THE DISCERNMENT OF SPIRITS
WEEK 5: STRENGTHENING AND GROWING IN DISCERNMENT

“I do no nothing of myself, but as the Father hath taught me, these things I speak:
And he that sent me, s with me, and he hath not left me alone: for I do always the things that please him.”
-John 8:28-29--
We could reasonably say that the practice of the discernment of spirits comes down to this: recognizing what is pleasing to
God, our heavenly Father; so that we may do what is pleasing to Him in every moment.

WHAT IS PLEASING TO GOD IN THIS MOMENT

A great temptation for many souls, when one first begins the practice of the Discernment of Spirits, 1s
to focus on whether one is in a state of of consolation or desolation. More often than not, one
decides that he has been in a state of desolation. There are many reasons for this temptation.
Some of which come from our natural proclivities, our fallen nature tends us toward being critical
and focusing on the negative, others come from evil spirits who are always distracting and trying to
pull our attention from where the Holy Spirit is leading us. While there are periods when a person
may be in a total state of spiritual desolation and consolation, these are infrequent and quite easily
identified once we are attentive to them. Another frequent temptation is to look at grander
questions, which often have us also looking far down the road and well into the future. The most
significant part of discernment, however, is not in identifying these big moments, but in being
attentive and making one’s way through the din of the present moment. God is in the present and
the Spirit is present in the present. The primary task of discernment is to recognize what is
pleasing to God in this moment? Where is the Spirit drawing my attention now.

In each moment, except in extreme moments of Grace, there are consolations and desolations present;
there is an option to be guided by the knowledge of God, or by some other knowledge; a way of
acting out of virtue or in opposition to virtue; voices of good spirits and voices of evil spirits. By
recognizing and identifying what is God’s voice and what belongs to some other, one can be in a
constant state of following and listening to God’s presence. If the Spirit wants us to begin
preparing for something down the road, He will guide us to what needs to be done today. This
does not mean that one should never store away savings toward retirement, or prudentially begin
saving for a computer, but the Spirit, will press upon the heart, with consolations the idea of saving
toward retirement, or an awareness of the coming need for a computer. Similarly, what we see as a
big question, is the accumulation of many smaller questions. By answering the smaller questions,
one will find a natural response to the bigger questions. There are times when the Spirit will
inspire in the soul such a strong consolation in the bigger question as to encourage and motivate
the soul through the smaller steps. However, these are strong and clear consolations that are never
weighed down with doubts and uncertainty--such as a child who desires from the age of 5 to
become a writer, or a person who nows that he will marry someone after just their first date.



Things that help us to recognize God’s Will, what pleases Him and the sound of His voice:

T his 1s not a comprehensive list

Attaining Knowledge of God

Awareness of Self-Knowledge

Sacred Scripture Charity
The Commandments Joy
Authoritative Teaching of the Church Peace
Tradition (Formal Tradition of the Church) Patience
Examples of the Saints Kindness
Goodness

Consolations Received in Prayer Mildness
Piety Loganimity
Knowledge Modesty
Understanding Faith
Counsel Continence
Fortitude Chastity
Fear of the Lord (Sorrow for our Sins)
Wisdom

Virtues

Prudence Justice
Generosity Perseverance
Mercy Chastity
Temperance Hope
Humility Charity
Meekness Faith
Fortitude Diligence
Simplicity Fasting




RULE 10: HOW TO ACT IN TIMES OF CONSOLATION
One way of thinking of times of consolation are as moments when one is confident and clearly

hearing the Spirit. We could think also of a team that is in a groove and has taken a significant
lead in the game. Very often, and more often in recent years, it seems that a team will start a game
exceedingly well and build what seems to be an insurmountable lead early, but only to turn around
and end up losing the game. From the outside, we can easily see how early success tempts one into
over confidence or a loss of intensity. Ignatius recognizes that this is a regular trap that we face. It
is a trap of the spiritual life that is sprung in a mundane, every day event.

How one responds to consolations and these times, is one of the keys to what separates the saints and
those who lose their way. Many have fallen into tepidness or have had their passions redirected
away from divine things toward obsessions and unrestrained fervor.

When one is hearing the Spirit clearly, one should not become overconfident in one’s ability to
recognize the Spirit, presume that everything is going to continue to go well, nor take on a
desolating attitude of expecting when the other shoe is going to drop. Rather, continue the
routines and habits that helped the soul reach this condition; constantly remind one’s self humbly
of the need for the guidance of the Holy Spirit; and use the momentum gained in drawing closer
to God, to draw closer in more ways.

