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INTRODUCTION
The student of education or of history, either

profane or ecclesiastical, can hardly pass over the
contributions that the Benedictine Order has made to
civilization. Still, despite the fact that the Order

1holds precedence in Western Monasticism, and can boast 
of fourteen centuries, rich in tradition and culture, 
there has been very little written of Benedictine in
fluence in the development of education. It is an in
contestable fact that the early Benedictine monks pre-

2served valuable documents and writings for all ages.
It is true, too, that by their teaching and mode of 
life they drew order from chaos and culture from bar
barism; nevertheless, Saint Benedict has not received 
recognition as an educator, nor has he been generally 
credited with influencing the educational system.

Now to be classed as an educator it is necessary 
to have a true and complete philosophy of life. When 
the student considers the philosophy of Saint Benedict

/
^-Theodore Maynard, Pillars of the Church, p. 1. 

New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1545.
^Reverend Abbot Tosti, Saint Benedict, p. 11. 

London: Kegan, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., 1896.
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as contained in his Holy Rule. he must admit that his 
philosophy was genuine and complete since it answers the 
requirements of a true philosophy of education, namely:

3an understanding of one's origin, nature and final end. 
These three essentials are found in the philosophy of 
the Father of Monachism as will be shown in the develop
ment of this thesis.

Educators of all times are right or wrong; they 
are builders or vandals in the measure that their prin
ciples are Christian and their alms and objectives are 
directed toward the ultimate goal— God. Saint Benedict 
with his Roman heritage for organization and great na
tural talents, combined with his Christian heritage of 
the Faith, was wonderfully equipped to establish a 
school. In his humility, the holy Patriarch never thought 
of himself as an educator, nor did he realize that in 
his Rule was traced a practical and complete philosophy, 
one that would endure and guide countless men to peace 
and security.

In the Rule Saint Benedict provides adequately 
for the development of the whole man, he takes account

3John D. Redden and Francis A. Ryan, A Catholic Philosophy of Education, p. 6. Milwaukee: TEe'"Eruee Publishing (To."," 1942.—
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of individual differences--a much discussed modern
problem, and he encourages the study of the arts and 4
crafts. Saint Benedict possessed vision, wisdom and
energy. His system of training was accepted by people
of his own day, was welcomed later by the nobility and

5
common people in Western Europe until today the abbeys 
have become the centers of intellectual life and Chris
tian civilization. The adaptability of Saint Benedict’s 
philosophy to fit every age, even the present, has made 
this subject seem a particularly appropriate one for a 
thesis.

The purpose of the author in this study has been 
to prove that the Benedictine Order had a definite and 
Important influence In the development of our present 
educational system; that the work of the Benedictines Is 
all Inclusive rather than special; that Benedictines 
adapt themselves to the needs of the locality in which
they are situated, seeking primarily to make people live

6a better Christian life.

^Saint Benedict, The Holy Rule, trans. Reverend 
Boniface Verheyen, chap. Ixvi, p. 14 5• Atchison: Abbey Student Press, 1912.

5Count de Montalembert, Monks of the West, Vol. VI. p. 157. London: William Blackwood & ¡Jons, 1861.
®Cuthbert Butler, Benedictine Monachism, p. 23.New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1919.
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In the first chapter the writer has outlined the 
background of Benedictine education by sketching the 
life of Saint Benedict, the Father of Western Monasti- 
cism. In the second chapter, she has treated of the spe
cial aims of Benedictine education stressing especially 
reverence for the common life, respect for one’s fellow 
men and the sublimation of learning. In Chapter III she 
has pointed out the main objectives of Benedictine edu
cation and distinctive characteristics of this system. 
Finally, In Chapter IV the writer has compared Benedic
tine practices and ideals with those of modern education, 
showing that the Benedictine institutions have been using 
the so-called wmodern trends" for centuries. She has at
tempted to prove that the spirit and source of these prac
tices are found in Saint Benedict’s Rule.* ”

Though there has been much written about Benedic
tine life and education, the writer has found no treatise 
which has followed the influence of the Benedictines from 
early to modern times. Cuthbert Butler’s Benedictine 
Monachlsm; Dom Bruno Destree's The Benedictines; Count 
de Montalembert's six volumes on Monks of the West; F. A. 
Forbes' St. Benedict; Dom Columba Marmion's Christ the 
Ideal of the Monk; and, of course, the Holy Rule have
served the writer as fertile sources of information and



proof. Among other sources were a number of Benedictine 
periodicals and histories of education.

A similar work has been written by Sister Incar
nata, O.S.B. of the College of Saint Benedict, Saint 
Joseph, Minnesota, but she has limited her dissertation 
to the educational institutions of men in the United 
States. Another study along this line is being done by 
Sister M. Gemma, O.S.B. of the Benedictine community of 
Atchison, Kansas. However, her study deals entirely 
with the philosophy of the Benedictine education as seen 
in the Holy Rule.

The writer has chosen to make a study of the in
fluence of the Benedictines in the development of educa
tion because she has always desired to become better in
formed concerning the work designated by the Holy Founder 
of the Benedictine Order. Moreover, she has undertaken 
this work in order to answer those who ask, "What are the 
special Benedictine characteristics? What is their spe
cial work? Do the Benedictines have any particular ob
jective in their education— any systematic attack?” The 
writer has found her problem both invigorating and inspi
rational. She will be happy if it brings anyone to a 
deeper appreciation and more loyal support of the Order,
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or to a more just pride in belonging to an Order with 
such a great and glorious past.

The phrase "great and glorious” is neither exag
gerated nor poetic for from the sixth to the fourteenth 
centuries the Benedictines gave to the world twenty-four 
popes, two hundred cardinals, seven thousand archbishops,
fifteen thousand bishops and over one thousand five hun- 7
dred saints. In modern times the French Congregation, 
at the request of the Church, has given to the Christian 
world the results of their work in sacred music. It was 
to Saint Benedict's sons, too, that Rome turned for the
difficult and delicate task of the revision of the Vul-8
gate text. The Benedictine heritage is rich indeed and 
in all truth has the Pax of Benedict restored peace, en
couraged progress and advanced culture.

^Reverend Edward L. Curran, Ph. D., Great 
Moments in Catholic History, p. 25. New York: Grosset & bunlap, 1958.

^ o m  Columba Marmion, O.S.B., Christ the Ideal 
of the Monk, p. 421. St. Louis: B. Herder Book Co.,IÏÏ26.



CHAPTER I
CONTRIBUTION TO EDUCATION IN EARLY CENTURIES 
To understand the work of the Benedictines and 

the part they have played in civilizing and educating 
people, one must know something about the life of Saint 
Benedict. Moreover, the life of this great father of 
monasticism is in itself a significant key to the influ
ence of the Benedictines in educating the western world.
By his flight from the vanities of the world, by his 
taking up the work of his own sanctification, by his re
fusing dignities and finally accepting them for the sane- \
tification of his fellowmen, he taught all ages the su
preme lesson which it was his purpose that his followers 
should teach: Seek ye first the Kingdom of God.

Saint Benedict was born in that era which fol
lowed the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West. Ala- 
ric and the Visigoths in A. D. 400, Attila and the Huns
in A. D. 451 and the Vandals in A. D. 455 had all come

1
in turn to invade Western Europe. Even during the life
time of Saint Benedict, Odoacer and the Heruli, Theodo-/
ric and the Ostrogoths came in enormous hordes, devas
tating and looting, leaving destruction wherever they went.

■4)om Justin McCann, S£. Benedict, p. 27. New York: Sheed and Ward, 1937.
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Civilization was crumbling to dust under the blows of the
barbarians. Even the Church itself was infected by her-

2
esy, divisions and schisms. It was in this confusion
that Saint Benedict appeared.

3
B om A. D. 480 in the province of Nursia, ac

cording to the account of Saint Gregory the Great, Bene
dict belonged to a noble family. He was sent to Rome by 
his parents to study, but seeing the wicked and licen
tious lives of the youth of that day, he left his stu-

4dies, home, and fortune to live for God alone. Taking 
his nurse with him, or rather permitting her to accompany 
him part way, he retired to the mountainous region of
Subiaco, some forty miles from Rome about the year A. D.5
500. There he lived for three years, his habitation 
known to no one except a certain monk, named Romanus.

2Butler, op. cit., p. 7.
5Ibid., p. 1.
4Saint Gregory the Great, The Life of Our Most 

Holy Father S. Benedict Being the Second Boole of the Di- 
alogues of St. Gregory the Great, p. 8. Rome: 1895.

"Quo liberiori genere ex provincia Nursiae,ex- 
ortus, Romae liberalibus litterarum studiis traditus 
fuerat. Sed cum in eis multos ire per abrupta vitiorum 
cerneret, eum quern quasi in ingressu mundi posuerat re
traxit pedemj ne si quid de scientia ejus attingerat•" 5

5McCann, op. cit. , p. 62.
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This hermit brought Saint Benedict his daily bread and 
finally gave him the religious garb.6 Lost in the con
templation of God, he was learning many things that are 
taught in that divine school of prayer, a knowledge that 
was to fit him for the work for whcih God had set him 
apart.

Moreover, the time had come when the ministry of 
Benedict was to begin and God had His own ways of bring
ing it about. After having for three years spent his 
life thus in prayer and contemplation, Saint Benedict 
was discovered by some shepherds. Drawn by the wisdom of 
his discourse, the shepherds came back again and again 
to listen to his words.^ Finally attracted more and more 
with the beauty of his life, they offered to become his
disciples and share with him his life of solitude.

*

For four years Saint Benedict lived thus until 
some monks from a neighboring monastery, hearing of his 
sanctity, asked him to become their abbot. Benedict had

%cCann, Ibid., p. 66.
^Gregory, op. clt., p. 14.
"Eodem quoque tempore hunc in specu latitantem 

etiam pastores invenerunt: . . . .  sed cognoscentes Dei 
famulum, eorum multi ad pietas gratiam a bestiali mente 
mutati sunt. Nomen itaque ejus per vicina loca innotuit 
cunctis: factumque est ut ex ilio jam tempore a multis
frequentar! coepisset, qui cum ei cibum afferrent cor
poris, ab ejus ore in suo pectore alimenta referebant vitae. ”
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heard of the laxity of these monks, and realizing that 
they would not be willing to reform, he refused their 
request. They persisted, and finally he gave consent.
No sooner had he begun his reform than these lax monks 
sought to get rid of him by presenting a cup of poisoned 
drink to him. However, their plan was frustrated? when 
Saint Benedict made the sign of the cross over the ves
sel, it broke in pieces. Thus did God expose the perfidy

8of the monks and prove the sanctity of Saint Benedict.
After this episode, Benedict returned to his sol

itude in the mountains. Here he was visited by other 
disciples. Then he began his mission of establishing 
Christian family life in the world. As time went on, 
his foundations increased; parents fearing the corrupt 
influences of the city, brought their sons to the monas- 
tery in the country to be cared for and educated by Saint 
Benedict. Of these groups, the names of two pupils, 
Maurus and Placid, sons of Roman senators, are the ones 
best known, for they are always mentioned in the life of

gthe saint. These two subjects were instruments in the * 9

®Dom Bruno Destree, The Benedictines, trans. A 
Benedictine of Princethorpe Priory, Warwickshire, pp. 25- 
26. London: Burns Oates and Washbourne Limited, 1923.

9Butler, 0£. cit., p. 8.
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hands of Benedict in performing one of his best-known
miracles. Placid, still a mere child, had fallen into
the lake while on an errand to fetch water for the
monks. Maurus, In obedience to his abbot, Saint Bene-

10
diet, walked on the water and rescued the boy.

The fame of this and other miracles aroused the 
jealousy of a monk, Plorentius. Realizing this and 
fearing it might cause scandal to his brethren, Benedict 
left Subiaco and founded a monastery at a spot which de
veloped Into the celebrated Abbey of Monte Cassino around

11
the year A. D. 525. A biographer of Saint Benedict has 
crystallized his work and lasting influence at Monte 
Cassino thus:

The Roman town of Cassino, which had been cele
brated for Its fine buildings, Its many inhabitants 
and Its noble families, lay on the mountainside near 
the Latin Way. . . . *. The city had been Christian 
since Apostolic times but during the terrible years 
of the barbarian conquests it had fallen back into 
paganism. It was the mission of Saint Benedict to 
bring back the strayed sheep into the fold of Christ, 
it was as the messenger of the Gospel that he came 
amongst a people stunned and terrified by misfortune. 
For the pagan Monte Cassino was destined to be the 10 *

1 0  ' Gregory, op. clt., p. 32.
"Benedictions etenim postulate atque percepta, 

ad Patris sui Imperium concitus perrexit Maurus; atque 
usque ad eum locum quo ab unda deducebatur puer, per ter
rain se ire existimans, super aquam cucurrit, eumque per 
capillos tenuit rapido quoque cursu rediit."

■^Butler, ££. clt., p. 9.
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cradle of a Christian civilization, that was to 
spread through all countries of Europe— an ideal that was to last even to the present day.!2

It was at Monte Cassino that Saint Benedict drew 
up his Holy Rule. This is a book of regulations in the 
government of a monastery, the guide in the practice of 
all the virtues, and the vows of stability, poverty and 
obedience. According to tradition, soon after the foun
dation of Monte Cassino, an assembly of holy women had 
gathered in the neighborhood under the rule and guidance 
of Saint Benedict. Some of them lived in a monastery at 
Plumbariola in the valley of the Liris, their abbess be
ing Scholastics, the beloved twin sister of Saint Bene
dict, who had dedicated herself to God from earliest 13
childhood. Although Saint Gregory does not say it di
rectly, we may presume that it was under Saint Scholasti
cs that the first Benedictine convent for nuns originated. 
This, then, was the cradle of the many teaching congrega
tions of Benedictine Sisters, spread throughout the world

X T

today. 12 13 4

12P. A. Forbes, Sjb. Benedict, pp. 53-54. mingham: Burns, Oates, & Washboume Ltd., 1921.
13McCann, 0£. cit.. p. 43.
l4Ibid.. p. 23.

