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AN ESSAY ON ST. JOHN OF THE CROSS

WRITTEN BY HIS EMINENCE CARDINAL WISEMAN
AS A PREFACE TO THE FIRST ENGLISH EDITION

ITis now many years ago, long before the episcopal
burthen pressed upon his shoulders, that the
author enjoyed the pleasure of knowing, and
frequently conversing with, the estimable Gorres
at Munich. One day the conversation turned
on a remark in that deep writer’s Philosophy of
Mysticism, to the effect that saints most re-
markable for their mystical learning and piety
were far from exhibiting, in their features and
expression, the characteristics usually attributed
to them. They are popularly considered, and by
artists represented, as soft, fainting, and perhaps
hysterical persons; whereas their portraits pre-
sent to us countenances of men, or women, of a
practical, business-like, working character.

The author asked Gorres if he had ever seen
an original likeness of St. Teresa, in whom he had
thought these remarks were particularly exempli-
fied. He replied that he never had; and the
writer, on returning to Rome, fulfilled the promise

ix
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which he had made the philosopher, by procuring
a sketch of an authentic portrait of that saint,
preserved with great care in the Monastery of St.
Sylvester, near Tusculum. Itgwas painted for
Philip II. by a concealed artist, while he was
conversing with her.

This portrait confirms most strongly the theory
of Gorres, as the author wrote to him with the
drawing ; for while no mystical saint has ever
been more idealised by artists, or represented as
living in a continual swoon, than St. Teresa, her
true portraits all represent her with strong,
firmly set, and almost masculine features, with
forms and lines that denoted vigour, resolution,
and strong sense. Her handwriting perfectly
suggests the same conclusion.

Still more does the successful activity of her
life, in her many painful struggles, under every
possible disadvantage, and her final and complete
triumph, strengthen this idea of her. And then,
her almost superhuman prudence, by which she
guided so many minds, and prosperously con-
ducted so many complicated interests and affairs,
and her wonderful influence over men of high
education and position, and of great powers, are
further evidences of her strong, commanding
nature ; such as, in the world, might have claimed
an almost unexampled pre-eminence.

It is not improbable that some who take up
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these volumes, or dip into them here and there,
may conceive that they were written by a dreamy
ascetic, who passed his life in hazy contemplation
" of things unreal and unpractical. Yet it was
quite the contrary. Twin-saint, it may be said,
to St. Teresa—sharer in her labours and in her
sufferings, St. John of the Cross, actively and
unflinchingly pursued their joint object, that of
reforming and restoring to its primitive purity
and observance the religious Order of Carmelites,
and founding, throughout Spain, a severer branch,
known as discalced, or barefooted Carmelites ; or
more briefly, as Teresians.

We do not possess any autobiography of St.
John, as we do of St. Teresa, or the more active
portion and character of his life would be at once
apparent. Moreover, only very few of his letters
have been preserved—not twenty, in fact—or we
should undoubtedly have had sufficient evidence
of his busy and active life. But, even as it is,
proofs glance out from his epistles of this im-
portant element in his composition.

In his [third] letter he thus writes to the
religious of Veas, a highly favoured foundation :
“ What is wanting in you, if, indeed, anything be
wanting, is . . . silence and work. For, whereas
speaking distracts, silence and action -collect
the thoughts and strengthen the spirit.” And
again : ‘ To arrest this evil, and to preserve our
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spirit, as I have said, there is no surer remedy
than to suffer, to work, to be silent.’

It was not, therefore, a life of visionary or
speculative meditation that St. John taught even
the nuns to pursue, but one of activity and
operative occupation. But we may judge of his
own practice by a passage in another of his
letters. Thus he writes :

‘1 have been waiting to finish these visitations
and foundations which our Lord has hastened
forward in such wise that there has been no time
to spare. The friars have been received at
Cordova with the greatest joy and solemnity on
the part of the whole city. . . . I am now busied
at Seville with the removal of the nuns, who have
bought one of the principal houses at a cost of
about 14,000 ducats, being worth more than
20,000, They are now established there. Before
my departure I intend to establish another house
of friars here, so that there will be two of our
Order in Seville. Before the feast of St. John, I
shall set forth to Ecija, where, with the Divine
blessing, we shall found another; thence to
Malaga. . . . I wish I had authority to make this
foundation, as I had for the other. I do not
expect much difficulty’ * (Letter VII).

* The writer has had the pleasure of visiting these early foundations
at Seville, Ecija, Malaga, and Granada. The first fervour of the
Order yet remains in them,
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This is only a few months’ work, or rather some
weeks’ ; for the interval described in the letter
is from the Ascension to the 24th of June. We
must allow some portion of this time for the slow
travelling of those days and those regions, over
sierras, on muleback. And then, St. John’s
travels were not triumphal progresses, but often
were painful pilgrimages, crossed by arrests, and
even long imprisonments, embittered by personal
unkindness,

Yet with calm firmness he persevered and
travelled and worked at the establishment of his
new houses in many parts of Spain, till the Order
was fully and permanently planted. In fact, if
we look only at his life, we should naturally con-
clude that he was a man of an operative mind,
always at work, ever in movement, who could not
afford much time for inward concentration on
abstract subjects.

But when we read his writings, another high
quality, for which we are not prepared, must
strike us forcibly as entering into the composition
of his character. He must have given much
time to reading and study. He is learned in all
those pursuits which we desire and expect to find
in an ecclesiastical scholar of his age. Every
page in his book gives proof of thorough acquaint-
ance with that mental discipline which trained
and formed the mind in the schools, and gave a
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mould into which thought ran and settled itself
in fixed principles; or, where this possessed
extraordinary power, opened a channel through
which it passed to further spheres of activity.
Even the mind of a Bacon was conducted through
the dialects of those schools to all the develop-
ments of his intellectual vigour.

In St. John we discover, at every turn, a mind
so educated by reading and by study. His
writings  are far from being a string of loose,
disjointed thoughts, scattered apophthegms, or
aimless rhapsodies. Quite on the contrary, there
is ever a sequence and strict logical continuity in
every division of his discourse, and all the several
parts are coherent and consistent. However de-
tailed his treatment of his subject, he never
becomes entangled or confused ; he never drops
a thread of what may appear a fine-spun web of
expansion in a difficult topic, and loses it ; but
he returns to what he has interrupted or inter-
calated with undisturbed fidelity, and repursues
his reasoning with a distinctness and discrimina-
tion which shows that, in truth, there had been
no interruption, but that unity of thought had
pervaded all the design, and nothing had been left
to chance or the idea of the moment.

Indeed, one feels in reading him that he has to
deal with the master of a science. There is no
wandering from the first purpose, no straying
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aside from the pre-determined road, after even
flowers that grow on its sides. Every division
and subdivision of the way has been chartered from
the beginning by one who saw it all before him,
And the secret lies in this, and nothing more ;
St. John invents nothing, borrows nothing from
others, but gives us clearly the results of his own
experience in himself and in others. He presents
you with a portrait, not with a fancy picture.
He represents the ideal of one who has passed, as
he had done, through the career of the spiritual
life, through its struggles and its victories,

Not only does he at all times exhibit proof of
his mental cultivation by those processes which
formed every great mind in those days, and the
gradual decline of which, in later times, has led
proportionably to looseness of reasoning and
diminution of thinking power, but St. John
throughout exhibits tokens of a personal culture
of his own mental powers and many graceful
gifts.

His mind is eminently poetical, imaginative,
tender, and gentle. Whatever mystical theology
may appear to the mind of the uninitiated, to St.
John it was clearly a bright and well-loved pur-
suit ; it was a work of the heart more than of the
head ; its place was rather in the affections than
among the intellectual powers. Hence, with every
rigour of logical precision and an unbending
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exactness in his reasonings, there is blended a
buoyancy of feeling, a richness of varied illustra-
tion, and often a sweet and elegant fancy playing
with grave subjects, so as to render them attrac-
tive, which show a mind unfettered by mere
formal methods, but easy in its movements and
free in its flights. Indeed, often a point which is
obscure and abstruse, when barely treated, re-
ceives, from a lively illustration, a clearness and
almost brilliancy quite unexpected.

