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Obedience: showing up and listening for God (updated)

By Sister Mary Pellegrino C.SJ.

Go Back

“MY FRIENDS ARE REALLY CONCERNED that I'm going to
take this vow of obedience and just be told what to do
and not have anything to say about it” This is what 28-
year-old Debra shared with me one day after several
months of fairly serious discernment with our
congregation. “I keep telling them that I don’t think that’s
true, but I don’t really know what to tell them is true; she
continued.

I challenged Debra to look back over the months we had
been working together and consider what in her
estimation guided our conversations. About a week later
she shared with me in an e-mail that when she
considered our work together, she realized that what
fundamentally guided our discernment was that, “We're
both showing up and listening for God”

The ability to live well the public witness of the vow of obedience starts with being able to
identify God’s presence and activity in one’s life. Photo by Paula Krzyzak, CC license.

Debra gets what is true about obedience. She gets that
obedience is fundamentally about showing up and
listening for God—whether it's the obedience of a
baptized Christian seeking God’s direction in life or that of a vowed religious participating with leaders in selecting a
ministry.

In this article I'd like to explore this notion of showing up and listening for God as it relates to assessing peoples’ potential
for embracing a life marked by a vow of obedience. I write from the assumption that a public vow of obedience in
consecrated life is an expression of the obedience to God to which all baptized Christians are called.

While I use personal anecdotes to illustrate various points, I do so in service to the broader social dimension of our vows
and the public witness of consecrated life. While our vows are deeply and profoundly personal expressions of a relationship
with Christ, they are in no way a private affair. Indeed their expression is to be a prophetic public witness to what life is like
in God’s beloved community in which everyone is loved, everyone is free and everyone has what they need.

We are, as Pope Francis reminded us during the Year For Consecrated Life, called to “wake up the world” through the lived
expression of our vows in the company of our sisters and brothers. Our vows are meant to free, not to constrain. When lived
well by those who are authentically called, they lend shape, not rigidity, to our lives and relationships. Each of our
communities, through its mission and charism, acts as a “house of belonging” from which we enter into and respond to the
needs of the world.

Surely we who are called to this life grow into these realities; we didn’t, and others after us won’t come initially prepared or
equipped for the demands of this life and the claims it places on us. Grace builds on nature, and so the discernment
process attempts to bring to light one’s natural inclinations, capacities, abilities, and longings. Grace builds on nature, and
so the discernment process attempts to bring to light one’s natural inclinations, capacities, abilities, and longings.

Grace builds on nature, and so the discernment process attempts to bring to light one’s natural inclinations, capacities, abilities, and
longings. Tweet this

As you encounter the discerners in this article, consider how your community’s witness to your mission, charism, and the
Gospel of Jesus would be served by this person’s presence. Consider what natural capacities might be present for grace to
build on. Consider how the discerner might contribute to or detract from the broader communal discernment or communal
work that takes place in your community.

Showing up
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Over the years I've found that how an individual “shows up” in the discernment process usually reveals interior attitudes
and dispositions. And these reflect his or her capacity, or lack thereof, for living a life of vowed obedience in a healthy and
life-giving manner. Janice and Barbara provide two such examples.

Each time I met with Janice she came with new insights, awarenesses, questions, and curiosities. She readily spoke of her
relationship with God and her rich prayer life. After each experience of our congregation, she talked about what stirred in
her during those encounters—both the attractions and the disappointments. While she was far from naive, Janice was
disarmingly honest with me, never even trying to sugarcoat anything that might reflect poorly on her. She had done a
significant amount of personal work prior to our working together and had learned a great deal about herself that she
could readily apply in her discernment process. Her ability to be self-directed was equally balanced by the interior attitude
of a seeker. While Janice respected my role and the authority of the congregation in her discernment process, she felt free
enough to question when she did not understand or agree with something, and she was able to take appropriate initiative
in pursuing particular insights or interests throughout our work together.

Barbara, on the other hand, was reticent in conversation, often responding, “I don’t know; to even the simplest questions
about her preferences, opinions or ideas. She spoke frequently of wanting to leave her job of over 15 years, which she did
not find fulfilling, but couldn’t identify any work that really interested her. She would do or read whatever I suggested, but
she didn’t pursue or initiate anything on her own. At the end of our conversations she would ask what “homework” she had
for the next time. Furthermore when I did not supply a thought or opinion for Barbara, she would become frustrated and
angry with me, judging that I was not doing my job.

At the end of a lengthy and exhausting conversation, I learned that when Barbara was growing up, she and her siblings
would be either belittled or punished if they came up with the wrong answer to their father’s questions or if they offered an
opinion, thought or idea contrary to his own. Responding, “I don’t know; to any of her father’s inquiries seemed the safest
way to avoid embarrassment or punishment. Her father then would supply her and her siblings with his own opinion or
idea from which they would take direction.

