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Abstract 

This study examines the significant contributions that monasticism had in the development of the 

early Christian Church. In the third century, a spiritual movement known as monasticism 

developed, led by those who desired a more austere and structured lifestyle. The numerous ways 

that monasticism impacted and moulded the early Church are examined in this essay. It first 

explores how monastic groups preserve and disseminate Christian traditions and teachings. 

Monasteries served as centres of learning, where monks dedicated themselves to studying and 

copying sacred texts, thus safeguarding the theological knowledge of the Church. Secondly, this 

work explores the impact of monasticism on the spread of Christianity. Monks and nuns played a 

crucial role in evangelization, as they ventured into remote regions, establishing monastic 

settlements, and converting local populations. Moreover, monasticism provided a model of 

holiness and devotion that inspired many lay Christians to deepen their faith and commitment. 

Lastly, this work investigates the influence of monasticism on the development of Christian 

spirituality and theology. Monks and nuns' ascetic practices and contemplative lifestyle influenced 

the understanding of prayer, meditation, and the pursuit of union with God.  Monastic theologians 

also made significant contributions to the development of Christian doctrine, offering profound 

insights into the nature of God, the human condition, and the path to salvation. Overall, this work 

highlights the invaluable contributions of monasticism to the early Church, emphasising its role in 
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preserving and transmitting Christian teachings, spreading the faith, and shaping Christian 

spirituality and theology. This work adopted a qualitative approach with a focus on historical and 

content analysis. The historical method is used, concentrating on a methodical approach to 

reconstructing the intricate details, the individuals, events, meanings, and even concepts from the 

past that have impacted and moulded the present.   This work concluded that Christianity would 

have drowned in the muck of daily compromise if the monks hadn't constantly given out their stern 

advice and that the Monks were a formidable force in missionary work.   

Key Words: Monasticism, Monasteries, Christian, Contribution, Monk, Nun & Church 

Introduction 

 Jesus Christ never urged his disciples to give up on the world, but he did teach them to 

keep their distance from worldliness. Because they were living apart from the corrupt, pagan 

society that Christ had meant for them to be the "salt" and "light" (Matthew 5:13–16), the early 

Christians' testimonies turned the world upside down (Acts 17:6)1. Christianity's monastic 

asceticism began in the late third and early fourth century. Before Constantine, Christianity was 

widely accepted, which resulted in a flood of new converts to the churches and a corresponding 

decline in Christian values and standards2. As a result, the church's spiritual obligations were 

disregarded in the chase of material and political power, which eventually resulted in spiritual 

neglect. 

  The late third and early fourth centuries saw the emergence of monasticism.  This was a 

period when the number of martyrs decreased, and the first monks replaced the confessors and 

martyrs as the spiritual elite. This group believed that a prolonged stay in the world impeded their 

efforts to fully live the Christian life. They leaned forward to do this. They believed that the current 

churches were unable to provide them with a strong, overwhelming, and pure form of Christianity 

or real communication with God3. 

 

 
1 George Thompson, George and Jerry Combee. World History and Cultures: In Christian Perspective.  (Pensacola: 

A Beka Book, 2009),168. 
2 Smith, Michael A. Christian Ascetics and Monks. In The History of Christianity: A Lion Handbook. (Tring, Herts, 

England: Lion Publishing, 1987), 205-208. 
3 Smith “Christian Ascetics and Monks”, 205 
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Meaning of Monasticism  

 For others who identified as Christians, monasticism—which is the act of withdrawing 

from society and living alone—became acceptable or even the ideal. Monasticism is derived from 

the Greek word monachos, which originally meant "to live alone," and eventually became the root 

of the English word "monasticism," which in turn signified "single" or "celibate"4. Monasticism is 

the way of life practised by those who live apart from the outside world as monks, friars, nuns, or 

other religious people who follow strict rules and sacred vows5.  

A significant aspect of monasticism—its connection to isolation—is brought to light by the 

definition above. You can be lonely without being married, but that doesn't mean you can't date. 

