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Introduction to RB 43-46 
 
Early in the year we finished looking at the long section in the Rule, RB 31-42. These chapters 
are centered around the table as a sort of emblem of the domestic aspects of monastic life: e.g., 
distribution of goods, community services, care of the sick, and practices having to do with food 
and drink. We now come to a group of four chapters, 43-46, whose topics may at first seem out 
of place. They harken back to the disciplinary section of the Rule (chapters 23-30), which by 
now seems a distant memory. In particular, chapter 44, on how the excommunicated are to make 
reparation, brings the so-called penal code to completion. Why the delay? Why these chapters 
now?  
 
Aquinata Böckmann is of the opinion that Benedict left this gap on purpose. As she sees it, time 
is needed for the process to complete itself naturally. There is first an offense, followed by a 
recognition of the offense or an admission of guilt; some time is then needed before moving on 
to the stage of reparation and forgiveness. Perhaps this same instinct is at play in chapter 43, 
where, as we will see, Benedict recommends that minor offenders prostrate and wait for a signal. 
Forgiveness is a movement of the heart that takes time. The Rule may ritualize this process, but 
it does not attempt mechanize it. The human need for time is respected. 
 
A detail worth noticing is the way the titles of these chapters not only help identify them as a 
group but also hint at how to interpret them. Most translators reduce these titles to the subject 
matter: on tardiness, on faults, on satisfaction. The fact is, the original titles focus on the persons 
involved. Translating literally: 

Ch. 43, On those who arrive late at the Work of God or at table. 
Ch. 44, On those who are excommunicated: how they are to make satisfaction. 
Ch. 45, On those who make mistakes in the oratory. 
Ch. 46, On those who commit faults in any other matters. 

At issue, then, are not the rules and conformity to those rules. At issue are persons who have 
chosen a particular way of life but who sometimes fall short of carrying it out. If you read these 
chapters with just the subject matter in mind, they will seem to be about other people. If you read 
them with persons in mind, there is a better chance you might see yourself as one of those 
persons. 
 
Although these chapters are mostly about how we fail in our purpose, Benedict opens chapter 43 
with a strong positive statement of how that purpose is translated into action: 



 
On hearing the signal for an hour of the divine office, the monk will immediately set 
aside what he has in hand and go with utmost speed, yet with gravity and without giving 
occasion for frivolity. Indeed, nothing is to be preferred to the Work of God. 

 
Or, to translate this last line literally, nothing is to be placed before the Work of God. To set 
something aside and go is preference-in-action. To linger, or to squeeze something else in before 
going, is to place something between you and Work of God. Monastic tradition gives us colorful 
examples of what immediately means here, for instance, a copyist not finishing the letter of the 
alphabet he had started to write. Ultimately, though, what is at stake is not the task at hand. What 
is at stake is control. The Rule invites us to relinquish control as an expression of placing God 
before all else. Another aspect of this preference-in-action is detachment, especially detachment 
from results.  
 
It is hard to overestimate the power of this simple practice of preference-in-action to shape who 
we are. Each day, several times a day, practicing a small gesture of detachment and a small 
gesture of relinquishing control potentially makes us freer and more flexible people. Getting to 
the office on time is not about efficiency but about availability. We gladly make ourselves 
available for what we most prefer in life. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 


