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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #15
Learning Discernment

Hebrews 5:14

Friends – In this handout we continue our discussion on Christian discernment, culled from our notes the past two weeks. Philemon notes at the end are new. - bw
Hebrews 5:14 But solid food is for mature people, who have their senses trained through habit for discerning good and evil.
Discernment in the Old Testament

The OT LXX (Septuagint) used the Greek word s (diakrisis), “discernment,” in Job 37:16.  In verse 15 Elihu asked Job about whether Job knows, or has discernment, how God controls the clouds and lightning.  The same appears in the words of our Lord in Matthew 16:3, when Jesus speaks of discerning or reading the weather, but failing to read the signs of the Kingdom.
The Greek verb  (diakrino), “to discern,” occurs 23 times in the Septuagint.  It is most frequently used to judge, govern or discriminate, and generally denotes the judgment of a case involving two parties, i.e. deciding between two claims and discerning which is right.  Thus, 
· Moses explains to Jethro how he sits in judgment and decides cases between disputes (Exodus 18:16);
· Solomon asks God (1 Kings 3:9) for the charism (divine influence) of an understanding mind or hearing heart to distinguish between right and wrong in the government of his people when hearing judicial cases (v.11);
· officials are appointed to judge Israel (1 Chronicles 26:29); 
· and as judges Israel’s priests are to decide in accordance with God’s Law (Ezekiel 44:24).
God himself is also presented as Judge: he will judge between the idolatrous and faithful in Israel (Ezekiel 20:35-36); as Shepherd of the flock of Israel he will judge or separate out the good and bad sheep, particularly their leaders, (Ezekiel 34:17, 20) and judge the nations for their treatment of his people (i.e. judge between the two; Joel 4:2, 12 LXX).  In the heavenly realm God is presented as judging angels (Job 21:22) because God presides over the heavenly court (Psalm 81:1 LXX).  The use of the Greek verb “to discern” to translate the Hebrew illustrates its sense as a legal technical term for judgment - the discernment between two opposing choices in a judicial case.
(diakrino) is also used in some verses to translate the Hebrew to judge, plead the cause, execute judgment, or to contend. These provide two contexts for the use of 
· Contention and censure
· Just and righteous rule. 
In the first instance, Jeremiah laments his birth, and in becoming involved in legal accusations against God’s people for their breaches of God’s Law, he feels that he is constantly striving and contending against the entire nation (Jeremiah 15:10).  In Psalm 49:4 (LXX) God is described as coming to judge his people, i.e. to censure them (v.21).  In the second instance, Proverbs 31:9 is an injunction to safeguard the rights of the poor by judging and defending them fairly, and in Zechariah 3:7 Joshua is sanctified in the heavenly court and given the charge to remain righteous in order to rule over God’s people.
Discernment in the New Testament

The noun s (diakrisis), “discernment,” is used only three times and refers to the ability to distinguish or differentiate between good and evil, which is the basic message of Hebrews 5:11-14.

Those who are mature are those who have been “trained” or “practiced.”  The athletic image of “exercising naked” according to the Greek “Gymnasium” is another common metaphor in Greek educational theory.  It appears frequently in Philo, particularly in his characterization of Jacob as the type of soul who progresses to perfection through “practice” (Greek: s, askesis) which is the origin of what we call “ascetic” (highly disciplined and sparse comfort).  Similar metaphorical uses appear in the New Testament (1 Tim 4:7; 2 Pet 2:14).  What mature people have exercised is their “sense organs” or faculties,  (aisthetesis) which was used in the LXX (Jer 4:19). These sense organs have been trained through constant practice till the practice becomes a “habit” in the writings of both Plato and Aristotle.  The goal of that training is “distinguishing good and evil”  
The Place of Discernment in Christian Tradition

In the English translation of John Cassian’s 2nd Conference, the Greek word s was translated via Latin to discretio, and then to, “discretion”.  But be “discreet” nowadays usually means to be humble and secretive; discreet in demeanor, not obtrusive, a rather dull method of social conduct.  The word has however a more dynamic history, since it comes from diakresis which means originally “to divide, to weigh rightly.”

