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THE AGE OF MONKS MAURICE ROv{DON 

.(lkActmv f~~ ~ ~aV) 
t · L~c~~~~ ~~. ~ 

..--' The object of this book is to show that the 
first Christian monks were the architects of our 
t hought and our society , and t hat their thought 
and t heir society were one and the same thing in 
their hands . 

THE AGE OF MONKS will describe how a set of 
P%ssionate-!f in ! Ai: I., I!verpOVartrlS -::-a tti tudes came 
about first in a few people in Judah and the desert , ~ ~ 
after the death of Christ , then in the form of ~ C4J~ 
~Qj¥ie::s round the IVlediterranean, then finally ~as a . 
distinctive civilisation centred on RQme • .1~~ ~'"", , __ 

F ' /, ·nJ~. 

It will trace the origins of this eivilisation 
---which means a way of thought---in the fir 'st 
Christian monks , who were also the architects of the 

.J\.f!.. (A:J8""'~ --'-hrslry\society, their milinastic settlements being the . 
~~I;:"'_ embryo (quite consciously and deliberately) of the J~ 

_._--., Christian city . I shall trace the development of 
these settlemen ts, togette.r with the thought and 
controversies that brought them into being , through 
the fir st eight centuries after Christ , until their 
climax in the Benedictine monastery, which became the 
model of all monastic life in Europe during the 
Middle Ages and indeed might be desc r ibed as the 
basis of~ediaeval 1~J"til "61 0Jltt!):,¥i .::: I shall there­
fore endAthe book where the system of Christian 

h life (which is the same as the system of Christian ~~'1l ..... t., 
' /' " thought) seems to have become completed . num kh~ ~'11 

.IJ:-; ·~_~i~ e·; gl1 theQn ! ip'JI (l 111A/5] -1:,s · : 'I'h:i~ riA 1,I If'sl1:';5r counter! \ 
"--1'- the idea of a 'dark age,~ $1 11la1j tj"le, because the 

entire basis of the later society---what I shall call 

. ___ -------raDSI'b t! (gIl I 1rely ];±QJH S~O:3t emS of 1 1 fe , was laid' dur lng O 
the 'vast social operation' of converting the Barbar-

that"time . Fzr from being dark, bhooe that age was 
full of a light which we have great difficulty in 
?eeillgz onl:1' because ~ sanna b dSi5c' i 118 the Christian 

h.P w ~experlencel.in historical , that is external,.. terms: 
- it is an inner expe~erience . And only an under-

. ~~_~ standing of this, which in a. way is an understanding ~. 
""':~- of all genuine monasticisIlb.( =£that practlsed by (~ ' .. 

pe ople who never set foot in a mom stery..-~bi:1t p:c liF ! i Iq~ 

::;..!~ 1" acco~~t i~~i t~e 9L~ ~£ ~::t it: 0 G m:~;JS~e;A:=;e etie 
prepared to_ die ~ horribly ~ mOI'1 i fJ' ! l l el'IS1Jl "GIS foo· ;r-. 
$(\ j Ur lg. l Wha~ I am saying is that in the e first '. 
~artyrdoms ~~he$' 'j-ci:rei5 ae-es o£ IIz1f2h6£ bific I ::ken ilfi"lIl o,,/*, - ' 
:n:t the d9seI' tlI(' a whole new world was being pioneered 
which culminited in the conver~ion of ~wil~ 
and ~ unthinkably savag~ tribes0", J 102. I 
shall suggest ~ that thls process lseven now not 
at all finished, and that Christian experience is still 
at what might be called the beginner's stage , compared 
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Vi.) 'It ~ ~ ~ ~II:; ~Jl-1Jt!:) t~ A 

r r-"'\ ~~ tJ-.tV1-1 
Eastern religions"Aab pady elfVolbed ~XIOb(gUiillrj:; 
before the birth ~f Christ. ~ sha •• sug~est 

In order.to lead to this inner pexperi~nce_J: S~~I~~/~~~:~ ) 
t.HoFoIoFc be gln THEJ GE 0 MONKS by , sugges-tlng(wlt1iou~ ~ 
dogmatic insistence~that l.uthe monastic tradi tion c ame 
from India, and trave,lled~~rfore the birth of Christ~ 
::t:oag be E! iJ a, along the trade routes (or perhaps migratory 
routes) from XN~XX~ the Ganges to Mesopatamia and 
Greece . I shall point out that Christ's whole mission 
and story came from that, and that the horror felt by 

~
~----JUaah-'lJ owardSj~:t1r~ yvas essentially Z- a horror of the 

,e7W' ) monast ic idea~ ~'C£f was;'opposite as anything could be 
_ ~ to the highly raclal type of worship evolved in Judah, 

which depended on the family and the blood-tie. It 
__ o.!..--,~r:....:e::::...c~.isely the racial type of worship that Christ 

attacked , and t ~is was why his crucifixion was ~~ kv 
spF'ax a social necessity , required 'for the people'. 

/"'} .......,~ L /~ '; J/-.&:JY- . c 
f ~ Introduction will 4jfieFoi ore $desribe something 

o 'an background (the oral tradition of the Vedas 
and the written Upanishads) which I believe to have been 
th-e mo..&el for t --.Christian monk " especially for the fir st 
herm~t of t he desert . We have an excellent contemporary 
accoutn of the sannyasin or monk in the life of Sri 
Ramakrishna , who died towards the end of the last century. 

e . 

the pre-Christian models 
the Therapeutae, the neo­

Platonis~of Alexandria) ~ ~o ~faee (alwa~~ as liviBg 
experience ~~d Bet as academic tbongh , ~hie~ tho first 
Chri~'fJ:i:6:l1 expcf'iemee never was (and whkch It only oeeaHl9 
aU oX' e v Ii'fJtlrie~ 8f e.oYolOF1t!9Fli5). 

)( l~ 
At the same. time. th0cx xperience must be described ~/ 

_~,--=-:..........;..~-- __ --.- - -- - - ~ _ __ .' ~ __ .: __ ~.-::-_-:-__ .=::.~-- -. - r 

..LF - -J... .... A..t.,1 ~C.:..tl,.......5::·~:=..;<:t:::L.--"'".....(J../);....-1 ' ...... ~5l--'-~~l_7-- -~---::;;;;...-.....;;....;~ ____ :r ~ 7;1 C -' ----
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in i ts clash with the outside world . This is the only 
way to ge t over the ecstasy which it involved, and which 
made the first maryrs cry with joy on their way to death . 
It will mean de cribing the state of Roman society at the 
time of Christ, escpecially ~ Judah mi~ht be desc i~ed u~ 
~ a satellite of that society . And of course the Roman 
empire provided the new Christian feeling with a ready-made 
vehicle of expansion . It made possible that 'vast social- 'A 
operation I of converting the Barbar~an ~ribe\k:~~h :~~~ ~.,.~ 
~,l~ took over theEmpire, at t er beIng I Ls- fee-·~-~ t~~--; 
I believe that the story of this ' social operqtion ' has 
never before bee h told properly . It is i &e story not 
solely of how our co~~; came about, odb.0ur thgouth came 
facame about , or~e~tJ.j .... ~ the Christia" faith came about " 
but of how all thes three were a simultaneous and identical 
ferment . 

' , My approach will be as chronological as possible , so 
as to. ge t ,the, idea of a deyelopment, though not a ' progf' ess': 
I will not be saying that mediaeval life was· the ,. ,qrown of 
an endaevour that had been going o:1Qince the Deser t,. - " 

u more "'distillation of the of ~lt~etperience , a dist;t>nct 
a erlng-down~ to make irl:Ie- mass-conversjlion., po c' ssible/ /1/1 ~ /11_ 

and to turn ~o }L'universal society ~ INniss the /] h Ir"ef.OL.X...f 

~€H~iaeyal ~ae?i:ety T."Tas-R:rQr=e:wtb~:Q._~ni.¥ otl;t9P knOHn in tbe ~" 
)!!B'o., ilideed. ; ts f j i s~ :r:::: :i , :!!:;: :~~ 
fl -r~ worklng plan; t J;ls!!:lf ' . _ =::=~ ,.f!'1' ~l;~ , _ _ ?'N,_.....;;. ___ ~=--=~_ 

I NTRODUCTION . The monstdic experience itself , with 
reference back to the Vedas and the Upanishads and some 
mention of Sri Ramakrishna. The possible ways in which 
theexperience could have reached ~1esop~tam,ia- and Gr,eece . ~=~ 
1flIe rac t ig!±B:t IVIesopatamia wEts the cradEU., of the NeaJ: , ~~, ':~ 

, Eas tern religions , and Gr~~ra dominant ek mtn i1:vY ::::t:iift; 
I"" t:;hobtBh t;::::A:t:. Christ 's time ;~:r!:tng from th~~ source 

on the banks of the Ganges . 

