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Introduction
This is a case report about the ethical discernment and decision-making in the case of
Susan, a fictitious name given to a Christian lady for whom the author is her chaplain.
She was proposing a divorce. The dilemma was that she knew this would be against
the bible teaching and the will of God. The decision would ruin her family.
However, she had been considering it painfully and persistently for over a year.
Recently she consulted a non-Christian lawyer ready to proceed with the divorce
action. She needed discernment and advice from her chaplain.
This case report will first illustrate how the ethical dilemma case could have been
handled by two prevailing approaches in ethical discernment and decision-making in
the workplace context, namely the Ignatius of Loyola’s Seeking God’s Will
Discernment and the Wesleyan Quadrilateral Discernment. Then, the case report
will detail how the chaplain handled the case with the clinical-based Chaplaincy
Intervention approach through the “Ministry of Presence.” In summary, the author
will summarize the case experience in hindsight.

A Phone Call to the Chaplain
“Augustine, could you come for lunch with me this afternoon?”
Susan seldom called the chaplain for lunch. Never on such an urgent basis.
Something must be happening. The chaplain accepted the invitation and came to
meet her over lunch on the same day.
Susan was the chaplain’s client. They met when the chaplain was the leading pastor
in a church fellowship group where Susan was a group leader. Since then, when the
chaplain moved to the insurance company as a bi-vocational workplace chaplain and
insurance unit manager, she became his client. Her husband, David, a fictitious
name, and her son and daughter also became his clients.
The chaplain served the
family with bible teaching and served in their grandson’s birthday banquet as their
family chaplain. They have a good relationship with the family.
1

Susan was 72 years old. She and her husband worked from ground zero to build a
family business that runs a perfume distribution business in Hong Kong and four major
cities in China. To the Chaplin’s prior knowledge, their company’s net worth was
over 100 million, and the annual earnings before the COVID-19 grossed 10 million a
year.
The idea of getting a divorce had long been on Susan’s mind. The idea was triggered
by the forced-out of her son from the company’s board which she and her husband
jointly own. She has only one son and one daughter, both working in the company
in managerial positions since they graduated from university in Australia. Traditional
Chinese cultural thinking is that the business should be passed on to their son and
daughter after the husband retires from the company.
But this is not the case. Having graduated from UST with his EMBA, her son was
admitted to a director position in the family. The Chaplain was told that the father
and the son had a big quarrel after a business venture failure undertaken by his son.
He was expelled from the management team, and it was known to the chaplain that
the father and son never spoke to each other again.
What complicated the family issue was that the husband, David, had a lady business
partner over the years, who also had a fight with his son over the company’s control.
David trusted this lady to the extent that he would drive her home after office hours,
even before leaving for dinner. It was suspected that they had an affair, but there
was no proof.
When discussing how the father would hand over his company management to the
family’s second generation, the father always insisted that the company would only
be run by competent hands, which in his terms, by his competent lady business
partner who had no shares in the company. At the age of 74, the father had never
thought of retiring. The company so far had no succession plan.
“Augustine, I am getting divorced. I know this will be against the
bible and maybe against God’s will. God does not want a divorce
in the family, I know. But this is the only way I can protect our
hard-earned business from giving it away to the rival lady and not
to our son and daughter.” Susan was telling me over lunch with a
guilty feeling.
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“I had consulted a lawyer. She concurred that this is the only way
to get 50% of our company’s business worth back. That lady was
pushing for public listing. Once completed, she will get a substantial
share of the business equity, but my son and daughter will get none.”
“Recently, the company is seeking legal opinion to get publicly
listed in Hong Kong. My son had already been expelled from the
management board, and even my daughter was not even involved in
the discussion. The company recently signed a multi-million
business contract to start a Big-Data Research and Support
subsidiary in Hang-Zhou, China. Still, neither my son nor my
daughter is involved at all. The husband has no plan and intent to
develop our daughter to succeed in the business. I can foresee the
company will end up in the hands of the lady who could have made
a lot of money and sold it for her business gains after my husband
died.
“I must protect my family business. Getting divorced before the
public listing proceedings is the only way to go. What do you think,
Augustine?

