
Monastic obedience is not about hazing others into conformity, nor infantilizing 
grown adults, nor abdicating personal responsibility, but about discovering the 
freedom to be fully alive. Obedience is the toughest of the monastic vows, but it 
also yields the richest fare. Fare for us all. 

Obedience involves the exercise of our will. From the beginning of creation, God 
exercises willfulness. God calls creation into being. We have been created in the 
image of God with our own will. Our life’s invitation is to align our own God-given 
will with God’s will, and Jesus is our exemplar. Jesus said, “For I have come down 
from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me.”1  So what 
about Jesus’ own will? Jesus’ will had been formed by his own life experience. 
Though Jesus was eventually recognized as “Lord,” he could lead because he 
had already learned to follow.2  Jesus gives his own will as an offering to God for 
its transformation. 

Jesus learned to listen. Biblical Hebrew contains no word that means “to obey.” 
Instead we read the verb shema, which means to hear and to respond. Between 
the time that Jesus was twelve years old in the Temple in Jerusalem, and when he 
appears before his cousin John to be baptized, almost twenty years pass. What 
happened during those “hidden years”? Jesus was learning to listen to his life: 
“How can this be?” “How shall I be?” Jesus was learning how to align his own will 
to the will of the God whom he calls “Father.” Jesus eventually said, “I have come 
… not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me”; however that is not 

1 John 6:38. In Matthew 26:39, Jesus said: “My Father, not what I want but what you 
want.” Saint Paul writes: “[Jesus] humbled himself and became obedient to the point of 
death” (Philippians 2:8).

2 1 Corinthians 15:28.
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where he started in life.3  Sr. Joan Chittester calls obedience “the willingness to 
listen for the voice of God in life,” and she predicts that it will “wrench us out of 
the limitations of our own landscape. We are being called to something outside of 
ourselves, something greater than ourselves, something beyond ourselves.”4  We 
see such obedience, and how it plays out, in the life of Jesus.

The practice of listening to our life is essential to finding our way. In SSJE’s Rule of 
Life, we recognize that “obedience requires us to be constantly attentive to the 
voice of the Spirit within our hearts, endowing us with our own unique authority 
and gifts.”5  Who you are, what you are, why you value or devalue various things 
in life have been informed or deformed from your past. Your desires do not come 
from nowhere. We need to be on good speaking terms with our own past, about 
which God is already fully apprised. This is the experience Saint Paul refers to 
when he says that one day, “I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.”6  
Obedience requires listening. The English verb “to obey” comes from the Latin, 
obaudīre: to listen. 

A second practice essential to cultivate for obedience is surrender. Most every 
day we are reminded that we are not God. Many things are beyond our control, 
which is actually our salvation. Life’s challenge, and life’s liberation, is to give up 
our will to God. I’m not speaking of the denial or denigration of our will, but the 
transformation of our will. It’s not that our will is too big and we want too much. 
No, it’s likely the opposite. We are prone to will too little, and to clutch at tiny 
things when we’ve been created for greatness, for God’s light and life and love 
to simply teem from us. The invitation for surrender is to align our will with God’s 
will and then to receive in return God’s gift of life: fearlessly, generously, faithfully, 
being fully alive. Our not being God is our salvation. Surrender to that reality and 
you will be given back life on new terms. Jesus’ terms. You will be amazed, and 
you will be amazing. 

God has called us to be active co-creators in Christ, not passive recipients of 
external instructions. The English Benedictine, Dom Daniel Rees, says that “the 
Christian and monastic model for discerning God’s will in a given situation is not 
finding the solution to a crossword puzzle, where the answer must be exactly 
right... Rather, we are given building blocks and have to see what can be done 

3 John 6:38.

4 Sr. Joan Chittister, OSB in A Spirituality for the 21st Century; The Rule of Benedict; 
(Prologue).

5 SSJE Rule of Life, Chapter 12: “The Spirit of Obedience.”

6 1 Corinthians 13:12.
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with them, using all our intelligence, sensitivity, and love.”7  

The practice of obedience is part of our lifelong conversion to Christ. The Jesuit 
priest, Karl Rahner, defined obedience as “a free acceptance of what is necessary 
or of what in a particular situation is inevitable.” In coming to understand and 
accept the meaning of his life and the imminence of his death, Jesus learned 
obedience. Sometimes our obedience is very costly. Obedience is always seeking 
the mind of Christ: what would Jesus do if he were you? Incorporate the word 
“obedience” into the active vocabulary of your soul. Will you always get it right, 
where your will is conformed to Christ’s? No, not in my experience. But I do desire 
this, as will you: to be attentive and faithful to the myriad ways that God Emmanuel 
– God with us – is directing us, impressing us, guiding us, alluring us, loving us into 
that place of being fully and freely alive. 

7 Dom Daniel Rees, OSB in Consider Your Call; A Theology of Monastic Life Today; 
pp. 189-204.

Curtis Almquist, an SSJE Brother for more than 30 years, works with leaders 
from a wide spectrum of professional disciplines, helping them listen and 
respond to the amazing gift of life.

