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introduction

Born in Avila, Spain, on March 28, 1515, St. Teresa was the daughter of a Toledo merchant and his second
wife, who died when Teresa was 15, one of ten children. Shortly after this event, Teresa was entrusted to the
care of the Augustinian nuns. After reading the letters of St. Jerome, Teresa resolved to enter a religious life. In
1535, she joined the Carmelite Order. She spent a number of relatively average years in the convent, punctuated
by a severe illness that left her legs paralyzed for three years, but then experienced a vision of "'the sorely wounded

Christ™ that changed her life forever.

Saint Teresa was a major figure of the Catholic Reformation as a prominent Spanish mystic and writer and

as a monastic reformer.

a turbulent
YOUTH

As a child, Teresa was raised to love and honor God and walk in righ-
teousness. Although deep down her heart longed for this, she allowed her
emotions and fleshly desires to pull her away from her first love. Ultimately,
it was the dangerous place of rebellion she had fallen into that opened the
door for her life’s destiny.

From Devotion to Rebellion

Teresa always held her parents in high regard, seeing them as holy peo-
ple who truly loved and reverenced God. Teresa had two sisters and nine
brothers in her closely knit family. Her parents made sure the children were
consistent with spiritual disciplines and that they had access to positive books
to influence them. She remembers her father’s compassion and sympathy
and her mother’s virtue and integrity. Teresa’s mother was sick most of her
life and finally died at age 33 when Teresa she only 12.

Teresa and one of her brothers used to talk about being martyrs. When
they realized that probably wouldn’t happen, they decided to become
hermits so they could focus fully on God. Teresa remembers always having
a love for God and wanting to be a nun. But, unfortunately, she also wanted
the things of the world: “As I remember how young I was when God gave
me the precious gift of devotion, I am filled with sadness to see how I lost
it along the way through my own carelessness.”

Even as a young teen, Teresa was drawn to worldly things. One of her
biggest vices at that time was reading her mother’s romance novels. All the
children would read them secretly, but Teresa became addicted to them.
After a time of reading them, she noticed she had become quite vain, always
striving for beauty. As a result, Teresa spent years preoccupied with her
appearance.

In addition, she had cousins who visited her frequently and exerted a
very negative influence on her. Her cousins changed Teresa dramatically~
and not for the better.

Through her teenage years, she
lost the fear of God she had as a
child, and her behavior became
quite rebellious. This alarmed her
father, so he sent her to a convent
to receive an education and stay
out of trouble. At first, Teresa hat-
ed the convent life. But after only
a short while, she began to really
enjoy it. In the convent, Teresa
found a place where she believed
she could truly serve the Lord and
become free of herself. She was
amazed by the goodness and purity
of the nuns she encountered. As
she became close to one of the
nuns, she began desiring the things
of God again. In fact, she decided
to one day become a nun herself.

Courage in Sickness

After a short time at the convent,
Teresa’s health took a turn for the
worse. She began having fainting
spells and heart pains, along with
severe lethargy. Although doctors
couldn’t determine exactly what
was wrong, they put her through
three months of very intense treat-
ment. During this time she began
practicing contemplative prayer as
described in a book someone had
given her. She kept herself immersed
in prayer and in spiritual books.
She believed this practice got her
through her difficult situation.

Teresa witnessed a nun at the
convent who was suffering from a
terrible illness and near death. Te-
resa was so awestruck by this wo-
man’s courage and patience, she
decided to ask God to make her
sick as well so she could learn from

continued on page 3



ATURBULENT YOUTH

continued from page 3

it. She believed that God did give
her an illness just a couple years
later. This sickness lasted three
years and was accompanied with
such intense pain throughout her
body that she could barely eat or
sleep. The doctors diagnosed her
with tuberculosis and severe nerve
damage. As a result of this illness,
Teresa suffered paralysis in much
of her body.

Although she had the desire to
be well during her illness, Teresa
also believed she might be better
off spiritually if she were sick.

