communion in love is profoundly evangelical is clear from the fact that Benedict several times cites Augustine’s favorite text from ﻿Acts 4:32–35﻿. Chapter ﻿72﻿ of ﻿RB﻿ on good zeal is perhaps the most eloquent expression of this insight.

It is respect for persons and for the mystery of freedom, once again, that lies behind St. Benedict’s concern for inner dispositions of the heart. Indeed, a rule must legislate for exterior behavior, and St. Benedict has little tolerance for outward observance that is careless, singular or perfunctory. But he knows that conformity alone is not enough and that legislation cannot solve all problems. Whereas the Master is concerned that the law make provision for every conceivable case, St. Benedict often contents himself with general statements that leave all kinds of details at loose ends. He is more concerned with why things are done and how they are done than with precise regulations. The motivation behind the observance is the object of his interest—the individual’s submission to the action of grace within him. Thereby the whole tone of monastic asceticism is elevated to a lofty spiritual plane.

This does not mean that the standards of monastic observance have been lowered in the ﻿RB﻿. Though it is noted for moderation, there is no significant difference between the ﻿RB﻿ and other Western monastic literature in the role assigned to austerity. In some areas, such as food and drink and the length of the common prayer, the ﻿RB﻿ is less demanding than the ﻿RM﻿ and other earlier rules; but this is because the monks have heavier work to do, probably a result of the economic difficulties brought on by the Gothic War and the ensuing civil chaos. St. Benedict is not anxious to make concessions in regard to observance, and does so only with reluctance. In some cases, which he regards as matters of principle, such as private ownership, he is even more severe than the Master, and he sometimes closes a chapter leaving a violent threat ringing in the reader’s ear. He seems much impressed by the evils of the time, which no doubt had a deleterious effect upon the general level of morality, with repercussions upon the life of monasteries as well.

This no doubt explains Benedict’s pessimism about the level of the monastic life of his own time in comparison with the giants of the past. The ﻿RB﻿ makes no extravagant claims for itself; it is only a “﻿little rule for beginners.﻿” The monk is sent to the Fathers for further instruction and for acquaintance with an ideal that seems unattainable in the evil times that have befallen Italy. The heroic period of monastic origins is looked back upon as a golden age. The author seems to have had more than his share of experience in attempting to lead and inspire men in an age when everything seems to be getting worse. This gives him a healthy sense of realism; he does not expect heroic performances beyond the possibilities of human nature, though the ideal is to be kept high. St. Benedict shows an extraordinary understanding of weakness, a compassion for those who fail or are troubled or distressed, a delicate patience even with the hard of heart. In this respect, too, his Rule is deeply human and evangelical.

The monasticism of the Rule, like that of other cenobitic institutes, institutionalizes to some degree, though in a relatively uncomplicated way, what was in its origins purely charismatic. St. Benedict intends his Rule to provide a manual of discipline for the individual cenobite and at the same time to ensure an environment in which the ascetical life may be fruitfully pursued. Indeed, the coenobium was the place for only the first phase of the monastic experience, which Cassian calls the vita activa, and it was only this that monastic rules presumed to regulate. A monk who has successfully reached the goal of the ascetical life, which is charity or purity of heart, the state in which his own inner turmoil is quieted so that he can listen to the Spirit within him, is ready for the solitary life. In the desert there is no rule but that of the Spirit.

Such at least is the dominant Egyptian tradition, outside Pachomian circles, and Cassian favored it, though he is curiously ambivalent on the role of the coenobium. Like the ﻿RM﻿, St. Benedict appears to espouse this same view; no doubt he regarded the cenobitic life as safer for the majority of men, but he retains the idea that it is a training school for the desert, and so he must have envisaged the possibility that at least some monks would go on to the solitary life.

The exercises prescribed by the Rule, however, like those of other cenobitic legislation, are those of the “﻿active﻿” life, which are intended to conduct the monk through the ascetical combat so that he may reach the goal of union with God through prayer. The Rule offers no theories about the life of prayer, but it is nevertheless understood to be the objective. The monk’s time was divided among three activities: common prayer, lectio and work. Several hours each day were devoted to the divine office, or “﻿Work of God.﻿” This is more developed than among the solitaries or cenobites of Egypt, for Benedict was influenced by the urban monks of the West. Besides the traditional night office, there were seven prayer-times during the day, consisting of psalms and short readings from the Bible. While the Rule places great emphasis upon the office, there are no overtones of a liturgical theology of the community. The monks pray together because they live together, and thereby form a quasi-local church.

About four additional hours each day were devoted to lectio, which included reading, private prayer and meditatio, the memorization, repetition and “﻿rumination﻿” of biblical texts. This prayerful reflection upon Scripture and its interpretation by the Fathers and monastic writers kept the monk’s mind constantly filled with the Word of God and helped to shape the whole of his inner psychology and outward activity (﻿Appendix 6﻿). The silence and relative solitude maintained by reducing contact with the world outside to a minimum created an atmosphere that favored recollection.

