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Meeting God in Our Life, Night 4 
 
 
Recognizing the Prompting of the Spirit of God …and the False Spirit 
 
“Ignatius came to believe that God, in infinite love and compassion for us, is at all times stirring 
our hearts with desires to do great deeds of life and love while another spirit leads us to lower 
dreams and moves us to act against the life-giving inspirations of God… He noticed that the pull 
toward the good has distinctive characteristics that reveal God, its ultimate source.  The pull away 
from God, too, has distinctive characteristics.  The more a person can detect these characteristics, 
the easier it is to recognize and follow the true spirit toward life in God.”  GVW, 1 
 
“Ignatius came to see that a person could determine God’s will by recognizing the source of the 
movements within.  When he recognized a movement as coming from the false spirit, he labeled 
it so and presumed it was not a movement toward God’s will.  When he recognized an inner 
movement as coming from the true spirit, he acknowledged the will of God in that movement and 
followed its lead.”  GVW, 2 
 
“Instead of making decisions to please himself, Ignatius allows his life to be taken over by Another 
and he becomes a person who wants only to be open to what might please God.  Instead of guessing 
what might in fact please God, he learns the art of discernment and the signs of God’s approval.”  
GRF, 1 
 
“For Ignatius, God always leads.  Our goal, then, is not to strike out on our own, but to follow 
Jesus.  He will always give us ‘the love and the grace’ required to respond rightly to what he asks.”  
GRF, 14 
 
Ignatius Distills His Experiential Wisdom in His Rules for the Discernment of Spirits 
 
“In the Spiritual Exercises Ignatius has an appendix called ‘Rules for the Discernment of Spirits.’  
He says that they are ‘rules to aid us toward perceiving and then understanding, at least to some 
extent, the various motions which are caused in the soul: the good motions that they may be 
received and the bad that they may be rejected.’ (n. 313) I want to present some rules of thumb 
based on what Ignatius says that may assist us to make sense of some of the interior movements 
of our mind, heart and body that occur when we engage in dialogue with the Lord.”  WD, 124 
 
The Orientation of Our Life: ‘In Tune’ or ‘Out of Tune’ with God 
 
“In Ignatius’ Rules for the Discernment of Spirits (n. 313-336), his first piece of advice is to 
ascertain the orientation of your life: Am I straying from the right path, or am I trying to live a 
decent Christian life?  As a reader of this book [or a participant in this Lenten Retreat], you should 
have an easy time answering this question!  You would not be reading this if you were straying – 
that is, if you were turned against God and God’s way.  Scrupulous people may say that they are 
afraid they are on the road to hell, but the fact that they are trying so hard to make sure they do not 
sin shows the fallacy of their assessment.”  AF, 182 
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“The first rule of thumb urges you to establish the general orientation of your life.  If you are 
not in tune with God in your life, you can expect that God will try to get you to change your life; 
you will feel pangs of conscience about your life.  These pangs of conscience, however, will not 
lead to anxious, scrupulous examinations of all your motivations; they will gently point out where 
you have gone wrong.  The bad spirit will try to whisper flatteries in your ear to convince you that 
all is o.k.  On the other hand, if you are trying to live in tune with God’s intention, God will 
console you, help you to move forward, encourage you in your efforts to live a good life.  But the 
bad spirit will try to make you leery of developing a closer relationship with God.”  WD, 128 
 
“The First Rule.  In the case of persons who are going from one mortal sin to another, the enemy 
ordinarily proposes to them apparent pleasure.  He makes them imagine delights and pleasures of 
the senses, in order to hold them fast and plunge them deeper into their sins and vices.  But with 
persons of this type the good spirit uses a contrary procedure.  Through their good judgment on 
problems of morality he stings their consciences with remorse.”  SE, #314  
 
 “The Second Rule.  In the case of persons who are earnestly purging away their sins, and who 
are progressing from good to better in the service of God our Lord, the procedure used is the 
opposite of that described in the First Rule.  For in this case it is characteristic of the evil spirit to 
cause gnawing anxiety, to sadden, and to set up obstacles.  In this way he unsettles these persons 
by false reasons aimed at preventing their progress. 
But with persons of this type it is characteristic of the good spirit to stir up courage and strength, 
consolations, tears, inspirations, and tranquility.  He makes things easier and eliminates all 
obstacles, so that the persons may move forward in doing good.”  SE, #315 
 
