
Guidelines for Discernment 

 
The blue text indicates guidelines that refer to desolation, the green to consolation. Numbers in square 
brackets refer to the relevant paragraph in the Spiritual Exercises. 
 
As you read these points, reflect for each of them: 

• can I recognise this from my experience? 

• how do your normal responses to situations correspond to the suggested courses of 
actions? Which would you wish to follow in the future? 

• what help from God do you need to pray for in order to change your patterns of response? 
 
 
1st Week Discernment Guidelines 
 
1 If I’m stuck in a sinful pattern,  

I seek to go with thoughts of change and feelings of remorse; and  
I seek to let go of imaginary satisfactions that keep me stuck in what feels good but 
isn’t. [314] 

 
2 If I’m breaking loose from a sinful pattern,  

I seek to go with inspiring ideas and feelings of courage, strength, and hope;   
I seek to let go of imaginary obstacles and feelings of discouragement. [315] 

 
3 I know I am in consolation when I have an inner sense of love for God, I find myself moved, 

even to tears, with love or grief for sin, or at Christ’s passion, or other things linked with 
serving or loving and longing for God. Consolation also involves increases in hope, faith, 
love, and any inner joy that draws one towards God and an inner peace. [316] 

 
4 I know I am in desolation when I sink into feelings that are hopeless, lukewarm, and 

separated or into thoughts that are despairing, selfish, or put-downs. [317] 
 
5 When I am in desolation, I make no significant life decisions. I seek to stick with the 

direction of decisions made when in consolation. [318] 
 
6 When I am in desolation, I act against it through prayer, self-knowledge, and penance. 

[319] 
 
7 When I am in desolation, I seek to trust myself in God’s care. I seek to see God as 

challenging me to grow in faith and trust in him, and so seek to persevere by trusting his 
promise of salvation. [320] 

 
8 When I am in desolation, I am gentle and patient with myself, and remember that 

consolation will return, desolation will pass. [321] 
 
9 When in desolation I look for the cause. Three possible causes are 

 

a I have been negligent of my spiritual life 
 

b God is drawing me into new areas of faith that I am reluctant to face (calling me into 
greater faith and courage) 

 

c God is seeking to show me some deeper truth about myself – reminding me that I 
need grace, when I have thought I can do things in my own strength. [322] 

 



10 I know I am in consolation when I rejoice in feelings of union with God and 
thoughts of giving myself to God and gather strength for future challenges. [323] 

 
11 When I am in consolation, I’ll pray my own ‘Magnificat’. When in desolation pray my 

own Psalm 63. [324] 
 
12 When I sense an evil spirit, I act with courage and firmness. [325] 
 
13 When I sense an evil spirit, I am open about my experience rather than secretive. 

[326] 
 
14 To avoid an evil spirit, I learn my own strengths and weaknesses. [327] 
 

 

2
nd

 Week Discernment 

 

1 My inner joy and spiritual gladness will be caused by the good spirit. Sadness and spiritual 
turmoil is the product of the evil spirit. The evil spirit will work against the effects of the 
good spirit with fallacious and subtle reasonings and deceptions. [329] 

 
2 The creative power and providence of God can give me surprise consolations. (These come 

without being sought, or without taking actions that I know will bring consolation.) [330] 
 
3 Consolation can be caused by good spirits leading me toward action that is better or by bad 

spirits leading me toward action that is worse (false consolation). [331] 
 
4 The evil spirit characteristically moves in my trains of thought, starting out good but slowly 

and subtly ending up less good, leaving me in desolation. [332] 
 
5 It is important to observe the direction of my thoughts; where they begin, continue, 

and end. 
I recognize a good spirit when the whole process is good. 
I recognize an evil spirit when I end up where I didn’t intend to go or lose my peace. [333] 

 
6 By reviewing how I got where I did in my thought or action I can guard against repeating 

the pattern. [334] 
 
7 I can expect a gentle touch from a good spirit (water on a sponge) and a harsh touch from 

an evil spirit (water on a stone) when I am going from good to better. I can expect a strong 
touch from a good spirit and a soft one from the evil spirit when I am going from good to 
less good. [335] 

 
8 I can trust completely the consolation which comes as a surprise from God; but I need to 

discern very carefully before I act in response. [336] 
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