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Dearest Sisters, 

 

      Today’s meeting is a gift that Providence has given us.  None of us would have thought 

that it was possible to gather a group so numerous and representative of the Discalced 

Carmelite nuns from every part of the world to come to Rome.  Instead, it has happened, 

and I give thanks to the Lord who has made it possible through the mediation of the 

Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life.  I am also grateful to each one of you 

who have willingly accepted to participate in this meeting. 

     I want to take maximum advantage of the time that we have at our disposal.   Today, we 

want to listen to each other and to share with each other about themes that are important 

to our heart in order to grow in our common Carmelite-Teresian vocation.  We are certain 

that the Lord is present in our midst, uniting us in his name.  He will know how to guide us, 

how to enlighten us, and how to draw us along his ways through the diversity of voices, the 

plurality of opinions, and the variety of experiences.  Therefore, let us begin our work, 

conscious of our limits and difficulties, but together full of confidence and hope for that 

which the Lord will do through us. 

 

     On-going formation and discernment 

 

      I believe that there is a general consensus, on the theoretical level, that much of our 

religious life, its quality and future, depends on formation understood broadly as “caring 

for our vocation.”  We are aware that our vocation needs to be constantly cultivated, 

nourished, and deepened if we don’t want our initial motivations to progressively lose 

strength and the capacity of integrating our person.  If we do not continually work on our 

identity as religious, contemplatives, and Teresian, it is inevitable that the model we 

received during our initial formation will become a suit too tight for a body that has 

meanwhile grown.1  Insufficient maturation leads to a vocational crisis that, unfortunately, 

                                                        
1 Cfr. PI 67: “On-going formation helps religious to integrate creative fidelity since the Christian and religious 
vocation requires dynamic growth and fidelity to the demands of concrete circumstances.  Thus it demands a 
unifying interior spiritual formation, but flexible and attentive to the daily events of personal life and of the 
world.  “To follow Christ,” means to put oneself always on the path, to guard oneself from sclerosis and 
hardening, in order to be capable of giving living and true witness to the Reign of God in this world.” 
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often ends up with the extreme decision to leave religious life or a loss of the positive 

tension towards the fullness of the ideal.  A person becomes content with a “tranquil” 

religious life that does not expect too much, and at the same time, doesn’t ask too much.   

Certainly, Teresa would not share similar forms of “retreat,” she who wrote in the 

Foundations 29.33: “May it not happen that those who are to come say: "These things are 

not important; don't go to extremes." Oh, my daughters, everything that helps us advance 

is important.”2   

     Such a demand for on-going formation is particularly urgent in this historical time that 

we are asked to live in, a time of major changes that present us with new questions.  

Change puts us in crisis and makes the art of discernment ever more necessary.  In fact, 

these two words, discernment and crisis, come from the same Greek word, krino, that 

means ‘to judge, to evaluate, to separate.’  There are many perplexing questions before us 

that do not have clear answers, already written in some text.  Even those that are written 

in texts, for example the Constitutions, often require contextualization in new historical 

and cultural situations and interpretation according to the spirit more than the letter.  

Paul, who had to translate into a Hellenistic context what was born in a Jewish context, has 

taught us that “the letter kills; the Spirit gives life.” (2 Cor. 3:6)  True fidelity implies the 

capacity to constantly change.  As Blessed John H. Newman wrote, another great master of 

discernment: “On this earth, to live is to change, and perfection is the result of many 

transformations.”3         

      I know that many sisters do not share this position.  There are resistances to a journey 

of common research and discernment that are rooted in a secure pretense to already know 

the answers and the solutions.  Even I would be happy to affirm that every thing is simpler, 

that truth is sufficiently clear and doesn’t give room for doubt and hesitation.  “Our life is 

so simple,” some nuns tell me.  It is true, but there is nothing more complex than an 

authentic simplicity that isn’t confused with superficiality.  The human person, different 

from divine persons, is not simple.  The human person is a complex system with many 

dimensions, levels, “dwelling places,” as our Holy Mother Teresa has taught us. Instead, we 

are often satisfied with a superficial knowledge and we limit ourselves to living by what 

we have learned by ourselves without questioning ourselves further, without examining in 

depth our imperfections or infidelity.  

