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A note on the provenance of the historical content in
this document, and what the veader should and
should not take it to be.

This document was generated by Claude Opus 4.7, an Al
assistant developed by Anthropic. The text was produced on
the basis of training material and not by an individual
scholar working from primary sources. The historical
content is drawn _from the broad scholarly consensus on the
subjects discussed — the history of Western monasticism,

the development of Japanese Buddhist temple institutions,

the Rule of Saint Benedict, the great reform movements, the

dissolution events, and so on — but it has not been fact-
checked against the cited works at the level a scholarly

publication would require.

The reader should treat the document as an essay informed
by the historical literature, not as a piece of original
scholarship. The dates, foundings, founders, and major
events named are well-established bistorical facts available
in any standard reference on the subjects; the reader can
verify them against the works listed in the sources section at
the end of this document, or against general scholarly
references like the Cambridge History of Christianity, the
Cambridge History of Japan, or the encyclopedic literature
on each tradition. The specific chapter numbers cited from
the Rule of Saint Benedict are accurate to the standard text

and are easily verified in any modern edition.
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Where the document is more interpretive — for example,
in the cdlaims about what institutional design lessons can be
drawn from particular bistorical features, or in the
parallels drawn between Western and Japanese traditions
— the reader should understand these as readings of the
historical record offered for consideration, not as established
conclusions. These interpretive passages are the contribution
of the document, in so far as it has one, and they are where

the reader should bring the most independent thought.

For any formal use of this material — citation in a
published work, presentation in an academic context, use in
legal or institutional documents — the reader should verify
the specific claims against the primary and scholarly sources
listed at the end. The further-reading list at the back of the
document includes the standard scholarly works on each
topic discussed and is the right starting point for

independent verification.

The document is offered in the spirit of a thinking aid: a
structured introduction to a long historical conversation
about how institutions are built to last, written to be useful
for someone working on the design of a contemporary
institution, with the limitations of its origin made

transparent rather than obscured.
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Why study abbeys
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The Western monastic abbey, in its Benedictine
and Cistercian forms, is among the longest-
running institutional designs in human history.
The Japanese great-temple complex is its eastern
counterpart. They are evidence, more or less
unique, that an institution can in fact be designed
to outlast its founders by thirty or forty

generations and still be doing recognizable work.

Some abbeys have operated continuously on the same
land for more than a thousand years. Monte Cassino in
central Italy has been functioning since 529, when
Benedict of Nursia established it on the ruins of a Roman
fortress; it has been destroyed and rebuilt four times, most
recently after the Allied bombing of February 1944, and
the monks have come back each time. Subiaco, where
Benedict spent the years before founding Monte Cassino,
has been operating since around 520. The great
Benedictine houses of central Europe — Fulda,
Reichenau, Saint Gall, Echternach — were among the
principal institutions of European intellectual and
economic life for the entire medieval period, and many of
them still operate today. The Cistercian houses founded
in the great reform of the twelfth century — Citeaux in
1098, Clairvaux in 1115, Fountains in 1132 — built an
order that at its height comprised more than seven
hundred monasteries across Europe, of which a

significant number still function.
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The Japanese parallel is no less striking. Enryaku-ji on
Mount Hiei, founded by Saiché in 788, has functioned
for more than twelve hundred years; from it came the
founders of nearly every major school of Japanese
Buddhism — Hénen of Pure Land, Shinran of the True
Pure Land, Dogen of S6t6 Zen, Eisai of Rinzai, Nichiren
— all trained on Hiei before establishing their own
traditions, which is to say that one institution served as
the seedbed for half a millennium of Japanese religious
and cultural development. Koya-san, founded by Kakai
in 819, has been the spiritual center of Shingon
Buddhism without interruption since. Todai-ji,
completed in 752, still stands in Nara, with the colossal
bronze Buddha cast in the eighth century at its heart.
Eihei-ji, founded by Dégen in 1244 in the mountains of
Echizen, remains the head temple of S6t6 Zen and a
working monastery where monks live and train as they

have for nearly eight hundred years.

These institutions have outlasted dynasties, wars,
ideological revolutions, the death of their founders by
dozens of generations, and the world they were founded
in. The Roman Empire that Benedict knew is gone; the
Heian court that Saicho served is gone; the political,
economic, and intellectual context of these foundations
has changed beyond recognition many times over. The
institutions remain. They are the strongest empirical
evidence we have that the institutional form can, in fact,

be made to last.
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We study them not because their religious purposes can
be transferred to a secular institution — they cannot be,
and pretending otherwise produces only kitsch — but

because the institutional design features that allowed

them to last are largely structural rather than theological.

A community bounded by a written rule, productive in
its own economic life, hospitable to outsiders, governed
by elected stewardship rather than personal ownership,
organized for the transmission of knowledge across
generations, possessed of mechanisms for periodic
renewal — these features are independent of any
particular content. They could be applied to a
community whose purpose is the restoration of a
Japanese island, the practice of architecture, and the
cultivation of a productive life on the land. The
remainder of this document examines each feature in
turn, with attention to what made it work and what

made it fail when it did.
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The bounded
community and the rule
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At the heart of the abbey is the rule — a written
document that specifies how the community lives,
governs itself, admits new members, treats
outsiders, holds property, handles disputes, and
selects its leaders. The rule is the institution's
constitution, but it is more than that, because it
governs daily life as well as governance. It tells the
community when to rise, when to eat, when to
work, when to pray, how to receive guests, how to
punish faults, how to admit children, how to
handle the sick, how to deal with a brother who
refuses to obey. The rule is, in effect, the answer to
the question what kind of community is this —
answered concretely, in writing, in a form that

binds everyone including the abbot.

