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For Lindsay, the graduating class of 2007 at Southern Methodist University, and all those, younger and older, who long to be free to do the will of God





At a higher altitude with flag unfurled
 We reached the dizzy heights of that dreamed of world
 Encumbered forever by desire and ambition
 There’s a hunger still unsatisfied

David Gilmour and Polly Samson

Every existing thing is equally upheld in its existence by God’s creative love. The friends of God should love him to the point of merging their love into his with regard to all things here below. When a soul has attained a love filling the whole universe indiscriminately, this love becomes the bird with golden wings that pierces an opening in the egg of the world. After that, such a soul loves the universe, not from within but from without; from the dwelling place of the Wisdom of God, our firstborn brother. Such a love does not love beings and things in God, but from the abode of God. Being close to God it views all beings and things from there, and its gaze is merged in the gaze of God.

Simone Weil
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Foreword

For more than one reason, I am pleased to write the Foreword to this book. Friendship is a factor, as I have known its author, Fred Schmidt, for almost two decades. And beyond friendship, I feel that the subject matter of this book—the practice and life of discernment—is vitally important.

Fred and I met almost twenty years ago. We spent time together when he lived and worked at St. George’s College in Jerusalem and at the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C., and professional meetings have brought us together in other places. Our friendship has included conversation and correspondence about many things, including matters of vocation, profession, and discernment.

Over the years, I have come to know Fred as a first-rate writer, a fine theologian, and a person who lives the life he writes about. Fred’s intellect, wisdom, and Christian orientation are all apparent in this book.

The subject matter of this book is central to our lives. It concerns the question of discernment, the most important question of the Christian life as it grows and matures. As the title of this book puts it, discernment is about “What God Wants for Your Life.” For people who take God seriously, it is the most important question there is.

As Fred develops the notion, discernment invites us to reflect on what God is doing in the world today and how each of us, with our particular histories, gifts and graces, may discern how to live in relationship with God and God’s purposes. He begins with the “God” questions, moves on to the “we” questions, and concludes with the “I” questions. This book thus provides a theological framework for discernment, as well as practical guidance for the process of discernment.

If “theological” is a negative word for you, let me put it another way. This book provides a “thinking” framework for discerning the will of God for our lives, for theology is about thinking; it is the reflective task of the Christian life. What is God like? What is God’s character? How do we live our lives life in relationship to God? How do I live my life in relationship to God? Said differently, how do we live our lives in relationship to what is?

What is is my most generic and secular expression for “what is all around us.” When I speak of what is in religious terms, I speak of it as “the sacred.” When I speak of what is in Christian terms, I speak of what is as God as known in the Bible and Jesus.

We are all in a relationship to what is, however we name it. Importantly, how we see our relationship to what is matters greatly. Does how we see what is lead to a fearful and anxious relationship, to self-preoccupation and self-concern? Or does how we see what is lead to a trusting and liberating relationship, to the self-forgetfulness of faith and the freedom of the children of God?

Depending upon how they think of what is, of God, Christians bring different questions to their life with God. For some, the question is, What must I do to be saved? Or, How do I measure up to what God requires of me? These are anxious questions, and they suggest that life with God is an anxious task.

For other Christians, including the author of this book, the questions are not about “me” and my salvation but about God. What is God doing in the world? And how do I live my life in relationship to God’s intentions for the world, and thus for me? These are the questions that Fred treats as a framework for the more particular question, “What God wants for your life.”

This book is not only helpful and insightful, but an interesting read. Several features contribute to its worth and interest:


• Illustrative stories drawn from Fred’s own life and the lives of people he has known

• A theology shaped by a transformational understanding of the Christian life

• An appreciative engagement with the Christian tradition

• Reflection questions for personal and small-group use

• Solid grounding in contemporary scholarship, with footnotes for readers who want to know more

• An appreciation of other religious traditions (though written primarily for Christians)



Discernment is a practice and a process. There are times in life when the need for discernment is greater. To be autobiographical for a moment, I recently turned sixty and am now “doing sixty,” as I sometimes say. And on some highways, that’s over the speed limit.

For me, turning sixty was my first serious encounter with my mortality. Of course, like all of us, I have known for a very long time that I will die. I would not have gotten that wrong on a true-false test. Nevertheless, only the advent of sixty made my mortality compellingly obvious to me.

