
THE SOULS’ JOURNEY TO GOD: 
ST. TERESA OF AVILA 

Some people are just plain ahead of their time. For Teresa of Avila, this could be taken literally! Saint Teresa 
of Avila died during the night of October 4, 1582, yet her feast day is observed on October 15. What gives? 
After all, feast days of saints typically fall on the day of their death, i.e. when eternal life began. Well, Teresa 
died just as the new Gregorian Calendar was taking effect. The night of October 4 gave way to the dawn of 
October 15. In an instant, eleven days were skipped in order to get back in sync with the phases of the moon. 
That’s one sure way to shave two weeks off of purgatory! But for Teresa of Avila, it’s safe to say that was a 
moot point! Since 45 B.C., the world marked time using the Julian Calendar, named for Julius Caesar. It 
deviated from the real solar calendar by just 11½ minutes a year, but over the centuries that adds up. By 1500 
AD, the spring equinox fell on March 10-11! The Gregorian Calendar (promulgated by Pope Gregory XIII) 
represented a step forward in marking time precisely. But that’s not only how she was ahead of her time. 

Teresa was born during the reign of the Catholic monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, when Spain was powerful 
and prosperous. But Teresa’s mother died when she was just 14, leaving her with a profound sadness. It is 
hard to fathom losing a parent at such a young age, though it led her to a greater devotion to the Blessed Mother 
as a spiritual mother. At the age of twenty-one, Teresa entered the Carmelite monastery at Avila, part of the 
autonomous Castile-Leon region of central Spain. It is considered the finest medieval remnant in all of Spain. 
Unfortunately, poor health brought her back to her father’s home, where she even survived a coma of four 
days. She re-entered the monastery. By 1560, Teresa and a few others sought to engage in a stricter mode of 
convent life. In 1562, the first Carmelite community of the Reform was opened at Avila, and from there she 
went on to found numerous monasteries.  

Perhaps the greatest legacy that Teresa left was her teaching on the stages of prayer. She employs the image of 
a castle composed of many “mansions” or suites, in which Christ is enthroned as King. When the soul grows 
in holiness, it passes from one suite to another until it reaches the innermost room. Outside, unseemly creatures 
crawl in the mud around the moat. Yikes– not interested in swimming around the moat. At the same time, 
she discusses difficult concepts in terms that are accessible to the rest of us. She offers a beautiful definition 
of mental prayer, stating it “is nothing else but friendly conversation, frequently talking alone with him 
whom we know loves us.” Progress in prayer consists not as much in thinking a great deal as it does in loving 
a great deal. The Interior Castle (IC) traces the journey of the soul through these seven mansions. The 
following quotations come from that work. 

First: beginners, those living in a state of grace but still greatly attached to things of the earth and in danger 
of falling away. Second: the soul begins to practice mental prayer deliberately, yet with plenty of periods of 
dryness and difficulty. Frankly, few people progress much beyond this stage, which to be clear, represents a 
high degree of love for the Lord and a life of virtue. Third: souls that “avoid committing even venial sins,” 
and “spend hours in recollection.” Fourth: movement towards the illuminative stage of prayer, in which God 
takes more direct action to communicate to the soul. Fifth: beginnings of the “prayer of union,” where the 
soul “falls asleep to the things of the world.” Sixth: movement towards the unitive stage. Mystical experiences 
occur, including visions, raptures and ecstasies. Seventh: described as a “second heaven,” where the “Most 
Holy Trinity reveals Itself in all three Persons. Here all three Persons communicate Themselves to the soul and 
speak to the soul.” 

The seventh mansion represents the complete transformation to join the King. “the two lighted candles join 
and become one; the falling rain becomes merged in the river.” The seven mansions correspond to the three 
classic stages of the spiritual journey: purgative, illuminative and unitive. Teresa was also kind and 
compassionate towards those struggling for growth in the spiritual life: “If, then, you sometimes fall, do not 
lose heart, or cease striving to make progress, for even out of your fall God will bring good, just as a man selling 
an antidote will drink poison before he takes it in order to prove its power.” She is rightly seen as an unsurpassed 
master of the spiritual life. True, her writing was primarily for the benefit of other contemplatives, men and 
women of the Carmelite Order, and not us! Still, it shows us just how transformative the spiritual journey can 



be. 

To be brutally honest, I have long felt “stuck in first gear” spiritually speaking, wondering if I could ever 
make progress through these levels of spiritual intimacy with the Lord. It seems so lofty and out of reach. Yet, 
I have concluded that the real question is seeing my prayer life as a pre-condition for an active life of ministry, 
its fuel to keep going. While very few are called to a contemplative life, each of us is called to a life of holiness. 
And that will never happen if we dismiss the more contemplative aspects of life. If we never stop long enough 
to smell the roses, encountering God in personal prayer, we will miss out on the riches of the spiritual life that 
God desires for us. (Next week: St. Therese of Lisieux) 

• Congratulations to our Director of Faith Formation and RCIA, Stephen Hilgendorf, now Deacon 

Hilgendorf of the Ordinariate of the Chair of Saint Peter. The Ordinariate, based in Houston TX, is 

equivalent to a diocese, created by the Vatican in 2012 for people nurtured in the Anglican tradition 

who sought full communion with Rome. While working here, he is completing theological 

coursework at The Saint Paul Seminary. He will assist here on Sundays as part of his summer 

diaconate internship. 

• This past Wednesday, the Holy Father approved a miracle attributed to the intercession of Venerable 
Michael McGivney, diocesan priest and founder of the Knights of Columbus in New Haven CT. The 
Knights are an international fraternal service organization with 1.9 million members, providing support 
to myriad Catholic charities. Most importantly, they help Catholic men grow deeper in faith and 
fellowship. Congratulations!  

• For now, we will delay the resumption of the 5:15 p.m. daily Mass. I know this is disappointing 

news for some, yet it is challenging to fulfill all the safety protocols twice each day, including 

distribution of Holy Communion which initially will be reserved to clergy. A number of our daily 

Mass volunteers fall within the categories of people encouraged to stay home. 

• Given our steady demand, I am expanding the timeframe for daily (M-F) confessions to 3:45-5:00 

p.m. While no longer necessary to line up on Selby Ave., many find this very convenient. We are 
evaluating options to provide a portion of the Church to be open for private prayer. Stay tuned for 
updates. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 


