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Interior Castle by St. Teresa of Ávila 
Facilitated by Miriam (Mimi) Dixon 

Introduction 
 

You are lost. You have no idea where you are or which direction to take. There is no path 

or indication of one. Nothing is familiar. It all looks the same. You turn slowly peering 

anxiously at the distant horizon. You know you need to set out, yet you hesitate. What if 

your choice of direction turns out to be wrong? Your heartrate increases. Your breath 

comes quickly. What you really need is a field guide with a map!  

 

It turns out that there is one. You hold it in your hands: Teresa of Ávila’s Interior Castle. 

In 1577, Jerome Gratian asked Teresa, whom he knew to be a woman of great spiritual 

depth, to accept a challenge. Certain that others would benefit from the wise spiritual 

guidance she gave the women under her care, Jerome urged Teresa to put in writing a 

treatise that would function as a field guide for any pilgrim in search of a deeper life with 

God.  

 

Already over-busy with her oversight of disbursed communities of Discalced Carmelite 

nuns, Teresa initially resisted Jerome’s request. “I am not meant for writing,” she said. “I 

have neither the health nor the wits for it.” Then Jesus gave her a direct vision of what to 

say. Teresa saw the soul as an interior castle: 

 

I saw a most beautiful crystal globe, made in the shape of a castle, and containing 

seven mansions, in the seventh and innermost of which was the King of Glory, in 

the greatest splendor, illumining and beautifying them all. The nearer one got to 

the center, the stronger was the light; outside the palace limits everything was 

foul, dark and infested with toads, vipers and other venomous creatures. 

 

In her vision, Teresa saw that the soul’s inward journey occurs in two phases: Phase One 

(mansions 1-3) is marked by significant effort on our part, while Phase Two (mansions 4-

7) are characterized by God’s divine initiative. The shift from Phase One to Phase Two is 

dependent on our willingness to allow God to be an active, loving Person in our lives—

on God’s own terms. Only the Holy Spirit can transform a soul, but we participate 

through our willingness to cooperate in what the ancients call “purgation,” where we 

willingly strip ourselves of all that is holding us back from a deeper relationship with our 

triune God. This is the primary work of Phase One. 

 

For Teresa, intimacy with the Trinity was the whole purpose of life, and one she was now 

willing to elaborate in detail. Yet as she sat down to write, she found the journey was 
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difficult to precisely describe for several reasons. First, no two people have exactly the 

same experience (which is why she describes the mansions in the plural form). The 

learning spaces encountered along the way do bear, however, identifiable similarities. 

Second, we cannot skip ahead. An individual must travel through all of the mansions if 

he or she wishes to experience the mystical delight of divine union. Third, the journey is 

not linear. We circle and cycle through the mansions all along the way. Fourth, and most 

important, spiritual progress in sanctity requires humility. We must be willing to allow 

God a free hand. 

 

We are told that Teresa did not take a sabbatical to write. Instead, over the next months, 

whenever she had a few extra minutes in her schedule, she would add a few pages. 

Because Teresa was attempting to describe an encounter with the divine, her writing was 

filled with imagery, metaphor, and simile. She never went back to read or edit what she 

had written, so the result was a circular flow of thought that could be, at times, difficult to 

follow (see p.105). Yet Teresa’s Interior Castle quickly became and remains today one of 

the preeminent guides for the inner journey. 

 

We will devote the next six weeks to unpacking Teresa’s seven mansions. In week one 

we will review mansions 1 and 2, followed in successive weeks by mansions 3 through 7. 

(Note that mansions 6 comprise the longest portion of the book—nearly 100 pages!—so, 

if at all possible, you’ll want to set aside extra time for reading the week of March 9th.)  

 

I have prepared a series of study guides to help us apply Teresa’s insight to our personal 

journey with God. The guides will assist us to pinpoint our current location on the 

journey, to understand the invitations and challenges in each stage of transformation, and 

to know what to expect next. Readers might find it helpful to discuss the material with 

others, as the insights revealed through the Holy Spirit in community often shed light on 

our encounters with God and personal experiences of prayer. [Editor’s note: Do consider 

being in conversation in our online forum, online Mingles, Facebook group, or in-person 

groups—see the Book Club dashboard for more information.] 

 

Our study of Teresa’s Interior Castle will be supplemented with three podcasts. The 

middle one, during week four, will be a conversation with Tom Ashbrook, author of 

Mansions of the Heart. Tom will describe his long acquaintance with Teresa’s Interior 

Castle and share ways that he and others have benefited from her deep understanding of 

the journey inward. 

 

https://renovare.org/books/mansions-of-the-heart
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To get the most out of our study, ask the Holy Spirit, who inspired Teresa’s writing, to be 

with you as you dig into the text. Highlight phrases in the book that stand out to you, 

write in the margins, record in a journal what you hear the Lord say to you. As you do, I 

think you’ll find that Interior Castle is the help we’ve been praying for.  

 

Welcome to the journey! 

 

READING SCHEDULE 

Week # Starting Date Assignment 

PREP Monday, February 3 Prep Week 

1 Monday, February 10 
Prologue through Second Mansions 

(pp. 34-69) 

2 Monday, February 17 
Third Mansions 

(pp. 71-89) 

3 Monday, February 24 
Fourth Mansions 

(pp. 91-120) 

4 Monday, March 2 
Fifth Mansions 
(pp. 123-157) 

5 Monday, March 9 
Sixth Mansions 
(pp. 159-257) 

6 Monday, March 16 
Seventh Mansions and Epilogue 

(pp. 259-299) 
 

 

 

STUDY GUIDE 

A study guide from Mimi Dixon will be provided each week.  

 

We also recommend that you read the Dennis Billy commentary in our suggested edition of 

Interior Castle each week. (For this prep week, we recommend you read the “Introduction” and 

“How to Read Interior Castle, pages 9-32). 

 

 

RECOMMENDED ADDITIONAL RESOURCE 

Mansions of the Heart by Thomas Ashcroft 

 

https://renovare.org/books/interior-castle-1
https://renovare.org/books/interior-castle-1
https://renovare.org/books/mansions-of-the-heart

