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Sixteenth-century Spain. The Age of Discovery; 
the Age of Exploration; the Golden Age.  
Geographical landscape had been redrawn by 
voyages / discoveries. Spiritual landscape was 
being redrawn also by the work of spiritual 
writers and theologians. Time of almost 
unlimited horizons and Spain was among the 
leaders in all this, on the sea and in the soul. 
 
Other landscapes:  economic landscape was 
bringing enormous wealth into the country. 
Linguistic landscape was expanding with the 
introduction of new and more precise words.  
Spiritual writers could explain aspects of a 
person’s relationship with God more precisely. 
 
On 28 March 1515 is born Teresa Sanchez 
Cepeda y Ahumada, more commonly known 
as Saint Teresa of Avila. Her name as a 
Carmelite religious was Sister Teresa of 
Jesus; the “of Avila” designation comes from 
the city she is most associated with. She was 
born into a large family of the lower nobility 
and had a good education. 
 
Culturally, honor and importance and status 
were high priorities. At times a family might 
spend a large percentage of its life-savings to 
move slightly higher on the social scale. 
 
Teresa’s first years in religious life were 
marked by an intense fervor; eventually she 
became sick and it took some time for her to 
recover. She experienced a very lengthy period 
of spiritual dryness when she experienced that 
God was quite distant from her life. For prayer, 
all she could manage to do was read a 
spiritual book. 
 
She then experienced the spiritual life very 
intensely. She wanted to live her religious life 
more intensely. The final years of her life were 
marked by her involvement in reforming her 
community and founding monasteries of 
women and of men in various parts of Spain.  
Today this group is known as the Discalced 
Carmelites; they were called “Discalced” 

because of the emphasis on poverty and they 
chose not to wear regular shoes. 
 
During the final years of her life she met St. 
John of the Cross, who assisted her in 
founding the men’s branch of the Discalced 
Carmelites. 
 
Much of her writing was done during this time.  
It was the time of the Spanish Inquisition and 
it could be a dangerous time for anyone 
writing and speaking about spiritual matters. 
 
St. Teresa had fragile health through much of 
her life. She died on 4 October 1582. The day 
she died coincides with the 11-days calendar 
adjustment to correct discrepancies. The day 
after October 4 was October 15 which her 
feast day. 
 
Teresa was canonized in 1622 and proclaimed 
the first woman Doctor of the Church in 1970.  
She is patroness of those who suffer from 
headaches and fevers, writers, lace-makers, 
chess players, those whose parents have died, 
those who are criticized for their piety, 
members of religious communities, Spain. 

ST. TERESA OF JESUS (OF AVILA) (1515 -1582)  



EXCERPTS FROM THE WRITINGS OF ST. TERESA  

LINES FROM HER PRAYER BOOK 
“Let nothing disturb you. Let nothing make you 
afraid. All things are passing. God alone never 
changes. Patience gains all things. If you have 
God will you want for nothing. 
God alone suffices.” 
 
FROM THE INTERIOR CASTLE 
“Let’s strive to make more progress in self-
knowledge. In my opinion we shall never 
completely know ourselves if we don’t strive to 
know God.” (I,2:9) 
 
“I don’t find anything comparable to the 
magnificent beauty of a soul and its 
marvelous capacity.” (I,1:1) 
 
“Since vocal prayer is prayer it must be 
accompanied by reflection. A prayer in which 
people are not aware of whom they are 
speaking to, what they are asking, who it is 
who is asking and of whom, I do not call 
prayer however much the lips move.” (I,1:7) 

“True perfection consists in love of God and 
neighbor; the more perfectly we keep these 
two commandments the more perfect we will 
be.” (I,2:17) 
 
“The whole aim of any people who are 
beginning prayer - and don’t forget this, 
because it’s very important - should be that 
they work and prepare themselves with 
determination and every possible effort to 
bring their will into conformity with God’s 
will.” (II,1:8) 
 
“Don’t think that in what concerns perfection 
there is some mystery or things unknown or 
still to be understood, for in perfect conformity 
to God’s will lies all our good.” (ibid.) 
 
