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writing a travel diary as he went along243 (see map 8).  At Dunhuang the prefect 

supplied him and his companion monks with the means to cross the desert, “in which 

there are many evil demons and hot winds. . . . There is not a bird to be seen in the air 

above, nor an animal on the ground below.”244  After traveling seventeen days, they 

reached Shan-shan (probably near Lop Nor), and found more than four thousand monks 

who “practice the rules of India.”  After traveling almost two more months, they arrived 

at Khotan, and Fa Xian stayed there for three months to see the famous “procession of 

images” festival.  The lord of Khotan supported the Gomati monastery, an 

establishment of three thousand Mahayana monks.  Fa Xian says that they are “called to 

their meals by the sound of a bell.  When they enter the refectory, their demeanor is 

marked by a reverent gravity, and they take their seats in regular order, all maintaining 

a perfect silence.”  During the great festival, the king and queen and their brilliantly 

arrayed ladies scattered flowers over Buddha floats, more than thirty cubits high, 

decorated with silken streamers and the seven precious substances, as they passed 

through the city gate.  Outside town lay the king’s huge New Monastery, which took 

eighty years to build (implying that construction started around 320 C.E.).245  Defying 

death in the crossing of the mountains, Fa Xian eventually traveled through Gandhara, 

Taxila, and northern India.  His descriptions are quoted even today by archaeologists 

working on some of the Buddhist sites there. 

                                                 
243 Fa Xian法经, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms Based on an Account by The Chinese Monk 
Fa-Hien, trans. James Legge. (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1886).  
244 Ibid., 12. 
245 Ibid., 19. 
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Map 8.  Early Buddhist monasteries, Inner Asia 

Farther to the west, however, conditions for monasteries were deteriorating.  After 

the Sassanians overthrew the Kushans and Parthians between 224–226 C.E., there is 

evidence of destruction and desertion of Buddhist sites.246  The inscription of Zoroastrian 

high priest Kartīr on the Kabah of Zartusht (ca. 290 C.E.) supports the violent 

suppression of Buddhist, Christian, Manichean, Brahman, and other minorities.  In a 

slightly earlier period the rulers had been more tolerant.  Evidence such as coins of 

                                                 
246 Erik Seldeslachts, “Greece, The Final Frontier? The Westward Spread of Buddhism,” The Spread of 
Buddhism, ed. Ann Heirman and Stephan Peter Bumbacher (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 143. 
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Sassanian governor Peroz (242–252) and King Hormizd (256–262) depicting them 

paying homage to the Buddha, indicate this.247 

Although writings from the Greco-Roman world in the first through fourth 

centuries demonstrate some awareness of Buddhist teachings and practice, there is very 

little evidence that Buddhism spread westward much beyond Bukhara, in Central Asia.248 

In the Greco-Roman world Buddhism lacked the protection of powerful rulers and the 

support of large communities of lay-followers.249  If there had been Buddhists in Egypt, 

the religion would probably have been suppressed later in the anti-pagan movements of 

the developing Christian society.  

Antecedents of Christian Monasteries 

 So what are the antecedents of Christian monasticism?  Christians certainly do not 

acknowledge Buddhism as a source for their monastic practices.  Instead, scholars discuss 

a number of possible Western roots for Christian cenobitic monks.   

Greco-Roman Ascetic Traditions 

Greco-Roman asceticism came to the fore in the first and second centuries C.E.250 

First there were Greeks who taught ascetic practices. One of the earliest Cynics, Crates of 

Thebes (ca. 360–280 B.C.E.), is said to have sold all his land and property and given it to 

the Theban people.251 Long before there was Christian asceticism, many Roman 

                                                 
247 Ibid. 
248 Gennadi A. Koshelenko, “The Beginning of Buddhism in Margiana,” Acta Antiqua Academiae 
Scientiarum Hungaricae 14, 175-183. cited in Seldeslachts, “Greece.” 
249 Seldeslachts, “Greece,” 132. 
250 Richard Valantasis, “Demons, Adversaries, Devils, Fishermen: The Asceticism of ‘Authoritative 
Teaching’ (NHL, VI, 3) in the Context of Roman Asceticism”, The Journal of Religion, 81, no. 4 (Oct., 
2001): 549. 
251 William Desmond, Cynics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 24. 
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philosophers, such as Musonius Rufus, Epictetus, and the Cynics, had developed 

ascetical systems. Epictetus (55–135 C.E.) for example, taught that Cynicism was the 

highest and hardest life.  The true Cynic had nothing– no house, no city, no wife, no 

child, nor home–but was free and happy.252  Even the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius 

had a deep interest in ascetical matters.253  Later Roman philosophers such as Plotinus, 

Porphyry, and Iamblichus built on this tradition by blending Stoic and Cynic interests 

with Neoplatonic categories.254  Some of the early Christian writers, such as Origen and 

Jerome, admired the asceticism of the Cynics, seeing the renunciation of worldly goods, 

wealth, and power by Diogenes and Crates as foreshadowing the acts of the disciples.255  

Jewish Antecedents 

Possible Jewish sources for Christian cenobitic monastic traditions include the 

Essenes and the Therapeutae.  The Essenes leaped into public consciousness after the 

1947 discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran in Israel.  Near the caves where the 

Dead Sea Scrolls were found is an archaeological site that many believed was the home 

of a Jewish ascetic sect called the Essenes, who were known principally through four 

early sources, Pliny the Elder (23-79 C.E.), Philo of Alexandria (ca. 20 B.C.–?), Flavius 

Josephus (37-97 C.E.), and St. Hippolytus of Rome (170-236 C.E.).256  The Essenes of 

Qumran are frequently associated with the Dead Sea Scrolls, which has at least two 

                                                 
252 Ibid, 59. 
253 James A. Francis, Subversive Virtue: Asceticism and Authority in the Second-Century Pagan World 
(University Park:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995). 
254 Valantasis, “Demons, Adversaries, Devils, Fishermen,” 550. 
255 Desmond, Cynics, 219. 
256 Allen H. Jones, Essenes: The Elect of Israel and The Priests of Artemis (Lanham, MD: University Press 
of America, 1985), 3. 
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books prescribing life for the community, the Rule of the Community (or Manual of 

Discipline) and parts of the Damascus Document. 257 

Pliny the Elder was a fellow-soldier of Vespasian, the Roman conqueror of Judea.  

