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Central Intentions

Part 5:  Obedience
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 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.

iv.
Obedience is embraced in whole-hearted acceptance of God’s purposes, responsive listening for God’s guidance, and faithful intention to do God’s will in all things, seeking to be conformed to God’s will, and longing that our whole lives may pronounce a “yes” to God’s purposes for us and the world.  We express obedience in adherence to the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, and in accordance with our Rule and Constitution.

+ + +


The root of the word obedience is “listening.”  Obedience is a matter of listening carefully and receptively to God and to others with whom our lives are intertwined:  listening in such a way that what we hear forms and informs our actions.  Learning to recognize, listen and respond to the voice of God, sorting it out from all the other voices that surround us, is an important skill for faithful Christian life.


The vow of Obedience, like the other vows, has been variously understood and practiced among the many religious orders and communities in the Christian Church.  Practically speaking, it has usually been implemented through obedience to the community’s Rule and, within the structure of the Rule, to superiors (and/or communal discernment and decisions of the whole community, or those designated to represent it).  Invariably, however, the central intention is obedience to God (to the Lord Jesus Christ, and to the guidance of the Holy Spirit).  Christians can give unlimited, unqualified obedience to their Lord, and to him alone.  Every rule or exercise of obedience in Christian life is (or should be) a means to this end, a particularization of this fundamental commitment, which is undertaken by all the baptized through the baptismal vows themselves—and as implied in the core proclamation of the Gospel, “Jesus is Lord” (e.g., 1 Corinthians 12:3).


This recognition relativizes all other claims of authority and allegiance:  ecclesiastical as well as secular.  A searching exercise of Obedience might be to reflect critically from time to time on the other powers that claim us in the light of the Lordship of Jesus Christ—to reaffirm that even good and worthwhile loyalties—to country, profession, charitable work, family, and, yes, even church and religious community—are subsidiary to the absolute claim of Christ.  The magnificent irony is that our Lord turned authority upside down (e.g. Mark 10:42-45), and himself “became obedient to the point of death” (Philippians 2:8); it is in his service (and only here) that we find perfect freedom.


As Companions of Rivendell, we explicitly desire and “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.”  In practice, of course we fail repeatedly at this, and find ourselves, despite ourselves, withholding certain aspects of life from God—perhaps because of fear of what God may ask, perhaps out of reluctance to relinquish some seemingly small vice or attitude.  This robs us of the peace, joy, and delighted dependence on God which is our birthright as children of God; it impedes our full entrance into the Kingdom of God when we insist on keeping one foot (or maybe just a toe) in the ambiguous kingdoms of the world.  “No one can serve two masters,” Jesus said (Matthew 6:24)—or, in the vivid image of the Gospel of Thomas (47), you can’t ride two horses at the same time.  To be “wholly, unreservedly, and continually” given to God is indeed the way of life and peace—and the practice of Obedience is an operational way to do this.  Bit by bit, it sets us free from the oppression of multiple, competing claims on us, and especially from the “clamor of self-will.”


But how?  Even when we wish and intend wholeheartedly to do the will of God, how do we know what that means?  How do we discern the will of God for ourselves?  And how do we become capable of responding to it in ready obedience and loving trust?


Obedience has two facets which at first glance seem quite different in flavor.  We aspire to be so wholly at God’s disposal, so attuned to the guidance of the Holy Spirit, that we are immediately responsive to the most delicate divine invitation or “nudge,”  like “a feather on the breath of God.”  This calls for the quality of suppleness.  At the same time, we aspire to fidelity and steadiness of will, “a long obedience in the same direction,” that maturity in Christ whereby we are “no longer children, tossed to and fro and blown about” (Ephesians 4:14) by everything that comes along.  This calls for the quality of stability.  We might think of the image of a compass, its small pointer delicately balanced on its turning point, and so dependably oriented to the Earth’s magnetic field.


Our Rule, like any religious community’s, gives us a framework for stability and perseverance, a means of continuing in the same God-ward direction which we desire and embrace at our best, most clear-sighted times.  It is “a framework for freedom, the freedom to become increasingly who God calls us to be.”  So our vow of Obedience, within this community, means that we will persevere in living out our Rule.  For example, making this vow sets us free from the need to decide, over and over, whether we will pray the Office, even when we’re not in the mood, there’s something else we’d rather be doing, or we’re feeling rushed.  Of course, since none of us, even residential members, live within the orderly confines of a monastic enclosure, there will inevitably be occasions when we can’t do it (and other occasions when we simply don’t).  That’s not the point:  the point is that we persevere, even when the pattern of life marked out by the Rule is temporarily disrupted.  It’s not like a “rule” one can “break.”  Yet it does offer us the opportunity to practice Obedience, in small ways, on a daily basis.


Our Rule also facilitates obedience to God by including practices which support and enable it.  For example, praying the Offices, day in and day out, exposes us regularly and broadly to the Scriptures, and tends to “write in our hearts” the prayers and praises they contain.  Silent prayer is indispensable for “listening” to God and becoming more attentive and responsive.  In the image of the compass, in silent prayer we are held in the great magnetic field of the love of God, and so are drawn into alignment with it.  And community life itself offers regular opportunities for obedience.


