
This following article is adapted from Pursuing God’s Will Together: A Discernment 

Practice for Leadership Groups by Ruth Haley Barton. It is followed by a summary 
of the practice for you to enter into this week.

Today we consider The Prayer of Discernment that helps us hear God’s voice of guidance. 

This prayer for guidance is best practiced in community.

W E E K  F O U R :  L I S T E N I N G  F O R  G U I D A N C E

 LISTEN // Author Ruth Haley Barton discusses The Prayer of Indifference on this

The question is deceptively simple to ask and exquisitely difficult to answer:
Am I truly seeking to do Thy will … or mine? - Gerald May

DISCERNMENT AS A WAY OF LIFE BY RUTH HALEY BARTON
At some point, we are faced with a decision that requires us to make a choice in which we are aware of our desire 

to discern the will of God in the matter. While it is beyond the scope of this [article] to outline the practice of 

personal discernment in detail, I will describe several dynamics of discernment that can be practiced personally 

in such a way as to prepare individuals for discernment at the leadership level.

podcast (menlo.church/boundaries).

http://podcast (menlo.church/boundaries).
https://www.podbean.com/pu/pbblog-9x2t8-193424


THE PRAYER FOR INDIFFERENCE 

The first and most essential dynamic of discernment is the movement toward indifference. In the context of 

spiritual discernment, indifference is a positive term signifying that “I am indifferent to anything but God’s will.” 

This is “interior freedom” or a state of openness to God in which we are free from undue attachment to any 

particular outcome.

Coming to a place of indifference is no small thing—especially if we are facing a decision in which the outcome 

really matters to us, or we have a vested interest in it. It is even harder in a leadership setting where egos are on 

the line, where posturing and maneuvering is the norm and territorialism lies right under the surface of our polite 

prayers, words and handshakes.

In fact, indifference is not something we can achieve for ourselves. Just like everything else that is of significance 

in the spiritual life, God must accomplish this for us—which is why all we can do is pray and wait for it to be given.

Questions that can help us identify where we need to be made indifferent are: 

 What needs to die in me for God’s will to come forth in my life? 

 Is there anything I need to set aside so that I can be open to what God wants?

THE PRAYER FOR WISDOM 
The movement toward indifference is the threshold between two worlds—the world of human decision-making 
and the spiritual practice of discerning the divine will. In this waiting room of the soul, we are made ready to 
pray the second prayer—the prayer for wisdom: “If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all 

generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you” (James 1:5, NRSV).

Notice Without Judging

Another dynamic of discernment is the ability to notice everything pertinent to the situation—both external and 

internal—without judging, at least at first.

Most of us are accustomed to observing the obvious as we make decisions—circumstances, the clear meaning of 
pertinent Scriptures, the advice of wise Christian friends and the wisdom contained in our faith tradition. These 
form the basic framework for our Christian living, and it is assumed that we are making decisions within this 

framework, especially at the leadership level. That is discernment 101.

The more complex the decisions facing us, the more we must move beyond the basics of discernment to 
considering inner dynamics, which are harder to notice and interpret. We learn to listen to the stirrings of desire, 
to distinguish our true, God-given desires and calling from externally imposed “oughts” and “shoulds” and the 
compulsions of the false self. These dynamics are much more subtle, yet they give us clues as to what choices 

will nurture the life of Christ lived in and through our most authentic selves.

SEEK SPIRITUAL DIRECTION 
It is tempting to think that once we have done a little reading on discernment and once, we have practiced a 
bit, we don’t need any help with discernment, but this is just not true. In fact, there is an even greater need for 

spiritual direction as we progress in the spiritual life.

At the very least we need a wise spiritual friend in whose presence all inner dynamics can be attended to without 
bias. It is ironic that sometimes, as we progress in the spiritual journey, we convince ourselves that we are beyond 
needing spiritual guidance, when, that is actually the time when the evil one switches tactics, and we need 
spiritual counsel more than ever.



