Cultivating a Discerning Heart
Learning Discernment with Pope Francis

Missionary Situation for Reflection
Listening Amid Many Good Possibilities

Luke was in his first year of post-novitiate formation. He was generous, hardworking, and deeply
committed to his vocation. As the academic year progressed, several opportunities opened before him.
One professor encouraged him to specialize in theology because of his academic ability. The youth
ministry team invited him to become more involved in their apostolate because of his gift for working
with young people. His local superior appreciated his leadership qualities and entrusted him with
increasing community responsibilities. At the same time, Luke felt a growing attraction toward serving
migrants and refugees after participating in a weekend outreach programme.

Each possibility seemed good. Each was supported by sincere people. Each appeared capable of
serving God’s mission. Yet the more he tried to weigh the options, the more restless he became. He
found himself constantly comparing alternatives, seeking reassurance from others, and changing his
mind every few days. He prayed, but his prayer often became an attempt to obtain a quick answer rather
than to listen quietly to God.

During spiritual accompaniment, his formator asked him a simple question: “Instead of asking
which option is better, have you first asked what God is doing within your heart through these
experiences?”’

The question surprised Luke. He realized that he had spent much time analysing possibilities but
very little time listening to the movements of his own heart. He had been searching for the right answer
without first becoming attentive to the One who was guiding him.

From that day, he began to cultivate moments of silence, to review each day in prayer, and to
notice where he experienced lasting peace, freedom, and generosity. Gradually, he discovered that
discernment was not merely about choosing between several good options. It was about growing into a
person who could recognize God’s gentle voice amid the many voices of daily life.

Reflection
e What voices most influence my important decisions?
e When faced with several good possibilities, do I become anxious or do I first seek to listen to
God?
e How much time do I spend analysing situations compared with quietly listening in prayer?
o What practices help me become more attentive to the movements of the Holy Spirit in my daily
life?

Formation Insight: Discernment begins not with finding the right answer but with becoming the kind
of person who can recognize and respond to God’s voice. A discerning heart is formed through prayer,
attentive listening, interior freedom, and openness to the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

I. The Call to Become a Discerning Person

Every day we make countless decisions. Some are simple and routine, while others shape the
direction of our lives and mission. Yet the Christian life is not simply about making good decisions or
solving problems wisely. It is about continually seeking and responding to God’s loving will.



In the previous modules, we explored the meaning of discernment and learned the Ignatian
method of recognizing the different movements of the spirit. This module now takes a further step. It
asks a more personal question: What Kkind of person becomes capable of discerning God’s will?

Pope Francis reminds us that discernment is not reserved for moments of major decisions, such
as choosing a vocation or accepting a new mission. It is a daily attitude of listening to the Holy Spirit,
who continually guides us through ordinary events, relationships, successes, failures, joys, and
struggles. Discernment is therefore not an occasional exercise but a way of living.

A discerning person does not seek merely the easiest path, the most successful option, or even
the most reasonable solution. Rather, he or she learns to ask:

e Lord, where are you leading me today?
e What are you inviting me to become?
e How can I respond more faithfully to your love and mission?

Such questions gradually shape a heart that is attentive to God rather than controlled by personal
preferences or external pressures.

For Pope Francis, discernment grows from a living relationship with Christ. The more we know
Christ through prayer, Scripture, the sacraments, and daily life, the more we learn to recognize his voice.
Discernment is therefore not primarily a technique but the fruit of friendship with the Lord.

This attitude is especially important in missionary formation. Formandi live in communities
where they receive many invitations, responsibilities, opinions, and expectations. They encounter
different cultures, personalities, apostolic opportunities, and life situations. Without a discerning heart,
they may become busy, distracted, or influenced by passing emotions and external pressures. With a
discerning heart, however, they gradually learn to remain free, peaceful, and available to God’s
surprising invitations.

Pope Francis also reminds us that God often speaks quietly. His voice is not usually found in
noise, haste, or constant activity but in hearts that have learned to pause, listen, and remain open.
Discernment therefore requires time, patience, and the humility to recognize that we do not always have
immediate answers.

For this reason, discernment is not a sign of uncertainty but of spiritual maturity. It reflects the
desire not merely to do something good, but to do what God desires here and now. It helps missionaries
respond creatively and faithfully to changing circumstances while remaining rooted in the Gospel.

Formation Note: A discerning heart does not ask first, “What do I want to do?” or even “What is the
best thing to do?” 1t first asks, “Lord, what are you inviting me to do, and who are you inviting me to
become?”” As this attitude grows, discernment becomes less about making isolated decisions and more
about living each day in loving attentiveness to the Holy Spirit.

For Personal Reflection
e When I make important decisions, whose voice do I listen to most?
e Do [ usually seek quick answers, or do I patiently seek God’s will?
e In what situations do I find it most difficult to listen to the Holy Spirit?
e How can I become more attentive to God’s presence in the ordinary events of each day?

II. Listening to God in Daily Life

Many people expect God to speak only through extraordinary experiences, remarkable signs, or
important moments of decision. Pope Francis reminds us, however, that God ordinarily speaks through
the events, relationships, joys, struggles, and responsibilities of everyday life. A discerning person learns
to recognize God’s presence not only in exceptional moments but also in the ordinary rhythm of each
day.



Every encounter, success, disappointment, challenge, or unexpected interruption can become an
invitation to grow in love, freedom, and fidelity. Discernment begins when we learn to ask not only,
“What happened today?” but also, “How was God present in what happened today?”’

God often speaks quietly. His voice rarely competes with the noise of the world. It is usually
recognized by those who cultivate silence, prayer, and an attentive heart. For this reason, discernment
is less about searching for extraordinary signs than about developing the habit of listening with faith.

Listening to God also means recognizing that the Holy Spirit works gradually. Rarely does God
reveal the whole path at once. More often, he invites us to take the next faithful step, trusting that his
will becomes clearer as we continue to walk with him. A discerning person therefore learns to live with
patience and trust rather than demanding immediate certainty.

