
SEYM Workshop 

Discernment 
3/9/21 

Presented by Jerry Knutson  

with Beverly Ward as Tech Support 
 

PLEASE READ THIS DOCUMENT BEFORE THE WORKSHOP AND HAVE IT 
AVAILABLE DURING THE WORKSHOP.  

1) Welcome and introduction 

2) Why are hard decisions so hard? Ruth Chang, a professor of philosophy at 
Rutgers University, gave a talk at ted.com and on National Public Radio.i She says: 

We shouldn't think that all hard choices are big. Let's say you're deciding 
what to have for breakfast. You could have high-fiber bran cereal or a 
chocolate doughnut. The cereal is better for you. A doughnut tastes way 
better. But neither is better than the other overall, a hard choice. 

Realizing that small choices can also be hard may make big hard choices 
seem less intractable…. In an easy choice, one alternative is better than 
the other. In a hard choice, one alternative is better in some ways. The 
other alternative is better in other ways. And neither is better than the 
other overall…. Hard choices are hard not because of us or our ignorance. 
They're hard because there is no best option. 

Ruth goes on to say that we need to commit to one of the choices because of who we 
want to become.  So, you could say either, “I’m a pleasure seeker; I will really enjoy the 
chocolate doughnut” or “I’m a healthy eater; my body and I will really appreciate the 
high-fiber bran cereal.” 

Understanding hard choices in this way uncovers something about 
ourselves we didn't know. You faced alternatives that were on a par, hard 
choices…. It's here, in the space of hard choices, that we get to exercise 
our normative power. We can put our very selves behind an option. Here's 
where I stand. Here's who I am. 

Far from being sources of agony and dread, hard choices are precious 
opportunities for us to celebrate what is special about the human 
condition, that we have the power to create reasons for ourselves to 
become the distinctive people that we are. 



We have looked at decisions, which use the mind. Now, let’s look at discernment, which 
asks the Spirit/Christ, “What is your will?”   

3) Definition of discernment. The verb to discern is defined as “to separate, to 
distinguish.” For the noun discernment, I prefer Webster’s simple definition, “to 
perceive,”ii because it implies that the guidance is always there waiting for you. All you 
need to do is perceive it. The early Quakers called comprehending the guidance an 
“opening”; the veils were lifted. An opening implies the same principle—the guidance is 
already in existence, but it may be hidden behind a curtain. So in spiritual discernment, 
you are listening to the thoughts in your head, observing external events, and focusing 
on the sensations in your body and seeking to understand whether the guidance or 
information you are getting is coming from self, parents, peers, teachers, pastors, 
culture, or a Higher Power. 

4) Receiving guidance—the holistic method. This method works best for 
complicated questions, difficult decisions, and better understanding an issue, situation, 
or relationship. It’s also helpful for emotional issues, open-ended questions, and getting 
a clearer sense of what is going on in me. In this method, I get in a relaxed state of 
mind, then, in my imagination, I have a conference with the various parts of myself, 
along with images of others affected by the decision. I imagine that I am the moderator 
and all parts of me, as well as images of others, are sitting around the table. These 
parts include, but are not limited to, my body, mind, spirit, emotions, inner critic/judge, 
and the shadow. The inner critic/judge is the authoritarian part of yourself that has a bad 
opinion of you or others. The shadow comes from Carl Jung a Swiss Psychologist, who 
had a dream about holding a candle and having a shadow behind him. Without the Light 
he wouldn’t have a shadow, but with the Light he always had a shadow. Jung 
interpreted to mean that the shadow is “an unconscious aspect of the personality that 
the conscious ego does not identify in itself.iii” 

Let’s look again at the example of the person struggling with the inner pleasure seeker, 
who will really enjoy the chocolate doughnut, and the healthy eater, who will really 
appreciate the high-fiber bran cereal. Both traits can be considered parts of himself.  

In a North American story, an indigenous grandfather says, “I have two wolves fighting 
inside me; one wolf wants to be selfish and give me what I want, even at the expense of 
others, the other wolf wants to be selfless and altruistic.” His grandson asks, “which one 
will win?” The grandfather replies, “the one I feed.” This story has the same idea of parts 
of our inner selves that are struggling with each other and adds the important 
suggestion of how to enhance (or diminish) them. 

In the conference, I imagine each of the parts of myself and the others affected talking 
about the decision from their points of view. If I find that I am not an independent 
observer, I take that biased part of myself, name it, and add it as another member at the 
table. I then try to get almost all members of the imaginary conference to agree on the 



decision. However, not all members are given equal weight in the decision. The 
Spirit/Christ has the greatest weight, while the egotist gets to speak but has little weight. 

