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ABSTRACT
GEOGRAPHY AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF MONASTERIES:
CULTURAL DIFFUSION OR CONVERGENT EVOLUTION?
by Constance Powell Chin
At both ends of the Eurasian continent, cenobitic monasticism took root and
flourished in the fourth century. This parallel development at roughly the same time in
regions so different and distant from each other as Egypt and China lends itself to an
interesting comparison and a large question. Is this a case of cultural diffusion, a
borrowing of ideas and attitudes and perhaps even monastic rules and practices from
India, which lies midway between the two? Is it instead a case of convergent evolution?
Monastic rules and behaviors, the archaeology of monasteries, and the functions
of early monasteries are explored to determine whether Buddhist and Christian
monasteries were comparable institutions. Then early monasteries in both traditions are
mapped across space and time, using Geographic Information System software. The
database includes 257 representative monasteries founded from about 500 B.C.E. to 574
C.E. The results of this study are complex and ambiguous. The first Christian
monasteries were established along a trade route from India to Alexandria, and the West
had knowledge of Buddhist monastic practices and institutions before the establishment
of Christian monasteries, arguments for the possibility of cultural diffusion. However,
there is no documentary proof that the founding Christian monks knew of Indian
monasticism. There were Western precedents for Christian monasteries, such as the
Therapeutae of Lower Egypt and Neoplatonic and Gnostic groups, so parallel evolution
might also explain the phenomenon.
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INTRODUCTION
This thesis begins with an intriguing observation. From one end of the Eurasian
continent to the other, from China to the Mediterranean, cenobitic1 monasticism took root
and flourished in the fourth century. This parallel development at roughly the same time
in regions so different and distant from each other as Egypt and China lends itself to an
interesting comparison. Why do we see startling similarities in institutions that
developed within distinctly different religions and cultures? Did similar conditions cause
cenobitic monasticism to be created independently in China and in the Mediterranean
area? Is this a case of cultural diffusion, a borrowing of ideas and attitudes and perhaps
even monastic rules and practices from India, which lies midway between the two? Or is
it just coincidence?
When mapped in time and space using Geographic Information System (GIS)
software, the establishment of monasteries seems to follow known trade routes from
India, across the Silk Road to China and over a sea route to the bend of the Nile River in
Egypt, the exact place at which it is commonly accepted that the first Christian
monasteries were established around 325 C.E. In areas that were not in contact with
India, such as the Americas, sub-Saharan Africa, or Australia, there were no cenobitic
monasteries until much later, when they were established by missionaries (see map 1).

1

Monks who lived together in community. Greek from koinos = “common” plus bios = “life.”

1

Map 1. Early Monasteries Time Series
The primary trade route from India to the Mediterranean in the first centuries of
the Common Era ran from Bharuch on the western coast of India to Alexandria, with
much traffic going to Berenice on the Red Sea coast of Egypt and then up the western
side of the Red Sea on the Via Hadriana, a Roman road completed in 137 C.E.2 Two
major trade routes crossed the desert to the bend of the Nile River, where the Pachomian
monasteries were established (see maps 2 and 3).

2

Steven E. Sidebotham, Ronald E. Zitterkopf, and C. Christina Helms, “Survey of the Via Hadriana: The
1998 Season,” Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt 37 (2000): 118.

2

Map 2. Monastic sites and trade route from India, 100 B.C.E.-350 C.E.
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Map 3. (close up) Egyptian monastic sites and trade route from India, 1st - 4th cen.

In both Buddhism and Christianity, several kinds of monastics existed. Some
who renounced the world and lived an ascetic life wished to do so alone. They are called
the “forest monks” in Buddhism. The Christian equivalents have been called “desert
monks.” Some of the most well-known Christian monks, for example, Antony, lived
alone as much as possible and are the archetypal “desert monks” of the West. Since this
study is mostly about the history of a social institution though, it will focus on cenobitic

4

monks and nuns who lived together in communities. First, this paper will examine the
rules by which they lived and their behavior patterns, looking for commonalities and
differences.
Second, it is necessary to establish whether monasteries across the broad swath of
Eurasia were comparable institutions. Chapter 1 discusses the similarities and differences
between Buddhist and Christian monasteries, to decide whether they may be legitimately
compared. It examines monastic rules and behaviors, archaeology of monasteries, and
the functions of early monasteries to try to determine their comparability.
Chapter 2 discusses the GIS methodology used in this thesis, with details of the
data displayed graphically in the maps. Some explanations for the similarities found in
early Eastern and Western cenobitic monasticism are then explored in chapters 3 and 4.
Chapter 3 focuses on the possibility of cultural diffusion, while chapter 4 evaluates the
possibility of parallel evolution. Several theories are explored in this thesis, including
ideas that arose in the social sciences, such as functionalism, and ideas that developed
from biology, such as cultural evolution. Chapter 5 concludes by summarizing the
arguments and the problems inherent in the proposed explanations.

5

CHAPTER 1
COMPARISION OF BUDDHIST AND CHRISTIAN
CENOBITIC MONASTICISM
This paper will compare early Buddhist monasticism as practiced in India and
China with early Christian cenobitic monasticism by examining the written rules of
conduct for monks and nuns; by comparing some important behaviors for monastics that
do not appear in their rules; by looking at their institutional structures; by comparing
several Buddhist and Christian archaeological sites; and by exploring the various
functions served by early monasteries.
Buddhist Monastic Rules and Behaviors
The Buddhist scripture defines Dharma, which can be called “doctrine” or
“teachings.” The scriptures are further subdivided into three pitaka, “baskets”: the sutras,
stories of the Buddha which relate his teachings; the Vinaya, which is the set of
regulations by which monks and nuns live their lives; and the Abhidharma elaborations
on the sutras. The sutras claim to be the words of the Buddha, although it is clear that the
pitaka developed over hundreds of years. This paper is concerned almost entirely with
the Vinaya, the monastic rules.
The first rules for monastics are supposed to have been laid down by the Buddha
Siddhartha Gautama, who lived in the fifth or fourth century B.C.E.3 Soon after
Gautama’s death, Buddhism began to split into sects. The first Great Convocation,
believed to have been held shortly after Gautama’s death, was called to resolve
3

Edward Conze, A Short History of Buddhism (London: Unwin Paperbacks, 1988), 17.
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disagreements about the rules for monks. The Buddhist canon has several versions of the
Vinaya, including newly discovered fragments in Gandharan found in Afghanistan that
date from the first century. Although there still exist Vinayas from six different schools,
which differ in many details, they are variations on a theme. This, argues E. Frauwallner,
is explained because the schools were derived from the same missionary enterprise.4 The
missionaries brought the same Vinaya with them to far-flung places, the Vinaya of their
mother community. Today the earliest complete Vinayas that we have are translations
into Chinese and Pali from various scripts, among them Gāndhāri. The rules seem to
have been already formulated in the fourth century B.C.E.5 The 250 rules of the
Prātimoksha, a classification of ecclesiastical offenses that must be recited every
fortnight in front of each group of monks, are probably older still.
According to Buddhagosa’s text, which is a religious and not a historical source,
the son of King Aśoka brought Buddhism to the island of Ceylon (Sri Lanka), where its
teachings and its commentaries were faithfully handed down from generation to
generation in the Singhalese language.6 These texts are said to have been written down in
the first century B.C.E. during the fourth Buddhist Council in Sri Lanka. The monkscholar Buddhaghosa translated them into Pali, codifying them, in 429–430 C.E. In his

4

E. Frauwallner, The Earliest Vinaya and the Beginnings of Buddhist Literature, Serie Orientale Roma 8,
(Rome: Is. M.E.O., 1956), 23.
5
Conze, A Short History, 19.
6
Jean Przyluski, The Legend of Emperor Aśoka in Indian and Chinese Texts, trans. Dilip Kumar Biswas
(Calcutta: Firma K.L. Mukhopadhyay, 1967), 117, describing the Theravada tradition.
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work, The Inception of Discipline and the Vinaya Nidana, Buddhaghosa tells us the
tradition of how the Vinaya was transmitted.7
Buddhaghosa speaks of the First Great Convocation, held shortly after the Buddha
died, because the followers of the Buddha were split by differing interpretations of the
Buddha’s message. He relates who called the convocation (the monk Subhadda and the
venerable disciple Mahakassapa); why (to bring about a rehearsal of the Dharma and the
Vinaya, in other words, to recite the Buddha’s sacred words); who attended (499 arhats
and the disciple Ananda, in other words, five hundred senior monks); where (Rajagaha);
and when (during the rainy season period of residence). King Ajatasattu built and
prepared a pavilion for the occasion, and then he withdrew.8
The meeting started with a question by the venerable Mahakassapa: “Friends,
what shall we rehearse first, the Dharma or the Vinaya?” The monks replied,
“Sir, Mahakassapa, the Vinaya is the very life of the Dispensation of the Enlightened
One: so long as the Vinaya endures, the Dispensation endures, therefore let us rehearse
the Vinaya first.” The Inception of Discipline, in the form of questions and answers,
discusses the recitation over seven months at Vesali, where the monks noted the
arrangement into chapters, repetitions, and groupings into like topics. At the conclusion,
it says, “the earth trembled and quaked, as though giving its blessing at the joy
produced.”9

7

Buddhaghosa, The Inception of Discipline and the Vinaya Nidana, trans. and ed. N.A. Jayawickrama,
Sacred Books of the Buddhists, vol. 21 (London: Luzac, 1962), xxv. The colophon records that the work
was undertaken in the twentieth victorious and peaceful year (of King Sirinivasa) on the Island of Lanka,
and was completed in the twenty-first regnal year.
8
Buddhaghosa, The Inception of Discipline, 3-9.
9
Ibid., 26-27.
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Buddhaghosa says the Second Convocation was held at Vesali by seven hundred
elder monks versed in the Three Pitakas (the Three Baskets of scriptures) and possessing
analytic insight. Some monks had themselves seen the Buddha in their youth.
Buddhaghosa says, “They cleansed the Dispensation of every impurity and again
rehearsed the entire Dharma and the Vinaya.”10 What the tradition claims then, is that
monks who knew the Buddha gathered after his nirvana to recite his words, and that the
Buddha’s words were codified into divisions, stanzas, chapters, repetitions,
classifications, and groupings into kindred topics.
The Third Convocation was held after the people who knew the Buddha were
long gone, and it was not even held in India. Buddhaghosa relates how this happened.
A young novice monk was noticed for his self-control, deportment, and transcendental
virtue by King Aśoka (274–236 B.C.E.). The king esteemed him, and on account of him,
invited sixty thousand monks to be fed daily. Then the king, The Inception of Discipline
says, had a great monastery called Asokarama built, and finally eighty-four thousand
monasteries adorned by eighty-four thousand cetiyas (shrines or pagodas) built in all the
townships. King Aśoka allowed his own eighteen-year-old son to become a monk and
his seventeen-year-old daughter to join the order as well. Mahinda, the king’s son,
learned the entire tradition, the works of the Three Pitakas together with their
commentaries, in three years, and he became leader among a thousand monks. It was

10

Ibid., 31.

9

Mehinda who brought Buddhism to the Island of Lanka (now Sri Lanka), where the
Vinaya was transmitted in unbroken succession up to the time of the third rehearsal.11
Now we will look at the contents of the Vinaya Pitaka, the Theravada rules for
Buddhist monks and nuns.12 The Vinaya and commentaries fill many volumes and must
have laden monastic libraries with many shelves of manuscripts written on palm leaves in
Pali. These texts form a legal library, laying out precedents for deciding cases.
The name in Pali for the Vinaya Pitaka is Suttavibhanga, which means analysis or
classification of a sutra. Sutra, or Buddhist scripture, means thread and is also used for
aphorisms, teachings, or philosophical arguments that have been written down as if
strung on a thread of logic.13 The Suttavibhanga material is usually arranged in this way:
(1) a story leading up to a rule; (2) a Patimokkha rule, which always states the penalty;
(3) The Old Commentary, the Padabhajaniya, on the rule, defining it word by word; and
(4) stories telling of deviations from the rule, discussing extenuating circumstances and
modifications of the rule.14 The Patimokkha rules are the core and were recited twice a
month on avowal days, held on the nights of the new and full moon. The recitation kept
the rules fresh in the minds of monks and nuns and also gave them an opportunity to
avow any offences they had done.15

11

Ibid., 55-56.
I.B. Horner , trans.,The Book of the Discipline (Vinaya-Pitaka) pt. 1 (Suttavibhanga), (London: Luzac
1949). This translation is based on Hermann Oldenberg’s edition of the Pali text of the Vinaya-Pitaka,
published in five volumes 1879-1883. An early partial translation by Oldenberg and T.W. Rhys Davids,
called Vinaya Texts, is in Sacred Books of the East Series (vols. 13, 17, and 20), 1881, 1882, and 1885.
13
Mimi Yingpruksawan, “The Legacy of Buddhist Art at Nara,”in Buddhist Treasures from Nara,” ed.
Michael Cunningham (Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of Art, 1998), 19.
14
Horner, introduction to Book of the Discipline, pt. 1, x-xi.
15
Ibid., xi.
12
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Although attributed to the Buddha, the rules were probably drawn up over a rather
long period of time, some during Gautama’s lifetime and others later, as unbecoming
behaviors by monks and nuns occurred.16 Lay believers, though not subject to the
Vinaya, were never far away. They related to the order as supporters, critics, and donors,
all interested in and anxious for its success. It was important that the monks not abuse
their dependence on the laity nor alienate them, and that they live their lives so as to give
no cause for complaint.17 The struggles of monks and nuns were against human
weaknesses, and the Vinaya existed to fortify them for victory in the contest between the
spirit and the flesh, between right and wrong—the ideals to which many ordinary laymen
clung, but to which they could not aspire. One entered the order to learn control of body,
mind, and speech. This was thought essential to spiritual progress and difficult to attain
within the household.
The Vinaya shows that there were indolent and greedy monks and nuns in the
order who loved luxury, sought after pleasure, or sowed discord. Also in the Vinaya
were virtuous, moderate monks who complained of the misdemeanors of their fellows. If
these had not expressed their displeasure with the others, the Vinaya would not have
come into being and posterity would know little of the order.18
The Vinaya includes four Pārājika rules, framed to govern the most serious
offenses, which involve “defeat,” or expulsion from the order. There are thirteen
Sanghadisesa rules, framed for grave offenses necessitating a formal meeting of the

16

Ibid., xiv-xvi.
Ibid., xvii.
18
Ibid., xviii.
17

11

sangha, or whole community of monks in the district or vihāra (monastery). The penalty
was usually to be sent back to the beginning of the probationary period and to undergo
the mānatta discipline. Additionally, there were two Aniyata rules designed to cover
offenses whose nature is “undetermined,” in which only individual circumstances could
determine what the penalty should be.
The Vinaya begins with the rules on chastity, which brought the Buddhist monks
in line with other Indian sects of the time, whose members had renounced the household
and were committed to celibacy. These rules were based on the notion that restraint and
self-control were necessary in a monk’s life. Stealing ranked as a Pārājika and was
considered reprehensible because the monk had morally renounced his claim to all
personal and private possessions. Theoretically, anything he used was communal
property, lent to him for his needs. Depriving of life was also a Pārājika offense, the
opposite of non-violence, non-injury; to incite a person to suicide was as bad as
murdering him. The fourth Pārājika offense was to boast of having reached an advanced
stage in spiritual development to which one was not entitled. If a deliberate lie were
uttered in connection with such a claim, it constituted an offense entailing defeat
(expulsion). Ordinary lies ranked as offenses requiring expiation.19
The Sanghadisesas (offenses requiring a formal meeting of the community) begin
with four rules connected with a monk’s conduct towards women.20 Then come two
injunctions about building a hut and a vihāra, the monks’ residence. These rules appear
to prevent monks from begging building materials too greedily from the laity and to
19
20

Ibid.., xxv.
Ibid., xxviii.

