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Discernment Exercises

The following exercises are designed to get you to think about yourself in a deeper way
than you are called to do everyday.
They have been designed to unearth your God-given gifts (particularly the ones that
may have been buried for a while), get you thinking about your core values, and help
you recall your most formative experiences. Your deepest gifts, values, and experiences
are all crucial clues to help you discern where God might be calling you next.
Some exercises will appeal to you, and some may leave you stumped, or cold. That’s
fine. Do the ones that inspire yo, or get you writing the most.

TRAIL RULES
“Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all
your mind. And love your neighbor as
yourself.” Luke 10:27

The gifts of your heart (compassion, patience, enthusiasm, steadfastness....)

The gifts of your soul (your passions, your wisdom, your experiences,
your deepest values)
The gifts of your mind (your curiosity, your intelligence,
your creativity, your fresh ideas, your skills...)

DISCERNMENT EXERCISES
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20 Things I Love Doing
Below, write down at least 20 things you love to
do. They can be as simple as eating an apple or
as profound as working for world peace.
1.

12.

2.

13.

3.

14.

4.

15.

5.

16.

6.

17.

7.

18.

8.

19.

9.

20.

10.

2

11.

DISCERNMENT EXERCISES

When I was a child, and no one needed/bothered me, you could always find
me doing this:

One activity that I can do for hours and lose all sense of time is:

Here’s another one:

Do you have any “happy” obsessions - things you can’t leave alone?Questions, concerns,
problems, issues that you return to over and over again because they fascinate you, they
move you, they excite you, they get you to ask more and more questions? If so, what are
they?

DISCERNMENT EXERCISES
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Let's say you've been given the chance to get a message across to every single
person in the world. You can say anything you want: a piece of hard-earned
wisdom, something inspiring, something to make people smile,....What would
you say?
Try out a message here:

Or try it out here:

Or here

FRONT
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DISCERNMENT EXERCISES

BACK

What would you attempt if you were brave enough to try?

The psalmist writes: "Take delight in the Lord and he will give you the desire of your heart." Your
gladness and your desires are important to God and are part of the way that God has shaped
you to live a full life in God’s kingdom. It was the key belief of St. Ignatius of Loyola "that our
recurrent deep desires are regarded as important indications of God's will for us.”
When do you experience deep joy? What is happening around you when gladness wells up
inside?

Regrets are a part of any long life. But occasionally, they can be a prompt from God to take
action. What is your biggest regret? Could God be calling you to examine that feeling more
closely - and maybe do something about it? If you were to leave this world tomorrow, is there
some “unfinished business” you’d regret not having done?

DISCERNMENT EXERCISES

Your Marvelous Day

You have just taken the most marvelous vacation, where you were able to deeply refresh your
mind, body, and spirit. Now you are back, and have woken up brimming with energy, on a day
where you have no appointments or chores at all.
What would your day look like? (Use lots of sensory details to make it vivid for yourself.)
Would you continue to rest? Would you be up and into projects that feed you? Would you zip over
to St. Columba’s (or the Y, or the Food Bank, or a friend’s house) and say, “Put me to work!”
Would you connect with your own family? Would you go back to bed? You can include all of these
things (and any more you think of).
When you are done, re-read what you have written. Is there something God may be calling you to
make room for in your life? Sabbath rest? Some way to love and serve your neighbor? Something
creative and completely new? Or something you put down a while ago and miss?

6

DISCERNMENT EXERCISES

Your own
pack of
gifts

One way God speaks eloquently to us is through the gifts he gives
us. Having a thorough knowledge of what you have to give and
share is crucial to figuring out your next steps.
So, we are going to look more closely in that pack full of gifts you
carry along with you. As they occur to you throughout the retreat,
note them down (this page is flagged to make it easier).

My spiritual gifts: (compassion, patience,
generosity, humor, perseverance, wisdom, faith….)

My important experiences, good or bad, that
have marked and changed me:

My in-born sensitivities (to words, color, music,
nature (or a particular part of nature), how things
work, people’s feelings, stories, etc.)

What am I fascinated by? What can I do for hours
and lose all sense of time? What part (s) of creation
do I take particular delight in?

“There are different kinds of gifts, but the
same Spirit distributes them. There are
different kinds of service, but the same
Lord. There are different kinds of working,
but in all of them and in everyone it is the
same God at work." (1 Corinthians 12:4-6)

My temperament: Am I introverted,
extroverted, calm, competitive, mellow, silly,
serious…?