As per Bharati and Johnston, the term monasticism originates from the Greek word monachos, 

which means to live quietly6. The word monasticism refers to celibacy or living alone in the sense 

of not having a spouse, which developed into a crucial or essential aspect of monastic life in both 

social and historical contexts. It is further explained that monasticism is an institutionalized 

religious movement or practice whose adherents have vowed to live by a code of conduct that 

surpasses the standards of the laity or the ordinary people spiritual leaders of their respective faiths. 

The monastic man, who is chaste and usually austere, usually withdraws from society by becoming 

a recluse or a hermit (religious hermit) or by joining a group of people (coenobium) who have 

similar goals. The Greek word mono, which means "alone," designates men who lead and practise 

monastic lives as "monks," whereas the term "nuns" refers to women who pursue monastic lives.                   

Historical Cradle of the Monasticism in the Early Church    

 To achieve inner holiness through introspection and asceticism, people have historically 

rejected society and withdrawn into isolation during periods of worldliness and institutionalism, 

setting themselves away from a society they saw as decadent and doomed. Many people were 

 
4 Agehamamda   Bharati and William Johnson. “Monasticism”. Encyclopedia Britannica, 20 Nov. 2020, 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/monasticism accessed 7 April 2022.  
 

5 Gilbert Huddleston, Gilbert. "Monasticism." The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 10. New York: Robert Appleton 

Company, 1911. <http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10459a.htm>. 
 

6 Agehamamda   Bharati and William Johnson. “Monasticism”, 1 
 

https://thecalabarhistoricaljournal.com/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/monasticism%20accessed%207%20April%202022


THE CALABAR HISTORICAL JOURNAL 
Vol. 11, No. 1, June 2022 p34-49 ISSN: 2315-8816 
https://thecalabarhistoricaljournal.com/ 
 

37 
 

drawn to monasticism throughout the Roman Empire's slow internal decline, and many chose to 

give up society in favour of it7. Though the origins of monasticism are rift in controversy, it is 

generally accepted that the global Christian monastic movement had its roots in Egypt, at a time 

Egyptians spoke Coptic. It is noteworthy how much monasticism spread throughout Egypt in the 

late third and early fourth century, even though precursors have been found earlier in Egypt and 

other places, and monasticism became well-known elsewhere at the same time or soon after. Egypt 

of Truth is rightfully remembered throughout history as the birthplace of monasticism8. 

 In addition, when monasticism originated, Egyptians spoke Coptic. That monastic thought 

plays a central role in writing that is both Coptic and Christian is therefore not surprising. It is 

accepted that the Coptic language of ancient Egypt expressed the majority of the ideas of early 

Christian monastic philosophy. It is common to discern between two major phases in the early 

monastic history. Ermitic monasticism, derived from the Greek word eremos, which means desert, 

is the first. The other is monasticism based on cenobites. Each had a profound effect on Coptic 

literature. A few people who chose to live solitary and contemplative lives in the desert gave rise 

to monasticism. This was previously a very simple task due to Egypt's geographic location9.  

 According to Gorg, the word "hermit" is derived from the Greek word "hermit." The term 

"eros," which corresponds to "lonely" or "withdrawn," can refer to both desert and loneliness10. A 

life spent mostly in meditation and prayer, away from the outside world, in compliance with the 

guidelines established by the founders of the various monastic organisations is referred to as 

monasticism. But as was previously mentioned above, it may be linked back to the life of a hermit, 

who is a person who chooses to live a lonely existence in a remote area. During the days of 

persecution, many Christians find safety in solitude and pursue lifestyles of selflessness and 

dedication that help them become more holy and godly11. Christian existence took on a new 

 
7 Earle E. Cairns. Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

Zondervan Publishing House, 1981), 151-155. 
8 “Monasticism” World History. 2015. https://www.worldhistory.biz/ancient-histroy/68124-  monasticism.html. 
9 “Monasticism” World History. 2015. 1-2 
 

10 Peter H. Gorg. The Desert Fathers: Saint Anthony and the Begming of Monasticism. 1st edition, (San Francisco: 

Ignatius Press, 2011), 3. 
11 S. M.  Houghton. Sketches from Church History. (Edinburgh EH12: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1995), 27, 28. 
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meaning with the advent of the monastic movement in the late third century. This was a response 

to the church becoming more institutionalised and secularised12.  

