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LIVING THE DISCERNING LIFE 

St. Ignatius: “As he read them over many times, he became rather fond of what he found written 

there.  Putting his reading aside, he sometimes stopped to think about the things he had read and 

at other times about the things of the world that he used to think about before.  Of the many vain 

things that presented themselves to him, one took such a hold on his heart that he was absorbed in 

thinking about it for two or three or four hours without realizing it: he imagined what he would do 

in the service of a certain lady, the means he would take so he could go to the country where she 

lived, the verses, the words he would say to her, the deeds of arms he would do in her service.  He 

became so conceited with this that he did not consider how impossible it would be because the 

lady was not of the lower nobility nor a countess nor a duchess, but her station was higher than 

any of these. 

Nevertheless, Our Lord assisted him, causing other thoughts that arose from the things he read to 

follow these.  While reading the life of Our Lord and of the saints, he stopped to think, reasoning 

within himself: “What if I should do what St. Francis did, what St. Dominic did?”  So he pondered 

over many things that he found to be good, always proposing to himself what was difficult and 

serious, and as he proposed them, they seemed to him easy to accomplish.  But his every thought 

was to say to himself, “St. Dominic did this, therefore, I have to do it.  St. Francis did this, therefore, 

I have to do it.”  These thoughts also lasted a good while, but when other matters intervened, the 

worldly thoughts mentioned above returned, and he also spent much time on them. 

This succession of such diverse thoughts lasted for a long time and he always dwelt at length on 

the thought before him, either of the worldly deeds he wished to achieve or of the deeds of God 

that came to his imagination, until he tired of it and put it aside and turned to other matters. 

Yet there was this difference.  When he was thinking about the things of the world, he took much 

delight in them, but afterwards, when he was tired and put them aside, he found that he was dry 

and discontented.  But when he thought of going to Jerusalem, barefoot and eating nothing but 

herbs and undergoing all the other rigors that he saw the saints had endured, not only was he 

consoled when he had these thoughts, but even after putting them aside, he remained content and 

happy. 

He did not notice this, however, nor did he stop to ponder the difference until one time his eyes 

were opened a little, and he began to marvel at the difference and to reflect upon it, realizing from 

experience that some thoughts left him sad and others happy.  Little by little he came to recognize 

the difference between the spirits that agitated him, one from the demon, the other from God.” 

Rule 1 

St. Augustine: “In my youth I burned to fill myself with evil things…  I dared to run wild in 

different and dark ways of passion.”  

This was the nature of my sickness.  I was in torment, reproaching myself more bitterly than ever 

as I twisted and turned in my chain.  I hoped that my chain might be broken once and for all, 

because it was only a small thing that held me now… And you, O Lord, never ceased to watch 

over my secret heart.  In your stern mercy you lashed me with the twin scourge of fear and shame 

in case I should give way once more and the worn and slender remnant of my chain should not be 

broken but gain new strength and bind me all the faster.  In my heart I kept saying ‘Let it be now, 
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let it be now!’, and merely by saying this I was on the point of making the resolution.  I was on the 

point of making it, but I did not succeed. 

 

I stood on the brink of resolution…  I tried again and came a little nearer to my goal, and then a 

little nearer still, so that I could almost reach out and grasp it.  But I did not reach it…. 

I was held back by mere trifles, the most paltry inanities, all my old attachments.  They plucked at 

my garment of flesh and whispered, ‘Are you going to dismiss us?  From this moment we shall 

never be with you again, forever and ever.  From this moment you will never be allowed to do this 

thing or that, for evermore… These voices… no longer barred my way, blatantly contradictory, 

but their mutterings seemed to reach me from behind, as though they were stealthily plucking at 

my back, trying to make me turn my head when I wanted to go forward.  Yet in my state of 

indecision, they kept me from tearing myself away, from shaking myself free of them and leaping 

across the barrier to the other side, where you were calling me. 

But by now… I had turned my eyes elsewhere, and while I stood trembling at the barrier, on the 

other side I could see the chaste beauty of Continence in all her serene, unsullied joy, as she 

modestly beckoned me to cross over and to hesitate no more.  She stretched out loving hands to 

welcome and embrace me, holding up a host of good examples to my sight.  With her were 

countless boys and girls, great numbers of the young and people of all ages… And in their midst 

was Continence herself, not barren but a fruitful mother of children, of joys born of you, O Lord, 

her Spouse.  She smiled at me to give me courage, as though she were saying, ‘Can you not do 

what these men and women do?  Do you think they find the strength to do it in themselves and not 

in the Lord their God? … Why do you try to stand in your own strength and fail?  Cast yourself 

upon God and have no fear.  He will not shrink away and let you fall.  Cast yourself upon him 

without fear, for he will welcome you and cure you of your ills.” 

