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

Just a few comments about the first chapter of Book II. In the ASCENT, John wrote all the chapter headings, so it is worth noting that he describes this as "a treatise on faith, the proximate means of ascent to union with God. It consequently considers the second part of this night, the night of the spirit...." This recalls what he said in chapters 1 and 2 of Book One, where he first refers to "two principal kinds of night--which spiritual persons call purgations or purifications of the soul," namely, one concerning the sensory part, and the other concerning the spiritual part. There he says (chap. 1) that he is going to discuss "this second night, insofar as it is active, in the second and third sections of the book," that is to say, in the section we are about to begin studying.

But then in chapter two of Book One John talks about three *reasons* for calling the journey toward union with God a night, the second of which "refers to the means or road along which a person travels to this union," namely, faith. "After passing through the first night (the privation of all sensible objects), a person enters this second night by living in faith alone; not in a faith that is exclusive of charity but a faith that excludes other intellectual knowledge, as we shall explain later, for faith does not fall into the province of the senses."

Some of this will become clearer later on. But the important point at the outset is to realize that once again John is talking about two different things at the same time in Book Two. On the one hand, he will be talking about an "active night of spirit" that follows upon the passive night of sense. This seems to be the "plateau" time in the spiritual life when those who have moved beyond the beginning stages into a more contemplative style of praying begin to have deeper (sometimes extraordinary) prayer experiences. Part of the task of this period will be to actively detach oneself not just from excessive sensory pleasures but from clinging to our spiritual delights and gifts. So John will talk about how to handle things like visions and voices, etc.

But he is also talking in Book Two about the nature of faith, which is by no means limited to this middle period in the spiritual journey. After all, faith is one of the "three things that last," and it is necessary at every step of the way. So once again it will be important to decide from the context whether John is talking about something appropriate to a particular stage of the journey, whether he is speaking more generally, and so on.

Subject: ASCENT II:1
Date sent: Thu, 11 Dec 97 01:11:13 +0000
John then begins Chapter One of Book Two by repeating the second stanza of the "Noche Oscura" poem. Interestingly, after this he will not return to the poem again until the "Dark Night" treatise. So in a way Books Two and Three are a long digression!

John tells us at the outset that "quieting the house that is one's spiritual nature" is far more demanding then the purification of the senses that beginners practice. Consequently it involves a much greater grace.

John says that we escape from this "quieted house" by the "secret ladder" of faith, disguised in the virtues, and thus safe from the wiles of the devil. Interestingly, John loves triads, and elsewhere he relates faith, hope, and love to the three spiritual faculties (intellect, memory, and will) as well as the three vows of obedience, poverty, and chastity, and the three pitfalls of the devil, the world, and the flesh. So according to this schema it is through faith in the intellect that we are able to practice obedience, escape the devil and arrive at wisdom. That's one reason while you'll see more mention of the devil in Book Two than in some of John's other writings.

John goes on to say that at this stage the soul is no longer led by the "urgent longings" that marked the beginner's infatuation with God. Rather, here it is a matter of "journeying in the obscurity of faith, as do the blind with their guide," not relying on one's natural understanding of things, but being willing to be led.

I want to talk about what John means by "negating all the spiritual faculties through pure faith" and "departing from all natural phantasms and intellectual reasonings" in the next installment. John needs to be read carefully here, because he can sound like an irrationalist. But as he says at the end of chapter one, "the devout reader...must proceed thoughtfully, because our explanation will be most important for persons of genuine spirituality. Though these truths are somewhat obscure, they so shed light on one another that I believe all will be clearly understood."

Subject: Book II:2
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Dear all, In the second chapter of Book Two of the ASCENT, John proposes to explain why the "second cause or part of the night" is "darker than the first and third," that is to say, why the night of faith is "darker" than the purification of attachments to sensory things and "darker" than the goal of union with God. The previous purification "pertains to the lower, sensory part of the soul and is consequently more external." In other words, to lose (or give up) the pleasure we find in good food, good clothes, etc., etc., has an impact, but doesn't touch us as profoundly or deeply as having our certainties, our self-image, our spiritual pleasures threatened. Likewise, John says that although in the natural order God is completely dark to us (in the sense of being beyond anything we can naturally imagine or conceive), as we approach union with God we are supernaturally illumined "with a ray of God's divine light," and so experientially it is not as dark to us as walking in pure faith. Again, John will explain all this more clearly, and with more examples, as we go along. What impresses me, though, throughout his writings, is his compassion for people who are undergoing a dark night of faith. They are often a puzzle to themselves and others. When one undergoes the night of faith, so much of one's carefully constructed spiritual life seems to collapse like a house of cards, and the individual fears he or she is backsliding. Those who have the experience know that consistently walking by dark faith, while it may not look very dramatic externally, is far more difficult that external vigils, fastings, and penances. As we'll see, John is proposing a very radical challenge to us.

Subject: Ascent II:3
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I thought I might presume to suggest that chapter 3 of the second book of the ASCENT (which we've now reached) offers a good meditation for Christmastide. John is talking about how faith is a dark night of the soul, since it "informs us of matters we have never seen or known," and "blinds people of any other knowledge by which they may judge it." As John will elsewhere make clear, reason too is God's gift, and be the standard in all matters save those of faith, "which though not contrary to reason, transcend it." Still, faith requires that we keep an easy grasp on what we think we know, to be prepared for the far surpassing divine truth. Who would have expected a Messiah in a manger, with only poor shepherds as his attendants?

In this chapter, John begins to delve into his scholastic theory of knowledge, of which I'll say more in later postings. But for now let me just wish you all a holy season, and pray that we may all learn to wait in the darkness of faith for the dawning of our one true Light.

Peace to all on whom God's favor rests, Steven Payne, OCD 
Subject: Playing catch-up Ascent II:3
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Meanwhile, I'd like to move on to Chapter Three in Book Two of the ASCENT. Here John begins with the statement that "faith, as the theologians say, is a certain and obscure habit of the soul." Here we see one of the characteristics of John's writing which scholars break their heads over, viz. he seems to be quoting theologians, but in fact no one has ever found a source for this exact wording ("certain and obscure habit of the soul"). One of the pitfalls in reading John is to find similarities with other writers and then think immediately that John *must* have read them and *must* be saying the same thing. (People often have that reaction, for example, when comparing John with THE CLOUD OF UNKNOWING.) But the fact is that John read widely in authors who themselves were widely read, and rarely worked from reference books, so it seems that he had so thoroughly integrated the previous tradition and made it his own that it is very hard to disentangle his influences.

Next, John explains faith in terms of his scholastic theory of knowledge, and in relation to natural reason. He says that "the light of faith in its abundance suppresses and overwhelms that of the intellect. For the intellect, by its own power, extends only to natural knowledge, though it has the potency to be raised to a supernatural act whenever our Lord wishes."

It's worth remembering here that John is using "faith" in a very comprehensive sense. As we'll see, in some cases he even seems to be making a secret identification between faith and infused contemplation. So when he talks about faith "blinding" the intellect, we have to look at the context to see what he means. During the Prayer of Union, for example, contemplation may so overwhelm the person that he or she is literally unable to think of anything else at that moment. Certainly this happens in some raptures and ecstasies. This is one way in which faith as infused contemplation blinds the intellect. But of course we don't always live in this state. The presence of faith in the sense of assent to revealed truths does not preclude the ordinary knowledge by which we get through the routines of our day. This is an important distinction, I think, because people get sucked into cults and other movements by being told to shut off their critical reasoning powers and rely solely on trust and "blind faith." That's not what John advocates.

(more to come)
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Picking up where I stopped....

In the second paragraph of chapter three of ASCENT, Book II, John begins invoking the scholastic theory of knowledge which will figure large in his explanation of faith and contemplation. There were many different variants in John's time, and he is not writing as a philosopher. One has to glean his theory from scattered quotes. And there are details about it which he does not clarify.

But basically the idea is that "as the scholastic philosophers say: ...Knowledge arises in the soul from both the faculty and the object at hand." John is an "empiricist" in the Aristotelian sense. I mean that, unlike Plato, who thought of knowledge as something innate (and knowing as a kind of remembering), Aristotle believed that our knowledge originates in the senses. Thomas Aquinas and other scholastics followed this approach. An example of how the process works might be something like this: I look out the window and see a particular Siamese cat. Through my senses, I get very specific data (the cat has a certain weight, size, coloration; sex, etc., etc., maybe even a certain smell or texture). From that sensory data my interior senses can construct a mental image of that cat. But notice that the mental picture is itself specific: if it is *of* a black cat then it does not apply equally to white cats, if it is of a large cat then it does not apply equally to kittens, etc. In order to arrive at the more general concept "cat," applicable to all felines, my intellect has to perform an additional "abstraction," eliciting from the mental image an "intelligible species" or general concept of cat.

The process is pictured as similar to the "hylomorphic" constitution of material things. That is to say, every object is composed of form and matter. Matter is the "stuff" out of which it is composed; form is what makes it the particular kind of thing it is. Thus a matching set of plates may all have the same form but be composed of different matter; on the other hand, I can take the same piece of matter (e.g., a lump of clay) and give it different forms. If it is the form "felinity", let's say, that makes this particular matter to be a cat, then (so the theory goes) the intellect in the process of knowledge somehow "abstracts" an "intelligible form" of felinity. It is the presence of this "intelligible form" of felinity in the passive intellect which results in knowledge of cats. The capacity of the intellect to receive these forms (i.e., the "passive intellect") is analogous to the role of matter in the constitution of material things, while the capacity of the intellect to elicit these forms is what's called the "active intellect."
Clear as mud? Well, the point is this theory works fairly well in accounting for our knowledge of ordinary objects, but poses a problem about the possibility of knowing God. Why? Because God does not fall under the senses. Hence, we cannot see, hear, taste, touch or smell God, nor therefore can we form any mental image of God (or at least not one that corresponds to God as God is). Thus we have no mental image or picture from which our intellects, by their natural powers, can "abstract" an adequate concept of God. It is, as John says, like trying to tell a person born blind about colors; they have no sensations with which to generate an image of colors. (In fact, the situation is even worse with God, because at least with colors we now have certain ways of helping people compensate for the lack of color vision.)

So this is why John will be so insistent that all our concepts, no matter how exalted, cannot convey God as God is. For this to happen, God himself has to intervene, and communicate himself directly to the passive intellect in a way analogous to what happens with natural concepts in the passive intellect. And that will be his model of what is going on in infused contemplation.
Subject: Aristotle, Plato, and John Ascent II:3
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Evidently I didn't explain myself very well in writing about John's epistemology (i.e., his theory of knowledge). What I was laying out was John's basic understanding of our NATURAL knowledge, i.e., what we are able to come to know through our unaided cognitive capacities. But of course in addition to that God is always communicating himself to us through grace. That's precisely John's point, that our natural capacities, unaided, cannot attain to God, but that therefore God communicates himself to our intellects if we allow it, so that we may know him with the knowledge of love (albeit obscurely in this life). When people here mention that sometimes knowing God is something like remembering one who is always already there, they are talking about what John would classify as supernatural knowledge.

The scholastics did believe that a kind of "remote" knowledge of God is possible through our natural abilities. That is to say, from creatures we can project or infer something about their creator (e.g., that there is a creator and "first cause," that it is *not* finite, temporal, etc., that it has all the good qualities found in creatures in a supereminent degree). How one infers all these things is fairly complex and is called "natural theology." But it's a little like seeing a footprint on the seashore. You can infer certain qualities of the one who made the footprint, but that kind of knowing is rather different from the immediate knowledge that comes from direct perception of the person.

What John is saying, and will go on to say, is that no sensory image, or natural concept derived from the data of sensation, can adequately represent or give us God as God is. (This applies not just to the image of God as an old man on a throne, but to the most refined image of God as fire or light, etc.) Therefore God himself must communicate himself for us to know him in this immediate way, and that is what John means by supernatural knowledge.

P.S. Lest someone chide me for using masculine pronouns for God here, I do realize that this involves imperfect imagery too, but .... I think what we will see in John is not that we have to reject all images of God drawn from the natural world, but that we use them for what they can convey evoke, while recognizing their limitations. The Holy Spirit, for example, is a "living flame" for John, but that doesn't mean that oxidation is involved or that it has a particular temperature. This is a silly example, I know, but Christians get into all sorts of difficulties when they fail to realize the limitations of more exalted images and metaphors. Oftentimes the language we use is not so much false as inadequate to fully capture the reality. But that's another topic.

Subject: ASCENT II:4
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John is continuing to explain in this section the necessity of entering the "dark night" of faith in order to reach union with God. He uses philosophical principles and Scriptural examples. Here he says he will explain the requisite darkness "in a general way," and he promises to explain, further on, "more in particular about the behavior necessary for obviating error in faith and any encumbrance to its guidance."

Most people understand readily enough why, in order to reach union with God, we need to purify our disordered attachments to what pleases the senses. What's less well understood, says John, is that souls "must also darken and blind themselves in that part of their nature that bears relation to God and spiritual beings." This is the topic he is going to focus on in Book Two, i.e., purification in the "rational" (as distinguished from the sensory) part of the soul. In other words, John will be talking a great deal about the need to detach ourselves from our concepts, ideas, memories, "spiritual goods," and so on. What we finite human beings think we know and perceive about God is often false or misguided, and even when true as far as it goes, always falls infinitely short of the reality.

John is particularly interested in helping us not to cling to "supernatural" communications. John defines "supernatural" as "that which is above nature." Other writers distinguish "supernatural," which has a divine origin, from "praeternatural," which is simply beyond the natural human capacity (whether from the devil or some other source). John does not make this distinction, but will refer to everything that lies beyond our unaided human capacity as "supernatural." (Teresa does the same.)

What John is concerned about is that many people who make progress in detaching themselves from disordered sensory attachments still seem to think that they can hold on to the extraordinary feelings, insights, and consolations they may receive in prayer; because these seem to concern God, they reason, they must be holy and useful. John will certainly grant that anything coming from God is useful, but he maintains that it has its effect whether we cling to it or not. And the danger is that we can mistake the "distinct supernatural communications" we receive for God himself, who in fact always lies infinitely beyond. And because we're clinging to these spiritual experiences, he says, we're "not yet entirely blind," and "will not allow a good guide (i.e., faith) to lead" us. For example, suppose I pray in a certain way and receive great consolations from it. If I'm not careful, I'll assume that: 1) God must be very pleased with me; 2) this must be THE RIGHT WAY for everyone to pray; 3) I can't pray as well or as effectively outside that context, etc., etc.

John quotes the famous words from Hebrews: "Whoever would approach (union with) God should believe in His existence" (Heb 11:6). Interestingly, John himself adds the words "union with," and draws from this the conclusion that souls should advance "neither by understanding, nor by the support of their own experience, nor by feeling or imagination, but by belief in God's being." There is a kind of blind intentionality toward God whom we realize we can never fully know or grasp. "The most that can be felt and tasted of God in this life is infinitely distant from God and the pure possession of Him." So, he says, "those are decidedly hindered, then, from attainment of this high state of union with God who are attached to any understanding, feeling, imagining, opinion, desire, or way or their own, or to any of their works or affairs, and know not how to detach and denude themselves of these impediments."

Just how radical a challenge this is John will explain in the following chapters. At this point, though, it already occurs to me how much of our polarization and in-fighting in the church today comes from clinging to such particular "understandings, feelings, imaginings, opinions, desires, and ways of our own," without adequate recognizing their limitations and partial nature. I'll wait to discuss more specific examples when John does.

Subject: Ascent II:4 (cont'd.)
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In my last post, I said something about the first four paragraphs of Chapter 4 of Book 2 of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL (by John of the Cross, of course). I thought I would round things out by touching on the last four paragraphs.

That is, in paragraph 5 John says that "entering on the road" to union "means leaving one's own road; or better, moving on to the goal. And turning from one's own mode implies entry into what has no mode, that is, God." John encourages us to "pass beyond the interior and exterior limits of [our] own nature, and enter into supernatural bounds--bounds that have no mode." 

He specifies this a bit more in paragraph 6 by saying that we must pass beyond "all that is naturally and spiritually intelligible or comprehensible," so that we can "attain what in this life could never be known or enter the human heart." As we go through all the divisions of different kinds of "apprehensions" we can receive, John will explain how nothing less than God can give us God as God is, and therefore anything less than God can become an impediment when we make an idol of it. This applies not just to the grossest sensual pleasures but to the most exalted vision, locution, or spiritual feeling. The latter have their place, and John will explain why God sometimes grants them, but these gifts bear no comparison with the giver. And again, this strikes me as extraordinarily timely advice in an era where we once again seem preoccupied with extraordinary phenomena.

In any case, John closes out Chapter 4 by saying that he's going to explain the nature of union with God in the following chapter (Chapter 5), in order to proceed "with less confusion." In light of his understanding of the nature of union, many other things will become clearer. So perhaps we can take up the extremely important fifth chapter next week.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

P.S. I'm hoping my postings on John don't seem presumptuous. I don't claim to be the world's leading authority on John of the Cross, nor that my interpretations are the best or only ones possible. I'm just sharing with fellow learners what little I've gleaned from reading John and his commentators over many years.
Subject: ASCENT II:5
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The fifth chapter in Book Two of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL is an extremely important one, for here he offers an "explanation of the nature of union with God." As before, I'll share a few reflections on the first half of the chapter, and touch on the second half in a later posting.

I say it's an extremely important chapter, in my opinion, because "union" is what philosophers call an "equivocal" term; that is, the term can have many meanings, and people often get into difficulty when they confuse them. Some writers will describe mystical union as like a union between lovers (where each retains his or her own personhood); others will talk of an "absolute metaphysical unity" where all distinctions are absorbed and the person becomes one being with God. (It's often hard to "unpack" the meaning of some New Age writers, for example, when they talk about our "God-nature" or our inner divinity.)

John, too, can confuse us if we don't read him carefully. Here he says that he will not discuss "the divisions and parts of this union," or "begin explaining the union of the intellect, or that of the will or the memory, or trying to expound the nature of the transitory and the permanent union in each of these faculties, or the significance of the total, the transitory, or the permanent union wrought in these three faculties together," since he would never finish. Besides, he expects to touch on these different aspects or dimensions of union in later chapters, where "we shall have a concrete example to go with the actual teaching."

Here, he says, he only wants to talk about "this total and permanent union in the substance and faculties of the soul. And I shall be speaking of the obscure habit of union," because "a permanent actual union of the faculties in this life is impossible; such a union can be only transitory."

What does he mean? John is acknowledging that there are different sorts of "union with God," just as there are different ways of God being present in and to the soul. First, says John (in paragraph 3), God is "naturally" present to every soul as he is to every creature, insofar as he sustains it in existence. Without this direct causal presence, we "would immediately be annihilated and cease to exist." In that sense, God "dwells substantially" even in the devil, because otherwise the devil would cease to be.

But John explains that he wants to focus rather on the soul's "union with and transformation in God that does not always exist, except when there is a likeness of love." He calls this a supernatural "union of likeness," and calls the other kind "essential or substantial union" (though he will later speak of the experience of a "touch of union" in the substance of the soul, which is yet another kind of "union"). And this kind of "union of likeness" exists "when God's will and the soul's are in conformity, so that nothing in the one is repugnant to the other."

In other words, when many writers today talk about "mystical union," they have in mind an experience of Absolute Oneness where, for the duration of the experience, all sense of time and space seem obliterated, all distinctions overcome, and one is suffused with a sense of peace, blessedness, etc. These are wonderful experiences, and recorded in many different traditions, but for John they are "transitory actual unions" of the faculties. That is to say, for the length of the experience the intellect, memory, will and all the other powers of the soul are somehow all caught up and absorbed. But such experiences, however exalted, cannot be permanent in this life, John says. (John will later discuss a kind of obscure habitual union of the soul's *substance* with God that occurs in "spiritual marriage," where the person seems to be habitually aware of God within while attending fully to duties without; still, the faculties cannot always be completely overwhelmed by God in this life or we couldn't function and would quickly die.)

What John is interested in here, then, is the "union of likeness" that comes when we are rid of everything that impedes God, in both our acts and our habits. This is what needs to be purified: all our clinging, our selfishness, our resistance to God's will, "so that when everything unlike and unconformed to God is cast out, [we] may receive the likeness of God." It need not be accompanied by any "extraordinary" experiences at all. The "union with God" that really matters for John, in other words, is this conformity to the divine will, not visions, voices, or transitory feelings of "oneness." The latter do occur, and may be great blessings, but they are not necessary. The kind of "mysticism" John ultimately promotes, then, is one which centers on growing in conformity to God's will, not on having unusual experiences. That's important to bear in mind when he begins to talk about how to deal with all of the unusual experiences that may occur.

Subject: More ASCENT II:5
Some days ago I left off, midway through Chapter Five of Book Two of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. I indicated why many commentators consider this such an important chapter, because John here sets out to explain what he means by "union with God."

As we saw, he affirms that in one way God is always present to every creature (and in that respect every creature is united to God), because without that sustaining presence it would simply cease to exist. In paragraph 4 John repeats that "God is ever present in the soul..., and thereby bestows and preserves its natural being by his sustaining presence. Yet he does not always communicate supernatural being to it. He communicates supernatural being only through love and grace, which not all souls possess. And those who do, do not possess them in the same degree.... To the soul that is more advanced in love, more conformed to the divine will, God communicates himself more."

Therefore, in order to reach transforming union, which for John here means a union of wills (ours and God's), "individuals have nothing more to do than to strip their souls of these natural contraries and dissimilarities [to God] so that God, who is naturally communicating himself to them through nature, may do so supernaturally through grace."

Of course, John would be the first to clarify that union with God is not something *we* accomplish by our own efforts, and that it is always a free gift, but the point here is that God wants to give himself to the extent that we are able to receive him and let go of everything that impedes the gift.

In the following paragraphs John goes on to use the example of sunlight shining on a window. When the window is dirty, it cannot be "illumined." But once the smudges are wiped away, then the sunlight "will so transform and illumine it that to all appearances the window will be identical with the ray of sunlight and shine just as the sun's rays. Although obviously the nature of the window is distinct from that of the sun's ray (even if the two seem identical), we can assert that the window is the ray or light or even the sun by participation."

Similarly, says John, once "all the smudges and smears of creatures" are wiped away from the soul, God who is already illumining it naturally will illumine it supernaturally, so that "it appears to be God more than the soul," and in fact becomes "God by participation."

John will give a more extended account of what it means to become "God by participation" in stanza 39 of the SPIRITUAL CANTICLE. But here he is setting before us a supremely exalted goal. And the basic process he is outlining is very simple: it's not a matter of having visions, voices, levitations, and so on, but of letting God be God in us, i.e., removing everything that impedes God from completing his transforming work in us.

Every analogy limps, of course, and there are limitations to this image of the window and the ray of light, but I find it helpful. It seems to me to be a good symbol of what will occur later on when we come to the dark night of the spirit. If you've ever cleaned windows on a cloudy day or at night, you know how the sunlight reveals all the smudges you missed. And so too, when God's love begins to shine on us more intensely, it can be felt as a "harsh and dreadful" thing, because it throws all our faults and limitations into sharper relief. We're no worse, but the light is stronger.

