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Carmelite Spirituality 

 We are here this evening to deepen our life of prayer, to look into the lives of persons 

who have devoted themselves to awareness of the presence of God, to become more attentive to 

ourselves, and to pray.  The Carmelite charism is to pray and to create in the world the inner 

peace that comes from the confidence which emanates from affirmation.  The Carmelite is a 

witness to the kingdom of God through dedication to seeing with the eyes of heaven, seeing 

others as children of God. 

 A key factor for prayer, Saint Teresa of Jesus tells us, is to know yourself so that you will 

be aware, in deeper truth, of the person you are placing before God.  Saint Teresa informs us that 

as we examine ourself we come to know humility.  In our honesty to ourself we will see our 

failings and our short-comings, our sins and imperfections – we become humble recognizing our 

unworthiness.  But this is necessary because humility is the door to genuine prayer.  To grow in 

humility, one must detach from all those obstacles that keep one from God.  One must detach 

from possessions, that is, one must put oneself in right relationship with all things so that there 

are no inordinate desires in the heart and no hidden motives for one's actions.  One must become 

capable of using everything for the glory of God and the benefit of others.  In the process of 

detachment there is suffering; and the suffering does not go away as there are many aspect of 

personhood to examine.  So one learns patience and in time patience becomes endurance.  As 

one experiences the challenges of staying on the path of goodness and the depths of evil that 

persist all around, one comes to understand the grace of perseverance. 

 Know yourself says Saint Teresa.  How do we do this?  We look first to Sacred Scripture 

to find out something of God because we are made in his image.  So, who is God?  Let us go 

back in our tradition.  We learn something of God in the life of the prophet Elijah in the ninth 

century BC.  Elijah was the prophet to the wicked King Ahab whose wife Jezebel had killed all 

of the prophets of Israel and installed her own priests of the pagan gods.  But God showed his 

power through Elijah and had the people rise up against these false priests and they were slain.  

Elijah then hid himself on the Mountain of Horeb to escape from Jezebel's wrath.  On the 

mountain, God said to Elijah, "Why are you here?"  Elijah responded, "I have been most zealous 

for the Lord, the God of hosts, but the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, torn down your 

altars, and put your prophets to the sword,  I alone am left and they seek to take my life."  The 
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Lord then told Elijah to go outside the cave and to stand on the mountain and the lord would be 

there.  First there was a strong and violent wind – but the Lord was not in the wind.  There was a 

trembling of the earth – but the Lord was not in this powerful movement of the mountain.  There 

was a consuming fire – but the Lord was not in the fire.  Then… there was the sound of silence 

and the Lord was with Elijah.  Elijah learned that god comes in the quietude of our being.  We 

must be still and listen. 

 Centuries before this in the eleven hundreds BC, Samuel, then but a young boy, was 

called by God in the night.  He was told by Eli, the priest of the Temple, to answer, "Speak, 

Lord, for your servant is listening."  We have from these two incidents an insight into prayer.  

Prayer needs stillness of our being and a capacity to listen.  In this way the truth which God 

wants to impart to us will be perceived unblemished by our own interference.  We have to realize 

that in the quietude of prayer we will not necessarily formulate a message.  What we must realize 

is that in opening ourselves to God in prayer, God is present to us both in and out of prayer time 

and enables us to make good choices, to set right relationships at the proper times.  God's 

inaudible communication enters our being, molds us to his image, and transforms us to his 

likeness. 

 Who is this God in whose image we are made.  We find God in Sacred Scripture.  The 

Carmelite tradition finds its basis in Sacred Scripture in which God reveals himself.  What do we 

know of God so we can come to know something of ourself? 

 In the beginning when man sinned and had to leave the garden of Eden,, "The Lord God 

made leather garments with which he clothed the man and the woman" (Gn 3:21).  Although 

they were not allowed to remain in Eden, God protected them as they went forward into their 

new life.  We learn of God's Providence.  We also know that as sin occurred again and God 

observed man's wickedness, God regretted creating man and resolved to wipe man out from the 

earth.  However, God saw Noah and this is what God says of Noah, "a good man and blameless, 

for he walked with God" (Gn 6:9).  We learn of God's justice and mercy. 

