Abstract

The paper deals with chapters 31.-34. 39-40 & 58-59 from the Rule of St. Benedict, these being chapters that deal with the relationship of humans and material goods & applies mimetic theory to these chapters. 

The concept of ownership of material goods is examined, noting ways that communal ownership & receiving use of materials from the abbot offers breaks on acquisitive mimesis. 

Examines the distinction between receiving what one needs as opposed to receiving what one desires. Draws attention to intrinsic value of material object as distinguished from distortions caused by envy & acquisitive mimesis. 

Examines stewardship of material goods, featuring an analysis of chapter 31, on the cellarer of the monastery. 

"material goods are not intended to be fought over, but to be "cared for." 

The importance of building up positive human relationships through right use of material goods in stressed.
STEWARDSHIP OF MATERIAL GOODS

Chapters 31-34, 39-40, 54-55, 58-59

by Andrew Marr, OSB

Acquisitive mimesis often manifests itself when a material object becomes a bone of contention between two people. The desire that one person has for a particular object inflames the desire of another, and that inflamed desire further inflames the first person’s desire until their mutually inflamed desires spin out of control. One way of attempting to prevent this escalation of mimetic desire is to take away the object. The reasoning is that if there is nothing to fight over, there will be no fight. If the problem, however, is a mimetic process, then removal of the object may not be decisive.  Since the “bone of contention” tends to disappear in the heat of advanced contention, such removal may be worse than useless. If that is so, then the key to preventing an escalation of acquisitive mimesis is to redirect the process that occurs around material objects rather than remove the material objects themselves.

When Benedict begins chapter 33 “Whether the Monks should consider anything their own” with the stern insistence that “this vice in particular must be torn up by the roots,” (33:1) it seems that  Benedict is trying to solve the problem of acquisitive mimesis by taking away all objects. However, in the very next sentence, Benedict goes on to say that one should not “presume to give or receive anything without the abbot’s permission.” (33:2) Clearly, Poverty is not defined by Benedict as the absence of material goods. Rather, poverty is defined by the process surrounding these material objects. Fundamental to the process enjoined by Benedict is that the initiative for having the use a material object comes not from the person who has it in hand or needs it or wants it, but from somebody else. It is not that monks are forbidden to have use of a book, writing tablet or stylus. What is forbidden is that a monk should make a unilateral decision as to acquire them. That decision is put into the hands of another, the abbot. 

It is significant that Benedict’s examples of material objects are all things that are needed for personal use. It would not be practical for a monk to have to borrow one writing tablet or another from a common store every time there is need for one. One has to have the constant availability not only of certain pencils and pens and, in these days, computers and their programs as well in order to perform one’s duties for the sake of the common life. In fact, far from legislating the absence of objects, Benedict legislates their presence in the form of provision made by the abbot. When Benedict returns to this subject in Chapter 55, he again uses the phrase that this vice should be “rooted out,” (55:18) but the way the abbot roots out this vice is by providing generously all things that are needed so as to “remove all pretext and want.” (55:19)

Benedict puts added stress on the importance of the abbot as provider by forbidding monastics to receive gifts from “relatives or other people” or to “exchange them among themselves.” (54:1) Even here, it is not so much a matter of having or not having any gifts at all, but a matter of permission. Theoretically, an abbot could give a blanket permission to the members of the community to receive small gifts from family or friends, as is often the case today, but the point is that these gifts are received in the context of a common life and they are still provided by the abbot just as much as any other material good granted for a monk to use. Benedict stresses the communal dimension to the reception of gifts by giving the abbot the power to give a gift received by one of the monks to any other monk he wishes. The potential abuse of this provision is obvious enough and it is known to have happened. In an example I once heard about, an abbot took a typewriter given to a monk as a Christmas present and kept it for himself after giving that monk his old typewriter. In such a case, one cannot help but doubt that this abbot was motivated by devotion to the common life! Kardong observes that “the abbot is not a Medici prince but rather a steward of the Lord’s justice to the needy and the poor.” (Kardong p. 438) As we shall see, the main concern here is that the abbot see to the real and legitimate needs of each member of the community and provide for them. 

If one gains possession of an object after inflaming another’s desire for that object, and then seizing it for oneself, one is apt to assume a proprietary right over the seized object. This sort of possession of an object is considered presumptuous by Benedict. However, possession of that same object by way of receiving it from the hands of another, is not presumption. When one so receives an object, it has not been gained at another’s expense. The process of using material objects, then, is rooted in obedience. If property is held in common, then the use each person makes of that property is made in connection with everybody else in the community. Benedict shows how deep this dispossession of the process must go when he says that monastics have “neither their bodies nor their own wills at their own disposal.” (33:4) Material objects or no material objects, we fall into acquisitive mimesis when we presume to take a proprietary relationship to our own desires. That is, we insist that our desires belong to us and we are going to hang on to them. In this way, we can hoard desires just as easily as we can hoard material possessions. Such hoarding is presumption and it destroys community.

