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DEDICATION

To Tope Pius IX.
Most Holy Father,

| lay at the feet of your Holiness a book which, for many reasons, owes its homage to you.
Intended to vindicate the glory of one of the greatest institutions of Christianity, this work specially
solicits the benediction of the Vicar of Jesus Christ, the supreme head and natural protector of the
Monastic Order. Long and often interrupted, sometimes for the service of the Church and of yourself,
these studies were taken up again at the voice of your Holiness, when, amid the enthusiasm not to be
forgotten which hailed your accession, you declared, in a celebrated encyclical letter, the duties and rights
of the Religious Orders, and recognised in them “those chosen phalanxes of the army of Christ which
have always been the bulwark and ornament of the Christian republic, as well as of civil society”.

Your Holiness is well aware, moreover, that this homage is in no way intended to withdraw from
criticism or discussion a work subject to all human imperfections and uncertainties, and which assumes
only to enter upon questions open to the free estimate of all Christians.

It is solely in consideration of the melancholy and singular circumstances in which we are placed,
that you will deign, most Holy Father, to hear, and perhaps to grant, the desire of one of your most
devoted sons, ambitious of imprinting upon the labour of twenty years the seal of his affectionate
veneration for your person and your authority. What Catholic could, in our days, give himself up to the
peaceful study of the past without being troubled by the thought of the dangers and trials by which the
Holy See is at present assailed without desiring to offer up a filial tribute to him in whom we revere not
only the minister of infallible truth, but also the image of justice and good faith, of courage and honour,
shamefully overpowered by violence and deceit?

Accept then, most Holy Father, this humble offering of a heart inspired by a sincere admiration for
your virtues, an ardent and respectful sympathy for your sorrows, and an unshaken fidelity to your
imprescriptible rights.

I am, with the deepest respect,

Your Holiness

Most humble and most obedient Servant and Son,
CH. DE MONTALEMBERT.

April 21, 1860.
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BOOK |

THE ROMAN EMPIRE AFTER THE PEACE OF THE CHURCH

The Roman people, victorious over all nations, and masters of the world, yet enslaved during three
centuries by a series of monsters or madmen, scarcely interrupted by some endurable princes, exhibits in
history the greatest wonder of the debasement and downfall of man. The peace of the Church, proclaimed
by Constantine in 312, was, on the other hand, a prodigy of the power and goodness of God. The Empire,
vanquished by an unarmed crowd, laid down its arms before the Galilean; persecution, after a crowning
paroxysm, the most cruel of all, gave place to protection; humanity breathed again; and truth, sealed by
the blood of so many thousand martyrs, after having been sealed by the blood of God made man, could
henceforth take freely her victorious flight to the ends of the earth.

However, there is a wonder still greater: it is the rapid and permanent decay of the Roman world
after the Peace of the Church. Yes, if there is nothing more abject in the annals of cruelty and corruption
than the Roman Empire from Augustus to Diocletian, there is something more surprising and sadder
still—the Roman Empire after it became Christian.

How came it that Christianity, drawn from the catacombs to be placed on the throne of the Caesars,
was not able to regenerate souls, in temporal matters as well as in spiritual, to restore to authority its
prestige, to the citizen his dignity, to Rome her grandeur, and to civilized Europe the strength to live and
defend herself? Why did the imperial power, when reconciled to the Church, fall more and more into
contempt and impotence? How is it that the memorable alliance of the priesthood with the Empire,
hindered neither the ruin of the State nor the servitude and mutilation of the Church?

Never had there been a revolution more complete; for it was not only her own emancipation which
the Church celebrated in seeing Constantine adopt the cross for his standard, it was an intimate and
complete alliance between the cross and the imperial sceptre. The Christian religion had scarcely ceased
to be proscribed, when already she was patronized, and then dominant. The successor of Nero and Decius
seated himself at the first general council, and received the title of Defender of the Sacred Canons. The
Roman republic and the Christian republic joined their hands, so to speak, in that of Constantine. Sole
head, sole judge, sole legislator of the universe, he consented to take bishops for his counsellors, and to
give the force of law to their decrees. The world had one monarch; the monarch was absolute: no man
dreamed of disputing or limiting a power which the Church blessed, and which glorified itself by
protecting her.

This ideal, so dear to many minds, of a man before whom all men prostrated themselves, and who,
master of all these slaves, bowed down in his turn before God, was thus seen and realized. Such a state of
things lasted for two or three centuries, during which time everything fell to pieces in the empire: and the
Church has never known a period in which she was more tormented, more agitated, or more
compromised.

While imperial Rome sank into degradation, the Church had led the greatest and most noble life,
not only, as we picture to ourselves too much, in the depths of the catacombs, but striving heroically and
in full day, by suffering and arguments, by eloquence and by courage, by her councils and schools, by her
martyrs first and above all, but also by her great apologists, such as St. Irenaeus, St. Justin, St. Cyprian,
Athenagoras, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Origen, and Lactantius, who at once renewed and
purified Greek and Latin eloquence. War had succeeded so well with her that when she was offered peace,
she already filled all the earth.
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But after having held out so gloriously through a battle of three centuries, what means could she
take for resisting the influence of victory? How maintain her triumph at the height of her combats? How
escape succumbing, as all victors here below succumb, to pride and the intoxication of success? For the
vigilant and fertile education of warfare, for the holy joys of persecution, for the dignity of permanent and
avowed danger, an entirely new condition was substituted, and upon ground full of another description of
difficulties. Associated henceforth with the same imperial power which had in vain essayed to destroy her,
she became in some degree responsible for a society enervated by three centuries of servitude, and
gangrened by all the refinements of corruption. It was not enough for her to govern the ancient world,—
she had still to transform and replace it.

It was a formidable task, but not above her power. God chose that very moment to send to His
Church a cloud of saints, of pontiffs, of doctors, of orators, and of writers. They formed that constellation
of Christian genius which, under the name of Fathers of the Church, have attained the highest place in the
veneration of all ages, and forced respect even from the most sceptical. They lighted up the East and the
West with the radiance of all that was true and beautiful. They lavished in the service of truth an ardour,
an eloguence, and a knowledge, which nothing has ever surpassed. A hundred years after the peace of the
Church, they had covered the world with good works and admirable writings, created a refuge for every
grief, a guardianship for every weakness, a patrimony for every distress, lessons and examples for every
truth and every virtue.

And still they did not succeed in forming a new society, in transforming the pagan world. By their
own confession, they fell short of their task.

That long cry of grief which echoes through all the pages which Christian saints and writers have
left us, strikes us at once with an intensity which has never been surpassed in the succession of time. They
felt themselves attacked and swallowed up by pagan corruption. Listen to Jerome, Chrysostom,
Augustine, Salvian especially—Ilisten to them all! They denounced the precocious decay and disgraceful
downfall of the Christian people, who had become a prey to vice. They saw with despair the majority of
the faithful precipitate themselves into the voluptuousness of paganism. The frightful taste for bloody or
obscene spectacles, for the games of the circus, the combats of the gladiators, all the shameful frivolities,
all the prostitutions of persecuting Rome, came to assail the new converts, and to subjugate the sons of
the martyrs. But a little, and a new Juvenal might have sung the defeat of those who had reconquered the
world for God, and the vengeance executed by the genius of evil upon its victors: —

“Victumque ulciscitur orbem”.

However great a margin we may leave for exaggeration in these unanimous complaints, they prove
not less certainly that the political victory of Christianity, far from having assured the definite triumph of
Christian principles in the world, had provoked a revival of all the vices which the Christian faith ought to
have annihilated.

But paganism retained and renewed its empire much more than in merely private and domestic life,
by the nature and action of the temporal power in upon the midst of the Church. No symptom of that
transformation to which the idea and exercise of power should one day yield amongst Christian nations,
appeared here. Constantine and his successors were baptized: but not the empire nor the imperial power.
The hand which opened to Christians the gate of power and favour, was the same which had laid
ambushes for them, in which any other than the immortal spouse of Christ must have perished without
hope or honour. The emperors aspired to become the masters and oracles of that religion of which they
ought only to have been the children, or at most the ministers. Scarcely had they recognized her right to
exist, when they believed themselves invested with the right of governing her. The baptized of the
evening expected to be the pontiffs and doctors of the following day. Not being able to succeed in that,
they began to persecute her on account of Arius, as their predecessors had done on account of Jupiter and
Venus.
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Constantine himself, the liberator of the Church, the lay president of the Council of Nicaea, was
soon tired of the liberty and increasing authority of the new freemen. Won by the ecclesiastical courtiers,
who already surrounded his throne, he exiled St. Athanasius, the most noble and pure of Christians. It was
even worse under his successors. Let us hear Bossuet on this subject: “The Emperor Constantius put
himself at the head of the Arians, and cruelly persecuted the Catholics ... This persecution was regarded
as more cruel than that of Decius and Maximinus, and, in a word, as a prelude to that of Antichrist ...
Valens, emperor of the East, an Arian like Constantius, was a still more violent persecutor, and it is he of
whom it was said that he seemed to soften when he changed the penalty of death into that of banishment!

But more dangerous even than persecution was the invasion of politics into the Church. When,
after forty years of disputes, Constantius imposed on the East and West the equivocal formulary of the
Council of Rimini, the world, according to the celebrated expression of St. Jerome, groaned and was
astonished to find itself Arian, thanks to the servile conduct of an Episcopacy which permitted itself to be
led and frightened by the eunuchs of the imperial palace.

The trial must have been cruel, for then occurred what never happened before, and has rarely been
seen since—a pope gave way to its pressure. Liberius, according to the common opinion, yielded, after a
noble resistance, to the torments of exile: he sacrificed, not the truth itself, but the intrepid defender of the
truth, Athanasius. He recovered himself, and pledged the infallible authority of his See to no error; he
only compromised the fame of his persecutors. But at his name we see a shadow and cloud glide across
that column of light which guides the observations of every Catholic when he plunges into the obscurities
of history.

Violence, exiles, and massacres, recommenced in the fifth century, and were prolonged from
generation to generation. Every heresiarch found an auxiliary on the imperial throne; after Arius,
Nestorius; after Nestorius, Eutychus; and thus we proceed from persecution to persecution, until we reach
the bloody oppression of the iconoclast emperors, after which nothing could follow but that crowning
schism, which separated forever the free and orthodox West from the East, which remained prostrate
beneath the double yoke of error and force.

But what evils and bitterness existed during these long and dark centuries, and before that final
rupture! They were no longer pagans, but Christians who persecuted Christianity. It was no longer from a
praetorium or circus that the emperor, a personification of implacable ancient Rome, sent the Christians to
the wild beasts; it was in the midst of Councils, and in the name of a fictitious orthodoxy, that he
deliberated his sentences, marked with the triple stamp of chicanery, falsehood, and cruelty. Before
coming the length of exile and execution, conscience and intelligence were tortured by their formulas and
definitions.

The finest genius and most noble spirits of that age, which was so fruitful in great men, exhausted
themselves in vain in reasoning with these crowned casuists, who dogmatized instead of reigning, and
sacrificed in miserable quarrels the majesty of the Church and the security of the State. Exile itself must
have been a solace to these holy confessors, obliged to argue respectfully with such antagonists. While the
empire fell into decay, and the avenging nations entered on all sides by the breach, these pitiful autocrats,
already masters of a clergy which vied in servility with the eunuchs of the imperial antechamber, wrote
books of theology, arranged formulas, fabricated and condemned heresies in confessions of faith which
were themselves heretical. (Such were the Henoticon of the Emperor Zenon, in 482, condemned by Pope
Felix IlI; the Ecthesis of Heraclius, condemned by Pope John IV; and the Type of Constantine II,
condemned by the Pope St. Martin). And as if these crowned theologians were not enough, the empresses
too must needs interfere in their turn to govern consciences, define dogmas, and persuade bishops. We see
an Ambrose involved in contention with a Justina, and a Chrysostom the victim of the follies of an
Eudoxia. Nothing was too insane or too contemptible for this wretched government.

The example of Theodosius may be quoted against us; but what a crimson light is thrown upon the
condition of that pretended Christian empire by the celebrated penitence which did so much honour to the
great Theodosius and to St. Ambrose! What a society must that have been in which the massacre of a
whole town could be decreed in cold blood, to avenge the injury done to a statue! What a tale is that of
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the torments and sufferings inflicted upon the inhabitants of Antioch before the intervention of the bishop
Flavian had appeased the imperial wrath! The horror of such a rule, had it lasted, must have stained for
ever the Christianity it affected to adorn. And besides, for one Theodosius, how many were there like
Valens, Honorius, and Copronymus! The frightful temptation of possessing omnipotence, turned all these
poor heads. The Christian princes were no stronger to resist it than the pagans. To monsters of cruelty and
luxury, such as Heliogabalus and Maximinus, succeeded prodigies of imbecility and inconsistency.

The bitterest element for the Church in all this, must have been the pretence of those melancholy
masters of the world to serve and favour her. She had to pay very dear for the material support lavished
upon her by the imperial power, which protected without honouring and even without understanding her.
Every decree made in favour of Christianity—to close the temples, to interdict the sacrifices of the
ancient worship, to repress or root out the last remains of paganism—was accompanied or followed by
some act intended to affect questions of dogma, of discipline, or of ecclesiastical government. A law of
Theodosius Il sentenced heretics to a penal servitude in the mines, and he was himself an Eutychian. Thus
heresy, believing itself sufficiently orthodox to proscribe everything that differed from its views, ascended
the throne where omnipotence awaited it! The same emperor, and his colleague Valentinian I1, decreed the
penalty of death for idolatry. But idolatry reigned in their own hearts and around them. The pagan
tradition of the divinity of the prince pervaded the Court and all the acts of government. The most pious
among them, the great Theodosius himself, spoke unceasingly of their sacred palaces, of their divine
house; they permitted, their officials to adore their eternity. The same Valentinian, who punished idolaters
with death, endeavouring one day to call the Romans to arms against an invasion of Vandals, declared his
proclamation to be signed by the divine hand, speaking of his own!

Thus the divinity of the prince, that invention of the Caesars, which had put a seal to the
degradation of Rome, and placed slavery under the sanction of idolatry—that hideous chimera which had
been the principal pretext of persecution, and which had drunk the blood of so many human victims—still
lasted a century after the peace of the Church. Sacrifices were no longer made to the Caesars after their
death, but during their life they were proclaimed divine and eternal. It was only a word, but a word which
exhibited the corruption of souls, and the unconcealed thraldom of Christian ideas.

The Church has passed through many trials: she has often been persecuted, often compromised,
betrayed, and dishonoured by her unworthy ministers. | doubt if ever she stood nearer the brink of that
precipice down which God has promised she shall never fall. | doubt if she ever endured a sadder lot than
under that long series of monarchs who believed themselves her benefactors and protectors, and who, at
the same time, refused to her liberty, peace, and honour.

If such were the miseries of the Church, still so young and so near her blood-stained cradle, what
must have been the condition of the State, and of lay society? A single word is enough to define it.
Paganism existed in undiminished force, as has been demonstrated by one of the most excellent historians
of our own age: “Civil society, like religious society, appeared Christian. The sovereigns and the immense
majority of the people had embraced Christianity; but, at bottom, civil society was pagan; it retained the
institutions, the laws, and the manners of paganism. It was a society which paganism, and not
Christianity, had made”

And this paganism, we should not forget, was paganism under its most degenerate form. Men were
still at that point where, according to Tacitus, the politics of the wisest consisted in supporting all
emperors whatsoever. All the Roman greatness, according to the strong expression of Montesquieu, had
only served to satiate the appetite of five or six monsters. After Constantine, the sovereigns were better
than these monsters, but the institutions were of less and less value. A hundred and twenty millions of
men had still no rights save that of belonging to a single man, to a chance master, called by a caprice of
the army, or an intrigue of the court, to the imperial throne. Despotism, as it grew old, became at once
feebler and more vexatious. It weighed upon all and protected none. It exhausted a world which it could
not even defend. The power of one, says Salvian, is the ruin of the world: “unius honor, orbis excidium”.
Peace, comfort, and security everywhere disappeared. After the conversion of Constantine, as before him,
the bonds of that skilful system of taxation which ended by ruining labour and property in the Roman
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world, were drawn tighter in every reign. This system, aided by that of the law, raised an emperor to be
the sole representative of the sovereign people, and supreme proprietor of all the wealth of the empire.
The impost absorbed all that accusations and confiscations had left of the patrimony of free men.
Lactantius says it was necessary to buy even the liberty of breathing. According to Zosimus, the fathers
prostituted their daughters to have means to pay the tax. The proprietor and the citizen were nothing more
than public debtors, and were treated with all the barbarity which the old Romans used to their debtors.
They were thrown into prison, scourged, their wives scourged, and their children sold. Torture was
universally employed as a means of tax-gathering; formerly reserved for slaves, its use was extended to
all the citizens. It is thus that absolute power understands and practises equality.

The Roman republic, says Salvian, expired even when she seemed still living, strangled by
taxation, like the traveller who dies in the grasp of brigands. The empire, which originated amid the
proscriptions of the triumvirate, worthily completed its work by a fiscal system which seemed to its
despairing victims a universal proscription.

The administrative system of Diocletian, aggravated by the Christian emperors, and brought to
perfection by Justinian, became thus the scourge of the world. We see in Eumenes, in Lactantius, and in
Salvian, who wrote more than a century after the conversation of Constantine, the picture of that
oppression, the most ingenious and cruel which has ever crushed a civilized people. But it is not in the
Fathers or historians, but in the very text of the imperial laws, that we find the most eloquent
representation of these disgraceful plagues of the Roman world. The hypocrisy of the language then used
does not suffice to disguise the brutality of the facts, nor the horrible nature of the universal slavery.

The aristocracy, the first victim of despotism, deprived at once of power and independence, and
replaced everywhere by officials, was smothered under the pompous and ridiculous titles of excellency,
eminence, serenity, clarissimus, perfectissimus, which concealed their nonenity from no one, but the
usurpation of which, even by carelessness or ignorance, was punished as a sacrilege. The citizens of the
towns, held responsible for the taxes, and condemned to the magistracy as to the galleys, suffered, under
the name of curials, an oppression skilfully organized, and applied without pity. A law of the two sons of
Theodosius punished, by the confiscation of his goods, the impiety of the unfortunate rich man who fled
out of those towns, transformed into prisons, to take refuge in the country.

In the country there was no longer anything to distinguish the cultivators from the slaves; and the
agricultural population, exhausted by the abominable fiscal exactions, without protection and without
encouragement, grew disgusted with their labour, and fled into the woods. Those who revolted were sure
of being pursued and murdered, under the name of Bagaudes, like so many wild beasts. Others preferred
the rule of the Barbarians, and anticipated that rule by fleeing to them: that captivity seemed to them less
dreadful than imperial slavery, and their sole wish was never again to become Romans. It is not rare, says
Orosius, to find Romans who prefer a free poverty among the Barbarians to the anguish of a life
tormented by the exactions of Rome. Bossuet describes the circumstances in two words: “Everything
perished in the East: ... All the West was a desert”. Labour withdrew; the soil remained uncultivated; the
population declined. Impotence, decay, and death were everywhere. The provinces which the barbarians
and imperial officers vied in invading and wasting, had not even energy enough to shake off the yoke.
“The world is dying in Rome”, said the lords of Gaul to the Emperor Avitus, and Rome herself seemed
condemned to die abandoned by her emperors, and ravished by the Goths. Nothing remained to her of
those noble days in which Roman liberty and civic majesty threw forth upon human nature a light which,
thank God, cannot be forgotten.

Of those two great things, the greatest perhaps in profane history, the Roman senate and people,
senatus populusque Romanus, we have thus ascertained the fate of one. As for the Senate, more degraded
still, if possible, than the people, it interfered in the government only to sanction every crime and reward
every baseness. It existed during the five centuries between Augustus and Augustulus without leaving a
single act or discussion worthy of recollection. On the other hand, its records register carefully the
number of acclamations with which it saluted the new emperors, and of curses with which it pursued the
fallen sovereigns, even those to whom it had paid most slavish adulation. Excluded from all political
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power from the times of Diocletian, it existed only as a kind of great municipal council, charged with the
task of dishonouring in history the name and title of the most august assembly which has ever governed
men.

Nothing has ever equalled the abject condition of the Romans of the Empire. Free, they had
conquered and governed the world; enslaved, they could not even defend themselves. They tried a change
of masters; they gave themselves two, and then four: they redoubled despotism in all its shapes; nothing
would do. With the ancient freedom, all virtue, all manliness disappeared. There remained only a society
of officials, without strength, without honour, and without rights.

I say without rights, for in all the imperial world no one possessed even a shadow of a serious and
inviolable right. I affirm it boldly, despite all the learned panegyrists of that rule. The Roman Empire,
type and cradle of all modern servitude, has found numerous apologists and admirers in these days,
thanks to the readiness with which the task of justifying the present by theories borrowed from the past is
now undertaken. The progress of civil law and democratic equality, regarded by them as the highest
expression of Roman civilization, has been specially dwelt upon.

But Roman law, which aided the patricians to organize, under the republic, the freest and strongest
government which history has known, changed its face and nature under the empire.

How absurd and chimerical were the teachings or practice of civil law in a state where the person
and property of every citizen might be delivered, without debate or any appeal whatever, to the will of the
worst villains whom the world has ever seen! The criminal law, so humane, so protecting, and so liberal
up to the time of the proscriptions, had become in the hands of the emperors a system which, according to
the strong expression of Bacon, tortured the laws in order to torture men. As for political law, it was given
up to such anarchy that, of the thirty-four emperors who reigned from Commodus to Diocletian, in the
golden age of Roman jurisprudence, thirty were Kkilled by their successors. | confess | do not know in all
history a spectacle more repulsive or grotesque than that of the labours of all these jurisconsults, who, on
questions of usufruct, trusteeships and interdicts, could split a hair, but who could not, during five
centuries, discover the least barrier to the sanguinary violence of a horde of Praetorians, nor to the
monstrous caprices of a Heliogabalus or of a Commaodus.

As for equality, it had no other guarantee than the title of Roman citizen, prostituted by Caracalla
as a supreme derision to the enslaved world. This worthy successor of that Caesar who had thoughts of
making life horse a consul, knew well what he did in bestowing upon all the provincials exempted from
certain imposts, the full civic right of paying to the treasury all that the treasury exacted. The people who
were honoured by that title knew also how much it was worth. The name of “Roman citizen”, Salvian
tells us, hitherto so much esteemed and dearly purchased, was regarded now not only as a vain and
disgraceful title, but as a kind of abomination.

Let us pass over the decay of the arts, the meanness Of literature, the non-existence of the sciences;
but we must acknowledge that in this so-called Christian society, the moral poverty is a thousand times
greater than the material, and that servitude has crushed souls even more than bodies. Everything is
enervated, attenuated and decrepit. Not a single great manor illustrious individual rises, to the surface of
that mire. Eunuchs and sophists of the Court govern the State without control, experiencing no resistance
but from the Church. After Theodosius, the throne of Constantine acquired a degree of public respect only
by the brief reign of Pulcheria, a truly Christian woman and saint. But if, here and there, a great captain, a
man of heart and talent, rises above the crowd, we see him fall like Stilicho, like Aetius, like Belisarius,
under the murderous jealousy of a master who cannot tolerate either a power or fame which is not his own
by the side of his omnipotence. While they live, their renown procures them only proscription, and even
death does not suffice to give it lustre. The infected air they breathed seems to have paled their glory: it
has neither distinction nor charm in history.

To discover some trace of that greatness and strength which are the legitimate inheritance of the
only in the most noble creature of God, we must turn to the Church. There alone, in the various orders of
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the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and despite the yoke of the theological emperors, it was still possible to live,
to struggle, and even to shine.

The great and the small, the last scions of the patricians of Rome, the old races of the conquered
countries, the plebeians of all the provinces who had been dignified en masse with the despised title of
Roman citizens, after that name had lost all its value,—all could seek again their lost dignity and forfeited
freedom in the city of God. The Church alone offered a sufficient sustenance to all the energy, activity,
intelligence, and self-devotion which remained among them: for she invited all to an inexhaustible series
of sacrifices and victories. Genius, glory, virtue, courage, freedom—all that makes life honourable, even
in a human point of view—was to be found only in the Church, amid these great controversies, and
incessant struggles for the salvation of souls and the triumph of truth, in which she had always reason,
genius, and right on her side, though these were not enough to gain her cause before the throne of her
protectors.

But God, by the side of the spiritual society instituted and regulated by Himself, has created
temporal society; and if he has there, as everywhere, reserved to Himself, the secret conduct of events,
and the charge of striking the great blows of his infallible justice, He has given up its ordinary
government to the free and intelligent activity of man. To withdraw life, or all that makes life valuable,
from this temporal society—to reduce it to stagnation, servitude, indifference, and moral misery—to
recognize in spiritual society only the right of living and increasing, and in religious controversy alone the
means of moving souls to impassioned sentiments—is to thrust humanity to the edge of a precipice. This
condition, as well as its contrary excess, is to be seen repeatedly in history; but such a state of things is
repugnant to the laws of creation. It is neither in conformity with the will of God, nor the interest of the
Church, to condemn civil society to the condition of a nonentity. A man has other rights than that of
choosing between the priesthood and slavery. There is nothing which approaches nearer to heaven than a
monastery inhabited by monks who have willingly separated themselves from the world; but to transform
the world into a cloister, peopled by unwilling monks, would be to create beforehand a counterfeit hell.
God has never made the slavery and degradation of the world a condition of the liberty of His Church.
Happily, other times shall follow, in which, by the side of a Church triumphant, free, and fertile, shall rise
a society ardent and humble in its faith, but also energetic, warlike, generous, and manly, even in its
errors; in which authority shall be at once sanctified and limited, and freedom ennobled by sacrifice and
charity; in which heroes shall crowd upon saints; in which cloisters, however closely peopled, shall no
longer be the sole asylum for upright and noble souls; in which many men—not all, but many—shall
regain the full command of themselves; in which the sovereigns shall have to render an account to their
people, the strong to the feeble, and all to God.

In the fourth and fifth centuries the very dawning of that necessary renovation was not yet visible.
The old imperial world existed still. Christianity had accepted that abject condition, as it accepts all, with
the supernatural confidence of aiding what was good in it, and of lessening the evil. But despite her divine
force and origin—despite the humble and zealous devotion of the Fathers and pontiffs to the decrepid
majesty of the Caesars—despite her men of genius and her saints—Christianity did not succeed in
transforming the ancient world. Had she succeeded in taking full possession, with the elements which
then constituted it, she could only have made a kind of Christian China. God spared her that abortion: but
the history of this period remains an ever memorable example of the powerlessness of genius and sanctity
to overcome the corruption engendered by despotism.

The old world was then at the point of death. The empire gave way slowly, in shame and contempt,
stricken by a melancholy weakness which did not even inspire pity. Everything dropped into incurable
decay. Such was the fate of the Roman Empire two centuries after it had become Christian. In spiritual
affairs it was on the road to that schism which, under the Byzantine Caesars, separated from unity and
truth more than half of the world converted by the apostles. In temporal affairs it issued in the miserable
regime of the Lower Empire, the hardest censure we can pronounce upon which, is to name its name.
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In order that the Church should save society, a new element was necessary in the world, and a new
force in the Church. Two invasions were required—that of the Barbarians from the north, and that of the
monks from the south.

They came;—first the Barbarians. Behold them struggling with the Romans, enervated by slavery,
and with the emperors, powerless in the midst of their omnipotence.

First obscure, victims and prisoners disdained by the first Caesars; then auxiliaries, by turns sought
and feared; then irresistible adversaries; at last victors and masters of the humiliated empire : they come,
not as a torrent which passes on, but as a flood which advances, draws back, returns, and finally remains
master of the invaded soil. They advance, they withdraw, they return, they remain and triumph. Those
among them who were desirous of arresting their course and allying themselves with the terrified
Romans, are in their turn set aside, passed over, and surmounted by the tide which follows. Behold them!
They come down the valley of the Danube, which puts them on the road to Byzantium and Asia Minor;
they ascend its tributary streams, and thus reach the summits of the Alps, from whence they burst upon
Italy. They pass the Rhine, cross the Vosges, the Cevennes, the Pyrenees, and inundate Gaul and Spain.
The East imagined that it would be spared: vain delusion! The storm bursts from the heights of Caucasus,
and overflows these regions in their turn. The wolves of the north (thus St. Jerome entitles them), after
having devoured everything, come to drink in the waters of the Euphrates. Egypt, Phoenicia, Palestine—
all the countries which they do not visit in their first incursion—are already taken captive by fear. It is not
one nation alone, like the Roman people, but twenty different and independent races. “For many years”,
says St. Jerome again, “Roman blood has flowed daily under the blows of the Goth, of the Sarmatian, of
the Quadi, of the Alan, of the Hun, of the Vandal, of the Marcoman”. It is not the army of a single
conqueror like Alexander and Caesar; there are twenty kings unknown but intrepid, having soldiers and
not subjects, accountable for their authority to their priests and warriors, and obliged by force of
perseverance and audacity to earn a pardon for their power. They all obey an irresistible instinct, and
unconsciously carry with them the destinies and institutions of the Christendom to come.

Visible instruments of divine justice, they come by intuition to avenge the nations oppressed and
the martyrs slain. They shall destroy, but it will be to give a substitute for that which they have destroyed:;
and, besides, they will kill nothing that deserves to live, or that retains the conditions of life. They shall
shed blood in torrents, but they shall renew by their own blood the exhausted sap of Europe. They bring
with them fire and sword, but also strength and life. Through a thousand crimes and a thousand evils, they
shall reveal, though still under a confused form, two things which Roman society has ceased to know—
the dignity of man, and the respect for woman. They have instincts rather than principles to guide them;
but when these instincts shall have been fertilized and purified by Christianity, out of them shall spring
Catholic chivalry and royalty. One sentiment above all shall be derived from them, which was unknown
in the Roman empire, which perhaps even the most illustrious pagans were strangers to, and which is
always incompatible with despotism—the sentiment of honour: “That secret and profound spring of
modern society, which is nothing else than the independence and inviolability of the human conscience,
superior to all powers, all tyrannies, and all external force”.

They carry with them, in addition, freedom—not certainly such freedom as we have since
conceived and possessed, but the germs and conditions of all freedom; that is to say, the spirit of
resistance to excessive power, a manful impatience of the yoke, and a profound consciousness of personal
right, and the individual value of every soul before other men as before God.

Freedom and honour! Rome and the world had been bankrupt in these qualities since the times of
Augustus. We owe these gifts to our ancestors, the Barbarians.

In a purely religious point of view, more than one great heart among the Christians had recognized
at once the mysterious characteristics by which God had distinguished those races which seemed to
proceed only out of His wrath. With a confidence which was not shaken by the fury of the hurricane
which crossed their path, and which lasted two centuries, this discovery was declared. Amid the
calamities and sufferings of the first invasion of the Goths, St. Augustine remarked the marvellous
forbearance of the soldiers of Alaric before the tombs of the martyrs: he even went so far as to speak of
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the mercy and humility of these terrible victors. Salvian does not hesitate to say that the Barbarians, even
heretics, led a better life than the Romans, even those who were orthodox. “Their modesty”, he says
elsewhere, “purifies the earth, all stained by Roman debauchery”. Paul Orosius, a disciple of St.
Augustine, compared them to Alexander, and to the Romans of the republican times; and he adds: “The
Germans now overturn the world, but if (which God forbid!) they end by remaining its masters, and
govern it according to their own customs, posterity perhaps will one day salute with the title of great
kings those in whom we can only see enemies”.

Let us not exaggerate, however, nor anticipate the truth. The germs only of the great conquests of
the future existed amid the fermentation of these confused and turbulent masses. At the first glance, it is
cruelty, violence, a love of blood and devastation which seems to animate them; and, as among all
savages, these explosions of natural brutality are allied to all the refinements of deceit.

These undaunted men, who knew so well how to vindicate human dignity against their sovereigns,
respected it so little that they slaughtered entire populations as if for sport. These warriors, who knelt
around their prophetesses, and recognized something sacred in woman, made their captives too often the
playthings of their lust or cruelty, and their kings at least practised polygamy.

In respect to Christianity, their attitude was uncertain, their adhesion tardy and equivocal. If there
were early Christians among the Goths—if, from the beginning of the peace of the Church, German
bishops appeared in the Councils of Arles, Nicaea, and Sardica—if, at the sack of Rome in 410, Alaric
commanded the Church, the sacred vessels, and the Christian women to be respected—if the barbaric
nations as a whole, personified by their two most formidable chiefs, seemed to stand arrested before St.
Leo, who alone could control Genseric, and make Attila fall back—it is not the less true that two centuries
of invasions into the bosom of the Christian world had not sufficed to identify the victors with the religion
of the vanquished. The Saxons, the Franks, the Gepids, and the Alans remained idolaters; and, a thousand
times worse, in proportion as these people were converted to Christianity, they became the prey of a
miserable heresy. Truth served them only as a bridge from one abyss to another. When it was repressed by
Theodosius in the empire, Arianism turned aside to seduce and govern the future victors of the empire.
The Visigoths, the Ostrogoths, the Herules, the Burgundians, became Arians. Euric and the Sueves in
Spain, Genseric and the Vandals in Africa, sacrificed thousands of martyrs to that doctrine which was the
idol of all tyrants, because it encouraged at the same time the revolt of reason against faith, and the
usurpations of secular power upon the Church.

And soon the corruption of Roman manners pressed upon and infected these young and passionate
races. Their energetic vitality abandoned itself to the caresses of a decrepid civilization. Conquest was on
the point of becoming lawless revel, and the world was in danger of having changed its masters without
changing its destiny.

Who then shall discipline these indomitable races? Who shall shape them to the great art of living
and governing? Who shall teach them to found kingdoms and commonwealths? Who shall soften without
enervating them? Who shall preserve them from contagion? Who shall prevent them from precipitating
themselves into corruption, and rotting before they were ripe?

It will be the Church, but the Church by the monks. From the depths of the deserts of Egypt and
the East, God brought forth a host of black-robed men, more intrepid and patient, more indefatigable and
less indulgent to themselves, than Romans or Barbarians ever were. They spread themselves noiselessly
over all the empire, and when the hour of its ruin had come, they are to be found everywhere, in the West
as well as in the East. The Barbarians came: and in proportion to their progress, by their side, before,
behind, wherever they had passed with fire and death, other armies come to encamp in silence, other
colonies form, arrange, and devote themselves to heal the miseries of invasion, and to gather the fruits of
victory. At length, when the destroyers had invaded, ravaged, and conquered everything, a great man will
appear. Benedict is destined to be the legislator of labour, of voluntary continence and poverty; he shall
count his children, who shall be also his soldiers, by thousands. From among the Barbarians themselves
his followers shall arise; their chief shall one day fall at his feet. He will raise him up as a vassal and
auxiliary. He will write a rule which, during six centuries, shall light Europe like a Pharos of salvation,
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and be the law, the force, and the life of those pacific legions, which were destined in their turn to
inundate Europe, but only to fertilize her, to raise her ruins, to cultivate her devastated fields, people her
deserts, and conquer her conquerors.

The Roman Empire, without the Barbarians, was an abyss of servitude and corruption. The
Barbarians, without the monks, were chaos. The Barbarians and the monks united recreated a world
which was to be called Christendom.
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BOOK Il

MONASTIC PRECURSORS IN THE EAST

The monks were now in conflict with the Barbarians. In the fourth century began that apostolical
struggle and mission, which continued till the twelfth century, and ended only after the final constitution
of Catholic Europe.

But whence came the monks? and what is a monk? It is important to answer this question briefly. A
monk is a Christian who puts himself apart from the world, in order more surely to work out his eternal
salvation. He is a man who withdraws from other men, not in hatred or contempt of them, but for the love
of God and his neighbour, and to serve them so much the better, as he shall have more and more purified
and regulated his soul.

This idea of retirement and solitude is the root of the very name of monk, which comes from the
Greek word ménos, solitary. But as many Christians have in all ages obeyed the same impulse, these
solitaries have joined each other; they have thus reconstituted the social life from which they appeared to
flee; and that life, founded upon an absolute community in thought and action, has formed the basis and
strength of the monastic condition.

But it was not enough for a monk to separate himself from the world; he had also to abstain from
what is lawful in the world. The monk is, then, essentially, a man who deprives himself of that which he
might enjoy without reproach. He accepts not only the precepts of the Gospel, but its advice. To avoid
what is forbidden, he renounces what is permitted. To reach goodness, he aspires to perfection. To make
sure of his salvation, he would do more than is necessary to save him. He binds himself to a kind of
chastity, of submission, and of poverty, not required from all Christians. He renounces, by a generous
effort of his free choice, the ties of marriage and family, individual property, and personal will; and he
puts this triple sacrifice under the safeguard of an irrevocable promise, of a vow. Having thus triumphed
over his body by continence, over his soul by obedience, and over the world by voluntary poverty, he
comes three times a victor, to offer himself to God, and to take his place in the first rank of that army
which is called the Church.

This condition of life is as old as the world. It has two origins—a natural, and a supernatural.

Yes; this life of solitude and privation, so contrary in appearance to all the inclinations of man,
finds its root in human nature itself. All men, at some certain moment of their life, have felt that
mysterious and powerful attraction towards solitude. Every nation has recognized and honoured it; all
religions have adopted and sanctioned it. The philosophers and moralists of paganism have emulated each
other in glorifying that impulse of nature. The oriental world pursued it passionately. India, for three
thousand years, has had her ascetics, who pushed to delirium the science of mortification and the practice
of voluntary chastisements. They are still to be found, wandering over the world, or living in vast
communities in all the nations which recognize the law of Buddha. They have produced nothing,
preserved nothing; the pride of error, and the corruption of idleness, have rendered them useless to the
human mind as to society; but, even in their abject condition, they bear an immortal testimony to that
profound instinct of the soul which the only true religion has transferred into an inexhaustible source of
virtues and benefits.

In the midst of ancient civilization, Pythagoras and his disciples, who already went by the name of
cenobites, Plato in his Republic, Epictetus in his Cebetis Tabula, and many others, have recommended
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this manner of existence as the last goal of wisdom. But Christianity alone has known how to discipline
these fugitive impressions, to give them an efficacious bearing and a permanent energy, by the institution
of the monastic order. She alone was entitled to offer a divine sanction, an infallible aim, and an eternal
recompense, to that inclination of nature acknowledged by all.

By the side of this purely human and natural origin of the monastic life, we must also acknowledge
ancient one supernatural and celestial. In the ancient law, where everything is a figure or symbol of the
new law, models of a solitary and tranquil life consecrated entirely to the cultivation of the soul, are
already to be found. Samuel, in whom the chain of prophets properly commences, Elijah especially, then
St. John the Baptist, have been regarded by many, and not without reason, as the types and first masters of
monastic life.

The apostle himself describes to us the prophets clad in goatskins, wandering in the deserts, on the
mountains, in the caves and dens of the earth. St. Augustine shows them sequestered from the people,
buried in retirement, far from cities, forming communities and schools, vowed to prayer, to labour with
their hands, and to study. They were clothed in sackcloth or the skins of beasts. Their poverty was visible
in all their life. Elisha had for furniture only a pallet, a table, a chair, and a candlestick. He accepted no
presents except barley-bread and a little meal, such as are given to the poor. The frugality of the prophets
was not less remarkable. The angel gave Elijah only bread and water for a long journey. Obadiah, the
steward of Ahab, a man who feared God, says Scripture, nourished a hundred prophets with bread and
water in a cave. Elisha cooked wild herbs for the food of his brethren, the sons of the prophets.

Another example less known is that of the Rechabites. Nine hundred years before Christ, in the
time of Jehu, king of Israel, Jonadab the son of Rechab, a just man, interdicted his descendants from
living under a roof, from drinking wine, and from possessing lands, and bound them to dwell apart, under
tents, all the days of their life. Three centuries afterwards, Jeremiah found them scrupulously faithful to
the rule prescribed by their ancestor, and addressed to them, in the name of God, these words—“Because
ye have obeyed the commandment of Jonadab your father, therefore thus saith the Lord of hosts, the God
of Israel, Jonadab the son of Rechab shall not want a man to stand before me forever”. Perhaps we might
trace in them, if not the ancestors, at least the models of the Essenes and Therapeutists, the monks of
Judaism, who lived, the first in the times of the Maccabees, upon the shores of the Dead Sea, and the last,
two centuries later, in Asia Minor and Egypt. Both lived in the desert, in cells, preserving celibacy,
renouncing property, pleasure, and delicate food, and concentrating their time to manual labour or to the
study of the Holy Scriptures. Porphyry, and Pliny the naturalist, have spoken with admiration of the
Essenes. Philo, the most eloquent of the Jews, has described the pure and self-denying life of the
Therapeultists; he shows them inhabiting cells upon an eminence beyond the Lake Moeris, precisely upon
the Mount Nitria, so celebrated since then in the history of the Fathers of the desert. Eusebius, it is known,
made them out to be Christians, and the evangelist St. Mark has been supposed their founder. This
opinion appears ill-founded. It is difficult, however, not to see in these solitaries the direct precursors of
the monastic order.

But it belonged to the Gospel to fertilize, to perfect, and to perpetuate these examples. The words
of the Redeemer, the Son of God, are express. He said to the young noble, whom he loved at the first
glance, and who asked of him the way to life eternal—One thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell
whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, take up the
cross, and follow me”. And again—"“There is no man that hath left house, or brethren, or sisters, or father,
or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my sake, and the gospel’s, but he shall receive an
hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and sisters, and mothers, and children, and lands, with
persecutions; and in the world to come, eternal life”. Since these divine words were diffused through the
world, men have been found, who, far from being repelled by the sternness of the language, or saddened
as he was who heard it first, have felt in it a sweetness and attraction beyond all the seductions of the
world, and who, throwing themselves in a multitude into the narrow way, have undertaken to prove that
there is nothing impracticable to human weakness in the counsels of evangelical perfection. This has been
found to be the case during eighteen centuries, and is still so, despite the dislike and prohibitions of the
false wisdom of modern times. Governed by these words of the Gospel, the most illustrious fathers,
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doctors, and councils, have declared religious life to be founded by Jesus Christ himself, and first
practised by His apostles. The highest authorities have agreed to recognize that it was born with the
Church, and that it has never ceased to coexist with her.

It may be said of it, as of the Church herself, that it exists by right divine.

We know with certainty, by the narrative of the Acts of the Apostles, that the first, Christians lived
as the monks have lived since. Coming forth from the guest-chamber, they to whom had been given the
happiness of seeing the Lord Jesus with their own eyes, and who listened every day to the words of the
apostles, had but one heart and one soul: they put everything in common—fortune, prayer, labour—they
sold all their goods to consecrate the produce to the common need, and thus destroyed at a blow both
poverty and riches. It is said expressly, and more than once repeated, that all who believed lived in this
fashion. History has not recorded how these bonds relaxed and were dissolved at last, but we can
understand how they became impossible, in proportion as the number of Christians increased, and in
presence of family rights and interests; at any rate, they lasted long enough to authorize Eusebius and St.
Jerome in asserting that the first-known monks were no other than the first disciples of Jesus Christ.

We might even affirm, that during the three first centuries all Christians retained a certain monastic
character. They were austere and even rigid in the severity of their faith and the young ardour of their
enthusiasm. They remained pure in the depths of universal corruption. Their life was more or less hidden
amid pagan society. They were of that old world as if they had not been. Then came persecutions which
shortened the way to heaven: these took the place of penitence and trial. The dungeon of the martyr was
as good, says Tertullian, as the cell of a prophet. In the intervals of peace which the persecutions left to
them, they bound themselves to exercises and penitences which have since terrified our weakness. There
were besides a great number among them, whom a desire for perfection led back to the self-abnegation of
the earliest days. These devoted themselves to the practice of evangelical precepts by renouncing
marriage and property. They condemned themselves to fasts, to silence, to every kind of austerity; such
Christians, says Bossuet, were solitary, and changed towns into deserts. Sometimes, indeed, they
endeavoured to live thus in the midst of the Christian community; but more frequently they fled from the
cities, from the noise and commerce of men absorbed in the cares of lucre or of public affairs. Thus, far
from all contact with the crowd, and even with the family, they drew near to God and the Divine
Mediator, who had so recently shed His blood upon Calvary. Their example was always contagious, and
this tradition was never interrupted; each successive generation of Christians furnished recruits to that
race, which reproduced itself only in spirit. The name of Ascetics and of Anchorites, and even that of
Monks or solitaries, was bestowed upon them, and when they lived together, their common dwelling was
called a monastery; it was then a condition and profession admitted in the Church. Virgins and widows,
inspired by the love of God, rivalled these venerable men in courage, austerity, and penitence, and, like
them, formed themselves into communities. Both were regarded everywhere as the flower of that harvest
which the Son of man came to gather on earth.

But the time arrived when this germ was to develop itself with prodigious fertility. This was at the
period of the last persecutions and first invasions of the Barbarians, between the reign of Decius and that
of Diocletian. All at once the deserts were filled with solitaries, who sought there a refuge from Roman
corruption, from the cruelty of the Caesars, and from the barbarity of the future victors of Rome. And the
empire learned that besides the Christians, who, mingled with pagans, formed already the half of the
world, there existed immense reserves of men, still more ardently devoted to the new law. The monks
appeared. They came at the appointed moment to replace the martyrs and to restrain the Barbarians.

THE STORY OF FEBRONIA

And more than one monk began by claiming his place among the martyrs. There were even nuns
whose names are reckoned among those immortal virgins, whose tortures and invincible resistance to
pagan lust and cruelty form one of the most heroic pages of the history of the Church. We must quote, at
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least, one glorious example. During the persecution of Diocletian, there was at Nisibis in Mesopotamia a
monastery of fifty virgins. One of them, Febronia, aged twenty-five, was celebrated at once for the
marvellous brilliancy of her beauty, the extreme austerity of her life, the depth of her ascetic knowledge,
and the eloguent exhortations which the noble matrons of the town came every Friday to hear from her
lips. But out of respect for the modesty and reserve of her spiritual daughter, the abbess caused a veil to
be held before the seat of the young nun when she spoke, so that she had never been seen from her most
tender infancy, not only by any man, but even by any woman of the world. The young widow of a senator,
still a pagan, and destined by her family a second marriage, desired, at any risk, to make acquaintance
with this learned and pious nun, and introduced herself into the convent under the disguise of a foreign
sister. They passed an entire night in reading the Gospel and conferring upon Christian doctrine,
embraced each other and wept together, and the senator’s wife left the convent converted to the faith of
Christianity, and determined to preserve the chastity of her widowhood. “Who then”, said Febronia to the
abbess, “was that travelling nun, who wept as if she had never heard the holy Scriptures explained
before?”. “It was Hieria”, answered the abbess—“Hieria, the widow of the senator”. “Ah!”, said
Febronia, “why did you not tell me? for I spoke to her as to a sister”. The noble widow became in truth
the sister and friend of the nun; she remained with her during a serious illness which confined Febronia to
the narrow plank of wood on which she took her repose, and prevented her from fleeing, with the bishop,
the clergy, the monks, and most of her companions, when Selenus, the minister of imperial cruelty,
charged with the execution of the decrees against the Christians, arrived at Nisibis. Denounced because of
her beauty, Febronia was dragged before the tribunal of the persecutor: he asked her if she was free or a
slave: she answered, “A slave, and the slave of Christ”. Stripped of her garments, and given up to all the
tortures which the rage of expiring paganism had invented against Christian weakness and modesty, she
endured their insults and torments with a heroic calm. The judge reproached her with making so much
account of her beauty that she did not blush at her nudity. “My Christ knows well”, said she, “that till this
day I have not seen the face of a man. But thou, insensate judge”, added the victim, with that boldness
which we find in the acts of Agatha, of Agnes, and of Cecilia, “tell me what athlete presents himself at the
Olympian Games without disrobing himself? and does he not remain naked until he has vanquished his
adversary? To work then, that I may strive against thy father the devil, to the scorn of all thy torments”.
Her teeth and her tongue were torn from her mouth in succession; her breasts, her feet, and her hands
were cut off. The old abbess, who witnessed at a distance the progress of that cruel struggle, uttered great
cries, and prayed with a loud voice in the Syrian language that her dear Febronia might resist to the end;
the people uttered anathemas on Diocletian and his gods. Hieria addressed public imprecations to the
wretch Selenus. Finally the heroic virgin was beheaded. Her blood was the seed not only of Christians,
but of the religious. The two nephews of Selenus declared themselves Christians, and embraced monastic
life; and the noble Hieria, giving herself and all her possessions to the monastery, deposited her bracelets,
her jewels, and all her ornaments, in the coffin of her friend; then throwing herself on her knees before the
abbess, “Take me”, said she, “I beg of you, my mother—take me for your servant instead of Febronia”.

Febronia was henceforward quoted by the bishops of Mesopotamia as the model of nuns. The
anniversary of her agony became the great fete of the monasteries of that country. Her life was written by
a nun who had been an eyewitness of her martyrdom; and tradition records, that at the nightly prayers, the
spirit of the holy martyr was seen to reappear in her place in the choir, as if to join her sisters in their
devotions.

But Constantine succeeded to Diocletian. The peace of the Church was proclaimed. Such
sufferings became rare and exceptional. The martyrs had accomplished their mission: the monks rose up
to continue their work. There remained, indeed, under a different form, the same war to wage, the same
enemy to vanquish. “The persecution”, says Bossuet, “made fewer solitaries than the peace and triumph
of the Church. The Christians, who were so simple, and such enemies to luxury, feared a peace which
flattered the senses more than they had feared the cruelty of tyrants. The deserts became peopled by
innumerable angels who lived in mortal bodies without holding to the earth”.

The most trustworthy judgment accordingly accepts the end of the third century as the period of
the regular constitution of the monastic order. Egypt, that antique and mysterious cradle of history, that
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land already consecrated in the memory of Christians as having been the prison of the people of God and
the refuge of the infant Jesus and His mother —Egypt was again chosen to be the cradle of the new world,
created by Christian faith and virtue. Monastic life was finally inaugurated there, amid the deserts, by the
Pauls, the Anthonys, the Pacomes, and their numerous disciples. These were the founders of that vast
empire which has lasted to our own days, the great captains of the permanent warfare of soul against
flesh, the heroic and immortal models offered to the religious of all ages. Their miraculous conversions,
their poverty, literally evangelical, their labours, their prodigious austerities, and their miracles, have been
bequeathed to posterity in immortal lines by the eloquence of St. Athanasius, St. Jerome, and St. Ephrem.

In a book exclusively devoted to the monks of the West, even the merest sketch of the monastic
history of the East ought not to be expected. Besides, who has not read the Lives of the Fathers of the
Desert? Who is so ignorant or unfortunate as not to have devoured these narratives of the heroic age of
monasticism? Who has not breathed with delight the perfume of these flowers of solitude? Who has not
contemplated, if not with the eyes of faith, at least with the admiration which is inspired by an
indisputable grandeur of soul, the struggles of these athletes of penitence, and even the marvellous
histories of those lost women who, having in vain essayed to corrupt them, showed themselves worthy of
imitating, and capable sometimes even of surpassing them, by prodigies of penitence and sanctity? The
reader of these narratives cannot lay them down. Everything is to be found there: variety, pathos, the epic
sublimity and simplicity of a race of men artless as infants and strong as giants. They have made the
Thebaid an immortal and popular name; they have reduced the enemies of truth to the homage of silence;
and, even in our uncertain and debilitated age, they have found eloquent panegyrists among the most
celebrated and sincere writers of our day.

ST. ANTHONY, 250-356

Though we scarcely cast a glance upon that glorious crowd, yet from the midst of it rises a figure
so universally renowned, that we must pause to contemplate him. It is Anthony. Young, rich, and noble, at
twenty years old he heard that text of the Gospel read in a church, “If thou wouldst be perfect” ..., and he
applied it to himself. He sold his three hundred acres of rich land, and, giving the price to the poor,
plunged into the desert to seek God and His salvation there. There he lived at first alone, in a painful and
incessant struggle against the cruel temptations of the devil and the flesh. At length he succeeded in
overcoming the sensual ardour of his youth by fasting, macerations, and, above all, by prayer, “that prayer
as long as the night”, says Bossuet, which absorbed his nights so much as to make him dread the day.
“Oh, sun!”, he said at one time when that orb flooded him with its light, in the midst of his prayers,
“wherefore dost thou rise already, and turn me from contemplating the splendour of the true light?”. At
thirty-five the battle was gained. In subduing his body, he attained freedom of soul. He crossed the Nile,
and went deeper still into the most unknown deserts. There he passed other twenty years in the ruins of an
old castle. That long and happy solitude was disturbed by the disciples who gathered round him, by the
neighbouring hermits who came to ask him the secrets of the knowledge of God. Pilgrims of all nations
brought their infirmities to him to be cured, their consciences to be purified. The Neo-Platonic
philosophers carried their doubts and objections to him, and found in him the subtle and vigorous
defender, ingenious and elogquent, of Redemption. They gathered and established themselves round him;
they remained there to imitate and obey him; he became the father and head of all the anchorites of the
Thebaid, whom he thus transformed into cenobites. In governing them by his example and instructions,
he substituted for an isolated existence the life in common so necessary to break down pride, and to
fortify, enlighten, and animate fervour. He guided them at once in the culture of the soul and in the labour
of the hands, a double and incessant activity which was henceforward to fill their life. Anthony became
the first of the abbots, and, like Abraham, the father of a great people which should have no end.
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He issued from the desert only to combat paganism and heresy. He went to Alexandria, at first to
encourage the Christians there, and to seek martyrdom for himself during the persecution of Maximin; he
returned there at the head of an army of monks, to preach in the public haunts against the Arians, and bear
witness to the divinity of Christ. He thus confronted at once two great enemies, pagan corruption and
heresy. After having braved the imperial magistrates, dared their soldiers, and refuted their arguments, he
well deserved to have for his guest, friend, disciple, and biographer, the immortal Athanasius, the great
bishop and eloquent doctor, who, at the cost of so many sufferings, saved the true faith, and secured the
triumph of the decrees of Nicaea. The Emperor Constantine and his sons wrote to Anthony humbly as to
their father, recommending to him the destinies of the new Rome. He was proclaimed the bulwark of
orthodoxy, the light of the world. The very sight of him excited popular enthusiasm everywhere; pagans,
and even the priests of the idols, gathered round his path, crying, “Let us see the man of God”. But he
hastened to return to his Thebaid. “The fish die”, said he, “when they are drawn to land, and the monks
lose their strength in towns: let us return quickly to our mountains, like fish to the water”. He completed
his life there in the midst of an always increasing stream of disciples and pilgrims, who received his
instructions in the Egyptian language, and who admired even the unalterable beauty of his features, which
age did not destroy, and especially his gayety, his joyous and winning affability, infallible sign of a soul
which soars into serene regions. He left to his brethren, in a memorable discourse, the narrative of his
long battles with the devil, and at the same time the code of virtues and graces which are necessary to the
solitary life. Finally, he died more than a hundred years old, after having established by his example, and
by his immense popularity, the influence and grandeur of the monastic life.

ST. PAUL. THE FIRST HERMIT

Near him stands Paul, who had preceded him by twenty years in the desert; Paul, the most
illustrious and constant of anchorites, who is considered the founder of that eremetical life which the great
Anthony adopted, transformed, and replaced by the cenobitic. Discovered by Anthony in his cavern, in
the shade of the palm which furnished him with food and clothing, he offered to him that hospitality
which history and poetry have vied in celebrating, and died bequeathing to him that tunic of palm leaves,
with which Anthony invested himself, on the solemn days of Easter and Pentecost, as with the armour of
a hero dead in the arms of victory.

ST PACOME, 292-348

Then comes Pacome, younger than St. Anthony by forty years, but dead before him. Born a pagan,
a soldier under Constantine before he was a monk, he practised in solitude a discipline a hundred times
more austere than that of camps; during fifteen years he never laid down, but slept only standing,
supported against a wall, or half-seated upon a stone bench, after days of the hardest labour, as a
carpenter, a mason, or a cleanser of pits. He gave to the cenobites, whom Anthony had governed by his
oral instruction and example, a written rule complete and minute, the very words of which had been
brought to him from heaven by an angel. He founded upon the Nile, at Tabenne, in the higher Thebaid,
the first monastery properly so called, or rather a congregation of eight monasteries, each governed by an
abbot, but united by a close tie, and placed under the same general superior. These were filled by many
thousands of monks; and when Athanasius, already celebrated for his zeal against Arianism, and his
glorious struggles with the Emperor Constantius, came from Alexandria and went up the Nile to visit, as
far as the higher Thebaid, these numerous communities whose fidelity appeared to him the principal
bulwark of orthodoxy, Pacome led an immense army of monks, his own presence among whom he in
humility concealed, to meet the stranger, all chanting hymns, and burning with the spirit which should
vanquish and bury all the heresies. This was the first review of the new army of the Church.
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For his purpose was indeed to train soldiers, or, to speak more truly, athletes tried and invincible.
Let us listen to the words which he desired every monk, in the evening, before lying down upon his bed,
to address, in the name of his soul, to all the members of his body, apostrophizing them one after another,
in order that he might subdue them to be only pledges of obedience to the divine law, and weapons of
warfare in the noble service of God.

“While we are still together, obey me, and serve the Lord with me, for the time approaches when
you, my hands, shall no longer be able to thrust yourselves forth and seize the goods of others, nor to
close yourselves to strike the victim of your wrath; the time when you, my feet, shall be no more able to
run in the paths of iniquity. Before death separates us, and while this separation, brought upon us by the
sin of the first man, remains unaccomplished, let us fight, let us persevere, let us struggle manfully, let us
serve the Lord without torpor or idleness, till the day comes when He will wipe off our terrestrial sweats,
and conduct us to an immortal kingdom. Weep, my eyes; and thou, my flesh, accomplish thy noble
service: labour with me in prayer, lest the seeking for repose and sleep should end in perpetual torments:
be vigilant, sober, laborious, that thou mayest merit the abundance of good things reserved for thee, and
that eternity may not echo forever that dismal lamentation of the soul to the body: Alas! alas! why was |
ever attached to thee, and why should I suffer, because of thee, an eternal condemnation?”

After Pacome, whom all agree to recognize as the first who brought monastic life to rule and order,
came Ammon, the friend of Anthony’s youth, rich, like him, but in addition married. He lived for eighteen
years with his wife as a sister, then retired into the desert, and was first to found a community upon the
celebrated mountain of Nitria, at the confines of Libya, where more than five thousand monks soon
collected to form a sort of religious republic, where they might live in labour and liberty. Among these
was another Ammon, called to be the bishop of a neighbouring city, who cut off his right ear, in order to
escape by that mutilation from the episcopate which would have been forced upon him.

As there were two Ammons, there were also two Macarii; one called the Egyptian, or the elder,
who was first to establish himself in the vast desert of Scete, between Mount Nitria and the Nile; the other
called the Alexandrine, who, among so many penitents, distinguished himself by the incredible rigor of
his austerities. To subdue the rebellion of his flesh, he obliged himself to remain six months in a marsh,
and there exposed his body naked to the attacks of the gnats of Africa, whose sting can pierce even the
wild boar’s hide. He also wrote a system of rules for the use of the solitaries who surrounded him, and
whose rigorous abstinence is proved by the fate of a cluster of new grapes offered by a traveller to St.
Macarius. Despite his desire to taste them, he gave them to one of his brethren who was at work, and who
had also a great wish for them, but who offered them to another, who in his turn passed them to a third.
The tempting cluster passed thus from hand to hand till it came back to the hands of Macarius, who gave
thanks to God for that universal mortification, and threw the grapes far from him.

These two patriarchs of the western deserts of Egypt lived much together; they were exiled
together by the Arians, who feared their zeal for orthodoxy. They crossed the Nile together in a ferry-boat,
where they encountered two military tribunes, accompanied by a great array of horses with decorated
bridles, of equipages, soldiers, and pages covered with ornaments. The officers looked long at the two
monks in their old dresses humbly seated in a corner of the bark. They might well look at them, for in that
bark two worlds stood face to face: old Rome degraded by the emperors, and the new Christian republic,
of which the monks were the precursors. As they approached the shore, one of the tribunes said to the
cenobites, “You are happy, for you despise the world”. “It is true”, answered the Alexandrine, “we despise
the world, whilst the world despises you; and you have spoken more truly than you intended; we are
happy in fact and in name, for we are called Macarius, that is to say, happy (makarios)”. The tribune
made no answer; but, returning to his house, he renounced all his wealth and rank, and went to seek
happiness in solitude.

Thus the two Thebaids and all the deserts of Egypt were peopled. We see them at the end of the
fourth century full of monks and monasteries, united among themselves from that period, like the modern
orders and congregations, by a common discipline, by reciprocal visits, and general assemblies.
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Nothing in the wonderful history of these hermits of Egypt is so incredible as their number. But the
most weighty authorities agreed in establishing it. It was a kind of emigration of towns to the desert, of
civilization to simplicity, of noise to silence, of corruption to innocence. The current once begun, floods
of men, of women, and of children threw themselves into it, and flowed thither during a century with
irresistible force. Let us quote some figures. Pacome, who died at fifty-six, reckoned three thousand
monks under his rule; his monasteries of Tabenne soon included seven thousand, and St. Jerome affirms
that as many as fifty thousand were present at the annual gathering of the general congregation of
monasteries which followed his rule.

There were, as we have just said, five thousand on the mountain of Nitria alone. Nothing was more
frequent than to see two hundred, three hundred, or five hundred monks under the same abbot. Near
Arsinoe (now Suez), abbot Serapion governed ten thousand, who in the harvest-time spread themselves
over the country to cut the corn, and thus gained the means of living and giving alms. It has even been
asserted that there were in Egypt as many monks in the deserts as inhabitants in the towns. The towns
themselves were, so to speak, inundated by them, since in 356 a traveller found in a single town of
Oxyrynchus upon the Nile, ten thousand monks and twenty thousand virgins consecrated to God.

The immense majority of these religious were cenobites—that is to say, they lived in the same
enclosure, and were united by common rule and practice under an elected head, whom they everywhere
called abbot, from the Syriac word abba, which means father. The cenobitical life superseded, rapidly and
almost completely, the life of anchorites. Many anchorites, to make their salvation more sure, returned
into social monastic life. Scarcely any man became an anchorite until after having been a cenobite, and in
order to meditate before God during the last years of his life. Custom has therefore given the title of
monks to cenobites alone.