The most consequential rule in human history, by this
measure, is the Rule of Saint Benedict, written around
540 and adopted, in various adaptations, by the great
majority of Western monastic houses for the next fifteen
hundred years. The Rule is short — seventy-three
chapters totaling perhaps thirty pages in modern editions.
It is famously moderate. Benedict wrote in his prologue
that he hoped to establish nothing harsh and nothing
burdensome, and in chapter sixty-four, on the qualities of
the abbot, he warned that the abbot should arrange
everything so that the strong have something to strive for
and the weak have nothing to flee from. The Rule is alert
to human variation in a way that earlier monastic rules
were not. It assumes that the community will include the
strong and the weak, the gifted and the ordinary,

the young and the old, and it tries to organize a life

that can sustain all of them rather than only the

heroically committed.
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The Rule's specific provisions are remarkable for their
practical wisdom. The abbot is elected by the community
(chapter sixty-four) rather than imposed from outside,
and is bound by the Rule rather than above it. The
cellarer, who manages the community's material goods, is
chosen for being wise, mature, and sober rather than for
spiritual prestige (chapter thirty-one). Guests are to be
received as Christ, with the abbot personally washing
their feet (chapter fifty-three), but the guest quarters are
placed at a distance from the cloister so that the
community's interior life is not disrupted. Manual work
is required of all (chapter forty-eight), including the
abbot, because idleness is the enemy of the soul. Faults are
corrected first by private counsel, then by public rebuke,
then by exclusion from common meals, then by exclusion
from the community altogether — a graduated discipline
that gives a brother every opportunity to amend before

the most serious sanction is applied.

The genius of the Rule, more than any single provision, is
that it is a workable document. It does not ask for the
impossible. It assumes a community of ordinary people
trying to live a serious life together, and it organizes the
conditions under which that is possible. Communities
formed under the Rule lasted because the Rule was
sustainable; communities formed under more demanding
rules — early Egyptian monasticism, certain Celtic forms
— tended to last only as long as their founders' charisma.

Moderation is a design principle, not a compromise.
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The Japanese Buddhist temple complex developed
comparable bodies of regulation, though their character
differs. Saicho established the rules for Tendai monastic
training on Hiei in his Shijoshiki of 818 and 819, which
prescribed the twelve-year mountain training period that
produced so many later Japanese religious leaders. Dogen
wrote extensively on monastic life in works like the Eihei
Shingi, which specifies in detail the conduct of the
kitchen, the dining hall, the bath, the meditation hall, and
the abbot's quarters. The Zen monastic rules drew on
Chinese Chan precedents codified in the Chanyuan
Qinggui of 1103. These texts, like the Rule of Saint
Benedict, operate at the level of daily practice as much as
at the level of governance, on the assumption that what

binds a community is not its abstract mission but its

shared form of life.

The lesson for an institution being designed today is that
a constitution which speaks only at the level of
governance — who decides what, who appoints whom —
is incomplete. The institutions that have lasted are those
whose written rule also addresses the shared rhythms of
life, the treatment of outsiders, the handling of property,
the discipline of faults, the conditions of admission, the
meals, the work, the times of gathering. The constitution

governs the institution; the rule shapes the community.
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Ora et labora — work
as integral to life
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The Benedictine motto, ora et labora, is usually
translated as pray and work but means more nearly
that prayer and work are not separate activities.
The monk's day in a Benedictine house is divided
into periods of liturgical prayer, periods of reading
(lectio divina), and periods of manual work, with
all three understood as forms of the same
underlying practice. The work is not a concession
to material necessity. It is integral to the spiritual
life. Benedict wrote in chapter forty-eight: idleness
is the enemy of the soul; therefore the brethren
ought to be employed in manual labor at certain

times, and again at fixed hours in sacred reading.
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The material consequences of this principle were
enormous. Benedictine and especially Cistercian houses
became, over the medieval period, some of the most
economically productive institutions in Europe. The
Cistercians, founded in 1098 in a deliberate return to the
manual labor that they felt the older Benedictine houses
had abandoned in favor of liturgical splendor, specialized
in clearing and draining marginal land. They settled in
valleys and forests that had been considered uncultivable,
established farms and granges run partly by lay brothers
(the conversi), and over two centuries transformed
substantial portions of western Europe's agricultural
landscape. They became expert wool producers, builders
of water-powered mills, iron metallurgists, viticulturists,
brewers. The wool trade between Cistercian houses in
England and the textile manufacturers of Flanders and
Florence was one of the foundations of medieval
European commerce. The wine of Burgundy as we know
it today is in large part the work of generations of
Cistercian monks at Clos de Vougeot, who studied the
soil of the slopes carefully enough to identify particular
plots — the climats — and patiently selected the grape
varieties that became Pinot Noir and Chardonnay. The

great Trappist breweries of Belgium — Westvleteren,

Chimay, Orval, Rochefort, Westmalle, Achel — are direct

continuations of this tradition, abbeys that have been
brewing beer commercially for centuries, with the
revenue supporting the monastic life and substantial

charitable activity.
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The Japanese parallel is less industrial in form but no less
real. The great temple complexes were major economic
institutions throughout the medieval period, owning
extensive estates (shoen) and operating as centers of
commerce, finance, and skilled craft. The temples of Nara
and Kyoto employed master craftsmen in sculpture,
metalwork, painting, calligraphy, textile production, and
woodworking; they supported the development of these
crafts at the highest level for centuries; they patronized
the artists who produced what is now considered the
canonical body of premodern Japanese art. The Zen
temples in particular became centers of architectural
innovation, garden design, ceramics, tea culture, and the
literary arts. The aesthetic vocabulary of wabi-sabi, the
form of the tea ceremony, the gardens of Rydan-ji and
Saiho-ji, the kare-sansui dry landscape tradition — these
are temple inheritances. The monasteries were not poor
communities supported by charity. They were productive
enterprises whose economic strength supported the

spiritual, artistic, and intellectual life of the community.