In the Christian tradition diakresis it has always been highly esteemed and understood as discernment, having a right judgment of all things based on good understanding of the basic difference between good and evil.   It has been seen not as merely part of the natural virtue of prudence but as the chief of the direct gifts of the Holy Spirit, both the way into and the fruit of life in Christ.  In the first thousand or more years of Christian living, discernment was discussed with complete unanimity, not because each writer repeated what his predecessors said without further thought, but because the practice of Christian life continued to make abundantly clear the nature and purpose of discernment.
The Mother of Virtues
In the Christian world “discernment,” as has been described in the words of the great Antony (c.350 AD), is the solid understanding of the will of God, and the mother of virtues, as well as their guide and regulator.  Discernment was seen not as good outward behavior but as a quality which proves the maturity that clears the vision and deepens the understanding that regulates the inner life.  Above all in this tradition, discernment was concerned with the examination of motives for each individual in following Christ. Thus to follow Christ and to have discernment are not two separate things.  The Elders would say that when the light of discernment penetrates the inner life, the will and the whole life must be ruthless in its refusal of illusion; but at the same time the others must be truly loved as God loves.  It was not seen as a technique or something high-class in a special spiritual world but as part of the way of the cross, where each followed in company with “a great cloud of witnesses.”  It was in walking with the Crucified God in daily life that discernment had to be sought and applied.

The early writers are unanimous in saying that in “spiritual” matters our humanity has suffered the “fall” and that our understanding is “blurred.”  To be intent on a spiritual way is a necessity and in fact more necessary in spiritual matters than in material ones, because the danger was greater and more subtle and hidden.  This remains today more true today than ever.
Three warnings:
1. Christian life is not controlled by methods or guided by techniques.


We have a fellowship with the Persons of the Divine and Holy Trinity. So to participate in the life of God, denies for us learning a method or a technique. We can not be part of the life of a person any person by learning a method or a technique.
2. We learn from the masters their wisdom not to imitate way they lived.

We seek the fellowship of masters because the blinding pride of self-confidence had to be eliminated and this could only be done by placing oneself in the hands of others. This could apply to long-term issues, such as of the way of life by how to follow Christ.
3. Christian life is not a product of a system.

Systems can easily bring “legalism,” and our participation in the life of God does not depend or come from a system but is shared “Grace.”
Learning Discernment 

Discernment was not taught as a skill for intelligence but rather to free us from vices, and to love God and the others.  Here two more warnings are needed:

1. Not one of the Elders ever claimed to have discernment, but those around them testified to good direction of their life which is a sign of the discernment they have acquired.  So when we read in the Desert collection, “Abba give me or say a word that I may be saved,” this does not mean “give me a commandment” but “give me a word that guides me to the right way of life” (See, Tim Vivian, Words to Live By, Cistercian Publications, 207).  Discernment is to find the good path for our life.  It was not something valued for its own sake, it was known as insight into the heart of truth.  This was put into words or sentences such these by Abba Poemen:

· “Love is the shortest way to God but the longest journey ever for love is our journey into eternity.”
· “A man who teaches without doing what he teaches is like a spring which cleanses and gives drink to everyone, but is not able to purify itself.”

· “A man may seem to be silent, but if his heart is condemning others he is babbling ceaselessly.  But there may be another who talks from morning till night and yet he is truly silent; that is, he says nothing that is not profitable.” (B Ward, The Sayings of the Desert fathers, pp 142-143 
Comment by Abba Philemon on this last sentence: “True silence is in our unity with God the Father, in his Son, but not by avoiding others and abstaining from talking.”
2. We must remember that discernment was not equated with judgment.  We cannot stop seeing what is wrong; however, that does not allow us to judge others because we must remember that we all are in need of God’s mercy and love.

