
SESSION 9 · LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE

Abide: Betrothal and Union
John 15:1-11 · Galatians 2:20 · 2 Peter 1:4

Session Overview
Discovery Aim. The group discovers that union with God is not mystical extravagance but Jesus's own vine-
and-branches description of the life every branch is called to share, and learns from Teresa's seventh 
dwelling places what the destination looks like.

Catholic Touchstone. Divinization by grace (CCC 460; CCC 2014): the Son of God became man so that we might 
become sharers in the divine nature; spiritual progress tends toward ever more intimate union with Christ.

What You Need to Know
Tonight the study says its boldest word: union. Everything so far has been road (call, detachment, the inner 
room, friendship, desert, night, water, Song); tonight is destination. State the claim baldly and then ground it: 
the goal of the Christian life is that God and the soul become one, not by the soul dissolving into God, but by 
love and grace making the two so united that, in St. John of the Cross's language, the soul becomes God by 
participation, remaining fully a creature. If that sounds like an overclaim, tonight's texts are chosen to show 
it is simply the New Testament: abide in me and I in you (John 15:4); no longer I, but Christ living in me 
(Galatians 2:20); partakers of the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4). The mystics did not raise the Bible's bid; they 
took it literally.

Teresa's Interior Castle gives the destination its most careful description. In the seventh dwelling places she 
describes spiritual marriage, and her image for it is exact: like rain falling from the sky into a river, the 
waters cannot afterward be divided; like light entering a room through two windows, it is one light. She uses 
several images (rain falling into a river, a stream entering the sea, one light through two windows), and all of 
them keep the creature real: the soul is not annihilated, it is married. And note her tests of authenticity, 
which Session 11 will spend a whole evening on: the fruit of true union is humility, stability, and above all 
works of love.

Guard two edges tonight. Against deflation: union is not a metaphor for "being very committed"; Jesus's vine 
is organic, one life-sap in stock and branch. Against inflation: union is not pantheism, not the erasure of the 
creature, and not an experience to be engineered; it is the flowering of baptismal grace (CCC 2014: spiritual 
progress tends toward ever more intimate union with Christ, to which God calls us all, though its special 
graces are given only to some), given by God, tested by love. The steelman tonight carries the second guard.

Pastoral note: Galatians 2:20 can be handed to the group as the most practical verse of the study: a sentence 
to pray before every hard obedience. The union session should not float; land it in Monday.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment
The covenant formula runs through the whole Old Testament like a wedding vow: "I will take you for my 
people, and I will be your God" (Exodus 6:7), repeated by the prophets and finally promised as interior: "I will 
put my law within them... and I will be their God, and they shall be my people" (Jeremiah 31:33). The 
direction is always toward closer belonging.

Israel is God's vine and vineyard: "You brought a vine out of Egypt" (Psalm 80:8); Isaiah's vineyard song (5:1-
7) tends it with love and grieves its wild grapes; Hosea's betrothal (2:19-20, our Session 5 and 8 thread) 
names the belonging as marriage. The vine and the bride are the Old Testament's two great images of 
covenant intimacy, and both wait for a fulfillment neither Israel nor any individual could produce.

Jesus fulfills both in one sentence: "I am the true vine" (John 15:1): the faithful Israel in person, and then, 
staggeringly, he grafts us in: "Abide in me, and I in you" (15:4). What the covenant formula promised at a 
distance ("I will be your God") the vine accomplishes as shared life: one sap, his, in us. 2 Peter 1:4 names the 
result without blinking: partakers of the divine nature.
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Voices of the Church

