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RB 48 on Work 
 
We now come to chapter 48, whose title-On the Daily Manual Labor-only signals half of its content, 
the other topic in this chapter being lectio divina in general and Lenten reading in particular. It is 
important to keep these two monastic practices together in our minds. We too easily separate them. 
Benedict sees them together as a safeguard against temptation and loss of fervor, as is clear in his 
opening statement: "Idleness is the enemy of the soul. Therefore, the brothers should have specified 
periods for manual labor as well as for prayerful reading." 
 
Before delving into the topic of manual labor, it is good to step back and take stock of the cultural 
lens through which we see work. For North Americans, we may have assimilated attitudes about 
work and the work ethic that come more from Calvinism than from the Catholic/monastic tradition we 
aspire to live by in the monastery. The more international our communities become, the more 
important it is to be aware of the attitudes we bring with us to the monastery. In some cultures, you 
prove your worth through work; in other cultures, the need to engage in manual labor is proof of your 
little worth. Between these extremes is a whole spectrum of possibilities.  
 
Benedict himself is aware that he and his monks are working with a variety of acquired attitudes. As 
he says later in the chapter,  
 
They must not become distressed if local conditions or their poverty should force them to do the 
harvesting themselves. When they live by the labor of their hands, as our fathers and the apostles 
did, then they are really monks. Yet, all things are to be done with moderation on account of the faint 
hearted. 
 
Reading between the lines, it seems that the normal expectation in Benedict's time and place was 
that monks would not have to do harvest work. He was aware that asking free people to engage in 
such work was asking a lot. From the tone of this chapter, it seems that Benedict knew it would be a 
hard sell to convince his monks that everyone should be willing to engage in all forms of work. To 
help him convey a positive attitude toward manual labor, he turns to different aspects of Christian 
and monastic tradition for leverage. 
 
By opposing idleness and manual work, Benedict is drawing on the desert tradition of work as a 
helpful ascetical practice. Work requires attention and concentration. To work well is already a form 
of recollection. Such work is the best antidote to dangers like acedia. The preferred work is manual, 
which reinforces humility. In many ways, a consistent practice of work is a preparation for good 
leisure, which is equally recollected and can even open the way to contemplation. 
 
The ideal of living by the labor of one's hands evokes New Testament teachings about the value of 
being self-supporting. Work in this context helps move the focus from self to the wider world. The 
main reason for being self-supporting is in order not to be a burden to others. Moreover, the self-
supporting person can also help support others and show charity to the poor.  
 
Related to this social dimension is the community dimension. Work is the arena for learning to 
cooperate with others and to put the concerns of others before one's own. In a way, all work in the 
monastery falls under the umbrella of practicing obedience. Encountering and overcoming 
difficulties, tensions, and conflicts is part of any work scene. One of the criteria for discerning 



vocations in the Rule is to see whether a new monk is willing and able to make good use of 
opprobria, as we read in chapter 58: "The concern must be whether the novice truly seeks God and 
whether he shows eagerness for the Work of God, for obedience and for trials." 
 
Finally, Benedict's choice of words in this chapter is designed to avoid privileging one kind of work 
over another. There are work periods for "whatever work is necessary" (quod necessarium) or for 
"whatever needs to be done" (quod faciendum) or for "assigned tasks" (quod eis iniungitur). No 
special allowance is given to any one form of manual labor. Work then becomes an outward 
expression of key virtues emphasized throughout the Rule, especially usefulness, humility, and 
obedience.  
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