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AN INTRODUCTION TO DISCERNMENT IN THE EDUSC 
  

Almighty God, by your Holy Spirit you have made us one with your saints in heaven and on 
earth: Grant that in our earthly pilgrimage we may always be supported by this fellowship of 

love and prayer, and know ourselves to be surrounded by their witness to your power and 
mercy. We ask this for the sake of Jesus Christ, in whom all our intercessions are acceptable 

through the Spirit, and who lives and reigns for ever and ever. Amen. 

 
The Episcopal Diocese of Upper South Carolina (EDUSC) has fashioned a formal 
discernment process to assist those who feel a general call to ministry better understand 
and articulate their gifts, their sense of God’s call on their lives, and to invite the 
community to discern their call alongside them. While the discernment process often 
raises difficult and sometimes uncomfortable issues, each person who feels God is 
calling them to walk the path of discernment is supported on their journey with careful, 
respectful, and intentional listening, love, and prayer.  
 
The purpose of our formal discernment process is twofold: (1) to determine the nature 
of an individual’s call to serve (lay ministry or ordained ministry), and (2) if the call is to 
ordained ministry, to determine to which vocation he or she is called. The identification 
of a call is a process that requires time, patience, deep individual discernment, as well as 
deep discernment within the greater community, for the Church must both hear God’s 
call and issue a call as well. There are a number of stages in our discernment process 
appropriate to the journey, each of which is detailed later in this guide.  
 
The first step is to attend the Diocesan Day of Discernment which is required to enter 
the formal discernment process in the EDUSC. However, prior to attending the 
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Diocesan Day of Discernment, you should have three years of experience in The 
Episcopal Church as a confirmed or received member. You must also first speak 
with your Rector or Vicar, share your sense of call, and inform him or her 
of your intention to attend. 
 
Once those conversations have happened and you have registered for the Diocesan Day 
of Discernment, it is important to evaluate and explore the gifts God has given you and 
how they might best be offered in service to the Church. As Paul reminds us in 1 
Corinthians 12:4-12, 
 
“… there are varieties of gifts but the same Spirit, and there are varieties of services but 
the same Lord, and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who 
activates all of them in everyone. To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the 
common good. To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom and to 
another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by 
the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 to another the working 
of powerful deeds, to another prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits, to 
another various kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these 
are activated by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one individually just as the 
Spirit chooses. For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the 
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.” 
 
A Spiritual Gifts Assessment can be a useful tool to give you greater insight as to the gifts 
God has given you. On the following pages you will find a Spiritual Gifts Assessment that 
will lead you through a series of questions and then assist you in arranging and 
understanding your answers. This exercise will give you greater insight into what gifts 
you may have to offer in service to the Church. It is important to understand that there 
are no “right” or “wrong” answers, and there are no “right” or “wrong” gifts for ministry.  
 
The Spiritual Gifts Assessment should be completed before you attend the Diocesan Day 
of Discernment.  
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SPIRITUAL GIFTS ASSESSMENT 
 

Used with the permission of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America. 
Written by Neal Boese and Patricia Haller.  

 

Finding Your Spiritual Gifts 

God has given each Christian two vitally important gifts. The first is the gift of faith in 
Jesus Christ, his work of redemption, and thus forgiveness of sin. The second is the gift 
of one or more special abilities, which are to be used for the purpose of unifying the 
body of Christ and for the growth of God's Kingdom. These abilities are called spiritual 
gifts, and they are received through our baptism. 

Like other presents, it is impossible to fully appreciate and make use of our spiritual 
gifts until they have been opened. This tool will help you begin to open your spiritual 
gifts by guiding you through the following three activities: 

Scripture Review: highlighting scripture references that both support the existence of 
spiritual gifts and identify those which are commonly found in service today. 

Self-Assessment: a list of 60 questions which will help you identify which gifts you 
have received in greatest measure. 

Exploration of Use: suggestions for the various types of ministries you might be most 
effective in because of your spiritual gifts.  

These three activities will begin to help you discover and employ your spiritual gifts. 
May the special abilities God has given you be deployed in areas of ministry where they 
will be most effective for the good of the entire church body. These gifts should also be 
affirmed by the body and utilized by the one who is gifted. 
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Scripture Review: 

The Apostle Paul addresses the presence of spiritual gifts in three main sections of 
scripture: Romans 12, I Corinthians 12, and Ephesians 4. Peter also verifies their 
existence in I Peter 4:10. Through these sections of scripture, we learn that all Christians 
have been given at least one spiritual gift. The purpose of spiritual gifts is twofold: (1) to 
unify Christians in their faith and (2) to produce growth within the church, both 
numerical and spiritual. These gifts are to be used out of love for one another, and in 
service to one another. 

