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Opening Prayer 

All: Come, Holy Spirit, 
  fill the hearts of Thy faithful 
  and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. 

Leader: Send forth Thy Spirit and they shall be created. 
All: And Thou shalt renew the face of the earth. 

Leader: Let us pray. 
All  O God, Who did instruct the hearts of Thy faithful 
  by the light of the Holy Spirit, 
  grant us in the same Spirit 
  to be truly wise, 
  and ever to rejoice in His consolation, 
  through Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

 
Resources 

• Links to all resources are posted to the St. Joseph Website: 
www.falmouthcatholic.org/interior-castle 

 
The Dwellings So Far 

• 1st Dwellings: coming to know yourself and entering into relationship with God. 
• 2nd Dwellings: struggling against evil, building up fortitude, detachment, humility. 
• 3rd Dwellings: growth in humility, detachment from world, dependence on God. 
• 4th Dwellings: surrender of will, recollection of mind & senses, gift of prayer of quiet. 

 
The 5th Dwellings Summary 

Teresa begins with a kind of “religious trembling,” for these dwellings are the place of 
union with God which even Teresa can only describe by the gift of divine light and inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit and only attempts to do for the benefit of others.  Teresa thinks of union like a 
sacrament that points to the culmination of the love God has for human beings. 

Teresa briefly mentions an important point: how God is present in all things.  God can be 
present to us by grace: the Holy Trinity comes and dwells as a friend in anyone baptized who 
loves him and keeps his commandments.  This is the fullest, most perfect type of presence.  But 
is God present in people who do not have this grace?  Is God present in nature?  Teresa probably 
picked up her understanding of how God is present in all things (including material stuff) from 
her Dominican confessors who would have held St. Thomas’ explanation: “God is in all things 
by his power inasmuch as all things are subject to his power; he is by his presence in all things, 

Closing Prayer 
Let nothing disturb you, 

let nothing frighten you, 
all things pass, 
God does not change. 

Patience 
obtains all, 
who has God 
lacks nothing, 
only God suffices. 
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as all things are bare and open to his eyes; he is in all things by his essence, inasmuch as he is 
present to all as the cause of their being” (Summa Theologiae I, q. 8, a. 3). 

The 5th Dwellings bring on a new type of prayer.  So far, Teresa has covered active 
prayer (vocal prayer, meditation on the scripture, etc.) and has covered the first kinds of passive 
prayer: recollection and quiet.  Now she describes the prayer of union.  Teresa compares it to 
sleep – a sleep in which all of our faculties are asleep to ourselves and to the things of the world.  
But they are not asleep to God, and this is how it differs from sleep.  He makes them lose 
consciousness of everything but him.  They don’t understand, however, the way in which they 
are aware of God, nor can they describe it.  This loss of consciousness of the world never lasts 
long – no more than a half hour – but it does seem that much less time passes to the one 
experiencing the union.  It takes place in the center of our soul, a place where the Lord places us 
when and as he desires, but which we cannot enter on our won.  But how do we know we are in 
the prayer of union if all our faculties are “asleep?”  When the prayer is over, Teresa says very 
simply, the soul has a certitude that it was in God and God was in it – a certitude that can last 
even many years. 

Union, for the Christian, has its highest meaning in Jesus – to the union of his humanity 
with his divinity in the person of the Word.  The Christian participates in this union, though in a 
different degree.  Still, the union of a human being with God requires one to pass through a kind 
of radical death to all previous forms of human life so limited by the dead weight of sin and evil.  
This passage through death for the sake of being reborn in a wholly other manner of life, with a 
new horizon and new openness to God.  It carries with it an insatiable appetite for a superior 
state of which one in this union gets a glimpse and foretaste. 

