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10. “Testing Spirits”

No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is recognized
by its own fruit. Luke 6:43-44

Anyone who regularly practices the Awareness Examen (see website) will become much
more attentive to what happens within them each day. As we discover the many shades of
experience that take place in the course of a day we come to recognize both the good and
bad spirits that influence the choices we make. It's important to be able to distinguish
between these spirits. In 1 John 4 :1 we are cautioned to “not believe every spirit, but test
the spirits to see whether they are from God” Jesus shows us, in the Scripture above, one
way to do this—by examining the fruit a spirit bears within you.

What are you experiencing in your spirit and what has led you there? Is the spirit that has
led you to this state of soul truly from God? Or is it a spirit you shouldn’t be heeding?

St. Ignatius of Loyola taught his disciples to distinguish between spirits that produce
consolations in the soul and those that produce desolations of the soul. If we picture our
inner life as a weather system it might give us an idea of the varied states of light and
darkness our souls pass through each day. The word consolation, from the Latin, literally
means “with the sun.” Desolation, in contrast, means “without the sun.” These are
important distinctions to note as they each bear quite a different fruit in our spirits.

In his Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius identifies the spirit of consolation as causing “an
increase of faith, hope, and love, and all interior joy that invites and attracts to what is
heavenly by filling it with peace and quiet in its Creator and Lord.”

Desolations he defines as:

darkness of soul, turmoil of spirit, inclination to what is low and earthly, restlessness rising
from many disturbances which lead to want of faith, want of hope, want of love. The soul is
wholly slothful, tepid, sad and separated, as it were, from its Creator and Lord.

In his diagnosis of the effects of desolation Ignatius adds,

it is characteristic of the evil spirit to afflict with sadness, to harass with anxiety and to raise
obstacles based on false reasoning.

Sound familiar? You will know a spirit by its fruit. A bad spirit produces a souring of the
soul. Awareness that this is happening should be the first indicator that the voice you are
following is not from God. It is time to let go of whatever your mind, heart or actions have
been pursuing and to wait on God for redirection.



The church has handed down to us important wisdom with regards to living the spiritual life.
As we learn to pay more attention to our souls we will be able to more wisely choose which
voices to follow.

My sheep follow me because they know my voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in
fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.

John 10:4-5

Questions:
«If attentiveness is essential to making good choices, how can we cultivate this wisdom?

sIgnatius says that “it is characteristic of the evil spirit to afflict with sadness, to harass with
anxiety and to raise obstacles based on false reasoning.” The fruit of this spirit is that
“the soul is wholly slothful, tepid, sad and separated, as it were, from its Creator and
Lord.” In what ways do we unnecessarily blame ourselves for such states of soul rather
than the spirit we've been following?

*Once such a “souring of the soul” has been noticed what can be done about it?

Prayer: Ask the Lord to help you be more attentive to what takes place in your soul each
day. Ask God for wisdom in choosing which spirits to follow in your inner life and
which to run away from.