It is an often-noted paradox about monastic poverty that, although the individual person has no legal title to property, the institution often has considerable property and resources. This situation is more in line with Benedict’s intentions than against it. It is not the case that Benedict wants the monks to have nothing at all, but rather that what they have is received as a bounty from communal resources. Penury does not help a monastery fulfill its mission; it only hinders it. There must be sufficient material resources to create choir books and to have reading material for personal study. Otherwise, monastics will not be able to worship and reflect on the Word of God. Likewise, ministry to guests becomes impossible if there are not the resources to feed and house them. Monasteries today need automobiles, for example, not only for communal errands but in order to provide transportation for guests to and from buses, trains, and airplanes. A monastic who likes to read will likely have far more books available than that person could collect with personal resources only. However, there is also a great difference between feeling an sense of ownership over one or two bookcases and having no sense of ownership whatever over a hundred bookcases. Here, the relationship between labor and material goods is turned on its head. Usually, one considers labor a means of earning the buying power to possess certain objects of desire. In a monastic setting, however, labor and use of material objects are separated. The community takes responsibility for providing human sustenance and the community assigns tasks that are to be done. Labor has no earning power and bread is provided without its being earned. In this way, human labor is free to focus on the intrinsic value of the work itself, disentangled from the complications of mimetic desire.

In Benedict’s instructions on how the abbot should provide for the community, the fundamental values are moderation and flexibility. Because “each person is endowed by God with a special gift, some this, some that” Benedict says that it is “with some uneasiness that we lay down rules for the consumption of others.” (40: 1-2) The quote from 1 Corinthians 7:7 is very important for how individual asceticism relates to the common life. For one thing, the ability to abstain is a gift of God, a gift that varies from person to person. Kardong says “Benedict does not expect anyone to transcend their natural endowment to exercise heroic virtue.” (Kardong, p. 328) One effect of the common life is that basic decisions of diet and clothing are made for the members of the community. When certain foods are served in certain quantities, these servings are normative for all. This practice puts a brake on the mimetic problems that arise when people compete with each other over their ascetic practice. Paradoxically, the absence of any objects, especially something as basic as food, becomes the occasion for mimetic rivalry when people try to outfast each other and thus gain prominence through their abstinence. This phenomenon of competitiveness among ascetics furnishes impressive confirmation of Girard’s notion that the problem of mimetic rivalry lies not in objects but in the process among people around the objects. The quote from First Corinthians treats abstinence as a gift from God, not an accomplishment by human beings. The quality and quantity of food that each person consumes, then, should be governed, not by relationships with other people, but by each person’s relationship with God. That is, one does not limit oneself to one crust of bread a day so as to eat less than one who eats two crusts a day. Rather, the one who eats just the one crust has been given that gift of abstinence by God.

In providing for a common life, Benedict does not understand equality as giving every member of the community the same things in the same quantity. Rather, provision is made for the individual needs of each person. This practice is not intended to allow favoritism of any kind (“God forbid!” Benedict exclaims) but rather to show “sympathy for weaknesses.” (34: 2) Once again, the emphasis is laid on discerning what each person genuinely needs and what gifts of abstinence each person has. Such discernment must not be entangled in relationships between members of the community who compare what each receives and does not receive and then fight over the spoils. The formula Benedict offers for keeping all members at peace is that “one who needs less should thank God and not be sad. And whoever needs more should be humble about his weaknesses and not gloat over the mercy shown him.” (34: 3-4) The latter point here is especially important because it is easy for a person who receives even a small variance from the usual fare to feel special in relationship to everybody else. A special plate at dinner, for example, does not need to be better than what everybody else gets, it only needs to be different. If members of the community compare their relative benefits with each other, the usual result is the dangerous vice of murmuring. It is important that the abbot not be swayed by murmuring, but rather should “pay attention to the weaknesses of the needy and not the bad will of the envious.” (55:21) Kardong indicates that “if the monks have what they need, they have no reason to fret about the apparent favoritism being lavished on others.” (Kardong, p. 450) Envy and consequent murmuring are prevented through attention to the actual needs of each person. This attention must be exercised by the abbot, of course, but each member of the community must also remain focused on their genuine personal needs so as to prevent wanting something because somebody else has been granted it.

