Study Guide for The Ascent of Mt Carmel 
by John of the Cross Book III
Subject: Introducing Ascent III

Recall that in the very first chapter of the ASCENT John has written "that a soul must ordinarily pass through two principal kinds of night--which spiritual persons call purgations or purifications of the soul--in order to reach the state of perfection" and transforming union with God. "The first night or purgation...which will be discussed in the first section of this book, concerns the sensory part of the soul. The second night... concerns the spiritual part. We will deal with this second night, insofar as it is active, in the second and third sections of the book." 

In other words, John is explaining that in Books II and III of the ASCENT he is dealing with the purification or "night" of the "spiritual part" of the soul insofar as it is "active." And in the second chapter he overlays this schema with another, viz. that of the "three reasons for calling the journey to God a night." The second reason, he says, "refers to the means or the road along which a person travels to this union. Now this road is faith, and for the intellect faith is also like a dark night." But John goes on to say that the "faith" he is talking about is "not exclusive of" hope and charity (and in fact presumes them). 

So in Books II and III, then, John is going to talk about the purification of the "spiritual part" of the soul by the theological virtues. According to John, the "spiritual part" of the soul includes intellect, memory, and will, which need to be purified by faith, hope, and charity, respectively. And he is talking about their "active" purification, that is, what we can do ourselves to help purify these higher powers, with the help of God's grace. 

So, as we saw, in Book II John went through an exhaustive list of all the possible apprehensions of the intellect, and gave us pointers on how and why to "detach" ourselves from everything less than God. Among other reasons, he insists that as long as we are clinging to any particular knowledge or image or concept of God, we are not free for God himself, whom these concepts and images only dimly reflect. 

Now John is going to apply the same kind of analysis to the memory, insisting that we must not cling possessively to particular memories but "purify" our memory through the theological virtue of hope. This particular section has generated a lot of analysis in the past among scholastic theologians and philosophers, because according to Thomas Aquinas, the memory is NOT a separate higher faculty of the soul, but rather an aspect of the intellect itself as it reflects upon past experience. So a tremendous amount of ink has been spilt trying to reconcile John with Thomas Aquinas. We need not go into it here. I think it's sufficient for our purposes to say that John follows another tradition, represented by Augustine and the Augustinian tradition, which enumerates three higher powers and sees in these a reflection of the Trinity itself. Certainly this schema works better for John, enabling him to correlate the three spiritual faculties with the three theological virtues. 

Moreover, as more recent commentators have indicated, for John memory is not so much an archive of particular "memories" but a capacity (to recall, forget, etc.) and a field of awareness which particular recollections enter and leave. That is why it needs purifying. Although I have not studied the subject in depth, it seems to me that much of what John says in these chapters should resonate with modern concerns about "healing" the memory. 

This also helps us understand the connection with hope. You might think that memory is exclusively concerned with the past, while hope has to do with the future. But, as John and many contemporary writers would point out, our expectations, dreams, and fears about the future are based on past experience. If our hope is limited to what we have already known, then we are trapped in the past and not open to the radically new thing that God wants to do in our lives, not open to the "kingdom of God" which surpasses all that eye has seen and ear heard. Hope is that virtue which frees us from the all-too-limited future our unaided human nature projects, and opens us up to God's future. 

Perhaps, as we begin this section, we might each take some time to reflect on how our memories of the past may imprison us with false expectations, useless anxieties, narrow hopes. Then, next time, we can plunge into chapter 1 of ASCENT III. 

Subject: Ascent III:1 
In the first chapter of book III:John announces that he is going to continue his discussion of the "active night of the spirit." Having "already given instructions for the intellect, the first [spiritual] faculty of the soul," in Book II, he is now going to apply the same treatment to the other two spiritual faculties, viz. memory and will. As Kieran's footnote points out, John is not so interested in the theoretical question of the number of and differences among the higher faculties, but in how they work together in the spiritual life. And he notes that these faculties are so closely interconnected that what he has already said in Book II regarding the intellect can be applied equally well (making the proper adaptations) to the memory and will. "If spiritual persons direct their intellects in faith according to the doctrine given them, it is impossible for them not to instruct their other two faculties simultaneously in the other two virtues, for these faculties depend on one another in their operations." 

So John will discuss more briefly the active purification needed by the memory to reach union with God, and (as before) will organize his discussion according to the "three different objects of the memory: natural, imaginative, and spiritual." In other words, he will take up, in turn, memories concerning natural objects, those arising from the imagination, and those which concern things purely spiritual. But, as always, John does not keep too rigidly to his outline, but will have useful things to say about other matters along the way. 

Subject: Ascent III:2 

Speaking of memory, I wanted to continue our discussion of Book Three of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. The second chapter is rather long, and so we will need a few postings to cover it. John is discussing the "active" purification of the "natural apprehensions of the memory," the second of the "spiritual faculties." 

He starts out with some good advice to the reader: "In each of these books readers must keep in mind the intention we have in writing. Failure to do so will give rise to many doubts about what they read. They may already have them concerning the instructions for the intellect.... Observing how we annihilate the faculties in their operations, it will perhaps seem that we are tearing down rather than building up... This would be true if our doctrine here were destined merely for beginners who need to prepare themselves by means of these discursive apprehensions. But we are imparting instructions here for advancing in contemplation to union with God. All these sensory means and exercises of the faculties must consequently be left behind and in silence so that God himself may effect divine union in the soul. As a result one has to follow this method of disencumbering, emptying, and depriving the faculties of their natural authority and operations to make room for the inflow and illumination of the supernatural.... Thus, if it is true--as indeed it is--that the soul must journey knowing God through what he is not rather than through what he is, it must journey, insofar as possible, by way of the denial and rejection of natural and supernatural apprehensions. This is our task now with the memory. We must draw it away from its natural props and boundaries and raise it above itself (above all distinct knowledge and apprehensible possessions) to supreme hope in the incomprehensible God." 

There are several things to notice here. First, we can already see that John is going to apply the same kind of analysis to the memory that he did to the intellect, i.e., he'll look at all the different possible "memories" we can have and show us how to free ourselves from any inordinate attachments to them in order to be open to God. Second, John is already rolling out his varied terms for the kind of "detachment" he is talking about: annihilating, disencumbering, emptying, depriving, denying, rejecting, raising above, drawing away from, leaving behind. Thus, if one term sounds too harsh and negative to us, we can often replace it with another from John's storehouse. The various terms help to clarify each other, and to clarify John's meaning. 

Third, John is specifying that the "purification" he is advocating here is intended particularly for those who have already advanced somewhat in prayer. Beginners typically need to fill their minds and memories with good and pious images, to offset the bad ones. These good "memories" help to turn their minds to God. Nevertheless, every such memory is always limited, since it does not capture all that God is, and it can become a stumbling block or obstacle if we cling too tightly to it. (Thus at some point I need to outgrow some of my "childish" images of God as a cosmic policeman, or kindly grandfather, and I will limit my own growth if I refuse to recognize that God may communicate himself to me in ways different than what I expect). 

Fourth, John seems to be conflating or combining a number of different points. On the one hand there is our human capacity to remember things, our "short- term memory" and "long-term memory" and what we think we are losing as we have more and more "senior moments." Certainly John is not saying that this has to be destroyed permanently in order to reach union with God. (Without memory in this sense, John wouldn't even be able to recall what he needs to write his own texts!) Rather, John wants our memory to be perfected, so that it doesn't impede our journey to God. But on the other hand, John notices that during intense moments of "actual union," when we feel totally absorbed or lost in God, all other things (including our memories) tend to fade from view, and our minds are left "empty." The scholastics explained this via their theory of knowledge, that the intellect (and other higher faculties) are like the "matter" which either God or creatures "in-form." But since the same matter can't be "informed" by two different forms at the same time, in order to be totally possessed by God in the moment of contemplation, we have to let the ideas, memories, and images of other things go. It's a kind of technical explanation for what many spiritual people concretely experience, viz. that during moments of contemplative prayer or intense actual union with God, other thoughts seem to be driven out. 

And so John writes: "There is no way to union with God without annihilating the memory as to all forms. This [actual] union cannot be wrought without a complete separation of the memory from all forms that are not God. ...Since the memory cannot at the same time be united with God and with forms and distinct knowledge, and since God has no form or image comprehensible to the memory, the memory is without form and without figure when united with God. Its imagination being lost in great forgetfulness without the remembrance of anything, it is absorbed in a supreme good. This is noted every day through experience. That divine union empties and sweeps the phantasy of all forms and knowledge, and elevates it to the supernatural. It is worthwhile noting what sometimes takes place in this state. When God on occasion produces these touches of union in the memory, a sudden jolt is experienced in the brain... so sensible that it seems the whole head swoons and consciousness and sensibility are lost. This is sometimes more perceptible, sometimes less, according to the force of the touch. Then, owing to the union, the memory is emptied and purged of all knowledge, as I say, and remains in oblivion, at times in such great oblivion that it must occasionally force itself and struggle in order to remember something." 

So, as we see, John is talking both about the general principle that we need to be "detached" in order to reach union with God, but also about what happens "on occasion" when the memory is passively detached from all particular ideas and recollections during the time when it feels itself united with God. 

Subject: Ascent III:2 (cont'd.) 

We're up to about paragraph 5 in the second chapter of Book Three, where John is discussing the "active" purification of the memory. As I indicated before, though, and as we've clearly seen, John is never confined by his own outline, and often brings in other points or talks about different stages. 

In this chapter especially he seems to be doing at least two things: 1) invoking principles of scholastic psychology to explain the need to detach ourselves from particular thoughts or memories which might impede union with God, and 2) describing what actually happens or "how it feels" during an intense experience of transitory union, when the soul is wholly "caught up" in God. 

In paragraph 6, for example, he seems to be doing the latter, i.e., describing the feeling of mystical absorption, when we can't seem to think or be aware of anything else but the divine. "Sometimes this forgetfulness of the memory and suspension of the imagination reaches such a degree--because the memory is united with God--that a long time passes without awareness or knowledge of what has happened. Even though others may inflict pain on a person in this state, it is not felt, since the imaginative power is in suspension, and without the imagination there is no feeling. So God may produce these touches of union [COMMENT: note the word "touches" here, which implies a transitory experience], the soul must disunite the memory from all apprehensible knowledge. These suspensions, it should be noted, occur at the beginning of union and thus are not found in souls who have reached perfection, because the union is then perfect." 

In other words, John seems to be talking about what other writers sometimes call "ecstasies" or "raptures," where the spiritual experience may have real physical effects: the body grows cold and rigid, the person is insensitive to outside stimuli, etc. This is not just a Christian phenomenon; sages and swamis from other religious traditions, as we know, may go into spiritual trances from which they can't be roused even when being stuck with pins, etc. John is not saying we should strive for these results, but only saying that such things do in fact occur. 

Thus he imagines someone objecting that "this doctrine ... results in the destruction of the natural activity, so that a human person would then be living in oblivion like an animal, and, even worse, without remembering natural needs and functions; and in addition, that God does not destroy but perfects nature, and the destruction of nature necessarily follows from this doctrine. For according to these instructions, carrying out natural operations and moral and rational acts would be forgotten. None of this could be remembered, because of the privation of concepts and forms, the means of reminiscence." 

John gives a surprising response: "I answer that this is actually so. The more the memory is united with God, the more the distinct knowledge is perfected, until the memory loses it entirely; that is, when the soul is perfect and has reached the state of union. Thus in the beginning, when this union is in the process of being perfected, a person cannot but experience great forgetfulness of all things since forms and knowledge are gradually being erased from the memory. Owing to this absorption of the memory in God, a person will show many deficiencies in exterior behavior and customs, forgetting to eat and drink or failing to remember if some task was done, or a particular object seen, or something said. Yet once the habit of union--which is a supreme good--is attained one no longer experiences these lapses of memory in matters concerning the moral and natural life. Rather such persons will possess greater perfection in actions that are necessary and fitting. These operations, however, are no longer produced through forms and knowledge in the memory, [since the memory and other faculties] fail entirely in their natural operations and pass from these natural boundaries to those of God which are supernatural.... As a result all the operations of the memory and other faculties in this state are divine. God now possesses the faculties.... And consequently it is he who divinely moves and commands them according to his divine spirit and will. As a result the operations are not different from those of God...." 

In other words, John seems to be saying that once we reach the state of transforming union, we no longer need to rely on the natural (and often unreliable) operations of our memories, since God will move us directly to recall those things he wants us to recall. "These souls, consequently, perform only fitting and reasonable works, and none that are not so. For God's Spirit makes them know what must be known and ignore what must be ignored, remember what ought to be remembered--with or without forms--and forget what ought to be forgotten, and makes them love what they ought to love, and keeps them from loving what is not in God." 

He goes on: "Here are some examples of these divine operations. A person will ask a soul in this state for prayers. The soul will not remember to carry out this request through any form or idea of that person remaining in the memory. If it is expedient to pray for this one (that is, God wants to receive prayer for that person), God will move the soul's will and impart a desire to do so; at times God will give it a desire to pray for others whom it has never known or heard of. The reason is that God alone moves these souls toward those works that are in harmony with his will and ordinance, and they cannot be moved toward others. Thus the works and prayer of these souls always produce their effect." 

And there immediately follows one of John's most famous references to Mary: "Such was the prayer and work of our Lady, the most glorious Virgin. Raised from the beginning to this high state, she never had the form of any creature impressed in her soul, nor was she moved by any, for she was always moved by the Holy Spirit." 

Sorry for quoting John at such length, but I think this is a particularly interesting section of John's treatment of memory. It seems to me best not to try too hard to reconcile what John is saying with Thomistic principles. However it is explained, and whether mystical union "destroys" or "perfects" the natural operation of the memory (there are other places where John seems to be saying it is perfected rather than destroyed), the actual effects John is trying to describe are often observed along the mystical path. People becoming more absorbed in God are often initially very forgetful of ordinarily things. John wants to say that this is a passing phase, and that, once persons reach spiritual marriage, they will become totally present to God while remaining total present to the demands of the world around them, because God will be moving them to do what is needed. (They won't have to work so hard at remembering what God wants them to do!) This is the kind of talk that got John accused of Quietism, but he does *not* say that those of us on the way should just lie back and wait till God inspires us! 

I particularly like his Mariology here: Mary is the one who is totally responsive to the movements of God from the very first moment of her existence. Thus there is no need in her case for raptures and ecstasies and visions and voices and all the intermediate phenomena. She simply heard the word of God and kept it, and thus became the first and greatest disciple. 

There is still more to come on this chapter, but I should pause here. I invite you to correct my misreading of John or add any insights of your own, especially if you've noticed any changes in how your memory functions in your spiritual life as you've journeyed on. (I like his example of praying for others, because I often forget the specific requests, but I do remember to include everyone in my prayer, and certain particular intentions will come to mind at the oddest times. Would that I showed some of the *other* qualities of those moving along in the spiritual journey. But it gives me a better Sanjuanist rationale for my increasingly frequent "senior moments"!) 

Some weeks ago people were asking, in light of John's discussion of memory in Book III of the ASCENT, whether it is good to remember past graces, sins, etc. I had wanted to mention this at the time, but *forgot* to do so. 

I think the basic principle for John and Teresa is that we should always do whatever increases faith, hope, and love. If remembering our past sins causes us to become discouraged or lose heart, then it is clearly not from God. But it if causes us to be grateful for God's mercy, and to trust more in God (because we recognize our own weakness and that everything good we have done comes from Him), then it is beneficial. So too with graces: if remembering them causes us to trust God more, well and good. If remembering them causes us to become complacent or to expect that God must always deal with us in the same way, clinging to the memories becomes an obstacle. (As we know, different people can react differently to similar memories, and what one finds discouraging to remember at one time may be encouraging to remember at another. So it's not in the memories themselves that the problem lies, but in how they are used.) 

It seems to me this is the guiding principle for Teresa and John, in these and other matters: do whatever increases love. 

Subject: Ascent III:2 (final) 

In paragraph 11 John gives a further example of having one's memory moved by God. He talks about holy persons who "at a particular time ... have to attend to a necessary business matter. There will be no remembrance through any form, but, without one's knowing how, the time and suitable way of attending to it will be impressed on the soul without fail." 

He goes on to say, in paragraph 12, that "the Holy Spirit illumines such souls not merely in these matters but in many other present or future matters and about many events, even distant ones. Although he sometimes accomplishes this through intellectual forms, he often does so without them so that these souls are unaware of how they come by this knowledge. But its origin is divine Wisdom." 

"You may object, perhaps," he says, "that the soul cannot so void and deprive the memory of all forms and phantasies as to be able to reach so high a state," because "banishment of the natural through one's natural strength ... is impossible, and contact and union with the supernatural ... is ... impossible by one's natural ability alone." 

John agrees! These are impossible by our own natural ability alone. But that is why God must be the one "to place the soul in this supernatural state," something that is not fully accomplished except through the passive nights, which he will discuss later. "Nevertheless," he says, "individuals must insofar as possible prepare themselves. This they can do naturally, especially with God's help. In the measure that they enter into this negation and emptiness of forms through their own efforts, they will receive from God the possession of union." 

So what John will talk about in the following chapters of the ASCENT, then, is how we can prepare ourselves, i.e., how we can enter the "active" night of memory. His advice is: "Do not store objects of hearing, sight, smell, taste, or touch in the memory, but leave them immediately and forget them, and endeavor, if necessary, to be as successful in forgetting them as others are in remembering them." And he says that he can be more brief in his discussion, since many of the same objections and points covered in the "active" night of the intellect will also apply here. 

Finally, he says not to get discouraged if we do not see immediate benefits from this "forgetting," and that although few people are so united with God that they never need to rely on natural memory, some indeed reach the point of being habitually moved by God. 

I think much of what John says in this important chapter will be clarified in later chapters. Once again his advice tends to sound very harsh, as if we had to strive for a state of spiritual amnesia. But here is how I would try to apply John's advice, without claiming that he would necessarily agree with my way of putting it.... 

It seems to me his advice is particularly apt for the kind of obsessive memories to which many of us are prone: going over and over in my mind the little slight someone gave me yesterday, what I should have said in reply, my embarrassing mistake the last time I got up to speak before a group of people (which makes me terrified to try again), my winning touchdown in high school that I insist on recounting at every social gathering, etc., etc. Or I spend so much time and energy trying to memorize something so that I won't forget it that my very anxiety about it even interferes with the remembering process! (And how often do we find ourselves distracted in prayer by these thoughts of what I should have done or what I want to remember to do later?) What psychologists are finding is that, in any creative project, or even when I'm trying to remember something I can't immediately recall, I often need a "fallow" time to just let the problem I am working on (or the memory I am trying to retrieve) simply rest, and direct my attention to matters at hand. Later on, what I need will often come spontaneously to the surface! 

Granted, an air traffic controller or waiter in a restaurant can't be quite as casual about remembering as gardener or a painter (or at least the consequences of forgetting might be more drastic in the former cases). But in matters spiritual, John would probably say that we often gain by losing, and that if we let go of the obsessive clinging to memories, and can simply rest in God's presence, what we need to remember will generally come to us when we need to remember it. Or at least that is how I would interpret John here.
Subject: Ascent III:3 

In the third chapter of Book Three of the ASCENT, John begins discussing three kinds of harm caused, in his view, by "not darkening the memory with regard to knowledge and discursive reflection." The first kind of harm, which he discusses in this chapter, "arises from the things of this world," and "involves subjection to many evils arising from this knowledge and reflection, such as: falsehoods, imperfections, appetites, judgments, loss of time, and numerous other evils.... Often the true will appear false, and the certain doubtful, and vice versa, since we can hardly have complete knowledge of a truth." Those who "turn their memory to the objects of sight, touch, smell, and taste" find that "some emotion will cling to them, whether it be sorrow, or fear, or hatred, vain hope, vain joy, or vainglory, and so on.... And it is also clear that appetites will be engendered... Obviously people also encounter many occasions to judge others, since by using their memory they cannot help but stumble on good or evil deeds of theirs. And at times evil seems good and good, evil." 

He imagines several objections. "You may say that humans are easily capable of conquering all these dangers once they come upon them. I reply that it is simply impossible to achieve this completely if one pays attention to this knowledge, for intermingled with it are a thousand imperfections and fancies, some so subtle and slight that without one's being aware they stick to the soul just as pitch does to anyone who touches it.... You may also object that the soul will suffer the loss of numerous holy thoughts and considerations about God.... I answer that purity of soul is more helpful toward this.... It is better to learn silence, that God may speak....If you still insist, claiming that a person will obtain no benefits if the memory does not consider and reflect about God, and that many distractions and weaknesses will gradually enter, I answer that this is impossible. If the memory is recollected as to both heavenly and earthly things, there is no entry for evils, distractions, fancies or vices...." 