Smith tells the story of how the earliest monks were persons who withdrew to the Syrian 

or Egyptian deserts. These retreats were sometimes brief, perhaps due to the desire to escape 

persecution, but they were frequently long-lasting. The first notable hermit was Antony; however, 

he may not have been the first (C. 256-356), an Egyptian farmer, Coptic. Others soon followed his 

lead, and soon the edge of the desert was home to a large number of hermits living alone or in 

loose communities. Reading the Bible and fasting were added to the hermit's primary regimen of 

prayer and meditation. Numerous additional demanding tasks, such as standing and praying for 

hours, were attempted. The majority of their prayers were more robotic, consisting of brief, 

predetermined petitions repeated repeatedly13.  

The writers outlined the four major phases that monasticism went through in Western 

culture.  

• Many in the church found the austere practices to be useful at first.  

• Later many became hermits and left society behind.  

• Others were drawn to these hermits because of their holiness and lived near them. 

•  During the last stage, a monastery's structured communal life emerged. 

 

The Development of Monasticism  

 The East saw the beginning of the monastic movement in the fourth century, and the West 

saw it extend to the churches.   

A. In the East 

     Extremely pious Christians started to dwell apart from the outside world in the third century, 

seeking solace in solitude and unceasing prayer. Among them, Saint Anthony is the most well-

known, having lived in seclusion in Egypt for over twenty years (beginning in the year 285) and 

practising rigorous austerity14.  

 
12 Robert G.Clouse, Richard V. Pierard and Edwin M. Yamauchi. The Story of the Church. (England: Angus Hudson 

Ltd, 2002), 66, 68. 
13 Smith “Christian Ascetics and Monks”, 205 
14 Mortimer Chambers et al. The Western Experience Volume 1: To the Eighteenth Century. Eighth Edition, (New 

York NY: McGraw-Hill, 2003), 99. 
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Anthony is considered the father of monasticism, according to Athanasius, who wrote a 

book titled Life of Anthony in a Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene fathers of the Christian 

Church. At the age of twenty, he sold everything he owned, donated the entire proceeds to the 

underprivileged, and withdrew to a solitary cave to live a life of meditation. Because of his 

reputation for living a life of sanctity and commitment, other people were able to reside close to 

him in other nearby caves. He never brought his disciples together to form a society; instead, 

each one lived an austere hermit life in his cave15. 

Not every reclusive hermit was like Anthony and his adherents. Male and female ascetic 

communities, known as coenobitic (communal) monasteries, were becoming more and more 

frequent among those seeking an ascetic lifestyle. After being buried up to his neck for several 

months, a man known as Saint Simeon Stylites (c. 390–459) decided to become a pile-dweller to 

become a saint. He remained on a sixty-foot-tall pillar close to Antioch for more than thirty-five 

years. Others grazed grass like cattle while living in fields. One particular Ammoun was 

particularly known for his holiness since, after turning recluse, he never took a bath or undressed. 

A different one spent fifty years wandering throughout Mouth Sinai nude. But these were merely 

the movement's extreme margins, and they were more prevalent in the East than the West16. Due 

to these abuses, church founder Jerome condemned Hermitian abuses, writing in Chamber et al. 

that "if a man's beard made him holy, then all goats were holy"17. 

Ayer claims that Egypt is also where communal monasticism, sometimes known as cenobic 

monasticism, originated. After living as a recluse for twelve years, Pachomius (c. 290–346), a 

soldier who had been released from service, established the first monastery at Tabennisi on the 

east bank of the Nile in about 320. Before long, he was in direct charge of several thousand monks 

in Egypt and Syria. The guiding principles of his organisation were obedience, hard effort, 

commitment, and simplicity18. He founded eight monasteries and two convents in the same region 

by the time he passed away, with a combined membership of seven thousand people. 

 
15 Athanasius “Life of Anthony in a Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene”, in Fathers of the   Christian Church. 

