Chapter 2

The Life and Theology of 
Maestro Juan de Ávila

2.1a Introduction


San Juan de Ávila was a product of his times.  He was influenced by them but he also influenced them.  As a “New Christian,
” he was considered as possessing a lower state in Spanish society.  Nevertheless, he was a model for both religious and secular priests as well as a great preacher, educator and founder of schools.  He was a spiritual advisor for bishops and members of the nobility.  At the same time, he was under the scrutiny of the Inquisition because of some of his teaching.


This chapter will consist of two parts.  Part one will describe the life of  Ávila, as well as a brief introduction to certain events in Spain that influenced his life and ministry.  Part two will address in a general way the theological principles that supported his preaching and catechetical methods.  

2.1b Fifteenth and Sixteenth Century Spain


Ferdinand, King of Sicily and heir to the throne of Aragon, secretly married Isabella, the heiress of Castile, in Valladolid on October 19, 1469.
  This marriage produced a powerful political and religious union in Spain.  Up to that time, there were divisions in Spain among the various kingdoms and bishops but with the union of the Houses of Castile and Aragon, Spain became a very powerful and rich nation.


After the consolidation of their political power, Ferdinand and Isabella renewed the Reconquísta of Southern Spain against the Moors.  The last Moorish stronghold at this time was the kingdom of Granada, against which the Spanish armies renewed their attack in 1482, and captured the town of Alhana.
  After various battles and diplomatic efforts, the Moors surrendered Granada on January 2, 1492.  Ferdinand and Isabella entered the city on January 6, 1492, and raised the crucifix and the royal standard on its highest tower.
  Though the Granadine Moors were not expelled, they were encouraged and given assistance to leave Spain for Moorish North Africa which, Boabdil, a former ruler, and some six-thousand Moors did in 1493.
  With this emigration, the Moorish influence in politics and religion was significantly reduced.


Ferdinand and Isabella desired to strengthen their relationship to the Catholic Church.  Since the Papacy was a political as well as spiritual power, there were numerous battles between the Pope and Ferdinand over the appointment of bishops and the collection of revenue from ecclesiastical properties.  In regard to the newly-conquered Kingdom of Granada, “Pope Innocent VIII gave the Spanish Crown the right of patronage to all ecclesiastical benefices in Granada.”
   On July 28, 1508, Pope Julius II, gave the Spanish crown universal patronage over the Church in the New World.
     


The relationship of the Spanish Crown to Rome was both financial and spiritual.  Queen Isabella, a devout Catholic, was concerned about the corruption of the clergy.
  Her confessor, Fr. Hernando de Talavera, urged her to institute reforms, particularly in regard to the examination, education and morality of the men to be nominated as bishops.
 There were also to be serious reforms in the education of men seeking the priesthood.  Educational reforms were seen with the establishment of the College of Santa Cruz of Valladolid in 1484.
   A prelate who played a significant role in the clerical reform in Spain was Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros, a Franciscan Observant who was named Archbishop of Toledo in 1495.
   He instituted reforms of the Franciscans in the face of great opposition.  He observed a strong connection between culture and faith and believed that if the faith was to be spread in its true from, it must also be manifested in the culture.  Two of his greatest achievements were the establishment of the University of Alcalá to promote theological studies and the publication of the great Complutensian Polyglot Bible, which had the Greek, Latin and Hebrew texts printed in parallel columns.
 The University of Alcalá would become one of the great schools for theological and humanist studies in Spain.  


While the Spanish Crown made great progress in promoting the reform of the clergy, there were some dark areas, such as the treatment of Jews by the Spanish Crown.  The roots of the problem between the Spanish Catholics and the Jews went back to the late fourteenth century.  Popular hatred of the Jews was urged by some preachers, culminating in anti-Jewish riots that swept through Castile, Catalonia and Aragon in 1391 because of plagues and other calamities that befell the regions. While many Jews sincerely converted to Christianity, others submitted to baptism to save their lives, intermarried with the high nobility of Castile or reverted to Judaism secretly. For this reason, many Spaniards questioned the sincerity of the conversions of the “New Christians.”
   


The Spanish Crown at first was respectful and tolerant of the Jews.  Ferdinand himself had some Jewish blood in his veins and the Spanish court included both New Christians and practicing Jews.
 Because the “New Christians” who sincerely converted were concerned about the Jews who had feigned conversion and returned to the practice of Judaism, they pressured Ferdinand and Isabella to establish a tribunal of the Inquisition in Castile.  In 1478, Rome granted the rulers’ request for such a tribunal.
 When Ferdinand extended this Inquisition to other regions of Spain, thousands of New Christians fled the country.  As a result of the anti-Semitic riots in Toledo, there had been decrees as far back as 1449 which excluded all persons of Jewish ancestry from holding public office.
  The Catholic Kings of Spain on March 30, 1492 ordered the expulsion of all professed Jews from their kingdoms within four months.


Politics and religion were combined throughout Spain so that Crown and Creed were united.  The union effected the reformation of the Spanish Church as well as the persecution of the New Christians and the expulsion of all practicing Jews from Spain.  San Juan de Ávila would be born into this world.

