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RB 5 on Obedience (2) 

 

The opening line of the chapter resonates with a refrain that comes up here 

and there in the Rule: “The first step of humility,” it says, “is unhesitating 

obedience, which comes naturally to those who cherish Christ above all.” It 

sounds a lot like “the love of Christ must come before all else” (RB 4.21) or 

“let them prefer nothing whatever to Christ” (RB 72.11). 

 

This behavior, and the attitude behind it, are said to “come naturally.” The 

meaning of the verb here is ‘to be consistent with,’ ‘to fit’. They are not 

conforming to exterior expectations; rather, they are acting in conformity 

with their inner life. And what distinguishes that inner life is the fact that 

they “cherish Christ above all.” The behavior reveals what is inside. In this 

case there is a real relationship with Christ inside. Christ is near this monk’s 

heart, and it shows in how he acts. 

  

The next lines also insist on the fundamental spiritual motivations for being 

in the monastery in the first place: “Because of the holy service they have 

professed, or because of dread of hell and for the glory of everlasting life, 

they carry out the superior’s order as promptly as if the command came 

from God himself.” This statement would be unacceptable if it were 

presented the other way around, that is to say, “you better obey the 

superior as if he were God . . . .” The emphasis, rather, is on the motivation 



deep in the heart of the monk. His obedient behavior is simply a 

confirmation of that interior disposition. Here we have a good reminder 

that we are not in the monastery for this life only. Our true horizon is 

eternal life, and awareness of that horizon helps us make the best choices in 

the present. That awareness also relativizes the many lesser matters that fill 

our days. The more deeply rooted we are in this eschatological perspective, 

the easier it is for us freely to choose to do another’s will for the sake of a 

greater good. 

 

The text then moves on to another emphasis in this chapter, that is, 

promptness:  

5The Lord says of men like this:  “No sooner did he hear than he 

obeyed me,” (Ps 17[18]: 45); 6again, he tells teachers, "Whoever 

listens to you, listens to me,” (Luke 10:16).  7Such people as these 

immediately put aside their own concerns, abandon their own will, 

8and lay down whatever they have in hand leaving it unfinished. 

 

The particular emphasis here stands out in the four verbs: put aside, 

abandon, lay down, leave unfinished. And the next verse adds: “With the 

ready step of obedience, they follow the voice of authority in their actions.” 

 

As commentators point out, these lines are meant to evoke the vocation 

scenes in the New Testament. Jesus calls; the disciples immediately drop 

their nets and whatever they are doing; they then follow him. 

 



Although this scenario can involve a monk being asked by a superior to do 

something, it most often plays itself out when the bell rings for the office. 

Perhaps the existence of automatic timers for bells has eroded our 

sensitivity to this point. The rule makes it clear that prayers in church 

correspond to certain moments of the day, but the exact times for the 

office are ultimately determined by the abbot. Before clock-time came 

along the horarium was more flexible, stretching and shrinking according to 

the length of days. Modern life in some ways simplifies the situation by 

making the schedule more regular and more predictable. But the sound of 

the bell means the same thing now as it did in Benedict’s day: it’s time for 

prayers. The best training in the deep spiritual attitude of obedience is to be 

faithful to the times of prayer. If when the bell rings a monk consistently 

“puts aside his own concerns, abandons his own will, and lays down 

whatever he has in hand, leaving it unfinished,” self-will gradually loosens 

its grip on him. There are occasionally other, larger-scale moments when 

obedience is called for, but the basic inner movement is the same as on this 

smallest of daily levels: to put aside one’s own concerns, to abandon one’s 

own will, to lay down what one has in hand, to leave it unfinished. And all 

of this, always, in order to follow “the voice of authority,” which ultimately 

means the voice of Christ. 

 

The text goes on to emphasize the active engagement of those who obey and 

follow: 

9Almost at the same moment, then, as the master gives the 

instruction the disciple quickly puts it into practice in the fear of God; 

and both actions together are swiftly completed as one. 



 

It is obviously not a question of efficiency or a kind of military briskness. The 

mainspring of it all is the fear of God. As Aquinata Böckmann puts it, this 

scenario is only possible because the monk is already living and working in 

God’s presence. The swiftness is the result and sign of that state of 

readiness.  

 

As we will see in the rest of the chapter, Benedict’s emphasis here is on the 

spiritual state of the monk, which is always there in the background. 

Moments when obedience is called for are occasions for that hidden state of 

affairs to become manifest. Unhesitating obedience on the outside means 

there is attentive readiness and fear of God on the inside. 
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