“[Ignatius notes] the different ways God’s Spirit and the evil spirit operate with those who have 
deliberately and seriously turned away from God.  The evil spirit tries to get such people to 
rationalize their behavior and attitudes: ‘I’m not such a bad person.  I may steal money, but it’s 
only what I deserve for all that I have done for this company.’  ‘Compared to her, I’m a saint.’  ‘I 
take care of my wife and kids; my affair with Jane doesn’t hurt them because they don’t know.’  
In other words, the evil spirit tries to douse the conscience pangs of anyone who is acting contrary 
to what is right.  The pangs of conscience, on the other hand, come from God’s Spirit.  They do 
not attack us but rather raise questions about our behavior.”  AF, 182 
 
“In summary, if you are somehow out of tune with God in your life, God will try to move you to 
change, and you will feel pangs of conscience.  These pangs of conscience, however, will not lead 
to anxious self-examination and self-absorption, but will gently point out where you have gone 
wrong.  The bad spirit will whisper rationalizations, trying to convince you that nothing is wrong. 
On the other hand, if you are trying to live in tune with God, God’s Spirit will console you and 
encourage you, but the bad spirit will try to make you doubtful of your experience.  One sign of 
this bad spirit is that you become self-centered rather than centered on God and others.”  AF, 185 
 
Spiritual Consolation and Desolation 
 
“Ignatius uses the term consolation to indicate the inner experience of being turned toward God, 
while desolation refers to the inner experience of being turned away from God.  The terms describe 
the contrary orientations of the human spirit.  Both are accompanied by feelings and emotions 
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that alert us to them.  When we catch on to what is happening, we have to make a decision: ‘Shall 
I go with this or not.’”  GRF, chap. 15 
 
“When a person is under the influence of the false spirit, he or she is in a state of desolation.  A 
person under the influence of the true spirit is in a state of consolation.”  GVW, 1 
 
Spiritual Consolation: When God’s Spirit Is Driving the Bus 
 
“To be in tune with God’s intention in this way is to experience what Ignatius calls consolation: 
‘By consolation I mean that which occurs when some interior motion is caused within the soul 
through which it comes to be inflamed with love of its Creator and Lord.  As a result, it can love 
no created thing on the face of the earth in itself, but only in the Creator of them all.’   
‘Similarly this consolation is experienced when the soul sheds tears which move it to love of its 
Lord – whether they are tears of grief for its own sins, or about the Passion of Christ our Lord, or 
about other matters directly ordered to his service and praise.’ 
‘Finally, under consolation I include every increase in hope, faith and charity, and every interior 
joy which calls and attracts one toward heavenly things and to the salvation of one’s soul, by 
bringing it tranquility and peace in its Creator and Lord (n. 316)”  LG, 130 
 
“Consolation can be described in many ways. It is a sense of harmony, peace, appropriateness, 
authenticity.  Energy is focused on what is good and loving.  Strength and courage are present and 
a feeling of being able to cope, even though a decision may bring difficulty: ‘I’m facing the right 
way now.’  There is a sense of being in the light rather than in the dark about the way forward.  
Such are some of the indicators of God’s presence, and we can be alert to them.  Consolation may 
carry a good mood, but deeper down it is a conviction.”  GRF, 15 
 
“Since we are made for God, turning to God will always bring consolation – that is, strength, 
peace, courage, togetherness.  We are a bit like homing pigeons!  Disoriented when released from 
their cages hundreds of miles from home, they will circle for a while then unerringly find their true 
direction and follow it through thick and thin until they land, perhaps exhausted, in their own coop!  
Just as something deep within assures the birds that they are on the right path, so in us the 
experience of consolation assures us that we are moving in God’s direction, or, more simply, in 
the direction of love.”  GRF, 16 
 
“God wants us to be in consolation, not desolation or in some grey area in between.  We are made 
for God, and when we are faced towards God, we are in consolation.  We are in the light, in tune 
with God, on track, in the right place, no matter how we happen to feel.  At the end of his prayer 
in the Garden, Jesus was at peace at the deepest level of his being.  He was in consolation, even 
though he was distressed on all levels of emotion and feeling.  Thus, both consolation and 
desolation, each in its own way, can help us in our search for God.”  GRF, 15 
 