Pope Francis also encourages us to read the “signs of the times.” God speaks not only within
our personal lives but also through the realities of the world. The joys and hopes, the sufferings and
challenges of people, the needs of the Church, and the cries of the poor all become places where the
Holy Spirit invites us to respond. For missionaries, discernment therefore involves attentive listening
both to God and to the people among whom they are sent.

Listening to God requires learning to distinguish his voice from the many other voices that seek
our attention. Personal preferences, fear, ambition, social expectations, emotional reactions, and cultural
pressures can all influence our decisions. A discerning heart gradually learns not to react impulsively to
every inner movement but to pause, pray, reflect, and seek the deeper direction of the Holy Spirit.

This attentive listening also transforms ordinary responsibilities into opportunities for formation.
Community life teaches patience and forgiveness. Studies become an opportunity to seek truth with
humility. Apostolic ministry deepens compassion and generosity. Even failures and disappointments can
become moments of grace when they lead us to greater dependence on God.

Discernment, therefore, is not an escape from daily life but a way of entering more deeply into
it. The ordinary events of each day become the place where God patiently forms the heart of a missionary
disciple.

Living This in Formation

A formandus can learn to listen to God in everyday life by asking simple questions throughout
the day:
o What is God inviting me to learn through this experience?
e Which moments today brought me closer to Christ?
e Where did I resist God’s invitation?
o How did my interactions with others reveal something about my own heart?
e What is one grace for which I can thank God today?

Over time, these questions foster a habit of spiritual attentiveness that prepares a person for
larger decisions and greater responsibilities.

Formation Note: God’s will is usually discovered not by searching for extraordinary signs but by
faithfully listening to him in the ordinary experiences of daily life. Those who learn to recognize God’s
presence in small things become better prepared to recognize his call in life’s more significant decisions.

For Personal Reflection
e Where do I usually expect God to speak to me?
e Which ordinary experiences have helped me grow spiritually?
o What distractions most prevent me from listening to God’s voice?
o How can I become more attentive to God’s presence in my studies, community life, prayer, and
apostolic ministry?



e Do I regularly review my day in prayer to recognize how the Holy Spirit has been guiding me?

I1I. Interior Dispositions of a Discerning Heart

Discernment is not simply a skill to be learned but a way of being formed. While methods and
principles are important, they bear fruit only in a heart that is open to God. Pope Francis repeatedly
reminds us that the Holy Spirit speaks most clearly to those who cultivate the attitudes that allow them
to receive God’s guidance with freedom and generosity.

These interior dispositions are not acquired overnight. They grow gradually through prayer, self-
knowledge, faithful living, and openness to God’s grace. As they mature, they make discernment more
peaceful, balanced, and fruitful.

1. Humility: Recognizing Our Need for God

Humility is the foundation of discernment. A humble person acknowledges that he does not
possess all the answers and remains willing to be guided by God. Instead of relying solely on personal
abilities or opinions, he seeks God’s wisdom with trust and simplicity.

Humility also enables us to accept correction, learn from mistakes, and recognize that God’s
ways may differ from our own expectations.

In formation, humility means remaining teachable. Every experience, every person, and every
responsibility can become an opportunity through which God continues to shape us.

2. Interior Freedom: Letting God Lead

Discernment requires freedom from anything that prevents us from responding generously to
God’s will. Attachments to personal preferences, status, comfort, success, recognition, or fixed plans
can make it difficult to hear God’s invitations.

Interior freedom does not mean indifference or lack of commitment. Rather, it means being
willing to embrace whatever leads us closer to Christ and his mission.

For a missionary disciple, freedom is expressed by the readiness to say, “Lord, your will be
done,” even when that path is unexpected or demanding.

3. Silence: Creating Space for God

The modern world is filled with constant activity, information, and noise. Without moments of
silence, it becomes difficult to recognize the gentle voice of the Holy Spirit.

Silence i1s not merely the absence of sound but an attitude of attentive presence before God. It
allows us to become aware of our thoughts, emotions, desires, and deeper motivations. In silence,
distractions gradually lose their power, and God’s invitations become clearer.

Communities that value silence help form persons capable of listening with greater attentiveness.

4. Patience: Trusting God’s Timing

God’s guidance usually unfolds gradually. We often desire immediate clarity, but discernment
frequently requires waiting, praying, reflecting, and allowing experience to mature.

Patience protects us from making impulsive decisions based solely on passing emotions or
external pressures. It teaches us to trust that God continues to lead us, even when the future remains
uncertain.

Patience also allows important decisions to be confirmed over time rather than being driven by
temporary enthusiasm or discouragement.



5. Openness to Surprise: Welcoming God’s Newness

God often leads his people along paths they did not expect. Throughout Scripture, those called
by God were frequently invited beyond their own plans and securities.

A discerning person remains open to these surprises. Rather than clinging rigidly to
preconceived ideas, he remains attentive to the new possibilities that the Holy Spirit may reveal.

This openness is especially important in missionary life, where changing circumstances
continually invite new responses and creative fidelity to the Gospel.

6. Courage: Responding Generously

Recognizing God’s will is only part of discernment. We must also have the courage to follow it.
Sometimes God’s invitations require sacrifice, change, forgiveness, or leaving familiar securities
behind. Fear may tempt us to postpone decisions or choose safer alternatives.

Courage enables us to act with confidence, trusting that the Lord who calls also provides the
grace needed to respond faithfully.

7. Docility to the Holy Spirit

The deepest disposition of a discerning heart is openness to the action of the Holy Spirit.
Discernment is not primarily our achievement but our cooperation with God’s grace.

Docility means remaining receptive to God’s continual guidance through prayer, Scripture, the
sacraments, the Church, spiritual accompaniment, and the ordinary events of life. It involves a
willingness to be continually formed and transformed.

As this openness grows, discernment becomes less about solving problems and more about
walking daily with the Lord.

Formation Across the Stages

e Pre-Novitiate: Learn habits of prayer, silence, openness, and honest self-reflection.

e Novitiate: Deepen interior freedom through the Spiritual Exercises, community life, and regular
accompaniment.

e Post-Novitiate: Develop patience and openness while discerning studies, apostolic
responsibilities, relationships, and personal growth.

e Ongoing Formation: Continue cultivating these dispositions amid changing ministries,
leadership responsibilities, intercultural living, and new missionary challenges.

