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Central Intentions

Part 1:  The gift of ourselves



From the Rule of the Rivendell Community:

In grateful response to the overwhelming love of God, we desire to give ourselves wholly, unreservedly, and continually to the One who gives himself to us.  We seek to be conformed to God's will, to share in Christ's cross and resurrection, and to cooperate faithfully with the gifts of grace.  Helpless as we are in ourselves, we pray and trust that God who has given us these desires will also bring them to fruition.  By his own invitation, we set our hearts and wills on God, joyfully declaring that nothing else and nothing less will content us.  And trusting that nothing else will content God either, we cast ourselves into his arms.

We intend full and unqualified consent to God's invitations, in general and in particular. Our longing is that our whole lives may pronounce a “yes” to God's purposes for us and the world. Our intention is to enflesh our response to the commandments to love God with our whole heart and mind and soul and strength, and our neighbors as ourselves, by adopting these means and goals in common.

This common Rule is intended to deepen community, provide a container for common life, and assist in mutual accountability.  We understand it as a framework for freedom, the freedom to become increasingly who God calls us to be.   Though we recognize that we will constantly fall short of these intentions, we commit ourselves to persevere in hope, trust, and dependence on God's grace.


The Rule of the Rivendell Community includes both particular practices, flexible enough to accommodate various life circumstances yet specific enough that we can readily tell whether or not we are doing them, and aspirations, intentions and motives for which they are undertaken.   The former, disciplines which can be operationally defined, we have sometimes referred to as the “do-ables.”  Ordinarily it is within our power to pray Morning Prayer, and to know whether or not we have done so.  Less readily ascertained is whether we have done so with the fullest attention of which we were capable; but at least we can distinguish between an effort to do so and letting our eyes run quickly over the pages with our minds on whatever we’re going to do next.

The latter—the aspirations and motives—we have often called simply the “central intentions.”  These are the goals toward which the specific practices are intended.  Sometimes the intentions are mentioned in conjunction with a practice:  for instance, loving attentiveness and availability to God as a fruit of silent prayer.  Our global intentions—the reasons for the Community’s existence and for our participation in it—are summarized in the “Prologue” of the Rule cited above.

In contrast with the “do-ables,” these central intentions can probably never be completely accomplished in this mortal life; yet desiring them points us toward our eternal destiny of loving union with God, and attempting them draws us onward in the journey toward the fulfillment of that destiny.  The Prologue acknowledges the “double quest”:  we could not be seeking God were not God first seeking us, and our longing for God is a dim reflection of God’s “jealous yearning” for us (James 4:5).  “We love because God first loved us” (1 John 4:19).  That which we desire, “to give ourselves wholly, unreservedly, and continually to the One who gives himself to us,” we are not able to achieve; and yet, since that desire is grounded in the Desire of God with whom “all things are possible,” we may intend it in persevering hope, and trust God to accomplish it.

Honest self-examination very likely will reveal both the depth of our yearning and our unsteadiness and ambivalence.  St. Augustine spoke for all of us when he prayed, “You have made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless till we rest in you.”  Anyone attracted to the Rivendell Community (or most any religious community, or the life of prayer itself) probably feels the resonance of these words in our own hearts and lives.   Lesser goals, whether they are achieved or disappointed, point beyond themselves toward the Holy One who alone will be able to satisfy us.  Perhaps, too, we have experienced the Holy Reality of God in peak moments which quench our thirst while at the same time increasing it, so that we know in the core of our being:  Solo Dios basta  This motto of the Rivendell Community is the last line of St. Teresa of Avila’s famous “Bookmark.”—Only God, and God alone, is enough.

But our experience, thoughts and feelings are changeable.  We cannot remain on the mountaintop.  One suspects that the joy of it, remote echo though it may be of the Vision of God which is our hope and our destiny, could not be sustained by frail flesh and blood.  Not yet.  The inconstancy of feelings and experience is neither avoidable nor blameworthy; it is not in itself a failure of faith or love.  By the grace of God, what we can do, partially, at least, is to fix our will on God, to live out of the reality we see when we see most clearly—even when we see nothing at all.  This is one of the most significant purposes of a Rule.

Moreover, we discover in ourselves real reluctance to yield ourselves to God wholly and without reservation.  Often there are particular areas of life we withhold, consciously or unconsciously—dark closets and locked rooms within the “house of the soul” we are not sure we want God to mess with.  Shame, guilt, pride, defensiveness, self-protection, anxiety, sense of inadequacy, and just plain fear can all work to seal off certain areas, even from awareness.  Many faithful people entertain a fear that, if ever they did give themselves wholly and embrace the will of God without knowing in advance what it is, God is likely to ask something terrible, or at least disagreeable.  (Some of us have joked about a “missionary in Africa syndrome”; it seems that people of a certain age recall thinking in their youth that if they were to open themselves to a divine vocation, this is what it would likely entail—a prospect they didn’t care to face!  Today, maybe, it would be a Missionary of Charity in India?)

On a rational level, this apprehension may seem silly.  Most of the time that which God is inviting is to be found in the midst of our ordinary lives--not the most horrible thing we can conceive!  In any case, God always intends and is working for our good.  True, our own concept of “our good” may be rather different from God’s; but it most certainly will not be better.  To trust God with our selves, our lives, is to bear witness to the character of God, who has prepared for us “what no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor human heart conceived” (1 Corinthians 2:9).

