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Introduction

What if we have the capacity to know what is best for us? What if we could access, inside ourselves, a map for our lives that would provide direction at every turning point? What if those directions could be untangled from cultural and familial narratives that don’t support us, or tell us we can’t do something? What if we could reconnect to moments of knowing with the confidence that we are probably right, and our dreams, hopes and visions for ourselves might be an accurate guide to how we should move forward?

The idea for this book arrived in 2012 when I was working at a small creative advertising agency in Seattle. The office was built like a series of stage sets; the creative department was a putt-putt golf course, the reception area looked like a restaurant with red banquette seats and rubber chickens hung from the front windows. I was in the conference room that was all white. A white grand piano stood on a white shag carpet. We sat around the grand piano’s closed top as if it were a conference table. A wall of windows looked out onto the street, which was topped by the Monorail track about two stories up, a souvenir of the 1962 World’s Fair.

Danielle was taking my picture. She worked at the agency as a producer as her day job, but she was a photographer. She was taking pictures of me for a business head shot. She told me she wanted to be a photographer full-time and yet wasn’t sure if that was the right choice for her to make.

I asked her how she made decisions. Did she do a list of pros and cons? Did she approach it intellectually? Or did she tune into her intuition and other ways of knowing?

She looked at me blankly.

“What do you mean? How do you do that?”

I suggested that she imagine herself in a particular situation. “Picture yourself as a full-time photographer,” I said. “Imagine your day in detail. Check in with how you feel about it, being mindful about what you are drawn to or what you resist. Try to get into your body and see what clues your body is giving you.”

She was interested. “Where did you learn this? Why haven’t you ever talked about this before?”

I paused. “It’s from a saint. St. Ignatius of Loyola. He lived in the Middle Ages and came up with a way of making decisions that is called discernment. That became the basis of a process called the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius of Loyola. Which I’ve done. But I feel diffident talking about spiritual practices at work.”

Danielle found it helpful, and she didn’t find the spiritual component off-putting. She’s a tall woman and I remember her putting her camera on one hip and looking at me seriously from across the white room.

“You should write a book about this,” she told me.

This book

The intent of this book is to use some of the framework of the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola as a foundation for a process to make intentional decisions about work, career or other major life choices. By intentional, I mean that you use your own values, ethics and beliefs to guide you. St. Ignatius of Loyola is the Saint. He was a Catholic priest who founded the Society of Jesus, also known as the Jesuits.

The Exercises, as they are often called, are familiar to many Catholics and there are excellent organizations which can take Catholics or other Christians through the Exercises. I went through them when I was in my thirties, and found it to be a fantastic framework for making decisions, or “discernment” as the Jesuits say.

But when I tried to explain these concepts to friends who were not Catholic, or not religious, I felt the same tension I experienced with Danielle. I wanted to respect their beliefs and hesitated to refer to a process written by a Catholic priest in the Middle Ages that focuses on Jesus and biblical texts.

In 2016 I became an executive coach and found that many of my clients were in a discernment process about work. I wanted to introduce these principles to them, but I kept getting stuck on the God thing. It was, ironically, another spiritual tradition which provided the key to unlock the Exercises for people with a variety of beliefs.

Bill Wilson, the Drunk, co-founded Alcoholics Anonymous. He wrote most if not all of the group’s primary texts; the book Alcoholics Anonymous, which is where the fellowship got its name, and The Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, written a few years later.

Wilson writes about being a chronic alcoholic who couldn’t stay away from drinking. Then he had a spiritual experience that got him sober. Wilson wrote that the point of the book Alcoholics Anonymous, nicknamed the Big Book, is to give specific guidance about how to have a spiritual experience that can help other alcoholics stop drinking.

There’s plenty about God in the Big Book. But not every one of the early members of AA believed in God. There was discussion, as there often is between alcoholics who can’t agree. And the evolving understanding of how to communicate the path to a spiritual experience shifted away from a purely Christian, monotheistic portrayal of the Divine.

