
St. Teresa, op. cit., Seventh Mansions, Chap. 1. This does not mean that an intellectual vision 
of the Trinity is a concomitant phenomenon of the transforming union and that every soul 
attaining this state would receive such a vision. St. Teresa is describing her own 
experience, though other mystics had the same experience.  

The Ascent of Mount Carmel, Book II, Chap. 5.  

Cf. The Spiritual Canticle, Stanza 22.  

See The Interior Castle, Seventh Mansions, Chaps. 2 and 4.  

St. Teresa, Book of Foundations, Chap. 5.  

 

13 
Aids to Spiritual Growth 

Although these aids to spiritual growth are not all of equal value, they do mutually assist one 
another. They are only secondary means of growth in perfection, however, and therefore no one 
of them should be used to the exclusion of the basic and fundamental means already discussed.  

The Presence of God 

The practice of the presence of God consists in recalling as frequently as possible that God is 
present in all places, especially in the depth of the just soul, and consequently in doing all things 
in the sight of God. Sacred Scripture and tradition are unanimous in stressing the importance and 
sanctifying effect of the practice of the presence of God. "Walk in my presence and be 
blameless," God said to Abraham (Gen. 17:1). The one necessarily follows from the other, for if 
we are convinced that God sees us, we will endeavor to avoid sin and will strive to be as 
recollected as possible in God's presence. If properly used, this spiritual practice will keep the 
soul in a spirit of prayer and will lead it to intimate union with God. St. Francis de Sales goes so 
far as to say that interior recollection accompanied by pious ejaculations can supply for any 
pious practice and that its absence cannot be remedied by any other.(1)  

It is a theological fact that we are constantly in God's presence, which admits of five distinct 
types. The presence of immensity flows from the divine attribute of the same name; it signifies 
that God is truly present to all things, and this in a threefold manner: by essence, presence, and 
power. He is present by essence so far as he gives and preserves the existence of all things 
(creation and conservation), so that nothing could exist or continue to exist without God's 
presence. He is present by presence in the sense that absolutely nothing escapes his gaze, but all 
things are naked and open to his eyes. He is present by power in the sense that all things are 
subject to his power. With one word he creates; with one word he could annihilate whatever he 
has created.  

God's presence by indwelling is a special type of presence effected through grace and the 
operations flowing from grace, in virtue of which God is present to the just soul as a friend and a 
father, enabling the soul to share in his own divine life.  



God's sacramental presence is that which Christ enjoys in the Eucharist, so that he is truly 
present under the appearance of bread and wine.  

God's personal or hypostatic presence is proper to Christ, the Second Person of the Trinity, so 
that the humanity of Christ subsists in the Person of the Word.  

God's presence by manifestation signifies that which is proper to him in heaven. So far as we are 
concerned, however, we shall be aware of this manifestation only when we enjoy the beatific 
vision.  

Of these five types of presence, those which most directly affect the practice of the presence of 
God are the first two, namely, the presence of immensity, and the presence of indwelling. The 
first is verified of the soul at all times and under all conditions, even if the soul should be in the 
state of mortal sin. The second is found only in souls in the state of grace.  

The practice of the presence of God has several consequences of great importance for the 
spiritual life. The following are the principal ones:  

1. It reminds us to avoid even the slightest deliberate fault. If we are careful of our 
behavior in the presence of superiors or persons of dignity lest we offend them, how 
much more so in the presence of God, who sees not only our external actions but also our 
interior thoughts and movements.  

2. It impels us to do all things with the greatest possible perfection. This is a natural 
consequence of love, especially if we are performing an action in the very presence of the 
one we love. Faithful observance of this norm is sufficient to lead a soul to the heights of 
sanctity. Although it is true that God does not demand perfection of us here and now, he 
does expect us to do the best we can at a given time.  

3. It enables us to observe modesty in our deportment at all times. Whether alone or with 
others, those who are constantly aware of God's presence will maintain a sense of 
Christian dignity in all their actions and in their very bearing. To this end, it is important 
that souls in the state of grace be mindful of the indwelling of the Trinity.  

4. It increases our fortitude in the struggles of the Christian life. It is much more difficult 
to overcome obstacles and to suffer trials when we are alone. But God is always with us 
to animate our courage and give us the positive assistance of his grace.  

There are two principal methods of practicing the presence of God. The first consists in a kind of 
exterior representation by which we visualize God as ever present to us. We do not see him, but 
he is really there, and we cannot do anything that escapes his divine gaze. This method of 
practicing the presence of God is greatly aided by the use of crucifixes and other religious 
symbols placed in a prominent place.  