But the prominent learning of the saint, and
the source of his most numerous and happiest
elucidations, are to be found in the inspired Word
of God. That is his treasure-house, that the
inspirer of his wisdom and subject of his medita-
tion. The sacred volume must have been in his
hands all day, and can hardly have dropped out
of them at night. Even by merely glancing at
the index of texts quoted by him, placed at the
end of [each] volume, any one may convince
himself of his rare familiarity with the inspired
writings, and one very different from what we
may find among readers of Scripture in our
days. '

For, first, it is an impartial familiarity, not
confined to some favourite portions as is often
the case, where the reader thinks he finds passages
or subjects that confirm his own views or en-
courage his tastes. But in St. John we discover
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nothing of this sort. Of course, such a book as
the Canticle, the special food of mystics, is familiar
to his pen as it was to the mouths of Jewish
maidens, made sweeter and sweeter by frequent
reiterations. But every other book is almost
equally ready to his hand, to prove more formally,
occasionally illustrate, every one of his proposi-
tions. For the first purpose he must have deeply
studied the sacred text; for the second, its
expressions must have been his very household
words.

Then, secondly, the beauty and elegance of his
applications prove not mere familiarity, but a
refined study and a loving meditation on what
he considers most holy and divine. Some of his
quotations are richly set in his graceful explana-
tions and commentaries ; and though the adapta-
tions which he makes sometimes appear startling
and original to an ordinary peruser of Scripture,
they seem so apt and so profound in their spiritual
wisdom that they often win approbation and even
admiration.

So far it may appear that this Preface has dealt
with St. John of the Cross outside of the sphere
in which the volume to which it is prefixed repre-
sents him as moving. It has not treated him as
a mystical theologian. Why is this ? it may be
justly asked.

The answer must be honest and straight-

b
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forward. It is too common for overlooking or
disguising, to pronounce a contemplative life to
be only a cloak for idleness, a pretext for abandon-
ing or neglecting the active duties of domestic or
social existence, and shrinking from their responsi-
bilities. Those who profess to lead it are con-
sidered as the drones of the human hive, who
leave its work to others and yet exact a share of
its sweets. And if, from time to time, one
emerges from the passive, or, as it is deemed,
indolent condition of mere dreamers and gives
form and precision to the rules and laws which
guide them, he is probably held merely to have
more method and skill in his disordered ideas, and .
to be only more pernicious than his companions
or followers.

This prejudice, firmly rooted in many English
minds, it has been thought well to remove, as a
preliminary to presenting St. John to his readers
in his highest and distinctive character. He has
been shown to possess other eminent qualities.
He was a man of active life and practical abilities,
industrious, conversant with business, where pru-
dence, shrewdness, and calculation, as well as
boldness, were required. He was a man of well-
trained mind, cultivated by the exercise of
intellectual faculties, and matured by solid, es-
pecially religious knowledge.

He has now to come before us as a diver into
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the very depths of thought, as a contemplative of
the highest order. ‘

A man with such a character as we have claimed
for him cannot have dozed away his years of life
in unpractical dreams or in crude speculations.
These would be incompatible with the rest of his
character. His contemplativeness, and his mode
of explaining it, may be anticipated to be metho-
dical and practical, and at the same time feeling
and attractive. And such both are his own
practice and his communication of it to us.

But now, perhaps, many readers may ask for
some introductory information on the very nature
of the subjects treated in the volumes before him,
and it cannot be reasonably refused. This may
be conveyed in various ways ; perhaps the most
simple and appreciable will be found in an analogy,
though imperfect, with other spheres of thought.

It is well known that a mind naturally adapted
to a pursuit, and thus led ardently to follow it,
after having become thoroughly conversant and
familiar with all its resources, becomes almost, or
altogether, independent of its methods, and at-
tains conclusions by compendious processes, or
by intuitive foresight, which require in others
long and often complicated deductions. Familiar
illustrations may be found in our habitual speak-
- ing without thinking of our grammar, which a
foreigner has constantly to do while learning our
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language ; or the almost inexplicable accuracy
of calculation in even children gifted with the
power of instantaneous arithmetical solutions.

A mathematician acquires by study this faculty ;
and it is said that Laplace, in the decline of life,
could not any longer fill up the gaps in the pro-
cesses by which, at the age of greater mental
vigour, he had reached, without effort, the most
wonderful yet accurate conclusions.

What is to be found in these abstruser pursuits
exists no less in those of a lighter character. The
literary mind, whether in thinking, writing, or
speaking, when well disposed by abilities and
well tutored by application, takes in without
effort the entire theme presented to it, even with
its parts and its details. Sometimes it is like a
landscape revealed, in a dark night, by one flash
of lightning ; oftener it resembles the calmer
contemplation of it, in bright day, by an artist’s
eye, which is so filled with its various beauties
that it enables him to transfer it, at home, to the
enduring canvas on which many may enjoy it.

The historian may see, in one glance, the exact
plan of a work, with its specific aims and views ;
its sources, too, and its auxiliary elucidations.
The finished orator, no less, when suddenly called
upon, will.hold from end to end the drift and
purpose of his entire discourse, and deliver, with-
out effort, what to others appears an elaborate
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composition. But still more, the poet indulges
in noblest flights up to the regions of sublime, or
over the surface of beautiful, thoughts, while he
appears to be engaged in ordinary occupation or
momentarily musing in vague abstraction.

Indeed, even where manual action is required
to give utterance to thought, the result is the same.
The consummate musician sits down to a com-
plicated instrument, silent and dumb till his
fingers communicate to it his improvised imagin-
ings ; bearing to its innermost organisation, by
a sort of reflex action of the nerves of sensation
on those of motion, the ready and inexhaustible
workings of his brain, sweet melodies and rich
harmonies, with tangled knots and delicious
resolutions ; effortless, as if the soul were in the
hand or the mechanical action in the head.

In the few examples which are here given, and
which might easily be multiplied, the point
illustrated is this: that where, with previous
natural dispositions and persevering cultivation,
perfection in any intellectual pursuit has been
attained or approached, the faculty exercised in
it becomes, in a manner, passive, dispenses with
intermediate processes, and receives their ultimate
conclusions stamped upon it. Labour almost
ceases, and sponfanerty of thought becomes its
substitute.

In this condition of mind, familiar to any one
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possessing genius in any form, perceptions, ideas,
reasonings, imagery, have not to be sought ; they
either dart-at once complete into the thought,
inborn and perfect to their very arms, as Pallas
was symbolically fabled to express this process ;
or they grow up, expanding from a small seed to
a noble plant, but as if by an innate sap and
vigour. There is a flow into the mind of un-
sought images, or reflections, or truths; whence
they come, one hardly knows. They were not
there before ; they have not been forged, or cast,
or distilled within.

And when this spontaneous productiveness has
been gained, the occupation of mind is not in-
terrupted. St. Thomas is said to have concluded
an argument against the Manichees alone at the
royal table; Bishop Walmesley renounced his
mathematical studies on finding them painfully
distract him at the altar. Neither recreation,
nor serious employment, nor noise, nor any condi-
tion of time or place, will suffice to dissipate or
even to disturb the continuous, unlaborious,
and unfatiguing absorption of thought in the
mental region which has become its natural
dwelling.

Let us now ask, Why may not a soul—that is, the
mind accompanied by the best feelings—be placed
in a similar position with relation to the noblest
and sublimest object which it can pursue—GobD ?
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He and his attributes present more perfect
claims, motives, and allurements, and more full
gratification, repletion, and reward to earnest and
affectionate contemplation, than any other object
or subject. How much soever the mathematician
may strain his intellect in pursuit of the true,
however the poet may luxuriate in the enjoyment
of the beautiful, to whatsoever extent the
moralist may delight in the apprehension of the
good in its recondite quintessence, none of these
can reach, in his special aim and longing, that
elevation and consummation which can be attained
in those of all the three, by one whose contempla-
tion is directed to the Infinite in Truth, in Beauty,
and in Goodness.*

Why then, should not this, so comprehensive
and so grand a source of every mental enjoyment,
become a supreme, all-exhausting, and sole object
of contemplative fruition? Why should not
some, or rather many, minds be found which have
selected this as their occupation, their solace,
their delight ; and found it to be what none other
can of its nature be, inexhaustible ? Everything
else is measurable and fathomable; this alone
unlimited.

* Tt is recorded of the celebrated, though perhaps eccentric scholar,
Raymund Lully, that once he entered the school of Duns Scotus, to
whom he was unknown. The lecturer addressed to him the question,
Quotuplex pars scientiae est Deus —* What part of knowledge in-
cludes God ? ° His reply overmastered the interrogator: Deus non
est pars, qui est Tofum—* God is in no part—He is the WHOLE.’
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Then, if there be no repugnance to such a
choice being made in the aim of contemplation,
it is natural for us to expect conditions and laws
in its attainments analogous to what we find
where the mental powers have selected for their
exercise some inferior and more restricted object.
There will be the same gradual and often slow
course of assiduous training, the same difficulty
of fixing and concentrating the thoughts ; till, by
degrees, forms and intermediate steps are dis-
pensed with; when the mind becomes passive,
and its trains of thought seem spontaneous and
in-coming, rather than worked out by elaborating
processes.

