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In keeping with the idea of the soul as a unique representation 

of unity and diversity, the format of Conversations includes fi ve 

continuing themes, each representing an enduring aspect of the 

soul—thought, emotion, behavior, relationship, and intention.
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O

If God Is So 
Smart Why Am 

I Doing All
the Talking?

Over the past four decades I’ve 
learned the same foundational truth 
about discernment from three very 
different people. One is my Uncle 
Otis, a semifamous faith-healing 
evangelist who was Charismatic 
long before it was cool. The other 
two are Dallas Willard and Ignatius 
of Loyola. 

Uncle Otis was known as a man 
who lived with an ear close to the 
mouth of God. There were several 
times while growing up that I benefi ted 
from knowing someone who had this 
kind of inside-trader information. There 
were thousands of others who went to 
Uncle Otis for the same reason. Most 
had very good experiences. But occa-
sionally things did get a little screwy. 

Once, when casting out a demon, 
Uncle Otis said directly to the evil 
spirit, “What’s your name?”

“Lie,” said the fi end.
“Are you telling me the truth, lying 

demon?” Uncle Otis shot back. 
I’m not sure how that particular 

demon responded to such a double 
bind—he may have gone off shaking 
his head, looking for a herd of pigs to 
deceive. 

And I’ll spare you the full story 
about my uncle praying into a live 
microphone for a man to be healed of 
his constipation “instantly”!

The point is that, with a few humor-
ous exceptions, Uncle Otis seemed 
much better than most at hearing 
God’s voice. And a lot of folks trusted 
him to “listen” for them. 

At his funeral, one of his friends 
said with a smile, “Otis has never 
been accused of preaching.” It was a 
clever way of referring to the fact that 
Otis the evangelist wasn’t effective 

because of cleverly crafted words 
artistically strung across a three-
point outline. No, he never offered 
his audience revelation of obscure 
truth mined from Greek verb tenses. 
Instead, he offered them the words 
he’d heard God whisper during their 
unceasing conversations. 

That was the secret to his success 
as an evangelist. That was the secret 
to his discernment. He spent his adult 
life abiding with the one he loved. Otis 
knew that constant companionship is 
what it took to hear the voice of God. 
That was the foundational truth about 
discernment he practiced. He knew 
you needed to sit on the front row if 
you wanted to hear the fl utes. 

I miss my uncle. He was an 
original. 

Dallas Willard is an original too. 
But as far as I can discern, he has 

Why is it that when we speak to God we are said to be praying 
but when God speaks to us we are said to be schizophrenic?

—Lily Tomlin



5

F R O N T   P A G E

I

only three things in common 
with my Uncle Otis—stature, 
both physical and spiritual; 
Southern roots; and the belief 
that it is possible to live life so 
close to God you can hear His 
voice. Dallas says it best in his 
wonderful book Hearing God: 
Developing a Conversational 
Relationship With God: “People 
are meant to live in an ongoing 
conversation with God, speak-
ing and being spoken to.” 1 God’s 
visits with Adam and Enoch are 
to become routine for us. Both 
believe that God specifi cally 
“created us for intimate friend-
ship with himself—both now and 
forever.” 2

For many people—certainly 
not Otis and Dallas—the “hear-
ing God” aspect of discernment 
can be like an infrequently 
played parlor game or stop-
ping to ask for directions after 
fi nally admitting to being lost. But 
hearing God’s voice, discerning 
God’s will, doesn’t make much 
sense except within the context 
of living life a certain kind of way, 
the way of constant, ongoing, 
interactive friendship. The way 
of John 17:3—“This is eternal 
life, that they may know you, the 
only true God, and Jesus Christ 
whom you have sent” (NRSV 3). 

I encountered a third helper 
in my discerning discernment 
process, Ignatius of Loyola, 
as part of a thirty-day guided 
retreat. The setting was the 
gorgeous Stella Maris Retreat 
Center, located on the eastern-
most of the Finger Lakes in 
upstate New York. By this point 
in my life I was beginning to 
develop a wobbling trust in my 
own listening abilities, and I was 
coming to believe God’s desire 
is for on going conversation. 

Experiencing the Exercises of 
Ignatius against the backdrop of 
the beauty of Skaneateles was a 
marvelous thing. I still have the 

yellowed notes from each of the 
one hundred eighty prayer ses-
sions of those classic exercises. 
I refer to them frequently—espe-
cially during this past year when 
I repeated the exercises over a 
thirty-week period of time. 

While Ignatius uses words 
that would have been completely 
unfamiliar to my uncle, words 
like “consolation,” “desolation,” 
and “examine,” I believe Otis 
would have loved the exercises. 
And I believe he would have 
found profound wisdom in those 
activities, a wisdom that offers 
that the best way to “hear” 
God is through knowing him—
the process of being mutually 
indwelt, one within the other—
in a passionate relationship in 
which listening for God’s voice 
is only one aspect of the deeper 
goal: enjoyment of a perpetual 
and transforming friendship in 
which we best know God’s will 
by knowing God. 

* * *
In this issue of Conversations 
you’ll fi nd a variety of articles 
written to enhance understand-
ing of discernment. The writers 
have given special attention to 
offering suggestions for expe-
rience and praxis. Thomas 
Green writes the lead article 
and defi nes discernment as 
“discovering in prayer how God 
wishes us to act” and presents it 
as “practical art and not a piece 
of speculative theology.” Ruth 
Haley Barton reminds you that 
“while discernment is listed as a 
spiritual gift, it is also a mark of 
Christian maturity.” 

Speaking directly from their 
hearts, Kim Engelmann offers 
suggestions for discerning when 
suffering is part of a true (pot-
ter’s wheel) or false (hamster 
wheel) spirituality, and Kendra 
Allen discloses how the discern-
ment process was part of her 

journey form grief to hope. You’ll 
also read about what Steve 
Doughty calls the call to commu-
nal discernment and how Wilkie 
Au presents both the process 
and posture of discernment as 
one learns to make decisions 
“with God.” 

Helen Cepero and Jan John-
son offer you very practical sug-
gestions for using journaling to 
“mine below” the surface of our 
fears (Cepero) and discovering 
discernment as part of an over-
all conversational life with God 
(Johnson). The issue continues 
with Paulin-Campbell’s use of 
dance as a metaphor for discern-
ment as part of her skillful pre-
sentation of an Ignatian under-
standing of discernment, and 
Michael Clarensau’s Charismatic 
response to these Ignatian ideas 
about the “discerning of spirits.” 

Then, in addition to the 
ongoing features by Michael 
Glerup (“Ancient Wisdom”), 
Kim Engelmann (“Conversation 
Guide”), Juliet Benner (“O Taste 
and See”), and Adele Ahlberg 
Calhoun (“Defi ning Our Terms”), 
Bill Griffi n concludes the issue 
by allowing Thomas á Kempis 
to weigh in on the matter of 
discernment. 

We hope you enjoy this 
installment of Conversations 
and that it inspires you to spend 
more time on the front row lis-
tening for the fl utes. 

Endnotes
1 Dallas Willard, Hearing God: Developing 

a Conversational Relationship With God. 
Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 
1999, 18. 

2  Ibid, p. 10. Also see Exodus 29:43–46; 
33:11; Psalm 23; Isaiah 41:8; John 
15:14; and Hebrews 13:5,6.) 

3 Scriptures marked (NRSV) are from 
New Revised Standard Version Bible, 
copyright © 1989 National Council of 
the Churches of Christ in the United 
States of America. Used by permis-
sion. All rights reserved.
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