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INTRODUCTION


Our responding to lifes unfairness with sympathymay be the surest proof of all of Gods reality.

Rabbi Harold Kushner1




When people speak of going through a dark night of the soul, they usually mean theyre experiencing bad things. The bad news is that bad things happen to everyone, and they have nothing to do with whether you are a good or bad person, how effectively youve taken charge of your life, or how carefully youve planned for the future. The good news, or at least part of it, is that good things happen to everyone too.

At the outset I must confess that I am no longer very good at telling the difference between good things and bad things. Of course there are many events in human history that can only be labeled as evil, but from the standpoint of inner individual experience the distinction has become blurred for me. Some things start out looking great but wind up terribly, while other things seem bad in the beginning but turn out to be blessings in disguise. I was diagnosed with cancer in 1995, which I thought was a bad thing. But the experience brought me closer to God and to my loved ones than Id ever been, and that was wonderfully good. The chemotherapy felt awful, but it resulted in a complete cure, which I decided was good. I later found out it may also have caused the heart disease that now has me waiting for a heart transplant. At some point I gave up trying to decide whats ultimately good or bad. I truly do not know.

Although not knowing may itself seem like a bad thing, I am convinced it is one of the great gifts of the dark night of the soul. To be immersed in mystery can be very distressing at first, but over time I have found immense relief in it. It takes the pressure off. I no longer have to worry myself to death about what I did right or wrong to cause a good or a bad experiencebecause there really is no way of knowing. I dont have to look for spiritual lessons in every trouble that comes along. There have been many spiritual lessons to be sure, but theyve been given to me in the course of life; I havent had to figure out a single one.

One of the biggest lessonsand another gift of the dark nightis the realization that Im not as much in control of life as Id like to be. This is not an easy learning, especially for take-charge people like me, people who think they canand, more important, shouldbe in control of things. Other people are more naturally able to go with the flow of life. They deal with things as best they can and then go on to the next moment. They too have their dark nights, times of confusion and seeming powerlessness, but they dont pester themselves. Either way, each experience of the dark night gives its gifts, leaving us freer than we were before, more available, more responsive, and more grateful. Like not knowing and lack of control, freedom and gratitude are abiding characteristics of the dark night. But they dont arrive until the darkness passes. They come with the dawn.

In 1981, when Harold Kushner published his tender classic When Bad Things Happen to Good People, few people outside monastic walls had heard of the dark night of the soul. Those who did know of it generally felt it was an elite mystical phenomenonsomething reserved for the holiest saints. But times change, and now the dark night of the soul has become a catch phrase in the circles of pop spirituality, where it is used to describe all kinds of misfortunes from major life tragedies to minor disappointments.

In part, I am writing this book because Im convinced that both of these understandings, the old and the new, are wrong. The dark night of the soul is not restricted to holy people. It can happen to anyone. I believe that in some ways it happens to everyone. Yet it is much more significant than simple misfortune. It is a deep transformation, a movement toward indescribable freedom and joy. And in truth it doesnt always have to be unpleasant!

If you have never heard of the dark night of the soul, I hope this book will give you an appreciation of what it means historically and, more important, what it might mean in your own life. The dark night is a profoundly good thing. It is an ongoing spiritual process in which we are liberated from attachments and compulsions and empowered to live and love more freely. Sometimes this letting go of old ways is painful, occasionally even devastating. But this is not why the night is called dark. The darkness of the night implies nothing sinister, only that the liberation takes place in hidden ways, beneath our knowledge and understanding. It happens mysteriously, in secret, and beyond our conscious control. For that reason it can be disturbing or even scary, but in the end it always works to our benefit.

