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Opening Prayer 

All: Come, Holy Spirit, 
  fill the hearts of Thy faithful 
  and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. 
 
Lead: Send forth Thy Spirit and they shall be created. 
All: And Thou shalt renew the face of the earth. 
 
Lead: Let us pray. 
All  O God, Who did instruct the hearts of Thy faithful 
  by the light of the Holy Spirit, 
  grant us in the same Spirit 
  to be truly wise, 
  and ever to rejoice in His consolation, 
  through Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

 
Outline of this series: 

1. July 14: Introduction and Chapter 1 
2. July 21: Chapters 2 and 3 
3. July 28: Chapters 4 
4. August 4: Chapters 5 and 6 
5. August 11: Chapter 7 and “Levels of Prayer” Summary 

 
Objectives of this Lecture series: 

1. To learn about Carmelite Spirituality, particularly through St. Teresa of Avila, 
2. To learn about prayer, particularly Contemplative Prayer, through The Interior Castle, 
3. To learn how to see ourselves in truth and asses our spiritual journey. 

 
Resources we will use: 

• Links to all resources are posted to the St. Joseph Website: 
www.falmouthcatholic.org/interior-castle 
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Who are the Carmelites? 
The Carmelite Order developed from a single community of hermits, whom we first hear 

of living “after the example of that holy man and solitary prophet Elijah” on Mount Carmel, in 
Palestine, in the early years of the thirteenth century.  They were Latin (i.e., European) 
Christians, and about the year 1210 they were given a rule of life by St. Albert, Latin Patriarch of 
Jerusalem. Their chapel, and therefore, according to the feudal mentality of that age, their whole 
institute, was dedicated to Our Lady. Carmelites have always regarded themselves, then as sons 
and daughters in a very special way of the Blessed Virgin, and also of Elijah, whom scripture 
associates intimately with Mount Carmel (CL. 1 Kings 18). 

From about 1238, hermits from Mount Carmel began establishing communities in various 
parts of Europe; and in 1247 their rule of Life, now solemnly confirmed by the Holy See, was 
adapted to meet the needs of an Order spreading throughout Christendom. In the course of the 
second half of the thirteenth century, circumstances conspired to lead the Carmelites ever further 
from their hermit origins, and they finally became a mendicant Order, modeling themselves in 
many ways on theDominicans, though the old hermit way of life was not forgotten and never 
completely died out; indeed, it was ever present to them in their rule. 

In 1562, however, a Spanish Carmelite nun, known to us as St. Teresa of Avila, assisted 
by another great Carmelite, St. John of the Cross, established what was to become a completely 
new branch of the Carmelite Order; the Discalced Carmelites. (“Discalced” comes from the Latin 
word meaning “unshod,” and they were so called because the most distinctive thing about their 
appearance was that, in token of their more austere way of life, they wore rope sandals of the 
poor in place of leather shoes). The Discalced Carmelites, both nuns and friars, aimed at a more 
retired and contemplative form of life in keeping with the spirit of the original thirteenth-century 
rule. Thus it is that today there are two branches of the Carmelite family: the Ancient 
Observance (O. Carm.) and the Discalced (O.C.D). Each branch has Secular Order members. 

The Secular Order of Discalced Carmelites “welcomes those of the faithful who, by 
special vocation, undertake to live in the world, an evangelical life of fraternal communion 
imbued with the spirit of contemplative prayer and apostolic zeal and according to the example 
and teaching of the Carmelite saints” – of whom perhaps the best known of all is St. Thérèse of 
Lisieux, the “Little Flower,” who died in the Discalced Carmelite Monastery of Lisieux, France, 
in 1897. - www.SecularCarmelRI.com 
 
Who was Saint Teresa of Avila? 

She was born Teresa de Cepeda y Ahumada in the town of Avila, Spain on March 28, 
1515.  It was a time of turmoil and reform.  Within her lifetime, events such as the Protestant 
reformation, the Spanish Inquisition, the Council of Trent (the Counter Reformation), and war 
with the Muslims in Southern Spain all greatly influenced her vocation and writings.  Her mother 
died when she was about 14 years old.  Teresa entered the Carmelite Convent of the Incarnation 
in Avila when she was about 20 years old.  Soon after, she suffered many health issues that were 
so bad she had to leave the convent for about 2 years to recover but was still so ill as to be 
helpless for another year.  Attacks of paralysis continued for about 15 years.  Her father dies 
when she is about 28 years old.  Her real conversion comes when she is about 42 years old. 