His book Naturalis historia includes a geographical description that places the Essenes 

on the bank of the Dead Sea in a place that many interpret to be the archaeological site of 

Qumran.  Pliny the Elder says that the Essenes were an all-male society that practiced 

continence. While Pliny speaks of the Essenes as a single tribe (gens sola), Philo, 

Josephus, and Hippolytus describe them as living in villages and cities throughout 

Judea.258 Josephus adds that Essene travelers are cared for by the resources of the 

community, so that they carry only a weapon for protection on the road.259 It seems then 

that the Essenes were not a monastic community so much as a sect dispersed throughout 

the country.   

Josephus agrees with Pliny the Elder that in general the Essenes were celibate, 

and he elaborates a bit.  “They turn aside from pleasures as an evil, and regard self-

control and not succumbing to the passions as a virtue,” he writes.260  He says the Essenes 

adopted other people’s children and educated them in their own ways.  They did not 

reject marriage and propagation, but “guard themselves against the licentious allurements 

                                                 
257 Some scholars deny that the people living at Qumran were the Essenes described by Josephus. For 
example, see Steve Mason, Josephus, Judea, and Christian Origins: Methods and Categories (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 2009), 241-249.  Additional information on this topic is found in James VanderKam and 
Peter Flint, The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls (San Francisco: HarperSan Francisco, 2002), 246-7.  
258 Judaeus Philo, Every Good Man is Free, trans. F. H. Colson, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1967), 76; and Judaeus Philo, Hypothetica, trans. F. H. Colson, Loeb Classical 
Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), 7.19–11.1. 
259 Josephus, The Jewish War, trans. H. St. J. Thackeray. Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1967), 2.126. 
260 Ibid., 120.    
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of women.” The manuscripts of the Dead Sea Scrolls prescribe rules for married life as 

well as communal life, and Josephus also mentions that some groups of Essenes marry.  

The Essenes shared communal property, according to Josephus.  “They despise 

riches,” he says.  Upon entering the sect, each transfers his property to the order, so that 

possessions are mingled together.  “Each gives what he has to one in need and receives in 

turn what is useful for himself.”261 They are frugal and do not replace clothing or sandals 

until they are worn out.  The people of Qumran (unlike the Therapeutae) were not 

vegetarian, since archaeological findings include many animal bones, which were 

probably the remains of ritual meals.  

The written rules of the Essenes speak of the Yahad, the community, but it is 

heatedly debated as to who the Yahad was.  The Damascus Document, at least, was not 

composed for a monastic group residing at Qumran, because it legislates for women and 

children, not just celibate men who share property in common.262  Yet ten copies of it 

were found in the caves of the Dead Sea Scrolls.  The Rules of the Community overlaps 

considerably with the Damascus Document, sharing with it similar organizational 

structures, leadership terms, specific rules for admission of new members, and penal 

codes.263  Marriage and family life were the norm for the people in the Yahad, but they 

may have also had a celibate center, perhaps Qumran.264 

                                                 
261 Ibid, 2, 122, 127. 
262 Philip S. Alexander, “Rules,” in Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Lawrence H. Schiffman and 
James C. VanderKam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 802. 
263 Alison Schofield, From Qumran to the Yahad: A New Paradigm of Textual Development for The 
Community Rule (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 163. 
264 Ibid., 189. 
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The Therapeutae are known to us from De vita contemplative,265 by Philo of 

Alexandria (ca. 20 B.C.E.–50 C.E.), who appears to have had personal knowledge of 

them.  They were widely distributed, with a major center in the area of Lake Mareotis 

near Alexandria.  During the week, their lives entailed ascetic practices, prayer, and study 

of scripture in their individual dwellings.  On the seventh day they met together to hear 

discourses.  Every seven weeks they held a banquet together, followed by a night long 

vigil during which they sang antiphonal hymns until dawn.  Unlike the Essenes, the 

Therapeutae celibates included both men and women.  They were literate, and thus from 

the wealthy, educated segment of the population.  Rank depended upon the time of entry 

into the sect, with junior members, who could be elderly, serving those who entered 

before them.266 

Eusebius of Caesarea, in his fourth-century work, Ecclesiastical History, calls the 

Therapeutae the first Christian monks.  He identifies their renunciation of property, their 

chastity, fasting, and solitary lives, with monastic ideals.  The Essenes and Therapeutae 

were described in works written before the time of Pachomius.  Though Eusebius may 

have mistaken the religious identity of the Therapeutae, they were located in Lower 

Egypt and may have served as a model for later Christian monastic communities.   