“l sometimes thought that if
I were to recover my health
only to go out and miss the
mark all over again, it would
be better to stay sick.”

In spite of that, she decided to
ask St. Joseph to heal her, and she
believed that he healed her of paral-
ysis. Teresa prayed to St. Joseph
often and considered him to be
her guardian.

Constant Conflict

Soon after recovering from her
sickness, Teresa began indulging
in many distractions and vices that
pulled her from God. She no long-
er felt worthy to pray and thought
she was the most wicked person
on earth. Although she did many
things to make herself appear vir-

As part of her deception, Teresa
started believing that not praying
was actually more humble than
praying. So she decided to stop~at
one point for a whole year! Yet she
still tried to teach others about
contemplative prayer because she
didn’t want to waste the knowledge
God had given her. Then she be-
gan to feel like a hypocrite.

Teresa began praying again
when her father died. She grieved
immensely at his death and felt
guilty that she was not living as holy
of a life as he had. She constantly
struggled to reconcile her flesh and
her spirit as she desired to pray, but
she felt the burden of continual
sin. Through this experience, Teresa
realized the importance of having
good companions to provide en-
couragement in prayer.

“People are so lazy regarding
the things of God that those

of us who love and serve Him
need to back each other up
if any of us are going to
make progress on the path.”

Teresa spent nearly twenty years
in a place of conflict between at-
traction for God and attraction for
the world. But she believed that
God would bless those who devoted
themselves to contemplative prayer,
even if they lacked discipline. She
was committed to the many bene-
fits of contemplative prayer and
believed it shouldn’t be ignored
or feared~because nothing but
positive results can come from it.

Teresa believed her life changed
forever when she saw a statue of
Christ~an image of Him scourged.
She became aware of the depth of
His suffering and how little appre-
ciation she offered Him in return.
From that day on, she put herself
totally in His hands. She began to
diligently practice contemplative
prayer. During these times, she
said, it was as if the mind and mem-
ory became empty and the soul was
suddenly outside of itself. No one
can truly understand contemplative
prayer, she felt, until he or she
actually experiences it.

CBS

the four

WAITERS

Teresa saw prayer as a garden made for God. We are the gardeners, and
we must tend the plants and water them, she said. God’s job is to pull the
weeds so the good seed can grow. She believed there are four ways to water
the plants, or four stages of praying. With each stage, we do less and less
of the work until we reach a place of perfect union with God where He be-
comes the Gardener.

Drawing from a Well

The first stage of prayer is like drawing the water from a well because
it requires the most effort. Here, those who are just learning how to pray
must consciously remove themselves from distractions and engage the mind
in meditation. At this stage we’re simply trying to communicate with God
with words from our hearts. The goal should be to stay close to God, ask
Him to meet our needs, rejoice with Him, and tell Him our troubles. Teresa
believed, “This practice of carrying Christ in our consciousness is beneficial
at all phases of the spiritual path, especially in the first degrees of prayer.”

continued on page 4

tuous, she believed she was quite
worldly and vain. One of her weak-
nesses was receiving visitors into
the convent and having religious
discussions with them. She had
become very fond of one male visi-
tor in particular. God showed her
these relationships were not bene-
ficial for her. She had deceived her-
self into thinking she wasn’t doing
anything wrong, even though she
was warned by other nuns~and
even God~that she was.*“I would
never willingly deceive anyone...
Without ever dreaming that | was
doing so, I was setting a terrible
example and causing a great deal
of harm.”




THE FUUR WATERS

continued from page 3

She encouraged people not to worry if they didn’t “experience” any-
thing during their prayer time, but just to trust in God’s perfect timing.
She also warned not to attempt to shut down the mind while praying,
but rather yield it wholly to God. During this stage it’s important to be
confident in prayer and not hold back the desires of your heart. It’s also
helpful to have a spiritual director to offer counsel, although Teresa ad-
vised to be very careful whom you choose, as bad counsel can cause much
harm.

