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 THE SECOND CONFERENCE 

    

A Talk on Obedience (v1) Given by Our Most Holy Father to His Dear A Talk on Obedience (v1) Given by Our Most Holy Father to His Dear A Talk on Obedience (v1) Given by Our Most Holy Father to His Dear A Talk on Obedience (v1) Given by Our Most Holy Father to His Dear     

Daughters of the VisitationDaughters of the VisitationDaughters of the VisitationDaughters of the Visitation 

 

 

 Obedience is a moral virtue which flows from justice.  There are certain moral virtues which 

have such a relationship with the theological virtues (v2), faith, hope and charity, that they almost 

seem like them.  These are penitence and religion as well as justice and obedience. 

 Obedience is made up of two parts:  The first is to obey Superiors, while the second is to 

obey your equals and inferiors.  The second belongs more to humility, gentleness and charity than to 

obedience.  The humble think that all others far outdo them and are much better than they, so much 

so that they make them their Superiors (v3). 

 With reference to obedience to those (v4) whom God has raised up over us so as to guide us, 

this flows from justice and necessity.  We must submit ourselves entirely, with our understandings and 

our wills.  This obedience of the understanding comes about when, on being called to obey, we 

accept and consent to the command not only with our will but with our minds, approving and valuing 

what is commanded and judging it better than any other thing that could have been commanded in 

this situation (v5).  When we love to obey, we want most desirously to be commanded so that all we 

do is done through obedience.  This is the obedience of the perfectly perfect and that is what I want 

from you.  But this is a pure gift of God.  We  best obtain it over a period of time and do a great 

many acts often repeated and done with such a spirit which help us form a habit.  Our natural 

disposition leads us always to a desire to command and a great dislike for obeying.  Nevertheless, it is 

certain that we have a great capacity for obeying and not at all for commanding. 

 Most ordinary obediences contain these conditions: 

 1.  The first is to receive in a spirit of openness what we are commanded and to yield our will 

gently, loving to be commanded.  Not having anyone to command us is not the way to become 

obedient any more than living in a desert (v6) is the way to become gentle. 

 2.  The second condition is promptness, which is the opposite of spiritual laziness and 

sadness.  It happens rarely that a person with a sad spirit does things promptly and attentively.  

Theologically, spiritual laziness is called spiritual sadness (v7) because it prevents our obedience from 

being courageous and prompt (v8).  We can never cross rivers more safely than in a boat or a ship.  

So we should never make our life's journey without the safety that comes with obedience. 

 3.  The third condition is perseverance.  It is not enough to accept the command and carry it 

out but only for a period of time.  Persons are obedient only if they persevere for the whole time 

needed because perseverance alone wins the crown! (n1) 

 Admirable examples of perseverance are found everywhere, but particularly in Saint 

Pachomius.  There have been some monks who persevered with an unbelievable patience by doing 

only one kind of work during their lifetime, like good Father Jonas who did nothing else but make 

mats.  He was so accustomed to this that he would make them in the dark while meditating and 

praying.  No monk interfered with his work so much so that finally when he died they found him with 

knees crossed and a mat resting on them (v9) and it was necessary to bury him and the mat together.  

He died doing what he had done all his life.  It was an act of great humility to do one rather 
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demeaning work during one's whole life through obedience because each day we can be easily 

tempted to think that we are quite capable of doing something greater. 

 This last condition is the most difficult of all because of the fickleness and inconstancy of the 

human spirit, for at one moment we love to do one thing and the next we will not even look at it.  If 

we would follow all the movements of our spirit, or if it were possible to do so without any scandal or 

disgrace, we would see nothing else but change (v10).  And if we would have been a Jesuit for one 

hour, we might have been a Capuchin during the next one and then a little later we would look for 

some other state. 

