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Praying with Teresa of Avila 

Commentary on the Song of Songs 

 

 Teresa of Avila is another of the great mystics of the Catholic Church.  Here is one of her 

observations about love: 

 
“True perfection consists in the love of God and of our neighbour, and the more nearly perfect is 

our observance of these two commandments, the nearer to perfection we shall be…. 

“Mutual love is so important for us that I should like you never to forget it; for if the soul goes 

about looking for trifling faults in others (which sometimes may not be imperfections at all, 

though perhaps our ignorance may lead us to make the worst of them) it may lose its own peace 

of mind and perhaps disturb that of others.”  
 

Teresa‟s voluminous writings include commentary of the Song of Songs. 

 

One of the lines in the Song of Songs reads:  

My Beloved is mine and I am my Beloved‟s 

 

Here is Teresa‟s reflection on the line.  Spend some time this morning contemplating the 

line, in the light of Teresa‟s reflection on it: 

 

“Now I see, my Bridegroom, that You are mine.  I cannot deny it.  You came into the 

world for me; for me You underwent severe trials; for me You suffered many lashes; for 

me You remain in the most Blessed Sacrament; and now You grant me so many 

wonderful favors.  Well then, O most holy bride, with what ardor I have said what you 

say: “What can I do for my Spouse?” 

 

“Indeed, Sisters, I don‟t know how to go on from here.  How can I be Yours, my God?  

What can one who has used to unskillfully the favors You have granted do for You?  

What can be expected of her services?  Since with Your help she does something, 

consider what a poor worm will be able to do.  Why does Lord so powerful need her?  

Oh, love!  How I would want so say this word everywhere because love alone is that 

which can dare say with the bride, I am my Beloved‟s.  He gives us permission to think 

that He, this true Lover, my Spouse and my Good, needs us. 

 

“Since He gives us permission, let us repeat, daughters, my Beloved is mine and I am my 

Beloved‟s.  You are mine, Lord?  If You come to me, why do I doubt that I will be able 

to serve You?  From here on, Lord, I want to forget myself and look only at how I can 

serve You and have no other desire than to do Your will.  But my desire is not powerful, 

my God; You are the powerful One.  What I can do is be determined; thus from this very 

moment I am determined to serve You through deeds.” 

 

 After you have spent some time in contemplation, talk to God about what help you need 

to love as God loves.   

 

What are the difficulties?  Where do you especially need God‟s grace?  



Praying with Teresa of Avila 

Teresa’s Method of Praying the Lord’s Prayer 

 

 Teresa spent a lot of time teaching her sisters and others how to be closer to God in 

prayer.  One of the things she spent a lot of time teaching them about is the Lord‟s Prayer, which 

she felt should not involve simple recitation of words.   She was firm in saying that if all one 

were doing was moving one‟s lips without some mental act that acknowledges who one is 

addressing and what one is doing, it is not prayer.  

 

To be prayed in an authentic manner, she believed the words must be joined by mental 

prayer.  Teresa refers to this as recollective prayer – reciting a set prayer in a recollected fashion.  

A hallmark of the prayer is an ongoing effort to keep God in mind, to recall God‟s constant 

presence.  Teresa recognized that distractions would arise in those praying in this way.  She 

urges that when such distractions arise, one gently brings the mind back to God. 

 

To pray the Lord‟s Prayer in this way was something she strongly urged on her sisters, 

teaching that “all contemplation and perfection” are enshrined in this one prayer”.  She suggested 

they take a whole hour to pray it once.  She instructed: 

 

“We may take a whole hour over saying [the Lord‟s prayer] once, if we can 

realize that we are with God, and what it is we are asking God and how willing 

God is, like any parent, to grant it to us, and how God loves to be with us and 

comfort us. 

For love of the Lord, then, sisters, accustom yourselves to saying the „Our Father‟ 

in this recollected way, and before long you will see how you gain by doing so.  It 

is a method of prayer which establishes habits that prevent the soul from going 

astray and the faculties from becoming restless.  This you will find out in time.  I 

only beg you to test it, even at the cost of a little trouble, which always results 

when we try to form a new habit.  I assure you, however, that before long you will 

have the great comfort of finding it unnecessary to tire yourselves with seeking 

this holy Father to Whom you pray, for you will discover God within you.”  

