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The Interior Castle is an organized and insightful analysis 
of her experience. She describes the experience in the 
seven stages or dwelling places of the journey to the 
center. This rendering is a manual for us on our pilgrim-
age to God. She says the soul is like a castle “made en-
tirely of a diamond or of very clear crystal, in which there 
are many rooms, just as in heaven there are many dwell-
ing places.” (IC1.1.1) 

Here are some highlights that we need to be aware of as 
we read The Interior Castle: 

● Teresa’s role in the book is as a guide. She presents a 
vision for our journey to the center. 

● Deep personal prayer is our point of entry into the Cas-
tle. However, there is little mention of the method of 
prayer, only the constant call to be open to the Spirit 
on the journey. 

● The first three dwelling places are about our begin-
ning. They stress our effort in prayer. The last four 
dwelling places are about God’s initiative and special 
activity in our prayer. This prayer is contemplation. 

● Teresa always has her eyes fixed on Jesus. He is the 
model. He is also our companion at all times. 

● Teresa does not linger on the first three dwelling 
places. She explains in more detail the mystical experi-
ences in the last four dwelling places, and this is her 
greatest contribution to Christian spirituality. 

● The goal is union with God. This will take place in this 
life by purification and transformation in our journey to 
the center where God dwells. Otherwise, we will pass 
through purgatory in the next life until we are united 
with God. The method and time are our choice. 

● The way forward in the experience of God is a process 
of letting go of our selfishness. There is a relentless ex-
posure of the depth and breadth of our self-absorp-

tion. Only God can expose and transform the deeper 
levels of self-love. 

● Every step of the way is all about love, and the end is 
all about loving and serving our brothers and sisters by 
participating in the coming of God’s kingdom of justice 
and peace. 

FIRST AND SECOND DWELLING 
PLACES 
In the second dwelling places, the person has begun to 
pray with some consistency and awakens a desire for 
more truthful and responsible experiences in life. This 
creates some difficult choices. As God’s goodness, mercy 
and love become more clear, so too the call to let go of old 
ways. Worldly attachments and pleasures with the spirit 
of vanity and superficiality are not compatible with spiri-
tual progress. Teresa points out that the failure to avoid 
occasions of sin produces the uncertainty and ambiguity 
that play a dominant role in the second dwelling places. 

Unlike the first dwelling places where the person is al-
most deaf and mute in spiritual things, the person in the 
second dwelling places can hear God’s voice even in the 
midst of the seemingly endless noise in a culture of indul-
gence that abhors silence. God’s mercy penetrates the 
cluttered mind and heart. 

God speaks in the second dwelling places in many ways. 
First of all, the powerful witness of good persons touches 
the heart. Then there are praiseworthy religious experi-
ences from good liturgy, homilies, movies, books and 
 social media. Finally, prayer has the possibility to uncover 
the divine. As prayer progresses, a relationship with Jesus 
steadily becomes imperative and the need to change. 

At this time of progress in prayer, the devil becomes more 
active. He makes the good old times of worldly pleasures 

In the book, Teresa uses the image of a castle to address 
the relationship between God and the human person. The 
castle represents the human person. The journey moves 
towards the center where God dwells and true happiness 

will be found. She understands that every human person 
hungers for happiness. Only in God will the heart realize 
its true and lasting fulfillment. 

INTRODUCTION
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and indulgences seem better than ever. On the other 
hand, the experience of our sense of mortality exposes the 
vanity of so much of the heart’s yearning. In this conflict, 
the heart cries out, “Not yet, Lord, a little later!” The 
 battle is on. 

In this great battle of light and darkness, Teresa says there 
is no greater weapon than the cross (IC 2.1.6) — we need to 
keep our eyes fixed on the crucified Christ. We need to 
measure the passionate and boundless love of Calvary 
against our pettiness and resistance to His love. 

In response to the struggles that dominate the second 
dwelling places, Teresa’s continual refrain is persever-
ance. “Nor should you become disconsolate if you don’t 
respond at once to the Lord. His majesty knows how to 
wait days and years, especially when he sees persever-
ance and good desires. This perseverance is most nec-
essary here. One always gains much through 
perseverance” (IC 2.1.3). Perseverance leads to moral con-
version. 

