
Discernment of Spirits: Consolations and Desolations 
 

As has been mentioned in previous reflections, it is vital to pay attention to the 
movement of our hearts, to discern and understand the spirits that are 
operating within us and then to either accept or reject them.  Unless we become 
accustomed to a certain degree of silence, the spiritual life will never deepen.  
We remain people who are unable to listen; tossed about by every impulse or 
movement that makes itself known or felt. 
 
Within the course of our spiritual journey, we will experience consolations and 
desolations.  These are the sunny and cloudy days in our relationship with God; 
the ups and downs of our spiritual lives.  In knowing how to prudently conduct 
ourselves during these times, we can be liberated from captivity to deception 
and discouragement.  Recognizing that these movements happen, as well as 
why and what to do when they happen, can awaken hope in us and set us free. 
 
As human beings, we will encounter many happy and uplifting experiences 
which are truly gifts from our loving Creator.  Keep in mind, however, that not 
all of these can be defined as spiritual experiences since not all have a direct 
connection to our lives of faith and our pursuit of God’s will.  The joy in our 
heart when we are with those we love, when we gaze upon nature, enjoy a 
good meal or a fine glass of wine, when we use our gifts and talents, when we 
are receiving or giving love and affirmation, or listening to beautiful music are 
consolations to be sure, but they would not be considered spiritual 
consolations.  A fair amount of these non-spiritual consolations can resolve 
many problems and are good and healthy in our spiritual lives.  They can also 
lead to the experience of spiritual consolations since God will use them as a 
gateway to spiritual ones.  Be that as it may, it is crucial that we know the 
difference. 
 
A genuine spiritual consolation is always caused by God and is given to 
strengthen and draw us closer to Him.  It can be defined simply as a “heart felt” 
experience; one which inflames us with the love of God.  It is an experience 
where our hearts are opened entirely to Him leading us to deeper levels of 
sacrifice and self-giving.  A desire to make ourselves more and more available to 
God, to commit ourselves to a greater degree, to surrender ourselves in a 
deeper way to what He asks of us, and to endure hardships for His sake and the 



sake of others may arise in our heart.    We may shed tears, like our Seraphic 
Father, when we reflect on the love that motivated God to become incarnate, to 
suffer and die for us, and which has not been received nor returned.  These 
moments of consolation serve to increase our hope, faith, and charity, and will 
produce in us an interior joy that attracts us to Heavenly things or to the things 
of salvation.  They can vary in duration, (being either long or short), and 
intensity, (being either gentle or strong). 
 
Our conduct during these times is critical.  As members of the Franciscan Order 
we are well versed in detachment.  Therefore, the same posture is advisable for 
these wonderful moments of spiritual high.  We are grateful, but not attached, 
as we continue to seek the Giver of the gift and not the gift itself.  Remaining 
grateful, but humble and modest, is always a good rule of thumb.  We will see 
this attitude more and more as we continue our study of the Admonitions of St. 
Francis. 
 
Finally, it is helpful to consider prayerfully how we will conduct ourselves when 
the consolation ends and drawing strength for a time of future desolation.  
Newsflash: times of desolation will occur just as times of consolation occur.  The 
only place we will ever experience uninterrupted spiritual consolation is when 
we arrive in Heaven.  Reflecting on how little we are capable of during times of 
desolation without God’s grace or consolation will help to keep our feet on the 
ground and our spiritual lives in perspective. 
 
St. Bonaventure noted that St. Francis, “would never let any call of the spirit go 
unanswered; when he experienced it, he would make the most of it and enjoy 
the consolation afforded him in this way for as long as God permitted it.  If he 
was on a journey, and felt the near approach of God’s spirit, he would stop and 
let his companions go on, while he drank in the joy of this new inspiration; he 
refused to offer God’s grace an ineffectual welcome.” 
 
During this month, let us pay attention to those moments of consolation when 
we experience them.  If we are not experiencing them now, let us try to be 
content with where God has placed us, knowing that they will eventually come.  
No matter where we are in our spiritual journey, let us be patient and recall the 
words of Pope Benedict XVI who said, “God never withdraws His yes.”   