What Would a Chaplain do?
This dilemma facing Susan was whether to proceed with a divorce action.
If successful, she and her children would regain 50% equity control of the family
business or cash equivalent in the settlement. This would, however, completely ruin
the family relationship.
The compelling ethical issue is that this may suggest retaliation against the husband
for ignoring his family. The divorce may be against God’s will and will give a flawed
testimony of God as a faithful Christian, which Susan considers an essential value in
Christian life. Her motives for such action are not about money but raising and
developing their children as mothers and reinforcing what is deemed fair to her and
her children as a family business founder.
As a chaplain the question posed by Susan also raised an ethical dilemma for the
chaplain. Should the chaplain support and help her rationalize her decision? If not,
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how should a chaplain respond on the spot? Teach her the biblical principles? Just
pray and leave her? Suggest she seriously thinks about it and goes away unresolved
with doubt and ill-feeling in Susan’s heart? What would and should a chaplain do?
This is where discernment comes into place. Discernment comes from the Latin
word “discernere,” which means to separate, set apart, divide, distribute, distinguish,
or perceive. “Discernment means discriminating between two or more good options,
seeking the best for this moment (Miller 2020). In such discernment, two common
approaches to ethical understanding and decision-making could be found in Christian
literature, namely the Ignatius of Loyola’s Seeking God’s Will Discernment and
Wesleyan Quadrilateral Discernment.
The Ignatius of Loyola’s Discernment
Ignatius Loyola suggested three ways of discerning God’s will and making decisions,
firstly by discovering one own experience through affectivity. Affectivity is all the
feelings and emotions Human beings experience, such as anger, joy, fear, laughter,
sadness, happiness, anxiety, worry, pride, love, and hate.
God communicates
directly with us through various interior movements in our hearts, minds, and souls–
our feelings, thoughts, and desires. Traditional discernment practices include
solitude and silence, praying, scripture reading, listening, reflecting, and meeting with
a spiritual director. (Miller 2020)
Discernment acknowledges the social, material, and spiritual aspects of the decision.
It involves a holistic perspective on decision-making that requires paying close
attention to both the external world and the inner world of emotions and desires.
While discerning, participants have occasions for clarifying and expressing deeply-held
values, experiencing spiritual growth, and supporting one another – in short, they
practice their spirituality. (Miller 2020)
However, not all our thoughts, feelings, and desires were caused by the Holy Spirit.
Some indeed are holy desires that come from God, while others come from other
sources – negative spirits ultimately from what he called “The Enemy of our Human
Nature.” So, discernment is about which of our inner desires, thoughts, and feelings
are from God and which are not.
Ignatius’s second way is made through the experience of desolations and consolations
and discernment of diverse spirits. In this way, discernment of spirits and
understanding God's will in practical terms involves noticing and listening to the
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movements of affectivity in one's inner life when prayerfully considering the
alternatives one is facing.
The third way of making decisions is needed when a decision has not been made in
either the first or the second way. Ignatius says this way is called upon only in a time
of tranquility, meaning that there are no affective reactions to the alternatives under
consideration. A decision cannot be reached in the second way, so one must tum to
one’s ‘natural powers.’ Still presuming an attitude of openness, and still after honest
prayer, one decides which is the more reasonable alternative by weighing each
option's pros and cons and the advantages and disadvantages.
In summary,
discernment of God's will involves decision making typically in one or other of three
inter-related ways (see below) (Gallagher 2018):

Source: Three Ways of Decision Making, Gallagher 2018, page153.

If adopting this approach, in this case, the chaplain will have to ask Susan to pray and
seek God’s will in solitude and consult the chaplain again as if the chaplain is acting as
a spiritual director.
Wesleyan Quadrilateral Discernment (WQ)
Unlike other integrative methods, the WQ Model applies a holistic bio-psycho-social-spiritual
approach to understanding the practitioner as a moral agent.

The WQ Model uses four

sources of moral knowledge, named below.
•

experience (both individual and communal)

•

scripture

•

tradition (beliefs and practices passed from generation to generation)
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•

reason (science)

The WQ Model calls for spiritual and cultural self-awareness by including multiple
opportunities for objective factor identification and subjective reflection. The table below
shows the detailed approach to decision-making under the Wesleyan Quadrilateral
Discernment Approach.

Appendix 2 from Heydt and Severyn (2022) shows the typical

questions a practitioner might ask for each quadrant.
The WQ Model asks for more conscious deliberation of factors contributing to a complete and
justified reasoning process.

It also sorts which factors contribute most to moral courage and

resilience as a moral agent. Since these four sources collectively inform each practitioner’s
context and character, shaping the virtues they bring to the dilemma; all four necessarily shape
practitioner responses and eventual outcomes. The WQ Model brings a complete examination
of conscious and unconscious competing values, virtues, and ethical claims to the forefront

(Heydt and Severyn 2022).
Scripture
The Scripture stipulates that man and woman were made in God’s image.

