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The Monastic Thought and Culture of Pope Gregory the Great 1in
thelir Western Context, c.400-604

Gregory was the first monk to be pope; proverbially,
he would have preferred to have remained a monk; the audience he
addressed was almost always made up of monks. However, no
sustained attempt has been made to establish the contexts for
Gregory as a monastic writer. The thesis represents an initial
attempt to do so, and in particular, to question the image of
Gregory as a monk unable to cope with the assumption of episcopal
power .

The sources principally chosen for study are as
follows: Augustine's Praeceptum; Cassian's Institutes and
Conferences; the writings of the early Lerins circle:; the Sermons
and Rules of Caesarius of Arles; the Rule of St. Benedict,
together with the Rules of the Master and Eugippius of
Lucullanum. The thesis has been structured as a series of
comparisons between these texts, and the situations in which they
were produced, with Gregory's writings and his situation in late
sixth century Rome.

Gregory's ecclesial and eschatalogical perspectives, to
which he adhered before papal election, are seen to set him apart
from earlier monastic writers, and into confrontation with
contemporary ascetics and clerics. the Roman clerical
establishment in particular.

These aspects of Gregory's thought are related to his
rhetorical performance, and the voice he develops 1s compared to
those of earlier ascetics. It is argued that the central concern
of the texts considered is that of language: western ascetic
projects are seen to focus on holiness of rhetoric, especially in
the sixth century. In choosing to speak and write primarily as an
exegete, Gregory signalled that he did not wish to contribute to
the Gaulish or Italian monastic cultures developing around
written Rules. He was concerned instead to articulate a personal
holy authority.




The.Monastic Thought and Culture of Pope Gregory the Great in
their Western Context, c.400 — 604. Longer Abstract

Gregory was the first monk to be pope; proverbially,
he would have preferred to have remained a monk; the audience he
addressed was almost always made up of monks. However, it is
strangely difficult to establish the contexts for Gregory as a
monastic writer, and no sustained attempt has been made. The
thesis represents an initial attempt to do so. and in particular,
to question the image of Gregory as a monk unable to cope with
the assumption of episcopal office.

The difficulty of establishing Gregory's monastic
contexts has two aspects, the first concerning Gregory himself,
the second the whole field of early monastic history. Gregory
does not perform in the same genres as most other monastic

writers. The Pastoral Rule is no regula laying down how a

community should live; the Dialogues do not try to promote St

Andrew's, Gregory's foundation at Rome, or any other monastery as
a centre for miraculous cures; in his Scriptural exegesis,
comprising the bulk of his literary output, Gregory is deeply
reluctant to talk about monks by name at all.

Gregory's work can clearly be placed in the context of
Western exegesis, and this Judith McClure has successfully done.
(J.McClure, 'Gregory the Great: Exegesis and Audience', Oxford
Univ. D.Phil. thesis, 1978). Her thesis is also a particular
illustration of a familiar general theme - the extent to which
Gregory spoke with the voice of Augustine. However, his language

retains a private quality, and still calls for understanding in



broader monastic cultural contexts, going beyond that culture's

understanding of the Bible.
The major works on 'Gregorian spirituality' do not
deliver here (with the notable exception of Carole Straw's

Gregory the Great. Perfection in Imperfection, Berkeley, 1988).

Gregory as a spiritual writer in late sixth century Rome
generally becomes the last of the Four Latin Fathers; Gregory 1in
relation to specifically monastic culture becomes the story of
Gregory and Benedict. Little resistance is offered to these
abridgements of later western medieval tradition. Augustine and
Cassian may be signalled as key influences on Gregory's thinking,
but discussion tends to rest with the citation of textual
parallels. This thesis begins to construct broader comparative
frameworks in which to read Gregory as a monastic writer.

It is apparent that the tendency to treat Gregory
ahistorically relates to a more general phenomenon in the study
of late antique monasticism. Monastic history 1is usually written
backwards, in the terms of later standardization. There is an
insufficient sense of the contingency and heterogeneity of what
it has often seemed better to call 'ascetic culture'. This does
at least correct the suggestion implicit in ‘'monastic' of male
communities living under a Rule, so marking women ascetics gnd
'hermits' as categories excluded from serious consideration.

An attempt has been made to dismantle the whole system
of oppositions here. Ascetic culture itself 1s not an ideal term,
since not all holy living in the West was 'ascetic' 1in the sense

of extremes of mortification. Indeed, i1t 1s argued that



asceticism in this period was decreasingly concerned with the
body. Urban ascetics in the sixth century were not engaged in the
same kind of physical experimentation as fourth century
inhabitants of the Egyptian and Syrian deserts. In seeking other,
more appropriate questions to ask of this culture and its
practices, critical theory has proved helpful. In particular, the
work of Michel Foucault has been used to articulate the issues of
power and language that seem to be at stake for these highly
educated, aristocratic ascetics.

It has therefore not been possible simply to place
Gregory in front of a secure backdrop: the area of study has
ultimately been the development of western ascetic culture, 1its
changing agendas and identities, by comparison of figures and
communities participating in it. In no sense, however, does the
thesis supply a linear history of monastic culture between the
dates given: this follows from the choice to work comparatively.

The sources principally chosen for study are as

follows: Augustine's Praeceptum; Cassian's Institutes and

Conferences: the writings of the early Lerins circle; the Sermons

and Rules of Caesarius of Arles; the Rule of St. Benedict,
together with the Rules of the Master and Eugippius of
Lucullanum. The thesis has been structured as a series of
comparisons between these texts., and the situations in which they
were produced, and Gregory's writings and his situation in late
sixth century Rome.

This is evidently a selective list - anything longer

would have been impractical for a thesis. Two claims are made:



that the comparisons made are not rendered invalid by the work
that remains to be done (which I hope to undertake); and that the
western Mediterranean contexts represented by these sources -
effectively Italy and southern Gaul - are primary for Gregory,
despite the importance of his contacts with Constantinople, and
his commitment to the mission in England.

Relatively little attention has been devoted to Rules:
comparison on points of constitutional detail has not been the
purpose of this study. Rules have been of interest here only in
so far as they illustrate the broader monastic contexts that
produced them - in effect, only when they can be securely
assoclated with other kinds of texts. An attempt 1s made 1in
chapter four in particular to outline a context for the
production of the Italian Rules of the sixth century.

In comparing earlier monastic milieux with Gregory's
environment at Rome. Gregory's refuéal to conform to accepted
genres ceases to pose a methodological problem; it has becomé
itself the object of enquiry and explanation. Why was Gregory the
sort of monastic writer he was?

Three related characteristics have emerged with
especial clarity, such that it should no longer be possible to

cast Gregory as the monk who become pope, malgré lui. More

directly, perhaps, than any other writer considered, Gregory was
concerned to articulate the place of asceticism and its
practitioners within the Church as a whole. This is seen to
relate to his eschatalogically charged reading of sacred history

— his sense of the closeness of Judgement — and his urgent



response, which was personally to contribute to the preparing the
community of the faithful for entry into the kingdom. Gregory's
ecclesial and eschatalogical perspectives, to which he adhered
before papal election, set him apart from earlier monastic
writers, and into confrontation with contemporary ascetics and
clerics. The Roman clerical establishment, in particular,
resented his interventions in their career structure.

Some of this is familiar ground. The third, and
.arguably most significant contribution of the thesis, 1s to
relate these aspects of Gregory's thought to his rhetorical
performance — and to compare his voice to those of earlier
ascetics. It is argued that the central concern of the texts
considered is that of language: ascetic projects are seen to
focus on holiness of rhetoric, especially in the sixth century
(Rhetoric here is taken to include both spoken and written
discourse: the readings offered touch on, but are not centrally
concerned with the relation between orality and literacy in this
period) .

In choosing to speak and write primarily as an exegete,
Gregory signalled that he did not wish to contribute to the
Gaulish or Italian.monastic cultures developing around written
Rules. He was not interested in furthering the construction of
anonymous patristic tradition - rather in traditions to do with
personal voice. Gregory says that 1t pains him to leave the
monastery: this very declaration forms part of what we have
called a 'rhetoric of wvulnerability', where the profession of

weakness functions to reinforce the power of the speaker. The



possibility of criticism or dissent is forestalled by the
stringency of the self critique. Gregory did not devise this
technique, but he does seem to have practised it more intensely
than earlier figures.

The comparisons staged here may then help to explain the
extent of Gregory's later influence. The 'vulnerable rhetorical
mode' is seen to be crucial for the holding of power, secular as
well as ecclesiastical, in the later medieval West. Gregory was
by no means the first monk to become a bishop: according to his
hagiographer, Martin of Tours had managed perfectly to sustain
his identity as an ascetic while holding ecclesiastical office

(Vita Martini 10). Western aristocracies of the fifth and sixth

centuries were, increasingly, interested in asceticism, but they
were not clear exactly how to mobilize its various physical,
political, and discursive possibilities. The elites who speak in
this thesis do not do so with full confidence in thelir power -
often, excessive conviction betrays the uncertainty of their
position. Gregory's position, in a dilapidated city, with the
Lombards at the gates, and the Roman clergy 1inside, would seem to
epitomise the difficulties faced by his predecessors. And yet his

response is as articulate as it is idiosyncratic.



The four chapters may be summarised as follows:

I. Cassian, Augustine and Gregory on Acts 4:32-35. A Test Case
for Gregory the Great as a Monastic Writer

Gregory's monastic thought is plotted in relation to
his thinking about the Church. His position here is shown to be a
response to and a synthesis of Cassian's and Augustine's readings
of Acts 4:32-35 on the perfect community of the early Church at
Jerusalem.

II1. 'The Desert, the Holy Man or the City ?' Gregory the Great
and the Lerins Tradition on the Location of Ascetic Sanctity

Gregory's monastic thought is considered under its
geographical aspect. The writings of the ascetics at Lerins
provide the context by clearly debating the questions of site and
community organization. While the first generation at Lerins
insist on the flight to the desert or adherence to a charismatic
master, the second generation work out ways of achieving monastic
holiness in the city, and without immediate personal leadership.
As an urban monk all his ascetic life, Gregory might have been
expected to write more in the latter tradition; however, he
strongly advocates personal leadership, and he retains a
nostalgia for the desert.

III. 'Cry aloud, Spare not'. A Comparison of Gregory the Great
and Caesarius of Arles as Monastic Preachers

This central chapter furthers the examination of the
ecclesial and pastoral import of Gregory's monastic thought begun
in chapter I. His discussion of the contemplative and the active

life 1is plotted not only with reference to place, but now also



in relation to the body - Gregory's own body as an ascetic and
the bodies of those in his charge - and to language, in
particular the language of Scripture which the ascetic preacher
must attempt to imitate. Caesarius of Arles is the comparative
point of reference here because he is stereotypically a 'popular
preacher', making monastic virtue accessible to his congregation.
It 1s shown that as sixth century monk bishops Caesarius and
Gregory share a pastoral language. It is however Gregory's
rhetoric which comes to be seen as the more flexible, the less
rigidly confined to monastic models. The difference between the

two is clearest in their relations with holy women.

IV. Gregory the Great and St Benedict: Another Dialogue

Gregory's relation to Benedict has been the most
debated aspect of his monastic thought: this chapter reassesses
the comparative possibilities in'the light of the foregoing
discussions. As shown in the comparison with Caesarius, the
contemplative life for Gregory is related to vision of the word
and of God - which differs from Benedict's more aural emphasis

on obedience (ob—audientia) to God's word. While Benedict's Rule

and Gregory's exegesis and hagiography may contain similar spiri-
tual teaching, the generic differences represent a real contrast
in ascetic orientation. In writing the Life of Benedict, Gregory
distances himself from the culture of regular coenobitism that
has developed in sixth century Italy, represented by Benedict's
Rule, and the Rules of the Master, and of Eugippius of Lucull-
anum. This contrast i1s drawn without attempting to arbitrate the

controversies surrounding the internal relations of these texts.
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INTRODUCTION

A. Gregory the Great: Life and Works

Valde incongruum credidi ut agquam despicabilem hauriret
quem constat de beatorum patrum Ambrosii atque
Augustini torrentibus profunda ac perspicua fluenta
assidue bibere.?

With this profession of humility, Gregory offers the

first book of his Homilies on Ezgkiel to Marinianus of Ravenna,
formerly a monk at St Andrew's, Gregory's monastery in Rome.” The
dedication 1s one of the very few places where Gregory explicitly
compares his literary output with that of his predecessors.”
Elsewhere, even when citing others' texts directly, Gregory does
not name his sources, nor does he set a rhetorical context for
his work.# This thesis is an attempt to sustain the comparisons
between Gregory and earlier monastic writers, in the face of
Gregory's usual silence and apparent evasiveness.

The Homilies are offered to Marinianus as a written

text eight vears after their oral delivery coram populo.”™ The

precise dates involved here are uncertain, as 1s the exact
composition of the audience. It 1s generally thought that the the

Homilies in the first book were delivered in the years 591-592,

outside of a liturgical context, and possibly before a mixed

* HEz. 1. praef., CC 142, p.4.

“*  For Marinianus, see Reg. 5.51, CC 140, p.345.

..... Augustine 1s also named at In 1 Reg. prol.1, CC 144, p.49.

<\

See, for example, the use of Cassian's typology of sin. at
Mor. 31.87, CC 143B, p.1610, discussed below in ch.I.

HEz 1. praef., CC 142, p.5.



audience of monks and lay people.® Further discussion of
Gregory's definition of his populus 1s offered below: here the
emphasis 1s simply on the scale and intensity of Gregorvy's
literary production through the 590's. 'A miserable trickle',
Gregory might have insisted, when compared with the output of the
blessed fathers - but it would seem equally appropriate to
characterize his work as part of the outpouring of divine wisaom

of which he spoke in the Moralia in Iob.”

On election to the papacy 1n 590, Gregory wrote the

Pastoral Rule, as a response to the assumption of power.

References 1n this text make 1t clear that the editing of the
Moralia - thirty five books, taking up six codices — was almost
complete. Gregory had been working on the text for at least ten
vyears, and continued to make minor revisions.'” From 5391, however,
his exegetical attentions seem to have been focussed principally

on Ezekiel, and on the Gospels. The Homilies on Ezekiel]l numbered

twenty 1in all: forty Homilies on the Gospels were completed 1n

written form by 593, dedicated to Secundinus of Tauromenium.
At this point, Gregory turned aside from Scriptural

exegesis to contemporary exempla. In the four books of the

“ See P.Mevyvaert, 'The Date of Gregory the Great's
Commentaries on the Canticle of Canticles and on I Kings',
Sacris Erudiri 23 (1979), 191-216, at pp.201-2, n.25.

7 Mor. 27.12-14, CC 143B, pp.1338-39.

€ P.Meyvaert, 'The Enigma of Gregory the Great's Dialogues: A
Response to Fraricis Clark', JEH 39 (1988), 335-81, p.348ff
offers a recent discussion of the composition of the
Moralia.




Dialogues, fictively conducted with the deacon Peter, a friend

from childhood, Gregory told the stories of Italian sancti. and
in particular the miracles to which their holiness of life had
given rise.” He had gone to some trouble to collect and to verify
these accounts. By 595, however, Gregory had returned to the 0ld
Testament. Increasingly debilitated by gout, he was rarely able
himself to supervise the preparation of written texts, but he
continued to speak on Proverbs, the Song of Songs. the Prophets,
"the Books of Kings, and the Heptateuch. His disciple Claudius,
abbot of St Apollinare in Classe at Ravenna. attempted to
preserve a record of his comments, which he brought to Gregory.
'Quae cum mihi legisset, 1invenl dictorum meorum sensum valde
inutilis fuisse permutatum', was Gregory's reaction; he urgently

recalled Claudius scripturae cartulas, and began the task of

reediting them.* It 1s not clear how much he was able to do
before he died in 604. Of these later works, only the
Commentaries on the Song of Songs and the first Book of Kings

have survived.

® F.Clark, The Pseudo-Gregorian Dialogues, 2 vols. (Brill.
1987) has argued that Gregory did not compose the Dialogues
as we have them. For effective rebuttals of this claim, see
Meyvaert, 'The Enigma', and A. de Vogué, 'Grégoire le Grand
et ses Dialogues d'apreés deux oeuvres récents', Revue
d'Histoire Ecclesiastique 83 (1988), 281-348.

1

Reg 12.6, CC 140A, p.975. No attempt can be made here to
resolve the disputed guestions about the redaction of these
texts. Against Meyvaert, 'The Date', R.Bélanger argues that
Claudius edited his notes on the Commentary on the Song of
Songs. See id. ed., Commentaire sur le Cantique des
Cantiques, SC 314 (1984), pp.22-28.




First impressions might, then, suggest that Gregory was
prolific as a speaker, but reduced his written work to a
comparative trickle by his meticulous attention to the processes
of composition and the conditions of circulation. For example.
having detected the existence of two small errors in certain

exemplars of the Homilies on the Gospels, Gregory wrote to

Secundinus of Tauromenium, urging him to withdraw any such
manuscripts he found. When he heard that Marinianus had been
reading out the Moralia in Church, publice, Gregory indicated his
urgent disapproval: 'non est illud opus populare'.* In the late
590's, one of Gregory's secretaries, Paterius, began to compile a

Liber testimoniorum of the Moralia. collecting Gregory's exegeti-—

ical asides on other 0ld Testament verses, besides the Book of Job.
Hearing of the project, Gregory 1intervened, insisting upon tne

systematic labelling and ordering of the testimonia: 'quatenus hoc

quod neglecte coeperam, explere studiosus debuissem', as
Paterius describes.*™

Gregory was highly reluctant to let others speak for
him. The only context i1n which he seems to have acquiesced 1in
this relates to the writing of administrative letters. There were

established formulae used in the papal chancery — for example to

11 HEv. praef., PL 76, 1075-78; and Reg. 12.6, CC 140A, p.975.
this being the same letter in which Claudius' scripturae
cartulas are recalled.