~_ 1. The crucifixion . How Judah resisted ~ this 
expr.e.s.sj on of the monastic ideal- ( give yp your goods , 
your mother and father etc ).X2, The first Nasarene church 
that came about in Je rusalem after the crucifixion. 
The Jews were the first proponents of the Christian 
e:x;peri1nce . .:5 l? ,,1 Ii to · ,1 . , ):::> 

)¥:~, IJot '7,al . / /.... . Jke~ • 1. The state of th~rpplr~~/~The ~ . . ~.~:-t~~ whQle basis 
of the imperial structure .~ V)- -The- laCK 'of Roman volunteers 
(dur to the ?ollap_~~ o~ .. t.he mid.dle .. class? means that ~~ 
~now reculted -~' on the spot In varlOUS pa.rts of " . 
Europe from ' the barbarian tribes , which in tUrn began 
to form autonomous '-- ( ahd lawl'ess) settlements . The collapse 
of the slave marke t. Inflation , and sepculation at the 
expense of the s tate. The centreof control ~roke - up. 
The towns began to surround thems,elves w:iith walls . 
A bureaucracy began to replace the army, and this in the 
end came under the control of Christians, who showed the 
most discipline and integrity. Antyhing like a reli~~ 
in Rome had dwindled into oceul tism . ~ e1iriztianity had: ~ ~ 

- r Ules zrr the ' mystery ' religions . / l..L·hese had not the 

..:3k.(/" 
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of a single man , 
ev~rythire said 

~~--

~ ".,.......----.- .. #',..---.... ~-~ .-,.-.~~-

s: Pachomius (286-346) first or ganised the loose 
conmunities of the ~ desert into settlements inder 
a superior , with novices . The monastery in the Christ­
lan sense appears for the first time . I describe the 
spread east of the Christian moanasciticsn, to Gaza , 
Cyprus , Besanduc near Jerusalem. I trace a note of 
doubt 'that enters the Christian experience . The first 
light beg~fis to flicker doubtfully . Epiphanius , 
bishop of Cyprus , was always heresy hunting . I take 
the increasing concern with heresy to be a sign of 
increasing fear . 

~. The first clear punitive element enters qhrist­
ianity with Shenute (died 466): he once beat a hermit 
to death . The rigour of the Syrian monks---especially 
St bimeon--- (born 389) becomes an influence on the 
state . The emperor in Constantinople consults him . 
Here I note In this chapter r note thefirst sign of a 
division between the ascetic school of monasticism 
and that which advocates 'the ecstasy of the angels' 
(in Hindu thought 'bahkti'). I see this in ~ estorius 
bishop of Constinople. I later trace Pelagianism 
back to this struglle . These 'isms sound cold now 
but THEAGE OF l"IONKS will show them to have dramatic 
and vivid conflicts , often ending in gang-fights on 
the streets between the monks. T~e 'monk ' begins 
to imply lack of discipline , and the state ---the 
emperor---begins to take social measures , which serve 
to strengthen the Chruch against the monastic element. 
But I show that the Church was based on nothing but 
this element . 

~. The shift of the first monasticism from Egypt first 
'1; Pal estine and then t o Constantinople coini cdie s wi t h 
the ac cumul ation of s ocial and poli t ical power by t he 
Christians." mainly becaus.e they became themost rel i able 
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servants of dtate. bBasieally thi~ was res onsible 
Lor the JmXlloesilrRxIb:Haxxiadm' adoption of' Christianit~y 
as the off-icial religio_n of the em:Qire by Gonstantine. 

,g Now that monasticism was not e ssential to the 
had done its main work it came under the control of 
local bishops , by the Council of Chalcedon in 415 . 
The emperor Justinian ordered that monks ' cells 
should not be separate from the main monastic nucleus 
of buildings . A social emphasis enters Christianity. 
The monastic ideal of solidude is for the first time 
seen as a possible source of unruliness , as it was 
seen by the Romans in their persecutions. The 
'ecstatic' ' element begins to be squeezed out, and the 
inne~ experience formalised for mass-uasage . The 
Second Synod (692) laid down that non one under 10 
COUQ.d be a monk . 

~ The monastic tradition entered Otaly wit" 
Paulinus , who gave up social life in 395 when he was 
40 . Here is the first monastery as the seed of a 
new civilisation, a lived culture . He was urbane , 
wrote verses,. read the ancient authors . It is here 
that the classical world renews its influence, softens 
both the rigours and the ecstasy of the first experience , 
and begins to form t hecivillisation which had its first 
great climax of imagination in the Rennaissance. 
The 'ecstasy' against the ' self-mortification' continues 
to be themain rift of Christinity . St Augustine 
( he left Milan in 384 to begin his work) epitomoises 
the struggle in his doctrine of original sin , which 
' defeated ' the Pelagian doctrine that a man could 
become virtually 'sinless '. Aufustine was for t his 
reason what might be called the first 'literary ' Christian. 
He advanced the experience as a body of thought , to 
be written down . He be gan literature in the Christian 
sense , and also t h Schools of the mediaeval Schhols , 
where the experience became a matter of rationalistic 
discussion and analys is. His CITY OF GOD laid the 
basis of the medivaeal psychology. 

i 

1. ,. The struggle to Christianise the Barbarian .. 1:.> 
U L Martin of Tours (361-397) was an i mperial soldier 

hi m self . ~ 'Ilh He rei b e gln '-to - ta1k-a-b-{rtt~ -t£ e---'--¥-as-t-~----- '- --_,,-
social operation' mentioned above . , 

\~'. s t Je r ome . fierc e and quarrelsom , lived in Rome I 
'and Jerusalem , from which he fl ed during a Barbarian I 

attack. He finished a ,'t r anslation of the Bihle in 
theyear of St Augustine s conversion (385) . The 

~ost brilliant and prolific of the Doctors of the Churah 

~-~------------
( / ~ 4A..1I'>-ff d i'-'<- ~-~ -----:-7 --~ L~ -i -~~'" J 

/ 1 ' ':\ iJ 2--'~ 'l..D1' / 
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f~om~ e bAegSana result of the conversion of the Barbarians R to seem no longer the seat of past and dead 
glories as it had been increasingly in the last centuries 
but as the new centre of new Christian centre. The 
distinction between priests and monks came to a head at 
this time. The ehruch had an ibcreasing social su ceess. 
St Mzrtin biographer talks about 'the luxury of the 
priests'. 

i~~ In the fifth century an embryo of the furutre 
civilisation the future 'universal society' comes about 
in Lerins in Provence, whe t e novitiates came from .. Syria , 
Greece, Spain , . Afr ica, Egypt , Italy.. Provence was I 
shall argue for this reason the cradle of the future 
humanism whichfirst expressed itself centuries later in 
St Francis of Assisi adn was the body of the Rennaissance . 
'art' in a chRistian sense develops from this . John 
Cassianus had a cmonastery at Merseilles ~415): his 
writings on the Dseert Father~ seem to me the fir 'st 
example of the later manuscript , which in turn was the 
seed of theprinted book . It is the first clear example 
of the literalisation of the Christian experience , that 
is the use of the written word for epersuasion, eventaually 
for the persuasion of absent people~ The book as a 
source of the ferment of ideas comes into being . And 
at the same time a certain intellectaualisation of the 
religion sets in 'H i th Jerome " Augustine and Cassianus. " 
i:RKIi±xgx:sXx~ht I show that this too was part of t he 
great 'social operation' undretaken by the , monks because 
only the faculty of the intellect could cut through all 
tribal diff erences and jealousies. This was a major 
departure from the wo~k of the dese t f a thers . God beBins 
to be n concept . Dogma and doctrine become important . 
The Chruch, with its stupendous task of creating out 
of the wildest tribes a settled order of h f/ umani ty 
required a dogma that could be spelled out to everyone , 
entailing death or torture f or its denial . I shall 
argue among other things that the child-like re-etition 
of Hail Maries as a punishment (or , to dress it up, 
penance ) for a kiss , a thought PI' a burst of anger, 
has a lot to do moreto do with t he Barbarian nee e for 
and belief in punishment than with religion. I shall 
even argue that the adoptioj of the doctrine of heaven 
and hell was a simple translation of the Barbarian 
need for r eward and revenge , an~ again not essentiaTIly 
religious . They are 'be ginner s' re ; igion . 

