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RB 15-16 on the Divine Office (cont.) 

  
Chapter 15 is entitled “The Times for Saying Alleluia.” For brevity’s sake I won’t read the text. 
This chapter makes it clear that Easter is the center of gravity for the whole of the liturgy. 
Alleluia, an expression of joy, is the quintessential word of worship. Already in the Psalms it 
turns even the most poignant of laments and petitions into praise. The early Christians connected 
this Hebrew exclamation with Easter, and the tie strengthened over the centuries. It often served 
as a greeting when Christians met. It is a word that holds the Christian community together. 
  
Chapter 16, entitled “The Celebration of the Divine Office during the Day,” brings us back to the 
flow of the daily liturgy from the night office to Lauds, and through the rest of the day. It reads: 
  

The Prophet says:  “Seven times a day have I praised you,” (Ps 118[119]:164).  2We will 
fulfill this sacred number of seven if we satisfy our obligations of service at Lauds, 
Prime, Tierce, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline, 3for it was of these hours during the 
day that he said, "Seven times a day have I praised you,” (Ps 
118[119]:164).  4Concerning Vigils, the Prophet says:  “At midnight I arose to give you 
praise,” (Ps 118[119]:62).  5Therefore, we should praise our Creator , “for his just 
judgements,” at these times: Lauds, Prime, Tierce, Sext, None, Vespers and 
Compline: and “let us arise at night to give,” Him, “praise,” (Ps 118[119]164, 62). 

  
Benedict makes much of the sacred character of the number seven. Far from being a sort of 
magic number, seven stands for fullness and completion. In this context, to pray seven times a 
day is to pray always. Each one of us knows how fickle the mind and heart can be when it comes 
to personal prayer. Can anyone, after all, claim literally to pray always? The surest way is the 
common way: together we pray always, or at least maintain the clear intention to fill our lives 
with prayer, by gathering these seven times. 
  
Benedict’s expression “obligations of service” deserves close attention. Here he calls it servitutus 
officia, ‘duties’ of service, but elsewhere he uses the expression pensum, literally a weight or 
measure, a certain amount prescribed for each day. This obligation is closely tied to profession. 
By profession we choose to become servants, and that service implies a pensum, a weight, 
burden, or a chore, if you will, but one that we carry out with alleluias. When we fail in this duty, 
the problem is not that something remains undone: the problem is that it indicates a shrinkage of 
our willingness to serve as we promised at profession. It also involves a subtraction from the 
seven, the intended completeness of the community’s measure of service. 
  
It is impressive to notice how many times the word praise appears in this short chapter. It forces 
us to expand our understanding of what praise is. It cannot be reduced to moments of 
enthusiastic cheering for something we are happy about. As we saw last week, even confession 
of sin is a kind of praise. So, to bear the weight and burden of service is itself a kind of praise. 
Just being there, reciting the Psalms—even Psalms of pleading and lamentation—is a way of 
praising God. 



  
Notice also that Benedict specifies the object of our praise: we praise our Creator, “for his just 
judgements.” So, there is a cosmic dimension to the liturgy. In our current cycle of Psalms, this 
aspect stands out particularly at Vespers, when the Psalms often focus on the wonders of creation 
and the abundance of God’s blessings. We also praise God for his just judgements. Each office, 
then is a chance to align ourselves with God’s will as it is being played out in our daily lives. 
  
Over the centuries people have proposed various ways of tying together the various hours of the 
liturgical day. Perhaps the most common one has been to associate a given hour with a given 
moment in the unfolding of Christ’s Passion. Last week I recalled Aquinata Böckmann’s 
comment that Lauds is a kind of Easter of the day. Although she does not develop it further, this 
idea implies that there is a parallel between the unfolding of the liturgical year on the large scale 
and the unfolding of the day on the small scale. The lengthy office of Vigils is a kind of Lent, a 
time for ascetical effort and a sort of refresher course in catechesis. Lauds at daybreak is a kind 
of Easter in miniature. Tierce, Sext, and None, together with Vespers is like Ordinary Time, a 
sanctification of common daily activities and an expression of gratitude for the splendor and 
abundance of the good things of creation we continually enjoy. With Compline we move into the 
night, a sort of Advent and Christmas, which occur at the darkest time of year, when the 
Incarnate Word comes among us almost unperceived.  
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