Obedient Like Christ

(Phil 2, 5-9)
"In your minds you must be the same as Christ Jesus... he emptied himself... and became as men are; ...and was humbler yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross..."

(Jn 4, 34)
"My food is to do the will of the one who sent me, and to complete his work.

(Lk 22, 27)
"For who is the greater: the one at table or the one who serves? The one at the table, surely? Yet, here I am among you as the one who serves!"

(Heb 10, 5, 7)
"...then I said: '...God, here I am!  I am coming to obey your will...'"

(Jn 6, 38)
"...because I have come from heaven, not to do my own will, but to do the will of the one who sent me."

(Lk 2, 51)
He then went down with them and came to Nazareth, and lived under their authority."

(Lk 22, 42)
"'Father,' he said, 'if you are willing, take this cup away from me.  Nevertheless, let your will be done, not mine.'"

(Jn 19, 30)
"After Jesus had taken the vinegar he said: 'It is accomplished...' and bowing his head, he gave up his spirit."

(Rom 5, 19)
"As by one man's disobedience many were made sinners, so by one man's obedience many will be made righteous."

(Jn 5, 30)
"...because my aim is to do not my own will but the will of him who sent me."

(Col 3, 2)
"Children, be obedient to your parents always, because that is what will please the Lord."

(Rom 13, 1-7)
"You must all obey the governing authorities.  Since all government comes from God, the civil authorities were appointed by God...  Pay every government official what he has a right to ask..."

(Heb 13, 17)
"Obey your leaders and do as they tell you, because they must give an account of the way they look after your souls."

OBEDIENT LIKE CHRIST

The most imperative need of Christ Jesus was to be and to live in the most complete dependence of his Father, from the very first instant of his existence until his death on the cross.

The obedience of the Christian is a participation in and a continuation of the obedience of Christ.  It places us in the truth of our condition as creatures.  Through our quality <of?, as a> child of God, our obedience takes on a new visage: alike that of Christ, it is impregnated with love.

Obedience <resumes?, summarizes> all means of union to God.  It unites us to the divine will in love.  Nothing can have any value for us unless it is in conformity with God's will.  Obedience is the royal road, sure and unique, that leads to God.

When he left this earth, Christ invested the Church with his authority.  To listen to Christ, to listen to the Church, to accept her doctrine, to submit to her guidance: such is the attitude that proves efficiency and salvation.

To practice the spirit of the evangelical counsel of obedience, therefore, is, above all, to want the surest way to conform one's life to the divine will meant by precepts, counsels, inspirations, commitments: such is the deep sense of the offering of the free disposition of self.  This intention must animate the means used to reach this goal, from the direction received from a spiritual adviser to the more complex direction given by a religious society, through its traditions.  This gesture is an absolute way of testifying to the outstanding value of the kingdom of God, to which one sacrifices everything.  Because, it is finally in front of God himself and his very holy will that one sacrifices - while offering it - the free disposition of one's faculties, of one's actions, of one's motions, of one's self - if one goes through a third person in order to better know God's will and better respond to it.

This free offering, so understood, is therefore quite another thing than human abdication.  The question is not avoiding the trouble of deciding for oneself what is God's will.  Nor is it to avoid the difficulties inherent to the life of a man, fully adult, autonomous, truly free, It is not either a question of passivity, of lack of self-will, or of 'crowd spirit', or infantilism, or primitive behavior.  These dangers do exist.  It is possible for some people to choose obedience for one of these motivations.  In such a case, and inasmuch as they have done it for this purpose, they are mistaken; they have not understood what the Church asks of them.  These people ought to be enlightened and better advised, because they give a counter-testimony of the importance of the kingdom of heaven.

This gesture of offering up may be realized by everyone, and in all domains, profane as well as sacred.  There are numerous opportunities, occurring many times daily, in which the free disposition of self - with all its attaching and pleasant implications - can be offered up to God, so being sacrificed in order to bear testimony that the precious pearl is infinitely above all other goods, even above disposition of self.

Co-responsibility:

Our contemporary society is oriented towards an increasing democratization of its structures.  In the various sectors of modern life, the members of any group whatsoever wish to participate more fully to the preparation of programs that concern them, of laws and conditions of life that affect them.  One finds difficult to accept readily an authority tied to a person or to an absolute rule rather than issuing from the deliberations of a group.  Participation <to?, in> working groups, of a deliberative character, accustoms one to submit to the will of the majority and not to a personal decision.