' Lib.Test., PL 79, 648A. See Meyvaert, 'Enigma’', p.352ff,
where it 1s correctly observed that more work needs to be
done on Paterius.




approve the appointment of a priest. or request the sending of

relics. It is likely that notaries such as Paterius took charge
of these, while Gregory would have composed letters to personal
friends, or to the Emperor for example.”

It will be argued that Gregory's highly developed sense
of his own voice was crucial to his exercise of power as an
ascetic. Rhetorical self-presentation, and in particular,
demonstrations of humility, were integral to the public profiles
of several western monk-bishops in the fifth and sixth centuries.
including Augustine, if not Ambrose. Gregory, as he must have
known, was the first monk to be bishop of Rome. He will be showr
to have carried such a rhetoric of humility to a high art. The

preface to the Homilies on Ezekiel concludes.

Sed rursum dum cogito guod saepe i1nter cotidiano:s
delicias etiam viliores cibi suaviter sapiunt.,
transmisi minima legenti potiora, ut, dum cibus
grossior pro fastidio sumitur., ad subtiliores epulas
avidius redeatur.*-
Shifting into a different metaphor — from drinking to eating -
Gregory finds an entitlement to speak from the very lowliness of
the self ascribed status.
The initial basis of Gregory's rhetorical authority was
his social position. He was born around 540 in Rome, into a rich,

noble and prominently Christian family. His great great grand-

father had been pope:; he was also related to Pope Agapetus (535-536)

See D.Norberg, 'Qui a composé les lettres de saint Grégoire
le Grand?', StudMed 3rd ser., 21 (1980). 2-17; 'Style
administratif et style personnel dans le Registrum de
Grégoire le Grand', in Grégoire le Grand, pPp.489-97.

i« HEz 1.pref., CC 142, p.>.




whose library stood next to Gregory's family house on the Caclian
hill. Although the contents of this library by the 550's are
difficult to ascertain, one may at least find in the building a
strong symbol of the patrician culture that was Gregory's
inheritance.*™ He received a standard Classical education 1n
grammar, logic and rhetoric.

The situation of the Roman aristocracy, was, however,
not what it had been, even at the beginning of the sixth century.
Its social and economic resources, and 1ts morale had been
drained by the Gothic Wars. As a youné man. Gregory would have
witnessed the final defeat of the Ostrogoths by Justinian — and
barely five yvears later, the invasion of Italy by the Lombards,
driven from the Hungarian plainé by the Avars. Refugees fled to
Rome, swelling the population of the city that had shrunk,
pulling away from the monumental Classical centre -1nto the bend
of the Tiber, facing the basilica of 5t Peter, to whom the
citizens now looked for protection.*®

The consequences for asceticism of this situation will

be examined below. Here we are concerned with Gregory at the age

of thirty: for someone in his position, the 1ssue was not whether,

but how to assume a position of public power and responsibility.

Two displacements seem to have been necessary for Gregory to rind
N

the platform on which he might speak.

H.-I .Marrou, 'Autour de la bibliothéque du Pape Agapit',
MEFR 48 (1931), 124-69.

't R.Krautheimer. Rome. Profile of a City (Princeton, 1980). ch
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The first was to become a monk. Gregory had begun a
conventional secular career, becoming prefect of the city 1in 573.
By his own later account (given in the dedicatory letter to the
Moralia), he had long experienced misgivings about following such
a course, and the following year, surrendered the office. He
turned the family house into a monastery dedicated to St Andrew.
and lived there as an ascetic with a small group of friends.
Although the founder. he does not appear to have been the abbot
of St Andrew's apart from a brief period in 590. How the
community lived, the distribution of roles within 1t, 1s not
clear; Gregory does not say 1f he began to preach.

The decisive move came 1in 579. when Gregory was sent to

Constantinople to as papal apocrisiarius. Some of the St Andrew' s

monks went with him, and at their reguest, he began to give
sermons of exegesis on the book of Job. After five vears. he came
back to Rome, where he continued preaching and working as papal
secretary. In the winter of 589. a plague broke out in Rome. Pope
Pelagius died, and Gregory was elected as his successor by
popular acclaim.

Gregory can represent this as a personal disaster,
commensurate with the social historical catastrophes, 1indeed
involving him in them.

Quod tanto nunc durius toleroc, quanto me el 1mparem

sentiens in nulla fiduciae consolatione respiro. Quia

enim mundi iam tempora malis crebrescentibus termino
adpropinguante turbata sunt, ipsi1 nos, quil 1nterius

mysteriis deservire credimur, curis exterioribus
implicamur.*”

17 Mor. Ep. ad Leandrum 1. CC 143, p.Z2.




He wrote several letters to fellow bishops, to the Emperor and to
his friends in Constantinople on the same theme. In the preface

to the Dialogues, he continued to describe himself as torn aprart.

dispersed by outward cares, adopting a position of melancholic
nostalgia for the guies, the uninterrupted contemplation of the
monastery.

Such passages have meant that, in much historiograprhy,
Gregory appears as essentially 'a monk'. He is pope 1n spite of
himself, conducting his episcopal duties 1in constant physical and
spiritual pain.*' An alternative reading of these expressions ot
pain - as part of a performance of humility - has already been
suggested: a primary aim of the thesis 1s to suggest that 1t
Gregory be compared with earlier monastic writers, his behaviocur

as an ascetic in power will be better understood.

1.€3

E.g. C.Dagens, Grégoire le Grand. Culture et expérience
chrétiennes (Paris, 1977), pp.133-45. 'Grégoire [...]
contemplatif voué, malgré lui, a l'action pastorale'.




B. Gregory the Great in a Monastic Context. Comparative
Difficulties and Possibilities

The difficulty of establishing Gregory's monastic
contexts has two aspects, the first concerning Gregory himself,
the second the whole field of early monastic history. Gregory
does not perform in the same genres as most other monastic

writers. The Pastoral Rule is no regula laying down how a

community should live: the Dialogues do not try to promote St

‘Andrew's, or any other monastery as a centre for miraculous
cures; 1n his exegecis, Gregory 1s deeply reluctant to talk about
monks by name at all.

Gregory's work can clearly be placed in the context ot
Western exegesis, and this Judith McClure has successfully
done.'” Her thesis i1s also a particular illustration of a
familiar general theme - the extent to which Gregory spoke with
the voice of Augustine. However, his language retains a private
quality, and still calls for understanding in broader monastic
cultural contexts. going bevond that culture's understanding ot

the Bible.

1%  J.McClure, 'Gregory the Great: Exegesis and Audience', (Oxford
Univ. D.Phil. thesis, 1978). Care should, however, be
exercised with respect to McClure's dating of the Commentary
on I Kings to the late 580's (pp.532-62); and with her
insistence, passim, that Gregory was speaking always to
monks of St Andrew. While it i1s clear that Gregory did
gather around him a familia to whom he addressed his
exegesis, the members of this did not necessarily come from
Gregory's monastery, Claudius of Ravenna being a case in
point. See Meyvaert, 'The Date'.




The major works on 'Gregorian spirituality' do not
deliver here, with the notable exception of Carole Straw's

Gregory the Great. Perfection in Imperfection. Gregory as a

spiritual writer in late sixth century Rome generally becomes the
last of the Four Latin Fathers; Gregory 1in relation to
specifically monastic culture becomes the story of Gregory and
Benedict. Little resistance is offered to these abridgements of
later western medieval tradition. Augustine and Cassian may be
signalled as key influences on Gregory's thinking, but discussion
tends to rest with the citation of textual parallels. An attemrt
is made here to construct broader comparative frameworks 1n which
to read Gregory as a monastic writer.

It is apparent that the tendency to treat Gregory
ahistorically relates to a more general phenomenon in the study
of late antigque monasticism. Monastic history 1is usually written
backwards, in the terms of later standardization. There 1s an
insufficient sense of the contingency and heterogeneity of what
it will often seem better to call 'ascetic culture'. This does at
least correct the suggestion implicit in the adjective 'monastic’
of male communities living under a Rule, so marking women
ascetics and 'hermits' as categories excluded from serious
consideration.

An attempt will be made to dismantle the whole system
of oppositions here. Ascetic culture itself 1s not an ideal term,
since not all holy living 1n the West was 'ascetic' 1in the sense
of extremes of mortification. Indeed, it 1is argued that

asceticism in this period was decreasingly concerned with the
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body. Urban ascetics in the sixth century were not engaged in the
same kind of physical experimentation as fourth century
inhabitants of the Egyptian and Syrian deserts.

It is therefore not possible simply to place Gregory 1in
front of a secure backdrop: the area of study is ultimately the
development of western ascetic culture, its changing agendas and
identities, by comparison of figures and communities
participating in it. In no sense, however, should the reader
expect a linear history of monastic culture between the dates
given.

A different kind of progression 1s offered. In Chapter I,
a basic conceptual frame is established, and a preliminary
comparison made between Gregory, and Augustine and Cassian. These
two early fifth century figures reappear in all the subsequent
chapters; their texts are read and reread by western ascetirs.
and thus constitute a shared frame of reference, which 1is
especially important in comparing Gregory with the ascetics such
as the Lerins writers (Chapter II). or Caesarius of Arles
(Chapter 111), whose texts Gregory seems not to have known. In
these cases, and also in the case of Benedict (Chapter IV),
whose work Gregory did know, attention is devoted to the similar
or different ways in which Augustine and Cassian might be
received. As the figures chosen for study come closer to Gregory
in late sixth century Italy, so it becomes possible to talk more
specifically about shared assumptions, or to ask about modes of
direct contact. In Chapter III, a description of a sixth century

ascetic language is attempted; and in Chapter IV, questions or

11



manuscript production and circulation are broached 1n assessing
Gregory's possible contacts with the monastic culture that

produced the Rule of St Benedict, together with the Rule of the

Master and the Rule of Eugippius.

This 1s evidently a highly selective list of sourcecs.
ignoring Ambrose, Jerome, (largely) Cassiodorus, and Gregory of
Tours, to name but some of the most obvious omissions. Two claims
might be made: that the comparisons made are not rendered 1invalid
by the work that remains to be done (which I hope to undertake);
and that the western Mediterranean contexts represented by these
sources — effectively Italy and southern Gaul - are primary for
Gregory, despite the importance of his contacts with
Constantinople, and his commitment to the mission in England.

Relatively little attention has been devoted to Rules:
comparison on points of constitutional detail i1s not the purpose
of this study. Bgigg are of interest here only in so far as they
illustrate the broader monastic contexts that produced them - 1in
effect, only when they can be securely associated with other
kinds of texts. An attempt 1s made 1in chapter four 1in particular
to outline a context for the production of the Italian Rules of
the sixth century.

Western aristocracies of the fifth and sixth'centuries
were, increasingly, 1interested 1n asceticism, but they were not
clear exactly how to mobilize 1ts various physical, political.
and discursive possibilities. The elites who speak in this thesis
do not do so with full confidence in their power - often.

excessive conviction betrays the uncertainty of theilr position.
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Gregory's position, in a dilapidated city, with the Lombards at

the gates, and the Roman clergy inside, would seem to epitomise

the difficulties faced by his predecessors. And yet his response

is as articulate as it is idiosyncratic.
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I. Cassian, Augustine and Gregory the Great on Acts 4:32-35.
A Test Case for Gregory as a Monastic Writer

We present, in general terms, a difficulty in
establishing the context for Gregory as a monastic writer, and
suggest a way of reading him that might begin to resolve this. As
an initial demonstration of this interpretative method, we take
Acts 4:32-35 and compare Cassian's, Augustine's and Gregory's
interpretation of these verses on the early Christian community
at Jerusalem.

The monastery seems to be a place Gregory has lost, or

cannot even remember. In the preface to the Dialogues, he places

himself in navi mentis. out at sea 1in a storm: he looks back at

the shore with regret, and then he is driven so far out, he can
no longer see the shore. The shore is the safe and virtuous state
of mind he enjoyed as a monk; 'fitgue ut post neque per memoriam
videat, quod prius per actionem tenebat'.
Infelix guippe animus meus [...] nunc ex occasione
curae pastoralis saecularium hominum negotia patitur.
et post tam pulchris gquilietis suae speciem terreni
actus pulvere foedatur.®
However, this passage and others like 1t can be seen as
exceptional — not because they speak of an impossible tension

between active and contemplative lives, but rather for their

precision of reference to the monasterium and the cura

pastoralis. In his letters and the Dialogues Gregory accepts and

uses these normal terms, but in all his exegesis he hardly ever

* Dial. pref. 4-5, SC 260, pp.12-14. Cf. the letters to Leander
and others, referred to above, pp.7-8.
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talks about monks or bishops by name. He systematically evades
standard contemporary usage. A different language comes into

play. In Book Two of the Homilies on Ezekiel, near the start of

his exegesis of each aspect of the prophet's vision of the
Temple, Gregory comes to the description of the east gateway,
(Ez. 40:10), 'Porro thalami portae ad viam Orientalem, tres hinc,
et tres 1inde, et mensura una trium'. He comments:
Sed hoc quoque non inconvenienter accipimus. S1 tres
esse fidelium ordines dicamus. Sive namgue 1n veteri,
seu 1n novo Testamento, alius est ordo praedicantium.
alius continentium. atque alilus bonorum coniugum.-
Gregory links this passage with the prophet's earlier
vision of the three men saved at the end of time — Noah, Daniel
and Job, respectively. the order of preachers, of the chaste and
the married. (Ez. 14:13-14)." And he elaborates: married people,
though they desire to see God, are necessarily distracted by
involvement in domestic affairs. The chaste are removed from the

business of this world, their meditation 1s undisturbed by any

temporal commitment. The preachers do not only hold themselves

HEz. 2.4.5, CC 142, p.262. For a guide to the topography

of the Temple as Gregory understood 1it, see C.Morel ed.,

Grégoire le Grand, Les Homélies sur Ezéchiel, vol. 2., SC
360 (Paris, 1990), introdn.

* The three ordines are introduced through Ez.14:14 at Mor.
1.14.20; CC 143, p.34. Cf. 1bid. 32.20.35; CC 143B, p.1656.
In HEz. the scheme becomes commonplace, not always needing
introduction through a particular verse. See HEz. 2.1.7,
2.7.3; CC 142, pp.213-14, 317. See G.Folliet, 'Les trois
catégories de chrétiens, survie d'un théeéme augustinien',
L'année théologique augustinienne 14 (1954), 81-96; and
R.Gillet, 'Spiritualité du moine dans l'Eglise selon saint
Grégoire le Grand', in Théologie de la Vie Monastique
(Paris, 1961), 323-351, esp. pp.325-29.
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back from sin, they also restrain others, lead them to faith and

a holy way of life. This is a hierarchy: the excellentia

praedicatorum 1s a long way from the silence of the continent,

and in turn their eminentia places them far above married peopie.

There 1is also an image of the whole Church here — the three
orders share one faith, and will enjoy the same blessed life

after the Last Judgement. Gregory is emphatic in this reading of

mensura unum trium est .¢

It will be seen below that the ecclesiology derives
from Augustine; here 1t 1s asked how this typology relates to

common parlance? The coniugati and continentes do not pose a

problem. This was a simple way of organizing the distinctian
between lay people and monks or nuns, ascetics under vows. 1t 1s
not at all peculiar to Gregory,., though we can note that he brings
his own language to bear on it. The description of chaste
contemplation accords exactly with the imagery of the monastic

life in the preface to the Dialogues and the letter to Leande:r.

The real difficulty starts with the praedicatores. They

cannot simply be identified as priests or bishops, office holders

in the Church. In the Commentary on I Kings, Gregory discusses

the proper response of the praedicator on election to such a

position of authority.®™ And he is not thinking of preaching ds

+ Ibid. 2.4.6, CC 142, p.262.

“» In 1 Reg. 4.207-217, CC 144, pp.407-417. Gregory is reading
1 Kings 10:17-27 on the election of Saul as first king of
the Israelites. For a full discussion see McClure, 'Gregory
the Great', p.87ff.
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pulpit oratory, so much as teaching by example. In theory, anyone

can be a praedicator, irrespective of age or gender.® But where

1s this 'preaching' happening, in the monastery or somewhere
else? As Judith McClure has commented with reference to the

Pastoral Care, 'Nowhere does Gregory provide a context for the

extremely i1ndividual spiritual direction he advises'.”?

The praedicator and praedicatio cut across the

apparently clear boundaries of the monastic community as Gregory

constructs them in the preface to the Dialogues. Against the view

of 590 as a radical discontinuity in his life, and the precision
entailled here about what i1t is to be a monk, we need to set
Gregory's consistent and consistently ambiguous talk about the

praedicatores. And we should note the proliferation of synonyms

for them - pastores. rectores, praepositi. This 1s more than a

minoy semantic idiosyncrasy: speaking about the preachers 1g one
of Gregory's central preoccupations.® His texts threaten to
seal themselves off in a private language, and so block any
attempts to establish the context for Gregory as a monastic
writer in the public traditions of monastic thought and culture
in the West. There i1s a historical problem here — why 1is Gregory

so unclear about praedicatores? — but also a methodological one.

“ The most notable example would be St Felicity. See HEv. 1.3.
PIL, 76, 1086B-1089A, and below, pp.224-25.
McClure. 'Gregory the Great', p.120.

v See esp. Dagens, Grégoire, pp.311-44; McClure, 'Gregory the
Great', passim; Straw, Gregory, pp.200-11.
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How 1s one to prise him out of apparent isolation, and into
alignment with earlier writers?

Robert Gillet summarises a favoured response to these
challenges. 'Saint Grégoire le Grand, méme quand il s'adresse &
des moines commes dans les Morales, se détache-t—il du détail et
de la particularité monastiques pour s'élever & des vues
générales et par conséquent plus largement humaines.'® There is
obviously a sense in which Gregory as pope in late sixth century
Rome may have broader perspectives than monastic writers less
highly placed in the Church, and at an earlier stage in the
development of traditions - Caésian as priest at Marseillles,
Augustine, even, as bishop of Hippo.*” But such a truism is not
an explanation, nor a point of departure for a comparative

readihg. To say that the praedicator represents 'the Christian

ideal' 1s simply to mime Gregory's own evasion. The antithesis
presupposed here between 'the monastic' and 'the Christian' has
no explanatory power because 1t 1s not historically formulated.
We now attempt such a formulation, to address the methodological
problem 1in reading Gregory.

