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RB 31 on the Cellarer (02) 
  
We now come to the heart of chapter 31 on the cellarer. This especially rich paragraph uses 
several key words full of scriptural and patristic resonances. The main topics are: how the 
cellarer relates to the brothers; how well he tends to his own inner life; how much care he shows 
to the weak and vulnerable; and how careful he is with things and goods. Here is the text: 
  

6 He should not annoy the brothers.  7If any brother happens to make an 
unreasonable demand of him, he should not reject him with disdain and cause him 
distress, but reasonably and humbly deny the improper request.  8 Let him keep 
watch over his own soul, ever mindful of that saying of the Apostle:  "He who 
serves well secures a good standing for himself," (1 Tim 3:13).  9 He must show 
every care and concern for the sick, children, guests and poor, knowing for certain 
that he will be held accountable for all of them on the day of judgement.  10 He 
will regard all utensils and goods of the monastery as sacred vessels of the altar, 
11 aware that nothing is to be neglected. 

  
I'll comment on a series of key words or phrases from this paragraph. Most of these Latin words 
are easily understood, since we still use modified forms of them in English. 
  
Non contristet, 'Let him not sadden the brothers, to translate more literally. The root word for 
'sad' comes up often in the Rule, and three times in this chapter alone. In the prologue, the 
aspiring monk is exhorted not to greave/sadden God with his evil actions. The abbot is exhorted 
not to add any sadness to the lot of the excommunicated. Distribution of goods is to be made on 
the basis of individual need, so that no one will be saddened in the house of God—to name just a 
few examples. In the Rule, then, the exhortation not to sadden has to do with maintaining an 
atmosphere of peace in the house, at least on the surface. But the vocabulary also calls to mind 
the words of Eph 4:30: "Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God." And the passage goes on, "Let all 
bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you. . . ." So, this 
minimal command—do not sadden your brother—is challenging but doable. We are not being 
asked always to be bundles of good cheer. We are not being asked always to be consolers, 
helpers, people-pleasers, etc. It nonetheless requires a good deal of self-knowledge and restraint 
to hold back from doing or saying what will sadden others. There is more at stake here than 
whether we are being more or less courteous or more or less chummy. Each brother is led by the 
Spirit to the monastery, and all the interactions he experiences there are part of his itinerary in 
the Spirit. To sadden the Holy Spirit in another is no small matter. 
  
The next term is rationabiliter. The topic is related to what we just saw, but this time the focus is 
on challenging or difficult encounters. I like to think Benedict is showing a touch of humor here. 
Translating literally, he begins by saying, "If some brother perhaps asks of the cellarer in a way 
that is somehow irrational," as if this were a rare occurrence! Most cellarers would probably say 
they are peppered by such requests all the time… The fact is, throughout this chapter, Benedict's 



remarks are based on the assumption that the community is made up of weak, flawed people. So, 
we usually don't have to look far for examples of unreasonable or irrational requests. The 
wonderful thing here is that Benedict goes beyond recommending mere courtesy or diplomacy. 
He advises the cellarer—and by extension all of us—not to be thrown off by the unreasonable or 
irrational request. The best antidote here is to respond in a reasonable/rational way, whereas it is 
so easy to absorb the other's unreasonableness and answer in kind, which usually means in an 
angry, ironic, or dismissive way. And the even deeper advice is to respond cum humilitate, 'with 
humility', which is different from merely responding in a humble way. His advice is less about 
how to act in a given situation than about becoming a truly humble person. The humbler we are 
the less chance of our interactions becoming unhinged. 
  
As if to insist on this approach of paying more attention to the person one is becoming than on 
one's communication skills, Benedict goes on to say the cellarer needs to be memor, 'mindful'. 
"Let him keep watch over his own soul, ever mindful of that saying of the Apostle: 'He who 
serves well secures a good standing for himself.'" The cellarer is here invited to tend to his inner 
life. The context is important. This chapter is on the many challenges of relating with and caring 
for others: how well we do in those areas depends entirely on the general health of our soul. The 
cellarer is exhorted to "keep watch" over himself, not just through self-scrutiny, but by 
being memor, 'mindful' of scripture. Only a man of prayer, whose inner world is nourished 
by lectio divina, will be able to see concrete human situations with a wider and deeper 
perspective. 
  
The next key word is sollicitudo, 'care'. "He must show every care and concern for the sick, 
children, guests and poor." The Rule of the Master also uses this term sollicitudo quite often, but 
there the emphasis is more on diligence in tasks and exactness of observance. Benedict uses this 
word to characterize attitudes towards people. The cellarer here is reminded that his role is a 
ministry, that is, a service for others. Apparently, some pre-Benedictine monastic texts use the 
word deacon as an equivalent for cellarer. 
  
Which leads nicely into the next verse, which is one of the strongest statements in the entire 
Rule: "He will regard all utensils and goods of the monastery as sacred vessels of the altar, aware 
that nothing is to be neglected." A big part of a deacon's role is to exercise care with the vasa 
sacrata, the 'sacred vessels'. The diaconal aspect of the cellarer's ministry is best understood in 
the light of the Eucharist. Real food and drink become sacraments of the real presence of Christ. 
The mostly material service of the cellarer, in an equally hidden manner, is a spiritual service and 
spiritual offering with eternal significance. It’s also good to notice the resonances of the word 
“vessels” here. For instance, Saint Paul says (2 Cor 4:7), "But we have this treasure (i.e., the 
apostolate) in earthen vessels, to show that the transcendent power belongs to God and not to 
us." It is a reminder that we are all fragile, serving fragile people, and that it is there that God's 
transcendent power shows itself. 
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