How can one, then, practice the spirit of obedience while respecting the persons?  This can be done by presenting the concept 'authority-obedience' as a co-responsibility binding totally every member of the religious family, although each in a different way, according to the service each one is allotted in the community.

The question is to specify, in the religious fraternity, the responsibility of the competent authority and also that of the brothers, collaborators (subjects) in the research of the divine will, - in the decision - and in the execution.

A.
Research:

-
The primordial role of the superiors and of the groups of collegial government is to seek the will of God on the community and on each of its members in order to move them on to a more perfect communion with the plan of God's love.  There exist permanent sources that convey the divine will concerning all men, i.e.: the Scripture and the teaching of the Magisterium.  In a like manner, the Rules convey the particular charisms the Founders have received from the Spirit, and they determine for a fraternity the divine wish as far as its own development is concerned.

-
But God also conveys his will through the natural personality, as well as the supernatural one, of each religious - in the various gifts of nature and of grace he has bestowed on this servant of his, for him to see that they bear fruit.

-
This will can also be expressed through life events and the calls of the world.

-
No longer can the superiors act as if they had a specialist's knowledge on the subject of all sorts of questions pertaining to their authority.  The higher the function, the lesser are the chances, humanly speaking, to exercise it with the perfection another person will bring to a less important task.  The superior has his own limitations: his function does not increase his intelligence, his moral value, his judgment...  In order to solve in an adequate way the numerous problems that are brought to him, he needs all the light at his disposal in the community.  No source should be neglected, not even the one producing but one thin ray.

-
If the superior has a need of brothers in the search of the divine will for his Fraternity and to find solutions to bring to the problems of religious life, the brothers, on the other hand, have, for several reasons, the right and the duty to give their collaboration to this search.  First of all because they are full members of the Family and because they share - although in various degrees and in different ways - the responsibility of the mission entrusted to their Society by the Authority.

-
Another reason that gives the religious the right to participate in the search for light, is the respect for the human person, the acknowledgment of his dignity.  The Authority in the Church encourages all Christians to think and to express their thought, which creates a public opinion in the Christian community.  Moreover, the modern world regards as un-worthy of man the situation in which he is placed in certain totalitarian societies, when the right of speech is given to him solely to praise the regime, and not to freely express his views about it.  The fact of consecrating oneself to God through the profession of the evangelical counsels does not take away human dignity, does not suppress the natural right of free thought and expression.

-
Each member of the Fraternity may also be an important source, if not the main one, of 'avant-garde' initiatives.  Not that progressist initiatives are necessarily foreign to the authority.  But the superiors, in most cases absorbed in immediate problems, can <only> with difficulty stop to think anew religious life in order to adapt it to the exigencies of the time.  This is why, as often as not, initiatives come from the rank.


The authority sanctions more often than it invents.  Engaged in a specific task, set in a determined sphere of action, the brothers feel more acutely the lack of adaptation of their rhythm of prayer, the fact that their testimony is not clear nor their apostolic activity sufficient.  Their desire of total union with God and of full service to men creates in them a fruitful reflection, likely to improve their religious and apostolic conditions, - maybe also those of the whole of their Society.  To ignore this reflection, rooted as it is in daily life, would be for the superiors to cut off their community from a source that may be rich in light and renewal.

-
The most fundamental reason urging the participation of each one in the search for the divine will as far as his own community - and himself - are concerned., is the presence of the Spirit in him, this Spirit that enlightens and calls through natural and supernatural gifts.  The brother has the right and the duty to discern clearly, in silence and in prayer, this call of the Spirit, in order to faithfully respond to it.


This call addressed to the brother does not identify purely with the common vocation of his religious family, but it also implies a specific vocation, rooted in his own human and Christian personality.  The brother, and he alone, can impart to the superior the exigencies of this particular calling of the Spirit, as shown through the gifts of God and the circumstances of life that have made him what he now is.


He whose first function is to help his brother to meet the divine will, facilitating a free and total acceptance of this call, will consider it a duty to listen seriously to him who expresses what he believes to be the voice of the Spirit.  He would sadly fail in his responsibility were he - by neglecting this source of light - to mutilate the particular image of God in one or the other of his brothers to impress instead his own image, - or were he to replace the divine will by his own.  

