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1/ Origins

The Way of Perfection was written at the request of
Teresa’s nuns when they learned that Teresa’s
confessor at the time, Domingo Banez, refused to allow
her book, the Life to be circulated among nuns and
interested others.

He did however give permission for her to ‘write some
things on prayer’ and so she wrote the Way of
Perfection as an act of obedience to her nuns.

It is thought that Teresa wrote the first redaction of the
Way of Perfection in 1566 and the second in 1569.

Teresa summarizes the subject matter as ‘how one
reaches the fount of living water, what the soul feels
there, how God satisfies it’...

She implied that the Way of Perfection was an
introduction to her Life. She felt that those who had
reached the fount of living water would find the Life
very beneficial and receive much light from it.

... In answer to the question whether God might give
mystical graces to imperfect souls, Teresa thinks that
He would, so as to free them from their imperfections.
But she categorically denies that contemplation would
ever be granted to someone in mortal sin ... In her
view, she simply says:

“l want to say, then, that there are times when God
will want to grant some great favor to persons who
are in a bad state so as to draw them by this means
out of the hands of the devil.”

2/ Central Theme

When Teresa revised The Way of Perfection in 1569...
she wrote ... on the opening page:

“This book deals with the advice and counsel Teresa
of Jesus gives to her religious Sisters and daughters.”

... Itis a practical book of advice and counsel
destined to initiate the Carmelite nun into a life of
prayer. Thus, Teresa is a teacher throughout the work,
demonstrating how to lead a life of prayer, pointing to
the pitfalls, and explaining the right from the wrong
way.

3/ Autograph (Copies)

Two copies of The Way of Perfection, censored by
Garcia de Toledo, have been conserved. The first is
on display at the royal library of the Escorial; and
the second is in Teresa’s foundation of Carmelite
nuns in Valladolid ... Two copies were made of

Valladolid ... and were reviewed ... by Teresa
herself. They are conserved today in the
monasteries of Carmelite nuns in Salamanca and
Madrid.

4/ Historical Context

In sixteenth-century Spain, political events were closely
tied to religious ideas. What was happening in the world
at large, particularly in Spain, as well as in the little
world of the monastery of the Incarnation left its
traces on Teresa’s works.

The final experiences relayed in her Life, suggests that
Teresa was living more among the Church triumphant
of heaven, than the Church of this earth ... How much
she was living in heaven is reflected in her following
thoughts :

“These heavenly revelations helped me very much ...
in coming to know our true country and realizing
that we are but pilgrims here below ... those who I
know live there are my companions in whom I find
comfort; it seems to me that they are truly alive and
that those who live here on earth are so dead that not
even the whole world ... affords me company.” ...

The first chapters of The Way of Perfection, however,
describe Teresa as very much back on earth, keenly
distraught over the afflicted Church ... As though |
could do something or were something, | cried to the
Lord and begged Him to remedy so much evil ...

For Teresa, the Church and Christianity were
identical. The attack of ‘those Lutherans’ was an attack
against Christianity... Moreover the relationship
between her mystical life and the Church... was
inseparable.

... Teresa’s mystical life consisted of an inner
experience ... and brought what was contained in the
faith into sharper focus resulting in her powerful
awareness of faith’s mysteries. Her love of the faith ...
moved her to look to the Church and Scripture for
guidance ...; in her mind, the faith was what the Church
holds, the truths of Sacred Scripture.

...In consulting learned men and in giving them an
account of her spiritual life, Teresa was concerned with
whether or not her life and experiences were in
agreement with the truths of Sacred Scriptures ...
They found that none of her experiences was lacking in
conformity with Sacred Scripture which put her at peace
... She followed up by saying that: “... as long as God
leads me by this path I must not trust myself in
anything. So | have always consulted others...For
Teresa the learned man is the spokesperson for “what
the Church holds,” a master in “the truths of Scared
Scripture.” ...



Teresa felt that what was done against the Church was
done against Christ. What might she do to prevent this
harm, these “great evils”? She has no use for any
recourse to violence and says “... it has seemed to me
that what is necessary is a different approach ... as |
have said, it is the ecclesiastical, not the secular arm
that will save us.” ... They who through their learning
and words must defend the Church ... As a woman
however, Teresa felt incapable of doing anything useful
.... but she resolved “to do the little that was in my
power.”