i~ }!' ifth century Christendom -was as complicated as 
~~~sible , and will require a number of Chap ters on 
the Byzantine- Rome st .L' uggle, which c mplicated the 
Barbarian-Home struggle . Life in Rome and Constantinople 
will also give us a breathing-space fro m t he monks . 
Constantinople was s .till Greek learning , Rome was still 
Latin . They were both stilleseentially ancient , and 
will give us the chance to see how new the Christian 
world was when it cameinto being, as well as what it 
took from the ancient world . Being a Christian meant 
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at this time bein(" modern . 

l i{' The top of the crurve is reached in St 
Benedict ' s monastery at Caf sino (529) The meditation 
of the desert (which was the haesychia of t he Greek 
'philosophers') is here disti~ed into ruminatio or 
reading aloud. All reading was of course reading­
aloud ht first; we apparently do it silently now , at 
the back of our throats . h shcedule begins to impose 
itself , that is a new sense of time comes into being: 
the day is divided into duties and t houghts. This 
was the only way---the way 'of regularity---to show the 
meaning of discipline to the Barbarian mind . Fr om 
this regularitycame the first concept of the clock i n 
the medi aeval monastery , that is a regular ticking-out 
of time in fraction of equal length " with 'infini ty t 
(a frightening zone of emptiness and indiscipline; 
lying outside this . The concept of zero---which is 
reallt that of inficinity---came into being too in the 
mediaeval monastery , and numbers began to incluse 
noughts . The 'impri s onment of mathematical time t 
began to grip the Christian world , which explains the 
attempts to why there re so many attempts now to pierce 
it , largely by going back to the Indian monastic idea~ 
in t he form of yo ga disciplines which have no reference 
to intellectualy fractionalis i ng . 

1' . Gregory the Great , the firs pope (590) in anything 
like the modern sense was a Benetictine. He was also 
in control of extensive church lands~ He began to 
think independent ly of Constantinople . He brought 
about the new Christian empire based on Rome by sending 
out Benetdcitine monks to every part of Europe , includ­
ing Ireland , where the earlier forms of monasticism were 
hard to break in the interests of central orgnaisation . 
The ancient Roman experience of how to handle forei gn 
peoples poli tically now re ached fa 'ward into the new 
Christian leadership . TRame as thenew centre was in 
any case necessary when the Islamic invasions started 
after the d t_ ath of Iohammed (632) and cut the Christian 
world into the western part under Rome and the e astern 
part under Constantinople. and cut Constru"tinople off 
from the western parts . It was no longer i ha position 
to govern . The Gree and Af rican worlds were stripped 
of their Roman associations. They cameunder Baghdad. 
hil at one time th~ patriarchs of Constantinople , 

Antioch , Jerusalem amd Alexandria had looked on the 
people pope as simply a nother bishop , he now became 
responsible for the entire western church , which was 
nothing but'Europe' . 



THE BAT~\LE OF THE MONKS J.VIAURICE RO~ DON 

1. 

The General Theme 

This book is about. the first eight centuries of 
Christendom---what could be called the age of the monks . 
It is about their battles--- against the elements and 
t heir own temptations and voluptuous dreams (in the 
Thebaid desert), against the first vagueness of a new 
religious experience (Alexandria), against tyrannical 
abbots ( S~a), against each other in vituperous 
writings on biblical interpretation (Jerusalem), 
against animals, in the arena and against pogrums 
(Rome), against the "fallen man ' in themselves ( Italy , 
Africa), against other monks in street-brawls on points 
of doctrine (Constantinople), against t he barbarian 
outside ana sometimes inside themselves (northern 
Europe), against the emperor, against the Church 
t hat w~as based on their thoughts and t ·heir struggles 
and now wimhed to disown them , against the increasing 
orthodoxy t hat protected the Church on the one hand 
and the increasing ' heresy ' that caused and resulted 
~"rom the orthodoxy on the otheI'~. 

The book will counter the idea of a later ' dark 
age', because the entire basis of mediaeval society 
was laid down then" carefully and even systematically, 
by the monks. The :first eight centuries' of Christen­
dom were the incubation period before the emergence 
of something like a Christian order in the middle 
ages. Everything from the walled city to agricultural 
implements were prepared then~ and the elassical 
modes of writing and worshipping and reasoning trans­
formed to new uses.. The monas,tery became in fact 
the nucleus and heart of t he new world. Thus; the 
incubation went on in the monks. The-i.r centres were 
the onlyavailable means of continuity from the time 
of the crucifixion through the fall of the Roman 
empire to its d'ismemberment by the barbarian tribes:~ 
they made ou t of this prolonged turmoil a new thought 
and a new socie ty" the one the mi rror of the other. 
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THE BATTLE OF THE MONKS if the story of that struggle, 
and' the ferment that made. the later society possible, 
and which drove deep into the Christian psy~horogy a 
sense of sin. 

The 'dark agel is actually the story (one that has 
never been properly told before) of what the book will 
call the 'vast soc ial operation' of converting the bar­
barian. It was' the climax of the pe'riod treated in 
this book, not an eclipse or a collapse. In the first 
martyrs, the first fathers of the de~sert and the doc tors 
of the Church, a whole new world was pioneered and 
fought out, and the remarkable conversion of savage 
tribes in every part of the European and Mediterranean 
worlds was the result of that. 

THE BATTLE OF THE' MONKS will suggest that the 
monastic tradition came from India, and travelled long 
before the birth of Christ along t he trade routes (or 
pe~haps migratory routes) from the Ganges to Mesopatamia 
and Greece. It will suggest that Christ's whole mission 
and story came from that, and that the horror felt by the 
Jews towards him was essentially a horror of the monastic 
ideal as a force destructive of social life. The battle 
of the monks was a fierce and prolonged effort to cope 
with new spiritual demands made in Christ's teaching, 
which brought trouble with Roman and later Christian 
emperors, and then the 0hurch itself, for the same reason 
that it had brought trouble in Judah. 

The book will describe something of the Indian 
background (the oral tradition of the Vedas anN the 
\vritten tradition of the Upanishads) which was perhaps 
the model for the Christian monk. We have a good 
account of the sannyasin or monk in nineteenth-century 
Hindu writings, which will provide us with fresh terms 
by means of which to understand the monastic experience, 
while Christian terms would sound stale and played-out 
to most ears. 

The approach will be as chronological as possible, 
so as to get thei~ea of a development, thought not a 
'progress': the book will not be saying that mediaeval 
life was the c r own of an endeavour that had been going 
on since the crucifixion. It was more a distillation 
of the first experience" a distinct (even an argued-) 
watering-down to make mass-conversion possible. 
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li. 

The orking Plan 

INTODUCTION 

What it meant to be a monk,_ ith reference back 
to the Vedas and the Upanishads, and some mention of 
the work of Sri Ramakrishna in the late nineteenth 
century. The possible ways in which this discipline 
could have reached Mesopatamia and Greece. The 
me~thods of this discipline: the .right against desire 
and the 'illusions of Mayat~ The terror and distraught 
s-ense of deprivation in the early stages.. Then , foll­
owing the influence through to Christ, thefac~ that 
Greek thought (perhaps the transmitter of- the discipline) 
was a dominant influence in the' Judah of Christ I s day. 
The extraordinary identi ty of views expressed in Pla.to, 
Py thagoras and in the Upanishads . The' pre,-Christian 
moae-Is of asceticism (the I transmi tters I) were the 
Essenes, the Therap'eutae and the' neo-Platonists of 
Alexandria. 