12

prevent them from building anywhere animal life would be endangered or destroyed.
One injunction probably means that no monk should live in a secret place, so that the
laity would know that his behavior was worthy of their gifts. Another rule, which is
probably ancient, deals with deference and respect while in training. The thirteenth rule
is against bringing families into disrepute. It was considered very important to keep the
allegiance of the laity and to do nothing to annoy them. The two Aniyatas, or
undetermined matters, show a remarkable amount of trust in a woman lay follower. In
them, Visākkhā, a generous patron of the order, complains about the unsuitable behavior
of a monk, who is seen sitting secluded with a woman.21
Other passages of the Vinaya Pitaka deal with procedures about becoming a monk
or nun, regulations about dress, and diet. For example, a boy could not “go forth” from
home and enter a monastery unless he had his parents’ consent and had reached the age
of fifteen; monks were not ordained until they were at least twenty.22 The materials used
for robes are described in detail. Only three robes were permitted for each monk (one
doubled as a layer for cold weather). The kinds of shoes or sandals to be worn, and use
monks might make of animal skins, were described precisely, because of the desire not to
take life, even of insects. Rugs and garments made of black antelope skin or Kadali deer
were prohibited, as were cowhides. It was an offense of wrongdoing to recline upon the
hides of lions, tigers, leopards, or smaller animals. An exception is made for the border
districts, where the hides of sheep, goats, and deer were allowed.23

21

Ibid., xxxii.
Horner, Book of the Discipline, pt. 4, 98.
23
Ibid., xviii.

22
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There were Buddhist nuns as well as monks from the time of Gautama. The
tradition related in the Vinaya is that Gautama’s aunt (who was also his wet nurse after
his mother died) came to him with five hundred women and asked to join the order.24 He
refused. She then persuaded Gautama’s disciple Ananda to speak on their behalf, and in
the end the Buddha reluctantly permitted them to become nuns. However, he is said to
have laid out eight additional “important rules” for nuns as a condition. After two years
as a probationer, a nun was to seek ordination from both orders (men and women). Nuns
were never to admonish monks, but monks could admonish nuns. Nuns were to be
respectful to all monks: “A nun who has been ordained even for a century must greet
respectfully, rise up from her seat, salute with joined palms, do proper homage to a monk
ordained but that day.”25 The nuns, after elaborate argument, persuaded the Buddha to let
them carry out for themselves the twice-monthly ceremony of reciting the Patimokkha
rule and asking for forgiveness and to determine disciplinary matters independently.26
The various Vinayas that were translated into Chinese from Sanskrit and
Gāndhāri also have a complicated transmission history. It is said that the earliest monks
and nuns that took the tonsure in China lived during the reign of Ming Di in the Han
dynasty (58–75 C.E.). However, it was not until the missionary monk Dharmakāla
arrived in China from central India in the Jiaping era (249–253) that monks and nuns
were properly ordained according to Vinaya rules.27 Dharmakāla translated part of the
Mahāsāmghika Vinaya, the basic rules for daily living, into Chinese. The Mahāsāmghika
24

Horner, Book of the Discipline, pt. 5, 352.
Ibid., 354.
26
Ibid., 361-2.
27
Takakusu Junjirō and Watanabe Kaigyoku, eds., “Da Song sengshi lü,” in the Taishō shinshū daizōkyō
大藏经, (Tokyo: Taishō issaikyō kankokai, 1924-1932, reprt. 1962), 54:237 c7-10. Hereafter, T.
25
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sect is said to have been formed in the first Buddhist schism around 320 B.C.E. The
sixth-century Chinese collection of Buddhist biographies, the Gaoseng zhuan, records
that this work was soon supplemented by other translations that dealt with procedures for
communal activities, such as admission into the order, the ceremony for the reception of
the precepts, the fortnightly confession, protocol for large assemblies, and the execution
of punishments.28
Other sects found their way into China in the fourth and fifth centuries, providing
different Vinaya texts. Three of these were translated around 379 by the monk Tanmoshi
in collaboration with Zhu Fonian: the Sarvāstivāda Precepts for Monks, Great Precepts
for Monks, and Essay on Instructing Monks for Two Years. These works belonged to the
Sarvāstivāda school, which may have arisen from Aśoka’s sending of missionaries to
Gandhara. This school enjoyed the patronage of King Kanishka of the Kushan Empire
(probably ruled 120–143 C.E).29 One of the texts from this era survives; the Vinaya
translated by Zhu Fonian in 383 was found at the Library Cave at Dunhuang in the early
twentieth century.30
The first complete Vinayas were translated into Chinese at the beginning of the
fifth century. In 404 C.E. the Kashmira monk Punyatāra began to recite the Sarvāstivāda
Vinaya to the great Kuchan translator Kumārajīva (344–413) in the northern Chinese
capital, Chang’an.31 Punyatāra died after reciting only two-thirds of the work, and the
task was completed by another Kashmira monk, Dharmaruci, resulting in the Ten Section
28

Gaoseng zhuan 1, in T 50:325 a2.
Richard N. Frye, The Heritage of Central Asia: From Antiquity to the Turkish Expansion (Princeton,
N.J.: Markus Wiener, 2001), 136.
30
Yifa, The Origins of Buddhist Monastic Codes in China (Honolulu, HI: Kuroda Institute, 2002), 5.
31
Ibid.
29
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Vinaya (Shisong lü). Kumārajīva’s translation bureau, patronized by the northern ruler
Yao Xing, summoned another famous monk from Kashmir, who was from the
Dharmaguptaka school, and he, with the help of Zhu Fonian, then translated the Four
Part Vinaya.32 This school flourished in northern India around the first century C.E.,
with Gandharan as the language of its canon. Some of the very early manuscripts found
in the Gandhara region (modern Afghanistan) belong to the Dharmaguptaka school.
The Chinese pilgrim monk Fa Xian (339–420 C.E.) left China for India in 399,
before any full Vinaya had been translated into Chinese. By the time he returned in 414,
the Ten Section Vinaya and the Four Part Vinaya were in use in his homeland. Fa Xian
brought texts from different schools from India, which provided much new material,
including the Vinaya of the Mahāsānghika from the Aśoka Stupa of Pataliputra in central
India, and the Vinaya of the Mahisāsaka, obtained on the island of Lanka. Fa Xian
settled in the southern capital of Jiankang and worked with Buddhabhadra (359–429) in
translating these works into Chinese.33 Fa Xian’s Mahāsānghika Vinaya, like the other
Vinayas, describes how a monk should behave. The monk had only a few items for
personal use: a bowl, a cup, a chamber pot, a washcloth, and a twig for teeth cleaning.
He was to take his begging bowl and go to the village to beg in the morning, returning to
eat the one meal before noon. Daily tasks included washing his bowl, picking up
firewood and grass, and sweeping his room.34