What experiences have affected me the most?
Do they point me anywhere? Do I have wisdom
to share?

7
What kind of situation brings out the best
in me?

DISCERNMENT EXERCISES
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What is the difference between Sensitivities and
Skills?
During the retreat I use the term “sensitivities” to
refer to the what you’ve always naturally noticed
and taken delight in. I believe these are hard-wired
into you, to a large extent. If you look at what you
gravitated to as a child, you’ll probably see some of
your sensitivities, things like a love of music, or of
words, or of color and light; an abiding curiosity
about what makes machines - or people, or animals,
or the universe - tick. A fascination with nature (or
a particular part of nature such as birds, rocks, the
ocean….); a love of debating ideas, or building
things, or taking things apart - the list is endless.
Skills are things you’ve been taught. So you might
have a sensitivity to languages and picking them up
easily, but the skill would be speaking Arabic or
German.
Having said that, don’t worry about the distinction
too much - just write that gift down somewhere!

The skills I’ve learned (organizing, leading,
painting, programming, sewing, working with
machines, problem solving, speaking other languages,
playing an instrument, playing a sport, throwing
parties, making presents, telling jokes…you name it!)

What skills do I have that give me joy/satisfaction
to use?
Every moment of time I’ve been given.

My money and possessions.

Have I ever given away some item or some money
and it made a real difference? Why? Do I have
anything that I can spare or lend that might really
help someone?

My physical gifts: Stamina, strength, good health,
speed, flexibility, nimbleness…..

What is one time-waster in my life I'm ready
to give up? What is something I could do for
15 minutes a day that would change my life
for the better?

What physical gifts do I have? Am I taking some for
granted? Do I need to replenish and restore my
body?Do I need more rest? Or play?
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DISCERNMENT EXERCISES

Your gifts,
illuminated by the
Spirit of God...
where might they
be calling you
next?

More thoughts/questions/ideas (take more paper from the help-yourself shelf if needed)

DISCERNMENT EXERCISES
(Please stop here)
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Saturday Morning: Five
Lives I’d Love to Live

The Chewy Center
What is the heart of that life that
makes it appealing to you? What
specific parts spark your enthusiasm?

The Lives
__________________________
1.

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
2.

__________________________
__________________________

3.

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

4.

__________________________
__________________________
5.

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

PLACE TO HOLD EXTRA THOUGHTS/THINGS TO MENTION TO A TEAMMATE LATER

10

PLACE TO HOLD EXTRA THOUGHTS/THINGS TO MENTION TO A TEAMMATE LATER
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Your Obstacle Tool Kit
On your path to your goal, you are going
to hit obstacles. Everyone does.

.
The easiest sort of obstacles to
identify are external obstacles. These
are the logistical problems you need to
solve to reach a goal: They might be lack
of money or time, not knowing where to
find a crucial piece of information, or
needing a contact to help you move
forward.

There is nothing subtle about most
external obstacles.

.
But serious obstacles can arise inside you
as well, and can be harder to identify. Fear
and inertia are the two most powerful
internal obstacles we face. They are hard
wired into us, arising directly from our
amygdala (lizard brain) doing its level best
to protect us from danger. This resistance
we feel can freeze us in place.
Internal obstacles are even stronger,- and usually
the best approach is to outwit them, rather than
fight them head on.

Wayfinders gives you a variety of tools to tackle both internal
and external obstacles. Since internal obstacles can defeat you
before you even begin, let's look at those.
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3 Best Tools to break through
Internal Obstacles
(Surprise...none of them is willpower!)

2. Micro-movements

1. Shitty First Drafts

3. The Buddy System
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Obstacle Tool #1:
Shitty First Drafts
(SFDs)
SFD’s are especially good for tackling the kind of
internal resistance that comes from

Perfectionism

"Perfectionism is a self-destructive and addictive belief system that fuels this primary thought: 'If I
look perfect, live perfectly, and do everything perfectly, I can avoid or minimize the painful
feelings of shame, judgment, and blame.'" Brene Brown
Children are able to be so creative because they aren't self-conscious about their efforts - they are simply swept
up in the joy of trying new things. Artists know this, and recapture this "beginner's mind" by giving themselves
permission to make mistakes and mess around - it is how they discover their own truly original ideas.
SFD’s are a tool to help you keep your internal critic at bay during the important first few steps of any new
venture. When you do an SFD, you tell yourself explicitly that you are setting off to create something really
terrible - the standards are very low for the quality of your work, at least in the beginning. It is a particularly
helpful tool when your goal is:
• something you are a beginner at
• something creative
• something you care deeply about
• something you have tried and "failed" at

