
Living the Discerning Life: 
The Spiritual Teaching of St. Ignatius of Loyola 

Text of the Rules of St. Ignatius 

First Rule. The first rule: in persons who are going from mortal sin to 
mortal sin, the enemy is ordinarily accustomed to propose apparent 
pleasures to them, leading them to imagine sensual delights and pleasures 
in order to hold them more and make them grow in their vices and sins. In 
these persons the good spirit uses a contrary method, stinging and biting 
their consciences through their rational power of moral judgment. (314) 

Second Rule. The second: in persons who are going on intensely purifying 
their sins and rising from good to better in the service of God our Lord, the 
method is contrary to that in the first rule. For then it is proper to the evil 
spirit to bite, sadden, and place obstacles, disquieting with false reasons, so 
that the person may not go forward. And it is proper to the good spirit to 
give courage and strength, consolations, tears, inspirations and quiet, easing 
and taking away all obstacles, so that the person may go forward in doing 
good. (315) 

Third Rule. The third is of spiritual consolation. I call it consolation when 
some interior movement is caused in the soul, through which the soul comes 
to be inflamed with love of its Creator and Lord, and, consequently when it 
can love no created thing on the face of the earth itself, but only in the 
Creator of them all. Likewise when it sheds tears that move to love of its 
Lord, whether out of sorrow for one’s sins or for the passion of Christ our 
Lord, or because of other things directly ordered to His service and praise. 
Finally, I call consolation every increase of hope, faith and charity, and all 
interior joy that calls and attracts to heavenly things and to the salvation of 
one’s soul, quieting it and giving it peace in its Creator and Lord. (316) 

Fourth Rule. The fourth is of spiritual desolation. I call desolation all the 
contrary of the third rule, such as darkness of soul, disturbance in it, 
movement to low and earthly things, disquiet from various agitations and 
temptations, moving to lack of confidence, without hope, without love, 
finding oneself totally slothful, tepid, sad and as if separated from one’s 
Creator and Lord. For just as consolation is contrary to desolation, in the 
same way the thoughts that come from consolation are contrary to the 
thoughts that come from desolation. 
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St. Ignatius: “As he read them over many times, he became rather fond of 
what he found written there. Putting his reading aside, he sometimes 
stopped to think about the things he had read and at other times about the 
things of the world that he used to think about before. Of the many vain 
things that presented themselves to him, one took such a hold of his heart 
that he was absorbed in thinking about it for two or three or four hours 
without realizing it: he imagined what he would do in the service of a certain 
lady; the means he would take so he could go to the country where she 
lived, the verses, the words he would say to her, the deeds of arms he would 
do in her service. He became so conceited with this that he did not consider 
how impossible it would be because the lady was not of the lower nobility, 
nor a countess, nor a duchess, but her station was higher than any of these. 
Nevertheless, our Lord assisted him, causing other thoughts that arose from 
the things he read to follow these. While reading the life of Our Lord and of 
the saints, he stopped to think, reasoning within himself: “What if I should 
do what St. Francis did, what St. Dominic did?” So he pondered over many 
things that he found to be good, always proposing to himself what was 
difficult and serious, and as he proposed them, they seemed to him easy to 
accomplish. But his every thought was to say to himself, “St. Dominic did 
this, therefore I have to do it. St. Francis did this, therefore, I have to do it.” 
These thoughts also lasted a good while, but when other matters intervened, 
the worldly thoughts mentioned above returned and he also spent much 
time on them. 
This succession of such diverse thoughts lasted for a long time and he 
always dwelt at length on the thought before him, either of the worldly 
deeds he wished to achieve or of the deeds of God that came to his 
imagination, until he tired of it and put it aside and turned to other matters. 
Yet there was this difference. When he was thinking about things of the 
world, he took much delight in them, but afterwards, when he was tired and 
put them aside, he found that he was dry and discontented. But when he 
thought of going to Jerusalem, barefoot and eating nothing but herbs and 
undergoing all the rigors that he saw the saints had endured, not only was 
he consoled when he had these thoughts, but even after putting them aside, 
he remained content and happy. 
He did not notice this, however, nor did he stop to ponder the difference until 
one time his eyes were opened a little, and he began to marvel at the 
difference and to reflect upon it, realizing from experience that some 
thoughts left him sad and others happy. Little by little he came to recognize 
the difference between the spirits that agitated him, one from the demon, 
the other from God.”