 There are some husbands who live in peace with their wives for their whole lives.  If they 

could have changed them for another, they would have done it a dozen times.  Indeed, up to a point 

if we could have, we would have changed our mother and father; such is the excess of the instability 

of the human spirit.  We have to bring the strength of our first resolutions to bear.  For in order to 

love obedience when we are tempted, we must consider its excellence, its beauty, its worth, in fact its 

usefulness, in order to encourage ourselves to go on.  This holds for persons who are not well formed 

in obedience; for when it is only a question of a simple dislike or a lack of an inclination for 

something commanded (v11), we ought simply make an act of love and put ourselves to work at it.  I 

do not mean an act of emotional love, for such is not in our power and is not necessary at all.  I am 

talking about an act of reasonable love in the highest part of our spirit because that is what true 

servants of God do; otherwise we would never do anything.  If we are attached to these small 

affections and spiritual consolations, and do not resolve to serve God in the depths of our resolutions, 

we will never have real virtues or a stable love. 

 I have known a gentleman who told me once on seeing another pass by:  "There is one whom 

I love very deeply but I have never spoken to him nor will I ever speak to him because I avoid the 

times when I can."  "But why," I asked him, "if you love him so much?"  He answered: "If I were to 

stop and speak to him, perhaps he will not speak as well as I have imagined or he might do something 

in poor taste and I would no longer love him."  You see when one's affections depend on such little 

things, they are subject to a thousand breakdowns. 

 We must pay no attention to our dislikes and crosses, provided that the highest part of our 

spirit holds firmly to its sovereign object.  Our Lord himself suffered them in his Passion because he 

was deathly afraid of dying.  He even said so (n2).  But in the highest part of his spirit, he submitted to 

the will of his Father while the remainder of his person was resisting (v12). 

 But perseverance is most difficult in interior matters.  It is much easier in material and 

external things.  The reason is that we become displeased when we are asked to submit our judgment. 

 It is the last thing that we want to submit.  Nevertheless, it is absolutely necessary that we should 

submit our thoughts on certain subjects so that when certain exercises and practices of virtue are 

pointed out, we might persevere in this exercise and submit our spirit as many times as pointed out.  I 

do not call it a failure in perseverance when we might allow some interruption as long as we begin 

again and do not put it aside altogether.  Likewise, it is not a failure in obedience to neglect some 

conditions because we are only bound to the substance of the virtues and not to their accidents.  Even 

though we might obey resistingly and forcibly by our commitment as Religious, our obedience 

remains intact because of our first resolution.  It is of far more infinite value and merit when it is done 
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in the spirit we have spoken about.  When a thing, no matter how small, is done in obedience, it is of 

far greater worth. 

 Obedience is so great a virtue that Our Lord willed to lead his whole life in obedience.  He 

said so many times that he had come not "to do his own will" (n3).  Saint Paul tells us that he "became 

obedient even to death, the death of the Cross" (n4).  He willed the infinite merit of his perfect 

obedience to be joined to the infinite merit of his perfect love.  Charity opens its way to obedience 

because obedience flows from justice.  It is better to pay what we owe than to give alms.  One might 

also say that it is better to be obedient than to do an act of charity on our own (v13). 

 The spiritual life of our community must be a totally generous one, free from all kinds of self-

indulgence, natural tastes and sensible desires.  We should not want to be free of our difficulties, 

repugnances and dislikes, for they are not harmful.  However, when we are asked to do something at 

which our whole nature rebels and we do it with the strength of an understanding love, there is no 

doubt that this action is of far more worth than if we would have done it without this spirit of 

repugnance and, consequently, with less merit.  But we can make up for what is lacking (n5) in doing 

this action through an act of love.  We may not have in this present action the merit of overcoming 

ourselves, seeing that we face no difficulty that we have not already had in previous acts in which we 

have overcome ourselves.  We are not able to reap twice. 

 The fourth quality of obedience is a certain pliability of our will in following the will of 

another.  It is an extremely desirable virtue which moves us to hand over our spirit to others and 

disposes us always to do the will of God.  An example:  If while going to a place, I find a Sister who 

tells me that I should go to a different one, the will of God for me is that I should do what she wants 

(v14).  But if my feeling on the matter is opposite of hers, the will of God for her is that she give in to 

me.  Thus, it should be in all indifferent actions.  But if it would happen that in this difference of 

feelings on the matter, both want to give in, they should not linger in discussion (n6) but decide what 

would be more reasonable and better and then simply do it.  We must do this with discretion, for it 

would be wrong not to carry out a necessary action in favor of some indifferent matter.  If I wanted to 

do an act of great mortification and another Sister would come to me and tell me not to do it or that I 

do something else, I would put off, if it were possible, my first intent so as to do her will and then I 

would finish my work.  But if I could not put if off and if what she wanted of me was not necessary, I 

would then do what I had first begun to do (v15). 

