Laughing Benedictines

 Sometimes when reading the Rule of Benedict, one may wonder what he is telling us about laughter.  

	RB 4:53 Do not to speak empty words, or such as move to laughter.

RB 4:54 Do not love much prolonged or boisterous laughter.

RB 6:8 As for buffoonery, idle words, or such as move to laughter, we utterly condemn and forbid them in all places, nor do we allow disciples to give them utterance.

RB 7:59 The tenth step of humility is not to be easily moved to laughter, for it is written, “Only the fool’s voice exalts itself in laughter” (Sir 21:23).  7:60 The eleventh step of humility is to speak gently and without laughter; humbly, with gravity or few words, and discreetly; and be not clamorous in your voice; 7:61 for it is written, “A wise person is known by their fewness of words.”

RB 49:5 In these [Lenten] days, therefore, let us add something over and above our wonted tasks, such as private prayers and abstinence from meat and drink.  49:6 Let everyone offer to God of their own free will, with the joy of the Holy Spirit, something above the measure appointed them; 49:7 that is to say, let them withhold from their body something in the way of food, drink, sleep, talk, laughter, and with spiritual joy and desire, await the holy feast of Easter.

	RB 4:53 seems to say we shouldn’t laugh at all, yet in RB 4: 54 he only says don’t overdo it.  Does that mean a prohibition against both empty words and laughter?  

RB 6:8 seems be repeat what was previously said in RB 4:53, however, and as such is 	another complete prohibition.

In RB 7:59-60, he seems to lighten up a bit again, saying we should not be easily moved to laughter, only to include a Bible verse saying that laughter is for fools, and that one should speak without laughter.

Finally, in RB 49:5 he suggests voluntarily restraining laughter a bit as a Lenten offering.  All well and good here, but this can be taken to imply that there is no problem with laughter in other seasons.

I’m not a theologian, but I have do have experience as an author and editor.  For all its undeniable genius, I always got the impression the Rule of Benedict was poorly edited.  It’s almost as if Benedict scribbled notes from time to time then put them together in a first draft and never got around to cleaning up the manuscript.  It could even be that somebody else put his notes together and it wasn’t Benedict who wrote the final draft that we use today. The whole process would certainly have been simpler if they had computers and word processing programs back in 6th century Italy….
All that aside, however, how do we reconcile the different instructions he left for us?  If we think it’s no laughter at all, ever, as RB 4:53, 6:8, and 7:60, suggest, then what about RB 4:54 and 7:59 where at least gentle laughter is okay?
A priest in a parish with a small Benedictine community once told me that raucous laughter was out of place, but gentle laughter was okay.  This, in fact, seems to be how most Benedictines go about it.  I’ve visited Benedictines in two Roman Catholic monasteries, an RC convent, and an Episcopal monastery, and the members all laughed. And, of course, the brothers and sisters in the Companions of St. Luke, all laugh.  The only place I didn’t see any laughter was a Cistercian monastery in France.  
This is not to say that Benedictines go around laughing and joking all the time, because they don’t.  But can’t the Companions be forgiven if we are a bit chatty and merry when we get together?  We don’t see each other often and the camaraderie can help hold the community together.
Finally, a word about the health benefits of laughter.  Nobody knew about all that in the 6th century when Benedict was writing.  I’ve heard it said that civil society was generally less civil in those days and there was some necessity of stricter rules to have an orderly monastic community. Now, however, it is known through a raft of scholarly research articles that laughter lowers blood pressure, improves heart functioning, lowers stress, relieves depression, decreases the pain of arthritis, and on and on. You can look all this up on responsible websites like the Mayo Clinic, the Cleveland Clinic, and even the Veteran’s Administration.
~Br. Steven

