
Discernment 
Rules according to Ignatius of Loyola



Introduction

How I decided before 

Ignatius

Bible Opening

Enough faith will give you 

what you want

Say yes to everything

How Ignatius 

Decided Before God 

Gave Him Rules

Met a Moor

 Let the donkey decide



God our great coach

God is like a good coach

 Encourages us

 Doesn’t berate or make fun

 Doesn’t expect perfection

 Helps us learn by experience



Discernment of Spirits defined

A gift of the Holy Spirit Discernment definition

 Keenness in seeing and understanding

 Good judgment 

 Shrewdness

 To perceive clearly

 discriminate



Discernment of Spirits

Discernment of Spirits:

Understanding the difference 

between the Spirit of God and the 

Spirit of Evil is discernment. 

 Teaches us how to know the 

difference between good and 

evil.

 Teaches us how to choose



Who must God be for us to discern

God as Mapmaker

God draws out our whole life, 

like a map.

 It’s our job to find where the 

map leads and follow it.

We can get lost. 

We can lose hope, grow angry, 

frustrated. 

Can give up



God as Rule 

Maker/Judge

• God makes the rules and 

we must follow them.

• There is no communication 

or working together.

• We don’t see love, just 

harsh judgment

• We can grow rigid. 

• No discernment needed 

on our part. 



God as Puppeteer

We imagine God has us on 

strings.

We feel powerless 

Can’t think for ourselves

Think God moves us, or pulls 

our strings 

We get to heaven by letting 

God move us



God as Co-Laborer

To discern we must see God as 

working with us.

God helps us decide most healthy 

and holy choice

Only by seeing God working with us 

can we discern.

If we search for God in deepest 

desires, we can find true self, and 

God’s will for our true self.



Questions for Discernment

What is God’s will in 
this particular 
circumstance?

 How do I know what 
to chose?

 How do I know how to 
direct my will to a 
particular choice?



Discernment Depends on Affectivity

We discern by first identifying:

 How do things affect me – my 

feelings, reactions, responses

What are the deeper values 

that generate my feelings

 Don’t fall into the trip of 

believing that thoughts are 

more God-like than feelings. 



Affectivity – According to our Culture

 Ignore or control negative feelings. Pretend 
you feel good when you don’t. 

 From others we hear:

 Don’t cry

 “Don’t feel that way”

 “You are too emotional”

 Don’t be too happy. (You are only permitted to be 
very excited over some sporting event)

 Drown negative feelings in obsessions, 
addictions, attachments.

 Get embarrassed and shamed by feelings. 
Never cry in public for instance.



Flower Example

Bulb=value

Flower = affectivity

Our feelings (Affectivity) grows directly 

from the bulb and root (our values). 

Example:

Let’s say a person values other’s 

opinions above her own. To feel good 

about herself, she needs others to 

compliment her. 

This value develops positive feelings 

when she get compliments, negative 

feelings when she doesn’t.  



What’s Needed for Discernment

Pay attention to all feelings. Be 
honest about what you feel, even 
if it’s painful

Cry when you need to

Accept any label of “emotional” 
with humility. 

Let go of obsessions, addictions, 
attachments. They keep you from 
knowing your feelings. 

Let the emptiness happen so you 
can recognize feelings.



Consequences of Ignoring Feelings 

Ignoring emotions inhibits discerning.

Lose the present moment

Lose my ability to hear God speak within 
me

Lose my self

When we loose self, we loose sight of 
God’s prompting

Grow numb or ashamed

Like cutting off every flower that blooms 

(NOTE: I’m NOT recommending acting out 
feelings on others – just identifying and 
accepting them – and owning them.)



I Recognize and Accept My Feelings. 

So What?

Once you identify feelings: 

Explore the values they 

come from. 

Decide who’s standard the 

value belongs to (Good or 

Evil)

To change a feeling, you 

must change the value that 

generates it. 



A New View: Where Do My Feelings 

Come From?
From The World From Within (My Values)

You hurt my feelings. I value what she said, and took her words as 

hurtful

I can’t help feeling blue (or 

sad, or angry, or depressed) –
the weather, my comfort, my 

job, my co-workers, etc are…. 

I value having things my way, and when 

they don’t go my way, I grow sad, angry, 
depressed, or what have you.

You make me so angry! I value people being nice to me, and when 

you aren’t nice I get angry

It’s all your fault that I’m upset. I value people placating me, and when you 
don’t, I use anger to try and keep you in 

your place. 



Anger

 If I’m paying attention, and let 

God direct me, anger points 

to places of strong convictions

 Places I sense harm for self or 

others

When I listen to anger, it 

reveals things that bother me 

(my value that’s being 

squashed)



Fear

 If I’m paying attention, and 

let God direct me my fear, it 

gives me wisdom and helps 

me discern. 

 Helps me to realize that 

danger exists

 Allows me to asses the 

danger



Sadness

 If I pay attention to 

my emotions, sadness 

can let me work 

through pain or loss. 

Reminds me to rely 

on God instead of 

self



Shame
 Healthy shame is when I feel badly about a sinful deed 

or thought. 

 Unhealthy shame – we feel ashamed of our very self. 

 If I’m paying attention, and let God direct me, shame 

teaches me I’m human and limited

 Lets me know I can make mistakes

 Ignatius called shame a grace.



