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The Vatican, 13 November 1978 

VeaJt MJt. PJte&jdent, 

Hi& Hollnea& Pope John-Paul II ha& Jtecelued 
with gJteat pleMune the good w..t&he& you aent him 
on the OCQM..ton 06 hia eleQtion and the aHuJtance 
06 the 6ilial a6~eQtIon and PJtayeJt& 06 all the 
membeJt& 06 the ChJti~t..tan LI6e Communltie~. He 
a&li& me to pa&l.>. 0 n to you hia waJtm thanf<.a. 

The Holy FatheJt il.> ueJty glad to be able to 
Qount on YOUlL I.>pilLitual help at the tIme when he 
takel.> up hll.> heau y lLel.> po n&ib'[lit'[u, w.[th all hia 
healLt he .6enda hia enQOUlLagement and Apo.6to.Uc. 
bleu.[ng to you and to all who ded.[Qate the.ll1.6 elvea 
to the .6e.JtU.[Qe. 06 the ChuJtQh in YOUlL FedelLation, 
and to the.[lL 6a.mlllea. 

Plea..6e be a.6.6t.iJted, MlL. PJte.6'[dent, 06 my own 
be.6t w.[.6he.6 .[n QuJt LOJtd, 

(signed) J. CAPRIO 
Subat'[tute. 

Mr. Marte VINZONS 
President of the World Federation 
of Christian Life Communities 
ROME 
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SPIRITUAL DISCERNMENT 

Maurizio COSTA, S.J. 

Editorial note 

Thi¢ talk wa¢ given by Fathe4 COhta la¢t Augu¢t, du~
ing a CLC 60~mation eOU~he 04ganihed b.y the Italian 
National Fede4ation. ((Ie 6elt it de.6e~ved a wide~ d.4
eulation and .60 we 066e~ it to you, in the hope that 
it may help towa~d.6 a bette~unde~.6tanding 06 .6pi~it
ual diheeMlmen.t,C!nd al.6o a deepe~ g~ahp 06 eLC waif 06 
li6e, heeing that CLC aimh to 60~m men and women who 
a~e able to dihee~n in the mid.6t 06 thei~dailyliveh. 
Fathe~ COhta i.6 the Eeelehia.6tieal AMi.6tant 06 the 
CLC g~oup in Genoa. 

Fathe4 CO.6ta takeh eno~mOUh painh to guinto the que.6 
lion tho~oughly, and the a~tiele dehe~veh ea~e6ul ana 
equally pain.6taking ~eading, - and we hugge.6t, ~e6lee 
tionand di.6eu.6.6ion in you~ CLC g~oup! 
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I - SOME PRELIMINARIES 

1. I feel a bit uneasy about dealing with this theme 

a) because it is such a broad subject. It would be much 
easier just to speak about personal splritual discernment. 
But, for CLC members, I must obvlouSly also say something 
about spiritual discernment in common - and, also,this has 
only fairly recently become discussed in the Church,it has 
already accumulated a large bibliography and links~ith 
other disciplines: psychology, soclology, dogmatic theolo
gy, moral theology, spirituality ... as vlell as many less 
academic subjects. 

b) Added to that, can such a broad subject'be dealt with 
adequately in a compl1ratively short article?--wlllWfiaTI 
saylDe properly understood? 

c) To understand what is said about spiritual discern
ment, one must, I think, have had some previous experience 
of it. Here I am not so worried, because you to whom I 
speak have just finished the eight-day Spiritual Exercises, 
individually guided, and so will at least have had experi
ence of personal discernment. Nevertheless, is the experi 
ence we have had sufficient to root it deeply in our 
hearts? Anyway, it only touched on personal spiritual dis 
cernment, not discernment in common. 

d) Finally, in trying to give you a 'picture' of spirit
ual discernment, I may make it all sound far too static 
whereas spiritual discernment is essentially dynamic, a de 
veloping thing. 

2. Looking at it from a more positive angle 

a) Spi~i~ual di~Qe~nmen~ i~ ex~~emely impo~~an~ in i~
~eI6. Many problems of life, spirituality, theological re 
flection, are problems of knowing the will of God and at7 

taining a more mature freedom - problems of spiritual dis
cernment. They cannot be solved purely by speculation or 
by forcing them into the categories of 'universal laws'. 
They are problems which entail coming to recognise and ca~ 
ry out the will of God according to the norms of Holy Scrip 
ture,reason,the teaching of the magisterium of the Church, 
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as well as in the linht of the 'signs of the times' in the 
life of the, Church and the world. In all this there is the 
constant danger of falling into paganism,situ~tion ethi~s, 
moral subjectivism, pandering to one's own whlms, becomlng 
a slave to one's instincts, abusing one's liberty One 
has to try to go beyond the railway-lines and work at the 
interior level of the Spirit (and this brings the danger of 
being too facile, pharisaic, becoming a slave to the law).
Without spiritual discernment, one is living in the world 
of the Old Testament or of paganism - certainly outside the 
world of the New Testament and the life of the Spirit. 

b) All this is t~u~ ~n any ag~ but ~t ~¢ e~pee~ally t~u~ 
tQday. 

c) ... and ~t ~J., e¢p~e~alllJ ~elevant bQk CLC m~mb~k¢ 

- CLC spirituality derives from the Spiritual Exerci
ses of St. Ignatius and spiritual discernment is rooted in 
the Exercises. CLC spirituality derives from other Igna
tian sources, too, and notably from a particular way of un 
derstanding life in community. The Ignatian community must 
be a community of discernment. One's own vivid personal ex 
periences of discernment should build up a- CLC communitY 
and deepen the spiritual communion among its m~mbers. 

