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Friday 4
Obedience

He became obedient unto death. Phil 2.8
Just as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s
obedience the many will be made righteous. Rom 5.19

Jesus’ death on the cross was accepted in obedience. Jesus had been born out of the
obedience of Mary. ‘Here | am,” she said, “let it be with me according to your word.” Jesus
in his turn went on to live a life founded on obedience.

The seven last words from the cross are distributed among the four Gospels — no gospel has
all of them. Mark’s gospel is generally reckoned to be the earliest of the Gospels, and
nearest to the events. If we count back from the end of Mark’s gospel the last seven times
that Jesus speaks, we find that the first of these 7 is Jesus in Gethsemane. He asks that this
cup may be taken from him, “but not my will but yours be done”. Your will be done. And on
the cross, at the end, according to Luke, he says, “into your hands | commend my spirit”.

Your will be done is something we all say regularly in the Lord’s Prayer, and it may take a
lifetime to realize fully what it means. | belong to a Religious Community, and when we
commit ourselves for life to the Community, we take a vow of Obedience. The origin of the
word obedience is in the Latin word for listening. It's the same in English. A parent can say
to their child, “why don’t you listen?”, when what we are really saying is, “why don’t you do
what | say?”. Obedience is about straining to listen to each other. Christian listening is
demanding, mutual listening. In Ephesians we read:

Submit yourselves to one another out of reverence for Christ. Eph 5.21

In modern times something has been lost here. Our society is good at shouting, but not at
listening. This has affected the Church, so that we can noisily and even aggressively defend
our opinions, rather than swallowing our self-assertion a bit, and forcing ourselves to listen.

St Benedict wrote his Rule for Monks in the sixth century. He says that whenever the
brethren have a meeting to decide something, they... are to assume the other has
something worth hearing and are not to ... defend their own views obstinately. In other
words, we are to try hard, against our inclinations and our passions, to listen carefully to
what the other person is saying, however strongly we may disagree with them, because if
we listen carefully, we will often discover things that are important for us to hear.
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The word obedience, with this sense of courteous listening, occurs frequently in the New
Testament. So St Paul can say in 2 Corinthians about Titus: “His heart goes out all the more
to you, as he remembers the obedience of all of you, and how you welcomed him with fear
and trembling”. 2 Cor 7.15

St James in the first chapter of his Epistle tells us to be quick to listen. And then he adds, and
also slow to speak. This is mutual submission, this is obedience.

However hard we try, however, people can be so difficult and so irritating. | can assure you
they are in monastic life. Everyone can be difficult at one time or another — apart from me,
that is. | take it for granted | am never difficult. All of us are a bit like that, and it shows there
is room for growth in self-knowledge. The very difficulties we have with each other are
precisely where God is waiting for us. I'm very fond of a story about St Bernard. He was a
monastic founder in the 13t century. He once visited a monastery where the brothers said
they got on fine together and didn’t have any difficulties. They truly loved one another. So
St Bernard set to these brothers, “well you’d better start recruiting some difficult people, so
that you can grow in patience, charity, and self-knowledge.”

That would be a good thing to remember every time we engage with other people,
particularly the difficult ones: those difficulties will help us grow in patience, and in charity
(that is, love). But also: self-knowledge. Every reaction | have to other people tells me
something about myself. So Growth in self-knowledge.

Any community needs this patience, this charity, this openness to learning about
ourselves, be it a family, or a place of work, or a parish, or a cathedral.

Something else follows. In our contemporary world we love sitting in judgement. If
something goes wrong in some public enterprise, people clamour to find who is responsible,
and then they give them a public bashing. One problem with this is it presumes that those
doing the judging are wise and good. But the people doing the bashing are in the same boat
as the people complained about, as we have already seen. We are all sinners, all imperfect,
and we all need compassion with one another. The more we try to practice this not judging
our neighbour, this listening, the more we come to see that it is beautiful — it actually feels
good. It is a form of prayer, a form of walking with God, to listen carefully to our neighbour
and take them seriously, even if my whole being bristles against it.

In his obedience Christ listened — he listened to the people around him, and he listened to
his Father. Obedience, true listening, is for all of us. And the model for it is held before us
today. He humbled himself and became obedient unto death—even death on a cross. (Phil
2.8)

We can’t live like that our of our own strength — it’s not simply a question of trying harder —
though that helps. If it comes about in us, it’s the work of Christ within us.
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Let us pray:

O Christ our patient and loving saviour, you dwell within us, the source of patience and
charity and knowledge of ourselves: fill our hearts of your faithful people and kindle your
fire within us by the working of your Holy Spirit, that through our faithful obedience, to you
and to one another, we may grow into that true freedom which is your desire for every
human being. O Christ who was obedient unto death, and through your resurrection
became the source of all our hope, our God for ever and ever.