Bir-
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Saint Benedict ended his life at Monte Cassino
where he had lived for fourteen years, about the year 

15
547 A. D. He spent his time driving out paganism, 
building monasteries by the hands of his monks, making 
the arid lands surrounding him fertile and productive 
through the labor of his disciples, and practicing the 
greatest charity and service to his neighbor. Although 
never raised to the sacerdotal dignity of the priest
hood, Saint Benedict made his life that of a missionary 
and apostle, and may we say that of a teacher, rather than 
that of a solitary monk. Montalembert says of him:

He had learned to subdue the results of fallen 
nature and to struggle with the evil spirits, whose 
temptations and appearances were not wanting to him 
more than to the ancient Fathers of the desert; he 
had acquired the gift of reading souls and discern
ing their most secret numbers round him, in their 
studies and the labours of agriculture and building 
which he shared with -them; but even in the distant 
journeys on which they were sometimes sent, he fol
lowed them by a spiritual observation, discovered 
their least failings, reprimanded them on their re
turn and bound them in everything to a strict ful
filment of the rule which they had accepted. He ex
acted from all the obedience, sincerity and austerely 
regulated life of which he himself gave the first example .16 15

15Ibid.
l^Count de Montalembert, Monks of the West, Vol. II, 

p. 22. London: William Blackwood & Sons, 1861.
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In the years spent in comparative peace at Subi- 
aco, and later at Monte Cassino, Saint Benedict had lei
sure for establishing his Rule for the monastic life.
His charity made him conceive and practice the idea of 
projecting these same Christian principles into the lives 
of those people within whose territories his monks were 
situated. As already has been mentioned, many boys from 
the cities were taken into the monasteries at the request 
of their parents. While it is possibly true that many 
of these boys were destined to become monks, it is also 
possible that there were some who did not. This seems to 
be the opinion of Newman when he writes, ”St. Benedict
did not exclude from his care lay-boys destined for the 

17world.” Thus, no doubt, we have the beginnings of 
what have been called the ”external schools” or schools 
for boys who did not plan to become monks. We may perhaps 
conclude that their origin followed very shortly after 
the institution of the ’'internal schools”— schools for 
boys dedicated to the service of God by their parents. 
There is some debate among authorities as to the exact 
time when the external schools originated. It is certain,

IVJohn Henry Cardinal Newman, "The Mission of 
St. Benedict,” Historical Sketches, Vol. II, p. 456. 
London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1896.
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however, that they were well-established during the 
reign of Charles the Great; for that ruler issued a de
cree in 787 which required that all monasteries and ca-18
thedrals should form external schools.

Our best source of information concerning the
earliest Benedictine schools is the writing of Paul War-
nefried, also called Paul the Deacon. He offers proof
that, regardless of whether these early schools may be
called external, at least some subjects and practices,
besides those strictly pertaining to the religious life,
were taught. In his writings we find that grammar, log-19
ic, and rhetoric were included in the curriculum. In 
the term ’'grammar” far more is included than in the 
sense in which we use it today. Newman clarifies the 
term in saying:

By Grammar, it is hardly necessary to say, was 
not meant, as now, the mere analysis or rules of 
language, as denoted by the words etymology, syn
tax, prosody; but rather it stood for scholarship, 
that is, such an acquaintance with the literature 
of a language as is implied in the power of origi
nal composition and the viva voce use of it.20

■■■ ■    ■ ■  -  - —  — -  - ■— ■■■■— • i    ■■■ — —  ■ —  ■ ..... -  - - ■ —  — —  ....... . ■    1 —

^Butler, op. clt., p. 325.
19,Ibid., p. 324
20Newman, op. clt., p. 460.
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As the order began to spread, Benedictine educa
tion and Benedictine influence spread with it. Because 
of the sanctity of life of the abbots who immediately 
succeeded Saint Benedict— Constantius, Valentinian, and 
Simplician--the Benedictines enjoyed a good reputation. 
Consequently when the monks were forced to flee after 
the destruction of Monte Cassino by the Lombards in 581, 
they were welcomed to Rome by Pope Pelagius II, (579-
590). Abbot Butler calls this the "determining event"

21in the propagation of Saint Benedict’s institute.
In the Eternal City itself the Benedictine way 

of life was already being followed by Saint Gregory, and 
it was largely through his "Dialogues" that admiration 
for Saint Benedict, his life, and his teachings spread. 
Giving credit to the writing of Saint Gregory, McCann 
states:

These ‘scenes from the life of Saint Benedict’ 
as we might describe the second book of the Dia
logues had an immense vogue throughout western Eu
rope and even in the East. Wherever they went they 
carried the fame of the saint of Monte Cassino anda high encomium of his Rule.22" /

2lButler, 0£. clt., p. 354.
ppMcCann, op. clt., p. 11.
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The Importance of the part played by Saint Greg
ory in the spread of Benedictinism, cannot be overlooked. 
It was largely through his monastery in Rome, as well as 
in the six others that he founded on his Sicilian es
tates, that the policies and teachings of Benedict

25strengthened and developed. Indeed one writer goes so
far as to say that he may be regarded as the co-founder

24
of Benedictinism. His position in the minds of commen
tators may well be shown in an appreciative passage from 
Montalembert:
\ This monk, the most illustrious of all those

who have been reckoned among the Sovereign Pontiffs, 
was to shine there with a splendour which none of 
his predecessors had equalled, and which conferred 
a supreme prestige upon the institute from which he 
came. Gregory, who shares with Pope Leo I the rare 
distinction of receiving by universal consent the 
double surname of Saint and Great will be an ever
lasting honour to the Benedictine Order as he is to 
the papacy. By his genius, but especially by the 
charm and ascendence of his virtue, he was destined 
to organize the temporal power of the popes, to de
velop and regulate their spiritual sovereignty, to 
establish their paternal supremacy over the new- 
formed crowns and races which were to become the 
great nations of the future, and to be called Prance, 
Spain, and England. It was he who inauguarated the 
Middle Ages, modern society, and Christian civilisation.25 23 *

23Destree, 0£. cit., p. 354-
McCann, op. cit., p. 11.04.

25de Montalembert, o£. cit., p. 13.
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At one time Gregory had persuaded Pope Pelaglus 
II to permit him to set out for England in order to con
vert the people whom he had called wangels." Although 
the devotion of the people of Rome caused his recall, he 
was instrumental in spreading the teachings of Saint Ben
edict through Saint Augustine. The latter, in company 
with forty monks, went to England in 596. Nor did he waste 
time on his journey, as he made an effort to introduce
Saint Benedict's Rule into those monasteries where he re-

26
ceived hospitality in Gaul. The success of his mission 
in England is well-known. In a short time many monastic 
houses had sprung up, and around them a peace and pros
perity which resulted in a great part from the education 
made available and preserved by them. Conforming to 
their Holy Rule the monks not only did manual labor but 
intellectual as well. Reference to the intellectual work 
of the monks Is made in McCormick's history, in which he 
states, ’’Besides the instruction of novices, which was a 
necessary function of the monastery, the copying of man
uscripts, study and literary work became approved occu-

27
pations of the monks.*' The "study and literary work" 26 27

26Destree, 0£. clt., p. 35.
27Patrick J. McCormick, History of Education. p.

91. Washington, D. C.: Catholic Educational Press, 1915.
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Included the chronicling of events, and the opening of
schools in the abbeys. Among the famous teachers of those
days were Saint Theodore, Saint Benedict Biscop, Saint
Bede, Saint Aldehelm, Alcuin, who was Charlemagne's in-

28structor and head of the school of the palace, and
29Saint Boniface, the missioner to Germany. Recognition 

for his work in education is given to Alcuin by Forbes, 
who says:

At the famous monastery of York the monk Alcuin, 
taught the seven liberal arts with such brilliant re
sults that Charlemagne sent for him to stimulate the 
revival of letters in his empire; while it was from 

\ the Benedictine schools of Paris, Tours, and Lyons Q 
that the great French Universities sprang into being.

In almost all of the English literature text books 
in use in the high schools and colleges of the United 
States today students meet the Venerable Bede, and men
tion is made of his Ecclesiastical History. Indeed, he 
has sometimes been referred to as "the father of English 
learning." That he was not only saintly but intellectual 
may be drawn from McCann's summary of him: "The Venerable 
Bede was then living his life of fruitful monastic and

28}jewman, op. clt., p. 440.
29Destree, op. clt., pp. 39-40.
30p o r b e s ,  op. clt., p. 117.
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literary labour in his peaceful Northumbrian monastery." 
Saint Boniface too has received recognition as an educa
tor. He received his training at the Benedictine Abbeys 
at Exter and Nursling, and his training was intellectual 
as well as religious. That his training was put to good 
use in christianizing Germany is an historical fact. 
Speaking of the external schools founded by Saint Boniface, 
Abbot Butler states, "Such schools were part of the pro
gramme of Boniface, and were opened in the various monas
teries he established for the consolidation of his mission-

32ary enterprises." Saint Boniface’s labors resulted in
the establishing of the universities of Fulda, where
letters and arts flourished, and St* Gall in Germany, and
from these in time came Fontenelle, Fleury, Cluny in 910

33
and many others. »

Through the inspiration of Willibald from England 
and under the guidance of Petronax the famed abbey at 
Monte Cassino was restored in the eighth century and be
came in the course of time the principal Benedictine

/
3lMcCann, 0£. cit», p* 129.
■ *2Butler, 0£. cit», p. 325.
55Ibld., p* 357.
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monastery of the world, said to have excelled in trans
cription and multiplication of hooks, in illumination and 34
in mosaic. To the Benedictine monasteries of thi3 pe
riod also is given the credit for compiling chronicles35
and annals. According to Abbot Butler the Benedictine
Rule held ’’universal and undivided” sway by the beginning
of the ninth century, and he remarks in support of his o-
pinion that Charles the Great asked if there ever had been

36any other monastic rule.
The tenth century, one of the six called ’’Bene

dictine Centuries" because "during them the Benedictines
were the chief religious, civilizing, and educative in-

37
fluence in the Western Church," saw an impetus given to
the work of the Benedictines in education, through the

38monk Theodore, sent to Canterbury by Pope Vitalian.
*

Of him, Newman says:
He brought with him Greek as well as Latin 

Classics, and set up schools for both the learned 
languages in various parts of the country. Hence
forth the curriculum of the Seven Sciences is found 
in the Benedictine Schools. 9 * 30

^4Newman, 0£. clt. , p. 416.
55Ibld., p. 418.
30Butler, 0£. cit., pp. 356-357.
57Ibld.. p. 322.
38Newman, og. clt., p. 450. 
59Ibid., p. 451.
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Education was playing an important part in other
monasteries besides those of England. This may be shown
from the studies of Saint Abbo of Fleury, who there mas-
tered grammar, arithmetic, logic, and music; and of Saint
Brunno of Segni who received his first instructions from

40the monks of Saint Perpetuus near Este.
Montalembert refers to the schools of this 

period when he says:
We may safely affirm that this was the prin

cipal employment of monastic activity, throughout
the medieval period........ it may be said, in
general terms that every monastery was a school 
and that these two words were almost always synonymous .41 J *

Although emphasis at Cluny was on monastic reform,
the educative process was continued as shown in the life
of Hugh de Semur, one of the abbots of Cluny, who went
there as a boy, and who gave proof not only of virtue but

42of a keen intellect, wisdom, and prudence. To this pe
riod also belongs Saint Anselm, who was recommended to the 
bishops as a model shepherd and teacher by Pius X. He, 
who had gone to Bee Abbey in search of learning, re-

1
mained there in search of sanctity. In time he became

4QIbid., p. 462.
41, Montalembert, Monks of the West, Vol. VI. pp. 160-151. London: William Blackwood & Sons, 1861*
42Destree, op. cit.. o. 70.
43Ibid.



17

assistant master of the school, then prior and school
master and finally abbot of the monastery of Saint44Stephen at Caen.

After the period of reform, which somewhat re
tarded the progress of education, the Benedictine Congre
gation of Saint Maur in Prance reached a height in the 
influence of Benedictines in education which has seldom 
been equalled. This Congregation consisted of one hun
dred and eighty monasteries, having two thousand five45
hundred members. To it Destree refers by saying, "But 
it will remain forever renowned for the works of erudi
tion published by it in the course of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries.” He goes on to classify the 
"works of erudition” as editions of the Fathers or other
ecclesiastical writers, historic works or treatises on*

the historical auxiliary sciences, such as chronology,
diplomacy, and palaeography; publication of unedited
texts and documents bearing on monastic or Church his- 46
tory.

44Ibid., p. 80.
45Joseph Urban Bergkamp, 0. P., M.A., ”Dom Jean 

Mabillon and the Benedictine Historical School of Saint- 
Maur,” p. 9. Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Department 
of Philosophy, The Catholic University of America, 1928.

46Destree, 0£. cit., p. 109.
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Closely connected with the thought of the Maur- 
lsts is Dom Jean Mabillon, perhaps the most learned of 
the scholars produced. His achievements include a com
plete rearrangement of the works of Saint Bernard and 
the arranging and collecting of the Acta of the Benedic
tine saints which had been collected by his contemporary, 47
d’Achery.

While the Maurists were busy with their trans
lations of the works of the Fathers and other intellec
tual pursuits, the Benedictines in other parts of Europe 
were not idle. Destree quotes the names of Bernard Pez, 
Ziegelbauer, Scram, Gerbert, Schenck, Bacchini, Gattola, 
and Mechitar to ’’make us realize the importance of the
intellectual movement in the Benedictine monasteries

48
throughout the eighteenth century.” However, the work 
in the monasteries came to an end in 1790 when the Revo
lution caused the suppression of the monasteries and re
sulted in the dissolution of the Maurist Congregation. 
Some survivors attempted to restore it later at

49Solesmes, but their effort proved unsuccessful.

47Ibid., p. 23.
48Destree, 0£. cit., p. 111.
49G. Cyprian Alston, "Benedictine," The Catholic 

Encyclopedia, ed. Charles G. Herbermann, Ph.D., It.D.Vol. XX (l9l3).
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Out of the persecution of the Benedictines in the 
nineteenth century came the spreading of Benedictinism 
to the New World. Religious fervor in the monasteries 
themselves was at a height again as a result of a carry
over from the religious revival which resulted from the50
work of the Trappists. To the United States went monks 
under the leadership of Reverend Boniface Wimmer, in re
sponse to a call for priests from the German immigrants 
there. In discussing their departure one writer states:

Within a short time eighteen young men had 
announced themselves willing to follow Wimmer to 
America, and to become Benedictines--four of them 
were students for the priesthood; fourteen were 
candidates for the lay brotherhood. Since most 
of them were too poor to pay their own passage, 
lather Wimmer begged for money and supplies, and 
by July, 1846, all was in readiness. After having 
made a spiritual retreat and after having had an 
audience with King Louis, Wimmer embarked on July 
25, 1846. On September 16 they arrived in New 
York where priests, acquainted with American cus
toms, tried to dissuade Wimmer from his course.
• • * • Wimmer accepted Bishop O'Connor's offer of St. Vincent's. At that time the place was 
better known as Sportsman's Hall. It consisted 
of a three-hundred acre farm on which were a 
farmhouse, a two-room schoolhouse, a rectory, and 
a church built in 1835 and dedicated to St. Vin
cent de Paul........ Pour days after their ar
rival, October 24, 1846, Wimmer clothed the eight
een young men as Benedictines. The four students 
were now choir novices and the fourteen laymen were

^Destree, op» cit., p. 114.
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brother-novices. Father Wimmer held the title 
Superior of the Bavarian Benedictine Mission.
Regular community life was instituted with a rigid schedule.