“The second rule of thumb: God wants us to be happy and fulfilled.  But the only way we can be 
happy and fulfilled is to be in tune with God’s desire for the world and for us.  For those who are 
trying to lead a life in tune with God’s intention, consolation is the order of the day for the most 
part.  This does not mean that life will be without pain and suffering; it means that God wants to 
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be a consoling presence to us even in the inevitable pains and sufferings life has in store.”  WD, 
128 
 
“Consolation does not mean that life will be without pain and suffering; it means that God wants 
to be a consoling presence to us even in the inevitable pains and sufferings of life.”  AF, 186 
 
“Consolation can be present as much in the wintry times of our lives as in the bright periods.  
The wind that blows my boat into harbor can be cold and piercing – or a gentle breeze.  Either will 
do.  What matters is that I am on course and moving towards God.  Peace and harmony can often 
be deep down, and I may need to search for them beneath surface turbulence.”  GRF, 15 
 
“Try to identify moments that bring a smile or a sense of peace; you will interpret them rightly as 
moments of consolation.  Be aware of them as ‘God-moments,’ for they carry the touch of God, 
the smile of God, the nod of God’s gratitude or approval.  When Ignatius said that he could not 
live without consolation, he meant not a heady mood but a conviction that he was doing the right 
thing, that he was God-oriented, even if in pain and distress.”  GRF, 15 
 
“It is important to note that by consolation Ignatius always means spiritual consolation, the 
consolation of the Good and Holy Spirit of God.  There are other ‘consolations’: that of the addict 
getting another fix or that of the bank robber that gets away with a big haul.  Their feelings of joy 
or excitement are not from God.  These feelings mask inner unhappiness, which soon returns.”  
GRF, 16 
 
Receive Consolation with Humility and Gratitude 
 
“The fourth rule of thumb: In times of consolation remember to be grateful to God for this gift.  
It is undeserved.  You are happy because God has been good enough to draw you to a deeper union 
and to living out God’s intention for you.”  WD, 130 
 
Spiritual Checkups During Consolation 
 
“Healthy people do, in fact, go to see their doctors.  They go for a checkup, which involves various 
tests to determine if there are unseen problems and also to prevent potential problems from ever 
existing.  I should do regular checkups when in consolation to discern underlying spiritual 
problems or to prevent potential problems from occurring.  Ignatius put it this way: ‘When one 
enjoys consolation, let him consider how he will conduct himself during the time of ensuing 
desolation, and store up a supply of strength as defense against that day.’”  GVW, 5 
 
“If my dad and I are fishing and we discover a hole in the bottom of the boat, we would be foolish 
to try to make a permanent repair while out on the water, far from shore.  Our objectives at the 
moment are clear: plug the hole as well as possible and start bailing as we race back to land.  Only 
when we make it back will we be able to lift the boat out of the water and make the repair on the 
underside of the boat.  In the same way, I can’t make lasting changes while in the midst of 
desolation.  My objectives at that moment are clear: plug the hole, bail, and get back to land.  Only 
when I am on the sure footing of consolation will I be able to work on the problem below the 
surface.”  GVW, 5 
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“Why is consolation, as opposed to desolation, the right time to work on the problem?  Ignatius 
puts it this way: ‘For just as in consolation the good spirit guides and counsels us, so in desolation 
the evil spirit guides and counsels.  Following his counsels we can never find the way to a right 
decision.’ (SE, Rules, #5)” GVW, 5 
 
Bolstering Our Defenses Against Desolation During Consolation 
 
“Ignatius recommends that I prayerfully explore the areas in which I am vulnerable to spiritual 
(and I would add emotional) attack.  Using the metaphor of the false spirit as an enemy combatant, 
Ignatius has this to say: 
‘A commander and leader of an army will encamp, explore the fortifications and defenses of the 
stronghold, and attack at the weakest point.  In the same way, the enemy of our human nature 
investigates from every side all our virtues, theological, cardinal, and moral.  Where he finds the 
defenses of eternal salvation weakest and most deficient, there he attacks and tries to take us by 
storm.’ (SE, Rules, #14)”  GVW, 5 
 