 Now we move forward to the time of Moses.  God reveals himself in the burning bush.  

What does God tell us of himself here?  Seemingly not much but really an extraordinary insight.  

God says, "I am who I am;  I am.  Tell the Israelites I am the God of your fathers, the God of 
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Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob;  This is my name forever" (Ex 3:14-15).  We learn 

of mystery and of life and the continuity of history that will persist through all time. 

 After the crossing of the sea, God appears to Moses on the mountain and gives Moses the 

commandments.  Here God says, "I the Lord am your God who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt, that place of slavery" (Ex 20:2).  We learn of salvation in the sense of the freedom to be 

who we are and to affirm others in being what they are; to have confidence in ourselves and 

instill confidence in others in doing good and being good.  In this same revelation of the 

commandments, God instructs not to have other gods besides him because he is a jealous God, 

inflicting punishment for their fathers' wickedness down to the third and fourth generation.  God 

balances this statement by saying he bestows blessing down to the thousandth generation on the 

children of those who love him and keep his commandments.   

 We see here that there are consequences for actions which are passed down through 

generations.  The epoch of Moses is 1400 BC.  Such an idea prevailed in those times and relates 

to the belief in the blessings and curses which accompanied the cutting of a covenant in ancient 

civilizations.  However, with the passage of time and after the kingship was established, the 

prophet Jeremiah, aware of the danger to the kingdom imposed by the forces of Egypt and 

Babylon, gave a new insight into the Law.  This was to insure that when the people were 

scattered in captivity in foreign lands they would continue to be their own persons.  So in the 

time of Jeremiah, God said this, "I will watch over them to build and to plant.  It will no longer 

be said the fathers ate unripe grapes and the children's teeth are set on edge.  But through their 

own fault only shall anyone die: the teeth of him who eats the unripe grapes shall be set on edge" 

(Jer 31: 28-30).  To assure the implementation of this, God gave a new covenant, not written on 

stone and preserved in an ark in the Temple away from one's vision, but written on the heart of 

every person.  In this way there will be no mistake what is the Law and who is God.  All will 

now know how to know and love the Lord.  God also says at this time that the people will know 

the Lord because "he will forgive their evildoing and remember their sin no more" (Jer 31: 34). 

 This is a new dimension of the relationship of God and man.  Not only is sin forgiven, but 

God holds nothing against man to cause any hesitancy in man's coming to him.  Once 

acknowledged, the sins are no more.  One is clean to live a new life (as the lepers were cured by 

Christ).  There is a parallel to this understanding of newness in the Book of Isaiah.  When the 
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people continued to be in peril from the conquering nations, Isaiah reminded them that "the Lord 

had purchased them for himself out of slavery and now admonishes them to remember not the 

adversities of the past, to consider not the things of long ago, but to see that he, the Lord, is doing 

all things new" (Is 43: 18-19).   

 We imitate God in such creative newness.  As Saint John of the Cross explains, we walk 

in the hope which enables us to live in an ability to let present experiences draw forth only the 

graced moments of our past that moved our life forward in reconciliation and relationship.  This 

is how we live the theological virtue of hope.  Hope purifies the memory so that nothing of the 

past which we have handed over to God will rise up and disturb us, undermining our confidence 

or lessening our joy in what is happening now.  Hope lets us see the wisdom in what we have 

been and continue on. 

 There is another prophet we must hear as we look within our hearts to know  

God and his will.  We look now to Ezekiel.  Ezekiel is the prophet of the Exile a time when it 

was imperative for the Jews to know who they were because they were far distant from home in 

a strange country amidst people who bowed to alien gods.  There was no Temple or place for 

worship.  However, there remained the Law and the Sabbath which is woven into time.  So long 

as the universe exists, the Sabbath comes every seventh day reminding of the presence of God 

and his salvation.  Jeremiah had told them that the Law is written on their hearts.  But Jeremiah 

was taken off into Egypt in the throes of the conflict with Babylon, so his voice can no longer be 

heard.  It is the insight of Ezekiel that provides hope now.  His message goes beyond what 