Not long after this settlement was made, a large 52college was opened.
Other priests from Europe, as well as recruits 

from America, joined the Benedictine monks in the course 
of time, until today there are two flourishing congrega
tions in the United States. The first of these, the A- 
merican Cassinese, has twenty-one colleges and high 
schools where some four thousand boys receive their edu
cation. Nine colleges and high schools are directed by
the second, the Swiss American, with about eight hundred 53boys on roll.

At the request of the Benedictine pioneer, Abbot 
Wimmer, the first Benedictine Sisters came to the United 
States for the purpose of taking charge of the school 
which belonged to the mission. In this first American 
Benedictine school taught by nuns, which opened in the

51Sister M. Incarnata Girgen, A.B., "The Schools 
of the American Cassinese Benedictines In the United 
States: Their Foundation, Development and Character," 
pp. 9-20. Unpublished Master’s thesis, Department of Philosophy, Saint Louis University, 1941.

^Alston, o£. clt.
53Destree, 0£. cit., p. 140.
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fall of 1852, there were about sixty to seventy girls 54
In attendance. From this simple beginning the schools
taught by the Benedictine Sisters have branched out in
America until today there are thirty-four convents with
nearly two thousand nuns who are chiefly occupied in the

55work of education.
The growth of the Benedictines from the time of 

Saint Benedict has been gradual, but none the less steady. 
It has withstood persecutions, heresies, and other influ
ences. Having glanced briefly and sketchily at the life 
of the founder and the development of the Order, which 
Saint Benedict established for the purpose of "working 
and praying,” "that God might be glorified," we shall 
turn to a consideration of the aims of the education im
parted by the Benedictines today. The writer will try to 
show how these ideals were Inspired by Saint Benedict, and 
how they have been cherished, developed, and employed in 
the course of time.

54Sister Mary Regina Baska, O.S.B., M.A., "The 
Benedictine Congregation of Saint Scholastica: Its 
Foundation and Development (1852-1930)," p. 10. Unpub
lished Ph. D. dissertation, Department of Philosophy, The Catholic University of America, 1935.

5^Alston, ££. cit.



AIM OP BENEDICTINE EDUCATION 
Perhaps It would be wrong to speak of Benedictine 

education as having particular aims in contrast to other 
systems of education. Yet, as we speak of certain domi
nant characteristics of Orders, for example the poverty 
of the Franciscans, the learnedness of the Dominicans, 
so we may speak also of particular emphases in Benedic
tine education. These aims grow from the principles 
given by Saint Benedict in his Holy Rule♦ For the spe
cial distinction of the Benedictines is to be without 
distinction. We find this idea enlarged in Destree thus:

In contrast to other Orders and modern Congre
gations, which, inspired by the Spirit of God, tend 
to perfection by the imitation of some particular 
virtue or aspect of the life of our Lord, the Bene
dictine undertakes no special work as his exclusive 
aim, even as he excludes none which is compatible 
with the common life and the liturgy. He consecrates 
his whole being to God in the general practice of 
Christianity and in an adaptability to take up any 
work of which the Church, by stress of time or cir
cumstance, may stand in need. This he has done in 
the past, as our summary of Benedictine history 
shows; this he is doing today, as will be attested 
by our catalogue of the activities of the Order at 
the present time. But always and above all, in , 
order that its character as an Order pre-eminently 
•religious’ may be preserved, whenever a Benedictine 
monastery is founded, it sets itself primarily to 
procure the glory of God by means of the Divine 
Office, and then to group round this central work 
such labours as are necessary for the development of the Church in the locality.1

CHAPTER II

■^Destree, ojd. clt.. p. 6 .
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The fact that the Father of Monasticism did not 
legislate in regard to the particular kind of labor that 
his monks were to do is significant. It shows that he 
considered many types of work suitable for monks, provid
ed they added to the glory of God. We find several 
writers attesting to his generality of view on this 
point. Abbot Butler explains Saint Benedict’s idea thus:
•'There was no special form of work which their organiza-2
tion was designed to undertake.M Marmion substantiates
this opinion when he states:

In instituting monasticism, the great patriarch did 
not intend to create an order exclusively destined 
to attain such or such a particular end, or to accomp
lish such or such a special work. He wished only to 
make perfect Christians of his monks and envisaged 
for them the plentitude of Christianity. 3

Saint Benedict’s Rule was written not for one
particular monastery, one group of monks, one period
of history, but for many monasteries, thousands of monks
and nuns as well as for lay persons, and for every period 4
of history. Because of his universal outlook it is doubt
ful whether Saint Benedict foresaw the vast number of 
consecrated men and women who would be teaching schools,

2Butler, 0£. clt., p. 29-
3^Marmion, 0£. clt., p. 259.
4de Montalembert, ££. cit., pp. 63-64.
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religious and secular, under his name and guidance. 
Although his mind did not center on education as the 
special work of his monks, it has grown to be the chief 
external labour of the Benedictines. Education has been 
so closely associated with the Order that a modern writer 
states:

The best field of work for a community of monks has usually been found in education; and this is 
why in modern times schools have commonly come to 
be attached to Benedictine monasteries. The advantages they afford are very great. The work is com
patible with living in community; in any large mo
nastic school a few of the monks must live among the boys, but the greater number of those engaged in 
teaching and the working of the school are able to 
keep in touch with the life of the monastery, and 
bo frequent a considerable number of the community 
exercises. Then it complies with St. Benedict's admonition that monks ought to live on their own 
labour (c. XLVI1I). Lastly, teaching stands the 
test of true work, both as a serious monotonous 
grind, involving very real physical fatigue, and 
as a useful contribution to the work of the world. 5

It has been, then, a rather natural development 
which has tended to make Benedictine communities devote 
their labours to the education of the young. Neverthe
less, we find some branches of the Order engaged in 
nursing, adoration, and in other fields. Though we may 
say that for the most part Benedictines are engaged in 
teaching. Our study in this chapter concerns the

Butler, oj>. ĉ Lt., pp. 374-375.5

purpose
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of their teaching. Are Benedictine aims in educating 
any different from those of other Orders? Are there 
variations between Benedictine systems and other systems? 
Would we be able to see certain predominant characteris
tics in a product of a Benedictine school which would 
not be evident in the product of another school? The 
answer to these questions is a positive "yes”. For, 
within the chapters of the Holy Rule we may find certain 
valuable goals which should characterize that schooling 
which is typically Benedictine. These aims should impart 
a particular stamp to that education imparted by Bene
dictine teachers, so that the results will be evident.

It must ever be understood, however, that in 
teaching, praying, working,— in everything— the one main 
objective of the Benedictine is that "in all things God 
may be glorified." Because of Saint Benedict's idea of 
writing a Rule which would give a means to everyone for 
sanctifying himself, one of the particular purposes of 
Benedictines is to teach an appreciation for the dignity 
of the common life. The branching out of Benedict's 
all Inclusive sanctity has been well summarized thus:

Meanwhile in the rocky cave of Subiaco, amid 
the thorns of mortification, that man was being 
sanctified whom God had chosen for Himself. He 
caused him to found on Monte Cassino, the City of 
Faith, unto which flocked alike the flower of the

7 8 5 3 3
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nobility, the men of the people, priests, warriors, 
and peasants, from all lands and whence streamed 
forth legions of monks and saints, to subject the 
world by their invincible self-sacrifice to the cross and to Holy Church. They went forth to 
spread the knowledge of the Christian faith, of 
morality and justice; they taught agriculture and 
handicrafts, they fostered science and art; around their monasteries were grouped the cottages of 
peasantry, and there by degrees towns sprang up, 
which owed to them their life and light. They be
came the counsellors of princes, the founders of 
a well-ordered state, the defenders of justice and of order. 6

Saint Benedict's attitude of teaching every man 
his dignity was ideal for the time, for the world in 
which he found himself was vastly in need of restoration. 
To this task, unwittingly Saint Benedict set himself and 
to have limited himself to one type of work would have 
been disastrous. The Saint started by trying to improve 
the lives of those who were immediately surrounding him.
He adapted himself and his monks to the works which fitted 
the needs of the people. The holy Patriarch sought to 
lead them to an appreciation of their state. The strict 
asceticism current at the time was abandoned by the Saint; 
he sought rather to work upon the natural in man to lead

t

him to the supernatural, not to crush the natural, but to 
elevate it. His Rule was universal; it was meant to 
teach anyone the dignity that might be his no matter 
what his state in life. A present-day layman notes 6

6Dom Bede Camm, O.S.B., A Day in the Cloister, 
pp. 24-25. St. Louis: B. Herder,“T90ST
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this universality of the Rule in these words:
The Rule recognizes that the world consists of 
many nations speaking many languages with a 
multitude of classes of manual society from an 
emperor through aristocracy, magistrates, tradesmen down to the lowest serf or slave.

The dignity that was to he attached to the work 
and life of the monk and of the disciples of Saint Bene
dict was to have its sources in the interior life, in the 
prayer life, which for the monk was to consist of the 
Opus Dei- It was here that he expected those who were 
to call themselves Benedictines to find the inspiration, 
the courage, and the grace, for whatever external work 
might be at hand for them. This prayer was to be the

8"crown of the whole structure of the monastic edifice,"
9

and the "rock upon which all was based." The student,
the artist, the cook, the abbot, all were to join in the

»

common prayer of the Church. There was no distinction
to be made as to occupation or former status, for they

10were all equal in the sight of God.
There was to be a harmony between the working 

life and the praying life. In a brief sentence this. 7 8 9

7Louis B. Ward, Back to Benedict, p. 23. 
Chicago: The Benedictine tress, 1339.

8Butler, op. clt., p. 31.
9Ward, 0£. cit.. p. 25.
•^Benedict, op. cit., p. 15.
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harmony is interpreted by Montalembert, who says, "Bene
dict would not have his monks limit themselves to spiri
tual labor to the action of the soul upon itself; he
made external labour, manual or literary, a strict obli-11
gation of his rule." The utter simplicity with which
Saint Benedict expected his followers to achieve the act
of supernaturalizing the natural may be seen in his
counsel to them to consider even the tools of the monas-

12tery as "sacred vessels."
It has been said by an Irish educator, Father

Leen, that example Is by far the most powerful factor 13
in teaching. Thus it wa3 that the Benedictines in
stilled a realization of the dignity of the common life 
into those who came within their influence. By taking 
part in ordinary labors and in ordinary life themselves, 
and still maintaining a state of spirituality and re
finement, they taught others. McCann credits their 
efforts in stating: "By example, that most potent of 
influences, as well as by direct Instruction, they taught * 12 13

1'Lde Montalembert, 0£. clt.. Vol. II, p. 45.
12Benedict, og. cit., p. 79.
13Edward Leen, C.S.Sp., What Is Education?, p. 39. New York: Sheed & Wardl945~
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the barbarian peoples the methods of agriculture and the
14

arts of civilized life," and Newman poetically speaks 
of them in this manner:

Silent men were observed about the country, or 
discovered in the forest, digging, clearing, and 
buildingj and other silent men, not seen, were 
sitting in the cold cloister, tiring their eyes, 
and keeping their attention on the stretch, while 
they painfully copied and recopied the manuscripts 
which they had saved. There was no one that "con
tended or cried out", or drew attention to what was 
going on; but by degrees the woody swamp became a 
hermitage, a religious house, a farm, an abbey, a 
village, a seminary, a school of learning, and a 
city. 14 15 16

This emphasis which Saint Benedict placed on the
\

worth of the ordinary state of man has not been lost to 
Benedictines.

Yet Saint Benedict did not stop here. After 
having taken care of the natural processes of the life 
of man, so that they tended to become supernaturalized,

16Saint Benedict’s next step was directed to the intellect. 
Thus resulted another aim of the Benedictines— to train 
the intellect— and it goes back to the days of the Saint 
himself. Having been trained to understand the dignity 
that was his in the most common station and in the most

14McCann, op. clt., p. 243.
^%emnan, o|>. clt. , p. 410.
16Benedict, o£. eft., p. 45.
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common labor, the monk of Saint Benedict or near-by
follower was correspondingly encouraged to lift his mind
to God--to improve his mind for the contemplation of
the true and the good by study. In the Rule itself
reading is encouraged among the monks, and the type of
reading that Saint Benedict intends may well be seen not17
to be the hasty skimming which is current today. For
he instructs his monks to take one book to read during18
Lent and to read it through in order.

The part played by Benedictines in the training 
of the intellect, and the emphasis that they have placed 
on this phase of education in their labors has been effec
tively spoken of thus:

When the new forms of Christian society had 
been worked out through a thousand obstacles and 
a thousand storms, the persevering efforts of the 
Church and of the Benedictine army were required 
to establish that system of knowledge and instruc
tion which naturally accompanied Christian civili
zation. Illustrious monks, such as Bede, Alcuin, 
for a long time laboured unremittingly for this 
end and during the whole course of the 10th cen
tury their successors devoted themselves with 
equal zeal and success to the care of education 
and to the culture of literature, the future prog
ress of which remained entirely in their hands. , 
. . . .  We want to show that from the fall of the 17 18

17Ibid., p. 45.
18Ibid., p. 110.
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Roman empire until the 13th century it was 
owing to monks that learning, study, educa
tion were sheltered from the ravages of bar
barism and received that development which 
suited a Catholic and military society. All 
the monastic rules agreed in authorising or 
ordaining the study of literature.1*

In the training of the intellect for which Saint 
Benedict made provision in his Holy Rule, and which has 
been encouraged by Benedictines through the centuries, 
as pointed out in the preceding chapter, the aim was not, 
and has not been, merely the satisfaction of knowing. 
Rather the intellect is to be trained to seek God. The

20Benedictine is to prefer nothing to the love of Christ. 
His Intellect then, and through him the intellect of 
others, Is to be encouraged to foster a more intimate 
knowledge of God. As a result he will live more in 
conformity with the plans of God, and he will develop 
his natural and spiritual life to the greatest heights 
of its capacity.

