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People hardly dare talk of obedience these days.  The silent censorship exercised by a certain type of thinking 

has put the term on a list of forbidden or at least suspected words, along with an entire religious vocabulary that is 

regarded as outdated or questionable: renunciation, asceticism, penance, humility, virtue, tradition, and so forth.  If a 

person still has occasion to speak of “obedience”, he is careful to give the word a meaning different from or even 

contrary to the one it used to have.  On the grounds that authority and obedience must alike be shared, some people 

preach an obedience to the community or the group, and speak of it as “self-obedience.” 

 

This alienation from obedience can be explained in part by the authoritarianism that reigned at one time in 

education and in society at large.  The fact is, however, that the reality of obedience, if not the word, still plays a 

major part in our lives.  All day long we obey laws, rules and commands, for example, in coping with traffic, in our 

professional work, and even in the games we play.  It is fitting, then, that we reflect on this whole matter of 

obedience.  We shall begin by inquiring what Scripture has to say about it. 

 

 

The obedience of Christ and the Christian: 

 

Obedience plays a central role in Scripture.  So true <in?, is> this that St. Paul can sum up the entire life and 

work of Jesus and indeed the entire history of salvation in terms of the obedience that sets Christ in contrast to 

Adam: “As by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by one man’s obedience many will be made 

righteous” (Rom 5, 19).  So too it is by obedience that the disciples of Jesus are to enter upon the way of salvation 

and holiness, thus imitating the Master in whose steps they follow.  Several centuries later, the Rule of St. Benedict 

will hark back to the parallelism between the disobedience of Adam and the obedience of Christ, and will make of 

obedience the first principle of Christian and monastic life. 

 

The hymn to Christ in Chapter 2 of the Letter to the Philippians sees as the guiding thread of Jesus’ life an 

obedience that is pushed to the utmost limits: “He... emptied himself... and being found in human form, he humbled 

himself and became obedient unto death on a cross” (Phil 2, 6-8). 

 

The evangelists, too, understand that Jesus’ teaching and Life can be summed up in an obedience to the Father 

(Jn 6, 38) that reaches its culmination in the passion.  Christ abandons his own will in order to fulfill completely the 

Scriptures that foretell his sufferings; in free obedience he submits even to the very authorities who will condemn 

him unjustly.  Through his sufferings he learns obedience and truly experiences what it means to obey (cf. Heb 5, 8). 

 

Christian life, like Christian faith, can be defined as obedience to Christ and the Gospel.  St. Paul tells us that his 

mission is “to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his (Jesus’) name among all the nations” (Rom 1, 5), 

and later on in the same letter he explains his meaning with the help of a forceful comparison: “Do you not know that 

if you yield yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which 

leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?...  Yield your members to righteousness for 

sanctification” (Rom 6, 16-19).  Further on, he says: “Your obedience is known to all... according to the command of 

the eternal God (made known to all the nations), to bring about the obedience of faith” (Rom 16, 19, 26). 

 

 

The concrete obedience of the Christian: 

 

The obedience of the Christian is concretized in daily life where it takes the form of obedience to the various 

human authorities: the civil authorities (Rom 13, 1), parents (Col 3, 20), masters (Col 3, 22), husbands (Col 3, 18).  

St. Paul sets it down as a principle: “Pay all of them (the authorities) their dues, revenue to whom revenue is due, 

taxes to whom taxes are due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor is due” (Rom 13, 7). 

 

In this matter, we must also bring to bear a general characteristic of St. Paul’s moral teaching, namely, the idea 

that the obedience of the Christian to the various <parties> established as authorities acquires a new dimension for 

him, because of his new relation to Christ, the person whom he principally obeys.  The new dimension causes a 

radical transformation of human relationships at the level of persons, since before Christ there is neither Jew nor 

Greek, slave nor free man, male nor female, but all are one in Christ Jesus (cf. Gal 3, 28).  Obedience to Christ, 

whether it take the form of obedience to men or of the devout exercise of authority, brings about the unity and 
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equality of persons, who had previously been <pride and disobedience?, proud and disobedient>. 

