ST. BENEDICT’S RULE FOR MONASTERIES (516 AD)
Translated from the Latin byLeonard J. Doyle

PROLOGUE
Listen, my son, to your master’s precepts, and incline the ear of your heart. Receive willingly
and carry out effectively your loving father’s advice, that by the labor of obedience you may
return to Him from whom you had departed by the sloth of disobedience.

To you, therefore, my words are now addressed, whoever you may be, who are renouncing
your own will to do battle under the Lord Christ, the true King, and are taking up the strong,
bright weapons of obedience.

And first of all, whatever good work you begin to do, beg of Him with most earnest prayer to
perfect it, that He who has now deigned to count us among His sons may not at any time be
grieved by our evil deeds. For we must always so serve Him with the good things He has given
us, that He will never as an angry Father disinherit His children, nor ever as a dread Lord,
provoked by our evil actions, deliver us to everlasting punishment as wicked servants who
would not follow Him to glory.

CHAPTER 1
On the Kinds of Monks

It is well known that there are four kinds of monks. The first kind are the Cenobites: those who
live in monasteries and serve under a rule and an Abbot.

The second kind are the Anchorites or Hermits: those who, no longer in the first fervor of their
reformation, but after long probation in a monastery, having learned by the help of many
brethren how to fight against the devil, go out well armed from the ranks of the community to
the solitary combat of the desert. They are able now, with no help save from God, to fight
single-handed against the vices of the flesh and their own evil thoughts.

The third kind of monks, a detestable kind, are the Sarabaites. These, not having been tested, as
gold in the furnace, by any rule or by the lessons of experience, are as soft as lead. In their works
they still keep faith with the world, so that their tonsure marks them as liars before God. They
live in twos or threes, or even singly, without a shepherd, in their own sheepfolds and not in the
Lord’s. Their law is the desire for self-gratification: whatever enters their mind or appeals to
them, that they call holy; what they dislike, they regard as unlawful.

The fourth kind of monks are those called Gyrovagues. These spend their whole lives tramping
from province to province, staying as guests in different monasteries for three or four days at a
time. Always on the move, with no stability, they indulge their own wills and succumb to the
allurements of gluttony, and are in every way worse than the Sarabaites. Of the miserable
conduct of all such men it is better to be silent than to speak.

Passing these over, therefore, let us proceed, with God’s help, to lay down a rule for the strongest
kind of monks, the Cenobites.



CHAPTER 2
What Kind of Man the Abbot Ought to Be

An Abbot who is worthy to be over a monastery should always remember what he is called, and
live up to the name of Superior. For he is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery,
being called by a name of His, which is taken from the words of the Apostle: “You have received
a Spirit of adoption as sons, by virtue of which we cry, ‘Abba—Father!””

Therefore the Abbot ought not to teach or ordain or command anything which is against the
Lord’s precepts; on the contrary, his commands and his teaching should be a leaven of divine
justice kneaded into the minds of his disciples.

Let the Abbot always bear in mind that at the dread Judgment of God there will be an
examination of these two matters: his teaching and the obedience of his disciples. And let the
Abbot be sure that any lack of profit the master of the house may find in the sheep will be laid to
the blame of the shepherd. On the other hand, if the shepherd has bestowed all his pastoral
diligence on a restless, unruly flock and tried every remedy for their unhealthy behavior, then he
will be acquitted at the Lord’s Judgment and may say to the Lord with the Prophet: “I have not
concealed Your justice within my heart; Your truth and Your salvation I have declared. But they
have despised and rejected me.” And then finally let death itself, irresistible, punish those
disobedient sheep under his charge.

Therefore, when anyone receives the name of Abbot, he ought to govern his disciples with a
twofold teaching. That is to say, he should show them all that is good and holy by his deeds even
more than by his words, expounding the Lord’s commandments in words to the intelligent
among his disciples, but demonstrating the divine precepts by his actions for those of harder
hearts and ruder minds. And whatever he has taught his disciples to be contrary to God’s law, let
him indicate by his example that it is not to be done, lest, while preaching to others, he himself
be found reprobate, and lest God one day say to him in his sin, “Why do you declare My statutes
and profess My covenant with your lips, whereas you hate discipline and have cast My words
behind you?” And again, “You were looking at the speck in your brother’s eye, and did not see
the beam in your own.”

Let him make no distinction of persons in the monastery. Let him not love one more than
another, unless it be one whom he finds better in good works or in obedience. Let him not
advance one of noble birth ahead of one who was formerly a slave, unless there be some other
reasonable ground for it. But if the Abbot for just reason think fit to do so, let him advance one
of any rank whatever. Otherwise let them keep their due places; because, whether slaves or
freemen, we are all one in Christ and bear an equal burden of service in the army of the same
Lord. For with God there is no respect of persons. Only for one reason are we preferred in His
sight: if we be found better than others in good works and humility. Therefore let the Abbot
show equal love to all and impose the same discipline on all according to their deserts.

