
RB 53 on the Reception of Guests 
This chapter has two distinct parts. Here is the text of the first part: 

All guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ, for he 
himself will say, “I was a stranger and you welcomed me,” (Matt 
25:35).  2Proper honor must be shown to, “all, especially to those who share 
our faith,” (Gal 6:10) and to pilgrims. 
3Once a guest has been announced, the superior and the brothers are to meet 
him with all the courtesy of love.  4First of all, they are to pray together and 
thus be united in peace, 5but prayer must always precede the kiss of peace 
because of the delusions of the devil. 
6All humility should be shown in addressing a guest on arrival or 
departure.  7By a bow of the head or by a complete prostration of the body, 
Christ is to be adored because he is indeed welcomed in them.  8After the 
guest have been received, they should be invited to pray; then the superior or 
an appointed brother will sit with them.  9The divine law is read to the guest 
for his instruction, and after that every kindness is shown to him.  10The 
superior may break his fast for the sake of a guest, unless it is a day of 
special fast which cannot be broken.  11The brothers, however, observe the 
usual fast.  12The abbot shall pour water on the hands of the guests, 13and the 
abbot with the entire community shall wash their feet.  14After the washing 
they will recite this verse, “God we have received your mercy in the midst of 
your temple,” (Ps 47[48]:10). 
15Great care and concern are to be shown in receiving poor people and 
pilgrims, because in them more particularly Christ is received; our very awe 
of the rich guarantees them special respect. 

As I mentioned last week, Benedict is influenced here by various stories from the 
desert tradition. The elements of those old sources that stand out are: 

-       The need to pray with new arrivals as a test to see if they are real guests 
“who share our faith,” and to ward off any possible demonic mischief. 
-       Various gestures of humility and welcome. 
-       Having all the brothers welcome guests. 
-       Breaking a fast for the sake of hospitality. 
-       Seeing the presence of Christ in the poor and pilgrims. 

It is good to keep this background in mind, because, as they stand, these provisions 
of the Rule are not practicable under most circumstances. Such things as having 
everyone involved in foot washing, praying with the guests, and sitting with them 
may have been possible in small, informal monastic settings, but are difficult to 
imagine in larger communities. 
  



Aquinata Böckmann makes two suggestions that can help us make better sense of 
this chapter. First of all, she suggests that we read this first part of chapter 53 in the 
same way Benedict read the desert lore. These somewhat dramatized scenarios of 
welcome are meant to stress hospitality as a spiritual action. If Christ is present in 
the stranger or guest, our response should involve our whole hearts and all our 
energy. The reference to chapter 25 of Saint Matthew’s gospel—“I was a stranger 
and you welcomed me”—points both to the presence of Christ in the stranger and 
to the eternal significance of the quality of our welcome. 
  
Her other suggestion is that the first part of this chapter reflects Benedict’s earlier 
experience at Subiaco and other small houses, whereas the second part of the 
chapter reflects his later experience of a larger and a more organized community at 
Montecassino. Thus, the second part of the chapter has a more realistic and 
practical tone to it. Here is the text: 
  

16The kitchen for the abbot and guests ought to be separate, so the guests – 
and monasteries are never without them – need not disturb the brothers when 
they present themselves at unpredictable hours.  17Each year, two brothers 
who can do the work competently are to be assigned to this 
kitchen.  18Additional help should be available when needed, so that they can 
perform this service without grumbling.  On the other hand, when the work 
slackens, they are to go wherever other duties are assigned them.  19This 
consideration is not for them alone, but applies to all duties in the 
monastery; 20the brothers are to be given help when it is needed, and 
wherever they are free, they work wherever they are assigned. 
21The guest quarters are to be entrusted to a God-fearing 
brother.  22Adequate bedding should be available there.  The house of God 
should be in the care of wise men who will manage it wisely. 
23No one is to speak or associate with guests unless he is bidden; 24however, 
if a brother meets or sees a guest, he is to greet him humbly, as we have 
said.  He asks for a blessing and continues on his way, explaining that he is 
not allowed to speak with a guest. 

  
The contrast is clear between everyone greeting guests in the first part and no one 
speaking with guests unless bidden in the second part. As I said last time, Benedict 
seems to leave these tensions in place deliberately, since hospitality in monasteries 
raises complex questions in every place and every age.  
  
What does apply clearly for all generations of monks are the 
essential spiritual attitudes—seeing Christ in the guests, the fear of God on the part 



of those who serve them, and concern for the peace of the monastery—and, in 
good Benedictine fashion, the essential practical elements—good food served in a 
timely manner, a decent bed, and taking time to listen to visitors and their 
concerns. 
  
A key word in this chapter is the Latin term suscipere, ‘to receive’, the same word 
we use when we profess our vows, “Receive me, O Lord...”. We who ask the Lord 
to receive us and who ask the community of brothers to receive us, how are we at 
receiving others. Everyone who comes to our door is implicitly saying, “Receive 
me.” Benedict invites us in this chapter to consider the quality of our 
welcoming/receiving guests, especially guests we may find different, foreign, 
strange, or inconvenient. 
 


