
Consolation and Desolation 

Discerning the Movements of the Spirit 

 

“Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if there be 
any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.” 

— Psalm 139:23–24 (ESV) 

 

What Are Consolation and Desolation? 

Consolation and desolation are terms drawn from the Ignatian tradition of spiritual discernment — a 
framework for reading the inner movements of the soul with wisdom and care. Though rooted in the 
writings of St. Ignatius of Loyola, the underlying realities are thoroughly biblical and have been 
recognized throughout Christian history. 

Spiritual consolation describes an interior state in which the soul is drawn toward God — marked by 
peace, joy, hope, warmth, and a deepened sense of faith and love. In consolation, prayer feels alive 
and the things of God feel near and real. 

Spiritual desolation is the opposite movement — an interior state of darkness, dryness, or 
restlessness in which faith feels distant, prayer feels flat, and the soul is drawn toward 
discouragement, isolation, or self-preoccupation. Desolation is not the same as depression or 
suffering, though it may accompany them. 

Both states are normal in the spiritual life. Learning to name and respond to them wisely is the art of 
discernment. 

 

The Two Movements 

①  Consolation  —  Toward God 

• An increase in faith, hope, or love 

• A sense of peace that surpasses circumstances 

• Tears or deep feeling moved by love of God 

• Joy, gratitude, or warmth in prayer 

• Clarity of vision, desire to serve and give 

• A drawing toward Scripture, community, or silence 

 

②  Desolation  —  Away from God 

• A sense of distance from God or numbness in prayer 

• Restlessness, anxiety, or interior darkness 

• Loss of hope, meaning, or spiritual desire 

• Temptation toward isolation or self-preoccupation 

• Confusion about one’s faith, calling, or worth 

• A heaviness that resists the things of God 



 

Consolation vs. Desolation at a Glance 

 Consolation Desolation 

Inner feeling Peace, warmth, joy, hope Darkness, restlessness, 
dryness 

Movement toward God, love, service Self-isolation, despair 

Faith Alive, confident, active Weakened, clouded, distant 

Right response Act on good impulses; give 
thanks 

Hold steady; do not change 
course 

 

A Biblical Foundation 

The language of consolation and desolation is new; the realities are ancient. Scripture is full of both 
movements — and of saints who learned to navigate them: 

 

“Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you in turmoil within me? Hope in God; 
for I shall again praise him, my salvation and my God.” 

— Psalm 42:5 (ESV) 

 

“The peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.” 

— Philippians 4:7 (ESV) 

 

“Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God.” 

— 1 John 4:1 (ESV) 

 

The Psalms are perhaps the most complete map of consolation and desolation in Scripture — David 
moving freely between lament and praise, darkness and light, waiting and rest. His example teaches 
us that both movements are honest before God and that neither state is permanent. 

 

How to Respond 

In Consolation: 

• Receive it with gratitude — it is a gift, not a reward for performance. 

• Act on good impulses and generous desires that arise during this time. 

• Make note of what consolation feels like, so you can recognize it later. 

• Do not presume it will last; hold it with open hands. 

 

 



In Desolation: 

• Do not make major decisions or change course. Wait. 

• Maintain your regular patterns of prayer, even if they feel dry. 

• Resist the lies desolation whispers — about God’s absence, your worth, or your future. 

• Talk with a spiritual director or trusted friend about what you are experiencing. 

• Remember: God is present in the dark as fully as in the light (Psalm 139:12). 

 

What Desolation Is Not 

Desolation is not a sign of God’s absence, punishment, or disapproval. It is not the same as 
depression, grief, or trauma — though these may accompany it. It is not a permanent condition. And 
it is not a sign that something is wrong with your faith. 

Ignatius observed that desolation often intensifies when a person is making spiritual progress — 
because the enemy has more to resist. It may also come as an invitation to trust God without the felt 
confirmation of consolation. Both possibilities deserve prayerful attention. 

 

Practical Tips for Working with These Movements 

Name it 
Simply naming “I am in desolation” or “I notice consolation” creates healthy 
distance and invites reflection. 

Journal 
Write freely about what you are feeling. Patterns often emerge over time that 
reveal God’s movement in your life. 

Pray it 
Bring the state itself to God in prayer — honestly and without editing. The 
Psalms model this beautifully. 

Discern slowly 
Resist snap judgments about your spiritual state. A single difficult day is not 
desolation; a single joyful hour is not full consolation. 

Seek 
accompaniment 

A spiritual director is trained to help you read these movements wisely. You 
do not need to navigate them alone. 

 

Common Questions 

Is this just about feelings? 

No — though feelings are often the entry point. Consolation and desolation involve the whole inner 
life: affect, thought, desire, and will. Ignatius was not encouraging emotional self-focus, but a careful, 
prayerful attention to the directions in which the inner life is moving. The question is always: Where 
is this movement taking me — toward God or away from Him? 

What if I can’t tell which state I’m in? 

That is entirely normal. Many people live in mixed states or find the categories hard to apply at first. 
Begin by simply noticing — without judgment — whether your inner life feels more open or more 
closed, more alive or more flat. Over time, patterns become clearer. A spiritual director can help you 
develop this capacity. 

Can consolation be misleading? 



Yes — Ignatius called this “false consolation.” A feeling of spiritual excitement may not always be 
from God; it may lead toward pride, spiritual inflation, or poor decisions. True consolation ultimately 
deepens humility, love for others, and faithfulness to one’s actual calling. Test its fruit, not just its 
feeling. 

 

An Invitation 

You do not need to master a system to begin. Simply begin to notice. Where does your 
soul feel open today? Where does it feel tight or closed? Bring what you find honestly 
before God. He is not surprised by either state — and He is at work in both. 

“Be still, and know that I am God.” — Psalm 46:10 
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