This is the feature of abbey design most directly
transferable to a community organized around
productive work. The principle is that productive labor is
not a side activity that supports the real mission; it is the
mission, in another mode. A community of architects,
builders, and material restorers can organize itself along
this principle without becoming a religious order: the
work is taken seriously as the central form of the
community's life, the discipline of doing it well is part of
the development of its members in a secular sense, and
the revenue it generates supports the community's other
activities — teaching, hospitality, the long view —
without being treated as a separate commercial concern.
The integration of work into the form of life is what
distinguishes an abbey from a hostel, and what

distinguishes a productive community from a commune.
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The same principle carries a warning. When abbeys
became wealthy enough that their work became merely
managerial — when the brothers no longer did the labor
themselves but supervised it from a distance, or when the
lay brothers and tenant farmers did all the productive
work while the choir monks devoted themselves to liturgy
alone — the integration was lost, and with it much of
what made the institutions vital. The Cluniac houses of
the eleventh and twelfth centuries became famously
wealthy and famously detached from manual work; the
Cistercian reform was a direct response to this. The
Cistercians, in turn, eventually accumulated their own
wealth and faced their own reforms. The pattern repeats.
The lesson is that the integration of work into the form of
life is not a state achieved once; it is a discipline that has to
be renewed deliberately across generations, because the
gravitational pull toward managerial distance from the

work is always present.
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The transmission
of knowledge
across generations
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The abbey is the institutional form that, more
than any other in human history, solved the
problem of transmitting complex knowledge
across generations without depending on the
survival of any particular individual. Through the
medieval period, the great Benedictine houses were
the principal sites of literacy in Western Europe.
Books were copied, libraries were built, schools
were operated, traditions of pharmacy and
medicine and music and architecture and
agriculture and metallurgy were maintained — not
by individual masters whose deaths would end the
line, but by communities whose members
continually trained their successors. The
institutional structure was the carrier of

the knowledge.

This is what the scriptorium was. A monastic scriptorium
was a room in which monks copied books, but it was also
a system: a hierarchy of scribes from beginners to masters,
a curriculum of training, a body of accumulated
technique, a discipline of materials (the preparation of
parchment, the mixing of inks, the cutting of quills, the
binding of finished volumes), and a network of exchanges
between houses that allowed texts to flow across Europe.
The library at the abbey of Saint Gall, the catalogs of
which survive from the ninth century, listed several
hundred manuscripts; the libraries at Cluny and Fleury
were larger; by the central medieval period the great
Cistercian houses had built collections of thousands of
volumes. These were not personal collections of
individual abbots. They were institutional libraries, built
over centuries, maintained by successive generations of

trained librarians and copyists.
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The schools that the abbeys operated were similarly
institutional. Charlemagne's program of educational
reform in the late eighth century was implemented
through the network of Benedictine houses, with the
master-teacher Alcuin of York coordinating the
establishment of cathedral and monastic schools across
the empire. The cathedral schools of the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, which produced the first European
universities, were direct descendants of this network.
Bologna, Paris, Oxford — these institutions emerged
from the same culture of textual transmission,
disputation, and graded apprenticeship that the monastic

schools had developed.

The Japanese parallel is more remarkable still in some
respects. Enryaku-ji's twelve-year mountain training
period was a fully institutionalized apprenticeship in
which young monks studied texts, mastered ritual,
practiced meditation, and trained under successive
teachers across a curriculum that took more than a decade
to complete. The graduates of this training went on to
become the founders of new schools, the teachers in new
monasteries, the abbots and bishops at the center of
Japanese religious life. The institution did not merely
transmit information; it transmitted a capacity — the
capacity to think within a tradition, to teach others
within it, and to extend it in new directions when the
situation required. Saichd's foresight was to design a
training that would produce not students but future
masters, and the fact that nearly every major figure in
Japanese Buddhism for the next five centuries trained

on Hiei is the empirical demonstration that the

design worked.

The Abbey *

15

&% — bilingual booklet

IETEREASHEE L 72280 & FBRICHIER TH - 72,
AR LD Y v v v = —= 2 OBEUHEDETH
2. AT 4 7 P RBEEROMZ#E C TEES

. fig—207 s 4 X205 EELETORHK
JAE B S L A TE B D BT e TR L feo Bif)
DI —1 v ROKRFEFREAL— « TR O A
BIEBEERIL, COMODEHEDORETH S, K
p—=%, XY, v I2274+—F——H050D
HIE L. BERFRSERSELOLFEL, 7%
2 b DIBE - Glam « BRI LEBIBEED LS 6

AARIZE T BXEWE. WL ODDETS 6 ISk
HISMES 5, WESFO+ 40 LHETT O HIH

. HOBELSTF 2 R¥O., BILERE

L. BEREZEEL, THEL E2 2 23R ICb -
THRARORID & & TS 5. smelcHlEls
REBBETH -, ZOIOEEZ L., Fik
ZRIRDOBH, Fic 2 EEROA. HAROREW
EFEOHLIZ D AERFRMHEIEL L > T o7, il
BIIHICERZGEL DT RV, T4UTEE

RIEELI——DAEHMONHETREL. TON
WoMFCHEL. RS ERT L LS ICIE %
Wric G~k S 286 %o BODERIZ. F
ETERELSRROMIZETIRZREI LAz &1
HY. cOBAMIICHI S HAAKDIIZIED b
W5 EFEAYSHAULTBIT L& v ) BRI,
FOHRFPEEREL 22 L ORI IETD 5,



6/2/26,9:54 AM

The institutional features that make this possible are
recognizable. A long apprenticeship that is structured
rather than improvised. A canon of texts that successive
generations engage with seriously rather than abandoning
each in favor of the latest fashion. A culture in which
teaching is itself an honored form of practice, not a
burden for those who could not make their way as
practitioners. A hierarchy of skill that allows a junior
member to know exactly what stage they have reached
and what they are working toward. A community large
enough that no single death breaks the chain of
transmission. A patience with the time horizon — the
willingness to invest a decade in a student who will then
teach for forty years and produce, over the course of a
long life, perhaps three or four students of their own who
will carry the tradition forward. These features are not
religious. They are pedagogical. An institution organized
around the serious transmission of architectural and
material knowledge could adopt every one of them and

would be the stronger for it.
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Hospitality and the
porous boundary
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Chapter fifty-three of the Rule of Saint Benedict
begins: all guests who arrive should be received as
Christ. It is among the most consequential
institutional commitments in Western history.
The Benedictine houses were obligated by their
rule to receive travelers — pilgrims, scholars,
refugees, the sick, the curious, the high-born and
the destitute alike — and to provide them with
food, lodging, and care, with no guarantee of
payment beyond what the guest could offer. For
more than a thousand years, the monastic
guesthouse was, for ordinary travelers, the
principal infrastructure of long-distance journey
across Christian Europe. The roads, the inns, the
medical care, the moneyless safety of the road —
all of this rested substantially on the monastic

obligation of hospitality.

