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(Lk 18:1-8) 

 “Jesus told his disciples a parable about the necessity for them to pray 
always without becoming weary” (Lk 18:1).  He describes a widow who kept 
bothering the judge until he granted what she needed.   

 St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) is this person whom Jesus describes.  The 
Church declares her to be a “doctor of the church,” and it is especially with regard 
to prayer that St. Teresa is a great teacher.   

 St. Teresa of Jesus lived in Spain during the time of the Protestant 
Reformation, when many lands abandoned the Catholic faith.  She is one of the 
saints of the “Counter-Reformation,” who helped bring people back to the Church, 
and who purified the Church from her scandals.  But unlike other counter-
reformation saints such as St. Francis de Sales, St. Ignatius Loyola, St. Charles 
Borromeo, and St. Peter Canisius, who engaged in preaching and apostolic work, 
she helped the Church by withdrawing into a life of prayer and penance, begging 
the Lord day and night for the salvation of souls.   

 At the age of 20 Teresa entered the Carmelite convent of the Incarnation in 
Avila, to live out a religious calling she had since her youth.  Her true vocation did 
not begin until her forties, however, when she began to experience visions of the 
Lord Jesus and more profound contemplative prayer.  Like St. Francis she was also 
visited by a great Seraph, who drove a spear of fire into her heart.  The pain was 
extreme, but so was the joy, which filled her with an overwhelming love of God.  
Though she did not show the stigmata externally during her lifetime, this wound of 
Christ was discovered in her heart after her death.   

 St. Teresa was a mystic who began to experience this kind of prayer 
regularly, in which her bodily senses would completely shut down while her soul 
was lifted up from the world to be filled with the direct light of heavenly grace.  
She was often discovered immobile, and at times levitating off the ground.   

 For many years in the convent, Teresa had struggled with prayer: dryness, 
monotony, distractions.  But now that she tasted God directly in contemplative 
mysticism, she recognized that the relaxed discipline of her convent was not 
conducive to real prayer.  The Carmelite Order had been established in the time of 
the crusades, by a group of hermits living in caves on Mount Carmel in the Holy 
Land.  Teresa’s Carmelite community on the other hand, was constantly socializing 
and engaged with the well-to-do of Avila, and living a very comfortable and lax 
lifestyle.  Moreover, when she did begin to experience the deeper riches of 
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contemplation and rapture, she became an object of curiosity, unable to preserve 
the modesty of such personal and intimate experience of God.   

 St. Teresa began to envision a stricter way of religious life which would be 
more conducive to the calling of true prayer.  She wanted to recover that original 
spirit of the hermits who left the world behind, lived simply, and focused entirely 
on seeking the face of God.   

 People generally have the wrong idea of what prayer is.  After having 
struggled so many years with how to pray and overcome distractions, she learned 
from the Lord a number of things that would benefit the Church and many future 
generations of Christians.  She wrote about these in her Autobiography, Interior 
Castle, and Way of Perfection.   

 First, the initial struggles are necessary because they teach perseverance, just 
like the Lord says in the Gospel.  Even if you have to suffer 18 years with 
distractions and no results, the way she did, don’t give up.  The problem is that we 
are immersed and bogged down in the world, and in sin.  Until we realize what it 
takes to renounce the world and sin, and put God first, we will never truly grow in 
prayer.  And that renunciation will not happen without real pain and suffering.  
Even a nun living twenty years in a convent has to learn that.   

 Secondly, the initiative and growth in prayer is always from God.  We have 
work to do in our soul, but God is the one who moves and helps.  He initiates the 
conversation, and brings us into deeper union and knowledge with Himself.  In her 
writings St. Teresa describes how God works in several stages to purify the soul so 
that prayer will become easier and more fruitful.  God wants to shower us with the 
full glory of His presence, but we are simply not capable of receiving such light, 
given the darkness of our existence.  God purifies us in stages.   

