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RB 8 on the Night Office 
 
The Divine Office at Night: 
During the winter season, that is, from the first of November until Easter, it seems reasonable to 
arise at the eighth hour of the night.  2By sleeping until a little past the middle of the night, the 
brothers can arise with their food fully digested.  3In the time remaining after Vigils, those who need 
to learn some of the Psalter or readings should study them. 
4Between Easter and the first of November mentioned above, the time for Vigils should be adjusted 
so that a very short interval after Vigils will give the monks opportunity to care for nature's 
needs.  Then at daybreak, Lauds should follow immediately. 
 
Benedict's practicality might seem like a strange way to start a whole new section of the Rule. The 
fundamental opening of chapters 1-7 were impressive for their scope and depth. This sudden shift to 
an organizational tone can seem like a brusque letdown. 
 
Benedict did have other options. He could have begun this section with some of his main liturgical 
principles like keeping the mind attuned to what the mouth is speaking or placing nothing before the 
Work of God. Or he could have borrowed here from the Rule of the Master, who quotes scripture 
about the importance of praying at midnight.  
 
His choice for concreteness underscores the objective importance of the horarium and the liturgy. 
The fact of getting up during the night to pray is the cornerstone of the monastic sub-culture. Most 
leisure and cultural activities take place in the evening and at night, and the monks necessarily 
forego them in order to rise at "about the eighth hour of the night." The hours after midnight-time that 
is usually considered unusable and perhaps even dangerous-are opened up as time for standing in 
the presence of God, praying, and reading. These arrangements also anchor the monastic day in the 
rhythms of the cosmos and of the seasons. Easter is both a theological and seasonal turning point in 
the way time is organized. The consequences of these choices are enormous: Benedict leaves them 
to speak for themselves. 
 
Notice also that he insists on arranging everything "according to reason," that is, paying attention to 
human needs as basic as sleep and digestion. Just as the horarium shapes monastic culture in 
general, it shapes the life of each monk in particular. The entire day is shaped for the sake of 
maximizing the ideal prayer time of the night: by submitting to this regime day after day, year after 
year, the monk becomes a person of prayer. The daily horarium always remains our greatest 
challenge and our greatest security. It takes small but constant sacrifices of self-will to keep all the 
hours. And, if ever we begin to stray from our purpose, the surest way back is as near as the next 
bell.  
 
According to Benedict's arrangement, the time between Vigils and Lauds varies a great deal 
between summer and winter. The main point is that whatever time is available, is to be used well. He 
makes no mention of a further time for rest in the morning. The key use he mentions is learning the 
Psalter and readings. Just as the schedule inscribes on our bodies the habit of prayer, the practice 
of reading inscribes in our hearts and minds the Word of God.  
 
A final point is to notice the key role of Lauds in Benedict's arrangement of the day. He is willing to 
be extremely flexible with the night hours, as long as Lauds coincides with daybreak. Combined with 



the mention of Easter, the meaning of this insistence on Lauds is clear: all monastic practices, and 
especially prayer at night, are meant to bring us to the light, which is ultimately the light of the Risen 
Lord.  
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