Formation Note: Discernment is shaped less by extraordinary experiences than by the gradual
formation of the heart. As humility, freedom, silence, patience, courage, and openness to the Holy Spirit
deepen, the capacity to recognize and follow God’s will also grows.

For Personal Reflection
e Which of these dispositions is most developed in my life?
e  Which one most needs further growth?
e What attachments make it difficult for me to remain interiorly free?
e How do I cultivate silence and attentive listening each day?
e Am [ willing to allow God to surprise me, even when his invitations differ from my own plans?



IV. Obstacles to Discernment Today
Formation Insight

God continually invites us to grow in freedom and fidelity. Yet listening to his voice is not always
easy. Both our inner dispositions and the environment in which we live can make discernment more
difficult. Pope Francis frequently observes that contemporary culture often fills our lives with
distractions, noise, and pressures that prevent us from recognizing the quiet action of the Holy Spirit.

Recognizing these obstacles is not meant to discourage us but to help us grow in greater self-
awareness. Once we become aware of what hinders our freedom, we can cooperate more consciously
with God’s grace. Discernment becomes clearer when we honestly acknowledge the attitudes and habits
that cloud our judgment.

1. Noise and Constant Distraction

Modern life is marked by continuous activity, information, and digital communication. While
these can be valuable, they can also leave little room for silence and reflection. When the mind is
constantly occupied, it becomes difficult to recognize the gentle movements of the Holy Spirit.

For missionaries in formation, this may appear as an inability to be fully present in prayer,
constant use of digital devices, or a tendency to avoid silence by remaining continually busy.

Formative Response
o Cultivate daily moments of silence.
e Practice attentive listening during prayer and community life.
o Use technology responsibly and intentionally.

2. Activism Without Prayer

Missionary enthusiasm is a gift, but activity alone does not guarantee fidelity to God’s will. We
may become so absorbed in work that we gradually lose our capacity to listen.

Without prayer, apostolic work risks becoming centred on personal achievement rather than
participation in God’s mission. Discernment reminds us that fruitful mission always flows from
communion with Christ.

Formative Response
o Give priority to personal prayer.
o Allow apostolic activity to emerge from a relationship with Christ.
e Regularly review whether work is strengthening or weakening one’s spiritual life.

3. Attachment to Personal Preferences

We naturally develop preferences regarding ministries, places, responsibilities, or ways of
working. These are not wrong in themselves. They become obstacles when they prevent us from
accepting God’s invitations.

A discerning heart remains open to unexpected paths and is willing to let go of personal plans
when God calls elsewhere.

Formative Response
o Examine personal attachments honestly.
o Practice generosity in accepting community decisions.
o Pray regularly for greater interior freedom.



4. Fear and Insecurity

Fear often makes us avoid change, postpone decisions, or cling to familiar situations. We may
fear failure, rejection, uncertainty, or sacrifice.

Such fears can make God’s invitations appear threatening rather than life-giving. Faith does not
remove fear completely, but it enables us to move forward with trust.

Formative Response
e Bring fears honestly to prayer.
o Seek guidance through spiritual accompaniment.
e Remember God’s faithfulness in past experiences.

5. Rigidity and Closed-Mindedness

Pope Francis frequently warns against rigidity, which can prevent genuine openness to the Holy
Spirit. A rigid person may become attached to fixed opinions, methods, or expectations, leaving little
room for God’s surprising action.

True fidelity combines conviction with openness. Discernment requires both faithfulness to the
Gospel and willingness to recognize new ways in which God may be leading the Church and the
mission.

Formative Response
e Remain teachable.
o Listen respectfully to different perspectives.
e Allow prayer and dialogue to broaden understanding.

6. Emotional Impulsiveness

Our emotions are valuable and often reveal important aspects of our inner life. However,
important decisions should not be based solely on passing feelings.

Strong enthusiasm, disappointment, anger, or excitement may influence our judgment
temporarily. Discernment invites us to observe these emotions patiently rather than allowing them to
determine our decisions immediately.

Formative Response
o Allow time before making important decisions.
e Distinguish temporary emotions from lasting convictions.
e Seek confirmation through prayer and accompaniment.

7. Individualism and Self-Referential Living

Discernment is never merely about personal fulfilment. Missionary life calls us to seek God’s
will within the communion of the Church and the religious community.

When we become centred primarily on our own interests, preferences, or achievements, we
gradually lose the broader missionary perspective.

A discerning missionary asks not only, “What do I want?”” but also, “What serves God’s people
and the mission entrusted to our community?”

Formative Response
o Participate actively in community discernment.
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o Listen to the wisdom of others.
o Grow in a spirit of service rather than self-promotion.

8. Discouragement and Loss of Hope

Discernment becomes difficult when discouragement leads us to believe that growth is
impossible or that God has abandoned us. Setbacks, failures, misunderstandings, or personal
weaknesses may tempt us to lose confidence.

Hope reminds us that God’s grace continues to work even through weakness. Every difficulty
can become an opportunity for deeper trust and renewed fidelity.

Formative Response
o Return regularly to prayer and the sacraments.
e Recall moments of God’s faithfulness.
o Share struggles honestly with a trusted spiritual guide.

Formation Across the Stages

e Pre-Novitiate: Learn to recognize external distractions and develop healthy habits of silence,
prayer, and responsible use of technology.

e Novitiate: Identify personal attachments, fears, and emotional patterns through the Spiritual
Exercises and regular accompaniment.

e Post-Novitiate: Discern how academic demands, apostolic responsibilities, community
relationships, and leadership opportunities may either strengthen or weaken interior freedom.

¢ Ongoing Formation: Remain vigilant against activism, rigidity, routine, and discouragement
while continually renewing openness to the Holy Spirit amid changing missionary
responsibilities.

