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Obedience in prayer 

 
1One cannot talk about prayer without also referring to 

obedience. By obedience we do not mean here the sociological 

kind of obedience relevant to the life of any group, whatever 

the nature of that group may be. To further the good of the 

group each member will feel morally bound to obey the 

responsible person who together with the rest but in a special 

manner, has to point to the good of the group and convert it 

into concrete instructions. Of course we have no objection to 

bring against this sort of obedience, the need for which is 

immediately obvious wherever a group, even a religious group, 

wants to survive and be effective. 

 
2Here however, we mean by obedience something else: the 

giving up of one’s own longings and desires—My will—for 

the Will of another—Your Will—specifically in this case the 

Will of the Father. This surrendering of oneself, this setting 

aside of one’s own desires in favour of someone else, of 

another, puts the one who obeys in a new relationship to that 

Other. Obedience is a language and a sign. It also effects 

something in the one who obeys. It lays his life entirely open to 

the requirements of an Other and binds him fast to that Other. 

More, much more even than that. It can engender new life. By 

laying someone open to an Other, it alters him in the deepest 

sense of the word. It is a new life-style, whereby a person can 

detach himself more and more from his own constricted state, 

so as to be engrossed in the richness of an Other and to share 

that richness with Him. This is assuming, of course, that the 

obedience is spontaneous and free and never degenerates into 

slavery. This calls for a pure love and a great love on both 

sides.  

 
3Of His Father’s love Jesus was totally sure. In His divine 

person, therefore, no hesitation regarding His Father’s Will is 

possible. He is indeed Amen, as the Apocalypse calls Him 

(Rev. 3: 14), which is to say: Yes, Father (Matt. 11:26). With 

His whole being He assents to His Father’s Love. Thus He can 

even say that here below He has no other food than to do the 

Will of His Father (John 4:34). That is His reason for becoming 

man (John 6:38). But here the difficulty begins. The Father 

gave His Son a body so that Jesus could act obediently as 

man— something that man since Adam had not been able to 

do. That obedience on Jesus’ part, through His human body, is 

actually going to be the Sacrifice of the New Covenant. 

According to the Letter to the Hebrews Jesus said on coming 

into the world: ‘You who wanted no sacrifice or oblation 

prepared a body for me . . . God, here I am! I am coming to 

obey your will’ (Heb.10:5–7). 

 
4For Jesus this is to be a very painful experience; for our 

redemption consists precisely in the fact that His obedience as 

God now assumes a human form in a body and in a psychology 

marked by sin. Jesus is to be engulfed by this drama, is to die 

and rise again. As soon as He as much as tries to live out that 
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obedience in His human condition, it bursts apart. His body 

defaults, He exudes water and blood, He dies. Only the Father 

can save Him from that death and embody in Him the 

underlying meaning of all obedience. He calls Him back to life, 

He invests His body with His own Glory. 

 
5This bloody confrontation with His Father’s Will in His 

human body ran right through the prayer: ‘not My will but 

Your Will be done!’ (Matt. 26:39). Jesus fought that battle in 

constant prayer: and He was answered through and beyond 

death. His prayer could only be a cry for obedience, and His 

obedience was all that He could pray. Deep within Jesus, the 

Will of the Father was at one with His most fervent longing to 

pray. Jesus was Himself, in His most intimate relationship to 

His Father, in the very core of His being: obedience-in-prayer. 

This obedience we find in one of the most familiar sentences of 

the prayer which He Himself taught to His disciples: Your Will 

be done on earth as in Heaven. 

