
SPIRITUAL DESOLATION-DRYNESS IN PRAYER 
 

When we speak of spiritual desolation, or that experience of spiritual dryness, heaviness, or 
agitation, we are referring to what is typical during the beginnings of the spiritual journey and 
what is an ordinary part of what dedicated and faithful pray-ers experience in general.  As the 
spiritual journey continues, our desire for God and our faithfulness toward Him increase.  We 
begin to desire His law, His way of living, and we wish to eliminate anything that will 
compromise our relationship with Him.  Instead of forming Him in our image, we desire to be 
more completely formed in His image.  As we continue to live a life of ongoing daily 
conversion God begins to purify us, and it is important to clarify how He may choose to do so. 
 
A lack of consolation in prayer, also known as spiritual desolation/dryness, may be due 
entirely to our own fault.  There may be unconfessed and unrepentant sin in our lives or we 
may have become neglectful, sloppy, or lazy in our attempts to pray and in deepening our 
relationship with God.  We may have “great possessions” causing us to not give all of 
ourselves to the Lord.  In other words, we may be living with one foot in the Kingdom of God 
and the other in the world and its values.   Lastly, we may have adapted “erroneous notions 
that often develop from the “mentality of the world” (CCC 2727) and therefore experience 
“disappointment at not being heard according to our own will, wounded pride stiffened by 
the indignity that is ours as sinners”, or “resistance to the idea that prayer is a free and 
unmerited gift.” (CCC 2728) Whatever our part may be, God loves us where we are, but also 
loves us too much to keep us there. 
 
If we are making reasonable efforts to be faithful to God in prayer, to our vocation as 
disciples of Christ, and to our profession as Secular Franciscans, and are actively removing 
sinful areas of our lives instead of residing in a posture of complacency, it is completely 
reasonable to believe that God is permitting the dryness (spiritual desolation) for a very good 
reason.  
 
Why would God permit us to experience dryness in prayer?  We talked about some of these 
reasons last month.  Recalling that God is love and therefore all that He does or permits to 
happen to us is consistent with that love for us, a good reason could be so that our love for 
Him would become more mature.  At times, we can be subtly attached to the consolations He 
send us; so much so that we begin to desire the consolations instead of the Giver of the 
consolations.  In permitting this period of dryness, God is purifying us of this subtle 
attachment.  From this perspective, the dryness becomes an opportunity to love God 
regardless of personal preferences or satisfaction.  It becomes an invitation to give ourselves 
to Him in a posture of deeper trust and to put aside our selfish desire to get something from 
Him in return.  Our attitude should then be like a patient who is being operated on.  We must 
not try to avoid the dryness, nor should we panic.  Rather, we should try, with His help, to 
persevere and be faithful, following the steps provided in the previous paper on this subject.  
Never make a change to any spiritual proposal you had in place the day before the dryness 
(spiritual desolation) occurred.  When tempted to make a change, change yourself instead by 
petitioning God for help.  Ask Him where His light is shining in your heart.  Meditate on those 



passages in Scripture that speak of God’s love or remember God’s love and fidelity during 
previous moments of darkness and desolation, participate regularly in the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation, add more penance, or simple acts of charity and love.  St Francis used to say, 
“The devil is delighted when he can extinguish or prevent devotion and joy in the heart of a 
servant of God which spring from clean prayer and other good works.” -The Assisi 
Compilation Therefore, do not become discouraged or downcast, but trust and allow God to 
do what needs to be done and REJOICE!!   
 
When the dryness extends over a longer period, on the level of the emotions or imagination, 
and once again there is no other cause that we can discern in His light, it is sometimes 
referred to as the “dark night of the senses”.  This dark night image is an image of what St. 
John of the Cross called the passive purification.  This comes at a more advanced stage of 
spiritual growth and, unlike spiritual desolations which occur at the beginning of the spiritual 
journey, never depends on the action of the evil spirit.  This is purely a work of God.  We will 
not go into these stages in depth.  I mention these only as a point of clarification. 
 
Now it is necessary to make a couple of observations.  Those who do take their spiritual 
journey seriously and strive to grow more in prayer and faithfulness can sometimes find 
themselves wondering exactly where they are in the various stages of spiritual growth.  There 
is a subtle danger in this.  Because we are all unique, God will lead each of us on a unique 
path.  It is not always easy to fit our real experiences into abstract categories that theology 
uses to try to explain the process.  We can become completely obsessed with knowing where 
we are instead of remaining focused on God and His will for us.  While it is helpful to know 
and be aware of the principles so that we can understand ourselves better, repent and 
convert when it is necessary, and to identify how the principles are expressing themselves in 
our lives, it is unhelpful at best and disastrous at worst to engage in spiritual “navel-gazing”.  
This is one reason why having a spiritual director is so beneficial.  He/she can and should 
protect us from this danger. 
 
The second observation concerns us as Secular Franciscans.  God may use other means to 
purify us rather than the dark nights of the senses or soul.  The suffering and struggles to be 
faithful to Christ’s teachings in our secular society today when so many are compromising can 
be very acute.  The suffering and struggles associated with lending ourselves to building God’s 
Kingdom through work, community, and other professional activities also serve to fulfill 
God’s purpose in purifying us of self-love.  He is not limited to dryness in prayer or the dark 
nights to accomplish His goal of purification.   
 
The key to spiritual growth then, no matter where we are in the spiritual journey and no 
matter what we are experiencing, is accepting, embracing and fulfilling God’s will moment by 
moment, and not to anticipate how God is working in us nor force Him to follow our 
expectations.  Simply put, if you find yourself lost or in the dark, stop and place yourself in a 
position to be found.  God will find you.   
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Kingdom through work, community, and other professional activities also serve to fulfill 
God’s purpose in purifying us of self-love.  He is not limited to dryness in prayer or the dark 
nights to accomplish His goal of purification.   
 
The key to spiritual growth then, no matter where we are in the spiritual journey and no 
matter what we are experiencing, is accepting, embracing and fulfilling God’s will moment by 
moment, and not to anticipate how God is working in us nor force Him to follow our 
expectations.  Simply put, if you find yourself lost or in the dark, stop and place yourself in a 
position to be found.  God will find you.   



SPIRITUAL DESOLATION-DRYNESS IN PRAYER 
 

When we speak of spiritual desolation, or that experience of spiritual dryness, heaviness, or 
agitation, we are referring to what is typical during the beginnings of the spiritual journey and 
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and once again there is no other cause that we can discern in His light, it is sometimes 
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our lives, it is unhelpful at best and disastrous at worst to engage in spiritual “navel-gazing”.  
This is one reason why having a spiritual director is so beneficial.  He/she can and should 
protect us from this danger. 
 
The second observation concerns us as Secular Franciscans.  God may use other means to 
purify us rather than the dark nights of the senses or soul.  The suffering and struggles to be 
faithful to Christ’s teachings in our secular society today when so many are compromising can 
be very acute.  The suffering and struggles associated with lending ourselves to building God’s 
Kingdom through work, community, and other professional activities also serve to fulfill 
God’s purpose in purifying us of self-love.  He is not limited to dryness in prayer or the dark 
nights to accomplish His goal of purification.   
 
The key to spiritual growth then, no matter where we are in the spiritual journey and no 
matter what we are experiencing, is accepting, embracing and fulfilling God’s will moment by 
moment, and not to anticipate how God is working in us nor force Him to follow our 
expectations.  Simply put, if you find yourself lost or in the dark, stop and place yourself in a 
position to be found.  God will find you.   