John closes with another image to illustrate the nature of union: that of a perfect painting with innumerable finely wrought details. Those with different visual abilities will notice different things, some more and some less. "There is so much to behold in the painting that no matter how much one sees in it, still more remains to be seen." And so it is with God. Even when we reach union, we all vary in our capacities, and "this union will be proportioned to [our] lesser or greater capacity, for not all souls attain an identical degree of union." He compares this with heaven, where some will see more, others less, "but all see [God] and are happy because, whatever their capacity, it is fully satisfied." I can't help thinking of Therese and her question at the beginning of STORY OF A SOUL as to "why God has preferences, and why all souls don't receive an equal amount of grace." Recall Pauline's answer with the thimble and the glass: both can be full, but have different capacities. Therese reasons that the world is like a garden in which there are roses but also violets and daisies. This is one of the mysteries that seems to captivate Carmelites, but in the end leads them to glorify God for the beautiful variety he has incorporated into creation.

Subject: ASCENT II:6
I've been off the radar this past week, since I had to attend an out-of-town meeting. I thank those who were kind enough to add their comments on Chapter Five of Book Two of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. I believe someone asked me (unfortunately I didn't save the email) how one cooperates in that purifying process John describes, when he compares the soul to a window on which the light of God always shines, and which will be transformed in the light of God once the "smudges" are wiped away.

The short answer is: if I knew the answer to that, I'd be a lot holier than I am! We grope along as best we can. Sometimes when we tell ourselves we're cooperating we're only, on a deeper level, fooling ourselves. That's why Teresa is so insistent on self-knowledge. And it's a gradual process. But I'm convinced that if God sees our good will and fumbling attempts all will be well. In the end, even our first faltering steps are the result of grace anyway. Everything depends on God, and we always have to hope that God wills our salvation. For me, at this point in my life, I don't feel the call is to some radical change of vocation but to greater attentiveness and docility to the thousand "purifications" of everyday life.

Anyway, in the sixth chapter John moves the discussion along. If "the soul is not united with God in this life through understanding, or through enjoyment, or through imagination, or through any other sense" (as he explained already), what *will* unite it with God? John’s answer is the theological virtues: faith, hope, and charity. Here his insight is very biblical, fully in accord with St. Paul's teaching that "there are three things that last--faith, hope, and love--and the greatest of these is love."

Each of the theological virtues, for John, causes a "void" in its respective faculty. Faith produces a "darkness" in the intellect by informing us of things we've never naturally known or imagined. Hope "begets an emptiness of possessions" in the memory, since it "always pertains to the un-possessed object." (Here again he quotes St. Paul, that hope is not hope if its object is seen or possessed, that is, you can't hope for something you already have. Therefore, the very fact of hoping both creates and indicates a certain emptiness or "not-yet-ness" in our existence.) And charity produces a "nakedness" in the will insofar as we love God above all things.

John will go on in later chapters to explain in more detail just how each of the theological virtues divests the soul of all that impedes God, and how these virtues are in their own way already the life and presence of God in the soul. Thus, for example, John will teach us that faith is not just a matter of intellectual assent to revealed propositions on the authority of the revealer, but that faith already gives us God, really but obscurely. In this chapter he uses a number of biblical images (albeit accommodated) to explain the virtues.

For myself, I suppose it's a sign of my Carmelite sensibilities that I've always preferred this approach to the Dominican one. Dominican spirituality tends to analyze holiness in terms of the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit. That is certainly not wrong, and has many advantages. But Carmelites tend to go straight to the *theological* virtues, and talk about faith, hope, and love. That's why some Dominican analyses of Carmelite texts sometimes seem a bit forced, insofar as they try to squeeze our saints' teachings into the framework of the theological virtues. It can be done. But I think we traditionally go more directly to the essentials in focusing on faith, hope, and love. I pray every day for greater wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord, but most of all I pray that I may grow in faith, hope, and love.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:7

We've reached Chapter 7 in Book Two of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, and it's a great chapter to read as we approach Lent. At the end of the preceding chapter, John has reminded us that he is now "especially addressing those who have begun to enter the state of contemplation," i.e., those he calls "proficients," to remind them that controlling their desires for sensory pleasures (the task they undertook earlier as beginners) is only half the job. Now in the seventh chapter John continues to talk about the more fundamental "denudation and purity" needed in the memory, intellect, and will in order to reach union with God. He uses as his starting point the words of Jesus, in an accommodated sense: "How narrow the gate and constricted the way that leads to eternal life." The narrow gate, he says, can be applied to "the beginning of the journey" which requires "a divestment and narrowing of the will in relation to all sensible and temporal objects BY LOVING GOD MORE THAN ALL OF THEM." This is what he was talking about in Book I, i.e., the need to rein in our scattered desires, our addiction to what pleases the senses, and so on. As the capitalization (my own) makes clear, John doesn't say that we must no longer *experience* pleasure, but rather that we must learn to love God above everything else. That's what it means to have our appetites "purified."

Next, he applies the second part of Jesus' statement--"How constricted the way that leads to eternal life" (translated differently in different versions of the New Testament)--to the purification of the "spiritual or rational part of the soul," which includes the higher faculties of memory, intellect, and will. "Few there are," he says, "with the knowledge and desire to enter into this supreme nakedness and emptiness of spirit."

But to show the Biblical basis of this demand, John quotes the passage used in today's Gospel: "If anyone wishes to follow my way, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his soul will lose it, but whoever loses it for my sake will gain it" (Mk 8:34-35). John goes on to say, "Oh, who can make this counsel of our Savior on self-denial understandable, and practicable, and attractive, that spiritual persons might become aware of the difference between the method many of them think is good and the one that ought to be used in traveling this road! They are of the opinion that any kind of withdrawal from the world, or reformation of life, suffices. Some are content with a certain degree of virtue, perseverance in prayer, and mortification, but never achieve the nakedness, poverty, selflessness, or spiritual purity...about which the Lord counsels us here. For they still feed and clothe their natural selves with spiritual feelings and consolations.... It happens that, when some of this solid, perfect food (the annihilation of all sweetness in God...) is offered them in dryness, distaste and trial, they run from it as from death and wander about in search only of sweetness and delightful communications from God. Such an attitude is not the hallmark of self-denial and nakedness of spirit but the indication of a spiritual sweet tooth. ...They become, spiritually speaking, enemies of the cross of Christ."

John goes on to distinguish "seeking God in oneself" (or, to translate it differently, God in Himself) from "seeking oneself in God." John's point is that if we're seeking God for the sake of the "spiritual tinglies" it gives us, for the special experiences we may have in prayer, it's really just a disguised form of selfishness. And few of us really realize we're doing this until the good feelings are taken away. We tend to be "fair weather friends" of God, plunging into prayer methods, parish Masses, devotional practices, various forms of ministry and service, etc., etc., when they excite us, and then drifting away when we no longer "get anything out of it." John notes that this leads to a great inconstancy in the spiritual life. It's easy enough to put up with opposition, hardship, and so on when we seem to be compensated by great consolations in prayer. Few are the people, John says, who persevere faithfully when the spiritual consolations dry up.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent II:7 (cont'd.)

As we begin Lent, I thought it would be apropos to ponder the second half of Chapter Seven in Book Two of John's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. In paragraph 6, John starts out by saying: "Oh, who can explain the extent of the denial our Lord wishes of us!... Our savior referred to this when he declared: 'Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it...; and whoever loses his soul for my sake will gain it' [Mt 16:25; Lk 9:24]." We see that, however harsh John's directives may sound, he intends them only as a further explanation of what the Gospel already demands.

John goes on to talk, in paragraph 7, about sharing the cup that Jesus has to drink, and about carrying his yoke and burden, which is the cross. And in paragraph 8 he adds: "I should like to persuade spiritual persons that the road leading to God does not entail a multiplicity of considerations, methods, manners, and experiences--though in their own way these may be a requirement for beginners--but demands only the one thing necessary: true self-denial, interior and exterior, through surrender of self both to suffering for Christ and to annihilation in all things.... A person makes progress only by imitating Christ, who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life.... Accordingly, I would not consider any spirituality worthwhile that wants to walk in sweetness and ease and run from the imitation of Christ."

In the following paragraphs he goes on to demonstrate how the "death to our natural selves in the spiritual and natural parts of our soul" is patterned on Christ's. First, John says, during his earthly life Jesus certainly "died spiritually to the sensitive part" by his radical poverty, not even having a place to lay his head. And at the moment of his death, says John, "he was certainly annihilated in his soul, without any consolation or relief, since the Father had left him that way... And by it he accomplished the most marvelous work of his whole life, surpassing all the works and deeds and miracles that he had ever performed on earth or in heaven. That is, he brought about the reconciliation and union of the human race with God through grace. The Lord achieved this, as I say, at the moment in which he was most annihilated in all things: in his reputation before people...; in his human nature...; and in spiritual help and consolation...."

Then John says, finally, that although he must move on, he would like to enlarge on this theme, "because from my observations Christ is little known by those who consider themselves his friends. For we see them going about seeking in him their own consolations and satisfactions, loving themselves very much, but not loving him very much by seeking his bitter trials and deaths."

As we enter Lent, and as we ponder again all that Christ suffered for us, perhaps we can examine ourselves once more as John proposes, to ask whether we are truly "friends of Christ," willing to follow him all the way to the Cross. May God bless you all during this sacred season.

Subject: Feelings in Prayer

Though John's strong language can sometimes be misleading, I believe what he wants us to "strip away" is not "spiritual feelings" as such but any "inordinate appetite" for them or disordered attachment to them. Recall the example of King David which John used in ASCENT 1, 3, 4, to say that it is not the *possession* of things as such that causes the problem, but our inappropriate *possessiveness.* I think what John would say about "numinous" experiences of God (a la Rudolf Otto), is that they can be a great and decisive grace (and at their highest may be an aspect of union with God itself). But where we could get into trouble, he would say, is if we begin to be guided in our spiritual lives solely by whether or not a particular prayer style, ministry, interaction with others, etc. gives us that "numinous" experience. Then, says John, we can become inconstant, changing churches, spiritual directors, prayer styles, ministries, etc. whenever we feel dryness in what we're doing. We may judge others negatively if they're not experiencing the same sense of divine presence we enjoy. John uses the example of Jesus to say that the fact that Jesus wasn't experiencing any particular consolation at the time of his death didn't prevent Jesus from accomplishing the greatest work of his life. The point for Jesus, and for us, is to do *whatever is in conformity with God's will.* If the feelings of presence come, we thank God for them. If they are taken away, we thank God for that as well. But we keep going!

I think what John is talking about will become clearer as he gets into his concrete examples in later chapters. He will admit later on that there is an experience of "general loving knowledge" which is indeed to be embraced, because it is God's self-communication. What he wants us not to cling to are "clear" and "particular" apprehensions and feelings.

(Again, I always dislike what I read after I've written it, because it sounds simplistic and patronizing. I'd be the first to admit that it's easy to say, but hard to live. I'm the first to complain when God doesn't give me the consolations or even the sense of the divine presence that I want!)

Subject: Experiencing God

These are my words, not his, but it seems to me one of the challenges with John is that he needs to be read as a whole, because many difficult points he raises get clarified only much later, when he gets down to particulars. Regarding the necessity of "detaching" ourselves from certain experiences, it seems to me that there are experiences and there are experiences. In one sense, many theologians today would argue that every human experience is already an (at least implicit) experience of God, insofar as all experience of finite things occurs against the infinite horizons of our consciousness, all our desires are reaching out (however blindly) toward God, and so on. And we can be aware of God on different levels: people can be undergoing extreme crises externally and even great trials of faith, and still be fundamentally at peace at some more profound level.

But (if I read the Dark Night correctly) there can be times when people honestly do feel at some level that they have been "abandoned" by God, or would at least say that they have lost their feeling of God's presence and love (and not because of any lukewarmness or new sin). A director may try to persuade them that what they feel as only unbroken darkness is really just the blinding light of God's more intense love, but that's not how it seems to them while they're undergoing it.

I think in the end we cannot really tell whether we are "inordinately attached" to feelings of God's presence until they are taken away. We do our best (that's the active nights) but we have an almost infinite capacity to fool ourselves, and that's why the "passive nights" are necessary, because whatever "attachments" I have are going to influence my own judgment in determining what I think I should detach myself from. When it's taken away, whether I will it or not, then how do I cope? Does my spiritual life fall to pieces? Do I resent God for not seeming as present to me as he did before?

Those are just a few thoughts. I hope they are apropos of your questions. I think a fundamental sense of God's presence (even if it is a presence by absence) is crucial. It's just that the way we experience that presence changes and develops. Even for the person who feels abandoned, God is "present" in that feeling of abandonment. That is to say, we're at least aware of the apparent hole, of something missing (rather than simply not noticing anything different).

I'm not being very clear, so I'll stop here. But as I keep saying, I think some of what John means will become clearer as we get further into the ASCENT.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:8

In chapter 8, John intends to explain how "no creature or knowledge comprehensible to the intellect can serve it as a proximate means for divine union with God." He opens by saying that "before dealing with faith [in chapter 9 and following], the proper and adequate means of union with God, we should prove how nothing created or imagined can serve the intellect as a proper means for union with God, and how all that can be grasped by the intellect would serve as an obstacle rather than a means IF A PERSON WERE TO BECOME ATTACHED TO IT" [emphasis mine]. Here John is choosing his words carefully. The capitalized phrase shows that the potential problem lies not in knowledge of creatures itself but in our *attachment* to it. And for John this attachment consists, among other things, in clinging to our natural knowledge and imaginings in a way that prevents God from communicating something greater.

Notice, too, that John is talking about the "proper and adequate" or "proximate" means to union with God. He goes on to use some examples from ordinary life. In order to unite fire with a log of wood, we must use the "proper means" of heat; trying to do it with water or earth would only impede the process. (That's why people dry out their wood before putting it in the fireplace, rather than dipping it first in the lake.) Again, if you want to reach a particular city you have to take the right road. If I'm driving from our monastery in Washington, DC, to Florida, it wouldn't make much sense for me to head north on the Baltimore-Washington Parkway simply because I think it's an easier or more scenic route. I'd get to Baltimore, but not to Disney World! Yet in the spiritual journey, John is saying, we often take a particular path because it is more attractive or interesting, without considering that it may not get us where we want to go!

John says that "among all creatures, both superior and inferior, none bears a likeness to God's being or unites proximately with him." Note the use of the word "proximate" here and above. John, with his scholastic training, is well aware that we can come to a certain knowledge of God through creatures "as cause, by way of excess, and by way of remotion" (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, 84, 7 ad 3). That is, we can (the scholastics would argue) infer from creatures the existence of their cause, we can attribute to God in an eminent degree any perfections we find in creatures, and we can deny of God any limitations we find in them. So I look at a flower and think that it must have had a creator, that if the flower is beautiful its cause must be even more so, and that, unlike this flower, the cause is not limited in time and space, etc., etc. That's using our knowledge of the flower to come to a kind of "remote" knowledge of God. It's a little like inferring a person's size, height (perhaps even sex), from footprints left in the sand, or gathering something about our prehistoric ancestors from ancient cave paintings they left behind. It gives us some knowledge of them, but not the "proximate" knowledge and union we would have if we could see them face-to-face, speak to them, and develop a personal relationship.

John will admit, then, that all creatures "carry with them a certain relation to God and a trace of him." And yet "God has no...essential likeness to them. Rather the difference that lies between his divine being and their being is infinite. Consequently, intellectual comprehension of God through heavenly or earthly creatures is impossible; there is no proportion of likeness." If I look at a scale model of the Titanic, for example, I can get an idea of the real thing because there is a "proportion of likeness"; not so with God.

So, as we will see later on, John is not "anti-creation." In fact, he is one of the greatest poets writing about created beauty. But he wants us to appreciate creation for what it is: God's gift, and not a substitute for God. If we use creation to turn our thoughts to God, we are using it as God intended. When it distracts us from God, it becomes a problem. I imagine our situation would be comparable to someone going to meet a great artist, and instead of speaking to the artist once she came into her studio, spending all our time looking at the paintings and ignoring the one who painted them. There's a time for admiring the works of art, and they can give us a deeper understanding of their creator, but when the artist wants to converse with us directly, it's time to shift our attention and listen....

Subject: Ascent II:8-9

When I last posted on the ASCENT, we were in the middle of Chapter Eight of Book Two, where John is explaining why "there is no ladder among all created, knowable things by which the intellect can reach this high Lord" with whom we seek to be united. As Don or Ed or Gerald or someone else noted, he uses several texts from Scripture as support for what he is saying (such as the passage about Elijah covering his face when he goes to the entrance of the cave on Horeb). We have already seen the basic point, though: that in the natural way of knowing, everything is rooted ultimately in what comes to us through the senses, and since God is not perceivable by the senses, there will be no natural knowledge from which the soul can naturally derive an adequate concept or understanding of God. And if the intellect "will be unable through its [natural] ideas to understand anything like God," the will also will be "unable to experience a delight and sweetness resembling him," and the memory will be "unable to place in the imagination remembrances and images representing him."

But all is not lost, because contemplation gives us a *supernatural* knowledge of God, a knowledge "which is secret to the very intellect that receives it." In order for God to communicate himself to us directly in contemplative prayer, then, we must not be clinging to our natural knowledge but willing to relinquish it when contemplation supervenes. What this means in practice he will explain later on.

So if nothing of our "natural knowledge" serves to unite us with God, what does? In Chapter 9 John begins to answer: "Faith is the proximate and proportionate means to the intellect for the attainment of the divine union of love." Why? Because "the likeness between faith and God is so close that no other difference exists than that between believing in God and seeing him. Just as God is infinite, so faith proposes him to us as infinite. Just as there are three Persons in one God, it presents him to us in this way.... The greater one's faith the greater one's union with God."
This is a very powerful and profound view of faith. In the post-Tridentine period, Catholic theologians often thought of faith in terms of intellectual assent to revealed propositions on the authority of the revealer. John would not deny, certainly, that this is part of it. But faith is so much more! For John, it is the very life of God in the soul. When we possess God by faith, he says, we *really* possess him, albeit in an obscure manner. In the Canticle John compares faith to silver plating over the gold of God; once the silver plating is removed, God remains. Here he compares faith to the earthenware jars of Gideon's army, which contained lit torches inside (Judges 7:16-20). "When the jars were broken, the light appeared. Faith, represented by those clay jars, contains the divine light. When faith reaches its end and is shattered by the ending and breaking of this mortal life, the glory and light of the divinity, the content of faith, will at once appear." John will even go so far as to make a kind of secret identification of faith and contemplation, both of which he describes as a kind of inflow of God into the soul.

Subject: This and that


[unrelated stuff edited out]

3) Compare Ascent II:9 with Canticle 12? Eeeeeeeeeek! I once wrote a 20-page paper on that, full of footnotes, which (I assure you) you DON'T want to suffer through. I find Canticle 12 one of the most profound chapters in John's commentary on the CANTICO poem. But I'm not sure I could say anything brief about it. Speaking very personally and off the top of my head, however, when I'm wrestling with John's teaching I often go back to corresponding features of human relationships. If we're talking about the "obscurity" involved in our knowledge of God in this life, I think of the "obscurity" involved in our love of another person. There is always something radically beyond our grasp. We have to constantly resist the temptation to think that we've got the other person figured out, pigeonholed, categorized according to one or another limited experience we've had of them. Otherwise we risk reducing him or her to an object, and miss so much that doesn't fit our expectations and preconceptions. If this is true in relating to another human being, how much more in relation to God! So I think that the "obscurity" in our knowledge of God is something like that: yes, we know God, but we also realize that our knowledge is limited, provisional, that God is always going to keep stretching our understanding. As someone said, it's obscurity but not obscurantism. It's a real possession, but in darkness, and always open to the more yet to come. At least that's a first approximation on my part.

4) Someone else also pointed out that God became incarnate, so that the humanity of Christ is no obstacle to knowledge of God--quite the contrary! Yes, I think John would be the first to say so. But again, in the Canticle he says that our knowledge of Christ is also in its own way limited and partial, that he is like a vast mine, and we will never cease uncovering new treasures. So for John I don't think it's the partial knowledge that is the problem; it's when we mistake the penultimate for the ultimate, when we mistake the part for the whole, when we think we've finally got God and Jesus and everything else all figured out. That's when we get into trouble.

So much for now. Peace to you all, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:10

Chapter 10, actually, is one of the briefest in the ASCENT, and is really a transitional section, introducing what is to follow. John tells us that he is now going to "discuss in particular both the advantage and the harm that intellectual concepts and apprehensions cause to the soul's faith, which is the means to divine union." (Notice that he includes the word "advantage" here--so it would be wrong to think that John believes particular knowledge is nothing but an obstacle, even though he will talk a lot about its potential dangers). To cover his subject exhaustively (and sometimes exhaustingly!) John says "we need to set up a division of all the natural and supernatural apprehensions of the intellect," so that they can be discussed one by one. So once again he invokes the theory of knowledge current in his day, viz. that our natural knowledge originates in the perceptions of the external senses, which the internal senses (phantasy and imagination) work upon to form mental images, from which the intellect derives its concepts or knowledge. I see a particular maple tree, a particular pine, a particular palm. From that I form a mental image of those specific trees, and from those images my intellect is able to arrive at a general "tree" concept that applies to all trees generally (whether they are maples or palms, tall or short, dead or alive, etc.). So "natural knowledge," for John, "includes everything the intellect can understand by way of the bodily senses or through reflection."

"Supernatural knowledge," however, "comprises everything imparted to the intellect in a way transcending the intellect's natural ability and capacity." John is going to say that God and spirits (the devil, angels, etc.) can operate directly on the different levels of our cognitive ability. They might choose, for example, to work directly on our external visual capacity, making it seem to us that we are seeing something in the physical realm; think of those stories in the bible where people encounter what appears to them to be just a man, but turns out to be an angel.... Or God can operate directly on the interior senses without involving the exterior senses; think of when you suddenly get an overpowering mental image of something, but it is clear to you that you are not actually seeing it with your physical eyes. John calls experiences like this, which involve the senses, "supernatural corporeal knowledge."
But there is also "supernatural spiritual knowledge." God can operate directly on the intellect, bypassing the senses altogether. Teresa compares experiences like this to knowing that there is someone with you in a dark room, yet without seeing or hearing anything externally or internally--you just KNOW! This "supernatural spiritual knowledge" can be particular or general. The "particular" includes things like purely intellectual visions, locutions, and so on. But the general supernatural knowledge is in fact "contemplation, which is imparted in faith." Far from rejecting this "dark and general knowledge," John wants to lead us to it.

What all of these divisions mean will become clearer as he examines each type of knowledge in turn. The following chapters also contain some very helpful guidelines on when to discontinue discursive meditation (chs. 13-15), and on Christ as the fullness of all revelation (ch. 22). What's important, I think, so that we don't get discouraged by John's warning about "particular knowledge," is that we remember the goal. He wants us not to get stuck anywhere along the way, so that we can enjoy the fullness of God's self-communication, and the satisfaction of all our desires in him.

Subject: More on Ascent

If this is helpful to anyone in reading Book II of the ASCENT, it's good to remember that John was writing at a time (like our own) when people were extraordinarily preoccupied with the extraordinary. Europe seemed to be coming apart, the old order crumbling in other parts of the world, and Spain was awash with a kind of religious frenzy. People assumed it was a good and pious thing to be running after visionaries and ascetics, charismatic healers and dynamic preachers, etc., etc. because (after all) these people seemed close to God and seemed to be receiving divine communications. If the message or experience in question came clothed in Catholic images and teachings, people thought, where was the problem? People felt they were making progress if they, too, received these experiences. That was going to prove a particular danger in Carmel, where so many wanted to follow in Teresa's extraordinary path (that is, they aspired to the same kinds of visions and voices that she had). And yet, in that kind of climate, the stage was set for all kinds of charlatanry and self-delusion. Part of John's task was to remind people that none of these experiences, in and of themselves, constitute holiness, and that simple obedience to God's will is worth more than the most exalted raptures and ecstasies. That's why he is going to go through all the different kinds of experiences we can have, and show how each can become problematic if we make it an end in itself and do not direct it to God. That may seem self-evident, but it's amazing (to me at least) how often John's message is forgotten. That's why reminders are helpful.... 