Ambitious at once of reducing to subjection their rebellious flesh, and of penetrating the secrets of
the celestial light, these cenobites from that time united active with contemplative life. The various and
incessant labours which filled up their days are known. In the great frescoes of the Campo-Santo at Pisa,
where some of the fathers of Christian art, Orcagna, Laurati, Benozzo Gozzoli, have set before us the life
of the fathers of the desert in lines so grand and pure, they appear in their coarse black or brown dresses, a
cowl upon their heads, sometimes a mantle of goatskin upon their shoulders, occupied in digging up the
soil, in cutting down trees, in fishing in the Nile, in milking the goats, in gathering the dates which served
them for food, in plaiting the mats on which they were to die. Others are absorbed in reading or
meditating on the Holy Scriptures. Thus a saint has said, the cells united in the desert were like a hive of
bees. There each had in his hands the wax of labour, and in his mouth the honey of psalms and prayers.
The days were divided between prayer and work. The work was divided between field-labour and the
exercise of various trades, especially the manufacture of those mats which are still so universally used in
southern countries. There were also among these monks entire families of weavers, of carpenters, of
curriers, of tailors, and of fullers: among all, the labour was doubled by the rigor of an almost continual
fast. All the rules of the patriarchs of the desert made labour obligatory, and the example of these holy
lives gave authority to the rule. No exception to the contrary can be quoted, or has been discovered. The
superiors were first in hardship. When the elder Macarius came to visit the great Anthony, they
immediately set to work at their mats together, conferring thus upon things important to souls; and
Anthony was so edified by the zeal of his guest that he kissed his hands, saying, “What virtues proceed
from these hands!”.

Each monastery was then a great school of labour, and at the same time a great school of charity.
They practised this charity not only among themselves, and with regard to the poor inhabitants of the
neighbouring countries, but especially in the case of travellers whom the necessities of commerce or
public business called to the banks of the Nile, and of the numerous pilgrims whom their increasing fame
drew to the desert. A more generous hospitality had never been exercised, nor had the universal mercy
introduced by Christianity into the world blossomed anywhere to such an extent. A thousand incidents in
their history reveal the most tender solicitude for the miseries of the poor. Their extraordinary fasts, their
cruel macerations, that heroic penitence which was the heart of their life, did not destroy their perception
of the weakness and necessities of others. On the contrary, they had learned the secret principle of the
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love of their neighbour in that daily struggle against the sensual ardour of their youth, against the
perpetually renewed rebellion of the flesh, against the recollections and temptations of the world. The
Xenodochium—that is, the asylum of the poor and strangers—formed from that time a necessary
appendix to every monastery. The most ingenious combinations, and the most gracious inspirations of
charity, are to be found in their history. A certain monastery served as a hospital to sick children, and thus
anticipated one of the most touching creations of modern benevolence; and another was transformed by
its founder, who had been a lapidary in his youth, into a hospital for lepers and cripples. “Behold”, said
he, in showing to the ladies of Alexandria the upper floor, which was reserved for women—“Behold my
jacinths”; then, in conducting them to the floor below, where the men were placed—“See my emeralds”.

They were hard only upon themselves. They exercised this hardness with that imperturbable
confidence which gives the victory; and this victory they won, complete and immortal, in the most
unfavourable conditions. Under a burning sky, in a climate which has always seemed the cause or the
excuse of vice, in a country given up at all times to every kind of laxness and depravity, there were
thousands of men who, during two centuries, interdicted themselves from the very shadow of a sensual
gratification, and made of the most rigorous mortification a rule as universal as a second nature.

To labours simply manual, to the most austere exercises of penitence, and the cares of hospitality
and charity, they united the culture of the mind, and the study of sacred literature. There were at Tabenne
a special family of literati who knew Greek. The rule of St. Pacome made the reading of portions of the
Bible a strict obligation. All the monks, besides, were required to be able to read and write. To qualify
themselves for reading the Scriptures was the first duty imposed upon the novices.

Amongst them were many learned men and philosophers, trained in the ancient knowledge of the
schools of Alexandria, and who must have carried to the desert a treasure of varied learning. Solitude
instructed them how to purify their gifts in the crucible of faith. It doubled the strength of their mind. The
new science, theology, found scholars nowhere more profound, deeply convinced, and eloquent. They
therefore feared no discussion with their old companions of study or of pleasure; and when they had
refuted and confounded the heretical sophists, they opened their arms and their hearts with joy to receive
the bishops and orthodox confessors who came to seek a shelter with them.

It is not, then, wonderful if the hero of those great conflicts of faith against tyranny and heresy, the
great Athanasius, wandering from trial to trial, and from exile to exile, especially loved to seek an asylum
in the cells of the cenobites of the Thebaid, to share their studies and their austerities, to collect the
narrative of their struggle with the flesh and the devil, and to renew his courage and his soul in the
refreshing waves of monastic prayer and penitence. He had always counted upon the sympathy of the
monks, and always seconded with all his might the progress of their order. He could then regard himself
as at home among “those houses vowed to prayer and silence, rising from stage to stage along the Nile,
the last of which lose themselves in solitude, like the source of the stream”. In vain his persecutors
searched for him there; at the first signal of their approach he passed unperceived from one monastery to
another, and there took up the course of life of an ordinary monk, as assiduous as any in the offices and
regular labour. He ended always by taking refuge in an unknown cavern to which one faithful person
alone knew the road. His retirement in the desert lasted six years. His genius could but increase there, his
eloguence took a more masculine and incisive character. It was from thence that he wrote to the bishops
of Egypt to enlighten them, to his church in Alexandria to console it, and to the persecutors and heretics to
confound them. It was to his hosts of the Thebaid, as to the witnesses and soldiers of orthodoxy, that he
addressed the famous Epistle to the Solitaries, which contains so dramatic and complete a narration of the
Arian persecution under Constantius. It is entitled, “To all those who lead, no matter where, the monastic
life, and who, strengthened in faith, have said, ‘Behold we have forsaken all and followed thee’.” In this
he sets forth an apologetic account of his life and doctrines, he relates his sufferings and those of the
faithful, he proclaims and justifies the divinity of the Word, he stigmatizes the courtier bishops of Caesar,
docile instruments of those vile eunuchs who disposed of the empire and the Church as masters; he
accuses the Emperor Constantius of having deprived all the churches of freedom, and of having filled
everything with hypocrisy and impiety; he claims for truth the noble privilege of conquering by freedom,
and throws back upon error and falsehood the necessity of taking constraint and persecution for their
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weapons. Let us quote his noble words, immortally true, and always in season—If it is disgraceful for
some bishops to have changed in fear, it is still more disgraceful to have done violence to them, and
nothing marks more clearly the weakness of an evil cause. The devil, who has no truth, comes with axe
and hatchet to break down the doors of those who receive him; but the Saviour is so gentle that he
contents himself with teaching, and when he comes to each of us, he does no violence, but he knocks at
the door and says, Open to me, my sister, my spouse. If we open to him he enters; if we will not, he
withdraws; for truth is not preached with swords or arrows, nor by soldiers, but by counsel and
persuasion. It belongs to the true religion never to constrain, but to persuade”.

Inspired by such teachings and by such an example, the monks, when the satellites of the
persecutors pursued the orthodox confessors even into the desert, scorned to answer them, presented their
throats to the sword, and suffered tortures and death with joy, holding it more meritorious to suffer for the
defence of their legitimate pastors, than to fast, or to practise any other austerity. They themselves went
forth, when it was necessary, from their Thebaid, to go to Alexandria, to snatch their last victims from the
last persecutors, and confound by their courage, by their abrupt and penetrating language, and even by
their presence alone, the most widely spread and dreaded of heresies.

But, however great and strong their influence might be in polemics, and in the midst of a
population agitated by these struggles, it was more powerful still in their proper sphere in that solitude to
which they always returned like Anthony, their model and master, with so much alacrity and joy.

It was in the desert especially that their triumph shone, and that the world, scarcely yet Christian,
recognized in them the envoys of heaven and the conquerors of the flesh. When towards evening, at the
hour of vespers, after a day of stifling heat, all work ceased, and from the midst of the sands, from the
depths of caverns, from hypogeums, from pagan temples cleared of their idols, and from all the vast
tombs of a people dead, the cry of a living people rose to heaven : when everywhere and all at once the air
echoed the hymns, the prayers, the songs pious and solemn, tender and joyous, of these champions of the
soul and conquerors of the desert, who celebrated in the language of David the praises of the living God,
the thanksgivings of the freed soul, and the homage of vanquished nature,—then the traveller, the pilgrim,
and especially the new convert, stood still, lost in emotion, and, transported with the sounds of that
sublime concert, cried aloud. “Behold, this is Paradise!”

“Go”, said the most eloquent doctor of the Church at that period—*"“go to the Thebaid; you shall
find there a solitude still more beautiful than Paradise, a thousand choirs of angels under the human form,
nations of martyrs, armies of virgins, the diabolical tyrant chained, and Christ triumphant and glorified”.

The holy doctor spoke of armies of virgins, because in all times Christian women had shown
themselves, both in number and zeal, the emulators of men in the practice of monastic virtues and
austerities. Virginity had been honoured and practised in the Church from its origin. Besides the sublime
maids who bore it triumphant through the last agonies, there were a multitude who preserved it for many
years in the midst of the world. For there were nuns, as there had been ascetics and hermits, before the
regular and popular institution of monastic life. With all the more reason, when the towns and deserts of
Egypt became populated with monasteries, the sex whose weakness Christianity had ennobled and
purified, came there to claim its part. The most illustrious fathers of the desert found each in his own
family a woman eager to comprehend and imitate him. The sisters of Anthony and Pacome, the mother of
Theodore, the wife of Ammon, followed them into the desert, either to lead them back, or watch over
them. These hearts, steeled by an immortal love, repelled them with unyielding resolution; then the
sorrowing Christian women avenged themselves by embracing the same kind of life which raised their
fears for their brothers. They established themselves in an enclosure, distinct but near, sometimes
separated by a river or by a precipice from those whom they had followed. It was impossible to refuse to
them counsels, rules, and precepts which they observed with an ardent fidelity; and soon a multitude
crowded into these sanctuaries to practise fasting, silence, austerities, and works of mercy.

There dwelt first, and above all, the heroic virgins who brought to that shelter their innocence, their
attractions, and their love of heaven. Of these all ranks and all countries furnished their contingent by
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thousands. They hesitated at no sacrifice to procure an entrance there, nor before any trial to be permitted
to remain.

Here, it was the slave Alexandra who, fearing her own beauty, and in pity for the poor soul of him
who loved her, buried herself alive in an empty tomb, and remained ten years without permitting any one
to see her face.

There, it was the beautiful and learned Euphrosyne, who, at eighteen, deserted her father and her
husband; and, to escape the better from their search, obtained admission, by concealing her sex, into a
monastery of monks, where she remained thirty-eight years without leaving her cell. Her father, in
despair, after useless search by land and sea, came to the same monastery to seek some comfort to his
increasing grief. “My father”, he said to the first monk whom he met, “pray for me; I can bear up no
longer, so much do I weep for my lost daughter, so much am I devoured by this grief!”. And it was to
herself he spoke, to his daughter, whom he did not recognize in the monk’s dress. At sight of the father
from whom she had fled, and whom she too well recognized, she grew pale and wept. But soon,
smothering her tears, she consoled him, cheered him up, promised that he should one day see his daughter
again, and thus encouraged him for his further life; then finally, when she felt herself dying, she sent for
him to her bedside, revealed the secret of her sacrifice, and bequeathed to him her example and her cell,
where her father, so long inconsolable, came to live and die in his turn.

But more strange recruits for these sanctuaries of virginity were the celebrated courtesans, the
dancers, the mercenary and imperious beauties whom Egypt, and especially Alexandria, seemed then to
produce in greater number and more perfidious and undaunted than elsewhere, as if to subject Christian
virtue to a war still more dangerous than the persecution out of which it had come. Men and demons
excited them violently against the solitaries. It was not enough for these female conquerors to seduce, to
dazzle, and to govern the profane lay crowd of their adorers of every age and condition; they longed to
vanquish and enchain the strong and pure men who believed themselves safe in the shelter of their
retreats. Their pride could not be satisfied without this triumph. They hastened into the desert; they
knocked at the doors of the cells, they displayed to the eyes of the suppliant and dismayed solitaries those
attractions which had been too often found irresistible, and that pomp with which the East has always
adorned voluptuousness; they employed in that effort all the audacity, the address, and the charms which
they possessed, and yet almost always they were overcome. They returned vanquished to Alexandria, and
went to hide their defeat in a monastery; or they remained in solitude to throw themselves, after the
example of their victors, into the depths of repentance and divine love.

THE DANCER PELAGIA

The first place in the sacred annals of the desert seems to belong to those true martyrs of penitence,
those glorious rivals of the Magdalene, the first friend of Christ, to Mary of Egypt, to Thais, to Pelagia,
the celebrated actress of Antioch, to all those saints to whom the worship of the Christian nations has so
long remained faithful. The saints who have written the lives of the Fathers have related the history of
these courtesans, as they are called, with a bold simplicity which | should not venture to reproduce. A
burning breath seems to pass across the narrative, which for an instant inflames their imagination, and is
then extinguished in the pure and serene atmosphere of Christian chastity. “We were”, says one of them,
“seated at the feet of our bishop, that austere and vigorous monk, from the monastery of Tabenne. We
were listening to and admiring his holy and salutary instructions; suddenly there appeared before us the
first of the mimes, the most beautiful of the dancers of Antioch, all covered with jewels; her naked limbs
were concealed under pearls and gold; she had her head and her shoulders bare. A great retinue
accompanied her. The men of the world were never tired of devouring her charms with their eyes; a
delicious perfume exhaled from all her person and sweetened the air we breathed. When she had passed,
our father, who had longed gazed at her, said to us, “Have you not been charmed with so much beauty?”
And we were all silent. “For me”, resumed the bishop, “I took great pleasure in it, for God has destined

25


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

her to judge us, one day ... I see her”, he said later, “like a dove all black and stained; but that dove shall
be bathed in the waters of baptism and shall fly towards heaven white as snow”. Shortly, in fact, she
returned to be exorcised and baptized. “I am called Pelagia”, she said, “the name which my parents gave
me; but the people of Antioch call me the Pearl, because of the quantity of ornaments with which my sins
have adorned me. Two days after, she gave all her goods to the poor, clothed herself in haircloth, and went
to shut herself up in a sell on the Mount of Olives. Four years later, he who had admired her incomparable
beauty so much, found her in that cell and did not recognize her, so much had penitence and tasting
changed her. Her great eyes were hollow and sunken as in wells. She died thus. Such was”, says the
narrator, “the life of that courtesan, of that hopeless one. God grant that we may find mercy like her at the
Day of Judgment!” A different narrative, a type of innocent vocations, and the first detailed and authentic
example of those contests between the cloister and the family, which have been renewed during so many
centuries for the glory of God and the salvation of souls, is, however, more worthy of being quoted from
these precious annals.

EUPHRASIA

Euphrasia was the only daughter of a senator, nearly related to the Emperor Theodosius; her father
having died while she was still a child, she was betrothed to a wealthy noble, and in the interval, before
she came to marriageable years, her mother took her to Constantinople and Egypt, to visit the immense
estates which they possessed there, and which extended into the higher Thebaid. They often lodged in a
monastery of nuns of extreme austerity, and both conceived a great regard for these virgins, whose
prayers for the soul of her husband and the future of her daughter the young widow incessantly craved.
One day the abbess said to the little Euphrasia, “Do you love our house and our sisters?”. “Yes”,
answered the child, “I love you”. “But which do you love best, your betrothed or us?”. “I do not know
him any more than he knows me; | know you and love you; but you, which do you love best, your
betrothed or me?”. The abbess and the other nuns who were there answered, “We love thee, thee and our
Christ”. “Ah”, said the child, “I also love you, you and your Christ”. However, the mother, who had been
present during this conversation, began to lament and weep, and would have led her daughter away. The
abbess said to her, “You must go away, for those only who are vowed to Christ remain here”. The child
answered, “Where is He, this Christ?”. The abbess showed her an image of the Saviour. She threw herself
upon it, kissed it, and immediately said, “Well! I devote myself truly to my Christ; I shall go away no
more with my mother, I will remain with you”. The mother tried in vain with many caresses to induce her
child to go with her; the abbess joined her persuasions to those of the mother. “If you remain here”, she
said, “you will have to learn the holy books and all the psalter, and fast every day till evening as the other
sisters do”. “I learn already to do all that”, answered the girl, “only let me remain here”. Then the abbess
said to the mother, “Madame, she must be left to us; the grace of God shines on her; the virtue of her
father and the prayers of both will procure her eternal life”. The mother, conducting her daughter before
the image of Christ, exclaimed, weeping, “Lord Jesus Christ, be gracious to this dear little girl, who seeks
Thee, and who has given herself to Thee”. She was then clothed in the monastic dress. Her mother said to
her, “Lovest thou that dress?”. “Yes, certainly, my mother; for I have learned that it is the robe of
betrothal which the Lord gives to those who love him”. “May thy bridegroom then render thee worthy of
him!”

These were the last words of the desolate mother, who embraced her daughter and went away
beating her breast. She died soon after, leaving the young Euphrasia sole heir of a double and immense
patrimony. At the solicitation of the nobleman who was to have married her, the emperor wrote to her to
return to Constantinople. She answered him that she had already a bridegroom, and supplicated him, in
the name of the close friendship which had united him to her father, to dispose of all her fortune for the
advantage of the poor, of orphans, and of churches, to free and portion her slaves, to remit all their taxes
to the cultivators of her paternal domains, and, finally, to intercede for her with the empress. In reading
the letter, the empress said to her husband, “Truly this girl is of imperial race”. The will of the young
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heiress was executed. She remained divested of everything in her Egyptian monastery; she lived there
from the age of twelve to thirty, occupied with the harder labours, cleaning out the chambers of the
sisters, carrying wood and water to the kitchen, and even stones for the buildings, baking the bread in the
great oven of the community, and attending to the sick children and the poor idiots who were brought to
the nuns, as to the source of all remedies. All these merits did not preserve her from the trials, assaults,
and calumnies which are the portion of the saints, and which pursued her even up to the day when she
was laid in the tomb, where her mother awaited her coming.

Let us haste to close the volume which contains these too absorbing tales, and pursue our rapid
course across the first ages of monastic glory, which the following ages only extended and increased.

Meantime, Egypt being speedily occupied, the stream of monastic life overflowed and inundated
the neighbouring countries. The monks passed on to people the burning deserts of Arabia, Syria, and
Palestine. Sinai was occupied by them almost as soon as the Thebaid. At the commencement of the fourth
century, while the last pagan emperors were exhausting their rage against Christians throughout all the
empire, the Arabs—who did not recognize their laws, but whom the instinct of evil associated with them
in their war against Christ—murdered forty solitaries who had fixed their sojourn upon the holy mountain
where God gave His law to Moses. Others came to replace them, and there came also other Arabs or
Saracens to sacrifice their successors, and these alternations between the pacific colonization of the
monks and the bloody incursions of the Saracens, were prolonged during the rest of the century. But the
destroyers tired sooner than the monks, and ended by becoming converts, a portion of them at least. St.
Nilus was the principal apostle of these savage tribes, and the great monastic colonizer of Mount Sinai.

St. HILARION, 302-372

In Palestine monastic life was introduced by Hilarion. This young pagan, born at Gaza, having
gone to study at Alexandria, where he was converted to Christianity, was drawn by the renown of
Anthony into the desert. “Thou art welcome”, said Anthony, seeing him approach his mountain—*“thou
art welcome, thou who shinest early as the star of morning”. The young Syrian answered him, “Peace be
with thee, thou column of light which sustains the universe”. He passed two months with the patriarch of
the cenobites, made up his mind to be a monk like Anthony, and to imitate him returned to his own
country, where nothing of the kind had yet been seen. After having given all his goods to the poor, he
established himself at sixteen upon the side of a mountain in a cabin of rushes, near a cistern which he
had dug with his own hands, and which served to water the garden which produced his food. There he
delved, sang, prayed, fasted, plaited baskets, and, above all, strove against the temptations of the devil. In
vain the recollections of the beautiful women of Alexandria, of the sumptuous repasts, and all the
seductions of the pagan world, came to arouse his senses. He undertook to reduce his body, like a beast of
burden, by hunger and thirst, and succeeded thus in subduing his passions. He passed twenty-two years in
solitude; but that austere virtue in so young a man, and the miraculous cures obtained by his prayers,
gradually extended his fame throughout all Syria; that fame attracted the crowd; that crowd gave him
disciples and emulators; to receive them he had to form communities : and there is no doubt that the
foundation of the monasteries which have risen from that time at Jerusalem and Bethlehem, as if to
approach the new institution to the places consecrated forever by the Nativity and Passion of its divine
model, date back to his labours. He had the honour of undergoing persecution under Julian the Apostate,
and of being proscribed at the desire of his own compatriots of Gaza. But that trial was short, and it was
much less proscription than the desire to escape his too great fame which conducted him into the
Mediterranean isles, into Sicily, the Cyclades, and even into the isle of Cyprus. From country to country,
and even beyond the sea, he fled from the fame of his virtues and miracles which pursued him.

The island of Cyprus, so celebrated by the worship of Venus, and the associations of which made it
the sanctuary of pagan sensualism, had the singular grace of being purified by a ray of monastic light,
before becoming the last asylum of that Catholic royalty which the Crusades were to inaugurate near the
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tomb of Jesus Christ. Nothing can better depict the victory of the divine Son of the Virgin over the
goddess mother of Love, than the sojourn of Hilarion at Paphos. The austere monk, whose youth had been
but one long and triumphant struggle against voluptuousness, remained two years at the gates of that
town, so dear to erotic poetry, whilst the Christians of the island crowded round him, and brought the
possessed to him to be healed. He afterwards found a retreat more solitary, near the ruin of an ancient
temple, doubtless consecrated to Venus, where he heard night and day the bellowing voices of a whole
army of demons, impatient of the yoke which the soldier of chastity and prayer came to impose upon their
ancient subjects. These nocturnal clamours rejoiced him greatly, for he loved, he said, to see his enemies
face to face.

There he died, an octogenarian, epitomizing his life in these well-known words—“Go forth, then,
my soul, go forth: what hast thou to fear? For nearly threescore and ten years thou hast served Christ, and
dost thou fear to die?”

Even to this day the Cypriote people, confusing in their recollections the legends of good and evil,
the victories of the soul and the triumphs of sense, give to the ruins of one of the strong castles built by
the Lusignans, which command their island, the double name of Castle of St. Hilarion and the Castle of
the God of love.

ST. EPIPHANIUS

Hilarion left upon the metropolitan see of the island, sanctified from henceforth by his presence
and memory, an illustrious monk, St. Epiphanius, who had been his disciple, and who had come to rejoin
him at Paphos. A Jew by origin—converted in his youth by seeing the charity of a monk, who divested
himself of his own garment to clothe a poor man—Epiphanius himself became a monk, and had acquired
great fame for his austerity, in Palestine first, where Hilarion had trained him, and afterwards in Egypt,
where he lived during the persecution of Julian, and where Christianity kept its ground better than in the
other quarters of the East, thanks to the authority of Athanasius and the influence of the Thebaid. Raised
in spite of himself to the episcopate, he continued to wear the dress of a hermit, and it was at the request
of the superiors of two Syrian monasteries that he wrote the history and refutation of the eighty heresies
then known. He was the friend of St. Basil, St. Jerome, and St. Chrysostom. He knew Greek, Hebrew,
Syriac, and Latin, equally well: he always devoted this knowledge to the defence of orthodoxy in faith
and discipline, which he served by his works not less than by his journeys to Rome, Jerusalem, and
Constantinople. He was born in a cool valley, at the foot of Mount Olympus, and not far from Cape
Pifani, which still retains the trace of his name in that alteration made by European sailors of the word
Epiphanios.

The Emperor Julian, whose mind was greater than his heart, was not unaware of the grandeur of
the monastic institution, and, even in persecuting the monks, dreamt of male and female convents for his
regenerated pagans. It was desiring the resuscitation of a corpse. The work of God needed no emperor:
the saints were sufficient for it. The monastic life which they produced, and in which they perfected their
title to heaven, propagated itself rapidly, and thanks to this, the conversion of the East to Christianity was
being accomplished. At Edessa in the centre of Mesopotamia, St. Ephrem carried to this work the
authority of his long career, of his poetic and popular eloquence, of his austere genius, and of his noble
combats against the shameless corruption which infected that oriental civilization, from which it was
necessary to separate truth and the future.

Edessa was then the metropolis of those Syriac populations which had preserved their language
and national spirit in the shelter of Greek influence. Ephrem was at once their apostle, their doctor, their
orator, their poet. He translated the dogmas proclaimed at Nicaea, and the events of holy and evangelical
History, into popular songs which might be heard many centuries after, in the plains of Syria. Becoming a
monk at the same time as he became a Christian, he continued to his last clay to instruct the monks his
brethren and the people of Edessa. His eloquence was nervous and full of fire and unction. “The Holy
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Spirit”, says St. Gregory of Nysse, “gave him so marvellous a fountain of knowledge, that, though the
words flowed from his mouth like a torrent, they were too slow to express his thoughts. . . . He had to
pray that God would moderate the inexhaustible flood of his ideas, saying: Restrain, Lord, the tide of thy
grace”. For that sea of knowledge, which would unceasingly flow forth by his tongue, overwhelmed him
by its waves. This great man of words was also a man of action: when Sapor, king of Persia, then the most
redoubtable enemy of the Romans, came for the third time to besiege Nisibis (A.D. 349), the bulwark of
the faith and of the empire, Ephrem hastened to place himself by the side of the holy bishop Jacobus, who
had baptized him; the two together, first upon the breach, superintended the works of defence, which
ended in the defeat of the Persians. Some years later, when Julian, directing his arms against Persia, at the
height of the persecution which he had renewed, seemed to threaten Edessa, which boasted of being the
earliest converted city of the East, Ephrem sustained the courage of the inhabitants by his discourses, and
to this critical moment belongs a famous oration entitled the Pearl, designed to celebrate under that
symbol the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the pearl of great price of the Gospel, and in which are mingled
“the mystic ardours of a solitary and the zeal of a Christian soldier hastening to his martyrdom”. A faithful
observer of monastic poverty, in the will which he dictated to his disciples, and in which he describes
himself as a labourer who has finished his day’s work, and a merchant traveller who returns to his own
country, he declares that he has nothing to bequeath but his counsels and prayers—for Ephrem, says he,
“has not even a staff or a wallet”. His last words were a protest in favour of the dignity of man redeemed
by the Son of God. The young and pious daughter of the governor of Edessa having come in tears to
receive his last sigh, he made her swear on his deathbed to use no longer a litter carried by slaves, because
the apostle has said, “The head of man should bear no yoke but that of Christ”.

In his discourses, this holy doctor condemns severely those vices and passions of the world which
hid themselves under the robe of the monk. He denounces the contrast, then too frequent, between the
exterior and the heart of the Religious—between the appearance and reality. He laments already the
relaxation of ancient severity. And yet he had lived for several years among the hermits of Mesopotamia,
who reduced themselves in some degree to the state of savages, and who were surnamed Browsers
because they had no other food than the mountain herbs, which they cut every morning with a knife, and
ate uncooked. While he was still living, a Syrian monastery opened its doors to St. Simeon Stylites, who,
from the top of his column, where he remained forty-eight years, was to present to the world the spectacle
of the strangest and rudest penitence which it had yet seen. Such prodigies were, no doubt, necessary to
strike the imagination and seize the conviction of the independent and nomadic people of these deserts;
for it must not be forgotten that the Roman world under Constantine and his immediate successors was
still half pagan. The rural districts especially remained faithful to idolatry. The monks succeeded at last in
shaking their faith and converting them. Villages and entire tribes were led to the faith of Christ by the
preaching of St. Hilarion in Syria, and of St. Moyse among the Saracens. Other monks converted the
Phoenicians. St. Simeon Stylites saw, at the foot of his column, not only his compatriots the Syrians, but
also Persians, Arabs, Armenians, and even men who had come from Spain, Britain, and Gaul, to look on
that prodigy of austerity, that slayer of his own body. He rewarded them for their curiosity and admiration
by preaching to them the Christian truth. They went away Christians. The Arabs came in bands of two or
three hundred; and thousands among them, according to Theodoret, an eyewitness, enlightened by the
light which descended from the column of the Stylite, abjured at his feet their idols and their vices, and
returned Christians into their deserts.

With such men for chiefs and masters, the monks spread their own manner of life simultaneously
with the instructions of the faith, into all Mesopotamia, into Armenia, and beyond the Euphrates as far as
Persia and India; and the native Religious of these distant regions were seen arriving in bands to join the
pilgrims of the West, of Africa, and of Asia Minor, who came to adore at Jerusalem the traces of the
passion of our Saviour.
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MARTYR MONKS IN PERSIA

These monks were not only missionaries, but often also martyrs of the faith among these idolatrous
nations. One day that the sons of the king of Persia were at the chase, three monks were led before them
who had been found taken in one of the immense nets which the royal huntsmen held over the surface of
a whole country. At the sight of these shaggy and almost savage men, the princes asked one of them if he
was a man or a spirit. The monk answered: “I am a man and a sinner, who am come here to weep for my
sins, and to adore the living Son of God”. The princes replied that there was no God but the sun: a
controversy ensued, and ended by the execution of the three hermits, whom the young princes amused
themselves by taking as a target for their arrows. The last and most illustrious of these martyrs was
Anastasius, who was a soldier of Chosroes when the true cross was taken by that prince: the sight of the
sacred wood made him a Christian; he went to Jerusalem to become a monk; taken prisoner by the
Persians, he endured tortures and death clothed in his monk’s robe, which he called his dress of glory.

Up to this period all these saints and monks lived in groups, under the sway of a discipline, always
severe, but changeable, and varied according to the climates and individual instincts. This did not
sufficiently preserve zeal from excess, nor weakness from scandalous falls. Certain primitive rules indeed
existed, which circulated under the name of Anthony, of Macarius, of Pacome especially, and of his
successor Orsiesus, but they had neither the authority nor the extent necessary to form a lasting
legislation. Then God raised up a great man, St. Basil. His glory consists not only in having vanquished
heresy and made head against emperors, but in having given to the monastic order a constitution which
was shortly adopted by all the monks of the East.

ST. BASIL. (329-379)

Born in Cappadocia of a rich and noble family educated with care at Caesarea, at
Constantinople,—and above all at Athens, he had there contracted with his young compatriot, Gregory of
Nazianzus, that indissoluble friendship, austere and impassioned, which fills so fine a page in the history
of Christian affections and literature. “It was”, says Gregory, “one soul which had two bodies.
Eloquence, the thing in the world which excites the greater desire, inspired us with an equal ardour, but
without raising any jealousy between us: we lived in each other. We knew only two paths: the first and the
most beloved, that which led towards the Church and its doctors; the other less exalted, which conducted
us to the school and our masters”. Excited by the emulation which was born of that tender intimacy, Basil
drank largely at the fountains of profane knowledge and philosophy. From these he drew enough of noble
pride to refuse all the dignities that were offered to him. But his sister Macrine, who, despite her rare
beauty, in consequence of the death of her betrothed, remained a virgin, soon initiated him into a still
higher and more disinterested philosophy. He quitted the schools to travel in search of the saints and
monks: he lived with them in Egypt, in Palestine, and in Syria; he recognized the ideal of his soul, which
was enamoured at once of intellect and piety, in these men, who appeared to him travellers here below
and citizens of heaven. He made up his mind to live as they did; and having returned to his own country,
he retired at twenty-six into his paternal domain, which was situated in Pontus.

It was a savage place, barred by profound forests from all access of men, situated at the foot of a
mountain environed with woods, deep valleys, and a rapid river, which fell foaming over a precipice. In
this cherished retreat, which his imagination, inspired by classic influences, compared to the isle of
Calypso, he could cultivate at ease that taste for the study of God’s grandeur and perfection in the works
of Nature, which inspired him with his famous discourse upon the Six days of Creation, known under the
name of the Hexameron. And there, seeing in the distance the Euxine Sea, he was naturally led to connect
the various aspects and thousand sounds of the sea with those of the human crowd, which he believed

30


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

himself to have left forever, and that contemplation dictated to him a passage too fine not to be quoted.
“The sea offers us a lovely spectacle when its surface is bright, or when, rippling gently under the wind, it
is tinted with purple and green: when, without beating violently upon the shore, it surrounds the earth, and
caresses her with its wild embraces. But it is not this which constitutes in the eyes of God the grace and
beauty of the sea; it is its works which make it beautiful. See here the immense reservoir of water which
irrigates and fertilizes the earth, and which penetrates into her bosom to reappear in rivers, in lakes, and in
refreshing fountains; for in traversing the earth it loses its bitterness, and is almost civilized by the
distance it travels. Thou art beautiful, oh sea! because in thy vast bosom thou receivest all the rivers, and
remainest between thy shores without ever overleaping them. Thou art beautiful, because the clouds rise
from thee. Thou art beautiful with thine isles spread over thy surface, because thou unitest by commerce
the most distant countries—because, instead of separating them, thou joinest the nations, and bearest to
the merchant his wealth and to life its resources. But if the sea is beautiful before men and before God,
how much more beautiful is that multitude, that human sea, which has its sounds and murmurs, voices of
men, of women, and of children, resounding and rising up to the throne of God!”

Upon the other bank of the river Iris, the mother and sister of Basil, forgetting their nobility and
wealth, prepared themselves for heaven, living on terms of complete equality with their servants and other
pious virgins. He himself was followed into his retreat by the friend of his youth, by his two brothers, and
an always increasing crowd of disciples. He then gave himself up entirely to austerities, to the study of
sacred literature, and to the cultivation of the soil, eating only hard bread, lighting no fire, but fed and
warmed by the ardour of his zeal for the service of God and the salvation of souls. In that rude
apprenticeship he strengthened his soul for the great conflicts which raised him to the first rank among the
doctors of the Church and holy pontiffs. When Julian the Apostate threatened the world with a return to
that paganism which was scarcely vanquished and for from being extirpated, St. Basil was drawn by force
out of his solitude to be ordained a priest, and some years after was made Bishop of Caesarea. It is well
known how he astonished the world by the superiority of his genius and his eminent virtue. Ecclesiastical
history does not contain a more glorious episode than the narrative of his intrepid and calm resistance to
the attempts of the Emperor Valens against the faith of Nicaea, and his celebrated conference with the
prefect of the praetorium Modestus. “I have never met with so much boldness”, said the minister of the
imperial will. “Doubtless”, answered the saint, “you have never met a bishop”. On going out from that
conference, the prime minister said to his master, “Sire, we are vanquished; this bishop is above menaces;
we have no alternative but force”. The emperor drew back, and the Church hailed Basil as the hero of the
time. However, his great soul was as tender as strong; his unshaken faith longed always for a
reconciliation with the misled Christians. Saddened by the divisions of the Church in the East, he
passionately implored help from the West, from Pope Damasus, and, above all, from his illustrious rival
in glory and courage, St. Athanasius. He understood so well the necessity of being gentle with the weak,
that a certain leaning towards error was imputed to him, from which Athanasius defended him by two
memorable epistles against the accusations of those extravagant minds, which are to be found in all ages,
pusillanimous at the moment of peril, bold and implacable before and after the storm.

The monks whom he had trained were the most useful auxiliaries of orthodoxy against the Arians
and semi-Arians, enemies of the divinity of Jesus Christ and of the Holy Ghost. They exercised the most
salutary influence on all the clergy. Thus he continued to govern and multiply them, as priest and as
bishop. He regarded them as the richest treasure of his diocese. He called them into his episcopal city;
then, traversing the towns and plains of Pontus, he renewed the aspect of that province by collecting into
regular monasteries the isolated monks, by regulating the exercise of prayer and psalmody, the care of the
poor, and the practice of labour, and by opening numerous convents of nuns. He became thus the first
type of those monk-bishops who subsequently became the benefactors of all Europe and the originators of
Christian civilization in the West. He seemed to have had especially in view the union of active with
contemplative life, and of connecting the monks with the clergy and Christian people that they might
become its light and strength. Such is the spirit of his numerous writings upon monastic life, which
demonstrate the grandeur of his genius, not less than his epistles and doctrinal works, which have gained
him the name of the Christian Plato. Such especially appears his famous Rule, which shortly became the
code of religious life, and was eventually the sole rule recognized in the East. Drawn out in the form of
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answers to two hundred and three different questions upon the obligations of the solitary life and upon the
meaning of the most important texts of Holy Scripture, and partly adapted to communities of both sexes,
it bore throughout the stamp of the good sense and moderation which characterized its author. It insisted
upon the dangers of absolute solitude for humility and charity, upon the necessity of minute obedience,
upon the abnegation of all personal property as of all individual inclination, and, above all, upon the
perpetual duty of labour. He would not allow even fasting to be an obstacle to work: “If fasting hinders
you from labour”, says he, “it is better to eat like the workmen of Christ that you are”. This was the pivot
of monastic life, according to this patriarch of an institution, which so many ignorant and idle generations
have not blushed to accuse of indolence. “Athletes, workmen of Jesus Christ”, says this great bishop,
“you have engaged yourselves to fight for Him all the day, to bear all its heat. Seek not repose before its
end; wait for the evening, that is to say, the end of life, the hour at which the householder shall come to
reckon with you, and pay you your wages”.

ST. GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS

There is a name inseparable from the great name of Basil, that of another doctor of the Church,
Gregory of Nazianzus, the tender friend of Basil’s heart and youth, the companion of his studies and his
retirement, the associate of his struggles and victories for orthodoxy, and, after his premature death, the
celebrator of his glory. Like him, but not without a struggle, Gregory had renounced the world, reserving
of all his temporal possessions only his eloquence, to employ it in the service of God. “I abandon to you
all the rest”, said he, addressing himself to the pagans, at the moment when Julian interdicted to the
Christians even the study of letters—“wealth, birth, glory, authority, and all possessions here below, the
charm of which vanishes like a dream: but I put my hand upon elogquence, and regret none of the labours,
nor journeys by land and sea which I have undertaken to acquire it”." And later he added, “One sole
object in the world has possessed my heart: the glory of eloquence. | have sought it in all the earth, in the
west, in the east, and especially at Athens, that ornament of Greece. | have laboured long years for it; but
this glory also | come to lay at the feet of Christ, under the empire of that divine word which effaces and
throws into the shade the perishable and changeful form of all human thought”. He had besides shared
with Basil his solitary and laborious life, and when they were both drawn from that to be condemned to
the still more painful toils of the episcopate, Gregory loved to recall to his friend the pleasant times when
they cultivated together their monastic garden. “Who shall bring back to us”, he wrote to his friend,
“those days when we laboured together from morning till evening? when sometimes we cut wood,
sometimes we hewed stones? when we planted and watered our trees, when we drew together that heavy
wagon, the marks of which have so long remained on our hands?”. He was called to Constantinople to
confound the heretics there; and it is well known what glory he won by his courage and that eloquence
which had at last found its true element, and how the will of the Emperor Theodosius, and the suffrages of
the second ecumenical council, elevated him, in spite of himself, to the patriarchal chair, where he would
employ against the Arians only the weapons of persuasion. “Let us never be insolent when the times are
favourable”, he had already said to the orthodox, delivered from the persecution of Julian—*“let us never
show ourselves hard to those who have done us wrong: let us not imitate the acts which we have blamed.
Let us rejoice that we have escaped from peril, and abhor everything that tends to reprisals. Let us not
think of exiles and proscriptions; drag no one before the judge; let not the whip remain in our hands; in a
word, do nothing like that which you have suffered”. He descended from that elevation as promptly as he
could, happy to leave the centre of theological dissensions, and of that corruption the excesses of which
he had depicted with so much boldness and grief. It was to re-enter into a rustic solitude in his native
country. There he ended his life, after two years divided between the hardest austerities of monastic life
and the cultivation of poetry, which he continued to pursue, that the pagans might not be left in sole
possession of the palm of literature, and also to give a free course to the noble and delicate sadness of his
soul. His graceful, melancholy, and sometimes sublime verses have gained him a place almost as high as
his profound knowledge of divine things; and the monastic order may boast of having produced in him
the father of Christian poetry, as well as the doctor who has merited the name of Theologian of the East.
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No other man had painted monastic life with an admiration so impassioned as the illustrious friend
of Basil in his discourse upon the death of Julian, in that passage where he apostrophizes him as the
enemy of the Church, confronting him with “those men who are on earth, yet above the earth, ... at once
bound and free, subdued and unsubduable, ... who have two lives, one which they despise, another which
alone fills all their thoughts ; become immortal by mortification; strangers to all desire, and full of the
calm of divine love; who drink at the fountain of its light, and already reflect its rays; whose angelical
psalmodies fill all the watches of the night, and whose rapturous souls already emigrate towards heaven;
... solitary, and mingling in the concerts of another life, chastising all voluptuousness, but plunged in
ineffable delights; whose tears drown sin and purify the world; whose extended hands stay the flames,
tame the beasts, blunt the swords, overturn the battalions, and come now, be assured, to confound thy
impiety, even though thou shouldst escape some days, and play thy comedy with thy demons”.

Thus, a century after Anthony had inaugurated cenobitical life in the deserts of Egypt, it was firmly
established in Asia Minor, and carried as far as the shores of the Euxine, by Basil and his illustrious
friend. From that time no province of the Oriental Church was without monks. They established
themselves like an orthodox garrison in the midst and at the gates of Constantinople, the principal centre
of the heresies which desolated the Church in the fourth century. Acquiring in solitude and labour that
strength which contemporary society, enslaved and degraded by the imperial rule, had lost, the monks and
nuns formed already an entire nation, with the rule of Basil for their code; a nation distinct at once from
the clergy and from the common believers; a new and intrepid people, spreading everywhere, and
multiplying unceasingly, and in which neither the friends nor the enemies of the Church could fail to
recognize her principal force.

Her enemies especially did not deceive themselves violent on this score, and from thence arose a
permanent and desperate opposition against the new institution. This arose from various sources, but the
efforts and results by which it showed itself were identical. The pagans and Arians, who, united, formed
the great majority of the population of the empire, showed equal virulence. All the savants, philosophers,
and men of letters among the pagans, were emulous in their protest. The impassioned activity of the
monks against idolatry, their efforts, more and more successful, to extirpate it from the heart of the rural
population, naturally exasperated the last defenders of the idols. Besides, the voluntary suffering which
they preached and practiced, the subjection to which they reduced their bodies, the war which they
declared with nature, were the antipodes of Greek wisdom. All the wit that remained in that worn-out
society was exercised at their expense. The rhetorician Libanus pursued them with his mockeries, accused
them of making their virtue consist in wearing mourning, and hoped to wound them by calling them black
men. The sophist Eunapius lamented that it was enough for any one, as he says, to appear in public with a
black robe, in order to exercise tyrannical authority with impunity. He depicted the monks as men whose
lives were not only base but criminal. The echo that all these sarcasms would awaken amid the corruption
of the two Romes may be supposed. But amongst these vain protests of a vanquished world, those who
went farthest in rage and rancour against the Religious were the rich, and heads of families, who saw their
children and heirs abandon them to bury themselves in solitude and penitence; for it was then, as it has
always been since, in the bosoms of the most opulent families that these sacrifices were consummated.

The Arians were still more implacable than the pagans. The tendency of these enemies of the
divinity of Christ was in everything to abuse, degrade, and restrain the spirit of Christianity. How should
the monastic life, which was its most magnificent development, escape their fury? The war between them
and the monks was therefore long and cruel. The emperors came their accomplices. The persecution
which paganism had scarcely time to light up to its own advantage under Julian, was pitiless under the
Arian Constantius, and more skilful, without being more victorious, under the Arian Valens. In the time of
Constantius entire monasteries, with the monks they contained, were burnt in Egypt; and after the death
of Athanasius, in the frightful persecution which the intruder Lucius, imposed by Valens, raised in
Alexandria, a troop of imperial soldiers ravaged the solitude of Nitria, and massacred its inhabitants.
Twenty-three monks and eleven bishops, all children of the desert, are named among the confessors of the
orthodox faith who were then condemned to the mines or to banishment. The slavery of the unfortunate
rich men whom the imperial government condemned to fill municipal offices under the name of curials
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and of decurions, and to be held perpetually responsible to the treasury, is known. In that age of fetters,
this chain seemed the hardest of all. Many sought to break it by taking refuge in the voluntary servitude of
the cloister. The Arians profited by that pretext to suggest to the Emperor Valens a law which commanded
the Count of the East to search out the deserts of the Thebaid, and seize these men, whom he calls loose
deserters, in order to send them back to their civil obligations. Another law of the same emperor, inspired
by the same spirit, endeavoured to compel the monks to military service, and beat to death those who
refused to enrol themselves. A great number were sacrificed for this cause in Nitria. Most of the
magistrates gladly executed these sovereign orders; and the monks were everywhere snatched from their
retreats, surrounded, imprisoned, beaten, and exposed to most tyrannical harassments. These legal
cruelties encouraged the violence of private persons who were animated by hatred of the faith of Nicaea
or of Christian virtue. Under pretext of penetrating into the monasteries, and bringing out of them the
young monks fit for military service, bands of ruffians forced their gates, invaded their cells, seized the
monks, and threw them forth into the streets or upon the highways; and each boasted of having been the
first to denounce a monk, to strike him, or to cast him into a dungeon. “It is intolerable”, said these
friends of humanity, “to see men free and noble, healthy and strong, masters of all the joys of this world,
condemn themselves to a life so hard and so revolting”.

Thus the philosophers and the emperors, the heretics and the profligates, were leagued against the
cenobites, and the invectives of the one had for a corollary the violence of the others. And even among
orthodox Christians there were critical spirits: these reproached the new institutions with withdrawing its
disciples from public life; depriving society of the beneficent influence of those who were best qualified
to serve it; stealing away from their duties men born for the good of their neighbours and their kind; and,
in short, opening too honourable an asylum to indolence, unworthiness, and hypocrisy.

ST. JOHN CRYSOSTOM

It was then that God raised for the defence of his servants another great man, greater by his
eloguence than any hitherto appeared in the Church—St. John Chrysostom, the Christian Cicero. Born at
Antioch, his friend and the companion of his studies was a young man who desired to embrace the
monastic profession, and who had proposed to him to prelude it by life in common. But he himself was
destined for the bar and public life. He was, besides, retained in the world by the love of his mother, who
besought him not to render her a widow for the second time. Suddenly the two friends were chosen as
bishops. Then John, convinced of his unworthiness, abandoned at once the world, his friend, and his
mother, and escaped ordination by flying into solitude. But in that solitude he discovered a new world. It
was in the mountains near Antioch that he sought a retreat, and these mountains were already peopled by
monks, emulators of the disciples of Anthony and Basil. The ardent young man took one of them, an old
Syrian of formidable austerity, for his master and guide in monastic life, and devoted four years to that
spiritual education. Then he passed two years alone, secluded in a cavern, exclusively occupied in
subduing his passions, which he compares to wild beasts. It is thus that he prepared unawares the power
of that eloquence which was to delight his contemporaries, make the very churches echo with the
applauses which it raised, and draw out of the cities a crowd intoxicated with the happiness of hearing
him, and scarcely sheltered from the ardour of the sun by vast awnings suspended over them. But, above
all, it was in this rude apprenticeship that he learned to know the combats and victories of the monks. He
derived from this the right and the power of speaking the truth concerning their life, and in 376, at the
height of the persecution of Valens, he wrote his three books Against the Adversaries of Monastic Life,
which carried his fame afar, and vindicated innocence and uprightness with the incomparable eloquence
of which his name has become the symbol.

He shows, in the first place, by the example of the Jews and pagan emperors, the terrible
chastisements which are incurred by persecution of the saints and friends of God. He addresses himself
then to those fathers whom the conversion of their sons had rendered furious, and who cried out, I burn, |
rend, | burst with rage! He shows them, by examples borrowed even from profane history, the grandeur
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and fertility of sacrifice, labour, and solitude. He paints to us one of these young and noble lords, who
might then be seen clothed more miserably than the meanest of their slaves, labouring barefooted on the
earth, lying down upon hard couches, emaciated by fasting, and he asks triumphantly if there had ever
been a greater or more noble victory of human courage than that sacrifice of all worldly possessions for
the possessions of the soul. Then turning to the Christian parents who have been persuaded to mingle
their lamentations with the rage of the pagan fathers, he crushes them under the weight of the divine
authority and reason enlightened by faith. That admirable invective against the parents who, opposing the
vocation of their children, enslave and kill their souls, a thousand times more cruel than those who murder
their sons or sell them as slaves to the barbarians, should be quoted entire. He exhorts them ardently to
confide the education of their sons to the solitaries—to those men of the mountain whose lessons he
himself had received. He grants that they might afterwards return to the world, but only after having
initiated them thus in Christian virtue, for the monasteries were the sole asylums for purity of manners in
the midst of universal corruption. These are, he says, refuges destined to fill up the abyss which separates
the ideal of the law of Christ from the reality of the manners of Christians; certainly he would turn no one
from public life or social duties, if society was faithful to its duties; monasteries would be useless if the
cities were Christian. But they were not so, and to prove it, the holy doctor drew a picture of the
corruption which he had witnessed at Antioch and elsewhere.

Nothing could be more repulsive than these manners, which reproduced all the excesses of ancient
debauchery in their most revolting refinements. How deeply everything was poisoned in that empire, still
so dazzling for its strength and immensity—how little the conversion of the emperors had converted the
world—and how miserable was the condition of souls and consciences amid that over-vaunted alliance of
the Church and the empire—is seen there. Society was Christian only in name; the heart and mind
remained pagan. In the East especially, where the bishops and clergy were infested by stubborn and
incessantly renewed heresies, and where the government of souls was either absorbed or rendered
impossible by the perils of orthodoxy, the monks alone offered to Christian virtue a resource and a hope.
Thus their intrepid apologist never names monastic life otherwise than as the true philosophy. It was this
that made simple Christians more powerful than emperors, because it put them above the vices which
ravaged the empire; and he develops this idea in an admirable supplement to the three books of his
apology, where he establishes a comparison between the power, the wealth, and the excellence of a king,
and those of a monk living in the true and Christian philosophy. He compares them in war and in peace,
in their daily and nightly occupations, in prosperity and in adversity, in life and in death; and he awards
the palm of incontestable superiority to the potentate who has the privilege of delivering souls from the
tyranny of the devil by his prayers alone.

These magnificent pleadings sum up all the arguments in favour of monastic life with an eloquence
which remains always true. They have never been better expressed; and it is enough to re-read and repeat
them, against the same objections, the same sophisms, the same falsehoods perpetually reproduced. After
the lapse of fifteen centuries, we find these noble words always opportune and conclusive; because in that
constantly renewed struggle between the friends and enemies of monastic life, it is the unvarying ground
of human nature—it is the soul and its life by love and faith—it is the eternal revolt of evil against the
sole influence which insures victory and fertility to goodness, the spirit of sacrifice—which are brought in
question.

The great and celebrated doctor did not content himself with this brilliant stroke. He continued,
during all the course of his career, to defend and extol the monastic institution, not only as he admired it
in the Thebaid, where the tabernacles of the cenobites shone, as he says, with a splendour purer than that
of the stars in heaven, but, even such as it was seen, with its infirmities and divisions already apparent,
throughout the East. Almost all his works bear the trace of this predilection; but it is nowhere more visible
than in his Ninety Homilies upon St. Matthew, preached during his sojourn at Antioch, from which we
shall quote a curious passage, which is strangely and sadly seasonable even in our own time.

He here sets forth the effect which the contrast of monastic life with the feasts, pomps, debauches,
and prodigalities of wealth should produce upon the souls of the poor. He supposes a man of the lower
classes transported suddenly into the midst of the theatres of Constantinople, where voluptuousness used
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all its resources to stimulate the sated appetite of the wealthy classes of the Lower Empire, and he adds :
“The poor man will be irritated by that spectacle; he will say to himself, ‘See what profligates, what
debauchees—children perhaps of butchers or shoemakers, and even of slaves—see what luxury they
display; whilst I, a free man, born of free parents, who gain my living by honest labour—I cannot enjoy
such happiness even in a dream”; and so saying he goes away, penetrated with rage and sadness. But
among the monks he experiences an entirely contrary impression. There he sees the sons of the rich, the
offspring of the most illustrious races, clad in garments which the poorest would not wear, and joyful of
that mortification. Think how much more pleasant his poverty will appear to him! When the courtesan at
the theatre exhibits herself all adorned and jewelled, the poor man mutters with rage, thinking that his
own wife neither wears nor possesses any such ornaments; and the rich man returns to his house inflamed
by his recollections, and already the captive of his guilty desires, to scorn and ill-use his wife. But those
who return from visiting the monks bring with them only peace and happiness: the wife finds her husband
delivered from all unjust covetousness, more gentle, more accommodating, more tender than before; the
poor man consoles himself in his poverty, and the rich learn virtue and abstinence”.

Doubtless, this striking vindication did not put an end to the persecutions of which the monks were
victims. They continued to be slandered, vexed, and cruelly treated whenever, as often happened, the
imperial power became the prey or the instrument of heresy. A law of Valentinian Il ordained, in 390, that
all the monks should leave the towns, where they had become more and more numerous since the time of
Basil, and retire into the desert. But it was abrogated by Theodosius.

Chrysostom, whose life we do not undertake to relate, was afterwards raised to the See of
Constantinople. He gained there the admiration of the whole Church by the heroism of his long
martyrdom. He employed all his authority to protect the monks, as also to maintain regularity in the order.
With one hand he severely repressed the vagabond monks, who fled from discipline, yet pretended to
keep up the exterior and the respect due to their order; on the other, he entered into relations with the
Religious who were already to be found among the Goths, with whom the empire began to be inundated,
and sent monks to Phoenicia to labour there for the extirpation of paganism from that country.

However, this great champion of the honour and liberty of the monks was not destined to find
among all Of them the gratitude which he merited. In these violent struggles against the abuses and
injustice of Byzantine government, spiritual and temporal, which gained him from the historian Zosimus
the name of demagogue—which inflamed against him the imbecile jealousy of the Emperor Arcadius, the
wounded pride of the Empress Eudoxia, and the interested rage of the courtiers and the rich, and which
twice thrust him from his patriarchal see—Chrysostom had won the sympathies of the people, who often
rose on his behalf. But he had constantly to contend, not only against simoniacal bishops and a servile
clergy, but even against monks who too often mingled in the intrigues and violence of which he was the
victim. He has himself related to us how, during the cruel fatigues of his exile, the short interval of
hospitable repose which he hoped to find at Caesarea was disturbed by a horde of monks, or rather of
ferocious beasts, placed there by a courtier bishop, who terrified the clergy and even the soldiers of the
garrison, and succeeded in expelling him from the city in all the heat of a fever by which he was
devoured, and at the risk of falling into the hands of the Isaurian brigands who ravaged the country. But
the violence of wretches, unworthy of the name and robe they bore, drew from him no recrimination, and
especially no retractation of the praise which he had up to that time lavished on the true monks. He had a
soul too just and too lofty to forget for a personal wrong all the examples of monastic courage and virtue
with which his memory was stored. He especially loved to recall that he had seen the hermits of Antioch,
whose disciple and advocate he had been, quit their mountains and caverns to console and encourage the
inhabitants of Antioch threatened by the bloody vengeance of Theodosius. While the philosophers of the
town went to hide themselves in the desert, the inhabitants of the desert issued from it to brave and
partake the common danger. In the midst of the universal consternation they appeared before the ministers
of imperial wrath like lions, says Chrysostom, and made them suspend the execution of the pitiless
sentence.

“Go”, said one of the monks, a simple and unlettered man, to the commissioners of Theodosius,
“go and say from me to the emperor: you are an emperor, but you are a man, and you command men who
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are your fellow-creatures, and who are made in the image of God. Fear the wrath of the Creator if you
destroy His work. You, who are so much displeased when your images are overthrown, shall God be less
if you destroy His? Your statues of bronze are made anew and replaced, but when you shall have killed
men, the images of God, how can you resuscitate the dead, or even restore a hair of their head?”. Having
said this, and the judge yielding, they left the city and returned into their solitude.

TELEMACHUS THE MONK

The same year which saw the barbarity of the monks of Caesarea toward St. John Chrysostom is to
forever memorable in the annals of humanity by the heroic sacrifice of an Eastern monk. In its desperate
struggle against the religion which was to avenge and save the human race from its long decline,
paganism had found a popular and strong refuge in the public spectacles. These circus games, which had
been the price of Roman servitude, faithfully paid by the emperors to a degraded people, but which were
as sanguinary as amid the struggles of her warlike history, preserved their fatal ascendency over the
hearts, the imaginations, and the habits of the Roman people. In vain had the doctors and defenders of the
Christian faith expended since Tertullian their most generous efforts and unwearied eloquence against this
remnant of the vanquished civilization. In vain they represented to the disciples of the Gospel, the horror
of these bloody games, in which so many thousand martyrs of every age, sex, and country had perished,
and where the devil unceasingly recruited new victims, voluntarily enslaved to luxury and cruelty, for the
innumerable spectators. In vain, at last, the sovereign authority sanctioned the prohibitions of the Church.
The public taste had stubbornly maintained its favourite recreation during all the fourth century against
the Church and the emperors. The combats of the gladiators were still the delight of Roman decadence.
St. Augustine has left a striking picture of the infatuation which mastered their souls, when, like Alypius,
they allowed themselves to be intoxicated by the bloodshed in the amphitheatre, the fumes of which
transformed into pagans, into savages, the most intelligent and worthy spectators. Under the reign of
Honorius, the Christian poet Prudentius demanded in eloquent verse the abolition of that cruel scandal.
“Let no one die again to delight us with his agonies! Let the odious arena, content with its wild beasts,
give man no more for a bloody spectacle. Let Rome, vowed to God, worthy of her prince, and powerful
by her courage, be powerful also by her innocence”.

The weak Honorius, far from listening to this appeal, had, on the occasion of his sixth consulate,
restored to life an entirely pagan institution, the celebration of the secular games, and had specially
included in it the combats of gladiators. When the announcement of these games had been published
everywhere in all the empire, and had thus penetrated into the deserts, a monk, until then unknown,
named Telemachus, of Nitria according to some, of Phrygia according to others, took one of those
resolutions, the simple grandeur and immense results of which appear only after their accomplishment.
He left his cell, travelled from the depths of the East to Rome, arrived there in time to be present at the
imperial solemnities, entered the Colosseum, burst through the waves of people all palpitating with a
ferocious curiosity, and threw himself between the gladiators engaged in combat. The indignant spectators
pursued this untimely interruption, this fool, this black fanatic, first with furious clamours, then with
blows of stones and sticks. Stoned like the first martyrs of Christianity, Telemachus fell, and the
gladiators whom he had desired to separate, completed the work. But his blood was the last shed in that
arena where so much had flowed. The nobleness of his sacrifice showed the full horror of the abuse which
he would have overthrown. An edict of Honorius proscribed forever the games of gladiators. From that
day it is no more heard of in history. The crime of so many centuries was extinguished by the blood of a
monk, who happened to be a hero.

But we must here leave the monks of the East. They have occupied us thus far only as the
precursors and models of the monks of the West. It is not our task to relate the conflicts, often generous,
which they had to wage during the fifth and sixth centuries against the Nestorian and Eutychian heresies,
one of which contested the unity of the person of Jesus Christ, and the other the duality of His nature,
which ravaged successively the Church of the East, and which were sustained with perseverance and
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obstinacy by almost all the emperors and patriarchs of Constantinople. Nor shall we need to contemplate
the sad decline of their strength and virtue, to the state of stagnation, and then of decay, which became by
degrees the dominant character of monastic life in the East.

Doubtless there still remained, after the glorious names which we have quoted up to this point,
some names honoured and dear to the Church. St. Dalmatius, St. Euthymius, St. Sabas, St. Theodosius,
St. John Climachus, and others, filled with the odour of their virtues the monasteries of Constantinople,
the solitudes of the Thebaid, the lauras of the environs of Jerusalem, and the peaks and gorges of Sinai. In
the struggles which demanded so much heroic patience, constant vigilance, and calm and intrepid
courage; against the pride and blindness of the emperors, the passionate presumption of the empresses,
and the bad faith and envy of the patriarchs of Constantinople, the orthodox popes and bishops found
zealous and faithful auxiliaries among the monks of the East. Many suffered martyrdom in defence of the
dogmas which had been established by the General Councils of Chalcedon and Constantinople. Let us
give a word of recollection in passing to that monk of the monastery of Studius, near the golden gate of
Byzantium, who, in the conflict between Pope Felix Il and the patriarch Acacius, had alone the courage
to publish the decree of excommunication pronounced against the latter by the pope and sixty-seven
bishops of Italy. As the patriarch was on his way to church to celebrate pontifical mass, this monk
attached to his mantle the sentence which condemned him, and thus made him carry it himself to the foot
of the altar and before all the people. He paid for this boldness with his life. History has not preserved his
name, but has glorified his example, which, however, had scarcely any imitators.

For it must be admitted that, by means of theological discussions and subtleties, the spirit of
intrigue and revolt introduced itself into the monasteries. Eutychius himself was a monk and abbot of
Constantinople, and after him the Eutychians and the Originists made numerous recruits in the monastic
ranks: they appeared under the monastic habit as under the episcopal tiara, in the synods and in the
councils. Among the true servants of God, false brethren glided in almost everywhere, raising with
warmth condemnable or extravagant opinions. Others, more numerous still, wandered from town to town,
or from house to house, and thus casting off all discipline, compromised at once the sanctity of their
institution and the dignity of their robe. Their superiors, spiritual and temporal, used their authority in
vain to repress that abuse, which reappeared perpetually.

To bring a remedy to these scandals and dangers, and with the formally acknowledged intention of
restraining all these vagabond and turbulent monks, the General Council of Chalcedon, on the proposition
of the Emperor Marcian, decreed that no monastery should be built henceforward without the consent of
the bishop of the diocese, and that the monks, as much in the towns as in the country, should submit to the
episcopal authority in everything, under pain of excommunication. They were expressly interdicted from
going out of the monastery where they had been first received, and from mixing themselves with any
ecclesiastical or secular business. After having renewed an ancient prohibition against the marriage of
monks, the Council ordained besides that every monastery, once consecrated by the bishop, should
preserve its special destination in perpetuity, and could never become a secular habitation.