Although Benedict’s flexibility is intended as a means to meet various individual needs in the community, this value is often a concession towards human weakness. This sympathy for weakness as an overriding concern in arranging the affairs of the monastery is perhaps most clearly stated in Chapter 48, which covers manual labor. After laying out the daily work schedule, and then noting that the work load or poverty might require even more labor at times, Benedict concludes by saying that “everything should be arranged in moderation because of the faint-hearted.” (49:9) Benedict also states clearly that it is usually on account of weakness that some people need more than others. Likewise, two cooked dishes should be provided at each meal as another concession to weakness. In the matter of the wine allowance, Benedict seems to see a communal, perhaps even a cultural, weakness that must be accommodated. He says that earlier monastic writings have stated that wine is not a drink suited for monks but, “since monks in our day cannot be convinced of this, let us at least agree not to drink to excess, but sparingly.” (40:6) Abbots today experience much the same thing, not only in regards to wine or beer, but to coffee, candy, junk foods, etc. In all these things, concessions need to be sufficiently moderate so as to maintain an overall healthy diet without any excess. Benedict’s stress on humility in regard to weaknesses is important. These weaknesses must not be used as an occasion for pride over special treatment. Rather, one should be truthful about seeing weaknesses for what they are. More important, the weaknesses of others should not be occasions for assuming dominance or scornful attitudes towards others. 

Benedict stresses the need for flexibility by requiring that not one but “two cooked dishes are enough for the daily meal.” (39:1) The reason for two cooked dishes is to provide for “the weaknesses of various persons.” The weaknesses here are probably the unwillingness to eat certain things or health matters where a doctor has proscribed some foods. When Benedict goes on to suggest that fruit and vegetables be added when possible and describes the allowance of bread as “generous,” it again becomes clear that Benedict is far from advocating an asceticism of starvation. In fact, if the quantity of vigorous work is great, such as long hours harvesting in the fields, then the monks should be given even more than this normal allowance. Likewise, the abbot may increase the wine allowance “if local circumstances or the workload or the heat of summer demand more.” (40:5) Benedict shows the same underlying concern of matching individual needs by recommending that children be “treated with consideration” and be served at earlier times than the adults. (37: 3) (Thus, they are served less at the main meal because of the earlier feeding granted them in Chapter 35.) In the matter of clothing, Benedict prescribes the allowance in considerable detail, but only after reminding us that “clothing should be given to the brothers suitable to the circumstances and the climate of the place where they live.” (55:1)

It should also be noted that the two cooked dishes are considered enough and not too much. “Frugality must be maintained in all cases.” (39: 10) Benedict sternly warns that gluttony must be avoided “and the monk never surprised by indigestion.” (39: 7) Likewise, the abbot must be “constantly vigilant that excess and drunkenness do not creep in.” (40: 6) Kardong is surely right that Benedict’s rhetoric is exaggerated when he says that “there is nothing as out of place in a Christian life as gluttony is,” (39: 8) since lack of charity is really the most serious sin for a Christian! However, the two can easily go together if acquisitive mimesis over/against other members of the community is acted out in the dining hall! 

When material goods are provided rather than earned, when they are used but not owned, then the key value for handling these material goods is stewardship. It is significant that the image of the steward figures in many of Jesus’ parables, as this image indicates a person who does not own anything, but is responsible for the proper use of many things. In Chapter 32, Benedict enjoins the abbot to “choose brothers of reliable life and habits” and entrust them with the monastery’s tools “to be cared for and collected.” (32: 1-2) That the monastic entrusted with this responsibility must be “reliable” indicates that personal character is an important element for the right use of material goods. More important, material goods are not intended to be fought over, but to be “cared for.” Attention is diverted from the desires of other people and the affect of those desires on oneself, and is channeled towards the object itself and the “needs” of that object. Benedict sternly prescribes that anyone who “neglects the goods of the monastery or fails to keep them clean” should be reprimanded and, if he does not improve, subjected to further punishment. (32:4)  This discipline of stewardship is essential for the sake of the common life and it requires genuine concern for others beyond self-interest. Here, an individual who personally owns material goods has a greater motivation to take care of possessions because the economical impact of poor stewardship is immediate and palpable for anybody with, at best, normal, moderate resources. Extra car repair bills resulting from poor maintenance will translate into less food on the table or fewer recreational items. The resources of an institution such as a monastery are such that a member does not usually feel the consequences of poor treatment of tools so sharply, although hurting the common purse does hurt every individual. Likewise, caring for material goods as a means of caring for other people is an imperative imposed on all of us by ecological concerns today. We are easily lulled into thinking that we can take anything we want from the planet, when we want it, as long as we don’t feel the pinch ourselves. But, as Kardong reminds us, we must realize “that the earth’s resources are not unlimited and need to be carefully marshaled if future generations are not to live an impoverished existence.” (Kardong, p. 268)