-
Is it superfluous to add that what is needed is a true consultation and a serious audition, and not this mockery that would consist in allowing the members of the community to unload their deep concerns, to express their fears, or even to expose their own aspirations, while the superiors would have decided beforehand to take no notice of it all.  What is asked of the superiors is not to appear affable but to be so, to listen in to the Spirit who intimates some of his wishes through their brothers.


Moreover, this consultation must include all members of the community: the lay brothers, the clerics, the lay auxiliaries, the religious who are exemplary and those who appear to be less so.  The ways of God differ from those of men: he chooses what is not to reduce to naught what is; he uses the weak to confound the wisdom of the strong.  To avoid introducing into the community a discrimination which would destroy its unity, the superiors will therefore consult all their brothers and will listen to their opinions.

-
In the exercising of their right to give out their opinion, the religious shall express their thought adequately, even if it were in opposition with the ideas accepted in the community, or with those of the superiors.  There must never be a question of being insincere, saying what they do not think, under the pretext of pleasing, or to avoid being classified as dangerous and undesirable revolutionaries.  Truth has its own rights, and nobody is allowed to stifle the voice of the Spirit to avoid trouble for oneself, - or to create a favorable impression, likely to bring promotion.

-
The fact of not expressing oneself, or not to do so adequately, is not always due among the religious to a lack of courage.  Some keep silent because they fear to go against the precept of charity by revealing the limitations of their religious family.  They don't even dare to look squarely at it, and so discover its small as well as its great facets.  Charity, however, has nothing to do with such blindness; charity does not grow its roots in illusion, but in truth.


When we entered religious life we did not make a vow to praise everything nor to denigrate everything.  In the proportion we become adult religious we must face our Institute in a realistic manner, as children do their parents as they grow up; we must look at it in full light, recognizing at the same time its greatness and its weaknesses.  This is not a despising attitude, but the normal expression of adult love.

B.
The Decision: 

-
The competent authority (superiors, Chapters, Councils) that has the duty to make a pronouncement on questions concerning the Society, must get all the possible light through consultation and audition of the members.  One has to recognize, however, the fact that everything cannot be the topic of a general consultation, - that there exist in a community, questions and problems which the superiors cannot put to the appreciation of all its members without jeopardizing certain persons or without revealing office secrets.  Without making mysteries of everything, they are bound to discretion.

-
Whatsoever be the extent and the seriousness of a consultation, it is the exclusive duty of the competent authority to decide what there is to do, and to prescribe the means to achieve it, This is because the consultation has not 'per se' the value of final decision, but rather the value of moral enlightenment.  It must not act on the superior in such a way as to make his ultimate decision as the simple resultant and the projection of the various forces at work in the group, - as a compromise between the exigencies of the Rule and the demands of the members.  The superior is not simply the spokesman of his community, nor his decision the faithful expression of the consensus of opinion of the same community.  Be it an important decision or a less important one, whatever the value of the consultation, he has the duty to evaluate it in front of God.  Never is he obliged to ratify it, or rather he is obliged to do so inasmuch only as he can discern in the result of this consultation the call of the Holy Spirit.  In such a case, he would be unfaithful to the Plan of God were he to reject it in order to see his own idea prevail instead.


On the other hand, if in front of God and in the sincerity of his own conscience he believes that to reject the unanimous results of a consultation will serve the well-being of his community, - he has the obligation to do so.  To act otherwise would be to refuse to shoulder his own responsibility.  In so doing, he might avoid the difficulties inherent <to?, in> facing the opposition, but his attitude would be a sign of fear and of weakness.  It is much easier for him to say 'yes' with all his community than to say 'no' against their unanimous opinion.  The consultation of the brothers is not, for the superior, an easy way of governing, even if prudence imposes it.

-
To take away from the superior the responsibility of the final decision would be obliging him to obey first his brothers, and not to first obey the Spirit.  This would in fact reduce the religious community to the status of a simple democratic group.  Therefore it is unacceptable that the members of a religious family should impose upon the superior his bowing to the voice of the majority in a consultation of the community.  However, it is advisable for the superior to supply as much as is feasible the motivations for his decisions, so that the brothers may be led to understand his views.  Such an attitude will make it easier to establish a healthy and adult collaboration.

-
Is it opportune to note the fact that the decisive power of the superior is not limitless?  Such a power is situated - as is obedience itself - within a consecrated life, explained out in the Rules and approved by the Church.  The superior has no power whatsoever upon the nature, the character and the specific aim of the Institute.  He is not above this Institute, no more than the Holy Father is above the Church.


