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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (6) 
 
Before the Advent and Christmas seasons came along, I was commenting on chapter 4 of the Rule 
On the Instruments of Good Works. The next series in that chapter is particularly suited to Lent, so 
this is a good time to take it up again. The text reads: 
 
41Place your hope in God alone. 42If you notice something good in yourself, give credit to God, not 
to yourself, 43but be certain that the evil you commit is always your own and yours to acknowledge.  
 
Lent is a time of seriousness, of looking honestly at ourselves. What we have here is a pointed 
reminder to take full responsibility for our way of life. There is an interesting contrast in these lines 
between the mentality of the Rule of the Master and the Rule of Benedict. The Master gives a fair 
amount of credit to human effort in doing good and in gaining merit. He also sees the devil at work in 
human evil-doing. Benedict takes the more radical stance. God alone is good. God’s goodness is the 
source of any goodness in us, and to do evil is to act apart from that goodness. 
 
There is no room for rationalization in this perspective. Lent is a good time to challenge the 
rationalizations—large and small—that we rely on for the less-than-zealous way we are living out our 
vocation. Benedict would have us radically dependent on God for the good we do and radically 
responsible for the wrong we do. 
 
He goes on: 
 
44Live in fear of judgment day 45and have a great horror of hell.  46Yearn for everlasting life with 
holy desire.  47Day by day remind yourself that you are going to die.  
 
This kind of language rubs most twenty-first-century people the wrong way. The tendency in our 
times is to edit out negativity, harshness, and especially talk of mortality. Even burial practices seek 
to minimize the impact of death, keeping it at a safe distance. But to live in reality is to face both the 
good news and the hard news as it comes. Is there something I need to face this Lent? 
 
Benedict is not being morbid here. The overall sweep of the Rule in general and of this chapter in 
particular shows that his approach is energetic, purposeful, other-centered, and God-centered. And 
in any case his starkest reminders about remembering judgement day appear in his chapters on the 
abbot, as a way of underscoring his responsibility. Here Benedict places before us the sober realities 
of our limited time and of our responsibility. More importantly he reminds us to look beyond this life. 
Just as he tells us to look forward to holy Easter during Lent, so too our whole lives should be 
characterized by spiritual desire and yearning for life without end. Perhaps by avoiding thoughts of 
death and the hereafter we are in fact depriving ourselves of this dimension of yearning and desire 
that could potentially enrich our spiritual lives. As if to ground this other-worldly perspective in daily 
life, Benedict goes on: 
 
48Hour by hour keep careful watch over all you do, 49aware that God’s gaze is upon you, wherever 
you may be.  50As soon as wrongful thoughts come into your heart, dash them against Christ and 
disclose them to your spiritual father.  
 



The best way to short-circuit rationalization is to disclose our thoughts. The image of dashing them 
against the rock that is Christ is a graphic depiction of how beneficial such disclosure is. The reason 
we get into the labyrinth of rationalizations in the first place is that we see our thoughts as private 
and hidden. Awareness of God looking on need not be a negative experience, as if God were a spy. 
To live under the benevolent gaze of God—that is, in the benevolent light of the truth—is actually a 
great liberation. 
 
The section ends with an echo of what we heard from Isaac of Stella last week: 
 
52Guard your lips from harmful or deceptive speech 53and speak no foolish chatter, nothing just to 
provoke laughter; 54do not love immoderate or boisterous laughter.  
 
For Isaac, these were the symptoms of living outside of oneself. In this context, they are the 
symptoms of failing in the points Benedict has just mentioned.  
 
To sum up this section: 
The way we speak and express ourselves reveals something of our inner life. The quality of that 
inner life depends on our level of awareness. We truly inhabit ourselves and live in the truth the more 
we are lucid about our dependence on God, about our responsibility for our own thoughts and 
actions, and about our mortality. Most important of all is that our inner life becomes all the richer the 
more it is an open book before God, before our conscience, and, when needed, before a spiritual 
guide. 
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