In his teaching the Abbot should always follow the Apostle’s formula: “Reprove, entreat,
rebuke”; threatening at one time and coaxing at another as the occasion may require, showing
now the stern countenance of a master, now the loving affection of a father. That is to say, it is
the undisciplined and restless whom he must reprove rather sharply; it is the obedient, meek



and patient whom he must entreat to advance in virtue; while as for the negligent and
disdainful, these we charge him to rebuke and correct.

And let him not shut his eyes to the faults of offenders; but, since he has the authority, let him
cut out those faults by the roots as soon as they begin to appear, remembering the fate of Hel,
the priest of Silo. The well-disposed and those of good understanding let him correct with verbal
admonition the first and second time. But bold, hard, proud and disobedient characters he
should curb at the very beginning of their ill-doing by stripes and other bodily punishments,
knowing that it is written, “The fool is not corrected with words,” and again, “Beat your son with
the rod and you will deliver his soul from death.”

The Abbot should always remember what he is and what he is called, and should know that to
whom more is committed, from him more is required. Let him understand also what a difficult
and arduous task he has undertaken: ruling souls and adapting himself to a variety of
characters. One he must coax, another scold, another persuade, according to each one’s
character and understanding. Thus he must adjust and adapt himself to all in such a way that he
may not only suffer no loss in the flock committed to his care, but may even rejoice in the
increase of a good flock.

Above all let him not neglect or undervalue the welfare of the souls committed to him, in a
greater concern for fleeting, earthly, perishable things; but let him always bear m mind that he
has undertaken the government of souls and that he will have to give an account of them.

And if he be tempted to allege a lack of earthly means, let him remember what is written: “First
seek the kingdom of God and His justice, and all these things shall be given you besides.” And
again: “Nothing is wanting to those who fear Him.”

Let him know, then, that he who has undertaken the government of souls must prepare himself
to render an account of them. Whatever number of brethren he knows he has under his care, he
may be sure beyond doubt that on Judgment Day he will have to give the Lord an account of all
these souls, as well as of his own soul.

Thus the constant apprehension about his coming examination as shepherd concerning the
sheep entrusted to him, and his anxiety over the account that must be given for others, make
him careful of his own record. And while by his admonitions he is helping others to amend, he
himself is cleansed of his faults.

CHAPTER 39
On the Measure of Food

We think it sufficient for the daily dinner, whether at the sixth or the ninth hour, that every table
have two cooked dishes, on account of individual infirmities, so that he who for some reason
cannot eat of the one may make his meal of the other. Therefore let two cooked dishes suffice for
all the brethren; and if any fruit or fresh vegetables are available, let a third dish be added.



Let a good pound weight of bread suffice for the day, whether there be only one meal or both
dinner and supper. If they are to have supper, the cellarer shall reserve a third of that pound, to
be given them at supper.

But if it happens that the work was heavier, it shall lie within the Abbot’s discretion and power,
should it be expedient, to add something to the fare. Above all things, however, over-indulgence
must be avoided and a monk must never be overtaken by indigestion; for there is nothing so
opposed to the Christian character as over-indulgence, according to Our Lord’s words, “See to it
that your hearts be not burdened with over-indulgence.”

Young boys shall not receive the same amount of food as their elders, but less; and frugality shall
be observed in all circumstances.

Except the sick who are very weak, let all abstain entirely from eating the flesh of four-footed
animals.

CHAPTER g0
On the Measure of Drink

“Everyone has his own gift from God, one in this way and another in that.” It is therefore with
some misgiving that we regulate the measure of other men’s sustenance. Nevertheless, keeping
in view the needs of weaker brethren, we believe that a hemina of wine a day is sufficient for
each. But those to whom God gives the strength to abstain should know that they will receive a
special reward.

If the circumstances of the place, or the work, or the heat of summer require a greater measure,
the Superior shall use his judgment in the matter, taking care always that there be no occasion
for surfeit or drunkenness. We read, it is true, that wine is by no means a drink for monks; but
since the monks of our day cannot be persuaded of this, let us at least agree to drink sparingly
and not to satiety, because “wine makes even the wise fall away.”

But where the circumstances of the place are such that not even the measure prescribed above
can be supplied, but much less or none at all, let those who live there bless God and not
murmur. Above all things do we give this admonition, that they abstain from murmuring.

CHAPTER 41
At What Hours the Meals Should Be Taken

From holy Easter until Pentecost let the brethren take dinner at the sixth hour and supper in the
evening.

