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See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one 

another and to all. Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, and give thanks in all 

circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench 

the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, but test everything; hold fast to 

what is good; abstain from every form of evil. 

 

May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul 

and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. 

 

 

It is an absolute honor to be standing before you this morning. I even get to stand on this side of 

the church this morning! In case we haven’t had the chance to meet quite yet, my name is Robert 

Bledsoe and I am the ministerial intern here for the summer from Duke Divinity School. I 

arrived mid-May and I’m sad to say this upcoming week will be my last in Birmingham. I am 

sad to go, but happy to say that once I leave that means it will only be 13 days until I get 

married! Jessica, my fiancé, and I will get married on August 8
th

 in Ocala, FL. Ocala is where 

my family and I are from. They are actually here today! Hey, Mom and Dad! Welcome to what 

I’ve been told all summer is “God’s natural air conditioning.” 

 

I want to take a moment to say what a privilege it has been to be here and to serve alongside each 

of you this summer in worship on Sundays and throughout the weeks. Thank you for taking me 

in as if I had been here my whole life. Thank you for talking to me, being open about your 

personal lives, and willing to trust me. Thank you for shaping and molding me into a better 

person and future minister. 

 

All throughout the summer I have heard stories about this church. From Dr. Bob Ward, Dr. Bill 

Ritter, Dr. Jack Harnish, and current Pastors Laurie and Gary Haller—all who have bravely and 

fiercely led and loved this congregation over the past few decades. To be honest, though, I keep 

thinking to myself, the pressure is certainly on! I know there are multiple retired pastors in the 

congregation; and Laurie and Gary have to write my evaluation next week! Talk about being 

anxious!  

 

Surrounded! 

“JUST KEEP PRAYING: ST. TERESA ÁVILA” 
 

Robert Bledsoe, Duke Ministerial Intern 

First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

Scripture: 1 Thessalonians 5:15-23 
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Before we dive into our message this morning I wanted to spend a few moments in prayer. Will 

you bow your heads with me? 

 

Loving and Gracious God, I pray this morning our hearts and minds would be transformed by 

the outpouring of your Holy Spirit on each person gathered here. I pray that today you use me as 

nothing more than a vessel to bring your word, to your people. Bless our time together that it 

may be fruitful and alive. Open our hearts to feel your word, open our eyes to see your word 

proclaimed, and open our ears to hear your word proclaimed. Amen. 

 

Today I will continue on the journey we have been on together this summer, studying and 

remembering some members of the “Great Cloud of Witnesses” around us. So far we’ve talked 

about the love and compassion of Mother Teresa, the trailblazin’ and dedicated Bishop Francis 

Asbury, the story and legacy of C.S Lewis, the beautiful music of J.S. Bach, and now this week 

we will spend some time learning about St. Teresa of Ávila.  

 

St. Teresa of Ávila’s full name, given by her parents at her baptism in honor of each of her 

parents, is Doña Teresa Sanchez Cepeda Davila y Ahumada. Thank the Lord I got an “A” in 

Spanish class in college! Not bad huh?  

 

St. Teresa was born on March 28, 1515 in Gotarrendura, in the province of Ávila, Spain. Hence 

her name in the bulletin, and what she is known by most commonly. 

 

From a very young age, St. Teresa was fascinated by stories and accounts of the lives of saints.  

It was reported that at the age of 7 she and her brother, Rodrigo, ran away from home to find 

martyrdom for the faith. This did not work out because their uncle spotted them when he was 

returning home from work that day and brought them back to their mother. Obviously, 

repercussions were necessary. I never ran away from home, but if I had, and for the purpose of 

finding my death, I don’t know how I’d explain that one to my parents. 

 

It was not long after this incident when St. Teresa’s mother passed away. St. Teresa was only 14 

years old and immediately became struck by grief. It was at this time she begins to cling to the 

Virgin Mary as her spiritual mother.  

 

As a result of this tragedy, her father, who was a very pious and strict man, sent her to the 

Augustinian nuns at Ávila for her education. Once again, while away at school, tragedy struck in 

her young life. Throughout her time in the cloister, she was constantly sick and battling illness 

after illness. She was unable to attend classes, go to mass, or spend time with friends.  

 

It is believed that early in her sickness, she experienced periods of religious ecstasy. She was so 

often in quarantine away from other people, she prayed to God and read a variety of devotional 

books. The books she read, following the example of similar writings of medieval mystics, 

consisted of directions for examinations of conscience, for spiritual self-concentration, and inner 

contemplation. She also used other works to lead her studies of self-examination. Some of the 

books she used also are believed to be the ones that also influenced Saint Ignatius of Loyola to 

write his “Spiritual Exercises,” which are still practiced today!  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ignatius_Loyola
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spiritual_Exercises_of_Ignatius_of_Loyola
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Side note: I have a lovely handout with more information on this if anyone is interested. The 

“Spiritual Exercises” by St. Ignatius is something I did all year at school and it helped me 

greatly. 