32

Ibid.
Ibid., 6.
34
T. 22: 1425: 318 c.
33
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All the Vinayas describe a hierarchy of monks ranked by the length of time each
monk had been ordained. At the top was the abbot.35 Below him were monks in a
variety of positions. There were monks who memorized certain texts, monks who
specialized in meditation, and monks who were advisors to the king. Some did
administrative tasks such as overseeing the refectory or monastic properties.36 This is
documented at several archaeological sites in India, including the inscriptions at Bharhut.
Of thirty-eight donation inscriptions by monks and nuns, six were “reciters,” while three
refer to themselves as specialists in certain religious texts. Monks were supposed to rise
early to bathe and perform rituals punctuated by prayers at certain points during the day.
The day’s activities alternated between ritual and mundane tasks, including naps and the
main meal at noon. Another series of rituals was held near midnight.37
As in all human institutions, there were discrepancies between ideals and reality,
between the rules promulgated by the Vinaya and actual behavior of monks. Although
there was a prohibition on owning private property, it is clear from inscriptions that many
monks and nuns gave donations and endowed certain sites. Monks could accept
donations themselves, but upon their death their property was redistributed among their
monastic fellows. Monasteries accepted monetary donations and lent them out at interest
for maintenance and upkeep of facilities. Such an endowment, which was expected to
benefit the monastery in perpetuity, conferred perpetual merit upon the donor.38
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Despite the language in the Vinayas about begging rounds to obtain the daily
meal, it is clear from some archeological sites of Buddhist monasteries in India that
monasteries bought and stored food for their communities. For example, the monastery
at Thatlakonda, active on the east coast of India from the first or second century B.C.E.,
showed evidence for this. Archaeologist Lars Fogelin, through a surface survey, showed
that the monks engaged in local exchange networks. There were large food storage jars
within the monastery, but the food seems to have been prepared outside the monastery
walls by a labor force (probably laymen who were paid), and then brought in to serve the
monks, who were seated at a U-shaped bench in the refectory.39
Fogelin also found hundreds of small cairns around the monastery. The ones
closest to the monastery may have held the ashes of local monks. The Mulasarvastivadavinaya (Schopen 1995a) describes funerals: Upon a monk’s death, a gong was sounded.
Soon afterward, the monks from his monastery gathered to carry the dead monk out of
the monastery. Once outside, the body was cleaned and cremated. The monks cleaned
themselves and re-entered the monastery. The possessions of the deceased monk were
redistributed among those who participated in the funeral. During the funeral, various
texts about death and rebirth were read, and the merit accrued thereby was transferred to
the deceased monk.40 Cairns within the monastery were clustered around the main stupa
so that a devotee would perpetually perform worship, acquiring merit even in death.41
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In the early period of Buddhism, learning was based on recitation of the
scriptures. Each young monk had an elder monk as a preceptor to act as guide and
spiritual friend. In order to overcome egoistic structuring of experience, meditations
formed a vital part of monastic education. Buddhist education aimed at the loosening of
all ties of egoism, that which keeps the individual in the world of suffering.42
Monasteries became the sites of higher education. Such institutions had an
elaborate syllabus, which included meditation, grammar, poetics, rhetoric, literature,
history, logic, arithmetic, medicine, astrology, etiquette (cāritta), sculpture, painting,
philosophy, and psychology of mind.43 Twice a year, convocations were held at the
monastic colleges (mahavihara), at which experts in various sections of the Tripitaka
(three baskets of scriptures) and its commentaries met with all the monks of the
monastery. The monks were expected to raise difficult points.
Nālanda, the most famous mahavihara, was built during fifth century C.E. as
monastic training center.44 During its peak in the seventh and eighth centuries, it was
said to have had three thousand to thirty-five hundred students from all over the world,
including the Chinese monks, Xuanzang and Yi Jing. Its libraries were renowned, and
students could borrow texts for study in their cells, which had special storage spaces for
books while they were not in use. At Nālanda, Sanskrit was the medium of instruction,
and students learned subtleties of Sanskrit philology.45 Since Nālanda was the paramount
center for Mahayana study, it was a place for copying texts. The Mahayana sutras,
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developed in the first and second centuries, specifically called for the copying of
scriptures as a merit-producing activity.46 Medicine was a traditional province of
Buddhist monks, who exchanged medical care for alms. Nālanda had lay students of
medicine as well. Courses in the arts ranged from literature to sculpture to philosophy.47
The art objects found in Nālanda’s ruins, and the remains of its architecture, are of
exquisite beauty.
The larger Buddhist monasteries thus became centers of erudition and culture,
with a huge cultural impact on society. Buddhist art motifs and subjects highlighted the
road for pilgrims and traders along the Silk Road’s various routes. Buddhist vocabulary
infiltrated literature throughout Asia. The new religion began to permeate Asian
societies, and to change them, largely through the agency of Buddhist monks.
Christian Monastic Rules and Behaviors
Hundreds of years after the Buddhist Vinayas were formulated, Christians wrote
down their first rules for monks. The first monastic rule for Christian monasteries is
attributed to Pachomius (d. 346), who formed his cenobitic community in Upper Egypt at
the bend of the Nile River in the early fourth century C.E.48
The monastic rules attributed to Pachomius were written in Coptic, a late
Egyptian language written mainly in the Greek alphabet, but for centuries they were
known in the West only through a translation from a Greek version into Latin made by
Jerome in 404. Jerome, a polyglot monk known best for translating the Bible into Latin,
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records that the documents came from the monastery of Matanoia (Canopus) near
Alexandria.49 Jerome also wrote that these precepts of Pachomius, Theodore, and
Horsiesios were the first in Egypt to lay the foundations of cenobitic life.50
Jerome started with his own introduction to Pachomius’s Rule, which explains the
shape of life in the Pachomian monasteries. He says that each monastery has fathers and
stewards, weekly servers, ministers, and a master of each house. A house has about forty
brothers who obey the master. There are thirty or forty houses in a monastery, and three
or four houses are federated into a tribe. The first to enter the monastery sits first, walks
first, says the Psalms first, begins to eat first, and speaks first at church. Account is taken
not of age, but of the time of profession as a monk.51
Monks have nothing in their cells except a mat, shoes and a staff for journeys, and
their allotted clothing: two sleeveless garments, plus a third one for sleeping and
working, a linen mantle, two hoods, a goat skin, and a linen belt. All eat together. There
is one meal a day, at noon. At dinner there is a second meal for the very old, the young
boys, and for all who need it in times of severe heat. Fasting is expected twice a week.
Those who wish to fast more frequently may take bread with water and salt in their cells.
Monks who practice the same craft are gathered into one house. For example, those who
weave linen are together and mat weavers are considered one family.52
During Easter all the monks assembled at the head monastery at Pbow, at the
bend of the Nile River. In the month of Mesore (July 27–August 24) they observed days
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of remission, a great meeting of the federation of Pachomian monasteries.53 Quarrels
were reconciled, reports were made, and new officers were appointed.
Jerome reported that the Egyptian Thebans say an angel gave knowledge of a
secret language to Pachomius and a few others, so that they might write each other
through a spiritual alphabet, wrapping hidden meanings in signs and symbols. Jerome
did not know what they meant but translated them literally anyway. If the rest seems
simple speech, he wrote, it is true to the Egyptian text.54
The Pachomian Precepts
The first thirty Pachomian precepts deal with entry into the monastery, dressing
with decorum, following a schedule without being late, and taking care with work
materials, such as the rushes used for the plaiting of ropes. The next set of precepts deals
with the daily meal. When the monks come to eat, they shall sit in order in their
appointed places, and cover their heads. They shall not look around at others eating. If
anyone speaks or laughs while eating, he shall do penance. When coming out of the
meal, monks shall not speak. The one who strikes the signal to assemble for meals shall
recite while striking. The one who dispenses sweets to the brothers at the door as they go
out shall recite scriptures while doing so. No one shall give more to one than another.
The next set of precepts speaks of brothers who are ill, care of ill brothers in the
infirmary, and special foods. No one is to touch wine or broth outside the infirmary.55
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The fiftieth precept speaks about visitors to the monastery. No one may invite a
visitor to eat with the monks; instead they are sent to the guesthouse. Clerics or monks
are to be received with honor, are to have their feet washed, and are to be brought to the
guesthouse. If they wish to join the prayer and assembly, and they are of the same faith,
the porter shall inform the father and they shall be brought in to pray. Seculars, infirm
people, or “weaker vessels” (women) shall be received and cared for. Women shall be
given a separate place, so there may be no occasion for slander. If relatives or brothers
visit the monastery to see a monk, with the housemaster’s permission, the monk shall be
given a trustworthy companion and sent to see them. However, if the visitors bring
foods, the porter shall receive the gifts and take the foods to the infirmary. If the foods
are sweets or fruits, the porter shall give the visited monk some to eat first before taking
the rest to the infirmary.56
If a monk is informed that his parent or relative is sick, he may travel with another
monk of proven faith and discipline to visit the sick person. The monks must observe
dietary and other rules on the trip. Upon their return, they may not, under any
circumstance, talk in the monastery about what they have done or heard outside.57
Monks are expected to learn to read. If one is illiterate, he shall go at the first,
third, and sixth hours to someone who can teach and has been appointed for him. He
shall learn studiously with all gratitude. Then the fundamentals of syllables, verbs, and
nouns, shall be written for him, and even if he does not want to, he shall be compelled to
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read.58 One should learn by heart at least the New Testament and the Psalter. Every day
at evening, the second master shall bring the books from the alcove and shut them in their
case.
This rule leads to the question of whether the monks were reading Greek or
Coptic. Scholars do not know for sure which language they were using, but there are
extant fragments of the Bible dating to the early fourth century C.E. in three Coptic
languages.59 It is most likely that they were using a Bible in the Sahidic language of
Upper Egypt,60 or a Fayyumic version from Middle Egypt.61
The 143 Pachomian Rules end with this admonition: whoever transgresses any of
these commands shall, for his negligence and his contempt, do penance publicly without
any delay so that he may be able to possess the kingdom of heaven.62
What was life like in a Pachomian monastery? The monks slept or kept vigil at
night on special seats with reclining backs, designed to make lengthy sleep unlikely.63 At
dawn a horn or wooden gong called the monks to morning prayers (synaxis).64 All
members of the community filed in together to their allotted places for the morning
prayers, which had readings from the scripture, followed by recitation of the Our Father
and periods of silent reflection. After the assembly, monks returned to their individual
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cells to await work assignments, tools, and materials. Some stayed indoors to make
baskets, mats, and ropes, while others gardened, baked, or copied books.65 Monks were
encouraged to recite texts to themselves quietly while they worked. Some were sent from
the monastery to collect materials and to market goods in nearby towns. A gong called
all to eat together at noon, the meal consisting of bread, herbs, olives, cheese, and cooked
vegetables.66
The evening saw a period of instruction and community prayer. Monks withdrew
to their houses, repeating passages from scripture. They recited together in the house the
“six prayers,” (possibly a minor version of the morning synaxis), and discussed the
lessons in an environment of lesser authority that invited inquiry and debate.67 This was
followed by solitary reflections of a watchful night, each monk alone in his cell.
Theodore, Pachomius’s disciple and one of his successors, looked back on his youth as a
monk remembering the joy and peace of the time, with the word of God constantly on
everyone’s lips. “We were not conscious of living on earth but of feasting in heaven,” he
said.68 The normal punishment for minor matters was a strong verbal rebuke. For more
serious offenses, such as persistent false witness or expressing anger repeatedly, a monk
might be demoted from his normal position in the hierarchy. Repentance brought
restoration.69
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Christian Women Monastics
As previously mentioned, Buddhists had accepted women into the order since the
time of Siddhartha Gautama. Women were included in the Christian tradition as well. In
Egypt and the eastern Mediterranean, many ascetics, men and women, never left their
own households.70 The development of cenobia ran parallel to that of domestic
monasteries. In the earliest centuries of Christianity, all of these ascetic organizations
seem to have been in the eastern Mediterranean and North African area. Before
becoming an ascetic, Antony (ca. 251–356) placed his young sister in the care of a
community of respected and trusted virgin women, giving her to the convent for rearing
in about 271 C.E.71 Palladius wrote a description of a women’s monastery in the
Thebald, similar to the men’s founded by Pachomius. It had four hundred virgins, who
lived like the men except that they did not wear the melota or sheepskin.72
One of the first stories about a woman ascetic was written by Gregory, bishop of
Nyssa, about his sister Macrina.73 He wrote that Macrina decided to lead a life of
virginity after the death of her fiancé when she was twelve. Around 357, upon return of
her brother Basil from his studies, she persuaded her mother and the women of the
household—both slave and free—to adopt the monastic way of life, devoting their days
to prayer and worship, study and manual work. Macrina recited portions of the Psalter
seven times a day. At that time, educated elite women and men did not do work with
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their hands. Macrina was an exception, not only spinning wool, which was considered
acceptable, but also baking bread. She had a purely Christian education, although she
was aware of doctrines of pagan philosophers, especially Stoics and Epicureans.
Jerome became the spiritual guide and scriptural teacher of a remarkable group of
ascetic women on the Aventine Hill in Rome, who practiced fasting, wore coarse
clothing, renounced baths and hairdressing, and shunned sex, following insofar as their
circumstances allowed, the rule of the desert fathers of Egypt.74 Their doyenne was
Marcella, a widow who lived with her widowed mother, Albina. Marcella, who was
wealthy, beautiful, and highborn, had studied Athanasius’s Life of Antony, and then met
Bishop Peter of Alexandria when he was living in exile in Rome. Influenced by the
discipline of the monks, virgins, and widows of Egypt, which she had heard about, she
took up the ascetic life herself, and her home on the elite Aventine Hill became the
meeting place of upper-class women and girls inspired by Pachomian ideals.75
Marcella’s followers included Paula and her virgin daughter Eustochium, who
were to go to Jerusalem at the same time as Jerome, leaving behind their family and
friends in Rome. Jerome and Paula toured the Holy Land and then visited Egyptian
monasteries. Returning to Palestine, they founded two monasteries of their own, one for
men and one for women, where they lived out their lives. When Eustochium took over
the women’s monastery at Bethlehem in 404 C.E. upon the death of her mother Paula, it
had consecrated virgins of many nationalities.76
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It is possible to tell something about the behavior expected of women monastics
from Jerome’s letter to Eustochium.77 He claims that virginity is superior to marriage,
which is valuable only to produce a further supply of virgins. Fasting is important for
monastics; a minimum of very simple food should be eaten. Dress should be
unobtrusive. The companions of virgins should be widows or spinsters of blameless life,
not frivolous young people or married women. Jerome also said, “I urge, first of all, as a
most solemn warning, that the Bride of Christ shun wine as if it were poison. For wine is
the first weapon used by demons against young people.” He seeks scriptural justification
for this from Romans 14:21: “It is not good for a person either to eat meat or to drink
wine.” Jerome tells Eustochium, “Take no meal except as preceded by prayer, and never
depart the table without returning to the Creator.” He outlines a daily schedule for her:
She should pray at daybreak, the third, the sixth, and the ninth hours, and evening
(corresponding to dawn, 9 am, 12 noon, 3 pm and dusk). At night she should get up two
or three times and go over parts of scripture by heart. “Let prayer be our armor as we
leave home, and when we return from the street, and pray before we sit down. Do not let
the puny body rest before the soul is fed,” he instructs her; “In every act, let our hand
trace the cross.”
Another example of an ascetic woman who founded monasteries is Melania the
Elder, who was immensely wealthy and was left a widow at age twenty-two. In 372, she
visited the monks in lower Egypt, where she met Rufinus, a monk who had been a
schoolmate of Jerome’s. By 381, she was in Jerusalem heading a monastery with fifty
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women on the Mount of Olives. She founded a monastery for men with Rufinus at the
same place, slightly before those of Jerome and Paula.78 In the 430s, Melania the
Younger established a women’s monastery after the death of her mother. Both Paula and
Melania the Elder used their property to found other monastic houses while maintaining
control of their wealth.79
Other Christian Rules
As with the Buddhist Vinayas, Christian monastic rules soon began to evolve.
Basil (ca. 330–379 C.E.) wrote the second great Christian monastic rule.80 Basil became
bishop of Caesarea Mazaca in Cappadocia (modern Turkey) and was a supporter of the
Nicene faction of the church. Basil’s rule gives monastic practices and cites scripture to
justify them, sometimes in a very imaginative way. For example, he cites Christ’s
injunction to “sell all your goods and give to the poor and you will have treasure in
heaven.”81 But he also provides the justification for the practice of child oblation—
allowing children old enough to be educated to be admitted to monasteries—with the
scripture, “Suffer the children to come unto me.”82 In Basil’s view, sanctity is social in
character.83 Love of God for him is expressed fully only in community life. His cenobia
were not established in the desert, but in towns, where the monks’ conduct could provide
the people with a model for Christian living. The ultimate end was union with God, but
monastic discipline, work, silence, and mortification were the means to this end, as were
78

Palladius, HL 46:224-225, in Handmaids of the Lord, 28.
Petersen, Handmaids of the Lord, 27.
80
Basil, Ascetical Works, trans. M. Monica Wagner, C.S.C. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 1962). Basil’s work is in the series Fathers of the Church, vol. 9.
81
Matt. 19:21 (Authorized [King James] Version).
82
Matt. 19:14 (AV).
83
Basil, introduction to Ascetical Works, xi.
79

