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Introduction

“All the good of creatures consists in the fulfi llment of the 
Divine Will. And this is never better attained than by the 
practice of obedience, in which is found the annihilation of 
self-love and the true liberty of sons of God. This is the 
reason why souls truly good experience such great joy and 
sweetness in obedience”.

ST. VINCENT DE PAUL

St. Vincent had gained so complete a submission to the Divine Will 
that he cheerfully obeyed whoever had authority over him, including 
the Pope, bishops, priests, royalty and civil rulers. He showed special 
respect for all of them, and wanted his missionaries to be obedient 
like Jesus, who always did the will of his Father. Thus, our obedience 
is a constant search to make decisions about our personal goals 
and community plans. We listen to the voice of God within our hearts, 
along with the community, for an effective missionary apostolate. 
This meditation will refl ect on the vow of obedience according to 
our Constitutions and Statutes. Before discussing our Constitutions 
and the vow of obedience, let us review how obedience is viewed in 
today’s world.

The present situation

The relationship between the practice of obedience and use of 
authority is a relevant topic today. They are interrelated, so it is ben-
efi cial to treat them together. Some refer to our current diffi culties in 
consecrated life as a crisis of obedience, while others defi ne it as the 
crisis of authority. While some see the shift from a monarchical to a 
collegial model of authority in consecrated life as a welcome develop-
ment, others see it as a recipe for disaster. It is good to begin with a 
philosophical context and acknowledge the monarchical way of func-
tioning will gradually give way to a collegial model of functioning in 
the Church and consecrated life.
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The concept of the primacy of subjectivity expounded by philoso-
phers and thinkers in the post-World War II era has been embraced 
by modern society, and is largely the basis for contemporary thinking. 
Belief in the primacy of subjectivity has contributed to the growing 
awareness of the value of the human person and the rights of indi-
viduals. Respect for the dignity of the human person, and positively 
fostering one’s free development and autonomy has become a signifi -
cant trait of modernity. The “subject-based” contemporary thinking 
and the complexity of modern life give rise to new ways of conceiving 
authority and obedience in society. Slowly but surely, autocratic meth-
ods are giving way to democratic styles of governing.

The Church has also been affected by contemporary developments 
in society. As society moves from autocratic methods to democratic 
styles of governance, the Church is evolving from a monarchical method 
to a more collegial model of governance (as seen in Lumen Gentium). 
Alongside hierarchical structures, there is a tendency to promote 
“grass-root level interactive groupings”, at the initiative of the hierarchy 
itself and because of a demand from below. Most “grass-root level 
interactive groupings” have already been institutionalized in the Code 
of Canon Law (diocesan synods, presbyteral councils, and pastoral 
councils) and in the Constitutions, Statutes, and Provincial Norms of 
various communities such as assemblies, house meetings, local com-
munity plans, and provincial plans. (For further reading, see by ROBERT 
P. MALONEY, C.M., The Way of Vincent de Paul: A Contemporary Spiritu-
ality in the Service of the Poor).

This changed mindset of modernity has produced new expectations, 
including dialogue, consultation, collective decision-making, question-
ing, and shared responsibility. The Church and those in consecrated 
life continue to introduce such methods of functioning to address 
modern expectations. New forms of horizontal structures are being 
added to the existing structures of governance to address a growing 
desire for a participatory style of governance.

Today’s philosophical mindset generates diffi culties in exercising 
obedience and authority, but it also provides positive opportunity for 
rediscovering the genuine meaning of obedience. The present-day 
mindset encourages personal autonomy and fulfi llment, thus creating 
resistance to mortifi cation of one’s own will for the sake of the com-
mon good. It also threatens the meaning of obedience. As the exercise 
of authority has been renewed in many places, efforts are being 
made to see authority as a service to spiritual, apostolic, and fraternal 
revitalization of persons and communities. This, in turn allows for 
greater closeness between superiors and subjects, enabling a shift 
from a passive obedience to an obedience of greater dialogue and par-
ticipation.
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The real problem is that the excessive dependence in former times 
has often been replaced not by balanced participation, but by independ-
ence under the aegis of democratic ideas. Also, there is insuffi cient 
attention given to the vow of obedience it its Christological foundation. 
At times, we can fall into the temptation to see obedience as simply a 
practical organizational tool and a sociological part of life designed for 
effi ciency, rather than seeing it by its true nature: as a theological and 
spiritual reality by its nature. If we view obedience and authority only 
as an organizational tool for apostolic effectiveness, we will encounter 
diffi culties in living this vow.

Our Constitutions repeatedly call us to understand that for us as 
Vincentians, the exercise of obedience and authority is not simply an 
effi cient, practical organizational tool, but a profoundly theological-
spiritual reality by its nature. Our Constitutions call us to obey the will 
of the Father in the model of Jesus; to obey the human mediation in 
the person of the superior; to participate in the discernment process; 
to obey the superiors, even when we think our own opinion better; 
and to not to embrace obedience passively, but in an active, responsi-
ble way.

