For John of the Cross, of fundamental imPortance for the life of prayer, for sPirituai growtn, was a
rignt understanding of God. The diiqicuitg we have is, as he Points out so otten, is that we create
God in our own image; we Project onto God how we see ti'lings) our understanding of ttiings, and
our ways of relating. To get PertxaPs the best overall view of how John sees God, there are the
wonderful poems that he wrote in Prison; the Romances on the Word who became iqesti, we're
Probabig all familiar with them. 1 mentioned them aireadu when we were sPeaking about La Fonte
on the first evening, Inso many ways ttieg follow a very similar line. Take the very first edition of
John’s writings, these poems have been described as a Prologue to all John’s teactiing. So even
PeoPle who knew John of the Cross, who were familiar with him saw these 9 poems as a Pro]ogue to
all of his teacl"ling; the rational behind that was that this is John’s tlﬁeoiogical Perspective. It's how
John sees God, and evergttiing else flows from that.

It’s Particuiarlg imPortant fora rigtit understanding of the SPiritual Canticle, and indeed for all of
John’s writings; this is where John is coming from, this is how John sees God, this is how John wants
us, wants the reader to see God: because this will enable the person to have a rigtit understanding
of what reiationstiiP with God is. These 9 poems are very well Put togettier, very caretu”y
constructed: ttney come rea”u in2,2,2.2 and then1; and begin with the Trinity, and then
Predestination, creation, the Bible, the story of the Bible and Particular PeoPle in the Bible. Then
the Incarnation, and iina”y the 9th poem, the birth of Jesus. It follows that route. We can imagjne
John in his Prison cell reﬁecting on all of this. He entitles it a Romance on the Prologue of John’s
GosPel; but its rea”u some asPects of ttiat, but there is also much biblical imageru. And contained
in it of course, as | say, are those keu PrinciPles around which evergttiing in his sPirituaiitu is built.

Soit t)egins at the beginning, before there is any beginning. The Word is the beginning, so the
beginning was God the Word. ‘He was Himself the beginning and therefore had no t)eginning’.

The beginning, back there before the beginning, which isn’t the beginning, it's before the t)eginning.
“The Word is called Son; He was born of the Beginning Who had alwags conceived Him, and was
aiwaus conceiving Him, giving of His substance alwags, yet alwags Possessing it What a statement
of the nature of God, of who Jesus is; all the time conceiving Him: all the time gjving His substance
away; giving, all the time gving, The very nature of Godis to be alwags gving and yet aiwags
Possessing. God is the One who can gjve, and continua”y give, and gjve evergttiing and yet also
possess evergtning at the same time. That very nature of God! The poem goes on ‘And thus the
giorg of the Son was the Father’s gioru, and the Father Possessed all His giorg inthe Son.” That
word ‘gloru’, such an irnPortant word in John’s Living Flame’; the very atrnosPtiere of God, the
very environment of God; to be in the presence of Godis gioru; so the gloru of the I‘attier, the
glorg of the Son, one glorg in the other. So then the person who'is living the fullness of sPirituai
maturity is living in that gloru‘ That word ‘gioru’, the very nature of God, there before all.

Then he goes further into the very nature of God  As the lover in the beloved each lived in the
otner, and the Love that unites them is one with tnem, their ec]uai, excellent as the One and the
Other: Three persons, and one Beloved among allthree.” The love, insPired of course bg cti.l7 of
John’s GosPel, the Love that there is between the Father and the Son will be in Ti‘lem, it’s the very
nature of the Trinity. Each in the other, the Love into that relationslﬁiP of the Trinity.

And we alreadg mentioned it at some stage along the way when looking at the Trinity, what John
has in stanza 39 of the Canticle, where he has the person who has grown tu“g into the image and
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likeness of God. God is communitg) God is communion. So we’re made in the image and likeness of
God, then this is the image and likeness of God, this love, this communion of love, this inclwe”ing.
Just a little bit further on then Thus it is a boundless love that unites them, for the three have one
love which is their essence; and the more love is one the more it is love.’ In that first poem then, it’s
the very nature of God and the very nature of love, and what love is, and the two are cquated; God
is love, love is the very nature of God. John puts it elsewhere that love is God’s [anguage and he
means that in two ways, both what God sPeaks, and the language through which God is hearcl; onlg
those who listen through the language of love can hear God. So it’s love that unites them, the
Three have one love: and that of course is the nature of John’s Spiri’cual Canticle, the person is
transformed in love, in God’s love. God gives His love to the bride and she is transformed in His
love; there is only one love, and it is into that love that the bride is brought So that’s the first of
the poems.