“The will must in some way be united with 
God’s will. But it is in the effects and deeds 
following afterward that one discerns the true 
value in prayer; there is no better crucible for 
testing prayer.” (IV,2:8) 

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM ST. TERESA OF AVI LA?  

St. Teresa’s spirituality developed from: her 
experience, the culture in which she lived, her 
conviction about what she was called to do, 
the life and teachings of the church. 
 
Her spirituality begins with a perspective on 
human nature.  We are created in God’s image 
and likeness.  That image is at the very core of 
who we are.  Human weakness and human 
sinfulness have clouded and distorted that 
image so it can be difficult for us to see that or 
even to believe it.  The spiritual journey 
involves recognizing and recapturing the truth 
of who and what we are by God’s grace, by 
Christ’s death and resurrection, and by our 
efforts to be united with God. 
 
God is at very center of the soul, of the self.  
The spiritual journey, then, is a movement 
deeper and deeper within the self, for there is 

where we will discover God.  From the center, 
where God dwells, light shines to all parts of 
our being. 
 
Self-knowledge is foundational for our growth 
in the spiritual life.  Because God dwells at the 
very center of who we are, self-knowledge is 
God-knowledge.  The more we come to know 
God, the more we know ourselves. 
 
Principal virtue required for spiritual growth is 
humility, requiring renunciation of the self.  
The key is to remain focused on God and not 
to be distracted or diverted on our journey.  
Barriers to humility: Self-reliance and Self-
determination, forms of pride and arrogance.  
Progress depends on the union of our will with 
God’s will.  Jesus has set the standard, “Not 
my will be yours be done” (Luke 22:42). 



 
 

“I only wish to inform you that in order to profit 
by this path and ascend to the dwelling places 
we desire, the important thing is not to think 
much but to love much; and so do that which 
best stirs you to love. Perhaps we don’t know 
what love is. I wouldn’t be very surprised, 
because it doesn’t consist in great delight but 
in desiring with strong determination to please 
God in everything, in striving, insofar as 
possible, not to offend Him, and in asking Him 
for the advancement of the honor and glory of 
His Son and the increase of the Catholic 
Church. These are the signs of love.” (IV,1:7) 
 
“The Lord asks of us only two things: love of 
His Majesty and love of our neighbor. These are 
what we must work for. By observing them with 
perfection, we do His will and so will be united 
with Him.” (V,3:7). 
 
“The most certain sign, in my opinion, as to 
whether or not we are observing these two laws 
is whether we observe well the love of 
neighbor. We cannot know whether or not we 
love God, although there are strong indications 
for recognizing that we do love Him; but we can 

know whether we love our neighbor. And be 
certain that the more advanced you see you are 
in love for your neighbor the more advanced 
you will be in the love of God, for the love His 
Majesty has for us is so great that to repay us 
for our love of neighbor He will in a thousand 
ways increase the love we have for Him.  I 
cannot doubt this.” (V,3:8) 
 
“If we practice love of neighbor with great 
perfection, we will have done 
everything.” (V,3:9) 
 
“This is the reason for prayer: the birth always 
of good works, good works. This is the true 
sign of a thing, or favor, being from 
God.” (VII,4:6-7) 
 
“Let us desire and be occupied in prayer not for 
the sake of our enjoyment but so as to have 
this strength to serve.” (VII,4:12) 
 
“You need not be desiring to benefit the whole 
world but must concentrate on those who are 
in your company, and thus your deed will be 
greater since you are more obliged toward 
them.” (VII,4:14) 
 
“For it is very certain that in emptying ourselves 
of all that is creature and detaching ourselves 
from it for the love of God, the same Lord will 
fill us with God’s own self.” (VII,2:7) 
 
Prepared by Brother Joel Giallanza, C.S.C. 

May 17, 7:00 p.m. Vincent de Paul 

 

st-ignatius.org/mondays-with-the-mystics 

Final Session 


