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	  An Invitation for Facilitators
Thank you for taking on this important role. Many people today are facing significant decisions, 
and Ignatian discernment offers a prayerful, Spirit-led way forward.

You do not need to be an expert in Ignatian spirituality to lead this program. The videos, 
Companion Study Guide, and this Facilitator Guide are designed to support you. Your role 
is simply to guide the process, create space for the Spirit to work, and foster trust within the 
group—not to provide every answer. 

Use this guide as a practical resource as you accompany your group. Adapt it freely to your 
setting, adjusting the pacing, format, and language as needed to serve participants well.

Before you begin, the following notes may help you frame the experience for your participants 
and adapt it to your local context.

Some communities may think of this as a seminar, workshop, or small-group study. However, 
we encourage you to approach it as a retreat. While participants will learn helpful concepts and 
skills, the heart of the experience is prayerful reflection, honest self-examination, and attentive 
listening to God in daily life. Framing it this way sets the expectation that the goal is spiritual 
growth and transformation—not merely the acquisition of information.

This program is intentionally flexible and can serve a wide range of people and settings—
parishes, schools, ministry teams, young adult groups, and small faith communities. Whether 
someone is new to Ignatian spirituality or already familiar with the spiritual wisdom of Ignatius 
of Loyola, anyone willing to pray, reflect, and listen for God’s guidance can benefit.

Our hope is that participants grow as faithful discerners—people who recognize God’s 
presence in everyday life and respond with greater freedom and trust. As groups journey 
together, relationships deepen, mutual support develops, and leaders are formed who can 
accompany others. The aim is not merely completing a series, but cultivating lasting habits of 
prayer and attentiveness to the Holy Spirit that continue well beyond the sessions.

We have worked to make this guide clear and thorough, but questions may arise. Please 
know you are not alone—God is at work in your efforts, and we are here to support you. If you 
need guidance or assistance at any point, please reach out to Teresa Larson, Coordinator of 
the Discern & Decide Series, at teresa@htoh.us. We want this experience to be fruitful and 
encouraging for both you and your participants.
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	  Introduction
Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuit order, is best known for his Spiritual Exercises, 
from which his guidelines for discernment emerge. He taught that just as our body needs 
exercise, so too does our spiritual life. Through prayer, reflection, and contemplation, we grow 
in awareness of God’s presence and learn to follow the movements of the Holy Spirit. This 
program is designed to help participants cultivate that same spiritual health. The goal is not 
simply to learn concepts, but to develop habits of discernment that shape daily life.

This program includes two complementary parts: the Video Series and the Companion 
Study Guide. While the videos offer valuable instruction, deeper growth comes through active 
engagement with the exercises, reflections, and journaling in the guide. These practices move 
learning from ideas into lived experience.

Because of the length and depth of the series, we strongly encourage participants to use the 
printed Companion Study Guide. The printed guide provides clear structure for each session 
and a dedicated place to gather notes, prayers, and reflections. Over time, it becomes a 
personal record of the journey—making it easier to revisit key insights, return to meaningful 
practices, and recognize how God has been at work in your life. While downloadable PDFs are 
available, the printed guide supports greater focus, consistency, and long-term engagement.

Throughout the program, you’ll be invited to pray, reflect, and journal regularly. These 
simple practices are meant to become daily habits. If you miss a day or fall short, don’t be 
discouraged. God’s voice is gentle and patient. The goal is not perfection, but faithfulness—
steady, intentional effort that fosters lasting spiritual growth.

The invitation is simple: pray, reflect, journal, and immerse yourself in the wisdom of St. 
Ignatius of Loyola. Thank you for joining this journey.
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	  Inviting Participants
While announcements and promotions are helpful, the most effective way to gather participants 
is through direct, personal invitation.

This program is especially well-suited for those who:

° Are facing a decision or transition in life
° Desire to grow in prayer and attentiveness to God
° Are seeking greater clarity, peace, or direction

Begin by prayerfully considering who God may be calling you to invite.

Ways to Invite and Promote
Keep messaging simple and clear, emphasizing that no prior experience is needed. Make it 
easy for people to ask questions and register (e.g., phone, email, QR code).

Personal Invitation
Whenever possible, invite people personally—either in conversation, by phone, or by a simple 
message. A sincere invitation communicates that the person is known and welcomed and is 
often the reason someone decides to participate.

Parish-Based Promotion
Use existing parish communication channels:

° Parish bulletin announcements
° Flyers in common areas (gathering space, entrances, parish office)
° Brief mention at Mass, if appropriate

Local Outreach
Extend the invitation beyond your parish:

° Contact neighboring parishes by email or phone
° Ask them to include a short announcement in their bulletin or email communications

Digital Communication
Use simple, clear invitations through:

° Parish email lists
° Parish or ministry social media (e.g., Facebook)
° Group messaging platforms
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Use of Video
Two short videos on the Discern & Decide webpage can be used for promotion and to 
communicate the purpose of the program. The Trailer video is best suited for promotion, while 
the Invitation video is ideal for those planning to attend—it also works well as an introduction 
during the first session. Both videos can be accessed here: https://htoh.us/discern/. 