The training of the intellect as an end in it
self would not be a worthy motive. But In the Benedic
tine scheme the training of the intellect in order that 
it may know and love God is to result in an inculcation 
of the principles of right living. The Benedictine 19 20

19de Montalembert, og. cit., pp. 109-110.
20Benedict, o£. cit., p. 158.
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teacher finds many of these principles in Chapter IV of 
the Rule, entitled the "Instruments of Good Works." A 
glance at this chapter will reveal a summary of noble 
and supernatural principles by which a monk or layman 
may be guided in his natural and supernatural life.
A tribute to this chapter, pointing out its inclusive
ness and appropriateness for others besides monks is 
made by Abbot Butler:

The Instruments are seventy-five spiritual 
and moral precepts of miscellaneous characterj 
they include the Ten Commandments and the cor
poral and spiritual works of Mercy, and of the 
others, some are derived from Scriptures, and a 
few from other sources, but most have not been 
traced to any source. The Instruments afford a 
wide and varied field of ascetical training, and 
St. Benedict gives them to his monks as 'the in
struments or tools of the spiritual art, which 
are to be used incessantly day and night in the 
workshop of the monastery' (c. IV fin.) and so 
the declarations of the English Congregation 
direct this chapter often to be read and medi
tated upon 'so that the precepts inculcated in 
it may always be for us the norm of our life.'
It is worthy of note that in St. Benedict's In
struments there is nothing monastic or 'reli
gious' in the technical sense: they are all 
mere Christianity, elementary morality, funda
mental religion.21

Although the embedding of the right principles 
of living in general into the characters of the students 
is an aim of Benedictine education, yet there are two 
qualities in particular which point to living in conformity

21Butler, og. clt., p. 51.
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with these principles. These qualities are a true con
ception of government and of social life.

and hence his form of government is basically Roman. 
However, have not scholars of all times acknowledged the 
genius of the Romans in this field? The form of govern
ment advocated by Saint Benedict has been called "pater- 
nal government,” corresponding to the Roman idea which
centered much power in the father of the family. Marmion 
says that this should not surprise us "in a Rule coming 
from one in whom the Christian sense is so closely allied

in the monastery in the abbot, giving him a "paramount 
authority" which he "must exercise according to the law 
of God and the Rule, with the counsel of his monks, with 
prudence and equity, firmness and discretion, and with a
constant sense of his accountability."

In our own early government in the United States 
we saw the disaster of too much division and came to 
recognize the necessity of a strong central power— our 
federal government. But even in the sixth century the

It must be remembered that Benedict was a Roman

21

to the Roman genius." The Saint centered the authority
22H

23

p. 133

p. 133
p. 63-
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mind of Saint Benedict realized that some check should 
be provided for the central government. Consequently he 
expresses the desire that if an unworthy abbot should be 
elected he wishes ”the bishop of the diocese, or neigh
bouring abbots, or even devout layfolk to intervene to
prevent such a consummation and to appoint a worthy

24
steward over the house of God.” He further provides
that the abbot be restricted from certain actions unless
he procure the consent of the brethren and counsels him
to seek advice from all the brethren before acting in

25
oertain matters. We can recognize a wise parallel to 
this in our modern governments in the Senates, Parlia
ments, Supreme Courts, and Cabinets. However, in order 
to do justice to the conception of government of Saint
Benedict it must be stated that the main check which he

*

wished the abbot to have was his own realization that he
must one day render an account to God for his actions as

26well as for the souls placed in his charge.
The influence on government made by the Rule of 

Saint Benedict in the days when it dominated the govern
ment of monasteries, has been discussed by Montalembert

^Benedict, ££
25Ibid., P* 20
26Ibid., P* 19

cit., p. 143.
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in a concise manner thus:
The regular monasteries everywhere offered 

models of good government; in them authority was 
scrupulously respected, but at the same time it 
was tempered with prudence. The three constitu
ent elements of a good political government organ
ization were represented there by the absolute 
obedience of the community to the orders of the 
abbot, and the obligatory intervention of the 
chapters and the council of deans; by the election 
of superiors, reserved to the elders; and by the 
free suffrage granted to all in the disposition
of monastic property........ The monks did not
restrict themselves to reprimanding great crimi
nals or denouncing flagrant misdeeds; the least 
violation of the laws of eternal justice, the 
smallest attack on the rights of the poor, was 
sufficient reason for them to intervene, to pro
tect, to expose themselves to a thousand annoy- 

\ ances by threatening the oppressors with the wrath of heaven.27
Abbot Butler laments that the medieval abbots 

departed to a great extent from the idea of the father 
as emphasized by Saint Benedict. Nevertheless, he re
joices that the modern abbots are returning to his idea 
while keeping in touch with our own times, and sums up 
their positions thus:

Democratic government they cannot introduce 
into their monasteries without breaking away 
wholly from St. Benedict’s mind; but all that is 
best in the spirit of the new age they can assim
ilate, in simplicity of life, in absence of pomp 
and ceremonial, in sharing the community work and 
life, in being among their monks as the true father 
of the family; in a word, in carrying out in their 
own persons St. Benedict's idea of the abbot.2® 27 28

27de Montalembert, 0£. clt. , pp. 109-123.
28Butler, o£. cit., p. 198.



36

As has been stated Saint Benedict’s idea of the 
government of the monastery centered in the idea of the 
’’father-" This family relationship, indeed, constituted 
his whole conception of Christian life, the relation of 
the abbot to the monk, the monk to the abbot, and the

2S
monks to each other and to the people of their vicinities. 
Out of this has grown a particular aim in Benedictine 
methods of teaching which we might term "an enriched 
social life."

The monk who came as a youth to Benedict, the 
rude shepherd or warrior who came in contact with the 
Saint, and listened to his words, began to live a richer 
spiritual life and a richer social life. His idea of 
his relations with his fellowman were ennobled and super- 
naturalized. The monk was taught to regard his abbot as

■r

Christ Himself, to treat the guest as if it were Christ 
to whom the hospitality were shownj to honor his elders; 
to love those younger than himself; to show special def
erence to the aged, the sick, the wayward— in short, in

30
all his relations he was taught to seek Christ. This 
idea of seeking Christ everywhere extended to the small
est details of the life of the monk. An authority on * *

oq6 Marmion, 0£. cit., p. 41.
^Benedict, 0£. cit., pp. 156-158.
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Benedictinism has pointed out this phase of Benedictine 
contribution thus:

If men know how to farm and to drain and till 
the land scientifically; if they know how colleges 
may be built and large households maintained without 
confusion; if they have learned to value economy, 
punctuality, and dispatch; nay more, if the minor 
obligations of social life, the unwritten laws of 
natural respect, good breeding, and politeness, have 
grown up amongst men, these all were derived from the 
monasteries; for their discipline reached from the 
highest to the lowliest duties of man, as if all were 
bound together in one indissoluble union. It allowed 
no fervour of devotion to be pleaded as excuse for 
neglect or waste or untidiness; no urgency of labour 
as a set-off for want of punctuality; no genius or 
skill or rank as an exemption from the tribute of 
respect, consideration, and kindliness that is due 
to others. The broken fragments of their frugal meal 
were as carefully gathered up to be given to the poor, 
their clothes washed, mended, and put away, their 
kitchen utensils and linen, their spades and imple
ments of husbandry kept in as trim order and ready 
for use, as if their spiritual advancement had ex
clusively depended upon these things. We recognize 
the value of such habits now. Waste, dirt, and ir
regularity are as great enemies to virtue now as they 
were then, and no less mischievous. But the lesson 
familiar to us all was new to our forefathers, and 
therefore the more impressive to men accustomed to 
waste and disorder, the most inveterate evils of savage and uncivilised life-31

Most educators agree that the family is the basis 
of social life, and the family idea is indeed the very 
core of the Benedictine monastery or community, as it is 
of the influence that they impart. Throughout the Holy 
Rule we find references to the idea of the family. The

31Butler, 0£. cit., p. 320.



abbot is to be the "Father." "Cheerfully receive and 
faithfully execute the admonitions of thy loving 
Father,"32saint Benedict counsels his monks.

38

From this consciousness of his membership in the 
mystical family of Christ, the Benedictine protegee should 
be noticeably living a fuller social life. However, the 
spirit of the Benedictines in looking to a better social 
life is not to be a condemning, "holier than thou" spirit 
which looks down upon sinners and wrongdoers. Rather it 
is to be a spirit of charity which will take the culprit 
by the hand and lead him towards that which is better 
and higher, to make him walk in the way of "light." 
Punishment is to be given when necessary, yes, but en
couragement is not to be lacking nor a chance for im
provement. In one chapter of the Holy Rule, Saint Bene-

»

diet legislates that "discreet elderly brethren" be sent 
to reason with a refractory brother so that he may not be

'Z 'Zovercome by sadness or discouragement. w However, since 
"one diseased sheep may infect the whole flock" an incor
rigible person is to be "excommunicated"— dismissed from 
the school. This principle will lead to a betterment

«^Benedict, op. cit♦, p. 1.
33iMd., p. 75.
34Ibid.
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of social life and conditions. The first aim is 
always to be prevention and correction of wrongdoing, 
but when these measures have failed, the good of the 
group must be looked to and extreme methods employed.

Through a consciousness of his proper relation
ship with God and his fellowmen, through a realization 
of his family obligations, the Benedictine student should 
be enabled to realize more fully the true social life as 
God intended it.

The aim of the Benedictine teacher is, then, to 
work with what he has, simply and with humility. He 
must elevate the natural in the pupils he is forming to 
the supernatural. He may not always, perhaps, produce 
great and brilliant scholars; but he is failing in his 
task as a Benedictine educator if he fails to Impart an 
appreciation for the common life, a love for one’s place 
in the family, and a willingness to take the responsibi
lities that membership in the family implies. This 
family consciousness must reach out beyond the home, the 
school, the city, the state, to embrace the world and 
time. Only when he has imparted these qualities to his 
pupils can the monk (or nun) call himself (or herself) 
a ’’Benedictine teacher” and claim to be a disciple of 
the Holy Father.



CHAPTER III
CHARACTERISTICS OP BENEDICTINE EDUCATION 
As a result of certain characteristics a defi

nite atmosphere should pervade and appear in Benedic
tine teaching. Quite characteristic of Benedictines 
and of Benedictine education is the idea of family life.
A general family spirit is found in every Benedictine 
monastery and yet each monastery has a family spirit 
peculiar to itself. This family spirit Saint Benedict 
found in the pattern of the Church. Marmion explains 
this very explicitly when he states:

The Kingdom of God is a family. We see that the 
liturgy often uses the expression, 'God's house
hold» to designate the Church. All Christians,
God's children by the grace of adoption, form, in 
fact, one family of whom the eldest is the Only- 
begotten Son, the Son of the Heavenly Father's 
delight. All the other members are to resemble this 
eldest Son, according to the degree of their union 
with Him; they are pleasing to God in the measure 
of perfection wherewith they reproduce the features 
of this Only-begotten One become the Firstborn of a 
multitude of brethren. This is indeed their divine 
'predestination'; . . . .  In this household of God, 
upon earth, the Sovereign Pontiff is the visible 
Father. The Abbot holds the same role in the little 
monastic family; he is truly, according to the great 
Patriarch's own words, 'The Father of the monastery P who has to provide for all the needs of his children. ,ei

■^Butler, 0£. eft., p. 212.
Marmion, o£. cit., pp. 65-66.2
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Credit is given to the Benedictine vow of stabil
ity for the nourishing and preserving of the family ele
ment in Benedictine monasteries through the centuries.
By this vow, which was unknown before Saint Benedict’s 3
time, the monk ”is attached until the end of his life 
to his abbey and the community of which he makes a part.”* 4 5 * * 
Abbot Butler points out that Saint Benedict has presented 
the ’’everlasting principles of the practice of the family 
virtues and the discipline of family life” in the chapter 
of the Holy Rule entitled, ”0n the good zeal monks should 
have.” In this chapter Saint Benedict writes:

Let the monks, therefore, practice this zeal 
with the most ardent love; namely, that in honor 
they forerun one another. Let them bear their 
infirmities, whether of body or mind, with the 
utmost patience; let them vie with one another 
in obedience. Let no one follow what he thlnketh 
useful to himself, but rather to another. Let them 
practice fraternal charity with chaste love. Let 
them fear God and love their Abbot with sincere and 
humble affection; let them prefer nothing whatever 
to Christ, and may He likewise conduct us all to life everlasting.°

Abbot Butler’s commentary on the passage is:
The picture suggested by these passages is one

5Ibld., p. 72.
4Ibid., p. 73.
5Butler, 0£. cit., p. 204.
^Benedict, 0£. cit., pp. 157-158.
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wherein abbot and monks are knit together in the 
closest bonds of mutual love, respect, forbearance 
one and all animated by an unselfish desire to pro
mote the well-being and the interest of the commu
nity, rather than his own. The ideal held up is in
deed that of a Christian family living and working 
in concord and mutual affection, under the rule of 
a father who has no other thought than the good of 
his family and of each one of its members.^

This same Benedictine abbot states in another
place: ”In His Rule St. Benedict laid down lines for
the government of a Christian Family desirous of living

8according to the Gospel counsels.” Even a non-Bene
dictine writer, Newman, catches this spirit for he calls 
Saint Benedict the ”Father of many nations,” and speaks 
of the various new monastic families which rose from 
Saint Benedicts Order. Not only the Saint’s immediate 
followers, but even those who branched out from him are 
called family members for in speaking of these branches 
Newman says:

And even when at length varieties arose, and distinct 
titles were given to them, the change grew out of him; 
not the act of strangers who were his rivals, but of 
his own children, who did but make a new beginning in 
all devotion and loyalty to him.9

Imparting a consciousness of a family spirit' is 
generally conceded to be a worthy aim in education. 8

8Ibid. , p. 257.
^Butler, 0£. cit. , p. 205.