The story of the prodigal son (Lk. 15:11–32) offers a final in-
sight . The son learned the hard way that a life of unre-
strained pleasure ends in the desperation of “feeding the 
pigs”. He came up empty and finally saw the total futility 
of his choice of the good life, which is often the experience 
of the second dwelling places. 

THIRD DWELLING PLACES 
“They are most desirous not to offend His Majesty; they 
avoid committing even venial sins; they love doing pen-
ance; they spend hours in recollection; they use their time 
well; they practice works of charity toward their neigh-
bors; and they are very careful in their speech and dress 
and in the government of their household if they have 
one. This is certainly a desirable state.” 

Real growth happens in the third dwelling places. How -
ever, self-deception plays a major role. There is a great 
temptation to bask in victory, which is a false sense of 
having arrived. Self-righteousness becomes a fact of life. 
Desire for control and desire to avoid further struggle 
dominate. We tend to create an image of God under our 
management, acting as though we have a better plan 
than God. 

There is a great temptation to compromise. We display a 
sincere exterior, but within there is a growing diminish-
ment of discipleship and love. We tend to introduce a false 
and comfortable interpretation of the Gospel and a great 
attraction to conform to worldly standards. Self-knowl-
edge and its companions humility, detachment and char-
ity are critical at this stage, supported by faithfulness to 
regular prayer. We learn slowly that selfishness has not 
been conquered by our great progress. Commitment to 
change and growth oftentimes take a long period of time. 
Teresa was in this struggle for almost two decades. There 
is usually a repeating pattern of progress and withdrawal. 
Most of us fail to make the sacrifice to advance with 
 relentless conviction. The price of not moving to the 
fourth dwelling places is mediocrity wrapped up in self-
righteousness. 

The story of the rich young man is helpful in this stage. 
When the young man heard this statement, he went away 
sad because he had many possessions (Mt. 18: 16-23). We 
all say we want to follow Jesus. But since much more sac-
rifices are needed to possess the Lord completely, words 
are insufficient. Action is the answer. Teresa says in this 
dwelling place, reason still holds sway over love. 

“With humility present, this stage is a most excellent one. 
If humility is lacking, we will remain here all our life — 
and with a thousand afflictions and miseries. For since 
we will not have abandoned ourselves, this state will be 
very laborious and burdensome. We shall be walking 
while weighed down with the mud of our human misery, 
which is not so with those who ascend to the remaining 
rooms.” 

FOURTH DWELLING PLACES 
Letting go and letting God is the notable engagement in 
the fourth dwelling places. A growing awareness delivers 
us from being petty and thin-skinned, along with many 
other shortcomings. The individual receives healing that 
transforms. We no longer try to conquer God but are free 
and open to be conquered by love. In addition, a peace 
opens up to submission and acceptance on an unprece-
dented level. We experience a new freedom in the Lord. 

Teresa explains this dramatic change in the fourth dwell-
ing places as contemplation, which is the action of God. 
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She uses two words: “consolations” and “spiritual 

 delights”. Consolations are natural and often helpful, but 
in the end not necessary for spiritual progress. They begin 
in human nature and often lead to God. Spiritual delights 
are experiences that come directly from God. This is a 
 totally new encounter on the spiritual journey and results 
in movement towards the center that draws us into desir-
ing God. Spiritual delights always begin in God and end in 
our transformation. 

Teresa talks about “expansion of the heart” in all three 
chapters. This expansion of the heart flows from the gift of 
spiritual delights. God acts to enlarge our capacity to 
 receive God’s loving and healing presence. The prayer of 

quiet, the main prayer of the fourth dwelling places, helps 
the individual see, with new clarity, one’s personal weak-
nesses, deceptions, illusions and a general sense of gran-
diosity. The spotlight generated by God’s action unveils 
the depths of our brokenness, which is not a pleasant 
 experience. The fundamental teaching of Teresa on self-
knowledge and humility now takes place with unprece-
dented clarity and depth. 

Deep changes are happening within us, new experiences 
that appear strange and often frightening. God is expand-
ing both our image of Him and of our self-understanding. 
The different and direct activity of God leads to feelings of 
chaos within us. The dryness, and even a feeling of aban-
donment, leads us to feel confused and lost. Prayer seems 
futile. Teresa explains that these happen because God’s 
new presence expands and transforms the soul. We are 
learning to love in a totally new way. Growth happens. 

