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What does God want me to do? This is a question of importance and a question which sometimes provokes sleepless nights. This is the question of discernment. The present paper will address this question from the viewpoint of the spirituality of St. Francis de Sales. Within the context of this spirituality, it will examine some contemporary reflections on discernment and offer a few suggestions toward the practice of more effective discernment.

Discernment supposes that we believe in God. More importantly, it supposes that God is near. While we easily speak of God as near, we frequently imagine God as distant. Thus we are safe from change! For "the more I see the Lord's passionate commitment to me, the more I will see my own wounds, my own reluctance to respond, my own great need of him."[1] The light of Christ enables me to see myself and others more clearly. This light leads to a deeper repentance. Christ speaks to us; His grace enables us to respond.

The premise of discernment is that God reveals His will. The believer seeks God's will. Individuals want to make God central in their lives -- sometimes much to the surprise of friends and acquaintances.[2] This desire to do God's will needs to be nourished in prayer and action if one is to become an acutely discerning person.[3] In Salesian thought, discernment is between the "two wills of God. " The distinction here is between those things which happen to us and are out of our control, and those which we ourselves choose to do. The first are under the reign of divine providence and are "the will of God's good pleasure." The second pertains to those things signified to us by God in the commandments, counsels (whatever is counseled by the Gospel), the teachings of the Church, and the inspirations of the Holy Spirit.

We ourselves... as little children of our heavenly Father, can walk with him in two ways. In the first way we can walk with the steps of our own will, which we conform to his, holding always with the hand of our obedience the hand of his divine intention and following wherever it leads us. This is what God requires of us by his will as signified to us…But we can also walk with our Lord without having any will of our own. We can simply let ourselves be carried by this divine good pleasure, just as a little child is carried in its mother's arms, by a certain kind of admirable consent which may be called the union, or rather the unity of our will with that of God. This is the way in which we should strive to let ourselves be borne forward in the will of God's good pleasure. The effects of this will of good pleasure proceed purely from his providence. We do not make them, but they befall us. [4]
In practice, we alternate between following the one will of God and then the other. [5] Seemingly random daily events befall us with God's permission. We seek to make our daily choices in line with the example of Christ. Chaos and design are both part of providence. "The secret of holiness is a graced ability not to polarize reality but to embrace the whole as providence - all of it care and all of it governance."[6] Even irrationality is not outside of God's care. Discernment in Salesian perspective is a reality of daily responsiveness to God's call. At times our responsiveness will call us into a process of making serious life decisions. In this paper, we will concern ourselves primarily with God's signified will and with the more serious discernments which we are called upon to make.

I. LISTENING

Attentiveness to God's will is often a matter of listening for His inspirations. Listening is important but hard to do. In the modem world, we are surrounded by noise and distractions which impede our listening. Yet listening is an important part of our tradition. Mary listened to Gabriel, the shepherds, Simeon, Anna, and her son Jesus. While Martha labored, Mary sat listening at Jesus' feet. The saints listen to God and then sought God's special call to them. Real happiness comes from hearing the word of God and putting it into practice.

Listening takes us out of ourselves. God speaks to us personally in a variety of ways - in Scripture, in the Tradition, through physical nature and human nature, through our friends and acquaintances - and thus we need to be attentive. We bring our whole being, seeing, hearing, sensing, and feeling to the process. The fullness of life comes not just from within but from without. Francis de Sales and Vincent de Paul urge us to listen to everyone. Our superiors, equals, inferiors and especially the poor have something to say to us in the discernment process. Gods' truth is found on a variety of lips! Even people whom we deem to be a little "crazy" may have something to say to us! [7]
Listening can be difficult. External noise and internal blockages can keep us from listening effectively. Some of us are afraid of investing the time and energy needed to listen deeply. Fear can keep us at a superficial level. [8] At the first sign of difficulty, we waver in our commitment. At the extreme, we might even seek a new job or a different vocation rather than face others and ourselves. We eschew the asceticism of long-term commitment. A further obstacle to really listening is clinging to past hurts either real or imagined. The advantage of the same old emotional rut is that its familiarity. The danger of change is that we may have to confront our bitterness and angers and move into an unknown future.