The Brothers of SSJE are a community of men giving our whole selves 
over to living the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Rooted in the ancient monastic 
traditions of prayer and community life, and critically engaged with con-
temporary culture, we seek to know and share an authentic experience of 
God’s love and mercy. We live a common life shaped by worship, prayer, 
and our Rule of Life. 

We invite you to learn more at www.SSJE.org
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Q U O T E S  to ponder

What will heaven be to us, when we shall no longer be able to exercise our own 
will? There but one thought is in every heart, “Father, not my will, but thine, be 
done.”  – Richard Meux Benson, SSJE (1824-1915)

Obedience is the very life of Christ. It is not that he was obedient one moment 
and free the next. He was always the servant of God. He became by his perfect 
obedience the principle of restoration, by which the whole creation is to be brought 
out of the discordant disorganization of sin into the obedience and harmony of 
holiness, that is into obedience to God’s will. “Lo, I come to do thy will.”
 – George Congreve, SSJE (1824-1918)

In our dealings with one another, let us be more eager to understand those who 
differ from us than either to refute them or to press upon them our own tradition. 
Whenever there are differences which persist, there is sure to be something of 
value on both sides. 
 – William Temple (1881-1944), Archbishop of Canterbury 1942-1944

I want so much this freedom,
this life not pain-free
but unparalysed;
this movement, chosen
not without struggle
but loosed from self-wounding,
corrupt obedience to an evil law.
This work, uninflected, whole, exuberant,
I have wanted this so much. 
 – Janet Morley

Take my life, and let it be
Consecrated, Lord, to Thee;
Take my moments and my days,
Let them flow in ceaseless praise,
Let them flow in ceaseless praise.

Take my voice, and let me sing
Always, only, for my King;
Take my lips, and let them be
Filled with messages from Thee,
Filled with messages from Thee.
 – Frances Ridley Havergal (1836-1879); Hymnal 1982, 707.
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Q U E S T I O N S  to consider

“Begin where you are. Obey now. Use what little obedience you are capable of, 
even if it be like a grain of mustard seed. Begin where you are.” 
 – Thomas R. Kelly (1893-1941), in A Testament of Devotion.

If you are at a fork, and nothing from outside gives you direction, do what you most 
deeply want. Follow your own God-given will, to God’s glory. Pray a postscript that, 
if you’re heading down a path that is too sparse, God will intervene by closing a 
door or turning off the lights. Otherwise, do what you want, to God’s glory. 

Listen to your life:
• If you are discerning between options, what of these options is in 

accord with past revelation you have known? 
• If a passage of scripture, a poem, a story, a hymn, a movie, etc., has 

captured your heart’s attention and direction, does this text weave well 
into the tapestry of your life, or is this a stray thread?

• If you believe God is leading you in a particular direction, seek 
confirmation from some other people who know you well and who say 
their prayers. Don’t listen alone.  

The Letter to the Hebrews (5:8) says, quite literally, that Jesus learned “to listen” 
(oftentimes translated “to obey”) through what he suffered...” How has your own 
experience of suffering honed your desire and freedom to obey?

What kind of relationship do you have with your own will? Is your will trustworthy? 
Why?

“We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we 
have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, 
concerning the word of life…” (1 John 1:1). A witness testifies to what he/she has 
seen or heard. A witness has credibility only in so far as they speak from their own 
experience. What is your testimony concerning Jesus that informs who you are to 
become and what you are to do? 

P R A C T I C E S  to try
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P R AY E R S  for humility

Lord, you are the light of the minds who know you, the life of the souls who love 
you, and the strength of the souls who serve you. Help us to know you that we 
may truly love you, so to love you that we may fully serve you, whose service is 
perfect freedom. Through Christ our Lord. – Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

Direct us, O Lord, in all our doings with your most gracious favor, and further us 
with your continual help; that in all our works begun, continued, and ended in 
you, we may glorify your holy Name, and finally, by your mercy, obtain everlasting 
life; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.  – Book of Common Prayer

In the deeper levels of your life, where you are alone with God the Loving Eternal 
One, keep up a silent prayer, “Open thou my life. Guide my thoughts where I dare 
not let them go. But Thou darest. Thy will be done.”  –Thomas R. Kelly (1893-
1941), A Testament of Devotion

Grant, O God, that in all time of our testing we may know your presence and obey 
your will; that, we may with integrity and courage accomplish what you give us to 
do, and endure what you give us to bear; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives 
and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.  
– Holy Women, Holy Men

Almighty and eternal God, so draw our hearts to you, so guide our minds, so 
fill our imaginations, so control our wills, that we may be wholly yours, utterly 
dedicated to you; and then use us, we pray, as you will, and always to your glory 
and the welfare of your people; through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.  
– Book of Common Prayer

R E S O U R C E S  to explore
Janet Morley, All Desires Known

Thomas R. Kelly, A Testament of Devotion

Joan Chittister, OSB, Following the Path: The Search for a Life of Passion, Purpose, 
and Joy


