
ABBOT ELIAS DIETZ, O.C.S.O. 

Chapter Talk, Sunday, September 22, 2018 

  

RB 7 on Humility: Steps 2 and 3 

 

We now come to the second and third steps of humility. It is best to 

comment on them together, since they form a natural pair. Here is the 

text: 

 

31The second step of humility is that a man loves not his own will nor 

takes pleasure in the satisfaction of his desires; 32rather he shall 

imitate by his actions that saying of the Lord, "I have come not to do 

my own will, but the will of Him who sent me,” (John 6:38).  

33Similarly we read, “Consent merits punishment; constraint wins a 

crown.” 

 

34The third step of humility is that a man submits to his superior in 

all obedience for the love of God, imitating the Lord of whom the 

Apostle says, "He became obedient even to death” (Phil 2:8). 

 

We have here a progression from the general to the particular. Step two 

gives the overall principle, and step three shows how that principle is put 

into concrete practice. 

 

The second step has to do with conversion at the deep level of love and 

desire. It describes the passage from the selfish existence of one who pursues 



what he wants and what pleases him to the selfless existence of Christ, who 

is all about doing his Father’s will. 

 

Notice it is not a negation of one’s will or one’s desire: it is a crossing over 

to another kind of will and desire. It is not a lessening of the self; rather, it 

opens up the self to nothing less than the universal love and desire we see in 

Jesus’ self-offering. It is the passage from personal preferences and a 

personal comfort zone to a life with a greater purpose. And that purpose is 

nothing less than God’s plan of salvation. 

 

It would be a mistake to see this step as a question of mere self-restraint or 

asceticism. It has the scope and drama of the Agony in the Garden, when 

Jesus, in the midst of great struggle, says “not my will but yours be done.” 

This step articulates the fundamental shift monastic life is meant to bring 

out in us. It has to do with imitating Christ, taking on the characteristics he 

models, and joining with him in submitting to God’s greater plan of 

salvation. Our small desires are short-sighted; this renunciation of self-will 

for a greater good means living in the big picture and looking forward to 

the ultimate goal. 

 

The supporting quotation from the acts of an early martyr comes across 

poorly in translation: “Consent merits punishment; constraint wins a 

crown.” The Latin words in question are easy to recognize: 

voluntas/voluptas (‘will/pleasure’) and necessitas (‘what is needful’). The 

basic sense is that pleasure-seeking brings us down, whereas, seeing and 

doing the needful thing lifts us up. Martyrdom in the short view is a 



disaster; in the long view it is the ultimate expression of faith. It is the logic 

of the Passion: true life comes through death. So, monastic life is meant to 

convert us from the short view to the long view. 

 

The third step, about submitting to others in obedience points to the 

concrete way we live out this new and higher perspective. To opt to do 

what someone else is asking is actually an experience of freedom from the 

tyranny of ones own desires and preferences; it can also be freedom from 

the tyranny of needing to display one’s autonomy or from a rebellious 

streak. Benedict’s word for superior here (maior) is deliberately vague: it 

can mean anyone senior or anyone in charge.  

 

Notice especially that this obedience is given pro Dei amore, which can 

mean either ‘out of love for God’ or ‘out of the love God gives’. This latter 

meaning underscores that grace is at work: I can set aside my own will, 

because God has taught me to love. 

 

Like the second step, this third step of humility is also grounded in the 

person of Christ: we are to obey “imitating the Lord of whom the Apostle 

says, ‘He became obedient even to death’,” again participating in his 

redemptive death. 

 

And here we have the true meaning of what we say when we make our 

vow of obedience “until death.” It is not a question of time (“I’ll obey as long 

as I live or as long as you are my superior”). It is a question of this radical 

change the Rule is inviting us to undergo. It has to do with a radical choice 



and a radical stance. We promise to follow Jesus’ way of obedience, as he 

showed us in his Passion. 
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