Rule 2 

 

St. Ignatius to Sr. Teresa Rejadell: “The enemy is leading you into error… but not in any way 

to make you fall into a sin that would separate you from God our Lord.  He tries rather to upset 

you and to interfere with your service of God and your peace of mind.” 

“We find ourselves sad without knowing why.  We cannot pray with devotion, nor contemplate, 

nor even speak or hear of the things of God with any interior taste or relish.” 

“The enemy as a rule follows this course.  He places obstacles and impediments in the way of 

those who love and begin to serve God our Lord, and this is the first weapon he uses in his efforts 

to wound them.  He asks, for instance: “How can you continue a life of such great penance, 

deprived of all satisfaction from friends, relatives, possessions?  How can you lead so lonely a life, 

with no rest, when you can save your soul in other ways and without such dangers?”  He tries to 

bring us to understand that we must lead a life that is longer than it will actually be, by reason of 

the trials he places before us and which no one ever underwent.” 

 

Rule 3 
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Raissa Maritain: “At the first invocation, Kyrie eleison, obliged to absorb myself, my mind 

arrested on the Person of the Father.  Impossible to change the object.  Sweetness, attraction, 

eternal youth of the heavenly Father.  Suddenly, keen sense of his nearness, of his tenderness, of 

his incomprehensible love which impels him to demand our love, our thought.  Greatly moved, I 

wept very sweet tears… Joy of being able to call him Father with a great tenderness, to feel him 

so kind and so close to me.” 

St. Thérèse:  “Descending the steps leading into the garden, she saw a little white hen under a tree, 

protecting her little chicks under her wings; some were peeping out from under.  Thérèse stopped, 

looking at them thoughtfully; after a while, I made a sign that we should go inside.  I noticed her 

eyes were filled with tears, and I said: “You’re crying!”  She put her hand over her eyes and cried 

even more. 

 “I can’t explain it just now; I’m too deeply touched.” 

That evening, in her cell, she told me the following, and there was a heavenly expression on her 

face: 

 “I cried when I thought how God used this image in order to teach us his tenderness toward 

us.  All through my life, this is what he has done for me!  He has hidden me totally under his 

wings!  Earlier in the day, when I was leaving you, I was crying when going upstairs; I was unable 

to control myself any longer, and I hastened to our cell.  My heart was overflowing with love and 

gratitude.” 

Rule 4 

Alice is a dedicated woman of faith, active for years in her parish.  Sharing the life of the parish is 

a source of spiritual strength for her and brings her joy in the Lord.  More recently she has moved 

to a new town and joined the local parish.  Here too Alice has sought involvement in the parish 

community but in her new setting has found this more difficult.  A year passes amid struggles and 

she begins to question the value of her efforts.  

Alice sees herself as a pretty complete failure and feels altogether discouraged…. Recently, even 

in her own personal prayer, she has experienced feelings of emptiness, of being abandoned by 

God.  She feels that God is no longer near and she becomes overwhelmed with frustration.  She 

wonders if she isn’t altogether losing her faith in God’s loving care.  She does continue to be 

faithful to community worship and to her personal times for prayer, but it all seems hopeless and 

meaningless. 

St. Ignatius to Sr. Teresa Rejadell: “I will call your attention briefly to two lessons which our 

Lord usually gives, or permits.  The one of them he gives, the other he permits.  The first is an 

interior consolation which casts out all uneasiness and draws one to a complete love of our Lord….  

In a word, when this divine consolation is present all trials are pleasant and all weariness rest.  He 

who goes forward with this fervor, warmth, and interior consolation finds every burden light and 

sweetness in every penance or trial, however great.  This consolation points out and opens the way 

we are to follow and points out the way we are to avoid.  It does not remain with us always, but it 

will always accompany us on the way at the times that God designates.  All this is for our progress. 
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But when this consolation is absent the other lesson comes to light.  Our ancient enemy sets up all 

possible obstacles to turn us aside from the way on which we have entered.  He makes use of 

everything to vex us, and everything in the first lesson is reversed.  We find ourselves sad without 

knowing why.  We cannot pray with devotion, nor contemplate, nor even speak or hear of the 

things of God with any interior taste or relish.  Not only this, but if he sees that we are weak and 

much humbled by these harmful thoughts, he goes on to suggest that we are entirely forgotten by 

God our Lord, and leads us to think that we are quite separated from him and that all that we have 

done and all that we desire to do is entirely worthless.  He thus endeavors to bring us to a state of 

general discouragement….  For this reason is it necessary for us to be aware of our opponent.” 