The Big Book says you don’t have to believe in God to have a spiritual experience. You don’t have to believe in any outside concept of the Divine. You can choose our own Higher Power. You can make up, refine and evolve your understanding of the Divine. Agnostics and atheists can have spiritual experiences that change their lives.

In this way, Wilson made AA’s spiritual tools accessible to people who didn’t believe in God, or didn’t believe in a Christian Deity. Why not take that same approach to the spiritual tools of the Exercises to make them accessible to people who might have trouble with the religion, dogma or cultural perspective of the Saint?

I tried using the Drunk’s lens of choosing your own conception of a Higher Power to refine the Saint’s Exercises with friends and clients. Two young friends, both women in their early twenties, found this approach helpful. Neither has a structured spiritual practice, but both wanted to pass this content onto their friends. “We’re coming out of a global pandemic, and we don’t want to work the way we used to,” one said. “We don’t want to work the way our parents did, but we’re not sure what to do next.”

One of my clients, a high-powered CEO, worked through this content in a planning session with me and then asked if he could take the handouts home to his partner, who was making a big decision in her life. It seemed like the Saint’s Exercises filtered through the lens of a choose-your-own-Higher Power could help people starting out in careers or well-established in leadership.

The goal of this book is to give you tools to make decisions in an intentional way, in a way that is congruent with your values. My hope is that these tools can work for you if you are an atheist or agnostic, spiritual but not religious, or a nun, rabbi, or imam. Anyone can benefit from a mindfulness practice adapted from the Buddhist tradition, and many people who participate in yoga as physical exercise may not need to understand more about the roots of yoga as a spiritual practice to find renewal.

While it’s built on a spiritual framework, this is meant to be a practical book. Since many of us need to make decisions about what kind of work we are going to do, that will be a focus of this book. Which means I’ll talk about money, and family, and who picks up the kids from day care. I’m not going to tell you to work harder or get a side hustle. I’m also not going to pretend that you can just manifest your way to a job that pays for your family’s basic needs.

I will also give examples of ways this process can be used to make decisions about other aspects your life. I use a discernment process for every major decision in my life, and over time it’s become a part of how I think, a kind of template for honoring my own internal promptings.

The Framework of this Book

The Foundation

The first part of this book summarizes the key elements of both Ignatius’ and Wilson’s writing that I will build upon for the rest of the book as well as useful concepts from their respective theologies. It will also give you a quick look at my social location as well as the principles I used in building this work.

The Beginning

First, understand specifically what question you want answered. What decision are you trying to make? If you don’t know the answer to this yet, don’t worry, as long as you have a general sense of what you are discerning.

Next, we’ll look at practical considerations that can impact your decision. What are the financial responsibilities, health considerations, and family obligations that you want to consider? Are you sure those are all yours to own? We’ll try to get to a personal map of facts for you to review.

Then we’ll examine your values. What are the key things that motivate, sustain or connect you? For some this will be obvious, for others it may take some searching.

We will then consider what you know about yourself, your personality, style and preferences. When making a decision, looking at what you already know about yourself can be a fruitful area of focus when deciding what you might want to do next.

Stories that Support and Hinder

For many of us, our understanding of what we really want is obscured by stories we were told by our family or the dominant culture about what we should or should not want; what we can and cannot do. When we believe the limiting stories, it can restrain us. The stories that crop up most frequently are about work, money, quitting, power, home and family, voice, spirituality, rest, and the seasons of life. I’ll review these so you can see if there are any old narratives you might need to reframe. We’ll also look for helpful or supporting stories. While each of the short chapters may spark some ideas for you, you may also decide just to skip to the ones that you know are most relevant.

New Ways of Listening

Then we’ll review different ways to listen to yourself and explore how to use your body and imagination for the deep listening discernment invites us to do. The intellect is a great tool, but limited, and we’ll explore other potential channels.

Resistance and Support

Sometimes we run into emotional roadblocks on the way, and we’ll review what they can be and how to accept them or work with them. Past traumas, especially those we carry in our bodies, as well as grief, can change how we move through a decision-making process.