The issue is not primarily death. I don’t think I am afraid to die, though I will miss this life. Rather, the issue is the awareness that the future holds increasing limitations and decline, and that I cannot take for granted the health and vitality and mobility that I, gratefully, have been blessed with.

Thus the sharpened awareness generated by a big number has involved me in a process of discernment. There are “I” questions involved. How do I balance my life between vocation, family, friends, and leisure? Given that I can’t count on being active indefinitely, what do I still want to do that requires a reasonable degree of vitality? What do I want my next year to be like? My next five years?

This book puts these questions in the larger framework of “God” and “we” questions. What is God doing in the world today? What is God doing in the communities in which I live? What is God doing in my life? This larger framework is very helpful.

As Fred describes discernment, it is more than a practice and a process. It is also a way of life. It is not simply a practice to turn to when faced with a life-changing decision or crisis. Rather, it is a way of living all of our days in an intimate relationship with God. Discernment is not only for “crisis time;” it is also a way of living in “ordinary time.”

The life of discernment is marked above all by listening for God in the dailiness of our lives. As contemporary author Frederick Buechner puts it:

Listen to your life. Listen to what happens to you because it is through what happens to you that God speaks. . . . It’s in language that’s not always easy to decipher, but it’s there powerfully, memorably, unforgettably.1

This book suggests how to listen for God as part of the life of discernment. Such listening involves “the kind of reflective and prayerful space that makes (our spiritual) maturation possible.”

This is a wise book. Wisdom is quite different from knowledge and information. From antiquity to the present, wisdom has treated the largest and most important questions of life. What is real, and what is reality like? How then shall we live? How then shall I live?

I commend this wise book to you with pleasure, conviction, and confidence.

—Marcus Borg





Introduction
 On Opening an Invitation

When you receive an invitation, do you automatically check for a return address or the identity of the host or hostess? I do. Invitations gain or lose significance for me depending on a variety of considerations.

Personal relationships usually figure prominently in piquing my interest in attending a particular event. Invitations from relatives and close friends get my attention instantly. I also respond positively to invitations from people or organizations whose work I recognize, and I am inclined to accept invitations from people who share common goals and values. But if an invitation fails to meet these criteria, my motivation to respond positively drops pretty quickly.

So what kind of inducement do I offer you to accept an invitation from a total stranger to discuss the subject of God’s will for your life? After all, it is a pretty intrusive invitation, and it is issued with little or no risk to the author!

The best possible introduction, I suppose, is to note that this particular invitation comes from one whose struggle to live as a son, husband, father, citizen, employee, adult, and disciple has never been without its challenges. My own attempts to do the will of God have been marked by fears and misgivings, moments of success and moments of failure. There have been times when I have been spiritually grounded and times when I felt grounded in another, not particularly positive or spiritual sense of the word.

In spite of the unevenness of that experience, I am convinced that most of us want and need to know God’s will. I see that desire and need in the ready interest of people when the spiritual life is mentioned. I hear it regularly in conversations with people about the almost pilgrimlike character of their life stories. And I hear it in conversations about the effort to give life meaning and significance.

The complexity of our lives also lends urgency to that quest. We live increasingly unreflective lives, consuming minutes, hours, and days without savoring them. We rush from encounter to encounter without asking how those experiences might modify or challenge the way in which we live. And we move reactively through the events of a day, making incremental and unrelated decisions that shape our lives without our being aware of it. Then one day we find ourselves saying, “This is not the life I intended to live.”1

Yet, for many of us, the effort to find the will of God only makes matters worse. Many of the people I have met who thought they could avoid a sense of frustration, emptiness, or isolation by looking to God have instead compounded their misery. Unsure how to find the will of God and afraid of “getting it wrong,” they are tormented by their doubts about a process that was meant to give them a sense of peace and belonging.

The good news, however, is that this sense of frustration is largely rooted in misunderstandings and not in the search itself for God’s will. For myself, this realization grew out of my own effort to find and do the will of God.

For years my effort to find and do the will of God was framed by two extremes. On the one hand, I engaged in a fearful search for the one right answer—with all that those words imply. On the other hand, I have wondered whether some of what I have labeled “the will of God” included things I would have done anyway.

