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RB 5 on Obedience (1) 

 

With Chapter 5, we come to the core of the Rule, in the sense that 

chapters 5 – 7 are the fullest development on the main virtues that make 

the monk: obedience, restraint of speech, and humility. When it comes to 

virtues, it is hard to prioritize them: it is easy to call more than one virtue 

the most important one. So, we should not be thrown off by the fact that 

Benedict begins Chapter 5, saying that “the first step of humility is 

unhesitating obedience,” whereas we will encounter obedience in Chapter 7 

as the third step of humility. Some translators try to avoid this apparent 

conflict by seeing “first” here as meaning ‘fundamental’ rather than the 

first in a series. Thus Kardong has “The basic road to progress for the 

humble person is through prompt obedience.” Personally I prefer to accept 

a certain amount of chaos in the Rule. On any given day at 10 a.m. I’m 

saying the most important thing in monastic life is X, and then at 4 p.m. 

I’m saying it’s Y, and then the following Sunday I can be giving a talk on 

the key virtue in monastic life as Z.  

 

Here is how the text begins: 

 

The first step of humility is unhesitating obedience, 2which comes 

naturally to those who cherish Christ above all.  3Because of the holy 

service they have professed, or because of dread of hell and for the 

glory of everlasting life, 4they carry out the superior’s order as 



promptly as if the command came from God himself.  5The Lord 

says of men like this:  “No sooner did he hear than he obeyed me,” 

(Ps 17[18]: 45); 6again, he tells teachers, "Whoever listens to you, 

listens to me,” (Luke 10:16).  7Such people as these immediately put 

aside their own concerns, abandon their own will, 8and lay down 

whatever they have in hand leaving it unfinished.  With the ready 

step of obedience, they follow the voice of authority in their actions.  

9Almost at the same moment, then, as the master gives the 

instruction the disciple quickly puts it into practice in the fear of God; 

and both actions together are swiftly completed as one. 

 

As twenty-first century readers, we won’t get much out of this chapter 

unless we keep it in perspective. One important perspective is historical: 

there is tension here between the ancient desert ideal of a disciple-master 

relationship based on unquestioning obedience and the cenobitic notion of 

obedience, which is significantly different, given the community context. 

Perhaps the figure of the gyrovague serves the purpose of illustrating this 

tension. In the Rule of the Master, we read: 

 

These live alone or two or three together, without a superior, on an 

equal footing and moving about as they please. Alternating in 

authority, taking turns in commanding one another whatever each 

one wishes, safeguarding for themselves whatever they individually 

choose . . . such as these never banish dispute from themselves. Right 

after a violent quarrel these evilly-assembled men break up and 

wander off like a flock without a shepherd, dispersing in various 

directions, no doubt only to fall into the jaws of the wolf. It is not God 



who provides cells for them once again, but their self-will. 

Individually, on their own authority, each one for himself alone, they 

assume the title of abbot. And you find that there are more 

monasteries than monks. (RM 7.25-30; CS 6:121) 

 

So, even though monks in the Benedictine tradition are not each one under 

a given elder in a master-disciple relationship, there is still need for a clear 

point of reference. There can be no community without authority and 

obedience. 

 

Another important perspective on Chapter 5 is the internal development of 

Benedict’s Rule. In its early chapters, Benedict is working with previous 

sources, and, although he adapts them to his purpose, those sources convey 

both eremitical and cenobitic ideals. As the Rule goes on, Benedict more and 

more emphasizes the importance of the community, not only as an 

organizational necessity but also as the environment for a specific 

spirituality. Thus, toward the end of the Rule, in chapters 71 and 72, he 

stresses mutual obedience and a climate of charity among the brothers. So, 

if we are going to benefit from our reading of Chapter 5 of the Rule, we 

will need to read it with those later chapters in mind. 

 

The first thing to notice in the opening lines of this chapter are all the 

qualifiers having to do with time or speed: unhesitating, promptly, 

immediately, ready, quickly, swiftly. It has less to do with a kind of military 

efficiency than with healthy spiritual instincts. Benedict says in the opening 

line that unhesitating obedience “comes naturally to those who cherish 



Christ above all.” This is a far cry from an exercise in breaking people’s will. 

Along the same lines, he says later on: “Almost at the same moment, then, 

as the master gives the instruction the disciple quickly puts it into practice 

in the fear of God.” What drives this chapter is what drives the whole Rule: 

Christ is at the heart of it, and everything in the monastery is done “in the 

fear of God.” 

 

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

 


