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Foreword

This is a book for which – perhaps unconsciously – I have been waiting. Christians struggled for many years under the power of an Almighty God, fearful of this Law-giver and of the punishments they would receive if they did not obey him, and hopeful of the rewards if they did. Then the pendulum swung. Fear of authority was replaced by a negation of authority. Jesus became Emmanuel, God-with-us, the gentle and kind friend, who blesses everything and who makes few demands. It was a positive swing but something was lost in the transition: Jesus lost his divinity, his sacredness, the flame of love that purifies, hurts and burns in order to lead us into something totally new: the ecstasy of love and a peace that surpasses all human understanding.

It is important to come back to the true face of God, the God of love, a love that burns and purifies and leads to the Wedding Feast; that is the Wedding Feast. Today we have a particular need of John: John of the Cross, John of Pain, to help us discover this God of Love. Iain Matthew helps us to discover the true John.

This book reveals a humble, little John (he was even physically small), a John who suffered pain and poverty, a John of humble origins. It shows us how John met and loved Teresa of Avila and how this beautiful woman brought him hope, encouragement, inspiration and a new flame of love. Mysteriously he became her spiritual father, even though he was much younger than she. John was both loved and feared by many. He suffered terribly the pain of rejection from his religious brothers because he appeared too radical, maybe too loving. He was imprisoned and escaped from prison. This book especially reveals a John in love with Jesus, desirous to follow him in all things, yearning for union with God. John feared and fought against a cheap god, a god of the imagination and of human dreams, a god who was an idol rather than a reality, a god who blesses our mediocrity and weaknesses rather than calling us to growth. John sought the real God, the flame of love that burns and quenches the deepest yearnings of our wounded hearts.

The God revealed by John is not a God to be feared: God is a Lover. Jesus, the Word made flesh, is a gentle and demanding Bridegroom: we are the bride. God seeks us like the Hound of Heaven, to bring us poor mortals into the friendship and ecstasy of love. Iain Matthew shows us through the writings of John, the beauty, the power, the humility and the vulnerability of this wondrous God of Love who is looking for space in our hearts: ‘Open up the door of your hearts. Let this Lover, this Tremendous Lover, into your being.’ That is the message of John.

Opening up can, however, be painful. It means becoming vulnerable, leaving and losing things that give security. John tells us that the way to open up is through faith. It is through belief and trust in the promises of Jesus, in the person of Jesus, calling us through the pain to a union of love. And John tells us not to seek the marvellous, the extraordinary, or even the charismatic, but rather the presence of God who burns us, who gives and reveals divine love, the life of the Trinity, through faith, hope and through all our gestures of love towards our brothers and sisters, especially the poorest.

For thirty years I have been living in community with people who have learning disabilities. They have led me gently into the mystery announced by Jesus: ‘Whosoever welcomes one of these little ones, in my name, welcomes me, and whosoever welcomes me, welcomes the one who sent me’ (Luke 9:54). It is a painful, beautiful mystery. And life in l’Arche is both painful and beautiful. It is not always easy to live with people in whom there is much anguish and pain. Yet it is beautiful to live with such people who trust and give their hearts. They reveal the Word who became flesh. But to live this gift or mystery we too are called to believe in Jesus and in his promises; to trust him and to give space in our hearts for his gift.

This book has been important for me and I think will be important for many others. With the help of John of Pain and the pain of John, it leads us to Emmanuel, the God who walks with us. It leads us through the gentleness of Bethlehem to the horror and pain of the Garden of Gethsemane and Golgotha. It leads us to the risen Jesus who says ‘peace to you’. It leads us through the paradox of the flame that burns in pain to the flame that burns in love; O delicious wound – the flame that liberates and brings a deep inner peace and joy.

For some people, John of the Cross, the John of Pain and of Ecstasy, seems too austere and complicated: for others he seems too pantheistic, not sufficiently Christ-centred. Iain Matthew reveals beautifully the true John, firmly centred in Jesus, in love with Jesus, the John who through all his life and teaching shows the path to inner liberation and union with God. This book will help many to be God-centred, Jesus-centred, and in all things centred in love.

