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when he/she sees the spark of life grow in a new generation. “And

now 1 call you friends, for I have given you everything I received
from my father.”

[Abba: Guides to Wholeness and Holiness East and West)]

Sister Donald Corcoran, American Benedictine sister

and teacher, twentieth century

Chapter Six

DISCERNMENT

There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. Jesus said to her,
“Give me a drink. . ..”

Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come here.” The
woman answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You
are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; for you have had five hus-
bands, and he whom you now have is not your husband; this you
said truly.” The woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a
prophet. . ..” [John 4:7, 16—19]

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; . . . to another
the working of miracle, to another prophecy, to another the ability
to distinguish spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another
the interpretation of tongues. [I Corinthians 12:4,10]

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such there
is no law. [Galatians 5:22-23]

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether

they are of God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world.
[1 John 4:1]
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Discernment is a key word in direction and no one becomes himself
in faith until he develops this capacity. Just to allay the fears of the
uninitiated—discernment is not simply a Jesuit technique. Discern-
ment is as old as Scripture; it was practiced by the Fathers of the
desert and’all the spiritual masters throughout the centuries. It is to
the credit of the Jesuit Order that they have preserved, developed
and refined the patristic teaching and made it available in modern
dress.

Discernment, in the Christian interpretation, is “the process by
which we examine in the light of faith and in the connaturality of
love, the nature of the spiritual states we experience in ourselves and
in others. The purpose of such examination is to decide, as far as
possible, which of the movements we experience lead to the Lord,
and to a more perfect service of him and our brothers, and which
deflect us from this goal.” (E. Malatesta, ed., Discernment of Spirits,)
This definition by Malatesta explains precisely what a director is
trying to do.

He is involved in a process which requires time, knowledge, judg-
ment, patience, and continuity. In the process, his spiritual life and
that of the directee touch each other and slowly a new spirit is born
within which both will see more clearly what God wants.

N [The Spiritual Director]
Damien Isabel, Franciscan theologian
teaching in Chicago, twentieth century

The necessity of discernment occurs when the external demands
of a situation and moral and ethical norms do not make a choice
clear. It is based on the assumption that reason alone is not adequate

for discernment, since God also guides individuals through subjective '

experience. Consequently, it is important for people to become at-
tuned to their psychic and spiritual states as they are instruments
of discernment. The first group of selections in this chapter discusses
the importance of self-awareness and self-knowledge as a foundation
for discernment and the means by which the self-awareness grows
in a person. ,

A spiritual director must aid another persop in both a growth in
self-awareness and in the actual process of Hiscernment. The dis-
cerning capacity of a director has had two d/ stinct emphases in the
Christian tradition: one is the discernment of spirits (from the Greek
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diakrisis pneumaton), a special divine gift granting to certain in-
dividuals unusual intuitive capacities; and the other is a learned,
rational capacity, (from the Latin discretio spirituum). The latter
has been considered a virtue, moderating other virtues, important
for confessors and directors in the Western church, while the gift of
discernment of spirits was honored in the early church, in Russian
Orthodoxy, and in numerous groups and individuals, including char-
ismatic groups today. In this tradition, the spiritual director’s gift
is a charism. Both of these emphases are discussed in this chapter.
A couple of examples show a blending of intuitive capacities with
long experience and continuity with a person.

The chapter concludes with criteria for judging spirits. These cri-
teria are based on the effect the spirit has on the soul and personality
and on the fruits or lack thereof in a life. Since the criteria based on
the effect on the soul and personality depend on subjective experience,
the mecessity of attunement to subjective states of the psyche and
spirit becomes clear.

One of the reasons people writing about spiritual direction have
insisted on the importance of the directee’s openness to the director
in disclosing experiences and inner thoughts and feelings (see chapter
four) is the resulting awareness of subjective states and the increase
in self-knowledge. The first three selections speak of this process. The
remaining selections in this section describe the importance of self-
knowledge and self-awareness as a foundation for discernment and
spiritual growth.

