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Preface

In addition to the professed monastics who
follow the Benedictine way of life,

however, there are innumerable lay-
persons around the globe who also ¤nd

the rule a guide and a ground rule for their
own lives in the middle of a chaotic and

challenging world.

—Joan D. Chittister, The Rule of Benedict

For the man of the twentieth century, root-
less and isolated, sure a vision may need

transformation before it can be made real,
but its appeal is undeniable.

—Anthony C. Meisel and M. L. del
Mastro, The Rule of Saint Benedict

The Rule of Saint Benedict has been con-
sidered as important as the constitution of
any temporal state, and all of literature, it
has been said, it was second to the bible in

its in¶uence.

—James Joseph Rorimer, The Cloisters



x ❖ St. Benedict’s Rule

Benedict’s Rule incorporates the teaching
of many other monastic and ecclesiastical
sources. Like all monastic Rules, the Rule
of Benedict is not a spiritual or theologi-
cal treatise, but rather a compendium of
practical directives, a concretization of

Scripture as a guide for daily life.

—Elizabeth M. Hallam, Saints

[The Rule] is the spirituality of the twenty-
¤rst century because it deals with issues

facing us now—stewardship, relation-
ships, authority, community, balance,

work, simplicity, prayer and spiritual and
psychological development.

—Joan D. Chittister, The Rule of Benedict

As a manufacturing manager and quality engineer, I have
always stood in awe of the product and service excellence
of monasteries. Their cathedrals, art, printing, manufac-
turing, and learning embodied the very meaning of human
excellence. Their quality surpassed their historical men-
tors of Greece and Rome. What, I have often asked my-
self, enabled this to happen?

This question was more than just idle speculation to me.
In the 1970s and 1980s I was part of the American manufac-
turing community’s search for excellence. We were being
badly beaten in the marketplace by the Japanese, and Japa-
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nese techniques thus seemed to be the answer to our own
problems. America thus adopted, adjusted, and dictated the
use of such Japanese techniques as team manning, em-
ployee empowerment, consensus, kaizen, and statistical
process control. But the implementation of the Japanese
versions of these techniques met with much resistance, and
culturally there were issues that prevented a full implemen-
tation of Japanese-style teams. Japanese team implementa-
tion resulted in the erosion and loss of our traditional
strength of the individual. Yet I pushed on (as did most of
American businesses), even becoming highly successful at
“adapting” the Japanese “team.” One “adaptation” led my
team to the ¤rst National Quality Cup for Teams by USA
Today, landing us on the cover. Like most middle manag-
ers, however, I knew that despite their success these were
not true Japanese teams but rather were Western versions
of the original. To satisfy the belief of upper management
that success was in the Japanese style, this knowledge re-
mained our secret. A true model was lacking for this West-
ern version which achieved success.

What became obvious to me was that to succeed the
Western version needed to leave room for a blend of indi-
vidual performance with the concept of team goals, and
not simply be based on the idea of a consensus-based non-
individualistic approach.

Furthermore, implementation of Japanese process con-
trols was not, in reality, changing business. Our major
industries were still failing at an alarming rate. As a boy
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from Pittsburgh, I was in awe of the great steel complexes
of the valleys. Andrew Carnegie was a Pittsburgh god of
sorts. The steel industry had been the heart of my family for
generations. As a baby boomer, I had seen it reach its zenith
of power. As a young metallurgist, I entered the industry of
my boyhood dreams in the 1970s. Like St. Benedict with
the Roman Empire (of his love), I was born too late. I was
to see the fall of steel and many great American industries.
I really felt like Benedict feeling grief, dismay, sadness,
and frustration. As had happened to Rome, the barbarians
came and leveled the great mills of Pittsburgh, Cleveland,
Youngstown, and Chicago. I was quality manager of the
Jones and Laughlin mill in Pittsburgh. At its peak, it em-
ployed 22,000 and covered miles of riverfront. That mill
had made iron continuously for more than two hundred
years. On its last day we had all the Japanese techniques
and the much-heralded process control practices in place. I
was to witness it torn down and sold for scrap. What was at
the root of this failure?

Some 1,500 years ago, St. Benedict addressed the same
questions as he studied the failure of Western culture pro-
pelled by the failure of Rome. He then drew on the great
traditions, laws, and organization from his culture in order
to build a new approach. Benedict’s real contribution, how-
ever, was his analysis of what was needed to prevent the en-
tropic decline of the Roman system. Rome had lacked a
rule and discipline for its great system. Benedict proposed
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a new type of organizational Rule that was cybernetic. He
had built in corrections to counter the natural tendency to-
ward disorder of organizations (entropy). Furthermore, he
built in a standard of excellence for human endeavors. 

Benedict’s techniques are pure fruits of Western culture.
Benedict’s concept of community is that of our sports
teams, allowing an outlet for individual performance within
the framework of team goals. As it is in sports teams, disci-
pline is used in the Benedictine world to build team unity.
Benedict’s “teams” work within our political ideal of de-
mocracy and at the same time maximize employee involve-
ment. Benedict clearly shows that consensus does not have
an inherent advantage over democratic approaches. Bene-
dict’s concepts take employee empowerment to its ulti-
mate—involvement in the selection of leaders. Unlike ¶at
organizations that avoid addressing full employee involve-
ment by downplaying leadership, Benedict’s Rule rein-
forces the need for leadership.

Benedictine organizations feature a new approach to
process control that offers results. Benedict ¤nds the secret
to excellence in building organization. Benedictine organi-
zations are compatible with Western traditions of democ-
racy, management, leadership, and organization, and can be
the source of a new energy. The Benedictine approach does
not require a revolution in organization—only a strengthen-
ing. Benedictine principles are not adaptations of military
concepts or politics but original organizational designs.
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Benedict was an organizational genius who worked in the
¤eld of organizational management. Benedict’s organiza-
tional rules are timeless in application, having been in use
for 1,500 years.

The Rule of St. Benedict is the oldest living organiza-
tional document in the Western world. The Rule was written
to bring order to the rapidly growing monastic communi-
ties of the period. The Rule was not a spiritual guide, but an
organizational guide for spiritual communities. It focused
on procedures, hierarchy, and organization from a founda-
tion of basic Christian principles. Yet much has been writ-
ten on the compatibility of the Rule with all religions,
especially Zen, Judaism, Taoism, and Hinduism. The
Rule’s strength, however, is in its basic pragmatic ap-
proach for any culture. A review of the seventy-three chap-
ter headings (see appendix) shows the organizational detail
of the Rule. The last ¤fty-two of the seventy-three chapters
are totally dedicated to management and organization.

Translations of the Rule could ¤ll a major city library.
It is an amazing piece of Western civilization. It is the old-
est functioning organizational constitution in existence.
Even today, the more than 50,000 followers of Benedict
are governed by the Rule. The Rule, however, is a timeless
guide that has changed Western organizations over its
1,500 years of application.

Pope Gregory the Great used it in the late sixth century
to reorganize the Catholic church’s structure and hierar-
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chy. That structure remains today and is the source of the
simple seven layers of hierarchy used to govern the oldest
and largest organization in the world. Charlemagne fur-
ther demonstrated its broad application in the ninth cen-
tury. Charlemagne applied the Rule to government and
education, and through his uni¤cation of Europe spread its
concepts throughout the West. The spread of the Rule not
only brought order to the Dark Ages but also was the
foundation of a new economic revolution.

In the Middle Ages, Benedictine organizations became
the economic engines of Europe, organizing an agricultural
world into a more technology-oriented society. Further-
more, the organizational structure of Benedictine monas-
teries allowed for the accumulation and use of information
as never before.

The Rule today offers the same timeless insights for
managers. The principles of employee empowerment, sci-
enti¤c management, and cooperative advantage are deeply
rooted in the Rule. The basic organizational principles
have found applications throughout history. For Western
managers, the insights are culturally correct for our society
because the Rule is part of Western civilization.
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Introduction

The Rule of St. Benedict remains one of the most in¶uential
and enduring documents of Western Civilization. The Rule
is believed to have been penned by Benedict of Nursia
around 530. Benedict was educated in Rome and had a
¤rst-hand experience in the last days and fall of Roman so-
ciety. Benedict had a great love for Roman law and order
but was horri¤ed by its moral decay. From his experiences
with the fall of Rome, he developed a strong belief that law
and order required a strong moral community to have en-
durance. In 520, Benedict became a reformer of European
monasteries which were going the way of Rome. As part of
this reform movement, Benedict imposed an organizational
constitution which became known as the Rule of Benedict.

The ¤rst historical mention of the Rule is found in the
writings of Pope Gregory the Great (540–604). Gregory
hailed the rule for its “discretion and clarity of language.”
Gregory the Great had lived under the Rule as a monk and
abbot at the monastery of St. Andrew in Rome. Gregory
used the Rule to organize the infrastructure of the church. By
his universal application of the Rule in the Church and gov-
ernment, Gregory built the foundation of the Holy Roman
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Empire. Gregory’s reform remains today in the church
some 1,400 years later.

While we have many references to the Rule—including
Gregory’s writings on it—the original text has been lost.
According to legend, the original text was destroyed in a
¤re at the Tecno monastery in 896. The earliest surviving
text (known as Codex 914) can today be found in the mo-
nastic library of St. Gall in Switzerland, and dates to 900. It
was from this text that Charlemagne commissioned a copy
to be made for use across the Holy Roman Empire.

Translations of the Rule do exhibit some minor varia-
tions. Benedict wrote in a ¤fth century contemporary ver-
sion of Latin which is less precise than classical Latin.
This book is based on the 1975 translation by Anthony
Meisel and M. L. del Mastro, available from Imoge Books
(Doubleday) and containing additional translators’ notes.
This translation offers a full text instead of the many short
versions that are also in circulation.

The text of the Rule itself is about sixty pages in normal
typescript. It consists of seventy-three “chapters,” which
average from three to ¤ve paragraphs. A full listing of these
chapter titles appears in the appendix to this book. The Rule
is, as Gregory the Great ¤rst perceived, a very straightfor-
ward document. The appendix of this book offers the reader
a number of modern commentaries on the Rule for further
study.
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1
The Rule of Benedict

Accordingly in every instance,
all are to follow the teaching of

the rule, and no one shall rashly
deviate from it.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 3

The Rule Is Born

It was from world chaos that the greatest organizational
constitution of western civilization—St. Benedict’s Rule—
emerged. The entropic decline of Rome and civilization in
the ¤fth and sixth centuries caused the pendulum to swing
toward order in other parts of society. St. Benedict (480–
550) was a Roman who had seen the end of civil order
bring moral decay. The lack of civil order had even af-
fected the spiritual order of his faith and church. Benedict’s
¤rst response was to run and isolate himself as a hermit. It
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may seem strange that a hermit would become an organi-
zational genius.

But the role of hermit was a reaction, not a calling. Bene-
dict had not lost his Roman love for order and organization;
he simply wanted no part of a world lacking in it. A thou-
sand years of Roman rule had left a legacy of order, and the
Roman church had become the keeper of the ¶ame of order.
Furthermore, Rome had left a spirit of pride that the barbar-
ians had not destroyed. That undefeated spirit would give
rise to a new generation of revisionists such as St. Benedict
and Pope Gregory the Great. The longing of these revision-
ists for Roman order ultimately would lead to the formation
of the Holy Roman Empire and the Old Roman Order.

Benedict’s calling was like that of the prophets of old—
to return civilization to order, organization, and morality.
Benedict prized the Roman skills of administration, man-
agement, and supervision. In particular, he saw these skills
as fundamental to a good leader. In this respect Benedict
saw leadership as being the result of order. Order, there-
fore, can result in great leaders. Finally, Benedict believed
that administration, organization, and leadership could be
reduced to Roman-style laws and rules. It is from this per-
spective that Benedict developed his famous Rule. The
Rule gives a priority to administration and organization be-
fore spirituality; for this reason, it is timeless, cultureless,
and favors no speci¤c organizational discipline. 

Benedict’s Rule was ¤rst and foremost an international
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organizational standard very similar to ISO 9000 today. The
Rule supplied a set of operating procedures and instructions
for organizational design, administration, job design, policy,
and staf¤ng—the ef¤ciency of Benedictine organization
went beyond spirituality. Benedictine organizations became
the economic engines which controlled both Europe’s man-
ufacturing and its agriculture. Benedictine centers became
information system centers and research centers as well, and
the money they generated helped save western civilization.
The Pope used their funds to pay off the barbarians and
¤nance the rebuilding of the Roman Empire. To show how
important Benedict’s Rule was to the social fabric of the
day, it is worth noting that the oldest copy of the Rule was
“Codex 914,” commissioned by Emperor Charlemagne
around 800 to help design a new political order.

The Rule itself is believed to have been written in A.D.
540, near the end of St. Benedict’s life. Benedict’s Rule
drew heavily on the earlier traditions of the so-called
Desert Fathers, such as Pachomius, a fourth century former
Roman soldier who developed a monastery and economic
community in the Egyptian desert. While Pachomius’
main motivation was spiritual, he learned that prayer and
work were a natural combination, and his economic activ-
ities became as famous as his monastic order. Pachomius
drew on his Roman military background, developing a
decimal hierarchical system in which supervisors each
managed ten people. These managers were known as
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“Deans.” In addition to his organizational structure, Pa-
chomius built infrastructure via a written rule of policy
and operating standards. There is no question that Pacho-
mius deeply in¶uenced Benedict’s thoughts, particularly
those on work and prayer.

Benedict’s Rule was not above those rules inspired by
the desert fathers. Benedict’s Rule, however, ¶ourished
throughout Europe. The Rule initially spread due to Pope
Gregory the Great, a former Benedictine monk in the sixth
century. Gregory sent the ¤rst mission to England to spread
the faith and, ultimately, the Rule.

The Rule’s later proliferation was a direct result of Char-
lemagne’s support and his application of it. Charlemagne
envisioned it as a strategy to combine spirituality, work,
community, and government into God’s earthly organiza-
tion. Many viewed it as part of Augustine’s vision of a
godly human city for all.

An Organizational Standard

Pope Gregory, a ¤rst generation Benedictine and biogra-
pher of Benedict, was the ¤rst to appreciate Benedict as an
organizational genius. Gregory viewed the Rule as much
more than a means to manage a monastery, and felt that any
organization could ¤nd order through an application of this
Rule. Gregory was an experienced administrator, having
been the son of a Roman senator and a former governor of
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Rome before embarking on his religious path. Like St.
Benedict and St. Augustine, Gregory knew that order and
stability were the prerequisites for missionary work. These
three men had seen the collapse of civilization with the fall
of Roman order and organization.

Gregory saw the Rule as a universal organizational stan-
dard with applications going beyond the monastery. He
¤rst used it to reorganize the Roman political and economic
countryside. His economic organizations ¤lled the grana-
ries of Europe and the church. The Benedictine economic
revolution in Europe is on a par with the later Industrial
Revolution. This was a revolution that featured advances in
organizational techniques, rather than the technological
revolution that so characterized Industrial Revolution. Fi-
nally, Gregory reorganized the church’s structure, and his
Benedictine organization remains the structure of the
church today. Using Benedictine principles, Gregory estab-
lished a lean hierarchical structure of only ¤ve layers of
management. Benedict’s Rule promotes the ef¤ciency of a
lean hierarchy versus the inherent disorder of ¶at organiza-
tions. Today’s businesses may ¤nd an old alternative to the
downsizing mentality that has failed to save our industries.

The Rule’s Application Today

Pope Gregory, and later Charlemagne, were the earliest to
recognize the broad application of the Rule to organizations



8 ❖ St. Benedict’s Rule

and administration. Today we see a longing for organiza-
tional order similar to that experienced in Benedict’s time. In
business, we see the international movement of ISO 9000,
which stresses policy, procedure, and documentation. Busi-
ness is coming to the same conclusion reached by Bene-
dict—leadership is necessary but rarely suf¤cient to assure
growth and longevity. These organizational keystones are
found in policy, mission, procedures, rules, and culture. St.
Benedict’s Rule was clearly the ISO 9000 of the Middle
Ages, providing a procedural model for the church, govern-
ment, agriculture, and manufacturing. However, Benedict’s
Rule goes far beyond today’s business standards.

Benedict’s Rule is both an organizational constitution
and a philosophy. In this respect, Benedict addresses orga-
nizational infrastructure as well as the heart and soul of or-
ganizations. If we continue the analogy of ISO 9000 as a
procedural standard, we can put it in a modern perspective.
ISO 9000 is only a small part of Total Quality Management
(TQM), an overall philosophy stressing belief in quality.
Benedict realized that laws and rules, while necessary and
foundational, could not save Rome. That philosophy of
quality and Benedict’s view that faith must have priority
over rules were the basis on which the Rule was conceived.
We see this incorporated in the Rule where Benedict re-
quires a searching of one’s heart if the rule is broken.