More than anything, I think the dark night of the soul gives meaning to life. It is a meaning given in not knowing, as Dag Hammarskjld tried to describe in one of his final writings:


I dont know Whoor whatput the question. I dont know when it was put. I dont even remember answering. But at some moment I did answer Yes to Someoneor Somethingand from that hour I was certain that existence is meaningful and that, therefore, my life, in self-surrender, had a goal.2



The meaning revealed in the dark night is beyond understanding. As with Hammarskjld, one cannot fully comprehend it. But one is left with an ever deepening certainty that the meaning is there, that life is much more than coping and adjustment. Mysterious as it may be, there is something wonderful at the heart of our existence, and it is about nothing other than love: love for God, love for one another, love for creation, love for life itself.

During the twenty-five years I practiced medicine and psychiatry, I had the honor of accompanying many people in their struggles to cope with suffering. Often we were able to discover ways of easing the pain. Sometimes, we even found a sense of meaning in it. All too often though, our preoccupation with finding relief left little opportunity to look for meaning. This is the curse of a health-care system dedicated only to fixing problems, a system too streamlined to be concerned with whats happening to peoples souls.

Frustrated, I found myself gradually leaving the practice of medicine and dedicating myself more to the art of spiritual companionship. Here the priorities are reversed; we continue to care about easing suffering, but the meaning is whats most important. It was in this context that I first encountered St. John of the Crosss writings about the dark night of the soul.


It was strange that I should have been so taken with his insights. My Methodist parents had left me with a healthy suspicion of all things Catholicespecially saints. Even my Catholic friends got sour looks on their faces at the mention of John of the Cross. They called him austere, harsh, even life-denying. But I was reading his poetry and there was nothing harsh about it, no austerity at all, nothing even saintly. The poems I was reading were songs of soaring passion, full of love, sensual yearning, and delight. And there wasnt a single religious word in them.





		
Oh noche que guiaste!
	
	
Oh you guiding night!


		
Oh noche amable ms
	
	
Oh night more kindly


		
que el alborada!
	
	
than the dawn!


		
Oh noche que juntaste
	
	
Oh you night that united


		
Amado con amada,
	
	
Lover with beloved,


		
amada en el Amado
	
	
the beloved in the Lover


		
transformada!
	
	
transformed!3







I cant avoid sounding like a New Age fanatic as I speak of this, but the more I read, the more it seemed this sixteenth-century Spanish friar understood meactually knew me at the deepest level of my being. More than Freud or Jung or any of the other psychiatric authorities Id read, John described my own experience. Further, he made sense of it.

For reasons that will become clearer as we proceed, John of the Cross has been seriously misinterpreted and misunderstood. The dark night of the soul, in Johns original sense, is in no way sinister or negative. It is, instead, a deeply encouraging vision of the joys and pains we all experience in life. It inspires the desire to minimize suffering and injustice wherever possible, and at the same time it sheds a hope-filled light on the pains that cannot be avoided. It is too wonderful a thing to remain esoteric and too profound to be trivialized.

Another misunderstandingthe one that finally prompted me to write this bookis the assumption that authentic spiritual growth requires great and dramatic tragedy. Its a myth that takes many forms, from Suffering is good for the soul to No pain, no gain. It has even been used to justify human suffering as somehow being Gods will.

Many people have confided in me that they feel their spiritual lives are somehow deficient because they have not suffered enough. Certainly life brings suffering; no one escapes it. But John of the Crosss insights have helped me understand that suffering does not result from some divine purgation designed for a spiritual elite. Instead, suffering arises from the simple circumstances of life itself. Sometimes human suffering is dramatic and horrifying. More often it is ordinary, humble, and quiet. But neither way is it Gods will. The divine presence doesnt intend us to suffer, but is instead with us in all the experiences of life, in both suffering and joy. And that presence is always inviting us toward greater freedom and love.