The second method is that of interior recollection. It requires that one should live in an 
ever-increasing awareness of God's presence in the soul, whether by immensity or by the 
indwelling. The result of this method is a more profound understanding of what Jesus meant 
when he said: "The kingdom of God is within you." When properly used, interior recollection 
serves to unite the practice of the presence of God with a deep and intimate union with God. It is 



also, therefore, one of the necessary conditions for cultivating a deep and abiding spirit of prayer.  

Other methods for practicing the presence of God have been proposed by various writers: to see 
the hand of God in all the events of one's life, whether adverse or prosperous; to see God in all 
creatures; to see God in the person of one's superior and in one's neighbor. One should use the 
method that is most helpful in cultivating the practice of the presence of God.  

Examination of Conscience 

As its name indicates, the examination of conscience is an investigation of one's conscience in 
order to discover the good or evil acts one has performed, and especially to verify one's basic 
attitude regarding God and personal sanctification. We are not referring to the examination of 
conscience made prior to confession, which is simply a review and enumeration of one's sins, but 
of an examination made in view of one's progress in holiness. It should take into account the 
strength or weakness of one's virtues, as well as the number and frequency of one's sins. To place 
too great an emphasis on one's failings may result in meticulosity, anxiety, discouragement, and 
even scrupulosity.  

Spiritual writers are unanimous in stressing the importance of the examination of conscience as a 
spiritual exercise. Outstanding among them, of course, is St. Ignatius Loyola, who for a long 
time used no other methods of spiritual formation for his companions but the examination of 
conscience and the frequent reception of the sacraments.  

St. Ignatius distinguishes two types of examination: general and particular.(2) The first is an 
overall view of one's spiritual state and those things that would contribute to the improvement of 
one's spiritual life. The second is focused particularly on some definite vice one is trying to 
eliminate or some virtue one is trying to cultivate.  

The particular examen has three steps or points. First, on arising in the morning, one resolves to 
correct the particular fault one is trying to eliminate, or to avoid failure in the practice of the 
particular virtue one is trying to cultivate. Secondly, after the noon meal one makes an 
examination of the faults committed during the morning and resolves to avoid them in the 
afternoon. Thirdly, after the evening meal one repeats the examination and resolution as at noon.  

The general examination proposed by St. Ignatius has five points: (1) give thanks to God for 
benefits received; (2) beg the grace to k know one's sins and to rid oneself of them; (3) make a 
detailed examination, hour by hour, of one's thoughts, words, and deeds; (4) beg pardon of God; 
(5) resolve to amend one's life and recite the Our Father. The general examen is made once a 
day, before retiring.  

In order to obtain the maximum benefit from the examination of conscience, it is necessary to 
know how to practice it. The following a, extract provides a more detailed explanation of the 
Ignatian method of examination:  

1. One's spiritual exercises should be unified; otherwise they will not exert their influence 
throughout the day. The examination of conscience should be the bond of union for all of 
one's spiritual exercises and the great means of achieving unity in one's spiritual life.  

2. Philosophy teaches us that acts are transitory, but habits are permanent. Hence we 



should especially examine our habits. The mere knowledge of our acts will not give us an 
intimate knowledge of our souls. What resides in the sanctuary of conscience is not our 
acts, which have already passed away, but our habits or dispositions of soul. If we have 
succeeded in knowing them, we have verified the true state of our souls, but not 
otherwise.  

3. In order to know our souls, it is necessary to ask ourselves this simple question: 
"Where is my heart" Immediately we shall find the answer within ourselves. The question 
makes us look into the intimate depths of the soul, and immediately the salient point 
stands out. This is an intuitive function, and it can be repeated many times during the day. 
There is no need for investigations, feats of memory, mathematical calculations. It is 
simply a rapid, all-inclusive glance that tells us at once the state of our souls. That is the 
mainspring of all our actions, and that is what must be corrected and made right if all else 
in our life is to go well.  

4. The details and exact number of the external manifestations of our fundamental 
disposition of soul are of least importance. We don't waste time cutting the branches from 
a tree when we are going to cut down the whole tree. It is true that external acts reveal the 
internal condition, but we can discover this condition by looking at it directly instead of 
searching for it in the forest of external acts.  

