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PREFACE 
 

Saint John of the Cross is one of the great masters of spiritual life. His writings, 
filled with mystical depth and poetic beauty, have enlightened countless souls on their 
journey toward union with God. However, his language, characteristic of the Spanish 
Golden Age, can be difficult for the modern reader to understand—not only because 
of the natural evolution of the language, but also due to the conceptual and symbolic 
richness with which the saint expresses the experience of the dark night of the soul. 

The purpose of this version is to offer a more accessible reading of his work, pre-
serving its message and depth intact, while expressing it in modern English. This is not 
a reinterpretation or a simplification, but rather a linguistic update that enables to-
day’s readers to approach the wisdom of Saint John of the Cross with greater clarity. 

Every effort has been made to respect the original structure and style, avoiding 
alterations to its content and ensuring that the beauty of his thought remains intact. 
This adaptation does not intend to replace the classical text, but rather to serve as a 
doorway for those who wish to benefit from its teachings without being hindered by 
the difficulty of the language. 

We hope this version facilitates an encounter with the spiritual richness of Saint 
John of the Cross and helps those who seek in his message light and guidance for their 
own inner journey. 

Introduction to the Work 

Saint John of the Cross wrote The Dark Night in the second half of the 16th century, 
in the context of the Carmelite Reform led by Saint Teresa of Ávila. His work stands as 
one of the peaks of mystical literature and offers a detailed guide to the process of 
spiritual purification that the soul undergoes on its path toward union with God. 

The origin of The Dark Night is closely tied to Saint John of the Cross’s own experi-
ence. In 1577, while working on the reform of the Carmelite Order, he was arrested 
by his own fellow friars—the calced Carmelites—who opposed the changes promoted 
by the discalced. For nine months, he endured harsh captivity in Toledo, where he 
suffered deprivation and punishment. It was during this time of confinement and suf-
fering that much of his mystical thought took shape. There, in his cell, he composed 
the first verses of his renowned Dark Night of the Soul, which he then memorized and 
recited to avoid forgetting them, as he had no writing materials. After his escape in 
1578, he resumed his reformist work and, beginning in 1584, started writing his prose 
commentaries on these verses, offering a profound explanation of their mystical and 
spiritual meaning. 

Saint Teresa of Ávila had a profound influence on the work of Saint John of the 
Cross, not only in its content but also in its structure and approach. From the outset 
of the Carmelite Reform, Teresa considered him her principal collaborator and confi-
dant, shaping his vision of spiritual life. Her teaching on the “night of the soul,” under-
stood as a necessary purification to attain union with God, laid the foundation for the 
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development of The Dark Night. Moreover, the very structure of the work—with one 
poetic part and another in prose commentary—reflects the method Teresa employed 
in her writings, especially in The Interior Castle. 

The first readers of The Dark Night were the Discalced Carmelites themselves, who 
found in the work a guide for spiritual life and mystical contemplation. His writings 
initially circulated in manuscript form within the order, being copied and studied by 
his disciples and followers. It was not until after his death in 1591 that his work began 
to spread more widely. The first printed edition of The Dark Night appeared in the 
17th century, alongside other works of his, and was met with admiration in mystical 
and theological circles. 

However, the depth and radical nature of his message also aroused suspicion 
among more conservative sectors of the Church, especially in the context of the In-
quisition, which viewed some expressions of mysticism with distrust. Despite this, the 
work of Saint John of the Cross was never condemned and eventually became a cor-
nerstone of Christian spirituality. His influence extended beyond the bounds of the 
Carmelite order, inspiring generations of theologians, writers, and spiritual seekers 
across various traditions. 

The historical context in which this work emerged was one of a Spain deeply 
marked by the Counter-Reformation and the Inquisition. The spirituality of the Golden 
Age was characterized by a strong tension between doctrinal orthodoxy and mystical 
currents that sought a more direct relationship with God. In this environment, Saint 
John of the Cross and Saint Teresa of Ávila promoted a renewal of spiritual life 
grounded in contemplative prayer and radical detachment from worldly things. 

The Dark Night is not merely a description of the soul’s suffering in its process of 
purification; it is also a work of hope. Through this profound inner transformation, the 
soul is led to the fullness of divine love. Saint John of the Cross uses the image of night 
as a metaphor for the disorientation and pain the soul experiences when God deprives 
it of sensible consolations in order to bring it into deeper union with Him. 

Centuries later, this work remains a fundamental reference for those seeking to 
understand the spiritual path in its deepest dimension. Its message transcends eras 
and traditions, for it clearly describes the universal experience of the soul in its search 
for God. 

To conclude this preface, we recall the words with which Edgar Allison Peers, the 
renowned British Hispanist and profound scholar of Spanish mysticism of the Golden 
Age, closed his own English translation of The Dark Night of the Soul in 1952. His as-
sessment, full of admiration and reverence, captures with precision the greatness of 
the work now before the reader: 

“It is perhaps not an exaggeration to say that the verse and prose works combined 
of St. John of the Cross form at once the most grandiose and the most melodious spir-
itual canticle to which any one man has ever given utterance. The most sublime of all 
the Spanish mystics, he soars aloft on the wings of Divine love to heights known to 
hardly any of them… True to the character of his thought, his style is always forceful 
and energetic, even to a fault. When we study his treatises, we have the impression of 



 

11 

 

a mastermind that has scaled the heights of mystical science; and from their summit 
looks down upon and dominates the plain below and the paths leading upward… No-
where else, again, is he quite so appealingly human; for, though he is human even in 
his loftiest and sublimest passages, his intermingling of philosophy with mystical the-
ology; makes him seem particularly so.” 
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STRUCTURE OF THE WORK 
 

Dark Night of the Soul stands as one of the pinnacles of Christian mysticism and 
universal spiritual literature. In it, Saint John of the Cross presents, with extraordinary 
depth, the process of purification that the soul must undergo in order to attain union 
with God. The metaphor of the “dark night” symbolizes a painful yet necessary pas-
sage in which the soul is stripped of all sensory consolation and even of its own way 
of understanding God, so that it may be elevated to a purer and more selfless rela-
tionship with Him. 

The structure of the work follows the verses of a series of songs written by Saint 
John of the Cross at the beginning of his treatise. These songs of the soul serve as a 
poetic and theological guide for the entire doctrinal exposition. There are a total of 
eight stanzas that summarize the spiritual transformation the soul undergoes on its 
journey toward union with God. 

Book One: The Night of the Senses 

This first book unfolds the explanation of the complete first stanza: “On a dark 
night, inflamed with love and yearnings...” 

Here, Saint John of the Cross explains the dark night of the senses, which is the 
purification of sensory and emotional attachments in the spiritual life. The soul ceases 
to find pleasure in prayer, in spiritual consolations, and in the sensitive experiences 
that once brought it joy. This dryness is not a punishment, but a divine method of 
freeing the soul from its dependence on the senses and preparing it for a deeper re-
lationship with God. 

Saint John of the Cross describes the spiritual vices that affect beginners in the 
interior life—such as pride, greed, and spiritual gluttony—showing how these faults 
must be corrected for the soul to advance. It is a process of detachment that, though 
painful, is essential for spiritual progress. 

The central teaching of this book is that a true relationship with God is not based 
on feelings or consolations, but on pure faith and total trust in His will, even in dark-
ness. 

Book Two: The Night of the Spirit 

This second book corresponds to the explanation of the second stanza: “In dark-
ness and secure, by the secret ladder, in disguise...” 

