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RB 7: Steps 7 and 8 of Humility 

 

The seventh step of humility is closely related to the previous step, where the 

monk was seen to be content with common things, common treatment, and 

menial assignments. This seventh step, instead of adding new content, shows what 

the rock-bottom humility of step six looks like on the inside. Here is the text: 

 

51The seventh step of humility is that a man not only admits with his 

tongue but is also convinced in his heart that he is inferior to all and of less 

value, 52humbling himself and saying with the Prophet, “I am truly a 

worm, not a man, scorned by men and despised by the people,” (Ps 

21[22]:7).  53“I was exalted, then I was humbled and overwhelmed with 

confusion” (Ps 87[88]:16).  54And again, “It is a blessing that you have 

humbled me so that I can learn your commandments” (Ps 118[119]:71, 

73). 

 

Translations inevitably weaken the degree of heartfelt conviction in question here. 

The Latin is intimo cordis affectu, indicating the deepest level of the heart’s 

feelings and inclinations. It’s the kind of conviction that is so strong the person is 

unaware of it. You can thank God when you have the benefit of being exposed to 

people this humble. If ever you are blessed with such humility, you will be the last 

to notice it in yourself!  

 

In addition to humility, this step describes another quality to which the monk 

should aspire, namely, a complete coherence between what he expresses in speech, 



what his deepest convictions are, and quite simply who he is. Such a person is 

beyond concern for what others think of him and beyond the need to judge 

others. 

 

Far from canonizing low self-esteem, this step shows what the rock-bottom 

identity of a humble person is: such a person says with the Psalm “I am truly a 

worm, not a man, scorned by men and despised by the people,” a verse 

associated with the suffering Christ. As in many of these steps, Christ is the model 

of humility, and it is the degree to which we become conformed to him that we 

become humble. 

 

The two other scripture quotations are also worth noticing: “‘I was exalted, then I 

was humbled and overwhelmed with confusion.’ And again, ‘It is a blessing that 

you have humbled me so that I can learn your commandments.’” This is not 

someone who weathers hardship by dint of a strong will. Rather, this is someone 

who has come to serene acceptance of the hard path that has led to his present 

state. He now sees those humiliations and hardships with gratitude. 

 

In this and in most of the preceding steps of humility, we have become 

accustomed to this alternation between the main teaching and the supporting 

scriptural references. So, the eighth step of humility stands out because it quotes 

no scripture. Here is the text: 

 

55The eighth step of humility is that a monk does only what is endorsed by 

the common rule of the monastery and the example set by his superiors. 

 



Perhaps this sign of humility, taken almost verbatim from Cassian, seemed clear 

enough on its own. Or it might be said that the scripture supporting this step is 

the living text of a given community at a given time and place, with all the 

particularities of its members.  

 

The feast of the Dedication of our church that we celebrated this past week sheds 

a great deal of light on this step. The Rule is a document or a historical 

monument, if you will. But monastic life cannot exist in the abstract. As St. 

Benedict so often mentions, the Rule has to be adapted to specific people and 

specific circumstances. So, when this eighth step of humility talks about the 

common rule of the monastery and the example of superiors or elders, it means 

for us the monastic way that has taken shape here in these hills of Kentucky over 

the last 170 years. Of course we can trace the roots of this way of life further 

back, but what matters in the here and now is this way in this place, limitations 

and all. The skeptic may see in this perspective the seeds of decline, as if 

communities will inevitably slacken over time. But that theoretical danger is 

greatly reduced when a community has generation after generation of seniors 

who have born the heat of the day. They may have their limitations, but they 

have a good instinct for what constitutes the essentials of religious life and the 

common rule. 

 

Saint Bernard brings this step into focus by identifying its opposite in what he 

calls singularity. Here are a few of the symptoms he identifies in the singular 

monk: 

 

The common rule of the monastery and example of the seniors are no 

longer enough for him. He is not so much concerned about leading a better 

life as appearing to others to do so. [] He is more complacent about 



fasting for one day when the others are feasting than about fasting seven 

days with all the rest. He prefers some petty private devotion to the whole 

night office of psalms. [] He is very exact about his own particular doings 

and slack about the common exercises. He will stay awake in bed and sleep 

in choir. After sleeping through the night office while the others were 

singing psalms, he stays to pray alone in the oratory while they are resting 

in the cloister. He makes sure those sitting outside know he is there, 

modestly hidden in his corner, clearing his throat and coughing and 

groaning and sighing. 

 

The best immunity to these kinds of deviations is to cultivate a true community sense: to value the 

community, to live in harmony with its particular customs, to take to heart the good example of its 

seniors, and to contribute what one can to its betterment. 

 

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

 