“A priest of Pelousia heard it said of some brethren that they often went to the city, took baths and were careless in their behavior.  He went to the synaxis, and took their habits (monastic clothing) away from them.  Afterwards, his heart was moved, he repented and went to see Abba Poemen, obsessed by his thoughts.  He brought the monastic habits of the brothers and told him all about it.  The old man said to him, ‘Don’t you sometimes have something of the old Adam in you?’ The priest said, ‘I have my share of the old Adam.’ The abba said to him, ‘Look, you are just like the brethren yourself if you have even a little share of the old Adam; you are subject to sin in the same way.’ So the priest went and called the brothers and asked their pardon; and he clothed them in the monastic habit again and let them go.” (B. Ward, Ibid, p1141)
It easy to condemn others but our right judgment must have humility.  The true “judgment” about others, which is discernment, is to know the difference between judgment to destroy and life-giving discernment which has its roots in love.

Discernment is not to be confused either with judging others or with a crippling insistence on getting it right in every way before acting. The results, in one filled with this right spirit of discernment, always issue in a positive but non-sentimental gentleness, which is, according to Abba Philemon, “acquiring the eyes of Jesus whose eyes sees what love can see.”
Discernment is not measured by what we have in us, but also by what is lacking in us.
- Abbot Sophronius

The Devil’s Virtues

The devil alone lacks love although he has many other virtues:

He is strong, but has no mercy

He is beautiful, but lacks humility

He is good to himself because he lacks compassion 

He is cunning, but lacks love.

He is faithful, but only to his purposes

He is kind, but only to those who submit to him

Those who do not submit to him are hated without any regret

He loves the law because he loves condemnation

He loves order because he knows how to use it to enslave others

He takes care of his followers if they obey him

Those who disobey him must be destroyed

He encourages disobedience in those who dislike God

He deprives those who disagree with him for the right to protest

- from The Second Letter of Abbot Sophronius to Brother Zephaniah on Discernment

Compare this with the Beatitudes of Mathew 5:1ff

Matthew 5:1 Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down his disciples came to him. 

2 And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: 

3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
4 "Blessed are those who mourn, or they shall be comforted. 
5 "Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 
6 "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 
7 "Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy. 
8 "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 
9 "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 
10 "Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven. 
11"Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds 
of evil against you falsely on my account. 
12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so men 
persecuted the prophets who were before you.
Right Judgment 

Discernment is “right judgment” and the two words are used in this way in the Holy Scriptures.  So we can say that every judgment reveals a kind of discernment.

There are four subjects of discernment:

1. Good and evil

2. Right orthodox and false doctrines

3. The intention of the heart and its secret movements

4. Holy angels and evil ones

1. We discern good and evil by using the wisdom of the divine commandments, for all of them are the tools which separate good from evil.

2. We discern true orthodox doctrines from false teaching by several tools:

· The word of God in the Holy Scriptures, the Creed of the Holy Church that were formulated by the Holy Synods, the prayers of our worship (liturgy) and the writings of our holy fathers who refuted heresies.

· By looking at the teaching and determining if it separates us from God the Father or if it unites us to him.

· By examining the destiny of our human life to see if our life is redeemed and glorified or is it demeaned and condemned. 

3. We discern the intention of the heart and its secret movements by listening to the voice of the Holy Spirit in our heart.

4. As for discerning the holy angels and evil ones, there are no tools at all but the direct revelation of the Holy Spirit; this is not something we can learn from books or from the elders, and that is why I have very little to say about it.
The Commandments
The commandments are given to us as a rudder which directs the movement of the boat.   Good and evil are defined first in the Decalogue and that does not concern us here because we define good and evil according to the love of God revealed to us in the wisdom of the cross which has at its foundation the Decalogue.  The cross is the true new measure of what is good and what is evil for the new creation.  By his resurrection, our Lord Jesus Christ defined for us his new creation – what is eternal and what is temporary.  Because the cross and the resurrection are one event, the eternal good is that which is of love and has the seal of the cross, I mean sacrificial love, which demands from us to give up even our life itself for the sake of the one who offered his life for us, our Lord Jesus Christ.  What is good is revealed by the cross and the resurrection more than by the Decalogue because adultery was physical under the old covenant.  But in the new creation it is in the heart where the Holy Spirit dwells in the human heart and where good and evil are born.  So also we do not kill but give up our life for Christ and for our brothers.
New Creation

We no longer keep the Sabbath according to the Jewish customs but according to the resting of the new creation where making peace and forgiving injures and trespasses are the true rest and the true Sabbath which we keep with the Lord and for the Lord.  The Decalogue remains unchanged, but our relationship with God and with each other has changed according to the Gospel.  The changes are well known to all of us but it is essential to summarize the basic teaching:

1. We are related to each other through the Lord Jesus who is among us as the Head of the Body.

2. We are in communion with the Lord and with each other by the Spirit of life the Holy Spirit of the Father and the Son.