Formation Note: The greatest obstacles to discernment are often not found outside us but within us.
Growth in discernment begins with the humility to recognize these obstacles and the courage to allow
God’s grace to transform them. As our hearts become freer, God’s voice becomes easier to recognize.

For Personal Reflection
o Which obstacle most frequently affects my discernment?
e When do I find it most difficult to listen quietly to God?
o Are there attachments or fears that limit my freedom to respond generously?
e Do my daily habits create space for attentive listening, or do they fill my life with constant
activity and distraction?
o What concrete step can I take this week to remove one obstacle that hinders my discernment?

V. Discernment in Everyday Formation
Formation Insight

Discernment is not reserved for retreats, spiritual direction, or major life decisions. It is learned
in the ordinary circumstances of daily formation. Every day offers opportunities to recognize God’s
invitations and to respond with greater freedom and generosity. The formation journey itself becomes a
school of discernment, where ordinary experiences gradually shape the heart of a missionary disciple.



Pope Francis reminds us that holiness is lived in the concrete realities of daily life. Likewise,
discernment grows not through extraordinary experiences but through faithful attention to God in the
responsibilities, relationships, and challenges of each day.

1. Discernment in Personal Prayer

Prayer is the privileged place where we learn to listen to God. It is more than presenting our
needs or seeking immediate answers; it is entering into a relationship in which God gradually forms our
minds and hearts.

In prayer we learn to notice the movements within us, to recognize what draws us closer to
Christ, and to entrust our lives to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Regular prayer helps us become
familiar with God’s voice so that we can recognize it amid the many voices of daily life.

Formation Practice
o Pray faithfully each day, even when prayer feels dry.
e Spend a few moments in silence before and after prayer.
e Asknotonly, “What do I want to say to God?” but also, “What is God saying to me?”

2. Discernment in Community Life

Living with others provides countless opportunities for discernment. Community life reveals our
strengths, limitations, attachments, and patterns of relating. It also teaches us to recognize God’s
presence through our brothers, formators, and shared experiences.

Differences of opinion, misunderstandings, and daily responsibilities are not interruptions to
discernment; they are often the very places where God forms us in humility, patience, forgiveness, and
mutual charity.

A discerning community seeks together what best serves God’s mission rather than what satisfies
individual preferences.

Formation Practice
o Listen respectfully before expressing your own opinion.
e Welcome fraternal correction with humility.
o Reflect on what daily community experiences are teaching you.

3. Discernment in Studies

Academic formation is not simply the acquisition of knowledge. It is an opportunity to seek truth
with humility and to integrate faith, reason, and missionary life.

A discerning student asks not only, “What am I learning?” but also, “How is this helping me
serve God's people more faithfully?”

Studies become an act of discernment when they deepen wisdom, broaden understanding, and
prepare one for more generous service.

Formation Practice
o Study with discipline and gratitude.
e Relate academic learning to pastoral realities.
e Seek integration rather than simply accumulating information.

4. Discernment in Apostolic Ministry

Apostolic experiences reveal much about our motivations, gifts, limitations, and desires.
Successes and failures alike become occasions for learning.
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Rather than evaluating ministry only by visible results, a discerning missionary asks:
o Did this ministry deepen my love for Christ?
e Did it help me serve others with greater generosity?
e What is God teaching me through this experience?

Mission becomes a place where God continually refines our intentions and purifies our love.

Formation Practice
e Review apostolic experiences prayerfully.
e Notice moments of joy, compassion, frustration, and resistance.
e Ask how each experience is helping you grow as a missionary disciple.

5. Discernment in Relationships

Every relationship influences our growth. Healthy relationships encourage us to become more
generous, truthful, and free, while unhealthy patterns may reveal attachments, fears, or emotional
immaturity.

Discernment helps us recognize how our relationships affect our response to God’s call.

It also teaches us to communicate honestly, respect appropriate boundaries, and grow in
authentic charity.

Formation Practice
o Examine how your relationships influence your freedom.
o Foster relationships that encourage spiritual growth.
e Address conflicts through dialogue, forgiveness, and reconciliation.

6. Discernment in the Use of Technology

Digital technology offers valuable opportunities for learning, communication, and mission. At
the same time, it can easily become a source of distraction, comparison, superficiality, and constant
stimulation.

A discerning person does not simply ask whether something is permitted but whether it truly
helps him grow in communion with God and in service to others.

Technology should remain a tool for mission rather than becoming a distraction from one’s
vocation.

Formation Practice
o Use digital media intentionally rather than habitually.
o Establish regular periods free from digital devices.
» Evaluate whether your digital habits foster prayer, study, relationships, and mission.

7. Discernment in Personal Growth

Formation is a gradual process of conversion. Every stage invites us to recognize areas where
God is calling us to greater maturity.

Instead of becoming discouraged by weaknesses or overly satisfied with successes, a discerning
person remains open to continual growth. He recognizes both his gifts and limitations with gratitude
and realism, trusting that the Holy Spirit continues the work of transformation.
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Every experience, pleasant or difficult, can become an opportunity to grow in freedom, charity,
and missionary availability.

Formation Practice
o Review your personal growth regularly with your formator or spiritual guide.
e Celebrate progress with gratitude.
e Accept weaknesses as invitations to deeper conversion rather than causes for discouragement.

Formation Across the Stages

e Pre-Novitiate: Learn to recognize God’s presence in the ordinary rhythm of prayer, community,
study, and service.

e Novitiate: Deepen the habit of reviewing daily experiences in the light of the Spiritual Exercises
and regular accompaniment.

e Post-Novitiate: Integrate discernment into academic formation, apostolic engagement,
community responsibilities, and intercultural living.

e Ongoing Formation: Continue discerning God’s invitations amid changing ministries,
leadership responsibilities, community transitions, and the evolving needs of the Church and
society.

Formation Note: Discernment is not an activity added to formation; it is the way formation is lived.
Every aspect of daily life becomes a place where the Holy Spirit forms the heart of a missionary disciple.
Those who learn to listen to God in ordinary experiences will be better prepared to recognize his call in
the more significant decisions of life and mission.