We are invited to obey the will of the Father in the model of Jesus

Our Constitutions invite us “to be obedient to the will of the Father 
manifested to us in many ways” (C. 36), and also makes it explicit that 
the way of Jesus must be the model for our way of obedience (C. 36). 
If Jesus is our model of obedience, our refl ection should begin with the 
nature of obedience of Jesus. What was the nature of Christ’s obedience 
and how did he obey? The scriptures state unambiguously ways in 
which Christ obeyed the will of his Father. The many sayings of 
Jesus about his personal obedience to the Father’s will (especially in 
John’s Gospel) demonstrate that for Jesus, obedience was not an atti-
tude or element added to his personality. Rather, obedience was intrin-
sic to his way of life: “My food is to do the will of him who sent me” 
(Jn. 4:34). He lived obedience when it presented a diffi cult chalice to 
drink (cf. Mt. 26:39.42; Lk. 22:42), and he made himself “obedient to 
the point of death, and death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8). His obedience was 
not passive; it was an active obedience. At the core of Jesus’ redemptive 
mission lies his unconditional obedience to the Father. Christ’s obedi-
ence above all was a commitment to follow a way of life, which resulted 
in the accomplishment of his mission.

The Constitutions offer us Jesus as the model to be followed in the 
practice of obedience. Christ’s obedience resulted in the fulfi llment of 
his mission. Following the example of Jesus, we come to realize that 
our obedience, beyond the obligation to obey superiors, is a commit-
ment to follow a way of life as prescribed in our Constitutions. In other 
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words, obedience is an intrinsic element in committing oneself to the 
Congregation. When one enters a community, he binds himself to a 
defi nite way of life within the Church. Such a life involves a mission. 
In our case, it is done to dedicate our whole lives to the service of the 
poor in the Congregation of the Mission.

In committing ourselves to the Congregation, we commit ourselves 
to its decisions. If we really wish to belong to a given apostolic society 
with its given ends, approved by the Church as part of her mission, 
we commit ourselves to live by the decisions of that Congregation. 
These decisions over the years are incorporated into the Constitutions, 
statutes and norms. As Christ’s obedience involved a commitment to 
follow a specifi c way of life for a specifi c purpose, our obedience is a 
commitment to follow a specifi c way of life as articulated in the above 
means.

We are invited to obey the human mediation in the person of the 
superior

The vow of obedience focuses on following Jesus and fi nds its 
foundation in the gospels. The scriptures state unambiguously that 
Jesus always seeks and does the will of his Father (cf. Jn. 4:34; 5:30), 
and calls his followers to do the same. However, there is a giant 
step from seeking and doing the will of God to seeking and doing 
God’s will as mediated by another person. It is here we come to under-
stand the challenge of consecrated life. It is important to understand 
that in consecrated life, all are expected to search for the Divine Will. 
It is equally important to know that we carry out such a search toge-
ther with our community. Article 37 of our Constitutions makes 
explicitly clear the communal orientation of Vincentian obedience 
and its missionary end. “To participate in this mystery of the obedient 
Christ requires us all to seek, as a community, the will of the Father” 
(C. 37, § 1).

It is true that we owe obedience to God alone, but we cannot ignore 
the reality of mediation, which guides us in seeking the Divine Will. 
God manifests his will in the interior motion of the Spirit, who “guides 
to all truth” (Jn. 16:13), but through multiple external mediations. 
The history of salvation is a story of mediation. The instruction given 
by The Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies 
of Apostolic Life (The Service of Authority and Obedience, 2005) exten-
sively treats the question of mediation, noting, “Mediations that exte-
riorly communicate the will of God must be recognized in the events 
of life and in laws that give order to the life of groups of people 
and the dispositions of those who are called to lead such groupings”. 
It further says, “One remains devoted to the Lord when sensing in some 
way his presence in human intermediaries, such as in the Rule, the 
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superiors, the community, the signs of the times and above all, the 
poor”. When one chooses to obey not only God but also others, one 
obeys God and not just others. Genuine obedience considers not 
the person to whom it is offered but Him for whose sake it is offered. 
Thus, we offer obedience to God through human mediations.

We are invited to participate in the discernment process

Since ordinarily we know God’s will through human mediation, 
searching for the God’s will demands a process of discernment. 
A Vincentian needs to listen to God’s voice not only in his own heart; 
he must, also pay attention to how God speaks through the community. 
In this process of discernment, one does not give up thinking, search-
ing, judging and deciding, but realizes he does not do this alone. 
He renounces aloneness for the sake of communion. Our Constitutions 
state that we seek the will of God “thorough mutual sharing of experi-
ence, open and responsible dialogue in which differences of age and 
outlook interact, so that common directions may surface and develop, 
and lead to making decisions” (C. 37). Our Constitutions highlight the 
importance of discernment in community, a willingness to listen to the 
inspiration of the Spirit in my confreres and myself in a prayerful man-
ner, rather than focusing on my own ideas or needs.

