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RB 7 on Humility (3) 

 

We now come to the second half of the Rule’s description of the first step 

of humility. In general it is a restatement of the main points already 

mentioned in the preceding lines. 

 

19Truly, we are forbidden to do our own will, for Scripture tells us:  

“Turn away from your desires,” (Sir 18:30).  20And in the Prayer 

too we ask God that His, “will be done,” in us (Matt 6:10).  21We are 

rightly taught not to do our own will, since we dread what Scripture 

says:  “There are ways which men call right that in the end plunge 

into the depths of hell,” (Prov 16:25).  22Moreover, we fear what is 

said of those who ignore this:  “They are corrupt and have become 

depraved in their desires,” (Ps 14[14]:1). 

 

23As for the desires of the body, we must believe that God is always 

with us, for, “All my desires are known to you,” (Ps 37[38]:10), as 

the Prophet tells the Lord.  24We must then be on guard against any 

base desire, because death is stationed near the gateway of pleasure.  

25For this reason Scripture warns us, “Pursue not your lusts,” (Sir 

18:30). 

 



26Accordingly, if, “the eyes of the Lord are watching the good and the 

wicked,” (Prov 15:3), “are on the sons of men to see whether any 

understand and seek God,” (Ps 13[14]:2); 28and if every day the 

angels assigned to us report our deeds to the Lord day and night, 

29then, brothers, we must be vigilant every hour or, as the Prophet 

says in the psalm, God may observe us, “falling,” at some time into 

evil and, “so made worthless,” (Ps 13[14]:3).  30After sparing us for 

a while because He is a loving father who waits for us to improve, He 

may tell us later, “This you did, and I said nothing,” (Ps 49[50]:21). 

 

I commented on the first part of Step One by focusing on the notion of the 

fear of the Lord. For this second part, I will focus on a concept that is easily 

missed, especially in translation. The word in question is utilis, which can 

mean ‘useful’, but admits of other meanings as well. We already 

encountered the word in the first part at verse 18, where it says: “That he 

may take care to avoid sinful thoughts, the virtuous brother must always 

say to himself, ‘I shall be blameless in his sight,’ if, ‘I guard myself from my 

own wickedness’” (Ps 17[18]:24). Here it was translated as ‘virtuous’. In 

the second part it is used in the negative, where the text says that if we are 

not vigilant at every hour “God may observe us, ‘falling,’ at some time into 

evils and, ‘so made worthless.’” It actually comes from Psalm 13, which we 

are used to hearing this way: “From heaven the Lord looks down on the 

sons of men to see if any are wise, if any seek God. All have left the right 

path, depraved, every one.” So the opposite of utilis, ‘useful’ here is 

translated as ‘worthless’ or ‘depraved’.  

 



The word basically has to do with the investment of energy and attention. 

Its opposite would be to remain passive, inactive, or inattentive; “forgetful” 

as the text put it earlier. So, living in the fear of the Lord is not a 

paralyzing experience. To the contrary: it makes us more “useful,” i.e., 

engaged and attentive. 

 

This first step of humility deals with both the internal life of the monk and 

his external behavior. In terms of his interior life, he is “useful” to the 

extent that he keeps a careful eye on his desires, not acting impulsively on 

them, and submitting them to God’s will. Benedict mentions here a phrase 

from the Our Father: “thy will be done.” And notice how many times in the 

day he asks us to say the Lord’s prayer as a community. Each time is an 

occasion to renew this submission of our desires and inclinations to the 

Lord’s greater plan for us. But we can’t submit them to him unless we are 

aware of them, and such awareness takes honesty and attention. 

 

In terms of outward behavior, to be “useful,” in this context means living 

transparently, out in the open, first of all before God and the angels, and 

then as part of a community. We live in God’s sight, and we also live in the 

sight of our brothers. It is not merely a matter of pleasing others and 

conforming to expectations; it has to do with living truthfully. Having 

something to hide is a red flag. 

 

Perhaps the most important manifestation of this kind of usefulness is 

availability. We cannot divide the space of our life so rigidly into 

compartments of “duties” and “personal time” that we are not available 



for the unexpected need. To live out in the open this way means noticing 

needs and meeting them when we can. We become “useless” when we stop 

noticing or when we look at our watch and go the other way. 

 

Daily life is full of occasions to practice this usefulness. In a sense, as 

Benedict says, we live during a sort of truce, when God gives us time to 

invest our energies in being “useful.” As the conclusion of this first step of 

humility says: “After sparing us for a while because He is a loving father 

who waits for us to improve, He may tell us later, “This you did, and I said 

nothing.” 
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