VOICE OF THE CHURCH  St. Teresa of Avila
Of the spiritual marriage Teresa writes that the union is like rain falling from the sky into a river or a 
stream: it becomes one water, and none can divide or separate the water of the river from that which fell 
from heaven; or like a little stream entering the sea, or light entering a room through two windows and 
becoming one light. The soul remains itself, yet lives no longer alone: as St. Paul said, she notes, for me to 
live is Christ. And the sign she most trusts, drawn out in ch. 4, is not delight but the desire and strength to 
serve.
The Interior Castle, Seventh Dwelling Places, chs. 2 and 4.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH  St. John of the Cross
John teaches, in substance, that in the union of likeness the soul, purified of every attachment and 
transformed by love, becomes God by participation: it remains a creature by nature, yet all its operations, 
knowing, loving, willing, are so taken up into God that it appears more divine than human. His careful 
word is participation: the log in the fire is transformed into flame without ceasing to be wood; the 
window filled with sunlight becomes light without ceasing to be glass. Nature is never erased; it is set 
ablaze. The whole road of nada exists for this: emptied hands can be filled with God.
Summarized from his teaching on union; the window and sunlight image is in The Ascent of Mount Carmel II.5, the log in the  
fire in The Dark Night II.10, and God by participation is his language in The Spiritual Canticle and The Living Flame of Love.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH  St. Elizabeth of the Trinity
Elizabeth found her vocation in a phrase of St. Paul: to be the praise of his glory (Ephesians 1:12), and 
signed her last letters with it as a new name, Laudem Gloriae. Union, as she lived it, was not exotic: it 
meant letting the indwelling Trinity of Session 3 have the whole house, every thought and hour becoming 
a yes. Dying at twenty-six, her last words, as her community recorded them, were that she was going to 
light, to love, to life; and in her letters she had promised to spend her heaven drawing souls into the same 
interior union she had found in an ordinary Carmel of Dijon.
From her letters and last retreat notes; her last words are given as her community recorded them; the name is from 
Ephesians 1 (see also her 1904 prayer in Session 3).

Catechism Connection
CCC 460 makes the audacious claim official, quoting St. Athanasius: the Son of God became man "so that we 
might become God," and St. Thomas Aquinas: the only-begotten Son of God, wanting to make us sharers in his 
divinity, assumed our nature. The Fathers said it before the Carmelites did; the Carmelites describe the road 
to it. The paragraph's anchor is tonight's epistle text: 2 Peter 1:4.

CCC 2014 (from Session 1, now bearing full weight): spiritual progress tends toward ever more intimate union 
with Christ, called mystical because it participates in the mystery of Christ through the sacraments; God calls 
us all to this intimate union, even if special graces are given only to some. Union is what baptism is for, the 
call addressed to every baptized life; a call, not a guaranteed itinerary of extraordinary graces, and never a 
parallel track for prodigies.

CCC 795 rounds it out with the Church dimension the mystics never left: Christ and the Church together are 
the whole Christ; head and members are, as it were, one mystical person. Union with Christ is never a private 
elevator; it is deeper incorporation into his Body.

THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

Thread B ("Water to Flame"): John's iron-in-the-fire image tonight is the deliberate pivot; the water 
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imagery of Session 7 hands off to fire next week. One line at close: next session, the flame itself.

Thread A: last week of restraint. If anyone connects tonight's "ordinary destination" language to the 
tailor, smile and confirm nothing; Session 11 pays everything.

Doctrinal watch: if the room has a strong Protestant-background contingent, the steelman may run long; 
protect ten minutes for Q5's practical landing regardless.

Session Goals
1. Establish from John 15 that mutual abiding is Jesus's own description of normal discipleship, with fruit as 
its test.

2. Receive the Carmelite grammar of union (rain into river; iron in fire; participation, not absorption).

3. Answer the pantheism and forensic-only objections with 2 Peter 1:4, CCC 460, and the vine itself.

4. Land union in practice: Galatians 2:20 as a daily prayer of consent.

Time note (75-90 min). Win 10 min; Build 50 min; Send and Live It 15 min. If pressed, compress Q2 (OT vine 
texts) into the discovery debrief; keep the steelman and Q5 whole.
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SESSION 9 · DISCUSSION GUIDE

Abide: Betrothal and Union
John 15:1-11 · Galatians 2:20 · 2 Peter 1:4

Opening Prayer
Lord Jesus, true vine, you have made us branches of your own life in baptism and asked us to abide. Tonight, 
teach us what you meant. Let your life run in our branches, and make us fruit that will last. Through you, 
who live and reign with the Father and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

WIN

W1. What is the closest human union you have witnessed (a long marriage, old friends, twins, a team)? What 
made the two "one" without erasing either?

W2. When you hear "union with God," is your gut reaction attraction, skepticism, or fear of losing yourself? 
Why?

