
  
    Chapter 7


    Obedience (Blessed Cussedness)


    “It is necessary that I should go to the noble Dauphin; my Lord the King of Heaven wills that I should go; I go in the name of the King of Heaven; even if I have to drag myself thither on my knees, I shall go!” Joan of Arc[1]


    


    “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep


    to gain what he cannot lose.” Jim Elliot[2]


    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


    Angry, indignant, and self-righteous, Carrie had finally had enough. She decided to set the record straight once and for all. She looked him right in the eye and said, “No!! I will not! You think you can tell me what to do?! I have the ‘Right' to do what I want. It’s my life! Who do you think you are, anyway? God Almighty? You don’t own me!” With that she stomped out of the house, slamming the door behind her. Then, without even a moment's hesitation, she hopped on her bright red tricycle and sped off down the sidewalk.


    


    Goodness. Do you know Carrie?


    


    Have you ever acted like Carrie? To your parents? Maybe to your spouse or “significant other”? How about to a teacher or boss? Many of us have, or at least wanted to. There’s just something that really irritates us when someone plays the “authority-figure” card on us.


    


    I know this isn’t some great new revelation. It’s as old as man himself. We seem to have an innate problem with authority. With obedience. Sylvester, our cat, provides an object lesson. He hardly ever seems happy anymore, and he’s not shy in expressing his feelings. “Meow! ME-O-O-O-W-W-W!!” He used to go outside all the time, and he ruled (i.e. terrorized) the neighborhood with a firm paw. But about two years ago, he started coming home on a regular basis all beat up. We’d patch him up, and he’d rest indoors a couple of days. Then he’d be ready to go out again, determined to reclaim his kingdom one more time. However, as time went on, he came home more and more often a bloody mess. Trips to the vet became more frequent. The sad truth soon became inescapable: Sylvester couldn’t rule his territory anymore. He was getting too old. The new, younger cats on the block were taking over. He just couldn’t stop them anymore.


    


    But try telling Sylvester that! Even though his wounds were becoming more serious all the time, he remained convinced that he was the King of his kingdom. Finally, we felt forced to step in to protect him from himself. Yes, that’s when Sylvester became an indoor cat.


    


    He didn’t like that at all, and he let us know about it. He began making weird noises and destroying as much as he could in the house and, in general, making life hell for everyone living there. You see, Sylvester wants what he wants. Even if it kills him.


    


    He screams at us, “Nobody owns me! I have the right to do whatever I want! It’s my life!”


    


    Well, actually, there’s part of the problem. Sylvester’s life is not his alone. His life belongs to God. And just like Sylvester, our life doesn't belong completely to us either. “Behold, all souls are mine, the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is mine.” Ezekiel 18: 4


    


    According to the Bible, it’s God who gives us life: “The spirit of God has made me; the breath of the Almighty gives me life.” Job 33: 4.


    


    Or: “…the LORD…the Creator of the heavens …gives breath to its people, and life to those who walk on it …” Isaiah 42: 5


    


    Or: “…God, who gives life to everything…” 1 Tim 6: 13


    


    Life is God’s gift, not our “right”.


    


    Without this understanding, it’s very difficult to cultivate an attitude of gratitude. Without gratitude for the gift of life, obedience to our Creator becomes impossible. Without obedience to the One who made us, how can we ever get to know Him? And if we don’t know Him, life’s incessant difficulties and injustices eventually just wear us down, leading to feelings of depression, anxiety, frustration, and anger; feelings of being unjustly attacked. In short, we are likely to become like a spoiled and rebellious child. Somewhat like Carrie... or our cat Sylvester. And if that happens…well…we want what we want. Even if it kills us.


    


    Obedience has never been one of man’s most popular concepts (see Adam and Eve in Genesis 2-3). But during the last forty or fifty years its popularity has plummeted even lower than usual. These days, many have decided that they are their own “higher power”. After all, we want what we want. The advertisement world has figured this out, and is tapping into it for all its worth. How many times do we hear: “Buy our product! After all, you deserve it!” Does the advertising world really know what you or I deserve?


    


    The truth is that obedience is a difficult concept to accept, much less do.