“Often, desolation comes through the portal of one of my points of vulnerability.  Desolation 
will push my buttons.  If I am prone to rage, desolation will provide things for me to get angry 
about.  If I have low self-esteem, it will have me fixate on and exaggerate some criticism I’ve 
received recently.  If I’m lazy, the TV remote will beckon as I set out to pray.  The more I’m aware 
of my own weaknesses, the more I’ll be able to recognize when the false spirit is going after them.  
During consolation, when I am clearheaded, Ignatius encourages me to reflect about this.”  
GVW, 5 
 
“Rule Fourteen: Ignatius writes of the enemy of human nature using the tactic of a military 
commander besieging a city.  The commander will try to find the weak spot in the defense and 
attack it.  So, too, Ignatius reasons, the evil spirit picks out our weak spots and attacks them in an 
effort to drive us away from God’s friendship (n. 327).  Thus if I am prone to self-doubt, my self-
doubt will be the evil spirit’s point of attack every time I feel close to God.  Each of us has weak 
points in our personality.  Self-knowledge can help us know when we are being sidetracked by the 
promptings of the bad spirit.”  AF, 191 
 
“I name the weak spots in me.  In prayer, I bring to God the areas of my life where I struggle with 
these emotional potholes.  I ask the Lord for insight and for healing.  I commit myself to pray 
during the times when I feel especially vulnerable.  I ask the Lord to help me move slowly and 
deliberately through the tense moments.  I keep in mind that desolation often leads me to make 
imprudent changes and that my buttons often lead me to fly off the handle.  I ask the Lord to help 
me to avoid unreflective reactions to stressful moments.”  GVW, 5 
 
“Ignatius does not say that desolation may come after; he says definitively that desolation will 
come after.  It is part of the human experience to have desolation from time to time; we have no 
choice about that.  What we can choose is whether to prepare for the next time it comes.  We can 
use the strength that comes from consolation – from closeness to God and from increased faith, 
hope and love – to face the future with eyes wide open.”  GVW, 5 
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“When in desolation, I am often incapable of sensing God’s presence in my life.  During those 
difficult periods, I must simply choose to believe that God is present, even though I have no 
evidence.  During consolation, then, it is important to look back on those dark moments in order 
to recognize the hand of God in them.  One of the chief characteristics of consolation is the ease 
with which a person can ‘find God in all things,’ to use an Ignatian phrase.  Looking backward to 
see how God was with me, guiding me, loving me all along, will increase the joy of consolation 
and help me act in faith – confident in God’s presence – the next time I am in desolation.”  GVW, 
5 
 
“When a person is in desolation, all objectivity is gone.  The false spirit is her counselor – 
presenting foolish proposals, drawing incorrect conclusions, and making poor judgments.  We get 
a medical checkup when we’re in good health, not when experiencing acute illness or injury… 
Discernment during periods of desolation often yields very poor results.  Therefore, the person 
in desolation cannot trust the notions that come to her during that period.  Instead, she needs to 
lean more heavily on her support network for the decisions that must be made for the time being 
and wait until she is in the light of consolation to work toward lasting resolutions.”  GVW, 5 
 
Spiritual Desolation: When the False Spirit Is Driving the Bus 
 
“Spiritual desolation is the contrary of spiritual consolation.  Ignatius gives these examples: 
‘obtuseness of soul, turmoil within it, an impulsive motion towards low and earthly things, or 
disquiet from various agitations and temptations.  These move one toward lack of faith and leave 
one without hope and without love.  One is completely listless, tepid, and unhappy, and feels 
separated from our Creator and Lord. (n. 317)”  WD, 129 
 
“Contrary to consolation is desolation.  It is as if the light has gone out and you are left in the 
dark.  You sense that God is absent.  You are out of sorts, off-key, or off-center; you are in a spin, 
fragmented and moody, preoccupied with inner struggles, missing out on joy, seeing things as grey 
or black.  You feel unsure, unhappy, separated and lonely.  You lose courage.  It is hard to be 
loving and kind and easy to put bad interpretations on everything.  Your judgments can be quite 
unbalanced and negative.  Clearly, in desolation your demons are hard at work, whereas in 
consolation your good spirit is leading.”  GRF, 15 
 
