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RB 41 on the Times for Meals 
 
We are nearing the end of this section of the Rule, where Benedict organizes 
the daily activities of the monastery. The central symbol throughout is the 
table, both in the literal sense of the place where meals are taken, and as a 
sacramental reference to the altar and Christ's presence in all aspects of the 
monastic day. Chapter 41 deals with the times for meals, and, as we will see, 
once again Benedict combines the surface level of concrete arrangements with 
deeper levels of meaning. Here is the text: 
From holy Easter to Pentecost, the brothers eat at noon and take 
supper in the evening. 2Beginning with Pentecost and 
 
continuing throughout the summer, the monks fast until mid- 
afternoon on Wednesday and Friday, unless they are working 
 
in the fields or the summer heat is oppressive. 
3On the other days they eat dinner at noon. 4Indeed, the abbot 
may decide that they should continue to eat dinner at noon 
every day if they have work in the fields or if the summer heat 
remains extreme. 5Similarly, he should so regulate and arrange 
all matters that souls may be saved and the brothers may go 
about their activities without justifiable grumbling. 
6From the thirteenth of September to the beginning of Lent, 
they always take their meal in mid-afternoon. 7Finally, from 
the beginning of Lent to Easter, they eat towards evening. 8Let 
Vespers be celebrated early enough so that there is no need for 
a lamp while eating, and that everything can be finished by 
 
daylight. 9Indeed, at all times let supper or the hour of the fast- 
day meal be so scheduled that everything can be done by 
 
daylight. 
This chapter is not easily approached from the point of view of our modern 
eating habits. A single meal per day for several months of the year at first 
sounds excessively austere. One thing to keep in mind, though, is that 
Benedict has already made his rather generous provisions for the amount of 
food, and those provisions do not change whether there is one or two meals 
per day. It is also good to recall that these arrangements already had a long 
monastic tradition behind them, and that they did not differ all that radically 
from the general practice of society in Benedict's time. Our habit of three 
meals per day is actually fairly modern. Within our Order, breakfast only 
gradually worked its way into the schedule less than a century ago. 
Benedict's discretion is well in evidence in this chapter. Just as he urges 
moderation and flexibility with regard to the kinds of food and the amounts of 
food served, he sets a high standard for when meals are to be taken, allowing 
all the while for needed adaptation to local circumstances. 
Right in the middle of the chapter we encounter an expression that has jarred 
monastic ears for centuries. Benedict urges the abbot to "so regulate and 



arrange all matters that souls may be saved and the brothers may go about 
 
their activities without justifiable grumbling." Given Benedict's usual severity 
with regards to any form of grumbling, this unique mention of an excusable 
kind of murmuring is surprising. Not a few copyists over the centuries left out 
the expression or changed it to "any kind of grumbling." Our English 
translation-"justifiable grumbling"-is actually on the weak side. The Latin is 
iusta murmuratione, so, 'right' or 'righteous' murmuring. I like to think 
Benedict had more of a sense of humor than we give him credit for. Since the 
issue here is when the food will finally be served, it may be the monks' 
stomachs that are grumbling with all the innocent righteousness of the natural 
order. 
However one understands this odd expression, it underscores Benedict's main 
priority when it comes to all or any of the traditional ascetical practices of 
monastic life: always maintain a high but doable standard; never place ideals 
above real human necessities and real human limitations. 
In our own context, where much of the responsibility for regulating eating 
habits falls to the individual, this chapter can be instructive. What are your 
real needs? How much and when? The goal is to be frugal but fair. If your 
body is protesting, it may be some justifiable grumbling that you need to listen 
to. From the early desert days to the present, consistent and common-sense 
practice with regard to food is the first step towards a virtuous life marked by 
prudence and discretion. 
The verses in this chapter that usually elicit the most commentary are the two 
final ones: "Let Vespers be celebrated early enough so that there is no need for 
a lamp while eating, and that everything can be finished by daylight. Indeed, 
at all times let supper or the hour of the fast-day meal be so scheduled that 
everything can be done by daylight." Many commentators see this provision 
as a practical way of reducing the need for artificial light, which, in Benedict's 
day, would have been expensive. Commentators with a more theological bent 
read these lines symbolically as referring to the light of Christ. One translator 
even translates "daylight" here as "Easter light." Whatever stance one takes, 
the fact that Benedict ends the chapter with the words ut luce fiant omnia, 'that 
everything be done by daylight', is worth noticing. The divisions we tend to 
make between practical life and the dimension of sacrament and mystery do 
not exist in Benedict's mind. The more we make this mentality our own, the 
richer will be our experience of every moment of the day. 
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