Of the earliest monks, Henrietta Leyser has written,
'"They did not imagine that they had gone into the desert to

create a new way of life, or to follow any new standard of

? Gillet, 'Spiritualité et place du moine dans 1'Eglise selon
Grégoire le Grand', p.328.

1@  Height was an important dimension for Gregory in which to
express the holding of authority. See above on the eminentia
of the praedicatores, and below, pp.196-98, 352-59, on the
speculator.
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perfection. Their one aim was to lead the full Christian life
apart from society only because it was not possible to do s¢
within it'.** Monasticism was here synonymous with Christian
virtue.

One can see, though, how this polarity comes about.
However limpid in intention, to flee into the desert was not just
to reject society or the values of the world - it was also tc
gquestion the Church. to claim that it had become an impossible
place 1n which to lead the full Christian life. It was
necessarily to initiate a split in the body of the faithful.

This may be said to be in the nature of Christian
monasticism, which exists as a running comment in the margin of the
Church's essays. Hence the dynamic of monastic history — rupture,
assimilation and rupture acgain. The relationship between
monastery and Church is inherently problematic. always being
redefined, and no ﬁore so than in the first centuries of the
ascetic movement, the period of greatest flux.

As a monastic writer, Gregory should register this. as
should others like Cassian and Augustine. 'Monastery and Church’
forms a sort of conceptual grid on which we may be able to map
their thought. The claim is not that this was the organizing
principle of their texts, but that they can plausibly be read

within this interpretative framework.** This 1s to offer

1©  H Leyser, Hermits and the New Monasticism (London, 1984)., p.7.
1w D.Koénig, Amt und Askese (S.0tilien, 1985) offers a series of
readings on a similar basis.
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a hermeneutic, as against a mimesis - a theoretical, but
historically specific reconstruction of the monastic cultural
agenda.

Comparative reading now becomes a possibility., and
Gregory 1is no longer a law unto himself. If there is no clear
institutional focus on monasticism in his texts, this need no
longer confuse - a rationale can be supplied for that absence.

The praedicatores can be understood. in the broadest terms, as

the product of, and an attempt to reconcile the split in the bhody
of the faithful. It may then be asked how other writers are
involved in the same debate. To exemplify this approach, we now
turn to Acts 4:32-35, and its interpretation by Cassian.
Augustine and Gregory.

(32) multitudinis autem credentium erat cor et anima

una, nec guisgquam eorum guae possidebant aliguid suum

esse dicebat sed erant 111is omnia communia.

(33) et virtute magna reddebant apostoli testimonium

resurrectionis lesu Christi Domini et gratia magna erat

in omnibus 1llis. :

(34) negue enim possessores agrorum aut domorum erant.

vendentes adferebant pretia eorum guae vendebant

(35) et ponebant ante pedes apostolorum dividebantur

autem pro singulls prout cuigque opus erat.

The text describes the early Church at Jerusa}em,
proffering an image of perfect community, souls transparent to
each other. Babel is redeemed 1n Jerusalem. These verses prompt
explicit discussion of monastery and Church in Cassian, Augustine

and Gregory. They all claim the image as a description of the

monastic life, and come to deliver three different etymologies

of 'monk', from the Greek monos or monachos, to support these
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contrasting versions of monasticism.*™ Cassian and Augustine
also bring an Old Testament parallel to bear, namely Ps.132:1,
'Ecce quam bonum et gquam iucundum habitare fratres in unum'.

In the light of our argument above, it is not
difficult to see why the Acts verses should elicit such a
response. People withdrew into the desert under the banner of
apostolic example — but this split the body of the faithful, a
travesty of the Acts community. Ascetics might seek that purity
‘and unity in human relations of which the Psalmist spoke - and
vet their very existence apart from the main Christian community
threatened to subvert such a quest. How could the monastic lite
claim to be a life 1n accordance with the Scriptures.

specifically a vita apostolica? The Acts verses raised this

possibility of deep contradiction in the self-definition of the
monastic enterprise. And this 1s precisely the point of choosing
to work with them. The challenge they posed to monastic writers
was such that even Gregory surfaced in answer — which gives us a
way into his otherwise largely implicit, deinstitutionalized
discussion of monastery and Church, and so offers a means of

comparing him directly with Cassian and Augustine.

For earlier definitions, see F.—-E.Morard, 'Monachos, moine:
histoire du terme grec jusqu'au 4e sieécle', Freiburger
Zeitschrift fur Philosophie und Theologie 20 (1973), 329-
425 . and E.A.Judge, 'The earliest use of the word 'monachos'
for monk (P.Coll.Youtie 77), Jahrbuch fur Antike und
Christentum 20 (1977) . Monachus for monk 1in Latin first
appears in the anonymous translation of Athanansius' Vita
Antonii, followed by Evagrius of Antioch's version (V.Ant.
14, PL 73, 134D).
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This is the main plot: there is also a subplot,
concerning the site of monastic enterprise. While the relation of
monastery and Church was problematic for all monastic writers,
our three writers, and others with them, faced an awkward
preliminary difficulty. What, or where, was the monastery in the
first place? For the early ascetics in Egypt or Syria, this was
simple: the flight into the desert said everything for them,
literally and metaphorically representing their willed
displacement to the social margins.*“ But many of those
captivated by this style of holy living dwelled themselves in the
cities of the Empire. Where was the desert to be located in the
eminently civic landscape inhabited by the governing elite? In
the following chapter, the attempt of a group of western ascetics
to use the i1slands of Lerins as a desert will be discussed. By
contrast, Augustine, Cassian and Gregory were all urban ascetics.
In this context, the Acts verses offered a positive opportunity -
the Christian community at Jerusalem could be used to build an
asceticism which involved staying in the city. In very different

ways, Cassian, Augustine and Gregory all took this opportunitv.

14  P.Brown, 'The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late

Antiquity', JRS 61 (1971), 80-101, repr. in (and cited from)
Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity (London, 1982),
pp.103-152; at pp.110-11 a contrast is drawn between desert
living in Egpyt and Syria. See also, A.Guillaumont, 'La
concéption du désert chez les moines d'Egypte', Revue de
l]'histoire des religions 188 (1975), 3-21. P.Rousseau,
Pachomius. The Making of a Community in Fourth Century Egypt
(Berkeley, 1985), pp.6-13 cautions against a too ready
interpretation of anachoresis to the desert as the primary
impulse of asceticism 1in Egypt.
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A. Cassian and the 'coenobiorum palaestra'’

Cassian's version of monastic history in Conference
Eighteen immediately rises to the challenge posed by the Acts
verses to define asceticism as an apostolic life. He claims that
monks are in fact the only Christians who have not lost the
memory of the original perfection at Jerusalem.
Itague coenobiotarum disciplina a tempore
Praedicationis apostolicae sumpsit exordium. Nam talis
extitit 1n Hierosolymis illa credentium multitudo, quae
in Actibus apostolorum ita describitur: 'Multitudinis
autem credentium erat cor et anima una [Acts 4:34-35
follow]. Talis, inguam, erat tunc omnis ecclesia.
quales nunc perpaucos in coenobiis invenire difficille
eSt ] R i
For Cassian, this is a story about the onset of tepor.

initial fervor going lukewarm. Concessions were made to gentile

converts; the principes ecclesiae adoprted these less exacting

standards themselves: the fervent few who faithfully preserved

the Acts communitas were forced to abandon the city for the desert.

Quil paulatim tempore procedente segregati a credentium
turbis ab eo, gquod a coniugiis abstinerent et a
parentum se consortio mundique 1stius conversatione
secernerent, monachil, sive monazontes [i1n Greek] a
singularis ac solitariae vitae districtione nominati
SU.nt . .5

This account turns the flight into the desert upside
down. It is not ascetics, but the rest of the community who have

split off, moved away in the more important, spiritual sense.

Conl. 18.5, SC 64, pp.14-15. The whole passage 1s much
discussed, notably by A. de Vogué, 'Monachisme et Eglise
dans la pensée de Cassien', Théologie de la Vie Monastigue,
pp.213-40, and P.Rousseau, Ascetics, Authority and the
Church in the Age of Jerome and Cassian (Oxford, 1978),

pp.200-205.

¢ I1bid. 18.5, SC 64, p.l6.
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Monachil can claim almost a monopoly of the vita apostolica. The

Egyptian desert is the only place where Jerusalem communitas

still exists: the Church beyond the monastery is a shadowy area.
It would be a mistake to say that Cassian has no ecclesiology at
all.*” He is adumbrating one here — monks do have an apostolate 1in

an evangelical sense. The coenobium holds up to the Church a

truer 1image of herself. It must therefore stay at arms length
from the Church. In short, 'omnimodis monachum fugere debere
mulieres et episcopos' .**

Such assertions placed Cassian in a drastic relation
with his declared audience - almost all his dedicatees were
bishops - and with the whole ecclesiastical environment in Gaul.
He arrived there in 415, possibly from Antioch, and possibly at
the initial invitation of Lazarus of Aix. a disciple of Martin of
Tours.'™ While much 1n his careef remains uncertain. he 1s
certainly known to have toured Egypt, and to have been a

supporter of John Chrysostom, having travelled to Rome on his

17

P.Rousseau, Ascetics, Authority and the Church, pp.199,
p.212-20 convincingly argues this point.

¥ Inst. 11.18; SC 109, p.445.

** The suggestion is made by H.—-I1. Marrou, 'Jean Cassien a
Marseille', Revue du Moyen Age Latin 1 (1945), 5-26. See
O.Chadwick, John Cassian (Cambridge, 1950; 2nd edn., 1968),
p.15ff for a summary of Cassian's career. For further
discussion of disputed points, see E.Griffe, 'Cassien, a-t-
il été prétre d'Antioche?' BLE 55 (1954), 240-44; and
H.-I.Marrou, 'La patrie de Jean Cassien', Orientalia
Christiana Periodica 13 (1947), 588-96:; I was unable to
consult id. 'Le fondateur de saint-Victor de Marseille: Jean
Cassien'., Provence Historique 16 (1966), 297-308.
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behalf in 404.#® In Gaul he was again involved in ecclesiastical
and ascetic controversy. His patron was the ascetic bishop
Proculus of Marseille, for fifteen vears at the centre of a party
in the Gallic episcopate who attempted, in the face of strong
opposition, to sustain the lead in holy living given by Martin of
Tours.** Cassian was accordingly welcomed by the defenders of
asceticism as an expert from the East, and asked to provide
comment and guidance. However, if Proculus, Castor of Apt and
their circle were hoping for an unqualified affirmation of their
activities, they must have been disappointed - what Cassian
offered was a total critique of all indigenous monastic enter-

Prise. Strailght away 1in the Preface to the Institutes, dedicated

in 419 to Castor, he makes his position clear. He will scrutinise

and correct the observance of monasteries in istis regionibus

according to the regulam established in Egypt and Palestine:

nequagquam enim credens rationabilius quippilam vel
perfectius novellam constitutionem 1n occiduils
Galliarum partibus repperire potuisse gquam 1l1la sun*

=< Palladius, Dialogus de vita sancti Iohannis Chrysostomi 3.
ed. A.-M.Malingrey, SC 341-42 (1988), p.77. In this context,
he may have been uncertain about the advisability of a move
to Gaul, given the strength of Jerome's connections there:
see H.Crouzel, Jerfme et ses amis toulousains', BLE 73
(1972), 125-47. Although paying homage to Jerome in the
preface to the Institutes, Cassian had cause to mistrust
Jerome for his condemnation of Origenism, which implicated
Cassian's teacher, Evagrius Pontus.

“1  While the outlines of this situation can be discerned, it
has yet to be fully described. See J.Fontaine, 'L'Ascétisme
chrétien dans la littérature gallo—-romaline d'Hilaire &
Cassien', in La Gallia Romana, Accademia Nazionale dei
Lincei 153 (1973), 73-115. The most helpful account of
Proculus' activities known to us is given by J.Harries.
'Bishops, Senators and their Cities in Southern Gaul. 407-
476' (Oxford Univ. D.Phil., 1978), pp.162-172.
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instituta, in quibus ab exordio praedicationis
apostolicae a sanctis ac spiritalibus patribus fundata
monasteria ad nos usque perdurant.*®

If the survival of apostolic communitas is seen to be

both historically and geographically restricted, aspirant Gallo-
Roman ascetics are in the wrong place at the wrong time. What can
they hope to achieve? Cassian lays before them the holy life as
a process of education, training the will; it calls for
unremitting effort, promises only gradual progress, and carries
the constant risk of immediate failure. All his discussions are
accordingly structured around an opposition between the periti

and the simplices, the eyperienced and the naive, those who do

and those who do not participate in the Great Tradition of

This i1s a deeply divisive analysis, which at once weakens
Cassian's claim that the ascetic movement preserves the unity of
the crowd of believers. He tries to imagine other, more flexible
possibilities. He suggests imitation of Egypt at a distance, and
promises to moderate Eastern practice where he thinks 1t 'seu pro
asperitate aerum seu pro difficultate ac diversitate ac
diversitate morum inpossibilia in his regionibus vel dufa vel
ardua’' .“* He restates the basic opposition between the
unqualified and the gqualified less personally, in terms of the

active and contemplative lives; or 1institutionally, as the

Inst. pref. 8, SC 105, p.30.

'Totum namgue 1in sola experientia usugque consistit.' Inst.
pref. 5, SC 105, p.26.

=a  Inst. pref. 9, SC 105, p.32.
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coenobitic and eremitic lives. This gives him space to debate the

spiritual capacities of his audience through the Institutes and

the Conferences. Mavybe they can progress from one kind of life to

the other - or maybe they can profitably lead both.=®

By the final set of Conferences, Cassian has reached a
clear decision. The purely contemplative eremitic life 1s Dbevond
the reach of all but a very few. Most will be coenobites, living a
mixed life under a Rule. 'Melius enim est devotum in minoribus
gquam indevotum 1in maioribus promissionibus inveniri.' This 1s
Abba John, giving Conference Nineteen. After thirty vears as a
coenobite, and twenty alone as a recluse. he returns to the

coenobium with this admission of defeat.”< The monastic history

outlined in Conference Eighteen is. in fact, the start of a
peroration - having priced the hermit life out of the market,
Cassian attempts a hard sell of the coenobitic. In the last
Conference, the man who renounces family and property 1is promised
a hundred fold renumeration now in the community and not just
after death.®” For his western audience, the move back to the

coenobium is, implicitly, also a definitive move back to the

city, leaving the desert as the place for difficult solitude.

=% 1bid. 2.9, 2.14, SC 105, pp.75, 85. See M.Olphe-Gaillard,
'Vie contemplative et vie active d'aprés Cassien', RAM 16
(1935), 252-88; P.Rousseau, 'Cassian, Contemplation and the
Cenobitic Life', JEH 26 (1975), 113-26.

“&  Conl. 19.3-5, SC 64, pp.40-42. Quotation at p.40.

=7 1bid. 24.26; SC 64, p,100.
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Cassian sets up communities for women and men inside the walls of
Marseille.=#

However, this institutional funneling of the naive and
the experienced does not fully resolve the problem of differing
spiritual capacities, as Cassian has set it for himself. He cannot
avoid the bleak logic of his starting point, namely the
difficulty of educating the individual will. He must follow the
argument from this premise through to its paradoxical conclusion.
Stranding the eremitic life and accepting the coenobitic, 1in the

same motion he must dissolve the coenobium as an image of

corporate i1dentity, abandon the public realm, and focus 1instead
on the private, the interior. In the first Conference 1t 1s

announced:

Unde liquido conprobatur perfectionem non statim
nuditate nec privatione omnium facultatem seu
dignitatum abiectione contingl, nisi fuerit caritas
1lla cuius apostolus membra describit, guae sola
cordis puritate consistit.=%
This involves the subduing of the passions and the abandonment of
self will, a relationship much more with self than with the
other. Charity defined 1in this way 1s at one level solipsistic,
approached in negatives.
In Conference Twelve, given by Abba Cheremon on

chastity, we can see what this emphasis means for the reading of

Ps. 132:1, 'Behold how sweet and pleasant 1t 1s for brothers to

¢ The importance of this 1is well brought out by C.Courtois,
'L'Evolution du monachisme en Gaule de St Martin a St
Columban', Settimane, IV (1957), pp.48-72, at p.58.

Ibid. 1.6, SC 42, p.84. The reference 1s to I Cor.13:3rf.
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dwell together as one !''. Cheremon argues that it is possible to
extinguish lust entirely, to reach the repugnance beyond the mere
resistance to carnal desire. He reasons by analogy with the total
destruction of avarice in the Acts community: they had gone
beyond not coveting their neighbours' goods to despising their
own. This analogy is extended in a remarkable way to describe the
man who has attained true charity. His flesh no longer lusts
against his spirit: 'coeperintque sibi invicem pace firmissima
foederari et secundum psalmographi sententiam habitaverint
fratres in unum'.®> This is a psychological reading of the Fzalm,.
relating it to the interior unity of one soul, rather than the
public transparency of many.

Conference Sixteen on friendship makes 1t clear where
this approach must lead. Cassian has Abba Joseph refer to fThe
Acts community and the Psalmist, and this time needs no
interpretative analogy. But the immediate conclusion is that
this sort of community, this true friendship and charity can only

exist between those of similar virtue.®* The coenobium 1s meant

to set up such an environment, and Cassian cannot imagine a
community on any other terms. His divisive logic 1s now explicat
— although we should accept all men as brothers, frater actually

denotes not so much the ethnicus as the nostrae conversationis

particeps.®® Charity, already negatively defined, 1is further

»o Ipid. 12.11, SC 54, p.138.

