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RB 4: The Instruments of Good Works (9) 

 

We now come to the final group of instruments in chapter 4 of the Rule. It is a short 

but weighty list of the essential attitudes and practices that we need for community 

living. These are the “everyday commandments” mentioned at the end of the last 

section, introducing these instruments: 

 

64treasure chastity, 65harbor neither hatred 66nor jealousy for anyone, 67and 

do nothing out of envy.  68Do not love quarreling; 69shun arrogance.  

70Respect the elders 71and love the young.  72Pray for your enemies out of love 

for Christ.  73If you have a dispute with someone, make peace with him before 

the sun goes down. 

 

The first of the group is literally “to love chastity,” which is a great deal more than 

merely staying chaste, as if carrying a necessary burden. To love chastity obviously 

involves valuing it and practicing it, but in addition means wanting what it has to 

offer, and wanting the good that it brings. It is also important to keep in mind that 

chastity is one of the gifts of the Spirit; in fact, it is the last, and in a sense, 

crowning virtue of Saint Paul’s list in Galatians, where he says, “The fruit of the 

spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 

self-control” (5:22), this last, being literally “chastity.” It is a gift worth loving, and 

a virtue that, when practiced well, generates love. In terms of community life it 

makes one available for all, and is a channel of all these gifts of the Spirit. 

 

We now come to a series of warnings about attitudes that oppose love. To translate 



them literally: “hate no one, have no jealousy, do not act on envy.” If Benedict 

mentions them, it is because he is realistic about the fact that these tendencies are 

found in every human heart. In some cases he recommends putting hatred to good 

use by turning it against self-will and vices. But to direct it towards another person 

is the end of relationship and the worst wound possible in a community. When we 

find hatred rising in our heart, it is a spiritual emergency, requiring all our effort 

and all our resources to battle it. 

 

It is worth noticing the difference between jealousy—and here the commandment is 

not to have any jealousy at all—and envy, which we are not to act upon. It is almost 

as if jealousy is an option we can take or leave, whereas envy runs deeper, is 

inescapable, and we have to avoid acting on it.  

 

Jealousy involves possessiveness, an unwillingness to let go of something or to allow it 

to be shared. In a sense, like possessions, jealousy can be renounced and set aside, 

even if it is a strong passion. It is fairly easy to see it in oneself and to work against 

it. 

 

Envy, however, is more subtle and harder to see in oneself. At bottom it is a 

dissatisfaction with oneself and a wish to be someone else. It can take the form of 

active envy, i.e., wanting what someone else has. But more common, and harder to 

see, is the negative form of envy, where the gifts of others or their accomplishments 

become an annoyance. It generates a critical and bitter spirit, but underneath is the 

desire for what someone else has. It is already a great spiritual conquest to notice this 

tendency in oneself. So perhaps the priority of this instrument—not to act on 

envy—is more realistic. By struggling against annoyance, bitterness, and criticism one 

keeps the vice at bay, and creates the conditions for the salutary realization that 

envy is at the root of these reactions. 

 



Next is the pair, “68Do not love quarreling; 69shun arrogance,” or, more literally “do 

not love contention; flee elation.” These seem to belong together: arrogance or elation 

involves a degree of exaggeration or inflation, which naturally causes tension, 

contention, or quarreling. The better you know, accept, and keep your place in the 

community, the less likely you will cause tension or get into quarreling. This 

self-knowledge or knowledge-of-yourself-as-a-member-of-a-community means 

having a true and realistic view of your roles and abilities. It does not necessarily 

mean keeping to yourself or merely minding your own business. It means keeping the 

right measure and respecting boundaries. But it also means being involved and 

intervening appropriately. 

 

Then comes “70Respect the elders 71and love the young,” statements Benedict adds 

to his source, in order to give a stronger community orientation to this section. Given 

the deep roots of respect for elders in the Bible and in the Roman culture of 

Benedict’s background, the more surprising member of this pair is “to love the 

young.” It echoes Benedict’s insistence in chapter 3 on including the young in 

community discernment. He thus balances out the forces at work in any community. 

On the one hand, if the young are not valued and taken seriously, there is danger of 

stagnation. On the other hand, without the stabilizing weight of the elders and their 

experience, youthful energy can lack a sense of direction. 

 

The last two instruments of this group ground these principles of community life in 

the Scriptures: “72Pray for your enemies out of love for Christ.  73If you have a 

dispute with someone, make peace with him before the sun goes down.” Again, 

Benedict acknowledges conflictual relationships, disputes, and even enmity in 

community life. The statement about praying for enemies “in the love of Christ”—to 

translate literally—means to pray for them both as a result of Christ’s love and as a 

way of loving Christ. It combines fidelity to Jesus’ teaching with loving imitation of 

him. In the context of this group of instruments, the biggest benefit of such prayer is 



perhaps to free oneself from hatred, jealously, envy, contention, arrogance, etc. This 

gesture, which is usually made in the midst of spiritual combat, does not come easily. 

To underscore the risks here, Aquinata Böckmann tells the story of a nun who tried 

this method in the midst of difficulties with one of her sisters. Her prayer for her 

enemy came out spontaneously, “Grant her eternal rest.” Nonetheless, even a slip like 

this is beneficial if it reveals one’s inner truth. 

 

And, finally, making peace before the sun goes down is a good summary of what it 

takes to live well in community, free from anger and contention. I also like to see 

here, in this image of a day with its sunset, a metaphor for the whole of one’s life, 

which should involve gradual progress toward deeper peace within and a greater 

capacity for making and keeping peace with others. 
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