Consider:

° Including the video links in emails
° Posting them on social media
° Sharing them with those you invite personally

Bulletin Announcement
Keep bulletin announcements clear and concise, with a simple invitation and a clear next step 
(e.g., how to register or learn more).

Below is an example of how St. Paul of the Cross promoted the program in their bulletin.
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Examples of Communication
Feel free to use the two examples below as a base template or inspiration.

Email Invitation
You’re invited to join Discern & Decide, a program focused on learning how to hear God’s voice 
and make decisions with greater clarity and peace.

This isn’t just a study—it’s a guided, prayerful process that helps you reflect on your life, notice 
God’s presence, and grow in trust. No prior experience is needed, and all are welcome! Feel 
free to share this invitation with others.

We’ll meet [give details; you might also include or attach the bulletin announcement]. 

Let me know if you’d like to join or have any questions.

Social Media Post
See the example media post from St. Paul of the Cross: https://www.facebook.com/search/
top/?q=discern%20and%20decide 

Suggested Promotional Timeline
Once you have determined when, how, and for whom you will offer this series, secure the 
meeting space and develop a promotional plan. 

The timeline below provides a simple framework to build awareness and encourage 
participation.

Timeframe Actions
5–6 Weeks Before ° Bulletin announcement

° Begin personal invitations
° Contact neighboring parishes (if appropriate)

3–4 Weeks Before ° Repeat bulletin announcement
° Continue personal invitations
° Post on social media; share the trailer
° Send email invitations
° Put up flyers

1–2 Weeks Before ° Repeat bulletin announcement
° Share reminders on social media
° Follow up personally with interested individuals
° Share the trailer again

Final Days ° Send final reminder
° Make final invitations
° Confirm participants
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	  Facilitator Essentials—At a Glance
This program is experienced through prayer and practice. Your role is to create space for the 
Holy Spirit to work, not to teach or provide every answer.

The outline below provides a high-level view of your core responsibilities. Details are explained 
later in this guide.

1st—Prepare

° Watch video prior to each session.
° Review applicable sections of the  
   Companion Study Guide.
° Pray for your participants.
° Plan the session flow, timing, and   
   materials.

2nd—Lead

° Begin and end with prayer.
° Protect silence, reflection, and journaling  
    time.
° Guide discussion rather than lecture.
° Invite sharing, never require it.
° Listen without fixing or advising.
° Maintain confidentiality and respect.
° Adjust pacing to the needs of the group.

3rd—Send Forth

° Introduce and explain the  
   week’s practices.
° Confirm the next meeting.
° Thank participants.
° Follow up as needed.

Always Keep in Mind

° Growth comes from practice,  
   not perfection.
° Silence is as important as  
    discussion.
° Your presence and  
   attentiveness matter more  
   than having the “right”  
   answers.
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	  Ways of Watching the Videos
There are many ways to structure how your group watches the videos and gathers for 
discussion. Choose the format that best fits your participants, schedule, and setting. The 
models below are simply examples—helpful starting points rather than fixed rules—and you are 
encouraged to adapt, combine, or modify them as needed to serve your group well.

This series includes 12 videos. Before beginning, decide how your group will experience 
them by selecting a pacing model and a gathering format that make participation prayerful, 
consistent, and sustainable.

Choose Your Pace
Option A — Ongoing Sessions 
Watch one or two videos per session, either weekly or every other week.

Best for: parish groups, ongoing formation, or groups that value steady reflection and 
relationship-building.

Benefits

	 ° More space for prayer, journaling, and discussion

	 ° Time between sessions to practice and apply what is learned

	 ° Stronger sense of community over time

Potential challenges

	 ° Requires consistent attendance

	 ° Scheduling conflicts may interrupt continuity

Tip: Build simple touchpoints between sessions by sending brief reminders and prayers to 
encourage Study Guide practice.

Option B — Retreat or Intensive Format 
Watch several videos over a short period (such as a weekend, two weekends, or multi-day 
retreat).

Best for: retreats, parish missions, or groups with limited availability.

Benefits

	 ° Immersive and focused experience

	 ° Fewer scheduling obstacles

	 ° Builds momentum and shared energy
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Potential challenges

	 ° Less time between sessions for personal practice

	 ° Potential fatigue if too much content is covered at once

Tip: Build in breaks and quiet reflection time to avoid information overload.