 When a Sister asks us to do something and we surprisingly feel a dislike for doing it, that 

Sister must hide any suspicion of the dislike and not seem to notice it, and she must not ask the Sister 

not to do it.  Why?  Because it is not within our power to prevent our facial coloring, our eyes or our 

expression from showing the struggle within ourselves even though we want to do it in our reason.  

These are the messengers which come without telling us and which, even though we tell them to go 

away, they do nothing of the sort.  Why should this Sister not allow me to do what she asks because 

she sees my dislike?  She should be happy that I want to do this for the benefit of my spiritual growth. 

 You might say to me:  "Because she fears she might have hurt you."  No, it is self-love, which will not 

allow the least thought that you could be annoyed.  But it is precisely the thought I have, even though 

I do not consent to it.  However, if I would add a few words to the signs of my displeasure which 

openly (n7) show that I have no intention of doing what this Sister asks of me, she can and ought to 
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tell me gently that I should not do it, especially if we are equals (n8).  With reference to those in 

authority, they must hold firm and their subjects be pliable.  For, when a Sister might refuse outright 

(n9) to do something or show some displeasure, I wouldn't give up hope of asking her again at 

another time, and I must not be disedified by her imperfections.  I must put up with her at this time 

and very soon she will be putting up with me.  She has some dislike for doing this thing now, at 

another time she will willingly do it.  If I always have the experience that this is a person who is not yet 

capable of acting in such a way, then I should wait for a time when she is a bit better able to handle it. 

 We all have to make allowances for one another's faults and we must not be put out when we 

experience them.  If we would go for awhile without committing a fault, a time might come when we 

will not only fall but will commit several greater imperfections (v16).  We must profit by the 

humiliation that accompanies them and patiently suffer the slowness of our growth in perfection.  We 

must do each day what we can for our amendment and with good heart (v17). 

 With reference to temptations where there is danger of our sinning, we should ask God to 

free us from them like Saint Paul (n10) who, on experiencing troubling temptations against purity, 

asked three times to be free of them.  If Our Lord had not answered him, he would have continued 

to ask.  However, when Our Lord did answer him:  "My grace is sufficient for you, for my strength is 

perfected in weakness," Paul remained at peace during the battle.  Likewise, Our Lord is glorified in 

our imperfections when, despite their number and variety, we do not offend God.  His grace and his 

strength must be so powerful because they sustain us among so many weaknesses and they give us the 

power to become perfect.  But if we wallow in our imperfections, God will not be glorified. 

 The way to acquire this pliability to follow the will of another is to make often in our prayer 

acts of indifference and then put them into practice as we live out our lives.  It is not enough to 

humble oneself before God, all the more so because doing it in our imagination is of no great 

consequence.  But when we must put it into practice and having just come from giving ourselves 

totally to God, we find another Sister who orders us to do something, there is quite a difference.  It is 

then that we must show our strength.  This gentleness of giving in to the will of your neighbor is a 

virtue of great price.  It is the symbol of the prayer of union.  For this type of prayer is nothing other 

than a handing over of ourselves to God as the human spirit truly says: "I have no longer any will but 

yours, O Lord."  Then, she is totally united to God.  Likewise, when we renounce our own will to do 

that of our neighbor, there is a real union with our neighbor.  We must do it all for the love of God. 

 It often happens that a person lowly and weak both in body and spirit, who only does little 

things, will do them with such a spirit of charity that they will far surpass in worth greater and more 

important actions.  Ordinarily, more important actions are done with less charity because of the 

thought and various considerations which they demand.  Nevertheless, if an important work is done 

with a greater measure of charity than a lesser one, undoubtedly the one who does it has a greater 

merit and reward.  Finally, charity gives great value and worth to all our works suchwise that 

everything that we do must be done for the love of God.  The good actions we do without being 

asked, consequently drawing their value not from obedience, must be done in charity so that we do 

all through obedience (v18) because God has commanded all the virtues.  In brief, we must be of 

good heart and depend only on God.  It is the hallmark of the Daughters of the Visitation to see 