We do not choose which gifts we will receive. God bestows them upon us through the 
work of the Holy Spirit. Not all of the gifts identified in scripture are used in this 
inventory. Since the objectives of spiritual gift deployment are to unify and produce 
growth through service, only the service-related gifts have been included. 

 

 

 

The Spiritual Gifts Assessment begins on the next page. 
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THE ORDERS OF MINISTRY 
 
 

The Ministry of the Laity 
 

The term “the laity” is derived from the Greek word λαός (laos), “the people.” Scripture 
teaches that all baptized Christians are “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s own people” (1 Peter 2:9-10), and that all baptized persons are members of 
the Body of Christ, the Church, but have different functions and ministries (Romans 
12:4-8; 1 Corinthians 12:12) which grow out of the different ways we each live out our 
baptismal covenant (see BCP, pp. 304-305). The “ministers of the church” are not 
limited to bishops, priests, and deacons alone, but also include the laity as an order of 
ministry (BCP, p. 855). The ministry of the laity is “to represent Christ and his Church; 
to bear witness to him wherever they may be; and, according to the gifts given them, to 
carry on Christ's work of reconciliation in the world; and to take their place in the life, 
worship, and governance of the Church” (BCP, p. 855). Clericalism unfortunately caused 
some to view the ordained orders as the only real ministers of the church and to regard 
the laity as inferior to the clergy. However, a renewed emphasis on the significance of 
the baptismal covenant has led to an increasing appreciation of lay ministry and a 
growing understanding that the various orders of ministry are necessary to support, 
uphold, and serve one another. The orders of ministries in the church are to be 
complementary, and the Book of Common Prayer encourages the participation of all 
orders of ministry in the worship and life of the church. 
 
The following Licensed Lay Vocations do not require ordination, and those who have a 
call to lay ministry will be referred to a Lay Ministry Retreat for an in-depth exploration 
of different opportunities in lay ministry. 

 
Licensed Lay Vocations 

 
A Pastoral Leader is a lay person authorized to exercise pastoral or administrative 
responsibility in a congregation under special circumstances, as defined by the bishop. 
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A Worship Leader is a lay person who regularly leads public worship under the 
direction of the Member of the Clergy or other leader exercising oversight of the 
congregation or other community of faith. 
 
A Preacher is a lay person authorized to preach. Persons so authorized shall only 
preach in congregations under the direction of the Member of the Clergy or other leader 
exercising oversight of the congregation or other community of faith. 
 
A Eucharistic Minister is a lay person authorized to administer the consecrated 
elements at a celebration of Holy Eucharist. A Eucharistic Minister should normally act 
under the direction of a Deacon, if any, or otherwise, the Member of the Clergy or other 
leader exercising oversight of the congregation or other community of faith. 
 
A Eucharistic Visitor is a lay person authorized to take the consecrated elements in a 
timely manner following a celebration of Holy Eucharist to members of the congregation 
who, by reason of illness or infirmity, were unable to be present at the celebration. A 
Eucharistic Visitor should normally act under the direction of a Deacon, if any, or 
otherwise, the Member of the Clergy or other leader exercising oversight of the 
congregation or other community of faith. 
 
A Catechist is a lay person authorized to prepare persons for Baptism, Confirmation, 
Reception, and the Reaffirmation of Baptismal Vows, and shall function under the 
direction of the Member of the Clergy or other leader exercising oversight of the 
congregation or other community of faith. 
 
An Evangelist is a lay person who presents the good news of Jesus Christ in such a way 
that people are led to receive Christ as Savior and follow Christ as Lord in the fellowship 
of the Church. An Evangelist assists with the community’s ministry of evangelism in 
partnership with the Presbyter or other leader exercising oversight of the congregation, 
or as directed by the bishop. 
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Lay Religious Life and Monastic Vocations 
 

Vocations to the Religious Life 

Another way to live out one’s call as a layperson is through a monastic vocation. Yes, 
religious life has been well established and active in The Episcopal Church since the 
1850s! 