The Bible 

Clearly one of the most fundamental sources for Christian monastic thought is the 

Bible, especially the New Testament, which was a constant inspiration to monks.  As 
                                                 

265Judaeus Philo, “The Contemplative Life,” in Philo of Alexandria: The Contemplative Life, The Giants, 
and Selections, trans. David Winston (New York:  Paulist Press, 1981), 39-57. 
266 Joan E. Taylor, Jewish Women Philosophers of First-Century Alexandria: Philo’s “Therapeutae” 
Reconsidered (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 100. 
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Athanasius tells the story, the archetypal Christian monk Antony was directly inspired by 

the Bible.  Just months after his parents’ death, young Antony walked to church 

pondering how the apostles, forsaking everything, followed Christ, and how some people 

sold what they possessed and took the proceeds and placed them at the feet of the 

apostles to distribute to those in need.267  As Antony went into the church, the Gospel was 

being read, and he heard Jesus described as saying to the rich man, “If you would be 

perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in 

heaven.”268  Antony did so. 

Pachomius’s rule does not quote the Bible, but it does exhort monks to memorize 

scripture, especially Psalms and the New Testament, and to learn to read, so that the 

Bible would be available to them.  It is only at a later time that we find scripture 

incorporated into monastic rules, by Basil in his rule and by Jerome in his letter to 

Eustochium, which both quote scripture extensively.   

The earliest literature of Christian monasticism quotes the words of famous 

monks, but has relatively few citations of actual scripture.  The Sayings of the Desert 

Fathers, for example, has an apparently meager number of actual citations, although they 

play a significant role in the work.269 

Antony 

The traditional Christian narrative about the foundation of monasticism starts with 

Antony (ca. 251-356).  Athanasius’ famous Life of Antony, however, draws on literary 
                                                 
267 Athanasius, The Life of Antony, 31.  The relevant Bible passages are Matt. 4:20, Acts 4:35, and Matt. 
19:21 (AV). 
268 Matt. 19:21 (AV). 
269 Douglas Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert: Scripture and the Quest for Holiness in Early 
Christian Monasticism (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1993), 15. 
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motifs from pagan philosophers, borrowing from Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius of 

Tyana, Lucian’s Philoseudes, Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus, and various lives of 

Pythagoras.270  

Antony was not the first Christian ascetic, but he certainly was made an archetype 

by Athanasius’s book.  Antony was born in Egypt of prosperous Christian parents, who 

died when he was eighteen or twenty, leaving his sister in his care.271 Antony gave all his 

possessions to the poor, and placed his sister in the care of “respected and trusted virgins, 

… giving her over to the convent for rearing….”272  Antony found an old man in a 

neighboring village who had practiced the ascetic life from his youth, and emulated him. 

Thus Athanasius himself relates that Antony was not the first monk, and that there were 

Christian convents established even in Antony’s youth.  Much of The Life of Antony is 

devoted to descriptions of Antony’s solitary struggles with demons, his visions, and his 

healings.  In Athanasius’s view, the monk’s life in the desert, rather than serenity and 

solitude, is warfare with Satan’s forces, that manifest themselves as temptations to which 

individual monks may succumb.273  Antony gradually became famous as others followed 

him into the ascetic life.  Athanasius writes: “And so, from then on, there were 

monasteries in the mountains and the desert was made a city by monks, who left their 

own people and registered themselves for the citizenship in the heavens.”274 

                                                 
270 William Harmless, Desert Christians: An Introduction to the Literature of Early Monasticism (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 71, citing Richard Reitzenstein and other classical scholars of the early 
twentieth century.   
271 Athanasius, Life of Antony, 30-31.   
272 Ibid., 32. 
273 Ibid., 7,  introduction. 
274 Ibid., 43. 
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Despite being raised as a Christian in a wealthy family, Antony is portrayed by 

Athanasius as unlettered, enlightened by his solitary struggles and meditation instead of 

through bookish education.  Nevertheless, he was able to prevail in argumentation with 

Greek scholars and their syllogisms, and was credited with writing a number of letters 

that have survived.275   It is possible that the topos of being unlettered or illiterate is a 

way of insisting that Antony, like Pachomius, was inspired purely by God and scripture.  

The same thing is found in the Buddhist tradition, in the story of the illiterate barbarian 

Huineng (638-713), who by sudden enlightenment became the most understanding monk 

in his monastery. He received the robe and begging bowl of his master, becoming the 

sixth patriarch of the school of Chan (Zen) Buddhism.276  This also is a portrayal of an 

unlettered sage who is said to have achieved understanding not through learning but 

through inspiration. 

The Laura 

Shortly after Antony, another cluster of hermits settled on the edge of the desert 

and the Nile delta in Nitria, nine miles from Hermopolis Parva (Damanhur) in northern 

Egypt, starting with Amoun in about 315 C.E.277  As imitators settled near him, Amoun 

retreated to a site twelve Roman miles south.  This developed into another famous laura 

(cluster of cells for hermits), called the Kellia, “the cells.”  Still more remote, fifty-two 

Roman miles from Nitria, Scetis was founded near a marsh that provided materials to 

                                                 
275 Ibid., 84-88. 
276 Philip B. Yampolsky, trans., The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1967), 72. 
277 Dunn, The Emergence of Monasticism, 13. 
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make baskets.278  Meanwhile, Nitria had grown into a place where perhaps thousands of 

monks resided, where seven bakeries served the needs of anchorites and where, at the 

ninth hour, “the strains of psalmody rise from each habitation so that one believes that 

one is high above the world in Paradise.”279  The hermits’ lives were based on meditation 

on the scriptures, psalmody, and manual labor.280  Only on Saturday and Sunday did they 

come together for church.   