For Personal Reflection
e In which area of my daily formation do I find it easiest to recognize God’s guidance?
e  Which area most challenges my freedom and openness to the Holy Spirit?
e How do I normally review my experiences of prayer, study, community, and ministry?
o What ordinary experience has recently taught me something important about God’s will for my
life?
o How can I become more attentive to God’s presence in the simple events of each day?

VI. Spiritual Accompaniment and Discernment

Discernment is a deeply personal journey, but it is never meant to be lived in isolation.
Throughout the history of the Church, those who sincerely sought God’s will recognized the importance
of sharing their spiritual journey with someone capable of listening, accompanying, and helping them
distinguish the action of the Holy Spirit from their own thoughts, emotions, and desires.

Pope Francis frequently reminds us that no one can adequately discern alone. We all have blind
spots, personal attachments, fears, and unconscious motivations that can influence our judgments.
Spiritual accompaniment provides a space where these can be recognized with honesty and brought into
the light of God’s grace.

The purpose of accompaniment is not to make decisions for another person but to help him
recognize how God is already working in his life. A good accompanier respects the freedom of the
person while encouraging deeper listening to the Holy Spirit.

For those in formation, spiritual accompaniment is not simply a requirement of the formation
programme. It is a privileged means through which God gradually forms a discerning heart.
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1. Discernment Requires Honest Self-Revelation

Authentic accompaniment begins with openness. God cannot transform what we continually
hide.

Sharing one’s thoughts, struggles, fears, desires, and spiritual experiences requires humility and
trust. Such openness allows the accompanier to recognize patterns that the person himself may not yet
see.

Honesty does not mean presenting a perfect image or reporting only successes. It means bringing
one’s real life before God with sincerity.

Formation Practice
e Speak honestly about both joys and struggles.
e Share recurring thoughts, desires, fears, and interior movements.
e Avoid telling the accompanier only what you think he wants to hear.

2. Listening Together to the Holy Spirit

The accompanier is not an expert who simply provides answers. Rather, accompanier and
formandus together seek to recognize the action of God.

The accompanier listens carefully to the person’s experiences, asks questions that deepen
reflection, and helps distinguish what leads toward greater faith, hope, love, freedom, and missionary
generosity.

In this process, both remain attentive to the Holy Spirit, who is the true guide of every vocation.

Formation Practice
e Enter each accompaniment session prayerfully.
o Be willing to reflect rather than expecting immediate solutions.
o Continue praying with the insights received after each meeting.

3. Learning Through Dialogue

Discernment matures through patient dialogue. Important decisions are rarely clarified in a
single conversation. As experiences are reviewed over time, recurring patterns gradually emerge.

Dialogue helps the formandus recognize connections between prayer, relationships, emotions,
apostolic experiences, and personal growth. It also teaches the valuable discipline of listening before
acting.

Good dialogue therefore develops not only better decisions but also greater self-knowledge and
spiritual maturity.

Formation Practice
o Reflect on experiences before accompaniment.
e Listen carefully to questions and observations.
o Allow sufficient time for important decisions to mature.

4. Respecting Freedom and Responsibility

The goal of accompaniment is not dependence but mature freedom.

A good accompanier does not replace the person’s conscience or make decisions on his behalf.
Instead, he helps the formandus recognize God’s invitations and assume personal responsibility for

responding to them.
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As discernment matures, the person becomes increasingly capable of making decisions
prayerfully, responsibly, and with confidence in God’s guidance.

Formation Practice
e Accept responsibility for your own decisions.
e Avoid seeking permission for every choice.
e Learn to explain the reasons for your discernment before making important decisions.

5. Confirming the Path

One of the valuable contributions of accompaniment is confirmation. Over time, decisions that
truly come from God generally produce greater peace, freedom, charity, humility, and missionary
availability.

Confirmation does not eliminate every difficulty. Challenges and sacrifices often remain. Yet
beneath these difficulties there is a deeper conviction that one is walking in harmony with God’s will.

Accompaniment helps us recognize this gradual confirmation while remaining attentive to new
invitations from the Holy Spirit.

Formation Practice
o Review important decisions after they have been lived.
o Notice the fruits that emerge over time.
e Remain open to further guidance and correction when necessary.

Formation Across the Stages

e Pre-Novitiate: Learn to develop trust, openness, and regular habits of accompaniment. Grow in
the ability to speak honestly about one’s experiences and questions.

e Novitiate: Deepen spiritual conversation through the Spiritual Exercises, learning to recognize
and articulate interior movements with increasing clarity.

e Post-Novitiate: Integrate accompaniment with academic formation, community life, apostolic
ministry, affective growth, and vocational commitment.

e Ongoing Formation: Continue seeking regular accompaniment as a means of ongoing
conversion, missionary renewal, and discernment of new responsibilities throughout life.

Formation Note: Spiritual accompaniment is not a substitute for personal prayer or individual
responsibility. Rather, it is a gift that helps us recognize God’s action with greater clarity and freedom.
Those who walk with a wise accompanier often grow more quickly in self-knowledge, interior freedom,
and fidelity to the Holy Spirit.

For Personal Reflection
e Am I open and honest during spiritual accompaniment?
o What makes it difficult for me to speak freely about my inner experiences?
o How has accompaniment helped me recognize God’s action in my life?
e Do I seek advice merely to receive answers, or to listen more deeply to the Holy Spirit?
e How can I make better use of spiritual accompaniment in my journey of discernment?

VII. Habits that Form a Discerning Heart

A discerning heart is not formed by occasional moments of inspiration but by faithful daily
practice. Just as prayer deepens through regular fidelity and missionary commitment grows through
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daily generosity, discernment develops through habits that gradually shape the mind and heart according
to the Spirit.

Pope Francis reminds us that discernment is a grace to be sought and a capacity to be cultivated.
We become discerning not simply by learning principles but by adopting a way of life that keeps us
attentive to God’s presence. Small, faithful practices, repeated day after day, prepare us to recognize
God’s voice with greater clarity and freedom.

These habits do not guarantee immediate answers. Rather, they create the interior environment
in which the Holy Spirit can gradually guide, purify, and strengthen us.