Then in the second poem again we’re still before creation, we're still in Preclestination, we’re still
OI’IIH the Trinitg. This poem is the communication within the Trinitg. The Father sPeal(s In that
immense love. Procceding from the two (whic}ﬂ of course is the Holy SPirit) ‘the Father sPoke words
of great affection to the Son, words of such Pro{:ouncl clelight that no one understood ’cl'lem; tlﬁcg
were meant for the Son and He alone rcjoicecl in them. What He heard was this ‘My Son, onlg your
company contents me and when something PIcases me I love that thing in you; whoever resembles
you the most satisfies me the most, and whoever is like you in nothingwi” find no’ching inme.’
Imitation of Jesus Christ. The Father onlg loves the Son and whoever resembles Him. Then
another fundamental of John’s tcaching - be like Jesus C}'Irist; The Father onlg loves Jesus. Onlg
the person who resembles Jesus Christ will find favour with God.  Pm Pleasecl with you alone, O
Life of my Life! You are the light of my light, you are my wisdom, the image of my substance in whom
I am well P[eased.’ All the biblical imagery is there, the BaPtism, the One with whom 1 am well
Pleasecl; the [ight has come into the world. ‘My Son, | will give mgsehC to him who loves You and 1 will
love him with the same love I have for You, because he has loved You whom I love so.” That same
love that He has for the Son, that’s how He will love those who love the Son. CHV of John’s
Gospel of course, that’s what Jesus prays for there, that the love that there is between the Father
and the Son will be in them, and 1 will be in them, that love. So theg’re the first two, the nature of
God, of Trinity, of love, and love is the communication within the Trinity, the communication between
Father and Son, Love is the Holg SPirit, the Holg SPirit is Love; the communication of love.

S0 now we come to creation and hear this clialoguc between Father and Son. Again we have two
poems on creation. The first one has us again Prior to creation, before the beginning, the Father
and the Son sPeaking, ‘My Son, | wish to gve you a bride who will love You. Because of You she will
deserve to share our company, and eat at our table, the same bread that | eat, that she may know
the goocl I have in such a Son; and rcjoice with me in your grace and fullness.” What a great
statement, the bride to share our company, eat at our table the same bread: the imagery of bread,
the manna in the desert, the Eucharis’c; so many other biblical images there around the bread, that
most intimate of sharing. She will know the goocl I have in such a Son and rejoice’. Joy, rcjoicing,
the very nature of God that the bride will have. Now we have the Son’s response, the Son saying
“Yes’. Notice in this poem there are two ‘yes’s’; there’s the ‘Yes’ of the Son and later on there the

“Yes’ of Mary that we will look at. Both answer yes, two fiats we could say. The Son here answers
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yes before all of creation, before angti‘iing was created He says yes. And here’s His response, ‘
am very grateicul the Son answered; | will show my brigi’itness to the bride you give me, so that 139 it
she may see how great my Father is, and how I have received my being from your being. I will hold
herin my arms and she will burn with your love, and with eternal deligi'it she will exalt your
goociness.’ Love, I will hold her in my arms ~ the bride, and she will see in me how greatyou are. No
one knows the Father except the Son, St. Johm’s GosPel. He will reveal to the bride who the Father
1s; she will burn with your love, and rejoice in eternal cieligiit) so what He will give to the bride.

Now the second poem on creation ~ it ]’laP ens; now we’re coming to creation and the beginning,
the fourth poem. ‘Letitbe done, ti'ien, said the Fa’ci'ier, for your love has deserved it’. So
creationis a response to Jesus’ love for the Father. 1ts a giF’c He gives both out of His love, the
Father’s love and as a response to the love He has received from the son. “for your love has
deserved it. And bg these words the world was createci,’. Creation is the great act of love between
the Father and the Son.