The power of Benedict’s Rule today is its ability to in-
tegrate rules and philosophy. This integration brings an
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understanding to rules and laws that allows obedience and
loyalty. Obedience may seem like a strange virtue for
western business, but there is a cultural foundation for it.
The Rule was originally written in Latin and was based on
scripture, and the original meaning of obedience was to
listen intently and to respond. Obedience was a means of
assuring the welfare of the community. It assumed moral
leadership and even allowed voices of dissent at the daily
chapter meeting. Like today’s team consensus, obedience
required the community to move on after an authoritative
decision was made. Chapter 8 allowed for issues to be re-
solved by the community as a whole, but ultimately, its
leaders bound the community. The magic of Benedict’s
Rule is its ability to convert the dreams of individuals and
the community’s mission into a common destiny. This is a
concept I will discuss in more detail later in this book.

Benedict’s concept of work and spirituality is also rele-
vant to the modern world. The simple interdependence
Benedict saw produced not only saints but also powerful
manufacturing successes throughout Europe. Benedict
took work and motivation to a new plane, supported by
modern experts. A major group of management experts
known as behaviorists see this as the ultimate motivation.
The behaviorist Abe Maslow called it self-ful¤llment or
self-actualization. It does not require a “religious” conno-
tation, although that was Benedict’s leaning. Benedict’s
Rule can always be applied from a purely human approach.
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The Rule is always pragmatic ¤rst because of its drive for
order.

To summarize, an understanding of the Rule as simply
Ora et labora (prayer and work) would be incomplete.
More correctly, it should be ora, labora, legel (pray,
work, read). The Rule promoted learning and information
systems. Benedictine monasteries were true examples of
what today we call learning organizations. These monas-
teries became knowledge-based organizations that ex-
celled in innovation and invention. The Benedictine edge
was in management information systems. Benedict man-
aged technology better than most high tech companies to-

NATURAL DISORDER IN 
BUSINESS SYSTEMS AND 

ORGANIZATION

Scientists developing the second law of thermody-
namics (entropy) in the twentieth century noticed a 
similarity to St. Augustine’s fourth-century writ-
ings. These scientists had proven that physical sys-
tems naturally tend toward disorder. St. Augustine’s 
writing on the decline of the Roman Empire in his 
book City of God showed that society and political 
organizations had the same tendency. Twentieth-
century physical scientists, seeing this analogy, 
labeled entropy “St. Augustine’s Devil.” We know 
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day. We can learn a great deal by applying Benedict’s
model to our technology.

Managers will also ¤nd application in the design of in-
ternational, corporate, and supply chain organizations. At
its height, the Benedictine Rule detailed the operation of
more than eight hundred monasteries throughout Europe
and the British Isles. The Rule served to unify a single cor-
poration which was itself composed of elements from a
wide range of cultures. Information systems were de-
signed to manage the Rule in the diverse organization. It
was here in the tenth and eleventh centuries that the Rule
helped bring about Benedict’s vision of Roman order,

today that business organizations also tend toward 
disorder. Like physical systems, human organiza-
tions can affect this tendency, but it takes an input of 
“energy.” Augustine suggested that this counter or-
dering required written rules, laws, and procedures 
for human organizations. Augustine, borrowing 
from the nearby desert fathers, developed his own 
rule for church orders. In business we see the same 
need today. Policy, procedures, culture, and leader-
ship are entropy tools that can reverse disorder. It is 
in developing a “living” rule that order can be main-
tained—and this is the organizational genius of St. 
Benedict. ❖
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demonstrating that Benedict’s Rule is timeless in organi-
zational design.

A Reader’s Timeline

250–350 The Desert Fathers such as St. Anthony 
and Pachomius build manufacturing/
spiritual communities.

306 Constantine emperor in East
410 Goths sack Rome
354–430 St. Augustine of Hippo
452 Attila invades Italy
455 Vandals sack Rome
476 Romulus Augustus—last Roman Empire 

in West
480–547 St. Benedict
529 Monte Casino opened
540–604 Pope Gregory the Great
771–814 Charlemagne, King of Frank
1964 Pope Paul VI names Benedict, Patron of 

Europe
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2
Community as 
Organization

The workshop where we are to toil faithfully
at all these tasks is the enclosure of the

monastery and stability in the community.

Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 4

When they are to be received, they come be-
fore the whole community in the oratory and
promise stability, ¤delity to the monastic life

and obedience.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 58

The Concept of Community

For twenty-¤ve years, the Japanese team organization ap-
proach to management has risen and ebbed in popularity.
The attractiveness of team management is its promise to
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pull people together for a common goal. This is achieved
many times at the expense of the individual, because the
focus is unity and uniformity of purpose for the team. Japa-
nese culture is highly suited for a system in which individ-
ual success is measured in terms of organizational success.
Consensus is used to achieve unity within the team. These
teams tend to be very “professional” in practice and appli-
cation in Japan. The Japanese depend on this type of
worker “professionalism” to select team projects that will
have economic impact. American teams given the freedom
of project choice tend to focus on working environment
and conditions. The real problem of applying Japanese-
style teams in the West, however, has always been the loss
of individuality.

In my own career, I organized and nurtured a team at
LTV Steel that won the ¤rst USA/Today National Quality
Cup. For internal and external consumption, this was a
Japanese consensus team. In reality, it was a true Ameri-
can team (actually a committee). The team was based on
democracy—majority rule. In addition, it derived its mis-
sion and authority from my management position. While
clearly modeled from traditional management-type com-
mittees, it was made up of both workers and management.
The team’s communal bonding was purely American, yet
it outperformed hundreds of other LTV teams and Ameri-
can industry teams to win national prestige. This type of
communal organization allowed for individuality while
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achieving organizational goals. It also ¤lled the “social”
needs of many employees.

Part of Benedict’s genius was his integration of commu-
nity, hierarchy, and organization. Benedict’s communal
organization achieved common community goals as well
as individual goals. This balance is missing in today’s cor-
porations. In today’s world, a “team” is a means of meeting
corporate goals, not something to take care of individual
needs. Benedict realized that for productivity, happiness,
and in his case, spiritual self-actualization, individual and
organizational goals must be merged. This moved Bene-
dict to address such mundane things as sleeping arrange-
ments, meals, and bathing in his Rule. His real genius was
to deal with personal needs along organizational structure,
leadership, and administration necessary for long-term
success.

Guiding Principles of Communal Organizations

Benedict’s Rule builds community before structure. Three
principles are at the heart of Benedict’s community: ca-
maraderie, communal welfare, and stability. Benedict’s
approach to community is that it is the total system or uni-
verse. In this respect, everything and all of daily life are
community. This approach is the same as that of Total
Quality Management guru Edward Deming. In Deming’s
¤nal and largest project—the U.S. Navy—his quest for
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quality required a major upgrade of personnel living quar-
ters. This requirement was misunderstood by most, but
Deming explained that quality is a total system approach
and that includes the daily needs of the personnel per-
forming the work. St. Benedict would have understood.

These Benedictine practices can affect productivity in a
big way but their application is rarely understood. As I built
community with that national award winning team, I had
them meet every Friday for lunch. Lunch was a key part of
the weekly meeting. The team had a $150 budget per week
for twelve people. (The company president thought this
was frivolous.) The team designed the menu on their own
time and went to various Cleveland restaurants each week
to bring food back to the plant. I had learned that this lunch
was the major motivator for getting the crew out early on
Friday. It also brought the employees together.

Benedict also brought employees together, an aspect ad-
dressed by his Rule. The Rule stipulates that the monks
gather for a meal prior to working in the ¤elds. The Rule
puts a major emphasis on the community being together for
meals. Chapter 51 of the Rule restricts members from eat-
ing outside the monastery without the approval of the ab-
bot. Other chapters address tardiness to meals, travel, and
the proper amount of food and drink to be served. A total of
¤ve of the seventy-three chapters address meals. Further-
more, Benedictine hospitality requires that all visitors be
fed. It was over a meal that information was shared. Bene-
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dict was obsessed not with food but with the idea of people
mutually sharing meals. It is an even older tradition that
meals bind families and tribal organizations. It is a funda-
mental physiological fact that eating together helps people
work together. Benedict further looked at other total sys-
tem issues such as sleeping arrangements, work routines,
etc., all with the purpose of building community.

The other guiding principle of the Rule is communal
welfare. Benedict’s approach was unique; it is not commu-
nism or socialism. Benedict’s was a law of capitalism
where pro¤ts were returned to the community. To that ex-
tent, it is a welfare system similar to our social security,
Medicare, etc. At the heart of Benedict’s Rule is a balance
of corporate and individual needs. The outcome is the same
ideal preached by those who advocate Japanese-style
teams. The real difference is that Benedict used a total sys-
tem approach. It is surprising to most business executives
that Benedict’s Rule requires strong discipline. Discipline
and employee “re-engineering” are part of Benedict’s view
of communal welfare. Benedict’s Rule does not tolerate
grumbling; it requires obedience and loyalty with a smile.
Benedict’s communal functioning is not blind obedience or
Japanese consensus but communal welfare. The abbot
assigned a corporate mentor to unhappy employees. Em-
ployees (monks) who could not buy in were “excommuni-
cated”—a mutual decision. The reason was that grumbling
destroyed the heart of community and threatened communal
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welfare. This use of excommunication produced more unity
than consensus ever could. St. Benedict’s Rule was not as
cold as it might seem. Excommunicated employees were
always given two reproves and even welcomed back if they
changed their minds. Benedict has one chapter concerning
those requiring excommunication and one chapter on re-
admission. We see that obedience/loyalty is fundamental
to the Benedictine community.

Stability, in many ways, was the underlying civil theme
of the Rule. Benedict had seen Rome after the fall and it left
a mark on him. His Rule was to be a positive force to
counter the natural tendency toward disorder. In fact, many
of Benedict’s writings are gone but his Rule survives.
Benedict can be proud that his Rule, now 1,500 years old,
is still used in organizations today. He clearly gave to orga-
nizations what Rome gave to governments. Careful mem-
ber selection and a rite of initiation requiring loyalty to the
Rule ¤rst fostered this stability.

The Rule then became self-regulating for the commu-
nity. All acts of disorder and disloyalty were dealt with
sternly by the Rule. Benedictine stability goes beyond ex-
communication. Routine is the methodology Benedict ap-
plied. Routine gives security to individuals. They could
count on daily meals, prayer sessions, and de¤ned study
and work periods. Even today, many experience the calm-
ing effect of routine. In the military, young people come
from a world of disorder and they are ¤rst given a routine
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at boot camp. Many of us ¤nd routine in our daily lives very
comforting as well. Life routines do not lead to boredom
but to security. Routine and schedule, furthermore, lead to
organizational ef¤ciency.

The Rule and Productivity

It may seem that the Rule’s attention to physiological re-
quirements such as dining and sleeping has little to do with
business organizations. Benedict’s genius, however, is in
this total system approach to organization. In the 1950s, hu-
manistic and industrial psychologist Abe Maslow con-
¤rmed Benedict’s approach in his theory on hierarchy of
needs. Practicing managers have always found usefulness in
this hierarchy of needs. Maslow, like Benedict, believed
that unless low level needs such as physiological and social
needs were satis¤ed, workers could not be motivated to
achieve organizational goals. Figure 1 shows the relation-
ship of Maslow’s triangle and Benedict’s Rule. Communal
organization is a logical approach to achieving productivity
in many endeavors because it builds on common needs.

Furthermore, American manufacturing in the Industrial
Revolution used a communal approach to various degrees.
Steel, glass, auto, and mining companies supplied housing
and food (The Company Store) for their workers. Charles
Schwab, U.S. Steel’s ¤rst president, even gave churches
and community centers to the workers. These communal
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practices played a key role in the high productivity of these
early industries. Companies in our basic industries contin-
ued into the 1950s to address physiological, safety, and so-
cial needs. 

I started my business career in 1971 at Weirton Steel.
(At the time it had recently been taken over by National
Steel.) Weirton Steel in Weirton, West Virginia, had al-
ways been a company community. Some families had
worked there through several generations. Disability in-

Figure 1. Maslow’s triangle and Benedict’s Rule
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surance was not needed; the company took care of its in-
jured workers and unfortunate widows. The company
made every effort to prevent layoffs, and management
¤rings were like Benedict’s mutual excommunication,
only rarer. The company was loved by the community; its
managers and owner were revered. Productivity and
pro¤tability were always increasing with the possible ex-
ception of the 1930s depression. But even then, the com-
pany and workers suffered as community.

In 1972 National Steel closed down this steel monastery
at Weirton. The year 1972 was one of deep recession for the
steel industry, and the beginning of a decade of general re-
cession. Weirton Steel was then controlled by corporate gi-
ant, National Steel, headquartered in Detroit and close to
the mills there. Weirton had seen worse times but this time
it reacted as an economic organization rather than as a com-
munity. Layoffs and cutbacks were done in a cold and heart-
less manner. Managers were escorted immediately to the
door by security personnel. Older employees were clearly
discriminated against (opposite of a communal organiza-
tion). The 1970s changed Weirton Steel forever. The
worker/company relationship became merely an economic
arrangement. Company and workers suffered, but no longer
as a community. Loyalty, stability, and communal welfare
were reduced to an economic exchange of work for money.
In the long run, productivity suffered and has never fully
returned. In worker/company economic arrangements,
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motivation is limited to that of the effect of more money.
Work, therefore, is not a place for self-ful¤llment or self-
actualization. Unfortunately, this story is widespread in
corporate American today. Yes, companies can operate as
economic organizations, but they miss a real opportunity to
maximize productivity when they do so.

Benedictine monasteries functioned during the eco-
nomic tough times of the Dark Ages. They struggled and
suffered together but more often, they became economic
beacons. Part of this was because the Rule forced eco-
nomic self-suf¤ciency as an organizational goal. Planning
and investing for bad times were done in good times, not
at the onset of the downturn. Steel unions, for example,
after the great national strike of 1959, started a strike fund

AMERICAN COMMUNAL 
MANUFACTURING

The success of Benedict’s communal approach was 
not lost outside the Catholic Church. From 1680 to 
1880, a number of Utopian manufacturing commu-
nities arose such as the Shakers, Rappites, Zoarites, 
and Oneidans. Like the Benedictine manufacturing 
communities of Europe, these Protestant-American 
communities organized on similar principles. These 
communities successfully competed with capitalis-
tic industry. Some products such as Shaker furniture
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to cover just that problem. After twenty years, the U.S.
steelworkers had enough to pay workers through a one-
year strike. (The 1959 strike was nine months.) That was
communal planning at its best. Benedictine monasteries
planned in a similar way, storing money and food to sus-
tain the community during dif¤cult times. As we have
seen, this built community by protecting individual needs.
In good times, this maximized productivity.

Application of the Rule

1. developing a common destiny

The strength of organizational communities is their ability
to pull all to a common destiny. That destiny involves the

and Oneida tableware exist even today. The Zoarites 
of Southern Ohio produced charcoal pig iron that ri-
valed that of the mills of Pittsburgh in the late 1800s. 
At Old Economy in western Pennsylvania, wine 
making excelled. Like the Benedictine monasteries, 
these communities found a balance in satisfying in-
dividual needs and community goals. They demon-
strated the relationship between that balance and 
productivity. Inspirational writer T.D. Jakes said it 
best—“We work best when we feel the same pull of 
destiny. It is a magnetic force that pulls us together 
and unites us in common goals.” ❖



24 ❖ St. Benedict’s Rule

individual and the organization. The Japanese, after the
war, made the country a common destiny of the work-
force. In a free economy, developing a common destiny
means moving some of the focus beyond the organization.
In the 1960s many U. S. plants found such mutual produc-
tivity increases by participating in the space program. To-
day, companies must look to products or customer
services that can help with a common destiny. For a de-
partment, the drive is to move to a linkage with corporate
goals and success. Tying corporate goals to the surround-
ing community is another way to develop common des-
tiny. The key is to move beyond the organization into an
environment common to the employee and company.

ST. GALL: FIRST
BENEDICTINE CITY

The great plan for St. Gall was a new type of monas-
tery that Charlemagne had envisioned. Charle-
magne’s city planner in the 800s was a Benedictine 
monk, Benedict of Aniane. St. Gall would be based 
on the Rule, but it would be a total economic com-
munity of both lay and religious personnel. It would 
be completely self-suf¤cient. St. Gall became the 
Pittsburgh of early Europe. It was a community with 
a complete steel making complex whose swords be-
came famous throughout Europe. Its brass foundry
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2. address basic needs

This again appears to be a dif¤cult strategy for a company.
For years, I have surveyed college students on what is im-
portant to them in a job. This has been done over the last ten
years, which may have been the greatest economic boom in
history. To my surprise, they consistently looked ¤rst for
stability and security. Further research ¤nds that the down-
sizing of the same period has had a great impact on them via
family and friends. Companies need to come back to these
foundation principles of St. Benedict’s Rule. Organizations
must build on Maslow’s Triangle. Offering security will
pay off in employee loyalty and productivity. Planning for
bad times to maintain that foundation must be given prior-

also became famous for bell founding and for the 
massive bronze doors used in European cathedrals. 
An agrarian base, merchants, breweries, and baker-
ies supported St. Gall’s Corps of Artisans. Monks 
were a small part of the population of the economic 
monster. St. Gall became the model for the Euro-
pean village as well as the European industrial cities 
of the twentieth century. These Carolingian eco-
nomic centers were able to address all the needs of 
the individual (Maslow’s Triangle) in a single com-
munity. Maybe more important was that St. Gall 
showed civil application of Benedict’s Rule and its 
power to organize. ❖
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ity. Companies must follow the example of Benedict and
the U. S. steelworkers of the 1960s and invest for future em-
ployee security. While there are many pros and cons, this
nation’s investment in social security has resulted in a basic
trust of government (sometimes overlooked) which moved
a nation out of economic depression. Companies need to in-
vest for the long run and that includes employee security.