A related obstacle to listening is our own self-centeredness. We can become preoccupied with our own needs and our own growth. True response to God leads to a certain self-forgetfulness as we listen to others. And in so doing we begin to relinquish control of our lives as we hand them over to God. Ultimately we realize that our own knowledge, training and insight, though very valuable, pale in comparison to God's call. God leads most effectively.

In this process of removing obstacles to listening, we need to open ourselves to God's healing process. Healing comes in a variety of ways: Reading Scripture and opening ourselves to its healing message can transform us. Sharing with a spiritual friend can help to unblock the well of our hurt and sinfulness. Personal prayer which honestly brings before God our real thoughts and feelings can be uplifting and healing. Gathering with the community to experience Christ's presence in the Eucharist can be tremendously healing and bring us to peace. The sacrament of peace, penance or reconciliation is also a great opportunity to leave our inner obstacles behind, turn over our past to God, and begin to move into the future. [9]
The healing process also brings with it a certain inner peacefulness. To hear the call to holiness we need not only to be healed but to slow down. The "rush and noise of daily traffic" can be deafening. Does our inner and outer restlessness prevent us from hearing God's call? Can I sit still for ten minutes? Silence is cultivated in every religious tradition and certainly in Christianity. Silence can help to remove us from our egotism and our preoccupations and enable us to seek God. Our restless desires or even our greed for information, knowledge or culture is put into perspective in silence and prayerful reflection. Meditation and prayer can lead us more into God's time which can be quite different from our own. Our impatience is often countered by God's deliberateness. A measure of our inner peace can be the extent to which we can begin to see that God's time is to be preferred. And it is even more effective. An element of effective discernment is deciding in God's time and not our own. [10]
II. MORAL DECISION-MAKING
These reflections on faith, listening, healing, and inner peacefulness naturally lead us to consider the specifics of making good discernments. Discernment is a process of moral decision-making and often (though certainly not exclusively) occurs in the context of spiritual direction. We consider these now in turn. The word discernment is sometimes used as synonymous with all moral judgment or decision making. It involves both reason and affectivity. James Gustafson, the noted Lutheran ethicist, summarizes his concerns in saying
At the minimum, however, discernment involves a reading of the case at hand, an expression of what constitutes the character and perspective of the person, and some appeals to reason and principles both to help one discern and to defend what one discerns. Excellence in moral discernment perhaps involves various combinations of these. [11]
In Catholic moral theology, discernment is usually seen more narrowly as involving a choice between goods rather than embracing all moral choices. Thus a person asks: what is the life/vocational choice that I should make? What is the good work or cause that I should embrace?

These decisions, as all moral decisions, are made in the context of Scripture as God's inspired word. Scripture forms both our character and perspectives (e.g. the parable of the Good Samaritan) and also indicates to us that certain types of actions are to be done or avoided. Scripture is to be interpreted with the best historical critical method to arrive at the true meaning of the texts and their meaning for us today. In Catholicism in general and moral theology in particular, more attention is being given to the scriptural roots of our way of life.

Moral theology reflects both on Scripture and on the Tradition of the church. The Tradition, guided by the Holy Spirit, speaks in some definitive ways about the moral life. Within the Tradition, reflection on natural law has held a prominent place. God teaches us in a special way through human nature with its basic inclinations and needs which point to the goods which fulfill us personally. Certain actions not only fulfill us but also lead us toward our heavenly home. Other actions are "intrinsically evil," violate our basic humanity, and will never lead us to the eternal reign. These are always to be avoided. They provide the boundaries of the moral life. [12] The moral life is basically about doing the good and becoming more like Jesus. It is about becoming a virtuous person. Discernments are made within this positive context.

III. SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

In the history of the Church, discernments have often been made with the help of a spiritual friend or guide. Francis de Sales counsels souls who are interested in devotion to seek a spiritual director. [13] A contemporary definition of spiritual direction would be that of Sandra Schneiders:

Spiritual direction could be defined as a process carried out in the context of a one-to-one relationship in which a competent guide helps a fellow Christian to grow in the spiritual life by means of personal encounters that have the directee's spiritual growth as their explicit object. [14]
The relationship can focus on the uniqueness of the individual in her or his vocation and relationship to God. The director, a competent and mature Christian, can help the directee discover and follow God's call within the varied activities and relationships of life.

IV. CRITERIA FOR DISCERNMENT

Discernment is well attested to in the New Testament and in the Catholic Tradition. [15] St. Francis de Sales in his varied works lists a number of criteria for discernment. [16] Use of these criteria is within a context of prayer and reflection. Discernment, it should be noted, is not an exact process like solving an equation in mathematics. Rather, it is wise decision-making using the best internal and external criteria. Some of these criteria are noted in De Sales' works.

1. GOD'S SIGNIFIED WILL: God has already taught us many things through the commandments, counsels, inspirations, etc. These provide parameters within which we make our discernments.

2. A COMMUNAL PROCESS: As Catholic Christians, we are part of a community. Our gifts are to be shared. Our best judgments, especially in important matters, are made with the help of our wise spiritual friends. They often will see things which we don't see about ourselves or about the situation which are invaluable in helping us to discern.
3. FREEDOM OF SPIRIT: Each person is unique. Each is moved by the Holy Spirit in a particular way. Each has gifts to give. Thus discernment will not be exactly the same for each person. Furthermore, a certain flexibility is necessary. God may call us for a time beyond our customary way of doing things to something new. Or we may be asked to leave our habitual ways for a work of charity. God can and does call us beyond ourselves.

4. PERSEVERANCE IN OUR VOCATION: While flexibility is necessary, perseverance in one's vocation or present duty is essential for spiritual growth. De Sales' presumption is against change in one's vocation. Today, American society is more mobile than that of De Sales' time, but the question of commitment and perseverance is still crucial. Can one gain spiritual depth without the commitment and the joy and the suffering this entails?

5. AFFECTIVE STATES: The presence of certain interior affective states can also indicate the movement of the Spirit.

A. JOY: For De Sales, holiness is appealing and happy. The awareness of God's constant love "Cannot be without an inner joy even in the midst of difficulties.” [17]
B. PEACE OR TRANQUILITY: The movement of the Holy Spirit is gentle, sweet and peaceful. A freedom from anxiety and a deep inner peacefulness is an authentic sign of the Spirit.

C. CONSOLATION/DESOLATION: Sensible satisfaction in prayer or the absence thereof is a more difficult criterion to use. Consolation in prayer can be deceiving and should be examined in light of the fruitfulness of that prayer in good works. Desolation or dryness in prayer may indicate that discernment is on the wrong track but it may just as well originate in personal fault or resistance to God. Or it may even be a call to greater spiritual depth. Thus these inner states must not be given excessive weight but seen in the light of the other criteria.

6. VIRTUES: Good discernment flows from and leads to a greater depth in virtue. Three virtues are manifest in particular
A. HUMILITY: With this virtue we see ourselves as we truly are -- neither denying our real gifts or our complete dependence on God. Humility is realism about who we are before God. While getting to know ourselves is the work of lifetime, such realism is crucial to good discernment.

B. OBEDIENCE: While often downplayed in democratic and individualistic societies, obedience to legitimate authority is significant to true discernment. Obedience in Salesian thought can be conceived widely [18] but at root it is a safeguard against egotism and a tendency to over-estimate or undervalue one's talents.

C. CHARITY: This central virtue in Salesian thought culminates the process of discernment. Growth in charity is the sine Qua non of discernment. The demands of charity are the final test of discernment of God's will. True love expresses itself in action.

V. FURTHER CONTEMPORARY REFLECTIONS

Each of the criteria of Francis de Sales listed above is capable of further elaboration and refinement in light of contemporary discussion. What follows is a brief reflection on these criteria in light of some contemporary concerns. Discernment these days involves a serious examination of the "signs of the times." What is the external world saying? And how specifically does this fit in with a person's own history, the pattern of each life? Can the community help us to see these societal [19] and personal patterns which impact on discernment? And more particularly, what is the role of communal authority in guiding the discernment process?