9Newman, 0£. cit., p. 371.
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A teacher cannot hope to teach effectively something
that is foreign to him. Hence, in his own religious
life, the Benedictine teacher learns to breathe the
spirit of the family. Prom the first day that he asks
for permission to enter a Benedictine community the
novice begins his "family life.” He is the child of the
monastery, loved by the elders, whom he in turn is to
honor. There is a natural and complete carry-over from
the teachers to the pupils who are being educated. A
true Benedictine school has instilled the family spirit
into its student body. The students are not treated as
guests but as children of the family. This does not
imply, however, that they have no voice of their own.
A Benedictine school bespeaks nothing militaristic. If
the education imparted is truly Benedictine, the voice
of the younger members, the pupils, is heard, and when
wisdom warrants, is heeded. This is in keeping with
Saint Benedict’s admonition that even the younger breth-

10
ren be heard in counsel. When a real Benedictine 
spirit reigns the student feels as free to consult the 
superior of the community, or of the school as the 
teacher. He feel3 confident of the teacher’s interest 
in him and concern for him. 10

10Benedict, 0£. clt♦, p. 20.
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Discussing this family spirit that accompanies
Benedictine education, a modern speaker has stated:

During the whole time of a student’s Benedictineeducation he is enjoying family environment........
He breathes the spirit of social responsibility, 
loyalty, cooperation and freedom; he overcomes 
any individualism he may have brought from his 
former home and realizes to the full his natural 
and supernatural endowments of personality. The 
Benedictine educational milieu is a microcosm of 
life itself and offers a plan of social regenera
tion, as it did in the days when the great secu- 11 
lar leaders and princes were pupils of the monks.

A true Christian family is not exclusive; it is 
rather inclusive. Its warmth and friendliness can go 
out to others and take them within its circle. We find 
this true in the Benedictine Order, and we may notice it 
especially in a characteristic of that body which has 
come to be known as ’’Benedictine hospitality;” for every 
Benedictine community that is true to the spirit of the 
Order is noted for its hospitality.

’’Let all guests that come be received as Christ,
because He will say: »1 was a stranger and you took me 12
in’.” In these words taken from the Holy Rule of Saint
Benedict is found the keynote to hospitality. As soon as 1

1XRev. Paschal Botz, O.S.B., "Characteristics of 
Benedictine Education," National Benedictine Educational 
Association Bulletin, VoÎL. XXI, (June,1939, )~5§~.

12Benedict, 0£. cit. t p. 117.
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he comes to the door of a Benedictine convent the guest 
should meet hospitality. Saint Benedict wishes the 
porter to have his cell near the door that "they who 
come, may always find one present from whom they may 
obtain a reply." The Saint then goes on to instruct 
the porter thus:

As soon as anyone knocketh, or a poor person 
calleth, let him answer, Thanks be to God, or 
invoke a blessing, and with the meekness of the 
fear of God let him return an answer speedily in 
the fervor of charity.13 *

Marmion refers to the trait as a "form of apos-
14

tolic zeal dear to the sons of Saint Benedict." The 
noted Benedictine further comments on the chapter of 
the Holy Rule devoted to the treatment of guests thus:

The great Patriarch secondly ordains that guests 
shall be treated with all respect and charity. He 
even goes so far as to enjoin on the Superior to 
break his fast out of* consideration for the guest who 
arrives,— unless it be a fast day of the Church.15

A modern layman, Louis B. Ward, who is a cham
pion of Benedictinism, defines early Benedictine hospi
tality in these words:

13Ibid., p. 150.
■̂4Marmion, 0£. cit *, p. 417.
15Ibid., p. 418.
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The device of the early Benedictines was to 
expose the Christian family life of the monas
tery to the pagan through guest friendship. Nor 
was the station in life of the guest ever consid
ered in the golden ages of Benedictinism. It was 
Christ who had said: 'I was a stranger and you 
took me in.* It was Christ whom the early Bene
dictine adored in the stranger. It was the 
stranger who was subjected to the ideal of the 
Christian family, as he accepted the hospitalityof the monastery.16

This hospitality may also be sensed from an 
account of visits to Benedictine houses in South America 
made by Bishop O’Hara of Kansas City. His Excellency 
writes:
x On March 22, 1945, Father Friedl and I were driven 

by Mr* Dom Wolther of the Port of Spain, Trinidad, 
to the Benedictine Priory located about ten miles 
outside of that city. The Priory is situated on 
the crown of a high ridge overlooking the plains 
and the bay. We were most hospitably received by 
Father Hugh Van der Sanden, the Prior, and Father 
Bede, the Sub-Prior, and by several other fathers 
and lay brothers. The foundation was made a decade
or more ago from Baia* in Brazil........ The Prior
conducted us on a visit through the school and their 
valuable library. He showed us with special in
terest a copy of Liturgical Arts magazine containing 
pictures of the mission chapels in the diocese of 
Kansas City. Before leaving we were served tea in
cluding a serving of ’Pax honey' which is made at 
the Priory and sold widely. There are seventy-five 
boys boarding at the school-1*

/A student who spends any time with the Benedic
tines cannot but notice this hospitality first of all, * *

■^Most Rev. Edwin V. O'Hara, "Notes on a Visit
to Benedictine Houses in South America," The Benedictine 
Review, Winter, 1946, p. 9.

16vUard, 0£. cit., p. 46-
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his second step is to appreciate it, and his third to 
take it in as a part of himself and of his life’s conduct.

A third characteristic which is found in Benedic
tine education results from a trend of mind of Saint 
Benedict's which was quite revolutionary in the times in 
which he lived. It is the placing of emphasis on moder
ation rather than on strict asceticism. This spirit of 
moderation pervades every Benedictine convent, every 
Benedictine work, and every Benedictine school.

Ahhot Butler points out the moderation found in 
the Holy Rule and the contrast that it made to the rules 
written prior to it:

This twofold break with the past, in the elimination 
of austerity and in the sinking of the Individual in 
the community, made St. Benedict's Rule less a devel
opment than a revolution in monachism.18

Marmion too, marks the distinction between Saint
Benedict's asceticism and that of the past thus:

Our Patriarch, in this domain has quite other con
ceptions than some of those which prevailed with 
the Fathers of the desert and the anchorites of the 
East in the matter of afflictive practices.19

Repeatedly in the Holy Rule we find signs of,the 
moderation which Saint Benedict advocated. In the very 18

18Butler, 0£. cit., p. 45.
•^Marmion, op. cit., p. 186.
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Prologue we read these words: "We are therefore about
to establish a school of the Lord's service in which we

20
hope to introduce nothing harsh or burdensome." A 
passage often used to show the moderation of the Rule is 
a sentence taken from the chapter legislating the amount 
of wine to be permitted to a monk. This sentence reads:

Although we read that wine is not at all prop
er for monks yet, because monks in our times cannot 
be persuaded of this, let us agree to this, at least, 
that we do not drink to satiety, but sparingly; be
cause ’Wine maketh even wise men fall off.'^l

In the matter of food the fatherly heart of Saint 
Benedict leaned towards temperance rather than abstinence 
for after designating the quantity of food to be allotted 
to the brethren he adds:

If, however, the work hath been especially hard, it 
is left to the discretion and power of the Abbot to 
add something if he think fit, barring above all 
things every excess, that a monk be not overtaken by 
indigestion.20 21 22

The introduction to the chapter concerning the 
clothing of the brethren also illustrates that the Holy 
Patriarch sought the mean in all things. It reads:

20Benedict, op. cit., p. 45.
21Ibid., p. 95.
22Ibid., p. 93.
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Let clothing be given to the brethren according 
to the circumstances of the place and the nature 
of the climate in which they live, because in cold 
regions more is needed, while in warm regions less.2^

At the conclusion of the same chapter he adds:
In this connection however, let the following 
sentence from the Acts of the Apostles always be 
kept in mind by the Abbot: ’And distribution was 
made to every man according as he had need.’ In 
this manner, therefore, let the Abbot also have 
regard for the infirmities of the needy, not for 
the bad will of the envious. Yet in all his decisions, let the Abbot think of God’s retribution.24

These illustrations of the spirit of moderation 
serve to show the emphasis which this point receives 
through the Holy Rule. It is also pointed out by com
mentators on Benedictinism. In defining the Holy Father's 
conception of poverty for monks, Abbot Butler writes:

He never employs the word ’poor' of his monks herein 
in striking contrast to St. Francis; with St. Benedict 
the ’pauperes’ are always God’s poor, the recipients 
of the good works of the monks. Though in the cave 
of Subiaco he had practised the extremes of poverty, 
the ideal held up by St. Benedict is not ’poverty' it 
is ’parcitas,' frugality, sparingness (c. XXXIX), an 
ideal in conformity with the whole tenor of the Rule, 
and illustrated by his attitude to every phase of the 
ascetic side of the life** 24 25

The learned abbot further asserts, rather emphatic- 
ally at the conclusion of a chapter devoted to Benedictine

25Ibld., p. 121.
24Ibld., p. 124.
25Butler, o£. cit., p. 159.
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asceticism:
For vegetable diet, water-drinking, sleeping on the 
bare ground, living with snakes and dragons— not one 
of these things, though true of St. Benedict himself 
in the Sacro Speco, is any part of Benedictine life, 
and they are all in direct contradiction to the pro
visions of the Rule.26 27

Nor has this spirit of moderation become a thing 
of the past. It is present today in a Benedictine com
munity. It may be observed quietly in a Benedictine 
school, academy, or college. In a paper printed in a 
Benedictine periodical this reference to the Benedictine
quality In question is made:
\

The discipline of a Benedictine family-school is 
governed by that much eulogized Benedictine virtue 
of Discretion, moderation. Discretion was the 
moderating principle, that all-around virtue of 
the Greeks, which Benedict the Roman possessed 
and which Benedictines should manifest in all their 
practices. From the common family life it Is the 
mother of many virtues; it subordinates zeal, as
ceticism, learning, even prayer and piety to the 
wisdom of moderation. It avoids excess and display, 
it balances ideals, tempers discipline, takes human 
possibilities into consideration. No wonder then 
that Benedictine school discipline Is not harsh 
but gently firm; no wonder then that Benedictines 
work quietly and unseen; prudence is a familyvirtue.27

Perhaps, as a final word on this point, nothing 
in the Holy Rule. nor any quote from an authority illus
trates the moderation of the Rule as well as Saint

26Ibld., p. 44.
27Botz, 0£. clt., p. 59.
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Benedict’s advice to the Abbot whom he advises to:
. . . .  show the severity of the master and the 
loving affection of a father. He must sternly 
rebuke the undisciplined and restless; but he 
must exhort the obedient, meek, and patient to 
advance in virtue.2®

And he is further advised:
And even in his corrections let him act prudently 
and not go to extremes lest while he aimeth to re
move the rust too thoroughly, the vessel be broken.
Let him always keep his own frailty in mind, and 
remember that ’the bruised reed must not be broken.’* 29

How well the admonition of this chapter may apply 
to the teacher in a class room, as well as to the abbot 
of a monastery.

Somewhat in keeping with the spirit of moderation 
which has just been pointed out as a characteristic of 
the Benedictine’s teaching, is the emphasis placed on 
democratic principles. As Father Leen so clearly points 
out, democracy is today a much used but a little under
stood word. If, however, we accept Father Leen’s defini
tion of democracy which is here given, we shall find that 
a Benedictine school fosters these principles.

What is democracy as a Christian might define it?
It certainly is not synonymous with the regimenta
tion of bureaucracy, or the partial rule of the 
party system, or with the fetish of universal suffrage.

2®Benedict, o£. cit., p. 16.
29Ibid., p. 14.
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Democracy rightly understood is nothing else than 
aristocracy. It does not mean rule of the people 
by the people, which is an impossible conception.
It means rule of the people by those who are best 
fitted to rule the people, which is but common 
sense. Aristocracy is the only form of government 
that is really conformable to nature, for it liter
ally means rule by the best. Aristocracy is not 
an equivocal word like democracy. It stands for 
an order of things that not only may be realised, 
but ought to be realised, if the world is to be 
set right. It goes without saying that the aris
tocracy of which there is question is an aristoc
racy of worth, not an aristocracy oT~accident, 
theadmission to it is not by money or by birth, but by personal, moral, and Intellectual effort.30

Perhaps the most obvious example of democracy in
the Rule is the legislation of Saint Benedict that the
\

abbot be elected. We know that the Saint intended that
all the brethren have a vote in this election for he
speaks of what should be done if "the whole community
should elect (which God forbid) a man who is willing to
acquiesce in their evil habits." Democratic too is his
wish that the choice be made not from amongst a few but
from all, as he states that the abbot should be chosen
"for the merit of his life and the wisdom of his doctrine,

31though he be the last in the community." /
In the decisions of the community, Saint Benedict 

sets forth a democratic Ideal when he asks that even the

Leen, o£. cit., p. 11. 
Benedict, o£. cit., p. 143.

30
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youngest be given a voice. The law which provides this 
reads:

Whenever any important matters are to be trans
acted in the monastery, let the Abbot call to
gether the whole community, and announce the 
matter which is to be considered. Having heard 
the brethren’s advice, let him weigh the matter 
with himself and do what he thinketh best. It Is 
for this reason, however, we said that all should 
be called for counsel, because the Lord often re- 
vealeth to the younger what is best.32

Writers and historians have noticed too, the 
presence of this element in the Rule of the Benedictines 
and in their works. One writer gives prominence to these 
principles thus:

Historians of profane history have wittingly or 
unwittingly overlooked the contribution of the 
Benedictine Rule to democracy. Not only do we 
find In It an historic origin of pure democracy 
in the election of the Abbot, but we find both 
democracy itself and the modification of absolut
ism in the participation of the monks in the de
cision of the Abbot*33

Montalembert too points out the contributions of
the monks in the early days of democracies:

Monks laboured to bring the laws and customs, whose 
exponents they often were, into subjection to humane 
ideas; their Influence predominated in courts and 
assemblies of all kinds, where their places were 
always reserved among the bishops and barons and 
where there were often associated with them both 
citizens and peasants. For a long time abbots formed 
the majority in the English Parliament; it was owing

32Ibld., p. 20.
33Ward, op. cit•, p. 31.
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to them that the wisest and most durable constitu
tion that the world has ever known was able to estab
lish itself and take firm root. We have seen the 
Monk Hedda presiding as Bishop of Winchester at the 
drawing up of a code for the protection of labourers 
and the poor. We borrow from one of the most learned 
writers on early English bishops the following testi
mony: ’Although English bishops may have often tried
to extend their privileges beyond fitting boundaries, 
yet the existence of an order possessed of liberties 
which kings cannot infringe is in itself a direct and 
efficacious guarantee of the rights of other classes 
of the community. However powerful the nobles may 
have been, they would not have been able to maintain 
themselves against the monarchy if they had been de
prived of the support of the abbots and bishops, who 
were placed in the first rank as peers of the realm. 
The mitre has resisted many blows which would have 
broken the helmet and the crosier has kept more foes 
in awe than the lance. It is then to these prelates 
that we chiefly owe the maintenance of the form and 
the spirit of free government secured to us not by 
force but by law; and the altar ha3 thus been the 
corner-stone of our ancient constitution.’ Sir F. 
Palgrave, History of England, Ang. Sax. period., p. 70.34

Even in the religious life of the monks and 
sisters who follow the rule of Saint Benedict there is a 
noted mark of democracy. This has been referred to as 
Benedictine Liberty of Spirit by Abbot Butler who speaks 
of it thus:

Private prayer, devotions, austerieties, Benedictines 
are free to follow their personal attractions, the 
only principle of choice being that which they find 
suits their spirit best which brings them nearest to 3

34Montalambert, 0£. clt., p. 70.