BUILD

Q1. Read John 15:1-11 and count the word "abide" (menein). What does Jesus actually promise, what does he 
command, and what does he warn? What kind of connection is a vine to its branches: legal, emotional, or 
something else?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

"Abide" occurs ten times in these eleven verses; repetition is the point. The command: abide in me. The 
promise: I in you; much fruit; prayers answered; his joy in us, full (15:4-5, 7, 11). The warning: apart from 
me, nothing; the withered branch (15:5-6). And the connection is organic: one sap, one life, flowing from 
stock into branch. Not merely legal (a branch is not acquitted into the vine) and not merely emotional (a 
branch does not feel attached; it is attached). Jesus chose an image of shared life. That is the biblical floor 
under everything the mystics say about union.

DISCOVERY MOMENT · Q2

"I am the true vine" implies a vine that was not true, or not enough. Send the group into the Old 
Testament for the vine: a psalm remembers a vine brought out of Egypt (Psalm 80); Isaiah sings a 
vineyard song that ends in grief (Isaiah 5:1-7). Read both, then ask: what was wrong with the old vine, 
and what is Jesus claiming by the word "true"? And whom does that make us (15:5)?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Psalm 80:8-16: Israel the vine, planted, flourishing, then ravaged; the psalm begs God to have regard for it 
again. Isaiah 5:1-7: the beloved's vineyard, given every care, yields wild grapes; the song decodes itself: 
the vineyard is the house of Israel, and the grapes God sought were justice and righteousness. The old 
vine's failure was fruitlessness. "I am the true vine" claims that Jesus is in his own person the faithful 
Israel, the vine that finally yields what the Vinedresser planted for. And 15:5 names us: "I am the vine, 
you are the branches." Union with Christ is not a reward beyond the covenant story; it is the covenant 
story finally working: God's life at last running unblocked into human branches, and out of them as fruit.
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Q3. Read Galatians 2:20 slowly, twice. Paul says "I" three times and denies "I" once. Parse the paradox: who 
lives Paul's life? Who died? Who loves whom? How is this different from Paul being merely inspired or 
influenced by Christ?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

"I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me; and the life I now 
live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me." The old self-
standing "I" died with Christ (located in baptism by Romans 6:3-4); the person Paul remains ("the life I 
now live in the flesh") but the animating life is now Christ's own. Influence is external and intermittent; 
indwelling is internal and constant: the difference between admiring a fire and being iron inside one. 
And the ground note is not technique but love received: "who loved me and gave himself for me." Union 
is what his self-gift, believed, does to a person.

BUILD, THEN PRESS: DEIFICATION: PAGAN OVERREACH, OR WORSE?

Two-barreled, full strength. Barrel one: "Becoming God by participation is exactly the serpent's pitch: you 
will be like God (Genesis 3:5). The infinite Creator-creature distinction is the first truth of biblical 
religion; Eastern religions and pagan mysticisms dissolve the self into deity, and this Carmelite union-talk 
walks the same road with Catholic vocabulary. God is God and I am not; the creature's glory is worship 
across that line, not fusion over it." Barrel two: "And exegetically, Galatians 2:20 needs no deification. The 
Reformed tradition itself confesses real union with Christ: regeneration, the Spirit's true indwelling, 
sanctification that genuinely transforms. What it denies is that this union deifies. Christ lives in me 
means his Spirit governs my new life while his righteousness is credited to me; union in Paul is 
covenantal and Spirit-wrought, a real communion of persons, never an ontological participation in God's 
own nature. Read soberly, your proof texts teach communion, not deification."

This steelman defends the Creator-creature distinction, which is genuinely non-negotiable; grant that 
before anything else.