St. Benedict looks upon work in a highly traditional way: its purposes are to provide a means of subsistence for the monks themselves, to be an ascetical discipline in harmony with the rest of their life, and to produce a surplus for almsgiving to the poor. There was a great concern for the unfortunate, for travelers and guests, who were to be received as Christ. There is no mention of work for apostolic ends; the only apostolic activity enunciated, besides the sanctification of the monks themselves, is to show charity to those who come to the monastery. Benedict is reluctant to have monks go out; through enclosure the monastery creates its own desert. Nor is there any academic or cultural purpose expressed in the Rule, as was explicit in the intention of Cassiodorus. The learning acquired through constant reading was purely religious and ascetical in character, though it could well be profound. Those who entered, however, were taught whatever grammar and rhetoric they needed to perform lectio and the opus Dei.

There was no clerical apostolate, as in later times, for most of the monks were laymen like St. Benedict himself. He shares the misgivings of the Egyptians about the dangers of a monk’s receiving holy orders, but he is more open than the Master. He allows priests to enter the community, and even provides that a monk may be ordained priest or deacon if necessary. But the sole purpose of clerics in the monastery was to care for the sacramental needs of the community (and guests), and they were in no way to be exalted over the other monks. The primary concern is always that of the supernatural welfare of the monks themselves, for whom the monastery exists: “﻿that souls may be saved.﻿”

7. THE LANGUAGE OF THE RULE
St. Benedict was a man of the mid-sixth century who wrote in the language of his time. But by his time the linguistic situation in the West was becoming quite complex. Latin was already entering upon the process of breakdown that would eventually lead to the formation of the Romance languages. The canons of classical Latinity were still taught in the schools (to the extent that the schools were still functioning amid the chaos of the times) and were followed by cultivated writers of the period, such as Cassiodorus and Boethius. Gregory the Great, though disclaiming any concern for style, could still write good Latin at the end of the sixth century, whereas his contemporary Gregory of Tours, in Gaul, already displays many popular features. In Italy a vulgar tongue, spoken largely by the lower classes, had long coexisted with the literary language; fragments of it have been preserved in some inscriptions and graffiti. Somewhere between these extremes was the living, colloquial language spoken by the middle and upper classes in ordinary day-to-day intercourse. This is the language which St. Benedict commonly used and in which he wrote the Rule. The Master uses the same language, and the ﻿RM﻿ manuscripts provide an earlier witness to it.﻿34﻿

The first task in studying the language of St. Benedict, however, is to recover it. Since the colloquial Latin of his time departed in many respects from the established rules of Latin vocabulary, grammar and syntax, it has always seemed offensive to the cultivated ears of purists. In the next century there was a renaissance of Latin studies in England (where Latin was a rather artificial language of an educated elite, imported by Christian missionaries), and then in the Lombard kingdom of Italy and the Frankish kingdom of Gaul, culminating in the Carolingian renaissance of the eighth century. The scribes trained in the revived norms of the schools were shocked at the “﻿irregularities﻿” of earlier texts and did not hesitate to “﻿correct﻿” them to make them conform to their standards. This process, called normalization, is well known to anyone who studies ancient texts. It is the task of textual criticism to restore the earliest ascertainable form of the text, based upon the evidence of the manuscripts. Textual criticism will be discussed in the following section; here we presuppose its results, which can be found in critical editions of the Latin text.

Perhaps the most obvious difference to one acquainted with classical Latin is in the vocabulary. There are new words like biberes (﻿35.12﻿), synaxis (﻿17.7﻿) and contagiare (﻿28.8﻿); words used in a new and technical sense like proicere (﻿58.28﻿), to ‘﻿kick out﻿’ of the monastery, or erigere (﻿57.3﻿), to ‘﻿fire﻿’ or dismiss someone from a position; new expressions such as si fuerit unde (﻿39.3﻿), ‘﻿if there are any﻿’; and strange adjectival forms such as digesti (﻿8.2﻿), ‘﻿having finished digesting.﻿’ Best known of all the variations is the opening word of the Prologue: where the normalized version has the classical form ausculta, the original text used the popular obsculta.

The spellings occurring in manuscripts and sometimes reproduced in critical editions are a shock to those unacquainted with medieval orthography, which often reflects pronunciation variants and can sometimes be used to suggest the geographical provenance of a codex. In the Rule we find such variants as obis for ovis, praecium for pretium, sepe for saepe, ortus for hortus, quirie for kyrie, promtus for promptus, clusura for clausura, and vini for bini. Most editors regularize these forms as in this edition, because it is in any case impossible to reconstruct the orthography of the original; but they will be found in facsimile and diplomatic editions, and sometimes in critical editions, at least in the apparatus. The use of i in place of j, however, and of u in place of v, is commonly adopted in many critical editions, because the use of different characters to distinguish the vocalic forms from the consonantal forms of these letters was adopted only in the Middle Ages.