These enactments became from that time part of the common law of Christendom, and must be
kept in remembrance, because we shall have afterwards to record the numerous infractions to which they
were subjected. Besides, they did not exercise upon the monks of the East a sufficiently efficacious
influence to maintain them at the height of early times. After an age of unparalleled virtue and
fruitfulness—after having presented to the monastic life of all ages, not only immortal models, but also a
kind of ideal almost unattainable—the monastic order allowed itself to be overcome, through all the
Byzantine empire, by that enfeeblement and sterility of which Oriental Christianity has been the victim.
One by one, these glorious centres of light, knowledge, and life, which the Anthonys, the Hilarious, the
Basils, and the Chrysostoms, had animated with their celestial light, were extinguished, and disappeared
from the pages of history. While the monks of the West, under the vivifying influence of the Roman See,
strove victoriously against the corruption of the ancient world, converted and civilized barbarous nations,
transformed and purified the new elements, preserved the treasures of ancient literature, and maintained
the traditions of all the secret and profane sciences, the monks of the East sank gradually into
nothingness. Intoxicated by the double influence of courtierism and theological discord, they yielded to
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all the deleterious impulses of that declining society, of whose decay despotism was at once the result and
the chastisement, and the laxness of whose morals gave an irresistible ascendency to all the caprices of
power, and constant impunity to its excesses. They could neither renovate the society which surrounded
them, nor take possession of the pagan nations which snatched away every day some new fragment of the
empire. They knew no better how to preserve the Church from the evil influences of the Byzantine spirit.
Even the deposit of ancient knowledge escaped from their debilitated hands. They have saved nothing,
regenerated nothing, elevated nothing.

They ended, like all the clergy of the East, by becoming slaves of Islamism and accomplices of
schism. Since then, fifteen centuries have passed over their heads without interrupting their downfall for a
single day, or preparing a regenerator for the future. It has been with religion as with the glory of arms
and the splendour of letters. Following a mysterious but incontestable law, it is always from the East to
the West that progress, light, and strength have gone forth. Like the light of day, they are born in the East,
but rise and shine more and more in proportion as they advance towards the West.

As the empire of the world passed from the Asiatics to the Greeks, and from the Greeks to the
Romans, the truth passed from Jerusalem to Rome. Monastic life, like the Church, was founded in the
East; but, like the Church also, acquired its true form only in the West. We must follow and study it there,
to admire its complete and lasting grandeur.
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BOOK 111

MONASTIC PRECURSORS IN THE WEST

The monastic stream, which had been born in the deserts of Egypt, divided itself into two great
arms. The one spread in the East, at first inundated everything, then concentrated and lost itself there. The
other escaped into the West, and spread itself by a thousand channels over an entire world which had to be
covered and fertilized. We must return upon our track to follow it. Its beginnings are certainly less ancient
and less brilliant, but the bed which it hollowed for itself is, on the other hand, deeper and more
prolonged.

First of all, we anew encounter Athanasius, whom we have seen associated with the great
patriarchs of the cenobites—the guest, the disciple, and the client of Anthony, the defender of Basil. His
life is well known. Exile was then the portion of the confessors of the faith, but it was also the means
chosen by God to spread afar the seed of virtue and truth. Constantine, who troubled the Church after
having delivered it, inflicted that penalty first upon Athanasius. Constantius and the Arians subjected him
to it so often, that he might be said to have lived almost as much in exile as in his see. He returned there
always calm and intrepid, happy to be the victim and not the author of these violences which always mark
the weakness of an evil cause. Twice persecution constrained him to take refuge in the Thebaid, and three
times an imperial order exiled him to the West. He became thus the natural link between the Fathers of the
desert and those vast regions which their successors were to conquer and transform. Victor over Arianism
by the strength of faith, courage, and patience alone, sustained by the popes against the emperors and
bishops unfaithful to the divinity of Jesus, it belonged to him more than to any other to introduce the
monastic institution to Rome, the head and centre of the Church, which could no longer remain a stranger
to this new and wonderful development of Christian life. It was in 340 that he came for the first time to
Rome, in order to escape the violence of the Arians, and invoke the protection of Pope Julius. This pope
convoked the adversaries of the bishop of Alexandria to a council, from which they drew back, knowing
that if they appeared, they should there encounter a truly ecclesiastical tribunal, where there should be
neither count nor soldiers at the doors, nor orders of the emperor.

While the pope and the council (A.D. 341) did justice to the glorious defender of the divinity of
Christ, he spread in Rome the first report of the life led by the monks in the Thebaid, of the marvellous
exploits of Anthony, who was still alive, of the immense foundations which Pacome was at that time
forming upon the banks of the higher Nile. He had brought with him two of the most austere of these
monks. The one was Ammonius, so absorbed in the contemplation of divine things that he did not deign
to visit any of the wonders of Rome, except the tombs of St. Peter and St. Paul; the other, Isidore, gained
all hearts by his amiable simplicity. These two served as guarantees of the truth of his tale, and as types to
the Romans who might be tempted to follow their example. Monastic life, however, was not completely
unknown in Rome. Traces of its existence are visible during the last persecutions, in the Acts of the
martyrs: they have pre served to us the story of St. Aglae, a noble and rich Roman lady, who lived a
luxurious and disorderly life with Boniface, the first among seventy-three intendants who aided her to
govern her vast domains. After that guilty liasion had lasted several years, Aglae, moved by compunction,
and having heard the Christians say that those who honoured the holy martyrs should share their
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protection before the tribunal of God, sent Boniface to the East, to seek there the relics of some martyr, in
order to build them an oratory. “Madame”, said the intendant to his mistress, at his departure, “if my
relics come to you under the name of a martyr, will you receive them?”. She reproved that pleasantry, but
it was a promise: he died a martyr at Tarsus, after cruel tortures, voluntarily undergone. His body was
brought to Aglae, who received it with great and tender respect; and after having deposited it in a chapel,
built at the distance of fifty stadia from Rome, she distributed all her goods to the poor, obtained thus the
boon of a complete conversion, and took the veil as a nun, with some women who desired, like her, to
devote themselves to penitence. She lived thus thirteen years in the retirement of-the cloister; and after
her sanctity had been manifested by more than one miracle, she died and was buried in the chapel of St.
Boniface.

At the peace of the Church, a daughter of Constantine had founded a first monastery of women
above the tomb of St. Agnes, on the very site where, having won immortality in the memory of men by
braving the judges and murderers of the empire, that young conqueror appeared, in the midst of an army
of virgins, white and dazzling, to the weeping parents, to give them assurance of her eternal happiness.

The narratives of Athanasius had, notwithstanding, all the effect of a revelation. They roused the
hearts and imaginations of the Romans, and especially of the Roman women. The name of monk, to
which popular prejudice seems already to have attached a kind of ignominy, became immediately an
honoured and envied title. The impression produced at first by the exhortations of the illustrious exile,
was extended and strengthened during the two other visits which he made to the Eternal City. Sometime
afterwards, on the death of St. Anthony, Athanasius, at the request of his disciples, wrote the life of the
patriarch of the Thebaid; and this biography, circulating through all the West, immediately acquired there
the popularity of a legend, and the authority of a confession of faith. Athanasius, to the eyes of all the
western Christians, was the hero of the age and the oracle of the Church. His genius and courage had
raised him to the pinnacle of glory. How much credit that glory would add to his tale, and to the
instructions which flowed from it, is apparent. Under this narrative form, says St. Gregory of Nazianzus,
he promulgated the laws of monastic life.

The town and environs of Rome were soon full of monasteries, rapidly occupied by men
distinguished alike by birth, fortune, and knowledge, who lived there in charity, sanctity, and freedom.
From Rome the new institution, already distinguished by the name of religion, or religious life, par
excellence, extended itself overall Italy. It was planted at the foot of the Alps by the influence of a great
bishop, Eusebius of Vercelli, who had, like Athanasius, gloriously confessed the faith against the Arians,
and who, exiled like him, had sought in the Thebaid the same models which the bishop of Alexandria had
revealed to Rome. It is thus that the Arian persecution, and the exile of the confessors of the faith, carried
afar and fructified the monastic seed. The history of this time might be summed up in the celebrated
phrase of Tertullian, thus modified: “Exilium confessorum semen monachorum”. Returned to Italy,
Eusebius gave the first example, often imitated since, and always with success, of confiding to monks the
care of the worship in his cathedral. From the continent the new institution rapidly gained the isles of the
Mediterranean, and even the rugged rocks of the Gorgon and of Capraja, where the monks, voluntarily
exiled from the world, went to take the place of the criminals and political victims whom the emperors
had been accustomed to banish thither. The monks of the Gorgon might one day be seen embarking and
hastening to meet the relics of St. Julia, a noble virgin of Carthage, brought into slavery by the Vandals of
Genseric, and afterwards martyred by the pagans at Cape Corso, where her master, a Syrian merchant,
had stopped to sacrifice. When they had possessed themselves of this treasure, they bore it away into their
nest of rocks, flying over the waves with full sails, in their frail skiff, like birds of the sea. The earth and
the sea had to recognize new guests and new masters.

From that time, and during all the second half of the fourth century, there was a great and
admirable movement towards spiritual and penitential life in Rome, and throughout Italy. The Spirit of
God breathed upon souls. It was, above all, in the midst of the Roman nobility that the words of
Athanasius fell like thunder, and inspired all hearts. These old patrician races, which founded Rome,
which had governed her during all her period of splendour and liberty, and which overcame and
conquered the world, had expiated for four centuries, under the atrocious yoke of the Caesars, all that was
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most hard and selfish in the glory of their fathers. Cruelly humiliated, disgraced, and decimated during
that long servitude, by the masters whom degenerate Rome had given herself, they found at last in
Christian life, such as was practised by the monks, the dignity of sacrifice and the emancipation of the
soul. These sons of the old Romans threw themselves into it with the magnanimous fire and persevering
energy which had gained for their ancestors the empire of the world. “Formerly”, says St. Jerome,
“according to the testimony of the apostle, there were few rich, few noble, few powerful among the
Christians. Now it is no longer so. Not only among the Christians, but among the monks are to be found a
multitude of the wise, the noble, and the rich”.

They thus purified all that was too human in their wounded souls, by virtues unknown to their
fathers—by humility, chastity, charity, scorn of self and tenderness for the misery of others, the love of a
crucified God, whose image and rights were recalled by the poor, the sick, and the slave. All these divine
novelties came to revive in these great hearts the masculine traditions of austerity, of abnegation, of
sobriety and disinterestedness, which had shone like an aureole around the cradle of their ancient
splendour. The monastic institution offered them a field of battle where the struggles and victories of their
ancestors could be renewed and surpassed for a loftier cause, and over enemies more redoubtable. The
great men whose memory hovered still over degenerate Rome had contended only with men, and
subjugated only their bodies: their descendants undertook to strive with devils, and to conquer souls.

Even for their merely human glory, and the great names which crushed them by their weight, what
better could the most superstitious votary of the worship of ancestors desire for them. Political power,
temporal grandeur, aristocratic influence, were lost forever amid the universal debasement. God called
them to be the ancestors of a new people, gave them a new empire to found, and permitted them to bury
and transfigure the glory of their forefathers in the bosom of the spiritual regeneration of the old world.

These great names, which had disappeared from history amid the debasement of the empire,
reappear thus to throw forth a last ray which should never grow dim, by identifying themselves with the
inextinguishable splendours of the new law.

The Roman nobility then brought into Rome, and reproduced there, a brilliant example of the
marvels of the Thebaid. The vast and sumptuous villas of the senators and consuls were changed into
houses of retirement, almost in every point conformed to monasteries, where the descendants of the
Scipios, the Gracchi, the Marcelli, the Camilli, the Anicii, led in solitude a life of sacrifice and charity.
The bearers of these great names did not always shut themselves up in that retirement, but they dignified
themselves with the title of monk, adopting the coarse dress, selling their goods, or bestowing them on the
poor, lying down upon hard couches, fasting all their life, and keeping in the active ministrations of
charity a rule as austere as that of the cloister.

They were seen to mingle with the senatorial purple their mantle of coarse gray cloth, and to make
plebeians of themselves in costume, trampling human respect under foot, which appeared then the most
difficult of victories, for St. Jerome says, “Men have been known to resist torments, who yielded to
shame. It is not a small thing for a man, noble, eloquent, and rich, to avoid in public places the society of
the powerful, in order to mix among the crowd, to identify himself with the poor, to associate with
peasants, and being a prince to make himself one of the people”.

But the metamorphosis which certain great ladies of Rome had undergone, was still more
admirable. These women, hitherto so proud of their noble birth, and so refined in their delicacy, who, as
St. Jerome says, could not proceed a step except carried in a litter by eunuchs, and who even then could
not endure the inequalities of the ground which they had thus to traverse, who found the weight of a
silken robe too heavy, and fled from the least ray of the sun as from a conflagration, are shortly to be seen
devoting themselves to the hardest labour’s and the most repulsive cares.
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The family Anicia

Among the great houses which exemplified this Christian transformation of the Roman nobility,
the family Anicia, which reckoned its descent back to the best times of the republic, and which seems to
have been the richest and most powerful in Rome at the end of the fourth century, should be especially
distinguished. It reckoned then among its members the famous Anicius Petronius Probus, who was prefect
of the praetorium—that is to say, the first personage in the empire after the emperor, and whose son
Petronius, was, according to some, a monk before he came bishop of Bologna. It afterwards produced the
two greatest personages of monastic history, St. Benedict and St. Gregory the Great; and already the two
most illustrious doctors of the West, St. Jerome and St. Augustine, vied in celebrating the glory of a race,
in which every man seemed born a consul, yet which had given a still greater number of virgins to the
Church than of consuls to the republic.

Demetrias

Their enthusiasm had for its object a young nun of the same race, Demetrias, whose grandfather,
brother, and two uncles were consuls from 371 to 406. After the conquest of Rome by the Goths, she took
refuge in Africa with her mother Juliana and her grandmother Proba. While Proba sought to unite her to
one of the young Roman nobles who were their companions in exile, the virgin Demetrias, inspired by a
recollection of St. Agnes, threw aside all her ornaments, clothed herself in a coarse tunic, and a veil still
coarser which concealed her face, and threw herself, in that attire, at the feet of her grandmother,
explaining herself only by tears. After the first moment of surprise, the mother and grandmother
applauded the sacrifice. The whole Church in Africa was touched by it, and the two greatest writers of the
time have immortalized her in their letters. St. Augustin congratulated her mother and grandmother by
one of his most eloquent epistles. St. Jerome, blessing the voluntary victim, compared the effect of this
news to that of the days when a victorious consul raised the hopes of the republic when cast down by
some disaster.

Marcella

A young widow, Marcella, whose name alone is enough to recall the best days of the republic, and
whose rare beauty, enhanced by the long and illustrious line of her ancestors, drew around her numerous
suitors, was the first to receive the narratives of St. Athanasius, and put his instructions into practice.
Afterwards, when St. Jerome came to Rome to renew those instructions and narratives by adding to them
the example of his own life, Marcella, with her mother Albinia, and her sister Asella, placed herself at the
head of that select number of illustrious matrons who took him as their guide and oracle. She astonished
the holy doctor by her knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, she fatigued him by her thirst always to know
more of them than he could teach her; she made him afraid to find in her judge rather than a disciple. In
her palace on Mount Aventine, she collected, under the presidency of that giant of controversy, the most
worthy among the Christians, and the most pious among the noble ladies, for mutual strengthening and
enlightenment. After having thus first given to Rome the true model of a Christian widow, she passed the
last thirty years of her life in her suburban villa transformed into a monastery, and there, in the absence of
Jerome, during the troublesome contests which took place between him and Rufinus upon the doctrines of
Origen, she became the support of orthodoxy in Rome, the adviser and auxiliary of Pope Anastasius.
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Furia

About the same time a Roman lady of the first nobility, Furia, whose name indicates her descent
from the great Camillus, being left a widow young and without children, addressed herself to Jerome to
ask his advice upon her condition, in which she desired to remain, in opposition to her father and her
relatives, who urged her to marry again. He drew out for her a rule of life which should make her
widowhood an apprenticeship to monastic life. And shortly after, in the year 400, he had to conduct in the
same path the young Salvina, daughter of the king of Mauritania and widow of Hebridius, the nephew of
the Emperor Theodosius, a great friend of the monks and of the poor. She became the model of widows at
Rome and Constantinople.

St. Paula

But the most illustrious of all is that Paula whose mother was directly descended from Paulus
Emilius and the younger Scipio, whose father professed to trace his genealogy up to Agamemnon, and
whose husband was of the race of Julius, and consequently of the line of Aeneas. The noblest blood of
Rome flowed in the veins of these holy women, immortalized in Christian history by the genius of St.
Jerome. Who does not know these daughters of St. Paula—Blesilla the widow, who died so young, so
amiable, so learned, and so penitent, after having been married to a descendant of Camillus—and
Eustochia the virgin, whom Jerome honoured by dedicating to her the code of Christian virginity? It is
known that he afterwards addressed to Loeta, the step-daughter of Paula, the first treatise on the education
of women which the Christian spirit had inspired, and which prepared for cloistral life the young Paula,
devoted to the Lord from the cradle, and a nun, like her grandmother and her aunt. He offered, with the
candour of genius, to educate her himself, and, “old as I am”, said he, “I shall accustom myself to
infantile lispings, more honoured in this than Aristotle was, for | shall instruct, not a king of Macedonia
destined to perish by the poison of Babylon, but a servant and spouse of Christ, to be presented to Him in
the heavens”.

Paulina, the third of the daughters of Paula, was married to Pammachius, himself as noble by his
consular birth as was his wife. Becoming a widower and heir of the great possessions of Paulina, he also
embraced monastic life, and was worthy of being declared by Jerome the general-in-chief of Roman
monks—*the first of monks in the first of cities”. “When he walks in the streets”, adds, the holy doctor,
“he is accompanied by the poor whom Paulina had endowed and lodged in her house. He purifies his soul
by contact with their mean garments ... Who should have believed that a last descendant of the consuls, an
ornament of the race of Camillus, could make up his mind to traverse the city in the black robe of a monk,
and should not blush to appear thus clad in the midst of the senators? It is thus that he, ambitious of the
celestial consulate, wins the suffrages of the poor by gifts more powerful than games or spectacles. An
illustrious man, eloguent and rich, he descends from the highest rank of the state to be the companion of
the Roman populace. But before giving himself to Jesus Christ, his name was known only in the senate;
ignored when he was rich, it is blessed today in all the churches of the universe”.

Fabiola

Pammachius, who thus consecrated his fortune and his days to the poor, was at once seconded and
surpassed in his works of charity by a widow of a heart still more great than her name; this was Fabiola,
of that wonderful race of the Fabii, three hundred of whom fell in a single combat for Rome, and who
saved the city by bestowing on her that great man against whom the arm of Hannibal could not prevail.
Married to a frightful profligate, she had availed herself of the Roman law to repudiate him, and to unite
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herself to a more worthy husband; afterwards, enlightened by her faith, she expiated that fault by a public
penitence in the Basilica of the Lateran, and consecrated her widowhood to a long and fruitful penance.
She employed her immense wealth in the foundation of the first hospital which had yet been seen in
Rome, where she collected the sick poor, gathered from the squares of the city, to serve and nourish them
with her own hands, to bathe their sores and ulcers, from which others turned their eyes, to tend their
diseased members, and to solace the agony of the dying. She did this with so much tenderness and
maternal feeling, that the healthful poor wished for sickness that they might become her patients. Her
maternal generosity extended from the poor to the monks. She was not content with, providing for the
necessities of all the cenobites of both sexes at Rome and throughout Latium; she went in her own person,
or by her messengers, to relieve the poverty of the monasteries hidden in the bays of the Mediterranean,
and even in the isles, wherever, indeed, choirs of monks raised their pure and plaintive voices to heaven.

Finally, in concert with Pammachius, and thus giving a prelude to one of the most permanent and
universal glories of the monastic order, she built at the mouth of the Tiber a hospice for the use of the
pilgrims who already thronged to Rome; there she waited their arrival and departure, to lavish upon them
her cares and her alms. The fame of her munificence soon resounded through all the Roman world; it was
spoken of among the Britons, and remembered with gratitude in Egypt and in Persia. At the approach of
death, she convoked by writing a multitude of Religious to distribute to them all that remained of her
wealth. When this woman, who was called the solace of the monks, slept in the Lord, all Rome celebrated
her obsequies; the chant of psalms and Halleluiahs rose everywhere: the squares, the porticoes, the roofs
of the houses, could not contain the crowd of spectators. “I hear from this distance”, wrote St. Jerome at
Bethlehem, “the thronging footsteps of those who precede her bier, and the waves of the multitude which
accompany it. No, Camillus did not triumph so gloriously over the Gauls, nor Papirius over the Samnites,
nor Scipio over Numantium, nor Pompey over Mithridates; the pomp of all these victors is not equal to
the glory of this courageous penitent”. And he spoke with justice, for she had inaugurated in the world,
between the disgrace of the Roman empire and the miseries of the barbarian invasion, a glory unknown to
the past; she had created that charity which gives more than bread, more than gold — the charity which
gives the man himself—the charity of the monk and of the nun.

Marcella at the sack of Rome by the Goths

In the country of Lucretia and Portia, too long stained by the Livias and Messalinas, these
Christian heroines completed Roman history and opened the annals of the monastic order; they
bequeathed to it types of chastity, charity, and austerity, which nothing had then equalled, and which
nothing has since surpassed. Monasteries of men and women multiplied around them in Rome, where
each prepared himself by prayer, fasting, and abstinence, for the formidable crises of the future, and
where the last scions of the old and invincible Romans waited the coming of the barbarians. When Rome
was taken and sacked for the first time by the Goths in 410, the soldiers of Alaric, penetrating into the
eternal city, found Marcella calm and intrepid in her monastic palace on Mount Aventine, as the Gauls of
Brennus eight centuries before had found the Roman senators waiting death in silence on their chairs of
ivory, like gods, according to Livy. They demanded gold from that venerable mother of Roman
monasteries; they refused to believe in the voluntary poverty which her coarse tunic attested; they struck
her down with sticks and whips. She submitted patiently to these outrages, but prostrated herself before
the barbarians to ask mercy for the modesty of the young nun who was her companion. This was in a
manner to attempt an impossibility: these ferocious beasts, as St. Jerome says, who periodically invaded,
the empire, delighted in taking as the playthings of their savage lust the delicate forms of noble Roman
ladies, of free women and consecrated virgins. However, she triumphed by her prayers and tears over
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their licentiousness. These obscure barbarians renewed the sacrifice which has immortalized the younger
Scipio; and Marcella, taking refuge with her whom she had saved at the tomb of St. Paul, died as if buried
under that supreme and difficult victory.

St. Jerome (A.D. 340-420)

All these holy and generous women have been spiritual revealed to us by the man of genius, who
was their contemporary, their biographer, and their oracle. For forty years St. Jerome, first at Rome, then
at Bethlehem, instructed, governed, inspired, and attracted them to the highest possessions. He admired
them more, perhaps, than he had been admired by them, and he desired that posterity should share this
admiration : he has succeeded by bequeathing to it these narratives, distinguished by his impetuous
energy and ardent emotion, which the Church has adopted, and which form one of the finest pages of her
annals.

Monastic history claims the glory of St. Jerome—of that lion of Christian polemics, at once
inspired and subdued; inspired by zeal, and subdued by penitence. We must not attempt to retrace here all
the life of this great doctor, who, born in Dalmatia, carried successively to Rome, Gaul, and
Constantinople, the almost savage impetuosity of his temper, the ardour of his faith, the indefatigable
activity of his mind, the immense resources of his knowledge, and that inexhaustible vehemence, which
sometimes degenerated into emphasis and affectation, but which most frequently attained to true
eloguence. That which specially interests us is the monk, the hermit, who, coming from the West,
attempted to lead back the monastic current to its source in the East, and who would perhaps have
succeeded in regenerating for long ages the monks of the East, if God had permitted him to instil into
them the courage and energy which he had brought from the depths of his mountains. Drawn towards
solitude by a passionate attraction, and by the desire for salvation which possessed him, he fled the vices
and voluptuousness of Rome; he sought an asylum in Syria among the numerous anchorites who made
that country the rival of monastic Egypt. He made a sort of citadel for himself in the burning desert of
Chalcis, upon the confines of Arabia. There he buried himself in the study of Hebrew and Chaldean, and
prepared himself to become the commentator and translator of the Holy Scriptures. He joined to this the
cultivation of ancient literature, and of his favourite author Cicero, but so eagerly that he took fright and
vowed to renounce it, under the impression of a remarkable dream, forgotten afterwards, as was also his
rash engagement, to the great profit of his genius and our edification, for none has ever evoked more
appropriately and majestically the great recollections of classic antiquity. Other visions, still more
menacing, troubled him in the midst of the prayers, the austerities, and the excessive fasts which he
imposed upon himself for the love of his soul; he was pursued with the remembrance of the delights of
Rome, and of its choirs of young girls, who came to people his cell, and to make it an accomplice of his
own burning imagination; but soon the blessed influence of solitude, inhabited for God, triumphed over
those apparitions of the past. He felt himself sufficiently strong, sufficiently reassured, to call to the end
of his retirement a friend of his youth, whose salvation was dear to him. He cried to him across the seas,
“O desert enamelled with the flowers of Christ! O solitude, where those stones are born of which, in the
Apocalypse, is built the city of the Great King! O retreat which rejoicest in the friendship of God! What
doest thou in the world, my brother, with thy soul greater than the world? How long wilt thou remain in
the shadow of roofs, and in the smoky dungeon of cities? Believe me, I see here more of the light”.

After having enjoyed that light for five years, he was driven from his dear solitude by the
calumnious accusations, which his character as a man of the West excited around him. He took refuge
successively in Jerusalem; at Antioch, where he was ordained priest, but on condition of not being
attached to any church, and of continuing to live as a monk; in Constantinople, whither he was drawn by
the fame of St. Gregory of Nazianzus; in Rome, where he was secretary to the great pope Damasus; and
in Alexandria, from whence he went to visit the hermits of the Thebaid. Finally, in 385, he returned, not to
leave it again, to the Holy Land, and settled at Bethlehem, where he built for himself a little monastery
with a hospice for pilgrims. There, in a poor and narrow cell, eager to receive the inspirations of faith near
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the manger of the Saviour, and faithful above all to the law of labour, which he regarded as the foundation
of monastic life, this glorious cenobite accomplished the translation and commentary of the Scriptures.
He produced thus that Vulgate which has made him “the master of Christian prose for all following ages”.
He joined to that great work the education of some little children, whom he instructed in humane letters.
He received there with hospitality the monks whom his renown drew from all the corners of the world,
and who overwhelmed him by their visits, and the remains of the Roman nobility who, ruined by the sack
of Rome, fled to Bethlehem to seek food and shelter from him. He continued there the bold warfare which
he had waged all his life against the errors and disorders with which he saw the Church infected, and
which raised such violent enmities against him. A severe outbreak of this enmity came upon him towards
the end of his days, when the Pelagians, to avenge his attacks against their chief who issued his dogmas at
Jerusalem came to besiege, plunder, and burn the communities directed by Jerome, who only escaped by
taking refuge in a fortified tower.

During his sojourn in Rome, he had spread the love for monastic life with as much zeal as success.
At Bethlehem he continued that apostolic office, and led back from the bosom of Italy numerous and
illustrious recruits, who gave their all for the benefit of the poor of Christ, and whom he enrolled in the
monastic legions. He pursued strictly those who resisted, or turned back at the last moment. He writes to
Julian: “Thou hast given thy goods to many poor, but there are many more still to whom thou hast not
given. The riches of Croesus would not suffice for the solacement of those who suffer. Thou protectest the
monks, thou makest gifts to the churches, thou puttest thyself at the service of the saints; one thing only
remains for thee to do: it is to change thy life, and henceforth to be a saint among the saints”.

But his admiration for monastic life did not blind him to the vices and abuses which already
appeared among the cenobites. No one has denounced, no one has branded, more energetically than he,
the false monks, the false penitents, the false widows and virgins. He points out with a bold hand all the
faults and dangers of the institution : sometimes the black melancholy, degenerating into hypochondria,
which followed an excess of reading or immoderate fasts, and which was more adapted to receive the
help of medicine than the instructions of penitence; sometimes the pomp and luxury which disguised
themselves under the cloak of the solitary, without giving up the dainties of the table, the vessels of gold,
and the delicate glass, the herd of boon-companions and attendants; or, again, the hypocrisy which
worked upon the credulous piety of nobles and of women; but especially the pride, which emboldened so-
called converts to judge their brothers who remained in the world, to disdain even the bishops, and to
come out of their cells in order to wander about the towns, and annoy, under a false air of modesty, the
passers-by in public places.

This legitimate severity inspired him with all the more lively an admiration for the first great
founders of monastic life, whose traditions he had collected, and whose atmosphere he had breathed in
Egypt. He undertook to write the lives of some of the most illustrious—of Paul, of Hilarion, of the
solitary Malchus, whom he had known and heard in Syria; he added to these the biographies of the
illustrious Roman women who, a century later, had renewed even in the bosom of Rome marvels worthy
of the Thebaid. “These are”, said he, with a pride, in which the echo of warlike and literary ambition
seems to resound—*these are our models and our leaders. Every profession has its models. Let the
Roman generals imitate Regulus and Scipio; let the philosophers follow Pythagoras and Socrates; the
poets Homer; the orators, Lysias and the Gracchi: but for us, let our models and our chiefs be the Pauls
and the Anthonys, the Hilarions and the Macarii”. Then, making a noble return upon himself, he
terminates thus one of his finest narratives: “I conjure thee, whoever thou mayst be, who readest this, to
remember the sinner Jerome, who would much rather choose, if God gave him the option, the tunic of
Paul with his merits, than the purple and the empire of kings with their torments”.

Such lessons, supported by his glorious example, sufficed, and more than sufficed, to make that
father of the West in his Eastern refuge the head and oracle of the cenobites of his time. Disciples
therefore gathered round him in a crowd, and when he died an octogenarian, in 420, he could leave
directions that he was to be buried beside the noble Paula and her daughter Eustochia, who had come to
live and die near him and the humble sanctuary where the Saviour of men was born.
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Jerome had been the leader of that permanent emigration which, during the last years of the fourth
century, drew so many noble Romans and Christians of the West towards Palestine and Egypt. In
proportion as souls were more penetrated with the truths of the faith, and gave themselves to the practice
of Christian virtues, they experienced an attraction more and more irresistible towards the countries which
were at once the cradle of the Christian religion and of monastic life. Then were seen beginning those
pilgrimages which ended in the Crusades, which ceased only with the decline of faith, and which have
been replaced by explorations too often inspired by the love of gain or by frivolous curiosity. Two great
interests then moved the hearts of Christians, led them from their homes, and threw them into the midst of
the difficulties, perils, and tediousness, now incomprehensible, of a journey to the East. They would kiss
the footsteps of the Lord Jesus upon the very soil where He had encountered life and death for our
salvation; they would also survey and see with their own eyes those deserts, caverns, and rocks, where
still lived the men who seemed to reach nearest to Christ by their supernatural austerity, and their brave
obedience to the most difficult precepts of the Saviour.

St. Paula at Bethlehem

The illustrious Paula, still young, and attached to Italy by the most legitimate and tender ties,
hastened to follow in the steps of St. Jerome, in order to visit the solitude which the Pauls and Anthonys
had sanctified. She left her country, her family, even her children, and, accompanied by her daughter
Eustochia, crossed the Mediterranean, disembarked in Syria, went over the Holy Land, and all the places
named in Scripture, with an unwearied ardour: then descended into Egypt, and, penetrating into the desert
of Nitria, into the cells of the holy hermits, she prostrated herself at their feet, consulted them, admired
them, and withdrew with reluctance from these blessed regions to return into Palestine. She established
herself in Bethlehem, and founded there two monasteries, one for men, which Jerome seems to have
governed; the other, very numerous, for women, where she secluded herself with her daughter and a
multitude of virgins of various conditions and countries. Both ended their days there, as also did the
young Paula, who came to rejoin her grandmother and aunt, to live and die near the tomb of Jesus Christ,
and thus to justify the tender solicitude with which St. Jerome had surrounded her cradle. The
grandmother held there as did her daughter, the office of sweeper and cook, and the care of the lamps,
which did not hinder them from taking up again with perseverance their former Greek and Hebrew
studies. The Vulgate was undertaken by St. Jerome to satisfy the ardour of these two women, to enlighten
their doubts, and guide their researches. It was to them that he dedicated his work, and he took them for
judges of the exactness of his labour. In this convent study was imposed upon the nuns, and each had to
learn every day a portion of the Holy Scripture. But more than study, more even than penitence, charity
governed all the thoughts and actions of this generous Roman. She lavished her patrimony in alms: she
never refused a poor person: Jerome himself felt obliged to reprove her for her prodigality, and preach to
her a certain prudence. “I have but one desire”, she answered him, with the same passion of charity which
afterwards burned in St. Elizabeth; “it is to die a beggar, it is to leave not a mite to my daughter, and to be
buried in a shroud which does not belong to me. If I am reduced to beg”, she added, “I shall find many
people who will give to me, but if the mendicant who begs from me obtains nothing and dies of want,
who but me shall be answerable for his soul?”. Accordingly, when she died, she left to her daughter not an
obolus, says Jerome, but on the contrary a mass of debts, and, which was worse, an immense crowd of
brothers and sisters whom it was difficult to feed, and whom it would have been impious to send away. In
reality, though she allowed herself to be advised and blamed for her exorbitant almsgiving, she knew well
that he would understand her, who had stripped himself of all, and who afterwards sent his brother
Paulinian into his own country, into Dalmatia, to sell the possessions of the family there, and make as
much money of them as he could, in order to relieve the poverty to which the monasteries of Bethlehem
were reduced.

However, it is pleasant to know that these austere Christians, these Romans so boldly courageous
against themselves, preserved in their hearts an abundant vein of tenderness, and attached themselves
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with ardour to those ties which they believed it possible to retain in giving themselves to God. Maternal
and filial love still overflowed their intrepid hearts. At the funeral of Blesilla, her eldest daughter, Paula
could not restrain her grief, and fell fainting: her life was supposed in danger. Jerome, in an eloquent
letter, had to use all his authority to lead her to resignation to the will of the Most High, showing her that
the excess of her grief was a scandal in the eyes of the pagans, a dishonour to the Church and the
monastic condition. When Paula died, twenty years later, in her convent of Bethlehem, Eustochia, after
having lavished the most minute and indefatigable cares upon her during her last illness, hastened from
her mother’s deathbed to the grotto where the Saviour was born, to obtain of God, by tears and prayers,
that He would permit her to die at the same time, and be buried in the same coffin. Then, as they bore that
holy woman to her tomb, she threw herself upon the body of her mother, kissing her eyes, clasping her in
her arms, and crying out that she would be interred with her. Once more St. Jerome had to repress that
weakness, and separate the orphan nun from the holy remains, to place them in the tomb which he had
hollowed out of a rock beside the grotto of the Nativity, and upon which he carved these words: “Here
reposes the daughter of the Scipios, and of Paulus Emilius, the descendant of the Gracchi and of
Agamemnon, Paula, the first of the Roman senate; she left her family and Rome her country, her fortune
and her children, to live poor at Bethlehem, near Thy cradle, O Christ! where the Magi honoured in Thee
the man and the God”.

The noble Fabiola, whose liberality towards the poor in Rome we have already recorded, had also
come to Jerusalem and to Bethlehem, and was there with St. Jerome and St. Paula. But she did not remain
there. The fear of the invasion of the Huns recalled her to Rome. Marcella, who survived all these holy
women, although their elder both in age and conversion, had not yielded to the eloquent tenderness of the
appeal which Jerome addressed to her, in the name of Paula and her daughter. “Leave”, they said to her,
“that Rome where everything is adverse to the vocation and peace of a nun. Here, on the contrary, in this
country of Christ, all is simplicity, all is silence. Wherever you go, the husbandman, leaning on his
plough, murmurs the praises of God; the reaper refreshes himself by the chant of psalms, and the vintager,
in cutting his vine, repeats the songs of David. These are the love-songs of this country, the melodies of
the shepherd, the accompaniment of the labourer”.

The two Melanias. Melania the elder (A.D. 347-409)

But, about the same period, another woman, illustrious and holy, issued from another branch of the
family of Marcellus, Melania the elder, daughter of a consul, mother of a praetor, celebrated in all the
Church for her shining virtue and devotion to the monks, became the stem of a numerous line of holy
souls, belonging at once to the monastic life and to the first nobility of Rome. Under her direction another
monastic colony rose at Jerusalem, rivalling by its devotion and charity that which Jerome and Paula
directed at Bethlehem.

Left a widow at twenty-two, having lost in the space of a year her husband and two of her sons,
and having only one little child, whom she confided to Christian hands, Melania left Rome and sailed
towards Egypt, to console her grief and warm her faith by the marvellous spectacle of the life led by the
solitaries who seemed already to live with the angels. It was in 372, the last year of the life of St.
Athanasius. Melania, at her landing, saw the great bishop of Alexandria, and received from his hands a
relic of the Thebaid, a sheepskin which he himself had received from the holy abbot Macarius. She
penetrated afterwards into the desert of Nitria and of Scete, and passed nearly six months in receiving the
lessons and studying the austerities of the solitaries who dwelt there. The bishop Palladius and the priest
Rufinus, who met her there, have left to us the most fascinating narrative of her pilgrimages in these holy
solitudes. At the death of Athanasius, the Arians, sure of the support of the Emperor Valens, raised against
the orthodox one of the most atrocious persecutions which history has recorded. The monks, as has been
already said, were its principal victims. Melania, who had already braved the interdict of the emperor by
landing in Egypt, put her life and her fortune at the service, of the confessors of the true doctrine. She
concealed some from the search of the executioners; she encouraged others to appear before the tribunal
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of the persecuting magistrates, where she accompanied them, where she was herself cited as a rebel
against the divine emperor, but where her courage triumphed over the confounded judges. For three days
she provided, at her own expense, for the five thousand monks whom she found in Nitria. A great number
of orthodox bishops and monks having been banished to Palestine, she followed them; and this noble
woman might be seen in the evening, disguised under the coarse mantle of a servant, carrying to the
prisoners the assistance they needed. The consular magistrate of Palestine, not knowing who she was,
arrested her in the hope of a great ransom. Upon this she resumed all the pride of her race, and invoked,
like St. Paul, her rights as a Roman. “I am”, she said to him, “the daughter of a consul; I have been the
wife of a man illustrious in his generation,—now | am the servant of Christ. Despise me not because of
my mean dress, for | can attain a higher rank if | will; and I have sufficient credit to keep me from fearing
you, and to hinder you from touching my goods. But lest you should do wrong by ignorance, | have
thought it right to let you know who I am”. And she added, “We must know how to make head against
fools, setting our pride against their insolence, as we loose a hound or a falcon against the deer”. The
terrified magistrate offered excuses and homage, and left her all liberty to communicate with the exiles.

Piety retained her in the Holy Land, whither she had been drawn by her generous sympathy for
the defenders of the faith. She established herself at Jerusalem, and built a monastery there, where she
collected fifty virgins. For twenty-five years she devoted to the relief of the poor, and the entertainment of
the bishops, monks, and pilgrims of every condition, who came in multitudes to these holy places, her
own services, and the revenues which her son sent to her from Rome. She was guided and seconded by
the celebrated priest Rufinus, who inhabited a cell on the Mount of Olives, and who was at that period the
old and tender friend of Jerome. A dispute afterwards took place between Rufinus and Jerome, occasioned
by the doctrines of Origen: their rupture long agitated the Church, and drew from them melancholy
invectives against each other. Melania succeeded in bringing about a public and solemn reconciliation
between them, but it was not lasting.

Melania the younger (A.D.380-439)

In the meantime, the only son whom Melania had left in Rome, and who had become praetor, had
married Albina, the sister of Volusian, prefect of the city, one of the most noble personages of the time.
He had one daughter, named Melania, like her grandmother, who had been married at a very early age to
Pinianus, the son of a governor of Italy and Africa, and descendant of Valerius Publicola, the great consul
of the first year of the Roman republic. But the inclination of this young woman drew her rather towards
penitence and solitary life than to the pomps of Roman decadence. Melania the elder, desirous of aiding
her to walk courageously in the way of salvation, left Jerusalem to join her in Rome. She landed at
Naples, in the end of the year 398, and immediately there came to meet her, with her children, a crowd of
Roman senators and nobles, who made the Appian Way resound with their luxurious carriages, their
caparisoned horses, and gilded chariots. She rode amongst them, mounted upon a sorry horse, of no more
value than an ass, and clothed with a coarse tunic of rushes, woven like a mat. She added by this manifest
humility to the great reputation which she enjoyed everywhere.

St. Paulinus de Nola, (A.D. 353-431)

She stopped at Nola to visit a saint who was her relative and emulator. Paulinus, born at Bordeaux,
counted among his ancestors a long succession of senators; he had himself been consul under the
Emperor Gratianus; his wealth was immense; he was the friend of the poet Ausonius, and himself a poet;
he had married a very rich Spaniard, who was the first to bear the predestined name of Theresa. The
husband and wife had mutually excited and drawn each other towards retirement and mortification.
Ausonius endeavoured in vain to retain his friend in the world, and to put him in opposition to his wife.
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From year to year their life became more rigid; they retired to a little estate near Barcelona; there they lost
their only son. Then Paulinus lived with his wife as with a sister, left the senate and the world, solemnly
changed his dress in the Church of Barcelona, distributed all his wealth to the poor, and buried himself in
a small inheritance which he had reserved at Nola, in Campania, near the tomb of the martyr Felix, of
which he constituted himself the guardian. This Roman consul, who had become the watchman of the
relics of a martyr, lived as poorly with his Theresa as the poorest and most austere monks; but he
continued, according to the advice of St. Jerome, to cultivate eloquence and poetry, consecrating them to
sacred subjects, and also his former friendship. “The last moment”, wrote he to Ausonius, “which shall
free me from this earth, shall not take away the tenderness | have for thee; for this soul which survives our
destroyed organs, and sustains itself by its celestial origin, must needs preserve its affections, as it keeps
its existence. Full of life and of memory, it can no more forget than it can die”. Many Christians joined
him, and inhabited cells ad joining his, so that they formed a company of monks, subject to a rule of their
own.

Melania bestowed upon Paulinus and Theresa a portion of the wood of the true cross, which she
had from the bishop of Jerusalem, and then pursued her route towards Rome, when she was received with
universal respect and admiration She remained there several years, always occupied in extending among
her own family and around her the love of monastic life, exhorting all who approached her to leave the
world, to sell their goods, and follow her into solitude. She first won the husband of her niece,
Apronianus, a patrician of the rank of clarissimus, who was still a pagan; she converted him not only to
the Christian faith, but to monastic life, and his wife Avita at the same time. She confirmed her grand-
daughter, Melania the younger, already the mother of two children whom she had lost, and still only
twenty, in the resolution of keeping continence with her husband.

The barbarians, who year by year closed around Rome their circle of fire and sword, and who
shortly were to scale the sacred walls, could now be heard approaching. These presentiments of the ruin
of the empire seconded and completed the work and exhortations of the illustrious nun. She urged her
relatives and fellow-citizens to throw their wealth into the lap of God and the poor, rather than leave it a
prey to the rapacity of the barbarians. At last, in 409, a year before the conquest of Rome by Alaric, all
that holy and noble tribe began their march towards the desert. But in the first place the younger Melania,
heiress of so many opulent lines, enfranchised her eight thousand slaves, and distributed to the churches,
to the hospitals, to the monasteries, and to the poor, all the vast domains which she possessed in Spain and
in Aquitaine, in the Tarraconaise, among the Gauls; she reserved to herself those in Campania, Sicily, and
Africa, only to serve for future liberalities. She then sent immense sums even to Palestine and the Thebaid
by the hands of a Dalmatian priest. It was so much saved from the enemy, so much shatched from the
claws of the barbarian lion. Afterwards they embarked. Melania the elder, who led this triumph of the new
faith at the moment when antique Rome was falling, drew with her all her descendants, her son Publicola,
her daughter Albina, her granddaughter Melania the younger, with Pinianus her husband, and a multitude
of others. They went first to Sicily, and from thence to Africa, where St. Augustine awaited them.

Melania the elder, after having seen the death of her son, and wept for him as a Christian mother
should weep, left the rest of her family to return to her convent at Jerusalem, where she died forty days
after her return.

Melania the younger became then, in a manner, the head of the monastic caravan. From Carthage,
where they had landed, they came to Tagaste, where Alypius, the celebrated friend of St. Augustine, was
bishop; and from Tagaste to Hippo, where Augustine himself received them with tender and respectful
cordiality. The people of that town, who were accustomed to impose vocations, and who had thus won St.
Augustine, desired to seize the husband of Melania to ordain him a priest by force, in the hope of winning
thus to their church and their poor the wealth which the husband and wife distributed with profusion.
There was a complete riot on this account, of which St. Augustine has left us the record, and which he
could not appease, although he threatened the rioters that he would cease to be their bishop if they
persisted in using violence to the stranger. The multitude would only be calmed by a promise that if
Pinianus ever consented to enter among the clergy, it should only be in the Church of Hippo. Going back
to Tagaste, Melania and Pinianus founded two monasteries, the one of eighty monks, the other of a
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hundred and thirty nuns; they lived there seven years in extreme poverty. Melania gained her living by
transcribing manuscripts, which she did with equal skill and rapidity, while her husband cultivated a
garden. Afterwards they went together to Egypt to honour and succour with their alms the solitaries of
Nitria and its environs. At last they arrived at Jerusalem and there separated. Pinianus, the former prefect
of Rome, pursued his occupation of gardener in company with thirty other monks. Melania, who had not
yet attained the age of thirty, became a recluse in a cell upon the Mount of Olives, where she remained
fourteen years; she afterwards built a church and monastery for ninety penitents, upon one of the sites
where our Lord rested when bearing His cross.

These holy consorts, in ending their career near the Holy Sepulchre, found there the memory of
their grandmother, Melania the elder, with the always warlike zeal and exalted fame of St. Jerome. They
could bask in the last rays of that great light. In the last epistle which he wrote and addressed to St.
Augustine, Jerome speaks of them and calls them his children, his in common with the bishop of Hippo.

It is thus that this choir of holy women, noble widows, and generous patrician ladies, of whom
Marcella, Paula, and Melania are the leaders, transmitted the line of monastic virtue and traditions from
St. Athanasius to St. Augustine, through St. Jerome. The greatest names of the Church—of the East as
well as of the West—have thus a part in the development of the cenobitical institution. We would fain
linger over them, and enjoy their glory at length and in detail. But we must hasten our steps, and pass on
to names more obscure and ages less known: we shall find there the grandeur which is inalienable from
truth and virtue.

It would be a serious mistake to suppose that these heroic women, during their lifetime,
encountered everywhere the admiration and sympathy which Christian posterity has given them; or that
so much self-devotion, and so many generous sacrifices, could be accomplished without exciting a warm
and powerful opposition from all the pagan elements, still so numerous and tenacious, which remained in
Roman society. Among many Christians, the repugnances of our poor nature, always infirm and always
jealous of every pure and superior force, were joined to the persevering animosity of pagan instincts. Our
holy heroines had to be constantly in the breach, occupied in braving the entreaties, the importunities, and
even the injurious words of their relatives, and of all in the nobility who were averse to sacrifices so great.
They were often reproached with robbing their children of their patrimony, or with abandoning them at an
age when the maternal cares were a sacred duty. But the great examples of abnegation, poverty, and
humility, which they offered to all classes of their fellow-citizens, excited special exasperation. It was not
only, as a historian says, “the male and female animals of the senatorial order” who were furious against
these superhuman virtues; the popular masses also burst forth in opposition. This was clearly apparent at
the funeral of Blesilla, the eldest daughter of Paula, in 384, when the Christian people of Rome collected
in the streets, crying aloud, “This young woman has been killed by fasts ... When shall this detestable race
of monks be expelled from the city? Why are they not stoned? Why not thrown into the Tiber?”. Then,
making maternal grief itself a weapon against all that the mother and daughter had most loved here below,
the same accusers proceeded, showing Paula in tears, overwhelmed under the weight of her affliction:
“Behold”, said they, “how they have seduced this unhappy matron: for a sufficient proof how little she
desired to be a monkess, never woman among the heathen has wept thus for her children”.

The same sentiments as those of the plebeians at Rome were also found at Carthage, which had
then become Roman and Christian, but was lost in all the excesses and refinements of corruption. Salvien
informs us that when men in cloaks, pallid, and with shaven heads, were seen to appear in the cities of
Africa, and especially in Carthage, coming from the monasteries of Egypt or the holy places of Jerusalem,
the people scourged them with maledictions, hootings, and hisses, and hunted them through the streets
like pernicious beasts.

The poet Rutilius
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And even when the popular masses had ended by yielding to the sway of these great examples, a
large number of people still continued to entertain feelings of contempt and rage towards the monks,
especially amongst the literary class; and vigorous traces of this are to be found in the poems of Rutilius
Numatianus. This Poitevin writer had long lived at Rome. He returned into his own country in 416, some
years after the striking conversions which the Melanias, the Paulas, and the Marcellas had worked upon
the Roman nobility; he has described the emotions of his voyage in a poem which is still in existence.
Crossing the Mediterranean, he came in front of the isles and rock which were inhabited by patricians
lately converted: “Behold”, says he, “Capraja rises before us; that isle is full of wretches, enemies of
light; they draw from the Greek their name of monks, because they would live without witnesses. Fear of
the evils of fortune has made them dread its gifts. They make themselves poor in anticipation, lest one
day they should become so; was there ever seen folly so perverse?”. And further: “I see the Gorgon raise
herself among the waves opposite the coast of Pisa; | detest these rocks, scene of a recent shipwreck.
There one of my fellow-citizens has lost himself, descending alive into the tomb. He was recently one of
us; he was young, of great birth, rich, well married. But, impelled by the furies, he has fled from men and
gods, and now, credulous exile, lies decaying in a foul retreat. The unhappy one! he expects to feed upon
celestial good in the midst of filth, more cruel to himself than the gods whom he offends should have
been. Is not this sect more fatal than the poisons of Circe? Circe transformed only the bodies, but these
transform the souls”.

This last adherent of paganism saw clearly: it was the souls which transformed themselves. From
thence came, the irremediable ruin of his gods, and the victory of the ideas and institutions which he
pursued with his impotent malice.

The complaints and invectives of the pagan poets and rhetoricians came too late. The monks who
had found apologists and models in the greatest doctors of the Eastern Church—Athanasius, Basil, and
Chrysostom—were no less supported in the West, where they could invoke the example of Jerome, and
where they had won to their cause the irresistible influence of Ambrose and of Augustine.

St. Ambrose (A.D.340-397)

Bishop Ambrose celebrated with love those very isles of the Mediterranean, peopled with monks,
from the sight of which the poet Rutilius had turned with disgust. “It is there”, said he, “in these isles
thrown by God like a collar of pearls upon the sea, that those who would escape from the charms of
dissipation find refuge: there they fly from the world, they live in austere moderation, they escape the
ambushes of this life. The sea offers them as it were a veil, and a secret asylum to their mortifications.
She helps them to win and defend perfect continence. There everything excites austere thoughts. Nothing
there disturbs their peace: all access is closed to the wild passions of the world. The mysterious sound of
the waves mingles with the chant of hymns; and while the waters break upon the shore of these happy
islands with a gentle murmur, the peaceful accents of the choir of the elect ascend towards heaven from
their bosom”.

Ambrose was that great man, eloquent and courageous, to whose cradle, as to Plato’s, came a hive
of bees, to leave upon the lips of the predestined infant the presage of a persuasive and irresistible
eloquence. He had been the victorious advocate of Christianity against the plaintive pleading of
Symmachus in favour of the altar of Victory, the last effort of official paganism. He had defended the
rights of orthodoxy against the violence of Justina the Arian empress, and those of humanity and justice
against the Emperor Theodosius, bathed in the blood of Thessalonica. Such a pontiff could not ignore the
vital importance of the monastic institution, to the faith of which he was so intrepid and eloquent a
champion. Accordingly we find he supported at the gates of his episcopal city a monastery full of
excellent monks. He was unwilling that converts should be frightened by requirements above their
strength. “Let us”, said he, “leave those to flutter like sparrows who cannot soar like eagles”. But he
seemed to be especially interested in the religious vocation of women. At the request of his sister
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Marcellina, who was a nun in Rome, he collected in three books, entitled The Virgins, the sermons which
he had virginity, delivered in honour of monastic virginity. Nothing could be more eloquent than the
opening of the third book, where Ambrose, carried back by memory to the day when this dear sister took
the veil at Rome, in the church of the Apostles, at Christmas, hears and repeats the exhortation of the pope
Liberius to the young novice. He did not fail to point out the dangers with which conventual life was
surrounded in the splendour of Roman patrician society: and yet his words were so persuasive that the
Milanese ladies shut up their daughters, lest, by hearing his sermons, they should be led too early into
monastic life. He afterwards wrote a treatise On Virginity, which drew upon him the reproach of having
denied the sanctity of marriage, and of preaching doctrines which, if put in practice, would condemn the
human race to extinction. To these accusations, which have been renewed from age to age, the bishop of
Milan answered, as the defenders of Christian sacrifice have always responded—“How!”, said he, “these
virgins shall be free to choose a husband, and they shall not have the liberty of fixing their choice upon a
God! ... It is complained that the human race will fail. | ask, who has ever sought a wife without finding
one? The number of men is greater in those places where virginity is most esteemed. Inform yourselves
how many virgins the Church of Alexandria and those of Africa and the East are accustomed to
consecrate to God every year. There are more of them than there are men in Milan”.

Elsewhere, in that triumphant response to Symmachus, which breathes the ardour and force of a
belief victorious by the energy of virtue alone, when he has struck dumb the pompous rhetoric of these
sons of the persecutors, who demanded the re-establishment of the altar of Victory in the midst of the
senate, and who claimed the right of making bequests in favour of the vestals, he contrasts the sight
already presented by the Christian monasteries with that of these vestals, who, despite the honours still
showered upon them, and the easy devotion of a temporary vow, were so few in number. “You can bring
together only seven, and that with difficulty; yes, despite the bandeaux, the diadems, and the purple with
which you adorn them, notwithstanding the pompous litters, the numerous escort of servants, the
privileges and immense profits which you offer them, these are all you can enrol in the service of chastity.
But raise your eyes and your souls. See elsewhere this nation of innocents, this multitude of pure souls,
this assembly of virgins; their heads are not ornamented by jewelled bands, they have but a coarse veil
ennobled by its use. They do not seek, they cast aside everything which heightens beauty; they have
neither purple nor luxury, no privileges, no profit, no delicacies, nothing, in short, but duties which
reanimate their virtues”.

Ambrose, whose renown reached even the Barbarians, converting the queen of the Marcomans,
and drawing from the depths of Mauritania virgins who came to Milan to receive the veil from his hands,
was considered the principal doctor of the Latin Church till Augustine appeared.

St. Augustine (A.D. 354-430)

It was at Milan, and in 385, the same year in which St. Jerome left Rome for the second and last
time, to plunge again into the solitude of Bethlehem, that the inspired language of Ambrose, and the sight
of this life entirely devoted to the service of God and our neighbour, began to open the eyes of the young
Augustine. It was there, a year later, that a revelation of what was passing in souls drawn by the spirit of
God towards monastic life, burst upon him with a light which he no longer desired to resist. At nineteen
he had been filled with contempt for the baseness of the contemporary world, and inspired by a noble
enthusiasm for the good and the beautiful, for intellectual struggles, and the attainment of wisdom, by
reading the Hortensius of Cicero. But a day came in which he learned that there is something greater than
knowledge, and a purer enthusiasm than that of eloquence or philosophy. What the genius of Cicero had
done for his mind, the life of Anthony, related by Athanasius, did for his soul. We have already mentioned
that Athanasius had written a Life of St. Anthony, in which he summed up the marvels of the Thebaid, and
which spread through all the West, like the glory of the illustrious fugitive who was its author. Let us
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leave Augustine himself to relate how it reached as far as Treves, originating in the very heart of the
imperial court monastic vocations, the narratives of which were destined to produce other conquests of
grace. This immortal page of the Confessions belongs essentially to monastic history: it shows, by the
testimony of the greatest man of the time, that action of the Thebaid upon the West, of which the holy
patriarch of Alexandria, exiled in Gaul and Italy, had been the providential instrument. It offers, besides,
the most eloquent and exact picture ever traced of those struggles of the soul, from which have proceeded,
both before and after Augustine, all those conversions which have filled monasteries and heaven.

Augustine was at Milan, where he lectured on eloquence with his friend Alypius, when he received
a visit from one of his African countrymen. Potitianus, one of the first military officers of the palace, and
already a Christian. “We seated ourselves”, says Augustine, “to talk, when he happened to notice a book
which lay upon a card-table before us. He opened it; it was the Apostle Paul. ... | confessed to him that
reading this was my principal study. He was then led by the conversation to speak to us of Anthony, the
monk of Egypt, whose. Name, so glorious among Thy servants, was unknown to us. He perceived this,
and confined himself to that subject; he revealed this great man to our ignorance, which astonished him
exceedingly. We were in a stupor of admiration to hear of these unquestionable marvels, which were so
recent, almost contemporary, worked in the true faith, in the Catholic Church. And we were mutually
surprised, we to learn, and he to teach us, these extraordinary facts. And from thence his discourse flowed
upon the holy flocks of the monasteries, and the perfumes of virtue which exhaled from them towards
their Lord, over those fertile wastes of the desert, of which we knew nothing. And even at Milan, outside
the walls, was a cloister full of good brothers, trained under the wing of Ambrose, and we were ignorant
of it.

“He continued to speak, and we listened in silence; and he told us how one day, at Treves, when
the emperor was spending the afternoon at the spectacles of the circus, he and three of his companions
went to walk in the gardens close by the walls of the town; and as they walked two and two, one with
him, and the two others together, they separated. The two latter entered a cabin on their way, where lived
some of these voluntary poor who are Thy servants—these poor in spirit who shall inherit the kingdom of
heaven—and there they found a manuscript of the life of Anthony. One of them began to read it; he
admired it, his heart burned, and as he read the thought rose of embracing such a life, and leaving the
warfare of the age to serve Thee : they were both in the service of the emperor. Suddenly filled with a
divine love and a holy shame, he grew angry against himself, and casting his eyes on his friend, ‘Tell me,
| pray thee, whither all our labours tend? What do we seek? For whom do we carry arms? What can be
our greatest hope in the palace but to be friends of the emperor? And how frail is that fortune! what perils
and how many perils before reaching the greatest peril! Besides, when shall that be attained? But if |
desire to be a friend of God, I am so, and instantly’.

“He spoke thus, all shaken by the birth of his new life, and then, his eyes returning to the holy
pages, he read: his heart changed to thy sight, and his mind freed itself from the world, as was soon after
apparent. He read, and the waves of his soul flowed trembling; he saw and overcame, and he was already
Thine, when he said from his soul, ‘It is done, I break with all our hope; I will serve God, and now, in this
place, | begin the work. If thou wilt not follow me, deter me not’. The other answered that he also would
win his share of the glory and spoil. And both, already Thy servants, built the tower which is raised with
that which is lost by following Thee.

“Potitianus and his companion, after having walked in another part of the garden, reached this
retreat, seeking them, and warned them that it was time to return, because the day fell. But they, declaring
their design, how this resolution had come to them and established itself in their minds, entreated their
friends not to oppose their determination, if they refused to share it. The latter, not feeling any change of
heart, nevertheless wept over themselves, said Potitianus. They piously congratulated their comrades,
recommending themselves to their prayers. Then they returned to the palace, their hearts still drawn
towards the earth; and the others, their hearts still aspiring towards heaven, remained in the cabin. Both
had betrothed brides, who, on hearing this, consecrated to Thee their virginity”.
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Augustine continues: one never wearies of quoting him. “I devoured myself inwardly : I was
penetrated with confusion and shame while Potitianus spoke. He went away. And then what did I not say
to myself? In that violent disturbance of the inner world, where | pursued my soul to the most secret
stronghold of my heart, with a face troubled like my spirit, I seized Alypius, and cried out, ‘What then are
we doing? how is this? what hast thou been hearing? These ignorant men rise; they take heaven by force;
and we, with our heartless sciences, behold us wallowing in the flesh and in our blood! Is it shameful to
follow them, and are we not rather disgraced by not following them?’ He was silent in surprise, and
looked at me, for my accent was changed; and my forehead, my cheeks, my eyes, the colour of my face,
disclosed my mind much more than the words that escaped me. Our house had a little garden ... The
tempest of my heart led me there ... Alypius followed me step by step; for 1 was alone even in his
presence. We seated ourselves as far off as possible from the house. | trembled in my soul, and excited
myself into the most violent indignation that 1 still could not yield myself to Thy will, to Thy alliance, 0
my God, to which all the powers of my soul urged me, crying: Courage! . . . But these vanities of vanities,
my ancient mistresses, shook me by my robe of flesh, and whispered to me, ‘Dost thou send us away?
What! from this moment shall we be no more with thee forever? And from this moment, this very
moment, shall this be no longer permitted to thee, and forever?’ ... They attacked me no more in front,
quarrelsome and bold, but by timid whisperings murmured over my shoulder, by furtive attacks, they
solicited a glance ... The violence of habit said to me, Canst thou live without them? But already even this
spoke with a languishing voice. For on the side to which I turned my face, and which | feared to pass, the
chaste majesty of continence disclosed herself ... She stretched out to receive and embrace me, her hands
full of good examples; children, young girls, youth in abundance, all ages, venerable widows, women
grown old in virginity, and continence was not barren in these holy souls : she produced generations of
celestial joys, which she owed, O Lord! to Thy conjugal love. And she seemed to say to me, with a sweet
and encouraging irony: What | canst not thou do a thing which is possible to these children, to these
women?