My own struggles with those extremes have led me to believe that there are many who need more than either extreme can offer. For those who look for the one right answer, it needs to be said that there is rarely a choice of that kind to be made, except perhaps in the case of some moral decisions. For those who fear that they have masked their decisions from themselves and from others by describing them as the will of God, it needs to be said clearly that we really do make choices. It is nonetheless profoundly important to grapple with what it means to make those choices rooted in faithful, creative attention to the will of God.

I remember well the decisionmaking process that took me and my family to Jerusalem some years ago when I assumed responsibilities as the dean of St. George’s College. To say yes to a position of that kind was no small matter. Inside the walls of St. George’s Cathedral, the college had for years provided theological education for Arab Christians. Then, five minutes into the 1967 Six-Day War, homes and institutions that had been in the country of Jordan were suddenly in the country of Israel. Pockmarks from small-arms fire still punctuate the cathedral tower, and the so-called Green Line that marks the original boundaries between Jordan and Israel continues to serve as the unseen barrier that divides an ostensibly undivided city.

For years following the war the college floundered. Arab students were not able to attend, and the future of the college was in doubt. Then, in a stroke of genius, leaders hit on the idea of reinventing the college as a place for continuing education and pilgrimage with a dominantly expatriate student body. A small but steady stream of people from around the world began to travel to St. George’s to study and pray. But that hardly meant that it was an easy place to be.

The Israeli Court of Justice was adjacent to the college, and for that reason a contingent of armed, uniformed eighteen-year-olds was stationed outside our gates. One block away was Orient House, headquarters of first the PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization) and then the Palestinian Authority.

Inside the walls of the cathedral close (or compound), where we would live and I would work, things were no easier. A history of tribal behavior and political machinations had created tensions among the clergy and their families, lending a conspiratorial air to life. To make matters worse, predictable religious differences had strained the relationships between Christians and Muslims on the staff.

As you can well imagine, my family gave prayerful attention to the will of God in attempting to make our decision about this move. We carefully weighed the nature of the distinctive professional contributions that both my wife and I could make to the communities for which we would be working. We considered the impact that moving abroad, to a very troubled country, might have on our daughter. We talked at length about the decision with people in both the United States and Jerusalem in an effort to understand the needs that the college faced, and we made lists detailing the arrangements we would need to make. With enormous care we probed and prayed about the prospect of moving, and when we were finished, we were confident that we were making the right choice. We thought this was God’s will for us.

Some of the dislocation we experienced during the first few months after our move prompted the kind of misgivings that almost always accompany a choice of this kind. Saying good-bye to close friends and selling our home prompted feelings of remorse. Moving to a country in which people lived in close proximity to one another, and in such obvious tension with one another, made us instantly wary. New sights and sounds reminded us at every twist and turn of just how far we were from home.

Guilt, too, was a frequent companion. We celebrated my wife’s birthday in an open-air café near a restaurant that was attacked by armed gunmen just an hour or two later. We had dinner with friends living on the West Bank just an eighth of a mile from a village where, on the same evening, commandos attempted to free a soldier who had been kidnapped. And I can remember calling my wife during an extended trip back to the United States:

“How are things?”

“Oh, all right. We needed to bring the children inside. There was too much tear gas in the air.”

How, I thought, could I expose my family to so much danger?

We grappled with the kind of what-ifs and if-onlys that all of us experience hard on the heels of momentous, life-changing decisions. Then, in the first few weeks of my tenure as dean, I found myself dealing with questionable practices in one of the institutions upon which my own work deeply depended.

At first blush, the issues I faced were straightforward. The harder I tried to get to the bottom of the issues involved, the clearer it became that the answers I sought would not be forthcoming. Given what information I could gather, from my point of view, the choice was obvious. I instructed the officer who was responsible for the institution to take the necessary corrective measures.

It was a significant decision, and I still feel that it was the right one. But it was also a decision that placed me squarely in conflict with some of the people with whom I worked most closely. As a result, in a matter of weeks after moving to Jerusalem what had seemed like the right choice suddenly felt like the wrong choice. And the months that followed were marked by the effort to work in a disciplined, creative fashion, knowing all along that the growing conflict was likely to negate the efforts we made. Overnight the anticipation and excitement gave way to sheer effort, and as we expected, things ended badly. A fact-finder studied the situation and discovered that the problems with which I was dealing were long-standing and intractable. His efforts to resolve the situation met with resistance, and I eventually resigned.

