Gifts from God: Discernment
1 Kings 3:5-14

It’s a time of major transition for the people of Israel. David, the king so loved by the people and the man so loved by God, is dead. Just before his death, David somewhat unexpectedly selects his son Solomon to succeed him on the throne.


We find the new king at Gibeon, where he’s gone to make a sacrifice to God since David’s dream of a temple in Jerusalem hasn’t yet become reality. While at Gibeon, Solomon has a dream in which God comes to him and offers him anything he wants.


Solomon could ask for anything—power, wealth, a long life, anything. But almost as surprising as his succession to David’s throne is this young king’s request for the gift of discernment. Given the overwhelming nature of his role as the king of so many people who play such an important role in God’s plan for the world, Solomon asks for what our translation describes as an understanding mind that will enable him to discern between good and evil.


In her book on discernment, Debra Farrington points out that in the literal Hebrew translation of Solomon’s request, he asks God for a hearing heart. “Solomon wants—and is given—a heart that does more than listen; it hears with compassion, and it knows God’s will.”

Farrington offers the helpful reminder that the ancient Hebrews thought of the heart differently than we do today. For them, the heart wasn’t just a physical organ. Rather “it was the center of the whole human being, including everything physical, intellectual, and psychological. Emotions, feelings, moods, passions, thought, understanding, and wisdom were all thought to reside in the heart. Most important, it was within the heart that people truly met God’s word—where real knowledge and conversion took place.”


So when Solomon asks God for a hearing heart, he’s really asking for God’s word to reside in his heart—for God’s word to inform everything he feels and knows and thinks. It’s this gift that will allow him to discern well.

Discernment involves more than understanding or making a decision. As Farrington explains, our word discern comes from two Latin words that mean apart and to separate. Thus, when we discern, we “separate apart” from all the options before us “those that seem uniquely suited to us. We do that when making a decision as well, but discernment, at least in Christian spirituality, implies that we take God’s will for us in account rather than simply our own desires.”

Farrington adds that in discernment we don’t ignore our deepest desires. In fact, she argues, we have to learn to listen to those desires “with great attentiveness and respect, because God often speaks through the desires of our hearts. . . . If we cannot listen to our heart, discernment of God’s will is difficult if not impossible. But once we have learned to listen to and hear our heart’s desires, then we ask the question: Are these desires speaking of God’s will for me and for the world around me?”

Receiving the gift of a hearing heart and using that gift well are two different things—as becomes evident in the life of Solomon. While God grants Solomon’s request for discernment, sadly that gift goes largely unused by the king.

Solomon’s request does seem to lead to a great flowering of wisdom literature and thought within Israel during his reign. But that development stands in stark contrast to the principles by which Solomon actually rules. As one scholar notes, “the Solomon who seeks wisdom at the beginning of his reign is the same Solomon who so oppresses his people that many of them rebel immediately following his death.”

In fact, Solomon’s reign becomes that of a tyrant who tramples the basic rights of his people. Ultimately his rule is so foolish that the first recorded political event after his death is the secession of the northern tribes of the nation of  Israel. Solomon’s legacy becomes a divided nation that wages civil war and in the end either disappears from the pages of history or ends up in exile in Babylon.

What goes wrong? What happens to the great promise that fills today’s reading?


Solomon seems to join a list of other biblical character who lose their way when, as one writer puts it, they begin “to believe their own PR. They began to think and act as though they were the one determining the destiny of Israel, that somehow the nation’s path had to unfold with their blessing, with their approval, and in ways that were their ways. Without them, Israel—and therefore God’s promises—would go nowhere. . . . Filled with zeal and self righteousness, there was no real room in their world for the suggestion that maybe, just maybe, they had wandered off the path set out by God. In this case, Solomon began to believe that he was indeed wise but forgot the wisdom that he had came from God and was divine wisdom given to him for the sake of the nation.”

It seems that as Solomon listened to the desires of his heart, he failed to ask: “Are these desires speaking of God’s will for me and for the world around me?”


And what about us? Do we imagine ourselves receiving the gift of discernment? Do we focus on how we might use the gift of a hearing heart?

This morning perhaps there are two steps that will help us embrace and incorporate this gift in our own lives.


The first step is to begin to become clear about what we believe about God and God’s will for us.