This state, when God is the sole occupier of
thought, represents the highest condition of
contemplation, the reaching of which Mystical
Theology professes to direct.

There are, however, two essential differences
between the natural and the spiritual exercises of
the contemplative faculties. In treating of the
first, a natural aptitude was named throughout
as a condition for attaining that highest sphere
of spontaneous suggestion in the mind. In the
second, this condition is not included. Its
place is taken by the supernatural power of
GRACE.

Every believer in Christianity acknowledges
the existence of an inward gift, which belongs of
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right to all ; though many may not choose to
claim it. It takes the place of mere natural
advantages so completely, that its name has
become a rooted word in our language, even apart
from religion. We say that a man ‘ has had, or
has not had, the grace’ to do a good thing ;
‘a graceless act’ is, in some way, evil ; ‘a grace-
less youth ’ is one walking, somehow, on the path
leading to perdition. And we feel, and say, that
it is grace which makes a poor man often more
virtuous, and virtuously wise, though ignorant,
and in other ways not wise-minded, than clever,
better-educated, and more intellectual rich ones.

Whoever thus believes in a superhuman gift,
which supplies, in the higher life of man, the
ordinary powers of nature, or elevates these to
the attainment of what requires more than ordi-
nary qualities, will hardly be able to deny that
this supernatural aid will be copiously granted,
where the whole energy of a soul is directed
exclusively to the most holy and sublime of
purposes, the knowledge and contemplation of
God. If it be easily accepted that any one read-
ing, with pure and simple docility, His written
records is helped by this grace to understand
them, it surely is not much to ask, that one may
expect no less assistance when, instead of the eye
running over a written page, the entire soul is
centred in Him, and every power, and every
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affection, is absorbed in deep and silent medita-
tion on His own Divine essence.

A further distinction between the application
of man’s noblest faculties, combined to their
simplest but sublimest possible object, and their
separate exercise on any inferior speculation,
consists in this. God, towards Whom the mystical
contemplative directs himself, is a living, active
Power, at once without and within the soul.
Every Christian believes that He deals as such
with the individual man; that in his natural
life each one has received his destiny, his time
and place, and measure of both, by a special
allotment ; that in his outward being, whatever
befalls him, he is the ward of a personal Provi-
dence; while in his inward and unseen existence
he receives visitations of light, of remorse, of
strength, and of guidance, which can apply and
belong to him alone.

If so, how can he doubt that one of his own
kind and class, who, more than tens of thousands,
singles out that Giver of every good gift as super-
eminent, or rather sole claimant of his soul’s best
tributes ; the throne on which all his ideal con-
ceptions of the great and the good are concentrated
in a single unclouded vision of majesty and glory ;
the altar on which are laid, in willing oblation, all
his tenderest affections, and, in ready immolation,
every inferior appetite and desire—who can doubt
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that such a one establishes a right to a larger
share than others of the active interposition of
Divine kindness, and of personal favour in second-
ing his disinterested love ?

These two differences, great and essential,
show that we have been only illustrating, rather
than vindicating, the spiritual science of St.
John, by comparing it with other classes of
knowledge. We have endeavoured to prove that,
even prescinding from the spiritual quality, which
is its characteristic, there is nothing singular,
unnatural, or reprehensible in what would only
add one more, and a most worthy, mental pursuit
to those which generally receive not mere appro-
bation but praise.

And hence the religiéus and ascetic contem-
plative may be allowed not only to deserve equal
admiration with the poet or philosopher, but to
be as fit as either for the ordinary duties of life,
and in as full possession of practical .and social
virtues.

Having thus, by this analogy, disposed the
uninitiated reader to judge unprejudicedly of this
spiritual occupation of so many persons of sin-
gularly virtuous life in the Catholic Church,
we may invite him to consider if it have not
strong presumptions in its favour.

But, first, it may be well to give a brief ex-
planation of this religious mysticism of which
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the works of St. John are considered to treat so
admirably. What we have already said will
greatly assist us.

In the Catholic Church, besides public or
private vocal prayer, every one is directed and
urged to the practice of mental prayer, or medita-
tion. For.this duty the Church furnishes simple
rules and methods, varying somewhat, but all
with one practical end. She has at hand almost
countless models, forms, and even fully developed
drafts, scarcely requiring to be filled in.

In carrying out this familiar practice, it will
be obvious that very different degrees of success
will be attained. To some it continues, almost
to the end, irksome and trying, full of distraction
and imperfection. This may easily arise from
natural deficiencies in the mind, or from habitual
negligence. But to a willing and persevering mind
these difficulties will diminish, and the power
of concentrating the thoughts and affections upon
a given subject will increase and strengthen.

Thus far any one may aspire, with every chance
of success. Then comes a higher stage: when
this power of fixing the mind is not only easy but
most pleasing ; when, without formal guidance,
the soul rests, like the bird poised upon its wings,
motionless above the earth, plunged, as it were,
in the calm atmosphere which surrounds and
sustains it on every side. This is the state of
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contemplation, when the placid action of a
deeply inward thoughtfulness, undisturbed by
other objects, is intent on gazing upon images
and scenes fixed or passing as on a mirror before
it, without exertion or fatigue, almost without
note of time.

This condition, with its requisite power, is
also attainable by those who regularly and
seriously apply to meditation.* Yet, when we
have reached it, we are still standing on the
ground, and have not set foot on the first step
of the ‘ mystical ladder ’ which St. John teaches
how to mount.

Far above the earthly exercise of contemplation
is one which belongs to a much higher and purer
sphere, above the clouds and mists of the one in
which we move. To reach it is given to few;
and of those few, fewer still have left us records
of their experience. Yet—and this is sufficient
for our present purpose—that the consummation
of their desires, and attainment of their scope,
was a closer union with God, is acknowledged by
all. The soul, thoroughly purified of all other
affections, reaches a sublime and supernatural
power of setting all its faculties in the contempla-

* Any one familiar with the Exercises of St. Ignatius will understand
the difference between meditation and contemplation, in the sense
here used; and how from one he is led to the other., This is very
different from the *‘prayer of contemplation’ which belongs to
mystical theology.
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tion of the Supreme Being with such clearness
and intensity, that its very existence seems lost
in Him ; the most perfect conformity and uni-
formity with all the emanations of His will are
established as its guiding laws; and, as far as
is yet compatible, union the most complete is
obtained between the imperfect spirit of man and
the infinite Spirit that created it to its own image
and likeness. :

Now, this aim of infirm humanity, and the
possibility of reaching it, may appear, at first
sight, extravagant and presumptuous. Yet there
has hardly ever, if ever, existed a religious system
which has not supposed such an aspiration as
its highest, but still possible, flight to be within
the reach of some more favoured votaries.

It is too well known to require proof that there
existed, beyond a gross visible idolatry, a hidden,
esoteric, and mysterious system in the mytholo-
gies of the East, handed down in the succession
of their priesthoods. The mystic teachings of
India, the best known to us, because we possess
their works, reveal this doctrine to us, that
contemplation is the means by which a man may
attain to unification of himself with the Deity,
rising by steps gradually to this almost blissful
enjoyment of His presence. In China the sect
or school of Lao-tseu, with which the learned
Abel Rémusat made Europe acquainted by a
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special memoir, taught and practised the same
mystical system.

Chaldea and Egypt no doubt held it also; for
it was from them that Pythagoras borrowed, and
infused into the philosophy of Greece and Italy
precisely the same doctrine; for while his
foolish theory, also Oriental, of transmigration
put off to an indefinite period the fruition of the
Divine essence, he taught that the soul, thoroughly
purified and detached from every inferior affec-
tion, could, through contemplation, attain a
union with God.

Although this sublime philosophy became ob-
scured in the ages which succeeded him, it shone
forth again in the Neoplatonic school—in Plotinus,
Porphyrius and their followers. Whether they
merely revived a faded, or published an occult,
tradition of their heathen philosophy, or whether
they were disfigured doctrines and practices from
the still young and fresh Christianity of their
times, it matters but little. In the one case we
conclude how instinctive it is to man, even amidst
absurd wanderings of his intellect, to expect,
nay to crave for, not merely an approach to God,
but unification with him ; * and such a noble and
holy desire and longing of humanity may naturally

* In races of both continents a ruder yet deeply symbolical feeling
prevailed at all times, that incorporation with the Deity was obtained
by partaking of the victims offered to Him. See Gerbet’s beautiful
treatise, Sur le Dogme générateur de la Piété Catholique.
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expect to find satisfaction in the true revelation
of man’s Creator.

