Study Guide for The Ascent of Mt Carmel by John of the Cross

[Web Editor's note: These commentaries on The Ascent are taken from conversation about this book on Cincarm. Cincarm is a listserv for those interested in Carmelite topics. The editor is, of course, grateful to Steven Payne, OCD, for providing these commentaries. She would also like to thank Noeline Sapwell and Sandra Malkovsky for their very generous help.] 


From: payneocd <payneocd@erols.com>
Subject: Ascent 
Date sent: Tue, 3 Jun 97 15:00:50 +0000 

First, in scholastic psychology an "appetite" is the "capacity of a thing to seek its own good" or "the actual seeking as well." Thus, in a sense, people of that era would even talk about the "appetite" of a stone in seeking its center when it falls. We've tended to reduce the term to physical hunger. 

Second, as the first book of the Ascent goes on, John makes it clear that he is only talking at this point about purifying "inordinate" and deliberate imperfections. That is to say, as long as we are alive we are going to have a natural hunger for food, sleep, etc. It's when those desires go awry by excess or defect that we get into trouble. And, of course, we can't do much about imperfections or disordered appetites that we're not even aware of. First they have to be brought to consciousness. 

Third, as John will also say, the virtues and vices grow together. So while we may concentrate, say, on patience this week, it's not like we can ignore all the other virtues in the meantime. It's just that sometimes we may need to focus our energies more in a particular area for a while. 

Fourth, John says that while we have to make an honest effort, our disordered appetites will never be healed except by "another, deeper love" given by God. I think the point is that we can't just sit back and say, "I'm powerless over my imperfections, and therefore I'm just going to surrender to them until God feels like purifying me"-- that's quietism. But at the same time we know that our own efforts simply prepare us to receive the healing that only God can ultimately achieve. 

Finally, before we get too far along in the Ascent, I did want to throw in a reminder of the importance of John's "sketch of the Mount." In some ways the Ascent is a kind of loose commentary on that sketch, and incorporates its sayings. It's worth noting that, despite the way it was drawn by later artists, neither the path of earthly goods nor the path of heavenly goods reaches the top, but only the path of "nada, nada, nada." 

I hope that doesn't disrupt the flow of the discussion. I think we'll come back to some of these points a little later in Book I. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

From: StLaPa@aol.com 

Subject: Inching back toward John 

Date sent: Mon, 16 Jun 97 13:42:08 +0000 

Which brings me back in a roundabout way to John of the Cross. When he is trying to sketch out for the readers of his own day the way to reach union with God quickly, in more detail than had ever been previously attempted, he tells us (at the beginning of the ASCENT) that he will draw on science (in his day, philosophy and theology) and experience. But most of all, he will rely on Scripture, because "taking Scripture as our guide we do not err, since the Holy Spirit speaks to us through it." At the same time, he does not treat Scripture in a fundamentalistic way, as if yesterday it fell from the heavens in its present form and can be immediately understood by everyone. Rather, his interpretation of Scripture is to be guided by the Church. "I will not be intending to deviate from the true meaning of Sacred Scripture or from the doctrine of our Holy Mother the Catholic Church." And why? Not because Church authorities "control" the Bible and can interpret it any way they please. Rather, John (as a good Catholic) believes that the Bible is the Church's book--they go together--and the same Spirit that inspires Scripture also inspires the Church to recognize God's word in Scripture and interpret it correctly. 

So John says: "I submit entirely to the Church, OR EVEN TO ANYONE WHO JUDGES MORE COMPETENTLY ABOUT THE MATTER THAN I." In that same spirit, I submit my two cents to anyone who judges Carmelite matters more competently than I. But I thought some of these comments might be helpful, and could help Jim Dobbins a bit in steering us back to our interrupted discussion of the ASCENT. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent Book I –  Chapters1-5 

Date sent: Mon, 23 Jun 97 22:09:25 +0000 

Dear all, 

One commentary I read years ago (I forget which) pointed out that in the first and second chapters of Book I of the Ascent John sets out two rather different organizing principles for what he is going to discuss. In chapter 1, he says that the soul usually passes through "two principal kinds of night" (of sense and spirit) on the journey to union with God; each of these has an active and passive component. In Book I, he proposes to talk about the (active) night of sense. 

But then in Chapter 2 he gives three REASONS for calling the journey to God a "night": privation of the appetites (the point of departure), faith (the means), and God himself (the goal). And then he says he will take up each of these in turn. But notice that REASONS are not the same as STAGES on the journey; we don't pass THROUGH them in the way that we pass through the active and passive nights. 

So in Book One of the Ascent John is talking about the active night of sense (which belongs to the state of beginners) but he is also talking about the complete mortification of the appetites required for union with God. This can confuse and discourage people, because they think John is expecting mere beginners to achieve complete control of the appetites before they can even move on. But this is really not John's view. Beginners do what they can with the help of God's grace, but the complete purification won't come until God himself brings it about in the passive nights. We just need to cooperate and try our best with the light God gives us. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: More on Ascent Book I – Chapters 1-5 

Date sent: Mon, 23 Jun 97 23:47:06 +0000 

In these first chapters of the Ascent, John plunges us immediately into some of the more technical aspects of scholastic epistemology, which can cause confusion if we don't understand them. 

Basically, John (like St. Thomas Aquinas) is an empiricist, which means that he believes all our natural knowledge comes through the senses. The process, as the scholastics understand it, is roughly this: we perceive something through the senses, e.g., a cat. From that sensory input, our internal senses specifically the phantasy, in John's case) extracts a "sensible species" or what we might call a mental image of that particular cat. But that mental image is specific; it is OF a specific cat (e.g., black rather than white, short-haired rather than long-haired, etc.). In order to get to the general concept of "cat," applicable to all cats regardless of their specific characteristics, the intellect must abstract an "intelligible species" or what we would call a concept of "cat" or "felinity." This concept "informs" the passive intellect in much the same way as the "form" of an object informs the "matter" out of which it is made. The result is natural knowledge of cats. 
The interior sense of imagination can also string together the "sensible species" to create ideas of things we have never experienced. For example, we know what green is, and we know what a cat is, so we can imagine a green cat. 

