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Rules for Discerning the Spirits is a fundamental aspect of the Spiritual
Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola. St. Ignatius, a 16th-century Spanish
priest and theologian, developed a series of meditations and prayers designed
to deepen one's relationship with God. Central to these exercises are the
rules for discernment, which help individuals understand the movements within
their hearts and minds—referred to as "spirits." These rules serve as
guidance for recognizing how the Holy Spirit works in one's life and how to
respond to different spiritual influences.

Understanding the Context of Spiritual Discernment

Discerning the spirits involves distinguishing between the influence of good,
often referred to as the Holy Spirit, and evil, which seeks to lead
individuals away from God. St. Ignatius recognized that every person
experiences various thoughts, feelings, and temptations that can either draw
them closer to God or lead them into spiritual desolation. By applying the
rules of discernment, individuals can navigate these internal movements more
effectively.

The Importance of Discernment

Discernment is crucial for several reasons:

- Spiritual Growth: It helps individuals understand their spiritual state and
encourages growth in the relationship with God.
- Decision Making: It aids in making choices that align with one's faith and
values.
- Awareness of Spiritual Warfare: It provides insight into the struggles
individuals face against negative influences.

The Rules for Discerning the Spirits

St. Ignatius outlined a series of rules for discernment that can be
categorized into two main parts: the rules for the first week and the rules
for the second week of the Spiritual Exercises. Each set of rules focuses on
different aspects of spiritual life.

Rules for the First Week

The first week of the Spiritual Exercises emphasizes recognizing sin and
understanding one's need for God's mercy. The rules for this period include:

1. Recognizing Desolation and Consolation:
- Desolation: This refers to feelings of sadness, emptiness, or separation



from God. It is important to acknowledge these feelings as they are often
caused by the enemy who seeks to lead one away from God's grace.
- Consolation: This is characterized by feelings of peace, joy, and closeness
to God. Recognizing moments of consolation is essential in understanding when
one is aligned with God’s will.

2. Understanding the Source of Movements:
- Movements towards desolation often stem from the evil spirit, while
movements towards consolation come from the Holy Spirit. It is crucial to
discern the origin of one's feelings and thoughts.

3. The Role of Reflection:
- Ignatius encourages regular reflection on one's spiritual state. This can
be done through journaling or prayerful meditation to identify patterns in
feeling desolation or consolation.

4. Confronting Sin:
- Recognizing personal sin is essential for growth. Ignatius advises
individuals to face their sins honestly and seek God's forgiveness, which
leads to greater consolation.

Rules for the Second Week

The second week focuses on following Christ and understanding one’s mission.
The discernment rules during this period include:

1. Desiring Greater Love:
- This rule emphasizes the importance of cultivating a deep love for God and
neighbor. A desire for love often leads to consolation and clarity in one’s
spiritual journey.

2. Seeking God’s Will:
- Individuals are encouraged to seek and desire God's will above their own.
This involves openness and a willingness to surrender personal desires for
the greater good.

3. The Role of Imagination:
- St. Ignatius highlights the significance of using one's imagination in
prayer. By imagining encounters with Christ, individuals can discern the
movements of the spirit more clearly.

4. Differentiating Between Types of Spirits:
- Ignatius categorizes spirits into good and evil and advises individuals to
pay attention to the type of thoughts and feelings they experience. Good
spirits lead to peace and joy, while evil spirits often create confusion and
despair.

Additional Considerations

When discerning the spirits, St. Ignatius provides additional insights to
enhance the process:



- Be Aware of the Timing:
- The effectiveness of discernment can vary depending on one’s emotional and
spiritual state. It is essential to avoid making significant decisions during
times of desolation.

- Seek Guidance:
- Consulting with a spiritual director or mentor can provide valuable
perspective and support in the discernment process.

- Practice Patience:
- Discernment is not always immediate. It requires time and prayer to arrive
at clarity.

Practical Steps for Discernment

Implementing the rules of discernment in daily life can be transformative.
Here are some practical steps to consider:

1. Daily Examen:
- Engage in a daily examen of consciousness, reflecting on moments of
consolation and desolation throughout the day.

2. Prayer and Meditation:
- Spend dedicated time in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit for guidance and
clarity in understanding one’s feelings and thoughts.

3. Journaling:
- Keep a spiritual journal to document experiences, insights, and feelings
that arise during prayer and reflection.

4. Community Involvement:
- Participate in a faith community for support and accountability. Sharing
experiences with others can provide new insights and encouragement.

5. Regular Retreats:
- Engage in regular retreats or spiritual formation opportunities to deepen
discernment practices.

Conclusion

The rules for discerning the spirits as presented in the Spiritual Exercises
of St. Ignatius of Loyola are vital tools for anyone seeking a deeper
relationship with God. By understanding the movements within oneself and
applying Ignatius's insights, individuals can cultivate greater spiritual
awareness, make informed decisions, and experience profound growth in their
faith journey. Ultimately, discernment is a lifelong process that requires
patience, practice, and openness to God's guidance. Through these rules, St.
Ignatius invites us to navigate our spiritual lives with intention and
purpose, ever striving to align our desires with the divine will.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key principles for discerning spirits
in the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of
Loyola?
The key principles include understanding the difference between the movements
of the good spirit and the evil spirit, being attentive to inner feelings,
and recognizing how these movements influence one's thoughts and actions.

How does St. Ignatius define the 'good spirit'?
The 'good spirit' is understood as the influence of God or the Holy Spirit,
which leads one towards love, hope, and faith, encouraging a deeper
relationship with God and a commitment to following His will.

What characteristics define the 'evil spirit'
according to Ignatian spirituality?
The 'evil spirit' is associated with feelings of despair, confusion, and
self-doubt, often leading one away from God and towards sin or
discouragement. It seeks to create obstacles to one's spiritual growth.

How can one practically discern the spirits in daily
life?
One can discern spirits by regularly reflecting on personal feelings,
thoughts, and decisions, asking for God's guidance in prayer, and seeking
counsel from trusted spiritual mentors.

What role does consolation play in Ignatian
discernment?
Consolation is seen as a sign of the good spirit, characterized by peace,
joy, and a sense of closeness to God, which can help guide decision-making
and spiritual growth.

What is the significance of desolation in the
discernment process?
Desolation is understood as a sign of the evil spirit's influence, marked by
sadness, confusion, and disconnection from God. Recognizing desolation helps
individuals seek God's presence and guidance more actively.



How can the Examen prayer aid in discerning spirits?
The Examen prayer encourages individuals to reflect on their day, notice
feelings of consolation and desolation, and recognize God's presence, aiding
in the discernment process by fostering awareness of spiritual movements.
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