
RB 54: Receiving Letters or Other Items 
  
The title given this chapter in RB 80 is clear and simple: “Letters or Gifts for 
Monks.” Benedict’s title is not so clear and simple. To translate literally the title is: 
“Whether a monk should receive letters or anything [else].” And since the first 
word of the text is negative—nullatenus, ‘by no means...’—this is not one of the 
more attractive chapters of the Rule. At first sight it can seem distant and 
impractical, but an attentive reading of RB 54 in context does in fact reinforce 
some of the central teachings of the Rule. Here is the text: 
  

In no circumstances is a monk allowed, unless the abbot says he may, to 
exchange letters, blessed tokens or small gifts of any kind, with his parents 
or anyone else, or with a fellow monk.  2He must not presume to accept gifts 
sent him even by his parents without previously telling the abbot.  3If the 
abbot orders acceptance, he still has the power to give the gift to whom he 
will; 4and the brother for whom it was originally sent must not be distressed, 
“lest occasion be given to the devil,” (Eph 4:27; 1 Tim 5:14).  5Whoever 
presumes to act otherwise will be subjected to the discipline of the rule. 

  
In terms of context, it is helpful to remember that this chapter occurs near the 
beginning of the third part of the Rule, which deals especially with how the 
community relates to the world around it. The chapters around this one have to do 
with guests, newcomers, visiting monks, etc. So, we should read the provisions of 
RB 54 less from the point of view of the individual monk than from what is at 
stake here for the life of the community. As if to underscore this perspective, the 
chapter contains two warnings against presumption, a key concept in the Rule. 
To presume here usually means that an individual places his own judgment before 
that of the Rule or the persons entrusted with interpreting the Rule in the 
community. Concretely, here it would mean for a monk to claim it as a 
personal right to receive anything given him.  
  
From an even wider context, this chapter seems to echo two values emphasized 
over and over in the Rule: simplicity of life, on one hand, and the distribution of 
goods according to need, on the other. 
  
Unregulated reception of gifts could potentially impact the overall lifestyle of the 
community. At worst, monks could routinely look to friends and family to get what 
they need or want. Applied to our day, two key practices need to be emphasized. 
First, to get what you need through the normal channels of the community. It may 
take more time; it may be inconvenient; but operating this way helps keep us 



honest in discerning what our real needs are. The second practice to emphasize 
here is transparency. In Benedict’s day, gifts or money were passed hand to hand. 
In our day, the circulation of money can be outwardly invisible, and goods often 
move anonymously through the mail. If we are consistent about going through the 
community for what we need, the appropriate people in the community will know 
what we are getting, where it comes from, and how much it costs. When we find 
ourselves resisting these apparent limitations to our freedom or working around 
them, we are moving into the presumption against which Benedict warns us. 
  
One senses also in this chapter Benedict’s sensitivity to the atmosphere of the 
house. It is inevitable that a few members of the community have more outside 
contacts than the others and thus more opportunities for the kind of giving and 
receiving described in this chapter. Tensions arise when those few people use that 
situation for personal benefit or operate parallel to the community. Benedict’s 
provision for intervening in decisions about what can be received and to whom it is 
directed is meant to avoid such imbalances. It would be a mistake to see RB 54 
merely as abbatial overreach in petty matters.  
  
Coming back to the title of the chapter, it is perhaps significant that it is phrased as 
a question: “Whether a monk should receive letters or anything [else].” The 
question is addressed to each of us, and each of us bears the responsibility for his 
decisions in this area and for the impact those decisions have on the spirit of the 
community. 
 