1.. The crucifixion:. how J.udah resisted the monastic 
ideal. The gospel and its clear laying-down of the 
new monastic discipline. The failure of the disciples 
to understana Christ at the Last Supper was their un­
familiarity aith the spiritual discipline he had in 
mind . 

2.. The first Nasarene church that came about after 
the crucifixion: the story of these men---the first 
proponents of the Christian experience. They were 
Jews who believed in the Second Coming though they 
still went to the synangogue. The first attempt to 
convert other peoples took place in Ant ioch, where 
Jews preached to Greeks. There were Christians in 
Damascus even before the conversion of St Paul . rt 
was St Paul who took the gospel abroad in something 
like a conscious and planned way. It was he who 
prevented itfrom remaining provincial or sectuaI. 
A century after Christ there were Christian communities 
in all the m~jor cities of the Roman empire. Still 
a t chur-ch' (meaning assembly of people , ecclesia) was 
not the contradiction of 'monk' (man by himself). The 
groups were collections of monks. That is to s aY 7 
the monastic uiscipline wasinherent in the Christian 
teaching the first hermits were renouncing the world 
in the sense. of abandoning the 'illusions of Maya' and 
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accepting reality. The monastic ideal described the 
world as unreal:. the real only transpired in soli tude. 
It was not a renuciation of society. The solitude 
could as well be practised in society , and the Indian 
teachings had in fact never advocated avoiding other 
men . The desert was only a fit place for the maximum 
concentration, the maximum self-purifcation from pagan 
(meaning worldly) environments in the cities. The 
idea that in religion there was a necessary friction 
between the one-man ideal and the society-ideal only 
grew up later, when the Church and the state began to 
identify themselves with each other. It is for this 
reason that history books tend to make ~o little of the 
whole period, and especially of the 'dark age', because 
only the social development is noticed, and not the 
experiences of the men who made it possible. 

3. The Roman persecutions of Christians under Ner0 
(AD 64) , .omitian (AD 96),. Trajan (98-117), Hadrian 
(117-38). They became mass-affairs much like the 
pogroms of this century, unQer Marcus Aurelius (161-80). 
Christianity was seen as a 'Jewish heresy', a subversive 
doctrine designed to overthrow Judah and therefore to 
bring disturbance into the empire. The- fact that the 
martyrs wept with joy mn their way to death struck so 
many peo}21e as mad that it began to have. a: compelling 
.force which no. amount of conscious conversion could 
equal. 

4. st Paul the hermit settled in the Thebaid de'sert 
in the third centur.y. st Antony on Mount olzum. 
The' school of Alexandria with its combination of Juiah 
and Plato was the s~stem of thought behind the desert 
experienc'e., The ' philosopher" of rhe Greek world was' 
precise'ly the wandering monk , the sannyasin, of the 
Hindu worlu The desert fathers were called 'philosoph--
erst. The i ea of philosophy as academic and intellect­
ual only came into being centuries later as a result 
or mediaeval scholasticism, whicffi tried to throw the 
whole Christian experience up into the head , so to 
speak. 

Origen (185-254) was a ' philosopher ' of Egypt. 
He was master of the school of Alexandria, andone of ­
the most brilliant of the '~reekl fathers of the Church. 
Much of his wor'R:- was described as 'error ' when the 
catholic faith became more c-Iearly defined., 

5. The state of, the Roman empire in the t hird century. 
Army whole basis of imperial structure. Lack of Roman 
volunteers meant ~hat legionaries now recruited from the 
barbarian tribes . Collapse of slave market, inflation. 
The Christian experience broke t hrough the mystery religions 
(Mi t hras etc) because of the monastic discipline behind it. 
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leadership. This rationalisation so to speak of 
Christianity under Rome would naturally end THE BATTLE 
OF THE MONKS , but another fact split Christianity 
into two and rendered Constantinople inaccessible---­
the Islamic invasions. In the seve'nth century the 
Greek and African worlds came under Baghdad. While at 
one time the patriarchs of Constantinople,. Antioch , 
Jerusalem~ Alexandria had looked on the pope simply as 
another - like themselves ,. they now had t o see him as the 
man responsible for the entire western church, for 
Europe. lInd that was the work of the monks. 

Length~ about 12 ,000 words . 
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UHICE RO :DO 
(The First Eight Centuries after Chri st) 

1_ 

The General Theme 

The object of this book is to show that the first 
Christian monks were the architects of our thought and 
our soeietyy and that their thought and their society 
ere one and the same thing in their hands _ 

THE AGE 0]' MO will describe how a set of pass­
ionate attitudes came about in a lew people in Judah 
and cae desert after the crucifixion. then in the form 
of communities round the Mediterranean, then finally as 
a distinctive civilisation centred on ome . 

It will trace the origins of this civilisation--­
which means a way of thought--in the first Christian 
monk-s , who were also the architects of the first recog­
nis bly Christian societ.y ,. their monastic settlements 
being the embryo (quite consciously and deliberately) 
of t he later Christian city. I shall trace the devel­
opment of these settlem nts , together~ith the t hought 
and cont roversies that brought them into being, through 
the first ej. ht centuries , until their climax in the 
Benedietin~onastery. which became the model for all 
monast ic life in Europe during the Mi ddle Ages and indeed 
mi ght be described as the basis of the mediaeval world • 
I sha.ll therefore end the book where the system of Christ­
ian life (which is the same as the sJ stem of Christian 
thought .) seems to have been completed •. 

--~ '\ [T E E OF MO KS will therefore counter the idea 
~ of a tdark age ', because the entire basis of the later 
: society---what I shall call the 'vast social operation ' 
• of converting the Barbarians--w s la.id down during th t 
, timw Far from bein. dark, t hat age was full of a light 
WIiiCh ~we have great difficulty in seeing now only because 

the Christ· n experience (or re l igious experience gener­
ally) cannot be described in historical , t hat is external ,. 
t ·erms: it i s an inner experience . It has to be evoked. 
And only an understanding o·f this experience will account 
for the fact that so many men ere prepared to die horr­
l..bly for it,. 

~e first martyrs , in the lives of the d sert 
fathers , a whole new world was being pioneered which 
culminated in the conversion of .F" J • keiJ;c savage. 
tril..Qet _a:!I shall suggest that this process is even now 
not aa 1 finished , and that Chr ist i an experience is 
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,still at wbat might be called the beginner's stage , 
c,ompar d with the Eastern religions , which ~lere fully 
evolved m,any centuries before Christ t s birt,h . The 
cruelties or the Crusades were symptoms ot this immat­
urity . And so are the mass-wars of t t is century. 
I trace the first appearance of these things in the 
lives and thought o.f the monks . Thus my book will 
<.mnstantly reach forward to modern times. particularly 
to the time of t he protestant revolutions in the sixteen­
th century ~ Whel.'9 I see the early struggle between 
Pelagianismand the doe trine or original sin brought 
to a climax of refinement and bitterness(!) . hen hist­
orians fina that the modern state (nationalism and a 
money-basedl society) tAJere born at this time., they are 
sa ins; t hat these basically theological struggles had 
burst cut of the Church and engulfe.d the whole of life . 

But none of this can make sense unless that fir 'st 

n! 
.. ,' er experience is understood,. And to lead to this 
Ie 13ftal~ "B88 ; ':L THE ~ OF , rfl0NKS bysuf?gestin~ , ~ wi thout 
dogmat~e i nsl.stence) that t he monast.l.c tradJ.tl.on came 
from India~ and tr,av,elled long before the birth of 
Christ al,ong the trade routes (or perhaps migratory 
routes) from the Ganges to Mesopatami and Greece. 
