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Br. Lazarus Begins his Novitiate 

 

RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (1) 

 

First of all, “love the Lord God with your whole heart, your whole soul 

and all your strength,” 2and, “love your neighbor as yourself.”  (Matt 

22:37-39; Mark 12:30-31; Luke 10:27).  3Then the following:  

“You are not to kill, 4not to commit adultery; 5you are not to steal 

6nor to covet,” (Rom 13:9); 7”you are not to bear false witness,” 

(Matt 19:18; Mark 10:19; Luke 18:20).  8”You must honor 

everyone,” (1 Pet 2:17), 9and, “never do to another what you do not 

want done to yourself,” (Tob 4:16; Matt 7:12); Luke 6:31). 

 

These are the opening lines of the rich and dense chapter 4 of the Rule. It 

might come as a surprise that Benedict begins with such basic 

commandments taken from various places in the Bible, but, then again, the 

early chapters of the Rule are deliberately inspired by ancient baptismal 

instruction. It is a good reminder that monks are first of all Christians, and 

that they cannot claim to be specialists, who somehow move on from the 

basics. Rather, it is by constantly recalling the basics that we stay on track; 

and with each recalling, the basics become more deeply engraved into our 

being.  

 



Chapters 1-3 lay the foundations of monastic life: Benedict is writing for 

cenobites; he is careful to describe the role of the abbot and the way the 

community functions together with him through consultation. Chapters 4-7 

then give an in-depth teaching on the moral life of the monks, that is to 

say, the life-long work of practicing the virtues. This chapter 4 is like a 

condensed summary of the moral teaching that will unfold in these 

chapters. 

 

Benedict calls these short sayings “tools,” “tools of the spiritual craft” to be 

used “day and night” and to be returned on judgment day the same way 

tools are returned after one’s turn at a community service in the 

monastery. These are very manual, earthy images. Benedict wants to 

ground the life of the monk in reality. The approach of the rule is very 

hands-on. Chapter 4 is like a manual or exercise book for good living. In this 

sense, it is an ideal text for the initiation of a new monk. 

 

Unlike the Rule of the Master, who uses this part of his rule to convey a 

certain amount of theology, Benedict emphasizes love of God and love of 

neighbor, the rock-bottom foundation for the whole Rule: “love the Lord 

God with your whole heart, your whole soul and all your strength,” 2and, 

“love your neighbor as yourself.” 

 

The ancient commandments not to kill, not to commit adultery, not to 

steal or covet, and not to bear false witness mean what they mean. But, as 

the tradition shows, they can also be broadened to take on a range of 

meanings. There are many ways of killing, especially in community, where 



the way we treat one another or speak about one another can be life-giving 

or outright murderous. To break another’s spirit or to ruin another’s 

reputation is very much like killing. It is not difficult to interpret the other 

points in similar ways. Adultery is a key word for the whole realm of living 

in chastity and seeking more and more to be pure of heart in everything. 

The Rule forbids private ownership: every time we are tempted to cut 

corners around the practices of the community regarding possessions, 

permissions or the use of money, we are in the moral arena described by 

“you are not to steal 6nor to covet.” False witness is a key word for another 

realm of moral living: truthfulness, integrity, both with others and with 

oneself in developing self-knowledge.  

 

Notice especially the way Benedict shifts the commandment to honor father 

and mother to “you must honor everyone.” The command to love one’s 

neighbor can sometimes sound too general: to honor each and every person 

has a concreteness about it that fits this list of tools. At every turn I can ask 

myself whether my words to another or about another honor that person, 

who is made in the image and likeness of God. And there is no mistaking 

the practical consequences of the commandment “never do to another what 

you do not want done to yourself.” 

 

As you begin your novitiate, Brother Lazarus, take these sayings to heart. 

As Benedict says at the conclusion of chapter 4: 

75These, then, are the tools of the spiritual craft.  76When we have 

used them without ceasing day and night and have returned them on 

judgment day, our wages will be the reward the Lord has promised: 



77“What the eye has not seen nor the ear heard, God has prepared 

for those who love him,” (1 Cor 2:9). 

 

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