2.1c Birth and Early Life (1499-1526)


Juan de Ávila was born on January 6, 1499, in the town of Almodóvar del Campo (Cuidad Real) in the diocese of Toledo.
  His parents were Alonso de Ávila and Catalina Xixón.  In his biography of Ávila, Fr. Luis de Granada wrote that his parents were “the most honored and wealthy of this place, and what is more, they were God-fearers.”
  His mother was from the noble class and his father was a “New Christian,” who possessed a Jewish heritage.  Baldomero Duque asks whether the name “‘de Ávila’ (Dávila) indicated that his father proceeded from the Jewish quarter of Avila where the Jews were rich and numerous?  At times the Jews took the name of the place to hide the Hebrew family that they had.”
  “De Ávila” or “Davila seems to be used more as a surname than an indication of his place of birth, as it is used for St. Teresa of Avila.  Alonso de Ávila provided for his family by working a silver mine that he owned with a relative.


Little is known about Ávila’s early life, but it has been described by Fr. Luis de Granada as “sincerely pious.”
  Alonso de Ávila sent his son to the University of Salamanca to study law from 1513 to 1517, although it is not certain that he graduated.
 While Ávila was in Salamanca, he underwent a religious conversion.  Fr. Luis of Granada wrote that “Our Lord gave him a very particular calling.”
 A. Garcia Morales describes Avila’s conversion:

It was on the occasion when he found himself at the parties of the 


bulls and beer in that city, that the Lord revealed to him so vividly 


the miseries of the world, the forgetting of death and the path of 


salvation. He was so disgusted with how intoxicated he had become 


in this vanity along with all the others as well as his great neglect of 


God, that he left there with a different spirit than he had entered. 


He went to his house. He spent a great deal of time considering the 


vileness and lowliness of the things of the world. He left there, 


determined to give up the study of law and attend only to the things 


of God in a life of meditation and service. 

At this point Avila returned home.  Luis de Granada continued writing:

… as a person now touched by God, he asked his parents to allow him to live in a separate room of the house.  The room was very small and poor. In it he began to do penance and live an austere life.  His bed was over some vines and the food was very penitential, adding to his hair shirt and other disciplines.  He continued this way of life almost three years.  He admitted his lowliness. He began his devotion to the most Blessed Sacrament, and so he was before It many hours. The clergy and townspeople were very edified seeing the reverence with which he received communion.
 

Around 1520, a Franciscan Friar came to Almodóvar del Campo. He spoke with the young Ávila and suggested to him that he thought he had a religious vocation.  He encouraged him to go to study at Alcalá so that he could better serve the Church.
 


Avila arrived at the University of Alcala in October of 1520 and began his studies in philosophy and the arts.
 The university at Alcalá was started by Cardinal Cisneros with the intention of forming intellectual, cultured and holy priests and it was strongly rooted in Biblical Theology, Renaissance Humanism and cultural dialogue.  In 1523, he passed his exams and earned the title of “Bachiller.”
   Avila studied Scripture, St. Thomas Aquinas, the Nominalists, and the writings of Erasmus of Rotterdam.  Duque describes Erasmus as teaching “a certain philosophy of Christ which stresses an interior but cold and sterile Christianity as he sees Christ as the ideal of human perfection.”
  Duque believed that it was evident that Maestro Ávila was affected by Erasmus, as he quotes him in some of his scriptural commentaries.  He read Erasmus critically and did not accept all of his views.  Later on, in a letter to his student Antonia de Molina, he wrote:

However, it seems to me that I may understand the New Testament through study and it would be well to know it by heart. I study its meaning, which at some times is clear and, at other times, it is necessary to seek help another teacher.  Among these teachers, the principal ones are Jerome and Chrysostom; and can also look at the Paraphrases of Erasmus with the condition that some parts may be read with caution when he disagrees with the common sense of the other doctors or with the teaching of the Church.
 


Ávila began his theological studies in 1524 but did not complete them.  Motivated by a desire to become a missionary in the “Indies,” he left Alcalá in 1526.
 He was ordained to the priesthood in 1526, although the date and the ordaining bishop are not known.  It is known that he celebrated his first mass in Almodóvar del Campo in honor of his parents, who were already deceased.  Luis of Granada points out that after his first mass, “in place of the banquets and parties that usually accompanied a first Mass … he served a meal for 12 poor people and prayed with them.”
  

2.1d Ministry in Seville and the Inquisition (1526-1534)


While the Church in Spain was confronting the Alumbrados
 and the increased incursions of Lutheranism, Fr. Ávila went to Seville to prepare to go to the New World as a missionary.  In Seville, he met Fr. Fernando de Contreras, who was a noted preacher, heard confessions, taught young children the catechism and grammar, established a school and greatly promoted Eucharistic devotion.
 He noticed Fr. Ávila while the latter was giving a spiritual talk and was impressed with his devotion in the celebration of the Mass.
  He shared with Contreras his desire to be a missionary.  Contreras, however, spoke with don Alonso Manriqué, Archbishop of Seville, and convinced him that Ávila would do more good in Spain than in the New World.
 As a result, the Archbishop demanded that Ávila stay in Seville under holy obedience.
 He preached his first sermon in Seville on July 26, 1526, the Feast of St. Mary Magdalene and was well received by the people.
  His education at Alcalá would be providential for the challenges he would face in Seville.