Benedict’s theology and spirituality of stewardship is most systematically laid out in Chapter 31, “the Qualities of the Cellarer.” In the structure of the Rule as we have it, this chapter introduces the subject of stewardship and the concrete applications that follow. I have reversed this process by examining the applications so that this chapter is now used as the climax and summation of what has gone before in this essay. The cellarer is presented as a delegate of the abbot who is given responsibility for the distribution, use, and care of all the material goods of the monastery. This position has the potential to diminish the abbot’s role as provider for the community, but Benedict speaks to this danger by specifying that the cellarer is appointed by the abbot and, more important, the cellarer should “do nothing without the abbot’s order.” (31:4) Even so, it is imperative that this responsibility be delegated or the abbot will fall into micromanagement, a vice that seriously disrupts the functioning of an institution. Today, the resources requiring management are usually too great for one person to assume responsibility for all of them and the cellarer’s job is normally parceled out to several members of the community. To the practical advantages of this sort of arrangement are added the spiritual benefit that comes from every person being on the receiving end of provisions provided by others. The abbot, for example, although ultimately responsible for seeing that everything needed is provided, receives the common servings of food prepared by the cooks just like everybody else.

Before enumerating the duties of the cellarer, Benedict provides a thorough list of personal characteristics required of the person who holds this post. The cellarer “should be a wise person, of mature character and well disciplined,” who should “not be gluttonous, arrogant, violent, unfair, stingy or wasteful.” (31:1) Further on, Benedict says that the cellarer “must not hold anything as negligible.” He should neither “be controlled by avarice,” nor “should he waste or dissipate the goods of the monastery,” but he should “take a balanced approach to everything.” (31: 11-12) We have here, of course a character description for any good and responsible person. By hooking these qualities of discipline, maturity and wisdom to the use of material goods, Benedict demonstrates the importance of developing character through the way we use these material goods. These qualities require the renunciation of mimetic desire for objects, just as we inflame mimetic desire by being “gluttonous, arrogant, violent, unfair, stingy or wasteful.” What Benedict wants in a cellarer, then, is a person who is sufficiently free of mimetic desire as to be able to model proper stewardship of material goods for the community.

This chapter stresses the important point that material objects can only be properly cared for when the people who use them are properly cared for. Far from desiring to possess anything, the cellarer should want to provide for others. “He should take care of everyone.” (31:3) “He should give the brothers their established allotment of food without arrogance or delay so as not to scandalize them.” (31:16) Benedict then goes on to quote from Matthew 18:16 regarding the fate of those who scandalize Christ’s “little ones.” Here, Benedict, like Christ himself, is aiming for a reversal of the mimetic process around objects. When the object is a bone of contention between two people, it becomes a stumbling block (a scandal) between them. A cellarer who withholds what should be given out or gives it out in a haughty way is using that material as a stumbling block. On the contrary, the object given out should be the occasion of binding people together. Kardong suggests that “since the monks are strictly dependent for their physical existence on these rations, the term ‘little ones’ is fitting. It is cruel and perverse to make them suffer any humiliation in the process.” (Kardong p. 265) 

There is, of course, much more to the right treatment of other people than simply refraining from giving out ill treatment of them. The cellarer should be “like the father to the whole community,” (31:2) one who “should lavish great care on the sick, the children, the guests and the poor,” i.e. the most helpless people who present themselves. If a person should engage in mimetic desire over material goods and “demand something from him in an unreasonable way, he should not crush him with a rebuke, but deny the obnoxious petitioner in a reasonable and humble manner.” (31:7) Here is a clear instance of Benedict requiring the renunciation of retaliatory behavior. Even if a person starts a mimetic shouting match, the cellarer must not respond in kind but should attempt to wean the petitioner from a disordered desire with gentleness. Holding off an importunate person requires the humility to swallow the other person’s anger and not try to “win” a row over the improper request. Likewise, it takes humility to admit that, even for a reasonable request, the resources to meet it are not always available at the time. If the cellarer cannot give what is asked for, he should “at least return a friendly word.” (31:13) Kardong goes on to point out that “this is one of those passages that reveal that Benedict knew well the little things that make community life possible and bearable. No matter how poor or affluent a monastery is, if there is widespread gentleness and kindness, it is a rich community.” (Kardong, p. 264) 

Benedict adds a theological dimension to the handling of material goods when he says that the cellarer “should consider the pots of the monastery and all its goods as if they were the holy bowls of the altar.” (31: 10) What this means is that worship is the prime teacher of how we are to live, and it is worship that sets the standards for how we should act in all of life. The care that we take with the altar vessels is the care that we should take with anything else we have occasion to use. The sense that we are using God’s chalice and God’s paten in the Eucharist should carry over into a sense that everything we use belongs ultimately to God and, whether we have legal title to certain things or not, we are steward’s of God’s creation and not the owners of certain things we happen to possess. Given the importance of treating other people well in relationship to material goods, this admonition of Benedict surely ought to be extended to people so that we will attempt to treat them as if they were vessels of the altar, which is surely what is involved in seeing Christ in other people. “Whether or not Benedict is aware of it, he is in effect describing the monastery as a locus of realized eschatology.” (Kardong, p.263) 