Jeremiah has stated.  Ezekiel asserts that the message of God, though written on the heart, cannot 

bear fruit if the heart is stone.  A stone cannot be attentive to the ways of God.  Ezekiel  sees this 

as the human problem and attests that God will remove the hearts of stone and place a new heart 

within filled with his own spirit so that persons will know what it is to be human and truly live 

God's statutes, truly love as God desires (Ez 36:26-27).  This understanding of Ezekiel in terms 

of God giving man a heart informed with his own spirit, underscores what God gives the world 

in the heart of Christ.  So we have in Ezekiel a foreshadowing of the incarnation when God gives 

himself completely to mankind in his Son.  

      In seeking to know God, man grows in awareness of what it means to be in God's 

image and man can examine himself accordingly.  The Book of Hosea clearly points out that the 
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problem with Israel was that there was no knowledge of God in the land and, therefore, man 

followed his own ways (Hos 4:1).  As early as the sixth century BC it was evident that man 

cannot know God simply on his own.  Man knows God through the heart that has displaced his 

own, the divine heart torn open by a lance so that we might enter it and find peace in the love 

poured out by the Father for his Son and for all those who come to his Son for consolation.  By 

praying and living within this heart we become capable of seeing our life in the manner of Saint 

Paul who says, "I find my joy in the suffering I endure.  In my own flesh I fill up what is lacking 

in the sufferings of Christ for the sake of his body the Church" (Col 1:24).  This brings us into 

the great mystery of the presence of God not as extraneous to us, but at the core of our being, 

"that mystery hidden from ages and generations past but now revealed, the mystery of Christ in 

you, your hope of glory" (Col 1: 26-27).  Saint Paul reminds us that "God comforts us in all our 

afflictions and thus enables us to comfort those who are in trouble with the same consolation we 

have received from him" (2 Cor 1:4).  Through these understandings of who we are, we are 

affirmed in the confidence needed to live in justice and love. 

 There is yet another consideration to look into as we seek to know ourself.  For this we 

turn to creation.  In the first creation story man is created instantaneously, male and female, in 

the image of God.  They know their position before God and one another.  A somewhat different 

picture is presented in the second creation account.  Here we see a rather vivid image of a potter 

carefully molding his work of art.  It is important to take not here of from what the work of God 

is formed.   

 The opening landscape of this creation story is a barren wasteland.  However, in its 

center, a spring is welling up.  What is this spring whose waters are permeating the earth from 

which man is brought forth?  The answer is in the Wisdom literature.  In the Book of Sirach we 

are told that "wisdom has poured herself out over the entire earth as the four great rivers which 

issued from that one source and mistlike she has come forth from the mouth of the Most High to 

saturate the soil" (Sir 24:23-25,28-29; 24:3).  The Book of Proverbs states, "From of old I was 

poured forth at first… and was beside the Most high as his craftsman" (Prv 8:23,30).  The clay 

out of which man is formed is permeated with wisdom; wisdom informs man's very flesh and is 

the channel of his vision.  This is why we say we are temples of the Holy Spirit.  We also know 

that man is essentially relational because we are told in this story that in the beginning man 
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encountered every form of living creature in order to find his counterpart with whom he could 

communicate in genuine sharing.  He found none.  So God created one out of man's very flesh 

and there was joy in this oneness of being.  

 As we come to know God, as we come to know ourself as his image, as we come to 

recognize from what we have been made, we become more capable of communing with God in 

prayer, of intuiting others, of interacting on many levels, and of being at peace with ourself.      

 So, who are we?  We are creatures, glorious in the love of God.  We are at the same time 

humble servants who recognize that all is gift and we must grasp at nothing but offer all freely 

for his glory.  The Gospel of Luke makes this clear, "When we have done all we have been 

commanded to do we say, 'We are useless servants; we have done no more than our duty'." 

 In conclusion, then, we are the ones through whom God reveals the mystery of his Son 

who lives in us as Saint Paul has said, and we in his heart.  And therefore, we are the ones 

through whom the wisdom of the Holy Spirit finds its voice in the world.    
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