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RB 32: The Tools and Goods of the Monastery 
  
Before looking at this chapter, it is good to recall its place in the Rule. The section beginning 
with the previous chapter on the Cellarer and stretching to chapter 42 is centered on the table, 
that is, all the essential practicalities and customs in the monastery, the house of God. It is 
significant that the section begins with a person, the cellarer. Given the fact that the subject 
matter is mostly practical and material, Benedict makes it clear that people come first, and that 
every aspect of the rule has its purpose for the spiritual benefit of the people living by it. Since 
this section begins with the cellarer, it all comes under the umbrella of the spiritual principles 
articulated in his regard, especially the notion that he is to treat the material possessions of the 
monastery as if they were the vessels of the altar. So, this chapter on the tools and the goods of 
the monastery can be fully understood only within this context. Here is the text: 
  

The goods of the monastery, that is, its tools, clothing or anything else, should be 
entrusted to brothers whom the abbot appoints and in whose manner of life he has 
confidence.  2He will, as he sees fit, issue to them the various articles to be cared 
for and collected after use.  3The abbot will maintain a list of these, so that when 
the brothers succeed one another in their assigned tasks, he may be aware of what 
he hands out and what he receives back. 
4Whoever fails to keep the things belonging to the monastery clean or treats them 
carelessly should be reproved. 5If he does not amend, let him be subjected to the 
discipline of the rule. 

  
Again, what stands out right away here is the focus on people, in this case, the brothers entrusted 
with using and taking care of material things. It is striking how much subsidiarity Benedict 
builds into the Rule. His words are carefully chosen: the abbot looks for those in whose manner 
of life he has confidence, entrusts duties and things to them, and appoints them, i.e., gives them a 
public role. At the same time, material things matter and must be accounted for. We find here the 
balanced approach typical of the Rule: to exercise diligence without falling into pettiness, and to 
put people first without falling into a nonchalant attitude about things. 
  
This chapter is a reminder for all of us to have an honest look at how we treat the things we use. 
The way we handle things has a lot to say about our general spiritual state and about our respect 
for others. In many ways, the scenario of being given tools and goods to work with until the time 
comes to return them is a parable of our vocation in particular and of our life trajectory in 
general. 
  
The Rule gives a simple minimum: return what was given you, clean and in good order. It is the 
opposite of a consumer model, where you get what you can and use it up. Responsibility in small 
things will translate itself into responsibility in greater matters. If each generation of monks 



considered the monastery from this perspective, we would be keen on passing on to the next 
generation what we received in good or even better order.  
  
A final point that is particularly relevant today is that commentators often see in this chapter the 
Benedictine foundation for sensitivity to the environment. What we receive is to be "cared for 
and collected after use." It is a perspective that keeps in mind the beginning (i.e., creation, gifts 
given) and the end (i.e., the fulness of time and the rendering of accounts). Pope Francis likes to 
call our planet and the environment our casa commune, our common home, an image close to 
Benedict's favorite name for the monastery, the house of God. The rule takes for granted that the 
community is working with limited means, and the greater the limitations, the greater care 
needed not to damage or waste what little it has. More and more we are aware that our planet, as 
vast as it may be, has its limitations. Unfortunately, we are too much in the habit of taking, using, 
and not returning things (the consumer model). Those who live in the house of God have every 
reason to be attuned to the limitations and fragility of "our common home." 
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