Monks focused on subduing the body so that the soul might be freed from 

passions and united with God.  The bodily urges for food and sex made the body a 

battleground.  To fight the battle, monks tamed the body by fatiguing labor, deprivation 

of sleep through periods of prayer during the night, and a meager, meatless diet.281   

Pachomius and Cenobitic Monasteries 

It is tradition that the first Christian cenobitic monasteries were founded by 

Pachomius at the bend of the Nile River around 323 C.E.282  Pachomius was a Roman 

military conscript imprisoned in Thebes, Egypt around 312 C.E., when he is said to have 

come in contact with Christians for the first time.  He was amazed by their kindness when 

they visited the prison to give the young soldiers food and encouragement.283  Pachomius 

promised God that he would serve Him and humankind for the rest of his life if he should 

be freed.  Upon Licinius’s defeat of Maximinus Daia in 313, Pachomius received his 

freedom, went to the village of Seneset, and was baptized a Christian.  He followed an 

                                                 
278 Ibid., 14. 
279 Ibid., 15, citing Palladius’s Lausiac History, ch. 7. 
280 Ibid., 14. 
281 Ibid., 17. 
282 Veilleux, Pachomian Koinonia, vol. 1, xx.   
283 Ibid.  From the Boharic Coptic biography of Pachomius, Bo 7-8. 
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old anchorite named Palamon who lived on the edge of that village for seven years, an 

apprenticeship pattern set earlier by Antony.284   

Pachomius gathered wood in the acacia forests near the village.  On one such trip, 

he wandered thirty kilometers south to the shores of the Nile River, discovering the 

“deserted village” of Tabennese.285  It was here, in the fertile river valley, that he heard a 

voice from heaven instructing him to build a monastery. Pachomius had been joined by 

his brother John who objected to the plan, saying that it was prideful.286 Nevertheless, 

monks soon flocked to join him, and after John died, Pachomius proceeded to build a 

monastery.  One of the first buildings constructed was a church for the local inhabitants, 

implying that the village might not have been deserted after all.  In any case, the next 

eight monasteries in the Pachomian community were all situated in the fertile valley or 

near villages.  Thus they were never monastic sites in the desert as described in The Life 

of Antony or in the title of Derwas Chitty’s seminal work, The Desert a City.287  

Pachomius’s innovations occurred in the context of the village, not the desert.288  A river 

valley location gave certain advantages to the growing ascetic community.  Fertile land 

and water were available for vegetable gardens, and materials required for basket and mat 

weaving were at hand.  There were commercial markets nearby, and the river connected 

them to the Pachomian monasteries, which grew into a system spread 175 kilometers 

                                                 
284 Athanasius, Life of Antony, 32. 
285 Veilleux, Pachomian Koinonia, 39, citing Bo 17.   
286 Sahidic Life of Pachomius, cited in Philip Rousseau, Pachomius,60. 
287 Life of Antony, 42; Derwas Chitty, The Desert a City. 
288 James E. Goehring, “Withdrawing from the Desert: Pachomius and the Development of Village 
Monasticism in Upper Egypt,” The Harvard Theological Review, 89, no. 3 (July 1969), 271. 
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between the towns of Smin (Panopolis) and Sne (Latopolis). Eventually the monasteries 

built ships and the monks sailed as far as Alexandria and perhaps Constantinople.289 

Encratism 

The Encratites, an early Christian group mainly in Syria, were known for their 

rejection of marriage, wine, and meat.290  They believed that celibacy was a requirement 

for baptism, because the resurrection had already taken place, and thus marriage should 

not exist any more.291  For them, love and marriage, reproduction and generation, only 

nourished death.  Jesus by his life and message delivered Christians from this urge.292  

The Encratites eventually were expelled from the orthodox church, but remained strong 

for a while in the Syrian Church of Edessa, from which the Gospel of Thomas may have 

come. There may have been whole villages of Encratites, who were of both sexes,293 but 

they apparently were a religious sect and not a cenobitic monastic community.  The Acts 

of Thomas, a Gnostic text from amongst the Nag Hammadi codices, probably also came 

from Syria and reveals Encratite beliefs.  In it Thomas, the “twin” of Christ, continues 

Christ’s mission on earth   He preaches:  “…a new doctrine of purity…that a man cannot 

live unless he separates himself from all that belongeth to him, and becometh an ascetic 

and a wandering mendicant like unto himself, and lo he wishes to make companions for 

                                                 
289 Ibid., citing Sbo 96, 124, 132.   
290 A.F.J. Klijn, “The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles,” Vigiliae Christianae, 37, no. 2 (June, 1983): 195. 
291 Based on Mark 12.25 (AV). “For when they shall rise from the dead, they neither marry, nor are given 
in marriage; but are as the angels which are in heaven.” 
292 G. Quispel, “Gnosticism and the New Testament,” Vigiliae Christianae, 19, no. 2 (June, 1965): 69, 
citing Clement of Alexandria’s Stromateis, Book 3. 
293 Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New 
York:  Columbia University, 1988), 101. 
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himself.”294  As will be demonstrated below, it is entirely possible that the Pachomian 

monasteries had access to, and read, such apocryphal texts. 

 
Gnosticism 

Gnosticism, strictly defined, is probably a post-Christian phenomenon.295 It is the 

name given to a group of sects that spread rapidly in the Roman Empire and western Asia 

in the first centuries of the Christian era, with its diffusion center at Alexandria, Egypt.  

As there are many kinds of Gnostics with differing beliefs, it is useful to define 

Gnosticism’s core beliefs as based on an absolutely negative view of the visible world 

and its creator. Gnostics believed that there is a divine spark in humanity, the inner self, 

which has become enclosed within the material body as the result of a tragic event in the 

precosmic world, and from which it can only escape to its divine origin by means of 

saving gnosis. Until the twentieth century, Gnosticism was known mostly through its 

opponents, the antiheretical church fathers such as Irenaeus, Hippolytus, and 

Epiphanius.296  These enemies of Gnosticism asserted the claim of clergy over Gnostic 

Christians and affirmed the values of ordinary employment and family life over those of 

radical asceticism.297  

Early Christianity and Gnosticism shared an intellectual and social environment. 