                                                        
2 “No les acaezca decir: “En esto no va nada, que son extremos.”  ¡Oh hijas mías, que en todo va mucho, como 
no sea ir adelante.” 
3 J. H. Newman, Lo sviluppo della dottrina cristiana, Jaca Book, Milano 2002, 75.  In English: The Development 
of Christian Doctrine.  
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    To this superficiality in knowing ourselves and of living together, forms of ideology 

(conservative or progressive) are sometimes added, that – in the measure in which they 

pretend to already know the true and good according to God’s plan – they close themselves 

to any research or further questioning.   

     To descend in depth, to delve beneath appearances or the obvious, is tiring and provokes a 

feeling of confusion, not to mention distress. Nevertheless, there is no growth or maturity 

without passing through this experience of negation and death. “To come to the knowledge 

you have not you must go by a way in which you know not,” wrote Saint John of the Cross (1A. 

13, 11), to which Henry Nouwen more recently is echoed: “We must know obscurity in order 

to be capable of seeking the light. We must first become conscious of our confusion if we want 

to find meaning, purpose and orientation in life.”4  Discernment is none other than a Pascal 

experience, a passage through Good Friday and Holy Saturday, that is, through the death of our 

“I,” or better, of the images that we have made of ourselves, and the consequent feeling of 

emptiness and of blindness to arrive at the light of the Sunday of Resurrection that restores to 

us a new look, the “eyes of Easter” capable of discerning the future in the present, the 

luminous signs of God’s grace in the midst of sin and the opacity of our stories.  

 

The Teresian Style of Discernment 

 

     I would like to emphasize that discernment, since it is not simply a strategy for making 

decisions (decision making process), but a path of transformation of the person and 

community, is a long process and not always a straight stretch that requires constancy and 

“patience” (hypomoné, according to NT language, thus the capacity to “take charge,” to 

“remain under” the charge without throwing it out).  In fact, it means to welcome and to 

familiarize oneself with otherness, that which we do not know, that which we are not yet or 

that we have forgotten to be.  

    In our culture we are used to quick answers; we have become incapable of waiting and 

remaining in silence and vigilance.  We want useful and immediate solutions.  I do not see 

how we can undertake a real discernment of spirits with this form of impatience and 

pretending to control the situation.  It is easy to quickly eliminate what disturbs us or makes 

us uneasy, but often the good God hides himself there; he knocks at our door and asks us to 

welcome him in, enlarging the confines of our tent.  

                                                        
4 H. Nouwen, Discernment: Reading the Signs of Daily Life, HarperCollins, New York 2013, 27. 
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    The experience and example of Saint Teresa is completely different.  All her life she did 

nothing but ask herself what God was asking of her: “What do you want me to do?” as we 

have repeated an infinite number of times during this centenary year.  Teresa, on the basis 

of solid principles and of a clear vision arrived at through a way of prayer and of working 

on herself, showed that she possessed the virtue of “flexibility.”5  If Teresa is noted for her 

“determined determination,” this does not take away that she demonstrated in many 

situations that she knew how to adapt to principles of reality without any intransigence or 

abstract rigidity.  Fundamentally, Teresa does not seek an external form or style of life, but 

a reality of communion with God and between sisters and adopts freely all that is useful for 

this goal, while renouncing without problems what can obstruct or impede it.  For this very 

reason, Teresa does not favor an overly detailed code of norms that takes away freedom 

for the nuns to organize their own life and to decisively aim for the principles of their 

vocation, which is to be a fraternal and prayerful community for the service of the Church.   

     We should address also within this prospect the theme of unity of the charism and of the 

diversity (or plurality) of the singular communities.  We know well that this is a complex 

theme which brings into play the autonomy of each monastery, the membership of all to 

the same family, the physiognomy of each community, and sharing of the same identity.  

The risks of a “discordant and forced uniformity”6 as well as an “ambiguous and 

disconnected plurality” are both present.  How can we defend ourselves from such risks?7  

It also seems to me that this point of view repeats the need for a serious and in depth 

formation, capable of placing in discussion false securities, prejudices, and undue 

simplifications that become an obstacle that frequently interject and hinder the path of 

dialogue and unity. 