Teresa has a strong admonition to help in this new con-
templative prayer on the fourth dwelling places. This 
prayer changes the focus from the mind to the heart. The 
new style of prayer is non-discursive, in which thinking 
lessens and quiet presence increases. She invites the indi-
vidual to forsake the prayer that is dominated by reflection 
and seeking deeper insights. “I only wish to inform you 
that in order to profit by this path and ascend to the 
dwelling places we desire, the important thing is not to 
think much but to love much and so do that which best 
stirs you to love.” (IC 4.1.7) This departure from thinking to 
loving is the major change in the prayer of the fourth 
dwelling places —- the switch to contemplative prayer 
takes place. 

As contemplative prayer begins, one slowly learns that we 

cannot reach God by sheer human effort; we must sur-
render. This submission holds true both in prayer and in 
life in the fourth dwelling places. We begin to experience 
things in a new and fascinating way. Our relationships 
 experience a new independence. We let people be free. 
Our clinging fades. We recognize that others are quite 
 capable of managing their lives without our direction. This 
happens “because being closer to the center room, the 
eyes of the soul begin to see the self and others through 
the eyes of God.” (IC 4.2.5-6) 

FIFTH DWELLING PLACES 
The prayer of union is the single dominant experience in 
the fifth dwelling places. They are short spurts of union 
with God. One begins to grow in the capacity to share 
God’s love for others. “All their desires are directed 
 toward pleasing God.” (IC 5.1.1) 

Growth in self-knowledge in the fifth dwelling places 
 facilitates surrender to God. This discloses new and perva-
sive patterns of self-love. There are still deep roots of self-
ishness that resist the call to absolute love of God and 
neighbor. They reveal the ego inflation and self-absorp-
tion that have been hidden in the flow of ordinary life. This 
is frightening to see. Much that appeared good and virtu-
ous have been, in fact, permeated with an ego agenda. 
These new insights from growing self-knowledge are the 
consequence of the touches of union. This is the prayer 
distinctive to the fifth dwelling places. 

Another important factor in the fifth dwelling places is a 
new emphasis on Jesus. The relationship becomes more 
personal and enriching, which is the foundation to all that 
transpires in the fifth dwelling places. 

Teresa uses the example of the silkworm building a 
 cocoon and evolving into a butterfly to show the trans-
forming power of prayer of union in the fifth dwelling 
places. This building of the cocoon involves getting rid of 
self-love and self-will along with attachments. She says 
“Therefore, take courage my daughters! Let’s be quick to 
do this work and weave this little cocoon by getting rid of 
our self-love and self-will, our attachment to any earthly 
thing.” 

On the positive side, the cocoon weaving includes growing 
in love for God and our brothers and sisters. The main 
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 activity, however, is God transforming the silkworm into 
the butterfly, symbolizing the new person living in faithful 
surrender to God. 

In the prayer of union, there is a silencing, a kind of 

sleeping of the faculties and senses. The mind and the 
senses lose contact with the normal interaction with real-
ity. The soul receives loving knowledge directly from God, 
who is communicating an entirely new dimension of His 
presence to the soul. 

This prayer, always at God’s initiative, lasts only a short 
while, never more than half an hour. It takes place in one’s 
center where admittance is only possible at the invitation 
of God. One knows it happens only by the absolute con-
viction that it was a true experience of God. 

This is the experience of the Paschal Mystery. Death leads 
to life. There must be death to all previous attachments, 
all expressions of sin, all distorted self-love and the dead 
weight of evil that pervades the human experience. This 
passage through death only is possible by the special gift 
of God’s action. 

SIXTH DWELLING PLACES 
The sixth dwelling places reveals a true love story. It is the 
story of God pursuing the person in a process of divine 
self-giving that is unrelenting. At times, it seems harsh 
and challenging; at other times, it appears gentle and 
embracing. At all times, it is about God’s love for us. 
Teresa places it in the second stage of the marriage 
 process, the betrothal. 

The sixth dwelling places has a constant theme of trials 
and favors. Even with the progress of the five dwelling 
places, we are not ready for God. The honeymoon is over. 
Now come the inflexible demands of love that are sus-
tained only with the death of self-centeredness in the 
most painstaking detail. It is sacrificial love called beyond 
human limits. The trials come as one’s burdened human 
condition is being prepared for divine self-communication. 
The comfort of the divine activity is the new and expansive 
presence of one’s first-hand experience in God. All else is 
a means to this preparation for union in the mystery of 
love. “All sufferings are meant to increase one’s desire to 
enjoy the spouse.” (IC 6.1.1) 

The result is a painful yet a totally joyful transformation. It 
is a combination of hardship and consolations in the 
course of life in a broken, sinful world. It is the engage-
ment with the new self-communication of God’s trans-
forming presence. This is the fundamental reality that 
defines the sixth dwelling places. 