 

Obedience is thus a fundamental Christian virtue, It is one facet of faith, concerning which St. Paul says: 

“We...take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor 10, 5).  Obedience is also a component of charity, which 

might be defined as a heartfelt obedience in the service of all; charity makes us willingly give to each person, in 

Christ’s name, what is due to him and what it is right for him to have.  In short, if we really want to be faithful to the 

Scriptures (we have seen but a few of the many passages that might be cited) and to the very heart of the Gospel, we 

must acknowledge the primordial role of obedience and Give it the place due to it in our Christian lives.  A person 

cannot be a disciple of <an> obedient Christ unless he himself obeys and submits to the requirements of this virtue as 

they are manifested in the New Testament, requirements that are extensive and strenuous. 

 

 

Obedience to God and men: 

 

Surely, no one will cite as an objection the noble words of Peter and John to the Sanhedrin: “We must obey God 

rather than men” (Acts 5, 29)., or the resistance and reproaches of Paul to Peter, as recounted in Galatians (2, 14).  

We would simply misuse such texts were we to find in them a justification for separating, in principle, obedience to 

God from obedience to men, and thus for deriving from the Gospel itself an axiom that would dispense us from 

concrete, visible obedience.  On the contrary, we can justifiably apply to obedience the words of St. John on love: If 

a man is unwilling to obey his brother, whom he sees, how can he claim to obey God, whom he does not see?  The 

man who uses obedience to God as a pretext for not obeying men is simply deluding himself; he yields to a subtle 

<form> of self-love that enables him to evade the difficult demands of concrete obedience in the name of obedience 

to a will of God, which he himself in fact is clandestinely shaping to fit his own ideas and desires.  Every form of 

obedience, whether to God or to truth or to the neighbor or to any authority or even to those we love, requires 

sacrifices of our self-love; it requires some degree of renunciation, because of the pride that lurks in all of us.  We 

cannot avoid this sacrifice and renunciation; in fact, difficulty is the benchmark of all authentic obedience, but it is 

also the means of interior liberation and access to authentic love. 

 

Although the teaching of the Gospel is quite clear, obedience has nonetheless become a problem for us today.  

At the same time, the whole question of obedience has taken new forms, and we need discernment in order to 

determine just what Christian obedience is, and how we are to practice it in the present circumstances of our world.  

The problem of obedience is not a problem simply for our wills, which must submit to a doctrine and a manner of 

action that are imposed on us.  It is also a problem for our understanding, in its quest of the truth of the Gospel and 

of the ways in which the Gospel is to be applied. 

 

 

In society: 

 

The Church of our age exists in a world in which the question of authority and obedience is being raised in a 

penetrating and, at times, even a violent way.  The Church inevitably feels the repercussions of this situation.  Let us 

look briefly at some characteristics of this general phenomenon. 

 

The abuses of authority by the powerful States that claimed to be establishing a new order and then inflicted 

upon mankind the catastrophes and atrocities of the Second World War, are similar to abuses by States that are 

traveling the same road today: the weaknesses and disappointing failures of democratic systems that fly the flag of 

freedom, but cannot solve the most crucial human problems.  All this has led to disillusionment, unrest, and rebellion 

in various countries.  It has also led to a widespread distrust of everything that is proposed under the rubric of 

authority, order, or the status quo; in short, a distrust of any and every call for obedience.  The reaction is, however, a 

complicated one, since it is easy to pass from a sometimes anarchic assertion of freedom to the exercise of 

oppressive violence by the State or certain groups or public opinion.   

 

 

Between the generations: 

 

This general unrest is intensified by the inevitable conflict between the generations, a conflict that has taken on 
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forms peculiar to our time.  The family is the primordial, natural cell of society and the basic framework within 

which relations of authority and obedience are established.  But today more than ever before, the family is facing 

many challenges: the criticisms of marriage itself: the legal recognition of divorce; the assertion of individual and 

sexual freedom: the questionings and discoveries of a society that is based on technology more than on nature, a 

society that imposes on its members a rhythm of life and progress, which is much more rapid than in the past, and 

thus leads to constant change and an ever increasing instability. 

