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The Way of Perfection

Teresa of Avila

While the Society of Jesus was the best-known Catholic
religious order founded during the Reformation, other or-
ders were founded or reformed and plavyed roles in reassert-
ing the strength of Catholicism. Many of these were
women's orders that emphasized meditation, prayer, and
mystical religious experiences. The most famous leader
of these women’s orders was Saint Teresa of Avila
{(1515-1582), a Spanish saint and founder of the reformed
order of Carmelites. The following excerpt is from her book
The Way of Perfection.

CONSIDER: How she reacted to the Lutheran Reformation;
ways this religious order and Catholicism might be appealing
to women.

When this convent was originally founded, for the rea-
sons set down in the book which, as I say, | have already
written, and also because of certain wonderful revela-
tions by which the Lord showed me how well He would
be served in this house, it was not my intention that there
should be so much austerity in external matters, nor that
it should have no regular income: on the contrary, 1
should have liked there to be no possibility of want. [ acted,
in short, like the weak and wretched woman that I am,
although I did so with good intentions and not out of
consideration for my own comfort.

Source: E. Allison Peers, ed. and trans., The Complete Works of Saint
Teresa of Jesus, vol. Il {London and New York: Sheed and Ward, 1950),
pp. 3, 13.



At about this time there came to my notice the harm
and havoc that were being wrought in France by these
Lutherans and the way in which their unhappy sect was
increasing. This troubled me very much, and, as
though I could do anything, or be of any help in the
matter, 1 wept before the Lord and entreated Him to
remedy this great evil. I felt that I would have laid
down a thousand lives to save a single one of all the
souls that were being lost there. And, seeing that I was
4 woman, and a sinner, and incapable of doing all I
should like in the Lord’s service, and as my whole
yearning was, and still is, that, as He has so many ene-
mies and so few friends, these last should be trusty
ones. 1 determined to do the little that was in me—
namely, to follow the evangelical counsels as perfectly
as I could, and to see that these few nuns who are here
should do the same, confiding in the great goodness of
God, Who never fails to help those who resolve to for-
sake everything for His sake. . ..

It scems over-bold of me to think that I can do any-
thing towards obtaining this. But I have confidence, my
Lord, in these servants of Thine who are here, knowing
that they neither desire nor strive after anything but to
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please Thee. For Thy sake they have left the little they
possessed, wishing they had more so that they might
serve Thee with it. Since Thou, my Creator, art not un-
grateful, I do not think Thou wilt fail to do what they be-
seech of Thee, for when Thou wert in the world, Lord,
Thou didst not despise women, but didst always help
them and show them great compassion. Thou didst find
more faith and no less love in them than i men, and one of
them was Thy most sacred Mother, from whose merits we de-
rive merit, and whose habit we wear, though our sins make us
unworthy to do so. We can do nothing in public that is of any
use to Thee, nor dare we speak of some of the truths over
which we weep in secret, lest Thou shouldst not hear this our
just petition. Yet, Lord, I cannot believe this of Thy goodness
and righteousness, for Thou art a righteous Judge, not like
judges in the world, who, being, after all, men and sons of
Adam, refuse to consider any woman's virtue as above suspi-
cion. Yes, my King, but the day will come when all will be
known. I am not speaking on my own account, for the whole
world is already aware of my wickedness, and I am glad that
it should become known; but, when I see what the times are
like, I feel it is not ight to repel spirits which are virtuous and
brave, even though they be the spirits of women.