The breakdown of the inflectional system of classical Latin can be observed in St. Benedict’s use of cases. The most flagrant examples occur in the liturgical code, which perhaps reflects a more popular usage than the other parts of the Rule. We find examples of the use of the accusative with prepositions that normally take the ablative, and vice versa, such as de sedilia sua (﻿9.7﻿), in lecta sua (﻿48.5﻿), post quibus (﻿11.4﻿) and usque hora qua sexta (﻿48.3﻿). Relative pronouns do not agree with their antecedents, as in tria cantica quas (﻿11.21﻿); nor verbs with their subjects, as in canticum unumquemque … dicantur (﻿13.10﻿). Prepositions are freely introduced into constructions where classical Latin uses the ablative alone: ab for comparison, as in meliores ab aliis (﻿2.21﻿) or a Christo carius (﻿5.2﻿); in with ablative of time, as in hieme (﻿55.5﻿); cum with ablative of instrument, as in lintea cum quibus … tergunt (﻿35.8﻿).

The use of phrases that appear to be dangling is very common in low Latin: these are legitimate nominative absolutes, such as memor semper abbas (﻿2.6﻿), hortans nos de hac re scriptura dicens (﻿7.45﻿), noviter veniens quis (﻿58.1﻿). There is one case of the accusative absolute: dispositionem uniformem … servatam (﻿18.10﻿). The so-called sympathetic dative occurs in mihi sermo dirigitur (﻿Prol. 3﻿) and in pedes … omnibus lavent (﻿35.9﻿); and the epexegetical genitive or genitive of identity in phrases like supplicatio litaniae (﻿9.10﻿) and sapientiae doctrina (﻿64.2﻿). It is also characteristic of the language to use periphrases instead of a simple verb, as in taciturnitatem habens (﻿7.56﻿), absque murmurationibus sint (﻿40.9﻿), munditias faciat (﻿35.7﻿). We also find nouns that are treated indeclinably because they had become standard terms, especially in the cases of titles of parts of the Bible: lectionem de Evangelia (﻿11.9﻿), canticum Deuteronomium, qui [!] dividatur in duas glorias (﻿13.9﻿), a sanctum Pascha (﻿15.1﻿), a Pentecosten (﻿15.2﻿), Heptateuchum aut Regum (﻿42.4﻿).

Many of these features are derived simply from the living language of the period. But some aspects of the Latin of the ﻿RB﻿ (and the ﻿RM﻿) depend rather upon traditional Christian and monastic usage. The fact that St. Benedict wrote in the vernacular rather than in the studied Latin of the schools does not tell us anything about his literary culture. Monastic writers often deliberately chose the popular language as more suited to their intended audience and to the simplicity they cultivated. If Cassian and Sulpicius Severus were skilled stylists, the Western rules were generally composed in a more popular style; even Jerome restrained his rhetorical impulses when he translated the Pachomian rule. Christianity, however, had developed its own vocabulary, both by taking over Greek words, such as scandalum or diacon, and by giving new meanings to existing Latin words, such as sacramentum and missa. To these the monastic literature added an additional specialized vocabulary.

Therefore, it is not surprising to find terms that designate Christian and especially liturgical subjects: angelus, antiphona, apocalypsis, apostolus, chorus, diabolus, dioecesis, hebdomada, eleemosyna, episcopus, evangelium, eulogia, hymnus, presbyter, psalmodia, zelus. Some of the specific monastic terms, largely imported from the East, are: abbas, acediosus, anachorita, coenobium, decania, eremita, gyrovagus, monachus, monasterium, sarabaita, senpecta, zelotypus. Other words, like frater, servire and servitium, militia and militare, and schola have taken on specifically monastic connotations. The ﻿RB﻿ also shows the influence of the canonical and liturgical language of the time,﻿35﻿ particularly of Roman usage, in the use of terms like si quis, nisi forte, dignari and mereamur. Missae is an interesting case of a word used both in the normal Christian sense, meaning ‘﻿Mass﻿’ (﻿38.2﻿), and with a specialized monastic meaning, ‘﻿concluding formula﻿’ (﻿17.passim﻿).