In the second hypothesis, we must admit that
already Christianity had sufficiently developed
the germs of its mystical system to be known to
aliens, and even enemies.

Indeed, we cannot doubt that the religion of
Christ, following the early manifestations of God
in the Old Testament, laid deep those seeds of
highest contemplation which were at once matured
in His apostles. St. Paul, who was taken to the
third heaven, to hear words unutterable to man and
to require a severe counterpoise to the greatness
of his revelations (2 Cor. xii.), came to be united
with his Lord so as to hold but one life with and
in Him (Gal. ii. 20 ; Phil.i. 21).

As to the existence, in the seers and holy sages
of the Old Law, of a state of unitive contempla-
tion, as in Abraham, Job, Moses, and Elias, we
are not called aside to speak or consider. This
point may be safely left in the hands of St. John
of the Cross; for though he does not anywhere
expressly treat of this point, he has so filled his
pages with quotations from every part of Scripture
in illustration of his teaching, and the texts
alleged by him are so apt and naturally applied,
as to force conviction upon us that the mystical
and spiritual communion with God was carried
to the highest degree. Nay, does not a state of
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close intercommunion between God and man,
through revelations, manifestations, angelic
messages, and the prophetic spirit, on the one
hand, and visions and ecstasies on the other,
necessarily suppose it ? And does the frequent
boldness of the Psalmist’s familiarity with God,
still more the domestic intimacy with Him so
tenderly shadowed forth in the Canticle of Can-
ticles, allow of any alternative except the highest
and purest admission of a perishable and frail
creature into the very sanctuary of the Divine
glory ?  Surely on Sinai and in the cave of Horeb
such loving intercourse of almost friendship was
held.

But the history of the Church soon unfolds to
us a bright page, on which is emblazoned, as
its title, CONTEMPLATION. At the very time
when martyrs are shedding their blood and re-
ceiving the highest homage and praise, the Church,
which so loves and honours them, reveres scarcely
less the hundreds who fled from the very persecu-
tions which the martyrs encountered and over-
came. And the reason was, that the anchorets
and cenobites, who retired to the desert and did
not again return to the world after peace was
restored to the Church, but swelled their numbers
to thousands, were considered by her no less
conquerors of the world and triumphers over the
weakness of nature. Their lives of solitude and

(4
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silence were not idle, for they laboured with their
hands for their slender sustenance ; but this was
expressly the rule of their lives, that even while
their hands were at work, their minds should be
fixed on God. And hours of the dark night had
no other occupation.

It was this power of fixed and unflagging
contemplation which sustained them through
eighty, often, and a hundred years of seclusion.
Many were men of refined minds and high educa-
tion, who, in their thoughtful meditative lives,
must be supposed to have attained the highest
refinement of devout application to spiritual
things which can be enjoyed on earth. And
what pious solitaries thus gained in the desert of
the Thebais, our own hermits, like Guthlake, and
monks, like Cuthbert, as surely possessed. With-
out the peaceful enjoyment of such a sweet
interior reward, their lives would have been
intolerable.

So mecessary does the power of communing
with God alone, and ‘face to face,” appear to
every class of Christians, that not only the ascetics
of the Eastern Church, or the mystics of the
Western, profess to possess it, but even the least
enthusiastic forms of religion claim, or admit it
Jacob Béhme and Swedenborg have found plenty
of admirers: the latter is still leader of a sect.
It would be invidious to enter into a comparisorn
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between the writings of these men and the volumes
before us. We refer to them only as evidence
that every form of Christianity feels the want of
some transcendental piety, which bears the soul
beyond the .dominion and almost out of the
prison of the ‘ body of death,” and allows it a free
and familiar intercourse with God, as of spirit
with spirit. ;

When, however, perusing the writings of St.
John, the reader will find no symptom of fanati-
cism, no arrogation of superior; privileges, of
inspirations, Divine guidance, or angelic ministra-
tions, as are to be found in pretended mystics.
There is scarcely an allusion to himself, except
occasionally to apologise for being so unequal
to the sublime doctrines which he is unfolding, or
for the rudeness of his style. Never, for a mo-
ment, does he let us know that he is communica-
ting to us the treasures of his own experience, or
describing his own sensations. One sees and
knows it. A man who writes a handbook of
travel need not tell us whether or no he has
passed over the route himself. We feel if he has,
by the minuteness of his details, by the freshness
of his descriptions, by the exactness of his ac-
quaintance with men and things.

Then, no one who had not tasted, and relished,
the sweetness of the spiritual food prepared by
him, could possibly treat of it with such zest ;
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its delicious flavour is on the lips that speak
about it. Nor need the reader imagine that he
will hear from this humble and holy man accounts
of visions, or ecstasies, or marvellous occurrences
to himself or others; or rules or means for at-
taining supernatural illuminations or miraculous
gifts. No: he proposes to guide any pupil, who
feels drawn by God, to supreme love of Him, and
towards those regions of contemplative prayer
in which He often communicates Himself most
intimately, to the human soul ; but only through
a dark and painful road, from which all joy and
almost consolation is excluded.

It is now time to lay before the reader an
outline, though imperfect, of what he will find-
in the volumes before him. The [two first] con-
tain two treatises, embodying what may be
called the portion of mystical instruction, most
fully and excellently imparted by St. John.

It may be considered a rule in this highest
spiritual life, that before it is attained there
must be a period of severe probation, lasting often
many years, and separating it from the previous
state, which may have been one of most exalted
virtue. Probably many whom the Catholic
Church honours as saints have never received
this singular gift. But in reading the biography
of such as have been favoured with it, we shall
invariably find that the possession of it has been
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preceded, not only by a voluntary course of
mortification of sense, fervent devotion, constant
meditation, and separation from the world, but also
by a trying course of dryness, weariness of spirit,
insipidity of devotional duties, and, what is
infinitely worse, dejection, despondency, tempta-
tion to give all up in disgust, and almost despair.
During this tremendous probation, the soul is
dark, parched, and wayless, as ‘earth without
water,” as oOne staggering across a desert; or,
to rise to a nobler illustration, like Him, remotely,
Who lay on the ground on Olivet, loathing the
cup which He had longed for, beyond the sweet
chalice which He had drunk with His apostles
just before.

Assuming, as we do, that this trial comes upon
the soul from God, its purpose is clear. That
sublime condition to which it aspires, and is
called, of spiritual union with infinite holiness,
and of the nearest approach allowable to the
closer gazing of blessed spirits into the unfathom-
able glory, requires a purity like gold in the
crucible, and a spiritualising unclothing of what-
ever can be cast off, of our earthly and almost of
our corporeal existence. The soul is to be winged,
strongly as the eagle, gently as the dove* to

* * They shall take wings as eagles ; they shall run and not be weary ’
(Isa. xl. 31). ‘ Who will give me wings like a dove, and I will fly and
be at rest?’ (Psalm liv. 7).
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leave all this world behind it, and seek a sweet
repose. g

Detachment and purity are the reasons for
this intermediate state of desolation; detach-
ment not merely from outward objects and from
visible bonds, but from-our own wills and desires,
however virtuous; detachment from our own
ways of even seeking God, and stiil more from our
sensible enjoyment of devotion, and the very
sweetness of His service. There must be no
trust in one’s own intellect, where faith alone can
guide through the deep darkness; mno reliance
upon the ordinary aids to contemplation, for the
very impulses and first thrilling touches of love
must come from God’s delicate hand; no im-
patience for release, no desire to return back.
It is an earthly purgatory, in which all dross is
painfully drained out, all straw and stubble
burnt up.

And what is the result ? The soul has indeed
been brought into a state little below that of
angels ; but it has given proof of a love than
which theirs cannot be higher. That dark period
of hard probation has completely inured her to
fidelity to God, not for the sake of His rewards,
not for the happiness of His service even here
below, but for His own dear and good sake, be-
cause He is her God. And this persevering and
persisting love of Him, without a ray or even a



BY CARDINAL WISEMAN XXXiX

glimmering of the brightness of His countenance
to light and cheer the dreary path, has surely,
by gentle patience, won a returning love beyond
the claims of ordinarily virtuous souls,

It is after this often long, but always severe,
trial of faithful love, that what one may call the
mystical espousals of God with the soul take
place ; when its spiritual existence may be said
to have been raised into a heavenly sphere;
when the exercise of that sublime privilege of
contemplation has become so habitual, that
scarce do the knees touch the ground in prayer
than the affections flash upwards from the heart,
and are embosomed and absorbed at once in
almost blissful fruition in God’s mighty love.
And when the body is busy with the affairs of
life, these no more hinder the familiar colloquies
and the burning glances of affection directed to
the one exclusive Ruler of the soul, than did the
slim and light palm-leaves woven by the desert
anchoret distract his thoughts.

