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RB 23: The Beginning of the Disciplinary Code 
  
We now come to a section in the Rule (RB 23-30) that deals with faults, punishments, 
excommunication, and even expulsion from the monastery. Some of the language and methods, 
which include beatings, may seem so foreign to us that we prefer to leave these chapters aside. 
To do so, however, would be to look away from a basic reality: monks have always been sinful 
and weak people, and monastic communities have always been far from perfect. In many ways, 
Benedict's approach is more reasonable and humane than what is found in other monastic 
sources, where correction of faults gets even more attention. Despite all the dissonances these 
chapters may have with our contemporary outlook, there is much to be learned from them.  
  
A fundamental question to keep in mind is whether the aim of a given discipline or punishment 
is the correction of the individual or the protection of the community's well-being. As we shall 
see, Benedict's main concern seems to be the community. The emphasis is less on getting 
brothers to conform or to act a certain way than it is on maintaining the integrity of the 
community's conversatio.When it comes to individuals, the approach is often medicinal: what 
can be done to help the afflicted brother? Ideally the core attitude, especially on the part of the 
abbot, is sollicitudo, 'care', 'concern', 'attention'. These chapters may focus on problems and 
remedies, but it is good to remember that throughout the Rule nearly everyone, even the 
superiors and officers of the community, is seen as liable to fail and sometimes in need of 
correction. These chapters gather together the various stands found elsewhere in the Rule. 
  
Here is how the section begins: 
  

If a brother is found to be stubborn or disobedient or proud, if he grumbles or in 
any way despises the holy rule and defies the orders of his seniors, 2-he should be 
warned twice privately by the seniors in accord with our Lord's injunction (Matt 
18:15-16).  3-If he does not amend, he must be rebuked publicly in the presence 
of everyone.  4-But if even then he does not reform, let him be excommunicated, 
provided that he understands the nature of this punishment.  5-If however he lacks 
understanding, let him undergo corporal punishment. 

  
The outlines of this scenario come straight from Matthew's gospel, where Jesus' instructs us first 
to try to correct in private and only to bring the matter to the attention of others if there is 
resistance. The warnings are given "privately by the seniors." Up to here neither the abbot nor 
any other official is involved. It is precisely here that we often fail to follow the gospel and the 
rule: if you go straight to the abbot with your problem, you are short-circuiting the process. The 
first level of correction, care, or concern is between brothers either directly, or perhaps with the 
discreet help of a trusted third. We all bear this responsibility and should not shirk it. 
  



Notice what Benedict considers as significant faults. They have less to do with individual 
failures than with interpersonal attitudes. We only experience someone as stubborn, proud, given 
to murmuring, or defiant, through significant interaction with that person. The scenario is quite 
different from the detached observer pointing out another's faults from a safe distance.  
  
The gospel provides three levels of intervention (person-to-person, a few people, and, finally the 
church). The Rule adds a fourth or perhaps even a fifth: there are two private warnings, a public 
rebuke, excommunication, or even corporal punishment. Excommunication was probably rare, 
but it served as a backdrop for the various interventions; with each rejected opportunity for 
repentance and change the stakes get higher.  
  
This is a strongly communitarian chapter. Our sense of belonging to the community comes 
through both pleasant and unpleasant experiences of connectedness. Giving and receiving 
correction is one of those experiences. We avoid it only at great cost to ourselves and to the 
community. 
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