
Introduction to the Discernment of Spirits 
 
St. Ignatius of Loyola began to learn about the discernment of spirits while convalescing from 
serious battle injuries. He noticed different interior movements as he imagined his future. Some 
thoughts left him sad while others made him happy, and little by little he came to perceive the 
different spirits that were moving him; one coming from the devil, the other coming from God. 
 
Good vs Evil Spirits 
 
Ignatius believed that these interior movements were caused by “good spirits” and “evil spirits.” 
We want to follow the action of a good spirit and reject the action of an evil spirit. Discernment 
of spirits is a way to understand God’s will or desire for us in our life. 
 
Talk of good and evil spirits may seem foreign to us. Psychology gives us other names for what 
Ignatius called good and evil spirits. Yet Ignatius’s language is useful because it recognizes the 
reality of evil. Our hearts are divided between good and evil impulses. To call these “spirits” 
simply recognizes the spiritual dimension of this inner struggle. 
 
Consolation and Desolation 
 
The feelings stirred up by good and evil spirits are called “consolation” and “desolation” by 
Ignatius. 
 
Spiritual consolation is an experience of being so on fire with God’s love that we feel impelled 
to praise, love, and serve God and help others as best as we can. Spiritual consolation 
encourages and facilitates a deep sense of gratitude for God’s faithfulness, mercy, and 
companionship in our life. In consolation, we feel more alive and connected to others. 
 
Spiritual desolation, in contrast, is an experience of the soul in heavy darkness or turmoil. We 
are assaulted by all sorts of doubts, bombarded by temptations, and mired in self-
preoccupations. We are excessively restless and anxious and feel cut off from others. Such 
feelings, in Ignatius’s words, “move one toward lack of faith and leave one without hope and 
without love.” 
 
The key question in interpreting consolation and desolation is:  where is the movement coming 
from and where is it leading me? Spiritual consolation does not always mean happiness. 
Spiritual desolation does not always mean sadness. Sometimes an experience of sadness is a 
moment of conversion and intimacy with God. Times of human suffering can be moments of 
great grace. Similarly, peace or happiness can be illusory if these feelings are helping us avoid 
changes we need to make. 
 
Rules for Discernment 
 
In the Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius provides various rules for the discernment of spirits.  



For people who have closed themselves off from God’s grace, the good spirit disturbs and 
shakes up. It stirs feelings of remorse and discontent. The purpose is to make the person 
unhappy with a sinful way of life. On the other hand, the evil spirit wants such people to 
continue in their confusion and darkness. So the evil spirit tries to make them complacent, 
content, and satisfied with their distractions and pleasures. 
 
For people who are trying to live a life pleasing to God, the good spirit strengthens, encourages, 
consoles, removes obstacles, and gives peace. The evil spirit tries to derail them by stirring up 
anxiety, false sadness, needless confusion, frustration, and other obstacles. 
 
How Spirits Work 
 
Some basic patterns are easy to grasp. For instance, as you would anticipate, the good spirit 
usually brings love, joy, peace, and the like; the evil spirit characteristically brings confusion, 
doubt, disgust, and the like. Another pattern: when you are leading a seriously sinful life, a good 
spirit will visit you with desolation to turn you around; an evil spirit will keep you content so 
that you will keep sinning. Another clear pattern is the opposite of this: when you are seriously 
serving God, the spirits change roles. The evil spirit clouds your day with desolation to lead you 
away from God, while the good spirit fills your day with trust and love of God. And a final, 
easily grasped pattern: a spirit that works in light and openness is good, while a spirit cloaked in 
secrecy and deception is evil. 
 
  



Ignatius’ Rules for the Discernment of Spirits 
 
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. 
 
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. 
 
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 ordere3d 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. 
 
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.  
Fifth rule. The fifth: in time of desolation never make a change, but be firm and constant in the 
proposals and determination in which one was the day preceding such desolation, or in the 
determination in which one was in the preceding consolation. 2 Because as in consolation the 
Good Spirit guides and counsels us more, so in desolation the bad spirit, with whose counsels 
we cannot find the way to a right decision.  
 
Sixth rule. The sixth: although in desolation we should not change our first proposals, it is very 
advantageous to change ourselves intensely against the desolation itself, as by insisting more 
upon prayer, meditation, upon much examination, and upon extending ourselves in some 
suitable way of doing penance. 
 
Seventh Rule. The seventh: let one who is in desolation consider how the Lord has left him in 
trial in his natural powers, so that he may resist the various agitations and temptations of the 
enemy; since he can resist with divine help, which always remains with him, though he does not 



clearly feel it; for the Lord has taken away from him His great fervor, abundant love and intense 
grace, leaving him, however sufficient grace for eternal salvation. 
 
Eighth Rule. The eighth: let one who is in desolation work to be in patience, which is contrary 
to the vexations which come to him, and let him think that he will soon be consoled, diligently 
using the means against such desolation, as is said in the sixth rule. 
 
Ninth Rule. The ninth: there are three principal causes for which we find ourselves desolate. 
The first is because we are tepid, slothful or negligent in our spiritual exercises, and so through 
our faults spiritual consolation withdraws from us. The second, to try us and see how much we 
are and how much we extend ourselves in His service and praise without so much payment of 
consolation and increased graces. The third, to give us true recognition and understanding so 
that we may interiorly feel that it is not ours to attain or maintain increased devotion, intense 
love, tears or any spiritual consolation, but that all is the gift and grace of God our Lord, and so 
that we may not build a nest in something belonging to another, raising our mind in some pride 
or vainglory, attributing to ourselves the devotion or the other parts of the spiritual consolation.  
 