This happy consummation of both trials and
desires forms the subject of mystical treatises by
many who have enjoyed it. St. John does not,
except incidentally, dwell upon it. He does not
systematically deal with those who bask on the
summit of that spiritual Thabor ; he only guides
the pilgrim to it. The ‘ascent to the mystical
mountain is rugged and steep ; the journey can
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only be made in the darkness of probationary
privations of inward light and joy. Hence the
titles of his two great treatises—7The Ascent of
Mount Carmel ; The Obscure Night of the Soul.

Each of these works| may be said to go over
the same ground, though without repetitions, or
even tiresome similarities. To each is prefixed
a poem of eight stanzas, which form not merely
an introduction, but an argument rather, to a
full dissertation on mystical science. But our
author does not go beyond the two or three first
strophes in his commentary, which often expands
to many chapters: copious, most methodical
and rich upon one only line.

Mount Carmel is his natural type of the spiritual
mount ; for there dwelt his ‘ Father Elias’
(Ascent, bk. I1., ch. xx. 2), whom the Carmelites
revere as their model and founder; and there
in a dark cavern he spake with God, and even
caught a glimpse of His glorious being, in His
might, and in His gentleness (3 Kings xix. 8).
Up, up, slowly but warily, he guides his scholar
along the steep and perilous ascent. He may be
compared to the Alpine guide who, himself
familiar with the craggy path and sure of his
steps, is all solicitude for his inexperienced charge,
and watches and directs every movement. He
makes him keep his eyes intent on the rude path
before his feet, or on the slippery stair which he
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has cut out for them. He does not allow him
to look down into the valley below, beautiful
though it be, lest his head turn giddy, and he
topple over the bluff precipice; nor to gaze
upwards, in immature hope, towards the bright
pinnacles which reflect and refract the sun’s
rays, lest he become weary at their distance, and
blinded by their brilliancy, and unable to pick
his steps. Now the faithful guide takes his hand
and leads him; now he bids him rely on his
trusty pole, throwing his weight upon it; now
he encourages him to gather all his strength, and
bound over the yawning crevasse. And so in
the end he lands his charge safe upon the high
and dizzy summit, whence he may look around,
and above, and downwards, in safety, and enjoy
a sweet repose and a refreshing banquet. So
careful, so minute, so tender, and so resolute is
the guidance of St. John in The Ascent of Mount
Carmel.

And through The Obscure Night, no less safe
by its prudence and encouraging by its firmness,
is his leadership to the soul. The twofold night,
that of sense and that of the spirit, may be securely
traversed under his direction, and the soul return
to a daylight sevenfold brighter than that of
the ordinary sun.

After thus attempting, however imperfectly,
to give an outline of St. John’s principal treatises
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on the spiritual life, no space remains to say
anything about the beautiful writings which fill
the [third and fourth] volumes. We are mistaken
if many readers, who have not courage or dis-
position to master the abstruser and sublimer
doctrines and precepts of the [two first], will not
~ peruse with delight the more practical and cheer-
ful maxims of the [two last], and even find ex-
quisite satisfaction in those lessons of Divine love,
and in those aphorisms of a holy life which are
adapted for every devout soul.

Before closing this Preface, it is a mere act of
justice to say, that the translation of these difficult
works has been made with a care seldom bestowed
upon such books, when rendered from a foreign
language. So simple, so clear, and so thoroughly
idiomatic is this wversion, that the reader will
never have to read a sentence twice from any
obscurity of language, however abstruse the
subject may be. Indeed, he will almost find a
difficulty in believing that the work is a transla-
tion, and has not been written originally as he
reads it, in his own tongue.

LoNDON,
February 23, 1864.

«*s The first edition was in two volumes, but this is in four ; hence
the words placed in square brackets.



INTRODUCTION

THE fourth volume of the works of St. John
of the Cross contains the last of his treatises
on mystical theology, the explanation of The
Living Flame of Love, which by many is con-
sidered the most sublime of the four; and also
some smaller writings, namely a series of Spiritual
Instructions and Precautions, a collection of
Letters, Maxims selected from his various works,
and Poems.

The Living Flame of Love is a piece of poetry
composed during or immediately after his im-
prisonment at Toledo. Condemned toinvoluntary
rest and complete seclusion, deprived of every
earthly comfort, even to a change of linen, during
nine months, with only so much light as was
indispensable for reading his breviary, and nothing
but foul air to breathe, St. John lived in intimate
and uninterrupted communion with God, pouring
forth his soul in verses, not merely of literary
merit, but replete with an exalted, rapturous

xliii
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love of the Spouse of his soul. In later years,
when prior of Granada (1584), he was requested
by his penitent, Dofia Ana de Mercado y Pefialosa,
widow, since 1579, of Don Juan de Guevara, to
write an explanation of this canticle. He yielded
to her request, says Mr. Lewis,* with great un-
willingness, because the hymn is of matters so
interior and spiritual as to be beyond the com-
pass of human speech. As the Living Flame.
was composed about the same time as the
Spiritual Canticle, the explanations of these two
poems were also written about the same period ;
and as the former poem is a continuation of
the latter, so the commentary to that supple-
ments the commentary to this. ‘In the former
stanzas,’ says St. John in the Prologue, ‘I spoke
of the highest degree of perfection to which it is
possible to attain in this life, transformation in
God; yet these, the explanation of which I now
propose to undertake, speak of that love still
more perfect and complete in the same state
of transformation.’ }

It should be understood that in this new
work St. John supplies an answer to a question
which must have presented itself to the reader

* Life of St. John of the Cross, by David Lewis, p. 188.
t Infra p. 2.
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of the Spiritual Canticle. In his first trea-
tises the author accompanied the soul on
the long and arduous journey, typically de-
scribed as the Ascent of Mount Carmel and
the Dark Night, which may last many years.
Emerging from the terrifying darkness it finds
itself in that Dblissful state, technically called
Espousals of the soul, of which the Spiritual Canticle
gives a glowing picture. Now the question
arises : Can this state be permanent ? or is it
just a last glorious ray before the sun sets and the
eyes close in death, and the soul stands before
the great white throne ? or is it a climax in the
spiritual life, to be followed by a return into
insignificance ? or can there be many such climaxes
in the course of a single life, just as there are
many snow-capped peaks in a mountain range ?
We shall endeavour to answer these questions
to the best of our knowledge, which, however, is
strictly limited.

