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Introduction  

 

We have only to look to Teresa to discover the 

elements that make a Carmelite vocation and how 

to live it in an adequate way. This applies too in the 

area of prayer, the center and characteristic 

mark of Teresian life and charism and, because of 

this, the principle component of Carmel’s place in 

the Church. 
 

St. Teresa’s person and message, along with the 

Carmel itself, cannot be explained without speaking 

of prayer. The study of Teresian prayer gives us 

access to the whole of her life and teaching while 

allowing an understanding of the Carmelite 

vocation. 
 

Today’s person has the right to expect from us the 

experience of prayer. It is through Teresa that the 

Carmel has become known in the Church as a 

praying community. 
 

All the elements that make a qualified teacher of 

prayer can be found in Teresa: vast experience; 

profound understanding of grace received from 

God; ability to communicate her experience. She 

writes: 
 

“For it is one grace to receive the Lord’s favor; 

another, to understand which favor and grace it 

is; and one more, to know how to describe and 

explain it” (L 17:5 …)  
 

These three mystical graces make Teresa a 

qualified teacher of prayer, while mapping out for 

us the subjects for studying Teresian prayer: 

Experience, Doctrine and Pedagogy. 

 

Part 1. Teresa’s Experience of Prayer 

 

To understand Teresa’s message, knowledge of 

her experience is necessary. It is from her 

experience, where she saw the essential elements 

of Christian life, that she drew her knowledge… 
 

… A schematic helps us grasp her word and 

message. Three periods are apparent in the 

development of St Teresa’s prayer. 

 

1-First Period:  

Easy and spontaneous prayer. Teresa took to prayer. 

(cf. LI) 
 

2-Second Period: 

Difficult and testing prayer from an adolescence 

crisis triggered by her mother’s death up to her 

definitive conversion in 1554. (L9) 
 

 

The difficulty had a two-fold source:  

-Teresa’s inability for discursive (or methodical) 

reflection and thoughts that ran wild (L4 …);   

-Teresa’s resistance to embracing the way of love, 

and the contradictions in her lifestyle. 
 

3-Third Period:  

This period begins with Teresa’s entry into 

mystical life in 1554, the year of her definitive 

conversion. 

From now on, she will no longer fall back but only 

ascend. She avoids occasions of sin and spends 

more time in prayer. God lavishes His attention on 

her.  
 

“Now, then, when I began to avoid occasions and 

devote myself to prayer, the Lord … started to 

grant me favors” (L 23:2; …) 
  

A careful study of mystical prayer … allows us to 

discover that … it is a communication of God, a 

personal communication to the human being. 

The person “experiences” this communication each 

time to a greater level inwardly, until it becomes 

personal communion.  

Mystical prayer for Teresa is about a Person to 

person relationship”, “a friendly 

communication”. God is more active in the prayer 

than the person. In friendship, friends take first 

place and all else becomes secondary.        

 

Part 2. Teresa’s Method of Prayer 

 

Teresa’s “method” or “manner” can be described 

as follows: 
 

“I tried as hard as I could to keep Jesus Christ 

…, present within me” (L 4:7).  

 

“This is the method of prayer I used: … I strove 

to represent Christ within me” (L 9:4).  
 

At the moment of Communion … (I) “entered (my 

poor home) to be with Him” (W 34:7). 
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Praying means: Attention to the person , and this 

within, where the personal encounter takes 

place.  
 

To pray is: to be with Him, “to draw Present” or 

“to represent”, that is to revive His presence. “I 

remained with him” (L9:4). It means to make 

contact with the Person.  
 

When Teresa converts her experience into teaching 

she only needs to change the subject of the 

sentence: 
 

“One should just remain there in His presence” 
(L 13:22). 
 

Teresa would later call this way of praying “the 

prayer of recollection”. She sets it out in chapters 

26-29 of the Way.  
 

“I never knew what it was to prayer with 

satisfaction until the Lord taught me this 

method” (W 29:7) 
 

Her experience of prayer leads her to equate 

prayer and perfection. To be a “friendly 

relationship”, prayer is a commitment of one’s 

entire life…  
 

-To pray is to opt for God as a friend … 
 

-To pray is “to seek to be servants of love” and 

“to follow resolutely by means of this path of 

prayer Him who has loved us so much” (L 11;1) 
 

Living for another, the Friend:  
 

“Once you are placed in so high a degree as to 

desire to commune in solitude with God and to 

abandon the pastimes of the world … Let His 

Majesty lead the way along the path He desires. 

We belong no longer to ourselves but to Him” (L 

11:12). 
 

Prayer follows the type of life we lead. We are what 

our prayer is or what our friendship with God is. 

For this reason, prayer is a ‘relationship of 

friends”. It brings about and deepens our friendship 

with God. 

