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MAKING A TOUGH DECISION: Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556)

| must have as my aim the end for which | am created, which is the praise of God our Lord and the
salvation of my soul. At the same time | must remain indifferent and free from any inordinate
attachments so that | am no more inclined or disposed to take the thing than to reject it, nor to
relinquish it rather than to accept it...After having thus weighed the matter and carefully examined it
from every side, | will consider which alternative appears more reasonable. Acting upon the stronger
judgment of reason and not on any inclination of the senses, | must come to a decision in the matter
that | am considering. {Spiritual Exercises by Ignatius of Loyola}

An Ignatian Method for Making a Decision

1. Identify the decision to be made or the issue to be resolved.

The issue should be practical—about doing or not doing something. It has to be real; that is, there
really is a decision to be made—a question about whether you should or should not do something. It
must be an issue about which you have the right to make the decision. You must be able to obtain
the necessary information to decide intelligently. So what's the issue needing your decision?

2. Formulate the issue in a proposal.

State it as a positive, concrete choice. Make it as specific as possible (What you will do, where, and
when). State it in the way that God initially seems to be drawing you. State it in the form of X vs. non-X
or Xvs. V.

Example of an X vs. non-X proposal: “/ will take enough courses next term SO THAT | can graduate
this coming May.”

Example of an X vs. Y proposal: “I will stay in my current job with company A OR | will accept a job
offer from company B.”

3. Pray for openness to God'’s will, and for freedom from prejudgment and addictions.

Ask for that inner freedom and balance that allows you not to be inclined more toward one alternative
or option than to the other. This means to ask to be free enough to be influenced only by this one
value: Which alternative will give most glory to God & be expressive of my own deepest self, my
authentic self?

To arrive at this absolutely necessary inner freedom, you may wish to discuss the matter with a
spiritually mature person who can help you. Discuss what obstacles could be limiting your freedom by
blocking you or inclining you to one alternative over the other.

Possible obstacles: disordered attachments, inferiority complexes, superiority complexes, glorified self-
images; “shoulds” or “oughts” that tyrannize you; perfectionism, fears, materialistic greed,
possessiveness; past hurts & self-pity; competitiveness that leads to envy; impatience with yourself or
others; lust, ingratitude, irreverence; desire for control, power, status, prestige, exclusiveness.

Read over the following Scripture passages...slowly, carefully, and attentively:

Luke 17:5-6 Luke 12:22-32 Matthew 13:44-46
Matthew 14:22-33 Luke 18:35-43 Mark 10:17-22
Matthew 5:13-16  Luke 14:33 2 Timothy 1.7
Matthew 7:24-25 Luke 16:13 Philippians 3:7-10

Luke 11:5-13 Matthew 20:26-28 (see handout)



Note the passages that strike you most strongly. Make these passages the source from which you
talk with God about the particular areas where you need freedom. Where do you need greater
detachment about the alternatives or options in your proposal? Bring them to God in prayer. Ask
above all for a deep love: love for God, for the people being affected by the decision, and for your own
true self or authentic self. Pray that no self-centered attraction or aversion about a choice will sidetrack
you from what the Holy Spirit is pointing you to. Ask for the guidance of the Holy Spirit in all this.

4. Gather as much necessary information and input as you can.

Find out all the relevant specifics relating to the decision: Who? What? Where? When? How much?
Why? Be satisfactorily informed.

Be sure to consult with everyone who will be intimately affected by the decision being made: spouse,
children, other family, friends, colleagues. Get their input about it, including their feelings and desires.
Discuss this matter with someone sensitive to Christian spiritual values. This could be a friend,
counselor, priest, or minister—someone who will be honest and objective with you. Discuss the matter
in detail—its values and possibilities, your strengths and weaknesses.

5. Repeat the third step: Pray for openness to God'’s will.

Pray about the matter again in light of the data you have gathered and the counsel of others. Most
likely new feelings and desires have been stirred up that need to be shared with God so that they
might be purified of any prejudgment or disordered attachment. This is a “freedom check.” Are you
free enough to be influenced only by this one value: which alternative will give most glory to God and
be expressive of your own deepest self, your authentic self?

6. THOUGHTS: State all the reasons for & all the reasons against each alternative in the proposal.
For a proposal of the X vs. non-X form, make two lists: “Advantages for me"” and “Disadvantages for
me.”