" 1bid. 16.2-3. SC 54, p.138.

»* 1bid. 16.17, SC 54, p.237.
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split into agape, showable to anyone, and diathesis. reserved

for our coenobitic brother.”®™ In these ascetic relationships,
apostolic community of property of itself avails nothing; neither
does personal purity of heart; everything depends upon consonance
of wills. Everyone in the community should of course strive to
advance, but there is to be no racing ahead, and no lagging
behind. There is ultimately no possibility of supporting weaker
brethren. Joseph sketches out a theory of different needs and
spiritual capacities within the community. but abandons 1t almost

immediately. Periti cannot tolerate simplices.”**

Conversely, the authority of the Abbot as a charismatic
leader becomes 1mpossibly problematic. He may be mistakern: far
safer to insist upon obedience to a Rule, and to use corporate

pressure and competition to enforce this.*® But Cassian 1s

writing Conferences., not a Rule. This is the final paradox of his

work. The charismatic leaders who speak the Conferences are

abdicating — Cassian 1s undermining the authority of his dwn
literary pretence. He has been caught within his own oppositional
terms of reference. Discourse about power and knowledge in
relationships — peritia - proves fatal for his lovers' discourse.

his language of charity. The Acts community can only be salvaged

®»  1bid. 16.14, SC 54, p.233.

g I

o
[

id. 16.23-26, SC 54, p.242-44.

o

Ibid. 2.13, SC 42, p. 125. Abba Moses warns that grey haired
old men do not necessarily possess discretio, the mark of a
spiritual father. For further discussion of this quality.
see below, ch.IV.B.2. For the abdication of the charismatic
master, see Rousseau, Ascetics, Authority and the Church.
pp.189-94.
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as a coenobiorum palaestra, a wrestling arena for monks.*®

B. Augustine: 'huius verbi delector'®”

'Ecce quam bonum et quam ilucundum habitare fratres in
unum' [...]. Et hoc guidem, fratres, non indiget
interpretatione, aut expositione quam bonum et quam
lucundum sit habitare in unum.**

So did Augustine begin his Enarratio in Ps.132,

delivered to the people of Hippo around 407. The address mavy be
compared to Cassian's Conference Eighteen. Unlike Cassian,
Augustine found no need for allegory or 1interiorisation 1n
interpreting the first verse of the Psalm: the text 1is seen to be
as transparent as the relationship 1t describes. Augustine

demonstrated its immediacy by lifting fratres out of the Psalm

e Ibid. 18.11, SC 64, p.22. Cf. Gregory 1in a different
context: RP 3.37, PL 77, 122B. 'Et gravis gquidem
praedicatori labor est, in communis praedicationis voce. ad
occultos singulorum motus causasque vigillare, et
palaestrarum more in diversi lateris arte se vertere.'

=7 Aug.Serm. 356.1, PL 39, 1574D. Huius verbi being the Acts
verses. See below, p.50. The reading offered here of
Augustine's use of these verses largely follows that of
L.Verheijen. See esp. 'Saint Augustin', 1in Théologie de la
Vie Monastique, pp. 201-12; and 'Spiritualité et Vie
Monastique chez St Augustin. L'utilisation monastique des
Actes des Apbdbtres 4:31-35', in id.. Nouvelle Approche de la
Régle de St Augustin (Bellefontaine, 1980), pp.76-105. For
a summary, see G.Lawless, Augustine of Hippo and his
Monastic Rule (Oxford, 1987). A.Zumkeller, Das Monchtum des
heiligen Augustinus (Wurzburg, 1950, 2nd edn., 1968) remains
classic, as does R.Lorenz, 'Die Anfange der abendlandischen
Monchtums im 4.Jahrhundert’', Zeitschrift fur
Kirchengeschichte 77 (1966), 1-61.

*  Enarr.Ps. 132.1, CC 40. p.1926.
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and making i1t vocative, so that he and his congregation become
the brothers living together in unity. This is at least the
implication, which Augustine faced at once by asking:
hoc primum etiam atque etiam consideremus, utrum de
omnibus christianis dictum sit, 'Quam bonum et quam
iucundum habitare fratres in unum; an aliqul sint certi
atque perfecti qui habitant in unum, nec ad omnes
pertineat ista benedictio, sed ad guosdam, a gquibus
tamen descendat ad ceteros.*®
Such a starting point marks, indeed, the difference 1in conceptual
approach between the bishop of Hippo and the exile in Marseille.
Augustine did not have to make the same choilces as Cassian:
gquestions of precedence — naive/experienced, eremitic/ coenobitic
— had no place in his frame of reference. His reading of Acts
4:32-35, and his etymology of monos stated the relation between
monastery and Church in terms not later broached by Cassian.
Augustine chose the second of the alternatives set out

above. He saw the Acts community as a perfect group living in

fulfilment of the Psalm, their anima una enacting the psalmist's

in unum. He then stressed:
Primi audierint, sed non soli audierint. Non enim usque
ad illos ista dilectio et unitas fratrum venit. Venit
enim et ad posteros 1sta caritatis exsultatio.#®

This stands in strong contrast to Cassian's narrative of tepor,

of the failure to transmit apostolic example.

Augustine celebrated the continuing power of the verse

to inspire holy living. 'Iste dulcis sonus, 1sta suavis melodia.

= 1bid. 132.1, 11.11-15, CC 40, pp.1926-27.

4o 1bid. 132.2, 11.27-31, CC 40, p.1927.
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tam in cantico guam in intellectu, etiam monasteria peperit'."!
But the relation between the Psalm and the monastic life went
deeper than such challenge and response. Monks, monachi, are

actually named by the Psalmist:

Monos enim unus dicitur, et non unus gquomodocumgueée: nam
et in turba est unus, sed una cum multis unus dici
potest, monos non potest, id est, solus: monos enim
unus solus est. Qui ergo sic vivunt in unum, ut unum
hominem faciant, ut sit illis wvere gquod scriptum est,

'una anima et unum cor', multa corpora, sed non multa

corda, recte dicitur monos, id est unus solus.”-

This etymology had a polemic edge. Augustine was
instructing his congregation 1n arguments to use against the
Donatists. When Catholics tried to embarrass them with
Circumcellion violence, the Donatist tactic was, 1t seems., to
point back at 'monks’. with particular emphasis on the name .
The implication was, presumably, that monks represented a violent
schismatic movement, the Circumcellion wing of the Catholac
community.

Augustine was therefore concerned to demonstrate that

monks united. rather than divided the Church. The etymology here

was a starting point, but he was well aware that the name did not

41 1pid. 132.2, 11.16-17, CC 40, p.1927.

4% Ibid. 132.6, 11.29-36, CC 40, p.1931.

4%  Ibid. 132.3, CC 40, p.1927-28. The polemic may also have
been directed against Jerome. In his Tractatus super Ps.132.
he had also associated the Ps.132:1 with the monastic
life, and with the Acts community, but to different effect.
The whole community of the faithful are specifically
excluded from consideration. 'Utique alius ad domum 1ire
festinat, alius ad circum, alius in ecclesia de usuris
cogitat. In monasterio autem sicut unum propositum, unus et
animus est'. Jerome, Tract.Ps. 132, CC 78, p.276.
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guarantee sanctity or unity. There were monachi falsi.®*?* Augustine

would not have disputed with Cassian here - but the basis for
this admission was crucially different.

Augustine launched into an examination of the kinds of
people in the Church to show that there were good and bad in all

of them. There were three different categories - the coniugati,

the servi Dei of whom it is said 'Ecce quam bonum et gquam

lucundum habitare fratres in unum'. and the rectores Ecclesiae."”

This passage, we recognize., 1s one of Gregory's sources for his
three tiered ecclesiology examined at the start. The sense there
expressed of Gregory's i1diosyncrasy 1s confirmed: Augustine had

no hesitation in equating the rectores Ecclesiae with the clergy.

and he never called them praedicatores. However, the main

point here 1s that Augustine was 1nitiating a discussion about
the Church, and, 1t emerges, about her eschatalogical destiny.
which spoke directly to Gregory, but left Cassian behind. This
sophisticated ecclesiological language did not intrude upon the

Institutes or the Conferences. The simplest explanation for this

might be that Cassian was not a bishop — unlike the other two
writers, he never had to articulate his thinking on the Church
from a position of major authority in the ecclesistical
hierarchy. He could never see the problem of bad monks in this

wider context.

7 4

Enarr.Ps. 132.4, 11.3-4, CC 40, p.1928.

“*  Ibid. 132.5, CC 40, pp.1929-30.
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Augustine's concern was precisely to stress that

whatever the moral status of individual members, the tria genera

fidelium were all within, indeed made up the Church, whereas the

Donatists were outside. This was the really important boundary. The
ascetic flight into the desert did not split the faithful in the
same way as heretical defiance and rejection.
Merito insultant nomini unitatis, gquil se ab unitate
praeciderunt. Merito i1llis displicet nomen monachorum,
guia 1111 nolunt habitare in unum cum fratribus: sed
sequentes Donatum. Christum dimiserunt.“®

Augustine now moved to demonstrate that monks, 1i1n fact,

specially completed the unity of the Church. He used verse iTwl of

the Psalm, 'Sicut unguentem 1n capite, quod descendit 1in barban,
barbam Aaron, quod descendit in oram vestimenti eius'. The head

is Christ, joined to the Church, guia totus Christus cum

Ecclesia.”” The ointment descends from him to the Apostles. the

first to dwell together in unity (and to share Christ's
sufferings:; the beard refers to persecution). But the ointment

descends further - a reiteration of venit ad posteros — down to

the Church, seen as the sacerdotal vestimentum. From there, the

ointment descends to the edge of the garment.

Quid est ergo ora vestimenti? Fratres mei, 1in ora
vestimenti gquid accepturi sumus? Quid accepturi sumus
in fine vestimenti? An guia 1in fine temporum habitura
erat ecclesia fratres habitantes 1n unum? An in ora
perfectionem intellegimus, quia in ora vestimentum
perficitur; et illi perfecti, gquil norunt habitare in
unum?“®

4«  1bid. 132.6, 11.43-46, CC 40, p.1931.

47 1bid. 132.7., 11.11-12, CC 40, p.1931.

4t Ibid. 132.9, 11.11-18, CC 40. p.1933.
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Augustine chose this, eschewing the eschatalogical
perspective of the first question. This is in line with the
decision made at the start of the sermon, that unity 1s not
directly for all Christians - it is perfected in a particular
group, and then descends to the rest of the community. More
generally, the option against the eschatalogical reading is
characteristic of Augustine's deepening refusal to ascribe
significance, to make any patterns in the history of what he saw
as the Sixth Age, the period between the Incarnation and the
Second Coming. It was impossible to séparate the two cities in
this theologically neutral period. which Augustine named the

saeculum, the 'secular' era.?*?®” From such a position. he can

frankly admit that there are false married people. monks and
clerics in the Church at the moment.

At the same time however, Augustine 1is constructing &
monastic theology tc set against his 'radical agnosticism’
about the historical process.”” To resume — the monks dwelling 1in
unity are at the edge of the sacerdotal garment, and to them the
ointment descends. Augustine specified the edge of the garment

involved:

4% R.Markus, Saeculum: History and society in the theology of
saint Augustine (Cambridge, 1970, 2nd edn., 1989), passim.
This work has evidently been central of central importance.
not only to the argument here, but equally, passim. See also
id., 'The sacred and the secular: from Augustine to Gregory
the Great', JThS n.s. 36 (1985), 84-96.

wmo R.A.Markus, 'Vie monastique et ascétisme chez saint

Augustin', in Congresso Internazionale su s. Agostino, Roma.
15-20 settembre 1986, Atti in 2 vols., (Roma, 1987), 1. 119-
25.
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Sed a barba descendere unguentem ad oram potuit, quae

in capite est, ubi aperitur capitium. Tales 1sti sunt

qul habitant in unum; ut quomodo per oras 1stas 1intrat

caput hominis, ut vestiat se; sic per concordiam

fraternam Christus intrat, qui est caput nostrum, ut

vestiatur, ut ecclesia 1111 haereat.®™?
Augustine hastens to qualify the logic of this image, which might
suggest that the brotherly amity is somehow independent of Christ.
'‘Non ergo habitant in unum, nisi in quibus perfecta caritas
Christi. '™=

The crucial achievement of this exegesis 1is this:
Augustine here confronted the marginality of monasticism, which
threatened to split the body of the faithful, and transformed 1t
into the very means by which that body is made complete by the
entrance of the head.”* It might be noted that 'marginality’ 15
not here an imported piece of jargon, but inheres in the image of
the garment used by Augustine. His monastic theology supplied
its own sociological gloss.

It should also be emphasized that Augustine's theorvy
arose from yvyears of practice. When Augustine arrived 1in Hippo in
391, he set up a community in a garden donated by Bishop

Valerian. In 396-397 he was chosen to succeed Valerian, and on

leaving the garden community, he produced a summary of his oral

=1  Epnarr.Ps. 132.9, 11.24-29, CC 40, p.1933.

=@ Ibid. 132.12, 11.4-5, CC 40, p.1934.

See Markus, 'Vie monastique' for Augustine's concern about
the divisive affects of asceticism as advocated by Jerome 1n
particular.
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teaching to help his companions continue living together.®* This

is the Praeceptum, a rich and allusive formulation of Augustine's

monastic thought as it has developed over the past six years. It
begins:

Haec sunt guae ut observetils praecipimus in monasterio
constitui. Primum, propter quod in unum estils
congregati, ut unanimes habitetis in domo et sit vobis
anima una et cor unum in deum. Et non dicatis aliquid
proprium, sed sint vobis omnia communia, et
distribuatur unicuigque vestrum a praeposito vestro
victus et tegumentum, non aequaliter omnibus, quia non
aequaliter valetis omnes, sed potius uniculgque sicut
culque opus fuerit. Sic enim legitis in Actibus
Apostolorum, quia 'erant 11lis omnia communia et
distribuebatur unicuilgque sicut cuique opus erat.”

Since the Vita Antonii. Matthew 19:21 - 'If you would

be perfect, go, sell all you have and give to the poor' - had

governed the trajectory of ascetic renunciation.** Poverty had

:'.l v‘ 1‘.‘

This 1s to follow L.Verheijen's reconstruction of the tne
assembly of the corpus of texts known as 'the Rule of
Augustine'., in La Regle de saint Augustine, 2 vols., (Faris.
1967); see also id.. 'La Regle de saint Augustin: L'état
actuel des gquestions (deéebut 1975), Augustiniana 34 (1985),
74-144 . See also, Lawless, Augustine of Hippo, pp.121-54.
165-71. Most would now accept Verheijen's two principal
findings, namely that the Praeceptum, which is written 1in
the masculine, predates its 'female version', Ep. 211,
addressed ¢.423 to a community of nuns at Hippo; and that
the Ordo monasterii 1s distinct from the Praeceptum, and
probably not by Augustine himself. Attention 1s here
focussed on the Praeceptum.

Praec. 1.1-3, 1967, pp.417-18. Note the emphasis on speech
and reading: as the Januarius affair (below), makes clear
Augustine believed that reading aloud the Acts verses might
be centrally efficacious in monastic living.

= V.Ant. 2. As 1is well known, Augustine heard about the Vita
Antonii in Milan from Ponticianus, who had himself
encountered it at Trier. See Conf. 8.6.14. CC 27, p.122. For
its effect on him, see Conf. 8.7.19 ff, CC 27, p.125ff.
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meant a dramatic narrative sequence first of stripping and
displacement, which then enabled the holy man to become a 'bearer

of objectivity' for the society he had left.®” In the Praeceptum,

this history becomes synchrony. Renunciation of property
instantly entails purity and openness in social relations. The
sequence 1s eucharistic - poverty is the sacrifice which effects
the sacrament, the peace of Christ within the community.

Again, because there is no displacement, the desert 1s
drrelevant for Augustine. He made direct contact with the

possibility of city communitas offered by the Acts verses. There

1S no sense that ideally the ascetics should be living somewhere
else, as there 1s 1in Cassian. And this is not simply an option
for urban coenobitism over eremitic solitude. As Sanchis has
emphasized:
La charité gui fait le moine se perdre en méme temps
gue tous ses biens dans la vie commune, n'est pas un
egolsme é€largl aux dimensions d'un groupe d'amis guil
partagent le méme 1déal. Elle n'a d'autres limites que

la "républigque chreéetienne" elle-méme.*"*

Such a view of monastic communitas 1s set at the

furthest possible distance from Cassian and diathesis. Augustine

had no illusions about contrarietas voluntatum — he was more
deeply pessimistic about this than Cassian. He did not begin to
believe in the possibility of educating the will. But precisely

because of this, because caritas was sacramentally effective for

=7 P.Brown, 'The rise and function of the holy man', p.134.

mti D.Sanchis, 'Pauvreté monastique et charité fraternelle che:z
Saint Augustin. Le commentaire augustinien de Actes 4:32-35

entre 393 et 403.' StMon 4 (1962), 7-33. Quotation at p.20.
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him, he had no interest in a theology of ascetic effort, and no

insistence on the parity of standards which accompanies this 1in

Cassian.

In the Praeceptum, Augustine distinguished Dbetween

differences perceived as essential to screen out, and those which
were not. He was not interested in differentiation within a
discourse of knowledge and ascetic power emanating from Egypt -
rather in differences which arose from observation of the local

environment. The Praeceptum offers a refracted, but powerful

insight into the social world of the large town in late antique
North Africa — its thriving anxieties and divisions.®" The

section following on from the opening of the Praeceptum turns to

consider social class., and how it might rub against the Acts
injunction.