“Then a frightful storm arose in my heart, charged with a rain of tears. To give them entire vent, |
rose and withdrew from Alypius. | threw myself on the ground under a fig-tree, and gave full course to
my tears, ... and I addressed Thee, not in these terms, but with this meaning: ‘O Lord, how long wilt Thou
be angry against me? Remember not my past iniquities’. For I felt that they held me still. And I allowed
these pitiful words to escape me, ‘“When? what day? tomorrow? after tomorrow? wherefore not at this
instant? why should I not make an end at once with my shame?’ And all at once | heard proceeding from a
neighbouring house like the voice of a child or of a young girl, which sang and repeated these words:
‘Take, read! take, read!' I stayed my tears, and saw in that a divine command to open the book of the
Apostle, and to read the first chapter that came. | knew that Anthony, coming in one day while the Gospel
was being read, had taken as addressed to himself, these words: ‘Go, sell that which thou hast and give to
the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me’; and that such an oracle had
immediately converted him to Thee. | returned quickly to the place where Alypius was seated; for on
rising | had left the book of the Apostle. | took it, opened it, and read in silence the first chapter on which
I cast my eyes. ‘Let us walk honestly, as in the day; not in rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering and
wantonness, not in strife and envying. But put ye on the Lord Jesus, and make not provision for the flesh,
to fulfill the lusts thereof’. I would not, | had no occasion to read further. Scarcely had | completed these
lines, when, as if a light of assurance had spread over my soul, the darkness of doubt disappeared”.

The remainder of the tale, and how the immortal son of Monica became a Christian, then a priest,
then a bishop, and in short the greatest doctor of his times, and, perhaps, of all ages, is well known.

Nut it is not sufficiently known, that from his return to Africa, if he was not, properly speaking, a
monk, he lived according to the rules of monastic life.

When only a priest, he formed at Hippo a monastery, where he lived in evangelical poverty. On his
promotion to the episcopate, being no less desirous to continue the life in common with the servants of
God which he had led since his conversion, he founded a second community composed of the clergy of
his episcopal see, in the midst of which he ended his career, and which became a nursery of bishops.
When accused by the Donatist Petilian of having introduced a novelty into the Church by inventing
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monastic life, he answered that if the name of monastery is new, the manner of life followed by the
monks, founded upon the example of the apostles and first Christians, is as ancient as the Church.

The monastic institution, then, can claim the glory of him who has been declared the greatest and
most celebrated of theologians, the father and master of all preachers of the Holy Gospel, and who takes
his place between Plato and Bossuet, between Cicero and St. Thomas d'Aquinas, in the first rank of those
rare minds who soar over time. This man, great in thought as in faith, in genius as in virtue, and born to
exercise over his own time and all times the most legitimate sway, received his final training from the
exercises and austerities of cloistral life. Doubtless all is not perfect in the remains he has left to us: the
subtility, obscurity, and bad taste of an age of literary decay, are to be found there. But who has ever
excelled him in the extent, the variety, and inexhaustible fertility of his labours, the profound sensibility
and charming candour of his soul, the ardent curiosity, the elevation and expansion of his mind? Two
great productions stand forth from the mass of his innumerable works, and will last as long as Catholic
truth: the Confessions, in which repentance and humility have involuntarily clothed themselves in the
sublime robes of genius, and which have made the inner life of Augustine the patrimony of all Christians;
and the City of God, which is at once a triumphant defence of Christianity, and the first essay at the true
philosophy of history, which Bossuet alone was destined to surpass. His life, consumed and devoured by
an inextinguishable thirst for goodness, is but a long combat, first against the learned follies and shameful
vices of the Manicheans; then against the culpable exaggerations of the Donatists, who pushed their
sanguinary rigorism the length of schism rather than submit to the wise indulgence of Rome; again in
opposition to the Pelagians, who claimed for human liberty the right of doing without God; finally and
always, against the remnants of paganism, which struggled in Africa with all the old obstinacy of
Carthage against the new and victorious religion of Rome. He died at seventy-six, upon the walls of his
episcopal city, besieged by the Vandals, a living image of that Church which rose between the Roman
empire and the barbarian world to protect the ruin and purify the conquest.

The ardour of controversy was always tempered in this holy soul by tender charity. “Slay error”, he
said, “but always love the man who errs”. Let us also quote this passage against the Manicheans, which is
worthy of being reckoned among the noblest effusions of Catholic faith, and of which those forgetful
neophytes who constitute themselves the avengers of truth should be perpetually reminded: —

“Let those persecute you, who know not with what labour the truth is found, nor how difficult it is
to avoid error. Let those persecute who do not know how rare and hard it is to vanquish, even with all the
serenity of a pious soul, the attractions of the flesh; who do not know what efforts are necessary to heal
the eye of the inner man, that he may look at his sun ... Let those persecute you who are ignorant by what
sighs and groans a knowledge of God is attained, and how imperfect it is even then. In fine, let those
persecute who have never yielded to the error in which they see you involved. As for me who, long and
cruelly tossed to and fro, have at last seen the pure truth, ... me who, to dissipate the darkness of my mind,
have been so slow to submit to the merciful physician who called and caressed me; me who have wept so
long that God might deign to reveal himself to my soul; me who of old sought with eagerness, listened
with attention, believed with rashness, who have endeavoured to persuade others, and to defend with
obstinacy those dreams in which you are held enchained by habit; as for me, | can be severe upon you in
nothing, but ought to bear with you now as | bore with myself at a former time, and treat you with the
same patience which my neighbour showed towards me, when, furious and blind, | struggled in your
error”.

At a later period, it is true, he supposed he had been mistaken in refusing to employ any other
means than those of persuasion against the heretics. He asked or accepted the aid of the sword of the
Caesars, still red with the blood of Christians sacrificed to false gods, and of orthodox believers
immolated to Arianism. But this was always accompanied by a protest against the infliction of capital
punishment, or any other cruel penalty, upon the votaries of error. He found these incompatible with
Catholic gentleness; and entreated the imperial clemency not to stain the memorial of the agonies of the
servants of God, ever glorified in the Church, with the blood of an enemy. Moreover, between these two
opinions we are free to choose, for imitation and admiration, that which is most completely in accordance
with his genius and his heart, as with the true glory and strength of the Church.
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But we cannot here expatiate upon St. Augustine. We must return to that which concerns
exclusively his connection with the monastic order. He gave it first of all his example by living, as has
been seen, from the time of his conversion, as a cenobite with other cenobites, and in imitation of the
monks whose customs he had studied at Rome. He was especially careful to secure the strict observance
of monastic poverty by himself and the brethren of his episcopal monastery. This law of personal
disinterestedness based upon a community of goods, was an urgent necessity in such a country as Africa,
where the thirst for gold and luxury was universal, and where friends and enemies watched with a jealous
eye the progress of clerical wealth. Augustine took, therefore, great pains in rendering account to his
people of the employment of the modest patrimony on which his community was supported, and of his
unceasing refusal of donations and legacies to augment it, when their source did not appear to him
completely pure. “Let him”, said he, “who would disinherit his son to endow the Church, seek whom he
will to accept his bequest; it shall not be Augustine. Still more, if God pleases, no man shall accept it”.

Rule of St. Augustine

Such an example, seconded by such a genius, could not remain barren: and Augustine is justly
regarded as having introduced the monastic order for both sexes into the Church of Africa, in the midst of
that incredible corruption which surpassed that of all the rest of the world, and of which Salvian has left
us too faithful a picture. Not only did numerous monasteries multiply upon African soil, according to the
wish manifested by Augustine, on lands and gardens given up for that purpose by the great proprietors of
the country; but the secular clergy themselves seem to have imitated, in many quarters, the model offered
to them by the bishop of Hippo and the brethren who lived under his roof, and also by that of his friend
Alypius, now become bishop of Tagaste. He had besides founded in Hippo a monastery of women, of
which he made his own sister superior. It was to calm the dissensions which had arisen there, and to
prevent all disorder in future, that Augustine drew out the famous Rule which bears his name. Written in
423, divided into twenty-four articles, and originally destined for these simple African nuns, it was
resuscitated under Charlemagne, as we shall see further on, and became then the fundamental code of an
immense branch of the monastic order. It has served as the basis of a multitude of congregations; and
principally of the canons-regular who have borne up to our days the name of St. Augustine. Eight
centuries after the ruin of ancient Rome and the invasion of the Barbarians, when St. Dominic desired to
create in the midst of the triumphant Church a new army to ward off new dangers, he did not hesitate to
adopt for its rule the constitution which the greatest of the Fathers of the Church had given to the modest
convent of his sister.

Thus, without suspecting it, not content with reigning over his contemporaries and posterity by his
genius and doctrine, Augustine enriched the domains of the Church with an institution which, after
fourteen centuries, still remains fruitful and glorious in many of its branches.

But even in his lifetime he rendered to the Church and the monastic order a more direct and not
less remarkable service. Such is the lamentable infirmity of human things, that progress in goodness is
always accompanied by a corresponding recrudescence of original corruption. It disguises itself under a
thousand devices and novel forms, but it always reappears in order the better to establish the merit and
freedom of Christian devotedness. The abuses of the monastic order had risen amidst the primitive
fervour of the institution. They displayed themselves forcibly in the general depravity of Africa, at the
very period when Augustine carried there the first fruits of his zeal and austerity. The monasteries were
filled with a certain number of men escaped from the hard obligations of rural or municipal life, such as
were endured under the last emperors of the West, who came there to seek and practise indolence. Still
more, a sect of hypocritical and sluggish monks was formed, called the Messalians, who wandered
through the country and the towns begging, selling or displaying relics and amulets. They preached
against labour, appealing to that text, “Behold the fowls of the air; for they sow not, neither do they reap,
nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feedeth them. Are ye not much better than they?”. And in
order to be more like the birds, who do not divest themselves of their plumage, they allowed their hair to
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grow — the reverse of the regular monks, for the complete tonsure was already a kind of consecrated
custom. From thence arose scandals and disorders. The Bishop of Carthage, whose diocese was especially
troubled with them, entreated his colleague of Hippo to put down these impostors. Augustine did it in a
celebrated essay, entitled De Opere Monachorum, which remains to us as an exposition of the motives of
that law of labour which has been the glory and strength of the monks, and also as an unchangeable
sentence pronounced beforehand against the laxness of after ages.

Some curious details as to the manner by which monasteries at that period recruited their ranks are
to be found here. “Sometimes slaves”, says he, “sometimes freedmen of old standing, or men
enfranchised by their masters on purpose that they may become monks, are seen arriving to embrace the
religious profession; these peasants, labourers, and plebeians, have passed an apprenticeship rude enough
to render them apt in their new condition. To refuse them would be a crime, for many of them have
already given great examples of virtue”. He would then have these applicants admitted even although the
motive which led them was doubtful, whether it was to serve God, or only to flee from a hard and
indigent life, to be fed clothed, and even honoured by those who had been accustomed to disdain and
oppress them. But he would have them, above all, rigorously constrained to labour. Contrasted with these
plebeians, he quotes the example of patricians, whose conversion at the same time edified all the Church,
and who watered with their sweat the monastic gardens. “It is not right”, says he, “that mere workmen
should be idle where senators are seen to labour; nor that peasants should be fastidious, where the lords of
vast patrimonies come to sacrifice their wealth”. He also combats the apologists of religious idleness by
the example and words of St. Paul, who passed his life making tents by the labour of his hands. To those
who pretended to do away with labour in order to sing the praises of God, he answered that they could
very well sing and work, as the boatmen and labourers often did. He ended by sighing for the regulated
and moderate work of the monks who divided their day between manual labour, reading, and prayer,
whilst it fell to his lot to consume his life in the painful and tumultuous perplexities of the episcopate,
then complicated by the settlement and arbitration of a multitude of temporal affairs.

Thus, after having had for their defender the greatest of the Fathers of the East, St. John
Chrysostom, the monks had the honour of finding a legislator and reformer in the most illustrious and
eloguent of the Fathers of the West. Both consecrated their genius to defend and regulate an institution
which appeared more and more necessary to the Church and Christendom.

St. Fulgentius (A.D. 456-533)

Before leaving Africa let us refer to another holy monk, illustrious by his eloquence and writings, a
bishop like Augustine, and like Athanasius exiled for the faith. St. Fulgentius, the abbot of an African
monastery, inspired by reading the life of the Fathers of the desert, went to the Thebaid to live as a
solitary. But Egypt, torn by schisms and heresies, and already given up to the spirit of death, had, at the
end of the fifth century, only rare intervals of light and fervour. Fulgentius had to content himself with
extending the monastic institution in Sardinia, whither he was exiled by a Vandal and Arian king, and of
consolidating it by his best efforts in Africa, where the Church, at one time so flourishing with its seven
hundred bishoprics, was soon to sink during the struggle waged against a decrepit and corrupt civilization
by the fury of the Vandals, that ferocious nation which was the terrible precursor of the terrible Islam.

The persecution of the Vandals drove back the cenobitical institution from Africa to Spain: we shall
speak hereafter of its obscure and uncertain beginnings in the Iberian Peninsula.

But in the first place let us return to Gaul, which has been too long passed over in this rapid
review of the origin of the monastic institution in the West, and which was about to become the promised
land of monastic life. Here again we find Athanasius, and the fertile seed which that glorious exile had
spread through the world. Exiled to Treves by Constantine in 336, he inspired all the clergy of the Gauls
with his ardour for the Nicene faith, and for the noble life of the solitaries of the Thebaid. The narrative of
St. Augustine has showed what effect the history of St. Anthony, written by St. Athanasius and found by
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them at Treves, produced upon some officers of the imperial court. This event demonstrates the sudden
power with which that enthusiasm for monastic life extended itself in the midst of the dissolute,
impoverished, and saddened existence of the Roman Empire, at the gates of which the Barbarians already
struck redoubted blows. From Treves, which was its cradle in the West, the new institution, aided by the
influence of the writings of Athanasius, spread rapidly through Gaul, where it had the singular fortune of
being first established by the greatest and most lastingly popular man of the Gallican Church. That man
was St. Martin, bishop of Tours.

St. Martin of Tours (316-397)

Born in Pannonia of a pagan father, a tribune of the imperial army, the young Martin, at the age of
ten, made his escape from his father’s house to give himself to Christ, and to be educated by the priests,
with the intention of becoming a monk like the hermits of Egypt and the East, whose fame had already
travelled to the banks of the Danube. But it was in vain: in his capacity as son of a veteran, the laws of the
empire obliged him to serve in the army. Servitude existed everywhere in this imperial world. His own
father betrayed him. At fifteen Martin was seized, bound, and enrolled by force in the cavalry, which he
could not leave till he had made twenty campaigns! He lived with the frugality and austerity of a monk,
although he was still only a catechumen, and it was during this long and cruel novitiate that his
miraculous meeting occurred at Amiens with that poor man to whom he gave the half of his cloak, and
who has made his fame so popular. Delivered at last, this veteran of the Roman army, educated in camps
for the Church, sought in Christendom for a bishop under whose wing he could find shelter for the rest of
his days. His choice was fixed upon St. Hilary, bishop of Poitiers. There was none more illustrious in the
Church. He vied with Athanasius in defending the divinity of Jesus, and, inaccessible like him to
seductions and violence, resisted victoriously, as he did, every effort of the imperial power in favour of
heresy. Both had the same fate. The Patriarch of Alexandria had scarcely returned from the exile which
had sent him from the Nile to the Rhine, when the illustrious doctor of Poitiers was banished for the same
cause into the depths of Asia Minor. Aided by the immense extent of the empire, despotism did not
hesitate to cast a confessor of the faith from one extremity of the world to the other; but these caprices of
blind force remained powerless, and the arm of the persecutor only served to throw afar the seed of truth
and the example of courage.

Hilary received the old soldier with joy, conferred minor orders upon him against his will, and then
sent him to Pannonia to convert his mother. The Arians, everywhere implacable and all-powerful, soon
expelled him from his own country, at the same time as the holy bishop of Poitiers was on his way to
exile. Martin would not return to Gaul without his friend; he stopped at Milan in a monastery, and then
went on to the almost desert isle of Gallinara, in sight of the coast of Genoa, where he lived on roots to
prepare himself the better for monastic life.

The triumphant return of Hilary in 360 led him back to Poitiers, and it was at the gates of this town
that Martin then founded, with the concurrence of the bishop, that monastery of Ligugé which history
designates as the most ancient in Gaul. His youthful ambition was satisfied; all his trials, all his crosses
were surmounted: behold him a monk! But soon a pious fraud drew him from his cloister to raise him to
the metropolitan see of Tours. In vain he struggled against the hand of God which refused repose and
obscurity to him. From that moment during his whole life, as after his death, the Christian universe was
filled with the fame of his sanctity and miracles.

He was, in the first place, the most dreaded enemy of all the remnants of paganism which existed
among the Gauls. We see him, accompanied by his monks, going over the country, casting down the
Druidical monuments and oaks consecrated by the ancient national worship of the Gauls, and, at the same
time, the temples and statues of the Roman gods; victors and vanquished together yielded to the new
conqueror. However, the rural population defended their altars and venerable trees with a desperation
which went so far as to threaten the life of Martin. But he braved their rage with as much resolution as he
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put forth in contending with demons; for in the midst of his apostolic journeys, like Anthony in the depths
of the Thebaid, the great bishop was assailed by frightful phantoms, which took the form of the gods
whose altars he had broken, appearing to him in the shape of Jupiter or Mercury, oftener still of Venus or
Minerva, and making the air resound with their clamours and reproaches.

But God had specially chosen him, as well as St. Hilary, to save Gaul from that contagion of
Arianism which infected at once Romans and Barbarians. The two bishops opened the glorious annals of
the Gallican Church by the noblest personification of dignity and charity. Martin was called to Treves,
where he retraced the steps of St. Athanasius, and was destined to meet with St. Ambrose. The Emperor
Maximus held his court there, amid the abject adulation of a crowd of bishops, who enthralled the dignity
of the priesthood to imperial favouritism. “Alone among them all”, says his biographer, “Martin
preserved the dignity of an apostle” He did still more for the honour of his name and his faith by
protesting against the intervention of secular power in ecclesiastical causes, and against the punishment of
the heretic Priscillian and his associates. The Emperor Maximus had yielded to the importunities of the
Spanish bishops, who, themselves scarcely escaped from the sword of pagan executioners, already
demanded the blood of heretics. Martin pursued the accusers with his reproaches, and the emperor with
his supplications. He insisted that excommunication, pronounced against the heretics by episcopal
sentence, was sufficient, and more than sufficient, to punish them. He believed that he had succeeded, and
left Treves only on receiving the imperial promise that mercy should be extended to the culprits.

But, after his departure, the unworthy bishops returned to the charge, and wrested from Maximus
the order to execute Priscillian and his principal disciples. Informed of this detestable judgment, Martin
returned from Tours to Treves, to procure the safety, at least, of the rest of the sect. But he had solemnly
rejected the communion of persecuting bishops; and he only consented to remove the brand with which
the public reprobation of so holy a bishop marked his colleagues, on perceiving that this was the sole
means of saving the lives of the Priscillianists who remained to be murdered in Spain, where, however,
the death of their chief, who was henceforward regarded as a martyr, far from extinguishing his heresy,
served only to strengthen and extend it. Still he reproached himself greatly with his concession; he
declared with tears that he felt his virtue lessened by it. During the sixteen remaining years of his life he
kept back from all the assemblies of bishops, fearful of meeting those whom he regarded as guilty of a
crime and unheard-of novelty in the annals of the Church. He thus kept the noble promise which his
master, St. Hilary, had made when, denouncing to the Emperor Constantius the atrocious cruelties of the
Arians against the Catholics, he added, “If such violence was employed to sustain the true faith, the
wisdom of the bishops should oppose it; they should say, God will not have a forced homage. What need
has He of a profession of faith produced by violence? We must not attempt to deceive Him; He must be
sought with simplicity, served by charity, honoured and gained by the honest exercise of our free will”.
And the glorious confessor added: “Woe to the times when the divine faith stands in need of earthly
power; when the name of Christ, despoiled of its virtue, is reduced to serve as a pretext and reproach to
ambition; when the Church threatens her adversaries with exile and prison, by means of which she would
force them to believe, she who has been upheld by exiles and prisoners; when she leans upon the
greatness of her protectors, she who has been consecrated by the cruelty of her persecutors!”.

Martin, on returning to his diocese, had also to undergo the scandalous envy and enmity of many
bishops, and of those priests of Gaul who had been so soon tainted by Roman luxury, and who already
made themselves remarked by the pomp of their equipages, their costumes, and their dwellings. But amid
the cares of his episcopate, he sighed more than ever after the sweetness of monastic life. To enjoy this he
founded, half a league from Tours, the celebrated monastery which has honoured his name for more than
fourteen centuries. Marmoutier was then a kind of desert enclosed between the right bank of the Loire and
the scarped rocks which overlook the course of the stream; it could be entered only by a very narrow path.
The holy bishop inhabited there a cell made of interlaced branches, like that which he had for only too
short a time occupied at Ligugé. The eighty monks whom he had collected there dwelt for the most part in
pigeon-holes hollowed in the rock, and were attired only in camel skins. Among them were many noble
Gauls, who were afterwards drawn from their retreat to be made bishops, like Martin, in spite of
themselves.
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Arrived at the end of his career, eighty years old, and eager to receive his celestial reward, he
yielded to the tears of his disciples, and consented to ask from God the prolongation of his days. “Lord”,
said he, “if I am still necessary to Thy people, I would not draw back from the work”. Non recuso
laborem! Noble words which ought to be the motto of every Christian, and which was that of the monks
for ten centuries.

The influence which the recommendation and guarantee of such a man would exercise in the
extension of the monastic order may be easily comprehended. But God decided that he was ripe for
heaven: he died, and when his body was carried to the tomb which was to become the most venerated
sanctuary in Gaul, two thousand monks formed its funeral train. Sulpicius Severus, his enthusiastic
disciple, wrote his life, which soon attained, throughout the West, in the East, and even as far as the
Thebaid, a popularity equal to that of the Life of St. Anthony by Athanasius, and diffused everywhere at
once the glory of the saint and that of the institution which he had loved so much.

Sulpicius Severus (A.D.363-410 or 423)

This Sulpicius Severus, a rich noble of Aquitaine, and an eloquent advocate before he became the
disciple of St. Martin, had been the friend of St. Paulinus of Nola. Like the latter, he had given up the
world, his fortune, and his career at the bar, had sold his patrimony, and chosen for his dwelling one of his
villas in Aquitaine among his slaves, who had become his brothers in religion. They lived there together,
praying and labouring, sleeping upon straw, eating only brown bread and boiled herbs.

It should be remarked to the honour of these first neophytes of the cenobitical order in Gaul, that it
cost them a much greater sacrifice to conform themselves to the austerity of this new life, than it did to
monks belonging to the naturally temperate population of Africa or the Levant. These poor Gauls,
accustomed to the abundant and solid food of northern nations, found in confining themselves to the
abstinence prescribed by monastic rules, that the rations of the monks of Egypt and Palestine were indeed
very meagre. The half-loaves of barley-bread and little handfuls of herbs which sufficed fur the meals of
the Thebaid, revolted their rebellious stomachs. Doubtless they often heard the beautiful words of St.
Athanasius repeated: “Fasting is the food of angels”. But it did not satisfy them. “We are accused of
gluttony”, they said to Sulpicius, “but we are Gauls; it is ridiculous and cruel to attempt to make us live
like angels: we are not angels; once more, we are only Gauls”. These murmurs did not prevent them from
reserving, out of the produce of their labour, enough to support the poor whom they received in a hospice,
in order that they might render them the humblest services. It was in this austere retreat that Sulpicius
Severus wrote the biography of St. Martin and his Sacred History, which extends from the beginning of
the world to the year 400, and was the first attempt at ecclesiastical history made in the West.

Charity had been the soul of the efforts of St. Martin and his disciples, in the extension of the
cenobitic institution upon the banks of the Loire, but it excluded neither the study nor love for sacred
literature. Neither the care of the poor, nor the practice of any other monastic virtue suffered by it; yet we
see intellectual life, and especially the culture of the defence of Christianity, reigning in a great and
celebrated monastery, which was during all the fifth century the centre of monastic life in the south of
Gaul, and which merits to itself alone a detailed history.

The sailor, the soldier, and the traveller who proceeds from the roadstead of Toulon to sail towards
Italy or the East, passes among two or three islands, rocky and arid, surmount d here and there by a
slender cluster of pines. He looks at them with indifference, and avoids them. However, one of these
islands has been for the soul, for the mind, for the moral progress of humanity, a centre purer and more
fertile than any famous isle of the Hellenic Archipelago. It is Lerins, formerly occupied by a city, which
was already ruined in the time of Pliny, and where, at the commencement of the fifth century, nothing
more was to be seen than a desert coast, rendered unapproachable by the numbers of serpents which
swarmed there.
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St. Honoratus

In 410, a man landed and remained there; he was called Honoratus. Descended from a consular
race, educated and eloquent, but devoted from his youth to great piety, he desired to be made a monk. His
father charged his eldest brother, a gay and impetuous young man, to turn him from ascetic life; but, on
the contrary, it was he who gained his brother. After many difficulties he at last found repose at Lerins;
the serpents yielded the place to him; a multitude of disciples gathered round him. A community of
austere monks and indefatigable labourers was formed there. The face of the isle was changed, the desert
became a paradise; a country bordered with deep woods, watered by beneficent streams, rich with
verdure, enamelled with flowers, embalmed by their perfumes, revealed the fertilizing presence there of a
new race. Honoratus, whose fine face was radiant with a sweet and attractive majesty, opened the arms of
his love to the sons of all countries who desired to love Christ. A multitude of disciples of all nations
joined him. The West could no longer envy the East; and shortly that retreat, destined, in the intentions of
its founder, to renew upon the coasts of Provence the austerities of the Thebaid, became a celebrated
school of theology and Christian philosophy, a citadel inaccessible to the waves of barbarian invasion, an
asylum for literature and science, which had fled from Italy invaded by the Goths; in short, a nursery of
bishops and saints, who were destined to spread over the whole of Gaul the knowledge of the Gospel and
the glory of Lerins. We shall soon see the beams of that light flashing as far as Ireland and England, by
the blessed hands of Patrick and Augustine.

There is perhaps nothing more touching in monastic annals than the picture traced by one of the
most illustrious sons of Lerins, of the paternal tenderness of Honoratus for the numerous family of monks
whom he had collected round him. He could read the depths of their souls to discover all their griefs. He
neglected no effort to banish every sadness, every painful recollection of the world. He watched their
sleep, their health, their food, their labours, that each might serve God according to the measure of his
strength. Thus he inspired them with a love more than filial: “In him”, they said, “we find not only a
father, but an entire family, a country, the whole world”. When he wrote to any of those who were absent,
they said, on receiving his letters, written, according to the usage of the time, upon tablets of wax: “It is
honey which he has poured back into that wax, honey drawn from the inexhaustible sweetness of his
heart”. In that island paradise, and under the care of such a shepherd, the perfume of life breathed
everywhere. These monks, who had sought happiness by renouncing secular life, felt and proclaimed that
they had found it; to see their serene and modest joy, their union, their gentleness, and their firm hope,
one could have believed one’s self in presence of a battalion of angels at rest.

The churches of Arles, Avignon, Lyons, Vienne, Troves, Riez, Frejus, Valence, Metz, Nice, Venice,
Apt, Carpentras, and Saintes, borrowed from the happy isle, as it was everywhere called, their most
illustrious bishops. Honoratus, taken from his monastery to be elevated to the metropolitan see of Arles,
had for his successor, as abbot of Lerins, and afterwards, as bishop of Arles, his pupil and relative Hilary,
to whom we owe the admirable biography of his master. Hilary, whom the gently and tender Honoratus
had drawn from worldly life after a desperate resistance, by force of entreaties, caresses, and tears,
retained in the episcopate the penitent and laborious life of the cloister of Lerins. He went through his
diocese and the neighbouring country always on foot and barefooted even in the snow. Celebrated for his
graceful eloquence, his unwearied zeal, his ascendency over the crowd, and by the numerous conversions
which he worked, he was once at variance with the Pope, St. Leo the Great, who deprived him of his title
of metropolitan to punish him for certain uncanonical usurpations; but Hilary knew how to yield, and
after his death the Great Pope did him justice by calling him Hilary of holy memory.
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The doctors and saint of Lerins

Amongst this harvest of saints, prelates, and doctors, which Lerins gave to Gaul and to the Church,
there are still several whom it is important to indicate, because they are reckoned among the Fathers, and
illuminated all the fifth century with their renown.

Holding the first rank among these was the great and modest Vincent de Lerins, who was the first
controversialist of his time, and who has preserved to posterity the name of the isle which had been the
cradle of his genius.

He composed the short and celebrated work which has gained him immortality, in 434, three years
after the Council of Ephesus, and on occasion of the Nestorian heresy which that council had condemned.
He would not put his name to it, and entitled it humbly, “Remarks of the Pilgrim”, Commonitorium
Peregrini. In this he has fixed with admirable precision, and in language as decisive as it is simple and
correct, the rule of Catholic faith, by establishing it on the double authority of Scripture and tradition, and
originating the celebrated definition of orthodox interpretation: Quod semper, quod ubique, quod ab
omnibus creditum est. After having thus established the immutability of Catholic doctrine, he demands:
“Shall there then be no progress in the Church of Christ?”. “There shall be progress”, he answers, “and
even great progress, for who would be so envious of the good of men, or so cursed of God, as to prevent
it? But it will be progress, and not change. With the growth of the ages and centuries, there must
necessarily be a growth of intelligence, of wisdom, and of knowledge, for each man as for all the Church.
But the religion of souls must imitate the progress of the human form, which, in developing and growing
with years never ceases to be the same in the maturity of age as in the flower of youth”.

Vincent has inscribed at the head of his masterpiece a testimony of his gratitude for the sweet
sanctuary of Lerins, which was for him, as he says, the port of religion, when, after having been long
tossed about on the sea of this world, he came there to seek peace and study, that he might escape, not
only the shipwrecks of the present life, but the fires of the world to come.

With Lerins also is associated the great fame of Salvian, the most eloquent man of his age after St.
Augustine, and surnamed the master of bishops, though himself only a priest. He passed five years at
Lerins; he experienced there the charms of peace and solitude in the midst of the horrors of barbarian
invasion, and that frightful corruption of the Roman world, of which he has traced so startling a picture in
his treatise upon the Government of God.

After these illustrious priests come bishops not less celebrated and holy. And in the first place
Eucher, whom Bossuet calls the great Eucher, who was a senator, the father of two sons, and still in the
flower of his age, when he retired with his children to Lerins.

Already by assiduous study, familiar with the classic models, and versed in all the secrets of the art
of writing, he there learned to know the secrets of monastic life; this inspired his eloquent Panegyric on
Solitude, his treatise On Contempt of the World and Worldly Philosophy, and his tender and sprightly
correspondence with St. Honoratus. Cassianus dedicated to Eucher, in conjunction with Honoratus, many
of his Collationes, or conferences upon monastic life, which have had so lasting an influence in the
Church; he associated the two friends in his veneration. “Oh, holy brothers”, he said to them, “your
virtues shine upon the world like great beacons: many saints will be formed by your example, but will
scarcely be able to intimate your perfection”. Like Honoratus, Eucher was taken from the cloister to the
episcopate, and died while occupying the metropolitan see of Lyons.

St. Lupus of Troyes (A.D. 383-479)

But the influence of the holy and learned Provencal isle shone still further than Lyons. Thence
Troyes chose for its bishop that illustrious St. Lupus, who arrested Attila at the gates of Troyes, before St.
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Leo had arrested him at the gates of Rome. It was he who demanded of the king of the Huns, “Who art
thou?”, and who received the far-famed response, “lI am Attila, the scourge of God”. The intrepid
gentleness of the bishop-monk disarmed the ferocious invader. He left Troyes without injuring it, and
drew back to the Rhine, but took the bishop with him, thinking that the presence of so holy a man would
serve as a safeguard to his army.

St. Lupus undertook a journey perhaps less painful but not less meritorious, when he was chosen
for his eloquence and sanctity by the Council of 429 to combat the Pelagian heresy in Great Britain, along
with St. Germain of Auxerre. For the fifty-two years during which he held his bishopric, he observed
faithfully all the practices of monastic fervour which he had learned at Lerins, and at the same time was
warmly interested in the maintenance of ecclesiastical studies, and had a passionate love for literature,
which made him keep up to his old age an epistolary correspondence with Sidonius Appollinaris. This
eminent scholar, then occupying the episcopal see of Clermont, declared that he never met either
barbarism or defect of punctuation in anything written by his venerable brother of Troyes. His virtues and
enlightenment, earned for him the praise of being, in the emphatic but sincere style of the period, “the
father of fathers, the bishop of bishops, the prince of the prelates of Gaul, the rule of manners, the pillar of
virtue, the friend of God, the mediator for men with Heaven”.

St. Caesarius of Arles (A.D. 470-542)

Some years before the death of St. Lupus, another saint, Caesarius, the son of the Count de
Chélons, was born in Burgundy, and passed his youth in the shadow of the cloisters of Lerins before
succeeding the first fathers of the holy isle, Honoratus and Hilary, upon the archiepiscopal see of Arles.
He was for nearly half a century the most illustrious and the most influential of the bishops of Southern
Gaul; he presided over four councils, and directed the great controversies of his time. He maintained
nobly the independent and protecting authority of the episcopate against the barbarian sovereigns who
occupied Provence by turns, and whose jealousy was roused by his great influence over the people. He
was exiled by Alaric, king of the Visigoths, and imprisoned by Theodoric, king of the Ostrogoths; but
both ended by rendering him justice and homage. He was passionately loved by his flock; he swayed their
hearts by that eloquent charity, of which the hundred and thirty sermons he has left us bear the stamp.

But he continued always a monk, in heart, life, and penitence. He even made out, for the use of
various communities of men, a sort of rule, in twenty-six articles, less celebrated, less detailed, and less
popular than that which he wrote for the great monastery of women, with which he endowed his
metropolitan town. He was labouring with his own hands at the construction of this sanctuary, when Arles
was besieged in 508 by the Franks and Burgundians, who ruined all that he had done, and employed the
materials which he had collected for their works of circumvallation. But as soon as the siege was raised,
Caesarius resumed his work and completed it. And the better to insure the future prosperity of this refuge,
which he raised amid the foaming waves of the barbarian invasion, like an ark in the midst of the deluge,
he procured a confirmation of his foundation from Pope Hormisdas, who, at his express desire, exempted
it even from episcopal jurisdiction. He made his own sister Caesaria the abbess, who governed it for thirty
years, and shortly gathered there two hundred nuns. This brave Christian woman caused to be prepared,
and ranged symmetrically round the church of the monastery, stone coffins for herself and for each of the
sisters. They all lived and sang day and night the praises of God in presence of the open tombs which
awaited them.

It was into this church that Caesarius himself, feeling his end approach, had himself conveyed to
bless and console his daughters. And certainly, at that last moment, he did not forget his dear island of
Lerins, that metropolis of monastic fervour, the glory of which he proclaimed in these impassioned
words—“O happy isle, O blessed solitude, in which the majesty of our Redeemer makes every day new
conquests, and where such victories are won over Satan! Thrice happy isle, which, little as she is,
produces so numerous an offspring for heaven! It is she who nourishes all those illustrious monks who are
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sent into all the provinces as bishops. When they arrive, they are children; when they go out, they are
fathers. She receives them in the condition of recruits, she makes them kings. She teaches all her happy
inhabitants to fly towards the sublime heights of Christ upon the wings of humility and charity. That
tender and noble mother, that nurse of good men, opened her arms to me also: but while so many others
owe heaven to her teaching, the hardness of my heart has prevented her from accomplishing her task in

t3]

me .

The Abbey of St. Victor of Marseilles

Another monastic metropolis upon the same coasts of Provence, the Abbey of St. Victor at
Marseilles, rivalled Lerins in importance. This abbey was built in the midst of those great forests which
had supplied the Phoenician navy, which in the time of Caesar reached as far as the sea-coast, and the
mysterious obscurity of which had so terrified the Roman soldiers that the conqueror, to embolden them,
had himself taken an axe and struck down an old oak. It was built over the grotto where the holy martyr
Victor, a Roman legionary, had been buried, at the end of the third century. It thus connected with the holy
memory of the age of martyrs the more pacific, but still hard and incessant, labours of the new confessors
of the faith. Its founder was John Cassianus, one of the most remarkable personages of the time. Born,
according to the common opinion, in the country of the Scythians, according to others, at Athens, or even
in Gaul, he was first a monk at Bethlehem, and then in Egypt, where he dwelt seven years among the
hermits of Nitria and of the Thebaid. He has left us a close and fascinating picture of their life. He went
afterwards to Constantinople to find St. John Chrysostom, who ordained him a deacon, and sent him to
Rome to plead his cause with Pope Innocent I. At Rome he became the friend of St. Leo the Great before
his elevation to the papacy, and at his request wrote a refutation of the heresy of Nestorius against the
incarnation of Jesus Christ.

Having thus surveyed all the sanctuaries and studied the saints, he came to Marseilles and founded
there the great Monastery of St. Victor, which shortly reckoned five thousand monks, partly within its
own walls and partly among the houses reared in the shadow and under the influence of this new
sanctuary.

It was to instruct and discipline this army of monks that Cassianus wrote the four books of
Institutions, and the twenty-four Conferences or Collationes. These two works have immortalized his
name, and retain the first rank among the codes of monastic life. In some he describes, even to its
minutest details, the manner of living, of praying, and of self-mortification, which he had seen practised
by the hermits of the Thebaid and Palestine. In others he develops their internal life, their mind, and their
supernatural wisdom.

Cassianus had no desire that his monastery should be like Lerins, a kind of seminary for priests and
bishops of the neighbourhood. Although he had been himself ordained a deacon by St. John Chrysostom,
and a priest by Pope Innocent I, he was disposed to maintain and increase the ancient barrier which
separated the monks from the secular clergy. He recommended the monks to avoid bishops, because the
latter sought every occasion to impose upon them some ecclesiastical office in the world. “It was the
advice of the Fathers”, says he, “an advice always in season, that a monk should at all hazard flee from
bishops and women; for neither women nor bishops permit a monk whom they have once drawn into their
friendship to remain peacefully in his cell, nor to fix his eyes upon pure and heavenly doctrine, by
contemplating holy things”.

But the Christian nations made a successful movement against those prohibitions of primitive
fervour. They ardently sought, as priests and bishops, men trained in the monastic sanctuaries. And it was
bishops and priests from the cloisters of St. Victor and of Lerins, who gave to the clergy of Gaul, in the
fifth century, that theological science and moral consideration, in which prelates, taken from the Gallo-
Romanic aristocracy, without having passed through monastic life, were too often deficient.
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However, the Church, which during all the fourth century had to contend against Arianism,
encountered, in the fifth, a new and not less serious danger in Pelagianism. After having denied the
divinity of the Redeemer, heresy aimed a mortal blow at his doctrine and at Christian virtue, by denying
the necessity of grace. Pelagius, the author of this heresy, was a Breton monk; his principal disciple was
also a Breton, Celestius, a monk like himself. Their dreadful error was long contagious. St. Augustine
devoted all his knowledge and talent to confute it, and it was soon proscribed by the Church.

It has been asserted that this heresy found some support in the great monasteries of Southern Gaul,
the services and merits of which have just been glanced at. Attempts have been made to prove that
Pelagian opinions had their principal centre in the Monastery of Lerins, and that Cassianus, after the
condemnation of Pelagius, invented semi-Pelagianism. Happily no charge is more unfounded; and the
silence of the Roman Church, then, as ever, so vigilant in the defence of orthodoxy, sufficiently absolves
those whom modern historians have perhaps intended to honour by an imputation which they themselves
would have rejected with horror. One defender of semi-Pelagianism alone proceeded from Lerins, the
celebrated and virtuous Faustus, Bishop of Riez, who, besides, was not condemned till after his death. But
Lerins equally produced St. Caesarius, who gave the last blow to that error in the Council of Orange in
529. It is, however, an undoubted certainty that, in the celebrated abbeys of St. Victor and Lerins, all the
great questions of free-will, predestination, grace, and original sin, were studied and discussed with the
attention and energy which became the holy life of these solitaries, and that this noble school of Lerins,
while divided according to the individual predilections of its writers between the supporters and the
adversaries of Cassianus and St. Augustine, sought to reconcile intelligence and freedom, in the highest
possible degree, with grace and faith. Lerins was besides ardently devoted to Catholic unity, and to the
authority of the Church; all its doctors give evidence of this in their writings, and one of the most
illustrious, St. Hilary of Arles, as has been seen, by his dutiful submission to the sentence pronounced
against him.

St. Germain of Auxerre

Thus enlightened by the double light which St. Martin had called forth in the West, and the school
of Lerins in the south, there rose by degrees throughout all the provinces of Gaul, monasteries which
came to console her invaded cities and rural districts, devastated by the incessant incursions of the Goths,
Burgundians, and Franks. It is pleasant to trace back to the illustrious Bishop of Auxerre, St. Germain,
whose popularity in Gaul and Italy almost equalled that of St. Martin, the origin of a monastery which
bears his name, in his episcopal city and which became one of the most celebrated abbeys of France in the
Middle Ages.

Not far from Auxerre, upon the confines of Eduens and Lingons, in the country already occupied
by the Burgundians, and which was destined to bear their name, might be seen, between the Serain and
Armangon, one of these deserts which were formed under the Roman administration. There was built the
Abbey of Réome, which is considered the most ancient in Burgundy, and which has since, and up to our
own days, been called Moutier-St.-Jean, after its founder. This founder was the son of a senator of Dijon,
with whom is associated one of those delightful tales which then began to spread throughout Gaul, and
which prove the gradual victory of Christian morals over the hearts and imaginations of men, amid the
struggles of barbarism with Roman decrepitude. His name was Hilary, or the Joyous, and that of his wife
Quieta, or the Tranquil. The tenderness of their conjugal union, and the regularity which reigned in their
house, excited the admiration of the inhabitants of Dijon. When the senator died, he was interred in a
marble tomb which he had prepared for himself and his wife, and the splendour of which, an age later,
dazzled Gregory of Tours, who has transmitted the story to us. Quieta rejoined him there at the end of a
year; and when the covering of the sepulchre was raised to let down the body of the widow, the spectators
cried out that they saw the husband extend his hand to encircle the neck of his wife, and all withdrew
transported with admiration at that miracle of a conjugal tenderness which lasted even in the tomb. The
son of this exemplary couple, John, introduced monastic life into Burgundy, and at the same time began
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the cultivation of the plains of Auxois, now so fertile and well cleared, but then covered with
impenetrable forests. John, and some companions who had joined him, courageously set to work. The
axes with which they cut down the trees in the immediate neighbourhood of their retreat, were stolen
from them to begin with. A trifling matter, doubtless, and in appearance unworthy of history, but which
gains interest from the thought that the work thus thwarted has succeeded by the sole strength of
perseverance in well-doing, and has lasted thirteen centuries.

At a still earlier period, Auvergne had attracted attention by the sanctity of its monks. It was the
heart of Gaul; it was the country of the young Vercingetorix, the first hero of our history, so pure, so
eloguent, so brave, and so magnanimous in misfortune, whose glory is all the rarer and dearer to good
hearts from having been revealed to us only by his pitiless conqueror. The beautiful plain of the Limagne,
overlooked by the table-land of Gergovie, where Caesar met his only check, had attracted by turns the
admiration and covetousness of all its invaders. Enervated by imperial despotism, those Gauls who had
conquered Rome before they were conquered by her, and who had resisted with so much heroism the
legions of Caesar, could only bow without resistance under the yoke of the Barbarian conquerors. The
Vandals had not spared Auvergne in that frightful invasion in the early part of the fifth century, of which
St. Prosper of Aquitaine has said, that if the entire ocean had overflowed upon the fields of Gaul, its vast
waves would have made fewer ruins. The Visigoths followed, bearing with them Arianism and
persecution, condemning the bishops and priests to apostasy or martyrdom, giving up all the sanctuaries
to sacrilegious devastation, and leaving after them, according to the testimony of Sidonius Apollinaris,
cattle ruminating in the roofless vestibules, and eating grass beside the overthrown altars. But, amidst
those lamentable servitudes, a new life and liberty began to appear. Christian fervour had taken root there;
it disputed the empire of souls with Roman corruption; it produced all those acts of virtue, courage, and
abnegation which live in the narratives of Sidonius Apollinaris and Gregory of Tours.

Before the East had revealed monastic institutions to the West, before St. Martin, before even the
peace of the Church, the Roman Austremonius, one of the seven bishops sent into Gaul by Pope Fabian,
had planted numerous Christian associations among the forests preserved and consecrated by Druidical
superstition, and at the foot of the extinguished volcanoes of Auvergne. Issoire was the first of these
foundations, and at the same time the place of his own retreat, and the scene of his martyrdom. The
history of his successor Urbicus, and of that fatal night when the wife whom he had left to become a
bishop came to reclaim her place in the bed of the dishonoured priest, is known. Withdrawn from his see
after this scandal, he found in one of these new monasteries an asylum and a tomb, which he shared with
his wife and the daughter who was born to them.

Most of the modern cities and villages of Auvergne owe their origin to communities which were
formed during the invasions of the fifth and sixth centuries, and where the Auvergne Catholics, whose
rather effeminate civilization has been described by Sidonius Apollinaris, took refuge from the Arian
persecution, and the calamities of which they were too submissive victims. One of these, founded about
525, received the name of the Arverne monastery, as if all the nationality of the country had taken refuge
there. They were soon joined there by the Visigoths, who, when once converted, willingly mingled with
the Gallo-Romans to serve together the God of the Gospel, and the Son of God equal with the Father.
Some came from a still greater distance, for a hermit of the Thebaid, born in Syria, and persecuted by the
Persians, is known to have ended his days in a cell near Clermont.

Anchorites and even stylites appeared there as in the deserts of Mesopotamia and the country of
Treves, where Gregory of Tours met with a Lombard monk who had long lived upon the top of a pillar,
from which he preached the faith to the people, braving the intemperance of a sky less clement than that
of the East. In the monastery of Randan, the same Gregory knew a priest who constantly maintained a
standing position, and whose feet were diseased in consequence. From thence he went to render homage
to a monk called Caluppa, who passed his life in a cavern, at the top of one of the peaks of Cantal, a prey
to ecstasies and diabolical temptations. Some herdsmen had one day seen from a great distance an old
man kneeling on the top of a hill, his arms raised towards heaven. They disclosed his existence without
being able to address him, for even when the bishops came to visit him, this austere solitary would only
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permit them to approach the foot of his rock, whilst he, kneeling on the ledge of his grotto, received at
that height their address and benediction.

The two brothers Romain and Lupicin

Long before that recent growth of the great monastic tree, and as long as it lasted, a new centre of
monastic life arose in the eastern extremity of Gaul, upon those hills of Jura which separate Gaul from
Switzerland, and in the heart of the province Sequanaise, which, after having been the scene of the first
exploits of Caesar on this side of the Alps, was to become the Thebaid of the Gauls. A native of
Sequanaise named Romain, trained at the monastery of Ainay, near Lyons, left at the age of thirty-five his
father’s house, and, carrying with him the Lives of the Fathers of the Desert, and some tools and seeds of
vegetables, made his way into the high mountains and inhabited forests which overlook his native
country, found a site enclosed between three steep heights, at the confluence of two streams, and there
founded, under the name of Condat, a monastery destined to become one of the most celebrated in the
West. The soil was little adapted for cultivation, but in consequence of its difficult access, became the
property of the first occupant. He found shelter at first under an enormous fir-tree, the thick branches of
which represented lo him the palm which served the hermit Paul in the desert of Egypt for a tent; then he
began to read, to pray, and to plant his herbs, with a certainty of being protected against the curious and
importunate by the extreme roughness of the paths which crossed those precipices, and also by the masses
of fallen and interlaced trees called chablis, such as are often met with in fir woods not yet subjected to
regular care and attendance.

His solitude was disturbed only by the wild animals, and now and then by some bold huntsman.
However, he was joined there by his brother Lupicin and others, in so great a number that they were soon
obliged to spread themselves and form new establishments in the environs. The two brothers governed
these monasteries together, and maintained order and discipline not without difficulty among the
increasing multitude of novices, against which an old monk protested, complaining that they did not even
leave him room to lie down in. Women followed, as they always did; and upon a neighbouring rock,
suspended like a nest at the edge of a precipice, the sister of our two abbots ruled five hundred virgins so
severely cloistered, that having once entered into the convent they were seen no more, except during the
transit of their bodies from the deathbed to the grave.

As for the monks, each had a separate cell; they had only the refectory in common. In summer they
took their siesta under the great firs, which in winter protected their dwelling against the sow and north
wind. They sought to imitate the anchorites of the East, whose various rules they studied daily, tempering
them by certain alleviations, which were necessitated by the climate, their daily labour, and even by the
constitution of the Gaulish race. They wore sabots and tunics of skins, slightly tacked together, which
protected them from the rain, but not from the rigorous cold of these bleak heights, where people are, says
their biographer, at once crushed and buried under the snow, whilst in summer the heat produced by the
reflection of the sun upon the perpendicular walls of rock is insupportable. Lupicin surpassed them all in
austerity; he slept in the trunk of a tree, hollowed out in the form of a cradle; he lived only upon pottage
made of barley-meal ground with the bran, without salt, without oil, and without even milk; and one day,
disgusted by the delicacy of his brethren, he threw indiscriminately into the same pot the fish, the herbs,
and the roots, which the monks had prepared apart and with some care. The community was greatly
irritated, and twelve monks, whose patience was exhausted, went away. Upon this an altercation arose
between the two brothers. “It would have been better”, said Romain to Lupicin, “that thou hadst never
come hither, than come to put our monks to flight”. “Never mind”, answered Lupicin, “it is the straw
separating from the corn; these twelve are proud, mounted upon stilts, and God is not in them”. However,
Romain succeeded in bringing back the fugitives, who all became in their turn superiors of communities.

For a colonizing fertility soon became the manifest characteristic of this new republic: and it is in
reference to Condat and its children, if | do not deceive myself, that monastic annals employ for the first
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time, the trite but just image of the swarm of bees from the hive to describe the colonies of monks which
went forth from the mother monastery to people the Sequanaise and the neighbouring provinces with
churches and monasteries. They all recognized the authority of the two brothers; they already excited the
admiration of orthodox Christians. Sidonius Apollinaris, whose cultivated mind loved to keep on a level
with all contemporary events, knew and praised the solitudes of the Jura, und congratulated their
inhabitants on finding there a foretaste of the joys of Paradise.

St. Eugende (A.D. 426-510)

Towards the end of Romain’s life, a child of seven years old was brought to him, who was destined
one day to succeed him, and to give for several centuries his name to Condat. Eugende, fourth abbot,
substituted a common dormitory, where he himself slept, to the separate cells of the monks, and specially
occupied himself in promoting the work of education in the community. Greek and Latin literature was
taught there with success, not only to the future monks, but to youths destined to return to the world: and
Condat became the first school of Sequanie, and one of the most celebrated in Gaul. Study of the ancient
orators was united to the work of transcribing manuscripts, under the direction of Viventiole, the friend of
the celebrated St. Avitus, bishop of Vienne, whose eloquence he corrected, and whose barbarisms he
noted, in that curious correspondence which all literary historians have recorded.

These intellectual labours did not imply their abandonment of manual work, and Viventiole sent to
his friend a chair of boxwood made by his own hands, which marks the beginning of that valuable branch
of industry, still existing, after the lapse of fourteen centuries, in the cottages of Jura. Avitus answered him
gracefully: “I wish you a chair in return for the seat which you have sent me”. The prophecy was
accomplished when Viventiole became metropolitan of Lyons in the beginning of the sixth century, and
by the nomination of Avitus (towards 514).

All those districts situated between the Rhone and the Rhine, and overshadowed by the Jura and of
the Alps, were then occupied by the Burgondes, a race whose manners were gentler and more pure than
any of the other Barbarian races, and who, becoming Christians and remaining orthodox till about the
year 500, treated the Gauls less as conquered subjects than as brothers in the faith. They were naturally
much under the influence of the monks of Condat, and that ascendency was exercised, as everywhere, for
the benefit of the oppressed. Lupicin, already broken by age, went to the Burgonde king Chilperic, who
resided at Geneva, to plead with him the cause of some poor natives of Sequanaise, who had been
reduced into slavery by a subordinate potentate. This petty tyrant was one of those degenerate Romans,
courtiers and oppressors, who, sometimes in the name of the decrepid power of the Emperor, sometimes
by flattering the new-born authority of the Barbarian kings, equally found means of trampling on and
spoiling their inferiors. He was perhaps one of those senators of Gaul whom the Burgondes had admitted
in 456 to a share of the conquered soil: add Lupicin, although of Gallo-Roman origin, seems to have been
less favourably disposed towards Roman government than that of the Barbarians. Gregory of Tours has
recorded a tradition which well depicts the impression made upon the popular imagination by this
apparition of the monks confronted with the triumphant Barbarians. He relates that when Lupicin crossed
the threshold of the palace of Chilperic, the throne upon which the king was seated trembled, as if there
had been an earthquake. Reassured at the sight of the old man clothed with skins, the Burgonde prince
listened to the curious debate which arose between the oppressor and the advocate of the oppressed. “It is
then thou”, said the courtier to the abbot—*it is thou, old impostor, who hast already insulted the Roman
power for ten years, by announcing that all this region and its chiefs were hastening to their ruin”. “Yes,
truly”, answered the monk, pointing to the king, who listened—*“Yes, perverse traitor, the ruin which I
predicted to thee and to thy fellows, there it is. Seest thou not, degenerate man, that thy rights are
destroyed by thy sins, and that the prayer of the innocent is granted? Seest thou not that the fasces and the
Roman purple are compelled to bow down before a foreign judge? Take heed that some unexpected guest
does not come before a new tribunal to claim thy lands, and thy domains”. The king of the Burgondes not
only justified the abbot by restoring his clients to liberty, but he overwhelmed him with presents, and
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offered him fields and vineyards for his abbey. Lupicin would only accept a portion of the produce of
these fields and vineyards, fearing that the sentiment of too vast a property might make his monks proud.
Then the king decreed that they should be allowed every year three hundred measures of corn, three
hundred measures of wine, and a hundred gold pieces for their vestments; and the treasury of the
Merovingian kings continued to pay these dues long after the fall of the kingdom of the Burgondes.

The importance of the social and political part taken by the abbot Lupicin is also proved by the
curious narrative of his intervention in the prosecution raised by Egidius, the representative of imperial
authority in Gaul, against the Count Agrippinus, accused before the Emperor Majorian of having treated
with the Barbarians. The abbot of Condat, who was the friend of this Count, and like him favourable to
the Barbarians, became his fidejussor or security, and was accepted as such by Egidius, who kissed his
hand as he put it into that of the Count.

King Sigismund founds Agaune, monastic metropolis of the kingdom of Burgundy ( 512-522)

Fifty years later, another Burgundian king, Sigismund, after having renounced Arianism and
restored freedom to the Church in his kingdom, desired to build up the ruins of the monastery of Agaune,
and sought at once in Condat and Lerins for monks to Burgundy, inhabit it. This new sanctuary was built
at the entrance of the principal passage of the Alps, in one of the finest landscapes in the world, at the spot
where the Rhone, having ended the first stage of its course, escapes by the gorges of the Valais to
precipitate its muddy waters into the limpid azure of the Lake of Geneva. It was built in honour of the
spot where St. Maurice and the Theban legion suffered martyrdom, having been stopped there, and
preferring to die rather than to massacre the Christians who had risen in the great national insurrection of
the Bagaudes against the rightful oppression of Roman conscriptions and taxes. Their relics were
collected there and deposited in a church more than once crushed by the fall of the rocks, between the
masses of which the impetuous stream with difficulty forces a passage. Agaune took and has retained to
the present day the name of St. Maurice. It was from that time the monastic metropolis of the kingdom of
Burgundy, so often destroyed and so often restored. A hundred monks descended from Condat to inhabit
it; their former abbot, Viventiole, then bishop of Lyons, assisted by his friend Avitus, presided at the
ceremony of inauguration, and established, in a discourse which has been preserved to us, the principal
conditions of the manner of life which the brethren were to lead there. The monks of Condat and Agaune
followed for some time the same rule; the same mind and discipline thus reigned from north to south in
the Burgundian dominions. But Sigismund gave greater splendour to his foundation. By the liberality of
his gifts, as many as nine hundred monks could be collected there, who, divided into nine choirs, sang
alternately, and without intermission, the praises of God and the martyrs. This was called the Laus
perennis, and it will be seen that the great Burgundian monastery was not the only one from which that
tide of prayer gushed forth, keeping no silence night nor day. King Sigismund added himself to the
number of this incessant choir, when he became a monk, to expiate the crime which he, like Constantine,
had committed in sacrificing the son of his first marriage to the treachery of his second wife. How he
perished, with all his family, slain by the son of Clovis, is well known.

The monk Severin (A.D. 402-482)

If, from the Rhone to the Danube, and from Savoy to Pannonia, we follow the Roman frontier, at
all points encroached on and broken through, we shall always find monks at the post of honour and
danger, of devotedness and salvation. Already we have seen them in conflict with the Goths, the Franks,
and the Burgondes. Let us recognize them upon the path of the Germanic races, whom Attila had
temporarily drawn out of their natural course, the Thuringians, the Alemans, the Rugians, the Herules,
who were about to overleap the last obstacles, and give the last blow to the phantom of the empire. Their
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influence was especially apparent in the life of Severin, written by one of his disciples, and brought to
light in our own days by Ozanam, a writer full of charm and authority, who scarcely leaves anything to be
gleaned wherever he has passed.

Severin had established himself in Noricum, in these countries which have since become Bavaria
and Austria, and inhabited a monastery near the present site of Vienna. He would never disclose the place
of his birth; but his language denoted a Latin origin, and his life proved that he had dwelt long in the
monastic deserts of the East, before introducing cenobitical life on the banks of the Danube. Several
centuries passed, however, before monastic life bore here its full fruits. But to Severin remains, in the
grateful recollection of the people and the Church, the merit of its beginning.

A true physician and shepherd of souls, he devoted his wonderful activity and treasures of courage,
patience, and skill, to maintain the faith in those provinces which were already almost entirely Christian,
to preserve the life and goods of the invaded population, and to convert the conquering bands whose
barbarism was aggravated by the Arian heresy. He repeatedly directed with success the military defence
of Roman cities besieged by the Barbarians: and when victory was declared, as it usually was, for the
latter, he occupied himself with unwearied solicitude in alleviating the fate of the captives, in feeding and
clothing them. Hardy as he was by means of fast and mortification, he hungered when they were hungry,
and shivered when the cold seized upon their naked forms. He seemed to have inspired Barbarians and
Romans, on both banks of the great river which no longer guarded the territory of the empire, with equal
veneration, and the king of the Alemans, subdued by the sight of that dauntless charity, having offered
him the choice of any favour he pleased, Severin asked of him to spare the lands of the Romans and set
his prisoners at liberty. He held the same influence over the king of the Rugians, another tribe which had
come from the shores of the Baltic to establish themselves in Pannonia. But the wife of this king, more
ferocious than himself, and wildly heretical besides, attempted to deter her husband from following the
advice of the abbot, and one day when he interceded for the poor Romans whom she had sent into
servitude beyond the Danube, she said to him: “Man of God, keep thyself calm to pray in thy cell, and
leave us to do what seems good to us with our slaves”. But he was unwearied in his efforts, and almost
always ended by triumphing over these savage yet still uncorrupted souls. Feeling his end approach, he
called the king and queen to his deathbed. After having exhorted the king to remember the reckoning
which he should have to render to God, he put his hand upon the heart of the Barbarian and turned to the
queen: “Gisa”, said he “lovest thou this soul better than silver or gold?”” And as Gisa protested that she
loved her husband better than all treasures: “Well then”, said he, “cease to oppress the just, lest their
oppression be your ruin. | entreat both of you humbly, at this moment when | am returning to my master,
to abstain from evil, and to do yourselves honour by your good deeds”. “The history of invasions”, adds
Ozanam, “has many pathetic scenes, but I know nothing more instructive than the death of this old
Roman, expiring between two Barbarians, and less moved by the ruin of the empire than by the peril of
their souls”.

But it is his meeting with the German chief who was destined to overturn the dishonoured throne
of the Roman emperors, which has specially preserved from oblivion the memory of Severin. Among the
Barbarians who, on their way to Italy, voluntarily arrested their course to ask the benediction of the saint,
in whom they instinctively honoured a greatness born to survive all that they were about to destroy, came
one day a young Herule, poorly clad, but of noble race, and so tall that he had to stoop his head to enter
the cell of the monk. “Go”, said Severin to him, “go to Italy: now thou wearest but sorry furs, but shortly
thou shalt be able to make gifts”. This young man was Odoacer. At the head of the Thuringians and
Herules, he took possession of Rome, sent Romulus Augustulus to die in exile, and, without
condescending to make himself emperor, was content to remain master of Italy. In the midst of his
conquest, he remembered the prediction of the Roman monk whom he had left upon the banks of the
Danube, and wrote to him desiring him to ask all that he would. Severin took advantage of this to obtain
the pardon of an exile.

It is pleasant to see this sweet and holy memory hovering over the catastrophe which terminates
the shameful annals of old Rome, enslaved and degraded under her vile Caesars, and which opens the
history of modern Europe.
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Thus, from the middle of the fifth century, the cenobitical institution, proceeding from the Thebaid,
has occupied one by one all the provinces of the Roman empire, and encamped upon all the frontiers to
await and win the Barbarians.

The immense services which this institution has rendered to the Church, the new and necessary
force which it has lent to society, fainting between the avenging embrace of the Germans, and the
despicable languor of expiring imperialism, may be already appreciated.

The monks were from that period the direct instruments, after the papacy, of the salvation and
honour of Europe. They rendered her capable of that gigantic and supernatural effort against the
inveterate paganism of the old world and the impetuous current of the northern invaders. Contemporaries
themselves perceived it: no one disputed the solemn testimony of the priest Rufinus, who was not himself
a monk, but who had long studied and observed them: “There is no doubt that without these humble
penitents the world could not have retained its existence”.

Everything around them was calculated to sow terror and despair. On one side, the savage hordes
of a hundred hostile nations filled Gaul, Italy, Spain, Illyria, Africa, all the provinces in their turn, with
blood and horror: and after Alaric, Genseric, and Attila, a well-founded presentiment of the final fall of
Rome and the Empire increased in all hearts every day. On the other hand, Arianism, with its implacable
and multiplied obstinacy, and the many heresies which succeeded each other without intermission, rent
the Church, disturbed consciences, and made men believe in a universal overturn. When the judgments of
God appeared in the beginning of the fifth century, the world lost its senses. Some plunged into
debauchery to enjoy like brutes the last remnant of happiness; others sank into incurable melancholy.