Had the experience simply been part of a professional calculus, then it might have been possible to view it with a bit of detachment. But because my family was so deeply affected by the experience and because the decision to go to Jerusalem had been part of a conscientious, prayerful decision, the crisis was also part and parcel of a much deeper struggle with the extremes I mentioned earlier. I revisited my motivations for accepting the position, wondering whether some dimension of my attraction to the job had clouded my judgment. My wife wondered out loud how God could have led us into something so deeply broken from the start. And the deep satisfaction we had experienced in saying yes to what we perceived to be the will of God gave way to feelings of isolation and repeated attempts to process the seeming hypocrisy we had witnessed within the Christian community.

Even my nine-year-old daughter had her own struggles. Hearing the word fraud on a television show, she asked my wife, “Mommy, what does ‘fraud’ mean?”

My wife responded, “Sweetheart, that’s when someone pretends to be something in order to take advantage of other people.”

Lindsay observed, “Oh, like the church.”

Inevitably, we also struggled with the practical challenges of the aftermath. Moving back in just a year meant moving back into the same community, but not to the home we had loved so much. It meant returning to huge uncertainties around the issue of employment and the prospect of moving yet again. And it meant living at length with a sense of having been abandoned.

The questions that arise from an experience of this kind—mine and yours—tumble over one another in their demand to be answered. In reflecting on our time in Jerusalem, I questioned whether I had failed to hear God clearly. Did the fact that things ended so miserably mean that I had missed or misread the signs from God that might have guided me? If this was what I was supposed to do, then why didn’t things turn out well? Or did God use my limited understanding of the job’s demands to get me where I needed to be, in order to do what I needed to do? Were there steps I could have taken that would have ensured that I could find the will of God?

The questions themselves really don’t matter, except as they illustrate the kind of inner interrogation that we all experience from time to time. But the answers I would give to them today are different from those I might have given at another point in my life—and they are certainly at odds with the kind of answers I was taught to expect.

No, I don’t think that things ended so miserably because I had failed to hear God clearly. I did not miss or misread the signs. In fact, I am convinced that the depth of our relationship to God and our capacity for spiritual insight determine what we can see of God’s presence in the world. Events themselves are more or less neutral in character. I don’t believe in signs and wonders, as such. But I do wonder at what God is able to do, and this requires that we look at the world in a new way. The fact that sometimes things do not turn out well has no bearing on what you and I should choose to do. Some of what is really important for us to do is in fact bound to fail.

Did God use my limited understanding of the job’s demands to get me where I needed to be, in order to do what I needed to do? The answer again is no. I am not a fatalist, baptized or otherwise.2 The future is open, and the shape of it depends on the decisions we and others make. The only “reasons” for going to Jerusalem were the ones that motivated our choices as a family, and those were reasons we weighed in conversation with God. If what transpired defined the nature of our time there in unexpected ways, that, too, was shaped by the choices we and others made. My faith in God’s guidance does not lie in the conviction that God has scripted everything that happens to us, but in the confidence that God is with us no matter what happens.

God can and does speak to us—even in times when things go terribly wrong. What often troubles and torments us are the assumptions that shape what we expect and how we listen. Thus, much of the conversation that follows is an effort to redefine what it means to find and do the will of God. My prayer is that in the course of that conversation you will find freedom, meaning, and direction—maybe even a bit of adventure and the courage that adventure requires. Together, we will think anew about a number of issues:


• The kinds of questions you should be asking as you look for the will of God

• Your motives for asking those questions

• The place of “signs and wonders” in your quest

• What we expect when we talk about “proving” the will of God

• How we go about listening for the voice of God

• The role of listening with others in our search for God’s will

• The significance of our own gifts and graces

• The relationship between doing and being

• The importance of asking questions in community



In spite of the struggles I have encountered along the way, I am more confident than ever that life’s deepest rewards lie in finding and doing the will of God. At the heart of my spirituality is the conviction that God is relational, straining every fiber, risking existence itself, to love us, care for us, and nurture us, and that God’s desire for us is inseparable from the freedom, creativity, and risk that characterize our lives. The one cannot be had without the other.