Guilt

If I’m paying attention, 

and let God direct me, 

guilt helps me form a 

conscience

Our conscience is that 

internal value system that 

leads to action and 

commitment. We need to 

form it well.



Joy

 If I’m paying attention, and 

let God direct me, joy tells me 

that my needs are fulfilled. 

Creates energy. 

 Even if life is hard, painful, or a 

struggle, thanking God for 

every situation can produce 

joy. 



Affectivity Summary

 If I’m paying attention, and let God 

direct me, I grow closer to Christ by 

addressing inner self, feelings, desires.

 It’s not power, ambition, over-

commitment, dysfunction, or hostility 

that lead us away from God. Rather, 

we separate from God by refusing to 

recognize (WITHIN OURSELVES) where 

those feelings come from. 

We must identify the values and 

standards that produce the feelings so 

we can grow and change. 



Consolation and Desolation Handout



Discernment Terms

Consolation

 Feeling connected to God. 

 Feeling love for God and others. 

 Things seem more beautiful, more hopeful, 

more comforting.

 Prayer seems fruitful 

In Consolation:

 Take time for introspection

 Realize weaknesses

 Admit need for God

 Prepare for desolation (it will come)

Desolation

 Feeling separate from God. 

 Feel despair, unrest, depression

 Lack incentive to pray.

 Bland, uninspired.

 Always comes from the evil spirit. 

In Desolation:

 Stick to any decision made in 

consolation. 

 Never make a new decision in 

desolation. 



Two Types of Discernment

 Two Types

 Ignatius calls them "first week" and 

"second week" experiences

 Not related to actual weeks.

 You’ve got to know which you are in 

‘cause rules are different for each.





First Week Decisions
Choosing Between Good and Evil

Some First Week Decisions

 Spout angry tirade or hold my tongue

 To follow or break any commandment

 Admit my mistake or stay prideful

 Pray regularly or avoid prayer

 Let go of, or continue to hold a disordered 

attachment



When I Choose Evil 
(In First Week Discernment)

Evil

Brings up pleasures and 

sensually pleasing images 

to keep me attached.

God

Pricks my conscience and 

appeals to reason.

When I’m going from sin to sin, evil to evil, and think about stopping,  

here’s what happens.

• If I recognize my sin and feel guilty, unhappy or remorseful, I know I 

am being reminded to stop the sin.

• If I feel sensual pleasures, that’s temptation. I should avoid it.  



When I Choose Good (First Week)
I choose to quit committing a sin, here’s what happens

Evil

 Tries to discourage me

 Tempts me to quit trying 

(it’s too hard)

 Tempts me to rationalize 

continuing (it’s just one 

tiny taste, drink, look, 

feel. It won’t matter)

God

 Gives consolation, a sure sign 

we’ve made the right choice.

 Gives calm, peace, strength 

and enthusiasm to say no.



Second Week Discernment 
Choosing Between Good and God

 Discerning between good to God. 

 Not about sin or no sin but choices 

that are lawful and good within our 

consciences. 

More complex than First Week 

discernment. 

 Different rules than First Week 



Second Week Decisions

Step 1: Decide if 

you’re in consolation 

or desolation

If in consolation, you 

can continue.

In desolation – wait 

 Mentally consider each option 

before you.

 Imagine what would happen with 

each separately – beginning, 

middle and end result

 Pretend you’re on your 

deathbed. Which decision makes 

the most sense.

 Speak with experts, get the facts.

 Does each fit with Gospel values? 



If I Choose Good Not God

Evil

Gives false consolation (be 

careful)

Can cause desolation 

 Twists thoughts and actions 

from God to self

God

 Reminds you of your 

original goal

 Brings up feelings of 

concern, discontent, 

sorrow, guilt

Can allow desolation



When I Choose God Above Good

Evil

Tries to:

 Twists a good beginning into an evil end

 Make you feel guilty, discontent, 

irritated, dissatisfied

 Sting your conscience with thoughts of 

pride about making a good choice

 Move in disturbing or confusing ways. 

 Get you to focus on wrong (selfish) 
motives for consolation

 Tempts you to place our own will ahead 
of God’s. 

God

Gives support, 

encouragement, delight.

Gives consolation without 

cause (no reason – it just 

comes)

Gives freedom



Role of the Director

 Discernment is a group 

activity. It’s important to 

consult another person

Our own desires, beliefs, 

preconceptions can 

cloud our vision

 Express to another what 

we think God is saying to 

you.

 Spiritual director, spouse, 

friend, clergy, or any 

other prayerful, thoughtful 

person works, as long as 

you are truthful.



Summary

 Feel my feelings

 Decide why I am feeling them –

what value do I hold that prompts 

that feeling.

 Decide desolation or consolation. 

 If in Desolation – no action but 
more prayer

 Once in consolation - I decide if 

I’m choosing between Good and 

Evil, or Good and God. 

 Go through the flow sheet

Some ways to facilitate decisions:

 Imagine I’m looking back on my 

choice from my deathbed

 Try to sort out what I’m attached to 

and let go of that

 If my choice goes sour, I consider the 

beginning, middle and end, and see 

where I might have gone off track, 

and try again from that spot.

 I’m patient and kind to myself, 

knowing the process is the important 

thing. 

With practice, discernment will improve. God 

wants your best effort, not perfection.