From Pentecost throughout the summer, unless the monks have work in the fields or the
excessive heat of summer oppresses them, let them fast on Wednesdays and Fridays until the
ninth hour; on the other days let them dine at the sixth hour. This dinner at the sixth hour shall
be the daily schedule if they have work in the fields or the heat of summer is extreme; the
Abbot’s foresight shall decide on this. Thus it is that he should adapt and arrange everything in



such a way that souls may be saved and that the brethren may do their work without just cause
for murmuring.

From the Ides of September until the beginning of Lent let them always take their dinner at the
ninth hour.

In Lent until Easter let them dine in the evening. But this evening hour shall be so determined
that they will not need the light of a lamp while eating, but everything will be accomplished
while it is still daylight. Indeed at all seasons let the hour, whether for supper or for dinner, be so
arranged that everything will be done by daylight.

CHAPTER 48
On the Daily Manual Labor

Idleness is the enemy of the soul. Therefore the brethren should be occupied at certain times in
manual labor, and again at fixed hours in sacred reading. To that end we think that the times for
each may be prescribed as follows.

From Easter until the Calends of October, when they come out from Prime in the morning let
them labor at whatever is necessary until about the fourth hour, and from the fourth hour until
about the sixth let them apply themselves to reading. After the sixth hour, having left the table,
let them rest on their beds in perfect silence; or if anyone may perhaps want to read, let him
read to himself in such a way as not to disturb anyone else. Let None be said rather early, at the
middle of the eighth hour, and let them again do what work has to be done until Vespers.

And if the circumstances of the place or their poverty should require that they themselves do the
work of gathering the harvest, let them not be discontented; for then are they truly monks when
they live by the labor of their hands, as did our Fathers and the Apostles. Let all things be done
with moderation, however, for the sake of the faint-hearted.

From the Calends of October until the beginning of Lent, let them apply themselves to reading
up to the end of the second hour. At the second hour let Terce be said, and then let all labor at
the work assigned them until None. At the first signal for the Hour of None let everyone break
off from his work, and hold himself ready for the sounding of the second signal. After the meal
let them apply themselves to their reading or to the Psalms.

On the days of Lent, from morning until the end of the third hour let them apply themselves to
their reading, and from then until the end of the tenth hour let them do the work assigned them.
And in these days of Lent they shall each receive a book from the library, which they shall read
straight through from the beginning. These books are to be given out at the beginning of Lent.

But certainly one or two of the seniors should be deputed to go about the monastery at the hours
when the brethren are occupied in reading and see that there be no lazy brother who spends his
time in idleness or gossip and does not apply himself to the reading, so that he is not only
unprofitable to himself but also distracts others. If such a one be found (which God forbid), let
him be corrected once and a second time; if he does not amend, let him undergo the punishment
of the Rule in such a way that the rest may take warning.



Moreover, one brother shall not associate with another at unseasonable hours.

On Sundays, let all occupy themselves in reading, except those who have been appointed to
various duties. But if anyone should be so negligent and shiftless that he will not or cannot study
or read, let him be given some work to do so that he will not be idle.

Weak or sickly brethren should be assigned a task or craft of such a nature as to keep them from
idleness and at the same time not to overburden them or drive them away with excessive toil.
Their weakness must be taken into consideration by the Abbot.

CHAPTER 55
On the Clothes and Shoes of the Brethren

Let clothing be given to the brethren according to the nature of the place in which they dwell and
its climate; for in cold regions more will be needed, and in warm regions less. This is to be taken
into consideration, therefore, by the Abbot.

We believe, however, that in ordinary places the following dress is sufficient for each monk: a
tunic, a cowl (thick and woolly for winter, thin or worn for summer), a scapular for work,
stockings and shoes to cover the feet.

The monks should not complain about the color or the coarseness of any of these things, but be
content with what can be found in the district where they live and can be purchased cheaply...

CHAPTER 73
On the Fact That the Full Observance of Justice Is Not Established in This Rule

Now we have written this Rule in order that by its observance in monasteries we may show that
we have attained some degree of virtue and the rudiments of the religious life.

But for him who would hasten to the perfection of that life there are the teachings of the holy
Fathers, the observance of which leads a man to the height of perfection. For what page or what
utterance of the divinely inspired books of the Old and New Testaments is not a most unerring
rule for human life? Or what book of the holy Catholic Fathers does not loudly proclaim how we
may come by a straight course to our Creator? Then the Conferences and the Institutes and the
Lives of the Fathers, as also the Rule of our holy Father Basil—what else are they but tools of
virtue for right-living and obedient monks? But for us who are lazy and ill-living and negligent
they are a source of shame and confusion.

Whoever you are, therefore, who are hastening to the heavenly homeland, fulfil with the help of
Christ this minimum Rule which we have written for beginners; and then at length under God’s
protection you will attain to the loftier heights of doctrine and virtue which we have mentioned

above.