Here, a deeper state of purification is described: the dark night of the spirit. The 
soul is not only deprived of sensory consolations but also loses its intellectual certain-
ties and habitual ways of understanding God. It is a phase of even greater darkness 
and inner suffering, where the soul experiences confusion, emptiness, and desolation. 

Saint John of the Cross explains that this process is necessary because even in its 
understanding of God, the soul remains attached to limited, human concepts. God 
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leads it into total darkness so that it may learn to trust fully in Him without supports 
or certainties. 

At this point, the soul experiences temptations, doubts, and a profound sense of 
abandonment—similar to the “night of the spirit” that Christ endured in Gethsemane. 
Yet this state is the prelude to the transforming union with God, where the soul, now 
fully purified, reaches the summit of spiritual life. 

The great teaching of this second part is that spiritual fullness is attained only when 
the soul has been completely emptied of itself, allowing God to become its only light. 

Book Three: The Song of the Soul United with God 

Dark Night of the Soul does not end with Chapter 25. Saint John of the Cross only 
comments on the second complete song and then begins the third. However, the work 
remains unfinished. 

Saint John only managed to comment on the first verse of the third song: 

“On that happy night, 

in secret, when no one saw me, 

nor did I look at anything, 

with no other light or guide 

than the one burning in my heart.” 

And there it stops. Although he mentions that he will explain its three properties—
and does so briefly—he does not develop the remainder of the song or its subsequent 
verses as he had done with the earlier ones. 

Therefore, Chapter 25 of Book Two is indeed the final complete chapter of the 
work and marks the end of the preserved commentary. The third song, as it appears 
at the beginning of the book with its five verses, is left without a full exegesis. 

Why did he not continue? We do not know for certain. Some scholars suggest that 
Saint John was interrupted by other pastoral duties or by illness. Others believe he 
considered it sufficient as it stood, or that his oral commentary was more extensive 
and simply never put into writing. 

What is certain is that the structure is outlined, the third song is introduced… but 
the work ends with the explanation of its first verse. 

This third book has been written in fidelity to the spirit and style of Saint John of 
the Cross, as a respectful and contemplative simulation. It continues the exegesis of 
the remaining verses, not only of the third song but also of the fourth through eighth 
songs, which Saint John himself left uncommented. 

Each book, then, is structured around one or more songs. The first book follows 
the first stanza; the second, the complete second stanza. The third begins with the 
third stanza—which Saint John left incomplete—and continues with the fourth 
through the eighth stanzas in a coherent and organic way. 
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This development does not aim to complete the work as if it were an authorial 
addition, but rather to offer the contemporary reader a guided meditation on the mys-
tical transformation these songs express. Each chapter of this third book addresses a 
verse or a significant portion thereof, maintaining the rhythm and tone of the original, 
and seeking above all to be useful and illuminating for anyone wishing to better un-
derstand the soul’s union with God. 

Conclusion 
Dark Night of the Soul is a work of immense theological and psychological depth, of-
fering a detailed guide to the inner purification that every believer must undergo on 
the path to God. Saint John of the Cross precisely describes the obstacles, trials, and 
sufferings the soul encounters, but also the transformation that occurs when it learns 
to surrender itself entirely into God’s hands. 

Beyond its mystical content, this work also holds great universal value, as it por-
trays the human struggle with its own limitations, ego, and need for transcendence. It 
remains a relevant book even today, because it speaks to the process of spiritual mat-
uration and the importance of total surrender to truth—even when that truth is hid-
den in darkness. 
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BIOGRAPHY 
 

Saint John of the Cross, born Juan de Yepes Álvarez, came into the world on June 
24, 1542, in Fontiveros, a modest village in the province of Ávila, Spain. From his ear-
liest years, his life was marked by humility and the hardships of a family with scarce 
resource, circumstances that, far from limiting him, deeply shaped his spirituality and 
worldview. The son of Gonzalo de Yepes and Catalina Álvarez, he inherited not only a 
legacy of poverty and social marginalization but also essential values such as unshak-
able faith, material detachment, and unconditional love. These would become foun-
dational pillars of his mystical experience and his relationship with God. His humble 
origins were not an obstacle but rather the fertile soil in which one of the most pro-
found and luminous voices of Christian mysticism took root. 

Childhood and Family: Roots of His Spirituality 

Gonzalo de Yepes, Juan’s father, came from a family of Jewish converts in Toledo—
an identity that, in 16th-century Spain, carried a heavy burden of social marginaliza-
tion and religious discrimination. He was disinherited by his family after marrying Cat-
alina Álvarez, a humble woman of peasant origin, which plunged the family into ex-
treme poverty. This disinheritance taught Gonzalo to live detached from material pos-
sessions, a value he passed on to his son. This material detachment became a funda-
mental pillar of Saint John of the Cross’s spirituality, in which inner emptiness and 
renunciation lead to union with God. 

The converso-Jewish identity of his father, marked by social exclusion, instilled in 
Juan a sensitivity to marginalization and a spiritual quest that transcended social con-
structs. This is reflected in his mystical teaching on stripping away the ego and discov-
ering divine identity through union with God. 

Catalina Álvarez, on the other hand, after Gonzalo’s death when Juan was only 
three years old, lived in extreme poverty, working tirelessly as a weaver and seam-
stress to support her children. Her selflessness taught Juan the value of sacrifice and 
loving dedication—values that appear in his writings as symbols of divine love. Cata-
lina possessed an unbreakable faith and serene patience in the face of suffering and 
hardship. This spiritual strength influenced Juan, who developed a spirituality rooted 
in patience and hope amid the dark night of the soul—the spiritual emptiness neces-
sary to attain mystical union with God. 

Catalina also taught him to love unconditionally, embodying a universal maternal 
love that Juan later projected into his mystical vision of divine love. This unconditional 
love is the driving force behind the mystical union described in his writings, where the 
soul is united with God through a pure and selfless love. 

 Early Years and Education 

During his early years, his mother, Catalina, struggled to raise her three sons in 
conditions of great poverty. The family moved to Medina del Campo in search of 
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better opportunities. There, Juan attended the Colegio de los Niños de la Doctrina, a 
free school for poor children where he learned to read, write, and recite prayers. From 
a young age, he showed a reflective and contemplative nature, often distancing him-
self from children's games to devote time to prayer and meditation. He was also 
known for his kindness and compassion toward the poor, frequently sharing his mea-
ger food with other needy children. 

To help his mother, he worked as an altar boy at the Church of San Juan Bautista 
and as a nurse at the Hospital de las Bubas, a hospital for patients suffering from syph-
ilis. This experience deeply marked him, as he cared for terminally ill patients, cleaning 
their wounds and accompanying them in their final moments. It was through this di-
rect contact with human suffering that he developed a profound compassion and a 
vocation for service, later reflected in his mystical spirituality. 

From childhood, he experienced social marginalization due to his converso back-
ground and poverty. Though not directly persecuted, he lived in a society obsessed 
with blood purity, where being of Jewish descent was a source of suspicion and exclu-
sion. This experience influenced his mystical vision of detachment from the ego and 
social constructs, in pursuit of a universal spiritual identity that transcended social and 
religious boundaries. 

Youth and Religious Vocation 

At the age of seventeen, Juan entered the Jesuit College in Medina del Campo, 
where he studied grammar, rhetoric, humanities, and Latin. During this period, he be-
came familiar with the works of Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas, develop-
ing an analytical and philosophical mindset. He also studied classical literature and 
lyrical poetry, which would later influence his mystical poetic style. 

In 1563, at the age of twenty-one, he entered the Carmelite Convent of Santa Ana 
in Medina del Campo, taking the name Fray Juan de San Matías. From the outset, he 
demonstrated a deep vocation for contemplative prayer and asceticism. He was noted 
for his austerity, discipline, and dedication to spiritual life. However, he was dissatis-
fied with the lax observance within the Carmelite Order at the time and longed for a 
more austere and contemplative way of life. 