Subject: Ascent II:11

With your permission, then, I will press on to Chapter 11 of the second book of the ASCENT. Here John is beginning his treatment of "the advantage and the harm" that can come to the soul's faith through the intellect's concepts and "apprehensions." He starts with a discussion of sensory knowledge, i.e., the input that comes to us through the senses. John chooses not to talk about our natural knowledge, because (he says) he has already given the relevant doctrine in Book One. Instead, he wants to talk about "supernatural knowledge that reaches the intellect by way of the exterior bodily senses (sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch). Through these senses, spiritual persons can, and usually do, perceive supernatural representations and objects. As for sight, they are wont to have visions of images and persons from the other life: of saints, of the good and bad angels, and of unusual lights and splendors. Through hearing they apprehend certain extraordinary words, sometimes from the vision, and at other times without seeing the one who speaks." And so on for the other senses.

What is John talking about here? As I understand him, these are the kind of supernatural experiences where the external senses are directly activated in some way, so that one "sees" or "hears" the appearing saint or angel, for example, in much the same way one would ordinarily see or hear a person--one could later describe the color of the clothing, the pitch of the voice, etc. Perhaps this is what happened to Bernadette, for example, when she saw the "beautiful lady" without at first realizing who it was; perhaps these are the kinds of experiences described in the Bible when someone "sees" an angel, for example, and mistakes it for an ordinary human being (or when Samuel as a child in the temple hears God calling him and believes it is Eli--presumably it sounded to him like ordinary external words, not a voice in his head).

Basically, John's advice toward all such experiences is that "one must never rely on them or accept them." This might seem like a strange attitude for someone who himself apparently had such experiences. (Recall that John did his famous sketch of Christ on the Cross according to a vision that he had been granted.) And Teresa might not agree wholeheartedly; when her spiritual directors told her to make rude gestures toward the visions she was having of Christ, that pained her very much. She reasoned that just as we can admire a great painting even if the painter was morally bad, so too we can benefit from a beautiful vision of Christ even if it is the devil who causes it (to distract or tempt us); indeed, if we use it to love God more and to humble ourselves before the gift, we use the devil's own weapons against him.

John would probably concede that people like Teresa and Bernadette were humble and holy enough to turn their experiences to the good. But John wants to spare us a host of possible dangers. Those who put too much stock in such experiences "often develop secretly a special opinion of themselves--that now they are important in God's eyes." So also, the more exterior the experience, the less it bears a likeness to God in himself. (Silly example: Suppose I had an experience like John Denver's character in "Oh, God!" and concluded that God was actually a lot like George Burns....) John adds that we will lose nothing by resisting these experiences, because if they are from God they come unbidden and have their effect immediately anyway (the way we get immediately burned when we touch fire, whether we will it or not). Moreover, if we start running after these experiences, we can get way off track, and begin judging spirituality by the number and brilliance of visions and voices received, etc. It's easy for the devil (or even our own subconscious) to begin leading people astray once they let themselves be guided by these voices and visions from...wherever. So John feels it is much safer to keep journeying by the way of dark faith. As we will see, though, John does acknowledge the value of the love for God that these experiences may produce. That's the kernel inside the shell. We can discard the shell, and keep the kernel.

Subject: Ascent II:11, part 2

Just a few comments on the second half of Chapter 11 in Book Two of the ASCENT. Here John is simply elaborating in more detail the points he has already made about the danger of taking too possessive and uncritical an attitude toward supernatural communications that come through the external senses. In paragraph 7 he lists "six kinds of harm" that can result:

First, faith will gradually diminish, as we come to depend more on the extraordinary physical sensations than the ordinary path of dark faith, that transcends the senses.

Second, too great an attachment to sensory experiences (whether supernatural or not) "prevents the spirit from soaring to the invisible." (This is much the same as the first point, except that here he quotes Jesus' words to Mary Magdalene not to touch him until he ascended to the Father, and his words to the disciples that it was better for them that he go.)

Third, "the soul begins to develop a possessive attitude toward these communications."

Fourth, "individuals gradually lose the effect of these communications" because they "set their eyes on the sensible aspect, which is the least part of the communications." This would be the case, for example, if I was granted a sensible vision of the crucified Jesus as a way of showing his love for me, and I missed the point and became preoccupied with just where the nails were positioned, or on which side he was wounded, where Mary was standing, etc., etc.(Unfortunately, this does happen!)

Fifth, "individuals gradually lose God's favors because they receive these favors as something belonging to themselves and do not profit by them." In other words, such individuals begin to take such experiences for granted, as if they were owed them as their due, or as if it were healthy to strive after them.

Sixth, "in desiring to accept them one opens the door to the devil." He goes on to explain in the following paragraphs that the more exterior these experiences are, the easier it is for the devil to feign them, and little by little lead people astray. I think he would also acknowledge here (as he does elsewhere) that subconscious forces within ourselves can do the same.

To give this a modern application, I think there are unfortunately all too many examples of people who may have started off with a genuine supernatural sensory communication from God, but because they did not follow John's advice, little by little they were led astray. Think of certain visionaries today, or pious people who hear voices, whose messages start out well enough ("God loves you, pray for peace") but gradually become increasingly problematic. Soon "Our Lady" is promulgating new devotions and offering opinions on communion in the hand, the virtues and vices of particular bishops, the date of the end of the world, etc., etc. (Note, I'm not talking about apparitions which have been examined by the church and found to contain nothing contrary to doctrine. Rather, I'm talking about instances where the "messages" end up putting their followers *in opposition to* Church doctrine and the Church's pastors, something no doubt the devil is delighted with.)

You can choose your own examples. John goes on to say, in paragraph 9, that "if individuals remain both faithful and retiring in the midst of these favors, the Lord will not cease raising them degree by degree until they reach divine union and transformation. Our Lord proves and elevates the soul by first bestowing graces that are exterior, lowly, and proportioned to the small capacity of sense. If the person reacts well by taking these first morsels with moderation for strength and nourishment, God will bestow a more abundant and higher quality of food." This is interesting, to me, because it sounds less negative. John is admitting that God does nourish us at times with these supernatural sensory communications. But he wants us to use them with moderation so that we will be ready for something more substantial. To use another analogy, perhaps these experiences are not so much like poison as like candy or fattening appetizers: they tickle the taste buds and give us some minimal nourishment, but shouldn't become our steady diet, or we will only harm ourselves. Used with moderation, they prepare us for something better.

Finally, John compares these communications (at least those the devil simulates) to the seven headed beast of the Apocalypse. As we cut off each successive head, we advance through the seven mansions (!) to reach union with God. (Is this a distant echo of Teresa?)

The point is, John feels the safer road (as we shall see in Chapter 22) is to stick with what is already given in Christ and to continue walking in dark faith.

(I've always been intrigued by something I read a long time ago, that St. Paul of the Cross--founder of the Passionists--was supposed to have had a vision of St. Teresa in which she told him not to rely on extraordinary experiences, because many of her own were false! If this did happen, then either St. Paul of the Cross's vision was false, or some of Teresa's were (or both)! But as long as we turn everything immediately to love of God, even a false vision can do little harm, and might actually be turned to our benefit.)

Ascent II:12

In Chapter 12 of Book II of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John begins discussing "natural imaginative apprehensions," having dealt with natural sensory apprehensions in Book I, and supernatural sensory apprehensions in the preceding chapters of Book II. He says he will discuss "supernatural imaginative apprehensions" later. (Note that the word "apprehensions" here does not mean "anxieties" but refers to what is "apprehended" or grasped by the senses, intellect, and so on.)

What is John talking about? In terms of the psychology of John's day, intermediate between the external senses (sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell) and the higher faculties of the soul are a number of "interior senses." Various medieval authors identify them differently (Aquinas spoke of the common sense, the imagination, the estimative sense, and sense memory, for example). For his own purposes, John reduces the number to two--phantasy and imagination--and adds that "for our discussion there will be no need to differentiate between them."

You can get a better idea of what he is talking about here if you think in terms of what we call mental images. I directly experienced the Washington Monument yesterday with my external senses, but here at the computer I can summon up in my mind's eye an image of it, complete with all the sounds I heard, smells I smelled, and so on. These kind of images based on sense impressions are what John would call "phantasms," and they are stored in the phantasy. They are particular; the mental image I have of the Washington Monument is NOT my mental image of the Capitol, which has its own specific associated image.

At the same time, by the power of "imagination," I can mix and match the phantasms. I've also got a phantasm of Swiss cheese, for example, so I can put the two together and come up with a mental image of the Washington Monument made out of Swiss cheese. This, of course, is something I've never seen, and yet the constructed image remains tied to my sense experience, since it is made up of phantasms that originated in my sensory experience. (I can't really come up with a mental image of a five-dimensional Washington Monument, since I have no sense experience of five-dimensionality.)

All of this is background to what John wants to argue here, namely, that "we must also empty [the interior senses] of every imaginative form and apprehension that can be naturally grasped by it and demonstrate the impossibility of union with God before the activity relating to these apprehensions ceases." Why? Because "such apprehensions are incapable of being the proper and proximate means of this union."

Note the wording here. John will admit that these apprehensions can serve as a "remote means" at a certain point in the spiritual journey. Nor does he mean to suggest that we should walk around continually in a mindless daze. The imagination plays a crucial role in ordinary life and knowledge. But what John holds is that in order for an experience of actual union to occur, in which the soul feels itself absorbed (at least for the duration of the experience) in God, the imagination must cease its activity. And this is in fact what mystics typically report (that higher mystic states are devoid of discursive thoughts and imagery). 

Here John is specifically concerned about the traditional practice of discursive meditation, where we ponder, for example, Jesus in the Garden, and may exert a great deal of effort in "composition of place," etc. (picturing to ourselves what the Garden looked like, what kind of clothes Jesus was wearing, the color and length of his hair, the pitch and timbre of his voice, and so on). This is how meditation was classically done in the Catholic tradition.

John's point is that, although this practice is valuable in its own way for beginners (to give the senses some positive content to feed on), "the imagination cannot fashion or imagine anything beyond what it has experienced through the exterior senses.... Even though individuals may imagine palaces of pearls and mountains of gold--for they have seen pearls and gold--all that is imagined will indeed be less than the essence of a little gold or a pearl.... Since created things...have no proportion to God's being, all imaginings fashioned from the likenesses of creatures are incapable of serving as proximate means toward union with God." Thus "those who imagine God through some of these figures (as an imposing fire or as brightness, or through any other forms) and think that He is somewhat like them are very far from him."

In short, John is going to argue that discursive meditation, though good for beginners, must be relinquished at a certain point in order to move on in the journey of prayer, and that those who try to force meditation beyond this point only hurt themselves. 

Subject: A II:12 continued

I quoted the second half of the twelfth chapter of ASCENT, Book 2 at some length because I think this is a case where John is his own best expositor. We see that his comments on emptying ourselves of all "imaginative apprehensions" are really directed toward people at a certain point in the spiritual journey.

John was addressing a problem particularly acute at his time. "Mental prayer" was becoming increasingly formalized, and people were being taught elaborate methods of "discursive meditation" involving numerous steps. Indeed, authorities at the time were generally suspicious of what we call "contemplative prayer," because it seemed dangerously unfocused and vague, liable to lead people into all sorts of heresies and hysteria, etc. Not surprisingly, then, many people (especially religious) kept trying to force "discursive meditation" long after it had served its purpose for them, and were counseled to do so by their spiritual directors; the result was great aridity and frustration in prayer. John makes it clear in the prologue to the ASCENT that in this book he is especially concerned to help those who suffer so much from such misdirection. In effect, he wants to *free* souls to enjoy the deeper prayer God wants to give them.

In our day, the situation is much different. Many of the old Catholic prayer manuals laying out in geometrical fashion the points for meditation are gathering dust on the shelves. Most people don't want to have to go through 25 steps to pray. Now sometimes directors face the opposite problem: for example, recent converts who have had no religious training go on an Ignatian retreat but tell the director they don't want to follow the ordered "Exercises" because they practice centering prayer! (I know Jesuit directors who have told me this has happened to them more than once.) The problem with skipping over meditation completely is that you haven't laid the groundwork for what comes later, and so the foundations are shaky. People get all sorts of "insights" in their "centering prayer," but have no way of judging whether these are in accord with the traditions of the Church and the Jesus of Scripture if they haven't familiarized themselves with such things. That's part of what meditation is for: to fill our interior and exterior senses with positive Christian images that can ground us and point us toward God, instead of the harmful images with which our culture bombards us. 

Nevertheless, it also seems to me that many "contemplative" folk have managed well without ever having *consciously* practiced discursive meditation in the traditional sense, because they did its work in some other way. Those of us who were brought up in a strongly Christian environment, or have had a long-standing interest in religious issues, may have already read a lot on faith matters, immersed ourselves in the Bible, lived where we were surrounded with religious imagery, etc., etc. Therese says in STORY OF A SOUL that as a child she liked to go behind her bed and "just think," not realizing until later that what she was doing was discursive meditation. I suspect a lot of people are like that, which is why they perhaps don't need to spend much time in this kind of prayer if God is calling them to something less "active." On the other hand, there are folks who are very "image-oriented" in their thought processes, etc., and may find that discursive meditation continues to be nourishing for them almost indefinitely. God leads each of us by a different path. 

In short, I think we are like plants, and we need to be deeply rooted in the soil of our faith tradition if we are to draw nourishment from it to grow toward the light. If we're planted in the air, we die. We must keep going back to the texts and symbols of our faith, but realizing that we can't always expect to feel the same pizzazz from them, and that after we've meditated on the same bible scene or truth of faith for the umpteenth time, the number of new insights we'll extract will diminish. We've already squeezed the orange and got the juice; then it's time to simply rest in God and enjoy what we receive.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD
 Subject: Ascent II:12 (cont'd.)
In paragraph 5, after having told us to "empty" ourselves of every "every imaginative form and apprehension," John now acknowledges that "the considerations, forms, and methods of meditation are necessary to beginners that the soul may be enamored and fed through the senses, as we will explain later. They are suitable as the remote means to union with God, which souls must ordinarily use to attain their goal and the abode of spiritual repose. Yet these means must not be so used that one always employs them and never advances, for then one would never achieve the goal, which is unlike the remote means and unproportioned to it--just as none of the steps on a flight of stairs has any resemblance to the goal at the top toward which they are the means. If in climbing them we do not leave each one behind until there are no more, or if we want to stay on one of them, we would never reach the level and peaceful room at the top."

I quoted this text at some length because I think it gives a much clearer and more positive account of John's views on meditation. As we will see, not only does he believe that discursive meditation has some value, but he will also warn against leaving it behind too soon. Still, John's main concern here are those "spiritual persons" who "after having exercised themselves in approaching God through images, forms, and meditations...err greatly if they do not determine, dare, or know how to detach themselves from these palpable methods.... For God then wishes to lead them to more spiritual, interior, and invisible graces by removing the gratification derived from discursive meditation. They still try to hold on to these methods, desiring to travel the road of consideration and meditation, using images as before. They think they must always act in this way. Striving hard to meditate, they draw out little satisfaction.... Rather, aridity, fatigue, and restlessness of soul increase.... Not by working with the imagination will they acquire this spiritual nourishment but by pacifying the soul, by leaving it to its more spiritual quiet and repose" (para. 6). He goes on to say, "once the faculties reach the end of their journey, they cease to work, just as we cease to walk when we reach the end of our journey. If everything consisted in going, one would never arrive."

The soul at this point is beginning to receive a new, quiet, simple, gentle and virtually imperceptible inflow of God. Yet "since these individuals do not understand the mystery of this new experience, they imagine themselves to be idle and doing nothing. Thus in their struggle with considerations and discursive meditations they disturb their quietude.... They resemble one who abandons the greater for the lesser, turns back on a road already covered and wants to redo what is already done."

In paragraph 8 he insists that "the proper advice for these individuals is that they must learn to abide in that quietude with a loving attentiveness to God and pay no heed to the imagination.... At this stage, as was said, the faculties are at rest and do not work actively but passively, by receiving what God is effecting in them. If at times the soul puts its faculties to work, it should not use excessive efforts or studied reasonings, but it should proceed with gentleness of love, moved more by God than by its own abilities...."

But how do we know when it is time to move on from meditation to this quieter prayer? Ah, that's the topic for the *next* few chapters! (This is already so long that I will add a few comments of my own in a second posting.)

Subject: This and That

Part of the problem [some readers express] is that the terminology is very fluid. Catholic authors of the past typically used the term "meditation" to refer to what is sometimes called "discursive meditation," which in its classic form involves various steps, including reading of a Scriptural text and/or "composition of place" (e.g., imagining yourself in the Garden of Gethsemane, next to Jesus), application of the affections, resolutions, and so on. As this description implies, it tends to involve a lot of mental activity on our part. The spiritual writers of the past agree that this is useful (sometimes virtually indispensable) for beginners, but gradually loses its effectiveness. And one can see why: You can only squeeze the orange so many times before you've gotten most of the juice out of it. Pray-ers find that they need less and less effort to move into some kind of quiet presence with the Lord. Yet if they don't have good guidance, they may feel there is something wrong because they're not working as hard as before. "Contemplation" classically refers to a kind of "infused" prayer, in which one or more of the faculties are stilled and held fast without any obvious effort on our part. An example of a very simple kind of contemplation, then, might be when you're in the midst of some other activity and you suddenly find your attention drawn powerfully to God. It need not involve anything more spectacular. Both John and Teresa recognize, however, that the dividing line between meditation and contemplation is so fine that we may not be able to identify it clearly, and that there are states of prayer where it is very difficult to say what God is doing and what effort we're investing. The so-called "Carmelite School" of spiritual writers in the generations after John and Teresa developed the notion of "acquired contemplation," as a kind of contemplative state that we can cultivate by our own efforts. But their critics rejected the term as an oxymoron, and I think most writers today prefer to go back to Teresa herself, who identifies a kind of "active recollection" that we can reach by being faithful to prayer. It is practically indistinguishable from the "passive recollection" that is pure gift, and which is the beginning of contemplative prayer. But I don't want to spoil the suspense, though, because John is going to talk in the next chapters about discerning when it is time to move beyond meditation. Reading John today can be confusing, however, because meditation has come to something more akin to what Buddhist monks or TM followers do, which is rather different from the formal "discursive meditation" of the Catholic tradition.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II,:13

Not to lose the thread of the ASCENT discussion, though, I thought I'd push on into Chapter 13 of the second book. Here John wants to clarify "when one ought to discontinue discursive meditation (work through images, forms, and figures) so that the practice will not be abandoned sooner or later than required by the spirit." Thus John is acknowledging that although so-called discursive meditation is not a "proximate means" to union with God, it is a "remote means" for beginners, which will "dispose their spirit and habituate it to spiritual things, and at the same time...void their senses of all other base, temporal, secular, and natural forms and images." In other words, this kind of prayer which involves a lot of cogitation or imagining of biblical scenes, etc., serves an important function by giving our senses some more healthy material to feed upon, as God weans us away from unhealthy desires, images, and so on.

John then gives his famous "three signs" for discerning when it is appropriate to discontinue meditation as our primary mode of prayer. Interestingly, he is not the first one to come up with these signs (they are found in the Taulerian INSTITUTIONS), and he mentions them in several places, with somewhat different nuances (see, for example, NIGHT Book 1, Chapter 9).

Here the first sign he gives is, as one might expect, that "one cannot make discursive meditation or receive satisfaction from it as before." This one seems fairly obvious, since as long as we are profiting by the meditation, we shouldn't discontinue it. If I find that meditating on Jesus in the Garden, or risen from the tomb, can keep me occupied for hours, and if I can keep drawing out new inspirational insights, well and good. To be sure, even in the most profitable "discursive meditation," the mind will wander from time to time. But if we've meditated on the same theme or scene for the millionth time and we don't seem to be getting much more from it, if our spirits just want to remain peacefully with God without all the mental activity, it's time to let it go. The work of meditation has been accomplished.

The second sign is "a disinclination to fix the imagination or sense faculties on other particular objects." John makes an important observation here: "I am not affirming that the imagination will cease to come and go--even in deep recollection it usually wanders freely--but that the person does not want to fix it *purposely* on extraneous things."

The third "and surest" sign, John says, is that "a person likes to remain alone in loving awareness of God, without particular considerations, in loving peace and quiet and repose, and without the acts and exercises (at least discursive, those in which one progresses from point to point) of the intellect, memory, and will."

John goes on to explain why all three signs are needed. The inability to meditate is not by itself enough, because it could be due to sin or tepidity. In the latter case, there would be a tendency to want to focus on the sinful or distracting objects. (Someone who has just taken a job as a Mafia hit man, for example, is probably going to have difficulty with discursive meditation, but not because he is ready for contemplation, but rather because he finds it uncomfortable to focus on things of God.)

Moreover, the third sign is necessary because the inability to meditate on God or other things could be due to ill health, a new medication that leaves you dazed, etc., etc. Once the physical or psychological condition is passed, one can take up meditation again.

Finally, John admits that the third sign, though the most important, is also the trickiest, because the "general loving knowledge" is usually so subtle at the beginning stages of contemplation that it is hard to recognize. People can get panicky and think they are "doing nothing" because they can't meditate as before and yet they are not yet fully aware of this new consciousness of God. That's why a spiritual director can be very helpful at this stage, because we are often not the best judges in our own cases. (I may think, for example, that I'm backsliding because my attention is now focusing on "worldly" things during prayer time, but the director can help me see that it's not *fixating* on them, and that perhaps what's really going on is that my conscience is becoming more tender, etc.).

Subject: Ascent II:14


When we last looked at John of the Cross, in Chapter 13 of Book 2 of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, he was discussing the classic "three signs" for determining when one should leave behind discursive meditation as one's customary form of prayer.

Chapter 14 is rather long, so in this posting I will only touch on sections 1 through 7. Here John "proves the appropriateness of these three signs and explains why their presence is necessary for one to advance." The first sign, as you'll recall, is simply that one can no longer meditate as before (remember, we are talking here about the kind of "active" or "discursive" meditating where one works through a series of thoughts and images, e.g., of Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane).

In the first paragraph, John basically says that as long as one is still finding this discursive prayer nourishing and satisfying, one should not abandon it. Indeed, in my own experience many people who are newly arrived at faith, or who have had some kind of "second conversion" experience, find that their minds and imaginations are exploding with a thousand spiritual and religious thoughts, images, desires, and so on. It can be a very exciting time (like the honeymoon or infatuation period, when you feel you can never learn enough about the beloved, that you are always thinking of the beloved, when every little detail seems endlessly fascinating...). In the spiritual realm, this phase is important, helping to saturate our minds and hearts with thoughts and images of God to replace all the harmful thoughts and images that used to preoccupy us.