And thus he ends the chapter: "The soul should remain closed, then, without cares or afflictions, for he who entered the room of his disciples bodily while the doors were closed and gave them peace, without their knowing how this was possible, will enter the soul spiritually without its knowing how or using any effort of its own, once it has closed the doors of its intellect, memory, and will to all apprehensions. And he will fill them with peace, descending on them, as the prophet says, like a river of peace. In this peace he will remove all the misgivings, suspicions, disturbances, and darknesses that made the soul fear it had gone astray. The soul should persevere in prayer and should hope in the midst of nakedness and emptiness, for its blessings will not be long in coming." 

Once again John has given us many hard sayings, and he could be easily misunderstood. This is the same Fray Juan who responded to a letter of Dona Juana de Pedraza, who accused him of forgetting about her: "That's all I need now is to forget you! Look, how could this be so in the case of one who is in my soul as you are?" But I think what he is offering in this chapter is practical advice for particular difficulties at a particular phase of our spiritual journey. One of his primary concerns, throughout his writings, is to keep the soul at peace so that God may enter more completely; agitation only harms the process. Thus what he is especially concerned about are memories that stir up attachments, false judgments, unnecessary sorrow, vainglory, and so on. Better, he says, to keep the soul in silence, so that God may enter with his peace. 

I doubt he would have any objection, for example, to the way Therese uses her memories of childhood to both entertain and instruct herself and others in the ways of God's merciful love. Recalling the incidents of childhood in STORY OF A SOUL was done at the behest of her sisters, and for their benefit. Nothing in the process of this writing disturbs her inner peace. 

On the other hand, in modern times we come to know all too well the vicissitudes of memory, in studies of "recovered memory syndrome," in regression therapies where people "remember" previous lives, or being kidnapped by aliens, etc. Far from being faithful photographs of the past, our memories are a constantly revising web of "what really happened," what we imagined, what we wished, what we've mis-remembered, and so on--and we are highly suggestible. A clever enough person can convince us that we "remember" things that never happened, and we even do it to ourselves at times. I can certainly recall times when I've wasted an entire prayer period brooding or worrying about some recent interaction with another person ("I should have said such-and-such!" "What if I offended him?" "Was she flirting?"), only to find later that I had simply misread the incident. John wants us to keep our inner peace, especially during prayer times, so that God may work more effectively within us. That's how I would interpret his advice in this chapter. 

Subject: Ascent III:4 and Ascent:5 

We've been going through John of the Cross's discussion of the active purification of the memory in the beginning chapters of Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. He's been discussing three kinds of harm that come from attachment to the "natural apprehensions of the memory," the first category of which he discussed in chapter 3. Now in chapters 4 and 5 he will deal with the other kinds of harm, saying much the same sort of thing we have already heard. 

In chapter 4 he warns us that "the second kind of positive harm possible from knowledge in the memory is due to the devil," since "he has tremendous influence in the soul by this means, for he can add to its knowledge other forms, ideas, and reasonings, and by means of them move it to pride, avarice, anger, envy, and so on, and insert unjust hatred, vain love, and many kinds of delusions.... If the memory is darkened as to all this knowledge..., the door is closed entirely to this kind of diabolical harm and the soul is liberated from these things, and that is a wonderful blessing." In other words, John is saying that the devil can use our memories and recollections to stir up all kinds of disturbances which distract us from God and lead us into fear, sadness, and sin. Letting go of the past (in John's sense) thus frees us for God, and even the inner peace we thereby derive is a good in itself. "Although the good derived from this void is not as excellent as that arising from the application of the soul to God, by the mere fact that such emptiness liberates us from much sorrow, affliction, and sadness--over and above imperfections and sins--it is an exceptional blessing." 

Chapter Five goes on to describe the "privative" harm from clinging to the "natural apprehensions of the memory," namely, that they "can be an impediment to moral good and deprive one of spiritual good." Why? Because "moral good consists in bridling the passions and curbing the inordinate appetites. The result for the soul is tranquility, peace, repose, and moral virtue, which is the moral good. The soul is incapable of truly acquiring control of the passions and restriction of the inordinate appetites without forgetting and withdrawing from the sources of these emotions. Disturbances never arise in a soul unless through the apprehensions of the memory. When all things are forgotten, nothing disturbs the peace or stirs the appetites. As the saying goes: What the eye doesn't see, the heart doesn't want." 

In other words, John wants to spare us the troubles that come through the desires and emotions that memory stirs up. "We experience this all the time. We observe that as often as people begin to think about some matter, they are moved and aroused over it, little or much, according to the kind of apprehension. If the apprehension is bothersome and annoying, they feel sadness or hatred.... An unsettled soul that has no foundation of moral good is incapable, as such, of receiving spiritual good, for this spiritual good is impressed only on a restrained and peaceful soul. Besides, if souls bestow importance and attention on the apprehensions of the memory, they will find it impossible to remain free for the Incomprehensible who is God, for they will be unable to advert to more than one thing." 

What strikes me in reading these sections this time is the tremendous importance John places on maintaining inner tranquility, no matter what happens, since this peace is the foundation for all moral and spiritual growth. That is why Elizabeth of the Trinity is such a devotee and faithful disciple of John, I think, because she, too, discovered the untold blessings that come, not from visions or voices, not from fasting and weeping for our sins, not from multiplying religious practices, but simply from cultivating inner tranquility and letting go of all that disturbs that peace. (The other things are at best aids toward inner peace for certain people at certain points in their journey.) "Be still, and know that I am God," says the Scripture. 

Subject: Ascent III:6 

In chapter 6, John of the Cross notes that "from the kinds of harm occasioned by the apprehension of the memory we can also determine the opposite benefits that come from forgetting them." In other words, if excessive attachment to the distinct natural "apprehensions" of the memory causes the kinds of harm he has outlined in previous chapters, overcoming this attachment will bring corresponding benefits. "In contrast to the first kind of harm [i.e., subjection to many misjudgments and falsehoods because the imperfections of our natural knowledge], spiritual persons enjoy tranquility and peace of soul due to the absence of the disturbance and change arising from thoughts and ideas in the memory, and consequently they possess purity of conscience and soul." He goes on: "In contrast to the second [i.e., the devil's interference], they are freed from many suggestions, temptations, and movements that the devil inserts in souls through their thoughts and ideas.... When the thoughts are removed, the devil has nothing naturally with which to wage his war on the spirit." And "contrary to the third kind of harm [i.e., the deprivation of moral and spiritual good], the soul is disposed, by means of this recollection and forgetfulness of all things, to be moved by the Holy Spirit and be taught by him." 

Then John adds some beautiful reflections: "Even though no other benefit would come through this oblivion and void of the memory than freedom from afflictions and disturbances, it would be an immense advantage and blessing for a person. For the afflictions and disturbances engendered in a soul through adversities are no help in remedying these adversities; rather, distress and worry ordinarily make things worse and even do harm to the soul itself.... Clearly, it is always vain to be disturbed, since being disturbed is never any help. Thus if the whole world were to crumble and come to an end and all things were to go wrong, it would be useless to get disturbed, for this would do more harm than good. Enduring all with tranquil and peaceful equanimity not only reaps many blessings but also helps the soul so that in these very adversities it may manage better in judging them and employing the proper remedy." 

This, I've found, is a hard lesson to learn, especially for chronic worriers like myself. John seems to be saying that, even when the worry seems to be about holy things (does God want me to do or say something? am I praying right? was I sufficiently charitable? etc., etc.), the very agitation is itself an impediment to the moral and spiritual growth out of which right action will spring. In other words, says John, worrying never helps, and only impedes us from seeing and acting clearly. It's a truth he himself must have discovered the hard way, through so many anxious nights in his Toledo prison and through so many crises in the early history of the Teresian reform. As he came to acknowledge in one of his "Sayings of Light and Love," "Well and good if all things change, Lord God, provided we are rooted in you" (#34). 

This may seem like an odd theme for Christmas, which--of all our Christian celebrations--brings with it so many memories. What would Christmas be without memories, not least of them the "memory" of the birth of Jesus two thousand years ago? Yet we also know that Christmas memories are often overwhelmingly painful for many who find themselves alone and seemingly abandoned at this time, separated by death or distance from those they love. Even at the warmest family gatherings, old hurts and conflicts can reemerge. Memory has these two sides. I think what John would say is not to live in the past, but to experience the "sacrament of the present moment," and to let the memory of God's graciousness in the past open us to all that is yet to be, all that God has prepared for us, which surpasses all that we can ask for or imagine. 

I'm not good at coming up with discussion questions, but perhaps for this chapter we might discuss how John's teaching here resonates with our own experience, and what benefits we may have experienced from "letting go" of the worries and painful memories that agitate us. Are you (like me) a chronic worrier? How have you brought that to prayer and to your spiritual journey? How do you cultivate interior peace? 

Subject: Ascent III:7-8 

In these chapters, having covered "natural apprehensions in the memory," John is moving on to talk about experiences involving the interior senses of phantasy and imagination, particularly supernatural experiences such as "visions, revelations, locutions, and spiritual feelings" which "usually leave an image, form, figure, or idea impressed either in the soul or in the memory or phantasy." John says that individuals "should never reflect on clear and distinct supernatural apprehensions FOR THE PURPOSE OF PRESERVING WITHIN THEMSELVES THESE FORMS, FIGURES, AND IDEAS." (I capitalized this last phrase because it suggests that there might be other purposes for remembering these experiences, e.g., to be able to discuss them humbly with one's director, or to move one to a general love of God.) 

John reasons that the more the memory is disposed, the more hope it has (he alludes to the Letter to the Hebrews: "hope is for that which is not possessed"), and "the more hope it has the greater will be its union with God; for in relation to God, the more a soul hopes the more it attains." 

By contrast, clinging to the specifics involved in visions, voices, and revelations can lead to five kinds of harm, the first of which he discusses in chapter 8, viz., that one who so clings "will often be deluded in mistaking the natural for the supernatural." Here John appears to be as perceptive as any contemporary psychologist, noting that "since no one is capable of knowing perfectly the things that pass naturally through the imagination, or of forming an integral and certain judgment about them, how much less is one able to make judgments about supernatural things, which transcend our capacity and occur but rarely." More and more we are coming to realize that memory is not a perfect mirror held up to the past but a constantly ongoing process of revision and reassessment. Recent studies of "false memory syndrome" have shown how easy it is to induce ourselves and others to "remember" things that never in fact occurred. 

"Spiritual persons" who give too much credence to the specifics of these visions, voices, and so on, "will often think that the apprehensions are from God, whereas they will be only the product of the imagination. And often they think that what is from God is from the devil.... They will frequently receive, among other images, strong impressions about their own or other's goods and evils. And they hold these to be very certain and true, yet they will not be true but utterly false.... If they escape delusion about the truth, they can still suffer a quantitative or qualitative delusion. They will think the small, great, and the great, small.... To avoid this evil of being deceived in their judgments, spiritual persons should be unwilling to make judgments about the nature of their experiences or the kinds of visions, knowledge, or feeling they have. They should not desire to know this or attribute importance to it except for the sake of informing their spiritual father so he may teach them how to void the memory of these apprehensions. Whatever these apprehensions may in themselves be, they are not as great a help toward the love of God as is the least act of living faith and hope made in the emptiness and renunciation of all things." 

Without getting into specific cases, I think we see the wisdom of this advice for us today. So many "private revelations," whether widely known or known only to the recipient, tend to involve some judgment or evaluation of current church leadership and practices (the orthodoxy of the US bishops, communion in the hand, etc., etc.), or of those who don't automatically accept the revelation as 100% true or follow its prescriptions. Many times these "private revelations" focus on issues that are really, in the overall scheme of things, of secondary importance for the life of the Church and the salvation of souls. From John's point of view, paying too much attention to the details is letting the good distract us from the better (a favorite tactic of the devil, who can rarely mislead spiritual people with perceived evils). Take what moves us to greater love of God, and do not worry overmuch about the rest. After all, we already have everything needed for salvation in Christ, as revealed in the Scriptures handed on and interpreted within the tradition of the Church; we don't need or want a plethora of new doctrines and practices "privately" revealed. 

Subject: Ascent III:9-10 

We had paused at chapter 8 in book three of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, where he is dealing (in terms of purifying the memory) specifically with the dangers associated with inordinate attachments to visions, voices, spiritual feelings, and so forth. He enumerates five dangers, the first of which he already discussed in chapter 8. 

Now in chapter 9 he discusses "the second kind of harm, the danger of falling into self-esteem and vain presumption" if one puts too much stock in "these supernatural apprehensions of the memory." Those who receive them "will be exposed to the idea that they themselves are now important because of these supernatural communications. Although it is true that one can attribute them to God and be thankful for them and consider oneself unworthy, yet there usually remains in the spirit a certain hidden satisfaction and an esteem both for the communication and for oneself. Consequently, without one's realizing it, an abundant spiritual pride will be bred." 

John is a subtle diagnostician here, noting that we are often not even aware of this secret pride until someone contradicts us. The pride "is quite evident from the displeasure and aversion these individuals feel toward anyone who does not laud their spirit or value their communications, and from the affliction they experience on thinking or being told that others receive the same favors or even better ones.... These persons are not fully aware that they are steeped in pride. They think that a certain degree of knowledge of one's own misery is sufficient.... They resemble the pharisee who thanked God that he was not like the others.... Though they may not express this as the pharisee did, they habitually feel this way in their spirit." 

John discusses this problem in more detail in the opening chapters of the Dark Night, where he will remind us that we are often not even aware of how much stock we are putting in our spiritual feelings and how self-satisfied we have become until these things are taken away. John reminds us that "virtue does not consist in apprehensions and feelings of God, however sublime they may be," but in "what they do not experience: that is, deep humility." "Humility," he observes, "has the effect of charity," because we begin to value others more than ourselves. 

I have to say that this chapter strikes close to home for me, not because I am the recipient of great spiritual favors, but because I know what it is to feel a certain secret pride when some people think you're "spiritual," and a certain secret displeasure when others judge you "unspiritual." (I suppose, as a Discalced Carmelite priest, there's a certain amount of professional pride at stake when someone seeking a director, for example, lets you know in one way or another that they don't consider you "spiritually advanced" enough to understand their high state of prayer! Anyway, I've learned to laugh about it... and, of course, they're probably right! And having my own secret pride challenged and exposed has been good for me.) 

More generally, think of many contemporary private revelations, and how often, in the face of doubt or criticism, the supposedly revealed messages begin to contain vague threats or dire warnings about the fate of those who question the visionary's authenticity. To me that's a red flag that the supposed visionary is something other than just a humble conduit for God's communication! 

In chapter 10 John goes on to warn about how the devil can interfere even in authentic revelations, by introducing "inordinate movements of the spiritual and sensory appetites and affections toward these visions. If the soul is pleased with these apprehensions it is very easy for the devil to bring about an increase of the appetites and affections and a lapse into spiritual gluttony." John says that the devil often increases the "pleasure, savor, and delight" in spiritual experiences so that "the soul may become blind and fix its eyes more on the delightful feelings than on the love." Because big problems can grow out of even the smallest disordered attachments, John's advice is not to seek satisfaction in these spiritual experiences, but rather in the faith, hope, and love they may elicit. 

Subject: Ascent III:11-12 

In chapters 11 and 12 of Book Three of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, the author identifies the last two kinds of harm that can result from "supernatural imaginative forms and apprehensions" of the memory. His points here should be familiar to anyone who has made it this far in the book. 

The fourth harm, he says, is that clinging to these experiences and images impedes union with God in hope, "for if hope is to be centered entirely on God, nothing that is not God should reside in the memory." John insists that "the more possessions [the memory] has the less hope it has." Therefore "the soul... must live in nakedness and forgetfulness of distinct forms and knowledge about supernatural apprehensions so as not to impede union of the memory with God through perfect hope." (In a later chapter John will explain, however, that these apprehensions *can* be legitimately recalled insofar as they stir one to a greater love of God. That is not the problem. The danger, he thinks, lies rather in getting bogged down in the specific details of the experience.) 

The fifth and final danger he enumerates, in chapter 12, is that the "desire of preserving in the memory and imagination these forms and images of supernatural communications" can lead to "base and improper judgments of God," insofar as we may come to measure God by our own limited experience. "It is extremely easy to judge the being and height of God less worthily and sublimely than befits his incomprehensibility. Though one may not form an explicit idea that God is similar to these apprehensions, nevertheless the very esteem for them... produces in the soul an estimation and opinion of God less elevated than is given in the teaching of faith: that he is incomparable, incomprehensible, and so on." 

John goes on to say, "creatures, earthly or heavenly, and all distinct ideas and images, natural and supernatural, that can be the objects of a person's faculties, are incomparable and unproportioned to God's being. God does not fall under the classifications of genus and species, whereas, according to theologians, creatures do. And the soul is not capable of receiving clearly and distinctly in this life what does not fall under the classification of genus and species." So paying attention to the supernatural imaginative forms and apprehensions rather than the one who bestows them is somewhat comparable, John suggests, to paying attention to the king's servants rather than the king. Yet even this is a poor example, John concedes, since "the being of God is different from the being of his creatures." So "those who not only pay heed to these imaginative apprehensions but think God resembles some of them, and that one can journey to union with God through them, are already in great error and will gradually lose the light of faith in their intellect. And it is by means of faith that the intellect is united with God." 

It's not easy to give contemporary examples of what he is talking about without getting into judgments about some present day visions, voices, revelations and so on (something I don't feel particularly qualified to do). But perhaps one can say that, when some of these are taken too literally, their followers can end up implicitly assuming that God's grace and mercy is bound to certain places, to certain styles of liturgy or dress, to the saying of certain prayers or the honoring of certain images, etc. Or, in our own private experience, we can begin to imagine that what gives us more intense spiritual satisfaction is therefore most pleasing to God (e.g., that because I feel "close to God" when I fast but not when I am working in a busy soup kitchen, that God is therefore more "present" to my fasting or more pleased with it than with my charitable work--or vice versa). It seems to me that some people who put too much stock in these types of extraordinary experiences or feelings can, perhaps even without being consciously aware of it, convey the impression that they've somehow got the inside track on God, that they have "domesticated" him, that they know exactly who God is and what God wants. 

Subject: Ascent III:13  

In Chapter 13 of Book Three John describes "the benefits from voiding the imagination of supernatural apprehensions" such as visions, voices, and so on. Besides avoiding the "five kinds of harm" that he discussed earlier, dangers that come from putting too much stock in the details of these types of extraordinary experiences, John says that "there are other benefits of deep spirit ual repose and quietude. In addition to the tranquility a person naturally enjoys when freed from images and forms, there is a freedom from care about the discernment of good ones from evil, and about how one ought to behave with different kinds. Finally one would be absolved from the drudgery and waste of time that would result from desiring spiritual masters both to discern the good apprehensions from the evil ones and to ascertain the kind of apprehension received. People do not have to know this.... The time and energy that would be wasted in trying to discern them can be employed in another, more profitable exercise (the movement of the will toward God)." 

To give a poor example from my own limited experience, I remember someone asking me for spiritual direction, greatly concerned about an experience she had while in the hospital, where she felt that Mary had appeared to her at a moment when she were particularly anxious, and that Our Lady had recommended saying the rosary to alleviate the anxiety. The directee wanted to know whether this experience was "true" or not. We could have spent a lot of time examining the circumstances, her state of health at that moment, her moral state, the way Mary looked and spoke, etc. But (since I was reading John of the Cross at the time) I asked instead, "Does saying the rosary help you to calm down and become less fearful?" The answer was "yes." So my response was, "Don't worry about whether it was "really Mary" or not; if the advice is in itself good and helpful that's sufficient reason to follow it." 