Choose Your Gathering Format
Either pacing option can be offered in different ways:

° In Person: Most natural for prayer and discussion; easiest for building trust and  
   connection
° Independent Viewing + Group Discussion: Participants watch on their own and  
   gather later to reflect together.
° Fully Online: Accessible and flexible for those at a distance
° Hybrid (in-person + remote): Possible but often more complex to facilitate;  
   Conversation flow and participation can suffer unless carefully managed

Online or Remote Tips
If meeting virtually:

	 ° Test audio, video, and screen sharing in advance.

	 ° Encourage cameras on when comfortable.

	 ° Turn cameras off and mute microphones when viewing videos.

	 ° Use breakout rooms for small-group sharing.

	 ° Assign a co-host to manage technology.

	 ° Schedule short breaks to reduce screen fatigue.
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	  Session Structure
Each session follows a consistent rhythm that supports experiential learning and prayerful 
reflection. Facilitators may adapt the pacing to their group while maintaining the core elements 
of prayer, video, journaling, reflection, discussion, and practice.

Begin each session with a brief review of the previous week’s practices. This helps participants 
notice how God has been at work in daily life and integrate what they are learning. Allow 10–15 
minutes, adjusting for group size.

All time suggestions below are approximate and include brief transitions between activities.

The first example below aligns with the Companion Study Guide. This session typically lasts 
about 75 minutes.

Example: One Video per Session (75 min)

Activity Suggested Time Notes

Opening Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

The Practices 15 min Brief sharing from the week

Video 20 min Brief introduction as needed

Journal 5 min Quiet reflection and journaling

Reflect & Discuss 20 min Guided discussion using Study Guide

Closing Scripture & Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

Next Steps 5 min Explain the practices

Total Time: about 75 min

Facilitator Tips

For the Reflect & Discuss portion: 

° Open discussion by inviting participants to share what resonated or any questions that  
    surfaced; remind participants of the Summary Points in the Study Guide.
° Ask participants to reflect on one or more of the Discussion Questions; allow 1–2  
   minutes of quiet reflection before responses.
° Adjust time based on group size and engagement.
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Example: One Video per Session (90 min)
This option provides additional space for personal reflection and sharing. This session typically 
lasts about 90 minutes

.

Activity Suggested Time Notes

Opening Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

The Practices 15 min Brief sharing from the week

Video 20 min Brief introduction as needed

Journal 15 min Quiet reflection and journaling

Small-Group Sharing 20 min Guided discussion using Study Guide 

Whole-Group Sharing 5 min Guided discussion using Study Guide

Closing Scripture & Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

Next Steps 5 min Explain the practices

Total Time: about 90 min

Example: Two Videos per Session (90 min)
This format moves at a quicker pace. Keep sharing focused and protect quiet journaling 
time so participants can process each video prayerfully. This session typically lasts about 90 
minutes.

Activity Suggested Time Notes

Opening Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

The Practices 5 min Brief sharing from the week

Video 1 20 min Brief introduction as needed

Journal 5 min Quiet reflection and journaling

Reflect & Discuss 10 min Guided discussion using Study Guide

Video 2 20 min Brief introduction as needed

Journal 5 min Quiet reflection and journaling

Reflect & Discuss 10 min Guided discussion using Study Guide

Closing Scripture & Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

Next Steps 5 min Explain the practices

Total Time: about 90 min
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Facilitator Tips

For the Journal and Reflect & Discuss portions: 

	 ° Focus on what most resonated.

	 ° Keep discussions brief.

	 ° Consider one of these methods for discussion:

° Turn and talk with the person next to you.

° Whole Group sharing

Example: Two Videos per Session (120 min)
This format allows a fuller experience when viewing two videos. This session typically lasts 
about 120 minutes.

Activity Suggested Time Notes

Opening Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

The Practices 15 min Brief sharing from the week

Video 1 20 min Brief introduction as needed

Journal 5 min Quiet reflection and journaling 

Reflect & Discuss 15 min Guided discussion using Study Guide 

Break 10 min Stretch/restroom

Video 2 20 min Brief introduction as needed

Journal 5 min Quiet reflection and journaling

Reflect & Discuss 15 min Guided discussion using Study Guide

Closing Scripture & Prayer 5 min Invite a participant to lead

Next Steps 5 min Explain the practices

Total Time: about 120 min

Facilitator Tips

	 ° Use the extra time to slow down rather than add content.

	 ° Protect silence; avoid filling every minute with discussion.

	 ° A short break helps maintain focus and energy.
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The First Session
At the first session, prioritize welcome and hospitality. Thank participants for coming and help 
them feel at ease. 