55

God. As there is no Benedictine school of theo
logy, Benedictines being free to adopt the tenets 
of anyone of the approved theological schools, and 
no Benedictine style of architecture or art, so 
there is no Benedictine mysticism other than that 
of the Church, no Benedictine method of prayer, no 
Benedictine system of spiritual life, no Benedic
tine devotion to which Benedictines are pledged as 
such; in short no Benedictine particularism. This 
is part of what is meant by 'Benedictine Libertyof Spirit.»35

To an American teacher the principles of democ
racy are of the utmost importance. The foundation of an 
American Benedictine teacher in democracy is two-fold.
In the government of her country, and In its schools, 
she has learned the principles of democracy, but more 
than this she has breathed these principles also ever 
since her entrance into religious life. The comment of 
a modern Benedictine educator concerning this point is 
relevant to our question:

Training in civic responsibility, the most Important 
and most neglected side of American education today, 
means training in the art of giving public advice.
Our students become for the time being members of 
the monastic family in order to be trained for future 
citizenship. To attain this I can conceive no better 
method than St. Benedict's. Let consultation, peri
odic or occasional, with the student body be an ac
knowledged element of the programme. For large stu
dent bodies a limited number of speakers, maybe the 
deans, each fortified by previous consultation with 
his deanery, can represent the student body. But all 
members should hear the public discussion. Such a 
method need not be cumbersome. But even if It be,

35sutler, og. cit.f p • 300•
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such, training in civic accountability will richly 
repay its promoters. But the alluring vision that 
this opens on us and that reaches forward even to 
the creation in our land of American World-for-Christ 
Party— this vision cannot claim our full enthusiasm 
until we adopt in its complete simplicity that hum
ble attitude of St. Benedict, which, particularly in 
matters of greatest importance, is not surprised to 
find the same strange God of old raise up a Daniel in a brother or Samuel in a child.36

A special point of this spirit of democracy was 
made by a speaker, not a Benedictine himself, in a com
mencement address given recently in a Benedictine col
lege. Discussing democracy in colleges in general, he 
stated:

In the good college there can be no conflict between 
the rights of the authorities and the rights of stu
dents. In a good college, the authorities make them
selves responsible for safeguarding the rights of stu
dents, realizing that the success of the college as 
a democratic institution will depend largely on how 
far they can extend the rights of students within the 
collegiate government. The authorities of the col
lege, moreover, will’determine the extent of these 
privileges entirely on the basis of the ability of 
the students to shoulder them. The students of the 
good college, on the other hand, will be eager to 
shoulder responsibilities. They will endeavor by 
their actions to demonstrate that they are capable 
and worthy of assuming problems of real importance.
At the same time they will also recognize the right 
of the college authorities to determine to what de
gree, they, the students, have demonstrated an abil
ity to take on rights and privileges. In other 
words in a good college of the American democratic 
kind the college authorities acknowledge the principle 36

36Rev. Patrick Cummins, O.S.B., ”The Spirit Of 
Benedictine Education," Report of the National Benedictine 
Educational Association of the United States,"Belmont 
N.C.: Belmont Abbey Press, 1320, pp. 37-38
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of students’ rights, and they are eager to extend 
the sphere of these rights to the fullest capacity 
of the student body, since the wider this sphere 
the better the quality of the student as future 
citizens of a true democracy. The student body, 
on the other hand, under the leadership of its 
student council is eager to exercise its rights 
and privileges in the life of the college. Stu
dents are also ready to acknowledge the right of 
the college authorities to determine the extent 
of these privileges solely on the basis of their 
ability to assume them as demonstrated by past 
performances. The student has no specific rights 
that are essentially his, only the potentiality 
to take on successfully a limited number of rights 
as determined by the college administration.^

We see that this conception of democracy corres
ponds to the limitations of the word set down by Father 
Leen. After democracy of colleges in general the speaker 
went on to point out that such democracy was present in 
the Benedictine college at which he happened to be speak
ing:

Graduates of a good American college such as 
Mount St. Scholastics should be keenly aware of 
their privilege and good fortune in having pro
cured their training in an institution of higher 
education that is free and that is contributing 
its large share of citizens capable of carrying 
out the duties of citizenship in a true democracy. 
Graduates of all American colleges should be 
keenly aware of this and also of their continued 
responsibility toward their colleges, first and' 
foremost to see that they continue to be free in 
the best sense of the term. This they can do 
through their roles as good citizens, laboring *

S^Roy J. Defarrari, "The Good College in a 
Democracy", The Benedictine Review, Summer, 1946, p. 33.
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to keep their government sound. It would be 
fatal for them to assume the attitude exempli
fied by the common observation 'it can't happen 
here'. It did happen in Japan, and to a less 
degree in other lands of totalitarian dominance.
It will not happen here If alumni of our insti
tutions of higher education are constantly alert and alive to their civic duties.

You are indeed to be congratulated on having 
graduated from a free college in a free land. 
Personally knowing the College of Mount St. Scho
lastics as I do, over a period of many years, I 
have every confidence that you will go out into 
the world well prepared for the duties of demo
cratic citizenship and that you will represent 
your Alma Mater well, and, if the necessity 
should arise, that you will protect her fully.38

As a final bit of conclusive evidence attesting 
to the presence of the spirit of democracy in Benedictine 
educational methods, one of the principles of the 
National Benedictine Educational Association may be 
quoted:

We pledge ourselves to the cause of freedom 
in education, trusting in God's grace to be ani
mated by the spirit which eight centuries ago led 
St. Anselm to initiate a movement of legitimate 
resistance to usurping tyranny that culminated one 
century after his death in the Magna Charts.55

38Ibid., p. 36.
Report of the N.B.E-A., 0£. cit., p. 19.39



CHAPTER IV
INFLUENCE OF BENEDICTINE INSTITUTIONS 

ON MODERN EDUCATION
•'To alter or move” is the definition given by 

Webster for the word "influence.” It is according to 
this meaning that we wish to distinguish the work of the 
Benedictines in the field of education. It would not be 
strictly true to say that this Order was the sole founder 
of education. However, it is strictly true to say that 
this Order has been the "preserver” of education. Its 
work In this regard was especially noteworthy in the 
history of the world after the invasion of southern 
Europe by the barbarians. The invaluable work of the 
Benedictines during this critical period has already 
been pointed out in Chapter II.

It is not according to the Benedictine way of 
life to produce great scholars and to institute great 
seats of learning. What is lacking in brilliant flashes 
in the work of the Order, however, is made up by the 
steady, quiet, unobtrusive labor that has not ceased 
from the sixth century down to our own times. This labor 
has produced thousands of Saints, many great dignitaries 
including Popes, many scholars; yet it has produced many 
more thousands of "good” men and women. Men who became 
heads of Christian families, who preserved a balance in
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their lives despite the influences of the world; men who 
lived according to the way of God; men who were "educated.”

It is the purpose of this chapter to show that 
many current trends in education have been fostered by 
Benedictines since their origin. When we consider the 
position of the Benedictine Order In history, its su
premacy from the sixth century well into the seven
teenth and recognize the presence and use of modern edu
cational methods, can we deny the influence of this Order? 
Today these educational methods are universal, not strict
ly identified with Benedictines, yet the primary position 
of the Benedictines In former days, their steady work and 
contribution, give them a right to claim a definite in
fluence on modern education.

A close examination of modern educational trends 
accompanied by a scrutiny of the Holy Rule will show that 
those aims and methods, which are considered essential 
by educators today, are present in the Holy Rule.

We hear much In educational circles of charac
ter education, vocational guidance, rural life movê r 
ments, example, teacher-training, individual differences, 
art appreciation, and music appreciation. The Holy 
Rule contains all of these phases of education. Since
the work of Saint Benedict was written in the sixth
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century, long before there were popular theories and 
conceptions of modern education, is it not logical to 
surmise that many of these developments resulted from 
the universal acceptance and widespread use of the Rule 
of Saint Benedict? This acceptance and usage have been 
pointed out in Chapter II of this study. A further dis
cussion on the influence and prominence of outstanding 
Benedictine scholars, also included in this chapter, 
presents an additional convincing proof of the influence 
exercised by this Order on educational methods and pro
cesses in their beginnings, development, and usage.

Not many educators of today question the fact 
that character development is an important end of edu
cation. The strongest proof that Catholic educators
consider character training to be of the utmost importance

»

is found in the Encyclical of Pope Pius XI. The Holy 
Father speaks of education in his famous Encyclical in 
this manner:

Hence the true Christian, product of Christian 
education is the supernatural man who thinks, 
judges and acts constantly and consistently in , 
accordance with right reason illumined by the 
spiritual light of the example and teaching of 
Christ; in other words, to use the current term, 
the true and finished man of character.1

1Pope Pius XI, "Christian Education of Youth,” 
Encyclical Letter, p. 36. Washington, D.C.: National 
Catholic Welfare Conference, 1930.
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Character has been variously defined. It is
called by some "a distinguishing mark that makes one
person different from another." It is said to imply
adherence to moral principles and to necessitate acting
reasonably. An author of several works on education

2
calls character "life dominated by principles." Another 
writer states in one of his texts that the aim of charac
ter training "should be to systematize motives of action
so that the better ones stand higher in the series and

3
exercise a profounder influence on conduct." We may 
say then that to help the pupil acquire a character Is 
conceived in general to be one of the duties of educators.

Turning now to the Benedictine side of the ques
tion, let us consider a character definition which re
sulted from a faculty study in a present day Benedictine 
college:

Character is taken to mean a firmness and right
ness of will resulting from a supernatural point 
of view, steadfast adherence to Christian princi
ples, and the practice of charity and the moral 
virtues. Attainment of this objective implies: 
a) Rational direction of the activities of the In
tellect, b) Control of impulses and emotion, c). 
Consistent practice of the moral and theological 
virtues, d) Prudent choice of environment favorable

2Rev. John T. McHahon, Building Character From 
Within, p. 1. Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company,1940.

^Rev. Raphael C. McCarthy, S.J., Training the 
Adolescent, p. 71. Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing 
Company, 1934.
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to the practice of virtue, e) Imitation of Christ 
as Exemplar in one's individual, domestic, civil, and social life, f) Recognition of the power and 
necessity of prayer, g) Reverencing authority as 
coming from God, h) Seeking spiritual direction 
in forming a right conscience, i) Acceptance of 
the duties of one's state of life.

It will be to our purpose to note that everything 
contained in this enlarged definition is contained in the 
principles of Saint Benedict as stated in the Holy Rule.

It will be further noted that the definition con
tains nothing new, unusual, or startling. It is a simple 
application of the age-old Christian principles. Although 
formal character definitions were not current at the time 
of Saint Benedict, he certainly was not ignorant of all 
the requirements of character as laid down by our modern 
educators. The Benedictine faculty members formed the 
above definition of character on the basis of the train- 
ing which they had received in the one hundred and fifty- 
nine pages of their Holy Rule. If we examine the first 
requisite for character formation in this definition, It 
will be noticed that it is to adhere to Christian princi
ples. These principles in the Benedictine Rule are simply 
the embracing and the use of the Gospels. Saint Benedict

^Sister Jerome Keeler, O.S.B., "Mount Saint 
Scholastica College Study", The Benedictine Review,
Summer, 1946, p. 16.



64

gives this recommendation in the Prologue to his Rule 
thus:

Therefore, having our loins girt with faith, 
and the performance of good works, let us walk 
his ways under the guidance of the gospel, that we be found worthy of seeing Him who hath called 
us to His kingdom. If we desire to dwell in the 
tabernacle of his kingdom, we cannot reach it in 
any way unless we run thither by good works.5

The insistence upon the principles of the 
Gospels makes the Benedictine Order more worthy of the 
unobtrusive position which it has held in the develop
ment of education. It Is thus that Benedictines have 
worked hand in hand with the Church in helping to form 
characters that live according to the principles of the 
Holy Gospel.

The first step in the means of acquiring character,
provided by the definition being considered, is by rational

»

direction of the intellect. This idea is according to
Saint Benedict's way. His monks were to study spiritual
masters. The Holy Father recommended reading and study
to them and he set apart two hours every day to be devoted
to this exercise. Again at the conclusion of his Rule he
recommends study of spiritual works thus:

On the other hand, he that hasteneth on to the 
perfection of the religious life, hath to hand 
the teachings of the holy Fathers, the observance

5Benedict, og. cit., p. 158.
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of which leadeth a man to the height of perfection. 
For what page or what utterance of the divinely 
inspired books of the Old and the New Testament 
is not a most exact rule of human life? Or, what 
books of the holy Catholic Fathers doth not loudly 
proclaim how we may go straight to our Creator-6

Control of impulses and emotion is the second 
means provided in this Benedictine character definition. 
Quoting at random from the already mentioned chapter on 
the "Instruments of Good Works," we find ample evidence 
that the Benedictine teachers have been admonished to 
observe this principle. Saint Benedict advises his fol
lowers:

(22) Not to give way to anger.
(23) Not to foster a desire for revenge.
(29) Not to return evil for evil.
(31) To love one’s enemies.
(32) Not to curse them that curse us, but rather to bless them.
(55) Not to love much or boisterous laughter.
(59) Not to fulfill the desires of the flesh.
(64) To love chastity.
(65) To hate no one.
(66) Not to be jealous; not to entertain envy.7 

Environment is a much used word today and we
note that to be able to make a suitable choice of en
vironment is given by the Benedictine faculty as an aid

t

to developing the proper character. Newman says that 
monks have always been accused of choosing beautiful

6Ibid., pp. 158-159.
7Ibid., pp. 22-27.
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sites for their schools«8 A beautiful place, somewhat 
secluded but not isolated, is more conducive to intel
lectual work and to the formation of high ideals than 
an unattractive or distracting site. To the monks must 
be given credit for instituting boarding schools— in the 
first place it was to provide the proper atmosphere for 
their own students. However, the advantages of such 
schooling was evident to many wise persons, so that 
through the years and even today there are many parents 
who insist on a year or two spent in boarding school for 
their children. By this means the most suitable environ
ment is given to the pupil while he is learning the art 
of practicing virtue. In addition he is given a taste 
for the proper atmosphere which will help him to choose 
wisely for himself later on.