 

 In The Way of Perfection, Teresa spends a number of chapters giving a commentary on 

the Lord‟s Prayer.  As an introduction to your prayer today, here are some comments on her 

reflection on the first line: Our Father, Who Art in Heaven. 

 

 Teresa calls this line, occurring as it does as the first line of the prayer “a reward so large 

that it would easily fill the intellect and thus occupy the will in such a way one would be unable 

to speak a word.”  In it, Jesus humbles himself in joining us in prayer and making himself our 

brother.  Teresa marvels at Jesus‟ desire that God consider us his children and at the result of that 

desire – Because Jesus word cannot fail and God is obliged to be true to it, God as our Father 

must bear with us no matter how serious our offense.  In Teresa‟s words: “If we return to God 

like the prodigal son, God has to pardon us.  God has to console us in our trials. God has to 

sustain us in the way a parent must.  For, in effect, God must be better than all the parents in the 

world because in God everything must be faultless.  And after all this God must make us sharers 

and heirs with” Jesus. 



 

 So in this one first line of the prayer, Teresa finds all of Jesus love for us as well as the 

humility that allows Jesus to stop at nothing to become one with us.   

 

 Today‟s (Day 4) prayer experience is to pray the Lord‟s Prayer as Teresa instructed her 

sisters, spending some time in silent contemplation of each line.  The idea here is not to engage 

in a long thought process about the line, but only as much thinking as it takes to find something 

in the line – a word or an image or a feeling or sense -  that connects one to God‟s presence and 

love and to be in that place with God.   

 

 For tomorrow (Day 5), prayer, engage in the same process with another prayer.  I‟ve 

included two as possibilities: the Hail Mary and the Anima Christi.  But if there is another prayer 

that has special significance for you, feel free to use that. 

 

 

The Lord’s Prayer 

 

Our Father, Who Art in Heaven 

 

 

Hallowed Be Your Name 

 

 

You kingdom come 

 

 

Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven 

 

 

Give us this day our daily bread 

 

 

And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us 

 

 

And lead us not into temptation 

 

 

But deliver us from evil.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Praying with John of the Cross 

Christ, the Bridegroom 

 

 In The Spiritual Canticle, John of the Cross tells in verse of the exchange that takes place 

between the soul and Christ, its Bridegroom.  The verses of the canticle were written over a long 

period of time, as was the commentary he subsequent wrote shedding light on its meaning. 

 

 Stanza 23 of the poem reads, 

 

Beneath the apple tree: 

There I took you for My own, 

There I offered you My Hand, 

And restored you, 

Where your mother was corrupted. 

 

 John writes this about the stanza: 

 

The Bridegroom explains to the soul in this stanza His admirable plan in redeeming and 

espousing her to Himself through the very means by which human nature was corrupted 

and ruined, telling her that as human nature through Adam was ruined and corrupted by 

means of the forbidden tree in the Garden of Paradise, so on the tree of the cross it was 

redeemed and restored when He gave it there, through His Passion and Death the hand 

of His favor and mercy, and broke down the barriers between God and man which were 

built up through original sin. 

 

Thus He says: “Beneath the apple tree,”  that is: beneath the favor of the tree of the 

cross (referred by the apple tree), where the Son of God redeemed human nature and 

consequently espoused it to Himself and then espoused each soul by giving it through the 

cross grace and pledges for this espousal… 

 

[Thus the Bridegroom says] there I offered you My kind regard and help by raising you 

from your low state to be My companion and spouse….I, under the tree of the cross, 

brought you life. 

 

 Although The Spiritual Canticle is a loving colloquy between John and Christ, Christ‟s 

words to the soul are spoken to each of us.  Hear Jesus say those words to you and spend some 

time contemplating John‟s explanation of the verse. 

