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Part Two:  Chapter 4 “The Tools of Good Work” 

 by Sister Rose Wildeman and Sister Anita Louise Lowe 

Over a year ago we looked at the first half of Benedict’s chapter on “the Tools of Good Work” 

and shared ways we can incorporate them into our lives today.  Due to bad weather, the second 

half of this presentation had to be postponed.  The chapter is set up as a chiasm, a style of writing 

in the time of St. Benedict in which the most important part, the nucleus, is placed in the middle.  

The ideas leading up to this point are correlated with a similar set, given in reverse order.  In 

Chapter 4, the nucleus is in two parts: verses 41-50 focus on watchfulness, and verses 51-58 

focus the means of watchfulness. 

Benedict begins this chapter by making a list of very important tools the monks (and every 

Christian) can use as guides in living their monastic life.  He begins with what Jesus says are the 

two greatest commandments: “Love God with your whole heart, your whole soul, your whole 

strength and love your neighbor as yourself.”  Then Benedict lists most of the 10 

Commandments followed by the Golden Rule which is stated in the negative rather than the 

positive.  He then finishes with the Corporal Works of Mercy. 

In verses 41-50 he gets into his main idea or message that he wants to give—watchfulness.  

Benedict tells us that the way to be watchful is to place your hope in God alone.  Hope, 

according to Michael Casey, is a theological virtue that allows us to live in union with God.  It is 

an abounding trust in God.   This hope is not directed toward desirable outcomes in this present 

life, but its energy lifts up the heart of the believer toward eternal life.  Keeping one’s focus on 

eternal life helps one to continue trusting in God through all situations.  However, we don’t have 

to wait until death to experience moments of grace.   Casey says that “committing one’s hope to 

God implies a deliberate action.  It means having eternal life as our one principal and motivating 

goal reducing all other hopes to a lower plane.”  Having this one principal and motivating goal 

reminds me of the main idea in a movie called “City Slickers.”  In this movie, some middle-aged 

business men decide to get away for awhile and go on a cattle drive.   During this time, they 

learn from the leader of the cattle drive that the most important thing in life is “one thing.”  One 

of them (Billy Crystal) asked him what the “one thing” is.  The leader said that everyone has to 

discover for themselves what that “one thing” is in their life.  For St. Benedict that “one thing” 
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was eternal life.  He says that if we desire eternal life, “we must run and do what will profit us 

forever” (Prologue 44).  Some of the ways Benedict says we can do that is “to faithfully observe 

God’s instructions, stay on the narrow road, keep the Gospel as our guide and patiently share in 

the sufferings of Christ” (Prologue).  By doing these things we will be able to keep that “one 

thing—eternal life,” as our goal. 

“This commitment of life and hope to God,” says Casey, “is at the heart of the ritual of monastic 

profession” (Casey, p. 140).   The one making profession sings the Suscipe three times: “Receive 

me, O Lord, according to your word and I shall live.  Do not fail me in my hope.”  The newly 

professed doesn’t sing it alone, however.  The entire community also sings it three times in 

response.  By doing this, the community is offering their support to this new member.  We are all 

on this journey together.  We place our hope in God first of all.  We need that “one thing” —

eternal life—the hope of eventually being in heaven with God to keep us on this journey. 

The next two verses, 42-43, tell us to realize that the good in us comes from God and the evil that 

we do is our own to acknowledge.  During Benedict’s time there was a Semi-Pelagian heresy or 

controversy, claiming that each person had to attain eternal life by their own merits.  Benedict 

insisted that God’s grace plays a primary role.   We won’t get to heaven by our own merits alone.  

Casey says: “I have to cooperate in the processes of purification and sanctification, but I am not 

their initiator or even their principal agent.  They are God’s work; my struggles are simply the 

result of having to overcome my inertia and reduce my resistance to what God is achieving” 

(Casey, p. 144).  God is working with the good in us, but we are responsible for our own 

individual sinfulness.   We need to recognize that both are present in us without concentrating 

primarily on one or the other.  It is not all up to God and it is not all up to us. We need to be 

“watchful” that we keep all of this in balance. 