The Waterwheel

This stage of prayer is also called the Prayer of Quiet. Here, communion
with God is not attained through the efforts of the person praying. Only
the person’s will is engaged; all other faculties are suspended.

“This water of bountiful blessings and
mercies that the Lord gives us makes our

virtues grow more abundantly than the
water we drew in the beginning stages
of prayer.”

At this place, the desire for the mundane things of the world falls away

because we realize that nothing can compare to God’s joy while in this

state. It’s imperative that we see ourselves as nothing~totally dependent

on God. We must allow Him to prune whatever He wants so our gardens
can be fully cultivated. The Prayer of Quiet produces contentment, calm-
ness, and joy. To reap its full benefits, the mind must be kept quiet and
free of distractions. Intelligence is irrelevant during this contemplative
praying; in fact, theological concepts may actually hinder God’s love
reaching into the soul.

God is the one who begins and ends this state of prayer. It is not of
our own will. When He induces it, the soul has no need for producing
feelings of unworthiness. God offers true humility, which gives us the
sudden awareness that we are nothing. This humility brings about a
freedom from self-interest as well as a hunger for spiritual transformation.

Water Flowing through a Stream

In this third stage of prayer, the soul simply wants to rejoice in God’s

greatness and glory. It wants only to praise God and have others share
in the rejoicing. This is a place of near death to all earthly things. The
soul’s faculties are almost completely united with God, yet they are still
functioning. Their only power, however, is to completely surrender to
God’s will.

Words cannot express the joy felt in this state. The person praying
reaches a realization that the soul no longer belongs to itself. In this
place God can accomplish more in a moment’s time than what could be
accomplished after years of intellectual efforts. Teresa expressed to God

what she felt in this place of prayer: “This servant of yours can no longer

bear the trial of seeing herself without you...All she wants is to be free...
She no longer desires to live in herself but only to live in you.”

This third stage of prayer is
different from the second in that
here the soul is more like Mary’s,
wanting to be totally still before
the Lord. Here, it is like Martha’s,
leading an active and contemplative
life simultaneously. The person
praying can continue with normal
tasks but is no longer in charge of
himself. In this state of prayer, the
soul’s appetite is completely satis-
fied and doesn’t desire anything
else. It is not interested in anything
the world has to offer.

Water from the Rain

This fourth state of prayer is
also known as the Prayer of Union.
In the previous stage, although the
soul has died to the things of the
world, it is not completely dead
because it still has its senses. But
in this place of prayer, the senses
are so occupied with joy, they are
not free to express anything else.
The joy found here is much greater
than in any of the others stages,
yet it is much harder for the soul
to express the magnitude of it.
Here, the entire soul is drawn into
a place of union with God, and all
faculties are suspended.

God Himself becomes the
Gardener in this stage of prayer.
Before, the soul was still laboring
for the water. But now, God pro-
vides all the water for the garden
abundantly, and there is no labor
on the part of the one who prays.
This fourth water is so abundant,
it saturates the entire garden. Ter-
esa believed, “This water from hea-
ven often comes when the gardener
least expects it. Yet... in the begin-
ning stages of the spiritual path
the heavenly rain almost always
falls after a long period of contem-
plative prayer.”

From Teresa’s experiences, even
though it sometimes seems the soul
can remain in this state of union
for a long time during the Prayer
of Union, it is actually a very short
period. In asking God to explain
to her what exactly her soul was
going through during these times,
she believed God told her the fol-
lowing: “The soul utterly dissolves...
so that it can fully unite with me...
It is no longer the soul that lives,
but 1.”

continued on page 5



THE FOUR WATERS

continued from page 4

Blessings of the Fourth Water

Even after the experience of the Prayer of Union has ended, its effects
linger. Teresa noted several blessings that come as a result of being in
this state with God. For one, the soul becomes courageous and its bold-
ness initiates many resolutions and promises for God. The person praying
also gains a new depth of humility as he realizes he had nothing to do
with God uniting him to Himself in this way. Additional blessings include
a strong contempt for the things of the world and a clear revelation of
God’s great glory.

