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T R A D I T I O N S  OF S P I R I T U A L  
G U I D A N C E  

St Teresa of Avila and Spiritual Direction 

T HE CENTRAL THEME of the writings of St Teresa is the attachment 
to the person of Christ through prayer and the central theme of her 

whole life is the love of  God. She viewed prayer as the privileged means 
of communicat ion with God.  1 She considered spiritual direction as a 
means of  pr imary importance for making progress in the ways of the 
Spirit and a significant help in avoiding the dangers and overcoming the 
difficulties inherent in striving for the goal of the spiritual l i fe--union 
with God. Teresa 's  experience of being on the receiving end of spiritual 
direction made her value a good director when she found one because 
she had suffered much from incompetent directors. She was convinced 
that if she had had a goo(i director from the beginning of her journey to 
God, she would have given herself to God 's  service much earlier and she 
would have reached her goal of union with God much sooner. 

The ministry of spiritual direction has received new life in recent years 
because of the experience of the need for sure guides in the search for a 
more authentic faith and in the search for a deeper experience of God in 
prayer. Teresa 's  experience of  direction from both sides--receiving and 
giving--can teach us much about the spiritual life, about how we can 
advance in the love and knowledge of  God and how we can help others 
on their journey  towards God. 

Teresa stressed the importance and the need for spiritual direction. 
For herself, she feared that her own experiences in prayer might not be 
from God. As the Inquisition was only too eager to root out false 
visionaries, she had good reason to fear. However,  she had great diffi- 
culties in finding anyone who understood her. When  she was writing her 
Life, her fears had largely disappeared. Gradually she became the spiritual 
director of  some of her own directors and of many  other people too. 

The qualities of the spiritual director 
What  did Teresa look for in a spiritual director? She stressed the need 

for a director to be experienced in the spiritual life 2 especially for those 
who were beginning to give themselves to prayer. Teresa had the 
opportunity of consulting some of the most famous theologians of her 
day and several saints. She greatly valued learning in directors 3 but she 
also came across people who were learned in a rather superficial way. If  
~earning remains only in the head and does not penetrate to the heart,  it 
is rather arid. Academic knowledge of  theology and scripture is important  
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because it provides a sure foundat ion for faith but  it is far more  impor tan t  
to have a knowledge of G o d ' s  ways, that is, the abil i ty to translate 

academic  knowledge into real life. 
A director  who is careless about  his or  her  own life can be very 

dangerous  because he or she can encourage  carelessness in others. A 
director  will often be a model  for those who come to h im or her  for help. 
Therefore ,  according to Teresa ,  it is necessary for a director  to seek 

holiness because,  

it is a great  encouragement  to see that  things which were thought  
impossible are possible to others and  how easily these others do 
them. It  makes us feel that we m a y  emulate  their  flights and 
venture  to fly ourselves,  as the young  birds do when their  parents  
teach them; they are not  yet  ready  for great flights but  they 
gradual ly  learn  to imita te  their  parents.  4 

Teresa as spiritual director 
Through  the experiences which she had,  Teresa  came to grasp certain 

principles about  p rayer  and  the spiri tual  life. She wrote her  ma jo r  works 
ei ther for her  spir i tual  directors at their  request  to help them unders tand  
her  bet ter  or  for her  own nuns. Amongs t  her  nuns,  there were several 
with very high spir i tual  gifts and  who were advanced on the path  of 
holiness. However  the major i ty  were o rd ina ry  women with normal  prob-  
lems. Therefore  Teresa  took pains to point  out  that  p rayer  was only par t  
of the christ ian life; the normal  christ ian virtues must  accompany  prayer  
and growth in the virtues authenticates  growth in prayer .  She very 
s trenuously advises that  we must  not  always be looking in on ourselves 
to check our  spiri tual  pulse as it were. Ins tead  we must  look outwards 
towards  God  and to the needs of other  people.  As she wrote in her Interior 

Castle: 

W h e n  I see people very di l igently t ry ing to discover what  kind of 
p rayer  they are exper iencing and so completely wrapped  up in 
their  prayers  that  they seem afraid to stir, or to indulge in a 
-moment 's  thought ,  lest they should lose the slightest degree of the 
tenderness and devot ion which they had  been feeling, I realise 
how little they unders tand  of  the road to the a t ta inment  of  union.  
They  think that  the whole th ing consists in this. But no, sisters, 
no; what  the Lord  desires is works. 5 

W e  are called to love which has very practical  consequences. However  
• I cannot  exercise love outside God.  P raye r  is an opening  to God  whereby 

I consciously allow him into m y  life. St Paul  urges us to p ray  always. 6 If  
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we take this seriously, we must  see that our prayer goes beyond the times 
we set aside for formal prayer. My prayer expresses my relationship with 
God. My practical care and concern for other people authenticates my 
love for God. If  my relationship to other people is not going well, then I 
should not be surprised when my relationship with God does not seem 
to go well either. Prayer  and daily life are inextricably connected. 