But the problem comes with knowledge of God, because there is nothing of God which falls under our senses, from which we could form an "intelligible species" or concept by our own natural abilities. In order to know God as God is, God himself must take on the role of the intelligible species and directly "inform" the intellect. And this is the model that John uses to explain what is going on in infused contemplation. It is a kind of secret, loving inflow of God into the soul by which God "informs" the memory, intellect, and will directly. But in order for this to happen, the intellect must be free of other "intelligible species," free to receive God's infusion. And that is why the intellect must be emptied of natural concepts during contemplation (as we'll see in Book 2) but also why the appetites need to be mortified, because as long as we're clinging to things and preoccupied with them, we are not free to receive God's self-communication. 

I hope this helps rather than confuses. Those of you who find scholastic philosophy distasteful can just pass over this little memo in haste. I just toss it into the mix because it took me a long time to begin to understand, and it may save some of you a lot of research time. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Three Reasons
Someone (I forget who) asked me to explain further John's comments on the three REASONS for calling the journey to God a "night." I didn't go into it before, because Jim had explained it, I think, in his original comments. 

Also, I'm not sure I understand what the person was asking of me, but here goes. In brief, night is a time when things are dark, when we are deprived of our usual vision, and things can seem frightening or disorienting. But it is also the time when lovers meet (O, happy night!). When discussing the three reasons in chapter 2 of Book 1 of the ASCENT, John uses the dark and privative aspects of night as a symbol of certain aspects of our journey to God. The first reason for calling the journey a night is that it involves a privation of the appetites, which are deprived of their usual satisfactions. But faith, too, is a night, because (as John will explain) it tells us of things we have never seen and can never fully understand; through faith, our natural idolatrous ways of thinking about God are "darkened" and we allow God to lead us forward in the night. And God, too, as John says, is a "night" to the soul in this life, because the light of God's holiness and truth is blinding to us in the mortal life. Only in the next life will we see God face-to-face as God is. So here too there is a kind of "night" or darkness or privation, though it is not in God but in us. 

I'm not sure if this is what the person was asking about, but I hope it helps. I'm also not trying to take over from Jim Dobbins. My comments were only meant to be further reflections on what he had raised. 

Sincerely, Steven Payne, OCD 

Date sent: Fri, 4 Jul 97 13:01:17 +0000 

1. Don't read too much into punctuation, pluralizations, and so on. The philosopher Wittgenstein has a famous saying about "a cloud of philosophy distilled in a drop of grammar." In this case, the ICS edition has actually gone through several versions. First, in the USA the general editorial practice of most publishers is in the direction of *reducing* the number of capital letters, and this applies to personal pronouns referring to God as well. Most American publishers no longer capitalize "He" and "Him" when referring to God, but use some other locution if the referent is unclear. 

2. In the latest edition of John of the Cross, Father Kieran tried to make the "people" language more inclusive. I think that is the only reason why, in Ascent Book 1, Chapters 1, 5, you have the phrase "souls are unable alone to empty *themselves*" rather than "the soul is unable to empty... itself or himself or herself" (although it is singular in the Spanish). Again, we're not trying to stir up an argument about inclusive language. The fact is, in Spanish the word for soul (alma) is feminine, and yet perhaps the closest equivalent in English for the way John uses it would be "person" (which traditionally would be referred to by a masculine pronoun). So as Bill Overcamp suggested, don't get too bothered by what are the conventions we came up with in translating. 

3. Actually, in scholastic philosophy the will itself is a "spiritual appetite," not an "appetite of the flesh." And John believes it is possible to become attached to "goods of the spirit." But I think what encumbrances John has in mind will become clearer as we go through the book. 

Hope this helps! Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Date sent: Sun, 6 Jul 97 15:56:37 +0000 

I'm not sure I can resolve all your questions. I think most turn on the problem of translation. As you know, whenever anyone is trying to go from one language to another, there is never a perfect fit. Kieran did the best he could to put John's sixteenth century Spanish into idiomatic twentieth-century American English, but no translation is perfect. 

So in most cases one needs to go back to the original Spanish. 

1. "Better" in Ascent  Book 1, chapters 2, 1 is a translation of "por mejor decir" or "to express it better." 

2. In the second night one lives "sola en fe--no como excluye la caridad, sino las otras noticias del entendimiento." One lives, in other words, by faith alone, but this "faith alone" does not exclude charity but only other "noticias" of the intellect. For John, faith "informs" the intellect in much the same way that natural knowledge or "noticias" also do. Therefore, for the intellect to be "informed" by dark faith, other natural ideas and knowledge must be set aside. This line is also important in terms of the Catholic/Protestant debate on "salvation by faith alone." Often the two sides are using the term "faith" in different senses. Catholics distinguish "faith" in the sense of intellectual assent to revealed truth from "living faith" which includes charity. The former is not sufficient for salvation. As the Epistle of James puts it: "You believe in God? Good. The devils do as well, and tremble." (Well, that's my paraphrase, not having a bible at hand. John is talking about a "living faith." 

3. At the beginning of God's more intense self-communication it is extremely dark for the soul, not because of any darkness in God, but because of the soul's weakness. I think which phases are darkest, and in what sense, will become clearer as we move through the ASCENT and NIGHT. Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Carmel and the capitals #1 

Date sent: Wed, 9 Jul 97 13:49:04 +0000 

Dear all, 

Excuse the subject heading. It's a bad pun on the title of our house newsletter (Carmel in the Capital) which we publish from our monastery here in Washington, DC. 

I just wanted to clarify some of our stylistic conventions at ICS Publications, since a number of the readers on the list seem to be using our translations. 