The woman was

taken out of Man, and wives should submit to their husband as to the Lord.
• Woman was taken out of Man. Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and
hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. (Gen. 2:23-24 ESV)
• And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries
another, commits adultery." (Matt. 19:9 ESV)
• Wives, submit to your husbands, as to the Lord.

23

For the husband is the head of the wife

even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. 24 Now, as the
church submits to Christ, wives should also submit everything to their husbands.
•

(Eph. 5:22-24 ESV)

• Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea and the birds of the heavens and the livestock and all the
earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth." 27 So God created man in
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Source: Heydt and Severyn (2022), page 57.
his image, in the image of God, he created him; male and female, he created them. (Gen.
1:26-27 ESV)

Traditions
It is stipulated in the church’s disciplines that members who violate the biblical principles
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may be subject to disciplinary action. The church policy and rules on marriage are as
follows:

• In the marriage established by God, a wife must not leave her husband, and if
she leaves, she must not remarry or be reconciled to her husband. A husband
shall not forsake his wife (1 Corinthians 7:10-11).
• To believe that anyone who divorces and marries another, unless it is for one of
the following reasons, is not pleasing to God and commits adultery:







If your spouse wants to leave because of different beliefs, let him go! For
God called us to be at peace (1 Corinthians 7:15);
The spouse married the divorced woman because of fornication (Matt.
19:3-12);
death of a spouse (Romans 7:2-3);
The spouse cannot fulfill the responsibility of intercourse (Martin Luther
explained that the marriage contract did not take effect);
The spouse was beaten and threatened with life (based on the principle of
protecting life).
The Bible allows those divorced for the above reasons to remarry because
"it is better to marry than to be lustful" (1 Corinthians 7:8-9; 1 Timothy
5:14). If a person who is not divorced for the reasons mentioned above
remarries, it is also criminal adultery.

If adopting this approach, in this case, the chaplain will need to bring Susan up with
the scripture and church discipline teachings and help Susan explore her experience
and values with divorce and rationalize her desire to divorce. In a pastoral care setting
in a church, the pastor involved might refer Susan to a professional church counselor
for counseling assistance.
The Chaplain’s “Ministry of Presence” Discernment
Having completed CPE training as a church chaplain, the chaplain adopted a clinical
assessment and intervention approach. It is referred to as a holistic Clinical
chaplaincy pastoral care approach. It differs from the previous methods. It is
conducted on the spot, face-to-pace, personal-to-personal based on the assessment
of the situation by the chaplain and co-working with the Spirit at the moment. This
approach is referred to as the “Ministry of the Presence” by workplace chaplains.
“A working definition of chaplain presence, then, is a process
through which the chaplain creates an atmosphere of ease and trust
so that the recipient of the chaplain’s care can share their own story
in an environment that is nonjudgmental and compassionate. This
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presence has no apparent agenda and a high degree of flexibility,
allowing for conversation that includes and transcends present health
concerns. A key component in creating this environment is the
chaplain’s emotional vulnerability in the interactions making the
conversation a more mutual exploration into the stories of both the
receiver of care and the care provider/ chaplain.”
An operational definition includes four components: environment,
care receiver and caregiver response, chaplain assessment, and
chaplain intervention. (Table 1)”

(Adams Keven 2019) 1
During the lunch in a quiet place, the chaplain could probe into the reasons that
triggered her actions. The chaplain showed empathy, curiosity, and respect for her
decision. At the same time, he prayed for the Spirit to guide their discussion. From
their verbal and non-verbal responses to Susan, the chaplain intentionally assessed
Susan’s actual needs. Based on the disclosure and dialogue with Susan, the chaplain
came up with the following evaluation of Susan’s needs on the spot.

1

Keven, Adams, “Defining and Operationalizing Chaplain Presence: A Review,” Journal of Religion
and Health (2019) 58:1246–1258.
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Physio-Psychic Needs of Susan
Susan needed moral support
from the chaplain. She cared
for her son and daughter,
fearing that they would inherit
nothing from their father and
the family would end up in the
hands of a lady outside their
family. She needed attention
and peace inside herself,
feeling injustice and her
husband’s attention.

