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discernment group

A

vow is a small discussion group for young women who want to
make the journey of discernment together. Using the book Discerning
Religious Life as a guide, young women learn about religious life, prayer,
and principles of discernment.

Focus On Relationship
Discernment flows from relationship. As women focus on their
relationship with Jesus and a
regular prayer life they lay a firm
foundation for discerning their
vocations.

Explore Religious Life
Groups discuss the many dimensions of Religious Life, including
the nine essential elements
taught by the Church.

Take Concrete Steps
Women walk through the “SixMonth Discernment Challenge”
with a view of moving from
discernment to decision.

Pressure-Free Vocation Discernment
Avow is not a program to convince young women to become religious
sisters. Rather, it helps women find happiness in pursuing God’s perfect
will, whatever it may be. Nor does Avow recommend any specific
religious community, but encourages participants to explore any order
that is faithful to living the Church’s vision of religious life.
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Meeting Format
1. Basic structure. Most successful discernment groups include a) Prayer,
b) Discussion, and c) A meal. For example, you could start with Evening
Prayer, then have dinner, then move into discussion. The whole gathering,
including a meal, shouldn’t last more than two hours. Use your judgment to
work out a structure that works for you.
2. Begin with prayer. The meetings should always begin prayerfully.
Opening and closing prayers are included in the discussion guide. Alternatively, you may want to ask a particular woman to lead a prayer in her own
words.
3. Discussion. The discussion portion of the meeting should not last for more
than an hour and a half. Because lives are full and time is short, be sure to
respect the value of their time and do not let discussion drag on.
4. When you meet, eat. Offering a meal helps with attendance. It could
be as simple as pizza, or the group leader could treat everyone at a nearby
restaurant. If a full meal is not feasible, at least offer snacks.

Avow groups meet at universities, parishes, convents, and many other
places. Anywhere that Catholic women are striving for discipleship, a good
discernment group is needed to help them discover their vocations.
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Forming the Group
1. Pray for Participants. Before beginning a discernment group, it is important to seek the Lord’s guidance in prayer. Pray for clarity in the vision for
what the group should look like. Ask the Lord to prepare the hearts of the
women who will join the group. Pray also for their journey and discernment
throughout the study.
2. Good Leadership. An important part
of forming an Avow discernment group is a
capable and willing leader such as yourself,
or a sister, priest, or campus minister. If the
leader of the group is not a sister, try to invite local sisters to come to a meeting or
share their stories. The witness and presence of sisters living out their vocations is
invaluable to women discerning religious
life.
3. Prepare for Meetings. Be sure to read Discerning Religious Life and familiarize yourself with the discussion questions. Make notes on specific sections or points that may need more explanation or time. Being familiar with
the material before the group begins helps bring clarity when promoting
the group to women.
4. Invite Women to Join.
• Personal Invitation. Personal invitation is the most effective way to
form your group. Seek out the women who you know are open to discerning and make a personal invitation to join. Invite with warmth, but
also with boldness and courage. Do not be discouraged if your invitation
is turned down. Keep asking!
• Be discreet when needed. Keep in mind that many young women
are reluctant to broadcast to their peers that they may be interested in
religious life.
• Large Group Invitation. After large group gatherings like bible studies, holy hours, or special events, make an invitation to the women to join
the discernment group. Be creative in the presentation of the group.
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A Solid Guide for Discernment
Avow is based on Discerning Religious Life by Sr. Clare
Matthiass, a comprehensive guide to help women
discern their vocations with clarity, confidence, and
joy. Thousands of women have found it to be a trusted source as they seek God’s will for their lives. The
Avow discussion guide refers women to the book’s
most salient passages, then presents insightful
questions to discuss.
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Important Considerations
1. Support. Although the discernment group might be exclusive to the
women, having outside support is critical to the success of the group. Invite
members of the church community to support by praying, cooking meals,
or making donations.
2. Sensitivity. This kind of group should be built on sisterhood and confidentiality. What is shared in the group should be kept confidential among
the members. Be sensitive to the women when sharing and encourage
honesty. Understand that some women might stop attending the group
for various reasons. Encourage attendance but respect the decision not to
attend.
3. Schedule. When deciding on your group’s schedule, be sure to look at
calendars for schools, church community, and holidays. Try to get a consensus from the group for the best day and time to hold the meetings. It’s
important to set all meeting dates before or during the first meeting, so everyone can block them out in advance.
4. Location. Be sure to reserve a comfortable meeting location that offers
privacy for discussion and is the appropriate size for your group. Privacy is
important, so be conscious of where you schedule the meeting.
5. Adapt to the Group. Some of the concepts in the study group may be
advanced for teens or younger women. Be sure to adapt the language of
discussion so that younger women can digest it. Use examples from culture
that can help make the points more relatable. Doing so will make the group
discussion more meaningful and fruitful.
6. Community Building. Organize a few extra events that take place outside of the group time such as service projects, hiking, or a game night.
Service activities are also a good idea. Meeting outside of official discussion
time helps solidify sisterhood.
7. Joy and openness. Although discerning a vocation to the religious life
is a serious matter, lighthearted camaraderie is key to the group dynamic. Sharing a meal and talking about regular life builds trust and leads to
deeper discussion.
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Build Sisterhood
The best discernment groups foster a
sense of friendship and open discussion. Participants often share a meal
and talk about their lives, then allow
conversation to flow naturally based
on the questions in the discussion
guide.