In the first place we must repeat what we have
said in the Introduction to the Dark Night,
namely that St. John states an extreme case ;
for one soul that passes through the utter dark-
ness of desolation, hundreds or thousands are
being tried more or less sharply, but not by any
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means to the same extent. Likewise, hundreds
or thousands come forth from the trial victori-
ously, while perhaps only one among so many
reaches the heights described in the Spiritual
Canticle. It goes almost without saying that
this is the one that has been tried most severely.
For the vast majority there may be many climaxes,
but only relative ones, as there may have been
many purgations, none of them so very search-
ing. The reason is that but few have the
courage to undergo the active and passive pur-
gation to the extent required by St. John. No
one respects the free will of man more than
God does; He forces no one to become a saint,
though He calls and allures many. Few are
generous enough to mortify every desire, every
pleasure, every gratification of sense or spirit
so completely as to absolutely empty the soul
of everything created. Now it is certain that
the subsequent exaltation is proportionate to
the antecedent humiliation. For the many, there-
fore, there may be many partial purgations,
succeeded by partial exaltations, while for the
few there is but one purgation, thorough in extent
and intensity, and this is followed by what St. -
John calls a ‘transformation’ as complete as
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the previous cleansing. From what the present
writer has gathered from lives of saints and
biographies of saintly persons it would appear
that this transformation is not as a rule post-
poned until the end of life, but occurs earlier.
For man is created to labour in the vineyard
of the Lord, and it would be strange if the Lord
called away the workman just at the moment
he becomes supremely fit for his work. What,
then, happens to him during his subsequent
career upon earth? It would seem that the
overflowing sweetness, happiness, and bliss des-
cribed in the Spiritual Canticle are taken away,
or rather absorbed, while the vigour, the merit,
the aptitude for frequent transient acts of union
- with God remain, or rather increase. Thus,
further progress is possible; not, indeed, in the
sense that a further and higher state could be
reached, for there remains only one more state,
namely that of perpetual union, reserved for the
next life; but there may be an indefinite progress
in the same state of transformation, for the soul
is called to become like unto God, Who, being
Himself infinite, must ever be infinitely above
it, though it may go on for ever drawing nearer
and nearer to Him. This last stage of the journey
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forms the argument of the Living Flame of Love.
It would be a mistake to think that the point
reached in the Spiritual Canticle marks the
limit of the soul’s potentialities, and that, having
reached this, nothing remains to be done but to
rest and enjoy the gain. Not only has the soul
now a wider scope for exterior work, being a
perfect instrument in the hand of a perfect
artist, but even its interior work or its co-opera-
tion with God must not cease for one moment.
There must be no relaxation in self-denial.
Though it be true that the preservation of a
habit is easier than the acquiring thereof, there
is great danger that slight neglect might lead to
the loss of habitual self-renunciation. To this
end the grace of perseverance is indispensable.
St. Paul says: ‘Not as though I had already
attained, or were already perfect, but I follow
after, if I may by any means apprehend, wherein
I am also apprehended by Christ Jesus’ (Phil.
iii. 12). Nor are the trials peculiar to this stage
lighter than those proper for the time of pur-
gation, although they differ in kind. For there
they served for the purpose of penance and
mortification, while here they are a participation
in the Passion of our Lord. ‘ But if you partake
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in the sufferings of Christ,” says St. Peter, ‘ rejoice
that when His glory shall be revealed, you may
also be glad with exceeding joy’ (1 St. Pet. iv. 13).
Hence the hunger and thirst for crosses and
trials and ignominy for which many saints were
remarkable. St. Teresa had reached the state
described in the Seventh Mansion of the Inferior
Castle (which corresponds to that pictured in the
Living Flame of Love) in 1577 ; and soon after-
wards she told one of her companions that she
did not consider it possible to advance farther
in this life in the way of prayer, nor even to wish
to do so. Yet the remaining five years of life
brought her trials compared with which those
of her earlier years were but as child’s play. St.
John of the Cross is another instance. When
writing the explanation of the Living Flame of
Love he certainly recorded his own experience.
Yet the keenest sufferings, particularly that of
being ‘ despised,” especially by those to whose
respect he was entitled in the highest degree,
were reserved for the last years of his life. So
far from striking an insensible, stoic soul, these
tribulations are the lot of most refined, and there-
fore most sensitive, hearts, which revel in sufferings
for the sake of the sponsus sanguinum (Exod. iv. 25).

a
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In another way this last period differs also
from that of the night of purgation. There the
absence of heavenly visitations is an integral
part of the trial. Here, there may be occasional
seasons of desolation, but they alternate with
prolonged periods of intimate companionship,
more efficacious if less violent than during the
time of spiritual exaltation. The Bridegroom
may indeed hide his face, but His presence
is nearly always felt. Like an ardent lover
who bears the thought and remembrance of his
beloved uppermost in his mind, the soul in this
stage dwells continually on the thought of the
Bridegroom. Such a state may continue for
some years, but not for many; because this
world being essentially imperfect, a soul that
has reached the highest possible degree of per-
fection is out of place in it ; and, besides, the
Bridegroom will not leave it long in this exile,
but hastens to unite it to Himself for evermore.
What a fearful thought that there should be
many who were called to fill the highest ranks
of the heavenly hierarchy but who lacked the
required generosity and courage in the initial
stages, and forfeited thereby an everlasting crown.

St. John of the Cross wrote the treatise on
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the Living Flame of Love twice. Neither of the
originals seems to be extant, but there are copies
of each version: one in the library of the Car-
melite Fathers at Alba de Tormes, and the other
in the National Library at Madrid (No. 6,624).
A third one, of less importance, belongs to the
Carmelite Fathers at Burgos; this was copied
in the eighteenth century from a manuscript
belonging to the nuns of Palencia, but now lost.
The second version differs greatly from the
first, not in essentials but in innumerable details,
showing how very carefully St. John wrote,
weighing every word and every shade of expres-
sion, so as to convey his exact meaning. In this
point, as in some others, he is the direct opposite
of St. Teresa, who used to write incredibly fast,
rarely perusing what she had written before, not
even after a long interruption, and seldom revising
heriprevious writings. Unfortunately the critical
edition of the works of St. John, prepared in the
eighteenth century by Fr. Andres de la Encar-
nacién, has never been published, and students
still have to rely on the unsatisfactory text of
the first editors. But there is every prospect
that a thoroughly reliable edition will shortly
appear ; it is in the hands of competent scholars,
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who for several years have been collecting and
collating the original manuscripts as well as
the earliest and best transcripts, and who have
already given proof of the thoroughness of their
labours. We have been able to avail ourselves
of their work in restoring a long and important
passage which for some reason or other had
been omitted in all former editions, Spanish as
well as foreign.* The same editors announce also
the recovery of many hitherto unpublished writ-
ings. Although eagerly expecting the publication
of their work we did not dare to postpone the
issue of this volume any longer, as many readers
of the former manifested their impatience.

It is hoped that the new edition will contain
valuable additions to the correspondence of the
saint. The older editions contained but ten
letters, the first by Mr. Lewis seventeen, the
second, of which this is a reprint eighteen; but
it would seem that further letters must be pre-
served in various places. Even so, his corre-
spondence falls far short of that of St. Teresa ;
he had not the taste for sustained correspondence,
and it evidently cost him much to commit his

* Fr. Gerardo de San Juan de la Cruz. Un trozo inedito de la * Llama
de Amor viva,” in the periodical E] Monte Carmcio. Burgos, 1910,
p. 801, See infra, pp. 16-21,
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thoughts to paper; moreover, during the troubles
in which he was involved during the greater
part of his life, his letters were destroyed by the
recipients for safety’s sake. Still, we may look
forward to the results of a tardy gleaning.

The earlier editions contain a collection of a
hundred Maxims culled from his writings (now
partly lost or mislaid) and from his oral instruc-
tions. These have been augmented from his
known works, and brought to the number of
three hundred and sixty-three by Fray Antonio
Arbiol, in the work Mystica Fundamental ; or, El
Religioso Perfecto, published at Madrid in 1761.

The poems are reprinted from Mr. Lewis’s
second edition. In the first he gave the first
three, that is, those which form the argument of
the mystical treatises, in blank verse, as they
occurred in the respective works. But in the
second he added a rhymed and rhythmical version.
The fourth poem is a glose on the words ‘I live
and yet not I,” on which St. Teresa, too, wrote
two sets of verses. Since the appearance of
Mr. Lewis’s second edition two more manuscripts
of verses by St. John have been discovered, one
at the National Library at Madrid (No. 6,296),
and the other in the archives of the Carmelite
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nuns at Pampelona. Each contains three new
poems which unmistakably bear marks of the
spirit of the holy friar stamped on them.* They
are published here in the elegant version prepared
for this edition by the Benedictine nuns of
Stanbrook.

One little treatise, eatitled The Thorns of the
Spirit, will be found in some of the Spanish
editions of the works of St. John. It is. also
translated into French,t but not into English.
The revisers of the writings of the saint left the
question of its authenticity open; the present
writer is not acquainted with the external evi-
dence for or against it, and can only form an
opinion from internal criteria; it appears to
him that the style and the manner of treating
the subject-matter are very unlike the acknow-
ledged works of St. John. It might be argued that
circumstances of which we have no knowledge
might have induced the author to adopt a style
different from that of the rest of his works ; but
against this we feel bound to say that the whole
spirit of the treatise is so far removed from what

* Fr, Angel-Maria de Sta Teresa. Poesias de San Juan de la Cruz.
Burgos, 1904.

+ R. P. Athanase de 'Immaculée Conception. Traité des b"pines de
VEsprit de St. Jean de la Croix. Paris, Oudin, 1896.
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we believe to have been the spirit of this great
mystic that it would require very strong external
evidence to make us admit the claim to authen-
ticity. The work is divided into eight colloquies
between the Spouse and the Bridegroom, and
gives valuable instructions on mental prayer,
frequent communion and various scruples. It is
undoubtedly the work of a Carmelite confessor,
and cannot but give consolation to afflicted souls,
but in our opinion it bears no trace of the master-
hand of St. John of the Cross. We have therefore
refrained from including it among these volumes.

BENEDICT ZIMMERMAN,
Prior O.C.D.