In 1564, he made his first vows as a Carmelite and was sent to study at the Univer-
sity of Salamanca, one of the most prestigious theological centers in Europe. There, 
he studied philosophy, scholastic theology, and Sacred Scripture under the guidance 
of Fray Luis de León, a prominent poet and theologian. At Salamanca, Juan delved into 
Augustinian mysticism and scholastic theology, developing an intellectual and con-
templative approach to faith. 

Despite his academic success, he felt a deep spiritual dissatisfaction. He wrestled 
with the decision to remain in the Carmelite Order or join the Carthusians, a monastic 
order known for its extreme austerity and contemplative life. 

Encounter with Saint Teresa of Ávila 

The meeting between Saint John of the Cross and Saint Teresa of Ávila was a piv-
otal moment that not only changed the course of their lives but also transformed the 
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direction of mystical spirituality within the Catholic world. This providential encounter, 
which took place in 1567 in Medina del Campo, marked the beginning of the Carmelite 
Reform—a movement rooted in a return to the primitive rule of the Carmelites, cen-
tered on austerity, contemplation, and loving God through interior silence. The spir-
itual collaboration between these two saints is regarded as one of the most powerful 
mystical alliances in the history of Christianity, characterized by a deep spiritual con-
nection and mutual recognition of their mystical vocations. 

Context Prior to the Encounter 

Before meeting, Saint Teresa of Ávila had already begun her reform of the female 
branch of the Carmelite Order with the foundation of the Convent of Saint Joseph in 
Ávila in 1562. Her goal was to restore the strict observance of the Carmelite Primitive 
Rule, marked by poverty, silence, and contemplative prayer. However, Teresa’s vision 
extended beyond reforming the female branch—she sought male collaborators who 
shared her mystical and reformist vision in order to establish monasteries of Discalced 
Carmelite friars. 

For his part, John of the Cross, after joining the Carmelite Order and studying at 
the University of Salamanca, was disillusioned by the relaxation of discipline and the 
lack of contemplation in the Carmelite observance of his time. Though he had pro-
fessed vows as a Carmelite and stood out for his dedication to spiritual life, he longed 
for a more austere and contemplative existence. In fact, he was considering leaving 
the Carmelite Order to enter the Carthusian monastery—an extremely austere and 
contemplative order—when fate brought him into contact with Saint Teresa. 

The Meeting in Medina del Campo (1567) 

The encounter took place in 1567 in Medina del Campo, when John returned to 
his hometown to celebrate his first Mass after being ordained a priest. Saint Teresa 
had traveled to Medina del Campo to found the second convent of Discalced Carmel-
ite nuns. Upon meeting John, she immediately perceived his mystical spirit and his 
burning desire for a more austere and contemplative life. In him, she recognized the 
ideal collaborator to extend her reform to the male branch of the Carmelite Order. 

During their conversation, Saint Teresa shared her vision of the Carmelite Reform: 
a return to the Primitive Rule that entailed a life of continuous prayer, austerity, de-
tachment from material goods, interior silence, and profound love of God. She spoke 
of a Discalced Carmelite life rooted in solitude, contemplation, and humility. John was 
deeply moved by her mystical vision and love for God, seeing in her a living example 
of holiness and total surrender. 

John confessed to Teresa his desire to leave the Carmelite Order and join the Car-
thusians in pursuit of a more contemplative life. However, Teresa persuaded him not 
to abandon the Carmelites but rather to join her reform in order to revitalize Carmelite 
spirituality from within. She told him, “There are already plenty of Carthusians in the 
world, but there are few men willing to live like the ancient prophets of Elijah.” This 
statement profoundly touched John, who then agreed to join the Teresian Reform. 
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This encounter was mystical and providential—a mutual spiritual recognition. 
Saint Teresa saw in John the soul of a pure contemplative, a mystic of deep prayer 
capable of living in austerity and detachment. For his part, John found in Teresa a spir-
itual mother and mystical guide, someone who embodied the burning love for God 
that he too longed for. 

The Birth of the Discalced Carmelites (1568) 

In 1568, Saint Teresa and John of the Cross took the first step toward reforming 
the male branch of the Carmelite Order. They chose a remote and humble place: Du-
ruelo, a small village in the province of Ávila, surrounded by solitary and austere coun-
tryside. The choice was not accidental; it symbolized detachment from the world and 
the search for solitude and silence. 

On November 28, 1568, together with Friar Antonio of Jesus, John founded the 
first convent of the Discalced Carmelites in a rustic farmhouse converted into a her-
mitage. In a simple ceremony, John changed his religious name to “John of the Cross” 
and donned the brown habit and white mantle without a cape—the distinctive attire 
of the Discalced Carmelites, symbolizing humility, penance, and detachment. Barefoot 
as a sign of absolute poverty, they consecrated themselves to a life of continual prayer, 
austerity, and contemplative silence. 

Life in Duruelo was one of extreme austerity. They subsisted on bread, water, and 
a few vegetables, slept on straw mats on the floor, devoted long hours to prayer and 
silence, and engaged in manual labor to sustain the community. Saint Teresa described 
the scene upon visiting Duruelo: “They seemed more like angels than men, absorbed 
in prayer and divine love.” 

This ascetic and contemplative way of life was a radical return to the origins of the 
Carmelite tradition, inspired by Elijah and the early hermits of Mount Carmel. For 
John, this lifestyle represented the perfect path to mystical union with God, based on 
inner emptiness and detachment from all earthly consolation. It was here that he 
composed some of his earliest mystical poems, born of his experience of contempla-
tion and burning love for God. 

Expansion of the Reform and Spiritual Collaboration 

Following the foundation of Duruelo, the Carmelite Reform began to spread rap-
idly. Male convents were established in Mancera de Abajo, Pastrana, and Alcalá de 
Henares, extending the spirit of austerity, silence, and contemplation. During this pe-
riod, Saint Teresa and Saint John of the Cross maintained a profound spiritual relation-
ship, grounded in mutual respect and mystical love. They corresponded through let-
ters and shared their experiences of prayer and mystical visions. John became Teresa’s 
spiritual director, helping her delve deeper into her mystical experiences. 

Saint Teresa described John as “half friar, half angel,” acknowledging his deep con-
templative life and extreme humility. Both shared the vision of a Carmelite order 
rooted in burning love for God, interior silence, and absolute detachment. Together, 
they revolutionized the mystical spirituality of their time, giving birth to a universal 
mystical tradition. 
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Later Encounters and Spiritual Relationship 

Although they met in person on only five documented occasions, the spiritual and 
mystical bond between Saint John of the Cross and Saint Teresa of Ávila was profound 
and enduring. They remained united in spirit through prayer and spiritual correspond-
ence. In 1572, at Teresa’s request, John was called to Ávila to serve as confessor and 
spiritual director of the Convent of the Incarnation, where Teresa was prioress. There, 
he had a deep spiritual influence on the nuns, including Ana de Jesús and Ana de San 
Bartolomé, close collaborators of Teresa. 

During this period, John began writing his first mystical poems, inspired by his con-
templative prayer and profound interior life. Teresa, in turn, encouraged him to ex-
press his mystical experiences in poetic language, urging him to write works such as 
the Spiritual Canticle and The Living Flame of Love. Their spiritual relationship was 
characterized by a continuous mystical exchange, in which they helped each other dis-
cern their experiences of union with God. 

