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And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness forty days, 
tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him. Now after John 
was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, “The time is ful-
filled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” (Mk 1:12–15)

Ash Wednesday began the journey that will lead us to the celebration of Easter 2021. For the 
first stage, this Sunday of Lent makes us dive deeply into an unavoidable reality of the spiritu-
al life: temptation and spiritual struggle. The Gospel and selected readings from the Second 
Dwelling Places of St. Teresa of Ávila’s The Interior Castle will be our guides.

Mark 1:12–15: Jesus is Tempted in the Desert

This Sunday’s Gospel reading comes from the 
beginning of the Gospel of Mark. It is short and 
sobering. This in itself puts us in the mindset of 
fasting: a call to simplicity, to be content with 
little, but to nourish ourselves thoroughly from 
it. Our temptation this Sunday—which will 
cause us to reflect on our previous experiences 
of temptation—will perhaps be to supplement 

from other sources, or to “fill in 
the blanks” by comparing, for ex-
ample, this Gospel with the ver-
sions in the other Gospels (Mat-
thew or Luke). This would perhaps 
mean ignoring the richness of Mark’s sobriety. 
But if this Gospel is given to us as it stands, it is 
because it can nourish us in its own way.

Framed between his baptism and the beginning 
of his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus’s trial in the 
wilderness tells us that temptation is a part of 
life in the Holy Spirit. Even Jesus was not spared. 
To say that the Spirit led Jesus into the wilder-
ness and that He leads us there to follow Him 
is not to say that God leads us into temptation 
(“[God] himself tempts no one,” it is important 
to say this with scripture again and again, cf. Jas 
1:13). Instead, temptation is an inevitable spiri-
tual experience in the context of Satan, but also 
with God. This is expressed by the presence of 

the wild animals and the angels. It is also ex-
pressed in the Rule of Carmel, which says that 
“man’s life on earth is a time of trial.” To say that 
the Holy Spirit is guiding us is also to say that we 
do not choose our deserts and our trials: Our 
Lenten exercises, as important as they may be, 
are not necessarily the points where God will 
actually work on us. Rather, let us learn to con-
sent to the struggles into which God leads us!
In the “temptation” or “test” there is the experi-
ence of a “trial”. Temptation is a new experience 
that comes to verify and examine a previously 
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“O Jesus, what an uproar the devils instigate here!” The teaching of the Second Dwelling Places

received grace. For example, Jesus was led into 
the desert after his baptism. In The Interior Cas-
tle, Madre Teresa does not address these temp-
tations at the beginning, but further along in the 
Second Dwelling Places. Temptation is some-
times experienced when we backtrack in our 
spiritual development, but often the opposite 
happens. Going deeper into life with God makes 
us more vulnerable to attacks from the evil one. 
One might get the false idea that things go less 
well when the Holy Spirit guides us in this way. 
But another mindset must be sought: a more 
authentic life leads to greater sensitivity to our 
spiritual progress.
 “He was with the wild beasts; and the angels 
waited on him.” Mark makes us see Jesus as 
the victor over temptation. It is good to repeat 
with the Fathers of the Church that His victory 
is ours. We must, of course, anchor this reality 
more and more in our lives. However, this is not 
a victory that we must win by ourselves. The Fa-
thers of the Church affirm that “Christ took all 
our temptation upon Himself.” How reassuring, 
then, it is to know that there is no temptation 
that cannot be overcome! Indeed, the Gospel 
tells us that after Jesus’s temptation in the des-
ert, comes the proclamation of the Kingdom 
of God and the call to conversion. Overcoming 
temptation is therefore the fruit of grace. It 
strengthens and encourages us. Lent is therefore 
the preeminent time for fortification during the 
course of the liturgical year. Conversely, there 
is no true witness of the Gospel who has not 
passed through the purifying fire of trial and 
who has not experienced the power of grace 

in the helplessness of one’s own strength.  This 
is what is to be proclaimed: the victory of grace! 
The real temptation is either to despair of grace 
(by quitting or turning around on the path) or to 
desire to acquire the victory without grace.
Let us conclude by highlighting some of the risks 
involved in the experience of temptation. “He 
was with the wild beasts; and the angels wait-
ed on him.» From this verse emerges a remark-
able harmony between the heavenly and the 
worldly. Nevertheless, the wild animals are still 
present. The challenge of temptation is that we 
must distinguish the angels from the animals. 
“Whoever plays the angel plays the beast” 
(Blaise Paschal). Herein lies a great temptation 
for anyone who desires embarking on the spir-
itual life with burning zeal but without clarity 
of vision. The fact that wild animals must be 
viewed from a distance also means that over-
coming temptation does not necessarily mean 
making the temptations disappear, but rather 
being aware of their existence and steering 
clear of them.  This is a beautiful lesson in spir-
itual clarity and thus humility! The harmony 
between the beasts and the angels is also an 
appeal to meekness. Meekness is not a soft-
ness, but means overcoming our hardness, our 
conceitedness of wanting to win without the 
Lord. Additionally, meekness means avoiding 
condemnation of those who are on the journey 
with us. The harmony we seek, therefore, has 
an interpersonal dimension as well. It proceeds 
from those who have experienced their weak-
ness and who have allowed themselves to be 
transformed by grace.