A related misunderstanding is that the dark night is something that occurs once in a lifetime, that one gets through it and moves on to some permanent state of realized union and spiritual ecstasy. John himself may be partly responsible for this confusion; some of his commentary is very linear indeed. His own life, however, tells a different story. So does Johns most important mentor and spiritual guide, Teresa of vila. Confessing that the longest time shed ever experienced such a dramatic state of union was about half an hour, Teresa maintained that no one is so advanced in prayer that they do not often have to return to the beginning.4 I am convinced that instead of being a once-and-for-all experience, the dark night of the soul appears in various ways throughout our lives, always mysterious and always hopeful.

In large part, then, I write this book as a way of clearing up confusions I feel have distorted and covered over some very important aspects of the spiritual life. To enable this clarification, Ill be going back to the original sources frequently, citing Johns and Teresas work, often in their Spanish language. There are several problems with this. First, although many of Teresas original manuscripts have survived, almost none of Johns has. Thus even the Spanish editions of Johns work are taken from handwritten copies, many of which are known to contain inaccuracies. Further, I am not at all good in Spanish myself. However, with the help of those who are fluent, a variety of competent translations, and my own interpretation of the contexts, I believe I have been able to grasp much of the original meaning. I am sure that here and there I have also added some of my own distortions in the processI only wish I knew what they were so I could label them as such! But at least I will be offering another careful vision of the work of Teresa and Johnone that I hope honors the original and is illuminated by modern understanding.

Language and authenticity of sources are not the only difficulties. The concept of the dark night originated half a millennium ago in a culture and theological context foreign to mine. The essential material John and Teresa share is all about the depths and dynamics of the human psyche, yet it lacks the sophisticated psychological and neurological insights that modern science has given us. But that difficulty has proven to be an exciting, mutually enriching process for me, as I hope it will be for you. The dark night of the soul can illuminate our modern experience, but todays knowledge can also illuminate the dark night of the soul.

This process of mutual illumination will also clarify some other concepts that popularization has distortedthings such as prayer, meditation, contemplation, and the process of human spiritual growth. But it wont do any better than Rabbi Kushner did in providing an answer to why bad things happen to good people. At the end of his book, Kushner points out that the word answer can mean response as well as explanation. He suggests that the more important question is not why the bad things happen, but how we will respond to them.5

Kushner says that Gods role in human suffering is to stand with us, giving us courage and strength and empowering us to respond with compassion and forgiveness. I agree. I also feel that the dark night of the soul reveals an even deeper divine activity: a continually gracious, loving, and fundamentally protective guidance through all human experiencethe good as well as the bad.

For Teresa and John, the dark nightindeed all of lifeis nothing other than the story of a love affair: a romance between God and the human soul that liberates us to love one another. If you are firmly convinced there is no God, this story will be a romantic fantasy, one that has generated some exquisite poetry. At the other extreme, if you are firmly convinced about who or what God is, you may have trouble with both the story and its poetry. For Teresa and John, the Beloved is endless Mystery, always beyond our capacity to comprehend. Therefore, if we have a choice, it is best for all of us to hold both our beliefs and disbeliefs lightly. Listen to the truth of your own life experience in the light of Teresas and Johns stories. That is where we begin.
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CHAPTER ONE

HALF A FRIAR

The Story of Teresa and John


That Jews and Christians, together with Muslims, can live in amity, respecting differences while honoring commonalitiesthat this is no pipe dreamis proven by the fact that, for centuries, they did just that.

James Carroll1




Jews, Christians, and Muslims did indeed live in harmony in a time and place that some remember as a kind of paradise. It is known as the convivencia, the living together. The time was between the ninth and twelfth centuries, and the place was Spain. As Carroll recounts it, it was a time when Muslims opened the doors of their mosques for Christian worship services and when Jews were schoolmasters for Christian children. This rich cross-fertilization of faiths and cultures produced famous universities and renowned thinkers, including the great Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides, who chose to write not in Hebrew, but in Arabic.

Religious warfare originating outside Spain began to dismantle the convivencia in the twelfth century, but vestiges of its rich heritage lasted into the sixteenth century, the time of Teresa of vila and John of the Cross. In many ways, Teresa and John inherited the creative legacy of the convivencia.