In most sessions, the opening 10–15 minutes are used to review the weekly practices. For 
Session One, use this time instead for orientation and relationship-building, including:

° Introductions: Briefly introduce yourself and any co-facilitators. Explain that you are  
   guiding the group while also participating and growing alongside them.
° Logistics: Explain the typical session flow and provide practical details (restrooms, 
    refreshments, timing).
° About Heart to Heart: Offer a short introduction to the ministry and to Fr. Michael  
   Sparough, the president and creator of the series. Show the short “Invitation” video  
   on the ministry webpage (https://htoh.us/discern).
° Foundational Commitments: These three commitments shape the spirit of every  
   conversation:

° Confidentiality: What is shared here stays here.
° Listen with love: Listen with your heart and mind. Receive each person’s sharing 

as something sacred—without interrupting, fixing, or judging.
° Share the space: Be mindful of how much you speak so everyone has room to 

share.

First-Session Considerations

Because the first gathering can set the tone for the entire series, allow extra time for 
connection and trust-building. This can take place during the first session itself or beforehand 
through a brief introductory meeting—in person, online, or even by email. Choose the format 
that best supports your participants and schedule.

To foster trust and encourage participation, you might:

° Invite brief introductions in either small or large groups.
° Remind participants that sharing is always optional; quiet reflection is welcome.
° Ask simple, open-ended questions such as:

° Who are you?
° What drew you to this retreat?
° Are you hoping to discern or pray through something at this time?

° Allow extra time for conversation and relationship-building.

These gentle invitations help participants feel known and supported as they begin a shared 
journey rooted in the spiritual wisdom of St. Ignatius of Loyola.

Group Size and Facilitation
The guidelines below help you structure groups to encourage participation, trust, and 
meaningful conversation. Choose the group size that best fits your time and setting, and adjust 
discussion time accordingly.
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° Smaller groups (3–4 participants)
° Pros: More time for each person to share; deeper listening; quieter participants 

often feel more comfortable speaking
° Challenges: Fewer perspectives and ideas; conversation may feel less dynamic

° Medium groups (5–6 participants)
      ° Pros: Wider range of experiences and insights; lively discussion
      ° Challenges: Less time per person to share; some voices may unintentionally  
           dominate; quieter participants may need encouragement to contribute

Group Stability and Dynamics

Whenever possible, keep participants in the same groups throughout the series. Consistency 
builds trust and encourages deeper sharing over time.

If challenges arise—such as uneven participation, personality conflicts, or frequent absences—
respond calmly and with sensitivity. You might:

° Check in privately with the group.
° Offer simple facilitation guidance.
° Make thoughtful adjustments to groups if needed.
° Confirm that all participants feel comfortable with any changes.

When members are absent, decide together whether to continue as is or temporarily combine 
groups. Choose the option that best supports comfort and connection.

Small-Group Roles and Support

It is often helpful to designate a point person or small-group leader. This person does not need 
special expertise but should be patient, attentive, and able to guide conversation with care.

They might:

° Welcome members and help the group begin on time.
° Keep the conversation focused and balanced.
° Notice who has or has not shared.
° Serve as a point of contact for the main facilitator.

Some groups also benefit from a gentle timekeeper. A simple guideline (for example, 1–3 
minutes per person) can help ensure equitable sharing and prevent a few voices from 
dominating. Remain flexible, allowing extra time when someone needs to be heard.

As the overall facilitator, adapt as needed so conversations remain prayerful, respectful, and 
fruitful.

Reflection, Journaling, and Group Sharing
Reflection, journaling, and group sharing form the heart of each session. The chapter questions 
guide participants from personal prayer into shared conversation, helping them apply the 
material to their own lives and practice discernment daily. Protect the quiet time for reflection 
and resist the temptation to shorten it for discussion.

13



Reflection begins in silence. Participants prayerfully consider the content and questions and 
notice their thoughts, feelings, and movements of the heart. This time of interior listening lays 
the foundation for everything that follows.

Journaling provides a private space to process that reflection. Writing helps participants 
clarify what they are experiencing and gives both introverts and extroverts time to gather their 
thoughts before speaking. These written reflections often enrich later conversation.

Group sharing flows naturally from this personal work. Participation is always voluntary—
participants are free to speak or simply listen. As the facilitator, model simple, supportive 
responses. When someone shares, your role is not to evaluate or offer solutions but simply to 
receive their words with respect. A sincere “Thank you for sharing” is often enough. This helps 
create an atmosphere of safety and trust and discourages fixing, advising, or correcting.

The three Foundational Commitments shape how the group relates to one another. They are 
worth repeating here and gently reinforcing at each meeting.

° Confidentiality: What is shared here stays here.
° Listen with love: Listen with your heart and mind. Receive each person’s sharing as  
   something sacred—without interrupting, fixing, or judging.
° Share the space: Be mindful of how much you speak so everyone has room to share.

By integrating journaling with these shared practices, facilitators help participants grow in 
Ignatian discernment and develop habits of prayerful reflection that extend beyond the group.

