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RB 35 on Mutual Service (II) 
 
Last week we looked at the first part of chapter 35. The two main points there were that everyone 
must engage in community service and that such service increases merit and love. The chapter then 
goes into greater detail about the weekly duties: 
 
7On Saturday the brother who is completing his work will do the washing.  8He is to wash the towels 
which the brothers use to wipe their hands and feet.  9Both the one who is ending his service and 
the one who is about to begin are to wash the feet of everyone.  10The utensils required for the 
kitchen service are to be washed and returned intact to the cellarer, 11who in turn issues them to the 
one beginning his week.  In this way the cellarer will know what he hands out and what he receives 
back. 
 
12An hour before mealtime, the kitchen workers of the week should each receive a drink and some 
bread over and above the regular portion, 13so that at mealtime, they may serve their brothers 
without grumbling or hardship.  14On solemn days, however, they should wait until after the 
dismissal. 
 
Chapter 35 then concludes with the rite of blessing for the weekly servants. Our current practice--but 
now in chapter instead of in church--is so close to what the Rule describes that it calls for little 
comment. 
 
The focus throughout this chapter is on people and on the mutuality of their service. The practical 
aspect of getting the job done is secondary here. The point of the chapter is not that each should pull 
his own weight or prove his worth. Nor is the point that work should be done as efficiently as 
possible. To paraphrase Benedict's message here: mutual service increases merit and love, so let's 
make sure all engage in it even if they need help to do so. A related point is that the brothers should 
be able to do this work "without grumbling or hardship." It is especially important for us, living in 
North America in the twenty-first century, to keep these motivations in mind. We too easily see 
monastic work and community service through the lens of efficiency or of a rough-and-ready work 
ethic, whereas the Rule would have us see work in terms of mutuality and the common good. 
 
Another sign of this emphasis is the use of the word invicem in this chapter: let them serve 'one 
another'. We do not serve the one in charge or even serve the cause, so to speak. We serve 
persons, each other. Doing practical things with the common good in mind is more important than 
doing practical things the "right" way or the most efficient way. Invicem also signals that we should 
be conscious of being on both the giving and receiving ends. We all serve, and we do well to be 
grateful for the fact that others are serving us.  
 
The Rule invites us to revise our concept of usefulness. We need to go beyond the superficial level 
of pragmatism--what works--to the deeper level of seeing all activities of the monastery in the 
context of faith and obedience to God's will. We are here to serve God through mutual service 
among brothers.  
 
As Sr. Aquinata Böckmann notes, from this point of view the concept of usefulness does not exclude 
the elderly or infirm who cannot work. She cites a story from the Lives of the Desert Fathers that is 
well worth recalling and that serves as a fitting end to these comments on chapter 35. (What follows 



is a summary of the longer account.) 
 
At the time of the harvest, three brothers were assigned an area that corresponded to the amount of 
grain three monks would need for the year. But one of them fell ill on the first day and went back to 
his cell. So, the remaining two exhorted each other to work hard, saying that, with the help of the 
third brother's prayer, they could perhaps accomplish the work of three, which is what happened, to 
their great surprise. The sick brother did not want to accept his share, saying he had done no work. 
But the other two insisted that the amount of work exceeded what was humanly possible for them 
and that it was thanks to his prayer that they accomplished the task. Finally, an elder of the 
community judged that, as a matter of justice, the brother who had been sick should accept his part. 
(See Vitae Patrum V.17.20; PL 73:967) 
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