








Introduction

How are we to live our lives thoughtfully and faithfully in the midst of
all the forces, options, and decisions that characterize modern life? Dis-
cernment, the Christian practice of seeking God’s call in the midst of
the decisions that mark one’s life, may very well be the single most
important Christian spiritual practice for dealing with this contempo-
rary dilemma. We all make decisions constantly, some with careful
reflection, many offhandedly and without much thought. Whart if we
understood these decisions, minor as well as major, as a matter of faith-
ful Christian living? Though many Christians do create their own prac-
tices of faithful decision making, most are unaware that a long and
varied Christian tradition of discernment exists precisely to help inte-
grate decisions into the life of faith. Learning some of this tradition, but
more importantly, internalizing some of these practices and incorporat-
ing them into one’s decision making;: these are the goals of the journey
you are about to undertake.

Henri Nouwen once remarked, recalling the well-known aphorism,
“Nature abhors a vacuum,” that one of the things preventing Chris-
tians from moving ahead in their spiritual lives is a fear of empty space.
They need a set of boundaries to provide a container within which they
can be emptied of themselves and filled with God.! My own experi-
ence teaching spirituality suggests that Nouwen was correct. Even
when Christians recognize that such a thing as Christian discernment
exists, they often still founder for lack of simple parameters. How do
[ begin? What steps do I go through? How do I know if I am actually
discerning? This book seeks to provide a set of boundaries, a kind of
container to assist you not only in understanding what Christian dis-
cernment is, but more importantly, in taking steps to becoming a more
discerning person.

As we shall see in chapter 1, the fundamental meaning of discern-
ment is discrimination. This book focuses on faithful discrimination in
service of decision making. Before we can discriminate, however, we
have to notice—both outside and inside ourselves, both circumstances
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USING THIS BOOK IN GROUP SETTINGS

An ideal way to use this book the first time is in the context of a dis-
cernment group. Discernment concerns call, and call is best uncovered
in the context of community. This book can be used in two kinds of
groups. In the first, each person works with her or his own discernment,
but shares from the fruit of prayer and reflection at each group meeting.
This kind of group provides an excellent setting in which to learn dis-
cernment because part of the group’s time together can be given to dis-
cussing the content of each chapter. In addition, the faith sharing,
magnified as it is by the attention and contribution of all the members,
can bring enormous support for each individual’s personal discernment,
and a sense that every person’s discernment will be unique.

In the second kind of group, the group members focus on one per-
son at a time, taking turns supporting each other’s discernment from
start to finish. This option makes the most sense for long-term shar-
ing or discernment groups, which have the leisure to attend to each
person for as long as necessary to complete the discernment. Those
members not presently engaged in a discernment process simply sup-
port by prayer and contemplative listening the member who is, know-
ing that at another moment others will return the support. The first
kind of group may evolve into the second, after completing their intro-
ductory study, or if they choose to reconvene whenever a member
desires support for a new discernment. The advice below concerns the
first of these variations.

First, choose the number of meetings to balance the way the book
is constructed and the needs of the group. The most straightforward
option is to proceed at the rate of oné chapter per week for an eleven-
week commitment. Adjustments to this length of time should preserve
the sharing at the heart of each chapter in part 2; to give sufficient time
for that personal sharing, I recommend at least one week per chapter
in part 2.

Second, choose the appropriate size for your group. Groups of
between four and seven are ideal; groups of more than seven partici-
pants should break into smaller groups of four to seven. It’s best if these
small groups remain constant for the duration of the study. Dividing
the groups by compatibility is not necessary; in fact, the more diverse
the group, the better. Spouses can decide if they would feel freer in the
same or in separate groups.
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Third, select leadership. The leadership can easily rotate, or one per-
son may assume leadership for the study in part 1 and another for the
sharing in part 2. In this case, select these two leaders by the different
skills needed for each section. For part 1, the ideal leader will be able to
summarize the main content points and to help others remain on track
in a discussion of the main ideas. For part 2, the skills of helping peo-
ple be comfortable with silence, inviting sharing, and creating an atmos-
phere free of intrusive advice giving rise to the fore. Since the leaders
serve primarily as process facilitators, they can engage in their own dis-
cernment along with the other members.

Fourth, covenant together. The group process and the individual dis-
cernment of each participant benefit if everyone makes five commitments.

1. Commit to the entire process in order to allow sufficient trust to
build in each person and in the group as a whole.

2. Contribute actively from your own prayer and reflection, but
maintain the boundaries and level of vulnerability that, for you,
are appropriate and safe.

3. In order to allow time for all group members, limit your sharing
accordingly.

4. Avoid offering advice or telling another, however subtly, what to
do, since advice giving can easily intrude negatively upon another’s
discernment process.

5. Keep everything that is shared in the group strictly confidential.

Fifth, practice contemplative listening. This is the richest and deep-
est support for individual discernment. Carmelite spiritual author
William McNamara offers a simple yet profound definition of contem-
plation: a long, loving look at the real.? Contemplative listening, then,
means bringing a full-bodied, loving presence to the person before you,
as well as to what is said and what as yet remains unsaid. Contempla-
tive listening seeks to honor the presence of the Holy Spirit in the
speaker and between the listener and speaker. Such listening rests in
warm, loving, engaged, and prayerful silence, which often needs few or
no words.

