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RB 34: Distribution of Goods According to Need 
  
The title of this chapter, like the previous one on private property, is stated as a question. 
Translated literally: “Whether everyone should receive needed things equally.” Since the value 
of equality receives such emphasis in modern society, our spontaneous answer might be in the 
affirmative, but Benedict’s answer is a resounding “NO.” Here is the text: 
  

It is written:  “Distribution was made to each one as he had need,” (Acts 4:35).  2By this 
we do not imply that there should be favoritism — God forbid — but rather consideration 
for weaknesses.  3Whoever needs less should thank God and not be distressed, 4but 
whoever needs more should feel humble because of his weakness, not self-important 
because of the kindness shown him.  5In this way all the members will be at peace.  6First 
and foremost, there must be no word or sign of the evil of grumbling, no manifestation of 
it for any reason at all.  7If, however anyone is caught grumbling, let him undergo more 
severe discipline. 

  
It is good to keep in mind that Benedict steps away from his usual source here. The Rule of the 
Master contains nothing along these lines. Benedict’s inspiration here is from Saint Augustine’s 
Rule, which generally places a great deal of importance on the unity and good morale of the 
community. 
  
In addition to the concept of distribution according to need with consideration for weaknesses, 
another idea of Augustine’s that comes through here has to do with our attitudes about who has 
how much compared to others. It has probably been a constant in most human groupings to 
categorize people according to how much they have. Our own societal context is not supportive 
of the idea that doing without is often a more virtuous choice and sometimes the most creative 
one. The dominant capitalist mentality equates having less with being less. Saint Augustine 
counters these tendencies with his axiom: “The richer are those who are strongest in doing 
without. It is better to need less than to have more.” 
  
So, when it comes to distribution of goods (along with distribution of opportunities, attention, 
etc.), the main question is not fairness or equal distribution. The main question is real need. 
Where there is a real need, it should be met simply, generously, and without judgement. Where 
there is no need or less need, as Benedict says, one should thank God and not be distressed. Keep 
in mind that doing without does not necessarily involve a grim sort of resignation. At its best it 
means making do with what you already have, which can stimulate resourcefulness and 
creativity.  
  
We can only embrace this ideal and assimilate this mentality if we opt to live in gratitude. Notice 
that Benedict’s title includes the word receive:“Whether everyone should receive needed things 
equally.” As Saint Paul says, we have nothing that we have not received. If we give gratuitously 
and receive with gratitude, we will be immune to comparisons and the need for a sort of leveling 



in the group. Equal distribution would in fact be mechanical and impersonal. Giving and 
receiving according to need requires knowing people well and paying attention to the uniqueness 
of each. Needing more, as Benedict sees it, usually has to do with infirmitas, ‘weakness’ or 
‘limitation’. He does not use this term in a judgmental way (as does the Rule of the Master). 
Benedict would have us learn to be discerning when it comes to infirmitas and need, that is, to 
avoid giving in to not-so-real needs without becoming suspicious of weaknesses and special 
needs. 
  
In terms of human relations, Benedict is steering a middle path between two extremes: on one 
hand a literal concept of equality that wants to keep everyone on the same level and, on the other 
hand, favoritism or “respect for persons,” to use the biblical expression, which arbitrarily creates 
inequalities. 
  
Peace can be found only in the middle ground between these extremes, and, in fact, Benedict’s 
main point in this chapter is found in verse 5: “In this way all the members will be at peace.” As 
a conclusion he reinforces the importance of peace by warning us about its monastic opposite, 
namely, murmuring.  
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