- The spirituality of CLC is essentially a ~pikitual~ 
:tlj bOJL tho~~ who Uv~ ~n the mid~t Q6 the woJtld. The pur-=
pose of spiritual discernment is to help people to !incar
nate' the will of God in real life, link faith with life 
under the guidance of the Spirit. 

- CLC spirituality is apo~tol~e, m~J.,~~onaJLlJ. While 
spiritual discernment is certainly relevant within more mo 
nastic and 'enclosed' types of spirituality, it hBS a spe-=
cial meaning and importance for those with an apostolic vo 
cation, especially when one considers the many problems
such a vocation entails. 

II 	 SPIRITUAL DISCERNMENT IN THE LIGHT OF THE SPIRITUAL 
EXERC I SES 

Here I want to try to clarify exactly what spiritual
discernment is, and I am going to do it in relationship
with the Spiritual Exercises. 
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We have already said that discernment is rooted in 
the Exercises; one might go further and say that the Exer
cises are themselves a full experience ~f spiritual dis
cernment. So if we a~alyse the Exercises in some of their 
elements, it should help us to understand discernment. 

1. A bJtle.6 looR a:t .6ome. e.xpe.Jtle.nc.e..6 a 6 :the. Exe.Jtc.l.6 e..6 

Al The Exercises can be considered as a sort of spiritu
at oasis (the Exercises done over a set time : a month, 
eight days, five or six days) or as a way of life (living 
according to the principles and inspiration of the Exerci
ses in one's ordinary everyday circumstances);There should 
be a relationship between these two -a causal relationship
of means to an end: The Exercises done in retreat should 
help one to live in ordinary life according to Ignatian 
spirituality. A similar relationship exists between period 
ical spiritual 'flashes' from the liturgy, the sacraments: 
personal prayer-and life considered as a perpetual prayer. 
The Exercises cannot be thought of as isolated 'isl~nds' 
in our life. The" r~treat as"a s~i~itual 'oa~is' must lead 
to a greater maturity in our spiritual approach to ordina
ry life, out of retreat : to ~ake real for ourselves the 
characteristically Ignatian way of living the gospel. 

BI Let us begin by considering more in detail what we 
mean by the Exercises as a spiritual 'oasis' : 

a) "Spiritual Exercises" (as Annotations 18, 19, 20 
remind us) can mean the whole Ignatian process as outlined 
in the book of the Exercises, or particular elements in 
that process (cf. Annotation 1). Here, when we refer to 
Spiritual Exercises, we mean the whole Ignatian process. 

b) Flue. 6undame.n:tal e.le.me.n:t.6 In :the. Exe.Jtc.l.6e..6 I 

In general, we could say that the Exercises are a vivid ex 
perience of God, which unfolds, under guidance, in an at~ 
mosphere of listening to the Word; an experience which 
leads to a conversion which is a complete and perpetual of 
fering of oneself to Christ and the Church,and to a searcn 
for God's will in every circumstance of life. But it seems 
that one can distinguish five fundamental elements in 
this: 
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I. Activitie6: spiritual activities (which is why we 
speak of Spiritual Exercises) which fit together according 
to a certain set of priorities. Prayer and making a choice 
are essential in this, but listening to the Word and 'con
version are even more important. 

2. Rhythm: These activities have their own characteris
tic rhythm. dynamism. Every type of spirituality has its 
own rhythm. St. John of the Cross would describe his as an 
ascent to God by way of purification of the senses and the 
Spirit. St. Theresa of Avila would use the terminology
which has become classical in the last few centuries: the 
transitus through the three ways: purgative, illuminative, 
unitive. Personal growth in God through the Exercises 
seems to come about by starting with a broad canvas and,by
degrees, examining the implications and what makes up this 
broad picture. Or, from another angle, seeing the goal one 
is aiming at and then carefully discerning the means. And/ 
or learning from the world around us, reflecting on it in 
the light of spiritual principles - and returning, with a 
new insight, to the world. In the process of all this, one 
begins to iategrate the world in which one lives with the 
faith one professes and, pari passu,one develops as a more 
integrated person-in-the-world. (Translator's note It 
seems that this is well illustrated in the dialectic exist 
ing between the Foundation J at the beginning of the Exer~ 
cises, and the Contemplatio ad Amorem, at the end. One be
gins with a global view of man's position before God and 
sees the implications of this position J on a broad canvas. 
In the course of the first, second, third and fourth weeks, 
one explores these implications in detail, in the light of 
one's developing knowledge and love of Christ our Lord. At 
the end of the Exercises, one returns to the'broad canvas' 
to see it transfigured, and the world itself transfigured). 

3. Pe46on6: In the Exercises, the human 'actors' are the 
retreatant and the director,and it is essential that there 
should be a real dialogue between them. (See various Anno
tations). But the relationship between retreatant and di
rector is the means of bringing about a much more fundamen 
tal relationship - that between the retreatant and God (A~ 
notation 15). In fact, the chief 'actor' is always the 
Holy Spirit. He is the real 'director', guide. Both the 
human 'director' and the retreatant must be his humble and 
ready disciples. Without the Spirit there are no real spi
ritual activities, no true Spiritual Exercises. 
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4. The content The activities of the Exercises work 
around a certain content, certain themes. This does not 
mean that every theme, individual part of the content, is 
equally essential. But there must be some content and what 
it consists of must 'be geared to the interior dispositions 
and development of the retreatant. One might say that the 
content works on two planes : the Word of God in all its 
richness and resonance, and the data of reason and the 
personal history and circumstances of the retreatant, in 
his own circumstances of time and place. 

