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COMMENTARY ON THE RULE
OF ST. BENEDICT

PROLOGUE

Ausculta, o fili, precepta magistri,
et inclina aurem cordis tui, et admoni-
tionem pii patris libenter excipe, et
efficaciter comple; ut ad eum per
obedientiz laborem.redeas, a quo per
inobedientiz desidiam recesseras.

Hearken, O my son, to the precept
of your master, and incline the ear of
your heart: willingly receive and
faithfully fulfil the admonition of your
loving father, that you may ‘return
by the labour of obedience to Him

from whom you had departed throngh
the sloth of disobedience.

THER Rules have a more impersonal character, 2 more concise
and formal legislative air: St. Benedict in his first words puts
himself in intimate contact with his followers, commencing
the code of our monastic life with a loving address.

He who speaks is a master; for we cannot dispense with a master
in the supernatural life, which is at once a science and an art. He
gives precepts—that is to say, doctrinal and practical instruction.
St. Benedict here speaks of himself, though many commentators have
thought differently. Itisnofolly to call himself master, since he teaches
not in his own name, nor things of his own devising. He wrote near
the end of his life and in the fulness of his experience. Why should
he not be a loving father—pius pater, as he expresses it ? :

“O my son”: a title of endearment; softening whatever austerity
there may be in the “precepts of the master,” suggesting also that
the highest form of fatherhood is that which transmits doctrine and
enlightenment, having its ideal and source in God the * father of light *
(Jas.i.17). St.Thomas tells us that there is a true fatherhood among the
angels;! and in the Old Testament, among the patriarchs for instance,
if a man was a father he had to be a teacher as well, and while he gave
life had to enlighten the soul and hand on the teachings of God and His
promises; so is Noah called a “herald of justice ” (2 Pet. ii. 5). Ex-
perience shows that no earthly fatherhood has ever so closely resembled

he fatherhood of God as did St. Benedict’s. The Church venerates

im as the patriarch of the monks of the West; and God has so disposed
+hle course of history that every religious Order is in some way indebted
to him and has learnt from his fatherly wisdom.

Truly these first words of the prologue are attractive and reassuring.
“The master who addresses you, my child, is a father, a good and loving
father. The precepts which he brings you are counsels dictated by

| 1 Sr. THoMAs AQUINAs, Summa Theol., P. 1., ¢. xlv., a. 5, ad. 1.. .
1



2 Commentary on the Rule of St. Benedict

his experience and his love—* the admonition of your loving father.”
He does not dream of imposing them on you, but appeals to your good
will, to your delicacy of perception; there is no question of constraint,
but of a loving and glad acceptance, of supernatural docility.

This docility St. Benedict requires of every beginner; this same
docility, under the forms of humility and obedience, gives our monastic
life its authentic character; and, finally, by it is sanctity won: *“ Whoso
are led by the spirit of God, they are the sons of God ” (Rom. viii. 14)
" The sovereign importance of this simple, unaffected disposition comes
from the fact that it comprises in itself all virtue. To begin with,
docility means prudence, and in prudence are united all the moral
virtues. We cannot in our own persons have all experiences; but
others have had them, and we reap the benefit of these by our docility.
We make our own the wisdom of humanity supernaturalized, the
wisdom of St. Benedict, and faith makes us share the very wisdom of
God. Docility, and domhty alone, establishes us in that state whence
all self-seeking has been driven, a state which is the condition and the
prelude of a living union with Our Lord. Its name then is charity.

We should note how St. Benedict analyzes and details the successive
~stages of supernatural docility. * Hearken ”: for we must listen; if

there be too much noise in the soul and the attention be scattered over
a multitude of objects, the voice of God which is generally quiet as._
‘ the whistling of a gentle air ” (3 Kings xix. 12) is not heard. That
silence which ‘of itself is perfect praise, ‘To' thee silence is pralse ”
is rare among beings so fickle and impressionable as we are.

—But' to hearken is.not enough, and St. Benedict invites us in the
pretty phrase of the Book of Proverbs?® and Psalm xliv. to *incline
‘the ear of our heart.” We must have a receptive understanding; a
- trustful attitude towards the truth that is proposed to us, If we begin

by putting obstacles, ‘by establishing at the entry of .our souls a strict
barrier, or still more, if we be filled with our own views to the point of'
saying, ‘ He cannot teach me anythmg new; Iknow all that and better

than he does! . . .” then we are in the worst possible mental state,
' not only for supernatural teaching, but even for purely human instruc-
tion. Claude Bernard® tells us that the scientist, while striving to -
formulate and venfy his hypothesis, must be careful not to be led captive’

1 Pa. Ixiv. 2, accordmg to the Hebrew.

3 C.iv. Audi, fili mi, ét suscipe verba.mea. . . . Fili mi ausculta sermanes meos |
et ad eloguia mea inclina aurem tuam.  Ne recedant ab ocuhs tuis, custodi ea in medzo
cordis tus.

St. Jerome begins one of his letters ad Eustochium with the words of Ps. xlivy
(Ep. XXII. 1. P.L., XXI1I., 394)-

It would be maccurate to set down as source of this béginning of the Prolog{xe the "
beginning of the Admonitio ad filium spiritualem which figures among the spuria’ of
St. Basil, and was inserted by HovstEnius into the appendix of his Codex. regulafum.
This treatise is probably the.work of St. PAuLINUS oF AquILera; but the beginning and "
other passages have been added later by some monk; ¢f. P.L., XCIX., 212 sg. ‘(See
also P.L., XL., 1054 5¢.) -

e Introducuon & Petude de la médacme experimentale.

|



Prologue 3

by it, but must always remain accessible to any other better explanation. .
Our Holy Father asks us, then, to listen willingly, with free souls:
“ w:lhngly receive.” Let us ever accept at once the teaching which is
given to us; if there be in it any elements which we cannot assimilate,
these will be eliminated later of themselves.

“Et efficaciter comple”” And faithfully fulfil. It is the property
of truth to move us toaction. We cannot “ hold it captive in injustice >
(Rom. i. 18). We shall have to answer to God for all the good we have
seen and have not done. But therein too lies the difficulty; for sin has
upset the balance of our being: seeing, willing, loving, performing,
these are far from being one single operation.

S0, lest the work should frighten us, and to make clear at once its
charactet and plan, our Holy Father, with the insight of genius, yet in
the quiet classical style, sets down that which is the prize of our life,
that which should be its single object; that which gives it its dignity,
charm, and power, its merit and simplicity, that in which is contained

- the whole Rule: ¢ that you may return to Him by the labour of obedi-
ence.” For our business is not to live many years, and to become
learned, or to make a name in the world, but to walk to God, to get near
to Him, to unite ourselves to Him. Thls manner of conceiving the
I;)mt:ual life as a fearless walking to God is a favourite ore with St.

enedict; we shall meet it many times in the Rule. Our life is on an.
inclined plane we may ascend or descend, and the latter is very easy.
Since the Fall, man has only one way in whxch to separate himself from
God, and that is the way of the old Adam, disobedience; and he has,
too, but one way to return and that is by obedience, with the new Adam.
“For as by the disobedience of one man, many were made sinners:
50 also by the obedience of one, many shall be made just ’ (Rom. v. 19).
We pride ourselves on our disobedience, as giving proof of energy and
vigorous personality ; but St. Benedict declares that it is merely cowardice
and sloth; and if he speaks of the contrary attitude of mind as * labour >

-he will presently tell us of its solid fruitfulness and incomparable dignity.

Ad te ergo nunc meus? sermo dirigi- To you, therefore, my words are
tur, quisquis abrenuntians propriis - now addressed, whoever you are, that,
voluntatibus, Domino  Christo vero' renouncing your.own.will, you.do take
regi militaturus, obedientiz fortissima up the strong and bright weapons
atque praclara arma assumis. of obedience, in order to fight for the

: : Lord Christ, our true King,

In these words St. Benedict indicates to whom his invitation is
addressed, for whom is the scheme of life just sketched in rough outline.
. To you my words and my fatherly exhortation are now addressed,
whoever you may be, provided you be docile and resolute. So that

L Dicebant semes : quia nibil sic quarit Deus ab bis qui primitias babent conversa-
tionss, quomodo obedientiw laborem (Verba Semiorum : Vite Patrum, V., xiv. 15.
Roswzyp, p. 619).

2 The best reading is mibi. ‘St. JeroMme likewise says, in Letter XXII. ad Eusto-
chium (18): Nunc ad.te mibi omnis dirigatur oratio (P.L., XXII., 403).