No snobbery from the rich — they are to glory in the
holy society of the poor in the community, but without priding
themselves in being able to support the community with their
wealth. Conversely the poor are not to congratulate themselves
upon the exalted company they can now keep.®®

However, no one is to be refused those things which 1n

their infirmitas they may need. Those who have come eX moribus

iy

For a full description of this world, see C.Lepelley, Les
cités de |'Afrique romain au Bas—-Empire, vol I (Paras,
1979); id.,'Saint Augustin et la cité romano-africain', 1in
C.Kannengiesser ed., Jean Chrysostome et Augustin (Paris,
1975), pp,13-39; also Brown, Augustine, pp.19-27, 296-97,
and Markus, 'The sacred and the secular', p.88. See below
for further discussion, pp.47-49.

©v  Praec. 1.6-7, 1967, p.419-20.
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delicatioribus should not be made to follow the full regime of

those who are used to harder conditions;“* while the poor are to

be given those necessaria which they have not been able to afford

before . ®=

Augustine elaborated a theory of needs, and insisted on
its acceptance within the community. There was to be no resentment

from any quarter at these concessions to infirmitas. This would

have been a parodic subversion of the whole basis of the
community.“” Augustine was not totally abandoning physical
ascesis - but he was evidently not concerned with the monastery
as a place of competition. Competition breeds murmur: the point

of the community is that the strong should live with the weak

sine murmure.

Augustine was demanding the primacy of the lover=
discourse over any discourse of power and knowledge. This allowed
him to construct a model of personal authority, which Cassian

could not later manage. The superior, the praepositus, 1s at the

centre of distribution according to need, as the opening of the

Praeceptum makes clear. It 1s later added, of the praepositus:

'corripiat inquietos, consoletur pusillanimes, suscipiat

infirmos, patiens sit ad omnes' .®“

“1  1bid. 2.4, 1967, p.422.

©* Ibid. 1.5, 1967, p.418-19.

©  1bid. 2.4, 1967, p.422.

“c  Ibid. 7.3, 1967, p.436.
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The power and insight involved here are recognised as

problematic - that is to say, while the praepositus bears others'

burdens, he has no-one to bear his own; he has a lonely
responsibility to God for the souls in his charge. Augustine
found a solution by insisting that this perspective on authority
became the shared knowledge of the community, in the same way
that the community shared the apostolic language of distribution

according to need. The praepositus is to be obeyved, but also

pitied.#* And when he is excessive in his correction of brothers
below him. he should not be made to ask for pardon:

Quando autem necessitas disciplinae, minoribus
coercendis, dicere vos verba dura conpellit, si etiam
ipsis modum vos excessisse sentitis, non a vobis
exigitur, ut ab eis veniam postuletis, ne apud €05 Jquos
oportet esse subiectos, dum nimia servatur humilitas.
regendi frangatur auctoritas.®®

Augustine wrote in direct address to superiors — non a vobis

exigitur — but at the same time, in public. It 1s no secret
instruction. The isolation of those in authority is held in
common .

The contrast between Augustine and Cassian 1n their
perspectives on power can be understood in terms of their
different positions in the Church, and their different

relationships to audience. Cassian, in so far as 1s known, was

= 1bid. 7.4, 1967, p.436.

«6  1bhid. 6.3, 1967, p.434. Vos addresses praepositi: by the end
of this passage, vos once again refers to the whole
community. The syntactical shifts support Augustine's
argument for the communal understanding of the operation of
authority. This is an important passage for Gregory: see
below, p.53.
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only ever a priest at Marseille: when Augustine issued the

Praeceptum, he had just become a bishop. While Cassian could

avoid a theory of individual authority, Augustine had to make
some personal response, in both monastic and ecclesial terms. On
the other hand, it was much easier for Augustine to do so,
because his authority did not have to appear invulnerable. He was
'a local boy', and had lived with the ascetic and the lay
community at Hippo for seven vears. He could afford to admit to
his companions that he was weak, or in error. Cassian was a
stranger, the incoming critical expert on asceticism. He could
not be sure of receiving support from his audience, especially
given the kind of things he wanted to say about their asceticism
— he did not want to claim that his personal word was impervious
law. This might explain his construction of the Great Egyptian
Tradition.

An earliér Augustiné provides the control for this
comparison. The new priest at Hippo in the early 390's showed

none of the communal emphasis of the Praeceptum 1n his

interpretation of Acts. Speaking on Psalm 4 in 391, Augustine
referred to the community of believers at Jerusalem, commenting:

'"The multitude of believers were of one heart and soul.’

we must be one, and simple, that is removed from the
thronging multitude of mortal things which are born and
die. We must be lovers of eternity and unity, if we

desire to be joined to the one God our Lord.®”
This was Augustine the convert to Christian philosophy, insisting

that the soul turn inwards to ascend to God through the

7 Enarr.Ps. 4, CC 38, p.38.
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Neoplatonic hierarchy of being. He evoked a passage from
multiplicity to singularity in the individual soul - a kind cof

structuralist reading of the Acts verses — from multitudo to cor

unum. This recalls Abba Joseph's psychological reading of
Ps.132:1 in Conference Sixteen.

The transformation in Augustine's understanding and
use of these verses clearly belongs to the total pattern of
change in his spiritual life through the 390's and early 400's.
Luc Verheijen has charted this through his citations of Acts:
Peter Brown and Robert Markus have written the classic versions
of Augustine's 'soul history' here.®* Rather than reproduce
these, one specific parallel is here drawn between the new
exegesis of Acts. and the shifts in Augustine's view of his
conversion.

In the summer of 386 Augustine retired from the post as
imperial rhetor at Milan, and went to live in a villa lent by his
friend Verecundus at Cassiciacum. In the works written here
Augustine presents the move as a pastoral retreat into Classical

otium to have visions of Philosophy with friends.®® There is no

& \Jerheijen, 'Spiritualité et Vie Monastique chez St.Augustin.
L'Utilisation Monastique des Actes des Apdtres 4:31-35':
P.R.L.Brown, Augustine of Hippo (London, 1967), ch.15, 'The
Lost Future'; Markus, Saeculum, chs. 2 and 3. See also,
P.Frederikson, 'Paul and Augustine: conversion narratives,
orthodox traditions, and the retrospective self', JThS n.s.
37 (1986), 3-34.

«%  Augustine, Contra Academicos 2.2.5-6, CC 29, p.21. See
Brown, Augustine, pp.111-127; Matthews, Western
Aristocracies, pp.220-21.
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mention of the agony in the garden at Milan, the decisive scene

of conversion in the Confessions, written ten or so vears later.

In this radically different later account, Continence takes the

place of Philosophy:

et extendens ad me suscipiendum et amplectandum pias
manus plenas gregibus bonurum exemplorum. Ibi tot pueri
et puellae, ibi juventus multa et omnis aetas et graves
viduae et virgines anus, et in omnibus ipsa
continentia nequagquam sterilis, sed fecunda mater
filiorum gaudiorum de marito te, domine.”®
Instead of discussion with a few chosen companions Augustine now
sees himself as belonging to the whole Christian community. Hic
conversion 1s seen to resolve not only his relationship to
himself and with God. but also his relationship with othercs.
Previously this matrix has been fractured - with his peers,
Augustine shows himse.f dispersed across political contactes.
sexual relations and personal friendships. These commitments
disrupt each other, and are unsatisfactory in themselves.”' His

languages of human love are homeless — until secured in the

passionate declaration of love for God which is the Confessions.

7o Conf. 8.11.27, CC 27, p.130. Sexual purity might be seen to
follow from the perfect communitas envisaged here, rather
than from a physical ascetic programme. See below, ch.III
for further dicussion of Augustine's views on sexuality in
the context of asceticism.

71 Conf. 6.14.24 - 15.25, CC 27 pp.89-90, for example.
Augustine and his friends plan to abandon their careers and
form a philosophy group, holding all property in common.
This Classical version of the Acts community founders on
their commitments to women; then in the next chapter,
Augustine tells how he has to send his lover of eight vears
back to Africa, 1n order to be able to make a good career
marriage. See also the sequence on the death of a friend,
Ibid. 4.4.7 — 8.13. CC 27, pp.43-47. Augustine rewrites the
relationship to show that 1t was not real love, because not
grounded in Christ.
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The move out of solipsism into being in the public realm 1s
therefore implicit in the rhetoric of the whole text, not just
in the conversion scene. Augustine is speaking to God, but in
the sight of women and men. And because there is nothing he can
tell God that God does not already know, they are his real
audience.”=

The monastic community was the focus for this trans-
formed sense of relationship with 'the other'. The suggestion 1s

that the Confessions, read in this way. provide the context for

the Praeceptum and the new understanding of Acts 4: 35-35.

Enarratio in Ps. 1322 can then be read as a kind of synthesis of

confession and precept — as the ecclesial elaboration of the
monastic theme. In practical terms, when Augustine letft the
garden community, he set up his episcopal household as a

monasterium clericorum. He continued working with the Acts

verses for the rest of his life, citing them eighty two times
'Plus enim me delectat huius verbil esse delectorem, quam verbi
mel disputatorem.'”“

This was Augustine speaking in 426, in relation to a
scandal that had arisen in the episcopal household. The occasion
here, taken together with an earlier 1incident, provide an

opportunity to assess the efficacy of Augustine's devotion tb the

7 Ibid. 10.2.2-4.6, CC 27, pp.155-158, for an extended
discussion of this. Augustine makes this argument at the
opening of almost every Book of the Confessions.

7% See Verheijen, 'Spiritualité et vie monastigue'.

77 Aug.Serm. 356, P1 39, 1574D.
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Acts verses. His desire to fashion the monasterium clericorum 1n

the image of the Jerusalem community and the heavenly city came
under pressure from the more conventionally directed ambitions of
others.

The first incident concerns Antoninus of Fussala, whose
case came fully to light in one of Augustine's newly discovered
letters.”™ Probably in late 422, Augustine wrote to the Romar
matron Fabiola:

I1lud apud tuam sinceritatem congemiscere volui. aguon

luvenis 1n monasterio nutritus a nobis gqui, gusndo =uwn

suscepimus, nulla sua reliquit vel paupery ibus
distribuit vel 1in communem societatem contulit, nunc
tamguam de villis suils domogque gloriatur.”®
Antoninus' story, as Augustine unfolded it, was a narrative of
the capital abuse of the economy of communal living instituted in
the bishop's household at Hippo. QOver twenty vears agoc. Antoninus
had arrived in the town. a small boy, with his mother and step-

father: the family was, apparently, destitute. Augustine took

them i1n., placing the boy 1n monasterio (presumably his episcopal

household), and supporting the mother in matricula pauperum.””

7= Aug.Ep. 20*, Epistulae ex duobus codicibus nuper in lucem
prolatae, ed. J.Divjak, CSEL 88 (1981), pp.94-111. Cf ibid.
209, CSEL 57, pp.347-353, to Pope Celestine, trvying to
forestall Antoninus' appeal. I am grateful to Peter Brown
for drawing my attention to Antoninus, and for offering
suggestions about his case 1n this context.

7¢  Aug.Ep. 20%.32.1, CSEL 88, p.111.

77 1Ibid. 2.1-4, CSEL 88, pp.94-5. The occasion for the break-up
of the family was that Augustine found Antoninus' real
father. See below p.62., for further discussion of what might
be involved 1n paupertas.
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In ¢c.411. a combination of circumstances left the small town of
Fussala without a bishop. Augustine hastily decided to recommend
Antoninus for the post, and with almost equal promptness, began
to regret his decision. Summoning associates from Hippo.
Antoninus embarked upon the fullscale exploitation and
depredation of his flock, eliciting a series of 'querimonias
miserabiles pauperum marium atque feminarum, et, gquod est
gravius, viduarum' .”® Despite Augustine's attempts to remove him,

Antoninus ex monacho pauperimo episcopus was still in circulation

when Augustine wrote to Fabiola.
Even though it is Augustine who tells the story, other
points of view can, speculatively. be reconstructed - that of the

pauperes, or the coloni of Fussala, for example, jealously

articulate about their property rights, whose complaints are
duly recorded at Hippo.®® Antoninus pauper himself might be
compared with the young Augustine, attempting to launch a public
career ., but having to endure a vear's break in his studies,

because his family could not guite support him.** The monasterium

clericorum would then have presented to Antoninus, and possibly

others, the kind of opportunity enjoved by Augustine and his
peers in studying rhetoric at Madaura or Carthage. Young men of
Antoninus' generation, having received a training at Hippo, would

naturally think to move back to a position of power in a small

7e2 Ibid. 6.1—-4, CSEL 88, pp.97-98.

7 1bid. 6.1 (the recording), 10.1-2 (coloni), CSEL 88, pp.97.
100

e Conf. 2.3.5, CC 27, p.19.
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town like Fussala. Whatever conclusions are drawn from

Augustine's letter about Antoninus' personal profile, the social
outlines of his position that could also emerge ought not to be
neglected. The letter indeed suggests that there was a conflict

within the monasterium clericorum as to its social function and

potential, with Augustine's model of Jerusalem communitas

confronting a more secular set of expectations.
If so, then matters came to a head in 425. Augustine
certainly showed himself determined to exclude the ways ot

the saeculum from the monasterium, and to surpass the

Praceceptum in fashioning his episcopal household still more

closely in the image of the Acts community. The situation wasg as
follows. One of Augustine's household, the priest Januarius.
died. leaving a son, also in the household. and a daughter, 1n a
nunnery. He had made a will, giving over his property to them.
Augustige was outraged., firstly because of Januarius'
breach of faith. 'Professus est '"Quam bonum et guam ilucundum
habitare fratres in unum."'®* The first verse of the Psalm has
become a vow. More important than this though., 1s the public
damage done to the reputation of the community, which 1is
(potential) damage to the spiritual welfare of the whole flock.
Augustine makes normative a line from Paul, 'Providemus enim
bona, ut ait idem apostolus, non solum coram Deo, sed etaim coram

hominibus' (2 Cor. 8:21) .#® Before the congregation he announces

“'  Aug.Serm. 355.6, PL 39, 1573C.

“@= Ibid. 355.1, PL 39, 1569A.
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that he will examine their clergy in the light of these standards
and report back at Epiphany [Time passes].

Augustine orders the lector Lazarus to read from Acts
'ut videatis ubl descripta sit forma quam desideramus 1mplere'.
Lazarus reads right through from Acts 4:31 to 35; he gives the
codex back to Augustine, who says:

Et ego legere volo. Plus enim me delectat huius verba
esse delectorem, guam verbi mei disputatorem. Cum
orassent, motus est locus in guo erant congregati. et
inpletl sunt spiritu sancto, et loguebantur verbum Dei
cum fiducia omni volenti. Multitudo autem

credentium [Acts 4:32-35 follow] .®+

With this i1ntervention. Augustine shatters his own pretence of a
hard legalism. We have above described his view of poverty ana
fraternal charity as sacramental: here he reaches for an

extraordinary adunatio linguarum to effect a charismatic unitv ot

hearts and minds i1n God. in defiance of the claims of the

saeculum.

@+ Aug.Serm. 356..1, PL 39, 1574D-1575A.
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C. Gregory: 'sermone luculentam'

Discussion of Cassian and Augustine has already begun
to situate Gregory — as it were in conversation with the latter,
to the exclusion of the former. Cassian cannot talk ecclesiology
in the same depth as the two bishops. This serves to reiterate
the importance of comparing monastic writers by asking where
they place the monastery in relation to the Church; it also
accords with a standard image of Gregory as Augustine's disciple
‘and popularizer. A reading of Gregory is now offered where this
relationship with Augustine is both extended. and circumscribed,

The discussion has three stages. In the contrast drawn
between Cassian and Augustine in their attitude to power, we may
easily include the bishop of Rome next to the bishop of Hippo.
However , in turning to the exegesis of Acts 4:32-35, we meet with
no immediate response from Gregory to either earlier writer. He
offers an etymology of monos. but seems oblivious to the history
of the discussion. At this point. his participation 1in monastic
tradition must be reckoned against his contemporary ascetic
commitments. It is finally argued that Gregory's commentary on
the Acts verses has been driven underground, but 1s recognizable
nonetheless: despite initial appearances, he is concerned with
the theme of transparency of relationship in monastery and
Church.

Gregory's career as a monk resembled Augustine's,
although it did not have exactly the same shape. St Andrew's was,
in a sense, his garden community - but he left it no set of

precepts on becoming pope, and. apart from a brief period 1in 90,
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he was not its abbot or praepositus. The papal household, however

Gregory might reform 1t, could never be organized as a

monasterium clericorum.®< More importantly, however, the character

of Gregory's relationship with his audience did put him 1in
Augustine's position as a speaker. Addressing his fratres,
Gregory did not have to appear as an infallible authority. He
knew at least one of them, Peter, his interlocutor 1in the

Dialogues. from childhood, and it is likely that other members of

his circle had comparable personal histories — Roman aristocratic
background, secular career, diverted by ascetic conversion.
While, as observed, a comprehensive prosopography of this circle
cannot be assembled, this should not prevent the recognition of
the presence of a core of associates, to whom Gregory directed
most of his exegesis.®™

The passages from the preface to the Dialogues., or the

dedicatory letter of the Moralia. where Gregory expresses
nostalgia for the cloister need to be read 1n this context. as
part of what may be termed a public 'rhetoric of vulnerability'
in power. The point is less that Gregory is suffering in office,
and more that he is able to give voice to that suffering. This
actually enables him to accept the responsibility, and to
advocate its strong exercise. In particular, if he can correct

himself, he does not need others to do it for him.

£3a See below, p.60 for Gregory's period in charge of St
Andrew's: and p.358 for his reform of the household.

£,

See above, pp.7, 9 and n.19.
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This was to follow the lead given by Augustine 1in the

Praeceptum. in dealing with the highly awkward gquestion of what

to do when excessive discipline has been used by superiors
(above, p.42). Do inferiors have a right, or a duty to correct
theilr seniors? Gregory cites some 0ld Testament cases of this.
such as Nathan's correction of the adulterous king Dawvid, but
then continues:
Sed inter haec necesse est ut cura regiminis tanta
moderaminis arte temperetur, quatenus subditorum mens
cum quaedam recte sentire potuerit, sic 1n vocils
libertatem prodeat, ut tamen libertas 1n superbiam non
erumpat;: ne dum fortasse immoderatius linguae e1s
libertas conceditur, vita ab his humilitas amittatur.v <«

This echoes, and then finely nuances, Augustine's precept above.

