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RB 39 and 40 on the Proper Amount of Food and Drink 
 
Although their contents are straightforward, chapters 39 and 40 of the Rule on food and drink are among the most 
difficult to comment on in one’s own community. As Saint Benedict says in RB 40, “It is . . . with some uneasiness 
that we specify the amount of food and drink for others.” If you want to stir up a community, all you have to do is 
introduce some small change in the diet or in the way meals are served. Reading between the lines, Benedict’s 
edginess comes through in these chapters. In the background of his teaching are numerous negative experiences: as 
a founder, trying to uphold high ideals and yet making allowances for limitations and weaknesses, he no doubt had to 
deal with disappointments and learn from mistakes. 
 
Monastic history has certainly justified Benedict’s uneasiness in legislating for food and drink. Few topics have been 
the object of so much polemic as to whether or not monks should eat meat or what kinds of meat should be allowed. 
Cistercian history would be much more appealing if our own forebears had engaged in fewer such bitter and long-
winded controversies. Benedict, however, cannot be faulted for these later excesses. The approach he settled on in 
the Rule is remarkably balanced and a good model for other areas of life as well. Here are some of the key sentences 
of these two chapters:  
 
For the daily meals, whether at noon or in mid-afternoon, it is enough, we believe, to provide all tables with two kinds 
of cooked food because of individual weaknesses. In this way, the person who may not be able to eat one kind of 
food may partake of the other. […] A generous pound of bread is enough for a day whether for only one meal or for 
both dinner and supper. […]. Should it happen that the work is heavier than usual, the abbot may decide . . . to grant 
something additional, provided that it is appropriate, and that above all overindulgence is avoided, lest a monk 
experience indigestion. For nothing is so inconsistent with the life of any Christian as overindulgence. […] … [W]ith 
due regard for the infirmities of the sick, we believe that a half bottle of wine a day is sufficient for each. But those to 
whom God gives strength to abstain must know that they will earn their own reward. The superior . . . must . . . take 
great care lest excess or drunkenness creep in. We read that monks should not drink wine at all, but since the monks 
of our day cannot be convinced of this, let us at least agree to drink moderately, and not to the point of excess. […] 
However, where local circumstances dictate an amount much less than what is stipulated above, or even none at all, 
those who live there should bless God and not grumble.  
 
I propose three words from these chapters as embodiments of Benedict’s wisdom here. The first is abstinentia, the 
practice of ‘doing without’, ‘putting aside’, or ‘restraining oneself’. To do without meat and to abstain from wine are 
emblems of a high ideal. For all his insistence on moderation, Benedict never loses sight of a high purpose and a 
high standard. A first step, then, is to identify and uphold a lofty ideal.  
 
The second word is infirmitas, ‘weakness’ or ‘indisposition’. Perhaps better than any other word it captures the human 
condition. No human being has uniform strength and stamina in all areas of life. Benedict is realistic about people 
needing different things and being limited in a variety of ways. And, since he speaks in the plural, especially in 
chapter 40, he positions himself among those for whom he is legislating. So, the second step is a frank and realistic 
assessment of strengths and weaknesses, possibilities and limitations. 
 
 The third word is sufficere, ‘to be enough’, ‘to suffice’. A key to the importance of this word is that Benedict places it 
at the beginning of chapter 39: Sufficere credimus, “we believe it is enough…” are the opening words. The goal is not 
an absolute level of abstinentia, and at the same time infirmitas is no reason to abandon common measures and 
principles altogether. We aspire to nothing extreme, but we do not tolerate excesses. The third step, then, is to find 
the right measure: to have enough, to provide enough, and to be content with enough.  
It is important to recall that, since Benedict is addressing whole communities, his approach is necessarily broad. 
Anyone living under his Rule needs to take personal responsibility for his or her own practice within that general 
framework. The Rule does not replace personal discernment and personal discipline. We might find here a good 
example of what Benedict meant to accomplish in chapter 73, where he recommends further reading. Most of his 
principles regarding the measure of food and drink come, in fact, from Cassian, but since he is writing a general Rule, 
Benedict’s treatment cannot be as in-depth. So, a good way to bring Benedict’s generalities down to a more personal 
level is to revisit Cassian. By way of example, I’ll conclude here with a few passages from the Institutes that Benedict 
certainly knew well: 
 



The belly when filled with all kinds of food gives birth to seeds of wantonness, nor can the mind, when choked with 
the weight of food, keep the guidance and government of the thoughts. For not only is drunkenness with wine wont to 
intoxicate the mind, but excess of all kinds of food makes it weak and uncertain, and robs it of all its power of pure 
and clear contemplation. (Inst. 5.6; NPNF 11:235) 
For even if one is weak in body, he can attain to a perfect virtue and one equal to that of those who are thoroughly 
strong and healthy, if with firmness of mind he keeps a check upon the desires and lusts which are not due to 
weakness of the flesh. (5.8; NPNF 11:236) 
The perfection then of abstinence is not to be gathered from calculations of time alone, nor only from the quality of 
the food; but beyond everything from the judgment of conscience. For each one should impose such a sparing diet on 
himself as the battle of his bodily struggle may require. (5.9; NPNF 
11:236)~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
 


