
Discernment in Prayer 
 

Over the course of several months, we have learned many sound Catholic 
forms of prayer that, if practiced regularly, can deepen our relationship with 
Our Lord Jesus.  We have also addressed distractions and hearing God speak to 
us.  As the months continue, our conversations will turn to the subject of 
recognizing God’s voice from the other voices we may hear in prayer.  Is what I 
am hearing truly the voice of God, the voice of my own human spirit, or the 
enemy of my soul?  We can learn much from our own rich Franciscan tradition 
as well as from the rich Tradition of our Catholic faith without losing or diluting 
our own spirituality.  In doing so, we can identify stories that communicate how 
the principles of discernment were lived and applied and then reflect on how 
they may manifest themselves in our own lives.  
 Many people use the word discernment only when faced with making 
important choices.  They ask what God would have them do or what is the will 
of God in this decision?  These questions are good and noble, and St. Francis 
asked them frequently.  However, let’s take the issue of discernment to another 
level so that we may sort out the various voices and movements that make 
themselves felt in our hearts during prayer and in our daily lives.   
 This deeper listening and awareness requires a degree of interiority and 
silence.  Unless we have been given an extraordinary grace, it is important to 
know ourselves well.  The mistakes we have made in the past, if reflected upon 
with God, can provide us with wisdom and humility.  As St. Francis has said, “A 
man is what he is before God and nothing more.”  This interior posture will 
assist us in surrendering all self-reliance, leading us to reach out in poverty 
asking our Heavenly Father to reveal our hearts to us while never losing our 
confidence in His tremendous love and mercy.  We will also have to begin 
paying attention to the beginning, middle, and end of our prayer especially the 
memories, feelings, and desires that may surface.  This process of discernment 
is concerned with everything so that we can embrace the good and reject the 
bad. 
 The wisdom of the Church provides us with some general principles that 
are applicable to every situation. 
 1. “Private revelation, (what is happening in my personal prayer), has to 
be consistent with public revelation, with Jesus Himself, with Church teaching, 
and with Scripture.”  Everything that can be said about Jesus Christ has been 
revealed. (CCC 65-67) 



 2.  It is important to pay attention to the “fruit” of our prayer.  “A good 
tree does not bear rotten fruit, nor does a rotten tree bear good fruit.  For every 
tree is known by its own fruit.” (Luke 6:43-45) If we are truly encountering the 
Lord, and not simply an altered state of consciousness or warm and fuzzy 
feelings, then we will surely see transformation and a growth in holiness.  We 
will become more loving, more joyful, more forgiving, more understanding, and 
more peaceful.   
 As we begin to look at discernment, we start by focusing on the direction 
of our lives.  Hopefully, we desire to grow in holiness as this is God’s desire for 
us.  We should ask ourselves, “Am I moving toward God or away from Him?”  
This direction will reveal how God is working and how the enemy will try and 
draw us away from Him.   
 In someone who is moving from mortal sin to mortal sin, (the direction 
therefore, would be away from God), the enemy, who desires nothing more 
than to see the soul continue his/her downward trajectory, will propose 
pleasures and/or sensual delights to keep them from God.  The Good Spirit, 
however, to move the soul back toward God, will sting and bite his/her 
conscience.   
 When St. Francis was beginning to be converted to God, he experienced 
this stinging/biting of his conscience.  From St. Bonaventure’s Major Life of St. 
Francis of Assisi, we read, “On one occasion, when he was caught up in the 
pressures of business, (not mortally sinful, but certainly not focused on the 
things of God), contrary to his usual manner of acting, he sent away empty 
handed a poor man who had begged alms for the love of God.  Immediately, 
turning back to his heart, (stinging/biting of his conscience), he ran after him, 
and, gently with extravagant alms, promised God that from that moment, while 
he had the means, he would not refuse those who begged from him for the love 
of God.”  
 The healthy remorse and sorrow we experience, (the stinging/biting of 
our conscience), has been given to us as a gift so that we may repent and be 
converted toward God.  This helps us to change the direction in our lives!  Praise 
God that this is so!! 
 When we look at Chapter Two in the Prologue to our Rule, St. Francis 
states this principle another way, “See, you who are blind, deceived by your 
enemies, the world, the flesh, and the devil, for it is pleasant for the body to 
commit sin and it is bitter to make it serve God because all vices and sins come 



