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When talking with a young 
friend recently the word 
“discernment” came up. 

He looked at me with confusion and 
said: “What does that mean?” As my 
forehead assumed the “hmmm . . . 
extract explanation from brain” pose I 
found myself explaining discernment as 
more about listening than thinking. Yes: 
it is making a decision, but listening and 
contemplative prayer are at the core of 
the decision-making. 

When I first felt the allurement 
to religious life there was a sense of 
newness and life. I started to listen to 
what was happening in my body and 
to what was shifting within my spirit. 
When I thought about it I felt alive; this 
joy and life was stronger than anything 
else I had experienced before. Even 
though none of this made any sense to 
my thinking brain, my heart was starting 
to sing a new melody. Over time I 
started to understand that discernment 
is a feeling, not something you can 
think. A sense of home with God is in 
the heart, not in the head.

As the months and years passed 

I started to journey with a spiritual 
director and I found myself questioning 
God in prayer. “Why me? I don’t fit the 
typical ‘nun’ stereotype. Will it be life 
giving? What will the future be like? 
Will I be the last one standing? How will 
I help others? Where will I go? What 
will this be like for family and friends?”

As my plethora of questions grew, 
so did my relationship with God. I 
became aware of my fears and my joys 
and how these are woven into faith 
and spirituality. I had many moments 
of confusion with an array of “really, 
seriously God?!!!” moments. And with 
naivety I figured: “No no, this religious 
life thing will just go away, I’ll just 
go make some inquiries….” I have a 
sneaking suspicion that God may have 
just been laughing at me at this point!

A Jesuit priest once said to me that 
discernment is like listening to the 
waters. When you are trying to make 
a decision and you pray about it, listen 
to how your spirit feels. Is it more like 
a ship sailing on calm peaceful waters? 
Or, are the waters rough with your boat 
being tossed around like a beach ball? 
Don’t get me wrong; this journey has 
not all been smooth sailing. But for the 
most part as I have journeyed I have 
continued to feel a sense of deepening 
calmness, of peace and of home.  

And discernment is ongoing. It 

never stops. Thinking I had all the 
answers would be like saying to God: 
“Yea I’ve got this. I don’t need you any 
more.” Clearly this is not the case. I 
openly ask God every day in prayer 
to reveal to me the path to life (John 
10:10) believing that when I feel most 
alive I am doing the thing or living the 
way that I am called to, honouring the 
light within. 

As Augustine said to God: “Our heart 
is restless until it rests in you.” It seems 
that to think is to control and to listen 
is to surrender and rest in love. On my 
life’s journey sometimes the waters have 
been changeable, but by listening in 
prayer I find peace, light and I am filled 
with gratitude. I am alive by sailing into 
the light of God’s melody. I hope this 
melody will ring out strong for you too.

Dear God 
On this earth, I am a finite candle  
You hold the infinite match 
Thank you for my light
With you I shine   
Let us shine
Let us shine
Let us shine
    Alleluia. Amen.

(Prayer written for First Profession) 
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My journey towards a life 
commitment with the 
Sisters of Mercy began in 

late 2004. I felt a nudge, a prompting 
to discern further what God was 
asking of me. But my journey of 
enquiry towards religious life had 
begun earlier. I had been interested in 
different expressions of religious life 
and through this I came to know the 
Sisters of Mercy. 

I stepped out in faith and spoke to 
a Mercy Sister in the parish, asking if I 
could learn about the Mercy charism 
and if this was where God was calling 
me. I learnt that discernment means 
listening deeply, analysing my own 
thinking and feelings and asking if this 
inspiration is coming from God. I was 
able to do this with my first formator 
— our name for the guide who 
journeys with me through different 
stages of religious life. This Sister 
showed me how to discern and to 
listen to the movements of the Holy 
Spirit in me. For the first year or so, I 
met with my formator monthly, and 
spent time with a Mercy community 
learning about community life. After 
this initial period — what we call 
the enquiry stage — I wrote to the 
congregational leader and asked if 
I could continue to the next phase. 
This meant living and praying 
with the Mercy community while I 
continued working. At the end of 
what we call the “come and see” 
phase, I wrote to the congregational 
leader and asked if I could enter 
novitiate — the beginning of the 
formal formation process.

Formation is an inward journey 
with self, others and God. Novitiate 
is a stage where I spent two years 
away from fulltime ministry and 
learnt more deeply about the vows, 
charism and working on my own 
personal development. I continued to 
discern that I was in the right place 
by “checking in with God” during my 

prayer. The next phase was preparing 
for first vows. The journey included 
self-development and gaining more 
skills and qualifications for future 
ministries. Experiencing living with 
different ages and stages of religious 
is also another aspect to this life. It 
has its own challenges and rewards 
but at the root of this calling is being 
grounded in our faith and prayer life.

At each stage I had to discern that 
this was what God was asking of me. 
Then, the congregational leadership 
and I decided I was ready to make my 
final profession or life commitment as 
a Sister of Mercy. 

My life commitment to be a Sister 
of Mercy began over 14 years ago 
and the journey has continued to 
mould and reshape me. My formation 
did not end when I made my final 
profession but continues for the 

Anna Burrowes RSM lives in 
Ōtepoti Dunedin, where she 
is in pastoral ministry at Holy 
Name Parish and is a trainee 
psychotherapist.

ANNA BURROWES 
shares her discernment 
leading to her 
commitment for life as 
a Sister of Mercy.

rest of my life as I change and grow. 
I’m happy to be a Sister of Mercy 
and to live out the charism of our 
congregation. The motto I took, and 
that I have engraved on my ring, is: 
“Mercy and compassion.” This motto 
is a kind of compressed version of 
my favourite quote by our founder, 
Catherine McAuley — a quote that 
has been part of my journey since 
I began: “There are things that the 
poor prize more highly than gold, 
though they cost the donor nothing; 
among these are the kind word, the 
gentle, compassionate look and the 
patient hearing of their sorrows.” 

Journeying
   Within