Monastic and canonical orders were discontinued in England by Henry VIII but restored 
in the Anglican Communion during the nineteenth century. A renewal of Anglican 
monasticism was encouraged by the Oxford Movement. In England, E. B. Pusey heard 
the vows of two women who started a religious community in 1845. Other religious 
communities formed in England in the mid-nineteenth century.  

The Rev. Charles C. Grafton, a native of Boston and later Bishop of Fond du Lac, was 
one of the founders of the first Anglican monastic orders for men after the Reformation, 
the Society of St. John the Evangelist (SSJE) in England in 1866. 

In the U.S., Episcopal monasticism began in the mid-nineteenth century when the 
Community of St. Mary (CSM) was founded by Mother Harriet and her companions in 
1865 on Feb. 2, the Feast of the Presentation. The Martyrs of Memphis, who died in 
1878 and who are commemorated in our calendar on September 9, were members of the 
Community of Saint Mary.  

The first American monastic order for men in the Episcopal Church was the Order of the 
Holy Cross (OHC), founded by the Rev. James O. S. Huntington in New York in 1884.  

Religious life in The Episcopal Church takes two distinct forms:  

1. Members of “Religious Orders” live in community, give up ownership of their 
possessions under a vow of poverty, and are celibate. All live under a common rule of 
life and daily schedule for prayer, work, and service. Some Orders are more 
contemplative and others more active in ministry.  

 
The canon for Religious Orders reads as follows: “A Religious Order of this Church is 
a society of Christians (in communion with the See of Canterbury) who voluntarily 
commit themselves for life, or a term of years, to holding their possessions in 
common or in trust; to a celibate life in community; and obedience to their Rule and 
Constitution.”   (Title III, Canon 14, section 1) 

 
2. Members of “Christian Communities” live in their own homes, either alone or with 

their families, take a vow of poverty interpreted as simplicity and carefully discerned 
use of resources but do not give away all of their possessions, and take a vow of 
chastity usually interpreted as respectful relationship with all people. They choose 
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whether to be celibate or to live in a committed relationship with a spouse or 
partner.  

 
The canon for Christian Communities reads as follows: “A Christian Community of 
this Church is a society of Christians (in communion with the See of Canterbury) 
who voluntarily commit themselves for life, or a term of years, in obedience to their 
Rule and Constitution.”  (Title III, Canon 14, section 2) 

 

Religious vows may be expressed and interpreted slightly differently, and often include 
poverty, chastity, and obedience. The Benedictine vow is usually expressed as obedience, 
stability, and conversion of life. There is always a process of discernment, formation, 
and stages of incorporation into the Order or Community, until a well-discerned and 
prayerful decision is made to take a life vow.  

There have been Religious Orders in The Episcopal Church since the mid-1800s, and 
Christian Communities formed somewhat later. The members of both have served the 
church in many capacities: hospitality, retreat leading, spiritual direction, chaplaincy, 
and parish ministry as ordained clergy and as laity, and their ministries have often been 
prophetic in the church, such as peace activism, social justice work, and 
inclusive/expansive language in worship. Members of Religious Orders and Christian 
Communities both center their lives on prayer and worship.   

Most Religious Orders welcome non-members to become associates or oblates. These 
programs provide spiritual guidance and fellowship with the members and with other 
associates or oblates. Religious Orders and Christian Communities also have members 
who are experienced guides for writing a rule of life, spiritual directors, and confessors.  

To learn more and to research individual communities, see:  

Conference of Anglican Religious Orders in the Americas: caroa.net.  

National Association of Episcopal Christian Communities: naecc.net.  

For resources, history, and more information visit: religiouslifesunday.org and 
www.youtube.com/@religiouslifesunday. 

Reading list on religious life and vocational discernment: 

Memoir and Biography 

Joan Chittister, The Way We Were:  A Story of Conversion and Renewal (2005) 
and  

  Called to Question:  A Spiritual Memoir (2009)  

Thomas Merton, Seven Storey Mountain (1976) 

http://www.youtube.com/@religiouslifesunday
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Kathleen Norris, The Cloister Walk (1996) 

Henry Nouwen, Road to Daybreak: A Spiritual Journey (1990) 

Ellen Stephen, OSH, Together and Apart: A Memoir of the Religious Life (2008) 

Benet Tvedten, The View from a Monastery (2006)   

 

Religious and Communal Life – History and Current Reflections 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: The Classic Exploration of Christian 
Community (2009) 

Isabel Losada, New Habits: Today’s Women Who Choose to Become Nuns (1999) 