Tenth Rule. The tenth: let the one who is in consolation think how he will conduct himself in 
the desolation which will come after, taking new strength for that time.  
 
Eleventh Rule. The eleventh: let one who is consoled seek to humble himself and lower 
himself as much as he can, thinking of how little he is capable in the time of desolation without 
such grace or consolation. On the contrary, let one who is in desolation think that he can do 
much with God’s sufficient grace to resist all his enemies, taking strength in his Creator and 
Lord.  
 
Twelfth Rule. The twelfth: the enemy acts like a woman in being weak when faced with 
strength and strong when faced with weakness. For as it is proper to a woman, when she is 
fighting with some man, to lose heart and to flee when the man 3 confronts her firmly, and, on 
the contrary, if the man begins to flee, losing heart, the anger vengeance and ferocity of the 
woman grow greatly and know no bounds. In the same way, it is proper to the enemy to weaken 
and lose heart, fleeing and ceasing his temptations when the person who is exercising himself in 
spiritual things confronts the temptations of the enemy firmly, doing what is diametrically 
opposed to them; and, on the contrary, if the person who is exercising himself begins to be 
afraid and lose heart in suffering the temptations, there is no beast so fierce on the face of the 
earth as the enemy of human nature in following out his damnable intention with such growing 
malice.  
 
Thirteenth Rule. The thirteenth: likewise he conducts himself as a false lover in wishing to 
remain secret and not be revealed. For a dissolute man who, speaking with evil intention, makes 
dishonorable advances to a daughter of a good father or a wife of a good husband, wishes his 
words and persuasions to be secret, and the contrary displeases him very much, when the 
daughter reveals to her father, or the wife to her husband his false words and depraved 
intention, because he easily perceives that he will not be able to succeed with the undertaking 



begun. In the same way, when the enemy of human nature brings his wiles and persuasions to 
the just soul, he wishes and desires that they be received and kept in secret; but when one 
reveals them to one’s good confessor or to another spiritual person, who knows his deceits and 
malicious designs, it weighs on him very much, because he perceives that he will not be able to 
succeed with the malicious undertaking he has begun, since his manifest deceits have been 
revealed.  
 
Fourteenth Rule. The fourteenth: likewise he conducts himself as a leader, intent upon 
conquering and robbing what he desires. For, just as a captain and leader of an army in the field, 
pitching his camp and exploring the fortifications and defenses of a stronghold, attacks it at the 
weakest point, in the same way the enemy of human nature, roving about, looks in turn at all 
our theological, cardinal and moral virtues; and where he finds us weakest and most in need for 
our eternal salvation, there he attacks us and attempts to take us. 
 
  



Reader’s Digest Version of the Rules 
 
Rule 1. Mosey from one mortal sin to another with no desire for spiritual growth.  This is a 
DEAD END for the soul! 

• Evil Spirit: Proposes apparent pleasures  
• Good Spirit: Bites the conscience 

 
Rule 2. Person rising from good to better in service to the Lord.  You have a desire to grow 
spiritually.  You can hear God calling you closer and start to see the road blocks that the enemy 
has constructed. 

• Good Spirit: Calms, consoles, gives peace  
• Evil Spirit: Bites, saddens, places obstacles 

 
Rule 3. Spiritual Consolation: Love of God, no 'earthly' loves, tears for sins, Passion, or love, 
increase of faith, hope, love, drawn to heavenly things, peace.  You are on fire for Jesus and 
know that He is near.  You start to experience fruit, peace, and joy. 
 
Rule 4. Spiritual Desolation: Darkness of soul, disturbance, 'earthly' love, unquiet with agitation 
and temptations, losing confidence, without hope and love, feeling lazy, tepid, sad, as if 
separated from God.  God seems distant or hidden.  My prayer life is dry and my spirit is 
lukewarm. 
 
Rule 5. Make no changes regarding your spiritual life during desolation!  Stand tall & press on.  
Ex. Lake Superior scuba trip (set your compass for the shoreline and swim) 
 
Rule 6. PREP — Prayer, Reflection, Examination, Penance.  Increase prayer time and put 
greater intensity into spiritual actions. 
 
Rule 7. You can resist!!! God's grace has not left you, despite what you may feel! 
"I will never forget you." (Isaiah 49:15)  Stay calm, the Lord knows where you are. 
 
Rule 8. Be patient in desolation, consolation will come soon!  Divine help is one its way. 
"Patience conquers all!" —Teresa of Avila  
 
Rule 9. Time to review why we might be in desolation: 

1. My own faults/sins 
2. To teach us how to resist 
3. To humble us, that all good things are gifts, not our own 

 
Rule 10. When in consolation, prepare for the coming desolation.  Ex. Joseph in Egypt (7 years 
prosperity & 7 years famine) or Eagle Scout motto: “Be Prepared” 
 



Rule 11. When in consolation, humble yourself in preparation for desolation.  Humility means 
we depend on God more than our self.  When in desolation, take strength, consolation will 
come! 
 
Rule 12. The enemy is weak and fights like a girl! Stand up to him! Don't run!  “It’s only the 
Devil!  Where are you going?” – St. John Vianney 
 
Rule 13. Don't keep secrets! Tell God and a friend what you are experiencing!  Shed God’s 
light on what the Devil whispers in the shadows and he will flee. 
 
Rule 14. Know thyself! Know your weaknesses! It is there, the enemy will attack! Protect your 
“spiritual gunshot wound” for the enemy always strikes the weak area first. 
 