Let's add that it would be narrowing exceedingly the object of the superior's authority, were it to be reduced to the spiritual domain exclusively, even if this domain - due to its importance - is bound to occupy first place in the mind of the superior.  All that concerns the common good of the Institute is part of the object of his authority, little does it matter if these elements belong to the domains of discipline or of government.


In the measure a question is of direct interest to the community as a whole, - within the framework of the particular form of an Institute - this question is answerable finally by the competent authority, in charge of the well-being of this group.  This is a principle of unity, of order and of harmony, which it is essential to maintain.

-
Let's add that, if the superior has a right to decide and also to impose his decision, his way of giving orders will facilitate obedience or will make it more difficult.  Certain people seem to have received this charism 'in reverse' to such a point that - as soon as they impose a decision, one is immediately tempted to act to the contrary.  Others, on the other hand, conscious of the heavy load of obedience and wishing to lighten it up, give orders in a more thoughtful and more fraternal way, so that the brothers are only too pleased to meet the least of their wishes.


There will always be, in a religious' life, decisions painful to accept, in spite of the kindness and of the love the superiors show when imposing them.  The essential <point> is - for these superiors - to keep well in mind that laws and regulations are meant as a help for the religious to live and to work together in the greatest charity.

-
From the simple fact that, in this world, it is impossible to make everybody happy, a healthy realism obliges us to think that - about a number of decisions <about which> the brothers do not agree with their superiors.  Obedience is then - not the sacrifice of one's intelligence - but the sacrifice of one's own will, offered up to God.

-
Decisions from superiors are not infallible.  Nowhere is it said that superiors always are right; nowhere either is it proven that subjects always are wrong.  The ones and the others can be wrong or right, possess more or less truth - which does not take away from the superiors his right to command nor from the subjects the duty to obey.  Therefore the subjects may - within an authentic obedience - disagree with the directives of the superiors and maintain their personal opinion without being labeled, for so doing, obstinate or insubordinate - on the condition, however, that they obey the given order.  Intellectual disagreement will never justify disobedience.

-
All, superiors and subjects, will always remember that, in normal life, the realm of opinion is much vaster that that of certainty, and that they must guard against the taking of their instinctive reactions for infallible intuitions, It is a sign of intellectual vitality then to submit one's ideas to a healthy criticism, and it is a proof of intelligence then to avoid all definitive judgment as long as there is a serious argument in the opposite direction.  To have too easy a certitude often shows a lack of objectivity and narrowness of views.

-
As for the so-called 'blind' obedience, one could not advocate it as an ideal for religious to aim at.  To obey without understanding, at times is necessary, since the superiors cannot always supply the motivations of their orders.  And life manages to multiply, throughout the days of a religious, cases such as these.  That such obedience may be termed 'blind' is obvious.  But it would be unacceptable to show this form of obedience - at times though it may be imposed by circumstances in religious life - as the ideal one, to which the religious should aspire.  It would imply the negation of the harmony that must normally exist between the natural and the supernatural motivations of obedience.  Far from being opposed to one another, they complement each other.  On their respective levels, they impart to obedience a particular quality, a more mature character.

C.
Execution:

-
The act of obedience - in which the religious undertakes a course of action on the order of another and not because of his own volition - cannot be considered as either infantilism or abdication: it must remain a manly act, a personal and responsible behavior.  This demands first of all a free acceptance of the given order.  Although the religious may be intellectually in disagreement with the command of the superior, he will obey in a free and responsible way only if he welcomes this order and makes it the object of his own and personal will.  The more he will accept it, the more he will make it his own, harmonizing through it his own will with that of the superior, the more completely will his act of obedience be personal and free.


This effort, made in order to assume and interiorize in one's own will the object of another's will, constitutes the first and indispensable step of adult obedience.  To refuse doing this would condemn the subject to a literal and servile obedience, making of him but the 'executor factual' of decisions.

-
The fact that the religious have not always the initiative of their action but undertake it on somebody else's order, does not free them from their responsibility concerning what they do.  They are and remain totally responsible <of?, for> their actions - which <in> fact may even, in extreme cases, oblige them to abstain from executing orders received if, in their opinion, it is immoral.