“I know that I’m in desolation when I find myself preoccupied with the small: petty resentments, 
irrational worries, superficial pleasures, or low-reaching goals.  When I prayerfully look back on 
my day (Ignatius would say, ‘When I pray my Examen’), I ask, ‘What have been the primary things 
on my mind and in my heart, today?  What were my goals for the day?’  Once I name those things 
that took up my time and psychic energy, I can then ask, ‘Did those thoughts, feelings, and goals 
lead me toward being a person of greater faith, hope, and love, or did they lead me away from 
these virtues?’  These are simple questions, and by pondering them, I’ll know fairly quickly which 
spirit has driven my day.”  GVW, chap 2 
 
“Perhaps I spent the day doing housework or gardening or changing the oil in my car.  I’m not 
asking myself how big or how heroic my actions were but rather, ‘Did these actions lead to greater 
faith, hope, and love?’  For example, if I spent the day doing housework, the question would be 
‘Why did I do housework?  Was it out of love for my family or out of avoidance of something else 
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I was supposed to accomplish today?’  If I spent the day feeling sad about my friend’s moving 
away, I ask myself, ‘Was the sadness my way of acknowledging my great love for my friend, or 
was it a self-indulgent refusal to get on with my life?’  The movements beneath the thoughts, 
feelings, or actions will reveal the true spirit stirring me today.”  GVW, 2 
 
“Provided that we are trying to live a good life, the experience of feeling out of sorts, ill at ease, 
anxious, unhappy, listless, and so on are experiences of spiritual desolation.  They do not come 
from God.”  WD, 129 
 
Perseverance and ‘Staying the Course’ During Spiritual Desolation 
 
“Third rule of thumb: When we are experiencing spiritual desolation, it is not a good time to 
make any major decisions about our life’s course.  Rather, we should beg God for patience and 
for some light as to the causes of the desolation.”  WD, 130 
 
“During a time of desolation one should never make a change.  Instead, one should remain firm 
and constant in the resolutions and in the decision which one had on the day before the desolation, 
or in a decision in which one was during a previous time of consolation. 
For just as the good spirit is chiefly the one who guides and counsels us in time of consolation, so 
it is the evil spirit who does this in time of desolation.  By following his counsels, we can never 
find the way to a right decision.”  SE, Rule #5, Ganss, 122 
 
A Courageous Interior Life During Desolation 
 
“Although we ought not to change our former resolutions in time of desolation, it is very profitable 
to make vigorous changes in ourselves against the desolation, for example, by insisting more on 
prayer, meditation, earnest self-examination, and some suitable way of doing penance.”  SE, Rule 
#6, Ganss, 123 
 
“I shouldn’t change my well-discerned proposals, says Ignatius, but I should change myself in 
actively working against the spirit of desolation.  Unfortunately, the desolation will tempt me to 
do the opposite: to change my properly made decisions but to remain interiorly passive as 
disquietude, confusion, anger, and fear get the best of me.  It is the loss of hope that leads me 
unconsciously to surrender to these agitations.  Ignatius insists that I fan the flame of hope within 
myself by aggressively resisting desolation.”  GVW, 2 
 
“Being passive in the face of desolation will only increase its power and control over me.  Resisting 
it will limit its influence.  Using a contemporary metaphor, Jesuit father David Fleming loosely 
translates Ignatius’ insight: ‘The evil spirit often behaves like a spoiled child.  If a person is firm 
with children, children give up petulant ways of acting.  But if a person shows indulgence or 
weakness in any way, children are merciless in trying to get what they want, stomping their feet in 
defiance or wheedling their way into favor.  So our tactics must include firmness in dealing with 
the evil spirit in our lives.”  GVW, 2 
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The Principle of Counter-Attack: Agere Contra 
 