Jean Vanier
L’ARCHE
60350 Trosly-Breuil
France
March 1995


PART I – ENTRY


1: Impact

John of the Cross speaks to people who feel unable to change. We may have sensed in our lives a call to freedom, to wholeness, to more than what we are now. John felt this as a call to reach out for God. But within us, an unvoiced fear can make change impossible. It is the fear that when we reach, we may not find. It begs the question: if I give myself, will God fill me in my life?

Our being naturally hesitates to say ‘yes’ to a one-way track that may end only in wasteland. This is the undermining fear, and while we may not opt for a different track, we may never fully choose this one.

Here John of the Cross has something helpful to say. Poet, pastor, mystic, John is first a witness to the impact of God in his life. He has taken the risk of surrender, and can speak with the authority of one who has been there. He testifies to a God who, precisely, is pressing in to meet, to change, and to fill us in our deepest need.

John’s language is moulded to echo this impact. He wrote strongly in verse: his God is poetry, and only weakly prose. He wrote in the idiom of bride and bridegroom – the least inadequate image for the way he understands his God to be.

In the following pages, we aim to catch the echo of that impact, not so much to review John’s writings as, through his writings, to sound his soul. We aim to recover there his witness to a self-bestowing God. Love changes people, and John’s witness to God’s love may help us to trust and to be brave.

There is a second point. A generous God is fine when things are running smoothly. But what when they are not and darkness is invading? What when trusted patterns have broken down, or we feel too far gone to bother even trying? We dwell at outer limits, and some events in life – loss, failure, stress, sin – remind us of the threat of chaos.

Places and dates in John’s life
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1551: taken to live in Medina del Campo, receives some schooling, and begins work as a nurse

1563: enters the Carmelite Order in Medina

1564: studies as a Carmelite in Salamanca

1567: ordained priest, meets Teresa of Avila

1568: initiates Teresa’s reform among the friars

1572: working with Teresa in Avila

1577: in December, John is captured, taken to Toledo and imprisoned

1578: August, escapes from Toledo, and heads south

1578–82: ministry near Beas, then in the university town Baeza

1582–8: ministry in Granada – the years of writing, administration, travel

1588: returns to Castile, to Segovia, for quieter years of ministry

1590: disagreements within the Order begin to affect John’s position

1591: John prepares to embark for Mexico, under a cloud of slander; a time of solitude in La Peñuela, then to Ubeda, where he dies on 13/14 December.



That is where John of the Cross stands: at the threshold of uncertainty; and he assures us that what dwells beyond is not simply chaos. The darkness bears the Spirit of God, who broods over the waters of death and has power to work a resurrection.

That is the second aim of this book: to hear John as he follows the consequences of his vision of God through to those outer regions where God seems absent.

There is a third aim. John’s experience of impact and of darkness is in itself no guarantee that our own lives are open to the divine. Scripture knows of only one Way; only if John’s word speaks to us of Jesus could it claim to be valid for all.

In sounding John’s soul, it is Christ we are seeking. The hope is that we shall find Christ there, giving shape to the universe. In fact, John sees the world slung between Friday and Sunday – a dying and rising where all have a home. In our darkness, he finds Jesus’s darkness; and what he echoes is the impact of Easter.

John’s experience of Jesus – who was once pinned down, and is now set free – should give us courage when we try to believe in the possibility of change.

To reach this point, we shall go in stages. One step will be to find John’s most personal word about God, what he would say if he could speak only once (Part II). Then we must see what meaning that gives to our journey and its darkness (III-IV). This will open up for us the possibility of encounter with God, in faith, and prayer, and lead us to perceive the presence in all this of Jesus (V).

First, however, for John’s witness to be valid at all, it has to come from his life. That is the first question: when John speaks, where is he coming from, and whom is he addressing? We shall look at his early life, then at his ministry, as a way into his mind and heart.


2: Echoing the Impact

Does John of the Cross know what we are talking about when we tell him of the shadowy areas of our lives? Has he been to those outer limits, where things break down? The question is real. John’s writings are cohesive enough in themselves, but their relation to his own history, or to our own complexity, can at times be hard to see.