John anticipates the objection: "Why do many spiritual persons counsel souls to strive for profit in these communications and feelings given by God and to desire favors from him in order to have something to give him...? Evidently, since God grants this gift, he does so for a good purpose and it will be effective.... We must not throw away pearls and it is a kind of pride to refuse God's gifts as though we were self-sufficient without them." John believes that what he has already said in Book Two of the ASCENT responds to this, but here he summarizes his previous answer: "The good resulting in the soul from supernatural apprehensions that come from a good source are produced passively.... It is consequently unnecessary for the will to act in order to admit them.... They must maintain a passive attitude without the application of their interior or exterior actions to anything.... People extinguish the spirit by wanting to conduct themselves in a way different from the way God is leading them. They act this way if they desire, when God gives them the spirit passively....to be active by working with the intellect or by desiring something in these apprehensions.... That this is a more lowly work is also clear, for the faculties of the soul cannot of themselves reflect and work except on some form, figure, and image, which would be the rind and accident of the substance and spirit.... Thus we also deduce that if individuals were to desire to employ their faculties actively in these supernatural apprehensions... they would be doing nothing less than abandoning what has been accomplished in order to redo it; neither would they be enjoying what was done, nor by their activity doing anything other than impeding God's work." 

And now comes a crucial point: "In these apprehensions coming from above (imaginative or any other kind--it matters not if they be visions, locutions, spiritual feelings or revelations), individuals should only advert to the love of God that is interiorly caused. They should pay no attention to the letter and rind (what is signified, represented, or made known). Thus they should pay heed not to the feelings of delight or sweetness, nor to the images, but to the feelings of love that are caused." 

In other words, the important thing in such extraordinary spiritual experiences (or ordinary ones, for that matter) is not to get bogged down in thicket of details, where we can easily lose our way, but to focus on the "general loving knowledge" of God that is imparted. To go back to my poor example, the woman in the hospital could have wasted a lot of time trying to recall exactly how Mary was dressed in her experience, or the color of her eyes or tone of her voice. She could become preoccupied with exactly what the "message" meant, whether she had to say the rosary at a particular time or in a particular way, whether it had to be the joyful or the sorrowful mysteries, the regular rosary or the Brigittine rosary, and so on. She could become scrupulous about whether she had actually said a Hail Mary on each of the beads or perhaps accidentally skipped over some or been distracted (and therefore had to start over), or about whether she lost all credit with God if she felt too sick to say the rosary on a particular day, etc., etc. In other words, when we start applying our own ideas and standards and concerns to these experiences, we can get "hung up" on the "rind." That's the kind of wrong-headed approach John wants us to avoid. The secret, he thinks, is to simply accept God's gifts gratefully and use the love they cause to move our wills toward God more fervently. 
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Subject: Ascent III:13 coda  

When I left of my previous discussion of chapter 13 of the [third] book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, I hadn't really done full justice to the positive things John says in the closing paragraphs about certain divine "communications" involving images, etc. In paragraph 6 he writes: "Only for the sake of moving the spirit to love should the soul at times recall the images and apprehensions that produced love. The effect produced by the remembrance of this communication is not as strong as the effect at the time the communication was received, yet when the communication is recalled there is a renewal of love and an elevation of the mind to God. This is especially true when the soul remembers some figures, images, or supernatural feelings. These are usually so imprinted on it that they last a long time; some are never erased from the soul. These apprehensions produce, almost as often as remembered, divine effects of love, sweetness, light, and so on...because God impressed them for this reason. This is consequently a great grace, for those on whom God bestows it possess within themselves a mine of blessings." 

He goes on: "The figures producing such effects are ... not like other images and forms preserved in the phantasy. The soul has no need of recourse to [the phantasy] when it desires to remember them, for it is aware that it has them within itself as an image in a mirror. When a soul possesses these figures formally within itself it can safely recall them to obtain the effect of love.... They will not be a hindrance... providing the soul does not desire to be absorbed with the figure. It must profit from the love by immediately leaving aside the figure.... It is difficult to discern when these images are impressed on the soul and when on the phantasy... Some persons who usually have imaginative visions find that these same visions are very frequently represented in their phantasy, either because they themselves possess a very lively faculty ... or because the devil causes these representations.... They can be discerned through their effects nonetheless, for those that are of natural or diabolical origin produce no good effect or spiritual renewal in the soul, no matter how often they are remembered. The individual beholds them in dryness." 

In other words, despite the negative tone of what has gone before, John does not say that that the "supernatural apprehensions of the imagination" (such as visions, voices, etc.) he has been discussing are all bad or to no purpose. Indeed, he insists that those from God will have their effect immediately, whether we welcome them or not. He is concerned, rather, that given our natural human tendencies we are likely to get caught up in the particulars of the imagery, words, and so on in which the communication is clothed. John's advice here, as always, is to use the experience to raise the mind and heart to God, and not to worry about the details. So I suspect he would have no objection to people recalling those past experiences which lead them to greater trust and faith in God. What he would warn against is the tendency to think that there is nothing more to God than what occurred in that experience, the tendency to expect that God will always act toward us in the same way, or to compulsively try to recreate the original experience again, and so on. The surest signs that we can recall such experiences safely, in fact that it might be good for us to do so, is if so doing brings us to greater faith, hope, love, and freedom of heart. At least that's how I understand John's remarks here. 
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Subject: Ascent III:14  

In chapter 14 of the third book of the Ascent of Mount Carmel, John of the Cross moves on to discuss "spiritual knowledge in the memory," that is, experiences that touch the person at the deepest level, beyond images and forms. John says that these experiences are remembered "not through the effigy or image left in the corporeal sense faculty" (since no such image is involved) but "through the form impressed on the soul ... or through the effect produced." 

John has already discussed "spiritual knowledge" of this sort in the second book of the Ascent, chapter 26, in relation to the intellect. There he noted that such experiences can concern God or God's creatures. But now, "concerning what has to do with our intention here (which is to explain the way the memory should conduct itself in order to advance to union), I merely state, as I have just explained in the preceding chapter about formal images ... that this knowledge may be remembered when it produces a good effect, not in order to retain it but to awaken the knowledge and love of God. But if the knowledge of creatures produces no good effect, the soul should never desire the memory of it. But as for knowledge of the Creator, I declared that a person should strive to remember it as often as possible because it will produce in the soul a notable effect. For, as we affirmed there, the communications of this knowledge are touches and spiritual feelings of union with God, the goal to which we are guiding the soul. The memory ... remembers them through the effect of light, love, delight, spiritual renewal, and so on, produced in it. Something of this effect is renewed as often as the soul recalls them." 

So once again this helps to counterbalance earlier statements that may have seemed too negative. John has no problem with our recalling past experiences insofar as doing so brings us closer to God. And I think we shouldn't be put off by the categorization of "spiritual knowledge" as a very advanced divine self-communication. Great mystics may experience these things more explicitly and intensely than we do, but God is always communicating himself to us, and despite our own sins and weaknesses, many of us have probably had experiences in which God seemed to give himself to us in a way transcending particular images and superficial feelings. These deeper experiences John encourages us to remember, as long as we don't begin to place our confidence in the experience rather than the one who gave it. 
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Subject: Ascent III:15  

... and so we come to chapter 15 in Book Three of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, the final chapter here on the so-called "active night of the memory." John summarizes his whole teaching on the memory in a few short sentences: "To conclude the discussion of the memory, then, it will be worthwhile to delineate briefly a general method for the use of spiritual persons that they may be united with God according to this sense.... The following must be kept in mind: Our aim is union with God in the memory through hope; the object of hope is something unpossessed; the less other objects are possessed, the more capacity and ability there is to hope for this one object, and consequently the more hope; the greater the possessions, the less capacity and ability for hoping, and consequently so much less of hope; accordingly, in the measure that individuals dispossess their memory of forms and objects, which are not God, they will fix it on God and preserve it empty, so as to hope for the fullness of their memory from him. What souls must do in order to live in perfect and pure hope in God is this: As often as distinct ideas, forms, and images occur to them, they should immediately, without resting in them, turn to God with loving affection, in emptiness of everything rememberable. They should not think or look on these things for longer than is sufficient for the understanding and fulfillment of their obligations, if these refer to this. And then they should consider these ideas without becoming attached or seeking gratification in them, lest the effects of the be left in the soul. Thus people are not required to stop recalling and thinking about what they must do and know, for, if they are not attached to the possession of these thoughts, they will not be harmed." 

So the general principle seems to be not to rest or "nest" in anything less than God, but to use the memory of positive things to raise our minds and hearts to God. That's good advice during prayer times: one of the best ways of dealing with distractions is just to gently set them aside without getting caught up in examining the "forms and figures" that pass continually through our thoughts. But John seems to believe that the advice is useful in daily life as well, to engage the world with all our faculties when we need to, but not to waste so much of our spiritual energy in regrets about the past or worries about the future. Elsewhere he says that for those somewhat advanced in the spiritual journey, natural ideas and knowledge will come to mind when and if we need them, without a lot of effort and anxiety, so that we can learn to go through life with an appropriate degree of "recollection" or centeredness. 

But John ends his discussion of the "active night of the memory" with an interesting aside, in which he distinguishes his own views from those of the iconoclasts, illuminists, certain Protestants and others. "Yet it must be noted here that by our doctrine we are not in agreement, nor do we desire to be, with that of those pestiferous people who, persuaded by the pride and envy of Satan, have sought to remove from the eyes of the faithful the holy and necessary use and renowned cult of images of God and his saints. Our doctrine is far different from theirs. We are not asserting, as they do, that there be no images or veneration of them; we are explaining the difference between these images and God, and how souls should use the painted image in such a way as not to suffer hindrance in their movement toward the living image, and how they should pay no more attention to images than is required for advancing.... The means are good and necessary for the attainment of the end, as are images for reminding us of God and the saints. But when people use and dwell on the means as though these were more than mere means, their excessive use of them becomes as much an impediment as anything else. The impediment is even greater in the case of supernatural visions and images, with which I am especially dealing here and which are the cause of many delusions and dangers. There is no delusion or danger in the remembrance, veneration, and esteem of images that the Catholic Church proposes to us in a natural manner, since in these images nothing else is esteemed than the person represented. The memory of these images will not fail to benefit a person, because this remembrance is accompanied with love for whoever is represented. Images will always help individuals toward union with God, provided that no more attention is paid to them than necessary for this love, and that souls allow themselves to soar--when God bestows the favor--from the painted image to the living God...." 
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Subject: Moving ahead in Ascent III:16

As we begin the last major section of John of the Cross's ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, it might be helpful to offer a few preliminary comments. 

Starting in chapter 16 of Book III of the ASCENT, John discusses (as he had promised earlier) what he refers to as the "active night of the will." Recall that John said at the very beginning of the ASCENT that the soul must ordinarily pass through two kinds of night to reach union with God, corresponding to the two parts of the soul (sensory and spiritual) and that each of these nights has an "active" and a "passive" aspect. John structures his discussion around the scholastic "faculty psychology" of his day (with his own interesting modifications), and accordingly maintains that the "spiritual" part of the soul includes three "higher" faculties: intellect, memory, and will. John likes this threefold division, in part because it allows him to link up each of these higher faculties with its corresponding theological virtue. And so we've seen how John has taught that the intellect must be purified and perfected in faith, and the memory in hope. Now he is going to show how the will is perfected by the theological virtue of charity. 

But John is never a slave to the conceptual system he uses, and in fact sometimes his discussion can become a bit confusing as he jumps back and forth. He has already often spoken of the "appetites." In scholastic psychology, the will itself is an "elicited appetite" that follows upon "intellection" just as the "sensory appetites" follow on "sense knowledge." That is to say, the will is in a certain sense the capacity of the soul to seek what is understood to be good. That is why it is sometimes said that the will follows upon the intellect; we understand something to be good, and then will to have it. We feel no natural attraction to what we don't grasp; if I offered you a hearty helping of "czyxyoq" but neglected to explain that this is the name of your favorite food in Ugaritic, you would feel no attraction, because you wouldn't have any corresponding concept to move your will. 

But the relationship is not all one-way. Our wills, for John, can (at least to a limited extent) direct the thoughts and attention toward this or that object of desire. So John does not attempt to settle the traditional scholastic dispute of which faculty has the priority. 

Rather, what he is interested in is how all of this affects our relationship with God. And as we will see, we human beings face much the same problem with the will as we did with the intellect in terms of our relationship to God. John has told us over and over that no natural image, idea, or concept can represent God as God is. But if our wills are naturally directed toward naturally perceived or understood goods, we will not naturally be capable of LOVING God as God is. In other words, naturally speaking, what we end up loving, when left to our own resources, is always some incomplete, misleading, or even false image of God, rather than God as God. Probably many of us who have spent some time on the journey can speak of this from painful personal experience: the "God" we thought we loved and worshiped turned out to be an idol of our own making, a pale and distant reflection of the true God, and so we moved on.... to the next and better "god".... who likewise turned out to be just a bigger and better idol that disintegrated before our eyes, and so on and so on. God is always greater than our natural understanding and our natural love. 

The only solution, for John, is that God must gradually give us his own love with which to love him. But in order to facilitate that gift, we have to be willing to let go of our lesser loves, so that our love, and our will, can be united with God's. That, for John, is the core of the theological virtue of charity. And what we can do to prepare ourselves, with the help of grace, will be his theme here. 

So that is what he sets out to explain in the concluding chapters of Ascent III. Unfortunately, as you can tell by this point, John seems to be running out of steam, repeating himself, and multiplying distinctions. Even he himself says as much, and he will break off suddenly in chapter 45, without ever finishing the book. (Remember, too, that he has not even gotten beyond the second stanza of the Dark Night poem on which he is supposed to be commenting!) 

So what we'll find, I think, is that these are not always John's most memorable pages. Still, as he gets into the discussion of "distinct spiritual goods" he'll have a lot of good advice on the use of statues, churches, preaching, and so on. So let us forge ahead! As we celebrate St. Valentine's Day, it seems like a good moment to begin studying what John has to say about the true meaning of love. 
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Subject: Ascent III:16 

... and so we enter the "active night of the will." "We would have achieved nothing by purging the intellect and memory in order to ground them in the virtues of faith and hope," says John in the opening sentence of chapter 16 in Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, "had we neglected the purification of the will through charity.... Through charity, works done in faith are living works, and have high value; without it they are worth nothing, as St. James affirms... [James 2:20]." 

John adds that "for a treatise on the active night and denudation of this faculty [i.e., the will], with the aim of forming and perfecting it in this virtue of the charity of God, I have found no more appropriate passage than the one in chapter 6 of Deuteronomy, where Moses commands: You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength [Deuteronomy 6:5]. This passage contains all that spiritual persons must do and all I must teach them here if they are to reach God in union of the will through charity. In it human beings receive the command to employ all the faculties, appetites, operations, and emotions of their soul in God so that they will use all this ability and strength for nothing else, in accordance with David's words: ... I will keep my strength for you [Psalm 59:10]." 

A few points are already worth noting here. First, John draws his principles from Scripture, and he is well enough versed in Scripture to know that this "first and greatest commandment" was not invented by Jesus but comes right out of the Pentateuch. Second, we will see that John asks of us nothing that is not already asked by Jesus himself. To love God with ALL your heart and ALL your soul and ALL your strength means that we have to give our ENTIRE will to God, and not hold back any of it for lesser loves. (To be sure, we can love God in and through creatures, particularly our neighbor, but our hearts must not be divided.) 

Too often we don't seem to grasp this point. We want to hold back some of our love and desire to meet what we consider our own needs. But that means that we never reach the destination in which all our needs would be truly met. We're like a traveller who wants to take the train from Paris to Rome to see St. Peter's, but is concerned about having something left over when he gets there, so he only spends enough to get him as far as Geneva. (He's got the extra money at the end of his trip, sure, but he's not going to find St. Peter's in Switzerland.) 

John goes on: "The strength of the soul comprises the faculties, passions, and appetites. All this strength is ruled by the will. When the will directs the faculties, passions, and appetites toward God, turning away from all that is not God, the soul preserves its strength for God, and comes to love him with all its might. So that a person may do this, we will discuss here purifying the will of all inordinate emotions. These inordinate emotions are the sourece of unruly appetites affections, and operations, and the basis for failure to preserve one's strength for God." 

John will go on in this chapter to mention four "emotions or passions: joy, hope, sorrow, and fear." I will pick up the discussion again in the next post. 
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The seventeenth chapter of Book Three of the ASCENT is very short, and we can handle it briefly. John is beginning his discussion of the active night of the will, organizing his material around the four "passions." He starts with the first, i.e., joy, which he defines as "a delight of the will in an object esteemed and considered fitting." He says that he will be talking initially about "active joy," that is, the kind of joy that "occurs when a person understands distinctly and clearly the object of its joy and has the power to rejoice or not." In other words, he will be talking about joy in creatures, which (through our natural cognitive abilities) can be understood clearly, and his advice is for the kind of "joy-taking" over which we have some control. But "there is another joy, which is passive. In this kind of joy the will finds itself rejoicing without any clear and distinct understanding of the object of its joy, except at times. It has no power either to possess this joy or not possess it. We will discuss this passive joy afterward." 

In fact, John never gets around to discussing this passive joy in the ASCENT, though he does so elsewhere, and the idea of it should be familiar to us from what he has said about the intellect and memory. "Passive joy" is that "passive" and "contemplative" joy that God infuses directly; we rejoice in God without clearly understanding him. And such joy is a part of union with God. 

For now, John will talk about the "active joy" that can arise from "six kinds of objects or goods: temporal, natural, sensory, moral, supernatural, and spiritual. We must treat of these in their proper order, regulating the will according to reason, lest it fail to concentrate the vigor of its joy on God because it is being hindered by these goods. We must in all of this presuppose a fundamental principle that will be like a staff, a continual support for our journey. It must be kept in mind, because it is the light by which we will find guidance and understanding in this doctrine and direct joy to God amid all these goods. The principle is: The will should rejoice only in what is for the honor and glory of God, and the greatest honor we can give him is to serve him according to evangelical perfection; anything unincluded in such service is without value to human beings." 

And so, with this principle in place, we are ready to set out on our tour through the particular goods in which the will can rejoice! 
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In systematically analyzing all of the possible objects of "active joy" in the will, John begins in chapter 18 of Book Three of the ASCENT with "temporal" goods, which he defines as "riches, status, positions, and other things claiming prestige; and children, relatives, marriages, and so on." Although this is a chapter several pages long, John admits that he really doesn't need to belabor the point, since there are many Scriptural texts warning of the danger of putting our heart on riches. So he says "People should not rejoice over riches, neither when they possess them nor when their neighbor possesses them, unless God is served through them. If it is in some way tolerable to rejoice in riches, it is when they are spent and employed in the service of God.... The same holds true for other temporal goods, titles, and positions.... As for children, there is no reason to rejoice in them because they are many, or rich, or endowed with natural talents and gifts, or because they are wealthy. One should rejoice in them if they are serving God.... Indeed, it would also be vanity for a husband and wife to rejoice in their marriage when they are uncertain whether God is being better served by it." 

Just a few comments on what may sound like unreasonably harsh attitudes in John. First, it's worth remembering John's own family background. He came from great poverty, and after his father's death, his father's wealthy relatives offered no help to his poor struggling mother. John saw first-hand how a preoccupation with wealth and honor by his in-laws created great hardship for his own family. Second, John knew something about the joys and sorrows associated with the desire for children. John's brother Francisco, after a wild youth, underwent a "conversion" experience, married and lived at home with John and his mother Catalina. Francisco became very devout, and husband and wife longed to have children of their own. They were so charitable that they adopted many orphaned children in Medina del Campo, and yet their own children (with the exception of one daughter who became a nun) died in childhood. They suffered much heartache, and John learned that, however much one loves one's children, we can't let our ultimate happiness depend on their fortunes. Third, John's comments on marriage should be understood in the context of his times, where people did not marry for romantic love (marriages were usually a political and social arrangement among different families), and where marriage was considered a "lesser" vocation that priesthood and religious life. Certainly he witnessed the harmful effects of many matches that might have seemed good from a purely secular point of view. (One can therefore see why he classifies marriage in his day among "temporal" goods like riches and status. John's own parents were the exception in marrying for love, and his father Gonzalo suffered the consequences, being disowned by his wealthy family.) 

That being said, as a religious with a vow of poverty and no children of my own, I'm probably not the best qualified to talk about these "temporal goods" and their potential dangers. But perhaps John's warnings about an over-concern with one's children might apply today to those who try to live vicariously through their offspring. If young adults are open to having children at all today, many want them for all sorts of inappropriate reasons (e.g., because they are lonely, or they want the child to succeed at something they were never able to do, and so on). Children are a great blessing, and it is only natural to rejoice in them. (Recall that John is here asking us only to moderate "active joy," which is that joy over which we have some control; he doesn't expect us somehow to squelch our natural maternal and paternal instincts.) But at the same time we can all think of cases where parents, even unconsciously, may be using their children to satisfy their own needs rather than to help them grow closer to God. 

