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RB 36 on the Infirm (I) 
 
Benedict’s chapter on the infirm is rich in detail and will reward a close reading. However, before 
delving into the whole of the chapter, it is good to take the time to hear and ponder just the opening 
sentence: 
 
Care of the sick must rank above and before all else, so that they may truly be served as Christ, 2for 
he said, “I was sick and you visited me,” (Matt 25:36), 3and, “What you did for one of these least 
brothers you did for me,” (Matt 25:40).   
 
It would be hard to imagine a stronger opening: . . . above and before all else . . . gives the topic top 
priority, and this service of the sick is identified with service of Christ himself. The quotations from Mt 
25 not only bring the gospel to bear on this topic but also give this chapter maximum directness, with 
Christ speaking personally to each of us: . . . you visited me . . . you do it for me. 
 
We find a direct parallel to this passage in chapter 53 of the Rule on the reception of guests: “All 
guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ, for he himself will say: ‘I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me’” (Mt 25:35). 
 
This parallel seems quite deliberate on the part of Benedict. Moreover, in both of these matters—the 
sick and guests—Benedict distances himself from his source, the Rule of the Master, and gives his 
own stamp to the Rule. 
 
The contrast is worth noting. Here is how the Rule of the Master begins the section on the sick:  
Brothers who say they are ill and do not rise for the Work of God and stay lying down should not be 
called to task, but for their meal let them receive only liquids and eggs or warm water, which the 
really sick can hardly get down, so that if they are pretending, hunger at least will force them to get 
up.  
 
And here is how the RM begins the section on receiving guests: 
The guest quarters should be set apart in the monastery, with beds made up, where [guests] who 
come, especially those who are unknown, may sleep and deposit their bags. Things belonging to the 
monastery, whether iron tools or utensils, should not be put into this room, lest it happen that guests 
who were thought to be spiritual men are suddenly and with consequent loss found to be thieves. 
Moreover, for the purpose of precautionary surveillance let two brothers . . . be assigned . . . to keep 
an eye on [them] without their being aware of it. 
 
We perhaps too easily dismiss the Master as a somewhat paranoid fellow. If we are honest with 
ourselves, we will have to admit that our spontaneous, unfiltered reactions can be similar to his: we 
question whether people are really sick or just how sick they really are, and we see guests as 
intruders and potential problems. 
 
Benedict’s strong statements on these two topics are, then, an invitation to see the world with 
different eyes. He is proposing a general attitude of non-suspicion. As he says about the abbot in RB 
64, “Excitable, anxious, extreme, obstinate, jealous or oversuspicious he must not be. Such a man is 
never at rest.”  
 



Here we have the key difference between the RM and the RB. The Master tends to approach reality 
with a high level of control. He then imposes the gospel and Christian principles on that view of 
reality as best he can. Benedict, instead, tends to welcome and experience reality as it is, before 
trying to determine or control it. The sick and the stranger represent otherness and unpredictability. 
Benedict teaches that it is there we are most likely to encounter Christ. In this view, Christ emerges 
from reality as we encounter it. It is a deeply biblical view of the world, the bible being full of 
surprising reversals, reminding us over and over that God’s ways are not our ways. 
 
So, on the surface, RB 36 is about how communities care for their sick and weaker members. And, 
as we will see, those previsions are both generous and demanding. But on a deeper level, 
Benedict’s main message is that Christ is present in the persons of the sick and weak and that to 
attend to them is to draw near to his presence. 
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