Whatever is acquired by any supernatural means should immediately
be revealed clearly, totally, and simply to one’s spiritual director. It
may seem that there is no serious reason to manifest this to one’s
spiritual director, or that doing so would be a waste of time, since as
we stated earlier a soul is secure in not wanting these communica-
tions and in rejecting and not attending to them, especially in the
matter of visions, revelations, or other supernatural communications,
since it would not really make much difference if they were not clear.
Still, it is always important to reveal the entire communication,
though there is no clear reason for so doing. This requirement is
founded on three reasons:

First, the effect, clarity, validity, and security of many divine com-
munications are not firmly established in a person, as pointed out
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earlier, until the person discusses them with one whom God has
established to be spiritual judge over him, one who has power to
bind, loose, approve, and reprove. This principle is established by
daily experience. We see humble recipients of these experiences get
new contentment, strength, light, and security after freely discussing
them with the proper person. This is so true that to many persons
it seems that these communications are not theirs nor do they feel
comfortable with them until they thoroughly discuss them. Only then
do the communications seem again to be given by God.

Second, a person ordinarily needs instruction related to his expe-
riences in order to be guided through the dark night to spiritual
detachment and poverty. Without this instruction a person would
unknowingly become hardened in the way of the spirit and accus-
tomed to that of the senses, the way these communications are largely
received by the person.

Third, for purposes of humility, obedience, and mortification, a
person should give a complete account to his director, even when he
disfavors or considers these communications worthless. Because
these communications seem to be of little value, or because of concern
about the director’s possible réaction, some persons may be afraid to
tell their director about them. This indicates a lack of humility, and
for that very reason one should pursue this task fully. Others are
hesitant to manifest these special graces because they do not want
to appear to be saints due to these experiences, and because of other
problems they experience in speaking about them. They think that
because they themselves do not heed these experiences, a manifes-
tation of them to their director is unnecessary. Because of this very
difficulty they should mortify themselves and manifest it all to their
director, and thereby become humble, simple, meek, and prompt in
relating these communications. From this time on they will always
do so with ease. [Ascent of Mt. Carmel]

Saint John of the Cross, Spanish cofounder (with Saint Teresa
of Avila) of the Discalced Carmelites, poet, 1542-91

The spiritual father’s gift of insight is exercised primarily through

the practice known as “disclosure of thoughts” (logismoi). In early

Eastern monasticism the young monk used to go daily to his father

and lay before him all the thoughts which had come to him during
\
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the day. This disclosure of thoughts includes far more than a confes-
sion of sins, since the novice also speaks of those ideas and impulses
which may seem innocent to him, but in which the spiritual father
may discern secret dangers or significant signs. Confession is ret-
rospective, dealing with sins that have already occurred; the disclo-
sure of thoughts, on the other hand, is prophylactic, for it lays bare
our logismoi before they have led to sin and so deprives them of their
power to harm. The purpose of the disclosure is not juridical, to
secure absolution from guilt, but self-knowledge, that each may see
himself as he truly is. [The Spiritual Father in Orthodox Christianity|
Kallistos Ware, member of the Greek Orthodox Church,

English priest-monk, twentieth century

Here is an even greater mystery: no one comes to know himself
through introspection, or in the solitude of his personal diary. Rather
it is in dialogue, in his meeting with other persons. It is only by
expressing his convictions to others that he becomes really conscious
of them. He who would see himself clearly must open up to a con-
fidant freely chosen and worthy of such trust. It may be a friend just
as easily as a doctor; it may also be one’s marital partner.
[To Understand Each Other]
Paul Tournier, Swiss physician, twentieth century

Watchfulness, self-knowledge and discernment are the real guides
of our souls. [The Sayings of the Desert Fathers]
Abba Poeman, Egyptian hermit

For Richard of Saint-Victor, Joseph in the Old Testament serves
as a model of a person with discretion (see next section of this chap-
ter). By Joseph we learn to know ourselves first before knowing God.