Finally, we’ll talk about ways to support yourself through the process, from building community to the Quaker practice of clearness committees.

How to use this book

This book is meant to be a starting point, a collection of suggestions. Since the process of discernment means we listen deeply to ourselves, I would invite you to listen to yourself as you engage with this material. Skip to whatever chapter or section calls to you or start at the beginning and go page by page. Dive deeply into one area and then skip another entirely. You can engage with this content in whatever way you feel called to encounter it. You know what it is that you need. Trust your knowing.

For those of you who like structure and direction, I would suggest that you sit with the questions under “Invitation to Explore” at the end of many of the chapters, which include some reflection and meditation exercises. You may want to write about what the questions evoke in you or your answers to each question, or what the meditations call forth.

I appreciate the idea of a spiritual curriculum intentionally practicing something each day, which I learned from the Jewish practice of Mussar, which I did with my friend Juliette a few years ago. In Mussar we focus on one virtue at a time, and may begin the day with a prayer or reading about the virtue, consider it throughout the day, and end the day writing about how we interacted with that virtue during the day. After a period of time, we move onto another virtue. That could be a useful way to sit with this content, as a kind of spiritual curriculum that you consider in different ways throughout your day or week.

This process is meant to take time. You can decide how long it will take for you, but it is better when not rushed. I understand it is countercultural to suggest we take our time and linger over content in a world of scrolling and newsfeeds. But sometimes slow spirituality is most nourishing.

A note on the texts

I used the translation of Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius by Louis J Puhl, SJ, and the Third Edition of the book Alcoholics Anonymous. Both Ignatius and Wilson were men writing many years before an awareness of sexist language. I have elected not to alter their writing, which uses male pronouns and the word God or Higher Power to refer to the Divine and male pronouns to refer to universal experiences.

Where I quote the work directly, I refer to the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius as SE and reference the numbered stanzas that are traditionally used to reference sections of the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius across translations. When referencing text from Alcoholics Anonymous I will use BB and then the page number. The Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions will be 12x12. Another foundational text is by Jim Harbaugh S.J. A 12 Step Approach to the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius which I will refer to as Harbaugh.



Part One

The Foundation



CHAPTER ONE

What is discernment?

Discernment is a spiritual practice in which we listen for guidance. If mindfulness is turning your awareness to the present moment, then discernment is asking your question in every present moment and looking around for the answers, confident that they will arrive, even if they are cloaked or veiled. Like mindfulness, discernment is a practice that is hard to describe fully and difficult to do consistently, but when you get it, you know it. Regular practice is how you get it. The point of this book is to help you develop a discernment practice that you can use for the rest of your life.

I think of discernment as a kind of spiritual scavenger hunt. You’re searching for an answer. You have a set of instructions, but they are vague and can be interpreted multiple ways, like clues or riddles. And it’s a long scavenger hunt. As you go along, you develop the habit of looking for clues. You look for clues in unlikely places, and when you find them, it reinforces the habit of looking. You show up in the world with curiosity about the world and yourself, holding in mind what you want to learn, and you wait for guidance.

Discernment is often used to describe the process by which an individual decides if a religious vocation or a call to vowed religious life is for them. But it can be useful for those of us who aren’t called to be spiritual leaders in any faith tradition. Because how we work in the world can be a vocation and ministry, no matter what we do. It matters to us. It matters to our family. It matters to the people around us. Why shouldn’t we honor our work with the same intentionality that others honor a religious vocation?

What do I want to do in the world? What am I called to do? How can I help the people around me?

Often when we are making a decision about what kind of career to pursue, what educational field or degree to work towards or how we want to spend the period of time after we retire, we are steered towards intellectual approaches, like a list of pros and cons. There are plenty of assessments that can measure your skills sets and aptitudes, and they can be helpful.