Teresa introduces the image of the silkworm, in which she found a wonderful analogy for 
explaining the mysterious work of union with God.  The Christian, like the silkworm, must first 
grow through the ordinary remedies used in the struggle against sin: the sacraments, reading 
good books, and prayer.  When it is grown, it begins to spin the silk by dying to self and its 
attachments to earthly things and by performing good works.  The cocoon, fashioned in this way 
with the divine help, is Christ, in whom one’s life is hidden (Colossians 3:3).  In the prayer of 
union, the soul is placed gratuitously by God in this cocoon.  During the time of prayer, the soul 
is so united with Christ that it is dead to the world, and through this dying is gradually 
transformed, as is the silkworm into a little moth.  In the end, then it is not the human being who 
brings about this transformation, but God, who gives himself out of love.  In this mystical death, 
one triumphs over death itself. 

Through this union we have now come under the rule of love (Song of Songs 2:4).  This 
bridal imagery will be developed further as we proceed, but for now we can say that one goes 
froth from this union impressed with his seal.  In this image, the wax does not impress the seal 
on itself but only remains disposed by being soft – that is, it remains still and gives its consent.  
From this seal of love, impressed on the passive soul in this union, follows a deep pain felt by the 
soul at seeing that God is offended and little esteemed in this world. 

If we find that we no longer gain from the prayer of union, Teresa says this is okay, since 
this prayer is a gift up to God’s discretion to grant, and is not a sign of regression if we do not 
receive benefit from it.  In any case, the favor of this prayer will still inspire us to be of benefit to 
others.  Teresa also touches on suffering and how to react to it.  In Teresa’s mind, some 
sufferings are produced suddenly by our human nature, and she gives the example of our Lord 
when he raised Lazarus.  Being united with God’s will does not eliminate all experiences of 
sadness.  What Teresa looks for is the practice of the two loves: love of God and love of 
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neighbor.  We can only know for certain, Teresa thinks, how much we love God by our practice 
of love of neighbor.  Because our nature is so corrupt, we cannot love our neighbor with any kind 
of perfection unless this love of neighbor has God as its root.  But the only way we can measure 
our love of God is by our love of neighbor.  God so loves this virtue that he will repay our efforts 
to practice it by increasing in a though ways the love we have for him.   

Teresa uses two images in the fifth dwelling: the silkworm and married love.  The first 
analogy is mainly Christological, and the second Trinitarian.  The first serves her as an 
opportunity to explain how there is a time when our baptismal rebirth in Christ reaches its 
fullness.  The second extols the primacy of love and grants Teresa an opportunity to point out a 
decisive difference between Christian mysticism and other forms of mysticism.  It is a 
profoundly interpersonal relationship of love between the divine and human persons. 

Thus Teresa finds inspiration in the Song of Songs and the Christian Sacrament of 
Marriage to describe the union of God and the soul.  St. John of the Cross likely influenced 
Teresa with this image, but it has been used throughout the Christian tradition from Paul, to 
Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, and Ruysbroeck.  Teresa says that the 
prayer of union, similar to the progress of a couple’s relationship, has three stages, each 
corresponding to the fifth, sixth, and seventh dwellings: meetings, betrothal, and marriage.  The 
meetings are necessary on the social level so that the two can get to know each other and find out 
what they have in common.  During betrothal the relationship passes from knowledge to love.  In 
marriage each one surrenders completely to the other. 

Teresa warns us about growing careless, of falling back.  She herself, in fact, was one of 
these who reached the fifth dwellings and fell back.  Though it is true that, at this stage, one 
doesn’t want to do anything but the will of God, one can be fooled under the color of good with 
regard to small matters.  Little by little, then, the intellect is darkened and the will’s ardor cooled.  
Our protection is in the realization that this can happen to us, and so we must always ask God in 
prayer to sustain us.  Then we must walk with special attention as to how we are progressing, 
especially in love for one another, in the desire to be humble, and in the performance of ordinary 
tasks.   