3. eliminate negativity

Benedict believed in life-long employment with one excep-
tion—grumbling. The Rule tolerates no negativity. Benedict
saw the real Augustine Devil of disorder to be negativity.
Elimination of negativity is for the communal welfare.
What does the Rule call for in dealing with negative, grum-
bling people? Here Benedict’s Rule is very speci¤c. First,
the rule calls for two reproves. These reproves are to be a
sit-down with authority. A third reprove is called for if
there is no improvement. The third reprove calls for a “pun-
ishment”—a pay cut, for example. Only after all this does
Benedict call for excommunication. Clearly by this point,
the “¤ring” is mutual. The Rule allows both the employee
and management to come to a mutual understanding and
agreement. Too many managers avoid a straightforward
discussion of such problems. The ¤rst time an employee
hears of the problem is when downsizing forces the man-
ager’s hand. Reproves are critical in addressing negative
employees.



Community as Organization ❖ 27

4. build community

It has been in vogue for years to build and train teams. The
Rule calls for an organization to build community. One
simple Benedictine approach was communal meals. To-
day, we miss that opportunity to share meals. Many au-
thors tell managers to wander around, but if you really
want to know each other, eat lunch as an organization.

MODERN BENEDICTINE 
THINKING

The business community keeps on “downsizing,” 
“rightsizing,” “re-engineering,” and otherwise ¤ring 
people. I know guys who made the astounding dis-
covery that the most successful companies in Amer-
ica treat their employees really well. Imagine.

—Molly Ivins, Thank God It’s Monday

Value the organization more than the individual 
players.

—J. W. Marriott, Jr., The Spirit to Serve

The ¤rst order of business is to build a group of 
people who, under the in¶uence of the institution, 
grow taller and become healthier, stronger, and more 
autonomous.

—Robert Greenleaf, Servant Leadership
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Cafeterias should be clean and comfortable. Managers
and workers should eat together to build community. Do
luncheon meetings with the workers where the company
buys. Meals relieve organizational tension. Christmas, re-
tirement, and other company dinners add to bonding.

Another Benedictine approach was the daily “chapter”
meeting. Management and the operating personnel should
meet on a daily basis. This daily routine and employee in-
volvement builds community. Building community re-
quires managers to have access to learning individual needs.
Then the manager can merge these into community goals.
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3
Opus Dei: Work and the 

Human Spirit

“The Twelfth step of humility is
that we always manifest humility
in our bearing no less than in our
hearts, so that it is evident at the
Opus Dei, in oratory, the monas-
tery or the garden, on a journey

or in the ¤eld or anywhere else.”

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 7

Seeking workers in a multitude of
people, God calls out and says

again: “Is there anyone here
who yearns for life and desires to

see good days?” (Ps 34:13)

—Benedict’s Rule, Prologue
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A New Concept of Work

The monastic tradition going back to the Desert Fathers
viewed work and spirituality as a two-way relationship.
Work augmented spirituality and vice versa. Benedict ac-
tually put work on an equal plane with the prayer require-
ments. Benedict even went much further than a simple
two-way relationship, proposing a symbiotic relationship
between the two. Benedict saw prayer and work as need-
ing each other in the monastery. Thus, his motto—Ora et
Labora (to work is to pray)—became a standard of the
Rule. It is in Benedict’s view of this work/prayer relation-
ship that we see a revolutionary approach.

The Romans viewed work as a necessity having no in-
trinsic value. Manual labor in particular was held in low es-
teem, resulting in the extensive use of slaves. Benedict
required all, even administrators and craftsmen, do some
manual labor, and this was a major break from Roman tra-
dition. Benedict’s ideas were more aligned with the Greek
approach to the relationship between the physical and men-
tal realms. Salem, a second-century Greek physician, said,
“Employment is nature’s physician and is essential to
human happiness.” In this respect, Benedict’s Rule seems
more Greek than Christian.

In Chapter 1 of the Rule, Benedict compares hermits and
communities, the two major branches of monastic tradi-
tions. To Benedict, the superior approach is found in that of



Work and the Human Spirit ❖ 31

the Cenobites, which includes a work/prayer combination.
His belief is closely aligned with St. James—“Work with-
out faith is dead.” Still at Benedict’s time, St. Paul’s writing
formed the base for most practical applications of Chris-
tianity. St. Paul’s writings saw work as a requirement of
life and held it in high esteem. Paul, a tentmaker, used his
trade to support his evangelical efforts. Even earlier, the
Jewish faith put great importance on manual work, and
Jewish rabbis were trained in a trade. Paul saw slavery (as-
suming moral and humane treatment) as part of a life re-
quirement of work for some. We see Benedict’s Rule as a
major break with most Christian writers of the time.

While Benedict’s Rule was a proven economic success for
1,500 years, his view of work had been lost until recently.
One reason for this was the dominating opinion of St. Thomas
Aquinas, who saw work as necessary evil. Thomas’ orga-
nized thesis was directed at manual labor only. Thomas, a
true workaholic, excluded white-collar labor. His view dom-
inated western civilization until Martin Luther (an Augustine
monk), who de¤ned work as “God’s calling.” This became
the concept of the Protestant work ethic in America. Today
again, the Benedictine concept of work is back in vogue.

Work and Community—A Social Covenant

Benedict’s Rule does assure a lifelong work covenant.
Downsizing was not an option. The Rule and downsizing
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are not compatible. To Benedict, work is fundamental to
our existence and community. Community is lost in down-
sizing because the common welfare is violated. A recent
survey by Right Associates found that, after downsizing,
only thirty-one percent of survivors trusted the organiza-
tion. Worse yet, many researchers have found that survivors
became less productive if they perceived the downsizing to
be unfair. This observation is supported by many studies
showing that the expected payoffs of downsizing (better
stock performance, better organization, and reduced costs)
are not realized. This is a Benedictine reaction because
work is on the same plane of needs as are food and prayer. 

The Rule requires an organization to supply and admin-
ister work. We have noted that work and spirituality have
a symbiotic relationship and community was the means to
foster that relationship. The Rule, therefore, is a social
covenant of work with the community.

In the rare cases where this covenant needed to be bro-
ken, the Rule speci¤cally calls for humane treatment. Since
Benedict resorted to excommunication only in those rare
cases where a mutual destiny and mission could not be
achieved, the door remained open. Benedict’s Rule also
provided help on their new paths to those who were excom-
municated. Today this means to use buyouts, outplacement
services, and give clerical and professional help. Every ef-
fort will be needed to maintain trust and community.
Former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich said it best—
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“Trust is one of the most valuable yet brittle assets in any
enterprise. So over the long term, it’s far better for compa-
nies to downsize in a humane way.” The Rule made a point
of throwing you out in such a manner that you thought it
was your idea.

The heart of the Benedictine approach, however, is how
to avoid downsizing. This strategy of avoidance makes
good business sense as well. Study after study has shown
the bene¤ts of downsizing to be marginal, and its impact on
morale and productivity to be substantial. Benedict was
well aware that community is a delicate balance of trust and
shared destiny. The real energy and efforts of managers,
therefore, must be to creatively avoid downsizing.

Humility and Work

In modern Japanese-style management, ¶at structure, uni-
forms, and equality of perks bring about humility. While
the Japanese goal is Benedictine, its application is far from
it. Benedict, like St. Augustine, had spent much time ana-
lyzing the reason for the fall of the Roman Empire. Re-
member, Roman law and order were cherished. Still, the
layered privileged Roman social classes were self-serving
and ultimately led to chaos. Romans separated themselves
from work using slaves. Benedict cut to the heart to see
the issue in Roman society as humility. His longest chap-
ter in the Rule is on humility.
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Benedict saw the Roman ¶aws that went unnoticed by
most of Western Civilization for a thousand years. The Ro-
mans had a differentiated work system which required
heavy supervision of untrained slave labor. To match their
Greek mentors, the Romans veneered slave-built concrete
structures to look like the precision stone cutting of the
Greeks. This system of quick building by unskilled labor
was a necessity to meet their massive empire building goals.
This system distorted their political, administrative, and
managerial systems, creating a system that strove for super-
vision rather than management. Good supervision achieved
“ferset opus,” a team effort among the slaves, but the super-
visor was never to be a manager of associates. In the 1970s,

JAPANESE SPIRITUALITY AND 
PRODUCTIVITY

Kaoru Ishikawa is known internationally as the 
Japanese father of Quality Control. Dr. Ishikawa 
made much of the relationship of worker spirituality 
and productivity. Ishikawa attributed the phenome-
nal success of Japanese industries in the 1970s and 
1980s to the tradition of Confucianism and Bud-
dhism in Japan. In particular, he gets carried away 
(like Max Weber) in highlighting the Mencius strain 
of Confucianism, which he believed in. Writing on 
business, Mencius was a believer in a Benedictine-
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the Japanese saw our use of unskilled employees as an ex-
tension of the Roman system in our Western culture.

Benedict’s Rule preaches humility, employee involve-
ment, democratic leadership, and hands-on management.
Again as in all of Benedict’s thoughts, humility was the cor-
nerstone of community. Administrators and managers were
to be what Pope Gregory the Great called himself—“servant
of the servants of God.” More importantly, managers were
to love their job but not its trappings. Benedict required by
the Rule that administrators be the best examples of humil-
ity in the monastery. Humility is a multi-dimensional virtue
that is the holy grail of our modern quest for “team spirit.”

Humility is more than the glue of “team spirit”; it is a

type system—“Whoever pursues a business in this 
world must have a system. A business that has at-
tained success without a system does not exist.” Men-
cius’ concept that man is basically good allows for 
fewer supervision requirements. Ishikawa mistakenly 
noted in his books that Christianity’s belief that man 
is evil accounts for the fact that ¤fteen percent of the 
workforce in the U. S. are inspectors, while only one 
percent is in Japan. Ishikawa’s translator, David Lu of 
Bucknell, clearly and often voices his disagreement 
with Ishikawa’s premises of Christianity. In reality, 
Ishikawa and Benedict are in total agreement on less 
supervision and more worker responsibility. ❖



36 ❖ St. Benedict’s Rule

personal requirement of managers as well. No manager can
excel at maximizing productivity without humility, be-
cause managers need to be advocates of the organization
they lead or manage. Benedict realized that pride is the
enemy of effective management. My own ¤rst job in man-
agement was that of assistant superintendent of a steel mill
melt shop. I was a young ¤rst-time manager, managing sea-
soned steelworkers at pay scales as high as four times what
I was making. I had several friends in similar management
positions. The salary difference ate at their hearts, which, in
turn, caused them to fail. In my own case, my goal, and I as-
sumed God’s will, was to manage—I would have taken an-
other pay cut just to manage.

Pride can blind us and that impedes our ability to work
with and lead people. One Saturday evening I was with
these same friends in a mall in the steel town of Wierton,
West Virginia. It was the 1970s and people were out on a
Saturday evening. Most were in their Sunday best. One
friend wondered where the steelworkers were. Seeing them
daily in their old clothes and the natural dirt of the steel mill
blinded him to seeing them cleaned up and in a social set-
ting as steelworkers. Having come from steelworkers, I
made no mental distinction. Mentally he saw himself as
coming from a different class (a very Roman attitude)
which allows pride to block dealing with those he managed
in an effective way. This attitude prevented him from tap-
ping into their experience and help, thus limiting him as a
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manager. Humility is at the heart of managing, while pride
requires heavy supervision.

Benedict sees work, management, and job design as part
of a communal relationship. To Benedict, work is too fun-
damental not to be fully shared. Benedict, therefore, re-
quired sharing of manual labor to some degree. The Rule,
however, does recognize special individual talents such as
those of artisans. The Rule, however, is tough on these
highly skilled people if they fail to practice humility. Chap-
ter 57 of the Rule states, “If one of them becomes puffed up
by skillfulness in the craft, and feels that they are confer-
ring something on the monastery, they are to be removed
from practicing the craft and not allowed to resume it un-
less, after manifesting humility, they are so ordered by the
prioress or abbot.” Again, to Benedict, humility achieves
the goal of team spirit without reducing the role of the indi-
vidual. In today’s team concept, individual achievement is
ignored or “hidden” for the good of the team. Benedict al-
lows individual achievement but puts the burden on the in-
dividual to blend it into community. Finally, administrators
have responsibility to assure that this happens.

A Benedictine Model for Work

Ken Cloke and Joan Goldsmith in their book, Thank God
It’s Monday, reveal a well-known secret. “One of the hid-
den truths of our work lives is that we manufacture not
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only cars and clothes, but ourselves through our work.”
Work is as Benedict understood—an integral part of our
human nature and spirit. To the modern American, this re-
lationship is costly. Problems, setbacks, and loss of work

THE PROTESTANT WORK ETHIC

The global success of the American Industrial Revo-
lution left the world asking how and why. Max We-
ber, a German sociologist, supplies one answer in 
what he called The Protestant Work Ethic. Of 
course, men such as Carnegie and Rockefeller were 
his role models. His logic relied heavily on Martin 
Luther’s view of work as “God’s calling.” There’s 
no doubt that Weber’s model explained the Ameri-
can capitalists’ and managers’ never-ending ap-
proach to making money. However, it hardly 
explains the productivity of the hard-working ethnic 
masses. For a twelve-hour a day mill laborer to view 
his lot in life as God’s calling would be depressing at 
best. Still, Weber’s understanding of work and 
human spirituality has much merit. Weber tended to 
go to extremes and his ¤nal thesis concluded that 
Calvinism was only spirituality for high productivity 
and pro¤tability. Weber and Benedict, however, 
would today ¤nd agreement on the importance of 
work (Luther’s calling) to the human spirit.



Work and the Human Spirit ❖ 39

take a huge mental and physical toll on us. Furthermore,
managers miss the positive side of the relationship, thus
losing the possibility of major productivity gains.

Benedict not only realized the relationship but also de-
veloped a means to tap its energy. Work is a social contract
that evolves into community. Today we spend too much
time trying to “legally” break that social contract. Once
broken, the company suffers long-term damage to morale.
Successful companies spend their time honing that social
contract.

Once a company has created employment stability, true
productivity gains can be achieved by climbing Maslow’s
ladder. Work itself can become self-actualization for us,
given the proper environment. When this happens, produc-
tivity and creativity are unleaded, as we can see in the
Benedictine monasteries of the Middle Ages. Of course,
these gains come from the courage to face risk. It takes real
courage to maintain stability in an economic downturn but
that’s the investment required in the Benedictine model.

Application of the Rule

1. avoid downsizing

Having lived through twenty years of almost continuous
downsizing, I know ¤rsthand that it is a downward spiral.
We try to hide downsizing in a variety of names, such as re-
engineering, right-sizing, a second career opportunity, and
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others. We involve lawyers in downsizing to protect the
company (a sure sign of a problem). We train on downsiz-
ing techniques and hire consultants. What is needed is the
same approach to ¤guring out how to avoid it. One Bene-
dictine approach is to involve employees in the problem.
My experience is that employees will voluntarily take a pay
cut to save jobs, and if they are part of the decision, morale
actually improves. Furthermore, employees will search out
waste if they understand that doing so can save jobs. Facing
economic threats to the company as community is a pow-
erful tool. It respects the social contract of work.

2. humility—not uniforms

The problem with Japanese-style management is not in
theory but that it is culturally incorrect. The Japanese ad-
ministrate humility via uniforms, consensus, no of¤ces, and
no perks. Culturally, the Japanese style ¤ts their country,
where the common welfare is ingrained. A more ef¤cient
approach for Western culture is the requirement to train
and develop humility in its mission. Humility can become
a part of organizational culture and that’s what Benedict’s
Rule did ¤fteen hundred years ago. Corporate culture can
be used to assure conformance.

3. job rotation

Benedict’s requirement for sharing manual labor is based
on concepts of humility and self-suf¤ciency. It may seem
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to have limited application today but always with the Rule,
it’s not the form but the meaning. Caterpillar Tractor over
the years required new college hires to rotate six months
through all phases of the operation. Business consultant
and author Tom Peters promoted the idea of marketing
managers spending a week or two using their products in
the ¤eld. I would go farther—an operating manager should
plan on a week or two a year to actually work the jobs man-
aged. It takes humility for a manager to show his weakness
and lack of knowledge but he will gain understanding in the
process and of the workers. Remember, a Benedictine
manager is selected for management skills, not for know-
ing how to do speci¤c tasks, a fact that too many managers
and employees today fail to understand. Still the suggestion
to work the jobs managed is not to learn how to do a
speci¤c job but to better understand the worker.
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4
Leadership and the Rule

“Furthermore those who receive the name
of prioress or abbot are to lead the com-
munity by a twofold teaching: they must
point out to the monastic all that is good

and holy more by example than by words,
proposing God’s commandments to a
receptive community with words, but

demonstrating God’s instructions to the
stubborn and dull by a living example.”