Though St. Benedict did not evidently make a particular point of cultivating style, his language nevertheless is not entirely devoid of literary elegance. Studies of the prose rhythm of the ﻿RB﻿ have shown that its author was conscious of the cursus.﻿36﻿ Both Greek and Roman authors had sought to vary the pattern of sentence endings, or clausulae, in a way pleasing to the ear. Classical writers based these patterns on quantity.﻿37﻿ Thus, Cicero’s ear was pleased by such endings as

a. nēglĕgēbāntū̆r (cretic ̄ ̆ ̄ + trochee ̄ ̆)

b. orātĭōnī lŏcūm (two cretics)

c. silēntĭūm pōllĭcēntū̆r (cretic + two trochees)

As quantity weakened and accent strengthened, writers sought the coincidence of the accent with the quantitative ictus on the first syllable of the foot, e.g., ēssĕ dēbḗ tĭs. This tendency is especially noticeable in Pope St. Leo. Eventually accent prevailed, elisions were ignored, and three forms of what became known as the cursus achieved a virtual monopoly. These correspond to a, b and c above, and are:

a. cursus planus (dactyl ̄́ ̆ ̆ + trochee) ríght are your júdgments

b. cursus tardus (two dactyls) thóse are my coúnselors

c. cursus velox (dactyl + two trochees) cóme and revére the státutes

An example of the ﻿RB﻿’s sense of rhythm can be found in chapter ﻿20﻿, on reverence in prayer, if it is divided into sense lines and the clausulae analyzed:

	Brevis debet esse et púra orátio 
	(cursus tardus)

	nisi forte ex affectu inspirationis divinae grátiae prótendátur.
	(cursus velox)

	In conventu tamen omnino breviétur orátio,
	(cursus tardus)

	et facto signo a priore omnes páriter súrgant.
	(cursus planus)


A similar case is the beautiful passage of chapter ﻿27﻿ on the abbot’s concern for the lost:

	Pastoris boni pium imitétur exémplum,
	(cursus planus)

	qui … abiit unam ovem quae erráverat quaérere;
	(cursus tardus)

	cuius infirmitati tántum compássus est,
	(cursus tardus)

	ut eam in sacris humeris suis dignarétur impónere
	(cursus tardus)

	et sic reportáre ad grégem.
	(cursus planus)


This passage also shows the influence of biblical and liturgical language upon the author: the words of the Gospel are here paraphrased and put into rhythmic form, and the phrase ut … dignaretur …imponere is reminiscent of the liturgical formulas of the Roman sacramentaries. This kind of artful prose is not so much the product of conscious effort as the overflow of a sensibility thoroughly saturated in a tradition, to the extent that the esthetic unity of form and content has become second nature.

The ﻿RB﻿ also uses a number of rhetorical devices that were cultivated in antiquity.﻿38﻿ There are cases of repetition for rhetorical effect (anaphora), such as the following:

promittant sub iureiurando quia

numquam per se

numquam per suffectam personam … (﻿59.3﻿)
non sit turbulentus et anxius,
non sit nimius et obstinatus,
non sit zelotypus et nimis suspiciosus … (﻿64.16﻿)
Ordines suos in monasterio ita conservent

ut conversationis tempus,
ut vitae meritum discernit

utque abbas constituerit. (﻿63.1﻿)
There are some striking cases of alliteration in the Rule, in which the repetition of similar sounds seems to have been deliberately cultivated to produce an effect:

admoneatur semel et secundo secrete a senioribus suis (﻿23.2﻿).

si veniens perseveraverit pulsans et … visus fuerit

patienter portare et persistere petitioni suae … (﻿58.3﻿).

prohibent pravorum praevalere consensum, sed domui Dei dignum

constituant dispensatorem (﻿64.5﻿).

Particularly noticeable is a case where the techniques of repetition, anaphora, asyndeton and alliteration combine to produce a memorable phrase:

et sollicitudo sit

si revera Deum quaerit,

si sollicitus est

ad opus Dei,

ad oboedientiam,

ad opprobria (﻿58.7﻿).

There are also a few instances of chiastic arrangement of phrases, a figure in which the first element corresponds to the last, the second to the next-to-the-last, etc., in an A-B-B-A pattern (called chiasmus because the pattern forms the Greek letter chi [c]). Some examples are:

accipientes nova,
vetera semper reddant (﻿55.9﻿).
altiori consilio abbas praetulerit vel
degradaverit certis ex causis . … (﻿63.7﻿).
These few examples provide only an illustration of the rhetorical character of the Rule. They have been chosen solely from the sections proper to the ﻿RB﻿, though similar elements can be found in the ﻿RM﻿ and in the common passages as well. The Prologue, chiefly the work of the Master, has long been recognized as having striking rhetorical qualities, such as the alliterative conclusion: ad mortem in monasterio perseverantes, passionibus Christi per patientiam participemur, based on ﻿1 Pet 4:13﻿, but with added rhetorical effect. This feature should not be exaggerated, as it was perhaps often unconscious, but it lends a degree of elegance to the Rule that helps to enforce its message without prejudice to its simplicity.