 

 

                                                        
5 Cfr. S. Payne, Saint Teresa and the Virtue of Flexibility, lecture to the Teresian Congress, PUC Avila, August 
2015. 
6 I draw this expression from the Declarations of the General Chapter of the Cistercians of 2000: “Worth more 
than(…)agreed diversity than discordant and forced uniformity.” (La vita cistercense attuale, n. 13)  Such an 
affirmation comes from a long tradition of monastic life and expresses one of the fundamental principles of 
the Cistercian movement, that of respect for diversity in the same charity (cfr. the basic text of Cistercian 
legislation, the Carta caritatis al n. III.2: “In actibus nostris nulla sit discordia, sed una caritate, una regula 
similibusque vivamus moribus.”  
7 Without doubt, the Constitutions remain the reference text to identify the constitutive traits of identity of 
the Discalced Carmelite Nun.  Nevertheless, it is a given fact, that after a long and suffered editorial process, 
in the end the distinction between “fundamental code” and “complementary code” foreseen by the decrees of 
the Council was not made (cfr. Ecclesiae Sanctae II, 14), and from the new Code of canon law (cfr. can. 587 
#4) However, the present Constitutions contain, next to fundamental and principles norms, detailed 
dispositions relative to concrete actual practices, without these signaling a different scope and the possibility 
of different options, at the discretion of the community. 
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Initiative from the Center of the Order 

 

     In this situation, it seems to me particularly necessary that the center of the Order not 

shirk its responsibility to assume initiatives of spiritual activity and of on-going formation 

to promote the unity of our religious family, as indicated in the Constitutions of the nuns, n. 

242.8  Along the same line, n. 103 recommends that brothers and sisters of the Teresian 

Carmel collaborate reciprocally and that all the monasteries support and specially favor 

initiatives coming from the General Superior.9  

     It is “right and necessary,” therefore, that at the beginning of this new sexennium we ask 

you how to provide continuity to this service of formation, that – being offered from the 

center of the Order – has at heart the unity of the nuns. Without excluding the other local 

projects of formation, on the communal level and the level of association/federation, the 

fact that we invite all the Carmelite nuns to reflect on the same themes in view of a path of 

common growth certainly has great meaning. We are responding to this very request made 

by the nuns who participated in the General Chapter of Avila and expressed in their letter.  

   How, therefore, can we organize this formative course?  What are the contents, what is 

the methodology, what are the instruments?  

   First of all, the response to these questions cannot come from me alone.  For as much 

grace that my state gives me, it is obvious, at least to me, that we need a wider consultation 

and an intense collaboration in order to plan and put into practice a program of formation 

that responds effectively to the most urgent needs of the Discalced Carmelite Nuns. For 

this reason, we are united here today, and ideally present with us, are even non-associated 

monasteries that are part of the family and follow our work with interest and passion. 

Some of them have sent me their observations and suggestions and have expressed the 

desire not to be left on the margin of the path of formation that should concern all the 

sisters.  

   At the same time, I understand that I cannot escape the honor and the risk of the “first 

move” without which we cannot begin to play.  The first move in the game is important, 

but not decisive.  I want to present a simple proposal that is born from reflection and an 

                                                        
8 “The Superior General may address himself to all the monasteries in order to promote in them unity of the 
Order, fidelity to the Teresian charism, and the fulfillment of their mission in the Church.” (n. 242) 
9 “All the brothers and sisters of the Teresian Carmel belong to one single family of the Virgin Mary.  By 
virtue of their union in charity, they will help one another by their prayers, by their example, and by mutual 
collaboration.  In this practical way, all will work together for the good of the Church and of the Order.  
Furthermore, all the monasteries, while free to offer their suggestions to competent authorities, will strive to 
support the initiatives of the Teresian family, especially those proposed by the Superior General of the 
Order.” (n. 103) 
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experience of religious life and the Teresian Carmel. I will try to present it in clearest and 

most synthetic way.  Afterwards, I will pass the word to you. We will give you time for 

group discussion, but the discussions will presumably continue even afterwards, in your 

communities and in your assemblies. For me it would be a great movement forward if we 

succeed in discussing together a certain vision of our life, of the challenges we must face, 

and possible responses. The rest I leave in the hands of God because – as St. Paul says in 

the letter to the Philippians: “the one who began in you this good work will bring it 

completion.” (Phil. 1:6) 

 

What do we truly need? 