Now it is the only opening to the ultimate goal, union with 
God. Purgatory is non-negotiable. We can do it in this life 
or the next. “Moreover, if the suffering is to purify this 
soul so that it might enter the seventh dwelling places — 
just as those who will enter heaven must be cleansed in 
purgatory — it is as small as a drop of water in the sea.” 
(IC 6. 11.6) 

For Teresa, the sixth dwelling places represent the second 
step of marriage in her time, the betrothal. “Henceforth, 
you belong entirely to each other. You will be one in mind, 
one in heart and one in affections. Whatever sacrifices 
you may hereafter be required to make to preserve this 
common life, always make them generously. Sacrifice is 
usually difficult and irksome. Only love can make it easy 
and perfect love can make it a joy. We are willing to give 
in proportion as we love. When love is perfect, the sac-
rifice is complete.” 

Teresa says the more the soul receives in favors from the 
Lord, the more it suffers. This suffering is not a hindrance 
but a jubilant invitation to a fuller life and more intense 
love. “The reason is that since it is getting to evermore 
know the grandeurs of God and sees itself so distant and 
far from enjoying him, the desire for the Lord increases 
much more; also, love increases in the measure that the 
soul discovers how much this great God and Lord desires 
to be loved.” (IC 6.11.1) 

Later, she adds: “Oh God, help me! Lord how you afflict 
your lovers. But everything is small in comparison with 
what you give them afterwards.” (IC 6.11.6) 

It is clear that love is the goal. This is helpful in making 
sense of the mystical experiences. They are all part of the 
self-communication of God in the individual. This is the 
experience of contemplation. John of the Cross calls it the 
infusion of knowledge and love. For many, the mystical 
graces of God’s presence often overflow into psychic and 
even physical expression within the person. The personal 
experience of these events varies on an individual basis. In 
the end, however, what matters is not the discernible 
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 experiences, but the transforming power of God expand-
ing the heart for self-giving love. 

In all of this, Teresa is emphatic on preserving contact 
with the humanity of Christ. Contemplative silence and 
absorption in God need the support of Christ and His 
 Gospel message to keep the soul grounded in reality. “To 
be always withdrawn from corporeal things and enkin-
dled in love is the trait of angelic spirits not those who live 
in mortal bodies.” (IC 6.7.6) 

Teresa points out that life will never be short of trials and 
burdens. We need to keep our eyes fixed on the Crucified 
Christ as the model and way for us. There is no time where 
we will find any truer passage into freedom and love than 
in the footsteps of Jesus. 

In the final two chapters, Teresa stresses two points: the 
light of Truth and the fire of desire. It is here that she lays 
out the definition of humility which is the virtue so basic to 
all her teachings and experience. “Once I was pondering 
why our Lord was so fond of this virtue of humility, and 
this thought came to me — in my opinion not as a result 
of reflection but suddenly: It is because God is supreme 
Truth; and to be humble is to walk in truth, for it is a very 
deep truth that of ourselves we have nothing good but 
only misery and nothingness. Whoever does not under-
stand this walks in falsehood. The more anyone under-
stands it the more he pleases the supreme Truth because 
he is walking in truth. Please God, Sisters, we will be 
granted the favor never to leave this path of self-knowl-
edge.” (IC 6.10.7) 

SEVENTH DWELLING PLACES 
The final step on the journey is our arrival home. We are 
with God in a new and different way. We have a deep cer-
tainty about this new condition. This is a permanent state 
of union with God. All of our life is experienced in a fresh 
way. We are conscious of our presence of God in a trans-
formed way of union. 

Now, unlike before, this union is continuous, all flows from 
this new dimension of love. All of our desires and hopes, 
our values and longings are penetrated with the whole-
some love of God. An inner light guides us on our path of 
love. There is protection from all of the foibles and faults 
of the human condition. Love has won. 

Now the person and God stream together; two loves mesh 
into one binding life. Like two lights entering a room, 
there is now an inseparable unity. The soul has come to its 
destiny at the center where the Lord dwells. 