1. Cultivate Daily Prayer

Every authentic discernment begins with a living relationship with God. Daily prayer allows us
to place our lives before the Lord, bringing our desires, questions, struggles, and decisions into his
presence.

Prayer is not simply asking God what to do; it is allowing God to shape our way of seeing,
thinking, and loving. Over time, regular prayer helps us become more familiar with the voice of the
Good Shepherd.

Formation Practice
e Reserve a regular time each day for personal prayer.
o Pray with Scripture, allowing God’s Word to illuminate your experiences.
e End your prayer by asking, “Lord, what are you inviting me to live today?”

2. Practice the Daily Examen

The Daily Examen is one of the simplest and most effective ways of growing in discernment.
By prayerfully reviewing the day, we learn to recognize where God has been present, how we have
responded, and where we are invited to grow.

Rather than focusing only on successes or failures, the Examen teaches us to see our lives
through God’s loving gaze.

Gradually, this daily practice develops spiritual attentiveness and prepares us to recognize God’s
action more readily.

Formation Practice

At the end of each day:
e Thank God for his gifts.
e Review the events of the day.
o Notice moments of peace, joy, resistance, or unrest.
o Ask forgiveness where needed.
o Entrust tomorrow to the Lord.

3. Live with Interior Silence

Discernment requires not only external silence but also an interior calm that allows us to listen
without reacting impulsively.

Interior silence grows when we resist the constant need to fill every moment with activity,
conversation, or digital media. It allows us to observe our thoughts and emotions without immediately
acting upon them.

Such silence creates space for God’s quiet voice to become more recognizable.
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Formation Practice
e Include brief moments of silence throughout the day.
e Avoid unnecessary distractions before prayer.
e Learn to pause before making important decisions or responding to difficult situations.

4. Reflect on Experience

Experience becomes formative only when it is reflected upon.

Simply passing through events does not automatically lead to wisdom. Growth occurs when we
ask what God is teaching us through those experiences.

Both joyful and painful moments become opportunities for deeper discernment when viewed in
the light of faith.

Formation Practice

After significant events, ask yourself:
o  What happened?
e How did I respond?
e What did I learn about myself?
o What might God be teaching me?

5. Remain Open to Ongoing Conversion

Discernment is closely linked with continual conversion. As we grow in self-knowledge, we
become more aware of attitudes, attachments, and habits that need purification.

Rather than becoming discouraged by our weaknesses, we learn to see them as invitations to
cooperate more fully with God’s grace.

A discerning heart remains teachable throughout life.

Formation Practice
e Welcome constructive feedback.
o Review your personal growth regularly.
e Ask God each day for the grace to become more faithful.

6. Seek Wisdom in Community

God often speaks through the people he places in our lives. Community life offers opportunities
to receive encouragement, correction, and new perspectives.

Listening respectfully to others broadens our vision and helps prevent self-deception.
Community dialogue also teaches us to seek the common good rather than merely defending our own
opinions.

For missionaries, discernment becomes richer when it is lived in communion with others.

Formation Practice
o Listen attentively during community sharing.
e Value different viewpoints.
o Participate sincerely in communal discernment whenever appropriate.
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7. Persevere with Patience

Discernment is a lifelong journey. There will be times of clarity and times of uncertainty. There
will be moments of consolation as well as periods of dryness and confusion.

Growth comes through perseverance. Those who continue praying, reflecting, listening, and
trusting gradually discover that God has been leading them even when the path was not immediately
clear.

Patience allows discernment to mature naturally rather than forcing premature conclusions.

Formation Practice
o Resist the temptation to seek immediate certainty.
e Continue your ordinary spiritual practices during times of uncertainty.
e Trust that God remains faithful, even when his guidance unfolds slowly.

Formation Across the Stages

e Pre-Novitiate: Establish simple daily habits of prayer, silence, reflection, and gratitude that lay
the foundation for discernment.

e Novitiate: Deepen these habits through the Daily Examen, regular meditation on Scripture, the
Spiritual Exercises, and consistent spiritual accompaniment.

e Post-Novitiate: Integrate these practices into academic work, apostolic ministry, community
life, and personal responsibility, allowing discernment to shape daily choices.

¢ Ongoing Formation: Renew these habits continually so that discernment remains a way of life
amid changing ministries, leadership responsibilities, and new missionary challenges.

Formation Note: The ability to discern God’s will is formed gradually through faithful daily practices.
Prayer, reflection, silence, community life, and openness to ongoing conversion dispose the heart to
recognize the gentle guidance of the Holy Spirit. These habits do not merely prepare us for important
decisions; they transform our entire way of living as missionary disciples.

For Personal Reflection
o  Which daily habit most helps me remain attentive to God’s presence?
e Which habit do I find most difficult to practice consistently?
e How regularly do I review my day in the presence of God?
o In what ways have simple daily practices helped me grow in spiritual freedom?
o What one habit can I strengthen during the coming month to cultivate a more discerning heart?

VIII. Characteristics of a Discerning Missionary

Discernment is not measured by how many good decisions a person makes, but by the kind of
person he gradually becomes. Over time, a life of prayer, attentive listening, spiritual accompaniment,
and faithful response to the Holy Spirit shapes the attitudes, relationships, and mission of a disciple. The
fruit of discernment is therefore seen not only in individual choices but also in a transformed way of
living.

Pope Francis reminds us that discernment is a gift that matures through an ongoing relationship
with the Lord. As we become more attentive to God’s presence, our lives increasingly reflect the
attitudes of Christ. We grow in freedom, wisdom, compassion, and missionary availability. A discerning
missionary is not someone who always has clear answers, but someone who has learned to trust the
Holy Spirit and to follow God’s guidance with humility and courage.
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The following characteristics describe the gradual fruits of a discerning heart. They are not a
checklist of perfection but signs of continuing growth.

1. A Person Rooted in Prayer

A discerning missionary seeks God’s presence before seeking solutions. Prayer becomes the
source from which decisions, relationships, and apostolic commitments flow.

Instead of relying only on personal abilities or experience, he continually places his life before
God, asking for the grace to recognize and accomplish God’s will.