The lovers of solitude, the men of penitence, sacrifice, and voluntary humiliation, alone knew how
to live, hope, resist, and stand fast. To those who reproach the monkish spirit with enervating, debasing,
and making sluggards of men, let it suffice to recall what monks were in these days of desolation and
despair. They alone showed themselves equal to all necessities and above all terrors. Human courage has
never been more tried than among the monks; it has never displayed greater resources nor more
constancy: it has never showed itself more manful and unshakable.

They opposed to the successive waves of the Barbaric invasion an insurmountable barrier of virtue,
courage, patience, and genius; and, when all external resistance was found impossible and useless, it was
found that they had formed, for all the germs of civilization and the future, shelters which the floods
might pass over without engulfing them. In the midst of that deluge which annihilated Roman Europe and
the ancient world, they concentrated themselves in a high and pure sphere, which was destined to survive
all that chaos, and from which life was to descend upon a new world.

Their courage was only surpassed by their charity, by their tender and inexhaustible compassion
for all the miseries with which they saw the world overwhelmed. They loved their neighbours
passionately, because they loved God more than themselves. They drew the secret of this love and
supernatural force from Christian self-renunciation, from the voluntary expiation of their own faults and
the faults of others. In opposing poverty, chastity, and obedience, the three eternal bases of monastic life,
to the orgies of wealth, debauchery, and pride, they created at once a contrast and a remedy. In sacrificing
by a spirit, of mortification, all permitted privileges, marriage, property, and the free disposition of their
time and their life, they became the guardians and saviours of those who justly desired to retain these
legitimate possessions, and who saw them exposed, in so desperate a condition of society, to irremediable
outrages.

But let us not mistake regarding this. They never dreamt of making that exceptional life the
common rule. They knew that it could only be the privilege of certain souls, more entirely penetrated than
the rest by the blood of the Saviour. They did not assume to impose their evangelical counsels as precepts
upon all. They remained faithful to the interpretation of the sacred text, which has never varied from the
first popes until now. Their leaders always resisted the excesses of intemperate zeal in the Gnostics and
others, who would have rendered obligatory upon all that which was only possible for some. Doubtless,
certain events, certain lives, might be quoted which seem to lean towards excess: but there are excesses
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inseparable from the force and vigour of all great movements of the soul, and which only serve to reveal
the existence of a vital and fertile current. In their hearts, and on the whole, they remained sheltered from
all unregulated exaltation, firmly attached to apostolic traditions and the infallible prudence of the
Church. They had no tendency, such as they have been accused of having, to transform the entire universe
into a cloister: they desired only to create and maintain, by the side of the storms and failure of the world,
the home, the refuge, and the school of a peace and strength superior to the world.

This was the cause of their powerful action upon the world from that period. In vain had they fled
from men, for men followed them. All the good heart, high mind, and clear intellect, which remained in
this fallen society, rallied round the monks, as if to escape from universal ruin. Their spirit breathed from
the depths of the deserts upon towns, upon schools, and even upon palaces, to light them again with some
gleams of vigour and intelligence. The distracted people sought them, listened to them, and admired them,
though understanding them little, and imitating them still less. But their existence alone was the most
energetic protest against pagan materialism, which had ended by depraving all souls, and by undermining
the social constitution of the Old World. They awoke in man all those intellectual and moral forces which
could aid him to strive against the unheard of calamities of the time. They taught him to struggle against
that empire of sensuality which was to be so painfully expiated under the yoke of the Barbarians. They
showed him at once the road to heaven and that of the future in this world, the sole future possible to
these long-enervated races, a regeneration by suffering, voluntarily accepted and courageously endured.

They did not limit themselves to prayer and penitence: they spoke, they wrote much; and their
masculine genius, their young and fresh inspiration, prevented the new Christian world from falling back
from its first advances, either by literature or politics, under the yoke of exhausted paganism. The Fathers
trained in the school of monastic life preserved the public mind, in these ages of transition, from the
danger which it ran of allowing itself to be overborne and taken advantage of by scholars, elegant, but
puerile and behind the age, whose dream was the reconstruction of a society which should find types in
the pagan authors, such as Ausonius and Symmachus, and have for its heads and emperors apostates or
Arians, such as Julian and Valens.

Among the populations degraded by the imperial yoke, the monks represented freedom and
dignity, activity and labour. These were, above all, free men who, after having divested themselves of
their patrimonial possessions, lived less by alms than by the produce of their labour, and who thus
ennobled the hardest toils of the earth before the eyes of that degenerate Roman world in which
agriculture was almost exclusively the portion of slaves. They alone recalled to the world the noble days
of Cincinnatus, the dictator who was taken from the plough!

How St. Augustine repressed the criminal folly of those who would have substituted a pious
idleness for that labour which the first Fathers of the desert gave so glorious an example of, and which all
monks continue to practise with an unwearied zeal, has been seen. Thanks to them, and despite the
ravages of the Barbarians and the indifference of the Romans, the lands of Egypt, Africa, and Italy, the
most fertile and longest cultivated in the world, retained some traces of their ancient fruitfulness, till the
time when the monks were to go to clear the countries which had been until then beyond the reach of all
cultivation.

But the Church claimed them still more strongly than the world. In their origin, despite the tonsure
and the black robes which distinguished them from laymen, monks formed no part of the clergy, and were
not reckoned among ecclesiastical persons. St. Jerome, in several passages of his writings, declares that
the monks ought to be like other laymen, submissive and respectful not only to the priests, but also to all
the members of the clerical profession. They then formed a sort of intermediate body between the clergy
and the faithful, like a formidable reserve of trained Christians. The secular clergy were to see in them an
ideal which it was not given to all to attain, but the presence of which alone constituted a check upon any
falling away of the ministers of the Lord. From the depths of their solitude, at Nitria as at Lerins, they also
mixed actively in all the great controversies which diffuse so much life through the history of the fourth
and fifth centuries. They were always found in the first rank of the armies of orthodoxy. In vain had their
first founders endeavoured to interdict them from accepting ecclesiastical dignities, or even holy orders.
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From the earliest times they were drawn forcibly from their retreats to be ordained priests and bishops by
the voice of the people, and by the enlightened choice of pastors such as Athanasius.

The number of priests in their ranks soon increased, from which came the greatest bishops of
Christendom, Basil, Chrysostom, Augustine, and Martin of Tours. This has not been sufficiently attended
to: the Fathers of the Church, the great doctors of that primitive age, all, or almost all, proceeded out of
the monastic ranks. Excepting St. Hilary of Poitiers, St. Ambrose, and St. Leo the Great, all the other
Fathers and all the doctors of these two centuries were monks, or trained in monasteries. We have already
reckoned among them the four great doctors of the Eastern Church, Athanasius, Basil, Chrysostom, and
Gregory of Nazianzus; and in the Western Church, St. Jerome, St. Augustine, St. Fulgentius, Sulpicius
Severus, Vincent of Lerins, John Cassianus, Salvian, St. Caesarius of Arles, and afterwards St. Gregory
the Great. No literature offers to the admiration of men greater names than these. Their writings remain
the arsenal of theology. They have presided over the development of doctrine and all the primitive history
of the faith. That alone should be enough to assure an ever glorious place to the monastic order in the
annals of the Church and the world. But it was not destined to stop there. Its part was only beginning. For
a thousand years longer none of the great names of the Church shall be strangers to it; for a thousand
years it shall inscribe its name at the head of all the great pages of history.

But at the period of which we speak, the monks were not the first, but the only, strong and great.
Under a sway which united excess of license with excess of servitude, amidst political abjectness and
social decrepitude, they alone were found worthy, pure, and intrepid, the sole orators, writers — in a
word, the only men who preserved an independent standing. Thus they crossed the immense remnant of
enslaved nations, and marched with a tranquil and steady step to the conquest of the future.

In this new world which began to dawn, they replaced two wonderful phenomena of the ancient
world — the slaves and the martyrs: the slaves, by their indefatigable activity and heroic patience; the
martyrs, by a living tradition of self-devotion and sacrifice. The long struggle which had vanquished the
Roman Empire without transforming it, was then to be continued under other names and other forms, but
with the same power and success. An instinctive consciousness of this glorious succession must have
existed in the mind of the unknown writer who commenced the biography of a Gallo-Roman monk of the
sixth century with these words: “After the glorious combats of the martyrs, let us celebrate the merits of
the confessors; for they also have conquered and lived only for Christ, and to them death has been gain;
they have also become heirs of the heavenly Jerusalem. Now the camps and citadels of the soldiers of
Christ shine everywhere. Now the King of heaven proclaims everywhere the titles and extends the glory
of these numerous athletes, whose inanimate ashes triumph still over the enemy of the human race”.

Let us, however, be on our guard against a blind enthusiasm and partial admiration. Shadows were
not wanting to this picture, nor blots in this light.

The monks were not always nor everywhere without reproach. All contemporary chronicles prove
that from that time a considerable number of men, strangers to the true spirit of the monastic condition,
stole in among them, not to speak of those whom the desire to escape slavery or famine drove into their
ranks. We are obliged to admit that, even in this period of robust and glorious youth, disorders and abuses
infected the monasteries. But from the first these were denounced, reprimanded, and stigmatized by the
most illustrious among the cenobites or apologists of the monastic institution, St. Jerome, St. John
Chrysostom, and St. Augustine. The greatest and most serious of these disorders, that which was most
repugnant to the fundamental spirit of the institution, and at the same time that which threatened to
increase with the greatest rapidity, in spite of the severe decrees of the Council of Chalcedon, was the
passion for change and motion which drew bands of monks to the great roads and public places of the
empire, there to give themselves up to all kinds of unwonted and boisterous demonstrations. Under the
name of Messalians or of Gyrovagues, they passed their life in wandering from province to province,
from cell to cell, remaining only three or four days in one place, living on alms extorted from the faithful,
who were often scandalized by their bad morals, always wandering and never stable, enslaved to their
passions and to all the excesses of conviviality; in short, according to the testimony of the greatest of
monks, living such a life that it was better to keep silence than to speak of it.
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Others existed elsewhere, named in the Egyptian language Sarabaites, and who, to quote again the
testimony of the reformer whose strongest laws were intended for their defeat, carried the stamp of the
world into the cell, “like molten lead, and not like gold tried in the furnace”. They lived two or three
together, without rule or leader, caring only for their own flocks, and not for the sheep of the Lord, taking
their own desires and enjoyments as a law, declaring holy all that they thought and preferred, and holding
all that displeased them as prohibited.

These unworthy monks, “whose shaven heads lied to God”, found encouragement for their
wandering and disorderly life in the absence of any uniform rule or legislation imposed and approved by
the Church.

Most of the great leaders of the cenobitical institution had, since St. Pacome, made out, under the
name of Rule, instructions and constitutions for the use of their immediate disciples; but none of these
works had acquired an extensive or lasting sway. In the East, it is true, the rule of St. Basil had prevailed
in a multitude of monasteries, yet notwithstanding Cassianus, in visiting Egypt, Palestine, and
Mesopotomia, found there almost as many different rules as there were monasteries. In the West, the
diversity was still more strange. Each man made for himself his own rule and discipline, taking his
authority from the writings or example of the Eastern Fathers. The Gauls especially exclaimed against the
extreme rigor of the fasts and abstinences, which might be suitable under a fervid sky like that of Egypt or
Syria, but which could not be endured by what they already called Gallican weakness; and even in the
initial fervour of the monasteries of the Jura, they had succeeded in imposing a necessary medium upon
their chiefs. Here, it was the changing will of an abbot; there, a written rule; elsewhere, the traditions of
the elders, which determined the order of conventual life. In some houses various rules were practised at
the same time, according to the inclination of the inhabitants of each cell, and were changed according to
the times and places. They passed thus from excessive austerity to laxness, and conversely, according to
the liking of each. Uncertainty and instability were everywhere.

We have, therefore, committed a sort of anachronism in speaking, up to this point, though in
conformity with the language of contemporary authors, of the monastic order. A general arrangement was
precisely what was most wanting in monastic life. There were an immense number of monks; there had
been among them saints and illustrious men; but to speak truly, the monastic order had still no existence.

Even where the rule of St. Basil had acquired the necessary degree of establishment and
authority—that is to say, in a considerable portion of the East—the gift of fertility was denied to it. The
distinctive character of the institutions and creeds of the East—which, after a first impulse, last without
increasing, and remain stationary for ages, like trees planted in the shade which have roots but no fruit,
and vegetate indefinitely without either rise or extension—might be remarked in it from that time.

In the West also, towards the end of the fifth century, the cenobitical institution seemed to have
fallen into the torpor and sterility of the East. After St. Jerome, who died in 420, and St. Augustine, who
died in 430, after the Fathers of Lerins, whose splendour paled towards 450, there was a kind of eclipse.
Condat still shone alone upon its heights of the Jura up to the beginning of the sixth century; but
illustrious cenobites brilliantly occupying the first rank in the polemics and developments of Christian
life, were no longer to be seen as formerly. Except in Ireland and Gaul, where, in most of the provinces,
some new foundations rose, a general interruption was observable in the extension of the institution,
whether because the final triumph of the Barbarian invasion had stifled for a time the efforts of zeal, and
troubled the fountain of life at which these victorious races were to assuage their thirst, or that intervals of
apparent inaction are necessary to the creations of Christian genius as to the forces of nature, in order to
prepare them for the decisive evolutions of their destiny.

If this eclipse had lasted, the history of the monks of the West would only have been, like that of
the Eastern monks, a sublime but brief passage in the annals of the Church, instead of being their longest
and best-filled page.

This was not to be: but to keep the promises which the monastic order had made to the Church and
to the newborn Christendom, it needed at the beginning of the sixth century, a new and energetic impulse,

76


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

such as would concentrate and discipline so many scattered, irregular, and intermittent forces; a uniform
and universally accepted rule; a legislator inspired by the fertile and glorious past, to establish and govern
the future. God provided for that necessity by sending St. Benedict into the world.
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BOOK IV.

ST. BENEDICT.
I
HIS LIFE.

St. Benedict was born in the year of our Lord 480. Europe has perhaps never known a more
calamitous or apparently desperate period than that which reached its climax at this date.

Confusion, corruption, despair, and death were everywhere; social dismemberment seemed
complete. Authority, morals, laws, sciences, arts, religiOn herself, might have been supposed condemned
to irremediable ruin. The germs of a splendid and approaching revival were still hidden from all eyes
under the ruins of a crumbling world. The Church was more than ever infected by heresy, schisms, and
divisions, which the obscure successors of St. Leo the Great in the Holy See endeavoured in vain to
repress. In all the ancient Roman world there did not exist a prince who was not either a pagan, an Arian,
or a Eutychian. The monastic institution, after having given so many doctors and saints to the Church in
the East, was drifting toward that descent which it never was doomed to reascend; and even in the West,
as has just been seen, some symptoms of premature decay had already appeared. Thus, indeed, the monks
gave too often an example of disorder and scandal as well as the rest of the clergy.

In temporal affairs, the political edifice originated by Augustus—that monster assemblage of two
hundred millions of human creatures, “of whom not a single individual was entitled to call himself
free”—was crumbling into dust under the blows of the Barbarians.

In the West, the last imperial phantom had just disappeared. Odoacer, the chief of the Herules, had
snatched the purple of the Caesars from the shoulders of Augustulus in 476, but disdained himself to put
it on. He had succeeded in filling up the sink of pollution which called itself the Roman Empire, and in
which, for five centuries, the glory and strength of ancient Rome, and the blood and substance of the
world conquered by her arms, had been consumed. But ltaly, though delivered from that oppressive
fiction, remained a prey to successive floods of Barbarians. Already ravaged by Alaric and Attila, she had
not enjoyed a breathing-time under the momentary shelter of the genius of Theodoric.

In the East, two theological tyrants disputed the dishonoured throne of Constantinople. (The
Henoticum, or edict of union, published in 482, in opposition to the Council of Chalcedon, where the
heresy of Eutychus, who held the divinity and humanity of our Lord to be the same nature, had been
condemned). One of these, Basilicus, had found five hundred bishops to subscribe the anathema which he
launched against the pope and the orthodox Council of Chalcedon: the other, Zeno, authorized heresy in
his edicts; he exhausted with his spoliations and debaucheries the nations whom he did not even attempt
to defend against the Barbarians. Thus commenced a period of miserable and sanguinary disputes, which
lasted, without intermission, for thirty-four years, until the advent of the predecessor of Justinian.

In the other parts of Europe, the Barbarians founded states and kingdoms, some of which were
destined to be not without distinction, but of which not one belonged even to the Catholic faith.

Germany was still entirely pagan, as was also Great Britain, where the new-born faith had been
stifled by the Angles and Saxons. Gaul was invaded on the north by the pagan Franks, and on the south by
the Arian Burgundians. Spain was overrun and ravaged by the Visigoths, the Sueves, the Alans, and the
Vandals, all Arians. The same Vandals, under the successor of Genseric, made Christian Africa desolate,
by a persecution more unpitying and refined in cruelty than those of the Roman emperors. In a word, all
those countries into which the first disciples of Jesus Christ carried the faith, had fallen a prey to

78


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

barbarism, and most frequently to a barbarism which the Arian heresy employed as the instrument of its
hatred against the Church. The world had to be a second time reconquered.

Christian souls everywhere saw with terror the formidable prophecies of the ancient law against a
false-hearted race realized anew. “Lo, I raise up the Chaldeans, that bitter and hasty nation, which shall
march through the breadth of the land, to possess the dwelling-places that are not theirs. They are terrible
and dreadful ... Their horses also are swifter than the leopards, and are more fierce than the evening
wolves: and their horsemen shall spread themselves, and their horsemen shall come from far; they shall
fly as the eagle that hasteth to eat. They shall come all for violence: their faces shall sup up as the east
wind, and they shall gather the captivity as the sand. And they shall scoff at the kings, and the princes
shall be a scorn unto them: they shall deride every stronghold; for they shall heap dust, and take it”.

Amidst this universal darkness and desolation, history directs our gaze towards those heights, in
the centre of Italy, and at the gates of Rome, which detach themselves from the chain of the Apennines,
and extend from the ancient country of the Sabines to that of the Samnites. A single solitary was about to
form there a centre spiritual virtue, and to light it up with a splendour destined to shine over regenerated
Europe for ten centuries to come.

Fifty miles to the west of Rome, among that group of hills where the Anio hollows the deep gorge
which separates the country of the Sabines from that once inhabited by the Eques and Hernici, the
traveller, ascending by the course of the river, comes to a kind of basin, which opens out between two
immense walls of rock, and from which a fresh and transparent stream descends from fall to fall, to a
place named Subiaco. This grand and picturesque site had attracted the attention of Nero. He confined the
water of the Anio by dams, and constructed artificial lakes and baths below with a delicious villa, which
took, from its position, the name of Sublaqueum, and of which some shapeless ruins remain. He
sometimes resided there. One day, in the midst of a feast, the cup which he raised to his lips was broken
by thunder, and this omen filled his miserable soul with unusual terror; Heaven had marked this place
with the seal once of its vengeance and of its mercies. Four centuries after Nero, and when solitude and
silence had long replaced the imperial orgies, a young patrician, flying from the delights and dangers of
Rome (A.D. 494), sought there a refuge and solitude with God. He had been baptized under the name of
Benedictus, that is to say, Well said, or Blessed. He belonged to the illustrious house of Anicius, which
had already given so many of its children to monastic life. By his mother’s side he was the last scion of
the lords of Nursia, a Sabine town, where he was born, as has been said, in 480. He was scarcely fourteen
when he resolved to renounce fortune, knowledge, his family, and the happiness of this world. Leaving
his old nurse, who had been the first to love him, and who alone followed him still, he plunged into these
wild gorges, and ascended those almost inaccessible hills. On the way he met a monk, named Romanus,
who gave him a haircloth shirt and a monastic dress made of skins. Proceeding on his ascent, and
reaching to the middle of the abrupt rock, which faces to the south, and which overhangs the rapid course
of the Anio, he discovered a dark and narrow cave, a sort of den, into which the sun never shone. He there
took up his abode, and remained unknown to all except to the monk Romanus, who fed him with the
remainder of his own scanty fare, but who, not being able to reach his cell, transmitted to him every day,
at the end of a cord, a loaf and a little bell, the sound of which warned him of this sustenance which
charity had provided for him.

He lived three entire years in this tomb. The shepherds who discovered him there, at first took him
for a wild beast; by his discourses, and the efforts he made to instil grace and piety into their rustic souls,
they recognized in him a servant of God. Temptations were not wanting to him. The allurements of
voluptuousness acted so strongly on his excited senses, that he was on the point of leaving his retreat to
seek after a woman whose beauty had formerly impressed him, and whose memory haunted him
incessantly. But there was near his grotto a clump of thorns and briers: he took off the vestment of skins
which was his only dress, and rolled himself among them naked, till his body was all one wound, but also
till he had extinguished forever the infernal fire which inflamed him even in the desert.

Seven centuries later (A.D. 1223), another saint, father of the most numerous monastic family
which the Church has produced after that of St. Benedict, St. Francis of Assisi, came to visit that wild site
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which was worthy to rival the bare Tuscan rock where the stigmata of the passion were imprinted on
himself. He prostrated himself before the thicket of thorns which had been a triumphal bed to the
masculine virtue of the patriarch of the monks, and after having bathed with his tears the soil of that
glorious battlefield, he planted there two rose-trees. The roses of St. Francis grew, and have survived the
Benedictine briers. This garden, twice sanctified, still occupies a sort of triangular plateau, which projects
upon the side of the rock a little before and beneath the grotto which sheltered St. Benedict. The eye,
confined on all sides by rocks, can survey freely only the azure of heaven. It is the last of those sacred
places visited and venerated in the celebrated and unique monastery of the Sacro Speco, which forms a
series of sanctuaries built one over the other, backed by the mountain which Benedict has immortalized.
Such was the hard and savage cradle of the monastic order in the West. It was from this tomb, where the
delicate son of the last patricians of Rome buried himself alive, that the definite form of monastic life—
that is to say, the perfection of Christian life—was born. From this cavern and thicket of thorns have
issued legions of saints and monks, whose devotion has won for the Church her greatest conquests and
purest glories. From this fountain has gushed the inexhaustible current of religious zeal and fervour.
Thence came, and shall still come, all whom the spirit of the great Benedict shall inspire with the impulse
of opening new paths or restoring ancient discipline in cloistral life. The sacred site which the prophet
Isaiah seems to have pointed out beforehand to cenobites, by words so marvellously close in their
application—“Look unto the rock whence ye are hewn, and to the hole of the pit (cavernam laci) whence
ye are digged”—is there recognized by all. We lament for the Christian who has not seen this grotto, this
desert, this nest of the eagle and the dove, or who, having seen it, has not prostrated himself with tender
respect before the sanctuary from which issued, with the rule and institution of St. Benedict, the flower of
Christian civilization, the permanent victory of the soul over the flesh, the intellectual enfranchisement of
Europe, and all that charm and grandeur which the spirit of sacrifice, regulated by faith, adds to
knowledge, labour, and virtue.

The solitude of the young anchorite was not long respected. The faithful in the neighbourhood,
who brought him food for the body, asked the bread of life in return. The monks of a neighbouring
monastery, situated near Vico Varo (the Vario of Horace), obtained, by dint of importunity, his consent to
become their ruler, but, soon disgusted by his austerity, they endeavoured to poison him. He made the
sign of the cross over the vessel which contained the poison, and it broke as if it had been struck with a
stone. He left these unworthy monks to re-enter joyfully his beloved cavern, and to live by himself alone.
But it was vain: he soon found himself surrounded by such a multitude of disciples, that, to give them a
shelter, he was compelled to found in the neighbourhood of his retreat twelve monasteries, each inhabited
by twelve monks. He kept some with him in order to direct them himself, and was thus finally raised to be
the superior of a numerous community of cenobites.

Clergy and laymen, Romans and Barbarians, victors and vanquished, alike flocked to him,
attracted by the fame Of his virtue and miracles. While the celebrated Theodoric, at the head of his Goths,
up to that time invincible, destroyed the ephemeral kingdom of the Herules, seized Rome, and overspread
Italy, other Goths came to seek faith, penitence, and monastic discipline under the laws of Benedict. At
his command they armed themselves with axes and hatchets, and employed their robust strength in
rooting out the brushwood and clearing the soil, which, since the time of Nero, had again become a
wilderness. The Italian painters of the great ages of art have left us many representations of the legend
told by St. Gregory, in which St. Benedict restores to a Goth who had become a convert at Subiaco, the
tool which that zealous but unskilful workman had dropped to the bottom of the lake, and which the abbot
miraculously brought forth. “Take thy tool”, said Benedict to the Barbarian woodcutter—*“take it, work,
and be comforted”. Symbolical words, in which we find an abridgment of the precepts and examples
lavished by the monastic order on so many generations of conquering races: Ecce labora!
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The young patrician monks : Maur and Placidus

Besides these Barbarians already occupied in restoring the cultivation of that Italian soil which
their brethren in arms still wasted, were many children of the Roman nobility whom their fathers had
confided to Benedict to be trained to the service of God. Among these young patricians are two whose
names are celebrated in Benedictine annals: Maur, whom the abbot Benedict made his own coadjutor; and
Placidus, whose father was lord of the manor of Subiaco, which did not prevent his son from rendering
menial services to the community, such as drawing water from the lake of Nero. The weight of his pitcher
one day overbalanced him, and he fell into the lake. We shall leave Bossuet to tell the rest, in his
panegyric, delivered twelve centuries afterwards, before the sons of the founder of Subiaco: “St. Benedict
ordered St. Maur, his faithful disciple, to run quickly and draw the child out. At the word of his master
Maur went away without hesitation, ... and, full of confidence in the order he had received, walked upon
the water with as much security as upon the earth, and drew Placidus from the whirlpool which would
have swallowed him up. To what shall | attribute so great a miracle, whether to the virtue of the obedience
or to that of the commandment? A doubtful question, says St. Gregory, between St. Benedict and St.
Maur. But let us say, to decide it, that the obedience had grace to accomplish the command, and that the
command had grace to give efficacy to the obedience. Walk, my fathers, upon the waves with the help of
obedience; you shall find solid support amid the inconstancy of human things. The waves shall have no
power to overthrow you, nor the depths to swallow you up; you shall remain immovable, as if all was
firm under your feet, and issue forth victorious”.

However, Benedict had the ordinary fate of great men and saints. The great number of conversions
worked by the example and fame of his austerity awakened a homicidal envy against him. A wicked priest
of the neighborhood attempted first, to decry and then to poison him. Being unsuccessful in both, he
endeavored, at least, to injure him in the object of his most tender solicitude—in the souls of his young
disciples. For that purpose he sent, even into the garden of the monastery where Benedict dwelt and
where the monks labored, seven wretched women, whose gestures, sports, and shameful nudity, were
designed to tempt the young monks to certain fall. Who does not recognize in this incident the mixture of
Barbarian rudeness and frightful corruption which characterize ages of decay and transition? When
Benedict, from the threshold of his cell, perceived these shameless creatures, he despaired of his work; he
acknowledged that the interest of his beloved children constrained him to disarm so cruel an enmity by
retreat. He appointed superiors to the twelve monasteries which he had founded, and, taking with him a
small number of disciples, he left forever the wild gorges of Subiaco, where he had lived for thirty-five
years.

Without withdrawing from the mountainous region which extends along the western side of the
Apennines, Benedict directed his steps towards the south along the Abruzzi, and penetrated into that Land
of Labor, the name of which seems naturally suited to a soil destined to be the cradle of the most
laborious men whom the world has known. He ended his journey in a scene very different from that of
Subiaco, but of incomparable grandeur and majesty. There, upon the boundaries of Samnium and
Campania, in the centre of a large basin, half-surrounded by abrupt and picturesque heights, rises a
scarped and isolated hill, the vast and rounded summit of which overlooks the course of the Liris near its
fountain head, and the undulating plain which extends south towards the shores of the Mediterranean and
the narrow valleys which, towards the north, the east, and the west, lost themselves in the lines of the
mountainous horizon. This is Monte Cassino. At the foot of this rock, Benedict found an amphitheatre of
the time of the Caesars, amidst the ruins of the town of Cassinum, which the most learned and pious of
Romans, Varro, that pagan Benedictine, whose memory and knowledge the sons of Benedict took
pleasure in honoring, had rendered illustrious. From the summit the prospect extended on one side
towards Arpinum, where the prince of Roman orators was born, and on the other towards Aquinum,
already celebrated as the birthplace of Juvenal, before it was known as the country of the Doctor
Angelico, which latter distinction should make the name of this little town known among all Christians.

81


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

It was amidst these noble recollections, this solemn nature, and upon that predestinated height, that
the patriarch of the monks of the West founded the capital of the monastic order. He found paganism still
surviving there. Two hundred years after Constantine, in the heart of Christendom, and so near Rome,
there still existed a very ancient temple of Apollo and a sacred wood, where a multitude of peasants
sacrificed to the gods and demons. Benedict preached the faith of Christ to these forgotten people; he
persuaded them to cut down the wood, to overthrow the temple and the idol. Let us listen to Dante, who
has translated, in his own fashion, the narrative of St. Gregory, in that magnificent song of the Paradise,
where the instructions of Beatrice are interrupted and completed by the apparition of the patriarch of the
Western monks:

“Quel monte, a cui Cassino ¢ nella costa,
Fu frequentato gia in su la cima,

Dalla gente ingannata e mal disposta:

Ed io son quel che su vi portal prima

Lo nome di colni che 'n terra adusse

La verite, che tanto ci sublima:

E tanta grazia sovra mi rilusse

Ch'io ritrassi le ville circonstanti

Dall' empio colto, che'l mondo sedusse”.

Upon these remains Benedict built two oratories, one dedicated to St. John the Baptist, the first
solitary of the new faith; the other to St. Martin, the great monk-bishop, whose ascetic and priestly virtues
had edified Gaul, and reached as far as Italy. Round these chapels rose the monastery which was to
become the most powerful and Monte celebrated in the Catholic universe; celebrated especially because
there Benedict wrote his rule; and at the same time formed the type which was to serve as a model to
innumerable communities submitted to that sovereign code. It is for this reason that emulous pontiffs,
princes, and nations have praised, endowed, and visited the sanctuary where monastic religion, according
to the expression of Pope Urban II, “flowed from the heart of Benedict as from a fountain head of
Paradise”; and which another Pope, who himself issued out of Monte Cassino to ascend the apostolical
chair, has not hesitated to compare to Sinai, in these lines of proud and bold simplicity which he engraved
upon the altar of the holy patriarch —

“Haec domus est similis Sinai sacra jura ferenti,
Ut lex demonstrat hic quae fuit edita quondam.
Lex hinc exivit, mentes quae ducit ab imis,

Et vulgata dedit lumen per climata saecli”.

Benedict ended his life at Monte Cassino, where he lived for fourteen years, occupied, in the first
place, with extricating from the surrounding country the remnants of paganism, afterwards in building his
monastery by the hands of his disciples, in cultivating the arid sides of his mountain, and the devastated
plains around, but above all, in extending to all who approached him the benefits of the law of God,
practised with a fervor and charity which none have surpassed. Although he had never been invested with
the priestly character, his life at Monte Cassino was rather that of a missionary and apostle than of a
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solitary. He was, notwithstanding, the vigilant head of a community which flourished and increased more
and more. Accustomed to subdue himself in everything, and to struggle with the infernal spirits, whose
temptations and appearances were not wanting to him more than to the ancient Fathers of the desert, he
had acquired the gift of reading souls, and discerning their most secret thoughts. He used this faculty not
only to direct the young monks, who always gathered in such numbers round him, in their studies and the
labors of agriculture and building which he shared with them; but even in the distant journeys on which
they were sometimes sent, he followed them by a spiritual observation, discovered their least failings,
reprimanded them on their return, and bound them in everything to a strict fulfillment of the rule which
they had accepted. He exacted from all the obedience, sincerity, and austerely regulated life of which he
himself gave the first example.

Many young men of rich and noble families came here, as at Subiaco, to put themselves under his
direction, or were confided to him by their parents. They labored with the other brethren in the cultivation
of the soil and the building of the monastery, and were bound to all the services imposed by the rule.
Some of these young nobles rebelled in secret against that equality. Among these, according to the
narrative of St. Gregory, was the son of a Defender—that is to say, of the first magistrate of a town or
province. One evening, it being his turn to light the abbot Benedict at supper, while he held the
candlestick before the abbatial table, his pride rose within him, and he said to himself, “What is this man
that | should thus stand before him while he eats, with a candle in my hand, like a slave? Am | then made
to be his slave”. Immediately Benedict, as if he had heard him, reproved him sharply for that movement
of pride, gave the candle to another, and sent him back to his cell, dismayed to find himself at once
discovered and restrained in his most secret thoughts. It was thus that the great legislator inaugurated in
his new-formed cloister that alliance of aristocratic races with the Benedictine order of which we shall
have many generous and fruitful examples to quote.

He bound all—nables and plebeians, young and old, rich and poor—under the same discipline. But
he would have excess or violence in nothing: and when he was told of a solitary in the neighboring
mountains, who, not content with shutting himself up in a narrow cave, had attached to his foot a chain
the other end of which was fixed in the rock, so that he could not move beyond the length of this chain,
Benedict sent to tell him to break it, in these words, “If thou art truly a servant of God, confine thyself not
with a chain of iron, but with the chain of Christ”.

And extending his solicitude and authority over the surrounding populations, he did not content
himself with preaching eloguently to them the true faith, but also healed the sick, the lepers, and the
possessed, provided for all the necessities of the soul and body, paid the debts of honest men oppressed by
their creditors, and distributed in incessant alms the provisions of corn, wine, and linen which were sent
to him by the rich Christians of the neighborhood. A great famine having afflicted Campania in 539, he
distributed to the poor all the provisions of the monastery, so that one day there remained only five loaves
to feed all the community. The monks were dismayed and melancholy: Benedict reproached them with
their cowardice. ““You have not enough today”, he said to them, “but you shall have too much tomorrow”.
And accordingly they found next morning at the gates of the monastery two hundred bushels of flour,
bestowed by some unknown hand. Thus were established the foundations of that traditional and
unbounded munificence to which his spiritual descendants have remained unalterably faithful, and which
was the law and glory of his existence.

So much sympathy for the poor naturally inspired them with a blind confidence in him. One day,
when he had gone out with the brethren to labor in the fields, a peasant, distracted with grief, and bearing
in his arms the body of his dead son, came to the monastery and demanded to see Father Benedict. When
he was told that Benedict was in the fields with his brethren, he threw down his son’s body before the
door, and, in the transport of his grief, ran at full speed to seek the saint. He met him returning from his
work, and from the moment he perceived him, began to cry, “Restore me my son!” Benedict stopped and
asked, “Have I carried him away?” The peasant answered, “He is dead; come and raise him up”. Benedict
was grieved by these words, and said, “Go home, my friend, this is not a work for us; this belongs to the
holy apostles. Why do you come to impose upon us so tremendous a burden?” But the father persisted,
and swore in his passionate distress that he would not go till the saint had raised up his son. The abbot
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asked him where his son was. “His body”, said he, “is at the door of the monastery”. Benedict, when he
arrived there, fell on his knees, and then laid himself down, as Elijah did in the house of the widow of
Sarepta, upon the body of the child, and, rising up, extended his hands to heaven, praying thus:

“Lord, look not upon my sins, but on the faith of this man, and restore to the body the soul thou
hast taken away from it”. Scarcely was his prayer ended, when all present perceived that the whole body
of the child trembled. Benedict took him by the hand, and restored him to his father full of life and health.

His virtue, his fame, the supernatural power which was more and more visible in his whole life,
made him the natural protector of the poor husbandmen against the violence and rapine of the new
masters of Italy. The great Theodoric had organized an energetic and protective government, but he
dishonored the end of his reign by persecution and cruelty; and since his death barbarism had regained all
its ancient ascendency among the Goths. The rural populations groaned under the yoke of these rude
oppressors, doubly exasperated, as Barbarians and as Arians, against the Italian Catholics. To Benedict,
the Roman patrician who had become a serf of God, belonged the noble office of drawing towards each
other the Italians and Barbarians, two races cruelly divided by religion, fortune, language, and manners,
whose mutual hatred was embittered by so many catastrophes inflicted by the one and suffered by the
other, since the time of Alaric. The founder of Monte Cassino stood between the victors and the
vanquished like an all-powerful moderator and inflexible judge. The facts which we are about to relate,
according to the narrative of St. Gregory, would be told throughout all Italy, and, spreading from cottage
to cottage, would bring unthought-of hope and consolation into the hearts of the oppressed, and establish
the popularity of Benedict and his order on an immortal foundation in the memory of the people.

History of Galla

It has been seen that there were already Goths among the monks at Subiaco, and how they were
employed in reclaiming the soil which their fathers had laid waste. But there were others who, inflamed
by heresy, professed a hatred of all that was orthodox and belonged to monastic life. One especially,
named Galla, traversed the country panting with rage and cupidity, and made a sport of slaying the priests
and monks who fell under his power, and spoiling and torturing the people to extort from them the little
that they had remaining. An unfortunate peasant, exhausted by the torments inflicted upon him by the
pitiless Goth, conceived the idea of bringing them to an end by declaring that he had confided all that he
had to the keeping of Benedict, a servant of God; upon which Galla stopped the torture of the peasant,
but, binding his arms with ropes, and thrusting him in front of his own horse, ordered him to go before
and show the way to the house of this Benedict who had defrauded him of his expected prey. Both
pursued thus the way to Monte Cassino; the peasant on foot, with his hands tied behind his back, urged on
by the blows and taunts of the Goth, who followed on horseback, an image only too faithful of the two
races which unhappy Italy enclosed within her distracted bosom, and which were to be judged and
reconciled by the unarmed majesty of monastic goodness. When they had reached the summit of the
mountain they perceived the abbot seated alone, reading at the door of his monastery. “Behold”, said the
prisoner, turning to his tyrant, “there is the Father Benedict of whom I told thee”. The Goth, believing that
here, as elsewhere, he should be able to make his way by terror, immediately called out with a furious
tone to the monk, “Rise up, rise up, and restore quickly what thou hast received from this peasant”. At
these words the man of God raised his eyes from his book, and, without speaking, slowly turned his gaze
first upon the Barbarian on horseback, and then upon the husbhandman bound, and bowed down by his
bonds. Under the light of that powerful gaze the cords which tied his poor arms loosed of themselves, and
the innocent victim stood erect and free, while the ferocious Galla, falling on the ground, trembling, and
beside himself, remained at the feet of Benedict, begging the saint to pray for him. Without interrupting
his reading, Benedict called his brethren, and directed them to carry the fainting Barbarian into the
monastery, and give him some blessed bread; and, when he had come to himself, the abbot represented to
him the extravagance, injustice, and cruelty of his conduct, and exhorted him to change it for the future.
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The Goth was completely subdued, and no longer dared to ask anything of the laborer whom the mere
glance of the monk had delivered from his bonds.

But this mysterious attraction, which drew the Goths under the influence of Benedict’s looks and
words produced another celebrated and significant scene. The two principal elements of reviving society
in their most striking impersonation—the victorious Barbarians and the invincible monks—were here
confronted. Totila, the greatest of the successors of Theodoric, ascended the throne in 542, and
immediately undertook the restoration of the monarchy of the Ostrogoths, which the victories of
Belisarius had half overthrown. Having defeated at Faenza, with only five thousand men, the numerous
Byzantine army, led by the incapable commanders whom the jealousy of Justinian had substituted for
Belisarius, the victorious king made a triumphal progress through Central Italy, and was on his way to
Naples when he was seized with a desire to see this Benedict, whose fame was already as great among the
Romans as among the Barbarians, and who was everywhere called a prophet. He directed his steps
towards Monte Cassino, and caused his visit to be announced. Benedict answered that he would receive
him. But Totila, desirous of proving the prophetic spirit which was attributed to the saint, dressed the
captain of his guard in the royal robes and purple boots, which were the distinctive mark of royalty, gave
him a numerous escort, commanded by the three counts who usually guarded his own person, and
charged him, thus clothed and accompanied, to present himself to the abbot as the king. The moment that
Benedict perceived him, “My son”, he cried, “put off the dress you wear; it is not yours”. The officer
immediately threw himself upon the ground, appalled at the idea of having attempted to deceive such a
man. Neither he nor any of the retinue ventured so much as to approach the abbot, but returned at full
speed to the king, to tell him how promptly they had been discovered. Then Totila himself ascended the
monastic mountain; but when he had reached the height, and saw from a distance the abbot seated,
waiting for him, the victor of the Romans and the master of Italy was afraid. He dared not advance, but
threw himself on his face before the servant of Christ. Benedict said to him three times, “Rise”. But as he
persisted in his prostration, the monk rose from his seat and raised him up. During the course of their
interview, Benedict reproved him for all that was blamable in his life, and predicted what should happen
to him in the future. “You have done much evil; you do it still every day; it is time that your iniquities
should cease. You shall enter Rome; you shall cross the sea; you shall reign nine years, and the tenth you
shall die”. The king, deeply moved, commended himself to his prayers, and withdrew. But he carried
away in his heart this salutary and retributive incident, and from that time his barbarian nature was
transformed.

Totila was as victorious as Benedict had predicted he should be. He possessed himself first of
Benevento and Naples, then of Rome, then of Sicily, which he invaded with a fleet of five hundred ships,
and ended by conquering Corsica and Sardinia. But he exhibited everywhere a clemency and gentleness
which, to the historian of the Goths, seem out of character at once with his origin and his position as a
foreign conqueror. He treated the Neapolitans as his children, and the captive soldiers as his own troops,
gaining himself immortal honor by the contrast between his conduct and the horrible massacre of the
whole population, which the Greeks had perpetrated, ten years before, when that town was taken by
Belisarius. He punished with death one of his bravest officers, who had insulted the daughter of an
obscure Italian, and gave all his goods to the woman whom he had injured, and that despite the
representations of the principal nobles of his own nation, whom he convinced of the necessity for so
severe a measure, that they might merit the protection of God upon their arms. When Rome surrendered,
after a prolonged siege, Totila forbade the Goths to shed the blood of any Roman, and protected the
women from insult. At the prayer of Belisarius he spared the city which he had begun to destroy, and even
employed himself, at a later period, in rebuilding and repeopling it. At length, after a ten years’ reign, he
fell, according to the prediction of Benedict, in a great battle which he fought with the Greco-Roman
army, commanded by the eunuch Narses. The glory and power of the Goths fell with him and his
successor Teias, who died in a similar manner the following year, fighting with heroic courage against the
soldiers of Justinian. But it did not consist with the designs of God to let Italy fall a second time under the
enervating yoke of the Byzantine Caesars. The rule of the Barbarians, although hard and bloody, was
more for her welfare. Venice and Florence, Pisa and Genoa, and many other immortal centres of valor and
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life, could issue from that sway, whilst the incorporation of Italy with the Lower Empire would have
condemned her to the incurable degradation of the Christian East.

St. Scholastica

The Ostrogoths had scarcely disappeared when the Lombards, imprudently called in by Narses
himself, came at once to replace, to punish, and to make them regretted, by aggravating the fate of the
Peninsula.

Placed as if midway between the two invasions of the Goths and Lombards, the dear and holy
foundation of Benedict, respected by the one, was to yield for a time to the rage of the other. The holy
patriarch had a presentiment that his successors would not meet a second Totila to listen to them and spare
them. A noble whom he had converted, and who lived on familiar terms with him, found him one day
weeping bitterly. He watched Benedict for a long time; and then, perceiving that his tears were not stayed,
and that they proceeded not from the ordinary fervor of his prayers, but from profound melancholy, he
asked the cause. The saint answered, “This monastery which I have built, and all that | have prepared for
my brethren, has been delivered up to the pagans by a sentence of Almighty God. Scarcely have | been
able to obtain mercy for their lives!”. Less than forty years after, this prediction was accomplished by the
destruction of Monte Cassino by the Lombards.

Benedict, however, was near the end of his career. His interview with Totila took place in 542, in
the year which preceded his death; and from the earliest days of the following year, God prepared him for
his last struggle, by requiring from him the sacrifice of the most tender affection he had retained on earth.
In the history of most saints who have exercised a reformatory and lasting influence upon monastic
institutions, the name and influence of some holy woman is almost invariably found associated with their
work and devotedness. These bold combatants in the war of the Spirit against the flesh seemed to have
drawn strength and consolation from a chaste and fervent community of sacrifices, prayers, and virtues,
with a mother or sister by blood or choice, whose sanctity shed upon one corner of their glorious life a ray
of sweeter and more familiar light. To instance only the greatest: Macrine is seen at the side of St. Basil,
and the names of Monica and Augustine are inseparable; as in later ages are those of St. Francis of Assisi
and St. Clara, St. Francis de Sales and St. Jeanne de Chantal.

St. Benedict had also a sister, born on the same day with himself, named Scholastica: they loved
each other as twins often love, with fraternal regard, elevated into a passion. But both loved God above
all. Still earlier than her brother, Scholastica had consecrated herself to God from her infancy; and in
becoming a nun, she made herself the patroness and model of the innumerable family of virgins who were
to acknowledge, adopt, and follow the code of her brother. She rejoined him at Monte Cassino, and
established herself in a monastery, in the depths of a valley near the holy mountain. Benedict directed her
from afar, as he did many other nuns in the neighborhood. But they met only once a year; and then it was
Scholastica who left her cloister and sought her brother. He, on his side, went to meet her: they met upon
the side of the mountain, not far from the door of the monastery, in a spot which has been long venerated.

There, at their last meeting, occurred that struggle of fraternal love with the austerity of the rule,
which is the only known episode in the life of Scholastica, and which has insured an imperishable
remembrance to her name. They had passed the entire day in pious conversation, mingled with praises of
God. Towards the evening they ate together. While they were still at table, and the night approached,
Scholastica said to her brother, “I pray thee do not leave me tonight, but let us speak of the joys of heaven
till the morning”. “What sayest thou, my sister?”’, answered Benedict; “on no account can I remain out of
the monastery”. Upon the refusal of her brother, Scholastica bent her head between her clasped hands on
the table, and prayed to God, shedding torrents of tears to such an extent that the table was flooded with
them. The weather was very serene: there was not a cloud in the air. But scarcely had she raised her head,
when thunder was heard, and a violent storm began; the rain, lightning, and thunder were such, that
neither Benedict nor any of the brethren who accompanied him could take a step beyond the roof that
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sheltered them. Then he said to Scholastica, “May God pardon thee, my sister, but what hast thou done?”.
“Ah, yes”, she answered him, “I prayed thee, and thou wouldst not listen to me; then I prayed God, and he
heard me. Go now, if thou canst, and send me away, to return to thy monastery”. He resigned himself
against his will to remain, and they passed the rest of the night in spiritual conversation. St. Gregory, who
has preserved this tale to us, adds that it is not to be wondered at God granted the desire of the sister
rather than that of the brother, because of the two it was the sister who loved most, and that those who
love most have the greatest power with God.

In the morning they parted to see each other no more in this life. Three days after, Benedict, being
at the window of his cell, had a vision, in which he saw his sister entering heaven under the form of a
dove. Overpowered with joy, his gratitude burst forth in songs and hymns to the glory of God. He
immediately sent for the body of the saint, which was brought to Monte Cassino, and placed in the
sepulchre which he had already prepared for himself, that death might not separate those whose souls had
always been united in God.

The death of his sister was the signal of departure for himself. He survived her only forty days. He
announced his death to several of his monks, then far from Monte Cassino. A violent fever having seized
him, he caused himself, on the sixth day of his sickness, to be carried into the chapel consecrated to John
the Baptist: he had before ordered the tomb in which his sister already slept to be opened. There,
supported in the arms of his disciples, he received the holy viaticum; then placing himself at the side of
the open grave, but at the foot of the altar, and with his arms extended towards heaven, he died standing,
murmuring a last prayer.

Died standing! — such a victorious death became well that great soldier of God.

He was buried by the side of Scholastica, in a sepulchre made on the spot where stood the altar of
Apollo which he had thrown down. On that day two monks, one of whom was in the monastery and the
other on a journey, had the same vision. They saw a multitude of stars form into a shining pathway, which
extended towards the east, from Monte Cassino up to heaven, and heard a voice which said to them, that
by this road Benedict, the well-beloved of God, had ascended to heaven.

1.
HIS RULE.

Such was the life of the great man whom God destined to be the legislator of the monks of the
West. It remains to us to characterize his legislation, that is to say, the rule which he has written, and
which has been the undying code of the most august and fertile branch of the ecclesiastical army.

We must first observe that this rule is the first which has been written in the West and for the West.
Up to that time, the monks of this half of the Roman world had lived under the authority of rules imported
from the East, like that of St. Basil, or of traditions borrowed from the monks of Egypt or Syria, like those
of which Cassianus had given so complete a collection. St. Benedict did not assume either to overthrow or
replace the authority of these monuments, which, on the contrary, he recalled and recommended in his
own rule. But the sad experience of his beginning, of all that he had seen and suffered in his youth as
anchorite, cenobite, and superior; had convinced him of the insufficiency of the laws by which the
Religious of his own time and country were governed. He perceived that it was necessary, for the
suppression of the laxness which appeared everywhere, to substitute a permanent and uniform rule of
government, for the arbitrary and variable choice of models furnished by the lives of the Fathers of the
Desert, and to add to the somewhat confused and vague precepts of Pacome and Basil a selection of
precise and methodical rules derived as much from the lessons of the past, as from his own personal
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experience. His illustrious biographer instructs us to see in his rule an exact reproduction of his own life
in the cloister.

He undertook, then, to reform the abuses and infirmities of the order which he had embraced, by a
series of moral, social, liturgical, and penal ordinances, the entire collection of which constitutes that Rule
which, in immortalizing his name and work, has given to the monastic institute in the West its definitive
and universal form.

Let us listen to his own exposition, in his preamble, of the spirit and aim of his reform, given in a
style peculiar to himself, the somewhat confused simplicity of which differs as much from the flowing
language of St. Augustine and St. Gregory as from the correct elegance of Cicero or Caesar:

“Listen, oh son! to the precepts of the Master, and incline to him the ear of thy heart; do not fear to
receive the counsel of a good father and to fulfill it fully, that thy laborious obedience may lead thee back
to Him from whom disobedience and weakness have alienated thee. To thee, whoever thou art, who
renouncest thine own will to fight under the true King, the Lord Jesus Christ, and takest in hand the
valiant and glorious weapons of obedience, are my words at this moment addressed.

“And in the first place, in all the good thou undertakest, ask of him, in earnest prayer, that he
would bring it to a good end; that having condescended to reckon us among his children, he may never be
grieved by our evil actions. Obey him always, by the help of his grace, in such a way that the irritated
Father may not one day disinherit his children, and that also the terrible Master, enraged by our perverse
deeds, may not give up his guilty servants to unending punishment because they would not follow him
into glory.

“Then, let us rise up in answer to that exhortation of Scripture which says to us, ‘It is time for us to
awake out of sleep’. And with eyes open to the light of God and attentive ears, let us listen to the daily cry
of the Divine voice: ‘Come, my son, hearken unto me; I will teach you the fear of the Lord. Work while it
is day; the night cometh, when no man can work’.

“Now, the Lord, who seeks his servant in the midst of the people, still says to him, “What man is he
that desireth life and loveth many days, that he may see good?” When if, at that word, thou answerest, ‘It
is I’, the Lord will say to thee. ‘If thou wouldest have life, keep thy tongue from evil, and thy lips from
speaking guile. Depart from evil, and do good: seek peace, and pursue it’. And that being done, ‘Then
shall my eyes be upon you, and my ears shall be open to your cry. And, even before thou callest me, |
shall say to thee, Here am 1!

“What can be more sweet, O beloved brethren, than the voice of the Lord urging us thus? By this
means the Lord, in his paternal love, shows us the way of life. Let us then gird our loins with faith and
good works; and with our feet shod with the preparation of the gospel, let us follow upon his footsteps,
that we may be worthy of seeing him who has called us to his kingdom. If we would find a place in the
tabernacle of that kingdom, we must seek it by good works, without which none can enter there.

“For let us inquire at the Lord with the prophet ... then listen to the answer He gives : ... He who
shall rest in the holy mountain of God is he who, being tempted by the devil, casts him and his counsel far
from his heart, sets him at defiance, and, seizing the first off-shoots of sin, like new-born children, breaks
them to pieces at the feet of Christ. It shall be those who, faithful in the fear of the Lord, shall not exalt
themselves because of their services, but who, remembering that they can do nothing of themselves, and
that all the good that is in them is wrought by God, glorify the Lord and his works. . . .

“The Lord waits continually to see us answer by our actions to his holy precepts. It is for the
amendment of our sins that the days of our life are prolonged like a dream, since the Apostle says : ‘Art
thou ignorant that the patience of God leads thee to repentance?” And it is in his mercy that the Lord
himself says: ‘I desire not the death of a sinner, but rather that he should turn to me and live’.

“Having thus, my brethren, asked of the Lord who shall dwell in his tabernacle, we have heard the
precepts prescribed to such a one. If we fulfill these conditions, we shall be heirs of the kingdom of
heaven. Let us then prepare our hearts and bodies to fight under a holy obedience to these precepts; and if
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it is not always possible for nature to obey, let us ask the Lord that he would deign to give us the succor of
his grace. Would we avoid the pains of hell and attain eternal life while there is still time, while we are
still in this mortal body, and while the light of this life is bestowed upon us for that purpose; let us run and
strive so as to reap an eternal reward.

“We must, then, form a school of divine servitude, in which, we trust, nothing too heavy or
rigorous will be established. But if, in conformity with right and justice, we should exercise a little
severity for the amendment of vices or the preservation of charity, beware of fleeing under the impulse of
terror from the way of salvation, which cannot, but have a hard beginning. When a man has walked for
some time in obedience and faith, his heart will expand, and he will run with the unspeakable sweetness
of love in the way of God’s commandments. May he grant that, never straying from the instruction of the
Master, and persevering in his doctrine in the monastery until death, we may share by patience in the
sufferings of Christ, and be worthy to share together his kingdom”.

In this programme the saint insists on two principles: action or labor, and obedience. These
are indeed the two fundamental bases of his work: they serve as a clew to conduct us through the seventy-
two articles of the rule which we shall now attempt to describe.

Benedict would not have his monks limit themselves to spiritual labor, to the action of the soul
upon itself: he made external labor, manual or literary, a strict obligation of his rule. Doubtless the
primitive cenobites had preached and practised the necessity of labor, but none had yet ordained and
regulated it with so much severity and attentive solicitude. In order to banish indolence, which he called
the enemy of the soul, he regulated minutely the employment of every hour of the day according to the
seasons, and ordained that, after having celebrated the praises of God seven times a day, seven hours a
day should be given to manual labor, and two hours to reading. He imposed severe corrections on the
brother who lost in sleep and talking the hours intended for reading. “If”, said he, “the poverty of the
place compels them to gather their harvest themselves, let not that grieve them, for they will be truly
monks if their live by the labor of their hands, like our fathers and the apostles. But let all be done with
moderation because of the weak”. Those who are skilled in the practice of an art or trade, could only
exercise it by the permission of the abbot, in all humility; and if any one prided himself on his talent, or
the profit which resulted from it to the house, he was to have his occupation changed until he had
humbled himself. Those who were charged with selling the product of the work of these select laborers
could take nothing from the price to the detriment of the monastery, nor especially could they raise it
avariciously; they were to sell at less cost than the secular workmen, to give the greater glory to God.
Labor was thus regulated in the monastery as in an industrial penitentiary, and the sons of the Roman
patricians or the Barbarian nobles found themselves subjected, in crossing its threshold, to a severe
equality, which bound even the laborer more skillful than ordinary monks, and reduced him to the humble
level of an ordinary workman.

Obedience is also to his eyes a work, obedientiae laborem, the most meritorious and essential of
all. A monk entered into monastic life only to make the sacrifice of self. This sacrifice implied especially
that of the will. By a supreme effort of that will, still free and master of itself, it freely abdicated its power
for the salvation of the sick soul, “in order that this soul, raising itself above its desires and passions,
might establish itself fully upon God”. In giving even the legitimate use of his own will, the monk,
obeying a superior whom he had spontaneously chosen, and who was to him the representative of God
himself, found an assured defence against covetousness and self-love. He entered like a victor into the
liberty of the children of God. But this sacrifice, to be efficacious, had to be complete. Thus the rule
pursued pride into its most secret hiding-place. Submission had to be prompt, perfect, and absolute. The
monk must obey always, without reserve, and without murmur, even in those things which seemed
impossible and above his strength, trusting in the succor of God, if a humble and seasonable
remonstrance, the only thing permitted to him, was not accepted by his superiors; to obey not only his
superiors, but also the wishes and requests of his brethren. Obedience became the more acceptable to God
and easy to man, when it was practised calmly, promptly, and with good will. It became then the first
degree of humility. “Our life in this world”, said the holy abbot, “is like the ladder which Jacob saw in his
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dream: in order to reach heaven, it must be planted by the Lord in a humbled heart: we can only mount it
by distinct steps of humility and discipline”.

What can we do but lament over those who, in this generous abnegation of self, have seen only
something borrowed from the worship of imperial majesty in degenerate Rome, and a fatal present made
to Europe to weaken its own virtues? No, this is neither a production of social decay, nor a sign of
spiritual servitude. It is, on the contrary, the triumph of that moral and spiritual liberty of which imperial
Rome had lost all conception, which Christianity alone could restore to the world, and the reign of which,
specially extended and secured by the Children of St. Benedict, saved Europe from the anarchy, slavery,
and decrepitude into which it had been thrown by the Roman empire.

Doubtless this passive and absolute obedience would, in temporal affairs, and under chiefs
appointed from without, and governing according to their interests or passions, become intolerable
slavery. But besides the fact that among the Benedictines it was to be, always and with all, the result of a
free determination, it was also sanctified and tempered by the nature and origin of the power. The abbot
holds the place of Christ: he can ordain nothing that is not in conformity with the law of God. His charge
is that of the father of a family, and of the good pastor: his life should he the mirror of his lessons.
Charged with the important mission of governing souls, he owes to God the severest reckoning, and
almost at every page of the rule is enjoined never to lose sight of that terrible responsibility. He has not
only to rule them, but to heal them; not only to guide them, but to support them, and to make himself the
servant of all whom he governs, obeying all, while each obeys him. He must accommodate himself to the
most diverse humors and characters, but at the same time admit no respect of persons between the nobles
and plebeians, the freemen and the slaves, the rich and the poor, who are under his authority.

The chapter

The exercise of this absolute authority is limited, besides, by the necessity of consulting all the
monks assembled in a council or chapter upon all important business. The abbot has to state the subject,
and to ask the advice of each, reserving to himself the right of making the final decision; but the youngest
must be consulted like the others, because God often reveals to them the best course to follow. For lesser
matters, the advice of the principal members of the monastery is sufficient, but the abbot can never act
without advice. His permanent council is composed of deans or elders, chosen by the monks themselves,
not by order of seniority, but for their merit, charged with assisting the abbot, by sharing with him the
weight of government. He can also, by the advice of these brethren, name a prior or provost, to be his
lieutenant. Finally, the abbot himself is elected by all the monks of the monastery: they may choose the
last new-comer amongst them to be their chief; and once elected, his authority ceases only with his life.
But in case of the election of an evidently unworthy person, the bishop of the diocese, or the neighboring
abbots, or even the Christians of the environs, are entreated to prevent such a scandal.

This absolute authority of the abbot, fixed in a rule which he is neither permitted to modify or
transgress, was then limited at once by the unchanging constitution of the community, by the necessity of
consulting either an elect number or the whole body of his subordinates upon all business, and finally by
the election from which it proceeded; and this election, made by a limited number of electors, all
essentially competent, and personally interested in their work, made the chief in reality the servant of all
those whom he commanded.

It must be acknowledged that the spirit of Community or association was never more strongly
organized. There is, in this combination of authority, at once absolute, permanent, and elective, with the
necessity of taking the advice of the whole community and of acting solely in its interests, a new
principle, to which nothing in the pagan world nor in the Lower Empire was analogous — a principle
which demonstrated its energetic fertility by the experience of ages. The community drew an irresistible
force from the union of these wills purified by abnegation, and concentrated towards one sole end under a
single hand, which was ruled and controlled in its turn by the spirit of sacrifice. Between the profligacy of
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the Empire and the anarchy of conquest, the Benedictine cloister, that living image of Christianity,
presented to the decaying world a system which retained at once the vigorous discipline of the Roman
legions and that spirit of self-devotion and domestic unity remarked by Tacitus in the German guilds.

It has been said with truth, that there exists in this rule an evangelical foundation and a feudal
form. The institutions which it founded, like the words and images which it employed, bore a certain
warlike stamp. It seemed to extend a hand to the feudal system, which originated in the camps of the
victorious Barbarians. Of these two forces, the one organized and consolidated material conquest, the
other created a hierarchy and army for the conquest of souls.

The monastery, like a citadel always besieged, was to have within its enclosure gardens, a mill, a
bakery, and various workshops, in order that no necessity of material life should occasion the monks to
leave its walls. A certain humber of Religious, whom the abbot judged worthy, might be raised to the
priesthood, for the spiritual service of the house, without ceasing, on that account, to be subject to
ordinary discipline.

One monk, chosen from among the most worthy, under the title of cellarer, was specially charged
with the administration of the goods of the monastery, the distribution of food, the care of the furniture, of
the hospital, and, in a word, with all the details of material life. Finally, the most generous and delicate
hospitality was enjoined towards the poor and all the strangers who should visit the monastery; this was
to be exercised by the direct care of the abbot, but without disturbing the solitude of the monks, or the
silence of their cloisters. Let every stranger be received, says the rule, as if he were Christ himself; for it
is Christ himself who shall one day say to us, “I was a stranger, and ye took me in”.

The community thus founded and governed was supported besides by two conditions indispensable
to its security and duration: the reciprocal tie of all its members by the solemn engagement of the vow,
and the formation of collective property by the sacrifice of all that was individual. The renunciation of
personal will naturally led to that of individual property. Everything in the monastery was to be in
common; the fortune like the labour, and interests like duties. The rule, therefore, denounced the idea of
personal property as a vice which it was most essential to root out of the community. It was necessary,
then, in becoming a monk, that a man should solemnly and forever relinquish all his possessions, either to
his own family, or to the poor, or to the monastery itself; reserving nothing to himself, possessing nothing
of his own, absolutely nothing, not even tablets or a pen for writing, but receiving everything from the
abbot, and that only for present use.

