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AWAKENING          AND         CONVERSION



AWAKENING

Experienced by St. Teresa of Avila: 

a moment in time where her eyes were opened to the greatness of God’s grace 

and the tragedy of her own lack of generosity. 



CONVERSION

Experienced by St. Augustine of Hippo

a radical rejection of his past beliefs and actions and the 

acceptance of a new way of life. 



TERESA’S TESTIMONY

For 40 years, she lived the life of a lukewarm Catholic. In those first forty years, she did 

experience moments of awareness and inspiration- moments where God gave her a 

profound sense of His presence and moments where she resolved to give her life to 

Him. Those moments were powerful enough to inspire her to join the Carmelites at the 

age of twenty. They were not, however, enough to guard her against the lukewarmness 

she encountered even behind the convent’s walls. 



TERESA’S TESTIMONY

 Was born on March 28, 1515 in Avila, Spain to a devout Catholic family

 Had eleven siblings

 Father remarried after first wife (Teresa’s biological mother) died

 When she was thirteen Teresa’s step-mother died – this is when Teresa asked Mary 

to be her mother.

 Teresa was both high-spirited, smart, and very attractive – father felt she needs a 

more protective environment 



TERESA’S TESTIMONY

 When she was sixteen Teresa was sent to a convent school

Based on her own experience, she gave advice to parents:

“If I should have to give advice, I would tell parents that when their children are this 

age, they ought to be very careful about whom their children associate with. For 

here lies the root of great evil since our natural bent is toward the worst rather than 

towards the best.”

 Teresa was impressed with one of the nuns at the convent school, and she thought 

the best way to save her soul was to enter a convent and be a nun. 



20 years old:  Entered the Carmelite Convent of the Incarnation in Avila. 

This is a large convent and not particularly strict – some nuns had suites of 

rooms, with servants and pets, while others had simple cells. 

Experienced growth in her prayer life, but after a few years she settled into a routine 

that contained within it many compromises with worldliness and vanity which 

blocked further progress. 



TERESA’S AWAKENING

 1554 Teresa had a great awakening when she was forty → she began again to make 

progress on the journey.

 God used a small statue that showed His suffering as He approached crucifixion. She 

meditated on what Christ had suffered for her and fervently asked for the grace of deeper 

conversion which then she experienced it.

 She read Augustine’s Confession (Augustine’s testimony). God used it to consolidate the 

awakening that was occurring in Teresa. 

 She began to single-heartedly focus on loving and serving the Lord.



1562 (47 years old) experienced spiritual betrothal

1572 (57 years old) received communion from St. John of the 

Cross and experienced “spiritual marriage.”



WHAT BLOCKED SAINT TERESA’S PROGRESS? 

1. CARELESSNESS ABOUT SIN: SHE DIDN’T UNDERSTAND THE CUMULATIVE DANGER OF SMALL SINS

 “As for venial sins, I paid little attention; and that was destroyed me.”

 She points out that this was partly the case because of “liberal and permissive” advice given to 
her by priests:

“What was venial sin they said was no sin at all, and what was serious mortal sin they said was 
venial. They did me so much harm… I went on in this blindness for I believe more than seventeen 
years until a Dominican Father, a very learned man, enlightened me about many things.”

 Yet at the same time, Teresa acknowledges that she probably should have known instinctively 
what was really right and wrong, and that there may have been something in her that too easily 
accepted such advice. Indeed, there is a tendency in all of us to look for advice that will let us follow 
our selfish desire. 

“For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears 
they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own likings, and will turn away from 
listening to the truth and wander into myths (2 Tim. 4:3-4)



deliberate, freely chosen venial sin vs venial sin that is not deliberately and freely chosen.

“Be careful and attentive – this is very important – until you see that you are strongly determined not to 

offend the Lord, that you would lose a thousand lives rather than commit venial sins- that is, 

advertently; for otherwise, who can go without committing many?”