Prayers and Scriptures
Prayer and Scripture are central to each session. The Companion Study Guide provides an 
opening prayer, a Scripture passage, and a closing prayer to help participants listen for God’s 
voice and reflect on the material.

To make the most of these moments:

	 ° Invite a volunteer to read the opening prayer slowly and clearly.
	 ° Ask different participants to read the Scripture passage and closing prayer.
	 ° Occasionally read the prayers and Scripture together as a group.
	 ° You may allow a brief moment for participants to share what stands out.

The Practices
The Companion Study Guide includes three formation practices that expand on the learning 
in each episode. Some take 10–20 minutes, while others invite longer periods of prayer and 
journaling. These practices give participants opportunities to engage personally with Ignatian 
discernment and prayer. The term “practice” is used intentionally to emphasize habits that 
develop and deepen the spiritual exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola.
The practice sessions are typically completed individually at home. When the group 
reconvenes, take time to review these experiences together. Consider the following 
approaches:

	 ° Begin with general questions from the previous session and invite clarifications or  
    	     insights.
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	 ° Encourage reflection on personal experiences. For example:
° What was most enlightening or valuable to you?
° Can you share an example from your life that connects with this material?
° Would anyone like to read a portion of their journal?

	 ° Allow adequate time. Reviewing the practices can take a substantial part of the 	
	     meeting. Do not rush; this is a key moment for understanding, reflection, and  
  	     integration.
Discussing the practices helps participants apply discernment to their daily lives, reinforces 
each episode’s lessons, and fosters shared learning in a safe and respectful environment.
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      Episode Snapshots
This section offers brief, at-a-glance summaries of each episode for quick preparation.

Episode 1: Meet St. Ignatius, The Unofficial Patron Saint of Decision Making

Introduces St. Ignatius and the experiences that shaped his practice of spiritual discernment 
and attentiveness to the Holy Spirit.

Episode 2: Stretch Your Soul, Identify Your Influences & Seek Your Purpose

Explores the influences that shape our choices and introduces Ignatian wisdom for recognizing 
and evaluating them.

Episode 3: Learn the Examen Prayer, The Favorite Prayer Tool of St. Ignatius

Introduces the Daily Examen and shows how it helps notice interior movements—consolation 
and desolation—as a foundation for discernment.

Episode 4: Practice the Examen Prayer, A Guided Meditation

Demonstrates the Examen prayer with a guided meditation, encouraging daily integration.

Episode 5: Guidelines for Discernment – I, Who’s Talking Inside Your Head?

Introduces the foundation of Ignatian discernment and the first seven guidelines for recognizing 
God’s voice amid competing interior movements.

Episode 6: Guidelines for Discernment – II, Practice Patience, Humility, Honesty

Explains the remaining seven guidelines for discernment and includes a reflective prayer from 
Thomas Merton to deepen trust.

Episode 7: Subtle Listening – I, Listen to Your Heart (Not the Noise)

Introduces three additional guidelines for spiritual listening, helping participants distinguish 
God’s guidance from distractions and deception.

Episode 8: Subtle Listening – II, Look Beyond the Surface

Explains the remaining five additional guidelines and encourages attentiveness to subtle 
movements of the Spirit.

16



Episode 9: Thought Experiments, Imagination Tools for Decision Making

Demonstrates how imagination can aid discernment and presents five Ignatian methods for 
exploring decisions prayerfully, including the Prayer for Generosity.

Episode 10: Methods of the Master, The Ways & Means of Decision Making

Explains 3 practical methods for making well-grounded decisions, integrating the principles of 
Ignatian discernment.

Episode 11: But Was It a Good Decision? Signs You’re on Track

Shows how to evaluate decisions and outlines four indicators confirming alignment with God’s 
will.

Episode 12: The Suscipe Prayer of Surrender, Growing in Trust

Introduces the Suscipe prayer and Ignatius’ approach to surrender and trust, guiding reflection 
on decisions through reliance on God.
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      Final Encouragement for Facilitators
As you step into this role, focus first on two essentials: pray and prepare. Invite the Holy Spirit 
to guide you and take time to plan thoughtfully for each session.

Good preparation also means holding your plans lightly. Discussions may take longer than 
expected, and participants’ experiences may unfold in unanticipated ways. Be patient and 
flexible, trusting that God is at work in every interaction.

Your role is to welcome, guide, and encourage participants as they explore Ignatian 
discernment. God desires your success in helping them grow closer to Him and learn the tools 
St. Ignatius has shared with the world.

Thank you for partnering with God in this ministry. Your presence, prayer, and leadership 
profoundly impact the spiritual lives of those you serve.
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      Appendix A
The following resources are available to support facilitators and enrich the program experience. 
While none are required, each can help with organization, engagement, and reinforcement of 
key concepts.