Gregory shifts attention away from the regendi auctoritas

endangered by too much humility. and onto the threatened loss of
humility of the inferiors: the effect is subtly to conceal the

auctoritas.

However, 1n Gregory's exegesis of Acts 4, the
conversation with Augustine suddenly drops. A completely
different sense of holy community seems to be operating, and one
which 1s no closer to Cassian's. While there is no direct
evidence to show that Gregory knew of their readings of Acts.
it seems at the very least a possibility, given his incontestable
familiarity with their work as a whole. The text from Gregory to

set alongside Enarratio in Ps. 132 and Conference Eighteen comes

from the Commentary on I Kings. Gregory has just finished the

k3o RP 2.8, PL 77, 43C. On excessively harsh correction. see
below ch.IV, pp.344-45, 363.
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typological exegesis of the first verses: now he moves onto their
moral signification:

'"Fuit vir unus, inquit, de Ramatha Sophim.' In hoc viro .
quid rectius quam unusquisque novus huilus saeculil
contemptor designatur? Vir namque dicitur, gquia
proposito fortis est; unus vero, quia amore singularis.
Vir namque est, quia exXx magna virtute cuncta

praesentia despicit; sed unus, quia sola omnipotentis
deil specie frui concupiscit [...]. De hac unitate
dominus 1n evangelio Marthae loguitur dicens: 'Martha,
Martha, sollicita es et turbaris erga plurima; porro,
unum est necessarium. Hinc Lucas de perfecto credentium
numero locutus ait: 'Erat eis cor unum et anima una’.
Unum quippe cor erat, guia per intentionem rationis
solum conditorem adspexerant; unam animam habebant,
quia per affectionem amoris solum eius faciem videre

desiderabant [...]. Pro hac unitate obtinenda veritas
docens ait: 'Quil non renuntiat omnibus, guae possidet,
non potest meus esse discipulus'. Quae enim nostra

sunt: guia hi, guil abrenuntiantes saeculo remotioris

vitae secretum petivimus monachil vocamur. Monos guidem

graece, latine autem unus dicitur. Hoc guippe titulo
appellationis 1nscribimur: ut voxX nominis nostri noris
insinuet altitudinem dignitatis.®”

This would seem to be & solipsistic reading of the Acts
verses; the unity pertains to one person. the transparency to the
relationship with God. not other people. Gregory does not begin
to quote anything other than 4:32 — poverty carries no reference
to common ownership, no.meaning other than a flight from the
world. The Acts verse does not even introduce the theme of unity
— 1t follows on, as a gloss on Christ's words to Martha. If

Gregory is following Augustine at all, 1t is the Augustine of the

391 sermon. He shows no interest in the later interpretation.

€ In I Reg. 1.61, CC 144, p.87. For comment, see A. de Vogue.
'Renoncement et désir. La définition du moine dans le

Commentailre de Grégoire le Grand sur le Premier Livre des
Rois', CollCist 48 (1986), 54-70.
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In all, Gregory refers to the Acts verses six times -
seventy six less than Augustine. This is the same number as
Cassian, but the passage is no more easily understood in the

context of the Conferences. The passage offers no monastic

history linking 'we monks' with the Acts community, and no sort

of prescriptions about how the coenobium should run. 'We monks'

are 1n fact defined outside space and time, precisely sub specie

aeternitatis . ©8

With this passage therefore, Gregory seems to refute
the grounding premise of this chapter - that Acts 4:32-35 must
elicit a telling response from ascetic writers. He did not here
rise to the challenge, or the opportunity these verses presented

to define the monastic life with regard to the vita apocstolica.

However, this does not mean to say that Gregory had no
sense of monasticism as apostolic, or of the unity of the Church.
Rather that these concerns are displaced: Gregory 1is in dialogue

about Acts communitas with Cassian and Augustine, but he starts

talking from elsewhere, and with a different set of monastic
needs. Once we have found these other points of departure, and

described his needs, we can then see him to be negotiating

Qe It may be that pseudo Dionysius has come between Gregory and
Augustine and Cassian here. See De ecclesiae hierarchia
vi.1.3, 2.2, PG 3, 533A/D; cited by F.-E.Morard, 'Monachos,
moine', pp.3345-36. Monks are so called 'because their life,
far from being divided, remains perfectly one, because they
unite themselves by a holy recollection which excludes all
diversion [...]. Their life being one, it is a duty for them
to have to do only with the the One'. Gregory knew the
pseudo Dionysian De caelesti hierarchia, referring to 1t to
describe the composition of the angelic host to the Romans.
See HEv. 2.34.12, PL 76, 1254B.

53



between Cassian and Augustine. There i1s a double argument here -
that the Acts community as a specific model 1s not relevant to
Gregory, but that he does share an agenda of concern with the

two earlier writers. The passage from the Commentary on I Kings

was used to demonstrate the first part of this argument; the
continuation of the same passage may introduce the second stage.

Having dealt with the vir unus, Gregory moves on to the

significance of where he comes from, Ramatha Sophim on Mount
Eprhraim.

Sed divinl amorils sublimitatis 1n sola catholica
ecclesia veris electis 1inpenditur. Bene ergo vir, gu:
unus dicitur, de Ramatha Sophim de monte Ephraim rfuisse
perhibetur. Ramatha gquilippe, ut iam dixi, hebraeum nomen
est, sed latina locutione dicitur visio consummata.
Quae profecto appellatio sanctae ecclesiae convenit.
guae antiquitus a prophetis provisa est, sed 1in fine
saeculorum redemptoris fide disposita. Consummata €rgo
visio sancta ecclesia dicitur: gquia redemptorem humana
generis l1am erecta est 1n reliligionis culmine, guae olim
tantum provisa erat spiritu prophetiae. Haec autem
Sophim esse describitur et in monte Ephraim aedificata,
quia contemplatione deil celsissima est et spiritalibus
virtutibus fecunda. Sophim guippe specula dicitur,
Ephraim fructificans. Quae profecto vocabula situm
sancta ecclesia recte insinuat, quae non solum
intentione visionis alta est sed excellentia
conversationis. Quibus etiam vocabulis et hereticorum
dementia et ceterorum reproborum sterilitas reprobatur.
1111 gquidem, dum a rectitudine fidei deviant,’
speculationis sublimitatem non habent; isti vero. quila
et recta vident, guae agant, et ea facere semper
dissimulant, speculam quidem habent, sed virtutum
montem excellenti vita non obtinent .®® '

@ In 1 Reg. 1.62, CC 144, p.88. Note again the emphasis on
height (cf. above, p.54, monachi should reach altitudinem
dignitatis). In HEz. 1n particular, the specula is person-
1fied as the speculator, the watchman of the people of
Israel (Ez. 3:17); see below, pp.196-98, 352-59.
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The first passage may now read as a deliberate
witholding of all the elements surging forward here — history,
community, the active life, the Church. The immediate entrance of

sola catholica Ecclesia shakes the precision of reference to 'we

monks'. The vir unus becomes simply one of the viri electi. The

desire to see God 1is no longer 'monastic' as defined in the first
passage. The Church takes on the faculty of contemplation, and

is placed at a particular, 1in fact, the conclusive stage of
‘'salvation history. This entails an urgent message, to those
outside and inside the believing community. There 1s no vision of
God without true faith, and no true faith without good works. The

logic of the piece rounds on the vir unus, and brings him out of

self-reflexive rapture. 1ntra sanctam Ecclesiam.

With this, and especially with the i1ntra here, Gregory
reopens the relationship with Augustine. He 1s implicitly

familiar with two aspects of Augustine's reasoning in Enarratio

in Ps.132 — the upholding of the monks agailinst heretics; and the

decision that unity starts with monks, but from there descends to
the rest (above pp.32, 35-36). Likewise for Gregory here, the
flight from the world does not break the boundaries of the

Church, it rather strengthens them, against the dementia of

heretics in particular. And monastic contemplation is seen to
epitomize the activity of the Church.

It is also clear where Gregory stays apart from
Augustine. In structure, perhaps, his arguments are the same. but
substantively, monastery and Church are not held together in the

same way: there 1s no seam of Augustinian charity running from
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one to the other. Gregory never gquotes Ps. 132:1-2 about the
descent of the ointment. Monastery is here elided into Church as

a different subjiect to the predicate contemplatio. Monastic

flight from the world and contemplation obviously do not lead so
readily into the uniting of all the faithful as do community ot
goods and fraternal charity. Gregory does not here find the place
for monks where they actually form the unity of the Church.

This 1s still clearer in the context of Gregory's

ecclesiology, with which we began. The continentes do not oftfer

to the rest of the faithful a new social model - they are defined
negatively, 1n terms of their removal from the network of
relations to which the fideles 1n the world are committed. The

praedicatores are offering guidance to others. but their very

virtue 1n doing so distances them from the same others. It 1s
fides that creates unity, one measure among the three orders of

the faithful.”®

Sed mensura una trium est, quia ets1 1n €1s meritorum
magna est diversitas, tamen distantia in fide 1n gua
tenduntur non est. Nam eadem fides guae 1stos solidat
in maximis, illorum infirmitatem continet in parvis.
Vel certe trium una mensura est, quia 1n retributione
ultima gquamvis eadem dignitas omnibus non sit, una
tamen erit omnibus vita beatitudinis. Unde et per
semetipsum Dominus dicit: 'In domo Patris mei mansiones
multae sunt'.®?

It begins to emerge why the early Church at Jerusalem

had ceased to be relevant to Gregory 1in sixth century Rome.

“eo See P.Meyvaert, 'Diversity within Unity. A Gregorian Theme',
Heythrop Journal 4 (1963), 141-62; repr. in Benedict,
Gregory, Bede, ch.VII.

v+ HEz. 2.4.6, CC 142, pp.262-63.
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He was living in a different world to that of the early fifth
century. It 1s easy to fall into Gregorian cliché about this,

quoting passages about the passing of Rome from the Dialogues

and the Homilies on Ezekiel. However, these texts do not have to

be read impressionistically. It can be closely argued that
Gregory's drastic perception of his economic and eschatalogical
circumstances shaped his view of monastic enterprise. Here 1is

Benedict in the Dialogues:

'Roma a gentibus non exterminabitur, sed tempestatibus,.
coruscis et turbinibus ac terrae motu fatigata,
marcescat 1n semetipsa.' Cuilus prophetiae mysteria
nobis facta sunt luce clariora, quil 1n hac urbe
dissoluta moenia, eversas domus, destructas ecclesias
turbine cernimus, eiusque aedificia, longo senio
lassata., gquia ruinis crebrescentibus prosternatur
videmus .

Such accounts are no doubt exaggerated for rhetorical
purposes, but there is no doubting the basic accuracy of the
characterisation. Famine, flooding and urban depopulation daia
constitute the economic landscape in Italy, and specifically

2

Rome, after the Gothic wars.”  This placed different expectations
on ascetic holiness. As Peter Brown has shown, the holy men of
Late Antiquity eased the tensions arising from social expansion

and prosperity.®“ By contrast, the Italian holy men of the

Dialogues are called again and again to perform miracles of

economic relief. Gregory shows Sanctulus of Nursia, his friend.

@?®  Dial. 2.15.3. SC 260, p.184. For the descrirtion of Rome 1n
HEz, see 2.6.22. CC 142, pp.310-12.

See T.Brown, Gentlemen and Officers, chs.1-3, esp. p.40.

?4  P.Brown, 'The Rise and Function of the Holy Man', esp.
p.120ff.
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only recently dead., 1n a sharply contemporary scene. Sanctulus 1s
having to find food during famine for the workmen repairing the
Church of St. Lawrence destroyed by the Lombards. 'Graviter
anxiebatur 1intus.'®® This speaks for Gregory at Rome: the task of
feeding the populace had become entirely a papal responsibility.”®
In such a context of general poverty, renunciation of
goods did not have much force as an ascetic gesture. Common
ownership of goods now lacked the special resonance of imitation
of the Acts community. This is not to say that 1t was not
rigorously enforced, at St Andrew's atlleast. In the brief period
in 3590 during which Gregory took charge of his community, he
tfaced a scandal similar to that of 425 in Hippo. Gregory's
doctor, Copiosus, was found, on his death, to have hidden three
solidi in his medicine chest; Gregory condemned him to thirty
days damnation, but his behaviour does nothing to evoke
Augustine's in the Januarius case of 425. In fact, Gregory's
explanation of the infringement reads almost as a meticulous

avoidance of any of the terms of Acts 4:32-35 or the Praeceptum.

Quod mox ut mihi nuntiatum est, tantum mali de fratre
qul nobilscum communiter vixerat aequanimiter ferre non
valuil. quippe qula eiusdem monasterii nostri semper
regula fuerat, ut cuncti fratres ita communiter
viverent, quatenus eis singulis nullo habere propria
liceret.

“* Dial.3.37.4, SC 260, p.414.

v« See John the Deacon, Vita Gregorii 2.26. PL 75. 97B: belcw.
pp.183-85; also Llewellyn, Rome in the Dark Ages, pp.94-98.
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Regula here may mean 'Rule’', or more probably norm, or
custom.”” Whatever one decides about this, it is clear that the
institutionalization of monastic practice, which Augustine
charismatically interrupts in his sermon of 426, has continued
to the point where common ownership of property is a fact of
monastic life, not a comment on how it should be led.®®

To frame such a comment, the ascetic inquiry had to be
driven deeper, or elsewhere, into territory Augustine had not
really explored. Gregory's general perception of the social
environment suggested this; his personal place in it and the
place of those around him confirmed it, and suggested a new
direction. Gregory and his ascetic companions were high

aristocrats. Augustine was the son of a municeps admodum tenuis.

and, notoriously as in the case of Antoninus, the monasterium

clericorum contained people of similar. or possibly poorer

background.®® C(Closeness to their audience may have allowed burth
Augustine and Gregory to use power with humility and impunity at
once — but the difference 1n their social status gave them very
different positions on common ownership of property. When

Augustine insisted in the Praeceptum that the poor do not

congratulate themselves on gaining a higher standard of living by

entering the monastery, he was also talking to and about

7 Dial. 4.57.10, SC 265, p.188. For the meanings of regula.
see, initially, Ferrari., Early Roman Monasteries, pp.379-87:
for further discussion, see below, p.89 and n.20, p.119.

7 An echo of Leyser, Hermits, p.26.

77 Conf. 2.3.5, CC 27, pp.19-20.
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himself, a homo pauper, de pauperibus natus.'”~ In the Januarius

affair, he had to gquote himself in the Praeceptum to put higc

motives for setting up the community above any suspicion.

Modo dicturi sunt homines guia inveni pretiosas vestes,

quas non potuissem habere vel in domo patris meil, vel

in saeculari professione.*“?

Gregory was simply not in a position to put himself
through this doubt, nor to have anyone level this accusation at
him. He palpably did have things to renounce. and not only money.
Gregory inherited a whole stock of cultural property, conferring
inalienable social power. If he had left his family house, and
forsaken the city, he could perhaps have avoided coming into
this inheritance - but so far as we know he never countenanced
the possibility. The father's house was converted, not abandoned.
Augustinian ascetic thinking had no purchase on this situation.

Gregory's reading of Cassian both suggested, and met
the need for a more searching level of ascetic theory and
practice. Gregory endorsed Cassian's fundamental premise that
the perfect life 1is not attained simply by throwing away money ovr
rank (above p.28). Common ownership of property does not

necessarily make people open to each other. There must come with

it a training of the will, a subduing of the passions. The holy

1o Aug.Serm. 356.13, PL 39, 1580A. B.Shaw, 'The Family in Late
Antiquity: the Experience of Augustine', PP 115 (1983), 3-
51, at pp.5-10 has cautioned against a too ready acceptance
at face value of this self presentation. Being the son of a
municeps was not the same as beilng . 'poor'. At the same time.
1t was not a position of security: for the likes of
Patricius, the fear of paupertas may have been real enough.

»o1  1bid. 356.13, PL 39, 1580A. Cf. Praec. 1.5. 1967, p.418.
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life is a long education: Gregory takes on Cassian's sense of
the difficulty of clear self perception, and the constant danger
of deception by the devil:

Unde recte per Salomonem dicitur: 'Diligenter exerce
agrum tuum, ut postea aedifices domum tuam' [Prov.
24:27]1. Il1lle quippe bene mentis domum aedificat, gquil
prius agrum corporis ab spinis vitiorum purgat, ne s1
ad desiderium sentes in carnis agro proficiant, 1ntus
tota virtutum fabrica fame boni crescente destruantur.
In ipso autem quisque bellil certamine positus, tanto
subtilius fraudem hostium conspicit, gquanto et
districtius corpus proprium guasi gquemdam host ium

Riding the mixed metaphor, Gregory goes on to numbelr
the foe - pride, the queen of sins, her seven principal sins
and the army behind them. This typology of vice 1s a direct
borrowing (with some adaptation) from Cassian. The second part

of the Institutes 1s structured as a book by book treatment of

each of the eight main sins and their derivatives.*®™

This emphasis on interior struggle produced a city
asceticism not modelled on the Acts community; 1in fact, a
reconstruction of the desert 1n the city. Augustine, 1n his
definition of monos, had sought to be at one with the crowd:
Gregory seeks to be alone in the crowd. Gregory answers the

etymology in Enarratio i1n Ps. 132 with an exegesis of Job 39:6

on the wild ass 'Cul dedil 1n solitudine domum et tabernacula eius

in terra salsuginis'.

