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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

The monks complain that they have been 
excluded by the canons from the assembly of 
the whole Church, since they themselves have 
drawn their origin from the apostles, and indeed 
from the prophets. They severely rebuke a certain 
person who dared to say: that the sacraments of 
the Church are in no way to be administered by 
monks. Finally, by the example of Saints Augus
tine, Jerome, Athanasius, and by the decree of 
Pope Boniface IV, they prove that monks have the 
power of binding and loosing.

To all most beloved clerics and canons, all the 
monks in unison.

We wonder greatly, most beloved brothers, if 
you are worthy to hear, how or for what reason 
you attempt to separate us from the fellowship 
and unity of the universal Church: since it is es
tablished that the universal Church was founded, 
governed, and sifted from diverse error by monks, 
not by canons. For the Apostles, the founders 
and rectors of the Churches, lived in our manner, 
not yours, as Luke the evangelist relates in the 
Acts of the Apostles (Acts 1): and Philo, the most 
eloquent of the Jews, in the books he wrote in 
praise of our own, calls the primitive Christians 
monks, not canons; and he names their dwellings 
monasteries and says very many things, that they 
did and wrote praiseworthy things. Certainly, 
Moses and Elijah, who inhabited the desert, were 
of our order, not yours (Exod. 3; 3 Kings 17): the 
companies of prophets with whom the reprobate 
Saul often sang were our authors (3 Kings 19). 
It is a long task to unroll the pages of the Old 
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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

Testament; let us come to the New, which we left 
above. Certainly, if you perceive the pages of the 
new instrument with unblinded eyes, you will 
find that the Apostles and their successors lived 
in the monastic, not the canonical, manner, and 
you will without doubt discover that the power 
of binding and loosing (Matt. 18) was granted to 
them by the Lord. If this is so, or rather because 
it is so, why do you attempt to separate us from 
this privilege? Do you not know that to those 
to whom the Apostle said: "For you have died," 
namely to the world (Col. 3), he said in another 
Epistle: "Do you not know that we shall judge 
angels, how much more worldly things!" (1 Cor. 
6). Therefore, if, as you say, we are dead to the 
world, that is, to vices and sins, we are not 
ashamed, because the same Apostle says: "But 
if we have died with Christ, we believe that we 
shall also rise together with him (2 Tim. 2; Rom. 
6);" and also: "For to me, to live is Christ, and to 
die is gain (Phil. 1);" and in another place: "I live, 
yet not I, but Christ lives in me (Gal. 2)." But 
lest they be disturbed who had heard themselves 
called dead so many times, he says: "Do you not 
know that we shall judge angels, how much more 
worldly things!" (1 Cor. 6). Behold our freedom. 
Why? because the same Apostle says: "Where the 
Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty (2 Cor. 3)." 
Woe, therefore, to us and to you, if we have not 
been dead to the world. If, therefore, we are dead 
to the world and live for God, we shall prove you 
to have lied in all things; because you say: that 
we, for the reason that we are dead to the world, 
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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

cannot dispense ecclesiastical matters. But why 
do you exalt yourselves? Recall our origins, and 
yours; and from the authority of the Fathers, let 
him judge with enlightened eye to whom the 
greater part belongs.

We therefore complain greatly against you, 
because a certain one of your number dared to 
say with a rash mouth: "Communion is in no way 
to be received from monks"; moreover, he even 
excommunicated those who did receive it, and to 
our shame, or rather to his own condemnation, 
he commanded them to be re-communicated by 
others. But what is to be said against him? We 
know that he is almost an idiot and guilty of 
many crimes; therefore, according to Solomon, 
we avoid answering a fool according to his folly, 
lest we become like him (Proverbs 26). But, lest 
we seem to have yielded, we wish to answer the 
fool, as the same Solomon advises, according to 
his folly, lest he seem wise to himself (Ibid.): and 
we openly show that he has miserably fallen into 
the sect of the rebaptizers. But it is no wonder 
if fraternal hatred has brought this about; since 
John the Apostle thunders, saying: "He who hates 
his brother is in darkness, and walks in darkness, 
and does not know where he is going; because 
the darkness has blinded his eyes (1 John 2)." 
But lest the toxins of that poison creep further, 
we clearly show that for our predecessors, before 
all other clerics, it was lawful to handle and dis
pense these sacraments; just as it is read in the 
life of the Blessed Martin that wine consecrated 
by a certain anchorite was sought for a blessing 
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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