Teresa was always very practical. She deals with the first steps towards 
God as well as the most sublime states of un ion  with him. When  the 
decision is taken to give oneself to the Lord, the first steps of the journey  
is the struggle against sin. Teresa says that one should be prepared to 
die rather than commit  a grave sin. 7 Also one must  avoid with the 
greatest diligence a n y  venial sin. The best way of defending ourselves is 
prayer which helps us get up after a fall and not to fall again. 

Along with the struggle against sin, there must  be the practice of the 

ordinary christian virtues. Teresa wrote The Way of Perfection for the nuns  
of St Joseph's ,  the first convent  she had founded. They had asked her to 
write about prayer but  she prefaced it by a short explanation of the 
practice of the virtues. There  are two versions of her book, The Way of 
Perfection. The second version was probably written when Teresa realised 
that many  of her nuns  in other convents wanted to read it too. She tells 
her sisters that prayer cannot  be accompanied by self-indulgence. Prayer 
is a going out of oneself to God while self-indulgence is a concentrat ion 
on self. Teresa lays down three attitudes which are vital in a life of 
prayer: love of neighbour;  detachment  from earthly things; and humility.  
The way to test whether we are advancing on our journey  towards God 
is to look at our lives. Are we growing in love for those a round us? Are 
we becoming  less possessive and grasping of material goods? Are we 
growing in true humili ty,  that is a true knowledge of ourselves, that we 
are sinners in need of God? Teresa stresses often that we cannot merit  
anything from God. It is his will that he fills us with his love but  before 
he can do so, he must  break down the barriers which we have set up 
against him. This can be a very slow process. 

Teresa tells her nuns  that they must  not only be detached from exterior 
things but  also from themselves. This latter detachment is much  more 
difficult than the former because it is more difficult to see one 's  at tachment 
to self. We can seek ourselves in many  things and even in seemingly 
holy pursuits like prayer. Why  do we pray? Is it to advance in the 
spiritual life or is it simply to give time to the One  whom we love and 
whom we know loves us? Do we seek consolations in prayer and abandon 
it when prayer becomes more difficult? We need a great deal of honesty 
and so this detachment  from self must  go hand in hand with true humility.  
Teresa is careful to point out that this detachment must  be practised in 
little things because by being faithfu~ in  little things, we tend to become 
faithful in bigger things. 
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The  best way, according to Teresa, to obtain the virtues of love, 
humil i ty and detachment  is through prayer. She does not waste much 
time trying to explain the nature  of love but  she takes great pains to 
determine what it means in practice, a Perfection consists in the conformity 
of our  wills with the divine will and this is attained by loving God and 

our neighbour.  

The highest perfection consists not in interior favours or in great 
raptures or in visions or in the spirit of prophecy, but in the 
br inging of our wills so closely into conformity with the will of 
God that as soon as we realise he wills anything,  we desire it 
ourselves with all our  might,  and take the bitter with the sweet, 
knowing that to be His Majes ty 's  will. 9 

God does not look only at external works but  he looks at the love 
which lies behind them. 10 He alone can see to the heart. The Lord wants 
to give himself  to us in love but  he will not force this. God wants all to 
reach perfection but  it is necessary that the individual  actively disposes 
himself or herself by freeing his or her heart in order to receive God. 
Therefore the person must  free his or her heart  from all other things. 
Detachment  is the preparat ion of the soil for the seed which is the love 
of God and given the right conditions, this seed will grow and flower 
into full un ion  of the h u m a n  and divine. Humil i ty  prepares the way for 
detachment.  It prepares the soul to be empty so that it can receive the 
love of God. Humil i ty  is the foundation of the spiritual edifice and t h e  
Lord will never raise a person up much if that virtue is not very secure. 11 

Teresa puts prayer at the beg inn ing  of the spiritual life and it accompan- 
ies the whole development  of the person producing ever more perfect 
fruit up to the fulness of holiness. To begin on the way of perfection 
means to begin on the way of prayer. Prayer is an intimate relationship 
of friendship with One  whom we know loves us. The person who decides 
to give himself or herself to prayer must  have a firm resolution not to 
stop at any obstacle. To  this point Teresa often returns. This means that 
one must  never give up prayer for any motive--false  humili ty,  sin, illness, 
criticism etc. The  person must  not think of consolations but  only to 
conform his or her will with the will of God. Authentic prayer is 
recognised by its fruits and a continual  life of prayer attracts the gifts of 
God. If we are content  with mediocrity, then we will never progress very 
far. It is so easy to think that we are very good people when we have 
hardly begun to walk the road which leads to God. We must  never be 
complacent or even content. God has created us for much,  much more 
and he wants to give us much more if only we are willing to receive it. 

