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Monkery Madness
I suspect we all, at some point in our Christian experience, have thought about becoming a Monk. The very word ‘Monk’ means ‘solitary’ and solitude is very appealing at times. Monks got to withdraw from the troubles of the world, and the worldly nature of the church; they got to spend a lot of time in contemplation free from the necessity of maintaining relationships in good order. Think of it—removed from the world so no worldly temptations, free from all conflict as there is no one to have conflict with, and free to grow spiritually, unhindered by Christian fads or fancies. Shall we all, “Get thee to a monastery?”

Unfortunately, the first Monks were disastrous to the Church of Christ. Their desire to avoid temptation, the watering down of holiness, to overcome Satan and worldliness, was all very honorable. But their flight into the deserts to live as hermits came at a time when the church was flooded with converts wanting to be baptized and discipled. Godly men abandoned the church and its people, for their solitary pursuit of godliness. 

And while you might run from people, you cannot run from yourself. One monk would lament that the ‘noise of the dancing women grew louder in the desert.’ You take your fallenness wherever you go. It was not long before bands of Monks formed fellowships in the deserts in order to survive, and these bands of Monks went into competition to see who was the holiest.  They equated holiness with who could fast and pray the longest, who could stand on a pillar the longest, or who could survive walled up in a tiny cell- it was very ascetic and their austerity bordered, at times, on madness.    

Basil the Great (330-379 AD) brought sense back to the solitude of these Monk hermits. He was very concerned over what he saw- that Monks were egoists, carnal, full of spiritual pride, in competition with each other. He concluded it was dangerous to live alone. He began to encourage monasteries to set up on the fringes of towns and cities saying, “how can you grow in humility if there is no one to serve?” He discouraged the excesses of spiritual pride and redirected their focus to ministering to the sick and poor—the Monastery became a centre for godly life and ministry. In time most churches became affiliated or led by the monasteries, which became a source of stability and strength through the Dark Ages. Basil’s own monastery had a hospital, a hospice, special care for lepers, a school, and social helps. Rather than point to bizarre Monks in the desert as models of Christian life, Basil pointed to Acts 2 as the model. And so the Monks who left the churches to go into the desert, returned from the desert to the churches—and to the communal mission of the church.

We are called to be in the world but not of the world. We are called to community, to fellowship, to love each other, to sir each other up to love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together…(Hebrews 10). Yes there will be conflict (see the Order of St. Benedict below)—but conflict does not require a bad outcome. Repentance, forgiveness, reconciliation and all the grace at our disposal flows into relationships, if we are walking in the Spirit.  We are not solitary creatures, and since Creation, it is not good that a man should be alone. We need each other—to encourage, rebuke, exhort to holiness in a world that is so unholy.  We are the Body of Christ gathered at Peoples. We intend to grow together in the apostles doctrine, praising and praying to God, working on our relationships and conflicts with the grace tools at our disposal, ministering the Gospel and blessing the needy. We will leave the deserts to the old bones that lie there.
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From the rule of St. Benedict, Sixth Century A.D. (to regulate Monks)
If any pilgrim monk come from distant parts, with wish as a guest to dwell in the monastery, and will be content with the customs which he finds in the place, and do not perchance by his lavishness disturb the monastery, but is simply content with what he finds, he shall be received, for as long a time as he desires. If, indeed, he find fault with anything, or expose it, reasonably, and with the humility of charity, the Abbot shall discuss it prudently, lest perchance God has sent him for this very thing. But if he have been found gossipy and contumacious in the time of his sojourn as guest, not only ought he not to be joined to the body of the monastery, but also it shall be said to him, honestly, that he must depart. If he does not go, let two stout monks, in the name of God, explain the matter to him. 
