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RB 21 and Generativity 
  
Our last unit of the Experientia program was on generativity. Generativity is an umbrella term 
for whatever encourages or fosters life. Part of becoming a mature human being is somehow to 
contribute to the growth of society, either literally by becoming a parent or figuratively through 
promotion of the common good. For monastics, as the unit emphasized, generativity has to do 
especially with care and attention. The opposite attitude would be neglect or indifference. In 
communal terms, generative people promote the lives of those around them, whereas people who 
engage in interpersonal rivalry or competition detract from an environment of mutual care and 
attention. 
Although Benedict obviously never uses the term generativity in the Rule, one of his provisions 
contains a valuable kernel of teaching on this general topic. It is chapter 21 on the deans of the 
monastery. 
  

If the community is rather large, some brothers chosen for their good repute and holy life 
should be made deans. They will take care of their groups of ten, managing all affairs 
according to the commandments of God and the orders of their abbot. The deans selected 
should be the kind of men with whom the abbot can confidently share the burdens of his 
office. They are to be chosen for virtuous living and wise teaching, not for their rank. 

  
Today, few communities follow this directive literally, but my impression is that Benedict’s 
intent in this chapter happens naturally in any healthy community. It is not realistic for one 
person or a few persons—i.e., the abbot and appointed officers—to provide all the attention and 
care a community needs. Ideally, generativity is exercised by different people in different areas 
at different times. In this sense, there is no need to appoint deans; they occur naturally. A good 
community has a number of reference points, a whole spectrum of authorities if you will.  We 
turn to one brother for his competence or skill, to another brother for his listening ear, or to yet 
another for his experience and wisdom. We all need the healthy reminder of good example or 
good discipline that different brothers provide in different circumstances. Occasionally the 
consistent witness of a dedicated monk can inspire a new vocation or rescue a faltering one. In 
the midst of disturbance, the mere sight of a peaceful monk going about his business can be 
consoling and reassuring. In all these cases life is being generated, fostered, and protected in 
direct and indirect ways. 
  
If it is true that deans arise naturally and that there is no need to appoint them, then it is also true 
that we should avoid trying to determine our own role in the community. On the one hand it is a 
good thing to aspire to be a dean of the kind described here; on the other hand, it is futile to try to 
channel or control the gifts of the Spirit. Benedict names the characteristics for which we all do 
well to aspire: virtuous living and wise teaching. Teaching here does not necessarily involve 
speaking or writing. Each monk develops a doctrine—to use another key word in the Rule—that 
is expressed most clearly in action, whether or not he has the opportunity or duty to articulate 
that doctrine in words.  



  
RB 21, then, is a good reminder that monastic life is not just the framework in which each one 
works out his own salvation, so to speak. Part of the salvation we all seek comes precisely from 
being generative in some form or other. If the brothers exercise attention and care in all they do 
and if they become sincerely solicitous for the well-being of the community, there will be no 
lack of deans among them.  
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