    _____________________________


    


    Was Joan of Arc obedient to her God? Yes, at His request, she left family, friends, and home for an unknown and improbable future.[3]


    


    How did she feel about obedience? Well, she came from a time when most people held more to the idea of “Father Knows Best”. Just as some do today, many believed that following the will of God is what would lead them to their greatest level of joy. Why? Because God created us and knows what’s best for us. And He wants what’s best for us. These two verses from the previous chapter notes are worth repeating here: “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.” Jeremiah 29: 11-13


    


    Rightly understood and followed, God's commandments bring believers great joy and freedom, not a sense of oppression.[4] Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” Matthew 11: 28-30 The apostle John tells us,“…this is love for God: to keep his commands. And his commands are not burdensome…” 1 John 5: 3 So obedience to God’s will is one of our greatest blessing, both in this life and in the one to come. This is the principle behind the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20). And this was part of the worldview from which Joan operated:


    


    “I do best by serving my sovereign Lord-that is, God.” Joan of Arc, Trial of Condemnation[5]


    “I did not talk of my visions…I feared that my father would prevent me (from going into France)…But since God had commanded me to go, I must do it. And since God had commanded it, had I had a hundred fathers and hundred mothers, and had I been a king’s daughter, I would have gone.” Joan of Arc, Trial of Condemnation[6]


    


    “Far rather would I sit and sew beside my poor mother, for this thing is not of my condition. But I must go, and I must do this, because my Lord will have it so.” Joan of Arc, Trial of Condemnation[7]


    


    “All that I have done is by our Lord’s bidding. And if he had bid me put on other clothing I should have put it on because it was at his bidding. All that I have done at our Lord’s bidding I believe that I have done rightly. And I expect good protection for it and good succour.” Joan of Arc, Trial of Condemnation[8]


    


    “I believe that since it pleases our Lord, that it is best that I am a prisoner.” Joan of Arc, Trial of Condemnation[9]


    


    “I carry out our Lord’s command, given me by my voices, with all my might-so much of it as I can understand. And they command me nothing save at our Lord’s good pleasure.”[10]


    


    Hear her words to her companions:


    


    “Fear not: what I do, I do by commandment. My brothers in Paradise tell me what I must do. It is four or five years since my brothers in Paradise and My Lord first told me that I must go to restore the Kingdom of France.”[11]


    


    “My Lord has sent me to succour this good town of Orleans.” Said April 29, 1429[12]


    


    Is this consistent with what we see in Scripture? Yes, time and time again:


    


    “Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the Lord? To obey is better than sacrifice…” 1 Samuel 15: 22


    


    “To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, ‘If you hold to my teachings, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.’” John 8: 31-32


    


    “Christ Jesus…taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness…he humbled himself and became obedient to death, even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name…” Philippians 2: 5-9


    


    “Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply from the heart.” 1 Peter 1: 22


    


    “And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command is that you walk in love.” 2 John 1: 6


    


    There are many other quotes that could be cited from both the Bible and Joan of Arc, but the above quotes are sufficient to see the emphasis they both placed on obedience to God. Being obedient is both a commandment and our blessing.


    


    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


    


    “My God, I love you!”


    The last words of St. Therese of Lisieux,


    given from her death-bed on September 30, 1897[13]


    


    Of course, recognizing and acknowledging the importance of God’s commandments is one thing, but actually doing them is quite another. It’s easier said than done. If fact, we can’t do them on our own! This aspect deserves a closer look...


    


    First of all, as we saw in the previous chapter, Jesus gave us God's greatest commandment (what I described as His “Mission Statement”): “‘...Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind’. This is the first and the greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” Matthew 22: 37-40 But is this kind of love even possible? At first glance, it sounds impossible. I think I might have a little problem here.


    


    Some might say, “Well, sure I love God. No problem.” Really? How would God know that? Would a bumper sticker saying “What Would Jesus Do” be sufficient? Jesus said, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him…These words you hear are not my own; they belong to the Father who sent me.” John 14: 21, 24 Now I know I’ve got a problem. Do I obey all of the Lord’s commands all the time? Well, no. Am I obedient all the time? Uh-h…no. The truth is none of us are. Even the great saints of the Bible were unable to remain obedient all the time. They all sinned, and sometimes did so BIG TIME. Just take a quick look at three of the greatest Biblical heros:


    


    1. King David, “the apple of God’s eye” (Psalm 17: 8), slept with the wife of one of his soldiers. He then saw to it that the woman’s husband was killed so he could keep her for himself (2 Samuel 11).


    


    2. Before his conversion, Paul (the great apostle to the gentiles) was personally responsible for zealously persecuting to death many in the new Christian church (Acts 7: 1 - 8: 3).


    


    3. Peter (the Lord’s disciple), even though he knew that Jesus was the Messiah (Matthew 16: 13-20), denied even knowing Him three times (John 18: 15-27). Later on, even after Jesus' resurrection, we find him again inconsistent in his obedience (Galatians 2: 11-21).


    


    What do David, Peter, Paul, you and I all have in common? We are all deeply flawed. As we just saw in Chapter 6, “…all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 3: 23 Indeed. Nonetheless through perseverance, with Jesus' help, we will get there!


