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RB 7 on Humility: Step 12 and Epilogue 
 
62 The twelfth step of humility is that a monk always manifests humility in his bearing no 
less than in his heart, so that it is evident 63 at the Work of God, in the oratory, the 
monastery or the garden, on a journey or in the field, or anywhere else. Whether he sits, 
walks or stands, his head must be bowed and his eyes cast down. 64 Judging himself 
always guilty on account of his sins, he should consider that he is already at the fearful 
judgment, 65 and constantly say in his heart what the publican in the Gospel said with 
downcast eyes, “Lord, I am a sinner, not worthy to look up to heaven.” 66 And with the 
Prophet, “I am bowed down and humbled in every way.” 
Compared to the eleventh step, where we find an attractive portrait of the ideal monk as a 
person of few words, full of wisdom and discretion, this twelfth step can seem off-putting. It is 
important to register this reaction. Some commentators suggest we see here a description of old 
age, an idea I find unconvincing, because chapter seven never mentions chronological age or the 
stages of life in any of the other steps, and, besides, it is quite possible to be very old and very 
proud. 
One approach is to look at the text from up close: from that perspective most of the unappealing 
vocabulary reveals deeper meanings, and the portrait becomes less problematic. Another 
approach is to stand a little back from the picture and grapple with the unappealing first 
impressions: they too have a message to convey, especially in the light of the epilogue that 
follows. This morning I will offer a few thoughts from both perspectives. 
Looking closely at the twelfth step, it becomes clear that the heart of this description is the 
attitude of the publican in the gospel: unlike the proud Pharisee, who stands up front and sings 
his own praises, the publican stays in back, eyes down, sincerely acknowledging himself as a 
sinner. The otherwise unappealing bent-over posture is actually an image of heartfelt, complete 
honesty before God. 
The insistence on the bowed head has an even deeper root in the image of Christ on the cross. 
Throughout the steps of humility, the ultimate goal has been conformity of our being with the 
humble, suffering Jesus. As for the insistence on downcast eyes, it has to do with always being 
aware that we are dust and will return to dust. Rather than conveying an exaggerated sense of 
 
guilt, the downcast eyes signify the gaze of realism and of the true, heartfelt knowledge of our 
place before God. 
Aquinata Böckman makes a brilliant observation about the twelfth step of the Rule and Bernard 
of Clairvaux’s steps of pride. For Bernard the fundamental problem is curiosity: the eyes dart left 
and right, unable to settle on anything. In the Rule the humble monk’s eyes look long and 
intently either up or down: up to implore for God’s help, and down to acknowledge sin and 
weakness. 
So, up close, our twelfth-stage monk is admirable and virtuous. But stepping back again, we are 
looking at a bent-over and apparently downcast individual. The epilogue enlightens us a little 
more about what goes on inside such a person: 
67 Now, therefore, after ascending all these steps of humility, the monk will quickly arrive 
at that, “perfect love,” of God which, “casts out fear.” 68 Through this love, all that he once 
performed with dread, he will now begin to observe without effort, as though naturally, 
from habit, 69 no longer out of fear of hell, but out of love for Christ, good habit and 
delight in virtue. 70 All this the Lord will by the Holy Spirit graciously manifest in his 
workman now cleansed of vices and sins. 
Perhaps part of the lesson here is similar to what Saint Paul means when he says “we have this 



treasure in earthen vessels, to show that the transcendent power belongs to God and not to us.” 
The highest monastic virtues are to be found in what may look like a worn down, dispirited, 
wreck of a person. And, in fact, we might be surprised at the capacity for love and joy in people 
we generally avoid, if we took the time to get to know them. Growth in monastic life and growth 
in virtue do not look like success. 
And perhaps there is a lesson to be learnt here as well regarding our expectations of community 
life. Even at its best a community remains an earthen vessel for whatever gifts of grace God 
bestows on it. Of course, just as with individuals, communities can fail and degenerate. But we 
should not be too quick to judge by appearances. It might just be that what on the outside looks 
like a wreck of a person or a dilapidated sort of community is on the inside full of “love for 
Christ, good habit and delight in virtue.” 
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