When we began, we had no particular "stylesheet," so different books followed different conventions. In fact, for our very first book, we simply used the pages set by Doubleday for Kieran's translation of John of the Cross (which they had originally published). So the first ICS book followed whatever Doubleday's conventions were at the time (we didn't have money to reset the pages ourselves!). 

When I came aboard, since I have no formal training as an editor but simply learned "on the job," I decided it was better to adopt one or another widely used stylesheet and try to follow it. In fact, I had a lot of help from Jude Langsam, OCDS, who had worked for years as an editor in the Washington area and was assisting me for a time (I had the title and she had the talent!). 

I settled on the CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE, since it is one of the best known in the USA (look in the reference section of any bookstore) and since I was familiar with Turabian's GUIDE TO WRITING TERM PAPERS from college. (Turabian was a former editor for Chicago University Press, and her book is a kind of stripped down version of the Chicago Manual.) 

But because the CHICAGO MANUAL does not go into as much detail about religious terms, I also added the Catholic Press Association's stylesheet to the mix for religious terminology. And because of the peculiar nature of some Carmelite books, I had to make some decisions of my own. (More in part 2) Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Carmel in the capitals #2 

Date sent: Wed, 9 Jul 97 13:49:46 +0000 

Dear all, 

This is a continuation of the previous message.... So, armed with the CHICAGO MANUAL and the CATHOLIC PRESS ASSOCIATION stylesheet, I started editing ICS books about five to ten years ago, learning as I went (and making plenty of mistakes, no doubt!). 

Regarding the question of capitalizing pronouns referring to God, the CHICAGO MANUAL says (7.77): "Pronouns referrring to the foregoing [i.e., God, Christ, the Holy Spirit] are today preferably not capitalized: God in his mercy, Jesus and his disciples. Nor are most derivatives, whether adjectives or nouns, capitalized: (God's) fatherhood, kingship, omnipotence." The Catholic Press Association manual says much the same. 

That is why in St. John of the Cross's case, when it came time to publish a revised edition, we left those pronouns in lowercase. When that created ambiguity, Kieran and Jude usually reworked the sentence for greater clarity. 

On the other hand, when working on Therese and Elizabeth of the Trinity, for example, we faced other problems. Neither one was particularly well trained in grammar and punctuation, and both used capitals for emphasis (though the French of their time tended to capitalize more words anyway, I believe). Moreover, since neither used typewriters, it's sometimes difficult to tell whether an initial letter is a capital or not. That is partly why, in different French editions, the capitalization may differ. But because Therese's and Elizabeth's peculiar punctuation and capitalization was often for stress, we tried to preserve it in the English. So when Elizabeth writes in one of her letters about wanting to give all to "Lui, Lui, LUI!" we left it "Him, Him, HIM!" In this case, to drop the capitals or try to make the language "inclusive" would have meant losing something of Elizabeth's meaning. (still more) 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Carmel in the capitals #3 

Date sent: Wed, 9 Jul 97 13:48:16 +0000 

Dear all, 

This is the third part of my message about ICS stylistic conventions... 

...So I'm a bit surprised that the question of capitals didn't come up already when we were reading Therese. When we recently did the revised edition, I found it very frustrating, because the French themselves have changed which words get capitalized in the critical edition, as opinions change on interpreting Therese's handwriting! 

With John of the Cross it's even trickier, because there are no surviving autographs of the major works (only an early manuscript of the Canticle in someone else's hand, with what looks like John's interlinear corrections). That means we have to trust that someone copied John's texts correctly. So by the time you get to an English translation of his texts, it has passed through at least three hands: the original copyists, the editor of the printed Spanish edition, and the editor of the printed English edition. That's why I think it's difficult to examine John's punctuation, capitalization, and so on under a microscope, or to read too much into it, because we can't always be sure now where he would have placed the commas, periods, capitals, etc. 

With Therese and Elizabeth (and Teresa, too) we have the original autographs, so it's a little easier to see where the intended to stress words, make pauses, and so on. Even there, though, it's often a judgment call whether or not a particular idiosyncrasy of spelling or punctuation was intentional or just the result of poor literary training. 

So (to make a long story longer, as one of our guys often says) that was all I meant by pointing out that Spanish editions of John of the Cross don't capitalize pronouns referring to God. Since they don't, and since we currently try to follow the CHICAGO MANUAL and CPA stylesheets, we don't either...for *John's* works. On the other hand, since the French critical editions of Therese and Elizabeth sometimes do, and in some cases that seems significant for understanding their emphases, we try to follow their punctuation in our editions of Therese and Elizabeth. (But we run into other problems, like whether to keep the "suspension points." In their French they indicate a pause in thought, but to American readers they look like ellipses, that is, as if something had been omitted.) 

I hope that's clarifying. As I say, I'm not arguing in favor of one convention or another, but just explaining what we do and why. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: More Ascent Book1 chapter 3

Date sent: Sun, 13 Jul 97 19:51:13 +0000 

... Anyway (I'm sending this message in two parts, so as not to be overlong in any one message) with apologies to Jim Dobbins, I wonder if you'd permit me to forge ahead into Ascent Book 1, chapter 3. As far as I know, we hadn't really touched on it in detail yet. 

This is an important chapter, because John lays down some of the principles that guide his exposition. In some ways, it looks like he is talking about the scholastic theory of knowledge (and indeed he invokes it) but a closer reading shows that he is focusing on human affectivity: the will and desires, etc. In a sense, it is a chapter which is easier to read backwards.... 

What do I mean? Well, John here begins to take up the first "reason" or "cause" (causa) for calling the journey to God a "night," i.e., the "deprival of the gratification of the soul's appetites in all things." Just as the absence of light deprives us, in a sense, of all the objects we would see by its means, so mortification of the appetites leaves the soul in a kind of darkness and void. To build a bit on John's analogy here, if the room we live in is always dark, it doesn't matter whether the paintings on the wall are masterpieces or kitsch, we live in a kind of "void" in their regard because we never see them. So too, if our appetites are "mortified," it doesn't matter whether we're surrounded by riches or poverty, because our will is not "fixed" on either. 