Until the last century or so, historians of religion considered Gnosticism to be a 

heterodox or heretical form of Christianity.  In the second and third centuries C.E., 

                                                 
294 Klijn, trans., Acts of Thomas, 100, 116, cited in Peter Brown, The Body and Society, 99. 
295 Benjamin Walker, Gnosticism: Its History and Influence (Wellingborough: Aquarian Press, 1983), 11. 
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though, many Gnostics considered themselves Christian, and some of their writings in the 

New Testament Apocrypha were considered just as Christian as the four Gospels that 

were later chosen for inclusion in the orthodox Bible. Gnostic views are better understood 

now because of the Nag Hammadi finds, near the big bend of the Nile River in Upper 

Egypt.298  The discovery was a few miles from the site of the ruins of Pachomius’s 

monastery in middle Egypt, so the possibility exists that the writings may have had some 

connection to the monastery.  The Nag Hammadi texts turned out to be ancient codices of 

Gnostic writings, manuscripts in Coptic dating to the fourth century, many of which had 

been mentioned (and labeled heretical) by early Christian bishops.  

A later discovery, in 1952, of manuscripts buried a couple of centuries after the 

Nag Hammadi library, include archival letters of abbots of the Pachomian Order, thus 

may well reflect the remains of a Pachomian monastic library.  These manuscripts, 

known as the Dishna Papers after the nearest large town, include biblical, apocryphal, 

and martyrological material, along with Greek and Latin classical texts.299 The site of the 

discovery is five kilometers northeast of the headquarters of the Pachomian Order and 

twelve kilometers east of the site of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi codices.  

Although earlier scholars argued that the location of these texts was not related to 

the monasteries, circumstantial evidence is mounting that such a relationship exists.300  

Monasticism in Upper Egypt is now known to have been diverse rather than completely 
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orthodox.301  In its early stages, Pachomian monasticism was vision oriented, and 

Pachomius used secret writings to correspond with his followers.  The Nag Hammadi 

codices may have been produced in the nearby Pachomian monastery.302  The only other 

archaeological finds in that area are villages and a Roman fort, both less likely homes for 

Gnostic texts. 

Little is known of the practices of most Gnostic religions. No evidence has been 

discovered about Gnostic ecclesiastical structures, or whether Gnostics had independent 

churches or were members of other Christian bodies.  However, one group of Gnostics, 

the Manicheans, is an exception.  The Manicheans, most successful of the Gnostics, left 

their own history and other texts as they spread across the Eurasian continent.303 A Greek 

codex discovered among a collection of papyri acquired by the University of Cologne 

contains a biography of Mani.304  It relates that Mani grew up in a Jewish-Christian sect 

in Mesopotamia that practiced ritual immersion and celibacy.  When he was twenty-four 

he left to establish his own sect and traveled to India, where he stayed two years.  While 

there, he would have had many opportunities to learn about Buddhist monastics.  When 

he returned to Mesopotamia, he met the Sassanian ruler Shapur, who gave him liberty to 

preach throughout the empire.  Mani’s new religion began to spread, first through 

                                                 
301 Harry Y. Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church:  A History of Early Christian Texts (New 
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Shapur’s conquests, then through the Roman Empire to the west and eastward across the 

Silk Road.  By the end of the third century, Manichean communities were established in 

nearly all the major cities of the eastern Roman Empire, especially those visited regularly 

by Syrian merchants. A text found in China reports that one of the early Manichean 

proselytizers was Adda, who led missionary activities in Palmyra and Roman Egypt.305 

The Manichean missionaries arrived in Egypt about 270 C.E., a generation before the 

Pachomian monasteries were established, and had manistanan, shelters for their elect, 

which may have resembled later Christian monasteries.306  Little is known about the 

manistanan except its name.  Manichean texts from Medinet Madi and Lycopolis in 

Egypt, as well as Roman sources, attest to the success of the early Manichean missions to 

Egypt, which probably used established trade routes between the Persian Gulf and the 

Roman Empire.307  A few leaves of Manichean texts also have been found at an 

archaeological site in the Dakhleh Oasis (ancient Kellis in the center of Egypt), along a 

trade route to the south, demonstrating that the religion was widespread in Egypt. 

Manicheans were divided into Hearers and the Elect.  Only the Elect were strict 

ascetics, who practiced celibacy and vegetarianism, eating a ritual meal once a day. The 

role of the Hearers was to donate the ritual meal to the Elect, who could thereby rescue 

the Living Soul (light or radiance) that is entwined and bound in matter, by digesting 

ritual food and releasing light to the heavens. Since procreation resulted in the prolonged 

                                                 
305 Manichean fragments found in Turfan, China: M216c+M1750 R 9-12 (MMT 2.5, 170-174, 26), cited in 
Baker-Brian, Manicheaism, 43. 
306Dunn, Emergence of Monasticism, 12. 
307 Samuel N. C. Lieu, “From Mesopotamia to the Roman East—the Diffusion of Manichaeism in the 
Eastern Roman Empire” (with a contribution by Dominic Montserrat). Manichaeism in Mesopotamia and 
the Roman East, 28. 
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enslavement of light within matter, the Elect were all celibate. Manichean scriptures and 

hymns manifested Christian symbolism in the Roman West, and Buddhist symbolism in 

China. The best-known former Manichean is St. Augustine, who became the religion’s 

bitter critic after he converted to Christianity. The scriptures and art of the Manicheans 

clearly reflect Christian influence, as well as Indian. As the religion spread into Inner 

Asia and China, it came to be seen by Chinese authorities as in the same category as 

Nestorian Christianity.  