In the seventh dwelling places, Teresa says the deep se-
crets of the soul are revealed. “Each of us has a soul, but 
since we do not prize souls as is deserved by creatures 
made in the image of God, we do not understand the 
deep secrets that lie in them.” (IC 7.1.1) 

The spiritual marriage to Christ is finalized. No longer are 
the mystical experiences of locutions, raptures and ec-
stasies part of the encounter. There is now an incredible 
desire for service and love in the concept of one’s daily 
 experience. Unlike the time of betrothal, God’s new pres-
ence is unbroken, not intermittent. 

While the fireworks of the sixth dwelling places fade away, 
the daily struggles and problems of life remain and often 
are intensified. All of life’s burdens and negative experi-
ences become the energy to foster further growth in hu-
mility and a hunger to live the Gospel. Our relationship 
with God is now unshakeable in this new state of union. In 
the experience of union, deep roots of these selfish drives 
finally disappear in a final purification that leads to sur-
render. The peace of the seventh dwelling places is the 
peace that is the gift of God. This peace springs from this 
new home regardless of life’s continuing struggles. 

Even with the trials and hassles of daily life as our com-
mon fare, Teresa says, “It should not be thought that fac-
ulties, senses and passions are always in this peace; the 
soul is, yes. But as in the other dwelling places, times of 
war, trial and fatigue are never lacking. However, they are 
such that they do not take the soul from its place and 
peace; that is, as a rule.” (IC 7.2.10) 

In this state of union, concern for God’s kingdom dom-
inates. Union leads to implementing all the Gospel man-
dates. Teresa puts it this way: “This is the reason for 
prayer, my daughters, the purpose of spiritual marriage: 
the birth always of good works, good works!” (IC 7.4.6) 

In the transformation fashioned by union with God, we 
share God’s love for all. It urges us to reach out in love and 
service for everyone without distinction. Christ’s concern 
and ours become one. “In sum, Sisters, what I conclude 
with is that we shouldn’t build castles in the air. The Lord 
doesn’t look so much at the greatness of our works as the 
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love with which they are done … thus even though our 
works are small, they will have the value our love for him 
would have merited had they been great.” (IC 7.4.15) 

Teresa has a particularly well-organized structure for her 
message on the sanctity that develops from this union of 
marriage with God. 

1. In the first chapter, she says that union is first of all a 
Trinitarian experience. All reality springs from this 
fundamental truth. This is the for life at the center in 
union with the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

2. In the second chapter, she highlights the truth that all 
Christian sanctity arises from Jesus Christ It is always 
centered on one’s relationship with Christ. 

3. In the third chapter, she shows that true union with 
God always will culminate in the full human devel-
opment of the person. This is the true self, free of the 
bondage and blindness of sin. 

4. Finally, the sanctity rooted in the spiritual marriage 
will overflow in the concern for and service to others. 

Teresa states that the beautiful butterfly that had evolved 
in the fifth dwelling places must die. The new self experi-
ences the Paschal Mystery where death gives way to new 
life in the risen Christ. Again, a constant theme of the sev-
enth dwelling places rises up: “I live now not I but Christ 
lives in me.” (Gal. 2:20) 

Teresa lists six characteristics of this new life at the center 
of the Castle: 

● Forgetfulness of self 

● Desire to suffer 

● Deep interior joy in persecution 

● Desire to serve 

● Great detachment 

● No fear of the devil’s deceit 

At the conclusion of her teachings, Teresa talks about the 
need to bring the traditional views of Mary and Martha, 
prayer and action, into one. “This is what I want us to 
strive for, my sisters, and let us desire and be occupied in 
prayer not for the sake of our enjoyment but so as to have 
this strength to serve … believe me, Martha and Mary 
must join together in order to show hospitality to the Lord 
and have him always present and not host him badly by 
failing to give him something to eat.” (IC 7.4.12) 

In her epilogue, Teresa stresses the need for patience, 
consistency and openness. In the end, our progress is in 
God’s hand. Humility is the key. “By considering you do 
not deserve even to enter the third you will more quickly 
win the favor to reach the fifth. And you will be able to 
serve him from there in such a way, continuing to walk 
through them often, that he will bring you into the very 
dwelling place he has for himself.” (IC7.E) 

Source: A Brief Series on Teresa of Avila’s “The Interior Castle” by Fr. Tracy O’Sullivan, O.Carm