Similarly, though we Carmelite friars have a vow of poverty (and thus don't officially have any of the "big ticket" possessions--our own property, houses, cars, and so on--that a secular person may legitimately have, an inappropriate joy in temporal things can slip in unannounced in other ways. (I get attached to MY chair, MY book, MY place in choir or at table.) We struggle with the same temptations as people "outside." The focus of our desires may be different, but we struggle with the same desires to hold on to the things around us. It's a human journey that we all make. 
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Subject: Ascent III:19  

In the nineteenth chapter of Book Three of the ASCENT, John of the Cross goes into more detail about the harm caused when the soul "turns its affection to temporary goods.... All this harm has its origin and root in one main privative harm embodied in this joy: withdrawal from God. Just as approaching God through the affection of the will gives rise to every good, so withdrawal from him through creature affection breeds every harm and evil in the soul... Hence the harm incurred will be greater or less... according to the degree of one's withdrawal from God." 

This time, then, instead of listing all of the various specific harms that excessive joy in creatures can cause, John rather describes the successive stages in a gradual deterioration process, in which he identifies "four degrees." 

"The first degree of harm," John says, "is backsliding: a blunting of the mind in relation to God, by which God's goods become dark to it, just as a cloud darkens the air and prevents the sun from illumining it. ... This is what the divine Spirit teaches in the Book of Wisdom [Wis 4:12]: 'Contact with vanity and deception, and their use, obscures good things, and the inconstancy of the appetite overturns and prevents the sense and judgment that is without malice.' The Holy Spirit teaches that by this that even though the intellect is without the thought of any malice, joy in these vanities and concupiscence for them is alone sufficient to produce the first degree of this harm: dullness of mind and darkness of judgment in understanding truth and judging well of each thing as it is in itself." I think we're all familiar with this principle: even if we intend no harm to ourselves and others, if we regularly expose ourselves to the appeals of rampant consumerism, to trash TV, to all of the other vanities with which our culture "amuses us to death," it will be hard to keep the same focus on God. (The fact that we sometimes have to reassure devout people who become *overly* scrupulous in this area--that they are not in mortal sin because they felt attracted to the high fashion dress or suit they saw in the department store window, or they enjoyed an afternoon at Disneyland--does not detract from the basic soundness of John's point here.) 

"The second degree of this privative harm," says John, "issues from the first.... This second degree is a spreading out of the will in temporal things--and in a manner that involves even greater freedom. This consists in making little of joy and pleasure in creatures, in not being afflicted about it nor considering it to be so serious a matter.... The consequences are many serious kinds of harm, for this second degree causes one to withdraw from spiritual exercises and the things of God, to lack satisfaction in these exercises because of the pleasure found in other things, and to give oneself over to many imperfections, frivolities, joys, and vain pleasures. When consummated, this second degree takes away entirely the spiritual practices to which individuals were accustomed, so all their mind and covetousness fix on the secular. Those in the second degree not only possess darkened intellects and judgment in understanding truths and justice, as do those in the first, but they are now extremely weak, lukewarm, and careless in knowing and practicing true judgment. Isaiah affirms this in these words: 'They all love gifts and allow themselves to be carried away by retributions, and they do not judge the orphan, and the widow's cause does not come to them and their attention' [Is 1:23]. This attitude could not exist without their fault, especially when duty was incumbent on them by their office.... Thus they gradually turn from justice and virtue because their will reaches out more and more into affection for creatures. The trait of those in this second degree is extreme lukewarmness--as well as carelessness--in spiritual matters, observing them through mere formality, force, or habit, rather than through love." 

It's interesting that John's supporting biblical text here speaks particularly of justice and the social dimensions of this "lukewarmness." Without getting too deeply into current events (on which I'm not particularly qualified to speak) I think we've all seen plenty of examples of office holders and public figures who probably started out with great idealism but, little by little, through countless small shortcuts and compromises, found themselves gradually drawn into cronyism, self-indulgence, lies, cover-ups, graft and kickbacks, and all the various kinds of corruption we read about in the papers every day. The same thing can happen to our interior lives if we are not careful. Of course, the paradox in the spiritual journey, as John elsewhere underscores, is that often the "dark night" experiences *feel* as if we were becoming less fervent, more lukewarm. Usually those who worry most that they are becoming "lukewarm" are in fact least likely to be really backsliding. The real danger is when you've reached the point of no longer caring whether you're serving God or not. Still, John offers salutary advice here about the need to stop the slippage before it begins.... 

Subject: Ascent III:19 (cont'd.)  

"The third degree of privative harm" resulting from excessive joy in temporal goods (says John of the Cross in the second half of Chapter 19 in Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL) "is the complete abandoning of God. These individuals don't care about observing God's law, but attend to worldly goods and allow themselves to fall into mortal sins through covetousness.... This degree includes all those who are so engrossed in things, riches, and affairs of this world that they care nothing about fulfilling the obligations of God's law.... Their appetite and joy are already so extended and dispersed among creatures--and with such anxiety--that they cannot be satisfied. Rather, their appetite and thirst increase more as they regress further from God, the fount that alone can satisfy them." This is a further progression of the harm done in the first and second degrees; now those John is discussing have reached the stage where they are so eager for the things of this world that they have forgotten God. Yet, as John says, the paradox is that the more they seek gratification in the satisfactions that the world offers, the less satisfied they really are, because they have turned aside from the true source of the satisfaction they seek, namely, God. 

In the fourth degree, "the avaricious ... wander far from God and they forget him, as though he were not their God at all.... Those who are in this fourth degree forget God and deliberately turn their heart ... to money, as though they had no other God. We find in this fourth degree those who do not hesitate to order divine and supernatural things to temporal things as to gods. They should do just the contrary." John's Biblical examples here are Balaam and Simon Magus, who were willing to buy and sell "God's grace." Contemporary examples might be people who use religion solely for their own monetary profit and prestige. (John is elsewhere very critical of clerics, for example, who seek ecclesiastical positions only for the sake of the power, money, and position, not for service.) Of course, our motives are at best always mixed even in the religious sphere, but John is talking here about those whose SOLE motivation is self-serving and self-seeking. "Today," says John, "many belong in various ways to the category of this fourth degree. Out there in the world, their reason darkened as to spiritual matters through covetousness, they serve money and not God, they are moved by money rather than by God, and they give first consideration to the temporal price and not to the divine value and reward. In countless ways they make money their principal god and goal and give it precedence over God, their ultimate end." It was all the more common in the hyper-Catholic environment of sixteenth-century Spain to hide this kind of avarice under a veneer of religiosity. 

"Also included in the category of this last degree," John writes finally, "are all those miserable souls who value earthly goods as their god and are so enamored of them that they do not hesitate to sacrifice their lives when they observe that this god of theirs undergoes some temporal loss. They despair and commit suicide for wretched reasons, and demonstrate with their own hand the miserable reward that comes from such a god. Since there is nothing to hope for from him, he gives despair and death. And those whom he does not pursue right up to death, the ultimate injury, dies from living in the affliction of anxieties and many other miseries.... Insofar as they are afflicted about money, they are always paying the tribute of their hearts to it." 

Notice that John is not making a blanket judgment here about those who take their own lives. People commit suicide for all sorts of reasons, often because of a mental illness or severe depression. And in any case John says that people who have reached this fourth stage are more to be "pitied greatly" than to be censured, because of their sad state. We know, too, that no one is beyond the reach of grace, as the parable of the Prodigal Son always reminds us. But John is just giving cautionary advice against letting ourselves get drawn into an excessive concern for temporal goods, because one thing leads to another, and little by little the thirst for worldly riches will only lead us to a dead end. 
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Chapter 20 of Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL is especially important for those who find John of the Cross's message "too negative," for here he presents very strong positive reasons for the non-attachment he advocates. As we know, he is talking here especially about the danger of excessive attachment to "temporal goods," such as riches, reputation, children, and so on. 

In chapter 19 John had reviewed the "four degrees" of progressive deterioration when we become too attached to such things. He starts of chapter 20 by drawing the reflections of the previous chapter together: "Spiritual persons must exercise care that in their heart and joy they do not become attached to temporal goods. They must fear lest, through a gradual increase, their small attachments become great.... They should never assure themselves that, since their attachment is small, they will break away from it in the future even if they do not do so immediately. If they do not have the courage to uproot it when it is small and in its first stages, how do they think and presume they will have the ability to do so when it becomes greater and more deeply rooted?" These attachments are like a drug, and we can easily fool ourselves (like people who say "well, there's no harm in just a *little* cocaine!"). 

But then John puts a more positive spin on his teaching. "Even if human beings do not free their heart of joy in temporal goods for the sake of God and the demands of Christian perfection, they ought to do so because of the resulting temporal advantages." In other words, his advice is good even for the natural benefits that come from detachment, prescinding from the religious ones, because "by liberating themselves from joy in temporal goods, [souls] not only free themselves from the pestiferous kinds of harm we mentioned in the preceding chapters, but in addition acquire the virtue of liberality. Liberality is one of God's principal attributes and can in no way coexist with covetousness. Moreover, they acquire liberty of spirit, clarity of reason, rest, tranquility, peaceful confidence in God, and in their will, the true cult and homage of God. They obtain more joy and recreation in creatures through the dispossession of them. They cannot rejoice in them if they behold them with possessiveness.... In detachment from things they acquire a clearer knowledge of them and a better understanding of both natural and supernatural truths concerning them.... They delight in these goods according to the truth of them, but those who are attached delight according to what is false in them; they delight in the best, the attached delight in the worst; they delight in the substance of them, the attached delight in the accidents.... Joy, then, clouds the judgment like a mist. For there can be no voluntary joy over creatures without voluntary possessiveness.... Those, then, whose joy is unpossessive of things rejoice in them all as though they possessed them all; those others, beholding them with a possessive mind, lose all the delight of them in general." 

John's sixteenth century language may be a bit confusing at times, but his point is clear: We cannot fully and appropriately enjoy creatures for what they are in themselves when our perceptions are distorted by inappropriate and self-centered desires. Think of the developer who looks at a beautiful stand of trees or a serene mountain lake and can only see a future site for a housing development or a strip mall from which he hopes to make a huge profit. Think of parents who try to live vicariously through their children and never learn to enjoy their children's unique personalities and gifts. More generally, think of the countless ways we miss the beauty and goodness of things as they are in themselves because we relate to them only through the distorting lens of our own self-centered wants and desires. A free heart is free to enjoy creatures for what they are, without getting fixated upon them. "Cares do not molest the detached," says John, "neither in prayer nor outside it, and thus, losing no time, such people easily store up an abundance of spiritual good. Yet those who are attached spend all their time going to and fro about the snare to which their heart is tied, and even with effort they can hardly free themselves for a short while from this snare of thinking about and finding joy in the object to which their heart is attached." 

But the most important benefit of non-attachment to temporal goods, says John, is "freedom of the heart for God. With this the soul is disposed for all the favors God will grant it. Without it, he does not bestow them." 
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In chapter 21 of the third book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John goes on to discuss the next category of goods in which the will can rejoice, i.e., natural goods, by which he means "beauty, grace, elegance, bodily constitution, and all other corporeal endowments; also, in the soul, good intelligence, discretion, and other talents belonging to the rational part of humans." John maintains that "people are vain and deceitful if they rejoice in these gifts only because they or their relatives have them, without giving thanks to God who grants them in order to be better known and loved. As Solomon says: 'Grace is deceitful and beauty vain; she who fears the Lord will be praised' [Proverbs 31:30]. We are taught through this text that human beings should rather have misgivings about these natural gifts since through them they can be easily distracted from the love of God and, being allured, fall into vanity and delusion. Those possessing these endowments should be careful and live cautiously lest through vain ostentation they be the occasion that someone's heart withdraw even one iota from God.... Regarding these goods, spiritual people must direct their heart to God in joy and gladness that God is himself all this beauty and grace--eminently and infinitely so, above all creatures." 

We need not belabor the point or quote John at greater length here, since his message is very clear. John is not saying that we should be insensitive to physical beauty and natural endowments. Indeed, science today would probably tell us that we are biologically "hot-wired" to respond to these things, and for some good reasons. John himself calls them "gifts," not "curses." Still, we know they can easily dazzle us and sap our judgment. Without even mentioning current political scandals, we know that Madison Avenue in fact counts on our being manipulable by glamorous people doing glamorous things. If we think we're completely immune to all of this, we are probably fooling ourselves. 

John does not say that we should not rejoice in these gifts, but rather that we should not rejoice "ONLY because we have them." Rather, we should use them to lead us to the giver of the gifts. It helps to remind ourselves that whatever beauty or natural endowments we find attractive are present all the more in God, the one who bestows them. 

This may not be a point about which many Carmelites need reminding. People coming to Carmel have usually already made a break with any over-infatuation with physical beauty, natural talents, and so on. Still, I suspect John speaks so strongly on this point because it is something he may have struggled with. We know from his writings that he loved nature and was keenly sensitive to beauty, that for him "beauty" was one of God's chief attributes, despite (or perhaps because of?) growing up in impoverished circumstances that had little natural beauty about them. 

John will continue his discussion of "natural goods" in chapter 22. 
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Subject: Ascent III:22 

We have reached chapter 22 in the third book of the ASCENT, in the midst of John's discussion of the "active night of the will," where he is enumerating all the possible objects of the will's joy and teaching us how to be properly non-attached to anything short of God. He had begun considering "natural goods," by which he means such things as "beauty, grace, elegance, bodily constitution," and so on, as well as "good intelligence, discretion, and other talents belonging to the rational part of humans." 

In chapter 22 he considers at length the harm that can be caused by inappropriate attachment to such things. First he notes the methodology he is following throughout this section: i.e., to mention the type of potential joy in question, then the harm it can cause, then the benefits arising from a right ordering of our will toward a particular category of objects of joy. He observes that certain kinds of harm , e.g., tepidity of spirit, pertain to every kind of inappropriate attachment. But in the case of these "natural goods," he says that the chief kind of harm to which they can give rise is (as we might expect) "fornication." (To use today's jargon, we might say that an unfettered preoccupation with physical beauty, etc., easily leads to inappropriate physical and sexual contacts.) 

But John goes on to say that "the spiritual and bodily harm directly and effectively ensuing from joy in natural goods can be reduced to six principal kinds." First is "vainglory, presumption, pride, and disesteem of neighbor, for a person cannot fasten the eyes of esteem on one object without withdrawing them from others." If we take pride in our own natural gifts, we begin to look down on others. If we focus on the external beauty of others, we begin to make odious distinctions among those with whom we have to deal. "Such contempt may not only be internal but manifest itself externally through speech: This is not like that, or so and so is not like so and so." To see how much this affects even those of us who are serious about the spirital life, just watch yourself in a social gathering. Don't you find yourself gravitating almost unconsciously toward the more attractive, intelligent, and personable folk in the room, and away from the boring, unpopular, and unattractive people? 

"The second kind of harm is inciting the senses to complacency, sensual delight, and lust." John will come back to this later in the chapter. 

"The third kind of harm is that this joy induces flattery and vain praises involving deception and vanity, as Isaiah warns: 'My people, whoever praises you deceives you' [Is 3:12]. The reason is that even though sometimes the truth is told in lauding natural grace and beauty, this praise rarely fails to contain some harm, either by causing the person praised to fall into vain complacency and joy; or by directing one's own imperfect affections and intentions toward the person endowed with this beauty." Whether we admit it or not, we are all to some degree susceptible to flattery. Our human nature seeks approval and esteem. 

"The fourth kind of harm is general, for the reason and judgment of the spirit become very dull.... Thus the reason and judgment do not remain free but are clouded by the emotion of a very intimate joy." Certainly we see examples every day of how a preoccupation with physical attractiveness and natural gifts can cloud the judgment (I hardly need to mention the name "Lewinsky"!). 

"This gives rise to the fifth kind of harm," says John, namely a "distraction of mind with creatures." And this in turn develops into a sixth kind of harm, "spiritual lukewarmness and weakness," which "usually reaches such a point that it causes the soul to find extreme tedium and sadness in the things of God, even to the extent of abhorring them." Once again, John is showing us the downward spiral once we begin surrendering to an inappropriate joy in these kinds of goods. 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent III:22 (cont'd.) 

Finishing up the second half of chapter 22 in Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL.... 

John returns to the "second kind of harm" [paragraph 3] resulting from inordinate joy in natural goods, namely, "inciting the senses to complacency, sensual delight, and lust." John writes that "the extent and enormity of the disaster arising from joy in natural graces and beauty is patent, since on account of this joy we hear every day of many murders, lost reputations, insults, squandered fortunes, rivalries, quarrels, and of so many adulteries, rapes, and fornications, of of fallen saints so numerous that they are compared to the third part of the stars of heaven cast down to earth by the tail of the serpent [Rev 12:4]." He goes on: "Where does this poisonous harm fail to reach? And who fails to drink little or much from the golden chalice of the Babylonian woman of Apocalypse [Rev 17:4]?... There is hardly anyone of high rank or low, saint or sinner, who does not drink of her wine, subjecting the heart somewhat." This may sound excessively dire, but one has only to open the Metro section of any major metropolitan newspaper to see what John is talking about, and probably most of us have witnessed at least some degree of this havoc wrought by an infatuation with "natural goods" even among our immediate family and friends (and perhaps in our own lives as well). 

"Let us conclude, then," he writes, "with necessary instruction for the prevention of this poison. As soon as the heart feels drawn by vain joy in natural goods"--notice the key qualifier, VAIN, because there is another kind of joy in natural goods (when we use them to help us love God more) that John approves--"it should recall how dangerous and pernicious it is to rejoice in anything other than the service of God," or at least to rejoice in something without any reference to God. "One should consider how harmful it was for the angels to have rejoiced and grown complacent in their natural beauty and goods, since they thereby fell into the ugly abyss; and how many evils come on humans every day because of this very vanity." John's example here is worth noting, since his reference to the angels proves that he is not just talking about attraction to physical beauty (which we human beings are "hot-wired" for anyway, according to the biologists). He is talking about not letting our natural attraction to any sort of natural gifts (our own or others) overcome our focus on God. And he is warning us to be cautious (though not scrupulous), since we often overestimate our own strength and underestimate our own susceptibility. 

At any rate, in the next chapter he will put things in a more positive light, by talking about the benefits that come when we are able to properly direct our joy in natural goods. 
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Subject: Ascent III:24

"Our next subject," says John of the Cross at the beginning of chapter 24 of Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, "is joy in sensory goods, the third kind of good in which the will can rejoice." These include "all the goods apprehensible to the senses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch, and to the interior faculties of discursive imagination." Here, in a way, John seems to be backtracking to what he already covered in his treatment of the active night of sense in Book One, and indeed much of what he says in the next three chapters will sound very familiar. But, as always with John, there are slightly different nuances each time he returns to the same subject. (And those of us in recovery from a recent overindulgence in Easter goodies might find John's advice very timely!) :-) Remember that in the present part of the ASCENT John is discussing the so-called "active night of the will," that is, what we can do by our own efforts, with the help of grace, to direct our wills toward God and disentangle them from excessive absorption in things other than God. And it's worth noting that what we are "detaching" ourselves from here are called "goods," not evils. For John, despite the sometimes strong language, those things which offer satisfaction to the senses are not evil in themselves, and can in fact be used to lead us to God. Any evil lies in our own misuse of such "sensory goods." 

John writes that "to darken and purge the will of [disordered] joy in these sensory goods and lead it through them to God, we must presuppose a truth. It is, as we have often said, that the senses of the lower part of human nature, with which we are dealing, neither are nor can be capable of the knowledge or comprehension of God as he is in himself. The eye cannot see him or anything like him, nor can the hearing perceive his voice or any sound resembling it, nor can the sense of smell apprehend a fragrance so sweet, nor can the sense of taste relish so sublime and delightful a savor, nor can the sense of touch experience a feeling so delicate and ravishing, or anything similar. Neither is God's form or any figure representing it apprehensible to thought or imagination." Thus, any kind of sensory satisfaction we receive cannot give us God AS GOD IS. Therefore to the extent that we remain focused on the satisfaction of our senses, we are "hindered from centering [our] strength on God, from placing all [our] joy in him alone." 

