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Sixteenth-century Spain. The Age of Discovery; 
the Age of Exploration; the Golden Age.  
Geographical landscape had been redrawn by 
voyages/discoveries. Spiritual landscape was 
being redrawn also by the work of spiritual 
writers and theologians. Time of almost 
unlimited horizons and Spain was among the 
leaders in all this, on the sea and in the soul. 
 
Other landscapes: economic landscape was 
bringing enormous wealth into the country.  
Linguistic landscape was expanding with the 
introduction of new and more precise words.  
Spiritual writers could explain aspects of a 
person’s relationship with God more precisely. 
 
Spain was in a culturally rich period, the arts 
and sciences and spiritual insights were 
expanding; and after almost 200 years, the 
country was recovered from the pandemic 
known as the ‘Black Plague.’ 
 
In 1542, in the village of Fontiveros, is born 
Juan de Yepes Alvarez, the third of three sons 
of Gonzalo de Yepes and Catalina Alvarez. No 
certainty about the month and day of his birth; 
some evidence indicates that it may have 
been June 24. Some scholars say he was born 
in December. 
 
His parents were of very different social levels. 
Gonzalo is of the merchant class; Catalina 
was an orphan of the peasant class. They had 
3 sons – Francisco, Luis, and Juan (John).  
Luis died as a child. 
 
John has the opportunity to receive an 
education, and he works in a hospital. In 1563, 
he enters the Carmelites, receives the name 
John of St. Matthias. He begins longing for a 
more austere way of life, and considers joining 
the Carthusians. 
 
In 1567 he is ordained and meets St. Teresa of 
Avila. She convinces him to assist her in 
founding the Discalced Carmelites among the 
men. He changes his name to Juan de la Cruz 
– John of the Cross. Some traditions say that 

Teresa gave him the name. 
 
John is involved in various aspects of the 
growth of the Discalced Carmelites, both men 
and women. At the same time, there are 
increased tensions between the original 
Carmelites and Teresa’s reformed groups. In 
December 1577 John is kidnaped and 
imprisoned in Toledo by the Carmelite men.  
He escaped in August, 1578. Though his 
prison experience was harsh and 
compromised his health, the grace was that he 
began writing his poetry. In 1580, the 
Discalced Carmelites become a separate 
administrative unit within the original 
Carmelites. 
 
In his final years, John planned to leave Spain, 
to live and minister with the community 
members in Mexico. A severe fever prevented 
him from traveling. John dies in the monastery 
at Ubeda, Spain on 14 December 1591; he was 
49 years old. His feast is December 14. 
 
John of the Cross was canonized in 1726 and 
proclaimed a Doctor of the Church in 1926.  
He was named the patron of Spanish poets in 
1952. St. John is the patron of contemplative 
religious and those who seek to live 
contemplation; of those who study the 
mystics and mystical theology; and of Spanish 
poets. In art, John is often depicted near a 
cross or holding a cross, and sometimes with 
a pen because of his many writings. 

SAINT JOHN OF THE CROSS (1542 – 1591)  



WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM JOHN OF THE CROSS?  

St. John’s spirituality covers every aspect of 
our relationship with God; he takes into 
account the diversity among people, the 
differences in abilities and in the pace at 
which people develop in their spiritual life. His 
spirituality (sanjuanist spirituality as it is 
called) can be characterized as a process and 
a promise. It involves a process of moving 
toward union with God, and places before us 
the promise of permanent union with God. 
 

PROCESS 
Sanjuanist spirituality presents a process for 
growth toward union with God. Neither the 
specifics nor the timing of that process will be 
the same for every person. God works 
according to the mode of the soul. Guiding 
principles: 
 

A. God is present within us, all of the time. As 
John says, “This union between God and 
creatures always exists.” Again he says, “This 
presence is never wanting to the soul.” This is 
an important principle since our experiences 
can make us wonder where God is in our lives. 
 