God's will in all things and follow it (v19). 
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 You ask about saying sometimes in silence an Ave Maris Stella or a Veni Creator while doing 

your work, because of a feeling that wells up in you.  There is no reason not to do it and no reason 

that it would not be good as a form of prayer.  However, there is another good little work in which 

you may find merit, like kissing a sacred image or something similar.  But we have to be careful that 

we do these things without any detriment to doing a far better one.  For example, if you have a 

movement of devotion, while before the Blessed Sacrament, to say three Our Fathers (v20) in honor 
of the Holy Trinity and it so happens that you are called upon to do something else, you must get up 

promptly and go do this action in honor of the Holy Trinity instead of saying the three Our Fathers.  
These things are sometimes helpful for certain persons; others might not have the need.  There are 

all kinds of herbs in a garden, and even if you find among them one far more excellent than all the 

others, it doesn't mean that you are allowed only to put that one in the pot. 

 It is the same with the practice of virtue, the saying of aspirations or genuflections.  You do 

not have to require (n11) yourself to do them every day or during a certain time without talking it over 

with the Superior, although you must be very faithful to these actions.  If you think that it is the Holy 

Spirit who inspires you to do them as with all prayer, you should know how pleased the Holy Spirit 

would be if you would ask permission and even that you omit them if you do not have permission, 

because nothing is as pleasing to the Holy Spirit as religious obedience.  You cannot even promise 

anyone to say some Our Fathers for them (v21).  If you are asked to pray for them, you must answer 

that you need permission.  But if someone simply recommends herself to your prayers, you can say 

that you will in all good heart and then raise your heart to God for that person.  It is the same with 

Holy Communion, for you cannot offer your communion for anyone without permission.  That 

doesn't mean while preparing yourself to receive communion and you remember the ordinary needs 

(v22) of people, that you cannot recommend them to God, asking him to have compassion (v23).  

You would do nothing wrong by doing so; on the contrary your prayer will be all the more pleasing to 

God.  Simply put, it will be pleasing in a general way.  However, if you would want to receive 

communion specifically for something, you must ask permission.  This might be for your own special 

needs, perhaps to increase your strength against some temptation, or better, to ask Our Lord for a 

certain virtue (v24). 

 

 

    NOTESNOTESNOTESNOTES    

 

 1.  Matt. 10:22-24, 13. 

 

 2.  Matt. 26:38-39; Mk. 14:34-36. 

 

 3.  Jn. 4:34; 5:30; 6:38; Heb. 19:9. 

 

 4.  Phil. 2:8. 

 

 5.  Lacking, a committed fault -- words added for the meaning of the French text. 
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 6.  Dispute, debate -- words added for the meaning of the French text. 

 

 7.  Overtly -- words added for the meaning of the French text. 

 

 8.  Equal -- words added for the meaning of the French text. 

 

 9.  Absolutely -- words added for the meaning of the French text. 

 

10.  II Cor. 12:7-9. 

 

11.  determine beforehand -- words added for the meaning of the French text. 

 

 

    VARIANTSVARIANTSVARIANTSVARIANTS    

 

 1. E1629.  The Tenth Conference, On Obedience.   
 E1933.  The Eleventh Conference, A Talk on Obedience Given by Our Most Holy Father to 

his Beloved Daughters of the Visitation. 
 

 2. E1629.  "...theological virtues even though they are slightly inferior like penitence, justice and 

obedience." 

 

 3. E1629.  "...Superiors and believe they ought to obey them." 

 

 4. Words omitted in the manuscript -- we supply them in line with the 1629 edition. 

 

 5. 1629.  "...situation.  When we have reached that point, then we love..." 

 

 6. E1629.  "...a desert.  Cassian says that while being in the desert sometimes he became angry 

and wanted to write, but the pen would not write, and he threw it away.  `So', he says, `living 

alone is worthless because we still get angry with ourselves.  Virtue is a good in itself and not 

the absence of its opposite.'  The second condition..." 

 

 7. 1629, E1933.  "... spiritual sadness and as such hinders us in the practice of obedience." 