8. TEXT AND EDITIONS OF THE RULE
Except for the biblical literature, probably no other text from antiquity was copied in the Middle Ages as often as the ﻿RB﻿. Hundreds of manuscripts are still extant. Since the first printing at Venice in 1489, more than a thousand editions have appeared, including either the Latin text or translations into numerous vernacular languages, or both together in bilingual editions.﻿39﻿ As in the case of the New Testament, however, the printed editions invariably reproduced a textus receptus, a text that had been normalized and standardized as early as the ninth century, correcting the Latin and smoothing out any difficulties in the text. It was not until the late nineteenth century that the modern critical study of the text began.

The pioneer in this work was a Benedictine scholar, Daniel Haneberg of Munich, monk and then abbot of St. Boniface, and subsequently bishop of Speyer. He collated a number of manuscripts himself and then, when prevented by other duties from continuing, turned over his materials to Father Edmund Schmidt of Metten, encouraging him to complete the project. Schmidt published the first critical edition in 1880.﻿40﻿ He already observed that the manuscripts fall into two principal groups, often called the ausculta and obsculta texts, respectively, from the form of the opening word. The former is represented chiefly by the Oxford Codex Hatton 48; the latter by the Codex Sangallensis 914.﻿41﻿ Schmidt attributed both forms to St. Benedict himself, believing that he had issued two editions of the Rule.

The next critical edition was that of Eduard Wölfflin, an authority on Low Latin, who was interested in the ﻿RB﻿ chiefly from a linguistic viewpoint.﻿42﻿ His edition of 1895 was based on only four manuscripts (Schmidt had used fifteen), and he considered the ausculta text to be superior, though he later confessed that his judgment had been premature.

In 1898 Wölfflin’s contention was reversed in a brilliant demonstration by the German philologist Ludwig Traube, who reconstructed the history of the text of the Rule in a fashion that has determined all subsequent study of it.﻿43﻿ Traube showed that the ausculta text was widely diffused throughout Italy, Gaul, Germany and England in the seventh and eighth centuries. The obsculta text was introduced into the Frankish kingdom in the late eighth or early ninth century under the influence of the Carolingian revival. One would normally suspect, therefore, as Wölfflin did, that the text of the older codices is the more authentic, and the Carolingian text a normalizing revision. Traube’s contention was that, in this case, exactly the opposite is true, and to support it he offered historical arguments as well as those drawn from the internal evidence of the manuscripts.

Traube’s historical reconstruction is based upon several documents: some statements about the Rule made by Paul the Deacon, a late eighth-century monk of Montecassino, in his History of the Lombards; a passage in the Cassinese Chronicle, by the twelfth-century chronicler Leo of Ostia; a letter from Theodomar, abbot of Montecassino (really the work, it would seem, of Paul the Deacon), to the Emperor Charlemagne, which survives in a number of manuscripts; and a letter from two monks of the abbey of Reichenau (located on an island in the Lake of Constance) to the librarian of their abbey; this letter is bound into the same codex as the St. Gall copy of the ﻿RB﻿ and has probably been there since the tenth century.

We know from St. Gregory that Montecassino was destroyed by the Lombards after their invasion of Italy in 568 (the exact date of the destruction is uncertain), but that all the monks escaped with their lives (﻿Greg. dial. 2,17﻿).﻿44﻿ The monastery then lay in ruins for a century and a half, until its restoration about 717 by Petronax of Brescia, who was joined by some monks, probably hermits, already living there (﻿Paul. diac. gest. Lang. 6,40﻿). The abbey probably began to follow the Benedictine Rule once more only upon the arrival of the Anglo-Saxon Willibald in 729. He was accustomed to the ﻿RB﻿ from its use in England, and he remained at Montecassino for about a decade, until sent by Pope Gregory III to assist St. Boniface in Germany.﻿45﻿

In 774 Frankish rule replaced that of the Lombards in Italy. At this time, under its first Frankish abbot, Theodomar, Montecassino enjoyed an intellectual renaissance. The greatest light of this movement was Paul the Deacon, a Lombard of noble extraction who had been educated by the grammarian Flavianus and who became a monk at Montecassino around 775. In the 780s he spent several years at the court of Charlemagne, where he was highly esteemed along with other intellectuals such as Alcuin and Theodulph, and he is probably the chief reason for the ties between Montecassino and the Frankish monarchy at this time. Toward the end of his life, he wrote his History of the Lombards, an important source for the period.

Paul says that when the monks of Cassino fled from the Lombard destruction in the late sixth century, they took refuge in Rome, taking with them a copy of the Rule Benedict had written (﻿Paul. diac. gest. Lang. 4,17﻿). Traube interpreted this to mean the autograph, though this is hardly explicit in the text nor intrinsically probable. The much later Leo of Ostia says that they went to the monastery of the Lateran, whose abbot is mentioned in the Dialogues. We know little about this monastery, but it seems to have passed out of existence in the seventh century (Leo.Ost. chron.Cas.). In the middle of the eighth century, however, after the restoration of Cassino, Paul the Deacon tells us that Pope Zachary (741–752) sent to Petronax, among other things, “﻿the rule that the blessed Father Benedict wrote with his own holy hands﻿” (﻿Paul. diac. gest. Lang. 6,40﻿). Traube suggested that the autograph had passed from the Lateran monastery to the papal library, from which it was returned to Montecassino.