    


    1. Jesus of Nazareth


    “Know Jesus, know peace. No Jesus, No peace.”[14]


    


    Jesus has already paid the price for our sins. Past, present and future. I don’t think that this side of heaven, living in this fallen world, we’ll become the perfect vessels that God requires. But when we turn to Jesus, He helps us with our myriad imperfections and chronic disobedience. And His blood has taken away all of our sins. Now for me, this is a difficult concept to get a hold of… For one thing, just “How far has the LORD taken our sins from us?” The next line gives us the answer: “Farther than the distance from east to west!” Psalm 103:12-13 (CEV) Now that's a long ways!


    


    “Jesus is the God whom we can approach without pride and before whom we can humble ourselves without despair.” Blaise Pascal


    


    2. Perseverance (Blessed Cussedness)


    “He conquers who endures.”


    Persius (34–62 AD), was a Roman poet and satirist


    


    Perseverance is defined as: steady persistence in adhering to a course of action, a belief, or a purpose; a state of quality of being insistent…cussedness.[15] Hmm...cussedness, huh. That sounds suspiciously like a kind of stubbornness to me. Maybe we could call perseverance a blessed cussedness.


    


    “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.” James 1: 12


    


    “We…rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” Romans 5: 2-5


    


    “Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.” James 1: 4


    


    We are called to persevere. It is through perseverance that we display our faith. And true faith is not a single event, but a way of life. It endures. With turning to the Lord, and perseverance, we will get there.


    


    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


    


    Wrap Up


    “In His will is our peace.” Dante[16]


    


    Let me see if I got this right. By nature (i.e. our fallen nature), man rebels against authority.[17] He wants to be his own god. But without turning to the one true God, and striving to be obedient to His will, we can never fulfill our purpose of communion with Him. Without this communion, we never find peace, nor our true identity. Nor genuine enduring joy.[18] Scripture and prayer help us to better understand what His will is for us. But we find that obedience seems at times humanly impossible. However, there are two things to keep in mind:


     1) Jesus has prepared our way, and if we turn to Him, He will help us with this.


     2) If we keep persevering…stubbornly…cussedly…one step at a time…day-by-day…always going toward His light in spite of our flaws and falls…come what may…we will get there! God will help us.[19] And when in God’s light, we lack nothing.


    


    Joan of Arc was not perfect. At one point during her tortuous trial, hoping to escape further brutality of the English, she signed a document admitting her own “guilt”.[20] However, within a couple of days, she recanted that document, and thereby knowingly ensured her own death by fire.[21] Her perseverance carried her to the end. She was obedient to God. Obedient to death. But let's not forget that she was also obedient in her daily life. Obedient in the small things as well as the large. With both the large and small, she kept the big picture in view. Is this the pattern we see with the believers and prophets of the Bible?


    


    David was not perfect. However, when confronted with his sins of murder and adultery, he admitted them and repented (2 Samuel 12). Of course, there were serious consequences for such sins. But David hung in there and persevered in his walk with God to the end.


    


    Paul was not perfect. He was responsible for the deaths of innocent people. After being called by Jesus on the Damascus Road (Acts 9), he changed his life and forged ahead. He was beaten many times, left for dead, whipped, stoned, shipwrecked, persecuted in many ways, went hungry, was imprisoned, brought to trial, and eventually was executed (2 Corinthians 11: 23-27). However he continued to talk about Jesus, persevered to the end, and surely is in God’s presence now.


    


    Peter was not perfect. Yes, he denied his LORD. Three times. Yes, he was inconsistent in his dealings with the new church (Galatians 2: 11-21). Still, Peter had a lot of stubborn cussedness in him. Blessed cussedness. He became a fearless witness for Jesus (e.g. Acts 2: 14-41; 3: 11-26; 4: 1-21...), leader of the other apostles, fought many battles for the faith, and persevered to the end.


    


    This is the pattern seen consistently throughout Scripture, Christian history and daily life. Abraham, Moses, David, Peter, Paul, Francis of Assisi, Joan of Arc, Mother Teresa, Brother Roger of Taize…the list goes on and on. Anybody perfect on this list? No, not one. There is only one exception to this rule. Jesus Christ was completely obedient to His Father. Obedient in daily life. And obedient in death. Perfectly.


    


    Our question then becomes, can we be obedient in the small things of daily life? Can we just stubbornly persevere? Yes, with God’s help, we can. If we will continue to turn to Him one step at a time, the rest will take care of itself.


    


    “True holiness consists in doing God's will with a smile”


    Mother Teresa


    


    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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