The commitment was not unbounded. Benedict's rule
placed the guesthouse at a deliberate distance from the
cloister, with its own staff, its own quarters, and its own
routines, so that the interior life of the community would
not be disturbed by the constant flow of visitors. The
abbot would meet guests and provide hospitality, but the
community itself remained protected, contained, focused
on its own work. Hospitality was a porous boundary, not
an open one — the institution was permeable in a
controlled way, deeply rooted in its own disciplined
practice but engaged with the wider world through the
gateway of the guesthouse. The traveler who arrived
would be fed, sheltered, and sent on their way; the
community would continue its work. The exchange was

real but bounded.
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The Japanese temple tradition developed comparable but
distinct forms of hospitality. The shukubo — temple
lodgings open to pilgrims and lay visitors — has
functioned continuously from the medieval period to the
present, and on Koya-san and at the great pilgrimage
temples it remains a substantial part of the temple
economy. Pilgrims following the eighty-eight-temple
route on Shikoku are received and lodged by temples
along the way as a matter of tradition. The institution of
temple hospitality served, as in Europe, both as a religious
obligation and as a means by which the institution
maintained its presence in lay society — visitors went
home with a sense of the temple's life, with stories, with
new practices, with relationships. The boundary was

porous but not dissolved.

Two features of the abbey’s hospitality are worth
particular attention. The first is that hospitality was
constitutional, not occasional — written into the rule,
expected of every house, performed regardless of the
visitor's status or ability to pay. It was not a marketing
strategy. It was who the institution was. The second is
that the porosity was carefully bounded — the
guesthouse was a real institution, with its own staff and
its own rhythms, separate from the cloister's interior life.
The community did not collapse the distinction between
itself and its visitors; it received its visitors generously

while continuing to be itself.
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For an institution that combines a serious educational
and productive interior life with a flow of visitors —
short-term residents, students, paying participants in
residencies, the public attending lectures — this
combination of features is directly relevant. The
hospitality is constitutional. It is part of what the
institution is, not an optional service. But it is bounded
by deliberate structure: visitors are received with specific
arrangements, in specific spaces, on specific terms, and
the community's interior work continues alongside their
presence rather than being dissolved into it. The porous
boundary is the feature that allows a serious community

to also be a hospitable one.
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Stewardship rather
than ownership
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The abbey's relationship to property is one of the
most institutionally distinctive features of the
form. The community holds property, sometimes
vast property, but no individual within it owns
anything personally. The abbot is the steward of
the institution's life and resources, accountable to
the rule and to the community, elected by the
brothers, and removable in extreme cases. The
property belongs to the institution as such, to its
mission, to the long line of brothers who came
before and will come after, but never to any
particular person, and never to any particular
generation. This is the feature that, more than any
other, allowed abbeys to accumulate and

hold resources across centuries without those
resources being captured by individuals or by the

immediate community.

The Rule is precise on this point. Chapter thirty-three
forbids private ownership: no one may presume to give or
receive anything without the abbot's permission, nor to
retain anything as his own — neither book nor tablets nor
pen, nor anything at all. Chapter fifty-five specifies that
the abbot will distribute clothing and tools to the
brothers, but they remain the property of the monastery.
The point is not poverty in the personal sense —
Benedictine monasteries could be wealthy, and individual
monks could enjoy good food, warm clothing, and
proper tools — but the elimination of any private claim
to the institution's property. What the brother has, he has
from the institution; what he leaves behind when he dies,
he leaves to the institution. The institution holds; the

individual stewards.
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The Japanese temples developed comparable but more
complex arrangements. Temple property was held by the
institution as a whole and could not be alienated by any
particular abbot or generation; the shoen estates of the
great temples were inherited as institutional possessions
across many centuries. At the same time, individual
monks at higher ranks often held substantial resources of
their own, and the boundary between personal and
institutional property was less absolute than in the strict
Benedictine reading. Different schools and houses
worked out their own balances. The shared principle,
however, was that the institution's resources were held in
trust for the long line of the community, not as the

personal property of any current member.

The institutional consequence of this principle is
profound. Property held in stewardship can accumulate
across generations in a way that property held in private
hands cannot. A piece of land owned by an abbey in 900
may still be owned by the same abbey in 1900 and again
in 2000, with the income of that land supporting the

community throughout. A library built across centuries is

the property of no one and the inheritance of all who
come after. An endowment that no current member can
dispose of becomes, over time, a substantial resource. The
medieval abbeys grew wealthy not because their monks
were particularly enterprising — many of them were —
but because the institutional form allowed wealth to
compound across generations without being dissipated
by inheritance, family settlement, or individual
consumption. Stewardship is the institutional technology

of patience.
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Itis also the institutional defense against capture. An TR o, BRUCKH T AHIENBEITY H 5,
institution whose property is personally held can be B BEAME AR S A B, 2R 2T
captured by whoever holds it. An institution whose BEICLE-TEMSND B, MEENS, 8L RE

property is collectively stewarded, under a rule that binds b5 sRE L HHT 2200 & & THEMIIC
every member including the leader, is much harder to Bt s B S B DL S o L
Lo £V Tty OHFNI. T DRMDKE % R
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capture. The Taliesin case illustrates the failure mode: the
founding household held property informally, the entities
and persons holding different assets were never cleanly

