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The Way of Perfection: An Introduction: 

The collected works of St. Teresa span some 2,000 pages. But it’s not the extent of her 

writings that are important. It’s that they continue to offer perennial wisdom – fully consistent 

with the teachings of Christ and His Church – but also that her writings are so practical; even 

though they are nearly 500 years old (actually St. Teresa’s birth was 500 years ago this year – 

2015). Her thoughts still resound in hearts and minds; they connect with our own spiritual 

struggles and aspirations. Her best-known work is probably the Interior Castle, from which we 

get insight into the stages of spiritual growth of the person – what St. Teresa calls the “mansions” 

of the spiritual life. But today we are going to focus on another significant work of St. Teresa – 

the Way of Perfection. 

The Way of Perfection was written for her sisters in order to obtain as St. Teresa says 

“spiritual perfection” – it is a practical guide in her words to “the divine journey – “the royal 

road to heaven,” written during a time of discord (post-Protestant Reformation). St. Teresa says 

that during her day the world had little respect for Christ: “People try to condemn Christ once 

again” and burn his church to the ground.  

It is during times like these that St. Teresa says we need to discover or re-discover the 

importance of prayer, redouble our efforts in prayer, and grow in virtue. She acknowledged that 

many souls are being lost in her day. She concludes the introduction to the Way of Perfection 

with the challenge: “This is no time to pray for things of little importance.” Salvation hangs in 

the balance. It is literally a question of life or death – spiritual life or death. 

At this point I want to offer a little warning – St. Teresa’s Way of Perfection is 

challenging. There are many who would probably dismiss it as too challenging. And at first 

glance, it seems somewhat glum, rather negative, but there’s a reason for this. Like all great 

spiritual guides, St. Teresa can offer us wisdom because she’s been on both sides – sin and 

sanctity. After entering the Carmelite order, she realized how prideful, how sinful she was. She 

had a great conversion – it came somewhat suddenly rounding the corner of a hallway of the 

convent, she came upon an image of Jesus being scourged at the pillar. The site moved her to a 

profound love for Jesus and sorrow for her sins that remained with her throughout her life.  
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Dispositions and Virtues to Prepare to Enter into Prayer: 

To prepare ourselves for prayer, St. Teresa advises that only three things are needed – not 

many – love for one another; detachment from all created things; and humility – the last which is 

the most important and embraces all the others. (ch. 4) 

Love: Teresa states that so often the name of “love” is stolen and applied to base 

affections, like I “love” my car or I “love” football. The only true and lasting love, she says, 

however, is love of God and we should never confuse loving this world for loving Him. Every 

other kind of love is a love that will end with this life. It is only love of God that lasts, that is an 

endless love. 

She explains that so often we become confused by the “love” of this world; we think that 

we are getting something out of these baser loves without realizing that these loves are really 

creating for us our own personal hell. Strong words from St. Teresa, but ones that I expect 

resonate with our experience or those we know. How many of us have chosen false loves? 

Maybe the kind of false loves that lead to addiction, thinking they will make the person happy, 

but instead create hell on earth for that person. As St. Teresa says, “The devil’s delights, even in 

this life, are continual torture.” So choosing these lesser loves doesn’t just result in eternal 

separation from God, but “hell” on this earth, too. 

Instead, we can make spiritual progress not by loving the things of this world, but by 

loving those who love God. It’s pretty basic – friends can either bring us down or uplift us. As 

she says, “When you are striving for perfection, you may be told that you don’t need [other 

people]; it is enough for you to know God. But to get to know God’s friends is a very good way 

of getting to know Him.” It’s why we gather for prayer in community; it’s why we are members 

of the Church. 

But even though it can sometimes be necessary to avoid those who aren’t friends of God, 

people who will bring us down and cause us to sin – at the same time we are not to allow these 

comparisons to lead us to pride. St. Teresa advises, even if we have advanced in the spiritual life, 

“We must try hard to recall what we were like when we were weak, it is not our doing.” We 

can’t take any credit and we can’t judge our neighbor. Instead, she advises, “Commend to God 

any friend who is at fault and strive on your own part to practice the virtue which is the opposite 

of the person’s fault.” What a challenge – so often we like to imitate other’s vices – if someone is 

uncharitable to us, we are uncharitable back. If someone uses profane speech or tells an 

inappropriate joke, we do the same. 