 
6To penetrate even further into the obedience of Jesus and 

the mystery of His prayer, let us pause for a moment to 

consider that Will of the Father to which Jesus is prepared to 

surrender His own will. Do we really understand what the Will 

of the Father implied for Jesus? The very idea ‘Will of God’ 

prompts a certain amount of resistance nowadays, especially 

when used in connection with obedience. For many years past 

the expression has been used in the modern vernaculars, in a 

limited perspective difficult to adapt to the biblical notion of 

obedience. Nowadays the human will is taken to denote a 

faculty identifiable with neither intellect nor feeling. In Dutch, 

for instance, ‘will’ is associated with ‘will-power’, that is, with 

the ability to direct our emotional life and our need for 

affection into the right channels—and that, not without a 

certain amount of toughness and effort. ‘Will’ suggests 

something else to us as well: namely, a decision. ‘I will have it 

so,’ coming from a superior, means: I’ve decided on that; that’s 

how it’s going to be.’ In that sort of context we can without 

knowing it slip into a false idea of the Will of God: a 

mysterious force that more or less constrains our intelligence 

and feeling, and may perhaps even thwart them; a decision, 

with all the arbitrary, capricious quality that this can imply; a 

command which I must carry out willy-nilly, even though we 

do not agree with it, even though it is alien to us and in no way 

concerns me. One cannot altogether deny that a type of 

spirituality current in the last century had turned ‘the Will of 

God’ into something as capricious and menacing as the sword 

of Damocles hanging over one’s head, something that one was 

not going to escape and that would strike in one’s most 

unguarded moment. 

 
7The biblical notion of the Will of God bears very little 

resemblance indeed to that. What the Vulgate translates as 

voluntas and beneplacitum goes back to the Greek thèlèma or 

eudokia. Both terms render the Hebrew rasôn (and sometimes 

hps). Now the ambience of these terms is quite different: 

longing, desire, love, joy. Then again, being ‘in love’ and the 

sexual desire that a man feels for a woman are denoted by the 

same concepts. 

 
8Thus the Love (Will) of God rests upon the people that He 

has chosen for Himself in His good pleasure. The prophet 

Isaiah uses the same terms with which to celebrate the 

salvation of Mount Zion: ‘You are to be a crown of splendour 

in the hand of Yahweh, a princely diadem in the hand of your 
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God; no longer are you to be named "Forsaken", nor your land 

"Abandoned", but you shall be called "My Delight" and your 

land ‘The Wedded"; for Yahweh takes delight in you and your 

land will have its wedding. Like a young man marrying a 

virgin, so will the one who built you wed you, and as the 

bridegroom rejoices in his bride, so will your God rejoice in 

you’ (Isa. 62:3–5). My delight stands for the same Hebrew 

word that the Vulgate persistently renders by voluntas-Will. So 

the Will of God here signifies the pleasure the Lord takes in 

His people, the great love that He feels for His chosen ones. 

This is His thèlèma, His Will: that He should love the Jewish 

people despite the many times they have been disloyal. 

 
9The fulness of that same Love now rests upon Jesus. He is 

the desire of His Father, His Delight. In Him the Father as it 

were finds repose. This is undoubtedly the gist of the all but 

solitary saying that the Father utters in the New Testament. It 

was meant for Jesus. He heard it at His baptism and at His 

transfiguration. In this saying the Father said all that He had to 

say. All other utterances are left to Jesus. We find it, with a few 

variants, in Matt. 3:17 and 17:5 in Mark 1:11; in Luke 3:22 and 

in the Second Letter of Peter 1:17. In translation: ‘You are My 

Son, My Beloved; My favour rests on You.’ Behind the Greek 

verb eudokein here there undoubtedly stands the semitic rasôn 

(which is also rendered by thèlèma-Will). Thus the Father is 

here bearing witness that the fulness of His Will—in the sense 

of Love, longing, delight—rests upon His well-beloved Son. 

 
10So Jesus Himself is the place par excellence where God 

reveals Himself, the human being in whom the thèlèma, the 

yearning, the love and the Will of the Father are made plain. 

Jesus is the epiphany of the Father’s pleasure, the Father’s joy. 