3. We are not various individuals who meet and congregate according to customs and for human needs but we meet and congregate because the Lord Jesus is living among us and in us through the Holy Spirit and in the Presence of the Father.

Those who are among us who accept the Decalogue and do not read it in the light of our renewal fail to be true disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ, because we do not abstain from evil as the goal of our life but we look for the eternal good which has been taught and confirmed by our Lord Jesus Christ.  This eternal good is new life in Christ which is confirmed by his resurrection.  We forgive each other not only because this is a commandment, but also because evil is not eternal and keeping a grudge is contrary to our faith and life in Christ where love is the true fountain of what is good.  Our relationship does not come from customs or from fasting and praying but from the new life which is poured from the Head, our Lord Jesus Christ, on every member of his body, the church.  We must discern this otherwise our means will become goals, when we should have only one goal, that is our life in Christ; as for praying and fasting, they are only means.
A confusion between the Means and the Goal will eventually lead some to legalism, dissent, and division.  We must not quarrel about any practice even if it violates any of the commandments because evil was not destroyed by any other means but by love and forgiveness.  Our Lord used his power to heal and to renew.  He subjected the evil spirits to his power, but humans were called to his love and to renewal. Let us not forget this golden principle that it is the power of love which heals and restores; any other manifestation of power, whatever that may be, that does not unite and heal but divides and destroys is not from God who sent his Son to us to reveal to the healing power and the authority of love to us.

Basic Discernment

We keep all the commandments of our Lord, and do not neglect one single one because they are given to protect our life and our union with the most Holy and Divine Trinity. Let us then learn some basic discernment:

1. Loving our enemies is not an option and is not an obligation. We love our enemies to put ourselves in the very place of Jesus.  If anyone thinks that this is a duty and obligation, he has not been renewed in his mind and is far from the love of God the Father revealed and given in his Son our Lord and established in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who is the gift of love.

2. This commandment is given as a medication to show us how far we have been united and grafted in the divine life.  Let us discern that if we have the gift of eternal life in us and as a pledge, we cannot fight over earthly matters and temporary things.  If we fight we must become aware that our life is far from the love of God in Jesus Christ crucified to put an end to all forms of hate, enmity and judgment.  

3. We forgive in order to learn from this hard practice the forgiveness which has been granted to us by our creator and redeemer who came to teach us that if we do not forgive our heavenly Father will not forgive our sins.  Why did our Lord say that? This is not hard because forgiveness was given freely to liberate us from the chains of lust and needs.  Whenever I discover that it is hard for me to forgive, I discover a hidden evil in my heart; and by revealing it to my elder, I learn how to discern its roots and bring it to the fellowship of the crucified Jesus to be healed and liberated.  Some of these roots are the most deadly, pride and lack of humility.  Others are the ignorance of the great love of our Lord Jesus Christ, the extreme self-love, our old nature, which assumes that it can discern evil and good by its own measures and its own laws of the knowledge of good and evil, the same fruit of the old tree in the Book of Genesis.

Forgiveness

Let it be clear to all of us that the lack of practicing forgiveness is eternal death according to the holy words of the apostle John; if we continue living in this darkness, we become aliens and far from being in communion with the Lord.

What shall we do when we remember injuries and hurtful things?

1. We have to forgive every time we remember and pray for those who injured us.  We pray for them to be in the kingdom of God and to be co-heirs with us.  When we do this we destroy our anger and heal our wounds by the grace of eternal life, which we may loose if we stay in the darkness of hate.

2. We have to examine where the pain comes from; is it from a vice, like pride?  A false self-image?  Or is it our cowardliness and fear that we did not reply and attack straight away?  Cowardly persons live in their memory and their imagination.  We can recognize them by the empty threats which reveal lack of self-knowledge and lack of knowing the Lord Jesus.  The cross of Jesus is only an idea in their heads. These must learn the courage of Jesus who put his trust in love and in seeing that good is eternal because it has its roots in his full communion with his Father.       

