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RB 4 The Instruments of Good Works (10) 
 

We arrive now at the final lines of the long chapter 4 of the Rule. Although Saint Benedict gets 

the general pattern for this chapter from the Rule of the Master, he clearly makes these final lines 

his own by significantly transforming his source material and adding new elements. Essentially 

he makes three points. The first is: 

 

74And finally, never lose hope in God’s mercy. 

 

The Rule of the Master simply reads “never lose hope in God.” Benedict’s 

emphasis is God’s mercy. The most obvious meaning of this line is that God 

is greater than our hearts, that no sin or failure on our part is beyond 

redemption. But the mercy means much more. It is the loving-kindness of 

God so often mentioned in the Psalms. Our Grail Psalter often translates it 

as love, but in the Latin scriptures as Benedict knew them, it was always 

misericordia, ‘mercy’ : “The earth is full of the mercy of the Lord;” “Your 

mercy and your truth have always upheld me;” “Give praise to the Lord for 

he is good, for his mercy endures for ever.” So, never to despair of this 

mercy is never to doubt the limitless love flowing from God, who is love.  

 

Throughout the long list of the tools of good works, as is also the case in the 

Prologue, there are remnants of ancient Baptismal instruction. In a sense, 

all the specific recommendations and demands of chapter 4 are like an 

expansion of the renunciations and promises made at Baptism; whereas, 

this final word, “never lose hope in God’s mercy,” is a reminder of the 

other aspect of Baptism: the spring of living water. As we pray on Sundays 

at the sprinkling of holy water: “Renew the living spring of your grace 

within us;” and “Grant, O Lord, in your mercy, that living waters may 



always spring up for our salvation.” Not to despair of God’s mercy means 

never losing hope in this wellspring of water. It means recalling that in 

times of dryness or acedia and even when traversing the bleakest of 

spiritual landscapes, that the underground river and the wells of God’s 

mercy are never far away. 

 

The second point of these final lines reads as follows: 

 

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). 

 

By recalling the weekly returning of the implements of kitchen service, 

Benedict brings the scenario of the final judgement day closer to home. The 

little ritual of returning tools makes this final spiritual accounting seem less 

remote, less alien. The other ingenious twist to this scenario of returning the 

tools of the spiritual craft on judgement day is that it invests our daily 

tasks and weekly rounds with deep significance, as a foreshadowing of final 

judgment. It is a reminder of the eternal importance of the small things 

that make up our daily lives. 

 

The author of the Rule of the Master casts this moment of final accounting 

in terms of merit, and expends a lot of words in an attempt to paint a 

picture of what heaven has in store for the deserving. Benedict says 

infinitely more by saying much less. He drops the description of heaven and 

recalls Saint Paul’s words: “What the eye has not seen nor the ear heard, 

God has prepared for those who love him.” Again, what matters is love. 



And the concept of merit or reward is drowned in the inexpressible—“what 

the eye has not seen nor the ear heard.” 

 

We now come the third and last point: 

 

78The workshop where we are to toil faithfully at all these tasks is the 

enclosure of the monastery and stability in the community. 

 

In the Rule of the Master, the arena of spiritual toil is the body. Saint 

Benedict clearly reacts against this individualistic approach with its 

emphasis on individual strength of will. For him, the place where all these 

instruments are used is the enclosure, a common physical space. And, as if 

that may not be clear enough, he adds a common moral space, stability in 

the community. We do not ply these tools as an individual exploit; we 

employ them with the brothers. And since many of these tools have to do 

with interpersonal situations, it might be said that we employ them 

face-to-face with the brothers, while the brothers employ them 

face-to-face with us.  

 

So, this rich chapter four, so full of particularities, ends with a reminder 

that all these details are meant to immerse us in the unfailing flow of God’s 

mercy and in the living and breathing workshop that is the monastic 

brotherhood. 
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