But the day comes when one feels "a lack of savor and benefit...from this exercise." One reason, John says, is that the whole purpose of meditation is simply to build up, by many acts, a good habit. "The purpose of discursive meditation on divine subjects is the acquisition of some knowledge and love of God....Through many particular acts of this loving knowledge a person reaches the point at which a habit is formed in the soul.... What the soul, therefore, was gradually acquiring through the labor of meditation on particular ideas has now... been converted into habitual and substantial, general loving knowledge. This knowledge is neither distinct nor particular, as was the previous knowledge. Accordingly the moment prayer begins, the soul, as one with a store of water, drinks peaceably without the labor and the need to fetch the water, through the channels of past considerations, forms, and figures." (Sounds a little like Teresa's "four waters," eh?)

Consequently, persons who have reached this point will only feel frustrated if they keep trying to force "discursive" meditation, or if a director tries to force it on them. John says they will feel like a nursing infant when the breast is withdrawn, or like someone who is forced to stop eating and re-peel a fruit that has already been peeled. The work of meditation has essentially been accomplished. Now it is time to rest in the peaceful, general, loving knowledge that all these acts of meditation were designed to bring us to. And it only makes good psychological sense: If you've meditated on some Gospel scene a thousand times, you no longer need to exert a lot of effort to mentally reconstruct the scene, or think of new things to say, etc. You can just immediately rest in the presence of Jesus.

As for the second sign (i.e., the disinclination to fix our imagination or senses on other things), John once again says not to be disturbed if our mind wanders during prayer, because this will happen even in deep recollection. The point here is that those who are ready to move on are not *fixing* on these other things with delight, but are in fact "troubled by [the wandering imagination] because of the disturbance it brings to that gratifying peace." By contrast, those who waste all their prayer-time casually planning their vacation, say, or mentally reviewing their shopping lists--not as a passing distraction but as the primary use of this prayer time--are not so much ready for contemplation as lukewarm in their prayer. (On the other hand, the very fact that one worries about being lukewarm is probably a sign that one is actually very serious about prayer; that's why we often need a spiritual director's help, since it is hard to judge our own case.)

The third sign (i.e., the presence of a simple, general, loving knowledge) is important before discontinuing meditation, John says, because otherwise one would "be neither doing anything nor receiving anything." One would just be resting in a kind of mental emptiness. A person in a drugged stupor may not be able to engage in discursive meditation, but that does not mean he or she is contemplating! My own impression is that many people in certain groups and cults think they are in deep mystical consciousness when in fact all they've done is emptied their heads! There are various techniques (e.g., self-hypnotism) to stop the ordinary flow of thoughts, but not all of them necessarily bring us to contemplation.

As John will go on to say, though, the "general loving knowledge" we need as the third sign, in order to move on, is so delicate at first that we may not recognize it....

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:14 (cont'd.)
Dear all,

I just wanted to finish the overview of chapter 14 of the second book of John's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. You'll recall that he was discussing the "three signs" indicating when one should discontinue discursive meditation as one's customary mode of prayer. The second half of the chapter is a digression on the third of these signs, namely, the presence of a kind of "general, loving knowledge" in one's prayer. Without this, if one discontinues the activity of discursive meditation, one would not be contemplating but would rather "be neither doing anything nor receiving anything" (para. 6). John explains once again that "with the sensory faculties [e.g., sight, hearing, imagination]...one can make discursive meditation, seek out and form knowledge from the objects; and with the spiritual faculties [intellect, memory, will] one can enjoy the knowledge received without any further activity of the senses." He goes on to say that "the difference between the functions of these two groups of faculties resembles that existing between toil and the enjoyment of the fruits of this toil; between the drudgery of the journey and the rest and quiet gladdening at its end; or again, between cooking a meal and eating [it]" (para. 7). In other words, as John explained earlier, the whole purpose of the mind's activity in so-called discursive meditation is to bring us to the "fruit" of a simple, quiet, enjoyment of God's presence; unless that presence is there, we should continue the work.

But--and here John begins a very important but not easily summarized section--"it is noteworthy that this general knowledge is at times so recondite and delicate ... spiritual and interior that the soul does not perceive or feel it even though the soul is employed with it" (para. 8). This is because "the purer, simpler, and more perfect the general knowledge is, the darker it seems to be and the less the intellect perceives," whereas "the less pure and simple the knowledge is in itself ... the clearer and more important it appears to the individual, since it is clothed, wrapped, or commingled with some intelligible forms apprehensible to the intellect." In other words, as John has said before, no image, concept, or idea represents God as God is, so that when God's self-communication is most intense and direct, it will not come clothed in these trappings. The mind and senses are confused, because they have nothing to grab hold of (as they do in our experience of ordinary creatures).

John uses the interesting comparison of a ray of light passing through a window. We notice it if the air is full of dust particles. But what we are directly perceiving is not the ray itself but its reflection off the particles. If the air is completely purified, and if the ray comes in one window and goes out the other without striking anything, we don't perceive it at all, since there is nothing for it to reflect off of. The ray is then "purer" in itself, but less perceptible to us. So, too, a self-communication of God which includes no finite images or concepts is going to be similarly obscure to the intellect, which finds nothing to grasp. It is one of those paradoxes of human nature that people give more credence to religious experiences that come clothed in words, images, and so on, than they do to the "obscure general loving knowledge," which in fact is purer and more effective but which we don't know how to understand or describe.

In paragraph 10 John goes on to indicate how this "spiritual light" sometimes "causes darkness because it dispossesses the intellect of its customary lights, forms, and phantasies and effects a noticeable darkness. When this divine light does not strike so forcibly, individuals apprehend neither darkness, nor light, nor anything at all... Thus they sometimes remain in deep oblivion and afterward will not realize where they were, or what occurred, or how the time passed." Here, I think, we begin to see John untangling some of the different strands in his earlier teaching on the need to "divest" the soul of all creatures. First there is the problem that our disordered appetites easily draw us into sinful behavior, scatter our energies, and keep us preoccupied with what is harmful to us. A corollary is that when our minds and hearts are full of other things, they are not free for God. But in addition to all of this, John is now saying that during the most intense moments of God's self-communication, the "general loving knowledge" will itself drive out other thoughts and ideas; we find ourselves in a kind of "holy oblivion," where we know God is there without knowing how we know (because there are no particular ideas). Or, as he goes on to say in this chapter, we feel a kind of blind stirring of love, directed toward God but without a focus on any particular image or idea of God. We're receiving *something* (or Someone!), but not something we can hang a name on.

It's all very difficult to explain, and John admits that his doctrine is obscure. "To the fact that this knowledge is a subject seldom dealt with in this style, in word or in writing, since in itself it is extraordinary and obscure, can be added that of my unpolished style and lack of knowledge" (para.14). But John hopes that as people read and re-read his explanations, little by little things will become clearer.

And if John has trouble explaining these matters, all the more so do I, so I will end this posting here. But I encourage you to read over this second half of chapter 14, which contains many gems of insight.

Subject: Ascent II:15

Here John is basically rounding out the teaching in Chapters 13 and 14 on when to let go of discursive meditation as one's primary mode of prayer and move on to a more contemplative way of praying. John asks, are "proficients (those whom God begins to place in this supernatural knowledge of contemplation)... never again to practice discursive meditation...?" His answer shows his flexibility: he says that in the beginning, before the contemplation becomes habitual, one can and should practice meditation while one is getting something out of it. "The need will continue until they acquire the habit of contemplation to a certain perfect degree. The indication of this will be that every time they intend to meditate they immediately notice this knowledge and peace as well as their own lack of power or desire to meditate.... Until reaching this stage..., people will sometimes meditate and sometimes contemplate."

He goes on to say that such people can use discursive meditation to help themselves move "gently and moderately" into contemplative prayer. But once the "simple loving knowledge" is present, we shouldn't interfere with a lot of cogitation. The "loving awareness" is given to us passively; all we have to do is receive, "just as people receive light passively without doing anything else but keeping their eyes open."

So John says that when we can't meditate discursively, we should learn to "remain in God's presence with a loving attention and a tranquil intellect, even though [we seem to ourselves] to be idle." John quotes the lovely verse from Psalm 46: "Vacate et videte quoniam ego sum Deus." John translates it "Learn to be empty of all things...and you will behold that I am God." But I think the Grail translation used in the breviary is even more to the purpose: "Be still and know that I am God."

Sounds easy, but it's the hardest thing in the world, or so it seems to me! In theory we all want to rest in God. But it can be a very frightening experience as we begin to enter contemplation. We ask: what's happening? Where are my usual bearings? Where is this going to lead? What will happen to me and all my plans and obligations? What if this is all just self-delusion and self-hypnotism? It's unfamiliar terrain. No wonder John is so concerned to reassure people at this stage that they are not going astray, but that they are the right road.

Subject: Ascent II:16

You'll recall that in the sections we have been reading from the second book of the ASCENT OF MT. CARMEL, St. John of the Cross is reviewing in order "all apprehensions and ideas comprehensible to the intellect," showing how we need to become "detached" from all "particular knowledge" so that we can journey in faith to union with God through a "general loving knowledge." He had gotten as far as knowledge that reaches us *naturally* by way of the "internal senses" of phantasy and imagination, and this led him to a long digression on what is sometimes called "discursive meditation," where we use our imaginations to recreate inspiring images and scenes as a way of evoking sentiments of prayer.

Now in chapter 16 he picks up the original thread and begins discussing "supernatural apprehensions that are called imaginative visions." He goes to clarify that the expression "imaginative vision" refers "to everything supernaturally represented to the imagination under the category of image, form, figure, and species. All the apprehensions and species represented naturally to the soul through the five bodily senses and impressed upon it can be represented to it supernaturally without the intervention of the exterior senses."

The chapter is rather long, and (as you can already tell) John invokes a lot of scholastic psychology to explain the phenomena he is discussing, but I think this and the following chapters contain some important material on topics not well understood today. The type of experience John is describing would seem to be the sort where the recipient suddenly "sees" a particular image or "hears" words spoken internally, while realizing that the external senses were not involved. This would be going on, I suppose, if someone were to have a certain kind of vision of Mary or St. Joseph, for example; the recipient somehow knows it is Mary or St. Joseph, and can describe how she or he appeared, while at the same time realizing that those around cannot see and hear the same thing. Basically, John argues that these supernatural *imaginative* visions and voices can be produced not just by God by other spirits as well, and he gives Biblical examples. "The devil, too, attempts with his seemingly good visions to deceive a person. An example of this is found in the Book of Kings, where we read that he deceived all of Ahab's prophets by representing to their imaginations the horns with which, he claimed, Ahab was to destroy the Assyrians. This was a lie [1 Kgs 22:11-12, 21-22]." (Notice that the "seeming goodness" of such an experience is no guarantee, for John, of its divine origins, since the devil can disguise himself as an angel of light in order to deceive the faithful, as Scripture says; too many people follow visionaries who seem good at first but then--consciously or unconsciously--manipulate the credulity of their followers to lead them down wrong paths.) 
So John's advice is going to be not to set much stock in the particulars of these experiences, which are only the wrappings in which the "general loving knowledge" comes clothed (if they are from God). "If the soul desires to feed upon them, the spirit and senses will be so occupied that a free and simple communication of spirituality will be impossible. For, obviously, if it is occupied with the rind, the intellect will have no freedom to receive these spiritual communications. Should individuals desire to admit and pay attention to these apprehensions, they would be setting up an encumbrance and remaining content with the least important--the form, image, and particular knowledge.... For people are unable to apprehend or understand the more important factor, the spirituality infused in the soul" (para. 11).

I won't try to cover the whole chapter today. John will go on in the next chapter to try to answer the obvious question: "If these experiences are problematic, why does God grant them?" For now, I think John's advice is worth pondering at a time when people get caught up fighting over or promulgating the minor details of so many alleged apparitions and revelations today, while missing the deeper message of God's merciful love for all creation and the call for us to share that love with others.
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Subject: Ascent II:16 (cont'd.)

Just a few further reflections on the rich material in chapter 16 of the second book of the ASCENT, before moving on to chapter 17.

First, John uses a number of synonyms to describe the "non-attachment" we should have toward so-called "imaginative visions." He says we should not (among other terms) "admit," "trust," "value," "pay attention to," "lean on," "feed upon," or "be occupied with" them. Rather, we should "deny," "renounce," "endeavor to avoid," "reject," "withdraw from," "leave aside," and "divest ourselves of" them. These are all roughly equivalent expressions in John's treatment. Therefore, if it sounds harsh to us to say that we must "reject" or "renounce" imaginative visions, however good, perhaps his doctrine here will be more understandable as advising us not to "lean on" or "trust" such experiences.

And why? In this chapter John lists a number of reasons. First, it's often very difficult to distinguish authentic visions from inauthentic ones, especially (says John) since the devil can (up to a point) simulate good experiences to lure us. Indeed, John says the devil is more able to do this the more "external" the experiences are, that is, the more they involve particular forms, figures, and ideas. Second, no "imaginative" vision (i.e., involving forms and figures and ideas) is going to adequately communicate God to us anyway, since God lies beyond all of these. And therefore, in the third place, we will save ourselves a lot of time and bother in trying to discern authentic from inauthentic supernatural "imaginative" experiences if we do not put too much confidence in any of them. Fourth, we need not worry that we will lose the benefit from the authentic experiences by following this advice, since if such experiences really are from God, they will have their deeper effect immediately anyway, whether we resist them or not.

In general, what John wants us to do is focus on whatever "general loving knowledge" is communicated in these experiences, and not worry about the trappings.

I suppose I find his advice here so timely because, being involved not only promoting spirituality but also in the fields of communications and publications, I so often come up against the "fringe expressions" of contemporary Christianity. When I was editor of SPIRITUAL LIFE, I received almost weekly mailings from different folks who all thought they had been granted detailed visions and revelations which, they insisted, God wanted us to publish in order to save the world from ignorance or disaster. Some were inspiring and some were sheer heresy; indeed, some started off very well but later degenerated into occult or superstitious rantings. My only solution was simply to resolve that we would publish *none* of them. But I felt very sorry for the poor folk who got all caught up in the details surrounding what might have been an otherwise profound religious experience, and missed the "general loving knowledge of God" underlying all these particulars.

Subject: ASCENT II:17

Anyway, when I stopped a few weeks ago we had just reached the end of Chapter 16 in Book Two. John is in the midst of a discussion of supernatural imaginative visions, that is, those experiences where God or other spirits act directly on the imagination without the work of the exterior senses of sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell--an example might be when, say, some vivid *mental* image of Our Lady of Guadalupe suddenly seems to "come upon" us, without our seeing anything physical with our eyes (or "speaks" specific words to us internally without our actually hearing anything with our ears).
John has been advising us not to give undue attention to such experiences, because none of them adequately communicate God "as God is," and since we can be so easily misled by the accidentals. At best we use such experiences to stir love and compunction, and forget the rest.
In Chapter 17, though, John asks the obvious question: If these experiences are so problematic, why does God grant them? To answer, he invokes three basic principles, which he draws from Scripture and which (as Kieran says in his note) are key to understanding John's whole spiritual theology. First, John notes that God's works are well ordered (Romans 13:11). Second, the Wisdom of God disposes of all things gently, from one extreme to the other (Wisdom 8:1). And third, as the theologians say, "God moves each thing according to its mode."
So, says John, "In order that God lift the soul from the extreme of its low state to the other extreme of the high state of union, he must obviously, in view of these fundamental principles, do so with order, gently, and according to the mode of the soul. Since the order followed in the process of knowing involves the forms and images of created things, and since knowledge is acquired through the senses, God, to achieve his work gently ... must begin by touching the low state and extreme of the senses. And from there he must gradually bring the soul after its own manner to the other end, spiritual wisdom, which is incomprehensible to the senses. Thus naturally or supernaturally, he brings people to his supreme spirit by first instructing them through discursive meditation and through forms, images, and sensible means, according to their own manner of coming to understand."
So "this is the reason God gives a person visions, forms, images, and other sensitive and spiritual knowledge," i.e., not because he does not want to give us spiritual wisdom immediately, but because he respects the dynamics of the nature he gave us. So he brings us along little by little, giving us what we are able to bear at the particular stage in our development.
To me this makes great sense. Just as we ordinarily have to learn to crawl before we can walk, just as in our schooling we begin with counting apples and oranges before working our way up to higher math, just as each "stage" in human development opens new doors and gives us new issues to deal with, so in the spiritual life God ordinarily starts us out with the more immediate and sensory experiences of our faith, and draws us gradually into the deeper and more "spiritual" realms. Just as people's human growth and education gets fixated and stunted if they cling too exclusively to what they already know and their familiar ways of understanding and experiencing, so too our spiritual lives can get stunted if we cling to any particular limited experience along the way. These are meant to be something like refreshments or rest areas or trail markers on the journey, not final stopping places.
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Subject: Ascent II:17 (cont'd.)

I didn't get very far into Chapter 17 of Book Two of the ASCENT last time, but it's a crucial chapter (as Kieran says), so let me try to pick it up again....
John is here addressing the obvious question: If visions, voices, and all the rest can be so problematic, why does God grant them? John answers (in section 4) that God *would* bring us to transforming union directly "if the two extremes (human and divine, sense and spirit) could through the ordinary process be united by only one act, and if he could exclude the many preparatory acts that are so connected in gentle and orderly fashion that, as is the case with natural agents, each is the foundation and preparation for the next." But our human nature is so constructed that we ordinarily begin with and build upon what comes through the senses. (For a newborn baby, for example, everything is presumably a "bloomin', buzzin' confusion" of sense impressions, till the child gradually begins to distinguish and sort out its experiences, learns general concepts, etc.)
So, too, God "first perfects the corporeal senses, moving one to make use of natural exterior objects that are good, such as hearing sermons and Masses, seeing holy objects.... When the senses are somewhat disposed, he is wont to perfect them more by granting some supernatural favors and gifts to confirm them further in good. These supernatural communications are, for example, corporeal visions of saints or holy things, very sweet odors, locutions.... The senses are greatly confirmed in virtue through these communications and the appetites withdrawn from evil objects." Next the interior senses (imagination and phantasy) "are gradually perfected and accustomed to good through considerations, meditations, and holy reasonings; and through all of this the spirit is instructed. When through this natural exercise these interior senses are prepared, God is wont to enlighten and spiritualize them further with some supernatural imaginative visions from which the spirit profits notably.... This is God's method to bring a soul step by step to the innermost good."
But then comes an important qualification: "...although it may not always be necessary for [God] to keep so mathematically to this order, for sometimes God bestows one kind of communication without the other, or a less interior one by means of a more interior one, or both together. The process depends on what God judges expedient for the soul, or on how he wants to grant it favors. But his ordinary procedure conforms with our explanation."
It seems to me John takes a middle path between two extremes. On the one hand he does not present his "steps" or "stages" as a rigid blueprint which everyone must follow and against which we can easily gauge our progress. He realizes that God is free to act however he chooses, and according to what is best for each individual, no two of which are ever exactly alike. But on the other hand, he does not reject the attempt to identify certain regularities in the process of spiritual growth. It seems to me that here we are in much the same position as with various contemporary accounts of stages in psychological, moral, and faith development. These help us to understand some of the common patterns in human experience, and can be a great support in understanding what we or others are going through. But they are not meant to make us constantly anxious about where we fit in. To take another example, a pediatrician can tell approximately after how many months a baby will ordinarily learn to roll over, to crawl, to walk, to speak, and so on. But these are statistical averages rather than ethical norms. We all know of perfectly healthy individuals who learned to crawl or speak earlier or later than "normal," or who went directly from rolling to walking. It doesn't mean there was anything wrong with them, just because their development was statistically somewhat atypical. Knowledge of how children normally mature can help reassure parents who are wondering why their child is not already doing algebra at two; it is not meant to be a rigid blueprint to which they will force the child to conform.
So it is in the spiritual life. John is explaining how God *normally* works, not to make us anxious about where we fall in the developmental schema, but to help us understand and properly respond to the spiritual changes and experiences we may be undergoing. Obviously he can't list every possible exception, but he can describe a pattern that will be observable more often than not, and thus help the greatest number of readers.
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Subject: More Ascent II:17 (cont)

Just to finish up chapter 17 of Book Two of the ASCENT before moving on....
You'll recall that he is warning about the potential dangers in "supernatural imaginative apprehensions." In section 7 John asks himself another rhetorical question, i.e., whether it is necessary "for the soul while it is a child to accept these sensible things [i.e., religious experiences involving the exterior senses or the imagination] and then set them aside when it is grown, just as an infant must be nourished at the breast until, when it has grown older, it can be weaned?"
John replies that souls certainly should practice discursive meditation as long as they can, until God begins to draw them into a more contemplative style of prayer. "But when there is a question of imaginative visions and other supernatural communications apprehensible by the senses and independent of one's free will, I affirm that at whatever time or season they occur (in the state of perfection or one less perfect) individuals must have no desire to admit them even though they come from God." And John gives two reasons for this. First, experiences from God will have their intended effect anyway, unless we impede them "by some imperfection or possessiveness"; but "there is no imperfection or possessiveness if they renounce these apprehensions with humility and misgivings." Second, we will be spared "the task and danger of discerning the true visions from the false ones." John insists that "such an effort is profitless, a waste of time, a hindrance to the soul, an occasion of many imperfections as well as of spiritual stagnancy since a person is not then employed with the more important things and disencumbered of the trifles of particular apprehensions and knowledge."
In effect, this is the same advice John has been giving all along, and applies to all extraordinary experiences (short of mystical union) wherever they occur along our spiritual journey. To become too fascinated with the extraordinary means that we focus on the "rind" and miss the fruit. Those who have these experiences "must fix the eyes of their souls only on the valuable spirituality these experiences cause, and endeavor to preserve it by putting into practice and carrying out whatever is for the service of God, and pay no attention to those representations .... With this attitude, individuals take from these apprehensions only what God wants them to take, that is, the spirit of devotion, since God gives these sense experiences for no other principal reason. And they reject the sensory element, which would not have been imparted had they possessed the capacity to receive spirituality without the apprehensions and exercises of the senses."
In the following chapter, John will explain how *spiritual directors* go wrong by putting too much stock in extraordinary religious experiences. But this brings us to the end of chapter 17.
Subject: Ascent II:18

John begins chapter 18 by lamenting, "We are unable to be as brief on this subject of visions as we would like because of the amount of material to be covered." Here he takes up the question of the harm done by *spiritual directors* who are too credulous about extraordinary experiences. Basically, John believes that a directee is bound to pick up the cues, consciously or unconsciously, from the director, and will begin to put more stock in such experiences, whether the director says anything explicitly or not. We are naturally inclined to experiences that appeal to the senses and tickle our curiosity and our desire to be "special." It's very easy for those who are receiving extraordinary experiences to begin thinking that "God is giving them some prominence"; "although these persons are unaware of it, the devil then secretly augments this feeling and begins to suggest thoughts about others: whether others receive these visions or not, or if their visions are authentic or not." In other words, these extraordinary experiences can become the occasion of a secret and subtle form of pride, of which the experiencer is not even aware until the experiences are taken away.

Misguided directors may "frequently make these visions a topic of conversation," so that the "individuals get the idea that their directors are setting store by their visions, and as a result they do the same and stay attached to them, instead of being built up in faith, detached, emptied, and divested of apprehensions so as to soar to the heights of dark faith." The director may also waste a lot of time "giving instruction on the signs for the discernment of good visions from bad ones," something the directee doesn't really need to know if he or she simply remains detached from all of them. The director or others might even begin asking the one receiving these extraordinary experiences "to request of [God] a revelation about some matter pertaining to themselves .... If in response to their request God reveals the matter to them, they become more self-confident, thinking that God is pleased with their petition .... They often act or believe in accordance with the answer or revelation .... and fit them naturally into their own way of thinking. They often err exceedingly, and are then taken aback when something turns out differently than they had expected. Then doubts come to the fore concerning the divine origin of these revelations."