We are next told, by Leo of Ostia, that Montecassino was again destroyed by the Saracens, in 883, and that the monks fled to the monastery of Teano near Capua, taking the precious manuscript with them. This monastery burned to the ground, however, and the codex with it, probably in 886 (﻿Leo.Ost. chron.Cas. 1,48﻿). Until the end of the eighteenth century, Montecassino possessed a single leaf (containing ﻿72–73﻿), which was traditionally held to be a surviving page of the autograph, but, in the judgment of Mabillon, who examined it, was not old enough to be authentic.﻿46﻿ It appears that the Cassinese monks had other copies, however, for the manuscripts that modern editors classify as “﻿Cassinese﻿” seem to have derived their text-form at least in part from the destroyed “﻿autograph﻿” or a related manuscript.

The best witness to this “﻿autograph,﻿” however, has been otherwise preserved. Fortunately, it was copied a century before its destruction. This came about because Charlemagne, on his visit to Montecassino in 787, had apparently seen the famous codex. The emperor was interested in obtaining authentic copies of texts, as he did in other instances, and he asked that an exact copy be made and sent to him. The letter from Theodomar, actually written by Paul the Deacon, is the covering letter sent with the manuscript, which was probably copied under the supervision of Paul. It repeats that the copy was made from the codex “﻿which he [Benedict] wrote with his own holy hands.﻿”﻿47﻿

This copy sent to Aachen became the standard text of the Rule (Normalexemplar) for purposes of the Carolingian monastic reform, which involved adoption of the Rule of St. Benedict and observance of the statutes promulgated by Benedict of Aniane during the reign of Charlemagne’s son, Louis the Pious, at the Synod of Aachen in 817. The abbot of Reichenau sent two of his monks, Grimalt and Tatto, to Aachen to be instructed in the principles of the reform at the royal monastery, probably around 820. At the request of their librarian, Reginbert, they made an exact copy of the normative codex kept at Aachen, as they explain in their letter to him: “﻿It has been copied from that exemplar which was copied from the very codex that the blessed Father took care to write with his own sacred hands.﻿”﻿48﻿ The copy the two monks made is thought to be the codex into which their letter is bound, the famous manuscript Sangallensis 914, or Codex A, the principal representative of the obsculta text.

Grimalt and Tatto took their copy back to Reichenau with them. Tatto subsequently became abbot of Reichenau, and Grimalt became abbot of St. Gall in 840. It is believed, therefore, that Codex A, which is still at St. Gall and paleographically is of early ninth-century origin, was brought there by Grimalt when he became abbot. Others, however, believe that the copy remained at Reichenau and later perished, and that Sangallensis 914 is a copy of it that Grimalt had made for St. Gall.﻿49﻿

In any case, Sangallensis 914 is only two, or at most three, steps removed from the Cassinese manuscript that Montecassino got from the Pope around 750 and that was then believed to be St. Benedict’s autograph. Internal evidence confirms this: it is in Carolingian script of the early ninth century, and Traube produced abundant evidence to support his contention that it contained the “﻿pure﻿” text, whereas the ausculta text, despite the greater antiquity of its witnesses, shows signs of extensive correction and normalization. Traube accordingly called it the “﻿interpolated﻿” text (commonly referred to as the “﻿revised﻿” text).

The thesis of Traube that the obsculta text-type is the oldest and has the best claim to represent the original has won the assent of almost all subsequent scholars. Attempts to weaken the authority of Sangallensis 914﻿50﻿ have been refuted both by further paleographical studies and by philological analysis of the type of Latin the manuscript represents: it correctly preserves forms that were current in the sixth century but not acceptable in the ninth. The scribes were therefore faithful in copying what lay before them, even though it did not conform to their own tastes.﻿51﻿

On the other hand, Traube’s historical reconstruction is open to more serious questioning, and in fact was never accepted in its entirety by everyone. Some of the steps in his reasoning are really surmises for which there is no clear historical evidence. It is by no means certain that the codex saved from the Lombard invasion was really the autograph, or that this manuscript was taken to Rome, or that it is identical with the one Pope Zachary sent to Petronax. The supposition that the Lateran monastery constituted a link between the community of Benedict and the Montecassino of the eighth century is only a conjecture that cannot be substantiated by any historical evidence. It is not mentioned by Paul the Deacon; it first appears with Leo of Ostia in the twelfth century. Some have also questioned the authenticity of the letter to Charlemagne, but there seems to be no compelling reason to deny this.﻿52﻿ The letter of Grimalt and Tatto also appears to be authentic, though it has been questioned whether the copy to which it refers is actually the manuscript in which it is now bound.﻿53﻿