In life, he was known as a ‘quiet man’; where his experience of God was concerned, he was ‘slow to speak about such things’.1 So too in his books: the word ‘I’ occurs rarely. While the pages clearly present magnificent theory, one could be forgiven for wishing he had spiced the odd page with a personal anecdote.

The anonymity is deceptive. The truth is that John’s writing emerges precisely from his history, and at the point of his greatest weakness. It is the fruit of his experience, and so when we come to him, bearing our own experience we can hope to be welcomed. We want to look at that in this chapter.

A first indication of John’s being ‘in touch’ is the readiness with which people approached him. John died at the age of forty-nine, in 1591. For thirty years he had trained and ministered as a priest in the Carmelite Order of friars. In that ministry, people found him attractive.

One instance is the two young hospital attendants who had been asked to accompany him (at this stage sick and debilitated) on a journey across Spain. They had no vested interest in liking him, but on returning to their work-place they asked who he was and ‘gave thanks to God for having got to know him and accompanied him.’2

So too the servant girl Juana: she found in John a life-long support. When she was an old woman, long after John’s death, she still treasured a tiny locket containing his portrait. His letters still spoke to her, especially at times of bewilderment: ‘But nothing is failing you . . . The person who desires nothing but God does not walk in darkness, however poor and dark she may be in her own sight . . .’3

The friars with whom he lived in community described him recurrently as ‘kindly’. He was said to be ‘joyful and easy with everyone’.4 These testimonies do have the glow of hindsight, and John was not given to unrestrained guffawing. But he does seem to have been characterised by a glad serenity:

‘His face and appearance conveyed joy and peace. I never saw him moody, or frowning at himself or at his subjects. His behaviour [. . .] was always gentle.’5

It sounds lovely; but it was not simply the fruit of a happy disposition. John’s personality, like his writing, was forged by a conjunction of love and pain. He was born into a superpower Spain afflicted by widespread poverty and deep discriminations. For the losers in that post-medieval world, existence was fragile, unhygienic, sometimes brutal. If John lived as he did, it was not because he had been sheltered in his youth. He was exposed to life’s open wounds, and was formed by that exposure.

Love and pain: the story has it that John’s father, Gonzalo de Yepes, a cloth merchant from Toledo, fell in love with Catalina, an orphaned girl who made some kind of living by her weaving in the small trade-route town of Fontiveros. They married, but Gonzalo was disinherited for betraying, as the Yepes family saw it, his roots and his status. In 1542, their third son, John, was born – into a family that was already experiencing the cost of generosity.

In the red-bricked church in Fontiveros a granite slab marks Gonzalo’s grave; he fell victim to the shortages which overwhelmed many in mid-century central Spain. His widow, Catalina, with twelve-year-old Francisco, younger Luis, and baby John, was forced to take to the roads in search of better conditions. There followed abortive pilgrimages to the Yepes households around distant Toledo – and the death of the second son. The remaining threesome migrated to Arévalo, then to Medina del Campo, commercial centres in Castile, in the hope that the wool trade might provide sufficient work.

In short, John had a highly destabilised childhood. He grew up at the precarious bottom of a status-conscious society. But it was a poverty made fruitful by the tenderness and defiant mettle of his mother. Work, survival, and welcome seem to have been family watchwords, as they shared with people more destitute than themselves.

John was nine when they arrived in Medina, the major market centre in Castile. The city attracted commerce from northern Europe and from the East, as well as from the peninsula itself. It also attracted disease. John, who had been found a place in an institute for disadvantaged children, transferred in his teens to work as a nurse-cum-porter in one of the city’s hospitals, a hospice specifically for people suffering from syphilis. His impressionable adolescent years were spent, then, in the company of people dying from sexually-transmitted disease, an environment, again, of pain, but one which the young man was able to meet with a certain robustness and kind feeling, judging from his sensitivity to the sick which became proverbial in later years.

This accounts for almost half of John’s life. When he later came to write, all that experience of love and pain stood behind him.

Teresa of Avila stood behind him too. It was she who helped him to resolve the major crisis of direction in his life.