29

works of charity toward fellow men. For Basil, the appropriate training and discipline for
pleasing God in accordance with the Gospel lay in detaching oneself from the cares of the
world and complete withdrawal from its distractions.84 He quotes the Apostle Paul, who
wrote: “He that is without a wife is solicitous for the things that belong to the Lord, how
he may please God. But he that is with a wife is solicitous for the things of the world,
how he may please his wife.”85 Basil also explains the rule of silence, which had been
demanded in the earlier rules. “By reason of its restful quiet,” says Basil, “silence induces
forgetfulness of the past and provides leisure for learning what is good. Consequently,
silence should be kept, except, of course, for the chanting of the psalms.”86 Basil’s Rule
was later adopted by Benedict (480–547), who knew it through the Latin translation of
Rufinus.
Although the first known Christian monastic rule is that of Pachomius, it is
increasingly evident from recent manuscript and documentary discoveries that ascetic
developments in fourth-century Egypt were more diverse and more complex than
depicted in the orthodox works that have come down to us.87 Works such as
Athanasius’s Life of Antony, Jerome’s translation of the Pachomian Rule, and the writings
of John Cassian, are guidebooks to ascetic practice, which present ideals that the authors
wanted their readers to imitate. They are difficult and unreliable sources for history,
since they are intended to promote orthodoxy by suppressing or criticizing all other
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varieties of thought and ascetic practice, though it now appears that the Pachomian
community did not rigorously reject diverse texts and traditions.88 Early cenobitic monks
were more interested in ascetic practice than in theology and could have rubbed shoulders
with Melitians and Manicheans, who were later regarded as heretics by the orthodox
church. Pachomian monks may have held Gnostic texts in their libraries.
One bit of evidence for such an eclectic environment comes from the orthodox
Apophthegmata Patrum.89 It relates that Abba Sios moved to the outer mountain of the
Thebaid near Arsinoe in central Egypt in his later years. The local people respected the
famous holy man and wished to visit him there, but were discouraged from doing so
because there were Melitians on the mountain in the monastery of Kalamon. This is the
only mention of Melitians in the Apophthegmata Patrum, and it reveals that this was a
place where Melitian and non-Melitian ascetics lived in harmony. Their peaceful
coexistence is confirmed by three documents from the beginning of the sixth century
concerning the occupancy and sale of a monastery cell of Labla in the district of
Arsinoe.90 One is a will in which the monk Aioulios leaves his cell to his cell mate, the
Melitian monk Eulogios. The list of witnesses includes both orthodox and Melitian
priests.
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An early Manichean text reports that one of the first Manichean proselytizers was
Adda, who led missionary activities in Palmyra and Roman Egypt.91 The Manichean
missionaries arrived in Egypt about 270 C.E., a generation before the Pachomian
monasteries were established. These missionaries had manistanan, shelters for their elect,
which resembled later Christian monasteries.92 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 came over established trade routes
between the Persian Gulf and the Roman Empire.93
The evidence that Pachomian monks were familiar with Gnostic texts is
controversial, but increasingly accepted by scholars. In 1945, three villagers were
digging for fertilizer along a cliff face near the town of Nag Hammadi, near the big bend
of the Nile River in Upper Egypt,94 where they found a large storage jar sealed with a
bowl and buried by a skeleton. The discovery was a few miles from the site of the ruins
of Pachomius’ monastery in middle Egypt. It 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. These Gnostic writings are
now known as the Nag Hammadi library.
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A later discovery, in 1952, of manuscripts buried a couple of centuries after the
Nag Hammadi library, includes archival letters of abbots of the Pachomian Order, thus is
even more certainly the remains of the library of a Pachomian monastery. 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.95
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 did not have
anything to do with the monasteries, circumstantial evidence is mounting that supports a
relationship.96 Monasticism in Upper Egypt is now known to have been diverse rather
than completely orthodox. In its early stages, Pachomian monasticism was vision
oriented. Pachomius used secret writings to correspond with his followers, as noted by
Jerome. In fact, it cannot be ruled out that the Nag Hammadi codices were produced in
the nearby Pachomian monastery.97 The only other archaeological finds in that area are
villages and a Roman fort, both unlikely homes for Gnostics texts.
Comparative Archaeology of Monasteries
Given the many similarities in Buddhist and Pachomian monasticism, what does
archaeology say about the institutions? First, it must be noted that the passage of time
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and the depredations of men have destroyed most sites in Egypt and in India. Only a few
have been unearthed and studied.
In India, monastic sites were rarely abandoned, but were buried under layers of
successive construction.98 Some sites, like Ghositarama, were continuously occupied
from around the sixth century B.C.E. to the sixth century C.E. Archaeologists have
found that by the first to second century C.E., a type and pattern of vihāra (monastery)
construction can be discerned. The form of the monastery consisted of a square
quadrangle lined with cells, with a veranda on the inner side enclosing the main stupa and
subsidiary stupas, and the whole establishment enclosed by a wall.99 By first and second
century C.E., there was a tendency to separate the main stupa from the residential
quarters of the monks. The main stupa was in the open, facing the entrance to the
monastery. The vihāra discovered near the stupa of Dharmarajika, also dating to the first
or second century C.E., had several square courtyards, with rows of cells in two stories
along the inside. Many sites, such as Nagarjunikonda, had a square stone paved hall with
stone pillars supporting a wood roof. All around the wall enclosing the courtyard were
rows of cells, some used as storerooms, and there was one large room, which served as a
refectory. The monasteries gradually evolved as self-contained units with two or more
stories, enclosed by high walls with only one entrance. They were quadrilateral in plan
with cells flanking the central courtyard. Each cell was originally fitted with a door,
presumably of wood. Attached to each vihāra were an assembly hall, a refectory, a
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kitchen, a storeroom, and a bath. Sometimes these were outside the main complex but
connected by a door.100
Pachomian sites are rarer still, since they date from a much shorter period of time.
Perhaps the most completely described is the monastery of Apa Shenute at Suhag.101 The
Apa Shenute monastery, like all cenobitic monasteries in Egypt, is surrounded by an
enclosure wall made of crude mud bricks.102 The church is the most complete standing
structure and has been restored to use by the monastic community. To the west is a
prominent collection of buildings around a large, open-air courtyard paved with fired
bricks and covered with pavement. Remnants of this pavement survive on part of the
square. Excavations show that this was the center of monastic life with dwellings, water
storage facilities, a mill, a kitchen, and other structures. A large building with long,
narrow rooms lies on the western side of the square. Its masonry is of superior quality,
making it one of the most prominent buildings. This structure was probably the
accommodations for the monks. Parallel to the western side of the church is a building
with a number of pillars circumscribing a rectangular space, which probably had a high
roof and windows above the pillars, forming a clerestory to add light to the interior. The
construction materials were limestone blocks and fired bricks, with a floor of limestone
pavement. This building apparently was the refectory of the monastery. Its position
relative to the church is the same as several monasteries at ancient Scetis in Egypt.

100

Ibid.
Peter Grossmann, Darlene Brooks-Hedstrom, Mohamed Ardal-Rassul, and Elizabeth S. Bolman, “The
Excavation in the Monastery of Apa Shenute (Dayr Anba Shinuda) at Suhag,” Dunbarton Oaks Papers, 58
(2004): 371-382.
102
Ibid, 371.
101

35

From these descriptions, it is clear that the form of Buddhist and Pachomian
monasteries was similar, but not exactly the same. Both were surrounded by a wall. This
functioned as a barrier, both physical and psychological, to the outside world. The
structures in Buddhist and early Christian monasteries had other similarities. The
residence buildings in both contained individual cells for the monks. In both there was a
refectory for eating communal meals. The general layout was similar, with buildings set
around a quadrilateral courtyard.103 Within the monastery was a central religious
structure. Buddhist monasteries had a stupa (supposed to contain a reliquary with a
Buddha relic), and some had a recitation hall for religious activities such as chanting the
sutras at certain times of the day and listening to senior monks expound upon the
scriptures. Pachomian monasteries contained instead a church used for worship, reciting
scripture, and other religious activities.
Comparison of Functions of Monasteries
Functionalism is a major theory in the social sciences and may be fruitfully
applied in historical analysis as well. At its core, the functional approach analyzes the
place of a particular cultural or institutional element in relation to other elements, and
asks whether that institution leads to or assists in the perpetuation of the social entity.104
In analyzing phenomena, the writer is concerned with the functions or purposes served by
them.105 Many of the ideas of functionalism go back to Emile Durkheim (1858–1917),
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one of the first sociologists to make use of scientific and statistical techniques, and
Talcott Parsons, who thought of society as a collection of systems within systems, and the
whole world as a system of societies.106
When comparing the social functions of early monasticism in the Christian and
Buddhist traditions, some similarities and some interesting differences can be found. In
one sense, it seems to be an oxymoron to describe social functions of people and
institutions that have defined themselves by withdrawing from society. On the other
hand, comparing their functions reveals similarities and some vast differences between
Buddhist and Christian monasteries. First, in both religions, monks acted as role models
for the religious life. Ordinary believers might aspire to exemplary religious lives, but
monks were dedicated to it. In both traditions, monasteries primarily served individuals
who needed to separate themselves from the household and focus on religion.
However, there were essential differences in social roles played by monks in early
Buddhist and Christian societies at large. Buddhist monks served as ritual practitioners,
as well as religious teachers, in their villages and cities. They were especially called on
for funerary rites. In the Christian tradition, the priests in the church hierarchy provided
ritual services to society. Christian monks were not expected to be priests or to be
specialists in ritual, and indeed, many famous monks are said to have fled when bishops
wanted to make them into priests, among them Antony and Pachomius. It seems that
they thought it desirable for monks to maintain independence from the church hierarchy.
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Buddhism had no central church hierarchy with popes, bishops, and clergy; hence there
was no equivalent religious institution from which to separate themselves.
Although Christian and Buddhist monasteries were situated near villages and
towns, their economic relationships with their societies were quite different. Pachomius
explicitly expected his monasteries to be self-sustaining and all monks living in them to
work for a modest living. His monasteries depended upon towns and villages as market
places, and they were always located near them. Buddhist monks had a tighter economic
relationship with their local societies. Every morning, in theory if not always in fact,
Buddhist monks were expected to go out and humbly beg for their daily food.
Monasteries were usually built and sustained by donations from believers, who gained
religious merit in so doing.
Buddhist monasteries from early on had a social welfare function. Though we
have few historical records from India, Chinese records show monasteries serving
impoverished peasants as early as the Han dynasty. For the next two hundred years, as
the central government disintegrated and social disruption made people increasingly
desperate, monks provided essential medicine, relief grain, and ritual consolation to the
populace. The earliest Christian monasteries, on the other hand, seem not to have served
these functions in society. Their primary goals involved separating themselves from
society for religious purposes. It was not until the latter half of the fifth century, in the
Judean desert, that a few monasteries were founded along pilgrimage routes to provide
hostelries where pilgrims could stay on the road between Jerusalem and Jericho, and on
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the Jordan River. Monasteries such as that of Theodosius, founded in 479, began to
contain hospitals and homes for aged and infirm monks.
Early Christian monasteries tried to maintain some independence from the church
hierarchy and thus avoid political entanglements. As Buddhism grew in China, however,
the monks became involved with the rulers, and each side used the other to develop
legitimacy. While important Buddhist translation bureaus were sponsored by emperors
and staffed by monks, rulers claimed to be protectors of the Buddha. Wives and
concubines of dead or deposed rulers found refuge in monasteries. There would be
parallel developments in Christian monasteries, but much later. Pachomian monasteries
were self-supporting, independent of the rulers, and seem not to have had a social welfare
function for householders.
At other periods of history monasteries may have served to relieve demographic
pressures, for example when there were too many sons and not enough land. During this
period, however, demographic pressures shifted in another direction. Populations
dropped in north China, and disease swept Egypt. Many people, including Pachomius,
died in the plagues.
Apples and Apples or Apples and Oranges?
Are cenobitic monasteries in Buddhism and Christianity roughly comparable
institutions? In what respects are they similar and in what respects are they different? To
start with, both clearly fall under the same definition as communities of celibate monks
(and nuns) who live together under a written rule. In religions so different, this in itself is
a striking phenomenon.
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What similarities and differences existed between their monastic rules and
behavior patterns? The Buddhist Vinaya is much older than the earliest Christian rules
and is much more detailed. Indeed, its structure is that of legal precedents which
developed over decades or centuries. The Pachomian Rule, by contrast, contains simple
instructions for daily living in the monastic community. The overall intent of Buddhist
and Christian monastic rules, however, is similar. The regulations in both are intended as
an aid in the contest between the spirit and the flesh, helping to learn control of body,
mind, and speech in order to attain spiritual progress. Both insist on chastity and poverty.
Regulations about clothing are explicit and quite similar. In the Vinaya Pitaka, three
robes were permitted, and the kind of permissible sandals or shoes was described. The
Pachomian Rule allots two sleeveless garments and a third one for sleeping and working,
a linen mantle, two hoods, a belt, and a goatskin.
Beyond the written rules, behaviors and daily schedules were similar. In both
traditions, monks silently ate their one meal together about midday. Alcohol was
forbidden. The diet was vegetarian, although this is not the case in earliest Buddhism,
where monks were to beg for their food and eat whatever they were given. In both
traditions, monks were to rise early, called to morning rituals by the sound of a gong.
After that, Buddhist monks went out on begging rounds, and Pachomian monks had work
assignments, making baskets or mats, gardening, or copying books. In both cases,
monasteries were tied closely to nearby villages. Buddhist monks received their daily
food donations from villagers. Pachomians sold their products and bought necessities in
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villages nearby. Evenings for monks in both traditions were devoted to rituals, then
prayer, meditation, and vigils in individual cells, which went on until around midnight.
The practice of tonsure (shaving the head, or part of it) was first an ordination
practice of Buddhist monks and nuns, and later appears among Christians in the late
antique period. Evidence for this is found in a second- or third-century C.E. stone
carving from the Madras area, which depicts the tonsure and ordination of Buddha’s
disciple Ananda.107 In the Mediterranean, the practice of tonsure is reflected in a midfifth-century statue of the Young Governor from the Hadrianic Baths at Aphrodisias, who
has a clearly carved and cleanly marked circular tonsure, a “clerical crown.”108 The
Chronicle of Theophanes (late sixth century) describes shaving the whole head in the
manner of Greek monks.109 When a man was admitted as a new monk in the Judean
desert monasteries, there was a ceremony in which the hegumen (leader of the monastery)
shaved the applicant’s head and clothed him in the monastic habit, and the new monk was
entrusted to the care of a monk more practiced in asceticism.110 This same practice
existed in Buddhist ordination in Mahayana monasteries. By the seventh century, the
practice of tonsuring Christian monks had spread as far as Ireland.111
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The organizational structure of monasteries was similar in the East and the West.
Each monastery was headed by an abbot, who was aided by an administrator. The
hierarchy was based on time of entry into the order. Punishment for infractions might
include losing one’s seniority in the system.
Monasteries were known as places of literacy. This is made explicit in the
Pachomian Rule, which calls for all monks to learn to read. The Mahayana sutras call for
the copying of scriptures to produce spiritual merit, and monks frequently engaged in that
activity. By the fifth century, Buddhists had built institutions of higher education for the
training of monks and some laymen. Nevertheless, the calling of monasticism was open
to all, and many monks remained illiterate.
Perhaps for functional reasons, the archaeological remains of early monasteries in
the Buddhist and Pachomian traditions are similar. The most notable feature is that they
were surrounded by a wall, which acted as a physical and psychological barrier to the
outside world. Within the wall there was a refectory for eating communal meals, a
building or buildings with cells for the monks to live in and retreat to for meditation, and
some religious structure such as a stupa, or a church or meditation hall.
The social functions of early Buddhist and Christian monasteries have some
similarities and some important differences. In both traditions, monastics served as
models for the religious life. They were dedicated to it full time, unlike ordinary
householders who had other responsibilities. However, monasteries in the East and West
were connected to society in different ways. Buddhist monks, who were based in
monasteries, provided ritual services for nearby villagers and city dwellers. They were
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dependent on lay supporters and frequently were patronized by rulers as well. Christian
cenobitic monastics, on the other hand, earned their own living every day. The Christian
clergy, not the monks, provided ritual services for society. This will be discussed more
fully in chapter 4.
Last, at a time in which women were expected to live out their lives within the
household, monastic institutions in the East and West gave them an alternative, perhaps
for the first time. From the earliest days of Buddhism, women established and ran their
own monasteries. Although technically still subordinate to male monks, some women
had an opportunity to live a religious life outside the household, and to attain literacy. At
least two of the early Pachomian monasteries had women’s monasteries nearby. Two of
the very earliest monasteries in Jerusalem were established and run by wealthy Roman
women, Melania the Elder in 381 and Paula in 386.
Summary
To answer the question proposed in the beginning of this chapter, it appears that
early Christian and Buddhist cenobitic monasteries were similar institutions, although
they functioned somewhat differently within and in relationship to their societies. The
written monastic rules in both traditions share much, from attitudes and precepts to
punishments. Some monastic behaviors not found in the Rules, such as abstention from
alcohol and the practice of tonsure upon ordination, are found in both traditions. The
institutional arrangements, with an abbot, cellarer, and priority based upon time of entry
into the order, are similar. According to Jerome, however, Pachomian monasteries were
organized into houses, a feature not found in ordinary Buddhist monasteries. Women
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established their own, separate and almost equal institutions in India, in the
Mediterranean area, and in China. Perhaps because of similar rules, practices, and
institutional arrangements, Buddhist and Pachomian archaeological sites share many
common features. In short, an examination of Buddhist and early Christian cenobitic
monasteries finds comparable things. One of the great puzzles is why they look so much
alike while serving such different functions in society.
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CHAPTER 2
THE GEOGRAPHY OF MONASTERIES
Methodology: Mapping Monasteries
The spread of monasteries across the Eurasian continent is mapped here using a
Geographic Information Systems database. The data were developed and input between
December 2009 and February 2010, using points projection on a world physical map.
The starting point for the data was Harvard Chinese Temple database, from which
pre-Sui/Tang Buddhist sites were selected. The dates are derived from the dynastic
periods listed in the database, and many are estimated within those periods, unless the
reign year was explicitly given. Chinese Buddhist temples always have monks nearby to
serve them, and thus a monastery, large or small, must be in the vicinity of each temple,
or within the temple. This assumption is valid because there are no other Buddhist clergy
besides monks, unlike the case in Christianity, which has priests, bishops, and others to
serve its churches. Thus it is legitimate to use the temple database to record Buddhist
monastery locations and dates.
To this database, several other sources of data were added. The major Indian
Buddhist monasteries were derived from a contemporary Chinese pilgrim’s guidebook to
Buddhist sites, Indu Shengjing lüren shu,112 and coordinates were found using Google
Earth. Additional sites came from a map in Lars Fogelin’s Archaeology of Early
Buddhism.113 Silk Road monastery sites were derived from the travel descriptions of Fa
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Xian during his pilgrimage to India 399–414. The geographic positions of some of these
sites came from the survey of Aurel Stein in 1911114 and others came from Google Earth.
Early Christian monastery sites and dates came from Philip Rousseau,115 Yizhar
Hirschfeld,116 Derwas J. Chitty,117 Gavin Flood,118 Marilyn Dunn,119and Christoph
Baumer.120 Coordinates were found or estimated using Google Earth.
Some coordinates and dates are approximate, but are close enough to depict the
establishment of monasteries across the Eurasian continent through time. A table is
presented in appendix 1, which lists for each monastery, its name, approximate or actual
date of establishment, end date if known, x and y coordinates, and notes showing other
known information, such as founder’s name.
Map 1 shows that the first monasteries were established in north India as early as
the fifth century B.C.E. As Buddhism spread across Inner Asia, numerous monastic sites
appeared in Gandhara (now Afghanistan) and along the route of the Silk Road.
Monasteries are recorded in China as early as the Han dynasty, about 50 C.E. During the
troubled Sixteen Dynasties period (420–581), several centuries later, the number
increased more than tenfold as Buddhism spread throughout China.
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Monasteries became widespread in China and in the Roman world at
approximately the same time. Both areas are about equidistant from India (see map 4,
which shows monasteries at the eastern and western ends of the Eurasian continent, but
not Indian ones, which were founded earlier).