The encounter with Saint Teresa transformed John of the Cross’s life and led him 
to embrace his mystical vocation as a reformer and poet of divine union. Their spiritual 
alliance forged one of the most profound and universal mystical currents in history—
a path of love and detachment that continues to resonate in contemporary spirituality. 
Their relationship was not only fundamental to the Carmelite Reform but also left a 
lasting spiritual and literary legacy that continues to inspire seekers of God around the 
world. 

Persecution and Imprisonment 

The Carmelite Reform, led by Saint Teresa of Ávila and Saint John of the Cross, met 
with strong opposition from the Calced Carmelites, who rejected the return to auster-
ity and strict observance of the primitive rule. The Calced Carmelites, having adopted 
a more relaxed and less rigorous lifestyle, saw the Reform as a threat to their way of 
life and authority within the Order. This tension between the Discalced and Calced 
Carmelites escalated over time, reaching a critical point in 1577. 

In December of that year, Saint John of the Cross was arrested by order of the 
superiors of the Calced Carmelites. He was taken to the Monastery of Toledo, where 
he was imprisoned in a small, dark cell—virtually a dungeon. The conditions of his 
confinement were inhumane: the cell lacked proper ventilation, was cold and damp, 
and received almost no natural light. John was held in total isolation, with no contact 
with the outside world and meager food rations, consisting mainly of bread and water. 
In addition, he was subjected to physical and psychological abuse, regularly beaten 
and humiliated by his captors. 

This nine-month period of imprisonment was one of the most severe trials in the 
life of Saint John of the Cross. The cell became the setting for a profound dark night 
of the soul—a spiritual experience of desolation, emptiness, and apparent abandon-
ment by God. Yet, amid this extreme suffering, John found strength in his faith and in 
his mystical union with God. It was in this very cell that he composed much of his most 
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famous poem, Dark Night of the Soul, writing in secret on scraps of paper and seizing 
moments of solitude granted by his captors. 

The poem Dark Night of the Soul is a masterpiece of mystical literature in which 
John describes the interior purification the soul must undergo to reach union with 
God. He uses the metaphor of the dark night to represent spiritual emptiness and the 
detachment from all earthly consolation—a necessary state for the soul to be illu-
mined by divine presence. Through deeply symbolic verses, John expresses how, in 
the midst of darkness and suffering, the soul finds the light of God: 

“On a dark night, 

inflamed with love and yearnings— 

oh, blessed fortune!— 

I went out unseen, 

my house now at rest.” 

These verses reflect not only his personal experience of purification in the cell of 
Toledo but also his mystical teaching that suffering and emptiness are necessary paths 
to union with God. 

In August 1578, after nine months of imprisonment, Saint John of the Cross mirac-
ulously escaped his cell. With the help of a Discalced Carmelite nun, who gave him a 
rope and guided him on how to descend through a window, John fled the monastery 
in the middle of the night. Though the descent was perilous, and he nearly fell, he 
reached the ground safely. He found refuge at the Convent of the Discalced Carmelite 
nuns in Toledo, where he was joyfully and gratefully received by the sisters, who cared 
for him and protected him from his persecutors. 

This miraculous escape marked not only the end of his imprisonment but also be-
came a symbol of divine providence and John’s spiritual resilience. Despite the terrible 
conditions he had endured, his faith remained unbroken; on the contrary, his experi-
ence in the Toledo cell deepened his understanding of the dark night of the soul and 
reinforced his commitment to the Carmelite Reform. 

After his escape, John moved to Andalusia, where he continued founding convents 
and promoting the Reform. However, the experience of imprisonment left an indelible 
mark on his life and work. The dark night of the soul became a central theme of his 
spirituality, and his poem of the same name remains one of the most profound and 
moving expressions of Christian mysticism. 

In summary, the imprisonment of Saint John of the Cross was not merely an epi-
sode of persecution and suffering, but also a moment of profound spiritual transfor-
mation. Through this experience, John not only solidified his mystical teaching but also 
demonstrated an unbreakable faith and a burning love for God—qualities that made 
him one of the most influential mystics in the history of Christian spirituality. 

Mystical Works and Final Years 
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After his miraculous escape from imprisonment in Toledo in 1578, Saint John of 
the Cross relocated to Andalusia, where he continued founding convents and promot-
ing the Carmelite Reform. This period, spanning from 1578 until his death in 1591, was 
especially fruitful in terms of his literary production and spiritual influence. During 
these years, he not only consolidated his legacy as a reformer but also composed his 
most significant works, which have become foundational texts of universal mystical 
literature. 

Founding Convents and His Work in Andalusia 

In Andalusia, John founded several convents in cities such as Baeza, Granada, and 
Málaga. In Baeza, he established a convent in 1579 and also served as rector of the 
College of Discalced Carmelites, dedicated to the formation of novices. His work in 
Baeza was crucial for solidifying the Reform’s presence in southern Spain. However, it 
was in Granada where his spiritual and literary influence reached its height. 

Between 1578 and 1579 in Granada, Saint John of the Cross composed his most 
important works: Spiritual Canticle, The Ascent of Mount Carmel, and The Living Flame 
of Love. These works, written in verse and accompanied by prose commentaries, rep-
resent the summit of his mystical thought and spiritual experience. 

Spiritual Canticle: Inspired by the Song of Songs from the Bible, this poem de-
scribes the soul’s journey toward union with God. Through a dialogue between the 
soul (the bride) and God (the Beloved), John explores the stages of mystical love, from 
the initial longing to the transforming union. The poem is rich in poetic imagery and 
symbols—such as the stag, the dark night, and the garden—that represent the soul’s 
search and encounter with the Divine. Spiritual Canticle is not only a literary master-
piece but also a spiritual guide for those seeking to deepen their relationship with 
God. 

The Ascent of Mount Carmel: This prose work is a mystical treatise that explores 
the spiritual purification required to attain union with God. John uses the metaphor 
of the mountain to represent the soul’s ascending path, which must be stripped of all 
earthly attachments and pass through the “dark night” of the senses and the spirit. 
The work serves as a practical manual for spiritual life, filled with guidance and reflec-
tions on overcoming obstacles and advancing toward holiness. 

The Living Flame of Love: Considered one of the pinnacles of mystical poetry, this 
poem expresses the experience of transforming union with God. John portrays divine 
love as a flame that consumes the soul, purifying it and uniting it with God in an act 
of pure and selfless love. The verses of this poem possess extraordinary beauty and 
depth, and they have inspired generations of believers and artists alike. 
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Master of Novices and Spiritual Director 

During his time in Granada, Saint John of the Cross served as Master of Novices 
and spiritual director, guiding many along the path of the mystical life. His ability to 
communicate his spiritual experience and his profound understanding of the ways of 
God made him a deeply valued guide. Through his teachings and writings, he helped 
numerous religious and laypeople deepen their relationship with God and embrace a 
life of prayer and detachment. 

Leadership Roles and the Spread of the Reform 

In 1582, Saint John of the Cross was appointed Superior of several convents and 
Definitor General of the Discalced Carmelites—positions he used to further the spread 
of the Teresian Reform. During this time, he traveled extensively throughout Spain, 
founding new convents and consolidating those already established. He also revised 
and expanded the prose commentaries on his mystical poems, ensuring that his spir-
itual teachings were accessible and understandable to all. 

Despite his success in promoting the Reform, John faced opposition within the Or-
der, especially from Father Nicolás Doria, who had been elected Superior General of 
the Discalced Carmelites. Doria, more focused on administrative structure than on 
contemplative life, came into conflict with John, who championed a life rooted in aus-
terity and deep prayer. This tension led to John’s removal from key leadership roles in 
1588, leaving him in a marginal position within the Order. 