I shall point out that Christ's wh,ol ission and stor I'h i 
came from that . and I shall say that,AhorrQr felt . y 
the Je'ws~ towards him was ess-entially a horr.or of tbe 
monastic ideal ( a hoeror later felt by Rome--first 
imperial, Rome and then the Church of Rome) , as a 
force destructive or social life. The monastic ideal 
was as opposite as anything eould be to the highly 
raci,al type of worship ~volved in Judah. \1hieh depended. 
on the family and the opod-tie for its survival. It 
was precisely the racial type of worship that Christ 
attacked (e;ive up your . mother.- and father ,. give up your 
riches etc)" and t his was wby his crucifixion was a 
social. necessity. . f'for the people'. It wa.s this t ,hat 
t he oman Pontius Pilate failed to understand: he saw 
merely an lnnocentand sincere man condemned. He had 
to be told that t olerating hrist would mean the ruin 
of the state . ~ ~ .t:l.a ,oe.'., ... eC ( . .. .. , 5 

~
( 

'n pursuing thi,s line of thought Introduction 

f will describe something of the Indian backgr -Qund (the 

~ 
A oral traditi,on of the Vedas and the.. ritten tradition 

,.::I' of the Upanishads) which I believe to beys l.HI.~he 

J' Y:.~~,.. model for the Christian monk, esps'cially for t :e first 
he.rmits of the Thebiid desert. v'ie have an excellent 

~ c,ontemporary account of the saD.n;yas~n or monk in the 
life of Sri Ramakrishna.. who died towards the end of 

Y 
v the last c "ntury. This will provide us with fresh 

[" \J ./ terms by ~ea. ~s of w. h2,'· ch to understand the .experience .• 
,("9 Whe. re. Chrl.stl.Sn., terms W·OU. ·ld sound stale to m . ---
... \ especl.ally to young---ears,. And T AGE OF MONKS 

~JI/V i. s . af'ter a1. 1. beinJ' . wr. itten in a world where the Hind.U 
" , ..c influen.ce is obvious. especially in the form of yoga 
., y/ ~, disciplines. . I S.hall be deserib. ing the Christ .. i .. ,an . . '. 

" v experi'enee as an astonishing discovery: like yoga 
'b.! ~ today, it moved some people to alter t heir li~ ~ 

..N -I. ;¢8\",,-~ ~ 1k 6-f-~ (~~ .. 
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little, while to others it gave an ast()nishing 
ecsta:sy which nothing in life had hi thert·o led t hem 
to expe.ct . Nothing less than this" I 4m saying. 
would make men g·o death or torture with tears of joy 
pouring down their faces.. Much argumene went on in 
our period about the fecstasy of the angels ·' talked 
about by the desert f thers. 

At the sa.me t i me the Christian expwrience must 
be talked abou.t in terms o! its clash with the outside 
worl d. It will mean; d es ·c.ribing the state D·f Roman 
society at the time of Christ" especially as Judkh was 
a satellite of Rome . And of c ·ourse the Roman empire 
yrovided the new Christian feeling with a ready- made 
vehicle of e.xpansion. It made possible th:e 'vast social 
ope.ration t of converting the Barbarian tribes. I 
believe that the story of this 'social operation' has 
never before been told properly. It is the story of 
how the sight of ecstasy in a tiny number of people 
excited the hopeo! i t among great hor·des,. st i meon 
on his pillar.,.. e must remember , . exereiseda vast 
influence on the eastern empire , even on the emperor 
himself. without descending from his place. J 

--My approach will be as chronological as pos,sible. 
so as to get the idea of a. development . thougb not a 
'progress -t 1 I will not be s8.J1ing that mediaeval life 
was the crown of an endea.vour that had been going on 
since the crucifixio·n . It was, more a distillation of 
the fir:s t experi,enee . a distinct (even an argued) water­
ing- down. to make mass-conversi.on possible" and to turn 
tribes into the tuniversalsociety ' of the Middle Ages,. 

~ ~. ~ :... AI. ~'tC J."" ,,- ~~ ¥l~ # 

L 1M~ (_LV~ ~/A-) 
~ l::A. '-eJ~ '1 Jk-;. yt~ 11. 

The working Plan 

I i RODUCTION . 
The monastic ideal. with reference back to the 

edas and the Upanishads , and some mention of th work 
of Sri Ramakrishna. The possible ways in which this 
discipline could have reacbed f>1esopatamia and Greece .· 
~he fa.?t that Greek thought was. a dom~naq,~ inrlue~ce 
~n Chr·l.st' s day . The extraordinary l.de:f1i ty of Vl.e\~s 
expressed in Plato , Pythagoras and in tht Upanishads . 
he pre- Christian models of asceticism were the Essenes , 

the Therapeut~.. the neo- Pla.t·onists of Alexandria. 

1. The crucifixion. How Judah re.sisted the monastic 
ideal. The Gospel and its clear laying down of the 
monastic disci.pline. The fa.ilure of the disciples to 
unde'rstand Christ was thei.r unfamiliarity ith the spir­
itual discipline he had in mind. , 
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2. The first asarene chureh that came about after 
the crucifixion. The Jews were the first proponents 
of the Christian experience'. "ehurch' means ' assembl y 
of people t ( cclesia) and 'monk' a 'man by himself ' 
(monos) . The first Christians were Jews ho believed 
in the Second Coming though they still went to the syn­
agogue . The first attempt to convert other peoples 
took place in Antioch, ~here Jews preached to Greeks . 
Th re ere Christians in Damascus even before the con­
version of St Paul~ It was , t Paul who took the gospel 
abroa.d iryanything like a conscious and planned way _ 
It as he ho prevented it from remaining provincial 
or sectual . A century after Christ there were Christian 
communities in all the major cities of the oman empire . 

3,. The Roman persecutions of Christians under ero, 
(AD 64). Domitian (AD 96)" Tr8jan (98-117). Hadrian 
(117- 38) . They became mass- affairs much like the 
pogroms of this century under arcus' Aurelius (161-80) • 
Christinity ~as seen as a 'Jewish heresy·, a subversive 
doctrine d . sign d to ove,rthrow Judah and therefore to 
bring disturbance into th,e pir -. 

4 . The at te of the empire. · the 
third century after Christ . Ttie army the whole basis 
of the i mperial structur·e. The lack of oman volunteers 
(due to the collapse of the middle class) means that 
legionaries ere no recruited on th spot from Barbarian 
tribes all ov,er Europe . mhich began to form autonomous 
(and lawless) settlements. The collapse of the slave 
market. Inflation • . and~peCulation at the expense of 
the state . The c entre of control broke up. Towns 
began t ,o surround tbemselves with · alIa. A bureaucracy 
began to replace army leadership,. and this came under 
Christian control. Christians showed the most discipline 

d integrity. AnjjJhing like a rel igion in Rome had 
d\1indled into occultism. There were the 'mystery · 
religions (that of Mithra-s etc) . I shall rr argue that the 
Christian experience survived these rivals becaus of 
the monastic ideal behind it. the divine concentration 
througb solitude . 

5. s t aul the Hermit :ttled in the Thebaid d sert in 
the third century . St ADtony on 110unt Qolzum. The 
school of lexandria with its combination of Judah and 
Plato as the system of thought behind the desert exper­
ience . The 'philosopher t of t he Greek world was pre­
cisely the wandering monk. the sannyasin of the Hindu 
world. The desert fathers ere called 'philosophers '. 

he idea of philosophy as academic and intellectual 
only came into being centuries later as a result of 
mediaeval scholasticism, which tried to throw the whole 
Christian experience up into the head so to speak. 

Origen (185- 254) was a ' philosopher' of Egypt. 
He was master ot the school of l exandria. and one of 
the mo.st brilliant of the ' Greek' fathers of the Church. 
uch of his work was described as terror f when the 

Catholic faith became more closely . defined .• 
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The story of the monks should or cour e---but for a 
better re son than tha.t be sta.red Chritianity- -begin 
with Chri t. For a long time I have thou t that he 
brou h something not simply new to Judah but of an ancient 
origin, more ancient than Judah it elf . hen I first 
began to nee th~s knew Iothin or the faot that there 
w re early tra.de routes bet een ndia aud "esopatamia. 

d between ndia and Greece--per haps as early as that 
first oral tradition called the edas , whioh some people 
put a.t about t 0 thou d years -before Christ and others 
very much earlir l.ndeed. or did kno that the theory 
tht n st rt d in ou ern Africa was being displaced 