2nd Series, 4, (New York: Christian Literature, 1892), 195-221. 
16 Earle E. Cairns. Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church, 153  
 

17 Mortimer Chambers et al. The Western Experience Volume 1: To the Eighteenth Century, 199 
18 Joseph Ayer Jr. A Source Book for Ancient Church History. (New York: Scribner, 1913),    402-205. 
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The progenitor of Greek monasticism, Saint Basil the Great (330–379), lived in Egypt for 

a year before establishing a monastery in Greece (c. 360). The most important contribution to 

Eastern monasticism came from Basil the Great. Basil returned to his native Cappadocia in 356 

after completing his schooling at Constantinople and Athens. He had decided to live as a monk 

and reject the world. He visited many of the ascetics and, with Gregory Nazianzus's assistance, 

founded his community. Although his monastic plans began at this time, they were altered 

indirectly or insignificantly when he was ordained not 364 and appointed bishop of Caesarea (in 

Cappadocia) in 370. In actuality, Basil the Great was a bishop and an ascetic19. In addition to 

adhering to a rigorous prayer regimen and working the fields together, Basil the Great urged his 

fellow monks to leave the monastery and participate in the community's philanthropic 

endeavours20. Basil the Great is particularly significant because he forced his monks to care for 

the sick and impoverished on a practical level, and his directive that they live in communities 

rather than as hermits greatly aided in the spread of monasticism across the Eastern Church. 

B. In the West. 

  The Western church swiftly adopted the monastic ideal. As we shall see, it rose to 

prominence and prevented the church, the pope, and all of Christendom from plunging into ruin 

and disaster. It was at that time the most significant movement within the church. In the West, 

monasticism also took on a far more pragmatic form. She established entirely austere behaviours 

and shunned indolence. The emphasis was on hard work and devotion. 

  According to Cairns, Athanasius is commonly acknowledged for having brought 

monasticism to the West during one of his frequent banishments from Alexandria. When pilgrims 

came over to Palestine, they were drawn to sit there as well as in Syria. Its writings and widespread 

dissemination across the Roman Empire were attributed to Jerome, Martin of Tours, Augustine, 

and Ambrose. In the mediaeval monastery library, the Bible and the Rule of Benedict were placed 

next to Jerome's writings on asceticism21. Martin of Tours (397–397) encouraged monasticism in 

the West. Martin of Tours adopted a hermit lifestyle after serving in the armed forces and resided 

in a lonely cell close to Ligule, France. Because of his sanctity, a large number of people joined 

 
19 Smith “Christian Ascetics and Monks”, 207 
20 Joachim Prinz. Popes from the Ghetto: A View of Medieval Christendom. (USA: Dorset Press, 1966), 378. 
21 Earle E. Cairns. Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church, 154 
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him, creating a kind of community. He was forced, rather against his will, to accept the position 

of Bishop of Tours in 372 and spent some time as a recluse in a cell next to the cathedral. Martin 

was forced to retreat to Marmoutier, where he founded a monastery that served as a launchpad for 

the evangelism of a large portion of rural France that was still pagan, due to the persistent 

distraction of his inquisitive guests. His monastery's austerity and sanctity of life and spirit made 

it a breeding ground for bishops as well22.  

           In Ireland, a very severe chapter on monasteries was penned. Columbines, an Irishman 

racked with guilt over his far too frequent indulgence in sensual pleasures, saw a recluse who 

offered this solution to his dilemma: “Do you think you can withstand women's seductions as long 

as you obediently listen to their voice? Remember how Eve subjugated Adam, how Delilah 

tempted Samson, how David was lured by Bathsheba, and how Solomon, with all his knowledge, 

was misled by the allure of women? If you want to escape falling, young man, you have to run”23. 

         The unnamed hermit had no idea that his counsel, which the columbines joyfully embraced, 

would spark the start of a monastic movement in far-off places. Columbines turned away from 

sensual pleasures and focused on fasting and prayer, but he felt that this was insufficient treatment. 

Leaving Ireland behind, he made his way into the French woods, where he and twelve other men, 

equally tortured by the torments of flesh, survived on wild berries, tree bark, and rook. A codified 

monastic code can be found in the monastic movement of Columbia: let the monk reside in the 

monastery under the jurisdiction of one father and in the company of multiples, learning humility 

from one and patience from the others; silence from the former, meekness from the latter. Don't 

let him do anything he wants. He needs to follow orders even when they make him uncomfortable, 

eat what he is told to consume, and only keep what he receives. He is not to go to bed until he is 

completely worn out. As soon as he drifts off to sleep, he should give in. Let him remain silent if 

he has been hurt24.  

