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RB 3 on Calling the Brothers for Counsel (part 2) 

 

Last week I introduced chapter 3 of the Rule on Calling the Brothers for 

Counsel, and placed it in the context of the whole Rule. As we saw, there 

were two kinds of consultation, one with seniors only for lesser matters and 

one with everyone for important decisions. Most of the chapter is about this 

second kind of consultation with all the brothers. It is good to keep in mind 

that Benedict is not only describing a process of dialogue, but is also—and 

perhaps more importantly—pointing out the deeper spiritual dispositions 

needed for the community to carry out a true discernment. Here is the text: 

 

3The reason why we have said all should be called for counsel is that 

the Lord often reveals what is better to the younger. The brothers, for 

their part, are to express their opinions with all humility, and not 

presume to defend their own views obstinately. The decision is rather 

the abbot’s to make, so that when he has determined what is more 

prudent, all may obey. Nevertheless, just as it is proper for disciples to 

obey their master, so it is becoming for the master on his part to 

settle everything with foresight and fairness. 

Accordingly in every instance, all are to follow the teaching of the rule, 

and no one shall rashly deviate from it. In the monastery no one is to 

follow his own heart’s desire, nor shall anyone presume to contend 

with his abbot defiantly, or outside the monastery. Should anyone 



presume to do so, let him be subjected to the discipline of the rule. 

Moreover, the abbot himself must fear God and keep the rule in 

everything he does; he can be sure beyond any doubt that he will have 

to give an account of all his judgments to God, the most just of judges. 

 

Sr. Aquinata Böckmann came up with a parody of this chapter, actually two 

parodies, one from the point of view of an authoritarian abbot and one from 

the point of view of an anti-authoritarian brother: 

 

A preconciliar abbot might make the following statements: Fairly often 

when I want to show my power to all my sons, I call them all together 

(or: all those who agree with me) to state what I think and what I 

want, how well I have planned things, and what good ideas I have. 

From my sons I expect attention and approval; No need to call the 

younger members; they are still immature. The Lord usually reveals to 

me what is better; When the sons express their agreement, they must 

do so reverently and with proper bows. On no account should they dare 

to express their own views; It is clear that they all obey me as their 

master; And all of them are to follow me and not to deviate even an 

inch from my instructions to follow the desires of their own hearts; 

There are never to be any arguments with me, their abbot, since I do 

everything according to my mind, and this is best. 

                 From the perspective of the anti-authoritarian brother, the 

chapter might be rewritten thus: 

 



Whenever there is any decision to be made in the monastery, we are 

entitled to be called and to decide for ourselves; The abbot does not 

really need to state the subject matter, for we know better anyway. 

But in any case, he should listen well, while we all weigh the matter, 

think, and discuss it fully; The Lord always reveals to the brothers 

(never to the abbot) what is better; The brothers are to express their 

opinions fearlessly and forcefully, so that the abbot will obey them in 

everything; Every brother should follow the will of his own heart for 

only good things flow from his heart; Arguing with the abbot is part of 

honesty; he needs to be corrected. The Rule is just a limitation and 

hinders creativity; Above all, the abbot must consult the brothers in all 

affairs and must obey them. (A Listening Community [Collegeville: 

Liturgical Press, 2015], pp. 167-168.) 

 

I cite these alternative RB 3s mostly for fun, but also because they underscore 

the nature of this chapter. In a sense, Benedict stands as a kind of moderator 

between the interests of the brothers and the interests of the abbot when the 

time comes for consultation. The two points of view are a kind of see-saw: it 

doesn’t take much to tilt the balance to one side or the other. And yet 

balance is the main point here. The fulcrum of balance is the central two 

verses of the chapter (a typical strategy in much of the Rule): 

 

Accordingly in every instance, all are to follow the teaching of the rule, 

and no one shall rashly deviate from it. In the monastery no one is to 

follow his own heart’s desire, nor shall anyone presume to contend with 



his abbot defiantly, or outside the monastery [presumably meaning to 

express one’s discontent inappropriately to outsiders]. 

 

No doubt Benedict comes to this subject with some hard and negative 

experiences in mind. He knows that neither the abbot nor the brothers are 

immune from the danger of self-will. A lot can be at stake when the 

community has something important to discuss or a major decision to make. 

The energetic tone of this chapter captures the potential tension of the 

situation. But most of Benedict’s advice has to do with tempering and 

channeling this energy with counsel, wisdom, circumspection, and especially 

the sincere search for God’s will. 

 

The opposite of coming to a discussion full of self-will is what St. Ignatius 

termed a special kind of indifference. In the context of discernment, especially 

in important matters or in life decisions, you can only discover God’s will if 

you are ready and willing to accept an outcome that may or may not 

correspond to your preference. It is not an indifference of not caring—if you 

didn’t care you wouldn’t be in discernment; it is freedom from being tied to 

one outcome over another, in which case it is self-will that has you bound. 