Creationis a ‘a Piacc for the bride made with great wisdom and divided into rooms, one above, the
other below.” The lower bcing the earti'i, the i’iigher being the i'ieavcnig world: so both heaven and
earth are the bride, all of creation, evergthing outside of the Trinity is bride for the Son. “The
lower was furnished with infinite variety, while the iiigher was made beautiful with marve”ousjewcls,
that the bride migiwt know the E)ridegroom she had.” The bride migi“it know the E)ridegroom and
who knows the Bridegroom? the arigels and i‘iumanitg. The angeis are Piaceci in the iiigi‘ier,
iiumanitg has the lower Piace, for both have the caPacitg to know the Bridegroom, that’s what
singlcs them out from cvcrgti'iing else in creation, ti*iougi'i cvcryti'iing else is also the bride. “Those
Iﬁigi'ier ones Possesscd the Bridegroom in gladness; the lower in i'iope, founded on the faith that He
infused in them’. So hope and faith, that's what we see tiﬁrougiiout John’s writings, hopc and faith
and love of course, the Theoiogicai Virtues. That’s the life of the Christian. for He would make
Himself who”g like them, and He would come to them and dwell with them; and God would be man,
and man would be God, and He would walk with them and eat and drink with them; and He Himself
would be with them continua”y til the consummation of this wor]ci, wi'ienjoinccl, ti'ieg would rcjoice in
eternal song; for He was the Head of this bride of His to whom all the members of the just would be
ioined who form the bociy of the bride’. And you can see that the bride is the Churci'i; there’s the
individual and there’s the Church. And there’s so much of the ianguage of st. Paul here, the E)odg
of Christ) the teaching of the Church and the liturgg of the Churchis brought into this; the Church
is bride and the individual is bride and the whole of creation is bride. ‘He would take her tericlerlg in
His arms and there give her His iove; and when ti‘lCH were thus one, He would lift her to the Father
where God’s vergjog would be l'lerjog. For as the Father and the Son and He who Proceeds from
them live in one another, so it would be with the bride; for, taken who”g into God, she will live the life
of God’. Thats the Poin’c of arrival for John of the Cross’ teaching, to live the life of God. God
tiirough Participation, that greatterm that he uses, no ionger I who live but Jesus lives in me, and so
much else.

So he’s set out here in creation not onig making, but rather the goal of creation is union with the
Trinity. The goal of creation is oneness with God, is reiationship. Creation is an act of creating
reiationsi‘nip. It's an act of love and it’s object, it’s goal is rclationship of love between Briciegroom

and bride; between all of creation and God. The goal of creation is reiationship, is love.
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Then we come to the next 2, numbers 4&5; which is the scri[:)tures and again there’s so much
scriPturc and imagerg. l’”gust Put it very brieﬂg, it’s the Prophets, the Bible, and Particular
individuals in the Bible. T

wanting, and everything that the scrip’cures have, all of that and the longing, the waiting, and then

ese are the }’IOPC of the Pcoplc of God; the looking Forwarcl, the

no. 6. ‘In these and other prayers a long time had Passed: but in later years their fervour swelled
and grew when the agcd Simeon burned with longing, and bcggecl God that he might see this clag.
And so the Holg SPirit answeringthe goocl old man gave him His word that he would not see death
until he saw Life clescencling from the heights, until he took God Himself into his own hands and
holcling Him in his arms, Pressecl. him to himself.” Simeon represen’cing all the other individuals of
scrip’cure who had the same longing.

Now in numbers 7& 8it’s the Incarnation, and ﬁrstly it’'s seen through the Trinity, through the
reIationshiP between Father and Son. ‘Now that the time had come when it would be gooc] to
ransom the bride serving under the hard 3ol<e of that law which Moses had given her, the I:ather,
with tender love, sPoke in this way: ‘Now you see, Son, that your bride was made in your image, and
so far as she is like you she will suit you well; yet she is different, in her flesh, which your simplc
being does not have. In Permcect love this law holds: that the lover become like the one he loves; for
the greater their likeness the greater their delight" This again is one of John of the Cross’ great
Principles, right throughout his teacl']ing but Particular!g in the SPiritual Canticle. Love brings
about likeness; so the more one loves the more one becomes like the one one loves. If one’s love is
OI’IIH for God then one becomes like God, but if one’s love is for something else one becomes like
that and John says, even subjcct to it; hence the great clamagc done by any kind of attachment to
angtlﬁing other than God, we make ourselves slaves to that. ‘My will is yours, the Son repliecl, and
my glorg is that your will be mine’. (Thy will be done). ‘1 will g0 and seek my bride and take upon
mgsel]c her weariness and labours in which she suffers so; and that she may have life, 1 will die for
her, and liFting her out of that deep, I will restore her to 9ou.’ So there’s Jesus before the
Incarnation Promising the Father that He will die to give her life. He will die to give her liFe, the
purpose of the Incarnation before it happcns. Everyt]ﬁing is in God’s Plan Predestinecl bg God.

So in number 8 we come to the actual Incarnation; ¢ the virgin Mary at whose consent the mystery
was wrought,’. So now she’s gving her consent; the Son had gjven His consent much ear[ier, now
she’s given her consent. The Bridegroom has gjiven His consent, now the bride is and Mary is gjving
her consent in the name of the bricle, she ultirnatelg is the bride) and the Incarnation is Presented
here as a great wcclcling feast of the Briclegroom and the bride. so Mary gives her consent and the
mystery is wrouglﬂt. He receives His flesh and He is now called Son of God and of man.