GATHER AND ASSESS INFORMATION 
Another dynamic of discernment is the ability to ask good questions and to allow those questions to help us 

gather data and gain perspective. These are not necessarily questions that will get us the answers we want; 

rather, they are questions that will elicit the deeper wisdom we need.

A good question has the power to throw open a door or a window so that a fresh wind of the Spirit can blow 

through. Some questions to ask include: 

 How does this choice fit with the overall direction and calling of God on my life? 

 Which choice brings the deepest sense of life, inner peace and freedom? 

 Is there a particular Scripture that God is bringing to mind relative to this choice? 

 Is this choice consistent with what I know about the mind and heart of Christ and His loving, redemptive 
purposes in the world?

1. CLARIFY YOUR QUESTION FOR GOD
Not all questions warrant a full discernment process. Determine what question of discernment you desire to take 
before God today that might involve the following:

 Decisions that shape your identity, personal mission, values and direction.

 An allocation of significant resources (money, time, energy and focus).

 Decisions involving those you influence, lead and love. This is not discerning for them but discerning 
your role in decisions that impact them.

 Be present to God to hear if there is something underneath your initial question. What first comes to 
mind might lead you to something deeper that is really the question you are asking.

 We always ask, “What is the mind of Christ on this matter?”

2. INVITE TRUSTED FRIENDS TO PRAY WITH YOU OR FOR YOU

3. SETTLING IN WITH GOD
Consider lighting a candle to physically express God’s presence. Present your question. Sit in silence for 1-5 minutes.

4. PRAYER FOR INDIFFERENCE
Seek a posture of being led by Christ. There is a nuanced difference between the prayer of indifference and 
the prayer for indifference: in the prayer for indifference, we humbly ask God for something we don’t have. The 
prayer of indifference comes after we have prayed for indifference and God has answered our prayer. Some 
writers call this gift “holy indifference” because it is brought through the work of the Spirit and is given for the 
holy purpose of being open to a new work of God.

Some helpful questions to get to holy indifference (this often takes time and can’t be rushed):

 What am I willing to let die to give God room to start something new?

 What will I lay aside or leave behind so that I will be open to new gifts of grace and new expressions 
of love, justice and service?

 What is keeping me from indifference? Why?

THE LISTENING PAYER OF DISCERNMENT ADAPTED FROM THE TEACHING OF RUTH HALEY BARTON



5. PRAYER FOR WISDOM
Gather information and notice without judging, this will include:

 Pertinent facts and information regarding you decision.

 Trusted voices from your community who know and love God, pray and hold a high value of Scripture.

 Scripture that comes to mind.

 Life of Christ: Is there anything in the life and teachings of Jesus that informs your considerations. 
See Philippians 2.

 Fruit of the Spirit: Read Galatians 5:22-26. How will your decision reflect this work of the Spirit?

 Consolation and Desolation: Which alternative brings the deepest sense of life (John 10:10), inner peace 

(Philippians 4:7), freedom in the Spirit (2 Corinthians 3:17)? Which brings you a sense of wholeness, 

authenticity, congruence with who you are in God? Which fosters a deeper level of surrender to God and to 

love? Which would draw you away from God? Pay particular attention to distress, confusion and desolation.

6. LISTEN IN SILENCE
Discernment requires self- and other- awareness as well as space for the Holy Spirit to work. Silence creates space 

for this. In silence we can become aware of our emotions, thoughts, experiences, sins, temptations, attachments 

and places where we are not indifferent. Silence helps us cease striving so we can rest in God. It brings calm to the 

inner chaos we might be feeling. Silence creates space to listen to God.

7. ALLOW TIME BEFORE MAKING AN ULTIMATE DECISION
Some decisions will come to you in a singular time of prayer. It is wise to then seek confirmation from trusted 
friends and mentors. Most decisions will be a process of praying for days, weeks or months. Your desire is God’s 
will above yours. He will bring this to you, but he may have other things he wants to do in your life through a 
longer conversation.


