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Carmen Butcher
Why do we read St. Benedict’s Rule and Man of Blessing: A Life of St. Benedict? The answer is fairly simple but is also complex. The mystics we are studying in this course lived their lives according to St. Benedict’s Rule or followed a similar rule for monastic conduct. Therefore, the more we know about this classic, most important rule, the more we understand about the mystics. What made them tick? What were their lives like? If you were ever asked this question on a test: “Why do we read St. Benedict’s Rule in order to learn more about the medieval women mystics?” I would expect you to answer the question with a plethora of specifics based on your intricate understanding of the Rule itself.
Benedict wrote down his Rule around 530 A.D. He must have thought about it long before then, however, because its rhetoric is phenomenal. It is not the sort of language you create overnight. Benedict was at Monte Cassino at the time, and he would have written his Rule down on vellum. I think it still appeals to many people today because, first of all, it was written for the diverse population of Benedict’s own monasteries: rich noble, poor slave, Roman, barbarian Goth, Christian, pagan. Also, the Rule presents the basics of the Christian faith, which are to love God, yourself, and others, and you will find real, lasting peace for your innermost being.
The Rule begins like this: “My words are meant for you specifically, whoever and wherever you are, wanting to turn from your own self-will and join Christ, the Lord of all.” See page 83 of Man of Blessing.

It was composed not in the erudite ancient classical Latin nor in the bookish scholarly Latin but in the Lingua Vulgaris, the Latin spoken by the educated person of his day. The aim was balance—ora et labora (“pray and work”). It also stresses the dignity of work, a truly NOVEL CONCEPT in Benedict’s day. You know the indignity children often express when they discover that they are going to get an allowance ONLY if they do some “work”? “WORK? You mean I have to work to get paid?” Think of the sons of the landed gentry who entered Benedict’s monasteries. They, too, asked, “What, me work?”
To write his Rule, Benedict sifted through lots of other rules. Remember that rule here does not mean what you first expect. We are not talking about that list hanging above the swimming pool: “No cut-offs, no glass containers, no diving.” A rule was a book containing monastic guidelines—it was  the code of regulations observed by a religious order or congregation, and other famous ones were St. Basil’s, St. Pachomius’s, St. Augustine’s, St. John Cassian’s, and the circa 500 A.D. Italian Rule of the Master, from which Benedict liberally took huge chunks, as medieval writers were in the habit of doing. [Explain briefly.] 

What was Benedict’s main goal? He wanted to instill compassion in his communities. Some monastic communities concentrated on asceticism, but Benedict did not want his brothers fasting round the clock, or working till they burned out, or wearing lice-infested hair-shirts. Often spiritual communities swapped “worldliness” for a fanatic desire to outdo other communities or each other in this department, something like, “We fast better than you do!” or “We’re more miserable (and therefore are better) than you are!” But Benedict saw this hidden spiritual trap, and focused on instilling real humility in his brothers. What is real humility?
Golda Meir once told someone, “Don't be so humble; you're not that great.” Humble comes from the same root as humus, for “earth.” Compare inhume, exhume, and human. Think of our phrase, “He’s / She’s the salt of the earth.” Or, “He’s / She’s down to earth.” To be humble is, in a sense, to be real. The only way to be humble is to be a meaningful part of a vibrant, loving community.

Benedict’s Rule begins with Obsculta: “Listen.” It sounds like this: 

Prologus

Obsculta, o fili, praecepta magistri, et inclina aurem cordis tui, et admonitionem pii patris libenter excipe et efficaciter comple, ut ad eum per oboedientiae laborem redeas, a quo per inoboedientiae desidiam recesseras. Ad te ergo nunc mihi sermo dirigitur, quisquis abrenuntians propriis voluntatibus, Domino Christo vero regi militaturus, oboedientiae fortissima atque praeclara arma sumis.