The First Meeting
The first meeting is critical because women will decide
whether it is worthwhile or not to keep attending.
1. Hand out Discerning Religious Life. Participants
do not need the book before the first meeting. All discussion is based on sections that are read aloud.
2. Build relationships. Be sure to have women introduce themselves to the group. At the first meeting, one
option is to share a meal before discussion begins.
3. For Love Alone. Show the short 17-minute film For
Love Alone. A big TV is best, but a computer works too.
(Available on DVD, Google Play, or ITunes).
4. No pressure. Be aware that some young women will be nervous about discussing the possibility
of religious life, so make it clear this is a discernment
group—a place to explore vocation options—not a
group for sisters-in-training.
5. Respect privacy. At the first meeting, emphasize
that the discussion stays in the room. Keep names
private, too, knowing that some women don’t want
others to know they are discerning.
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Communication
1. Social Media. Consider creating a Facebook Group to communicate
with members. This allows you to create events and send messages about
meeting times to women in that group only.
2. Texting and Email. Request email addresses and cell numbers from
participants. Always send a reminder the day before your meeting—and
consider a text message two hours before it starts. Email is okay, but text
messages are normally best.
3. Follow up. As much as possible, keep in touch with women who miss a
meeting so they don’t feel “out of the loop.”

Online Resources
The Avow Discussion Guide is available in a
mobile-friendly format at discernavow.com.
Or request free hard copies when you order
books.
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Leading Discussion
1. Steering discussion. At first participants will tend to aim their remarks
at the leader rather than each other. When this happens, the leader should
break eye contact with the speaker and look at the other women in the
group. This naturally steers the speaker to direct her comments to other
participants.
2. Be comfortable with silence. Sometimes there can be periods of silence after a discussion question is raised. The leader should not be too
quick to jump in. Let ideas percolate. If the silence lasts more than the space
of a silently prayed Hail Mary, the leader can prompt discussion with a
comment.
3. Don’t pry. Don’t push participants to share their deepest thoughts and
emotions. Let that come naturally as the women become more familiar
with each other.
4. Dealing with “talkers.” Often one or two outgoing people can dominate group discussion. Say, “Thank you, I wonder if there are other perspectives on that.” Then direct a question at a quieter woman: “Emma, what
do you think about that?” In some cases, you may want to take a woman
aside and gently ask her to allow time for others to participate more.
5. Bring the Catechism and the Bible. Sometimes conversation will
drift into tough theological questions (which is okay, within limits). For this
reason, it’s good to have authoritative sources on hand such as the Bible
and the Catechism of the Catholic Church. For the toughest questions, the
leader should feel free to admit she does not know the answer and offer to
research the topic before the next session.

Get Started - Request Materials
Once you have an estimate of the number of participants in your group,
request materials from the Avow website (please allow 7-10 days delivery). Copies of Discerning Religious Life are $15 each, while all other materials are free, including Leader Guides, Discussion Guides, posters, and
postcard handouts.
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Deep Discernment
Avow helps young Catholic women apply
timeless spiritual principles to their own experience as they seek to discern the Father’s call.
Well-framed discussions open women to their
own God-given beauty and dignity and to
the real possibility of religious life. Participants
learn to listen to the Holy Spirit and take decisive steps to follow Jesus wherever He leads.
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Every woman is called to make
a gift of herself in love.
Discovering the form the
gift will take is the art of
discernment.

discernment group
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