“In two different sections of Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises, he recommends that we ‘act against’ 
desolation by increasing prayer and church participation: 
‘We must remember that during the time of consolation it is easy, and requires only a slight effort, 
to continue a whole hour in contemplation, but in time of desolation it is very difficult to do so.  
Hence, in order to fight against the desolation and conquer the temptation, the exercitant must 
always remain in the exercise a little more than the full hour.  Thus he will accustom himself not 
only to resist the enemy, but even to overthrow him.’ (SE, Annotation 13)  And in another place: 
‘Though in desolation we must never change our former resolutions, it will be very advantageous 
to intensify our activity against the desolation.  We must insist more upon prayer, upon meditation, 
and on much examination of ourselves.  We must make an effort in a suitable way to do some 
penance.’  (SE, Rules #6)”  GVW, 2 
 
“One who is in desolation should strive to preserve himself or herself in patience.  This is the 
counterattack against the vexations which are being experienced.  One should remember that after 
a while the consolation will return again, through the diligent efforts against the desolation which 
were suggested in the Sixth Rule.”  SE, Ganss, Rule #8, 123 
 
“I also might find it difficult to attend church during desolation.  I may unconsciously seek 
excuses to show up late or to leave early.  In the spirit of agere contra, I may want to commit 
myself to attend church one more time per week than I normally do.”  GVW, 2 
 
“If I feel inclined to stay in my room and sulk all day, I will choose the opposite path by stepping 
out of the house and socializing with people.  This Ignatian practice of doing the opposite…is 
sometimes referred to as the practice of agere contra, literally, to ‘act against.’  Agere contra is 
the choice to do the opposite of what I am tempted to do in desolation.”  GVW, 2 
 
Be Firm Against the False Spirit, Gentle Towards Yourself 
 
“While Ignatius would have the person in desolation be firm and disciplined toward the false spirit, 
he would recommend that she be gentle, patient, and encouraging to herself during this difficult 
time.  [In the Seventh Annotation to the Exercises he instructs:] ‘If the giver of the Exercises sees 
that the one making them is experiencing desolation and temptation, he or she should not treat the 
retreatant severely or harshly, but gently and kindly.  The director should encourage and strengthen 
the exercitant for the future, unmask the deceptive tactics of the enemy of our human nature, and 
help the retreatant to prepare and dispose himself or herself for the consolation which will come.” 
GVW, 2 
 
“How – in concrete, specific action – do I practice gentleness, patience, and encouragement with 
myself during desolation?  First, since desolation inclines me to judge myself harshly, I practice 
agere contra by speaking kindly to myself.  I say the things a good mother would say to a wounded 
child.  Second, I remind myself that desolation rarely lasts for very long. ‘Let him think that he 
will soon be consoled,’ says Ignatius.  Holding on to that hope will help move the process along.  
Third, except through my prayer life and positive attitude, desolation is normally not the time for 
bold moves.  Instead, if possible, I sit quietly and patiently, actively waiting for God to make the 
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next move, and believing that he will.  Fourth, I remind myself that God is all-loving and all 
powerful and will not send me any challenges I can’t handle.  If that is true, then I can live through 
this challenge, and I’ll even trust that God will make good use of it.”  GVW, 2 
 
“When we are in desolation we should think that the Lord has left us to our own powers in order 
to test us, so that we may prove ourselves by resisting the various agitations and temptations of the 
enemy. For we can do this with God’s help, which always remains available, even if we do not 
clearly perceive it.  Indeed, even though the Lord has withdrawn from us his abundant fervor, 
augmented love, and intensive grace, he still supplies sufficient grace for our eternal salvation.”  
SE, Ganss, Rule #7, 123 
 
“When I am in desolation, I need the sure footing of the Church.  It is my place of refuge when 
I’ve lost my sense of direction.  During desolation, the Church provides a voice of reasoned faith 
through its teaching and a balm of healing through its rituals.  The Church’s teaching is the 
repository of two thousand years of shared reflection on any spiritual problem I might be 
experiencing.  Its doctrine is the implementation of that sustained reflection… And – whatever the 
source of my desolation – there is no other institution that has reflected this long o this very 
problem of mine.”  GVW, 2 
 
