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Course Description: 

This course explains the three-stage journey to holiness culminating in complete union with God. It 
explores the so-called purgative, illuminative and unitive ways and outlines what one might expect on the 
road to sanctity as the soul journeys through the purification process and experiences successive dark 
nights of the soul and consolation until finally arriving at the beatific vision of heaven. The course plumbs 
the depths of the wisdom of the doctors of the Church including Saints Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, 
Catherine of Siena, Bernard of Clairvaux and Therese of Lisieux, and is based on Ralph Martin’s 
bestselling book The Fulfillment of All Desire. 

 

TALK 1 – The purgative way 
Talk 1 examines the first stage in the progress towards holiness. The purgative way is the state of 
beginners. In this stage it is often difficult to overcome daily temptations, and practicing the virtues can 
require an inner battle because of attachment to venial sin. Though the desire for perfection and progress 
is there, the beginner falls frequently. If a beginner concerns himself seriously with repenting of his sins 
and has an actionable desire to stop offending God, he may eventually move to the Illuminative Way.. 

 

Reflections from the talk 

“I don't think I've got it in me to be holy. But the thing is that we don't really have an option. You know 
what the Lord says? ‘Be holy because I'm holy.’ Let that sink in a little.” 

How important for me is holiness? 

“Did you know that the only people who ever make it to heaven are saints?” 

Am I striving for the perfection of sainthood or have I settled for something less than that? 

“Teresa of Avila gives another definition. She says what it means to be holy is to bring our will into union 
with God's will, to love what God loves, to desire what God desires, to hate what God hates.” 

Am I in union with God’s will or do I seek my own will without consulting him? 

“I know I'm called the holiness but later. We always think there's going to be some better time in the 
future where we can wholeheartedly give ourselves to God and really start getting serious about the 
spiritual journey.” 

Am I postponing making strides in the spiritual life? Am I waiting for a more auspicious time to start 
being holy? 

“If we're aiming for purgatory and miss – I hear it's hell to miss purgatory! So aim for heaven. Aim for 
heaven. If you miss, you got purgatory. It's a good deal, a very good deal!” 

If I look at my life, am I really aiming for purgatory or for heaven? 

“Our parishes need to become schools of prayer where our prayer grows from just asking for things, when 
we need those things, to include praise and thanksgiving, adoration and contemplation; until the heart 
falls in love.” 

Do I spend time in thanksgiving, adoration and contemplation? Have I fallen in love with God? 

“Every time you run into what you think is a roadblock that you can't get beyond, because you run into 
your own weakness, you've just qualified for divine welfare” 

Do I take advantage of “divine welfare”? Do I seek God’s help in overcoming my weaknesses or do I fall 
into despair? 
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Texts to ponder 

“Make every effort to live in peace with everyone and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the 
Lord.” (Hebrew 12:14) 

Am I making every effort to be holy? 

“I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and 
give you a heart of flesh.” (Ezekiel 36:26) 

Am I willing to open my heart to the transforming power of the Holy Spirit? 

“And do not set your heart on what you will eat or drink; do not worry about it. For the pagan world runs 
after all such things, and your Father knows that you need them. But seek his kingdom, and these things 
will be given to you as well.” (Luke 12:29-30) 

Am I too concerned over worldly things? Am I anxious about how I will be provided for? 

 

Things to take to prayer 

It is impossible to get into heaven without becoming perfect, without becoming a saint. 

How seriously do I take the call to holiness? 

Is God first in my life? 

Am I clinging onto the things of this world or have I given myself wholeheartedly to God? 

Are there specific sins that I keep committing that stop me from moving forward in the spiritual life? 

How can I combat sin in myself? 

 

 

TALK 2 – The illuminative way 

Talk 2 explores the intermediary stage between purification and total union with God. In this stage, there 
is enlightenment in the ways of God and a clear understanding of his will in one’s life. There are now 
only occasional “slips” into sin.. 

 

Reflections from the talk 

“The only way we can be with him forever is to allow him to get us ready for that. And what it means to 
get ready for heaven is to let go everything that resists God let go of, everything that blocks us from the 
union that he wants for us and yield ourselves to the Holy Spirit.” 

In what ways to I resist the Holy Spirit? 

Am I still clinging to things that block me from being in complete union with God? 

“[St. Therese of Lisieux] discovered that once she learned to trust Him, once she learned to depend on 
Him, once she learned to totally believe that He was going to provide everything that was needed for her 
spiritual journey, things began to really happen in her life.” 

How much do I trust that the Lord is in charge of my spiritual life? 

Can I believe that He can make me holy if I just entrust myself to Him or do I believe that the spiritual life 
is simply about my own efforts? 

“One of the secrets of making progress on the spiritual journey is you just keep showing up.” 
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How faithful am I to daily prayer? Do I keep showing up? 

“[Jesus] was talking about indifference to God. He was talking about not paying attention to God. He was 
talking about not paying attention to the prophetic sign that God was giving by Noah.” 

How seriously do I take God? 

How attentive am I to Him? 

“St. Francis De Sales… says busy Catholic lay people shouldn't pray longer than an hour a day.” 

How much time do I spend in prayer each day? How much time should I spend? 

“That means be prayerfully before the Lord trying to be aware of his presence and then alternating prayer 
with some spiritual reading.” 

Do I include spiritual reading as part of my spiritual life? 

“Look for some opportunity - maybe it doesn't have to be formal, maybe it could be healthy spiritual 
friendships, maybe it could be a Bible study group, maybe it could be any number of different things, a 
prayer group, whatever -  but being with others can help you grow in the Lord.” 

