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

Study Guide for Mansions Four 
 

Phase Two: Mansions Four through Seven 
 

The Fourth Mansions: A Time of Transition 
Teresa devotes three chapters to her treatment of the important transition that takes place 

in the fourth mansions. In Phase One of the previous three, the person praying was the 

principal actor. Now that we have surrendered control, Phase Two of our formation is 

directed by the Holy Spirit, who takes a prominent role as our teacher and guide. The 

fourth mansions are a time of transition, a fundamental shift from one way of being to 

another. 

 

A disciple once came to Abba Joseph, saying, “Father, according as I am able, I 

keep my little rule, my little fast, and my little prayer. And according as I am able, 

I strive to cleanse my mind of all evil thoughts and my heart of all evil intents. 

Now, what more should I do?” 

 

Abba Joseph rose up and stretched out his hands to heaven, and his fingers 

became like ten lamps of fire. He answered, “Why not be totally changed into 

fire?”   

 

Classically, the fourth mansions are referred to as “purgation,” the removal of all 

impediments to true union with God, a burning away of deadwood, a thorough pruning of 

the weeds that inhibit the growth of the garden of our soul. It sounds disagreeable, and it 

is. In the fourth mansions, we are being asked not simply to rid ourselves of the habits 

and behaviors that keep us from full partnership with God, but more fundamentally, to 

allow God to draw us into intimate fellowship.   

 

For this to happen, the Holy Spirit must dilate our souls to create space for a more 

intimate encounter with God: “I will run in the way of Your commandments when You 

have enlarged my heart” (Psalm 119:32).   

 

There is no use beating around the bush, the stretching of the fourth mansions is 

exceedingly uncomfortable. We feel off-balance, vulnerable, and conflicted. The tension 

between the comfort of the known and the now-recognized need to stretch into the 

unknown feels like an internal tug-of-war. It is constant, inescapable, and hard to bear. 

There is little teaching available about this transitional stage, so we don’t know how long 
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it will take or what to expect. We are frustrated and annoyed that help is not more 

available. Our instinct is to reduce the pressure by returning to the familiar busyness of 

the third mansions, to fan the old fires back to flame. The fourth mansions are an in-

between space, a wilderness passage.  

 

Teresa shares her own experience of the fourth mansions. She reports being terribly 

oppressed by a turmoil of thoughts. She said it exasperated her to see the faculties of her 

soul quietly occupied with God while her thoughts, all confused and excited, thundered 

like a noisy, brimming river. What is the solution when we find ourselves troubled in this 

way? Teresa advises, “It is not good for us to be disturbed by our thoughts or to worry 

about them in the slightest” (99). Ignore them! God is in control. All shall be well. 

 

So exactly what is the Holy Spirit up to in the fourth mansions? We might compare our 

transition to the journey of God’s people from slavery in Egypt to freedom in the 

Promised Land. Our constant discomfort and longing to arrive at our destination makes 

us, as it did them, restless. The remedy is to cultivate patience and to accept what we 

cannot comprehend, but which the Spirit is accomplishing in us. And this can be a 

challenge. Thomas Merton observes: 

 

This is where so many holy people break down. . . . As soon as they reach the point 

where they can no longer see the way and guide themselves by their own light, 

they refuse to go any further. . . . It is in this darkness that we find true liberty. It is 

in abandonment that we are made strong. This is the night that empties us. 

 

Persons in the fourth mansions need help from mature Christians to know that this 

tumultuous period is a call to abandonment. It marks a passage forward in our spiritual 

journey. God is dilating our souls to make room for Himself. The process is neither easy 

nor painless, but it is positive and necessary. George MacDonald provides this helpful 

illustration: 

 

Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, 

perhaps, you can understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and 

stopping the leaks in the roof and so on; you knew that those jobs needed doing 

and so you are not surprised. But presently He starts knocking the house about in 

a way that hurts abominably and does not seem to make any sense. What on earth 

is He up to?   

The explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you 

thought of—throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, 
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running up towers, making courtyards. You thought you were being made into a 

decent little cottage: but He is building a palace.  He intends to come and live in it 

Himself. 

 

It makes all the difference when we understand what is happening. Teresa offers two 

additional metaphors. The first is the metamorphosis of a caterpillar to a butterfly. We are 

active agents in our transformation by actively submitting to the hidden process.  

Her second metaphor pictures our soul as a garden (106). In the early mansions, we 

labored to carry water by hand. But imagine the difference were we to dig an irrigation 

canal to direct water to the garden from its source. Or better yet, if God were to provide 

rain from heaven to water our garden. This is what we may expect as we progress 

through the mansions. We will expend less and less effort as the Holy Spirit 

accomplishes God’s divine purpose in and through us. 

 

Meanwhile, the dilation of our soul is yet in its early stages. Teresa counsels that during 

this difficult time, The important thing is not to think much but to love much; and to do 

that which best stirs you to love (97). 

 

What is the work of the fourth mansions? 

• Do something kind and beautiful for someone else. 

• Actively engage in the spiritual disciplines practiced by Jesus:  

o Carve out time for the study of Scripture (even if you don’t feel like it). 

o Speak with God in prayerful conversation (even if you don’t feel like it).  

• Learn all you can about the way Jesus lived by reading through the Gospels. 

• Avail yourself of spiritual coaches who can help you lean into God’s arms 

during this season of transition. 

 

Discussion Questions 

• How would you personally describe the transition of the fourth mansions? 

• Do you agree with Teresa that we should ignore wild and unruly thoughts? What 

have you done that helps?   

• What do you find inviting about the fourth mansion? 

• What is challenging or confusing about this part of the journey?   

 

 

Going Deeper in the Fourth Mansions 

On November 18, 2019, Carolyn Arends spoke to The Practice worshiping community at 

Willow Creek. Her subject was, “Invitation to Wrestle with God.” While Carolyn did not 
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directly reference Teresa’s fourth mansions, she did an excellent job of describing both 

the experience and opportunity present in this challenging aspect of the journey. To 

listen, click HERE. 

 

 

https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/invitation-to-wrestle-with-god/id983368875?i=1000457197607

