
As far as it is known, St Teresa of Jesus was not a particularly sickly child. Her healthy problems appear when she is a teen-
ager attending a Catholic boarding school.  In her autobiography she writes that she had to be taken home from the school 
because of some major unnamed illness.  She described the symptoms as high fevers and fainting spells that left her in poor 
health.  At the age of 20, she entered the Carmelite Monastery of the Incarnation in Avila, Spain. During her Novitiate she 
discovered the abundant help that grace provided enabling her to suffer the terrible sicknesses she had.  That grace enabled 
her to bear her frequent illnesses with the great patience God gave her. 

Shortly after entering the Carmelites, Teresa took on the care of a sister, it seems that no one else was able to do it. The 
sister “…had a very great disease, and a very painful one, because she had holes in her belly so that whatever she ate immedi-
ately came out of her. She died soon afterwards. I saw that everyone was afraid of this disease, but her patience caused great 
envy to me. I asked God to give me such a patience, and then to give me diseases so I could serve Him.”  

From that time in which she asked God for diseases to better serve him, she experienced terrible illnesses and pains. Soon 
after her request, she began to experience fever and fainting spells again and was diagnosed with heart trouble.  Her family 
arranged for her to be taken to a healer who subjected her liver, spleen and stomach to a brutal cleansing treatment.  This 
intensive and painful treatment lasted for 3 months and undoubtedly dehydrated Teresa.  She was finally taken home with 
unbearable pains, constant fever, ruined nerves, unable to eat or sleep.   

On August 15, after 3 months in that worsening condition, Teresa showed all the signs that she had died. She was 24 years 
old.  The Requiem Mass was celebrated for her, and the monastery tomb was opened for her body.  In spite of the August 
heat, her father did not let her be buried.  He was kneeling at the foot of her bed and could not be torn from there.  He was 
praying and repeating that his daughter was not dead, that she was not born to be buried in this way.  Four days later, Teresa 
moved slightly and started to recover consciousness.  In the collection of her letters she related that in response to her ques-
tion (it would seem the question of was asked of the Lord) as to why she was called back when she was already in heaven and 
she saw hell. She was told that her father and some religious sisters, for example her friend Juana Suárez, needed to be saved by 
her help;  she said she saw the monasteries she would establish and what she must do for her order; the souls that would be 
saved through her; and that she would die as a saint and before being buried, her body would be covered by a shroud of bro-
cade. Everyone was convinced that she was delirious.  Through her own autobiography and the testimonies of many people 
we know that ‘delirious ranting’ all came to pass. 

When she was fully conscious, she could only move one finger.  Her entire body was completely stiff and every touch caused 
her intense pain.  Every other day she was tormented by fever.  She passed eight months in that condition.  Three years later, 
she asked St. Joseph to intercede for her healing.  After that she gradually regained the ability to move.  However, all her 
adult life she suffered from various symptoms associated with the paralysis.  From time to time, her left hand would be para-
lyzed, once for as long as two years.  On Christmas 1577, she broke her left hand irreparably and could no longer take care of 
herself without help.  She regularly experienced paralysis in her limbs for several hours accompanied by severe pains.  Over 
and over her tongue would be paralyzed and she would be unable to eat or speak.  She particularly experienced this during 
the very difficult foundation of one of her monasteries in Burgos.  The only thing that would help her in this condition was re-
ceiving Holy Communion.  Her list of ailments associated with her previous illness and subsequent paralysis includes: 

1. A continuous severe headache and frequent trembling of the head. 

2. Severe pains in the jaw.  Her teeth were completely ruined, causing her immense pain. 

3. Her stomach problems were so severe that for two years she vomited bile every day. 

4. She had ruined joints and bones. 

5. Intensive pain and palpitations in the heart. 

6. The recurrent fever remained with her throughout her life. 

7. Fainting spells. 

8. She had gout. 

9. Pain in the back and problems with the liver and kidneys that got more intense in the last years of her life. 
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10. Shortly before her death, at age 67, the doctors could not determine the center of the pains because “all her body 
was a repository of diseases.” 

11. Her death was caused by a very strong internal bleeding.  Today that is believed to have been the last phase of a 
uterine metastasis – uterine cancer that metastasized and spread throughout her body. 

Teresa bears all this with an incredible patience from the beginning to the end. Meanwhile she establishes two men’s and fif-
teen women’s monasteries which, in spite of the several waves of the terrible persecutions of church in Spain, have all sur-
vived to this day. She writes one of the most important works on mysticism of all times, and half a dozen more outstanding 
books. Despite the fact that in the course of the fighting within the order many of her letters were burnt, yet, nearly four hun-
dred and fifty of them have been left to us. She plays a key role in the reform of the Carmelite order; probably one of the 
most difficult reforms in church history. 

The medical opinions about St Teresa’s illnesses, up to the present day, do not achieve the consensus that an acceptable 
diagnosis for all could issue. It could be said that the Saint, alive and dead, has had little fortune with the doctors. Because 
of that serious illness, some point to Teresa as 'hysterical', others as 'nervous', a victim of a 'tubercular infection with serious 
complications in the nervous system', and more recently as an 'epileptic.' 

Those who have studied St Teresa and her works including the 450 letters that she wrote, question the truth of those dia-
gnoses.  The evidence points out that the doctors have not taken into account  Teresa’s life story with respect to her personal 
development and extraordinary interaction with her social and religious environments.  They concentrate exclusively  on the 
pathological aspect of Teresa, excluding the rest of her personality in its totality, in particular the obvious signs of her men-
tal, social and spiritual health and maturity.   

Her letters to Fr. Gracian, her spiritual advisor for most of her religious life after she began the reform, show that she was 
very aware and intent on establishing monasteries that provided a healthy environment for her nuns to flourish.  She was 
concerned about cleanliness,  healthy and sufficient food, and making sure the nuns had no less than six hours of sleep a 
night so that they would be mentally and physically capable of accomplishing their work and prayer.  The writings Teresa left 
about the spiritual and physical aspects of community life in the Reform indicated that she loved life, health, personal devel-
opment, creativity, and the fullness of existing.  No trace of  any attraction toward death or aspects related to it can be seen 
in Teresa’s writings or in the testimony given about her after her death.   

Fr. Thomas Dubay points out that there is a crucial connection in the divine plan between advanced prayer and generous 
suffering.  Trials born with love and in union with the crucified Beloved make one grow by leaps and bounds!   

As we know from experience we are free to to choose  our attitude toward illness.  It is apparent from her life that St. Teresa 
chose to accept illness as an occasion for personal and spiritual growth.  She valued health and when appropriate, she 
sought wellness and tried to conserve her bodily health, and she worked toward that end not only for herself but for others 
too.  She intuited that God created us to be healthy and in nomal conditions he wants us to first and foremost be healthy. 

ST. TERESA, PRAY FOR US! 
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