At twenty-one he had decided his future: he left the hospital to join a community of Carmelite friars. This movement traces its roots back to a group of hermits on Mount Carmel in Israel. On moving west to Europe in the thirteenth century they came to the major cities, professing a life of prayer, brotherhood and ministry, under the patronage of the Virgin Mary ‘of Mount Carmel’. As the young nurse considered their way of life in Medina, he presumably perceived in it an invitation to a deeper, more universal kind of love.

After an introductory year, John was sent to the Carmelite college in the bubbling university city of Salamanca, where, three years later, he was ordained priest. But he was dissatisfied. The Order, at least as he had come to know it, had failed to meet his need. Perhaps, as he compared the red-raw reality of his family and his hospital days with the point-scoring and one-upmanship of the university world, he found himself saying, ‘This is just not real.’ Whatever the reason, he was ready to leave the Carmelite brothers for a more solitary, rigorous kind of life.

It was at this point that he met the decidedly real Teresa de Jesús. She had begun in Avila a reform among the women of the same Carmelite Order, and the movement was beginning to spread: communities small enough to be united, poor enough to be free, committed to seeking God’s friendship in prayer, as a way of helping to heal a world ‘on fire’.6 The fifty-two-year-old foundress had come to Medina to establish the second of her convents – anxious too to involve male Carmelites in the project.

Teresa naturally inspired trust. ‘They have such blind confidence in me – I don’t know how they can do such things!’7 Like the centre of an earthquake, she was soon to exercise influence across Spain. She and her nuns, who, she maintained, only wanted to pray and to get on with their spinning, seemed an attraction or an irritant that could not be ignored.

John was more of a volcano, rocky on the outside, and passionately ablaze at the core. When she met him, Teresa saw in the diminutive friar one who shared her spirit. ‘Your reverence should speak with this man’, she was soon to write to a friend. ‘Even though he is small [chico], I understand him to be huge in the eyes of God.’8 She invited him to join her reform.

For his part, John found in Teresa one in whom ideals became actual – a commitment to Christ without padding or protection. Youthfully, he said to her, Yes, so long as I don’t have to wait long.9

In a gentle way, Teresa and John became close. They understood each other. When he left for the south of Spain, she was to write, ‘You won’t believe how lonely I feel without him.’10 At the same time she found in him someone who could stand his ground despite her infectious personality. When she was first initiating him into her model of religious life, they disagreed on various points, ‘and sometimes’, she admits, ‘I got annoyed at him’!11

The two were together again a few years later (1572–4). Teresa had been asked to put order into a highly disordered convent in her native Avila. The convent housed upwards of 130 nuns, held loosely together by walls and some prayers, but horribly distant in much else. Some were well-to-do, with their suites of rooms and even servants; others were destitute. The institution was becoming a skeleton without much inside.

To help her to put something inside, Teresa requested John as chaplain. His reputation for holiness was growing, and his arrival was resented, seen as one more attempt to make the nuns something they had never pretended to be. But they soon perceived wisdom in Teresa’s selection. The witnesses testify:

‘He [John] bore their imperfections, however many times he might point them out, and he led them forward, at their own imperfect pace, to perfection, without violence, and by weak means led them to strength. And by this mildness and prudent patience of his, he obliged them more than ever.’12

When John first met Teresa, he was inexperienced in his ministry. She helped to form him; he was forming her. Commitment and warmth were again combining to make him what he was.

John’s word issued out of all of that: a youth forged by love and pain; a religious life maturing under the influence of tensions and fresh vision. But when he finally came to write, his life had funnelled to a fine point which almost had to say this word in just this way.

Teresa’s renewal was bound to brew trouble. It was inevitably felt as a criticism by those not wishing to join her. The ineptitude of some of her friars did not help; and there were wider political issues, as this Castilian reform, championed by King Philip, clashed with reforming efforts in the Order as a whole, backed by Rome.

The pent-up animosity was off-loaded suddenly in 1577, with John of the Cross as target. On a cold night in early December, his chaplaincy in Avila was raided. The young man was taken away for interrogation and chastisement. Then he disappeared.