 Benedict was born in the late fifth century in Nursia, which is located roughly 85 miles 

northeast of Rome. He had only just begun his training at Rome when he took up the most extreme 

form of asceticism and established himself as a hermit in a remote cave high above the wild country 

south of Rome. He studied the Bible and practised extreme self-denial there for three years before 

 
22 Smith “Christian Ascetics and Monks”, 208 
23 Andre Lagarde. The Latin Church in the Middle Ages. (Edinburgj, 1915), 85. 
24 Andre Lagarde. The Latin Church in the Middle Ages, 85 
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the monks of a nearby monastery selected him to be their abbot, the kind spiritual head of a 

community of monks25. The activity of a monk by the name of Benedict, who established a 

monastery close to Naples in 529 after spending some time as a hermit in a cave, is credited with 

bringing monasticism to Western Europe. The group went by the name Benedictines. Abbot 

Benedict outlined three fundamental requirements, or vows, for these monks: poverty, chastity, 

and obedience. Strict adherence to the regulations of the Oder and the church was understood as 

obedience26.  

 Benedict was the most innovative person in Western monasticism; he penned a rule that 

became the norm for monks in that region. It presented concepts from John Cassian, Basil, and an 

unnamed rule, presenting the monastery as a stable, self-sufficient community devoted to Christ. 

Its adherents gave up all material belongings, accepted celibacy, and committed themselves to the 

vow of silence. The monks had three responsibilities: studying the bible, labouring in the fields, 

and worshipping God27. By his system of administration, labour, and worship—that is, his rule—

he quickly gained control of several monasteries. The goal of each monastery was to establish an 

independent, self-sufficient garrison of Christian troops. The day was split into periods, and 

reading, prayer, and work were all significant activities. His rules permitted the monks to consume 

a diet high in fish, bread, butter, vegetables, and fruits and a low one in meat. The Middle Ages 

saw the emphasis placed on poverty, virginity, and obedience as some of these laws' most crucial 

parts28.  For this reason, Williston Walker claims that although Benedict lacked academic 

qualifications, he possessed a deep understanding of people, the administrative prowess of a 

Roman, and a sincere belief in monasticism as the perfect Christian life29. 

The causes of the emergence of Monasticism. 

 The emergence of monasticism in the ancient church was influenced by a multitude of 

factors. The authors list the following among others as the causes of monasticism: 

 
25 Bruce L. Shelley Church History in Plain Language. (Nashville, TN,: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 120-  121. 
26 S. M.  Houghton. Sketches from Church History, 28 
27 Robert G. Clouse, Richard V. Pierard and Edwin M. Yamauchi. The Story of the Church,68. 
28 Henry Bettenson. Documents of The Christian Church 1999 https://www.powells.com/book/-9780192880710/1-2 
29 Williston Walker. Great Men of the Christian Church. (Chicago: Chicago UP.,  

          1908),105,111,168. 

 

https://thecalabarhistoricaljournal.com/


THE CALABAR HISTORICAL JOURNAL 
Vol. 11, No. 1, June 2022 p34-49 ISSN: 2315-8816 
https://thecalabarhistoricaljournal.com/ 
 

43 
 

• The impact of Gnostic and Neoplatonic movements on Christianity, which reflected the 

dualistic perspective of flesh and spirit that was so prevalent in the East, and which tended 

to consider spirit as good and flesh as evil. By meditation and other austere practices, a 

person might create a spiritual life and crucify their flesh by retreating from the world. 

(Cairns 151).  

• Christianity's legalisation was a catalyst for monastic growth throughout Europe. Previous 

Roman Empire laws against Christianity required devoted or fervent Christians to openly 

declare their faith in return for a drawn-out legal proceeding that would ultimately result 

in their execution30.  

 Biblical support or endorsement of the notion of world discontinuity. One example is Paul's 

unambiguous support of celibacy in 1 Corinthians 7. The precise reading of scriptures about 

celibacy is demanded by early church fathers including Origen, Tertullian, Cyprian, and Jerome. 

