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JOURNEY INTRODUCTION, PART 4 

The Discerning / Judging Paradox 
 
 
 
“Walling in and walling out” is a very risky business.  At its best it’s based on 
humble discernment; at its worst on righteous judgment.  These terms need 
definition because they will be important to us throughout the book. 
 
DISCERNMENT ARISES OUT OF HUMILITY & KNOWS IT’S SUBJECTIVE.  
Discernment knows what’s right for us as individuals, not what’s right for every-
one.  Discernment understands each being is unique and what suits one could be 
very inappropriate for another.  Discernment helps us choose our path and hopes 
others find theirs, too.  Discernment fills us with joy and leaves plenty of space 
for others to do the same.   
 
JUDGMENT ARISES OUT OF FEAR & BELIEVES IT’S RIGHTEOUS TRUTH.  
Judgment needs to believe it has a corner on truth.  Judgment seizes upon a 
“right’ way, and then lays that on the rest of humanity.  Judgment kills joy, 
creativity and diversity.  Judgment, left to its own devices, produces a mindless 
and grey conformity (think Star Trek’s Cyborg). 
 
Now here’s what’s so tricky about judgment.  I’m sure you noticed my descrip-
tion of judgment was not discerning but judgmental.  I’m so prone to judging I 
slip into it even when I'm recommending against it!  I regret I can’t be all I envi-
sion (as I hope was made clear in Part 1 of this introduction), but who can?  Like 
all our “Journeys to Now-Here,” this one is paradoxical. 
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Visiting friend and avenging angel of perfection, Aerie (as in eagle’s nest, not 
empty-headed), has just called attention to my use of the phrase “I can’t” in the 
preceding paragraph.  She forcefully pointed out my error contradicts the “I 
Won’t Instead of I Can’t” recommendation made only a few pages ago and em-
phasizes the terrible hypocrisy involved.  She is certain this will be very costly 
in terms of my personal credibility with readers. 
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I explain to her this is the danger of finding too much value in any suggestion, 
because then we just turn it into a new “right way” and go around, as Joni 
Mitchell sang, “laying our religion on our friends.”  Yes, it’s a good idea to change 
“I can’t” to “I won’t,” but nothing should be adhered to all the time.  For those
for whom I’ve lost all credibility, thank your lucky stars.  As I tried to make
abundantly clear in Part 2 of this intro, nobody in their right mind wants to fol-
low me on faith. 

Having abjectly recognized my failure to practice what I preach, let me also get 
defensive.  First, the lesson clearly states the change from “I Can’t to I Won’t” 
is to be made on the inside, not necessarily the outside, and the lovely Aerie has 
no idea what’s going on in my inside.  Second, any value system of worth always 
contains endless contradictions that require us to make inconsistent judgment 
calls (i.e., sometimes we decide “loving our neighbor” means not telling “the 
truth,” a  least not in full, right now).  If she will review the previous section, 
she will find that living “Both/And” is recommended as well as changing “I Can’t
to “I Won’t ”  Of course l v ng “Both/And” means using “I Can’t” as well as “I 
Won’t.” 

In addition to straightening out Aerie’s blunders, we hope this immediate re-
sponse to her errors demonstrates our desire for, and appreciation of, con-
structive feedback and encourages all of you to send in any concerns you may 
have. 

 

 
 
The first time I saw the Discerning/Judging Paradox in full bloom was during a 
at National Training Laboratories session in 1970.  It was an intense two-week 
experience, and one of the major things we were learning was not to be judg-
mental.  This had been stressed repeatedly.  In our group was a Franciscan monk 
who intended the very best for everyone.  I recall a session in which he dis-
agreed with something another said.  He interrupted the speaker and, in a very 
judgmental tone, said: “You’re being judgmental!”  Until the group pointed it out, 
he didn’t realize he had turned “not being judgmental” into a new tool to judge 
with.  This is how the Judging/Discerning Paradox looks in action. 
 
I want to be discerning, not judgmental, and I’ve accepted I’m not likely to shed 
my judging reflex in this lifetime.  I'm not alone on this one; this is a very com-
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mon human condition.  We all have a number of dimensions on which there are 
significant gaps between who we want to be and who we are.  We’re going to look 
at a number of these and recommend some ways to have fun addressing them.  
Let’s start with this one.  Here's a simple (not easy) process for transforming 
judgment into discernment: 

1. REMEMBER YOU ARE NOT YOUR JUDGMENTALNESS:  Our judging 
selves are not who we are.  They’re simply culturally scripted parts of us that, 
like a lot of our culturally conditioned parts, can be pretty dysfunctional.  
They need help seeing themselves and gaining a bit of perspective on life. 

2. NOTICE QUICKLY WHEN YOU GO INTO JUDGING MODE:  Learning 
to listen to our emotional tone is a pretty infallible guide here.  A discerning 
tone feels curiously surprised and sounds like, "Well, isn't it fascinating some-
one would want to do that?  I doubt I ever would, but I’ll try to see what they 
get out of it.”  Judgment’s tone has a put-downish or righteous edge to it and 
sounds more like, "What kind of asshole would A) wear a shirt like that, B) 
worship a god like that, or C) question our President in a time of war?” When-
ever you notice you've slipped into judging mode, go immediately to step 
three. 

3. POKE SOME FUN AT YOUR SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS:  Judging is a ma-
jor form ego inflation, and nothing deflates self-righteousness like a bit of 
humor.  When our egos get frightened they often puff themselves up like 
blowfish and start judging everything around (it’s a damned ridiculous way to 
behave, as we see clearly when others, especially family members, do it).  A 
little self-deprecating humor like, “I wonder who appointed me god today” or 
“It certainly is lonely being so perfect” helps us regain perspective and equi-
librium. 

4. USE YOUR SKILL BUT CHANGE YOUR TONE:  Once we've got our per-
spective back, it's a simple matter to transform our judging into discernment.  
First, recognize and appreciate the judging self’s ability to make distinctions; 
it's precisely this skill that enables us to be discerning.  Then change your 
tone from superior righteousness (that knows what's “right” for everyone) to 
humble curiosity (that wonders why others choose this and what we might be 
missing).  That's all it takes to move into discerning mode and make our lives a 
whole lot more enjoyable. 

 
With all the thought and effort I’ve put into this, I'm maybe up to a success 
rate of 20% and improving.  I might even get to 50-50 before I move on.  So 
please don’t use this as a new way to pressure yourself toward the sickness of 
perfection.  It helps to remember those wonderful lines from Desiderata*: 
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Be gentle with yourself. 
You are a child of the universe, 

No less than the trees and the stars; 
You have a right to be here. 

And whether or not it is clear to you, 
No doubt the universe is unfolding as it should. 

 
I want to be discerning, not judgmental, about what gets included in this book, 
and I’ll need all the help I can get.  That's why I put this judging/discerning 
paradox right up front.  Having put it here, I know you'll be watching me like a 
hawk, and this will keep me on my toes!  Now it’s BACK TO THE GARDEN…

 
 
 
 
 

   Love & Laughter, Father William 
 
 
 
*I have friends who call Desiderata “New Age “Woo-Woo” and “Sixties Hippie 
Horseshit,” but it was actually written in 1927 by Max Ehrmann who ended his 
career as a prosecuting attorney in Terra Haute, Indiana.) 
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