The Chief Causes of Spiritual Desolation 
 
“Ignatius tells us that God never causes desolation.  God, however, does permit desolation to 
come.  Why?  Ignatius has three suppositions: (1) I have fallen into sin and God has allowed 
desolation to come as a natural consequence.  (2) God allows desolation to come in order to ‘test 
me.’  He knows that some gifts and graces come only through struggle on my part.  Much like a 
teacher who tests even her gifted students in order that they grow stronger in the field, so does God 
allow desolation to challenge and stretch me.  (3) God allows desolation to come in order to give 
me the great gift of humility, which is a core virtue for Ignatius and of which Ignatius says one 
could never have enough. If my spiritual life were filled with nothing but consolation, I could well 
become spiritually prideful.  I could begin to think that I am the source of the graces that come 
from God.  God allows desolation to remind me that ‘all is the gift and grace of God our Lord’ and 
that I can do nothing without him.”  GVW, 2 
 
“There are three chief causes for the desolation in which we find ourselves.  The first is that we 
ourselves are tepid, lazy, or negligent in our spiritual exercises.  Thus the spiritual consolation 
leaves us because of our own faults.  The second is that the desolation is meant to test how much 
we are worth and how far we will extend ourselves in the service and praise of God, even without 
much repayment by way of consolations and increased graces.  The third is that the desolation is 
meant to give us a true recognition and understanding, so that we may perceive interiorly that we 
cannot by ourselves bring on or retain great devotion, intense love, tears, or any other spiritual 
consolation, but that all these are a gift and grace from God our Lord; and further, to prevent us 
from building our nest in a house which belongs to Another, by puffing up our minds with pride 
or vainglory through which we attribute to ourselves the devotion or other feature of spiritual 
consolation.”  SE, Ganss, Rule #9, 123-4 
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“Of the three cause, only this first one implies culpability on my part.  It’s important to note that 
if I am in desolation I should not presume that it is my fault.  On the contrary, for a devout 
Christian, desolation does not usually come because of sin.”  GVW, 2 
 
“Most of the time, desolation will come for reasons other than sin.  There are times, however, 
when desolation is the natural consequence of my own attitudes, actions and omissions.  Then I 
find myself in desolation, I should examine my conscience to explore whether I might have made 
a poor moral choice somewhere along the way.  Have I been unkind to my loved ones?  Have I 
been dishonest in business or in my schoolwork?  Have I overindulged in physical pleasures and 
instant gratification?  Have I neglected my relationship with God?  With the Church?  With my 
loved ones?  With myself?  Have I become lazy?  Prideful?  Have I grown materialistic?  Petty?  
Am I a gossip?  Have I neglected the poor?  Have I squandered the earth’s resources?  Have I 
failed to keep the Ten commandments?  Have I become overly scrupulous, obsessed with the rules 
or with always being right?”  GVW, 2 
 
“The fallout of sinful attitudes and actions will reverberate through every aspect of my life, 
including my prayer life.  A more careful reading of Ignatius suggests that sinful inactions, what 
the church calls sins of omission, may be an even more common cause.  He suggests that desolation 
might have come because ‘we are tepid, slothful, or negligent.’  Taking his advice, the person in 
desolation will want to look especially to those particular sins.  Have I neglected my prayer?  My 
mission in life?  My loved ones?  Have I neglected the poor and needy of the world?  Is there a 
painful decision that I am avoiding?  From what disturbing reality am I hiding?”  GVW, 2 
 
“But we also need to remind ourselves that we often cannot figure out the source of our 
desolation; no one experiences a steady diet of consolation.  Then we beg God for help to endure 
the desolation until consolation returns, as it will.”  WD, 130 
 
God Never Causes but Works Powerfully and Lovingly In Desolation 
 
“Desolation, however, is not a wasted period.  It’s an opportunity to receive the more difficult 
graces that can come only through a bit of suffering.  While God never brings desolation, God 
does allow it and would never do so unless we could grow from the experience.  It was through 
the experience of crying out to God that Job encountered God in a transcendent way.  And through 
this experience of desolation and redemption, Job became far more blessed (wiser, holier, more 
successful) than before the desolation.  Like Job, I can look back at the darkest times of my life 
and see that it was in those times that I grew the most.”  GVW, 2 
 
