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Introduction

Saint Teresa of Ávila is one of those historic figures that stands larger than life. Long revered by the Catholic faithful and even those outside of the flock, Teresa’s life of service, as well as her unique philosophy on this life and the next, has made her continue to stand out as a personage of great interest.

Yet as great as her legacy is, she began life just like the rest of us, a helpless infant. On March 28, 1515, Teresa Sánchez de Cepeda y Ahumada was born in Ávila, Spain to wool merchant Alonso Sánchez de Cepeda and his wife, Beatriz de Ahumada y Cuevas. It wouldn’t be long before this little infant would aspire to some pretty big ideals. One of the most famous stories of these early aspirations came when Teresa was still a little girl. Pious even as a child, she had convinced her older brother that she needed to die a martyr’s death in order to please God.

The thought of a child wishing to die in order to make their maker happy would be disturbing to most modern sensibilities, but Teresa came up with such ideation at a time when just about everyone around her lived and breathed religion. After learning how greatly the past martyrs were respected and revered, in her little child’s mind, she wished to follow in their footsteps. It was in this frame of mind that seven-year-old Teresa convinced her older brother to take her to the Moorish quarter of Spain, hoping that she would be slain.

Christians had been fighting the Muslim Moors for centuries, and so for Teresa, it seemed to be the perfect opportunity for martyrdom. Fortunately for their worried mother, the two children didn’t get very far before they were intercepted by Teresa’s uncle. When questioned as to why she had wandered off, a teary-eyed Teresa tried to explain to her mother that she simply wanted to “please God.” Beatriz then explained her view to the child that while martyrs were indeed pleasing to God, one can just as well please their creator by living a long and meritorious life rather than a short, martyred one. This was something that young Teresa would take to heart.


Chapter One

Early Life and Loss

“God gave us faculties for our use; each of them will receive its proper reward. Then do not let us try to charm them to sleep, but permit them to do their work until divinely called to something higher.”

—Saint Teresa of Ávila

Teresa was raised in a big family with 12 siblings, all of whom her mother Beatriz did her best to look after. Sadly, tragedy would strike the family when Teresa was only 11 years old when her mother suddenly and unexpectedly perished. This left her father Alonso as the sole breadwinner and caregiver of the family. Feeling incredibly lost, confused, and desolate now that she was bereft of the warm affection her mother had always given her, it is said that Teresa devoted herself to the Virgin Mary, begging her to be her mother now that she no longer had one on Earth.

As Teresa grew older, the things of adolescence began to overshadow both her grief and her previous dedication to God. She would later recall how, as she entered into her teenage years, she began to lose interest in the divine. Instead of reading scripture, at this time she was more likely to read romances. Much of her free time was also spent perfecting her beauty so that she could enjoy the admiration of others.

It was her father Alonso who first noticed this change in Teresa and who grew concerned about her new trajectory in life. He consulted with his oldest daughter Maria as to what could be done with Teresa. Ever since their mother had passed, Maria had in many ways served as a surrogate maternal figure. Unfortunately, Maria herself was getting ready to get married; soon, she would be in a house of her own where she wouldn’t be able to shepherd Teresa as much as she used to.

It was for this reason that Maria and Alonso decided it would be a good idea to have Teresa attend the local Augustinian nuns’ school to further her education. True to their plan, as soon as Maria left home to join her new husband, little Teresa was sent to the convent to learn what she could about how to live a good life and how to serve God. Here she stayed under the tutelage of the nuns of the convent for well over a year.

 Teresa found herself impressed by the dedication of the nuns, and soon she would feel called to not only attend the school for training but to join the convent as a nun. A few months after her time with the nuns came to a close, she brokered the topic with her father. She thought he would be supportive of her decision, but he was dead set against it. He told her that she was his favorite child, and he would hate to have to lose her to the secluded life of the convent. After much argument and debate, Teresa would later recall, “The utmost I could get from him, was that I might do as I pleased after his death.”

Teresa was not willing to wait that long, and so despite the displeasure it gave her to rebel against her father, at age 20, she got one of her brothers to help her sneak out of the home so that she could make her way to the convent. This was not a decision that she took lightly. Teresa would later recall just how excruciating it was to leave her father’s home. As she described it, “I do not believe that I shall suffer more when I come to die than when I left my father’s house. It seemed to me that each one of my bones was being torn apart from the others.”

It was with the help of one of her brothers that she made her way to the Carmelite Convent of the Incarnation in Ávila. Here, she was happily admitted by the nuns that resided there. However, being the responsible adults that they were, they were sure to notify Teresa’s father that her daughter had made the pilgrimage to their abode. Teresa must have feared that her father would come and forcibly bring her back. Yet seeing how strongly she felt about the matter, Alonso finally relented and gave his blessing. He also made arrangements for her dowry and clothing.

It is interesting to note that in those days, just as a father would pay a dowry when his daughter was married to a man, it was also custom for him to pay a dowry if his daughter found herself joining a convent. Alonso officially recorded this dowry before a notary on October 31, 1536. The terms stipulated that he would send “twenty-five measures of grain, one half being wheat and one-half barley, or, in their default, two hundred gold ducats.”

Alonso truly loved his daughter, and whether she was marrying a husband or the church, he wanted to make sure that he sent her off right.


Conclusion

It is not entirely clear when Teresa of Ávila died. Some say that she perished before midnight on October 4, 1582, while others contend that it was in the early morning of the next day. The problem is that Catholic Europe was making the transition from the Julian to the Gregorian calendar at this very time, which necessitated the removal of October 5-14 from the calendar. This led to Teresa’s death date being either on October 4 or October 15. In any case, what we do know is that by early October, Teresa of Ávila was most certainly on her death bed.

It was on October 2 that Teresa bluntly informed those around her that her time in this world was over and subsequently requested to take the Holy Eucharist. This was not the first time that she had requested the last rites; she had asked for it several decades before during her sickness as a young woman. Back then, her father had refused, hoping that she would still yet live.

This time, however, there was no Alonso to persist that Teresa would pull through. There was only a Father Antonio nearby, who asked Teresa, “Mother, ask Our Lord not to take you away. Don’t leave us so quickly.” Teresa was as firm in her death as she was in life, as she quickly rebuked the priest, “Father, be quiet! Can it be you speaking like that? I am no longer necessary in this world.”

Teresa knew without a doubt that she was nearing the finish line. As such, she took her last communion with true joy, knowing that soon she would be in heaven with the God that she so dearly loved. After the cup left her lips, she was reportedly heard exclaiming, “My Bridegroom and my Saviour! The longed-for hour has come. It is time for our meeting, my beloved, my saviour. It is time for me to set out. Let us go, it is time.”

Forty years later, Teresa of Ávila would be canonized as a saint by Pope Gregory XV. She has since become one of the most beloved patron saints of Spain, and in 1970, she became the first female Doctor of the Church thanks to her faithful devotion and her reforms in the Catholic Church. 
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