Spiritual Needs of Susan
Susan needed moral support and justification for her action. Knowing God would
not like His people to get divorced, she needed to seek Divine consent to remove or
ease her sinful feeling. She has been disconnected from God, not knowing God’s will
for her action.
Spiritual Needs of Susan
She needed a sense of purpose in life and existence as a mother and as a wife in her
mind. On one side, she wanted to empower her son; on the other, she needed her
son to stand up for his rights by proving his ability to his father and the family. She
thought her actions would strengthen her son and daughter’s fighting for their rights.
Working with The Spirit in the Moment of Presence
The chaplain decided not to teach nor to preach the biblical examples immediately in
her presence, as such a gesture would separate them apart. Empathy, acting as if
the chaplain was on her side seeking her greatest well-being, was important during
the moment of the meeting. Praying for the Spirit’s help on what to and how to
respond, the chaplain must make an on-the-spot response.
The chaplain could not support the divorce idea nor refute it upfront. The following
alternatives sparkled in his mind:
1)
2)

Consult a Christian lawyer, Search for alternatives to Divorce.
Support a divorce.
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3)
4)
5)
6)

Talk her out of such an idea.
Offer a personal or legal mediation by a lawyer;
Engage the family husband and wife in an open dialogue seeking
reconciliation from both sides.
Re-state a previous proposal to the husband on setting a family
trust or irrevocable will or enduring power of attorney to address
the family estate distribution issue. Such a topic was raised one
year ago to the husband and got no attention,

As a workplace chaplain, the chaplain had some prior training in family estate
management and legal training in the divorce settlement. However, it is not
appropriate for him to discuss the legal implications of seeking a divorce settlement
as he does not have professional legal training. The chaplain noted that Susan had
consulted a non-Christian who advocated a divorce settlement. The chaplain asked
if Susan wanted to engage another Christian senior counsel to seek a second-party
independent legal opinion on her action.
“Susan, what you are thinking about doing is a critical life
decision. More prayer and seeking the will of God in this matter
will be vital. You told me you had not received any message from
God one way or another. Perhaps some waiting is necessary.
You also mentioned that you had consulted a lawyer, and you don’t
mind consulting another lawyer for another opinion, as it is so
critical that you cannot afford misconduct. Would you consider
consulting another Christian lawyer and be open to further legal
advice?” the chaplain asked.
The lunch meeting ended in prayer for seeking God’s will through more prayers. After
the meeting, the chaplain lined up for Susan and her son to consult with a Christian
senior legal counsel for an opinion. Such a meeting was conducted without the
chaplain’s presence. The chaplain conducted another home visit for meeting results
and more prayers.
Ministry of Presence
One week after Susan met with the legal counsel, the chaplain paid another home visit.
The chaplain was told counsel advised them to take a business separation act before
divorce proceedings. Susan remained a business director and owner of a 10% share of
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the company. Such action would initiate an inquiry into the business ownership and
distribution of the company’s retained earnings to seek rightful ownership and
directorship.
It would be a safer and less disruptive approach to the family
relationship.
In a ministry of presence, the chaplain does not come to serve with one’s agenda but
opens himself to the movement of the Spirit. As the chaplain listened to the update
of the legal counsel’s visit, he prayed for the Spirit to guide their conversation.
The chaplain listened to and probed into the motive for such drastic intentional
actions. He noted a hatred and retaliation feeling inside Susan’s heart, a strong
sense that her husband had ignored her despite repeated requests to talk about family
legacy and succession plan. There was also a disappointment that her son was acting
strong enough since his being expelled from the company directorship. Dispute the
pandemic in the last years; his son was seen to be actively pursuing a business of
significance to prove himself.
The chaplain probed into the pros and cons of such divorce actions and sought mutual
understanding and reasoning. These ideas were tabled and agreed upon.

Knowing that (1) emotions were arising from Susan’s decision, (2) her true motive was
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to empower her son, and (3) there were doubts raised that such a decision would
empower her son as desired, the chaplain asked three sets of powerful questions
which led Susan to silence:
Noticed emotions are arising from your decision, the chaplain
asked:
•
•
•

Are you doing this out of love or out of
hatred?
What good will it do when you succeed and
get your son a lot of money?
How good is your son’s relationship with his
spouse?

Noticed that Susan did not have God’s words on her decision, the
chaplain asked:
•
•
•

On a critical life decision like this, you
need to consult God.
You need to pray for God’s will
Give no opportunity to the devil. 不可給
魔鬼留地步。 (Eph. 4:27 CU5)

Noticed that you do not need the money but wanted to empower
your son, the chaplain asked:
What is the best way to empower your son? Money or
Career?
• What do you best want to give your son as a Mother?
•

The chaplain noted that should the Spirit had not been working with him, he would
have been unable to raise such powerful questions to Susan.
The chaplain led Susan to imagine the foreseeable future if she had succeeded in
getting the divorce settlement money from her husband. She would not need the
money, nor could she use the money in her life. What would his son and daughter
do with such funds? Would she be doing a good thing for her children with such
funds?
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The meeting ended with questions that addressed her three levels of needs, questions
that Susan could not answer. She needed time to pray and had to be comfortable
with her action. The meeting closed with prayers from each side for God’s mercy
and guidance.
One week later, the chaplain called Susan and asked if she had any further movement
from God or aif another prayer session or retreat would be necessary.
“I gave up the idea of divorce for the time being. Maybe I should
wait for God to do the work. You were right – give no opportunity
to the evil. I could be sure that this would do good for my children.”
said Susan.
Thank God. She made her decision – an ethical discernment and decision-making
on her own.