And then the birth, the final one. ‘When the time had come for Him to be born, He went forth like
the bridegroom from his bridal chamber, embracing His bride, holding her in His arms, whom the
gracious Mother laid in a manger among some animals that were there at that time.” The heavenlg
and the earthlg world meeting. ‘ Men sang songs and angels melodies celebrating the marriage of
Two such as these’. All the bride is singing, heaven and earth united. ‘But God there in the manger
cried and moanccl; and these tears werejcwcls the bride brought to the wcclcling’. There’s an
enormous amount of sgmbolism here in all of this. “The Mother gazed in sheer wonder on such an
exchangc: in God, man’s wecping) and in man gladncss, to the one and the other things usuallg te)

strange’. So that’s the Point it comes to, the celebration. Now God has become human, ]ﬂumanitg
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and God are alike, the likeness of the two; He is now in ﬂesh, we can see our God as one of us, but
we can also see ourselves in God.

May ljust finish with this. This marriage that takes Place, this rejoicing, this celcbrating is very
similar to the very first Paragraplﬁ of the introduction to stanza 22 of the SPiritual Canticle. That’s
the Point of arrival of the Canticle, the Point of the Spiritual Marriage, the union between
Bridegroom and bride. l’”just read that Paragraph) and conclude with that, itjus’c helps us to see
how this whole poem is the Premcace, the PreParation for all of Johns teaching. Here we’re at the
Point of arrival, and the Briclcgroom is celebrating,just as inthe poem bride and Bridegroom are
celcbrating, now there’s a great celebration taking P[ace. What haPPens in the Incarnation, which
is that great wcdding feast, that great spiri’cual marriage, is what happcns in the sPiri’cual life of
cach person, bride and Briclcgroom become one, the union of the two, the sPirituaI life of each
individual. So we look at this wonderful Paragraph. ‘Great was the desire of the briclegroom to
free and ransom His bride comPIetelg (that’s language almost identical to what we had in the oem,
the Father sencling the Son to free and ransom the bride) from the hands of sensualitg and the
devil. (It’s this Personal sPiri’cuaI liFe; now biblical imager9 from Luke’s GOSPCD. ‘Like the good
sheplﬂcrcl rejoicing and holding on his shoulders the lost shcep for which he had searched a[ong
many wincling Paths (Lk 15:4-5), and like the woman who, having lit the candle and hunted through
her whole house for the lost c]racl']ma, holding it up in her hands with gladness and ca“ing her
friends and neighbours to come and celebrate) saging, rejoice with me and so on. (Lk 15:8-9) now
too the soul is liberated’. Again back to the Romances, ’c,:n’e Briclegroom has come to liberate the
bride. ‘Now, too, that the soul is liberated, this loving Shephcrcl and Briclegroom rcjoices. And it is
wonderful to see His Pleasure in carrying the rescued, Pencectc& soul on His shoulders, held there
bg His hands in this desired union.’ Again languagc almost identical to the poem, Jwill hold her in
my arms’. John goes on ‘Not on19 does He Himself rcjoice, but He also makes the angels and
saintlg souls share in His g[adness’. The heavenlg and the eartHH world is rejoicing. Then he
quotes from the Song of Songs, imPor’cant words for John of the Cross, he quo’ces them later on in
the Canticle ‘Go Forth) claughters of Zion, and behold King Solomon in the crown with which his
mother crowned him on the dag of his espousa! and on the cla9 of thejog in his heart’. (Sgb:ll).
‘By these words he calls the soul His crown, His bride and the oy of His heart, and He takes her
now in His arms and goes forth with her as the bridcgroom from his bridal chamber.’ (Ps19:5). So
much of the same imagerg as we have in the poem is here, the unitg of John’s teaching; what we
mig]’l’t call the global, the great Plan of God culminating in the Incarnation, is what happcns in each
individual’s spiri’cual life . Each of us is created as the bride of the Briclcgroom; created for this
union, for this love, to be one with the Bridegroom. So as | said, that poem sets out the
foundations of John’s thinking and the foundations on which cvergthing in his teaching is built.
This is who God is, this what the Incarnation is all about, hence John tells us several times that the
Incarnation is the greatest of God’s mgsteries; it’s the bringing about the union of God, humanitg)
and all of creation. It's the greatest of all mgs’ceries and it haPPens individua”y in the depths of

each individual.