What is beyond any doubt is that Montecassino, in the eighth century, possessed a codex (the Urexemplar) that was believed to be the autograph and that was known to have come from Pope Zachary. We do not know where the papal library got it. If it was brought to Rome by the refugees from Cassino in the late sixth century, as has been conjectured but cannot be proved, this still does not mean that it was the autograph. But the codex must have been of early date and must have represented a text-tradition stemming from central Italy. We are certain that the St. Gall codex gives us a faithful image of the Urexemplar, for the chain of evidence that links it through Charlemagne’s Aachen copy is firm and direct; we can therefore reconstruct with reasonable assurance the text of Pope Zachary’s manuscript, allowing for some inevitable errors in copying. The same text-type can be recognized to some extent in other manuscripts of the Cassinese tradition, which must have descended from ancestors with a similar text, though much contamination from other traditions has occurred.

The internal analysis of Sangallensis 914 shows that the type of text it represents has the best claim among all surviving witnesses to represent the earliest ascertainable form of the text; in a whole series of cases it can be shown convincingly that the reading of Sangallensis, supported by other codices of the same tradition, is authentic, while that of Oxoniensis and other representatives of the interpolated text is secondary. The marginal readings of Codex A, which present variants from other text traditions and were copied directly from the Aachen Normalexemplar, are almost certainly derived from the Italian Urexemplar and are most probably the work of Paul the Deacon. Moreover, linguistic analysis of the Latinity of Codex A has established that its language is that of sixth-century Italy, whereas the ausculta tradition is the result of normalization.﻿54﻿

The critical editions of the twentieth century have followed Traube’s principles. First among them was that of Cuthbert Butler, monk and later abbot of Downside, which appeared in 1912.﻿55﻿ Because it was intended for practical use, Butler normalized the grammatical irregularities, but provided a text based on sound textual criticism and did valuable pioneer work in the investigation of the sources of the ﻿RB﻿. Bruno Linderbauer, a monk of Metten, provided a more accurate text, accompanied by a philological commentary, in 1922,﻿56﻿ and added a fuller apparatus than Butler’s in a 1928 edition.﻿57﻿ Other useful Latin editions were published by Anselmo Lentini of Montecassino in 1947, with Italian translation and commentary;﻿58﻿ by Justin McCann of Ampleforth in 1952,﻿59﻿ with English translation and notes; and by Gregorio Penco of Finalpia in 1958, the first to indicate the ﻿RM﻿ parallels and include the readings of ﻿RM﻿ manuscripts in the apparatus, together with an Italian translation and a commentary on the common and parallel passages.﻿60﻿

The task of preparing the definitive edition of the ﻿RB﻿, which was to reconstruct the original text as well as trace the entire history of the text tradition, was entrusted by the Vienna Academy to Heribert Plenkers, a pupil of Traube’s. After thirty years of work, in which he came increasingly to see the complexity of the problems, Plenkers died in 1931 without completing it.﻿61﻿ Subsequently, in 1951, the assignment was undertaken by Rudolph Hanslik, who produced his Vienna Corpus edition in 1960.﻿62﻿ Hanslik collated some three hundred manuscripts and retained sixty-three for his edition. Though criticized for its methodology and its many errors﻿63﻿ (some of which have been corrected in the second edition of 1977), this edition contains the fullest apparatus so far assembled and provides excellent tools for study in its carefully constructed indices.

The most recent edition is that of Jean Neufville of Pierre-qui-Vire, which appeared in 1972. This edition has limited the apparatus to the readings of codices A and O, with their corrections and marginal notations, but a separate volume provides the complete text of the three principal manuscripts of the ﻿RM﻿ and some twenty-five manuscripts of the ﻿RB﻿ for all of ﻿RB﻿ ﻿Prol.﻿ and chapters ﻿1–7﻿; for selected passages of ﻿RB﻿ ﻿8–73﻿, the text from the same twenty-five manuscripts is given. The edition is the first to adopt the priority of the ﻿RM﻿ as a working principle for the establishment of the text. It is furnished with a French translation, notes and extensive commentary based on the same working hypothesis, all by Adalbert de Vogüé of Pierre-qui-Vire.﻿64﻿

The definitive edition has not yet appeared, and no one today believes that it is imminent. Though it is relatively easy, thanks to the excellence of Codex A, to construct an accurate text (the texts of modern critical editions differ in relatively few places), the task of reconstructing the history of the text’s transmission is enormously complex. The abundance of the manuscript tradition and the amount of contamination that has taken place are almost unique. The origin of the interpolated or ausculta text remains a mystery. Do the manuscripts of this class, which have a short version of the Prologue, ending at verse ﻿39﻿, go back to a common archetype, as Traube thought, or did they result from gradual normalization and corruption in the course of transmission? Traube attributed this text-form to a recension made by Simplicius, the third abbot of Montecassino; Hanslik seeks its origins at Rome. In any case, the interpolated text was circulating at a very early date in the seventh century and probably began in Italy. The manuscript tradition has not yet been sufficiently studied to clarify this and other obscure points.