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 2

“The Rule’s model of leadership and au-
thority, then is a paradigm for any rela-

tionship— husband and wife, parent and
child, supervisor and employee.”

—Joan Chittister, The Rule of Benedict

Benedictine leadership is rooted in humility and adminis-
tered by democratic processes. The Rule sets down speci¤c
qualities that a leader must exhibit. Benedict sees leaders as
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teachers and examples. The Rule requires leadership by ex-
ample, not words. Pope Gregory the Great’s concept of
“the servant of servants” for leadership is a direct applica-
tion of the Rule. In another view, a Benedictine leader is
keeper of the worker/leader covenant and, therefore, a
trusted administrator. The leader is also the chief arbitrator
of the Rule. Benedict clearly loved the Roman military
leadership model but adjusted it from his scriptural experi-
ence. What emerges is a new type of leader, one previously
unknown to the sixth century. This new style leader
changed the church and European government.

As stated earlier, Pope Gregory the Great was one of the
¤rst to apply the Rule to organizations. Using Benedict’s
Rule, Gregory de¤ned requirements for church leaders
such as bishops. Gregory’s church manual, Pastoral Care,
reinforced the ideal of leader as teacher. Bishops were not
merely higher level administrators, they were teachers and
role models. Benedict, like Gregory, saw St. Paul as the
ideal leader. Paul’s use of all types of communication to
teach and to even administrate his ability via teaching was
clear in his letters. Furthermore, it was the type of leader-
ship missing in Rome during its decline.

Benedictine leadership is also ¶exible. The leader has the
ability to interrupt and bend the Rule. Many authors have
called the genius of the Rule its ability to change with cir-
cumstances. If a personal problem arises, leaders are called
to listen ¤rst before applying discipline. As we have seen
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before, Benedict has a perfect balance of individual needs
and communal welfare. It is the responsibility of leadership
to maintain that balance. Benedict realized that people learn
and grow at different rates. No rule, procedures, or laws
could cover the differences and individual applications. The
leader is empowered by the Rule to act as judge.

Authority and Obedience

We have seen that the Rule looks for the virtue of humility,
but it also asks for the virtue of obedience from its leaders.
Benedict’s premise is that only those who have demon-
strated obedience should be placed in a position to ask obe-
dience. Again we see the in¶uence of the roman legions in
the monastic tradition. It’s the idea that good soldiers follow
orders. Failure to follow orders usually prohibits military
of¤cers from being promoted, and in the extreme, can result
in court martial (the military’s version of excommunica-
tion). In monasteries, corporations, and armies, obedience
is needed to effectively implement strategy. Lower level
of¤cers must carry out company policy and strategy as part
of their leadership responsibility. Chapter 65 of the Rule
states, “The subprioress and prior (second in command) for
their part are to carry out respectfully what the prioress or
abbot assigns and do nothing contrary.” Obedience and loy-
alty are requirements of a leader driven by humility.
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Benedict is so focused on the relationship of obedience
to the community that he dedicates a chapter to mutual
obedience. First and foremost, orders of the prioress and
abbot or of the subprioress or prior take precedence. After
that, an “unof¤cial” obedience is required of senior mem-
bers. Experience counts with the Rule. Senior members in
today’s business have lost that priority and importance.
Benedictine organizations, however, tap that experience
pool. In a lot of consulting with legal and research organi-
zations, experience still counts and is reinforced by the
title of “Senior Research Engineer” or the like.

Skills of a Leader

The Rule is speci¤c about the virtues or qualities of a leader.
The Rule also implies some skills necessary for a leader,
particularly people skills and communication. It should be
noted that Benedict required only humility and obedience,
believing the skills would come with experience. While
Benedictine abbots and equivalent leaders were elected for
life, many an abbot had a shortened term due to poor people
skills. In fact, Benedict himself was thrown out early in his
career as an abbot. The Rule re¶ects this negative experi-
ence of asking too much of his average monks.

While most human resource people would tell you
people skills are the top priority in promotions, promoted
managers are often placed in non-people-friendly corporate
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environments. Swimming skills are of little value if you are
placed on the football team. Again this is why Benedict
sees organizational mission and culture as the driving forces
for leaders to develop people skills. The Rule also helps to
neutralize cultural differences that leaders sometimes need
to adjust for. Benedict’s Rule does not require skills so
much as virtues. Still some people skills are needed to fully
integrate leadership under the Rule.

A leader must be fully open to the idea of leading by par-
ticipation. The Rule requires decisions to be taken daily to
the chapter for discussion and consul. This type of partici-
pation leadership is not for everyone. In the 1980s, Sumi-
tomo and LTV Steel formed an independent company
(LSE). The new company was based on employee commit-
tees and participatory decision making. Managers were re-
cruited from traditional operations, but less than a third of
those managers (including Japanese) could function in a
truly participatory environment. All of these managers had
demonstrated people skills in a traditional environment.
What was the real issue? Just what Benedict foresaw ¤fteen
hundred years ago—humility! These unsuccessful manag-
ers grumbled about the “inmates running the institution”
and tried to steer things from behind the scenes. Most cur-
rent leadership models are based on a contingency theory
that says that leader traits, behavior, and situation contin-
gencies interact. The Benedictine approach reduces these
interactions to humility and obedience.
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Communication skills are another implied but not nec-
essary skill of a leader. Today communication skills are
desired because of their use in persuasion. The Benedic-
tine model is both participatory and democratic, and thus,
persuasion is not a high priority skill. Still, clear presenta-
tion of the issue to the chapter will be important for the
chapter to arrive at a solution.

Communal Leadership

The Rule sets a framework for leadership. It looks at two
factors in leadership—leaders and those who are lead. It
demands humility of its leaders and obedience of the fol-
lowers. In community, you cannot separate leadership and
following because they have a common destiny or mission.
The Rule puts the selection of employees on a level with
that of the selection of leaders. Benedict reduced the qual-
ities of both to humility and obedience. The only difference
is that leaders are to excel in these virtues.

Benedictine Pope Gregory the Great went further, saying
that “Obedience is the only virtue that implants the other vir-
tues in the heart and preserves them after they have been so
implanted.” Benedictine Rule itself is both a testing and train-
ing in obedience. Being able to obey is a prerequisite to being
able to lead. Earlier, St. Augustine’s Rule also saw obedience
as the “mother of all virtues.” Benedict via his Rule (like Au-
gustine and the Desert Fathers) felt that given the right com-
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munity environment, these virtues would grow. This stands
in contrast to today where we seek skills before virtue.

Many readers may feel at this point that Benedict’s ap-
proach is for the religious and has little application in the
hard, cruel world, but facts tell us otherwise. First, over the
centuries monasteries have used society’s worst to develop
economic powerhouses. Second, Benedict’s Rule has many
similarities to our present-day military. Here the rules and
regulations are taught and obedience required. Humility is
taught in boot camp to build team spirit. Still the approach
has roots back to the Roman Legions (like Benedict’s Rule).

Stewardship

Probably Benedict’s biggest break from Roman tradition
was his concept of leadership. Humility and service de¤ned
the Benedictine leader. More recently, a similar approach
for leadership has emerged, called stewardship. Peter Block
de¤nes stewardship as “a willingness to be accountable for
some larger body than ourselves, an organization, a com-
munity. Stewardship springs from a set of beliefs about or-
ganizations that af¤rm our choice for service over the
pursuit of self interest.” This is pure Benedictine leadership,
expressed better than even Benedict himself expressed it.
The key to leadership is community. The real dif¤culty
today is not so much whether stewardship is superior to
leadership, but how to implement these two virtues.
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Benedict developed leaders through a communal pro-
cess. Training and commitment to the organizational Rule
was the ¤rst step. The community was then responsible for
selecting leaders with given guidelines such as the virtues
of humility and obedience. The result was a true steward, or
what Gregory the Great called a “servant of servants.” Such
a process is foreign to business. It is, of course, the ideal of

A BENEDICTINE GENERAL IN 
200 B.C. (CHINA)

Sun-Tzu, Chinese general and author of The Art of 
War, was a pure Benedictine example. Sun-Tzu 
talks of obedience and common destiny as the estab-
lishment of leadership. Sun-Tzu’s own words are 
“the ingrained execution of orders comes from being 
in accord with the legions.” Furthermore, this great 
general talks of two ethical traits required for leader-
ship—benevolence and justice. This might be con-
sidered the ethical equivalent of Benedict’s spiritual 
virtues—humility and obedience. Sun-Tzu also ad-
dresses the importance of obedience, and sees “in-
ternalized obedience” as the trait of all soldiers. Like 
Augustine, Sun-Tzu sees obedience as the mother of 
all traits (virtues). Without obedience, military orga-
nizations break down.
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democratic governments, but it is rarely achieved. Univer-
sities do have some of the Benedictine process in their
professor-owned search committees for university presi-
dents. Also, in some universities, directorships are elected
by peers and rotated over a set number of years.

I must admit that I lack a simple and direct answer for
American business. I must leave this as a challenge to the
reader. Ideally, the Rule calls for peer election of leaders
but I hesitate to suggest this. I would lose too many busi-
ness readers who felt I had gone too far. The success of
stewardship, however, requires the support of the commu-
nity. Self-directed teams inside a traditional structure do
not really represent a democratic process. The challenge of
this century, I believe, will be to experiment with Benedic-

EMPEROR AND THE RULE

Charlemagne (742–814), a Benedictine capitalist, 
made the Rule a roadmap for a new economy. Char-
lemagne was a great admirer of and expert on Bene-
dict’s Rule. He envisioned a greater community of 
all of Christianity. His strategy—renovatio imperii 
romani—was the revival of the Christian Empire of 
Constantine (d. 337). Charlemagne embraced both 
the secular and religious factors of this greater com-
munity. In the Carolinian revival, monasteries be-
came key economic manufacturing centers. The
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tine leader selection. So far, we have talked about involv-
ing and empowering employees with one exception—the
selection of leadership itself. The time will come that we
will have to address this if we are serious about “empower-
ment.” The Benedictine approach believes in full empow-
erment but it also realizes the need for leaders in the
organizations. Benedict achieved this via a democracy,
trusting in the Rule to assure harmony and direction.

Building a Culture for Leadership

Benedict saw leadership as a two-way process steered by
the Rule. The Rule is the seed of a culture for leadership.
Too much of today’s approach is the search for a “leader”

artisans and smiths were not monks but were part of 
these great centers with living quarters and work-
shops. Blacksmiths achieved international fame in 
the forging of swords. The iron manufacturers of 
great monastic manufacturing centers such as Saint-
Gall and Saint-Riquier became known as the “strik-
ing force” of Charlemagne’s armies. Charlemagne 
showed the organizational power of the Rule as a 
management tool. The Carolinian economy would 
set the framework for the Industrial Revolution while 
Charlemagne’s political application of the Rule built 
a foundation for the Holy Roman Empire. ❖



52 ❖ St. Benedict’s Rule

without addressing the environment of leadership. In turn,
we demand too much of our leaders. We need to address de-
veloping an environment for leadership. Loyalty and obedi-
ence must be praised and rewarded as a corporate standard.

Since culture is the potting soil of leadership, it requires
time and energy. New employees need an introductory
training period (depending on size) for Culture 101. Com-
panies like the Disney Corporation and IBM have been
very successful with the approach. Benedictine novices
spend the ¤rst year learning the Rule. It’s worth the time for
all involved. Many potential leaders fail because they lack
a full understanding of corporate culture. The use of an as-
signed mentor is another technique to pass on culture.

Develop Your Own “Rule”

Some companies spend millions on employee bene¤t bro-
chures and other training materials, but few even have an
employee handbook of policies, expectations, and guides.
I’m not talking about booklets on sexual harassment and
such, but about cultural issues. What is expected to be pro-
moted? Is there a written or unwritten dress code? What’s
the policy on missed days and late starts? What’s the mis-
sion and corporate objectives? This does not need to be
and should not be a legal document. In fact, the writing
style should re¶ect the culture. The Rule should be part of
the new employee training as well. Most of us spend years
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learning about corporate culture on our own. We have
seen that culture is too important to an organization to be
treated as an employee detective mystery.

MODERN BENEDICTINE 
THINKING

When patriarchy asks its own organization to be 
more entrepreneurial and empowered, it is asking 
people to break the rules that patriarchy itself cre-
ated and enforces.

—Peter Block, “Stewardship”

Here lies one who knew how to get people around 
him who were cleverer than himself.

—Andrew Carnegie’s Epitaph

More managers are reluctant to let their people run 
with the ball. But you’d be surprised how fast an in-
formed and motivated guy can run.

—Lee Iacocca

Managers at all levels must return to their subordi-
nates the authority they have slowly usurped over 
the years.

—Townsend and Gebhardt
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Take a Step toward Benedictine Leadership

Assuming you’re not ready to embrace a democratic pro-
cess to select leaders, you still can move toward the ideal.
A small step could be to informally consult senior em-
ployees about promotions to management positions. The
university model offers another step toward the Benedic-
tine way. For example, an employee committee could be
used to interview and make recommendations on hiring
new managers. Universities commonly use this technique
because they have a better understanding of community.
The recent selection of a president for the University of
Toledo used campus interview sessions for all candidates.
Hundreds of students, professors, and employees were in-
volved in the process. Evaluation forms were used, but the
ultimate decision was with the trustees. The University of
Toledo went a step further, involving the greater commu-
nity of the City of Toledo via the press in these sessions.
That’s empowering the community as well as using com-
munity. Benedict believed leadership was a product of
community, not personal skills alone. 
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5
Benedictine Keys to 

Effective Organization

“Whenever any important busi-
ness has to be done in the monas-

tery, let the abbot call together
the whole community and state

the matter to be acted upon.”

—Rule of St. Benedict

“All members of the community
have a share in the welfare of

the whole community and a
responsibility for it.”

—Perfectae Coritatis

One might agree that St. Benedict was a great organizer,
but can a modern manager use a system intended for
Middle Age monasteries? Clearly, Benedictine monaster-
ies were the economic dynamos of their day. They were
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centers of agriculture, manufacturing, and knowledge.
The Rule of St. Benedict urged monks toward horizontal
monopolies which provided everything from within and
sold the excess. In many instances, these monasteries pio-
neered new technologies to expand these monopolies. Ini-
tially, these early monasteries were agrarian but rapidly
pursued Benedict’s quest for economic independence. Early
successes of monastic economy occurred in ¤sheries,
wool, milling, and horse breeding. These monasteries were
knowledge-creating organizations where research and in-
dustrial experiments were promoted. By the 1400s, the
monasteries of Europe controlled such industries as
brewing, mining, grain milling, iron production, and glass-
making. In many cases the monasteries were industry inno-
vators, as was the case with the earliest Cistercian
monasteries of Britain, which pioneered deep coal mining
techniques in 1140. In Saxony and Bohemia, monks ad-
vanced copper smelting and iron production. These indus-
trial monks and their monopolies controlled Europe via
industrial substations (granges), using lag labor where
necessary. Great industrial corporations were developed
including the Abbey of Foigny in France (1450), which
operated fourteen water mills, three forges, two spinning
mills, a brewery, and a glassworks. In many cases, the
drive for economic independence led to great commercial
inventors. Recent archeological ¤nds of thirteenth-century
English abbeys con¤rm the development of iron blast fur-
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naces centuries before the Industrial Revolution. Louis
Lekai, the leading historian of monastic industries, con-
cluded that their success “was largely a by-product of the
organization and spiritual aspirations of the Order.” Their
organizational effectiveness is their legacy to this century.
At the base of this effectiveness we ¤nd a number of
Benedictine organizational keys—harmony, teamwork,
and stability. 

Harmony

Harmony is never mentioned in the Rule of St. Benedict,
yet it is the very essence of Benedictine community. It is
the ultimate result of the Rule’s obsession with obedience.
The English translation of the word obedience implies
“adherence in a severe manner.” In the Latin root of Bene-
dict’s day, it meant, “to listen to.” It is true that Benedict
penalized for lack of obedience, but the rationalization
was to maintain order and, ultimately, to foster harmony
within the community. It is analogous to the history of
military organization’s use of obedience to build espirit
de corps. Ultimately, habitual disobedience led to excom-
munication from the community, but this was not like
some of the cold, escorted removals practiced by today’s
organizations; rather it was a mutual agreement with an
open door to return.