The Second Dwelling Places of the Madre consists of a single chapter. This is because she had “spo-
ken at length on this subject elsewhere” in The Book of Her Life, chapters 11–13. Her teaching is 
simultaneously diverse and focused. We would like to highlight a few key ideas from this chapter. 
Perhaps the most important dimension of her teaching is to present these ideas correctly so as not 
to be deceived about the experiences of temptation. Seeking the Lord consists primarily in wanting 
to do the Lord’s will and not seeking personal comfort. Herein lies the fundamental problem of 
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temptation, which often manifests itself when we have the wrong goals in mind. Temptations are 
then an opportunity to purify the heart in relation to this goal: to resolve again and again to do the 
will of the Lord. Alternative desires essentially mean wanting to command God with respect to His 
will for us. Teresa is indignant concerning this error:

It’s an amusing thing that even though we still have a thousand impediments and im-
perfections and our virtues have hardly begun to grow—and please God they may have 
begun—we are yet not ashamed to seek spiritual delights in prayer or to complain about 
dryness. May this never happen to you, Sisters. Embrace the cross your Spouse has car-

ried and understand that this must be your task. Let the one who can do so, suffer more 
for Him; and she will be rewarded that much more. As for other favors, if the Lord should 

grant you one, thank Him for it as you would for something freely added on.

It will seem to you that you are truly determined to undergo exterior trials, provided that God 
favors you interiorly. His Majesty knows best what is suitable for us. There’s no need for us to be 
advising Him about what He should give us, for He can rightly tell us that we don’t know what 
we’re asking for. The whole aim of any person who is beginning prayer—and don’t forget this, 
because it’s very very important—should be that he work and prepare himself with determination 
and every possible effort to bring his will into conformity with God’s will. Be certain that, as I 
shall say later, the greatest perfection attainable along the spiritual path lies in this conformity. It 
is the person who lives in more perfect conformity who will receive more from the Lord and be 
more advanced on this road. (Interior Castle, II, ch. 1, nos. 7–8) 

The Madre encourages and advises us that the road to perfection is rough, but its course is 
sure. Above all, she invites us to lean on God’s grace. “Without him we can do nothing” (Cf. 
John 15:5). Therefore, it should not distress us too much when we fall. This Gospel wisdom 
gives us an opportunity to get to know ourselves better.

Thus, if you should at times fall don’t become discouraged and stop striving to advance. For even from 
this fall God will draw out good, as does the seller of an antidote who drinks some poison in order 
to test whether his antidote is effective. Even if we didn’t see our misery—or the great harm that a 
dissipated life does to us—through any other means than through this assault that we endure for the 
sake of being brought back to recollection, that would be enough. (Interior Castle, II, ch. 1, no. 9) 

Teresa also advises us to keep “good company,” that is, people whose companionship encour-
ages us on the path of the spiritual life. She also advises caution: it is important to avoid pitfalls 
of the devil.

La thériaque est un célèbre contrepoison rapporté à Rome par Pompée.1.

Ah, my Lord! Your help is necessary here; without it one can do nothing. In Your mercy do not 
consent to allow this soul to suffer deception and give up what was begun. Enlighten it that 
it may see how all its good is within this castle and that it may turn away from bad compan-
ions. It’s a wonderful thing for a person to talk to those who speak about this interior castle, 
to draw near not only to those seen to be in these rooms where he is but to those known to 
have entered the ones closer to the center. Conversation with these latter will be a great help 



to him, and he can converse so much with them that they will bring him to where they are. Let 
the soul always heed the warning not to be conquered. If the devil sees that it has the strong 
determination to lose its life and repose and all that he offers it rather than return to the first 
room, he will abandon it much more quickly. Let the soul be manly and not like those soldiers 
who knelt down to drink before going into battle (I don’t remember with whom), but be de-
termined to fight with all the devils and realize that there are no better weapons than those of 
the cross. (Interior Castle, II, ch. 1, no. 6)

Finally, Teresa invites courage and perseverance.

Since, as I’ve said in the beginning, I’ve written to you about how you should conduct your-
selves in these disturbances set up here by the devil and how you cannot begin to recollect 
yourselves by force but only by gentleness, if your recollection is going to be continual, I will 
not say anything else here than that in my opinion it is very important to consult persons with 
experience; for you will be thinking that you are seriously failing to do some necessary thing. 
Provided that we don’t give up, the Lord will guide everything for our benefit, even though we 
may not find someone to teach us. There is no other remedy for this evil of giving up prayer 
than to begin again; otherwise the soul will gradually lose more each day—and please God that 
it will understand this fact. (Interior Castle, II, ch. 1, no. 10)

Overcoming Temptations during Lent. Where Do We Stand?

