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RB 9-11 on the Night Office 

  
It is not easy to listen attentively to these chapters on the night office, mostly because so much 
of what they describe we still do, and the differences in practice may not seem all that important. 
  
To help shock us into paying closer attention to the importance of Benedict's contribution here, it 
might help to hear how the beginning of the day is described in the Rule of the Master: 
  

[Two brothers] rise, go reverently to the abbot's bed and, after praying there, say softly to 
themselves this verse: 'O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth shall proclaim your praise'. 
As soon as they have finished saying this softly to themselves, they awaken the abbot by 
touching his feet. When he wakes up they say together: 'Thanks be to God'. 
After hearing this the abbot rises, goes into the oratory, strikes the signal, and prays until 
all the brethren who may have been attending to the needs of the body have entered. … 
Then as soon as they have entered the oratory they say three times: 'O Lord, open my 
lips, and my mouth shall proclaim your praise'. (RB 32.3-8; 12). 

  
Part of the Master's insistence on this verse from Ps 50 is that his liturgical ordering has the day 
end with a closing of the lips (i.e., a verse from Ps 140: "Set, O Lord, a guard over my mouth") 
and beginning with an opening of the lips, using the verse, "O Lord, open my lips…." 
  
We can be grateful that Benedict has given us a much simpler and more spiritually focused night 
office. The verse, "O Lord, open my lips…" is meant first of all to direct the first movements of 
our bodies, minds and hearts to the praise of God. It is worth noticing that the title of RB 10 calls 
vigils "night praise." So, it is not only an office—officium, implying duty and service—or a night 
watch or a recitation of a great deal of scripture. It is first of all praise, i.e., turning to God with 
awe and gratitude during the dark hours of the night.  
  
Another clue to the purpose of the night office is the connection between the invitatory psalm 94 
and the Prologue of the Rule, where we read: "Let us open our eyes to the light that comes from 
God, and our ears to the voice from heaven that every day calls out this charge: If you hear his 
voice today, do not harden your hearts" (Prol 9). From our first moments of consciousness after 
waking up each day, the Rule invites us to be Other-centered, to open our eyes and ears to what 
God is saying to us through the Psalms and readings. And what is praise, if not leaving behind 
our usual self-focus and giving all our attention to God? 
  
As I mentioned last week, vigils is arranged in such a way that Lauds takes place at dawn. So, in 
a sense, vigils is an anticipation of the coming light and ultimately of the coming of the Lord. To 
pray in the middle of the night, then, is not a monastic equivalent of the 24/7 culture that prevails 
today, especially in big cities. The point is not to erase the barriers of day and night. Rather, we 
deliberately spend several hours of our waking lives in the darkness as a way of exposing 
ourselves to the dark in anticipation of the coming of the light. These are the hours when we are 
most likely to perceive our true selves and areas of our lives that most need to come to the light. 



The dark hours radically reduce the number of potential distractions. Ideally, they increase our 
receptivity.  
  
One final note about RB 9, which is closely related to the notion of "night praise," are the several 
mentions of the doxology, "Glory to the Father, etc." Praise is not only Other-centered, but also 
Trinity-centered, which pulls us even further away from our small inner world. As proof that 
Benedict does not intend us to tack on the doxology as a sort of rote recitation, there is a 
significant line in RB 9, which serves well as a conclusion to these reflections: [after the 
responsories], "As soon as the cantor begins to sing "Glory be to the Father," let all the monks 
rise from their seats in honor and reverence for the Holy Trinity." 
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