
Pure Prayer in Benedict’s Rule
Someone looking for insights into the 
meaning and practice of prayer may find 
The Rule of Benedict rather disappointing. 
True, there are many chapters, (8-18) on 
the Divine Office, but these are mostly 
concerned with external arrangements: 
how many times a day to meet, which 
psalms to recite, and so forth. Unlike many 
modern writings by religious founders, the 
Benedictine Rule seems to be extremely 
reticent about the inner meaning of prayer.
Yet it is not true to say that it says nothing 
about it at all. In fact, there are two or 
three little chapters that contain remarks 
that are highly allusive, if not positively 
illuminating, on the subject of prayer. By 
exploring a few of these remarks we can 
uncover a surprisingly rich vein of ore 
that has often gone untapped in studies of 
Benedictine prayer.
Let us take as a starting point the following 
dictum of RB 20.4: “Prayer should therefore 
be short and pure, unless it is prolonged 
under the inspiration of divine grace.” We 
can easily understand the meaning of 
“short”, but what does the “pure” mean in 
this context?
Since this term appears no less than three 
times in the five verses of RB 20, we can 
assume it is a key word for Benedict.
At its most basic level, “pure’ means 

unmixed or unadulterated. Now since 
prayer should focus on God, anything that 
distracts us from that dialogue will pollute 
our prayer. That is why Benedict in RB 52 
wants the oratory quiet, for it is a place 
where one should find the ambience to pray 
with “heartfelt devotion” (intentio cordis). 
In addition, he demands that nothing else 
should “be done or stored there”.  Clearly 
he wants an uncluttered environment for 
prayer.
In such a place, one should find it easier to 
“aim” (intentio) the heart. The implication is 
that the heart has an energy of its own, but 
it must be steered in the right direction. The 
“desire” of the heart, which Benedict speaks 
of in regard to Lent (RB 40.7), is a precious 
gift of God, but it needs direction.
One way of keeping the heart’s desire focused 
on God is to remove other attachments from 
our lives. That is the point of RB 33, which 
argues that private possessions have a way 
of claiming our attention and even capturing 
out hearts. Although Benedict’s strictures 
against possessions may seem almost 
fanatical, they become more realistic in a 
consumerist society such as our own. What 
is the purpose of the whole vast enterprise 
of advertising except to capture our hearts? 
And if our hearts are captured, how can they 
be pure for prayer? By and large, advertising 
functions as a distraction in our lives.
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Benedict suggests that another way to keep 
our prayer pure is to avoid a plethora of 
words (RB 20.3). Perhaps this is a reference 
to Matt 6:6, which was in turn criticising 
long, windy prayers in the liturgy. In public 
liturgy, there is always the danger that we 
are merely mouthing words. RB 19.7 wants 
us to pray in such a way that “our minds are 
in harmony with our words”. Such purity 
of concentration is not merely a technique 
for the moment, but requires discipline 
throughout the whole range of our lives. 
It also implies lectio divina, meaning the 
constant study and meditation of Scripture
In our own time, however, the problem of 
words has taken a different form. Modern 
culture is drowning in a sea of babble, most 
of which is generated by the electronic 
media. Many monasteries carefully 
control this element for their members, but 
probably every Christian has to find a way 
to eliminate this racket if pure prayer is to 
happen. 
A final suggestion about purity of heart 
and purity of prayer occurs in RB 20.3 
where the term is coupled with the idea 
of “compunction of tears”.  This is a quaint 
idea for our culture, which rather prizes 
toughness and a ready laugh. Perhaps 
Benedict does not restrict his phrase to 
physical tears, but surely this is a question 
of heartfelt sorrow. 
Why should we be sorrowful? Simply 
because our hearts are not pure: they are 
full of unworthy thoughts, attitudes and 
sentiments. This is not said to produce an 
atmosphere of guilt. We do not necessarily 
know where these thoughts come from, nor 
is that the point. What is more important is 
to cope with these thoughts by facing them 
honestly and also by sharing them with a 
spiritual advisor: “dash them against the 
rock that is Christ and disclose them to your 
spiritual father” (RB 4.50).

The basic meaning of “compunction” is 
to puncture or prick something, in this 

case, the heart. This is necessary when 
the heart becomes “hard” or “ fat”, due to 
our unfaithfulness. In this condition, pure 
prayer is impossible, for our thick skins 
preclude it. God may seem far away, bur we 
are the ones who are excluding him. In this 
regard, we need to “break out” of our own 
hearts to free, unimpeded, pure prayer.
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