But some of us want a deeper process, something that taps into our spiritual, ethical and intentional framework. We value the intellectual, but we also believe there is wisdom in the body, in community, in art and philosophy or our faith tradition. We may have deeply held convictions about how we want to spend our time and resources, or specific values we want to live out or communities we want to help, or ways we want to care for the earth.

We don’t want to just decide, we want to discern. We want to bring our values, our beliefs, our lived experience, our body and spirit into the process, not just the intellect. The process of discernment does just that.

And for people who believe in God, or any manifestation of the Divine, including Ancestors or Nature, discernment is a way to get direction about how you can be of service to the world, guidance from the Universe about how you are invited to help the Universe.

Like other spiritual practices, discernment isn’t a paint-by-numbers exercise. It has a life of its own. It is a process, yes, one that has been used by many people over centuries. But engaging with the Numinous is unpredictable. It’s more like gardening than building an engine. Some plants flourish, others wither. A late frost, a heat wave, or a crop of pests can undermine the most assiduous gardening plan. I have brought specific problems to discernment and found the question I was asking wasn’t what I needed to know at all, and the whole landscape changed in unexpected ways. It can be frustrating and delightful to be reminded that we aren’t in charge in the way we might have thought.



CHAPTER TWO

The Saint

Who was Ignatius of Loyola?

Ignatius was born in 1491 and became a mercenary. He was not, in his early life, a particularly holy guy. In the first lines of his autobiography, he described himself in this way: “Up to his twenty-sixth year the heart of Ignatius was enthralled by the vanities of the world. His special delight was in the military life, and he seemed led by a strong and empty desire of gaining for himself a great name.”1 In May of 1521 he was struck by a cannonball which broke one leg and wounded the other. Since he wanted to continue to be a soldier to engage in “his special delight” he opted for additional surgeries and a longer time recuperating so he could regain full function in both legs. He recuperated at his family’s home, which was a small castle in northern Spain, and had few books to read, all religious texts.

He started to consider a life devoted to God. He was trying to decide what to do once he was healed. Priest or soldier? Holy man or mercenary? He noticed that when he thought about devoting his life to God, he felt good. When he daydreamed about returning to the battlefield, or “what he should do in honor of an illustrious lady, how he should journey to the city where she was, in what words he would address her, and what bright and pleasant sayings he would make use of, what manner of warlike exploits he should perform to please her.”2 he felt good about that as well. Thinking about serving God made him feel good in a specific way. It was sustaining and sustained. It lasted in a steady flow. “When he thought of worldly things it gave him great pleasure, but afterward he found himself dry and sad.”3

This was to become the foundation for the Spiritual Exercises. Ignatius thought of the Exercises as similar to physical exercise. “For just as taking a walk, journeying on foot, and running are bodily exercises, so we call Spiritual Exercises every way of preparing and disposing the soul to rid itself of all inordinate attachments, and after their removal, seeking and finding the will of God in the disposition of our life …” (SE #1) He gave very specific directions for how to do these exercises, the way a trainer might outline a set of physical exercises to increase flexibility. The result is a process for listening and observing the internal movements of one’s imagination, mind and spirit developed by a soldier with a broken leg who was stuck in a drafty castle.

The concept of “inordinate attachments” is central to Ignatian thought. The Buddhist tradition also attends to the spiritual challenges of attachment. Clinging to people, situations, narratives or material goods causes suffering. Ignatius also explored the need to get rid of all our inordinate attachments in order to be able to clearly see what we are to do.

Ignatius decided to devote himself to God, and leave behind his life as a mercenary. But Ignatius went about it with a misguided fervor for a solitary spiritual life. For almost a year, he spent much of his time in prayer in a cave, living as a beggar and eating little.

“Ignatius, after coming close to suicide because of his ferocious spiritual regimen, consulted a spiritual director, who brought him back down to earth and helped him to rejoin the human race.” (Harbaugh p. xiv) Ignatius decided to return to school and study, which he did for another twelve years, an older soldier studying with young men. But the young men were intrigued with his Spiritual Exercises, the instructions he had written to help others replicate the process he himself had undergone. He founded the Jesuits, or the Order of the Society of Jesus. They exist today, in fact, the current Catholic Pope, Francis, is a Jesuit.