=

or. 31.38.77. CC 143B, pp.1603-04.

|

=

or. 31.45.87, CC 143B, p.1610. Cf. Inst. 5.1, SC 109,
p.191. For a painstaking comparison of these two passages.
see R.Gillet ed., Morales sur Job, Livres 1-11 SC 32bis
(1975), pp.89-102.
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Hoc loco solitudinem debemus 1ntellegere corporis., an
solitudinem cordis? Sed guid prodest solitudo corporis,
si solitudo defuerit cordis? Quil enim corpore remotus
vivit, sed tumultibus conversationis humanae terrenorum
desideriorum cogitatione se inserit, non est 1n
solitudine. Si vero prematur aligquis corporaliter
popularibus turbis et tamen nullos curarum saecularium
tumultus in corde patiatur, non est in urbe.**®

However, the return of the desert does not entail a

new hegemony of the Great Egyptian Tradition. Gregory's

reception of Cassian stops here. Copious analysis of the

processes of temptation does not itself tempt Gregory 1into a

fatal discourse on power and knowledge. Spiritual progress 1s not

made to depend upon exact parity of spiritual capacity as 1t as

in the Acts community represented as coenobiliorum palaestra.

Cassian's opposition between the naive and the experilenced 1sg

demystified. In the Moralia and then 1in Book Thiee of the

Pastoral Rule. Gregory detaills a whole range of antithetaical

palrs differentiated along cultural, psychological or social

axes, and the admonitions to be addressed to each accordinagly.

To take the first four out of thirty six:

Aliter namgue admonendi sunt viri, atque feminae.
Aliter i1uvenes, aliter senes. Aliter inopes, aliter
locupletes. Aliter laeti, aliter tristes.

As Gregory explains in the preface to the Book:

Saepe namque alils officiunt, quae aliis prosunt. Quia
et plerumque herbae gquae haec animalia nutriunt, alia
occidunt; et lenis sibilus equos mitigat, catulos
instigat [...]. Pro qualitate igitur audientium formari
debet sermo doctorum, ut et ad sua singulis congruat. et
tamen a communis aedificationis arte nunquam recedat.'' "

R A

} N R

Mor. 30.16.52, CC 143B. p.1527.

RP 3.prol., PL 77, 49C.
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As in the passage cited above (pp.16, 58) from the

Homilies on Ezekiel passage, so here Gregory is trying to wrap

his language around modes of unity and difference between people.
The production of images representing both at the same time 1is
one of his most characteristic activities.

We could summarize at this point. For Cassian, the
question 1s, 'Can the ascetically naive and the experienced laive

together as one ?' and the answer 1s 'no’. For Augustine, 'Carn

S

m

rich and poor live together as one ?' and the answer 1s 've
For Gregory, 'Can those of differing temperaments, status or
cultural background live together?' and the answer 1s alsc 'ves'.
It has been shown that Gregory's perception of his economic
circumstances made community of property banal for seriou=z
ascetic purposes, and that this joined with his reading of
Cassian. This does not yvet explain the virtual absence of an
ascetic reading of Acts 4:32-35 1n his texts. We now argue that
his eschatological perspective drives the critique of Acts
centred monasticism to the point where the Acts community
becomes fully irrelevant as a paradigm for relations in both
Monastery and Church.

Gregory perceived the last days to be approaching. He
remained faithful to Augustine's axiomatic ignorance of exactly
when Christ would return in Judgement, but as Robert Markus has

stressed, the idea of the saeculum as an area of 1i1llegible divine

action had no meaning for him.*** Augustine was writing against

'« Markus, 'The Sacred and the Secular'.



a Theodosian triumphalism that identified the Roman Empire., and
so the imperial Church, as the chosen vessel of God's grace on
earth: in Gregory's world this was not an ideological option 1in
the same way.*”” While imperial codes of address still applied 1in
dealing with Constantinople, the Empire in the West no longer
existed as a public structure of government. This left the Church
stripped of its compromising association with secular power, and
a purely sacred history could now be read and written. The
prophecy that Gregory made Benedict speak, about the passing of
'Rome’ 1n its imperial aspect, was irrefutable: 1t commented on
the conditions that made its utterance possible. But Gregory did
not simply reconstitute triumphalism. He warned against
identifying the community of believers on earth with the elect
in the heavenly citadel. His reading of history placed the body
of the faithful on the threshold of revelation.
Nam guantum praesens saeculum propilnguat ad finem,
tantum futurum saeculum ipsa 1am guasl propinguante
tangitur et signis manifestioribus aperitur. Quia enim
in hoc cogitationes nostras vicissim minime videmus, 1in
illo autem nostra 1n alterutrum corda conspicimus quid
hoc saeculum nisi noctem, et quid venturum nisi diem
dixerim? Sed gquemadmodum cum noxX finiri et dies incipit
oriri, ante solis ortum simul aligquo modo tenebrae cum
luce conmixtae sunt, gquousque discedentis noctis
reliquiae 1in luce dieil subsequentis perfecte vertantur,
ita huius mundi finis 1am cum futuri saeculi exordio
permiscetur, atque 1psae religquiarum eius translucent . '«

This describes Gregory's point of departure for reading

Acts. From here, earthly goods could only appear as transitory

@7 R.A.Markus. 'Gregory the Great's Europe', TRHS 5th ser. 31
(1981), 21-36; repr. in From Augustine to Gregory, Ch.XV.

0 Dial. 4.43.2, SC 265, p.154.
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things: to start talking about common ownership was almost to
overvalue them. Human relations appear similarly provisional. The
theme of transparency, heart speaking to heart, must now play
alongside the imminent vision of God's face. People should not
simply love each other in Christ, but in order to prepare each
other for his coming. Acts 4:32-35 proposes a commuﬁity in a
horizontal plane. The eschatalogical pressure of Gregory's
thought polarizes human relations along a vertical axis of
relationship to God. The Acts community can no longer serve as a
model here, because the i1dea of monastic community itself
buckles.

Cassian and Augustine both envisage the monastervy ac
a separate space in which to 'search for a new society' where
worldly social relations, as they problematised them, can be
dismantled and reassembled.'”” From there, the new model may or
may not be offeredrto the rest of the faithful. Gregory can not
spare the time for such an arrangement. Faced with Augustine's
choice about the extremity of the garment, he would have chosen
the eschatalogical option that Augustine rejected. It 1s indeed
at the end of time that the Church shall have everyone dwelling
together in unity (above pp.35-36, 57).

The question of unity as Gregory has posed it cannot be
resolved by cordoning off any physical space. Because for him the

divisions between people are cultural or psychological, he seeks

1erep

See J.S¢éguy, 'Une Sociologie des Sociétés Imaginées.
Monachisme et Utopie.' AESC 26 (1971), 328-54.
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instead a language that will make heart speak to heart; and for
this he turns not to any particular Scriptural model, but to the
whole of Scripture itself.

Quamvis omnem scientiam atque doctrinam scriptura sacra
sine aligua comparatione transcendat, ut taceam quod
vera praedicat, guod ad caelestem patriam vocat; guod a
terrenis desideriis ad superna amplectanda cor legentis
immutat:; guod dictis obscurioribus exercet fortes et
parvulis humili sermone blanditur, guod nec sic clause
est ut pavesci debeat. nec sic patet ut vilescat, quod
usu fastidium tollit, et tanto amplius diligitur gquanto
amplius diligitur gquanto amplius meditatur; gquod
legentis animum humilibus verbis adiuvat., sublimibus
sensibus levat, quod aliguo modo cum legentibus
crescit, quod a rudibus lectoribus quasi recognoscitur,
et tamen doctis semper nova reperitur .''v

Scripture gave to everyone according as they had need:
It was catholic - its language constituted the universal
community of believers. The word of God did not need
interpretation to make 1t speak all things to all people. 1t dud

however require correct administerion. This was praedicatio -

the distribution of Scripture according to need by word and
example. It was a speech/activity which had to be structured 1n
the same way as Scripture. Gregory's proliferating strategiez of

correction, codified in Book Three of the Pastoral Rule, can

therefore be read as an abstract representation of the rhetoric
of Gregory's polysemic Bible. In his exegesis, he works closer
to the text, in a massive attempt to officiate at the unpacking
of its meanings.

Scripture spoke about, in fact commanded this

administration — it gave the praedicatores a history and a title

e Mor. 20.1.1, CC 143A, p.1003.
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to power. Because the whole of Scripture. not just Acts 4:32-35,

effected communitas, there had to be a continuous dynasty of

preachers. Commenting on Job 36:27, 'Qui aufert stellas pluviae
et effundit imbres ad instar gurgitum'. Gregory begins
by 1dentifying the stars as the prophets; the stars run their

course, and are withdrawn:

Stellas ergo pluviae abscondit et ad instar gurgitum
imbres fudit, uia dum praedicatores legis ad secreta et
intima rettulit, per dicta sequentium uberior vais
praedicationis emanavit.

Theilr successors are the apostles. who can 1in turn be seen as the
stars of rain withdrawn by God:
Sed ablatis stellis pluviae. in more gurgitum imbres
dedit, guia etiam reductis ad superna apostolis, per
expositorum sequentium linguas. fluenta divinae
sclientiae diu abscondita largiori effusione patefecit.

Gregory notes that these things are appropriately understooa to

have happened in Ecclesia.*'!

Scripture formed the body of the faithful from the
dust; and legitimated the hierarchical division of that body.
Gregory's response to the split in the Church opened by
monastic withdrawal 1s to enumerate and justify all the other
divisions across that body. He can continue to play with images
of unity and difference, confident that his language follows
divine patterns of play. In this context, we can bring forward
Gregory's other major citation of Acts 4:32-35. He is commenting
on Job 38:38, 'Quando fundabatur pulvis in teram et glebae

compingebatur'. The dust represents sinners, who are then called

[

Mor. 27.8.13-14, CC 143B. p.1339. Cf. above, ppr.56-57: intra
Ecclesiam at In 1 Reg. 1.62, CC 144, p.88.
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into the Church, and in collectione sunt caritatis uniti:

Istae glebae in terra compinctae sunt, guando popul:
qul prius quasi in dispersione pulveris diversa
sentiebant, postmodum sancti Spiritus gratia accepta.
in i1lla pacatissima unanimitatis concordia convenerunt,
ut [...] scriptura teste dicerentur, quia 'erat in eis
cor unum et anima una'.

Gregory now interjects to say that the clods are of different
sizes. One reading of this is that the faithful are grouped
according to differences in custom and language.
Quas tamen glebas si1 1n Ecclesia ex diversitate
meritorum attendimus. fortasse adhuc distinguere
subtilius valemus. Nam dum alius est ordo
praedicantium, alius auditorum; alius regentium, atque
alius subditorum; alius conilugum, alilus continentium;
alius paentitentium, alius virginum: guasl eX una terra
est diversa glebarum forma distincta, dum 1in una fide,
1n una caritate disparia demonstrantur bene operantium
merita.''*
This position on the 'Monastery and Church' grid
removes Gregory from both Cassilan and Augustline — but he worked
out the position in negotiation with both of them, and with

Augustine in particular. Having followed the internal logic of

Gregory's reasoning to arrive at the praedicatores, we now

briefly trace the historical genealogy, both of that reasoning and
of the 'preachers' who are its product.

Augustine had discovered the catholic language of the
Bible from listening to Ambrose's sermons on the Bible:

verbis apertissimis et humillimo genere loquendi se

cunctils praebens et exercens intentionem eorum, qui non

sunt leves corde, ut exciperet omnes populari sinu et
per angusta foramina paucos ad te traiceret.**>

1 Mor.30.6.22-23, C 143B. pp.1338-39.

ttt Conf. 6.5.8, CC 27, pp.78-79. Cf. ibid. 3.5.9, CC 27. p.21.
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In the De doctrina christiana, Augustine developed the techniques

exegesls according to historical, allegorical and moral senses
which are fundamental for Gregory.***
However, the Bible as cornucopian text is not a theme

much developed in the Confessions. Gregory brings a new,

idiosyncratic imagery to bear in 1ts full exploitation.
Writing to Leander, he finds: 'Quasi quidam quippe est fluvius,
ut 1ta dixerim, planus et altus. in quo et agnus ambulet et
elephas planet' .*'>

Gregory's central manoeuvre was to link Augustinian
techniques of exegesis with the ecclesiology of the three orders.

This 1s what brought the praedicatores i1nto special being.

blocking their simple identification with office holders in the
Church assumed 1in Augustine's typology. Gregory has cast them 1n
a world historical role, which the conventional language of
status cannot express.

Augustine. as might be expected, refused to participate
in the staging of such a drama. The story of his conversion 1n

the Confessions is told as a repeated demonstration that divine

rhetoric is totally bevyond human control or understanding. At the
climax in the garden at Milan, he is released from his agony by a
series of textual coincidences — he hears a child's voice which

seems to be saying 'Tolle, lege, tolle, lege'; he remembers how

e GSee McClure, 'Gregory the Great', Introduction. and pp.21-33
for further comment on Gregory's use of Augustinian
techniques of exegesis.

""" Mor. Ep.Leand. 4. CC 140, p.6.
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Antony happened to hear Matthew 19:21 in Church; he opens the

Bible at random himself, and his eves fall upon Romans 13:13-14..."

Gregory would not have sought to deny for a moment that

praedicatio was of divine origin, but he cannot let 1t be such

an arbitrary process. He turned to Cassian for the vocabulary of

classification to construct the ars artium, the regimen animarum,

and so empower those who practice it. Equally, the praedicatores

are not merely Cassian's Egyptian fathers let loose outside the
cloister. It 1s stressed that their pastoral rhetoric actually
erases the monastery as the site for uniting the faithful.
To conclude in the other terms we have been using.

Cassian and Augustine, having defined the monastery as a place
apart: stage discussions there about charity and power 1n

human relationships. Gregory. maintaining no such i1nstitutional
clarity, also dissolves the opposition between theSe discourses.

Caritas and peritia are conflated into praedicatio. The preachers

are both loving and powerful. They are not sisters or brothers,

but mothers and fathers. The multitudo credentium of Acts 4:32-35

accordingly become the multitudo audientium.**”

We have begun to place Gregory as a monastic writer in
relation to western monastic tradition — to establish a public

context for his private language. But this 1is only half the

e Conf. 8.12.29, CC 27, p.131. Cf. ibid. 9.8.18, CC 27, p.144
on Monica's cure from alcoholism.

117

See above. pp.70 on the different size clods.
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problem as initially stated. The gquestion remains, how does this
language relates to contemporary speech? How 1s Gregory
received by his audience(s) in Rome? If Gregory believed 1n a
catholic rhetoric, in uniting a multitude of hearers, in
preaching to the simple, why did he speak almost exclusively to
a small circle of ascetics? He was preaching to (would be)
preachers about preaching. How was such introspection not
divisive?

Gregory did not resolve the split in the Church
engendered by monasticism. He displaced it. making it a problem
of (monastic) language, rather than of (monastic) space. The
elaboration of a specialised discourse in which to speak about
unity helped to make the problem more tractable; at the same time
it ran the risk of making the solutions worked out less generally
comprehensible. Rhetorical specialisation itself became the locus
of the problem. When Gregory began to speak, he began to
'withdraw to a desert' where only a small community of believers
could hear him.

Against the dedicatory letter to Leander, or the

preface to the Dialogues, may be set the preface to the

Commentary in I Kings.**® Gregory here presents himself not in

longing for the lost quies of the monastery, but in defiance of

those who criticise him for spending so much time on exegesis:

11 €3

The uncertainties over the composition of the Commentary do
not seem to relate to the preface, which 1s agreed to be
authentic. See Meyvaert, 'The Date', pp.213-1, supported bv
de Vogiié. Commentaire, SC 351, p.47.
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dum cordibus quorundam ecclesiasticorum virorum vetus

sollicitudo mundanae intentionis 1nmergitur, nova

scribendi studia eo esse superflua iudicant quo et

doctorum venerabilium abundare vetera non ignorant.

Qui nimirum ratione convincendil essent, nisi signum

calumniae exposita fronte praetenderent.**®
Gregory's sense of the streams and whirlpools of divine knowledge
gave him a title to speak after Augustine and other fathers
(even 1f what he offered was only a trickle). His claim to be
under accusation should not be taken unreservedly at face value,.
any more than claims to belng lost outside the monastery.
However, a context of strained relations between Gregory and his
circle and the Roman clerical establishment may, plausibly, be
supplied here. If Gregory was making a subtle and profound
attempt to rewrite the relation between monastery and Church, the.
Roman clergy were understandably not interested. From their point
of view, Gregory was a monk; and he had brought other monks with
him into Lateran, disrupting the established career structure .>®
After Gregory's death, the clergy staged a reaction under
Sabinian; the monastic party fought back under Boniface and
Honorius, but by 640 had been definitively subdued.

To close, we suggest a further way in which Gregory

jJustified his rhetorical anachoresis. He could speak apart

because those to whom, and about whom he spoke were direptly

engaged in binding up the body of the faithful in readiness for

11

In I Reg. prol. 5, CC 144, p.52. Gregory has noted the
incidental interpretations of I Kings verses in the works of
Jerome and Augustine, prol. 1, p.49.

v See P.Llewellyn, 'The Roman Church in the Seventh Centurv:
the Legacy of Gregory I', Journal of Ecclesiastical Studies
25 (1974) 363-80: also 1d.. Rome in the Dark Ages, ch.4.
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the Last Days. Perhaps, after all, he did follow the Augustinian
arrangement whereby unity is created in the monastic community
and from there_descends to the rest (above p.35-36, 57). He sent
missionaries to England, and wrote, and wrote again about
missionary strategy.*®™ Monks from St Andrew's became abbots and
bishops the length of the Italian peninsula. Gregory collected

and explained miracle stories to challenge his disciples to

become the next generation of patres Italici. Everywhere around

him, 1n the past. present and future. he saw praedicatores who

were speaking to the simple in an unrestricted sense.