Contemplative listening is more than simply not speaking. It
involves putting oneself aside to attend fully to the other. When your
own current or remembered experience begins to play in your mind,
set it aside for the moment. I call this self-forgetfulness “bracketing” to
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convey the notion that one does not ultimately lose the self. Rather,
one chooses, for this moment, to leave one’s own concerns aside in
order to be fully present to another. Any time your attention wanders
from the speaker, it is time to bracket what you are then musing about
and refocus your attention lovingly and prayerfully to the speaker. You
can return to your own musing and memories later. This discipline also
means that you must withhold your own pearls of wisdom, no matter
how hard-won (“Let me tell you how I dealt with this same kind of
thing—it worked really well”); your own similar stories (“The same
thing happened to me”); and your own informed knowledge (“That’s
what I do in my job; I can help you”). Your best gift is your attentive,
supportive presence.

Many groups choose to receive all personal sharing in contemplative
silence—a silence that offers a very active and supportive response, as
well as one that assures that the listeners will not subtly intervene in a
member’s discernment. On the other hand, other groups may desire to
give some spoken response to each person’s sharing. These groups add
contemplative responding to their contemplative listening. In this case,
some simple, yet difficult rules of speech apply.

In contemplative responding we act like a sounding box, taking in
the speaker’s words, letting them resonate within us, and giving them
back magnified and made more resonant by our loving attention. We
help the speaker, through our response, to hear more deeply what he or
she just said. We do not move ahead of the speaker or begin nudging,
however subtly, toward our own preferred interpretation or outcome.
Short, succinct statements that summarize the speaker’s words along
with their underlying emotional tone are the most effective responses.
Some typical starter phrases include:

“I heard you say . . . [repeat, in the same or similar words, what
you heard].”

“It seems that you . . . [repeat what the speaker did or felt]
because . . . [name the expression, action, or tone of voice that
supports your educated guess].”

“I noticed that you . . . [describe something the person said or did,
but without interpreting it].”

“There seems to be a pattern . . . [briefly describe the two or three
aspects that link together].”
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The briefer and more accurate your statement, the more helpful it usu-
ally is to the speaker’s own contemplative process.

In the group setting, these simple speaking and responding rules pro-
tect the spiritual freedom of each person before God. If you want a more
interactive response, for example, to talk over the various options
appearing in your own prayer, simply approach one of the members (or
your spouse or spiritual director) outside the discernment group setting,
and ask to talk over your discernment.

Finally, rest assured that the most important activity in all that fol-
lows is simply to hunger for God’s life to come more fully—in you, in
others, in the world. All the rest is God’s job. And God is faithful,
beyond our ability to ask or imagine.

Our discernment begins, then, with the ancient Christian prayer
beckoning the Holy Spirit:

Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful.
Enkindle in us the fire of your love.
Send forth your spirit and we shall be created

. And you shall renew the face of the earth.



Practice: Approaching Discernment through Memory

Our memories preserve, along with many other things, a personalized
record of moments in which God has blessed, supported and guided us
throughout our lives. This prayer opens us to recall one or more moments
of Gods support and guidance related to our present decision. The con-
nection between then and now may be subtle and require some ponder-
ing, so take your time, especially when you get to steps 5 and 6.

1. Prepare yourself to listen to the wisdom brought to you through
your memory by becoming still—outside and inside. Gently notic-
ing your breathing may help you come to a deep quiet. Take as much
time as necessary to come to this place of quiet.

2. Offer this time of remembering to God. Ask God to speak to
you through your memories, and tell God of your desire to be avail-

able to God through them.

3. As you think of the decision facing you, allow your memory to
surface a particularly graced event or period in your life. The mem-
ory may but need not directly resemble the issue you face at this
moment. Relive that event or period and remember it in all its tex-
tures.

4. Notice how God was “laboring” on your behalf during that
time. Notice, too, how you responded. Remember the grace of the
moment. Capture in your journal the highlights of the grace and
your response.

5. Notice the similarities and contrasts between your experience
then and your issue now. Record the salient points in your journal.

6. As you relive that graced moment in your past, examine what
it suggests about the decision before you now, thanking God for
God’s constancy.




Practice: Naming a Moment of Freedom

Memories of spiritual freedom bring us a special grace and serve an
important role in discernment. They give us poinis of comparison for
other memories: do these other memories also bring us spiritual freedom?
This exercise guides you in remembering and reexperiencing a time of
particular spiritual freedom.

1. Begin, as always, by preparing your body for relaxed attentive-
ness, and also gathering your concerns and then letting go of them
for the duration of this time of prayer.

2. When you are sufficiently quiet, inside and outside, ask God
for the grace you desire: to remember and reexperience a moment in
which God was clearly present to you.

3. Allow such an encounter with Holy Mystery to surface, wait-
ing for it without anxiety and with anticipation. If other kinds of
‘memories surface, set them aside.

4. When a memory of an experience of God does come, recall the
experience in detail. What was the quality of the freedom you expe-
rienced then? Reexperience that freedom now. Record it in your
journal.

5. If possible, find a time to relate this experience and the quality
of freedom to another person: a friend, spouse, pastor, or spiritual
director, for example.

6. Give thanks to God for the grace God gave you at that moment.