 

It is in this context that we best understand what Benedict means by saying 

that all should be included, because the Lord often reveals what is better to 

the younger. First of all, he is putting everything into a biblical perspective, 

evoking the many examples of God choosing someone like young David over 

his older brothers who, from a human point of view, are more intelligent and 

more mature. But he is also pointing to common human experience: elders 



tend to argue for doing things the way they have always been done; the 

young more often want change. Neither is right. What matters is that we 

create conditions where God’s will can come to the fore, no matter from 

what quarter. 

 

The insistence on humility in this chapter, therefore, makes good sense. 

Benedict’s expression here is humilitatis subiectione, literally ‘with the 

subjection of humility’, which means the willingness to be under, to know 

one’s place before God and the community, and the willingness to accept 

what is decided, whether the decision comes from the abbot or from the 

community. The moment of obedience or acceptance is an important spiritual 

moment. It is similar to what Benedict advises the brother receiving a 

seemingly impossible assignment:  “Trusting in God’s help, he must in love 

obey” (RB 68.5). 

 

Benedict uses some strong language in this chapter: monks can be rash, 

presumptive, defensive, and obstinate. No doubt he had some tough 

characters in his community. Obstinacy is the opposite of humility; it admits 

of no submission to the will of another or to the common will of the group. 

But Benedict’s choice of words is also subtle. When he says the brothers should 

not “presume to defend their own views obstinately,” he literally says they 

should not defend ‘what seems to them’, thus underscoring that their view, 

like everyone’s view, is partial. Obstinately to defend something that only 

seems to be the best is absurd.   

 

Lack of humility like this is a deviation on the individual scale; but there are 



also deviations at the level of the group. Some people don’t want to speak up 

during consultations and take responsibility for their own point of view. So 

they engage in various forms of lobbying, pressuring, or politicking. As 

Benedict mentions, they may even stir things up outside the community. As 

soon as there is contention or defiance, there is no longer real discernment. 

Part of the discipline of consultation—and the good exercise of silence, by the 

way—is to avoid this sort of thing. Consultation, dialogue, and discernment 

are essential exercises of the community; they should not be pre-empted by 

the maneuvers of strong individuals or by sub-groups. 

 

Benedict makes a number of significant points about the abbot and his role in 

this chapter. No one is to deviate from the Rule, abbot included. Since the 

Rule itself is an embodiment of discretion, keeping it is the only guarantee for 

good discernment, whether at the community level or when it comes time 

for the abbot to make a final decision. “No one is to follow his own heart’s 

desire,” abbot included. It is the insight of the brothers that matters most: 

outward things like decision-making simply reveal was has been going on 

inside. Self-will is the opposite of a heart open to God. Seeking the common 

good and keeping the common Rule go together—for everyone. 

 

Benedict also stresses that the abbot is to fear God and keep in mind that he 

will have to face God’s judgment regarding his judgments. When Benedict 

associates fear of God with those who hold responsibility in the monastery, it 

often has to do with paying attention to the weak. Here in chapter 3 it is 

also meant to motivate him to a high level of attention to what he is hearing 

from the brothers. Fear of God also keeps out other, less desirable kinds of 



fear: fear of what other people think, fear of hard realities, fear of the 

consequences of one’s choices, and the pervasive fear that is anxiety.  

 

A good way to sum up these comments on RB 3 is to recall what 

commentators say about this chapter: it shows signs that Benedict came back 

to revise it with the benefit of more experience and in the light of the final 

chapters of the Rule. This chapter alternates its focus back and forth between 

the abbot and the brothers. Regarding the abbot, the key qualities that will 

make him a good listener and a good discerner are described in RB 64:  

 

his goal must be profit for the monks, not preeminence for himself. 

He ought, therefore, to be learned in divine law, so that he has a 

treasury of knowledge from which he can, “bring out what is new and 

what is old,” (Matt 13:52). [He must not be] excitable, anxious, 

extreme, obstinate, jealous or over suspicious. He must show 

forethought and consideration in his orders . . . [he must be] discerning 

and moderate.   He must so arrange everything that the strong have 

something to yearn for and the weak nothing to run from. 

 

Regarding the brothers, the key qualities that will make them good discerners 

are described in RB 72, where evil zeal leads to contention and good zeal to 

unanimity: 

 

“They should each try to be the first to show respect to the other,” 

(Rom 12:10), supporting with the greatest patience one another’s 

weaknesses of body or behavior, and earnestly competing in obedience 



to one another.  No one is to pursue what he judges better for himself, 

but instead, what he judges better for someone else.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 