So Benedict, the modern preacher par excellence. Pook

Two of the Dialogues was a manifesto of contemporary ascetic
needs, which Gregory 1n the Preface said he could not himse!lf
fulfil. As a boy, Benedict i1s sent by his parents to Rome

liberalibus litterarum studiis. Gregory learnt his patrician

grammar and rhetoric: Benedict leaves now, he walks ocut of the
cultural i1nheritance. 'Recessit igitur scientur nescius et
saplienter indoctus.'*** This, rather than Antony's renunciation

of material property. constitutes Benedict's anachoresis.

Benedict does however follow Antony into the real
desert — as opposed to the figurative desert in the city that
Gregory had to write for himself. Benedict fasts, and is fed

occasionally by a monk, until his preaching apostolate begins.

't See R.A.Markus, 'Gregory the Great and a Papal Missionaryv
Strategy', Studies in Church History 6, ed. J.Cuming: repr.
in From Augustine to Gregory, ch.XI.

Dial. 2.prol.. SC 260, p.126.
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A priest has a vision to visit him on Easter. When he comes.
Benedict recognizes only that he is bringing food (pascha);
'longe guippe ab hominibus positus, quila die eodem paschalis
esset sollemnitas ignorabat.' From pascha to Pascha: the

ascetic's re—entry into the Church is as simple as a pun.t

Benedict's first praedicatio again involves a

misrecognition, and a play on words. LLike Christ, he 1is
discovered by shepherds:; in all his skins they think he is a wild

beast, but he transforms them ad pjetatis gratiam a bestiali

mente. Benedict's language immediately creates a community -
many people come to him bringing food, and he in return gives
them food for their souls from his mouth.’=

Gregory saturated the Life with such textual displays
of the power of Benedict's preaching. In so doing, he claimed to
have modelled his writing on the language of Benedict's Rule -
towards the end of the Life, he directed anyone who wanted to
know more about Benedict to the Rule, because axiomatically. the
holy man could not have taught other than he lived.**" Docere

verbo et exemplo: this was for Gregory the challenge of the

monastic life, the sense in which it could be called a vita

apostolica, and the terms on which the multitude of believers

could have one heart and one soul. If he proclaimed himself

)

.6, SC 260, pp.134-36.
.8, SC 260. p.136.
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1w Tpid. 2.36, SC 260, p.242. See below, ch.IV.B for further
discussion.
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incapable of such eloquence, then writing the Life of Benedict
was, on more than one level, a vicarious participation in the
teaching of an ascetic who (in Gregory's construction) did speak
all things to all people. Instead of preaching to the simple,
Gregory wrote about someone who did; and Gregory wrote about him
in the way that (according to him) he wrote about himself. In
this context then. the description of the Rule as sermone

luculentam - which we translate with some license as 'written 1in

a transparent language.'
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II. 'The desert, the holy man or the city?' Gregory the Great
and the Lerins tradition on the locus of ascetic sanctity

Lerins was one of the most famous Late Antique
monasteries:?
O felix et beata habitatio insulae huius [...], quae
cum parvula et plana esse videatur, innumerabiles tamen
montes ad caelum misisse cognoscitur! Haec est, quae et
eximios nutrit monachos., et praestantissimos per omnes
provincias erogat sacerdotes; ac sic gquos accepit
filios, reddit patres.=
Caesarius of Arles, whose words these are, is himself a perfect
example of a Lerins mountain. In the following chapter, we
compare Caesarius and Gregory as monk'bishops; in this chapter,
the comparison is made between Gregory and the first generations
of ascetics at Lerins.

It might be possible to describe St Andrew's at Rome as

felix et beata in the same terms. A generation of monks from

Gregory's foundation went on to become abbots and bishops; they

were stationed all over the west, from York to Syracuse. Three of

* S.Pricoco, L'isola dei santi. Il cenobio di Lerino e le
origini del monachesimo gallico (Rome, 1978) is indisputably
the best secondary treatment, and has an ample _
bibliography. The book i1s, unfortunately, out of print: I am
most grateful to Professor Pricoco for generously making
available a rare copy.

Y

Caes.Serm. 236.1, CC 104, p.940. Note that 'Lerins' strictly
speaking refers to two i1slands, modern St Marguérite,
nearest the shore, and St Honorat, the larger of the two.
Both were inhabited by ascetics in the 420's. but in later
generations, only the larger island seems to be mentioned.
See H.Leclerq, art. 'Lerins', Dictionnaire d'Archéologie
Chrétienne et de Liturgie, VIII, 2, 2596.
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Gregory's disciples succeeded him as pope.®™ Like the montes of
Lerins. these men were, for the most part, aristocrats. A primary
context for their exercise of power is furnished by the collapse
in the West of public structures of imperial authority, and the
barbarian occupations of provincial heartlands. Although neither
Gregory, nor the Lerins writers discuss these events at any
explicit length, the crossing of the Rhine by the Vandals, the
Alans and others in the winter of 406, and the Lombard entry into
Italy in 568, directly bore upon their language and practice as
ascetics.

In the case of Lerins, Friedrich Prinz has proposed
that the island in the early fifth century is defined as a
'Fluchtlingskloster', a refuge for noble families fleeing from
the now overrun provinces in the North. Elaborating Caesarius'
theme, Prinz then argues that Lerins became a school for Gaulish
bishops, and the centre of 'Rhonemdnchtum', as distinct from the
monasticism of the Touraine. The 'Flichtlingskloster' was used by

aristocratic refugees as a power base from which to renew their

n

Boniface IV (608-615), Honorius (625-638), and John IV (640-

642) . See Llewellyn, 'The Roman Church in the Seventh
Century'.
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literary and social operations.# Might this be used as a model
for understanding the behaviour of Gregory and his circle in the
590's? Caution seems advisable: granted the similarities between
these two groups of aristocratic ascetics, do they actually have
anything to say to each other, beyond the exchange of what may,
for this period, be little more than commonplaces? The movement
in this piece is towards differentiating Gregory and Lerins -
the noble monk-bishop is seen to have more than one profile.
Already in saying 'Gregory and Lerins', a basic
comparative difficulty 1is announced: how to hold a personal
ascetic culture next to that represented by a community, or even
a place. Even 1f Gregory's circle of disciples be included, the
comparison remains unbalanced. In terms of the sources, Gregory
is represented for us by a coherent literary output from late
sixth century Rome; Lerins by a heterogeneous collection of texts
from fifth and sixth century Gaul and Italy. While surveying
these, we do not attempt to discuss all of these texts in detail,

choosing to concentrate on the output of the early Lerins

4 F.Prinz, Frihes Monchtum im Frankenreich (Vienna, 1965, 2nd
edn., 1988), pp.47-94, 449-480. Pricoco. L'isola, p.70-2 has
reservations about Prinz's strongly cartographical appraoch.
On the theme of aristocratic retrenchment in Gaul, see
Matthews, Western Aristocracies, pPp.329-351; M.Heinzelmann,
'Bischoffsherrschaft im Gallien, Zur Kontinuitat romischer
Fihrungsschichten vom 4ten bis zum 7ten Jahrhundert',
Beihefte der Francia 5 (Munich, 1976). An attempt is made to
bridge Christian and non-Christian contexts in R.Van Dam,
Leadership and Community in Late Roman Gaul (Berkeley,
1985) . J.Harries, 'Bishops, Senators and their Cities'
offers a specific focus on the fifth century, which serves
as an effective critique of Heinzelmann's more broadly cast
interpretation. Similarly, M.Vessey, 'Ideas of Christian
Writing', pp.114-23, gives a close outline of the profile of
the monk-bishop in Lerinian texts.
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ascetics, 1in particular Eucherius of Lyons and Hilary of Arles.
The premise here is that the character of asceticism at Lerins is
not a constant, making it imperative to attend to specific
interventions.

By Gregory's day., the Lerins tradition was virtually
exhausted. He knew of the community — he wrote to two of its
abbots, and he corresponded with a nobleman in Marseilles,
Dynamius, who wrote a short panegyric on the famous island.® But
Gregory himself nowhere acknowledged the Lerins tradition in this
way, nor did he display a familiarity with the canon of Lerins
texts. We cannot therefore consider direct contact or influence,
as 1n the previous chapter.

However, the subplot of the previous chapter -
concerned with the site of ascetic enterprise - can here become
the main story. The early Lerins writings most usefully provide a
context for consideration of Gregory's asceticism under its
geographical aspect. A debate about the locus of the holy
centrally engages the first and second generations of Lerins
ascetics. Does holiness reside in places, specifically Lerins as

a desert, or in people?® If in people, then it no longer becomes

a

Reg. 6.57, to abbot Stephen, July 596, CC 140, p.430.
Ibid. 9.9, to abbot Conon, Oct. 600, CC 140A, pp.871-72.
Ibid. 3.33, 7.33, to Dynamius, CC 140, pp.179, 496-97. For
his panegyric, De lerine insula laus Dinamii, see
F.Manitius, 'Zu Dynamius von Massilia', Mitteilungen des
Institutes fur osterreichische Geschichtsforschung 18
(1897), 225-232.

This was not only discussed in Gaul. See F.Cardman, 'The
rhetoric of holy places. Palestine in the fourth century',
StPatr 17 (1982), 18-25.
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necessary to live in the desert, and ascetics may move back to
the city to take up episcopal office. Such an argument was
essential for those on the island who sought to become montes. On
this 1ssue, Gregory, as an urban ascetic, would initially seem to
promote personal charisma - but he does not write without a
nostalgia for the desert.

The presupposition of such a debate is that holiness
can securely and concretely be located, whether in land or the
body. This was firmly the conviction of the first generation of
Lerins ascetics — in the second generation, pioneering verve was
replaced by a more cautious set of assumptions. Holiness was not
so readily seen to be manifest in the world, as ascetic
attentions turned inwards, in an attempt to track down impurity
in the soul. This is Cassian's language: the crucial shift 1in
preoccupations between first and second generations can be
understood as the capitulation of Lerins to Marseille.

Cassian's texts, and those of Augustine, furnish common
points of ascetic cultural reference for Gregory and the Lerins
writers. How did the latter respond to the nearness of the
authority of Hippo and Marseille? 1Initially, Lerins was defined
by its advocates in terms that asserted its independence from

both the Confessions and the Conferences: then followed the

surrender to Marseille. Gregory's response to Augustine and
Cassian has been given a preliminary description — i1t can now be
put into a clearer temporal and spatial perspective, being

articulated at 150 years distance, and in a city, not an island.
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A. The Sources for Lerins

The sources for Lerins can be divided into texts
written by members or old members of the community, as against
those produced by outsiders; and divided across first, second and
succeeding generations. It is not known exactly when monastic
enterprise began on Lerins. Chronologically the earliest mentions
are made by outsiders in the 420's. when some kind of initiative
is already underway. In c.424 Paulinus, by then bishop at Nola,
and his wife Therasia wrote to Eucherius and his wife Galla,
installed as ascetics at Lerins. The letter is all that survives
of what must have been a busy traffic in Christian friendship
between Provence and Campania. From it, we learn that Eucherius
initiated the contact by sending letters to Nola; the couriers
told Paulinus that Honoratus had settled on Lerinum with a
community of disciples. Eucherius and Galla, having spent some
time in the community, had retreated to the adjoining island of
Lerum, in retreat from the din of the world.”

Cassian gives the next picture of Honoratus and

Fucherius, in the dedication of the second set of Conferences

written around 427. Honoratus is seen ingenti fratrum coenobio

praesidens congregationem suam, and wanting to instruct them in

the praecepta of the Egyptian Fathers. Eucherius is described as

7

Paulinus of Nola, Epistulae 51.2, ed. G.Hartel, CSEL 29,
(1894), p.424. On friendship, see P.Fabre, S. Paulin de Nole
et 1l'amitié chrétienne (Paris, 1949).

83



actually wanting to go to Egypt, leaving behind the tepid shores
of Gaul.®

We are at once presented with two different images of
what is happening at Lerins. According to Paulinus, an exercise

in otium and amicitia, two of the western aristocracies'

favourite pastimes, Christian or not; according to Cassian, a
major ascetic operation invoving a radical break with the
environment .” These attempts to describe, and in a sense capture,
Lerins lie beneath a surface of praise and veneration for the
island and its inhabitants. Claim and counter—-claim are
emblematic of the Lerins tradition, which can be seen to develop

as a series of rival panegyrics.*?

® Conl. 11 pref., SC 54, pp.98-99.

® On Classical otium, and the-amicitia associated with it, see
J.M.André, L'otium dans la vie morale et intellectuelle
romaine (Paris, 1966); J.Matthews, Western Aristocracies,
pp.1-23. On the way these values might, with the smallest
twist of focus, become 'Christian', see J.Fontaine, 'Valeurs
antiques et valeurs chrétiennes dans la spritualité des
grands propriétaires terriens a la fin du IVe sieécle
occidental', Epektasis. Mélanges J.Danielou (Paris, 1972),
pp.572-595; cf. Fabre, S. Paulin. On further shifts in the
meaning of otium, J.Leclerq, 'Otia monastica. Etudes sur le
vocabulaire de la contemplation au moyen—-&ge', StAns 51
(1963) .

¢ Sidonius Apollinaris would be the successor in the following
generation, producing a synthesis of Paulinus' and
Cassian's versions in letters and poems addressed to
Lupus of Troyes and Faustus of Riez (E.g. Carmen 16, Epp.
6.1, 9.11 for Lupus, Epp. 9.3, 9.9 for Faustus). See
R.Mathisen, 'Epistolography, Literary Circles and Family
Ties in Late Roman Gaul', Transactions of the American
Philoleogical Association 111 (1981), 95-109; P.Rousseau, 'In
Search of Sidonius the Bishop', Historia 25 (1976), 356-77.
Ennodius of Pavia should also be considered for his De vita
Antonii, ed. G.Hartel, CSEL 6 (1882). Marie Tavylor Davies
(Maryvland) 1is currently working on a study.
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Eucherius was the first insider to speak for the
community, at a critical juncture in its development. In 428,
abbot Honoratus left the island to become bishop of Arles; he
took his relative and disciple Hilary with him. Hilary then chose
to return to Lerins: this devotion to the ascetic desert was

celebrated by Eucherius in the De laude eremi (DLE). As will be

further described, Eucherius argued through panegyric that the
desert was. throughout sacred history, the privileged site of

holy living, and that Lerins was a desert par excellence.

At about the same time, Eucherius urged an aristocratic

relative, Valerianus, to leave the world in the De contemptu

mundi et saecularis philosophiae. Although Lerins 1s not

specifically mentioned, the terms of Eucherius' persuasion are
clearly linked to the rhetoric of DLE. Taken together, the two
works clearly reveal the ideological bases of Eucherius' textual
displays.** These emerge as frankly triumphalist: Eucherius
voices a Theodosian confidence not simply in Lerins as a holy
site, but in the Empire as a vessel of divine grace.

However, within two years, the circumstances giving
rise to DLE were dramatically reversed. Hilary abandoned the
desert, doubled back to Arles, and, on Honoratus' death,
succeeded as bishop. A vear later (431), Hilary celebrated the

anniversary of Honoratus' death with the Sermo de vita sancti

11 Eucherius' other work. Passio Acaunensium martryum, ed.
B.Kruscn, MGH, SRM III (1896), 32-34 can also be considered
in this way, as Pricoco has shown. See L'isola dei santi,
pPp.223-44.
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Honorati (DVH). This is the most important source for the early
history of the community at Lerins. A description is offered of
the arrival of Honoratus on the isalnd; other figures involved
are named, such as Honoratus' spiritual father Caprasius, and his
episcopal patron, Leontius of Fréjus.'® Hilary's own relation to
Honoratus is also explained.

It should, however, be stressed that in no sense is
Hilary's a detached account of the early history of Lerins. DVH
reflects his acutely difficult position as Honoratus' successor.
Arles had been at the centre site of the conflict between the
ascetic and the anti-ascetic party in Gaul.*™ The political
atmosphere was still highly charged in the late 420's, and
Hilary, who was exceptionally young for a bishop, and a virtual
stranger, had surely to justify himself before his new
congregation. He has also to explain himself to the Lerins
community, and to Eucherius in particular: he had returned to the
desert only to depart again. It will be sﬁbwn that DVH is
explicitly cast as a reply to DLE. Hilary's argument is that
holiness resided not in Lerins, but in Honoratus, and he was

therefore right to follow the holy man to Arles.

= DVH 15-16, SC 255, pp.106-112.
1= See above, p.25 and n.21. The occupant of the see before
Honoratus was Patroclus, who made numerous attempts to
contest the influence of Proculus of Marseille, and so
assert the primacy of Arles in Provence (thus asceticism was
not the only issue at stake in these rivalries). Following
O.Chadwick, 'Euladius of Arles', JThS 46 (1945), 200-05,
Patroclus' successor was Euladius, with Leontius of Fréjus,

Cassian's dedicatee in the Conferences, 1. pref., SC 42,
p.74.
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At some time before 441, Eucherius himself left to
become bishop of Lyons. From DLE we learn the names of other
members of the community, who in Caesarius' words, form the range
of Lerins mountains. Honoratus' successor as abbot was Maximus,
who in turn become bishop of Riez in ¢.460. Lupus, married to
Hilary's sister, was later bishop of Troyes. Eucherius had two
sons, Salonius and Veranus, later bishops of Geneva and Vienne
respectively.*® They were educated at Lerins by Vincent, and by
Salvian. Neither of these men became bishops, but in their
writings they did fashion powerful literary personae.*® Eucherius
himself wrote two books for his sons' Biblical instruction, the

Instructionum libri duo, and the Formulae spiritalis

intelligentiae.

Maximus' successor both as abbot and at Riez was

Faustus. Two pieces by him will concern us here — a Homilia in

depositione sancti Honorati and a Homilia de sancto Maximo. These

sermons continue the 'insider tradition' of rival panegyric
initiated by Eucherius in DLE. The achievements of these richly
voluble first Lerins writers were monumentalised in Gennadius of

Marseille's De viris illustribus (c.470). As Mark Vessey has

4 For full prosopographical information, see Pricoco, L'isola
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