After settling in Seville, Fr. Ávila preached throughout the city, ministered to the sick and taught catechism to the young.  Some young men were attracted to his way of life and became his students.  He left Seville to preach in Écija, Alcalá de Guadaira, Lebríja and Jerez de Palma.  Fr. Fernandez de Córdoba, one of his disciples, accompanied him on his travels. De Cordoba’s had a sister, doña Sancha Carillo who at age fourteen was to become a maiden to Empress Isabel.
 After she heard Ávila preach, she spoke with him and told him of her desire to enter the convent (1527) of Santa Maria de Gracia in Seville.
  Fr. Avila encouraged her and after she entered the community, he corresponded with her regularly in regard to the spiritual life.    

Fr. Ávila had an extended stay in Écija and was a very popular preacher and teacher.  He preached in churches and town squares and would take no money for himself.  He organized collections for the poor and for students studying for the priesthood.
  Fr. Avila’s troubles in the Church began with an incident when a preacher of papal bulls came to preach where Avila was to preach. Ávila acceded to the preacher and humbly left the church.  The people followed him because they did not want to hear the papal preacher, and when they begged Fr. Avila to preach outside of the city, he did.  The preacher of the papal bulls came out, attacked him, and called him a “fake, hypocrite, deceiver and trouble maker of the town”. Ávila humbled himself before the man, falling at his feet and weeping. He then humbly asked his forgiveness. The preacher struck him and then left town.
  

In 1531, Fr. Ávila was accused by the Inquisition of preaching suspicious ideas in the towns surrounding Seville.  From the autumn of 1531 to 1532, he was imprisoned in the Castillo de Triana de la Inquisición in Seville while evidence was gathered. The evidence given by witnesses resulted in twenty- two charges of heresy.
  He would be allowed to provide a written response to each of the charges submitted against him. Here four of the twenty-two charges brought against Fr. Avila: 1) He was alleged to say that “those condemned by the Inquisition were martyrs.”
  Ávila responded by writing that he meant that if those who were condemned by the Church to death were to repent and return to the Church, their punishment would be a type of martyrdom, so that “from the suffering of the gallows they could fly to glory.” 
 2) Ávila allegedly preached that   “Christ is in the Sacrament (of the Eucharist) like a man with a covered face.”
  He wrote this prayer in response: “O Lord, when we see your face clearly, and when this veil by which we see you sacramentally by faith has been lifted, so we will see you in heaven.
 3) Ávila was accused of preaching that “heaven is for the poor and the peasants, and that it is impossible for the rich to be saved.”
 He wrote in response that the rich who could have helped the poor, but refused to because of their selfishness and greed would not be saved.
  4) Ávila was heard to have preached “that the Most Holy Virgin, before conceiving her Divine Son, sinned venially since no one, not even she, was free of venial sin.”
   He responded by writing: “he did not say that Mary had sinned venially but, following St. Thomas, he explained how the inclination to original sin was not removed until the Word became Incarnate and that before then, she could have sinned of herself venially since she was not preserved by the abundance of grace bestowed on her by the merits of Christ”
  There were still disputes at this time in regard to the meaning of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception.

As a result of his responses and the testimony of the forty witness who argued that his words were taken out of context or not even said, Fr. Ávila was found not guilty and absolved from all wrong-doing in July 1533. He was, however, told to moderate his speech and return to Écija, Alcalá de Guadaira and Lebrija to correct whatever confusion he caused his listeners.
 With the Inquisition behind him, Fr. Ávila set out on his apostolic mission of evangelizing Andalucía and Extramadura.

2.1e Apostle of Andalusia and Founder of Schools (1535-1546)


In 1535, Fr. Ávila arrived in Cordoba with his student Fr. Pedro Fernández de Córdoba.  Juan Álvarez de Toledo, a Dominican Friar, was the bishop.  Fr. Ávila was accepted into the diocese of Córdoba and served as a priest of this diocese for the rest of his life.  He was given as a benefice a church in the village of Santaella.
 In Córdoba that he met three men who would help him in ministry: Fr. Luis de Granada, who became his biographer, Fr. Juan de Villarás, who became his secretary, and Fr. Alonso de Molina, who would help him fund new schools as well as provide funds to educate young men to become priests.  


In 1536, Fr. Ávila traveled to Granada to preach and teach. The Bishop of Granada, don Gaspar de Ávalos asked Ávila as to help him in his attempt to reform his diocese. Fr. Ávila’s missionary plan for each town was simple: he would evangelize every town he visited by preaching in churches and town squares, teaching the catechism to children by using little songs, hearing confessions, instructing clergy and religious on Sacred Scripture as well as the spiritual life, and organizing or reorganizing schools in the various towns at the request of the bishop.
 Because of his reputation as a fiery preacher, he was well received in every town he visited.  

From 1536-1539, Ávila stayed in Granada at the house of the bishop and would set out on his journeys from there.  During this time, he played a role in the conversions of John of God and Francis Borgia. 

