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Part 1  

Work – Part of a Balanced Life 

Note:  If you have access to the book Monastic Practices (Charles Cummings) please read/refer to 

Chapter 3  - Work. 

 

Work, according to the initial chapters of the book Monastic Practices (Charles Cummings), is the third 

major element in the monastic life. The other two  elements are sacred reading and liturgical prayer.  St. 

Benedict believes a portion of most days should be dedicated to manual service to the community or 

the larger church. Cummings explains the three monastic elements “flow into and out of one another if 

our day is to have a character of wholeness and simplicity”. Any element that is missing creates an 

imbalance in the monastic life. 

Due to the economic reality in supporting a monastic community, Benedict points out in various sections 

of the Rule (48.7-9 24-25, 57, 66.6) there is always ground needing to be tilled, artisans needing to sell 

wares, and crops needing to be harvested.  He notes work is valuable to avoid idleness which he 

considered the “enemy of the soul”.  Also he places specific limits on the amount of daily manual labor -

“Indeed, nothing is to be preferred to the Work of God.” RB 43.3. 

Chapter 3 of Monastic Practices points out that maybe in this postindustrial, technological age, further 

creative thinking should be used to maintain this balanced monastic way of life.  The author concludes 

“Ultimately each member of the community has the problem of working out a personal relationship 

with his or her own job, so that this daily occupation is seen as somehow valuable and ennobling.” 

Further in the chapter…”People who visit a monastery should find a community of men or women who 

are relaxed and happy in their work, not a group of tense, driven souls subsisting on tranquilizers. A 

healthy attitude toward work is part of the witness we can offer to the world today.” Also further "As 

the monastic community may be doing the same type of work as persons outside of the monastery, the 

community is working for God – its motivation directed beyond themselves, toward “a new heaven and 

a new earth” “(Rev 21:1 quoted by Cummings). 

Cummings writes that seeking of the spectacular, glamorous jobs (ego-oriented work) is an obstacle to 

the monastic goal of spiritual restoration. He points out that my worth as a person  does not come from 

our work roles or tasks accomplished but comes from who I am as a human being and a child of God. 

“Being is prior and preeminent to doing. Simply to be, to be fully present with calmness, strength, and 

freedom, is deeper and more central in me than any activity”.  

Questions for Self-Reflection  

Thinking of the allocation of time in my own life, how balanced is it? 

In what type of situations am I “doing” instead of “being”? 

Is my time spent in sacred reading and liturgical prayer as focused and ‘beneficial’ as my work pursuits?  

Are there any improvements that I can employ which may lead to a more balanced, calmer life? 
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Group Discussion 

As Lay Cistercians, how can we realistically define a “balanced life”? 

Are there any improvements that a Lay Cistercian can employ which may lead to a more balanced, 

calmer life? 

When do we “do” rather than “be”? And why? Do we let our work influence who we are being? 

 

 

* 

Part 2 

Work – The Value of Work 

In our society much importance is placed on what we do, a person’s career and/or position can be used 

to assign value to a person’s worth in society. Thus, when meeting someone we are asked ‘what do we 

do’, we respond with our work title or (if no longer working) our past (or last) position/industry.  And 

within this short conversation usually a non-spoken opinion is formed in our mind from the other’s 

response. 

Threaded through the Rule, Benedict shows us the value of work -Work is to glorify God (RB 57.9). 

However, Benedict also recognizes the hazard of defining oneself by one’s work.   

In  the Rule, Benedict continually stresses the monastic community be self-sufficient. One type of work 

isn’t any more important than another type of work. Monastic work is always an opportunity to serve 

the community and help others. (RB 35.1-4) Within monastic life, serving one another should produce 

feelings of love within each person and spread throughout the monastic community. Workers are 

respected; the tools of the community are sacred items.  

Work is an occasion of prayer. “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. Life is a continual prayer which structures the 

work activities of the monastic community.  

Group Discussion 

How can some of Benedict’s concepts related to work translate into contemporary work life?  

For example –  

Concepts such as  

                 The strong helping the weak 

                 Work activities all having the same value within the community 

                 The stewardship of our skills (work) being used to glorify God and to show love to others 

How can work activities deepen a Lay Cistercian’s connection to God?                  
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Part 3  

Work – In the World for the Kingdom of God 

Please read the Parable of the Workers Paid Equally            Matthew 20:1-16 

To readers, this is a difficult passage to understand from our current capitalist world view perspective. 

Why wouldn’t the workers who worked the longest get paid more than the others?  Even though the 

workers agreed to their wage at the beginning of the day, when they saw the other workers receiving 

the same wage, they expected more - a ‘bonus’.   

 

Group Discussion 

What is Jesus really trying to teach us about work through this parable? Is there a different view he 

wants us to embody? 

As Lay Cistercians, how are we called to incorporate this concept in our lives? 

What are our options when our employer’s corporate values/ethics are not in line with our personal 

values/ethics? 

 

 

 

 

 

Resources used: 

Monastic Practices – Charles Cumming 

Reading St. Benedict – Adalbert de Vogue 

Rule of St Benedict 

Life Application Study Bible NIV 

 

 

 