Elizabeth Rapley, The Lord as their Portion: The Story of the Religious Orders 
and How 

     They Shaped our World (2011) 

Michael Schut (ed.), Simpler Living, Compassionate Life: A Christian 
Perspective (2009) 

Nicholas Stebbing (ed.), Anglican Religious Life: A Well-kept Secret? (2003) 

 

Vocation and Discernment 

Susanne G. Farnham, et al., Listening Hearts: Discerning Call in Community 
(1991) 

Marie Theresa Coombs and Frances Kelly Nemeck, Called by God: A Theology of 

Vocation and Lifelong Commitment (1992) and  

Discerning Vocations to the Apostolic Life, the Contemplative Life  

and the Eremitic Life (2018) 

James Martin, SJ, Becoming Who You Are: Insights on the True Self from 
Thomas  

Merton and Other Saints (2006) 

Mark McIntosh, Discernment and Truth (2004) 

William C. Placher, Callings: Twenty Centuries of Christian Wisdom on 
Vocation (2005) 

Sam Portaro, Transforming Vocation (2008) 
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The Ministry of the Diaconate 
 
The terms “diaconate” and “deacon” are derived from the Greek word διάκονος 
(diakonos) meaning a servant who acted as an intermediary and spoke for a superior. A 
deacon is a member of one of three distinct orders of ordained ministry along with 
bishops and presbyters. In the Episcopal Church, a deacon exercises a special ministry 
of servanthood directly under the authority of the bishop, serving all people and 
especially those in need (BCP, p. 543). This reflects the practice of the early church in 
which the deacon was not ordained to the priesthood, but to the service of the bishop, to 
do that which he [or she] commanded. (Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition, 8). Christian 
deacons were agents of the bishop, often with oversight of charity. Since ancient times 
the liturgical functions of deacons have suggested the activity of angels: they proclaim 
the gospel, lead intercessions, wait at the eucharistic table, and direct the order of the 
assembly, acting as sacred messengers, agents, and attendants. The revival of the order 
of deacons in the twentieth century has emphasized social care and service as part of the 
diaconal vocation with many bishops expecting their deacons to promote the care of the 
needy outside the church. In addition to those who are ordained a deacon as a 
permanent vocation, there are also those who are ordained as “transitional deacons,” 
who serve for a time as a deacon before being ordained a priest.  
 
 

The Diaconal Ordination Rite 
 

The examination and the vows of the diaconal ordination rite differentiate the Sacred 
Order of Deacons from the other orders. Please read them carefully as they reveal the 
heart and the unique vocation of a deacon.  

 
 

The Examination 
 
All are seated except the ordinand, who stands before the Bishop. 
The Bishop addresses the ordinand as follows 
 
My brother, every Christian is called to follow Jesus Christ, serving God the Father, 
through the power of the Holy Spirit. God now calls you to a special ministry of 
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servanthood directly under your bishop. In the name of Jesus Christ, you are to serve all 
people, particularly the poor, the weak, the sick, and the lonely. 
  
As a deacon in the Church, you are to study the Holy Scriptures, to seek nourishment 
from them, and to model your life upon them. You are to make Christ and his 
redemptive love known, by your word and example, to those among whom you live, and 
work, and worship.  You are to interpret to the Church the needs, concerns, and hopes of 
the world. You are to assist the bishop and priests in public worship and in the 
ministration of God’s Word and Sacraments, and you are to carry out other duties 
assigned to you from time to time. At all times, your life and teaching are to show 
Christ’s people that in serving the helpless they are serving Christ himself.  
My brother, do you believe that you are truly called by God 
and his Church to the life and work of a deacon?  
Answer I believe I am so called.  
Bishop Do you now in the presence of the Church commit 
  yourself to this trust and responsibility? 
Answer I do. 
 
Bishop Will you be guided by the pastoral direction and 
  leadership of your bishop? 
Answer I will. 
 
Bishop Will you be faithful in prayer, and in the reading 
  and study of the Holy Scriptures? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you look for Christ in all others, being ready to 
  help and serve those in need? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you do your best to pattern your life [and that 
  of your family, or household, or community] in 
  accordance with the teachings of Christ, so that you 
  may be a wholesome example to all people? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you in all things seek not your glory but 
  the glory of the Lord Christ? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop May the Lord by his grace uphold you in the service 
  he lays upon you. 
Answer Amen. 
 