Good and Evil

Once more, we discern good and evil by using the wisdom of the divine commandments, for all of them are the tools which separate good from evil.  The commandments are reflections of Christ.  Sometimes they reflect his love, other times, his weakness when Jesus the King of glory let go of all his majestic and divine power to bring back the lost sheep.  The two great commandments were not engraved on stones but are the summary of the Decalogue.  Here we are to discern that since the goal of all commandments is our salvation, let this goal help us to understand that we must not keep the commandments at the price of sacrificing the life and the dignity of those whom we regard as sinners.  I mean since our Lord Jesus has purchased us all by his blood and made us all kings and priests in his Kingdom, let us be aware that he alone owns the life and the eternal destiny of all sinners and that means that their life must come before any commandment.  I mean that their welfare must not be put above any literal application of any commandment.

Eternal good belongs to the divine love and that must be the guiding principle for our understanding and our discernment of good and evil.  Evil is not eternal because it is the fruit of the fall and the cunningness of the devil.  Evil has no roots in the divine love; that means it has no support and cannot be preserved by divine love.  If our Lord was crucified to destroy sin, death and the power of devil, we must not at any cost bring any of these three into our understanding of good and evil.

Hatred is a true manifestation of the power of the devil, and no one who loves God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ can shut his brother out under the mask of holiness or truth, but can out of love abstain from communicating with his brother and seek every opportunity to prove his love.  
True Doctrines    

Again, we discern true orthodox doctrines from false teaching by using several tools:  the word of God in the Holy Scriptures, the cannons of the Holy Church which were formulated by the Holy Synods, the prayers of our worship (liturgy), the writings of our holy fathers who refuted heresies and the life of the holy members of the body of Christ the holy Church.

True and Christian teaching can be discerned in the following ways:

1. Any teaching which enslaves us to the letter of the word of God is not from God and cannot lead us to God who saved us not by the letter but by the mediation of his Son and by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in our hearts.  Jesus our Savior was not a book but the second Person of the Trinity. 

2. We can see this enslavement to the letter of the word of God when we see that the interpretation has one aim, to uproot the divine love.

3. Enslavement to rituals and making them mediators between us and God which means a replacement to our only mediator our Lord Jesus Christ.

4. Doctrines were formulated to guard truth and that truth is God Incarnate our Lord himself. Now, Jesus is both human and divine. Our humanity is forever united to the Godhead in Jesus Christ and that means:

a. Any teaching that does not declare that unity is false because it makes sin eternal and leaves death without healing. 

b. Any teaching that does not acknowledge that the Son is one with the Father and the Holy Spirit before the creation of the world, and that the Son has been always one with the Father and the Holy Spirit in his humiliation, death on the cross, descending to hell and it is this unity of the Godhead that made us adopted and truly redeemed to full participation in the divine life, is false because our redemption means communion and our salvation rests on the Communion of the Love of the Three Persons of the Holy Trinity.  

c. The divine and Holy Trinity is One in Three and that our understanding of unity and distinctions is measured by this perfect unity.  Hence, there is no first and last in the Godhead, no lower rank or higher rank, but coequality of the Holy Three, let us by discerning this truth treat each other in love and accordingly.  We have no higher or lower members in the body of Christ, the Church, but we are different and distinct members called to share in the same divine love and life.  This leads us to discern that since the power of God works for our salvation therefore any misuse of any form of power under the guise of higher rank reaching a lower rank is the manifestation of the devil.

5. The terms which we use for our holy doctrines must be explained according to the goal of these holy doctrines.  This means that those who teach theology must have tasted the divine love and the depth of the mystery of God in Christ which allows them to explore true teaching by applying these principles:

a. Old terms were selected to preserve the unity of the Godhead of the Holy Trinity, the unity of the Person of Christ and the goal of our unity with God in his Son by the grace of the Holy Spirit.  Let us be careful to preserve this way of eternal life when we select new terms.

b. Words are signs and the direction of every sign is obvious, one and unique direction is for life and others for death. Those which lead to death are obvious and among them, using terms to kill a brother, using words to spread divisions, paying no attention to the goal of truth for the sake of maintaining  personal gain and other ways which are contradictory to the Law of divine love - the cross of our Lord.
Philemon 
Discerning Faith and Feelings – I
1. What comes first to your awareness when you have a conflict; the commandments of Christ, or your feelings?