separated from one another, and when the household's

coherence dissolved, the property became a source of IS BES B Z LAl <L AT DRETR AR 72
conflict rather than a guarantee of continuity. The abbey L&, MERROMRIETIEZ  HIZDOPRE 72 -
solved this problem fifteen hundred years ago. The 72o BEEREE Z OE % T HEERT ISR L 72,
technology is available. ZOHEMIFORELEZAIZD B,
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The mechanism
of renewal
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No institutional form is self-sustaining. The
abbey, like every long-lasting institution, persisted
only because it possessed mechanisms for periodic
renewal — moments at which the institution
returned to its founding purposes, shed
accumulated corruption or drift, and
reconstituted itself in a form fit for the coming
centuries. The history of Western monasticism is
in large part a history of these reform movements,
and understanding them is essential to
understanding how the institutional form

actually lasted.

The pattern begins in the tenth century with the
founding of Cluny in 910 by Duke William I of
Aquitaine, who established the new monastery with a
charter that explicitly placed it outside the control of any
secular or episcopal authority and bound it directly to the
papacy. Cluny was a reform of Benedictine practice that
had, in the view of its founders, become entangled with
aristocratic family interests and political patronage. The
Cluniac reform, over the next two centuries, spread across
Europe through a network of dependent houses that
eventually numbered more than a thousand, all observing
a reformed Benedictine practice and all answering,

ultimately, to Cluny.
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Cluny itself, in turn, became wealthy, splendid, and — in
the view of a new generation of reformers — detached
from the manual work and austerity that Benedict had
intended. The Cistercian reform of 1098, led by Robert
of Molesme at Citeaux and given its decisive form by
Bernard of Clairvaux a generation later, was a return to
literal Benedictine practice: hard manual labor, simple

buildings, isolated rural sites, no liturgical ornament, no

children offered to the monastery (a major Cluniac source

of income), strict observance of the Rule. The Cistercians
grew rapidly — seven hundred houses across Europe
within a century — and themselves, over time,
accumulated wealth, ornamented their buildings, and

faced their own reform movements.

The pattern repeats. The Franciscans and Dominicans in
the thirteenth century were a reform of monastic life
from outside the abbey tradition entirely, founding new
mendicant orders that took voluntary poverty as their
organizing principle. The Carthusian and Camaldolese
reforms emphasized eremitic solitude. Within
Benedictine monasticism, the Maurist congregation of
seventeenth-century France produced a reform of
scholarship that gave us the standard editions of the
church fathers. The Solesmes refoundation of 1833, after
the disasters of the French Revolution, recovered
Gregorian chant and reestablished a serious Benedictine
practice that has continued to the present. Reform is not
an interruption of the tradition. Reform is the tradition,

in the only form that allowed the institutions to last.
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The Japanese tradition shows similar patterns. The new
schools of Kamakura Buddhism in the twelfth and

thirteenth centuries — Pure Land under Hénen, True

Pure Land under Shinran, S6t6 Zen under Dogen, Rinzai

under Eisai, and Nichiren's school — were reform
movements from within the monastic establishment,
each founded by figures who had trained in the
established schools (most of them on Hiei) and who
founded their new traditions in response to what they
perceived as the failings of the existing institutions. The
new schools, in turn, produced their own reform
movements across the centuries that followed. The
institutional form was renewed by being repeatedly

broken open and reconstituted.

The mechanism, when it worked, had several features.
There was a clear founding text or rule that could serve as
the reference point for reform — Benedict's Rule, the
early monastic literature, the founder's writings in
Japanese cases. There was a network of institutions large
and diverse enough that a reform could begin in one
house and spread without having to capture the whole
order at once. There was a culture of seriousness about
the founding purpose that made reform conceivable

rather than heretical — the reformers were not seen as

innovators but as restorers. And there was a willingness to

plant new institutions when the old ones could not be

reformed from within, rather than waiting for the existing

structures to renew themselves spontancously.
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The lesson for an institution being founded today is that
planning for renewal is part of the founding work. The
constitution should specify mechanisms — periodic
reviews, amendment procedures, the explicit recognition
that the institution will need to be renewed and not
merely preserved. The founders should write their texts
well enough that future reformers will have something to
return to. The institution should be large and diverse
enough that reform can begin in one part of it and
spread, rather than having to capture the whole organism
at once. And the founders should expect, and prepare the
institution to expect, that periodic moments of reform
will be necessary, and that resistance to them will itself be

a form of the corruption being reformed.
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A note on failure
and corruption
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The abbey tradition's longevity should not
obscure the fact that abbeys, regularly and
famously, also failed. The institutional form lasted;
particular institutions did not, and many of those
that did last passed through long periods of
corruption, decline, or political capture.
Understanding the failure modes is as important
as understanding the successes, because the
failures illuminate which features of the design are

load-bearing.

The most common failure mode was aristocratic capture.
Through the early medieval period, many monasteries
were founded by noble families on family land, with
family members installed as abbots and the income of the
monastery directed substantially to family ends. The
reform movements above were in large part responses to
this — Cluny's distinctive feature, after all, was that it
answered directly to the papacy rather than to any local
lord, precisely so that it could not be captured by an
aristocratic family. The history of medieval monasticism
is in part a history of the struggle to keep monasteries
from becoming property of the wealthy patrons who had
founded them. Some monasteries lost this struggle and
effectively dissolved into family chapels for the local
nobility; others, like Cluny, won it, and remained

genuinely religious institutions for centuries.
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A second failure mode was political dissolution. Henry
VIII of England, between 1536 and 1541, suppressed all
the monasteries of England and Wales — more than eight
hundred institutions — confiscating their lands and
dispersing their members. It was the largest transfer of
property in English history. The French Revolution, in
1789 and the years following, did much the same on a
smaller scale in France, with the dissolution of religious
orders and the seizure of their property. These were
political catastrophes against which no institutional
design could have protected; the only response was to
refound, slowly and patiently, after the political climate
changed. The Solesmes refoundation of 1833 was such a
response in France. In England the recovery has been only
partial. The lesson is that institutions can be destroyed by
political forces beyond their control, and that the
question of which institutions survive such moments is
partly a question of how deeply they are rooted in the

affections of the local community.