While Saint Benedict’s Rule is ¶exible on penalties for
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disobedience, it is in¶exible in the scope and intent of the
meaning of disobedience. Murmuring and grumbling were
the same as absolute refusal. Benedict reasoned that grum-
bling affected the community as much or more than a ¶at
out “no.” Benedict was not alone in seeing the problem of
negativity. The Celtic rule (The Penitential of St. Columba-
nus) and the Rule of the early desert fathers also saw grum-
bling as a sin against the whole organization. Harmony
cannot coexist with negativity. No organization can
achieve its maximum ef¤ciency if grumbling is wide-
spread. Benedict did not suppress problems or personal
freedom, but required that they be channeled properly
through the organization via the daily “employee” chapter

THE CISTERCIAN CORPORATION

St. Benedict had originally set up his Rule to make 
each monastery an individual community. St. Ber-
nard (1100–1153) was part of a twelfth-century 
movement that resulted in the ultimate establishment 
of 738 monasteries (and an equal count of women) 
for men’s abbeys. Most were a newly-evolved order 
known as the Cistercian model, which built “colo-
nies.” These new monastic networks became eco-
nomic corporations. To maintain organizational 
integrity, a General Chapter meeting of all abbeys 
was designed. This annual meeting lasted seven to
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meeting, through mentors or the fatherly advice of the ab-
bott (from the root abba meaning “father”). Benedict
focuses in on what most managers avoid—addressing neg-
ativity at a personal level. What is lost to today’s managers
is the impact on productivity and pro¤tability. Any man-
ager who has tried to change knows the crippling power of
negativity to bind organizations.

It has gotten so bad that organizations treat negativity
and grumbling as a right and a personal freedom guaran-
teed by the Constitution. Recently, the University of To-
ledo was struggling through some dif¤cult times. The
new administration was constantly frustrated by the
grumbling of professors who more often than not aired

ten days, consisting of abbots from all over Europe. 
Because of the huge size of the assembly, steering 
committees known as “dif¤nitors” were initiated. To 
build organization, a living mission statement known 
as the Carta Caritatios, the chapter of charity was 
read and hung at all abbeys in the order. The mission 
statement was supported by a code of regulations 
known as Initiates of the General Chapter. In addi-
tion to mission and standard operating procedures, a 
system of annual auditing by abbots was used to as-
sure corporate integrity. This early corporate system 
is very close to the organizational principles of to-
day’s international standard—ISO 9000. ❖
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their complaints in the local press. Such grumbling had
seriously impacted the university organizationally as well
as ¤nancially. The university president was publicly at-
tacked for developing a list of negative professors. The
chairman of the trustees made a decision to ¤nd the source
of the negativity and eliminate it (a true Benedictine tac-
tic). Ultimately, public cries of “educational freedom”
cost the chairman his job. While his approach was politi-
cally incorrect, his effort was late but organizationally
correct. Benedict used a process of discipline and a com-
munity spirit to avoid such an organizational breakdown
and communal negativity. Of course, Benedict’s biblical
policy did not promote going directly to the sword but to
pursue a policy of “reprove, entreat, and rebuke” (1 Tim
4:2). The real application of Benedict’s Rule for managers
is not to accept negativity as the norm but to aggressively
seek to eliminate it. A manager must address negativity
head on, and quickly. Like Benedict, managers must ¤rst
be open to change and the possibility of a need to correct,
but ultimately, if it is more a personality problem, it will
require a stronger re-proof. It should be noted that when
grumbling came from a widespread organizational prob-
lem, Benedict’s open community daily counsel (em-
ployee involvement) corrected this. Failure to root out
single negativity will ¤rst be re¶ected in a lack of organi-
zational harmony, but ultimately, teamwork and stability
will suffer.
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Stability

Stability is at the heart of Benedictine community. Through
mutual obedience, a family is created that is the infrastruc-
ture of Benedictine community. Community, as a word, has
Latin roots meaning, “to eat bread together.” The Rule of
St. Benedict stresses the importance of coming together on
a daily basis. This type of bonding was the foundation of
community. Even business organizations require a mea-
sure of bonding to be successful. Long term successful or-
ganizations have strong social ties among their members.
So many times business people overlook this key organiza-
tional facet. Socialization is bonding.

Stability is the organizational characteristic of strong
bonding. Stability has long been a measure of business or-
ganization, and is generally expressed by the turnover rate.
Business, however, viewed turnover more as an individual
or department managerial measure than as a more global
measure of organizational strength. Stability is, in fact, the
last indicator of community strength. This is why Benedict
promoted that the monk, even on a short journey, should re-
turn for the evening meal.

In the 1970s, I started my career as a metallurgical engineer
at Weirton Steel in West Virginia. Weirton was the great steel
monastery of its day. Employees worked their whole life at
Weirton Steel. Generally, many generations of families had
been employees. Employees were carried on the payroll in
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hard times. Communal lunches were encouraged. Family mem-
bers got priority in hiring. Great community events were cen-
tered on Weirton Steel. Stock programs were very generous to
promote employee ownership. Turnover rate was almost non-
existent. The recession of the 1970s and new corporate own-
ership broke that stable community with massive layoffs.
Once the assurance of organizational stability was gone, the
turnover rate increased for decades. There is a direct equation
between individual obedience and loyalty with organizational
stability. It is a bond and an organizational consent. Stability
¶ows from mutual obedience and codependency. The early
industrialists knew the relationship well.

Today, new organizations are trying to re-establish that
convent of stability. Employees are “guaranteed” employ-
ment in dif¤cult times. Social events are stressed as high
priority. Stock ownership and gainsharing are emphasized.
To some degree, this is a renaissance of the King Steel of
the 1800s, when motivational communities were built in
cities such as Pittsburgh by father-type industrialists. Sta-
bility also goes to the heart of management psychologists
such as Abe Maslow, who saw job security as the basic
foundation step to motivation in organizations.

Teamwork

Teamwork is another word not found in Saint Benedict’s
Rule. Yet teamwork is the end result of the Benedictine



Effective Organization ❖ 63

quest for humility. Teamwork today is an overused buzz-
word for business. Teamwork personi¤es the true spirit of
community where self is subservient to the good of the
whole. Western managers, in their quest to achieve team-
work, have imposed the culturally foreign concepts of
Asian teams. The Asian team concept is one rule of the
whole, not one rooted in sacri¤ce for the overall good. In
the Asian concept, it is a duty to suppress self over the team.
The Asian concept requires obedience but lacks the root of
humility. The Benedictine model offers a democratic team
approach based on individual humility and the necessary
sacri¤ce. The Benedictine model does not require consen-
sus of the group, only a belief in community by the group.

The Benedictine team allows for individuality but is fo-
cused on the community. The virtue of humility is much
lost today. It does not suppress individual achievement but
does suppress the use of achievement to control and use as
power. Some of the greatest individual craftsmen arose
from the Benedictine community. It is humility that gives
the individual a perspective of self and a role to build com-
munity. Individual ideas are fostered, but ultimately the
good of the community is the rule by individual choice.

The Benedictine team is much closer to the American
sports team where individual statistics are noted and
praised, but self-sacri¤ce for the good of the team is held
in high esteem. Furthermore, self-sacri¤ce for the team ulti-
mately results in a spirit that actually maximizes individual
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performance. It is this “spirit” that managers seek in
teams. It is this spirit that is the hallmark of high perfor-
mance organizations.

Benedictine teams are democratic in nature and func-
tion. A daily chapter meeting was used at the monastery to
voice issues. Ultimately, the chapter was obedient to the
abbot, but the abbot was bound by the Rule to take all into
decisions. It is this mutual obedience that assured harmony
and fostered teamwork. The Rule only created the environ-
ment for teamwork; it did not enact it by law. Benedictine
teamwork is not a result of a structure—a committee for-
mat works as well as a “team.” Benedictine teamwork does
not require “training” but the creation of a communal spirit.
It is the result of managerial actions rather than words.
Many companies claim to value teamwork, but such claims
are more likely to result in employee jokes rather than in-
creased performance. Great teams, like great sports teams,
are obvious. You can feel them in spirit. Their hallmark is
a great individual having great humility.

Another characteristic of Benedictine teams is that they
equate to community. The push today is to form multiple
teams within an organization, which actually can lead to a
breakdown in community and overall teamwork. Benedic-
tine teams are totally integrated using committees for more
speci¤c problem solving, employee involvement, and ad-
ministration. Benedictine communities used the daily
“team” or chapter meeting to focus on one rule, one com-
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munity. Committees were used to involve employees and
develop a speci¤c focus on an issue. Committees were part
of the community, not separate teams as we see in many of
today’s structures.

Applications of the Rule

1. set rules and enforce them

Democracies are inherent organizations of laws. Our free-
dom and unity are established by laws and discipline. In
business, an organization’s harmony is dependent on mu-
tual obedience and discipline. Rules should be clearly
de¤ned and enforced. Use an employee policy manual and
train on it with new employees.

2. develop stability via employment

Stability is the cornerstone of a Benedictine organization.
Stability is achieved through social ties and meeting phys-
iological needs. The Japanese have lifelong employment,
but American companies have achieved the same effect
with a guaranteed year in economic hard times. Employ-
ees need that type of future stability to develop commu-
nity or team spirit. Employment stability builds stronger
organizations than variety in bene¤ts.

3. improve on stability via family

Form strong social ties within the organization. Christmas
parties and the like are important to build on. Remember
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the root of community is “breaking bread.” Be generous in
company dinners and lunches for retirements, company
meetings, etc. where employees eat together. Use an em-
ployee social committee to involve people. Another impor-
tant activity is a family day with picnics and ball games.
Most important is to maintain these activities even in hard
times. Cutting the budget ¤rst in these areas is a direct sig-
nal of instability.

4. zero tolerance of negativity

Managers today are trained to address negativity being
caused by the organization rather than the individual. Early
monasteries learned that negativity has individual roots.
Negative individuals should be “rebuked and reproved”
early. Benedictine obedience for the good of community
should be stressed in all training. If this fails, “excommuni-
cation” is needed for the good of the organization. Remem-
ber the Rule of St. Benedict called for kindness, guidance,
and even support of the excommunicated.

5. use employee committees rather than teams

Benedictine management allows only one team (the com-
munity). For speci¤c focus or problem solving, the com-
munity chose subchapters as committees. Committees
have fallen on hard times in today’s “team managed com-
panies.” In fact, committees offer a way to involve em-
ployees while maintaining the overall team.
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6. form community via off-site gatherings

Community cannot be built on a nine-to-¤ve schedule. A
general “chapter” meeting of all employees every year is
one approach to a better working community. A two-to
three-day off-site general meeting to set goals, objectives,
and renew mission is a great technique to build community.
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6
Benedictine Art of 

Management

They (deans) will take care of their groups of
ten, managing all affairs according to the
commandments of God and the orders of

their prioress or abbot. Anyone selected as a
dean should be the kind of person with

whom the prioress or abbot can con¤dently
share the burdens of of¤ce. They are to be

chosen for virtuous living and wise teaching,
not for their rank.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 21

As cellarer (store manager) of the monastery,
there should be chosen from the community

someone wise, mature in conduct, temperate,
not an excessive eater, not proud, excitable,

offensive, dilatory, or wasteful, but God fear-
ing and like a parent to the whole community.
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But will do nothing without the order from
the prioress or abbot.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 31

As often as anything important is to be done
in the monastery, the prioress or abbot will
call the whole community together and ex-

plain what business is; and after hearing the
advice of the members, let them ponder it and

follow what they judge a wiser course.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 3

Supervision and Managing

Supervision is still a basic part of managing even though it
is much maligned in today’s touchy-feely approaches. The
Rule clearly states its approach to supervision and manag-
ing: “The prioress or abbot should always observe the
apostle’s recommendation in which it is said ‘use argu-
ment, appeal, reproof’” (2 Tim 4:2). Over and over again,
the Rule uses teachers and parents as analogies for the man-
ager. In the ideal of teacher and parent, we see the direction
and guidance but also discipline when necessary. It is in re-
proof that managers are so lacking today.

Benedictine reproof, however, is a process, not a man-
agement style. Note that Benedict starts with argument and
appeal but even more important is that all understand the
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full process to reproof laid out in the Rule. The process to
excommunication requires two private reproofs followed
by a public one. Actually Benedict devotes eight of seventy-
three chapters to discipline. The punishments suggested are
the only things that have little application today. Still we
must remember that Benedict saw the manager as having a
parental role. To rule out reproof would severely limit the
ability of parents to mold. Like a parent, Benedict speaks of
concern, love, and guidance in reproofs. Benedict realized
that people climb the ladder to perfection at different rates
with varying ability. He therefore left much of the disci-
pline to the discretion of abbots and managers. The use of
the Rule in training and the assignment of a mentor sig-
ni¤cantly reduced the need to use reproof. William Penn
said it best about leaders: “They have a right to criticize but
a heart to help.”

Participation—Involvement versus 
Empowerment

The St. Rule of Benedict is based on the fundamental
premise that whatever authority we have is for the common
welfare. Leaders are but trusted servants. It may then seem
strange that Benedict did not believe in what we today call
employee empowerment. Empowerment would have been
inconsistent with his hierarchical organization. In fact, it can
be an entropic force in organizations, causing inaction and
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delay. Yet Benedict felt that employee input is at the core of
the organization. His approach is what I call good old-fash-
ioned management. I believe, like Benedict, that it is the re-
sponsibility of a manager to involve employees, to listen to
them, and to take their counsel into his own decision-making
process. Empowerment is but an alternative to poor man-
agement, and is not a substitute for good management.

The Rule has a twofold approach to employee involve-
ment. First is to require and guide leaders to take em-
ployee counsel in decision making; second is to support a
form for employee input. As discussed, Benedict looks for
humility in leaders and managers to ensure that they are
open to employee counsel. The Rule requires a leader also
to counsel elders in decision making. The Rule calls for
discipline of its managers who fail to show this type of hu-
mility. If these subprioresses or priors are found to have
serious faults, or are led astray by conceit and grow proud,
or show contempt for the holy rule, they are to be warned
verbally as many as four times. If they do not amend, they
are to be punished as required by the discipline of the
Rule. Benedict, as always, uses the Rule to put the burden
on managers and leaders. The Rule allows no default to
empowerment for lack of good management.

The formal method that Benedict used for employee in-
volvement was the morning chapter meeting. It was here
that daily assignments and changes were made. Problems
were discussed as well. The Rule requires teachers and
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managers to bring “anything important to the monastery.”
It requires open discussion but ultimately the decision is
that of the leader. Benedict manages neither by democracy
nor by consensus but by leadership. Both the community
and leader are bound by a common destiny. Chapter is a
mutual process that terminates in a decision by the leader to
which all are bound to support by the Rule. The Rule again
forms the participants and environment to assure it is a mu-
tual process.

Let’s look at the alternatives of this mutual process. De-
mocracy as a process would prevent an environment of
common destiny. Democracy would erode leadership in a
nonpolitical environment. Employee democracy is imprac-
tical in managing an organization. Consensus would force
an arti¤cial destiny. Consensus ignores individual differ-
ences and, therefore, the need for strong leaders. It is only
in the Benedictine process that community welfare evolves
and still allows for strong leadership.

One of the more amazing approaches of Benedict’s Rule
is its tapping into the elders’ experience without imposing
overall discriminatory laws. This part of the Rule is unique
in the use of the elders’ experience in decision making. The
Rule states the elders are to be consulted, but does not make
such consultation the law. Again, Benedict depends on
training and manager development to assure this is done in
practice. Yet the Rule clearly states that “rank is never to be
based on age alone.” The Rule has here solved a problem
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we struggle with today. The Rule has a deep respect for ex-
perience, but does not build an organizational bias toward
it. The Rule uses information but also implies legalism. In
other words, a Benedictine manager is expected to involve
elders as part of his role as manager. As we have been be-
fore, the responsibility is upon the shoulders of the manag-
ers and leaders.

Training and Commitment—The Heart of It All

The Rule itself is cybernetic, meaning that it steers the
whole community as a system. It sets laws and guidelines
and is its own disciplinary tool, and is, therefore, the very
heart of Benedict’s community. Besides its cybernetic na-
ture, the Rule sets the infrastructure for a culture. As we
have seen, both the Benedictine leadership and manage-
ment styles depend on the culture, all of which makes the
understanding and knowledge of the Rule as paramount.

The Benedictine approach is to ¤rst provide training on
the “company” rule (policy and mission) until understand-
ing is achieved. Then a commitment is required from the
new member. The focus of the training is to come to a de-
cision. Many employees today understand company pol-
icy but choose not to follow or implement it. Benedict
requires closure on the training with a decision. This is
close to the IBM approach—the employee must buy in to
the dress code or leave.
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The Vow of Corporate Stability

The closure on training in the Rule comes when the novice
takes a vow of stability to follow and apply the Rule. This
is a formal rite of initiation and it is part of building com-
munity. Businesses have shied away from such a formal
rite. Still in most companies, the rite does exist but failure
to take it results in a slow corporate death. LTV Steel had a
very unique dress culture, one that consisted of wearing
plainly-colored long-sleeve shirts. This was an informal
but very clear dress code. I found it unusual since we were
managing a hot steel making process. Employees who

CISTERCIAN MODEL FOR 
CORPORATIONS

St. Benedict never envisioned even the huge eco-
nomic centers of Charlemagne in the 700s. The real 
growth, however, didn’t come until St. Bernard’s 
push of the eleventh century. Bernard moved these 
economic centers into corporate networks. Ber-
nard’s “corporations” became known as the Cister-
cian order. Benedict had originally designed each 
monastery to be independent and autonomous. Ber-
nard developed a decentralized corporate structure 
allowing for the Rule to remain. A corporate consti-
tution known as Carta Caritatis was added to handle
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wore short sleeves were not part of the culture, and they
knew they were making that statement. However, they did
not fully realize that their careers were, in effect, over as a
result of their failure to follow the code. That may seem ex-
treme, but remember, they themselves had refused entry
into the corporate culture. I now believe this was a rite of
initiation—the company was asking for a vow of stability.