This yearning for a monastic life was reinforced by certain psychological traits. It's natural to want 

to escape the stark truth of the situation when things are bad. The beginnings of the civil discontent 

that would eventually sweep throughout the Empire may be traced back to the late 2nd and early 

3rd centuries. Many turned away from society and into monasteries to escape the harsh realities 

and moral decay of the day. Though the likelihood of martyrdom was lessened with the union of 

church and state, those who yearned for martyrdom as a pledge or vow would find solace for their 

psychological needs in the austere monastic lifestyle. 

• The increase in the number of barbarians who joined the churches introduced various 

semi-pagan practices, which Puritan souls revolted against. 

• Monasticism became the people’s way of opposing the era’s escalating depravity, an 

animated critique of the era’s society.  

• The rising moral degradation among the elite classes led to the loss of hope by people in 

Roman society about social improvement.  

 
30 SidmartinBio “What Led to the rise of Monasticism” 2022 https://www.sidmartinbio.org/what-led-to-the-rise-of-

monasticism/  
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• Geography played an important factor too. A people's detachment from society was 

encouraged by the warm, dry environment and the abundance of caves found in the hills 

along the banks of the Nile31.  

• The availability of food for people from the little gardens and the adjacent Nile's food 

supplies attracted many. Meditation was aided by being close to the bleak, intimidating 

desert terrain.   

• The belief that Christ would return soon draws many to the monasticism life (see I 

Corinthians 7:29–31; 1 Peter 4:7). Everyone acknowledges the broad nature of this idea, 

which would provide compelling reasons to renounce since a person who believes that 

the current order of events would end soon will likely become disinterested in many 

things that are generally seen to be significant32.  

Historical Cradle of the Monasticism in the Early Church  

 After emerging in the latter part of the third century, monasticism was well-established 

within the Christian church by the fourth century. In Egypt and Syria, the first Christian monks 

who were passionate about asceticism first arose. Saint Anthony, the forerunner of Christian 

monasticism, was foremost among them. The goal of Christian monasticism is to reduce worldly 

pleasures so that the adherent can concentrate on their spiritual life. The practice of withdrawing 

from society to carry out religious commitments is known as monasticism. Christian monks isolate 

themselves from the outside world to live holy lives and uphold their religious vows, while ascetics 

practise intense self-denial. The foundation of Christian monasticism is an extreme reading of 

Jesus' teachings on poverty (Matthew 19:16–22), celibacy (Matthew 9–10), and perfection 

(Matthew 5–48). 

 During Constantine's reign, monasticism gained popularity in Christianity. Many 

Christians found it more difficult to live virtuously after the government began to endorse 

Christianity. Some of them abandoned civilization and made their way into the desert, thinking 

that solitude and self-inflicted suffering would facilitate their follow of Jesus. Nowadays, the 

majority of monks and nuns in the West are Catholic, while there is a Protestant movement that 

promotes singles and families living together (What is the Christian perspective on 

 
31 Earle E. Cairns. Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church, 152   
32 Gilbert Huddleston, Gilbert. "Monasticism."  
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asceticism/monasticism n.p.). Christian monasticism places a strong emphasis on the value of self-

control, devotion, endurance, and resolve in achieving salvation and rewards in the hereafter. 

Purpose of Monasticism    

Discovery of the True Self 

 The goal of monasticism, according to Encyclopaedia Britannica, is rooted in the 

theological conviction that society cannot create the level of spiritual perfection that the religion's 

founder desired. This belief underpins all monasticism, regardless of its proponents. What is to be 

found or uncovered is not the true self, but rather the ego that the layperson and inexperienced 

seeker identify with. The original spirit, the genuine self, can only become apparent when 

barriers—differently understood as matter, an individual spirit, or a soul-mind aggregate tainted 

by sin, ignorance, and perversion—are shattered or a veil is lifted. Most traditions believe that this 

breakthrough is unachievable by living a socially acceptable life, hence a different strategy needs 

to be looked for. Monks support either monasticism or a set of psychophysical practises that are 

drastically different from daily activities since the body and mind that make up all or part of the 

handicap must be controlled, disciplined, and chastened33.  

