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ST TERESA OF AVILA  

PETER DWAN  

 

God, You raised up St. Teresa by Your Spirit 
so that she could manifest to the Church the way to perfection.  

Nourish us with the food of heaven, and fire us with a desire for holiness. 
 .         Amen. 

 

 Teresa, the daughter of a widower, Don Alonso de Capeda and Dona Beatriz Davila 
y Ahumda, was born in the picturesque Spanish city of Avila in Old Castile, on 28 May 
1515. Thus Teresa was born during a period of religious revival in Spain, which led to 
extensive missionary work in South America. Teresa's work of reforming the Carmelite 
Order needs to be seen against this background of renewal. 

Like her parents, Teresa enjoyed reading. Reading the lives of the saints made 
young Teresa wish to be a martyr. Her realization that eternity was the one thing that 
really mattered, Teresa considered becoming a Religious as a means of ensuring her 
salvation. When she was thirteen, Teresa lost her mother. She knelt before a statue of 
Our Lady and asked Mary to be a mother to her.  

Teresa was always concerned about her appearance, and wore pretty clothes and 
perfume. Teresa spent considerable time with her cousins, whom she impressed 
with her witty conversation and repartee. 

Sin and penance were in the forefront of sixteenth century Spanish spirituality. 
Although impressed by her contemporaries' penances, Teresa realized that obedience 
is more pleasing to God than penance. When she reformed the Carmelites, Teresa 
discouraged extremes in penitential practices. 

In 1531, Teresa became a boarder at Our Lady of Grace convent, which was 
conducted by the Augustinian Sisters. After settling in, Teresa was happier than she 
had been at home. After eighteen months there, sickness forced Teresa to return 
home. 

 After she recovered, Teresa convalesced with her step-sister. At that time, Teresa 
considered whether she should marry or enter the convent. Reading St Jerome's 
letters challenged Teresa and made her decide to enter the convent. 

 When told of Teresa's decision, her father forbade her to enter  while he was alive. 
Dissatisfied with that arrangement, Teresa secretly went to the Carmelite convent of 
the Incarnation in Avila, on All Souls' Day 1536. Her younger brother, Antonio, 
accompanied her. Although she felt the pain of separation from her family very 
keenly, at the beginning of her religious life, Teresa expressed her happiness at the 
joy she found in the convent. Teresa experienced great consolation in prayer. She 
experienced the prayer of quiet and even the prayer of union, exalted stales of 
prayer, seldom granted to souls. 
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It is important to realize that the Carmelite nuns were then observing a 
mitigated form of the Carmelite Rule. They were encouraged to spend holidays with 
relatives and friends as a way of reducing convent expenses. It was assumed that the 
rigours of the Primitive Rule were unsuitable for an age during which many had died 
of the Plague. The spiritual life of the Carmelites in Avila was at a low ebb; genuine 
piety had been replaced by hysterical devotions, exaggerated penances and false 
mysticism. 

Her early years in the convent saw Teresa at the mercy of her emotions. She 
disliked being corrected. Teresa became ill and suffered greatly because she 
received the wrong treatment. While ill, Teresa spent time at home. When she 
improved, Teresa asked to be taken back to the convent. 

Attributing her recovery and other graces to St Joseph's intercession, and 
learning during a vision of the importance of devotion to St Joseph, Teresa 
endeavoured to spread devotion to him. It was the Carmelite Order which was to be 
in the forefront in promoting devotion to St Joseph. 

Many who visited the Carmelites for spiritual guidance asked to see Teresa. This 
delighted the Superiors, because the more visitors who came, the more gifts the nuns 
received. Unfortunately, some wished to combine spiritual guidance with gossip. 
When people flattered her vanity and frittered away her time, Teresa found it hard 
to pray. 

Although Teresa bemoaned this, she was able to do much good through her contact 
with visitors. Teresa influenced a priest, who had become friendly with a woman, to 
renounce the friendship entirely. Nevertheless, in a vision, during which Teresa saw 
Our Lord with the eyes of her soul, He told her that the friendships she had formed 
with visitors were not pleasing to Him. 