This “little” developed into the Teresian ideal: a small
group of Christians who would be good friends of the
Lord by striving to follow the evangelical counsels
(poverty, chastity, obedience) as closely as possible and
living a life of unceasing prayer; a life in service to
Christ and to the Church.

A group of women dedicating themselves to a life of
prayer and contemplation in that age and in those
circumstances was destined to be looked upon with
suspicion. The Spanish people at the time were taught to
follow the ascetical (austere) life, to practice vocal
prayer and to shun mysticism (out of the ordinary).

There was a fear of false women mystics. It was said that
women were a mistake of nature, unfinished men. ...
More than mere jest was involved in a saying of the time
suggested a woman should only leave her house on 3
occasions: at the time of her baptism; to go to her
spouse’s home; and for her burial ...

... As a result of these attitudes, Teresa didn’t feel
capable of much. Nonetheless, her defense of women
was clear and forceful in her first writing of The Way of
Perfection that the censor had to intervene. Teresa felt
obliged to omit a large portion of her revision ... She
pointed out that the Lord found as much love in women
as in men, and more faith ... and concludes sharply by
saying: “Since the world’s judges are sons of Adam
and all of them men, there is no virtue in women that
they do not hold suspect. ...

Teresa’s small group of women were to become good
friends of the Lord ... through a life of unceasing
prayer as the Carmelite rule prescribed ... but the
notion that they were to practice mental prayer also
created problems ...

Conservative theologians feared that in the practice of
mental prayer lay the seeds of Protestantism, dreaded
by both civil and ecclesiastical (religious) rulers of Spain
in the golden age ... In 1559, Valdes, the Inquisitor
General, published an Index of forbidden books, all of
which mainly dealt with prayer ... For ordinary
people Mass and vocal prayer were sufficient. Another
theologian ... confessed that he did not understand how
those on their knees before the tabernacle for two hours
could be thinking of God since God is invisible. Yet

another theologian criticized the idea of prayer as a
sharing between friends.

In this skeptical environment Teresa founded a
monastery of women dedicated to a life of prayer, of
intimate friendship with God and of living faith and
love. The most perfect example of this life for Teresa
was the Blessed Mother, a carpenter’s wife.

This mistrust of women is implied in Teresa’s own
words: “You will hear people making objections: ...
it’s harmful to virtue; it’s not for women who are
susceptible to illusion; it’s better they stick to their
sewing; ... the Our Father and Hail Mary are
sufficient.”

Teresa agreed that if the Our Father were to be
authentically prayed it must be joined to mental prayer
... “... You don’t know what mental prayer is, or
how vocal prayer should be recited, or what
contemplation is ...” Here Teresa offers a strong
defense of mental prayer as it can lead to perfect
contemplation.

This community of women that had come together to
live a life of prayer could find support in the spirit of
the Carmelite rule. The hermits of the past who lived in
rugged solitude and contemplation on Mount Carmel
were to be their inspiration ... The rule of 1247,
approved by, Innocent 1V led Teresa to emphasize the
practice of solitude and withdrawal from the world
greater than was practiced at the Incarnation.

Because of the large numbers living in the Incarnation
monastery and the poverty of this community, the nuns
could easily obtained permission to leave the monastery.

Some nuns at the Incarnation, however, desired a stricter
observance of enclosure as outlined in the Council of
Trent. But Teresa’s appeal was to the eremitical spirit
of living in accordance with the Carmel rule: ‘For the
style of life we aim to follow is not just that of nuns
but of hermits.” Solitude was important for her small
community dedicated to prayer. Thus work in a common
room was to be avoided; “silence is better observed
when each nun is by herself; and to get used to
solitude is a great help for prayer.”

Much evidence suggests that the community at the
Incarnation monastery was a devout and fervent one.
However, there existed among the nuns a class
structure based on one’s material (wealthy or
impoverished) background ... The better rooms went to
the richer nuns while the poor nuns slept in dormitories
... Some nuns even had servants or slaves ... It might
also be added that at that time it was not unusual for
many to enter a monastery to solve social problems
rather than in response to a vocation.