Before the novice was asked to take a vow of stability, a
year of training was completed—training on the Rule as
well as on the daily job routine. A mentor who was an elder
in the community was assigned to the novice. It was the role
of the mentor to see that all was coming together. The

the monastery corporate groups. A general chapter 
annual meeting was maintained to discuss corporate 
issues among individual abbots. This corporate 
structure assured the Rule was applied by allowing 
independent operations outside the Rule. The Carta 
Caritatis called for round robin visits and audits by 
the abbots. The model focuses on a corporate culture 
via the Rule while allowing some local adaptations. 
This model offers a unique balance of centralization 
and decentralization while maintaining a corporate 
culture. Culture must be centralized and enforced 
was the bottom line of the Carta Caritatis. After the 
Rule and culture, the left is decentralized to best fit 
the nature of the community.
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mentor was another use of the experience of the commu-
nity. Retention was not an issue in the ¤rst year. The primary
focus of training was understanding, not indoctrination.
Novices who couldn’t buy in and left were a plus for the
overall community. Today too few companies avail them-
selves of an initiation period. Retaining unhappy employ-
ees can be a real mistake for both parties. As we have
seen, the Rule requires closure on training in the form of
a commitment.

Flexibility—Mobilis in Mobili

Mobilis in Mobili is the Latin title Jules Verne used for his
chapter on the submarine, the Nautilus (Twenty Thousand
Leagues under the Sea). While the literal translation is
changing with change, Verne was describing how this rigid
submarine was built to accommodate changes in the ocean
environment. Mobilis in Mobili is an outstanding descrip-
tion of Benedict’s Rule. It supplies a rigid framework that
allows managers to be ¶exible depending on the individ-
ual’s progress and the conditions. It is not laissez faire or
based only on the situation, but it is ¶exible. It is when I
study such applications of the Rule that I am stunned by
Benedict’s genius.

Benedict solved a dif¤cult organizational challenge—
how can a “rigid” Rule take into account the individual and
other factors. Benedict’s answer was it was the role of a
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manager to properly apply the Rule. If we go back to the
historical roots of the Rule, it is Benedict’s answer for the
decline of the Roman Empire, not their laws and constitu-
tions but management. To have no rules is anarchy. To
have rules without management is socialism, while having
rules with management is the essence of democratic pro-
cesses. Again we see the Rule as a total system approach to
organization. Management is not viewed in isolation from
the Rule itself. Benedict sees the Rule, leadership, manage-
ment, and obedience as being interrelated, which takes us
back to the importance of developing a vision, mission, and
policy from which all else should ¶ow.

Role of Middle Management

Benedict’s Rule gives powerful support to the need for
middle managers. Benedict assigns “Deans” to manage
groups of ten. This use of deans goes back to the Desert Fa-
thers and manufacturing units. In both cases, it goes back
further to the Roman military that managed based on units of
ten. Many today would be surprised that Benedictine orga-
nizations that were under a strong well-de¤ned rule would
need middle managers. Centrally-de¤ned organizations
might appear as great candidates for a ¶at infrastructure, but
Benedict saw middle managers as organizational links.

Benedict’s requirements for middle managers are loy-
alty, virtuous living, and wise teaching, but never rank.
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Loyalty is the primary virtue desired. Benedict expected
them to “share the burdens of” the abbot, not to simply
delegate them. Organizational and personal loyalty are
keys to the ability to “share the burden.” Sharing allows no
excuses such as “just carrying out orders.” Sharing is the
natural management style needed to achieve communal
welfare. Benedictine middle managers share communal
authority and, therefore, they must involve all in decision
making. Benedict expects them to arrive at decisions based
¤rst on the Rule, second on the orders of the superior, and
third on common wisdom.

Because middle managers are expected to represent
common wisdom, the Rule addresses removal. Like all
Benedictine management levels, middle managers are ser-
vants. The Rule is hard on those who manage based on this
position. Humility rules, and breaks in humility are not tol-
erated by the Rule.

Applications of the Rule

1. create a well-developed new employee 

training

Probably one major corporate oversight is a well-developed
new-employee training program. When business condi-
tions are such that there is a need to ¤ll jobs, employees are
put quickly into the ¤re to keep things running. This causes
the overall community to suffer. We have seen that Bene-
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dict’s organizational success is based on the understanding
and acceptance of policy and procedures. A new employee
needs a written “Rule” and initial training on it. This initial
training must have priority and be prepared. The Benedic-
tine view is that system itself is dependent on the quality of
this training. Training is, therefore, central to the role of
management.

2. assign senior mentors

We have seen that the Rule requires the use of mentors and
informal involvement of elders. Many companies have the
opportunity to blend these objectives. Doing so provides a
critical role for senior employees that is not part of manage-
ment. Benedict believed that organizational experience
was a major asset to be utilized. Mentors offer a channel to
use this asset. The mentor program should be designed for-
mally and managed. In too many companies the mentor
program is informal and, in reality, nonexistent.

3. develop a rite of initiation

Benedictine philosophy views the initial training and
mentoring as a process that leads to a commitment. That
process is monitored and corrections made. The ¤rst year
is a time of mutual probing. This period should be care-
fully managed. Concerns for both parties need to be ad-
dressed quickly. Too many early misunderstandings threaten
communal welfare. The mentor should be active on a
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daily basis to lead the new employee. Finally, at the end of
the ¤rst year, both parties should make a commitment.
Benedictine stability demands that at least an informal
commitment be made.

4. consider rotation for front line supervision

Geese are an excellent example of leadership rotation in
nature. Flying in formation, the leader carries the burden
for the ¶ock that ¶ies with ease due to the V formation. Ul-
timately, the leader will tire and be replaced. Rotation is
possible at lower levels of management. Department chairs
are routinely elected and rotated every three years. Fore-
men and crew leaders are sometimes successfully rotated
as well. If someone would excel, then he or she could be
moved into a permanent management position. For some
supervisory positions, rotation offers assurance of commu-
nal welfare as well as a potential testing ground. Rotation
assures humility and self-sacri¤ce. Of course at the higher
level, rotation becomes counter productive to stability.
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7
The Benedictine 

Learning Organization

Idleness is the enemy of the soul. There-
fore, the community members should have
speci¤ed periods for manual labor as well

as for prayerful reading.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 48

On Sunday all are to be engaged in read-
ing except those who have been assigned

various duties.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 48

Lectio Divina

The Benedictine motto of work and prayer is somewhat
misleading if you assume a 50-50 split. Benedictine monks
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did not go around chanting for half the day. Benedictine
prayer does include chanting, but much more time is dedi-
cated to Lectio divina (spiritual studying). Benedict’s
Rule searches for excellence in prayer, work, and learn-
ing. Lectio divina was the Benedictine path to improved
prayer. Reading and meditating on the scripture deepened
prayer more than daily repitition could. Lectio divina
brought a new type of excellence to prayer. In this basic
principle, Benedict built a foundation for the learning
organization.

A learning organization must be based on mission and
supporting organizational procedures for learning. The
Rule did precisely this. “Learning organizations” are in
vogue today, but generally they lack organizational infra-
structure. The Rule required a minimum of two hours of
study per day. Try to imagine any organization today giv-
ing even one hour a day to employee creative free time.
Benedict proved that such a policy paid back many times.
Benedict’s spiritual success paved the application of the
learning organization in all types of human endeavors.
Benedictine successes included art, architecture, litera-
ture, metal smithing, agriculture, and manufacturing. All
of these great accomplishments started with a few monks
with a love of learning. The story ¤ts well what Margaret
Mead once said: “A small group of thoughtful, committed
people can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing
that ever has.”
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Information Systems

The Rule with its inherent balance of work, prayer, and
study provided the foundation for the pursuit of learning.
Even so, early Benedictine monasteries lacked a network
or system to create knowledge. That network came in the
¤rst half of the twelfth century with the dynamic reformer
St. Bernard. His reformed Benedictine order, known as the
Cistercian Order, had more than 350 monasteries, located
in every European country, by 1250. Bernard promoted a
corporate approach where parent monasteries started new
“daughter” monasteries. Bernard also applied the Rule on
a corporate basis with an annual general chapter meeting.
At ¤rst, this new corporate network assured that Benedict’s
Rule was applied uniformly. Soon the new corporate char-
ter (carto caritates) called for exchanging visits and corpo-
rate management.

The new network led to a new potential on the order of
today’s Internet. Monasteries could exchange and copy
manuscripts. The Rule’s basic promotion of study led to a
demand for more books. Remember, this was before the
printing press in a time of hand copying. It is estimated that
it could take up to a year to make a single copy of the Bible.

Another part of Benedict’s philosophy that gave infor-
mation roots was the drive to be self-suf¤cient. It was this
principle of self-suf¤ciency that propelled Benedictine
monasteries into all phases of agriculture and manufactur-
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ing. For example, expertise in wool manufacture led ¤rst
to grain production, then animal husbandry. This was fol-
lowed by the manufacture of shears to cut the wool, which
ultimately led to the manufacture of iron. Finally, this in-
spired the development of our mining. Moving into these
new areas of endeavor required information, and improv-
ing productivity required the creation of knowledge. The
great Cistercian movement resulted in the development of
monastery book lists, and ¤nally, a Cistercian database.
While civilization slept, the Cistercian database advanced
knowledge. As this database increased, the lending and
sharing of books became a limiting factor.

The need to copy books and manuscripts as well as the
need to document new knowledge spawned an information
center—the scriptorium. These monastic copying centers
allowed information to be disseminated as well as a body of
knowledge to be created. This information network al-
lowed major advances in technology throughout the mon-
asteries of Europe. We must not forget that the root of this
information explosion wass the Rule and its requirement
for study and improvement.

The scriptoriums and book lists formed the information
network needed to create knowledge. In 1195, a new data-
base was developed—the Hortus Deliriarum—which was
an encyclopedia. The Benedictine principle of information
dispersion that leads to knowledge creation was integral to
technological advances. The next step in this process was
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the publishing of new knowledge. In the metal smithing
and arts, a type of textbook was developed—Schedula Di-
versarum Artium. By the end of the 1200s, ore mining was
being advanced rapidly based on Cistercian textbooks and
experimentation. Many of these mining techniques are still
in use today.

Visual Learning

Benedictines were a learning community. Their leaders
were teachers, their libraries were databases, and the Rule
fostered study. In addition to their development of data-
bases, libraries, divine study, and scienti¤c study, the
Benedictines used visual learning and illustration. Bene-
dict had borrowed the use of color from its use in Roman
law. Written laws were written in a red orche color and
called Rubries (from the Latin rubrica for red). Illustration
and color became an important part of the scriptorium
crafts. Most people are visual learners, and the Benedic-
tines invested heavily in the use of visual techniques. Illus-
tration as a learning tool spread through Europe in church
windows and in art.

A Learning Organization

Peter Senge is his book on the learning organization (The
Fifth Discipline) said there are ¤ve disciplines of a learn-



86 ❖ St. Benedict’s Rule

ing organization. Senge’s ¤ve disciplines can be com-
pared directly to Benedictine concepts below.

Learning Discipline Benedictine Principles
Systems Thinking The Rule
Personal Mastery Excellence in Work
Mental Models Lectio Divina
Shared Vision Community
Team Learning The Leader as a Teacher

Most of today’s experts on learning organizations would
agree with Benedict that it all starts with individual learn-
ing. Individual learning is followed by the building of a cul-
ture and environment for learning. Benedict saw the abbot
as being responsible for the development of that environ-
ment. When Benedict looked at the leader as a teacher, it
was not the role of teaching but that of learning and educa-
tion he envisioned. The Benedictine leader takes shared
destiny and builds a vision for learning. John Kennedy did
this when he made it a national goal to reach the moon.
Kennedy’s vision would translate into a giant leap in learn-
ing. It jelled a national system that brought science and en-
gineering to the forefront in learning and created a desire to
learn. Benedict did that same thing, creating a knowledge
engine for Europe and Western civilization.

The Benedictine learning organizations started with in-
dividual creativity assured by a daily study time. Canadian
Railways is a modern example of the Benedictine learning
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organizations. In the early 1980s, the company made the
decision to buy personal computers for most of its employ-
ees. This was at a time when computers couldn’t even effec-
tively compete with good electronic typewriters. Employees
were given time to experiment and ¤nd applications. The
end result was a completely computerized system within
¤ve years and a knowledge database ¤lled with employee
skills. Compare this to LTV Steel in the early 1990s; pur-
chase of computers was restricted because people might
“waste time playing games,” according to a company vice-
president. LTV clearly had a leadership problem and is a
good example of how organizations destroy learning. Or-
ganizational learning requires giving freedom to employees
to be creative. This was the Benedictine advantage—indi-
vidual time for creativity.

Knowledge Creation

Learning organizations create knowledge. Benedict’s Rule
had set the infrastructure for learning. St. Bernard supplied
an information highway via scriptoriums in the 1100s. By
the 1200s, this corporate learning network was amassing
knowledge at a rate never before seen. Monasteries gained
competitive advantage in wool making, wine making, min-
ing, metalwork, ¤shing, agriculture, ore smithing, and
most manufacturing. This exponential growth of knowl-
edge required one other Benedictine concept of shared
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learning and skills: The Rule favored dispersion of knowl-
edge rather than compartmentalized expertise.

In many areas of Europe the monasteries’ major compe-
tition came from craft guilds. Craft guilds were learning
organizations, but they hoarded knowledge instead of shar-
ing among similar groups. They also limited information
distribution by passing down procedures orally instead of
through the printed word. Craft guilds did produce excel-
lence in techniques and artistic expression, but they gave
few technological breakthroughs to society. The Benedic-
tine monasteries were knowledge-creating centers, sharing
and distributing knowledge as well as doing research and
development.

Many companies today use the craft guild model. They
work in secrecy and block information exchanges on most
levels, using technological advances for short-term gain in-
stead of long-term cooperative advantage. Republic Steel
in the 1970s had a number of divisions that had pioneered
new steel products. One superior product for machining in-
vented at the Chicago facility was patented and became the
heart of Republic’s corporate success. The Chicago plant
for years would not share that technology with their Canton
plant. In the 1980s the Chicago plant closed and the product
was transferred to Canton. The Canton plant struggled to
produce the steel, because even then Chicago management
was holding back. Meanwhile, the ¤eld quality of the prod-
uct dropped dramatically, accelerating the company to
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bankruptcy. That is an extreme example of poor knowl-
edge creation.

Applications of the Rule

1. pay for skills

There is a movement in the United States of new work
systems designed to pay for skills. At a joint venture in
Cleveland (LSE), I took part in an experimental agree-
ment between the company and union (United States
Steelworkers) to pay for skills as opposed to seniority.
Employees progressed in job level and pay according to
their training and skill attainment. It was a great experi-
ence to see this approach transform the company into a
learning organization. Pay for skills not only increased
productivity, it greatly enhanced creativity. Technology
changes came rapidly from this highly skilled operating
core. Operators developed, wrote, upgraded, and main-
tained operating procedures based on this learning and in-
creased knowledge. Employees also were given time to
develop corporate guidelines. If you want a learning orga-
nization, your pay system needs to re¶ect that goal and
mission. A byproduct of this was that employees became
multi-skilled in crafts. The skills of the electrician, mill-
wright, welder, and others were combined through train-
ing into super-craft positions that actually reduced
manpower requirements. The super-craft position offered
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high pay and at the same time reduced overall corporate
costs. Furthermore, the company pursued the Benedictine
principle of self-suf¤ciency, and line operators were trained
in basic maintenance work. The results of pay for skills
were fewer people, higher pay for those people who were
there, greater self-suf¤ciency for the workforce, enhanced
learning, and superior knowledge creation.

2. gainsharing

Gainsharing is pure Benedictine for a number of reasons.
First, it assures a communal approach to rewards. Second,
it focuses on learning and knowledge creation. Gainshar-
ing differs from pro¤t sharing in that the area of gain–
selected jointly by employees and management—can be
factors such as quality, environment, safety, and the like.

FIRST STEEL MILL,
NORTH YORKSHIRE, 1538

“If Henry VIII hadn’t expelled the monks, the Indus-
trial Revolution might have started at the abbey in 
North Yorkshire.” This was the conclusion of a re-
cent British archeology team. One of the abbeys 
closed by Henry VIII—Rievaulx Abbey at North 
Yorkshire—was operating a prototype of a blast fur-
nace built two hundred years before blast furnaces 
ushered in the Industrial Revolution. The structures



Learning Organization ❖ 91

Gainsharing is generally communal in design as well as
payment. At LSE, company quality goals, for example,
led to an eighty percent decrease in customer complaints.
Gainsharing is one of the best communal techniques
available today. Gainsharing allows the community to
focus on tactical goals that ultimately contribute to
pro¤tability. It allows the organization to learn and create
knowledge. Coupled with pay for skills, it can transform
an organization into a learning center.