Map 4. Monasteries founded 325-400 C.E.
The first named Christian monasteries were founded starting in 325 C.E. in
middle Egypt at the bend of the Nile River. These sites are on a known trade route from
India to Alexandria, part of which is the Via Hadriana (137 C.E.) along the Egyptian side
of the Red Sea (see map 3).
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Once Christian cenobitic monasteries were established, they spread quickly from
Egypt to the eastern Mediterranean, and then throughout the western end of the Eurasian
continent. Hilarion (ca. 291–371 C.E.) established the first such monastery in Palestine.
Educated in Alexandria, he was attracted to the example of Anthony. When his parents
died, he gave away his inheritance and returned home to Majuma, south of Gaza, to
become a solitary monk. Others gathered around him, and he built a monastery for them
about 330 C.E. His disciple, Epiphanius (ca 315–403), founded his own monastery
around 335 at Eleutheropolis, halfway between Jerusalem and Gaza.121
The publication of Athanasius’s Life of Anthony in 356 fueled new enthusiasm for
the monastic vocation. Melania the Elder, an aristocratic Roman widow, visited the
Pachomian monastery at Nitria, in the desert southwest of Alexandria in 372, donating
three hundred pounds of silver to Pambo, the abbot. There she met Rufinus, an Italian
monk, who joined with her to found a men’s and a women’s monastery at the Mount of
Olives in Jerusalem in 373.122 Jerome and Paula toured the Holy Land and Egypt, then
returned to Bethlehem to found their own two monasteries, where they lived out their
lives.
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Map 5. Judean desert monasteries

Devout Christians made pilgrimages to the Holy Land, some of them with the
intent to become monks and nuns. During the late fifth and early sixth centuries, dozens
of monasteries were established in the Judean desert, along with many more lauras,
places where the monks did not live together but gathered periodically (usually on the
Sabbath) for communal prayers (see map 5). The Great Laura founded by Sabas in 483
had about 150 monks.123 Sabas went on to establish the cenobia of Castellion (492),
Spelaion (508), Scholarius (509), and Zannus (511), which were a federation of
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monasteries located near the Great Laura in the Kidron valley.124 Several Judean desert
cenobia are archaeological sites. The monastery of Choziba, founded in 490, is walled,
with a passageway leading to an inner courtyard containing remnants of a church, a
refectory, and a kitchen, on different levels adapted to the rocky terrain and cliff of the
site. One of the largest of these monasteries is that of Theodosius, which was established
in 479. According to an early record, it had workshops, a hostelry, hospitals, and a home
for aged monks. It also had a “place of seclusion” for monks who had lost their sanity,
and several churches, from the Greek, Armenian, and Bessi traditions.125 Several
monasteries were located on pilgrimage routes and provided hostelries where pilgrims
could stay. Two of these are St. Peter’s, on the main road between Jerusalem and
Jericho, built by Empress Eudocia in 459,126 and St. John the Baptist, on the Jordan
River, founded by Emperor Anastasius around 470.127
The great monastery of St. Catherine at Mount Sinai was yet another institution
founded by an emperor. Justinian built a fortress there, completed in 557, which
enclosed the church and monastery, and Gregory of Fara was brought from Palestine to
be its head. This monastery, too, was the destination of many pilgrims during times when
it was safe enough to visit.128
All monasteries in the Middle East were affected by Muslim invasions around
638, and some were destroyed. Others, like St. Catherine’s, reached an uneasy
accommodation with the new overlords. The Treaty of St. Catherine’s was made with
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Muhammad, and old copies of it survive. St. Catherine’s claims to be the oldest
continuously occupied monastery in the world.
By then, monasticism had long been practiced in Gaul. Martin of Tours, an
officer in the Roman army, had a vision of Christ that impelled him to take up the
religious life. In 360, he joined Hilary of Poitiers to found the first monastery in Gaul at
Ligugé. Later he set up the famous monastery at Marmoutier. As bishop of Tours he
used monks to evangelize throughout the land.129
Monasteries were established in Milan and Verona in 385. Two early
monasteries, one for men and one for women, were set up in Rome in 387, followed by
St. Sebastian at the catacombs on the Appian Way in 440, and St. Peter’s, founded by
Leo the Great in 460 (see map 6).

Map 6. Early monasteries, Western Eurasia
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The ascetics of Syria and Mesopotamia had their own native traditions that went
back to the beginnings of Christianity. Many Christians of that region were followers of
Marcion, and some were Encratites. Tatian, who harmonized the four Gospels into the
Diatessaron, was an Encratite who, in the second century, condemned marriage and
procreation.130 Theodoret’s Historia Religiosa, a mid-fifth-century work,131 consists of
short biographies of local Syrian hermits. For the Syriac Christians, monks were ascetics
living either individually or in tiny groups. Many of them rejected clothing, fire, or any
sort of dwelling. Among these hermits we find Symeon Stylite, a solitary virtuoso who
lived about a decade in the monastery of Eusebona, thirty-five miles northeast of
Antioch, and then left about 412 to live the rest of his life on a column. Admirers from as
far as Britain came to see him. Most of the day and night Symeon prayed (with
spectators counting his prostrations), but he reserved afternoons to advise his visitors.132
There are few cenobitic monasteries recorded in Mesopotamia and Syria from this early
period. The first was Mar Awgen, which Syriac tradition says was established by
Pachomian monk St. Eugenios in 360.133 His followers are said to have established other
monasteries, including St. Mattai and Mar Gabriel in 397, and Mar Bohnam in about
400.134

130

S.P. Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” Numen, 20, no. 1 (April, 1973): 5-6.
Ibid., 10, citing P.G. 1, xxxii;, cols. 1283-1496.
132
Ibid., 15-16.
133
Some Western scholars dispute this, claiming there is no evidence for such a monastery before the sixth
century.
134
Brock, “Early Christian Asceticism,” 3. Syrian tradition holds that the first monasteries of the Church of
the East (also known as Nestorians) were established by Pachomian monks, such as Eugenios, who were
trained in Egypt.
131

52

The map of early monasteries is blank in most of Mesopotamia and Persia.
Although monasteries might have existed in those places, no names, places, and times of
foundation are available, thus it is impossible to include them in the database. This
absence is probably due to political reasons. Shapur I (r. 241–272) humiliated Roman
armies and promoted the renaissance of Zoroastrianism. He deported hundreds of
thousands of prisoners, many of them Christians, to Persia where the Christian religion
took root.135 Monasticism was suppressed, however, as its ideals of abstinence,
vegetarianism, fasting, and celibacy were opposed to the Zoroastrian obligation of labor
and marriage to produce children. One of the most frequent Persian complaints against
Christian monks and nuns concerned their vows of celibacy.136
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CHAPTER 3
CULTURAL DIFFUSION?
The first part of this paper established that cenobitic monasticism as an institution
in early Buddhism and early Christianity was comparable in many ways. Why is this?
Two likely reasons exist: it could have come about through cultural diffusion or by
convergent evolution. The next two chapters explore these possibilities.
The Cultural Diffusion Hypothesis
The analytical terms “convergent evolution” and “cultural evolution” were
adapted from the field of evolutionary biology and have been developed in the field of
anthropology. In its early days, anthropology was established to address the emergence
of Homo sapiens and the history of humankind up to the invention of writing, when
historians could take over. Anthropology originally contained four fields: archaeology,
biological anthropology, linguistics, and the forerunner of social and cultural
anthropology. Social and cultural anthropology’s role in the beginning was to find
evidence for the reconstruction of the history of humankind through the study of
primitive people. The assumption was that humankind advanced along a line of progress,
from one stage to another, driven by technological and intellectual advances.137 This
theory of evolutionist anthropology was destroyed by the theory of diffusionism, which
emphasized that human beings have the ability to learn from each other and pass on traits
through communication. Culture, it is now taught, does not proceed along a
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predetermined line according to ordered stages. Instead, human contacts and history
determine what people are, not their “nature.”138
In 1981, Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza and Marcus Feldman introduced the concept
of cultural transmission to parallel the notion of biological transmission. A cultural
group, by analogy, can perpetuate behavior among subsequent generations by teaching
and learning. In vertical transmission, parents transmit cultural values, skills, and beliefs
to their children. In horizontal cultural transmission, one learns from peers. In oblique
cultural transmission one learns from other adults and institutions. If the process takes
place within one’s own culture, this is called “enculturation” or “socialization.” If the
process comes from contact with a culture other than one’s own, the term “acculturation”
is used.139 Therefore, another way to discuss the origins of cenobitic monasticism is to
ask whether this is a case of cultural transmission, or of completely independent
foundations of similar institutions, which would imply parallel evolution.
According to the cultural diffusion hypothesis, values, skills, beliefs, and
traditions may be transmitted not only through parents and peers, but also from contact
with other cultures.140 Since Christian cenobitic monasticism arose much later than
Buddhist, it is relevant to ask whether, and how, these values and ideas might have spread
to middle Egypt from Buddhist regions. Is there a discernible route of transmission
through which Indian ascetic ideals and behavioral models might have been shared with
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early monasteries in Greco-Roman Egypt? To determine this, it is first necessary to look
at early contacts and mutual influence between Greece and India, and then at the
possibility of later cultural transmission between India and Egypt during the first
centuries of the Common Era.
Early Contacts
Verified contact between India and the Near East reaches back to prehistoric
times of course, though a watershed event was the eastern conquests of Alexander the
Great. Alexander had intended to integrate the vast area he had conquered, which
stretched from Egypt and Greece to northern India. When he died in 323 B.C.E., he left
behind in Bactria, north of India, a greater number of military outposts and colonies than
anywhere else, naming many of them after himself such as Alexandria in Aria (Herat),
Alexandropolis in Arachosia (Kandahar), and Alexandria of the Caucasus (Begram).141
His commander Seleucus (r. 311–281 B.C.E.) continued active colonization of the region,
thus establishing the Greco-Bactrian state, which became independent under governor
Diodotus in 250 B.C.E. Bactria expanded south of the Hindu Kush, although that area
was lost to the Mauryan Empire of the Indian king Chandragupta (grandfather of Aśoka).
It was soon reconquered by the North, and Greco-Bactrian control reached as far as the
northwest region of the Indus Valley for a short period of time. It was not long before the
Bactrians were under attack again, this time by nomad peoples of Central Asia.142
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Historians of ancient Greece have focused almost exclusively on the
Mediterranean world, although they knew of the riches of Greek Bactria and the names of
its notable rulers such as Diodotus, Euthydemus, Demetrius, Eucratides, and Menander.
King Menander, ruler of an Indo-Greek kingdom, was particularly known for his support
of Buddhism.143 A famous Buddhist work called Questions of Milinda, composed in Pali
sometime after 100 B.C.E., is a dialogue supposedly between Menander and the Buddhist
sage Nāgasena, which even today is a part of the Buddhist canon. It represents the
cultural union of Indian and Greek thought.144 Part 1 of the Questions of Milinda narrates
the context. In the country of Yanakas (Greeks), in a great center of trade, the eloquent,
rich King Milinda calls for a learned person, whether wandering teacher, head of a school
or order, or master of a band of pupils, to talk with him and assuage his doubts.
Nāgasena is summoned and talks with the king, professing Buddhist ideas. Part 2 is
titled, “The Distinguishing Characteristics of Ethical Qualities.” In it, Milinda uses the
Socratic method to interrogate Nāgasena, and Nāgasena analyzes the meaning of words
to convince Milinda of Buddhist truths.145
Despite its rich resources and influential rulers, however, there seemed to be no
trace left in modern times of the Greco-Bactrian state. This changed in 1964, when the
Délégation Archéologique Française en Afghanistan succeeded in locating and
excavating the first monuments bearing witness to the Greek presence in Central Asia
near the town of Aï Khanum, close to Tajikistan. The archaeologists had been told of the
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site by the Afghan king Zahir Shah, whose hunting party visited Aï Khanum in 1961.
The king was an expert in antiquities of Afghanistan and recognized the significance of a
carved stone shown him by the villagers.146
The excavated ruins of Aï Khanum include a grand palace with an entranceway
surrounded by four Corinthian colonnades of 108 pillars, a theater, and an enormous
gymnasium with a covered corridor extending around the perimeter to provide a place to
walk in the harsh Central Asian climate. The gymnasium was the principle site of
education in the city.147 There is also evidence of a library in one of the rooms of the
treasury in the palace. Although the parchment and papyri had disintegrated,
archeologists found a thin layer of white powder with ink from the letters imprinted by
pressure on the mud-brick walls. The letters revealed some pages of a lost philosophical
treatise by Aristotle in which he discusses Plato’s theory of ideas, and some fragments of
a text in verse.148 In the heart of Aï Khanum, the French archaeologists found a pillar
with an inscription of 150 Delphic maxims of wisdom, engraved by Aristotle’s disciple
Clearchus of Soli, who had come to Bactria.149 These aphorisms define the ideal virtues
of the Greek man, a testimony to the moral and civic values of Hellenism. Clearchus’s
stay in Aï Khanum contributed to the taste for Greek philosophy and literary culture in
this capital city in the third century B.C.E.
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A few decades later the great Mauryan Empire of India began to expand,
eventually conquering Seleucid territories in eastern Bactria.150 Centuries later, when
Buddhism had been mostly forgotten in India, the British scholar James Princep (1799–
1840) saw an inscribed stele in northern India and managed to decipher the longforgotten Brahmi inscription.151 It turned out to reflect a pacifist philosophy rooted in
Buddhist thought, and had been erected by the Mauryan king Aśoka.
King Aśoka (ruled ca. 304–232 B.C.E.), from northern India, lived longer than
Alexander—long enough to realize the frightful costs of forging a great empire. After
consolidating his power over Northern India and into Bactria, he deeply regretted all the
slaughter and became a proponent of pacifism. Across his realm he set up stone
monuments in the local languages, calling for nonviolence. The inscriptions of most of
these steles were written in Brahmi and Prakrit, using alphabets derived from Aramaic.
One stele, found in modern Kandahar, was written in Greek.152 This inscribed stone
pillar, like the others, prescribes a nonviolent moral doctrine with distinctly Buddhist
overtones, but in this particular case the stele is in flawless Greek, showing that the
authors had a perfect command of Greek language, not merely administrative language,
but the high level philosophical language of a person familiar with the schools of Greek
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philosophy.153 This archaeological find demonstrates a synthesis of Indian religion in
Greek language in the mid-third century B.C.E.
For several centuries, the Buddha had been represented only by his footsteps
carved on stone, or an empty throne, or a riderless horse.154 The first known Gandharan
depiction of an anthropomorphic Buddha is a token from Tilia Tepe dated to 50 B.C.E.,
showing a bearded man with the likeness of Zeus or Heracles, who is pushing a dharma
wheel. The inscription, in Kharosthi script, says, “he who sets in motion the Wheel of the
Law,” and on the back, “the lion who chased away fear,” that is, the Buddha, lion of the
Sakyas.155
As Mahayana Buddhism developed in Gandhara about the beginning of the
Christian era, the Buddha began to be depicted as a Roman emperor–God. Greek
influence lives on in the robes worn by Buddhist monks, which may have been derived
from the Roman toga, and in Buddhist art in Central Asia, as seen in figures 1 through 5.