Final Years and Death 

Despite these challenges, Saint John of the Cross continued his spiritual and liter-
ary work with humility and devotion. In 1591, he fell seriously ill with erysipelas, a 
painful skin infection that caused great suffering. Although he was transferred to the 
convent in Úbeda for medical care, his condition rapidly worsened. 

On December 14, 1591, Saint John of the Cross died at the convent in Úbeda, ut-
tering his final words: “Into Your hands, Lord, I commend my spirit.” His death marked 
the conclusion of a life defined by suffering, surrender, and profound union with God. 
Despite the adversities he faced, his spiritual and literary legacy endured, making him 
one of the most influential mystics in the history of the Church. 

Canonization and Legacy 

Saint John of the Cross was canonized in 1726 by Pope Benedict XIII and declared 
a Doctor of the Church in 1926 by Pope Pius XI, in recognition of the theological and 
mystical depth of his writings. His work, characterized by rich symbolic and poetic lan-
guage, has left an indelible mark on universal mystical literature and Christian spiritu-
ality. His teachings on the “dark night,” detachment, and divine love continue to in-
spire spiritual seekers around the world, and his life remains a testimony to faith, hu-
mility, and total surrender to God. 
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Songs of the Soul 

1. On a dark night, 

inflamed with love and yearnings— 

oh, blessed fortune!— 

I went out unseen, 

my house now at rest. 

 

2. In darkness and secure, 

by the secret ladder, in disguise— 

oh, blessed fortune!— 

in darkness and concealment, 

my house now at rest. 

 

3. On that happy night, 

in secret, when no one saw me, 

nor did I look at anything, 

with no other light or guide 

than the one burning in my heart. 

 

4. This light guided me 

more surely than the noonday sun, 

where He was waiting for me, 

Whom I knew so well, 
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and no one appeared. 

 

5. Oh guiding night! 

Oh night more lovely than the dawn! 

Oh night that joined 

Beloved with His beloved, 

beloved transformed in the Beloved! 

 

6. Within my blossoming breast, 

kept wholly for Him alone, 

there He lay sleeping, 

and I delighted Him, 

while the breath of the cedars fanned the air. 

 

7. In the breeze from the ramparts, 

as I loosed His locks, 

with His gentle hand 

He wounded my neck 

and all my senses were suspended. 

 

8. There I remained, lost in oblivion; 

my face reclined on the Beloved. 

All ceased, and I abandoned myself, 

leaving my cares forgotten 

among the lilies. 
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PROLOGUE

In this book, all the songs to be explained are first presented to-

gether. Then, each song is analyzed individually, with the full text of 

the song placed before its explanation, and each verse is subsequently 

broken down one by one, with the verse also placed at the beginning 

of its commentary. 

The first two songs explain the effects of the two forms of spiritual 

purification: one that affects the senses and another that affects the 

spirit. The remaining six describe various and wondrous effects of 

spiritual illumination and of the union of love with God. 
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BOOK ONE 

Begins the explanation of the songs on the path the soul follows to 

unite in love with God, by Father Friar John of the Cross. 

Before beginning to explain these songs, it is important to under-

stand that the soul expresses them after having reached perfection—

that is, the union of love with God. This occurs only after it has passed 

through great difficulties and trials along the narrow path of spiritual 

practice that leads to eternal life, the very path Jesus speaks of in the 

Gospel (Matthew 7:14). Ordinarily, the soul must travel this path in 

order to attain such a sublime and blessed union with God. 

This path is so arduous and so few walk it (as the Lord also says 

in Matthew 7:14) that the soul regards it as a great joy and blessing 

to have endured it and to have arrived at the perfection of love. In the 

first song, it refers to this process as a “dark night,” a very fitting im-

age, as will be explained in the verses of the song. 

Thus, filled with joy at having overcome this difficult journey and 

for the graces it has received along the way, the soul exclaims: 

 

On the Night of the Senses 

 

FIRST SONG 

On a dark night, 

inflamed with love and yearnings— 

oh, blessed fortune!— 

I went out unseen, 

my house now at rest. 
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EXPLANATION: 

1. In this first song, the soul recounts how, out of love, it succeeded 

in detaching itself from all things, dying to them and to its own self 

through genuine mortification. Only in this way could it attain a life 

sweet and full in the love of God. It describes this detachment as a 

dark night, which here symbolizes purifying contemplation. This 

contemplation, experienced passively by the soul, gradually frees it 

from all attachment to self and to the world. 

2. The soul states that it was able to leave itself behind thanks to 

the strength and ardor given to it by the love of its Spouse (God) 

through this dark contemplation. It also expresses the great joy it felt 

in advancing toward God by this difficult path with success, since 

none of its three great enemies—the world, the devil, and the flesh 

(that is, human desires and passions)—could stop it. This is because 

the night of purifying contemplation had weakened and diminished 

all its passions and desires within. 

And so the verse says: 

“On a dark night.” 
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CHAPTER 1   

The first verse is presented and the discussion of the imperfections 

of beginners begins. 

1. The soul begins to enter this dark night when God draws it out 

of the state of beginners—that is, those still in the meditative stage of 

the spiritual journey—and starts leading it toward the state of the 

more advanced, who are the contemplatives. This is so that, by pass-

ing through this stage of purification, the soul may ultimately reach 

the state of the perfect, which is the divine union of the soul with God. 

To better understand what this dark night is and why God leads 

the soul along this path, it is necessary first to explain some charac-

teristics of beginners in the spiritual life. Although we will treat this 

subject as briefly as possible, this explanation will also be of great 

benefit to those who find themselves in that initial stage, for by rec-

ognizing the fragility of their current condition, they may be encour-

aged to desire that God bring them into this night, where the soul is 

strengthened in virtue and prepared to receive the inestimable gifts 

of divine love. Even if we dwell on this point for a while, it will be no 

longer than necessary to later understand the dark night more 

clearly. 

2. It is important to understand that when the soul decides to ded-

icate itself to the service of God with firmness and determination, He 

often supports and nourishes it with sweet spiritual consolations, 

much like a loving mother caring for her infant child: she keeps him 

warm in her arms, feeds him gentle milk, and carries him tenderly. 

Yet, as the child grows, the mother begins gradually to withdraw 

these comforts and, hiding her tender love, gives him a taste of bit-

terness instead of sweetness. She sets him down so that he may learn 

to walk, allowing him to face certain challenges in order to move be-

yond childish behavior and begin to grow strong in greater and more 

perfect things. 
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In the same way, the loving mother of God’s grace, when the soul 

first begins to walk in His service with fervor and enthusiasm, acts 

similarly: she allows it to find great sweetness and delight in spiritual 

matters with little effort. The soul enjoys spiritual exercises and ex-

periences deep joy in them, for God holds it close in His tender em-

brace, nourishing it like a newborn child (1 Peter 2:2–3). 

3. For this reason, in this initial stage, the soul feels great delight 

in prayer and can spend long periods—even entire nights—in it. It is 

easily moved to penance and fasting and finds deep consolation in 

receiving the sacraments. All spiritual practices seem pleasant, and it 

feels comforted by participating in divine things. However, although 

beginners dedicate themselves greatly and with much effort to these 

practices, their commitment remains weak and imperfect from a 

spiritual standpoint. The reason for this is that their motivation is not 

entirely pure, since their fervor relies mostly on the consolation and 

pleasure they find in these practices. Because they have not yet been 

tested by interior struggle nor developed firm virtue through perse-

verance in adversity, their works and spiritual exercises are filled with 

many imperfections. 