VI. AUTHORITY

Authority in the Church is a multifaceted reality. There is the authority of Scripture and Tradition, the authority of the Prophetic individual (e.g. Francis of Assisi), the authority of the professional theologian, and the authority of the sense of the faithful. [20] Authority is exercised by educators, parents, and pastoral ministers, as well as by those holding authoritative positions such as pastors or bishops. Authority is often best exercised by example. "No spoken words can convey one's truth, one's belief system, one's world view so much as these life-words lived out day by day in ordinary families.” [21] The example of others and their explicit direction can point us to God's will. The best exercise of such authority is in service as exemplified by Jesus washing the feet of his disciples. Our discernment sometimes involves our personal response to authority, and often they concern our own deliberations on how best to exercise our authority.

This discernment can touch on the question of personal conscience. "Discernment leads to truth and, through truth, into freedom.” [22] Discernment is not arbitrary but rather seeks a true judgment. Conscience forms itself according to the truth. The Canadian bishops note that

Conscience is that ultimate judgment that every man is called to make as to whether this or that action is acceptable to him without violating the principles which he is prepared to admit as governing his life This never-ending search which every man must undertake for himself in order to find out what is worthy of a man and what is not worthy...is what is called 'formation' of ...conscience. [23]
Formation of conscience is a life-long process of seeking the truth and seeking to make responsible judgments according to that truth in sometimes confusing, obscure, and difficult situations. It is only in the truth that we come to true humanity and true freedom. "To put it differently, the identification of conscience with superficial consciousness, the reduction of man to his subjectivity, does not liberate but enslaves. It makes us totally dependent on the prevailing opinions…” [24] Formation of conscience is not merely a subjective feeling but is an ongoing search for the truth.

Discernment, while focused on the choice between goods, partakes of this ongoing work of spiritual growth. It calls us to a deeper and deeper freedom
. . . ridding oneself of inordinate attachments... to possessions or a specific lifestyle, a desire for recognition or a preoccupation with the opinion of others, and an insistence on being in control of one's life or radical self-sufficiency. [25]
We are called to a continuing conversion to Christ no matter what our age. "The converting person is constantly leaving a past behind in order to be open for something more. Conversion requires a person to discern what is to be left behind and what is to be welcomed. Conversion and discernment are correlative activities.” [26] Such transformation proceeds from an experience of conflict "when previous ways of knowing begin to break down” [27] through looking for new possibilities to a new insight or intuition which eventually leads to resolution and growth.

VII. SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP

Such growth is most often facilitated by our spiritual friends. These are those (usually) few people who know us well, whom we trust and who are free to challenge us. As human beings we are made to go out of ourselves in love for others and for God. [28] We are made for friendship with others, for community, and for God.

True friendship for St. Francis de Sales involves growth in virtue.

Love your neighbor, Philothea, with a great, charitable love, but befriend only those with whom you can be mutually supportive in virtue. [29]
We become like our friends and thus we should choose them well. The essence of friendship is mutual communication. If we communicate love for God and neighbor, we can grow in holiness. True friendship involves a proper self-love (befriending yourself), love for the other person, and love for God. In the deepest of friendships these loves go together. True friendship helps us to see our gifts and limitations and moves us toward love for God. As one truly loves oneself, one is freer to enter more deeply into relationships. Friendship with God, sustained in prayer and the sacraments, moves us to greater love for self and neighbor.

Friendship includes both dying and rising. Speaking of the spiritual friendship of St. Francis de Sales and St. Jane de Chantal, Wendy Wright notes

Spiritual friendship in a Christian context is thus a specific type of relationship between two people in which the language of love and death provides parameters and direction. [30]
Growth and asceticism, joy and sorrow are part of the spiritual journey with wise friends.

