CHAPTER 9

ﬂ\e Ho[imzss of Labor
Benec[ictine \XérI( ancl Service

... so that God may be glorified in all things . . .
—1 PETER 4:11 AND RULE 57.9

When we meet new people we don’t get too far into the conversation
before we ask, “What do you do?” We're curious about other people’s
jobs, and we place a high value on work. Our soclety especially honors
hard work. We work hard to support our families. We work hard to fur-
ther our careers. We work hard at our volunteer tasks. We work hard to
provide a clean house and an ordered, secure life for our children. If
we're not busy doing things at home or at our job outside the home,
many of us feel that we’re not accomplishing anything of value.
Retirement can bring a crisis as we come face to face with the realization
that our work has formed our self-image: “My work defines who I am.”
When that work is gone, we may wonder, “Who am [?”

“What is the value of work? What really is our work? Who are we as
people who work?”

In this chapter we’ll explore the Benedictine view of work and service.
As you read, think about how Benedict’s ideas about work connect with
your own life, whether you're employed outside the home, work in the
home, do volunteer work, or are retired. Then we’ll explore how
Benedict’s ideas translate into the world of the twenty-first century.

Benedict’s View of Work

The main work for the monastic was the Opus Dei, the Work of God.
These were the eight prayer services that the monk attended, from the
middle of the night, through the following day, and into the evening.
Monks weren't idle the rest of the time, however. Benedict prescribed a
day that was filled but balanced. When not in the chapel for prayer, the
monks would be working, praying, reading, eating, or resting.
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Work is an important component in the life of the monk. In a chapter
on daily work, Benedict states that idleness is the soul’s enemy. He speci-
fies time for work with the hands as well as time for reading (48.1-2).
Benedict believes in the importance of manual labor, stating that real
monks are those who live by the “labor of their hands” (48.8). Here
Benedict follows the example of Paul, who worked as a tentmaker (Acts
18:3), so that no one would need to provide him with daily necessities.
Benedict desires that the monks be like their monastic fathers who also
were self-sufficient.

One type of work isn’t any more important than any other type of
work. All labor has value because it enables people to serve one another.
Monks work on the land, with the animals, in the kitchen, in the gar-
dens, and, if they were literate, copying books. All types of work are equal
and all are important. For example, in chapter 35, Benedict makes it clear
that all would work in the kitchen unless ill or working on another task
where they were of greater usefulness to the monastery. By serving one
another, the brothers would promote feelings of love, not only in them-
selves but throughout the community (35.1-2).

In the Rule work is always an opportunity to help others. For example,
the strong are to help the weak:

Let those who are not strong have help so that they may serve without dis-
tress, and let everyone receive help as the size of the community or local
conditions warrant. (RB 35.3).

Benedict also gives us a model in which the worker is respected and cared
for. For example, the kitchen workers assigned for that week receive some-
thing to drink and some bread in addition to their regular portion an
hour before they are to serve the meals. Thus the work is not be burden-
some and can be done without grumbling or complaining (35.11~-12).

Not only are workers respected, the tools used in the monastery are to
be treated carefully, as carefully as the sacred vessels on the altar
(31.10-11). For Benedict, everything is sacred and to be reverenced, from
the humblest to the most glorious. The sacred pervades every part of life.

Work is also to be an occasion for prayer. The Rule frames the weekly
change of shift in the kitchen with prayers for those leaving and for those
coming into service (35.15~18). Work has a strong spiritual component
for Benedict: it’s a way to find God. In the Prologue he writes of the con-
nection between prayer and work:

First of all, every time you begin a good work, you must pray to him most
earnestly to bring it to perfection (RB Prologue 4).

The emphasis on a life of continual prayer informs the work style of
the monks. During work, monks are silent, repeating to themselves a
word or a phrase that they would have taken from their lectio divina. At
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other times a monk might read while others worked. We tried this latter
approach in a women’s group at the church. While seven members
worked in the kitchen one member read from Scripture. The experience
would have been great except for a misfortunate choice of task-—sorting
silverware. The reader could hardly be heard above the clatter of spoons,
knives, and forks! We suspended this holy labor when laughter took over,
clearly failing the tenth step of humility (7.59), all of us being more than
ready and quick to laugh!

Benedict knew the value of work but also knew that to define oneself
by one’s work was dangerous. Work is a means to glorify God. The skilled
may practice their craft, but only with humility. Should they become
conceited with their abilities or with the profit they brought to the
monastery, their work would be stopped. Only with proper humility
could the individual return to his or her craft (57.1-3).