On hearing of this arrest by friars opposing her reform, Teresa feared the worst. She wrote to King Philip: ‘I would be happier if [he] had fallen into the hands of Moors – they might show [him] more pity.’13 But for once her personality failed to produce results. Unknown to his friends, John was being taken across the freezing Sierra Guadarrama, to the city of Toledo. There he was incarcerated first in a jail, then in a tiny closet, with little or no light, and left.

Toledo can be very cold in winter, asphyxiating in summer. For John, solitary confinement was to mean malnutrition, regular flogging (causing wounds which stayed with him for years), putrid clothing, and lice. With this went a kind of psychological torture. His captors apparently feigned conversation at the door of his cell, leaving their phrases to foment in his mind. They hinted that he would get out in a coffin. They said the reform – his life’s work – had fallen apart.

All this does seem to have affected John’s mind. As he ate his scant ration, he had to cope with the fear that it was poisoned. He had to cope too with the constant insinuation (the walls of his dungeon told him this if nobody else did) that he was a rebel – he, whose religious culture was built on obedience. And he confessed that what pained him deeply was the worry that Teresa and the others would think he had deserted them.14

It was all happening together: physical and emotional abuse; a whirl of anxiety in his mind; and, in his relationship with God, darkness. At the time when, if ever, he needed to feel the divine presence, his God seemed distant, even alien, and John felt himself a stranger. His later writings will bear out what contemporary witnesses suspected: ‘During the time they had him in prison, he suffered great inner dryness and affliction’;15 ‘at times [the Lord] withdrew and left him in inner darkness along with the darkness’ of his cell.16

Here John was a child. He had been hauled beyond the threshold of his own resources, taken to those outer limits where the only alternatives are a Spirit who fills, or chaos. It was as if the anaesthetic which normal life provides had worn off, his inner self had been scraped bare, and he now ached in a way he never had before for a God who was utterly beyond him. This was the real wound, and it drew from him a raw cry, ‘Where are you?’

¿Adónde te escondiste . . .?

Where have you hidden

Beloved, and left me groaning?

You fled like a stag

having wounded me;

I went out in search of you, and you were gone.

This is the first stanza of the Canticle, one of the poems which the prisoner composed in his dungeon. Astonishingly, it was here, in these circumstances, that his mature writing began.

His later books are all commentaries on his poetry. They unfold the poems and draw us back to them, and through them to the crucible that forged them. To hear his word is, then, a precious privilege. When he finally speaks, this ‘quiet man’ takes us, from prose, through poetry, into his most personal experience, when his life was most precarious, and his God was a surprise.

After nine months of imprisonment, John escaped. The alternative was death, given his rate of debilitation. In the small hours, after days of painstaking observation, a combination of nerve, ingenuity and loosened screws got him out of his cell; then through a window down knotted strips of sheet, on to a wall and into a courtyard. From there he made his faltering way through the city to the shelter of the Teresian nuns. His appearance was shocking. He later noted whimsically, ‘I’ve been flogged more than Saint Paul!’17

Even so, physical escape was not, for John, the ultimate issue. What happened in Toledo was larger than the human conflict which occasioned it. Legally, John was not the most significant target among the reformed friars. His comrades could in fact carry on quite well without him, judging from Teresa’s exasperated plea, ‘I don’t know why it is that nobody ever seems to remember this saint!’18 Besides, if one removes some of the unnecessary brutality, his punishment was standard for recalcitrant friars, according to ecclesiastical legislation of the time.

Yet more was at stake than the human conflict. John himself was to interpret this episode as a sharing in the sign of Jonah – ‘swallowed by the whale’, he described it in a letter.19 When he later wrote of the deepest transformation that God works in a person (the night of the spirit), he used the same terms.

It is as if ‘she were swallowed by some sea beast, and felt herself being digested in its lugubrious belly . . . It is a blessing for her to be in this sepulchre of dark death, for the resurrection of the spirit for which she hopes.’20

Three days in the belly of the earth: that was the meaning he gave to his imprisonment. He was being granted a share in the dying and rising of Jesus.

Although he escaped, his resurrection was not his escape; he had already come to life before his friends could set about restoring him. The poetry he composed in prison is a sign that something was released in him there which had not been available to him before. The verses convey, not only raw hunger, but also a gift which filled the hunger. When years later he wrote about his Canticle, he called
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