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Interior Castle by St. Teresa of Ávila, 16th Century 
Facilitated by Miriam (Mimi) Dixon 

Study Guide for Mansions One and Two 
 

Phase One 
Introduction to Mansions 1 and 2 
 
Please Note: The Interior Mansions citations in these study guides are from a variety of translations of the text. 
Where known, we have provided page numbers for the location of the equivalent section in the version (Classics 
with Commentary) that we are using. 

 

I was raised in a church where the emphasis was on, as Dallas Willard describes it, sin 

management. The focus of the sermons and teaching was our behavior. Imagining God 

bent over a ledger marking in columns my plusses and minuses, I worried about how I 

was measuring up. Was my performance largely in the black column, or in the red? 

Would I make the cut and be allowed into heaven when I died? Thinking about it made 

my stomach hurt. 

 

My home church’s emphasis upon behavior contrasted sharply with my personal 

experience of prayer, where I felt the immediacy of our triune God in a way that was 

intimate, forgiving, and kind. I was deeply drawn to the divine persons who always 

seemed to welcome my presence. I enjoyed simply being with God in lengthy periods of 

uninterrupted prayer. 

 

The contrast between the perception of God I heard presented in church and my personal 

experience of God in prayer was distinct and confusing. I did not know what to make of 

it. In my Christian upbringing, I had no exposure to the medieval period of church 

history, so I was surprised and pleased when I read Teresa of Ávila’s Interior Castle. The 

sixteenth century Christian writer placed the reality of our sinful nature and need to 

repent firmly in the context of a loving, forgiving relationship with God. Teresa’s 

teaching went far beyond mere sin management; she showed the way into intimate 

fellowship with the divine persons of the Trinity.  

 

First Mansions: Just Beginning to Explore a Relationship with God 

Teresa declares, “[The human] soul is God’s paradise, being made by God and for God. 

He takes delight in dwelling within its innermost sanctum” (a paraphrase of Teresa from 

the Billy commentary, 37).  

 

To this truth we are, however, woefully ignorant. We are “outside the palace  
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limit where everything is foul, dark and infested with toads, vipers and other venomous 

creatures (55)." Caught up in earthly conflicts and cares, we are not aware of nor do we 

desire to enter into the soul’s first interior mansions.  

 

Unwilling to abandon us to this condition, God gives us a glimpse of ourselves in 

relationship to God. Our response often is shame. The contrast between God’s glory and 

our brokenness tempts us to hide. We are discouraged by our sinfulness, by our lack of 

holiness. We are living lives disconnected from the deeper sense of who we are and the 

purpose of our existence. 

 

Awareness of our condition and an awakening desire to please God is the work of the 

first mansions. We recognize that we are lost, that we are unable to save ourselves, that 

we are pitiful and in desperate need of grace. Teresa explains that this realization is a gift. 

  

It is a great boon for [persons in the first mansions] to realize to some extent the 

state of their souls, and to see that they will never reach the gate by the road they 

are following.  

 

Teresa asserts that as souls created in the image of God, we already are hard-wired for 

intimacy with the Trinity. What is required is that we repent and turn our minds toward a 

new way of living a life with God. Humility and prayer are the key to entering the castle 

of the soul. 

 

Turning from old ways with faith and hope in Christ stands forth as the natural 

first expression of the new life imparted. That life will be poised to become a life 

of the same quality as Christ’s, because it indeed is Christ’s. He really does live on 

is us. The incarnation continues. (Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the 

Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives, 38) 

 

New Christians are full of hope and contagious enthusiasm. Then they enter the second 

mansions. 

 

The Second Mansions: One Step forward, Two Steps Back 

Teresa devotes only a single chapter to her treatment of the second mansions. In this 

stage of the journey we are able to hear the Lord calling, yet we are split between our 

loyalty to Jesus and our attachment to other pursuits. We experience a conflict between 

God’s priorities and what we are used to. Teresa explains, 
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These rooms involve much more effort than do the first, even though there is not as 

much danger [of leaving the quest altogether], for it now seems that souls in them 

recognize the dangers, and there is great hope they will enter further into the 

castle. I say that these rooms involve more effort because those who are in the first 

dwelling places are like deaf-mutes and thus the difficulty of not speaking is more 

easily endured by them than it is by those who hear but cannot speak. (63) 

 

The soul hears the call of God to a deeper, more Christ-centered way of life, and the soul 

desires to heed and respond to this call, yet there is much inner resistance. We now 

realize that following the voice of God will involve making difficult choices and changes. 

 

In the first mansions, we learned that it is possible to know God. In the second 
mansions, we realize repeatedly that we slip so easily into our habitual frame of 
thought and behavior. Accustomed to autonomy and a reasonable amount of success 
in life, we are surprised to discover that we are not, and cannot be, in control of our 
own soulful destiny. We are unable to successfully manage our sin. 
 

Perceiving our limitations and shortcomings is soul-crushing. Teresa compares it to 

“being afflicted by poisonous creatures.” We don’t know what to do. Feeling 

discouraged, overwhelmed, and afflicted, we are tempted to return to the first mansions, 

where ignorance made life easier. Teresa explains:  

 

So, these persons are able to hear the Lord’s callings . . . and this Lord desires 

intensely that we love Him and seek His company, so much so that from time to 

time He calls us to draw near Him. And His voice is so sweet the poor soul 

dissolves at not doing immediately what He commands. Thus, as I say, hearing His 

voice is greater trial than not hearing it (64). 

 

In the second mansions, we become aware of our radical need for grace, for the 

transforming work of the Holy Spirit to draw us inward and upward. What carries the day 

in this conflict is the constancy of God’s loving presence, and the encouragement of 

spiritual friends, which gives us the will and the strength to persevere. 

 

Teresa recommends in the second mansions that we seek out people with greater spiritual 

experience—men and women who have dedicated themselves to the spiritual journey and 

who can advise us along the way. At this stage of growth, she says, 
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. . . we most often experience God through intermediaries, through words spoken 

by other Christians, through sermons, good books, through illnesses and trials and 

through the truths Jesus shows us through prayer (64). 

 

Spiritual direction, mentoring, and adequate time for reflection and meditation within a 

safe community of like-minded companions are critical as we learn to tune our spirits to 

the voice of God within, shutting out competing voices. 

 

What is the work of the first two mansions?    

• Persevere! Don’t give up! 

• Pray: Ask God to reveal Himself to you, to help you to discern and recognize His 

voice. 

• Learn: Pursue solid teaching about the grace and power of God. 

• Rest: Be gentle with yourself; know that you are in God’s good hands.  
 

Discussion Questions 

• Does the metaphor of the soul as a castle in which God dwells make good 

sense to you?  
 What about the first and second mansions most resonates with you?   

 What feels unfamiliar?  

• What do you perceive as being the greatest challenge in the first two 

mansions? 

 


