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RB 20 on Reverence at Prayer 
  
Chapter 20, along with chapter 19, provides a spiritual conclusion to the long section of chapters 
8-20 on the divine office. By ending this way, Benedict makes it clear that all the care and time 
involved in the community's liturgy finds its completion in the deep, personal prayer of each 
monk. Here is the text: 
  

Whenever we want to ask some favor of a powerful man, we do it humbly and 
respectfully, for fear of presumption.  2How much more important, then, to lay our 
petitions before the Lord God of all things with the utmost humility and sincere 
devotion.  3We must know that God regards our purity of heart and tears of compunction, 
not our many words.  4Prayer should therefore be short and pure, unless perhaps it is 
prolonged under the inspiration of divine grace.  5In community, however, prayer should 
always be brief; and when the superior gives the signal, all should rise together. 

  
Nestled in the middle of this passage is a remarkably condensed and complete teaching on 
prayer:what will bring us closest to God is to come before him with purity of heart, 
compunction, and few words. The brevity of the passage is a sort of example in practice of 
avoiding any kind of wordiness. Perhaps one of the main reasons the Rule of Benedict has 
become a centuries-old anchor for monasticism in the West is the way it balances the external 
organization or observance of the community with the personal, inner experience of each 
member. Benedict never overemphasizes the one at the expense of the other. His sources were 
not always so balanced, as the corresponding chapter from the Rule of the Master shows: 
  

[read RM 48.6-11] 
  
Benedict's approach is not only balanced, but unified. Notice the importance he places on 
humility in this chapter. The long chapter 7 on humility preceded this series of chapters on the 
divine office, but here at the end of that series we find that humility is not only an important 
virtue to cultivate but is also a characteristic of those who truly pray. Observance of the Rule and 
performance of the liturgy are both schools of humility and reverence before God. 
  
Benedict describes this reverent prayer as laying our petitions before the God of all things or, as 
many translators prefer, the God of the universe. This cosmic perspective is more important than 
it may seem at first glance. Unlike the Rule of the Master, with its narrowly Christocentric 
approach to prayer, Benedict is careful to respect the personal experience of the monks. He 
acknowledges that prayer may be prolonged by an inspiration of divine grace, in other words, by 
the working of the Holy Spirit. This wider perspective is actually trinitarian: prayer can be 
directed to the Father, Lord of the Universe, Creator of all, or to the Son, the Word through 
whom all things were made and who brought about the New Creation, or to the Holy Spirit.  
  



We may not be well-disposed culturally to savor one of the central characteristics of prayer as 
Benedict describes it, namely, prayer with tears of compunction. It would be absurd to attempt to 
produce tears. They may come only rarely. The important thing is that prayer will only be 
genuine and deep if accompanied with awareness of one's sin and failings and with trust in God's 
mercy. Tears are a special grace, a sign that God has opened one's heart. 
  
The last sentence of the passage about keeping prayer in community brief might lead to some 
confusion. It may or may not be a distant echo of the desert practice of prostrating for a moment 
after each psalm. But if we take into account the general gist of chapter 20 and the parallel 
statement in chapter 52 about the community leaving the oratorium in silence for the benefit of 
those who wish to remain in prayer, the scenario seems to be something like this: the divine 
office immerses the monk in scripture and other readings; at times his heart is touched by 
something he sings, recites, or hears; this grace deserves to be followed up for a moment in 
private; such private prayer, as Benedict sees it, should be intense and brief, unless some special 
grace leads one to prolong it — a simple and yet challenging approach to prayer. 
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