These blessings can be lost, however, if the person praying does not
maintain a heart of gratefulness for God’s gifts, thereby allowing her gar-
den to get choked with thorns. The important thing is to not get discour-
aged and become careless in tending the garden. And, the person praying
should never trust herself to not fall from the heights she has attained
in God.

Rapture

There is yet one more state with God, one that transcends even the
fourth water. This is known as “rapture” or “flight of the spirit.”” Teresa
encountered this several times with the Lord and explained that the main
difference between this state and the fourth water is that, with the fourth
water, the person praying is still connected to the earth. When Teresa
entered into this place of rapture, her body literally pulled away from the
earth and began levitating. This scared her at first, and she told any wit-
nesses who saw her not to tell others, as she feared what they might say
about her.

She typically tried to overcome
this experience and struggled against
her body rising from the earth. She
said the fight would either leave
her completely drained, or it was
impossible to resist. During the
time of rapture the soul does not
see, hear, or feel anything but God,
and the body remains frozen in one
position. The person experiencing
this often appears dead.

The effects of this state include
realizing God’s immense power,
which again brings about total hu-
mility. Additionally, the mind and
body remain disoriented for quite
a while after the experience has
ended. The rapture is also known
as the Prayer of Pain because the
soul suffers greatly from being
purged so completely of the things
of the world. Through these ex-
periences, Teresa realized in herself
her useless concern for things such
as worldly honor, a good reputa-
tion, and worldly pleasures.

CBS

vIsions and

VOICES

Once Teresa began experiencing deep levels of prayer with God on
a regular basis, she saw in herself more impurities and negative traits than
she ever thought possible at this place in her relationship with Him. This
made her all the more determined to get to know Him even better, doing
all she could to live a life of total surrender to Him. It was at this place
that she began hearing His voice with perfect clarity and seeing visions
of Jesus.

Spiritual Voices

Teresa identified three sources of voices we can “hear” in our souls:
God, the devil, and our own minds. The difference between the voice
of God and that of our own minds is that the words that come from our
minds are contrived; those from God are heard. And those from God
carry an authority that produces staying power. The words from our minds
are often muffled and do not last. The voice of evil is easier to discern
as it always leaves negative effects, and the soul will be very disquieted.
The surest way to tell if the voice is from the devil is if what it says deviates
from Scripture at all.

Teresa was quite upset when the
Inquisition banned many of the
Spanish-language books, since she
was such an avid reader. Teresa be-
lieved the Lord spoke to her and
told her, “Don’t be sad, for | shall
give you a Living Book.” Teresa
said that after a few days, “The
Lord gathered me into his presence...
and gave me so much to think
about that I have had almost no
need for books ever since...His
Majesty himself has become the
Living Book.”

After some poor counsel con-
cerning the voices Teresa was hear-
ing (she was told the voices were
deceiving her and she shouldn’t
trust them), she began praying
God would lead her some other
way. One day as she was praying,
she became aware that Jesus was
sitting next to her. She said she
didn’t see Him but absolutely knew
He was there.



continued from page 5

Visions of Christ

For the next few days, the vision kept coming back to her. Then one
day, He showed her His hands. A few days later, He revealed His face.
Then, finally, Teresa was allowed to see His entire glorified body with
the gyes of her soul. She was not able to adequately put His beauty into
words.

“If He sometimes reveals Himself to
us here on earth, in proportion to our
ability to bear such glory, can you
Imagine what it will be like when we
are given that blessing to enjoy infinitely
and for all eternity?”

Over the next three years, Jesus appeared to Teresa in various ways.
Sometimes she saw His image clearly, while other times she only perceived
His presence and form. She believed that once someone experienced a
true vision, the devil would not be able to deceive that person with a
false one~since a true vision carries with it purity and sweetness.