An institution in which celibacy was implicitly the fundamental basis, alone could bear a discipline
so contrary to human nature. But even where a man, by giving up marriage, made himself free of all cares
for his livelihood, he might still remain, in his own person, the object of the enfeebling tenderness of
parents and friends. Benedict knew too well the habits of the nobility, to which he himself and his
principal disciples belonged, not to redouble his precautions against the attempts made by parents to form
a certain reserve or individual patrimony for the advantage of the child whom they gave to God by
placing him in a monastery. By a special chapter of the rule, made out with the legal precision of a
contemporary of Tribonius, every nobleman who destined his son for monastic life was required to swear
that his child should receive nothing whatever of the paternal fortune, neither directly nor through a third
party. The parents could only bestow on the monastery itself a donation which represented the fortune of
their child, reserving the interest during their life if it so pleased them.

Even in the forms established by the new code to regulate the admission, try the vocation, and bind
the consciences of these men who came to sacrifice their will and patrimony to God, everything shows
the genius of organization possessed by Benedict. There were two classes of candidates for monastic life.
First, the children confided in their youth by their parents to the monastery, or received by the charity of
the monks; the rule prescribes their education with minute solicitude: then the young men and mature
men who came out of the world to knock at the door of the cloister. Far from encouraging them, Benedict
ordains that they should be left there for four or five days without opening to them, in order to try their
perseverance.

91


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

If they persevered, they were introduced into the apartments provided for guests, and from thence,
at the end of some days, into the novitiate. Here the novice was intrusted to an old monk, skillful in the art
of gaining souls, who was charged to study closely his vocation and character, and to tell him the
difficulties, the humiliations, and discomforts which he would meet in the hard path of obedience. If after
two months he promised to persevere, the entire rule was read to him, and the reading concluded in these
words : “Behold the law under which thou wouldst fight: if thou canst observe it, enter; if thou canst not,
depart in freedom!”. Three times during the year of novitiate this trial was renewed. When the year had
expired, if the novice persevered he was warned that shortly he should no longer have the power of
leaving the monastery, and of laying aside the rule which he had only accepted after such mature
deliberation. It was intimated to him that he was about to lose the power of disposing of himself.
Introduced into the oratory in presence of all the community, he there, before God and his vow of saints,
promised stability or perpetual residence, and stability, also reformation of his morals and obedience,
under pain of eternal damnation. He made a declaration of this, written with his own hand, and placed it
upon the altar, then threw himself at the feet of each of the brethren, begging them to pray for him. From
that day he was considered a member of the community.

Almost all the ancient monks had adopted a sort of novitiate, and various vows, more or less
formal. But no regular form had ever been adopted before this wise and imposing solemnity. Profession
had even been often regarded as acknowledged by the sole fact of taking the monastic dress, and there
were instances of this even after St. Benedict. But the vow of stability imposed by the new legislator,
which no former rule had prescribed, was a happy and productive innovation, and became one of the
principal guarantees of the duration and strength of cenobitical life. Besides, no material or legal
constraint at that time held the monk to his vow; even his secular dress was preserved with care, to be
restored to him if he unfortunately desired to leave the monastery.

Now that we perceive the general spirit and foundation of the rule of St. Benedict, we may be
permitted to pass rapidly over the details. The seventy-three chapters of which it is composed are divided
as follows:—nine touch upon the general duties of the abbot and the monks; thirteen upon worship and
the divine services; twenty-nine upon discipline, faults, and penalties; ten upon the internal administration
of the monastery; twelve upon various subjects, such as the reception of guests, the conduct of the
brethren while travelling, &c.

Thirteen hundred years have passed since the hand of Benedict traced all those minute regulations,
and nothing has been found more fit to strengthen the religious spirit and monastic life. The most admired
and effectual reforms have scarcely had any other aim than to lead back the regular clergy to a code of
which time has only confirmed the wisdom and increased the authority.

Among all these details of the rule, the scrupulous care which the legislator has taken to bind the
Religious to the careful celebration of divine worship, according to the liturgical usage of the Roman
Church, is especially remarkable. They were to give themselves to prayer, chanted aloud by the
community, first in the night, at vigils, which began about two in the morning and continued until dawn;
then six times during the day—at prime, tierce, sexte, nones, vespers, and compline. The hundred and
fifty psalms of David were divided among these seven services in such a manner that the whole psalter
should be chanted every week; and this prayer in common was not to interrupt mental devotion, which,
during the remaining time, was to be short and simple.

Then come these noble rules of sobriety, which, as Bossuet says, take everything superfluous from
nature, and spare her all anxiety in respect to that which is necessary, and which are but a reproduction of
the customs of the first Christians. To serve each other by turns in cooking and at the table to eat, in
silence, listening to the reading of some pious book, of two cooked dishes and one uncooked, with a
pound of bread and a hemine of wine, whether they made two meals in the day or only one : to abstain
from all flesh of quadrupeds; and to increase the number and severity of the fasts appointed by the
Church. To have for clothing only a tunic, with a cowl for the choir, and a scapulary for work: this was
nothing else than the hooded frock of the ploughman and shepherds, borrowed from that of the slaves of
pagan times, such as Columella has described. To sleep in one general dormitory; to sleep but little, and
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always in their clothes and shoes; and finally, to keep an almost continual silence during the whole day.
Such were the minute and salutary regulations which authorized Benedict to declare that the life of a
monk ought to be a perpetual Lent.

And there were other rules still better adapted to root out from the hearts of the Religious even the
last allurements of pride, voluptuousness, and avarice. They could not receive either letter or present even
from their nearest relatives, without the permission of the abbot. In accepting the rule, they pledged
themselves beforehand to bear patiently public and humiliating penances for the smallest faults, and even
corporeal punishment, in case of murmuring or repetition of the offence, and this while still subject to
temporary excommunication and final exclusion. But mercy appeared by the side of severity: the
excluded brother who desired to return, promising amendment, was to be received anew, and three times
in succession, before he was banished forever from the community.

However, in going back to the austerity of the ancient Fathers of the desert, Benedict does not
hesitate to say, in the preamble of his rule, as has been seen, that he believed he had ordained nothing too
hard or too difficult to be followed; and he ends by declaring that it was only a little beginning, a modest
introduction to Christian perfection.

Such are the most remarkable features of this famous code, which has ruled so many souls for so
many ages, and which, although it has lost almost all its subjects, remains, notwithstanding, one of the
most imposing monuments of Christian genius. Compared to the previous Oriental rules, it bears that seal
of Roman wisdom, and that adaptation to Western customs, which has made it, according to the idea of
Gregory the Great, a masterpiece of clearness and discretion, in which judges who are above all suspicion
have not hesitated to recognize a character of good sense and gentleness, humanity and moderation,
superior to everything that could be found up to that time in either Roman or Barbarian laws, or in the
habits of civil society.

No kind of praise has been wanting to this code of monastic life. St. Gregory, St. Thomas, St.
Hildegard, and St. Antonius, believed it to be directly inspired by the Holy Spirit. Popes and Christian
princes have vied with each other in celebrating it. The prince of Catholic eloquence has described it in
these incomparable lines:

“This rule is an epitome of Christianity, a learned and mysterious abridgment of all the doctrines of
the gospel, all the institutions of the Holy Fathers, and all the counsels of perfection. Here prudence and
simplicity, humility and courage, severity and gentleness, freedom and dependence, eminently appear.
Here, correction has all its firmness; condescension all its charm; command all its vigor, and subjection
all its repose; silence its gravity, and words their grace; strength its exercise, and weakness its support;
and yet always, my Fathers, he calls it a beginning, to keep you always in holy fear”.

But there is something which speaks with a still greater eloguence than that of Bossuet in honor of
the Benedictine rule; it is the list of saints which it has produced; it is the tale of conquests which it has
won and consolidated throughout the West, where for eight centuries it reigned alone; the irresistible
attraction which it had for bright and generous minds, for upright and devoted hearts, for souls enamoured
of solitude and sacrifice; the beneficent influence which it exercised upon the life of the secular clergy,
warming them, by its rays, to such a point that, purified and strengthened, they seemed for a time to
identify themselves with the children of Benedict. It is distinguished above all by the contrast between the
exuberant life of faith and spirituality in the countries where it reigned, and the utter debasement into
which the Oriental Church, dishonored by the marriage of its priests even before it became a prey to
schism and Islamism, had fallen.

Benedict s vision of the future fate of his work

St. Gregory relates that the man of God whose the future life he writes, having one night
anticipated the hour of matins, and gazing upon heaven from the window of his cell, saw all at once
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darkness dispelled by a light more dazzling than that of day; and, amid that ocean of light, the entire
world appeared to him crowded into a ray of the sun, “so paltry does the creature appear”, adds the
pontiff, “to the soul which contemplates the Creator!”. Tradition has interpreted that sight as a vision of
the splendid future awaiting the order which Benedict was about to form, and which was to embrace the
Christian universe, and fill it with light. A lively and faithful image, in fact, of the destiny of an
institution, the future course of which, perhaps, its founder only foresaw under that mysterious form!

The admiration of Catholic doctors has signalized in Benedict the Moses of a new people, the
Joshua of another promised land. Nothing that he has said or written permits us to believe that he had any
such idea of himself. Historians have vied in praising his genius and clear-sightedness; they have
supposed that he intended to regenerate Europe, to stop the dissolution of society, to prepare the
reconstitution of political order, to reestablish public education, and to preserve literature and the arts. |
know not whether he entertained such grand plans, but I can see no trace of them either in his rule or his
life. If they ever penetrated into his soul, it was only to be eclipsed and replaced by a still higher and
greater idea, by thought of salvation. | firmly believe that he never dreamt of regenerating anything but
his own soul and those of his brethren the monks. All the rest has been given him over and above “the
one thing needful”. What is most to be admired in his social and historical influence is, that he seems
never to have dreamt of it. But is it not a sign of true greatness to achieve great things without any
pompous commotion, without preconceived ideas, without premeditation, under the sole empire of a
modest and pure design, which God exalts and multiplies a hundred-fold? Strange to say, nothing even in
his rule itself indicates that it was written with the idea of governing other monasteries besides his own.
He might have supposed that it would be adopted by communities in the neighborhood of those which he
had collected round him; but nothing betrays any intention of establishing a common link of
subordination between them, or of forming a bond between different religious houses, in order to
originate an association of different and coordinate elements, like the great orders which have since
arisen. The object of his rule, on the contrary, seems to have been the concentration in a single home of
the greatness and strength of the monastic spirit. Everything is adapted to that single monastic family,
which, by a wonderful arrangement of Providence, has been constituted the stem of such productive and
innumerable branches. Like Romulus, who, tracing the primitive walls of Rome, never dreamt of that
King-People, that greatest of nations, to which he was giving birth, Benedict did not foresee the gigantic
work which was destined to issue from the grotto of Subiaco and the hillside of Monte Cassino. The
masters of spiritual life have always remarked, that the man who begins a work blessed of God does it
unawares. God loves to build upon nothing.

And what is truly serviceable to man is to see the greatness of God issuing out of his own
nothingness, and to recognize in that spectacle the productive power given to himself when he triumphs
over fallen nature, so as to become again the lieutenant, and instrument of God.

However it might be, the results of Benedict’s work were immense. In his lifetime, as after his
death, the sons of the noblest races in Italy, and the best of the converted Barbarians, came in multitudes
to Monte Cassino. They came out again, and descended from it to spread themselves over all the West;
missionaries and husbandmen, who were soon to become the doctors and pontiffs, the artists and
legislators, the historians and poets of the new world. They went forth to spread peace and faith, light and
life, freedom and charity, knowledge and art, the Word of God and the genius of man, the Holy Scriptures
and the great works of classical literature, amid the despairing provinces of the destroyed empire, and
even into the barbarous regions from which the destruction came forth. Less than a century after the death
of Benedict, all that barbarism had won from civilization was reconquered; and more still, his children
took in hand to carry the Gospel beyond those limits which had confined the first disciples of Christ. After
Italy, Gaul, and Spain had been retaken from the enemy, Great Britain, Germany, and Scandinavia were in
turn invaded, conquered, and incorporated into Christendom. The West was saved. A new empire was
founded. A new world began.

Come now, O Barbarians! the Church no longer fears you. Reign where you will; civilization shall
escape your hands. Or rather it is you who shall defend the Church, and confirm civilization. You have
vanquished everything, conquered everything, overthrown everything; you shall now be in your turn
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vanquished, conquered, and transformed. Men are born who shall become your masters. They shall take
your sons, and even the sons of your kings, to enroll them in their array. They shall take your daughters,
your queens, your princesses, to fill their monasteries. They shall take your souls to inspire them; your
imaginations to delight and purify them; your courage to temper it by sacrifice; your swords to consecrate
them to the service of faith, weakness, and justice.

The work will be neither short nor easy; but they will accomplish it. They will govern the new
nations by showing them the ideal of sanctity, of moral force, and greatness. They will make them monks,
the instruments of goodness and truth. Aided by these victors of Rome, they will carry the sway and laws
of a new Rome beyond the furthest limits ever fixed by the Senate, or dreamt of by the Caesars. They will
conguer and bless lands which neither the Roman eagles nor even the apostles have reached. They will
become the nursing fathers of all modern nations. They will be seen beside the thrones of Charlemagne,
of Alfred, and of Otto the Great, forming with them Christian kingdoms and a new world. Finally, they
will ascend the apostolic See with St. Gregory the Great and St. Gregory VII, from which they will
preside, during ages of conflict and virtue, over the destinies of Catholic Europe and of the Church,
gloriously assisted by races faithful, manful, and free.
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BOOK V

ST. GREGORY THE GREAT
I
Monastic Italy in the Sixth Century

Even before the death of Benedict, the most illustrious of his contemporaries had sought in
monastic life an interval of repose and freedom between his public career and his grave. Cassiodorus,
who had been for thirty years the honour and light of the Gothic monarchy, the minister and the friend of
five kings, abandoned the court of Ravenna and all his offices and dignities, towards the year 538, to
found, at the extremity of Italy, a monastery called Viviers (Vivaria), which at one time seemed destined
to rival Monte Cassino itself in importance.

Cassiodorus belonged to the high Roman nobility: his ancestors had seats at once in the senates of
Rome and Constantinople. His fortune was immense. Successively a senator, a quaestor, and prefect of
the pretorium, he was the last of the great men who held the office of consul, which Justinian abolished.
He obtained, finally, that title of patrician which Clovis and Charlemagne considered themselves
honoured in receiving. His credit survived all the revolutions of that terrible age. He was successively the
minister of Odoacer, of Theodoric, of his daughter Amalasontha, and of his grandson Athalaric, who made
him prefect of the pretorium. He retained that office under the kings Theodatus and Vitiges. He allied in
his own person the virtues of the old Romans to those of the new Christians, as in his titles the dignities of
the republic were conjoined to those of the empire. Full of respect for the popes and bishops, he was also
full of solicitude for the people. An intelligent and courageous mediator between the Barbarian
conquerors and the conquered population, he was able to give to the Ostrogoth royalty that protecting and
civilising character which it retained for some time.

To him must be attributed the finest portion of the great reign of Theodoric, who would have
deserved to be the forerunner of Charlemagne, if he had contracted with the Church that alliance which
alone could guarantee and fertilise the future. But, although an Arian, this great prince long protected the
religious liberty of the Catholics; and during the greater part of his reign, the Church gained more by his
benevolent indifference than by the oppressive and trifling intervention of the crowned theologians who
reigned in Byzantium. Influenced by his pious and orthodox minister, he said, nobly and wisely, that to
him, as king, nothing beyond reverence with regard to ecclesiastical affairs pertained. Cassiodorus, who
filled the office of chancellor under him, showed in his official acts the great principles he held, and
which most Christian doctors up to that time had appealed to. “We cannot,” said he, in the name of
Theodoric, “command religion, for no man can be forced to believe against his will”; and to one of his
successors, “Since God suffers several religions, we dare not impose one alone. We remember to have
read, that a sacrifice to God must be made voluntarily, and not in obedience to a master. A man who
attempts to act otherwise evidently opposes himself to the Divine commands”. Two centuries after the
peace of the Church, he continued thus faithful to the great apologists of the time of the imperial
persecutions: to Tertullian, who said, “Religion forbids us to constrain any one to be religious; she would
have consent, and not constraint;” and to Lactantius, according to whom, “To defend religion, one must
know how to die, and not how to kill.”

Afterwards, when, unfaithful to his earliest policy, Theodoric arrogated to himself the right of
interfering in the election of the Roman pontiffs—when he had dishonoured the end of his career by
cruelties of which Boethius, Symmachus, and the holy pope, John I, were victims—when his daughter
Amalasontha, whose reign was so happy for Italy, had perished by assassination—Cassiodorus, who,
amongst all those crimes, had devoted all his energies and perseverance to preserve authority from its
own excesses, to soften the manners of the Goths, and guarantee the rights of the Romans, grew weary of
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that superhuman task. No danger nor disgrace threatened him, for all the sovereigns who, after Theodoric,
succeeded each other on the bloody throne of Ravenna, seem to have vied in seeking or conciliating him;
but he had experienced enough of it. He was nearly seventy years old; fifty years had been passed in the
most elevated employments; he had wielded a power almost sovereign, but always tempered by reason
and faith. He resolved to end his life in monastic solitude. With him disappeared the glory and prosperity
of the kingdom of the Goths in Italy.

This was the first, after the downfall of the Roman empire, of these striking conversions, an
innumerable series of which will pass before our eyes, which, even in the highest ranks of the new
society, sought out the great ones of the world, to teach them how to expiate their grandeur, to rest from
their power, and to put an interval between the agitations of the world and the judgment of God.

But in assuming the monastic frock, Cassiodorus seems to have recommenced to live. This
religious profession offered as many attractions to his soul as employments to his activity. The monastery
of Viviers, which he had built on the patrimonial estate where he was born, at the extremity of Calabria,
on the shores of the Gulf of Squillace, took its name from numerous vivaria, or fish-ponds, which had
been hollowed in the rock. It was a delightful dwelling, which he has described affectionately in terms
worthy of that delicious region, where the azure sea bathes a shore clad with incomparable and perpetual
verdure. The building was vast and magnificent; at a distance it appeared like an entire town. There were
two monasteries for the numerous disciples who collected round the illustrious old man. Besides these,
some who believed themselves called to a life more austere than that of the cenobites whose dwelling
extended along the smiling shores of the sea, found, by ascending the mountain which overlooked them,
isolated cells where they could taste in all its purity the delight of absolute solitude.

Cassiodorus himself, successively a monk and abbot, passed nearly thirty years in that retreat,
occupied in governing his community, and uniting the study of literature and science with the pursuit of
spiritual life. During his political career, he had made use of his power, with energy and solicitude, to
maintain public education and intellectual life in that poor Italy, which was periodically overrun by floods
of ignorant and rude conquerors. He has been declared, not without reason, the hero and restorer of
knowledge in the sixth century. As soon as he became a monk, he made his monastery a kind of Christian
academy, and the principal centre of the literary activity of his time. He had there collected an immense
library; he imposed upon his monks a complete and severe plan of study. His own example enforced his
precepts; he instructed them with unwearied zeal in the Holy Scriptures, for the study of which he, in
concert with Pope Agapetus, had attempted in vain to establish public professors in Rome. He added to
this the study of the seven liberal arts, and profane literature in general. It was at Viviers that he composed
most of his works, and especially his famous Treatise upon the Teaching of Sacred Literature, a kind of
elementary encyclopaedia, which was the code of monastic education, and served long as a programme to
the intellectual education of the new nations. At eighty-three he had the courage to commence a treatise
upon orthography, in order to assist in the correction of ancient copies of the holy books.

Cassiodorus thus gave, amid his numerous community, one of the first and most illustrious models
of that alliance of monastic and intellectual life which has distinguished the monastic order. The literary
enthusiasm which inspired the noble old man served only to redouble his zeal for the strict observance of
monastic regularity. “God grant to us grace,” he wrote, “to be like the untiring oxen to cultivate the field
of our Lord with the plough of observance and regular exercises.” It is scarcely known what rule he
adopted. Some have believed that it was that of St. Benedict; but he has made no special mention of it in
recommending his monks to follow the rules of the Fathers generally, along with the orders of their own
superior, and to consult the institutes of Cassianus. However, a strong analogy may at least be recognised
between the usages practised at Viviers and the great example of St Benedict, in the directions given by
Cassiodorus on the subject of manual labour. He desires that those who are not capable of study, or of
transcribing manuscript, should apply themselves to agriculture and gardening, especially for the relief of
guests and of the infirm. Like Benedict, be recommended them to bestow an affectionate solicitude upon
travellers, and upon the poor and sick in the neighbourhood. Like Benedict, he desired that the cultivators
of monastic lands should share in the temporal and spiritual wellbeing of monastic life. “Instruct your
peasants in good morals; oppress them not with heavy or new burdens; call them often to your festivals,
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that they may not blush, if there is occasion for it, for belonging to you, and yet resembling you so little.”
In short, he seems to follow the rule of Benedict, even in its least details, in that which concerns the
nocturnal and almost perpetual psalms which characterised monastic worship, and which he explains as
follows to his numerous disciples: “During the silence of night, the voices of men bursting forth in chants
and in words sung by art and measure brings us back to Him from whom the divine word came to us, for
the salvation of the human race. All who sing form but a single voice, and we mingle our music with the
praises of God, chanted by angels, although we cannot hear them”.

Into the same region where the Roman minister of the Gothic kingdom completed bis glorious
career, but beyond these Straits of Faro, which doubtless exhibited then, as now, an enchanting scene of
nature, other monks had likewise penetrated. The cherished disciple of St. Benedict, the son of the rich
senator who had so generously endowed the new-born community of Subiaco, the young Placidus, had
brought to Sicily the name and rule of his master. He had been sent there to recover the eighteen estates
situated in that island, which his father had given to the abbot of Monte Cassino, and the profits of which
had been lost by unfaithful stewardship. He remained there, and established towards the year 534, at
Messing, the first Benedictine monastery which was formed out of Italy. Placidus collected there thirty
monks, but was too soon interrupted in his work of religious colonisation. He perished with two of his
brethren and his young sister Flavia, tortured and slain by a band of Moorish pirates, still pagans, and
who, like so many other ruffians, made the monks the principal victims of their fury. The children of St.
Benedict inaugurated thus the long series of their struggles and victories. The blood of Placidus watered
the seeds of the order in Sicily, where its harvest, even up to our own days, has been so abundant.

We have said that the monks came to replace the martyrs, but that often also they imitated and
joined their band. It was thus during the rise of the Benedictine order in Italy. Its extension was rapid
during the last years of Benedict’s life, and especially after his death. The tomb where the holy remains of
the great legislator rested, under the guardianship of a line of fervent disciples constantly renewed,
became the spring from which a new life flowed forth upon the peninsula. Most of the ancient
monasteries adopted the rule which flourished at Monte Cassino. It spread through Latium in the environs
of Lake Fucino, where the holy abbot Equitius, shod with nailed shoes, made hay with his monks, and
returned, after the hot and laborious day, with his scythe on his shoulder like any other labourer. It was
carried to the summit of Mount Soracte, where more than one brave solitary, well worthy of practising it,
waited its coming, and where the gentle prior Nonnosus laboured on the rocky sides of the mountain
celebrated by Virgil and Horace, to make gardens and olive orchards for the use of his brethren. It
prevailed in several of the twenty-two religious houses which already existed at Rome. It soon extended
into the isles of the Mediterranean and Adriatic, which we have seen to be already occupied by monks,
and especially into those which lay near the coast of Naples, whither, under the hideous tyranny of the
first Caesars, men accused of high treason had been banished, and where the love of heavenly things and
spiritual freedom retained many voluntary exiles. Thus, throughout the whole peninsula, numerous
companies of monks laboriously struggled, amidst the general confusion, against the depravity of Roman
manners, against the violence of the Barbarians. Their lives afforded these lessons of austere virtue and
miraculous power, the memory of which St. Gregory the Great has associated in his Dialogues with that
of their holy patriarch. They died as they had lived, and braved martyrdom in public places as well as in
the depth of woods. Upon the faith of that great doctor, the faithful have related from generation to
generation, how the monk Herculanus, Bishop of Perugia, when that city was besieged and destroyed by
the Goths under Totila, was sacrificed amid tortures, as the principal author of the resistance; how, in the
Roman Campagna, the abbot Suranus was slain by the Lombards, who found him hidden in the hollow of
an oak; and how, elsewhere, the same Lombards hung the monks, two by two, to the same tree.

For the Lombards were already there. Scarcely had the Goths, who fell into their premature decay
after Theodoric and Cassiodorus, disappeared, when a new race of Barbarians crossed the Alps and
descended upon lItaly. They were proud, intelligent, and warlike, Arian by name, but still, in fact, half-
pagan, and a thousand times more cruel and dreaded than the Goths. Under Alboin and his successors
they ravaged the peninsula without pity, trampling under foot Greeks and Romans, Catholics and Arians,
priests and laymen. Ruined cities, desecrated churches, murdered bishops and clergy, and exterminated
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nations, were everywhere seen in their track. These ferocious conquerors reaped everything, and left only
a desert behind them. The end of the world was supposed to have come. They were especially furious
against monks and monasteries. They burned and destroyed, among others, two considerable abbeys, the
origin of which is unknown: Novalese, situated upon a plateau on the south side of the Piedmontese Alps;
and Farfa, which imagined itself secure, hid among the fresh foliage of the Sabine woods, sung by
Ovid—

“Et amcenae Farfaris umbrae.”

These names, destined to be so celebrated in religious history, yet the first appearance of which is
marked by disaster, must be noted.

A great number of monks received martyrdom from the hands of these new persecutors; others,
hunted from their first asylum, and wandering through the different parts of Italy, carried with them the
seeds of monastic life into countries which, without that storm, they might never have reached.

Finally, the Lombards ascended Monte Cassino, and pillaged and burned that already famous
sanctuary, according to the prediction of Benedict, forty years before; but, as he had also predicted, they
could destroy nothing which had life, and did not take a single monk. Although the attack of the
Lombards took place by night, and while the monks were asleep, they were all able to flee, bearing with
them, as their entire fortune, the rule written by their founder, with the measure of wine and the pound of
bread which he had prescribed. They took refuge at Rome; Pope Pelagius Il gave them a paternal
reception, and permitted them to build, near the Lateran palace, a monastery in which the children of
Benedict were to await for a century and a half the happy day which was to witness their return to their
holy mountain.

Il
Gregory the Great, Monk and Pope.

But ere long a monk ascended for the first time the apostolical See. This monk, the most illustrious
of all those who have been reckoned among the sovereign pontiffs, was to shine there with a splendour
which none of his predecessors had equalled, and which flowed back, like a supreme sanction, upon the
institute from which he came. Gregory, who alone among men has received, by universal consent, the
double surname of Saint and Great, will be an everlasting honour to the Benedictine order as to the
papacy. By his genius, but especially by the charm and ascendancy of his virtue, he was destined to
organise the temporal power of the popes, to develop and regulate their spiritual sovereignty, to found
their paternal supremacy over the new-born crowns and races which were to become the great nations of
the future, and to be called France, Spain, and England. It was he, indeed, who inaugurated the middle
ages, modern society, and Christian civilization.

Issued, like St. Benedict, from one of the most illustrious races of ancient Rome, the son of a rich
senator, and descendant of Pope Felix Ill, of the Anicia family, Gregory was early called to filled a
dignified place, which, in the midst of modem Rome, the vassal of Byzantium, and subject to the
ceaseless insults of the Barbarians, retained some shadow of ancient Roman grandeur. He was praetor of
Rome during the first invasions of the Lombards and the religious troubles stirred up by the fifth general
council. In the exercise of this office he gained the hearts of the Romans, while habituating himself to the
management of public business, and while acquiring a taste for luxury and display of earthly grandeur, in
which he still believed he might serve God without reproach. But God required him elsewhere. Gregory
hesitated long, inspired by the divine breath, but retained, led back and fascinated to the world, by the
attractions and habits of secular life. At last he yielded to the influence of his intimate and close relations
with the refugees of Monte Cassino, the successors and disciples of Benedict; and then, obeying the grace
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which enlightened him, he abruptly broke every tie, devoted his wealth to the endowment of six new
monasteries in Sicily, and established in his own palace in Rome, upon the Coelian hill, a seventh,
dedicated to St. Andrew, into which he introduced the Benedictine rule, and where he himself became a
monk. He sold all that remained of his patrimony to distribute it to the poor; and Rome, which had seen
the young and wealthy patrician traverse its streets in robes of silk covered with jewels, now saw him,
with admiration, clothed like a beggar, serving, in his own person, the beggars lodged in the hospital
which he had built at the gate of his paternal house, now changed into a monastery.

Once a monk, he would be nothing less than a model of monks, and practised with the utmost
rigour all the austerities sanctioned by the rule, applying himself specially at the same time to the study of
the Holy Scriptures. He ate only pulse which his mother, who had become a nun since her widowhood,
sent him to his convent, already soaked, in a silver porringer. This porringer was the only remnant of his
ancient splendour, and did not remain long in his hands, for one day a shipwrecked sailor came several
times to beg from him while he was writing in his cell, and finding no money in his purse, he gave him
that relic of his former wealth. Long after, Gregory saw the shipwrecked man, who appeared to him under
the form of his guardian angel, and instructed him that from that day God had destined him to govern His
Church, and to be the successor of Peter, whose charity he had imitated.

Continually engaged in prayer, reading, writing, or dictation, he persisted in pushing the severity of
his fasts to such an extent that his health succumbed, and his life itself was in danger. He fell so often into
fainting fits, that more than once, as he himself relates, he should have sunk under them, had not his
brethren supported him with more substantial food. In consequence of having attempted to do more than
others, he was soon obliged to relinquish even the most ordinary fasts, which everybody observed. He
was in despair at not being able to fast even upon Easter eve, a day on which even the little children fast,
says his biographer: and aided by the prayers of a holy abbot of Spoleto who had become a monk with
him at St. Andrea, he obtained from God the grace of strength to observe that fast at least. But he
remained weak and sickly all his life, and when he left his monastery, it was with health irreparably
ruined.

Pope Benedict | drew him first from the cloister in 577, to raise him to the dignity of one of the
seven cardinal-deacons or regionaries, who presided over the seven principal divisions of Rome. He
yielded, against his own will, to the authority of the pontiff. “When a ship,” said he, “is not well moored
in port, the storm seizes it, even on the most secure coast. Thus | am plunged again into the ocean of the
world, under an ecclesiastical pretext. | learn to appreciate the peace of the monastery by losing it, though
I have not been sufficiently careful of defending while I possessed it.” It was still worse when Pope
Pelagius Il sent him, as Apocrisiarius or Nuncio, to the Emperor Tiberius. During this involuntary
absence he was accompanied by several monks of the community, devoting himself with them to study
and reading, and following, as much as possible, all the observances of the rule. “By their example,” he
wrote, “I attach myself'to the coast of prayer, as with the cable of an anchor, while my soul is tossed upon
the waves of public life.”

He discharged the duties of his office, nevertheless, with reputation and success, re-established
between the Holy See and the Byzantine court the friendly relations which had been interrupted by the
Lombard invasion, and neglected no means to obtain from Tiberius and his successor, Maurice, the help
demanded by Rome and Italy against the terrible invasions, and the more and more oppressive
domination, of the Lombards. He also learnt to know the shifts and subterfuges which the Byzantine spirit
already employed against Roman unity and authority. He brought the patriarch Eutychus, who denied the
actual resurrection of the body, to an edifying retractation.

After six years of this honourable and laborious exile, he returned to Rome, and regained the
peaceful shelter of his monastery of St. Andrea, the monks of which elected him abbot soon after his
return. He enjoyed there for some time longer the delights of the life which he had chosen. Tenderly
cherished by his brethren, he took a paternal share in their trials and spiritual crosses, provided for their
temporal and spiritual necessities, and specially rejoiced in the holy death of several among them. He has
related the details of these in his Dialogues, and seems to breathe in them the perfume of heaven. But the
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affectionate kindness which always inspired him did not prevent him from maintaining with scrupulous
severity the requirements of the rule. He threw into a ditch the body of a monk, who had been a skilful
physician, and in whose possession three pieces of gold were found, in contempt of the article of the rule
which interdicted all individual property. The three pieces of gold were thrown upon the body, in presence
of all the monks, whilst they repeated aloud the words of the verse, “Pecunia tua tecum sit in
perditionem”. When this act of justice was accomplished, mercy took its sway once more in the heart of
the abbot, who caused mass to be celebrated for thirty days successively to deliver this poor soul from
purgatory.

This tender solicitude for souls was on the point of separating him from his dear monastery and
from Rome. Everybody knows how he saw exhibited in the market some poor pagan children, of
extraordinary beauty and fairness, who were said to be of the country of the Angles, to which he
answered, that they wore made to become angels. On which occasion, hastening to the pope, he begged
him to send missionaries into that great island of Britain, where the pagans sold such slaves; failing
others, offered himself for this work; surprised the pontiff into consent, and prepared instantly for his
departure. But when they understood his intention, the love with which the Romans had formerly
regarded him was re-awakened. They surrounded the pope as he went to St. Peter’s; they cried to him,
“You have offended St Peter; you have ruined Rome in allowing Gregory to leave us.” The astonished
pope yielded to the popular voice. He sent messengers after Gregory, who overtook him at three days’
journey from Rome; they led him back forcibly to his monastery. It was not as a missionary, but as a
pope, that he was to win England to the Church.

In 590, Pelagius Il died of the plague, which then depopulated Rome. Gregory was immediately
elected pope by the unanimous voice of the senate, the people, and the clergy. It was in vain that he
refused, and appealed to the Emperor Maurice not to confirm his election. The Romans intercepted his
letter; the imperial confirmation arrived. Then he disguised himself, and, fleeing from Rome to seek some
unknown retreat, wandered three days in the woods. He was followed, discovered, and a second time led
back to Rome, but this time to reign there. He bowed his head, weeping, under the yoke imposed upon
him by the divine will, and the unanimity of his fellow-citizens.

It was during the interval between his election and the imperial confirmation that, in the hope of
turning back the scourge of the plague, he caused the famous procession of three days (in which, for the
first time, all the abbots of the Roman monasteries appeared with their monks, and all the abbesses with
their nuns) to be celebrated. Whilst these communities defiled before Gregory, he saw an angel appear
upon the summit of the Hadrian Mole, putting back his sword into its sheath, the image of which,
standing upon the colossal mausoleum, has given its name to the Castle of St. Angelo, and perpetuated to
our own day the recollection of St. Gregory’s vision.

The supreme pontificate, perhaps, never fell upon a soul more disturbed and afflicted than that of
the monk who saw himself thus condemned to exchange the peace of the cloister for the cares of the
government of the universal Church, and the special defence of the interests of Italy. Not only then, but
during all his life, he did not cease to lament his fate. His sadness displayed itself first in his answers to
the congratulations which reached him from all quarters: “I have lost”, he wrote to the sister of the
emperor, “the profound joys of repose. I seem to have been elevated in external things, but in spiritual I
have fallen ... | endeavour daily to withdraw from the world and from the flesh, to see heavenly joys in
the spirit ... Neither desiring nor fearing anything in this world, | felt myself above everything. But the
storm of temptation has cast me all at once among alarms and terrors; for, though still | fear nothing for
myself, I fear much for those of whom I have the charge.” To the patrician Narses: “I am so overcome
with melancholy, that | can scarcely speak; the darkness of grief assails the eyes of my soul; | see nothing
that is not sad, and everything which is supposed to please me appears to me lamentable. For | cannot
cease to see from what a height of tranquillity | have fallen, and to what a height of embarrassment | have
ascended.” To Andrew, of the rank called Illustrious: “When you hear of my promotion to the episcopate,
weep, if yon love me; for there are so many temporal occupations here, that | find myself by this dignity
almost separated from the love of God.” To the patrician John, who had contributed to his election: “I
complain of your love, which has drawn me from the repose which you know | sought. God reward you
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with eternal gifts for your good intention, but | pray Him deliver me, as He shall please, from so many
perils; for, as my sins deserve, | have become bishop, not only of the Romans, but of these Lombards who
acknowledge only the right of the sword, and whose favour is torture. See how much your patronage has
brought me.” Then, taking up once more these images which he loved to borrow from maritime life, he
said to his intimate friend Leander, Bishop of Toledo, whom he had met at Constantinople: “ I am here so
beaten by the waves of this world, that | despair of being able to guide to port this rotten old vessel with
which God has charged me ... I must hold the helm amid a thousand difficulties ... | already hear the bell
of shipwreck ringing. ... | weep when | recall the peaceful shore which I have left, and sigh in perceiving
afar that which I cannot attain.”

One day, long after, when, more than ever overwhelmed by the burden of secular affairs, he had
withdrawn into a secret place, to give himself up to silence and sadness, he was joined there by the
deacon Peter, his pupil, the friend of his youth and companion of his beloved studies. “Has some new
trouble happened to yon,” said the young man, “that you are thus sadder than usual?” “My grief,”
answered the pontiff, ““ is that of all my days, always old by custom, and always new by its daily increase.
My poor soul recalls what it was of old in our monastery, when it soared over everything changeable and
transitory; when it dreamt only of heaven ; when by contemplation it escaped from the cloister of this
body which enclosed it; when it loved death as the entrance of life. And now, because of my pastoral
charge, it must bear the burdens of the men of the world, and soil itself in this dust. And when, after
having exhausted itself without, it comes back to its internal retreat, it returns with diminished forces. |
meditate on all | have suffered and lost. | see myself tossed by the ocean and broken by the tempest.
When | think of my former life, | seem to look back towards the shore. And what is still more sad, when
thus shaken by the storm, I can scarcely perceive the port which I have left.”

These exclamations of profound grief tell us all that we require to know of the influence of this
cloistral life, which swayed to such an extent the holy soul of the greatest man of his age.

It is true that the condition of the world and the Church, at the advent of Gregory, exhibited only
causes of grief and alarm. An obstinate, although restrained schism, which dated from the fifth general
council, and which had lasted forty years, consumed the powers of the clergy. The papacy, always
dependent on the Byzantine emperors, and unceasingly humiliated by them, did not even find, in the arm
of these distrustful and incapable masters, the support which it needed against its enemies from within
and without. Within the shadow of their throne flourished those patriarchs of Constantinople, whose
ambition already aspired to the title of universal, and who were to end by rending the Church in twain.
Africa was a prey to the Donatists; Spain was entirely Arian; England had fallen back into idolatry; in
Gaul, despite the Catholic faith professed by the successors of Clovis, simony polluted the Church, and
the struggles of Fredegond and Brunehaut distressed all Christians; in the East, the Avars and Persians
threatened or ravaged the empire. But nothing was more lamentable than the state of Italy. As if the
scourge of God, floods, plague, and famine, were not enough, men rent each other with contentions, and
disorders of all kind invaded the Church, following in the steps of persecution and war. The Lombards,
who from being pagans had become Arians, believed that by persecuting furiously the Roman Church
they would secure their power against the Greeks; they regarded the papacy as the servant of the
Byzantine court, and consequently as their own habitual enemy. The Greek emperors, on their side,
accused the popes of treason, because they did not sacrifice everything to the necessities of imperial
policy, or of usurpation, because they took upon themselves the task of providing for the public
necessities when the inaction or powerlessness of the lieutenants of Caesar became too evident. In reality,
the successors of Constantine, with an instinctive perception of the future, perceived already, in the
successors of St Peter, the power which God had destined to replace their decrepit sovereignty, in ltaly
and over that city in which the imagination of Christendom still placed the centre of the empire and the
cause of its existence. Thence came their tortuous, oppressive, and inconsistent policy. They would be
obeyed as masters, by nations whom they knew not how to defend; and as, amid the ruins which despot-
ism had everywhere accumulated, the papacy alone was seen standing, they willingly made the popes
responsible for the consequences of their own weakness.
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The poor monk who showed so much despair when he was thrown into that whirlpool by the
unanimous voice of the Romans, could yet perceive with a bold and clear glance the dangers of the
situation, and adopt a line of conduct which was a manifest realisation of the infallible promises of Jesus
Christ. He founded the temporal greatness of the Holy See, and the progress of its spiritual authority,
upon the basis, long immovable, of the gratitude and admiration of nations.

First of all, and especially, he concerned himself with the Lombards. Although he has perhaps
judged too severely in his writings this proud and intelligent race, whose courage and legislative powers
have attracted the attention of posterity, and who were a hundred times more worthy than the degenerate
Greco-Romans, whose authority he loyally endeavoured to re-establish in Italy, Gregory used in his
intercourse with them no means that were not legitimate and honourable. He had a right, after long and
laborious negotiations with them, to bear this testimony to himself, “Had I been willing to lend myself to
the destruction of the Lombards, that nation would have had today neither kings, dukes, nor counts, and
would have been a prey to irremediable confusion; but because | fear God | would not assist in the ruin of
any.” He doubtless alluded to the treacheries planned by the exarchs of Ravenna, who were the emperor’s
viceroys in Italy, by which they attempted to make up for their military inferiority before the Lombards.
The Roman exarch was, by his animosity and cowardice, one of the principal afflictions of Gregory’s life.
After having broken the peace with the Lombards, and thus justified the renewed hostilities of their dukes
Ariulf and Arigis in Central and Southern Italy, he abandoned Rome and Naples without defence, and
notwithstanding interdicted the pope from treating with the invaders. It was then that Gregory displayed
all the resolution of a valiant captain, with all the authority of a sovereign. He did not content himself
with complaining bitterly to the Emperor Maurice of the desertion of Italy, and that, in order to guard
Perugia, Rome had been left defenceless. “I was obliged,” he wrote to him, “to see with my own eyes the
Romans led into France with ropes round their necks, like dogs, to be sold in the market.” But he himself
provided what was most urgent, wrote to the military leaders to encourage them in resistance, pointed out
to the soldiers assembled at Naples the leader whom they should follow, fed the people, paid the troops
their wages and the Barbarians their contributions of war, all at the expense of the ecclesiastical treasury.
“ The emperor,” he wrote to the empress, “ has a treasurer for his troops at Ravenna, but as for me, | am
the treasurer of the Lombards at Rome.”

At a later period, the king of the Lombards, Agilulf, disgusted by the renewed treachery of the
imperial exarch, laid siege to Rome itself. Gregory, who was, above everything else, a bishop, and
watched over the spiritual interests of the Romans with still more care than he exerted for their material
defence, was then expounding the prophet Ezekiel in his sermons. He interrupted his discourses more
than once to breathe out his grief, and to deplore the misfortunes of the eternal city. “Two things specially
trouble me,” he said, when he was asked at least to explain the last chapters of the prophet upon the re-
establishment of the temple: “the obscurity of the text, and the news that King Agilulf has passed the Po
on his way to besiege us. Judge, my brethren, how a poor soul, thus troubled and distracted, can penetrate
into such mysteries.” And again, “What does the world contain which can please us? ... We see nothing
but sadness, we hear only groans ... Rome, once mistress of the world, how do we see her fallen! Where is
the senate? where is the people? But why speak | of men? The very buildings are destroyed and the walls
crumble down ... Once her princes and chiefs spread themselves over all the earth to possess it. The sons
of worldly men hastened hither to advance themselves in the world. Now that she is deserted and ruined,
no man comes here to seek his fortune: there is no power remaining to oppress the poor.” After a time he
announced that he should stop his preaching: “Let no one blame me if I put an end to this discourse. You
all perceive how our tribulations increase. The sword and death are everywhere. Some return to us with
their hands cut off, with the news that others are taken or killed. 1 must be silent, because my soul is
weary of life.”

Agilulf, however, for some unknown reason, did not succeed in taking Rome. All the surrounding
country was once more devastated, and the incurable desolation and unwholesome barrenness of the
Roman Campagna dates from this period; but the city was spared. Gregory could verify the prophecy of
St. Benedict, who had predicted that Rome, condemned to the most cruel trials, should sink back upon
herself, but should not be destroyed. He could still continue to watch over these crumbling walls, these
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overthrown palaces, these buildings worn out with extreme old age. But, as a reward for his generous and
useful efforts, he received only new denunciations from the exarch, and a reprimand from the emperor,
who reproached him in insulting terms with his simplicity. “I understand,” the pope replied to him, “what
the language of your serene missives means: you find that 1 have acted like a fool, and you are right. If |
had not acted like a fool | should not have borne all that | have borne for you among the swords of the
Lombards.” He succeeded at last, after nine years’ exertions, in overcoming the Byzantine repugnance to
acknowledge any right whatever on the side of the Lombards, and concluded a peace between the two
powers which made Italy, exhausted by thirty years of war and brigandage, thrill with joy. It was of short
duration; but when hostilities recommenced, he entered into direct negotiation with King Agilulf, and
obtained from that prince a special truce for Rome and its surrounding territory. He had besides found a
powerful advocate with the Lombard king in the person of the illustrious Queen Theodelinda, who was
the Clotilde of these last conquerors of Italy. This princess, a Bavarian and Catholic by birth, the widow
of King Autharis by her first marriage, had so gained the heart of the Lombards, that they conferred upon
her the right of designating his successor by marrying whomsoever she thought most worthy of reigning
with her. In this way she had given her hand and crown to Duke Agilulf, in the same year as that in which
Gregory ascended the Holy See. These two noble hearts soon understood each other. The queen was
always the faithful friend of the pope; she served as a medium of communication between him and her
husband. It is not certain whether she succeeded in converting the latter, but her gentle influence led the
entire Lombard nation, little by little, from Arianism to the Catholic faith. Gregory, from the very
beginning of his pontificate, had exhorted the Italian bishops to make special exertions for the conversion
of these formidable enemies of orthodoxy. It is believed that the queen was powerfully aided in this work
by the Dialogues which Gregory had compiled from the narratives of the first disciples and successors of
St. Benedict, and in which he related the life of that patriarch of the monastic order, and the marvels of
fervour and penitence exhibited by the monks who were imbued with his spirit. This work was dedicated
to the Lombard queen, as if to enable her to show to the devastators of Italy proofs of the sanctity and
moral greatness with which the orthodox faith alone could endow the vanquished.

It was thus that Gregory snatched Rome from the yoke of conquest. He not only preserved her
from the Lombards, but sheltered her from the violence of all the petty tyrants of the neighbourhood, who
rose amidst the universal confusion. But his soul was consumed, says one of his historians, by the fire of
perpetual alarms concerning the fate of his children, and that consecrated soil which he regarded as their
inheritance. We can understand now how the patriotism of popes, such as Gregory, created their temporal
power, and how, “sole guardians of Rome, they remained its masters.”

However, he required still more constancy and courage to contend with the Greeks, with that
Eastern Empire which was represented by functionaries whose odious exactions had quite as great a share
in the despair of the people as the ravages of the Barbarians, and whose malice was more dreadful, as he
wrote, than the sword of the Lombards: “They can only kill our bodies, while the imperial judges devour
our souls by their rapine and fraud.” Elsewhere he denounces to the empress the officers who, in Sardinia,
sold to the pagans for money the permission to sacrifice to their idols, and continued to collect that impost
from those who had been baptized, and who, in Corsica, overwhelmed the inhabitants with such burdens
that they were reduced to selling their children and fleeing to seek refuge among the Lombards. It was the
same in Sicily, and the revenues provided by their extortions were to be employed in the defence of Italy.
But, said Gregory to the empress, “ it might be suggested to the emperor that it would be better to give up
some expenses in Italy, in order to dry the tears of the oppressed in Sicily. | say this briefly, and only that
the supreme Judge may not impute my silence to me as a crime.”

The entire life of Gregory was then a struggle with the Byzantine spirit, with the patriarch of
Constantinople, who aimed at supplanting the Roman pontiff, as well as with the emperor, who would
have dominated Italy without defending her, and ruled the Church as if she had been only a province of
his empire. God had sent him, before his pontificate, to Constantinople, that he might the better
understand that field of battle in which he won for the Church more than one difficult victory.

Among so many conflicts—through which Gregory always maintained the rights and dignities of
the Holy See, conciliating, at the same time, with extraordinary precautions, the arrogance of the
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Byzantine court—we shall dwell only on that one which arose between him and the patriarch of
Constantinople, John, surnamed the Faster. Relying on the support of most of the Eastern bishops, faithful
to the proud pretensions which for two centuries past had been entertained by the bishops of the imperial
residence, and preluding thus the disastrous ambition of his successors, this monk, who had begun by a
pretence of refusing the episcopate, took in his acts the title of ecumenical or universal patriarch. Gregory
stood up with as much vigour as authority against this strange pretension. He did not draw back before the
emperor, who openly sided with the bishop of his new capital, and although deserted in the struggle by
the two other patriarchs of Antioch and Alexandria, who would have been equally wounded by the
usurpation of him of Constantinople, Gregory persevered, during all his pontificate, in his resistance to
that wretched assumption, in which he perceived less an attempt upon the unity and authority of the
universal Church, than an excess of pride on one side and adulation on the other, which disgusted his
humble and generous soul.

“What!” he wrote to the emperor, “St Peter, who received the keys of heaven and earth, the power
of binding and loosing, the charge and primacy of the whole Church, was never called universal apostle;
and yet my pious brother John would name himself universal bishop. | must needs exclaim, O tempora! O
mores! All Europe is in the power of the Barbarians. The cities are overthrown, the castles are in ruins,
the provinces are depopulated, the soil has no longer hands to cultivate it; idolaters pursue the faithful
even to death. And priests who should prostrate themselves in the courts of the temple in dust and ashes,
seek after titles of vanity!” He took care to explain to the emperor that he did not defend his own cause,
but that of the whole Church, which was scandalised by such an unheard-of pretension. He reminded him
that Nestorius and Macedonius, both bishops of Constantinople, had both been heretics and heresiarchs.
He added: “For me, I am the servant of all the priests as long as they live in a manner becoming the
priesthood: but if any one raises his head against God and against the laws of our fathers, | am confident
that he shall not make me bow mine, even with the sword.”

Gregory was so much the more bold in combating the dangerous vanity of the Byzantine patriarch,
that he himself had displayed on all occasions a sincere and practical humility. His vast correspondence
and all the acts of his life furnish a thousand touching proofs of it. He had impressed the seal of this
humility upon the papacy itself, by adopting, first of all the popes, in the preamble of his official
documents, the fine title of Servant of the servants of God, which has become the distinctive title of his
successors. He had expressly refused the same name of universal bishop or pope, which had been given
him by the patriarch of Alexandria. His magnanimous humility displays itself fully in these noble words
of his letter to this patriarch. “I desire to increase in virtue and not in words. I do not consider myself
honoured in that which dishonours my brethren. It is the honour of the universal Church which honours
me. It is the strength and greatness of my brethren in the episcopate which does me honour. | feel myself
truly honoured only when | see that no man refuses to another the honour due to him. Away with those
words which inflate vanity and wound charity! ... The holy Council of Chalcedon and other Fathers have
offered this title to my predecessors, but none of them has ever used it, that they might guard their own
honour in the sight of God, by seeking here below the honour of all the priesthood.”

This weighty difference, another of which we shall speak regarding the prohibition addressed to
soldiers to their becoming monks, and especially that which arose between the pope and the emperor
touching the irregular election of the metropolitan of Salona, contributed to render almost permanent the
misunderstanding between them. That Eastern world which was so soon to become the prey of Islam, was
obstinate in ignoring its best chance of salvation, in alienating the nations and Churches of the West, and
in weakening by a minute and vexatious despotism the Christian life which had blossomed with so much
promise in its bosom. Gregory had to exercise an incessant vigilance, to prevent the immense army of lay
officials, from the emperor down to the meanest agent of the treasury, from encroaching upon the rights
and liberties of the Church, and especially from relaxing or attempting to break the ties of subordination
which connected individual churches with the Holy See. And he had also to reconcile this permanent and
universal resistance with the submission which he professed and practised, to the best of his power,
towards the empire in temporal affairs. In claiming for the Church an almost absolute liberty and
sovereignty in spiritual matters, he did not hesitate to declare himself the humble subject of Caesar. From
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thence came that singular medley of immovable resolution and humble protestations which appears in his
correspondence with the Caesars. However, though he always spoke and often acted as a docile subject of
the successors of Augustus and Constantine, they were not slow to understand that they had something
else to deal with in this bishop, who was at once the direct successor of Peter, the patriarch of the entire
West, and the greatest proprietor in Italy, and who had already occupied the place of mediator between the
Barbarians and the Empire.

We find this mixture of extreme humility and energetic resistance in another struggle, which the
constant and natural concern of Gregory for the rights and interests of monastic life had led him into, in
the beginning of his pontificate. The Emperor Maurice had published an edict which interdicted public
functionaries and soldiers from entering either into the ranks of the clergy or into a monastery. Gregory
approved the first clause of this law, which interdicted public functionaries from holding ecclesiastical
offices: “for,” said he, “these people prefer rather to change their occupation, than to leave the world”.
But, always a monk in his heart, he protested against the measure relative to monastic life, in a letter
celebrated for its eloquence and ability, and which must not be omitted here. He begins by declaring that
he speaks not as pope, but as an individual, the obliged friend of the emperor, which explains the humble
character of certain passages; but he soon rises to all the loftiness of spiritual power and the freedom of
souls.

“The man who fails to be sincere in what he says or does to the serene emperors is responsible
towards God. For myself, the unworthy servant of your piety, | speak neither as bishop nor as subject, but
by the right which I find in my heart. For, serene lord, you were my master before you became master of
all ... 1 confess to my masters that this law has filled me with terror, for it closes the way of heaven to
many. ... There are many who can lead a Christian life in the world. But there are also many who cannot
be saved, but by forsaking all things. . . .

“And who am I but dust, and a worm of the earth, who venture to speak thus to my masters?
However, when | see this law interfere with God, the Master of the world, | cannot keep silence. For this
power over the human race has been bestowed from on high upon my masters, that they might help those
who would do well to open up the way to heaven, and make the earthly kingdom serve the heavenly. Yet
here it is forbidden to him who has once been enrolled in the terrestrial army to enter, unless when an
invalid or in retirement, into the service of our Lord. ... It is thus that Christ answers by me, the last of His
servants and yours: ‘I have made thee, from a secretary, count of the guards; from count, Caesar; from
Caesar, emperor; if that was not enough, | have made thee also father of an emperor. | have put My priests
under thy power, and thou withdrawest thy soldiers from My service!” Sire, say to your servant what you
can answer to Him who, at the Day of Judgment, shall speak to you thus.

“Perhaps it is supposed that none of these men are truly converted; but I, your unworthy servant,
have known many soldiers converted in my lifetime, who have, in the monasteries, given an example of
every virtue, and even worked miracles. Yet this law interdicts every similar conversion. Inquire, |
beseech you, what emperor it was who made a similar law, and see whether it becomes you to imitate
him. And consider besides that men would be prevented from leaving the world at a time when the end of
the world approaches. For the time is not distant when, amidst the burning of heaven and earth, in the
universal conflagration of the elements, surrounded by angels and archangels, thrones, dominions, and
powers, the terrible Judge shall appear. When He would pardon all your sins, if He did not find this single
law directed against Himself, what, | pray you, will be your excuse? | conjure you by that terrible Judge,
not to make your tears, your fasts, your many prayers, useless before God, but to soften or abrogate this
law, for the army of my masters shall increase so much the more against the army of the enemy, as the
army of God shall increase in prayer.

“In submission, however, to your command, I have forwarded this same law into the different
provinces, and because it is not in accordance with the will of God Almighty, | warn you of it by this
supplication. | have thus fulfilled my duty on both sides—have rendered obedience to the emperor, and
have not been silent concerning that which seemed to me in opposition to God.”
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Modest and humble as this letter was, he did not venture to send it to the emperor by his resident
representative, but confided it to one of Maurice’s physicians, who was a private friend of his own, that it
might be presented privately, and at a favourable moment. The immediate effect of this protest is not
known, but it was listened to, for a subsequent letter of the pope to the metropolitans of Italy and Illyria
enjoins them not to receive soldiers into monasteries till after a three years’ novitiate, and adds, that the
emperor consented to these conditions.

These perpetual contests with the Byzantine court may explain, without excusing, the conduct of
Gregory at the death of the Emperor Maurice. This prince, infected, like all his predecessors, with a mania
for interfering in ecclesiastical affairs, and interfering with all the weight of absolute power, was very
superior to most of them. Gregory himself has more than once done justice to his faith and piety, to his
zeal for the Church and respect for her canons. He acknowledged that in his reign no heretic dared open
his mouth. Almost the only thing with which the emperor could be reproached, was his avarice. After
twenty years of an undistinguished reign, he unfortunately abandoned twelve thousand captives of his
army to the sword of the Avars, who massacred the whole on his refusal to ransom them. From this
circumstance arose a military revolt, which placed Phocas upon the throne. This wretch not only
murdered the Emperor Maurice, gouty, and incapable of defending himself, but also his six sons, whom
he caused to be put to death under the eyes of their father, without even sparing the youngest, who was
still at the breast, and whom his nurse would have saved by putting her own child in his place; but
Maurice, who would not have his child preserved at such a cost, disclosed that pious deception to the
murderers. He died like a Christian hero, repeating the words of the psalm, “Thou art just, O Lord, and
Thy judgment is right.” He had before entreated God to expiate his sins by a violent death in this world,
that he might be spared from suffering in the other. This massacre did not satisfy Phocas, who sacrificed
the empress and her three daughters, the brother of Maurice, and a multitude of others in his train. The
monster then sent his own image and that of his wife to Rome, where the senate and people received them
with acclamation.

Gregory unfortunately joined in these mean acclamations. He carried these images of his new
masters, bathed in innocent blood, into the oratory of the Lateran palace. Afterwards he addressed
extraordinary congratulations to Phocas, not in the surprise of the first moment, but seven months after
the crime. “God,” said he, “the sovereign arbiter of the life of man, sometimes raises up one to punish the
crimes of many, as we have experienced in our long affliction; and sometimes to console the afflicted
hearts of many, He raises another whose mercy fills them with joy, as we hope from your piety. Therefore
we feel strengthened by the abundance of our joy, congratulating ourselves that your goodness has
attained the imperial dignity. Let heaven and earth rejoice with us! ”He also wrote to the new empress:
“No tongue can express, nor mind conceive, the gratitude which we owe to God, that your Serenity has
attained the empire, and that we are delivered from the hard burden we have so long endured, and to
which has succeeded a gentle yoke which we can bear. Let choirs of angels and voices of men unite with
us to thank the Creator!” It is true, that in this same letter to Phocas, and in a subsequent one, he points
out to him the duties of his charge, exhorts him to amend the errors of past reigns, and supplicates him so
to rule, that under him all may enjoy their possessions and his freedom in peace. “For,” says he, “there is
this difference between the barbarous kings and the emperors of the republic, that the former rule over
slaves, and the latter over free men.” This was precisely the reverse of the truth : it was, besides, a
melancholy and guilty homage rendered to a man who was to become one of the most odious tyrants of
his age, and who had gained the empire by a crime without parallel even in the annals of that infamous
history.

This is the only stain upon the life of Gregory. We do not attempt either to conceal or excuse it. It
can scarcely be explained by recalling all the vexations he had suffered from Maurice and his agents,
annoyances of which he always complained energetically, though he did not fail to do justice to the
undeniable piety of the old emperor, who, like all his predecessors, imagined himself entitled to judge and
direct the affairs of the Church, but was in no respect a persecutor. Perhaps, too, Gregory adopted this
means to secure the help which he implored from Phocas against the new incursions of the Lombards, or
to mollify beforehand the already threatening intentions of the tyrant. We have seen that he mingled
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advice and indirect lessons with his congratulations. It must also be remembered that these flatteries,
which we find so repugnant from the pen of our holy and great pope, were in some sort the official
language of those times; they resulted from the general debasement of public manners, and from the tone
of the language invariably used then at each change of reign. His motives were undoubtedly pure.
Notwithstanding, a stain remains upon his memory, and a shadow upon the history of the Church, which
is so consoling and full of light in this age of storms and darkness. But among the greatest and holiest of
mortals, virtue, like human wisdom, always falls short in some respect.

Gregory, who died sixteen months after the advent of Phocas, had no time either to expiate or
repair that weakness. No doubt he would have done it, if occasion had been given him. His life
demonstrated nothing more clearly than his boldness in presence of danger, and his immovable
perseverance in the pursuit of right and truth, whenever he perceived them. All his career justifies the
noble words which he wrote to his apocrisarius or nuncio at Constantinople: “You ought to know how I
feel, 1 who have resolved to die rather than see the chair of St. Peter degenerate in my lifetime. You know
my disposition; | bear long, but when | have once resolved to endure no longer, | face all dangers with
joy.” Save in the deplorable instance which we have pointed out, he always showed himself faithful to the
instructions which he gave to an Illyrian bishop who lamented over the iniquity of the imperial judges:
Your duty is to assist for the cause of the poor and oppressed. If you do not succeed, God will remember
the intention; seek above all things to gain Him who reads hearts. As for human terrors and favours, they
are but a smoke which vanishes before the lightest breath. Be assured that it is impossible to please God
and the wicked at the same time; consider yourself most agreeable to God when you perceive yourself
odious to perverse men. However, even in defending the poor, be grave and moderate."

But to perceive in all their purity the greatness of his soul and the influence of his genius upon the
doctrines of the Church, it is necessary to turn from that Lower Empire which was condemned to
irremediable decay, and where the seeds of schism budded in the bosom of abject servitude. Life and
honour were elsewhere. Gregory was aware of it.

He did not content himself with the imposing position of defender of Rome, protector of Italy, and
mediator between the Greeks and Lombards. He did more. In turning towards the Germanic nations, he
showed the way by which the Roman Church, and with her the mind and future fate of the West, could be
emancipated from the dishonouring yoke of Byzantium.

The Roman Empire existed no longer in its first form. That climax of disgrace had come to an end.
The civilised world was escaping from that absolute dominion exercised by monsters or adventurers,
which has been admired in our own days by some base souls worthy of having lived under Caracalla or
Arcadius. The human race had at last perceived its own shame. The yoke of a free nation, however cruel
and iniquitous, may be borne without blushing; but to obey a nation itself enslaved by the most repellent
despotism, is to ask too much of human baseness. The whole world was then in insurrection against
Rome, and the insurrection had everywhere triumphed.