Many scholars have written about the Gnostic character of early Egyptian 

Christianity, which gave birth to the first Christian monastics.308 Gnostic influence was 

pervasive in Egypt, and may explain the emergence of monasticism in Egypt, as many 

Gnostic sects had encratic or ascetic tendencies.309 Other scholars claim that gnosticism 

more likely existed alongside Christianity, which had a core community of believers that 

rejected Docetism, accepted the Old Testament, and believed that revelation was 

available to all, not just the spiritual elite.310 

Summary 

Monasticism took root and grew tremendously at both ends of the Eurasian 

continent in the first centuries of the Common Era.  During this time the Chinese and the 

Roman empires were disintegrating, and political disorder was accompanied by hunger, 

plagues, and social unrest.  Perhaps this explains some of the appeal of the monastic life, 

                                                 
308 Burton-Christie, Word in the Desert, 37. 
309 Ibid., citing Harold Idris Bell, Cults and Creeds in Graeco-Roman Egypt (New York: Philosophical 
Library, 1953),  91-94. 
310 Burton-Christie, Word in the Desert, 38. 
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which is at its core a withdrawal from family and society, and a quest for salvation 

elsewhere. 

The beginnings of Buddhist monasticism are clear:  the Buddha himself was a 

monk, and started the first order of Buddhist monks.  Therefore Buddhism was at its 

beginning monastic, and monasticism was at its core.  The Chinese dynastic histories 

record that the religion was brought into China by merchants and monks from Inner Asia.  

As in India, lay patrons and rulers supported Buddhist monks there, although during 

various periods the rulers also persecuted them. 

The antecedents of Christian cenobitic monasticism are less clear.  Unlike the 

Buddha, Jesus was not a monk and never separated himself from the world.  The New 

Testament says that Jesus struggled with the devil alone in the desert, but after the 

temptation, Jesus joined wedding celebrations, preached to large crowds, and broke the 

law by healing people on the Sabbath.311  He remained part of the larger society. 

There are many explanations for the roots of Christian monasticism.  Scholars 

have claimed that the monastic life was a quest for knowledge, a flight from taxes or the 

law, a replacement for martyrdom, a revival of earlier Jewish ascetical movements, a 

rejection of classical culture, or an expression of Manichean dualism.312  Each of these 

explanations probably contains some elements of truth, but they are all problematic as 

well.  Some are too simple, others contradictory.  There were people, in Egypt and in 

China, who fled taxes, corvée-labor, the military draft or the law, finding themselves at 

                                                 
311 Jesus’s temptation parallels the temptation of the Buddha by demons, which took the form of beautiful 
women. 
312 Burton-Christie, Word in the Desert, 4. 
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least temporarily under the protection of monks.  This is, in fact, a recurring complaint of 

Chinese authorities against Buddhism.  However, it makes no sense for most renegades to 

permanently join religious orders, because the monastic life is just too hard.  Could such 

a life be a replacement for martyrdom?  If so, it would have little appeal for renegades 

and tax evaders.  Martyrdom was probably not what the monks were after either, since 

monastic life entailed long struggles with human desires instead of a quick and glorious 

end.  It cannot be both a refuge for scofflaws and renegades, and a replacement for 

martyrdom.  These motives are contradictory.  Was cenobitic monasticism a rejection of 

pagan classical culture?  As has been seen, it could as easily have grown from the Roman 

ascetic roots of classical culture.  Was it a quest for Gnostic knowledge or an expression 

of Manichean dualism?  There seems to be an element of both in early Christian 

monasticism.   There is no clear explanation for why Christian monasticism came into 

being in Egypt in the early fourth century.  It may have had indigenous precedents such 

as the Therapeutae and the Gnostics.  Certainly it has a religious basis in some Christian 

scriptures.  

The Pachomian monasteries seem to have been established for religious purposes 

and for the support of the monks themselves, not to serve any function for the wider 

community except perhaps as a religious model of goodness, godliness, and wisdom.  As 

the Pachomian monasteries were self-supporting, they did not require patronage from the 

ruler, the surrounding community, or even the church hierarchy.313  They had commercial 

                                                 
313 Although occasionally private donors provided land and support. 
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ties to nearby villages, but seem not in the beginning to have provided any social welfare 

or ritual services for their nonmonastic neighbors. 

It seems apparent from the early Christian sources that hermits such as Antony, 

the laura, and the cenobitic monastic communities arose at about the same time, and 

probably did not evolve in sequence.  Antony predated but outlived Pachomius.  The 

northern laura were established a scant eight years before the first of the Pachomian 

cenobitic monasteries was founded at the bend of the Nile River, and all of these were 

preceded by convents “of respected and trusted virgins,” such as the one which brought 

up Antony’s young sister. The origins of Christian cenobitic monasticism are not at all 

clear, then, but the institution, given its different functions and indigenous antecedents, 

might have arisen independently of Eastern monasticism in a case of parallel evolution. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

This thesis began with the observation that the institution of cenobitic 

monasticism took root and flourished across the Eurasian continent during the fourth 

century C.E.  When mapped across time, it appears to have started in India and to have 

spread over trade routes east to China and other parts of East Asia, and west to Egypt, the 

eastern Mediterranean, and Europe.  Thus by the fourth century, monasteries spanned the 

Eurasian continent, but were found nowhere else in the world.  India lies in the middle.  

GIS maps, such as map 1 of this paper, with points representing 257 monasteries which 

were established from 500 B.C.E. to 574 C.E., illustrate this situation graphically. 

This in itself does not prove any influence of Indian thought and practices on 

lands in the West, since cenobitic monasticism could have arisen independently in the 

Mediterranean world.  Perhaps it is just coincidence that monasteries began to flourish 

about the same time in China and the Greco-Roman world, at opposite ends of the 

Eurasian continent, and about equidistant from India.   