 

St. Ignatius was a Spanish knight from a noble family. He then turned hermit, priest and 

theologian. He is also the man who founded the Society of Jesus; or more commonly known as 

the Jesuits. The Jesuits are still the world’s largest Roman Catholic Mission with close to 17,000- 

plus priests and brothers worldwide. The current Pope is a member, too!  

 

Ignatius emerged, much like St. Teresa, as a religious leader during the Counter-Reformation. 

Loyola’s devotion to the Catholic Church was characterized by absolute obedience to the Pope.
 

He as well as St. Teresa governed their everyday life in the practice of prayer. 

 

For example, St. Teresa was a member of The Carmelite Order after she completed her 

education. The charism (or spiritual focus) of The Carmelite Order is contemplation. The 

Carmelites understand contemplation in a broad sense encompassing three parts: 

 

1. Prayer – A constant source of communication with the Divine. 

2. Community – Being surrounded by other Christians for worship, scripture reading, and 

fellowship.  

3. Service – Going and visiting the sick, building new monasteries, and feeding the poor. 

 

This order still exists today and is very active in welcoming visitors from all around the world.  

 

St. Teresa relied heavily on the Mystic way of life in her early years in the order. She was 

mindful of the limits of human reason. She grew by contemplating the idea of Imago Dei; the 

image of God. 

The prayers of St. Teresa, which can be found throughout all of her writings, can be categorized 

into three parts, which she called, the “ascent of the soul.” The first step she practiced is called: 

 

1. Purgation: This is when I confess my sins to God, and die of my old self. Through 

confession, I am a new woman in Christ. 

She began her prayers by confessing to God where she thought and knew she had fallen short; 

where in the day she failed to be a faithful witness of Christ. Once she confessed, left her old self 

behind, she moved onto step two, which was: 

2. Illumination: This is where I am able to see glimpses of God through fasting, prayer, 

and contemplation.  

Let’s remember that her prayers weren’t a typical prayer before a meal length. She would spend 

hours every day in prayer with God. She was able to fast from verbal communication, food, 

sleep, and all kinds of things in which she felt were hindering her from growing closer to God. 

She was able to sit quietly and ponder the wonder and power of God. During this time she was 

able to also experience the third stage, which is: 

 

3. Ecstasy: This is the transcendent experience of God’s overwhelming presence.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hermit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priesthood_(Catholic_Church)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_of_Jesus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Counter-Reformation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soul_(spirit)
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The best way I can think of to describe this is like getting the goose bumps. In youth group we 

called them spirit bumps! This is the moment in prayer where you truly feel and know you are in 

the presence of God.  

 

This is the way St. Teresa practiced prayer, and lived for her entire life. She was incredibly 

influential in her time and she still impacts people’s faith lives to this day.  

 

St. Teresa is one of the foremost writers on mental prayer. In all of her writings on this subject 

she deals with her personal experiences. Her deep insight and analytical gifts helped her to 

explain them clearly. Her definition of mental prayer was and is still used in the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church: She is quoted as saying:  

 

Contemplative prayer, in my opinion, is nothing else than a close sharing between 

friends; it means taking time frequently to be alone with God whom we know 

loves us. 

 

St. Teresa lived a simple and holy life as an example for so many. In 1622, forty years after her 

death, Pope Gregory XV canonized her as a St. of the Catholic Church. On September 27, 1970 

Pope Paul VI named her a Doctor of the Church. This is a very special title accorded by the 

Church to certain saints. This title indicates that the writings and preachings of such a person are 

useful to Christians “in any age of the Church.” 

 

If I were you, I would be thinking to myself, “Well, this is a nice sermon and all, Robert, but, I’m 

a Methodist, I know what prayer is, and quite frankly I really could use another cup of coffee!” 

 

I would respond, “Bring on the coffee, but now that we know a little bit about St. Teresa and 

how she governed her life, I want to turn the tables and apply this to each of us in our personal 

faith lives.” 

 

One of St. Teresa’s most famous quotes, which came from her writings, is: 

 

Let nothing disturb you. 

Let nothing make you afraid. 

All things are passing. 

God alone never changes. 

Patience gains all things. 

If you have God you will want for nothing. 

God alone suffices. 

 

In the world we live in today, I don’t know how we could even imagine living by those words. 

Let nothing disturb you or make you afraid? Just watch the news or read the headlines; it is 

terrifying! Shootings in public places, jailbreaks, corporate greed and theft, people in poverty and 

dying every day from avoidable diseases, world hunger, wars, conflict, hate, and racism…just to 

name a few.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mental_prayer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Gregory_XV
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canonized
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Paul_VI
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doctor_of_the_Church
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The next line: All things are passing and God never changes. I agree that this is something to 

find comfort in. We believe God is sovereign and is in control. And yes, in time, all things end 

and pass, yet there is still so much brokenness in our society in world right now. I wonder, what 

can we be doing right now? 

