Matt’s second talk 18th June 2025

What | want to do this morning though is to look at one of his letters; aletter we could say
that gves us a very Practical aPPlication of his teaching. It's John’s teaching aPPIied toa
very sl:)eciﬁc person at a very sPeciﬁc time in herjourneg. And PerhaPs it might be help?ul
to us, for a little bit to reflect on that todag, to get a sense of how John used his own
teaching.

It’s letter number 19 in this edition, though all editions aren’t the same. It’s the letter of
October 12th 1589, two years before John’s death. He is stationed in Segovia: the letter is
toa laclg called Dona Juana Pedraza, who lives in Granada. Sheis somebodg he gotto
know during his six years in Granada 1582~ 1588. He has now left Granada and is living in
Segovia, butisin correspondence with Dona Juana, a person we know very little about.
There are two letters that have come down to us that he wrote to her. We know little about
her but she’s somebodg he gotto know in Granada and came under his sPiritual direction
andis clearlg Iiviﬂg his sl:)iritualitg. We'd love to have the letter that she wrote to him that
he’s resPonding to here but of course we dor’t. But we can Pick up a few things from the
letter that she wrote to him. She obviouslg rePrimancls him for not writing to her enoughJ
and she thinks he’s ignoring her because she’s poor; and he’s being idle or lazg. She also
has, much more imPortantlg, recounted to him her s[:)iritual life; she’s Feelingverg much in
darlmess, nothing s happening in her sPiritual life; nobodg understands her, neither
human being nor God. She feels very much neglectecl and derelict in her sl:)iritual life.
And so this is John’s response to her.

I think magbe Pl simplg read it through first - wejust listen to the letter and then 1l
comment on various Parts of it. Magbe wejust listen first to what John says to this woman.
It’s not long butitsa very Progound letter.

‘Jesus be in your soul and thanks to Him that He has enabled me not to Forget the poor, as
you say, or be idle as yousay. Forit greatly vexes me to think that you believe what you
say; this would be very bad after so many kindnesses on your part when I least deserved
them. That’s all I need now is to ?orget you! Look, how could this be so in the case of one
who is in my soul as you are.

Since you walk in these darknesses and voids of sPiritual Povertg, you think that
everyone and evergthing IS Failinggou. It is no wonder that in this it also seems God is
Failingyou. But nothing s Failinggou, neither do you have to discuss angthing, nor is there
angthing to discuss, nor do you know this, nor will you find it, because all of these are
doubts without basis. Those who desire nothing else than God walk not in c]arkness,
however poor and dark theg are in their own sight. And those who walk not
Presumptuous’g, nor accorcling to their own satisFactions, whether from God or from
creatures, nor do their own will in angthing, have nothing to stumble over or discuss with
anyone. You are maskinggood progress. Do not worry but be gladl Who are you that
you should guide yoursel?? Wouldr’t that end up fine!



You were never better off than now because you were never so humble or so submissive,
or considered 9oursehC and all worlc“g things to be so small; nor did you know that you
were so evil and God was so gooc{J nor did you serve God so Purelg and so clisinterestedlg
as now, nor do you follow after the impergections of your own will and interests as Perha[:)s
you were accustomed to do. What is it you desire? What kind of life or method of
Procec{ure do you Paint for 3ourse|1C in this life? What do you think serving God involves
other than avoicling cvi‘, keeping his commandments, and being occu[:)ied with the things of
God as best we can? When this is hacl, what need is there of other aPPrehensions or other
lights and satisfactions from this source or that? In these there is harc”g ever alack of
stumbling blocks and Aangers for the soulJ which 133 its unc]erstanc]ing and aPPetites s
deceived and charmecl; and it's own faculties cause it to err. And thus God does one a
great favour when he darkens the faculties and imPoverishes the soul in such a way that
one cannot err with these. And if one does not errin ’chisJ what need is there in order to be
right other than to walk a‘ong the level road of the law of God and of the Church, and live
onlg in dark and true faith and certain ho[:)e and complete charitg, exPecting all our
blessings in heaven, living here below like Pilgrims, the poor, the exilecl, or[:JhansJ the
thirstg, without a road and without angthing, hoPing for evergthing in heaven?

