
S A I N T  O F  T H E  M O N T H

SAI NT  B E N E D I CT
Feast day: 11 July
Patron: School children, Europe, kidney disease and poisoning
Born: c. 480
Died: 543

Saint Benedict was born around the year 480 in a town called 
Nursia (also called Norcia) in Northern Italy. It was a difficult peri-
od in world history. After attending primary schools in Nursia, the 
young Benedict was sent to Rome to finish his education. He had 
a nurse with him who also acted as a kind of housekeeper. How-
ever, he watched in horror as vice unravelled the lives and ethics 
of his companions and peers. They had everything – education, 
wealth, youth – and they spent all of it in the pursuit of pleasure, 
not truth. 

Fearing for his soul’s salvation, Benedict fled Rome, gave up his 
inheritance and lived in a small village with his nurse. Here, Ben-
edict worked his first miracle, restoring to perfect condition an 
earthenware vessel that someone had accidentally broken. The 
notoriety which this miracle brought drove Benedict to withdraw 
further from social life. He took shelter in a cave in the ruins of 
Nero’s village, near Subiaco, where he began to live as a hermit. 

Immersed in loneliness, his only contact with the outside world 
was with a monk called Romanus, whose monastery was nearby. 
He gave Benedict a monk’s habit and provided for his spiritual 
and material needs. Three solitary years followed. Some shep-
herds befriended Benedict. They began to follow his teachings, 
and the pastoral and apostolic principles of the Benedictine Or-
der took root.

One day, during his time living in a cave above a lake as a her-
mit, the Devil presented Benedict’s imagination with a beautiful, 
tempting woman. Benedict resisted by rolling his body into a 
thorn bush until it was covered in scars. It is said through these 
bodily wounds, he cured the wounds of his soul.

After years of prayer, word of his holiness brought nearby monks 
to ask for his leadership. He warned them he would be too strict 
for them, but they insisted – then tried to poison him when his 
warning proved true. The story goes, the monks attempted to 
poison Benedict’s drink, but when he prayed a blessing over the 
cup – it shattered.

It was in Monte Cassino that Benedict founded the monastery 
that became the roots of the Church’s monastic system. Instead 
of founding small separate communities he gathered his disci-
ples into one whole community. He supervised the building of 
the monastery, established a monastic order and performed 
many miracles. He brought back from death a youngster, mirac-
ulously supplied the monastery with flour and oil in its time of 
need and displayed the gift of prophecy. 

His beliefs and instructions on religious life were collected in 
what is now known as the Rule of Saint Benedict. In considering 
the leading characteristics of this Holy Rule, the first thing that 

strikes a reader is its beautiful discretion and moderation, its ex-
treme reasonableness, and its keen insight into the capabilities as 
well as the weaknesses of human nature.

Benedict created the rule at a time when the Roman Empire had 
collapsed in the West, and Europe was being overrun by barbar-
ian tribes, most of them pagans. It looked like Christianity in Eu-
rope was finished. Benedictine monasteries, more than anything 
else, kept the faith alive, and their short, simple but comprehen-
sive rule book allowed them to clone themselves unstoppably. 
Later, the monasteries were encouraged by Charlemagne and 
spread like wildfire. And since Benedict required monks to spend 
time in reading, they kept theology and culture alive through 
centuries when almost the entire continent was illiterate.

Benedict turned to the psalms for prayer, the very songs and 
poems from the Jewish liturgy that Jesus himself had prayed. To 
join our voices with Jesus in praise of God during the day was so 
crucial that Benedict called it the “Work of God.” And nothing was 
to be put before the work of God. “Immediately upon hearing the 
signal for the Divine Office all work will cease.” Benedict believed 
with Jesus that “One does not live by bread alone, but by every 
word that comes forth from the mouth of God’ “ (Matthew 4:4).

In one story of Benedict’s life, a poor man came to the monastery 
begging for a little oil. Although Benedict commanded that the 
oil be given, the monk in charge of the kitchens refused – be-
cause there was only a tiny bit of oil left. If the monk gave any 
oil as alms, there would be none for the monastery. Angry at this 
distrust of God’s providence, Benedict knelt down to pray. As he 
prayed, a bubbling sound came from inside the oil jar. The monks 
watched in fascination as oil from God filled the vessel so com-
pletely that it overflowed, leaked out beneath the lid and finally 
pushed the cover off, cascading out on to the floor.

In Benedictine prayer, our hearts are vessels empty of thoughts 
and intellectual striving. All that remains is the trust in God’s 
providence to fill us. Emptying ourselves this way brings God’s 
abundant goodness bubbling up in our hearts, first with an in-
spiration or two, and finally overflowing our heart with contem-
plative love.

Benedict died on 21 March 543. He is often pictured with a bell, a 
broken tray, a raven, or a crosier. 