The opportunity for Obedience provided by community life is probably more complicated than that of the Rule—especially since, here again, we don’t live in a situation in which obedience to a superior is likely to be a clear-cut daily matter.  As with the other evangelical counsels, the section of our Constitution which applies specifically to residential members may shed some light on the matter for all of us:

 iii.
Within the vow of obedience, Companions commit themselves without reservation to loving obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ in everything, according to their conscience informed by Scripture, prayer, and the teachings of the Church.  They seek to live in fidelity to their baptismal vows, ordination vows if applicable, and the Rule and Constitution of this Community, to live in and to be amenable to spiritual counsel and the deliberations and decisions of the Community and Chapter.   The small daily obediences appropriate to common life, based in willingness to set aside our own will and preferences, including loving mutual regard and subjection, and specifically obedience to those exercising office, also express the vow of obedience in residential community. They commit themselves to love one another in tenderness and mutual courtesy, to forgive and accept forgiveness at once when any offense occurs, to bear patiently with one another’s idiosyncrasies and faults, and never to lose heart about themselves or one another, but to persevere in charity, and in hope, trust, and dependence on God’s grace.

The residential members to whom this applies will be even more acutely aware than others of how often they fall very far short of this in practice.  Nevertheless, it is a standard worth our aspiration and continually renewed effort.


Notice, first, the priority of “loving obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ,” which we have discussed above.   On this foundation, then, Companions are to act “according to their conscience informed by Scripture, prayer, and the teachings of the Church.”  Conscience is taken to reflect the inspiration of the Holy Spirit; however, conscience is to be “informed,” to be formed and shaped by the Gospel, and by receptive listening prayer.  Other life-shaping vows are recognized:  baptismal vows, first of all, and possibly ordination vows as well.  (Marriage vows are not mentioned in this section, since it was written with celibate members in view, though these, also, shape our obedience to God.)  The Rule and Constitution of this Community, ordinarily, would not come into conflict with any of these; but if ever there is a tension or conflict, we recall that all are subordinate to, and find their true place within, the fundamental obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ.


Next, the realities and opportunities of community life are mentioned:  amenability to spiritual counsel (for instance, in spiritual direction) and decisions of the Community and Chapter, and to those exercising office.  None of these is or should be expressed legalistically or without qualification; however, they do ask something real of us—including “willingness to set aside our own will and preferences.”  Usually, in practice, the issues involved are relatively minor:  showing up for Chapter at the time appointed, for instance;  responding to requests for participation in some Community project, following the lead of the officiant, or a customary.  Issues and acts which are small and neutral in themselves become significant, graced and privileged, when seen as matter for obedience.  Intentional ignoring or refusal, even in relatively trivial matters, especially without reason and/or explanation, becomes damaging to the companion involved and the community alike; it can quickly undermine the vitality of the community and shadow its life together.  On the one hand, it’s readily apparent that ordinary, routine obedience of this sort, hardly registered as such, assists with smooth and effective operations of a community, as with most any organization.  It helps make the work of leadership less of a burden and more of a joy, and it frees up more time and energy for the life and work of the community.  On the other, obedience in such matters tends, gently and over time, to set us freer for the love of God and one another.


Every Community gathering and Chapter meeting is an occasion for obedience.   Many of the implications are simply common sense about how good conversations and meetings happen, whether for sharing insights or for making decisions.  We listen carefully to one another (remembering that the root of obedience is listening), open to others’ perspectives, insights, ideas and concerns.  No one dominates the conversation.  Everyone is welcome to contribute to it, and usually does:  no one simply withdraws or refuses to participate.  If there is an agenda (a topic to be discussed, or a decision to be made) we focus on it and avoid de-railing it—or we agree together, or with whoever is responsible for leadership, to give priority to something else.  We take the risk of vulnerability and transparency, willing to offer our own ideas and share our joys and struggles; and we try to ensure that this risk is well taken, never mis-using what is said, and making it easier rather than harder for others to share themselves. Individually and corporately we seek God’s guidance, in Scripture, prayer, circumstances, and attentiveness to the movements of the Spirit of God.  We seek to cooperate with one another, and, in particular, with those charged with leadership. We contribute as best we can to the health and well-being of the community and its members, and participate, as fully as possible, in community projects and decisions (even when they weren’t what we suggested or wanted); we take responsibility for helping Rivendell become what it’s meant to be.


Holy obedience is freely given, not compelled or manipulated.   (After all, even God refuses to compel obedience!)  It’s not a matter of “coloring inside the lines,” or figuring out exactly how much it actually requires or doesn’t require; like love itself, it’s best given generously and without reckoning up what is due.  Ideally, we should be asking, not what constitutes sufficient obedience (or chastity or poverty), but how we can offer more and better obedience.  Although in our sin-shadowed condition obedience sometimes makes difficult and costly demands, it is essentially a practice of joy and freedom—the freedom to become the persons God is calling into being, the joy of fulfilling the purpose for which we were created, deepening the endlessly satisfying relationship with God, and with one another, which is our truest good.

Questions for reflection and possible conversation:

-- The beginning of this section suggested critical reflection on the various, perhaps conflicting, claims made on us (citizenship, family, work, church, etc.) in the light of overarching loyalty to Jesus Christ our Lord.  What form do competing claims (for loyalty, time, resources, energy, self-identification) take in your life?  How do you go about resolving, balancing, and/or prioritizing them?  Where are the difficulties for you?

-- Undermining and re-ordering the usual “worldly” assumptions about power, authority, service and obedience is a major concern in the New Testament.  Read and try to listen deeply to Philippians 2:1-11 and Mark 10:35-45.  What light do they shed?  What other passages come to your mind in this connection?

-- What have you found helpful in seeking to discern the will of God?  What gets in the way of discernment?  of obedience?

-- What would you like to see the Rivendell Community, and/or your Chapter, be like?  What would it take to have this happen?  How could you contribute to this?

-- What sorts of experiences have you had with obedience?  Can you recall particular instances in which it was graced, life-giving?  How about instances in which it fell short or was distorted in some way?

-- What anxieties and questions do you have about obedience, and its implications in this Community?

-- How do you anticipate making the vow of obedience in this Community might affect your life?  From your perspective, how could the Community (and/or your Chapter) practice obedience better? 