This thesis establishes that Western monasteries, which followed the Christian 

faith, are comparable to Indian and Chinese Buddhist monasteries in many respects.  

Chapter 1 explored this topic, comparing and contrasting their written monastic rules, 

conducts and behaviors, institutional structures, archaeological evidence, and functions.  

Though differences exist, which are to be expected since they stem from different 

religions, the similarities are compelling.  Both expected chastity and poverty from 
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monks.  Regulations about clothing were quite similar.  Alcohol was forbidden and diet 

was vegetarian in both traditions by the first centuries of the Common Era.  Even 

ordination rites were similar.  In both traditions, the new monk was tonsured and clothed 

in monastic attire, and entrusted to the care of a monk more experienced in ascetic 

practices.  Monastic organizational structures were similar.  Monasteries, both Eastern 

and Western, were enclosed by a wall, which acted as a barrier to the outside world.  

Monks lived in cells, where they retreated for meditation.  Literacy, although not 

universal, was expected of monks.  In both traditions, essentially from the beginning, 

women had their own monasteries.  The social functions of monasteries in the fourth and 

fifth centuries were somewhat different in the East and West, with Pachomian institutions 

less dependent on everyday support from the surrounding community.  However, in 

general, it can be concluded that Buddhist and Christian cenobitic monasteries were 

comparable institutions. 

How did this similarity come about?  Two hypotheses have been explored: 

cultural diffusion and convergent evolution.  If cultural diffusion caused the similarities, 

then monastic ideas and practices of India influenced early Christian monasticism, 

possibly through the intermediary of Gnostic Manichean institutions.  If it were instead a 

case of convergent evolution, then cenobitic monasticism developed independently in the 

Buddhist and Christian traditions, coming to fruition in China and the Mediterranean 

world about the same time with remarkably similar characteristics. 

Chapter 3 explored the long-standing ties between India and the Greco-Roman 

world.  Much has been written about the influence of Greek culture on Buddhist art and 
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iconography.  The depiction of the Buddha himself was adapted from Greco-Roman 

sculpture.  Cultural transmission is generally a two-way street, with influence going in 

both directions.  Scholars have written about the impact of Indian philosophy and religion 

on Western thought, tracing it back as far as the time of Alexander.  In the Hellenistic 

Age, when trade with India flourished, India became a much romanticized source of 

interest to the West.  Indian attitudes at that time were similar to some Neoplatonist 

philosophies, including the Schools of Pythagoreans, Skeptics, Cynics, and others. Works 

such as Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius of Tyana were widely read at the time and show 

awareness of India on the part of the West.  Certain Gnostic texts such as Acts of Thomas 

tell of the disciple Thomas’s mission to India.  Porphyry and Origen both wrote about 

Indian monastic practices and beliefs, and they in turn were studied by monks such as 

Jerome who influenced Christian monastic practices.  Alexandria, Egypt was the center 

of cultural activity and exchange in the West at this time.  The merchants of Alexandria 

sailed with fleets as far as India, and Indian traders came to Egypt.  Trade on the Indian 

side was controlled by Yavanas who were patrons of Buddhist shrines.  Their inscriptions 

of patronage are found today in Buddhist cave shrines in western India. 

There is evidence of trade and mutual cultural influence between the Buddhist 

lands of India and Inner Asia and Greco-Roman Egypt.  The West had knowledge of 

Buddhist monastic practices and institutions before the establishment of Christian 

monasteries, shown particularly in Neoplatonic writers such as Porphyry, and 

Alexandrian writers such as Clement. It has been argued by Mar Gregorios, Jean Sedlar, 

and Adrian Kuzminski that Indian religious perceptions influenced Neoplatonic 
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philosophies or Gnostic religions.  This fed into the cultural milieu of Egypt.  Assuming 

that Antony and Pachomius were not the simple, semi-literate figures portrayed in their 

biographies, they, too, may have heard of the institution of Buddhist cenobitic 

monasticism.  Their innovations, in reality, probably drew from many heterodox 

traditions of asceticism.  Some, like Manicheanism, may have had Indian Buddhist as 

well as Judeo-Christian roots, and others came directly from Christian scriptures and 

inspiration.   

Nevertheless, no evidence exists that the men credited with founding Christian 

monasticism ever met a Buddhist monk or heard of a sutra.  Their biographers depict 

them as inspired but parochial men of limited education.  Perhaps most of the early 

monks were isolated from the cosmopolitan environment and diverse beliefs of 

Alexandria, both by geography and by illiteracy.  However, little evidence has been 

found of this– just the testimony of writers like Athanasius.  It is significant that even he 

wrote that Antony traveled to Alexandria.314 Athanasius had his own motivations for 

labeling Antony unlettered, while still able to use Greek syllogisms to best his opponents 

in debate.  The Pachomian monasteries were well connected to markets by the river.  At 

markets one does not trade just vegetables, but news and wonders and even beliefs and 

practices.  The Pachomian Rule urged monks to learn to read.  Some of the monks in the 

community were educated, and it is even possible that the Nag Hammadi texts were part 

of a Pachomian library.  It seems unlikely that the early Christian monasteries were 

completely isolated from the expansive, multi-cultural environment of Alexandria.  From 

                                                 
314 Athansius, Life of Antony, 82. 
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this we may infer that Indian influence was possible, but the evidence is lacking to make 

a conclusive case for cultural diffusion. 

Chapter 4 explored the possibility of convergent evolution.  Conditions at both 

ends of the Eurasian continent were similar, as the Han and Roman empires came under 

great stress in the fourth century, and were reduced in size and scope.  Alien successor 

states attacked and occupied the imperial capitals.  Unrest, starvation, plagues, and mass 

population movements defined the era.  New transcendent religions spread widely 

through the populace.  The practices and institutions of monasticism took root and 

flourished.  Buddhism spread along trade routes to China, Southeast Asia, and beyond.  

