
Discernment of Spirits 
according to

St. Ignatius of Loyola 



Who was St Ignatius?

Born in Northern Spain in 1491

Son of a nobleman (minor nobility)

1521 his leg was shattered by a 
cannonball in a battle in Pamplona

Recovering at a family home, he read a 
Life of Christ and Lives of the Saints – the 
only books available



Bored, he spent hours imagining living out 
adventures, first worldly ones – winning 
the hand of a noblewoman

Then thoughts of imitating saints

During his reveries, he was happy

Little by little, he began to recognize a 
difference in how he felt after leaving his 
periods of contemplation



At a pivotal moment his eyes were opened 
“just a little” to see that some thoughts left 
him sad, others left him happy

The Lord taught Ignatius to pay attention… 
to the stirrings within him.  



By focusing on becoming aware of these 
movements, St. Ignatius teaches us how to 
remove barriers to living our lives in close 
union with our Redeemer.



He pondered the difference until he was 
able to understand that the movements he 
felt in his heart 
– the uplifting of the sacred thoughts and

– the sadness of the worldly thoughts 

originated from different sources



Armed with this awareness and 
understanding, he took action:

– Accept thoughts arising from the Good Spirit

– Reject those arising from the Bad Spirits



Whether or not we are aware of it, our 
hearts are continually moved toward 
different projects(actions)

Awareness of their origins allows true 
understanding and appropriate action

This is the process of discernement of 
spirits



Be Aware

Understand

Take Action



Discernment of Spirits is directed toward 
action

Awareness and Understanding are not 
enough

All is aimed at firmly accepting what is of 
God and firmly rejecting what is not



All who live the Christian life seriously and 
generously can expect to experience 
these dynamics

All who desire to overcome sin and live a 
life of holiness will be helped by these 
rules



1st Rule

For persons moving away from God 
toward serious sin, 

- the enemy facilitates this through  
the imagination of sensual pleasures.   

- the Good Spirit stings the 
conscience to have us turn back to 
God.



Rule 1 focuses on a continuing direction of 
life “persons who are going” and on a 
direction away from God and toward 
serious sin

Living according to the flesh



Rule 2 focuses on those genuinely 
seeking God

Striving to overcome sin



Rules 1 and 2 show how the Bad Spirits 
and the Good Spirits act in these two 
fundamental directions in life

Is the person moving away from God and 
toward serious sin? Or sincerely striving to 
overcome sin and grow closer to God?

To apply discernment rules, first determine 
whether rule 1 or rule 2 applies



GOD Rule 1

Rule 2



“Enemy”  St. Ignatius refers to the enemy 
of our human nature, and evil spirits in a 
broad sense :  encompasses the world, 
the flesh and the devil

Does not try to distinguish since all are 
treated the same way

Any sources that would try to pull us away 
from God



In Rule 1 

the Enemy ordinarily acts through the 
imagination 

with images of sensual delights and 
pleasures - awakening an attraction



“Good Spirit”  God and His angels, the gift 
of grace from baptism (all the virtues and 
gifts of the Holy Spirit) and charisms

Stings and bites conscience through 
rational power of moral judgment

Exactly contrary methods to Bad Spirit



2nd Rule 

Persons going away from sin toward 
God.  The enemy 

- bites 

- stings

- saddens 

- places obstacles 

- disquiets with false reasons.  



The Good Spirit

- encourages

- strengthens

- consoles with  tears, inspirations 
and quiet

- eases and takes away obstacles



Action of the Enemy is exactly contrary to 
previous rule:  to weaken the person’s 
movement toward God so that he will not 
go forward

Action of the Good Spirit: to encourage, 
remove obstacles to continued movement 
toward God



By learning these patterns, we can learn to 
discern

From here on, all rules directed toward 
Rule 2 persons



3rd Rule

Spiritual consolation:  
the Soul 

- becomes inflamed with love of God  
- sees all things in God
- experiences an increase 

in faith, 
in hope, and 
in charity.  



All interior joy that quiets and attracts 
toward heavenly things comes from 
God.



“Spiritual Consolation”

– The distinction between spiritual and non-
spiritual consolation is crucial for accurate 
discernment of spirits

– Uplifting of the heart that affects our life of 
faith and relationship with God

– Any increase in faith, hope and love



Non-spiritual consolations:
– Beautiful scene of nature

– Music

– Great works of art

– Enjoyable company

These are good and willed by God but are not 
Spiritual Consolations, do not have direct, 
immediate reference to our life of faith



Non-spiritual consolations can serve as a 
springboard to spiritual consolations

St Therese with her sister, Pauline in the 
garden with the chicks – moved to tears by 
the mother hen caring for her chicks, 
becomes a spiritual consolation as she 
reflects on how it shows God’s tenderness 
toward us



4th Rule

Spiritual Desolation 

Darkness of soul 

- disturbances

- attraction to low and earthly things 

- disquiet due to agitations & temptations 

- lack of confidence 

- feeling without hope and love



- feeling slothful

- tepid

- sad, and 

- feeling as if separated from God are 
permitted but not caused by God.



“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.”

St. Ignatius



This rule is directly contrary to the 
previous rule.

Affective heaviness – instills sadness and 
depletes energy for living

Directly impacts our faith and pursuit of 
God’s will – therefore spiritual



Desolation may be experienced on non-
spiritual level
– Physically based

– Psychologically based

No direct reference to faith, but can be a 
springboard to spiritual desolation

A fertile source of spiritual desolation and so a 
potential hazard in the spiritual life



Feelings & emotions give rise to thoughts. 
The thoughts come from the stirrings.

Thoughts that arise from spiritual 
consolation should be accepted. 

Those from spiritual desolation - rejected.


