
Discernment Presuppositions and Ground Rules 

Ignatian Discernment is based on certain presuppositions or beliefs 

about God, ourselves, and the world. 

 

God desires to be known and reveals God’s self in creation, especially in our inmost heart and 

desires, and those of our companions.  

We can know God—through Grace.  Scripture tells us that God’s ways are far beyond our ways, 

yet we believe that despite our finitude and frailties, we can know God by the gift of Grace, an 

unmerited outpouring of divine life that lifts us beyond our finitude toward relationship with God.  

Grace is freely given and we need to be free to receive it.  God has given us free will and it is clear 

from Scripture and our own experience that God is unwilling to revoke it.  God is careful in God’s 

communication with us not to overwhelm us.  And though God uses the whole universe to tell us of 

God’s love, God does so with such gentleness that we must quiet ourselves and let go of our 

attachments to hear it.  

We see the world through our own lens.  In order to have the freedom to receive knowledge of 

God’s will, we need to be aware of our own assumptions and biases and how they may be blocking 

the messages God is sending.  

Indifference: our goal should be to let go of all inordinate attachments, so that we are in balance 

and free to choose the best path.  Ignatius calls this state of balance, “indifference,” which doesn’t 

mean that we don’t care, but that we are open to an unexpected result turning out to be the best.  

Discernment as a habit: While a full process of discernment isn’t always possible or appropriate, 

one should develop a regular habit of offering decisions to God through prayer, observing Context, 

Experience, Reflection, Action and Evaluation in our decision making, and continually identifying 

biases and potential obstructions to freedom in decision making.  

Daily Examen: An efficacious way to cultivate the disposition for discernment is practicing the 

daily Eaxmen, a prayer recommended by Ignatius to reflect on the day in gratitude, identifying 

where God was active, where we may be have been distant from God, and where God may be 

calling us to do better.  

Conflict may be necessary: Group discernment requires that participants encounter each other 

with honesty.  Productive conflict respects the other’s feelings and viewpoints but doesn’t prevent 

us from expressing ours.  For some of us this can cause tension, but done in a loving way (see “The 

Presupposition” on the next page) it leads to greater understanding.  Productive conflict requires 

vulnerability and self-disclosure.  Unproductive conflict comes when we try to get our own way 

using oblique means, often to protect  ourselves, and often with the result that the other feels 

attacked.  



Not about good vs. evil: Discernment is always about the choice between competing goods.  A 

choice between good and evil does not require discernment.  In such a case we should always 

choose the good.  But such cases are rare, and we are generally trying to find the best among 

several worthy choices.  

Chief discerner: In any organization, individuals or groups are entrusted with authority to 

discern on behalf of the community.  There is generally an overall chief discerner for the 

organization, but there may be several levels of discernment at which individuals or groups are 

designated to discern choices for the organization.  

Consolation: An Ignatian term for an inner experience of rightness, often marked by a feeling of 

peace, settledness and a closeness to God. Consolation is not always marked by lightness and joy, 

however, and can even be accompanied by a heaviness and suffering. 

Desolation: An Ignatian term for an inner feeling of wrongness, often marked by disquiet, 

unsettledness and distance from God.  Desolation may be experienced amidst feelings of elation 

and a joy marked by a quality of distraction. 

“The Presupposition” (from the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola, Annotation 22) “That 

both the giver and the maker of the Spiritual Exercises may be of greater help and benefit to each 

other, it should be presupposed that every good Christian ought to be more eager to put a good 

interpretation to a neighbor’s statement than to condemn it.  Further, if one cannot interpret it 

favorably, one should ask how the other means it.  If that meaning is wrong, one should correct the 

person with love; and if that is not enough, one should search out every appropriate means 

through which, by understanding the statement in a good way, it may be saved.”  (Translation by 

George Ganss, SJ) 

Ground Rules 

Flowing out of the Spiritual Exercises, and out of the Presupposition in Annotation 22 in particular, 

are ground rules which help groups discern together: 

1. All are willing to listen deeply to themselves, to others and to the wisdom of the Holy Spirit 

present in the group as a whole. 

2. All will trust that others are speaking with good intentions and bringing information and 

perspectives important to the issue. 

3. All are willing to share their perspective even if it seems different than the prevailing 

opinion. 

4. All will seek, not to win arguments or pursue their individual interests, but to have the 

interior freedom to recognize and desire God’s will.   

 

This compilation was created by Jack Peterson who served for more than 30 years at Bellarmine 

Preparatory School in Tacoma, WA, and now leads Managing for Mission. 


