





From a scientific view, specifically a neuro-
scientific view, frontal lobe epilepsy may
provide an explanation for mystic-like experi-
ences. In “The Secrets of the Mind,” a 2001
Nova Program on the brain, V. S. Ramachan-
dran, a neurosurgeon, explores the case of
John Sharon who suffers from temporal lobe
epilepsy, a series of electrical storms where a
group of neurons start firing randomly, out of
sync with the rest of the brain. Sharon suffers
volleys of five minute seizures and violent
convulsions. After his seizures he engages in
philosophical discussions and sometimes feels
omnipotent. He is much more emotionally
sensitive to the pains and joys of existence,
especially of others. He feels both extreme pain
and extreme enlightenment. Dr. Ramachandran
proposes that the temporal lobe connections to
the amigdala, where emotions evolve from
stimili, are strengthened. The pathways from the
temporal lobes to the amigdala are heightened
much like rivulets on cliff faces are deepened by
deluges of water. There, in an area of the brain
which determines what value is to be placed on
things, everything is temporarily over-valued.
Everything is salient, even a grain of sand. Such
an over-valuation could be interpreted as a union
with God, where everything finally makes sense.
So...perhaps St. Teresa experienced a compli-
cation of temporal lobe epilepsy.

Electrical Storms > Everything Over-valued
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Visiting Carmelites: A Literary Field
Trip

In order to make St. Teresa’s life come alive,
students are invited to attend a literary field trip to
southemn Minnesota to visit both a Franciscan
convent and a Carmelite Hermitage.

At the Franciscan convent students spend the
night in a “cell,” without the benefit of cell-phones
and televisions. They were asked to read a selec-
tion from the Vatican I documents on the contem-
plative life. They also reviewed readings from St.
Teresa’s writing, especially her rules for conduct in
a convent. Students generally enjoy this solitude.

In the moming they hear the general history of
the Franciscan Order, an order based on service,
and tour the museum of artifacts at Assisi Heights
in Rochester, Minnesota. Franciscan nuns founded
St. Mary’s hospital there in 1889 in association
with the Mayo clinic.

In the aftemoon students visit the Hermitage of
St. Mary of Carmel, located off a gravel road high
on a wooded hill near Huston, Minnesota. The
order took up lodging in their present location after
a dance hall was built near their previous location
in Wisconsin. There is a central chapel and seven
or eight “cabins™ heated by steam heat from a
central boiler. The five to six sandal-clod Carme-
lites review the evolution of their current Carmelite
Rule and express their admiration for St. Teresa’s
wisdom and “determined” personality.

The nuns at the Hermitage have many personal
stories about the founding of the convent, which
stands adjacent to a field populated by a buffalo
herd. These stories include perceived miracles,
some having to do with these buffalo and the
building of the convent. The nuns have been
gracious enough to share their personal stories and,
most importantly, they are a particularly talented
group of women who have given up very success-
ful careers, well-paid highly creative careers, to
practice at the hermitage. Some stories demon-
strate that these nuns were not always faithful
practitioners, but had earlier in life sometimes
fallen from the faith. It is the personal stories of
how faith was regained and what faith means to
them that is most intriguing and which forms such
a bond with students. What is most impressive is
the feeling that they exhibit regarding their rela-
tionship with Christ and his mother Mary. These
nuns feel truly blessed and loved, married to
Christ, most happy with their lives which seem to
students to be very restricted. The attitudes here
give many students pause for thought and have
caused some to reevaluate previously held
opinions. Others have left unconvinced, but
impressed. The nuns provide effective arguments
and examples for their point of view.

Students find these approaches to St. Teresa to
be most intriguing and stimulating.

*For a rather advanced application of literary theory to St.
Teresa’s writing see Carole Slade, St Teresa of Avila: Author
of a Heroic Life (Berkeley: University of California

Press, 1995. See also George Eliot’s discussion of St. Teresa
in the prelude to Middlemarch.
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