I have to say, as Deborah also said, that John's advice seems very timely to me, in an era when people seem to be always running after visions and revelations. Granted, there are certainly so-called directors who put too *little* trust in the possibility of God's direct action in peoples lives and prayer. John certainly believes that God does sometimes grant extraordinary supernatural experiences for particular reasons. But John doesn't want us to get sidetracked by the razzle-dazzle. Admittedly, my own feelings about this may be somewhat jaundiced by my limited experience as a director today. But I still unfortunately run into many people who are all caught up in private revelations granted to themselves or others, to the point where it seems to distract them from serious personal transformation. Thomas Dubay observes, somewhere in the FIRE WITHIN, that (to paraphrase) there is something wrong if people will go halfway round the world to see a visionary but wouldn't cross the street to see (or do) a simple act of charity. I think John is saying that extraordinary things do happen, but we need to keep them in perspective. "Only three things last: faith, hope, and love ... and the greatest of these is love."
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P.S. Lest the last paragraph sound too harsh and judgmental, I want to add that I certainly don't pretend to set limits on how God acts in peoples lives. And I certainly do know of people who have undergone profound conversions through their extraordinary experiences or their visits to visionaries, etc. Somehow, through grace, I think these people instinctively avoided the kinds of pitfalls John identifies, and have used such experiences for spiritual profit rather than loss. As John would have advised, they have learned to focus on the "fruit" and not get overly preoccupied with the "rind." 

Subject: Ascent II:19

In chapters 19 and 20 of Book Two of the ASCENT, though, John of the Cross gives a further exposition of two reasons he already mentioned for being wary of visions and voices, even those from God. In chapter 19, then, he explains the first reason "why, although God's visions and locutions are true and certain in themselves, they are not always so for us," namely, because "our manner of understanding them is defective."

In other words, John says that while God's words are true, we may not understand them in their true (i.e., spiritual) sense. He gives numerous examples from Scripture. God told Abraham he would give him the land of the Canaanites, but if Abraham had expected this to be fulfilled in the ordinary literal sense he would have been disappointed; what God's promise meant is that Abraham's descendents would inherit the land "after 400 years." "If [Abraham] had acted according to his understanding he would have erred decidedly since the possession of this land was not to come about during his life."

Again, God's words to Jacob ("Do not fear, go down to Egypt ... and when you depart from there, I will lead you out") "were not fulfilled according to what we would understand from the way they sounded," because Jacob died in Egypt without returning to the promised land. The prophecy was fulfilled in his descendents. Or again, in the book of Judges, when God sends the Israelites out into battle, they assume this means victory for them, and they are baffled by their defeat; but God never promised that they would be victorious in that particular battle (Judges 20:11-48). 

They point is, John says, that we are easily "misled by understanding God's locutions and revelations according to the letter, according to the outer rind. As has been explained, God's chief objective in conferring these revelations is to express and impart the spirit that is enclosed within the outer rind. This spirit is difficult to understand, much richer and more plentiful, very extraordinary and far beyond the boundaries of the letter.... The soul should renounce, then, the literal sense in these cases, and live in the darkness of faith, for faith is the spirit that is incomprehensible to the senses."

John goes on to elaborate how the biblical prophecies about the Messiah were misunderstood by the people, and even by the disciples, who failed to grasp how they were fulfilled in Christ. "Evidently, then, even though the words and revelations are from God we cannot find assurance in them, since in our understanding of them we can be easily deluded, and very much so. They embody an abyss and depth of spirit, and to want to limit them to our interpretation and to what our senses can apprehend is like wanting to grasp a handful of air that will escape the hand entirely, leaving only a particle of dust."

Subject: Ascent II:19, part 2

Picking up the commentary on chapter 19 of book two of the ASCENT, John is explaining how we can misunderstand even true revelations from God if we interpret them according to our own limited understanding. Toward the end of the chapter he gives several timely examples.

Suppose, he says, "God says to a saintly man who is deeply afflicted because of persecution by his enemies: 'I will free you from your enemies'. This prophecy could be true; nonetheless the man's enemies will prevail and kill him. Anyone who had given these words a temporal interpretation would have been deceived because God had been speaking of the true and principal freedom and victory--salvation, in which the soul is free and victorious over all its enemies much more truly and loftily than if liberated from them here below."

Or again, suppose "A soul has intense desires to be a martyr. God answers, 'You will be a martyr' and bestows deep interior consolation and confidence in the truth of this promise. Regardless of the promise, this person in the end does not die a martyr; yet the promise will have been true. Why, then, was there no fulfillment of the promise? because it will be fulfilled in its chief, essential meaning: the bestowal of the essential love and reward of a martyr."

I think this is very helpful in understanding a lot of the "private revelations" given to apparently very holy people today which don't seem to come true in their literal sense (or are worded so generally that they can be retrospectively interpreted as fulfilled no matter what happens). Even St. Teresa seems to have had private revelations that didn't turn out as she expected. "Spiritual Testimonies" #4, for example, looks like a 1569 prophecy of her death 21 years in the future, but of course she didn't live that long. So that gives us reason for caution about even seemingly authentic contemporary prophecies or private messages in prayer, because they may not turn out as we expect even if they are truly from God.

Subject: Ascent II:20

In chapter 19 John discussed the first of two reasons for being cautious about what are today called "private revelations," even when they are from God. The first reason is that we often misunderstand the divine message, since we tend interpret it too literally or "un-spiritually" (as people often do in the pages of Scripture when they misinterpret the messages of God's prophets).

In chapter 20 he moves on to the second reason why "God's visions and locutions, although always true in themselves, are not always certain for us," viz., because of "the causes on which they are founded."

In more contemporary language, what John is saying is that we often misunderstand these communications when we do not realize that they are conditional. "For example, if God were to say that in a year he would send a plague upon a kingdom because of an offense committed against him there, and if the offense were to cease or change, the punishment could be withheld." Then people might conclude that the private revelation was false. "Yet the warning would have been true since it was based on the actual fault, and if the fault were to have continued the threatened punishment would have been executed."

As John notes, this was Jonah's problem: He did not want to preach to the Ninevites that "In 40 days Nineveh will be destroyed," precisely because he feared that the people would repent, God would relent, and he (Jonah) would look foolish when the destruction didn't occur. (Moreover, Jonah wasn't particularly eager to see God show mercy to these infidels.)

Thus "we can deduce for our purpose here that, although God may have revealed or affirmed something to a person ... it can change, becoming greater or less, vary, or be taken away entirely according to a change or variation in this person's tendencies or in the cause on which it is based. Thus the event may not turn out as expected, and frequently no one but God knows why. God usually affirms, teaches, and promises many things, not so that there will be an immediate understanding of them, but so that afterward at the proper time, or when the effect is produced, one can receive light about them. Christ acted in this way with his disciples. He told them many parables and maxims the wisdom of which they did not understand until the time for preaching had come, when the Holy Spirit descended.... Many particular works of God can come to pass in a soul that neither the soul nor its director can understand until the opportune time."

John goes on, "you will perchance ask: If we are not to understand or get involved in these locutions and revelations, why does God communicate them? I have already mentioned that ... everything will be understood at the opportune time; and he whom God wills shall understand clearly .... But, believe me, people cannot completely grasp the meaning of God's locutions and deed; nor, without much error and confusion, can they determine this meaning by what appears to be so. ...Why, then, should we be surprised if God's locutions and revelations do not materialize as expected? ... One should seek assurance, therefore, not in one's understanding but in faith."

If I can throw in my own views here, this seems to me to be good advice today when so many people are looking to Nostradamus or the Book of Revelation or various apparitions to try to figure out the timetable for the end of the world or some coming chastisement. I know a lot of people who get wrapped up in these kind of "private revelations" and who expect plagues, wars, natural disasters and even the end of the world on a particular date or in a particular year "because God (or the Bible, or Mary, or a visionary) said so." Then they are shocked if the events don't materialize when expected, or they interpret some current event as the fulfillment of the prediction, or they conclude that the punishment has been postponed because of people's fervent prayers, etc. (For example, some outbreak of hostilities somewhere in the world gets interpreted as "the wars and rumors of wars" that are an sign of the imminent end-times, even though the same sorts of hostilities have occurred throughout human history.) I think what John is warning us against is trying to run our lives by such predictions and private revelations, because, even if they are from God, we cannot be sure if they are conditional on circumstances unknown to us, and so we cannot know whether they will come true in the way we expect. Jesus says, in any case, to "dismiss all anxiety from our minds" and to walk in dark faith, "since we know not the day nor the hour." (I recall the story--which I may have slightly wrong--of some saint who was asked, while he was sweeping the floor, what he would do if it were suddenly revealed that the Lord were returning in glory in five minutes. He said, "I'd finish sweeping the floor." The point is he lived in such a state of constant readiness to be with Christ that "private revelations" weren't necessary to get his attention.)

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:21

John of the Cross continues in the same vein in chapter 21 of the second book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, where he describes "God's displeasure at requests for revelations and locutions, even though he sometimes answers them." John imagines someone asking: "If it is true that God is displeased [with requests for private revelations, etc.] why does he sometimes answer?" John responds: "Sometimes the devil answers; but when God answers he does so because of the weakness of the individual who desires to advance in that way. Such persons could become sad and turn back, or imagine that God is unhappy with them, and become overwhelmed. Or there may be other motives known to God.... He gives according to each one's mode.... He is like a fountain from which people draw as much water as the jug they carry will hold.... He sometimes condescends to the petition of certain individuals, for they are good and simple, ... lest they become sad. But the fact that he answers them does not mean he is pleased with this practice."

John uses the example of a father providing a well-laden table for his children. As any of you with kids know, sometimes the children won't eat what's good for them; they insist on a diet of French fries alone or on having dessert first. The father sometimes gives in lest they grow sad or not eat at all, but it's not what he would prefer. Similarly, "some souls obtain sensible or spiritual sweetness from God because they are incapable of eating the stronger and more solid food of the trials of the cross of his Son. [God] would desire them to take the cross more than any other thing."

John says that in his opinion the "desire to know things through supernatural means" is always a failing, because "there is no necessity for any of this kind of knowledge since one can get sufficient guidance from natural reason and from the law and doctrine of the Gospel. There is no difficulty or necessity that cannot be solved or remedied by these means, which are very pleasing to God."

This is a very interesting comment, I think, because people don't usually expect mystics (and especially someone like John of the Cross, who has stressed the necessity of walking in dark faith) to give such prominence to human reason. But in fact for John using reason in its proper sphere is part of what it means to walk in faith, and not to be expecting private revelations in matters where reason and the "public revelation" of the Scriptures (interpreted within the Church) is sufficient. "We should make such use of reason and the law of the Gospel that, even though--whether we desire it or not--some supernatural truths are told to us, we accept only what is in harmony with reason and the Gospel law. And then we should receive this truth, not because it is privately revealed to us, but because it is reasonable, and we should brush aside all feelings about the revelation. We ought, in fact, to consider and examine the reasonableness of the truth when it is revealed even more than when it is not, since in order to delude souls the devils says much that is true, conformed to reason, and will come to pass."

For example, if I have a "private revelation" in which Mary tells me to pray and fast, well and good, but I should do it because it is *already a worthy thing to do and already proposed in Scripture.* The experience, even if authentic, is just a prod to do something I already know I should be doing. And this is in fact all that the Church and its pastors essentially do in examining extraordinary visions and messages. They never say with certainty that these things are unquestionably authentic, or necessary for salvation, or that they must be believed. All they say is that nothing was found in the message dangerous or contrary to the faith, and so it may be piously believed.

I'll end here, and say more later about John's remarks on how the devil can use our credulity toward visions to delude us.
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Subject: Ascent II:21 (cont'd.)

Dear all,

In the second half of Chapter 21 of Book Two of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John explores another reason to be wary of private revelations, namely, that "among locutions and visions there are usually many that come from the devil. For he commonly deals with souls in the same manner as God does, imparting communications so similar to God's that, disguised among the flock like the wolf in sheep's clothing, his meddling may be hardly discernable [Mt 7:15]. Since he says many things that are true and reasonable and turn out as predicted, people can be easily misled, thinking that the revelation must be from God since what was predicted truly comes about. These people do not realize how easy it is for someone with clear natural light to know many past or future events through their causes. Since the devil possesses this light so vividly, he can most easily deduce a particular effect from a specific cause."

John gives some examples. The devil could, for example, predict from existing natural causes that a plague will break out in a certain place, or knowing some seismographic facts can "predict that at a particular time there will be an earthquake." "This is natural knowledge for which an intellect free of the passions is sufficient." Likewise, seeing from experience how God usually operates, "one can know naturally that a particular person or city, or some other factor, will reach such a point that God in his providence and justice must respond in conformity with the punishment or reward that the cause warrants."

Again, "the devil can learn and foretell that Peter's life will naturally last only a certain number of years. And he can determine many other events through such various ways that we would never finish recounting them all.... One cannot be liberated from him without fleeing from all revelations, visions, and supernatural communications." If someone begins to put stock in these experiences, and to seek supernatural messages, "the devil then intervenes, answering in harmony with that person's desire and pleasure; and since the devil's replies and communications are pleasing and satisfactory, that man will let himself become seriously deluded."

Some things worth noting here: First, John (like Teresa) is not *overly* anxious about the demonic in the spiritual life, since he is very clear that the focus should be on Christ and not on the devil. In fact, he talks about the devil relatively rarely, and always with the recognition that his power is infinitely inferior to God's. But at the same time John is realistic that there are many forces at work in our spiritual journey, not all of them positive. Hence the need for healthy prudence.

Second, what John says about the devil can be extended to include other people and even ourselves. People are quite capable, under certain circumstances, of picking up on (perhaps subliminal) cues and thus "knowing" things without fully grasping how they know it. Even without the direct intervention of demonic forces, I think this is sometimes what occurs with many pop seers and psychics. The tabloids at the end of the year are always full of predictions about what is to come, and of course many of the prophecies come true. But there are often purely natural explanations available: perhaps the prediction is so vaguely worded that any number of outcomes could be regarded as its fulfillment; perhaps the "seer" is simply more attuned to certain causes that will bring the predicted event about. (Try it yourself: probably any of us could "successfully predict" that there will be a new pope within the next five years, that there will be renewed outbreaks of hostilities in Africa and the former Soviet Republic, that there will be a serious earthquake in the United States within the next decade, as well as new incidents of domestic terrorism, etc., etc.) Even if a seer or visionary makes very specific predictions or imparts very detailed messages that ALWAYS turn out to be true (and few have such a perfect track record) this is no clear assurance that they are receiving communications from God. Go to any New Age bookstore and you'll find rack after rack of messages from this or that "channeler," many of whose revelations and predictions do turn out to be true, but whose belief system is far from Christian. John is saying, I think, that it's better to have a healthy caution toward all such phenomena, and save ourselves the difficulty of having to determine what is from God and what is from elsewhere. Besides, as John will tell us in the next chapter (the best in the whole ASCENT), we already have been given all we need in Christ.....
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Subject: Coda to ASCENT II:21

Before moving into chapter 22, which is (in the opinion of many) the most important chapter in Book Two of the ASCENT, I just wanted to follow up on a few points raised in the discussion:

I've tried to present, as faithfully as I can, what I think John is saying in each chapter, amplified occasionally by what strike me as current applications or helpful illustrations of his doctrine. But the important thing is not what *I* believe, but what John has to teach us. And all he wants to teach us is what he believes is already revealed to us in Christ, as presented to us in the Scriptures, read within the Church under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. In other words, he would be the first to agree that "it is God who makes the rules, not John of the Cross," as someone on this list has said. He is just trying to help us understand, insofar as he is able, what he believes God has let us know about those "rules." And by declaring him a "doctor," the church itself has held him up to us as a reliable teacher in these matters of prayer and spirituality.

If in the chapters we are currently reading John sounds unduly negative about extraordinary phenomena, I think one needs to remember the larger context. In Book Two of the ASCENT John is talking about the importance of journeying to God in dark faith. In the chapters we have been discussing most recently he has been pointing out the potential dangers if we put too much stock in the particular gifts of God rather than the God of the gifts. In the second half of chapter 21 he is responding to the common argument: Well, this seer or message *must* be authentic because what was predicted came true! I say it's a common argument because it is, in fact, the reason you often hear as to why we should follow this or that visionary or message, whether it's Veronica Leuken or Edgar Cayce or the TV psychics ("she told me I would find a new job ..... and I did!) or whomever. John is *not* saying that all of these extraordinary messages are from the devil. On the contrary, he says that God can and does communicate messages to people for particular reasons. All he is saying here, though, is that the fact that a prediction comes true is no absolute guarantee of its divine origins, much less of the holiness of the messenger, since true predictions can have many sources.

Regarding the question of whether it might be "an equal and opposite sin to deny all such experiences," or whether "it is just as illogical to deny them as not to deny them,” I suspect John would distinguish two senses of "denying." Certainly, John is far removed from the rationalists who would deny that supernatural experiences or authentic prophecies are even *possible.* Clearly he believes that these experiences can and do occur, as he says over and over. But when he encourages us to "deny" such experiences he means something more like "not basing our lives on" such experiences, not taking them (rather than Scripture and reason) as our touchstone, etc., etc. I think he is recommending something like Teresa's approach; when the Lord would appear and ask her to found another monastery in a particular place, for example, she would ordinarily consult her confessors and advisors and give all the *other* reasons why the foundation would be advantageous (without mentioning the vision). If they agreed, she felt she was on solid ground and proceeded. By contrast, we've certainly had cases where people show up at our door and insist on joining the Order immediately "because God told them in prayer to become a Carmelite," yet seem to lack any aptitude or qualification for the life. Obviously, we don't accept them *just* because they believe they've been called. On the other hand, if they had all of the necessary qualities we would certainly consider them, but not because of the revelation but because they showed a suitability for the life. The point is, John would insist that we have to use *some* criteria in deciding whether to act upon a message other than simply the fact that it seemed to me to come from God; otherwise we have no way of distinguishing between saints who found a religious order "because God told them to" and psychotics who shoot a president "because God told them to." And what criteria do we use, if not (among others) whether the message seems reasonable (rather than pathological, incoherent, etc.) and in accord with Scripture?
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Subject: Ascent II:22

We come at last to chapter 22 of the second book of the ASCENT, the favorite chapter of many on this list, and for good reason! Here John gives his most profound biblical and theological reason for not hankering after signs and wonders, and reveals the Christological basis of his teaching. Since this is a long but extremely important chapter, perhaps we can read it together bit by bit.

The chapter starts off with yet another rhetorical question: "Why in the law of grace is it not permitted to question God through supernatural means as it was in the old law"? That is, if it was lawful and even encouraged to consult God in this way in Old Testament times, why is it no longer so?

John grants that under the "old law" not only was it licit to consult God through visions and locutions, but in some cases "God commanded it." He gives examples from Isaiah, Joshua, and elsewhere. But he goes on to say, "the chief reason in the old law that the inquiries made of God were licit, and the prophets and priests appropriately desired visions and revelations from him, was that at the time faith was not yet perfectly grounded, nor was the Gospel law established. It was necessary for them to question God, and for him to respond sometimes by words, sometimes through visions and revelations, now in figures and likenesses, now through many other kinds of signs. All his answers, locutions, and revelations concerned mysteries of our faith or matters touching on or leading up to it. ... But in this era of grace, now that the faith is established through Christ and the Gospel law made manifest, there is no reason for inquiring of him in this way, or expecting him to answer as before. In giving us his Son, his only Word (for he possesses no other), he spoke everything to us at once in this sole Word--and he has no more to say. ... God has become as it were mute, with no more to say, because what he spoke before to the prophets in parts, he has now spoken all at once by giving us the All, who is his Son."

Then, in section 5 of this chapter, comes one of John's most famous passages, which I will quote at length because of its importance:

"Those who now desire to question God or receive some vision or revelation are guilty not only of foolish behavior but also of offending him by not fixing their eyes entirely on Christ and by living with the desire for some other novelty. God could answer as follows: If I have already told you all things in my Word, my Son, and if I have no other word, what answer or revelation can I now make that would surpass this? Fasten your eyes on him alone, because in him I have spoken and revealed all and in him you will discover even more than you ask for and desire. You are making an appeal for locutions and revelations that are incomplete, but if you turn your eyes to him you will find them complete. For he is my entire locution and response, vision and revelation, which I have already spoken, answered, manifested, and revealed to you by giving him to you as a brother, companion, master, ransom, and reward. ... Hear him because I have no more faith to reveal or truths to manifest. If I spoke before, it was to promise Christ. If they questioned me, their inquiries were related to their petitions and longings for Christ in whom they were to obtain every good, as is now explained in all the doctrine of the evangelists and apostles. But now those who might ask me in that way and desire that I speak and reveal something to them would somehow be requesting Christ again and more faith, yet they would be failing in faith because it has already been given in Christ. Accordingly, they would offend my beloved Son deeply because they would not merely be failing him in faith, but obliging him to become incarnate and undergo his life and death again. You will not find anything to ask or desire of me through revelations and visions. Behold him well, for in him you will uncover all of these already made and given, and many more."

Then, in section 6, God the Father goes on to say (in John's words): "If you desire me to answer with a word of comfort, behold my Son subject to me and to others out of love for me, and you will see how much he answers you. If you desire me to declare some secret truths or events to you, fix your eyes only on him and you will discern hidden in him the most secret mysteries, and wisdom, and wonders of God.... These treasures of wisdom and knowledge will be for you far more sublime, delightful and advantageous than what you want to know. And if you should seek other divine or corporeal visions and revelations, behold him, become human, and you will find more than you imagine."

I have left out the biblical passages John cites for the sake of space, but if you read the whole text you will see how much John is here drawing upon the teaching of Scripture itself. More next time.....
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The last time I wrote on John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL we were beginning the crucially important chapter 22 in the second book. I'd like to pick up at section 7, where we left off.

John begins section 7 by summarizing what he has said so far, about the reasons we should not hanker after extraordinary supernatural revelations. Again, John is worth quoting at length: "One should not, then, inquire of God in this manner, nor is it necessary for God to speak any more. Since he has finished revealing the faith through Christ, there is no more faith to reveal, nor will there ever be. Anyone wanting to get something in a supernatural way, as we stated, would as it were be accusing God of not having given us in his Son all that is required. Although in having these desires one presupposes the faith and believes in it, still, that curiosity displays a lack of faith. Hence there is no reason to hope for doctrine or anything else through supernatural means.... Thus we must be guided humanly and visibly in all by the law of Christ, who is human, and that of his Church and of his ministers. This is the way to remedy our spiritual ignorances and weaknesses.... One should not believe anything coming in a supernatural way, but believe only the teaching of Christ who is human, as I say, and of his ministers who are human. So true is this that St. Paul insists:... 'If an angel from heaven should preach to you any Gospel other than that which we humans have preached, let him be accursed and excommunicated' [Gal 1:8]."