As we continued to work through some of the issues that surfaced in this conversation it became clear to me that Barbara’s
discernment process was the first time she had addressed her issues related to autonomy, self-responsibility, and personal
authority. It was apparent she needed a place other than the discernment process to grow toward a healthy and whole self.
Shortly after the conversation noted here, we terminated Barbara’s discernment process so she could pursue personal
development in an appropriate environment.

Regardless of why Janice and Barbara showed up differently in their discernment processes, the fact is that one showed up
with skills, abilities, and capacities needed for discernment, and the other did not. And because skills for seeking the will of
God in our lives (discernment) are needed in order to choose the will of God (obedience), Janice’s potential to embrace a
vow of obedience was far more intact than Barbara’s.

Religious life is a life of self-donation, so ultimately there must be a “self” to donate. Regardless of whether people are
members of a religious congregation, the degree to which they assume responsibility and direction for their own lives says
something about their self-hood. Our formation processes must be places in which peoples’ autonomy and personal
authority are placed in relationship to and ordered according to a greater communal good. Therefore, it's appropriate for
both vocation ministers and congregations to expect entrants to possess an age-appropriate sense of self, autonomy, and
personal authority.

I've found it helpful in discerning with a potential candidate to be attentive to several questions related to autonomy,
personal authority, and her relationship with external authority. Where and how does she take responsibility for her life? For
her successes, failures, mistakes? Does she demonstrate appropriate initiative in conversation or activities? How is she
affected by feedback or observations that might be unflattering or critical? Can she offer her opinions without being
opinionated? Does she engage her own life, or does she wait for others to include her? Can she indicate and own her
preferences, or does she more often than not say, “I don’t care” or, “It doesn’t matter”? Can she compromise, negotiate, or let
go of her preferences for a greater good or for the good of another and not be diminished by that? What evidence is there
that she is a listener and a learner? When seeking legitimate direction, does she use permission seeking language (Am I
allowed to ...?) as opposed to language that reflects greater autonomy and responsibility (Would it be appropriate if I ...?)?

Listening for God

The first couple of times I met with 40-year-old Kathy I listened for any mention of God as a motivating factor in her
interest in religious life. Even allowing for the nervousness and anxiety that is normal in these initial conversations, it
became sadly apparent that while Kathy had several reasons for wanting to be a Sister of St. Joseph, God was not among
them.

When I asked Kathy to share a bit about her experience of God’s presence in her life, she responded, “I really don’t think of
God in my life that much. I just keep trying different things hoping that maybe this time I'll be happy. If I were Kathy’s
friend, spiritual director, or counselor, I would have responded much differently, but since I was her vocation director, I
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For vowed religious, being able to identify our experience of God’s presence and the patterns of grace given and received is
an essential skill that nurtures our vocation as well as our ability to offer our whole selves in service to the Gospel through
the mission of our congregation. Recognizing these patterns, the nuances of our relationship with God, our attractions and
resistances are all part of “listening for God” as any one of us attempts to live in community under a vow of obedience.

While potential candidates may not have the same abilities to listen for God as golden jubilarians, they need at least a
rudimentary ability to recognize the presence and action of God in their lives and in the world. Furthermore they must
possess age-appropriate ways of expressing that awareness in order to recognize (discernment) and choose to embrace
(obedience) the will, movement and desires of God in their lives.

I find it helpful to pay attention to several factors related to an inquirer’s ability to listen for God. Is she involved in spiritual
direction? What does her prayer life look like? What nourishes or sustains her spiritual Life? How has she made significant
decisions in her life? How does she see herself at this time in her life in relationship to the broader Christian community?
To the world? What are the influences and desires that hold the most sway in her life? Are these influences and desires
ordered in God, or do other influences and desires seem to take priority at this time? Is she able to recognize and own the
patterns of grace given and received in her life? Is she able to speak of her experience of God’s presence and activity in her
life?

How are community decisions made?

One of the questions inquirers eventually ask me is, “How did you get to be vocation director?” While they might be
interested in why I'm doing what I'm doing, it's been my experience that what they really want to know is whether I was
assigned, asked, or told to do this ministry or whether I chose it.

Questions like this can open a place in the discernment process to explore how decisions are made in religious
congregations and how personal authority and communal authority relate to each other in decision-making. In any
congregation the manner in which decisions are made about anything from ministry choices to housing to finances to the
use of communal resources is a daily expression of the relationship between personal authority and communal authority—
which is ultimately an expression of the vow of obedience.

Just as there are distinct and legitimate differences in the ways that potential candidates might come to decisions in their
lives, there are also distinct and legitimate differences in the ways in which religious communities come to decisions in
their lives.

The clearer that we as vocation ministers and as community members can be about our decision-making practices, the
greater the service we do our congregations and those considering entering them. It’s not only fair but responsible to share
the expectations our congregations have about the degree of a member’s personal involvement in decisions that will affect
his or her life and the life of the congregation as a whole.

