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Spiritual discernment is a quest. In Listening Hearts discernment,
a group of three discerners journeys with the person seeking
discernment, listening deeply to help that person articulate what
he or she knows at some level but has not yet been able to see.

Questions that unlock inner truths are central to this communal
endeavor. A distinctive feature of the Listening Hearts approach is
that discerners limit themselves to posing questions. After the
question has been clearly articulated, the basic information is in
place, and the steps one might take in response have been named
and weighed, the pace slows. The group becomes profoundly
centered in God’s presence. Discerners avoid multiple choice
questions and any that require a “yes” or “no” answer.  The objective
is to help the person seeking discernment get beneath the surface
to detect the light that illuminates the path forward. Questions
that tap into the imagination tend to be the most effective.

By resisting the urge to make suggestions and dispense advice,
discerners clear space for the seeker to uncover what he or she is
searching for. This restraint maintains quiet space for the
discerners as well, enhancing their own listening and awareness.

Discovering truth within oneself is far more powerful than being
told. If you confront me with a hard truth about myself, my defenses
will usually go up; but if I discover that same truth through my
own insight, my resistance tends to remain dormant. Likewise, if
you tell me something that I am ready to hear and that makes
sense to me, it can be valuable to me; yet if I am gently prodded to
make the discovery for myself, it makes a stronger, more lasting
impact.

Sensitive questions allow reality to come into focus for us as we
are able to accept it. Emily Dickinson said, “The truth must dazzle
gradually or every man become blind.” Jesus said, “I still have
many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.” Our life
in God brings forth a gradual sharpening of inner vision. Questions
that are probing and prayerfully conceived open the way for spiritual
growth to flourish. We can tolerate God’s dazzling truth when we
are nudged closer to it gently, one caring question at a time.



Discernment about the End of Life
The Rev. Mark Frazier

Bristol, VA

As a pastor and hospital chaplain, I have learned that one of the most important matters for
prayerful discernment is advanced care planning. Our wishes on measures like life-support and
resuscitation reflect our beliefs and provide much-needed guidance to those who may make
decisions on our behalf should we become incapacitated. For Christians, our baptism is an
ongoing experience of dying to our “old” selves—our selves born of the flesh. Considered through
the lens of vocation, our calling as mortals is completed at the time of our death. The way we die
is an important aspect of how we live out our baptism and our Christian vocation.

But talking about how we wish to die is not easy. Such discussions are usually emotionally
charged, as they anticipate loss. Advanced care planning is an opportunity for discernment.
Listening Hearts principles may serve as a helpful guide to prayerful end-of-life planning.

The way we die is an important aspect of how we live out
our baptism and our Christian vocation.

First, from a faith perspective, discussions about our wishes for how we die are holy conversations. God’s
presence can be sought in ways that are similar to discerning God’s will on other questions.
These conversations with the person we want to represent us can deepen relationships and
reveal our convictions. Rather than just filling out a legal form or dictating directives to this
person, we should begin this discernment openly, holding our convictions lightly and not assuming
that we know what is “right.”

Second, although advanced care planning is a personal matter, these holy conversations can be held in
Christian community. Often a mediator—a clergy person or other trusted person—is invited to
facilitate conversation between the person doing the planning and the person’s representative.
Other family members and friends may be invited. Discerning options prayerfully in community
may provide needed insight and help us see how our decisions will affect others.

Third, approaching end-of-life issues with listening hearts may enable us to grow spiritually even as we
contemplate the inevitability of death. The same signs of God’s call relied upon in other settings, the
signs of the Holy Spirit at work, apply to these questions. Peace is a central sign—serenity and
an enduring conviction that all things are made whole through the Resurrection of Christ. From
this peace comes joy and clarity. Above all, openness, a willingness to live with the questions,
and giving time for the process of discernment allow for spiritual well-being.

Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:32-42) was a prayer of discernment in the
face of death. Although his disciples left a lot to be desired as listeners, Jesus understood the
importance of community as he approached the end of his earthly life. The realization that the
vocation of our death is very much connected to the vocation of the rest of our life may lighten
the darkness of the reality of death and bring us greater peace and wholeness.

The Rev. Mark Frazier is rector of Emmanuel Church in Bristol, VA. Mark and his wife Amy are the parents of four beautiful
daughters and one handsome Chocolate Labrador Retriever.
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The Way to Listening Hearts
Meagan Howell
Annapolis, MD

On a gray January morning I drove down a narrow, serpentine street lined with row houses,
wondering if I could possibly be heading in the right direction. Sure enough, the street emptied
near the Listening Hearts parking area, and I was soon striding into the office, where four
trustees were gathered.

We began with silence. I was surprised by how comfortable I felt in body and mind, occupying the
stillness with strangers. Having just read Listening Hearts, I was somewhat prepared for this
unusual job interview. Our talk that day was characterized by direct yet gentle exchanges. What
did Listening Hearts need; what did I need? I had been staying home with my young children for
nearly two years and was eager to work again. But was I ready to commute three days a week?
And was I able to do what was required for the position?

The way forward from our first conversation was not unlike the curving road that leads to the
Listening Hearts office. What lay around the next bend was hidden from view. I returned to my
copy of Listening Hearts for guidance, spoke with my husband and other trusted friends, and
sought quiet reflection where I could find it.

In the evening after my first interview, I set aside the practical issues that were beginning to
clutter my heart: childcare, transportation, schedules—these preoccupations could all be resolved.
The central question was whether or not working at Listening Hearts was the right thing to do.
And so I asked God to help me quiet the intrusive thoughts. I needed to listen closely, with the
ear of my heart.

I am not a practiced pray-er. I do not excel at sitting still. I’m a multitasker who has trouble
saying no, someone who likes the idea of silence. I long for God—I do—just as soon as I finish
putting away the breakfast dishes and answering those emails. How startling it was, as I sat on
the floor of my cluttered bedroom, to find myself very quiet and still, feeling God’s nearness and
a growing sense of rightness about the work ahead.

By bringing the sacred into a time of transition, I came to understand how life’s turning points are
opportunities for deepening insight, reached through prayerful discernment.

Suddenly, in the midst of this peaceful confidence, I felt a strong, physical sensation breaking
through the silence. It was almost like being kicked in the guts. I gasped, then heard myself
utter my youngest child’s name. Hot tears slid down my cheeks. In that moment I knew with
utter clarity that I could not work 35 miles away from him three days a week.

What does a person do with that? God was helping me to see two opposing things: the rightness
of the job, the wrongness of the job. I went into the second interview holding both truths in my
heart, unsure of which way I would go. I was honest about my unwillingness to work in the way
they needed me to. I shared some ideas about the ministry and expressed how meaningful my
own discernment process had been thus far. As I left that day, I feared it was for the last time.
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The Way to Listening Hearts

A week later a trustee called. The group had changed the job description, hopefully to better suit
my skills and family needs. The new job would allow me to usefully apply my gifts and experience
to the mission, often working flexibly from home. I had anticipated compromise, yet in the end
none was necessary. I could never have seen it coming.

Sitting with not-knowing is never easy, but it is a discomfort that can lead to wisdom and
discovery. The weeks I spent on the path that led to joining the staff of Listening Hearts were
characterized by openness and reflection, porousness and faith. Had the outcome been different,
my gratitude for that journey would be the same. By bringing the sacred into a time of transition,
I came to understand how life’s turning points are opportunities for deepening insight, reached
through prayerful discernment.

Meagan Howell is Associate for Communications and Grants for Listening Hearts Ministries. She coordinated this issue of

Explorations for Alice Dorrance, who is on a short sabbatical.

We are to become fully the people God
created us to be, living our own lives in
response to our own calls … So it is that
hearing one’s call is akin to discovering
one’s self.

     —Listening Hearts, p.11-12
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