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RB 7: Humility (Introduction) 

 

The opening lines of this chapter have the same feel about them as the 

beginning of the Prologue to the Rule. They address us directly and 

personally: “Brothers”. They place before us a proximate goal, i.e., “the 

highest summit of humility,” and a final goal, i.e., “exaltation in heaven,” 

and propose a way to reach these goals. Here is how the chapter begins: 

 

Brothers, divine Scripture calls to us saying:  “Whoever exalts himself 

shall be humbled, and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted,” 

(Luke 14:11; 18:14).  2In saying this, therefore, it shows us that 

every exaltation is a kind of pride, 3which the Prophet indicates he 

has shunned, saying, "Lord, my heart is not exalted, my eyes are not 

lifted up and I have not walked in the ways of the great nor gone 

after marvels beyond me,” (Ps 130[131]:1).  4and why?  “If I had 

not a humble spirit, but were exalted instead, then you would treat 

me like a weaned child on its mother’s lap,” (Ps 130[131]:2). 

 

Notice that the Scripture calling us are Jesus’ own words, “Whoever exalts 

himself shall be humbled, and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted”: he 

is the one calling here, and he will also be the measure of humility. Just as 

the Prologue identified our situation as one of drifting away from God 
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through “the sloth of disobedience,” so here our situation is described as 

tending toward exaltation and pride, other forms of distance from God. But 

here, instead of calling us back, the Rule points the way forward or up, i.e., 

the way to draw near to God. It continues: 

 

5Accordingly, brothers, if we want to reach the highest summit of 

humility, if we desire to attain speedily the exaltation in heaven to 

which we climb by the humility of this present life, 6then by our 

ascending actions we must set up that ladder on which Jacob in a 

dream saw, “angels descending and ascending,” (Gen 28:12).  

7Without doubt, this descent and ascent can signify only that we 

descend by exaltation and ascend by humility.  8Now the ladder 

erected is our life on earth, and if we humble our hearts the Lord will 

raise it to heaven.  9We may call our body and soul the sides of this 

ladder, into which our divine vocation has fitted the various steps of 

humility and discipline as we ascend. 

 

It is good to keep in mind this last line, which refers to “various steps of 

humility and discipline,” and therefore relativizes somewhat the image of a 

stepwise progression up twelve rungs of a ladder. The ladder image is both a 

strong point and weak point in RB 7: it is a biblical image long associated 

with contemplation and mystical union; but when shifted away from the 

original image of angels going up and down and applied to humans, it 

becomes a rigid and clumsy metaphor. Try carrying around a long ladder 

and you will get the point.  
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The fact is, Benedict shows little interest in the idea of step-wise progress. 

He retained the essential part of this chapter from what he found in the 

Rule of the Master, which in turn is based on Cassian’s ten signs of humility. 

So I will comment on the various steps less as progressive stages than as the 

key characteristics of Christian humility and as key disciplines in monastic 

life. 

 

It is worth recalling that the ladder image has had a mixed reception over 

the centuries. After all, it lends itself potentially to a voluntarist or even 

Palagian sort of emphasis on effort and noticeable progress. Saint Bernard 

found it more enlightening to turn the image upside down and consider the 

slippery slope from small failures of humility to complete alienation from 

God through pride. Closer to our time Therese of Lisieux, cutting through 

the complexities of methods, dropped steps altogether and opted for the 

elevator! 

 

Another helpful clue about Benedict’s approach to this material is how he 

changed the emphasis. The Rule of the Master stressed that the ladder 

reaches to heaven and that the steps are the way to heaven. Benedict’s 

ladder remains on earth, and the highpoint of the ladder is “love for Christ, 

good habit, and delight in virtue” (RB 7.69).  

 

So I propose reading through RB 7 this time without looking for a 

progression. Each step contains a lesson on humility and teaches some 

essential discipline: “good habit and delight in virtue,” as Benedict says. At 

any given moment one or the other of these steps will apply personally to 
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each of us. And each step contains a teaching on Christ’s humility. To learn 

these steps is to learn his way of humility and to imitate it. Each time we 

learn more about him and imitate him more closely, we grow in love for 

him, the main goal of it all. 

 

By way of conclusion, I will read a short passage from one of Saint 

Augustine’s homilies, where he wants to impress upon his listeners that this 

learning about Christ’s humility is no small thing:  

 

To set out or say anything adequate about the humility of Christ, I 

am not qualified, indeed, I fail completely. I recommend all of it to 

your meditations, and I will not satisfy you as my listeners. Meditate 

on the humility of Christ. But who, you ask, will display it to us, if not 

you? Let him speak within you. The one dwelling within you says it 

much better than the one shouting from outside. Let him who has 

begun to dwell in your hearts show you the grace of his humility. But 

if I fail to explain fully his humility, who could speak of his majesty? If 

the Word was made flesh stuns us, who will ever unfold In the 

beginning was the Word? So then, brothers and sisters, hold on to this 

solid certainty. (Augustine, Homilies on the Gospel of John 3.15; WSA 

I/12:79) 

 

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