Do I try to seek community and spiritual friendship with others? Is there a group I can join for support in 
my spiritual journey? 

“The world does not want to hear about sin. The world not only wants us to be tolerant of sin but to 
approve it, endorse it and participate in it.” 

How much do I give in to worldly values and attitudes? Am I compromising my own spiritual welfare for 
the sake of conformity or pleasure? 

“Maybe we stopped committing a particular sin but we're indulging a nostalgic memory about a past sin.” 

Is this true of me? Do I still have affection for past sins? Do I dwell on the memory? 

 

Texts to ponder 

“Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex 
with men nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom 
of God.” (1 Cor 6:9-10) 

What sin still clings to me and holds me back from progressing in the spiritual life? 

“No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And God is faithful; he will not 
let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out 
so that you can endure it.” (1 Cor 10:13) 

When I am tempted do I remember to cry out to the Lord for help? 

 

Things to take to prayer 

Where am I on the spiritual journey? 

How much is serious sin still part of my life? 

Do I have persistent venial sin that I can’t get rid of? 

Do I pray every day? For how long? When during the day to I pray? Are there any changes I can make 
that might help my prayer life to improve? 
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What spiritual reading do I do? Do I do it regularly? What kind of books will help me the most on this 
journey to God? 

 

 

TALK 3 – The unitive way 

Talk 3 describes the final stage of Christian perfection. A soul in the unitive state has a constant 
awareness of God’s presence and habitually conforms to God’s will. In this stage, the soul loves God and 
others without limit. 

 

Reflections from the talk 

“A lot of times the Lord does that. A lot of times he'll give you a little insight into something you just 
noticed that is a little bit playing too big a role in your life and the Lord shows you. And along with him 
showing you, he's giving you the power, he's giving you the grace to walk through an open door to 
freedom.” 

Are there any things in my life that I am attached to that are not good for me? 

When I discover an attachment to something unhealthy do I bring it to the Lord in prayer and ask for help 
to be free of it? 

“We have nothing to fear. Our life is under the providential care of God. There's nothing that he allows to 
happen to us that isn't under his care and in his wisdom he knows exactly what the best outcome will be 
for us; no matter what our situation is concerning health.” 

Am I overanxious about my health or safety? 

Do I find it difficult to trust God for my welfare? If so, why? 

“Unless we detached in some way from the electronic culture we're living in, unless sometimes we put 
down our phones and take off our earphones and turn off the television we're not going to have the silence 
in our in our heart to hear the Lord.” 

Am I too connected to electronic devices to hear the Lord? 

Can I carve out silence from my day to spend time listening to the Holy Spirit? 

“Sometimes people say I'll never be able to forgive so-and-so for doing that. We really have to ask God to 
help us to be willing to begin opening our heart to the possibility of forgiving.” 

Do I harbor resentments and unforgiveness against those who have hurt me? 

Do I believe I will be forgiven for my sins if I don’t forgive others? 

“God's mercy is so great and all that has to happen on our side is a little tiny yes to that mercy. A little 
tiny ‘yes, a I need mercy, yes I can't save myself, I need help, I need my sins forgiven, I need a savior, I 
need God.” That's all. That's all it takes.” 

Do I believe I need God’s mercy and forgiveness for my sins? 

Do I ask God to forgive me when I fall? 

“The first and most common reason why we may be experiencing this profound agony and dryness and 
emptiness is because of our own carelessness… If somebody has become careless and drifted away from 
prayer, if somebody has let their mind and heart be filled with the things of the world, if somebody has 
become careless about resisting temptation, if somebody has abandoned contact with other Christians who 
can help encourage them getting them through discouragement, they're gonna lose their taste for God.” 
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Do I ever feel this dryness or desolation? If so, is it because I have abandoned good spiritual practices in 
my life, or is there another cause? 

“If you're going through illness – either emotional or physical illness – you may have to adjust your way 
of life.” 

Are there any changes I can make to my way of life that will enhance my experience of God in prayer and 
remove obstacles to union with God? Should I increase the amount of time I pray, pray at a different time, 
do more spiritual reading, attend the sacraments more often? 

“…Things like deep-down rash judgment, deep-down impatience, deep-down pride, deep-down self-
protection, deep-down hostility or anger, hatred, deep-down arrogance… deep-down not denying 
ourselves and picking up our cross as Jesus is asking us to, deep-down not being merciful. All these 
things and many more…” 

Are there any deep-down areas of weakness and sin in my life that I should offer to the Lord for healing 
and forgiveness? 

 

Texts to ponder 

“Be still and know that I am God.” (Psalm 46:10) 

How can I know God if I don’t find the time and space to be still? 

“Even if you should see your neighbor doing what is wrong refused the passed judgment on him excuse 
him instead excuses intention even if you cannot excuse the act.” (Bernard of Clairvaux) 

Do I have a tendency to pass judgment on others for their actions? 

“But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44) 

Who are my ‘enemies’? Who do I find difficult to love? In what way can I show love for those who do not 
love me? 

 

Things to take to prayer 

Are there any things that I can change in my life to leave myself more open to progress in the spiritual 
life? 

How much spiritual reading do I incorporate into my spiritual life? 

Have I opened my whole life to God or are there certain things that I am attached to in my life that I have 
not given Him permission to touch? 

How much am I willing to give up to gain eternal life? 

Am I aiming for purgatory or heaven? 

What do I need to be healed of in order to move forward? 

Are there any deep roots of sin, or unhealthy habits of thought or action in my life that need to be 
purified? 