It is natural for every soul to act according to the level of spiritual 

maturity it has reached. As beginners have not yet developed solid 

habits of virtue, their actions inevitably bear the fragility of those who 

have not yet been strengthened in the spiritual life. They are like weak 

children, whose will is easily swayed by the joy and satisfaction they 

find in their spiritual practices. 

To understand this more clearly and to see how immature the ac-

tions of beginners can be, we will examine their faults in relation to 

the seven capital sins. We will present some of the many imperfec-

tions that commonly accompany souls in this state, showing how 

these defects often lie hidden beneath their good works. This will al-

low for a deeper understanding of the benefits of the dark night, since 

this purification is necessary to cleanse and strengthen the soul, re-

moving all these imperfections and leading it to greater perfection in 

union with God.
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CHAPTER 2   

On Some Spiritual Imperfections Related to Pride in Beginners 

1. Since these beginners often feel very motivated and enthusiastic 

about spiritual matters and devout practices, there sometimes 

arises—despite the fact that the sacred should humble—a hidden 

form of pride, due to their imperfections. This leads them to feel a 

certain self-satisfaction in their works and within themselves. 

They may also develop a desire—sometimes superficial, other 

times quite vain—to speak about spiritual topics in front of others, 

even to teach rather than to learn. At times, they silently judge others 

for not displaying the same level of devotion they expect, and occa-

sionally they voice these criticisms aloud. They act like the Pharisee 

in the Gospel who boasted of his deeds while despising the publican 

(Luke 18:11–12). 

2. The devil often takes advantage of this situation by increasing 

their fervor and eagerness to do more good works so that pride and 

presumption may grow within them. He knows well that, when these 

acts are performed with such an attitude, all those good works and 

virtues not only become fruitless, but can actually turn into vices. 

Some go so far as to be unable to see any good in others—only in 

themselves. Thus, when given the chance, they criticize and speak 

poorly of others, focusing on their minor flaws without noticing their 

own. As Jesus said, they “see the speck in their brother’s eye, but not 

the plank in their own” (Matthew 7:3), and they “strain out a gnat 

and swallow a camel” (Matthew 23:24). 

3. Sometimes, when their spiritual guides—such as confessors or 

superiors—do not approve of their way of acting (since they desire 

their works to be praised), they conclude that these guides do not un-

derstand them or are not spiritual enough to recognize their value. 

As a result, they seek out others who will admire and affirm them, 
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while avoiding—almost as if by instinct—those who would correct 

them or lead them on a safer path. In some cases, they even grow 

resentful toward those who challenge them. 

They tend to talk a lot and do little. They often want others to per-

ceive their devotion and spirituality, expressing it outwardly through 

sighs, emotional displays, or even public raptures—more so than in 

private—something in which the devil can also have a hand. They 

enjoy being seen in this light, and in many cases, they seek such 

recognition. 

4. Many seek special favor or closeness with their confessors, 

which can lead to envy and conflict. They also feel ashamed to con-

fess their sins as they are, fearing that their confessors will think 

poorly of them, and so they downplay or soften their confessions. In-

stead of sincere acknowledgment, they attempt to justify themselves. 

Sometimes they even go to another confessor to speak of their 

faults, so that the first will not think less of them and will continue to 

view them positively. They prefer to speak of their virtues and, at 

times, even exaggerate them to appear better than they are. True hu-

mility, as we will see later, would mean not seeking recognition at all, 

and even desiring that no one think highly of them. 

5. Some minimize their faults, while others become overly frus-

trated when they fall into them, thinking they should already be 

saints, and grow impatient with themselves—another imperfection. 

They often desire God to take away their faults, not out of love for 

Him, but to avoid inner discomfort and attain peace. They do not re-

alize that, if God were to remove these faults, they might become even 

more proud and presumptuous. 

They dislike praising others, yet they crave praise themselves, 

even seeking recognition. In this they resemble the foolish virgins of 

the parable, who, finding their lamps without oil, went out to seek it 

elsewhere (Matthew 25:8). 
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6. Some experience these imperfections frequently and intensely, 

which can lead to serious spiritual issues. Others deal with them to a 

lesser degree, and still others experience only initial impulses. It is 

rare to find a beginner who, during the period of spiritual fervor, does 

not fall into some of this. 

But those who are progressing toward perfection behave quite dif-

ferently, with a far more humble spirit. They benefit from and grow 

through humility, not only downplaying their actions but taking little 

satisfaction in them. They consider others far superior and feel a holy 

envy, wishing they could serve God as they do. The more fervently 

they act and the more good works they perform, the more aware they 

are of how much God deserves and how little they have done for Him. 

Thus, the more they do, the less satisfied they feel. Their love and 

desire to serve God are so great that everything they do seems insuf-

ficient. This desire is so strong that they pay no attention to what 

others do or do not do. And when they do notice, they always assume 

others are better than they are. Because they do not value themselves, 

they also desire that others not value them or their works. 

Furthermore, even when others attempt to praise or admire them, 

they cannot accept it and find it strange that anyone would speak well 

of them. 

7. These souls, with great calm and humility, desire to learn from 

anyone who might help them grow spiritually. This is the complete 

opposite of those described earlier, who always want to teach others 

and, even when they appear to be learning, interrupt to show they 

already know. But the humble do not want to be anyone’s teacher and 

are willing to change course if asked, never believing they are in the 

right. They rejoice in others being praised and feel only sorrow that 

they themselves do not serve God as others do. 

They feel no need to speak of their spiritual experiences, consider-

ing them too insignificant, even being ashamed to share them with 

their spiritual guides, believing they are unworthy of mention. They 

prefer to speak of their faults and sins—or to have others know 
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them—rather than speak of their virtues. They usually seek spiritual 

direction from those who least admire their achievements, which re-

veals a simple, pure, and sincere spirit—very pleasing to God. Be-

cause the wise Spirit of God dwells in these humble souls, He leads 

them to keep their spiritual treasures hidden and to reveal their flaws. 

God grants this grace to the humble, along with other virtues, while 

He withholds it from the proud (James 4:6). 

8. These souls would give their very heart for those who serve God 

and would do everything in their power to help others serve Him as 

well. When they notice their own imperfections, they accept them 

with humility and patience, placing their trust in God with love and 

reverence. 

Yet very few souls advance with this degree of perfection from the 

beginning. It would be enough if they did not fall into the opposite. 

That is why, as we will see later, God leads those whom He desires to 

purify through the dark night, to cleanse them of all these imperfec-

tions and help them advance along the spiritual path. 
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CHAPTER 3   

On Some Imperfections Common Among Beginners Regarding the 

Second Capital Vice, Which Is Spiritual Avarice 

1. Many of these beginners also experience a kind of spiritual av-

arice, as they are almost never content with the spiritual consolations 

that God gives them. They feel discouraged and complain when they 

do not find the comfort they desire in spiritual things. Some never 

tire of seeking advice, learning spiritual teachings, or collecting and 

reading books on spiritual topics. At times, they spend more energy 

on these pursuits than on practicing mortification and cultivating the 

interior poverty of spirit that they should be striving for. 

Moreover, they surround themselves with religious images and 

ornate rosaries, constantly changing them or searching for new styles 

and designs. They grow more attached to one cross than to another 

simply because it is more aesthetically pleasing. Some even adorn 

themselves with agnus dei, relics, and devotional trinkets as if they 

were children with charms. 

It is not the use of these objects that is problematic, but the attach-

ment they form toward them—seeking variety and refinement, which 

runs contrary to poverty of spirit. This virtue seeks only the essence 

of devotion, using the bare minimum necessary to nourish faith while 

avoiding the complications of variety and superficial details. True de-

votion must arise from the heart, focusing on the spiritual meaning 

of things rather than on their outward appearance. For this reason, 

progressing toward perfection requires overcoming such attach-

ments. 