The Spiritual Exercises are predicated on the idea that any one of us can go directly to the Divine and get guidance. Yes, the Jesuit order is part of the Catholic Church. Ignatius was very much a Catholic. But what’s radical and useful to me in the context of this book is the idea that there is a direct channel between each of us and the Divine that will allow us to get guidance. We don’t need an interlocutor or go-between, a priest or any other spiritual leader. In his “Introductory Observations” Ignatius speaks directly to the person who is taking someone through the Exercises and says that the director shouldn’t get in the way of God’s direct communication with the person going through the Exercises “to permit the Creator to deal directly with the creature and the creature directly with his Creator and Lord.” (SE #15). Stop and consider that this was written by a Catholic priest in the 16th century, telling a spiritual director, who would have often been a priest, not to get in the way of God directly communicating with the person doing the Exercises.

The Spiritual Exercises are divided into four sections, called “weeks,” and focus on meditations on biblical stories of episodes in the life of Jesus, inviting us to consider aspects of how those stories guide us to a new or changed understanding of our call or vocation in the world.

In this book, I am not following the format of the weeks, nor will I be referring to the biblical texts. There are many excellent resources for people who are interested in using the Spiritual Exercises as a religious retreat. I am taking some of the fundamentals of the Spiritual Exercises and Ignatian Spirituality and using them as a foundation upon which anyone can build a practice of discernment.

Discernment is a way of making decisions that is intentional and spiritual. Ignatius then, and the Jesuits now, believe that the Spiritual Exercises can help you understand what God wants you to do in the world. I find the process of discernment useful for anyone looking for a values based, intentional process for making decisions. Here are a few other Jesuit concepts that are foundational to the Exercises, Jesuit spirituality and this book.

Imaginative Contemplation

One of the key techniques that Ignatius uses is embodied imaginative contemplation. He calls it Application of the Senses. He suggests that we imagine that we are in a biblical scene. In quiet contemplation, we are to imagine every aspect of what being in our body in such a scene would be like. Is it dusty? Is it hot? Am I thirsty? What does the chair feel like where Jesus just sat? Who would I be in the scene? I then sit quietly and imagine what my body is experiencing through my senses. Then I get curious about what is coming up for me emotionally. Do I feel angry? Sad? I’m just observing, uncritically, and if there is nothing arising for me, I just sit quietly in that imagined space.

In that long ago conversation I had with Danielle in the white conference room with the grand piano, this was the technique I explained to her. She was trying to discern if she should leave her career in advertising and become a photographer. I suggested that she quiet her mind and imagine her day as a photographer. What would it feel like to wake up if that was her job? How did she feel about going to work in the morning? What was it like to go through the day? I invited her to go into as much detail as she wanted, to really paint a picture for herself, to envision the scenes in detail. Then see how she felt in her body. Check in with her emotional ecosystem as she went through this exercise. Go all the way through to the end of the day, returning home in her imagination and looking back on her imagined day. How did she feel? I suggested she then do the same exercise for continuing to stay in her existing job.

I have been surprised at what comes up for me when I am in this state of embodied imaginative contemplation. Sometimes the feedback I get from myself is garbled, like listening to a foreign language I’m studying when it’s spoken by a native speaker. At first, I can only catch a word here and there. Then I get better and can sometimes understand sentences. Now imagine that the native speaker you are trying to communicate with is someone you love who loves you but who can’t speak your language. Imagine how intently you would be listening, how you would take in not just the words which you don’t know yet, but the intonation, the body movements, the hand gestures. You’d learn pretty quickly in that attitude. It can be the same with learning discernment.

