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RB 2 on the Abbot: Introductory Remarks 

 

Now that we are back in Ordinary Time, I will resume commenting on the 

Rule. Having gone through the Prologue and Chapter 1 in recent months, it 

is now time to look at Chapter 2 on the Abbot. 

 

At first sight it might seem that this chapter has only to do with the role of 

one person in the monastery (and so why bother the whole community 

about it?!). But the fact is, throughout monastic history, the understanding 

of the abbot’s role has gone hand in hand with the understanding of what a 

monastic community is as a whole. Before delving into the text of RB 2, it 

is a good idea to step back and look at the big picture. 

 

The title abbot emerged in the context of a semi-eremitical way of life, 

where disciples gathered around an abba, a charismatic figure, who was 

basically the teacher and spiritual guide of each individual. Here the model 

of authority was vertical, and the teacher-disciple bond was usually 

temporary. The same term ended up being used in a very different context 

for the elected leader of a coenobitic community. Here the model of 

authority was horizontal, the leader working to preserve the bond of unity 

among a stable group of committed members. Although these are very 

different scenarios, there is a great deal of overlap or even confusion 

between these two models of authority throughout monastic tradition.  

 

John Cassian, who experienced first-hand the semi-eremitical way of life in 



Egypt, transposed what he learned in the East to a community setting in 

the West. The abbot, in his view, is mostly a desert abba, with some 

adaptation to the cenobitic life. And it is Cassian who most heavily 

influenced Benedict, both directly and via the Rule of the Master. 

 

What we find in RB 2 is mostly the vertical model of authority typical of 

the semi-eremitical abba. But Benedict tempers the sometimes extreme 

approach of the Master. Moreover, it seems that Benedict’s view of the 

abbot evolved as he developed his Rule. He more and more adopts St. 

Augustine’s horizontal concept of the superior as a leader within a cenobitic 

community. This evolution in Benedict’s thought comes through clearly in 

RB 64, another Chapter on the abbot but with different emphases.  

 

Stepping back still further, it is important to realize that our reading of the 

Rule on the abbot will inevitably be affected by historical trends and shifts 

of perspective. For instance, much depends on our understanding of the 

place of the Church in the world or our understanding of the role of 

authority in the Church or even our understanding of family life and 

parenting. 

 

It is worth noting that we are still greatly affected by the shock waves of 

the near disappearance of monastic life at the time of the French Revolution 

and the various ways it was reinstated or reinvented in the nineteenth 

century. Figures like Dom Guerranger, a secular priest who re-founded 

Solesme, saw the restoration of a certain kind of monastic life as a way of 

regaining the Church’s strength and influence in society. His concept of the 

abbot was rather monarchical, and the tendency was to make the abbot as 

much like a bishop as possible. This nineteenth-century image of the abbot 

became the predominant model throughout the Benedictine family and 

lasted up the Second Vatican Council. Some traditionalist groups attempt to 



keep it alive even today.  

 

Obviously changes in ecclesiology and in the understanding of the Church’s 

place in the world have had their effect on the way we perceive authority in 

the Church and in religious life. Perhaps the brief and sober chapter on the 

abbot in our own OCSO Constitutions is a good example of a balanced 

contemporary approach. Nonetheless, we must recognize that we live in a 

period of transition. On the ground, the range of understanding of the 

abbot’s role goes anywhere from the absolute monarch to simply the 

brother in charge (in the case that someone in charge is needed).  These 

various concepts can be seen in the different orders and congregations and 

even within single communities. Moreover, there is not always consistency 

between concept and behavior. For instance, monks with very traditional 

ideas about the abbot don’t necessarily behave that way when dealing with 

him, and some who don’t see much point in having an abbot may be more 

deferential toward him than their traditional-minded counterparts.  

 

Finally, stepping further back still, there is the foundational experience of 

authority in the parent-child relationship. Although this experience is 

temporary—home is a place we eventually leave, after all—it marks a 

person for life. Traditional texts sometimes use family and parenting 

imagery when speaking of the community and abbot, but such imagery 

needs to be handled carefully. Cultural expectations about family roles are 

always shifting. 

 

So, it is worth re-reading texts like Chapter 2 of the Rule from the point of 

view of the here and now. To clarify who you understand the abbot to be is 

to clarify your understanding of what the community is. The heart of the 

matter is responsibility, how it is exercised and how it is shared. There is no 

hierarchy of persons in the Rule (e.g., the slave who enters in the morning is 



senior to the noble who enters in the afternoon), but there is a 

differentiation of roles and a distribution of responsibility. The more we 

keep these bigger questions in mind, the more we will benefit from a 

detailed reading of RB 2.  
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