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Central Intentions
Part 2:  The “Evangelical Counsels”


From the Constitution of the Rivendell Community:

 11.	Our way of living the Gospel

i.  Our way of life includes both particular patterns of prayer, worship, and community life, and an inclination of our hearts and lives toward embracing the fullness of the Gospel in its radical implications for ourselves, the Church and the world.  Underlying the specific disciplines of prayer and worship, and of community life, of the Companions Rule is the desire and intention to give ourselves wholly, unreservedly, and continually   Italicized phrases in this article are from the Companions Rule. to God.  In accordance with common Christian tradition, members of the Rivendell Community seek to respond to Jesus’ invitations to poverty, chastity and obedience in ways consistent with their life circumstances and vocation, seeing them as ways of joy and freedom.  While these ways will vary from person to person, our intention and hope is that our response to these invitations will be intensified and deepened as an expression and result of constant, continuing conversion.

ii.	Poverty is embraced in entire dependence on God and God’s grace, setting our hearts and wills on God and joyfully declaring that nothing else and nothing less will content us.  We express poverty in seeking to live in holy simplicity, both for the sake of uncluttered lives available to God’s purposes and in order to share what we have with those in need and to use our resources for the ministry of Christ.  This spirit of simplicity will also be reflected in the furnishings and other possessions of Houses of this Community.

+ + +

Throughout the history of the Church, some Christians have responded to the radical call to discipleship and the desire to give themselves wholly and unreservedly to God by embracing the “evangelical counsels” of poverty, chastity and obedience, most often in some form of religious community.  “Evangelical” means, simply, of the Gospel.  “Counsels” implies a distinction from “commandments”:  Love of God and neighbor, for example, are commanded of all Christians, as is “Take up your cross and follow me.”  Poverty, chastity and obedience are not required of all, but are wise counsel for some.  Although in some eras a religious life bound by vow to these counsels tended to be regarded as higher or better than other possibilities, in the contemporary Church, where religious community is an option, there is general agreement that this form of life is “better” only for those who are called to it--as, of course, could be said of any other particular vocation.

At the same time, poverty, chastity and obedience point to virtues to which any faithful disciple of Jesus Christ may aspire.  Simplicity of life, generosity, and dependence on God are aspects or concomitants of Holy Poverty which are relevant to all.  Faithful monogamy, which “chastity” includes, is a normal expectation of Christian morality.  Obedience to Jesus Christ as Lord is a commitment of all the Baptized.

In the prevailing culture of contemporary America we are constantly bombarded with propaganda for the idolatrous values of money, sex, and power.  The Counsels offer a powerful antidote to the toxic atmosphere in which we live.  Some of our forebears in the Christian spiritual tradition viewed them as effecting a kind of reversal of the “Fall”; fully lived out, they thought, they would restore us to an Eden-like harmony with God, one another, and creation.   We can learn much from these older brothers and sisters when we are willing to sit at their feet, rather than view them, with the unconscious arrogance typical of our time, as colorful but quaint characters of a less enlightened age.  While none of us is likely to embrace “Lady Poverty” in the radical way of St. Francis, we can nevertheless be nourished and challenged by his experience and example.
 
In recent years, especially since the Second Vatican Council, religious life shaped by the evangelical counsels has been seen as an “eschatological sign” of the Kingdom of God, a foretaste of a world mended and made whole.  To live out of these countercultural values can not only be healing and freeing for ourselves, but may offer hope to others:  a sign that the “Powers That Be” do not have the last word, and a visible, practical alternative to the cultural assumptions about what makes for a good life.   When children starve to death or grow up permanently damaged by deprivation, insatiable consumerism and greed fuel the resurgence of slavery, funding warfare takes precedence over meeting basic human needs, and the world itself totters on the brink of ecological disaster, the need for such alternatives is all too obvious.

Since the Rivendell Community includes married persons, and Companions who live in their own private homes as well as some who live in residential community and hold goods in common, obviously poverty, chastity and obedience will be and should be expressed in various ways, and not necessarily in the ways characteristic of religious orders.   (The Canons of the Episcopal Church recognize both “Religious Orders” and “Christian Communities.”  Members of the former are to be celibate and to live a common life in residential community, while this does not necessarily apply to members of the latter.  Rivendell, of course, is a “Christian Community.”  Both “Religious Orders” and “Christian Communities” may be referred to as “religious communities.”)

However, since professed members of Rivendell make vows which include poverty, chastity and obedience, it is incumbent upon us to live these out in specific, concrete ways.  Naturally, these expressions vary according to each Companion’s life circumstances; they need to be compatible with other commitments, to family and work, for instance.  But they should be lived out in action as well as in aspiration.  This implies a special responsibility for all Companions, with the assistance of their spiritual directors and one another, to work out the implications, and to find ways in which “our response to these invitations will be intensified and deepened as an expression and result of constant, continuing conversion.”  Although Postulants have made no commitment or vow in this regard, Postulancy is a good time to begin to think through how the Counsels might look in the context of your own life circumstances and vocation, while the Novitiate is a time to experiment with particular practices and expressions.

In the next sections, we will explore some possibilities.

Questions for reflection and possible discussion:

	This section refers to money, sex and power as “idolatrous” values in the prevailing culture.  Do you agree, or do you see this as an overstatement?  Can you recall passages of the New Testament which suggest that money or wealth might function as an “idol”?


	Anything which claims a place as our central concern can potentially be an “idol”—a substitute for God, to which we look for security, meaning, worth, salvation.  It has been said that an idol promises life and delivers death, while Christ promises death and delivers life.   How can these “idolatrous” values become death-dealing to those who are dominated by them?  To others?


	As this section mentions, the evangelical counsels have been seen as restoring something of an original harmony unclouded by sin, and as anticipating the future fulfillment of the Kingdom of God.  How do you think this might be?


	St. Francis is a familiar example of how poverty and obedience might be lived radically.  What stories and examples (positive or negative) influence your understanding of the evangelical counsels?


	The possible implications of the evangelical counsels very likely seem both freeing and scary.  What comes to your mind as threatening, or at least challenging?  What is attractive?