How could it be otherwise? Was He not born before all ages 

from the bosom of His Father, born of His deepest desire and 

His abounding love? Now, in the fulness of time, the well-

beloved Son has united Himself with what is essentially 

human. This being born of the Father He must now express in 

human fashion. This is to be His obedience. He must allow this 

Father-love to flow through His whole being-as-man. It must 

occupy and capture His human body and His entire 

psychology. In that way the Father’s Love will be realized and 

endorsed. Where the first man had said No, Jesus, the new 

Man, will say Yes. He will make the Will of the Father wholly 

His own. He has to become the first man in whom the fulness 

of God’s love can become a reality. That is His obedience, that 

is also His death. And these two are His Love. So too is His 

prayer. It is noteworthy that in both cases—that of Baptism and 

that of Transfiguration—this utterance, this Word of the Father, 

was a response to the prayer of Jesus. It is Luke, as usual, who 

is careful to mention this detail. While Jesus was praying, the 

heavens opened and the Father’s voice rang out (Luke 3:21). 

And He was again at prayer when His countenance was 

suddenly altered and his clothes became white as snow (Luke 

9:29). His prayer was at the same time a loving surrender to the 

Will of His Father, and a further disclosure of that same Will. 

 
11The most painful confrontation with the Will of the Father 

took place in the garden of Gethsemane. Here the prayer and 

the struggle took on a bloody aspect. In many very ancient 

manuscripts the most realistic verses of this Lucan pericope 

(22:43–41) have been squeamishly omitted. Many a copyist 

must have wavered and jibbed at the representation of so much 

suffering. As to the authenticity of the deleted passage, 

however, there can be no serious doubt. It was a cruel moment 
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for Jesus. The Angel of Yahweh has to intervene, as he had 

done in the Old Testament at the crucial moments in Israel’s 

history, especially on the field of battle. Truth to tell, Jesus 

struggles as He prays: ‘And being seized with mortal anguish, 

He prayed even more fervently.’ The word agonia has a 

twofold meaning here: anguish, misery, desperation; but also 

struggle. Neither meaning should be disregarded here. Jesus 

finds Himself embroiled in the decisive struggle and in great 

anguish—in both to the point of death. It is the struggle of 

obedience but also of prayer. A battle of prayer and obedience 

in prayer. As He prays, Jesus will receive obedience from His 

Father and wring it, as it were, from His body. The more 

fervently He prays, the more does His bloody sweat drip to the 

ground. Jesus is committed to this battle, body and soul; and 

He discovers how feeble man’s flesh is, however fervent and 

however potent the spirit may be. 

 
12The New Testament has preserved yet another account of 

this crucial struggle; and it is no less realistic. Once again we 

find, side by side, the battle, the obedience and the prayer. But 

a new and important element appears: as He prays and as He 

struggles, Jesus is made an anointed priest. The passage in 

question is found in the Letter to the Hebrews 5:7–10: ‘During 

his life on earth, he offered up prayer and entreaty, aloud and in 

silent tears, to the one who had the power to save him out of 

death, and he submitted so humbly that his prayer was heard. 

Although he was Son, he learnt to obey through suffering: but 

having been made perfect, he became for all who obey him the 

source of eternal salvation and was acclaimed by God with the 

title of high priest of the order of Melchizedek.’ 

 

13The passage gives us the priestly terminology of the 

Letter to the Hebrews. Jesus offered up (prosferein) prayers. 