 
The Bishop then says this Prayer of Consecration  
O God, most merciful Father, we praise you for sending your Son Jesus Christ, who took 
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on himself the form of a servant, and humbled himself, becoming obedient even to 
death on the cross. We praise you that you have highly exalted him, and made him Lord 
of all; and that, through him, we know that whoever would be great must be servant of 
all. We praise you for the many ministries in your Church, and for calling this your 
servant to the order of deacons. 
 
 
 
Here the Bishop lays hands upon the head of the ordinand, and prays  
Therefore, Father, through Jesus Christ your Son, give your Holy Spirit to N.; fill him 
with grace and power, and make him a deacon in your Church. 
 
The Bishop then continues  
Make him, O Lord, modest and humble, strong and constant, to observe the discipline of 
Christ.  Let his life and teaching so reflect your commandments, that through him many 
may come to know you and love you.  As your Son came not to be served but to serve, 
may this deacon share in Christ’s service, and come to the unending glory of him who, 
with you and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever. 
 
 
 

The Ministry of the Priesthood 
 

The terms “priesthood” and “priest” are ultimately derived from the Greek word 
πρεσβύτερος (presbyteros) meaning “elder” or “old man.” In the New Testament, 
“presbyter” usually indicated a leader of the local church and the “presbyterate” referred 
to the collegial leadership of the presbyters of the Church. In the early Church, it 
appears that the presbyters were at first indistinguishable from bishops as the term 
“presbyter” was often used interchangeably with “bishop” (see Timothy 1: 5-7). By the 
second century, the terms were more distinct with the presbyters clearly deriving their 
authority from the bishop, joining with the bishop in an advisory council, and assisting 
the bishop in the bishop’s ministry of pastoral oversight, administration, and liturgical 
leadership. By the third century, the bishop came to delegate primary daily pastoral 
responsibility in a congregation or area to the presbyters. The presbyters were 
responsible for teaching and preaching, administration, and sacramental ministry in 
that place, under the oversight of the bishop.  
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After the Reformation, some protestant churches began to use the term “presbyter” for 
the minister who preaches the word and administers the sacraments, but the Church of 
England retained the term “priest” for the second order of ministry. The 1979 Book of 
Common Prayer uses both terms. For example, directions for “The Ordination of a 
Priest” require that “at least two presbyters must be present” (p. 524). The Catechism 
notes that “the ministry of a priest or presbyter” is “to represent Christ and his Church, 
particularly as pastor to the people; to share with the bishop in the overseeing of the 
Church; to proclaim the gospel; to administer the sacraments; and to bless and declare 
pardon in the name of God” (BCP, p. 856).  
 
 

The Priestly Ordination Rite 
 

Likewise, the examination and the vows of the priestly ordination rite differentiate the 
Sacred Order of Priests from the other orders. Please read them carefully as they reveal 
the heart and the unique vocation of a priest. 

 
The Examination 
 
All are seated except the ordinand, who stands before the Bishop. 
 
The Bishop addresses the ordinand as follows  
My brother, the Church is the family of God, the body of Christ, and the temple of the 
Holy Spirit. All baptized people are called to make Christ known as Savior and Lord, and 
to share in the renewing of his world. Now you are called to work as a pastor, priest, and 
teacher, together with your bishop and fellow presbyters, and to take your share in the 
councils of the Church.  
As a priest, it will be your task to proclaim by word and deed the Gospel of Jesus Christ, 
and to fashion your life in accordance with its precepts. You are to love and serve the 
people among whom you work, caring alike for young and old, strong and weak, rich 
and poor. You are to preach, to declare God’s forgiveness to penitent sinners, to 
pronounce God’s blessing, to share in the administration of Holy Baptism and in the 
celebration of the mysteries of Christ’s Body and Blood, and to perform the other 
ministrations entrusted to you.  
In all that you do, you are to nourish Christ’s people from the riches of his grace, and 
strengthen them to glorify God in this life and in the life to come.  
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My brother, do you believe that you are truly called by God and his Church to this 
priesthood? 
  
Answer I believe I am so called.  
Bishop Do you now in the presence of the Church commit 
  yourself to this trust and responsibility? 
Answer I do. 
 
