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RB 18 The Order of Psalmody 
  
Rather than read through the long chapters 17 and 18 of the Rule, which give the details on the 
distribution of the psalms over a week, I'll skip to the end of chapter 18, which concludes this 
section on how the office is to be arranged; 
  

20The remaining psalms not accounted for in this arrangement for the day hours are 
distributed evenly at Vigils over the seven nights of the week.  21Longer psalms are to be 
divided so that twelve psalms are said each night. 
22Above all else we urge that if anyone finds this distribution of the psalms 
unsatisfactory, he should arrange whatever he judges better, 23provided that the full 
complement of one hundred and fifty psalms is by all means carefully maintained every 
week, and that the series begins anew each Sunday at Vigils.  24For monks who in a 
week's time say less than the full Psalter with the customary canticles betray extreme 
indolence and lack of devotion in their service. 25We read, after all, that our holy 
Fathers, energetic as they were, did all this in a single day.  Let us hope that we, 
lukewarm as we are, can achieve it in a whole week. 

  
Monastic debates about such things as the appropriateness of the cursing psalms in Christian 
liturgy or the importance of a literal following of the 150-psalms-per-week rule are usually 
endless and sterile, so I won't be going in that direction. My purpose this morning is to sum up 
the main lessons to be gleaned from Benedict's ordering of the divine office. 
  
Although these chapters sound matter of fact, they are the hard-won fruit of long experience and 
serious reflection. Benedict is sorting out the tradition and proposing a long-term solution that 
has withstood the test of time. His first choice was to abandon the running psalter approach (as 
found in the RM), where you simply go through the psalms from 1-150 in that order and then 
start over again. He is also taking a distance from an emphasis on quantity. Monastic history 
offers many examples of a sort of competition in zeal for how many psalms can be said in a day. 
At Cluny it was around 240 psalms per day. The champions were probably Peter Damian's group 
with its 12 psalters per day.  
  
Benedict succeeds in balancing what he saw as the best elements from the monastic world and 
from what was practiced in the basilicas of Rome. His choice of psalms, then, takes into account 
the day and the hour of the day when a given psalm will be most appropriate and most 
meaningful. He is looking for a balance between shorter and longer psalms, allowing even for 
the practice of dividing the long ones.  
  
As is the case throughout the Rule, Benedict seeks moderation and the avoidance of extremes. 
His conclusion to this section on the office begins with a typical provision for adaptation; 



 "22Above all else," he says, "we urge that if anyone finds this distribution of the psalms 
unsatisfactory, he should arrange whatever he judges better . . . ."  

  
But then, somewhat paradoxically, he makes a hard and fast rule about quantity; 
  

"the full complement of one hundred and fifty psalms is by all means [to be] carefully 
maintained every week," 

  
and the series is supposed to start again each Sunday at Vigils. In contrast to his provision for 
adaptation, he insists that anything less than a full psalter per week is a sign of indolence and 
lack of devotion. It is as if he is aware that his moderate stance will seem minimalist to some, 
and he wants to make sure his rule is not used as an excuse for laxity. 
  
What we have here is a concrete example of Benedict applying his own principles to the liturgy; 
  

 "[the abbot] must so arrange everything that the strong have something to yearn for and 
the weak nothing to run from." 
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