On the other hand, "I purposely said that it would be vanity for the will to PAUSE to rejoice in any of these apprehensions. For when the will, in becoming aware of the delight afforded by an object of sight, hearing, or touch, does not stop with this joy but immediately elevates itself to God, being moved and strengthened for this by that delight, it is doing something very good. The will, then, does not have to avoid such experiences when they produce this devotion and prayer, but it can profit by them, and even ought to for the sake of so holy an exercise. For there are souls who are greatly moved toward God by sensible objects." Thus joy in sensory goods can at times be a great help in the spiritual journey, and (as embodied beings) we are "hardwired" to respond to sensible pleasures and pains. 

But John is also aware of how easily we can fool ourselves. "Frequently, spiritual persons use this refreshment of the senses under the pretext of prayer and devotion to God; and they so perform these exercises that we could call it recreation rather than prayer, and pleasing oneself rather than God." And so he says, "I should like to offer a norm for discerning when this gratification of the senses is beneficial and when not. Whenever spiritual persons, on hearing music or other things, seeing agreeable objects, smelling sweet fragrance ... immediately at the first movement direct their thought and the affection of their will to God ... it is a sign that they are profiting by the senses and the sensory part is a help to the spirit. The senses can then be used because the sensorial objects serve the purpose for which God created them: that he should be more known and loved through them." In other words, the soul should have a "readiness to go to God in and through all things"; otherwise, "anyone who does not feel this freedom of spirit in these objects and sensible delights, but finds that the will pauses in and feed on them, suffers harm from them and ought to turn from their use." 
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In chapter 25 of Book III of the Ascent of Mount Carmel, John now goes on to describe the harm that comes when the will takes unbridled joy in sensory goods. Most of these will already be obvious to you, if you have been following the book so far. 

First there are the harms that come from any sort of inordinate joy in creatures: "obscurity of reason, lukewarmness, spiritual tedium, and so on." When we overindulge ourselves in things less than God, our fervor cools and we can easily become dissipated. 

But there are further harms, John says, that come specifically from preoccupation with sensory joy. "First, through failure to deny joy in visible objects for the sake of going to God, the following evils result directly: vanity of spirit, mental distraction, inordinate covetousness, indecency, interior and exterior discomposure, impurity in thought, and envy." That's why the old ascetical manuals used to recommend "custody of the eyes." Too much "feasting of the eyes" on things that tempt us or are none of our business is itself damaging, John believes. (Think of how hard it is to pray if we're turning our heads every two seconds to see what's happening around us.) 

Again, "joy in hearing useless things gives direct rise to distraction of the imagination, gossiping, envy, uncertain judgments, and wandering thoughts, from which flow other pernicious kinds of harm." Clear enough! 

"Joy in sweet fragrance foments disgust for the poor (which is contrary to Christ's doctrine), aversion for servants, un-submissiveness of heart in humble things, and spiritual insensitivity, at least in the measure of the appetite. Joy in the delights of food directly engenders gluttony and drunkenness, anger, discord, and lack of charity toward one's neighbor and the poor, as toward Lazarus on the part of the rich man who ate sumptuously each day. Accordingly, there arise bodily disorders, infirmities, and impure movement from increasing lustful incentives. A decided spiritual torpor is directly engendered and the desire for spiritual things is so spoiled that one finds no satisfaction in them and is unable to discuss or take part in them." 

Notice that John seems particularly concerned about the social consequences of this disordered joy in sensory goods. He's not advising us to detach ourselves because he thinks creatures are evil, or because he encourages ascetical feats for their own sakes. If we wanted to put his comments here into contemporary language, we might talk about the dangers of unbridled consumerism: junk food that ruins our health, a "disposable" culture that is ruining the environment by generating untold waste (while the ads tell us we cannot live without the newest, latest, shiniest thing), a selfish desire to acquire pleasurable things for ourselves without concern for the effects of our lifestyle on the poor, and so on and so on. We're all aware of this, but we're also inextricably caught up in it, and it takes a lot of effort to get ourselves even minimally free. 

John continues: "Enjoyment in the touch of soft objects foments more numerous and pernicious kinds of harm, and by it the senses more quickly pervert the spirit and extinguish its strength and vigor. The consequence is the abominable vice of effeminacy or incentives toward it.... This joy foments lust; it makes the spirit cowardly and timid and the senses flattering, honey-mouthed, disposed toward sin and causing harm. It pours vain gladness and mirth into the heart, engenders license of the tongue and freedom of the eyes... This joy sometimes begets a spirit of confusion and unresponsiveness of conscience and spirit, since it seriously debilitates reason and reduces it to such a state that one does not know how to take counsel or to give it... Finally, from this kind of rejoicing in the sense of touch one can fall into much evil and harm from natural goods... Since I discussed this harm in speaking of those goods, I will not refer to it here. Neither will I speak of the many other kinds of harm caused, such as decrease in spiritual exercises and corporeal penances, and lukewarmness and lack of devotion in the use of the sacraments of penance and the Eucharist." 

Here I don't think we should project onto John's use of the word "effeminacy" our own 20th century issues about the nature of women, gay liberation, or what have you. Though John doesn't go into detail here (and 16th century Spain was admittedly a "macho" cultural environment), he seems to be talking here rather about a kind of prissiness, foppishness, or self-pampering that comes from indulging the pleasures of touch too much. (Think of the film images of the Versailles of Louis XIV, for example.) We have this vice, for example, when we can't abide anything that isn't smooth, soft, and comfortable, or cuddly and warm, and so on. It's a failing that effects both men and women, and makes us unwilling to put up with any physical discomfort for the sake of God. 
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In Ascent III:26, John finishes up his discussion of "joy in sensory goods" with a review of the "spiritual and temporal benefits" that come from moderating our indulgence in these things. 

"First, by withdrawing their joy from sensible things," says John, "individuals are restored from the distraction into which they had fallen through excessive [note the word "excessive"!] use of their senses. They become recollected in God and conserve the spirit and virtues they had acquired...." 

"The second spiritual benefit" is that "from being sensual they become spiritual, and from animal, rational, and even ... from what is human they advance to the angelic, and from earthly and human they become heavenly and divine." John is not here advocating Platonic dualism of rejecting the body in favor of the soul, nor is he adopting a negative attitude toward our human nature as God intended it to be. Rather, this is his way of restating the distinction which St. Paul makes, not between body and soul, but between flesh and spirit, or between the sensual and the spiritual person. "St. Paul proves both instances. He calls the sensual person (that is, one who occupies the will with sensory things) the animal person, one who does not perceive the things of God; and the other, who raises the will to God, he calls the spiritual person, and this is the one who penetrates and judges all things, even the deep things of God [1 Cor. 2:10-15]." In other words, it's a question of the WHOLE person, primarily directed either toward sensory pleasure or toward God. 

"But the third benefit is that the satisfaction and joy of the will is temporally and exceedingly increased, since, as the Savior says, in this life for one joy they will receive a hundredfold [Mt 19:29, Mk 10:29-30].... Spiritual joy directed to God at the sight of all divine or profane things follows from the eye already purged of enjoyment in seeing things. Resulting from the purgation of enjoyment in hearing things is a most spiritual joy, a hundred times greater, directed to God in all that is heard, divine or profane; and so on with the other senses already purged. In the state of innocence all that our first parents saw, spoke of, and ate in the garden of paradise served them for more abundant delight in contemplation, since the sensory part of their souls was truly subjected and ordered to reason.... In the pure, therefore, all things, high and low, engender greater good and purity.... If the soul through mortification of the animal life lives a spiritual life, it must obviously, without contradiction, go to God in all things, since all its spiritual actions and movements will flow from the spiritual life. Consequently this person, now of pure heart, finds in all things a joyful, pleasant, chaste, pure, spiritual, glad, and loving knowledge of God." 

In other words, this moderation of excessive joy in sensory things has the paradoxical effect of enabling us in the end to enjoy them more. If I'm starving to death, I won't be able to appreciate the wonderful taste, texture, smell, etc. of the fresh apple sitting on the table, because I'll be too busy grabbing it and wolfing it down to fill my stomach. So, too, as John has said before, when we're seeking after sensory satisfaction in a neurotic, compulsive, or possessive way, we are relating to things only insofar as they satisfy our self-seeking, and are unable to appreciate them for the beauty they have in themselves as God's creatures. 

Yet even though "to the pure all things are pure," John warns us that if we are not yet "habituated to the purgation of sensible joy" we will need continued vigilance, because it is still easy for us to get drawn in by the appeal to the senses and forget the One who made these goods. 

Finally, John mentions the great joy in the next life awaiting those who have moderated their sensory joys in this life. "For every momentary and perishable joy souls deny, as St. Paul states, there will be worked in them eternally an immense weight of glory [2 Cor 4:17]." This concludes his discussion of the "active night of the will" in regard to "sensory goods." Next time we'll talk about joy in "moral goods," where (it seems to me) John begins to talk about themes that you don't always find in other spiritual writers. 
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Lest anyone be feeling discouraged by the material we are studying in John of the Cross, remember that he is dealing in this part of Book III of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL with the so-called "active night of the will," advising us, insofar as we are able with the help of God's grace, to temper inappropriate joy in things less than God. But as he makes clear elsewhere, there is much in ourselves over which we have no control, or only very limited control. The real "purification" must be God's work, when he inflames us with "another, better love" before which our lesser loves fall or lose their hold. We would have reason to be discouraged, in other words, if the purification needed for union with God depended on our own efforts; but we instead have every reason to hope, because it is ultimately God's doing. 

Moving on.... In chapter 27 of Book III John takes up the next category of goods in which the will can inappropriately rejoice, namely, "moral goods". "By moral goods we mean: the virtues and their habits insofar as they are moral; the exercise of any of the virtues; the practice of the works of mercy; the observance of God's law; political prudence, and all the practices of good manners." 

This is a new kind of "good" for John, since, unlike the previous categories, even on a purely natural level moral goods "merit some rejoicing by their possessor. For they bring with them peace, tranquility, a right and ordered use of reason, and actions resulting from mature deliberation. Humanly speaking, a person cannot have any nobler possession in this life. Because virtues in themselves merit love and esteem from a human viewpoint, and because of their nature and the good they humanly and temporally effect, a person can well rejoice in the practice and possession of them. Under this aspect and for this reason philosophers, wise men, and ancient rulers esteemed, praised, and endeavored to acquire and practice them.... But in addition God, who loves every good, even in the barbarian and gentile, and does not hinder any good work from being accomplished, as the Wise Man says [Wis 7:22], bestowed on them an increase of life, honor, dominion, and peace." So moral goods are worth rejoicing in even for their temporal benefits (whereas, John previously said, a disordered joy in sensible pleasures, for example, leads only to compulsions, anxieties, and so on). 

But Christians, says John, "ought not to stop there. Since Christians have the light of faith in which they hope for eternal life and without which nothing from above or below will have any value, they ought to rejoice in the possession and exercise of these moral goods only and chiefly in the second manner: that insofar as they perform these works for the love of God, these works procure eternal life for them.... Many of the ancients possessed numerous virtues and engaged in good works, and many Christians have them today and accomplish wonderful deeds; but such works are of no profit for eternal life because of failure to seek only the honor and glory of God. Christians, then, should rejoice not if they accomplish good works and abide by good customs, but if they do these things out of love for God alone, without any other motive.... For the sake of directing their joy in moral goods to God, Christians should keep in mind that the value of their good works, fasts, alms, penances, and so on, is not based on quantity and quality so much as on the love of God practiced in them; and consequently that these works are of greater excellence in the measure both that the love of God by which they are performed is more pure and entire and that self-interest diminishes with respect to pleasure, comfort, praise, and earthly or heavenly joy." 

As you might guess, then, the problem with moral goods, for John, comes when we start to take pride in them, or become complacent, and so on. A mobster may have excellent manners; a socialite may do wonderful charity work simply because of the praise and publicity forthcoming from it. The works may be good, but the motives may be defective. John will talk about this in the following chapter. 
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In a way, we can see a logical progression in John of the Cross's spiritual pedagogy as he leads us through the "active night of the will" in Book III of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. For once we begin to get some control over our excessive joy in temporal, natural, and sensory goods, what is the obvious danger? That we will become complacent about our own virtue (and thus take inappropriate satisfaction in what John calls our "moral goods")! 

And so in chapter 28 of Book III John talks precisely about "seven kinds of harm that can be incurred through vain joy in one's good works and customs." "The first," he says, "is vanity, pride, vainglory, and presumption, for one is unable to rejoice over one's works without esteeming them. This gives rise to boasting and so on, as is said of the Pharisee in the Gospel: He prayed and sought friendship with God by boasting of his fasting and performance of other good works [Lk 18:11-12]. The second is usually linked with the first. It is that people make comparisons, judging others to be evil and imperfect, supposing that the deeds and works of others are not as good as their own. Interiorly they have less regard for others, and they sometimes manifest this exteriorly in words.... Many today ... boast: 'I am not like so and so, nor do I do anything similar to what this or that one does.' Many are even worse than the Pharisee" and "become angry and envious in noticing that others receive praise or accomplish more or have greater value than they themselves." Elsewhere, especially in the opening chapters of the Dark Night, John notes that this defect can be extremely subtle. We've probably all felt the urge, in situations where someone else is being praised (especially if it is at our expense), to suggest somehow that the other person's virtues or accomplishments aren't all they are cracked up to be. I'm sure we've all been to Masses or spiritual meetings where there seems to be a kind of unacknowledged one-ups-manship going on in the spontaneous petitions or prayers. It's probably an inevitable temptation for Carmelites to want to SEEM spiritual and holy. (I recall a bizarre discussion at one of our chapters about what diocesan clergy might think of us, negatively, if our breviaries were a smaller size than theirs!) 

"The fourth follows from this third; and it is that they will not find their reward in God since they wished to find, in this life, joy, comfort, honor, or some other thing from their works.... There is so much misery among human beings as regards this kind of harm that I believe most of the works publicly achieved are either faulty, worthless, or imperfect in God's sight. The reason is that people are not detached from these human respects and interests. How else can one judge the works performed by some and the memorials constructed at their request, when they do not desire them unless for some honor or human and vain considerations; or when, in the memorials, they perpetuate their own name, lineage, or nobility; or when they even go to the extent of having their coat of arms or heraldry put in the church, as if they want to put themselves there as an image where all may bend the knee? It can be said that in these works some adore themselves more than God.... Aside from these individuals, who are the worst, how many are there who in various ways suffer this harm in their works? Some want praise for their works; others, thanks; others talk about them and are pleased if this person or that or even the whole world knows about them; at times they want their alms, or whatever they are doing, to pass through the hands of another that it may be better known.... The Savior in the Gospel compares this to sounding the trumpet, which is the practice of vain persons, and he declares that as a result they will not receive a reward from God for their works [Mt 6:2]. To avoid this kind of harm, these persons must hide their work so that only God might see it, and they should not want anyone to pay attention to it. Not only should they hide it from others, but even from themselves: They should desire neither the complacency of esteeming their work as if it had value, nor the procurement of satisfaction." John is here describing exactly a custom common in his time, where the wealthy would lavishly endow chapels, religious houses, and so on, provided they could be buried in a prominent place within or have their plaque on the wall for all to see, etc., thus in a sense making the place a monument to themselves and their clan. But the practice still exists today in other forms. I know one of the strong temptations of us middle-aged celibate clergy is, in lieu of children, to build new churches, schools, rectories, and so on, to found new communities, to start new projects that can live after us. There's nothing wrong with these things per se, certainly, but there is sometimes a question of whose needs are really being met. 

"The fifth kind of harm is failure to advance in the way of perfection. As a result of attachment to satisfaction and consolation in their works, some usually become discouraged and lose the spirit of perseverance. This ordinarily happens when God leads them on by giving them hard bread, the bread of the perfect, and takes away the infant's milk so as to prove their strength and purge their weak appetite so they may taste the substantial fare of adults.... For when the occasion of practicing some mortification is presented to these persons, they die to their good works by ceasing to accomplish them, and they lose the spirit of perseverance, which would give them spiritual sweetness and interior consolation." As Kieran notes here, this is similar to what John says about the purgative contemplation, when God takes away the consolations we had previously experienced in our prayer in order to lead us deeper. The text here shows that the purification, and interior sweetness, can come not just from contemplative prayer but from our good works also. If we want to discern the real motivation behind our good works, we should ask ourselves what we do when we no longer find much exterior satisfaction in them. If our cry is: "I don't see why I should have to (go to Mass, help in the soup kitchen, sing in the choir, volunteer as a tutor, or whatever) any more, because I don't get anything out of it," we may be in it primarily for the consolations. If we give up or become inconstant, it may be a sign that we were doing these good works more for the satisfaction they gave us than for God. 

"The sixth [harm] is that they are usually deluded by the thought that the exercises and works that give satisfaction are better than those that do not. And they have praise and esteem for the one kind, but disesteem for the other. Yet those works that usually require more mortification from a person (who is not advanced in the way of perfection) are more acceptable and precious in God's sight because of the self-denial exercised in them, than are those from which one can derive consolation, which very easily leads to self-seeking." And finally, "the seventh kind of harm is that human beings, insofar as they do not quell vain joy in their moral deeds, become more incapable of taking counsel and receiving reasonable instructions about the works they ought to do. The habitual weakness they have from working with this vain joy so enchains them that they either do not believe that the counsel of another is better, or do not wish to follow it.... Such people become very slack in charity toward God and neighbor, for the self-love contained in their works makes them grow cold in charity." 

Next time we'll look at the benefits from tempering our joy in "moral goods." 
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In chapter 29 of Book III of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John goes on to describe the "benefits" that come from moderating our joy in "moral goods." As one might expect, they follow more or less logically, as the reverse of the "harms" he described arising from un-moderated joy. "Great are the benefits derived from restraining the desire for vain rejoicing in this kind of good. As for the first, the soul is freed from falling into many temptations and deceits of the devil...." The devil is very clever about tempting us into a kind of secret self-satisfaction about our own virtues. 

"The second benefit is a more diligent and precise accomplishment of these works. Such is not the case when one takes pleasure in them with the passion of joy. Through this passion of joy the irascible and concupiscible appetites become so strong that they do not allow leeway for the judgment of reason. As a result, people become inconstant in their practice of good works and resolutions; they leave these aside and take up others, starting and stopping without ever finishing anything. Since they are motivated by satisfaction, which is changeable--and in some temperaments more so than others--their work ends when the satisfaction does, and their resolution too, even though it may concern and important endeavor. We can say of those for whom the energy and soul of their work is the joy they find in it that when the joy dies out the good work ceases, and they do not persevere. Christ spoke of them when he said: "They receive the word with joy, and the devil immediately takes it way from them that they may not persevere [Lk 8:12]." And the reason for this lack of perseverance is that they have no other roots or strength than this joy. Withdrawal of the will from such joy, then, is the cause of perseverance and success. This benefit is great, as is also the contrary harm. A wise person is concerned about the substance and benefit of a work, not about the delight and satisfaction it yields. Thus such a one does not beat the air [1 Cor 9:26] but procures from the work a stable joy without paying the tribute of displeasure." It would take a whole explanation of the scholastic understanding of passions and appetites to tease this out, but let me come back to it below. 

"The third is a divine benefit. It is that by extinguishing vain joy in these works a person becomes poor in spirit, which is one of the beatitudes the Son of God mentions." This reminds me of St. Therese; her "little way" included doing her ordinary duties without worrying about whether she found them pleasing or displeasing, whether she won approval or disapproval. She could say at the end that she had become truly "poor in spirit." 

"The fourth benefit is that those who deny this joy will be meek, humble, and prudent in their work. For they will act neither impetuously and hastily, compelled by the concupiscible or irascible aspect of joy; nor presumptuously, affected by their esteem for the work... ; nor incautiously, blinded by joy." Finally, "the fifth benefit is to become pleasing to both God and other human beings and free of spiritual avarice, gluttony, sloth, envy, and a thousand other vices." 

If I can try to comment briefly, and in light of some of the comments on previous chapters, without going too deeply into the scholastic theory.... It seems to me that John is well aware that joy takes many forms, not all of them bad; after all, "joy" is one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit! But what John means by the "passion of joy" is (to oversimplify) the natural and spontaneous reaction of aversion or attraction (irascible and concupiscible) we have to something. Obviously we need to be aware of these responses, to deal with them. But just as obviously we cannot let them guide our lives, or we will become very inconstant. We all know people who cannot sustain a job or a relationship because they want to move on as soon as the infatuation has passed or the work gets boring. But if we're able to find our joy primarily in doing God's will, whatever it may be, then we can weather the periods when we're not feeling any particular natural joy in what we're doing, so long as we're where we believe God wants us. 