The optional resources include:

1. Slide Presentation
2. Jeopardy Review Game
3. Reference Sheets

Slide Presentation
The online slide presentation can be accessed on the Discern & Decide homepage (https://
htoh.us/discern) under Resources for Facilitators. This tool serves as a step-by-step guide for 
leading sessions. It can be used in both remote and in-person settings. More information about 
this tool is in the notes section of slide #1.

Jeopardy Review Game
This review game can be accessed on the Discern & Decide homepage (https://htoh.us/
discern) under Resources for Facilitators. Directions for how to play this game are in the notes 
section of slide #1.

Reference Sheets
Four reference sheets are included at the end of this appendix: 

° Guidelines for Discernment
° Guidelines for Subtle Listening
° Imagination Tools
° Ways & Means of Decision Making

These summaries gather the key teachings and practices from the program and offer 
participants a simple, portable reference for continued prayer and reflection.

Suggested Timing

	 ° Distribute Guidelines for Discernment before Episode 5
	 ° Distribute Guidelines for Subtle Listening before Episode 7
	 ° Distribute Imagination Tools before Episode 9
	 ° Distribute Ways & Means of Decision Making before Episode 10
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Guidelines for Discernment
Discernment is partnering with God to (1) decide between two good options and (2) discover 
patterns in our thinking, feeling, and behavior that affect or influence how we make decisions. 
This discernment of spirits has three dimensions: inner conflict, cultural and societal influence, 
and spiritual influence. The guidelines for discernment help us recognize what voices we are 
listening to. We should always be listening for God’s voice, but that’s easier said than done. 
How do you know if the voice is from God? These guidelines help us discern that. 

1. The evil spirit attacks the good. When we are moving away from God, the enemy 
says we are doing great! The Holy Spirit, on the other hand, wakes us up and stings our 
conscience with remorse 

2. The Holy Spirit encourages; the evil spirit discourages. When we are moving toward 
God, the Holy Spirit gives us peace and confidence, but the enemy harasses us with 
anxiety, afflicts us with sadness, and raises obstacles backed by false reasoning. 

3. Consolation is a gift from the Holy Spirit. It’s often a sense or experience of being 
drawn closer to God—a sense of peace, joy, hope, or love that aligns the soul with God’s 
presence and will. But this is not simply a feeling of well-being. It includes holy remorse, for 
instance, when we recognize something we have done wrong and experience the strength 
to admit our mistake and move forward. If we’re increasing in faith, hope, and love, we’re 
experiencing consolation.

4. Desolation is the opposite of consolation and is the fruit of the enemy of our 
human nature. Spiritual desolation is feeling troubled in our soul. It’s turmoil in our spirit. 
It’s an inclination to embrace what is low and earthly. It refers to an interior experience of 
darkness, dryness, confusion, discouragement, or separation from God—a movement 
away from faith, hope, and love. It’s not just “having a bad day” emotionally—it’s a spiritual 
struggle that makes prayer or trust in God feel difficult or even meaningless. If we’re 
decreasing in faith, hope, and love, we’re headed toward desolation. 

5. When in desolation, don’t make important decisions. When we are plagued by 
anxiety, overwhelming sadness, or turmoil in our lives, it is not the time to make life-altering 
decisions. This is because we are in the grip of the deceiver who wants us to make poor 
choices. 

6. When in desolation, do more prayer, penance, and self-examination. Remember, the 
enemy of our human nature wants us to make bad choices. During desolation, we do our 
best to examine our life through prayer and penance. Pray that the path of God is made 
clear to you. 

7. Remember Jesus is Emmanuel. That is to say, Jesus is always with us. We may not 
always feel his presence, but we need to hold onto this truth. When we do, a comfort, 
reassurance, or clarity of action may descend upon us. We are never truly alone. 

8. During desolation, practice patience. Sometimes we can’t get out of desolation. We 
have to allow it to run its course. We must try to remain faithful with more prayer, more 
penance, and continuing to examine our conscience. 
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9. There are three causes for desolation. First, we may have turned away from the light, 
stopped praying, and fallen into sin. Second, it might not be our fault and, like Job, perhaps 
we are being tested by God so that we will come out stronger. Third, consolation depends 
on grace, and sometimes God may take that grace away so we better understand that it is 
not in our hands but in God’s hands. 

10. Enjoy consolation while it lasts. Like the weather, one day it is sunny, but the next day 
it’s not. So, when you’re enjoying consolation, store up a supply of spiritual strength. This 
will help you get through a time of desolation.
 
11. Humble yourself in consolation; stand strong in times of desolation. Take care not 
to attribute consolation to yourself. Give God praise and thanks. In times of desolation, 
stand strong in the Lord. Remember the Lord will never abandon you. 

12. Face your fears. The enemy is a weakling before a show of strength but a tyrant if it 
senses fear. The Holy Spirit, our best friend, encourages us to stand firm and fight against 
the evil intentions of the enemy. Don’t be afraid to stare down what is attacking you. 

