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Practicing Discernment 
  

When I was young and went to the grocery 
store there was only one kind of apple 
available – Macintosh., and only a few 
selections of types of fruit, for that matter.  
Now when I go to the store there are many 
kinds of apples, from all over the world, and 
I have to decide which ones to buy.  A trip 
to the grocery store these days involves 
hundreds of little decisions.  Those of us 
with a more exploratory nature probably try 
them all over time and others of us find one 
kind we like and stick with it. 
 
Some decisions we make are just individual 
decisions – like groceries– although if you 
live with and shop for other people surely 
someone in your family will tell you that 
you bought the wrong kind when you get 
home. 
 
However, other decisions are decisions we 
have to make together –family decisions 
with our partners and other family members, 
congregational decisions with other 
members of the congregation, and 
community decisions with other citizens in 
our town. 
 
As many of you know, we are involved in 
communicating with the town, the college, 
the Maine Department of Transportation, 
and the developers of Maine Street Station 
in trying to figure out a viable solution to the 
traffic issues in this area where the traffic on 
Maine Street and Bath Road come together.  
We had a meeting on Friday morning with 
all these parties.  It was a fruitful 
conversation.  There is going to be more 
exploration and another meeting.  We will 
keep you informed.   

As a congregation, we are and will continue 
to be involved in significant decision-
making in the next couple of years around 
traffic and facilities and staffing.  There are, 
and will be, a multiplicity of opinions which 
can make decision-making a challenge.  We 
could, as Susan discussed with the children, 
use rock-paper-scizzors as a method to help 
us decide. We could put solutions in a hat 
and draw out an answer.  We could roll the 
dice. We could open the Bible, with our eyes 
closed, and whatever it says there should tell 
us what to do. We could let the pastor 
decide.  Nah! 
 
As those who live in the congregational 
tradition, we live in a heritage that doesn’t 
use any of those patterns of decision-
making.  At the roots of congregationalism 
is a belief that the people who are called 
together by the Spirit to form a congregation 
are together responsible for making 
decisions about their congregational life.  It 
doesn’t say that everyone will be involved in 
every decision, but that together they will 
decide how decisions are going to be made 
and who will make them. 
 
Some of you may have seen the recent 
United Church of Christ ad in the New York 
Times and The Portland Press Herald.  In 
describing the United Church of Christ it 
says, 
With all Christians, we rest in God’s 
amazing grace and hear God’s voice in the 
words of Scripture.  Yet, the UCC is unique 
to some because we do not require 
uniformity of belief.  We are a church of 
open ideas, extravagant welcome and 
evangelical courage.  Our passion for 



democracy extends to both government and 
church, where decision-making rests within 
each congregation.  We support liberty in 
our pulpits, just as we affirm the individual 
conscience of our 1.2-million members to 
agree, disagree and wrestle with life’s 
biggest questions in a spirit of love. 
 
In the early days of the Reformation 
movement this was a radical way of 
thinking.  No longer was the Pope, or even 
the King as the head of the Church of 
England, the final authority.  The people 
were responsible for discerning the leading 
of God’s Spirit in their life together.  They 
believed that  
no individual – whether a bishop, priest, or 
lay leader – is fully equipped to discern and 
follow God’s will.    
(Who is Robert? Andy Why Do We Follow His Rules, 
Anyway?  By Martin Copenhaver, Alban Institute) 
 
In other words, everyone is needed.  You 
never know who in the congregation might 
give voice to the Spirit’s leading at any 
particular time.  So, it is very important to 
practice the spiritual discipline of 
discernment.  This practice involves 
listening carefully to that still small voice 
within each person. Each person is asked to 
listen carefully and prayerfully and then to 
share what has come to them. This means 
that people who were usually quiet and 
reserved need to speak up as well, because 
what they were sensing from the Spirit 
might be exactly what the community needs 
to hear. 
 
In today’s reading from Acts, Paul is about 
the process of discernment.  He is on the 
watch for God’s presence and for the 
connections between his own experience of 
the Holy and the experiences of those he is 
encountering.  For Paul the common bond 
between people is not their race, their 
gender, their social standing, even their 
religious background.  The common bond is 

simply God “in whom we live and move and 
have our being.”   
 