St. Elizabeth Seton: “In the year 1789, when my father was in England, one morning in May, in 

the lightness of a cheerful heart, I jumped in the wagon that was driving to the woods for brush, 

about a mile from home; the boy who drove it began to cut, and I set off in the woods, soon found 

an outlet in a meadow; and a chestnut tree with several young ones growing around it, found rich 

moss under it and a warm sun.  Here, then, was a sweet bed – the air a clear blue vault above – the 

numberless sounds of spring melody and joy – the sweet clovers and wild flowers I had got by the 

way, and a heart as innocent as human heart could be, filled even with enthusiastic love to God 

and admiration of His works… 

God was my Father, my all.  I prayed, sang hymns, cried, laughed, talking to myself of how far He 

could place me above all sorrow.  Then I laid still to enjoy the heavenly peace that came over my 

soul; and I am sure, in the two hours so enjoyed, grew ten years in the spiritual life….” 

 

For Reflection, Prayer, and Group discussion 

 

1. What speaks to you personally in St. Ignatius’s teaching in these rules? 

2. Can you identify experiences of the enemy’s biting, discouraging, obstacle-placing action?  

What helped you to resist his discouraging lies? 

3. Can you identify experiences of the good spirit’s encouraging, hope-instilling, energy-

awakening action?  What fruit did these bring you? 

4. What helps you to be aware of the spiritual experience in your heart and mind? 

5. What makes this more difficult? 

6. How might you grow in such awareness? 
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St. Ignatius’s 14 Rules: An Antidote to Spiritual Chaos 

 

1.  When a person lives a life of serious sin, the enemy fills the imagination with images of 

sensual pleasures; the good spirit stings and bites in the person’s conscience, God’s 

loving action, calling the person back. 

2. When a person tries to avoid sin and to love God, this reverses: now the enemy tries to 

bite, discourage, and sadden; the good spirit gives courage and strength, inspirations, 

easing the path forward. 

3. When your heart finds joy in God, a sense of God’s closeness and love, you are 

experiencing spiritual consolation.  Open your heart to God’s gift! 

4. When your heart is discouraged, you have little energy for spiritual things, and God feels 

far away, you are experiencing spiritual desolation.  Resist and reject this tactic of 

enemy! 

5. “In time of desolation, never make a change!” When you are in spiritual desolation, never 

change anything in your spiritual life. 

6. When you are in spiritual desolation, use these four means: prayer (ask God’s help!), 

meditation (think of Bible verses, truths about God’s faithful love, memories of God’s 

fidelity to you in the past), examination (ask, What am I feeling?  How did this start?), 

and suitable penance (don’t just give in and immerse yourself in social media, music, 

movies . . . .).  Stand your ground in suitable ways! 

7. When you are in spiritual desolation, think of this truth: God is giving me all the grace I 

need to get safely through this desolation. 

8. When you are in spiritual desolation, be patient, stay the course, and remember that 

consolation will return much sooner than the desolation is telling you. 
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9. Why does a God who loves us allow us to experience spiritual desolation?  To help us see 

changes we need to make; to strengthen us in our resistance to desolation; and to help us 

not get complacent in the spiritual life. 

10. When you are in spiritual consolation, remember that desolation will return at some 

point, and prepare for it. 

11. The mature person of discernment: neither carelessly high in consolation nor despairingly 

low in desolation, but humble in consolation and trusting in desolation. 

12. Resist the enemy’s temptations right at their very beginning. This is when it is easiest. 

13. When you find burdens on your heart in your spiritual life, temptations, confusion, 

discouragement, find a wise, competent spiritual person, and talk about it. 

14. Identify that area of your life where you are most vulnerable to the enemy’s temptations 

and discouraging lies, and strengthen it.  

 

Resources for Further Learning about St. Ignatius’s Rules 

Podcasts: various series on discernment and other topics.  The podcasts are free and accessible 

in the following places: 

Discerning Hearts App, discerninghearts.com 

YouTube and most major platforms 

Books 

The Discernment of Spirits: An Ignatian Guide to Everyday Living (New York: Crossroad, 2005) 

A Reader’s Guide to The Discernment of Spirits: An Ignatian Guide to Everyday Living (New 

York: Crossroad, 2015) 

Discernment of Spirits in Marriage: Ignatian Wisdom for Husbands and Wives (Manchester, 

NH: Sophia Institute Press, 2020) 
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Discerning the Will of God: An Ignatian Guide to Christian Decision Making (New York: 

Crossroad, 2009) 

DVD 

A televised series presenting St. Ignatius’s rules in ten forty-five-minute episodes.  The DVD is 

titled Living the Discerning Life and is available through the EWTN catalogue and my website: 

www.frtimothygallagher.org  

For all of Fr. Gallagher’s materials and events, see: www.frtimothygallagher.org    

On Facebook: Fr. Timothy Gallagher, OMV 

 

http://www.frtimothygallagher.org/
http://www.frtimothygallagher.org/