13. The evil spirit wants to remain hidden. The enemy demands that we keep silent about 
temptations and evil thoughts. If we’re questioning whether to reveal something or not, it’s 
a good indication we are being attacked by the evil spirit. Thus, we should reveal it in an 
appropriate way such as in confession or in speaking with a counselor or a trusted friend. 

14. Pray to know your vulnerabilities. The enemy of our human nature attacks us at our 
weakest point. The Holy Spirit helps us by revealing to us our weaknesses so that we can 
be strengthened and grow closer to God.
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Guidelines for Subtle Listening
1. Subtle listening is necessary. The Holy Spirit helps us remain humble and grateful, 
trusting in God’s love for us. The enemy does just the opposite. It arouses little doubts, 
dissatisfaction, and anxieties about God’s love. It averts our gaze from God and puts it on 
ourselves. The Holy Spirit invites us to be humble and to keep our eyes fixed on the Lord. 
We must pay careful attention to these subtle differences.
 
2. Consolation without previous cause affirms God’s presence. Sometimes you can be 
doing something that’s totally unrelated to the spiritual—playing sports, walking in nature, 
typing at your computer when, suddenly, God’s grace overwhelms you. This is consolation 
without previous cause. St. Ignatius teaches that we can trust this to be from God. 

3. Consolation with previous cause needs careful discernment. When there is some 
reason why we might be experiencing consolation, then St. Ignatius tells us that either 
the friend or the enemy can be involved. The question for discernment is: where does this 
consolation take us? We must look at not just the immediate experience, but its aftertaste. 
In other words, what is the fruit of this consolation? The fruits of the Holy Spirit are love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Galatians 
5:22-23). The fruits of the enemy are the seven deadly sins which are pride, greed, anger, 
envy, lust, gluttony, and sloth.  

4. Beware of the enemy disguised as an angel of light. For those of us who are striving 
toward holiness, the enemy may enter our thoughts like an angel of light. We may even 
feel a sense of false consolation. We are often convinced of the righteousness of our plans 
and pious intentions. Slowly we are drawn into evil desires, toward pride and selfishness or 
some other trap that puts us in misery. 

5. Where is the spiritual movement taking us? St. Ignatius stresses examining our 
experiences from start to finish, including those that take years to accomplish. If, from 
beginning to end in our decision making, we remain fixed on the Lord’s intentions, we can 
trust that God is working with us. But if we end up self-focused, or if our souls become 
disquieted and distracted from our holy purposes, then we know that the enemy has 
twisted our desires and distorted our decision making. 

6. Keep reviewing thoughts and actions. When we recognize the serpent’s tail—that 
we have been deceived—we should review all the stages of our thoughts and actions to 
understand how this occurred. This will help us avoid those traps in the future, protect us 
from our weaknesses, and lead us toward better decision making. 

7. The touch of the Holy Spirit is gentle. For a person that is trying to grow closer to the 
Lord, the touch of the Holy Spirit is very delicate, like a drop of water penetrating a sponge. 
The touch of the enemy will be like a drop of water hitting a stone. The touch of the enemy 
is disquieting, violent, disturbing or confusing. Another way to look at this is whether we 
feel driven to do something or drawn to it. Often the evil one will try to guilt us into action, 
driving us into a bad choice. The Holy Spirit freely invites us to make better choices. 

8. Distinguish initial fervor from its afterglow. We can trust that consolation without a 
previous cause comes from God, but we must distinguish between the initial consolation 
and the plans we make afterwards. St. Ignatius teaches that even though our initial 
experience is clearly from God, everything afterwards still needs careful reflection because 
decisions can go wrong if we’re not careful. 
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Imagination Tools
These 5 tools, prayer exercises and methods, are meant to help us with our decision making.

1. Talk to and listen to a trusted friend. Our first thought experiment involves listening. 
You can choose anyone to speak to in an imaginary conversation—living or dead, 
someone you know, or don’t know. St. Ignatius suggested doing these conversations 
with Jesus, Mother Mary, and other saints, and you may find it valuable to try it with 
others, including deceased parents, teachers, friends, and even people you admire but 
have never met. Tell them all about what is going on for you and what you are trying 
to decide. Then, in your imagination, let them speak to you. This is not a trick. It is a 
proven prayer tool for more than 500 years. You must try it a few times to learn how 
well it works for you. This kind of intimate, heart-to-heart conversation can be a very 
powerful, illuminating form of prayer.