But whether with enemies or friends, we must love all. Teresa warns against loving only 

a few – it is easy to be prone to factions; to not love all equally. Christ doesn’t call us just to love 

the ones who love us or the ones we “get along with” or whose personality meshes well with 

ours.  
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Detachment: To prepare for prayer, she says we must unclutter our hearts – some 

“spring cleaning” of the soul – to become ever more simple and detached. “I have the fewest 

worries when I possess the least,” she writes. And detachment doesn’t just involve material 

things; St. Teresa speaks of a holy simplicity of clothing, speech, and thoughts. 

For example – and this is probably one of the more comical parts of the book – it’s at the 

very end of chapter 10 – St. Teresa recounts a conversation with a nun in her community. The 

nun complained to St. Teresa about a headache for so long that by the end of the conversation 

she admitted she no longer had a headache, but then because she wished to still complain she 

began complaining about some other minor pain or ailment! Instead, St. Teresa advises, “If you 

can bear something, do not talk about it.”  

How many of us have been in this situation where we begin a conversation or make a 

phone call just to complain, just to gain sympathy? How we deal with trivial aches and pains and 

inconveniences in our lives shows whether we are really detached from the things of this world 

or not. I was in an airport a few weeks ago and our flight was delayed for five hours because of a 

mechanical problem. A lady came up to me hours into the delay and joked, “I was going to make 

a scene and yell and complain at the ticket counter and then I saw you and thought better of it.” 

She didn’t know, of course, that I was interiorly agitated – even if I wasn’t showing it. But the 

point is we can certainly be a good example through our lack of complaining and our bearing of 

minor difficulties with patience.  

Humility: The third quality we must all have is humility. Of course, it relates very 

closely to detachment. St. Teresa, speaking to her sisters, equates humility in many ways with 

obedience. But she also offers another way of looking at humility that is perhaps better suited to 

us who live in the world. It is to consider humility as a willingness to do whatever God asks of us 

at any time. It’s the call of the apostles – to leave everything behind and follow Him. I often 

think of what that might mean – if I received a phone call from the bishop: “Take nothing with 

you and go to a new assignment.” How many of us would be willing? I’d say, “I’ll go but I need 

my laptop; I have tens of thousands of hours of work on that computer; I could never leave that!” 

But then am I truly humble enough to answer God’s call? Truly detached to go and do whatever 

the Lord wills? 

 

Mental Prayer: 

Now that St. Teresa has spoken of the dispositions and virtues necessary for the life of 

perfection, she turns to the basics of prayer – what she calls “mental prayer” – not vocal prayer 

or communal prayer or intercessory prayer, not the Mass, or the rosary, but the kind of prayer 

where we focus on God in silence. 



4 
 

To summarize St. Teresa’s guidance on mental prayer, we can simply say: “start and keep 

going.” She acknowledges that the difficulties of such prayer are numerous. The first obstacle, of 

course, is never even starting along the path of prayer. She advises her sisters, “Whenever you 

meet someone attracted to the life of prayer, try to convince them not to be afraid of beginning a 

journey that will bring them such great blessings.” So the first rule of prayer, is to strive for 

holiness, strive to love God, and pray!  

Another difficulty besides never beginning in the first place is that when we pray, we 

become discouraged because of distraction, especially in the 21st century where we find that our 

minds have been trained to do anything but concentrate. St. Teresa likens the distracted person to 

a “wild horse” that has not been broken. They wander constantly and are never still – sounds like 

many of us! Look at any group of people out to eat a restaurant – constant restlessness – 

checking their cell phones for messages and now checking e-mail and the internet from one’s 

phone, and if it isn’t the phone, it might be going from one thing to the next in conversation. 