The Divine is in all things, including us

Everything is sacred, including you and me. Our work, our family life, our bodies, our minds. Holy, holy, holy. The term “vocation” is usually used to talk about vowed religious, nuns, priests, pastors. I’ve widened the aperture for vocation to include our work in the world. And I use work expansively – parenting is work, grandparenting is work, caregiving is work, relationships with others are work, being part of community is work, art is work. If we believe that our work is sacred, that we are ministering to one another in all our interactions, would we take decisions we make about work or how we connect to others more seriously? Would we be more intentional?

It’s a change of heart

The intellectual is always useful, but in Ignatian spirituality intellect is not more important than heart and spirit. Our society tends to privilege the intellect. Great passions of the heart, the sense that we must do a thing or follow a certain path, are important, even if they can’t be justified or validated by intellect or the culture in which we live. Ignatius had big feelings, and he tried things that sometimes failed4.

Ignatius wasn’t teaching theology. He was sharing how he reoriented himself. He changed his heart and in doing that changed his orientation to the world. And that’s what he was trying to teach others in the Exercises; how we can respond more faithfully to what we are called to do and to be.

If you, like me, grew up in a culture that privileged the intellect, words, reason, and rationality, it may feel odd to put that frame of reference aside and try to listen with different ears, see with different eyes. It helps me to think about it as a two-way process, a co-creation. I’m not doing this alone. There is another energy available, inviting and helping me. Again, we can call that energy God, our Ancestors, our Higher Self, Nature. As we move deeply into the question, we will find that we are given insights that can feel like they come from outside us, or from such a deep place within us that they still surprise.

Community and direction

We are meant to be in community, and this is especially true when we are trying to understand how to be in the world. But it’s often difficult to find community, especially if you’re not part of a specific religious tradition. Then again, I’ve been part of churches that never felt like community to me, even though I went every Sunday. And I’ve seen a group of women knitting around a table in a yarn store that felt like a wonderful community. You can also make your own community. In-person interactions are great, but communities of people online can also be supportive. You can build your own intentional communities.

As you go through discernment, it is best to have individual direction, so you have a person to talk to about your specific desires and dreams and discoveries. Career coaches, spiritual directors, and counselors can all be useful guides. But those may not be available to everyone for various reasons. Or you may not feel that one of those is right for you at this time.

If you’re called to do this work on your own, without community or one on one direction, that’s fine. But please keep yourself open to building community, however small, and finding a trusted advisor to talk to about what comes up for you. It doesn’t have to be a trained professional. I often talk with my Aunt Tanya about spiritual matters and career or financial decisions. She’s known me since I was born, we share similar values, we talk often, and I trust her. If you’re lucky enough to have an Aunt Tanya in your life, give her a call, let her know what you’re doing.

The discernment of spirits

The discernment of spirits is a process of understanding our interior experiences. It’s a way of noticing and paying attention to what is happening in our inner life. Ignatius believed that he had good spirits and evil spirits inside of him, all telling him which way to go. He wanted to understand how to tell the good voices from the bad ones.

To me, discernment of spirits is about understanding where we are prioritizing greed, fear, selfishness or resentment over values like compassion, generosity, empathy or trust. At other times, it’s about understanding and examining old scripts we carry. Most of us have an experience of negative “voices” in our head, interior messages that lead us in the wrong direction, or justify unskillful behavior. I call them my Inner Community, and I’ll talk more about that in Chapter Eleven. We also may have positive messages that replay about our divine nature, our worth, or our innate value as a person.

Rather than evil spirits, I find that often what obscures my understanding are narratives, cultural assumptions and worldviews. I’m trying to find the map that will take me to the buried treasure of understanding what my work in the world is going to be. I don’t have to fix anything, or judge anything, I just need to find the map to get to the treasure, where I will find abundance and direction. Negative narratives can be stains on that map that obscure where I’m going, and I need to address them to see my way more clearly.

To do that I have to understand what supports that journey and what works against it. The discernment of spirits will, in our context, mean getting better at understanding what supports us and what does not.

The Exercises as a feminist practice

To me, the Exercises are a deeply feminist practice, although that might not be readily apparent when reading the text of The Spiritual Exercises because Ignatius carries the sexism of his era.
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