 

The parental generation has seen all ideals, even religious ones, called into question, It has lost the confidence 

given by an established wisdom, sure knowledge, and fixed ways of life.  It has become unsure and clumsy in the 

exercise of authority, and may even have itself rejected authority in its reaction against the much more authoritarian 

education common before the last war.  The young intuitively sense the uncertainty and uneasiness that are 

widespread in families and in society at large; their own spontaneous confidence and ardent thrust toward the future 

are undermined.  The young are then tempted to cut themselves off from a generation that has disillusioned them, 

and to band together, to live together, and to discuss and deal with their problems with the greatest freedom, but also 

with all the risks attendant on inexperience. 

 

Let us not paint the picture too black, however, for reality is always more complex and rich than any description 

of it can be.  We must avoid hasty generalizations about young vs. old, children vs. parents.  It is enough that we 

have pointed out the problem. 

 

 

In the Church: 

 

 

The Church, too, is experiencing a crisis of authority and obedience that is, to some extent, linked with and 

similar to the crisis in society at large and in the family.  It is worth recalling here, that we have shifted from an 

ecclesiology that emphasizes the hierarchy (the ecclesiology of Vatican I) to an ecclesiology focused on the people 

of God (the ecclesiology of Vatican II).  If we look to dominant tendencies and characteristic emphases, we can say 

that the Church of recent centuries, up to Vatican II was marked by a very rigid conception and practice of authority.  

The action of the hierarchy - pope, bishops, priests, superiors, was very much to the <force doctrine?, doctrine of 

force> (with great concern for its purity), and impulses to action came chiefly from above, while initiatives 

originating in the Christian people could develop only after being duly ratified by those in authority.  In the area of 

morality, obedience to the commandments of God and the Church, to the proscriptions of canon law, and to the 

decisions of the hierarchy, seemed to have become the greatest of the virtues, and there was a distrust of the mind 

when it asked questions before obeying.  It was hardly an age of dialogue; since the Second Vatican Council, the 

emphasis has shifted from the hierarchy to <the> people of God, from law and obedience to freedom and individual 

conscience.  According to certain kinds of thinking, which are setting the tone these days, priority should be given to 

impulses from below, which represent the people and reflect real life, or to the small ‘base communities’, where the 

most important dynamic energies of the Church have their source; priority should be given also to the debates and 

decisions of assemblies and commissions at the parochial, diocesan, national, and ecclesial levels.  Rigid orthodoxy 

has been replace by a broad-minded pluralism and the inquiries of a theology that is eager to question and criticize. 

 

Because they suffered from obedience or at least obeyed too much, many Catholics are allergic as it were to the 

interventions of authority.  Superiors hardly dare call any more for a straightforward obedience.  Every thing must be 

handled through dialogue, and be left open to question and challenge.  Sociological questionnaires and samplings are 

looked upon as authoritative. 

 

This picture is, of course, too schematic to do justice to all the situations mentioned.  The preconciliar Church 

was not exclusively authoritarian, nor are we at the mercy today of an unbridled democratism.  Throughout its 

history the Church has known many powerful renewals, for which the initiative came from the Christian people, 

including the laity, and the postconciliar effort at renewal can hard back to these precedents and consider itself to be 

in continuity with them. 

 

At the same time, however, there is a value in seeing clearly the characteristics and orientations that determine 

the approaches to the problem of obedience that we are experiencing today, and that we see evidenced in the 
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publications and movements which are stirring Christian opinion. 

 

Some people, for example, focus their attention solely on the demand for human rights, and they fail to take into 

account the demands made by the truth and the doctrinal teaching which the Christian people need, or the demands 

of religious and priestly commitments to the Church that were freely made.  As a result, these individuals seek to 

render suspect or to discredit entirely the interventions and decisions of competent authority.  Others, at the opposite 

end of the spectrum, reject the ‘liberalism’ of the Council and appeal to the Church ‘of every age’, which they 

conceive to be ruled by a monolithic hierarchy.  These individuals fail to see that they are leading their adherents into 

a blind-alley, a contradictory position: in the name of a Church with a rigid hierarchical structure that is built on the 

authority of pope and councils, they rebel against the present pope and the recent council, and inevitably foster an 

instinctive reaction of disobedience.  It is significant that a newspaper could recently attribute both to the followers 

of Archbishop Lefebvre and to the extreme progressivists the statement that, “Rome is destroying the Church through 

obedience.” 