In the midst of prayer, it is easy to become distracted. St. Teresa says that when we are 

distracted in prayer it is like trying to speak to God and to the world at the same time – and this is 

impossible. We are concentrating on the world when our minds are wandering or if we are 

listening or watching something else . . . Like the student who looks out the window when the 

teaching is speaking, our minds have gone away from God and back to the world. 

And when distracted, we may be tempted to give up altogether, but keep praying, St. 

Teresa says. “We should not be discouraged or give up prayer,” but stay with it. Sometimes the 

rewards of prayer and spiritual progress come quickly, other times very slowly over many years. 

And sometimes when we think we have made progress, we find ourselves regressing. St. Teresa 

herself talks of a period in her life – over fourteen years – when she said she was incapable of 

truly meditating; she was only able to offer vocal prayers. It sounds very similar to what other 

saints like Mother Teresa and St. John of the Cross described. If the saints experienced dryness 

in prayer, we shouldn’t expect anything different. But the lesson is: keep praying. 

St. Teresa says we should not blame ourselves for distractions, but should pray as best we 

can. And even at times we feel we cannot pray, we can busy ourselves with some virtuous 

activity until we can concentrate again. St. Teresa reminds us at this point to keep going no 

matter what: “By taking the road [of perfection] we gain such precious treasures that it is no 

wonder that the cost is so high. Eventually we will realize that everything that we have paid has 

been like nothing at all in comparison with the prize’s greatness” – like the treasure in the field 

or the pearl of great price we hear about in the Gospel – whatever we give up, whatever we 

sacrifice, it’s always worth it in light of the glorious prize of union with Christ. So St. Teresa 

urges us – “Determine not to stop until you reach your goal, no matter what happens, no matter 

how hard one has to work, and whether or not you feel you have what it takes to endure the trials 

that you meet” (paraphrase).  
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St. Teresa, in commenting on this kind of discouragement, also acknowledges that 

sometimes we waver in prayer because we don’t think we are making any progress in prayer, and 

other times, because we don’t think that our prayers are being answered. To this second point she 

says, “If an entire year passes without your obtaining what you ask, you should be prepared to 

continue asking. You should never complain about time so well spent.” Prayer is never wasted 

but always time well spent whether or not we are aware of the fruits of our prayers and 

intercessions.  

 

The Content and Form of Prayer: 

Let us now turn to the object of our prayer: the Lord himself. St. Teresa says, speak to 

Him as a loving father, a brother, and Lord, we might add, friend or companion.  

Teresa advises us to contemplate Him according to our moods. If we are joyous, consider 

Christ’s victory over sin and death through the resurrection. If we are sad or troubled, join Jesus 

in the garden of Gethsemane. And speak to the Lord there, dialogue with the Lord. For instance, 

she says, when we contemplate Jesus in his agony we can say, “Lord, if you are willing to suffer 

all this for me, what am I suffering for you? What do I have to complain about?”  

And when you do this, she says, it is often helpful to have an image -- a photo, a crucifix 

to concentrate on. And don’t worry what you are to say to Him in prayer. As St. Teresa says, “If 

you don’t have trouble talking to people on earth, why would you have trouble talking to God?”   

St. Teresa also tells us that we can pray anywhere – all we need is a quiet place. “We do 

not need wings to search for him. We only need to find a place we can be alone and look upon 

Him present.” In addition to a quiet place, she says it may be helpful to close our eyes when we 

pray – closing our eyes can increase our “spiritual sight” by closing out the things of the world. 

And simply speak to him, tell him your troubles, ask for his help. 

St. Teresa recommends this kind of prayer especially after the reception of communion.  

“Be happy to remain with him; the hour after communion is an excellent time for talking with 

Him, do not squander it.” The same could be said for times before the Blessed Sacrament. It is a 

wonderful time to dialogue with the Lord. 

There is much more spiritual wisdom in the Way of Perfection. I have tried to highlight 

the portions which are most practical and suited to developing an intimate prayer life with God. 

More than anything, I am impressed how challenging, yet gentle St. Teresa is, a wonderful 

spiritual mentor offering us her perennial wisdom on prayer. 

 


