
Focusing on the Truth: 

St Bernard's Twelve Steps of Humility  

St Bernard wrote his book "The Twelve Steps of Humility" at the request of Geoffrey Abbot of 
Fontenay in about 1127. It grew out of a series of talks he had given his own monks at Clairvaux 
on St Benedict's degrees of humility, which form the seventh chapter of the Rule. However, 
Bernard goes beyond the merely ascetical concerns of Benedict to look at the importance of the 
virtue of humility in the mystical life. 

The twelve steps as Benedict describes them, are rungs of a ladder pitched between heaven and 
earth, ascended by humility, descended by pride. Benedict talks about progress in humility, by 
which fear is gradually cast out and replaced by love of Christ, so that goodness becomes both 
habitual and delightful. Bernard's approach is different. Pointing out that the road to Rome is as 
well described by someone coming from it as by someone going there, he discusses the steps by 
which the soul degenerates through pride, adding, with characteristic bluntness, that he is more 
familiar with them anyway. 

We too are likely to find the descriptions of aberrant behaviour more familiar than the demands 
of the degrees of humility. We all know the nuisance who can't pass up an opportunity to crack a 
joke, the know-all who loves to set everyone straight, or the touchy person who must be allowed 
to do everything his or her own way or else they will refuse to cooperate, and it is interesting to 
note that the phenomenon of 'corpsing ', which can plague our own solemn moments was not 
unknown to medieval choirs. It is more difficult for us to appreciate humility nowadays, as we 
usually tend to confuse it with a lack of self-esteem, and we are more familiar with the 
destructive patterns of behaviour indulged in by people whose basic problem is a lack of self-
respect. This is not a Christian virtue, and it is not where Bernard starts. In his earlier book "On 
Loving God" he asserts that loving oneself is not only natural and right, but the first level of 
charity. Nowhere is humility equated with insecurity, self-contempt or despair. Nowhere is pride 
defined as self-confidence or having a value for oneself. On the contrary, pride is not about 
oneself at all; it is about a lack of proper respect for others: first for one's family, colleagues, 
community; second for legitimate authority, and finally, in its latter stages, for God. Humility 
destroys the basis for self-contempt as thoroughly as that for self-conceit. It is the sense of 
perspective puts us in the right relationship - equal, realistic, mutually involved -  with other 
people, the world around us, and God. 

To think of pride in terms of loss of perspective may help in dealing with some of the earlier 
stages of pride, which may sound pretty harmless to us - curiosity, instability, and frivolity. Think 
of a class of good children, hard at work. The first signs that they are beginning to act up may be 
small ones - fiddling with things, looking out of the window, asking irrelevant questions, 
deliberately trying to side-track the teacher. They have lost focus; they have forgotten what they 
are here for. So with us. Daydreaming, gossip and seeking out distractions may not do any harm, 
but they are nonetheless ways of avoiding our responsibilities as spiritual people. To indulge in 
them is to lose our perspective on who we are, and what we are here for. Then, we may not be 
distracted ourselves, but forget that other people may want to work. Inconsiderate or only 
inappropriate displays of emotion are an attempt to put ourselves at the centre of attention, 
while frivolity is not only a distraction and a form of self-assertion but can also undermine the 
sense of purpose of a whole group. 

As we become more self-absorbed, we begin to care less for the opinions and feelings of others. 
While we are still at the stage of showing off (step 4) or cultivating our image as outstanding 
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individuals (step 5), we still acknowledge our need for affirmation, but by step 6 we are 
hardened. We have swallowed our own myth about ourselves, and if other people don't believe 
it, it's just too bad. 

After that, conflict with authority is inevitable. In step 7 we are convinced that we know best 
about everything and are only too willing to say so. We begin to refuse to accept criticism, (Step 
8), to manipulate our confessions to as to escape serious investigation (step 9), and finally, to 
reject authority outright. At this point Bernard points out that any sensible abbot would throw 
such a monk out, if, as is more likely, he had not taken himself off already. He asserts something 
which might be thought naïve: that it is impossible to embark on the last two steps of pride -
sinning with impunity or the practice of sin as a way of life - in a monastery. This does not mean 
that Bernard thought it was impossible to sin seriously or frequently in a monastery; he was well 
aware of the contrary. The problem of pride is not the fact of sin, but the attitude we take 
towards sin. And it is impossible to live in a functioning institution dedicated to the spiritual life, 
if you believe that the issue of sin does not matter (step 11), or if you have freely and deliberately 
embarked of a life of serious sin, (step 12). 