Rejoice and trust in God, for he has gven you signs that you can very well do so, and in
fact you must doso. if you do not, it will not be surPrising if he becomes angry at seeing
you walk so Foolishlg when he is lcaclinggou bg a road most suitable for you and has
brought you to so safe a Place. Desire no other Path than this and acﬁus’c your soul to it
(?or itisa good one) and receive communion as usual. Go to confession when you have
something deﬁnite; you dor’t have to discuss these things with anyone. Should you have
some Problem write to me about it. Write soon, and more Frcquentlg, for you can dosoin
care of Dona Anna when you are unable to do so through the nuns.

I have been somewhat ill. Now I am we“, but Fray Juan Evangelista is sick. Commend him
and me also to Goc{J my claughter in the Lord.’

From Segovia, October 12,1589
Fray John of the Cross

So that’s his |etter, res[:)onding to very sPeciﬁc questions that his ‘istener, c]isciple,
s[:)iritual daughter has Pose& to him: and the response is, as | say, a sgnthesis of John’s
teaching, Particularlg his Ascent of Mt. Carmel and Dark Night. Simplg this person IS living
what he teaches there. And we could say that there are two Principal Paragraphs that are
the centre of this letter. She’s wandng in this darkness of sl:)iritual Povertg, and he gves
avery good description of this clar‘mess, this s[:)iri’cual, Povert9 and it’s very much ¢ you
think everyone and evergthing s Failinggou, and it seems that Gods is also Fai’inggou’.
That kind of experience a person has, ‘Nobodg understands me; nobodg helps me;
nobo&g seems concerned about me; God doesn’t answer any of my prayers; prayer s

tota”g emPtg and drg; nothing IS happening, it’s not like it used to be. I've gone backwards,
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Pve siiPPecl away. etc,etc,ete.  Its very Familiar, evergboclg has found themselves there, in
various forms. It’s goingto vary with each iriclividual, but that kind of ‘Nothing seems to be
working, nothing seems to be going rigrit’, and John says of course it’s the oPPosite.
No’ching s Failinggou and you dor’t have to discuss angthing, there’s riothing to discuss,
there’s no Problem here. But you dor’t know this, for you have no way of working this out
for 9ourseiic. You’re not going to find this. All these doubts have no basis.

The realit9 is the comPlete oPPosite. And the fundamental realitg is this - that she, Dona
Juana is someone who desires nothirig else than God. She desires riothing other than
God; and this is the experience of one who desires nothirig else but God. All others desires
are secondarg to the desire for God.  And whoever desires nothing else but God never
walks in c]arkriess, rather walks in the brigritest of light, however poor and dark theg arein
their own eyes. Of course, she at the moment is very poor and dark in her own eyes, and
the poverty which she is reicerririg to, whether it's material or sPiritual, Presumabig sPiritual
Povertg when she says he’s neglectecl her because she’s poor. This Povertg she’s livirig in,
the darkness, the Pover’cgJ the sense that she’s got ﬂOt"‘liﬂg, when in realit9 God’s light s
shining. As we |<riowJ John of the Cross’ Dark Night is never the absence of light but
alwags the super abundance of |igi1t, and the brighter the light, the dee[:)er the darkness is
going to be. Clearig heis saying to her, ‘Juana, the light is very bright’ and therefore she’s
in greater darkness and the closer one comes to God the further away one seems to be
etc, and the closer one gets to God the less one understands.

Soshesina Place of great closeness to God, because her desire is on|9 for God, and
God is shining his iight upon her but she cannot seeit. And he goes on ‘And those who
walk not Presum[:)tuouslg, or accorcling to their own sa’cisractions, whether from God or
from creatures, nor do their own will in angthing, have nothirig to stumble over or discuss
with angone’. So that’s what God cloes, he takes away all the things one could stumble
over. We'll look at the text in a few minutes in another Part of John’s writings where he
shows us this very clearlg: what God does he removes whatever one could stumble over;
and the things one could stumble over, presumptuousness, comPlacericg, Pride, or one’s
own satisfactions. f oneis getting satisfaction from somethirig, one can misinterpret it,
whether this comes from God or angthing else inthis life. Creatures for John means
evergthing evergthing of this worlcl, whether it be sPiritual or sensual, to use John’s own
terms; or from one’s own wi”, something one may have done or achieved or brought about,
angthing like this. God removes all of ti’iis, so there’s nothing to stumble over.  So he
says to her “You are making gooc] progress, dor’t worry but rejoice, be glacl) celebrate. Its
goocl.’ ‘Who do you think you are, trying to guide 3ourselic’?’ There is a tease in there as
she’s trgirig to work it out for herself - but of course a person cart. Ifwe trg to work this
out for ourselves we’ll get nowhere. Just stoP and accel:)t.

