apostolic discernment in common peter
hans kolvenbach

Apostolic discernment in common Peter Hans Kolvenbach is a profound concept that
delves into the heart of spiritual and communal decision-making within the context of the
Society of Jesus, commonly known as the Jesuits. This article will explore the essential
elements of apostolic discernment as articulated by Peter Hans Kolvenbach, the 29th
Superior General of the Jesuits, who served from 1983 to 2008. His teachings and
practices regarding discernment emphasize a collaborative approach that integrates
individual and communal insights, fostering a deeper understanding of God's will in a
rapidly changing world.

Understanding Apostolic Discernment

Apostolic discernment is rooted in the Ignatian tradition, which prioritizes finding God in
all things. It involves a careful and prayerful process of making decisions that align with
one's mission and values. Kolvenbach's contributions to this tradition are significant, as he
emphasized the importance of community in discernment.

Key Principles of Apostolic Discernment

1. Prayer and Reflection: At the heart of discernment lies the need for prayer and
reflection. Kolvenbach encouraged individuals and communities to engage in regular
prayer, seeking divine guidance in their decision-making processes.

2. Community Involvement: Apostolic discernment is not a solitary endeavor. Kolvenbach
stressed the importance of gathering input from others, fostering an environment where
diverse perspectives can be heard and valued.

3. Critical Engagement with Reality: Discernment involves a critical examination of the
realities faced by individuals and communities. Kolvenbach urged Jesuits to engage
actively with the world, understanding the social, political, and economic contexts in
which they operate.

4. The Role of the Holy Spirit: Recognizing the presence of the Holy Spirit is essential in
the discernment process. Kolvenbach taught that the Spirit guides individuals and
communities, illuminating paths that may not be immediately apparent.

5. Action and Reflection: Apostolic discernment is a dynamic process that includes both
action and reflection. Decisions made should be continually assessed and adapted in light
of new insights and experiences.



The Process of Apostolic Discernment

Kolvenbach outlined a structured approach to apostolic discernment that leaders and
communities can follow. This process encourages a deeper engagement with God's will
and fosters unity within the community.

Steps in the Discernment Process

1. Identifying the Issue: The first step involves clearly defining the issue or decision at
hand. This requires an understanding of the context and a sense of urgency regarding the
decision to be made.

2. Gathering Information: Collecting relevant data and insights from various sources is
crucial. This may include consulting Scripture, church teachings, and the experiences of
community members.

3. Praying for Guidance: Engaging in communal and personal prayer is vital. Jesuits often
use Ignatian contemplative prayer techniques to seek clarity and openness to the Holy
Spirit's guidance.

4. Engaging in Dialogue: Open and honest dialogue among community members helps to
surface different perspectives and insights. This dialogue should be characterized by
respect, humility, and a willingness to listen.

5. Evaluating Options: After gathering insights and engaging in dialogue, the community
should evaluate the possible options. This evaluation should consider both the potential
impact of each option and how well they align with the community's mission.

6. Making a Decision: Once options have been thoroughly evaluated, the community can
make a decision. This decision should reflect a consensus and a collective commitment to
the chosen path.

7. Implementing the Decision: After a decision has been made, it is crucial to implement it
thoughtfully and deliberately. This includes assigning roles and responsibilities, as well as
setting timelines for action.

8. Reflecting on the Outcomes: Finally, the community should assess the outcomes of the
decision. This reflection allows for adjustments to be made and fosters a culture of
continuous improvement.

The Role of Peter Hans Kolvenbach in Apostolic
Discernment

Peter Hans Kolvenbach's tenure as Superior General marked a pivotal moment for the
Society of Jesus. His approach to apostolic discernment was characterized by a deep



commitment to the values of Ignatian spirituality and a strong emphasis on social justice.

Influences on Kolvenbach’s Thought

- Ignatian Spirituality: Kolvenbach’s understanding of discernment was deeply rooted in
the teachings of St. Ignatius of Loyola, emphasizing the importance of personal experience
in the discernment process.

- Social Justice: Kolvenbach was a staunch advocate for social justice, believing that
discernment should always consider the marginalized and oppressed. He encouraged
Jesuits to engage with social issues, advocating for those whose voices are often unheard.

- Global Context: Recognizing the complexities of the modern world, Kolvenbach called for
a discernment process that was responsive to global challenges, including poverty,
violence, and environmental degradation.

Kolvenbach’s Legacy in Apostolic Discernment

Kolvenbach's legacy in apostolic discernment is evident in several key areas:

1. Educational Initiatives: He promoted educational programs that emphasized
discernment as a skill to be developed among Jesuit institutions, preparing future leaders
to make informed and compassionate decisions.

2. Communal Practices: His teachings encouraged communities to adopt regular practices
of discernment, embedding these processes into the life of the Jesuit order.

3. Social Engagement: Kolvenbach's emphasis on social justice has led Jesuits worldwide
to engage in various social enterprises, advocating for the marginalized and promoting
human dignity.

4. Spiritual Formation: Kolvenbach’s contributions to spiritual formation programs
highlighted the importance of discernment in personal and communal growth, fostering a
deeper relationship with God.

Conclusion

In summary, apostolic discernment in common Peter Hans Kolvenbach encapsulates
a holistic approach to decision-making that integrates prayer, community engagement,
and social justice. Kolvenbach's teachings continue to inspire Jesuits and others seeking to
align their lives with God's will, fostering a spirit of collaboration and compassion. By
embracing these principles, individuals and communities can navigate the complexities of
modern life with faith, purpose, and a commitment to social justice. This discernment
process is not just a method; it is a way of life that reflects the core values of the Jesuit
mission.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is apostolic discernment according to Peter Hans
Kolvenbach?

Apostolic discernment, as articulated by Peter Hans Kolvenbach, refers to the process of
seeking God's will in decision-making, particularly in the context of serving others and
fulfilling one's mission in the world.

How does Kolvenbach's understanding of apostolic
discernment apply to modern social issues?

Kolvenbach emphasizes the importance of discernment in addressing contemporary social
issues by encouraging individuals to reflect deeply on their values, the needs of the
marginalized, and their responses to societal challenges in light of faith.

What role does community play in apostolic
discernment, according to Kolvenbach?

Kolvenbach highlights that community is essential in apostolic discernment as it fosters
collaboration, shared insights, and collective prayer, which enrich the discernment
process and lead to more informed and compassionate decision-making.

How can individuals cultivate apostolic discernment in
their daily lives?

Individuals can cultivate apostolic discernment by engaging in regular prayer, reflection,
seeking guidance from mentors or spiritual leaders, and actively listening to the needs of
their communities to align their actions with their faith.

What challenges might one face in the process of
apostolic discernment?

Challenges in apostolic discernment may include personal biases, societal pressures,
emotional turmoil, and the difficulty of balancing various responsibilities, which can cloud
judgment and make it harder to hear God's call.
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