John adopts the scholastic view that "the soul is like a tabula rasa when God infuses it into the body," and that all our subsequent natural knowledge comes to us through the senses (by the process I once outlined in an earlier posting). Of course, those of you who know a little philosophy realize that there is another school of thought associated with Plato, Descartes, and others, which believes that we have INNATE knowledge of certain things. John, by contrast, is in line with Aristotle and Thomas in this regard, and it's going to help us understand why he insists that we must let go of our natural knowledge through dark faith in order to arrive at union with God (because God cannot be known through the senses, our source of natural knowledge, and our intellects cannot be simultaneously "informed" by natural knowledge and the "dark knowledge" God wants to communicate through contemplation). 

Here is where John says that the soul in the body is "like a prisoner in a dark dungeon who knows no more than what he manages to behold through the windows." There's probably an autobiographical background here (recall that John was incarcerated in a virtually windowless closet for nine months) and is sometimes interpreted as evidence of Platonic dualism (the view that the material body is something negative, that the real person is the soul, which needs to be freed from the prison of the flesh, etc., etc.). But notice that John is rather making a point about how we *know* things. (Here, at least, he is just being a good empiricist, not a dualist.) 

So far, then, this sounds like a point about epistemology, the theory of knowledge, which will come into play more when we get into Book 2. But as we read on, we see that John is really talking about the appetites or desires. The point he is really making is that our problem lies not in creatures as such but in our attachment to them. Our disordered desires for them are like so many hooks grabbing into things outside us, restricting our movement, pulling us in a thousand directions. When the desires are put in order, we are no longer possessed by what we long to possess. 

In the final sentences, John makes his point clear: He is not talking about the mere lack of things (something external) but our cravings (something internal). When our desires are well ordered, we can be rich or poor and still turn everything to God (like King David in his best moments). 

As we'll see later, John does not mean to say that we have to kill all our desires (since he is going to say we find all our desires satisfied in God, which would be impossible if they were all eliminated). What we want to be rid of is not desires as such but the disorder. Adam and Eve before the fall had a perfectly integrated human nature in which none of the desires were disordered and all led to God's glory. What John wants us to become are not bodiless angels without human desires but fully integrated human beings as God created us to be. 

From this chapter I always take away one important point for self-examination: What is disordered in my desires? Am I as "detached" as I like to think? I am surrounded by so many possessions. How many of them really possess me? It's easy to think I am "detached" when my ordered little world is not threatened. The test, for me, is not how much I have or lack right now but how I respond when those things are taken away. 

Sorry for the length of this message. Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Date sent: Mon, 14 Jul 97 12:47:08 +0000 

I posted my comments on Ascent Book 1, chapter 3 *before* I got your questions, so I don't know if they helped, but I did say something about the difference between the intellect and the appetites here. The ICS edition has a good footnote on this point. Regarding mortification, John says nothing about "extraordinary penances" here, and strongly criticizes them elsewhere. He would certainly agree on the primacy of love. Often I find that John himself is the best clarifier of his own doctrine, if we just keep reading. He takes up the key role of love a bit later, in chapter 14, #2. But I don't want to anticipate too much, lest we lose the thread here.

 Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Date sent: Tue, 5 Aug 97 21:38:06 +0000 

About the advantage of some familiarity with scholastic theories of knowledge in reading John of the Cross, and whether "knowledge" is important in the search for God.... Briefly, I would say everything depends on how you are using terms. That is to say, it depends on what one means by "knowledge," "intellect," and so on. Unlike some writers who insist that God can be known only by the heart, not by the intellect, John believes that the human intellect has the capacity to be raised by God to a true "supernatural knowledge" of God, beyond our natural cognitive capabilities. In contemplation, God is truly "apprehended" by the human intellect, memory, and will. He uses scholastic psychological theory to explain what he means. But that's not to deny that other mystical authors describe the contemplative experience in another way... 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent Book 1 – chapter 5 

I did want to note, before chapter 4 got away, that John says there that creatures are ugly, wicked, crude etc. *when compared with God.* Sometimes readers miss that qualifier. John would be the first to agree that God's creation is good, beautiful, and all the rest, but its goodness and beauty falls infinitely short of God's. 

1. I think what authors like John mean by "Spirit of God" or "divine spirit" needs to be determined by the context. Sometimes it may mean the Holy Spirit as a distinct person of the Trinity, and sometimes it may just be another way of referring to God in general. In the instances you mentioned, I'm not sure it matters for his purposes; elsewhere it might. 

2. You asked about the statement that persons who "feed on other strange tastes ... greatly anger the divine Majesty because in their aspirations for spiritual food they are not satisfied with God alone." You seemed to interpret this as a reference to the Eucharist, but I think John is making a more general point. Notice that he is using the OT image of the manna to talk about not mixing our "appetites." I think what he's trying to say is that it is, in a sense, insulting to God to want God and something else besides (as if God were not enough for us). 

3. Read in one way, it might sound as if John is saying we have to hate creatures (or at least take no pleasure in them) in order to love God. But John himself was one of the great lovers of God's creation. So it might be clearer in some ways to say that to love God alone means to love God completely and unconditionally. The point is that God is not just some object we can weigh in the balance alongside other things ("I love God, but also my country and apple pie and motherhood..."). The universe is not like a big fruit basket with God as the biggest pineapple on top. God is of a totally different and transcendent order of reality. Yes, we love creation, but *in* God, and not *alongside* God. One way we can tell how far we have to go toward the "summit of the Mount" is to look at what conditions we (consciously or unconsciously) put on our love for God ("I will love God provided I get to have a nice house, a good career, the respect of others, health, or whatever"). How is our love for God affected when these things are threatened or taken away? I think that's what John is talking about. Once we learn to do God's will simply because it *is* God's will, then we can enjoy creation without fear or hindrance. 