 

Part 3. Teresa’s Viewpoint on Prayer  

 

From Teresa’s personal experience: 
 

“Prayer is an intimate sharing between friends; 

it means taking time frequently to be alone with 

Him who we know loves us” (L 8:5) 
 

… The entire emphasis in the Teresian concept of 

prayer is on the persons, who now live engrossed 

in one another in a friendly way. The definition 

given of prayer given us by Teresa shows that to 

pray is to reach out to the Person with one’s entire 

person; … listening and speaking; “intimate 

sharing”. 
 

When answering the question “what is mental 

prayer” in the Way (cf. W 22…), Teresa does not use 

the definition of prayer she gave us in the Life, but 

says this: 
 

“This is mental prayer … to understand these 

truths.” 
 

In other words, “the truths” are about God and the 

human being …; about a discovery leading to an 

encounter; and, about “conforming my way of life 

to His” (W 22:7). 
 

Teresa wants all the attention of the one praying to 

be focused on the divine Person or “looking at” 

the Person. 
 

“I’m not asking you to do anything more than 

look at Him” (W 26;3) 
 

 

“With the intellect quiet … look at Christ who is 

looking at us” (L 13; 22). 
 

 

What is said is not important. What matters is 

“being with Him”, the act of being present. 
 

Paying attention to God’s love for us, forms part of 

Teresa’s definition of prayer: “who we know loves 

us”. Teresa notes that the first lesson of Christ, the 

Master of prayer, is the love He has for us: 
 

“In the first word of the Our Father, you will 

immediately understand the love He has for 

you”. (W 26:10)  
 

To know one is loved, generates a loving response: 

“love begets love”. (L 22:14) Therefore, it is always 

necessary to look at the love God has for us: “do 

that which best stirs you to love” (IC IV 1:7). 

 

Prayer is a loving encounter, an encounter in 

truth: God’s truth and our truth. In prayer, God 

reveals Himself to us. He shows us His truth: that 

He loves us and gives to us. “He never tires of 

giving” and “without measure”. “He looks for 

someone to give to.” This is the God Teresa 
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discovered in prayer. We only get to know 

people—God included—when we share intimate 

friendship with them. 

 

This is also true for self-discovery. To pray is “to 

enter” within ourselves, “to get to know 

ourselves”: our richness, misery and moral state. 

The first words Teresa entices us with in the 

Interior Castle are about “our marvelous 

capacity”, “dignity”, “beauty”, that we are a 

“palace made entirely out of diamond or very 

clear crystal”. “We have the power to converse 

with none other than God” (IC 1 1:6) 
 

Prayer also reveals to us our moral state. Teresa 

tells us that “through the practice of prayer… I 

knew… the bad road I was following” (L 19:12) 
 

…Prayer is also a transforming encounter… 

“Intimate friendly sharing” means the friendship  

grows stronger … This thesis is defended by our 

Holy Mother in all her Works. The Life defends 

the thesis that prayer is transforming. As proof, 

she points to her own life, the fruit of prayer… 

The Way deals with the same thing: prayer is the 

way of perfection. The Interior Castle presents 

prayer as a movement inward towards the center 

of our being where God abides and towards 

deepening our relationship with Him. 
 

The best prayer will always renew one’s life: “I 

would not wish for any other prayer except that 

which makes me increase in virtue”… to discern 

if prayer is real it is necessary to look at one’s own 

life. In dealing with mystical prayer: “It is in the 

effects and deeds following afterwards that one 

discerns the true value of prayer; there is no 

better crucible for testing prayer” (IC VI 8:10, etc.) 

… “What each of you will understand, daughters, 

if you are advanced, will be that you are the most 

wretched of all (…) and not in having more 

delights and raptures in prayer, or visions, or 

favors of this kind that the Lord grants; … 
(W18:7) 

Since it is a friendly encounter, prayer is open to 

grow and develop… It is a living reality, dynamic, 

ongoing. 

 

It is important to underline the dynamic nature of 

prayer so as to support a person’s prayer positively 

in all stages of the process. 

 

Teresa has spoken graphically of the dynamism of 

prayer using comparisons: various ways of 

watering the garden (of the soul) in her Life; 

various levels of communication … between God 

and the soul in the Interior Castle. Both 

comparisons illustrate a progression … in other 

words, God’s activity increases while the 

“passivity” of the soul increases. She points out in 

her Life that the “work” of the gardener (soul) is 

increasingly less, but the harvest is greater. God 

progressively gains control … until He finally 

commands it. In the Interior Castle, Teresa speaks 

of prayer as an inward movement … God and the 

soul “share intimately” at ever more profound 

levels. This is the meaning of different ‘mansions”. 

 

Mystical prayer is the subject of Teresian teaching. 

She underlines that what is most important in this 

friendly encounter, but often overlooked, is God’s 

part in this prayer. He is the principal agent. 