Bishop Will you respect and be guided by the pastoral direction 
  and leadership of your bishop? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you be diligent in the reading and study of the 
  Holy Scriptures, and in seeking the knowledge of 
  such things as may make you a stronger and more 
  able minister of Christ? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you endeavor so to minister the Word of God 
  and the sacraments of the New Covenant, that the 
  reconciling love of Christ may be known and 
  received? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you undertake to be a faithful pastor to all 
  whom you are called to serve, laboring together 
  with them and with your fellow ministers to build 
  up the family of God? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you do your best to pattern your life [and that 
  of your family, or household, or community] in 
  accordance with the teachings of Christ, so that you 
  may be a wholesome example to your people? 
Answer I will.  
Bishop Will you persevere in prayer, both in public and in 
  private, asking God’s grace, both for yourself and for 
  others, offering all your labors to God, through the 
  mediation of Jesus Christ, and in the sanctification 
  of the Holy Spirit? 
Answer I will. 
  
Bishop May the Lord who has given you the will to do these 
  things give you the grace and power to perform them. 
Answer Amen. 
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The Bishop then says this Prayer of Consecration  
God and Father of all, we praise you for your infinite love in calling us to be a holy 
people in the kingdom of your Son Jesus our Lord, who is the image of your eternal and 
invisible glory, the firstborn among many brethren, and the head of the Church.  We 
thank you that by his death he has overcome death, and, having ascended into heaven, 
has poured his gifts abundantly upon your people, making some apostles, some 
prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work 
of ministry and the building up of his body. 
 
Here the Bishop lays hands upon the head of the ordinand, the Priests who are present 
also laying on their hands. At the same time the Bishop prays  
Therefore, Father, through Jesus Christ your Son, give your Holy Spirit to N.; fill him 
with grace and power, and make him a priest in your Church. 
 
The Bishop then continues  
May he exalt you, O Lord, in the midst of your people; offer spiritual sacrifices 
acceptable to you; boldly proclaim the gospel of salvation; and rightly administer the 
sacraments of the New Covenant. Make him a faithful pastor, a patient teacher, and a 
wise councilor. Grant that in all things he may serve without reproach, so that your 
people may be strengthened and your Name glorified in all the world. All this we ask 
through Jesus Christ our Lord, who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one 
God, for ever and ever.  
The People in a loud voice respond    Amen. 
 

 
 

THE STAGES OF THE FORMAL DISCERNMENT PROCESS 
 

 
The Inquirer 
Testing the Waters (Diocesan Day of Discernment Every September) 
 
The Inquirer may have had a personal “call experience” or may have been identified by 
others as having a call to ministry. For some, they may be feeling God unexpectedly 
tugging at their lives which is resulting in a deep sense of spiritual disquiet. Others may 
have a greater sense of the purpose to which God might be calling them. During the 
Inquirer stage, the Inquirer is asking the preliminary question, “Am I being called?” first 
of himself or herself, then of close friends, family, his or her clergy. This eventually leads 
to questions about discerning a call in community as part of a formal discernment 
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process. However, at this stage, the Inquirer is not committed to enter formal 
discernment, only to seek opportunities to ask questions and gather information. The 
Diocesan Day of Discernment is for individuals who are at the Inquirer stage and not yet 
ready to commit to a formal discernment process. However, attendance at the Day of 
Discernment is required as the first step in the formal diocesan discernment process 
should the Inquirer choose to enter it. The Inquirer is expected to have a conversation 
with their Rector or Vicar and inform them in advance that they intend to attend the 
Diocesan Day of Discernment.     
 
The Aspirant 
Discerning a Call in Community (September - April) 
 
The Inquirer has attended the Diocesan Day of Discernment and has prayed, read 
materials on discernment, spoken with friends, family, and his or her Rector or Vicar, 
and has decided to enter the formal discernment process. The Inquirer completes a 
Declaration of Intent to enter formal discernment and files the same with the 
Commission on Ministry. The Inquirer is now considered an Aspirant. The Aspirant 
begins meeting regularly with his or her Rector, as well as meeting regularly with a 
spiritual director, writes a spiritual autobiography, and develops a Rule of Life. An 
initial Discernment Committee is formed, and the Aspirant begins regular meetings with 
them. The Aspirant continues to be faithful in public worship, private prayer, and 
completes a suggested reading list.  
 
