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OBEDIENCE, THE TEST OF LOVE

A number of years ago it was quite common on the occasion of a
wedding for the bride to promise the groom she would love, honor and
obey him. Long before the advent of the women's liberation movement
that phrase was dropped from the ceremony. Occasionally a bride will
still ask if the phrase is to be used and when she receives a negative
answer one can see a look of relief spread over her features. I must
say, however, that on one occasion I did have a bride specifically
request that a promise to obey be inserted into the ceremony. I have
often wondered how that marriage worked out and whether or not she is
still obeying.

It is relatively easy for someone to profess his love for another
person. Such a profession, however, is not a very adequate test of
love. Love requires some kind of commitment, even though it may not be
that of constant obedience to the wishes of another person. Jesus
gave us the supreme test of all love when he said, "By their fruits
you shall know them." What a person does is far more revealing of his
true feelings than what he says. How a person acts is far more
important than all his professions of love. In the case of one's
Christian love and devotion, Jesus gave us a specific test: "If you
love me keep my commandments." The test of our love for Christ is
obedience. In religion, in the spiritual life, obedience is the
requisite of true devotion.

The medieval Christian church had a trinity of disciplinary
measures without which it was felt there could be no progress in the
spiritual life. That triad consisted of the vows requiring poverty,
chastity, and obedience. Chastity disciplined the body. Poverty
disciplined the economic life. Obedience disciplined one's will. Today,
outside of certain Roman Catholic orders, great masses of men and
women seem to have rejected all three disciplines. They argue that
there must be another and equally efficacious way to a moral and
spiritual life. But one wonders if the real reason for the rejection
is not simply that the old requirements were just too demanding and we
have become too soft and indulgent to heed them.

The theory of the Middle Ages was that poverty, chastity and
obedience developed self-control. The theory was based on the
principle that if one made himself subservient, at least in part,
to the will of another, his own ego did not always rule his life. The
theory was, no doubt, a correct one. Whether or not our present lack
of self-control is due to having forsaken those disciplines or to
other factors may be in dispute. It is nevertheless true that it is
only when we do bring the self under control that we become free to
look for God and to find him.