In 1538 that Fr. Ávila began to be called “Maestro” Avila. It is believed, but not confirmed, that he earned his Master’s degree in theology from the University of Granada.
 In 1539, Maestro Ávila accepted the invitation to establish the school and the University of Baeza.   He sought to convince the townspeople of the need for the school and raise the necessary funds.  Ávila gave over his benefice from Santaella to help fund the school
. 
From 1540 to 1541, he continued his missionary journey through the towns around Granada preaching, teaching, and starting schools.
  During this time, Maestro Ávila preached and gave spiritual direction to religious men and women, rich and poor, nobility and peasants.  His zeal for souls brought many people back to the faith and attracted followers to his way of life.

2.1f Maestro Avila’s “Priestly School” and the Society of Jesus (1546-


1555)


Maestro Ávila continued his apostolic preaching throughout Andalusia and a group of students formed around him who wished to follow his way of life.  In the summer of 1546, the town of Córdoba gave him part of an old fortress which he made into a kind of headquarters where he lived a common life with twenty of his students.
 Many writers on Ávila have referred to this group as his “priestly school,” or as the Jesuit historian Santiváñez called it, “una Congregación de sacerdotes operarios y santos”.
   These students consisted of priests and men who wanted to be priests who trusted in him so completely that they promised obedience “to him as the leader of a reform movement of priests.”
 He asked his students to conform to the following spiritual and intellectual practices:
Before all else, they were to strengthen their interior spirit by the practice of recollection, frequent confession and communion; they were to never fail, if possible, to have two hours of prayer on the Passion and the Last Things every morning and evening.  They were not to neglect the study of the New Testament and to seek to understand the texts with the help of St. John Chrysostom, and Erasmus…; they were to read John Cassian, St. Gregory, St. Augustine, St. Bernard; they were to possess a selection of books of poetry.
  

The students who wanted to be priests were sent to study at Salamanca. The religious community that Maestro Ávila envisioned was not to consist of unniversity priests who would be engaged only in speculative theology separated from the common people. He always impressed upon his students the dynamic nature of the apostolic life and the need to preach, teach, and work with the poor and the sick.  


The ministry of Maestro Ávila throughout Andalucía coincided with the establishment of the Society of Jesus. Both groups possessed similar missionary goals: the establishment of schools to catechize the poor, the education of men to be zealous ministers of the Gospel, and the reform of the Church. Ávila’s students met Ignatius’ students for the first time in Salamanca in 1545.  Diego de Guzman and Gaspar Loarte, disciples of Maestro Ávila, were students at Salamanca when Frs. Peter Faber and Antonio de Araoz, the nephew of Ignatius, were passing through.
 Around the same time (1546), the Jesuits founded their first school in the town of Gandia.
 Maestro Ávila’s students held the Jesuits in high esteem and many of them took an interest in the Jesuits’ missionary endeavors. The first student of Maestro Ávila’s to enter the Society of Jesus was Fr. Cristóbal de Mendoza in 1546. Maestro Gaspar López, another student of Ávila’s and a professor at Jerez de la Frontera entered the Society in 1549.
 
In the same year, the Dominican Melchior Cano attacked the Society of Jesus as dangerous to the Church and condemned Ignatius’ spirituality as “illuminist” and a product of Alumbrado spirituality. Maestro Ávila and his students in Salamanca wrote vigorously in the defense of the Society. Ignatius wrote Ávila in January 1549, defending the Society against the attacks of Cano and Ávila responded in April 1549, supporting the Society of Jesus and their mission.
 

Maestro Ávila was in no way troubled over the desire of some of his students to join the Society of Jesus. In fact, he encouraged his more gifted students to join them. In September 1550, Ignatius wrote Fr. Francisco Villanueva a letter, asking him to personally invite Maestro Ávila to enter the Society, because he would bring much to it.
  However, because of his failing health and his Jewish heritage,” he refused. In a letter to Fr. Araoz, the Jesuit provincial in Spain, Maestro Ávila offered to hand over the fifteen schools he had established, including the University of Baeza, to the care of the Society.
  The Jesuits soon began the discussions with him about taking over the schools.

In 1552 a new persecution against the New Christians flared up in Spain, and both Maestro Ávila and his students were tainted by Ávila’s Jewish heritage. This persecution made it difficult for Maestro Ávila’s students to join the Society for a while. While invitations for Ávila to join the Society continued to be made by Ignatius and later by his secretary Fr. Nadal, he chose not accept them. Duque offered this explanation for Ávila’s unwillingness to become a Jesuit:



Juan de Ávila was not a Jesuit. He did not establish an 

institution similar to that of Ignatius. He had another 

charism: to present his life, with his disciples and with  
writings,  as an example of a holy, apostolic and priestly life 
within the open structure of the diocesan Church.
 

2.1g Retirement and last years in Montilla (1555-1569)


After years of travel and harsh penances, Maestro Ávila’s health began to fail. From his letters, it appeared that he suffered from kidney problems, stomach problems, fevers and chest pains, all of which Duque described as a “participation in the cross of the Lord for almost twenty years.”
 In 1555, the Marquis of Priego gave Ávila a small house in Montilla, where there was a Jesuit school, a small church, a convent of Poor Clare nuns and the home of his friends the Marquis and Marquesa of Priego.
 In spite of his infirmities, he continued his work as a preacher, spiritual director and writer. He lived with his secretary and friend, Fr. Villarás and two others who copied his writings, maintained the house and delivered his letters.
 Maestro Ávila’s daily schedule consisted of morning prayers for two hours and Mass, followed by visits with those who sought spiritual direction in the afternoon. He would write letters and talks in the evening, concluding with two more hours of prayer before going to bed.
 


