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Discerning God’s Voice 
 

 In our own day, there are certain actors and singers who have very 
distinctive voices: James Earl Jones, Morgan Freeman, or singers Frank 

Sinatra or Bob Dylan.  Their voice gives them away.   In John’s Gospel, Jesus 
says, “My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” (10:27) 
 

  In our first reading, young Samuel hears the voice of the Lord three 
times.  Samuel confuses the Lord’s voice with that of Eli.  Like Samuel, one 

of the great challenges we face today is recognizing God’s voice.  Fairly 
regularly, people will ask me, “Father, when I am praying or discerning 
something, how do I recognize God’s voice?  How do I know if it’s not my 

own voice, or the voice of the evil one for that matter?”  This is a great 
question.   

 
 A few principles from the Ignatian tradition are helpful here.  Before 
looking at the principles, let me just preface by assuming that you are person 

of prayer and you are comfortable with silence.  If your day is surrounded 
with noise, it’s nearly impossible to hear God’s voice.  There are lots of other 

voices competing for your attention.  God’s voice is often subtle.  
 

 First principle: God has spoken through Scripture, the Church, and 
the Tradition of the Church.  These three makes up the “living voice” of Jesus 
today.  We refer to Scripture, the Church, and the Tradition of the Church 

(Apostolic Tradition) as public revelation.  What we receive from God in 
prayer is called private revelation. God cannot contradict Himself, so 

whatever He reveals to someone in prayer or on a personal level will be 
consistent with what He has revealed publicly through the Church.   
  

 Second principle: In discerning God’s voice, you must look at the 
overall direction of your life.  Are you moving away from the Lord, or toward 

the Lord?  God tends to speak in a consistent way.   
 
 For person moving away from the Lord – from mortal sin to mortal sin 

– drifting further away from God – the evil one will present apparent 
pleasures to keep them on that course.  God, however, wants the person to 

stop that direction, turn around, and move toward Him.  He will try to get 
their attention by stinging and biting their conscience. 
  

 For a person moving toward the Lord, the exact opposite is true.  The 
evil one doesn’t like this movement, so he stings, bites, and places obstacles 

in one’s path so that he or she may not go forward.  God, for His part, will 
console, comfort, and take away obstacles to encourage the movement.  
  

 Third principle: Assuming you are moving toward God, you must 
look at the “fruit.”  Sometimes you are faced with two goods.   Here are 

some examples: I have two job offers, and I am discerning which one to 
take.  A student discerns which college to attend.  Or maybe one discerns 
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whether to purchase a certain house.  Or someone discerns a vocation: 
marriage or religious life?  Those moving toward God want to know His will.  

  
 In this case, it’s helpful to know that God has the ability to speak to us 

in many different ways: a still small voice (locution), song in our head, 
through a memory, an image, a Scriptural passage, through another person, 
or sometimes His voice is deeper than words – a sense or deep peace on 

your heart.  We give God the freedom to speak to us in the way He knows 
that will touch our hearts most deeply. 

  
 Additionally, when discerning between goods or the timing of 
something, pay close attention to your thoughts/heart over an extended 

period of time and what brings peace, and what causes unrest.  The former 
are typically from God, while the latter are not.   

 
 In other words, look at the fruit that results from moving in a certain 
direction.  Does one option bring a greater sense of peace, consolation, 

encouragement, enjoyment in doing God’s will, etc.?  When discerning 
something, then, it’s important to play close attention to your thoughts/heart 

and what brings peace, joy, and rest.  This is the voice of the Lord speaking 
to you.   

 
 Regardless, as they say in sports, practice, practice, practice and you 
don’t win games alone.  The same is true in hearing Jesus’ voice.  Practice 

each day in prayer and ask others – a spiritual director, friend, family 
member, priest – to help you discern God’s voice.  Ultimately, it’s His voice 

that knows you by name and calls you that you might have life, and have it 
more abundantly. 