  

    First of all, it is important to understand well the motivations for the proposal that I am 

about to formulate.  I think that the first thing we need is to identify the problem to which 

we want to give solutions and the goal to which we hope to reach.  As we know, problems 

are not lacking.  Nor is there a lack of ideas, projects, and requests asked of us in one way 

or another. In this tangle of questions, provocations, demands, and dreams it is easy to 

remain paralyzed.  What is actually the most urgent?  In Italian we say: where is key to the 

problem? That is, what is the element that allows clarification and to resolve a confused 

and entangled situation? 

    Let us cite one example. The questionnaire that the Congregation for religious sent to all 

the nuns referred to three themes: the juridical autonomy of monasteries, on-going 

formation, and the enclosure.  The responses received, which has already been stated and 

that we were able to perceive, embrace such a variety of conceptions and perspectives that 

it is difficult to give a united synthesis, and even within the same religious family.   

    I don’t deplore this fact; I merely note and add that this is nothing new.  The question is 

how to evaluate it and how to react to it.  In principle, there are at least three possible 

types of solutions: 

1) That we consider one position correct, and exclude the other, in the measure in 

which it departs in a significant way from the selected model. 

2) That we seek to define a middle position, or, as we say, “balanced” from the center, 

that excludes extreme tendencies. 

3) That we opt for a pluralism that leaves (by fact or by right) to each community or 

group of community the freedom to define its own ideal framework of reference, its 

own life style and mode of behavior.   
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   Each one of these solutions has their good reasons and, naturally, their theological and 

ecclesial orientation, not to say “political” (here on this earth – as far as I know - there are 

no neutral or purely objective solutions).  I can only say thanks to the Lord for not having 

asked me to concern myself with a question so delicate, which the competent authority is 

working on with methods and time that seems to them suitable.   

   My question is rather another: are these themes really the most crucial for the life of a 

Discalced Carmelite Nun? Does their future really depend on these?  And again: Are the 

divergent opinions that we notice regarding these themes really that essential to damage the 

unity of the family? My personal response to these questions is a triple no, but obviously I 

turn it over to you because in the working groups you can express yourselves concerning 

the basis of your point of view. 

   It seems to me, for the daughters of St. Teresa, the crucial question is much more at the 

root and is about a person’s way of being or, to be more precise, with the way of reshaping 

the person from her experience of the living God.  If we think about it, before Teresa was a 

teacher of prayer or of the mystical, she was a direct witness and faithful narrator of a 

story in which humanity was touched and reshaped by God’s hand, that hand that became 

flesh and blood like us, being the hand of the man Jesus. These are not personal mystical 

graces.  It is the origin of the story from which we came and to which we must constantly 

return if we don’t want to lose ourselves in the “entangled streets” of the world.  

   The true question, to which we must strive to give a united response, is: “What do you 

think we must be like?” (Way, 4.1) “What do you think we must be like if we are not to be 

considered very bold by God and the world?”  This is a question of being: what must we be 

like in the Church who calls us to be “strong friends of God”, and for this to have access to 

Him with confidence and the freedom of dear friends close and united to him? It is here 

that the core of our charismatic identity is found.   

     To place this core elsewhere would mean to remove Teresa’s radical approach, to 

reduce her perspective, transferring it from being to doing, from work on the person to 

work on things.  Unfortunately, it is just this that I fear is happening.  We are preoccupied 

with many things, not equally necessary; and above all, we dream about many futures, not 

all equally possible: new vocations for our old monasteries, new communities of 

contemplative life, new ways of praying or of living community life, new ways of 

formation, new missions toward the external world. But what is often new is not born 

from the womb, but from the head, a new thought, imagined, that has no roots in us, or in 

our present.  
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     In reality, what is most precious is what we have in our present, what we are here and 

now, and it is on this that we must work seriously and with Teresian determination. We 

will not find the truth of God’s will for us escaping to some other place.  The world, even 

that of spiritual worldliness, about which Pope Francis has often spoken, offers us so many 

alibis in which to lose time and above all meaning and the direction of our journey.  The 

impression that one has today of religious life is, in reality, very similar to the image of the 

world: namely, a dispersed reality, liquid, not seriously committed to work on oneself.   

