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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (4) 

 

The next section [of the Rule] is closely linked to the fourth step of 

humility, which has to do with how to react when hardships come our way. 

Since most of the expressions come from Scripture, it would be easy to let 

this passage slip by, as if it were just a grouping of related Bible verses. It is 

important to remember that it is directed to monks living in a community. 

On the one hand it acknowledges that brothers sometimes face extremely 

hard experiences. On the other hand, it shows the way for the community 

to become a place of patience and mercy. If everyone is striving to practice 

these instruments, the monastic community is becoming what it is meant 

to be. Here is the text: 

 

29“Do not repay one bad turn with another,” (1 Thess 5:15; 1 Pet 

3:9). 

30Do not injure anyone, but bear injuries patiently. 

31“Love your enemies,” (Matt 5:44; Luke 6:27). 

32If people curse you, do not curse them back but bless them instead. 

33“Endure persecution for the sake of justice,” (Matt 5:10). 

 

At the heart of the passage is Jesus’ radical command: “Love your enemies.” 

 The more this commandment sinks into our hearts and becomes a habitual 

stance, the more we can practice the specific recommendations of these 



tools for good works. In fact, they all come down to countering evil (real or 

perceived) with good.  

 

“Do not repay one bad turn with another,” translates more literally, ‘do 

not return bad for bad’. As we saw last week, each difficult situation we 

face is an opportunity to break the cycle of violence and reprisal that so 

predominates in our world. Experientially it can be very hard to be on the 

receiving end of insensitivity, slights, or even worse kinds of treatment. To 

refuse to respond in kind does not make it any easier; in fact it even raises 

the stakes of the situation. But with perseverance, the tension lowers, and 

the fact of not returning bad for bad gradually brings peace.  

 

The next verse adds a new dimension: “Do not injure anyone, but bear 

injuries patiently.” It is not only a matter of refraining from reacting in 

kind, but also of actively bearing the injury and of working at patience. 

Bearing up and patiently holding on are not easy experiences, but they 

make it possible to progress slowly from hurt to openness to spiritual insight 

and grace.  

The insight is that love is the only answer. The grace is gradually to be able 

to follow Jesus’ command to “love your enemies,” something we cannot do 

without God’s help. 

 

The text moves on: “If people curse you, do not curse them back but bless 

them instead.” Bearing up under hardship and maintaining peace within is 

already significant progress. But the real proof of this good inner state will 

be in outward behavior: blessing instead of returning curses or injuries. At 



each step in this text the underlying image comes more and more into 

focus. During his Passion, Jesus was mostly silent, bearing up under the 

worse kinds of abuse. What few words he does speak are basically blessings 

in the face of curses, especially, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know 

what they are doing.”  

 

The image of Christ will gradually emerge more clearly in our lives if we 

follow these steps. It is important to practice these counsels in small things, 

as if to stay in shape for when a big trial comes. Each day there are plenty 

of small bad turns—if only in the form of common annoyances—that we 

can refuse to return. The interactions of any given day involve jolts and 

bruises we can choose to bear patiently. Even more important is to develop 

the habit of wishing others well: first with people toward whom we 

spontaneously feel some antipathy, then toward those we find bothersome, 

and finally those who actually hurt us in some way. Without practice in the 

small things, we will fail when the big trial comes. And failure itself can be 

instructive: when I find myself reacting, cursing back, or repaying a bad 

turn, it is a reminder to look inside for the source of my behavior, which in 

this case will be a bitter and resentful inner world, one well worth fleeing. 

And the only way to flee such an inner hell is through the instruments 

mentioned here, i.e., through the virtues that make our way of responding 

more and more like Jesus’ response to his persecutors. 

 

No one can claim immunity from trials and persecution. The last 

instrument in this series is “Endure persecution for the sake of justice,” 

which refers to the final Beatitudes: “Blessed are those persecuted for 



righteousness’ sake,” and “blessed are you when you are reviled on my 

account.” Anyone who attempts to lead a good life or to stand up for the 

good, will encounter opposition or even persecution.  

 

So the question is not “what would I do if” The question is “what am I 

actually doing when” 
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