5) Guided Meditation on the Holistic Method. Begin by thinking of an 
issue where you’d like some discernment. [pause] Now get in a comfortable 
position. You can sit down or lie down. Begin to relax; close your eyes if you 
want.  Now bring your awareness to your breathing. With each breath, let 
yourself become more relaxed. Especially, feel how relaxing each exhalation 
feels. [pause] Now imagine that you are in a conference room with yourself at the 
head of the table. Your job is to be an independent, non-biased, quintessential 
Quaker clerk. Now, imagine a participant at the table is one that represents your 
body; hear what your body has to say about the issue. [pause] Now, imagine the 
next participant at the table represents your mind; hear what your mind has to 
say about the issue. [pause] Imagine the next	participant represents the 
Spirit/Christ; hear what this part has to say about the issue. [pause] Imagine the 
next participant represents your emotions; hear what this part has to say. [pause] 
Imagine the next participant represents your egotist; hear what this part has to 
say. [pause] Imagine the next participant represents your inner critic/judge; hear 
what this part has to say. [pause] Imagine the next participant represents the 
shadowy part of yourself; hear what this part has to say about the issue.  [pause] 
See what other parts of yourself are involved in the decision; name these parts of 
yourself and give them a seat at the table. [pause] Imagine images of others in 
your life that will be affected by the decision; hear what these people have to say. 
[pause] In the future, you may need to talk to some of these people in person, but 
for now just imagine their comments. [pause] Now look at yourself as Clerk, do 
you have an opinion? Name these parts of yourself, and give them a seat at the 
table. I will be quiet for five minutes so you can work with all these parts of 
yourself. 

Thank you. When you are ready, open your eyes and return to normal 
consciousness. You can return to this conference and continue to explore parts 
of yourself when you have free time after the workshop. 

Now we’ll break into small groups of three or four people to discuss our 
experience. We’ll only have about three minutes per person to introduce 
ourselves and share about your experience of this meditation -- you’ll need to be 
very concise. A timer will be in the room. Everyone is responsible for keeping an 
eye on it, so we allow everyone to speak for their allotted time. 

I like the Holistic Method because it brings to light all aspects of myself. Some 
parts of myself may sabotage my discernment like the egotist or the shadow. 
However, this method gives them a voice. 

6) Testing the guidance. Is the guidance a fruit of the spirit? Understanding 
the motivation behind the decision is essential. Decisions coming from anger, 



fear, frustration, guilt, jealousy, hatred, or selfishness are probably not from the 
Spirit/Christ. “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” While I have many tests in my 
pamphlet, we only have time for one other test.  

“Before You Speak, Ask Yourself: Is It Kind, Is It True, Is It Necessary, Does It 
Improve upon the Silence?”  The quote is from Sai Baba.iv  

7) Implementing the guidance. Taking Baby Steps: If I don't receive 
guidance or I'm not certain of the guidance, I start to move in what I believe is the 
best direction. I then look for indications to stop or to proceed. If this goes well, I 
try a second small, simple, reversible step. Some decisions are easily reversible 
others are not. For example, getting a puppy is not easily reversible, but not 
getting a puppy is easy to reverse. 

8) Spiritual Practices. In a relationship with another person if we want to 
know the person better and build the relationship, we spend time together. If we 
want to build a relationship with the Spirit/Christ, we need to spend time with the 
Spirit/Christ. 

Spiritual practices lead us deeper into the spiritual life and are necessary to build 
a close relationship with the Spirit/Christ. They help us pay attention and 
increase our awareness and, in doing so, make us more open to receiving 
guidance. Spending time trying to discern the will of the Spirit/Christ is most 
successful if it is built on a foundation of prayer, meditation, gratitude, devotion, 
and faithfulness. 

What is the best spiritual practice for you? It is the one you do daily that helps 
you grow spiritually. Over the years I’ve tried many spiritual practices. Some help 
me for a while and then lose their meaning, others have almost always been 
helpful for my spiritual development. 

Some daily spiritual practices include prayer, meditation (listening to God in the 
silence—when you notice that your mind is wandering, gently return to divine 
listening), helping others, observing God in nature, walking while being mindful of 
God’s presence, reading the Bible or other spiritual literature, grace before 
meals, forgiveness, and just being—not doing.v  

9) Closing. We’ll conclude our workshop by returning to our small groups and 
spend a couple minutes per person to answer the Query, “What Daily Spiritual 
Practice am I currently doing and/or want to start doing?” 

We will not return to the large group. After everyone has had an opportunity to 
answer the query in your small group, you can spend time chatting until you need 
to leave or zoom closes. 



																																																													
i https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=519269147 accessed 2/15/2021 

 
ii	Webster’s	New	World	Handy	Pocket	Dictionary	(Cleveland,	Ohio:	Collins,	1972)	75.	
iiihttps://www.google.com/search?q=shadow+definition+carl+jung&rlz=1C1CHBF_enUS714US714&oq=definition
+shadow+Jung&aqs=chrome.2.69i57j0l2.16900j1j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 accessed 9/12/2020 
	

iv	Bytes	Daily.	http://bytesdaily.blogspot.com/2011/03/quote-shirdi-sai-baba.html	,	accessed	November	11,	
2016.	

v	For	a	detailed	description	of	some	spiritual	practices	see	Richard	J.	Foster,	Celebration	of	Discipline:		The	Path	to	
Spiritual	Growth	(San	Francisco:	Harper,	San	Francisco,	1998).	