Maestro Ávila composed his best known work, Audi Filia during his imprisonment by the Inquisition. He had written it for his spiritual daughter, doña Sancha Cárillo, and had also given it to others to read. Ávila’s  purpose for writing the book was to “give some teaching and Christian guidance so that those who are beginning to serve God would come to know his will for them.”

 In 1556, Audi Filia was published without Ávila’s permission. When he discovered that it had been published, he was concerned because he knew the work needed further correction and clarification. He knew that with the issues of the Alumbrados, the writings of Erasmus, Martin Luther and the Council of Trent, there would be serious concern over any spiritual book that might provoke controversy. Audi Filia fell into this category, and in 1559 it was placed on the Index of Forbidden Books.
 After Ávila revised, it was approved by the Bishop of Córdoba in June of 1565,  but the Holy Office of the Inquisition intervened and refused to allow its publication.
  Audi Filia was not published with Church permission until 1574, five years after his death.


Even though Maestro Ávila endured skepticism by many church officials because of Audi Filia, he continued writing and speaking on the reform of the clergy. Both he and his classmate from the University of Alcalá, don Pedro Guerrero, Archbishop of Granada were interested in the reform of the Church, particularly the reform of the clergy.
  Maestro Ávila was seen in a positive light in some Spanish ecclesiastical circles, and he had proposed as Bishop of Segovia, until it was stopped because of his Jewish heritage and the earlier investigations by the Inquisition.
  


Archbishop Guerrero played an important role in the second and third sessions of the Council of Trent, and wanted to have Maestro Ávila accompany him as an adviser, but Ávila was unable because of his health. Instead, he sent two treatises or “Memorials” with the Archbishop. At the second session (1551), Archbishop Guererro presented a document entitled “Reformación del estado eclesiástico,” and at the third session (1561), another document entitled “Causas y remedios de las herejías.” The Council Fathers received both “Memorials” with great applause and Archbishop Guerrero publicly acknowledged that Maestro Ávila was the author of both.
 


St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) was also correspondent to Maestro Ávila’s. She had written her spiritual autobiography under the obedience of her spiritual director, but was unconvinced of the accuracy of what she had written concerning the spiritual life. She consulted both the Bishop of Salamanca and the Grand Inquisitor of the Holy Office, who suggested that she send the text to Maestro Ávila. He responded to the request to critique her text with a letter dated April 2, 1568, writing that he probably would not add anything that others had not already said.
 Nevertheless, she sent him the manuscript and he commented favorably upon it. In a letter dated September 12, 1568, he wrote:




Your teaching on prayer is good for the most part and you 




can trust and follow it. I find that the signs that you

described in the ecstasies are true. The way of teaching God
to the soul without imagination nor interior or exterior 
words is very accurate. I do not find in it anything on which 

to stumble. St. Augustine speaks well of it.
 

His response was enough for Teresa to finally permit her spiritual autobiography to be published.


As the end of Maestro Ávila’s life approached, his priestly confraternity began to disband. Thirty of his disciples had joined the Society of Jesus and carried on his teachings with them. Other priests served in small towns throughout Andalusia and Extremadura as well as at the Cathedral and University of Baeza.
 Ávila would continue to correspond with them up to his death. Fr. Villarás, his secretary and Fr. Juan Diaz, his nephew, continued to keep his message and work alive.


Maestro Juan de Ávila died on May 10, 1569. His biographers reported that before he died, he recited this prayer to the Virgin Mary that he had often said before he preached: “Recordare, Virgo Mater, dum steteris in conspectus Dei, ut loquaris pro nobis bona.”
  He was buried in the Jesuit Church in Montilla. 


Maestro Ávila accomplished much in his life; he was a spiritual adviser to nobility, religious and peasants, he taught the catechism to young children throughout southern Spain, he aided in the education of young men for the priesthood by letters, talks and biblical commentaries, he had a role in the reformation of the clergy at the Council of Trent. In spite of all these accomplishments, he will always be remembered principally as the apostolic preacher of Andalusia.

2.1h Beatification and Canonization


The first stage of the process of Beatification for Maestro Juan de Ávila began in 1623 and lasted until 1663.
 His cause for sainthood was begun by the “Congregación de San Pedro Apóstol,” the native priests of Madrid.
 Then the cause fell dormant until the Archbishop of Toledo opened a second information- gathering process in 1731. In 1759, Pope Clement XIII declared Maestro Ávila “Venerable.”
  Cardinal Infante don Luis Antonio de Borbón encouraged the king of Spain to spare no expense, and opened the third stage from 1791-1894, when Pope Leo XIII beatified Maestro Ávila on April 6.
 


By this time the postulators for the cause were the “Trinitarios Descalzos”. The resumption of the cause began in 1924, at the “Semana y Congreso Aséticos de Valladolid” and the “Congreso Catequístico de Granada.” They succeeded in producing the collected works of Maestro Ávila in 1927 and a new biography in 1928.
 