In other words, listening comes first because it is indivisible from action. The etymology of obey bears the weight of that principle. Its root is the Latin oboedire, which can be analyzed into “Listen” (from ob-, meaning “toward,” and from –oedire or audire, meaning “to hear).” The motto for Sogang University, where I taught as a Fulbright Senior Lecturer in 2004-2005, is “Obedire veritati,” or “Listen to / Obey the Truth.” How often does a parent say to his or her child, “You’re not listening to me!” Doesn’t that mean, “You’re not doing what I asked you to do!” See these two excellent url’s http://www.intratext.com/IXT/LAT0011/_P1.HTM and http://www.osb.org/rb/index.html for great online resources on St. Benedict’s Rule.
St. Benedict’s Rule begins: Listen, Child of God, to your teacher’s wisdom. Pay attention to what your heart hears (aurem cordis tui). Make sure you freely accept and live out the loving Father’s directions. Later, Benedict’s epilogue reminds us that we are never “perfect”: “Whoever you may be, rushing to heaven, follow—with Christ’s help—this little rule we’ve written for beginners.” We are all always beginners in the spiritual realm.
There were different monastic timetables. We’ll look at the one for winter. In winter, Benedict was up before 2 a.m. By 5 a.m., he’d spent three hours chanting the psalms in the Opus Dei, or “Work of God,” also known as the Divine Office. In other words, in the monastic church service, which feature the chanting or singing of the Psalms in Latin. Each week, all 150 Psalms were sung through, in Latin! It was believed that singing was literally healing, but don’t we think that today also? Don’t you go to music for solace?
Around 6 a.m., Benedict celebrated these parts of the Divine Office, Matins (“morning”) and Lauds (“to praise”), and around 6:45 a.m. Prime (“the first hour”) started. From 7:30 a.m. until 8 a.m., he read or wrote. Then he changed his shoes and washed his face and returned to the oratory to sing Terce (“the third hour”), followed by Mass and the Chapter of Faults (a time of public confession). From 9:45 a.m. until 12:30 p.m., he worked in some way, either intellectual, educational, manual, administrative, or service-oriented. Then the community reconvened to recite Sext (“the sixth hour”), followed by sung High Mass. Around 1:30, Nones (“the ninth hour”) was celebrated. At 2 p.m., twelve hours after rising, monks ate their one meal for the day. The second period of lectio divina began after this meal, form about 3 p.m. until 5 p.m. Then came Vespers (“evening” prayers or, in Old English, æfen-sang). Then there was a foot-washing ceremony (called the “Maundy”). Then he had a drink of wine in the refectory, then heard a short public reading in choir (this is where some monks once got in trouble for having their monk-reader read old Germanic heroic tales). At 6:15 p.m. Compline (completorium or “complement”) was celebrated. Before 7 p.m., Benedict was back in bed. He felt the monks needed a good seven hours or more of sleep a night.
What monks are writing about today: interreligious dialogue; see http://www.monasticdialog.com/a.php?id=492
What are the basic principles that animate a Benedictine’s life?