  



Praying with John of the Cross 

Growing in Love, Growing in God 

 

 In his commentary to the Living Flame of Love, John of the Cross talks about the journey 

of the soul toward God.  He writes: 

 

The center of the soul is God.  Once it has reached him, according to all of the capacity 

of its being, according to all the strength of its operation and inclination, it will have 

reached its last and most profound center, then, with all of its strength, it will love and 

know God and enjoy him.  As long as it hasn‟t reached this point – as is the case in this 

mortal life, where the soul can‟t reach God with all of its powers – it may well be in God, 

its center, through his grace and the communication he has with it; there is, in it, a 

movement towards something more, the strength to reach something more, in a way so 

that it is not satisfied.  It is truly in its center, but not in the deepest center, since it could 

go even further in God. 

 

One must note, in fact, that love is the inclination, strength, and the capacity that the soul 

possesses in itself to go to God, since it is through the means of love that the soul unites 

itself with God.  The more degrees of love the soul has, the more profoundly it enters into 

God, and the more it is concentrated on him.  Therefore, we could say that the more 

degrees of God‟s love the soul reaches, the more centers it reaches in God, each one 

deeper than the last, for the stronger love is, the more unifying it is…. 

 

So for the soul to be in its center, which is God, it suffices for it to have one degree of 

love, because one degree of love suffices for it to be in God through grace.  If it has two 

degrees, it will be centered in God according to another center that is more interior.  If it 

has three degrees, it penetrates into God three times deeper.  If it has the last degree, the 

love of God will wound the soul in its most profound center.  In other words, he will 

transform and enlighten it in all of its being according to its capacity and strength, until 

such time as it appears to be God himself.  Look at the crystal which is pure and clear.  

The more degrees of light it receives, the more the light is concentrated in it and the more 

it shines.  And the light could come to be so concentrated in it that it comes to appear to 

be entirely light, and cannot be distinguished from the light.  When it received as much as 

it is able to receive, it comes to resemble the light itself. 

 

   Spend some time contemplating John‟s words and reflect on the following: 

 

What difference does it make to know God is at the center of my being? 

 To me?   To my relationship with God?   To my relationship with others? 

 

Do I express thanks and praise for God‟s constant love and constant drawing of me 

toward him? 

 

 What am I doing to move toward that center of my soul that is God? 



Praying with Thomas Merton 

 

 Begin by reading Merton‟s description of his experience at Fourth and Walnut: 

 

In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, I 

was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those people, that they were mine 

and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though we were total strangers.  It 

was like waking from a dream of separateness, or spurious self-isolation in a special world, the 

world of renunciation and supposed holiness.  The whole illusion of a separate holy existence is 

a dream.  Not that I question the reality of my vocation, or of my monastic life: but the 

conception of „separation from the world‟ that we have in the monastery too easily presents itself 

as a complete illusion: the illusion that by making vows we become a different specie of being, 

pseudo-angels, „spiritual men,‟ men of interior life, what have you. 

 

 Certainly these traditional values are very real, but their reality is not of an order outside 

everyday existence in a contingent world, nor does it entitle one to despise the secular: though 

„out of the world‟ we are in the same world as everybody else, the world of the bomb, the world 

of race hatred, the world of technology, the world of mass media, big business, revolution, and 

all the rest.  We take a different attitude to all these things, for we belong to God.  Yet so does 

everybody else belong to God.  We just happen to be conscious of it, and to make a profession 

out of this consciousness.  But does that entitle us to consider ourselves different, or even better, 

than others?  The whole idea is preposterous. 

 

 This sense of liberation from an illusory difference was such a relief and such a joy to me 

that I almost laughed out loud.  And I suppose my happiness could have taken form in the words: 

„Thank God, thank God that I am like other men, that I am only a man among others.‟  To think 

that for sixteen or seventeen years I have been taking seriously this pure illusion that is implicit 

in so much of our monastic thinking. 

 

 It is a glorious destiny to be a member of the human race, though it is a race dedicated to 

many absurdities and one which makes many terrible mistakes; yet, with all that, God Himself 

glorified in becoming a member of the human race.  A Member of the human race!  To think that 

such a commonplace realization should suddenly seem like news that one holds the winning 

ticket in a cosmic sweepstake. 