    We must recover this seriousness of life that coincides with an in-depth work of 

formation of the person. I will try to explain with reference to recent history.  After the 

Council it was clear to many that religious life needed to re-center itself on the charism and 

on the issues of the Church and of today’s world. It needed to overcome a model of 

religious observance that risked reducing consecrated life to a serious of pious acts, of 

obedience, and of penance. We know that a similar revolution was not without 

consequences on the personal and communal level.  The intention was not to soften, 

mitigate, or secularize religious life.  On the contrary, it was meant to restore depth, 

seriousness, and radicality.  But, as we know, things did not always go in the way people 

desired and hoped for.  It was easier to “reduce walking sticks” than to reconstruct people. 

    Today, fifty years after Vatican Council II, we find ourselves in a very different situation 

that is rather one of fragmentation, dispersion, confusion, and at times discouraging.  

There are no walls to break down; rather there are people and communities to build up.  

Now let’s begin to do it!  Or better, let us take up the work that remained half completed.  

More than discovering new things, it means realizing what, on the theoretical level, we 

have already said and written many times.  For example, let us take what Fr. Maximiliano 

Herraíz wrote in his fundamental study of St. Teresa’s works published in 1981: 

In what direction does Teresian asceticism move? And what is its content? You can 
deduce it right away to a Christocentric focus, to a strong personal character, and to a 
radical setting. Concretely, what must the human person do and in what area must he 
work above all? (…) The group of chapters from four to fourteen of the Way on the 
three important things for the spiritual life is without doubt extraordinarily rich in this 
sense.  These deal with the question of the reconstruction of being depending on a 
profound and transforming friendship with the Lord. It is the being of the person to 
assume a reform that conforms to the goal to which he aspires: to become a 
contemplative, that is, a good friend of God. After having pointed to the finality of the 
new Carmel, Teresa acutely asks the question: “What should we be like” to reach this 
goal?  Look thus to being, to interiority, to the root, and the direction of his gaze already 
indicates the content of thought.”10      

 

                                                        
10 M. Herraíz, Dio solo basta, Chiavi di lettura della spiritualità teresiana, Edizioni OCD, Morena 2003, 170-
171. 
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      Fr. Maximiliano’s entire work looks to recover the radicality of Teresa where she 

wanted to place it, that is, in a reform of being, in the remodeling of the person beginning 

with his contact with God.  I am speaking of a widely known study; although I don’t know 

to what extent it is understood and assimilated. The question still remains: have these “keys 

of reading” the Teresian charism actually opened Teresa’s legacy to a different application?  

Have they oriented formation in a different way?  Have they been translated into criteria for 

judgment and, finally, operative decisions without simply eliminating “things” that are old 

and exterior?  What path of construction of the person has accompanied the deconstruction 

of obsolete monastic structures?  These questions, too, I turn over to you if you want to take 

them into consideration in your working groups. 

   It seems to me that we have before us the task of a theological reading of the present, of 

who we actually are and of what God is asking of us personally and communally. To learn 

to “see” the truth of our being, to recognize in it the gifts and the promises of God, and 

finally to embrace with radical and loving dedication to his will: it seems to me that these 

are the objectives we must propose to ourselves if we want to be truly contemplatives in 

the school of Teresa and in a “precarious time” (as you remember in our Father Miguel 

Marquez’s conference to all the religious).  Remember what Teresa wrote in the Way of 

Perfection 32,9: “Because everything I have advised you about in this book is directed toward 

the complete gift of ourselves to the Creator, the surrender of our wills to His, and 

detachment from creatures.” This is perfect contemplation, the living water for which 

Teresa thirsted: to give space to God so that He can fulfill his work in us.  This is not simply 

about obeying an external will, of which we feel obligated, but of letting ourselves to be 

progressively assimilated by the presence and the logic of God who lives within us, so that 

from two wills there will be one.  What is required is growth of the person, an expansion of 

our will and an illumination of our intelligence that allows it to enter actively into this 

process of conforming to the will of God, with free consent, indeed more: with the desire of 

one who loves and only seeks to please the Beloved.   