St. Luke’s, WINCANTON,
January 6, 1912,

P.S.—Since this Introduction was written the
first volume of the critical Spanish edition, con-
taining a preliminary essay, the life of St. John,
and the Ascent of Mount Carmel, has appeared
under the title, Obras del Mistico Doctor San Juan
de la Cruz, Edicion critica. By Fray Gerardo de
San Juan de la Cruz. Toledo, 1912.

B. Z.
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THE LIVING FLAME OF LOVE

PROLOGUE

IT is not without some unwillingness that, at the requests
of others, I enter upon the explanation of the four stanzas
because they relate to matters so interior and spiritual as
to baffle the powers of language. The spiritual tfanscends
the sensual, and he speaks but indifferently of the mind
of the spirit who has not a spiritual mind himself. I
have, therefore, in consideration of my own defects, put
off this matter until now. But now that our Lord seems
in some way to have opened to me the way of knowledge
herein, and to have given me some fervour of spirit, I
have resolved to enter on the subject. I know too well
that of myself I can say nothing to the purpose on any
subject, how much less then on a matter of such depth
‘and substance as this! What is mine here will be
nothing but defects and ‘errors, and I therefore submit
the whole to the better judgment and discretion of our
Holy Mother the Catholic Roman Church, under whose
guidance no one goeth astray. And now having said

I



2 THE LIVING FLAME

this, I will venture, in reliance on the Holy Writings, to
give utterance to what I may have learned, observing at
the same time, that all I say falls far short of that which
passes in this intimate union of the soul with God.

2. There is nothing strange in the fact that God
bestows favours so great and so wonderful upon those
souls whom He is pleased to comfort. For if we consider
that it is God Himself as,God, and with infinite love and
goodness, Who bestows them ; and this being the case,
they will not seem unreasonable, for He hath said Himself
that the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost will
come to him that loves Him, and will dwell in him.*
And this is accomplished in making such an one live
and abide in the Father, the Son, and tﬁe Holy Ghost,
in the life of God, as it shall be explained in the stanzas
that follow.

3. In the former stanzas I spoke of the highest degree
of perfection to which it is possible to attain in this life,
transformation in God ; t yet these, the explanation of
which I now propose to undertake, speak of that love
, still more perfect and complete in the same state of
transformation. For though it is true that the former
and the present stanzas refer to one and the same state

of transformation, and that no soul can pass beyond it as

* St. John xiv, 23.
t See Spiritual Canticle, Stanza xxvi. 4, 14; xxxviii, 2 ; XXXiX. 20,
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such, still with time and habits of devotion, the soul is
more perfected and grounded in it. Thus, when a log of
wood is set on fire, and when it is transformed into fire and
united with it, the longer it burns and the hotter the
fire, the more it glows until sparks and flames are emitted
from it.

4. So too the soul—and this is the subject of these
stanzas—when transformed, and glowing interiorly in the
fire of love, is not only united with the divine fire, but
becomes a living flame, and itself conscious of it. The
soul speaks of this with an intimate delicious sweetness
of love, burning in its own flame, dwelling upon the
various marvellous effects wrought within it. These
effects I now proceed to describe, following the same
method ; that is, I shall first transcribe the four stanzas,
then each separately, and finally each line by itself as I
explain them,

STANZAS *

1
O Living Flame of Love,
That woundest tenderly
My soul in its inmost depth !
As thou art no longer grievous,
Perfect thy work, if it be thy will,
Break the web of this sweet encounter.

* These stanzas were written after the saint’s escape from the prison
of the friars in Toledo, and the commentary on them was written at the
request of dofia Ana de Peifialosa, one of his penitents,
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II

O sweet burn!

O delicious wound !

O tender hand ! O gentle touch !

Savouring of everlasting life,

And paying the whole debt,

By slaying Thou hast changed death into life,

III

O lamps of fire,

In the splendours of which

The deep caverns of sense,

Dim and dark,

With unwonted brightness g

Give light and warmth together to their Beloved !

v

How gently and how lovingly

Thou wakest in my bosom,

Where alone Thou secretly dwellest ;

And in Thy sweet breathing

Full of grace and glory,

How tenderly Thou fillest me with Thy love,

EXPLANATION OF THE FIRST STANZA

THE bride of Christ, now feeling herself to be all on fire
in the divine union, and that rivers of living waters are
flowing from her belly, as Christ our Lord said * they

would flow from the like souls, believes that, as she is

* St. John vii, 38,
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transformed in God with such vehemence and so inti-
mately possessed by Him, so richly adorned with gifts
and graces, she is near unto Bliss, and that a slender veil
only separates her from it. Seeing, too, that this sweet
flame of love burning within her, each time it touches her
makes her as it were glorious with foretaste of glory, so
much so that whenever it absorbs and assails her, it seems
to be admitting her to everlasting life, and to rend the
veil of her mortality, she addresses herself, with a great
longing, to the flame, which is the Holy Ghost, and prays
Him to destroy her mortal life in this sweet encounter,
and bestow upon her in reality what He seems about to
give, namely, perfect glory, crying: ‘O living flame of
love.’
¢ O living flame of love.’

2. In order to express the fervour and reverence with
which the soul is speaking in these four stanzas, it begins
them with ‘O’ and ‘ How,’ which are significant of
great earnestness, and whenever uttered show that some-
thing passes within that is deeper than the tongue can
tell. ‘O’ is the cry of strong desire, and of earnest sup-
plication, in the way of persuasion. The soul employs
in it both senses here, for it magnifies and intimates its
great desire, calling upon love to end its mortal life.

3. This flame of love is the Spirit of the Bridegroom,
the Holy Ghost, of whose presence within itself the soul
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is conscious, not only as fire which consumes it, and
transforms it in sweet love, but as a fire burning within
it, sending forth a flame which bathes it in glory and
recreates it with the refreshment of everlasting life. The
work of the Holy Ghost in a soul transformed in His love
is this: His interior action within it is to kindle it and
set it on fire; this is the burning of love, in union with
which the will loves most deeply, being now one by love
with that flame of fire. And thus the soul’s acts of love
are most precious, and even one of them more meritorious
than many elicited not in the state of transformation. The
transformation in love differs from the flame of love as
a habit differs from an act, or as the glowing fuel from
the flames it emits, the flames being the effect of the fire
which is there burning. .

4. Hence then we may say of the soul which is trans-
formed in love, that its ordinary state is that of the fuel
in the midst of the fire ; that the acts of such a soul are
the flames which rise up out of the fire of love, vehement
in proportion to the intensity of the fire of union, and
to the rapture and absorption of the will in the flame
of the Holy Ghost ; rising like the angel who ascended
to God in the flame which consumed the holocaust of
Manue.* And as the soul, in its present condition, can-
not elicit these acts without a special inspiration of the

* Judg. xiii. 20,
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Holy Ghost, all these acts must be divine, in so far as
the soul is under the special influence of God. Hence
then it seems to the soul, as often as the flame breaks
forth, causing it to love sweetly with a heavenly dis-
position, that its life everlasting is begun, and that its
acts are divine in God.

5. This is the language in which God addresses
purified and stainless souls, namely, words of flre. ‘ Thy
word,’ saith the Psalmist, ¢ is a vehement fire.” * And in
Jeremias we read, ‘ are not My words as a fire ? saith our

‘

Lord.’+ His ‘words,’” we learn from Himself, ‘are
spirit and life;’ § the power and efficacy of which are
felt by such souls as have ears to hear ; pure souls full
of love. But those souls whose palate is not healthy,
whose desire is after other things, cannot perceive the
spirit and life of His words. And therefore the more
wonderful the words of the Son df God, the more insipid
they are to some who hear them, because of the impurity
in which they live.

6. Thus, when He announced the doctrine of the
Holy Eucharist, a doctrine full of sweetness and of love,
‘ many of His disciples went back.” § If such persons as
these have no taste for the words of God which He speaks
inwardly to them, it is not to be supposed that all others

* Ps. cxviii. 140. + Jerem. xxiii. 29,
} St. John vi. 64. © § Ib. vi. 67,
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are like them. St. Peter loved the words of Christ, for
he replied, ¢ Lord, to whom shall we go ? Thou hast the
words of eternal life.’ * The woman of Samaria forgot
the water, and ‘ left her waterpot’ T at the well, because
of the sweetness of the words of God.