In verses 44-47, Benedict doesn’t want us to forget the last things and the day of  judgment.   He 

wants us to think daily of our own death.  This idea of death, however, is not morbid and not to 

be dreaded.  The sequence here is important.  Benedict does not separate death and eternal life.  

Death is the passage to eternal life, the beginning of the everlasting encounter with Christ.  This 

holding together of dying and new life, that is the paschal mystery, runs throughout the Rule.  In 

chapter 49 we are told that while our life should be a perpetual Lent, we should also daily look 
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forward to Easter with “joy and spiritual longing” (49, 7).  Death is the gateway to life with 

Christ.     

Casey says that the monastery exists to guide us into the realization that our desire for God will 

be satisfied only in eternity.  The monastery’s structures are designed to help us turn aside from 

what is present and look with expectation toward the final goal.  Everything that happens in this 

present life, including our occasional foretasting of the reality that awaits us, is meant to keep us 

walking along the road that leads to eternal life.  (Casey, p. 156). 

Next, verses 48-49 follow naturally.  They are verses on mindfulness and awareness—another 

way of saying watchfulness.  They are reminding us to not let ourselves go through life half 

awake and unaware.  They invite us to be watchful for God’s loving gaze that is always upon us 

whatever we may do and wherever we may go.  Casey says that God is seeking us in order that 

we might seek God.  And even when we falter in this search and allow ourselves to become 

distracted by other things, the invitation remains current.  He also says that we might switch the 

metaphor from the divine surveillance to the divine accompaniment.  That means that Christ is at 

our side for every moment of our journey—not just watching to see when we fail.  Jesus is our 

Emmanuel—God with us.  Our life here, wherever we are, is a time of training for living in the 

presence of God.  And, as Christ’s presence in our lives becomes more than an occasional 

moment of recognition, we begin a process of transformation that will change us for the better 

over the course of a lifetime (Casey p. 165-168). 

God is with us all the time, but there are times when we have wrongful, incorrect, and bad 

thoughts.  In verse 50, Benedict encourages us to dash these thoughts against Christ and disclose 

them to our spiritual guide.  The first part about dashing our thoughts against Christ is a 

reference to Psalm 136, which talks about smashing Babylonian babies against the rocks.  Esther 

De Waal says that this image is appalling to her, but it is helpful to visualize that scene in order 

to grasp what Benedict is asking us to do.  He is asking us to dash our wrongful thoughts against 

Christ while they are still in their infancy, before they have time to grow any further.  St. 

Augustine says that it is easier to put out an undesirable blaze of desire while it is still small.  If 

we allow it to grow, it gains momentum and our efforts to bring it under control will cost us 

more and likely will be unsuccessful (Casey, p. 170). 
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It takes humility to share our less than perfect self with another.  Benedict doesn’t want these 

wrongful thoughts to grow and get the best of us.   He wants us to make a fresh start.   

The second half of the nucleus of Chapter 4, verses 51-58, are structured with four statements 

of what we should not do and four statements of what we should do.  Benedict starts with the 

negatives.  We are to guard our tongue against evil, we are not to love much talking, we are not 

to speak vain or foolish words –especially not words that lead to laughter, and we are not to love 

boisterous laughter.    

 Benedict takes his thoughts here from The Rule of the Master—almost word for word.  

He does, however, take out the word “entirely” when speaking about avoiding vain words or 

words that cause laughter.  This section of Chapter 4 also corresponds quite heavily with other 

sections of the Rule, namely Chapter 6 and verses 56-61 of Chapter 7.  Chapter 6 is focused on 

restraint of speech, and Chapter 7 focuses on humility. 

These thoughts are repeated by Benedict three times in the first seven chapters of his 

Rule.  Casey asks, “What makes speech undesirable?”  He continues to answer the question by 

saying, “When it is evil or in any way inappropriate, when it is excessive in quantity, when it 

lacks substance or is aimed at entertainment, when it leads to noisy outbursts of hilarity.”  

(Casey, p. 175)   

 We might challenge ourselves to examine our patterns of speech.  Do we speak more than 

we need?  Do we allow others to share their wisdom?  Or are we too busy expounding our own?  

