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RB 24-26 Excommunication and Serious Faults 
  
In providing measures for dealing with serious faults, Benedict’s method is to isolate the brother 
in question. The increased solitude is a medicinal measure. Ideally, a brother being corrected in 
this way can focus more on his conversion. The cooperation of the whole community is needed 
for this method to work. Chapter 26 shows how serious a matter this was for Benedict: 
  

If a brother, acting without an order from the abbot, presumes to associate in any way 
with an excommunicated brother, to converse with him or to send him a message, 2he 
should receive a like punishment of excommunication. 

  
The degree of isolation is gauged according to the degree of the offence. Chapter 24 reads as 
follows: 
  

There ought to be due proportion between the seriousness of a fault and the measure of 
excommunication or discipline.  2The abbot determines the gravity of faults. 3If a brother 
is found guilty of less serious faults, he will not be allowed to share the common 
table.  4Anyone excluded from the common table will conduct himself as follows: in the 
oratory he will not lead a psalm or a refrain nor will he recite a reading until he has made 
satisfaction, 5and he will take his meals alone, after the brothers have eaten.  6For 
instance, if the brothers eat at noon, he will eat in mid-afternoon; if the brothers eat in 
mid-afternoon, he will eat in the evening, 7until by proper satisfaction he gains pardon. 

  
The change in the brother’s mealtimes evokes the typical practices of the community during Lent 
and other fast times. The goal of his time of isolation is similar to the goals of Lent: the end point 
of the process is pardon. 
  
An indirect benefit of these chapters for us is to see the close connection in the Rule between the 
oratory and the refectory. To be excommunicated, to be out of communion, fundamentally means 
not eating together with the others. In one case it is the common eating of meals; in the other 
case it is communion in the strict sense, i.e. participation in the Eucharist. 
  
Exclusion from the refectory signifies distance from the communion of the brothers; exclusion 
from the Eucharist signifies distance from God. As we read in chapter 25, this latter measure is 
reserved for the most serious faults: 
  

A brother guilty of a serious fault is to be excluded from both the table and the 
oratory.  2No other brother should associate or converse with him at all.  3He will work 
alone at the tasks assigned to him, living continually in sorrow and penance, pondering 
that fearful judgment of the Apostle,  “Such a man is handed over for the destruction of 
his flesh that his spirit may be saved on the day of the Lord,” (1 Cor 5:5).  5Let him take 
his food alone in an amount and at a time the abbot considers appropriate for him.  6He 



should not be blessed by anyone passing by, nor should the food that is given him be 
blessed. 

  
A more literal translation of the phrase “guilty of a serious fault” would be something like ‘held 
by his fault’ or ‘in the grips of his fault’. Notice that the medicinal measures of excommunication 
involve no blaming or humiliation; they are all objective measures of distance and isolation. The 
brother is left alone, not because he is despised or unwanted, but because his sole task at this 
point is conversion. When you are that alone, you have nowhere else to turn but to God.  
  
Although the citation from Saint Paul is rather forbidding (“Such a man is handed over for the 
destruction of his flesh”), it expresses well the intent of any correction, discipline, or 
excommunication: in order that “his spirit may be saved on the day of the Lord.” Salvation is 
what it is all about. And the timing is up to God. The “day of the Lord” can mean the acceptable 
time or the time of grace in the immediate or near future or, in serious cases, the end of a life or 
the end of time.  
  
In the final analysis, the abbot and the community do not actively correct the brother being 
disciplined. They change his context; they set him apart; they give him time; and they raise the 
spiritual pressure on him. Only God can “save his spirit” and only in God’s time. 
  
There are many reasons that prevent us from following Benedict’s method literally today. Some 
measures, like exclusion from the oratory, would conflict with common church practice. Other 
measures, like exclusion from meals, probably have less impact in cultural contexts marked by 
individualism. But we can glean from these chapters the essential goals of any correction. The 
abbot and community make it clear to the brother that he needs to take responsibility for his 
situation. They do not belittle or humiliate him. They find ways to up the spiritual pressure on 
him. They remind him of his vocation and the main work of the monk, namely conversion. In a 
way, they set him alone before God, hoping and praying for the best. 
  
The outcome is always uncertain, and the process may take a long time. The final chapters of this 
section (ch. 27-29) will fill out the picture by focusing more on the attitudes and spiritual 
dispositions of those providing the discipline, that is, the abbot and the community. 
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