Examples of doing a SFD:
• Drafting a really hasty thank-you note that is short on details
• Sewing a sloppy prototype of a tote bag, with uneven seams and no lining
• Stumbling your way through your first version of a workshop you want to teach. Practicing on friends.
Warning them this is a SFD. (You can always give them some tasty free snacks…)
Does it seem outrageous to have low standards, especially for something you really care about? Only if you hold
those low standards forever. Once your first draft is done, you can let the critic run free - in fact you NEED
that critic to tell you what to discard, and what to keep.
But your critic has no role in the beginning, when you are steeling your nerve and mastering those first few
steps. Put that critic in a sack until you get your sea legs.

Intrigued? Dive into
Bird by Bird: Some
Instructions on Writing
and Life by Anne
Lamott
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And check out Brene
Brown's Ted Talk about
the power of shame and the
importance of vulnerability

Obstacle Tool #2:
Micromovements
Micromovements are especially good for tackling the kind of resistance that shows up as
procrastination.
We most often procrastinate when the task we need to do looks too
big or too complicated. (Does just thinking about it make you want
to take two aspirin and lie down? THAT kind of task.)
Micro-movements are tiny steps you can take towards completing
what you want to get done. The idea is to take such a small step
that your resistance doesn’t even wake up. You know you’ve got
the right size micromovement when you think “Piece of cake - I
can do that.”
Wonderfully, you can complete huge goals as a series of micromovements. Books have
been written that way. Pyramids built. Marathons run. In fact, almost every
accomplishment is just a series of small steps, strung together.
So, when you can’t bring yourself to start, create yourself a micromovement. Often that
tiny motion brings some momentum with it, and you go on to do the next tiny movement
as well....and sometimes a whole lot more than that.
Examples of Micromovements:
Your Goal:

Traditional 1st step

Micromovement

Write your term paper

Write a rough draft

Open a Word file

Look for a New Job

Write your resume

Find your old resume

Paint the Hall

Gather and buy all the supplies

Walk into the garage and
check for a ladder

Finally, micromovements are wonderful, but you don't always need them.
Consider the last example above, "Paint the Hall." If you aren't fazed by the
prospect of gathering all the painting supplies, then full-speed ahead.
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Obstacle Tool #3:
The Buddy System
Providing humans Recognition and Accountability
since 15,000 BC
Why did we all seem to get so much done in school? I remember a life spent reading thousands of words a
week, cranking out papers, taking difficult exams.
School provided two powerful human incentives to getting stuff done: Recognition, and Accountability.
School did this through grades, (and your parents knowing your grades!), your teacher’s approval (or
disapproval), and the recognition of your fellow students and the community.
Once you are out in the adult world, things gets a lot more diffuse. Yes, you get some recognition and
accountability in most places of work - the recognition being your paycheck (and the occasional pat on the
back),and the accountability that you have to show up or get fired. But mostly we are left on our own.
Recognition and Accountability are two of the most potent motivators we’ve got, so it makes sense to build
them into your life whenever you have to tackle something hard. Here’s how:
The Buddy System for Grownups: creating an environment to give you Recognition and Accountability
In a Buddy System two people agree to hold each other accountable for taking steps toward
their goals.
The buddy system is particularly effective when:
• you are new at something and are just taking your
first steps
• you have already made your movement tiny
(micromovement) and terrible (SFD) and you still
aren’t taking the action
• you are working to change a long-term habit
Here are a few things buddies can do for each other:

Why can’t there be a Recognition
Angel?
Mothers and artists often work in
isolation and crave recognition. I
remember once on a really trying day (a new
baby plus a toddler with the flu) all I wanted was
an angel to come down, pat me on the back, and
say, “You, Darreby, have changed 20 diapers,
read stories, rocked sad little bodies, cooked
several meals, invented games, and you haven’t
yelled once the whole time. Here you go...A
plus.”