However, it is easy to take our eyes off the 
prize –off the Holy.  It is easy to become 
more focused on our individual needs and 
our desires and our plans – and to advocate 
for them.  And when those needs, desires, 
and plans disagree and come up against one 
another, say in a church meeting, it isn’t 
always easy or pretty. 
 
Which is how Robert’s Rules for 
parliamentary procedure came about.  In 
1876, Henry Robert came home from a 
church meeting feeling frustrated, 
discouraged and embarrassed.  It was the 
first time he had chaired a church meeting 
and it had not been pretty.  As a former 
officer in the Army he decided there should 
be some governing rules and procedures to 
guide behavior, so he developed Robert’s 
Rules of Order, which we now tend to take 
as a given. Indeed these rules do help a 
meeting to run more smoothly.  However, 
using these rules as the governing principle 
puts the emphasis on the rights of the 
individual (freedom of speech) and the 
power of the majority to “win” a discussion.  
One of the difficulties is that there are 
usually obvious winners and losers in this 
process.  And sometimes there is no attempt 
to discern the leading of the Spirit “in whom 
we live and move and have our being.” 
 
And, sometimes the majority is wrong.  I  
remember reading a story about a Quaker 
man who was opposed to slavery. I think it 
was the early 1800s. We tend to think that 
all Quakers were opposed to slavery, but 
that wasn’t so.  In his particular Meeting 
(group) he was the only one who spoke up 
in opposition to slavery.  Others thought he 
was a bit crazy and out of touch with the 
reality of his world.  But, because of their 
commitment to their community they stayed 



together in the same Meeting and he spoke 
up for over twenty years.  And because of 
the commitment to discernment in Quaker 
tradition, people kept listening to him even 
though they disagreed with him.  Slowly, 
over time people came to discern the 
movement of the Spirit in what he was 
saying and together they spoke out against 
slavery. 
 
Sometimes the craziness of the minority is 
exactly where God’s madness is being 
expressed.  Emily Dickinson said it this way 
in a poem called, 
      Much Madness is divinest sense Much 
madness is divinest sense 
To a discerning eye 
Much sense the starkest madness. 
‘T is the majority 
 In this, as all, prevails. 
Assent, and you are sane; 
 Demur, -- you’re straightway  
                                       dangerous, 
And handled with a chain.  
  
In the last month, in some gatherings here at 
First Parish, we have been practicing a 
different form of conversation around 
significant topics of conversation.  With one 
group I asked, “What are your hopes for the 
spiritual life of First Parish Church?”  
Another group was reflecting on our 
congregation’s work last month with the 
consultant from the Alban Institute.  In each 
situation we gave each person a designated 
amount of time to speak and then had a 
designated amount of time of silence 
(usually a minute or two) between speakers.  
We waited until everyone had spoken before 
we engaged in dialogue.  Some of the things 
we observed in this practice.  Even after 45 
minutes of talking and listening, one person 
said, “This is the most relaxed I’ve been all 
week.”  We recognized that we were more 
focused on listening to what the person 
really said because we weren’t immediately 

formulating our response to their comments.  
We realized that we heard a lot more from 
some of the people in the groups who 
usually don’t speak as much.   
 
Now some of you who are movers and 
shakers I suspect are thinking, but how do 
you ever get anything done.  Sometimes you 
need to act.  And you do.  But sometimes we 
need to slow down and first try to discern 
where the Spirit is leading us.  Otherwise, 
we may waste a lot of time rushing ahead. 
 
When we simply take votes, the will of the 
majority prevails.  In a recent conversation 
about discernment someone asked, “So are 
we working for consensus?”  Well, 
consensus is usually still focused on our 
wants and needs.  What do we want?  What 
do we need? Discernment shifts the focus to 
what God wants.  From this perspective, we 
may feel led in a direction that isn’t really 
what we want but is indeed what we feel 
called to.   
 
That’s not easy.  As one quip I’ve heard puts 
it, “Many folks want to serve God, but only 
as advisors.”  In the practice of discernment 
we are asking God to advise us. 
 
The spiritual practice of discernment 
requires trust – deep, abiding trust in the 
Holy Spirit and trusting behavior in the 
ways we interact with one another.  That 
takes time and practice. It means trusting 
one another enough to risk saying “much 
madness in a divinest sense” and being 
trustworthy enough so that others will be 
able to express the “madness” that comes to 
them. In all times and all things may we 
remember that it is in God that we live and 
move and have our being. 


