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- On our journey toward God, all faithful persons experience inner spiritual 

fluctuations—alternations of joy and fear, peace and anxiety, hope and 

discouragement. 
- Like all who have gone before us, we have to make choices regarding how we 

respond to these movements. 

- Discernment of spirits:  to distinguish those movements that are from God from 

those that are not, and developed effective ways to respond to all of them.   

- Discern—from the Latin discernere, means to separate things according to 

their qualities, to distinguish between one things and another.  In this case, to 

identify one spiritual reality as different from another. 

- Spirits—describes the spiritual realities that are being discerned, i.e., 

affective stirrings of the heart (joy, sadness, hope, peace, anxiety) and their 

related thoughts that influence our life of faith and our progress toward God. 

- The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius provide two sets of rules for 

discerning spirits. 
- These rules will help you understand and respond to the daily spiritual 

stirrings of your heart and live the spiritual life more fully. 

- Jesus came to proclaim “liberty to captives” and “to let the oppressed go 

free” (Luke 4:18).  Ignatius’ fourteen rules for discernment liberate us from 

discouragement and deception in the spiritual life.  This is a teaching about 

setting captives free. 

Page  of 1 4



- What is Discernment of Spirits? 
- Synthesis:  Discernment of spirits is concerned with our interior experience on 

the level of both the “head” (our thoughts) and the “heart” (affective 

movements).  By becoming aware of and understanding our interior 

movements, we can then choose to accept or reject them appropriately. 

- These movements include both our patterns of thought (thinking, reasoning, 

pondering) and affectivity (stirrings of the heart: delight, joy, sadness, 

agitation, and the like). 

- Three steps in Discerning Spirits 

- BE AWARE—notice what is happening in our inner spiritual experience, the 

stirrings of our hearts and thoughts. 

- UNDERSTAND—reflect on these stirrings to recognize what is of God and 

what is not. 

- TAKE ACTION—accept and live according to what is of God and reject and 

remove from our lives what we have recognized is not from God. 

- RULE 1:  WHEN A PERSON MOVES AWAY FROM GOD 
- Synthesis:  When persons are moving from God in a confirmed way, the enemy 

ordinarily proposes apparent delights and pleasures to draw them further into 

vice and sin; the good spirit stings in their consciences to call them away from 

further sin. 

- This rule describes the actions of persons moving away from God and 

choosing serious sin. 

- Ignatius introduces the contrary action of the good spirit and the enemy: 

- The enemy uses such persons’ imagination to confirm their attractions to 

vice and sin and draw them further into sin. 
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- The good spirit works in these persons’ consciences, stinging and bitting 

through their rational power of moral judgement. 

- In the first two rules, Ignatius points out that there are two fundamental 

directions in life: 

- Moving away from God and toward serious sin 

- Moving toward God and away from sin 

- RULE 2:  WHEN A PERSON MOVE TOWARD GOD 
- Synthesis:  When persons are sincerely seeking God, intensely purifying their 

sins, and rising from good to better in the service of God, the enemy will attempt 

to discourage them and the good spirit will seek to help them go forward. 

- To hinder those moving toward God, it is proper for the enemy to: 

- Bite; Sadden; Place Obstacles; Disquiet with False Reasons 

- To facilitate those sincerely seeking God, it is proper for the good spirit to: 

- Give Courage and Strength; Give Consolations; Draw One to Tears, 

inspirations, or quiet; Ease and take away obstacles 

- These individuals have not overcome all sin, but they are actively trying to 

diminish its presence in their lives 

- By learning these patterns well, we can more readily be aware of, understand, 

and reject the action of the enemy. 

- RULE 3: SPIRITUAL CONSOLATION 
- Synthesis:  Spiritual Consolation is a happy, uplifting movement of the heart 

(and so, “consolation”) that directly affects our life of faith and pursuit of God’s 

will (and so, “spiritual”).  It is a perceptible experience of God’s love. 

- Forms of Spiritual Consolation 

- When the soul comes to be inflamed with love of its Creator and Lord 
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- When the soul can love no created thing on the face of the earth in itself, but 

only in the Creator of them all 

- When the soul sheds tears that move to love its Lord:  our of sorrow for 

one’s sins; for the Passion of Christ our Lord; For other things ordered to his 

service and praise 

- Every increase of hope, faith, and charity 

- All interior joy that draws us to heavenly things and the salvation of one’s 

soul. 

- RULE 4:  SPIRITUAL DESOLATION 
- Synthesis:  Spiritual Desolation is an affective heaviness (and so, “desolation”) 

that directly affects our life of faith and pursuit of God’s will (and so, 

“spiritual”). 

- There is a darkness of the soul 

- We experience disturbance in our spiritual life 

- We are drawn to low and earthly things 

- We are disquieted by various agitations and temptations 

- We experience a lack of confidence, hope, and love in our spiritual life 

- We find ourselves totally slothful, tepid, and sad in our life of faith 

- We feel alone and separated from our Creator and Lord 

- If we are note equipped to understand and resist the enemy’s movements during 

these difficult times, the likelihood of discouragement and impairment in our 

efforts to grow closer to God is very real. 

- Rule 4 helps us to understand spiritual desolation, to become more capable of 

resisting it, and to diminish its power to dishearten or negatively influence us.
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