 At first we struggle like a gardener in a desert, with little to show for our 
prayer.  We have to manually and mechanically “bring water” through struggles 
and disciplined effort.  As we grow in prayer, the Lord slowly helps us put in place 
an “irrigation system” so that the fruitfulness is constant and more natural.  
Through certain painful physical and spiritual experiences, God helps to purify us 
definitively of attachment to the world and sin.  Eventually, the grace becomes like 
a rain shower: God swamps and overwhelms us with His presence, at His 
choosing.  God brings us to the point where there is no longer anything in our will 
that is an obstacle to His grace.   

 This is the problem when we struggle to pray: not that God is lacking in His 
presence, but that we are filled with darkness and paralysis due to our worldly 
condition and self-will.  Jesus assures us that the Father will not ignore the prayers 
of those who call out to Him day and night, and will see that justice is done for 
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them speedily (Lk 18:7-8).  The real question is whether there is “faith on earth” 
(Lk 18:8).  Who is really willing to do what it takes to pray the way we should?  
Who is ready to “pray always without becoming weary?” 

 Third, the kind of prayer St. Teresa experienced, where she was intimately 
and constantly united with God in heaven, is something which everyone in the 
Church is called to.  Mystical prayer is not only for a small group of saints locked 
away in a convent or hermitage, but for everyone, regardless of their vocation.  The 
challenge is finding the way to center one’s life on God in one’s particular 
vocation, and not allow the world to distract from the “one thing necessary.”   

 St. Teresa went on to establish a reform movement within the Carmelite 
Order, a radical return to the original idea of being hermits devoted to prayer.  This 
way is the quickest and easiest if the goal is prayer.  Upon entering the convent, the 
sisters would renounce the world completely, and for the most part never leave 
their convent until death.  They would rely on outside support for food and 
necessities, and in return they would pray for God’s blessings on the community 
that supports them.  Each convent would have gardens enclosed by a high wall, in 
which the sisters would be able to work, and remember how Christ’s resurrection 
is a new “Garden of Eden.”  In their cells there would be only a bed, a chair and 
table with some spiritual books, and a large wooden cross on the wall, reminding 
the sister that she had to be the “corpus” for that cross.  The sisters would eat very 
simply, fasting from meat for most of the year.   

 St. Teresa had many difficulties establishing this new way of life.  She faced 
great opposition, misunderstanding, slander, and persecution from within the 
Church.  She was often physically ill, and had to spend much time travelling.  
Ironically, she herself would not be able to enjoy the beautiful life of prayer she 
longed for.  Instead, God used her to provide this blessing for the many young 
women whom God sent.  Despite constant and extreme satanic attacks, she was 
ultimately able to establish 17 reformed monasteries by the time of her death in 
1582.   

 Her good friend and spiritual brother, St. John of the Cross, established a 
parallel reform for the men’s Carmelite community.  The reform was eventually 
approved by the Church as an independent community, called the “Discalced 
Carmelite Order.”  “Discalced” means “shoeless,” referring to the poverty and 
simplicity of these religious.   
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 Today there are over 11,000 Carmelite nuns, in 750 monasteries, in 98 
countries,1 including three monasteries in Texas.  These monasteries are “power 
houses” of prayer in the Church.  They are also “saint factories.”2 

 

 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, you will want 
for nothing. God alone suffices.  (Nada te turbe. Nada te espante. Dios no se muda. 
Todo se pasa. La paciencia todo lo alcanza. Quien a Dios tiene, nada le falta. Sólo 
Dios basta.)  --St. Teresa of Avila 

 
 

                                                 
1 https://www.carmelitaniscalzi.com/en/who-we-are/nuns/ 
2 There are many canonized and beatified saints of the Discalced Carmelite Order, including the sixteen martyrs of 
Compiegne, St. Therese of Lisieux, St Teresa Benedicta of the Cross, St. Raphael Kalinowski, St. Teresa of the 
Andes, St. Teresa Margaret Redi, St. Maravillas of Jesus, St. Elizabeth of the Trinity, and Bl. Francis Palau.   