Shaped by an open-ended, inner dialogue with God about the choices you and I really do make, finding and doing the will of God is not a baptized fatalism; God is not the puppet master who orchestrates every twist and turn of our lives. Finding and doing the will of God is an adventure in which, hand in hand with God, we define what it means to live as people of faith.

If there is something in the return address on this invitation that commends reading further, it is the fact that, in spite of my struggles, I continue to have the confidence that this adventure is possible and deeply rewarding. It is not a confidence that grows out of a carefree, happy-go-lucky romp through life, bolstered by heavy doses of denial. It is a confidence defined, shaped, and sharpened by setbacks and failures, and then reexamined with as much honesty as I can muster and—fear not—with joy as well. If that strikes you as a place worth living, then I hope you will accept the invitation. No RSVP necessary.





Chapter One
 I-Questions and God-Questions

When you fathom the life of things and of conditionality, you reach the indissoluble; when you dispute the life of things and of conditionality, you wind up before the nothing; when you consecrate life you encounter the living God.

Martin Buber1

Tradition holds that in the deserts of Egypt a small group of men sought out Anthony the hermit, who was widely regarded for his sane and sensible approach to life. They wanted to know how to achieve spiritual perfection. Their conversation began in the evening and, it is said, lasted most of the night.

Anxious perhaps to demonstrate their own wisdom, they quickly offered answers to the question they themselves had raised without allowing the old hermit to speak. One argued that fasting and the keeping of vigils would accomplish the desired goal. Another recommended abandoning attachments to this world. Some thought that the key to achieving perfection lay in solitude and secrecy. Still others urged the opposite, recommending that perfection be sought in engagement with the world and the practice of charity.

Finally, Anthony spoke. “All the things that you have spoken about are necessary and helpful to those thirsting for God. But those who have been most zealous have often suddenly fallen prey to illusion. Discernment is that which above all else leads to God. It keeps us from presumption and excessive fervor on the right and from carelessness, sin and a sluggishness of spirit on the left.”2

I am convinced that we ourselves are much like Anthony’s interrogators. We are anxious to know the will of God and yet far too anxious to supply the answers without listening. What should I do? What am I able to do? How can I prepare? Where will I go? Moreover, in our fast-paced ADHD world we want answers to these questions now.

So, as we seek to find God’s will, instead of turning to the anxious questions that we so often ask and answer without listening, let me suggest that we begin by asking different, deeper questions. In doing so, I am convinced that we can find a greater measure of spiritual balance and a way to nurture lives marked by greater significance. When we come back to the questions about ourselves—and I promise you that we will—I am also hopeful that we will have better answers. To get there, however, I want to do four things:


1. Introduce a basic distinction between “I-questions” and “God-questions”

2. In light of that distinction, define what I mean by the practice of discernment

3. Give you two basic strategies for asking your own God-questions

4. Illustrate why the distinction matters



Distinguishing Between I-Questions and God-Questions

Twelve of us had been asked to serve on the senior staff of Washington National Cathedral. The number, I think, was a fluke. Besides, we all reported to a thirteenth member of the staff who served as our immediate supervisor.

In those early days we did lots of team-building exercises. We jumped off a tower, each of us strapped into a harness hanging from a zip-wire, and went hurtling down a mountainside—okay, hillside—one by one. We went on trust-walks, blindfolded and led by another member of the staff. And we took the Myers-Briggs Inventory to discover a sense of how each of us responded to the world around us. We were a diverse bunch, and we came from a variety of work worlds, including not just the academy and the church but the worlds of advertising, nonprofit work, accounting, business administration, social work, and public relations.

But almost all of us also shared a frightening common denominator. Out of the twelve, eleven of us were firstborn children, and the one who was not was an only child. When he discovered the ugly truth about our team, our supervisor dropped his head into his open hands and wailed, “I don’t believe it! I’m working with a group of people who have spent their entire lives asking, ‘Can I do extra credit?’”