Commission on Ministry Preliminary Interview (Every April / May)   
 
After submitting certain written materials, the Aspirant and his or her spouse or partner 
meets with different subgroups of the Commission on Ministry and the Bishop to 
discuss his or her progress in discernment, and to begin to discern a call to lay or 
ordained ministry. If the Commission on Ministry and the Bishop hear a clear call to lay 
ministry, the Aspirant will be given information about the next Lay Ministry Retreat 
where specialized training will be offered to help them live into their call. If a 
preliminary call to ordained ministry is heard, the Aspirant seeks to become a Nominee.  
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The Nominee 
Discerning a Call to an Ordained Vocation (April - October) 
 
Before becoming a Nominee, the Aspirant meets with the Rector and Vestry of his or her 
home congregation and requests they nominate the Aspirant for Holy Orders, specifying 
the order to which the Aspirant feels called at that time. If the Rector and Vestry agree, 
they nominate the Aspirant for Holy Orders, specifying either the Diaconate or the 
Priesthood, and the Aspirant then becomes a Nominee. The Nominee notifies the 
Bishop in writing of their acceptance of the nomination. The Nominee then undergoes a 
medical examination, a psychological examination, and a background check. These costs 
are usually borne by the Nominee’s congregation. The nominee continues attending 
public worship, maintains an active personal prayer life, and keeps meeting regularly 
with a spiritual director and the Rector or other clergy person assigned to the Nominee. 
The Nominee will be expected to visit other congregations to experience the breadth of 
the Diocese, writing reflections on his or her experiences and submitting them to The 
Commission on Ministry. A recommended reading list is completed and reflections on 
the readings are written and submitted to the Commission on Ministry. 
 
Commission on Ministry Vocational Discernment Retreat (Every October) 
 
After submitting certain written materials, the Nominee and his or her spouse or 
partner meets with the Commission on Ministry and other invited guests to discuss his 
or her progress in discernment. The retreat is held at Diocesan House and at the 
Cathedral, often on a Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. The Nominee and his or her 
spouse or partner will meet with smaller and larger groups during the retreat for 
conversation and evaluation, including a private meeting between the Bishop and the 
Nominee and his or her spouse. This retreat is a time of deep discernment as to 
vocational call and suitability for that call. At the conclusion of the retreat, the 
Commission on Ministry will make a recommendation to the Bishop as to each 
Nominee’s vocational call. If the Bishop agrees with the Commission on Ministry’s 
recommendation, the Bishop will admit the Nominee to Postulancy in the appropriate 
vocation and will inform the Nominee in due course. If the decision is inconclusive, if 
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issues and complications arise during the course of the weekend, or if the Commission 
on Ministry hears a clear call to lay ministry and not to ordained ministry, the Nominee 
will be informed of this result as well. Each Nominee who attends the Vocational 
Discernment Retreat will have a vocational answer by the end of October.  
 
 

A SUMMARY OF THE POSSIBLE RESULTS OF 

DISCERNMENT 
 
Discernment is by definition an uncertain process and can lead to many places. In 
discernment, no answer is predetermined: prayerful consideration of the question must 
guide the inquiry, not an expected or hoped-for answer. With this in mind, there are a 
number of possible outcomes of entering a formal discernment process which could 
come at any point in the process. 
 
You Have a Clear Call to Lay Ministry 
 
The Commission on Ministry and the bishop hear a clear call to continued lay ministry 
or a new lay ministry. You will be encouraged and supported to develop skills 
appropriate to that calling and serve in the lay ministry to which you are called.  
 
You Have a Clear Call to a Monastic Vocation 
 
The Commission on Ministry and the bishop hear a clear call to a monastic vocation. 
You will be encouraged and supported to further discern such a call and to which 
community you might be called.  
 
You Have a Clear Call to the Diaconate 
 
The Commission on Ministry and the bishop hear a clear call to the Diaconate. Those 
who are admitted to Postulancy for the Diaconate will be recommended for a formal 
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program of Diaconal study and formation at Bexley Seabury under the supervision of 
the Commission on Ministry. This is usually a two to three-year process.  
 
You Have a Clear Call to the Priesthood 
 
The Commission on Ministry and the bishop hear a clear call to the Priesthood. Those 
who are admitted to Postulancy for the Priesthood will be recommended for formal 
program of study and formation at The School of Theology at The University of the 
South (Sewanee) under the supervision of the Commission on Ministry. This is usually a 
three-year process. While Bishop Richards may consider other seminaries or, on rare 
occasions, hybrid programs, there must be unique circumstances to justify deviation 
from the Diocesan standard.  
 