Do we nurture a quiet spirit so that we might be more attentive to discovering God’s voice—in 

the quiet of my heart, in my prayer, in the words of another?   

 Casey notes, “One of the ways in which we do violence to other persons is by dominating 

conversations.  When we fall in love with the sound of our own voice and are amazed at the 

wisdom that flows from our mouths, we so fill the available space around us that others are 

pushed to the margins.” (Casey, p. 179-80)  If we’re honest, we can each probably name such a 

person in our lives.  And if we’re really honest, we may note that we ourselves have been that 

way at times.  Listening is at the heart of Benedict’s Rule.  It’s the first word…and the concept is 

repeated many times over.  We are called to listen.   
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The first thing Benedict tells us to do here is to “listen readily to holy reading.”  We are called to 

listen for God’s word—in the psalms, in the scriptures.  And, listening, we are then called to give 

ourselves to prayer.   

 Benedict does not call us to an extreme silence.  He knows that some talking is required if 

we are to build healthy relationships.  He simply wants us to be conscious of our words and the 

power they hold.  Do we use our words to build up another or to tear him or her down?  Do we 

laugh too readily, lacking a sense of the seriousness of life? 

 The sentences about laughter are probably some of the most difficult for us.  We know 

that laughter is good for the soul.  We know that if we are too serious all the time that there is no 

joy in our lives.  This is not what Benedict is advocating.  Sister Aquinata Bockman looked at the 

words that Benedict used—in Latin:  scurrilitas, gravitas, silencio, and taciturnitas.  The disciple 

is to avoid scurrilitas—bursts of laughter.  This is buffoonery, and Benedict condemns it 

absolutely.  This is laughter that is vulgar and that leads to gossip.  This is laughter that pokes 

fun at another, or makes light of the gift of sexuality.  This is the laughter that Benedict 

condemns.   

 Benedict calls for the monk to speak with gravitas—with weight.  The word comes from 

the marketplace where goods were measured on a scale.  We are to measure, to weigh our words.  

Are they of benefit to others?  Then, we should speak them.  Are they only for our own benefit or 

self-aggrandizement?  Then, we should refrain from speech.   

 Silence can simply refer to the exterior—not speaking, keeping one’s mouth closed, but 

the word Benedict uses more frequently is taciturnitas.  This word means to be at peace.  It is an 

inner quiet, a state of contentment and rest.  In this state one can have some words without losing 

a sense of inner peace.  In order to reach this state of inner peace, we often have to first learn 

how to be silent; we need to learn the exterior silence before we can learn the interior silence.  

 The end of the nucleus of Chapter 4 concludes with “Every day with tears and sighs 

confess your past sins to God in prayer and change from these evil ways in the future.  Here we 

have the last two of the statements of what it is that we ought to do.  We are to confess our sins 

daily and we are to change our ways.  Verse 57, to confess our sins daily, also forms the nucleus 

of Benedict’s teaching on the fifth step of humility in Chapter 7.  Benedict is a practical man.  He 
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knows that we will fail.  We only reach perfection when we reach heaven.  Our life until then is 

to be a continual striving for those things that will lead us to heaven. An interior silence, a 

listening spirit, and an openness to acknowledge our failures are all part of that journey. 

The next set of verses (59-63) deal with renunciation and mirror verses 34-40 on how we 

are not to be.  These verses form their own chiasm with obedience in the center.  Obedience is 

the key to our living the Christian life.  Again, we have the precept to listen.  Benedict knows 

that human behavior is weak, so he notes that we are to follow the teachings of the abbot even if 

he does not follow it himself, saying “Do what they say, not what they do.”   

 No matter who we are and where we live, we all are called to be obedient.  In 

community, we are called to obey the prioress and one another.  As Christians we are called to 

obey the teachings of the Scriptures, the Gospels, the apostles.  If you are married, you are called 

to obey your spouse.  Children are called to obey their parents, their teachers.  In a positive light, 

to obey is to listen, to listen attentively to the voice and teachings of another person in order to 

hear the voice and teaching of God.   