-
Apart from this <border?, extreme> situation, they must bring into action all their intellectual and affective faculties, all their power of initiative and of creativity, to the service of the common task.  It is expected of them that they should take charge of the service they have been asked to perform and carry it out, while using to the full all the gifts they have received from God.  This responsible and active obedience is only possible if the superiors allow their collaborators to execute as adults the service they entrust to them.

-
We are far from this materially literal obedience, which has been, at times, practiced by saints but which could not be presented as the prototype of true obedience.  Besides being opposed to the present teaching of the Church, it would risk to place superiors into embarrassing situations, as well as compromise the aim they are trying to achieve.

-
Charity demands that the religious - through their way to obey - facilitate for the superiors the exercise of their function, just as it demands from the superiors that - through their manner of exercising authority, they make it easier for their subjects to fulfill their duty of obedience.  Is it not rather as adult members of the same family, taking each of them their share of the responsibility of the sane mission, that superiors and subjects have to exercise their respective services?  Subjects are not employees, nor slaves, and the superiors are not employers, nor masters.  All are united by the same consecration, within the same Institute, and it is through co-responsibility that they must, together, realize the Plan of God.

-
But the subjects will not accept fully and freely the command of the superior, nor will they execute it as adults, unless their obedience rests on serious motivations, rooted in the mystery of the communion to God and to the brothers.  This communion with God through the mediation of the superiors does not mean that God identifies himself with the object of all orders given by these superiors, nor that all their orders translate adequately the object of the divine will.


Acknowledging the finite character of the superiors - who remain human even when they are entrusted with authority - the object of their commands is bound to possess limitations which could not belong to God.  It is certain that - were God to direct the subjects without an intermediary - the contents of His orders would often be very different from that of the superiors.  But, in fact, God has chosen to lead men through the intermediary of men, - to save them through the institution of the Church, - to situate them in his plan of love through the intermediary of frail mediators, liable to possess imperfections inherent to human nature.

-
Without condoning the inferior solutions, the narrow directives or even the mean commands which may eventually be given by the superior, - because he remains human and finite - God, through his Providence - knows how to turn to good account these limitations of the mediators and how to make them serve to the good of those who abandon themselves to Him.  Never taken unawares through the weakness of men, he makes it serve his own design of love when, in faith, one gives oneself up to him.


It is in this way that God leads each religious as He did for Christ Jesus, through his obedience to intermediaries, to fulfill the part he has reserved for him in the Mystical Body, - it is in this way that He makes him become what he is to be.  The way to get there may be rough, often winding; God leads him however where he wishes him to be, as long as he recognizes his Guide in the mediators.

-
To commune with God through the mediation of superiors, therefore, allows to each religious to realize his personal destiny - which is not exactly the same as that of others.  He tends towards this image God has made of him, although he does not perceive it except through mirrors and parabolas.  Were he left completely to himself, he would risk to be heavily deceived about his own personal development and about the service he is meant to render his brethren.


Letting God guide his steps, without neglecting at the same time the search for enlightenment, he has the certitude to develop himself according to the divine Plan.  Maybe he has not got the natural consolation of planning his own life, nor the legitimate satisfaction to make it a success in the human sense, - but he certainly tastes this infinitely deeper happiness, which consists in allowing God to engrave in him His own image and to introduce him gradually into his eternal design of love.

-
At the very heart of the religious' obedience, there is this will - rooted in faith - to unite himself to the paschal obedience of Christ, which is a road of radical self-sacrifice, of total interior poverty, opening out on a fullness of union to God's will and to the good of the brethren.

CONCLUSION:

The cross - sign of the suffering inherent to all self-sacrifice, must not appear to <us?, a religious> as an unfortunate disharmony, to be avoided as much as possible, but much rather as the sensible envelope of the mystery in which already takes place <our?, his> passage into the resurrection of Christ.  This cross pulls every day a little more away from his own self, uproots in him this spirit of ownership that hinders God's action.  It helps him to empty himself of his own self, making room for the presence of God and that of the brethren; it brings about this death that bursts out in life eternal.

Obedience integrally assumed is always marked with the sign of the cross.  Alone the religious who abandons himself to it without reserve confirms fully his consecration and makes of his whole life a spiritual sacrifice, a perpetual mass.  Then, and only then is he entirely turned towards God and towards men, because he has come right out of himself.

Alone, he who obeys perfectly, loves with this love that Christ has manifested through his teaching and through his life.
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