Although John doesn't go into it here, there are some signs for discerning when a "lack of joy" in our work is simply a call to move beyond dependence on superficial pleasures, or when it is a sign that God is calling us elsewhere. If our "track record" is of moving from one thing to another every few months "because it's not satisfying me," then the problem is probably our own inconstancy and unrealistic expectations. On the other hand, if there is a deep and constant attraction toward some good work, and it keeps coming up in prayer, and it's not simply a matter of wanting out of what we're currently doing, and we can honestly say that we would advise a stranger in our situation to pursue this new work, etc., etc., then perhaps it is the movement of the Spirit. In any case, a spiritual director can be a great help in sorting things out, as can Ignatius of Loyola's guidelines for discernment of spirits. We shouldn't think, either, that our motivation will ever be 100% pure. John's point, rather, concerns where we place the primary emphasis in the good works we do and the virtues we acquire; if pride and satisfaction are our PRIMARY motives, we will get into trouble. If our primary desire is to do the will of God, no matter what the cost, then we will find a deeper joy, even in the crosses that inevitably come. Or so I think John is saying. 
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In chapter 30 of Book III of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, as he continues his exploration of the "active night of the will," John moves on to the next category of possible objects of the will's joy, viz. "supernatural goods." I sometimes think this and the immediately following chapters might be called "How Not to Be a Guru," because John is going to discuss some of the extraordinary gifts God sometimes seems to give, not to deny the reality of such gifts, but to show how to avoid misusing them. I think these are important chapters for us today, because people are often dazzled by (and unduly credulous about) these gifts, and can be easily led astray. 

By "supernatural gifts," John means the so-called "gratiae gratis datae" [a traditional term for graces given for the sake of others], such as "the gifts of wisdom and knowledge given by God to Solomon [1 Kgs 3:7-12] and the graces St. Paul enumerates: faith, the grace of healing, working of miracles, prophecy, knowledge and discernment of spirits, interpretation of words, and also the gift of tongues [1 Cor 12:9-10]. Though it is true these goods are also spiritual like the ones we must speak of later, yet I must draw a distinction because there is a considerable difference between them. The exercise of these gifts immediately concerns the benefit of others, and God bestows them for that purpose.... There is a difference in their objects, since the object of the spiritual goods [which he will later discuss] is only the Creator and the soul, whereas the object of the supernatural goods is the creature. There is a difference, too, in substance, consequently in operation, and also necessarily as regards doctrine." 

To clarify further, John says that these "supernatural goods" can bring "temporal" and "spiritual" benefits. "The temporal include healing the sick, restoring sight to the blind, raising the dead, expelling devils, prophesying the future so people may be careful, and other similar things. The spiritual and eternal benefit is the knowledge and love of God caused by these works either in those who perform them or in those in whom, or before whom, they are accomplished." 

For their temporal benefits alone, John says, "supernatural works and miracles merit little or no joy of soul. When the second [i.e., the spiritual] benefit is excluded they are of little or no importance to human beings, since they are not in themselves a means for uniting the soul with God, as is charity. And the exercise of these supernatural works and graces does not require grace and charity; either God truly bestows them as he did to the wicked prophet Balaam [Nm 22:20] and to Solomon, or they are effected falsely by means of the devil, as in the case of Simon Magus [Acts 8:9-11], or by means of other secret, natural powers.... St. Paul teaches what their worth is without the second benefit: 'If I speak in human and angelic tongues and do not have charity, I am like a sounding metal or bell....' When those who esteem their works in this way seek glory from Christ saying: 'Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and work many miracles?' he will answer: 'Depart from me, workers of iniquity' [Mt 7:22-23]. People should rejoice, then, not in whether they possess and exercise these graces, but in whether they ... [are] serving God through them with true charity.... Hence it should be understood that people ought not rejoice except in walking along the path that leads to life and in doing works with charity. What profit is there in anything that is not the love of God, and what value has it in God's sight?" 

Some of what John says here will become clearer in the next chapter, when he gets into concrete examples of the harm that can occur when we rejoice inappropriately in these "supernatural gifts." But already we can make some connections with contemporary experience. Like the people of Jesus' day, we too have a hankering for "signs and wonders," and people flock to see alleged healers, prophets, visionaries, and miracle workers. John does not deny that healings and prophecies, for example, really occur, and that some of them really are the work of God's grace. But in themselves such works are not a guarantee of holiness or credibility in either the one who works them or the one who receives them. What value is a healing to me if I use my restored health for evil instead of good? What value someone's ability to foresee the future if it becomes a source of pride for him and an instrument of control over his followers? Many people with genuine gifts have gone astray when they begin to believe too much in their own publicity. This is what John will talk about in the following chapters. 
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John sees "three chief kinds of harm" that can come from taking too much satisfaction in "supernatural goods" such as healings, miracle workings, prophecies, gifts of tongues, and so on: i.e., "deceiving and being deceived; detriment in the soul with respect to faith; and vainglory or some vanity." 

As for the first, he explains that "it is very easy to deceive oneself and others by rejoicing in these accomplishments. The reason is that discernment of the true from the false and knowledge of how and at what time they may be exercised demands much counsel and much light from God." When we esteem these gifts too much, we may want to use them (even when genuine) "outside of the proper time." "We read that Balaam was thus at fault when, against God's will, he decided to go and curse the Israelites.... [Nm 22:22-23]. St. James and St. John wanted to make fire descend from heaven on the Samaritans who refused lodging to our Savior, but the Lord reproved them for this [Lk 9:54-55]. It is clear that in these cases those who were gifted were moved to perform their works at an inopportune time by some imperfect passion that was clothed in joy and esteem for these works.... Through these passages we learn that the harm engendered by this joy comes not only from the wicked and perverse use of God's graces ... but even from performing them without God's grace, as in those who prophesied their fancies and spoke of visions manufactured either by themselves or by the devil. When the devil observes their attachment to these wonders, he opens a wide field, provides ample material for their endeavors, and meddles extensively." 

John goes on to say that there may even be cases where people perform their prodigies through a pact with the devil. "Those, then, who have this supernatural gift should not desire or rejoice in its use, nor should they care about exercising it. God, who grants the grace supernaturally for the usefulness of the Church or its members, will also move the gifted supernaturally as to the manner and time in which they should use their gift." 

The second kind of harm "proceeds from the first," namely, that when individuals become attached to these wonders and try to perform them outside the proper time, "besides tempting God--which is a serious sin--they will be unsuccessful and thereby engender in hearts a distrust and contempt of the faith.... By giving importance to these miracles one loses the support of the substantial habit of faith, which is an obscure habit. Where signs and testimonies abound, there is less merit in believing.... Thus God is not inclined to work miracles. When he works them he does so, as they say, out of necessity. He consequently reprimanded the Pharisees because they would not give assent without signs: 'If you do not see signs and wonders, you do not believe' [Jn 4:48]. Those, then, who love to rejoice in these supernatural works suffer a great loss of faith." 

Finally, says John, "through joy in these works one ordinarily falls into vainglory or some kind of vanity." One becomes proud, in other words, of one's spiritual gifts and accomplishments, and wants others to admire them. 

It seems to me that we can see these kinds of "harms" very often today in some of the fallen gurus, visionaries, charismatic preachers and healers, whose stories make the papers all the time. I remember one televangelist, for example, who was caught using a "joy buzzer" when he would place his hand on the sick and "slay them in the spirit." The reaction of the skeptical press was that this guy was a thoroughgoing phony. My own sense is that perhaps people like this start out with some genuine gifts, but they get so caught up in the promotional side of it, and so "attached" to the adulation they get for their "miraculous" gifts, that they misuse them and may even lose them. Similarly, those who spend all their time and energy chasing after the latest visionary or healer can "suffer detriment in the soul with respect to faith" when they begin to put more faith in the private revelation than in the "public revelation" available through Scripture and the Church's tradition, when they treat a Marian message as more authoritative than the Bible, or when they become so overly credulous that they become "enablers" for a gifted person who is going off track. I don't claim to know, of any particular current case, whether it is authentic or inauthentic. But in this chapter John is reminding us once again that everything we could want from God has already been given us in Christ Jesus. 
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Subject: Ascent III:32 

Last time we talked about chapter 31 in the third book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, where John describes the harm that can come when the will rejoices excessively in "supernatural goods," such as healings, prophecies, and other "paranormal" or "miraculous" manifestations. In the present brief chapter (chapter 32) he talks about two "benefits" that come "from the negation of joy in supernatural goods," and they are more or less what we would expect. 

First, he says, comes a "praise and extolling of God" by withdrawing the heart from all that is not God. "By lifting the heart above all things, the soul exalts God above them all. And because the soul in this way concentrates only on God, God receives praise and exaltation in manifesting to it his excellence and grandeur." In fact, says John, the greater the gift, the more we exalt God in setting it aside for his sake; since these "supernatural gifts" are among the highest, God consequently receives greater glory the more we subordinate our affection for them to our love for him. 

(We should note, as we have often said before, that John needs to be read in the light of what he says elsewhere about creatures. Obviously, he calls things like healings and prophecies "supernatural GIFTS," not "supernatural TRAPS." As something created, they have all the goodness of creatures. God gives these things usually as a grace meant for others besides the recipient. And certainly God loves all his gifts and creatures. But what John is talking about is making sure that our attention and love is ultimately focused not on the gifts of the Lord but on the Lord of the gifts. The goal is conformity between our will and God's. To the extent that we are conformed, we will love the created order as God does, with God's own love.) 

The second benefit from "withdrawing the will from these works" is that "the more the soul believes in and serves God without testimonies and signs, the more it extols God, since it believes more of him than signs and miracles can teach." This is a point that is often misunderstood. Many people mistakenly think they are NOURISHING their faith by running after signs and wonders, whereas (as John explained well in Book Two, chapter 22), just the opposite is true. When we learn to be content with what God has already given us in Christ, revealed in Scripture and handed on to us in the Church, "the soul is exalted in purest faith ... and, together with this, [God] increases the other two theological virtues (charity and hope). As a result the soul enjoys divine and lofty knowledge by means of the dark and naked habit of faith; and the admirable delight of love through charity, by which it rejoices in nothing else than the living God; and the satisfaction in the memory by means of hope. All this is a splendid benefit, essentially and directly required for union with God." 
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P.S. There's an anecdote about John of the Cross (one among many) that helps illustrate his attitude toward these "supernatural gifts." When John was in Lisbon for a chapter in 1585, many of the discalced friars were running off to a nearby monastery to see a famous stigmatic, Maria de la Visitacion. John, apparently, was also invited but refused to go, allegedly saying that it would be a sad thing if he had to nourish his faith on such wonders. Instead, he walked along the beach and read his Bible. In the end, Maria was revealed as a fraud. 

Subject: Ascent III:33-34 

John begins chapter 33 by noting: "Our intention in this work is to guide the soul through spiritual goods to divine union with God. Now that we are about to discuss this sixth kind [of good, i.e., spiritual goods] (those very goods that are the most helpful in this matter), both the reader and I myself will have to pay particular attention. Because of their lack of knowledge, it is a common and certain occurrence with some to let spiritual things serve only for the senses, leaving the spirit empty. Hardly will any be found in whom sensory satisfaction does not in some way spoil a good part of what was destined for the spirit, drinking up the waters before they reach the spirit, leaving the spirit dry and empty." 

So what is he talking about here? "By spiritual goods I refer to all those that are an aid and motivating force in turning the soul to divine things and communion with God, as well as a help in God's communications to the soul. According to their main headings, I divide spiritual goods into two classes: one delightful, the other painful. Each of these can again be divided into two kinds: the delightful comprise both goods that are clearly and distinctly understood and others that do not afford clear or distinct understanding; the painful likewise include both those that are clear and distinct and others that are vague and obscure. We can also divide these goods according to the faculties of the soul. Some, those dealing with knowledge, belong to the intellect; others, those dealing with emotions, belong to the will; and others, those dealing with things of the imagination, belong to the memory." 

As you can see, John seems to be multiplying distinctions without end here, and his new categories seem to include some topics he's already covered earlier. Even he seems to realize this, since he will suddenly break off his discussion of distinct delightful spiritual goods after a few more chapters, thus ending the ASCENT abruptly. The DARK NIGHT in its own way will come back to some of these points from a different angle, for there John will certainly discuss the "painful" and "general" spiritual goods "which belong to the passive night." 

But in the remaining chapters of the ASCENT, John will now speak of "delightful goods that are clear and distinct," including pious images, places, ceremonies, and so on. 

Accordingly, in the brief transitional chapter 34, he says: "We would have had to cover a great deal of matter here to instruct the will about proper conduct concerning joy in the multitudinous apprehensions of the intellect and memory if we had not amply discussed these apprehensions in the second and third book [of the ASCENT]. Since we indicated there the conduct suitable for these two faculties in this kind of apprehension, there is no necessity for repetition here." Thank goodness! "The conduct of the will should be the same in their regard. It is sufficient to remark that wherever it says [in Books Two and Three] that these faculties should be emptied of certain apprehensions, it also means that the will should be emptied of joy in them. The conduct required of the memory and intellect concerning these apprehensions is also necessary for the will. Since the intellect and other faculties cannot admit or deny anything without the intervention of the will, the same doctrine that serves for one faculty will evidently apply to the others also. In those sections the reader will find what is required in this matter." 

In other words, what he will write in these final chapters is a kind of supplement to what John has already said about the intellect and memory in earlier sections of the ASCENT. But now he is going to reformulate his same fundamental teaching in terms of some specific objects of spiritual joy, as we shall see. 

This will be easier to discuss when we get into some of the particulars, starting in chapter 35. 
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Subject: Ascent III:35 

In chapter 35 of Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, then, John of the Cross begins discussing spiritual "goods giving distinct joy to the will," and he says these "can be reduced to four kinds: motivating, provocative, directive, and perfective." As a matter of fact, he won't get much beyond the "motivating" goods before breaking off. 

These final chapters, in a sense, look back to what he has already said in Books One and Two about inordinate attachments even to religious objects and the feelings they evoke. His comments also look ahead to what he will say about the "faults of spiritual beginners" in Book One of the DARK NIGHT, where he talks about "spiritual gluttony" and the danger of a "spiritual sweet tooth" (always seeking sensible consolations). 

We should also remember that John is here warning us about potential dangers, and so his comments will seem at times unduly harsh and negative. If he were writing about the potential benefits, the tone might be different. But he certainly does realize that the "distinct spiritual goods" he is now going to talk about can indeed be GOOD for the soul when used properly. 

So he says that he will discuss the goods he has enumerated "in due order, beginning with motivating goods: statues, paintings of saints, oratories, and ceremonies." He continues: "There can be considerable vain joy in relation to statues and paintings. Although they are vital to the divine worship and necessary to move the will to devotion, as the approbation and use of our Holy Mother Church demonstrates (we should always take advantage of them in order to be awakened from our lukewarmness), many rejoice more in the painting and ornamentation than in the object represented. The Church established the use of images for two principal reasons: the reverence given to the saints through them; and both the motivation of the will and the awakening of devotion to the saints by their means. Insofar as they serve this purpose their use is profitable and necessary." So far so good! 

Then he goes on: "We should consequently choose those images that are more lifelike and move the will more to devotion.... There are, as I say, some people who pay more attention to the workmanship and value of the statue than to the object represented. And the interior devotion ... is so taken up with the exterior artistry and ornamentation that the senses receive satisfaction and delight; then both the love and joy of the will dwell on that satisfaction.... Such an attitude is obvious in the abominable custom some have in these times of ours. Without any abhorrence of vain worldly fashions, they adorn statues with the jewelry conceited people in the course of time invent to satisfy themselves in their pastimes and vanities, and they clothe the statues in garments that would be reprehensible if worn by themselves -- a practice that was and still is abhorrent to the saints represented by the statues. In company with the devil they strive to canonize their vanities, not without serious offense to the saints. By this practice the authentic and sincere devotion of the soul, which in itself uproots and rejects every vanity and trace of it, is reduced to little more than doll-dressing. Some use the statues for nothing more than idols upon which they center their joy. You will see some who never tire of adding statue on statue to their collection, or insist that the statue be of this particular kind and craftsmanship and placed in a certain niche and in a special way -- all so these statues will give delight to the senses. As for devotion of heart, there is very little." 

Whew! Perhaps we should pause here for a few comments. First, some of what John says here should be adapted to variations in times and taste. Certain cultures make greater use of statues and images than others, and what might seem excessive in one place and time might not in another. Also, one could argue whether "realism" and "lifelikeness" are always preferable. John's sketch of Christ on the Cross, for example, is in some ways rather abstract. I'm sure he'd say that, lifelike or not, what matters is that the sacred image raise our hearts and minds to what it represents. Second, I'm sure he would admit that created beauty itself is a window to God, and it is not wrong to respond to that beauty. He is concerned instead to be sure that the response doesn't terminate in the created beauty. In his own lifetime he responded fervently to certain statues and images, and loved the beautiful ones. But he is warning us against the tendency to focus on the object and forget what it represents. If you've been to Spain, you've probably seen in museums the baroque sixteen-century statues and images overburdened with brocade, jewels, and all the rest. For someone of John's impoverished background, it would certainly have seemed offensive to see the amount of money that the rich lavished on their statues and images while neglecting the living images of Christ in the poor around them. And while the situation is different today, there are certainly plenty of people, for example, who enjoy Da Vinci's "Last Supper" or Michelangelo’s "Pieta" or the Rothko Chapel solely for their aesthetic beauty, without a religious impulse ever crossing their minds. Think of the people who bid millions of dollars at auctions just so they can add a piece of religious artwork by a famous artist to their collection, not out of devotion but as an investment. While that's not necessarily bad in itself, for John this offers the buyer's soul no spiritual profit. 

Finally, while statues are a wonderful part of traditional Catholic devotion, I suspect John would ordinarily recommend to Carmelites a certain austere simplicity in the use of such images. Teresa had a great fondness for statues and paintings, but John seemed to be more of the temperament to sweep away anything superfluous, any potential clutter, and "keep it simple." 
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Subject: Ascent III:35 (cont'd.) 

In the second half of the 35th chapter of the second book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John continues his strong words about the proper (and improper) use of statues, the first in his list of "motivating distinct spiritual goods" in which the will can rejoice. He says, "people who are truly devout direct their devotion mainly to the invisible object represented, have little need for many images, and use those that are conformed more to divine traits than to human ones. They bring these images -- and themselves through them -- into conformity with the fashion and condition of the other world, not this one.... Their heart is not attached to these goods, and if these are taken away, their grief is slight. They seek the living image of Christ crucified within themselves.... It is good to be pleased with images that help the soul toward deeper devotion; individuals should always choose the image that they find most devotional. Yet there is no perfection in being so attached to those one possesses as to become sad if they are taken away." In short, John is saying that statues and other images are good and useful insofar as they lead us to greater devotion, but can become a hindrance if we become too attached to the image rather than what it represents. 

He goes on, "Although on this subject of statues you may have some objection caused by a lack of a clear understanding of the nakedness and spiritual poverty demanded for perfection, at least you will not be able to defend through your objections the imperfection commonly found in the use of rosaries. You will hardly meet anyone who does not have some weakness in this matter. They want the rosary to be made in one style rather than another, or that it be of this color or that metal rather than another, or of this or that particular design. One rosary is no more influential with God than is another. His answer to the rosary prayer is not dependent on the kind of rosary used. The prayer he hears is that of a simple and pure heart that is concerned only about pleasing God and does not bother about the kind of rosary used unless in regard to indulgences." 

If some Protestant traditions, in their rejection of saints' statues, rosaries, and other sacramentals, run the risk of losing these helps to devotion, we Catholics on the other hand always run the risk of turning sacramentals into superstition. In these and the following chapters, John is going to be particularly concerned about our subtle tendency to turn "distinct spiritual goods" into magic, a means of manipulating God to our own will, or one more set of objects for us to cling to possessively. "Our vain covetousness is such that it clings to everything. It is like the wood borer that gnaw at what is sound and performs its task in both good and bad objects. What else is your motive in carrying around an over-decorated rosary with the desire that it be this kind rather than another and in wanting to choose this statue instead of that other, if not the joy you find in the instrument? ...It is pitiful to see how attached some persons are to the style and craftsmanship of these instruments and motives as well as to their elaborateness and to the vain satisfaction that is to be gotten from them. You will never see such persons satisfied. They are always setting aside one thing for another and forgetting spiritual devotion because of these visible means. Their attachment and possessive spirit is not different with these religious articles than it is with temporal furnishings. The harm done through such an attitude is by no means slight." 

