
Discernment of Spirits: Spiritual Desolations 
 

Last month, we reflected on spiritual consolations.  We discovered what they 
were, why God sends them, and how to conduct ourselves when they occur.  
We also embraced the truth that we will not always experience them, and that 
the day will come when we will experience another movement that is not 
pleasant at all.  Most of the next few months will be spent in addressing 
spiritual desolations, not because we will experience them more frequently, but 
because we feel more at home with consolations.  When faced with desolations 
we may panic and impatiently gravitate to sources outside of God to relieve our 
distress.  Because of this, they can gravely injure us if we do not know how to 
deal with them. 
 
A desolation is a heavy movement of the heart toward discouragement, 
sadness, and/or despair on the level of faith.  They can be non-spiritual or 
spiritual and it is necessary to be aware of the difference.  Non-spiritual 
desolations may include a depletion of emotional or physical energy, the 
sadness that occurs when an unkind word is said to us, exhaustion from being 
too busy, an illness, suffering a loss, grief, or suffering from clinical depression.  
All of these can lead to but are not considered in themselves spiritual 
desolations.  Maintaining a healthy balance of work, rest, exercise, and silent 
prayer will prevent us from accumulating too much non-spiritual desolation.  If 
we lead busy lives, it is necessary to find ways to recover our energy and pay 
attention to the needs of our humanity.  Finding time for silence and prayer, to 
be creative, and to enjoy family and friends will all assist us in developing a 
healthy spiritual life.   
 
A spiritual desolation is a darkness of soul, a dryness of spirit (CCC 2731), a 
confusion, a lack of peace, a movement toward low or earthly things, disquiet 
from various agitations/temptations, a lack of confidence, a lack of hope or 
love, a feeling of being totally slothful, tepid, or sad, as if separated from God.     
 
There is absolutely no shame in experiencing spiritual desolations.  What 
matters most is that we are first, aware.  Secondly, that we name and 
understand it.  Lastly, that we reject it so that we are not held captive by it.  The 
lie that is conveyed to us during a spiritual desolation is that what we are seeing 
and experiencing now is the way it will always be.  The spiritual desolation 



presents itself as our spiritual identity.  The enemy whispers to us, “See who 
you are?  You are a person who does not love God and whom God does not 
love.”  This must always be rejected because it is not rooted in the truth.   
 
So how do we reject a spiritual desolation?   
 

1) Know that God always sends spiritual consolation and permits spiritual 
desolations, which are always from the enemy.   
 

2) Never make a change to any spiritual proposal you had in place the 
day before the spiritual desolation occurred.  For example, if you had 
determined a day ago to go to Confession and then are now 
experiencing a spiritual desolation, you may not feel like going to 
Confession.  Don’t analyze it or try to figure it out…just GO!  
Oftentimes, it will be the spiritual proposal that you are tempted to 
forego that ends up being the most helpful and/or fruitful.  Doesn’t it 
make sense now why the enemy will want to send a spiritual 
desolation?  He wants to impede our progress toward God.   

 
3) When tempted to change our spiritual proposals, change ourselves 

instead. 
 
How do we change ourselves instead?   
 

1) Add more prayer.  For example, by petitioning God for help.   
 

2) Meditate on scriptural passages that speak of God’s love and goodness 
or remember God’s fidelity in previous moments of darkness and 
spiritual desolation.   

 
3) Examine ourselves and participate in the Sacrament of Reconciliation.   
 
4) Add more penance such as simple services of love or waiting fifteen 

minutes before gratifying ourselves.   
 

As we change ourselves intensely against the spiritual desolation, its duration 
may be shortened, and its intensity lessened.  Keep in mind that if there is a 



history of severe trauma, depression, or other issues involving the need for 
intense healing, working with a professional may be necessary. 
 
Why does God permit spiritual desolations?   
 

1) We may be negligent in small ways to the spiritual resolutions we have 
made, and God is making us aware so that we can change.   
 

2) The spiritual desolation has been permitted as a trial so that we will be 
challenged and grow.   

 
3) In order that we learn humility and know that only God can give us 

consolation.   
 

God loves us where we are, but He loves us too much to keep us there!  
Therefore, everything can become an opportunity to grow closer to God!  If you 
are experiencing a spiritual desolation, have courage, you are not alone.  All of 
us have experienced them at one time or another and will continue to do so as 
our journeys continue.  Recall these practical steps and patiently wait until the 
darkness disappears.  Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI reminds us that “from the 
darkness the Lord will cause a new day to dawn.” (General Audience, February 
22, 2012). 