2. I knew a person who, for over ten years, used a crudely made 

cross fashioned from a blessed tree branch, pinned together with a 

thorn and wrapped with thread, and never changed or abandoned it 

until I myself removed it; and this was not someone lacking 

knowledge or understanding. I also knew another who prayed with 
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beads made from fish-bone spines, and their devotion was no less 

pleasing to God for using something so humble, for it was evident 

that their faith did not depend on the material value of the object. 

Those who are well guided from the beginning do not become at-

tached to visible objects or surround themselves with them, nor do 

they feel the need to know more than is necessary for right action. 

They seek only to please God and to remain in right relationship with 

Him, and their sole desire is to delight Him. That is why they give 

generously of what they have and rejoice in having nothing left, for 

love of God and neighbor—whether the possessions are material or 

spiritual. Their only concern is to advance in inner perfection and to 

please God, not to gratify themselves. 

3. Still, as with the other imperfections, the soul cannot completely 

purify itself of these tendencies until God brings it into the passive 

purification of the dark night, which we will discuss later. 

Nonetheless, the soul must strive with all its might to progress in 

perfection so as to merit being led by God into that divine healing, 

where it will be cured of what it could not overcome on its own. For, 

no matter how much it tries, the soul cannot purify itself actively to 

the point of being fully prepared for divine union in the perfection of 

love—unless God Himself takes hold and purifies it in that dark fire 

of which we shall speak later.
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CHAPTER 4   

On Other Imperfections Common Among Beginners Regarding the 

Third Capital Vice, Which Is Lust 

1. In addition to the imperfections already discussed with each 

vice, many beginners also fall into others, but to avoid excessive 

length, I will speak only of the principal ones, since these often give 

rise to the rest. 

Regarding the vice of lust (setting aside the sin of lust itself, as I 

am here addressing only those imperfections that are to be purified 

in the dark night), many beginners display what might be called spir-

itual lust. This is not lust in the strict sense, but it arises from spiritual 

experiences. 

At times, during spiritual exercises—without willing it or being 

able to avoid it—sensual stirrings and desires may arise within. This 

can happen even in deep prayer or while receiving the sacraments of 

Penance or the Eucharist. These impulses are not their fault, as they 

are not deliberately provoked, and usually stem from one of three 

causes. 

2. The first cause is the natural pleasure experienced in spiritual 

things. As both spirit and senses rejoice and find consolation in them, 

each part of the person seeks its own delight. While the spirit delights 

in God, the sensitive part—the lower faculties—seeks its own form of 

enjoyment, not knowing how to rejoice in any other way. It therefore 

gravitates toward sensual pleasure, the closest form of delight to its 

nature. 

Thus, the soul may be profoundly absorbed in prayer, experienc-

ing deep union with God in the spirit, while at the same time, without 

intending it, experiencing sensual desires in the body. This also oc-

curs during Communion, because as the soul receives love and con-

solation from God—since Christ offers Himself in the Eucharist—the 
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sensitive part likewise seeks its own pleasure, though in a disordered 

way. 

This happens because body and spirit form a unified whole, and 

both participate in the experience according to their nature. As the 

Philosopher says, “whatever is received is received according to the 

mode of the receiver.” Therefore, in these early stages, and even at 

more advanced ones, the sensitive part—being not yet fully purified—

receives God's grace imperfectly. 

However, once this sensitive part is transformed by the purifica-

tion of the dark night (which we will discuss later), it no longer suf-

fers from these weaknesses. It is no longer the lower faculties that 

receive grace, but they are united with the spirit, and everything is 

experienced according to the spirit’s mode. 

3. The second cause of these disordered desires is the devil. He 

seeks to disturb and agitate the soul precisely when it is in prayer or 

attempting to pray, provoking impure stirrings. If the soul allows it-

self to be troubled by them, the damage can be great, potentially lead-

ing it to abandon prayer altogether—which is exactly the devil’s aim. 

Some experience these temptations so frequently during spiritual 

exercises that they consider giving them up, thinking that outside of 

prayer they are not so afflicted. And to some extent, it is true, because 

the devil intensifies his attacks in those moments to discourage their 

spiritual practice. 

The devil not only provokes sensual impulses but also introduces 

impure images into the mind—sometimes involving spiritual things 

or persons who support the soul’s faith journey—to frighten or dis-

hearten it. If the soul gives in to this fear, it may end up avoiding 

meditation or contemplation altogether, afraid of encountering such 

thoughts. 

This occurs more intensely in those with a melancholic tempera-

ment, often leading to deep spiritual distress. In extreme cases, the 

suffering is so persistent that the person feels as if the devil is 
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constantly present and cannot shake the feeling, though some man-

age to overcome it with great effort. 

When these impure thoughts stem from melancholia, they gener-

ally do not subside until the emotional state is healed. However, if the 

soul enters the dark night, this purification gradually overcomes such 

thoughts. 

4. The third cause of these sensual stirrings is fear itself. Once a 

person has experienced such temptations, the fear of them causes 

them to arise involuntarily, without fault on the part of the soul. 

5. Some souls are so sensitive and emotionally unstable that the 

moment they feel any spiritual consolation or enter into prayer, they 

immediately experience a kind of sensual excitement. This over-

whelms them and brings such pleasure to the senses that they be-

come caught in a mixture of spiritual joy and sensual delight, unable 

to prevent it. Sometimes, they even become aware that they have had 

sensual thoughts or impulses unintentionally. This is due to their ex-

treme sensitivity: any emotional change affects their humors and 

their blood, triggering these reactions. The same happens when they 

become angry, worried, or emotionally disturbed. 

6. At times, beginners also feel a sense of pride or satisfaction 

when performing or speaking about spiritual acts, especially when 

aware of the people around them. This is a kind of inner vanity which, 

as understood here, stems from a subtle form of spiritual lust, since 

it is rooted in self-satisfaction and self-will. 

7. Some beginners also form attachments to certain individuals 

under the appearance of spiritual love, when in reality it arises from 

sensuality, not from the spirit. This becomes evident when recalling 

the person does not lead them to greater love or remembrance of 

God, but rather leaves them with a troubled conscience. 

When the affection is truly spiritual, thinking of that person in-

creases the memory and love of God. The more they recall the indi-

vidual, the more they are drawn to God and the more their desire for 
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Him grows—both loves rising together. This occurs because the 

Spirit of God causes goodness to grow in harmony, as there is con-

formity between them. 

But when the affection arises from sensual desire, the opposite 

happens: the more that human love grows, the more the love of God 

diminishes and grows cold. If that human affection increases, divine 

love fades, and the conscience becomes uneasy. Conversely, if the 

love of God grows, the other love cools and is forgotten, because the 

two are contrary. 

This is so because these two kinds of love oppose each other: one 

not only fails to help the other but actively suppresses and weakens 

it, strengthening itself—as philosophers say. Thus, our Savior said in 

the Gospel (John 3:6), “What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is 

born of the Spirit is spirit.” That is, love born of sensuality remains 

sensual, while love born of the spirit grows in the Spirit of God. This 

is how one distinguishes between the two. 