 It is not as clear where the roots of Christian monasticism lie.  Looking at some 

of its own sources in the Greco-Roman world, it is evident that the Western world had 

ascetic traditions of its own, going as far back as the Cynic tradition of Crates of Thebes 

in third–century B.C.E. Greece, although most of what we know about the Cynics, Stoics, 

and Pythagoreans is from much later Neoplatonic sources.  It is in the same Hellenistic 

sources, such as Plotinus, Porphyry, and Iamblichus that Western descriptions of Indian 

monasticism are found.  Jewish antecedents of ascetic life, such as the Essenes, and the 

Therapeutae described by Philo of Alexandria who were centered in northern Egypt, were 

a possible model for monastics.  Perhaps Gnostic attitudes influenced the first Pachomian 

monks. All of the above are indigenous precedents for the ascetic life, although none 

explicitly models cenobitic monastic communities living under a written rule.  Instead, 

the biographers of Antony and Pachomius, the archetypal founders of Christian 

monasticism, wrote that their fundamental source was the Bible.  There are indeed 
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scriptural sources for monasticism, such as Matthew 19:21:  “Go, sell what you possess 

and give to the poor….”   Luke 14:26 quotes Jesus as asking his disciples to sever their 

family relationships and give up everything to follow him:  “If any man come to me, and 

hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and 

his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.”  The earliest Christian monastic writings, 

though, do not quote scripture.  The Pachomian Rule merely calls on monks to learn to 

read the Bible.  It is only in later works, such as those by Jerome and Basil, that scripture 

is cited as the basis for monastic practices. 

This then produces a knotty problem.  There is no proof that early Christian 

monks knew anything of Buddhist monasticism, or even of the Essenes, or of 

Pythagorean asceticism.  Some sources portray them as unlettered and isolated, even 

from Alexandria, a nearby hub of world cultural exchange.  James Goehring has pointed 

out that the images of Antony and Pachomius as the founders of anchoritic and cenobitic 

monasticism is a fiction that has arisen from the literary sources.  Even those sources 

reveal that, before Antony and Pachomius, solitary village monks, anchorites, and 

communities of women monastics existed all at the same time.  Cenobitic monasticism 

does not seem to have evolved in a straight line from anchorites to laura to cenobitic 

monasteries.  Goehring claims independent origins for Syrian monasticism as well, even 

though Syrian Christian sources themselves claim descent from Pachomian 

monasteries.315  The beginnings of Western monasteries are indeed complex, and the 

available sources do not permit satisfactory explanations of their origin.  Goehring throws 
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up his hands at the puzzle of Western asceticism, seeing it “bursting forth simultaneously 

in myriad places.”  The reason for this, he says, is the spirit of the times and the new 

Christian faith.316 

That is a relatively unsatisfying explanation, so perhaps reasons for the 

establishment and growth of monasteries can be deduced by examining their functions.  

In both Christian and Buddhist monasteries, monks served as role models for the 

religious life, and found support for their need to withdraw from the household and 

society and concentrate on religion.  They also encouraged literacy in their communities.  

In almost every other respect, however, the function of Eastern and Western monasteries 

differed.  Some Buddhist monks living in monasteries were ritual specialists.  This role 

was fulfilled by the clergy in Christianity, not the monks.  In the Buddhist world, 

monasteries had a social support function, distributing food to the hungry and curing 

disease.  Buddhist monks were frequently involved with the rulers, sometimes as 

advisors, and sometimes as protectors of women of royal households who after a change 

in rulers found themselves in danger.  The Pachomian monasteries had no such role.  

Buddhist monasteries were supported by lay patrons and sometimes founded by rulers.  

They were dependent on the laity.  Pachomian monks, on the other hand, were self-

supporting.  They engaged in economic and commercial transactions with the wider 

society, but did not depend on the laity or on rulers for their existence.  Because the 

social functions of Buddhist and Christian monasteries are so different, it is difficult to 

see a reason for their parallel evolution.  One explanation might be that Christian 
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monasteries were much younger than their Buddhist counterparts, and at a very early 

stage in India, perhaps Buddhist monasteries also served no social welfare function and 

were economically independent of the laity.  However, there are no independent 

historical sources that say this, and it runs counter to the story told in the sutras.  Perhaps 

Christian monasteries did not play much of a role in supporting the greater society 

because the movement was a product of cultural diffusion, which copied the form but not 

the functions of Buddhist cenobitic monasticism.  This seems very unlikely, as the 

institution probably would not have survived unless it fulfilled an important social need.  

Or perhaps the very differences are an argument for independent evolution.  Examining 

the functions of Eastern and Western monasteries does not go very far in helping to 

decide which theory is more valid. 

Into this quandary maps are introduced, which depict the establishment of 

monasteries over time across the Eurasian continent.  The first named Christian 

monasteries are at the bend of the Nile River, on the trade route from India to Alexandria, 

not in Rome or Jerusalem, which were longtime centers of Christianity.  At the other end 

of the sea route were Indian Buddhist cave shrines whose patrons were Yavana 

merchants.  While this certainly is not proof of cultural diffusion, it is additional evidence 

that now must be weighed when deciding whether Christian monasticism was influenced 

by Indian Buddhist practices or was purely indigenous, a case of convergent evolution.   

In the end, a resolution will have to await new archaeological or textual evidence.  

In light of the exciting discoveries of the past century, such as Aï Khanum, the Dead Sea 

Scrolls, and the Nag Hammadi texts, that day may not be too far off. 
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