 The first verse, 59, speaks of the flesh.  This word occurs 20 times in the Rule, and is, 

therefore, important to Benedict.  The desires of the flesh divide us, but spiritual desire brings 

about unity.  The concept of self-will is also important to Benedict.  It is one of the few times 

that he uses the word hate.  We are to hate the urgings of the self-will.  Casey defines self-will as 

“a matter of maintaining full control over one’s own life and living it for one’s own advantage, 

convenience, and gratifications.  We ourselves are the only ones taken into consideration in the 

making of choices.” (Casey, p. 201)  No wonder Benedict is so against this.  He is writing for 

cenobites.  Communal living cannot exist unless all are willing to give up their own wills for the 

sake of the common good.  Casey also notes that Thomas Merton distinguished between the 

outer self and the deep self.  Monastic life calls us to live from the deep self and to hate or reject 

the false self, the masks we wear.  It is the false self that we are called to hate, not the true self.   

 If we strive to let our true self grow and to have our false self diminish then we will be 

truly humble.  We will not aspire to be called holy before we are.  But, we will strive to be holy, 

to be God-like in our daily interactions with one another.   
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The next set of verses are grouped under the title “Love of Neighbor.” Verses 64-73 are a list of 

ways to improve human relations.   De Waal says that these verses are a miscellaneous collection 

of basic virtues and vices with little underlying coherence.  Chastity is good; hatred, jealousy, 

quarrelling, and arrogance are not.  Reverence for both old and young, praying for our enemies, 

trying to keep the peace—these are all instruments of survival in community life (De Waal, p. 

35). 

     De Waal says that “treasure chastity” in verse 64 sets the keynote.  It is asking us to respect 

and revere others.  It is asking for a sense of restraint by which we hold ourselves back from 

intruding ourselves on others.  She says that so often what lies behind quarrelling and 

contentiousness is this desire to impose ourselves, our ideas, and our demands upon others. (De 

Waal, p. 35).  Along with this, Casey says that the only way to avoid quarrelling is to develop a 

culture of listening to others with profound respect.   Encouraging the expression of different 

points of view is necessary to come to a good level of common agreement. (Casey, p. 225-226).  

In Chapter 3, Benedict speaks of summoning the community for counsel.  They are to express 

their opinions with all humility.  He also recognizes that the Spirit often reveals to the younger 

what is better.  I’m sure Benedict avoided many arguments and much quarrelling by doing this. 

     Regarding jealousy and envy, Casey says that they stem from regarding others as rivals and 

adversaries.  Because of jealousy and envy, we do not wish to share with them the good things 

that we possess, and we resent the fact that they possess goods or qualities that we desire but do 

not have.  We become suspicious and desire to get an advantage for ourselves.  The danger in all 

of this is that jealousy and envy will spread to those we are having problems with.  As a result 

individualism will continue to grow.   Instead of belonging to a community with common 

ownership of goods and unity of heart and mind, we live in a narcissistic world in which the 

connection to other persons is broken.  (Casey, p. 223).  We are more concerned about ourselves 

and our own needs than those of others.   

    Benedict based much of his Rule, almost word for word, on the Rule of the Master.  However, 

he deleted sections that he did not want and added others that he thought were important.  In the 

Rule of the Master, the monks were encouraged to work hard at being the best monk they could 

be in the eyes of the Abbot.  This was because the Abbot chose the person who would follow 

him as the next Abbot—there was no discernment and election by the community.  So, the 
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monks were encouraged to do whatever they could to win the Abbot’s favor.  This is probably 

the reason Benedict felt it necessary to add verses 69-71 to his Rule.  He did not want pride or 

elation to be characteristics of the monks in his monastery.  Also from the writings of Cassian, 

Benedict believed that Christ-like humility is the most important element of lifelong 

perseverance in the monastic life. (Casey, p. 230)   

     Regarding the respect of elders and love of juniors in verses 70-71, Benedict acknowledged 

that we live in a “community of unequals,” to use a term coined by Sister Helen Lombard.  For 

Benedict, seniority is determined by the day and hour of entry unless for good reason the Abbot 

decides to make a change.  Young or old, it is important that each member of the community 

recognizes and celebrates the unique contribution that others make to the common life and to the 

attainment of the monastic ideal. (Casey, p. 233-234).   