It was necessary that the victorious Barbarians, and those countries which had been revivified by
the rude experience of conquest, should be kept from identifying in a common reprobation the odious
phantom of old imperial Rome, and that young Church, the sovereign see of which God, by a secret
miracle of His providence, had established in the very centre of the empire which had persecuted her so
cruelly, which she had in vain attempted to regenerate after having converted it, but which she was shortly
to eclipse and replace in the world. It was necessary to keep Constantinople from imagining itself the heir
of Rome, and planting its degrading and egotistical dominion beside the protecting, and up to this time
irreproachable, authority of the popes. The Franks, the Visigoths, the Lombards, and the Anglo-Saxons,
entered on the scene; they inaugurated the destiny of races which, after the course of thirteen centuries,
are still at the head of humanity; they would willingly bow their youthful and unsubdued force before the
pure and new-born majesty of the Church, but not before the decrepit servitude of the Byzantine empire.

Gregory was the man predestined to the salutary and decisive work of transition. The spiritual and
temporal independence of the West manifested itself in him. He was the first pope who paid special
attention to the Western races, and associated himself, by directing it, with the progress of the German
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conquerors. He was their friend, their educator, and their master. To assimilate them to the Church, to
adapt her to their instincts and reason, without compromising the traditional element and sovereign
authority, the immovable centre of which was to remain standing in the midst of desolated Rome, nothing
less would suffice than the tender and patient genius of Gregory and his successors.

Long crushed between the Lombards and Byzantines, between the unsoftened ferocity of the
Barbarians and the vexatious decrepitude of despotism, Gregory, with that instinctive perception of future
events which God sometimes grants to pure souls, sought elsewhere a support for the Roman Church. His
eyes were directed to the new races, who were scarcely less ferocious than the Lombards, but who did
not, like them, weigh upon Italy and Rome, and who already exhibited elements of strength and
continuance.

The West separated itself more and more from the East The patriarch of Constantinople, despite the
proud titles with which he concealed his servitude, gradually fell into the first rank of the imperial
household. The patriarchs of Antioch, Alexandria, and Jerusalem, were about to be swept away by
Islamism. Rome alone remained standing, incessantly insulted, but not yet enslaved. Africa and Illyria,
which were still attached to the patriarchate of the West, of which Rome was the see, were soon to fall,
one under the sword of the Arabs, the other, to identify itself with the domains of the Caesar of
Constantinople. But the great Churches of the new northern kingdom could make up, and more than make
up, for that loss.

The rupture of all political ties between the Roman Empire and Gaul, Spain, and Britain, had
naturally loosened the links which attached the Churches of these countries to Rome. To renew these
links, and to preserve the Church from sinking under the feudal institutions which were to prevail in the
new order of social affairs, the best thing that could be done was to form alliances with the Germanic
races which had replaced Roman dominion. Gregory took that glorious and salutary initiative. We shall
see further on what he did for Spain and Great Britain. Let us first exhibit his choice of Gaul, the Church
and kingdom of the Franks, to become the nucleus of the great Germanic Christendom. He thus attached
to himself the only nation among the Barbarians which, while Arianism prevailed everywhere, remained
orthodox. He founded the alliance which, two centuries after, finally freed the Holy See from every
foreign yoke, from Byzantine dominion, as well as from the violence of the Lombards.

It does not appear that he called the Franks to the help of Italy against the Lombards, like his
predecessor, Pelagius Il; they had come already, and three Frank invasions had produced only an increase
of calamity to the inhabitants of the northern part of the peninsula. He took another way, and entered, in
the first place, into the closest relations with the Church of Gaul, on account of lands which the Roman
Church possessed in Provence, and which had been long deserted, like all the other vast territories which
already constituted the patrimony of St. Peter. A holy monk of the isle of Lerins, Virgilius, was then
bishop of Arles, and metropolitan of Provence. Gregory gave him the pallium, without prejudice to the
rights of the metropolitan, and made him his vicar in the domains of King Childebert, enjoining him
specially to devote himself to the work of rooting out the radical vices of the Gallo-Frank Church, which
were simony, and the election of laymen to bishoprics. He took occasion from this to address himself
directly to the young king, Childebert Il, who reigned in Burgundy and Austrasia, and to his mother
Brunehaut, is much to recommend Virgilius to their support in the execution of the apostolical decrees, as
to ask their protection for the priest Candidus, whom he had charged with the administration of the
pontifical possessions in Gaul. It is in one of these letters to Brunehaut that we find, on the subject of the
education which she had given to her descendants, and other virtues supposed to belong to her, those
emphatic compliments with which he has been so often reproached, and which agree so little with all that
we know of the life of that too notorious princess. But it cannot be denied, that along with these praises,
borrowed from the adulatory style of the Byzantine court, the forms of which he had too much
accustomed himself to imitate, Gregory addressed to the young king Childebert the noblest language
which had ever been addressed by a pontiff to a king. He began, in the words which follow, to make
audible that great papal voice which, for a thousand years, was to be the supreme organ of justice and
humanity to princes and nations:—“As much as the royal dignity is above common men, your throne
elevates you above the other thrones of nations. It is a small thing to be a king when others are so, but it is
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a great thing to be a Catholic, when others do not share the same honour. As a great lamp shines with all
the brilliancy of its light in the deepest darkness of night, so the splendour of your faith shines amid the
voluntary obscurity of other nations ... In order, then, to surpass other men in works as well as in faith, let
not your Excellency cease to show yourself merciful to your subjects. If there are things which offend
you, punish none without discussion. You shall please the King of kings best when, restraining your
authority, you believe yourself to have less privilege than power.”

After the premature death of Childebert Il in 596, and during the minority of his heirs, Brunehaut,
who was regent of his two kingdoms, the east and south-east of Gaul, continued an increasingly close and
frequent intercourse with Gregory. She asked the pallium for the Bishop of Autun, and he accorded that
envied distinction to the Burgundian prelate, only while insisting anew upon the necessity of extirpating
simony, destroying the remnants of idolatry, which still mingled with the Christianity of the Franks and
Burgundies, reforming the scandalous life of some priests who lived with women, and lastly, putting an
end to that invasion of unprepared laymen into the priesthood, and even into the episcopate, which he
energetically called the heresy of neophytes,

He sent to her, in the quality of legate, and in order to hold a council for the cure of these
irregularities, Cyriac, the abbot of his own monastery of St. Andrea at Rome. This council was never
assembled; but Brunehaut, and her grandson Thierry, king of Burgundy, sent an embassy to Gregory in
602, to negotiate, by his mediation, a treaty of alliance, offensive and defensive, with the Byzantine
emperor, against the Avars, who threatened the empire and the Frank kingdoms equally. The political and
social part played by the papacy developed itself thus gradually and naturally under the pontificate of the
first monk who had occupied the chair of St. Peter. The murder of Maurice, it is true, prevented the
success of this negotiation; but the Burgundian ambassador was charged, besides, to obtain from the pope
the confirmation of two monasteries and an hospital, which Brunehaut had founded at Autun.

It was then, and at the express request of the Frankish crown, that Gregory issued that famous
charter, in which, for the first time, the direct subordination of temporal power to spiritual is clearly set
forth and recognised. The inviolability of persons and property, and the electoral freedom of the three new
monastic communities of Antun, were placed under the safeguard of papal authority, and of a penalty
which is thus declared: “If any king, bishop, judge, or other secular person, knowing this constitution,
shall venture to infringe it, let him be deprived of the dignity of his power and honour, and let him know
that he has rendered himself guilty before the tribunal of God. And if he does not restore that which he
has wickedly taken away, or lament with fit penitence the unlawful acts he has done, let him be debarred
from the holy body and blood of our God and Saviour, and remain subject in the eternal judgment to a
severe retribution.”

Thus the hand of the Church began to write, but with the consent of the elective and limited royalty
of conquering races, that new law of the West which, five centuries later than the monk Gregory |, was to
be appealed to and applied in its full extent by the monk Gregory VII and his successors. Nothing can
better depict the difference of sentiment and attitude displayed by the papacy towards the kings of the
Germanic nations and the Byzantine emperors, than the contrast between this document and the almost
passive obedience which St. Gregory professed to the imperial court, even in his most energetic protests
against certain of its acts. And nothing contradicts more entirely the chimerical distinction between the
Roman emperors and the Barbarian kings, which he attempts to establish in his letter to Phocas.

Gregory did not confine himself to these relations with the princes and bishops of Austrasia and
Burgundy. He wrote to Clotharius Il, king of Neustria, and to the principal bishops of that portion of
Gaul, recommending them to undertake the work of converting the Anglo-Saxons, the object of his
special predilection, which he had never lost sight of amid the most serious troubles, and in which
Brunehaut cooperated zealously. On this account he also entered into correspondence with the principal
bishops of the north and west of Gaul: he enjoined them, as he had urged the bishops of Burgundy and
Austrasia, with the most earnest entreaties, to combat the various ecclesiastical abuses, unlawful
ordinations, and specially simony, which he everywhere calls heresy, and which made frightful progress
every day, disguising itself under a thousand different forms, infecting already all the grades of the
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ecclesiastical hierarchy in all Christian countries, and threatening to consume like a cancer the vigour and
beauty of the Church, thanks to the connivance and complicity of too many bishops.

In all his relations with the bishops, not only of Gaul, but of entire Christendom, he always
manifested the affectionate respect with which the episcopal character and form inspired him, and which
he had so eloquently expressed in the contest touching the title of universal patriarch. “God forbid,” he
wrote, “that I should desire to infringe the decrees of our ancestors in any Church, to the prejudice of my
colleagues in the priesthood; for I should thus injure myself by interfering with the rights of my brethren.”
And, elsewhere, “Receive this as certain in matters of ecclesiastical privilege, that we will preserve its
rights to each individual Church, as we defend our own ... | desire to honour by every means my brethren
in the episcopate.” At the same time he gave to the jurisdiction of the Holy See a range and authority
which had never been better established. He extended it even to Jerusalem, and beyond the extremities of
the Roman world, to Ireland and Iberia He replied to applications for advice from Caucasus, and
encouraged the attempts made to convert Persia He reduced to due limits the power of the metropolitans,
who seemed disposed to assume an authority superior to that of the other bishops, and independent of the
Holy See; he settled that none of them should be ordained without the confirmation of the pope. His
struggles with the metropolitans of Cagliari, of Ravenna, and, above all, of Salona, were among the
greatest trials of his pontificate; but he overcame all resistance. His vigilant eye and eloquent voice
everywhere stimulated the re-establishment and exact observance of the canons, and especially the
freedom of episcopal elections, which were then in the hands of the clergy and people of each diocese.
Very urgent motives were necessary to induce him to limit that liberty, or even indirectly to interfere in
that choice. During the vacancy of the see of Milan, when it was announced to him that one of his most
intimate friends would be elected, he answered, “I have long resolved never to meddle, for the advantage
of any one whatsoever, in the collation of spiritual charges: I shall confine myself to following with my
prayers the election which you are about to make, in order that God may grant you a pastor who will lead
you in the pastures of the divine word.”

But the less he was disposed to interfere in the designation of those elected, the more he required
that they should rigidly fulfil the conditions of canonical laws. He did not simply refuse to recognise a
person elected contrary to the canons; he excluded him from all ecclesiastical dignities, and sometimes
went so far as to subject him to a penitentiary detention in some monastery, in company with the bishops
who had consecrated him. He did not hesitate to depose the bishops who showed themselves unworthy of
their charge. Upon those whom he judged worthy he exercised an attentive and indefatigable
watchfulness, to constrain them to residence, to pastoral visits, and to that great art of preaching which he
himself practised with so much eloquence and assiduity even amid the harassments of the supreme
pontificate. He recommended them to make their internal life in harmony with the external solemnity of
their functions and pious demonstrations; for, said he, prayer is vain if conduct is evil. He was not content
with regular morals and irreproachable faith; he would have them besides sufficiently endowed with
energy and capacity; for “in our times,” he said, “we must confide power into the hands of those who will
not be solely engrossed by the salvation of souls, but will also be mindful of the defence and temporal
interests of their inferiors.” His truly paternal authority disdained puerile and troublesome homage. He
turned away with repugnance from the exaggerated demonstrations of respect towards himself in which
certain bishops took pleasure. “I love not,” he said, “these vain and foolish exaggerations”. He fixed for
every five years, instead of every three, the term of the periodical and obligatory visit of the bishops to
Rome. The priests and all the orders of the ecclesiastical hierarchy were objects of the same solicitude
and severe vigilance.

His vast correspondence testifies at once to the unwearied activity of his administration, his ardent
zeal for justice and discipline, and the increasing development of questions of canonical law and
discipline which began to replace, especially in the West, the dogmatic questions which had been
sufficiently elaborated in the five general councils held up to that time.

Those eyes which incessantly superintended the Christian world did not pass over the vast domains
of the Church which, under the name of the patrimony of St. Peter, were already formed, not only in Gaul,
as has been already seen, but in Africa, Corsica, Dalmatia, Sicily, and especially in the south of Italy.
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Before Gregory, negligence and confusion reigned everywhere in these lands. He neglected no means of
re-establishing order and restoring them to their just value. His letters show that he considered no detail
beneath him to attain that end, and that it was his special endeavour to rule them with the most exact
justice. The spirit of the disciple of St. Benedict, the monk who, careful, attentive, and just, appreciated so
highly the rights of labour, is evident at every step. He wrote to Peter, the administrator of the Roman
Church in Sicily, that letter which deserves to be inscribed by the side of the noblest titles of the papacy :
“We understand that the price paid for corn to the peasant subjects of the Church is lowered in times of
abundance: we desire that they shall always be paid according to the current price. ... We forbid that the
farmers shall pay more than the rate fixed in their lease; and we shall withdraw all the disgraceful
exactions which shall exceed the sums prescribed in proportion to their ability. And in order that no one
after our death may be able to impose these burdens anew, let them be invested in their lands by a written
form which shall state the sum which each one has to pay. ... We would not have the coffers of the Church
soiled with sordid gains.”

The devoted friend of the peasants, who had scarcely escaped from the deadly pressure of Roman
taxation when they fell into the hands of the Barbarian conquerors, less skilfully rapacious but more
brutal, he especially employed his power in reducing their burdens, guaranteeing the freedom of their
marriages, the security of their possessions, and the inviolability of their inheritances. He placed at the
head of his domains, in each province, no longer laymen, but ecclesiastics imbued with his own spirit,
from whom he exacted a promise before the tomb of St Peter, that they would manage the patrimony of
the Church as the treasury of labourers and the poor. He extended this solicitude even beyond the limits of
his own possessions; and it is pleasant to see the head of the universal Church turn from his struggles with
Byzantium and the Lombards to take in hand the interest of some obscure husbandmen of the island of
Sardinia. “I have learned”, he wrote to the Bishop of Cagliari, “that certain laymen, charged with the
administration of your patrimony, have committed depredations to the detriment of your peasants, and
refused to render an account: it becomes you, after having examined into this with the utmost rigour, to
decide, according to the justice of the case, between your peasants and these men, in order to make them
if possible disgorge their prey.” He was everywhere the man of justice and freedom. It was not alone the
interests of the Church, its possessions and vassals, which inspired his zeal. He endeavoured to defend the
rights and liberty of all, by the influence of his spiritual authority and the freedom of his pontifical
language, against the exactions, the arbitrary violence, and cruelty of the imperial magistrates; and,
addressing himself to the ex-consul Leontius, the envoy of the Emperor Maurice, he set down this great
principle of Christian policy, always ignored, but always undeniable : “You should watch over the liberty
of those whom you judge as over your own; and if you would hinder your superiors from trampling your
freedom under foot, know how to honour and guard that of your inferiors.”

All who were oppressed, all the victims of power or wickedness, found in him a champion. He
interfered indignantly concerning “the atrocious and unheard-of crime” committed by a vassal of the
diocese of Messina, in carrying away his godson’s young wife to sell her to another: and threatened with
canonical punishment not the guilty person only, but the bishop of the diocese who left such attempts
unpunished.

It might be said that he anticipated the abolition of slavery in this preamble to an act of
enfranchisement. “Since the Redeemer and Creator of the world made Himself incarnate in the form of
humanity, in order to break the chain of our slavery by the grace of freedom, and to restore us to our
pristine liberty, it is well and wise to restore the benefit of original liberty to men whom nature has made
free, and whom the laws of men have bowed under the yoke of servitude. For this reason we make you,
Montanus and Thomas, servants of the holy Roman Church, which we also serve with the help of God,
free from this day, and Roman citizens, and we make over to you all your stock of money”. Even in his
theological expositions, in his commentaries on Job, this image of slavery still pursues him : “The
penitent sinner here below,” says he, “is like a slave who has fled from his master, but who is not yet free:
he has deserted his sins by contrition, but he must still fear the chastisement. He will be truly
enfranchised, truly free, only in heaven, where he can no longer doubt his pardon, where he shall lose
even the recollection of his fault, and where he shall taste the serenity and joy of freedom.”
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Until this terrible stain of slavery could be entirely effaced in the full light of Christianity, Gregory
ordained that every pagan or Jewish slave who desired to become a Christian should be freed at the cost
of the Church: above all, he would not suffer Christians to remain the slaves of Jews. When he could not
free them otherwise by legal means, he caused them to be redeemed out of the ecclesiastical treasury.
However, he checked energetically the rigorous measures and popular violence to which the Jews, in the
midst of newborn Christendom, were already exposed. His conduct and precepts on this subject formed a
striking contrast to the odious persecution then inflicted by the intolerant zeal of the new Christians in
Gaul and Spain upon the children of Israel. He strictly interdicted the bishops of Arles and Marseilles
from baptizing them by force. He obliged the bishops of Terracina, of Palermo, and Cagliari to restore to
them the synagogues from which they had been expelled. “It is by gentleness,” he wrote to these prelates,
“by benevolence and exhortations that we must lead the unbelievers back to unity, lest we alienate by
terrors and menaces those whom charitable preaching and the fear of the last judgment shall not have
established in the faith. We must use such moderation with them that they will not resist us; but we must
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never constrain them against their will, since it is written, ‘Offer yourselves a willing sacrifice’.

It may be affirmed that this sentiment of intelligent and liberal charity was the leading principle of
his generous efforts to root out the remains of paganism, as well as those of heresy and schism, from the
countries where his authority transcended every other. And if he sometimes appears to derogate from this
by rigorous measures, which we lament to find in the history of so noble a life, it must be acknowledged
that these fell always far short of the severity authorised by the laws and manners of his time. Thus it is
lamentable to see him lend his authority to the corporal punishment of the Barbariciaus, a pagan tribe
from Africa, whom the Vandals had left in the island of Sardinia; and elsewhere to enjoin, now that a
higher rate of taxes should be exacted from the pagans who refused to be converted, and now that the
Jews should be allured to baptism by the bait of taking off a third from the rent of their farms.

For this proceeding he gave the melancholy reason which has since served other proselytisers : “If
they are not sincerely converted themselves, their children at least will be baptized with better will.” But
even this was an improvement upon the custom of judges and even bishops, who made the peasants pay
for permission to worship their gods, and even continued to extort that tribute after these pagans had been
converted. He was careful to interdict all vexatious taxes imposed upon old or new Catholics under
pretence of heresy, and every kind of violence against schismatics, however obstinate. He succeeded,
notwithstanding, in destroying in Africa the heresy of the Donatists, which had lasted nearly two
centuries, and which had consumed the strength of St. Augustine: he proceeded in this matter with as
much prudence as energy, respecting the ancient customs which were not contrary to the Catholic faith,
and refusing to approve of the too rigorous measures decreed by the Council of Carthage against all
bishops who did not pursue the heretics with sufficient ardour. After this council, held in 594, the
Donatists disappear from history.

He had also the good fortune to terminate the schism of Aquileia, which had for half a century
separated from the body of the Church the bishops of \enetia and Istria, obstinate defenders of the three
chapters condemned at the fifth general council; and although this schism was founded upon a sort of
insurrection of Latin or Italian feeling against the intemperate interference of the Eastern emperors on
theological questions, Gregory had specially to contend with the artifices used by Byzantine agents to
keep up that division.

The services which he rendered to the Liturgy are well known. In that particular, no pope has
equalled him. Completing and putting in order the work of his predecessors, he gave its definitive form to
the holy sacrifice of the mass, and the worship of the Roman Church, in that celebrated Sacramentary
which, retouched and added to during following ages, remains the most august monument of liturgical
science. It may also be said that he created, and by anticipation saved, Christian art, by fixing, long before
the persecution of the iconoclasts made that the duty of the Church, the true doctrine respecting the
worship of images, in that fine letter to the Bishop of Marseilles, in which he reproves him for having, in
the excess of his zeal against idolatry, broken the statues of the saints, and reminds him that through all
antiquity the history of the saints has been represented in pictures; that painting is to the ignorant what
writing is to those who can read, and that images are principally useful to the poor.
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But his name is specially associated, in the history of Catholic worship, with that branch of
religious art which is identified with worship itself, and which is of the utmost moment to the piety as to
the innocent joy of the Christian people.

The name of the Gregorian Chant reminds us of his solicitude for collecting the ancient melodies
of the Church, in order to subject them to the rules of harmony, and to arrange them according to the
requirements of divine worship. He had the glory of giving to ecclesiastical music that sweet and solemn,
and, at the same time, popular and durable character, which has descended through ages, and to which we
must always return after the most prolonged aberrations of frivolity and innovation. He made out himself,
in his Antiphonary, the collection of ancient and new chants; he composed the texts and music of several
hymns which are still used by the Church; he established at Rome the celebrated school of religious
music, to which Gaul, Germany, England, all the Christian nations, came in turn, trying with more or less
success to assimilate their voices to the purity of Italian modulations. A pleasant legend, much esteemed
in the middle ages, shows the great effect which the services of Gregory had produced on all nations.
According to this tale, it was in considering the fascination exercised by profane music, that he was led to
inquire whether he could not, like David, consecrate music to the service of God. And as he dreamt of this
subject one night, he had a vision in which the Church appeared to him under the form of a muse,
magnificently adorned, who, while she wrote her songs, gathered all her children under the folds of her
mantle; and upon this mantle was written the whole art of music, with all the forms of its tones, notes, and
names, and various measures and symphonies. The pope prayed God to give him the power of
recollecting all that he saw; and after he awoke, a dove appeared, who dictated to him the musical
compositions with which he has enriched the Church.

A more authentic memorial is that of the little chamber which he occupied in the school of music,
which he had established near the Lateran, and where, three centuries after his death, the bed upon which
he reclined while singing was still to be seen, and the whip with which he corrected the children, whose
musical education he thus watched over.

Must we now condescend to refute, after the example of many other writers, the calumnious
accusations brought against Gregory by blind enemies, and sometimes by imprudent admirers, on the
subject of his supposed contempt for literature and science? He is accused of having destroyed the ancient
monuments of Rome, burnt the Palatine library, destroyed the writings of Cicero and Titus Livius,
expelled the mathematicians from Rome, and reprimanded Bishop Didier of Vienne for teaching grammar
to children. None of these imputations, except the last, is founded upon any authority earlier than the
twelfth century. The most authentic evidence, on the contrary, exhibits him to us as educated in the
schools, as nourished by the wise discipline of ancient Rome, and surrounded by the most learned priests
and monks of his time, making the seven liberal arts, as his biographer says, noble pillars of the portico of
the apostolical chair.

His contemporary, Gregory of Tours, who visited him in Rome, says of him, that he was
unequalled for grammar, dialectics, and rhetoric. He had, doubtless, made many efforts to root out
paganism, which perpetuated itself in the literary tastes and popular habits of that Italy, where a short time
before St. Benedict had found a temple of Apollo upon the summit of Monte Cassino. He disapproved of
bestowing exclusive attention upon mythological subjects, but never either wrote or commanded anything
against the study of humane or classical literature. He has, on the contrary, proved at length that this study
was a useful preparation and indispensable help to the understanding of sacred literature. He regarded the
disgust of certain Christians for literary studies as a temptation of the devil, and added: “The devils know
well that the knowledge of profane literature helps us to understand sacred literature. In dissuading us
from this study, they act as the Philistines did, when they interdicted the Israelites from making swords or
lances, and obliged that nation to come to them for the sharpening of their axes and ploughshares.”

He reproved the Bishop of Vienne only for devoting himself to reading and teaching the profane
poets, to the prejudice of the dignity of his charge, and represented to him that the praises of Jupiter did
not come fitly from the same lips which uttered those of Jesus Christ. It is by an exaggeration of humility
that, in the dedication of his book upon Job, he shows a scorn of grammar and barbarity of language
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which is nowhere to be found in his writings. He certainly did not write the Latin of Cicero or even of
Tacitus, but he contributed as much as St. Augustine to form the new Latin, the Christian Latin, destined
to become the language of the pulpit and the school, and from which all our modern languages have
proceeded.

It cannot be expected that we should examine, even passingly, the writings of St. Gregory the
Great. They largely contributed to procure him this surname; which implies that they are equal to his
glory, and have largely contributed to the happy influence of his genius upon the destinies of the Church.

In an age when everything seemed giving way, and in which it was necessary to struggle, not only
against the quibbles of heresy, but especially against exhausted courage, the despair of the vanquished,
and the savage pride of the conquerors, he concerns himself less with the necessities of the intellect than
with the purification and elevation of the human will. Many of the Fathers of the Church have surpassed
him in style and eloguence; his style is too redundant, too evidently marked by the rhetorical habits of a
declining age; but no man ever understood the human soul better, analysed more closely its miseries and
necessities, or indicated with greater clearness and energy the remedy for these evils. No one has spoken
or written with an austerity greater or better acknowledged by posterity; no one has so completely set
forth the constitution and doctrine of the Church. We have already spoken of his Sacramentary, which
determined the chants, the language and the form of the liturgy, and also of hid Dialogues, which have
been the model of the hagiography of the middle ages. Let us further refer to his Pastoral, in which he has
collected the rules which should regulate the vocation, life, and doctrine of pastors, and where he mingles
his instructions with touching and noble reflections upon his own infirmity. It has been said with justice
that this book gave form and life to the entire hierarchical body, and made the bishops who have made
modern nations. Then came his admirable works upon Holy Scripture ; and above all, the thirty-five
books of Moralia, or commentaries on the Book of Job, begun at Constantinople before his election, and
continued during his pontificate, which popularised the secrets of asceticism by developing the loftiest
traditions of Biblical interpretation, and were worthy of becoming, through all the middle ages, the text-
book of moral theology. In our own days, the portion of his works which is read with greatest interest are
his thirteen volumes of Epistles, the collection of that immense correspondence by which he conducted,
day by day, and according to the necessities of the time, the usual legislation of the Church, in which his
unwearied eye visited from Ireland to Caucasus the furthest corners of the Christian world, and in which
he has traced at the same time a living picture of his own age, and the annals of that great government of
souls, and even of temporal interests, which he exercised with so much justice, prudence, activity,
wisdom, and compassion.

He was, besides, an eloquent and unwearied preacher, and esteemed it of the highest importance
that this duty should be fulfilled by other bishops as it was by himself. He devoted himself to this without
intermission, even in the most serious difficulties of his charge. He was prone to deride those sacred
orators who sometimes did not speak enough, and sometimes spoke too much ; wordy in superfluous
matters, mute in things necessary. His twenty-two homilies on Ezekiel were delivered by him before the
people, as has been formerly mentioned, during the siege of Rome by the Lombards. Of his forty homilies
upon the Gospel, twenty were preached by himself, and the other twenty were read to the people by a
notary, in consequence of the personal sufferings which prevented him from ascending the pulpit.

A theologian, a philosopher, and an orator, he is worthy of taking his place by that triple title, in the
veneration of Christendom, beside Augustine, Ambrose, and Jerome, to be ranked with them among the
four great doctors of the Western Church, and to take his place thus in the first rank of that order of which
he himself has said: “In Ecclesia ordo doctorum quasi rex praesidet, quem fidelium suorum turba
circumstat.”

He would never have judged himself worthy of such an honour, for he despised his own works. He
composed his Morals only at the entreaty of his friend St. Leander, and before sending him the work
which was dedicated to him, desired to submit it to the judgment of the various monasteries in Rome. He
did not suppose it adapted to become a means of instruction to the Christian world, and was distressed
that, in his lifetime, a bishop had read it in public. “So long as I live, I desire, if I succeed in saying
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something that is good, that men should not know of it.” We recognise the humility of the pontiff in the
tale which informs us how, seeing a Persian abbot prostrate himself at his feet, he himself knelt before the
Oriental to prevent such a homage.

His humility as a monk should be also acknowledged here; which reminds us that it is our special
business to show the monk in the great pope, of whom we have, perhaps, spoken at too great length. In
his public life, in his immortal reign, and especially in his writings, everything bears the ineffaceable
impression of his monastic education and spirit. It only remains for us to tell what he did to regulate and
increase the progress of the order of which he was, after St. Benedict, the principal ornament, the second
legislator, and, according to some, the true founder in the West.

Of the services rendered to his order by the first monk who was raised to the papacy, that
biography of the holy patriarch which is contained in the second book of the Dialogues, and which no one
since then has ever undertaken to do over again, must hold the highest place. But he did still more in
completing and sanctioning the rule of Benedict by the supreme authority of the apostolical see. In the
Council of Rome in 595, he solemnly approved and confirmed this rule. In the Council of 601, he gave a
constitution destined to establish and guarantee the freedom of the monks. This decree commences thus :
“The charge which we formerly filled as head of a monastery, has taught us how necessary it is to provide
for the tranquillity and security of the monks; and as we know that most of them have had to suffer much
oppression and injustice at the hands of the bishops, it concerns our fraternal feeling to provide for their
future repose.” Then, in the name of Jesus Christ and St. Peter, he interdicts bishops as well as secular
persons from diminishing the property, revenues, or titles of monasteries. He ordains that disputes relative
to the land claimed in the name of episcopal churches should be decided by the abbots or other arbitrators
fearing God. He arranges that after the death of every abbot, his successor should be chosen by the free
and unanimous consent of the community, and drawn from its own bosom; that once elected and ordained
without fraud or bribery, the abbot could only be deprived of the government of the monastery for crimes
provided for by the canons. No monk could be taken from his monastery to be employed in the duties of
the secular clergy. Monks ordained priests by the consent of the abbot must leave the monastery. The
bishops are further forbidden to proceed with inventories of monastic goods after the death of the abbot,
to celebrate public masses in the churches of the monks, drawing the crowd and women there, as also
from erecting their own pulpit, or exercising the slightest authority there, except at the desire of the abbot.
We desire, said the pope in concluding the proclamation of his decree, that this passage written by us
should be always and inviolably observed by the bishops, in order that the monks may not be turned aside
from divine service by any trouble or vexation on the part of ecclesiastics or secular persons. All the
bishops present at the council answered: “We rejoice in the freedom of the monks, and confirm all that
your holiness ordains.” And all signed, to the number of twenty, with fourteen cardinal priests, and four
deacons of the Roman Church.

Amid the disorders and conflicts which agitated the Church and wasted Christendom, the work of
St. Benedict was thus invested with the highest sanction existing upon earth. The free choice of its chiefs,
and the inviolability of its property, the two fundamental principles of every independent and regular
society, were guaranteed to the monastic order by the most solemn act, emanating from a pope who
remembered, and considered himself honoured in remembering, that he had been a monk.

Along with this general liberty assured to the entire order, Gregory had conceded analogous and
special privileges to several monasteries. He may be regarded as the principal author of what has since
been called exemptions. In releasing the great communities of Gaul and Italy in various essential points
from episcopal jurisdiction, he evidently bad in view only to fortify them in spiritual life, and to form so
many centres of energetic resistance against the disorders which the different invasions and struggles of
diverse races among themselves had made frequent in the ranks of the secular clergy. He said expressly to
a community at Rimini, in conferring upon it the exemption it solicited: “You must now all the more be
occupied with the work of God, all the more assiduous in prayer, for otherwise you should appear not to
have sought greater security for your orisons, but only, which God forbid! to secure your laxness from
episcopal severity”.
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It was also with this aim that he endeavoured to enforce a rigorous distinction between the
ecclesiastical condition and monastic life, a distinction which completely disappeared in after times. He
would not suffer either a priest or a deacon to become an abbot, or even a mere monk, unless he gave up
his clerical functions; for, said he, “there are some who, feigning to live as monks, are ambitious of being
placed at the head of monasteries, which they destroy by their manner of life.” He was very willing that
there should be monks in the priesthood to celebrate mass in the communities; above all, he had no
intention of interdicting the elevation of monks to sacerdotal or episcopal dignity, of which there were
several instances under his pontificate. But every monk called to an ecclesiastical office or benefice was
to leave his monastery, never to return. They had to choose between the clerical office and monastic life;
for, according to Gregory, each of these vocations is so great in itself, that no man can acquit himself in it
worthily; and far from being able to exercise them together, they mutually injure each other. The
experience of Catholic ages has corrected upon that point the pious foresight of Gregory : and even in his
own lifetime the new sees established in England by his disciples were filled only by monks.

If the experience of monastic life which he had acquired as an abbot helped him to use his
authority as pope to promote the peace and freedom of the monks—if he everywhere displayed a constant
and efficient solicitude for the consolidation of the order—he always insisted at the same time upon the
maintenance and establishment of the strictest discipline. At the time of his advent to the Holy See that
discipline was already much relaxed. Monks wandered here and there, some expelled from their asylums
by the Lombards, some voluntary deserters from a retirement which they had left in consequence of the
too severe authority of one abbot, or the contagious laxness of another. The spirit of the world, the desire
of property, the habit of rebellion or license, penetrated into the cloisters which still remained standing
and inhabited. Gregory devoted himself to the work of monastic reform, and succeeded in it. He invited
the assistance sometimes of the abbots themselves, sometimes of the bishops, and still more frequently of
the de/en- sores, procurators or syndics of the Roman Church, whom he maintained in every province. He
deposed without pity all the abbots who lived an irregular life. He forbade the bishops to afford shelter to
rebellious or vagabond monks, or those who were excommunicated by their abbots. He would not have
the Religious wander over the country or from one house to another. To deprive both abbots and monks of
all pretext for leaving their monastery, he ordained that each should have a secular and paid procurator.
He watched especially over the strict observance of monastic continence, to such an extent that
monasteries of the two sexes were withdrawn to a distance from each other, and women were rigorously
forbidden to enter, upon any pretext whatever, into communities of men. In the islands of the Italian coast,
already peopled with monks, and to which the inhabitants of Campania fleeing from the Barbarians had
found a refuge, he commanded the rector of the pontifical patrimony to remove all the women.

He was specially desirous to seek out and shut up those monks who had left their communities in
order to marry, and against whom the Council of Chalcedon had pronounced excommunication. But even
in applying these austere laws, the tender charity and amiable cordiality which distinguished his character
always reappeared. A patrician of Syracuse, named \Venantius, a great friend of Gregory, became a monk
like him; but was afterwards disgusted with monastic life, and married. When Gregory became pope, one
of his first cares was to recall himself to the recollection of his old friend, in order to enlighten him upon
the seriousness of his condition. “Many fools believed,” he wrote to him, “that when I became a bishop 1
should cease to see you or address you by letter: but it shall not be so, for my charge itself forbids me to
be silent ... I will speak to you whether it pleases you or not, ... because | desire above all either to save
you, or at least not to be responsible for your loss. You know what habit you have worn, and into what an
abyss you have fallen ... If Ananias merited the death yon know of, for having stolen from God the pieces
of money which he had offered to Him, think what you should merit who have stolen away from God not
money, but yourself, after having dedicated yourself to Him under the monastic habit. I know well that as
soon as my letter arrives, yon will assemble your friends and literary clients, and consult upon this vital
question those who have abetted your death. These people, like those who led you to crime, tell you only
what will please you, because they love not yourself but what you have. If you need a counsellor take me,
I beseech yon. No one could be more faithful, for it is you I love, and not your fortune. May Almighty
God teach your heart to understand how much my heart loves and embraces you in everything that does
not offend divine grace. And if you believe that | love you, come to the threshold of the apostles, and

117


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

make use of me as your adviser. If you distrust the excess of my zeal, | offer you the advice of the whole
Church, and I will willingly subscribe to whatever they decide by common accord.” Venantius was deaf
to the voice of the pontiff Gregory notwithstanding remained his friend; he continued to write to him and
also to his wife. Ten years later, when they were both old and sick, he returned to the affectionate
eloguence of his first exhortations. He entreated the Bishop of Syracuse to neglect no means of leading
Venantius, now a widower, to take again, if only on his deathbed, the monastic habit; and after the death
of his friend he took under his special protection the two daughters whom he had left exposed to all kinds
of dangers. The pope interested himself with his usual zeal in their fate and fortune; he wrote to them
himself, engaged them to come to Rome to be near him, and was as a father to these orphans, whom he
always called his dearest daughters.

He took an equal interest in the discipline and prosperity of female convents. The three sisters of
his father had been nuns, and this domestic tie naturally increased his interest and enlightened his
vigilance in respect to communities of virgins consecrated to God. A decree of his predecessor, Leo |, in
conformity with several ancient councils, and confirmed by a law of the Emperor Majorian in 458, had
ordained that nuns should not receive the veil and the solemn benediction without a novitiate which lasted
up to their fortieth year. Gregory ordained that the abbesses, chosen by the communities, should be at
least sixty, and should possess an irreproachable reputation. His paternal generosity provided for the
necessities of the nuns who had taken refuge at Rome from the ruined monasteries of Italy, to the number
of three thousand, and who suffered much from the cold during the hard winter of 597, leading all the
while a most edifying life. “Rome owes to their prayers, their tears, and fasts,” he wrote to the sister of
the Emperor Maurice, “its deliverance from the swords of the Lombards.”

It has been already seen with what rigour he pursued, as abbot, among the Religious, that offence
which monastic phraseology called péculiarité, or the vice of personal property. As pope, he displayed the
same severity. He refused to confirm the election of an abbot whom he knew to be stained with this vice.
“I know that he loves property,” he wrote, “which shows that he has not the heart of a monk. If this love
existed among us, there would be neither concord nor charity. What is monastic life, if not contempt of
the world? and how can we say that we despise the world if we seek it again?”. The monks were debarred
from making wills, as well as from possessing property of their own. In a council held at Rome in 600,
the abbot Probus, who had succeeded Gregory as superior of the monastery of St. Andrea, obtained, by
special grace, the power of making his will in favour of his son, and that only in consequence of the
pope’s declaration that, being a mere recluse, he had been, in spite of himself, made abbot of a monastery
in which he was not even a monk, without time being given him to dispose of his possessions before
entering.

The legitimacy and sincerity of religious vocations was still further the object of Gregory’s special
vigilance. It is evident from his writings that he had particularly studied the conditions proper to enlighten
and decide Christians upon their spiritual vocation. In religious life itself, he would have none give
himself up to a life of contemplation until he had been long and seriously tried in active life. “In order,”
he said, “to attain the citadel of contemplation, you must begin by exercising yourself in the field of
labour.” He insists at length upon the dangers of contemplative life for unquiet and presumptuous minds,
who run the risk, by pride, of aspiring to surpass the powers of intellect, and of leading the weak astray,
while they wandered astray themselves. “Whoever,” he adds, “would devote himself to contemplation
ought necessarily to examine himself thoroughly, to ascertain to what point he can love. For it is love
which is the lever of the soul. This alone can raise it np, and, snhatching it from the world, give it full
power of wing, and make it soar into the skies.”

This intelligent study of the moral and internal life of the Religious rendered him only more
attentive to the means by which the always increasing population of the monasteries was kept up. He
enjoined a married man, who had become a monk in a Sicilian convent without the consent and
simultaneous conversion of his wife, to return to her, marking thus, in his letter, the difference between
divine and human laws concerning the indissolubility of marriage. He forbade the superiors to give the
monks the tonsure—that is, to receive them finally into the monastic order—before they had proved their
conversion by a two years’ novitiate: this was a year more than St. Benedict had fixed. He was especially
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desirous that this serious novitiate, during which the lay dress was still worn, should try the disposition of
the multitude of laymen, and above all, of slaves, belonging either to the Church or to secular masters,
who sought an asylum in the monasteries, in order to change human servitude for the service of God. In
the preamble of the decree which dealt with this matter in the Council at Rome in 595, it is said, “If we
allow this to go on, all the lands of the Church will be abandoned; and if we repulse them without
examination, we take away something from God who has given us all. It is necessary, then, that he who
would give himself to God should first be tried in his secular dress, in order that, if his conduct shows the
sincerity of his desire, he may be freed from the servitude of man to embrace a more rigorous service.”
Slaves could become monks, according to a law of Justinian, without the consent of their masters, but had
to be enfranchised by payment of their value: the slave who had become a monk, and showed himself
unfaithful to his new vocation, ran the risk of being sent back to his former master.

In all this vast correspondence, by which Gregory in a manner took possession of the West for the
papacy, | know not a more touching letter than one which he addressed to the sub-deacon of the Roman
Church in Campania, on the subject of a young slave who was desirous of becoming a nun. “I understand
that the defensor Felix possesses a young woman called Catella, who seeks with tears and vehement
desire to take the veil, but whose master will not permit her to assume it. Now, | desire that you go to
Felix and demand of him the soul of this girl: you shall pay him the price he wants, and send her here
under the charge of competent persons, who will conduct her to a monastery. And do it speedily, that your
delay may not put this soul in danger.”

His exertions for the propagation of the Benedictine order were powerful and perpetual. He
devoted a portion of the patrimony of the Church to found new monasteries in Italy. He erected the
earliest religious houses in the island of Corsica. He confided to the monks the guardianship and service
of several ancient churches, like that of St. Pancratius at Rome, and especially that of St. Apollinaris or
Clause, near Ravenna, a celebrated and sumptuous basilica, built by Justinian at the capital of the
Byzantine and Ostrogoth government in Italy, upon the site chosen by Augustus as a port for his fleets in
the Adriatic. This new monastery, destined to become one of the principal centres of monastic life in Italy,
received from Gregory the most extended privileges, to protect it against the encroachments of the clergy
of Ravenna, who were noted for their readiness to invade the neighbouring monasteries. The Archbishop
of Ravenna, Marinian, although he had himself been a monk with Gregory, and was his old friend, saw
with displeasure that great community exempted from his full jurisdiction, and this was the occasion of
one of the disputes which disturbed their old friendship.

These new foundations did not make him forget the old homes of monastic fervour. He
congratulated the abbot of Lerins on the satisfactory account which he had transmitted by his legate
Augustine, of the regularity and unanimity which still reigned in that famous isle. It is touching to see the
apostle of England acting thus as intermediary between the great pope who had issued from the new
Benedictine order, and the most illustrious monastery of ancient Gaul; and we love to learn, by the letter
of St. Gregory, that his paternal heart appreciated the alms which came from Lerins in the shape of dishes
and spoons sent by the abbot for the service of the poor in Rome.

He extended his protection to the monks in the East as well as in the West. In the beginning of his
pontificate, he interfered with energy and perseverance between the patriarch of Constantinople and the
abbot of the mountains of Isauria, in Asia Minor, who was accused of heresy, and whom the patriarch had
caused to be beaten in one of the churches of the imperial city. Through this prolonged contest, he
maintained, with his usual constancy, the observance of canons and the rights of innocence, which were
equally outraged by the haughty rival of Roman supremacy. He gave to another abbot of Isauria a grant
from the revenues of the Roman Church more considerable than he asked, to relieve the necessities of his
distant monastery. He sent beds and clothing to St. John Climachus, abbot of Mount Sinai, for the
pilgrims who sought that sanctuary. He sent monks from his own convent in Rome to Jerusalem, to found
an hospital there. The rule of St. Benedict, carried thus upon the wings of charity, penetrated into the East,
and established itself amid the sons of Basil to await the Crusaders.
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In his great correspondence he never ceased to extol and regret monastic life. Overwhelmed with
cares, labours, and struggles, his thoughts always returned to the happy days which he had passed under
the Benedictine frock. “I sailed before the wind,” he wrote to his friend St. Leander, bishop of Seville,
“when I led a tranquil life in the cloister : now the tempest has seized me; I have lost my course; my mind
has made shipwreck. Beaten by the waves, | seek the plank of your intercession for me, in order that, not
being worthy to return rich with my ship safe and sound into port, | may at least struggle to shore by that
plank”. He indemnified himself as he best could, by surrounding himself with his former brethren; and
procured a decree for that purpose from the council held at Rome in 595, that the lay and secular officers
who rendered private service to the popes should be replaced by clerical attendants, and oven by monks
chosen with care, to be witnesses of his entire life. With those whom he had thus procured to be the
familiar companions of his privacy, he applied himself to follow as far as possible, in his studies,
occupations, and daily and nightly prayers, the customs of a monastery; so that the pontifical palace
offered a picture of that church of the apostolical times of which monastic life was the most faithful
image.

Most of the monks whom he thus associated with his daily labours were drawn from his old
monastery of St. Andrea, in the inhabitants of which he had always an affectionate confidence. He
promoted several to the episcopate, the most notable of whom were Maximin and Marinian, whom he
made archbishops—one in Sicily, the other at Ravenna; and afterwards Augustine, who was the apostle
and first metropolitan of England. He loved to employ them as his legates, and to make them his
representatives with princes whose alliance he sought in the interests of the Church. Probus, whom we
have already mentioned, and who succeeded him as abbot of St. Andrea, established peace between the
king of the Lombards and the exarch of Ravenna; and Cyriac, who succeeded Probus in the government
of the same abbey, was successively sent, as legate in Sardinia, to preach the faith to the unbelievers, and
to Queen Brunehaut in Burgundy, and King Recarede in Spain, to root out simony, and the intrusion of
laymen into the episcopate. The pope was not always equally fortunate in the bestowal of his confidence:
witness that Greek monk, Andrew, who served as his interpreter in his correspondence with the Eastern
bishops (for Gregory knew no Greek), and who had to be punished for falsifying his translations, and
attributing to the pontiff expressions which he had never used.

Surrounded and assisted by his dear companions of old, Gregory brought from his monastery into
the exercise of the sovereign pontificate that prodigality of alms and unwearied solicitude for the poor
which he had learned and long practised at St. Andrea. He invited twelve poor pilgrims to his table every
day, and served them, after having washed their hands or their feet, as he was accustomed to do while an
abbot. Every month he distributed to his poor, according to the season, com, wine, cheese, vegetables,
fish, and oil; adding perfumes and other more delicate presents for the considerable people of the town, so
as to make them regard the Church as the storehouse of the world. He organised the regular service of
charity in Rome with wise zeal; and carriages traversed the various quarters and streets daily, carrying
help to the sick poor and those who were ashamed to beg; to the latter he sent dishes from his own table,
which he blessed for the use of his poor friends, before he touched his own repast. Two centuries after his
death, the voluminous list of the poor who shared his alms in Rome, and also in the surrounding towns
and on the coast, was still preserved. A beggar having been found dead in a distant quarter of the town, he
feared that the unfortunate man had died of famine, and, reproaching himself with having been his
murderer, he abstained for several days from celebrating mass.

This spirit, so sensitive to the grief of others, was itself a prey to the most painful infirmities. The
gout made the last years of his life a kind of martyrdom. The cry of pain appears in many of his letters.
“For nearly two years,” he wrote to the patriarch of Alexandria, “I have been imprisoned to my bed by
such pangs of gout that I can scarcely rise for two or three hours on great holidays to celebrate solemn
mass. And the intensity of the pain compels me immediately to lie down again, that | may be able to
endure my torture, by giving free course to my groans ... My illness will neither leave me nor kill me. |
entreat your holiness to pray for me, that | may be soon delivered, and receive that freedom which you
know, and which is the glory of the children of God”. To a pious patrician lady, whom he forbade to call
herself his servant, and who suffered from the same malady: “My body,” he said, “is wasted as if it was

120


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

already in the coffin; I cannot leave my bed. If gout can reduce to such a point the corpulent mass you
have known me, how shall it fare with your always attenuated frame?” And finally, to his former brother,
the Archbishop of Ravenna: “For a long time I have ceased to get np; sometimes I am tortured by the
gout, sometimes a kind of burning pain spreads over all my body, and takes all courage from me. | say, in
a word, | am infected with this pernicious humour to such an extent, that life is a burden to me, and that |
wait for and desire death as the sole remedy. Provided only that my sins, which these pangs ought to
purify, be not aggravated by my murmurs!”

His own suffering did not render him less attentive to the misery of his neighbour. From his bed of
pain he wrote to the same Marinian, his old friend and companion in monastic life: “A man from Ravenna
has plunged me into grief by telling me that you were attacked by blood-spitting. We have consulted all
the physicians with the greatest care upon your case, and transmit to you what they say. Silence and
repose are necessary to you above everything; you will scarcely find them in your metropolis. You must
come to me before the summer, in order that I, helpless though | am, may specially watch your illness,
and be the guardian of your repose, for the doctors say that the danger is specially great in summer. It is
very important that you should return to your church cured. And then for myself, who am so near death, if
God call me before thee, 1 would die in thine arms, thou comest, come with few servants, for thou shalt
lodge in my palace, and the people of this church will serve thee”. “It is fine,” says one of our
contemporaries who knows the secrets of sanctity and charity, “to see an existence so short and troubled
suffice for such works. We love to find human weakness in great men. Antique heroism is made of marble
and bronze; we admire, but we do not imitate it. But Christianity has put the souls of heroes in hearts of
flesh. It destroys nothing of the innocent weakness of nature; it finds its strength there. We are not made
of stone.” Amid these insupportable sufferings, and up to his last moments, he continued with unwearied
activity to dictate his correspondence, and to concern himself with the interests of the Church and of
monasteries. One of his last epistles was to solicit the punishment of a soldier who had seduced a nun. He
died on the 12th March 604, aged nearly fifty-five, in the thirteenth year of his pontificate. He was buried
in St. Peter’s; and in the epitaph engraved on his tomb, it is said, that “after having conformed all his
actions to his doctrine, the consul of God went to enjoy eternal triumph."

He had, like so many other great hearts, to struggle with ingratitude, not only during his life, but
after his death If we may believe his biographer, Rome was afflicted with a great famine under his
successor Sabinian, who put an end to the charities which Gregory had granted to the poor, on the plea
that there was nothing remaining in the treasury of the Church. The enemies of the deceased pope then
excited the people against him, calling him the prodigal and waster of Roman patrimony; and that
ungrateful people, whom he had loved and helped so much, began to bum his writings, as if to annihilate
or dishonour his memory. But one of the monks who had followed him from the monastery to the
pontifical palace, his friend, the deacon Peter, interposed. He represented to the incendiaries that these
writings were already spread through the entire world, and that it was, besides, sacrilege to bum the work
of a holy doctor, upon whom he swore he had himself seen the Holy Spirit hovering under the form of a
dove. And as if to confirm his oath, after having ended his address, he breathed forth his last sigh, a
valiant witness of truth and friendship.

Posterity has sufficiently avenged Gregory of that wrong. In him it has recognised a man whose
name stands out like a pharos in the night of the past. The highest personification of that papacy which
neglected no exertions to save the East, and which vivified the West by delivering it from the Byzantine
yoke, is found in him. The judgment of St. lldefonso, who was almost his contemporary, and who
declared that he was greater than Anthony in sanctity, Cyprian in eloquence, and Augustine in knowledge,
has been repeated by posterity.

Bossuet has summed up his life with that terseness which includes everything, and which belongs
only to himself. “This great pope subdued the Lombards; saved Rome and Italy, though the emperors
could give him no assistance; repressed the new-born pride of the patriarchs of Constantinople;
enlightened the whole Church by his doctrine; governed the East and the West with as much vigour as
humility; and gave to the world a perfect model of ecclesiastical government”
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Let us, however, add and repeat, to justify ourselves for lingering thus upon his pontificate, that he
was the restorer of monastic discipline, the protector, propagator, and legislator of the monks of the West;
that he had nothing more at heart than the interests of monastic life; finally, that it was the Benedictine
order which gave to the Church him whom no one would have hesitated to call the greatest of the popes,
had not the same order, five centuries later, produced St. Gregory VII.

The human race, in its weakness and folly, has always decreed the highest place in its admiration
to conquerors, governors of nations, and masters of the world, who have done great things, but who have
done them only by great means, with a frightful expense of men, money, and falsehood, trampling laws,
morality, and sworn faith under foot. A detestable error, which renders the ignorant and innocent
involuntary accomplices of all these startling crimes, the applauses of which they echo from one to the
other. The merit of success is small when the conqueror shrinks at nothing, and recoils from no sacrifice
of life, virtue, or truth. Even in its human aspect, supreme greatness is not there. That consists in working
great results by small means, in triumphing over strength by weakness, and specially in surmounting
obstacles and vanquishing adversaries with a respect for law, virtue, and truth. This is what Gregory
desired and what he accomplished. He is truly Gregory the Great, because he issued irreproachable from
numberless and boundless difficulties; because he gave as a foundation to the increasing grandeur of the
Holy See, the renown of his virtue, the candour of his innocence, the humble and inexhaustible tenderness
of his heart.

1.
The Monks in Spain.

We shall shortly be called upon to exhibit the all-powerful influence of St. Gregory, as pope and
monk, upon the great and celebrated island which owes to him its final conversion to the Christian faith;
but at present it is fit that we should cast a glance upon another country, the destinies of the Church and
monastic order in which are also connected, though less directly, with his memory. Let us cross Spain
before we reach England.

During the time of his residence as nuncio at Constantinople, towards the year 580, Gregory, as has
been seen, met with a Spanish monk called Leander, who was honoured by the double consecration of the
bishopric and exile,

Spain, from the time of the great invasion of the Roman empire by the Germanic races, had been
shared among the Sueves, Alans, and Vandals, and had finally fallen into the hands of the Visigoths, who
had for two centuries established themselves there, and who were now, by union with the kingdom of the
Sueves in 585, its sole masters. These Visigoths were considered the least barbarous of the Barbarians.
They certainly could appreciate and respect better than the others the work of Roman and Christian
civilisation, in those regions from whence Seneca and Lucan, Quintillian and Silius, had thrown so much
lustre on the decline of Roman literature, and from whence, succeeding many illustrious martyrs, the
Fathers of the Council of Elvira, such as the great Bishop Osius, who presided at the Council of Nicaea,
had honoured and consoled the Church in her decisive struggles against imperial persecution. But like all
the Gothic race, like Theodoric and the other successors of Alaric, the Visigoths had received Christianity
only through the channel of Arianism; through their means Spain was now overrun by it. This was the
scourge from which she was delivered by the monk of Seville, the friend of Gregory.

However, before the time of Gregory and Leander, and even before St. Benedict, Christian Spain
had already become acquainted with the monastic order, and found in it a precious succour against the
Avrianism of her conquerors. Authorities are not agreed upon the precise date of its introduction into the
Iberian peninsula. According to some, it was the African St. Donatus who, flying with seventy monks
from the Barbarians, was received in Valentia by a noble lady called Minicea, and founded, with her help,
the monastery of Servitanum, the most ancient in Spain. It is certain that every province and canton had
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soon its monastery. The mountains which stretched from the Pyrenees towards the Ebro, in Biscay and
Navarre, were peopled with hermits who gradually adopted a life in common, conforming generally to the
rule of St. Benedict. It was professed by St. Emilian, who was one of the most celebrated and popular
monks of Spain. At first a shepherd in the mountains of La Rioja, in Aragon, he led his flocks to the
wildest gorges, and, charming the solitude by the sounds of his guitar, learned to open his soul to celestial
harmonies. He became a hermit, and lived thus for forty years; then he became a monk and abbot, and
died a centenarian in 574, after having startled by his miracles and austerities the two nations, the Sueves
and Visigoths, who still disputed the possession of the country.

The Sueves, who occupied the entire north-east of Spain, and who were much attached to
Avrianism, had for their apostle, at the same period, a monk named Martin, born in Hungary, like his
famous namesake, St. Martin of Tours. He introduced the rule of St. Benedict into the regions which are
now Galicia and the northern part of Portugal. He was himself the abbot of Dumes, at the gates of the
metropolitan city of Braga, of which he became bishop, remaining at the same time abbot of his
monastery. By his writings, his virtues, and his influence, he led back the greater part of the Sueve nation
to Catholic unity, at least for a time, and until the new persecution which preceded the great defeat of
Arianism.

But the victory of orthodoxy was final, and the extension of the Benedictine order became a great
fact for the Church and Spain, only under the pontificate of Gregory, and by the preponderating influence
of an illustrious and holy family, the first glory of which was the monk-bishop Leander.

Born in that Andalusia where the Vandals had fortunately left only their name, Leander was the son
of a duke, probably of Greco-Roman race, but whose eldest daughter married Leuvigild, the king of the
Visigoths. He embraced monastic life early, and drew from it that spirit of self-devotion and discipline
which gained him the honour of exercising supreme influence over the future destiny of his country. He
was a monk at Seville itself, which had been up to that time the capital of the Visigoth kings, and of
which he became metropolitan bishop in 579. In that city which was considered the holy city, the
Jerusalem of the south of Spain, he formed, under the shadow of his see, a school, which was designed to
extend at once the orthodox faith and the study of all the arts and sciences. He himself presided over the
exercises of the learned masters and numerous pupils whom he attracted to it. Among these pupils were
the two sons of the king, his own nephews, Hermenegild and Recarede. He succeeded in winning over
from Arianism the elder of the two, and his example was followed by many others. Hermenegild was
confirmed in the faith of Nicaea by his wife Ingonde, a French princess of the orthodox race of Clovis, the
daughter of King Sigebert, and of the celebrated Brunehaut, who was herself the daughter of a king of the
Visigoths. The young Ingonde resisted heroically the brutal violence which her mother-in-law employed
to make her embrace Arianism, and gave thus to her husband an example of that constancy which was
afterwards to lead him to martyrdom.

Leuvigild, in transferring the capital of the kingdom of the Visigoths from Seville to Toledo, had
associated his eldest son with himself in the government, and assigned him Seville for his residence. But
soon persecution arose, and with it civil war. Leuvigild shrank from no means of extending heresy; he
gained over even some bishops, and condemned to prison or exile those who, like Leander, resisted his
violence. He won about the same time the crown of the Sueves, a nation then scarcely restored to the
orthodox faith, and carried persecution and all its terrors among them. The holy abbot Vincent was
sacrificed, with twelve of his monks, before the door of his own monastery at Leon, for refusing to deny
the divinity of the Son of God, as set forth in the Nicaean creed. His tyranny respected civil liberty no
more than liberty of conscience, and the Visigoth nobility no more than the conquered nations; he
attacked by persecution, exile, and torture, all the most considerable persons in his kingdom.

Leander, describing the state of his country under the yoke of the persecutor, says, that a man truly
free was no longer to be seen, and that, by a just judgment of God, the soil itself, taken from its lawful
proprietors, had lost its former fertility. The unnatural father ended by besieging his son in Seville. The
young king, made prisoner after a long resistance, and obliged to receive the communion from the hands
of an Arian bishop, preferred to die, and was slain in his prison, on Easter eve of the year 586.
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The monasteries which already existed in Spain naturally suffered much in that war. In one of
these, dedicated to St. Martin, and situated between Sagunto and Carthagena, the monks, on the approach
of the royal army, abandoned their old abbot and took flight, with the intention of concealing themselves
in an island of the sea. The Goths arrived, and sacked the defenceless monastery, where they found the
abbot alone, bowed down by age, but kept erect by virtue, as says Gregory of Tours, to whom we owe the
tale. One of them drew his sword to kill the abbot, but, as he was about to strike, fell back and died. At
this sight the others fled. Leuvigild himself, when informed of the fact, was touched by it, and ordered the
restitution of everything that had been taken from the monastery, thus saved by the courage and sanctity
of the old abbot.

It was during this struggle between father and son, which lasted several years, and before he was
himself exiled, that Leander was sent by Hermenegild to Constantinople, to claim the aid of the Byzantine
emperors, who had still retained some possessions in Spain, with their garrisons. It was there that the
monk-bishop, the envoy of a princely martyr to orthodoxy, met that other monk set apart for the highest
destiny, and that one of these tender and strong friendships of which it is pleasant to find so many
examples in the lives of the saints, was formed between Gregory and Leander. The brotherly entreaties of
Leander induced the holy doctor to undertake the greatest of his works, the Commentary upon Job, which
is also called the Moralia of St. Gregory. The intimate and lasting tenderness which united these two great
men, and which continued through the premature infirmities of which both were victims, shines through
various portions of the correspondence of Gregory, and dictated to him those accents which breathe
across so many intervening centuries the immortal perfume of real love. “Absent in the body,” wrote the
pope to his friend, “you are always present to my eyes, for | bear your lineaments graven on my heart.
You can read in your own heart what an ardent thirst | have to see you, for you love me sufficiently for
that. What a cruel distance separates us! | send you my books. Read them with care, and then weep over
my Bins, since | appear to know so well that which I do so ill. My letter is very short; it will show you
how much I am overwhelmed by the business and storms of my Church since | write so briefly to him |
love most in the world.” And later, “I have received your letter, written with the pen of charity. It is in
your heart that you have dipped your pen. The wise and worthy men who have heard it read, have been at
once moved to the depth of their hearts. Each of them offered you the hand of love; they seemed not only
to have heard you, but to see you with the gentleness of your soul. They were all inspired with
admiration, and that flame lighted in your hearers demonstrated your own; for no man can light the sacred
fire in others without being himself consumed by it.”

However, the excess of evil hastened its end, and the Church was about to attain a sudden and
complete triumph. The tyrant Leuvigild, the parricide-king, struck by a mortal sickness, was seized with
remorse; upon his deathbed he ordained the recall of Leander, and gave him as a guide to his son and
successor Recarede, recommending the latter to embrace the Catholic faith. The new king, who had been,
like his brother, the pupil of Leauder, hastened to obey. He became a Catholic immediately, and undertook
the conversion of his people. After long controversies with the Arian clergy, he succeeded in overcoming
all resistance, but by discussion, and not by force. Four years after his accession to the throne, having
confirmed his reign by brilliant victories over the Franks, he proclaimed, at the third Council of Toledo,
the abjuration of Arianism by the united nation of Goths and Sueves. The king there declared that the
illustrious nation of Goths, separated up to that time by the perversity of its doctors from the universal
Church, returned to unity, and demanded to be instructed in orthodox Catholic doctrine. He placed in the
hands of the bishops his profession of faith, written by his own hand, along with that of eight Arian
bishops, of his nobility, and of all his people.