John of the Cross will forever be credited for the idea of dark night of the soul, but the inspiration wasnt his alone. John acknowledged his indebtedness to a number of previous authors, including an obscure sixth-century mystic who wrote under the name of Dionysius and spoke of a ray of darkness.2 Of all those who influenced Johns work, however, the most important was Teresa, the woman he called his spiritual mother. Though he seldom acknowledged her as a source, nearly all of Johns imagery and most of his fundamental insights can be found in Teresas earlier writings. Thus to appreciate the meaning of the dark night, we must start with Teresa of vila.


Teresa

In the rugged central highlands of Spain, fifty miles west of Madrid, is the ancient walled city of vila. It lies on the Adaja River, in a valley between two great mountain ranges: the Sierra de Gredos to the south and the Sierra de Guadarrama to the east. Teresa was born there in the cold early spring of 1515.

It was the last year of the reign of King Ferdinand; Isabella had died a decade earlier, after establishing the Spanish Inquisition, putting a formal end to the convivencia by expelling all Jews from Spain, and sending Columbus to the New World. Balboa had just claimed the entire Pacific Ocean in the name of Spain, and treasure from the Americas was making Spain the wealthiest and most powerful empire in the world. Elsewhere, Leonardo da Vinci had just painted the Mona Lisa and Michelangelo had finished his sculpture of David. Copernicus was developing his claim that the planets revolve around the sun, and two years later Martin Luther would nail his theses to the church door in Wittenberg.

Teresa was born into a wealthy family of textile merchants. Her grandfather had been a converso, a Jew forced to convert to Christianity by the Inquisition. Her father saw to the education of his twelve children and made sure his daughters learned to read and write at homethere was no public education for women. Teresa was bright, spirited, adventurous, and, like many children of the time, fervently religious. At the age of seven, inspired by reading the lives of the saints, she and a brother tried to run away from home and become martyrs, to go to the land of the Moorsand have them cut off our heads. They were apprehended at the edge of town by an uncle, who returned them to their worried mother. Our greatest obstacle, Teresa later wrote, was that we had parents.3

When Teresa was twelve, her mother died. Soon thereafter, her father noticed that Teresas passions had shifted from spirituality to romance novels and, of course, to boys. Concerned about her future, he sent her to a convent school when she was sixteen. He never wanted her to become a nun and could not have foreseen that her passions would revert, as they soon did, to prayer and a growing call to religious life.

Because her father was strongly set against her becoming a nun, Teresa struggled mightily with the decision. Perhaps in part because of this conflict, she fell ill. The illness, the first of many that were to plague her the rest of her life, forced her to leave the school. Her recovery took nearly two years, during which her sense of call to religious life grew even stronger. Finally at the age of twenty, she convinced her father of her determination and became a Carmelite novice.

Less than two years after her profession as a nun, she again became ill, eventually suffering a paralysis of her legs that kept her an invalid for three years. Then, at the age of twenty-seven, while praying to St. Joseph, she experienced what she felt was a miraculous recovery. In that same year, 1542, less than thirty miles away in the small village of Fontiveros, John of the Cross was born.

John

Johns father, like Teresas, had come from a wealthy family of textile merchants. But the family disowned him when he married Johns mother, a poor weaver far beneath his social station. Thus, unlike Teresa, John was born into poverty. Worse, his father died shortly after John was born, leaving John and his mother and two older brothers destitute. After one of his brothers died, possibly from malnutrition, his mother moved to Medina del Campo. There she was able to place John in a church orphanage school, where he could be fed and educated. He excelled academically and as a teenager worked in a hospital as an orderly.

We have no evidence that he ever considered any career other than the religious life. At the age of seventeen, he entered the nearby Jesuit school and again excelled. He had established an impeccable reputation by the time he moved into formal theological studies
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