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RB 47: Announcing the times for prayer;  
proper order in singing and reading 
 
We have now completed the group of chapters 43-46, which, as we saw, are a sort of delayed 
conclusion to the disciplinary code. With chapter 47, the text returns to the focus of this middle part 
of Rule, namely, the daily organization of life in the monastery. The title only indicates half of the 
chapter's contents: "On Announcing the Hours of the Work of God." Here is the corresponding text: 
 
It is the abbot's care to announce, day and night, the hour for the Work of God.  He may do so 
personally or delegate the responsibility to a conscientious brother, so that everything may be done 
at the proper time. 
 
At first sight it seems odd that this task would be assigned to the abbot. Benedict himself probably 
had to delegate it to one of the monks. In fact, some commentators suggest that we have here a hint 
about the evolution of the Rule: early on, with smaller communities, the abbot could in fact play this 
role, but with the increasing complexity of attending to larger communities and more guests, the task 
of giving the signal on time had to be delegated to someone else. 
 
In the practical realm, it may seem strange that the idea of a bell-ringing abbot was even left as part 
of the Rule. On a deeper level, though, it is instructive to maintain this connection between the abbot 
and the call to prayer. Unfortunately, we tend to think of the abbot's role as involving teaching, 
administration and, when needed, correction. We too easily forget that his first duty—and the duty of 
the whole community—is to place the Work of God before all else. This faithfulness to the daily 
round of prayer is the hinge pin of the monastic community. Most of us would be unable to maintain 
even part of it alone. The abbot's role, therefore, involves vigilance about the community's practice in 
this regard. 
 
The second part of this short chapter reads as follows: 
 
2Only those so authorized are to lead psalms and refrains, after the abbot according to their 
rank.  3No one should presume to read or sing unless he is able to benefit the hearers; 4let this be 
done with humility, seriousness and reverence, and at the abbot's bidding. 
 
The topic is singing and reading, so what is said here applies both to the liturgy in church and to 
reading at meals. People often refer to this chapter as a statement about the desired quality of public 
singing and reading and about the needed competence of singers and readers. However, Benedict's 
concerns here are different. His warning not to presume and the key vocabulary—humilitas, gravitas, 
and tremor—all indicate that, for Benedict, singing or reading is problematic when it involves the 
opposite of these terms: pride, levity, and self-centeredness. Perhaps in the background is Cassian's 
description of this problem. In the Institutes, he writes: 
 
In the case also of beginners and of those who have as yet made but little progress either in powers 
of mind or in knowledge, [vainglory] usually puffs up their minds . . . because of the quality of their 
voice, because they can sing well. . . . (Institutes 11.13) 
 
So, according to this chapter 47 of the Rule, a good singer or reader is first of all aware of God's 
presence, thus the notion of tremor or reverential fear. Since most of what is read or sung is 
scripture, it means that the Word of God and fear of God go together. Benedict is less concerned 



about competence or skill than about a reverential attitude that prevents the singer or reader from 
getting in the way of the Good News being conveyed through the liturgy. He wants readers and 
singers to be servants of the Word and not self-serving performers. 
 
No doubt, it is important to uphold basic standards about the competence needed to read or sing in 
public. At the same time, communities often value including as many people as possible in these 
ministries. It can be a complex issue and may require difficult discernment. RB 47 has little to say 
about standards of performance, but it does provide valuable input about the attitudes and 
motivations of singers and readers. 
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