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                Right Judgement – Discernment (Part One)
Introduction
A constant issue I have to deal with in the Courage ministry is  whether I am giving sound advice and or the wisdom of God.

In the past year I have had  four situations which have greatly exercised my mind and conscience in deciding what to do or say.

In one situation the person I was dealing with was absolutely certain of her stance. Such certainty made me assume that she must have consulted others. When I asked if she had, she claimed that her confidence was in her own counsel with God.  I was quite surprised because I did expect some input from a human source, be it a mentor, spiritual director, confidante or close friend. I was quite concerned about, what seemed to me a  private revelation.
It seems to me that more and  more  people are  becoming their own guide without reference to the accumulated wisdom of  many  men and women like the saints  who have gone before them. In goal two of the Courage aims it mentions the need for spiritual direction. Consequently I  plan to write three articles, numbers 48-50 about the issue of  right judgement, or another word for this is called discernment. For those who do not have a personal spiritual director, or trusted confidante, my offerings will be of assistance. 
Charles Ringma’s teaching  on  divine guidance:
In this first of the three articles on right judgement  I will explore a scriptural way of discernment. My reflections are taken from a series of lectures Professor  Charles Ringma, founder of Teen Challenge in Australia, gave on the topic of divine guidance. These jottings will give a context and structure for discernment. 
Scriptural warrants for discernment and right judgement:
“In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom He appointed the heir of all things, through whom also He created the world.” (Heb. 1:1-2).
1). God is constantly speaking to us about who He is. God’s priority and focus is on me getting to know Him – not on guiding me. It is His will and purpose for me to know His Son.  (See Jn 1:14, Eph.1:17 and Deut. 28:1.)
 2). God constantly speaks about His way for us. Ps.16:11. 

Our pathways are broadly similar – but the outworking is different for each individual. St.Paul says  that his life is a pattern for others to follow. We all have to carry our cross, we all have disappointments. The consequence  is not to be overly preoccupied  with specifics or incidentals.
3). God wants to speak to us about His arrangements with us, i.e. His covenant. The benefit of this is there is an agreement – or understanding. We have security. (Jeremias 31:31.) 

4). God speaks to us as the People of God, as the Body of Christ. “So we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually  members one of another.” (Rom. 12:5)  Also see Chapter Two of the Vatican II Decree Lumen Gentium.

5). God has a lot to say about our service. (1.Peter 4:9-12). While I believe in service, as I grow older and live longer in the ways of God,  I believe it is more important to be authentically ourselves rather than striving to achieve things for God. Psalm 46:10 captures this thought “Be still and know that I am God.”

6). God wants to speak to us of the future. (Col.1:5). 
Why does God need to be constantly speaking to us?:            God alone can cause that creative breakthrough in our dark world. (Eph.2:1-10) And any breakthrough that God  makes needs to be maintained, see Jn. 1:9 “The true light that  enlightens every person was coming into the world.” God wants to maintain that creative breakthrough and we can do that by echoing the psalmist in psalm 119.11 “I have laid up thy word in my heart, that I might not sin against thee.” This sentiment is reinforced in Jn. 17:17. “Sanctify them in the truth; thy word is truth.” The sanctifying action of the Father maintains us, enables us to be faithful to his word, his way, his covenant, his commandments.
Because of God’s creative light and life in our life we will be broken free of the old way of seeing things and  doing things not in accord with the vision of God. God’s vision is the actual key to change. We see first, then we decide to change and then accept the vision for ourselves. In so doing we are given the personal specifics  by God when we are in fact ready for it.
Certain dangers in seeking guidance: 

1). Beware of the occult. How many people today rely on astrology and  read the stars, for a form of guidance?  Recently a co-worker asked me what my star sign  was. I did not answer and he moved on. At other times  when asked about my star sign I have stated I do not believe in them and occasionally have said that my star sign is Emmanuel. I thus provide a counter-cultural response.
God understands our needs and desires to know. He provides a way through the prophets. The prophet Isaias informs us that enquiring of the occult will bring confusion. (Is.44:20).

2).  The private use of spiritual gifts, for the purpose of gaining guidance is not permitted. (1Cor.12:7). While spiritual gifts can be used privately,  they are essentially used for the common good. 

3). Clamouring for specific guidance, but then not being committed or subject to God’s overall plan for life.

4). Two extremes at either end of the scale (i). An assumption that God’s will is always hard for one’s life. (ii). A belief that whatever is easiest is God’s will because He is a loving and gracious Father.

5). Wanting God’s will without checking it with the community of brothers and sisters. A very dangerous stance. (There have been too many lone rangers in the history of  the Church and Christian organizations). Dietrich Bonhoeffer has written a beautiful short work on the need for a community of believers – Life Together.
6).  Getting half the story and running off ill prepared.  Some have ascribed to God a crisis mentality. Well in fact God is not in a tearing hurry. He is in fact very patient. The chosen people went around in the desert for forty years. After which it was the right time for their celebration and achievement.
7). We obtain God’s guidance but are not prepared to rely on His provision. We can get cold feet in applying the guidance sought.

8). Becoming impatient in doing the will of God. King Saul was one of the most tragic figures of the Old Testament. He was essentially a pragmatist and listened more to people than the voice of God. (1 Sam.13:11). If we are unable to wait on the Lord, by not opening up to Him, we really cannot expect much in the way of divine guidance.    
Making Guidance work as right judgement:   
1). Divine guidance is really a relationship. The Father instructs His children on what they should do. “His sheep follow Him because they know His voice.”(Jn. 10:4) How well do we know our Father’s voice, through scripture, through the Church, through the Holy Spirit enlightening our hearts, emotions, will, and mind?

2). We need to be committed to doing God’s will, since obedience is central to God’s new covenant. We are made holy by this sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. (Hebrews 10:5-10, 16-17). The old covenant was spoilt and messed up because of disobedience. (Acts 7:51) 

3). Our ability to hear God’s voice presumes a certain attitude of heart, mind and contrition. ( Isaias 50:4,6 & 57: 15).
4). We need to walk in the Light  we have already. “If anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out whether my teaching  comes from God or whether I speak on my own.” (Jn. 7:17)
 Conclusion: Four basic ways God speaks to us:
1). Through sacred scripture as applied to our life by the Holy Spirit. All of God’s word needs to be a living word. (Jn.14:26).
2). Through the direct action of the Holy Spirit: and can come through a variety of ways, eg. liturgy, visions, dreams, wisdom of others, ideas, counselling, prayer. (Eph.1:17-18; Acts 2:17).

3). Through Christian Brotherhood & Sisterhood:- Proclamation, Counselling, Fellowship. (Col.1:28, 3:16, Eph.4:11-13).

4). God speaks to us through specific circumstances. “And now compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there”. (Acts 20:22).
In this article I have quoted much scripture. This is apt given the Synod on Holy Scripture we have just had in Rome. In article 49 I shall approach the topic from a  theological perspective -  so that we have  examine a different source of wisdom from the spiritual masters.
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