
  

  

RB 2 on the Abbot (3) 

  

As we saw in the beginning of RB 2, when Benedict says that the abbot holds the place 
of Christ in the monastery it has to do above all with keeping Jesus’ instructions in the 
gospel at the heart of everything. In the next section, Benedict spells out the abbot’s 
role in greater detail, continuing to emphasize the two mainstays of the entire chapter, 
i.e., right doctrine and right action: 

  

11Furthermore, anyone who receives the name of abbot is to lead his disciples by 
a twofold teaching: 12he must point out to them all that is good and holy more by 
example than by word, proposing the commandments of the Lord to receptive 
disciples with words, but demonstrating God’s instructions to the stubborn and 
the dull by a living example.  13Again, if he teaches his disciples that something is 
not to be done, then neither must he do it, “lest after preaching to others, he 
himself be found reprobate,” (1 Cor 9:27) 14and God someday call to him in his 
sin, “How is it that you repeat my just commands and mouth my covenant when 
you hate discipline and toss my words behind you?” (Ps 49[50]:16-17) 15And also 
this:  “How is it that you can see a splinter in your brother’s eye, and never notice 
the plank in your own?” (Matt 7:3) 

  

The main lesson here actually applies to everyone: there can be no separation between 
word and action, that is, between God’s word as we hear and read it daily and the way 
we put it into practice. A big part of the whole monastic undertaking is for the monks to 
incarnate through their way of life the word they have assimilated through lectio and 
listening. Part of the abbot’s role is to further the transmission of the word through what 
Benedict calls a twofold teaching. It is easy to miss just what Benedict means here. The 
twofold content of this teaching is “all that is good and holy,” which again seems to refer 
to the scriptures. Then Benedict turns to the manner of this teaching, “through word and 
deed.” Ideally the fruits of his reading are there to be seen and read in his actions. By 
extension, we might say that the goal of monastic life is for the monks to become living 
bibles, where the content of scripture is legible in their manner of life.  

  



The reference to Ps 49 is one of Benedict’s additions to this chapter: “How is it that you 
repeat my just commands and mouth my covenant when you hate discipline and toss 
my words behind you?” Note how he pairs discipline and God’s words in this stark 
warning: to disregard God’s word and to hate discipline are synonymous. The Rule and 
its discipline are all about upholding and honoring God’s word. The best way for the 
abbot to uphold the word and promote discipline is for him to keep the Rule. Nothing is 
to be taken for granted here. As in RB 64, where Benedict says that the abbot must 
“distrust his own frailty,” he warns him here about the danger of presumption and 
spiritual blindness: if he is not careful, he will hear the judgment, “How is it that you can 
see a splinter in your brother’s eye, and never notice the plank in your own?”  

  

The next section brings us to the heart of RB 2. The general topic continues to be the 
abbot’s behavior, but Benedict adds something that was not in his sources. In fact, his 
focus is mostly on the members of the community. The change of perspective is most 
noticeable where the passage shifts into the plural, “we.” At the center of it all is the 
fundamental nature of the community: 

  

16The abbot should avoid all favoritism in the monastery.  17He is not to love one 
more than another unless he finds someone better in good actions and 
obedience.  18A man born free is not be given higher rank than a slave who 
becomes a monk, except for some other good reason.  19But the abbot is free, if 
he sees fit, to change anyone’s rank as justice demands.  Ordinarily, everyone is 
to keep to his regular place, 20because, “whether slave or free, we are all one in 
Christ,” (Gal 3:28; Eph 6:8) and share alike in bearing arms in the service of the 
one Lord, for, “God shows no partiality among persons,” (Rom 2:11).  21Only in 
this are we distinguished in his sight:  if we are found better than others in good 
works and in humility.  22Therefore, the abbot is to show equal love to everyone 
and apply the same discipline to all according to their merits. 

  

It is Benedict who added the key passage here, a conflation from Galatians and 
Ephesians: “whether slave or free, we are all one in Christ.”  He placed it at the middle 
of RB 2, as if to give the chapter a new heart. The Rule of the Master presented the 
community as a kind pyramid, using various terms for the teacher above and the 
disciples below. Benedict shifts the emphasis to the brotherhood among all. 

  

It is one thing to point out the danger of favoritism; it is another thing altogether to ask 
for equal love of all, which seems humanly impossible. Benedict seems to see it as a 



consequence of the nature of the community: no matter the social standing of each, all 
are servants of the one Lord, and all are one in him. It would be contrary to the nature of 
the community to create preferences or tiers. He is asking a lot, and at the same time 
recognizing that only in Christ is this kind of equal love possible. 

  

In God’s sight the only things that distinguish us are good works and obedience or 
humility (which seem to be synonyms in this chapter). This fundamental disposition of 
humility or obedience is at the root of any good works. From this point of view, there is 
no room in the community for claiming status or even a kind of spiritual seniority, as if 
being in the monastery longer automatically makes one wiser or more virtuous than 
others.  

  

By way of conclusion, although this chapter is about the abbot, its basic principles apply 
to all and its challenges are addressed to all. Benedict’s high ideal is for us to have 
equal love for everyone, and at the same time to see that discipline (which here seems 
to mean correction) has to be applied“according to merit.” Charity or love has to do with 
giving. Discipline or correction has to do with expectations or demands. We need to 
become more and more generous in our love and respect for others, and also recognize 
that we are in the wrong at times, and need the community to set us back on the right 
path. Generous giving and just demands are two aspects of the same love. 
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