   From this radicality and seriousness will come the safe discernment to choose between 

what favors and what weakens the contemplative life.  The experience becomes “the living 

book” in which we read a bit of truth (cfr. Life, 26,5) and which we don’t arrive at through 

long reasoning and tiring debates.  
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A proposal of formation of the person 

 

     As you have already understood, the proposal that I am presenting to you is an attempt 

to go to the root of our being contemplatives and Teresian, wherein resides the foundation 

of our unity and the truth of our identity.  It is only from these roots that it will be possible 

to acquire valid criteria that are not arbitrary or ideological in order to perform a serious 

and reasonable discernment regarding the innumerable questions that our life today 

presents us.  It seems to me that these roots do not consist in a style of life, spiritual 

doctrine, or in a particular activity (even if, obviously, we can define Teresian styles, 

doctrines, and activities). The foundation is in the way of being of a person, or more 

exactly: the way in which the personal being allows herself to be transformed by a 

relationship with the person of Christ and with people who share this friendship.   

   It is on this foundation that I would like to invite you to work.  We can call it a work of 

“Teresian formation of the person,” a “school of Teresian humanity,” where we to learn to 

think, judge, and to act according that model of person and community that constitutes the 

very core of our charismatic identity.  After a sexennium of formation on St. Teresa, through 

rereading her works, it seems to me that now we need to reread ourselves according to the 

perspective of St. Teresa, according to her vision of God and the human person.   

   In reality, this means following Teresa’s same teaching, – as we know – in the beginning 

of the Way of Perfection, at the very moment in which she explained to the sisters in what 

consists the essence of their vocation.  She felt the need to begin with “three” fundamental 

things:  love for one another, detachment from created things, and true humility, “which, 

even though I speak of it last, is the main practice and embraces all the others. (W. 4.4) 

These fundamental “things” are none other than the existential coordinates in which the 

person is inserted, considered in their relational structures: with God and with oneself 

(true humility), with the world (detachment from created things) and with others 

(fraternal love).  The first thing Teresa wanted was to set up “the pieces for the game of 

chess.”11  She knew well that everything depends on this.  We can also add that while every 

piece is different, according to its capacity and the personality of the player, the 

arrangement of the pieces and the rules of the game do not change, but the rules of the 

game can and must be taught.  Experience will do the rest: the more one plays, the more 

one will learn to play (as to the vanity of this playful language, Mother Teresa accused 

herself, therefore, I won’t do it).   

                                                        
11 “I am setting up the came…the pieces for the game of chess.” (W. 16.1) 
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     According to Teresa’s pedagogy, we can think about a series of themes for formation 

(Teresa would probably call them “counsels”) that help to reflect on the fundamental 

attitudes of our way of living on the personal and communal level.  I have often noted that 

nuns insist on the importance of a solid human formation to accompany spiritual 

formation. Yet, it is important to remember that more than spiritual formation and human 

formation, we must talk about an integral formation of the person in her complexity. In 

fact, I can’t imagine a spiritual formation that does not place at the center the humanity of 

the person with her wounds and gifts, with her story of sin and grace. It seems to me that 

historically Teresa has made a fundamental contribution to this integral vision of Christian 

spirituality.   

     I hope I have succeeded in explaining with sufficient clarity the substance of this 

proposal.  Naturally, defining all the concrete ways of fulfilling this project remains: the 

need to specify the contents, to choose a methodology, nominate a working group, 

establish times etc.  But it makes sense to treat of everything only if there is an underlying 

agreement on the project, on the intentions, and the objectives.  All that remains, therefore, 

is to thank you for the attention that you have given so far, and if there are no questions of 

clarification on what I have said, I invite you to proceed with your group reflections.    


