
Be Not Afraid 
in Discernment & Decisions

Discernment - The thoughtful/prayerful 
process of listening to God’s voice for 

guidance



Sirach 34: 1-8
1 Empty and false are the hopes of the senseless, 

and dreams give wings to fools.
2 Like one grasping at shadows or chasing the wind, 

so anyone who believes in dreams.
3 What is seen in dreams is a reflection, 

the likeness of a face looking at itself.
4 How can the unclean produce what is clean? 

How can the false produce what is true?
5 Divination, omens, and dreams are unreal; 

what you already expect, the mind fantasizes.
6 Unless they are specially sent by the Most High, 

do not fix your heart on them.
7 For dreams have led many astray, 

and those who put their hope in them have perished.
8 Without such deceptions the Law will be fulfilled, 

and in the mouth of the faithful is complete wisdom.



2 parts

1. Understanding yourself –
wisdom from the Saints

2. How to Discern –
St. Ignatius’ Steps to 
discernment



Plato’s 
Chariot metaphor

• Driver controls
• Horses provide power/motivation
• Driver drives best when in tune with his horses
Plato taught that the Rational part of the soul 
should always rule the non-rational parts 
(appetites, passions, etc.)
• Ignatius’ art of discernment teaches us that the 

non-rational (heart)  can inform the rational 
(mind)



Aristotle on Passions

• Concupiscent passions
– Seeks ease, comfort, pleasure

• Irascible passions
– Seeks accomplishment, triumph, 
achievement, challenge



Don’t trust your passions à Trust your heart

• Bowels
– The seat of the passions 

• base desires: appetites, food, sex, comfort, security

• Head
– The seat of the mind/intellect

• Heart
– The seat of the whole soul

• Where rational and irrational meet

St. Teresa of Avila on Discernment



Key principle:
God speaks through the good desires of 

your heart.
so, if we follow our vocation (God’s call) 
à we will be happiest

Don’t assume your heart is pure. 
Not all desires are good.
- Am I acting out of fear? Selfishness? Laziness?

St. Ignatius Loyola on Discernment



Good vs. Evil Spirit

Good Spirit Evil Spirit

Good influences
Virtuous parts of our 
character
The voice of God

à Guardian Angel

Bad influences
Vicious parts of our 
character
The voice of the devil(s)

- Listen to the Good Spirit



The virtuous soul will generally feel 
consolation towards the good spirit and 
desolation towards the evil spirit.

The opposite is true for the vicious soul.

Remember:
Consolation

feeling of God’s presence, comfort, peace

Desolation
feeling of God’s absence, dryness, anxiety



So after all that . . .

should you follow your heart?



How to Discern God’s Will

Seven Practical Steps from St. 
Ignatius Loyola



Before beginning the steps
• Must be open, generous, and courageous
• Make sure you are deciding between 2 goods

– A choice between a good and an evil requires 
obedience, not discernment

• Make prayer a habit

3 situations where people turn to discernment
1. When you have clarity
2. When you are conflicted
3. When you feel nothing



1. Clearly recognize what it is you 
are trying to decide

2. Pray for the grace to be 
unbiased
– try to only desire to do God’s will
• Remember your goal is
– “For the glory of God and the 

salvation of my soul” 
– AMDG - Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam



3. Pray for God to enlighten and 
move you
– Towards that which will
serve God

4. Imagine giving advice to 
someone else in your 
situation
– follow your own advice 



5. Imagine yourself at the end of 
your life
• On your deathbed 

– How would we feel about your decision then? 

• After death standing before Christ  
–What would you say to Christ about the 

decision you made? 



6. Evaluate the Pros/Cons

• Keep your goal in mind: 
– to glorify God and save your soul



7. “Beg” God for signs of confirmation
• Usually 
– Consolation towards the right
– Desolation towards the wrong
– Signal graces
• don’t go looking for them but don’t discount them



Remember . . .
- Discernment is an ongoing process

- Major decisions should be 
prayerfully discerned over days, 
weeks, months

- Trust & proceed with faith. God is 
in control. (unofficial 8th step)



Prayer

• Purity of Heart
– For the greater glory of God and the salvation of 

my soul

• Inner knowledge
• Openness
• Generosity
• Courage
• Surrender



Resources

• http://www.marquette.edu/faith/ignatian-
principles-for-making-decisions.php

• Fr Timothy Gallagher

http://www.marquette.edu/faith/ignatian-principles-for-making-decisions.php