This Joseph continually instructs the person and at times leads him
to full knowledge of himself, just as by his twin brother Benjamin
he is at times lifted up to the contemplation of God. For just as the
grace of discretion is implied by Joseph, so also grace of contemplation
is implied by Benjamin. Both are born from this same mother because
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knowledge of God and of oneself are leaned from reason. Benjamin
is born much later than Joseph because the person that has not been
trained for a long period of time and not fully tutored in knowledge
of self is not elevated to knowledge of God. He raises the eye of the
heart in vain to see God when he is not fully prepared to see himself.
Let a person first learn to know his own concealed reality before he
considers himself capable of grasping invisible divine things. You
must know the invisible things of your own spirit before you can be
capable of knowing the invisible things of God. If you are not able
to know yourself, how do you dare the audacity of grasping for those
things which are beyond you? [Benjamin Minor]
Richard of Saint-Victor, theologian and prior of the abbey
of Saint-Victor in Paris, d. 1173

With clearest certitude I saw that it is quicker and easier for us to
come to the knowledge of God than it is to know our own soul. Our
soul is so deeply rooted in God and with unlimited value that we
cannot come to knowledge of it until we first have knowledge of God,
who is the Creator to whom it is joined. Nevertheless I did see that
we need to desire wisely and truly from the fullness of our nature to
know our own soul, through which we are taught to seek it where
it is, and that is in God. By this leading through grace by the Holy
Spirit we shall know them both in one; whether we are moved to
know God or our soul, either movement is good and true. God is
nearer to us than our own soul, for he is the foundation on which
our soul rests, and he is the balance which keeps the substance and
the feelings together, so that they will never come apart. For our soul
relaxes in God in true rest, and our soul stands in God in true might,
and our soul is naturally rooted in God in eternal love. Therefore if
we want to have knowledge of our soul, and communion and converse
with it, we must seek this in our Lord God in whom it dwells.
[Revelations of Divine Love]
Juliana of Norwich, anchoress in Norwich, England,
1342-1416 or 1423

This matter of self-knowledge must never be ignored. No soul on this
road is such a super soul that it does not often need to become a
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nursing infant again. This should never be forgotten; I may repeat
it again and again, for it is of great urgency. There is no state of
prayer, no matter how high, in which it is not necessary often to go
back to the beginning. And self-knowledge of our own sinfulness is
the bread which must be eaten with food of every kind, no matter
how delicious it is, on this road of prayer. Without this bread we could
not eat our food at all. But bread must be taken in modest shares.
When a soul finds itself totally worn out and clearly sees that it has
no goodness of its own, when it feels ashamed in the presence of so
great a King and sees how little it is paying for all that it owes Him,
what purpose does it serve for it to waste its time on learning to know
itself? It will be wiser to go on to other matters which the Lord brings
to its attention, and we are not doing right if we neglect such things,
for His Majesty knows better than we what kind of food is right for
us. [The Life of Teresa of Avila]
The example I gave seems to me a very good one for helping you to
understand how glad Our Lord is when we get to know ourselves
and always continue to realize our poverty and sinfulness, and to
reflect that we possess nothing that we have not been given. There-
fore, my sisters, courage is necessary for this and for many other
things that happen to a person which the Lord has brought to this
state [6th mansion]. To my mind, if the soul is humble, more courage
is necessary for this last state than for any other. May the Lord grant
us humility by his gracious goodness. [Interior Castle]
Saint Teresa of Avila, Spanish founder of the reformed order of
Discalced Carmelites, 1515-82