 
The 6th Dwellings Summary 

This is the largest section of the book, about 1/3 of the material, eleven of twenty-seven 
chapters.  This section deals with the ecstatic period in her own life, from age 43 – 57.  Teresa 
intentionally wanted to abound with explanations about the experiences of this part of her life, 
since it was this part that caused her the most difficulty with her confessors.  They failed to 
understand the graces God was giving her.  Confessors, as well as some of her nuns and other 
readers, might benefit a great deal from learning of these favors from God.  At the very least, 
even if we do not experience these things, knowing of them will lead us to give praise to God for 
his mercies toward humans.  Teresa also wants to discuss them in a better order than she was 
able to before, since now she has reached marriage, the seventh dwelling. 

Teresa spent many years in the 6th Dwellings.  These were the years in which she 
experienced the transpiercing of her soul, received her mission as a foundress, recruited John of 
the Cross for the founding of the discalced Carmelites among the friars, wrote her Life and The 
Way of Perfection, and experienced irrepressible longings for God, frequent ecstasies, and 
raptures. 

Teresa first discusses the experience that John of the Cross calls the “dark night.”  The 
soul in the 6th Dwellings is now wounded with love for its Spouse.  Teresa begins to describe this 
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love by considering its painful aspect.  We are dealing, according to Teresa, with painful and 
total trial coming from both without and within.  In its relationship with others, the soul 
experiences total incomprehension and isolation.  In its psychological dynamism, an interior 
darkness and powerlessness comes over the soul.  In its relationship with God, it experiences 
feelings of his absence and being abandoned by him.  Despite the difficulty of external trials, the 
interior trials were the most intense desolation in her relationship with God, a stifling 
remembrance of past sins, unbearable dryness, and darkness and confusion of mind.  “Oh, God 
help me!  Lord, how You afflict Your lovers!  But everything is small in comparison with what 
you give them afterward.” 

Teresa describes the 6th Dwellings as a place of strong desire that arise from within the 
soul, originating in God.  The desires are as though produced by an arrow that wounds the soul.  
The wound, however, is both painful and delightful.  These desires culminate with such a great 
outburst of longings for God that the soul comes close to death.  The desire to die to see Jesus 
Christ grows increasingly intense.  Teresa also describes this experience of love, along with the 
wound image, as fire.  It’s as though a spark leapt forth from the fire enkindled in the brazier that 
is her God and so struck the soul that the flaming fire was felt by it.  But the spark was not 
enough to set the soul ablaze; it only caused the fire to be felt in such a way as to touch off a 
delightful pain.  Since the spark does not produce a permanent fire, the loving desires do not las 
tin such intense form.  The soul is left, though, with a desire to suffer again the loving pain 
caused by the spark. 

The awakening of desires is not always painful.  So sometimes the enkindling will come 
upon it in a delightful way and is communicated for the sake of making the soul feel the 
Spouse’s presence dep within.  These loving desires for God are not painful but delightful only, 
and this is, in fact, the way the soul in this stage usually experiences its desires for God.  Teresa 
describes the effects of this union at this stage: “The favor brings wonderful benefits to the soul, 
the more customary of which are the determination to suffer for God, the desire to have many 
trials, and the determination to withdraw from earthly satisfactions.” 

Teresa discusses locutions, their source and discernment of that source.  Teresa herself 
knows well that some locutions are from God and some are not.  That sometimes they come from 
a person’s imagination as a result of their weakness of mind.  Still, there is a long history of God 
speaking to humanity; God reaches out to us, he has compassion on humans: God speaks, God 
loves, God saves.  So Teresa will discuss how words from God differ clearly from hallucinations, 
manifesting all the suspicions that an expert psychiatrist or psychologist might show.  God can 
speak to a soul in different ways: from the deep interior part, from the superior part, of from the 
exterior part.  There are three signs that the words are from God.  First is the power and authority 
the words carry with them; they effect what they say when they are from God.  Second, the bring 
quiet and peace and recollection to the soul.  Third, they remain fixed in the memory for a very 
long time.  Some of his words are never forgotten.  None of these signs are present when the 
locutions come from the imagination or, worse, from the devil.  When the words are from God, 
there is given much more to understand than is ever dreamed possible without these words. 

