
 1 

 

Ignatian Discernment of Spirits 

 

 I have been asked recently by two different people to explain to them the meaning 

and process to engage a discernment of spirits according to Ignatian spirituality. 

Discernment means an ability to perceive and judge what is really happening. It can also 

have a humanistic moral or psychological meaning. In the Spiritual Exercises of Saint 

Ignatius, the discernment of spirits is key. Ignatius speaks of movements of the soul, 

emotions, feelings, desires which come from “  the good spirit” , i.e., from God or from 

grace. Other movements, desires come from “  the bad spirit” , i.e., from the devil.  In 

general, God is the source of true consolation. Ignatius argued that, for those going from 

a life of sin to a deep conversion, God gives consolation as we contemplate and move 

toward that conversion or change of life. The bad spirit gives us desolation, negative 

feelings about a move to change our behavior or life-style. But if we going from a life of 

grace and virtue to one of sin or sloth or selfishness, God is the one who sends us feelings 

of unhappiness or desolation about where we are or are going. 

 Yet, things are not always as they seem. In a sense, when we are acting from our 

good spirit we are making choices about our actions or immersing ourselves in desires 
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which come from our freedom, our desire to become and be the person God wants us to 

be—free, flourishing, generous. When we make choices from our bad spirit, we often 

act out of mean spiritedness, sloth, pride, lust, lack of mindfulness, routine—things which 

make us less virtuous, generous, free.   

 So, in the Exercises and in our daily life, the thrust is toward checking our 

inordinate attachments, toward becoming truly free and open to what God may be asking 

us to do or toward becoming the kind of person God wants us to be and we may deeply 

want to be. But, sometimes, we may experience a kind of temporary euphoria and it does 

not come from our deepest place of freedom. Discernment takes time and we must go 

back to our feelings and choices to check whether they do bring us a sense of consolation. 

Some consolations are fleeting and have tacked onto them other directionalities of the 

spirit. So, we probe the deepest desires and feelings to see if they are from God or from 

our diminished and less generous self. Ignatius talks about only one form of consolation 

which we do not have to discern where it comes from. He speaks of “consolations 

without any evident prior cause” . Basically—although rare—sometimes we are sure that 

God is speaking to us directly and have no doubt that our desires come directly with his 

approval. These can be trusted as such. All other feelings of consolation or desolation 

need to be ‘  discerned’ , that is, mulled over, prayed over, looked at with some care or 

caution until clearly reaffirmed. 

 Discernment is engaged in to monitor important choices in our life: about a 

vocation to religious life, the choice of an occupation or a place to live, about deciding to 

get married, to retire etc  But we also need to be discerning about our everyday choices 

and action ( do I impulse buy today a new suit ? Do I take in a movie tonight or read a 
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book? ). To be sure, the unexamined life is not worth living. But, equally, the over-

examined life is also not worth living either. We need to trust that, if we are being open to 

God and trying to be free, God will let us know what he wants us to do. 

It is important to note that Ignatius puts great emphasis on touching our true and 

deepest desires, unsullied by fear, sloth, doubts. He assumes that when we try to be free, 

when we try to be truly open to God, our deep felt and, over time, perduring desires do 

come to us from God. We can trust them and act on them. In the Spiritual Exercises, 

Ignatius has a number of exercises testing whether we are free or, as he puts it, indifferent 

to any outcome except what God wants of us. Our key prayer should be from Mary’s 

Magnificat: “  Be it done to me according to your will” . Hence, Ignatius asks us not to 

prefer health to sickness, wealth to poverty, a long life to a shorter life, fame to obscurity 

and to test our freedom so that we are open to what God wants. 

Of course, the Ignatian daily Examination of Consciousness ( fifteen minutes of 

mindful reflection about where we experienced God with us or moving us or, conversely, 

found we shirked from generous choices that day) are an alternative form of doing our 

discerning. Were we mindful or did we neglect some important cues for freedom, 

generosity, responding to God?  Remember, however, that God desires for us a large 

swathe, also, of freedom. He is not always directing us by feelings and desires. When 

making choices without any explicit sense of consolation or desolation, we simply choose 

by our best reasoning about the choice, doing our best to make choices that are free, 

responsible and generous. 

On occasion, I have shared an important experience of discernment and testing 

the spirits in my own life. When I was in my mid-fifties, I was asked to apply for a 
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professorship at the University of Chicago Divinity School. I also had, there, several 

friends who were quite keen on getting me as the sociologist of religion for their faculty. 

My initial response was one of great euphoria and enthusiasm, indeed some strong sense 

of being flattered by being considered for a post in such a prestigious faculty and 

enamored of working with that faculty and the high quality of students at the University 

of Chicago Divinity School. I had done a post-doctoral year in that faculty and, later, was 

an invited visiting professor there for a semester. 

 All of my friends told me I simply had no choice. The outcome should be 

obvious. I should take the offer and tell them yes.  Yet, during that period of discernment 

and weighing over a weighty decision, I would often feel a negative feeling in the pit of 

my stomach when I went jogging, even at times when I was not explicitly considering my 

choice.  They kept recurring ( think of them as a kind of desolation or negative feeling 

versus the consoling euphoria and upbeat feelings at other times). I spent time mulling 

over these negative feelings. I stopped to think that the demography of Jesuits in our own 

Jesuit Universities was declining and the Jesuit Universities deserved also good scholars 

and teachers. I reflected on the corporate Jesuit élan in such settings, as contrasted to a 

Professorship where I would be the only Jesuit. I also reflected on the fact that I did not 

have a very large reservoir of friends ( and no family) in Chicago, whereas I had many 

friends and a large extended family of siblings and nieces and nephews in California. I 

weighed the job I already had at the Jesuit School of Theology and the Graduate 

Theological Union. The latter, while less prestigious than the University of Chicago, was, 

nevertheless, a very important ecumenical theological school, one with deep ties to the 
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University of California in Berkeley. It was not clear that choosing to go to Chicago 

represented a greater good for me or the Jesuit mission. 

Ultimately, I decided—and I have never regretted that decision—that in freedom 

and weighing all of the pros and cons of staying in Berkeley or moving to Chicago I 

would turn the offer down. But I still remember vividly the strong pulls, for and against, 

the euphoria and down feelings that I needed to weigh until I could choose what I thought 

was most in accord with what God wanted me to do and which was, also, closest to my 

own deepest desires when I found myself in a space of freedom. This is the kind of thing 

the discernment of spirits is about. But, once again, discernment is not be done in anxiety 

or fretting but with a deep trust that, if we persevere in seeking God’s will and listening 

to our desires, God will let us know what we should choose, do and the kind of person we 

should become and be. 


