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A Guide to Discerning God’s Will Together 
 

“Be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern  
what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect.” Romans 12:2 

 
As we undertook the task of exploring the facts and complex issues involved in denomination 
discernment questions and discussions, it became apparent that we needed to seek guidance 
on how to enter into intentional discernment together. We know discernment is a spiritual gift 
that some people have, however the ability to discern God’s will is available to all who seek it.  
 
Fortunately, there are some good, time-tested books we could draw information and guidance 
from, and we encourage you to review the synopsis of those resources to help you in this 
journey. 
 
We utilized the teachings primarily from two books: Discerning God’s Will Together – A Spiritual 
Practice for the Church by Danny E. Morris and Charles M. Olsen, and Pursuing God’s Will 
Together – A Discernment Practice for Leadership Groups by Ruth Haley Barton. The 
information below is a collection of learnings that have proven to be helpful in our personal 
work to learn how to discern God’s will together, to reach a place where we yearn for His will, 
not our own. We continue to be a ‘work in progress.’ We invite you to join us in this worthwhile 
endeavor.  
 
 
Immediately below is from: Discerning God’s Will Together by Danny E. Morris and Charles M. 
Olsen 
 
The way of Spiritual Discernment 
“Today is an in-between time for the church, between the past, when the church was firmly 
established in Christendom, and an unclear future for the church. Today is a time for 
redefinition; it is a time for the church to listen to its stories, to talk about its direction and 
identity, and to patiently discern the shape of its future life and ministry. The church must draw 
on its best traditions of faith and practice in order to find new ways of interacting and deciding. 
The process of prayerful spiritual discernment draws on the best of the church’s practices and 
offers a depth of faith and life uncommon in the church today.” 
 
Discernment: What 

• Discernment creates the capacity to see, to see through to the essence of a matter. 
Discernment distinguishes the real from the phony, the true from the false, the good 
from the evil, and the path toward God from the path away from God. Spiritual 
discernment sees reality from God’s perspective.  

• The process of spiritual discernment draws us beyond our own limited reason to seek 
divine presence and insight. 
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• Although the process of spiritual discernment draws on traditions of trying to follow the 
will of God, it also assumes that we are in an interactive relationship with God and 
invites us to look to God’s heart and to satisfy God’s yearnings. 

• The process of spiritual discernment goes on to ask, “What is God’s will for the world? 
For the church?”  

• Spiritual discernment draws on the personal experiences of the saints in all ages of 
history and translates them for the experience of groups and assemblies today. 

• Practices in faith communities – storytelling, confessing, forgiving, blessing, praying, 
listening, doing acts of mercy, seeking justice and peace, healing and worshipping – are 
drawn from tradition and inform the character and process of spiritual discernment. 

• When people seek God’s will, their quest leads them to yearn for the will of God, even 
as God, in love, years for them. Yearning may be a softer word than will and may have 
more meaning for us. God’s will and God’s yearning are synonymous. God’s will is the 
best thing that can happen to us under any circumstances. Responding to God’s 
yearning produces harmony not hardship. 

 
Discernment: How 
Guiding Principle: “God’s will: nothing more; nothing less; nothing else.” 
Shedding: Naming and laying aside anything that will deter the person or group from focusing 
on God’s will as the ultimate value. What need to die in me/us in order for God’s gifts and 
direction to find room in our lives? 
Indifference: As a principle of discernment, indifference is a positive word, deep in meaning 
and rich in the Christian tradition. To say, “I am indifferent” does not mean “I don’t care,” but 
rather, “I don’t value anything as much as I value knowing and doing God’s will.” It means I am 
indifferent to matters of ego, prestige, politics, personal ownership, price, favor, comfort, 
advantage and so on. I am indifferent to everything but God’s will.  
Rooting: What biblical images or texts come to mind that relates to the issue of discernment? 
Biblical images or texts make their own contribution to the discernment process, as well as 
images, themes, stories or people in Scripture that make connections with the issue people are 
considering. 
Listening: “For this process to work, we must have tremendous respect for each other, and that 
means we must listen well to each other. Each member counts: no one is more important thank 
another.” (Trinity Cathedral’s story from “Discernment” by Richardson) Listening is essential in 
discernment. Listening to one another, to the cries of the people in need, and to the Spirit of 
God are all necessary.  
Exploring: What are the possible options or paths within the guiding principle? All suggestions 
may shed light on the subject.  
Improving: Now improve each option. Make each option the best it can be. Improving is a 
marvelous concept that is particular to discernment and sets it apart from parliamentary 
procedure or majority rule. In discernment, the goal is to make each option the best it can be. 
Weighing: Weighing allows the discerning person or group to move toward a preference for the 
paths or options that have been identified and improved. Upon which option or path will the 
Spirit rest? How can we come to a preference for a particular path? While using all of the 
means of coming to wisdom – the symbolic, intuitive, rational, and so forth – the discerner 
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stands on holy ground, trusting the working of the indwelling Spirit to be actively engaged in 
the process. Select one of the following means of weighing: 

