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Why Discernment? 
 
Why are we interested in discerning what it is that God is “up to” in God’s world; 
within our particular contexts, cultures, cultural institutions and society? Here are five 
reasons to get you thinking: 
 
1. Because we want our rhythms and ways of being church; our values and 

practices to reflect a commitment to locating the places in which God is at work in 
the local and everyday narratives; in the practices and “tactics”1 of life and living. 
Engaging these narratives, practices and tactics (in conversation with Scripture) 
enables us to understand and communicate “gospel” in ways that do indeed 
represent “good news” and God’s shalom for post-Christendom Western 
culture(s) and society (“Whatever house you enter, first say, “Peace to this house!”) 

 
2. Discernment allows us to identify the ways in which we are being invited to 

recover the Christian story, and thus to recover afresh what it means to be 
radical Jesus followers for the sake of the world.  

 
3. Discernment allows us to identify the imaginative ways in which new2 and 

established local churches are being invited to meaningfully and “tactically” 
(re)engage culture(s) and society with the gospel.   

 
4. Discernment allows us to meaningfully align our dispersed presence in the world 

in ways that creatively and imaginatively allow the church, present and 
dispersed, to enter into mutually critical conversations with culture(s) and society; 
conversations through which we, as church, are subjected to critique on account 
of the ways in which we are less than what Lesslie Newbigin terms “the 
hermeneutic of the gospel”; conversations in which we as church are invited, in 
Western culture, to critique, support, and subvert that same culture for the sake 
of the gospel. 

 
5. Discernment enables us to recognise the ways in which we are being invited to 

appropriately respond and “work out”, or innovatively and consistently improvise 
in what Tom Wright refers to as the “fifth act” of God’s five-act drama3 centered 
on Jesus Christ. 

 
In the passages below, we are specifically concerned with an imaginative 
engagement with Jesus’ instruction that the “seventy others” should remain and work 
                                                 
1
  Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life. Thanks to Steve Taylor for bringing de Certeau to my 

attention.  
2
  In the UK these are often called “fresh expressions”. 

3
  I prefer a six-act drama. 
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in those households where the gospel (God’s offer of shalom) is welcomed; should 
eat and drink what is provided them; should heal the sick, and should tell those in 
welcoming households that “God’s kingdom is right on [their] doorstep.” 
 

Luke 10: 8-9 "When you enter a town and are received, eat 
what they set before you, heal anyone who is sick, and tell 
them, 'God's kingdom is right on your doorstep!' (The 

Message) 

 
Luke 10: 8"When you enter a town and are welcomed, eat 
what is set before you. 9Heal the sick who are there and tell 
them, 'The kingdom of God is near you.' (NIV) 

                        ________________________________________ 
 
The prior question in discerning the proximity and presence of the Kingdom of God in 
Luke 10:8-9, it seems to me, is “what is the Kingdom of God”? In other words how will 
I see, taste, smell, hear and feel its proximity? How will I/we name and respond to 
that seeming proximity and the invitations inherent in it? 
 
Process – Setting the Scene 
 
Practically, I’d suggest the following steps as a tentative process for working with 
Luke 10: 1-12; the aim of the ‘work’ being to discern God and to locate God’s 
invitations in the ordinary and the every day. If at all possible try and bring two or 
three people (with a heart to join in on what God is doing) from a geographical 
location together – a micro-location – e.g. a workplace, a town, a neighbourhood.  
 
• Show the Swedish movie As It Is In Heaven4 [or some other movie, e.g. Whale 

Rider] to the discerning group.  
 
• Pray together, out loud, Jesus’ prayer (Matthew 6:10-14. See also Luke 11:2-4). 
 
• Reflecting on the gospels, list what you / the group would regard as the signs of 

the Kingdom. Take time to also list those signs you would regard as counter-
signs, signs that the Kingdom of God might not be present. 

 
• In groups of 3 or 4, sit with the lists then start by naming the signs of the kingdom 

you recognised in the movie you chose. Extend this conversation by  beginning 
to name the everyday stories, images, music, movies, experiences etc that 
helpfully give ‘flesh’, in part or in whole, to both the “signs” and “counter-signs” of 
the Kingdom of God. 

 
• Pray again, out loud, Jesus’ prayer. Return to “your kingdom come, your will be 

done on earth as it is in heaven”. Looking at your list of signs of the Kingdom, 
paraphrase the above verse to include each of your signs, e.g. “your economic 

                                                 
4
  Directed by Kay Pollak, 2004 
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justice for all come, your will for economic justice be done [in 
__________________ ] as it is in heaven.”  