 

 I have the immense joy of being man, a member of a race in which God Himself became 

Incarnate.  As if the sorrows and stupidities of the human condition could overwhelm me, now I 

realize what we all are.  And if only everybody could realize this!  But it cannot be explained.  

There is no way of telling people that they are all walking around shining like the sun. 

 

 This changes nothing in the sense and value of my solitude, for it is in fact the function of 

solitude to make one realize such things with a clarity that would be impossible to anyone 

completely immersed in other cares, the other illusions, and all the automatisms of a tightly 

collective existence.  My solitude, however, is not my own, for I see now how much it belongs to 

them – and that I have a responsibility for it in their regard, not just in my own.  It is because I 



am one with them that I owe it to them to be alone, and when I am alone they are not „they‟ but 

my own self.  There are no strangers! 

 

 Then I was as if I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of their hearts 

where neither sin or desire not self-knowledge can reach, the core of their reality, the person 

that each one is in God‟s eyes.  If only they could all see themselves as they really are.  If only 

we could see each other that way all the time.  There would be no more war, no more hatred, no 

more cruelty, no more greed….I suppose the big problem would be that we would fall down and 

worship each other.  But this cannot be seen, only believed and „understood‟ by a peculiar gift.” 

 

    (Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander) 

 

 

 

For Reflection: 
 

In God‟s presence, call to mind a deeply meaningful moment in your own life, a time 

when you experienced an unexpected, out of the ordinary, heartfelt knowledge and 

experience of God‟s love and presence. 

 

As you recall this experience, consider: 

 

 What made the moment sacred?  How did you recognize it as sacred? 

 

 What were some of the feelings associated with the experience? 

What images, if any, were associated with the experience? 

What thoughts did you have? 

 

 How did you respond to the experience? What difference did it make in your life? 

 

As you relive the experience in God‟s presence, share with God any feelings that arise, 

and listen to God‟s response.  You may also want to talk with God about the extent of 

your openness to finding God in all things, considering whether you place limits on 

where and how you might find God.  



Praying with Julian of Norwich 

 

 Perhaps the line for which Julian is most remembered is her “all shall be well.”  She 

reports our Lord as telling her, “I may make all things well; I can make all things well, and I will 

make all things well, and I shall make all things well; and you shall see for yourself that all 

manner of things shall be well.” 

 

Here is her explanation of the meaning of these lines: 

 

When he says “I may,” I understand it to mean the Father; and as he says “I can,” I 

understand the Son; and where he says “I will,” I understand the Holy Spirit; and where 

he says “I shall,” I understand the unity of the Trinity, three Persons and one truth; and 

where he says “You shall see for yourself,” I understand the union of all human kind that 

shall be saved into the blessed Trinity. 

 

And in these five words God wills that we be enclosed in rest and peace; so shall the 

thirst of Christ‟s spirit be quenched; for this is his spiritual thirst – the love-longing that 

lasts and will ever last till we see that sight on Doomsday.  For we that shall be saved 

and shall be Christ‟s joy and his bliss, some are still here, some are yet to come, and so 

some shall be alive on that very day.  This then is his thirst, a love-longing to have us all 

together and whole in him to be his bliss, this is what I see.  For now we are not fully 

whole in him as we shall be then. 

 

A little later she writes: 

 

[H]e wishes us to know that not only does he take heed of noble things and the greatest, 

but he also attends to little and small, to low and simple, as much to one as to the other.  

This is his meaning when he said, “All manner of things shall be well”; for he wants us 

to know that the least thing will not be forgotten…. 

 

[T]he working of our reason here and now is so blind, so low and simple that we cannot 

know the high, marvelous wisdom, the might and goodness of the blessed Trinity.  This is 

his  meaning when he says, “You shall see for yourself that all manner of things shall be 

well,” as if he had said, “Take heed now in faith and trust, and at the last end you will 

see it truly in the fullness of joy. 

 

And so in these same five words that were said before: “I may make all things well,” etc., 

I understand a great comfort in all the works of our Lord God that are yet to come.” 