5. But if we attend exclusively to the principal interior disposition, shall we not lose sight 
of the other dispositions of soul, thus allowing them to grow in the darkness without 
paying any attention to them? There is no danger of this. The other dispositions of soul 
cannot emerge if one's whole soul is directed to God as a result of the examination. 
Moreover, the dominant inclination or disposition of soul is not always the same; one's 
defects are manifested according to circumstances, and as soon as a disposition comes to 
the fore, the examination of conscience overcomes and controls it.  

6. But can we rest content with this glance? Does everything consist in seeing? By no 
means. It is necessary to rectify all disorders and to foster all good movements and 
inclinations. The glance at one's state of soul should lead to contrition and resolution. 
Contrition corrects evil, and resolution affirms good. Contrition looks to the past, and 
resolution prepares for the future. The resolution should be a particular one that will 
touch the special point dominating one's soul. It should place our hearts completely in the 
presence of God.  

7. There are, therefore, three steps in the examination of conscience: a glance at one's 
state of soul, contrition, and resolution. All three can be utilized in the general and 
particular examens of which St. Ignatius speaks. In the general examen, the glance 
embraces one's predominant disposition throughout the day. Then it can extend to the 
secondary dispositions that have been manifested but have not been predominant. The 
particular examen is easier. As a matter of fact, it has already been done when one 
discovers one's fundamental predominant disposition of soul. The morning examen 
should be used to assure one's proper orientation during the day and the avoidance of the 
evils to which one is most exposed.  

8. In this way, the examination of conscience will give unity and consistency to all of 



one's spiritual life. By means of it one can avoid dangers and correct defects. It serves to 
reveal one's interior state, so that one cannot remain in evil but is obliged to advance in 
holiness.  

There is no doubt that the faithful practice of examination of conscience will have profound 
effects on one's spiritual life. But in this, as in so many things, its efficacy depends to a great 
extent on perseverance. To omit the examination frequently or to make it in a purely mechanical 
fashion is to render it absolutely sterile. The soul that earnestly desires to become holy must be 
convinced that many of the other means of sanctification are frustrated if one does not make the 
daily examination of conscience.  

The Desire for Perfection 

Of all the psychological factors that play a part in our spiritual life, a prominent place must be 
given to the sincere desire for attaining perfection. It is said that when St. Thomas Aquinas was 
asked by one. of his sisters what she should do to reach sanctity, he answered her in one brief 
sentence: "Will it."  

The desire for perfection is an act of the will, under the influence of grace, which aspires 
unceasingly to spiritual growth until one reaches sanctity. It is under the influence of grace 
because such a desire is manifestly supernatural and surpasses the exigencies and tendencies of 
pure nature. It must be constant in its aspiration for ever greater perfection, and it must not stop 
at any intermediate degree but must aspire to the heights of sanctity.  

Sanctity is the supreme good we can attain in this life. By its very nature it is something 
infinitely desirable, but since it is also an arduous and difficult good, it is impossible to tend 
toward it efficaciously without the strong impulse of a will that is determined to attain it at any 
cost. St. Teresa of Avila considers it of decisive importance "to have a great and very determined 
resolve not to stop until one reaches it,"(3) without reckoning the difficulties along the way, the 
criticism of those around us, the lack of health, or the disdain of the world. Therefore, only 
resolute and energetic souls, with the help of divine grace, will scale the heights of perfection.  

In order that it will possess the greatest possible sanctifying efficacy, the desire for perfection 
should have the following qualities:  

1. It should be supernatural, that is, should flow from grace and be directed to the greater 
glory of God. This means that the desire for perfection is a gift of God, for which we 
should petition humbly and perseveringly until we obtain it. "Lord, make me want to love 
you!"  

2. It should be profoundly humble, without reliance entirely on our own strength, but 
placing our trust in him from whom all graces flow. Nor should we aspire to sanctity for 
any other motive than to love and glorify God. In the beginning, it is difficult to avoid 
every trace of presumption and egoism, but it is necessary to be constantly purifying 
one's intention and perfecting one's motives until they are directed only to the glory of 
God.  

3. It should be filled with confidence. Of ourselves we can do nothing, but all things are 
possible in him who strengthens us (Phil. 4:13). Countless souls abandon the road to 



perfection in the face of obstacles because, becoming discouraged and lacking confidence 
in God, they think that sanctity is not for them. Only those who persevere in spite of 
hardships will receive the crown of victory. '  

4. It should be the predominant desire. All other goods must be subordinated to this 
supreme good. Hence the desire for perfection is not simply one among many, but it must 
be the fundamental desire dominating one's entire life. Those who wish to become saints 
must dedicate themselves to this task professionally, and this requires that they put aside 
anything that may prove an impediment. Many souls have failed in the. pursuit of sanctity 
because they have fluctuated between the things of God and the things of the world.  