The Interior Castle 
Teresa 's  masterpiece is The Interior Castle because there we have her 
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most p rofound  thoughts  on the spir i tual  life worked out in a systematic 
fashion. F r  Grac ian ,  Te resa ' s  great  friend, asked her  to write a book on 
prayer  as the manuscr ip t  of her  Life was in the hands  of the Inquisi t ion.  

First mansions 
The  inter ior  castle is the symbol of  the h u m a n  b e i n g ]  2 The  door  of 

the castle is p raye r  and it is through p rayer  that one enters into oneself. 
Wi th in  this castle there are many  rooms and the Lord  himself  lives in 
the innermost  room at the very hear t  of the castle. God  calls us to himself  
and we respond by enter ing into an int imate  dialogue with him. Those 
who are deaf  to his call, live outside the castle among  the reptiles and 
insects. The  first rooms of the castle are the rooms of self-knowledge. 
Humi l i t y  is a na tura l  consequence of a growth in self-knowledge. 

Second mansions 
In the second set of rooms or  mansions  are those who have made  an 

earnest  start in giving themselves to God,  that is in Teresa ' s  terms those 
who have begun to p ray  seriously. These  people have a resolution to do 
G o d ' s  will a l though it is still weak. The  impor tan t  thing at this t ime is to 
persevere because God  is very pat ient  with us even though we fall often. 
The  danger  at this stage is to re turn  to the things which we have been 
called to leave behind.  The  second mansions  are a vital stage of growth 
because here begins the par t ing  of  the ways between those who will live 
for God  and those who will settle for mediocr i ty .  

Third mansions 
In the third mansions  are those people who seem to be on the straight 

road to God.  They  desire very much not  to sin, even in small ways and 
they general ly live very good lives. There  seems to be no good reason 
why these people should not  progress much  further in the spiri tual  life. 
However  sometimes God  sends these people little tests and immedia te ly  
they begin to believe that  they are mar tyrs .  Yet God  only withdraws his 
help a little to let them unders tand  how imperfect  they are. God  wants 
to fill people with his love but  first of all they must  be made  capable of 
receiving him. The  capacity of the person for God  in the third mansions  
is still very fragile. 

The  third mansions  are a spr ingboard  for fur ther  progress but  this 
stage can be rather  dangerous .  It is precisely because this state is so good 
that  it can provide  a s tumbl ing  block to fur ther  goodness. People at this 

stage can feel a secret satisfaction with themselves and they can think 
that they are spir i tual  people.  Genera l ly  people do not commit  gross sins 
at this point  in their  spir i tual  lives but  their  state is s imilar  to that of a 
garden which has been recent ly weeded.  The  garden looks lovely, but  
jus t  below the surface the roots of the weeds are busily p repar ing  a new 
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assault on the surface. People in the third mansions order their lives very 
well; their generosity is kept under  control by good sense. 

Often we expect God to reward us for our  goodness. This is seldom a 
conscious idea because in our  heads we know that we can merit  nothing 
from God since all is gift. However in prayer, we can expect some 
consolations and when they do not come, we can easily become dis- 

gruntled. Why  do I feel empty at prayer? Why  does God not do his 
part, after all I am hardly a beginner? At this stage we have not grasped 
with the heart that all is grace and that we can only receive humbly  and 
gratefully. We still lack the ardent  love for God which would make us 
willing to put  up with boredom in prayer and inconvenience etc. in life 
in general. So this is a dangerous state because it is so easy to become 
complacent. We can get used to the way we are and we can fail to see 
that there is still a long way ahead. 

Fourth mansions 
The fourth mansions  are of great beauty and Teresa finds it very 

difficult to explain what there is to see here. She says that really to 
unders tand this state, one must  experience it. Normally before entering 
these mansions,  one will have spent a considerable time in the other 
mansions.  Teresa points out that the way to make much progress is not 
to think much but  to love much.  Since that is the case, one must  feel 
free in p r a y e r - - ' d o ,  then, whatever most arouses you to love. '13 Teresa 
stresses that love is not an emotion but  a dec is ion-- ' for  love consists not 
in the extent of our happiness but  in the firmness of our  determinat ion 
to try to please God in everything, and to endeavour  in all possible ways 
not to offend H im . . .,14 

It is in the fourth mansions  that Teresa says 'we begin to touch the 
supernatural ' .  15 This is where we enter the strange world of mysticism. 
God has made the person who enters these mansions capable of receiving 
him to a certain extent and now he begins to touch that person at the 
very core of his or her being. God is now preparing the person to be 
'united with him in a way which surpasses all h u m a n  unders tanding.  This 
way is not for a privileged few but  is offered to all. One  modern  writer 
stresses that the mystical way ' . . .  means being wholly possessed by God 
and that is holiness. One  cannot be holy unless one is a mystic and if we 
do not become mystics in this life we become such hereafter. ,16 M a n y  of 
the experiences which Teresa talks about are by no means normal.  They 
are the effects of mystical graces in very few people. The more usual 
experience of mystical prayer is one of darkness in which the person is 
aware that God is powerfully at work but  in no way 'sees' what God is 
doing. 