The Gospel for the First Sunday of Lent as well as the Second Dwelling Places of The Interior 
Castle show us how to be more attentive to the encounters we experience in our spiritual jour-
ney, particularly our encounters with spiritual struggle and temptation. Above all, she empha-
sizes our primary task: to grasp more deeply and choose more concretely the will of the Lord 
for our lives. The many temptations we encounter in our lives actually help us to be more aware 
of the Lord’s call as well as our response to that call. To aid us, the Church has collected several 
tips on how to overcome these temptations. Ash Wednesday gives us three priorities for the 
season of Lent: prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. Fundamentally, we should apply them again 
and again to the reality of temptation. They call us to rely more on the Lord and to choose God 
without discouragement or presumption. Teresa recommends deepening our commitment to 
these three priorities. Incidentally, in this Sunday’s collect prayer, we pray that “through the 
yearly observances of holy Lent, we may grow in understanding of the riches hidden in Christ 
and by worthy conduct pursue their effects.” The Madre also invites us to apply fasting to our 
spiritual consolations. Consolations are not about seeking one’s own comfort but are about 
desiring to do God’s will. Temptations are also an opportunity to support one another. This is 
the almsgiving of mutual support. Let us not forget this Lenten practice. To contemplate on our 
temptations means, first of all, to understand that Christ emerges victorious over temptation 
because He was tempted in the desert Himself. In Mark’s Gospel, we find this fact in the scene 
of the Garden of Gethsemane (Mk 14:38). However, the victory of Christ comes in His Paschal 
Mystery. Lent prepares us to believe in it more firmly and to embrace it more and more. His 
victory is always before us!

Fr. Guillaume Dehorter, O.C.D. (Carmelite Monastery, Avon, France)



Prayers for each day of the week

Feast of the Chair of St. Peter the Apostle, 22 February
« And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 
prevail against it. » Mt 16:18 

« Since we would all be occupied in prayer for those who are the defenders of the Church and for preachers 
and for learned men who protect her from attack, we could help as much as possible this Lord of mine who 
is so roughly treated by those for whom He has done so much good.» (The Way of Perfection ch. 1, no. 2)

Today I pray for Pope Francis and his collaborators, for bishops and theologians, and for the entire Church.

Tuesday of the First Week of Lent, 23 February
« Pray then in this way: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. » Mt 6:9

« Our Father who art in heaven. O my Lord, how You do show Yourself to be the Father of 
such a Son; and how Your Son does show Himself to be the Son of such a Father! May You be 

blessed forever and ever! This favor would not be so great, Lord, if it came at the end of the 
prayer. But at the beginning, You fill our hands and give a reward so large that it would easily 

fill the intellect and thus occupy the will in such a way one would be unable to speak a word. » 
The Way of Perfection ch. 27, no. 1

Blessed are you, Father, for in Your love You wanted to make us Your children. Look at the 
suffering of so many people affected by the pandemic, Father, and come to our aid.

Wednesday of the First Week of Lent, 24 February
« When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind 
about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it.. » Jon 3:10

« [W]ith striking truth, its past life and the great mercy of God are shown to it. . . . It per-
ceives that it merits hell and that yet it is chastised with glory. It consumes itself in the prais-
es of God . . . May You be blessed, my Lord, that from such filthy mud as I, You make water 
so clear that it can be served at Your table! » The Book of Her Life ch. 19, no. 2

Awaken, Lord, my desire to walk in Your ways. Give me the grace to turn away 
from that which prevents me from generously moving forward.

Thursday of the First Week of Lent, 25 February
« Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, 

and the door will be opened for you. » Mt 7:7

« [T]he Lord says ‘ask and you will receive.’ If you don’t believe His Majesty in the sections 
of His gospel that insure this gain, it will be of little benefit, Sisters, for me to break my head 

in trying to tell you about it. Nevertheless, I say that should anyone have some doubt little 
would be lost in trying the journey of prayer; for this journey brings with it 

the following good: more is given than is asked for, beyond what we could desire. » 
(The Way of Perfection ch. 23, no.6) 23, 6 p. 446

I believe, Lord, help my unbelief!

Friday of the First Week of Lent, 26 February
« Again, when the wicked turn away from the wickedness they have committed and do what 
is lawful and right, they shall save their life. » Ezek 18:27

« [One sees] the good company [the soul] is in . . . For the Lord gives the soul great stability and 
good resolutions not to deviate from His service in anything. But it seems this determination 
increases, and these souls do not deviate through even a very slight first movement. » 
(The Interior Castle VII, ch. 4, no. 2)

What resolution will I make today in light of the Word of God?

Saturday of the First Week of Lent, 27 February
« But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 

so that you may be children of your Father in heaven. » Mt 5:44-45

« [B]eg our Lord to give you this perfect love of neighbor. Let His Majesty have a free hand, 
for He will give you more than you know how to desire because you are striving and making 

every effort to do what you can about this love. And force your will to do the will of your 
Sisters in everything . . . » (The Interior Castle VI, ch. 3, no. 12)

Forgive, Lord, the hardness of my heart and give me the grace of genuine compassion.
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