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Incorporating Discernment
Some next steps for initiation that incorporates discernment
1. Structure the process to be year-round so there’s time.  The Spirit moves in cooperation with the individual, not on our schedules.  With more time, there’s space to add celebrations of the Word with blessings and anointings, mystagogical reflection, discussion of issues, and service as well as doctrinal formation.

2. Incorporate individual, group and team times for holy listening.  Include periods of silence, solitude etc. in the initiation gathering.  How you do what you do is as important as what you do in living as a disciple of Jesus.

3. Train initiation ministers:

a. In this discipline of discernment for themselves as individuals.  Engage in individual or group spiritual direction for the purposes discerning within themselves “the vitality of a budding, rediscovered or redesigned relationship with Jesus Christ, who is their Good News (Hixon, 25),” and to prepare to “assist the individual to discern his or her own true inner desire: does this person truly wish to publicly commit to a catechumenal lifestyle?” (Ibid, 36).

b. To have the knowledge of the call for discernment in the process.  Discernment is meant to uncover that which may be hidden.  This includes (#s refer to paragraphs within the ritual text):

i. Evidence of first faith, repentance, prayer, connection to the Church and to other Christians (42)

ii. Strong conversion/faith that leads to the divine mystery and a gospel way of life (76)

iii. The state of readiness (119)

iv. Conversion in mind and action, sufficient acquaintance with Church teaching, a spirit of faith and charity, deliberate will and enlightened faith, and the will to express this publicly (120)

v. State of formation, and progress (121)

vi. Suitableness to celebrate the sacraments of initiation (122)

vii. The divine mystery in the call to live as a disciple (125)

c. To ask probing questions and then to actively listen to responses, completely focused on the other person

d. To be able to pray comfortably with catechumens and candidates for the Spirit’s guidance and the courage to follow

e. To the value of silence during gatherings 

f. To determine among themselves who is called and gifted to this aspect of initiation ministry.  Everyone does not have to be part of this and some are especially gifted with this.  The Rite specifies the roles.  You must call forth and form those with the gift.

g. To recognize key phrases that indicate a movement from initial faith to more mature faith. These include such phrases as:

i. “Before, I would…but now I…”

ii. “I am not sure I can do what Jesus does.”

iii. “My friends/spouse/children say I am different in these last months: kinder, calmer (etc.)”

iv. “ I find that I do not enjoy my old friends like I used to.  I am more comfortable around those who are trying to follow Christ.”

v. “I pray a lot more now and have experienced a sense of: (look for descriptors of peace, insight, direction, accompaniment.)”

vi. “I think my _____ (name someone), is not comfortable with my choice to be Catholic/Christian.  It makes me sad…or, I am not sure I can stand to lose that relationship.”

vii. “I am challenged each time I leave here to live more like Christ.  But I fail regularly and want to know how to do it better.”

viii. “I feel very badly about my past.  Are you sure God will forgive everything?”

h. To recognize the outward signs of conversion as specified in the Rite

i. To watch for a commitment to adopting these behaviors permanently

j. To trust that the work of the Spirit is to uncover truth, and to teach us to live from that truth.  Sometimes the truth is difficult to acknowledge, but in the ability to do so, we see the Spirit.  Jesus is the truth…and readiness for initiation is in part about naming the truth the Spirit reveals.  This will include becoming comfortable pointing out that a catechumen needs more time for their conversion to mature, that there are not sufficient signs of a mature, disciple faith, etc. 

4. Train sponsors/godparents to be spiritual companions.  Any of the above are appropriate for sponsor formation also.  There are a number of spiritual direction resources that may be helpful.  Go to http://www.chestermichael.org/books%26tapes for resources used by Msgr. Chester Michael in his spiritual direction formation program in the Diocese of Richmond.
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