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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (7) 
 
Thanks to a few important emendations, Saint Benedict turned the next group of instruments 
into a miniature treatise on lectio divina. Here is the text: 
 

55Listen readily to holy reading, 
56and devote yourself often to prayer. 
57Every day with tears and sighs confess your past sins to God in prayer 
58and change from these evil ways in the future. 

 
What we have here is a simple scheme that is perhaps more true-to-life than some of the better 
known approaches to lectio: reading, prayer, compunction, and change. Each member of this 
scheme deserves a close look. 
 
“Listen readily to holy reading.” What Benedict inserts here is the adverb libenter, ‘gladly’, 
‘willingly’, or ‘with pleasure’. It is a word he uses in the first sentence of the Prologue: “. . . 
listen gladly to your father’s instructions.” The reading in question is a very general lectiones 
sanctas, ‘holy readings’, which can refer to the whole range of what is read in the monastery, 
whether during the liturgy or at other times. And since the common practice at the time was for 
people to read out loud, even alone, these are not necessarily public readings. What we hear 
gladly, we absorb and remember. To read gladly on one’s own also has the connotation of 
reading actively, eagerly, expecting to find something one is looking for or that one needs. So, 
Benedict is talking about active listening or reading as opposed to a passive, inattentive hearing 
or skimming over of a text. 
 
“And devote yourself often to prayer,” the text goes on. A literal translation would be ‘to incline 
yourself’ or ‘to bend forward’ in prayer, indicating a physical gesture accompanying the turning 
of the mind to God. So, we have an interplay here between words coming from without and 
words or movements of the heart coming from within—words received and words of response 
formulated inside. Just as this prayerful response need not always include a physical bending 
down, so too it does not necessarily always involve clearly formulated words. The main thing is 
that the reading leads beyond itself; the holy reading leads to the presence of the Holy. 
 
The next sentence hints at what these prayers might involve: “Every day with tears and sighs 
confess your past sins to God in prayer.” If reading and prayer are truly affecting the heart, then 
compunction is sure to follow. It would be a complete misunderstanding of Benedict and of the 
whole tradition he is drawing on to see these moments of confession as a morbid preoccupation 
with past sins, as if somehow one can never be sure of God’s pardon. On the contrary, confession 
of this kind goes hand in hand with the confession of praise, as the Fathers often put it. Reading 
that touches the heart brings us into touch with the history of our heart, that is, all the events, 
moments, and realizations that have shaped who we are. It is in fact praise to return in gratitude 
to a painful episode that led to real change in one’s life. In some cases, especially if our past sins 



had lasting effects on other people, the tears and sighs continue to be an appropriate part of the 
remembrance. Perhaps a positive restatement of this line would be “recall God’s mercy and the 
times you were most in need of it.” 
 
And the last sentence reads: “change from these evil ways in the future.” If the reading and 
prayer bring us back to the history of our heart, compunction and confession lead us forward into 
the future. To recall the wrong is to reaffirm the need for change; to recall the immaturity spurs 
one on to greater maturity; to recall the damage or pain caused in the past is motivation to avoid 
doing harm in the future. Change here does not mean simply to stop doing something wrong; to 
change is to engage in virtuous action, bettering oneself and doing better for others. 
 
So lectio divina, as presented in the Rule, is a process that leads from contemplation to action: 
reading—prayer—compunction—change. Although not as catchy as “ora et labora,” they give a 
more complete summation of the monastic way.  
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