 
• Drawing this stage to a conclusion, list some tentative steps you might want to 

include in a process which seeks to notice the ways in which 'God's kingdom is 
right on your doorstep!' 

 
Discerning God’s Kingdom Where You Are.  
 
• Over the course of a week or two [i.e. a finite period of time] in the community in 

which the small group of you live, work etc journal what Kingdom signs you think 
you recognise – “what am I [are we] noticing and experiencing that makes me/us 
wonder if God is at work?” Other questions that help us get to the heart of 
recognizing the presence of the Kingdom could include: “how am I touched by 
this experience – what is its effect me / us?” “What longing do I feel as I reflect on 
what I am seeing, tasting, ‘smelling’, hearing, and feeling?”  

 
These observations and noticing will help frame a focus on “God’s kingdom 
being right on your doorstep”. They will become the beginnings of discerning 
what might be God’s invitation(s) to partnership.   

 

• As you reflect on your observations, start too tentatively and prayerfully list two or 
three things that Christ might be calling you to do, in the place(s) where you both 
wonder about and notice the possibilities of his activity.  

 
• Again, over a week or two, bring those possibilities into prayerful conversation 

with the following three questions from Rowan Williams.  
 

(a) What course of action more fully seems to resonate with the kind of life Christ 
lived and lives? 

 
(b) What course of action opens up more possibilities for God to ‘come through’? 

[Luke 10: 4 “Do not take a purse or bag or sandals…”] 
 

(c) What opens rather than closes doors for God’s healing, forgiving, reconciling, 
and creating work to go on? [Luke 10: 5-6 "When you enter a home, greet the family, 

'Peace.' If your greeting is received, then it's a good place to stay. But if it's not received, take 
it back and get out. Don't impose yourself.  7"Stay at one home, taking your meals there, for 
a worker deserves three square meals. Don't move from house to house, looking for the best 
cook in town.  8-9"When you enter a town and are received, eat what they set before you, heal 

anyone who is sick, and tell them, 'God's kingdom is right on your doorstep!' ] 
 
• See which two of the three options most resonate, for you / your church with the 

kind of life Christ lived and lives; the two that open up possibilities for God to 
‘come through’, and which open doors for God’s shalom – God’s healing, 
forgiving, reconciling and creating work. These two options effectively become 
proposals; proposals which invite further discernment with a view to enacting. 
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• As a group, gather any additional data that might be required in relation to each 
of the two options. This stage could include: research, reading, conducting focus-
groups, interviewing people, etc. Clearly articulate the options. 

 
• As individuals, make a tentative choice, choosing one of the two options. For the 

next week or two notice and record your feelings; the effect on you of having 
‘made’ the decision; sit with scripture, pray, listen for, and journal the ways in 
which you believe the Spirit, in the midst of everyday life5, is either confirming 
God’s invitation or not. Notice both consolation and desolation6. Remember, 
you’re seeking to identify both the ways in which God (in Christ) is at work 
(“God’s kingdom is right on your doorstep”) and the ways in which you are being 
called by Christ to join in and partner him in his work.   

 
• Take the second option and repeat the process.  
 
• Re-gather as a discernment group. Share your discoveries and your preferred 

choice. Once all have shared debate any issues. Ask for clarification on any 
issues. Finally, test for consensus: 

 
Choose one of the following positions that represent your sense of things: 
                  a.   I support this path (= Consensus) 
                  b.   I am concerned, but will support this path (= Consensus) 
                  c.   I am uneasy about this path, but will stand aside (= Consensus) 
                  d.   I cannot support this path (= Non-consensus) 

 
 
The proximity of God’s kingdom invites response, and thus requires choices to be 
made. Discernment7 
 
 
“There is no guarantee that in any situation there will be only one clear and 
compelling answer. In the process of asking these questions, in the very process of 
reflecting and discerning we are making space in ourselves for the life of Christ and 
the creative movement of God…”8 In our being present in the particular places to 
which Christ sends us, we are prayerfully, dependently, and vulnerably making space 
in those places for the creative presence and shalom activity of Christ who is 
paradoxically both ahead of us and soon to follow behind us (Luke 10:1 “After this the 
Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them two by two ahead of him to every town and place 

where he was about to go.”).  

                                                 
5
  In effect, you are learning to both read the ordinary and to notice in that read the presence, activity and 

invitations of God in Christ Jesus.  
6
  Jesuit terms. Consolation draws us toward God and helps us love God more. Desolation pulls us away from 

God 
7
  I would name the Ignatian practice of The Examen of Consciousness as an important practice, one which 

overtime attunes and orientates ones life to the presence and activity of God in everyday life.  
8
  Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes: The Wisdom of the Desert, Oxford: Lion Publishing plc, 2003.  