Perhaps I find this advice so valuable because here at the monastery we come into contact with so many who could use it. Just this weekend I opened a letter addressed to the editor of ICS Publications (myself), which began: "Several years back I asked in prayer and received from Heaven a lot of new information about GOD, Heaven, Hell, the Pit, and the history of the Earth and its people.... I realize that receiving this information makes me one of the new Messiahs...." The letter goes on to offer for purchase the collection of these new revelations in book form. We get letters like this all the time, which tells me that seeming private revelations (whether true or false) are not as rare a phenomenon as we sometimes suppose. Indeed, this letter was one of the more polite; usually the letters come with dire threats of divine punishment if we don't ourselves publish the new revelations. (If you look in the "New Age" section of most bookstores these days you'll see how many publishers *are* promulgating new "revelations" of various sorts.) On the other hand, some letters are very lucid and well-composed. I always try to give a gentle reply, and politely decline. But what I'd like to say, in essence, is this: "Thank you very much, but I believe I already have all that I need for salvation in what has been revealed to us in Christ, as presented through the Scriptures, interpreted within the Spirit-guided Church. If it's already found there, I don't need what you're selling, and if it's not already there, I don't really want it (it might just distract me)." 

Notice, too, that in this section John insists on the importance of being guided in spiritual matters by *human* ministers, with all their limitations. He'll go into that at greater length in the following sections.
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There's so much "meat" in chapter 22 of the second book of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL that we are moving through it more slowly than usual....

The last time, we talked about section 7 of this chapter, where John again discourages us from seeking knowledge through supernatural means, and advises instead that we "believe only the teaching of Christ who is human...and of his ministers who are human."

In sections 8 and following he explores further this theme of relying on the guidance of others. He notes that even in the Old Testament, where it was lawful (sometimes even expected) to seek revelation from God (because the fullness of revelation had not yet been given in Christ), "it was not lawful at that time for just anyone to question God; nor did God give an answer to just anyone, but only to the priests and prophets from whom the multitude were to learn the law and doctrine.... And through the mouth of these prophets and priests the people were to believe that God spoke to them, not through their own opinion."

In section 9 he goes on to add that "what God said at that time did not have the authority or force to induce complete belief unless approved by the priests and the prophets. God is so pleased that the rule and direction of humans be through other humans and that a person be governed by natural reason that he definitely does not want us to bestow entire credence on his supernatural communications, or be confirmed in their strength and security, until they pass through this human channel of the mouth of another human person. As often as he reveals something to individuals, he confers on them a kind of inclination to manifest this to the appropriate person. Until people do this they usually go without complete satisfaction." And here John cites interesting examples from the Old Testament, where Gideon was not convinced by God's signs until he heard what others were saying, and the nervous Moses needed Aaron's encouragement even after he had met Yahweh in the burning bush! And John points as well to Jesus' words: Where two or three are gathered, there I am in the midst of them. "It is noteworthy that he did not say: Where there is one alone... Thus God announces that he does not want the soul to believe only by itself the communications it thinks are of divine origin, or for anyone to be assured or confirmed in them without the Church or her ministers."

What do we make of John's advice? Certainly, he was well aware that the Church's ministers make mistakes (even papal infallibility has its limits!). Pastors, spiritual directors, and all the rest can be as influenced as anyone else by prejudices, self-interest, limited knowledge and experience. Think of the bad direction St. Teresa suffered through at the early stages of her mystical life! John is not an advocate of mindless subservience to authority figures. He knew well how to argue for a position or belief he was convinced of--but never to the point of outright defiance and disobedience toward the Church (however others may have viewed it at times).

When we look at "private revelations," we have to concede that even those later regarded as acceptable or authentic were often opposed at the beginning. St. Bernadette, for example, suffered much opposition and skepticism, though today Lourdes is one of the most important Catholic pilgrimage sites. Still, she allowed herself to be guided by the Church's pastors. By contrast, there are so many apparitions these days that continue to attract a huge and fiercely loyal following despite the fact that the bishop or local church has judged them inauthentic, heterodox, or even harmful (e.g., Necedah, Bayside). Consciously or not, these groups often seem to put more faith in the authenticity of the apparition than in the ordinary channels of the Holy Spirit's operation through the Church's ministry. John has a much simpler solution. Suppose, say, I believe that Mary is appearing to lay Carmelite John Doe in Dubuque, Iowa, and said that she wants people to say a rosary for Carmelite vocations once a month, and wants St. Brocard restored in the Carmelite calendar. Yet the local bishop has said there is no reason to believe these revelations are of supernatural origin, and forbids Catholics from holding Masses at the apparition site. Nevertheless, there is nothing to prevent me from saying that monthly rosary for vocations, since it is something worthwhile in itself. As for St. Brocard, I'd have to make my case for the restoration of the feast on grounds other than the supposed apparition. And I can wait in hope that the next bishop may be more favorably disposed. What I shouldn't do, though, from John's perspective, is simply reject the bishop's authority in the matter, defiantly push this devotion whenever and wherever I have the chance, imply that the those who don't accept it are evil or ignorant, etc. After all, if I don't acknowledge the guidance of anyone else in this matter, then all I'm left with is my own opinion, and we all know how many have gone down the garden path into all sorts of bizarre beliefs and cults when they reject the authority of the Church to judge in these matters. As I see it, John's not talking here about mindless subservience to an ecclesiastical elite hungry for power and control, but rather about reliance on the collective wisdom of the Spirit-guided Church instead of my own personal opinion.
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Subject: Ascent II:22, 12ff.

In section 12 of this chapter, John cites further biblical passages to stress the importance of being guided by others, even when receiving authentic revelations from God. He notes how St. Paul, who received the Gospel from the Lord himself, nevertheless went to consult with Peter and the others. And thus, "even though individual have certitude that the revelation is of divine origin--as St. Paul had of his Gospel, since he had already begun to preach it--they can still err in regard to the object of the revelation or its circumstances. Even though God reveals one factor, he does not always manifest the other. Often he will reveal something without telling how to accomplish it. He usually does not effect or reveal to people what can be arrived at through human effort or counsel, even though he may frequently and affably commune with them. St. Paul understood this clearly...." And here John cites another interesting example: "even though God conversed familiarly with Moses, he never gave him that salutary counsel that Moses received from his father- in-law Jethro: that he select other judges as helpers.... God approved this advice. But he did not give it, because human reason and judgment were sufficient means for solving this problem. Usually God does not manifest such matters through visions, revelations, and locutions, because he is ever desirous that insofar as possible people take advantage of their own reasoning powers. All matters must be regulated by reason save those of faith, which though not contrary to reason transcend it."

Once again, I think John is giving useful guidance here. He is reminding us, I think, that personal holiness is not a substitute for the right use of reason and common sense. Mother Teresa may be a saint, but that doesn't necessarily mean that her views on nuclear physics or the political situation in Mongolia (or even liturgical matters and academic theology) are ipso facto any more reliable than anyone else's. Saint Teresa's holiness did not prevent her from sometimes misjudging some folks or some business propositions. We cannot expect God to directly reveal to us things that we can discover for ourselves through a little effort and study. John says, for example, "people should not imagine that just because God and the saints converse amiably with them on many subjects, they will be told their particular faults, for they can come to the knowledge of these through other means." He cites the example of Peter, who needed to be corrected by St. Paul. "On judgment day God will punish the faults and sins of many with whom he communed familiarly here below and to whom he imparted much light and power, because they neglected their obligations and trusted in their converse with him.... As Christ declares in the Gospel, they will then be surprised and plead: ...Lord, Lord, did we not speak in your name the prophecies you spoke to us, and did we not cast out devils in your name and perform many miracles and prodigies?... And the Lord states that his reply will be: Depart from me, workers of iniquity, for I have never known you."

So John is reminding us, again, that it is always safer to be guided by the Church's ministers and by reason and common sense, even when private revelations seem true to us. Unfortunately, too often even authentic visionaries get treated as if their gift meant that their every word or opinion comes directly from God. To me it seems symptomatic of our celebrity culture; we put movie stars on talk shows and ask them their views on world politics (as if stardom itself conferred some sort of authority in all matters). Similarly, followers of some visionaries today don't stop at simply accepting the particular message they believe God has imparted, but allow the visionary to dictate all the details of their lives and world-view. John would say, I think, that God has given us our intellectual and reasoning powers for a reason, and that if we neglect them on the presumption that God will spare us the hard work of study, reflection, and all the rest, we may live to regret our presumption.

At least this is what I *think* John is saying. It doesn't mean we all need college degrees, but it does mean we all need to take the time for honest self-examination, to make use of the wisdom of others and the resources available to us, and to exercise the discretion and common sense of which our Rule speaks....

Subject: Ascent II:22, 16ff.

In sections 16 and following John gives three reasons (he loves the number three!) why "whatever is received through supernatural means (in whatever manner) should immediately be told clearly, integrally, and simply to one's spiritual master." The first reason, John says, is that "the effect, light, strength, and security of many divine communications are not completely confirmed in a soul ... until it discusses them with one whom God has destined to be a spiritual judge over it, who has power to bind, loose, approve, and reprove. ... Through experience we see [this principle] verified every day." The second reason is that "a soul ordinarily needs instruction pertinent to its experience in order to be guided through the dark night to spiritual denudation and poverty." Otherwise, even with the best of intentions, one is likely to get too attached to the "sensory" aspect of these experiences. And third, even if one is embarrassed in recounting these experiences (because the director might think the one receiving these communications is crazy or--worse yet--saintly!), it's a good exercise in humility!

John then goes on to qualify everything he has said up to this point. As you know, he has been very strict about the importance of rejecting supernatural communications, so as not to become attached to them. But here he says, "even though we have greatly stressed rejection of these communications and the duty of confessors to forbid souls from making them a topic of conversation, spiritual fathers should not show severity, displeasure, or scorn in dealing with these souls. With such an attitude they would make them cower and shrink from a manifestation of these experiences, would close the door to these souls. and cause them many difficulties. Since God is leading them by this means, there is no reason to oppose it or become frightened or scandalized over it. The spiritual father [and today we could add, "spiritual mother" and "spiritual friend"] should proceed with much kindness and calm. He should give these souls encouragement and the opportunity to speak about their experiences ... on account of the hardship some find in discussing these matters."

As Kieran's footnote indicates, we see here an important aspect of John's teaching. He is firm on the underlying principles, but gentle and flexible on how you apply them in the individual case. The role of the good spiritual director, for John, is not to intimidate but to kindly and gently lead souls who receive these supernatural communications "in the way of faith by giving them good instructions on how to turn their eyes from all these things and on their obligation to denude their appetite and spirit of these communications in order to advance. They should explain how one act done in charity is more precious in God's sight than all the visions and communications possible ... and how it is that many individuals who have not received these experiences are incomparably more advanced than others who have received many." In other words, one way of understanding John's sometimes harsh-sounding teaching on "detachment" from supernatural experiences is to see that it involves recognizing that charity (rather than visions and voices) is really the greater gift. Good advice, I think, from a man who received many such supernatural experiences himself.
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Subject: Coda to Ascent II:22


We've gone through all the sections of the twenty-second chapter of book two of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, and I wanted to share one final reflection, which I think puts an interesting spin on John's teaching to this point.

John here tells us not to seek additional revelations by supernatural means, since everything we need has already been given us in Christ. I suspect that he would therefore be less than enthusiastic about private revelations which seem to consist primarily in filling in the missing details in the Scriptures (e.g., those revelations that go into the color of Mary's eyes, who was sitting where at the Last Supper, the childhood of Mary and Joseph, etc., etc.). These revelations may increase our feelings of devotion, in much the same way that a film or novelized version of Christ's life does by giving us an image of how things looked and sounded. But nothing new in these private revelations can be essential for salvation, or it would have been already revealed. (Otherwise we end up claiming that God is now somehow adding something to the deposit of faith, and that new beliefs are required of us that were unknown to all the great saints up till now.)

But what about experiences that don't offer new *information* about Jesus and the saints, but simply help us to penetrate more deeply the mysteries already revealed? What about those communications where we seem to penetrate more deeply the mystery of God's providence, the depths of God's mercy and love, the marvels wrought in the Incarnation? I'm not talking about experiences that seem to provide new "facts" but those that involve experiencing more deeply what we already believe. Ah, these are precisely the kinds of experiences that John *encourages*, for they are an aspect of mystical union itself, toward which he is directing us. He talks about such experiences at much greater length, and more movingly, in the closing stanzas of the SPIRITUAL CANTICLE, where he says that we will spend all eternity penetrating ever more deeply into the "thicket" of the mysteries hidden in Christ (or, again, that we will be drawn into the very inner life of the Trinity, breathing the same Spirit that the Father and Son breathe to each other). But even here in the ASCENT I think it helps to remember the positive side of John's teaching. He's asking us to set aside revelations concerning the accidentals--what merely satisfies our natural curiosity (e.g., What did Jesus look like? What color were Mary's eyes?)--so that we can focus on the becoming transformed in the deepest mysteries of our faith: grace, incarnation, salvation, and so on.
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Actually, as I recall, we had reached chapter 22 in the second book of the ASCENT, a very good chapter for pause and reflection. Here we get the most detailed presentation of John's Christology, as well as the theological reasons for not seeking new revelations and not becoming detained by anything less than God.

To review briefly.... You'll remember that John starts off the ASCENT by explaining that, in order to reach union with God, the human person must ordinarily pass through two kinds of "night," sensory and spiritual, pertaining to the two aspects of our human nature. Each of these nights, John tells us, has an "active" and a "passive" dimension. In other words, in order to reach union with God, the person must be "purified" of all the obstacles to that union, whether these obstacles affect us on the "sensory" or "spiritual" levels. Moreover, some of the "purification" we can undertake through our own efforts, by the help of grace. But the real purification is what happens to us "passively," through events and experiences that occur whether we will them or not. The reason, as John explains, is that our nature at the outset of the journey is "disordered," and so our efforts at self-improvement are inevitably tainted by that same disorder. (Thus, for example, we don't really understand what we are seeking, and too often we seek it for the wrong or imperfect reason.) In the DARK NIGHT, John will explain why and how God purifies us "passively."

In the ASCENT, John is talking primarily about the "active" nights, viz., what we can do, with the help of God's grace, to detach ourselves from those things that impede us. As he explains in the first book, it is not creatures themselves which pose a danger to us (for everything that is, insofar as it is, is good) but our disordered desires. This explains, I think, the sometimes negative-sounding tone of the ASCENT, because John is really cataloguing all the potential problems associated with our over-attachment to certain types of objects and experiences. In Book One, he talked about the "active night of sense," and the need to heal our disordered desires for sensory pleasure. In the second book, he is talking about the "active night of the spirit," and the importance of not becoming preoccupied with spiritual experiences and extraordinary phenomena, but simply walking onward "in dark faith." That is why, in this part of the ASCENT, John is exhaustively listing all the different kinds of spiritual experiences we can have, and showing the pitfalls in them when we do not handle them properly. No doubt there are few of us who have some of the experiences he describes, and fewer still who fall into the traps he identifies, but these are helpful to know about.

Strangely, I'm reminded of an old joke about the private in the army who wanted in the worst way to get discharged. But no argument he made or injury he faked did the trick. Finally, he was seen wandering around the base picking up scraps of paper, reading them, and saying "that's not it!" before he threw them away. This went on for weeks, even months: picking up scraps of paper and muttering "That's not it!" "That's not it!" Finally, his military superiors decided he had lost his mind and gave him a psychiatric discharge. As they handed the paper to him, his face lit up. "That's it!" he says.

In a way, John is taking us on a similar journey around the base camp, picking up each particular finite religious experience and telling us "That's not it, that's not it." But it's all in view of the union with God to which he wants to lead us. If we keep following him patiently, we'll get to the point where he will finally say, "That's it!" And yet even then he will add that nothing short of the beatific vision is ever really "it," though there is a type of union in this life which is only separated from the next by the thinnest of veils.

Anyway, next time I'll resume the discussion of the ASCENT with chapter 23 of Book Two, and with John we'll continue examining all of those experiences, however exalted, which are "not it."
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In chapter 23 of Book Two of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John begins to talk about "intellectual apprehensions that come in a purely spiritual way." Here we are in territory that will be unfamiliar to many of us, since the experiences he will describe are not necessary for advancement, and God does not lead everyone along this path. I won't pretend that this is an area with which I myself am terribly familiar. Still, John has useful advice for those who experience these things and those who may be called upon to guide them.

At this point, John is talking about "purely spiritual" visions, revelations, locutions, and spiritual feelings. They are purely spiritual, for John, insofar as they do not come through the senses or imagination. A "purely spiritual" vision, for example, does not involve any mental images or seeing anything with the eyes. An example might be, for example, the kind of experiences Teresa sometimes describes, such as an "intellectual vision" that Christ is there at one's right side, without knowing how one knows. Teresa compares it to knowing that someone is there in a dark room, without actually seeing or hearing anything (although the analogy limps, because invariably there are some slight sensory clues).

John says that these "purely spiritual" experiences can all be called "visions," in a sense, "because we also call the understanding of the soul its vision. And insofar as all these apprehensions are intelligible, they are called spiritually visible." As we know, even in ordinary situations, human understanding is often described as a kind of "seeing." We speak of "in- sight", and say "I *see* your point." John is also playing with a very ancient idea that we have "spiritual senses" analogous to the physical senses and attuned to spiritual realities. And thus purely spiritual locutions are a kind of "spiritual hearing," and so on (even though, because they involve no specific words, they may be called a kind of "vision" or "insight").

Without delving deeper into John's differentiations here, we note that he says "these apprehensions are nobler, safer, and more advantageous than the imaginative corporeal visions because they are already interior, purely spiritual, and less exposed to the devil's meddling." Nevertheless, they can become a distraction, and so our goal must be to "disencumber the intellect of these spiritual apprehensions by guiding and directing it past them into the spiritual night of faith, to divine and substantial union with God." Why? That's something John will explain in the following chapters, when he takes up each of these types of experiences--visions, revelations, locutions, and spiritual feelings--in turn.

Subject: Ascent II:24

Since chapter 23 of Book Two of the ASCENT is more or less simply an introduction to the kinds of "purely spiritual" experiences John is going to discuss in the following chapters, I'm going to presumptuously move on to talk about the first category he mentions, namely, "supernatural, spiritual visions" proper. (Remember, he says he is talking of experiences which do not involve the senses, whether external or internal [phantasy and imagination]).

John says that these "supernatural spiritual visions" are of two kinds: of corporeal and of incorporeal substances. As examples of the former, he cites St. John's description in the Book of Revelation of the heavenly Jerusalem, and the story told of St. Benedict that he "viewed the entire world in a spiritual vision." The latter account, if I recall correctly, goes back to the DIALOGUES of St. Gregory the Great, the earliest biography of Benedict, where Gregory recounts this incident.

Why these examples? I'm not sure, but it seems to me that John is reasoning that these are not the sort of experiences that could possibly be derived from the senses or from mental imagery. For example, you might be able to see *one side* of a city descending from heaven (like the mothership in CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF THE THIRD KIND) but John couldn't have seen the four gates, the twelve courses of stones, etc. with his physical eyes all at once, nor could it be represented in a mental image. Similarly, we can't see the whole world all at once. The familiar photos of earth we've seen from satellites might make us think otherwise, but when you consider it, we never see the *whole* earth (there's always the side facing away from us). Moreover, from that distance you lose a lot of detail.

So John says there are certain "supernatural spiritual visions" in which we seem to "see" such corporeal things in a flash, without the use of the senses, but by means of "a certain supernatural light derived from God." I take it that, according to John, God, in that moment, gives us a glimpse of what is physically absent to us, since it is continually present to him.

But there are also experiences of "incorporeal substances." John says these are not seen by the same light, but by "another, higher light called the light of glory. These visions of incorporeal substances (angels and souls) do not occur in this life, nor can we while in this mortal body view such substances" without "being loosed from this mortal life." So why mention them? Interestingly, what mystical theologians of the past concluded from this was not that such experiences don't occur in this life, but that in order for them to occur, God "through a dispensation of the natural law" "preserves the nature and life of the individual, abstracts the spirit entirely, and by his own power supplies the natural functions of the soul toward the body." This happened, John thinks, in the case of Moses in the cleft of the rock as Yahweh passed by, Paul when he was caught up "into the third heaven," and Elijah at the mouth of the cave on Horeb. (Incidentally, Thomas Aquinas uses much the same examples to argue something similar in his DISPUTED QUESTIONS ON TRUTH, so John is not the first to come up with this analysis.) But these experiences are extremely rare, since God is not in the habit of dispensing casually with the natural law.

John says that (outside of these exceptional cases where the recipients were temporarily lifted out of the confines of this life) such spiritual substances "cannot be unclothed and seen clearly in this life by the intellect." Nonetheless, "they can be felt in the substance of the soul by the most delightful touches and conjunctions. These pertain to the category of spiritual feelings, which with God's help we will discuss later."

In fact, John here acknowledges that such "touches of union" between the substance of God and the substance of the soul are what he is directing us toward. So such experiences are to be treasured. Nevertheless, since the devil can ape some of these "supernatural spiritual visions," we have to be careful.

I'll go on to discuss what John says about the care we need to exercise in the next posting.
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Subject: Finishing Ascent II:24

Here's a quick summary of the rest of chapter 24, Book Two of John's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL.

John has warned us about misusing "supernatural, spiritual visions," a category of religious experiences which do not come through the external or internal senses (as corporeal or imaginary visions do). John notes that the devil, to some extent, can ape these experiences, at least those that deal with material things. Recall that one of his examples of a "supernatural spiritual vision" of corporeal things was St. Benedict's vision of the entire world. To show what the devil can do, John cites the example in Scripture where Satan shows Christ "all the kingdoms of the world and their glory" (Mt 4:8). In this case, the difference between the two experiences was not in their objective content. That is, in both cases there seemed to be a "vision" of the whole world.

But this leads John to a more general principle of discernment. Experiences from God produce: "quietude, illumination, happiness resembling that of glory, delight, purity, love, humility, and an elevation and inclination toward God," though "sometimes these effects are more intense, sometimes less; sometimes one effect predominates, at other times another." By contrast, "the devil's visions produce spiritual dryness in one's communion with God and an inclination to self-esteem, to admitting them and considering them important. In no way do they cause the mildness of humility and the love of God. Neither are the forms of these diabolical visions impressed with a delicate clarity upon the soul.... These impressed forms are not lasting, but are soon obliterated from the soul, except when its esteem causes a natural remembrance of them. But the memory of them is considerably arid, and does not produce the love and humility caused by the remembrance of the good visions."

John notes that even in the experiences from God, we don't always immediately feel the increased love, though sometimes (not always) these experiences will "overflow into the senses, imparting a gentle, tender feeling." Accordingly, John says that the same doctrine that he gave for sensory visions applies here, namely, not to cling to these experiences or the "feelings" that come and go but to walk in dark faith.

As I said before, these "supernatural spiritual visions" are less common than a lot of other religious experiences. Still, John's advice on discernment here has broad applications. In general, experiences of divine origin cause effects like love, humility, peace, delight and so on, while those from another source have very different effects. At the same time, as John notes, we don't always recognize or experience the effects right away, and we may not be the most reliable judges in our own cases. For example, an intense spiritual experience from God might initially disturb us (think of the case of St. Teresa), distract us temporarily from the duties of our state in life, provoke admiration or curiosity in others that makes us wonder if we're becoming proud or crazy, etc., etc. On the other hand, we may think an experience is directly from God and is making us more holy and devout, until someone questions our credibility and we snap at them, or we start wanting to instruct everyone else about spiritual matters, etc., etc. In all of these areas, it's helpful to have a good spiritual guide (whether it's formally a spiritual director or just a wise friend), because we're prone to misread our own experiences and motives.
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Subject: Ascent II:25

The twenty-fifth chapter of the second book of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL is a very brief transitional chapter, introducing the next category of "purely spiritual intellectual apprehensions," viz., revelations, which John says "properly speaking, belong to the spirit of prophecy." Recall that John is following the analogy of "spiritual senses" corresponding in some what to the physical senses. So if visions in the strict sense are analogous to seeing, then revelations are in some way analogous to hearing; "what the intellect receives as though by learning and understanding something new (just as the ears do on hearing what has never been heard) we call revelation."

