
“The examen makes us aware of moments that at first we  

might easily pass by as insignificant, moments that  

ultimately can give direction for our lives.”

Dennis Linn

EXAMEN

Desire to reflect on where I was most and least present to God’s love in my day

Definition The examen is a practice for discerning the voice and activity of God within 
the flow of the day. It is a vehicle that creates deeper awareness of God-given 
desires in one’s life. 

Scripture “For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped 
praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will 
through all spiritual wisdom and understanding.” (Colossians 1:9)

“And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in 
knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is 
best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the 
fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and 
praise of God.” (Philippians 1:9-10)

Practice Includes a regular time of coming into the presence of God to ask two questions 
(possible ways of asking the questions are below)
•	 For what moment today am I most grateful? For what moment today am I 

least grateful?

•	 When did I give and receive the most love today? When did I give and 
receive the least love today?

•	 What was the most life-giving part of my day?
What was the most life-thwarting part of my day?

•	 When today did I have the deepest sense of connection with God, others 
and myself? When today did I have the least sense of connection?

•	 Where was I aware of living out of the fruit of the Spirit? Where was there 
an absence of the fruit of the Spirit?

•	 Where did I experience “desolation”? Where did I find “consolation”?

God-Given Fruit •	 keeping company with Jesus throughout all the highs and lows of the day

•	 recognizing God’s presence in your experiences

•	 developing more discernment and receptivity to God’s voice

•	 freedom from “acting the guru”; pointing others toward listening to God, 
not to me

•	 fostering gratitude

•	 being aware of your growing edges

•	 being aware of God-given desires

•	 being aware of invitations to prayer that God presents to you throughout 
the day
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Examen

Throughout the centuries  prayerful people have found direction for their lives 
through the practice of the examen (also known as the “examination of consciousness”). The 
examen is a foundational aspect of the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius Loyola (AD 1491–
1556). Ignatius was concerned that the missionaries in his society would know how to detect 
the movement of God in their lives. He believed that discernment came out of awareness of 
how God moved uniquely in each soul. The examen provides a way of noticing where God 
shows up in our day. It is a practice that attends to what we might otherwise miss in the press 
of duties and busyness. The questions of the examen open our attention to how God’s in-
ternal movement is present in our external comings and goings. They lead us to listen deeply 
to the data of our lives. These questions help us pay attention to our mental state, our body 
responses and our emotional baggage. Our insomnia, nervous stomach, difficult interaction 
and headache can all take their place as a possible way of more deeply leaning into God. The 
examen helps us recognize the things that bring us death and life. Once these things are 
known, they become part of our ongoing interaction with God in prayer. 

The examen can open us to both the difficult and beautiful in our lives, relationships and 
profession. The examen is also a useful way of reflecting alone or with others on what God 
is saying to us through a meeting, a class, a meal, a service project, a relationship or a conflict. 

Examen questions include

•	 For what moment today am I most grateful? For what moment today am I least grateful?

•	 When did I give and receive the most love today? When did I give and receive the least 
love today?

•	 What was the most life-giving part of my day? What was the most life-thwarting part of my day?

•	 When today did I have the deepest sense of connection with God, others and myself ? 
When today did I have the least sense of connection?

•	 Where was I aware of living out of the fruit of the Spirit? Where was there an absence of 
the fruit of the Spirit?

The examen is a wonderful tool for discerning the places you feel most alive, most grateful, 
most present to the fruit of the Spirit as well as the times and places where you do not. Those 
with melancholic tendencies may find that while the day’s low points stand out clearly, they 
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need the examen to help them recognize the life-giving moments the Spirit brings during 
the day. Those naturally inclined to optimism need the examen to help them name the dif-
ficult things in life. The examen invites attention to both low and high points, recognizing 
both of these as an invitation to prayer.

Perspective and direction for the future happen through listening to where and how God 
shows up in your day and then interacting with God in prayer. Awareness of the Spirit’s en-
livening and enlightening presence puts you in touch with the kind of person God created 
you to be. When you begin to recognize who God created you to be, you have the raw material 
for discerning God’s unique call and design for your life.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1.	 How do you tend to recognize God’s presence in your day? 

How do you respond to God’s presence?

2.	 How does the presence of the fruit of the Spirit in your life reveal God’s presence and his will?

3.	 What has God been doing in your life in the past six months? 

What themes are emerging, and how will you attend to them?

SPIRITUAL EXERCISES

1.	 Gather together the threads of your daily encounters and activities. Attending to them one 
at a time, ask yourself some of the examen questions: 

•	 Where did I give or receive love in this activity or interaction? How did I withhold love 
in this activity or interaction?

•	 What activity gave me the greatest high? Which one made me feel low? 

Reflect on where God was in the highs and lows of the day. How is God inviting you to pray 
about these things before you nestle into his arms and fall asleep?

2.	 Make a list of feeling words. For example: accepted, anxious, apathetic, confused, defeated, 
disgusted, ecstatic, enraged, paranoid, weepy, undecided. Then begin to ask yourself the examen 
questions. Let these words help you articulate what drains or saps you and what gives you 
life. Let this knowing inform your choices.

3.	 Light a candle and become still in the presence of Christ. • Place your hand on your heart 
and ask the Holy Spirit to bring to mind the moment of the day you are most grateful for. 
When were you most able to give and receive love? • Talk to God about what it was like for 
you to be in that moment. What made it important to you? • Breathe in your gratitude to 
God. Journal your gratitude to God. • What have you learned about yourself in this?

4.	 Find a quiet moment to reflect on your day or week. Open your palms and ask the Holy 
Spirit to show you the moment for which you are least grateful. What made that moment 
difficult? • Be with your feelings; don’t try to change them or make them acceptable. Offer 
them up to God. Talk to him about them. • Where was God in this moment? You may want 
to thank God that he is always ready to be with you and talk to you.
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5.	 Look back over the past year. List the things that brought you life and the times you were 
able to truly give and receive love. • Make another list of the life-thwarting moments. • 
What do you discover about yourself ? How can this self-awareness help you choose a 
healthier, God-directed life?

6.	 Teach your children the practice of finding God in their daily lives. You can teach the 
examen by playing “I spy God.” At the dinner table invite your children to tell you where 
they have spied God in their day. 

RESOURCES ON EXAMEN

The Ignatian Adventure: Experiencing the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius in Daily Life by Kevin 
O’Brien
Journey with Jesus: Discovering the Exercises of Saint Ignatius by Larry Warner
Sleeping with Bread by Dennis Linn, Sheila Fabricant Linn and Matthew Linn
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