5. Sun~ound~ng4 and atm04phe~e : For a proper experience
of the Exercises, they must be done in an atmosphere of re 
collection and interior solitude. 

c) The pu~p04e 06 the Sp~n~tual Exe~c~4e4 : 
Here there are different views and, in general, we can dis 
tinguish two main lines of thought. According to one 
school, it is the process of election (choosing-in-Christ) 
which is fundamental. According to the other school, the 
Exercises are mainly aimed at developing the retreatant's 
ability to pray, meet God in prayer. Personally, I think 
the Exercises contain both elements and would not put one 
above the other. Rather, I would unite them and see them 
as leading to each other. In the Exercises, Ignatius cer
tainly wants to form a contemplative in the midst of ac
tion, unite the person to God in both his activity and his 
freedom, his intellect and his will. For that to happen, 
the act of choosing must itself be a prayer and the exer
cise of freedom in choosing God's will as it is known here 
and now must bring about a union, meeting with God. The 
processes of prayer and chOOSing are intimately linked. 
Prayer is not just essential as the condition of discern
ment and election; it must also help the retreatant (in
and out of retreat) to seek and find God in every aspect 
of life and the world - to meet God in the process of exer 
cising his freedom to centre everything on God. 

2. sp~nituat di4cennment chanacteni4tic and centne 
06 the Exe~c~4e4. 

I~e can follow the same scheme in a further examina
tion of what we mean by spiritual discernment,because that 
process and the Exercises are so intimately linked with 
one another. 
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A) Like the Exercises, spiritual discernment can also be 
considered as a spiritual 'oasis'or as a way of life. 

- As a way of life,discernment is a habitual attitude 
and spiritual experience, something that is continual and 
spontaneous, throughout everyday life. It is a developing 
~rocess of ongoing search for the will of God in 'one's 
world and one's mission an attitude of faith, a way of 
relationship with God, a way of living in his continual 
presence : a continual prayer. 

- As a spiritual oasis,it tends to come and go in its 
intensity. It is a sort of punctuation mark during life, 
where one is especially aware, vividly, that one is making 
aspi ri tua 1 di,scernment. Gradua 11y, the 'oases' produce
something more permanent a habitual attitude, a way of 
life. It is important to realise that there is this ongo
ing re1at~~nship between what we call the 'oasis' and the 
way of life. One leads to the other, whether for the indi
vidual (in personal spiritual discernment) or for the 
group (in spiritual discernment made in common). If we are 
conscious of this causal connection, we shall avoid the 
danger of over-~aluing the oases in themselves, instead of 
seeing them as the means to building up discernment as a 
way of life. 

B) Now we can turn to a closer examination of this spir
itual 'oasis'. 

a) In the broadest sense,spiritual discernment means 
the whole experience of seeking God's will arrd following 
it lovingly . .In this sense, it includes the entire process 
and development entailed in making oneself more mature in 
choosing I'ihat. most conforms to .God's will. I·lore specifical 
ly,we can understand spiritual discernment as a particular 
step on this spiritual journey: the search for God's will 
which comes immediately before the freecrecision to follow 
it. In the broadest sense (above) 'discernment' can mean 
the same as 'deliberation'. In the more specific sense, it 
cannot because it only refers to a stage in the process of 
deliberation. It is especially important to remember that 
when one is talking about spiritual discernment in common. 

b) The five fundamental elements of spiritual dis
cernment 
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Here again we can proceed ,in a way similar to that which 
we followed with regard to the Exercises, and distinguish 
fi ve elements: acA:.'£v.i-t'£e.6, Jthy-thm, peJt.6on..6, eon.-ten.-t, a-t
mO.6pheJte. For simplification, I deal with th~ fi.rst two 
together : 

1-2. Ae-t'£v'£-t'£e.6 and Jthy-thm how to carry out spiritual
discernment? . What are the stegs in the process of search
ing for God's will and a decision to follow it? It seems 
there are four such steps: 

i ) 	 Spiritual discernment does not begin with abstract 
principles but from experience: a reaction to a real 
event, and th~ internal feelings which arise as a re
sult of it: consolation or desolation, interior move
ments of the Spirit. This is spiritual affectivity. 
We a~e familiar enough with affectivity in the physi
cal order. If I prick my finger, I get an unpleasant
sensation; if someone caresses me, the", experience is 
pleasant. Looking at a beautiful bit of scenery or a 
great work of art gives me a pleasant sensation~ too, 
but it is different to that which I experienced from 
a caress. Ugliness produces an unpleasant feeling 
which differs from that coming from a pricked finger. 
There is a very sophisticated kind of affectivity at 
work here, owing more to the discernment of the mind 
than to the senses. 
If we go on to the world of the spirit and of grace, 
we find a further kind of affective reaction: when I 
am experiencing the action of the supernatural. Here, 
too, I experience pleasant or unpleasant reactiOns 
(consolation and desolation). 