For a proposal of the X vs. Y form, make a table with four lists: “Advantages for Me” & “Disadvantages
for me” for each choice:

Stay with academic Major A? Change to Major B?
Advantages Disadvantages |Advantages |Disadvantages
for me for me for me for me
1. 1. 1. 1.

2. 2. 2. 2.
3. 3. 3. 3.

Begin with a short prayer asking God to be with you as you make your lists.

Ask for light to see clearly what God chooses for you & what will best honor & serve God, your neighbor
& your true self.

List all the reasons you can think of. Do not prejudge their merit. You will evaluate them in the next
step.

7. Do a considered evaluation of all the advantages and disadvantages.
The point of this evaluation is to see which advantages and disadvantages seem to be coming from
the influence of the Holy Spirit and which ones do not. Attempt to get in contact with your motives
and values. Evaluate the advantages and disadvantages by asking four questions;
e Which reasons are the most important? Why?
¢ What values are preserved or realized by each option? (Many advantages & disadvantages may
be pointing to the same value.)
¢ Which option more evidently leads to God's service and better serves the growth of your true
self in the Holy Spirit?
¢ Which option seems more consistent with your own faith journey and history with God?
To do this well, you may have to spend considerable time on this step. It may take weeks if you are
making a major life decision. Repeat Step 3, praying for openness and freedom. Pray for light about
factors that inhibit freedom and openness to God. Are there any? Beg God for the help to be detached



from disordered attachments that might be influencing you. Pray for a deeper faith in God and love
for God.

8. DESIRES: Observe the direction of your will, your desires, while reflecting on the decision.

As you evaluate the choices, your desires will be influenced by the Holy Spirit; that is, your will
becomes more inclined toward one option and less inclined toward the other. These inclinations may
fluctuate between options. Pay attention to these inner movements. Pray for light from the Holy Spirit
about them. Eventually, your will is likely to focus on one of the alternatives.

If your will does not settle on one choice but continues to fluctuate between the two, is there
something more that needs to be resolved inside you? This is a signal to do some more prayer. Return
to Step 3. Ask God to free you from any selfish inclinations and lead you to worthy motives. Pray that
the Holy Spirit draws your will and its desires to God'’s will.

So..you have asked the Holy Spirit to transform your thoughts (listing advantages and disadvantages).
And.. you asked the Holy Spirit to transform your desires (your will) while evaluating the lists of
advantages and disadvantages.

9. CONSOLATION/DESOLATION: Now... Ask the God to guide and stir your feelings toward the
preferred option Pray for “consolation,” which means feelings of joy, enthusiasm, deeper faith,
greater hope and trust, greater love, confidence, courage. These thoughts, desires, and feelings are all
parts of your inner experience of the Holy Spirit guiding you to the truth. These feelings of consolation
accompany your desires when they are clearly pointed toward loving and serving God, others, and
your true self. They are very different from the feelings of “desolation” that accompany your desires
when they are influenced by disordered attachments aimed only at your selfish ways. If your feelings
fluctuate between consolation and desolation, you may be under the influence of mixed motives and
disordered attachments. If so, return to Step 3: pray for freedom and openness to God.

10. Finally...TRUST in God & MAKE YOUR DECISION, even if you are not certain about it.

11. Confirm the decision. Live with the decision for a while to see whether your thoughts, desires,
and feelings continue to support it. If not, new data is needed and the process must be redone.

Process adapted from Jim Manney  ignatianspirituality.com
A3 ;Lord when oll IS darkness & we feel our weokness & helplessness
~ give us a sense of your presence your love and your strength.
" Helpus to have perfect trust in your pro’rechng love,
Bless us with your strengthenmg power
so nothing may frighten or WOrTy Us.
We trust that in living close fo you,

~we shall see your hand, your purpose your will through all things.
- lignatius of Loyolal

Jesus, may all that is you flow into me. May your body and blood be my food and drink. May your
passion and death by my strength and life. Jesus, with you by my side, enough has been given. May
the shelter | seek by the shadow of your cross. Let me not run from the love which you offer, but hold
me safe from the forces of evil. On each of my dyings, shed your light and love. Keep calling to me
until that day comes when, with your saints, | may praise your forever. —Ignatius of Loyola



