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The obedience of  Faith
When I was studying for a PhD in theology, I took as my subject, Obedience as a theme in the Documents of the Second Vatican Council’. Now, I don’t suppose that’s very interesting to you, and it was certainly a long time ago that I did those studies and wrote that thesis. The main use of that thesis today is that two copies of it prop up my laptop at home, so that it’s at eye level!

But I mention it today because I remember my mother, slightly acerbically saying when she heard I was studying the theme of obedience, ‘O, I wondered when you’d learn about that!’  Well – that’s mothers for you! They have the right, of course, to say the odd deflating thing to their children, and, anyway, I’m sure she only meant it as a joke.
But  obedience is something well worth thinking about, for Christians. It’s not a very popular concept today -  we’d play-up the importance of self-expression – people finding their own way, but in such a way that  they don’t harm other people, but preferably, do them some good if possible. Cooperation is  something we’re pretty much in favour of.  But obedience –t hat’s rather a stark idea –suitable for the army, or for  school (sometimes); highly prized in dog-training classes, of course – but then, we’re not dogs, and don’t want to be programmed to obey by Pavlovian reaction!

But obedience to God – what about that? One of he modern forms of the Baptism service asks the candidates, or their parents and godparents, ‘Do you submit to Christ?’ Now, there’s strong  language! Submission – that’s obedience with knobs on… Do you think of yourself as an obedient, or submissive disciple?
Today’s reading for he Epistle came from Hebrews, which is a strange and complex letter in the New Testament, and can seem a bit alien to us. Much of it is focused on how Christ ‘s coming means the Temple in Jerusalem is superseded, and the High Priesthood associated with that Temple no longer necessary. For us, this all relates to something which feels like distant history; the actual Temple was torn down in AD 70, and there have been no priests sacrificing animals there since that date, although there are still Jewish families whose surname – Cohen, or a version of it  – signifies that they are descended from the priestly family of old. But I dare say taht none of this concerns us much.. But, nevertheless,  I think we should take note of what today’s passage from Hebrews had as its main point: it takes words from Psalm 40, and treats them as a prophecy of Christ, in order to sum up what the main purpose of his coming was: ‘See, I have come to do your will’ (Hebrews 10. 9, cf. Psalm 40 vv.8 and9). ‘I have come to do your will’. A very straightforward  description of obedience. This is what he came to do – to obey his Father’s will. And his obedience was the offering which made all other  kinds of sacrifice unnecessary. ‘He abolishes the first in order to establish the second’  (Heb.10.9), as the author of Hebrews puts it.

We talk about Christ’s sacrifice on the cross; some strands and traditions within Christianity make  a great deal of the blood which he shed in that sacrifice – paralleling the blood of animals shed in the sacrifices of the Old Law. But, at the heart of Jesus’ death  and its meaning is, I believe, not so much blood, but something much more  profound,  and of the spirit; it as  the  offering of obedience: ‘I come to do your will’.  You can’t be more supremely obedient than to die for obedience’ sake – and Jesus’ death was also not a separate act, but also the culmination and crown of the whole life he lived. He was obedient – or, as the writer to the Hebrews says earlier in his letter – ‘ Although he was a Son, he learnt  obedience trhough what he suffered’ (Heb. 5.8) –and that would have begun with the circumstances of his birth, and continued on through his life.
And it’s not just the writer to the Hebrews who makes this point: St Paul, too,  when he described  in his letter to the Philippians the depth of love involved in the coming of Christ said this:  ‘being found in human form, he humbled himself, and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.’ (Philippians 2.8).And we all know the words of Jesus when he was praying  in the Garden of Gethsemane to be delivered from the death he faced,,‘not my will, but yours be done’: they’re quoted in three out of the four Gospels. So, what did Jesus come to earth for – or rather, how did his comgn redeem us, and bring us back to God? It was through his obedience – obedience which cannot be tested and stretched more than through willing self-sacrifice in death. His love and obedience were one – that is, his love for his Father, and his love for us, too.
So, obedience was at heart of the offering which Christ made which set the balance of the universe right – universe set off-balance by our disobedience, a relationship with our creator severed by our heartedness. Christ’s utter obedience redressed the balance, and opened the way to restored relationship with  our Father.

So, what does this mean for us, other than being a cause for heartfelt thanksgiving?  As the hymn puts it, ‘Love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all.’ If obedience was central to Christ’s life and death for us, so it should not be a concept foreign to our response to that gift.

But, we still fight shy of slavish obedience; we may be afraid of falling into a legalistic religion, always trying to stay on the right side of a demanding martinet in heaven, who is watching to make sure we keep the rules.
The good news is that that’s not what Christian obedience is about. Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane gives us the clue – because it’s so close to the prayer he taught us to pray: ‘not my will but yours be done’… Christian obedience is about having an longing  to share in God’s  mind – bringing our own desires to him honestly and openly, as Jesus did – but surrendering them for correction and re direction. ‘Your will  be done’. It’s about a learning process – having the mind of Christ formed in us, so that in the end. God’s service becomes our perfect freedom. We discover who we’re meant to be, and what we’re meant to do, through being in his company, lovingly and often.

And fundamentally, Christian obedience is about faith; it isn’t opposed to faith: in a sense, it’s the same thing: it’s learning to take God at his word, to let go and let God. In our Gospel reading, Elizabeth  said this to Mary: ‘Blessed is she who believed there would be a fulfilment of what ws spoken to her by the Lord’.  (Luke 1.45).That’s a description of obedience – it’s a description of  the moment when Mary said ‘Yes’. We may sometimes have wondered whether there were other women, before her, who had been presented with t he challenge and the demand, and who had not said yes. We just don’t know. But Mary said yes,  - she said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord:, let it be with me according to your word’ (Luke 1.38). That was her moment of obedience, it was also her moment of utter faith and trust – of risk-taking for the sake of love.
We’re called to be obedient, too, out of love and trust.  It all goes together.  As the old mission hymn has it, ‘Trust and obey, trust and obey, for there’s no other way to be happy in Jesus but to trust and obey.’ We’re not called to an anxious, nit-picking rule-juggling kind of obedience, but to a total response in love and faith to God, and whatever call he may lay upon our lives. He may not send that call through an angel – (though, who knows?)  - but  more commonly it comes through the events, circumstances and people of our daily lives. And when we feel puzzled  or uncertain about the shape of that call (for it doesn’t always come absolutely clearly) , we can  look at Mary, who sang he Magnificat, and at Jesus, who proclaimed his mission to preach the good news to the poor and bring  release to captives,  in the synagogue at Nazareth – and we’ll get the picture: our call as Christians, somewhere along the way, is going to be about  setting people free, and raising up the lowly. 
When Christ came into the world, he was saying to the Father, ‘See, I have come to do your will’. (Heb.10.9).When Mary made her act of faith and obedience, she said ‘ Let it be with me according to your word’ (Luke 1.38). Through Christ’s obedience, and his mother’s, redemption and freedom came for you and me, and millions besides. How far are  we prepared to reflect that obedient faith  in our response to God - this week, over Christmas, and into the coming year?