· Consideratio—Which means a thorough examination, always on-going, of one’s entire life. Are you balanced spiritually and physically?
· Ora—Prayer—For a Benedictine, there are set times of prayer, when all stop what they are doing and acknowledge that only praising God is truly important. An “oratory” is where prayer happens.
· Labora—Work—There must be a balance of physical work and prayer (remember: Ora et labora). Hard labor is holy, too, just as prayer is.
· Hospitality—Benedictines are to treat every guest as if he or she is Jesus. Notice that I did NOT use the subjunctive there. Why?
Both fish bowls have been well-prepared and articulate. This is just what I want to see. I applaud you. Please keep it up! I was pleased that both groups selected the most significant passages from both books to read aloud and discuss. I know Oblation will be different, because it is a beautiful collection of thoughtful poems, but you can still pick out themes and read poems and discuss. Put them into context for us. Remember that these poems refer to St. Benedict’s Rule. Remind us of Oblation’s connection to St. Benedict’s Rule. Let the poems also then speak for themselves, let them be beautiful, for they are that, truly.
To Fishbowl 1’s stimulating discussion:
The Abbot (p. 86, chapter 64):
An abbot is responsible for others’ souls. He must be selected “unanimously by the whole community acting unanimously in the fear of God.” He must have “goodness of life and wisdom in teaching,” even if he is the last in community rank. If a wicked man is elected, the bishop must block this. Once abbot, the monk must constantly remember that his office is a responsibility that makes him accountable to God. See Luke 16:2. His goal must be the monks’ well-being, not his own glorification. Punishment must be wise and not extreme—that was unusual in B’s day! Punishment often involved whipping, etc. Don’t crush the bruised reed (Isaiah 42:3). Prune, not crush faults. “Let him strive to be loved rather than feared.” He can’t be “excitable, anxious, extreme, obstinate, jealous, or oversuspicious.” He is meant to be the representative of Christ among the community.
P. 28—Laughter is a gift. I agree! What is meant here? I think—Think before you speak. Some people make jokes all the time, just to get attention. “ME-ME-ME-ME-ME!”
Hospitality. Treat all visitors to the monastery as if they are Jesus. Note the absence of the subjunctive there—done on purpose! 
The monastery food was simple but good. For example, Hildegard of Bingen ate a simple but nourishing diet of eggs, soup, cheese, bread, beans, and fruit. These were passed into the hermits (Hildegard and her teacher Jutta, at Disibod) through a window specifically designed for that purpose, and their wastes were passed out the same window.
But let’s talk about ergot poisoning. Harvested rye was a big medieval staple. But rye grass is susceptible to a particular fungus called Claviceps purpurea, which infects the edible portions of the plant. During the ergot (ur-gut) stage of this fungus' development, a cocktail of interesting alkaloids are present which will cause problems with circulation and neurotransmission when ingested by humans. Ergot poisoning, or ergotism, can cause a distressing array of side effects. The initial symptoms are usually gastrointestinal in nature, including nausea, diarrhea, and vomiting. Shortly thereafter the sufferer may experience a gamut of symptoms caused by ergot's influence on the central nervous system. These usually start with relatively benign sensations such as headaches, "pins and needles," and burning/itching sensations on the skin; but the experience can escalate into spasms, convulsions, unconsciousness, hallucinations, and psychosis. In severe cases, the body tissues experience physical side effects such as loss of peripheral sensation, swelling, blisters, dry gangrene, and sometimes death. This menagerie of nastiness is caused by two characteristics in the Ergot of Rye: Clavine alkaloids, which cause convulsive symptoms; and ergotamine-ergocristine alkaloids, which restrict blood vessels and starve the limbs and brain of oxygen. Ergot poisoning has been problematic throughout history. In the Middle Ages the disease was known as "St. Anthony's fire," and it was responsible for countless limbs lost to gangrene and many deaths. Entire villages were sometimes known the suffer such symptoms, and it is now believed that these outbreaks were caused when a village bakery used ergot-contaminated grain. Monks of the order of St. Anthony the Great became skilled at treating the condition with balms that stimulated circulation, and they became skilled amputators. The cause of the disease was not isolated until the late seventeenth century, and it did not become widely known until the 1800s. Before that time, epidemics of ergotism were often seen as a punishment from God. Today historians are speculating that some other bizarre events of the past may be due to ergot poisoning. For instance, an affliction known as "dancing mania" which struck Europe from the 14th to the 17th century may have been caused by the troublesome fungus. This phenomenon caused groups of people to dance through the streets of cities– often speaking nonsense and/or foaming at the mouth– until they finally collapsed from exhaustion. Sufferers often described wild visions, and continued to writhe after falling to the ground. Some also suggest that Kykeon, a popular hallucinogenic drink from ancient Greece, may have been made from ergot-infected barley.

P. 49. Why such sleep arrangements? Human nature. Also, to build camaraderie between older and younger.
Saved by Christ was a given. But Catholics put great emphasis on working out your salvation with “fear and trembling.” They felt truly that “faith without works is dead.”
Benedict was very democratic in his monasteries, took in all kinds of people, more eclectic than the average university dorm, but Hildegard was an elitist. She thought God made hierarchy and so she loved hierarchy. You will have to decide if she was misguided in this or not.