His obedience and His death on the cross were a sacrifice, a 

high-priestly action. More than that. In this obedience and in 

this sacrifice of prayer He was anointed priest (teleiôtheis in 

the special meaning of this word throughout the Letter) and as 

such ‘acclaimed’ by the Father. This came about in suffering 

and temptation. From what He suffered, the author says, He 

learned obedience, even though He was Himself the Son of 

God. As man, however, as we have already seen, He had to 

wrest that obedience from our sin. We can say the same of 

prayer. In this temptation Jesus learned to pray. Only there, that 

is to say, and only as man was He able to wrest His prayer and 

His Word of Assent from our denial. He had to learn from this 

hopelessness and desperation and from death. Only loud 

entreaty and tears—the prayer of extreme desolation—could 

scoop out in the man Jesus, those bottomless depths of 

surrender and obedience in which ultimately the Will of God, 

that is, the Father’s Love, could be fully realized. How great 

the temptation was and by what a narrow margin Jesus 

overcame it we can to some extent infer from the cry of despair 

which like the Psalmist He lets fall from His lips: ‘My God, 

MY God, why have You deserted me?’ Jesus suddenly senses 

the absurdity of His death and how incomprehensible His 

Father’s attitude is. This is the temptation of despair, The 

soldiers could not understand that cry. They thought that He 

was calling upon Elijah. Few at that moment would have had 

any inkling of what was going on inside Him. Perhaps Our 

Blessed Lady beneath the cross and St. John, the disciple 

whom He loved? He was not invoking Elijah but was asking 

His own Father why He had left Him alone. That is the dark 

question of the human race, after Adam’s No. In the voice of 
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Jesus, Adam’s despair is uttered, that despair which Jesus had 

always carried as a potentiality in His human body and which 

in the senseless face of death suddenly threatened to get the 

upper hand. 

 
14Would Jesus then actually reach the point of doubting His 

Father’s love? The evangelists have not put that doubt into His 

mouth. But we can detect it in the pointed ridicule the high 

priests and scribes ding at Him from beneath the cross: ‘He 

puts His trust in God. Let God deliver Him now, if He takes 

delight in Him. For He said: I am the Son of God!’ (Matt. 

27:43). This is the most hurtful abuse, and the worst 

temptation. On His cross Jesus hears once more the only words 

that the Father had addressed to Him here on earth, the 

declaration of His Love. But He hears it now on the lips of His 

own enemies, as a taunt and a reproach. 

 
15And yet the Father will save Him; for in the teeth of all 

human hope Jesus is going to believe that despite everything 

the Father loves Him. Not apart from death, not in a detour 

around death, but right through death, to a new life. This is 

what He has to learn from suffering and death. That the Father 

loves Him right up to death and to life eternal. In the end it is 

only in death that Jesus as man could learn just how much the 

Father did love Him. Only in this immense ordeal, on the edge 

of such despair, could Jesus at prayer utter His Yes to the Will 

of the Father. Only at that point, even as He was dying, could 

He obey: ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit’ (Luke 

23:46; Ps. 31:6). 

 
16Those words which He borrows from the same psalmist 

mean that He lets Himself go and slide away into death. A 

dying person is always prone to cling fast to what he thinks is 

life. Jesus too, experienced that inevitable, as it were, 

ontological convulsive reflex which in every man is a trace of 

sin, and prevents him from advancing into the new life that 

must be given birth and come to light in death. In total 

surrender and utter defencelessness, without seeing, without 

knowing, in spite of the sense of going to destruction and being 

devoured by death, Jesus lets Himself go . . . into the hands of 

His Father. 

 
17For His end is not in death but in Love. And He proffers 

to His Father His own spirit, that is to say, His ruah. the most 

intimate thing that a person receives from God, his breath of 

life. What an individual passes on to others in a kiss of love, 

Jesus as He dies gives back here to His Father in an ultimate 

embrace. All at once He discovers the response to His Father’s 

declaration of love: ‘You are My Son, My Well-beloved. All 

My favour rests on You.’ It took Jesus His whole life as a man 

to get through to the deepest reality of these words. And only 

now does he know. Only now can He really pray. Only in death 

will He be able to utter in its fulness the long maturated Yes of 

His own Love for the Father to speak it in peace, beyond all 

despair and doubt. His prayer is the loving kiss in which He 

breathes His last: ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.’ 

 
18Had Jesus given in to that temptation, we would have 

remained in death for ever, and the way to prayer would for 

ever have been barred. Now that way is open and free again. 

He Himself is the Way . . . and the Life (John 14:6). 
 


