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RB 31 on the Cellarer (3) 
  
As we saw last time, in the middle section of this chapter 31, the cellarer is not just a functionary 
and he should not see his work as merely a job. He is to mind his soul and apply to his position 
all the spiritual dispositions the Rule recommends. We also saw that Benedict depicts the 
community as consisting of weak, needy, and not always reasonable people, who nonetheless 
deserve to be shown care and respect. And, lastly, we saw how important for this chapter is the 
image of the monastery as the house of God. The final part of the chapter serves to underscore 
these same points.  
  

12He should not be prone to greed, nor be wasteful and extravagant with the 
goods of the monastery, but should do everything with moderation and according 
to the abbot's orders. 
13Above all, let him be humble.  If goods are not available to meet a request, he 
will offer a kind word in reply, 14for it is written:  A kind, "word is better than 
the best gift," (Sir 18:17).  15He should take care of all that the abbot entrusts to 
him, and not presume to do what the abbot has forbidden.  16He will provide the 
brothers their allotted amount of food without any pride or delay, lest they be led 
astray.  For he must remember what the Scripture says that person deserves, "who 
leads one of the little ones astray." 
17If the community is rather large, he should be given helpers, that with their 
assistance he may calmly perform the duties of his office.  18Necessary items are 
to be requested and given at the proper times, 19so that no one may be disquieted 
or distressed in the house of God. 

  
We usually think of greed as a vice of individuals who are overly concerned about their own 
property and wealth. But in community settings there is the danger of a kind of greed that can 
creep in under various disguises. It can take the form of an over-identification with the 
monastery's patrimony or as misplaced love and generosity, as if nothing could be too good for 
the community. There can also be a desire to make an impact or to make one's importance felt. 
So, Benedict insists over and over in the Rule that we need to avoid any kind of exaltation. To 
warn the cellarer against greed is a reminder of this basic principle. And, in case the reader has 
not yet got the point, Benedict drives it home by saying, "Above all, let him be humble."  
  
The injunction to "do everything with moderation and according to the abbot's orders" runs along 
the same lines: a big part of humility is to know and accept one's place in the community. A key 
word here is presumption, which means taking on more responsibility or power than one has 
been given by the community. A cellarer who is humble, who knows his duty and knows his 
place, will naturally "take care of all that the abbot entrusts to him, and not presume to do what 
the abbot has forbidden." 
  



The section we saw last week presented the scenario of monks making unreasonable requests to 
the cellarer. This section presents a similar scenario but emphasizes more the fact that sometimes 
the cellarer is dealing with a lack of resources, whether in terms of goods or human resources. 
When he has to say no, he is to offer a kind word. On one hand it has to do with humility, 
answering in a way not intended to make his power felt. On the other hand, it recalls what was 
said earlier about care for his own soul. If he is humble, a man of prayer, and attentive to the 
Word of God, he will have a good word to offer. Perhaps, on a deeper level, Benedict sees this 
"best gift" as giving the Word, conveying Christ through what is said and done in the monastery.  
  
Benedict depicts the inhabitants of the monastery as "little ones," people susceptible to being 
"led astray," or, more literally, "scandalized," which means to be tripped up or thrown off 
balance. The cellarer needs to be careful not to cause them any distress. But Benedict is also 
aware that the cellarer is among the little ones in the sense that he too has his limits. So, he is to 
be given the help he needs. The goal in all these cases is "that no one may be disquieted or 
distressed in the house of God."  
  
Sr. Aquinata Böckmann sums up this chapter beautifully: 
  

The content of RB 31 is an illustration and actualization of RB 72. The cellarer is 
a man of good zeal who reverently stands before the brothers (72.4) and bears 
even their unreasonable requests with patience (72.5), puts himself in their place, 
loves them selflessly as brothers (72.8), and looks out for what benefits them 
(72.7). This attitude of the cellarer is also rooted in his relationship with Christ 
and God (72.11; 31.9). 
As stated regarding 31.13, the cellarer's entire being and acting presupposes 
chapter 7 on humility. RB 31 is a mirror of RB that accompanies the monks on 
the spiritual journey, away from vices and toward the fear of God and on to 
wisdom, from humility on to love. It shows Benedict's orientation toward 
community. Safeguarding the order of creation also is linked to love of neighbor 
and the option for the poor. 

~~~~~~~~ 
 