Of course, it is absurd to suppose (as we seem unthinkingly to do) that we could either conceal or “protect” any aspect of our lives and our selves from God, who is closer to us than our own breath, and knows us far more intimately than we do ourselves—God our Creator who holds us in being at every instant.  However, God has endowed us with free will; and our Lord usually shows remarkable forbearance and courtesy in “standing at the door and knocking,” rather than simply barging in--or walking through it.  It is ourselves that we frustrate when we unconsciously seal off certain areas of life.

Like “seeking God,” the “gift of our selves” is double and reciprocal.  It is God who gives us ourselves—and who gives us the freedom to respond to God’s love by giving ourselves to God.  To do so, freely to return to God what God has freely given us, is the best possible use of this freedom.  To will the will of God is the highest exercise of our free will.  In this life, this gift is never made with the absolute finality we may desire, even when that is what we intend.  Frustrating as it may be to generous souls, we have the privilege of giving ourselves, not once only, but again and again—“continually,” even—and each time God receives his own with joy and tenderness, honoring the intention and supplying whatever is lacking.  It’s as if we give God an unlimited supply of blank checks, while God quietly replenishes the account!

However, “giving ourselves wholly, unreservedly, and continually to the One who gives himself to us” cannot remain simply a worthy aspiration or noble sentiment.  It cannot be done in the abstract; it needs to be embodied, incarnated, in our lives.  Our Rule aims at being a “container,” a vehicle, for doing this, giving us specific ways of living out our intentions day by day.  True, the practices we undertake seem absurdly disproportionate to the “overwhelming love of God.”  But they are “sacramental,” as we might say:  they express and “carry” our intentions Godward.

There is nothing peculiar or exotic about these central intentions:  they are common to all Christians.  In Baptism we are given freely and wholly to Christ.  We are not only invited but commanded to love God with everything we have and everything we are, and to love our neighbors as ourselves.  Our Rule simply provides specific ways of expressing our response, ways that will not be exhaustive for any of us.  Each of us has a particular vocation, specific ministries, a unique pattern of circumstances, gifts, personality and opportunities.  For instance, our Community includes lay and ordained persons, Companions who live out our common life in residential community and Companions for whom family life in their own home is a key aspect of their vocation, members who are very involved in ministries of social justice, compassionate service, education, and/or spiritual direction, and so on.  Our common Rule and community life undergird and help sustain all of these different kinds of ministry.

By virtue of Baptism, we belong to Christ, and Christ to us, irrevocably.  And yet we continue to have the freedom to accept this situation and let it be deepened, or to ignore or even reject it.  Not for nothing do we renew our baptismal vows frequently.  Though the bond is “indissoluble” (BCP, p. 298), each renewal, liturgical and otherwise, is real and strengthens the covenanted relationship—rather as one act suffices to unite a woman and a man as “one flesh,” yet each loving union strengthens the marriage.

However, this gift of self cannot be fully consummated in this life.  Now that our Lord Jesus Christ, by his death, has made the way for us, physical death completes for us what we cannot do for ourselves, and becomes truly the doorway to Life indeed.  In Charles Wesley’s magnificent words (Hymnal, # 704),

Still let me prove thy perfect will,
My acts of faith and love repeat,
Till death thy endless mercies seal,
And make the sacrifice complete.

Meanwhile, at every Eucharist we lay our selves upon the altar; every morning, we give ourselves anew; every night, we rehearse for the final gift:  “Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit.”  And, despite all our frailties and ambivalences, we may do this, our small selves and flawed offerings wrapped and enclosed in the perfect offering of Jesus Christ our Lord, once for all.

+ + +

Questions for reflection and possible conversation:

(Some questions, in this section and others, may be too personal or “close to the bone” for you to want to discuss with a group.  Please use them for your own meditation, and perhaps for journaling, and just share whatever is appropriate.) 

	This section mentions “peak experiences” when we see the love of God more clearly than usual.  What memories do you have of times like this in your own life?  What has been your response to them?


	What “locked rooms” of the “house of your soul” are you aware of, or suspect?  That is, which aspects of your life are you most reluctant to expose to the light of God’s purposes, or surrender wholeheartedly to our Lord?


	Looking back, do you remember such areas or issues that you have yielded to God’s grace?  What happened, or is happening?


	What do you imagine as a “worst case scenario” (like the “missionary in Africa,” sleeping under a bridge in destitution, or whatever; it can be humorous or far-fetched, or something you actually worry about)?  Even if it seems a little silly, try accepting it by your will (not emotionally, necessarily), were God to ask or permit it.  Imagine Christ’s presence with you in those circumstances, remembering that “nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 8:39).


	On an ordinary, daily basis, what most often interferes with your availability to God, or your readily willing the will of God?


	What activities, forms of prayer or other practices most powerfully express the “gift of self” for you?


	If this is not already something you do, try this experiment for a week or two:  Every morning, first thing when you’re reasonably alert, offer the day to God:  everything you will do, be, experience or suffer.  What is this like for you?


	Read (or, even better, sing) Hymn 704, of which the last verse is printed above, making it your own.  Try the same thing with the “Prayer of Self-Dedication” on p. 832 of the Book of Common Prayer.  What other prayers express the “gift of self” well for you?  If appropriate, share them with others in your Chapter.