All Catholic educators today hold Christ as the 
Ideal for themselves and for their children. We notice 
that this is a further step provided in the means for 
acquiring virtue, given by the Benedictine teachers who 
formulated the definition we are discussing. The transi
tion from having Christ for her own Ideal and upholding 
Him to her charges as their Ideal is an inevitable one 
for a Benedictine teacher. Saint Benedict consistently

8Newman, 0£. cit., p. 397.
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and persistently holds before his monks Christ, the
highest Exemplar, the greatest Ideal. McCann points out
this insistence made by the Holy Pounder in this passage:

In the first sentence of the prologue to his Rule 
he invites his disciples to ’fight for the Lord, 
our true King.’ He describes the monastery as a 
’school of the Lord's service.' He tells the 
abbot that he is 'Christ's viceregent' in the mon
astery. His monks are to see Christ in everything 
and everywhere, but especially in the sick, in 
guests and in the poor. 'Before all things and 
above all things care must be taken of the sick, 
so that they may be served in very deed as Christ 
Himself; for He said: 'I was sick and ye visited 
me,' and 'As long as ye did it to one of these, 
my least brethren, ye did it to mel' 'Let all 
guests that come be received like Christ, for 

\ He will say: 'I was a stranger and ye took me 
in.' 'In the greeting of all guests, whether 
they be arriving or departing, let the greatest 
humility be shown. Let the head be bowed or the 
whole body prostrated on the ground and so let 
Christ be worshipped in them, for indeed He is 
received in their persons.' 'In the reception of 
poor men and pilgrims special attention should be 
shown because in them is Christ more truly welcomed.' His monks are to follow Christ in obedi
ence, in patience, in self-denial, and must cast 
down their temptations at His feet. The perfect 
monk lives by His love, and must prefer nothing 
whatever before Him. 'Let them prefer nothing 
whatever to Christ, and may He bring us all alike 
to life everlasting.'9

Another stipulation listed as a means for acquir-
t

ing character in the definition stated, is a belief in 
the power and necessity of prayer. The source for this 
may readily be recognized if we consider one of Saint

9McCann, 0£. cit*, pp. 106-107.
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Benedict’s first admonitions to the young Benedictine:
In the first place, beg of Him by most earnest 
prayer, that he perfect whatever good thou dost 
begin to do; in order that He who now hath deigned 
to count us in the number of his children, need at 
no time be grieved at our evil deeds.10

He also gives full expression to his opinion of
prayer in a chapter dealing with the treatment of an
erring brother, in which he suggests to the abbot:

Let him apply for that brother also what is more 
potent than all these measures,— his own prayer and that of the brethren, that the Lord, who is 
all powerful, may work a cure in that brother.il

Logical indeed was the reasoning which led the
s

Benedictine teachers to include the reverence for au
thority as coming from God in their classification of 
character developing aids. They hear repeatedly in the 
reading of the Holy Rule that they are to consider the 
abbot as Christ Himself,’and to obey as if the command 
came from Christ. The impress made on their characters 
is bound to find its way to those who are educated by them.

Seeking advice is a further step in this acqui
sition. To the Rule this may also be traced, for Saint

t

Benedict ever counsels his monks not to rely on them
selves, but to seek help from a spiritual guide. * 11

l°Benedict, 0£. cit., p. 2.
11Ibid.„ p. 75.



The last step given in this particular defini
tion is an acceptance of the duties of one’s state of 
life. The Benedictine vow of stability gives a perma
nency and definiteness to its follower’s life and work 
that should produce results in the pupils whom he teaches. 
The sense of duty was so strongly advocated by Saint 
Benedict that he recommends the following behaviour to 
those who are commanded to do something that they con
sider impossible:

If, perchance, any difficult or impossible tasks 
be enjoined on a brother, let him nevertheless 
receive the order of him who commandeth with all 
meekness and obedience. If, however, he sees 
that the gravity of the task is altogether beyond 
his strength, let him quietly and seasonably sub
mit the reasons for his inability to his superior, without haughtiness, resistance, or contradiction.
If, however, after his explanation the superior 
still insisteth on his command, let the younger 
be convinced that so it is good for him; and let 
him obey from love, placing his trust in the help 
of God.J-2

In spite of the fact that character training re
ceives so much emphasis in modern education, we notice 
that it is not so new. Saint Benedict in his Holy Rule 
included all the methods of character development which 
we read in delineations of character today. May we not 
Infer, then, that Benedictines have had their share in 
the placing of emphasis on character education, and that

69

12Ibid., p. 153.
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they are still making valuable contributions toward this 
end?

The members of this Order have also had an in
fluence on modern education in the training which has 
been given and is being given to Benedictine teachers 
through their Rule and by their communities. Since edu
cation as a well-defined system was an unknown thing in 
Saint Benedict’s day, how can his Rule be said to be and 
to have been a guide for Benedictine teachers? The an
swer is that Saint Benedict was ”teaching.” The Rule of
Saint Benedict has been called ’’the distinctive system

13
of Benedictine Pedagogy.” The atmosphere of a ”school" 
which permeates a Benedictine monastery may be felt in 
the following passage:

The Benedictine monastery is, first and fun
damentally a school,-secondly and specifically, 
a school of freedom, thirdly and particularly, a 
school of political freedom. . . . . Of St. Bene
dict's life work many formulations may be given.
One of the most fruitful of these formulations is 
that which presents him as a teacher. He was a 
great abbot, a great lawgiver, a great saint, but 
he was first of all a great teacher. Teaching, 
with ignorant shepherds as pupils, was his first 
activity when Providence disclosed to men his 
hiding place on the mountain. And the teacher 
grew naturally into the abbot and legislator.
Teaching power, doctrina, is the main desideratum 
his rule demands of the Abbot, and school, schola,

13’Cummins, 0£. cit., p. 31.
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is the name he adopted to express the character 
of his monastic foundation.!4

Maturing in this atmosphere, the Benedictine 
teacher receives many of the essentials of teacher
training almost imperceptibly. In trying to cast their 
teachers according to this mold, Benedictines have been 
exerting a wholesome influence on education all during 
their existence. The first task of a Benedictine teacher 
is to try to pattern herself according to the plan of 
Saint Benedict for a teacher. This plan she finds in the
chapter of the Holy Rule dedicated to the abbot, which
\

gives ample means for a teacher to become successful and
effective, giving her the proper motive for her work.
McCann explains the value of this chapter in these words:

Like the practical direct Roman that he was, St. 
Benedict’s first stipulation is that the abbot 
should be sincere. ’An abbot who is worthy to 
rule over a monastery ought always to remember 
what he is called (Abba, father) and correspond 
to his name by his deedst St. Benedict continu
ally reminds him of the account which he will have 
to render at the judgment seat of God. He has to 
be continually alive to the responsibilities of 
his position and to live up to his high vocation.
He is not abbot for his own pleasure, or for any 
other purpose but the service of God's chosen ' 
flock in order that he may bring them all safely 
to Him. He is servus servorum Dei. Therefore he 
must never allow himself any other conception of 
his life, and must strive with complete self-for
getfulness to secure perfect concord between his

14Ibid., p. 32.
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acts and his duty. In every act of his governance, 
when dealing with proud and difficult souls, as 
well as when Instructing the humble and obedient, 
he must seek God and God’s glory, not the satis
faction of his own personal feelings.15

What higher ideals can a teacher hold before her
self than these principles which are to guide the conduct 
of the abbot. As the abbot is in his monastery, so the 
Benedictine teacher should learn to be In her classroom. 
Thus have Benedictines aided in the formation of good 
teachers; teachers who are interested in the student's 
advancement, not only Intellectual advancement but spiri
tual as well. Science tells us that no two persons are 
identical in every respect- In students we observe 
differences in physical and mental qualities. Each stu
dent is unique and must be treated accordingly. His
physical development, aptitudes, interest, and social

»

environment must be taken into consideration. These 
principles of individual difference may be observed in 
the chapter of the Holy Rule which speaks of the quali
ties required of the abbot. Saint Benedict says:

. . . .  and let him understand what difficult and 
arduous a task he assumeth in governing souls and 
accommodating himself to a variety of characters.
Let him so adjust and adapt himself to everyone,—  
to the one by gentleness of speech, to another by 
reproofs, and to still another by entreaties, to

15’McCann, 0£. clt. , p. 104.
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each, one according to his disposition and intelligence,— that he not only suffer no loss in his flock, 
but may rejoice in their virtuous increase.16

But as always Saint Benedict guards against ex
cess. Therefore we are not surprised to find his making 
the following statement:

Let him make no distinction of person in the 
monastery. Let him not love one more than another, 
unless it be one whom he findeth more exemplary in 
good works and obedience. Let not a tree—born be 
preferred to a freedman, unless there be some other
reasonable cause........ "for there is no respect
of persons with God.,f17

It has been said that a teacher teaches far more 
by what she is than be what she does, and Benedictines 
have always been following this belief. We have noted 
that the Benedictine is to try to form the highest 
character in herself and in her pupils. This demand for 
high standards and principles in the teachers themselves 
has had a wholesome effect on education in general. It 
has even been attributed to Benedictines that they have 
raised teaching to the dignity of a profession.

In another leading trend in modern education 
Benedictines have had a definite influence, the field of 
vocational guidance. A Jesuit points to the emphasis 
which this phase of education has received in recent 
years thus:

^Benedict, op. cit., pp. 17-18.
l^Ibid., p. 15.
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The question of vocational guidance is much to 
the fore at present. The interest attaching to 
the subject is evidenced by the enormous literature 
that has grown up around it in recent years. The 
practice of the high schools in offering aid to 
their students in the choice of their future occu
pations is proof that this service is coming to be 
regarded as a partial responsibility of the school.18

Vocational guidance was perhaps Benedict's first 
service to mankind— training his followers to realize 
their destiny as Christians. One writer speaks of this 
work of Benedict in the following passage:

We might have thought that this experience 
would have strengthened Benedict in his resolve 
to abide far from men, to mingle as little as pos
sible in human associations. And certainly his 
solitude was doubly sweet to him after this star
tling episode. But we find, after this event, 
that Benedict listened more readily to the prayers 
of those who besought him to take them under his 
guidance. The soul of the solitary was already 
alive to the spiritual needs of the poor country 
folk around; he had already learnt to sympathize 
with them in their joys and sorrows, and to give 
them generously of the fund of faith and love 
that abounded in his own soul. His solitary life 
had not hardened or soured him; rather it had wid
ened his sympathies and enlarged his understanding 
of human need. And now he realizes that a larger 
work is calling him, a work of greater moment and 
wider result than the instruction of the poor rus
tics of Subiaco. He can no longer refuse the re
quests of the many souls that come to him seeking 
guidance on the way to God. He can no longer send 
them away to the care of other masters in the neigh
bouring monasteries. For he had learnt by sad ex
perience that such a course might not be the salva
tion but the destruction of their souls. And so

18McCarthy, ££. clt. , pp. 265-266.
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tie renounces ills solitary life and begins to 
gather disciples around him, there in the valley 
near his cave. He takes the second decisive step 
in his life. The hermit becomes the eenobite, 
and presently the great father of monks.

Even the early schools which were conducted by 
nuns contributed to the preparation of girls for their 
work and station in life. Montalembert attests to this 
fact:

The monasteries of women following the example of 
abbeys for men, contained schools where were trained 
not only the future novices, but also numbers of 
young girls destined for the life of courts or of
the world........ From the first introduction of
the Monastic Orders into various Christian coun- 

x tries, schools for girls, managed by nuns, never 
ceased to furnish Catholic society with a class of 
exceptional women, as distinguished for intelli
gence as for piety, and who in the 3tudv of liter
ature, rivalled the most learned monks-19 20

Turning from vocational guidance in the beginnings 
of Benedictinism to vocational guidance in present-day 
Benedictine institutions, we will find listed in the 
catalogue of any Benedictine college or academy, courses 
dealing with this topic. We will see philosophy and re
ligion courses stressing the three principal vocations 
and in a more practical trend we will note home economics 
courses, musical courses, teacher training, nursing, manual 
arts, painting, social work and other "vocational” courses.

19McCann, o£. cit. , pp. 74-75-
Montalembert, 0£. cit., p. 135.20
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Much is done individually in Benedictine schools as in 
most progressive schools, by private counsels and voca
tional guidance plans, including reading, lectures and 
other current means. We have already noted that private 
counsel and reading are methods for developing one's 
vocation advocated by Saint Benedict in his Holy Rule. 
Though it must be understood that Saint Benedict was 
ever thinking of the one true vocation--to become a 
follower of Christ in order to attain the heavenly home.

Another modern phase in education is a movement 
which we have learned to call "art appreciation." Edu
cators have begun to realize that art does hold a place 
in the development of character and that a man's life is 
richer for the study of art, both practical and fine,
than it would otherwise be. One writer of today after

»

spending some time advocating sensory training in ado
lescence defends his tract thus:

The person whose mind is riveted on his busi
ness or his profession or his athletics leads a 
restricted kind of existence. His interests are 
relatively few; his modes of enjoyment scanty.
It is the man or woman who has cultivated many , 
and broad tastes who fishes most from the stream 
of life as it rushes by. Science, literature, 
art, the finer things of experience touch a re
sponsive chord in him, even though it may vibrate 
rather feebly. The human being is not born with 
such interests— they are an achievement.^1

21McCarthy, 0£. cit., p. 31.
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Previously in this study we have noted that the 
monks of early days cultivated the arts. Saint Benedict 
included a chapter in his Holy Rule which gave permission
to a brother to practice some art for which he showed a
particular aptitude, provided that this pursuit did not

22
lead to pride on his part. He also legislated in re
gard to the disposal of goods which should be produced 
as a result of artistic pursuits. We have already noted 
also that the arts In the monastery included painting, 
the staining of glass and the writing of music, trans
cription, Illumination, and the like. Among famous art 
schools Destree mentions the School of Art at Beuron,
St. Joseph’s School of Arts and Crafts (Belgium), The
School of Sacred Music at Beuron, the Escolania of

23
Montserrat, and others- While these schools are of a
rather recent origin, Newman makes a definite point of
the fact that the cultivation of the arts really started
in the monasteries. He states:

Here was a commencement of the cultivation of the 
fine arts in those turbulent times,— a quiet unex
citing occupation, which went on inside the monas
teries, whatever rivalries or heresies agitated 
Christendom outside of them, and which, though In
volving, of course, an improvement in the workmanship * 2

22Benedict, o£. cit., p. 125.
2SDestree, 0£. cit., pp. 152-155.
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as time went on, yet in the case of every suc
cessive specimen, whatever exact degree of skill 
or taste each exhibited, had its end in itself, as 
though |;here had been no other specimen before or 
after•̂

Newman adds emphasis to his argument by speaking 
of one Benedictine saint in particular:

I have mentioned St. Dunstan in an earlier 
page, as called to political duties, which were 
out of keeping with the traditionary spirit of 
his Order; here, however, he shows himself in 
the simple character of a Benedictine. He had 
a taste for the arts generally, especially music.
He painted and embroidered; his skill in smith’s 
work is recorded in the well-known legend of his 
combat with the evil one. And, as the monks of 
Hilarión joined gardening with psalmody, and 
Bernard and his Cistercians joined field work with 
meditation, so did St. Dunstan use music and paint
ing as directly expressive or suggestive of devotion.25

His summary of the work of the monks of Saint 
Benedict in this particular field is found in the fol
lowing paragraph:

As might be expected, the monasteries of the 
South of Europe would not be behind the North in 
accomplishments of this kind. Those of St. Gall 
Monte Cassino, and Solignac, are especially spoken of as skilled in the fine arts.26

Among the several Benedictine houses considered 
famous for art, such as the Bueronese house and the mon
astery located at Maria Laach, there is one yet closer

ewman, op. cit.,
Ibid., p. 415.25

p. 414.