First children may be particularly bad about it—I know that I am—but we all live in an increasingly first-person-singular world where questions about extra credit dominate. We value and celebrate individual enterprise. We reinforce it in the way we market higher education, and we surround ourselves with the language and consciousness of personal initiative. We live in a world of applications, aptitude tests, and examinations designed to test our preparation for the solitary achievements that lie ahead, and we are ushered into a world that is deeply shaped by asking and answering I-questions.

I remember it well. At times the succession of challenges issued by parents, teachers, and others felt like an invitation to adulthood—a well-meaning welcome to the world where decisions were made and problems were solved. At other times those challenges felt like a gauntlet with unidentified traps nestled among the ones that were already clearly labeled. The effort to graduate from high school gave way to the task of finishing an undergraduate degree. Finishing that degree gave way to applying for graduate programs. Finishing a graduate degree gave way to anxiety over finding a job. Through it all the first-person-singular dominated, and far from seeming selfish or self-absorbed, overachieving, action-oriented lives and good answers to first-person-singular questions seemed to be the measure of responsibility.

For many of us, by midlife what seemed like preamble or preparation has taken on a life of its own. I am not a psychiatrist, so I cannot account for everything that contributes to the legendary midlife crisis that we all anticipate. But I am convinced that much of what leaves people feeling strangely at odds with the lives they are living is the product of I-questions asked and answered in ever greater isolation from deeper conversations with each other and with God.

It is little wonder, then, that as we begin to reflect on the shape of our spiritual lives, the I-questions are often simply transposed into a new key. Instead of asking, “What am I going to do?” we begin asking, “What am I going to do for God?” The new question may reflect a basic change in spiritual allegiance, but it doesn’t necessarily reflect a change in the spiritual logic of our lives.

That is why the lives of some otherwise very sincere people often appear self-serving or self-absorbed—in spite of their interest in the will of God. They may focus energy on spiritual concerns in a way that they never have in the past, but the first-person-singular is still there, deeply at work in their spiritual DNA.3 The result is dissonance: spiritualized conversation about self-seeking goals, self-actualization disguised as service, lives that lack everything except the appearance of piety, and relationships that lurch between affection and abuse.

The inability to move beyond the first-person-singular is particularly acute in parts of the West, and it has its own peculiar shape in our “post-postmodern” world.4 But the struggle between I-questions and God-questions has far deeper roots. There is ample evidence of the same struggle, for example, in the ancient literature of Jewish prophets and leaders.

Moses, when called upon to represent the people of Israel before the pharaoh of Egypt, complains that he is not eloquent enough (Exodus 4:10). Saul, when called upon to serve as king, has second thoughts about his tribal bloodline—“Am I not a Benjaminite from the least of the tribes of Israel?” (1 Samuel 9:21)—and David simply protests, “Who am I?” (2 Samuel 7:18). One of my favorite stories, though, is that of Jeremiah’s call to prophetic work.

Now the word of the Lord came to me saying,

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,

and before you were born I consecrated you;

I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”

Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do

not know how to speak, for I am only a

boy.” But the Lord said to me,

“Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’;

for you shall go to all to whom I send you,

and you shall speak whatever I command you.

Do not be afraid of them,

for I am with you to deliver you,” says the Lord.

Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth;

and the Lord said to me,

“Now I have put my words in your mouth.

See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms,

to pluck up and to pull down,

to destroy and to overthrow,

to build and to plant.” (Jeremiah 1:4–10)

Jeremiah had ample reason for asking I-questions. For starters, there was the complexity of the task. It would be a mistake to think of prophets as the equivalent of ancient clergy, with whatever (dubious!) clarity that designation might carry. The ancient prophet played the role of spiritual leader, to be sure, but the nature of the task overlapped with a number of other modern roles as well: social critic, editorialist, student of foreign affairs, policy specialist, and public intellectual—to name a few.5

In addition, according to Old Testament scholars, most Jewish prophets were motivated to address their own nation. They challenged the people of Israel, focused on issues of national significance, spoke to its leaders, and goaded its people to listen for God’s leading. They occasionally “spoke” to other nations, but these were occasional, tangential oracles. As far as we can tell (not all of the prophetic oracles were recorded or survived), Jeremiah was the first of the prophets moved by God to speak as a prophet “to the nations.”6

To make matters worse, Jeremiah became particularly active as a prophet in a year during which the throne of Judah changed hands three times. The first of the kings was Josiah. A charismatic reformer, Josiah had galvanized the nation around a cleansed and revitalized Temple, centralized worship, and instituted public readings of the Torah. He advocated the reunification of Israel, which had been split north and south, and he gave rights of citizenship to all landowners in Judah. Because Josiah had been king for thirty-one years, Jeremiah had never known another ruler, and Josiah’s presence had that given-ness that we all take for granted until it suddenly disappears.

