READING THE RULE


	It’s now time to pick up the Rule of St. Augustine and read it. You have seen its travels snd gotten a few glimpses at what was in it. But you are probably wondering what does it contain that would inspire a monastic movement? What is in it that is characteristically Augustinian? And what is there original in it? Beyond these questions we could also ask what does the Rule of St. Augustine say to all Christians living in today’s society?


RULE OF ST. AUGUSTINE

Chapter I

Purpose and Basis of Common Life


Before all else, dear brothers, love God and then your neighbor, because these are the chief commandments given to us.

	For many scholars of Augustine’s Rule this opening line belongs to the Ordo Monasterii, a document contemporary with Augustine and probably influenced by him. It may even be from his own hand. However, it doesn’t seem to be an integral part of the Rule itself. Some redactors do not include it within the Rule (Van Bavel doesn’t) Be that as it may, it does reflect Augustine’s spiritual thought. For instance there is this quote from his Commentary on John:

In terms of precept, the love of God comes first; but in terms of practice, the love of neighbor comes first. The one who prescribed this comand of love for you in two precepts would not first commend your neighbor to you and then God after that; but God comes first and the neighbor after that. Because you do not yet see God, you will deserve to see him by loving your neighbor; for, by loving your neighbor, you clean up your eye for seeing God, as John plainly says, If you do not love the brother whom you see, how will you be able to love the God whom you do not see? (Jn 4, 20)  (ITractate on John, 17, 8)


1. The following are the precepts we order you living in the monastery to observe.

	Here is where the actual Rule begins: “Haec sunt quae ut observetis praecipimus in monasterio constituti.”


2. The main purpose for you having come together is to live harmoniously in your house, intent upon God in oneness of mind and heart.

3. Call nothing your own, but let everything be yours in common. Food and clothing shall be distributed to each of you by your superior, not equally to all, for all do not enjoy equal health, but rather according to each one's need. For so you read in the Acts of the Apostles that they had all things in common and distribution was made to each one according to each one's need (4:32,35). 

4. Those who owned something in the world should be careful in wanting to share it in common once they have entered the monastery.

5. But they who owned nothing should not look for those things in the monastery that they were unable to have in the world. Nevertheless, they are to be given all that their health requires even if, during their time in the world, poverty made it impossible for them to find the very necessities of life. And those should not consider themselves fortunate because them have found the kind of food and clothing which they were unable to find in the world. 

6. And let them not hold their heads high, because they associate with people whom they did not dare to approach in the world, but let them rather lift up their hearts and not seek after what is vain and earthly. Otherwise, monasteries will come to serve a useful purpose for the rich and not the poor, if the rich are made humble there and the poor are puffed up with pride.

7. The rich, for their part, who seemed important in the world, must not look down upon their brothers who have come into this holy brotherhood from a condition of poverty. They should seek to glory in the fellowship of poor brothers rather than in the reputation of rich relatives. They should neither be elated if they have contributed a part of their wealth to the common life, nor take more pride in sharing their riches with the monastery than if they were to enjoy them in the world. Indeed, every other kind of sin has to do with the commission of evil deeds, whereas pride lurks even in good works in order to destroy them. And what good is it to scatter one's wealth abroad by giving to the poor, even to become poor oneself, when the unhappy soul is thereby more given to pride in despising riches than it had been in possessing them?

8. Let all of you then live together in oneness of mind and heart, mutually honoring God in yourselves, whose temples you have become. 

Numbers 2 to 8 are one whole piece that provides the simple foundation and framework for the rest of the Rule. Augustine visibly made it a whole by sandwiching it between two practically identical lines at the beginning and at the end, one a statement and the other an exhortation, both comsidered to be precepts. This is a literary device known as  “inclusio”, or bracketing, which consists of creating a frame by placing similar material at the beginning and end of a section. We will call it “inclusion”. You see it often in Scripture. The particular lines of the inclusion are:

The main purpose for you having come together is to live harmoniously in your house, intent upon God in oneness of mind and heart. (n. 2)

and

Let all of you then live together in oneness of mind and heart, mutually honoring God in yourselves, whose temples you have become. (n. 8)


	The first line answers a most important question: why come to the monastery in the first place? “The main purpose for you having come together is: …” (Primum propter quod in unum estis congregate. Note the similarity with the title of the Congregation of Religious’ document Congregati nos in unum Christi amor.)

	Augustine’s answer isn’t the attainment of holiness, the practice of mystical prayer, ascetical practiice or any thing else. It is to live harmoniously in your house, intent upon God in oneness of mind and heart.