 

But the question can be turned on these two groups: “Are you not destroying the Church through disobedience?” 

 

We must not allow ourselves to lose confidence in the face of these difficult questions and situations.  Our duty 

as men and Christians today is to reflect on them, and determine our course in the light of the Gospel and our own 

rational efforts.  This we do and must do within a Church that still has the promises of the Holy Spirit and eternal 

life, while she endeavors to come to grips with the real problems of the world and mankind. 

 

 

The need of authority and obedience: 

 

Abuses of authority in the civil, social, familial, and other spheres (including the Church) are due to the 

instinctive desire for domination that lurks in the heart of every man.  These abuses should not make us forget two 

principles, which form the natural basis of every human society. 

 

1. Man is <a> being whose nature destines him to live in society.  He has need of other men if his many 

material needs, for food, clothing, protection, etc. - are to be met.  It is evident that he also needs other 

human beings if his intellectual and spiritual needs are to be met: the need of truth, friendship, love, and the 

many kinds of exchanges  for which these are the basis. 

 

2. Every society needs organization, so that there may be a satisfactory distribution of the functions which are 

useful to the life of the community.  Every society therefore needs an authority, whose special task is to 

regulate and order the whole for the well-being of all the members.  The correlative of authority is some 

form of obedience within  the society and within the different levels and organisms that make it up.  This is 

why every society, every nation that has achieved a measure of development, is provided with a constitution 

that expresses and regulates the principal relations among its members. 

 

 

The various forms of obedience: 

 

We said that some form of obedience is necessary.  There are, however, many forms of obedience, just as there 

are different ways of organizing authority and the society as a whole.  Obedience and authority are not necessarily 

monolithic; far from it.   

 

To illustrate this statement, we shall take are examples from a very enlightening book: The Living World Of 

Religious Men And Women (Le Monde vivant des Religieux); Paris, 1964, written by Leo Moulin, a Belgian socialist 

and a non-believer.  What he says of Religious can easily be applied, as he himself notes (he is a political scientist), 

to civil society and to the Church at large.   

 

Moulin tells us that when he started his investigation he was convinced, “that the powers of the Superior in the 

world of Religious men and women were absolute, arbitrary, harsh, and unlimited.  They represented something 

sinister, something half-way between Russian autocracy and the Führer principle.  “The attitude summed up in the 
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words ‘like a corpse’ permeated (in my view) the life and conduct of Religious; it was the essential law of their 

communities, the secret of their strength, their very reason for existing” (p. 18).  Such was Moulin’s outlook until the 

day when, out of curiosity, he began to read the Rule of St. Benedict, and then, his appetite aroused, began to acquire 

a knowledge of the constitutions of the other Religious Orders.  He discovered that there were quite different ways of 

organizing the relations between Religious and their superiors; he found, too, that the dominant concern was to 

promote the common good and the good of each individual, <as?, and> to establish a sensible balance between the 

leaders and those who are subject to them, and thus to avoid abuses of power.   

 

Thus the exercise of authority and the conception and practice of obedience take quite different forms, just as 

they did at those periods of Church history when the Religious Orders were founded and left their imprint on the 

Church.  It is therefore utterly incorrect, both historically and in theory, to reduce obedience, especially in the 

Church, to the “like a corpse” notion, that is,  to the blind submission with which Leo Moulin initially identified it 

(he was led to this by some of the writings on obedience that were current in the last century).  Obedience shares in 

the rich diversity of life itself, with its capacity for inventing a variety of forms and relations within society.  In any 

event, obedience is subject to certain limitations (which is not to say that it is scanted <i.e., barely sufficient> or 

second-rate) when it is obedience to other human beings, to superiors, who are themselves subject to the law of God 

and to a rule or body of legislation, sometimes quite detailed, that grounds, motivates, defines and limits the exercise 

of their authority.   