This may explain something which may seem incomprehensible to us: that an illicit relationship, 
no matter how faithful, loving or generous, was regarded as a more serious sin than occasional 
adultery, no matter how exploitative. 

A humble person, then, is not a tortured neurotic, guilt-ridden and masochistic, but courteous, 
considerate, patient and undemanding. Humility is probably what we really mean by the phrases 
'good sense of humour' or 'doesn't take himself too seriously'. It may be what we are groping for 
with the emerging concept of 'professionalism', in the sense that we mean a professional person 
will do a proper job of whatever they are contracted to do, without regard for their personal 
feelings, and not the implicit snobbery  which would turn every job into a matter for a paid elite. 
So what is the 'proper job' which we are here for? For Bernard it is the search for truth, by which 
he means following Christ, who is the Way, the Truth and the Life. Imitating the humility and 
obedience of Christ is the way to God; life and strength to follow the way is given in the 
experience of charity -the love we feel for Jesus; the experience we have of being loved by Him, 
and the love we share with our neighbours; and the truth is the vision of God glimpsed 
momentarily in this life in contemplation, but finally given in union with Jesus in Heaven. 

Humility is the first step in the search for truth, in that it establishes the truth about ourselves. It 
is a wise and balanced self-knowledge that does not lead to narcissism or self-obsession, but, 
crucially, to compassion. If we are likely to find ourselves discouraged and disillusioned with our 
weaknesses, our fickleness and our capacity for self-deception, we are more apt to sympathise 
with others who feel the same wounds, the same discouragement, and the same need for mercy. 

"How can people who do not become involved with their brothers, and who actually mock 
the tearful and make fun of the joyful, possibly see truth in their neighbours? They cannot 
possibly empathise with people they don't know.---- A sick person can feel for the sick, 
and a hungry person can understand the plight of the hungry, especially when those who 
suffer are in similar circumstances.--- If your heart is to be touched by other people's 
sorrows, you have to recognise your own sinful condition, which you may see reproduced in 
your neighbour, and in this way you will be able to help him." (Chapter 3) 
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Bernard points out that Jesus Himself learned compassion for us in the same way, by tasting and 
experiencing in a human body and psychology all the temptations and weaknesses we suffer. 

"He went through all this so that he could learn through personal experience how to 
be compassionate and how to sympathise with those who suffer and are tempted in a 

similar way. I am not saying that this experience increased his knowledge in any way, 
just that it brought him closer to us." (Chapter 3). 

The experience of solidarity with others is crucial to Bernard's understanding of humility. The 
Pharisee in the parable of the Pharisee and the publican is condemned for separating himself 
from those who need mercy, his wilful alienation from the general human condition. When we 
feel and express compassion for our neighbours, we readily forgive others for their offences, 
because we hope for forgiveness for our own. Our love for them becomes practical, generous 
and sensitive, without any of the bullying and patronage associated with "do-goodery". This 
practice purifies our hearts and liberates them from anxiety, illusion or the craving for pleasure, 
power, affirmation or personal autonomy. Thus liberated, we are free to focus on the third stage 
of truth - truth as it is in itself - the total vision of God. This is beyond the ordinary reach of 
human experience, and is certainly beyond the capacity of the human intellect to discuss it, as it 
is an unaided gift of God's grace. It would be best to close here with a prayer to the Blessed 
Trinity to bless us with the threefold gift of humility, that we may stop wasting time on petty 
personal agendas, and learn, with St Bernard, to focus on the truth. 

 

All quotations are from The Twelve Steps of Humility and Pride/On Loving God translated by Halcyon 
C Backhouse, published by Hodder and Stoughton Christian Classics 1985. It is not a very good 
translation, but it is readily obtainable in this country. Real enthusiasts should try to get hold of 
the translation put out by Cistercian Publications (CF13), but this may involve importing it from 
America. 


