
Six Ways to Deal with Desolation

From an Ignatian point of view, spiritual desolation occurs when we feel alone and
separated—even from God—and when we feel spiritual listlessness without the
passion to strive for faith, hope, and love.  Everyone has moments of desolation and
while we are often unable to eliminate it from our lives, there is certainly much that
we can do to alleviate desolation and avoid its ill effects.  Here are six concrete ways
to deal with desolation.

1. Name the desolation. Recovering alcoholics tell us that the road to recovery
begins the day they are able to say out loud, “I’m an alcoholic.”  In the same way,
desolation wreaks far greater havoc when we aren’t even aware that we are
desolate.  Frequently, simply stating out loud, “I’m feeling desolate today,” will begin
to turn us around and lead us on the path to recovery.
2. Avoid making important decisions or sweeping judgments. Because
desolation makes us feel powerless, we desperately seek out anything which will
make us feel powerful. Two actions that are psychologically empowering are: (a)
initiating some change—any change—in our lives and (b) making some bold
proclamation about ourselves (“I was never any good at this”), about our
relationships (“She never really liked me”), or about our endeavors (“It was hopeless
from the start”). The problem is that when we are in desolation, we lack clear
perspective and therefore make poor decisions and poor judgments. This is why St.
Ignatius famously advised against making changes while in desolation.
3. Lean on your support network.  When we’re feeling spiritually low, we would do
well to seek out the people in our lives who can lift our spirits or who at least can
accompany us on this difficult leg of the journey.  Who are the particular friends,
relatives, and spiritual guides who play this role in my life?  Let me reach out to one
or more of them today.
4. Be firm with the false spirit... St. Ignatius speaks of the evil spirit as the “enemy
of our human nature”—that is, the movement within me that tries to derail me from
my natural inclination towards God and good behavior.  Ignatius says that we must
not coddle this spirit but rather be firm and assertively oppose it.  How do we do
this?  By remaining fiercely loyal to our spiritual, physical, and psychological
disciplines.  In other words, we stay committed to our prayer, our good health and to
the things that keep us psychologically balanced.
5. …But be gentle with ourselves. While we should battle against the false spirit
within us, we must treat ourselves gently and with self-care. We should not be harsh
with ourselves during desolation. Rather we should treat ourselves to some
wholesome and enjoyable activities such as going for a walk or visiting a friend. The



fourth and fifth ways of dealing with desolation go together because when we are in
desolation, we have a natural tendency to do the opposite: we tend to coddle the evil
spirit within us and to be harsh and punishing towards ourselves.
6. Finally, cultivate hope and gratitude. Ignatius says that God would not allow
desolation to creep into our life if we didn’t possess all that we need to endure it and
overcome it. God has given us virtues and spiritual tools to cope with these painful
moments. We remind ourselves of this and we take inventory of our gifts and
strengths, both the exterior ones—such as uplifting loved ones and the interior
ones—such as fortitude, optimism, and fidelity.

Would you like to learn more about St. Ignatius’s insights on Discernment of Spirits?
Attend Father Thibodeaux’s five-week Lenten workshop which will explore this
enriching work and its crucial implications for our lives.

Ignatian Discernment of Spirits Workshop
The Sundays of Lent

beginning March 6 at 2:00pm
The South Room of the Pastoral Center