 The second line forming the inclusion and ending the chapter is also unity of mind and heart:  “Let all of you then live together in oneness of mind and heart, mutually honoring God in yourselves, whose temples you have become”. This is the key to what would become the real Augustinian monasticism  or charism.


	Regarding the first line, Augustine echoes the famous passage from Acts  4, 31–32  that says: “The whole group of believers was united in mind and heart; no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, as everything they owned was held in common)”. He makes the primitive community of Jerusalem the model for his religious community, as did several other monastic founders before and after him. But he added something that Luke had not written: in Deum. This has been variously translated as “intent upon God” or “on the way to God”. It pointedly expresses movement or motion, as is indicated by the accusative in Deum. 

For those of you who know Latin, the accusative is a dynamic and forward moving case. It shows direction, just like in Confessions I, 1, where Augustine said in his famous opening paragraph: “You have made us for yourself (fecisti nos ad te) and our hearts are restless until they rest in you”. This a difficult line to translate because of its brevity. Ad te is often rendered as  “for yourself”, but it actually means “moving towards you”. Placed right at the beginning of the Confessions, it expresses something also found right at the beginning of the Rule: motion. We will see other examples later.

If there is harmony in a community, if there is oneness of mind and heart, all move forward together toward God in their earthly pilgrimage. It’s a two-way street. The members of a community are asked to give, but then they receive as well. What do they receive? Movement forward as they seek union with God both individually and as a community. The rest of the Rule fills out this basic principle.

I like to think of the movement as a stream. A stream begins as a spring on a mountainside and flows downward. Soon it is joined by another stream and they descend together, but more forcefully. Then they are joined by another stream and then another and another; and on the plain they become a river, flowing strongly ahead. This river is joined by other rivers and together they rush forward as one until they eventually reach the infinite sea. Sometimes you can see this kind of movement from an airplane.

Once I was asked how would I put the Augustinian charism into a nutshell in 25 words or less. My answer: “a community of persons seeking God together”. That is why I included the story of Augustine and his friends in the first part of the course, as they yearned and struggled together in Milan even before their conversions. Later they did this in their monastery in Africa.Van Bavel says:  “Through the addition of ‘on the way to God’ we are given a good description of what, in Augustine’s conception, a religious community is. It is a group of Christians who have decided freely to set out together, united and of one mind and one heart, on the way to God”. (p. 46). He adds: “Is entereing a religious community not rather to be taken up into a movement?”
	

Call nothing your own, but let everything be yours in common. (n. 3)

This is the first concrete precept that Augustine added to the opening line that we just saw. He did not consider the community of goods to be an ideal that was to be gradually reached. On the contrary, it was a prerequisite even before one began to live in the monastery. Tars van Bavel called the community of goods “the first expression and the first realization of living in community”. Augustine went right to this issue, because he was speaking of loving human relationships. Love begins from below with giving and sharing what we possess. He was aware of how material things can divide people, and that would go against the monastic ideal he had just given. 

The community he proposed would be a contemporary protest against the competition, accumulation of wealth, unjust distribution and other evils prevalent even in those times, which caused wars, poverty and suffering in the world, all opposed to love. He considered perfect common life so essential that in Sermon 356 he was even willing to expose to the public its violation by one of the monks, as we saw earlier.

Augustine then goes on to write about how the common goods are to be distributed and touches on a very important aspect of any community:

Food and clothing shall be distributed to each of you by your superior, not equally to all, for all do not enjoy equal health, but rather according to each one's need. For so you read in the Acts of the Apostles that they had all things in common and distribution was made to each one according to each one's need (4:32,35). 

	What Augustine says here about people having different needs reveals how much he appreciated personal differences. In any community of human beings we always find a great variety of backgrounds, talents, experiences, social levels, cultures, temperaments, physical health, ways of believing and personal stories which create a great variety of personal needs. That sure can complicate things, can’t it? Wouldn’t it be nicer if we were all the same and had the same requirements? No, I don’t think so. The richness of he community life would disappear. 

Augustine never wanted a colorless, homogenized uniformity. (We would say today that a community should not be a melting pot, but a salad). You can only have a good community when the membership is made up of mature persons with their own sense of self. You have a community that works when people’s differences are respected. At the same time, however, you also have a community that works when individuals are willing to give up some of their autonomy for the common good of all. There is a certain obvious tension in the realization of healthy community. 