Spiritual Perfection 

 The pursuit of spiritual deepening is elitist, even when humility is demanded, just like in 

Christian orders. The content of perfection is typically unattainable and inactivated in daily life, 

necessitating withdrawal from society and retreat into a remote domain. A collection of spiritual 

precepts and rules that either highlight the ultimate ideal or support the body and soul on their path 

to the highest possible perfection are the fundamentals of monastic life. Ascetic practice, which 

includes devotion, prayer, incantation, atonement, and different types of self-abasements or self-

aggrandizement, is defined as intense introspection followed by physical rigour34.  

Emancipation of the Self-Salvation                                         

 Achieving a state of liberation from bondage—wherein both freedom and bondage are 

characterised in theological terms—is the ultimate goal of the monastic endeavour. There are 

specific phrases in the languages of most monastic cultures that signify both freedom and bondage. 

A few languages modify phrases of everyday speech to refer to theologically implicit forms of 

 
33 Agehamamda   Bharati and William Johnson. “Monasticism”, 5 
34 Agehamamda   Bharati and William Johnson. “Monasticism”, 5 
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slavery and freedom, which are subsequently understood by society's members35. In the Christian 

context, "deliverance by God from the penalty and power of sin" is an illustration of what is meant 

by the phrase "salvation"36. Within the Buddhist framework, salvation refers to escaping the 

implacable cycle of birth and reincarnation known as Karma-samsara by adopting the four noble 

truths and pursuing the eightfold pathways via a life of seclusion and introspection. According to 

both Christianity and Islam, salvation cannot be fully realised while the body is still alive. 

Redemption 

 While the terms are often used interchangeably in Christian contexts, redemption refers to 

the idea of being freed from the spiritual consequences of past transgressions. In the context of a 

monk's vacation, the monk seeks salvation from their sins and typically offers prayers to help 

others achieve the same. All monastic traditions emphasise personal sacrifice and self-torture as a 

means of realising the austerity needed of the monk and intensifying or stabilising it37. By 

withdrawing from society and into the wilderness, monasticism aims to protect the church's 

virginal purity from glorious martyrdom. It also elevated the ascetic concept to the highest level 

of moral bravery. 

The Contribution of Monasticism to the Development of the Early Church 

 In the aftermath of the collapse of Roman culture and the rise of the new German invader 

countries, it is nearly hard to overstate the contribution these monks made to their community. 

Periodic or sporadic church historians frequently disparage the work of monks as being of little 

worth or exhibit animosity that ignores the accomplishments monks made in their era—

contributions that continue to have an impact on contemporary society. 

 The Monastic life helped people to discover their true selves; it satisfied their search for 

spiritual perfection; it emphasised the need for salvation and put it adherent in the path of 

Redemption. The contribution of Monasticism to the development of the Early Church is seen in  

1. Agriculture: Monasteries serve as the medieval equivalent of a contemporary experimental 

farm. The monks improved seeds and cattle breeds, cleared woods, drained marshes, and built 

 
35 Agehamamda   Bharati and William Johnson. “Monasticism”, 6 
36 Agehananda Bharati and William Johnston. "monasticism". Encyclopedia Britannica, 17 Dec. 2023, 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/monasticism. Accessed 9 March 2024. 
37 Agehamamda   Bharati and William Johnson. “Monasticism”, 5 
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highways. Farmers in the area frequently adopted the monks' superior methods38. Throughout 

history, monks have been the most prosperous landowners. They began as independent farmers 

and progressively expanded their estates as stewards, demonstrating sound agricultural techniques 

and prudent handling of money that the general public might emulate stated differently, 

monasteries were incorporated into regional hierarchies. Monarchs frequently utilised a portion of 

the monks' earnings to meet their expenses, and they mostly depended on the monastery farms to 

supply food for their troops and administrative staff. Capable abbots acted as administrators and 

advisors to the kings.   

    2. Culture: Monks and Nuns were the majority of the learned and educated individuals in the 

society. Benedictine monks ran libraries and schools. Scriptoria, or writing rooms, were set up by 

monasteries to copy manuscripts required for teaching or ritual. Nearly all surviving secular and 

religious administrative actions from the early Middle Ages were written by monastery scribes. 