So the first step is that of feeling, experiencing, 
sensibility to the world or motions 
can also 'feel' principles, brjng to 
ness criteria and the data of reason 

i i ) 	 The second step is reflection, and 
mean by discernment in the strict 
weigh up the data accumulated in the 
is a time for taking a clear look at 
ing them, making judgements on the 

within me. One 
one's conscious
or faith. 

this is what we 
sense, ~Ihere we 

first step. It 
the data, compar 
whole situation";" 
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in the l'ght of faith and th~ gifts of-th~ Hb19 Spi~
it, with the background of the gospels, and the situa 
tion of our own lives and our mission as members of a 
CLC group, our General Principles, our CLC style of 
life. The mind, enlightened by faith and grace, eval 
uates the data, analyses tte possible choices,ponders 
the reasons 'for' and .'against' .each choice, so as to 
be able to bring together the data of faith and rea
son with the data of the concrete situation. This is 
the most tiring of all the steps - and the most deli 
cate. Success does not depend just on being intelli-' 
gent. Intelligence must be fortified by wisdom, pru
dence, the love that comes from on high (cf.Wisdom 9: 
1-18; Philippians 1: 9-10). Above all, one needs the 
gift of discernment, whith one must humbly pray for, 
because the mind, of its Own power, cannOt m~kethe 
will freely and lovingly embrace God's will. During 
this step there ;s a sort of leap; the decision is a 
free act which cannot be determined by the intellect. 
It is rather like the act of faith. One can call to 
mind the evidence for the divinity of' Christ (mira
cles, Jesus' own testimony, etc.) but even if, like 
the blind man in John 6: 65 we can reason about this 
evidence,we cannot without grace af'f~m th~t Jisus is 
God. That comes "not by flesh and blood" but by reve
lation "of your Father in heaven" U,latthew 16:17;John 
6: 65). 

Often, too, in our decision-making, the evidence is 
far from clear and one wonders whether one has 
thought of, or analysed, all the reasons 'for' and 
'against', all the possible choices. ,It is not the 
number of "for's" and "against'sll that counts;one may 
arrive at a situation where there are only two rea
sons (but weighty ones) 'fori and a number of (less
weighty) reasons 'against'.To pass to the third step, 
the decisive factor is the Spirit who is Light and 
Love. 

iii) 	And so we get to the third stage decision. Here, 
free will enters in at its fullest. During the second 
stage (work of the intellect) and the third (work of 
the will) there is a double danger,analogous to those 
operating when one tries to make one's act of faith 
more mature. On the one side, there is the danger of 
rationalism; on the other, the danger of fidei sm. Fi
deism would mean making the leap of faith without pro 
per attention to what precedes it (the preliminaries
of faith), the work of reason which prepare and en
lighten the motives of faith. Rationalism consists in 
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acting as though it were possible for reason to at 
tain faith by its own power, forgetting that faith is 
free and supernatural. Similarly dangers arise with 
discernment: intellectualism and voluntarism. Volun
tarism means making a decision without proper atten
tion to the data of reason and deciding arbitrarily 
according to my personal feeling. Intellectualism 
means deciding entirely according to the data of rea
son, without considering the leap of faith which goes 
beyond what reason would indicate and, above all,with 
out taking account of faith and grace. 

iv) 	 Finally, the fourth stage takes us back to the situa
tion in which we find ourselves : doing God's will, 
not just deciding what it is (James 1: 22-25; Matthew 
7: 24-27, 21, 28, 31; Luke 8: 21). True discernment 
must entail incarnating the will of God in real, 
everyday life. 

These four steps apply in both personal discernment and 
discernment done in common. In discernment in common, one 
should add that it is not necessary for all the members of 
the group to go individually through the first three 
steps. It may sometimes be better for different steps to 
be assigned to different people, according to their differ 
ent gifts, charisms. The one who is good at collecting da7 
ta may not always be the best to evaluate them. Some may 
be excellent at giving counsel but hopeless in making deci 
sions (because of scruples or emotionalism). Some may bi 
too imprecise for collecting data but good at evaluating
it. Others may excel at the intuition and synthesis neces
sary for the third step but not so good at the earlier 
ones. And. so on. 

For an inexperienced group it may be better for all to 
take a full part in all the steps,but as the group matures 
and members get to know one another, I think we should res 
pect the different charisms and use them in the way besY 
suited to making a good discernment. In doing this, how
ever, one should not fall into the error of over-valuing 
the power to decide at the expense of the ability to re
flect or to gather data. That has no place whatgver in 
spiritual discernment - or in a gospel attitude. It may be 
useful now to analyse more clbselj spiritual discernment 
done in common: 

(aont. on p. 21) 
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In the last .i 
about"se vera 1 di 
hel pf-~lfor young 
some !'Ignatian T 
e.g"asa prepara
in one. :50ngO 1ng
d;vt-dually,.or in 
conti noat; onof he:r. 

rtaWi 11 iallls •. SNJf.lw,rote· 
or'ptayers he has found 
d also beguo tpoutlin.e, 

be usedi nva rio uswa}s.. , 
here; s.es, .or .asa 'h~lp 

r aretre.a,'I; ,experi enc.ei;cin 
ion, nfe:'f.o:Jl~.whI9 'h;.a 
ovem~er 1~'l8}. 

lie find ,Sr.Ro'bert'a~f co~tribu:tioli 
able, . and ,h(),e,e thM YOI.rdo-. too. As she 
at the close'Qf h,er artij:le,' llIany of 
10pe.dapl1roa,ches to prayer .andl ife 
sh'are whate'y:1'!'1"',You can wi thus! We 
km)wwhat"'w.'Prks weU" and'too, what 
our· coinmuniJi.€!s. / 

'Byth-e w:a:y~ 
tact the alltnors 
sona11y. for more 
write' to us in Rom.e 

our' Father bl~ss your work 
keep,us one in Wis love! . 
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',:Lhesol'lg ~o 0., tiled ':(;h~i r, '. (1' bi t; 
.i~gsIJr'f!ice'he. uidn 'tJ<.PQ.\'lwhat'to 

ing'!'WhY•. if.anythin9'he 1:6:oked' ug 
i ng witn.al:ltheotheY's.u,C can ' t 
"St{)pH ,\c{)ve r ,m'e.. {).ver ,ll eave me a 1 oneL 
tlie fUrniture do.ctQI" persisted.' Oh, _~,~""~',,"A 
chair a rest for· a .few.days,and c ha"ir . 

