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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (3) 

 

Although Benedict does not provide subdivisions for this long chapter 4, the 

contents naturally fall into certain groups. As is the case with the text for today, 

these little sections often begin with a major spiritual principle and then provide 

specific tools for living out that principle. Here is the text: 

 

20Your way of acting should be different from the world’s way; 21the love of 

Christ must come before all else.  22You are not to act in anger 23or nurse 

a grudge.  

24Rid your heart of all deceit.  25Never give a hollow greeting of peace 26or 

turn away when someone needs your love. 27Bind yourself to no oath lest it 

prove false, 28 but speak the truth with heart and tongue. 

 

The big spiritual principle here is to say no to the world and yes to Christ in a 

radical way. The world here is not so much the created world we live in, but the 

worldly community humanity has created by going after power and wealth in a 

spirit of selfishness. The text says literally we should become foreigners or 

strangers in that context. The Rule would not have us act like separate, pure, 

world-denying, and judgmental people. Rather, it would have us be lucid about 

the entanglements of the world and freely choose to stay clear of them. Jesus’ 

prayer in the gospel of John comes to mind: “I do not pray that you should take 

them out of the world, but that you should keep them from the evil one” (Jn 

17:15). 



 

As is often the case in the early chapters of the Rule, the baptismal context is 

never far away. To say no to the ways of the world and to prefer nothing to the 

love of Christ is basically what we renounce and promise at baptism. In the verses 

that follow, we see examples of what could come before Christ in our lives if we 

allowed it. Our best motivation for avoiding these things is fidelity to this 

complete love of Christ, a love Jesus tells us we have to prefer even to love of 

father or mother. At the end of the Rule we are told to “prefer nothing whatever 

to Christ”; here the emphasis is on “the love of Christ.” In this context it seems to 

mean that our inner world has to be based on absolute preference for that love. 

The tools that follow have to do with behaviors that are clearly rooted in the 

heart, i.e., in the quality of our inner life.  

 

“You are not to act in anger,” literally, you are not to carry out anger. There is 

no avoiding spontaneous movements of the heart like anger; the crucial moment 

is the choice of what to do with the anger. The tool here is not to act on it, which 

is not to say we must deny it. Not to act on anger opens the possibility of finding 

a good channel for it. 

 

The risk of not acting on anger is that it may remain and simmer, in which case 

we are in resentment. So the next tool, not to nurse a grudge, is apropos. A 

literal translation would be ‘do not hold on to the time of anger’. Resentment has 

to do with the past, and involves living in the past, holding onto the anger of a 

past moment. So the tool here involves letting go or—since this is a powerful 

emotion—breaking its hold. The chain of evil in the world, the alternation of 

violent acts and violent reprisals can only be broken by the choice to let go of 

resentment. It is potentially a very powerful spiritual tool. A person free of 

resentment becomes a silent, invisible peacemaker near and far. 



 

If resentment has to do with the past, the next tool addresses the future: “Rid 

your heart of all deceit,” or, more literally, ‘do not hold on to deceit in the 

heart’. A potential outlet for anger is revenge, and often the resentful person’s 

inner life is dominated by constant planning for revenge against the person who 

caused the offense. Although the resentful person nearly always sees it as a 

matter of justice, the fact is his inner life is now one of deceit: outside he carries 

on as usual; inside he is planning evil, small or large. The tool is simple: drop the 

deceit now. 

 

If introspection is not enough, the Rule offers an outward sign of this dangerous 

situation: “Never give a hollow greeting of peace.” To live with a person against 

whom one is planning or at least wishing some sort of revenge, and yet to offer 

that person the sign of peace for the sake of appearances, is a big red flag: you 

are living with a false heart and giving a false peace. It is false not only because it 

is not sincere, but also because you cannot give what you do not have: there is no 

peace in an angry, resentful heart. The sign of peace is a great reality check. If 

there is someone to whom you cannot sincerely wish peace, you are in the 

spiritual danger the Rule is pointing out here. 

 

The next tool—do not turn away when someone needs your love—is another 

gauge of the quality of our inner life. Even at its most severe moments, the Rule 

never allows for a lack of charity; the excommunicated, for instance, are still 

shown love and respect. Literally this tool says ‘do not abandon charity’, as if 

speaking of a person. In fact, ultimately it always has to do with a person: God is 

love; to fail to show love is to abandon the love who God is. 

 



In the end, all the tools in this group have to do with truthfulness. The two final 

ones read: “Bind yourself to no oath lest it prove false, but speak the truth with 

heart and tongue.” Again it is a mixture of truth expressed outwardly and 

truthfulness with oneself interiorly. This theme takes on various forms in the Rule: 

for instance chapter 19 insists on singing the psalms “in such a way that our 

minds are in harmony with our voices.” Or in chapter 4 we find: “Do not aspire 

to be called holy before you really are, but first be holy that you may more truly 

be called so.” In all these cases, we need to have the courage to remain in the 

truth and not to escape from it especially at the level of the heart. 

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

 


