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RB 3 on Calling the Brothers for Counsel (part 1) 

 

This morning I will give a brief introduction to chapter 3 of the Rule, and save 

the substance of Benedict’s teaching here for next week. 

 

It is helpful to keep in mind RB 3’s placement within the whole. After the 

Prologue, which is a kind of invitation to enter into the Rule, the first three 

chapters have to do with the basic structures of a monastic community: the kinds 

of monks, the abbot, the way the community arrives at important decisions. 

Chapters 4-7 then lay the spiritual foundations for the way of life described in 

the rest of the Rule: the tools for good works, obedience, silence, and humility. So, 

here in chapter 3, we are in one of these basic structural chapters. A number of 

key virtues will be mentioned, but they will only be developed in the following 

chapters. 

 

Here is the beginning and ending of the chapter, which function as a framework 

for the central part: 

 

Title: On calling the brothers for counsel.As often as important questions 

have to be dealt with in the monastery, the abbot should convene the whole 

community and himself tell them what is involved. When he has heard the 

advice of the bothers, let him ponder the matter and then do what he 

thinks best. [] Now if there are any less important decisions to be made 



concerning the affairs of the monastery, he shall use only the counsel of the 

seniors, for it is written: “Do all things with counsel, and afterward you will 

have nothing to regret.” (Kardong, Benedict’s Rule, p. 69-70) 

 

The title itself is significant. The verb for calling or summoning means ‘to have 

nearby’. So an overly-literal translation would be “On having the brothers near 

for counsel.” The word for this event, consilium, can mean both the gathering 

itself or the giving and receiving of advice. These are strong notions: bringing 

everyone together; putting their minds together. 

 

As was the case in RB 2, Benedict will bring to this chapter on consultation a 

wealth of personal and sometimes painful experience. He insists on the necessity of 

consultation, knowing full well it can be a difficult exercise for all parties. The Rule 

of the Master mentions calling the brothers for consultation, but only for practical 

matters. Benedict broadens the scope of consultation to any important decision. 

He thereby underscores the importance of each and all in things that really 

matter, along with the importance of being able to work together as a 

community to find what is best. 

 

At the same time, it is a chapter full of tensions—tensions that Benedict seems 

deliberately to want to leave in place. The most obvious tension is between the 

two kinds of consultations: one with the whole community (for important 

decisions) and one with the seniors (for less important decisions). What Benedict is 

doing here is uniting two traditions that developed separately. It was typical of 

desert monasticism for consultations to take place only among the seniors, a 

practice St. Basil maintains in his monastic rules. In contrast, Roman law and 

Church practice insisted that all parties need to be informed and consulted. 



Benedict allows these two strains to function simultaneously in the community. 

But the point of tension will always be: where do you draw the line between 

significant decisions and less important matters?  

 

The general flow of the process is seen in the succession of verbs: the abbot 

convenes the group, tells them what it’s about, hears the advice, ponders on the 

matter, and does what he judges best. Each of these verbs carries a lot of weight. 

Much of the chapter has to do with the quality of the speaking and hearing, the 

consulting and advising. But notice that the end result is to do, to act. Even 

though consultation can be time-consuming, and even though it is sometimes 

necessary to await the proper time for decisions, the process is not meant to bog 

down the community; in fact it is one of the community’s modes of action. It is 

meant as a way forward. 

 

Already in the first few lines we get a hint of the spiritual underpinnings of this 

chapter. The abbot listens (a posture that is absent in the RM), and obviously the 

community must listen to know the topic. There can be no doubt about the 

weight listening carries for Benedict (the first word of the RB) and how closely it 

is associated with obedience. It comes up in several places in the Rule with regard 

to the abbot, and in all these cases he is being asked to suspend judgement and 

consider possibilities he does not immediately welcome. For instance, he is to listen 

to the monk who feels he has been given an impossible task; he is to listen to the 

visiting monk who has a comment to make about the community, because it 

could be the Lord sent this person for that reason; and he is to listen to the 

community if, God forbid, it insists on having a prior (!).  

 



The expression Benedict uses for pondering what has been heard is also weighty: 

tractare apud se, literally ‘to discuss or weigh inside oneself’. It means taking 

hearing a step further and listening inside while what has been heard echoes in 

the heart. And to listen in the heart means to stand before God, who reads the 

thoughts of the mind and heart. The expression is close the what Gregory the 

Great says about Saint Benedict during his years as a solitary: he learned to ‘live 

with himself’, habitare secum, which means turning this deep listening posture 

into a way of being.  

 

This correspondence between the specific behaviors of abbot and community in 

consultation and their deeper spiritual dispositions is the key feature of this 

chapter, as we will see in greater detail next time. 
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