As you can see from these comments, by relating "revelations" to prophecy John adopts a typical view of his time that prophecy has to do primarily with revealed secrets, "as when God... discloses to the soul something that he did, is doing, or is thinking of doing." That is a little different from the biblical and contemporary notions of prophecy, as primarily a matter of announcing the Word of God in a particular situation. Thus the Old Testament prophets were not primarily called to make predictions (although they certainly did that) but to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable with God's word.

Anyway, whatever term you use for them, there are two kinds of experiences John is going to discuss under the heading "revelation." The first is knowledge of naked truths (of both temporal and spiritual objects). These he will discuss in chapter 26, though he notes that perhaps these shouldn't be called "revelations" in his strict sense (presumably because they don't necessarily involve any manifestation of what God is going to do). The second kind of revelations (those he considers revelations "belonging to the spirit of prophecy") involve "manifestation of God's secrets and hidden mysteries," and these he will discuss in chapter 27.

This will become clearer as we go along. The distinctions may seem a bit arcane, but there is some useful material in here, because many of the alleged private revelations occurring today fall into one of these categories.

This time I'm not sure what discussion questions to suggest, though you are certainly invited to comment. I think the material in chapters 26 and 27 will more easily lend itself to discussion.
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Subject: Ascent II:26
In chapter 25 John had distinguished two types of the "spiritual supernatural experiences" called revelations. Now in chapter 26 he begins discussing the first type, namely, "knowledge of naked truths." Here again he distinguishes two kinds of such knowledge. "The object of one kind is the Creator; and that of the other is the creature." He discusses the first of these (knowledge of naked truths concerning the Creator) in the first 10 paragraphs of this chapter.

In other words, John is talking about encounters in which "God is the direct object of this knowledge in that one of his attributes (his omnipotence, fortitude, goodness, sweetness, and so on) is sublimely experienced." John speaks of "naked truths" here because these experiences come unclothed in sensory impressions or mental imagery. It is rather a kind of direct experience of God as God is. John says that "for an adequate exposition ... God would have to move my hand and pen," because "what [these experiences] in themselves are for the soul is beyond words." Or again, "there are no words or terms to describe them, for they are God's own knowledge and God's own delight." Or yet again, "since this communication is pure contemplation, the soul clearly understands that it is ineffable. Individuals are capable of describing it only through general expressions -- expressions caused by the abundance of the delight and good of these experiences."

John cites biblical precedents, like the psalmist's cry, "God's judgments--the virtues and attributes we experience in God--are true, in themselves justified, more desirable than gold," or the words spoken when God passes by Moses ("Lord God, merciful and clement, patient, and of great compassion, and true"), or Paul's words that he experienced things of which it is not licit to speak (2 Corinthians 12:4).

John adds that "this sublime knowledge can be received only by a person who has arrived at union with God, for it is itself that very union. It consists in a certain touch of the divinity produced in the soul, and thus it is God himself who is experienced and tasted here." John goes on to say that such experiences are so delightful that "one of them would more than compensate for all the trials suffered in this life," and that they often come when one least expects them. Sometimes they come from hearing a word of Scripture, or from "some remembrance that may concern only some slight detail." Some are very tranquil, while others "cause not only the soul but also the body to tremble." In any case, these experiences are so sublime that the devil cannot even come close to faking the depth and delight; any facsimile the devil would try to produce would only leave us dry, while these experiences from God "are so enriching that one of them would be sufficient not only to remove definitively all the imperfections that the soul would have been unable to eradicate through its entire life but also to fill it with virtues and blessings of God."

John wraps up his discussion of this "knowledge of naked truths concerning God" with the comment, "I do not say that people should behave negatively regarding this knowledge, as they should with the other apprehensions, because this knowledge is an aspect of the union toward which we are directing the soul and which is the reason for our doctrine about denudation and detachment from all other apprehensions." I quote so heavily from John's own words here to give the sense of his warmth and enthusiasm in speaking of these experiences, and to make it clear that this is the "payoff" toward which he has been leading us. All of those previous chapters which sounded so negative about lesser experiences were all simply meant to clear the ground for this, namely, and overpowering experience of God in his attributes.

I would imagine that Therese's brief but overwhelmingly intense experience of God's love after her oblation was something like this, as was Teresa Margaret Redi's sudden overpowering realization that "God is love." Perhaps a possible discussion question might be: Do you recognize something of what John is talking about here? Have you or someone you know ever had a sudden and unexpected but transforming experience of God's mercy, or love, or peace, or another attribute, perhaps without any words or images that could describe it but more than compensating for all the struggle that preceded it?

Maybe that's not a fair question, especially since John says the true experiences of this sort cannot be described. But I'd venture to guess that if we're here on cincarm it's because God has touched our lives profoundly in some way (even if that touch, in some cases, has been dark and "anonymous"). Here we have the desire and goal of every Carmelite and Carmelite-to-be, I think, whether we're young or old, male or female, liberal or conservative: to stand before the face of the living God (Elijah), to drink of the water, to see God (Teresa).
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Subject: Ascent II:27

We're in a section of the second book of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL where John is discussing "purely spiritual intellectual apprehensions," that is to say, spiritual experiences which don't directly involve any of the sensations or mental imagery that he discussed in earlier parts of the ASCENT. These experiences, John says, can all be called "visions" of a sort, since they all involve a kind of "seeing" or "insight." Nevertheless he distinguishes different types within this broad category.

In the chapters we are now reading, he has been talking about "revelations," which (besides being called "visions" in the broad sense) in some way could also be described as analogous to hearing, since they have to do with "learning and understanding something new (just as the ears do on hearing what has never before been heard)." Within the category of "revelations" John has distinguished two main types: first, a "knowledge of naked truths"; and second, "the disclosure of secrets and hidden mysteries."

In chapter 27 of the second book, then, John begins to discuss "the second kind of revelation," which is "the disclosure of secrets and hidden mysteries." John thinks of such experiences as "revelations" in the proper sense, because in these experiences some specific knowledge or information seems to be imparted.

Admittedly, John's distinctions here may get a bit confusing, since (as he himself seems to admit) when we reach these very exalted experiences the normal ways of differentiating among our experiences don't easily apply. Moreover, the advice he is going to give in each case is fairly similar. But John believes it helps to try to articulate, insofar as possible, all the different ways that God and other spiritual forces can communicate with the soul.

To keep this from becoming overlong, I'll wait until the following post to get into the specifics of this chapter....
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Subject: Ascent II:27 cont'd.

In this chapter John is talking about a kind of "revelation" involving "the disclosure of secrets and hidden mysteries." John finds examples of these experiences all through Scriptures, especially in the prophets. (Remember, like most people in his day, John thinks of prophecy not so much in terms of *telling* God's word to the people but primarily in terms of *foretelling* what will happen. That's rather different than how biblical prophecy is usually understood today.) John notes that these revelations "are not given by word only," but also "by signs, figures, images, and likenesses"; he points us to the Book of Revelation as a prime example of all the different kinds of revelations possible.

Again, it's difficult to make any sharp distinction between these and the other categories of spiritual experience that John has been analyzing. But what might be most characteristic of these "revelations" is that they involve a kind of "propositional content," some "truth claims," some assertions or denials. Thus a revelation in this narrow sense would differ from an experience in which we simply feel bathed into God's mercy or beauty. In a revelation, some kind of "information" is being imparted.

John says these revelations can again be divided into two categories: those concerning "God himself, which includes the revelation of the mystery of the most holy Trinity and unity of God," and those concerning "God in his works." John goes on to say, "even in our time God grants revelations of this second category to whom he wills. He will reveal to some the number of days they have to live, or the trials they will have to endure, or something that will befall a particular person or kingdom, and so on. Even with regard to the mysteries of our faith, he will uncover and declare to the spirit truths concerning them, although properly speaking this would not be a revelation since they are already revealed. It would be instead a manifestation or declaration of the already revealed mysteries." Thus spiritual persons might have some profound experience in which they feel that they gain a new depth of insight into the mystery of the Trinity, or of the hypostatic union, etc.

John warns that "the devil can be a great meddler with this kind of revelation. Since the truths are imparted through words, figures, likenesses, and so on, he can make counterfeits more easily.... If, in these two categories we mentioned, some new truth about our faith is revealed, or something at variance with it, we must by no means give assent, even though we may have evidence that it was spoken by an angel from heaven" [cf. Gal 1:8].

John continues, "Since there are no more articles to be revealed to the Church about the substance of our faith, people must not merely reject new revelations about the faith, but out of caution repudiate other kinds of knowledge mingled with them. In order to preserve the appropriate purity of faith, a person should not believe already revealed truths because they are again revealed but because they were already sufficiently revealed to the Church.... To deceive and introduce lies the devil first lures a person with truths and verisimilitudes that give assurance; then he proceeds with this beguilement."

I think we can easily see the point of this advice. If I start basing my faith in the incarnation, for example, not on what has been revealed in Jesus as handed down to us in the inspired Scriptures as interpreted within the Church, but rather on what some visionary is telling me, or on what I'm experiencing in prayer, I won't have any reliable criteria for distinguishing true from false, primary from secondary, etc. The visionary may seem very holy, the revelation I have may seem to come directly from God, but if I make that the basis of my faith, little by little other influences can creep in, and I may find myself being slowly led down the garden path to a very bizarre or one- sided Christology. At the very least, I'm leaving myself open to influences other than the Gospel. If I believe *one* ostensible revelation simply because it was "revealed" to a visionary, what stops me from believing *everything* the visionary has to say, no matter how questionable? I've turned my faith into a kind of "blank check" on which visionaries (including myself) can write anything they believe they have received as a message. (I know people who have gotten into trouble because, for example, they put THE POEM OF THE MAN-GOD or Mary of Agreda's CITY OF GOD on a par with the New Testament, and treat the details of the life and words of Jesus "revealed" in these books as if they were of equal weight with what we find in the Gospels. It's not a question of whether the "revealed" facts are true or not--perhaps they are--but whether any of these newly "revealed" facts belong to the essence of the faith or are necessary for salvation--they are not, unless they were already revealed in the original "deposit of faith," in which case we should believe them not because they are in these books but because they were already sufficiently revealed to the church.)

I want to talk a bit more about the application of John's teaching here, but I think I should save it for a third and final posting on chapter 27.
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Subject: Ascent II:27 final

John is discussing "revelations," and he is warning us to be wary of putting faith in private revelations. If we are going to believe something, it should be because it has already been sufficiently revealed to and in the church, not because it has been newly revealed in these experiences. At best, these can only remind us of what we should already believe. If we start putting too much stock in private revelations (ours or others), we leave ourselves open to all sorts of confusions and deceptions.

I suppose this is a theme dear to my heart because of my own past experience. Particularly when I was editor of SPIRITUAL LIFE, I used to receive, several times a month, mailings about some new private revelation that various persons wanted us to publish and promote in the magazine. It convinced me that these experiences are not as rare as I had assumed, and those who have them are not all kooks. And yet the revelations themselves were all over the map. I recall one person to whom it had been "revealed" that just as Jesus was an incarnation of the second person of the Trinity, so Joseph was an incarnation of the third person, the Holy Spirit. This person was mounting a huge campaign to promulgate this new discovery, which (allegedly) helped explain much about the mystery of the Incarnation. Or again, another person wrote that it had been revealed to her that Mary no longer wanted to be called "QUEEN of heaven" but "FIRST LADY of heaven" (of course, this visionary was an American--if she were British, Mary might have told her she wanted to be called "prime minister"!). Most of the time, though, the "revelations" involve dire warnings about a coming apocalypse, about what can be done to fend it off (usually certain prayers or devotions said at certain number of times on certain days, etc., etc.), and divine threats of punishment for any who do not promulgate this message. (Of course I never published these revelations, but I have to admit the thought occasionally crossed my mind, "if they're true, I'm in big trouble for refusing!").

These are very tricky matters, because most of us would admit at least the possibility of authentic private revelations; indeed, the church had officially judged that some, like Lourdes, may be piously believed. Yet it's very hard to distinguish the authentic from the inauthentic, since many, perhaps most, "private revelations" start off well and may result initially in many good effects (conversions, increased devotion, etc.). Again, sometimes the church passes a positive judgment on *part* of the message (as at Fatima), and yet people interpret this as an official endorsement of everything (even further revelations disclosed *after* the church's judgment). Or again, initially the message may be quite harmless, orthodox, and even very inspirational. Yet in too many cases the message eventually goes off into other directions. (We perhaps are not aware of how common this is, because so many of the "apparitions" and "revelations" of the past that once attracted great attention and a huge following have been forgotten after they were eventually discredited. But there are thousands upon thousands of these in the history of the church, which makes me a little dubious of the claim that we should give more credence to those happening today because they are allegedly "more numerous.")

Quoting John again, "closing the eyes to any new revelation and focusing them on former [biblical] prophecies is so important that even though St. Peter in some way saw the glory of the Son of God on Mount Tabor, he declared... 'Although our vision of Christ on the mount was true, the word of the [Old Testament] prophecy revealed to us is more certain and unshaken, and you do well by resting your soul on it' [2 Peter 1:19]. ... How much greater need is there to repel and disbelieve other revelations about different things and in which the devil usually meddles! Because of the apparent truth and convincing quality with which the devil clothes them, I consider it impossible for a person who is not striving to reject them to go undeceived. For to make people believe, the devil joins together so many apparent and appropriate facts, and implants them so firmly in the imagination and senses, that it seems the events will undoubtedly occur. And he causes the soul to be so convinced and tenacious about them that if it has no humility it will hardly be torn from its opinion and made to believe the contrary. ... I say only that individuals should be on their guard against these revelations so that through the night of faith they may journey to union purely and without error."

I hope what I've said here is not just grinding a personal axe. I just think this is important advice for contemporary Carmelites, because so many private revelations today seem to be Marian in focus. Since we are a Marian order, we can think that we should follow them, out of a misguided sense of loyalty. So Carmelites can get easily entangled in Bayside and other such movements. I always think it's worth remembering that, although there have been Marian apparitions and revelations in the history of the Order, Carmelite devotion to Mary does not fundamentally rest on these, but on the fact that, following Albert's Rule, Carmelites built an oratory in the midst of their cells and dedicated it to Mary, thus making her the "lady of the place" and adopting her as model, mother, and sister. It is to the biblical Mary as the pattern of Carmelite life, rather than to private revelations, that Carmelites instinctively go for the foundations of their Marian devotion. Thus Carmelite spirituality is not grounded on private revelations but on the faith revealed to the Church in the Scriptures.

I won't propose discussion questions this time, since I expect that what I've said on this chapter may provoke discussion already. But (paraphrasing John) don't accept anything I've said here just because *I've* said it. Accept it only insofar as it is what John says and what the church teaches. Any errors or misleading examples here are my own, not his.
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Subject: Ascent II:28

We are now up to a very brief chapter 28 in Book Two of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. Remember that in the chapters we have been studying John is discussing different types of "supernatural, intellectual" apprehensions, i.e., experiences that come without the intervention of sensory input or mental imagery. As we've said before, these experiences are very difficult to describe, and John's categories seem a bit fluid.

Anyway, in chapter 28 John begins to talk about a third kind of "supernatural intellectual" apprehension, viz. supernatural locutions, which are experiences "received in a way similar to hearing." (Sometimes we speak of "hearing voices," although in this case nothing is heard with the external ears.)

John begins chapter 28 with: "The discreet reader must always keep in mind my intention and goal in this book: to guide the soul in purity of faith through all its natural and supernatural apprehensions, in freedom from deception and every obstacle, to divine union with God." This helps explain the sometimes negative tone of the work, since John has set out explicitly to warn us of the potential dangers if we get preoccupied with anything less than God. It also helps explain why he takes the time to deal with each type of experience in turn, though the advice in each case is often very similar.

Now, he says, he will talk about "supernatural locutions," which "are usually produced in a person's spirit without the use of the bodily senses as means. Although there are many classes, I find they can be reduced to three: successive, formal, and substantial locutions. Successive locutions are the words and reasoning that the spirit of itself usually forms and deduces while recollected. Formal locutions are certain distinct and formal words that the spirit receives, whether or not recollected, not from itself but from another. Substantial locutions are other words that are also produced formally in the spirit, regardless of whether one is recollected, and that cause in the substance of the soul the power and very substance they signify."

In the next chapters, he will discuss each of these in turn, so we can discover better there exactly what he is talking about.
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Subject: Ascent II:29, part 1

Remember, John of the Cross is beginning to discuss different types of "locutions," and the category he deals with in this chapter are "successive locutions." Since his explanation is so good, I think the best way to begin is to give you extensive excerpts from the first paragraphs. Then we can comment on them and finish the chapter next week. And so John writes:

"Successive words always occur when the spirit is recollected and attentively absorbed in some consideration. Individuals will reason about their subject, proceeding thought by thought, forming precise words and judgments, deducing and discovering such unknown truths with so much ease and clarity that it will seem to them they are doing nothing and another person is interiorly reasoning, answering, and teaching them. Indeed, there is every reason for thinking this, since they reason with themselves and reply as if carrying on a dialogue. In a way they really are speaking with another for, though they reason by using their intellect as the instrument, the Holy Spirit frequently helps them to form true concepts, words, and judgments, and thus they utter them to themselves as though to another person. Since their intellect is recollected and united with the truth, which is the subject of their thought, and the Holy Spirit is also united with them in that truth--for he is in every truth--it results that, while their intellect is thus communing with the divine Spirit by means of that truth, it simultaneously forms interiorly and successively other truths about its subject while the Holy Spirit, the Teacher, leads the way and gives light. This is one of the Holy Spirit's methods of teaching."

"...Anyone having this experience cannot help but think that these statements or words come from another. They do not know about the ease with which the intellect, in dealing with concepts and truths communicated by another, can form words for itself that also seem to come from another."

"Though in that communication or illumination itself there is actually no deception of the intellect, yet there can be and frequently is deception in the formal words and statements the intellect deduces from it. The light is often so delicate and spiritual that the intellect does not succeed in being completely informed by it; and it is the intellect that forms the statements of its own power, as we stated. Consequently, the statements are often false, or only apparent, or defective. Since the intellect afterward joins its own lowly capacity and awkwardness to the thread of truth it had already begun to grasp, it can easily change the truth in accordance with this lowly capacity, and all as though another person were speaking to it."

"I knew a person who in experiencing these successive locutions formed, among some very true and solid ones about the Blessed Sacrament, others that were outright heresies. I greatly fear what is happening in these times of ours: If any soul whatever after a few pennies worth of reflection experiences one of these locutions in some recollection, it will immediately baptize all as coming from God and, supposing this, say 'God told me,' 'God answered me.' Yet this will not be true but, as we pointed out, these persons will themselves more often be the ones who speak the words."

You can probably think of your own examples. Sometimes our "interior voices" can be so strong that we have no doubt they come from God. Yet, John says, we have to be careful, for we are naturally capable of more than we realize. Picking up on John's Eucharistic example, I recall a great devotee of Mary once telling me, for instance, that she had come to realize the important thing about the Eucharist was that we not only received Christ but that we also received Mary (since, in the communion of saints, she is united with her son). The idea that we receive the *whole* mystical body of Christ in the Eucharist is not heretical as such. In fact, it is a good insight. But I can see in this case, for example, how someone particularly devoted to Mary might have an intense and authentic Eucharist experience but accompanied by a "successive locution" indicating that this was the sacrament of *Mary's* presence, rather than Christ's. I think that's the kind of danger John sees here. And we are all certainly aware of many folks today who believe they are receiving all sorts of divine messages which, in fact, their own Spirit- blessed intellects had a large role in formulating.

Subject: Ascent II:29 (cont'd.)

In our never ending mountain-climbing with John of the Cross, through Book Two of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, we've reached a section where John is discussing "supernatural spiritual communications," i.e., spiritual experiences in which the external senses and imagination seem to be bypassed. In chapter 29 John talks about one kind of "locution" that he terms "successive." He holds that "successive words always occur when the spirit is recollected and attentively absorbed in some consideration." Frequently "the Holy Spirit, the Teacher, leads the way and gives light," helping the intellect to move from one word or idea to another. Most of us have some kind of interior monologue going on all the time anyway, what we call "that little voice in my head." When the holy ideas and conclusions flow so freely that they surprise even us, it can seem as if God is the one speaking. And, in fact, grace may be assisting us.

But John is quick to add that this doesn't mean all these successive thoughts and conclusions are true or that everything comes from God. Under certain circumstances the devil or even unconscious forces within us can produce the same effect. We've probably all had the experience of being convinced we just heard loved ones call our name, for example, when in fact they did not; rather, something presumably welled up from within us and caused this experience. Under duress, we can think we've received some kind of communication "from beyond." It happens in prayer as well. John says "I greatly fear what is happening in these times of ours: If any soul whatever after a few pennies worth of reflection experiences one of these locutions in some recollection, it will immediately baptize all as coming from God and, supposing this, say, "God told me," "God answered me." Yet this will not be true but, as we pointed out, these persons will themselves more often be the ones who speak the words." I think of the example of Oral Roberts some years ago, when he claimed on TV that God had told him his life would be taken unless his followers came up with the millions he needed for a new hospital. If we assume that he was not lying, that it did seem to him as if God were saying this, nonetheless John would probably suggest that this is a case where Mr. Roberts' intense emotional attachment to this hospital project, brought to prayer, evoked these words from within himself. I'm not explaining this well, and I may not have the details of the incident right, but I hope the point is clear. 

As John puts it, "the desire for such locutions and attachment to them will cause these persons to answer themselves and think that God is responding and speaking to them. They will commit serious blunders if they do not practice great restraint and if their directors do not oblige them to renounce such discursive methods. For through these methods they usually derive more vanity of speech and impurity of soul than humility and mortification of the spirit. They think something extraordinary has occurred and that God has spoken, whereas in reality little more than nothing will have happened, or nothing at all, or even less than nothing. For whatever does not engender humility, charity, mortification, holy simplicity, silence, and so on, of what value is it?"

Subject: Ascent II:29 (final)

Remember, John of the Cross is discussing what he calls "successive locutions." This discussion seems a bit out of place here, because he is talking about experiences where one seems to be given a vivid series of words or ideas or insights regarding spiritual things. To the extent that "successive" locutions involve specific words or mental imagery, one would have expected them to be counted among experiences involving at least the interior senses (imagination and phantasy). Be that as it may, and however we classify them, John is talking about experiences where our minds, sometimes with the help of the Holy Spirit, seem to be "deducing and discovering such unknown truths with so much ease and clarity that it will seem ... [that we] are doing nothing and another person is interiorly reasoning, answering, and teaching [us]." If you haven't had this experience directly, just think of it as similar to times when prayer and meditation flow so easily that it feels it is being directed "from outside" (as to some extent it is insofar as the Holy Spirit is helping).