A third failure mode, less dramatic but more chronic, was
the slow detachment of the institution from its founding
purposes. Communities became wealthy and lazy. Liturgy
displaced manual work. Children offered to the
monastery by their families became the majority of the
membership, and the institution became a placement
system for the unwanted sons of the local nobility rather
than a community of serious religious vocation. The
choir monks did less and less work while the lay brothers
and tenants did more and more. The libraries went
uncopied; the scholarship dried up; the hospitality
became formal and grudging. This is the slow corruption
that the reform movements existed to address, and it is
the failure mode most relevant to a contemporary
institution, because it does not require external
catastrophe or aristocratic capture — it can happen
entirely through internal drift, over generations in which
no one decision is obviously wrong but the cumulative

trajectory is downward.
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The Japanese tradition has its own catalogue of failures.
The sohei — warrior monks — of certain medieval
temples became powerful enough that they intervened
militarily in the politics of the capital and were eventually
destroyed by Nobunaga in the late sixteenth century;
Enryaku-ji itself was burned in 1571, with thousands
killed, in a catastrophe from which it took the institution
centuries to recover. Particular temples have been
captured by political factions, used as instruments of state
policy, allowed to decay through neglect, or simply
outcompeted by other schools and traditions. The

institutional form lasted; many institutions within it

did not.

What this means for an institution being founded today
is that no constitutional design eliminates the risk of
failure. The best the founders can do is reduce the
likelihood and create conditions for renewal when failure
begins. Write the rule clearly so that future reformers have
a reference point. Distribute authority widely enough
that capture by any individual or faction is difficult. Build
the community's relationship with its surrounding place
deeply enough that political dissolution is resisted by the
local population. Plan for the slow drift by writing in
periodic review and amendment mechanisms. Accept
that the institution will pass through difficult periods,
and design it so that those periods are recoverable rather

than terminal.
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If the foregoing has been useful, it has been so by
demonstrating that the institution we are working
on is part of a long tradition of comparable forms,
and that the design features that allowed those
forms to last for fifteen hundred years are available
to us, in modified form, today. Not all of them
transfer cleanly. The religious purposes of the
historical abbeys cannot be transferred, and the
secular character of our institution requires
modifications that the founders of the medieval
abbeys did not have to consider. But the structural
features — the rule, the integration of work, the
transmission of knowledge, the bounded
hospitality, the stewardship of property, the
mechanism of renewal — are largely independent

of religious content.

30

IHRETHERTH - & THE, Zhid,
B2 b AE D ATV BHEIEAS, KL 5 5
HEROEWEMRO—HTHAr L, LT
THNL DY THHEMEICDI > Tkt s ¥
feEkEt LOR A, BIESh T, 4 HEA
HIZSTFOELEZAZDAZEEZRLE
BBV TTHD, TRNTHLDF EBIET
IHDUTRR, BE EOBEERDRAN
HREBHMTSE 20 L, fAZD OFIE O IHE
FIPERS L, B EBE D AR E S E 2 T
FARBIEZBERT 5, XGRS ——
Al FEOMAE. MOEmE. BRSO L N
126 Tl L. MEDZE, RIFHT QAR ——
. K SR BEINE» L L T b,



6/2/26,9:54 AM

The framing of our institution as something like an
abbey of makers, a craft monastery, a productive
community of architectural and material practice,
organized around a written rule and held in stewardship
by a council that is itself bound by the rule, hospitable to
visitors, transmitting knowledge across generations,
designed for renewal — this framing is not a fantasy of
the medieval. It is a practical claim about what kind of
institution we are trying to build. It says that we are not
founding a school in the modern American or European
sense, where the school is one program among many
under a university board and the students pay tuition and
leave with credentials and most of them never return. We
are founding something that aspires to be more like the
institutions that have lasted longest in human history:
bounded, productive, transmissive, hospitable,

stewarded, renewable.

The risks of this framing are real and worth naming. The
first is that the historical reference can become a costume
rather than a substance — that the language of abbey and
rule and stewardship can be invoked without the actual
institutional discipline that those words historically
named. An institution that calls itself an abbey but whose
property is held personally by its founders, whose rule is
unwritten or unenforced, whose work is not actually
shared by its members, whose hospitality is performative,
whose mechanism of renewal exists only on paper — such
an institution has taken the costume without the
substance, and will not last. The framing only helps if it is
taken seriously enough to shape practice. If it does not, it

becomes affectation.

The Abbey *

31

&% — bilingual booklet

Btz b OflE %, 1Y F/ob OEERE (abbey of
makers) D& O 726D, TEDEERL, HELER
M OEEDEEHLFEE, BCORA % H0I
Msh., ThBEEPXANCHE S 3 5FERIC &
S TXFETHREES A, BiffEZ 6 TR, A%
A THRIEL. FIFOLD ICEitsnizbD
ELTHSIAZ L ——Z OB T IdH DI
TRV, T, RAZLBBEZHIELTVED
DV BREHORIE IO WT O, EEW R E
BTHB, 2NHF DD, FALDBBARD 7 A
VAT — v v SOERT O — — A K
HEXDS LOHDLIHABEDVOLESTH Y, F4E
GBI, BRERTEY . TORPEE
EROBEV——%AELTVAIDTIEEL, L
IZETH B, FAlebid, ABHEERSE RV
TERBIEC, LYELS DA LEET LD ZAIE
LTV ——5iR%2R/b, EEWNT, EZEH
T, 6 TRLICHD, ZFEsh, RIFTaEZ b
D%,

