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RB 44-46 on Satisfaction for Faults 
 
We have been looking at the group of chapters 43-46 in the Rule, all of which hearken back to the 
disciplinary section earlier in the Rule. The focus of these chapters is satisfaction for faults, thus 
providing a sort of delayed conclusion to those earlier chapters.  
 
We have looked closely at the long and rich chapter 43, “On those who arrive late at the Work of 
God or at table.” Turning now to chapters 44-46, we enter a part of the Rule that is particularly hard 
to interpret for our times. As I already pointed out, the titles of these chapters emphasize that they 
have to do with persons: 
 
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. 
 
Although we usually find solutions for situations like the ones described here, we no longer deal with 
punishments and reparation for medium-sized and small offenses in such public ways. Is it possible 
to bridge the gap of many centuries here? What stands out in these chapters are postures and 
symbolic actions: removal from one’s usual place, prostration, public signs of humility, times of delay 
and silence, and finally the abbot’s blessing and declaration “enough.” Instead of dismissing these 
elements as no longer relevant, we can look at the powerful meaning they originally had and derive 
some inspiration for the present. 
 
First, notice the different prostrations described in chapter 44. Here is the text: 
 
Anyone excommunicated for serious faults from the oratory and from the table is to prostrate himself 
in silence at the oratory entrance at the end of the celebration of the Work of God.  2He should lie 
face down at the feet of all as they leave the oratory, 3and let him do this until the abbot judges he 
has made satisfaction.  4Next, at the bidding of the abbot, he is to prostrate himself at the abbot’s 
feet, then at the feet of all that they may pray for him.  5Only then, if the abbot orders, should he be 
admitted to the choir in the rank the abbot assigns.  6Even so, he should not presume to lead a 
psalm or a reading or anything else in the oratory without further instructions from the abbot.  7In 
addition, at all the hours, as the Work of God is being completed, he must prostrate himself in the 
place he occupies.  8He will continue this form of satisfaction until the abbot again bids him cease. 
 
For a monk, prostration can never be disassociated from solemn profession. It is the key gesture of 
the profession rite. His vows are received, and he is prayed over face down before the altar and in 
the middle of the community. Notice that none of the prostrations in this correction process take 
place at the altar: profession is made only once and for good. In a way, these repeated, lesser 
prostrations are like a way back to the original purpose and spirit of why one is a monk living in 
community. 
 
Chapter 45 speaks of a similar gesture for lesser faults. Here’s the text: 
 
Should anyone make a mistake in a psalm, responsory, refrain or reading, he must make 
satisfaction there before all.  If he does not use this occasion to humble himself, he will be subjected 
to more severe punishment 2for failing to correct by humility the wrong committed through 



negligence.   
 
The nature of this gesture of making satisfaction is not spelled out. But the word humility is used 
twice to describe its intent. So, in addition to bringing the monk back to his profession, the gesture of 
satisfaction described here brings him back to the earth, which is the root meaning of humility. 
Benedict’s literal expression for prostrating in the previous chapter was “to put one’s head on the 
ground.” And here we have what is also a universal posture of prayer and submission to God. 
Correction, properly understood, then, is a rediscovery of one’s spiritual roots: prayer, humility, and 
the self-offering of making vows. 
 
We tend to think of corrections as affecting only an individual, as something done apart from the 
community. For Benedict, the community and the abbot play a key role as both the witnesses of this 
conversion process and as discerners. The process necessarily takes time: the offender has to 
come to his senses, come back to the ground, and come back to his profession; the community 
needs to calm down and come to a more forgiving, compassionate attitude; the abbot asks all to 
pray for the offender and decides when it is time to say sufficit, ‘enough’, signifying the completion of 
the whole. 
 
Although these chapters are concerned mostly with the outward unfolding of this spiritual process, 
Benedict also acknowledges that some problems must be dealt with more discretely. Chapter 46 
ends this way: 
 
5When the cause of the sin lies hidden in his conscience, he is to reveal it only to the abbot or to one 
of the spiritual elders, 6who know how to heal their own wounds as well as those of others, without 
exposing them and making them public. 
 
For the healing of spiritual wounds, whether in public or private, the community is deeply involved. 
No one is exempt from wounds and no one can be indifferent towards the wounding offender, or the 
wounded victim, or the witness of the offense.  
 
Benedict is a realist and invites us to stay grounded in reality. Growth, progress, and the fulfillment of 
monastic vows take place, not in spite of, but in and through offense and forgiveness, falling and 
getting up, failure and starting over. 
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