. he>w·asierribTy:seJf·consci o.1JS . i nhis 
'l'e t, t h!e,f;Urlli!~urie dod9r' s. s h opwas'Su s 
fr'omthe'on'slaught of critical ,.onlookers 
ble toendur·(vH •. 





'oJk:e;~{ at h 
" a.~b 'austthere,\.;.. , ....... < . " '. 
hefe,ltanoJ4 fears.u 

.it.be until ... Jlteon'e cartlealorigand ;coYe:re'd 
(a coat 'of paJ.r'rt( ~H~ strt:l0gledwithd~spair. 
,.stopped:l ongenough toldok at .the furnititre: 
suddenlyhereal,fzed clearly what hehadli.mg,· 

'mer of. Hf1)i'I.e:i:Medthefurn. i ture' doctor-not J.\Js t t'o 
u-p once-but·henee:<ied him a1ways. Heha dcome fr.omt'he>fur>', 

,',initure doctor ,'hewas res tored through the f;urnJtored6c-:: 
\-(,r()r'~and onlythrouqh the furnitu.re doctorwouldhecontin. 
~lfe'··tO;-rema i fL and',to 'grow "';.n beauty. 'He ~need~dhf11l,_to.<;I'yst
him Ciff, to pc1 ish-him' up; to sa nd' hi m;no.w.an;d,·.:tJ:\en,to,,~.· 
his strength. 'Yes', he was never meant to ljVe':alife'irtde
pendent ofthef:uTnlture doctor. Eve ryda;y ~he'-;neede,d/1t~, 
rook· a.t t,heif.urnitLJre doctor, ,and thenne:;!dl dn'thli'v:e,tio' 
worryaboutthosecoaho.f paint. ' , 

" 

'f'hi$ fable was taken from. the RESTORATION n/e",$papcB:r~'ct pub 
b;Vi,(!a~ion ok MADONNA HOUSE, Cdrilbermerl}, Ontd!'io,.Oarkida;::

* * * 

4. TH SECO,ND ,\oIHK: The, Fi ve Questions
L-ord). - ( 

come into his lffe. What 
them of.'your-igh1,; now? 

J 
Wh,a ,do, ydU.4a.y ~ha~ 1 am?' 

Va .ljou. lOve.. me..? 

[Vha.~ dayau. w41t~ ? 

What do IJdui wa.nt61iom me..? 

Va ~ou. btLiave.. ift ~e..? 



.~tf~~t~~~~~~~~o~~~~r 

'".~ ..~+:~i.ii~iIE}i~t~~!:m}~:::~;~fj;~~~~ .. 

"J h~e S>eP:q~i9-a ct-rV;t-y;C_o'u1'<:1 .,be· t h,e 'one . 
• th!,!'r context: fin(:\in 9 t i't 1es,) p i ct ures, 
tbatafee~amplesof the.spir~i.t -ofev; 1 

"tod_a.}i; A - '~sh a rtn 9 '.. t he no; a nod a .p ra y-et
tn'oi.s.sess4pn. - ..,: . - .. 

* * * 

Frahkl., 

,-' 



". Th.~ .m~nwere silent;'their.brainsnll1b,,">My 
5tillclungto the';maQ~of my wi fe ,A thol1.gt)~.ross;e 
mrndl)I~;LQn'teven knO\~ if,sh~, were"sttlFal I 
on1 yone'" thtng ~-which I havelearl'led w~l 

. goesv'eryf(lrbeyotld' the. phisjca1, persona 
finds its d~~pe.stmeaning in his spiritual' 
self. Whethe,r.or not he isactually present.~ 
not he .is still alive at all. ceases somehow 
portance. - ' 

, " I did n.bt, kh'ow whether my-wi feWas . 
lIJearl's·Offi~d}if9:out .•. '·but at thatniom 
iJuftter. There, was no need fOr meto.k ' ..,•..... 
touch·ttie str~ngth"of my Jove, mytho:Ughts •. 
of-my bel:oveth~ Ha'dlknown't:hen thatlilj'w. 
thi'nk that J'wou1d still have given myself, 

. ,that knowledgE!, to the contemplation of her 
,m'y menta l'ccHwe rsat ion. with, herwoQld ha 
Vlvid.a-ndju.~,t as s.atisfying'. nSetmeiae'a:/~"-"''<ec'"fJv''' 

. "h'e:£tJc.:t, io vei)! a.6·.6t:r-ongit.6 death" •. 

Frankl, 



otli~ ryoii'l:h s 
s.~arei nth is 



(eont. from p. 12) 

- Chea~ing an a~mo~phehe 06 6ai~h 

- Listening to the Word of God and/or other texts fun 
damental to the group's spirituality. 

- Personal prayer and offering to God of the disponi
bility of each member of the £roup. 

- Communal prayer; offering of the group to God and 
asking for light and docility to the Spirit. 
All this is aimed at providing the necessary atmosphere in 
the group and its members, before God and among one arioth
e r. 