2. What would you say to someone? A second helpful tool when trying to make 
a decision is to imagine that a friend is trying to make the exact same decision you 
are and wants your advice. This brings us into another approach with our thought 
experiments. What would you tell your friend? Sometimes we can get trapped inside 
our own thoughts. We’re kind of like a dog chasing its own tail. But when you’re 
seeking to give advice to someone else, it helps to short-circuit the endless negativity, 
the circular thinking, and the self-critical thoughts. See the Episode 9 Guidebook for a 
complete set of instructions for how you might do this.

3. Try it on for size. When you are trying to make a choice, “trying it on for size” can be 
helpful. It’s relatively simple. Imagine that you have made your choice. Pick an option 
and imagine how it feels to have made this choice. In other words, St. Ignatius asks that 
when you imagine yourself in this new scenario that you pay attention to the interior 
movements that it stirs up within you. What’s the “after-taste” of the experience? Is this 
leading you toward consolation or desolation? Does this decision help you to grow in 
faith, hope, and love?

4. Look back at your life. St. Ignatius recommends that we look back at our life from 
our deathbed. Imagine that this is your last day. Contemplate the decision you now face 
from the perspective of the values you hold most dear in life. Is this a decision you are 
affirmed for having made? Imagine what goes through your mind and heart on the last 
day of your life about this decision.

5. Standing Before God. A variation of #4 is to imagine that you have died, and you 
are standing before Jesus. All that you have done is being reviewed. You are explaining 
choices you have made in your life. The current decision is discussed. Is it one that you 
are happy to bring to the Lord or one that embarrasses you?
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The Ways & Means of Decision Making
Many of the elements of discernment, the guidelines and imagination tools, come together to 
help us make decisions. These are three methods of decision making.

1. No Doubt About It 
Some decisions are clear. We know what we have to do. We apply due diligence to make sure 
we aren’t missing something, but we have an overwhelming clarity of what is best to do. We 
can imagine the apostles leaving their fishing boats and family to follow Jesus. They knew they 
had to do it. Note that this does not mean it was an easy choice. This method is about clarity, 
not ease in consequences of the decision. 
2. Discerning Movements of Consolation and Desolation 
When our decision is far from clear, St. Ignatius would have us pay particular attention to 
spiritual movements. Apply the guidelines and imagination tools to our decision-making 
process. One way to do this is to use these four steps. 

a. Pray for knowledge of God’s will. Remember discernment differs from ordinary 
decision making in that we’re explicitly inviting God into this process. We’re praying to 
know God’s will for us and for the strength to carry it out. 

b. Pray for inner freedom. It’s important to pray for the grace to do whatever God asks 
of us. We need to recognize our fears and our resistance and bring them into our prayer. 
God doesn’t expect us to be perfect. But we need to be honest about where we’re not free. 
Like the Principle and Foundation prayer teach, we need to recognize where we’re overly 
attached and ask to be released from those unhealthy attachments and distractions. 

c. Pray with your imagination. Pray using the imagination tools. Access your wisdom 
voice by imagining the conversation between you and a saint or departed loved one. Or 
imagine what advice you would give to a friend in your situation. Try the decision on for 
size. How does it feel? Look back from your deathbed. Look back from eternity. Utilize one 
or more of these prayers and thought experiments.

d. Journal your movements of consolation and desolation. As you consider a particular 
decision, are you feeling consoled? Where are you experiencing desolation? St. Ignatius 
discovered that the Holy Spirit guides us toward decisions that are in harmony with the 
Divine Will. 

3. Calm Deliberation 
Utilize calm and deliberate calculation. This is engaging in a more intellectual way. Some 
suggested steps:

a. Pray to know God’s will. Consciously invite God into this process. Remember that 
discernment differs from ordinary decision making in that we are stepping into a partnership 
with God. We are praying to live by Jesus’ prayer: “Thy kingdom come! Thy will be done!”
 
b. Pray for inner freedom. Ask God for the freedom to choose the right path. We don’t 
want to make a decision on the basis of fear or jealousy, greed or resentment. 

c. Gather all the necessary information. Do your due diligence. Gather as much 
information as you can. Consider all the relevant factors pertaining to this decision for 
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yourself and your loved ones. 
d. List all the pros and cons, calmly and without fear. Write down all the reasons why 
you want to make the decision in one way. Write down all the reasons why you want 
to make the decision in another way. List the pros and the cons for every option you’re 
considering. 

e. Evaluate the reasons. You may have 15 reasons why this is a good decision and only 
two reasons why it’s not, but those two reasons may outweigh the 15. This weighting will 
put you in touch with your values and those of your loved ones.

f. Make a tentative decision. We’ll never have all the information we want. Be careful of 
the trap of the “paralysis of analysis.” This is getting stuck by indecision, thinking that we 
need more and more information. Remember, not to decide, is to decide. 

g. Pray for confirmation of the decision. It’s important that you sit with the decision 
a while. Pray for confirmation. If there’s no peace in the decision, then go back and 
reevaluate. Chances are, you probably missed something.
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