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   Ignatian Discernment of Spirits
 
 For a power-point talk I had to give, at the parish, on Sunday March 21, I was led 

to think, afresh, about the topic of Ignatian discernment of spirits. That motif is central 

both to The Spiritual Exercises   ( where Ignatius gives two different sets of rules for 

discerning—one, for the first week, as retreatants move from sin to conversion; one for 

the second week, as the exercitant moves closer to make informed , free and adult 

responsible choices about their vocations in life) and for Ignatian spirituality more 

broadly. 

 Ignatius, of course, did not invent the notion of discernment. In the Old Testament 

both Moses ( Deuteronomy 18:20) and  Jeremiah ( c. 23) confront the problem of false 
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prophets who claim to speak in God’s name. Paul, in Galatians 5: 16-24, contrasts the 

movements of the Spirit of God in us with the movements of  what he calls, the ‘ flesh’,  

(which refers not to our bodies, as such, but  to that Greek word, sarx, the flesh, inasmuch 

as it wars against the spirit). Paul says we can discern between the two by their fruits. The 

works of the flesh, says Paul, are: fornication, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, 

dissention, envy, carousing. The fruit of the spirit is: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  1 John 4: 1-3 commands us that we 

“ do not trust every spirit but test the spirits to see whether they belong to God.” 

 A very rich and subtle theory of discernment can be found in the Fathers of the 

Desert—Evagrius, John Cassian in his classic work, The Conferences. The Fathers of the 

Desert were hermits who were widely consulted for spiritual direction. They knew the 

devil can quote scripture and that evil spirits can make themselves seem as if they were 

angels of light. Cassian insists that the monks need spiritual guides. Minimally, refusal to 

share movements of their souls serves as a cautionary sign that the movement may not be 

from the spirit.  

 Ignatius came to his own rules for discernment of movements, affections, desires 

from deep experience. As he lay recovering from his wounds from the canon shot in his 

leg at Loyola, he pined to return to his earlier life of knightly chivalry. Bored, he asked 

for reading material. What he got was a medieval life of the saints. He noticed, over the 

time of his recuperation, that his daydreams about knightly pursuits, gradually, left him 

saddened, depressed. But when he dreamed of doing exploits for Christ, such as Francis 

and Dominic had done, he came alive, was filled with joy. During his long pilgrim’s 

sojourn at his cave in Manresa, Ignatius also had many experiences which taught him to 
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test the spirits. On one occasion, a brilliant serpent- like figure intrigued and enticed him. 

He heard divergent voices of his soul. Which to trust ? Which to follow ? Later in his life, 

Ignatius also learned from his mistakes ( discernment involves that). He had engaged, in 

Manresa, in false and brutal asceticism which sapped his bodily strength. He, foolishly, 

went off to Jerusalem to convert, single-handedly, the Muslims there ! 

 William Barry S.J., in an article entitled, “Toward a Theology of Discernment”, 

sums up the heart of the process of discernment:“ Discernment requires that I believe that 

God will show himself in my experience and that I yet be wary of mindless credulity 

toward the same experience. It involves two equally difficult and seemingly incompatible 

attitudes: To trust myself and my reactions and to recognize how easily I can delude 

myself.’ 

 Ignatius’ rules for discernment ( think of them as rules for prayerful decision-

making; rules for finding life-giving wisdom in our choices) involve a process. 

Discernment may take time. It presupposes three things: (A) We are actually seeking to 

find God’s will for our lives; ( B) We are in a state of freedom and ( C) the choice is 

between good things. Achieving that state of freedom ( from false shoulds; from faulty 

images of God as a judge or taskmaster; from cultural biases) is no easy task. As we 

make our choices, we pay close attention to our feelings, desires, movements—what 

Ignatius refers to as ‘ consolation’ and ‘ desolation’. 

 Ignatius presents two sets of rules for discernment. For those moving toward 

conversion of life, he urges that we know that discouragement, desolation, depression 

comes from the evil spirit ( the source of what does not give us vibrant joy and life). 

Ignatius counsels that we never make any life-altering choices in a time of desolation. He 
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also tells the retreatant to remember that, if they experience consolation during this time, 

it, too, may pass. In any event, it is gift from God, a grace, not our own possession and 

achievement. Yet, in the end, Ignatius insists God wants to give us his joy, his life, his 

spirit. Those moving toward conversion should know their enemy. He wants to keep 

hidden. He is a bully. We need to stand up to him, go against his enticements, agere 

contra—act against desires which come from that source. In the rules for the Second 

Week of the Exercises, Ignatius wants us to be conscious about how the evil spirit can 

seem a spirit of light. We will use our’ active imaginations’ to attend to our deepest 

desires. In a sense, discernment is about touching and probing our deepest desires. They 

reveal and illuminate for us what God wants from us. Affectivity is central to Ignatian 

discernment. 