• call you up once a week and ask how your goal is
doing
• listen (briefly) to your gripes.
• be your audience when you need to do a SFD sales
pitch/cover letter/presentation
• provide suggestions/creative ideas you haven't thought of
• hold you accountable for making a phone call/sending an email/taking a step by making a date to call you
up and ask you if you did it.
• drive you to the gym, doctor’s appointment, accountant’s, lawyer’s, other dreaded place
• give you perspective and bucking up when it seems your dream is doomed
• give you a pat on the back when you do something tough
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Here are some real examples of successful buddying I’ve seen in my Wayfinders teams:
•Buddy 1 picks Buddy 2 up every weekday morning and takes him
over to the YMCA. Both Buddies feel that if they don’t show they
are letting the other one down. They are both exercising a lot more
than they were ever able to on their own.
•Buddy 1, trying to finish his book, printed out 17 different edits
(big and small) he needed to make, sent a list of the edits to his
buddy, and gave target days each edit had to be done over the next
month. Buddy 2 called him up on each of those days to ask if he
did the edit. Buddy 1 finished editing his manuscript, something he
had been avoiding for years.
• Buddy 1 has been procrastinating on taking care of her lilac bush, which needs fertilizing and was slowly
dying. Buddy 2 wants to travel more, but has been overwhelmed by the idea of getting a passport. The
buddies set a specific date and time for the next week, by which they would accomplish the first small step
of their project (researching fertilizer for 5 minutes online, trying to locate a birth certificate). They
checked in and congratulated each other, then made a second date for a week later (buy fertilizer, call town
office where she was born). And a third, until the lilacs got fertilized, and the passport application was
sent.
• Buddy 1 emailed Buddy 2 and told her she needed applause for handling a tricky sales pitch with an
unsmiling pitch-ee. Buddy 2 sent back an outrageous congratulations e-card.
Note: It may have occurred to you that your Wayfinders team is just a Buddy System on steroids, where you
have 4 or 5 buddies in your circle. You would be right!

Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 (NIV)
9 Two are better than one,
because they have a good return for their labor:
10 If either of them falls down,
one can help the other up.
But pity anyone who falls
and has no one to help them up.
11 Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm.
But how can one keep warm alone?
12 Though one may be overpowered,
two can defend themselves.
A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.

Be someone’s strand! Be a buddy!
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Some guidelines on choosing a buddy: (adapted from Wishcraft - see resources)
Almost the only requirement for a buddy is that she or he be someone whose mind and values you
respect and whose ideas and goals intrigue you. His or her goals don’t have to be in the same field as
yours, or even in a field you know anything about. I know a concert pianist and a department-store
buyer who helped each other reach their goals! So there are no rules. Just be sure not to pick
someone who intimidates you, who is considerably more advanced in his or her career than you are,
or who never admits to being doubtful or down. The buddy system, unlike the mentor system, is a
relationship of equals.
Three things to agree on ahead of time:
Timing: Do you want a weekly check in? Every other
week? Just on an as-needed basis?
The nag factor: How much nagging is OK? Everyone
has different levels of nagging tolerance - some happily
tolerate a stern speech and some just need the phone to
ring..and that’s all the nagging they need (and all they
can bear).
Confidentiality: Is it OK if everyone knows about
this, or is this just between you two?
On your Wayfinders team you will be launched right
into this technique and get lots of practice, both during your meetings and in the regular Buddy Calls
between meetings.

The world tells us to be Lone Rangers - that we “should” get stuff done on
our own. And why is that, exactly?

Recognition and Accountability are tremendously motivating. If they aren’t
part of your life naturally, grab a buddy and build them in. You won’t
believe how much you can get done.
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Now, what about those pesky EXTERNAL Obstacles?
Conquering your internal resistance is the most important part of
achieving any goal. But once you are on the path, external obstacles
lurk ahead. Typical external obstacles are: “I don’t have enough time.”
“I don’t have enough money.” “I don’t know anything about welding/
llamas/running a ski resort.” “I don’t know whom to call.” “I just don’t
know where to start.”
People have a great deal of practice at tackling these kind of logistical
obstacles, and when you are beating your head against a rock, all out of
ideas, there are many great ideas out there to help you. The overarching
theme: ask for help! By widening the circle of brains working on your problem you are almost certainly
going to get the breakthrough you need. Asking for help is the simplest and most overlooked technique of
all for getting things done.
In addition, your Goal Mapping technique will help you break down these obstacles into small, bite-offable chunks, as well as get your ideas down on paper (i.e. out of your head) where you can tackle them
more easily.
I keep a running and updated list of the techniques that have worked for my teammates at
www.wayfinders.me/obstacles There you will find more detailed info on:
• Sending up a Flare
• BrainWriting
• Mind Mapping
• Idea Parties
And please tell me about anything that has worked for you!
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