7. And now when the soul has drawn so near unto
God as to be transformed in the flame of love, when the
Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost are in com-
munion with it, is it anything incredible to say that it
has a foretaste—though not perfectly, because this life
admits not of it—of everlasting life in this fire of the Holy
Ghost ? This is the reason why this flame is said to be a
living flame, not because it is not always living, but
because its effect is to make the soul live spritually in
God, and to be conscious of such a life, as it is written,
My heart and my flesh have rejoiced toward the living
God.’t The Psalmist makes use of the word ‘ living,’
not because it was necessary, for God is ever-living, but
to show that the body and the spirit had a lively feeling
of God ; that is the rejoicing in the living God. Thus in
this flame, the soul has so vivid a sense of God and a
perception of Him so sweet and delicious, that it cries
out: * O living flame of love ! ”’

‘ That woundest tenderly.’
8. That is, Thou touchest me tenderly in Thy love.

* St. John. vi. 69. t Ib. iv. 28, } Ps, baxxiii, 3.
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For when this flame of divine life wounds the soul with
the gentle languishing for the life of God, it wounds it
with so much endearing tenderness, and softens it so that
it melts away in love. The words of the bride in the
Canticle are now fulfilled in the soul. - * My soul melted
when He spoke.” * This is the effect in the soul when
God speaks.

9. But how can we say that it wounds the soul, when
there is nothing to wound, 'sezvaing that it is all consumed
in the fire of love ? It is certainly marvellous ; for as fire
is never idle, but in continual movement, flashing in one
direction, then in another, so love, the function of which
is to wound, so as to cause love and joy, when it exists in
the soul as a living flame, darts forth its most tender
flames of love, causing wounds, exerting joyously all the
arts and wiles of love as in the palace of its wedding
feast. So Assuerus exhibited his riches, and the glory of
his power at ‘ the wedding and marriage of Esther;’ ¥
and so is wrought in the soul what is read in the Proverbs:
I ‘ was delighted every day . . . playing in the world,
and My delights were to be with the children of men,”
that is to give Myself to them. This wounding, therefore,
which is the ‘ playing ’ of divine wisdom, is the flames of
those tender touches which touch the soul continually,
touches of the fire of love which is never idle. And of

* Cant. v. 6. t Esth. ii, 18, t Prov, viii. 30, 31,
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these flashings of the fire it is said that they wound the
soul in its inmost substance.
‘ My soul in its inmost depth.’

10. The feast of the Holy Ghost is celebrated in the
substance of the soul, which is inaccessible to the devil,
the world, and the flesh ; and therefore the more interior
the feast, the more secure, substantial, and delicious is it.
For the more interior it is, the purer it is ; and the greater
the purity, the greater the abundance, frequency,' and
universality of God’s communication of Himself; and
thus the joy of the soul and spirit is so much the greater,
for it is God Himself Who is the author of all this, and
the soul doeth nothing of itself, in the sense I shall
immediately explain.

1I. And inasmuch as the soul cannot work naturally
here, nor make any efforts of its own otherwise than
through the bodily senses and by their help—of which it
is in this case completely free, and from which it is most
detached—the work of the soul is solely to receive what
God communicates, Who alone in the depths of the soul,
without the help of the senses, can influence and direct it,
and opei‘ate within it. Thus, then, all the movements of
such a soul are divine, and though of God, still they are
the soul’s, because God effects them within it, itself willing
them and assenting to them.

12. The expression, ‘inmost depth,’ implies other
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depths of the soul less profound, and it is necessary to
consider this. In the first place the soul, regarded as
spirit, has neither height nor depth of greater or less de-
gree in its own nature, as bodies have which have bulk,
The soul has no parts, neither is there any difference
between its interior and exterior, for it is uniform ; it has
no depths of greater or less profundity, nor can one part
of it be more enlightened than another, as is the case
with physical bodies, for the whole of it is enlightened
uniformly at once.

13. Setting aside this signification of depth, material
and measureable, we say that the inmost depth of the soul
is there where its being, power, and the force of its action
and movement penetrate and cannot go further. Thus
fire, or a stone, tend by their natural force to the centre
of their sphere, and cannot go beyond it, or help resting
there, unless some obstacle intervene. Accordingly, when
a stone lies on the ground it is said to be within its centre,
because within the sphere of its active motion, which is
the element of earth, but not in the inmost depth of that
centre, the middle of the earth, because it has still power
and force to descend thither, provided all that hinders it
be taken away. So when it shall have reached the centre
of the earth, and is incapable of further motion of its own,
we say of it that it is then in its inmost or deepest centre,

14. The centre of the soul is God. When the soul
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shall have reached Him, according to its essence, and
according to the power of its operations, it will then have
attained to its ultimate and deepest centre in God. This
will be when the soul shall love Him, comprehend Him,
and enjoy Him with all its strength. When, however,
the soul has not attainéd to this state, though it be in
God, Who is the centre of it by grace and communion
with Him, still if it can move further and is not satisfied,
though in the centre, it is not in the deepest centre,
because there is still room for it to advance.

15. Love unites the soul with God, and the greater its
love the deeper does it enter into God, and the more is it
centered in Him. According to this way of speaking we
may say, that as the degrees of love, so are the centres
which the soul finds in God. These are the many man-
sions of the Father’s house.* ¢ Thus, a soul which has but
one degree of love is already in God, Who is its centre :
for one degree of love is sufficient for our abiding in Him
in the state of grace. If we have two degrees of love
we shall then have found another centre, more interiorly
in God; and if we have three we shall have reached
another and more interior centre still.

16. But if the soul shall have attained to the highest
degree of love, the love of God will then wound it in its

inmost depth or centre and the soul will be transformed

* St. John x1v. 2,
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and enlightened in the highest degree in its substance,
faculties, and strength, until it shall become most like
unto God. The soul in this state may be compared to
crystal, lucid and pure; the greater the light thrown
upon it, the more luminous it becomes by the concentra-
tion thereof, until at last it seems to be all light and
undistinguishable from it ; it being then so illumined, and
to the utmost extent, that it seems to be one with the
light itself.

17. The flame wounds the soul in its inmost depth ;
that is, it wounds it when it touches the very depths of
its substance, power and force. This expression implies
that abundance of joy and bliss, which is the greater and
the more tender, the more vehemently and substantially
the soul is transformed and centred in God. It greatly
surpasses that which occurs in the ordinary union of love,
for it is in proportion to the greater heat of the fire of
love which now emits the living flame. The soul which
has the fruition only of the ordinary union of love may be
compared, in a certain sense, to the * fire’ of God which
is in Sion, that is in the Church Militant ; while the soul
which has the fruition of glory so sweet may be compared
to ¢ His furnace in Jerusalem,” * which means the vision
of peace.

18. The soul in the burning furnace is in a more peace-

* Is. xxxi, 9.
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ful, glorious, and tender. union, the more the flame of
the furnace transcends the fire of ordinary love. Thus
the soul, feeling that the living flame ministers to it all
good—divine love brings all blessings with it—cries out :
O living flame of love, that woundest tenderly.” The
cry of the soul is: O kindling burning love, how tenderly
dost thou make me glorious by thy loving movements in
my greatest power and strength, giving me a divine
intelligence according to the capacity of my understand-
ing, and communicating love according to the utmost
freedom of my will; that is, thou hast elevated to the
greatest height, by the divine intelligence, the powers of
my understanding in the most intense fervour and sub-
stantial union of my will. This ineffable effect then takes
place when this flame of fire rushes upwards in the soul.
The divine wisdom absorbs the soul—which is now
purified and most clean—profoundly and sublimely in
itself ; for ‘ wisdom reacheth everywhere by reason of
her purity.’ * It is in this absorption of wisdom that the
Holy Ghost effects those glorious quiverings of His flame
of which I am speaking. And as the flame is so sweet,
the soul says: ‘As Thou art no longer grievous.’
“ As Thou art no longer grievous.’

19. Thou dost not afflict, nor vex, nor weary me as

before. This flame, when the soul was in the state of

* Wisd, vii, 24.
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spiritual purgation, that is, when it was entering that of
contemplation, was not so friendly and sweet as it is now
_in the state of union. In order to explain this we must
dwell a little on this point. For before the divine fire
enters into the soul and unites itself to it in its inmost
depth by the complete and perfect purgation and purity
thereof, the flame, which is the Holy Ghost, wounds it,
destroys and consumes the imperfections of its evil habits,
This is the work of the Holy Ghost, Who thereby disposes
the soul for its divine union and a substantial transforma-
tion in God by love, For the flame which afterwards
unites itself to the soul, glorifying it, is the very same
which before assailed and purified it; just as the fire
which ultimately penetrates the substance of the fuel
is the very same which in the beginning darted its flames
around it, playing about it, and depriving it of its ugliness
until it prepared it with its heat for its own entrance into
it, and transformation of it into itself.

20. The soul suffers greatly in this spiritual exercise,
and endures grievous afflictions of spirit which occasion-
ally overflow into the senses; for then the fl<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>