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RB 7: The Fourth Step of Humility 

 

If there is a general progression in chapter 7 of the Rule, it would be from 

the inside out: from the realm of the will and internal attitudes to the 

external world of behavior and interaction. In step four, the main focus 

remains on inner dispositions, but the circumstances involve the hardest 

kinds of encounter with the world around us. In this sense, it is like the 

hinge of the twelve steps. All the following stages bear the mark of this 

crucial step. 

 

The text consists of a brief but dense statement of the principle, followed by 

a series of scripture texts that undergird the various aspects of this step. 

Here is how the text begins: 

 

35The fourth step of humility is that in this obedience under difficult, 

unfavorable, or even unjust conditions, his heart quietly embraces 

suffering 36and endures it without weakening or seeking escape.   

 

To restate it more literally, it has to do with hard and contrary things, and 

even with injuries or damaging words and events. These are critical 

moments, when our instinct is to cry “unfair,” to lash out, run, or seek 

revenge. But the Rule’s advice is to keep quiet, especially interiorly, to 



embrace the suffering, which is the equivalent of patience, to hang on, not 

to give up, and not to run away. 

 

This is lowest point of humility and an experience of spiritual poverty. In a 

sense, this step is the center of gravity of the Rule. But we would be 

mistaken to see it as a cruel sort of desolation meant only to test one’s 

mettle. 

 

Rather, it is at this low point that we most clearly encounter Jesus at the 

low point of his self-outpouring. The steps of humility only make sense in 

the light of Christ, and only in Christ do we have the true model of what 

they describe. Just as his suffering was redemptive, so too, our following in 

his footsteps continues his work of redemption. 

 

The rest of this step presents well-chosen scripture quotations that 

underline different aspects of this radical humility. Or, to put it another 

way, they accentuate certain features of the face of Christ as it shows 

through in this fourth step. The text goes on: 

 

For Scripture has it, “Anyone who perseveres to the end will be 

saved,” (Matt 10:22), 37and again, “Be brave of heart and rely on 

the Lord,” (Ps 26[27]:14).  38Another passage shows how the 

faithful must endure everything, even contradiction, for the Lord’s 

sake, saying in the person of those who suffer, “For your sake we are 

put to death continually; we are regarded as sheep marked for 

slaughter,” (Rom 8:36; Ps 43[44]:22).  



 

So, bravery and perseverance are only part of the picture. The “sheep 

marked for slaughter,” the Lamb of God is the true Image to which this 

step conforms us. The text continues: 

 

39They are so confident in their expectation of reward from God that 

they continue joyfully and say, “But in all this we overcame because of 

Him who so greatly loved us,” (Rom 8:37).  40Elsewhere Scripture 

says, “O God, you have tested us, you have tried us as silver is tried 

by fire; you have led us into a snare, you have placed afflictions on our 

backs,” (Ps 65[66]:10-11).  41Then, to show that we ought to be 

under a superior, it adds, “You have placed men over our heads,” (Ps 

65[66]:12). 

 

It is not hard to associate these verses with the events of the Passion. The 

fourth step of humility is a sort of Way of the Cross: the long slog, carrying 

a heavy weight; afflictions; staying silent before accusers and judge. The text 

then concludes: 

 

42In truth, those who are patient amid hardships and unjust 

treatment are fulfilling the Lord’s command, “When struck on one 

cheek, they turn the other; when deprived of their coat, they offer 

their cloak also; when pressed into service for one mile, they go two,” 

(Matt 5:39-41).  43With the Apostle Paul, they bear with, “false 

brothers, endure persecution,” and, “bless those who curse them,” (2 

Cor 11:26; 1 Cor 4:12). 



 

These teachings of Jesus and Paul show how genuine Christian love—which 

is capable of loving enemies—is borne out in action. And again, the events of 

the Passion show through: being struck on the cheek, losing the last of one’s 

clothes, going the extra mile, bearing with betrayers and naysayers.  

 

One final remark is that we should avoid seeing the fourth step as a 

one-time event. Attaining the deep level of patience and inner quiet this 

step describes takes a long time, and perhaps even requires a few failures 

before real progress can begin. The better we know and understand this 

step, the greater the chance we will realize our failures in it, and the 

greater the chance we will begin to practice it. 
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