b,j' findings th . t a. very much earlier t ancestral humanity ' 
w s to be found t the nort ern tip of India. \ e are 
told that Chris fission W 6 very much the child of 
. reek influence , an , it s ems to me 'th . t w can go further 
nd supply the root not only of Greek thougbt but of the 
iesopatamian or dle of f 1i ion from hich Judah itself 

came" 't ;)lou look f or 1nst ee, at a commentary on 
the Upanishads---some of which mi ht be called the Vedas 
written down--it is astonishing what aptness some of them 
have to the ideas of lato" But , for the kind or book 
I have in mind, the i mportant thin is that Christ 
pointed outside Judah 0 th kind of renunciation 
n ver practise in Judah, namely solitary or monastic 
one . Buddha> overaa e t ee orldeast of India. Christ 
overcame the world w st of India: and t here are parallels 
b tween t eir pproach s---alwa 5 to the poor, th simple , 
t ne lected. And that , I am eying, bas a lon monastl.c 
traditionin ndia behin it . This should be the basis 
of the book, the key to its story, in the sense jJhat the 



2 



neJ'seCU1S1C11a J 



.. ~ 





' h · . 

• 





J.e...~V 

-t-ee--'··t~ 
~~J.. 

3 

hi 



• 





{( 







'4-



• 



/£ 



(t-

• 



19 





20 



2-( 







1 



2..> 



f 

• 



!-;~ ~ 

J t~ , "e.( J '--

41'" I~ ~ 
I c,.,A t.....-I 

L 

-= r~!4 
C t~ i 
~ . 

-t v l'i-Q. 

~A~1 
)(,' t...NV d.. _ h 

.. .. 





\1--. 





3t 

f 





be responsible for Christianity in the non-Islamic 
p rt of t he IVIediterranean and in Europe ,. ev n apart from 
Gregory the Gre tis clever u e of he monasteries to bring 
bout a vestige of unity , for th first time , based on 

Roman usa e ,. 

One mi ht call Islam the second eruption in the 
desert tel' t e Fath -rs . There w s clearly an astonish­
in ferment stemming from the ! dit rranean area. and 
we cannot overlook the fact th t th root of Islam 
might h va been precisely those, in the furthest and 
deepest sense , of Judband Christianity. The sense 
of the world bein throu h and through polluted, of tho 
human being suffe:ring thi pollution until he got divine 
as ist ,ce. hich ccounts for uch of the e rly Christ­
ian ase tieism. is 01 arly the b is of Islamic fervour 
too---and of the breathtakin seep of its onslaught " 
the unheait tin unity of its soldiers, theecstatio 
· eartlessness with which they murdered. And this had 
much to do ith producing an an . ring holy murder 
centurie later. organised this time by the urg'UIldians 
and the Venetians , in th first Crusade . 

rom the venth century to the eleventh century 
(when the mediaeval for of monastery , and mediaeval 
life, were tablished) Islam was the ma t r of the 11ed­
iterr . an all the tr d between the Strait of 
Gibraltar and the Indian Ocea as thei s, while th 
Christian world of the west lay close in on itself , 
as if destiny had decided 'to force unity on it by means 
of universally felt outside threat which even divided 
barbB.rian could share , and with ita concentration on 
ideas ne e sary for W olly new 8001 ty . nd my book 
~ill have to describe those ideas onn which they con­
centrated at th t time . during their long incubation 
from the first century on\iard. We shall be able to 
see what an a stonishing achievement mediaeval soc iety 
was , and how a light as poured on to it---far from 
d rknes ---from the first centuries of Christianity . 

This does not mean to say that THE B TTLE F T 
ON ' will be a discussion of idea. (the lx' drian 

school . r estoI'J.anism, original sin etc) current at the 
time, but a dra.matic narrative of events that will 
take thes ideas up as part of t he story, not as a 
separable intellectual activity. 0 ideas between 
the first and the eighth centuries ~ere that . The 
battle of the monks a fierce and prolonged, and on 
all fronts . 
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This book i~ about t he fir s t eight centuries of 
Gbristendom---\4h - t could be; called, the age of the monks . 
It i.s about their o,:"'. t '";J.es---ap;ai ns t t he eleu.ents and 
t he ir own temp tations and vol~ptuous dreaLS (in the 
Thebaicl desert), a j": . t1.i r~G t t he first '\T ')(su.eness of G. n ew 
reliuious expeI'ience (A.lexendria) t at~~ainst tyrannical 
ab~)ots (Sjbria), a cainst each other' in vi tu'l)e rOU6 
writings on biblical interpretacion (Je:rus8.1cm)~ 
a gainst animals in the arena and against pogroms 
( home ), a gainst the 'fal len ffibn ' in themse lves (Italy, 
Africa), a gainst other monks in street-brails on points 
of doctrine (Constantinople), af a inst t he barbarian 
outside sud sometimes i nside themselves (northern 
Europe), Bbainst t~e emperor, against the Church 
t hat \ as based on their thoughts and their struggles 
and now wished to disown them, acainst the increasing 
orthodoxy that protected the Chureh on the one hand 
w.d the increasing 'heresy ' t hat caused and resulted 
from the orthodoxy on the other. 

~he boolc \:111 counter the idea of a later 'dark 
age', because the entire basis of ffi8diaeval society 
waD laid down then, carefully and even systematically, 
bS the monks o The first eight centuries of Christen­
dom were the incubation period before the emergence 
of ;.:;o me thinglike a Christian order in t l"'e middle 
ages. £verything from the walled city to agricultural 
i!T!plenients \1'l ere prepared then, uno the classical 
modes of wri tine; and \ 'orshipping and reasoning trans­
formed to new uses. I ha monastery became in fact 
the nucleus and heart of t Le ne,\i world. ~hus tlH~ 
incubation went on in the monks. ~beir centres were 
the onlyjavailable means of continuit:y from the tir!le 
of the crucifixlon t hr ough the fall of tee l-~oman 
empire to its dismemberment by the barbarian tribes: 
they made ou -" of this prolonged turmoil a n~!\'J thoueht 
and a new society, the one the mirror of the other. 
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:Pll~ Bf: .. T~I:IJ~; OJf {. 'HE IJ{ I J:~l{S is the s te,ry of that st ugC1c, 
and the f e r ment t hat mad.e t he later socie t y pos lOible , 
Emd which drove deep i nto the Chri?tian pSYEholoGY a 
nense of Bin . 

The ' d.ark age' i s a.ctually the ...,tory ( one t hat has 
n ever been properly t old before ) of iril-:, a t t he bool- will 
co.]l the ' vas t soc ial operation' of converting t he bar-
b .r i sl1 . I t; v"tH .... the eli __ P.Y.: of t he period tre a ted in 
t his book ~ not an eclipse or a collapse I n the f i rs t 
mar tyr s , the first f a thers of t he de s €I't and t he doctors 
of t he Ghurch, a ,-[hole new world was pioneered and 
fou C1 t out, and the r emar kabl e conve r sion of savage 
tri b8 b i n ev '.ry parJc of t he £~l). r ()pean and ['/ledi t err · nean 
worl ds ~RB the result of t ha t. 

THE EA'rTL.E OF r.L1IE nOPl(S \-1i11 susgest that t he 
mona ctic tradit i on c ame f rom I ndia, and travelled long 
before the bi r th of Christ a l ong t he trade r outes ( or 
perhcps Wi t;i'Ll ' jOry l'O '1. t; s ) frOI!l the Gc1 nges t o rI e oopH-tJa"nia 
and '- r eecc \) I t \\Ti ll s u e:r.;e c;t th[~ t Chrir::; t; t s whole mi s s i on 
and story c ame from t hat , and t hat t he horror f elt by the 
~J e\Js to",lc::~ X' 10 him (t S essential l y G horrol' of t he mon~ls tiic 
ide ~l as . for~e destruc t ive of soc i al l ife. The bat tlo 
of tbe monks w. s a rierc ~ and prolonged eff ort to cope 
wi t h new spi l i t ua l d8ill t nds mane in Christ ' s teaching , 
rhich broucht t roubl e 'wi t tl l\Offi o .ll 9.nd l a te r Christian 

emperors , and t hen the Church i tsel f , f or t he sarno reason 
t hat it had br ought trouble in ,Judah. 

The book will describe something of the Indian 
background (the oral t r udition of t he Ve da o anj the 
\ .. !rit t en traditi on of tbe Upani s h a d s ) wh ich wa s perhaps 
the model for the Christian monl<o " ~' e h ave a good 
account of the sannyas i n or monk in nine t eenth-century 
Hindu writings, which will provide us with fresh ter@s 
by means of wh ich to unde rstand t he monastic experience, 
\"hila Chris t ian terms would sound stale and played-out 
to most eOI'S. 

The approacp will be as chronological as possible, 
so 8S to get th~idea of a development, thought not a 
'proc;re3s': the book will not be saying that mecliaeval 
life Has the C .. : ovTn of an endeavour that had been going 
on since the crucifixion. It was more a distillation 
