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RB 2 on the Abbot (2) 

  

To be worthy of the task of governing a monastery, the abbot must 

always remember what his title signifies and act as a superior should.  

2He is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery, since he is 

addressed by a title of Christ, 3as the Apostle indicates, “You have 

received the spirit of adoption of sons by which we exclaim, abba, 

father,” (Rom 8:15).  4Therefore, the abbot must never teach or 

decree or command anything that would deviate from the Lord’s 

instructions. 

 

Already in these opening lines Benedict places at the core of the whole 

monastic endeavor the Lord’s instructions. Throughout the chapter what he 

emphasizes over and over again is right doctrine and right action. The 

community is a gathering of brothers who have come to hear the Lord’s 

teaching and to put it into practice. The abbot’s role is best seen within that 

context: he first must learn and practice, and then promote that same 

learning and practice among the brothers. To hold the place of Christ in the 

monastery is first of all to keep Christ’s instructions at the heart of 

everything. 

 

We should not allow ourselves to be distracted by Benedict’s applying the 

title abba/father to Christ. In his day it was still part of basic catechesis. 

From the perspective of Trinitarian theology, there is only one Father, the 



first person of the Trinity. But from the perspective of the “economic 

Trinity,” i.e., God’s work in the world, Christ clearly has a fatherly role for 

all believers. For a long time catechumens were taught to address the Our 

Father to Jesus. 

 

Moreover, Benedict is not proposing an elaborate theology here. RB 2 is 

about what the abbot must do. It begins with a reminder of the 

Christological basis of the community and therefore of the abbot’s role, and 

then gets to work, describing how the abbot and community are to behave. 

The text goes on: 

 

5On the contrary, everything he teaches and commands should, like 

the leaven of divine justice, permeate the minds of his disciples.  6Let 

the abbot always remember that at the fearful judgement of God, not 

only his teaching but also his disciple’s obedience will come under 

scrutiny.  7The abbot must, therefore, be aware that the shepherd 

will bear the blame wherever the father of the household finds that 

the sheep have yielded no profit.   

 

Notice that the “father of the household” here is the Lord. The monastery is 

God’s house, not the abbot’s house. In everything he says and does therefore 

he should be careful to reflect fear of the Lord, as is fitting in God’s house.  

 

Perhaps the most beautiful image of the whole chapter is that the abbot’s 

job is to sprinkle leaven on the hearts of his brothers. On the one hand it is 

a gospel image: the Kingdom of God is like leaven in the dough or small 

seeds sown in the ground; a little goes a long way; and it is God who gives 

the growth. On the other hand it illustrates in a striking way the 



distribution of responsibility. The abbot’s role is not to bombard the monks 

with words or to hit them over the head with demands. His role is to 

sprinkle a little leaven. The effect of that leaven depends on everyone. His 

role is to sow a little seed. Whether or not it grows depends on the quality 

of the soil. Look to the abbot for a salutary reminder or a thought that 

points you in the right direction. But then it is up to you to put the 

reminder into practice or to follow up on that thought for yourself. Passive 

listening is really no listening at all.  

 

Another way of saying the same thing is that monks should be able to take 

a hint. Ideally the abbot operates mostly by hints, especially when it comes 

to things like corrections and permissions. If he has to repeat them or spell 

them out in bold characters over and over, something is wrong. If the abbot 

fails to point things out, he is failing the community. But the brother who 

can’t take a hint is not listening well. The text goes on: 

 

8Still, if he has faithfully shepherded a restive and disobedient flock, 

always striving to cure their unhealthy ways, it will be otherwise: 9the 

shepherd will be acquitted at the Lord’s judgement.  Then, like the 

Prophet, he may say to the Lord:  “I have not hidden your justice in 

my heart; I have proclaimed your truth and your salvation,” (Ps 

39[40]:11), “but they spurned and rejected me,” (Isa 1:2; Ezek 

20:27).  10Then at last the sheep that have rebelled against his care 

will be punished by the overwhelming power of death. 

 

This is one of the starker statements in the Rule. It makes it clear that all 

bear responsibility. At the same time, beneath the strong words are some 

tender notions: the abbot is portrayed as taking everything to heart, as 



striving, and as suffering when his efforts are rebuffed. Benedict is not 

describing a manager or an organizer. The abbot is not out to be feared (as 

the RM portrays him), but ideally to be loved, which is only possible if he is 

teaching and showing the way of love to brothers who seek the same. 

 

Perhaps the best way to take this severe passage is to turn it on its head. If the 

brothers are willing and eager, if they take a hint, if they take a little and make 

it go a long way, then the leaven and the seed are doing their work for the 

increase of the Kingdom. In this scenario the abbot’s role is to promote what is 

best in the brothers. His greatest satisfaction will be to see them surpass him and 

go even further on the way he has pointed out. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 