Sisters in my congregation tell story upon story of—in years past—receiving their ministry assignment on a particular day in
August and having to leave for the new site almost immediately. Potential candidates hear those stories and, like Debra,
they may not think that still happens, but they do wonder what exactly does happen and how we all wind up where we are.

Potential candidates have a right to know how they would be involved in decisions that affect their formation, education,
ministry and housing. They also have a right to know what level of personal involvement and investment will be expected
and required of them in participating in decisions that affect the entire congregation.

Depending upon things like size, domestic or international status, financial situation, or mission, the level of personal
involvement by individual members in congregational processes and decisions may vary from congregation to
congregation. Far from placing value judgments on the legitimate differences that exist among religious communities,
conversations with potential candidates about these differences can help clarify an individual's potential to successfully
live the vow of obedience in a given congregation. The reality is that a vow of obedience within a religious congregation
does, should, and must order one’s personal authority toward the common good. How that happens in each of our
congregations is a matter to explore with potential candidates.

Obedience to the process

Tucked away in Debra’s observation at the beginning of this article is a particularly important nuance that I'd like to
address in closing. After considering the work we had done together over the months, Debra observed, “We’re both showing
up and listening for God” Indeed we were. Debra realized that she was not alone in her discernment. We both were
responsible to show up and listen for God. We were both accountable to the movements of God within her discernment
process, and we both needed to continually beg the grace of interior freedom as we moved through this sacred journey of
discernment.

That kind of interior freedom, being obedient to the process of discernment with potential candidates regardless of where
it takes them, probably looks like a lot of different things for us as vocation directors. For me at times it's looked like
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and misunderstandings because of it. At times it’s looked like working hard to get past my own personal attitudes—whether
positive or negative—so that they would not get in the way of my responsibilities toward both my congregation and
potential candidates.

One time it looked like this. I met with Celia who was in her mid-20s and had come highly recommended by several of my
sisters. She had contacted me because, although religious life was not her “first choice; she had been experiencing some
wonderment about it, and she thought she at least needed to ask some questions. She was bright, articulate, funny, socially
aware, and justice-oriented. She readily spoke of her relationship with God and how it had deepened through spiritual
direction and involvement in her parish, service, and spiritual development opportunities. She was highly motivated toward
further education and was considering a return to graduate school. “But each time I pray about this, (religious life) I get sad
and restless, and I have a sense that it’s too soon in my life to move in that direction. When I think about pursuing graduate
school first and then seeing if this interest is still there, I feel so much better; she told me.

As she waited for me to respond, I was keenly aware of the great potential in me to explain away Celia’s sadness and
restlessness as resistance, suggest that her experience of freedom in letting the question go for now was no more than
temptation, and subtly steer her toward closer consideration of religious life and my community. After acknowledging the
temptation to distort what I had heard, I was able to respond to what appeared to be the kernel of truth in Celia’s remarks
and not what I might make them into.

Any religious community would be blessed to have Celia as a member—and perhaps someday she’ll be a sister—but not
right then. Obedience to the process of discernment called me to truthfully acknowledge that I was not hearing from Celia
an invitation from God to consider religious life at that time.

In my interaction with Celia I was also profoundly aware, as many of you probably are as well, of the incredible trust
potential candidates place in us as vocation ministers. They come vulnerable to our impressions, observations, and advice.
Some come not knowing the first thing about looking at religious life and will do whatever is asked, not always out of lack
of their own personal authority, but because of their lack of experience. Whether potential candidates know it or not, they
come to us looking for direction, advice and guidance in pursuit of their best selves, and that requires that our best selves
show up on the other end of their inquiries.

Vowed, communal life in the church has always carried with it a broader social dimension that can not be fully represented
or expressed by any individual. In recent years, though, it seems that this social dimension of religious life is emerging from
an obscurity that in some sense domesticated the potency of its witness value. Our communal, vowed lives position our
communities as prophetic public witnesses to what life is like in the reign of God. Each of our congregations discerns the
expression of its prophetic witness and public presence according to its own mission, charism, and character. We all need
and want community members who are capable of contributing freely and wholeheartedly to the prophetic life of our
community without being diminished by its obligations and demands. This means that we all need to show up and listen
for God everywhere we go and in every circumstance we find ourselves.

This article originally appeared in the Fall 2003 HORIZON. The author updated it for this edition.

Sister Mary Pellegrino, C.5J. was the vocation director for her community, the Sisters of St. Joseph of
Baden, Pennsylvania, for nine years, during which time she received an Outstanding Recognition Award
from NRVC. Since 2008 she has served as her community’s congregational moderator and in 2016 served
as president of the Leadership Conference of Women Religious. Pellegrino will be a speaker at NRVC'’s
convocation in November 2018.
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