 

But she closes by saying, “If you have God, you will want for nothing, because God alone 

suffices.” What does this mean? What is my role in all of this?  

 

I read and pray prayers like this one quite often. I spend time contemplating the major issues in 

the world. I wonder to myself all the time, “Why, God, am I so lucky? How can I live this life 

while others die and suffer from things we never would think of?” God, what role am I to play in 

this? God how can I play a role in your kingdom?  

 

I think many of us have thought things like this before. I don’t have the answer to these 

questions; I often don’t have answers to many of the questions about the world’s issues. But I do 

have something. I have prayer.  

 

We have the opportunity to speak to the creator of the world anytime we want. We can come to 

God about anything, big or small. The other thing we have is God’s Holy Word. We have 

scriptures we can turn to for guidance and direction. We can turn to them in difficult times 

seeking comfort or hope.  

 

1
st
 Thessalonians 5:15: Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; 

for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 

 

In one verse, God tells us to pray without ceasing! In all circumstances we are to give thanks. 

How often do we find ourselves without words to say following a tragedy? St. Teresa’s mother 

died at a young age, and she clung to God. God cared for her in this terrible time in her life. It is 

the relationship with God that carried her through the rest of her life. It is the will of God that we 

praise Him in all situations, good and bad. Then and now.  

 

Colossians 4:2: Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with thanksgiving. 

 

I think now, more than ever, it is important for Christians to unite together as one body to make a 

positive impact on our nation and world. Christ’s love unites us all together. It is because of 

Christ we are able to sit here this morning as one body. In the difficult situations the world and 

the devil throw at us, we are called to devote ourselves to prayer in thanksgiving. Great day? 

Thank God for it. Worst day in a while? Thank God you made it through and it is over. We 

should sing praises to God more often than we should ask God for things in our lives. Prayer is 

not always about us talking, but perhaps it should be more about us listening with humility and 

patience.  

 

James 5:16: Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you 

may be healed. The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. 
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As Christians, we are to bond together as St. Teresa did with her sisters in the Cloister and then 

bring that out into the world. The church doesn’t stop when we walk out these doors, it’s just 

beginning! We know the good news, we know we are loved, but your neighbor might not. Your 

co-worker might not. We are to be in prayer for each other. We are told we need to confess to 

one another our shortcomings and failures! We have to stick together and strive for righteousness 

in Christ Jesus! James tells us the prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. We need to 

pray for one another!  

 

Prayer is the key! Prayer is a necessity for the Christian life. Life without prayer is empty, dry, 

and painful. We have the opportunity to express our biggest fears and doubts to the one whom 

created us and loves us more than anything! Why would be not humbly take advantage of it? 

 

So this morning I have one question to ask you: What is the state of your prayer life? Do you 

pray at every meal and before you go to bed and right when you awake? Do you take time every 

day to pray? Do you constantly go to the Lord in prayer? When is the last time you prayed to 

God, and brought your worries and doubts before Him? When is the last time you thanked God 

in your prayers? Or has it been years sense you last prayed? Do you struggle with the concept of 

praying at all? Do you often ask, why do we even have to pray? Or, say I prayed like I’ve never 

prayed before, and I still didn’t get what I prayed for. So, I’ve given up on it.  

 

These are all important questions to have answered. And if I tried to go through them all we’d 

probably be here until lunchtime! 

 

My hope for each person gathered here this morning is that we either continue or begin the 

journey of being in constant prayer and communication with our Creator who loves us more than 

we can ever imagine. If you are unsure of how to pray, why we should pray, or what to pray for, 

let me or one of the pastors know. Talk to a friend who you can trust. Seek out a spiritual 

director. Many people have said if it weren’t for prayer, they wouldn’t know where they would 

be. I know this be true for myself, as well. 

 

As I mentioned earlier, unfortunately I don’t have the answers to the world’s problems, difficult 

theological concepts, or even the answer to where I’m going to each lunch. But what I do have 

and know is that we can each take part in the up building of the kingdom by being in prayer.  

 

Our world needs God’s love and witness, our world needs people to go out and share the 

good news, our world needs prayer…and so do we. 

 

As our time concludes, let us as one body join together in prayer: 

 

God of Love and Light, we have so much to be thankful for. We have been blessed in so many 

ways. Although times in our lives can be tough, we know you walk alongside of us. God, today I 

pray that each person is willing to fall further in love with you. We are able to come before you, 

into your throne room, anytime we desire. Lord, I pray that we humble ourselves and remember 

that we are truly nothing more than your servants here for a brief time. As we depart from this 

place this morning, help us to constantly be a light that shines for your love and witness. We love 

you, God, and we strive to serve you. Amen. 