 John admits that "it is appropriate to be attached more to some [images] than to others," insofar as some "are truer likenesses than others" or "excite more devotion." I might like to use a particular rosary, for example, because it was given to me by my grandmother (whose piety I want to emulate), and every time I use it the memory of her devotion helps stir mine. Or I might want a small statue of Our Lady of Mount Carmel on my desk or in my bedroom to help me remember my Carmelite commitments when I'm working or resting. But John is saying these images are important because of how they move ME, not because one is more powerful than another with GOD (or Our Lady or the saint represented). And it's no great threat to my spiritual advancement if the rosary or statue gets lost or stolen; I might miss them, but the effectiveness or value of my prayer doesn't ultimately depend on them. God hears me always if I pray with a pure and simple heart. 

Granted, if Saint Teresa were writing this chapter, she would probably be more inclined to stress the positive value of statues and images, as she does in various places in her writings. John's is not the only voice in the Carmelite tradition! Still, we're discussing the ASCENT, and this is (insofar as I understand it) what I think John is trying to say here. It might be interesting to discuss how this teaching applies especially to our use today of Carmelite statues, images, objects. 
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Subject: Ascent III:36 

Chapter 36 of Book Three of the ASCENT continues the discussion. "Much could be said," John writes, about the ignorance of many in their use of images. Their foolishness reaches such a point that they trust more in one statue than in another and think that God will answer them more readily through it, even when both statues represent the same person, such as those of our Lord or our Blessed Lady.... Such an attitude entails gross ignorance about communion with God and the worship and honor due him. He looks only at the faith and purity of the prayerful heart. If God sometimes bestows more favors through one statue than through another, he does not do so because of its greater ability to produce this effect ... but because the devotion of individuals is awakened more by means of one statue than the other. Were people to have equal devotion in the presence of both -- or even the same devotion without the aid of either statue -- God would grant them the same favors." 

John repeats and stresses the point: "God does not work miracles and grant favors by means of some statues so that these statues may be held in higher esteem than others, but so that he may awaken the dormant devotion and affection of the faithful.... God certainly does not work miracles because of the image, which in itself is no more than a painting, but he does so because of the faith and devotion toward the saint represented. Thus if you had equal devotion to and faith in our Lady before two different images of her -- and even without them, as we said -- you would receive the same favors." In John's eyes, clearly, to be swapping one statue of Mary for another we consider more "powerful," in order to get some intention we want, would be mere superstition. Whatever "power" is involved is not in the statue but in the degree of devotion it helps evoke in us. I've sometimes been puzzled by churches where you find a whole series of Marian statues, almost side by side, each with a bank of votive candles, and devotees going from one to another. If that helps us to be more devoted to the one Mary each statue represents, well and good. But if we think that "Our Lady of Lourdes" is somehow more powerful than "Our Lady of Guadalupe," or vice versa -- even though both represent the same person -- John would argue that we're still unclear on the concept! 

"Our Lord frequently bestows these favors by means of images situated in remote and solitary places. The reason for this is that the effort required in journeying to these places make the affection increase and the act of prayer more intense.... Whoever makes a pilgrimage, therefore, does well to make it alone, even if this must be done at an unusual time. I would never advise going along with a large crowd, because one ordinarily returns more distracted than before." John was no doubt aware in his own day of some of the less-than-devout activities that sometimes accompanied large pilgrimages to, say, Santiago de Compostella, similar to what Chaucer described in his famous "Canterbury Tales." Most organized pilgrimages today don't get so out of hand; still, even today "may who go on pilgrimage do so more for the sake of recreation than devotion," as he puts it. 

As John says, "where there is devotion and faith any image will be sufficient, but if they are lacking none will suffice. Our Lord was indeed a living image during his sojourn in this world; nevertheless, those who were faithless received no spiritual gain...." 

John warns us against mistaking our own natural preferences for real devotion. "Many also experience more devotion through statues of one kind of workmanship than another. In some people this devotion will be caused by no more than a natural liking and attachment, just as some will like the face of one person more than that of another.... Thus some people think that the attachment they have to a certain image is devotion when, in reality, it is perhaps no more than a natural attachment and preference." The real test is how well we cope when the image we like is taken away. 

Finally, John speaks in this chapter of phenomena that often attracts popular attention today: weeping images, moving statues, and so on. "Occasionally, when looking at an image, they see it move and make signs and gestures or they hear words or instructions. Although these signs and the supernatural effects produced by the images are authentic and good, destined by God either to increase devotion or to give the soul, because of its weakness, some support against distractions, the devil frequently produces them in order to cause deception and harm." He will talk of this more in the next chapter. 
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Subject: Ascent III:37 

Chapter 37 of Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL is a kind of coda to John's discussion of images, and so we can probably handle it briefly, since what he says here he has said, more or less, before. His purpose, as the chapter heading indicates, is to help us direct "willful joy to God in order to avoid errors and obstacles arising from images." Just as "images are notably beneficial," according to John, "if properly used, ... they will be the cause of serious error if the soul is ignorant of the conduct proper for its journey to God when supernatural phenomena occur relative to these images. One of the means with which the devil readily catches incautious souls, and impedes them in the way of spiritual truthfulness, is the supernatural and extraordinary phenomena he manifests through images, either through the material and corporeal ones the Church uses, or through those he fixes in the phantasy in the guise of a particular saint. He transforms himself into an angel of light so as to deceive [2 Cor 11:14]. Crafty one that he is, in order to catch us off guard he will disguise himself in the very means we use to procure help for ourselves. In their use of good things, consequently, good souls should be more cautious...." 

John is fairly careful in what he says. He does not deny that God can choose to work miracles through images. But the devil, too, can mimic these same phenomena. John was as familiar as we are with reports of weeping icons, moving statues, images that speak, and so on. One of the most famous stories about him, which he apparently told his brother, was how an image of Christ carrying the Cross once spoke to him and asked what favor he wished. ("To suffer and be despised for your sake" was his answer.) 

But John is also well aware of how easily people get distracted by the extraordinary, and how often the devil uses this. Think of what happens when there is a report of a weeping statue of Mary somewhere, or a crucifix on which the corpus has closed its eyes, or Jesus’ face appearing in the soot stains above a bank of votive lights. People cross land and sea to view such things, forgetting that they have a much more direct access to Christ in the Blessed Sacrament, distributed at every Mass and preserved in every tabernacle in the world. They may get all caught up in arguing the authenticity of the phenomenon pro and con, and lose all sense of proportion and charity; the "message" from a miraculous statue gets treated as if it were more authoritative than Scripture and the ordinary teaching of the Church. (People seem to forget that other religions also have their own "miraculous" statues and images; for example, Hindus a few years back were reporting very similar phenomena around their statues of Ganesh, which would supposedly drink milk from a spoon. It's always very hard to sort out what is of God, what is of the devil, and what is merely projection or wishful thinking.) 

"The harm that can affect the soul in these circumstances is as follows: hindrance in its flight to God; an ignorant or poor attitude in its use of images; being deceived either naturally or supernaturally by them.... I wish to set down only one maxim here, which will be sufficient in all cases: Since images serve as a motivating means toward invisible things, we should strive that the motivation, emotion, and joy of will derived from them be directed toward the living object they represent. The faithful should therefore take this precaution: On seeing the image they should not allow their senses to become absorbed in it (whether it be corporeal or imaginary, of beautiful workmanship or richly adorned, the cause of sensible devotion or spiritual, nor if it makes gestures through supernatural power).... They should prayerfully and devoutly center the satisfaction and joy of their will in God, or the saint being invoked, so the painting and senses will not absorb what belongs to both the spirit and the living person represented." John would be the first to acknowledge that beauty is a good thing, and a window to God, but not if we become so absorbed in and fixated on the physical beauty or sensible consolation that we do not let it lead us to the divine. 
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Subject: Ascent III:38 

In chapter 38 of the third book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John of the Cross continues his discussion of "motivating goods" in which the will can rejoice (appropriately or inappropriately). And John warns us again, in the opening paragraph, that spiritual items in some ways pose a greater danger, "for in saying 'they are holy objects' these persons become more assured and do not fear natural possessiveness and attachment. Spiritual persons are thus at times seriously deluded by thinking they are filled with devotion because of their satisfaction in the use of these holy objects. Yet perhaps this devotion will be no more than a natural inclination and appetite that is centered on these holy things as it would be on any other object." In other words, we may mistake a "purely natural" consolation for genuine devotion simply because the object that evoked it was Michelangelo’s Pieta rather than the Venus de Milo, say, or a painting of Mary rather than the Mona Lisa. And we can fool ourselves into THINKING we're devout simply because we like to surround ourselves with religious images and objects, in much the same way that teenagers surround their beds with posters of their favorite rock stars. 

In any case, John now goes on to extend what he has said about statues and images to oratories and places of prayer. Recall that, in John's day, many Catholic homes had a corner alcove or some special room set aside for prayer, if not a private chapel. And John's comments about these are just what we would expect: "Some individuals never grow tired of adding images of one kind or another to their oratories, or of taking delight in the arrangement and adornment of these images so the place of prayer will appear well decorated and attractive. But they do not love God more when it is arranged in this way instead of that, rather they love him less, since the delight they find in these ornate paintings withdraws their attention from the living person represented.... It is true, indeed, that every decoration, adornment, and reverence that can be given to images is very small. Therefore those who show little respect or reverence for their statues deserve sharp reproof, as well as those who carve so inexpertly that the finished statue subtracts from devotion rather than adding to it. Some artisans so unskilled and unpolished in the art of carving should be forbidden to continue their craft"! Ouch!!! "Still, what has this to do with the possessiveness, attachment, and appetite you have in these exterior decorations and adornments that so engross the sense that your heart is impeded from turning to God....? We get a clear understanding of this in the festivity that was celebrated in honor of his Majesty when he entered Jerusalem.... Evidently they were celebrating themselves more than God, which often happens today when there is a solemn festival in some locality. Many are usually happier because of the recreation derived from the celebration -- by seeing or being seen, or by eating, or by some other means -- than because of God's pleasure.... This is especially so with those who in organizing the religious festivals invent ridiculous and un-devout things to incite laughter among the people, which only adds to the distraction." 

I think we should understand John here in the context of sixteenth century Spain, where most public religious festivals were actually huge popular events (something like Mardi Gras in New Orleans, a celebration which has religious roots, but would hardly be described as devotional in the way it has evolved!) John's not talking about bingo and brats at the local parish festival. From the reports of his contemporaries, John was no humorless prude. 

Yet he continues: "What shall I say about the desires for personal profit of some of those who organize these festivals? ... If the right intention is lacking, whatever kind of celebration they may put on, they are having a festival for themselves rather than for God.... How many festivals, my God, do the children of this earth celebrate in your honor in which the devil has a greater role than you? And the devil, like a merchant, is please with these gatherings because he does more business on these days." Again, as I say, I don't think John means to condemn all religious fund raising events, but rather the way in which, for example, ostensibly religious festivities (Christmas, Easter, St. Patrick's Day and so on) can get misdirected into commercialism, consumerism, and the endless search for pleasure. 

"Returning, then, to the subject of oratories" -- ah, you were probably wondering when he was going to get back to them! -- "I say that some people decorate them more for their own pleasure than for God's pleasure. Some pay so little attention to the devotional aspect of their oratories that they have no more regard for them than they do for their profane dressing rooms.... Let us turn our discussion rather to more spiritual persons, those who are considered devout. Many of them in their desire and gratification grow so attached to their oratory and its decoration that all their energy, which should be employed in prayer and interior recollection, is expended on these things. They do not realize that, by not arranging their oratory in a way that would further interior recollection and peace of soul, they receive as much distraction as they would from other things. And at every step they become disquieted over this satisfaction, and even more so if anyone wants to take it away from them." 

I hope it's not telling tales out of school to say that this kind of behavior is often evident even in guys entering the monastery (and even in some of the older friars). Every time you go by their room or their place in chapel they've got some new statue or book or picture or pious decoration, arranged just so, then rearranged endlessly. They eagerly acquire relics the way some folks acquire Beanie Babies. In my younger days I went through such a phase myself, so I'm in no position to point fingers at anyone else. What John criticizes is not the use of devotional objects but the overly distracted and fussy attention to them and their surroundings. For John, the ideal oratory or place for prayer is one that helps you to settle down quickly, enter into silence, and direct your attention to God. 

He'll say more on this point in the next chapter. 
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Subject: Ascent III:39-40

Dear all, In chapters 39 and 40 of the Third Book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John continues his discussion of the proper (and improper) use of oratories, and of religious places and objects in general. 

"To direct the spirit to God in this kind of good [notice that he says "good"!], we should keep in mind that for beginners it is permissible and even fitting to find some sensible gratification and satisfaction in the use of images, oratories, and other visible objects of devotion. With this delight they are assisted in renouncing worldly things from whose taste they are not yet weaned or detached. This what we do with a child when we desire to take something away from it; we give it another thing to play with so it will not begin to cry when left empty-handed. But in order to advance, spiritual persons should divest themselves also of all these satisfactions and appetites, for the pure is bound to none of these objects but turns only to interior recollection and mental communion with God. Although they derive profit from images and oratories, this is very transitory, for their spirit is immediately elevated to God in forgetfulness of all sensory objects." 

He continues: "Even though it is better to pray in a place that is more respectable, one should, in spite of this, choose the place that hinders least the elevation of sense and spirit to God. This is the interpretation we should give to the query of the Samaritan woman.... True prayer is annexed neither to the temple nor to the mountain, but ... the adorers who please the Father are those who adore him in spirit and truth [Jn 4:20-24]. Churches and quiet places are dedicated and suitable for prayer, for the church should be used for no other purpose. Nevertheless, in a matter of communion with God as interior as this, that place should be chosen that least occupies and attracts the senses.... A solitary and austere location is beneficial for the sure and direct ascent of the spirit to God without the impediment or detainment caused by material things.... To give us an example, our Savior chose for his prayer solitary places ... (such as mountains that are elevated above the earth and usually barren of objects that would provide recreation for the senses). Persons who are truly spiritual never consider or become attached to the particular comfort of a place of prayer, for this would result from attachment to the senses...." On the other hand, "some spiritual persons noticeably spend all their time in adorning oratories and making places agreeable to their own temperament or inclination and pay little heed to interior recollection, which is the important factor. They are not very recollected, for if they were they would be unable to find any satisfaction in these ways, but would grow tired of them." 

How should we understand John here? Is he saying that there is something wrong, for example, with wanting to pray in a beautiful church? I doubt it. I think it helps to place his comments in their proper context. John, of course, lived during the Spanish Golden Age, at the height of the Spanish baroque. Churches and oratories built at this time were often lavishly adorned with frescos, sculptures, and all sorts of pious "gingerbread" everywhere you looked. For ordinary people coming from humble homes to worship in such places, it was probably hard not to spend all one's time gawking at the decorations. Even today, cathedrals built in this period are often jammed with tourists who are so busy milling about and admiring the artwork that it would never occur to them to take a few quiet moments for praying. 

Also, it's worth remembering that when John was superior in Andalusia, he liked to take the friars out to pray in the fields, where they could enjoy the flowers, fields, mountains, and all the rest. He was convinced that such surroundings lifted the mind and heart to God. Had he changed his mind since he wrote the ASCENT? Or did he simply not count natural beauty of this kind as among the distractions about which he was concerned? (Notice his comment that mountains are "usually barren of objects that would provide recreation for the senses," though most of us would probably say there is a richer feast for the senses, in one sense, on a mountaintop, than in a busy airport chapel. Evidently the "recreation for the senses" he wants us to detach from is simply that which would become an end in itself and prevent us from raising our souls to God.) 

It seems to me that what he is saying can be summarized simply as: pray where you are most likely to be able to focus on God and least likely to be distracted by your surroundings. That will vary from person to person. For one person, the parish church or a beautiful cathedral may be the ideal place; for another (e.g., the sacristan, who would sit there noticing all the flowers that need changing, the dusting that needs to be done, etc.) it may not be. Some persons may be able to make their best prayer on the bus to work; for others, this would be the worst place to try to pray. Praying in our special "prayer-place" can be a great help, because we are able to recollect ourselves more easily and quickly in a setting we always associate with praying. Still, John also advises that we not get too attached to any one particular place for prayer. Otherwise, when our favorite prayer-place becomes unavailable to us, we will be at a loss, feeling that we "can't really pray" anywhere else (whereas, in God's eyes, any place and time is suitable for prayer). 

So John goes on to say, in the brief fortieth chapter: "People should keep in mind that although the place dedicated and suited to prayer is the visible oratory or church and the motivating good is the image, these means should not be so used that the satisfaction and delight of the soul stems ENTIRELY from them [note the use of the word "entirely," since he recognizes our satisfaction may come "in part" from our surroundings], thereby causing us to forget to pray in the living temple, which is interior recollection of the soul.... God pays little attention to your oratories and places arranged for prayer if through your desire and the delight you take in them you become attached and, in consequence, have less interior nakedness, that is, spiritual poverty.... You should strive in your prayer for a pure conscience, a will that is wholly with God, and a mind truly set on him." That is the best oratory of all, and one we need not worry about becoming attached to! 

Peace, Steven Payne, OCD 

Subject: Ascent III:41 

In chapter 41 of the third book of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John expands a bit more on his discussion of the proper approach to oratories and devotional objects. He describes some of the harm that can result from an excessive attachment to these things. "As for interior harm, one will never reach inward recollection of spirit, which consists in passing beyond all these sensory delights, making the soul forget them, and entering into the living temple of spiritual recollection, and acquiring solid virtue. With regard to exterior harm, individuals will be rendered incapable of praying everywhere. They will be able to pray only in those places suited to their taste, and thus be frequently wanting in prayer. As the saying goes, the only book he knows is his own village"! We mentioned this problem in the last post. While it is good to regularly pray in places where we can move quickly into a recollected frame of mind, we shouldn't become so dependent on the particular place that we are unable to pray elsewhere. I've known some Carmelites who get so "attached" to a certain prayer-place that they are at a loss if they cannot pray in one particular spot in one particular chapel at one particular time. I myself have found it difficult getting into a new prayer routine in a new place every time I'm transferred. But that says something about my limitations rather than the deficiencies of the new environment. We have a tendency to blame the setting: "There's too much noise from the construction outside! The statues are ugly! It's too hot (or cold, or stuffy) here! If only I were in more devotional surroundings, I would be able to pray better!" Yet God is accessible to us wherever we are, if only we know how to attune ourselves. 

"Moreover, the appetites of these individuals will be the occasion of considerable instability. Some never persevere in one place--nor even at times in one state--but now you seem them in one spot, now in another; now choosing one hermitage, now another; now decorating one oratory, and now another. Some also pass their time here below changing states and modes of life. The fervor and joy they find in their spiritual practices is merely sensible, and they have never made any effort to reach spiritual recollection through the denial of their wills and submission to suffering discomforts. Consequently, as often as they see a seemingly devotional place, or way, or state of life that fits their disposition and inclination, they immediately leave what they have and follow after it. And since they are motivated by sensible gratification they soon begin to look for something else, for sensible gratification is inconstant and quickly fails." 

It seems to me this is a problem all too prevalent today, as our vocation directors can testify. Often we encounter folks who seem to be on an endless search to find the perfect community they can join, and have spent time successively in half a dozen different religious orders, or different provinces or houses, never content with what they find. There may be all sorts of reasons for this: people find it hard to make a commitment these days, and they're presented with a bewildering variety of choices. Certainly some "shopping around" may be good, and many make a few "false starts" before they find where they really "belong." I'm not denying that it may take time and some changes to find precisely where God is calling one to be. But when someone tells you that he left the last five communities he was in because there was something wrong with those communities, and he's searching for a more spiritual environment where people are holier and more serious about prayer, you have to wonder just where the problem lies. None of our Carmelite saints reached holiness within "perfect" communities (just the opposite!). The true path lies in ordinary everyday fidelity to one's particular calling once it is found, on a journey that often includes more darkness than light, more bumps and potholes than smooth roadways. (I always ask, "If my community were already perfect, why would they want someone like me there?") 