These convents developed into renowned hubs for education and religious arts39. For individuals 

in the neighbourhood who were driven to learn, monastic schools offered lower-level instruction. 

Monks dedicated their lives to gathering, translating, and editing ancient and patristic literature. 

One example of the brilliance of the monks' work is the Book of Kells, an exquisitely illuminated 

Latin manuscript of the Gospels created by Irish monks in the seventh century40.  

          3.  One of the monks' greatest accomplishments and contributions to the church was the 

spread of Christianity, along with Roman culture, to regions of Europe that had no prior close ties 

to Rome. Before the reign of Gregory, the Great, the initiative to become a missionary was 

frequently taken on an individual basis. Fearless missionaries, they established new monasteries 

that served as hubs for converting entire tribes to Christianity. The Benedictine monastic order 

sent missionaries outside the boundaries of the former empire to bring the gospel to people who 

had never heard of or interacted with the Roman world. They constructed churches in places where 

the pagan people had worshipped trees. In many cases, they even constructed the church there after 

destroying the sacred trees41. Examples of individuals who succeeded in converting the people of 

 
38 Earle E. Cairns. Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church, 154 
39 Mortimer Chambers et al. The Western Experience Volume 1: To the Eighteenth Century, 200-201 
40 Earle E. Cairns. Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church, 155 
 

41 Mortimer Chambers et al. The Western Experience Volume 1: To the Eighteenth Century, 202 
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northern England are the Irish monk Columba and his pupil Aidan, who established monasteries 

in Whitby and Lindisfarne among other places. These nunneries and monasteries developed into 

outstanding locations for religious arts and learning. 

         4.   Monasticism offered a haven for those in need of assistance and those seen as social 

outcasts. Compassionate care was offered to those in need, and charity to the impoverished. The 

monks became the almsgivers of the wealthy and devout. Nuns and monks frequently care for the 

ill and suffering. The tired travellers may securely find food and a bed in the monastery's hospice. 

The monastery may provide a haven from the worries of everyday life for those tired of the 

worldliness of their days. 

Conclusion  

 In conclusion, this study has shed light on the invaluable contributions of monasticism to 

the development of the early church. Through its emphasis on asceticism, prayer, and communal 

living, monasticism provided a framework for spiritual growth and the preservation of Christian 

teachings. Christianity would have drowned in the muck of daily compromise if the monks hadn't 

constantly given out their stern advice. The biographies of monks and nuns reveal the various 

reasons behind the tens of thousands of men and women who have chosen the monastic life from 

the third century onwards, but they undoubtedly stem from the unconscionable conflict between 

the two religious ideals of the chaste life and the fleshly desires. 

 The only means of education, safety from the ongoing battles, and leisure in the medieval 

was through the monastic order. Additionally, monasteries played a crucial role in the cultivation 

of knowledge, as they became centres of learning and the preservation of ancient texts. Moreover, 

monastic communities exerted a profound influence on society by engaging in acts of charity and 

serving as beacons of morality and stability during times of political and social upheaval. 

Ultimately, the contributions of monasticism cannot be understated, as they laid the groundwork 

for the flourishing and expansion of the early church, shaping the course of Christianity for 

centuries to come. They were a formidable force in missionary work. For people who wanted to 

live a life of prayer and seclusion while reading Christian theological and classical philosophy 

materials, the monastic organisations offered a haven. It was mostly the monasteries' responsibility 

to preserve the manuscripts. Therefore, it is not overstatement to say that the monasteries played a 

significant role in the evangelising of Europe, preserving a large number of early Christian and 

https://thecalabarhistoricaljournal.com/


THE CALABAR HISTORICAL JOURNAL 
Vol. 11, No. 1, June 2022 p34-49 ISSN: 2315-8816 
https://thecalabarhistoricaljournal.com/ 
 

49 
 

Roman literary works, and assimilating the German people into the church and the civilization 

they guarded.  This work highlights the importance of recognizing and appreciating the enduring 

legacy of monasticism in the development of the early church, inspiring further exploration, and 

inquiry into this captivating aspect of Christian history. 
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