       One of the notable qualities of Augustine’s Rule is its lack of emphasis on asceticism, that is, on the practices of fasting, vigils, self chastisement and long prayers. Instead, the accent shifts to the asceticism of life in the community as he had just described it, a victory over the will to dominate, the patience required for living together, the option for the common good rather than your own. He sees the cost that love asks in giving to the common life as a real asceticism. My own experience has taught me that living community, as Augustine proposes it, calls forth all of the virtues that were ever mentioned in the New Testament and even the Old. Augustine once described the members of a religious community as the stones on the bed of a stream. He asked why they are round and answered it was because they are rolled so much together by the current that they end up nicely rounded.

       Going back to the two-way street idea, community asks and community gives. All that we just saw it ask is also what it gives: a growing up humanly, a going beyond self spiritually, moving further along one’s pilgrimage to God.




The middle material within the inclusion paints a picture of what this community could look like. The members would come from different levels of society. 

First of all there are those who come to the community from a higher level:

Those who owned something in the world should be careful in wanting to share it in common once they have entered the monastery. (n. 4)

Then there are those who come from a lower level:

But they who owned nothing should not look for those things in the monastery that they were unable to have in the world. Nevertheless, they are to be given all that their health requires even if, during their time in the world, poverty made it impossible for them to find the very necessities of life. (n. 5)

Here we find the rather revolutionary situation of the rich and the poor living together in harmony. In Augustine’s times there were sharp differences in society. The very rich and high bred, the middle class made up of artisans and merchants, and a lower class of poor agricultural laborers, the unemployed, slaves and freed slaves. And they kept apart. Augustine has them living together in oneness of mind and heart on the way to God. The wealthier ones, he said, must be sure to place their wealth completely in common. The poorer ones must not see this as an opportunity to better their situation or to move on up. 

Nothing new under the sun. I can remember when in places such as Spain and Italy the vocations most often came to the Order from families of modest means. But as time went on, others were attracted from higher levels of society and had to learn to live together despite the differences of past life and culture. A new challenge was born. 

In the United States we have the reality of the different races. My province was once all of Irish descent. In time Italian, Polish and Slovak  names started to appear on the roster. Now it is the Hispanic and the African American that are knockng on the doors. The challenge in the 21st century is not too different from that of the 4th.

The fact is that it is God who calls a person to a monastery and the community waits to see whom God sends.




He then goes on to warn both levels about the danger of pride.


And let them not hold their heads high, because they associate with people whom they did not dare to approach in the world, but let them rather lift up their hearts and not seek after what is vain and earthly. (n. 6)

	Here Augustine tells those who came from humbler circumstances not to look up, as if they were moving on up to be together with the higher born. He does this by playing on words: don’t lift up your head, but lift up your heart. This is the sursum corda of the Preface of the Mass. Augustine used the phrase frequently in his writings and homilies. It is a good example of the way in the Rule that he goes from the outer to the inner in his exhortations to the brothers, in this case from the head held high to the heart lifted up. I will point out others as we go along.


The rich, for their part, who seemed important in the world, must not look down upon their brothers who have come into this holy brotherhood from a condition of poverty. They should seek to glory in the fellowship of poor brothers rather than in the reputation of rich relatives. (n. 7)
	

Then he tells those who came from higher circumstances not to look down, that is, down upon their humbler brethren. He actually exhorts them to glory in the fact that they are one with poorer brothers. He adds:

They should neither be elated if they have contributed a part of their wealth to the common life, nor take more pride in sharing their riches with the monastery than if they were to enjoy them in the world.

	This situation repeats itself in our times in communities where there are brothers who have important and better paying jobs in the apostolate and thus contribute more to the community than the others who might not even earn a salary.

There then follows one of the lines of the Rule that I personally have found to be most memorable for its brevity:

Indeed, every other kind of sin has to do with the commission of evil deeds, whereas pride lurks even in good works in order to destroy them. (n. 7)

Augustine took the opportunity early in the Rule to warn about the danger of pride and how it can ruin everything in a monastic project. It can even be found in good works. Here he sees it as one of the greatest threats to the unity of mind and heart that he is proposing. But it can show itself in other areas as well. I like the choice of the phrase “pride lurks” (superbia … imsidetur) because pride is so subtle.


Finally, he seals the inclusion and draws the whole picture together:

Let all of you then live together in oneness of mind and heart, mutually honoring God in yourselves, whose temples you have become. (n. 8)


… giving a key to an important basis of love within a community with a very short segment:

mutually honoring God in yourselves, whose temples you have become.