On the July 2, 1946, on the fiftieth anniversary of his beatification and through the influence of Cardinal Parrado, the Archbishop of Granada, Pope Pius XII declared Maestro Ávila to be the Apostle of Andalusia and the principal patron of the Spanish diocesan clergy. Pius XII also extended the decree resuming the cause in 1952.
  With the help of several more postulators, Pope Paul VI canonized San Juan de Ávila on May 31, 1970.
  Since his canonization, there has been an ongoing movement to have him declared a doctor of the Church. In his forward to the 1970 Critical Edition of the Obras Completas de San Juan de Ávila, Laureano Castán Lacoma, Bishop of Sigüenza writes in support of San Juan de Ávila becoming a Doctor of the Church: “Maestro Ávila not only has the proper merits to be declared Doctor of the Church, but he should also be considered as the Doctor of the Doctors, which he was.”
 He goes on to add that several doctors of the Church have used his writings extensively, including St. Teresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross, St. Alphonsus Liguori and St. Francis de Sales.
2.2a Key Theological Principles and Influences of Maestro Juan de Ávila


When one examines the multi-faceted life of Maestro Juan de Ávila, it is evident that there were many factors that influenced his apostolate. Before we can discuss the Marian Theology of his preaching, we must examine some of his theological principles in regard to Christology, Ecclesiology, Pneumatology and Eschatology, because they will, to a greater or lesser degree, influence his Marian thought. 


While theologians may look at Avilist theology from different perspectives, it is evident that the preacher and theologian who exercised the greatest influence over Maestro Avila’s work was St. Paul. In his Introducción a la doctrina de San Juan de Ávila,  Fr. Juan Bifet wrote,




He was a reflection of the apostolic figure of St. Paul in his 

life and preaching. From the beginning of his preaching, the 

Maestro explained the Pauline writings in Ecija, already 

before 1531. The lessons on the Pauline letter to the 

Galatians were given in Córdoba before 1537. ‘Our preacher 

was very devoted to the apostle St. Paul and tried to imitate 

him in preaching and in the simplicity and great love that he 

had for his neighbors. He knew his letters by heart… and one

 can see that when there was an opportunity for him to 

declare some authority from this saint, he made it with a 

great spirit and teaching as it is stated in all his sermons and 

writings.’
  



In the article “El Magisterio de San Juan de Ávila,” Álvaro Huerga has presented an excellent overview of Avilist Christology and Ecclesiology, particularly in regard to his positions on Church reform. Huerga wrote:

                    

The ecclesiological thought of Maestro John of Avila can be 

reduced to a simple formula: the mystery of the Church is a 

prolongation of the mystery of Christ. The simplicity of the 

formula is  such a clear pattern that it immediately places us 

before the synthesis of the fundamental hinge of his 

ecclesiology. Besides, a simple intellectual vision is noted 

that concerns two slopes of an identical mystery: that of 

Christ. The mystery of Christ, the mystery of the Church: two 

sides of one reality.
 

2.2b Christology of Maestro Ávila


The three key principles in Avilist Christology are interrelated with the other. Bifet described Avilist Christology as “existential (nuptial and contemplative), ecclesiological, and liturgical.”
 Maestro Ávila’s first Christological principle concerns the interiority and the heart of Christ. In this image, Jesus Christ is seen as the manifestation of the total love of God Incarnate. For him, the mystery of Christ will never be captured if it is not from the interior.
  As a mystic, he invites the listener or reader to look at the love of God from the inside:




The heart of Christ is burning with zeal for the honor of the 




Father and the salvation of souls. The external manifestation 




of his kenotic life and Passion are only small expressions 




of a much deeper love that was symbolized by the opening of 




his side on the cross.
 

He speaks of the love of Christ in great detail in his “Tratado del Amor del Dios.” 


The second Avilist Christological principle can be summed up in the importance of the hypostatic union. Bifet wrote that “the hypostatic union reveals for us the greatness of Christ and all humanity since it is a union of the humanity of Christ with the divine Person of the Word, eternally begotten of the Father.”
 In this understanding of the hypostatic union, “the marriage of Christ with the Church and all humanity has the primary place.”
 From this nuptial sense of the Incarnation, the invitation is given to live in union with Christ as a marriage with him. In this marriage, humanity becomes a sharer in his gifts to his spouse, the Church. His emphasis on the importance of the hypostatic union places him firmly in the Chalcedonian tradition.


His third Christological principle is that every action of Christ is viewed in light of all salvation history. This principle can be summed up in three words: Incarnation, Cross, and Redemption. Through the Incarnation, Jesus Christ is the Mediator between God and man. Bifet wrote that for Maestro Ávila, “Jesus Christ is King through the Incarnation and Redemption, but he conquers his subjects by means of a life of poverty and death on the cross.
 The Incarnation is brought about through the kenosis of the Eternal Word of God and that “the humiliation of Christ (by the redeeming Incarnation) is our salvation.”
  For both Maestro Ávila and St. Paul, the redemption centers on the mystery of Christ: it is the high point of the kenosis of Christ. Bifet describes Avila’s teaching in this way:




The incarnate Word has redeemed us from our sins and 




communicated new life to us. This is the significance of the 




his Passion, Death and Resurrection. Christ is Redeemer


and Mediator through the Paschal Mystery. This redeeming 

action has a nuptial sense. Christ the Spouse is the one who 

pays with his 
blood the debt we owe from our sins.
 