Caught in a battle between the Assyrians and the Egyptians, Josiah was killed by the latter. Josiah’s younger son, Jehoahaz, assumed the throne for three months, but when the Egyptians finished their conquest, they sent him into exile and placed his older brother, Jehoiakim, on the throne as their vassal. Thirty-one years of stability had been followed by three months of chaos, and it is not hard to imagine Jeremiah’s reeling under the impact of it all.

Then there was the issue of age. All of this chaos took place when Jeremiah was probably only eighteen years old.7 He lived in a culture that valued age, experience, and wisdom, and clearly he could bring none of those traits to bear on the task. Small wonder that the young prophet felt overwhelmed by all his I-questions, and said so.

The enormity of Jeremiah’s task, the demands inherent in making himself heard, and his position in the society around him are all reminiscent of the same complaints we ourselves have lodged with God from time to time:

I am . . .


only a boy.

only a girl.

only retired.

only trained to do this.

only capable of doing that.

This doesn’t mean, of course, that Jeremiah’s I-questions were asked with quite the same import as ours are today.8 Our I-questions are often driven by the need for self-actualization and a sense of entitlement. For us society is often little more than a collection of individuals. In addition, the engine of our anxieties is undoubtedly different from those that shaped the prophet’s world. For example, modern Western cultures often value youth over age. Ancient Near Eastern cultures did not. But in spite of such differences, the spiritual logic is the same. The first-person-singular dominates.

God, however, does not respond to the prophet in kind. There are no answers given to Jeremiah’s I-questions. God does not attempt to reassure him about his innate abilities (“Jeremiah, you underestimate your gifts!”). God does not attempt to address the issue of his age (“Don’t worry, Jeremiah, by the time you have completed the training program, you will be old and venerable”). Nor does God attempt to modify his estimate of the task (“Don’t worry, Jeremiah, we’ll take it one nation at a time”).

Instead, the spiritual logic of the encounter shifts from I-questions to God-questions, from a preoccupation with Jeremiah’s capabilities to the question of what God is doing: “I knew you. . . . I consecrated you. . . . I appointed you. . . .” The emphasis is on divine initiative, intimacy, and the covenantal bond between the young prophet and his God.9

The intimacy of God’s calling is not, however, a private catering to Jeremiah’s need to feel cared for or coddled. What is emphasized instead is the depth of God’s activity in the world and in the prophet’s life. Jeremiah’s sense of adequacy is beside the point. The work to which he is called is not his in the final analysis. It is God’s, and by virtue of that intimate initiative, Jeremiah is able to claim not only the title of “prophet” but the title of “prophet to the nations.” There is a basic shift in the spiritual logic and DNA of his life.

Defining Discernment

It is not surprising, for that reason, that some of the earliest references to the search for God’s will focus on the ability to “separate,” or “distinguish,” the presence of God’s influence from the presence of other influences in the world. The practice of discernment is not—in the first place—the task of identifying your role or mine. Nor is it a matter of asking or answering I-questions, although there is a time and place to ask those questions. Discernment is the task or process of distinguishing the spirit or presence of God at work in the world from other, competing spirits in an effort to determine where the spirit of God may be moving.10

This is a very different task from the one we typically describe as discernment. Discernment is—by definition—theological, ethical, and critical. It forces us to think about our understanding of God and the ways in which we see God at work in the world. It compels us to make decisions about the moral implications of our lives and the lives of others.11 And it requires a critical capacity to navigate our lives—individual and collective—guided by the light that our spiritual traditions provide.

Truth be told though, asking God-questions is not a familiar practice for most of us. We may ask I-questions from time to time, and we may ask ourselves moral questions in a narrow fashion, weighing whether it is right to do this or that. But we are unaccustomed to asking ourselves: What is God doing in the world? Where is God moving?