by the greatest and most venerable men: before 
whose doors both bishops and counts often spent 
the night for the sake of a blessing. Finally, Tele
sphorus the apostolic is proven to have been from 
the anchorites; Dionysius also, and Adeodatus, 
and Stephen, recently deceased, are read to have 
been from the monks, who nevertheless most 
gloriously governed the apostolic see. Gregory, 
seized from the monastery and violently invested 
with the miter, not only brought forth his own 
dispositions, but also strove to improve the dis
positions of others. Do you think that Martin of 
Tours should also be omitted, to whom, while 
he was present at the divine sacrament, a globe 
of fire appeared? Perhaps some madman forbade 
receiving the divine sacraments from the hands 
of these men because they were monks? Far from 
it. Let this insane and insolent doctrine therefore 
cease, and let the authority of the Holy Fathers 
be followed, which separates from the church 
not only those who refuse to receive the divine 
sacraments from the hands of any priest whatso
ever, but also those who disdain to receive them, 
provided the priests are of the right faith. These 
things will suffice for those who contradict.

But because it is too dangerous to wish to 
remain silent, we introduce other witnesses as 
well, namely Basil, Athanasius, and Augustine, 
and also Jerome, the interpreter of the sacred law, 
Marinianus the bishop of Ravenna, and Augus
tine the prelate of the English, of whom there is 
no doubt that they were monks. Were the Roman 
prelates, whom we mentioned before, or these 
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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

whom we have now recounted, held to be less 
praiseworthy because they were monks? Not at 
all. Perhaps they did not ordain bishops, priests, 
and deacons—what madman would dare to say 
so? Or perhaps they did not impose penance on 
the sinful, and most kindly add absolution, as 
was fitting? They were certainly able to do so.

Now, therefore, consult the eight holy coun
cils, 524 and especially the sixth and seventh 
councils; and there you will find that it was lawful 
for monks to dispute, without any scruple, in the 
sight of the council above all who were present. 
But let these things suffice for now.

Let us come to the consecration, which, by 
God's dispensation, we have received through 
bishops. Would any fool dare to say that we 
are consecrated differently than the canons? No 
one. For the bishop earnestly asks that a bless
ing from the Lord be poured out upon both in 
common. And while he consecrates each one 
individually, he earnestly asks for all priests, say
ing: "May these hands be consecrated, O Lord, 
so that whatever they bless may be blessed, and 
whatever they consecrate may be consecrated." 
Behold, a common blessing. Whence, then, the 
separation? It would be tedious to pursue these 
matters further.

Let us examine the fashion of our garments, 
and of yours. Consider both. Did the prophets 
and apostles use our attire or yours? Perhaps 
you will say, ours. And where is that which is 
read of Elijah: "A hairy man, and with a girdle 
of leather girt about his loins (4 Kings 1);" and 
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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

of him and others like him, Paul says: "They wan
dered about in sheepskins, in goatskins (Hebrews 
11);" and of John the Baptist, John the Evangelist 
says: "A leathern girdle, he says, about his loins 
(Matthew 3; Mark 1);" to Peter also the angel 
commands: "Gird thyself, and put on thy sandals 
(Acts 12);" and of Paul's girdle Agabus said: "The 
man that owneth this girdle, the Jews shall bind 
in Jerusalem, and shall deliver him into the hands 
of the Gentiles (Acts 21)." Therefore, Scripture 
would by no means have mentioned the gar
ments of these Fathers by name, unless they had 
used them privately. But if this seems doubtful to 
you, at least lend an ear to the testimony of your 
own party. Read the Conferences of the Fathers, 
which Eucherius, bishop of Lyon, took pains to 
abridge in polished language; and if you do not 
wish to believe us, at least believe his writing. 
For we, with him as our teacher, have composed 
this page. Therefore, we not only follow the 
aforementioned Fathers in our attire, but also the 
most sublime court of heaven, which is a hard 
saying for you to hear. Namely, the Seraphim; 
who would doubt that they have six wings? As 
Scripture says: "Six wings for one, and six wings 
for the other (Isaiah 6)." Indeed, we too are veiled 
with six wings: namely, two on the head, and two 
on the right and left, and two before and behind. 
But if these things seem incredible to you, inves
tigate what Boniface composed in defense of our 
ways; and if you still wish to contradict, declare 
the authors of your customs and garments from 
the authority of the Fathers: and what you charge 
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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

against us, prove with testimonies: and if life re
mains, hope that, with God's help, higher things 
than we have said will be said.

Blessed be the name of the Lord.
525-526 DECREE OF POPE BONIFACE. That 

monks adorned with the honor of the presbyter
ate have the power of binding and loosing. (From 
the authority of Boniface IV, Supreme Pontiff, 16, 
q. 1, in the Decretum of Gratian.)