Products of the monastery artisans may be sold but without fraud.
“The evil of avarice must have no part in establishing prices” (RB 57.7).
The prices were even to be a bit lower than found outside the monastery
“so that in all things God may be glorified” (1 Pet 4:11 RB; RB 57.8-9).

Esther de Waal explains that for Benedict, work is “neither simply a
means to an end nor something which has absolute intrinsic value”! She
points out, however, that Benedict’s emphasis on work had a tremen-
dous effect on Western culture during the past fifteen centuries.
Benedictine monasteries were highly successful in the Middle Ages.
Author Arnold Toynbee sees them as “the grain of mustard seed from
which the great tree of Western civilization has sprung.”* But for
Benedict, work was just part of the life of a monk, a life that was to be
well-ordered and well-balanced with work, prayer, study, and rest.

Work and Benedictine Balance

Life under the Benedictine Rule is a balanced life. Benedict carefully pre-
scribes daily activities in detail, with a balance between physical activity
and rest, work, and prayer, time alone and time together, work with the
mind and work with the body. There are specific times for rest during the
day. Sundays are to be free of manual labor. The structure of life is formed
by the Divine Hours, Stopping work to pray throughout the day is a way
that Benedict places work in a specific perspective: not an end in itself or
a way to self-fulfillment, but an offering to God to fulfill God’s purpose.
In Benedict’s time monasteries were rural and agrarian. The monks
did the manual labor and had a balance of physical, intellectual, and
spiritual work. After Benedict’s death, invading armies destroyed many
monasteries, forcing the monks to flee to Rome and the protection of the
Church. This upset the balance of life that the Rule fostered, as manual
labor came to be performed by lay brothers.? Another way that this bal-
ance was lost came through changes in the Divine Office itself. The
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liturgy became more involved in the Middle Ages, especially in the
monasteries under the direction of a monastery in Cluny, France: the
choir monks spent almost all day in the chapel singing the Office and did
no manual labor or intellectual work, such as the reading that Benedict
recommended. Many people today have the same lack of balance, with
no or little physical activity: we can live in our heads and on our couches!

The Benedictine Ideal of Work in the Twenty-first Century

How do Benedict’s ideas on work translate into contemporary American
iife? We learned that in Benedictine life, work is balanced. Manual labor,
reading Scripture, corporate prayer, private prayer, meals, rest, and sleep
are all important components of the balanced Benedictine life. Restoring a
similar balance in our own lives would provide a way for us to live health-
ier, happier, and more productive days. Also, Benedict’s Rule gives a model
of community life for family, church, friendships, communities, and work-
place in which members of a community all contribute. The strong help
the weak instead of standing back and criticizing. There is no hierarchy of
importance regarding the type of work: each person serves the other in
love, and work is framed by each person’s relationship to God.

Benedict would allow a tired mother or father to rest. He would
encourage family members to take on some extra chores so that another’s
load might lighten. Benedictine work tells us that instead of complaining
that someone can’t do something that we can do, we can just offer to help.
We can respect the contributions that each makes in the community.

The Benedictine view of work has a component of stewardship: we
are stewards of the gifts, talents, and skills that have been given to us.
Everything we’ve been given has been loaned to us by God and through
our work we can find our way to God. Each of us has been blessed with
talents or skills for which we can joyfully give thanks. Our work is a way
that we can glorify God. At the end of his compositions, eighteenth-cen-
tury composer Johann Sebastian Bach always wrote Soli Deo Gloria: “to
God alone the glory”

As we use our gifts to help others, we can strive to keep our own lives
in balance, allotting the time necessary for each task we have before us—
no more, no less. We can keep in mind the importance of our work yet
not let work determine the structure of our lives. We need to be good to
others, we need to be good to ourselves. This means taking care of body,
mind, and spirit, balancing not only our various activities but also what
we do for others and what we do for ourselves. To serve others in Christ’s
name, we need to keep ourselves strong.

Work can also become a way to deepen our connection with God.
Following the practice of the monastics, we can give our work to God and
can pray through our work. Through our work we are co-creators with God.
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Finally, members of our family, church, and workplace do not need to
be defined by what they do. There are too many things that can destroy
our work: layoffs, job cuts, illness, relocation, and so forth. Instead, we
can define who we are on a higher level, beyond the reach of change. As
an antidote to identity-by-job, I offer Rachel Hosmer’s definition of a
Christian. She wrote, “This is who I am: member of Christ, child of God,
inheritor of the kingdom.” It’s a definition of self rooted in our Baptism
and connects our identity to Christ. With who we are secure in the hands
of Christ, we can negotiate life’s changes with peace and grace.

