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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (5) 

 

The section we saw last time, vv. 29-33, had to do with how we react when we are 

on the receiving end of a bad turn, a harsh word, or any kind of injury, and how we 

react when faced with someone we perceive as an enemy or persecutor. 

 

The next section turns the table, and warns against becoming the dispenser of hurt 

and injury. Here is the text: 

 

34You must, “not be proud,35nor be given to wine,” (Titus 1:7; 1 Tim 

3:3).36Refrain from too much eating37or sleeping,38and, “from laziness,” (Rom 

12:11).39Do not grumble40or speak ill of others. 

 

In the background of these terse statements is Cassian’s teaching on the vices, 

although Benedict does not seem interested in maintaining the systematic ordering of 

them. What he does keep is the connection between the lower, earthy, vices and the 

more spiritual vice of pride. What is more original here is that Benedict connects them 

with one of his main concerns throughout the Rule, i.e., murmuring and other misuses 

of speech. 

 

The Latin word for ‘proud’ is superbus, which has to do with being above, placing 

oneself above others. Perhaps a better translation would be ‘arrogant’ or ‘overbearing’. 

The key here and in this whole passage is excess: placing oneself too high, consuming 

too much, and overdoing it. One excess seems to generate another: the arrogant 

person is not going to deprive himself of pleasures and comforts; overindulgence can 



fuel anger or weigh one down; lack of restraint with the appetites easily leads to lack 

of discretion in speech, and so on. 

 

The warning “not to be given to wine,” in Latin is non vinolentum, which in some 

manuscripts came out non violentum, i.e., not to be violent—a confusion of words that 

serves as an image of the porous boundaries between these behaviors and attitudes.  

 

Benedict mentions laziness, which can be related to a number of other problems. It 

can be an unwillingness to exert oneself in common tasks (maybe from an attitude of 

pride) or it can be a physical kind of laziness (maybe from overindulgence or comfort-

seeking) or a deeper problem along the lines of acedia. It is interesting to notice that 

he does not mention the opposite disorder of restlessness, activism, or workaholism, 

which are perhaps more typical in our day. Here too it is a question of excess: 

overestimating the importance and urgency of one’s tasks, becoming hooked on the 

constant stimulus of activity and accomplishment, or engaging in mindless busyness 

out of fear of what might surface in one’s inner world in times of quiet and inactivity.  

 

After listing these excesses, Benedict apparently changes topic with “Do not grumble 

or speak ill of others.” Perhaps it is no change of subject at all: grumbling or negative 

speech might be seen as verbalized expressions of the imbalances and discontent seen 

in such behaviors as overindulgence or laziness or in such attitudes as arrogance and 

pride. In fact, some of the typical scenarios of murmuring mentioned in the Rule are 

related to laziness, for instance, a reluctant, slow, and grumbling response when one is 

asked to do something, or an unwilling, grumbling attitude toward practices of 

austerity. The problem with grumbling is that it spreads discontent. As Aquinata 

Böckmann remarks on this verse: “It is still the case today: a brother is dissatisfied 

with himself and with the world. He sees everything in a negative light. The more he 

criticizes, the more reasons he finds for criticism. Not only does he make himself 

unhappy, but also those around him.” 



 

The stakes get higher when it comes to speaking ill of others. Benedict’s word here is 

detraction, which in essence has to do with damaging someone’s reputation. There are 

times when speaking about another person is appropriate, especially when asking 

advice about how to handle a difficult situation; in that case the talk is mostly about 

you. It becomes ill-speaking or detraction when the object is to lower the person in 

the estimation of others. The catechism offers a salutary reminder of how serious this 

fault is:  

➢Respect for the reputation of persons forbids every attitude and word likely to 

cause them unjust injury. He becomes guilty: 

o of rash judgment who, even tacitly, assumes as true, without sufficient 

foundation, the moral fault of a neighbor; 

o of detraction who, without objectively valid reason, discloses another’s 

faults and failings to persons who did not know them; 

o of calumny who, by remarks contrary to the truth, harms the reputation 

of others and gives occasion for false judgments concerning them. 

➢To avoid rash judgment, everyone should be careful to interpret insofar as 

possible his neighbor’s thoughts, words, and deeds in a favorable way: 

➢Detraction and calumny destroy the reputation and honor of one’s neighbor. 

Honor is the social witness given to human dignity, and everyone enjoys a 

natural right to the honor of his name and reputation and to respect. Thus, 

detraction and calumny offend against the virtues of justice and charity. (CCC 

2477–9) 

 

In conclusion, each of the “tools” in this section of RB 4 points to the hard work of 

reforming our moral lives. To work with these tools is to struggle against the baser 

tendencies toward overindulgence in food, drink, or comforts; to struggle against the 

more spiritual failing of overestimating oneself and one’s position (i.e. arrogance or 

pride); and to struggle against the tendency to use speech as an outlet for 



dissatisfaction or, worse yet, as a weapon to hurt others. But the key lesson here is 

that we cannot separate this work into isolated struggles of more or less importance, 

as if the simpler austerities were optional. Without exercising restraint in food and 

drink, it is unlikely we will restrain the tongue when tempted to murmur or speak ill 

of others. And when all of these restraints are habitually neglected, one can be carried 

away by the momentum toward arrogance and pride. 
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