There are some, supported by no dogma, 
who, inflamed more by a zeal of bitterness than 
of love, most audaciously assert that monks, be
cause they are dead to the world and live for 
God, are unworthy of the power of the priestly 
office; and that they can neither grant penance, 
nor confer Christianity, nor absolve through the 
power of the priestly office divinely enjoined 
upon them; but they are altogether mistaken. 
For if, for this reason, the ancient rivals were 
preaching the truth, the most blessed Gregory, 
a peer of the apostolic see, distinguished in the 
monastic life, would by no means have ascended 
to the highest summit, to whom indeed this 
highest power of binding and loosing is granted 
by God; nor would Augustine, the disciple of 
that same most holy Gregory and outstanding 
preacher to the English; nor the most blessed 
Martin of Pannonia, the fame of whose sanctity 
the whole world proclaims far and wide; nor very 
many other most holy men, resplendent in the 
most precious habit of monks, have ever been be
trothed with the pontifical ring. But because they 
were monks, are they forbidden to use the afore
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A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

mentioned powers? For neither was the Blessed 
Benedict, the nourishing teacher of monks, in 
any way an interdictor of this matter; but he de
creed only that they should be free from secular 
business (St. Benedict, Rule, ch. 4). This, indeed, 
is most earnestly commanded by the apostolic 
documents and the institutes of all the holy Fa
thers, not only for monks, but also for canons. 
«For no one serving as a soldier for God entan
gles himself in secular affairs (II Tim. 2:4).» We, 
however, instructed by the examples of so many 
Fathers, whom it is most perilous to oppose, 
believe that the office of binding and loosing 
is worthily administered by monk-priests, with 
God's help, if it befalls them to be worthily 
elevated to this ministry. Anyone who evidently 
considers the state, habit, and power of monks 
affirms this without hesitation. For example, an
gelus in Greek sounds as nuntius (messenger) 
in Latin. Therefore, priests, monks, and canons, 
who daily announce the precepts of God to the 
people, are called angels, for a not incongruous 
reason. But each angelic order, the more closely it 
contemplates the clarity of God, is without doubt 
strengthened by adhering to His divinity with 
greater virtue; of these, the order of Cherubim is 
proclaimed preeminent, and the monastic way of 
life is proven to possess their figure fittingly. For 
like the Cherubim, so are monks veiled with six 
wings. That there are two in the hood, by which 
the head is covered, and two others by which 
the feet are covered, is demonstrated by plausible 
assertions. Indeed, that part of the cowl which 

10



A P O L O G Y  O F  T H E  M O N K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  CA N O N S

is shown for the arms, we say are the other 
two wings, and thus it is most certainly asserted 
that what is said—the number of six wings—is 
fulfilled. Therefore, we command that those who 
contend that priests of the monastic profession 
should be barred from the office of sacerdotal 
power be in every way repressed from such 
nefarious undertakings in the future, because the 
higher anyone is, the more powerful he is in these 
matters.

The bishop must sing the mass in the ordina
tion of a priest, and similarly the abbot in the 
ordination of a monk; because it is the remission 
of sins. On account of this, the king will leave 
his kingdom, and the supreme pontiff his pontif
icate, the bishop his bishopric, the count his 
earldom, and many wealthy persons of either 
sex their possessions in the world, and they will 
come into the monastery to serve God. Let it be 
far from a monk living under a rule or an abbot 
to be subjected to other men. It is a crime to 
say: A monk does not have the power of binding 
and loosing, as some say, because they are dead. 
Truly they are dead to this world, just as the holy 
apostles were. Did the holy apostles not have 
the power of binding and loosing, of whom one 
said: “For if we have died with Christ, we believe 
that we shall also live together with him?” (Rom. 
6:8). Who can better say, loose or bind a sinner, 
than he who has been loosed by God from sins? 
Who is better able to give souls to God than he 
who is closest to Him? Those who gnash their 
teeth in this way around monks are wretched, 
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and their words are vain. But hear why they say 
such things. For the law says: If any cleric should 
be caught in adultery or in any crime, either 
having confessed himself or being convicted by 
others, according to the councils of the three 
hundred and eighteen Fathers, he cannot return 
to honor, except through worthy penance. From 
which matter, being inflamed with much anger 
and envy toward monks, or toward catholic men, 
day and night they desire to find snares, so that 
they may be able to ensnare them unjustly. For 
those who are in no way able to purge their own 
sins, how can they forgive those of others? Can 
the blind lead the blind? Therefore, let him who 
wishes to take away the things or honors of the 
Church be anathema. What more shall I say? Be 
converted and see that nothing is better than to 
leave the world and follow God, who says: “Come 
to me, everyone, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 
11:28).

Blessed be the name of the Lord.
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