OIS OBBIITETH Y, KAIEL TH
EAD %, HF—d. FHHBROBEE TR IK
HIZHBYIBENILETHE——IBHE -2

Hl « ZELE Vo o BHEN, 200 OFEMFERAYIC
ZH LTV EBEORIENSEL LICEH SN
B, LD LI, B RBHERLEFTRAL,
T OMENSRIZRZIC L > THEANCHEES A, £
DD & T & Shd. T DHEHEEE
CRBBICE>THESIAT, 26 TELBA
AT, T ORIFTOARAR D I L2 FHAE
LEVHIE——2 5 LHIEIREE 2 Lok
FLOLDTHY, KFEL Vo FEDHE, Th
WEEZEOC AR EERNIZITIED 6 THI®
TRIZI Do ) ThFAE, ZHAFEID S

%5



6/2/26,9:54 AM The Abbey * &5t — bilingual booklet

The second risk is that the historical references can Eo OB, FBREESEAS, A BSERRICLT
become a barrier to what we are actually doing. We are STWAIENDEBEZRZD DB ENDIZETH
not founding a religious order. We are not asking By FhTo b I3EZHNIEEL AR LTV SO TR
members to take vows of celibacy or poverty or B, BB « 58 - RAEOZE 2K T

obedience. We are operating in Japanese legal and cultural

BDTH v, FAD L, B OHIEEM %
DHADER « ALWXRTHEE L THH, ¢h
being interpreted through European Christian frames. 5 OIS, F—mySO%Y 2 P AOREEL
The abbey framing is useful for internal thinking and for TR ELY 6. THHKORMFCENTE
the founders' understanding of what they are working on; HINDIMET b0 BEFEE VISR, K
it is not a public-facing identity, and it should not become REBEDLDIC, FRARENEZ D ORY M
one. When the institution describes itself to its neighbors, ATWALDZHBETAIHDICERATHS, Th

contexts that have their own institutional traditions,

which deserve respect on their own terms rather than

its students, its donors, its government partners, it does so BARZHILLTAT Y7474 TlEBOL. £
in language those audiences can hear — in plain Japanese BANS TS\, BIEEMAREAIC, 2240, FiE
and English, as a foundation, a school, a community, a Fio. AROBMHECHL 2EL LS. 2h 2

workshop. The abbey is what we are thinking about as we

NOOBESFERFESHENLSET——FHLAAR
FELUEET, MMHIE LT, R EL T, FEFER L
LT, IFEELT——%5T 5%, BHERLIE. B
REDBENERESLEHPLEZEORNFLL TS b
DTH 5, HlE R, FADBEBIZENTWH S

build it. The institution is what we are actually building.
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were founding. We do not have centuries. We have our
own working lives — perhaps thirty years of active

institutional building, in the best case — and the work
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to do the generation after that. We are in the position of

building the right foundation.
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That is the deepest gift of the abbey reference: not a
model to copy, but a demonstration that what we are
trying to do is possible. Institutions like this exist. They
have lasted. They have produced extraordinary work — in
scholarship, in craft, in agriculture, in architecture, in care
for the poor, in the formation of generations of people
who carried their training into the world and shaped it for
the better. The form is not theoretical. It is empirical.
And it is available, in modified and secular form, to
anyone willing to take the institutional design questions

seriously enough to do the work.

That is the work we are doing. The constitution we will
write is part of it. The buildings we will restore are part of
it. The students we will train, the relationships we will
build with the people of this island, the firms we will
operate, the residents we will become — all of it, taken
together, is the practical answer to a question the
historical abbeys answered well: how do you build a
community that is worth lasting, and how do you build it

so that it does.
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APPENDIX ER

Sources and
further reading
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This section lists the primary texts and the standard scholarly works
on each of the topics discussed. The works are organized by ropic. For
someone wishing to verify the specific cdlaims in this document or to
read more deeply in the subjects it touches, these are the right places

to begin.

Primary texts

These are the foundational documents from which the description
of the institutional forms is drawn. All exist in modern editions

and translations.

The Rule of Saint Benedict. The standard scholarly edition in
English with Latin parallel text and extensive commentary is RB
1980: The Rule of St. Benedict in Latin and English with Notes,
ed. Timothy Fry, OSB (Liturgical Press, 1981). A more accessible
standalone translation is The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans.
Carolinne White (Penguin Classics, 2008). The Rule's seventy-
three chapters are short and well worth reading directly; the
specific chapter references in this document (chapters 31, 33, 48,
53, 55, 64, and the discipline chapters 23-30) can be verified in any

modern edition.

Daogen Zenji, Eihei Shingi (Pure Standards for the Zen
Community). The standard English translation is Dogen's Pure
Standards for the Zen Community: A Translation of Eihei Shing,
trans. Taigen Daniel Leighton and Shohaku Okumura (SUNY
Press, 1996). This text specifies the conduct of the various roles
within a Zen monastery and is the most detailed of Dogen's

writings on monastic life.

Saicho, Sange Gakushishiki (Rules for Students of the Mountain
School) and Shijoshiki. These texts establish the twelve-year mountain
training period at Enryaku-ji. They are discussed and translated in
part in Paul Groner's Saicho; full English translations are scattered

through the secondary literature on Tendai.

Chanyuan Qinggui (Pure Regulations of the Chan Monastery,
1103). The standard codification of Chan monastic regulations
that influenced later Japanese Zen rules. An English translation by
Yifa is available as The Origins of Buddhist Monastic Codes in
China: An Annotated Translation and Study of the Chanyuan
Qinggui (University of Hawaii Press, 2002).
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On Western monasticism — general
history

C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism: Forms of Religious Life
in Western Europe in the Middle Ages, 4th ed. (Routledge, 2015).
The standard one-volume survey of the entire history of

Western monasticism. The first place to go for the broad
chronology, the major figures, the reform movements, and the

institutional features.