 It is not always self-evident what our true desires are. We need to distinguish 

between four states of desire. (1) The wishful—for example, “ I wish I could win the 

lottery”. These tend to be mere velleities. (2) The instinctual—as in the phrase, “ I feel 

like”. We acknowledge such feelings but they may be ephemeral and not deep, merely 

passing. (3) The tentative—“ I would like to” but  it is not too likely I will act on them. 

Finally, we have ( 4) the definite. These ultimately tell us what we deeply and really 

want. 

 I have found two books very helpful to think about Ignatian discernment. The first 

is Wilkie Au and Noreen Cannon Au’s, The Discerning Heart: Exploring the Christian 

Path ( Paulist Press, 2006). A second is Dean Brackley’s A Call to Discernment in a 

Troubled Time  ( Crossroad Publishers, 2004) .  The Au’s book is focused on  wholistic 

spirituality, where we also attend to our bodies and not just our dis-embodied spirit. They 
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are Jungian psychologists who pay attention to dreams. They propose deep work on what 

impedes our free, responsible and adult choices. God, they note, rarely has some detailed 

blueprint for us. He wants us to decide in freedom; decide with integrity. To do so, we 

may have to probe distorted images and projections of the self. Do we act as people 

pleasers ? Are we acting out our parental desires for us ?  Do we allow all the varied 

voices of the self to get a hearing ? 

 We must also pay attention to distorted images of God.  As the Au’s note: “ When 

our dominant image of God is that of a merciless tyrant, our corresponding response of 

obedience can only be servile. When our dominant image is that of a resident policeman, 

then our response can only be fearful. When it is that of a judge, then our obedience can 

only be guilt-ridden. And when it is that of a demanding parent, obedience tends to be 

infantile or childish”. Discernment, for the Au’s, is, primarily, a search for wisdom. It 

involves an experiential understanding of how to live happily, deeply in harmony with 

God, oneself, others and the cosmos— trying to truly find God, as Ignatius urges, in all 

things.  

 A wholistic spirituality of discernment recognizes that, sometimes, discernment 

calls for patience. It is a process. Forced and rushed decisions have a high risk of error. A 

wholistic spirituality takes counsel but knows that that term, ‘spiritual director’, can be 

quite misleading. There is a wisdom of our body ( which, at times, in its body language, 

tells us deeply what we desire or do not desire). The counselor does not really direct. As 

Ignatius always insisted, the only real director is the Holy Spirit. Finally, discernment is 

not formulaic. One needs not to clone in order to become like some other –even good and 

holy—person  but to find one’s own true path to wisdom, God and life-giving choices. As 
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a famous Hassidic rabbi once trenchantly put it: “ What kind of God would that be 

toward whom there was only one way ?” 

 Brackley’s book has the virtue of reminding us that there exist collective and 

cultural biases which block our freedom, keep us from discerning wisely. There can be 

collective desolation and consolation.  Choices are not just individual. What kind of  

‘consolation’, Brackley asks, would that be which indulged in its inner peace and joy and 

ignored the suffering and injustices of a wider world ? Brackley notes that the wording of 

the famous Ignatian formula to find God in all things—with its language of God  

‘laboring’ and   ‘working’ in and through all things—has a close resonance with Ignatius’ 

language for the passion, as we note how Jesus’ labors and works’ to bring about our 

salvation from, yet through, suffering. 

 In the end, a prayerful making of important, life-anchoring, decisions involves the 

following practical steps: 

•  Get all the relevant data, personal and collective, for a decision. 

• Try to face up to what keeps us from being free in making choices -- the 

difficulty, for example, of going against friends or cultural expectations. 

• A review of all who will experience the impact of my decisions. No one is an 

island and a mere individual choice, not regarding the consequences for 

significant others in our lives, is distorted. 

• Every choice involves a yes and a no. Sit with the yes for a long time and try to 

feel and sift what movements, feelings, desires arise. 

• Sit, then, with the negative side ( what might be given up, if choices go one way) 

and again sift the movements, feelings, desires. 
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• Make a tentative choice—once again, pay attention to feelings, body sensations, 

imaginations—which give life, which depress us ? 

• Make the decision. 

• If there is no peace with the decision, postpone acting on it. If you can’t, in fact, 

postpone the decision, just flip a coin and trust God. You have done what you can 

do! 

What is most important about Ignatian discernment is that it entails deep  

freedom, adult responsible choices about the direction of lives. Ignatian spirituality is 

about coming fully alive in God’s image. It reminds us that we have a true share in 

sustaining God’s creation and a mission, with Jesus, to save the world ( a liberation 

theme!) from sin, injustice, cruelty and a sense of mere fate.  Therefore, choose life!  