- Veeiding ~he hole~ and 6une~ion~ 06 eaeh membeh 06 the 
ghoup. 

- Veeiding ~he 60hmula~ion 06 ~he Que~~ion about which the 
discernment is to take place, and why the discernment is 
taking place. The question must be : 

- within the competence of the group; 
important for its life and mission. 

- Shahing ~he helevan~ da~a, by one or several members, 
with the fullest openness possible. 

- Time 60h ~~udy, he6lee~ion, phiva~e phayeh. This is the 
individual discernment by members. 
(Some of these things may already have been done on some 
previous occasion.) 

- Shahing by eaeh membeh 06 peh~onal hea~on~ 'for' and 
'against' . 

- Communal deei~ion. This should not be an argument but 
an analysis and evaluation on the value and weight the va
rious 'pros' and 'cons' vii 11 bear and where the Spirit 
seems to be leading the group. 

(If it is difficult to see where the Spirit is leading the 
group, one should start the whole process allover agitn
and go through it more slowly.) 
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- P~4~od 06 ~~lence and pe4¢onal p4aye4, to attain a rea 1 
interna} liberty and docility and to counteract any possi
ble pressures which may have arisen in the course of the 
group discussion. 

- T4y~ng to a44~ve at a unan~mou~ ag4eement. This may come 
quite spontaneously, or more gradually, after overcoming 
tensions, differences. It should never come about as a com 
promise or with feelings of resentment: it should always
be accompanied by the peace of Christ. Unanimity may well 
mean that some will have to give up their own personal
views for the good of the group. 
(One must be realistic about this and be conscious of our 
limitations. Total and complete unanimity is something to 
be worked towards rather than something that occurs easi
ly. It might be necessary to have recourse to a vote - not 
to show a victory of the majority over the minority but as 
a guide to where the group is at that moment. The danger
of doing this, of course, is that it may disrupt unity and 
reduce the process to a sort of parliamentary procedure ... 

- Con6~4mat~an: This could be done in two ways: 
- By the experience of spiritual consolation in the 

group as a result of the decision. 
~ By the agreement to the decision by someone who has 

some authority over the group (e.g. the bishop). 

- Conclu~~on : Prayer of thanksgiving, to acknowledge that 
the decision was taken under the grace of God. 

3. Pe460n~ who is doing the disCBrnment? 

a) We havp blready said that the chief 'actor' in a dis
cernment is the Holy Spirit, and the whole process should 
be undertaken in response to his guidance, in faith. 

b} The human 'actor' can be an individual person (in per 
sonal spiritual discernment) or a group (in spiritual dis
cernment in common). All discernment is really 'in com
mon', because, even when it is a personal act, it is still 
an act-in-the-Church; an act undertaken to cope with a par
ticular situation, here and now, but also an act which has 
its place in the history of salvation. Further, while all 
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discernment is directed to the glory of God~ it is also di 
rected to the building up of his community on earth - our 
brethren. This is why spiritual discernment sh~uldalways 
be done in an atmosphere. of genuine spiritual dialogu~ : 
hence,for CLC members, the need for spiritual guidance and 
the central position given to discernment and the Exerci
ses in the spirituality of our Movement. 

It is clear enough that personal discernment and dis
cernment done in common differ because the human 'disce~n
ers' differ. That brings up the question .of wh~ther to 
speak of 'communal spiritual discernment'. Personally. I 
prefer to call it 'spiritual discernment done in common', 
partly because, as I have suggested, all discernment has a 
communal dimension but partly because I think the latter 
expresses more clearly that individuals are discerning in 
communion with one another {not necessarily with the whole 
of the community). For instance, a CLC group may be too 
large for real 'community discernment' and one may have to 
split the group into smaller sub-groups. This is another 
reason, of course, for stressing the importance of CLC 
groups being small, if the real CLC life is to be carried 

·out. 

4. Content about what should we discern? 
a) What do I want to discern? In the broadest sense, the 
will of God. But, in making the subject of the discernment 
more precise, it sometimes takes a long time to decide 
exactly what, in this particular instance, one is trying 
to discern and how to phrase the question. For instance, 
say I am trying to choose an apostolic activity. Am I try
ing to choose a new activity I have not undertaken before, 
or decide a priority among those I am already engaged in 
or am I trying to find out how I should carry out one of 
these two possibilities? The situation is sometimes even 
more complicated. For instance, trying to decide the apos
to1ate for a group, one has to decide what to do, where to 
do it, how to do it, how long one should do it, who should 
do it, etc ... In addition,with discernment done in common. 
one must decide whether the decision is within the compe
tence of the group and how important it is for the group's
life and mission. 

Should the personal problem of one CLC member be the 
subject of discernment by the whole group, in common? Tak

. ina into account what Paul VI says in his document for re
li~iouS. EvangeZiea Testifieatio, I would say that indivi
dual problems which do not affect the life and mission of 
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the group should not be the subject for discernment in co~ 
mon by the group. To do so might harm the personal freedom 
of the individual to decide his own affairs. But, provid
ing that it does not take up time the group needs for more 
pressing matters,I do think that group members should feel 
free to share their problems with their group, and then 

-the other members may be able to offer advice and comment, 
always leaving the final decision to the individual con
cerned. This can be of very real help and support to mem
bers. 