3. knowledge sharing

The exponential growth of knowledge in the monasteries
during the 1200s was a direct result of knowledge sharing.
Books were borrowed and copied. The General Charter
called for visits between monasteries to exchange ideas.

suggest a very powerful furnace with a water driven 
bellow system. The team archometallurgist re-
ported, “We know that the Cistercians were innova-
tors, and technologically they were very astute.”  
Resources in the area continued with a forging com-
plex four miles from the abbey at Rievaulx, which 
may have been used to forge iron and steel. North 
Yorkshire’s core business was wool production, and 
the abbey maintained over 14,000 sheep. Driven by 
self-suf¤ciency, the abbey became a producer of 
sheep shears and, ultimately, ¤ne steel. ❖
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Today, companies such as Syn-Optics use similar tech-
niques, promoting division luncheons every quarter to ex-
change ideas between corporate areas. Sharing over meals

MODERN BENEDICTINE 
THINKING

Organizations learn only through individuals who 
learn.

—Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline

The desire to create is not limited by beliefs, nation-
ality, creed, educational background, or era. The 
urge resides in all of us . . . it is not limited to the arts, 
but can encompass all of life, from the mundane to 
the profane.

—Robert Fritz, Path of Least Resistance

Innovation and creativity are the lifeblood of a 
¤rm’s existence and the source of future pro¤ts. 
They germinate only in the fertile soil of the human 
mind.

—Ernest and Young, Executive Manual

The skills of the work force are going to be the key 
competitive weapon in the 21st century.

—Lester Thurow, Head to Head:
Coming Economic Battle



Learning Organization ❖ 93

is always Benedictine. Major corporate research centers
in the basic industries have information Fridays with in-
formational talks on technology available for all in the
corporation (a schedule is sent out quarterly). Universities
commonly have research sharing forums on a weekly
basis to update all. Newsletters, forums, and lunches are
but a few ideas; the key is to share information throughout
the company. Industry conferences are also important, but
that information must be networked, meaning that em-
ployees attending conferences should report back to all on
the information and knowledge gained. Sharing informa-
tion leads to knowledge creation.
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8
Benedictine Quality

When they live by the labor of their hands,
as our ancestors and the apostles did, then

they are monastics.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 48

If monastics commit a fault while at any
work—while working in the kitchen, in the
storeroom, in serving, in the bakery, in the

garden, in any craft or anywhere else—
either by breaking or losing something or
failing in any other way in any other place,
they must at once come before the prioress
or abbot and community and of their own

accord admit their fault and make
satisfaction.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 48

All humility should be shown in address-
ing a guest or animal or departure. By a
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bow of the head or complete prostration of
the body, Christ is adored and welcomed

in them.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 53

Community as a Basis for Quality

A sense of community is a powerful motivator for quality.
We see this even today in Shaker furniture and Mennonite
carpentry. Community values pride in work over the indi-
vidual. This is the type of effort that cannot be talked into
existence via teams, because it runs deeper. This is pride in
being a member of the community and in claiming owner-
ship of the product and service. This is the type of pride that
makes employees want to tell the world where they work.

The Benedictine motivation for this type of community
quality was noted in ownership and reinforced by the dis-
cipline of the Rule. The problem most of us face today is
the development of that sense of ownership that Benedic-
tine operations had. St. Benedict realized that communal
ownership meant communal quality. This, of course, is
the ultimate goal of today’s team approaches. As we have
seen before, Benedict captured the “team” goal using
methodology different from that of today. Community
goes beyond teams in that ownership is shared.

Ownership is a constraint, of course, today. Even pro¤t
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sharing does not always build a sense of ownership because
the ownership is too remote. “Employee-owned” compa-
nies have also failed to develop the Benedictine sense of
true community ownership. The closest approach we have
today to Benedictine ownership in quality is gainsharing.
Gainsharing is not corporate ownership, but it is ownership
of capital gains. My own experience has shown dynamic
correlations between the use of gainsharing and the attain-
ment of quality. Allowing employees to share in the im-
proved pro¤t of quality can be a powerful motivation. At
LSE Company in Cleveland, returns due to poor quality ac-
counted for 20 percent of the product price. The use of
gainsharing objectives cut that cost to less than 1 percent.
To the employee, that resulted in an additional $15,000 to
$20,000 a year in gainsharing checks.

The key to Benedictine quality is to make individual ef-
fort part of the community. Benedictine monks produced
beautiful artistic copies of books. Each book might take a
full year of effort. There was no individual recognition for
this painstaking effort, but there was recognition of the
quality of the community.

Benedictine quality could be seen not only in products,
but also in service. Hospitality to all was a requirement of
the Rule. Visitors to any monastery could expect food and
lodging. The virtue and principles of hospitality are based
on Christian principles; however, there were side bene¤ts.
Travelers exchanged ideas, brought news, and could carry
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information. Hospitality gave support to the Benedictine
information highway. 

Honesty—The Touchmark of Process Quality

At the heart of Benedictine process quality is the idea of
doing a job right the ¤rst time, but Benedict realized that
this was only an ideal. People will make mistakes, and
these mistakes are the root of quality problems. My own
experience of being a quality control manager taught me
that simple mistakes caused almost all quality problems.
Even worse, one or more employees almost always know
about these mistakes. A lack of honesty and a sense of fear
cause such mistakes to go unreported until ¤nal inspection,
or sometimes even after delivery to the customer. Quality
guru Edward Deming well understood that fear of report-
ing problems was a signi¤cant factor in poor quality. The
Rule focused not on getting people to get it right the ¤rst
time or even every time, but on getting people to report
their errors and mistakes. The Rule then required a more
forgiving approach from managers. Discipline was more
strict for not reporting errors than it was for making them.

Quality is part of the community concept. Quality is,
therefore, the responsibility of everyone. Self-inspection is
the ¤rst defense but ultimately everyone involved in a pro-
cess must be an inspector. Management performed inspec-
tion as well. Discipline was implemented according to the
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Rule in cases of poor quality. Today we avoid discipline
but community requires it to function properly. Making an
honest mistake was not the real issue; the issue was cover-
ing up that mistake. The recent quality problems of Fire-
stone can be traced to the fear of reporting mistakes that is
felt by a number of employees. 

Inspection and Process Control

Benedictine concepts of quality agreed with most quality
gurus that quality requires an attitude as well as written
procedures. The Rule, however, still called for inspection
and discipline because it accepted human nature as non-
perfect. Too many companies today believe that Total
Quality Management makes inspection an obsolete func-
tion. Benedict believed that process control, even with
documented procedures, would tend toward disorder. His
Roman background helped him understand well the natu-
ral entropy human element. Benedictine inspection is cy-
bernetic and diagnostic. It focuses not on sorting out bad
products but on making system and human adjustments to
the process to eliminate factors which create poor quality.

Through this cybernetic approach, Benedictine monas-
teries achieved excellence in art, architecture, manufactur-
ing, and crafts. The only secrets required were concepts of
community, self-inspection, elimination of fear, and ulti-
mately, discipline as noted by inspection. Most importantly,
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Benedict saw human excellence as a system problem, not
as an individual problem. Benedict saw community, the
Rule, and discipline as the guide to taking the system to ex-
cellence.

This does not mean that he overlooked the individual.
Discipline was focused on the individual but only because
these were instances where the individual did not conform
to community. Mentors were the keys to bringing excel-
lence to art and manufacturing.

Applications of the Rule

1. diagnostic inspection

Quality expert (and my former boss) Roger Slater stated in
his book that the number one myth in quality is “You can’t
inspect quality in.” Like me, he had done exactly that. In-
spection does work; the real issue is at what cost. Benedic-
tine thought is pure process control but it does not eliminate
inspection. Inspection is part of the process of excellence.
Excellence demands review as a basis for improvement.
Benedictine approaches clearly reject the sort inspection
method, but do incorporate the idea of diagnostic inspec-
tion. Diagnostic inspection focuses on process correction
and defect prevention. Furthermore, discipline is part of the
“process” correction. Excellence requires this combination
of diagnostic inspection, disciplinary correction, and com-
munity responsibility in products and services.
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2. community inspection

One very powerful part of Benedictine concepts of quality
is that quality is the responsibility of everyone. Job rotation
in the monastery forced monks to be workers, inspectors,
and managers. At LSE Company in Cleveland, I had the
opportunity to design a job rotation program that forced op-
erators to be inspectors and vice versa. This was a practical
application of Benedict’s Rule. Inspector/operator em-
ployees can approach diagnostic inspection intelligently
because they know the process. Inspectors who do nothing
but inspect become very good at sorting out bad products
(and services), but lack the knowledge needed to ¤nd the
root cause in the process. Traditional quality control man-
agers fear this approach at ¤rst, but as I did, learn to see its
true advantages. The same is true for making managers pe-
riodically do some of the work for “educational” reasons.

EXTREME DISCIPLINE
IN THE CRAFTS

Middle Ages stone masons were serious about qual-
ity and affected by Benedict’s Rule. In the building 
of cathedrals, the biggest mistake a mason could 
make was to ruin a stone. The masons were paid 
after inspection by the paymaster. They were given a 
bonus for good quality and pay was subtracted for
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3. drive out fear

This is one of quality guru Edward Deming’s famous four-
teen points. The Benedictine focus was always on self-
inspection. Reporting poor quality, mistakes, and errors is
the responsibility—actually duty—of all. Employees must
feel free to report their mistakes. Mistakes and errors are
often the root causes of poor quality. Reporting them early
can help avert major disasters such as the Firestone Tire
crisis.

4. discipline when necessary

Discipline may seem inconsistent with driving out fear, but
remember that the concept of community makes this tradi-
tional view obsolete. Mistakes and errors should be treated
with humility, but lack of concern for the Rule or commu-
nity requires discipline. You can expect employee errors

poor quality. In cases where the problem appeared to 
be more than a simple error, more extreme punish-
ments were applied. The ruined stone was placed on 
a bier and covered with black cloth. The guilty 
mason was dressed in the cloak of a mourner and 
made to “pray” at the stone’s burial. Brother masons 
might even apply physical beatings. In any case, the 
mason was forced to quarry and shape a new stone 
before being accepted back into the brotherhood. 
Once a stone was fully replaced, all was forgotten.  ❖
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and all can learn from them, but poor attitude cannot be tol-
erated. Discipline is the responsibility of management.
Furthermore, the scope of discipline must be left, as it is in
Benedict’s Rule, to the discretion of the manager. Termina-
tion limits (excommunication) can be designed in the cor-
porate Rule. Attitude issues can be dif¤cult to change, and
termination must be the ¤nal option when all else fails.
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9
The Larger Community

All members of the community have a
share in the welfare of the whole com-

munity and responsibility for it.

—Perfecta Caritatis

Great care and concern are to be
shown in receiving poor people and

pilgrims because in them more
particularly Christ is received; our

very awe of the rich guarantees them
special respect.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 53

Building a Global Community

Many people mistakenly believe that monasteries were iso-
lated prayer centers, but this is far from the truth. Benedic-
tine monasteries were the social backbone of the Middle
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Ages. Monasteries fed Europe, educated its leaders, pro-
duced tools and clothing, fostered trade, supplied social
services, built churches, and ministered to the masses.
Benedict’s Rule hospitality requirements fostered a net-
work for travelers that spawned trade and information ex-
changes. The Benedictine community went far beyond the
cloister, and indeed encompassed the entire world.

The Benedictine global community was an early con-
cept, dating from the ¤rst-generation Benedictine Pope
Gregory the Great. Gregory used the economic surplus of
the monasteries to feed a starving Italy and to fend off bar-
barian attacks. More importantly, he developed a hierarchi-
cal structure by which abbots reported to local bishops and,

NEW LANARK—SOCIAL 
PROFITABILITY

In the late 1800s, a glorious community-manufac-
turing center was developed in New Lanark, Scot-
land. The managerial pioneer Robert Owens built 
this highly pro¤table endeavor. Owens supplied 
two-room homes, garbage collection, and free edu-
cation to his workforce. This was an experiment not 
in social philanthropy but in the importance of glo-
bal community. His production of wood equaled that 
of the earlier great Benedictine communities. Robert
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ultimately, to Rome. This assured a link to a larger commu-
nity. It also allowed economic trade and growth, which was
a positive factor for the individual monasteries. The Bene-
dictine approach was to search for cooperative advantage
between organizations and people. 

Cooperative advantage is a principle similar to the idea
of Benedictine communal welfare, where individual needs
and organizational goals are mutually balanced. The Bene-
dictine principle of cooperative advantage balances needs
and goals between organizations. Benedictine monasteries
supplied work, capital, and food to a social community that
contributed labor and an economic market for the monas-
tery. Consider Microsoft’s partnership with the American

Owens theorized that investing in “living machin-
ery” gives returns over 60 percent as opposed to the 
15 percent realized from machines. The Owens 
model was a highly successful application of Bene-
dictine principles in the Industrial Revolution. 
Owens also saw the total system of the working 
community as being global in nature. Owens broke 
other ground by employing children for only 10¾ 
hours a day without punishment. The Owens model 
became the basis for many of the religious pilgrims 
to the United States. New Lanark was also an indus-
trial pioneer in the use of color and visual learning in 
his factories. ❖
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Library Association. Software, hardware, and technical
expertise were donated to 1,000 libraries, thereby generat-
ing a new group of Microsoft users. Years ago, Apple do-
nated computer labs to high schools, helping education but
also developing a new generation of users. Charity can pay;
in fact, the governing Rule of Benedictine monasteries was
called Perfecta Caritatis, literally the “Charter of Charity.”
Benedictines realized early on that the success of the mon-
astery depended on the local lay community.

Strategic Philanthropy

Microsoft and the American Library Association is an ex-
ample of strategic philanthropy. Too many companies
today view philanthropy as a one-way relationship. In
turn, philanthropy is restricted to “must” situations, as
when the Girl Scout shows up with her cookies. Strategic
philanthropy is a pro-action search for a social partner.
For example, research grants could be channeled to uni-
versities to address company problem-solving issues and
continuous improvement. Many companies have utilized
disabled workers for routine jobs. Strategic philanthropy
is not less philanthropic, but it is more focused on a com-
mon destiny. Since the 1960s, Boeing has helped Pioneer
Human Services provide jobs for recovering substance
abusers and ex-offenders. The partnership supplies Boe-
ing high quality components at a reasonable price. Pioneer
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has increased its revenues to forty million dollars and has
put thousands to work.

Global Communal Welfare

Kaoru Ishikawa in his 1980 book What Is Total Quality
Control highlighted an American weakness. From the Japa-
nese perspective (one I believe to be correct), American in-
dustry does not look at the overall value to society in
decision making. I can give a common example from my
own automotive experience that shows this lack of a global
view. In the forging bar industry, it was common for General
Motors to ask for continually tighter tolerances (plus/minus
allowances on bar diameters). The tighter tolerances were
required to improve the quality of the steel suppliers. The
banner became “half tolerance,” meaning half the allowable
range speci¤ed by the American Standards for Testing and
Materials (ASTM). General Motors forced the steel forging
industry into a competitive spiral to supply “half tolerance.”
Certainly half tolerance can be considered better engineered
steel, but it came at a high price of investment and time by
the steel manufacturers, which General Motors did not com-
pensate. The real issue, however, was that General Motor’s
forging operations were not of signi¤cant technology to uti-
lize the bene¤t of “half tolerance.” The end forging, there-
fore, realized no signi¤cant quality improvement. The result
was a dollar loss to society as a whole. General Motors
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caused a similar problem for ¶at roll steel companies when
it went to Just-in-Time deliveries. Since the suppliers could
not develop systems overnight, they were forced to keep
suf¤cient inventory to supply on time, thus pushing up costs.

Cooperative Advantage

The Benedictine approach is always based on sharing, and
that includes pro¤ts and advantages. The Benedictine mon-
asteries also cooperated with the lay community for overall
economic advantage. Crafts, in particular, were managed
as a partnership. In agriculture, a joint venture approach

OLIVER SHELDON—A 
BENEDICTINE MANAGERIAL 

PHILOSOPHER

In his 1923 book The Philosophy of Management 
Sheldon looked at the broader scope of management 
and community. Sheldon was part of the social 
awakening in British industry. His novel approach 
put the human element above methods of produc-
tion. His book set “rules” for management, six  of 
which could have been written by St. Benedict:

• Workers should decide on the working conditions.
• Workers should receive a “civilized” standard of 
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known as granges was developed in cases where the local
community lacked resources and skills. An interlocking
network of organizations which today we might call a
supply chain arose because of this. The strength of this net-
work was its cooperative sharing and manufacturing. This
is a model we use today in a society that is geared for social
Darwinism (survival of the ¤ttest). The Benedictine ap-
proach was to build a cooperative network, sharing gains
and cooperating for the overall good of the network.