Debra Farrington notes that for some people, “the phrase ‘God’s will’ evokes images or impressions of a puppeteer God who lives somewhere on high, holding and manipulating the strings that cause us to have car accidents, to find the perfect parking place, or to heal or die from an illness. This God has lots of rules and is one who, like Santa Claus, rewards us for being good and punishes us for being bad. At times this is a wrathful God—the one whom we blame for the earthquakes, fires, floods, and other ‘acts of God’. . . . We’ve all heard people who speak about God in this way . . . [who] imply that God has a secret purpose, unfathomable to us, for everything that happens to us, good or bad. This kind of God appears to have only one particular plan for each of us, and so our task is to guess—more than discern—exactly what God wants us to do, how we should do it, and when we should be finished. The consequences for guessing incorrectly are usually dire.”

Developing a deeper and more meaningful understanding of God can be a difficult task. We want to imagine a divine being who is concerned with our lives, and yet we don’t want to create God in our own image. Metaphors may hold the greatest promise as we try to imagine God in new ways.

One of my favorite theologians, Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, offers a metaphor that I find helpful. In this metaphor, she encourages us to think of God as water and ourselves as living within the water. She writes:
Water rushes to fill all the nooks and crannies available to it; water swirls around every stone, sweeps into every crevice, touches all things in its path—and changes all things in its path. The changes are subtle, often slow, and happen through a continuous interaction with the water that affects both the water and that which the water touches. . . . The water doesn’t exert its power by being “single-minded” over and above [the things within it], but simply by being pervasively present to and with all things.


Along with becoming clearer about what we believe about God and God’s will for us, we also may need to take the step of becoming clearer about how we imagine ourselves and our role in the world.


The author Wendy Wright writes that discernment “is not simply about resisting what is evil, self-absorbed, or destructive. It is about foundational identity. It is about who we know ourselves ultimately to be. It is about paying attention to the ways in which the limited power we wield, the modest respect we command, the taken-for-granted resources we hold provide us with our primary sense of meaning. To what extent do we ‘know’ ourselves first as civic and church leaders, or as respectable citizens or conscientious parents or homeowners or degree holders or job holders and not at all as beloved daughters and sons of God? We are beloved not because of what we do. We are beloved because we are.”

Imagining ourselves as beloved children of God. And then imagining ourselves as even more—as partners with God in the world.


Sometimes we think about discernment as involving only the “big” decisions in life—decisions such as vocation or marriage. But considering seriously what God’s will might be for us and for the world could give new meaning to our decisions about how we treat other people, how we nurture our relationships, how we tend our spiritual life, how we vote, how we help people who have few resources, how we spend our money, how we use our time.


Debra Farrington points out that “all these activities and decisions benefit from prayer and conversation with God. In this way, each of us is called to be a partner, or co-creator, with God in building up our world.”

Can we imagine ourselves as partners or co-creators with God? Are we willing to accept that role?


For that role, Farrington contends, requires us to “take responsibility for listening for God’s guidance. No one can do that for us. And we must take responsibility for acting on that guidance as well. Imagine what the world would become if we all—every creature—truly felt like partners with God in creating heaven on earth. . . .


“If we choose to be co-creators (and it is a choice: God does not coerce our cooperation), we can help bring into being a world where peace, love, and charity rule, where we actually embody God. We become God’s hands and feet and voices. So when we help clean rubbish off the beach, work at the local soup kitchen, comfort someone who mourns, or delight in someone’s accomplishments—and other everyday kinds of activities—we give God a body in this world. In doing these things and so many others, we take action on what God wills for us and for the world, and we remember and fulfill our role as co-creators.”

Embracing the gift of a hearing heart doesn’t mean spending every moment of every day trying to discern whether or how to do the tasks we encounter. But it does involve learning to listen, see, and feel with our hearts so that we can, as Farrington describes it, “more easily look at the tasks or needs in front of us and choose to act in a way that is in accordance with God’s deepest desires.”

The gift of discernment involves a lifetime of listening to the desires of our heart and then asking: “Are these desires speaking of God’s will for me and for the world around me?” And doing so even when the answers don’t seem clear.


May the words of the great spiritual thinker and writer Thomas Merton encourage us to take the first steps of such a lifelong journey:

O Lord God,
I have no idea where I am going,

I do not see the road ahead of me,

I cannot know for certain where it will end.

Nor do I really know myself,

and the fact that I think

I am following your will

does not mean that I am actually doing so.

But I believe

that the desire to please you does in fact please you,

and I hope I have that desire

in all that I am doing.

I hope that I will never do anything

apart from that desire to please you.

And I know that if I do this

you will lead me by the right road,

though I may know nothing about it.

Therefore I will trust you always

thought I may seem to be lost

and in the shadow of death.

I will not fear

for you are ever with me,

and you will never leave me

to make my journey alone. Amen.
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