153

Ibid.
Albert E. Dien, Six Dynasties Civilization (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 388.
155
Gerard Fussman, “Numismatic and Epigraphic Evidence for the Chronology of Early Gandharan Art”, in
Investigating Indian Art: Proceedings of a Symposium on the Development of Early Buddhist and Hindu
Iconography Held at the Museum of Indian Art Berlin in May 1986. (Berlin: Museum für Indische Kunst,
1989), 71.
154

60

Figure 1. Marcus Aurelius
(British Museum) Made ca.
176-180, Alexandria Egypt.
(Wikimedia Commons, GNU Free
Documentation License)

Figure 2. Early Gandharan
Buddha (Peshawar Museum)
ca. 2nd century.
Photo by Christian Luczanits
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Figure 3. Maitreya in Tutshita Heaven, with tonsured monk (left of Buddha) explaining
dharma to laymen, ca. 2nd century. (Museum of Asian Art, Berlin, no. I87. Photo by
Christian Luczanits.)
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Figure 4. Buddha, with winged beings crowning him with laurel wreath, a Greek motif,
ca. 2nd century. (Detail from Mohammad Nari stele, Museum of Asian Art, Berlin.
Photo by Christian Luczanits.)
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Figure 5. Buddha with Greek attending figure, Heracles depicted as Vajrapani, 2nd
century C.E., from Gandhara. (British Museum. Photo from Wikimedia Commons, use
permission under GNU Free Documentation License.)
Aśoka had already sent ambassadors around the known world to teach the new
pacifist doctrine. One of his edicts, inscribed on a stone pillar, says he sent them over all
the frontiers for six hundred leagues, to Antiochus (of Syria), the Greek king; and beyond
him to four kings called Tulamaya (Ptolemy II of Egypt), Amtikini (Antigonus of
Macedonia), Maga (Magas of Cyrene) and Alikasudara (Alexander of Epirus); as well as
south to Sri Lanka and north to Kashmir (until then “a land of dragons”).156 Apparently
no trace of these missions remains in the Mediterranean world.
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Cultural influence went in both directions, although that is seldom acknowledged
in the West. It is possible to trace the impact of Indian thought on Greek philosophy.
One of the earliest Greek philosophers to have a direct connection to India was Pyrrho of
Elis (365–275 B.C.E), who accompanied Alexander’s army to India.157 Diogenes claims
that Pyrrho encountered Indian wise men, which led directly to his love of solitude and to
his formulation of the School of Skeptics.158 Pyrrhonism developed a line of philosophy,
from its founder Pyrrho through Sextus Empiricus in the second century C.E., which
suspended judgment about all beliefs. This was said to lead to liberation from attachment
to things nonevident (beliefs), and to tranquility (ataraxia) which then followed.159
Pyrrhonists, instead of theories or knowledge of the world, offered a practice designed to
ease suffering. Beliefs are attachments to what is nonevident, Pyrrhonists said, and
because beliefs are subject to distortion, uncertainty, and contradiction, they generate
anxiety and fear. By suspending judgment on beliefs, one is freed from such
attachments, leading to a state of tranquility.160
This is very much like the attitude of the Buddha, who took a nondogmatic stance
toward metaphysical beliefs, neither affirming nor denying them, but suspending
judgment about them and instead concentrating on practices that might ease suffering.161
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The idea of ataraxia and the method of attaining it were not found in Greek philosophy
before Alexandrian contact with India.162
The Greek philosophical schools of the Pythagoreans, the Skeptics, and the Stoics
show many resemblances to Indian thought. As the Hellenistic era developed over the
next four centuries, Alexandria replaced Athens as the cultural capital of Greek thought.
Very cosmopolitan in outlook, Alexandria had absorbed many foreign elements.
Alexandrian Hellenism was a religious system in which many philosophies flourished
side by side. It was not just a rational philosophy, but had a religious perspective that,
like Buddhism, spoke of experiential knowledge of transcendent reality. The
Neoplatonist Plotinus (204–270 C.E.), for example, emphasized a vision attained by
training the mind and spoke of mental contemplation.163 It is possible that Indian ideas
about the suffering of the material world, ascetic ideals, and practices such as
vegetarianism and celibacy affected Neoplatonic schools of thought from the time of
Alexander. Or perhaps such ideas arose independently in the West before the Hellenistic
era.
Devaluation of the material realm is a motif central to Plato and other Greek
thinkers. Pythagoras, for example, is said to have taught that the soul is immortal, and
after death, transmigrates into other bodies.164 All animated beings are kin, belonging to

162

Everard Flintoff, “Pyrrho and India,” Phronesis 25, no. 1 (1980): 88-108.
Paulos Mar Gregorios, “Does Geography Condition Philosophy? On going Beyond the OccidentalOriental Distinction: An Introduction to the Second International Seminar on Neoplatonism and Indian
Thought, in Neoplatonism and Indian Philosophy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 26.
164
This idea is found in Plato.