Leander, in his capacity of pope’s legate, naturally presided at this great assembly, in which sat
seventy-eight bishops, and the deliberations of which were eminently assisted by another monk,
Eutropius, abbot of that monastery of Servitanum, which was considered the most ancient in Spain. A
third monk, John, who had been exiled like Leander, and had consoled his exile by founding a great
monastery under the rule of St. Benedict in Catalonia, recorded the great transformation of which he was
witness in a chronicle by which the series of monastic historians was begun in Spain.
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Thus was accomplished in the Peninsula, under the auspices of a great pope and a great bishop,
both monks and close friends, the triumph of that orthodoxy which found for ten centuries a true
champion in the Spanish nation, where, even amid decay and downfall, its instinct and tradition are still
preserved.

Leander hastened to announce the triumph of truth, and the thorough conversion of the king, his
nephew, to Gregory, who showed himself always affectionately interested in the new conquests of the
Church. He recommended Leander to watch attentively over the soul of the prince, lest pride and impurity
should come to stain his young orthodoxy. Recarede entered into direct correspondence with the pope. In
order to render himself more agreeable to a pontiff who had learnt in the cloister how to govern the
Church, he took for his representatives abbots chosen with care from the Spanish monasteries, to whom
he intrusted the presents which he intended for Gregory. But they were shipwrecked, and lost everything
upon rocks near Marseilles. Recarede was not discouraged, and afterwards sent a golden chalice to the
pope, with a letter in semi-barbarous Latin, but full of heart. He entreated the pope, who wrote to so
many, to write to him also, and added, “Those who are divided by earth and sea, the grace of Jesus Christ
seems often to attract to each other; those who have never seen you rejoice in your fame. Never forget to
recommend us to God, | and my people, whom you have seen in your own time gained to Christ: the
breadth of the world separates us, but may charity unite us!”. Like the Frank kings, Recarede afterwards
desired the good offices of the pope with the Byzantine court, in which all the Barbarian princes always
saw a reflection of ancient Roman grandeur. Gregory on his side responded to him with affection and in
detail: he insisted upon the conditions of eternal salvation, warned him especially against temptations to
pride and anger, and proved that the conversion of his people could not have a better guarantee than the
humility of his soul and the purity of his life. He sent this answer by his friend the abbot Cyriac, whom he
calls the “father of our monastery,” and whom he made his legate in Spain, confiding to him the care of
proceeding against simony and the intrusion of laymen into the episcopate, as he had already done in
France. He sent the pallium on the same occasion to Leander, who preceded his friend to the tomb by
some years, dying at the same time as King Recarede in 601. Spain has always honoured in him her
doctor and apostle, the principal instrument of her return to Catholic unity.

All his family were associated in this work. His father and mother had been, like himself, exiled
for the faith, and died in that exile. His brother Fulgentius, a bishop like himself, shared his combats and
his victory. His sister Florentine, embracing monastic life, became the superior of forty convents and a
thousand nuns, and by her knowledge, her virtue, and even by her sacred songs, was worthy of taking her
place at the head of all the illustrious nuns whom the country of St. Theresa has given to the Church.
Leander, who loved her tenderly, wrote for her use a special rule.

“I have considered”, he says to her in the preamble of this rule, “dearest sister, what wealth or
patrimony | could leave to thee; many fallacious things have occurred to my mind, which | have driven
away as troublesome flies are brushed away by the hand. Of all that | have seen under the sun, there is
nothing worthy of thee. It is above the skies that we must seek the true wealth, the gift of holy virginity. ...
I am not capable, beloved sister, of extolling it enough. It is an ineffable and hidden gift. What all the
saints hope one day to be, what the entire Church expects to become after the resurrection, you are
already. You are the fine flour of the body of the Church, and her purest leaven; you are the offering
already accepted by God, and consecrated upon His celestial altars. Christ is already thy spouse, thy
father, thy friend, thy inheritance, thy ransom, thy Lord, and thy God.”

He warns her against all intimacy with lay women, whom he calls syrens and instruments of Satan.
He condemns the error of those who believed they could consecrate their virginity to God without
shutting themselves up in a monastery, by remaining in their families or in isolated cells, in the midst of
cities, among all the cares of domestic life. He affirms that regular monastic life is identically conformed
to that which was led by the Apostles. He reminds that daughter of a noble race, that sister and aunt of
Visigoth kings, of the obligations imposed upon her by Christian equality, and directs her to regard as her
equals even the slaves who, like her, had assumed the veil. “Their birth made them slaves, their
profession has made them thy sisters. Let nothing remind them of their ancient servitude. She who
combats by thy side for Christ under the banner of virginity should enjoy a liberty equal to thine. In
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accepting them for thy sisters, thou shalt have them so much the more for servants, that they will obey
thee not by the obligation of servitude, but by the freedom of charity. Not that your humility should tempt
them to pride. Charity tempers everything, and will conduct you all to the frontier of the same peace,
without exalting her who has sacrificed power, and without humiliating her who was born poor or
enslaved.” It is pleasant to find in that great mind the indications of fraternal affection and domestic
recollections. “Seek not,” said he, playing upon the name of their mother Turtur, who had also ended her
days in the cloister, “to steal away from the roof where the turtle lays her little ones. Thou art the daughter
of innocence and candour, thou who hast had the turtle-dove for thy mother. But love still more the
Church, that other mystic turtledove, who travails with thee every day for Jesus Christ. Repose thy old
age on her bosom, as thou slept of old upon the heart of her who cared for thy infancy. Ah, well-beloved
sister, understand the ardent desire which inspires the heart of thy brother to see thee with Christ. Thou art
the better part of myself. Woe to me if another take thy crown! Thou art my bulwark with Christ, my
cherished pledge, my holy Host, through whom I shall be worthy to issue out of the abyss of my sins”.

Florentine had yet another brother younger, but not less illustrious than Leander, who loved her as
much, since he has dedicated to her one of the greatest monuments of his genius. Isidore was the last born
of that high-destined family. Before succeeding Leander upon the metropolitan see of Seville, he was the
pupil of his elder brother, who loved him like a son, but who used him with so much severity that the
young Isidore, fearing the energetic and frequent corrections of his brother, fled one day from the school
at Seville. After having wandered for some time through the country, exhausted by thirst and fatigue, the
child seated himself near a well, and looked with curiosity at the hollows worn in its edge. He asked
himself who had done that, when a woman who came to draw water from the well, and who was greatly
struck with the beauty and humble innocence of the scholar, explained to him that the drops of water
falling incessantly on the same spot had hollowed the stone. Then the child returned into himself, and
thought, that if the hard stone was hollowed thus drop by drop by the water, his mind would also yield to
the print of instruction.4 He returned accordingly to his brother, and completed his education so well, that
he was shortly master of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, and became the active fellow-labourer of Leander in
the work of Arian conversion.

He lived long in a cell where his brother kept him shut up to prevent him from wandering, giving
him the moat learned masters of the time. It is not absolutely proved that he was a monk, though many
have maintained it. But it is difficult to doubt it when we read the Rule which he wrote, in twenty-three
chapters, for the use of the Religious of his own country, and which is little more than an extract of the
Benedictine Rule, with which his brother Leander had made him familiar.

Curious details upon the means by which the order recruited its ranks from the most various
classes, and the lowest conditions of life, are to be found here, as in another of his works upon the Duty of
the Monks. This information is communicated to us in wise and noble words, which breathe, with more
precision and eloquence than anywhere else, the doctrine of the equality of souls before God and the
Church, but where we also perceive the curb imposed by justice and reason on the pride of the newly
emancipated. “Our holy army,” says Isidore, “fills up its ranks not only with freemen, but especially with
those of servile condition, who come to seek freedom in the cloister. Men come also from rustic life, from
laborious professions, from plebeian labours, and with so much more advantage as they are better inured
to labour. It would be a serious fault not to admit them.” “We must not inquire”, he adds, “whether the
novice be rich or poor, bond or free, young or old; neither age nor condition matters among monks; for
God has made no difference between the soul of the slave and that of the free man. Many plebeians have
exhibited brilliant virtues, and are worthy to be raised above nobles. But let not those who come out of
poverty to enter the cloister swell with pride to see themselves the equals of those who appeared to be
something in the world. It would be an unworthy thing if, where the rich, giving up all worldly splendour,
descend to humility, the poor should allow themselves to rise into arrogance. They ought, on the contrary,
to put aside all vanity, to understand humbly their new position, and never to forget their former poverty.”

Monk or not, Isidore distinguished himself by his zeal for monastic interests when on the death of
Leander he became Bishop of Seville, and the oracle of the Spanish Church. He presided at that Council
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of Seville which, in 619, pronounced the anathema against bishops or priests who should attempt to
disturb or despoil the monasteries.

During the forty years of his episcopate, his knowledge, zeal, and authority consolidated the happy
revolution and religious and literary revival of which his brother had been the chief author. He completed
the destruction of Arianism, stifled the new heresy of the Acephales, continued, strengthened, and
enriched the vast educational work of which Seville was the centre, and which, by means of the fourth
Council of Toledo, he extended to all the Episcopal Churches of Spain, prescribing everywhere the study
of Greek and Hebrew. He was, besides, the compiler of that Spanish liturgy so poetic and imposing,
which, under the name of Mozarabic, survived the ruin of the Visigoth Church, and was worthy of being
resuscitated by the great Ximenes.

A fertile writer, unwearied and profoundly learned, he wrote, among many other works, a history
of the Goths, their conquests and government in Spain. He made Aristotle known to the new nations of
the West long before the Arabs came to bring him again into fashion. He has preserved to us a multitude
of classical fragments which without his care would have perished for ever, by condensing all the
knowledge of antiquity and of his own time, the seven liberal arts, philological tradition, medicine, law,
natural history, geography, and even the mechanical arts, in that vast encyclopedia which, under the name
of a treatise on Etymology or on The Origin of Things, was, with the analogous work of the monk
Cassiodorus, the school manual of the middle ages. It has been said of him with justice that he was the
last philosopher of the ancient world, and the first Christian who arranged for Christians the knowledge of
antiquity.

Isidore died in 636; but the light which he had thrown in floods upon Spain and the Church was
not extinguished with him. He had numerous disciples, of whom St. lldefonso was the most illustrious,
but among whom we must name, in passing, Braulius, Bishop of Saragossa, who has been characterised
as the most eloquent writer of Gothic Spain; and King Sisebut, a learned prince, who had a double merit,
according to a Benedictine historian, in his love for literature, as being at once a king and a Goth. Most of
the Visigoth kings distinguished themselves by their liberality towards monasteries. The only authentic
charter which remains of the Visigothic period, is a donation made in 646, by King Chindaswinde, to the
monastery of Compludo. This charter is signed by the king, by the queen Reciberga, by St. Eugene,
Archbishop of Toledo, and two other bishops, by five counts, and four abbots, among whom we remark
the name of Ildefonso, destined to the highest honour. But the great number of similar donations is
proved by the general and official formula on which these acts were modelled, and which French
erudition has lately brought to light. The king who would found or endow a community addressed himself
to the saint whose relics were to be placed in the new church, and spoke a language which seems to make
even these legal forms palpitate with the ardent breath of Spanish faith. “Glorious lord and happy
conqueror,” he is made to say, “we have decreed that henceforth, in the place where the treasure of your
sacred body reposes, there should be a congregation of monks, destined to serve God and honour your
memory, according to the custom of the Fathers, who have established the rule of monastic life. We offer
to your glorious memory such and such a portion of our patrimony to support the church and its light, its
incense and its sacrifices, to supply the regulated food and clothing of the monks, the help of the poor,
and that travellers may be received there. We will that this donation, made to efface our sins, should be
perpetual; that neither priest nor prelate may have power to alienate it. We warn future abbots, in
centuries to come, not to dissolve, by carelessness or irregularity, the bond which we here form. And you
who shall reign after us, we adjure you by the empire of the eternal God (and may God deign to preserve
the nation and kingdom of the Goths to the end of the world!) take heed that nothing is taken away or
mutilated in these oblations, by which we would propitiate God for our own salvation, and that of all the
Goths! Glorious martyr, accept this gift, and present it before God.” In this formula, as in the Charter of
Compludo, appear already those formidable imprecations, so universal during the middle ages, against the
violators and robbers of holy things, which threaten them with the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah, and
which assign them a place in hell beside Dathan, Abiram, and Judas Iscariot.

The development of the monastic institution kept pace with that of literature and Christian piety,
under the influence of the great doctors produced by monastic life in Spain. St. lldefonso, who signed the
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Charter of Compludo, in whom Leander and Isidore seemed to live again, and who was the most popular
of the Spanish saints, issued like them from the famous school of Seville: but he was also connected with
another centre of knowledge and ecclesiastical education created by the monastic spirit. At the gates of
Toledo, which, since the union of the whole territory of Spain under the sceptre of the Visigoth kings, had
replaced Seville as the capital of the Visigoth kingdom, rose the monastery of Agali, founded in the sixth
century. In the following age, it was a nursery of saints and doctors, and the most celebrated abbey of the
Peninsula. Six metropolitan bishops of Toledol came from it in succession, and among them Helladius, a
young lord of the first nobility, the friend and fellow-student of Leander, who, like him, early renounced
the world, and had lived long at Agali, in companionship with the Religious, and was pleased to be
employed in carrying faggots to the abbatial oven, a before he himself became a monk. When he became
bishop after having been abbot of the monastery, he instituted the great school which his successors vied
with each other in developing.

Ildefonso, born at Toledo, of a family allied to the blood-royal, received at first in Seville, for
twelve years, the instructions of Isidore, and then, returning to his own birth-place, despite the violent
opposition of his family, became a monk at Agali. Another kind of violence, that of the unanimous voice
of the people and clergy of Toledo, was needed to draw him from thence, and place him upon the
metropolitan see. He too cultivated history and poetry with success; his ascetic writings take an
honourable place in the religious literature of the time. But it was his ardent devotion to the holy Virgin,
whose perpetual virginity he defended against the heresy of the Helvidians, which gained him the first
place in the love and memory of the Spanish people. The miraculous visions which testified the gratitude
of Mary for the efforts of his defending zeal, and the relics of them which he left to the church of Toledo,
after having warmed the devotion of the Spaniards for their great saint Alonzo, received, a thousand years
after his death, a new consecration from the genius of Calderon.

Leander, Isidore, and Ildefonso were the illustrious representatives of intellectual life in a time
from which it had almost everywhere disappeared. These laborious, learned, and eloquent ecclesiastics,
full of zeal for knowledge and study, as well as for religion, secured in Spain the future existence of
Christian literature and literary traditions, which were everywhere else interrupted, or threatened by the
storms of invasion, and the establishment of the Barbarians. They made their country the intellectual light
of the Christian world in the seventh century.

After them come all the admirable bishops and monks, issued from the blood or spiritual family of
these three great men, who were, as they themselves had been, the soul of the famous Councils of Toledo.
It is well known that these councils were the strength and glory of Gothic Spain; and that out of their
bosom came, purified by the sacerdotal spirit, that Visigothic legislation which modem knowledge has
nobly vindicated, and placed in the first rank of the laws of ancient Christendom, for the boldness, depth,
and equity of its views.

Leander and Isidore, the two illustrious brothers, gave to these assemblies the political and
legislative character which they retained for a century, and which has fixed upon them the special
attention of historians. Doubtless, in the eighteen assemblies held at Toledo, from the conversion of the
Visigoths to the conquest of Spain by the Moors, religious matters always occupied the first place.
Questions touching doctrine, ecclesiastical hierarchy, and discipline, the independence and regularity of
monasteries, the general and detailed aspect of spiritual interests, formed the subject of most of the
decisions issued by these Councils. Doubtless, also, the bishops played a preponderating part, by number
as by authority. But lords and lay dignitaries figured there also: entering the first time with the king, who
almost always took the initiative as regards questions which were to be dealt with, these laymen withdrew
with him; but after having left the bishops three days to discuss spiritual affairs alone, they returned to
take part in the final deliberations. They were there by virtue of a recognised right: they signed the
decrees like the bishops. Besides, the consent of what was then called the people—that is, of all the
military nobility of the Gothic nation—seems to have been often asked and expressed to give validity to
the decisions of the king, the bishops, and the proceres.
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Thus constituted, these memorable assemblies exercised power, spiritual and temporal, political
and civil, legislative and judiciary, in all its fullness: all the great affairs of the kingdom were discussed
there; and this kingdom embraced not only the whole of Spain, which the Visigoths had succeeded in
purging from the last vestiges of Greco-Roman power, but also the Narbonnaise, the bishops of which
took their places at Toledo with those of the Peninsula. They made laws and kings. They regulated the
conditions of the elective monarchy, too often ignored in practice by the sanguinary violence of
pretenders, or of successors designated to the throne. And although the accomplished acts which they
found it best to sanction had too often substituted violence for right, they always condemned in principle
every candidate whose claims were not founded on an election by the nobility and clergy, upon the purity
of his Gothic origin, and the uprightness of his character.

After having established that the king was only the representative and delegate of the people, they
seem to have accorded to him a kind of counter-advantage, by attributing to his authority a fullness which
contrasts with the limitations imposed upon their princes by the traditional freedom of the Germanic
races, who were best acquainted with the means of recognising at once the rights of blood, and restraining
the exercise of power. But never, it must be acknowledged, has the sovereign power been addressed in
language more noble than that of the fourth Council of Toledo, speaking by the mouth of Isidore and his
colleagues to King Sisenand and his successors. “You who are actually king, and all you, the princes of
the future, we humbly adjure you to be gentle and moderate towards your subjects, to govern with justice
and piety the nations which God has confided to you, and thus to pay your debt to Christ who has made
you kings. Let none among you decide by himself in causes which concern life or property, but let the
crime of the accused be proved in a public sitting with the chiefs of the people, and by an open judgment.
Be gentle even in your severity: by means of such moderation the kings will be content with the people,
the people with the kings, and God with both. As for the future kings, this is the sentence we publish
concerning them. If anyone among them, in opposition to the laws, for pride or royal pomp, or
covetousness, oppresses or vexes his people, may he be accursed by the Lord Christ, and for ever
separated from God!”

But the kings, who listened humbly to such lessons, practised them little. The councils were not the
less obliged to interfere energetically in order to repress the rapacity of the kings, and the subaltern
insolence of certain officers drawn by them from the servile classes. “When,” said the Fathers of the
eighth council, held in 653, at which the monk Eugenius presided as Bishop of Toledo, and where
Ildefonso already sat as abbot of Agali, “when in time past the frightful avidity of the princes has thrown
itself upon the goods of the people, and wildly sought to increase its wealth by the tears of its subjects, we
have been inspired by a breath from on high, after having granted to the subjects laws of respectful
obedience, to put a check also upon the excesses of the princes.” And the Fathers of the thirteenth council,
in 683, decreed as follows: “We know that many slaves and freedmen, raised by order of the king to
palatine offices, and affecting to arrogate to themselves a power which the baseness of their origin
interdicts, having become by their new dignity the equals of their lords, have made themselves the
murderers of their former masters, even of those who gave them their freedom. Therefore, from this time,
we debar any serf or freedman (except those of the treasury) from admission into a palatine office.”

Unhappily, the efforts of these assemblies to restrain the excesses of the princes and their servants
lacked, like those of the nobles and clergy, a lasting guarantee and sanction. The Goths of Spain,
permitting the Roman spirit and manners to gain too rapid a sway over them, gradually lost the traditions
of Germanic institutions and liberties. Unaccustomed to those assemblies of free men and that practice of
military virtue which were always kept up among the Franks, they knew no way of establishing the
necessary counterpoise to the violence of the kings, which ended by overthrowing the monarchy of the
Visigoths under the sword of the Arabs.

We can still recognise in their ceaseless but always impotent decrees against the Jews, whom they
baptized by force, and furiously pursued even into private and domestic life, that implacable character of
Spanish religion which, two centuries before, had disgusted the great soul of St. Martin against the
persecutors of the Priscillianists, and which has almost always failed of its aim by exceeding it, as is
proved by the important part, more important here than anywhere else, played by Jews, and even by
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Jewesses, in the history of the middle ages in Spain. By a deplorable inconsistency, these pitiless
measures had been preceded by the example of the persuasions employed unaided by King Recarede in
the conversion of the Arian priests, by the formal censure of St. Isidore against the proselytising
fanaticism of the Visigoth kings, and by that deliverance of the Council of 633, which breathes the
intelligent toleration of victorious Christianity: “None can be saved who do not desire it. As man fell by
listening of his own will to the serpent, so, upon the call of divine grace, man is saved, and believes only
by the voluntary conversion of his own soul. It is not by force but by free will that they can be persuaded
to conversion.”

It is well known, besides, that most of the laws passed by the Council of Toledo concerning
political affairs are embodied in that celebrated code, which, under the name of Liber or Forum Judicum
(in the Castilian language, Fuero Juezgo), is the principal basis of Spanish legislation, and one of the most
curious monuments of the legislative history of Christian nations. St. Isidore is believed to have been the
first compiler of this record, in which the kings and bishops successively entered, along with the decrees
of the councils, the ancient Gothic customs, and some fragments of Roman law. It was reviewed and
arranged by order of King Egica in the sixteenth Council of Toledo, in 693. This code survived Gothic
Spain; through all the wretchedness of the Arab conquest, and the heroic struggle of the Spanish race
against Islamism, its spirit continued to animate the princes and assemblies, and its luminous trace
through history has always aided Spanish patriotism in recalling its Christian origin.

The influence of the clergy is visible in the didactic style of its language, and still more in the
general spirit of equity which has dictated its principal regulations, in the guarantees granted to slaves, but
especially in the penalties, which, different from all other Barbarian codes, attempt to proportion
punishment, not to the material injury done or to the rank of the culprit, but to the morality of the act. The
fusion of the two races, conquering and conquered, is also made apparent by the absence of all those
distinctions of right or penalty which, in the laws of other Germanic nations, marked the different origin
of races which inhabited the same country. There is good reason for regretting that this celebrated code
was written during an age in which the primitive genius of the Goths was weakened, and in which Roman
civilisation had too much effaced the strong individuality of Germanic institutions and national customs.
But the old law of the Germans may yet be found in the theory of royal rights, which recognises no other
legitimate title of power than that which results from the morality and justice of its possessors. We shall
see that theory retain all its force amid the great struggles between the priesthood and the empire, and
shall hear, even in the times of Gregory VII, the voice of the bishops and monks apply against the
emperors the axiom which the Visigothic code had set forth so energetically: “Rex eris, si recte fads : si
aulem non fads, rex non eris.”

In 680 the bishops made a singular use of this right of deposition, in the case of the old king
Wamba, who, after a glorious reign, being sick and poisoned by a Greek, had received the monastic habit
and tonsure from the hands of the archbishop while he was supposed to be in extremity, according to a
pious custom of the time, habitual to those who desired to make a public repentance before dying. When
he came to himself, he thought himself obliged to ratify the vow which he had appeared to make, and
named as his successor Count Erwige, the son of the man who had poisoned him. He entered into a
monastery, and lived there seven years, in holy obedience to his new duties; in the meantime, the bishops,
met in the twelfth Council of Toledo, relieved his subjects from their oaths of fidelity, and anathematised
the enemies of the new king. They afterwards decreed a canon which took into consideration the case of
those who, having desired the penitence (that is, the tonsure and monastic habit) while they were in good
health, and having received it without asking it during their illness, were desirous of returning to military
life under pretence that they could not be bound by a vow which they had not made; their return is
formally interdicted, because they are regarded as pledged, like children who have received baptism
without being conscious of it. But the same canon forbids bishops to give the penitence to those who do
not ask it, under pain of a year’s excommunication. Everything is obscure and strange in this history,
which, nevertheless, is too closely connected with monastic annals to be passed in silence. This, however,
was not the first time that kings had been obliged to become monks in Spain; a century before, one of the
last kings of the Sueves had been made a monk against his will by a usurper: and the latter had been
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immediately after attacked and overcome by Leovigild, who forced him, in his turn, to enter the cloister,
and added the kingdom of the Sueves to that of the Visigoths. But Leovigild was an Arian persecutor, and
an orthodox council might have found better examples.

In this very country of the Sueves, during the greater part of the seventh century, the true monastic
spirit shed all its lustre in the person of St. Fructuosus. “God created at this time,” says a contemporary
monk, “two great suns to light these western shores with the rays of that flaming truth which shone from
the Apostolic See: the one, Isidore of Seville, relighted among us, by his eloquence, his writings, his
wisdom, and active industry, the great light of dogmatic truth issued by the supreme chair of Rome; the
other, Fructuosus, by the immaculate innocence of his life, by the spiritual fire of his contemplations,
made the virtues of the first Fathers of the desert, and the prodigies of the Thebaid, shine into our hearts”.
Issued from the blood-royal, and son of a general of the Gothic army, the young Fructuosus, when taken
by his father into one of his estates upon the frontiers of Galicia to take account of his flocks, secretly
noted in his soul a site for a future monastery in that wild country. His parents being dead, he withdrew,
after having studied humane and sacred literature at Palencia, into the desert which he had chosen as a
child, and built a monastery, which he endowed with all he had, and where he was shortly joined by a
numerous band of monks. But he himself, flying from the renown of his virtue, took refuge in the woods
and most precipitous rocks, that he might be forgotten by all. One day while praying in a secluded spot in
a forest, a labourer who passed by took him for a fugitive slave, questioned him, and, dissatisfied with his
answers, overwhelmed him with blows, and led him by a rope round his neck to a place where he was
recognised. Another time, like St. Benedict, he was taken for a wild beast. A hunter, seeing him covered
merely with a goat-skin, and prostrated upon the summit of a rock, had aimed an arrow at him, when he
perceived, by seeing him lift his hands to heaven, that it was a man occupied in prayer.

On another occasion, a hind, pursued by the huntsman and almost hunted down, threw herself into
the folds of the solitary’s tunic. He saved her, and took her with him to the monastery; and the story runs
that the monk and the wild creature loved each other tenderly. The hind followed him everywhere, slept at
the foot of his bed, and bleated incessantly when he was absent. He sent her back more than once into the
wood; but she always again found the road to his cell, or the footsteps of her liberator. One day at last she
was killed by a young man who had no goodwill to the monks. Fructuosus was absent some days on a
journey; on his return he was astonished not to see his hind running to meet him, and when he heard of
her death, he was seized with grief, his knees trembled under him, and he threw himself upon the floor of
the church. Whether he did this to ask of God the punishment of the cruel man, is not told; but the latter
fell sick soon after, and begged the abbot to come to his aid. Fructuosus avenged himself nobly, and like a
Christian : he went to heal the murderer of his hind, and restored him to health of soul as well as to health
of body.

It is pleasant to see such gracious and innocent tenderness in times so rude, as well as in those
strong souls, born to reign and draw nations after their footsteps. The example of the young Gothic noble,
whom love of penitence had driven into solitude, became so contagious, that he had to build other
monasteries to receive the immense choir of converts who pressed upon his steps. The number became so
great, that the duke of one of the provinces wrote to the king to warn him that if some obstacle was not
interposed, the country would be so entirely depopulated, that there would remain nobody to fill up the
ranks of the army. The women imitated the men; Fructuosus received one day a letter from a young girl of
noble family, named Benedicta, betrothed to a garding—that is, to one of the principal officers of the
Visigothic court—telling him that she had escaped from her father’s house, that she was wandering in the
woods not far from the monastery, and begging him to have pity on her as upon a sheep which he must
snatch from the fangs of the wolf. He received her, and built for her a little cell in the forest, which shortly
became the centre of a community of eighty nuns, where mothers often came with their daughters to
consecrate themselves to God. The garding endeavoured in vain to recover his betrothed : he compelled
the superior of the new monastery to bring to him her who had fled from him : she came, but refused to
look at him, and he remained mute in her presence. Then the royal judge said, “Leave her to serve the
Lord, and find for yourself another wife.”

131


http://www.cristoraul.org/

www.cristoraul.org El Vencedor Ediciones

We cannot record all the marvellous incidents in the life of the monastic patriarch of Lusitania. We
can only say that his austerities and endless journeys did not prevent him from cultivating literature, from
recommending its study to his monks, nor even from giving himself to poetry; for some of his verses are
still extant. In the regulations which he composed for his different houses, we find that they kept great
flocks of sheep, the profit of which furnished them with means for the assistance of the poor, for
redeeming captives, and exercising hospitality. One monk was specially charged with the superintendence
of the shepherds.

Some years before his death Fructuosus was, against his will, elevated to the archiepiscopal see of
Braga, by the unanimous suffrages of the tenth Council of Toledo. But he did not cease to practise the rule
of monastic life, and to build new monasteries. And soon, thanks to his unwearied activity, he had covered
Cantabria and Lusitania with communities of both sexes. He had surveyed all the coasts of Spain from
Cape Finisterre to Cape St. Vincent, crossing the embouchure of the rivers which were to be named
Douro and Guadalquivir, reaching the promontories, the gulfs, and the islands, even to the spot where
Cadiz was to be, and seeking everywhere asylums for prayer and solitude. Thanks to him, the extreme
frontier of the West will be guarded by a line of monastic garrisons. The great waves of the ocean rushing
from the shores of another hemisphere, from that half of the world still unknown to Christians, will be
met by the gaze and the prayers of the monks from the lofty cliffs of the Iberian peninsula. There they
shall stand firm, awaiting the Mohammedan invasion; there they shall endure and survive it; there they
shall preserve a nucleus of faith and Christian virtue, for those incomparable days when, from those
shores freed by unwearied heroism, Spain and Portugal shall spring forth to discover a new world, and to
plant the cross in Africa, in Asia, and in America.
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BOOK VI

THE MONKS UNDER THE FIRST MEROVINGIANS

I
Gaul Conquered by the Franks

We have overstepped the course of time to indicate all that monastic institutions owe to the greatest
of popes, and what they became in the Iberian Peninsula under leaders imbued with his spirit. We must
now go back a century and cross the Alps and Pyrenees, to concentrate our narrative in Gaul, in that
country where Marmoutier, Lerins, Condat, and other great foundations had not exhausted the monastic
impulse, and where Providence destined the Benedictine tree to shoot out its most vigorous and
productive branches.

In the year of St. Benedict’s birth, Clovis began to reign over the Salian Franks, and during the
whole lifetime of the patriarch, Gaul, disputed by the Franks against the Goths and Burgundians,
gradually yielded to the powerful pressure of the Merovingians and their conquering bands. The evils
which accompanied that conquest are known. But the condition to which the rule of Rome had reduced
Gaul when the Franks, coming last after so many other Barbarians, took it for their prey, should not be
forgotten. Under the emperors, Rome had carried corruption into all the provinces of the world which
under the republic she had conquered. Tacitus shows us that every seat of Roman administration was a
permanent school of oppression and depravity, where avarice and sensuality reigned always insatiable and
unpunished. Of the old Gauls who had overrun Spain, Italy, Greece, and even Asia Minor; who had filled
the world with the din of their arms and the terror of their name; who had conquered Rome; whom Rome
had afterwards vanquished and enslaved, but whom she had never surpassed nor even equalled in heroism
and greatness of soul,—of these men none remained. The tyranny of the Caesars had annihilated them. In
vain their sons rose under Augustus, Tiberius, Nero, and \Vespasian, protesting thus against the pretended
amelioration in the fate of the Roman provinces under the empire. Vainly, from age to age, had Gaul, in
despair of regaining her independence, attempted to cheat her misery by imposing Gaulish emperors on
Rome. In vain the insurgent and half-Christian Bagaudes had meditated the substitution of a kind of
Gaulish Empire in place of the Roman. Ground down by the merciless millstone of the imperial
government and taxation, Gaul had lost its nationality, its civil and municipal institutions, its territorial
wealth, its ancient Celtic tongue, and even its name, one after the other; its inhabitants were known only
under the name of Romans, a name which for them was the symbol of decrepitude and shame. In place of
their ancient national worship—Druidical sacrifices, which were interdicted under pain of death—the
hideous idolatry of the Caesars, whom a vile senate declared divine, was imposed upon them. That
dauntless courage, which had hitherto pointed them out to the admiration of the world, had disappeared
with their liberty. The ruling classes were enslaved and degraded, while the lower ranks of the people had
gained nothing: on the contrary, in proportion to the extension of great estates, the husbandmen found
their lot aggravated, and the universal servitude weighed upon them with a crushing yoke. The free clients
of whom Caesar speaks had disappeared. The Gaulish chiefs, transformed into degenerate patricians, had
the vast estates on which they scarcely ever lived cultivated by slaves, like the plantations of our colonies
before the emancipation of the negroes. It has been calculated that there scarcely remained, in the time of
Constantine, a million of freemen in all that immense region.
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The Church alone remained erect, the sole asylum of human dignity and freedom, under this
frightful oppression. She alone put some check upon injustice and tyranny, mitigated the overwhelming
poverty of the people, encouraged agriculture in her own lands, retained in her bosom the memory and
practice of popular election, and assured Defenders, in the persons of her bishops, to cities abandoned or
ransomed by their magistrates. But her influence, far from being preponderant, could only struggle
imperfectly against the universal decay, and had no power to reproduce those civic virtues which were
stifled like the free cities under the cosmopolitan despotism of the emperors. Four centuries of Roman
government had been enough to divest Gaul of all law and order in civil affairs, as well as of all national
and personal independence. How could such a population, debased and exhausted by a rule, the very
weakness of which increased its minute and imbecile tyranny, resist the repeated inroads of the
Barbarians? The Arverne aristocracy alone, which seemed to be animated still by the spirit of the great
Vercingetorix, and which had retained popular sympathy by some unknown means, struggled with the
obstinacy of despair against the Visigoths in the first place, and then against the sons of Clovis.
Everywhere else the Barbarian domination was accepted as a kind of deliverance.

And indeed it actually was such, for the German nations brought with them that manly energy
which the serfs of the empire lacked. Life had everywhere ebbed away; the conquerors brought a new life
to the soil which they invaded, as well as to the men whom they incorporated under their victorious sway.
All that remained of the nobility of Gaul saw them appear with terror; but what had the rural colonists and
humble townspeople to lose by this change of masters? On the contrary, they could only gain by the
destruction of that Roman system of taxation, the most rapacious that was ever dreamed of. To take for
themselves a portion, the half or a third, of landed property and slaves, as did the Burgundians and
Visigoths, but at the same time to exempt the remainder from all those exactions which under the Romans
compelled the landowners to abandon all they possessed to the treasury, was to bring an evident and real
relief to an insupportable state of things.

As for the Franks, there is no evidence that they ever decreed general confiscations. The
discoveries of modern study have proved, on the contrary, that they generally respected the private
property of the Gallo-Romans. According to all appearance, they contented themselves with the lands
which were at first conceded to them by the emperors, and with the vast stretches of uncultivated soil
abandoned in consequence of the universal impoverishment, which they shared among themselves by lot,
and which were called allodia, while their kings appropriated the immense estates of the imperial
treasury. Let us add, that in expelling the Roman magistrates, they seem to have interfered little with
municipal government, but to have left the principal part of it in the hands of the bishops, and we shall be
able to conceive how, as the latest of our historians affirms, the mass of the people had more horror for
the pedantic and systematic oppression of the empire, than for the brutal and capricious sway of the
Barbarians.

Besides, the Romans of the empire, as has been often remarked, carried into Gaul a principle
proper to themselves, the fatal principle of the supremacy of cities. The Germans, on the contrary, in their
primitive state, knew no life but that of the fields, a rural and sylvan existence. The village was, as it may
still be seen in India, the foundations of their national life. In conquering Gaul, they restored life to its
plains; they created there the village, the free and rural community, and emancipated them from the sway
of towns; they constituted there the most influential element in the new nationality. This preponderance
was only more and more manifested and consolidated in proportion as the feudal system developed itself
and struck root in the soil.

The Franks conferred, besides, a crowning service on Gaul, which she had looked for in vain from
the last emperors. St. Jerome has left us a formidable list of the Barbarian nations which had invaded her
lands under imperial rule. “The countries that lie between the Alps and Pyrenees, between the Rhine and
the sea, have been devastated by the Quade, the Vandal, the Sarmate, the Alain, the Gepid, the Herule, the
Burgonde, the Aleman, and oh supreme calamity! by the Hun.” Coming after all these ferocious
predecessors, each of whom, except the Burgondes, had only passed through Gaul like a tempest, the
Franks debarred from entrance the other pagan nations who pressed upon their steps. They turned against
the current by which they had themselves been brought. They made vigorous head against the Alemans,
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the Saxons, the Slaves, and the Avars, who, but for them, would have crossed the Rhine and invaded
Gaul. Becoming Christians, not in a body or all at once in the train of Clovis, as has been erroneously
supposed, but very gradually and slowly, they set their face against the enemies of Christendom. They
remained, long after their conversion, as wild, fierce, and cruel as before. They were not transformed in a
day. Two centuries of fratricidal wars between the Merovingian kings demonstrate this only too clearly,
while they also prove the superstitious veneration, the pagan idolatry, which the Franks entertained for
that long-haired dynasty, the scions of which they deposed and murdered one by one, but apart from
which no one among them had yet dreamt of seeking chiefs of a different race.

Their barbarism cannot be denied; we must not only believe all that historians have said of them,
but add that here, as throughout all antiquity, these narratives are far from reaching the full extent of
unknown tyranny, unpunished rapine, and unavenged destruction. But we must not believe that the Franks
were, as has been assumed, less civilised, less human, and greater oppressors than the other Barbarians. In
no point of view do they deserve a lower place than the Visigoths or Burgundians. They had evidently as
much inclination and attraction towards the cultivation of the mind and literature. The chapel which the
Merovingian kings instituted in the earliest times of their conversion, with the school which was
immediately attached to it, as an inseparable appendage to the royal residence, became soon a nursery of
zealous and learned clerks, where the young Frank and Gallo-Roman nobility drew such instruction as
was best adapted to their time and habits. The important charges of the Church and court were given to
those who had distinguished themselves there. All the biographies of the saints are unanimous in stating
this fact; and Gregory of Tours confirms it, by speaking of the palatine erudition as of a kind of
ecclesiastical and political novitiate which was in active operation under the grandsons of Clovis.

It is still more certain that the oppression of the Gallo-Romans by the Franks was never systematic,
nor so specially cruel and complete, as a theory cleverly upheld in our own days, but contradicted by all
contemporary writers, would have it to be. Doubtless, in the north-east district of Gaul, which was the
first occupied by the Franks, who were then entirely pagan, the Roman population was cruelly spoiled
and maltreated, if not entirely exterminated. But after their conversion, in proportion as they approached
the Loire, and especially when they spread themselves to the south of that river, the Gallo-Romans are
seen to have preserved all their property, and to have enjoyed absolutely the same rights as their
conquerors. Among the Franks, as among the Gauls, poor men, artisans and slaves, are to be seen, as well
as rich men and nobles. The nobles of Gaul, and members of those families called senatorial, occupied the
same rank as under the Roman Empire, and were associated in the court and military retinue of the
Merovingian kings with the leudes and antrustions of Frankish race. The Gallo-Romans are everywhere
found in the highest ranks, not only in the Church, where they had, up to the end of the sixth century,
almost exclusive possession of the bishoprics, but among the companions of the king, among the dukes
and counts, at the head of armies, and even in the offices of the royal household, which might well have
been exclusively reserved for the companions and compatriots of the prince.

It is at the same time necessary to remark the difference established by the Salic law in the rate of
compensation due for murders committed upon the Franks and upon the Romans, from which we
perceive that the life of a Roman is estimated at half the value only of that of a Frank. Except that single
particular, in which the natural pride of the victor manifests itself, no trace of radical distinction is to be
found between the conquering and conquered races. The Gallo-Roman retained his private rights, but was
subject to the same laws and obtained the same guarantees as the Frank. As for public rights, he was
exposed, like the Frank, but not more than he, to the atrocious violences which daily broke out in that
society, and which were as often originated by himself as by the Frank or Burgundian. For there were
Gallo-Romans as deeply imbued as the Barbarians with that ferocity which is inspired by the possession
of uncontrolled wealth and strength. They had their share in almost all the crimes and treacheries which
appear in the annals of this unhappy period. It has been said with justice, “The greatest evil of Barbarian
government was perhaps the influence of the greedy and corrupt Romans, who insinuated themselves into
the confidence of their new masters”. It is to them especially that those refinements of debauchery and
perfidy, which it is so surprising to find amid the savage brutality of the German tribes, should be
attributed. They instructed their conquerors in the art of oppression, and taught them how to degrade their
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compatriots, by means which the natural obtuseness of the Goths and Teutons could never have
suggested. The Barbarians derived no advantage from their contact with the Roman world, depraved as it
was under the empire. They brought with them manly virtues, of which the conquered race had lost even
the recollection; but they borrowed, at the same time, abject and contagions vices, of which the Germanic
world had no conception. They found Christianity there; but before they yielded to its beneficent
influence, they had time to plunge into all the baseness and debauchery of a civilisation corrupted long
before it was vanquished. The patriarchal system of government which characterised the ancient
Germans, in their relations with their children and slaves as well as with their chiefs, fell into ruin in
contact with that contagious depravity.

At a later period, when the Christian spirit had established its empire, and when all the old Roman
remains had been absorbed and transformed by the German element under the first Carolingians, the evil
lessened, and if it did not disappear completely, all the nations of Christendom at least could constitute
themselves under laws and manners which they needed neither to blush for nor to complain of.

But at the period of which we treat nothing could be more sad than the first fusion of Germanic
barbarism and Roman corruption. All the excesses of a savage condition were then combined with the
vices of a civilisation learnedly depraved. From this perverse and fatal origin flow these revolting abuses
of seignorial right, which, continued and developed by the course of time, debased the feudal system and
made it so unpopular. And here we must seek the secret of these monstrous examples of treason and
ferocity which appear on almost every page of the narrative of Gregory of Tours, and throw a sanguinary
light upon the early pages of our history.

Thence, also, came the attempts of the Merovingian kings to re-establish and aggravate the Roman
system of taxation. Sometimes it was the churches from which they exacted the payment of a third of
their revenues; sometimes it was the poll-tax which they tried to establish, not, as among the Romans,
upon the plebeians without landed property, but upon all, and first on the Franks themselves. But here the
old Germanic law took the upper hand. Even in the absence of the national assemblies, which seem to
have been suspended during the reign of Clovis and his immediate successors, the resistance was
energetic and triumphant. The Merovingian kings had vainly manifested an inclination to imitate the
despotism of the Roman emperors, for they had always to reckon with the Frank nobles, who would not
renounce the freedom of their ancestors upon soil conquered by themselves, and who, reinforced by the
descendants of the old chivalrous races of Gaul, soon formed around the throne an aristocracy at once
civil and warlike, free and powerful, as proud of its origin as of its rights, and resolved not to be reduced
to the vile level of the Roman senate. According to the old privilege of German freedom, they assumed
the right of speaking out on every subject, interfering actively in all public interests, resisting all
usurpations, and striking down the guilty. Their superstitious regard for the Merovingian blood, their
traditional devotion to the person of the chief, led them to fill domestic offices about the persons of their
kings, which among the ancient Romans were reserved for slaves, but which bore no servile character
among the German races, and were, on the contrary, the privilege of the principal men of the nation, who
were called trusty. But this loyalty did not prevent them from opposing to the violence of their master
other outbreaks of violence not less dreadful, and often not less illegitimate. “Farewell,” said a deputation
of Austrasian lords to King Gontran of Burgundy, grandson of Clovis—“farewell, oh king! we take leave
of thee, reminding thee that the axe which has broken the head of thy brethren is still bright; and it shall
be thy brains next which it will dash out.”

By what prodigious change did these scarcely-baptized Barbarians become the cherished nation of
the Church, and the chosen race of Christendom? This will be seen by the following narrative. In the
meantime, it must be acknowledged that, by a singular privilege, they were never Arians. They alone,
among all the Barbarian conquerors of the empire, never permitted their energy and simplicity to become
the victims of that heresy, which exercised an inexplicable ascendancy over all the Germanic tribes, and
which, overcome among the old Christians, formed for itself a triumphant asylum among their
conquerors. Closing Gaul against the other Barbarians, and assuring Catholic unity within her by pursuing
heresy without open persecution, was to render two crowning services to new-born Christendom. South
of the Loire, the Catholic population, which was too well aware of the persecutions raised against the
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orthodox clergy in Spain and Africa by the Arian Barbarians, passionately longed for the government of
the Franks. It was for this reason that St. Remy said to the detractors of Clovis, “Much must be pardoned
to him who has been the propagator of the faith, and the saviour of provinces.” This explains without
justifying those terms of adulation which most of the ecclesiastical writers have addressed to princes
whose public and private life was stained with atrocious crimes. Different from the Byzantine emperors,
who interposed the authority of the state in spiritual affairs on all occasions, and who believed themselves
better theologians than the bishops, they meddled little in theology, and, except in the too numerous cases
where they tampered with the freedom of episcopal elections in favour of their domestics or followers,
they left the Church entirely independent in matters of faith and discipline. They displayed, also, great
liberality to the bishops and monks: they did not content themselves with restoring to the Church all that
had been taken from her; they selected from the immense possessions which had become crown-lands by
conquest, at the same time as they divided the land into benefices for their trusty laymen, other vast
territories, mostly uncultivated, desert, or covered with inaccessible forests, with which they endowed the
principal monasteries erected during the Merovingian period. The great farms, or towns, where the
Frankish kings held their court, in the centre of agricultural labours, were repeatedly transformed into
religious establishments.

And yet they were sad Christians. While they respected the freedom of the Catholic faith, and
made external profession of it, they violated without scruple all its precepts, and at the same time the
simplest laws of humanity. After having prostrated themselves before the tomb of some holy martyr or
confessor, after having distinguished themselves by the choice of an irreproachable bishop, after having
listened respectfully to the voice of a pontiff or monk, we see them, sometimes in outbreaks of fury,
sometimes by cold-blooded cruelties, give full course to the evil instincts of their savage nature. Their
incredible perversity was most apparent in the domestic tragedies, the fratricidal executions and
assassinations, of which Clovis gave the first example, and which marked the history of his son and
grandson with an ineffaceable stain. Polygamy and perjury mingled in their daily life with a semi-pagan
superstition; and in reading these bloody biographies, scarcely lightened by some transient gleams of faith
or humility, it is difficult to believe that, in embracing Christianity, they gave up a single pagan vice or
adopted a single Christian virtue.

It was against this barbarity of the soul, far more alarming than grossness and violence of manners,
that the Church triumphantly struggled. From the midst of these frightful disorders, of this double current
of corruption and ferocity, the pure and resplendent light of Christian sanctity was about to rise. But the
secular clergy, itself tainted by the general demoralisation of the two races, was not sufficient for this task.
They needed the powerful and soon preponderating assistance of the monastic army. It did not fail: the
Church and France owe to it the decisive victory of Christian civilisation over a race much more difficult
to subdue than the degenerate subjects of Rome or Byzantium. While the Franks, coming from the north,
completed the subjugation of Gaul, the Benedictines were about to approach from the south, and
superimpose a pacific and beneficent dominion upon the Germanic Barbarian conquest The junction and
union of these forces, so unequal in their civilising power, were destined to exercise a sovereign influence
over the future of our country.

Arrival of the Benedictines in Gaul.

The fame of Benedict and his work had not been slow to cross the frontiers of Italy; it resounded
specially into Gaul. A year before the death of the patriarch, two envoys arrived at Monte Cassino from
the Gallo-Roman prelate, Innocent, Bishop of Mans, who, not content with forty monasteries which had
arisen during his episcopacy in the country of the Cenomans, still desired to see his diocese enriched by a
colony formed by the disciples of the new legislator of cenobites in Italy. Benedict confided this mission
to the dearest and most fervent of his disciples, a young deacon named Maurus, of patrician origin like
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himself, who had worthily prepared himself for these distant labours by outdoing the austerities of the
Rule, and who seemed to be regarded by the whole community as the natural successor of their founder.
He gave him four companions (one of whom has written the history of the mission, and bestowed upon
him a copy of the Rule, written with his own hand, together with the weights for the bread and the
measure for the wine which should be allotted to each monk every day, to serve as unchanging types of
that abstinence which was to be one of the strongest points of the new institution.

At the head of this handful of missionaries, who went to sow afar the seed destined to produce so
great a harvest, Maurus came down from Monte Cassino, crossed Italy and the Alps, paused at Agaune,
the sanctuary which the Burgundian monarch had just raised over the relics of the Theban legion, then
went into the Jura to visit the colonies of Condat, and doubtless to make the rule of his master known
there. Arrived upon the banks of the Loire, and repulsed by the successor of the bishop who had called
him, he stopped in Anjou, which was then governed by a viscount called Floras, in the name and under
the authority of the king of Austrasia, Theodebert, the grandson of Clovis. This viscount offered one of
his estates to the disciple of Benedict, that he might establish his colony there, besides giving one of his
sons to become a monk, and announcing his own intention of consecrating himself to God. Maurus
accepted the gift, but only by a formal donation, and before witnesses; “for,” he said to the Frank lord,
“our observances require peace and security above all.” In this estate, bathed by the waters of the Loire,
he founded the monastery of Glanfeuil, which afterwards took his own name. The site of this monastery,
now lost among the vineyards of Anjou, merits the grateful glance of every traveller who is not insensible
to the advantages which flowed from that first Benedictine colony over entire France.

With a touching and legitimate reminiscence of ancient monastic glory, Maurus consecrated one of
the four churches or chapels of his new abbey to St. Martin, who had founded, at no great distance and on
the banks of the same river, the still celebrated sanctuary of Marmoutier, and another to St. Severin, that
Roman monk who, on the banks of the Danube, subdued the ferocity of the Barbarians while he blessed
the future of Odoacer. The beloved son of St. Benedict spent forty years at the head of his French colony:
he saw as many as a hundred and forty monks officiate there; and when he died, after having lived apart
for two years in an isolated cell, to prepare himself in silence for appearing before God, he had dropped
into the soil of Gaul a germ which could neither perish nor be exhausted; and which, a thousand years
after, was to produce under the very name of the modest founder of Glanfeuil a new efflorescence of
monastic genius, destined to become the synonym of laborious learning, and one of the most undisputed
glories of France.

A certain obscurity bangs over the early progress of the Benedictine rule in Gaul after the first
foundation of St. Maur. We have already pointed out the progress of cenobitical life due to the great
schools of Marmoutier, Lerins, and Condat, before the age of St. Benedict. This progress did not diminish
after him, since eighty new establishments can be reckoned during the course of the sixth century alone in
the valleys of the Saone and Rhone, ninety-four between the Pyrenees and the Loire, fifty-four from the
Loire to the Vosges, and ten from the Vosges to the Rhine. This was a renewed and more complete
conversion of that great country. Each province by degrees received for its apostles holy monks, who
were also often bishops, and who founded at the same time dioceses and monasteries, the latter destined
to be citadels and nurseries of the diocesan clergy.

The councils of the Gauls were more and more frequently occupied with questions of monastic
discipline, without, however, noting any special congregation. They showed themselves animated by the
spirit which dictated the famous canon of the General Council of Chalcedon in 451, in virtue of which
monks were placed under the control of bishops. That of Agde, in 511, renewed the prohibition against
founding new monasteries without the knowledge of the bishop. Those of Orleans (511, and especially
533), of Epaone (517), and of Arles (558), completely subjected monasteries to the authority and
superintendence of the bishops. The abbots could neither be absent nor dispose of any of the property of
the community without episcopal permission; once a year they were to wait upon their bishop to receive
his advice, and if need were his corrections. The Council held in the Basilica of St. Martin at Tours, in
567, which quotes Seneca in its fourteenth Canon in favour of the precautions to be taken against the
scandal of incontinence, pronounces the penalty of excommunication in Canon XV. against every monk
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who should marry, and against every judge who should refuse to declare the dissolution of such a
marriage. But by the great number of different rules and successive reforms, and still more by the
narratives of violence and abuse which Gregory of Tours has honestly transmitted to us, the resistance
met with by the Christian ideal of monastic life may well be understood.

How did all these communities, so numerous and diverse, come to recognise the Benedictine Rule
as that which was to ensure their existence and prosperity? This can only be discovered in some houses
more or less celebrated. It was not the work of one of those sudden, radical, and ephemeral
transformations to which modern history has accustomed us; it was the slow and instinctive progress of
an institution which sought the conditions of permanent durability. The conquest was made gradually and
imperceptibly. But it is undeniable that this progress was universal, despite the formidable rivalry of the
Rule of St. Columba; and not less undeniable is the fact, that the mission of St Maurus was the channel by
which the sovereign paternity of the Italian legislator extended by degrees to all the monasteries of Gaul.

This mission marks out besides, in history, the first encounter of the Benedictine order with that
French monarchy, then only dawning under the shield of Clovis and his descendants, but which we shall
see through many centuries the faithful and grateful ally of the sons of St. Benedict. The district of Anjou
in which Glanfeuil was situated fell to the lot of that grandson of Clovis, named Theodebert, who reigned
at Metz and over Austrasia. It was he from whom the Viscount Florus, according to tradition, had to
obtain, first the necessary authority for the establishment of the foreign monks, and then permission to
enrol himself among them. This king, celebrated in the history of the Merovingians for his exploits in
Aquitaine against the Visigoths, and in Italy against the imperial forces, consented very reluctantly to part
with one of his principal officers, and only after having himself visited the new colony. He came with all
the pomp which the race of Clovis were so prompt to borrow from the fallen empire; but, clothed in his
purple as he was, as soon as he perceived Maur, the Frank king prostrated himself before the Roman
monk, as Totila prostrated himself before Benedict, entreating the abbot to pray for him, and to inscribe
his name among those of the brethren. He presented his young son to the community, desired that the
monks who had come from Monte Cassino with the abbot might be specially pointed out to him, asked
their names, and embraced them and also their brethren. Then he surveyed the monastic precincts, ate
with the monks in the refectory, and before he went away, desired that the chief of his scribes should
make out on the spot, and seal with his ring, the donation of an estate belonging to the crown, which he
intended to bestow on the monastery. Floras afterwards obtained the king’s consent to witness his
profession as a monk. After having added new gifts to his first donation, the viscount freed and portioned
twenty of his slaves; then, having laid his military sword-belt on the altar, he knelt before the king, who,
at the request of the abbot, cut the first lock of his hair; the tonsure was then completed by the other
nobles present. Before leaving the monastery the king desired to see his old friend in the monastic dress;
he exhorted him to do honour to that new habit, as he had done honour to secular life, then threw himself
into the arms of Floras and wept there before he withdrew, carrying with him the benediction of the abbot.

Thus the Frank king and the Benedictine became acquainted with each other, and these two forces
which were to found France, to direct and represent her during long centuries, stood face to face for the
first time.

Admitting even that this tale may have been embellished, in its minute details, by the imagination
of after ages, it is worthy of being remembered as a sort of type of those intimate and cordial relations
which began to exist from that time between the princes of Germanic race and the monks, and which are
to be found almost on every page of their double history.

Previous Relations between the Merovingians and the Monks.
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God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.—2 Tin. I.

This was not, however, the first time that the Merovingians had met the monks on their way. By
the side of bishops, who personified the gentle and strong majesty of the Church, and whose children the
Franks had just declared themselves to be, they had everywhere discovered, sometimes, isolated recluses,
sometimes monks living in a community whose strange privations, painful labours, and irreproachable
virtues bore eloquent witness to the moral grandeur of Christian doctrines. The life of these kings, divided
between war and the chase, brought them perpetually in contact with those whom all the world agreed in
calling men of God, whether in the towns and rural districts ravaged by their soldiers, or in the forests h
anted by their hounds. In spite of all we have said regarding the strange and hateful mixture of deceit and
ferocity, wild incontinence and savage pride, which characterised the Merovingian princes, in spite of the
fatal alloy which Gallo-Roman corruption, immediately after their conversion and conquest, added to the
traditional barbarity of the race, it is impossible to deny the sincerity of their faith, and the influence
which Christian virtue and penitence almost always exercised upon them. They passed with a rapidity
which now seems incomprehensible from the atrocious excesses of their native cruelty to passionate
demonstrations of contrition and humility. After having directed massacres or executions which rank
among the most odious recollections of history, we see them listening with respect, and pardoning without
difficulty the warning of a bold chief, or still more frequently of a pontiff or monk. For it was almost
always monks or bishops who had been trained in cloistral life, who drew from them, in the name of God,
a tardy and incomplete homage to justice and humanity.

Clovis himself paid repeated tribute to these virtues. The foundation of several abbeys has been
attributed to him, though without sufficient proof. But one charter of his is received as authentic, in which
a profession of his faith in the indivisible and cosubstantial Trinity, which proves his title to be considered
the sole Catholic king existing in Christendom, which was then wasted by Arianism, precedes a grant of
land and an exemption from imposts in favour of a monastery near Orleans, which soon became
celebrated under the name of Micy, and then of St. Mesmin. This last name was derived from Maximin,
one of the leaders of the little colony of Arverne monks, whom Clovis established there under the
direction of the holy priest Euspicius, who had gained his heart at the siege of Verdun, by his mission into
the besieging camp itself to implore mercy for the Gallo-Roman insurgents in that town. He had given
them an estate belonging to the royal fiscus or treasury, situated at the point of the peninsula formed by
the Loire and Loiret at the junction of their waters, in order, as his charter states, that these Religious
should be no longer strangers and travellers among the Franks.

A legend long popular in Touraine declares the fine abbatial Church of St. Julian, near Tours, to
mark the spot where the conqueror of the Visigoths stopped to bestow his alms, when, on horseback and
with the crown on his head, he came to offer thanksgivings to St. Martin for his victory at Vouillé.

Another tradition, recorded by Gregory of Tours, shows still better the feeling which consoled and
animated the inhabitants of Gaul, when they saw their dreaded conquerors bow before the sanctity of
monks of their own race. This tradition relates that, during the march of the army of Clovis across Poitou
to encounter Alaric, a band of Franks attacked a monastery, governed by a holy monk named Maxentius,
from Agde in Septimania; one of the Barbarians had raised his sword to kill the abbot, when his arm was
suddenly paralysed, and his companions were struck with blindness around him. Clovis, when he heard of
the miracle, hastened to the monk, and, on his knees, begged mercy for the assassins. The spot where the
victor of Syagrius and Alaric knelt before a Gallo-Roman monk, and acknowledged a force more
invincible than all the Roman or Barbarian arms, was shown for several centuries in the church of the
monastery.

But it was not always with such impunity that the monks were exposed to contact with their
ferocious conquerors, and evil often fell upon them while representing religion, with all the benefits and
progress that flowed from it, to the eyes of the sanguinary and covetous hordes, whose fury might
sometimes be repressed by the power of a Clovis, but whose chiefs were ordinarily the first to give the
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example of violence. These Franks who were so zealous for orthodoxy, and who boasted of fighting for
the Church against the Burgundians and Arian Visigoths, did not hesitate when their passions were
inflamed to subject the most orthodox priests and monks to barbarous usage. Thus we see, in one of their
invasions of Burgundy, a solitary of the famous monastery of the island Barbe, on the Saone near Lyons,
given up to the most cruel tortures by a detachment of Franks who had invaded that sanctuary, called by
some the most ancient in Gaul. His hame was Leobin, and he had been a shepherd before he became a
monk. All the other Religious had fled except himself and another old monk, who, urged by the invaders
to show them where the wealth of the monastery was hidden, answered that he did not know, but that
Leobin was acquainted with everything. The Franks, finding that Leobin would not answer their
questions, put him to the torture with an ingenious cruelty which seems to have been borrowed rather
from Oriental than Germanic habits. They tied cords tightly round his head, beat him upon the 6oles of
his feet, plunged him over and over again into the water, drawing him out only when he was almost
suffocated. The courageous monk resisted all these agonies without speaking. Then they left him more
dead than alive. He recovered, however, and was called some years after to the episcopal see of Chartres,
by Childebert, one of the sons of Clovis, who had himself led the attack to which the pious bishop had all
but fallen victim.

Clovis had a sister named Albofled, who, baptized at the same time as himself, had embraced
conventual life. She died soon after, and Clovis lamented her so deeply that St Remy had to remind him
of the duties of his royal charge. “There is no room,”” wrote the apostle of the Franks, “for lamenting that
sister whose virginal flower spreads forth its perfume in the presence of God, and who has received a
celestial crown as the reward of her virginity. My lord, chase this grief from your heart, your kingdom
remains to you to be governed. You are the head of nations, and the weight of their government lies upon

E2)

you.

He had also a daughter called Theodechild, who also, as it is supposed, consecrated her virginity to
God. Her existence can be traced only by some scanty lines in the works of Gregory of Tours and the
other chronicles of the time. They permit us to salute her in passing as a sweet and consoling apparition
amid the horrors and violence of the age in which she lived. She founded near the Gallo- Roman cathedral
city of Sens a monastery in honour of St. Peter and St. Paul, in imitation of that which her father and
mother had built near Paris, to the south of the Seine, and where St. Genevieve was buried. Theodechild
established monks in this foundation, which since took the name of St. Pierre-le-Vif; she chose her burial-
place there, after having made a grant to them of all that she had possessed or acquired in France and
Aquitaine—that is, on both sides of the Loire. An act of generous pity on the part of the royal foundress
worthily inaugurated the annals of this famous monastery. Basolus, who had been named duke of
Aquitaine by Gessalic, king of Aquitaine and the Visigoths, was made prisoner by Clovis in a last combat,
and was conducted chained to Sens. While his guards led him to the dungeon where he expected to be put
to death, he met Theodechild, the daughter of his conqueror, upon his way. She immediately resolved to
beg the life and liberty of the captive. Clovis long resisted her entreaties, but yielded at length on
condition that the vanquished chief should be sent to the monastery which his daughter had just estab-
lished, and should have his head shaven and become a monk. Basolus appears to have adopted his new
profession willingly, for he gave to St. Peter all the estates he possessed in Auvergne, and thus founded
the monastery and town of Hauriac in the mountains of Cantal.

These monasteries of Auvergne and elsewhere where the victors and vanquished often met, were
already an asylum for all kinds of unfortunate persons. Gregory of Tours has preserved to us the memory
of a young Arverne slave, Portianus, who, flying from the severity of his master, took refuge in a
monastery: the Barbarian pursued and seized him, but, being suddenly struck with blindness, restored the
fugitive to the sanctuary in order to obtain the c