So that’s his first response to her; then he goes on to focus more on what God is doirig,
and what Fo”owing God in this life is rea”g about: and where she rea”g now is as distinct

from where she’s not. All these triirigs have been taken away and she’s Pu’c into darkness;
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but now he’s going to show that’s the best Place she could Possiblg be. And he starts the
next Paragral:)h by saying ‘You were never better off than now’ and how she may have
heard that alreaclg, orread it , as he has Probablg said many times before, This is
WOI’]dCﬁCUl, this is great’ DButsometimes for People it can be very shocking when theg
come and their sPiritual life has gone all wrong, it has gone the wrong way and someone like
me says “This is great’, it must seem like ‘Has this guy gone mad?’

That’s what John is saging, ‘It’s great, you’ve never been better off than now.” She thinks
she’s miserable and has gone the wrong way, and evergthing has gone wrong and her
s[:)iritual life has fallen aPart, when in realit9 she couldr’t be in a better Place. And whg
couldr’t she be in a better Piace? Because, he said “‘You were never so humble or so
submissive. (Humility, alwags a sign of God’s work.). Or that you considered goursel)C and
all worlc”g things to be nothing; both gourselF and all that Yyou possess and all that you had
and evergthing else the world could offer youis all nothing. I said nothing of course
because it’s seen now in comparison with God.’ Though the person can’t work that out for
themselves, but no’ching else seems to matter either, because of course theg’re seeing it
now ina very unfamiliar way; seeing it as God sees it. ‘Nor did you know that you are so
evil and God is so good’. Again that could be misinterpretecl or could be shocking to say
that she is evilJ of course she’s not evi|J she’s good and she’s getting better and bet’cer, but
in her own eyes she can seem to be evil. Because that’s a characteristic again of someone
coming closer to God; the ‘ight s shining brighter so the smallest little thing will appear
much bigger and any clar‘mess, any evil, any simculness, will seem much bigger than it did
before. Of course sin is not seen at all if there isn’t some of the light of God there.
Without the light of God we would never see sin, we would never knows that something s
sinful.  Now she’s getting closer to God she sees her own worthlessness, her own evil and
sinfulness and therefore could well consider herself sirncul, even though in realitg she’s
getting be’cterJ she’s livinga better and better life: or that God was so goo&, because God
gets bigger and bigger and greater and greater and more mysterious and more
incomprehensible and everything else. We tend to reduce God to our own terms and
understand Him on our own terms, and now that no longer works and something of the real
light of God is shining in, not the illusion of God nor the God created bg our own way of
seeing things. And so God is bigger and greater.

‘Nor up until now did you ever serve God more Pure|9 and more disinterestedlg’. Service,
she’s serving God with no self interest now, with no other motive, with Purity and no self
interest. ‘Nor do you follow after the imPemCections of your own will and interests’, your
own will and interests no longer have control over you, theg are no longer luringgou, like
you were accustomed to before. So then he poses the question to her ‘What do you
desire’?, a very goocl question itis. The answer of course is onlg one thing, it's God. He’s
alreaclg told us the answer in the Previous Paragral:)h, but he’s Putting it to her now when
he’s analgsecl the life that she’s living and set out before her the realitg. ‘What are you
looking 1Cor, what are you c]esiring’? Then he poses another c]uestion ‘What kind of life or
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method of Procec{ure do you Paint for 9oursel1C inthis life?  There’s no method or
Procedure, it's been taken out of her hands. That can be one of the very difficult things
for People, How should 1 be Praging now, what should 1 be cloing? There’s no answer to
that; there’s no methoc], Procedure, or road map, and to be clesiring one is to be looking
for some kind of crutch, a prop, when none is needed. God has taken over, God is cloing
it. To be trying to Put something in Place hereis to getin God’s way, so whg are you
looking for something?

