MONASTICISM
(According to Philip Schaff’s History of Christianity, vol. 3)

Introduction

Many in the Ancient and Medieval church thought that monasticism represented the highest and purist form of Christian piety and virtue, the surest way to heaven.  Were they right?  At best, monasticism was something of a mixed blessing.  It displayed a moral earnestness and religious enthusiasm while at the same time it sheltered indolence, discontent, weariness of life, disgust with mankind, and ambition for spiritual applause. Augustine found the best and worst of mankind among the monks and nuns of his day.
I. Types of Monastics

A. Anchorites—ones who renounced the world to live in individual seclusion for religious reasons, i.e., hermits, recluses. These pursued what may be called a “moral heroism” by voluntarily renouncing lawful pleasures and patiently enduring self-inflicted pains. 
1. But this oversteps the standards of Christianity and all sound sense—there is no support from the theory or practice of Christ and the Apostolic Church.  It obscures the Gospel way of salvation.

2. Jesus ate and drank like other men expressly distinguishing himself from John the Baptist of the Old Testament economy. 
3. Paul enjoins us to use the gifts of God temperately and with cheerful and childlike thankfulness.

4. Many anchorites were low sluggards and gloomy haters of the world.  They would rather live with animals than men and were haters of women. 

5. They often cherished spiritual pride and jealousy under the mask of humility and self-denial. 

B. Cenobites—i.e., “common life”--ones who dwelt in convent communities, cloistered monks. 
1. These often combined their ascetic exercises of solitude with theological studies, yielding a copious knowledge of Scripture and a rich spiritual experience. (e.g., Chrysostom, Basil, Gregory, Jerome, Nilus, Isadore)

2. Yet most could not read and lacked sufficient culture to pursue contemplation and study.  Instead they brooded over gloomy feelings and sank into coarse anthropomorphisms and image worship. 
3. They often fell into a morbid aversion to female social contact and regarded marriage with contempt (no speaking, touching, or looking upon a woman).  They often cut the bond between husband and wife.  Emperor Justinian gave the unconditional right of desertion to both sexes. 

II. The “Pros” and “Cons” of Monasticism

A. The “Pros”

1. Monasticism formed a healthful and necessary counterpart to the essentially corrupt and doomed social life of the Graeco-Roman Empire. 

2. It formed the preparatory school of a new Christian civilization
3. It promoted the downfall of paganism and the victory of Christianity among the Barbarians. 

4. It stood as a warning against the worldliness, frivolity, and immorality of the Empire’s cities and was a mighty call to repentance and conversion.

5. It offered a quiet refuge to souls weary of the world and let its earnest disciples into an undisturgbed communion with God.

6. It provided an arena for the exercise of heroic virtue.

7. It showed the equality of the human race by putting rich and poor, high and low, upon the same level.

8. It led to the abolition or mitigation of slavery.

9. It showed hospitality to travelers and liberality to the poor and needy.

10. It was an excellent school of meditation, self-discipline, and spiritual exercise.

11. It was the sending agency of missions to Barbarian tribes of Northern and Western Europe.

12. It was a prolific seminary of the clergy—many Popes were educated there (Gregory I and VII; Bernard; Chrysostom, Jerome; the “School-men” and mystics; Anselm; Aquinas)
13. Many sacred hymns were produced there.

14. The monks cultivated the soil and educated the people.

15. The monks produced industrious transcriptions of the Bible, works of the Church Fathers, and ancient classics. 

B. The “Cons” 

1. Monasticism diffused an indifference for family life, civil and military service of the state, and an all public practical service. 

2. It turned religion from the world into the desert and thus hastened the decline of Egypt, Syria, Palestine, and the whole Empire.

3. It nourished religious fanaticism by rushing to judgment regarding theological issues (motivated often by crude superstition).  

4. It darkened the all-sufficient merits of Christ by the glitter of the over-meritorious works of man.

5. It measured virtue by the quantity of outward exercises instead of the quality of the inward disposition.  The dissemination of this self-righteousness led to an anxious, legal, and mechanical religion. 
6. It favored the idolatrous veneration of Mary and the saints, the worship of images and relics, and all sorts of superstitions and pious frauds. 

7. It circulated a mass of visions and miracles which caused the miracles of Christ and the Apostles to pale in comparison.

8. It celebrated the most absurd monks’ fables.

9. By claiming a higher merit, it lowered the standard of general morality—it exerted a general demoralizing influence on the people.  Where there exists no healthy middle class of morality, there is no blooming of family life, no moral vigor in the masses. 

III. Biblical Perspectives on Monasticism


A. Old Testament Examples? 
The examples of Elija, Elisha, John the Baptist, etc., are exceptional.  They are not the norm and are nowhere commended to our imitation. 


B. New Testament Support?
New Testament passages that seem to recommend renunciation of property and marriage are isolated and exceptional (Mary, Martha, the primitive Jerusalem Church) and must be measured by the rest of the NT. 

1. Jesus was not an Anchorite, Cenobite, nor an Ascetic.  His life was marked by a harmony of freedom, purity, charity, and holiness.
a. His mountain solitudes were temporary

b. He constantly mixed with society embracing disciples of both sexes, family, friends, etc. (Cana, Bethany, Publicans and sinners, all classes—yet remained unspotted).
c. His life of poverty and celibacy was not due to ascetism—it was poverty out of love.  His celibacy was to show his unique and peculiar relation to the whole church—a savior of mankind, the representative head of the new creation.

2. Mary, Martha, and Lazarus show that the contemplative life may dwell in the same house with the practical.  The contemplative life may not be separated from social ties. 

3. The Apostles and the Primitive Church display anything but a hermit life.  Peter was married; Paul assumes one marriage of the clergy as the rule; his preference for celibacy is personal.  Paul is a great advocate of Evangelical freedom vs. asceticism.

4. Monasticism is abnormal—it often distorts Christianity.  Humility and love must be the motives of celibate monasticism. 
Conclusion

“Evangelical Protestantism in rejecting all distinction of a two-fold morality, assigning to all men the same great duty under the law of God, placing the essence of religion not in outward exercises, but in the heart, not in separation from the world  and from society, but in purifying and sanctifying the world by the free spirit of the Gospel, is death to the great monastic institution.” –Philip Schaff
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