 

The form of obedience that we seek to practice in the Family of the Holy Apostles is clearly explained in the 

meditation on the evangelical counsel of obedience (cf. “Evangelical Counsels”: Obedience).   

 

 

Obedience, love and understanding:  

 

In recent centuries the concept of obedience has unfortunately been impoverished because it has been treated in 

excess of isolation from two factors <that> must come into play if obedience is to be vital and fruitful.  I mean love 

and understanding.   

 

1.  Obedience proceeds from love.  If we enter a community, be it the family, a religious group, the Church, or 

any other society, we do so because we are urged on by a love that makes us seek and desire the good of the 

members of the community, as though it were our own good.  Consequently, this love inclines us to obey 

others, according to a set of rules, in order that we may contribute what we can to the good of all.  It is 

because we love that we agree to obey and sacrifice ourselves; obedience is the active expression of love 

and helps love reach its fulfillment.  It is, then, out of love for Christ and the brethren that a religious 

commits himself to obedience and accepts the sacrifices which obedience entails.  The same love of Christ, 

Church, and neighbor should inspire the obedience of all Christians, Love and obedience are intimately 

connected: a person obeys truly and from the heart only if he loves; conversely, he does not truly love, no 

matter what his claims to the contrary, unless he is able to practice obedience and thereby devote himself to 

the good of others. 

 

2. Obedience calls for understanding.  When a person loves, he seeks to understand.  If he is to love a 

community, he must know its principal goals and share the community’s concern for them.  Obedience 

supposes that kind of knowledge, and each act of obedience must be seen, as clearly as possible, in the light 

of that knowledge.  Obedience, like faith, seeks to grow into the light; it is ready to accept times of 

obscurity and difficulty, but <it does so> in order to move forward toward greater light.  There has been too 

much emphasis on the idea of obedience as blind, just as there has been on the obscurity proper to faith.  

We, who are believers and who obey in the name of the Gospel, are children not of darkness and night but 

of the light and the day, as St. Paul tells us. 

 

Those in authority must therefore appeal to our understanding as much as to our will, but to a loving 

understanding, a mind which, under the influence of love, focuses its attention on the goals made visible to us by the 

light of faith.  This is why regular dialogue, an exchange of thoughts regarding the goals of the community and the 

ways of attaining them, is necessary between superiors and the members of a community, for they need one another 

if they are <to> succeed in the enterprise. 
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This kind of exchange does not exclude possible criticism or even reproaches addressed to those in authority, 

provided that the criticism and reproaches are motivated by the love that edifies and seeks to build up.  We have 

examples of this in St. Paul’s dealings with St. Peter and in the way in which many saints (St. Bernard and St. 

Catherine of Siena, for example) dealt with popes down the centuries. 

 

 

Adult obedience: 

 

The kind of obedience we have been describing is perfectly suitable for adults, such as we wish to be; it is 

utterly different from the mean, insipid obedience people speak of when they want to criticize this virtue.  We all 

know the caricature.  Obedience is a blind, childish attitude of passivity, and utter lack of initiative; it keeps a man 

‘flat on his face’ in the presence of authority; it is fitting only for slaves, whom force alone keeps subject to their 

masters and the possessors of power in the society.  Elsewhere, obedience should be replaced by rebellion and 

rejection. 

 

Adult obedience is very different from that.  It proceeds from a mind that knows and shares the principal goals 

and motivations, while being also aware of difficulties and weaknesses.  It proceeds from a will that spontaneously 

dedicates itself to those goals and that exercises its own initiative, thus bringing our best powers into play.  Far from 

keeping us in an infantile condition, authentic obedience helps make us adults, for it teaches us to collaborate with 

others in a human work that transcends, in scope and value, anything we could undertake by ourselves.  Love, it is 

said, makes a man.  We can add that we become fully adult only if we have successfully endeavored to obey, and 

have discovered that obedience, when authentic, does not debase us but makes us grow. 