The justification of the human race is the fruit of the Redemption wrought by Jesus Christ. Bifet describes the Avilist theology of Justification as the “fruit of the gratuitous action and redemption of Christ, but it presupposes the cooperation of man and the action of grace.”
 


All three of Avila’s Christological principles flow from each other. The love of the Father and the Son is such that in the response to the sins of the human race, the Word became hypostatically united to humanity in Jesus Christ, who came into the world to proclaim the Good News of salvation in word and through his life, death and resurrection.

2.2c Ecclesiology of Maestro Ávila


The ecclesiology of Maestro Ávila rests in the Pauline understanding of the Church as the Mystical Body of Christ, which he teaches in a progressive way. As a reformer, he wrote many things about the Church particularly in terms of the reform of the clerical state. For the purposes of this study, my treatment will be brief. Much of Maestro Ávila’s ecclesiology can be examined under three headings: the Mystery of the Church as a prolongation of the Mystery of Christ, five key “types” of the Church, and the nature of the ecclesiastical structure of the Church.


Ávila taught that the Church itself is a prolongation of the Paschal Mystery of Jesus Christ. Nothing can be said about the Church that does not in some way connect to the person of Jesus Christ. Bifet wrote that “Avilist ecclesiology was centered more on the biblical contents of the marriage with Christ: Christ the Bridegroom died on the cross to give life to the Church, his Bride and Body.
  This nuptial relationship extends to all baptized believers who are brought into this marriage by baptism.


Maestro Ávila presents five key types or figures of the Church. Fr. Álvaro Huerga discussed them in great detail in his paper “El Magisterio de San Juan de Avila.” He describes Ávila as a teacher of the young, whose ecclesiology focused on the Church as “Mother.” Huerga wrote: “No less than twelve times is the expression, ‘the Church is our Mother,’ repeated in a basic discussion. A child understands nothing more clearly than the idea of a mother.”
  The child draws a parallel between a mother who teaches, nurtures, protects, and guides with the Church who also provides these things for all the baptized.


When Huerga described Ávila as a preacher, he stated that the image which he used with adults, both the simple and educated was the Church as “Bride.” Huerga explained:




The Church is the Bride of Christ. Now it is known that the 




simile 
is Pauline. Ávila instilled through this image the 




respect, obedience and love of the Church since these honors 




are definitely motivated and ended in Christ. ‘The honor of 




the Bride is the honor of her husband…, and the one who 




offends the bride offends the husband. The one who did 




some service for the bride served the groom in it and he 




received it as if it were done to him.’
 


When Huerga described Ávila as a professor, he presented his central image of the Church as “communion” or “fraternity.” Huerga quoted one of  Ávila’s sermons:




Brothers, we are companions of the Apostles and all the 




Saints, who existed from the beginning of the world. 




You will say: ‘Lord, I have no one who wishes me well.’ And 




you lie, because there is a society  which we call the Church 




in which all the goods are held in common. Such is the virtue

of the friendship of those who, each having his own good, 

share this good with all.
 

In this understanding of the Church, communion is not only seen in the unity of faith of the believers but also in the fruits of the faith, particularly the sacraments. 


The fourth image for Maestro Ávila is the “Mystical Body,” of which all the baptized are members. For him, “the Church is a Body that grows by and in love.”
 As the Church grows in charity, it is bound more tightly as a community.
 The union between Christ and the Church, the Head and the Body, is so intense and personal that when the Body hurts, so does the Head. The Church is the place where heaven and earth are united: “The Son of God came from heaven to transfer the love of heaven to earth and he left it with it.”
 


The fifth Avilist image connects the Church with the Holy Eucharist. It is described as “The House where Christ celebrates the Passover.” Huerga quoted Maestro Ávila:




But where does Christ continue the celebration of the 




Passover? What is the house where Christ does this new 




thing that finishes the old and begins the new: new law, new 




priesthood, new sacrifice, new worship…. Let us pay

attention brothers, let us pay attention to the house where 

the Lord celebrated his feast, where he gathered his 

disciples, where he made priests, where he preached to his 

disciples, where afterwards he sent the Holy Spirit.


The third principle of Maestro Ávila’s ecclesiology is his emphasis on the importance of the hierarchical structure of the Church. Much of what he wrote concerning the hierarchy was a response to the corruption of the clergy before the Council of Trent and the Protestant Reformation. Huerga quoted Ávila, a staunch defender of the papacy who said “…lean your ears to the determination and teaching of the Catholic Church whose head is the Roman Pontiff.”
 He stressed the necessity of the episcopacy and the priesthood. He claimed that “the Bishops are the successors of the Apostles in their dignity and pastoral mission,” and spoke of the ministerial priesthood in this way:
  




In order that there would be more voices to preach and more 




doctors to cure souls, although he (Christ) could do it, he 




desired to have helpers …. And so he chose twelve 




apostles…. And since he was not content with choosing the 

twelve to help him, he chose seventy-two others so that they 

could help the twelve.

He does not specifically address the role of the laity, but does mention the priesthood of the faithful through Baptism.
 One can draw the conclusion that the duty of the clergy was to teach, lead, sanctify and serve the laity, aiding in their salvation.