Teresa then describes ecstasy, which is also called rapture, elevation of the spirit, or 
transport, and how it is different from union.  Rapture lasts longer and is felt more exteriorly…  
The soul is so occupied with rejoicing in what the Lord represents to it that it seemingly forgets 
to animate the body and leaves the body abandoned” (Spiritual Testimonies, 59.7).  Caution is 
needed, rapture is from God, absorption (which can last a long time, unlike rapture) comes from 
ourselves and does not have the same fruit as rapture.  Ecstasy is not an end.  Rather, it is a 
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preparation.  The grace of ecstasy is merely a passing one, it prepares the human subject in its 
advance toward the final plenitude of the 7th Dwellings.  In these 6th Dwellings the experience of 
ecstasy is frequent, and there is no means to avoid them.  Not until it reaches the 7th dwellings 
are all raptures taken away. 

The partner of ecstasy is the flight of the spirit, which is substantially the same as ecstasy, 
but experienced differently.  Rather than a dive within itself, the soul is “lifted” up out of itself.  
In both cases, Teresa’s understanding of the soul is that it borders on the divine.  God dwells 
within the soul and without, and the soul may be drawn toward God inwardly or outwardly.  
These experiences show both God’s overwhelming (sometimes fearfully so) power as well as the 
delight received by these favors.  Teresa tries to resist, especially if any show were involved, 
which is a good sign of God’s good spirit.  Teresa also mentions the great courage it took for her 
to receive these favors from God.  She says the soul reflects on what His Majesty has done for it 
and turns back to look at itself, at how the tiny bit it does is full of faults, failures, and 
weaknesses.  So, Teresa finds her best stance is to place herself before the mercy of God. 

Teresa now discusses how mystics handle life after these ecstasies.  She returns to the 
silkworm image – now a butterfly, it can find no rest on this earth where it can be free of the 
torment of being alive and separated from God – and the torment of worry that we might be led 
astray to sin and offend the one we love so much.  This torment, however, does not take away the 
quiet and peace; in fact, it seems to increase them just as it increases one’s desire for God’s will 
to be done.  Peace is a great sign of God.  In the midst of all this, the Lord sometimes gives the 
soul feelings of jubilation.  These are like explosions of joy from deep within, Teresa describes.  
Teresa’s native quality of joy opens her soul to a joy so excessive that the soul does not want to 
enjoy it alone but wants to tell everyone about it so that they might help her praise our Lord.  
Such is the experience of many saints.  Joy is a special part of the Teresian charism that she 
introduced into her newly founded communities.  Teresa encourages her sisters in joyfully 
praising God.  Finally, Teresa thinks this prayer is very safe.  But to acquire such joy is 
impossible, for it is God’s gift and something very supernatural. 

The soul does suffer in the 6th dwellings.  It suffers because it now realizes more than 
ever, “how ungrateful it has been to One to whom it owes so much and who deserves so much to 
be served.”  For in what God communicates to her, she understands so much more about him, 
and her desires to serve him keep increasing.  Teresa, no matter ho high she flies, always leaves 
us clearly aware that she never loses touch with the world in which she lives.  Clearly, for her, 
friendship with God purified and intensified her capacity for friendship with other human beings.  
Actually, her friendship with God put the final touches on her view of the whole human venture, 
from the “farce of this so poorly harmonized life,” as she refers to it, to the hidden mystery of 
each person’s interior castle. 