of the first experience, a distinct (even an argued) 
watering-down to make mass-conversion possible • 



I 
\'-ihat it meant t o be a monk~ \i\'i th reference back 

to the Vedas and the Upanisbads, and som.e mention of 
the \'>J ork of i) r i Ea malcr i shna in the late nineteenth 
centuI1Y. ~rhe possible ,,~ays in which t h is discipline 
could. have reached he sopa tamia 8.j.,d Greece 00 The 
methodE> of t his discipline: the fight against de:ire 
and t he I illusions of !'iayo. f • ~Ilhe t error B.nd distll(1.ught I 

sen~e of deprivation in the earl y stages. I Then, foll­
owi ng the i nfluence t h rough to Ch:r..' ist, th€ff a.ct -h a t 
Greelt ;hough t; ( perhaps the transmi ttOI' of the dis cipline ) 
vJ& S a. domin&.nt i ru l uence in the Judah of Christ ' s duy. 
~he extraordinary identity of views expresse~ in Pla to, 
l):ythagoras and in the Upanishads . ~lhe Fre-Chriotian 
models of asceticism ( the 'transmitters') were the 
Essenes, the Therapeutae and t he neo-Platonists of 
.AlexEHldria. 

1. The crucifixion: how Judah :resisted the monastic 
ideal. The ~ospel and its clear laying-down of the 
new monastic discipline. The failure of the discjplea 
to understand Christ at the Last Supper \vas their un­
familiari ty \ii th the sp iri tual discipline he had in 
mind. 

2. The first Fasarene chur ch that came about after 
.'elle crucifixion: the story of these men---the first 
proponents of the Christian experience. S:hey were 
Jews who believed in the Second Uoming though they 
still ""rent to the sYllu/ihogue. . :.L'he first Cl-t.~temp·~ to 
convert' other peoples took place in Antioch, where 
J'ews preached to Greeks . li'here were Christians in 
Damascus even before the conversion of St Paul. It 
was cit l )aul \vho took the gospel abroad in somethin[ 
like a cons cious and planned way. It was he who 
preventied i ;kCl'orn remaining provincial or sectual. 
A century ailter Christ there were Christian -cOJ:uuuni ties 
in &11 the major cities of the I.oman empire. s till 
a 'church' ( meaning assembly of people, ecclesia ) \'I] CtS 

not the contradiction of "monk 1 (man by "himself;. The 
groups w~re collections Of{;OnkS. That is to s ay, 
the monastic discipline wa Linherent in t he Christi an 
tee,ching: the firs t hermi . s were renoUl"1cing the world 
in the sense of abandoning the lillusions of Maya ' and 



accepting .£. ~c.;;!/ ~y «; Il'11e Hl(H1Ub'Gic ideal doscribed the 
~~rld as unreal i - the r eal only transpired in solitude. 
It was not a renuciation of societY9 The solitude 
could as well be practised in soc ie' ,y, anu. the Indicl,.n 
te~cb:i.nbs h<-)-d in fact never cdvocatad 8.voiaing o 'chc: r 

. menC, i'he de ser t; VIas only a fi t plac8 for t h8 maximum 
c oncentratioI , t he maxiLUID self-puriijcation l:1:om pagan 
( r~eaning worldly) environments in t be ci ties. ~'he 
ideo. tila' in reli': ion -there i i/as a necessary friction 
-oet\"reen thE) one-Wall id '0.1 fu"1d th:1 . ociety-ic'.i.eal only 
grew up latort when t he Church and the state began to 
identify themselves with ~ ach othere It is for t his 
reasor that hi;::;tory bo01:5 tend to HH..lke so li 'lJ'i;le of the 
whole period, and especially of the 'dark agel , because 
only the social development is no t iced, and not the 
expe:r::iences of the men Hho maa.e it possible" 

3. '111e Homan p (; rsecti Liorls of Christians unde r Nero 
( AD 64) .. DOLli ian ( AD 96), T:r:a.jc n (98-117 ) , Hndrian 
(11'7-38). 1h(;)y beC8.rrH~! maE3s-af'f'ai:cs mueh l i ke the 
pogroms of t;hi~1 century, under I'lo rene Aurelius (161-80 ) . 
Chr istirulity was seen as a ' Jewish heresy ' , a subversive 
doctrine d';,H.l i i ·~ned t o ove:rth_ o\v J'udah and thereforo to 
bri nB disturbance into the empire. The fact t hat t he 
martyrs wept with j oy fun their way t o death struck so 
many peopl e as mad that it began to have a compelling 
forc e which no amount of consci ou$convers ion could 
equal. 

4. s t Paul t h e he~mit s et tled i n t h e ~hebaid de sert 
in t he t hird c ~'ntury. s t Antony on Iljount Qolzum. 
The s chool of Al exandria \.-,;- i th its combination of Jtrl ah 
and El a to ~as t he s ys tem of t hought behind t he desert 
experi ence. ~L.'h e ' philosopher t of r h e Greek \vorld ,.vas 

'- precisely the wanderinG monk , the ~nnY3:.q ~n, of the 
Hindu world. The deser t fa thers wer e called 'philosoph­
ers'. The idea of philosophy as academic and intellect­
ual only cam e int o being centur i es later as a result 
of medi aeval s cholasticism, which tried to throw the 
whole Christirul Gxpe r i ence up into the head, so to 
apeak . 

Origen (185-254) was a 'philos opher' of ~t~~ ~ yPt. 
He wa s master of the school of Al exandria, an~ one of' 
t he mos t brilliant of the ' ~reek t f at hers of "he Church. 
Much of his work was described as 'error' when the 
catholic faith became more clearly defined. 

5. The state of the .doman empire in the t hird century. 
Army whole basis of i mperia l structure. La c k of LtOman 
vollmteers meant · that l egionaries no\>! recrui ted from the 
ba:cbari [ln tribes. Collapse of sl ave market, inflation. 
The Christian experience broke t hroue;h the mystery reliGions 
(Lvii thr as etc) bees.use of the monas tic discipline behind it. 
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6. Pachomius (286-546) first organised tte loose 
co dmuni tie'!::. of the dese:r:-t; iL to settlements undE3r a 
superior, with novices~ The monastery in the Christian 
sense appears for the first time . I describe the spread 
east of Chri stian monasticism---to Gaza, Cyprus , back 
.') :T'" -in +;0 Jeru c:·.a-- lerf' (Ji'n A ·r]" ~t.. ... L. 1 J.." ~:,.,.'!,ol t- h o 0" ;"1"1 C' +-0 £'11.' C1rCl "t't o..oo...t.- "" . '-' ,a ell .l-........ _,L..;;:) I..i __ t:J'L. !."' .. ~ b ..... .. .l.. i.:J U • .1.:,. .... oJ,. • 

Epiphanius , bishop of CYP1211S, t"as a heretic-hunter, per .. 
haps the first. I take the increa$in~ concern with 
heresy to be a SigIl of feal' caused by d.cubt ~ I trace 
the most; bi tter conflicts of l ateX' t':'meB tiC this doubt 
that gre"'J as the number of Christians grevJ 0 

e-. The first . . clear I?~lni tJ,Y.£ element enters Christianity 
~Jith ;3henute (died Li .. 6b)g He once beat another heJ:tmit to 
death. The r i gour of the Syrian monks. St Simeon ( born 
389) was one of tbese. 

?~ The shift of the first mon~Eticism from Egypt to 
Palestir!e and then Cons tantinople tt '.rhis coincided with 
t he accumulation of social and. politicB.l power by the 
Christi~ns . 1hey were the most reliable bcrvants of 
"the sta.te 0 Baf.~ically tihis \-ra.a respoBaible for the adopt-
ion of ChX'istia~~i ty as the empire t s officia l relif:jion by 
Constanti ne (323 ). 

8. NOtV' that monastici sm 'las not essential i.t came 
under the control of local bi shops by the Council of 
Chalced.on (ll·15) /I) The emperor t.TCiwtinian orcllered the monk's 
cell to be within the main nucleus of a monastic bui lding o 

A ~OCif~ emphasis enters Christiani tY a The monastic 
ideal of solitude is for t he fir st time seen as the source 
of poss ible unruliness. And t he monks were often unruly . 
~rhey had gang fights on points of doctrine. 

9. The monastic t;rc~it;ion entereo_ ' Italy wi th Paulinus 
(395) . Here is t he fi rst monaste ry as the seed of a 
ne\<l civilisation.. The class ical world here softens t L.e 
rigour and al s o the ecstas:y of t be first experience, 
and begins some thing that will centur i e s l ate r find a 
polt"erful imagi native expression in the Ren'i!ai ssa~lce . 
In 384 et Augustine lef t Iclilan to begin his VT0 rk. l1 e 
was th~f.'irBt perhaps to advance t he Chris t i an eArperience 
as SOIf.lething to be wri tt en a.oHn, as a body of t houg;ht. 
His Clii): Ol? GOD , \<fhere s o to speak the medi aeval psych­
ology i s ~ewn. His doctrine of original sin defeated 
the Pelagian doctrine t hat mall could so perfect himself 
as to become incapable of sin. '11hus the development 
of a rocognisabl:y vlestern cr Europe'",il Christiani ty, 
the be ginning of a Christian lite ra t ure and the state­
ment of faith as do gma backed by the state came about 
in the same epoch$ 

10. St Jerome. Fierco and quarrelsome , lived in Rom~ 
and Jerusalem, from Hhich he vfled during a Barbarian 
attack. He fi nished. a translation of the bible i n the 
year of Augustine's conversion (385). Here Christian 