 

The soul is lead to an attitude of passive-activity; 

one of receptive listening. For Teresa, prayer is 

fundamentally a time of listening, a time of God’s 

manifestation… She points out the attitude with 

which one must approach the rendezvous of prayer 

when she writes: “ Draw near, then, to this good 

Master with strong determination to learn what 

He teaches you (W 26:10). God-Christ “teaches” in 

prayer “to anyone who wants to be taught by Him 

in prayer” (W 6:3 etc.) 

 

When prayer is seen as an interpersonal encounter 

of mutual love, we have a radical solution to a 

“problem” which has always vexed the practice of 

prayer: distractions and aridity. 

Teresa tirelessly repeats that they are no bar to 

prayer, but do make it more difficult…. She goes on 

to say that one can “be” with God “with a 

thousand disturbances from worldly cares and 

thoughts” (L 8:6), as He doesn’t pay any attention 

to bad thoughts (L 11:10).  She continues saying: 

“that if they can’t even get a good thought, they 

shouldn’t kill themselves” (L 22:11 etc.). “And so it 

isn’t good for us to be disturbed by our thoughts, 

nor should we be concerned) (IC 4 1:11) …   Amen 
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Part 4. Christ in Teresian Prayer 

 

Teresian prayer is Christ-centered. He is not the 

theme but rather the unavoidable presence in the 

entire process. Teresa’s prayer was always centered 

on Christ, the Man. (cf. L 4:7 etc.).  
 

She rejoiced in this Lord (L 22:4) that she had 

devoted her life to (ib.). She tells beginners to 

simply “place themselves in the presence of 

Christ and grow accustomed to being inflamed 

with love for His sacred humanity and to keep 

Him ever present (L12:2).   
 

She calls those souls “advanced” who “strive to 

remain in this precious company” (ib.), while at 

the same time telling them to reflect “often on the 

Passion and life of Christ from which has come 

and continues to come every good” (L 13:13). 
 

…Teresa talks about the presence of the sacred 

humanity of Christ in the entire spiritual process 

based on her experience. She declares that it is the 

path and gate to all good, and that “I wouldn’t 

want any good save that acquired through Him 

from whom all blessings come to us” (IC 6 7:15). 
 

The Christ-centered orientation of Teresian prayer 

is affirmed by a decisive event: Christ presented 

Himself to her as the “living book” or “true book” 

in which she learns “what must be read and done” 
(L 26:5).  
 

A series of mystical graces (visions, locutions, etc.) 

with Christ as the focus deepen this line of thought. 

Christ leads Teresa to spiritual matrimony and 

into the mystery of the Trinity (IC 7 1:7 etc.). 
 

From “set your eyes on Christ (IC 1 2:11) to the 

“appearance” of “the Lord in the center of the 

soul” (IC 7 2:3), prayer progressively reveals God 

and the person in Christ …  : “Let us walk 

together …” (W 26:6).            
 

Part 5.  Teresian Teaching on Prayer 

 

Prayer is learned by practice. Therefore, Teresa’s 

immediate concern was how to teach prayer and 

how to make a praying person. 
 

Prayer is a gift but needs soil and care to grow and 

mature. 

 

The Way is the essential book on Teresian prayer … 

She spends a long time explaining the “things 

necessary” for those who “seek to advance on the 

way of prayer”…. 
 

She is categorical: no one can be a contemplative 

without the following three things; charity (love), 

detachment and humility… Anyone practicing 

these virtues “will be very advanced in the 

service of the Lord”, even though … her prayer is 

poor and does not reach mystical states. 
 

For Teresa to teach prayer is to teach someone 

how to live or simply how to be. It is not about 

teaching a technique … it is about renewing the 

person inwardly. 
 

Teresa is consistent and logical in her definition of 

prayer: “an intimate friendly sharing”… The three 

essential virtues of charity, detachment and 

humility aim at promoting attitudes that define the 

new man, the friend of God … 
 

Teresa states clearly the aim of her teaching: “Do 

not be surprised about the many things I have 

written in this book so that you may obtain this 

liberty”(W 19:4)… “Everything I have advised you 

about in this book is directed toward the 

complete gift of ourselves to the Creator, the 

surrender of our wills to His” (W 32:9 etc.) … “If 

we do not give ourselves completely the treasure 

of prayer will not be given to us” (L 11; 1-4). 
 

By the call to charity, Teresa wishes people to learn 

to relate with one another by being friends … in 

order that their “relations” with God keep 

maturing. By liberty or detachment for all created, 

Teresa stresses the importance of breaking with 

what binds us, to overcome the possessive 

“appetite”, to be free from all things. By humility 

she teaches us to allow God to lead … and not to 

seek to “counsel” Him on the way He should lead 

us. 
 