In hindsight
Both the Loyola and Wesleyan models guided the chaplain. The Loyola Model of
affectivity worked on both sides of the care seeker and the caregiver. God will not
hide His will to His people, nor the care-seeker and the helper. Should Susan had not
been uncomfortable with her decision, she would not have had consulted the lawyer
and the chaplain. Also true to the chaplain is that he would not have deferred the
discussion should the chaplain not have been uncomfortable giving any advice. There
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had been more time to pray for Susan and the situation for God’s counsel. Susan
was in desolation, and any decision in desolation should be deferred until she reached
tranquility. Following the Loyola model for counsel, Susan would need spiritual
direction while she prayed more in solitude to become better aware of her affectivity
with her conscious decisions.
The Wesleyan approach has also broadened the chaplain’s perspectives on guiding
Susan’s decision. The Scripture teaching and the church traditions were clear. Such
views were helpful but detrimental to the open dialogue for mutual support. The Spirit
was working on both sides. Family dispute mediation, setting up a family trust or
taking a business valuation and separation act could be viable alternatives to marriage
divorce.
The Chaplain’s role in the ministry of presence was to seek the Spirit’s
guidance and, through his prior training and professional experience, to bring Susan
to the face of God to examine her actual needs and explore proper and necessary
alternatives before her ethical dilemma in discernment and decision-making.
Workable alternatives had been worked out and scrutinized for practices during the
encounter, which was the Chaplain’s duty of pastoral care in the workplace. The
Ministry of Presence Model of workplace chaplaincy is not a new model. It has been
practiced in hospital chaplaincy for many patients-encounters and proved to be a very
viable approach. This case shows that it could also work very well in a work situation.
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Appendix I:

In any of the quadrants, the practitioner might ask the following:

Experience

Scripture

Tradition

Reason

What light does my

What light does

What light does this

What light does

personal or

scripture shed on

tradition shed upon

reason shed upon

collective

the ethical dilemma,

the ethical dilemma,

the ethical dilemma

experience shed

and how does that

and how does it

and my

upon the ethical

content inform my

inform my

understanding?

dilemma and my

understanding?

understanding?
Is the issue being

understanding?
Are the passages I

Can one say that a

thought through in

My personal

have selected

particular view has

ways that are

experiences have

consistent with the

had significant

coherent and

been tied to this

major themes of the

support in the

credible?

dilemma, and how

sacred text, or are

tradition over time,

might that both

the passages being

or are there

Is there scientific

support and bias or

proof-texted,

alternative,

inquiry or research

limit my

cherrypicked, or

countervailing

that provides

understanding of

used out of context?

practices, such as

essential

polygamy/plural

information from

What were the

marriage, child

social work,

What is the

writers' cultural

brides, or wearing a

psychology,

collective historical

perspectives and

burkha?

sociology, and

experience of this

intended messages

issue?

of the examined

Is the tradition

passages?

internally diverse

How can

(such as Reform vs.

questioning,

the issues at hand?

medicine?

Is the historical
religious view

What additional

Orthodox Jew or

probing, and

consistent with

messages am I

traditional vs.

attempting to use

recent experience

hearing today from

progressive

the best insights of

regarding issues and

my vantage point?

Catholics), with

contemporary

various resources to

science deepen

draw upon?

spiritual beliefs and

events?

make them more

Whose recent

meaningful today?

experience(s) have

How much value is

been centralized?

being placed on

Whose have been

doing things a

How is science

marginalized?

certain way because

playing a role in the
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it has always been

dilemma that

done that way, and

conflicts with

by whom is it

spiritual or religious

valued?

beliefs?

Source: Margo J. Heydt and Timothy E. Severyn, “Spirituality, Diversity, and Ethical Decision-making:
The Inclusive Wesleyan Quadrilateral Discernment Model,” International Journal of Social
Work Values and Ethics Volume 19, Number 1 (2022) 47-51
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