Your Call is Uncertain or Inconclusive at this Time 
 
The Commission on Ministry and the bishop are unclear as to the call you are 
articulating. This is often addressed by asking the Aspirant or Nominee to continue 
discernment in a variety of ways such as self-development practices, seeking therapy for 
unresolved issues, further interior work with a spiritual director, seeking additional 
education, deeper theological reflection, spending more time in The Episcopal Church, 
or sometimes even changing congregations. If the call is uncertain or inconclusive, the 
Aspirant will not be moved forward in the process and may be asked to revisit a former 
stage of the process for more discernment work.  
 
The Call Raises a Significant Concern 
 
The Commission on Ministry and the bishop share a concern about the health and well-
being of the Aspirant or Nominee and work with the Parish Leadership to get the 
Aspirant the help they may need to once again thrive as a member of the Body of Christ. 
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GETTING STARTED 
 
 

Are you ready to discern a call in community? 
 

For information on the next Diocesan Day of Discernment and for 
registration information, please use the following link: 

https://www.vancoevents.com/us/DPVN 
or scan the QR code below. 
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SAMPLE DECLARATION OF INTENT 
To The Bishop and Commission on Ministry: 

 I hereby declare my intent to enter the formal discernment process.  

 

Full Name: __________________________________________________________ 
 
Date of Birth: _______________    City/State of Birth:__________________________    
 
Permanent Address: ___________________________________________________    
 
City/State/ZIP Code: ___________________________________________________   
  
 
Preferred Telephone Number: _____________________________________________ 
  
 
Preferred Email Address: ________________________________________________   
 
Congregation: ________________________________________________________   
  
 
Your Rector or Vicar: ___________________________________________________  
 
Former Denomination(s) (if applicable): ______________________________________   
  
I am:    £ Single £Married      £Partnered      £Separated     £Divorced      £Widowed 
 
Spouse’s/Partner’s Name (if applicable):______________________________________ 
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If married, is this your first marriage? If not, how many times have you been married? ______ 

 
Date of your Baptism: _______________ Denomination: _______________________ 
 
Name of Church and Location: ___________________________________________ 
 
Name of Officiant: ____________________________________________________ 

Please submit a copy of your baptismal certificate or baptismal register. 
 
Date of Confirmation or Reception into The Episcopal Church: ______________________ 
 
Location of Confirmation or Reception: ______________________________________ 
 
Confirming or Receiving Bishop: ___________________________________________ 

Please submit a copy of your confirmation certificate or confirmation register. 
 

I believe I may have a call to: £ Lay Ministry £ Ordained Ministry  £ I am unsure  
 
  
Signature: ________________________________________________ 
  
Date: ____________________________________________________ 
 

Please submit a JPEG or GIF of you photograph of yourself with this form. 
 

This Declaration and all supporting documentation must be submitted no later 
than [DATE] 

Please return the completed form in PDF format to: 
The Rev. Canon Stephen J. Rhoades 

srhoades@edusc.org 

mailto:srhoades@edusc.org
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Vocational Discernment Suggested Reading List 

 
 

Holy Scripture 

A Touch of God, Maria Boulding (Triangle, 1988) 

Being Salt: A Theology of an Ordered Church, George Sumner (Wipf & Stock, 2007) 

Called or Collared, Francis Dewar (new edition, SPCK, 2000)  

Consider Your Calling: Six Questions for Discerning Your Vocation, Gordon T. 
Smith (IVP, 2016) 

Discernment and Truth: The Spirituality and Theology of Knowledge, Mark A. 
McIntosh (Crossroad, 2004) 

How to Find your Vocation, John Adair (Canterbury Press, 2000)  

Invitations: God’s Calling for Everyone, Francis Dewar (SPCK, 1996) 

Let Your Life Speak, Parker Palmer (Jossey-Bass, 1999) 

Listening Hearts, Farnham, Gill, McLean & Ward (Morehouse 1991) 

Live for a Change, Francis Dewar (DLT, 1988) 

Living on the Border of the Holy: Renewing the Priesthood of All, William Countryman 
(Morehouse 1999)  

On Call, Stuart Buchanan (BRF, 2001) 

The Call, Os Guinness (Spring Harvest, 2001) 

The Road to Daybreak, Henri Nouwen (DLT, 1989) 

The Voice of Jesus: Discernment, Prayer and the Witness of the Spirit, Gordon T. Smith 
(IVP, 2003) 

The Way of Discernment: Spiritual Practices for Decision Making, Elizabeth Liebert 
(Westminster John Knox Press, 2008) 

This is our Calling, Charles Richardson (SPCK, 2004) 
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