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RB 5 on Obedience (3) 

 

We now come to the heart of this chapter on obedience. Here is the text: 

 

10It is love that impels them to pursue everlasting life; 11therefore, 

they are eager to take the narrow road of which the Lord says, 

“Narrow is the road that leads to life,” (Matt 7:14).  12They no 

longer live by their own judgment, giving in to their whims and 

appetites; rather they walk according to another’s decisions and 

directions, choosing to live in monasteries and to have an abbot over 

them.  13Men of this resolve unquestionably conform to the saying of 

the Lord:  “I have come not to do my own will, but the will of him 

who sent me” (John 6:38). 

 

Although Benedict speaks in the plural, this section focuses on the inner 

disposition specific to each monk. On the narrow road there are people 

going before us and people coming after us, but we are not side by side 

when walking this road or when going through the eye of the needle. Each 

monk pronounces his own vows, and therefore must make and own the 

basic choices for himself: not to walk by his own judgement alone, not to 

give in to his whims and appetites; to accept others’ decisions and 

directions, to choose to live in the monastery, to choose to have superiors 

over him. And yet, even if the road is narrow and even if the brother has to 

choose for himself, he is not radically alone. Not only does he have 

companions in front and behind, but, most importantly, he has the inner 

companionship of the One he is imitating: “Men of this resolve 



unquestionably conform to the saying of the Lord:  ‘I have come not to do 

my own will, but the will of him who sent me.’” This conformity with Jesus 

in his conformation to the Father’s will is at the heart of obedience. 

 

The final section of the chapter shifts the perspective to the community or 

social context of the exercise of obedience. Here is the text: 

 

14This very obedience, however, will be acceptable to God and 

agreeable to men only if compliance with what is commanded is not 

cringing or sluggish or half-hearted, but free from any grumbling or 

any reaction of unwillingness.  15For the obedience shown to superiors 

is given to God, as he himself said:  “Whoever listens to you, listens to 

me,” (Luke 10:16).  16Furthermore, the disciples’ obedience must be 

given gladly, for, “God loves a cheerful giver,” (2 Cor 9:7).  17If a 

disciple obeys grudgingly and grumbles, not only aloud but also in his 

heart, 18then, even though he carries out the order, his action will not 

be accepted with favor by God, who sees that he is grumbling in his 

heart.  19He will have no reward for service of this kind; on the 

contrary, he will incur punishment for grumbling, unless he changes 

for the better and makes amends. 

 

If we read this paragraph with Cistercian eyes, there are two key words 

that stand out, words that occur over and over again in the writings of 

Bernard and Aelred. Unfortunately they do not come through so well in 

translation. The first word is dulcis, sweet, translated here as ‘agreeable’. 

When exercised well, a monk’s obedience will be acceptable to God and 

sweet to his brothers. The emphasis here is on the impact each monk makes 

on his community: ideally he makes life more agreeable, sweeter, for those 

around him. But he can only do so if he acts willingly, gladly, and 

wholeheartedly. The main sign of these inner attitudes is what those around 



him see and hear: good obedience is “free from any grumbling or any 

reaction of unwillingness.”  

 

The second word that stands out for a Cistercian reader is hilaris, ‘cheerful’. 

The verse from 2 Cor 9:7 that Benedict cites—“God loves a cheerful 

giver”—is one of Saint Bernard’s favorites, coming up over 20 times in his 

works. In fact, it is one of the characteristics that show the authenticity of 

a monk’s life in general and in particular with regard to obedience and 

other central practices. In Sermon 6 for the Ascension, he compares and 

contrasts fervent and lukewarm monks with a vivid depiction of each. The 

“irresolute and lax,” he describes in this way: 

 

Their gladness is listless, and their grief irresolute. For them 

compunction is fleeting and infrequent, their pondering sense-bound, 

their way of life lukewarm, their obedience lacking dedication, their 

speech imprudent, their prayer lacking the heart’s intention. [And 

that’s the lighter part of the passage!] (Asc 6.7; CF 53:61) 

 

Monks who are alive and life-giving he describes this way: 

 

Truly you can observe in nearly all religious communities men filled 

with consolation and overflowing with great joy. They are always 

pleasant and cheerful; fervent in spirit, they meditate day and night 

on God’s law. . . . They carefully watch over their consciences and are 

dedicated to the pursuit of good deeds. To them discipline seems 

worthy of love, fasting sweet, vigils brief, and manual labor pleasant. 

In sum, every austerity in this way of life seems invigorating to them. 

(Asc 6.7; CF 53:60-61) 

 



What Bernard is describing here is what Benedict is aiming for in the final 

chapters of the Rule, where he emphasizes mutual obedience and good zeal. 

As I mentioned when introducing Benedict’s chapter 5, the best way to 

read it is from the perspective of those final chapters of the Rule. In a way, 

the whole of this chapter in obedience is summed up in the expression 

Benedict borrows from Saint Paul: “God loves a cheerful giver.” 

 

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

 
 