163

66

one great family.165 He is said to have established an all-male community that held its
property in common and practiced vegetarianism. However, Pythagoras himself wrote
nothing. These descriptions of Pythagoreans, which appear in writings of Iamblichus,
Porphyry, and Diogenes Laertius, were produced eight hundred years after Pythagoras
lived, when there had been ample time for other influences, including ones from India, to
have affected assumptions about early Greek philosophy. Intriguingly, these are the same
Hellenistic writers whose works describe Indian monasticism.
In both China and the Roman world, the practices of celibacy, vegetarianism, and
pacifism were not welcomed by traditional authorities. Such ideas did not fit easily into
societies that thought of the family as central, and which needed a never-ending supply of
young soldiers. Persian society had similar attitudes. In the fourth-century Zoroastrian
revival, clergy repeatedly attacked Christian, Manichean, and Buddhist monks and nuns
for practicing celibacy, as this was directly opposed to the moral obligation to marry and
produce children.166 To this list must be added Jewish authorities, whose patriarchal
religion included a central rite of making burnt (animal) offerings at the Temple in
Jerusalem.167 Nevertheless, ascetic practices resembling those of India began to grow
and develop in China and in the Roman world.
Christian cenobitic monasticism arose not in the homeland of Jesus, nor in the
capital of Rome, but first in middle Egypt. Why would this have been the first site where
Christian monasteries were found? Under the Ptolemies, Alexandria in Egypt had been a
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center of Greek learning for hundreds of years. It, like Aï Khanum, was a place where
people of different cultures bumped up against each other, sharing ideas as well as trade
goods. Many different religions flourished there, sharing ideas and budding off syncretic
cults. The long-standing Jewish community in Alexandria was Hellenized, with syncretic
philosophical traditions of its own. For example, fragments of texts of the Jewish writer
Aristobulus, preserved by Eusebius, attempt a spiritual synthesis of Old Testament
revelation and Greek philosophical systems.168 It is likely that Gnostic thinkers carried
on some of these ideas, which were absorbed by Christian Gnostics and by the
catechetical schools of Pantaenus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen.169
Another example of possible multicultural philosophical and religious synthesis
might be the influence of Pythagorean thought on the Essenes’ protomonastic
communities.170 This argument was first made by Josephus, a Jewish historian (37–100?
C.E.), when he explains that the Essenes follow a way of life that the Greeks learned
from Pythagoras.171 By the third and early fourth centuries C.E., Diogenes Laertius,
Porphyry, and Iamblichus had all written about Pythagorean communities, giving an
idealized portrayal of them as similar to the religious brotherhoods of barbarian peoples:
Egyptians, Jews (Therapeutae and Essenes), Brahmans of India, and Gymnosophists on
the banks of the Nile.172 Elite Pythagoreans were depicted as withdrawing from cities,
living together and holding property in common, having precepts about continence, and
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refusing to eat animals.173 In the cultural stew of Alexandria, it seems likely that Jewish
groups came into contact with Pythagoreans and some adopted their ascetic way of life,
especially the Therapeutae and Therapeutrides, who will be discussed further in chapter
4.
Eastern Influences on the Greco-Roman Empire in the Common Era?
Perhaps Neoplatonic philosophies influenced by India had not percolated so far
down through the centuries, but instead had a more contemporary source in the early
Common Era. Alexandria, both a commercial and an intellectual center, was connected
by long-distance trade to India, commerce that increased in the first century B.C.E.
Strabo (63 B.C.E.–24 C.E.) says that the merchants of Alexandria sailed with fleets by
way of the Nile and the Arabian Gulf as far as India. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea
is an account of sea traffic between India, Arabia, and Egypt written in the beginning of
the Christian era.174 It describes large vessels plying between the market towns of Persia
and Bharuch in India. Indian vessels shared much of the traffic between the ports on the
west coast of India and the Arabian coastline to the entrance of the Red Sea. Beyond
that, trade was monopolized by the Arabs, and later by Greeks from Egypt.
The Yavanas (probably Indo-Greeks) in India played a direct role in local and
long-distance trade networks, using Roman coins as high value currency. Many Yavanas
had assimilated to Indian culture, but they seem to have forged a “trading diaspora” to
overcome the problems of long-distance trade: an exchange of information about
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conditions of supply and demand, the creation and maintenance of relations of trust in the
chain of trade, the creation of credit arrangements, and a system of arbitration in business
disputes.175 It is necessary to maintain a sense of corporate identity and cultural unity
among the members of such a trading community, and one known factor in forging such
an identity is a common religion, which is recognized as a strong binding force. In the
case of Greco-Indians, this need for a common religion was filled by Buddhism and
Jainism, both fundamentally ascetic religions.
The Yavanas in the western Deccan region of India formed a Buddhist trading
network. The direction of commerce in the Deccan region was overland toward Bharuch
and the Konkan coast, through the passes where Buddhist caves are located. Many
inscriptions in western Indian caves identify Yavanas as residents and patrons of
Buddhism. A list of Yavanas is included among those making donations to the chaityas
(shrines) and monasteries.176 For example, donors inscribed on the veranda of cave 17 at
Nasik list the northerner, the Yonaka Idragnidata, together with his son Dharmaraksita.
In the Catya cave, Yavana of the Dhamadhayas, Yavana of the Yasavadhanas, and
Yavana of the Sihadhayas are included. In the Buddhist caves in the Western Ghats
during the first and second centuries C.E., the majority of individuals are not named. The
inscriptions speak of the ethnic yavana in the genitive singular, followed by a proper
name, usually compounded with sangata, in the plural. These probably represent trading
corporations.177 A new interpretation of the inscriptions is that the donors may have been
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Greco-Roman or other western mercenaries, even Goths.178 This argument rests on the
claim that the Prakrit word yona(ka), or “Greek,” should be distinguished from yavana,
which may no longer have meant “Greek” as in Sanskrit, but “Greek of high civil or
military rank,” then “foreigner of high rank,” or “foreign military man, mercenary.”
Evidence for the adoption of a new technique in the manufacture of pottery and GrecoRoman artifacts in these excavations shows a Mediterranean cultural influence as well.179
Material remains of Indians appear in second- or third-century Egypt, too.
Fragments of writing attest to the presence of both temporary sojourners and long-term
assimilated Indian residents in Egypt during the early centuries of the Christian era.180
Most of this epigraphic evidence was found at the Red Sea port of Quseir al-Qadim, the
ancient Leucos Limen, or Albus Portus, which was the main transfer point for goods
between India and Rome. The largest fragment of writing is on a potsherd bearing a
Prakrit inscription in black ink, which appears to be a list of goods or stores belonging to
three named individuals: Halaka, Vinhudata, and Nakada. The script resembles south
Indian Brahmi from second and third centuries C.E. found in archaeological sites in
India. A different kind of inscription was found at the temple of Seti I at Kanayis,
located along one of the caravan routes from a Red Sea port to Apollinopolis Magna on
the Nile. This one, in Greek, says, “To Pan, who gives easy passage and listens to prayer;
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Sophōa the Indian, on his own behalf,” which is generally accepted as the writing of a
much Hellenized Indian.181
Documentary evidence for Indian-Egyptian cultural exchange is very rare, but we
do have at least one such book, The Yavanajataka of Sphujidhvaja: The Horoscopy of the
Greeks. The concluding three verses give the author’s name (Sphujidhvaja) and the date
of composition as 269/70. It is a version in verse of a prose translation from Greek, made
by Yavanesvara (“lord of the Greeks”) in the year 149/50. The origin of the Greek
original, with a high degree of probability, is Alexandria.182 The main existing
manuscript, from Kathmandu, was written on palm leaves around the beginning of the
thirteenth century, and a few other fragments of the work exist in other manuscripts as
well. The Yavanajataka is the earliest horoscopy surviving in Sanskrit.
Clearly there was trade between India and Egypt. Where there is trade, there is
often transmission of religious and philosophical ideas. Clement of Alexandria (150–
215) writes in his work Stromata (miscellanea) that philosophy flourished in antiquity
among the barbarians.183 He knows of the Indian gymnosophists encountered in Bactria
by Alexander and his followers. Clement even describes Indian ascetics:
There are two classes [of Indian gymnosophists], some of them called Sarmaneae,
and others Brahmins. And those of the Sarmaneae who are called Hylobii neither
inhabit cities, nor have roofs over them, but are clothed in the bark of trees, feed
on nuts, and drink water in their hands. Like those called Encratites in the present
day, they know not marriage nor begetting of children.
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He continues, “Some, too, of the Indians obey the precepts of Buddha [Bouttas]; whom,
on account of his extraordinary sanctity, they have raised to divine honours.”184
Plotinus was a central figure in Hellenistic philosophy, who reinterpreted
Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics. He was profoundly influenced by the
teachings of Ammonios Sakkas, whose lectures he attended for eleven years, and who
influenced him to study eastern thought. Ammonios’s own ethnic and intellectual
heritage are unknown, but there is something odd about him. Eusebius says he was a
former Christian turned pagan, and he claimed to be “God-taught” (theodidaktos). His
designation as “Sakkas” was perceived as strange, even in antiquity, since it is not a
Greek word. The most intriguing interpretation of his name is that it is a variant of
“Shakya,” the name of the Buddha’s tribe in India, which came from the warrior caste.
The word may be derived from Saca, meaning Scythian. Perhaps by this time it meant
“monk” in general.185 Porphyry wrote of Plotinus, “And from that day continually
staying with Ammonius, [Plotinus] acquired such a mastery of philosophy, that he
became eager to gain knowledge of the teaching prevailing among the Persians, as also
among the Indians.”186 This impelled Plotinus, when he was nearly forty years old, to
join Gordian’s military expedition to Persia. The expedition was a failure, and Plotinus
had to flee for his life; he finally ended up in Rome.187
In his public lectures, recorded in fifty-four treatises called the Enneads, Plotinus
described his central ideas as “1) the infinity of the knowable world, and 2) the unity of
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the human soul with the essential, underlying nature of the universe.”188 These concepts,
especially the first, differ from traditional Greek philosophy, which largely viewed the
cosmos as limited, with a defined structure. Plotinus taught that through contemplation,
the soul may attain a vision of the cosmos and ascend to the One, which is the totality of
realities and the collectivity of the Platonic Ideas. As the soul rises, normal
consciousness disappears, and immoveable calmness reigns; there is neither knower nor
known.189 In some respects this derives from Platonic philosophy, but in other ways it
more resembles the fate of the soul after death as taught by the Gnostics and Manicheans.
It is a departure from Greek rationalism and is very much like the mysticism of the
Upanishads, in which the individual consciousness disappears and merges into One; the
practitioner becomes fully united with the higher self, the One or Brahman. Such
mystical experiences are found the world over, however, and Plotinus may have
discovered it by himself. His biographer, Porphyry, says that Plotinus attained mystical
unity four times during the six years he spent with him.190
By the first century, there may have been Brahmans and Buddhists in
Alexandria.191 Was literature from India and Persia available there? By the third
century, Buddhists may have established themselves in Alexandria, with a place of
teaching of their own.192 Might Plotinus, or Porphyry, have firsthand knowledge of
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Indian religions? There is no document attesting to that—only evidence that Porphyry
was acquainted with aspects of Buddhist and Brahman thought and practices.
Porphyry recorded the teachings of his master Plotinus, the Enneads, near the end
of the third century C.E.193 We learn quite a lot about Porphyry from Augustine, who
discusses him in the tenth book of the City of God:
When Porphyry says . . . that no single sect had been found that contained a
universal way for the liberation of the soul, deriving from some true philosophy,
or the mores and disciplina of the Indi, or the “ascent” of the Chaldaeans, or any
other way, and that this way had not as yet come to his notice through historical
knowledge, he without any doubt admits that some such way exists.194
The liberation of the soul that Porphyry is striving to find is about liberation from
the cycle of existences as understood by Plato and Plotinus. Augustine says that they
accepted that a man might be reborn as an animal, but Porphyry disagreed; he believed
(as did Plato) that a man might be reborn only as a man.195 Porphyry thought that the
soul could escape altogether from the cycle. According to Augustine, he believed that
“God gave the soul to the world so that when it got to know the evils of matter it would
run back to the Father and at length not be held by the polluted contagion of such
things.”196 The individual soul’s escape became final when it was cleansed of all evils,
for then it would be established with the Father and never again suffer in the world. This
appears to be similar to the Buddhist idea of Nirvana, in which all distinctions cease to
exist and reincarnation is ended. How did Porphyry know of the “mores and disciplina of
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the Indi”? Porphyry testifies in De abstinentia (On abstinence from killing animals) that
he learned about the Brahmans from Bardesanes (154–222 C.E.). Bardesanes, who is
known as the founder of a major gnostic system, became familiar with Indian holy men
when he encountered an Indian embassy on its way to visit Rome, probably sent to
Emperor Elagabalus (r. 218–222 CE). Here in Porphyry’s own words is his
understanding of Indian ascetics:
For since in India the body politic has many divisions, one of them is the order of
the holy sages, whom the Greeks are wont to call the Gymnosophists, and of
whom there are two sects—the Brahmans and the Samanaeans [Buddhist
sramanas, or monks]. The Brahmans form the leading sect, and succeed by right
of birth to this kind of divine wisdom as to a priesthood. The Samanaeans, on the
other hand, are selected, and consist of persons who have conceived a wish to
devote themselves to divine wisdom.197
Porphyry says that the Samanaeans come from all kinds of people, not just one
caste; they leave their families to join an ascetic community that practices celibacy and
vegetarianism. They are not allowed to marry or to possess property. They shave their
hair and wear distinctive robes. The monasteries where they live are state sanctioned,
perhaps state supported. Life in the monastery is regulated; bells ring to call them to the
meal, and to prayers. They spend the day in discourse on divine things. They view life
as hardship and death as a welcome release of their souls from their bodies.198
In the first centuries of the Christian era, there was in fact a lot of literature on
India available in Greek and Latin, including writings by Strabo, Diodorus Siculus, Pliny,
Dio Chrysotom, Aelian, Pseudo-Callisthenes, and Clement of Alexandria, although some
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may be derivative.199 Porphyry’s own Greco-Roman world of the third century was
smitten by the idea that the peoples of the East had better and purer ideas of the deity,
which they knew from more than just rational ways.200
In his Life of Pythagoras, Porphyry refers to Philostratus’s work, In Honour of
Apollonius of Tyana, which deals with a romanticized visit to India and conversations
with the sage Iarchas. Philostratus’s work is a hagiography of a holy ascetic, Apollonius
of Tyana, which was written in the third century C.E. and reflects life at that time,
although his journey to India was supposed to have taken place in the first century C.E.201
India is depicted as a place of special knowledge, worth a pilgrimage to visit religious
specialists.
Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius of Tyana is the longest biography that survives
from Roman antiquity.202 Apollonius was a widely respected Pythagorean teacher of
philosophy in the first century C.E. Philostratus’s biography, written a couple of
centuries later, turned him into a holy man for a new age.203 In the biography (or
hagiography), Apollonius travels east to discuss philosophy with the Wise Men of India.
Roman emperors and Neoplatonic scholars came to revere Apollonius; Christian writers
such as Eusebius of Caesarea, the church historian, reviled him.
Philostratus composed the biography of Apollonius for Julia Domna, wife of
Septimius Severus, using as his main source the diaries of Damis of Nineveh, who claims
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to have accompanied Apollonius to India.204 Although Apollonius was a real person,
known from other sources, many scholars dispute the validity of Philostratus’s account
that he went to India.205 The first part of the biography may have some truth to it, as the
description of buildings in the city of Taxila have been verified by the British
archaeologist Sir John Marshall.206 Other parts of the book are purely fanciful, including
a chapter on Indian snakes that are big enough to drag off an elephant and the methods of
catching them.207 When Philostratus and his companion find the Wise Men of India, they
converse in Greek. The dialogue between them covers Greek history and poetry, astral
prophecy, and how to sacrifice to the gods effectively, among other topics.208 It contains
almost nothing of Indian religion or philosophy. Thus Philostratus’s famous hagiography
piqued a great curiosity about India in the third century, without transmitting very much
real cultural knowledge.
Gnostic writings bear a resemblance to Greek, Jewish and Christian works, but
they are based on a founding myth that seems to combine eclectic sources. One source of
inspiration and ideas for them might be Indian religions, which as we have seen, were
known to scholars in Alexandria at that time. There are parallels between Gnosticism
and Indian religions in philosophical ideas, vocabulary, and literary tropes, such as
emanations. Consider the Sankhya philosophical system, which serves as the theological

204

Jarl Charpentier, The Indian Travels of Apollonius of Tyana (Uppsala and Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitzs,
1934), 13.
205
This skeptical academic tradition started with Edvard Meyer, “Apollonios von Tyana und die
Biographie des Philostratos,” Hermes 52 (1917): 372-424.
206
John Marshall, Annual Bibliography. Of Indian Archaeology, 1928, 2, 4, cited in Charpentier, Indian
Travels, 49.
207
Philostratus, Apollonius of Tyana, bk. 1, 239.
208
Ibid., 247-317.

78

underpinning for the practical discipline of yoga.209 Though most clearly known from a
fifth-century text, elements of the system can be found in the much earlier works of the
Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and Moshadharma. In Sankhya, the world is composed
of souls (purusha) bound to matter (prakriti). Prakriti includes mental and emotional life
as well as matter, while purusha is pure consciousness, isolated and uncontaminated by
matter, although associated with it. Salvation is attained when a person comprehends that
his true nature is consciousness (purusha), which is independent of matter. In the western
Gnostic founding myth, which shares much with Jewish and Greek apocalyptic ideas, the
earth is a creation of a wicked demiurge. Humankind, part of the early creation, is also
evil in its material basis, with only the divine light-spark, the pneuma or soul, belonging
to the realm of God. The soul’s association with matter has caused it to forget its true
nature. Drunk, asleep, ignorant, it still longs for its heavenly home. Redemption occurs
for the Gnostic when the soul “knows” or “remembers” its heavenly origin. This
knowledge is a gift of the Redeemer to a select few. Everyone else will be reborn on
earth until, in a culmination of the world process, all souls will have returned to God.210
Buddhism also displays an attitude of alienation from the world, but it does not
recognize a permanent core of human personality. Instead of purusha, pneuma, or
psyche, the individual is made up of dharmas of a moment’s duration. Each of these
energy-points is like a candle igniting another candle and then disappearing in an instant.
The Four Noble Truths for Buddhists state that all life is suffering, and that the cause of
suffering is desire for and attachment to things in the world. Therefore the way out is to
209
210

Sedlar, India, 129.
Ibid., 126.

79

eliminate desire and attachment. Earthly things are transitory or illusory. All the joys of
the earth will pass away, and while we enjoy them we suffer the terror of losing them.
According to some Mahayana schools, existence itself is an illusion.211 Attachment to
impermanent things inevitably leads to sorrow. Buddhist and Gnostic thought share a
similar concept, Nirvana and the Gnostic supreme Spirit, which is called “light.” The
oldest Buddhist scriptures describe Nirvana as the opposite of the phenomenal world,
with no arising or passing away, no multiplicity, no movement, no suffering. It is the
extinction of the evils of the world: hate, envy, and delusion. Nirvana is “wholly other,”
like the God of Gnosticism.212
Mahayana Buddhism, the form that spread through Gandhara (east of Bactria) and
across the Silk Road to China in the first few centuries of the Common Era, is even closer
to Gnosticism than earlier forms of Buddhism, in that the ultimate nature of Being is
equated with knowledge. The Buddhist term jñana, “knowledge,” comes from the same
linguistic root as the Greek word, gnosis.213 Gnostic theology says that the supreme
Spirit exists in a state of pure knowledge, and for Mahayana Buddhists, the essence of the
universe is knowledge as well, known as Nirvana, or Enlightenment. Gnostics and
Buddhists both conceive of Wisdom (sophia or prajña) as feminine, “mothers” or
“nurses.”214 Knowledge, in both systems, is veiled by ignorance. Mahayana speaks of

211

Ibid., 132.
Ibid., 133. An example of such a Gnostic concept of God is found in The Apocryphon of John.
213
Greek and Sanskrit, Kharosthi and Brahmi, in which the Buddhist texts were written, are all IndoEuropean languages and scripts.
214
Sedlar, India, 133.