I think that's enough for now. You'll notice that this part of the ASCENT is kind of hard to slog through, but things pick up (in my opinion) once we get to chapter 12 and on to Book 2. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Appetites and Ascent 

Date sent: Wed, 27 Aug 97 14:04:20 +0000 

I just thought I'd add one clarification regarding the chapters now under discussion from Book 1 of the Ascent. In scholastic philosophy, an "appetite" (strictly speaking) is the capacity of a thing to seek its good, or (more broadly) the actual seeking. Thus scholastic authors speak not only of an "appetite" for food, but the "appetite" of matter for form, or of a rock for its "center" within the earth (what we would explain in terms of gravity). 

As he makes clear, what John wants us to begin to mortify in Book 1 of the Ascent are the inordinate voluntary appetites. By definition, we can't do much directly about our INvoluntary appetites (we can't keep ourselves from becoming hungry or sleepy, for example); any disorder there will need to be purified in the "passive nights." And there is nothing wrong with well-ordered voluntary appetites (such as Adam and Eve had before the Fall). In fact, they are God's gift. We wouldn't be human without "appetites"! But since the Fall they are disordered, and need purification and re-integration. 

I just mention this because, although John sometimes forgets to include the words "inordinate" or "voluntary," it’s clear this is what he has in mind in Book 1 of the Ascent. It's the "disorder" that needs to be eliminated, not the appetites themselves. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Appetites in Ascent 

I gather that, the last time I checked, we were discussing Ascent Book 1, Chapters 6 through 10, as a block, because there John explains at length how the (disordered) appetites "weary, torment, darken, defile, and weaken" souls. In other words, these chapters are thematically all of a piece. But before we move on, I thought I'd mention one comment that struck me again in Chapter 8, paragraph 4. There John notes that "the ignorance of some is extremely lamentable; they burden themselves with extraordinary penances and many other exercises, thinking these are sufficient to attain union with divine Wisdom. But such practices are insufficient.... If they would attempt to devote only half of that energy to the renunciation of their desires, they would profit more in a month than in years with all these other exercises." I was struck because I can see in my own life how much easier it has always been to substitute works of piety and religious practices for the more difficult challenge of purifying my own desires. And how easy it has been to mistake seeming piety for genuine holiness. Think how much people run after the extraordinary today, instead of focusing on the very ordinary struggle to overcome our own selfishness in the very ordinary circumstances of our daily lives. Saint Teresa talks somewhere about meeting a group of pious women whose devotion impressed her--until she said "no" to their plans, and then they became unbearable. She said they frightened her "more than all the sinners in the world." Anyway, it struck me because it's a theme that will recur so often in John: that the greatest dangers on the spiritual journey come not so much from obvious evils but from apparent (even real) goods that are nonetheless not properly ordered to God. Just my fervorino for today.... 

In ASCENT  Book 1 I believe we had gotten as far as chapter 11 (no, I don't mean we filed for bankruptcy) before the thread was broken. Do we want to try to pick it up there? In any case, chapter 11 in Book 1 is a crucial chapter, because John tries to explain the extent of mortification needed to attain full union with God. And his doctrine, though nuanced in various ways, is fairly simple: if union with God means conformity of our will with the Divine Will, than any lack of conformity to that extent impedes the union. Yet he notes that we will never be free in this life of all imperfections, nor should we expect to be. What we must do is to mortify or "put into order" our dis-ordered voluntary appetites, which is to say, I think, do what we can at this moment to conform our wills to God's, to the extent that God enables us to do. Some examples he gives of the small but habitual imperfections that can impede spiritual progress are: "the common habit of being very talkative; a small attachment one never really desires to conquer, for example, to a person, to clothing, to a book...." 

John offers a telling image: it makes no difference whether a bird is bound by a thread or a cord, it cannot fly until the bond is broken. So too small attachments can impede us just as surely as great ones. This teaching sounds (and is) very hard and very demanding. Even St. Teresa teased John about this severe tone in her "Satirical Critique," when she wrote: "Seeking God would be very costly if we could not do so until we were dead to the world. The Magdalene was not dead to the world when she found him, nor was the Samaritan woman or the Canaanite woman." 

Yet in John's defense it should be said that he is not claiming that beginners have to be dead to the world before they can even get started, but only that they will never reach the completion of the journey, perfect union with God, until the inordinate voluntary appetites are healed. 

That's my first run at chapter 11. Peace to all, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent Bk1 cont'd. 

You may recall that prior to the Ascent we had discussed John's "Spiritual Canticle" *poem*. When people were polled on what to do next, they chose the Ascent. Personally, I voted for discussing the Canticle *commentary*, because of its connection with the poem we had just finished and because it is usually easier going for first-time readers of John. In the Ascent one of the guiding metaphors for the spiritual life is an arduous journey by night up a steep mountain, where the only road that reaches the top is the straight and difficult one. In the Canticle, John changes the basic image to that of the Canticle of Canticles, viz. a bride (the soul) in search of her beloved (Christ). 

Anyway, I think we're experiencing the problem many first-time readers of John experience. They start off with the Ascent and get bogged down somewhere in the middle of Book 1, in the seemingly endless catalog of the miseries wrought by disordered appetites. But I would encourage us to forge ahead. The final chapters of Book 1 and the bulk of Book 2 contain some of John's most memorable teachings, on faith, Christ, discursive meditation, visions and voices (so much in the news again these days), etc., etc. Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Active Passivity 

Regarding some of your questions, it might be worthwhile to look back for a second at what John says in Ascent Book 1, Chapter 3, where he explains that he is not talking about "the mere lack of things" (which is no virtue in itself, especially if we are still full of disordered cravings) but putting the desires in order. His example is King David, who though materially rich was spiritually poor (at least as portrayed in the Psalms attributed to him). 