5. It should be constant. Numerous souls, on the occasion of some great event, such as 
the termination of a retreat, reception of the religious habit or sacred orders, or profession 
of vows, experience a great spiritual impulse, as a result of which they resolve to dedicate 
themselves henceforth to the pursuit of sanctity. But they weary of the pursuit when they 
experience difficulties, and they either abandon the road to sanctity, or the desire 
becomes cool.  

Or sometimes they grant themselves vacations or pauses, under the pretext of resting a 
while to recover their strength. This is a great mistake because the soul not only does not 
gain any strength but also is greatly weakened. Later, when it wishes to renew its efforts, 
a greater effort is required to recapture the spiritual gains previously made. All this could 
have been avoided if the desire for perfection had remained constant, without undue 
violence or extremes, but also without respite or weakness.  

6. It should be practical and efficacious. This is not a question of wishful thinking but of 
a definite determination that must be put into practice here and now, using all the means 
at one's disposal for attaining perfection. It is easy to imagine that one has a desire for 
perfection because of occasional good intentions or certain noble sentiments experienced 
during prayer.  

But a desire is efficacious only when it is put into execution. To desire perfection in a 
theoretical way and to postpone one's efforts until some later date is to live in an illusion. 
The individual passes from one delay to another, and life passes on, so that the person 
runs the risk of appearing before God with empty hands.  

Since the desire for perfection is of such great importance in the struggle for holiness, one should 
note carefully the following means for arousing this desire:  

1. To beg for it incessantly from God. Since the desire is supernatural, it can come to us 
only from above.  

2. To renew it frequently. It should be renewed daily at the most solemn moment of the 
day, namely, at the moment of Communion; at other times, on principal feasts, the 
monthly day of recollection, during the annual retreat, on special anniversaries.  

3. To meditate frequently on the motives that inspire this desire. The principal motives 
are the following: (a) our obligation to strive for perfection, (b) consciousness that this is 
the greatest good we can seek in this life; (c) awareness of the danger we risk if we do not 



truly strive to sanctify ourselves; (d) recognition of the fact that the perfect imitation of 
Christ demands perfection and sanctity.  

 

Conformity to God's Will 

Perfect conformity to the divine will is a most efficacious means of sanctification. St. Teresa of 
Avila says in this regard that those who begin the life of prayer must work and resolve and 
dispose themselves with as much diligence as possible to make their will conformable to that of 
God; in this consists the greatest perfection that can be attained on the spiritual way.(4)  

Conformity to the will of God consists in a loving, total, and intimate submission and harmony 
of our will with that of God in everything he disposes or permits in our regard. When it reaches a 
perfect state it is known by the name of holy abandonment to the will of God; in its less perfect 
state it is called simply Christian resignation.  

In order to understand this practice in an orthodox sense, it is necessary to keep in mind certain 
doctrinal points. In the first place, sanctity is the result of the action of God and the free 
cooperation of man. God is the director of the work of our sanctification, and therefore nothing 
should be done that is not in conformity with his plans arid under the impulse of his grace.  

The basis of abandonment to the will of God is charity. The reason is that love unites the will of 
the lover to the will of the beloved, and perfect abandonment requires the complete surrender of 
our own will to that of God. Perfect abandonment is found only in souls that are far advanced in 
perfection.  

In order to attain this total abandonment, the following theological points should be meditated 
upon frequently:  

1. Nothing happens that has not been foreseen by God from all eternity and willed or 
permitted by him.  

2. God could not will anything that is not in conformity with the purpose for which he 
created all things, namely, his own external glory.  

3. All things contribute in some way to the good of those who love God and persevere in 
his love (Rom. 8:28).  

4. Abandonment to the will of - God does not excuse anyone; from fulfilling the divine 
will of expression by obeying the precepts and commands of God, and then submitting 
himself or herself as regards all things else to the divine will of good pleasure, without 
any anxiety.  

From what has already been said, it should be evident that abandonment to the will of God is not 
only an excellent spiritual practice but also a necessary one for the attainment of sanctity. Its 
excellence lies in its incomparable efficacy for removing the obstacles that impede the action of 
grace, for making one practice the virtues as perfectly as possible, and for establishing the 
absolute dominion of God over our will.  