I can discern about any of the acts which mark out my
journey through thi s w{)rl d : "Examine all :thbl.g6; hold on 
:to wha:t i6 goad" (1 Thess 5: 21). But discernment is more 
specifically applied to those spiritual landmarks which 
the Exercises call 'spirits' (as in the Discernment of 
Spirits) : interior feelings, motions, which incline one 
towards or against some varticular course. These 'spirits' 
may show themselves to us interiorly (in the form of a psy 
chological resonance of 'consolation' or 'desolati~n') of 
exteriorly (some act of love or its opposite which happens 
to us from outside). Such 'spl~its' come to us from God, 
the devil, or from one's own character, one's unconscious
ness, one's social environment, a book ... or from the signs 
of the times (eL Luke 1: 56). 

One can also exercise discernment about the motives 
and criteria which reveal themselves and condition our dis 
cernment about the will of God. 

b) As with the Exercises, in thinking about discernment 
one can distinguish ex:te~nal data (from the individual or 
the group - principles of faith and reason or facts coming
from actual events) and .£n:te~nal data(individual leanings,
inclinations, attractions, repulsions). We can also dis
tinguish the unehangeable data (c~iteria arid:ptinciples
from faith and reason) and the ehangeable data (arising
from particular situations in life). The difficulty, how
ever, is not in enumerating the different kinds of data 
(first step) but in assessing them and evaluating them 
(2nd and 3rd steps). 

5. Atmo6phe~e: For discernment, personal or in common, 
to succeed, there must be the right atmosphere -in the per 
sons and in their environment. 
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a) For personal discernment, the ideal qualifications in 
the individual should be 

Sp~~~tual rnatu~~ty : (see Hebrews 5: 13-14; Eph 4:14
15). He shbuld have a solid spiritual .formation. and 
lead a spiritual life really united to God~ He must 
have self-knowledge and self-mastery, know his limit
ations as well as his gifts, be aware of what is hap
pening around him and be able to reflect on events as 
well as on himself with regard to them. He must be 
open to the Spirit (1 Cor 2: 11-13) and possess bal
ance, a unity of life and simplicity of heart. He 
must also be 

A &eeke~ genuinely keen to find out and carry out 
God's will, and with a certain ingenuity in discover
ing ways of· doing this, together with generosity, 
peace, magnanimity, an acknowledgement of God's lord
ship over his world and a loving respect for God's ac 
tion in history. He should be fra~k in assessing hii 
own motives and possess a proper sense of values, to
gether with indifference, a realisation that he can
not find God's will by his own efforts - and the hope
ful and trustful attitude of a pilgrim not yet in 
sight of his destination. He also needs: 

CaI1Ve~&'<'an, puJti6ication 06 hetl~t,· so that he not only
hates sin but also his own tendency to worldliness, 
and realises he is constantly in need of further con
version, seeing the temptation to paganism and phari
seeism as constant enemies to the life of the Spirit.
This presupposes a real and constant self-abnegation 
and mortification. Add to this: 

A pe~&ontll ~elation&hip with Gad, and 

A &en&e 06 the Chu~ch. Discernment takes place in the 
Church, Christ's work is continuing in the Churcn 
and I am part of the Church. 

Finally, he needs to be able to assess the positive
possibilities of situations as they arise how they can 
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lead him better to do God's will. to do what is more pleas 
i ng to the Lord - not just ho.w the worl d can 1 eadliTm away 
from God. 

b) For spiritual discernment in common. 

Dispositions in the individual member of the group 
should include all that is said above about personal 

. discernment. plus: 

- a sense of being really part of his community: the 
Ch~rch. CLC. the family : a community"that has its 
own mission and apostolate before God. 

- A determination not to let his own oplnlons and 
tastes get in the way of his freedom to assess and 
accept the views of others. 

Finally. he must accept the fundamental rules of dia
logue. 

Dispositions of the group 

- It must be a real community with a real communion. 

It must agree what the discernment is about and how 
the discernment is to be carried out. 

- It must also agree on basic values and criteria. 

- It must see itself as part of a larger whole: "the 
national and international CLC and the Church it
self. " 

- It must have a good knowledge of CLC General Princi 
ples so it can distinguish between changeables ana 
non-changeables and.with regard to the latter. have 
no set ideas about structures and individual ways
of doing things. 

- It must shun mere legalism. 
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- The group must accept its own limitations and real
iie, too, that, both in the process of discernment 
and in the life of the group in general ,the initial 
joyfulness and enthusiasm may well give way to un
for~seen and perhaps severe tensions, which, sur
mounted, should themselves lead to a ne~ depth of 
faith and trust and union. 

So far - internal dispositions in the members of the 
group. But group discernment also needs external con
ditions: an atmosphere of community prayer and per
sonal prayer, faith, hope, charity, listening to God, 
docility to the Spirit, freedom and truth. This pre
supposes an interior solitude in each member of the 
group which does not at all exclude dialogue with 
the spiritual director (in the case of personal dis
~ernment) or with other members of the group (for dis 
cernment in common). 

c) The purpose of spiritual discernment 

When we were talking about the Exercises,we discussed 
whether they were primarily an experience of union with 
God or an experience of seeking and finding and doing his 
will. We suggested that they were both together, with no 
priority between them. It seems to me that we can say the 
same thing about the purpose of spiritual discernment: it 
is not primarily an exercise in contemplation nor primari
ly a purely practical exercise, but both. In CLC, spirit
ual discernment (personal or in common) leads the indivi
dual and the group to be able to recognise God's presence
in all facets of daily life and it does this by encouraging 
one to use one's free will to make decisions about what 
God wants from day to day. So the purpose of discernment 
is not just to make deCisions, nor just to teach one to 
pray, nor just to be an occasion for meeting God. It is 
all three, closely linked together. Nor is spiritual dis
cernment a panacea for all the evils of life, neither does 
it take the place of other spiritual experiences and 
methods (which may, in fact, have a lot in common with dis 
cernment and be a preparation for it). In brief, spirituaT
discernment is not: 

A review of life held in common; 

discussion, dialogue; 
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a sharing of experiences; 

group dynamics; 

a prayer group or a miied pray~r/attion group which 
leads to a meeting with God and the making of a deci
sion. 

