
 

The Three Teresian Virtues 
 

It is about prayer that you have asked me to say something to you. As an acknowledgment 
of what I shall say, I beg you to read frequently and with a good will what I have said about 
it thus far, and to put this into practice. Before speaking of the interior life—that is, of 
prayer—I shall speak of certain things which those who attempt to walk along the way of 
prayer must of necessity practise. So necessary are these that, even though not greatly given 
to contemplation, people who have them can advance a long way in the Lord’s service, while, 
unless they have them, they cannot possibly be great contemplatives, and, if they think they 
are, they are much mistaken.(W 4,3) 
 
Do not suppose, my friends and sisters, that I am going to charge you to do a great many 
things; may it please the Lord that we do the things which our holy Fathers ordained and 
practised and by doing which they merited that name. It would be wrong of us to look for 
any other way or to learn from anyone else. There are only three things which I will explain 
at some length and which are taken from our Constitution itself. It is essential that we should 
understand how very important they are to us in helping us to preserve that peace, both 
inward and outward, which the Lord so earnestly recommended to us. One of these is love 
for each other; the second, detachment from all created things; the third, true humility, 
which, although I put it last, is the most important of the three and embraces all the rest.(W 4,4) 
 

Charity 
 

With regard to the first—namely, love for each other— this is of very great importance; 
for there is nothing, however annoying, that cannot easily be borne by those who love each 
other, and anything which causes annoyance must be quite exceptional. If this commandment 
were kept in the world, as it should be, I believe it would take us a long way towards the 
keeping of the rest; but, what with having too much love for each other or too little, we 
never manage to keep it perfectly. It may seem that for us to have too much love for each 
other cannot be wrong, but I do not think anyone who had not been an eye-witness of it 
would believe how much evil and how many imperfections can result from this. The devil 
sets many snares here which the consciences of those who aim only in a rough-and-ready 
way at pleasing God seldom observe— indeed, they think they are acting virtuously—but 
those who are aiming at perfection understand what they are very well: little by little they 
deprive the will of the strength which it needs if it is to employ itself wholly in the love of 
God. (W 4,5) 
 
… in this house, where there are not, and can never be, more than thirteen nuns, all must be 
friends with each other, love each other, be fond of each other and help each other. For the love 
of the Lord, refrain from making individual friendships, however holy… If our will becomes 
inclined more to one person than to another (this cannot be helped, because it is natural—it 
often leads us to love the person who has the most faults if she is the most richly endowed by 
nature), we must exercise a firm restraint on ourselves and not allow ourselves to be conquered 
by our affection. Let us love the virtues. Let us love the virtues and inward goodness, and let us 
always apply ourselves and take care to avoid attaching importance to externals. (W4,7) 
 
There are two kinds of love which I am describing. The one is purely spiritual, and apparently 
has nothing to do with sensuality or the tenderness of our nature, either of which 
might stain its purity. The other is also spiritual, but mingled with it are our sensuality and 
weakness; yet it is a worthy love, which, as between relatives and friends, seems lawful.(W4,12)  
 

… he whom the Lord brings thus far possesses this love. Those whom God brings to this state 
are, I think, generous and royal souls; they are not content with loving anything so miserable as 
these bodies, however beautiful they be and however numerous the graces they possess. If the 
sight of the body gives them pleasure they praise the Creator, but as for dwelling upon it for 



more than just a moment—no! When I use that phrase “dwelling upon it”, I refer to having love 
for such things. If they had such love, they would think they were loving something 
insubstantial and were conceiving fondness for a shadow, they would feel shame for 
themselves and would not have the effrontery to tell God that they love Him, without feeling 
a great disdain for self. (W 6,4) 
 
When this truth is put to them, they laugh at the distress which had been assailing them 
in the past as to whether their affection was being returned or no. Of course, however pure 
our affection may be, it is quite natural for us to wish it to be returned. But, when we come 
to evaluate the return of affection, we realize that it is insubstantial, like a thing of straw, as 
light as air and easily carried away by the wind. For, however dearly we have been loved, 
what is there that remains to us? Such persons, then, except for the advantage that the 
affection may bring to their souls (because they realize that our nature is such that we soon tire 
of life without love), care nothing whether they are loved or not. Do you think that such 
persons will love none and delight in none save God? No; they will love others much more 
than they did, with a more genuine love, with greater passion and with a love which brings 
more profit; that, in a word, is what love really is. And such souls are always much fonder 
of giving than of receiving, even in their relations with the Creator Himself. This [holy affection], 
I say, merits the name of love, which name has been usurped from it by those other base 
affections. (W 6,7 ) 
 
… It is this kind of love which I should like us to have; at first it may not be perfect but the Lord 
will make it increasingly so. Let us begin with the methods of obtaining it. At first it may be 
mingled with emotion, 2but this, as a rule, will do no harm. It is sometimes good and necessary 
for us to show emotion in our love, and also to feel it, and to be distressed by some of our 
sisters, trials and weaknesses, however trivial they may be. For on one occasion as much 
distress may be caused by quite a small matter as would be caused on another by some great 
trial, and there are people whose nature it is to be very much cast down by small things. If you 
are not like this, do not neglect to have compassion on others; it may be that Our Lord wishes to 
spare us these sufferings and will give us sufferings of another kind which will seem heavy to 
us, though to the person already mentioned they may seem light. In these matters, then, we 
must not judge others by ourselves, nor think of ourselves as we have been at some time when, 
perhaps without any effort on our part, the Lord has made us stronger than they; let us think of 
what we were like at the times when we have been weakest. (W 7,5) 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                                                                                                       