Naming God

How do we begin? One way is to ask: “What are the names that I give to God?” I am not talking about the politically or theologically correct names that you might be tempted to give in response to a question of that nature—the names drawn from sacred literature, creeds, hymns, or theological works. I am talking about the names that are deeply formative for you—the names that shape your prayer life, the names that shape what you expect from God, and what you don’t expect. What are the names for God that shape where you expect to see the presence of God, and what are the names that shape where you don’t often see God?

Some of those names derive from our cultures and from the issues at debate in our societies. The controversy that marked the life of Jesus could be seen in this way. Occupied by a foreign power, Roman-controlled Israel debated the names given to God and, by inference, what it meant to be the people of God.

The Pharisees’ answer to that question was, “God’s name is ‘holy,’ ‘separate.’” And in an occupied country, where other kinds of borders had been compromised, a “holy” God was followed by a “holy” people whose lives manifested borders of a more complex kind: borders delineated by a cycle of worship in the Temple, prescribed sacrifices, foods that were permitted and foods that were prohibited. The Pharisees of the first century were not hypocrites but rather people of deep faith who named God in one way and saw God at work in ways that were deeply consonant with that name.

The Zealots, on the other hand, gave God very different names: “conqueror” and “king.” They were inclined to see God as someone who could restore the hard political borders of Israel. At odds with the pharisaical option, they were inclined to believe that a God who expressed holiness or separation only in terms of worship, conduct, and food laws was, at best, not enough and, at worst, a serious compromise with their Roman overlords.

Jesus did not hesitate to engage the same debate, and the vocabulary he used to describe God was not completely different from the language his contemporaries used. But because he associated the “father” and “king” of first-century Judaism with a ministry to sinners, outcasts, and Gentiles, the descriptions resonated very differently. As a result, it became clear that, for Jesus, God was “Abba,” a contagious compassion, moving across both literal and behavioral borders, embracing people who were not considered either holy or a part of God’s people in any other sense.12

Similar dynamics shape every community’s thinking. Both the best and the worst of every culture and religious tradition either enlarge or constrict our ability to discern the presence of God in the world. The desire to live faithfully names God in one way, galvanizing spiritual communities and challenging their members to live lives marked by sacrifice and humility. But press too far and the desire to live faithfully can lapse into a xenophobia that sees God at work in a single nation, race, or religion. Press even further and a person of faith can also be a person of violence.

The faith of the medieval church gave us both Saint Francis of Assisi and the Crusades. Judaism gave us not only the work of Martin Buber but a brand of Zionism that built the refugee camps of the West Bank. Islam gave us the poetry of Rumi and the jihad of September 11, 2001. We cannot avoid the influence of the cultures in which we are reared, and it is difficult, if not impossible, to completely escape their formative influence. But similarly, we cannot afford to blithely adopt the vocabulary they give us. The names given to God by them can just as easily mislead us as guide us.

On another level, of course, the names we give to God are shaped by much more personal experiences. How we were parented, our earliest formative spiritual experiences, the people who shaped our thinking, and the larger forces of nationality, race, gender, and social standing—all of these factors and others shape the ways in which we name God in more private ways.

For my own part, I grew up thinking of God as the-one-who-moves-goalposts. My understanding of God revolved around expectations: the need to be a good person, a good son, and a good student. Once I was within ten yards of life’s goal line, I would look up from the huddle to discover that the goalpost had been moved—another ninety yards down the field. For that reason, I tended to look for God in the lives of people who worked hard and measured up. Oh, I was relatively gentle with those who didn’t—after all, a good boy should be gentle. But that did not mean that I could easily see God in their lives—or in mine when I struggled.

Then, en route to an invitational debate tournament during my senior year in high school, our coach lost control of the car in which our team was riding, and on snow-covered roads we fishtailed into a head-on collision with a two-and-a-half-ton truck. The impact killed our coach and injured the four of us on the team. I spent twenty-eight days in the hospital and the better part of six months in various stages of recovery.

In the months that followed I revisited the names that I gave to God. In a world where doing good could end so abruptly and so much that is precious could be lost, a God who simply moved the goalposts and demanded more struck me as empty. During that time and in the years that followed, those names changed. A God of relationships, in love with
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