RULE 11: THE IMPORTANCE OF HUMILITY

“Humility and abandonment to the will of God in every moment is one of the most powerful weapons
at our disposal . . .” As one moves forward and even has great successes in discernment, Pride will
try to come in as a heavy player, trying to convince or trick one into thinking that he is responsible
for all of the successes that have been made. However, we can also take significant consolation and
guidance from our Lord here who in scripture charged us rather to say, “I am a poor and humble
servant” only doing what I have been asked, for indeed, we are just that and with regard to
discernment, even the greatest feats of discerning the Holy Spirit are but a return to our natural
state and responding as one should respond.

If; however, the Spirit of Pride is able to twist one’s vision away from a recognition that it is God’s
action and His voice that initiated anything that we could see or hear, then one will quickly fall into
deception and is in danger of following the evil spirits with just as much fervor as it pursued God.

Humility supports one’s dependence on God and keeps one united with Him.
We practice humility in two primary ways:

In moments of consolation, giving gratitude for God that He speaks to us, continuously desires
to be known by us, and appreciation for the gift of seeing His presence.
In moments of desolation, turn to God as our defense against desolating Spirits and seek His
guidance in locating the consolating spirits.
RULE 12: DEALING WITH THE AGGRESSION AND THREATS OF THE ENEMY
We often turn toward the strength of feelings, emotions, or thoughts as an aid in discernment, giving
more credence to something based on how strong it is. Strength alone, however, does not tell us
whether something is good or bad. No one can doubt the strength of Hitler’s desires and
convictions toward world conquest and exterminating the Jews. Yet we have many other examples
that clearly demonstrated the fortitude of perseverance in great evil, even if we have perfect
confidence in its defeat.

Evil uses the strength of violence and fear as a tool, attempting to sway those who are not equally
stouthearted in faith. At the same time, the mystics also consistently testify to the evil one’s laziness.



He will not persevere in failure, but is always looking to find where we are weakest and most
vulnerable.

When we face desolating spirits with strength, they will back down; but if we turn and run or give signs
of weakness, they will be emboldened and attack with all the more fierceness. (This is another
reason humility is so effective, because it shows them that we rest not on our strength, but on our
God’s and the combined strength of all who live in the Body of Christ. What tyrant would not
cower in the face of such strength.

RULE 13: EXPOSING THE ENEMY’S EFFORTS
Even more than acting out with aggression and hiding from strength, the evil one and evil spirits prefer
to work 1n secret. This is why simply recognizing the difference between desolating and consolating
spirits alone accomplishes so much. By shining a light on the tactics that evil spirits use against us,
we accomplish a great deal.

In practical terms, this is why simply becoming aware of serious injuries from the past, or motivations
behind our sins or behaviors is so powerful in helping people overcome their struggles.

In more spiritual terms and more explicitly in spiritual warfare, Christ gave his disciples, the apostles
and others power over evil spirits. By naming them, many evil influence, bindings and attachments
have been broken and cast out, according to the Holy Name.

On the other hand, the effectiveness of these spirits working in the shadows and darkness means that
they try to stay hidden and often times hide behind other spirits of fear, doubt, anger, worry or
gluttony. If one struggles for a long time with a particular sin, it is often because one is attacking
the wrong kind of spirit. One may be angry, while the real sin is lust; or be trying to fight gluttony,
when the enemy is sloth. In these long battles, a spiritual director or confessor can be helpful in
shining a light on what and who the real battle is with.

RULE 14: STRENGTHENING AGAINST SPIRITUAL ATTACK
“Where he finds us weakest and most in need for our eternal salvation, there he attacks and attempts to
take us.”

As Dan Burke also writes, and has been attested to by every spiritual father and mystic since
Cassian, and even before: “Your root sin is that one sin that you will wrestle with for the entirety of
your life and that will manifest itself in various ways.”

There is a real spiritual weakness that came with the Fall which is not instantaneously perfected with
the cleansing of original sin at baptism. To be sure, the removal of original sin is permanent, it
does not return should one fall back into sin. However, the effect of original sin 1s not spiritual
weakness, but our separation from God and the inability to receive His Graces, or to even
recognize His Spirit. Once baptized, the impenetrable cloud that prevents the soul from
recognizing the face of God is removed. The effects of the fall, which in one way are manifested in
spiritual weaknesses and susceptibility to certain temptations remain. This is the reason that, as
Paul describes, we need to strengthen ourselves and train as athletes train. Just as every person,
even the greatest athletes, have muscle groups and parts that are weaker than others, every person’s
spirit has weaknesses, until we are perfected in Glory.

The practices of the spiritual life, are the ways by which we strengthen, in particular, Fasting, Prayer
and Alms Giving (Charity) are the practical exercises that strengthen us.



