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RB 22 on Sleep 
  
We know from numerous desert sayings that the early monks had mixed feelings and 
ambiguous ideas about sleep. The predominant attitude was to consider sleep a necessary evil, a 
bodily need that should be satisfied only to a minimum degree. 
  
Benedict’s treatment of sleep in chapter 22 of the Rule adopts a noticeably different stance. 
Nothing in the chapter conveys negativity about sleep itself. The need for sleep is taken for 
granted. Provisions for when, where, and how the monks sleep are similar to those regulating the 
offices and meals. In fact, it is interesting to note similarities between the various chapters in the 
Rule on the three main spaces in the monastery: the oratory, the dormitory, and the refectory. 
The ritual around meals and sleep elevate these activities. Like the liturgy in church, they have 
the potential to unify the community and maintain the monks’ attention to their central purpose 
as members of a cenobitic monastery. Here is the text of chapter 22: 
  

The monks are to sleep in separate beds.  2They receive bedding as provided by the abbot, 
suitable to monastic life. 
3If possible, all are to sleep in one place, but should the size of the community preclude 
this, they will sleep in groups of ten or twenty under the watchful care of seniors.  4A 
lamp must be kept burning in the room until morning. 
5They sleep clothed and girded with belts or cords; but they should remove their knives, 
lest they accidentally cut themselves in their sleep.  6Thus the monks will always be ready 
to arise without delay when the signal is given; each will hasten to arrive at the Work of 
God before the others, yet with all dignity and decorum.  7The younger brothers should 
not have their beds next to each other but interspersed among those of the seniors.  8On 
arising for the Work of God, they will quietly encourage each other, for the sleepy like to 
make excuses. 

  
The main emphasis here is on the Opus Dei. Everything about sleep is organized in function of 
being rested, ready, and on time for the office. The provisions are actually quite generous 
compared to what most people would have had at that time in other circumstances: each has a 
separate bed (not mats or beds for several people); as we know from chapter 55, each has a tunic 
set aside for sleeping; a light prevents people from stumbling or needing to communicate 
aloud; and there is order and purpose in the distribution of places where each one sleeps.  
  
The choice of key vocabulary also conveys a message:  bedding is to be “suitable to monastic 
life” (lit. pro modo conversationis); everything is to be done with dignity and decorum 
(gravitas and modestia); the brothers are to encourage each other “quietly” (moderate). 
Benedict’s priorities with regards to sleeping arrangements are clearly modesty, measure, and 
propriety.  
  



No doubt there is also a symbolic level to this chapter. Benedict leaves just a few hints, without 
belaboring the point. The light shining in the darkness can be seen as a symbol of Christ; the fact 
that it burns all night is a reminder of the Lord’s constant presence; all the provisions of 
readiness have to do with being prepared for when the Lord comes “like a thief in the 
night”; readiness for death and the connection between awaking and rising from the dead are 
also in the background. 
  
It would be unfortunate to dismiss this chapter as irrelevant merely because we do not use an 
open, common dormitory. We will accomplish what Benedict teaches here by treating the time 
for sleep with the same humanity and the same emphasis on dignity, modesty, and moderation. 
The big difference is that the burden of following these practices falls more on the individual 
than on the group. Each must respect the horarium, which means keeping the grand silence, 
foregoing other activities, and getting to bed on time. We rely more on alarm clocks to wake us 
than on our neighbors, but we are constantly encouraging one another in this regard through 
good example. Benedict’s main emphasis in this chapter still holds true for us today: the only 
way to give the office—especially the night office here—the attention it deserves is to come to it 
rested, ready, and on time. 
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