Teresa had many mystical experiences. Recognising the possibility of deception by 
the Devil, Teresa was always on her guard, seeking priestly guidance. Teresa's 
spiritual director, Fr Juan de Pradanos, considered her mystical experiences genuine. 
Teresa's mystical experiences consisted of locutions, in which she heard voices, and 
visions in which she saw and heard. Teresa's locutions encouraged her and her visions 
strengthened her faith in Catholic teachings. Her raptures, during which Teresa was 
suspended in mid air embarrassed her, because she could neither resist nor conceal 
them. 

In her great work of reforming the Carmelite Order, bringing it back to its Primitive 
Observance, Teresa was helped by many people, including some relatives. Financial 
help enabled a building to be purchased for use as the first Reformed Convent, where 
the Primitive Rule, which had been first approved by Cardinal Fray Hugo in 1248, 
would be observed. The Primitive Rule was to be lived in the spirit of the hermits of 
Mt Carmel by Teresa and her companions. The nuns' lives of prayer and penance 
were to be offered to God for the conversion of sinners and to obtain God's blessing 
on priests in their ministry. 
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Seeing the suffering which the Church was experiencing during the Reformation era, 
Teresa was determined that if Christ was to have many enemies and few friends, 
then His friends should be faithful ones. Although saddened by the Reformers' 
impieties, Teresa was even more concerned by the lax lives of many religious. 

Despite all opposition to Teresa's plans, donations from wellwishers quickly 
brought the project to fruition. Because the nuns wore hempen sandals instead of 
shoes, they were known as "barefooted" or Discalced Carmelites. Those without 
genuine vocations would be asked to leave. Teresa had seen how the presence of 
nuns without genuine vocations had contributed to worldliness in the convent of 
the Incarnation. 

Teresa was forty-seven when she began the Carmelite Reform. She was so 
dedicated that difficulties only spurred her on to greater efforts. Among Teresa's 
opponents were members of her own community, who said that if she wanted to 
do something extra for God, she should try to keep the Rule more faithfully. What 
distressed Teresa most was that her confessor advised her not to do anything about 
establishing St Joseph's reformed convent. Our Lord advised Teresa to obey her 
confessor. Teresa's confessor had acted thus because he considered it unwise to 
continue preparations until more finance became available. 

Teresa was supported by the Franciscan, St Peter of Alcantara, who persuaded 
Bishop de Mendoz of Avila to visit her. Discussions with Teresa won him over. Finally a 
papal bull from Rome authorised the foundation of St Joseph's. 

Teresa was concerned about obtaining the necessary money. St Joseph then 
appeared to her and assured her that money would come. This greatly encouraged 
Teresa. One day, after Communion, Our Lord told Teresa to buy a nearby house, 
which she had hitherto considered too small for a convent. 

St Joseph's convent was eventually opened. On St Barthomolew's Day, 24 August 
1562, the Blessed Sacrament was reserved in the convent chapel and the first four 
nuns received the habit. Teresa's happiness did not last long. She began to wonder 
whether she had done the right thing in establishing the convent and whether her 
health would be able to stand up to the rigours of the Rule. However, after visiting the 
Blessed Sacrament, Teresa was given to understand that those fears were merely 
temptations of the Devil. 

Teresa also feared that the civil authorities would not sanction the opening of the 
convent. She was also concerned that Church authorities might close it.  Teresa's 
supporter, the Dominican, Fr Domingo Benez, brought opponents of the convent 
round to his way of thinking. The civil authorities thought that the establishment of 
the convent would harm Avila, and that it would be imprudent for the nuns to earn 
their own livelihood. Convents were then endowed to ensure the nuns' support. 
Teresa was disposed to allow St Joseph's to be endowed, but, following revelations 
from Our Lord and St Peter of Alcantara, Teresa decided to retain her original plan 
that the convent should be self-supporting. 
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Teresa took the name Mother Teresa of Jesus. She stipulated in the Constitutions 
that the nuns should only beg under the pressure of real necessity. Teresa knew the 
psychological value of work. While at St Joseph's, although Teresa worked harder 
than she had ever done before, because she was happy, her health was better than 
ever. 

Obedience was Teresa's greatest virtue. She realized that no locution, vision or 
mystical experience could come from God if it was contrary to Church teaching. 

