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RB 7 on Humility (2) 

 

The first step of humility in chapter 7 of the Rule is the longest of the chapter. 

It corresponds with Cassian’s first sign of humility, which has to do with keeping 

desires in check. But before listing these signs of humility, Cassian had given an 

introduction, where he used Pr 9:10: “The beginning of wisdom is the fear of 

the Lord.” And he made the statement even more radical by saying that fear of 

the Lord is the beginning of our salvation and the safeguard of our salvation. 

What we have in the Rule of Benedict is a combination of that introduction with 

the first sign of humility, with the result that the Rule’s first step of humility is 

actually a constellation of several things. Here is the text: 

 

10The first step of humility, then, is that a man keeps the “fear of God,” 

always, “before his eyes,” (Ps 35[36]:2) and never forgets it.  11He must 

constantly remember everything God has commanded, keeping in mind 

that all who despise God will burn in hell for their sins, and all who fear 

God have everlasting life awaiting them.  12While he guards himself at 

every moment from sins and vices of thought or tongue, of hand or foot, 

of self-will or bodily desire, 13let him recall that he is always seen by God 

in heaven, that his actions everywhere are in God’s sight and are reported 

by angels at every hour. 

 

This kind of language may seem unappealing, fear and punishment not being 

welcome topics to twenty-first-century ears. Did they sound differently in 



Benedict’s time? Perhaps. But the fact remains that we come to the monastery 

to convert, and usually what sets us on the path of conversion is a harsh 

experience: fear of where we were going, hitting bottom, realizing the damage 

we have caused, running up against our limitations, etc. We never outgrow the 

fear of God. And if we think we have, it means we have become worse than 

when we started. 

 

At the same time, the goal of the way of humility is to reach the point where 

we do things “no longer out of fear of hell, but out of love for Christ, good habit, 

and delight in virtue” (RB 7.69). To leave behind this kind of fear does not mean 

leaving behind the fear of the Lord. It is one thing to be attentive for fear of 

being punished; it is another thing to invest all of one’s attention and energy 

into pleasing God for fear of losing God’s love. When we are in our worst, 

unconverted state, fear of the Lord has to do with being scared; when we are at 

our best, fear of the Lord has to do with loving and preserving love. 

 

Probably most of us have an instinctive understanding of what is meant in the 

Rule by the expression fear of the Lord. But if the term is not clear to you, 

observe its many uses throughout the Rule. Basically it has to do with reverence 

and respect. Look for someone who lives in God’s presence and sees everything 

from that perspective; there you see the fear of God in action. 

 

After recommending that we keep the fear of the Lord before our eyes, the Rule 

adds that we should never forget it. What it says literally is that the monk 

should “flee from any kind of forgetfulness” (oblivio in Latin). Some 

commentators call this forgetfulness a kind of practical atheism, where God is 

effectively absent from our awareness—a state of mind well worth fleeing. But 

the solution is not necessarily an increased effort at keeping God in mind at 



every moment. Often, especially when dealing with other people, the most 

virtuous thing we can do is to focus all our attention on the person in front of us 

or on the task at hand. Avoiding forgetfulness is less a matter of conscious effort 

from within us than of being aware of what is already there beyond us: “let him 

recall that he is always seen by God in heaven, that his actions everywhere are 

in God’s sight and are reported by angels at every hour.” 

 

It would be an unfortunate mistake to understand this statement and similar 

ones throughout the Rule in terms of God spying on us. In fact, from the point 

of view of scripture and especially the Psalms, God’s sight, the face of the Lord, 

and radiance of God’s face are positive images. To say, “let your face shine on us, 

O Lord,” is to ask for the Lord’s presence and blessing. Some even translate this 

expression as God smiling upon us. A phrase from the liturgy comes to mind: in 

the first Eucharistic Prayer we ask God to look upon our offering “with a serene 

and kindly countenance.” To live in God’s presence, to fear the Lord, and not to 

be forgetful are in a way all synonyms for living in the radiance of God’s love 

and mercy. From this perspective, the next lines in the Rule have even greater 

impact: 

 

14The Prophet indicates this to us when he shows that our thoughts are 

always present to God, saying, "God searches hearts and minds,” (Ps 

7:10); 15again he says, “The Lord knows the thoughts of men,” (Ps 

93[94]:11); 16likewise, “From afar you know my thoughts,” (Ps 

138[139]:3); 17and, “The thought of man shall give you praise,” (Ps 

75[76]:11).  18That he may take care to avoid sinful thoughts, the 

virtuous brother must always say to himself, “I shall be blameless in his 

sight,” if, “I guard myself from my own wickedness,” (Ps 17[18]:24). 

 



So, the main arena in this first step of humility—and in all the steps, really—is 

our thoughts. Ideally a monk becomes an expert at self-observation, noticing 

where his thoughts tend to drift, which thoughts carry the most passion, which 

are the most invasive. This work of noticing the thoughts, avoiding the sinful 

ones, repelling the angry ones, fostering the peaceful and merciful ones is in itself 

a way of avoiding forgetfulness. The more we are aware of living in the radiance 

of God’s face, the more we are motivated to give him something beautiful to 

look at. 
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