
ABBOT ELIAS DIETZ, O.C.S.O. 
Chapter Talk, Sunday February 7, 2021 
 
RB 42 on Silence at Night 
 
Back in November, before the beginning of Advent, we had almost finished 
the long section in the Rule that spans from chapter 31-42, where the various 
themes are centered around the table, i.e. distribution of goods, community 
services, care of the sick and young, and all practices having to do with food 
and drink. There remains only chapter 42, connected with this section only by 
the fact that it has to do with supper and the remaining part of the day. The 
fundamental topic here, though is the nighttime and the practice of the great 
silence. 
The first half of this chapter reads: 
Monks should diligently cultivate silence at all times but 
especially at night. 2Accordingly, this will always be the 
arrangement whether for fast days or for ordinary days. 3When 
there are two meals, all the monks will sit together immediately 
after rising from supper. Someone should read from the 
Conferences or the Lives of the Fathers or at any rate 
something else that will benefit the hearers, 4but not the 
Heptateuch or the Books of Kings, because it will not be good 
for those of weak understanding to hear these writings at that 
hour; they should be read at other times. 
When Benedict says that silence is to be cultivated "at all times but especially 
at night," we hear an echo of two other passages in the Rule: "We believe that 
the divine presence is everywhere ... but . . . we should believe this to be 
especially true when we celebrate the divine office" (19.1); and "The life of a 
monk ought to be a continuous Lent. Since few, however, have the strength 
for this, we urge the entire community during these days of Lent to keep its 
manner of life most pure" (49.1). These expressions are used as introductions 
to chapters, and they are all instances of Benedict's own teaching, not derived 
from his sources. 
We have here a little insight into the moments Benedict considers to be filled 
in a special way with God's presence: the divine office, official times of 
fasting, and the great silence at night. So, even though this chapter deals with 
practicalities, its purpose is to help us enter into the dark of night with an 
increased awareness of God's presence. The practice of silence is meant 
especially to honor and protect the sacredness of this time. 
It is good to notice how important the community is in this connection. We 
prepare for the night with the community and as a community. The second 
part of the chapter reads: 
5On fast days there is to be a short interval between Vespers 
and the reading of the Conferences, as we have indicated. 
6Then let four or five pages be read, or as many as time 
permits. 7This reading period will allow for all to come 
together, in case any were engaged in assigned tasks. 8When 
 
all have assembled, they should pray Compline; and on leaving 
Compline, no one will be permitted to speak further. 9If 
anyone is found to transgress this rule of silence, he must be 
subjected to severe punishment, 10except on occasions when 
guests require attention or the abbot wishes to give someone a 
command, 11but even this is to be done with the utmost 
seriousness and proper restraint. 
Reading is valuable in itself, but here it has the secondary purpose of 
providing a gathering point for the community. The word Compline 
(completorium) has to do with completion, completion of the day, obviously, 
but also recognizing the need for the community to be complete: activities 



wind down, the last jobs of the day are finished, and all come together. 
Compline only begins when all are assembled. 
Benedict here provides the community with the routine and ritual needed to 
prepare well for sleep, a very human and humane approach. Reading and 
listening are ideal ways to accomplish this winding down. He even 
emphasizes the need to choose reading that is not likely to stir up the listeners. 
We have here an excellent example of the Rule's way of balancing things 
human and divine: on one hand, preparation for sleep and the reassurance of 
everyone being safe and accounted for; on the other hand, honoring the 
potential of nighttime and quiet to allow God's presence to be felt in a special 
way. 
 


