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We live in an age obsessed with power.

Economic power.
Political power.
Technological power.

Yet Christianity has always spoken about another kind of power, much deeper and more
decisive: the soul’s capacity to receive God.

The great theologians of the Church called this mysterious capacity potentia obediencialis.

A Latin term that may sound complex… but actually contains a fascinating spiritual truth:

The human being possesses an interior openness that allows him to receive
whatever God wishes to accomplish in him.

In other words:

Our soul is made to obey God… and precisely in that
obedience lies its greatest greatness.

In this article we will explore this fascinating concept in depth:
its origin, its development in Catholic theology, its spiritual depth and, above all, how it can
transform our daily life today.

1. What Does “Potentia Obediencialis” Mean?
The expression potentia obediencialis literally means:

“Obediential power” or “capacity to obey.”

But it does not simply refer to obeying orders.

In classical theology it means something much deeper:
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The capacity a creature has to receive an action of God that
surpasses its own nature.

That is:

A creature cannot produce certain supernatural realities by itself…
but it can receive them if God wills to grant them.

This occurs, for example, with:

sanctifying grace
miracles
the beatific vision
the sacraments

The human being cannot produce these realities by himself.

But his nature is open to receiving them.

That interior “space” for God is what theologians call:

potentia obediencialis.

2. A Deeply Biblical Concept
Although the term is scholastic, the idea is deeply present in the Bible.

God does not treat man as an object.

He calls him to cooperate with Him.

Scripture is full of examples where God acts when man responds with obedience.

The most perfect example is the Virgin Mary.



Potentia Obediencialis: The Hidden Power of the Soul to Obey God | 3

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 3

When the angel announces the Incarnation, she responds:

“Behold the handmaid of the Lord; let it be done to me according to
your word.”
(Luke 1:38)

That “let it be done” is the supreme act of human potentia obediencialis.

Mary does not produce the Incarnation.

But she opens herself completely to the action of God.

And then the greatest miracle in history happens.

God enters the world.

3. The Theological Development of the
Concept
The concept was especially developed by the great medieval theologians.

Among them stand out:

St. Augustine
St. Thomas Aquinas
later scholastic theology

St. Augustine: The Restless Heart

St. Augustine already intuited this openness of the soul when he wrote:

“You have made us for Yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless
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until it rests in You.”

The human soul has a natural orientation toward God.

It is like an interior door waiting to be opened.

St. Thomas Aquinas

St. Thomas developed this idea with philosophical precision.

He explained that there are two types of powers:

Natural power1.

The capacity to produce something according to nature.

Example:
a tree can bear fruit.

Obediential power2.

The capacity to receive something if God brings it about.

Example:

Water cannot turn itself into wine.

But at the Wedding at Cana, Christ transforms it.

That change occurs because the creature is open to divine action.
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4. The Key to Understanding the Supernatural
Without potentia obediencialis, it would be impossible to explain many Christian
mysteries.

For example:

Grace

Grace is not something man can manufacture.

It is a supernatural gift.

But the soul has the capacity to receive it.

The Sacraments

When the priest baptizes, something invisible happens:

the soul receives grace.

That is not magic.

It is the action of God acting upon a creature capable of receiving it.

Holiness

No one can “manufacture” holiness.

But all of us can open ourselves to it.
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5. A Truth That Challenges Modern Pride
Our current culture insists on a dangerous idea:

“You can do everything.”

But Catholic theology says something more realistic:

You cannot do everything… but you can receive everything from God.

The difference is enormous.

The modern world idolizes self-sufficiency.

Christianity proposes docility to God.

And here the Christian paradox appears:

The more obedient the soul is to God, the greater it becomes.

6. The Spiritual Drama of Our Time
Today we live in a culture that has forgotten obedience.

The very word seems suspicious.

It is associated with:

oppression
lack of freedom
blind submission

But in the Christian tradition obedience to God does not enslave.
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It liberates.

Jesus Himself said:

“If you remain in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will
know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”
(John 8:31–32)

True freedom does not consist in doing whatever we want.

It consists in being able to respond to God.

7. Potentia Obediencialis in the Spiritual Life
This concept is not only theoretical.

It has very practical consequences.

Every time a Christian says “yes” to God, he activates that interior capacity.

For example:

When someone…

forgives an offense
accepts a cross
prays when he does not feel like it
remains faithful in a temptation
helps someone in need

He is allowing God to act in his life.

And many times something mysterious happens:
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God does much more than we imagined.

8. The Example of the Saints
The saints understood this truth deeply.

They were not spiritual superheroes.

They were people profoundly available to God.

St. Francis of Assisi
St. Teresa of Ávila
St. John of the Cross

All of them repeat the same idea:

holiness is born from docility to God.

Not from talent.

Not from human effort alone.

But from a life that constantly says:

“Lord, do in me whatever You want.”

9. The Great Enemy of Potentia Obediencialis
If the soul has that openness to God, why do many people not experience His action?

The answer is clear:



Potentia Obediencialis: The Hidden Power of the Soul to Obey God | 9

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 9

pride.

Pride closes the heart.

Pride says:

“I know better”
“I decide”
“I do not need God”

But Scripture clearly warns:

“God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”
(James 4:6)

Humility is the door through which grace enters.

10. Practical Applications for Daily Life
How can we live this truth today?

Here are some concrete keys.

1. Learn to say “yes” to God

Sometimes we think God only speaks in extraordinary things.

But He normally speaks in the ordinary:

a duty
a responsibility
an interior call to do good
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Responding to that opens the soul to grace.

2. Cultivate prayer

Prayer is not only asking for things.

It is placing ourselves at God’s disposal.

It is saying:

“Lord, here I am.”

3. Accept God’s will

Many times God acts through the cross.

Difficulties can become places of grace.

If the soul opens itself.

4. Live the sacraments

The sacraments are the main channels of divine action.

Especially:

confession
the Eucharist

Each sacrament is an opportunity for God to act within us.
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11. The Greatest Mystery: God Wants to Act in
You
Perhaps the most astonishing truth of all this is this:

God wants to work in your life.

Not only in the lives of the saints.

Not only in monasteries.

Also:

in your work
in your family
in your struggles
in your falls

Potentia obediencialis means that your soul is designed for something immense:

to receive the life of God.

12. A Final Invitation
In the end, all Christianity could be summarized in one word:

“Yes.”

The yes of Mary.
The yes of the saints.
The yes that every Christian is called to give.

When the soul says yes to God, something extraordinary happens.

Grace acts.
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Life changes.

And the heart discovers something surprising:

obedience to God does not diminish man…

it raises him up to the divine.

Because in the end, the true greatness of the human being does not lie in dominating the
world.

It lies in allowing God to transform his soul.

And that capacity—so silent, so profound—is precisely what theology calls:

Potentia Obediencialis.