“Ignatius suggests three difficult graces in particular that the desolate one has the potential of 
receiving: repentance, fortitude, and humility.  I would suggest others as well: patience, trust, self-
assurance, self-confidence, wisdom, and unwavering loyalty toward God and toward Christian 
commitments.  Christianity’s central story of resurrection through the cross of Christ is the 
testimony that God can transform even evil occurrences into the means of salvation.  These dark 
times can be breakthrough moments in our own salvation history.”  GVW, 2 
 
“One day my brother Steve took me sailing on his little sunfish sailboat.  I enjoyed watching in 
fascination as Steve expertly took us in any direction to which I pointed.  Embarrassingly asking 
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about how will we return home unless the wind changes direction, I learned that a good sailor can 
use practically any wind to go in whatever direction he desires.  This was a huge revelation for 
me!  I naively thought that one would have to travel in the direction of the wind at all times.  
Sailing, I discovered, is about detecting the source of the wind, then making adjustments to 
harness that wind to move the boat forward.  This is a perfect analogy for using discernment of 
spirits to progress in the spiritual life.  We pay attention to learn the source of this particular 
movement, then we make spiritual adjustments to harness this movement (whether it be 
consolation or desolation) in order to move forward in the spiritual life.”  GVW, 2 
 
“I do not fear desolation then; I welcome it and utilize it for God’s greater glory.  It’s the ultimate 
practical joke that God and I play on the false spirit.”  GVW, 2 
 
“The experience of desolation can be helpful insofar as it makes us realize that we are going the 
wrong way.  It is saying, ‘Wrong Way!  Go Back!’  Thus, desolation can be a pathway to true 
consolation.  Never ignore desolation!  It is trying to tell you something you need to know, just 
as physical pain does.”  GRF, 16 
 
“The agonies of scrupulous people cannot come from God, since they are trying to live a good 
life.  Ignatius himself had a terrible bout with scruples about confessing his past sins.  He finally 
came to the conclusion that these scrupulous thoughts could not be from God and decided never 
to confess past sins again.”  AF, 186 
 
Importance of Docility before the Church 
 
“For Ignatius, as for any Roman Catholic, personal discernment of spirits stands in healthy tension 
with authority, and unless it is clear that one would be abandoning God by obeying authority in a 
conflict such as Ignatius felt, then authority trumps personal discernment.”  AF, 189 
 
Ignatius’ Statement of the Principle and Foundation of the Spiritual Exercises and of Life 
 

“Human beings are created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord,  
and by means of doing this to save their souls. 

The other things on the face of the earth are created for human beings,  
to help them in the pursuit of the end for which they are created. 

From this it follows that we ought to use these things  
to the extent that they help us toward our end,  

and free ourselves from them to the extent that they hinder us from it. 
To attain this it is necessary to make ourselves indifferent to all created things,  

in regard to everything which is left to our free will and is not forbidden.   
Consequently, on our part we ought not to seek health rather than sickness,  

wealth rather than poverty, honor rather than dishonor,  
a long life rather than a short one, and so on in all other matters. 

Rather, we ought to desire and choose only that which is more conducive  
to the end for which we are created. 
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Prayers of St. Ignatius of Loyola 

 
 

Anima Christi 
 

Soul of Christ, sanctify me 
Body of Christ, save me 

Blood of Christ, inebriate me 
Water from the side of Christ, wash me 

Passion of Christ, strengthen me 
O good Jesus, hear me 

Within your wounds hide me 
Permit me not to be separated from You 

From the wicked foe, defend me 
In the hour of my death, call me 

And bid me to come to You 
That with Your saints, 

I may praise You 
Forever and ever 

Amen. 
 
 
 
 

Prayer for Generosity 
 

Lord, 
Teach me to be generous. 

Teach me to serve you 
as you deserve; 

to give and 
not to count the cost, 

to fight and 
not to heed the wounds, 

to toil and  
not to seek for rest, 

to labor and 
not to ask for reward, 
save that of knowing 
that I do your will. 

Amen. 
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Suscipe 
 

Take, Lord, and receive 
all my liberty,  
my memory,  

my understanding, 
and my entire will, 

all I have and call my own. 
You have given all to me. 
To you, Lord, I return it. 

Everything is yours; 
do with it what you will. 
Give me only your love 

and your grace, 
that is enough for me. 

 
 
 