This type of cooperative network may require grain
producers to supply at an “economic loss” so that the shep-
herds might gain an “economic advantage.” The goal is

• Workers should receive a “civilized” standard of 
living

• Workers have leisure time for self-development
• Security from unemployment
• A share in industrial prosperity
• Spirit of equity

Sheldon works from the basis for many behavioral 
studies in management as well such techniques as 
gainsharing. Sheldon’s novel approach continues to 
¤nd more applications even today. In reading Shel-
don, one can easily envision the hand of St. Bene-
dict’s Rule. Sheldon even suggested ties with the 
religious communication and government welfare 
agencies. ❖
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similar to the Japanese view in business of the “good of
society.” Of course, this is a dif¤cult application unless
one can count on help coming both ways.

The application of Benedictine supply chain manage-
ment and cooperative advantage requires a global view.
The Japanese have this basic view. The cooperative advan-
tage model is dif¤cult to implement in a society based on
competition. Our laws in particular restrict cooperation,
because we believe that competitive advantage is the supe-
rior philosophy. Sharing even basic knowledge between
companies can fall under anti-trust laws. The advance of
basic knowledge should be communal. The Benedictine
success shows that sharing basic knowledge will lead to
more competition.

Applications of the Rule

1. customer teams /supplier partnerships

The sacri¤ces needed to achieve an overall economic
bene¤t for society require partnerships. Suppliers and cus-
tomers must come to know each other and work together.
Ultimately community must be built, and this requires em-
ployee interaction. The use of supplier/customer teams is
gaining acceptance today. In the long run, these teams cut
costs for both partners. These teams tend to eliminate the
¤nger pointing that is so common in supplier/customer re-
lationships. The secret to these teams is that they must meet
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regularly (preferably over lunch!) in both good and bad
times. Remember that the goal is to build community, and
that requires social interactions between companies and
employees. Supply partnerships need to aim for the Bene-
dictine use of a partnership charter. The need is to interlock
supply chain management into a common destiny.

2. involve employees in your strategic 

philanthropy

The term “global community” refers broadly to an organi-
zation interlinked with local communities. A strategic
Benedictine approach necessitates a system view and total
employee involvement. Companies miss opportunities if
they do not involve their employees in the selection and
distribution of corporate charities. Some companies, of
course, have matching donations, which is excellent. Other
opportunities are to send employee representatives rather
than the CEO to dinners, banquets, and the like with gifts
of charity. If you have a selection process for charities, in-
volve all levels of employees in it. Employee involvement
will forge the links to bind communities together.
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10
Building and 

Implementing a 
Benedictine 

Organization

A Senior chosen for skill in winning souls
should be appointed to look after the new-

comer with careful attention.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 58

Do not grant newcomers to the monastic life
an easy entry, but, as the apostle says, “Test

the spirits to see if they are from God.”

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 58

The reason we have written this rule is that,
by observing it in monasteries, we can show
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that we have some degrees of virtue and
the beginnings of monastic life. But for every-

one hastening on to the perfection of
monastic life, there are the teachings of

early church writers.

—Benedict’s Rule, Chapter 73

Developing a Rule

The keystone of a Benedictine organization is an organiza-
tional Rule. A Rule is much more than a mission statement;
it is an employee handbook. Benedict’s Rule would be a
pamphlet or small pocket book in length, yet it is enough to
bring meaning to the mission. Mission and vision statements
cover many walls, but rarely have organizational impact. A
Rule, on the other hand, explains mission and incorporates it
into action within the organization. A Rule is to be studied,
understood, and discussed. A Rule is a starting point for
new managers and employees. In a Benedictine monastery,
a section of the Rule was read and discussed each morning
in chapter. That type of emphasis is needed in organizations
to bring mission statements to life. Benedict’s Rule was
written in a manner that was self-promoting.

There may be some hesitation at implementing a system
that has a monastic background, but many organizations
have been highly successful with parts of this model. IBM’s
high technology longevity is rooted in its rules and culture;
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it even has a corporate songbook. Universities are examples
of the Benedictine employee selection and leadership prin-
ciples. Cooperative advantage is growing in all industries.
Gainsharing plans are popular in many industries. Written
missions and procedures are gaining popularity with the
advent of ISO 9000. The Benedictine model offers the risk-
taker even greater rewards. Leadership selection is one of
those areas where new ground can be broken.

There are even examples of well-written corporate
rules. One of the best was written for the nuclear industry
and is called Excellence in Human Performance. This is
an outstanding manual written by working groups includ-
ing utility operators, craft personnel, supervisors, and
managers, as well as personnel from other industries. The
focus is on a trial of overriding principles:

1. Organizational Processes and Values (includes 
creating a learning environment;

2. Individual Behaviors; and
3. Leader Behaviors

This thirty-two-page pocket book is a Benedictine ideal.
Benedict’s genius was his understanding of the break-

down of the Roman system. His cybernetic design of the
Rule required training and on-going discussion of the Rule.
This type of internal design allowed it to be applied for
¤fteen hundred years, a record unmatched by any other or-
ganization or government. The power of the Rule is its
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length—it is long enough to explain and guide, but is still
short of being a bible or canon of laws. It limited the num-
ber of “laws” to a handful, giving authority to management
to rule. The Rule has three levels of documentation—mis-
sion, core principles, and procedures. Developing a Rule
can be done with a few steps and a lot of employee input.

step 1: identify and describe the core principles 

of your organization

Benedict’s Rule never really presents a mission statement,
but rather elaborates on a set of core principles including
Christian belief, obedience, and humility. These core prin-
ciples are then explained and justi¤ed as the basis of the or-
ganization. Benedict does this in his longest section of the
Rule, the Prologue. Many followers have argued that Bene-
dict really had a very brief mission—Laborare Est Orare—
to work is to pray. I believe a very brief mission statement
(two sentences maximum) could be a cover page. The use of
a short Latin phrase such as the semper ¤edlis of the marines
is good also. The mental translation requires thinking rather
than passive acceptance. Step 1 is a top-down process. Core
principles must come before organization since they are its
pillars. Top management must de¤ne core principles.

step 2: define and explain your culture

Benedict’s Chapter 1 (a chapter in the Rule is about half a
page or less of text) presents a comparison of monastic types
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to rationalize his approach known as cenobites. He explains
differences and sets up what the Rule expects culturally.
This is important in any rule, because it allows the new em-
ployee to integrate into the organization more ef¤ciently. A
software specialist would ¤nd extremely different cultures
at Apple and IBM. A Rule can even help for a better mutual
employment decision. An IBM software manager would be
out of place in the freewheeling style of Apple. Better to re-
alize this during the initial interview. Culture shows support
for core principles and vice versa. Step 2 is the middle man-
agement process. Culture must be built by middle manage-
ment. It is middle management where the vision of the top
meets the reality of the workforce.

step 3: build procedures and organization to 

support mission and culture

Benedict’s Rule is loaded with supporting procedures.
These procedures cover selection of managers, daily rou-
tine, discipline, position requirements, community rank,
meal times, etc. Procedures must be built from the bottom
up based on the mission, core principles, and culture or the
organization. All employees should be involved in writing
procedures. For this to be effective, there must be training
on the core principles. Procedures should have a support-
ing role, and not break new ground.

The real problem today with procedures is that they lack
Benedictine brevity and focus. Benedictine procedures are



Building an Organization ❖ 117

guides to employees; they are not work instructions. In the
Benedictine organization, training passes work instruc-
tions. In my consulting for the implementation of ISO 9000
in industry, I found that most of the waste and cost is in
writing endless, never-followed work instructions where a
Benedictine procedure would suf¤ce. A Benedictine pro-
cedure has a simple format answering who, when, what,
and how. The procedure itself should never be longer than
a paragraph. A paragraph procedure assures it to be an op-
erating guide that directs rather than instructs. Instruction
should be dealt with in training. If work instructions are
needed, they should be put in a training manual. Benedic-
tine monks were not robots, they were guided, and trusted,
participants.

Another thing that must be avoided is a document that
requires constant change. The focus should be on a level
where change is not common. Detailed procedures and
work instructions have no place in an organization be-
cause, by their nature, they change with the environment.
This idea should help in the writing of a corporate Rule.
Procedures dependent on equipment, speci¤c customers,
and speci¤c products are outside the scope of a corporate
Rule. When making the decision on whether to include
something in your corporate Rule (employee manual), ask
if it will need updating in the next ¤ve years. This may be
the hardest question in the writing of your employee man-
ual (Rule). Yet, stability of Benedict’s Rule is at the heart
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of organizational stability. Employee manuals that fre-
quently change re¶ect a high level of entropy (disorder).
The development of this manual should help you focus on
the very foundation of your organization.

A manual written in stone is foreign to most of us. We
must remember Benedict’s concept of built-in ¶exibility.
The Rule sets discipline but allows leaders to be ¶exible in
application. The strength of the Rule is its built-in ability to
change while still remaining rigid (Mobili in Mobilis). This
indeed is the essence of good management. It is this type of
management that makes the difference between empower-
ment and anarchy. The problem Benedict saw in Roman
rules was their lack of cybernetics. Rigidity is needed for
stability but there must be a built-in steering mechanism for
natural change since change itself is a constant.

step 4: train on the rule

Once your Rule is in manual form, it should be a training
tool. The Rule must be the focus of all training—from it all
training ¶ows. Therefore, all training should be pre¤xed by
its relationship to the corporate mission. Employees should
be looking for a link to the corporate manual. The manual
should be on-the-job training and a well-used reference.
This brings us to a key point. A Benedictine leader leads by
example, leaders therefore must be well versed in the man-
ual. Furthermore, the leader must be consistent with the
Rule.
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As part of the training, the Benedictine approach uses
the mentor system. The mentor system has a dual function
in that it gives a key role to senior employees while devel-
oping new employees. Mentor training programs need to
be formal. Too often employees are left on their own to
develop, which often results in the emergence of a counter
culture. A mentor develops loyalty and obedience in the
new employee as well as culture.

step 5: design closure on initial training of

your rule

Training (classroom, mentor, and on-the-job) should be
for a speci¤c period. Six months to a year should be about
right. This initiation period must end in acceptance of the
corporate rule and culture. The end of the ¤rst year is the
time to discuss the future with new employees. At this
point, a commitment on both sides is needed. Also, there
should be an “initiation” or graduation party to welcome
the new member to the community. 

Actually the Rule of Benedict has a three-phase initia-
tion period. After the ¤rst two months, the Rule was read
and the monks were told, “This is the law under which you
are choosing to serve. If you can keep it, come in. If not,
feel free to leave.” This commitment was requested again in
six months, and ¤nally, in the tenth month. The Rule asked
for acceptance, not submission. This approach eliminates
negativity and forms esprit de corps early on. Remember
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that the Rule is not a union contract; it is guide to a common
destiny.

step 6: continuous training and improvement

Benedict was truly an organizational visionary; his last
chapter would ¤t textbooks today. Benedict sees his Rule
as merely a start on the journey to excellence. Continuous
improvement is a part of the Rule. Benedict talks of going
to other resources beyond the Rule.

Employee Selection

Employee selection is key to building an effective Bene-
dictine organization. The longevity of Benedictine organi-
zations is based on employee selection, training, and buy-
in (initiation). Selection is based on virtues such as obedi-
ence and humility. Benedictine organizations like to hire
virgins with no experience except education and move
them up the organization. Selection must be mutual. The
corporate Rule and culture must be carefully laid out in the
initial exchange. Microsoft is a big believer in the virgin
approach because it is easier to build culture. The Benedic-
tine approach, however, does not limit itself to virgins. The
key is the willingness to adapt to a new culture. Actually,
Benedict was highly selective. He commonly rejected po-
tential members to test their desire.

This approach is common to organizations such as the
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Marines, IBM, Microsoft, top universities, speci¤c frater-
nities, and the like. These organizations do not adjust their
selection criteria in poor times or because of a changing en-
vironment. These organizations are internally stable and
culturally strong. This strength and stability becomes an at-
traction in itself. A Benedictine organization is built for the
long run. In the 1970s great counterculture revolution,
many were predicting an end of the University of Michi-
gan’s forty-plus fraternities. It was true that many of those
did fail. Amazingly, those that failed were those that tried
the hardest to adapt to the new culture. The traditional con-
servative fraternities suffered at times during leaner years
but ultimately survived as organizations. IBM, with all its
mistakes over the last thirty years, survives because of its
organizational infrastructure (Rule and culture). This is ex-
actly how Benedict saw organizational survival ¤fteen
hundred years ago. The oldest single organization, the
Catholic Church (¤fteen hundred years old) was a result of
Gregory the Great applying the Benedictine Rule to the
church organization.

“The barbarians learned agriculture from the monks. 
In fact, it was monks that brought sheep farming in 
medieval England and taught the populace weaving, 
the wool trade becoming the foundation of the na-
tional economy.”—Julian Stead, St. Benedict: A 
Rule for Beginners
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Implementation

Benedictine principles are part common sense and part un-
derstanding of human nature. Any organization can im-
prove productivity and ef¤ciency from their application.
Some of the principles are part of the new movement to-
ward process control and procedure documentation such as
ISO 9000. Other principles are counterculture today. Bene-
dict’s employee empowerment, for example, is unique.
Benedict allowed for hierarchical structure and supervision
while maximizing empowerment by leadership selection.
Empowering employees more in leadership selection does
present a challenge. Still, considering some of the almost
bizarre Japanese techniques that were implemented in the
1980s, Benedictine principles are more evolutionary than
revolutionary. Leadership selection is merely the ultimate
in employee empowerment.

Benedict’s total system approach is very consistent with
the popular Deming principles. The development of a Rule
is consistent with the Baldridge Total Management ap-
proach to operations. The suggestions and steps laid out in
this study of Benedictine principles can be brought in
slowly. Benedictine principles are soundly rooted in our
culture. Western government, military, and churches all
have deep Benedictine roots.
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Appendix

Chapter Headings in
Benedict’s Rule

Chapter 1 The different kinds of monks and their 
customs

Chapter 2 The qualities of the abbot
Chapter 3 The counsel of the brothers
Chapter 4 The instruments of good works
Chapter 5 Obedience
Chapter 6 Silence
Chapter 7 Humility
Chapter 8 The Divine Office at night (Matins)
Chapter 9 How many psalms are to be said in the Night 

Office
Chapter 10 How the Night Office is to be said in 

summer
Chapter 11 How Matins is to be celebrated on Sundays
Chapter 12 Lauds—celebration
Chapter 13 Lauds—ordinary days
Chapter 14 Night Office on Saints Days
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Chapter 15 The seasons during which Alleluia is 
chanted

Chapter 16 The Day Office
Chapter 17 The number of psalms said in the Day 

Office
Chapter 18 Psalms—order to be chanted
Chapter 19 How the Office should be performed
Chapter 20 Reverence at prayer
Chapter 21 The deans of the monastery
Chapter 22 How the monks are to sleep
Chapter 23 Excommunication for faults
Chapter 24 The measure of excommunication
Chapter 25 Grave faults
Chapter 26 Those who meet with the excommunicated 

without leave of the abbot
Chapter 27 The abbot’s care of the excommunicated
Chapter 28 Those who do not change their ways despite 

much correction
Chapter 29 Readmittance of departed brothers
Chapter 30 Correction of youths
Chapter 31 The cellarer
Chapter 32 Property and utensils
Chapter 33 Private ownership by monks
Chapter 34 The apportionment of necessities
Chapter 35 Weekly kitchen service
Chapter 36 Sick brothers
Chapter 37 Old men and children
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Chapter 38 The weekly reader
Chapter 39 Food apportionment
Chapter 40 Drink apportionment
Chapter 41 Dining hours
Chapter 42 No talk after Compline
Chapter 43 Latecomers to the Divine Office and meals
Chapter 44 How the excommunicated are to make 

satisfaction
Chapter 45 Mistakes in the oratory
Chapter 49 Observance of Lent
Chapter 50 Brothers who work at a distance from the 

oratory or are traveling
Chapter 51 Brothers who do not go far
Chapter 52 The oratory of the monastery
Chapter 53 The reception of guests
Chapter 54 The receipt of letters and presents
Chapter 55 Clothing and shoes
Chapter 56 The abbot’s table
Chapter 57 Artisans and craftsmen
Chapter 58 The admission of new brothers
Chapter 59 Sons of noblemen or of poor men offered to 

God’s service
Chapter 60 Priests who would live in the monastery
Chapter 61 Reception of pilgrim monks
Chapter 62 Priests of the monastery
Chapter 63 Rank in the monastery
Chapter 64 Election of the abbot
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Chapter 65 Provost of the monastery
Chapter 66 The porter of the monastery
Chapter 67 Brothers sent on a journey
Chapter 68 When a brother is asked to do the 

impossible
Chapter 69 No one shall presume to defend another in 

the monastery
Chapter 70 No one is to presume to strike another
Chapter 71 The brothers ought to obey one another
Chapter 72 The good zeal monks should possess
Chapter 73 All perfection is not herein attained
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