The  genuineness of any experience in prayer must  be measured by its 
fruits. There  must  be a growth in humili ty and in the love of God and 
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others. The  impor tan t  th ing is to strive to love God  simply because he is 
God  and not  because of anyth ing  he can giye us. This  is to love the God  
of all consolations and not  the consolations of God.  

W h a t  we find in the fourth mansions  is not  a deepening  of what  has 
gone before but  is something completely new. This  ' something  new'  is 
the beginning  of  a process which continues in the fifth and sixth mansions  
and is completed  in the seventh. G o d  cont inual ly  offers us divine int imacy 
and by this t ime the person has accepted this offer and has done and 
continues to do all in his or her  power  to be open to receive this gift of 
God.  Teresa  says that it is in the fourth mansions  that  God  begins to 
give us his K i n g d o m ,  not that  he did not  want  to do so before this point  
but  simply that before this, we were incapable  of  receiving it. 

Fifth mansions 
From now on, h u m a n  language  fails. There  are simply no words 

adequate ly  to explain what  is going on in the depth of the soul. Teresa  
uses the analogy of the silk worm for the person who has travelled thus 
far. 17 At  the beg inn ing  of its life, the worm grows by means  of the natura l  
helps which God  offers. I t  is in the fifth mansions  that the soul begins to 
spin its cocoon a round  itself. Wi th in  the cocoon great changes take place 
so that a beautiful  butterf ly may  emerge.  There  is still suffering to be 
endured  here. The  little butterfly has left its old home,  the cocoon, but  it 
has not  yet  reached its true rest ing place in God.  It flies a round  not  
knowing quite where to settle. 

The  person can still be led astray at this stage in very subtle ways. 
Self-love is always ready to eat away at us. We  can think that we are 
loving G o d  and others when in fact we are really self-seeking. Therefore  
this stage is one of growth in love. I f  there is no growth, there is 
something seriously wrong.  

Sixth mansions 
In these mansions,  the person wants noth ing  else than to be eternally 

uni ted with God.  Suffering can be caused at this t ime by  all sorts of  
things. Some people will praise such a one and this causes suffering 
because he or  she knows that  no meri t  attaches to h im or her  since all is 
grace. Fur the rmore  the person realizes how little he or  she has responded 
to the immens i ty  of G o d ' s  love. There  can also be periods of great ar idi ty  
when the feeling is that  God  has forgotten him or her.  It is only the 
Lord  who can relieve this distress. H e  does so by  visi t ing the soul and 
wounding  it by  love. The  person realises that  God  is present  but  is 
unable  to look upon  h im and this causes a sweet distress. The  person 
feels at the same t ime deep distress and  joyful  t ranquil l i ty.  

Looking back  from this stage, the soul sees all its sins as dreadful .  The  
person loves God  so much  that  the slightest infidelity of  the past  seems 
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gross and utter madness.  He or she knows that if God were to allow him 
or her to fall from his hands,  all would be lost since all the virtues which 
are possessed come as a free gift from God. There  is generally great 
growth in the love of God at this t ime unti l  the moment  of total surrender 

into his hands. 

Seventh mansions 
This is the m o m e n t  of the spiritual marriage between God and the 

soul. The two are united,  never to be separated. The  soul is brought 
into the int imate life of the Tr in i ty  and it experiences the mystery of 
faith tl~at the One  God is a tr inity of persons. This is the stage of 
wholeness, of holiness, when the person becomes what he or she was 
created to be. Whatever  the person does at this stage is done in, with 
and for God. The person 's  whole attention is on the Lord 's  will. 
Everything that happens is seen as c o m i n g  directly from the hands of 
God. The love of such a one is truly great and he or she becomes a slave 
of God and  of other people. There is less and less outward rest but  
normally there is great tranquill i ty within, no matter  what is happening 

outside. 

Conclusion 
The spiritual direction which can be gleaned from the writings of St 

Teresa is always of a very practical nature .  The  acid test of any supposed 
experience or progress in the spiritual life is whether the person is 
becoming a better h u m a n  being. The  foundat ion of all progress is humili ty 
which makes us trust only in God and not  in anyth ing  of our own. The 
basic christian virtues are vital for a life of prayer and they authenticate 
it. Teresa gives her readers an ambit ion.  Why should we settle for 
mediocrity when God is calling us to an int imate friendship with himself?. 
'Anyone  who fails to go forward, begins to go back, and love, I believe, 
can never  be content  to stay for long where it is.'lS 

J o s e p h  Chalrners  O. C a r m .  
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