The Work Doldrums

We've all had them, no matter what jobs we do. Another name for these
doldrums is acedia. (pronounced “eh-see’-dee-ch”). Acedia means apa-
thy, or indifference—Tliterally, “I don’t care.” Most of us have struggled
with these feelings that drain us and can make it difficult even to get out
of bed. Often called the “noonday demon,” acedia is the opposite of
mindfulness and attentiveness. This demon “tempts us to give up, whis-
pers to us that what once seemed so full of promise is in fact going
nowhere, that our efforts are in vain”’ I can relate to a personal descrip-
tion of acedia from Kathleen Norris. Perhaps you can as well.

I thought that I was merely tired and in need of rest at year’s end, but it
drags on, becoming the death-in-life that I know all too well, when my
capacity for joy shrivels up, and, like drought-stricken grass, I die down to
the roots to wait it out. The simplest acts demand a herculean effort, the
pleasure I normally take in people and the world itself is lost to me.*

The noonday demon “suggests that whatever I'm doing, indeed my entire
life of ‘doings, is not only meaningless but utterly useless.””

This plunge into chill waters of pure realism is incapacitating, and the
demon likes me this way. It suggests sleep when what I need most is to
take a walk. It insists that I shut myself away when what I probably need is
to be with other people. It mocks the rituals, routines, and work that nor-
mally fill my day; why do them, why do anything at all, it says, in the face
of so vast an emptiness. Worst of all, even though I know that the ancient
remedies—prayer, psalmody, scripture reading—would help to pull me
out of the morass, I find myself incapable of acting on this knowledge.®

However the noonday demon attacks, the end result of acedia is spiritual:
we become estranged from God, which is exactly what this demon wants.
The noon liturgy of the Hours called “sext” focuses on the dangers of ace-
dia and calls the monastic to renewed fervor and commitment.

Author Deborah Smith Douglas says that to defeat this sense of hope-
lessness, we can bring to our work an understanding that “our real work,
no matter how we earn our livelihoods, engages us in saying yes to God”
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and that we must have “complete trust in God’s presence and purposes.”
You and I have a choice either to open ourselves to God or to close our
fist around our life and risk falling into acedia, with its perilous lack of
meaning. Smith writes that we must courageously choose the former
and find meaning in our lives.

What can we do if we feel acedia creeping in? Through prayer we reach
out to God. We can fully rely on God and have a profound trust in God’s
love and purposes for us to help reset our spiritual compasses to true
north.'® Often we need others to help us banish the feelings of hopeless-
ness. They can pray for us. This can remind us of God’s help and pres-
ence and point us in a direction where we can regain balance in our lives.
We can try physical activity to refresh mind and body. We can seek help
from a spiritual director. We can treat ourselves to an activity that brings
us refreshment and joy. Finally, we can just hang in there. I've often found
that a good meal and a good night’s sleep does wonders!

Qur Real Werk

Most of us wear many work hats: we’re parent, spouse, employee,
employer, homeowner, church member, community member. We work
at a job, we work as a volunteer. We work to help other members of our
community or family by caring for children, for elderly parents, and for
others. Every day we work at a myriad of tasks. We mow the lawn, clean
the toilets, and make meals. We take children to school and to other
activities, we do food shopping. We work at one job; then something
happens and we lose that job. Layoffs, closings, business failures lead to
loss of particular work. If we do all this work in so many different places,
who are we? And when we lose our work or can no longer do what we
had done before, then who are we?

Jesus wore many different hats, too. His occupation moved from car-
pentry to itinerant ministry. In this role Jesus taught the crowds,
instructed his disciples, healed the sick, exorcized demons, debated with
critical and jealous religious leadership, struggled to teach his disciples,
who didn’t really understand what he was all about, and endured hu-
miliation. He gave his life for his work. Through all this work, Jesus had
one purpose: he pointed to God. This is what grounded him and gave
him stamina and energy. Whatever was required of him at the moment,
this purpose enabled him to remain centered in God. His strength came
from being rooted and grounded in God.

Benedict’s Rule also points to God, to God in Christ, and those who
follow his Rule are guided to a life that is centered in Christ. In chapter 1
of this book, I quoted this statement by Esther de Waal about the pur-
pose of the Rule:






