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“ut in omnibus glorificetur Deus,” “That in all things God may be glorified.” 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

The very first word in the Holy Rule of Saint Benedict is “listen.” A fascinating 
word—and one which immediately grabs our attention. It is almost as if we are 
waking on the street and all at once hear a voice which calls out to us “listen.”   

 
We hear so many voices—every day—and have often learned to “tune out” the 

many calls which come to us. Sometimes the noise is just too much to take. 
Anyone who has lived in a big city, for instance, had leaned how to ignore 
“noise.” I remember when I first moved to Throgg’s Neck, in the Bronx. We were 

right under the planes landing at LaGuardia Airport. For some time, I heard 
every plane that flew over. Eventually, I did not hear any of them. 
 

We learn, though, to be attentive to important sounds. And thus it is that when 
we hear St. Benedict ask us to listen, we realize that this is an important voice. 

 
The person who hears this invitation is someone who is “open,” or as St. 
Benedict would go on to tell us, we are someone who is “seeking God.” For us, 

this invitation catches our attention and causes us to hear something which 
many other people may choose to ignore. 

 



Benedict goes on to give us good advice as to how to begin our journey to find 
God. He invites us to begin with a prayer that God will bring to completion the 

good work which has already begun in us. He wants us to realize that we only 
hear this invitation because God is already active in our lives—and has 

prepared our hearts to hear this call. We, then choose to respond by “hearing 
the call,” and by preparing to take the simple steps which will help us progress 
on the journey towards God. 

 
Some are shocked that Benedict so quickly mentions obedience. It is a word—a 
concept—which is so often misunderstood. In many other places in the Holy 
Rule Benedict will flesh out what he means by this vow. Do remember that it is 
one of the three vows which monastics profess—but must always be 

understood in conjunction with the other two: stability and conversion of life.  
 

A word which often helps me to imagine what obedience is about is “dialog.” To 
be obedient is literally “to hear.” It means that I am called to listen to several 
important voices: the voice of God, the voice of the person who guides and 

directs me on my journey (Benedict calls this person an Abbot), the voice of 
those who live in community with me, and the voices of those who need the 
gifts, talents and abilities which I have to offer. It calls me then into prayer, 

discernment, reflection and conversation with all these voices. In the end it 
calls me to trust that through this dialog and through saying yes—despite my 

limitations, self-will, and preconceptions—that God will be present in the 
reality of my saying yes and that ultimately good will come from this. 
 

It does not mean that obedience will be simple or even easy. It does mean that I 
may be asked to stretch and to grow—and that is not always comfortable. It 

means that the needs of the community and my own needs will be met—
though perhaps not in the way I want or expect. That does indeed require 
trust. And trust is built slowly over time. The more I learn to trust, the easier it 

will become for me to say yes—to hear and to respond to God’s call. 
 
Benedict goes on to suggest that we begin to put our thoughts and wishes into 

action. He encourages us with these words, “the Lord waits for us to daily to 
translate into action, as we should, his holy teaching.” It is not just enough to 

hope that things will get done, we are called to do our part in making sure that 
the essential tasks are completed. But he reminds of the Apostle Paul’s own 
humility—when we complete any good deed undertaken in God’s name, we 

must realize that it was only accomplished because of God’s grace. After all, it 
was God who created us, God who gave us the ability to do this good work, and 

God’s grace which followed us through every moment of this good work. This 
enables us to be truly thankful.  
 

At the same time, it takes away a great deal of worry in our lives. Rather than 
focusing on an immediate outcome, we are called to trust that God is active in 
ways which we may not see or may not immediately understand. And, all will 



be revealed in God’s time—not in the hour we desire. This is an experience 
which so many have had in looking back on earlier moments in our lives. 

Things which confused us and did not make sense at the time, now seem far 
clearer. It is in retrospect that we see and understand that God was active in 

our lives in ways that we did not see or understand at the time. We learn that 
good can come from things, which at that moment did not make sense to us. 
Good can come from hurt, pain, and suffering. Good can come even from evil! 

That is a very important lesson to learn. When we do, it helps us to be able to 
trust more fully and to be more willing to say “yes.” It is especially important in 
those moments in which we are tempted to get caught up in a feeling we have 

failed. Even or weakness, failures—and even our sins—may ultimately be an 
occasion for good. Truly, with God all things are possible. 

 
We may well struggle to be obedient. At first it does not come easily, or 
automatically. It may never do so. Over time, though, and with the help of 

God’s grace—and in the growth which comes from failing and starting over—we 
become accustomed to being obedient. Eventually our first response is “yes,” or 

“why not,” rather than “no,” or “I am afraid to say yes.” That, of course, is what 
conversion of life is all about. It is not that we only say yes or no to God one 
time. It is rather that we are called to a life of change and growth. It is that day 

in and day out we are provided with opportunities to say yes—even if there are 
times that we still say no. Benedict assures us that God will assist us in this 
process: “What is not possible to us by nature, let us ask the Lord to supply by 

the help of his grace.” We are then invited to begin now—now to procrastinate 
or find reasons for delay—but like those first followers of the Lord to 

“immediately” respond by choosing to seek God with all we are and all that is 
in us. 
 

Benedict then provides the context in which our search for God will take place. 
He calls this a “school for the Lord’s service.” What this really means, of course, 
is that the one who seeks God is called into a life of community. For some, that 

will literally mean joining a traditional monastic community—an abbey or 
priory. For many others, though, it means that we will travel with others who 

have heard the same call. It means though, that—at least at the beginning—we 
will not travel alone. In the first chapter of the Holy Rule, which follow, 
Benedict will discuss the importance of stability—of “putting down roots” and 

of being “connected to others.” Especially at first, this is essential. We are 
called to trust in guides who have made this journey before us—to learn from 

their mistakes and to avoid making many of them ourselves. But to know that 
when we do make mistakes and stray from the safe path, there are others who 
will love us and prayerfully support us and help us to find the way once again. 

 
It is all to common at the beginning—and especially for those who have had 

some life-changing experience, such as an encounter with God, to feel 
inadequate—and even overwhelmed. Sadly, such fears, if not addressed can 
serve as an impediment. We can get scared and just run away. Benedict is a 



realist. He recognizes that danger and addresses it head on: “Do not be 
daunted immediately by fear and run away from the road that leads to 

salvation. It is bound to be narrow at the outset.”  
 

Anyone who has tried to do something new and different knows what it is to 
ask those questions, “What am I doing?” “What have I gotten myself into?” and 
to say, “I don’t think I can do this!” Perhaps even, “I am a failure.” The 

important thing, though, is not to give up—not to run away. Perseverance is a 
gift—as much as a strategy. But, it seems to me, that the lesson here is never 
to give up. It is never too late to make a new beginning—never too late to start 

over. If one road or path does not work for us, there will always be another. 
And even in the midst of the confusion, God is with us on our journey, and 

wants to lead us—ultimately—to the place where we need to be. The Trappist 
monk, Thomas Merton expressed it powerfully when he said; 
 

“And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the right road, 
though I may know nothing about it. 

Therefore, will I trust you always though 
I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. 
I will not fear, for you are ever with me, 

and you will never leave me to face my perils alone.” 
 
Do not be daunted and run away in fear. Sage advice and counsel indeed. 

Benedict concludes this introduction, this Prologue, with a promise: “But as we 
progress in this way of life, and in faith, we shall run on the path of God’s 

commandments, our hearts overflowing with the inexpressible delight of love.” 
 
Benedict shares this from his own experience. We are reminded of the story of 

his own religious journey from the Dialogues of Pope Saint Gregory the Great. 
Benedict ultimately found his way—but it was not an easy journey. He first 

entered into solitude and practiced austerities and penances which he later 
came to realize were excessive. And it is from just the sorts of mistakes and 
errors that he writes to spare us. In the end, he came to understand how to 

guide others on this perilous journey. Perhaps that is the very reason that his 
words to us still seem relative, compelling and inviting—even after 1500 years. 
This may explain too why it is that the Benedictine charism has flourished in 

so many times and places and remains as vital today as ever. 
 

And yet, it may be time to accept that—in a new time and era—this charism 
will take new and unexpected forms. It will appeal to some who would have 
never been able to use it to “try a vocation” previously. In some “modern” and 

non-traditional contexts there will be monastics who are women or men—
journeying together—who are old or young, rich or poor, married or single, 

ordained or lay, LGBT or other. Each is needed, and each has something to 
offer. A true Benedictine community will welcome all “as Christ is welcomed.” 
 



The concluding thought is an important one—the monastic journey does not 
end until death. Until that moment there is always time to be stable, to be 

obedient and to grow in love and holiness. Who knows, in the fullness of God’s 
love and plan, those things might even continue after death. It is through our 

sharing in the Paschal mystery of Christ’s suffering and death that we cross 
over into the joy of the Resurrection: “Never swerving from his instructions, 
then, but faithfully observing his teaching in the monastery, until death, we 

shall through patience share in the sufferings of Christ that we may deserve 
also to share in his kingdom, Amen.”  
 

A note: the translation of the Holy Rule which I used is called RB 1980: The 
Rule of Saint Benedict. It was retranslated from the Latin text as a gift of the 

American Cassinese Congregation to celebrate the sesquimillenium of the birth 
of Saint Benedict. It is the translation which I use, and one which I recommend 

to you. 
 
 