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Grant the non-negotiable at once: the Creator-creature distinction stands forever; any union that erases it 
is not Christianity, and the Carmelites police that line more fiercely than the objection does: John's 
formula is by participation, never by nature; the log in the fire remains wood; Teresa's rain-joined river 
remains a creature receiving. The serpent's offer was equality with God seized in disobedience; the 
Gospel's gift is a share in God's life bestowed through obedience unto death: same words, opposite 
grammar, which is why 2 Peter 1:4 can say without blushing that we become "partakers of the divine 
nature," and why the Fathers (CCC 460 quotes Athanasius and Aquinas) made deification the very 
purpose of the Incarnation centuries before Carmel existed. This is not pagan importation; it is patristic 
mainline. On barrel two: receive its riches first: real regeneration, real indwelling, real transforming 
communion are gladly affirmed, and Catholics affirm with Trent that we are really pardoned through 
Christ's merits alone. The precise disagreement is narrower and deeper: whether justification is by 
imputed righteousness alone, apart from interior renewal (Trent says no), and whether the Spirit's 
transforming work stops short of a true created participation in the divine nature. Paul's own organism 
presses past that stopping point: branches sharing sap (John 15), one body enlivened by one Spirit (1 
Corinthians 12:13), "your bodies are members of Christ" (1 Corinthians 6:15), Christ formed in you 
(Galatians 4:19), transformed into his likeness from glory to glory (2 Corinthians 3:18). A union that 
stopped at status would be the fruitless vine, and on that the confessions agree; what 2 Peter 1:4 adds, and 
the Fathers gloried in, is that the transformation is a true participation: grace does not merely accompany 
the creature, it divinizes it. The Catholic claim is the whole package: really pardoned, really engrafted, 
really transformed, all gift, with the creature never erased but finally, fully alive.
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DIG DEEPER: MENEIN: THE ABIDING WORD

John's verb menein, to abide, remain, stay, is his signature word: the Spirit abides on Jesus (1:32), the 
disciples ask where he abides and stay with him (1:38-39), the Father abides in the Son (14:10), we abide 
in his love (15:9), and it is Session 3's noun monē (14:2, 23) in verb form. Ask: John could have said believe 
in me, obey me, imitate me. What does "abide" carry that those verbs do not?

Q4. Teresa says the surest sign of union is not delight but the desire and strength to serve, and Jesus says "By 
this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit" (15:8). Why is fruit the test rather than feelings? And 
practically: what would praying Galatians 2:20 before one hard obedience this week actually look like for 
you?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Fruit is the test because union is shared life, and life shows: sap you cannot see, grapes you can; "the fruit 
of the Spirit is love, joy, peace..." (Galatians 5:22-23 may be read here). Feelings vary with weather; fruit 
measures the graft. This also protects the doctrine from spiritual vanity: the seventh dwelling place, in 
Teresa's account, produces servants, not connoisseurs (all of Session 11). Practically: have each person 
name one dreaded obedience of the coming week (a conversation, a duty, a forgiveness) and rehearse the 
prayer: not I, but you in me; you loved me and gave yourself for me; live this hour. That is union taken 
out of the seminar and into Monday, which is the only place Jesus ever intended it to live.

SEND

S1. Which image of union will you keep: vine and branches, rain into river, iron in the fire? Why that one, for 
you, now?

S2. "Apart from me you can do nothing" (John 15:5). Where have you been attempting fruit without sap, and 
what would abiding there look like this week?

Live It This Week
· Pray Galatians 2:20 from memory each morning this week, and once before a specific hard obedience you 
named tonight.

· Read John 15:1-11 on three separate days; each time, choose the verse to carry into that day.

· Receive the Eucharist this week with union intention: CCC 2014 ties the mystical life to the sacraments; go to 
the source and say only, "Abide in me, and I in you."

Closing Prayer
Father, Vinedresser of the true Vine, we are branches you have grafted in pure mercy. Let the life of your Son 
run in us; prune what blocks it; and make our lives bear the fruit that glorifies you: love, in act, this week. 
Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE · GALATIANS 2:20

"It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me."
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SESSION 9 · LEADER REFERENCE CARD

Abide: Betrothal and Union
Every passage used, in order

Passage Where it is used

John 15:1-11 Q1: abide counted; promise, command, warning; the organic union

Ps 80:8-16; Isa 5:1-7 Discovery: the old vine and its wild grapes

Gal 2:20 Q3 and memory verse: no longer I

Rom 6:3-4 Q3 answer: the death located in baptism

2 Pet 1:4; Gen 3:5 Steelman both barrels: partakers of the divine nature vs the serpent's pitch

1 Cor 12:13; 1 Cor 6:15; Gal 
4:19; 2 Cor 3:18

Steelman answer: the organism texts

Gal 5:22-23 Q4: the fruit test

Ex 6:7; Jer 31:33 OT Roots: the covenant formula moving inward
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