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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (2) 

 

The next section in this chapter emphasizes what are traditionally called 

the “works of mercy,” which require us to be other-centered. But, as a kind 

of introduction to this section, Benedict emphasizes the need to leave the 

self behind, in order then to be free for these works of mercy. This 

arrangement of the material is instructive: renunciation is not merely for 

the sake of spiritual athletics or heroics; renunciation is a necessary first 

step in view of a greater good. Here is the text: 

 

10”Renounce yourself in order to follow Christ,” (Matt 16:24; Luke 

9:23); 

11”discipline your body,” (1 Cor 9:27); 

12do not pamper yourself, 

13but love fasting. 

14You must relieve the lot of the poor, 

15”clothe the naked, 

16visit the sick,” (Matt 25:36), 

17and bury the dead. 

18Go to help the troubled 

19and console the sorrowing. 

 

The first verse in this section encapsulates the dynamic of the whole: first, a 

negative command is given (renounce yourself), and then the positive 



purpose is stated (in order to follow Christ). The renunciations are needed 

to free the heart to “follow Christ,” which here means both to do as he 

commands and to act as he did. It is worth noting that this is the only 

occurrence in the Rule of the expression “to follow Christ.” Benedict does 

not seem to use it as a general description of discipleship as was the case 

with Jesus’ first followers. In other places the verb “to follow” is used in the 

very concrete sense of pursuing and attaining. For instance in the Prologue 

(v. 17), the Lord is calling the newcomer to “seek after peace and pursue 

it.” Early commentators equated these verses: Christ is Peace, and we must 

seek and strive after that Peace. 

 

The renunciations here have to do with the body, with pleasures, and with 

food. Translated here as “discipline the body,” Benedict’s expression is 

corpus castigare. The root of the verb here is the same as we find in the 

words chaste or to chastise. So renouncing oneself has to do simultaneously 

with purity and with order or discipline. Then comes “do not pamper 

yourself” or, translated more literally, “do not embrace pleasures.” The idea 

is not flatly to disqualify pleasures: the issue is the holding on to them, an 

excessive attachment to them. Life brings successive waves of more or less 

pleasant and more or less painful experiences. We live well in the body if we 

are thankful for pleasures and patient with hardships. To pamper oneself is 

to skew this balance and ultimately to live outside of reality. And the third 

renunciation here is “to love fasting.” Later in this same chapter Benedict 

will use the similar expression “to love chastity.” In both cases the choice of 

words is enlightening: these are meant to be chosen renunciations, which we 

take on gladly. It’s a very different scenario from someone who fasts with a 



self-righteous attitude or out of grim determination. Ultimately what we 

love is the good we are seeking and hoping for: we are glad to renounce 

whatever would get in the way.  

 

Looked at together, these renunciations have to do mostly with the 

common discipline of the monastery. To the extent that we gladly accept 

the limitations that this discipline places on our time and on our choices, we 

will experience the freeing benefits of renunciation. On the other hand, to 

the extent that we shirk these limitations or look for various sorts of perks, 

we remain stuck in self-centeredness.  

 

The works of mercy that now follow require a degree of empathy with those 

who need mercy: only through the experience of the renunciations can we 

relate personally with the poor, sick, troubled, and sorrowful. These works 

of mercy—all biblical in origin—require little comment. I would simply like 

to point out two expressions that underscore the attitudes Benedict would 

have us cultivate here. 

 

The recommendation to “relieve the lot of the poor” is hard to translate. 

The Latin is pauperes recreare, and it is the only time this verb occurs in 

the Rule. “To recreate” the poor can mean to refresh or feed or even 

entertain them, as in the parable of inviting the poor to the banquet. It has 

to do with giving them what they need, but perhaps even more so with 

renewing them and giving them new strength. Again, the key here is 

empathy. The better we sense what has the other down, the better we will 

know what it takes to revive that person’s spirit. 

 



A similar comment can be made about the command “go to help the 

troubled.” Again, the verb occurs only here in the Rule, subvenire, literally 

‘to come from below’. It is actually a beautiful image: to help or support 

someone who is troubled or experiencing hardship is only possible if we come 

to them from beneath, that is from a stance of humility and empathy. 

 

So, here we have the general sweep of this section of chapter 4: it goes from 

renunciation of self to helping others in an authentic way, which is possible 

only if we have taken on the stance of the humble Christ.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

 