	The word Augustine chose, “honor” (honorate), touches an important theme in today’s world, namely the dignity of all men and women. The book of Genesis was the first to lay down a basis for the dignity of man when it stated “God said: ‘Let us make man in our own image, in the likeness of ourselves” (Gen 1, 26). The Second Vatican Council made it clear how the Church views the dignity of all men and women where it stated: “It is accordance with their dignity that all men, because they are persons endowed with reason and free will and therefore bearing personal responsibility, are both impelled by their nature and bound by a moral obligation to seek rhe truth, especially religious truth” (Dignitatis Humanae”, n. 2).

We have also the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United Nations, approved on Dec. 10, 1948 in which is stated:

Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world, … THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY proclaims THIS UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdiction.
There follow 30 rights explicitly set out.

So, for Augustine in his Rule all are to be honored and unity is to be sought among them, rich or poor, slave or free, male or female, from any level of society because of their dignity as the temple of God.

Human rights find a religious basis in the book of Genesis and the Rule of Augustine, while the UN declaration stays clear of a religious basis. However, the result is the same: to find a basis for honoring, respecting and loving our fellow man.

	In addition to the respect of one’s fellow man, the word, “honor”, in Augustine’s Rule could have an even deeper meaning. According to van Bavel:

When we hear the expression “to honor God” we are immediately inclined to think of worship of the divine in the form of prayer, adoration or meditation, in liturgy, the Eucharist or the other sacraments. . But when he speaks of worshipping God, Augustine thinks in the first place of the love-relationahip between people, of loving the sister and brother alongside one.For Augustine the first form of divine worship is to be found in a good community life. This even precedes prayer, to which the Rule comes only on the second chapter. (p. 58)

	Some interpreters of the Rule are not willing to go this far, claiming that van Bavel puts greater importance on the commn room than on the chapel.

Chapter II

Prayer

10. Be assiduous in prayer (Col 4:2), at the hours and times appointed.

11. In the Oratory no one should do anything other than that for which was intended and from which it also takes its name. Consequently, if there are some who might wish to pray there during their free time, even outside the hours appointed, they should not be hindered by those who think something else must be done there.

12. When you pray to God in Psalms and hymns, think over in your hearts the words that come from your lips.

13. Chant only what is prescribed for chant; moreover, let nothing be chanted unless it is so prescribed. 

A short chapter, but it makes some basic points about the place of prayer in a community. 

1. The importance of common prayer in the community and the practical importance of setting fixed times to make sure it happens. (n. 10)
2. Respect for a person who seeks quiet for prayer. Augustine seems to be the first monastic founder to have insisted that there be a place in the house dedicated to prayer and prayer only. Nothing else should be done in that place so that a person can pray when he or she wants. We’re back to the concept of respecting or “honoring” people in their differences. (n. 11)
3. When you pray to God in Psalms and hymns, think over in your hearts the words that come from your lips: a good example of how Augustine moves from the outer to the inner, here from the words pronounced by one’s lips to words received by the inner heart. (n. 12)
4. [bookmark: _GoBack]A reccomendation to exhuberant Africns to keep with within the limits. (n. 13)


Chapter III

Moderation and Self-Denial

1. Subdue the flesh, so far as your health permits, by fasting and abstinence from food and drink. However, when someone is unable to fast, he should still take no food outside mealtimes unless he is ill.

2. When you come to table, listen until you leave to what is the custom to read, without disturbance or strife. Let not your mouths alone take nourishment but let your hearts too hunger for the words of God.

3. If those in more delicate health from their former way of life are treated differently in the matter of food, this should not be a source of annoyance to the others or appear unjust in the eyes of those who owe their stronger health to different habits of life. Nor should the healthier brothers deem them more fortunate for having food which they do not have, but rather consider themselves fortunate for having the good health which the others do not enjoy.

4. And if something in the way of food, clothing, and bedding is given to those coming to the monastery from a more genteel way of life, which is not given to those who are stronger, and therefore happier, then these latter ought to consider how far these others have come in passing from their life in the world down to this life of ours, though they have been unable to reach the level of frugality common to the stronger brothers. Nor should all want to receive what they see given in larger measure to the few, not as a token of honor, but as a help to support them in their weakness. This would give rise to a deplorable disorder - that in the monastery, where the rich are coming to bear as much hardship as they can, the poor are turning to a more genteel way of life.

5. And just as the sick must take less food to avoid discomfort, so too, after their illness, they are to receive the kind of treatment that will quickly restore their strength, even though they come from a life of extreme poverty. Their more recent illness has, as it were, afforded them what accrued to the rich as part of their former way of life. But when they have recovered their former strength, they should go back to their happier way of life which, because their needs are fewer, is all the more in keeping with God's servants. Once in good health, they must not become slaves to the enjoyment of food which was necessary to sustain them in their illness. For it is better to suffer a little want than to have too much. 
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