Teresa sought the poverty of spirit of the Gospels.
“But the one who is from noble lineage should be the



one to speak least about her father. All the Sisters
must be equal.” Poverty was to be the hallmark of
Teresa’s nuns: “in houses, clothing, words, and most
of all in thought.” And closely linked with detachment
from money is detachment from honor because
“honor and money always go together; ... This life of
equality and humility was meant, as Teresa envisioned
it, to blossom into a life of authentic sisterly love, the
love Christ insisted upon for His followers. As she put it,
“in this house ... all must be friends, all must be
loved, all must be held dear, all must be helped.”

5/ Foundations of Prayer:
Love of Neighbor; Detachment; Humility

The reasons behind this new manner of contemplative
life were that Teresa wanted the Lord’s friends to be
good ones, she wanted her nuns to follow Christ’s
counsels (chastity, poverty, obedience) as perfectly as
possible. This implied a careful observance of the Rule
(of Albert), and for Teresa the essential element of this
Rule was prayer without ceasing.

Peace was necessary for a life of prayer so Teresa
avoided placing burdens on her nuns. She focused on the
three practices necessary for them to possess the inward
and outward peace the Lord recommends to dispose
them to a life of prayer: Love of Neighbor,
Detachment and Humility. These three virtues form a
foundation for prayer and free the spirit but are also
the effects of prayer.

a/ Love of Neighbor (charity):

- Teresa divides love into spiritual love and love mixed
with sensuality,

- Teresa complains that the term ‘love’ is applied to too
much having little to do with true and perfect love;

- Teresa recognizes the importance of friendships. She
wanted her nuns to be friends. She felt that friendships
must grow into perfect love;

- Teresa observed that too much restraint could
frighten people away from the service of God ... and
from following the virtuous path her nuns were on;

- Teresa never wanted her daughters or readers to lose
the compassion that goes with charity. “...do not fail to
be compassionate.”

b/ Detachment:

- In observing the human condition, Teresa was struck
with how quickly things come to an end;

-The practice of detachment is not exclusively for
nuns... The Way of Perfection, has become a popular
book of spirituality since much of Teresa’s advice is
applicable to the person reading it ... Teresa observes
that married people are forced to practice greater self-
discipline because of their obligations and that people

living in the world have difficult trials from which nuns
are free. She states: “... the perfect souls can be
detached and humble anywhere.”

The happy result of detachment is inner freedom from
worry about bodily comfort, honor and wealth ...
Teresa states: “I am speaking about persons who look
at the faults of others and never at their own ... this
arises from a lack of humility.”

¢/ Humility:

Humility and detachment are so closely joined that
Teresa couldn’t speak of one without the other ...
humility implies detachment from oneself--from
worry about esteem and honor ...

The Virgin by humility drew the King of heaven to
earth, so by humility the soul draws love to itself. <I
cannot understand how there could be humility
without love or love without humility; nor are the
two virtues possible without detachment from all
creatures.”(W 16 2)

... Humility does not disturb or disquiet ... it comes
with peace, delight, and calm ... The pain of genuine
humility expands the soul enabling it to serve God
more.”

In humility one realizes that every good thing comes
from God. Teresa knew from experience if one day she
felt great detachment from all things, that the next day it
could be taken away, and she concludes: “ ... who will
be able to say of himself that he is virtuous or rich?
For the very moment when there is need of virtue one
finds oneself poor.”

6/ A Method of Prayer

It is often asked if Teresa had a method of prayer
which she taught. In her day, discursive meditation was
a popular method of prayer in her day ... and though
Teresa recommends the Dominican friar Luis de
Granada’s Book of Prayer and Meditation ... in her
constitutions she states: “There are so many good
books written by able persona for those who have
methodical minds and for souls ... that can
concentrate within themselves that it would be a
mistake for you to pay any attention to what | say
about prayer.” She does not intend to write for those
who possess these qualities. Her method of prayer is for
those minds, like hers, that are like ‘wild horses’ (Vs.
methodical minds who practice discursive meditation)

... To all those who cannot follow the path of discursive
meditation, Teresa offers her method. She turns to the
Our Father ... for vocal prayer does not prevent
contemplation. Its recitation must be prayed using the
prayer of recollection or Teresa’s way ...‘the soul
collects its faculties together and enters within itself
to be alone with its God.” (W 28 4)

It is also important to realize the nearness of God. Teresa
points out that: “all the harm comes from not truly



understanding that He is near. Not only is He near,
but ‘He never takes His eyes off of you.”...