In any case, you've touched on a classic conundrum in spiritual theology. Everything is a grace, and therefore no good act of our own will would even be possible unless God took the first initiative. Any good we do, any effort we make to seek God, is always a response to God's prior self-communication and work. But to conclude from that that we can sit back and wait for God to eliminate our sinful tendencies is "quietism." At various times in the past John and Teresa were accused of quietism because of their emphasis on our passivity and receptivity in the spiritual journey. But it is clear that they don't mean to be advocating any lack of effort on our part. Teresa talks about the need for a "determinacion muy determinada" (a "determined determination”). It's just a matter of knowing how and when to apply it. Sometimes waiting on God takes far more "effort" than desperately trying to *do* something. 

I think all of this is clarified as John continues in the Ascent. That's why I'd encourage us forge ahead, and see how John balances the extreme-sounding comments in Book 1 with other insights later on. Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Date sent: Wed, 17 Sep 97 02:57:01 +0000
Last time I looked, we were up to about chapter 13 in book 1 of the Ascent, which is really the key chapter in this section. In chapter 12 John had explained the different degrees of harm caused by different kinds of appetites or desires. As he notes, he is chiefly concerned here with doing what we can to mortify or bring under control the disordered voluntary appetites (which is to say, to make some effort not to act upon our inappropriate desires, insofar as God give us the strength). But as he points out, our human nature is weak and there are many kinds of impulses and longings over which we have little control, and which don't especially harm us if we don't consent to them. These will need to be healed in the "passive" nights. 

In chapter 13, John finally gives us some advice on how to enter the "night of sense." First, he distinguishes an active and a passive way of entering. The "passive" way is what God will work *in* us, through changes and circumstances over which we have little control. John promises to discuss the faults of beginners and how these faults are *passively* purified in Book Four. (But of course there are only three books in the present ASCENT; he actually takes up this theme in Book One of the DARK NIGHT, which shows that these two works are really part of a diptych.) 

Here in chapter 13, however, John wants to tell us briefly how to enter the "active night of sense," and he begins with the advice to "have a habitual desire to imitate Christ in all your deeds by bringing your life into conformity with his." And he goes on to say "You must then study his life in order to know how to imitate him and behave in all events as he would." 

Later in the chapter will come the famous (notorious) maxims, "Endeavor to be inclined always: not to the easiest, but to the most difficult, etc., etc." which have often convinced readers that John is inhuman. I'll come back to them in a future posting. But I think it's important to note that John's *very first principle,* as we just saw, is to habitually desire to imitate Christ, and to study his life. This should resonate with all Carmelites, since our Rule offers us a way of living "a life of allegiance to Jesus Christ" (in obsequio Jesu Christi) by "staying in one's cell meditating on the Law of the Lord (i.e., Scripture) day and night and keeping watch at prayer." In other words, it seems to me that what John and the Carmelite Rule are asking is essentially the same: strive to walk in the footsteps of Jesus, and get to know him by studying the Scriptures. My homily for today.... Fraternally, Steven Payne, OCD 


From: StLaPa@aol.com To: cincarm@cin.org Send reply to: cincarm@cin.org 

Subject: Ascent Book1 – chapter 13 again 

In the spirit of my last message, I thought I'd try to pick up the thread in Book 1 of the ASCENT again, because it seemed to me we'd reached a really crucial point in understanding John's message here. Last time I commented I said something about the beginning of Chapter 13, where John says that the first counsel for entering the "active night of sense" in order to reach union with God quickly is to "have a habitual desire to imitate Christ," and to study his life in order to act always as he would. This is music to Carmelite ears, which are taught to "ponder the Law of the Lord (Scripture) day and night" so that they can live "a life of allegiance to Jesus Christ." 

Then, in the second place, John gives a famous series of maxims for mortifying and pacifying the passions and appetites: "Endeavor to be inclined always: not to the easiest, but to the most difficult; not to the most delightful, but to the most distasteful; not to the most gratifying, but to the less pleasant...do not go about looking for the best of temporal things, but for the worst, and for Christ, desire to enter into complete nakedness, emptiness, and poverty in everything in the world." 

Most folks close the book at this point and give up. But there are several points to notice: 1) As some commentators point out, these are in a sense provisional maxims, for a certain stage in the journey, to accomplish a particular purpose. If one were *always* attracted to what is worst, least, and most painful, that could just as easily become an attachment as well (we call it masochism). The point is not to form new attachments but to break the power of the ones we already have, so that we're guided not by whether something gives us pleasure or pain but by whether or not it is God's will. 

2) Notice that these maxims are simply meant to help us follow the first counsel, which is to imitate Christ. Notice at the end of the list how he says that we should desire to enter into complete nakedness and poverty "for Christ." If anyone wants to reject his maxims as too hard, I'm sure John would say, "Fine, if you know another way of learning to imitate Christ, more power to you!" But in his own experience, some counter-measures against our natural inclinations are needed in order to break the power of the "pleasure principle." 

3) Far from being impossibly idealistic, I think of John's advice as eminently practical (though admittedly I may be watering it down to fit my own spiritual limitations). I think of these maxims as like riding a bicycle; if you've got one that keeps pulling to the left, then you have to lean to the right in order to provide a counterbalance and keep on a straight course. We human beings struggle with inertia, and even in religious life we can easily get into a rut without noticing it: our favorite place in choir, our favorite person to sit beside in recreation, our favorite housework assignment, etc., etc. That's why I find it personally useful to vary and change things when I can, to sit where I don't usually sit, to talk to the person I don't usually talk to, to take the helpout I'm not naturally inclined to, to eat the foods I like less, etc., etc. Ultimately you get used to those, too. We'll always have preferences. But the work of the "active night of the senses" will be done when we get to the point where we can eat what's put in front of us, where we can pray whether we're given our "favorite spot" or not, where we don't become all unglued if our preferences aren't followed. Again, I think John would say the goal is to get to the point where, after letting God know our preferences, we can still honestly pray, with Jesus, "Yet not my will but Thine be done." Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 
P.S. But as John will later show, the journey is not over. To use my own case again, after saying all of the above, I'm sure my community could tell you that I'm no saint, and that there are countless selfish preferences I'm still acting upon without even being aware of it. That's what the "passive nights" will be for! 