B. Self-knowledge and God-knowledge are 
essential practices within the process. St. 
John writes: “God is at the center of the soul.” 
We are created in God’s image and likeness.  
The journey to union with God is through the 
self. The more we can know ourselves the 
more we come to know God. 
 

C. Detachment is a major theme in St. John’s 
writing; a companion and consequence of self-
knowledge. The discipline of self-knowledge 
will reveal who we truly are; we discover things 
we can be proud of and things we are not. 
How do we respond to things we wish to 
change? St. John instructs us to use 
detachment. 
This process of recognizing God’s presence 
within us and of taking up the disciplines of 
self-knowledge and detachment involves ‘dark 

nights.’  What we once saw as having value is 
now ‘darkened’ in our eyes, heart, mind so we 
no longer hold it as valuable in the same way. 
 
PROMISE 
The promise that John places before us is 
simple; it is nothing less than our 
transformation into love through union with 
God. We are called to become God’s image 
and likeness fully. John writes: “God created 
the soul in God’s image and likeness that it 
might attain such resemblance.” He tells us: 
“Love produces such likeness in this 
transformation of love that one can say each 
is the other and both are one.” 
 
What can we learn from this process and 
process? 1) People are transformable. 2) All 
situations have the potential to call us to 
holiness. 3) Our world can be transformed.   
 
St. John of the Cross tells us: “It should be 
known that if we are seeking God, the Beloved 
(that is, God) is seeking us much more.” 



EXCERPTS FROM THE WRITINGS OF SAINT JOHN  

FROM THE ASCENT OF MOUNT CARMEL 
“One should first know that God sustains every 
soul and dwells in it substantially, even though 
it may be that of the greatest sinner in the 
world.  This union between God and creatures 
always exists.” (II:5,3) 
 
“The active way (in the spiritual life) comprises 
what one can do and does by oneself.” (I,13:1) 
 
“The passive way (in the spiritual life) is that in 
which one does nothing, but God 
accomplishes the work in the soul while the 
soul acts as the recipent.” (I,13:1) 
 
“The likeness between faith and God is so 
close that no other difference exists than that 
between believing in God and seeing 
God.” (II:9:1) 
 
“The soul must empty itself of all that is not 
God in order to go to God.” (III:7:2) 
 
“The spiritual night is a way to empty and 
purify the soul of all that is not God.” (II,6:6) 
 
FROM THE DARK NIGHT 
“The soul enters this night so it may journey to 
God in pure faith, for pure faith is the means 
whereby it is united to God.” (I,11:4) 
 
“‘We know that we shall all be like him,’ not 
because the soul will have as much capacity 
as God – this is impossible – but because all 
that it is will become God.” (II,20:5) 
 
FROM THE LIVING FLAME OF LOVE 
“The soul’s center is God.” (1:12)   “The 
principal guide is the Holy Spirit.” (3:46) 
 
“It should be known that if we are seeking God, 
the Beloved (that is, God) is seeking us much 
more.” (3:28) 
 
FROM THE SPIRITUAL CANTICLE 
“When there is union of love, the image of the 
Beloved is so sketched in the will and drawn 
so intimately and vividly, that it is true to say 

that the Beloved lives in the lover and the lover 
in the Beloved.  Love produces such likeness 
in this transformation of lovers that one can 
say each is the other and both are one.” (12:7) 
 
“God created the soul in God’s image and 
likeness that it might attain such 
resemblance.” (39:4) 
 
VARIOUS SAYINGS 
“Strive to preserve your heart in peace; let no 
event of this world disturb it.” 
 
“In the evening of life, we will be judged on 
love alone.” 

February 7, 7:00 p.m. 

St. Francis de Sales 

 

March 7, 7:00 p.m. 

St. Thérèse of Lisieux 

 

April 4, 7:00 p.m. 

Blessed Basile Moreau 

 

May 9, 7:00 p.m. 

St. André Bessette 
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