The questions in this letter are very goocl. John puts very goocl c]ucstions here. Then
he poses a third question. ‘What do you think serving God involves’? and John answers
the c]uestion for her; a sort of rhetorical question but has a very simple answer -
fundamental Christianitg - three things - avoiding evil, which she’s clearlg doing; keeping
God’s commandments; and being occupicc] with things of God, as best as one can, or to the
best of one’s abilitg, or of one’s resources, or one’s means, serving God. Avoiding evil,
keeping the commandments, serving God, the scriptures, life of a Christian, Put very
simPIgJ but now being lived at a very decp level. Then the next question he poses, ‘We”,
you have all of this, you're c]oing all these things, whg do you need other aPPrehensions,
or lights or satisfactions from this source or that? You need nothing, you dor’t need
angthing clse, whg are you looking for something else, any kind of satisncaction, light or
unclerstanc]ing or wisdom’? he goes onto say ‘In these there is harc”g ever alack of
stumbling blocks and dangcrs’. And he comes back now to the fundamental stumbiing
blocks or clangcrs. One’s understancling can be charmed and deceived bg one’s
understanc]ing orone’s aPPetites. What does John mean 139 that? It's fundamental to all of
John’s tcachings. Whatever we understand, whatever can be formulated in our mincls,
what ever can be put into any kind of worlc“g, human or scientific terms is not God. God is
going to take us begon& the boundariesJ so if we get caught inan unclerstanding or way of
seeing things, or our aPPetites which for John is angthing that one sets one’s heart upon
which is not God.  An aPPetite s something that has control over us; an addiction, an
attachment, something that | cannot live without, or without which I cannot Function, it’s a
false gocl in scriptural terms. Scri[:)tures are all the time sPeaking against the false gods,
the idols - since John’ aPPetites are egectivelg the same thing, theg’re an i&ol, afalse god.
The. False gods demand sacrifice, sacrifice to the gods, theg’re demancling, theg take from
us, there no freedom in that kind of a god. So our un&erstancling and our aPPetites are
the sources of the stumb‘ing blocks that enable us to err. ‘And if one does not err in this,
what need is there in order to be right other than to walk along the level road of the law of
God and of the Church and live onig in the dark and true faith . . > Now theological lhce,
dark and true. Faith, certain hoPc and comPlete chari’cgJ that is the life of the Christian,
cxPecting nothing e‘se, looking for nothing else, attached to nothing else in this worlc], onlg
where Godis.  And he gvesa lovelg description of life in this world - the life of a Christian
he said © Living here below like Pilgrims the poor, the cxilecl, orphans, the thirstg, without a



road and without angthing, hol:)ing for evergthing where Godis’. It is a wonderful
descri[:)tion, it’s a clescril:)tion of John’s own IiFe, and a life in this world.

A PILGRIM - a Pilgrim of course is alwags somebodg on ajourneg, they haven’t arrived,

just temporary wherever oneis. One is Passing through, one is going somewherc, and
one’s on ajourncy of change and transformation. Pilgrimagc changcs the personon a
Pilgrimage and all the wisdom and tradition that's behind the idea of a Pilgrimage. Life in
this world is a Pi‘grimage.

POVERTY, THE POOR -~ He’s alreaclg sPoken about sPiritual poverty. Being Possessecl
133 nothing; it’s not about what one possesses, it's much more about what one’s Possessed
133, what has power over one. What controls one. To be controlled bg nothing, nothing has
power over us, that’s sPiritua‘ Povertg.

THE EXILED - not in one’s real homc, our real home of course is with God.  Life in this
world is an exile and all the biblical tradition around exile is so fundamental to the whole
understanc]ing of God in the Bible. The exile is fundamental to how God is understood.
We're exiles.

ORPHANS - again very biblical, the orphan is very much favoured bg God, the one who is
in neec{, neglectecl, cxcluc{ed, does not belong, has no home, noboclg to Parent, to nurture.
The orphan, the sPiritual orphan.

THE THIRSTY ~ A gain there’s so much biblical imagery behind that. To be alwags thirstg,
never satisfied. Never, because one can’t be, because the oltject of one’s thirst is Goc];
nothing else. Aswe see in John’s SPiritual Canticle the closer that one comes to God the
greater the thirst becomesJ because what might have satisfied the thirst no longer does.
The thirst becomes greater. Like the deer that yearns for the running water. That kind of
thirsting.

WITHOUT A ROAD - Now of course there is no way. A very John of the Cross image; £0
133 the way that is no way. it you want a way, go where there is no way. There’s no road,
no road map. One has gone begoncl the limits of every road. Without a road and without
angthing, hoPing for evergthing in heaven.