Along with the “necessary things”, Teresa speaks 

about “resolute determination”. This is key in her 

teaching. It is a resolute determination against fears 

for example of theologians who state that “there is 

no need of mental prayer”; against internal 

resistance to engaging the way of love, because 

“we are so slow in giving ourselves entirely to 

God” (L 11:1) …  

 



5 
 

What does Teresa mean by “resolute 

determination”?  It is about freeing us from 

ourselves and embracing Him. To be determined is 

to turn to Him. It implies an attitude of pure love, 

love without a price. Even to beginners she offers 

this rule: “his intention must not be to please 

himself but to please the Lord” (L 11:10). In 

practice, it means to bear the cross of aridity or 

difficult prayer with courage. “To be 

determined” is “to help Christ carry the cross” 

and to “not let Him fall with the cross”.  
 

In defining prayer for beginners: “But what will 

they do here who sees that after many days there 

is nothing but dryness, distaste, … and very little 

desire to draw this water…”? (L 11:10). 
 

Teresa answers: “He will rejoice and be consoled 

…because God sees that without any pay the 

soul is so careful about what he was told to do… 

and helps Christ carry the cross… and is 

determined… not to let Christ fall with the cross. 
(L 11:10) 
 

Again Teresa tells the beginners: “It is an 

important matter for beginners in prayer to start 

off by becoming detached from every kind of 

satisfaction and to enter the path solely with the 

determination to help Christ carry the cross like 

good soldiers, who desire to serve their king at  

no salary” (L 15:11).  
 

The Saint counsels her nuns to have the disposition 

of pure love: “Take up that cross, daughter. 

Don’t mind at all if the Jews trample upon you, 

if His trial can be lessened” (W 26:7). 
 

This is the task, the only essential thing… 
 

“Embrace the cross your Spouse has carried and 

understand that this must be your task… As for 

other favors… thank Him for it as you would for 

something freely added on” (IC II 1:7). 
 

This resolute determination must be radical (L II: 

1-4), irrevocable (W 20:2 etc.), persevering (IC II 1:6) 

… it should place the person in line with God. If the 

friendship is to last and the love to be true, the 

conditions must be met (L 8:5). 
 

It is this determination that God is looking for (L II: 

15 etc.) 

 

… Teresa stresses other no less important elements 

… among these, solitude stands out. It is the main 

element in the definition of prayer: “intimate 

sharing in solitude”.  Friendship – and prayer is a 

“turning to God of human friendship” –seeks the 

stamp of solitude, and it creates solitude. In fact, all 

prayer is essentially, always in solitude.  
 

Training ourselves to solitude is important to 

becoming a praying person … Solitude is for 

“listening to Him”, and to get to the levels of 

ourselves that elude us. It is inhabited solitude: 
 

“Then, since you are alone, strive to find a 

companion … Well what better companion than 

the Master Himself who taught you this 

prayer?” (W 26:1).  
 

Praying alone is … going towards Someone … 
 

The link between prayer and solitude is so close 

that Teresa considers it a sign for the discernment of 

prayer: “this desire (for solitude) is continually 

present in souls that truly love God” (F 5:15). 

Growth in prayer is manifested by an increasing 

desire for solitude. With regard for physical 

solitude Teresa says; “to get used to solitude 

which is a great help for prayer” (W 4:9)… 
 

Spiritual solitude is solitude from “loves” … that 

prevent meeting with Him. It is an eager attention, 

a loving attraction towards the Friend and the 

presence of one’s entire being to Him. This results 

in “not going out from that center”. “The 

essential” and “the best” of the person “is always 

with Him”. Spiritual solitude is inwardness (IC VII, 

1:10 etc.) 
 

Teresa also encourages us to seek “association with 

other persons having the same interest”, “shared 

prayer” (L 7:20-22 etc.). Friendship with those who 

practice prayer … safeguards and strengthens 

personal prayer. It also trains one to pray… 
 

The Saint attributes extraordinary importance to the 

group … She states: “The complete remedy of a 

soul lies in consulting the friends of God” (L 23:4), 

or with people of prayer.  
 

“It is a wonderful thing for a person to talk to 

those who speak about this” (IC II 1:6). Teresa 

rejoices at the conduct of her sisters: “Sometimes it 

is a particular joy for me to see these Sisters 

gathered together and feeling such great joy at 

being in the monastery that they praise our Lord 

as much as possible” (IC VI 6;12) 
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Teresa feels that without “a wise and experienced 

teacher” it will be almost impossible to make 

progress in prayer. She complains that a good 

teacher is hard to find though…. so her teaching 

seeks to supply for this possible lack. 

 

Conclusion: Prayer defines and embraces the 

entire spiritual life, according to Teresa. In 

examining ourselves concerning prayer, we are 

looking at what characterizes and identifies us in 

the Church community.                 Amen 

 

 