David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England: A History of its
Development from the Times of St. Dunstan to the Fourth
Lateran Council, 940-1216 (Cambridge University Press, 2nd ed.
1963), and The Religious Orders in England, 3 volumes
(Cambridge University Press, 1948-1959). The major scholarly
works on the English monastic experience from the tenth century

through the dissolution under Henry VIIL

Marilyn Dunn, The Emergence of Monasticism: From the
Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages (Blackwell, 2000). For
the prehistory of the Benedictine tradition in Egyptian and

Celtic monasticism.

On the Cistercian reform and the
economic life of monasteries

Louis Lekai, The Cistercians: Ideals and Reality (Kent State
University Press, 1977). The standard one-volume study of
the Cistercian order, its founding, its institutional design, and

its evolution.

Constance Berman, The Cistercian Evolution: The Invention of a
Religious Order in Twelfth-Century Europe (University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2000). A revisionist account of how the
Cistercian order came to be, emphasizing the gradual rather than

sudden character of its founding.

Richard Hoffmann, An Environmental History of Medieval
Europe (Cambridge University Press, 2014). Places the economic
productivity of Cistercian and Benedictine houses in the wider
context of medieval European agricultural, industrial, and

ecological change.

Sylvain Pitiot and Pierre Poupon, Les Climats du vignoble de
Bourgogne (various editions). For the Cistercian role in the
development of Burgundy viticulture, the climats of Clos de

Vougeot, and the cultivation of Pinot Noir and Chardonnay.
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On the Rule of Saint Benedict —
interpretation

Adalbert de Vogiié, The Rule of Saint Benedict: A Doctrinal and
Spiritual Commentary, trans. John Baptist Hasbrouck (Cistercian
Publications, 1983). The standard scholarly commentary

in English, drawing on de Vogiié's much larger French-

language work.

Esther de Waal, Seeking God: The Way of St. Benedict (Liturgical
Press, 1984; reissued multiple times). The most widely read
accessible introduction to Benedictine spirituality and the practical

wisdom of the Rule for contemporary readers.

Terrence Kardong, OSB, Benedict's Rule: A Translation and
Commentary (Liturgical Press, 1996). A detailed contemporary
scholarly commentary, chapter by chapter.

On Japanese Buddhist monasticism

Paul Groner, Saicho: The Establishment of the Japanese Tendai
School (Bukkys Dendd Kyokai, 1984; reprinted University of
Hawaii Press, 2000). The standard English-language scholarly
study of Saicho and the founding of Enryaku-ji, including the

twelve-year training regulations.

Paul Groner, Rydgen and Mount Hiei: Japanese Tendai in the
Tenth Century (University of Hawaii Press, 2002). For the
development of Enryaku-ji in the centuries after Saichg, including

the rise of the séhei.

William M. Bodiford, S6t6 Zen in Medieval Japan (University of
Hawaii Press, 1993). The standard scholarly account of Dogen's

school and its institutional history, including the role of Eihei-ji.

Mikael S. Adolphson, The Gates of Power: Monks, Courtiers, and
Warriors in Premodern Japan (University of Hawaii Press, 2000).
Essential for understanding the institutional position of the great
temple complexes in premodern Japan, including their political

and economic power and the phenomenon of the sohei.

Martin Collcutt, Five Mountains: The Rinzai Zen Monastic
Institution in Medieval Japan (Harvard University Press, 1981).

For the gozan system of Rinzai Zen temples and their cultural role.

George Tanabe, ed., Religions of Japan in Practice (Princeton
University Press, 1999). A useful sourcebook for primary

documents from the various Japanese Buddhist traditions.
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On the dissolution events

G. W. O. Woodward, The Dissolution of the Monasteries
(Pitkin, 1966; multiple editions). A concise account of Henry
VIII's dissolution.

James G. Clark, The Dissolution of the Monasteries: A New
History (Yale University Press, 2021). The most recent major
scholarly study of the English dissolution, with substantial revision

of earlier narratives.

On the French Revolution’s suppression of religious orders, the
standard reference works on the Revolution include the relevant
material; for monastic continuity through and after the Revolution,
see the literature on the Solesmes refoundation, especially studies of

Dom Prosper Guéranger.

On institutional design — secular
literature

These works are not about abbeys, but they engage with the design
questions that the abbey tradition implicitly addressed. They are
useful for translating the abbey lessons into a contemporary secular

institutional context.

Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of
Institutions for Collective Action (Cambridge University Press,
1990). The Nobel-Prize-winning study of how long-lasting
institutions manage shared resources. The design principles

Ostrom identifies map closely onto features of the abbey tradition.

Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (Yale University Press, 2008). For
the question of how complex skills are transmitted across
generations within productive communities; relevant to the

abbey's pedagogical features.

Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn: What Happens After
They're Built (Viking, 1994). For the question of how institutions

and their buildings adapt and persist across long time horizons.

James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to
Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (Yale University Press,
1998). For the question of how local, durable, knowledge-rich

institutions differ from state-imposed standardized ones.
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Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue (University of Notre Dame

Press, 1981; 3rd edition 2007). For the philosophical question
of how traditions of practice are constituted and transmitted;

ends with a reference to Benedict that has shaped much

subsequent discussion.

On the comparative project

Direct comparative studies of Western monasticism and Japanese
Buddhbist temple institutions are relatively rare in the scholarly

literature, but the following are useful entry points.

Karl Baier, ed., Christian and Buddbist Monasticism: Comparative
Reflections (various conference volumes). Comparative essays from
the dialogues between Christian and Buddbist monastic traditions

over the past several decades.

The Monastic Interreligious Dialogue
(https://monasticdialog.com) publishes ongoing reflections from
Christian and Buddhist monastics in dialogue, including

substantial material on institutional questions.

A note on online references

For quick verification of dates, foundings, and basic facts, the
relevant articles in the New Catholic Encyclopedia, the
Encyclopedia of Monasticism (Routledge), and the Japanese-
language references such as the Iwanami Bukky®6 Jiten are reliable
starting points. Wikipedia articles on specific monasteries and on
major figures are usable for orientation but should be cross-

checked against the scholarly sources for any formal use.
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