8. When the soul enters the dark night, all these affections are 

rightly ordered, for the love that comes from God is strengthened and 

purified, while the other weakens and vanishes. At first, both loves 

may seem to fade, as will be explained later.
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CHAPTER 5   

On the Imperfections into Which Beginners Fall Concerning the 

Vice of Wrath 

1. Because many beginners are attached to spiritual consolations, 

they frequently fall into several imperfections related to the vice of 

wrath. This happens when their delight and comfort in spiritual 

things come to an end—they become frustrated and, faced with that 

inner emptiness, grow irritable in what they do or say. They are easily 

angered by the slightest inconvenience and sometimes become diffi-

cult to endure. 

This especially occurs after having experienced deep emotional 

consolation in prayer. When that pleasure fades, they naturally feel a 

void and a lack of motivation—similar to a child who is pulled away 

from the breast he was enjoying. This reaction is not a sin, but it is 

an imperfection that must be purified through the dryness and diffi-

culty of the dark night. 

2. There are also other beginners who fall into a different kind of 

spiritual wrath: they become angry when they see the faults of others, 

acting with uncontrolled zeal, criticizing and judging them. Some-

times they feel the urge to rebuke others harshly—and they do—be-

lieving themselves to be superior in virtue. All of this is contrary to 

spiritual gentleness. 

3. Others, when they see their own imperfections, grow angry 

with themselves out of impatience and lack of humility. They become 

so frustrated that they wish they could become saints overnight. 

Many make grand resolutions and plans, but because they lack hu-

mility and have not yet learned to distrust their own strength, the 

more they resolve, the more they fall—and the angrier they become. 

They lack the patience to wait for God to grant them spiritual growth 

in His own time. This impatience runs contrary to spiritual 
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meekness, and they cannot fully overcome it until they pass through 

the purification of the dark night. 

Nevertheless, there are some who possess such patience in their 

desire for holiness that it might seem as though even God would mar-

vel at their calm.
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CHAPTER 6   

On the Imperfections Related to Spiritual Gluttony 

1. Regarding the fourth capital vice—spiritual gluttony—there is 

much to say, for nearly all beginners, however well-intentioned, fall 

into some of the many imperfections that arise from the pleasure they 

find at the outset of their spiritual exercises. 

Many are drawn more by the delight and consolation they experi-

ence in these practices than by purity and sincerity in their relation-

ship with God—which is what truly matters and what He values most 

on the spiritual path. 

For this reason, in addition to the imperfections that stem from 

seeking such pleasures, their desire for consolation causes them to 

lose balance, pulling them away from the virtuous middle ground. 

Driven by the enjoyment they feel, some overdo their penances; oth-

ers weaken their bodies with excessive fasting, going beyond what 

they can bear—often without order or guidance. Some even go so far 

as to disobey those to whom they owe spiritual submission in these 

matters, continuing even when expressly forbidden. 

2. Such people are extremely imperfect and act without reason, 

placing bodily penance above obedience, which is a far more rational 

and prudent form of self-denial—and therefore more pleasing to God. 

Obedience is a more valuable sacrifice because it is done in humility 

and submission. 

In contrast, bodily penance performed without obedience is no 

more than animal penance, pursued for the satisfaction and consola-

tion it provides, like beasts driven by their appetites. By following 

their own desires, they fall into excess, and all excess is vicious. Thus, 

instead of growing in virtue, they reinforce their vices—acquiring at 

the very least spiritual gluttony and pride by not obeying in their 

practices. 
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The devil often spurs them on by intensifying their spiritual glut-

tony and inflaming their desire for consolations. When they cannot 

obtain more, they alter or abandon the prescribed exercises, finding 

all obedience bitter when it concerns their desires. 

Some go so far as to lose all taste and devotion for these exercises 

simply because they must do them in obedience—showing that what 

truly moves them is not love of God, but their own satisfaction. In 

such cases, it might be better if they did nothing at all. 

3. These beginners can often be seen stubbornly pressuring their 

spiritual directors to allow them to do as they please, sometimes suc-

ceeding through sheer insistence. If they fail, they become discour-

aged, grow resentful, and feel as though they are not serving God un-

less they are doing what they want. 

This stems from their attachment to their own will and pleasure, 

which they have made into their god. Thus, when deprived of these 

and directed toward the will of God, they fall into spiritual sadness, 

lose motivation, and abandon their practices. 

They mistakenly believe that by satisfying their desires, they are 

serving and pleasing God. 

4. Others, driven by this spiritual gluttony, fail to recognize their 

weakness and misery, and have lost the holy fear and reverence they 

should feel before the greatness of God. Thus, they do not hesitate to 

pressure their confessors to allow them to receive Communion fre-

quently. 

Worse still, some even dare to receive Communion without the 

priest’s permission—who is, after all, Christ’s minister and steward—

trusting only in their own judgment and concealing the truth. With 

the intention of receiving Communion, they make rushed and super-

ficial confessions, more eager to receive the sacrament than to do so 

with purity and sincerity. 

In reality, it would be healthier and more holy to adopt the oppo-

site attitude—to ask their confessors not to permit them to receive so 
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often. But the best path is humble resignation, accepting whatever is 

prescribed. Yet some act with such arrogance and presumption that 

they deserve serious rebuke for their recklessness. 

5. These individuals, when they do receive Communion, focus 

more on seeking some sensible feeling or pleasure than on humbly 

reverencing and praising God within. They are so attached to this 

pursuit of consolation that if they feel nothing, they think they have 

received no benefit—revealing a very limited understanding of God. 

They fail to grasp that the smallest effect of this Most Holy Sacrament 

is the one perceived by the senses, while the greatest is invisible: the 

grace God bestows. 

To teach them to see with the eyes of faith, God often withdraws 

these consolations. Yet they still seek to feel and enjoy God as if He 

were something graspable and sensible—not only in Communion but 

in all spiritual exercises. This is a significant imperfection and goes 

against the true nature of God, for it reveals an impure faith. 

6. The same applies to prayer. They believe its value lies in the en-

joyment and consolation it brings, and so they labor to attain this, 

exhausting their thoughts and mind in the process. When they fail to 

achieve such pleasure, they become disheartened, thinking their 

prayer has yielded nothing. 

With this mindset, they lose the true spirit and devotion of prayer, 

which consists in persevering with patience and humility, distrusting 

oneself, and praying solely to please God. Therefore, when they find 

no consolation in a prayer or spiritual exercise, they feel repulsed by 

it, try again without enthusiasm, and sometimes abandon it alto-

gether. In this, they are like children, acting only when moved by 

pleasure, not by reason. 

They constantly seek spiritual comfort and pleasure. Thus, they 

never tire of reading spiritual books, jumping from one meditation to 

another, as if they were hunting for delight in the things of God. But 

God, in His wisdom and love, often denies them these pleasures to 

prevent them from growing in gluttony and disordered desires. 
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For this reason, it is crucial that these souls pass through the dark 

night, which we will discuss later, so they may be purified of these 

spiritual immaturities. 

7. Those who are so inclined toward seeking consolations also suf-

fer from another serious imperfection: they are weak and lazy when 

it comes to following the difficult path of the cross. Because they are 

so accustomed to pleasure, it becomes very hard for them to face any 

suffering or self-denial. 

8. These individuals also have many other imperfections that arise 

from this disposition, but the Lord occasionally heals them through 

temptations, dryness, and other sufferings that are part of the dark 

night. 

I will not elaborate further on this here, except to add that spiritual 

sobriety and moderation require a very different approach—one 

rooted in mortification, reverence, and humility in all things. It is im-

portant to remember that the perfection and merit of spiritual works 

lies not in how much one does, nor in the consolation one receives, 

but in how much one is willing to deny oneself while doing them. 

They should strive to do this as much as they can until God 

chooses to purify them by leading them into the dark night. And to 

that explanation I now turn, having completed the treatment of these 

imperfections.
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