26Ibid., p. 416.
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V

to home— in South America. In speaking of a visit to
this monastery Bishop O’Hara of Kansas City writes:

In Santiago, Chile, we visited the Union Club in 
company with the president of Chile’s Catholic 
action and viewed the great pictures painted by 
Father Super-Casseaux. The paintings are battle 
scenes and especially noted for their portrayal 
of horses in action. Father Super-Casseaux has 
become the Abbot of a Benedictine monastery of 
the Solesmes Observance at Santiago. He is Chile’s 
most distinguished painter and a brother of the 
Chilean Archbishop who was present at our Cate- 
chetical Congress in Philadelphia a few years ago. /

Benedictines make it a point of being rather
proud of the position that they hold in regard to music,
liturgical music in particular. This pride dates back
to the work of Saint Gregory of whom it has been said,
"The Father of ecclesiastical music was St. Gregory, the
first Benedictine Pope, who introduced the chant known
by his name, still recognized as the most solemn and

28
prayerful of all forms of psalmody.”

There is an indication that the cultivation of 
the arts is not being neglected today by Benedictines 
from the fact that an art and music institute were held 
simultaneously for a group of Benedictine Sisters at a 
summer school session. The art institute was under the 
direction of Mrs. John R. FitzGibbon of Chicago. Mrs. 27 28

270’Hara, o£. cit., p. 10.
28Forbes, 0£. cit♦, p. 124.
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FitzGibbon, author of the FitzGlbbon Art Series for the 
Grades, Is “widely known for her lectures and demonstra
tions, and her well organized system of teaching art is29
being used extensively.”

Doctor Harry Seitz, supervisor of music in the 
Diocese of Detroit, had charge of the music institute. 
Doctor Seitz's characteristics have been summarized in 
these words:

Scientific, broad, and accurate knowledge, 
long experience, vital personality, dynamic pres
entation, unique pedagogical methods, Catholic 
philosophy are some of the words that characterize Dr. Harry W. Seitz.30

From authorities, then, Benedictines of the 
present day are seeking their guidance in keeping up 
the traditions of their Order and of fostering these 
traditions in their own work with others. One Benedictine 
at an educational convention reminded his fellow workers 
to be mindful of the "feverish activity . . . .  for the 
achievement of art" at the present time and urged them 
to "live up to the time honored traditions of the

t

2^Sister DePazzi Mispagel, O.S.B., "Institute of 
School Art," The Benedictine Review, Winter, 1S47, p. 14.

•^Sister Gertrude Winter, O.S.B., "Dr. Harry W. 
Seitz: An Appreciation," The Benedictine Review, Winter, 
1946 f p • 28•
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Benedictine Order— of being true and ardent promoters of 
31art.”

A direct tribute to the influence of the Bene
dictines in this field of education is given in this 
quote:

To them, too, the modern world is indebted for 
much of the liberal and mechanical arts. The 
Benedictines were, it is freely admitted, the 
civilizers of the barbarians. Not only did they 
in principle maintain the nobility and sanctity 
of work, but they put their principle into prac
tice, and set the example of enterprise and 
thrift in their agricultural labors.32

This quote, mentioning as it does the work of 
the Order in regard to agriculture brings us directly 
into the next consideration of this chapter— the in
fluence of Benedictines on agricultural methods. The 
first indication we have of the stress laid on agri
cultural methods by Benedictines lies in their choice of 
sites for their monasteries. This frequent country lo
cale of the Benedictine monastery has been referred to 
by Destree who says:

5lRev. Raphael Pfisterer, O.S.B., "Should The 
Study of Art Be Given A Place In The Curriculum Of Our 
Catholic Colleges and Seminaries?”, Report of the National 
Benedictine Educational Association of the- United States, 
Belmont, N.CT: Belmont Abbey Press,~T920, p. 42.

52"Influence of Benedictine Schools,” A Cyclo
pedia of Education, ed., Paul Monroe, Vol. I, T9l9.
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With the exception of a few abbeys established 
by the necessities of the ministry and of edu
cation in the towns, almost all modern Benedic
tine abbeys remain faithful to this traditional 
love of the land and agricultural labours. They 
are frequently surrounded by a belt of fields and 
cultivated land, and as a rule model farms are 
attached to the abbeys. Such is the case in the 
majority of the abbeys of Austria, Germany, and the United States.33

It may be to the point here to note that the 
choice for a location of a new Benedictine college, soon 
to be erected, is in keeping with this characteristic of 
the early Benedictines. The announcement concerning 
this college reads:

Perhaps the newest and most ambitious plan 
for expansion is Our Lady of the Pines College 
and Academy to be erected and staffed by the Bene
dictine Sisters of Sturgis, South Dakota, on a 
site near Rapid City. Seven hundred acres in the 
Black Hills offer ample and picturesque setting 
for the realization of this project.34

A realistic picture of the practical application
of the agricultural methods of the early monks is given
by Newman when he states:

They were not dreamy sentimentalists, to fall in 
love with melancholy winds and purling rills, and 
water-falls and nodding groves; but their poetry 
was the poetry of hard work and hard fare, un- - 
selfish hearts and charitable hands. They could 
plough and reap, they could hedge and ditch, they 
could drain; they could lop, they could carpenter; 
they could thatch, they could make hurdles for

34"With Other Benedictine Sisters," The Benedictine Review, Summer, 1946, p. 46.

33Destree, 0£. cit., p. 168.
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their huts; they could make a road, they could 
divert or secure the streamlet'3 bed, they could 
bridge a torrent. Mr. Warner mentions one of 
their luxuries,— clear, wholesome water; it was an 
allowable one, especially as they obtained it by 
their own patient labour. If their grounds are 
picturesque, if their views are rich, they made 
them so, and had, we presume, a right to enjoy the 
work of their own hands. They found a swamp, a 
moor, a thicket, a rock, and they made an Eden in 
the wilderness. They destroyed snakes; they ex
tirpated wild cats, wolves, boars, bears; they put 
to flight or they converted rovers, outlaws, robbers. 
The gloom of the forest departed, and the sun, for 
the first time since the Deluge shone upon the moist 
ground*35

Prom these beginnings the Benedictines have al
ways clung to the practice of agricultural methods and 
even today Benedictine monasteries, schools, and col
leges are located in rural districts as Saint Benedict's, 
Atchison, Kansas; Saint Procopius, Lisle, Illinois; Saint 
John's, Collegeville, Minnesota. It is a feature that 
stands out distinctly in Benedictine teaching in modern 
education. Leading work by the Order in this line is 
indicated in the following chronicle record:

The first Rural Life Institute in Arkansas was 
held July 31-August 1, at St. Scholastics's Con
vent, Port Smith.3®

t

It is not in a limited manner then, that we may 
say Benedictines have exerted a strong influence on

36«^ith Other Benedictine Sisters," The Benedictine 
Review, Winter, 1947, p. 40.

35Newman, op. cit., pp• 398-399.



modern education. We have noted what might be called a 
forceful influence in character development. We have 
pointed out that Benedictinism ia a natural and complete 
background for teacher-training. Apparent modernisms are 
not out of place in a Benedictine school— vocational 
guidance receives its stress. Perhaps a unique place is 
held by the field of manual arts and agricultural methods 
in schools which are Benedictine.
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CONCLUSION
The author has tried to prove that Benedictines 

from the early centuries have taken a definite part in 
education. An attempt has been made to show that Saint 
Benedict, although he did not receive credit from most 
historians as such, was not only a legislator, a great 
saint, but also a great teacher. His first work in the 
world was to teach the ignorant shepherds. He portrays 
his teaching power through his Holy Rule in his demands 
on the abbot. Prom this came forth the schola or school, 
the foundation of Benedictine education. His qualities 
as a teacher and as a master of the principles of peda
gogy have been clearly indicated by Abbot Herwegen in 
the following quote:

To the eyes of all men, whether monks or sec
ulars, he reveals a psychological insight, from 
which he derived his sound judgment and his supe
rior pedagogy. Benedict was by nature a clear- 
seeing and sensitive psychologist and this enabled 
him to become the successful teacher and legis
lator of an institution whose aim was the eleva
tion and perfection of the inner life of the soul.

Thus under the fatherly care and wise direction
/of Saint Benedict we find the beginning of the Benedictine 

educational system which, during the ages of violence and

■4lt. Rev. Ildephonse Herwegen, O.S.B., Sjb. Benedict; 
A Character Study, trans. Peter Migemt, O.S.B., p. 157. St. 
Louis: B. Herder Company, 1924.
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destruction, overcame all obstacles, kept burning the 
flames of learning, religious and secular, and brought 
forth scholars. For centuries Benedictine monasteries 
were the only schools in which were taught the liberal 
arts, as well as architecture, painting, sculpturing, and 
the useful tasks of agriculture and manual arts. There
fore, for Benedictines to be working in the field of edu
cation is true to the traditions of their Order.

We have noted that, although there is no modern 
trend of specialization in Benedictine education, yet it 
does bear a certain stamp, certain traits that charac
terize It. This stamp Is due to the spirit of the Holy 
Rule which all Benedictines imbibe through their re
ligious training.

Saint Benedict's idea was to stamp individuals 
with the spirit of the liturgy, the life of the Church, 
and a practical expression of Catholic life, hence a real 
Christian spirit. According to the Rule and through it, 
all Benedictine educators spread this teaching in the 
principles of the Gospel, teaching Christian philosophy 
and theology on the nature of man and his uttermost goal 
and applying the laws of Benedictine life to that of 
education. Saint Benedict did not create any present-day 
system of education. He founded a way of life for
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educators, working and praying for the greater honor and 
glory of God. Education is eminently suited to Benedic
tine life and ideals. With the community life, a family 
life, comes forth the spirit of social responsibility, 
loyalty, cooperation; it helps to make individuals re
alize their natural and supernatural powers, talents, 
and endowments. Hence the importance of family spirit 
or family life, a definite characteristic of Benedictine 
education. Is it not one of the important ends of modern 
education, much called for at the present time?

As mentioned in one of the chapters, we find dis
cretion or moderation one of the particular characteris
tics of Benedictine education. In the family life it is 
the mother of many virtues; it subordinates zeal, learning,
even prayer and piety to the wisdom of moderation. It

»

avoids excess and display, balances ideals, tempers dis
cipline, and takes human possibilities into consideration. 
As a consequence, Benedictine school discipline is not 
harsh but gently firm.

Benedictine tradition in educating is to prepare 
men and women for Christian life in the world, to give 
them a liberal education, to train their faculties on 
the distinctly human, spiritual level, producing a per
sonality that is in harmony with itself and in its relation
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to society, to the world, and to God. Its goal is not 
to teach persons to make a living, but to teach them to 
live as human beings, as children of God. The end-prod
uct is called a man of culture and of character. Perhaps 
it is fitting to conclude with a quote, a eulogy, given 
to Benedictines by a student who spent eleven years under 
their direction:

Sometimes I think that if the whole world could 
only be taught by Benedictines there wouldn’t be 
any wars or crimes or labor problems. Oh, I don't 
mean "taught*’ in the class-room kind of "taught".
I mean "taught" in the "living" sense of the word.
No matter how well a teacher can drench you and 
steep you in history, English, and mathematics, 
it’s a lot more important really to be taught to 
live. I've never heard of anyone getting a cer
tificate to teach life but if there were such a 
thing, I think all the Benedictines from the hall
sweeping ones to the mother superiors would prob
ably be cum laude recipients.

A Benedictine community is a storehouse for 
all that the world is seeking--peace, security, 
freedom from want and fear; it is built of the 
concrete justice and love that must be the foun
dation for any successful international organi
zation; it is an answer-book for the world's end
less questionnaire of "what shall we do?" But 
the world can't see it, it seems. The world's 
eyes are too well trained to gaze at complexity 
to focus on simplicity. And so Benedictines live 
in every century, in every part of the world,'not 
observed very much and not understood very well, 
because theirs is a quiet sort of campaign. They 
don't aim at a very sensational goal like convert
ing the world or holding "key" positions. Their 
only goal is living fully through loving; and 
their message of success Is never forced upon 
those who are too busy, too afraid, or too shallow 
to understand. It is there for them in the
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Communion-shining faces, the sunbonneted heads, 
and the love-filled kitchens, but if they miss 
the lesson— why, there are always others who are 
not too complex to see simplicity or too harassed to see peace.

Yes, we are taught by the Benedictines— to do the work of life and play the game of life by only 
one rule, "work and pray, in poverty, chastity, 
obedience, moderation, and humility;" and we are 
taught wherein lies the victory, "that in all 
things God may be glorified." We are taught how 
to live rather than how to accomplish; how to be 
good rather than how to be famous; how to be sim
ple rather than how to be sophisticated; how to 
be a family rather than how to be a regiment.

Probably we will never be very significant 
people, but we must be important people wherever 
we are if we learn our Benedictine lessons well. And please God, help us to learn them well’. Make 
our heart strings so elastic that when the world's 
oceans of secularism, confusion, and disillusion 
are pounding on the doors of our souls, we may 
bounce back to our Benedictine anchorage and re- 
member again that life is simple and God is good.^

^Patricia McCunniff, "Teachers of Life, O.S.B.," 
The Mount Mirror Magazine Section, Vol. XVII, No. 13,May 8, 1946, pp. 14-15.
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