Teresa was persecuted immensely for talking about her visions. Many
even thought she was demon possessed. But she knew her visions were
real, and God-given, so she ignored the criticisms. Her visions increased
with frequency and intensity, while her love for the Lord grew immea-
surably.

Evil Encounters

In addition to the visions of Christ to which Teresa had grown accus-
tomed, evil spirits began revealing themselves to her as well. One time,
a very hideous form appeared right next to her and spoke to her, saying,
“Truly, you have freed yourself from my clutches, but I will seize you
with them again!” Frightened, Teresa grabbed a nearby vial of holy water
and threw it on the demon, which caused it to disappear~for the time
being.

When the demon returned, he inflicted physical and emotional pain
on Teresa for over five hours. Again, she escaped by throwing holy water
on it. She eventually learned not to fear evil spirits: “I know that they
have no power except what God allows them to have...every time we ignore
them, they grow weaker and we gain more mastery.”

One day while Teresa was in prayer, the Lord gave her a glimpse of
the underworld. She described the entrance as a “narrow alley”” or “dark
furnace.” Stinky, filthy mud on the floor was swarming with “vermin.”
The darkness was deep and dense. What she saw was nothing compared
to what she felt~hopelessness, misery, and great despair. During this vi-
sion, her body felt excruciating pain, and she suffered great mental and
emotional anguish. Even years later, she could vividly recall and relive
her experience.

Seeing hell drastically changed
her life. She was more determined
than ever to keep herself from sin
and the attachments of the world
and to rescue others from the same.
She even began to have an urgency
regarding God’s previous instruc-
tions to her to build a monastery.

St. Joseph’s

From the moment she began
making plans for the new monas-
tery the Lord directed her to build,
she and her vision were met with
much criticism and persecution.
No one understood the need for
a new monastery, and many felt
Teresa was being ungrateful for
the convent where she currently
lived. But in time, she met with
two priests who supported her vi-
sion and agreed to help her, al-
though they advised her to keep
her progress a secret.

She enlisted her brother-in-law
to buy a small house, and then she
hired workers to prepare it for its
new inhabitants. St. Joseph’s was
officially founded in 1562, and
Teresa was severely reprimanded
by authorities within the church
for going behind their backs and
building this convent. They thought
she created it to make a name for
herself and have people honor her.
But she knew differently, and she
had faith that God would take care
of her and the monastery. She told
Him in prayer,

“Lord, this house
IS not mine. It
was founded for

you...you’re
going to have to
take over.”

continued on page 7



VISIONS AND VOICES
continued from page 6

And God did take matters into His own hands. Teresa watched how
things supernaturally fell into place as God helped her fight a two-year
litigation battle. Even more amazing was how He changed the hearts
of her opponents. They began seeing the benefit of St. Joseph’s and
even started supporting the nuns who lived there. “The Lord began to
inspire our most vigorous persecutors to become our most enthusiastic
supporters...they admitted that the house must be the work of God, since
his Majesty had brought it into being against all odds.”

Conclusion

Teresa probably considered St. Joseph’s her life’s greatest work since
it allowed for others to have an environment where they could focus on
God and grow into the same depth of relationship that she had enjoyed
with Him. But she also realized that no earthly work could ever compare
with the joy of just being in God’s presence during the visions He
blessed her with.

Through these experiences with God, Teresa discovered that everything
that is not meant for God’s glory is empty and a lie. She also learned it
is best to ignore those things that do not bring us closer to God. Her
visions led her to total detachment from worldly pleasures; gave her
peace regarding death; took away her need for human relationships;
worked a profound spirit of humility in her; and made her totally unable
to ask God for anything that was not in His will.

But for Teresa, the visions God bestowed on her were always bitter-
sweet: “I know that the Lord is doing us a great favor when he grants
us these visions. But even as He is helping us, He is giving us a heavy
cross to bear, since nothing in this life pleases us after seeing what He

has shown us.”
CBS
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