out and ‘proceed from the heart of man’ as the Lord says in the gospel. (Mt 
7:21) 
 Now for those who are living a life of ongoing conversion and rising from 
good to better in the service of Our Lord, (the direction is now moving toward 
God), how God and the enemy work upon us is different.  The evil spirit will 
sadden and throw up obstacles, will disquiet with false reasonings so that the 
person will not proceed in the good that he/she has committed to do.  The Spirit 
of God, however, will give courage and strength, consolations, and tears, 
inspirations and quiet, and will ease or remove all obstacles so that the person 
can continue to progress forward. 
 Later, in Bonaventure’s Major Life we see Francis experience the 
following, “When he learned that the servant of God was spending time with 
this priest, his disturbed father ran to the place.  But because [Francis] was still a 
new athlete of Christ, (Francis’ direction in this example is toward God), when 
he heard the threats of his pursuers, and learned in advance of their coming, 
wanting to leave room for their anger, he hid himself in a secret pit, (fear of 
persecution can indeed be an obstacle the enemy instills in us).  There he 
remained in hiding for some days, imploring the Lord incessantly with flowing 
tears to deliver him from the hands of those who were persecuting his soul and 
to fulfill the fervent wishes He had inspired.  He was then filled with an 
excessive joy, (God is consoling Francis), and began to accuse himself of 
cowardice.  He cast aside his fear, (God is also giving Francis a spirit of courage), 
abandoned the pit, and took the road to the city of Assisi.” 
 In Chapter one of the Prologue to the Rule, we can almost feel the joy and 
exuberance of our Seraphic Father as he relates, “Oh, how happy and blessed 
are these men and women when they do these things and persevere in doing 
them, because ‘the spirit of the Lord will rest upon them’ and He will make ‘His 
home and dwelling among them”. 
 Assuming with all charity that we are people of the second type and not 
the first, how many times each month do we experience obstacles of this kind?  
How many times do thoughts surface about avoiding the monthly meeting of 
our community?  Keep in mind, an emergency or family obligation is a 
legitimate reason to miss a meeting.  Despite these thoughts and/or obstacles, 
we persevere.  How do we feel when we are faithful to our Rule and follow 
through on our holy intention?  Joy?  Gladness and peace?  If so, God is 
rewarding us for overcoming an obstacle and being faithful so that we will 
continue in doing so. 



 In the end, our growth in discernment will not happen overnight nor can 
we acquire discernment on our own.  We must be humble and ask that God may 
grant us this gift.  Heavenly Father, grant us the wisdom to know that we have 
not arrived at our destination and that we must begin repeatedly to cooperate 
with the graces You provides so that we may live with You eternally.  Amen.   
  



Discernment in Prayer 
 

Over the course of several months, we have learned many sound Catholic 
forms of prayer that, if practiced regularly, can deepen our relationship with 
Our Lord Jesus.  We have also addressed distractions and hearing God speak to 
us.  As the months continue, our conversations will turn to the subject of 
recognizing God’s voice from the other voices we may hear in prayer.  Is what I 
am hearing truly the voice of God, the voice of my own human spirit, or the 
enemy of my soul?  We can learn much from our own rich Franciscan tradition 
as well as from the rich Tradition of our Catholic faith without losing or diluting 
our own spirituality.  In doing so, we can identify stories that communicate how 
the principles of discernment were lived and applied and then reflect on how 
they may manifest themselves in our own lives.  
 Many people use the word discernment only when faced with making 
important choices.  They ask what God would have them do or what is the will 
of God in this decision?  These questions are good and noble, and St. Francis 
asked them frequently.  However, let’s take the issue of discernment to another 
level so that we may sort out the various voices and movements that make 
themselves felt in our hearts during prayer and in our daily lives.   
 This deeper listening and awareness requires a degree of interiority and 
silence.  Unless we have been given an extraordinary grace, it is important to 
know ourselves well.  The mistakes we have made in the past, if reflected upon 
with God, can provide us with wisdom and humility.  As St. Francis has said, “A 
man is what he is before God and nothing more.”  This interior posture will 
assist us in surrendering all self-reliance, leading us to reach out in poverty 
asking our Heavenly Father to reveal our hearts to us while never losing our 
confidence in His tremendous love and mercy.  We will also have to begin 
paying attention to the beginning, middle, and end of our prayer especially the 
memories, feelings, and desires that may surface.  This process of discernment 
is concerned with everything so that we can embrace the good and reject the 
bad. 
 The wisdom of the Church provides us with some general principles that 
are applicable to every situation. 
 1. “Private revelation, (what is happening in my personal prayer), has to 
be consistent with public revelation, with Jesus Himself, with Church teaching, 
and with Scripture.”  Everything that can be said about Jesus Christ has been 
revealed. (CCC 65-67) 