In recent times a new objection has arisen to the pre-eminence given the obsculta text.﻿65﻿ In Codex E of the ﻿RM﻿, the passage parallel to the ﻿RB﻿’s ﻿Prologue 40–50﻿ occurs at the end of chapter ﻿1﻿, on the kinds of monks. Now this happens to be the same section that is missing in the short form of the ﻿RB﻿’s ﻿prologue﻿, which occurs in the ausculta text-form. Those who believe that Codex E represents an early form of the ﻿RM﻿ have therefore seen this as a vestige of a primitive form of the Rule. Hence the ausculta text, with its short prologue, would have descended from a primitive state of the rule and would have priority over the obsculta or “﻿pure﻿” text, which would be the descendant of a later recension. This view does not attempt to destroy the value of the A-text as witness to the final redaction of the ﻿RB﻿ nor to contend that the O-text is superior to it, but would seek the origin of the O-text in an earlier recension, thereby proposing a new solution to the problem of the origin of the ausculta text—a solution that is in some ways a return to the position of Schmidt. This would of course involve a rehabilitation of some of the “﻿interpolated﻿” readings. The problem is also connected to the long-debated question whether there was an earlier recension of the ﻿RB﻿ that lacked chapters ﻿67–73﻿.

The recent debate about the ﻿RB﻿, therefore, has further increased the complexity of the problem of the textual transmission and made it clear that the time has not yet come for a definitive edition.

A significant achievement in recent editions of the ﻿RB﻿ is the general agreement reached on the division of the text into verses. The chapter divisions, whether or not they go back to the author of the Rule, appear in all the manuscripts as far back as we can penetrate. The introduction of verse divisions analogous to those of the Bible, however, seems to date only from the seventeenth century, and no standard system was established until very recent times. In 1947 Anselmo Lentini’s edition of the ﻿RB﻿ included a verse division that he had carefully worked out on the basis of sound principles. An authority on the prose rhythm of the ﻿RB﻿, Lentini used the natural rhythm of the clausulae as his principal criterion for versification, along with the meaning of the phrases, and the principle that more than one biblical citation should never be included in a single verse. His system was adopted in the Latin editions of Montserrat (1954; 1968﻿2),﻿66﻿ Penco (1958), Hanslik (1960), Steidle (1964; 1977﻿2),﻿67﻿ and Neufville-de Vogüé (1972), and in numerous vernacular editions. In his 1964 critical edition of the ﻿RM﻿, de Vogüé provided an analogous versification of the ﻿RM﻿ based upon, and conforming to, Lentini’s division of the ﻿RB﻿.

This system is extraordinarily useful, especially for making references to particular passages, and it is fortunate that its adoption by the major critical editions has ensured its standardization and permanency. Anyone who has attempted to track down citations by page and line number of a particular edition (especially if it is an edition to which one does not have access!) will appreciate this contribution. It is also helpful in bringing out the rhythmic pattern of the text, thereby facilitating its public reading and enhancing its intelligibility. In view of these obvious advantages, it is astonishing that so far not a single English version of the ﻿RB﻿, even those published in the past few years, has included the verse numbers. The present translation is the first to employ them in the English-speaking world.

The first translation of the ﻿RB﻿ made in England, so far as we know, was produced by St. Ethelwold, one of the leaders of the tenth-century reform, at Abingdon about 960.﻿68﻿ The Anglo-Saxon text is preserved in a tenth-century bilingual codex of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, formerly at Bury St. Edmunds, in which the translation of each chapter is appended to the Latin text, as well as in other manuscripts, sometimes in interlinear form. Since the invention of printing, there have been countless English translations and editions. Until recently, however, the available editions were invariably translated from the textus receptus and are therefore full of incorrect readings. They were generally also done in an archaizing kind of “﻿Bible English,﻿” which often had all the defects of this kind of language with little of its beauty.

Two modern translations have succeeded to some extent in producing a more contemporary English: one by Leonard Doyle, an American, published in 1948;﻿69﻿ the other by Basil Bolton of Ealing Abbey, London, in 1970.﻿70﻿ Both translated from Butler’s text. From a scholarly viewpoint, the most satisfactory text is the Latin-English edition by Justin McCann of Ampleforth in 1952; the introduction and notes are well-informed, though now somewhat dated, and the Latin text is constructed with an understanding of the textual problems, but the translation, while careful and intelligent, adopts an archaism that is stultifying. As noted above, none of these editions contains the verse numbers. The present Latin text and translation are therefore intended to satisfy a pressing need in the English-speaking world.
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