2.2d The Pneumatology of Maestro Ávila


Maestro Ávila expressed in his writings the traditional theology of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the “thread” that connects all things to Christ. In terms of the Trinitarian relations, Bifet writes that “the Holy Spirit is the one who proceeds from the love of the Father and the Son through spiration by way of love.”
 Ávila presented his theology of the Holy Spirit in his sermons on the Ascension, Pentecost and the Virgin Mary. He described the Holy Spirit as a “river or fountain of living water communicated to the Church.”
 In regard to the Virgin Mary, he wrote: “The Holy Spirit knows the depths of the Virgin very well. He knows her most pure heart. He knows that palace where he accomplished so many great mysteries.”
 He stressed Mary’s cooperation in the Cenacle as the disciples awaited the coming of the Holy Spirit.
  He also emphasized the spiritual adoption of humanity by the Holy Spirit when he said: “So we are incorporated in Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit is given to us and his grace which, poured into the soul, makes us adopted children of God, pleasing to him as his temples.”
 His treatment of the Holy Spirit, particularly in regard to the notions of the baptized as temples and adopted children, finds its roots in the theology of St. Paul.

2.2e The Eschatology of Maestro Avila


The eschatology of Maestro Ávila is very traditional. He addresses the Four Last Things as well as the doctrine on Purgatory. Bifet wrote that “for Maestro Ávila, the exposition of these eschatological topics remained centered in the context of the desire to see God. Human history tends towards this final future reality.”
 His preaching on the Second Coming and Final Judgment is a means to persuade people to correct their behavior in light of the coming of Christ.
 It is clear that one of the central goals of his preaching was to bring sinners to repentance, and to realize that life on earth is a time of preparation in order to be received into the glory of God. 

The theme of the vision of God is very important for Ávila and it takes on a special meaning in his treatment of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. In his four sermons on the Assumption, it is clear that the Virgin Mary underwent death and experienced the vision of God in a unique way.  Avilist eschatology can be summed up in one sentence: Seek holiness and when Christ comes again, you will see God.

2.2f Conclusion


The theology of Maestro Ávila is centered on Jesus Christ crucified and risen, who leads humanity into the mystery of Trinitarian love. It is a theology heavily informed with Sacred Scripture as well as the writings of St. Thomas 

Aquinas, St. Bonaventure and St. Bernard of Clairvaux. It is clear that he was not a speculative theologian, but a very practical one. The purpose of his theological studies was to inform his mind and heart in such a way that he could practically and concretely transmit the truths of the Catholic Faith to the simple believer. His theology is clearly that of a preacher.

Chronology of Maestro Juan de Ávila’s life and significant events in 16th Century Spain

1469: October 19. The Marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella

1478: Beginning of the Spanish Inquisition, focused primarily on “New Christians.”

1499: Birth of Maestro Ávila in Almodovar del Campo

1515: Birth of St. Teresa of Ávila

1516: Maestro Ávila’s conversion experience at Salamanca

1517: Luther’s 95 Theses; Beginning of the Protestant Reformation

1525: Death of Erasmus of Rotterdam

1526: Leaves the University of Alcalá; Ordained to the priesthood; sets off to Seville in order to become a missionary in the New World. Remains in Seville at the orders of the Bishop and begins his preaching apostolate.

1531-1533: Accused by the Inquisition, imprisoned and then exonerated of all charges.

1535: Travels to the Diocese of Córdoba, where he is incardinated; meets friend and future biographer Luis de Granada (1504-1588)

1536-1539: Maestro Ávila begins his preaching mission throughout the area of Granada. 

1538: Fr. Ávila becomes known as Maestro Ávila; He establishes the University of Baeza.

1539: Maestro Ávila aids in the conversion of John of God and Francis Borgia.

1540: Ignatius Loyola establishes the Society of Jesus. 

1542: Birth of St. John of the Cross

1545-1549: First Session of the Council of Trent.

1546: Maestro Ávila returns to Córdoba and establishes a fraternity of 20 priests and students referred to as the “Priestly School.”

1549: Maestro Ávila and Ignatius Loyola exchange letters.

1550-1552: Second Session of the Council of Trent; Bishop Guererro presents 

Maestro Ávila’s “First Memorial” to the Council. Maestro Ávila is encouraged by St. Ignatius to join the Jesuits, but he declines because of sickness and old age.

1555: Maestro Ávila retires to Montilla because of sickness.

1556: Maestro Ávila’s spiritual work, Audi Filia is published without his permission; It is later placed on the Index of Forbidden Books (1559) and subsequently removed (1565); Death of St. Ignatius

1559-1563: Third session o the Council of Trent; Bishop Guererro presents Maestro Ávila’s “Second Memorial” to the Council Fathers.

1568: Corresponds with Teresa of Avila over her Spiritual Autobiography, which he approves.

1569: Dies on May 10.
1894: Beatified by Pope Leo XIII

1954: Declared Principal Patron of the Spanish Diocesan Clergy by Pope Pius XII

1970: Canonized by Pope Paul VI on May 31. A movement is begun by the Spanish Bishops to have Maestro Ávila declared a Doctor of the Church.
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