 2.  It is important to pay attention to the “fruit” of our prayer.  “A good 
tree does not bear rotten fruit, nor does a rotten tree bear good fruit.  For every 
tree is known by its own fruit.” (Luke 6:43-45) If we are truly encountering the 
Lord, and not simply an altered state of consciousness or warm and fuzzy 
feelings, then we will surely see transformation and a growth in holiness.  We 
will become more loving, more joyful, more forgiving, more understanding, and 
more peaceful.   
 As we begin to look at discernment, we start by focusing on the direction 
of our lives.  Hopefully, we desire to grow in holiness as this is God’s desire for 
us.  We should ask ourselves, “Am I moving toward God or away from Him?”  
This direction will reveal how God is working and how the enemy will try and 
draw us away from Him.   
 In someone who is moving from mortal sin to mortal sin, (the direction 
therefore, would be away from God), the enemy, who desires nothing more 
than to see the soul continue his/her downward trajectory, will propose 
pleasures and/or sensual delights to keep them from God.  The Good Spirit, 
however, to move the soul back toward God, will sting and bite his/her 
conscience.   
 When St. Francis was beginning to be converted to God, he experienced 
this stinging/biting of his conscience.  From St. Bonaventure’s Major Life of St. 
Francis of Assisi, we read, “On one occasion, when he was caught up in the 
pressures of business, (not mortally sinful, but certainly not focused on the 
things of God), contrary to his usual manner of acting, he sent away empty 
handed a poor man who had begged alms for the love of God.  Immediately, 
turning back to his heart, (stinging/biting of his conscience), he ran after him, 
and, gently with extravagant alms, promised God that from that moment, while 
he had the means, he would not refuse those who begged from him for the love 
of God.”  
 The healthy remorse and sorrow we experience, (the stinging/biting of 
our conscience), has been given to us as a gift so that we may repent and be 
converted toward God.  This helps us to change the direction in our lives!  Praise 
God that this is so!! 
 When we look at Chapter Two in the Prologue to our Rule, St. Francis 
states this principle another way, “See, you who are blind, deceived by your 
enemies, the world, the flesh, and the devil, for it is pleasant for the body to 
commit sin and it is bitter to make it serve God because all vices and sins come 



out and ‘proceed from the heart of man’ as the Lord says in the gospel. (Mt 
7:21) 
 Now for those who are living a life of ongoing conversion and rising from 
good to better in the service of Our Lord, (the direction is now moving toward 
God), how God and the enemy work upon us is different.  The evil spirit will 
sadden and throw up obstacles, will disquiet with false reasonings so that the 
person will not proceed in the good that he/she has committed to do.  The Spirit 
of God, however, will give courage and strength, consolations, and tears, 
inspirations and quiet, and will ease or remove all obstacles so that the person 
can continue to progress forward. 
 Later, in Bonaventure’s Major Life we see Francis experience the 
following, “When he learned that the servant of God was spending time with 
this priest, his disturbed father ran to the place.  But because [Francis] was still a 
new athlete of Christ, (Francis’ direction in this example is toward God), when 
he heard the threats of his pursuers, and learned in advance of their coming, 
wanting to leave room for their anger, he hid himself in a secret pit, (fear of 
persecution can indeed be an obstacle the enemy instills in us).  There he 
remained in hiding for some days, imploring the Lord incessantly with flowing 
tears to deliver him from the hands of those who were persecuting his soul and 
to fulfill the fervent wishes He had inspired.  He was then filled with an 
excessive joy, (God is consoling Francis), and began to accuse himself of 
cowardice.  He cast aside his fear, (God is also giving Francis a spirit of courage), 
abandoned the pit, and took the road to the city of Assisi.” 
 In Chapter one of the Prologue to the Rule, we can almost feel the joy and 
exuberance of our Seraphic Father as he relates, “Oh, how happy and blessed 
are these men and women when they do these things and persevere in doing 
them, because ‘the spirit of the Lord will rest upon them’ and He will make ‘His 
home and dwelling among them”. 
 Assuming with all charity that we are people of the second type and not 
the first, how many times each month do we experience obstacles of this kind?  
How many times do thoughts surface about avoiding the monthly meeting of 
our community?  Keep in mind, an emergency or family obligation is a 
legitimate reason to miss a meeting.  Despite these thoughts and/or obstacles, 
we persevere.  How do we feel when we are faithful to our Rule and follow 
through on our holy intention?  Joy?  Gladness and peace?  If so, God is 
rewarding us for overcoming an obstacle and being faithful so that we will 
continue in doing so. 



 In the end, our growth in discernment will not happen overnight nor can 
we acquire discernment on our own.  We must be humble and ask that God may 
grant us this gift.  Heavenly Father, grant us the wisdom to know that we have 
not arrived at our destination and that we must begin repeatedly to cooperate 
with the graces You provides so that we may live with You eternally.  Amen.   
  