4 Commentary on the Rule of St. Benedict

if we except the incapable and those who are bound by the ties of
other duty, no one is excluded. All that is required in the candidate
is the intention to accept the conditions of the monastic life, which are
reducible to three: renunciation of one’s own will, the taking up of the
weapons of obedlence, and service of the Lord.

.To renounce one’s own will is a necessary prellmlnary St. Benedict
speaks of “ wills ” in the plural,' because self-will or egoism has many
forms. Without pretending to classify them we may observe that
states of will may be spontaneous, or systematic, or temperamental.
The first of these are the least dangerous, because implying only the
mistake of a moment, a temporary distraction or interruption of con-
tinuity. The systematic will is continually springing up in the course
of the religious life. On the day of our profession we renounced all
things, but we build up the old again later on. It may be a question
of a person one likes or dislikes, or a question of doctrine, some detail
perhaps on which we cannot yield. Still more difficult is it to rid
ourselves of temperament, of that dlsagreeable, obstinate, wrangling
temper which sets us everlastingly in opposition.

In proportion as we strlp ourselves of the old secular vesture of egoism
and cast off all its trappings, so shall we be ready to take and use the
weapons of obedience.  St. Paul regards the principal virtues as different
pieces of the supernatural armour; but our Holy Father gives one general
name to the arms which he gives to his monks,? and speaks of the
““ weapons of obedience.” A soldier has to obey, to obey always and
no matter what happens; and a soldier of Jesus Christ has to obey
universally and without asking for reasons; it is the least he can do.
We have heard a great deal on the immorality of the vow of obedience,
and what are called the passive virtues have received plenty of abuse.
But St. Benedict had other notions of human dignity; in his view the
weapons of obedience were the strongest, the best tempered, the most
splendid, the most glorious. We obey God, we obey a Rule which we
have studied and chosen; we obey a man, but within the limits of our
vow. And while we obey we are free, since it is of our own act that
we unite our will to the will of God, which can hardly entail any loss
of dignity. Moreover, we are bound to make the real motive of the act
our own, and so we unite our thoughts with the Divine thought. ,

Once we are enrolled and armed we have but to fight under the
standard of the true King, the Lord Christ: “ to fight for the Lord
Christ our true King.”® We serve Him and His purpose, and we

! The same expression occurs in the Verba Semiorum (Vite Patrum, V., i. 9.
Rosweyp, p. 562) and in the Historia monachorum of Rurinus (XXXI. RoswEyp,
p- 484). St. Benedict cites in Chapter VIL. the verse of Ecclemamcus, xviil. 30: Et a
voluntatibus tuis avertere.

3 Cf. Exbortatio de panoplia ad monachos (inter S. EPHREM, opp. grac. lat., t. III

219
P s g‘um enim laboriosus, etiam nunc sub magno opere peccator ; veteranus in_numero
peccatorum, sed eterno Regi novus incorporea tiro militie (S. PavLini Norani, Ep. IV.
ad S. Augustinum. P.L., LXI., 165).



Prologue ‘ 5

serve according to the example He has given. * In the head of the book
it is written of me that I should do thy will. O my God, I have
desired it, and thy law in the midst of my heart ”” (Ps. xxxix. 8, 9).
“ Being made obedient even unto death” (Phile ii. 8). Let us have
a full realization of the drama which is being enacted, and in which we
have to play our part. This drama fills all time and all space. It
began, with the very beginning of things, in the angelic world, by an
act of disobedience. This brought another in its train here below,
one which has been repaired by the obedience of Our Lord Jesus Christ.
All intelligent beings are ranged in two camps, those who obey and those
who obey not; and the struggle of the two forces knows no truce.
Each has its king, and he who claims to withdraw himself from obedience
passes by this very fact under the domination of the other King. God
for god, I prefer my own. In the army of those who obey the Lord,
religious form a picked body. Our Holy Father recognizes elsewhere
that the monastic life is also a school, a workshop, and above all a family.

In primis,' ut quidquid agendum
_inchoas bonum, ab eo perfici instantissi-
ma oratione deposcas; ut, qui nos jam
in filiorum dignatus est numero compu-
tare, non debeat alignando de malis
actibus nostris contristari.