III - SOME CONCLUSIONS 

1. Problems not dealt with 

I just waftt to outline these and leave them to you~ 
own reflection as individuals and in your groups. 

In the Exercises, a spiritual guide is essential. He 
seems equally essential in discernment. What would such a 
person do in the discernment process? Who would he be : a 
member of the group? an outsider? the priest-assistant?
another priest? There is much scope for reflection about 
the whole question of what a priest's role should be, not 
only in discernment but in a lay group itself. It is an 
important question, not just for the priest but for a", 
because proper discernment needs not only self-knowledge
in individual members but a deep and warm mutual-knowledge
of one another, and what each member is best at contribut
ing to the discernment and the group. 

Another problem, of course, is how to form people to 
carry out discernment in common. 

2. Spiritual discernment as a spiritual 'oasis' and as a 
way of life. 

, Pretty clearly from what we have said, the individual 
experience of discernment must lead to a more mature abili 
ty;to practice discernment in everyday life. How does this 
happen? Is it automatic? If not, how does one bring it 
about? I think that, if the individuals and group are lead 
ing a genuine CLC way of life, this will· be of enormous 
help to ensuring that discernment gradually becomes habit
ual in everyday life. CLC seems to have a more powerful 
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pedagogy than mQst other lay movements, especially in this 
matter of discernment. Our groups form oun members to 
~ractice discernment in everyday life by the opportunities 
they give for experiencing 'oases' of discernment, particu 
larly through the Exercises themselves and through the pe= 
riodical discernments in common held in the group. Not on
ly is the way opened up to discernment in the personal pro 
blems of life but in the problems of the group ~nd the na= 
tional and international Movement. 

If the power to discern in everyday life is at the 
root of the whole meaning of CLC, one must end by affirm
ing again the central role of the Exercises in CLC be
cau~e it is in the Exercises that one obtains one's deep
est experience of discernment. 

* * * 
* 
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(aont. from p •. 20) 

Each morning, the (:'hHd;ren would come. wearing torn 
dirty clothes and a broad smile. They would greet eath 
"professore" in turn, and soon settle to begin a new dayat 
the "colonia". We were tu help them be creative and cons
trtictive: they made all sorts of decorations and models 
out of coloured paper, ice-cream sticks, sea-shells and 
other simple materials. We were also·to"instil a sense of 
team work so that the sixty children were divided into six 
teams. Each team competed with the others during the games 
we o~ganised for them. They were also awarded points for 
their behaviour and work. 

Gften'we took them to the beach or out into the coun
tryside" This helped them to get out of the miserable en
vironment they lived in. Many of them had never been out 
of the ~lum area before. 

Many of the children needed individual attention. Com 
ing from poor, large families and a violent atmosphere: 
they were largely neglected,Teft to roam about the streets 
where they leain td steal in order to assure themselves of 
s()mething to eat during the day. The lack of. parental love 
often showed itself through such abnormalities as speech
defects and mentaT retardation., A few found so little love 
at home that they ref~sed to communicate with us or with 
other children~ They would sit in one corner all day with
out uttering one single word. To our great joy, we found 
that these children would soon start mixing with theothers 
after a short spell of constant understanding, love and at 
tentian. 

To the rich people of the city,thesechildren were to 
be looked down upon. They are the delinquents of tomorrow. 
Common thieves. To us,the children were somethinq far ~~re 
precious, for we could see that behind each dirty and hos
tile appearance was a child who was 16nging for someone to 
love and understand him. We could see in eich of them a 
child whose talents ~nd person~lity were being stifled by
the inhuman conditions they lived, in,' and' by the general' 
indifference of society ~s a whole. Indeed, .both spiritual
ly and materially. they are the least of our brothers. 
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Each Sunday,a few of us would go round the slums witA 
Sr. Alvin.gathering the children for Mass. Here, we came 
into touch with the misery in which the children and their 
families lived. Often, a family of fifteen would sleep in 
a home of two rooms. The father was generally unemployed,
and often children of 11 and 12 would work 48-hours a week 
selling fruits for just 4000 lire a week. If the £hild hap
pened to be a girl, she would be paid 3000 lire a week. I~ 
coming into contact with the miserable conditions these 
families lived in, we could easily understand their rest 
lessness and generally violent tendenties. 

In this environment, we admired very much the five 
Sisters from India who left their homes and families to de 
dicate their lives to these children and to their families 
who, after all, did not always ap~reciate the work they 
were doing for them. Sisters Domenica, Helsa, Punya, Linda 
and Alvin were a source of hope and Christ jan love: always
prepared to help the neglected, the abandoned, the poorest
of the poor. They worked unceasingly always with a smile on 
their face, a smile which reflected the warm way in which 
they welcomed the poor into their lives. 

It is to them that we owe a hearty thank you for the 
work they do to better the lot of the poor, and for shar
ing with us the opportunity of this experience, an experi
ence which certainly made us aware of the potir conditions 
in which many of our brothers are living today. 

Adlt-ia.n PAVOVANI 

* * * 
* * 

- 31 