 

   Approach God with your cares, concerns, worries, anxieties.  As you lay them all at 

God‟s feet, hear God speak to you the words he spoke to Julian. 

 

 What do they say to you?   

Speak with God and hear what God wants you to understand. 

  



Praying with Catherine of Siena 

 

 Following are several excerpts from Catherine‟s Dialogue.  I invite you to sit with one or 

another of these passages, hearing God speak to you personally the words God spoke to 

Catherine.  End by praying the prayer Catherine prays to God. 

 

 God Speaking to Catherine: 

 

It was with providence that I created you, and when I contemplated my creature in myself 

I fell in love with the beauty of my creation.  It pleased me to create you in my image and 

likeness with great providence.  I provided you with the gift of memory so that you might 

hold fast my benefit and be made a sharer in my own, the eternal Father‟s power.  I gave 

you understanding so that in the wisdom of my only-begotten Son you might comprehend 

and know what I the eternal Father want, I who gave you graces with such burning love.  

I gave you a will to love, making you a sharer in the Holy Spirit‟s mercy, so that you 

might love what your understanding sees and knows.  All this my gentle providence did, 

only that you might be capable of understanding and enjoying me and rejoicing in my 

goodness by seeing me eternally. 

 

 

I want you to look at the bridge of my only-begotten Son, and notice its greatness.  Look!  

It stretches from heaven to earth, joining the earth of your humanity with the greatness of 

the Godhead.  That is what I mean when I say it stretches from heaven to earth – through 

my union with humanity. 

This was necessary if I wanted to remake the road that had been broken up, so that you 

might pass over the bitterness of the world and reach life.  From earth alone I could not 

have made it great enough to cross the river and bring you to eternal life.  The earth of 

human nature by itself, as I have told you, was incapable of atoning for sin and draining 

off the pus from Adam‟s sin, for that stinking pus had infected the whole human race.  

Your nature had to be joined with the height of mine, the eternal Godhead, before it could 

make atonement for all of humanity.  Then human nature could endure the suffering, and 

the divine nature, joined with that humanity, would accept my Son‟s sacrifice on your 

behalf to release you from death and give you life. 

 

 

When my son was lifted up on the wood of the most holy cross he did not cut off his 

divinity from the lowly earth of your humanity.  So though he was raised so high he was 

not raised off the earth.  In fact, his divinity is kneaded into the clay of your humanity like 

one bread…. 

When my goodness saw that you could be drawn in no other way, I sent him to be lifted 

onto the wood of the cross.  I made of that cross an anvil where this child of humankind 

could be hammered into an instrument to release humankind from death and restore it to 

the life of grace.  In this way he drew everything to himself: for he proved his 

unspeakable love, and the human heart is always drawn by love  He could not have 

shown you greater love than by giving his life for you.  You can hardly resist being drawn 

by love, then, unless you foolishly refuse to be drawn. 



 

 

Catherine Speaking to God: 

 

O abyss! O eternal Godhead!  O deep sea!   What more could you have given me than the 

gift of your very self? 

You are a fire always burning but never consuming; you are a fire consuming in your 

heat all the soul‟s selfish love; you are a fire lifting all chill and giving light.  In your 

light you have made me know your truth: You are that light beyond all light who gives the 

mind‟s eye supernatural light in such fullness and perfection that you bring clarity even 

to the light of faith.  In that faith I see that my soul has life, and in that light receives you 

who are Light…. 

This light shows you to me, and in this light I know you, highest and infinite Good: Good 

above every good, joyous Good, Good beyond measure and understanding!  Beauty 

above all beauty; Wisdom above all wisdom – indeed you are wisdom itself!  You who are 

the angels‟ food are given to humans with burning love.  You, garment who cover all 

nakedness, pasture the starving with your sweetness, for you are sweet without trace of 

bitterness…. 

You responded, Lord; you yourself have given and you yourself answered and satisfied 

me by flooding me with a gracious light, so that with that light I may return thanks to 

you.  Clothe, clothe me with yourself, eternal Truth, so that I may run the course of this 

mortal life in true obedience and in the light of most holy faith. With that light I sense my 

soul once again becoming drunk!  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 


