Selection from Teresa of Ávila's Autobiography1
Chapter XXVIII
I will describe, then, what I have discovered by experience. How the Lord effects it,
Your Reverence will explain better than I and will expound everything obscure of
which I do not know the explanation. At certain times it really seemed to me that it
was an image I was seeing; but on many other occasions I thought it was no image,
but Christ Himself, such was the brightness with which He was pleased to reveal
Himself to me. Sometimes, because of its indistinctness, I would think the vision
was an image, though it was like no earthly painting, however perfect, and I have
seen a great many good ones. It is ridiculous to think that the one thing is any more
like the other than a living person is like his portrait: however well the portrait is
done, it can never look completely natural: one sees, in fact, that it is a dead thing.
But let us pass over that, apposite and literally true through it is.
I am not saying this as a comparison, for comparisons are never quite satisfactory:
it is the actual truth. The difference is similar to that between something living and
something painted, neither more so nor less. For if what I see is an image it is a
living image -- not a dead man but the living Christ. And He shows me that He is
both Man and God -- not as He was in the sepulchre, but as He was when He left it
after rising from the dead. Sometimes He comes with such majesty that no once can
doubt it is the Lord Himself; this is especially so after Communion, for we know
that He is there, since the Faith tells us so. He reveals Himself so completely as the
Lord of that inn, the soul, that it feels as though it were wholly dissolved and
consumed in Christ. O my Jesus, if one could but describe the majesty with which
Thou dost reveal Thyself! …
The soul is now a new creature: it is continuously absorbed in God; it seems to me
that a new and living love of God is beginning to work within it to a very high
degree; for, though the former type of vision which, as I said, reveals God without
presenting any image of Him, is of a higher kind, yet, if the memory of it is to last,
despite our weakness, and if the thoughts are to be well occupied, it is a great thing
that so Divine a Presence should be presented to the imagination and should
remain within it. These two kinds of vision almost invariably occur simultaneously,
and, as they come in this way, the eyes of the soul see the excellence and the beauty
and the glory of the most holy Humanity. And in the other way which has been
described it is revealed to us how He is God, and that He is powerful, and can do all
things and commands all things, and rules all things, and fills all things with His
love.
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This vision is to be very highly esteemed, and, in my view, there is no peril in it, as
its effects show that the devil has no power over it…
Of all impossibilities, the most impossible is that these true visions should be the
work of the imagination. There is no way in which this could be so: by the mere
beauty and whiteness of a single one of the hands which we are shown the
imagination is completely transcended. In any case, there is no other way in which
it would be possible for us to see in a moment things of which we have no
recollection, which we have never thought of, and which, even in a long period of
time, we could not invent with our imagination, because, as I have already said,
they far transcend what we can comprehend on earth…
I used to put forward this argument, together with others, when they told me, as
they often did, that I was being deceived by the devil and that it was all the work of
my imagination. I also drew such comparisons as I could and as the Lord revealed
to my understanding…
I once said to the people who were talking to me in this way that if they were to tell
me that a person whom I knew well and had just been speaking to was not herself
at all, but that I was imagining her to be so, and that they knew this was the case, I
should certainly believe them rather than my own eyes. But, I added, if that person
left some jewels with me, which I was actually holding in my hands as pledges of
her great love, and if, never having had any before, I were thus to find myself rich
instead of poor, I could not possibly believe that this was delusion, even if I wanted
to. And, I said, I could show them these jewels -- for all who knew me were well
aware how my soul had changed: my confessor himself testified to this, for the
difference was very great in every respect, and no fancy, but such as all could
clearly see. As I had previously been so wicked, I concluded, I could not believe that,
if the devil were doing this to delude me and drag me down to hell, he would make
use of means which so completely defeated their own ends by taking away my vices
and making me virtuous and strong; for it was quite clear to me that these
experiences had immediately made me a different person.