Friends can be of great value in the discernment process. We trust them and can be frank with them. They know us well and can point out aspects of situations or characteristics of ourselves which we have neglected or ignored. They can bring our discernment to prayer, asking God for insight into our special situations. They can challenge us when they think that we are being foolish or obstinate or even running away from God's call. Spiritual friends can be of inestimable value in life and in our discernment.

Curiously, at times we will hesitate to speak to spiritual friends of our discernment. We may fear the loss of the friendship if they see our struggles or uncertainties. Yet here too may be a time for growth and the asceticism that friendship demands. The result is often the deepening of the friendship as we have shared our uncertainties and fears.

The advice of spiritual friends will not absolve us from personal responsibility in moral decision-making. Their help is sought but the decision is ours. At times we may consult a number of friends and they disagree in their wise advice. Decisions in the spiritual life are ultimately our own.
VIII. CONCLUSION

After this somewhat lengthy reflection on the elements which go into the process of discernment, one might offer some practical reflections on the decision making itself.

1. It helps to write down one's reflections. The process of writing aids thinking and assures that important elements are not overlooked.

2. One should look at both internal (e.g. feelings) and external criteria. A rational analysis of external factors (e.g. financial considerations if appropriate) and internal factors are necessary. Since we often make a decision based on emotions alone, it is important that a balanced and reasonable approach be taken.

3. We need to use that time that is available. This may not be all the time that we would wish to have. Sometimes there are more experiences than we have time to consider. We make our best choices in the time available. [31]
4. The more important the decision, the more consultation one should engage in.

5. Don't run away from the hard decisions. In making discernment we will have to face up to realities we may not want to consider.

6. Expect that God will work in unexpected ways. God's dominion is well beyond our capacity to imagine and his intervention can be quite surprising.

Finally, we have to decide and move forward. Our decision is based on a variety of factors including our own intuition. At times we sense our way in discernment, "... the Christian should devoutly peacefully and firmly live out the decision he has made without constantly worrying about the accuracy of the discernment.” [32] We should avoid the tendency to second guess. If our discernment is mistaken God will make it abundantly clear.

Good discernment is important for us as individuals and for our world. One recent author notes that "if religious leaders want to address the spiritual and moral crisis of our times they will have to challenge all of us to engage in the discernment of spirits.” [33] Our personal response to God's will in a turbulent age can have a profound impact.

ENDNOTES
1. William Sampson, S.J., "Discerning the Spirits in Prayer," The Christian Ministry of Spiritual Direction, ed. David L. Fleming, S.J., (St. Louis: Review for Religious, 1988), p. 337.

2. Margaret O'Brien Steinfels, unpublished lecture, given on October 22, 1992, at the Curriculum and Governance Retreat, De Sales School of Theology, Carradoc Hall, Leesburg, VA, p. 5.

3. Charles J. Healey, S.J., "Seeking God's Will," The Christian Ministry of Spiritual Direction, p. 327.

4. St. Francis de Sales, Treatise on the Love of God, trans. John K. Ryan, II (Rockford: TAN Books, 1974), pp. 131-32.

5. Joseph F. Power, O.S.F.S., "Between the One Will of God and the Other," unpublished paper (January, 1993).

6. Barbara Doherty, "Providence," The New Dictionary of Catholic Spirituality, ed. Michael Downey, (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1993), p. 791.

7. Robert P. Maloney, "Listening as the Foundation for Spirituality," Review for Religious 51 (1992), pp. 659-74.

8. See William A. Barry, Spiritual Direction and the Encounter with God, (New York: Paulist, 1992), pp. 72-3.

9. See John W. Crossin, O.S.F.S., "Healing and Reconciliation," Deacon Digest 8 (August, 1991), pp. 27-8.

10. Donald Nicholl, "Stop: Be Still," Holiness, (New York: Paulist, 1987), pp. 62-85.

11. James M. Gustafson, "Moral Discernment in the Christian Life," Introduction to Christian Ethics, ed. Ronald P. Hamel and Kenneth R. Himes, O.F.M., (New York: Paulist, 1989), p. 589.