“a righteous man falls seven times and rises again” (Prov. 24:16)

Teresa thinks that inadvertent faults may be with us throughout our life to some degree even though we are 

progressing on the spiritual journey. Committing a small sin and becoming aware of it happens almost 

simultaneously and that such “inadvertent” venial sins, although unfortunately common, don’t impede the 

spiritual journey nearly as much as choosing to commit “small” sins. Teresa’s definition of “advertent” venial 

sin is clear:

“It seems to me a sin is a very deliberate when, for example, one says, “Lord, You see it, and I know You 

do not want it, and I understand this; but I want to follow my whim and appetite more than Your will.” It 

doesn’t seem to me possible that something like this can be called little, however light the fault; but it is 

serious, very serious.”



WHAT BLOCKED SAINT TERESA’S PROGRESS?
2.  NOT AVOIDING THE NEAR OCCASIONS OF SIN: SHE DIDN’T AVOID SITUATIONS THAT COULD LEAD HER 
TO SIN

Teresa was vulnerable when engaged in conversations with certain persons. She 

expresses her frustration about being sorry but not able to change. 

Not avoiding people, places, or situations associated with sinning may in turn weaken 

our resolve to avoid sin, and is reason why many people don’t make progress in the 

spiritual life. We need to ask God for the wisdom to identify those situations that 

weaken our resolve to resist sins and avoid them as much as possible. 



WHAT BLOCKED SAINT TERESA’S PROGRESS?

3. NOT VALUING THE GRACE OF GOD: SHE WASN’T GRATEFUL ENOUGH FOR THE MOMENTS OF GRACE AND INSPIRATION GOD 

GAVE HER

 Promptness in responding to the inspiration of the Spirit. 

 St. Francis de Sales defines the nature of the “devout” life as being characterized by a 

frequent, careful, and prompt response to the will of God and to His inspiration.

➔Responding to His call immediately, without delay → needs attentiveness in prayer 

and action.



WHAT BLOCKED SAINT TERESA’S PROGRESS?
4.  SELF-RELIANCE: SHE RELIED TO MUCH ON HERSELF AND NOT ENOUGH ON GOD

 “This self-reliance was what destroyed me.”

 Teresa’s advice:

“I give you one counsel; that you don’t think that through your own strength or efforts you arrive, for 

reaching this stage is beyond your power; if you try to reach it, the devotion you have will grow cold. 

But with simplicity and humility, which will achieve everything, say: fiat voluntas tua (your will be done).

When we are more determined we are less confident of ourselves, for confidence must be placed in 

God. When we understand this… there will be no need to go about so tense and constrained … [We 

will] go about with holy freedom. 



AUGUSTINE'S TESTIMONY

 Born on November 13, 354 in Thagaste, a town now part of Eastern Algeria in North Africa

 Parents: Patricius and Monica – had a comfortable living from the small farm they managed.

Monica came from a Christian family and was very devout. She spent decades praying for the conversion of her son and 
husband.

Patricius was not a Christian, opposed to Monica’s faith, but who was eventually baptized on his deathbed in AD 372

 Augustine was a good student, excelled in Latin classics. 

 Age 17: took a mistress, a girl from Carthage; lived with her for 15 years

 They had a son: Adeodatus, who was converted and came into the Church with his father in AD 387. Adeodatus died in 
two years later in AD 389 (17 years old), a year after he and Augustine had returned from Italy to Africa.

 Career: 

Teacher of grammar in Thagaste (AD 372-373)

A professor of rhetoric in Carthage, North Africa (AD 373-384). Disgusted by the behavior of some students who often 
switched teachers just before tuition was due, Augustine moved to Milan in 384.

A professor for the Imperial Court in Milan (AD 384-387)



AUGUSTINE'S TESTIMONY

 July 386 experienced conversion, to the joy of his mother, was baptized in Milan by St. 
Ambrose during Easter Vigil 387

 388: Monica, Augustine, and Adeodatus were in the Roman seaport of Ostia. Monica died and 
was buried there. 