In reading some of the posts on Ascent, Book 1, I think we're encountering a familiar difficulty, and that is trying to understand John's stark statements here before we've seen how they are qualified and explained later on. Many people start with the first book of the Ascent and get no further, precisely because they stumble over some of the statements that have concerned people here. 

I did want to add a note to those who have suggested that John wants us to give up "sense and understanding." I think we have to be careful of the thicket of language in this case. Because "sense" and "understanding" have had so many different meanings throughout history (common sense? sensuality?) we have to avoid reading into John's terms a meaning he didn't intend. He does say that we need to avoid inordinate attachment to the particular apprehensions of sense and intellect, and he spells out what he means in terms of the scholastic psychology of his day. But it is clear that he is not anti-intellectual or anti-rational. If you look at the SAYINGS OF LIGHT AND LOVE (44-46), he says "Be attentive to your reason in order to do what it tells you concerning the way to God. It will be more valuable before your God than all the works you perform without this attentiveness and all the spiritual delights you seek. Blessed are they who, setting aside their own pleasure and inclination, consider things according to reason and justice before doing them. If you make use of your reason, you are like one who eats substantial food; but if you are moved by the satisfaction of your will, you are like one who eats insipid food," etc., etc. Just thought I'd throw that into the mix.
Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent Book 1 – chapter 13 cont'd. 

As I recall, when I left for Rome we were in the middle of chapter 13 of Book 1 of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, by St. John of the Cross. We were discussing John's maxims in paragraph 6: "Endeavor to be inclined always (procure siempre inclinarse): not to the easiest, but to the most difficult, etc." He encourages us to "embrace these practices" not in order to punish ourselves but "to overcome the repugnance of your will toward them," so that we can learn to be governed not by what pleases or displeases our appetites, but by what God wills. 

I just wanted to add a few thoughts and move into the second half of the chapter. 

First, I think it's worth reminding ourselves of the "literary genre." That is to say, John is giving us "maxims" or "sayings," which have a venerable tradition in Christian spirituality. A maxim is a kind of pithy and memorable summary of practical advice (e.g., "Don't put off until tomorrow what you can do today") but not a complete treatise on ethics or behavior. Maxims have to be interpreted and applied (for example, we'd die of exhaustion if we tried to do EVERYTHING today instead of postponing some things until tomorrow). Jesus himself was fond of "sayings" or "maxims" and many Scripture scholars believe that some of the earliest written documents among believers were collections of his sayings. And we know that some of these are very hard sayings ("let the dead bury the dead, offer no resistance to evil, unless you hate father and mother, etc., etc."), and that some Christians have gotten into trouble when they interpret these out of the context of the whole gospel message. Moreover, Jesus' sayings, though in the tradition of "wisdom" sayings, often turn conventional wisdom on its head and show us the paradoxical possibilities of the kingdom that he came to inaugurate and proclaim. 

Much the same can be said of John. We know that in his early years in Carmel he gave many spiritual conferences and did much spiritual direction, and that he liked to leave people with pithy little summaries of his main points. These maxims or "dichos" were among his first writings, then, and later sometimes were simply incorporated into his treatises. They're not complete treatments of the subjects they address, but succinct reminders of important points. (continued in next message) 
Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: yet more on ASCENT vook 1 – chapter 13 

(continued from previous posting) So if we go on to paragraph 9 in chapter 13, there John says that we must "First try to act with contempt for yourself and desire that all others do likewise." Again, many people close the book here and give up. But I think what John is saying is meant to echo the New Testament sense of self-contempt, as when Jesus says that we must hate our lives for his sake, that we must lose our lives to save them. John would certainly favor a healthy Christian self-esteem, in the sense of appreciating our dignity as God's graced creatures and adopted children. But again I think what he's trying to do is help us break our often overweening pride by "acting against" it (agere contra, as the Jesuits say). To use the bicycle analogy again, since it pulls to the right (into pride) we need to lean to the left (practicing humility) in order to keep going straight ahead. But here again, although we need to be watchful as long as we live, we've done the work of the night of senses if we reach the point where our motive for what we do is not whether something enhances or hurts our pride, but whether it's God's will.   Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent  book 1 – chapter 13  

We're getting very near the end of Book One of the ASCENT, and being a compulsive person, I'd like to push ahead and finish, so I'll venture a few more comments on the closing paragraphs of chapter 13. In paragraphs 10 to 13 of chapter 13 in Book 1, John harks back to the "Sketch of the Mount" that appears at the beginning of the book--a reminder that the whole of the ASCENT can be seen as a kind of extended commentary on the path laid out there in the drawing. As you'll recall, the drawing showed three ways up to the top of the mountain, where "only the honor and glory of God dwells." On the right is the "way of the imperfect spirit" concerned about the "goods of earth." On the left is the "way of the imperfect spirit" concerned about the "goods of heaven." In later engravings based on John's sketch, one or both of these paths do eventually reach the top after long meanderings. But if we look at John's sketch, this is not the case. Only the "nada" path straight up the mountain reaches the top. In other words, to arrive at the summit we must let go not only of disordered sensory pleasures, but also of our spiritual consolations, particular knowledge, and so on. How radical a purification this requires will be seen more clearly when we get into the Second Book of the ASCENT. At this point, suffice it to say that John is as concerned with our capacity to misuse and cling to limited spiritual goods as he is with our possessiveness toward material things. 