2. If it is your feelings, is it coming from past experience or is it a new feeling?  If it is from the past such as rejection, belittling, fear, etc, this means that you have not renewed your inner life.  But if it is new and you allow it to rest and take it as true perception of this person, then ask yourself, did you truly love this or that person as God’s child, or do you think of him using what the society uses such as names and concepts to define this person?

3. How do you evaluate your own inner life?  Is it shared with our Lord or is it yours alone?  If it is not shared with Jesus our Sweet Savior then watch yourself, any feeling is cleansed by love because love comes from its primary source, from faith.  If it is your own private life and yours alone, please do not expect to grow up either in love or in faith.

4. What if I ask you to write down the most important 10 things in your life and with that a list of all the people whom you regard as the most important people in your life?  The first 10 things reveal the direction and the maturity of your love.  The second list tells you about the nature of the bond; is it for God, or what?

5. Do you welcome guests in a social way alone or because they bring the presence of God in them?

6. How do you treat those who disagree with you?  Do you shut them out?  Do you keep the communication open?  Do you reject them because of their doctrine?  Each answer reveals to you the bond between your faith and your feeling(s).

7. How do you pray?  Do you say Lord don’t let me do this or that?  Or do you say Lord I will never do this or that?  The first prayer is wrong, for you have a desire not to let go or even struggle.  The second needs some correction; you should say to the Lord, “we are in this situation together and I will not do it for your sake.”
8. For his sake, that is, for Jesus’ sake, I lay down my life.  If this is true then you have understood and believe that what is eternal is more important than what is temporary because it is the temporary that disturbs us and that disturbance is important because it reveals to us how deep is our faith in what is eternal.

9. Is the church the body of Christ?  Do you truly believe this?  If so, how do you treat the members of the body of Christ?  This is important because here you can see where is your feeling and where is you faith, and which one has the upper hand.

10. Do you compare yourself with others because of:

a) Envy

b) Jealousy

c) Fear

d) Pride

Or

a) Love

b) True friendship

c) Compassion 


The first unit is from the excessive self-love, 


The second unit is where faith is guiding feelings 

11. Do you receive the great mystery of the Holy Eucharist as communion with the Trinity and the whole church or is this for you alone.  If the great mystery is for your own benefits and for you alone, then you don’t belong to the body of Christ the church, and your love is enclosed in yourself.

Discerning Faith and Feelings – II

1. Do you believe that you belong to Christ?  If your answer is yes, then ask yourself: Is your body your own?  Does our Lord own your body?  If your answer is no, then ask yourself: Is this the cause of some your sins?  Maybe all your sins are due to this lack of awareness that you don’t belong to yourself but to Christ.

2. Do you think and decide in communion with Christ?  Do your decisions reflect your autonomy or your communion?  Watch your will and see how you react.

3. Have you seen yourself through the eyes of God and Jesus our Sweet Lord, or have seen your skin that the world added and you allow yourself to make it your skin?
Philemon a sinner

10 Jan 1966
Faith and Doubt 

“If our doubt remains a question, our faith is growing, but if our doubt becomes our final answer, our faith is dead”

Abba Philemon

Questions

Questions concerning doctrines are good. They have to be answered in this way:

1. If your answer reveals your fear without love, then you have to examine what you know about the Father’s love.

2. If you use one single verse or one single event from the OT to answer any question(s) about any Christian doctrine, this means that you put God Incarnate under the old covenant.  The Incarnation of the Son has changed the entire meaning of the OT. 
3. This is how we discern our legal understanding of Christian Doctrines from that understanding of them that is based on the Bible. 

This is enough for you to discern the direction of your communion with the Trinity.
Abba Philemon
January 9, 1958  
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