'doc trine' forms \ 'Ili th ar c;urnen tati ve brilliance, and the 
punitive element is clear. The desire to liquidate 
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8.nyone who di,->a?recs i j strong... l:ero are t he first 
mental battles of vJbat bece-I:le tho horrifying catholic­
protcdtan't struggle over a thou 8 [{.no. years later • 

11 rnh t ] , t C, , · t ' . I--h ' "<' 1 , • , CI I , e s rugg .e 0 J.1,rJ.s-:tallJ.se "J e ... aroar~ane 
C' i- i ii, ·tJO

' of' i , • 'It'" (-'t-· 1.'~:;;97~ ..... c. ... '''"1'") oj P"')C' ~'1-i 1 C!ol d-'Lc,'fl ,.) ) llar .n o ..... Oll:o ' :/ '; j ~ lJCi;:;) O . ..J • .l. .J...l.,q ._.1-<. .:J ' 0 - \ ,,, ..... 

himself' ~ hhen AULUS tine diE~d (430) IDrx Africa was 
beinG; colmni.3Gd by the Vandals. by 533 t he i mperi.al 
structure was based on the ~yzantine rule and no lon~er 
h omc G l);yzantiuID. \\irssted Afr ica back from the Vandals . 
~t; l" ia:c tin conve .c'ted ,he GV!Clbian king Caca:eic (560) CI 

The bishop of S0ville converted the Visip:oths (587)~ 
The Darbariuns nu~sed the theresy' of Arianism, which 
sav! God. a.lone as divine 'fhe battle against Ariani Bffi 
by tl.en like li.uCllstine was the strU[?;Fl e to produce Q: 
.92.K:l2.2Eite Christian, v;ho would be recogni.sed as the 
same man in G~;:H:3'taD.t inople or BIt ite!1ny. (rhe' uni vo:t!sal 
society ' of the I'1 iddle .Ages vIas here being fought fore 

12. As a result of the conversion of the Barbarians 
Rome (controlled by them) be~!.;an to Eleem no lon~ ;er the 
senti of a past and dead r;lory but S the n eVI centre of 
£2lliti~}l powe.E,. rJ:he distinction be t;;e,-; n-·"prles·tS ELUd 
ul< . .Hlks CHme to a head at this time. The Church vJUS 

having an i ncreasing social success o Its IluxUI1Y I begins 
to be talked of. 

13 In t he fifth c entury en embr:yo of the f uture 
civilisation was realised in L~rins in Provence , t o 
which novitiates came from Egypt , Italy, Africa, Spain 
and Gree ce. Provence vIas for t h is reason, I shall 
argue t the cradl e of the humanism "lhich fir s t showed 
itself as a new clea r attitude in St Francis of Ass i si, 
the ' li ttle .'B'renchman t • 

John Cassi anus had a monastery at Merseilles (415). 
His writings on the Desert lathers seem to me the first 
clear eX8.Inple together \vith the VIork of st Augustine 
of t ~~ e f l i t e ra.lisation· of the Christian experience-,-­
t he use of t he written word for persuasion, eventually 
( when the printed book gretv out -of the manuscript ) for 
the persuasion of absent people. ~rhe book be gan its 
life here---as the source of a ferment of ideas. A 
certain intellectualisationof the religion sets in at 
this time. I show that t his too was part of the vast 
'social operation' undertaken by the monks b ecause only 
the faculty ' of the intellect could cut through ~ tribal 
differences 6 :Llhis \~Jas a rnaj oI' depa.rture from the W'lork 
of the Desert Fathers. fGod ' be gins to be a concept. 
Do gma and doctrine become i mportant. 11he Church , 'l.1i th 
its task of creating out of the wildest tribes a settled 
htunani ty t required a dO~lUa that eould be spelled out to 
everyone, entailing death or t orture for its denial. I 
1JIJill '(,hus SD.y that the existence of dogma at all is a 
$ign of i mmaturi ty, i mpl ying a social more th8.J."1 a I'eligious 
strug.(~le. I shall also argue t hat the repeti tiOll of 
hail mariec as a penance has more to do \1i th the Barbarian 
need. for and belief in punislunent than 'Vl i th reli f;ion dir-
ectly _ I shall argue that the adoption of the cloctrine, 
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of h sctve:n ' n <1 he1l Vh G net, e SBo1J.1: J.. al1y reli c; iol1 C
', cind 

t h,:-:.t such a dl.c t rine C9.nnot be reli. Lioud~ Cl.I~ cl that it; 
it1" S l:'-"-quired b :y t he }::p._'ba;cian n-:ec. for :eeHc.i.I':1 8..d r(::;venge o 

'~ e hCt,\re 'to :e,-,al~.se that wbile f the ecs"t;B-sy of lJhe p.nr·::els ' 
converted a tiny few , ~ (iffere~t Rnd wo~ldlier @ethod 
, r.s nec essary for the 80 S t o 

Ill·. F i fth-century Ghr i s ";endotl \,: 8.8 as complicat ed d.B 

p03sible~ "11C1 \tJ'i 11 require a nl;.nber of c liaT)'ber s a 1'be 
·)yze.n tine - noL'te f: tru ,_,gl J c O!'~1'plicat e cl the :::-A1.rbaI·ian-:L~ ome 
S "- ru '-'£j" A -, ' ~. ,t't.c. "in CO"'''· r:.~ ·t.- 1'li''' -j "~ f'I "") l G" r; nd- J.~ ('~p 'H-' 11 '~ .L" (.~ o , v -Lt.. -..., (I .L • .L..... ~ ... .!.t_ li .L J..\. .d . v 1 . .... ~ U\. ' · lJ;.~ j, ,- .. .1. L · h.., 

give us a bl'e 'thinG-st, e.c . ~ f:r om the monks til 0.1 though I.:he 
monks Liake a turlivlent- " l.touf~h story on t l oir Oi'rn a 

0onst antinopl e was Greet lea~ning ~ kome wa s s t ill Ldtin. 
'l:hey \'Jere eSi3en ti! lly still 3.11ci(Jnt ~ the~i ·looked Jehe 
SaI:lf: as in ancient t i mes : thi s will give us a chc.ll ce to 
s e e hOVI n€\1 Ch~~t i£lni ty l ooked. &L>:-i n s t the background 9 and 
!lor", much it took from t he ancion t '1orld. as \'Je ll I)eing 
a ('IhI' '': [:;i- ].'!'".In ~) ·I-- ..... h J· C> t -l' P'~ me qn' J.,. 1-1 (·d D 0' iT' od -""11 • • 
. ~ v .::":".:J J.:!" (';f V 1...',' , ,,.i:)r ,'_ ~ '~"" .. ..::., ~..,_l . ..... t.-.... _ \)_. l..)~::...,:,.....,,;;.! ••• 1,t.. .. ~O 

15.. 'j:'he top of the CU.2ve i s :re a.c l e d i n :3 t Denedic t t S 
monas t ery ati GCDBino ( 5')9) 0 fLr ~c mec1j va 't:i.on ( h(~. es.l'L.9l1.:.§! 
of the Greek ':. h ilos phe l'fi t) VI,';.".) her ... diDtilled i 111)0 

r umin:=ltio or re a dinc; d.l oud ~hings were r e peated. 
iharrs;-a schodule qecins to i ~!lpoSO i tself 0 The clay 
is divided into~uties ~nd t hou ghts e This too was a 

th d · d' . 1, j~ . . h h'''' .,.. 'b' ~ l ' me - .lO ~ of lSC ~l ~'7\.ln g li ~.l. e rou·.'~_ -8110(1 .Dar arJ. an. l:I.S 
mi nd responded t b regul -rity, l acking stro~g i nitiating 
pOvlGl'S of its OYffi" , just ao habit binds ani1G3.1s. There 
\\ras a great development from 'Jli c-, sinc::;le ff1ct or ( a dev-
elopment of ten quite \'Tron2:;1y called civiJ.izat ion). f},'he 
fir st concept of tine a~ a ticking-off i n fractions of 
e qual l ength c rune about in the ~ediaeval m Qnastery~ as 
a ready transference from this by now lone; tradition of 

G3-
reculari~: t hat is, the clock. ,~nc1 t h e corfept of zero 

SI\:>t\.tk. ~as--:~he forLlleBslouts~det so . to s pealc, ~ thiS' ~losed-
r ~n t~me: that too--'-~n the forEl of a nou~_~ht adced to ' 

numbers for t;he firs t tim.e---came about: in the ~:(.tJ' \) .h.c.. .. ~4.fi'.:..lJ. 
The attempts today to pierce 't 1e i~l"Pris o!1.r.Jent of mathem-
atical time' are the efforts to release the mind frcm 
this j3a:rbarian-b,~.sed. r e culari ty, Nhich has noW fixed 
its elf into the nervous system to the detriment of t he 
relig ious facultyo ~he yoga disciplines ( even the 
simple s t form of J atha or ph~sical y6sa) arc ways out 
of t~ b.is system : t he Barbarian fear of t Le void (tinfinity ') 
f al l s away VIi th t he clock which tried to be a pr otectJ.on 
a gains t it. ChJ~istianity t h r0ugh i mma t urity lacks t:le 
disciFlines compa.rable to yoga. 

16. Gre gory the Great J the first p ope in anythinc5 like 
the tJ odern. s e L se (590) tv '3.. G a .uel1(~dictine. lie \'fas in 
control of extonsive church lands~ He beGan t o t~ink ar.D. 
act independently of ConstaYJ.ti.1lople. He rErought about 
a ne\'/ Ch!'istic_n 8!!1pire based on ;"l.ome by ffin~ng out Eenedict­
ine missionaries to e~!f~ry "PB:;_t ())~ EUl'o,!?e :LllCruding Ire l and , 
\iher.c tLe mO:lks ,-;ere t he ~ ~d isp osed to yield to Roman 
guidance . But the ancient RO~8n experience of how to 
handle ;LQreign pGoples :couched fOl'h1al~d i nto the ~CVJ Christian 
~':;;B;;£nI'~ 1. i p::t 
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leadership. ~his ra.l\iiol1ali:;.H1.tion so to spePAK of 
Chl'istiani ty unde r l:{ome Hould naturally end II'HE jjl:/.I:,];LE 
eli' 1J.1IIE flOHKS, but anothe:c fact split Ch:cistiani ty 
into two and ~en~ered Constantinople inaccessible--~ 
the lslamic ix.!.vasions «' In the neven'th cerdiury the 
Greek and African vlorlds 'came 1.1nder baghdad.. \'JhilG a '{j 
one time the patriarchs of Constantinople, Antioch, 
Jer~.1salemt Al€:xt,u1dl:ria bad looked on the pope s i mply as 
another ~- lilce themselves , they now had to SE: e him as the 
man responsible for the entire western church, for 
Europe. And that was the work of the mOIl..ks 
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