 

 8. E1629.  "...prompt.  The third condition..." 

 

 9. E1629.  "...resting on them; he died..." 
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10. E1629.  "...change.  One moment we would want to be in one state and a little later we would 

want to look for another.  The instability of the human spirit is great but we can stop it with 

the strength of our first resolutions so to live on a more even keel among the differences of 

our feelings and experiences.  For in order to love obedience..." 

 

11. E1629.  "...something commanded.  We must make an act of love and begin to work at it.  

This then picks up with: "Our Lord himself in his Passion experiences a very great revulsion 

and a deadly fear..." 

 

12. E1629, E1933.  "...The next was a movement of nature.  Perseverance..." 

 

13. E1629.  "...on our own."  The present paragraph in the new text is missing and it begins: "The 

second point of obedience belongs to humility rather than obedience."  The present text 

begins with:  "the fourth type of obedience..." 

 

14. E1629.  "...what she wants rather than what I want.  But if my opinion..." 

 

15. E1629.  "...what I had first begun to do and then, if I could, I would pleasantly return and do 

what the Sister asked of me.  When a Sister asks us..." 

 

16. E1629.  "...and we will commit several great imperfections.  When this happens we must 

profit from the humiliation." 

 

17. E1629.  Adds here:  "Oh!  How happy are those who live in hope and do not lose hope.  I say 

this for anyone who is desirous of being perfect by the practice of virtue would like them all at 

once as if perfection consisted in merely wanting it.  It would be so great if we could be 

humble as soon as we had a desire for it without any cost.  We have to accustom ourselves to 

look for our attainment of perfection in the ordinary things, in peacefulness of heart, doing all 

that we can to acquire the virtues through faithfulness in practicing them according to our 

condition and calling.  We live in hope with regard to sooner or later attaining the goal of our 

life leaving it to Divine Providence which will console us at the appointed time.  And if it 

should be only at the time of our death, we ought to be satisfied provided that we fulfill our 

responsibility by doing always what depends on us and within our power.  We will have what 

we want soon enough, whenever we have it and whenever it pleases God to give it to us.  This 

hope and indifference is so necessary for without them it spells trouble in our human spirit.  

We should be content to know that we are doing our actions through those given to guide us 

as Superiors and we should not be looking for satisfaction and particular recognition.  We 

should march blindfolded in the way of providence and trust in God, even amid the dryness, 

fears, the gloom, depressions and any kind of cross that it pleases God to send us.  Rest there, 

my dear daughter, perfectly abandoned to his guidance without any exception or reserve 

whatever.  Let him do everything, placing all of our human needs, whether spiritual or 
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material, in his goodness, resting there totally, composed and content in God under the 

guidance of our Superiors without any care but to obey.    

  For the way..." 

 

18. E1629.  "...obedience.  In brief..." 

 

19. E1629.  "...to follow it.  You have asked me if you could say some special prayers sometimes.  

I say with regard to those little prayers that you sometimes have a devotion to say:  There is 

no harm in saying them, provided that you are not so attached to them suchwise that if you 

did not say them, you might experience scruples or provided that you do not make a 

resolution to say a certain prayer of your fancy every day for a whole year or any other fixed 

time.  Certainly, that must not be done.  But if sometimes during silence a devout feeling rises 

within you to say an Ave Maris Stella or a Veni Creator Spiritus or some other prayer, there is 

no reason why you should not say it.  It would be a good thing.  However, we have to be 

careful." 

 

20. E1629.  "...to say three Our Fathers you must not then resolve to do a certain number of 

genuflections, ejaculatory prayers or similar practices during the day or during certain times 

without speaking to the Superior, although you must be very faithful in raising your heart to 

God and making aspirations.  And even if you think that it is the Holy Spirit inspiring you to 

do these small practices, you should know how pleased the Holy Spirit would be..." 

 

21. E 1629.  "You can no longer promise anyone to say a number of prayers for them." 

 

22. The Rouen Manuscript:  "if you remember some ordinary needs of people."   

 E1629.  "...on remembering the need of some neighbor or ordinary needs." 

 

23. E1629.  "...to have compassion." "...But if you would want to receive communion..." 

 

24. E1629.  The end of the Tenth Conference:  "...Our Lord.  May he be praised." 

 

 