John's message here is important for contemporary Carmelites: that our vocation does not consist in running from devotion to devotion, community to community, oratory to oratory, always looking for just the right one that will give us the feeling of holiness we aspire to, but in a simple and constant fidelity to the very ordinary path we have professed. Or so it seems to me.... 
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In chapter 42 of the third book of the ASCENT, John concludes his discussion of oratories and prayer-sites by identifying "three different kinds of places ... by which God usually moves the will. The first includes sites that have pleasant variations in the arrangement of the land and trees and provide solitary quietude, all of which naturally awakens devotion. It is advantageous to use these places if one immediate directs the will to God in forgetfulness of the place itself.... The anchorites and other holy hermits, while in the loveliest and vastest wildernesses, chose for themselves as small an area as possible, built narrow cells and caves, and enclosed themselves within.... For these saints clearly understood that without extinguishing their appetite and covetousness for spiritual gratification and delight they would never become truly spiritual." We mentioned earlier that, when John was superior of communities in Andalusia, he liked to take the friars out to pray in the countryside whenever possible, believing that the natural beauty would help raise their hearts and minds to God. Still, John seems to be saying that even the most beautiful natural surroundings can become an obstacle if we begin to focus on the surroundings in themselves and not on the One who made them. I can vouch for this myself. I grew up near a beautiful wooded area, where I liked to go alone to "think" (like Therese, before I knew the words "mental prayer" and "meditation"). Sometimes I felt as if I were really communing with the Lord. At other times, though, it was mostly a matter of: "Is that poison ivy? I wonder if the shiny pieces in that rock are mica or quartz? I hope I don't get caught in the rain out here! This would be a great place for a secret tree fort. Oh, there's a salamander that I could maybe catch and take to school for show and tell." And soon my mind was a million miles away from God.... The very richness of the surroundings became a kind of distraction, not in themselves but because of me. 

"The second kind of place in which God moves the will to devotion is more particular. It includes those localities, whether wildernesses or not, in which God usually grants some very delightful spiritual favors to particular individuals. He grants his favor so the heart of the recipient will have a natural inclination toward that place, and will sometimes experience intense desires and longings to return there. But on returning, that person discovers that the place is not what it was before because these favors do not lie within one's power. God bestows these graces when and how and where he wills without being bound to place or time or to the free will of the recipients. Yet it is good sometimes to return there for prayer, provided one's soul is divested of the desire for spiritual possessions. There are three reasons for this: First, it seems that God desires, in granting the favor, to receive praise there from the soul, although he is not bound to any place. Second, when there, the soul will be more mindful of thanking God for his favors. Third, while one remembers there the graces that were received, a more fervent devotion will be awakened." This sounds a little like "you can't go home again." We know, on the ordinary human level, how we like to return to places that were special to us in our childhood. They are never quite the same, and we may feel disappointed, and yet these return trips are important for taking stock, coming to terms with our past, and so on (as long as we don't get stuck in wanting to recapture the past). So too with our spiritual experiences: It is good to go back to some of the places where we felt God near to us, because it helps us to be mindful of the God we encountered there, but we can't force or manipulate God into a repeat of the old experience. 

"The third kind of place comprises those in which God chooses to be invoked and worshipped. Examples are Mount Sinai, where he presented the law to Moses [Ex 24:12]; the place he marked for the sacrifice of Abraham's son [Gn 22:2]; also Mount Horeb, to which he sent our Father Elijah that he might appear to him there [1 Kgs 19:8]; and Mount Garganus, the place St. Michael dedicated to God's worship by appearing to the Bishop of Siponto and telling him how he guarded that place so a chapel might be dedicated to God there in memory of the angels; and the site in Rome that the Blessed Virgin, through the miracle of snow, pointed out for a church she wanted Patritius to build in her name. God alone knows why he chooses one place in which to receive praise more than another. What we should know is that he does all for our own benefit and so he may hear our prayers in these places--or anywhere we beseech him with integral faith. Yet those places consecrated to his worship are more appropriate as places for our prayers to be heard since the Church has so marked and dedicated them." I don't know the details of all the examples John uses here; he doesn't seem to realize that Horeb and Sinai are supposed to be the same mountain! But to choose an example closer to our own time, we don't know why God choose Lourdes rather than some other out-of-the-way site as the place where Mary would appear to Bernadette, except that he just did, and it seems fitting to go there to pray; at least it is a place now for Catholics where their minds and hearts are quickly raised to God. Yet John once again says that we don't necessarily have to travel to these places to pray; God hears anyone anywhere who prays "with an integral faith." 

It seems to me in these chapters John has raised a number of important points about the role of places in our prayer. We human beings are creatures of time and space, and our physical surroundings have an impact on our inner spirit. John wants to show us how to use our locale to lead us to God, without letting it become a hindrance or attachment. 
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Subject: Ascent III:43 

I did want to be clear that, in the comments on chapter 41, I didn't mean to sound negative about those who seem to be perpetual pilgrims. After all, Benedict Joseph Labre tried unsuccessfully to enter religious life several times, and ended up spending his life as a wandering pilgrim, and he was canonized! If God calls us onward, and puts us through all kinds of changes, we must follow. I was only talking about (and I think John was only criticizing) the kind of restlessness that is NOT of God, that keeps people searching for a security and satisfaction they'll never find outside of God. 

At any rate, in chapter 43 of Book Three of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL, John moves on to the next class of "motivating goods" in which the will can become entangled, namely, ceremonies. "The useless joy and imperfect possessiveness of many apropos of the goods we have mentioned is perhaps somewhat tolerable because of their innocence in the matter. Yet the strong attachment of some to many kinds of ceremonies that were introduced by people uninstructed and wanting in the simplicity of faith is insufferable. We will prescind from those ceremonies that make use of extravagant names or terms without meaning and other unsacred things that ignorant, rude, and questionable persons usually intermingle with their prayers, since these ceremonies are obviously evil and sinful. And in many of them there is a secret pact with the devil by which God is provoked to anger and not to mercy. I want to speak only of those ceremonies that are used by many today with indiscreet devotions, since these are not included in these other suspect kinds." In John's day there was still a lot of use of folk magic and superstitious practices among the ordinary people who often lacked good training in their Christian faith. There were even cases where local diviners, healers, and so on "confessed" under investigation to having been in league with the devil. (Of course, how accurate these confessions were, if made under torture, is hard to assess.) But beneath the hyper-Catholic veneer of sixteenth century Spanish Catholicism there were still some vestiges of non-Christian practices. We might find a parallel today in some aspects of the New Age movement, which sometimes try to resuscitate ancient pagan ceremonies and magic. John says he is not going to say much about all this, since he figures his audience already knows to be wary. 

Instead, he criticizes those who would turn even legitimate Christian ceremonies in a superstitious direction. "These people attribute so much efficacy to methods of carrying out their devotions and prayers and so trust in them that they believe that if one point is missing or certain limits have been exceeded their prayer will be profitless and go unanswered. As a result they put more trust in these methods than they do in the living prayer, not without great disrespect and offense toward God. For example, they demand that the Mass be said with a certain number of candles, no more nor less; or that it be celebrated at a particular hour, no sooner nor later; or that it be said after a certain day, not before; or that the prayers and stations be a particular number and kind and that they be recited at certain times and with certain ceremonies, and neither before nor after, nor in any other way; and that the person performing the ceremonies have certain endowments and characteristics. And they are of the opinion that nothing will be accomplished if one of these points is lacking." One of the problems at the Incarnation, where Teresa lived, was that wealthy benefactors (who supplied the funds the convent needed desperately) often tied up the schedule of the nuns with all sorts of stipulations about the kinds of prayers and ceremonies they expected in return. (Kieran mentions the case of one benefactor who demanded that a nun of the convent always be praying for his soul around the clock, in front of the Blessed Sacrament, lit candle in hand! That gets old very quickly....) 

This kind of attitude, unfortunately, is alive and well today. We often get Mass requests which insist that the Mass be said on a particular day, at a particular time, by a particular priest. We have to tell people that we will be happy to celebrate the Eucharist for their intentions, but we can't absolutely guarantee the hour and the celebrant. Or again, so many private devotions seem to require that certain prayers be said at a certain time, in a certain order, on certain days, or else the whole thing "won't work." This is turning Christian devotion into magic, as if God wouldn't hear a sincere request for something beneficial simply because there was some small mistake in performing the devotions (or as if, by performing the ceremonies correctly, one could force God's hand, even if the thing requested were not ultimately for the good). It's a natural human temptation to want to control the uncertainty of life, but what John and others advise is, rather, learning to trust in God's providence without always knowing where we are being led--to let God be in charge. 

"What is worse--and intolerable--is that some desire to experience an effect in themselves: either the granting of their petition or the knowledge that it will be granted at the end of these superstitious ceremonies. Such a desire would amount to nothing more than tempting God and would thereby seriously provoke his wrath. Sometimes God gives the devil permission to deceive them through an experience and knowledge of things far from profitable to their souls. They deserve this because of the possessiveness they bring into their prayer, by not willing what God wills but what they themselves will. Hence, because they do not put all their trust in God, nothing turns out well for them." 

We may recall St. Therese looking for a sign from God that her prayers for her "first child," Pranzini, had been answered, and rejoiced when she read that he had kissed the cross before execution. However, she also says that she told God that "even if he [Pranzini] went to his death without any signs of repentance or without having gone to confession," she "was absolutely confident in the mercy of Jesus," and that she hoped for the sign "only for my own simple consolation." In other words, Therese would not have lost faith in God's merciful love or become discouraged even if the "sign" had not occurred, though she was happy to receive it. John, rather, is criticizing those who put all their trust in signs to let them know if their prayers are heard or not. As you can well imagine, this path leads to trouble; God can't be made to dance to our tune, and it is entirely up to him whether or not he chooses to grant a "sign" like the one he gave Therese. Prayer becomes inconstant if it depends on receiving "signs" that may or may not come. 

Clarifications and reflections on chapter 43 of Book III of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL. John would be the last one to want to denigrate the legitimate use of ceremonies, especially those approved by the Church. His only concern is that we use them properly. They are for OUR benefit, not for God's. We're creatures of time and space, and God uses these elements in our salvation (the whole Liturgy of the Hours, for example, is based on the natural 24-hour cycle of morning, midday, evening, and night). Where we get into trouble, John thinks, is when we assume that God is somehow bound by our performing these ceremonies correctly, that unless we do so God cannot or will not answer our pleas. Performing the ceremonies well helps OUR devotion, but does not in any way limit or force God's hand. 

Here is where one of the earliest codices of the ASCENT ends. But we will continue with the remaining two chapters found in certain other codices.... 
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In chapter 44, John continues on in the same vein. "These individuals [who use ceremonies superstitiously] should know, then, that the more trust they put in these ceremonies the less confidence they have in God, and that they will not obtain from him the object of their desire. Some pray more for their own aims than for the honor of God. Although they pray with the supposition that if God is to be served their petition will be granted, and if otherwise it will not, they nevertheless over-multiply their prayers. They are praying in this way because of their attachment to the desired object and their vain joy in it. It would be better to convert these prayers into practices of greater importance, such as purification of their consciences and serious concentration on matters pertinent to their salvation.... Through the attainment of more important goals, they will also obtain all that in this other aim is good for them even though they do not ask for it.... The Lord has promised in the Gospel: 'Seek first, and chiefly, the kingdom of God and his justice, and all these other things will be added unto you [Mt 6:43]. This is the aim and petition that is most pleasing to God." 

John then goes on to give numerous examples from the Old Testament, and adds: "In one's petitions, then, the energies of the will and its joy should be directed to God in the manner described. One should be distrustful of ceremonies unapproved by the Catholic Church; and the manner of saying Mass should be left to the priest who represents the Church at the altar, for he has received directions from her as to how Mass should be said." This is certainly a tricky point today, and presumes that the priest is following at least reasonably closely what the Church specifies. And it was probably a delicate issue in John's time as well, when a lot of the clergy were not particularly well trained. It seems to me right to object if your pastor is celebrating "coffee and donut" Masses; on the other hand, I've certainly known of cases where people get unduly upset and are calling the chancery when the celebrant exercises a perfectly legitimate option (e.g., reciting the "prayers for the presentation of the gifts" silently), because they're not familiar with the rubrics. Presumably John would want some middle ground between an "anything goes" approach to liturgy on the one hand, and on the other a hawk-eyed hyper-vigilance which is so intent on detecting deviations in the celebrant's performance that the person forgets to actually worship! 

John continues: "And persons should not desire new methods as if they knew more than the Holy Spirit and his Church. If in such simplicity God does not hear them, let them be convinced that he will not answer them no matter how many ceremonies they invent. For God is such that if people live in harmony with him and do his will he will give them whatever they want, but if they seek their own interests it will be useless for them to speak to God." 

Then John comes to an interesting point: "And regarding other ceremonies in vocal prayers and other devotions, one should not become attached to any ceremonies or modes of prayer other than those Christ taught us. When his disciples asked him to teach them to pray, Christ obviously, as one who knew so well his Father's will, would have told them all that was necessary in order to obtain an answer from the Eternal Father. And, in fact, he taught them only those seven petitions of the Pater Noster, which include all our spiritual and temporal needs., and he did not teach numerous other kinds of prayers and ceremonies.... He only charged them with great insistence to persevere in prayer -- that is, in the Pater Noster -- teaching in another place that one should pray and never cease [Lk 18:1]. He did not teach us a quantity of petitions but that these seven be repeated often, and with fervor and care. In these, as I say, are embodied everything that is God's will and all that is fitting for us.... And the ceremonies he taught us for use in our prayer are either of two. Our prayer should be made either in the concealment of our inner room (where without noise and without telling anyone we can pray with a more perfect and pure heart... [Mt 6:6]), or, if not in one's room, it should be made in the solitary wilderness ... [Lk 6:12]. No reason exists, hence, for designating fixed times or set days, or for choosing some days more than others for our devotions; neither is there reason for using other kinds of prayer, or phrases having a play on words, but only those prayers that the Church uses, and as she uses them, for all are reducible to the Pater Noster." This, in a way, is John's version of a commentary on the Our Father, on which Teresa writes at such great length in the latter chapters of the WAY OF PERFECTION. As we can see, both John and Teresa believe that the Our Father is the perfect prayer, and contains all we need. 

But then John tries to correct any false impression he may have given: "By this I do not condemn -- but rather approve -- the custom of setting aside certain days for devotion, such as novenas, fasting, and other similar practices. I condemn the fixed methods and ceremonies with which devotions are carried out, just as Judith reproved the Bethulians for having established a certain time to await God's mercy: 'You have a fixed time for God's mercies. This does not serve to move God to clemency, but to stir up his wrath' [Judith 8:11-13]." Clearly, what concerns John are not the approved devotions in themselves (rather, he favors them) but rather our fixed approach when we treat them as magic. 

It's not an easy mentality to avoid, especially under stress. I remember this past year, when my mother and brother were both dying, I was praying to different Carmelite blesseds and venerables for a miracle, and the thought crossed my mind more than once that maybe if I shifted to a different patron or one that God was more eager to see canonized soon, I'd have better luck. I had to stop and remind myself that this was not a time for trying to manipulate the outcome, but just to express simply and sincerely to God what I wanted, and then try to receive from God's hand whatever the outcome might be. In the end, both died, but I have to admit their deaths were filled with many graces, for them and for all their friends and family. So I guess God knew what God was doing! 

Subject: Ascent III:45 

Having completed his discussion of "motivating goods," in chapter 45 of Book III of the ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL John of the Cross begins the discussion of "provocative goods," the next category of distinct spiritual goods in which the will can vainly rejoice. (Remember, this whole section concerns the so-called "active night of the will," where John is giving us advice on what we can do to help disentangle ourselves from those things that encumber us, however religious they may seem.) 

And so the chapter begins: "The second kind of distinct delightful goods in which the will can vainly rejoice comprises those that arouse or persuade one to serve God. We call these provocative goods. Preachers belong to this class, and we can speak of them in two ways: with reference to the preacher himself, and with reference to his hearers. It is needful to counsel both preacher and hearer as to how joy of will should be directed to God in this practice." 

John continues: "As for the preacher, in order to benefit the people and avoid the impediment of vain joy and presumption, he should keep in mind that preaching is more a spiritual practice than a vocal one. For although it is practiced through exterior words, it has no force or efficacy save from the interior spirit. No matter how lofty the doctrine preached, or polished the rhetoric, or sublime the style in which the preaching is clothed, the profit does not ordinarily increase because of these means in themselves; it comes from the spirit." 

According to his contemporaries, John himself was not a very spellbinding preacher, and tended to be better one-on-one in the confessional. Nonetheless, those who could see beyond his modest style report that his preaching carried an inner fire and conviction that always drew them to a deeper love of God. 

"A twofold preparation is required if the doctrine is to communicate its force: that of the preacher and that of his hearers. For the one who teaches, the profit is usually commensurate with his preparation...." John gives several Biblical examples, and continues: "We frequently see, insofar as it is possible to judge here below, that the better the life of the preacher the more abundant the fruit, no matter how lowly his style, poor his rhetoric, and plain the doctrine. For the living spirit enkindles fire. But when the spirit is wanting the gain is small, however sublime the doctrine and style. Although it is true that good style, gestures, sublime doctrine, and well-chosen words are more moving and productive of effect when accompanied by this good spirit, yet without it the sermon imparts little or no devotion to the will even though it may be delightful and pleasing to the senses and the intellect. For the will in this case will ordinarily be left as weak and remiss as before, even though wonderful things were wonderfully spoken; and the sermon merely delights the sense of hearing, like a musical concert or sounding bells." 

In an era without TV or plentiful books, pulpit rhetoric was a highly developed art, and great preachers were highly prized. In the great cathedrals, Sunday sermons were often long and elaborate. John does not seem to be condemning the use of rhetorical skills; in fact, he sees their value. But he wants to make sure that preachers "practice what they preach"; otherwise they are sounding gongs and clanging symbols. 

It's interesting to compare our situation with John's. We live in age of televangelism, when dynamic preachers can reach millions at once, with all the razzle-dazzle that modern technology affords. Some of these folks undoubtedly do a lot of good. And if the message is sound, we should take it to heart no matter what doubts we may have about the medium. Still, we also know what harm has been done by the famous religious orators of our time who do not live the Gospel they propound. Perhaps they fall into the trap of believing their own publicity. I certainly know of some priests whose very success at preaching seems to have been their downfall; their heads were turned by all the positive response they received, and they got to enjoy the perks of fame and influence too much. 

"It is of little significance that one kind of music is more pleasing to me than another if it fails to move me to the practice of works more than the other." When people focus only on the rhetorical skill of the preacher, they "are left only with esteem for the mode and accidents of the sermon. They praise the preacher and listen to him for these reasons more than for the motivation they receive to amend their lives.... Indeed, it is neither the Apostle's intention nor mine to condemn good style and rhetoric and effective delivery; these, rather, are most important to the preacher, as they are in all matters. Elegant style and delivery lift up and restore even those things that have fallen into ruin, just as poor presentation spoils what is good and destroys...." Here the ASCENT ends abruptly in mid-sentence! John never completes his treatment of the active night of the will, nor even his thoughts on preaching. Instead, he will turn next to the promised discussion of the "passive nights," in the DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL. 

If I may be so bold, though, I would like to draw out what he might have said about the preparation needed on the part of the HEARER. Many people complain about the poor quality of homilies these days, and often with good reason. But at the same time, I think John would remind us that the responsibility does not lie entirely with the preacher. If we ourselves are not well-prepared or well-disposed to hear the message, if we come to Church with a thousand distractions, if we expect to be entertained rather than challenged, if our personal dislike or prejudgment of the preacher makes us predisposed to dismiss anything he says, we should not be surprised if we are little moved. Recall the case of St. Therese, who was the only one in her community who apparently appreciated the community retreat by Father Prou, whom everyone else thought had little to offer Carmelite nuns; he was the one who "launched her full sail on the waves of confidence and love." She benefited because she was ready to receive. The saying goes, "when the student is ready, the teacher comes." I suspect John would encourage us always to try to find at least one good thing to remember even in the worst homily. That way we gain even from the poorest of means. 

And so we've finished the ASCENT. Some early editions, embarrassed by such a sudden ending, rounded of the work with the text of Letter #13 (in the most recent ICS edition), to a discalced Carmelite friar, April 14, 1589. In this letter, John summarizes in a very condensed way his whole teaching on the "night of the will." Perhaps those of you who have been following along might want to look at that letter, as a way of refreshing our memories of what John has been saying in these last 30 chapters of the ASCENT. 