Benedict’s Rule is the most balanced, most humane of all the medieval and ancient rules. Unless you’ve read them all, I can’t expect you to believe me, but you might want to store that away and check later, read the rules, and tell me if you agree with me or not.
Prayer must be brief. Yes, when in community.
P. 50—“If he lacks understanding, let him undergo corporeal punishment” vs. you can’t defend a brother (no fighting even in defense of a brother). Physical punishment. I can’t say I understand. I know Buddhist monks do that for (quote) “spiritual reasons,” but it is a stretch for us who have CNN and comfy sofas and 3 square meals a day, plus snacks in between. I also think, for me at least, it’s the least profitable line of inquiry. But that’s just me.
Man of Blessing: A [Note: A, not the.] Life of St. Benedict
Good opening with p. 37 “Justinian was a moron.” Justinian and Theodoric, as Sam pointed out, were Benedict’s bloody, moronic background. They point out the kind of leader St. Benedict was NOT. It was a warring time, like now. And greedy. A time of hunger and pain and dislocation. Benedict created community, peace, sharing, fed others, relieved suffering, and made a home for others.
P. 21—On miracles (chapter 1). What is a hagiography? Not chronological, not historical (but look at Frey’s A Million Pieces and the furor it caused). Gregory did base his stories about Benedict on direct testimony (of Constantinus, Valentinianus, Simplicius, and Honoratus). History was a branch of grammar or rhetoric in Benedict’s day. Historia (“story”) sums up the medieval approach to history. It was cast as a dialogue between Gregory and his deacon Peter. Dialogue. Etymology of.
Gregory knew the seminal hagiography, The Life of St. Anthony, by St. Athanasius. It set the standard, and all saints’ lives incorporated common elements. Born to wealthy parents, St. Anthony gave up his inheritance and went out into the Egyptian desert, as Benedict fled Rome’s worldliness for the wilderness of Subiaco. From St. Anthony’s third-century northern-Egyptian semi-eremetical monasticism (and from Pachomius’ coenobitical monks in south Egypt), Christian monasticism first developed, and from Benedict’s solitude, Western monasticism was likewise born. Although medieval hagiography by its very nature had to include deserts, wildernesses, hermithood, and miracles, it is difficult to pinpoint Gregory’s precise attitude towards the last of these. Mainly, the miracles showcase the pastoral nature of Benedict’s ministry. He didn’t send someone else or write a memo, he went himself, to help.
His first miracle was “not so great.” No, and that’s the point. He pays attention to little details, like when your daughter’s or your son’s toy breaks. A wing falls off a cherished glass butterfly or a Matchbox car wheel detaches and rolls away. Both are brought to parents who care, to fix them with permanent glue. But, think. A sieve was an important kitchen implement. It helped feed them! There were no Wal-Marts! It was handmade! And they had borrowed it. They weren’t wealthy anymore, cut off from his family. Like my mother’s washing machine. If it ever made a funny noise like it was about to break, she’d worry. Benedict’s Rule teaches us to take care of our things. For ex., girl whose dad always bought her a new car whenever she ran out of oil and broke the engine block! Not what Benedict would sanction.
The stories and the parables and the miracles are meant to teach spiritual lessons. Like the ones on jealousy. P. 93—he fed the poor.
Throws himself on briars? Too like cutting. I don’t condone cutting oneself. Spiritual saints’ lives are full of such stories. Lust was a huge topic, since Jesus was worshipped as the virgin son of God, born of a virgin.

Yes, Totila is a great story. P. 96. Yes, the way those big and brave soldiers are intimidated by Benedict’s presence. I’m reminded of Yoda! Worldly warriors afraid of the spiritual warrior.
I don’t think he just “left” his childhood nurse. He followed God, and she was getting old. She wasn’t suited for cave-life. I’m sure he left her well-cared-for. 

Benedict’s last words on pages 141-142, a short creed. Yes! Remember, Benedict plumps for the short community prayer.

Concludes Prologue of his Rule with: “We’re going to found a school for the service of the Lord.” School = the Latin scola, a special fighting unit or elite corps. What does this military diction/image mean exactly? Prayer = mightiest weapon and sincere kindness = the strongest strategy. How John says, “Which of these Thomas trains would you like for me to have?” (
The human element in the stories. “Isn’t that a very sisterly thing to do?” Curfew—last meeting with sister, she looks off in the distance, and—bam—there’s flash-flooding! Yes! The jealousy in the poisoned bread. People sent eulogia to each other. Literally means “good word,” and was a loaf of Eucharistic bread (had been blessed in Church). But not that of Florentius! Read from p. 75.
P. 86, none of Macarius’s punitive acts made him holy, only miserable. Yes! That’s that whole happiness thing. Quote Ælfric, the tenth-century Benedictine monk (from God of Mercy: Ælfric’s Sermons and Theology, by C. A. Butcher):
Throughout his many works, Ælfric promises this peace to anyone who obeys God’s teachings.  In his mind, to be happy and to experience God’s mercy are synonymous.  His sermons sparkle with this golden promise (see Pope X.120-26; XI.553, 567; XV.220).  Ælfric often uses the positive term “gesælig” (“happy” or “blessed”) to describe anyone who loves and follows God.  It literally means “soulful,” and our modern word silly derives from this Old English gem, gesælig.  Ælfric’s sermons are in fact one long song of praise to the biblical truth, “Love casts out all fear,” and — though his language may seem foreign to the modern ear —  Ælfric speaks directly to the restless human heart of all ages when he reminds his Anglo-Saxon congregation:  “Gesælig bið se mann þe swilce cuman underfehð” (“Happy is the person who receives such guests [i.e., God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit]”)

End by reading the very short chapter (pp. 143 and beyond), on the crazy woman. My favorite story in the book.
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