     Another verse that is not in the Rule of the Master is verse 72.  In this verse and in verse 73, 

Benedict brings to our attention the importance of reconciliation.  We are not only to forgive 

others, but we are to pray for them out of love for Christ.  We can find Christ not only in our 

friends, but also in our enemies.  Casey says that reconciliation is impossible as long as we 

regard ourselves as the sole injured party.  Sometimes the path to reconciliation is cleared by our 

being willing to be the first to ask for pardon and forgiveness.  Hatred is a devil to be cast out 

and we must pray for the power to forgive, for it is in forgiving our enemies that we are healed. 

(Casey, p. 241)     

     In Verse 73, Benedict encourages us to make peace before sunset with someone with whom 

we have a dispute.  Casey says that if we allow a grievance to fester after sunset, it will interfere 

with our sleep.  The deprivation of sleep will then exaggerate our feelings of being wronged and 

extend the grievance from a single incident to include a wide range of hurtful situations.  It keeps 

getting bigger and bigger.  Our emotions tend to carry us away.   In Matthew 5:9, Jesus promised 

happiness to those who make peace.  Peace will not happen of its own accord.  It has to be 

created.  We must start to think differently and ask what we can do to resolve the matter 

peaceably and move toward reconciliation (Casey, p. 242).   

Benedict concludes his list of tools by saying, “never lose hope in God’s mercy.”  He has 

listed 73 tools for the spiritual life, some positive and some negative.  But, number 74 puts all of 
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them into context.  God’s love, mercy, and forgiveness is ultimate.  If we can remember that, 

then we will strive to keep the rest.  And, when we fail—as we know we will—we will 

remember that God is indeed merciful, forgiving, and loving.  And we will get up and start again.  

The love and mercy of God are foundational for us in our practice of the tools of the spiritual 

life.  Practice of these tools without a sense of God’s love can lead us to simply go through the 

exterior motions of life.   

Benedict tells us that we are to use all these tools throughout our life and then return them to 

God on judgment day.  Then we will receive the reward promised all good and faithful servants.  

Benedict leaves out the lengthy description of this heavenly reward that the Master includes in 

his summary.  Rather, Benedict simply says that the reward we receive is “what eye has not seen, 

what ear has not heard…what God has prepared for those who love.”  Benedict here tells us that 

the reward is not important.  It is the journey to union with God in heaven that is the ultimate 

goal, the ultimate reward.   

Casey notes that “there are very few persons who could claim to have practiced all the 

precepts in this chapter, and so, at the end, most of us are probably conscious of how much more 

needs to be done to bring our life into conformity with the Gospel…” (Casey, p. 244)  Therefore, 

it is important to realize that all that we do relies on God’s grace.  St. Bernard of Clairvaux 

advised his monks:  “Turn your foot aside from troubled and anxious recalling of your ways  and 

escape to make an easier journey by the serene remembering of the good things which God has 

done.  In this way, instead of becoming upset by thinking about yourself, you will catch your 

breath by looking upon God.”  (Casey, p. 246) 

In the end what is needed is perseverance, stability.  The workshop for the use of all these 

tools is the monastery and the stability of the community.  We use the tools in daily life, in our 

interactions with one another.  What matters most is that we don’t attempt to run away from our 

lives, especially when times are difficult.  Instead, we stay put, we persevere in our 

commitments, and we trust in God to see us through.   

One of the desert fathers said, “A monk is not a monk who enters a monastery, but one who 

has grown old in a monastery.”  It is the life that forms us, through all of its challenges and 

temptations.  By living the life we are called to live, we are formed.  We are formed to be the 
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person God created us to be with all of our characteristics, preferences, and ways of acting and 

thinking.  And when God looks upon us, God will say as at the time of creation, “It is good.”  

We are good.  Our call is to use these tools of the spiritual life in order to grow in the reality that 

we are created in God’s image and likeness.  The final call:  love… and never lose hope in God’s 

mercy. 