Then come the famous verses, in a slightly different order than in the surviving "sketch of the Mount." "To reach satisfaction in all, desire satisfaction in nothing… To come to possess all, desire the possession of nothing... To come to enjoy what you have not, you must go by a way in which you enjoy not... When you delay in something, you cease to rush toward the all." These ought to sound familiar to anyone who has studied modern poetry, since T. S. Eliot paraphrases (steals?) them in THE FOUR QUARTETS. I found helpful the comments of one writer who suggested that these verses correspond to John's division of the powers of the soul into memory, intellect, and will (with the soul's *substance* sometimes also mentioned alongside the other three). To the intellect, as we shall see, applies the directive, "to come to the knowledge of all, desire the knowledge of nothing." To the will applies "to reach satisfaction in all, desire satisfaction in nothing." To the memory, "to come to possess all, desire the possession of nothing." And to the substance, "to arrive at being all, desire to be nothing." The reasons for this correspondence will become clearer in Book 2. But already we can see that the intellect seeks to know, and what impedes knowledge of God is when the intellect clings inordinately to its natural knowledge, and tries to shape God to its own ideas. Again, the will seeks satisfaction of desires, and the inordinate appetites interfere with finding our satisfaction in God, since they keep us looking elsewhere. Memory, too, gets cluttered with the "possession" of recollections of the past. And so on, and so on. If we are going to go to God, says John, we cannot measure him to what we already know and desire and remember, because God infinitely transcends all our natural apprehensions of memory, intellect, and will. We will need to venture into the radically unknown and allow God to reveal "God's self" as God is, and not as we want or fear God to be. It's a very risky, and yet very liberating, venture. And we've only just begun.... 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: ASCENT Book 1 – Chapter 14   qqqqq
Date sent: Fri, 14 Nov 97 02:56:54 +0000 

Dear all, 

We're within striking distance of the end of Book One of the ASCENT, and so permit me to forge ahead.... Chapter 14, as some have already noted, is one of the most important chapters in the first book of John of the Cross's ASCENT, and gives us a retrospective key to everything that has gone before. John begins by saying that he has now "explained the first verse" of the Dark Night poem, and "discussed the nature of this night, the reason for calling it a night, and the method of actively entering into it." It reminds me of the old advice for organizing a talk: begin by telling them what you're going to say, then say it, then tell them what you've said. But there's one thing he hasn't really mentioned before now, and is perhaps the most important point of all for putting all the ascetical advice in perspective. Here John says that "a more intense enkindling of another, better love (love of the soul's Bridegroom) is necedsssary for the vanquishing of the appetites and the denial of this pleasure. By finding satisfaction and strength in this love, it will have the courage and constancy to readily deny all other appetites.... For the sensory appeitites are moved and attracted toward sensory objects with such cravings that if the spiritual part of the soul is not fired with other, more urgent longings for spiritual things, the soul will be able neither to overcome the yoke of nature nor to enter the night of sense.... How easy, sweet, and delightful these longings for their Bridegroom make all the trials and dangers of this night seem." In other words, at the most fundamental level, John's active night of sense does not begin with a grim determination on our part to annihilate all our desires in order to please God. Rather, God first takes the initiative, enkindling us with longings for him, so that we will *want* to make the effort to remove whatever impedes union. What gives us the impetus is our infatuation with God. Granted, at the beginning these longings are immature and sometimes misdirected, but the get us off the mark and make us *want* to grow and change. I think of it as analogous to human love. Think of a teenager whose parents are always after him (or her) to shape up, apply himself, dress right, use good manners, keep his room clean, all of which he has no motivation to do.... until suddenly he gets a crush on a girl and wants to impress her, and starts doing all these things. (It doesn't have to be a teenager, and maybe that's not a good example, because he might try to impress her by getting a tattoo or a nose ring these days!) The point is, the journey John presents to us in ASCENT I looks discouraging if we think of it as an enormous feat of self-mastery that *we* have to accomplish before we can move on. But if we think of it rather as a response to the enkindling of love for God in our hearts, it makes all the difference. I think of all the popular songs in which the singers profess that they would "climb the highest mountain, swim the deepest sea, walk through fire, etc., etc." to be with the ones they love.... And we don't think of this as masochistic or negative. In fact, lovers often seek challenges to prove their love. So it is here, I think. So much for my $.02.
Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

From: StLaPa@aol.com 

To: cincarm@cin.org
Send reply to: cincarm@cin.org 

Subject: ASCENT 1, 15 

Date sent: Sat, 22 Nov 97 21:03:32 +0000 

Dear all,
...and so we come to the end of Book One of the Ascent of Mount Carmel.... 

Chapter 15 is only two paragraphs long, the shortest in this section, and sets the stage for what is to follow. Here John sounds autobiographical when he talks about the "sheer grace" or "happy chance" of escaping from captivity by night, from a house "all stilled" (as he did when he climbed down from the monastery window in Toledo by night). Until the disorder of the appetites is lulled to sleep, the soul cannot go out to union with God. I am reminded of the well-known poem by Jessica Powers, called "The House at Rest." 

"How does one hush one's house, each proud possessive wall, each sighing rafter, the rooms made restless with remembered laughter or wounding echoes, the permissive doors, the stairs that vacillate from up to down, windows that bring in color and event from countryside or town, oppressive ceilings and complaining floors? 

The house must first of all accept the night. Let it erase the walls and their display, impoverish the rooms till they are filled with humble silences; let clocks be stilled and all the selfish urgencies of day. 

Midnight is not the time to greet a guest. Caution the doors against both foes and friends, and try to make the windows understand their unimportance when the daylight ends. Persuade the stairs to patience, and deny the passages their aimless to and fro. Virtue it is that puts a house at rest. How well repaid that tenant is, how blest who, when the call is heard, is free to take his kindled heart and go. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

