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In his interview with Matthew Bunson, 
Archbishop Timothy Dolan reinforces that 
reassuring verse by speaking of generic and 
specific notions of vocation, how they relate 
to God’s plan for us, and how they fit into our 
own instinctive drive to be happy. “We are 
born wanting to be happy. . . . God longs for 
our happiness and has told us the way to be 
happy. So in following His plan, in discern-
ing His will, in obeying His law, we will arrive 
at happiness in this life and in the next.”

The first part of fulfilling God’s plan for us, 
which will result in our inevitable happiness, 
is discernment, which is as fundamental 
to the life of faith as prayer. Before we can 
perceive our calling — that path toward 
which God is drawing us for the fulfillment 
of his plans and, yes, our happiness — we 
must openly and gratefully discern those 
gifts he has truly bestowed upon us, as dis-
tinguished from those we might desire. If we 
do not know our gifts, we cannot possibly 
understand our calling. We have all seen 
reality programs where hopeful contestants 
announce that they are “the next big record-
ing star” and then proceed to torture our 
ears and frighten our pets with dreadful cat-
erwauling. When rejected they often seem 
dazed, arguing that they must be great sing-
ers, because “everyone” tells them they are.

All of our hearts want to believe that 
we are singularly, spectacularly gifted. In 
fact, we are singularly gifted as the psalm-
ist expresses in Psalm 139: “Truly you have 
formed my inmost being,” and “I am fear-
fully, wonderfully made” (see vv. 13-14). 
The whispers of the serpent, who constantly 
assaults us through our brokenness, can 
partly be blamed for our delusions; the evil 
one wants to draw us apart from God, and 

God’s Longing for Us Fulfilled in 
Discernment
Scripture makes it clear our lives are not accidental; rather, we are loved into being by the Creator, 

and for a purpose: “I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, 

to give you a future and a hope” (Jer 29:11, RSV).

one effective tactic is to keep us clinging to 
unrealistic dreams, and ignorant of our tru-
est selves. If our gifts are meant to lead us to 
our calling (and eventually to our vocation) 
in service to God’s will, then keeping us con-
fused on this very fundamental level is a sure 
way to keep us from God, and the happiness 
God wants for us.

Discerning one’s gift can sometimes seem 
difficult, particularly if one can do many 
things well. But as we live and learn, we 
inevitably encounter something that takes 
us outside of ourselves — an activity that so 
engages and satisfies us that hours of effort 
fly by, and we feel a supernatural spark as 
we graze against eternity. Of course, what is 
supernatural is not always of God, and this is 
where discernment deepens. 

We must ask: Does this soul-delighting 
activity only turn us inward? Does it ulti-
mately lead us to a feeling of emptiness, or 
does it make us want to empty ourselves?

Having identified our gifts, the practice of 
discernment takes us further: In what state 
of life are we meant to perfect and share 
these gifts in service to the will of God? Again, 
it is in the company of others, and with 
ourselves, that we will come to understand 
where we flourish. 

These questions are urgently important, 
yet they often go unasked. Discernment 
requires mindfulness — of our abilities and 
weaknesses, of eternity in our midst, and 
even of those “gut instincts” by which our 
angels so often guide us, if we are listening. It 
also requires a willingness to step apart from 
the noise of the world in order to hear that 
still, small voice of the Lord, who will always 
tell us what He wants us to do, if only we dare 
to ask. TCA

TEN UNIVERSAL PRINCIPLES
A Brief Philosophy of the Life Issues
Fr. Robert J. Spitzer, SJ

How do we make sense of life? How should we treat others? How should we 
reasonably expect others to treat us? When human life is at stake, are there 

reasonable principles we can rely on to guide our actions? How should our laws be 
framed to protect human life? What kind of society should we build?

Many people rely on their religious beliefs to answer these questions. But not every-
one accepts the same religious premises or recognizes the same spiritual authorities. Are 
there “public arguments”—reasons that can be given that do not presuppose agreement 
on religious grounds or common religious commitments—that can guide our thoughts 
and actions, as well as our laws and public policies?

In Ten Universal Principles: A Brief Philosophy of the Life Issues, Jesuit Father Robert 
Spitzer sets out, in a brief yet highly readable and lucid style, ten basic principles that 
must govern the reasonable person’s thinking and acting about life issues. A widely 
respected philosopher, Father Spitzer provides an intelligent outline for thinking and 
talking about human life. This book is a powerful tool for persuasively articulating and 
effectively inculturating a pro-life philosophy.

FR. ROBERT J. SPITZER, S.J., is the former President of Gonzaga University. He is 
a philosopher, educator, author and founder and President of the Magis Institute, an 
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curricula to non-profi t organizations. 
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“Ten Universal Principles is a true philosopher’s gift
to all who sincerely wish to live wisely and well.” 

— ROBERT P. GEORGE, McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence, Princeton University

“Lucid, limpid, logical. ”
— J. BUDZISZEWSKI, University of Texas, author of What We Can’t Not Know: A Guide

Also available as an e-book at
www.ignatius.com

Healing the Culture 
The most comprehensive philosophy of hap-
piness, freedom, and the life issues in print 
today, this book changes the discussion on 
abortion and euthanasia by linking these 
issues with the philosophical underpinnings 
of our culture.    
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Five Pillars of the Spiritual Life 
A Practical Guide to Prayer for Active People
Fr. Spitzer presents a practical, yet rich guide 
for helping busy people develop a regular and 
deeper prayer life. He describes five essential 
means through which the contemplative and 
active aspects of our lives can be fused together 
for a stronger spiritual life.  
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METHODICAL REALISM A Handbook for Beginning Realists • Étienne Gilson

This short book is a work of one of the 20th century’s greatest philosophers and historians of philosophy, Étienne 
Gilson. The book’s title, taken from the fi rst chapter, may sound esoteric but it refl ects a common-sense outlook on 

the world, applied in a “methodical” way. That approach, known as realism, consists in emphasizing the fact that what 
is real precedes our concepts about it.  In contrast to realism stands idealism, which refers to the philosophical outlook 
that begins with ideas and tries to move from them to things. 

Gilson shows how the common-sense notion of realism, though denied by many thinkers, is indispensible for a correct 
understanding of things-of what is and how we know what is. He shows the fl aws of idealism and he critiques efforts to 
introduce elements of idealism into realist philosophy (“immediate realism”). At the same time, the author criticizes fail-
ures of certain realist philosophers-including Aristotle-to be consistent in their own principles and to begin from sound 
starting points. To these problems, Gilson traces medieval philosophy’s failure in the realm of science, which led early 
modern scientifi c thinkers of the 17th century unnecessarily to reject even the best of medieval scholastic philosophy. 

He concludes with The Realist Beginner’s Handbook, a summary of key points for thinking clearly about reality. 
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