212

80

the “removal of ignorance,” while Gnostics describe the awakening of the soul from
slumber or drunkenness.215
At the beginning of the Common Era salvation religions developed and spread
widely through Eurasia. Many people came to believe that saving knowledge was
transmitted by a redeemer and accepted through faith. Older forms of Buddhism taught
that knowledge that brings liberation from the world can only be gained through
moderate asceticism and meditation (practiced mainly by monks). The new Mahayana
schools, like St. Paul in the West at about the same time (the beginning of the Common
Era), emphasized salvation through faith. For Paul, this meant trust in the God of the
Jews and his messiah, Jesus. In Mahayana Buddhism, Buddhas and Boddhisavattvas
chose to return to the world to save human beings, and they became divinities on whom
people could call for help.
In both Gnosticism and Mahayana Buddhism, the mythological imagination
created (or adopted) an enormous pantheon of colorful deities. Buddhism had Amida,
Manjusri, and Avalokita, all of whom were fervently worshiped by millions. Gnostics
told of multiple emanations from God, eons, heavens, and planetary realms. Both
Gnosticism and Mahayana borrowed from earlier legends and deities, and reinterpreted
them within their own theologies.216 For example, the Gnostic text The Apocryphon of
John equates the highest deity with the abstract Greek concept of perfection, which
excludes involvement in the world. To explain how the evil world came into existence, it
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says that from the supreme deity emanated a series of light-beings, from Sophia to
Yaltabaoth and his seven authorities, each with a firmament corresponding to an eonheaven. Yaltabaoth, when he saw the evil world and the multitude of angels that had
emanated from him, declared arrogantly, “I am a jealous God, and there is no other God
beside me.”217 This short abstract reveals both Greek and Jewish roots, in both an
attempt to explain the pain of the world, and to put the orthodox Jewish-Christian God in
his place. Buddhist works of the time also contain the trope of multiple emanations. (See
Figure 6.) The Lotus Sutra portrays with extravagant imagination a cosmology in which
the Buddha’s preaching reaches out to all:
At that time, the Buddha emitted a single glow from his white hair-tuft, by which
straightway were seen the Buddhas of lands in the eastern quarter equal in number
to the sands of five hundred myriads of millions of nayutas of Ganges rivers. All
those lands had sphatika for soil, and were adorned with jeweled trees and
jeweled garments. Within, they were full of numberless thousands of myriads of
millions of bodhisattvas. Jeweled flags were hoisted within them, and a jeweled
net spread over them. The Buddhas of those lands preached the dharmas with a
great, subtle sound. Also seen were incalculable thousands of myriads of millions
of bodhisattvas, who filled the lands everywhere, preaching Dharma to the
multitudes.218
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Figure 6. Buddha emanating myriad Buddhas and Boddhisattavas. (Mohammad Nari
Stele detail, Lahore Museum, no. G-155. Photo by Christian Luczanits.)

One group of Gnostic texts in the Nag Hammadi library is called the Thomas
texts, which includes the Gospel of Thomas,219 the Acts of Thomas, and probably the
Dialogue of the Savior. These books record reflections upon the sayings of Jesus and
their relationship to Judas Thomas, who was thought by their followers to be the twin
brother of Jesus.220 Thomas had a devoted following, particularly in Edessa, Syria, where
perhaps these books were written. The apocryphal Acts of Thomas tells the story of
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Thomas’s mission to India. A Gnostic text written in Syriac probably in early third
century C.E. mentions King Gudnaphar, another name for Gondophares, who reigned in
the Kabul valley, the Punjab and Sind regions from 20?–46 C.E.221 This shows accurate
knowledge of precisely the part of the world where Mahayana Buddhism was flourishing
in the first century C.E. The Buddhist tradition, of course, was largely transmitted
through the sangha, the community of monks. Thomas is also named by Gregory of
Tours in the fifth century as the Christian missionary to India, where he is said to have
been martyred near Chennai (Madras).222
All of these Neoplatonic and Gnostic ideas, which show similarities to and
perhaps influences from Indian religions, were well known in Egypt in the first centuries
of the Common Era. They may have influenced early Christian ascetics who established
the first cenobitic Christian monasteries there. However, no documentary sources are
available today to demonstrate that early Christian monastics read anything about India.
A little later, as monasteries begin to be established in the Gaza, Syria, and
Jerusalem, the influence of Pachomian monasticism throughout the Christian world can
be seen. Jerome, the polyglot monk who translated the Latin Vulgate Bible from Greek
and Hebrew, was a dogmatic ascetic who wrote many letters describing how monks and
nuns should live. Jerome, who had an enormous effect on Catholic ideas about
monasticism, was an ardent reader of Porphyry and Origen, and was much influenced by
them in his own writings. He knew something of the Buddhist dharma and even some of
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the legends about the Buddha.223 A surviving fragment of one of his texts says, “Among
the Indian gymnosophists, the authority of the following belief is handed down from hand
to hand, as it were, that a virgin generated from her side the Buddha, the leader of their
philosophical doctrine.”224 (See Figure 7.)

Figure 7. Virgin birth of Siddhartha, 2nd–3rd century Gandhara. (ZenYouMitsu
Temple, Tokyo. Photo from Wikimedia Commons, use permission under GNU Free
Documentation License.)
In telling the story of the Buddha’s miraculous birth from his mother’s side,
Jerome associates it with virgin birth (virginity being one of his favorite topics). This
birth legend, which is portrayed in many works of art throughout Asia, is from the
Mahayana tradition, probably dating to the beginning of the Common Era or the first
century B.C.E.
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To answer the questions posed at the beginning of this chapter, several routes of
transmission through which Indian ideas and practices might have influenced Pachomian
monastics have been examined. The first is the influence of Indian religions and attitudes
on Neoplatonist philosophers throughout the Hellenistic age, starting with Alexander’s
conquests in Bactria and India and developing in the Hellenistic schools of the Skeptics,
the Pythagoreans, and others into forms that may have been expressed by some Gnostics,
communities of Therapeutae and Essenes, Manicheans, and some early Christians.
Second, Buddhist Indo-Greek traders and perhaps even Buddhist missionaries might have
brought knowledge of Buddhist monastic practices to Alexandria and Upper Egypt at the
beginning of the Common Era.
This said, no direct evidence exists that early Christian monks such as Antony and
Pachomius ever met a Buddhist monk or read Greek works that described Buddhist
thought or practice. There is no evidence even, that they were familiar with the church
father Clement and his writings. Indeed, the works describing these Christian innovators,
Athanasius’s Life of Antony and the several Lives of Pachomius, maintain that they were
men of limited education who achieved what they did only because they were inspired by
God. This is discussed in more detail in chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 4
CONVERGENT EVOLUTION?
If no proof exists that Christian monasticism was shaped by Indian thought and
monastic practices, what forces in society might have shaped and brought about the
creation of cenobitic monasticism at both ends of the Eurasian continent, causing it to
flourish in China and late antique Greco-Roman society at roughly the same time?
Commonalities in the Roman and Chinese Empires
The Roman and Han Chinese empires had many things in common. Both were
similar in terms of size, controlling approximately four million square kilometers. Both
were run by godlike emperors living in the largest cities the world had seen at that time.
They each had fifteen hundred to two thousand administrative districts, and employed
hundreds of thousands of soldiers during times of war. The Romans ruled the orbis
terrarum; the Chinese the tianxia 天下 (all under heaven). They both encountered
infiltration by “barbarians” moving within their borders.225 In both, these immigrants
fought with the empire against outside barbarians, but when the state became unsettled,
they themselves became the danger.226 In 311, Luoyang was sacked by the Xiongnu
tribesmen, marking the point at which the whole of northern China fell to a succession of
foreign rulers, the period of wu hu luan hua 五 胡 乱 经 (“five barbarians bringing

225

Walter Scheidel, ed., Rome and China: Comparative Perspectives on Ancient World Empires (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009), 11.
226
Dien, Six Dynasties Civilization, 6, so describes China, particularly between the Han and Tang
dynasties.

87

disorder to China.”)227 Rome was sacked by the Goths in 410, an event that traditionally
and symbolically marks the beginning of the empire’s dissolution. The Roman and
Chinese empires even ended in similar ways. In each case, one half of the empire, the
original core, was first weakened internally and then taken over by “barbarian” successor
states, while the other half was preserved by a traditionalist regime.228 In parts of the
eastern and the western ends of the Eurasian continent, disorder was accompanied by
starvation, plagues, and mass population movements.229 In both cases, transcendent
religions claiming autonomy from the state (Christianity and Buddhism) spread widely
through the populace during this time.230
Focusing more narrowly on Egypt, around 200 C.E., the Roman emperor
Septimius Severus allowed each nome, or administrative district, its own council, aimed
at least at better tax collection. About 250 onward, Egypt suffered from intrusions from
Libyans and Blemmyes, the local “barbarians,”231 which disrupted the new rapport
between town and country and the budding ecclesiastical network. In 270, Egypt was
annexed by Zenobia of Palmyra for a short time. Zenobia was defeated by Aurelian, and
Egypt was gradually reclaimed for Rome. By the time of Antony and Pachomius, Egypt
was more unified, with weaker divisions between urban and rural, north and south, than
had been the case for decades. The culture of Alexandria reached into the towns and
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farms of Upper Egypt. Papyri from the third century, particularly Christian material,
often demonstrate a surprising level of education.232
As the new religions spread into the threatened Chinese and Roman empires, the
practice of monasticism expanded as well. Buddhism had been founded by monks, who
then propagated it throughout India and beyond. It received imperial support from the
Mauryan dynasty, whose king Aśoka funded new monastic institutions and set up steles
conveying a message of pacifism throughout his empire. Aśoka even sent out
missionaries to convert the known world, as far as Syria and perhaps Egypt.233
Early Buddhist Monasteries in China
Buddhist monks from India and Inner Asia brought their religion to China during
the Han dynasty.234 The sites of early Buddhist establishments show that Buddhism
spread from the Indo-Iranian kingdoms of Central Asia over the Silk Road, and then
within China proper, where it moved along the main routes of trade and communication.
Evidence exists of early Buddhist communities in the Chinese capitals of the central plain
(Chang’an and Luoyang), as well as in southern Shandong and Anhui, in the lower
Yangzi valley, and in the area around modern Wu-chang. On the southeast coast, Indian
traders brought Buddhism to the port of Chaozhou.235

232

Ibid. 7.
Hermann Kulke and Dietmar Rothermund, A History of India (London and Sydney: Croom Helm:
1986), 66.
234
Arthur F. Wright, Buddhism in Chinese History (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1959; repr.
1971), 21. One piece of evidence is a poem by Zhang Heng (78-139 C.E.), transmitted in the Wen Xuan, ch.
2, which says, “Even if one were as sternly upright as old Liu Hsia-hui or a Buddhist Sramana (monk), one
could not but be captivated.”
235
Ibid., 32.
233

89

Monks engaged in social welfare as well as proselytizing. The first such record is
of a local official who built a temple in northern Jiangsu in 191 C.E. and instituted
community welfare services to help impoverished peasants.236 By 286, monks from Inner
Asia had begun to translate the sutras (scriptures) into Chinese. By about 300 C.E. there
were 180 Buddhist establishments in the two northern capitals of Chang’an and Luoyang,
with some thirty-seven hundred monks and nuns.237 By 317 though, both cities had been
taken by northern tribal armies, and Luoyang had been burned to the ground by the
Xiongnu leader Shi Le. A Buddhist missionary monk from Kucha, Fotudeng, was on his
way to Luoyang, probably to join the translation bureau in one of the imperially
supported temples there. When he arrived to find the great capital sacked and burned,
and an illiterate Xiongnu controlling most of north China, he changed his plan.
According to the Biographies of Eminent Monks 高 僧 经 (Gao Seng Zhuan), Fotudeng
“knew that Shi Le did not understand profound doctrines but would only be able to
recognize magical power as evidence of the potency of Buddhism. . . . Thereupon he took
his begging bowl, filled it with water, burned incense, and said a spell over it. In a
moment there sprang up blue lotus flowers whose brightness and color dazzled the
eyes.”238 For the next twenty years Shi Le patronized Buddhism, and Fotudeng acted as
his adviser. The state and the religion mutually benefited from this arrangement. The
alien rulers appreciated the fact that Buddhism was not a Chinese religion. The monks,
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many of them foreigners, lacked family networks of obligation and could be depended
upon to serve the northern conquerors, unlike the sometimes-wily Chinese officials.
Buddhism’s ethic was universal, applicable to all people of all times, ethnic groups, and
cultures, and could be used to heal some of the social fissures that plagued the north, and
contribute to a more unified (and perhaps more pliable) society.239 For the impoverished
Chinese peasantry, Buddhism brought the consolation of faith, and the monks provided
medicine, relief grain, and other practical benefits. Inscriptions from this time show
Chinese and alien officials, local notables, Buddhist clergy and commoners, all
collaborating in building temples and making votive images. Buddhism became
interwoven with the family cult, attested to in monumental cave-temples of Dunhuang,
Yungang, and Lungmen.240
In the third through fifth centuries, the north had become depopulated through
climate change, warfare, famine, and Han Chinese migrations south beyond the barrier of
the great Yangzi River. Buddhist monasteries played an important role in opening up
new lands for cultivation. Though monks were not supposed to farm themselves (as
cultivation necessarily kills insects and other small animals), they supervised monastic
estates. An early record of this practice comes from the “Treatise on Buddhism and
Daoism” from the Wei history:
Tan-yao [a monk] petitioned [the emperor] that the households of Ping-chi and
those of the people who could yearly convey sixty hu [bushels] of grain and
present them to the clerical officials constitute Sangha-households, and their grain
be designated Sangha-grain, to be used in lean years to relieve the famine-stricken
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people. He also requested that those of the people who committed grave crimes,
as well as the public slaves, be constituted Buddha-households, to serve the
temples as sweepers and sprinklers, and also manage the fields and transport the
grain. Gaozu [the emperor] granted all these requests. Thereafter Sanghahouseholds and Sangha-grain and temple-households were to be found
everywhere in the prefectures and garrisons.241

By the end of the Sixteen Dynasties period (581 C.E.), the number of Buddhist
establishments in north and south China had increased more than ten-fold.242 This
exuberant growth is already evident in map 7.
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Map 7. Early Buddhist Monasteries, China
Inner Asian Buddhist Monasteries
In the year 399, the Chinese monk Fa Xian left Chang’an to retrace the path of
Buddhism to India in order to bring back original Buddhist scriptures, particularly the
Vinaya. He passed through many oasis towns on the Silk Road, taking notes and
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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.
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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
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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
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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
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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 selfcontrol 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
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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
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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
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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
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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
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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
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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
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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
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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.
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.
290

106

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.,
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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
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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
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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,
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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
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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
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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
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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 selfsupporting. 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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