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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (8) 

 

Not everyone agrees on how to subdivide the long chapter 4 of the Rule, 

and this next section is a particularly hard case. I’ll opt to treat the 

following lines as a unit that introduces a list of what the text calls 

“everyday commandments,” which we’ll look at next time: 

 

59“Do not gratify the promptings of the flesh,” (Gal 5:16); 60hate the 

urgings of self-will.  61Obey the orders of the abbot unreservedly, 

even if his own conduct — which God forbid — be at odds with what 

he says.  Remember the teaching of the Lord:  Do, “what they say, 

not what they do,” (Mt 23:3). 62Do not aspire to be called holy before 

you really are, but first be holy that you may more truly be called so. 

 63Live by God’s commandments every day. 

 

It is quite noticeable that the flow of these short sayings is disturbed by the 

digression on the hazards of misbehaving abbots. And in fact Benedict 

added these extra lines to his source. It is one of those cases where RB is 

clearly a later reworking of the earlier RM.  

 

The heart of the matter is the correspondence between what is said and 

what it done, between spoken claims and lived reality. Thus the 

all-important principle, “Do not aspire to be called holy before you really 



are, but first be holy that you may more truly be called so.” The aspiration 

to be called holy is problematic in itself; it already betrays an 

overly-positive self-evaluation. Benedict keeps everyone’s feet on the ground. 

To be holy is first of all a matter of doing: living by God’s commandments 

and resisting the promptings of lower desires and the urgings of self-will. 

And there is no automatic holiness: being a monk does not guarantee it; 

being an abbot does not guarantee it. As we shall see next time, the 

everyday commandments mentioned here have mostly to do with 

communal life. The people you live with are probably not going to see you as 

better than you really are: living with them, facing them, and dealing with 

them is the best way to dissipate your illusions about being holy. 

 

The negative expression “promptings of the flesh,” taken from the letter to 

the Galatians, is literally ‘fleshly desires’ as opposed to the positive 

expression ‘spiritual desires’ Benedict uses when he talks about looking 

forward to Easter. The problem is not desire; the problem is the object of 

desire. The commandments mentioned here and the orders of the abbot are 

seen as criteria for discernment between good and bad desires. There is even 

danger at the level of apparently good, spiritual desires, which is why the 

text includes “hate the urgings of self-will.” It is instructive to recall a 

desert father story that commentators like to cite in this connection: 

 

Certain fathers used to say: If you see a young man ascending to 

heaven by his own will, grab him by the foot and throw him to the 

ground, because it would not be good for him. 

 



It is to counter this danger of equating one’s own will with the way of 

holiness that the Rule insists so much on obedience. At bottom, obedience is 

meant to shift our focus from our way to a better or higher way. So, in 

most cases, even when obedience seems problematic, good comes from 

leaving aside one’s preference. This is at least part of the reason for 

Benedict’s addition here: “Obey the orders of the abbot unreservedly, even if 

his own conduct — which God forbid — be at odds with what he says.  

Remember the teaching of the Lord:  Do, ‘what they say, not what they 

do.’” In the background is Benedict’s own experience. A common excuse for 

avoiding obedience is the ad hominem argument that the person giving the 

order is unworthy of being obeyed. It is similar to the almost instinctual 

reaction we see in ourselves and in others when criticism or correction is 

offered: “. . . but I’m not the only one!”  

 

We have here one of the hard lessons monastic life is meant to teach us. Are 

we doing the good for its own sake, whether anyone notices or not, 

whether anyone else is doing the same? Or are we doing the good out of a 

sense of superiority or out of the need to right wrongs or in order to prove 

something? Or, are we doing the good for the sake of getting attention and 

winning the esteem of others?  

 

The fact is, at some point, the community will fail to live up to its ideals 

and the abbot will fail to live up to his own teaching: at that point you find 

out what your true motivations are. If your virtue is real, you will exercise it 

when others aren’t: not in opposition to them, not in defiance of them, but 

gratuitously, for the sake of the good itself, whether anyone notices it or 



not. 

 

So, these few lines of chapter 4, which barely hold together as a unit, 

actually contain some of the deepest lessons of the Rule. “First be holy”—in 

the way that God is calling you to be holy, and not in the way you 

prefer—“that you may more truly be called so.”      

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

 