Teresa often felt that she was very prone to sin and avoided situations where temptations 
might overtake her.  She felt that the Carmelites lost their discipline and so, together with Saint 
John of the Cross, began a reform of the Carmelite Order which eventually led to the 
establishment of a new branch of the order known as the Discalced Carmelites.  For the rest of 
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her life, she devoted herself to prayer, teaching her nuns about the various ways to pray, and 
establishing convents.  Her best known writing was often done under obedience; she did not 
want to write; she was told to do so for the benefit of her sisters.  She died on October 15, 1582, 
at the age of 67. 

Saint Teresa of Avila was canonized in 1622 (40 years after her death) and in 1970 was 
declared a Doctor of the Church – one of only 4 women to be so named.  Together with St. John 
of the Cross, St. Catherine of Genoa, and St. Francis de Sales, Teresa is one of the great mystics 
of her time.  Teresa’s most popular works are The Way of Perfection, The Book of Her Life, and 
The Interior Castle, all of which deal with the spiritual life. 
 
What is The Interior Castle? 
 The Interior Castle is an image of the mystery of the human person.  It is the soul of its 
author, St. Teresa of Avila, who journeys through the castle from dwelling place to dwelling 
place providing us with a unique road map of the Christian spiritual life.  It is the last book 
written by Teresa, who five years before her death left to the best of her knowledge what in her 
experience she had been praising God for. 
 Teresa’s lessons on prayer begin in The Way of Perfection, where she assures her readers 
that the prayer of the Our Father leads to the fount of living waters.  She then refers readers to 
The Book of Her Life where she describes what the soul feels when it drinks this living water, 
how God satisfies and takes away thirst for earthly things.  Since the Spanish Inquisition held the 
Life for a long time, so her confessor at the time, Fr. Jerome Gracian, asked her to write a new 
book.  Teresa was 62 years old at the time and had been experiencing the depth of spiritual life 
she describes as the ultimate stage of the mystical journey for 5 years.  She had come to an 
experiential grasp of so much more than what she had written previously in the Life.  Teresa, 
with a few months of interruption in which she did not write, began and finished writing The 
Interior Castle in less than a year! 
 Teresa credits the inspiration of the book to God, “If what I have said up to now about 
this prayer is worthwhile, I know clearly that I’m not the one who has said it,” and again, “I 
really need to entrust myself, as I’ve already done, to the Holy Spirit and beg Him to speak for 
me from here on.”  A fellow sister, Maria del Nacimiento, would sometimes see Teresa writing 
and reported that she always wrote after Mass, after receiving Communion, and that it was clear 
that the entire time she wrote, she was in prayer. 
 We can speak of the Castle on three levels: experiential, symbolic, and theological.  As 
for the first, this castle belongs to the author herself.  The reader can be sure that it is Teresa 
passing through the rooms of her interior castle into its deepest and most intimate depths.  
Secondly, it was natural for Teresa to choose a symbol, or symbols, to express what was in 
reality inexpressible and awaken in the reader a certain sense of her own experience.  Finally, 
Teresa wishes to explain to herself and to the reader the profound meaning of her experiences, to 
investigate the development of her spiritual life and the life of grace in general. 
 
Discussion questions: 

1. What is the soul? 
2. What is heaven? 
3. What is my purpose? 
4. Who am I? 
5. Who is God?  
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Closing Prayer 
Spanish 
Nada te turbe, 
nada te espante, 
todo se pasa, 
Dios no se muda. 
la paciencia 
todo lo alcanza, 
quien a Dios tiene, 
nada le falta, 
solo Dios basta. 
- Teresa de Jesus 
 
English 
Let nothing disturb you, 
let nothing frighten you, 
all things pass, 
God does not change. 
Patience 
obtains all, 
who has God 
lacks nothing, 
only God suffices. 
-Teresa of Jesus 