 

 

Obedience in the Church: 

 

In the Church, which St. Paul compares to a body with many members, there can be different levels and forms of 

obedience.  Each of them, however, requires us to exercise our understanding, so that we may know just what our 

situation is.  Obedience to the essential truths and dogmas, or the Gospel, is one thing; obedience to an encyclical or 

a bishop’s pastoral letter is something else.  Different again is obedience owing to a pope or a bishop or religious 

superior, whose power is defined by a rule.  In addition, there is a variety of functions and charisms in the body of 

the Church, and these give authority a variety of expression and call for varied responses.  In every case, obedience 

calls into play our mind, that is enlightened by the Gospel, and our good will. 

 

It can happen, of course, that we legitimately disagree with a decision or choice made by one <other?, or 

another> authority in the Church (to take one example).  Every Christian has the right, and at times even the duty, of 

passing a judgment in the light of faith in matters which concern him, and of defending that judgment, provided he 

does so in a spirit of cooperation to the truth and to the Church, and in a peaceable manner.  We should add that in 

practice obedience is often concerned with minor matters, where it is not worth the trouble of seeking a 

confrontation.  A sense of humor and proportion can remove many a stumbling block from the path of obedience. 

 

In the Church, however, authority and obedience play a special role that we do not find in other societies.  The 

Church is not a natural society like a family or a nation, nor a utilitarian construct in which we might claim, 

according to our democratic view of things, that authority comes essentially from the members, that is, the people.  

The Church is the work of the Holy Spirit, and Christ is its head.  This means that the people of God who make up 

the Church receive from above, that is, from Christ and not from themselves, the teaching that enlightens them and 

the power of Spirit that animates them.  This is why the Church has need of a spiritual authority, who is given 

overseership of preaching and the safeguarding of evangelical doctrine and of the gift of grace that is communicated 

through the sacraments, and who exercises his office in the name of Christ and as the instrument of Christ’s Spirit.  

Consequently, the obedience of faith requires obedience to the Church and its authority, so that we may be a people 

gathered, not by our common will (that would be an illusion), but by the will and love of Christ who is our light and 

salvation. 

 

Obedience in the church, then - and we mean the Church as incarnated in its members with their limitations, 
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weaknesses, and sins - participates in a special way in obedience to Christ through faith, without at all excluding, 

however, the prudent exercise of our own reason. 

 

Such obedience maps out for us with a sure hand the sometimes narrow road grace intends to follow in our lives. 

 

 

The Mystery of obedience: 

 

If, then, we are to grasp the full scope of obedience in the Church we must be aware of the <depth dimension?, 

dimension of depth> that accrues to it because of Christ.  But this takes us into <the> realm of mystery and involves 

the kind of experience that can be expressed only in paradox.  Christian obedience is given directly and principally to 

Christ, who, by his own obedience to the Father, became our master and model.  Far from enslaving us, such 

obedience sets us free of all the powers of this world, whatever form they may take: the State, the opinion of men, the 

various authorities, suffering and deaths, and all the instincts within us that give these other powers a hold on us.  At 

the same time obedience to Christ makes us all equals in his sight: there is neither Jew nor Greek, master nor slave, 

male nor female - and, we may add, neither pope nor bishop, nor priest, nor layman nor religious.  All of us have but 

one master, and he makes us all brothers and sisters. 

 

On the other hand, Christian obedience, inspired by this same love for the brethren, impels us to consent and 

submit to a whole range of human relationships.  It impels us to render to each person a spontaneous, joyous 

obedience, depending on the function he exercises and the authority he possesses, whether in the Church or in 

society at large, while being especially attentive to the needs of the lowly in whom Christ manifests himself to us. 

 

Such is the obedience that becomes a path to freedom, and <exemplies?, exemplifies> in the fullest possible way 

the evangelical law which Christ himself was the first to follow: he who exalts himself will be humbled, he who 

humbles himself will be exalted.  At the last supper, as the moment was at hand for his greatest exaltation, Jesus said: 

“If I, then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet” (Jn 13, 14), as 

servants do.  He also says: “No longer do I call you servants... but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard 

from my Father I have made known to you” (Jn 15, 15).  But it was in loving obedience that Christ accomplished and 

revealed what he had received from his Father. 

 

Obedience is a mysterious and marvelous thing.  In the last analysis, it transcends words and concepts and 

reveals its true face only to those who have committed themselves to it and have been captivated by its hidden 

beauty. 