Maturity Sign: Prayer becomes a way of life rather than an occasional practice during times of
difficulty.

2. A Person Who Listens Attentively

A discerning missionary develops the ability to listen, to God, to others, and to reality.

He listens before speaking, seeks to understand before judging, and remains attentive to what
the Holy Spirit may be revealing through ordinary events, community life, and the needs of God’s
people.

Such listening nurtures wisdom, compassion, and respectful dialogue.

Maturity Sign: Others experience him as attentive, patient, and genuinely interested in understanding
rather than merely responding.

3. A Person of Interior Freedom

Freedom is one of the clearest fruits of discernment.

A discerning missionary is not controlled by fear, ambition, personal preferences, or the desire
for recognition. While he naturally has hopes and aspirations, he remains willing to let them be purified
in the light of God’s will.

This freedom enables generous availability for mission wherever the Church and the
Congregation may send him.

Maturity Sign: He accepts new responsibilities and unexpected changes with serenity and generosity.
4. A Person of Humility and Simplicity

Discernment fosters humility because it continually reminds us that God is the true guide of our
lives.

A discerning missionary recognizes both his gifts and limitations. He is willing to learn, to admit
mistakes, to receive correction, and to seek help when necessary.

Humility allows continual growth because it leaves room for God to keep forming the heart.

Maturity Sign: He welcomes feedback without becoming defensive and learns from both successes
and failures.

5. A Person of Peace and Hope

Discernment does not remove uncertainty or difficulties. Instead, it gives a deeper peace that
comes from trusting God’s guidance.
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Even during periods of struggle, a discerning missionary remains hopeful because his confidence
rests not in his own abilities but in God’s faithful presence.
This hope enables perseverance during demanding stages of formation and ministry.

Maturity Sign: He remains calm during uncertainty and inspires confidence in others.
6. A Person Open to Ongoing Conversion

A discerning heart never considers itself fully formed.

Each experience becomes an invitation to deeper conversion, greater charity, and renewed
fidelity. Instead of resisting change, the discerning missionary welcomes opportunities to grow
spiritually, emotionally, intellectually, and pastorally.

He understands that formation continues throughout life.

Maturity Sign: He actively seeks opportunities for learning, renewal, and personal growth.
7. A Person Ready for Mission

The final fruit of discernment is generous availability for God’s mission.

A discerning missionary is not preoccupied with personal fulfilment alone. He asks how his
gifts, talents, and life can best serve the Gospel and the People of God.

His decisions increasingly reflect the missionary spirit of Christ, who came not to be served but
to serve.

Such availability enables him to respond creatively and faithfully to new pastoral situations,
intercultural realities, and the changing needs of the Church.

Maturity Sign: He accepts missionary assignments with faith, generosity, and confidence in God’s
providence.

Discernment: A Lifelong Journey

These characteristics develop gradually through faithful cooperation with God’s grace. They are
strengthened through prayer, the sacraments, Scripture, community life, spiritual accompaniment,
apostolic experience, and continual conversion.

No missionary possesses these qualities perfectly. Discernment is a lifelong journey of becoming
more like Christ. Each stage of formation and every experience of mission offers new opportunities to
grow in attentiveness to the Holy Spirit.

The more we learn to listen, trust, and respond generously, the more our lives become a witness
that God continues to guide his people today.

Formation Across the Stages

e Pre-Novitiate: Begin forming habits of prayer, listening, and openness that prepare the heart for
discernment.

e Novitiate: Deepen interior freedom, humility, and attentiveness to the Holy Spirit through the
Spiritual Exercises, community life, and accompaniment.

e Post-Novitiate: Allow discernment to shape apostolic commitment, leadership, intercultural
living, and vocational perseverance.

e Ongoing Formation: Continue growing as a discerning missionary who remains prayerful,
teachable, available, and responsive to the changing needs of the Church and the world.
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Formation Note: The goal of discernment is not simply to make wise decisions but to become a
missionary whose whole life reflects the mind and heart of Christ. As prayer, listening, humility,
freedom, hope, and generosity mature, discernment becomes less an occasional activity and more a
habitual way of following the Holy Spirit in every circumstance.

For Personal Reflection
e Which characteristic of a discerning missionary do I recognize most clearly in my life?
e Which characteristic most needs further growth?
e How have I become more attentive to the Holy Spirit during my formation journey?
o In what situations do I find it difficult to remain interiorly free and available for God’s will?
o What concrete step can I take this month to become a more discerning missionary?

IX. Missionary Integration

Discernment reaches its fullest meaning when it leads to mission. God does not guide us simply
for our personal growth or interior peace. He forms our hearts so that we may participate more faithfully
in Christ’s mission. The more we learn to recognize God’s voice, the more we become available to serve
where the Gospel is most needed.

For Pope Francis, discernment always has a missionary horizon. It helps us move beyond self-
interest and personal preferences toward generous service of God’s Kingdom. A discerning person
continually asks not only, “What is good for me? ” but also, “How can I better serve God s people and
contribute to the mission entrusted to me?”

Missionary discernment therefore unites contemplation and action. It begins in prayer, is tested
in daily life, confirmed through accompaniment and community, and bears fruit in generous service. It
keeps missionaries open to the new situations, challenges, and opportunities through which the Holy
Spirit continues to lead the Church.

Discernment Leads to Missionary Availability

Missionary life often requires leaving familiar places, accepting unexpected responsibilities,
adapting to different cultures, and responding to changing pastoral needs. Such availability is not merely
a matter of obedience or generosity; it is the fruit of a discerning heart.

When discernment becomes a habitual way of life, missionaries are able to welcome change
with greater peace because they trust that God continues to guide them. They learn to hold personal
plans lightly, remaining ready to embrace whatever best serves the Gospel.

Missionary availability is therefore not passive resignation but active cooperation with God’s
loving plan.

Discernment Sustains Community Mission

Mission is never carried out alone. Religious communities are called to seek together what God
desires for their common life and apostolic service.

