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Monks in Saint Benedict’s day and in our own times come from all walks of life. It is clear that 
Benedict had artisans and other work-oriented people in his communities. Whereas the 
Prologue of the Rule uses military imagery, which also had wide appeal, chapter 4 on the 
instruments of good works uses imagery from the world of work and craftsmanship. To do 
good work you need adequate tools. It is important for monks to accumulate and maintain a 
wide range of these spiritual implements. Only then—to use another of Benedict’s favorite 
concepts—will they be useful monks, that is monks who benefit others and bring life and 
strength to the community. 
 
The section we just heard and, in fact, the whole list of 74 tools is a representative sampling. 
Throughout our life it is important to gather a full toolbox of every useful word of scripture, 
tradition, and local wisdom that touches our hearts and points out the path to follow. 
 
If we look beneath the surface of the instruments we just heard, we can discover some of the 
habits of thought that our own Cistercian forebears have passed on to us, thanks to their 
assimilation of Benedict’s teaching.  
 
First of all, notice that he invites us always to situate ourselves in time. The past still bears on 
us, and we do well to recall it honestly, with tears and sighs when they are called for. We 
also need to be lucid about the present. It is the time for exertion in acquiring the many 
virtues recommended in this chapter 4. Here too sober honesty is needed: “Do not aspire to 
be called holy before you really are.” In other words, live in the present and live in the truth. 
As for the future, it is the object of our striving: “… change from these evil ways in the future.” 
The future—even the near future—is a time of reckoning: “If you have a dispute with 
someone, make peace with him before the sun goes down.” And, finally, the future is a 
hopeful place: “…never lose hope in God’s mercy.” 
 
Another habit of thought to be acquired from Benedict’s teaching is always to situate 
ourselves in relation to God, ourselves, and others, a little method you will find in the 
background of nearly all of Saint Bernard’s writings. Self-knowledge keeps us grounded in 
the truth about ourselves, the wonderful truth that we are the chosen creation of a loving 
Father as well as the awful truth of our ability to go the way of self-will and evil. Clear-sighted 
self-knowledge will make us less prone to the relational traps Benedict warns us about: 
“harbor neither hatred nor jealously of anyone, and do nothing out of envy. Do not love 
quarreling; shun arrogance.” Only to the extent that we realize our own misery are we 
capable of empathizing with others and of learning to live in peace with them. The way to 
God requires both these stages. Contemplative rest in God is only reached after long 
grappling with the self and the long apprenticeship of community living. 
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