In 1567, Fray Juan Bautista Rubeo, the General of the Carmelite Order, visited 
Teresa and allowed her to establish convents in Castile. Teresa generally travelled in 
a converted mule cart, with heavy wooden wheels and no springs. These journeys 
were undertaken regardless of weather. On one such journey, Teresa felt that she had 
reached the end of her endurance. She then heard Our Lord say: "Teresa, this is how 
I treat all my friends," to which Teresa made her famous reply: "I understand, Lord, 
why You have so few." 

Following encouragement from the Carmelite General, Teresa decided to establish 
a convent in Medina del Campo. When Teresa arrived there she received a letter 
saying that the man who had offered to rent her a house had decided against it. 
However, Teresa obtained a dilapidated property in Olmedo. Teresa bought the 
property without having inspected it. When she did so, Teresa wondered whether 
she had done the right thing making the foundation. However, Teresa was comforted 
by offers of help which she received. The Prior of the Carmelites offered to have the 
house repaired. A merchant, Bias de Medina, put the upper room of his house at the 
nuns' disposal until their convent was repaired, and allowed them to use his gilded 
hall as a chapel. 

While at Olmedo, Teresa was visited by Antonio de Jesus and John of the Cross, who 
were destined to be the first friars of the men's branch of the Carmelite reform. St 
John of the Cross greatly impressed Teresa, but she found it hard to believe that 
Antonio de Jesus, who was then about sixty, was suitable for the difficult task of 
reforming the Carmelite friars. 

Teresa then established convents in Malagon and Valladoid. Seeking to further 
the interests of the Reform, Teresa wrote to King Philip II of Spain, seeking royal 
protection for the convents of the Reform. It is believed that Teresa had an audience 
with King Philip. Teresa established a convent in Toledo, the location of the Spanish 
royal court until 1561, when King Philip II transferred it to Madrid. Besides the usual 
difficulties, opposition to the Toledo foundation came from the Governor and 
councillors. However, a house was donated to the nuns there. 

Teresa wrote numerous letters. She travelled much, and governing convents by 
letters became a virtual necessity. Many of Teresa's letters, which have been 
preserved, shed much light on her character. 

While at Toledo, Teresa wrote the Interior Castle. This work discusses the soul's 
journey to God, stressing the importance of love, detachment and humility. 
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Teresa worked hard for the Carmelite Reform and experienced considerable 
opposition. Houses for the Carmelite friars and nuns were established in Pastrana. 
Although the friars' house was founded without much difficulty, many problems were 
associated with the establishment of the convent. The Princess of Eboli, a major 
benefactress, wished to have a say in the running of the convent. Some of her ideas 
conflicted with the Carmelite Rule. While the Prince restrained his wife during his 
lifetime, after his death, the Princess interfered so much that Teresa transferred her 
nuns to Segovia. 

Teresa subsequently established convents in Salamanka and Alba de Tormes. 
During 1575, Teresa established convents in Beas and Seville. The site for the Seville 
convent had been selected for Teresa by her brother, Lorenzo, after he had returned 
from the New World 

Teresa appreciated her brother's help, because in Seville, Teresa encountered many 
difficulties and much apathy. After eleven months there, she wrote: "All we have had 
to endure since the foundation of St Joseph's has been nothing as to what I have had 
to put up with here." Postulants were hard to obtain, because prospective postulants 
considered the Carmelite Rule too strict. 

Teresa's thirty-second and last foundation was made in Burgos in 1581. By then, 
Teresa's strength was almost spent and she was seriously ill. 

Teresa died in the Carmelite convent in Alba de Tormes on the night of 4-15 
October 1582. (Pope Gregory was then changing the calendar, eliminating ten days, 
thereby changing from the Julian to the Gregorian calendar.) St Teresa of Avila was 
canonised by Pope Gregory XV and proclaimed a Doctor of the Church by Pope Paul 
VI. 

St Teresa of Avila is still inviting generous young women to serve God as Carmelite 
nuns. St Teresa reminds everyone of the need for prayer for the conversion of sinners 
and for God's blessing on priests in their ministry. Teresa's obedience is a salutary 
lesson for us today when disobedience is rife. 

We often stand in wonder at all that the saints have accomplished. Yet, when we 
reflect on St Teresa's zeal, is it any wonder that her work has been so richly blessed? 
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Statue of the Queen of Heaven and of the Infant Christ the King, that Saint Teresa 
placed by one of the doors of her first reformed convent in Avila. 

 