This suffering over sin, however, is located in the 6th Dwellings, in union with God, and 
thus has a positive effect, in a way.  The suffering over sins committed is the experience of 
solidarity with the human condition.  Just as the innocent Jesus is weighed down by the sins of 
this world, so does the mystic share this experience with Jesus and exercise a mysterious, 
vicarious priesthood, which causes them to feel weighed down by the weight of the evil incurred 
or committed by other human beings throughout history.  It all seems to demonstrate that there 
are historical events in which evil surpasses human limits.  Mystics, with their experience of 
“great evils,” do not cancel history.  But as Christians, they share and actualize the mysterious 
catharsis realized by Jesus.  They purify and elevate humanity from evil to good.  For this reason, 
Teresa places the remembrance of sin in the marvelous context of the 6th dwellings. 
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Teresa also has a radical understanding of the centrality of the humanity of Christ for the 
entire Christian life.  Teresa does not endorse taking up a non-bodily contemplation of Jesus 
upon entering into mystical prayer.  Rather, she stresses focusing on the Jesus of Salvation 
History.  That is, the historical Jesus, the Jesus of the Paschal Mystery, the presence of Jesus in 
the Eucharist, and the Jesus who is the Second Person of the Trinity, the Word, divine and 
human.  For Teresa, the faith and Christian life are not founded in abstractions or in 
philosophies, but on the special existence of a historical person who is called Jesus Christ.  He is 
the center of our life, a life in Christ.  Without him, the Christian life loses its meaning.  In Jesus 
is realized and accomplished our union with God; through him are received the highest graces of 
sanctity.  In all stages of prayer, Teresa cries out, keep Christ present! 

In fact, this keeping Christ present flows into another method of communication from 
God, intellectual vision.  In following the process of the mystical experiences that lead to union 
with God, Teresa experiences what she calls the intellectual vision of Jesus Christ’s humanity.  
The further a soul advances, the more it is accompanied by the good Jesus.  Teresa does not see 
Jesus with her bodily eyes, nor even with the eyes of her soul.  Rather, she says that it is an 
illumination of the intellect, “the vision is represented through knowledge given to the soul that 
is clearer than sunlight.” Not that you see the sun, “but that a light, without your seeing light, 
illumines the intellect so that the soul may enjoy such a great good.”  All of Teresa’s work, her 
writings, her foundings, it all comes after her experience of Jesus this way. 

Teresa warns here, as she did before with locutions, that visions are not always from God 
and discernment is necessary.  Rather than coming just from our imagination and leaving us cold 
after the vision is over, visions from God come all at once and stir all the faculties and senses 
with a great fear and tumult so as to place them afterward in that happy peace.  The Lord’s 
beauty and majesty are not imaginable by human effort.  Seeing the beauty of the Lord was 
equivalent for Teresa to loving him with all her being.  Along with love, these visions also grant 
light and truth.  One should not ask for these graces: true followers of Christ base their journey 
on humility and do not aim after privileges and true lovers show their love in sacrifice and the 
cross much more than in enjoyments. 

In the last chapters of the 6th dwellings, Teresa describes a kind of waiting.  She must 
pass through light and fire: the light of the Truth and the fire of Desire.  Truth and desire are the 
two wings with which Teresa takes flight into the mysterious region of the last dwellings.  To be 
humble is to walk in truth and God is supreme truth.  We must rid ourselves of all lies, all 
vanities, all things that are not in service of God.  Everything abides in God, who in turn holds 
everything in existence.  This is the God as understood by St. Paul in Ephesians, “above all and 
through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:6). 

The desire Teresa speaks of here does not arise from instinct or rational cravings, but 
from the depth of her soul.  There comes a time in life when the mystic perceives in the most 
refined point of her spirit the absence of God in her own life – the absence and transcendence of 
someone absolutely necessary and indispensable if she is going to live, love, and posses.  And at 
the same time this someone is unobtainable on account of the earthly condition of our life, 
wherein the soul is inserted and rooted in a sensible world that little by little is diminishing, 
growing weaker and becoming less sufficient for life.  This produces the sensation of solitude.  
“On fire with this thirst, it cannot get to the water; and the thirst is not one that is endurable…  
Yet no one gives such water to the soul.”  This experience brings greater detachment from the 
world, “because it now sees that only the Creator can console and satisfy it.  And it has greater 
fear of offending Him.” 


