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RB 36 on the Infirm (II) 
 
Last week we looked at the opening of Benedict’s chapter 36 on the infirm, where he lays down the 
fundamental motivation for taking care of the sick, namely, that in them we encounter and serve the 
Lord. The rest of the chapter is an attempt at spelling out how this deeply motivated care is 
expressed in practice. Here is the text: 
 
4Let the sick on their part bear in mind that they are served out of honor for God, and let them not by 
their excessive demands distress their brothers who serve them.  5Still, sick brothers must be 
patiently borne with, because serving them leads to a greater reward.  6Consequently, the abbot 
should be extremely careful that they suffer no neglect. 
7Let a separate room be designated for the sick, and let them be served by an attendant who is 
God-fearing, attentive and concerned.  8The sick may take baths whenever it is advisable, but the 
healthy, and especially the young, should receive permission less readily.  9Moreover, to regain their 
strength, the sick who are very weak may eat meat, but when their health improves, they should all 
abstain from meat as usual. 
10The abbot must take the greatest care that cellarers and those who serve the sick do not neglect 
them, for the shortcomings of disciples are his responsibility. 
 
Notice that the opening theme echoes throughout the chapter: the sick should keep in mind that they 
are being served out of honor for God; the person appointed to care for the sick must be God-
fearing; the abbot, cellarer, and others with important roles must keep in mind their responsibility 
before God. 
 
Benedict is a realist. He knows that the healthy may prefer to keep their distance from the sick: 
neglect is a real risk. He also acknowledges that the sick are not always their best selves and that 
they can become difficult and demanding. Only a faith perspective will bring us beyond these 
limitations: to neglect the sick would be to neglect the Lord’s presence among us; and no amount of 
discomfort or pain exempts us from gratitude and courtesy. As usual, Benedict is also seeking a 
balanced approach: the sick cannot be expected to maintain all aspects of the usual monastic 
discipline, but their care must be organized in such a way that it does not disrupt the normal 
conversatio [life-style] of the community. Thus, there needs to be a special place for the infirm, and a 
member of the community is designated to oversee their care. 
 
The title of this person in charge is especially interesting here. Benedict calls him servitor, here 
translated as ‘attendant’. The infirmarian is appointed especially to serve the sick. In just a few 
words, Benedict gives him a challenging job description: he is to be a servitor timens Deum (a God-
fearing servant), diligens (competent, careful), and sollicitus (caring, concerned, attentive).  
 
This condensed job description contains the guiding principles for what a monastic infirmary needs 
to be even in the twenty-first century. It is part of the monastery, and therefore where the monastic 
vocation is lived out in the fear of God. In this sense, the infirmary is much more than just a medical 
facility inside a monastery. The people who work there must be diligens, which, in today’s context, 
points to a degree of competence and skill that few monasteries could provide without professional 
help. But just being up to standard is not enough. We are to show the infirm sollicitudo, an eager sort 
of heart-felt care and concern.  
 



But this chapter is not addressed only to infirmarians. If we go back to its opening lines, we see that 
it is addressed to all: “Care of the sick must rank above and before all else, so that they may truly be 
served as Christ, for he said, ‘I was sick and you visited me,’ and, ‘What you did for one of these 
least brothers you did for me.’” Perhaps the best way to see it is as a specific application of what 
Benedict says at the end of the Rule in chapter 72: “This, then, is the good zeal which monks must 
foster with fervent love, ‘They should each try to be the first to show respect to the other,’ supporting 
with the greatest patience one another’s weaknesses of body or behavior.” 
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