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The Growth of Monasticism in the Church

By FATHER THOMAS McMANUS

“Among the mountains were the
monasteries, like tabernacles filled
with divine choirs, singing, study-
ing, fasting, praying, existing in
the hope of things to come, working
for alms-deeds, having love and
harmony towards one another.”
(Life of St. Anthony, by St. Athana-
sius)

in the middle of the third century
“the first monks (solitaries) began
tlhelr flight into the deserts and

‘mountains of Egypt and Syria. It is

interesting, and by no means coinci-
dental, that the monastic movement

. for there was his dwelling place (cf.

the example of Jesus in the wilder-
ness of Judea).

It was a life founded on work, man-
ual labor, as the primary form of as-

"~ ceticism. The monks would. busy .

themselves growing their own food,
weaving mats and baskets for the
marketplace and working as harvest
laborers. It was a life of prayer, nour-
ished by study and reading, especial-
ly of the Scriptures. It was a life of
detachment, not of isolation, directed
toward the perfection of chanty to
others.

Monasticism belongs to the order

The mest famous of the solitaries
was’ St. Anthony of Egypt (251-356
A.D.)). St. Pachomius (290 - 346 A.D.)

. was the first to organize the solitaries

into communities, with an ordered
discipline and a written rule. Such
communities devoted themselves to
ceaseless prayer, the “everlasting
praise,” which has developed into the
Divine Office still recited by clergy
and Religious every day.

Women vied with the men in what
the Irish would come to call “the

green martyrdom” of the solitary life.
Mary, the sister of Pachomius, found-

_ed the first communities of women.

and guidance. All of the great fourth

century Fathers-of the Church, save

St. Ambrose, were at one time

monks. St.- Basil the Great (330-379)

" is considered the Father of Eastern

Monasticism. St. Martin of Tours
(315-397) carried the monastic ideal
to the West where it reached its
flowering in the work of St. Benedict
(480-547), the Father of Western
Monastmsm

The picture of an emaclated ﬁgure
clothed in goatskin and kneeling in
the burning deserts of Africa may be
viewed as quaint, or mocked as fanat-
ical. We may, however, have much to
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