12. See David Bohr, "Catholic Moral Tradition," (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 1990) for a more thorough discussion of Catholic moral theology. For a more detailed application to healthcare situations see Benedict Ashley and Kevin O'Rourke, Healthcare Ethics: A Theological Analysis, (St. Louis: Catholic Health Association, 1989).

13. Francis de Sales, Introduction to the Devout Life, Part I, Chapter 4.

14. Sandra Schneiders, "The Contemporary Ministry of Spiritual Direction," Spiritual Direction: Contemporary Readings, ed. Kevin G Culligan, O.C.D., (Locust Valley, NY: Living Flame Press, 1983) p. 46. For more on spiritual direction see David Fleming, ed., The Christian Ministry of Spiritual Direction; William A. Barry, S.J., and William J.Connolly, S.J., The Practice of Spiritual Direction, (New York: Seabury, 1983); and Margaret Dorgan, "Spiritual Direction An Update," Spiritual Life, 38 (1992), pp. 170-9.

15. John H. Wright, S.J., "Discernment of Spirits in the New Testament," Spiritual Direction: Contemporary Readings; also se Healey, p. 326.

16. See Richard J. Sweeney, "Discernment in the Spiritual Direction of St. Francis de Sales," Review for Religious, 39 (1980), pp. 127-141. Much of the discussion which follows draws on his work.

17. Sweeney, p. 135.

18. See my article "Obedience," The New Dictionary of Theology: eds. Joseph A Komonchak, Mary Collins, and Dermott A. Lane (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1987), pp. 720-721.

19. For more on communal discernment and "the institution processes, and structures which are in some fashion the product joint decisions of many individuals," see William A. Barry, Spiritual Direction and the Encounter with God, pp. 84-87. For more on the motions in moral theology see William C. Spohn, S.J., "Passions and Principles," Theological Studies, 52 (1991), pp.69-87.

20. See Avery Dulles, The Resilient Church: The Necessity and Limits of Adaptation, (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1977).

21. Dolores R. Leckey, The Ordinary Way: A Family Spirituality, (New York: Crossroad, 1982), p. 52.

22. Sampson, p. 330.

23. Canadian Hierarchy, "The Formation of Conscience," Catholic Mind, 72 (April, 1974), p. 41. For a more detailed discussion of conscience see Bohr, pp. 162-92; Kevin D. O’Rourke and Philip Boyle, Medical Ethics: Sources of Catholic Teaching, (St. Louis: Catholic Health Association, 1989), pp. 14-26.

24. Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, "Conscience and Truth," (Braintree, MA: Pope John XXIII Medical-Moral Research and Education Center, 1991), p. 7.

25. Philip L. Boroughs, "Using Ignatian Discernment," Review for Religious, 51 (1992), pp. 373-87.

26. Raymond Studzinski, O.S.B., Spiritual Direction and Midlife Development, (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1985), p. 56. On conversion also see Bohr, pp. 92-110.

27. Ibid., p. 62.

28. See Lewis S. Fiorelli, O.S.F.S., "Salesian Understanding of Christian Anthropology," Salesianum, 46 (1984), pp. 487-508.

29. Francis de Sales, Introduction the Devout Life, Joseph Bowler, O.S.F.S., and Lewis S. Fiorelli, O.S.F.S., trans. and abridged Yvonne Stephan, (Rockford, IL: TAN Books, 1990), p. 189.

30. Wendy M. Wright, Bond of Perfection: Jeanne de Chantal & Francois de Sales, (New York: Paulist, 1985). For more on spiritual friendship see Isabel Anders, The Faces of Friendship, (Cambridge, MA: Cowley, 1992) and Paul J. Wadell, Friendship and the Moral Life, (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989)

31. Robert F. Morneau, Spiritual Direction: Principles and Practices (New York: Crossroad, 1993), p. 31.

32. Sweeney, p. 140.

33. William A. Barry, S.J., "Discernment of Spirits: A Response to the Spiritual Crisis of Our Age," Review for Religious, 50 (1991): p. 103.

PAGE  
1