Teresa’s method is one of being fully present to God in
prayer as He is fully present to us at all times ...

We center our attention within, being fully present,
looking at, gazing upon: these are the expressions that
fit her method. “I am not asking you now that you
think about Him ... I am not asking you to do
anything more than look at Him.” (W 26 3)

It is sufficient to make the effort, and for that reason
Teresa calls this prayer of recollection a method.

The degrees of recollection may vary and she predicts
that in the beginning, it may be a little difficult, but soon
“the gain will be clearly seen.”

The prayer of recollection, accompanied by vocal
prayer, proved to be an excellent method of disposing
one for contemplative prayer ... the divine Master
comes more quickly to teach it and give it the prayer
of quiet ... (W297)

Teresa claims that she “never knew what it was to pray
with satisfaction until the Lord taught her this
method.” (W 29 7) And concludes : “Therefore,
Sisters, out of love for the Lord get used to praying
the Our Father with this recollection, and you will see
the benefit before long. This is a manner of praying
that the soul gets so quickly used to that it doesn’t go

astray, nor do the faculties become restless ... (W 29
6)

Strict adherence to anyone formula never became a
part of Teresa’s teaching. Her own spontaneity in
prayer is displayed in her writings and includes:
adoration, petition, praise, offering and thanksgiving ---
all forms of prayer ... she teaches us to pray by praying
herself. But the Our Father is always there to return to.

Free from restriction, Teresa valued being present in a
variety of ways to the Lord: when joyful, she sought the
Risen Christ; in times of trial and sadness, she sought
the Christ in His Passion. Presence to Christ within as
He is shown to us in the different gospel accounts can
be a further important aid to the practice of recollection
and of centering one’s attention on Him. Although
risen, He still influences us through His earthly
mysteries by which He draws close to us in a more
tangible way.

At times during this prayer, the soul will feel a passive
quieting and be drawn gradually to a greater silence ...
or the prayer of quiet. It is the initial stage of
contemplation and can occur while praying vocally.
This passive prayer is unattainable through any
human efforts. There is not yet a complete silencing of
the faculties (only the will, not the intellect or imagination,
is taken over by God).

The prayer of union follows the prayer of quiet. Here
the , the faculties of the soul (intellect, memory, will)

come to rest in the silence. As contemplation begins,
recollection takes a deeper hold; words become fewer ...
One’s own efforts are of no avail either in producing or
holding onto to mystical prayer. “The best way to hold
onto this favor is to understand that we can neither
bring it about nor remove it: we can only receive it
with gratitude, as most unworthy of it; and this not
with many words.” Contemplation is like living water
drunk from the fount, but unlike earthly water, while
satisfying the soul’s thirst, it, at the same time,
increases its thirst.

The Lord gave the Our Father to us in an obscure form
sot that each one may petition according to his own
intentions, Teresa thinks so that each one may petition
according to his own intention. As for Teresa ... she
came to the knowledge of many deep secrets which the
Master unfolded before her who teaches those who say
this prayer.‘Certainly it never entered my mind that
this prayer (Our Father) contained so many deep
secrets; for now you have the entire spiritual way
contained in it, from the beginning stages until God
engulfs the soul and gives it to drink abundantly
from the fount of living water, which He said was to
be found at the end of the way.” (W 42 5)

The end of the way cannot be reached without Teresa’s
incredible determination...Muy determinada
determniation... “They must have a great and very
resolute determination to persevere until reaching
the end, come what may, happen what may, whatever
work is involved, whatever criticism arises, whether
they arrive or whether they die on the road, or even if
they don’t have courage for the trials that are met, or
even if the whole world collapses.” (W 31 6)

Amen