Accordingly, discernment of the presence and will of God is always
complex and difficult, especially in a post-Enlightenment age which
is at once critical not only of authority (as the first Enlightenment
was) but also of the capacity of reason itself (as the second Enlight-
enment was). There is more to knowing, in other words, than rea-
soning alone. We are moved not only by external events but also by
the dark and utterly mysterious world of the unconscious. To what
extent do our emotions, our imagination, and the other affective fa-
culties of human consciousness determine the judgments we make
about the will of God for us, for others, for the world, and for history
itself? To transcend the limitations of one’s own vision and to begin
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to see reality against a wider horizon (“as God sees reality”) is to
experience conversion. [Catholicism)|

Richard P. McBrien, American Catholic diocesan priest

and theologian, twentieth century

Granting that all the proper preliminary steps to discernment have
been taken (basic commitment to Christianity, knowledge of objective
norms relevant to a situation, etc.), how exactly does discernment
take place? What is the formal nature of the process? To explain that
it is necessary to reach to the very depths of religous anthropology,
to come to a fundamental understanding of man before God. Drawing
from the best of current religious anthropology (Rahner, Lonergan,
etc.) we can note that there are two basic levels or rhythms to human
existence. One of these levels or rhythms is the level of the particular
concrete experiences which man has from day to day. The other level
is the level of man’s deepest subjectivity, of man’s deepest self aware-
ness before God. No particular human experiences would be possible
for man were it not for this level of deepest self-awareness. It is a
concomitant, often only implicit, in all human experiences. Now ob-
viously, if a person is going to discern spirits, to understand how God
is operating in various human motions, it is critically important that
such a person become more conscious of his deepest self-awareness
before God. Thus all discernment must be based upon an opening
of man’s consciousness to God, on man’s grasping the very foundation
of his personality as this personality is given to him by God.
[Discernment of Spirits: A Theological Reflection]
Philip S. Keane, American Sulpician priest, teacher,
and theologian, twentieth century

In this section on discernment in the director, there are descrip-
tions and examples of both the discernment of spirits and of
discretion.

Very important in the asceticism of Anthony was possessingthe gift
of discerning spirits. As I wrote earlier, he recognized their move-

ments and he knew for which end each one of them had a desire

and appetite. He not only did not suffer any derision from them, but
he offered encouragement to those who were confused in their think-
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ing and he taught them how they might destroy the plans of the
devils by explaining the weaknesses and the deceits of the ones who
perpetrated them. Each visitor, after being anointed for the battle by
Anthony, came away acting boldly against the deceits of the devil
and his demons. Many young women who had men considering
marriage with them, when only seeing Anthony at a distance, would
remain virgins for Christ. People also came to him from foreign lands,
and having received his help like all the other people, they returned
home as if they were sent on their way by a father. And now that he
has died, they all feel the loss of a father and comfort one another
just by the memory of him, holding on to his counsel and his ad-
monitions of caution. [Life of St. Anthony by St. Athanasius]
Saint Anthony of Egypt, Egyptian hermit
and spiritual master, c. 251-356

Some brothers found Abba Anthony and told him about the visions
they were having, in order to find out from him if they were true or
if they were given by the demons. They had an ass which died on
the way. When they reached the place where the old man was, he
spoke to them before they could ask him anything, “How was it that
the ass died on your journey to me?” They said, “How do you know
about that, Father?” And he told them, “The demons showed me
this.” So they said, “That was why we journeyed here to ask you
because we were afraid that we were being deceived, for we have
visions which often happen to be true.” Thus the old man convinced
them by the example of the ass that their visions were from the
demons alone. [The Sayings of the Desert Fathers]

Abba Anthony, Egyptian hermit, c¢. 251-356

Anselm was inwardly more certainly enlightened with the light of
wisdom and guided by his power of discernment, and he compre-
hended the characters of people of whatever sex or age so well that
you may easily have seen him revealing to each person the secrets
of his heart and exposing them to the light of day. Besides this he
revealed the fountains and the very seeds and roots and process of
growth of all virtues and sins. He made it clearer than light how
virtue could be acquired and sin avoided or weakened. And you may
have seen such power in every form of good counsel shine forth in