In paragraph 5 and following John begins to answer some rhetorical questions that he poses. "If you ask me why the intellect must be deprived of those truths [i.e., what seems to be revealed in the successive locutions] since the Spirit of God illumines it through them and thus they are not bad, I answer: The Holy Spirit illumines the recollected intellect, and illuminates it according to the mode of its recollection; the intellect can find no better recollection than in faith, and thus the Holy Spirit will not illumine it in any other recollection more than in faith. The purer and more refined the soul is in faith, the more infused charity it has. And the more charity it has the more the Holy Spirit illumines it and communicates his gifts because charity is the means by which they are communicated.... In the first kind of illumination [i.e., successive locutions], wisdom concerning one, two, or three truths, and so on, is communicated; in the second kind [i.e., "the light given in faith, in which there is no clear understanding"], all of God's Wisdom is communicated in general, that is, the Son of God, who communicates himself to the soul in faith."

John continues, "Should you tell that everything will be all right since the first kind of illumination is no obstacle to the second, I would reply that it is a serious obstacle if the soul pays attention to it. For this would involve attention to clear things, things of little importance and enough to hinder the communication of the abyss of faith.... The benefit to be gained from a successive locution will not come from focusing one's attention on it.... The benefit will be received by refusing to focus the intellect on what is communicated supernaturally and simply centering the will on God with love. For it is in love that these goods are communicated."

John goes on to say that once "our natural intellect and other faculties intervene actively" we introduce our own limited ideas and concerns and can form judgments that are "neither supernatural nor similar to the supernatural, but singularly natural, erroneous, and base. Yet some intellects are so lively and subtle that, while recollected in some meditation, they reason naturally and easily about some concepts, and form locutions and statements very vividly, and think that these are indeed from God. But that notion is false, for an intellect somewhat freed from the operation of the senses has the capacity to do this and even more with its own natural light and without any other supernatural help. Such an occurrence is frequent. And many are deluded by it into thinking that theirs is the enjoyment of a high degree of prayer and communication from God; consequently they either write the words down themselves or have others do so. But it comes about that the experience amounts to nothing.... These people should learn to give importance to nothing other than sincere effort, the establishment of their wills in humble love, and suffering in imitation of the life and mortifications of the Son of God. This is the road to the attainment of every spiritual good, and not that other one of profuse interior discourse." John adds that the devil once again is a great meddler in successive locutions. "This is one of his ways ... of informing heretics--or especially heresiarchs--about extremely subtle, false, and erroneous ideas and arguments."

John closes the chapter by noting, then, that "successive locutions can originate in the intellect from any of three causes: the divine Spirit, who moves and illumines the intellect; the natural light of the intellect; and the devil, who can speak to it through suggestion." John says it is often difficult to discern which of these possible causes is involved, although he mentions some general signs. Ordinarily, he says, those in which the Holy Spirit is at work will cause an increase in virtue and love, while those coming from our own "natural light" will leave us no better than before, and we'll experience dryness afterwards. Yet these criteria are not infallible, since for his own reasons God sometimes leaves the will in aridity even after communications from the Holy Spirit, in order to purify the soul. Or we may not be conscious of the increase in virtue from a good communication.

"Even locutions caused by the devil," John warns, "are sometimes difficult to discern and recognize. Ordinarily, indeed, they leave the will in dryness as to the love of God, and the intellect inclined toward vanity and self-esteem or complacency; still, they can bring about a false humility and a fervent tendency of the will rooted in self-love. A person in consequence will have to be very spiritual to recognize this. The devil effects these false virtues in order to be more hidden. That he might fix in souls the attachments he desires them to have, he is expert at inducing the flow of tears from the feelings he introduces. He always endeavors to move the will toward an esteem for these interior communications and get people to place much importance on them so that they will devote and occupy themselves with things that are not virtuous but an occasion for the loss of what virtue there is. Let us conclude then with this precaution...:We should pay no heed to them, but be only interested in directing the will, with fortitude, toward God; we should carry out his law and holy counsels with perfection--for such is the wisdom of the saints--content with knowing the mysteries and truths in the simplicity and verity with which the Church proposes them. An attitude of this kind is sufficient for a vigorous enkindling of the will...."

Subject: Comments on Ascent II:29

I just wanted to follow up with a bit of commentary on what John says about "successive locutions." The topic may seem a bit esoteric, since God certainly doesn't lead everyone by this path. (In fact, in my limited experience many are attracted to Carmel precisely because they find God leading them by a "desert" path, with few spiritual lights and consolations.)

Still, I think John's message is important for Carmelites, because what he calls "successive locutions" seem to play a large part in so many of the "apparitions" and "private revelations" we hear about today. I think Carmelites are often especially vulnerable to their appeal, since we obviously believe in the importance of communication with God (recall Teresa's definition of mental prayer as a conversation "with one whom we know loves us") and we come from a tradition where so many of our saints, as deep contemplatives, had all sorts of extraordinary lights and experiences in prayer (Teresa is the classic example). Many of our devotions (the scapular, Infant of Prague, the Holy Face) seem to be connected to "messages" and private revelations. And since we are a Marian order, the profusion of Marian apparitions draws our attention; naturally we feel obligation to follow her, and many seem persuaded that it would be offensive to the one whose habit we wear if we turned our backs on some special message she was trying to impart to her children. And so even some of the Carmelite friars I know who have had years of theological studies and years of experience in the Carmelite way of life can get all caught up in promoting a particular "locution" or "private revelation."

I think what John is trying to say is that we all want to know Christ and his mother more deeply, but what we should be seeking is not further "factual" knowledge but "experiential" knowledge (if I can put it this way), the kind of knowledge that comes from an ever deeper conformity to Christ. What we want is not new information *about* Jesus, but Jesus himself, God's incarnate Wisdom, not "particular" knowledge but the "general" knowledge communicated in faith. Too many private revelations get into further details about gospel incidents, elaborate instructions for particular new devotions, opinions about current liturgical practices, etc. These things have their own importance, in their proper place. But as a Carmelite, pledged to Mary, it matters little whether I know the color of Mary's eyes, what she was wearing at the crucifixion, whether I say a special prayer on 37 successive first Tuesdays of the month, etc., etc., and much more whether I am following her as she follows Christ, whether I'm feeding the hungry, giving drink to the thirsty, praying for the living and the dead, and so on. All this I can do without having to know whether this or that "successive locution" or "private revelation" is true or not.

To many today this may sound unduly skeptical and rationalistic. After all, who am I (or John of the Cross) to suggest that God is NOT necessarily behind all of these "successive locutions" and private revelations? But when you think about it, John's approach (however esoteric or difficult it may sometimes seem) is much more egalitarian and fair. A spirituality based on private revelations creates a two-class system where some are privileged with a direct hotline to God and the rest of us have to stand on line waiting for the visionary to tell us what to do. Many Catholics today express concern about a "parallel magisterium" of liberal theologians, and don't recognize the same phenomenon happening with private revelations (where followers of a particular visionary often end up paying more attention to the revealed message than to the directives of the Church's pastors). I can recall, for example, a group conversation with other Carmelite friars in which one of us said, in effect, that we would now have to do more praying and fasting for peace "because Our Lady has requested it at ______" (you can fill in the blank yourself). A friar sitting next to me smiled, leaned over and whispered to me: "Never mind the fact that the American bishops already asked us to do it years ago in their peace pastoral, and that the Scriptures themselves recommend it!" Things are awry when private revelations carry more weight than the Gospels.

As John seems to be indicating toward the end of this chapter, people are unduly impressed by locutions and apparent private revelations because [they] don't sufficiently realize what our own intellects are naturally capable of, and how subtle the devil can be. Think, for a minute, what you would do if you were the devil and you wanted to confuse Catholics today. Certainly it wouldn't work to hold a press conference and announce: "I'm the devil, and I'm here to destroy the peace of the Church. Here's what I want you Catholics to do...." It seems to me, rather, that one ideal tactic would be to stir up a proliferation of visionaries and private revelations, often accompanied by apparent signs and wonders. Start off with safe and apparently good messages, e.g., "O, my beloved children, the time has come to repent." Or "Do not fear, for you are greatly loved." Or "O my children, pray and fast for the Church, which is assailed by so many enemies." After all, as John points out, the devil usually deceives us under the color of good, since sincere Christians won't deliberately choose a recognized evil. The devil doesn't mind losing a few battles if he can win the war.

The visionary may be caught up in ecstatic prayer for hours at a time, may weep with devotion, may seem to read souls or have healing powers, etc., etc. But little by little the devil could introduce other themes into the locutions: Mary is displeased with the use of the vernacular in the Mass, the Church is in the hands of Masons, the bishop who opposes these apparitions is offending God, as is anyone who criticizes the visionary or the message, you must say a certain prayer in a certain way at a certain time to avoid the impending world disaster, etc., etc. Pretty soon the devil has everyone stirred up, factions fighting one another over the authenticity of the locutions, and people spending inordinate amounts of time on secondary matters while neglecting the Gospel fundamentals: service of others, prayer, humility, etc., etc.

When we let go of the particulars in these phenomena and just focus on the love of God and neighbor they produce, we avoid these pitfalls, and turn even what might be the devil's work into a weapon against him. That's what John is trying to tell us, I think.

I'm not suggesting that we here get into a debate about particular "messages" being promoted today, but I would just ask if this advice (which, I think, is John's advice) rings true for you, and whether you might have anything to add from your own experience.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:30

As you'll recall, John is currently talking about different kinds of "locutions," that is, spiritual experience that come in a way somewhat analogous to hearing voices. In chapter 29 of Book Two he had discussed what he calls "successive locutions," in which our own minds play a large part: our intellects are so agile that they seem to move effortlessly from one inspirational idea or thought to the next, in a way that makes us feel as if we are being guided or led (as in some sense we are if God's grace is active in the experience). Thus we might be meditating on the Passion, for example, and all sorts of beautiful thoughts and "understandings" come about the extent of God's love for us and how our salvation was wrought, and we think these are insights coming directly from the Holy Spirit. John says people who have this experience are inclined to say, "God told me such-and-such" or "God revealed to me thus-and-so."

The experiences he talks about in chapter 30, however, are more dramatic. He calls them "formal" locutions, "because another person formally utters [them] to the spirit without intervention of the soul. It is consequently far different from the successive locution. It differs not only by the fact that the spirit itself is not involved in the cause, but also, as I say, in that it occurs sometimes when there is no recollection and the soul is far from any thought of what is spoken. In successive locutions such is not the case, for they always have to do with the subject of one's reflection."

Perhaps what John is talking about here are experiences like St. Francis's, when he heard interior words calling him to rebuild the church. Another example might be St. Teresa Margaret's experience of hearing said to her, out of the blue, "I am Teresa of Jesus and I want you in my monastery." Granted, I believe both these experiences occurred during prayer, and a formal locution could occur almost anywhere (on the bus, at work, cooking at the stove, etc.). But the idea here is that the locution "breaks in" from elsewhere.

"Sometimes these words are very explicit and at other times not," John says. "They are often like ideas spoken to the spirit, either as a reply to something or in another manner. At times only one word is spoken, and then again more than one.... When these words are no more than formal they bear little effect. Ordinarily they are given merely for the purpose of teaching or shedding light upon some truth. Accordingly the efficacy of their effect need be no more than required to attain their purpose. When God is the cause of the locution this effect is always produced in the soul, for it gives the soul both readiness to accomplish the command and clarity in understanding it."

"Yet," John goes on, "these locutions do not always remove repugnance and difficulty, rather they sometimes augment it. God does this for the further instruction, humility, and good of the soul. God more frequently allows this repugnance when he orders something pertinent to a prelacy or some other factor that will bring honor to the soul."

This is an interesting example, where John seems to be talking about locutions where the words seem to be directing the recipient to seek or accept a higher office. John adds that when the devil causes such experiences "both ease and readiness will be given in matters involving prestige, whereas only repugnance will be felt for lowly tasks. God surely abhors the sight of souls inclined toward prelacies. Even when he gives a command in this regard and puts souls in office, he does not want them to be eager to govern." In other words, although the New Testament admits that "he who aspires to be a bishop aspires to a noble office," John is telling us not to be to eager to lead, to govern, to jockey for higher position. There are many church people in every age who *think* that God has called them to be in charge, without realizing how much their own ego (or even the devil) might be involved in this.

Granted, there is such a thing as healthy ambition, and people don't ordinarily get to be DREs, deacons, priests, bishops, cardinals and popes without some effort on their part. If we've been given a gift for leadership we should use it for the good of all. But John is taking the opportunity here, in the midst of a discussion of locutions, to remind us that we can be deceived about our own motives, and think we are following God's will when we are really only satisfying our own ambition. Unfortunately, in a large institution like the Catholic Church, this happens more often than it should. And we see it in others more easily than we notice it in ourselves.

Subject: Ascent II:30 (final)

qqqJohn says that "a person should pay no more attention to all these formal locutions than to the other kind, for besides occupying the spirit with matters irrelevant to faith, the legitimate and proximate means to union with God, they will become easy victims for the devil's deceits." In other words, if you hear "voices" telling you to do something, don't immediately act upon it. "Nevertheless, these locutions should be manifested to a mature confessor or to a discreet and wise person who will give instructions and counsel and consider appropriate things to do. But a person's attitude toward them ought to be one of resignation and negation. If such an expert person cannot be found, it is better not to speak of these locutions to anyone, but simply pay no attention to them, for a soul can easily fall into the hands of some persons who will tear it down rather than build it up. Souls should not discuss these locutions with just anyone, since in so serious a matter being right or wrong is of such importance. It should be kept in mind that individuals must never follow their own opinion about these locutions or do or admit anything told through them without ample advice and counsel from another. For in this matter of locutions strange and subtle deceits will occur--so much so that I believe a person who is not opposed to experiencing them cannot help but be deceived in many of them."

John doesn't go into more detail here, and says that the advice he has given in previous chapters should be sufficient. But just to try to spell it out a bit, I think what John is saying is something like this: Suppose I believe that God has said to me, in one of these apparent locutions, that he wants me to found a new religious Order, under the patronage of to St. Joseph, that will live the Carmelite charism "more authentically" and give great glory to God. Maybe this is an authentic locution... but maybe not. Perhaps it is only my own pride or incipient messiah complex that is being tempted here. An indiscreet confessor or other person might be dazzled by the apparently supernatural character of the experience, and encourage me to charge full speed ahead, without taking time to reflect whether this project makes any sense, whether it will be for the good of the Church, whether I am working with (rather than against) those already charged with the pastoral care of the Church and Order, whether I exhibit any of the natural skills needed for the task, etc. In the end, my efforts may just come to nothing and cause dissention in the Order and disillusionment in myself. Maybe my project will simply siphon off reform energy from other more worthwhile efforts.

Certainly there are many self-styled charismatic leaders and visionaries around today who believe they have a hot-line to God and are egged on by credulous spiritual advisors. John is advising us to be cautious. If we do follow what God seemingly asks of us in one of these experiences, it should be with the guidance of some wise and prudent person, and because the task seems good and worthwhile *on its own*, regardless of the authenticity or in-authenticity of the locution. That's how Teresa typically operated when she believed God had told her directly to do something. And she was prepared to set aside the "locution" if her legitimate superiors told her otherwise.

Perhaps few of us have "formal locutions" with any regularity, but in discussing this chapter people may want to talk about what John says on the importance of seeking wise counsel, and of not being too ambitious for higher office.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:31

John is continuing his discussion of different types of locutions, and here he mentions his final category, viz., substantial locutions. These are, for John, a subcategory of "formal" locutions (those locutions wherein "another person formally [speaks] to the spirit without intervention of the soul"). As you'll recall, formal locutions can occur at any time, even when a person is not particularly recollected, and come with a very strong impression that what one "hears" is not coming from oneself.

So John says that all "substantial locutions" are "formal," but not all "formal locutions" are "substantial." Why? Because sometimes the formal locutions don't touch us at the deepest center. I might be riding the bus to work in the morning and suddenly be surprised by a "formal locution" in which I feel as if someone said to me interiorly, "Phone home!", even I had been thinking about something else. It turns out that there is an emergency at home. If anything, that's a formal locution, not a substantial locution, John would say, because it has very little spiritual effect, even if the advice was good.

With a "substantial locution," says John, the effects are "vital and substantial." "For example, if our Lord should say formally to the soul, 'Be good,' it would immediately be substantially good; or if he should say, 'Love me,' it would at once have and experience within itself the substance of the love of God; or if he should say to a soul in much fear, 'Do not fear,' it would without delay feel great fortitude and tranquility." These are the kinds of experiences John calls "substantial locutions."

And here, in contrast to his advice for other kinds of experiences, John says there is "nothing to do, desire, refrain from desiring, reject, or fear." These experiences are just given to us, whether we seek them or resist them, and their effectiveness in not changed in either case. They are great blessings, as God intervenes directly to bring about what the locution says. "The soul should rather be resigned and humble about them." Even the devil cannot produce such substantial effects in the soul, no matter how hard he tries (except insofar as someone might have already actively surrendered to the devil).

So this time John is very positive about these experiences. "Consequently these substantial locutions are a great aid to union with God. And the more interior and substantial they are, the more advantageous for the soul. Happy the soul to whom God speaks these substantial words. 'Speak, Lord, your servant is listening' [1 Sam 3:10]."

Again, I'm not sure what to suggest as possible discussion points here. We may not have had experiences we would feel entirely comfortable calling "substantial locutions." But perhaps we've had moments when, for example, we're experiencing great inner turmoil and suddenly, "from nowhere," we feel as if the Lord had said to us "Peace, it is I," and a great peace and calm overwhelms us. Or perhaps people have had experiences wherein it is as if God had suddenly called them by name. These are, I think, similar to what John is speaking of here. God speaks to us in many ways, within and without.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:31

Dear all, To answer quickly, as best I can, the two questions posed...

[1] The reason why John thinks "substantial locutions" are a great aid to union with God and advantageous for the soul is that they bring about immediately what the "words" signify. Thus God says "do not fear" and fear (which inhibits faith in God) vanishes, God says "be good" and we become better (and union with God begins first of all in the conformity of our will with His), etc., etc.

[2] I think what John values in "substantial locutions" is not the fact that they are locutions but the fact that they bring about immediately the effects they signify. I don't know that we need to pray for a substantial locution saying "do not fear" or "love me" or whatever. What we can certainly pray for is that God remove our fear, make us love Him more, etc., etc. That's what matters. How God chooses to bring it about (all at once or through a hard life of self-discipline, etc.) is up to Him. We can want God to lead us one way or the other, but that's ultimately God's decision.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD

Subject: Ascent II:32
We come, at last, to the closing chapter of Book Two of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, where (after having considered spiritual visions, locutions, and revelations) he considers "the fourth and last kind of [supernatural] intellectual apprehension," namely, "spiritual feelings."

He explains that "distinct spiritual feelings are of two kinds: The first comprises feelings in the affections of the will; the second, feelings in the substance of the soul. The two can take place in many ways.  Those in the will are very sublime when from God, but the feelings in the substance of the soul are the loftiest and are exceptionally advantageous and good." Indeed, "all these feelings are touches of union; and the union is produced passively in the soul."

John seems to be talking about certain sublime experiences in which a powerful feeling (of awe, or love, or gratitude) is suddenly stirred up when we least expect it. Even deeper are experiences which do not seem to directly touch the feeling level but the very "substance" of the soul. Feelings, in John's schema, are really allied to the will, which he promises to discuss later (although in Book Three he never gets as far as discussing these particular types of experiences). Nevertheless, since "most of the time the apprehension, knowledge, and understanding of them overflows into the intellect," he is discussing them here in his ongoing analysis of intellectual apprehension.

This "overflow" into the intellect "is true with both the touches in the will and those in the substance of the soul, whether they be sudden touches or lasting and successive. This apprehension is usually an exceptionally sublime and delightful experience of God in the intellect. It cannot be given a name, nor can the feeling from which it overflows. This knowledge is now of one kind and then again of another. According to the touches produced by God ... and according to the property of these touches, this knowledge is sometimes more sublime and clear than at other times."

"There is not need to waste many words here," John says "in cautioning the intellect and directing it through this knowledge to union with God in faith," because these experiences are received "passively." They come, in other words, at God's will, whether we want them or not. All we have to do, says John, is to remain humble. We should not go seeking after such experiences too avidly, though, says John, since then we might open ourselves to being fooled by some counterfeit the devil could offer. All we need do is gratefully receive such experiences if and when they come, experiences we can only enjoy but never fully understand with our natural intellect (which "by its own activity easily disturbs and undoes that delicate knowledge").

John ends Book Two with the words: "The doctrine expounded is sufficient, for in the divisions we gave the soul will find precautions and instruction for any of its intellectual apprehensions. Even though seemingly different or un-included, there is no intellectual apprehension that cannot be reduced to one of these kinds. A person can therefore obtain the proper instruction by referring to my discussion of it."

John has completed the task he set for himself in Book Two of the ASCENT. He will go on, in Book Three, to discuss the purification of the other two higher "faculties" of the soul, namely, the memory and the will.

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD
Subject: Thomas and John

Unfortunately, I have already deleted the email in [ ] asked his questions about John's teaching on memory in relation to Thomism. And I'm relying on my own memory of Thomas and John here, which is dangerous. But it seems to me that there are a number of complex issues involved.

First, when John says that the memory must be divested of all its natural apprehensions in order to reach union with God, I think we need to ask what kind of "union" he is talking about. Spiritual writers of the past sometimes distinguish between the "habit" and "act" of union. So-called "actual" union is that transitory experience of absorption in God. And in fact Aquinas seems to agree that our intellects cannot be "informed" by other things during moments of rapture, etc. (see his discussion in De Veritate).

Of course, Aquinas does not believe that we have to get rid of all natural knowledge of things in order to be habitually united with God by grace, etc. He's the great proponent of the "five ways" of knowing God through what God has created. But in fact John allows that this knowledge is possible, too. John nowhere says that we have to be permanently emptied of our natural knowledge of language and science and all the rest (we'd end up blank slates). In fact, he says just the opposite in some places. But he's not always as clear as Aquinas about what kind of "union" he is talking about or guiding us to.

A key difference, as I noted before, is that John makes memory a spiritual faculty, whereas Aquinas has only the two spiritual faculties of intellect and will. For Aquinas, when we remember the intellect acts upon the "sense memory" (which is a kind of receptacle storing the phantasms and sensory images) to elicit the recollected concept or intelligible form; no separate spiritual faculty is needed.

But, in a way, it is precisely because John holds that memory in the strict sense is a spiritual faculty that he can talk about "emptying" it. For him it's not a receptacle in the first place. That's why it can be "divested" with no lasting damage, because the "forms and figures" of things that form the basis of our natural knowledge are retained, for John, in the phantasy. Memory for John is, rather, more like the theater-stage of awareness across which the particular memories come and go as they are brought forth from and sent back to the phantasy. We need these memories for the ordinary negotiations of daily life. But when God wants to communicate himself intensely, this stage needs to be clearable to make room for him. Another way of putting it is to say that God cannot absorb our attention completely while our attention remains still fixed on other things. We need a loose grip so that we can let go of our current thoughts, preoccupations, and memories when God's presence supervenes intensely. And that is, in fact, what people generally experience: When folks have a "mystical" or "contemplative" moment, they are often caught up outside themselves, as it were, and everything else fades. I think this is essentially what John is talking about. There are differences between John and Thomas, but not, I think, on the role that knowledge and memory of creatures can play in relation to mystical experience of God.
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