So rejoice and trust in God, he said to her and says to angbodg in darkness. choice init
and trust in God that’s what you must do ‘For he has given you signs that you should very
well do so’. You have all the signs here that you should rejoice and trust in God. That’s
what you must do and it would be very wrong if you didr’t because you would be betraging
God, and God might be very surPrised and may even be angry that you should walk so
Foolishlg when He is Ieac]inggou bg a road most suitable for you, and has brought youto a
safe Place. You simplg rejoice and trust in Him.  And that sums up the Place of God in
cvergbocly’s sPiritual life accorcling to John’s teaching.

If we were to ask John of the Cross, ‘John, what is God doing in my lhce, inmy s[:)iritual
life? John’s answer, ‘He’s leadinggou by the road that is most suitable for you, has
brought youtoa safe Place, SO you simply l'CjOiCC and trust in Him’. That’s the truth.
Don’t go looking for another Path,just accommodate 9ourse|1c to this and acﬁus’c toit;
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there’s no need to be c]iscussing this because other People won’t understand it. Don’t be
discussing it; go to Communion, comcession, all of tha’c, continue with your normal things.
Write to me if you have a Problem. He gives her means of writing because Post in his clag
was clhcﬁcult, so gjve it to Dona Ana. She’s clearig a friend of Dona Ana del Mercado y
Penalosa for whom John wrote the Living Flame. And then he says he has beenill himsel&
a bit of Personal news, and Fray Juan Evangelista, John’s secretary and close companion
IS i”, pray for him.  So that’s the wonderful letter applying John’s reaching to Juana.

ljust want very, very briemqyJ to go more deeplg into this, to look at the Dark Night) book
two, chapter 16,1-2. Here Johnis commenting on the begirming of the second stanza of
the poem, The Dark Night, the words are ‘In c]arkness, and secure’, that of course is where
Dona Annais. she is in darkness and he is saying ‘ You are very secure’. Pll read the first
two Paragraphs as theg’re rea”9 summing up the answer that John gves; it aPPIies
Practica”g to Dona Juana.
‘We alreaclg said that the darkness the soul mentions here relates to the sensory, the
interior, and the s[:)iritual aPPc’cites and Faculties, because this night darkens their natural
light so that through the Purgation of this light theg may be illumined
su[:)ernatura”g.’ (The whole person, in other worcls, IS clarkeneclJ for all the light that theg
could Possiblg have, because theg’re now being illuminated sul:)ernaturauy. The person s
not yet acla[:)ted to seeing that suPernatural light, in fact that comes in the next life. Inthis
life as we know in John’s teaching, the entire s[:)iri’cual journeg is a dark night. Itis to be
lived in faith D). So John goes on then (Para D It Puts the sensory and sPiritual aPPetites
to sleep, deadens then and dcl:)rives them of the abilitg to find Pleasure in angthing. It
binds the imagjnation and impedes it from doing any goocl discursive work. It makes the
memory cease, the intellect become dark and unable to understand angthing, and hence it
causes the will also to become arid and constrained, and all the faculties em ty and
useless. And over all this hangs a thick and burdensome cloud that afflicts the soul and
keePs it withdrawn from God. As a result the soul asserts that in darkness it walks
securelg’. That's where Dona Juana 1S5 that sums it up Prc’ct9 well. She thinks she’s
Failecl, even God has withdrawn; evergthing has been withdrawn at every level. But that’s
where the security lies.
Para 2 then explains the situation.
The reason for this security has been clcarlg cxPlained. Usua”g a soul never strays
cxcel:)t through its aPPetites, it’s gratiﬁcations) or it’s discursive meditation, or through its
knowleclge and affections. 159 thc:seJ People usua”g fail through Eexcess or A@Cect, or theg
change because of them or go astray, or exPcrience inordinate inclinations’. (Angthing
that could cause you to go astrag has been taken awag). ‘Once all these oPerations and
movements are imPec]ecl, individuals are obviou519 freed from errorin them, because thcg
are not onlg liberated from themselves but also from their other enemies, the world and the

devil. The world and the devil have no other means of warring against the the soul when



it's affections and oPerations are deadened. Para 3. In the measure that the soul walks in
darkness and emPtiness in its natural oPerations, it walks securely’.

So that’s what the person is living, and that’s what John is aPPiging to her (Juana) life. 1ts
awonderful letter to take up and sPencl time with.