 Returned to Africa and formed a lay community of Christian friends.

 391 was “drafted” as a priest in the diocese of Hippo Regius. 

 395 was made bishop

 August 28, 430 died at the age of 75

 Feast day: August 28



AUGUSTINE’S STRUGGLE

 Augustine cared about truth and, at least in theory, he wanted to know and live by the truth.

 Even after Augustine was convinced of the truth of Christianity, he still struggled to embrace it. 

 His desire to live by the truth of Christianity was not as strong as his desire for women. 

 Augustine rebelled against the idea of chastity and refused to consider it

 The habit of sin were etched deep in Augustine’s soul.

 Those habits had become such a part of his life that he didn’t know how to live without them. 

 “My desire was not to be more certain of you but to be more stable in you.”



WHAT HELD AUGUSTINE BACK FROM CONVERSION

DEEP BONDAGE TO HABITUAL SIN



Augustine found himself in a situation of very real slavery.

He was locked in a deep habit of serious sin.

But he clearly takes responsibility that it was he who made the series of decisions that 

little by little brought him to this point of slavery. Even though there was a real sense in 

which he was no longer free to stop sinning, he was responsible for having come to that 

place by a series of prior decisions in which he chose, little by little, to place himself into 

slavery of sin. 

He admits that he now knows the truth of Christ and the Church, but is torn apart by 

being unable to decisively respond. He is plunged into the agony of being pulled in two 

opposite directions. He wants to repent, but then again, he doesn’t.

“At once” – “Just a little longer, please.” 

But “At once, at once” never came to the point of decision, and “Just a little longer, 

please” went on and on for a long while …



AUGUSTINE’S CONVERSION

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7lJD41EIcUg

“Why not now? Why not end to my impure life in this very hour?” As I was saying this and 

weeping in the bitter agony of my heart, suddenly I heard a voice from the nearby house 

chanting as if it might be a boy or a girl saying and repeating over and over again, “Pick up 

and read, pick up and read,” (in Latin tolle, lege) … I wiped my tears and stood up. I 

interpreted it solely as a divine command to me to open the book and read the first 

chapter I might find. I opened it in silence and read the first passage on which my eyes lit: 

“Not in riots and drunken parties, not in eroticism and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, 

but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in its lust” (Romans 

13:13-14). I wished nor needed to read further. At once, with the last words of this 

sentence, it was as if a light of relief from all anxiety flooded into my heart. All the shadows 

of doubt were dispelled.



DIFFERENT MEANS THAT GOD USED TO PREPARE AUGUSTINE FOR HIS CONVERSION

- Monica’s faith, intercessory prayer, and encouragement

- His interest in literature and philosophy - gives him the conviction that happiness was found 
in the truth rather than in physical pleasures – a seed was planted 

- The disappointments of the world - being a noble teacher of literature, yet experiencing the 
difficulty in earning a living, less than serious behavior of his students.

- The power of the Word 



HOW OCCASIONAL SIN BECOMES HABITUAL SIN:

 First sensual desire

 Second sensual consent

 Third the action

 Fourth habit

 Fifth contempt

“Take care then to resist with all your strength the first movements of sensual desire 
lest they lure you to consent, and then the whole fabric of wickedness will vanish” (St. 
Bernard)



GRACE AND FAITH

 The foundation of the spiritual life: 

 The primary of grace 

 And our response in faith.

 “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is 

the gift of God – not because of works, lest any man should boast. For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand, that we should walk in them. (Ephesians 2:8-10)

 Apart from Christ, we are spiritually dead, slaves to sin. 



PRAYER TO THE HOLY SPIRIT

Breathe in me O Holy Spirit, that my thoughts may all be holy.

Act in me O Holy Spirit, that my work, too, may be holy.

Draw my heart O Holy Spirit, that I love but what is holy.

Strengthen me O Holy Spirit, to defend all that is holy. 

Guard me, then, O Holy Spirit, that I always may be holy. Amen.

St. Teresa and St. Augustine, pray for us 