In the first place, whatever good
work you begin to do, beg of Him with
most earnest prayer to perfect it; that
He who has now vouchsafed to count
us in the number of His children may

not at any time be grieved by our ‘evil
deeds. :

Our Holy Father’s-first piece of advice and his first care is that we
should rest on God in order to go to Him. We need grace and we
need the prayer which wins grace; for these two things are connected
and go necessarily together. This clear statement, at the very begin-
ning of the Rule, makes short work of any Pelagian or Semi-Pelagian
corruption of the truth. Pelagius, a wandering monk, held that man
was essentially good, that his good will was sufficient for right action.
; Besides this he ‘needed, but only as external helps, the law, and the
teaching and example of Our Lord. Cassian himself, in his thirteenth
Conference, considers that our reason and will are sufficient for the first
act by which we accept thie faith and enter upon the life of grace. The
words of St. Benedict are profoundly wise and are in agreemént with the
teaching of the Council of Orange:? “ The assistance of God must ever
be asked even by the baptized and the saints, that they may be able to
reach a good end or to persevere in good.” _

We cannot do without God. God has part in each one of our acts,
and influences their very origin. This is especially true of supernatural
acts, because the created agent.is there setting forces to work which
are not his own. The first movement towards the faith and to baptism

L With recent editors (ScaminT, W4LFFLIN), we might join dirigitur and in primis,.
treating quisquis abrénuntians . . . as a parenthetical clause. D. BurTrer rejects this:
punctuation as contrary to that of the best manuscripts and to the interpretation of the
oldest commentators.

3 Cap. x., Manst, Sacrorum Conciliorum nova et amplissima Collectio, t. VIIL., col. 714.



6 Commentary on the Rule q/' St. Benea'zct

is due to an impulsion of His grace; 5o too a true religious vocation comes
from Him and not from any course of reasoning or philosophic deduction.
- But the co-operation of God is as indispensable for the continuance
of this supernatural work as for its commencement; for it is a long work,
as long as life. And though our vocation be angehc, our natures are
not so. ‘The angel is steadfast in the one act of his will; we with our
weaker natures, more open to attack and assailed by lower impulses,
_ must ever be renewing our purpose,. so ready are we to fail before
difficulty.. Therefore we must go to God and ask Him in fervent prayer,
prayer instant and untiring, instantissima oratione, for the grace to
¢ perfect,” the grace of perseverance.

There can be no doubt that God yields to our prayer; He has
already engaged to do so, He has tied His hands. The best answer
to the natural question, Shall I have strength to persevere ? is that -
God has anticipated us: “For he hath first loved us. . . . With
an everlasting love have I loved thee, therefore I drew thee, having .
_pity on thee.” His love is eterhal. He has drawn close to each one of
us. As a mark of it He has in baptism given us unasked the supernatural
and divine life. Now we are of the number of His children. Let us"
~ then be what He has made us. -Let us not by misdeeds belie that dignity
to which His mere love has raised us. Let us strive not to cheat His
‘goodness, nor to give Him cause to repent of it. In words full of
insight and filial love, St.'Benedict regards the development of our -
. perfection as a personal success of God, and its miscarriage as a
. disappointment of the Almighty. ‘

- Ita enim ei omni tempore de bonis
suis in nobis parendum est: ut non so-
lum, ut iratus pater, non aliquando

filios suos cxhaeredet, sed necut metuen-

dus Dommus, irritatus malis nostris, ut
nequissimos servos perpetuam tradat

For we must always 8o serve Him
with the good things He has given us,™
that not only may He nevef, as an
angry father, disinherit His- clnldren,__
but may never, as a dread Lord, in-
censed by our sins, deliver us to ever-

lasting punishment, as’ most wicked
servants who would not follow Him

: to.glory.

These words develop what has just been said. Prayer and grace
are necessary for us that we may obey God all our lives and at every
moment of our lives, for that is really the task which has been set us
‘and accepted by us. Nothing will be wanting to us that-we may fulfil
it well, if our prayers win us grace and our fidelity makes it fructify.

. 'The source and the measure of our supernatural riches are also the source’
and measure of our obligations and responsrbrlmes, and we are become :
before God sons and servants.

We are children of God, not by any legal fiction, but by a deep and
real assimilation to His only Son; because of that divine life which grace
implants within us, we hold an unassailable title to the inheritance
of that Son: “ And if sons, heirs also, heirs indeed of God and joint
heirs with Christ ” (Rom. viii. 17). This supernatural life is endowed

ad peenam, qui eum sequi noluerint ad
‘gloriam. .