- From the Jesuit practice of rigorous and vigorous mental examination, draw a line 
down the middle of a page and list the pros and cons for each option. 

- From the biblical witness “By their fruits you shall know them,” list the likely fruits 
that each path would produce. 

- From the church father Origen, trade the sources of the thoughts. Are any from 
God’s Spirit? Are any rooted in the devil’s work of making sin attractive? Do any 
arise from the drive of human ego? 

- From John Cassian, apply the five-way test of the money changer to each option: 
o Is it filled with what is good for all? 
o Is it heavy with the fear of God? 
o Is it genuine in the feelings that underlie it? 
o Is it lightweight because of human show or because of some thrust toward 

novelty? 
o Has the burden of vainglory lessened its merit or diminished its luster? 

Closing: The prior three movements (listening, exploring and improving) fall into the dialogue 
category – where there is a constant opening up for new insight and wisdom. The process 
moves to the discussion category – to conclusion or closing down on a decision or new 
direction. 
Resting: Resting becomes the final movement in our process of spiritual and prayerful 
discernment. Invite participants to rest the decision near their hearts as they look for 
consolation or desolation. As, “Is our decision God’s will: nothing more, nothing less, nothing 
else?” In discernment, resist the temptation to rush forward even when a matter seems 
properly concluded. If time permits, invite the group to rest in the final conclusion.  
 
 
Below is from: Pursuing God’s Will Together by Ruth Haley Barton 
 
“The heart of the discernment process is listening on all levels. We structure our meetings to 
listen with love and attention to our experiences and the experiences of others, to the inner 
promptings of the Holy Spirit deep within ourselves and others, to Scripture and Christian 
tradition, to pertinent facts and information, to those who will be affected most deeply by our 
decisions, to that place in us where God’s Spirit witnesses with our spirit about those things 
that are true. When we embark on a true discernment process, we ask, what voices do we need 
to hear, and how do we make sure we’re really hearing them? 
 
Within our commitment to listening, we also build in time to listen to God in silence and then 
reconvene to share what God is saying to each of us. In fact, this silence is one of the main 
features that distinguishes spiritual discernment from human decision-making. After we 
reconvene and listen again, we may be able to select an option that seems consistent with what 
God is doing among us. Since discernment doesn’t always come immediately with great clarity, 
we may select a couple of options, seek to improve upon them so they’re the best they can 
possibly be, and then weigh them to see which seems most consistent with what God is doing 
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in our midst. We might ask questions like: What’s the thing God is making natural and easy? 
What brings a sense of lightness and peace, even in the midst of challenge? Does one option 
enable us to do something before we do everything? 
 
Another important aspect of spiritual discernment is to give space for individuals to seek inner 
confirmation and agree together. Sometimes in the excitement of the moment we can get 
carried away by groupthink or herd mentality. It’s important to allow for time apart to become 
quiet in God’s presence, to pray and think, to see if we’re at peace with the decisions being 
made. If after some quiet, individuals continue to experience deep, inner peace around one of 
the options we’re exploring, then affirm that together. If anyone has questions or reservations, 
honor that person by listening and seeing what God has to say to you through them. Trust God 
to work through this person’s hesitation.”   
 
“If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding 
fault, and it will be given to him.” James 1:5 
  
“We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may 
understand what God has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us by 
human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual 
words.”  1 Corinthians 2:12 
 