A discerning community:
o listens together to the Word of God,
e creates an atmosphere of prayer and mutual trust;
o values dialogue before making important decisions;
o seeks the common good rather than individual preferences;
e remains attentive to the needs of the Church and the people it serves.
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Communal discernment strengthens unity because decisions are rooted not in personal opinions
but in the shared search for God’s will.

Discernment Encourages Creative Fidelity

Missionary life continually presents new questions for which there are no ready-made answers.
New cultures, emerging social realities, technological developments, ecological concerns, and pastoral
challenges require responses that are both faithful to the Gospel and attentive to present realities.

Discernment enables missionaries to respond with creative fidelity, remaining firmly rooted in
Christ while responding courageously and wisely to the needs of today’s world.

Rather than simply repeating familiar methods or embracing every new trend uncritically,
discerning missionaries seek what best serves God’s mission in each concrete situation.

Discernment Fosters Lifelong Formation

Formation does not end with perpetual profession or ordination. Every new assignment,
leadership responsibility, community, and apostolic challenge becomes another invitation to listen more
deeply to the Holy Spirit.

A discerning missionary never considers himself completely formed. He continues to learn from
prayer, experience, the people he serves, his brothers in community, and the changing realities of the
Church and society.

Lifelong formation is therefore sustained by a continual attitude of discernment.

Mary: A Model of the Discerning Disciple

Mary offers a beautiful model of a discerning heart. She listened attentively to God’s word,
pondered events in her heart, remained open to God’s surprising plan, and responded with generous
faith.

Her discernment did not remove uncertainty or suffering. Rather, it enabled her to remain faithful
from the Annunciation to Pentecost, trusting that God was accomplishing his saving work even when
she could not fully understand it.

Like Mary, missionaries are invited to cultivate hearts that listen, reflect, trust, and respond with
generous availability to God’s call.

Conclusion

Discernment is one of the greatest gifts the Holy Spirit offers the Church. It is not simply a
method for making better decisions but a way of living in continual communion with God.

As we grow in prayer, interior freedom, attentive listening, humility, and missionary generosity, we
become increasingly capable of recognizing God’s presence in ordinary life and responding faithfully
to his invitations.

The goal of discernment is not certainty about every decision but confidence in the God who
continually guides those who seek him with sincere hearts. A discerning missionary walks forward with
hope, trusting that the Holy Spirit is always leading the Church and each disciple toward the fullness of
Christ’s mission.

Formation Note: The true fruit of discernment is not merely knowing God’s will but joyfully living it.

Missionaries who cultivate a discerning heart become more available to God’s surprises, more faithful
in service, and more capable of bringing hope to the people entrusted to their care.
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For Personal Reflection
o How has discernment helped me become more available for God’s mission?
e Am I open to unexpected missionary assignments and new forms of service?
e How do I contribute to communal discernment in my formation community?
o In what ways is the Holy Spirit inviting me to grow in creative fidelity to the Gospel?
o What one step can I take to make discernment a lifelong attitude rather than an occasional
practice?

Reflective Questions for Personal and Community Growth

These questions are intended for personal prayer, spiritual accompaniment, or group sharing.
They invite formandi to review not only their understanding of discernment but also the gradual
formation of a discerning heart.

Personal Reflection

Listening to God
1. How attentive am I to God’s presence in the ordinary events of my daily life?
2. What helps me listen more deeply to the Holy Spirit?
3. What distractions most often prevent me from listening to God?

My Interior Dispositions
4. Which qualities of a discerning heart are becoming stronger in my life?
5. Which disposition—humility, interior freedom, silence, patience, courage, or openness to the
Holy Spirit—needs greater attention?
6. What personal attachments or fears most limit my freedom to follow God’s will?

Daily Formation
7. In which aspect of my formation (prayer, community, studies, apostolate, relationships) do I
experience God’s guidance most clearly?
8. Which ordinary experiences have recently become moments of growth and learning?
9. How do I normally respond when God’s plans differ from my own expectations?

Spiritual Accompaniment
10. Am I honest and open during spiritual accompaniment?
11. How has accompaniment helped me understand myself and God’s action in my life?
12. What prevents me from sharing my inner experiences with greater freedom?

Habits of Discernment
13. Which daily habit most helps me cultivate a discerning heart?
14. Which spiritual practice do I need to strengthen?
15. How faithfully do I review my day in the presence of God?

Missionary Availability
16. Am I truly available for the mission God entrusts to me, or do I remain attached to my own
preferences?
17. How has discernment made me more generous in serving others?
18. What invitation from God am I sensing at this stage of my formation?
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Questions for Spiritual Accompaniment

These questions may help guide personal accompaniment sessions.

What has given you lasting peace during the past few weeks?

What has disturbed your interior freedom?

Where have you experienced God’s closeness?

What recurring desires or concerns have emerged in your prayer?

What do you sense God is inviting you to grow in at this time?

What practical step will you take before your next accompaniment session?

Community Reflection and Sharing

These questions can be used during community spiritual sharing or formation meetings.

1.

A

What helps our community become more attentive to the Holy Spirit?

What attitudes or habits strengthen communal discernment?

What obstacles make it difficult for us to listen to one another?

How can we create greater spaces of silence, prayer, and reflection within our community?
How do we ensure that our community decisions seek God’s will rather than personal
preferences?

In what ways is God inviting our community to grow in missionary availability?

Personal Formation Exercise

At the end of each week, spend twenty to thirty minutes reviewing your journey using the

following questions:

For what moments am [ most grateful this week?

When did I feel closest to God?

When did I experience inner resistance or loss of peace?

What have I discovered about myself this week?

Where have I experienced growth in humility, freedom, or generosity?
What obstacle most affected my discernment?

What invitation do I believe God is placing before me?

What concrete step will I take next week in response to this invitation?

Formation Note: The purpose of these questions is not self-analysis for its own sake but greater
openness to God’s action. Discernment grows when we regularly pause, reflect honestly, pray
attentively, and respond generously to the gentle guidance of the Holy Spirit. Over time, such reflection
forms not only wiser decisions but also a heart that increasingly resembles the heart of Christ.
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