Persons in authority are at the service of the community as was the 
Lord Jesus, who washed the feet of his disciples. In turn, this enables 
the community to be at the service of the Reign of God (cf. Jn. 13:1-17). 
In discernment, those in authority search for the will of God, to ensure 
that it occurs in sincerity and truth. In his homily at the start of his 
Petrine ministry, Benedict XVI affi rmed this reality: “My real program 
of governance is not to do my own will, not to pursue my own ideas, 
but to listen, together with the whole Church, to the word and the will 
of the Lord, to be guided by Him, so that He himself will lead the 
Church at this hour of our history”.

The role of authority in consecrated life is the same: to follow a style 
of governance not to do their own will, but to listen together to discern 
the voice of God with the community. Thus, it is the responsibility of 
those in authority to introduce structures and communal exercises to 
support the development of a spirit of dialogue and discernment, such 
as community meetings, review of life, shared prayer, and refl ection. 
If such practices are to foster the spirit of listening, they need to be 
mutually agreed upon, not imposed. A challenge facing us today is to 
not only introduce conducive structures for mutual dialogue, but to 
faithfully implement that which is already in place in the Congregation 
to promote listening and dialogue. In some areas, local communities 
continue to encounter diffi culties in engaging themselves in a meaning-
ful dialogue.
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We are invited to obey the superiors even though we think our 
own opinion better

An effective community cannot be in a state of continuous discern-
ment. After discernment comes a time for decision-making. We fi nd 
in the Constitutions a clear directive for discernment and decision-
making. It says that those who exercise authority in the Congregation 
“should engage in dialogue”, but they “retain the authority to decide and 
command what is to be done” (C. 97, 2). Our Constitutions invite all to 
obey the decisions of superiors in the light of faith, even when we 
prefer our own opinion (C. 37, 2). According to the theological-spiritual 
perspective implied in the Constitutions, those in authority indirectly 
mediate God’s will. This is not to say they are humanly infallible in 
every concrete decision. Yet, they do their best in journeying with the 
community to search for God’s will, using methods sanctioned by the 
Church, such as God’s Word, the Constitutions and Common Rule, and 
decisions of General and Provincial assemblies.

We are invited to embrace obedience not in a passive way but in 
an active responsible way

It is clear from that our Constitutions call all confreres to embrace 
obedience, not as a passive carrying out of orders, but as a conscious 
commitments done in and for community. Jesus gave himself up to 
Judas, to the high priests, to his torturers, to the hostile crowd to be 
crucifi ed. He did so only because he was absolutely certain that every-
thing fi nds its meaning in complete fi delity to the plan of salvation 
willed by the Father. Christ’s obedience was not a passive acceptance, 
but an active, conscious fulfi llment of God’s will. Like Jesus, we obey 
joyfully the decisions taken after a meaningful dialogue, even when it 
is against our own views and opinions, because the nature of our obe-
dience is not a passive acceptance of orders. It is active, conscious 
fulfi llment of God’s will manifested to us through human mediation by 
one in authority. That is why when a person or group in the Congrega-
tion offers a critique of how we function, as long as charity is main-
tained, this critique should be seen as a diligent act of love for the 
Congregation.

We must use the gifts God has given us, such as intelligence and 
experience, but there are moments in the exercise of obedience 
and authority when faith and abandonment to God have the last word. 
It is possible that reason will fail to give us a satisfying explanation 
how God’s will is manifested in the will of the superior. Yet, it becomes 
meaningful to us when we see it from the perspective of our faith and 
abandonment to God. Mary used her human intelligence and ques-
tioned the message of the angel Gabriel, but in faith Mary was quick 
to obey (Lk. 1:38).
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Core challenges and conclusion

The core challenges confronting the diffi culties of our practice of 
obedience today include:

• Excessive individualism and over emphasis on personal rights that 
express themselves in resistance to a sense of common projects 
and mutual charity;

• In moving from a monarchical to collegial style of functioning, 
the emphasis has shifted to independence rather than balanced 
participation;

• A failure to view obedience and authority in consecrated life in 
its proper perspective, by at times falling into the trap of viewing 
them as merely an effective, organizational tool, thus neglecting 
or overlooking its theological-spiritual nature;

• The positive effects of encouraging and animating a practice of 
communal discernment and attentive listening as integral to our 
community life and living the mission today.

In conclusion, we see that in the modern world the way of viewing 
obedience and authority has changed, both in the Church and in 
society. Among other things, this is due to the dominant concept of 
the primacy of subjectivity, which places the individual at the center 
of everything, fostering the importance of self-realization. This has 
created diffi culties and opportunities for the practice of obedience 
and authority in consecrated life. We must move beyond seeing the 
practice of obedience and authority as a mere organizational tool for 
effi ciency, and reclaim it for the value of its theological-spiritual nature. 
Our Constitutions invite us to render obedience to the decisions of 
superiors in the light of faith even when we may think our own opinion 
better (C. 37, 2). While reason takes us to a certain level, where it stops, 
then faith must carry us forward.




